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ONE
Bat curls on Zane’s pillow and watches him sleep. After some ear pets, he eventually stretched from my chest and waddled off to check on the humans. Lalia hasn’t stirred from her makeshift bed on the floor and both princesses are in the other chair beside mine in the back of the ship. It’s early and we’re not close to any planets, so everything’s quiet.
My entire body hurts.
I consider heaving myself to my feet, but no one’s awake and I’m not ready for movement. I’m hungry, but not enough it motivates me. I shift in the padded chair, comfy as it is, and grimace.
“You okay?” Yvonne’s whisper startles me. 
She looks pretty rough herself, cheek puffy and forming the hints of a blue bruise as if she got punched. Maybe she hit the ground too hard when I tackled that cyborg holding her up. Either way, she isn’t nearly as bad as I am. Though it’s dark, she’s facing my side that took the brunt of the damage to the implants in my temple.
“How does your face feel?”
Nice enough of her to ask. “Like I got shot in the face.”
She grimaces. “I guess that’s kinda my fault.”
“Not really.” I gesture at the damaged temple. “This was before you got dragged off.”
“Oh.” She runs her fingers over her sister’s sleeping head. Anya, at least, seems to have come out unscathed, though it’s nothing to say about how she’s gonna be mentally after all this. I’m glad I didn’t blow Kel’s face off right in front of her. “What happened yesterday? I didn’t catch most of it.”
Even trying to wrap my brain around the situation worsens the mild headache kept at bay by painkillers. “A lot. I’ll tell you when I remember all of it in order.”
She nods, staring at the ceiling. Bat peeks over at us before returning to guarding Zane sleep like a cat watching a mouse. I know he likes Zane, but it’s cute to see him watch over the human.
I rub my face, trying to avoid my injuries, but most all the implants in my face—and various parts of my body—ache when touched. Human skin doesn’t take lightly to being smashed against metal, even when the metal is coming from my own body. My cheekbones feel swollen, as well as my temple over my left eye. I’m sure the other one—where the implants took damage—is worse. The skin around my eyes, always a little red and haunted, feels frailer than usual. Looking in a mirror this morning will be less fun than usual.
Yvonne’s eyes are on me. Discomfort crawls over my skin, but it’s not as if she hasn’t seen me look like hell before. 
“It’s either ship crashes or cyborgs that are abominations against nature, apparently,” I say, just because she’s staring so much I feel the need to break the quiet.
Her lip quirks. “You think all cyborgs are abominations against nature?”
“Only when I’m feeling particularly pissed.”
Captain’s advanced medical technology more than any other person, but I’m not in the mood to be so gracious out loud.
Yvonne is frowning. “Do you think Captain looks like that? Or can do those things. Like that woman who split her arm in half?”
I doubt it. But how would I know? He doesn’t appear to give himself wild augmentations, just the ones to make him nice and immortal and stronger than most of the galaxy, other cyborgs included. Then again, I had no idea ForceZero existed in the first place, so what do I know. 
“No idea. At this point, I’m not entirely sure I’d be surprised.”
“Aaron?”
I finally stop messing with my sore face and glance at her. “You sound serious and when you do, usually I don’t end up liking the outcome.”
She rolls her eyes, but her expression remains tight. “I don’t know what to do.”
Well, that’s a heavy topic. “About everything, or something in particular you’re sulking over?”
She slaps me so lightly on the arm it’s barely a pat and doesn’t hurt. “I don’t think we can go back to Neyla Ve.”
Well, yes, that problem has occurred to me.
“Well, I can,” she amends. “I was never supposed to leave, so if Captain got ahold of me, he’ll just drop-kick me back there. But if he gets his hands on both of us, he’ll probably just take Anya back to Amerov out of pure spite.”
“He does seem quite a pettier than I ever took him to be.”
She snorts gently. “I know you want your money, and I know it’ll be harder on you, but we’ve got to figure a way to get us to my parents directly on Neyla Ve. No cyborgs or anyone else in the government between them and us. And I realize the tall order of that, but I really don’t know what Captain will do just because we’ve pissed him off and humiliated him to my parents. But. . .”
I wait for her to keep going, but she’s staring at the ground, jaw clenched. I would expect to be annoyed about how troublesome and dangerous it will be to attempt to both get my bounty and deliver them to their parents where Captain won’t be able to interfere.
It doesn’t bother me much.
It’s a headache for certain. My stomach twists, thinking about every opportunity for this to go sideways, and how dangerous it is to have them with me as long as I have. But it’s difficult to be annoyed when Yvonne feels about Captain about the way I do, and Anya is looking to me for support. I can fathom dropping her off with some Amerov officials about as much as I can fathom doing the same to Bat. Not at all.
I’m so screwed.
“We’ll figure it out. We need to land, make sure Zane recovers, and we’ll figure it out in the meantime.”
She’s momentarily quiet. “I thought you’d say tough break.”
“Yeah, me too. Apparently, I like getting myself in trouble.”
She laughs again, softly enough it doesn’t wake anyone. “I’ve noticed.”
Her hand drifts toward my face as if she wants to inspect one of the injuries. I flinch without meaning to. I don’t think she’s going to dig her nails into my wounds or anything, but old habits die hard, and I don’t exactly need her fingers on my damaged implants.
“Sorry,” she says, dropping her hand at my expression. “I wasn’t going to hurt you.”
“I know,” I say, which isn’t a lie, but my chest is tighter than I appreciate.
Uncomfortable, I push myself onto my elbows, wincing. My temples throb. My vision hasn’t fully returned in my right eye, but at least the eye itself didn’t take damage. Those were gonna be tough to replace with all their glitching, but actually being down an eye would’ve been hell. Bat can probably fix this one. I hope.
I’m gonna need a new comm.
“Did Anya say why she didn’t put her arm back on?” I ask, staring vaguely at the floor in favor of standing.
“She said she wants you to show her again, she’s never actually done it all herself.”
Makes sense.
“You don’t look like you wanna get up.”
“I very much don’t.”
She giggles softly again, and Anya shifts and stretches. “You can go back to sleep?”
It’s tempting. But I’m morbidly curious about how bad my injuries look now I’ve slept a while. And I’m hungry.
And I don’t like Zane just laying there, half-lifeless. I want to check on him, even if Bat’s already keeping watch.
The older injury on my knee flares to life, but it isn’t too bad. Mostly it’s my head paining me. Various other injuries don’t complain much in comparison.
“Hi, Aaron,” Anya mumbles, sleepily.
“Hi.”
I head for the washroom without limping too much. My face is about as nasty as I expected. All the little injuries are swollen and red, not infected after the time I spent cleaning them and smearing on ointment and bandages, and a day or two will better their appearance. Still, I can’t help but wince. I push gingerly where metal juts from my skin, but it only aches. At least it isn’t peeling away from the implants. Lalia groans and rolls over on the floor, touching Zane’s hand along the bed before seeing me and blinking.
“Did you hit your head?” I ask.
She rubs the back of her hair, grimacing. “Apparently. I don’t think I have a concussion.”
“Is your vision blurry?”
“No—”
“What about—”
“Relax Aaron, I’m fine. I know what the symptoms of a concussion are.” She doesn’t sound annoyed.
I squint. Rolling her eyes, she maneuvers off the floor with the same labored movements. Not exactly a comfortable place to sleep.
“I found a nearby planet to land last night. We’ll stop there and get some supplies, maybe some extra bedding or something.”
“Is landing a good idea?”
I run water over my hands, splashing my face until I feel a fraction more awake. Some cuts and scrapes sting though they’re scabbing over. “No idea. But we can’t stay out here forever. I don’t have the supplies to be taking care of Zane, and I don’t like the crack in the viewport, it’s giving me anxiety.”
“What planet?”
“I forget the name, it’s on the computer. It seems pretty abandoned, a few out-postings, sort of like Falla, but more spread out.”
Lalia inspects my injured temple as Yvonne had but doesn’t try to touch. “I don’t think stopping at a hospital is a good idea.”
“Neither do I. Stopping at a private residence might not be too bad, maybe someone can let us know if there are any small medical centers nearby. The planet files are pretty worthless.”
She grimaces, rubbing her shoulders and trying to stretch. “That sounds dangerous.”
“I know.”
She gazes past me at Zane. Bat is watching us, listening. I wish he had some input, but he looks as lost. I stare at the edge of the sink, considering resting my head against the little mirror above it, but don’t want Lalia to get all fussy.
“Hopefully, as long as we don’t stay more than an hour at any one place we can pick up some supplies and move on. Viewport might be tricky, but I’m more concerned with dumbass over there than the glass. It’ll hold as long as we don’t do anything stupid.”
“Dumbass saved your ass. . .” comes Zane’s slurred voice.
Lalia scurries back to him while Bat pokes his cheek with his nose. Zane grimaces. “Your nose. . .is wet.”
I press my lips together and limp to the edge of the bed, feeling oddly sheepish. Even when Zane was pissed yesterday, he was angrier at the rest of the circumstances than at me. There’s no reason to feel shy. I wonder if he was conscious enough to notice I blew up on Kel, that nasty little piece of—
“You look like hell. . .” he mutters, swinging his hand in my direction until it smacks my leg.
“Yeah, I got toasted and beat up and kinda shot. But all things considered, I think you win this one. At least I can stand.”
He looks like he’s attempting to give me a scowl, but doesn’t quite manage it. His face, though mostly covered in bandages, got some harsh burns from the explosion, not to mention other various cuts and bruises. He’s been bleeding from other places though I’m not entirely sure what happened in the chaos of trying to get him out. I know Bat stitched him up—and used plenty of my sour-smelling flesh-regrowing gel on him—so I’m not concerned he’s going to bleed out. Still, he looks about as lucid as someone drunk off their ass.
“So, I take it our ship is gone.” It isn’t a question. I can tell in his voice he knows, but he’s looking at his sister where she sits, holding his hand. Her face has enough grief when she nods I look at the floor instead.
“Hmm.” Zane closes his eyes. “We all got out, that’s the important bit. Who dragged me out of that ship? I don’t remember much.”
“That would be your idiot twin,” Lalia says.
I give her a look.
“Scared the crap out of me,” Bat grumbles.
Zane nearly smiles. “I bet your entire life has been Aaron scaring the crap out of you.”
“Hey,” I protest while Bat snickers. There’s a matching laugh from Yvonne in the other room. It’s hard to be snippy when they’re all smiling tiredly and I’m more relieved than I’d like to admit by the simple fact Zane is awake and in-tact enough to tease.
A beep sounds softly on the console. I glance at it, then out at the dark of space out the window alongside the bed. A planet shimmers dully in the distance, lit against a bright pale-yellow star and a few moons. 
We’ve arrived.



TWO
“Where we going?” Zane asks as I limp to the console to get a better look.
“Small planet without many people. It’s out of the way. We need more medical supplies at a minimum. If we’re really lucky, someone can fix my stupid viewport.”
Yvonne joins me. When I glance back, Anya is seated under the blankets still, watching. She smiles at me.
“Will this be more difficult now you have a bounty up too?”
I haven’t forgotten, but bringing it up makes me grimace. “I’ve no idea. The average person doesn’t check the bounty listings. We keep running into the types of people who do, but random citizens don’t as far as I’ve seen. It might help that lots of people look away when they see me.”
It’s a slight bonus for now, but Yvonne makes a face. As if she didn’t know. As if she didn’t find me repulsive until she eventually grew accustomed to me.
Does she not find me that way now? The idea is bizarre. I suppose the siblings don’t either, and Anya obviously doesn’t care, but it’s weird to think of Yvonne being defensive of me as Zane and Lalia. I don’t want to think about it. Makes my stomach twist. 
Bat clicks across the floor and joins me on the console, scrolling through the planet charts. “Where are we going to land?”
“I don’t know. Maybe fly over the area until we find a place that strikes us as less dangerous.”
“If we find a medical facility, I can sneak in and steal some stuff.”
Not a bad idea. “We might go with that.”
Yvonne snickers. 
I eyeball her. “I feel like you shouldn’t be allowed to laugh when you roped me into breaking into Amerov.”
“You’re not wrong,” she says. “But I’m going to laugh anyway.”
I even a glare at her, but she smiles serenely. With her hair a mess, clothes wrinkled and torn, and her face kinda puffy, it’s hard to take the smile seriously. Remembering her hug the night before, I glance anywhere other than her face, tapping at the planet files Bat is flipping through. 
“Aaron?” Lalia leans around the corner of the bunkroom door. “What do you have for pain?”
Right. Zane’s been out of it. Waking up is probably doing a number on him, especially if the idiot tries to move too much. I rummage through the medical kit until I find the same painkillers I used on Lalia back when she broke her leg. Pills might be hard for him to swallow in his condition and won’t be nearly as fast. 
“Ew, needles,” I hear him grumble as I take the cap off.
“Be quiet. You sound like me.”
He’s trying to sit up, and I put my finger on the uninjured middle section of his forehead, barely poking him but succeeding in making his shoulders drop back to the pillow. “Stay.”
“Stay,” he mimics, giving the ceiling a look as if it shares his exasperation with me. I’d laugh if he wasn’t also grimacing in obvious discomfort.
He grumbles something that sounds suspiciously vulgar when I give him the shot, but his eyelids droop a moment later, his pinched expression smoothing out. Yeah, that’s why I used this, idiot.
“Still don’t like needles,” he grumbles, looking about ready to pass out. 
“Here,” I say, grabbing him some water and offering the cup. 
He stares at it, unimpressed. I’d call him dramatic, but he might tell me we’re a lot alike. I hand the cup to Lalia so she can hold his head up like he’s an infant. Let him give her snarky looks instead. 
There’s no permission to enter the atmosphere on this planet, so we drop down without a warning in sight or any sort of drones patrolling the atmosphere. I keep a close eye on the viewport as the fire of the atmosphere wraps around us, but as I suspected, it holds well. Ships need to be able to land even when there’s damage. The crack is worrisome, but the shot wasn’t enough to actually break the structure. Still, I breathe a little better once we drop past the clouds. 
Green stretches as far as I can see, rolling mountains in every direction coated with trees and grasslands. Peaceful. No cities in sight, though the map on the console says the nearest one is a few hours away at our slow speed. I’m not sold on the idea of walking into a city now there’s a bounty on my head as well, even if the intention is just for Bat to steal. If we do, we’ll need to land in the trees and sneak in. Slowly, I drop the ship all the way down until we’re cruising low over the mountains, keeping a lookout for smaller settlements, individual homes, or heat signatures of anything interesting.
“It’s so pretty here,” Yvonne mumbles. She nudges me gently. “What do you think of the idea of our original plan?”
“Huh?”
“Turn me over to some small-time authorities, get paid, break me back out.”
I can’t tell if she’s serious. Her lips quirk, but I still think she may be considering it.
“Sounds like the worst idea I’ve ever heard. If nothing else but for the fact that now my face is on the bounty charts. Just because the average person doesn’t check them doesn’t mean I should be parading around in front of any authorities.”
“Yeah, kinda figured it was a bad idea.”
“Don’t get any ideas, they scare me.”
She presses her lips together in a withheld smile. “Cross my heart.”
Someone pokes my lower back and I jump more than necessary.
“Sorry,” Anya says. She’s holding her unattached arm and looking up at me with the saddest pair of eyes I’ve ever witnessed. I was going to help her with it no matter what, good grief.
I sit her down on the captain’s chair. “Does your arm hurt today?”
“Not really.”
“Not really?”
“I’m kinda sore all over.”
Yeah, that was a lot of running and panic for a kid who’s barely recovered from a traumatic accident. Out of worry, I feel her forehead, but she’s normal. I ignore Yvonne’s eyes on me. This doesn’t count as bonding.
I have a look over her prosthetic, checking for damage—it isn’t exactly supposed to be detached because someone is dragging her along by it, but there don’t appear to be problems. These things are tough. And they should be considering the amount they cost. I fit it back on the stump of her shoulder while she watches.
“Do you think you can do that by yourself?”
She shrugs, moving her fingers one at a time. “Probably.”
“We’ll practice. It’ll be good if you can learn the basics of how to maintain them. They’re too complex for you to fix if they get damaged, but it’ll be good to know the basics.”
“Can you fix all your prosthetics?”
“I don’t have prosthetics, just implants.”
“Oh. Can you fix all those?”
Yvonne is watching. I’m pretty sure I’ve had a similar conversation with her.
“Not so much my eyes, but most anything else. Bat can fix anything.”
“Bat’s the best,” Anya agrees.
From the console, Bat makes a snorting sound. I glance at him, but he has his ears down, sheepish. It’s as weird for him to get compliments from the little girl as it is for me. I scratch his head, then notice something on the heat chart of the console. 
“Bat, what does that look like to you?” I ask, tapping the screen.
His ears perk up. “Crashed ship?”
“That’s what I thought.”
“Do crashed ships give off heat signatures?” Yvonne asks.
“Only if the metal bakes in the sun. It’ll be hotter than the surrounding trees.”
It does indeed appear to be a crashed ship. There isn’t much to see with it half-concealed by overgrown trees. I circle the ship, taking a look out the spiderweb crack of the viewport. 
“Interesting,” I mumble. I’m not sure if a downed ship will help us. It isn’t the same model as mine at all, just a one-person vessel, so it isn’t as if I can yank the viewport out of it and get it into my ship. But maybe there are leftover supplies. The fewer things we need out in the public eye, the better.
I circle us over the nearest patch of grassy outcropping where I can land without hitting trees. “I’m gonna take a quick look. Ten minutes.”
“Can I come?” Anya asks.
“No, everyone stays in the ship.”
Yvonne snorts. I’m nearly certain that means she’s going with me. I sigh. Not much use arguing—there doesn’t seem to be any heat signatures of actual people in the vessel. Even if there was anyone around, it’s a one-person craft, not even meant to be lived in.
The trees are thick and deep green even in the trunks, but it isn’t as damp a planet as Amethyst, not quite a jungle. The grasses growing on the few hillsides not coated in trees are long and waving gently in the breeze. It’s a nice place. Like Falla, I wouldn’t mind hanging out here for a while, but we have more pressing matters.
Lalia joins me as I cycle out the airlock. “Don’t get shot again.”
“It looks abandoned. Pretty old.”
“Regardless.”
She’s much more on edge, arms folded, posture stiff. It’s been a hell of a forty-eight hours for her, I know, more than it has for me even. I got beat up and almost killed, which isn’t exactly out of the usual, but she watched her brother get blown up and nearly burned alive, and the ship she called home destroyed. Emotionally, I’m sure she’s having a go of it.
Awkwardly, I pat her on the arm. A little bit of tension relaxes from her shoulders. 
“If anyone walks out of the trees that isn’t me, close up the airlock. Call Bat on the comm if you need to, mine’s toast. Keep an eye on the heat map.”
She nods. I’m only heading a dozen feet down the slope and into the trees to give a quick check on an abandoned ship, but after yesterday, I can see why they don’t want even a little separation.
“Everything’s fine,” I say, and it isn’t even a lie.
“Aaron. . .” Zane’s voice calls from the bunk room, slurred and sleepy. “Are you breaking into a ship in the jungle without me?”
I laugh without meaning to, then rub my chest. I rammed into that metal cyborg hard. “Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you get yourself blown up.”
He gives a dismissive noise as I let out the ramp. Jumping sounds like a terrible idea. Was feeling almost all better after the madness on Amerov. Bat leaps to the ground alongside me, rolling in the grass until his hairless back is smudged green. Anya giggles from the edge of the airlock. 
“I’m serious, stay there,” I tell her, while Yvonne unhelpfully drops to the ground beside me, adjusting my coat. It’s too warm to be wearing it. She’s back in shorts, so I can see bruises and cuts on her legs and rather nasty scrapes on her knees. I’m not sure where or when she fell, but the metal was rough enough on the hangar floor that she could’ve easily broken skin by falling. 
“Did you clean those?” I ask, pointing to the barely scabbed cuts on her knees.
She looks at them and gives me an even stare. “Yes, Mom.”
“Well, I’d hate to have you get an infection and die before I collect your bounty.”
Snickering, Bat scurries off through the grass while I follow.
“Ah yes,” Yvonne mocks. “Die from getting skinned knees. Says the guy with a pummeled face.”
“Well, I’d be more confident in your staying-alive-abilities if I hadn’t been exposed to you for the last few weeks.”
She’s fighting a grin. “Have you met yourself? You’ve been injured more than not.”
“I feel like a good half of that had to do with you.”
“No, a good half of that had to do with your fighting style being ‘I can beat that guy to death before he beats me to death.’”
She’s got me there. “Probably because my bounties are more trouble than they’re worth.”
Bat keeps snickering, trotting alongside me. He tried sitting on my shoulder earlier, but I’m not exactly in proper shape. It hurts more than it’s worth.
“I’d like to give you a punch in the shoulder,” Yvonne grumbles. “But that’ll either hurt me with all the metal or you with all your injuries. This is a tough one.”
“Break your hand if you’d like,” I say, overly sweet.
She flicks me on the uninjured side of my face. 



THREE
The forest smells fresh and crisp, not overly heavy and thick as the jungle on Amethyst. It’s perhaps a few dozen feet down a gentle slope to where my eyes give me the heat signature of the old ship baking in the sun. My head and right eye still hurt even after more painkillers, but it’s manageable. Fresh grass sprouts nearly the height of my knee. Branches of trees swoop low and gentle, birds sing, but no large animals to be seen.
The air feels extra good in my lungs after a few days of recycled ship air—I didn’t check the oxygen levels on the planet, but I’m willing to bet they’re higher than average. 
“It’s so pretty here,” Yvonne mumbles, tucking her hands in her pockets and wincing as she leans back to look at the canopy.
“Out of the way. Not much industrialization.”
“It’s hard to believe places like this exist.”
It doesn’t seem such a way to me. Sometimes I forget the majority of her life has been spent on Neyla Ve. “I’ve never been to Neyla Ve. I just know it’s populated.”
“Very populated,” she agrees, quiet. “Cities everywhere. It’s very. . .shimmery. It’s beautiful, just. . .different. I don’t know how to feel about it sometimes.”
“You seem like the type of person who would fit in there.”
Her eyebrows raise. “Do I?”
“I met you on Amethyst, you fit into that place really well.”
She shrugs. “That’s just knowing how to dress and act. Mostly it’s just having money. Doesn’t mean I’d rather be there than here.” 
It isn’t what I expected, but it’s not the first time she’s surprised me. She mentioned wishing she could do something closer to what I do—the adventure part, not the bounty hunting and getting beat to hell every two days, I’m sure—but I didn’t think she’d prefer being out here. I suppose she can fit in anywhere. Must be nice.
The crashed ship is tucked among trees, a half-shattered viewport reflecting sunlight. I do a loop around the belly of it, trying to find identifying marks, but its hull is clear unless the growing mosses have eaten away at what paint used to exist. No heat signatures inside, which makes me feel better. It must have been here for ages, years at least. It’s not a tall vessel, maybe three times my height at the tallest part of the wing, the cockpit reachable with a good jump.
No jumping for me, not if I can avoid it. Boosting myself onto a moss-strewn rock butted up to the wing, I step gently near the viewport. I half-expect to find remains of whoever crashed here—difficult to imagine most people would survive it and there isn’t much help out here—but the captain’s seat is empty.
“Anyone in there?” Yvonne sounds about as nervous as she looks.
“Nope.”
Bat jumps alongside me, dropping down. Now that I’m looking at the old ship, broken and coated with dust and leaves and what seems to be an old bird’s nest between some of the control switches, I doubt there will be anything of use. But I’m right here, so might as well look.
“Give me a hand, will ya?”
Yvonne is standing at the bottom of the rock. It’s a surface without many footholds, but I’ve seen her get up way worse without a blink. Maybe it’s her knees she obviously smashed into the ground. Or she’s up to something.
I take her hand and pull her up, it’s easier than ignoring her and getting a pebble to the face. She leans against my shoulder on the small space until I ease myself down the sharp hole of glass to the bottom of the vessel.
“Don’t cut yourself,” I mutter.
I duck under a fern growing through a tear in the metal of the roof, but there’s not much to see. The captain’s chair and console take most of the space. There’s a cot built into the wall meant to be folded up and away, and a small washroom with only a sink and toilet. I check the cabinet under the sink and find it empty. Check the compartment over the bed and find it the same. I’d think of stealing the slim mattress, but when I nudge it it’s practically falling apart. Whatever synthetic material was used for the cushioning inside has been stolen, probably by animals looking for nesting, or strewn across the floor. The covering is rotting. I drop it.
Bat is busy pulling up the paneling in the floor, but I already see no temperature signature from a crystal. If anyone’s found this ship before us, the first thing they would’ve stolen is the crystal. The engine compartment is likewise empty. Anything valuable is gone. Wiring has been ripped from under the control panel.
“This place is a little haunted,” Yvonne says. “Ya know, in a pretty type of way.”
I nod. There’s a strange silence to ships crashed and abandoned. I’ve been in a few in the past. With the number of vessels out there and planets largely abandoned as this one, it’s not particularly uncommon. I haven’t the slightest clue where the body went of whoever crashed the ship. Maybe they managed to walk out of here. That would be quite a shock.
I use the edge of my shirt to rub off the moss and caked-on dirt crusting the console beside the switches.
Well. If this ship hasn’t been rotting for years, that would make me panic a little. 
“It’s an Amerov ship,” I mutter. I hear Bat freeze as the click of his little toes ends. I glance at him, but he looks more surprised than worried. Like me, he realizes how abandoned this thing is.
“This is a single-person ship,” Yvonne says. “Don’t numbers travel in pairs?”
I shrug. “Mostly. There could be a lot of reasons.”
Bat cocks his head. “Lalia says there’s someone on the heat map.”
The hair on the back of my neck goes up, but he isn’t panicked. “Just one person?”
He pauses, listening. “Yeah.”
“Cyborg?”
“She can’t tell. It’s coming up near us, not the ship.”
I wrinkle my nose. Figures. I hadn’t seen any settlements or singular houses nearby, but maybe someone out there has heavy-duty equipment to keep an eye on their land. Or they’re just wandering. Either way, I’m not exactly in the mood to deal with a human.
Yvonne is staring at me.
“What?”
“Is it just one human?”
“Apparently,” I say, then mutter, “I didn’t bring my coat.”
Bat glances at me before slinking up a hole in the ship’s roof to get a better look. Hopefully, whoever’s coming either doesn’t notice us or has seen enough cyborgs to not be frightened. Not that seeing other cyborgs exactly prepares people for the way I look.
“Do you want this one back?” Yvonne shrugs the shoulders of my old jacket she’s wearing. 
“I don’t think it fits me anymore. I’ll just stay out of sight if I can.”
Her eyebrows furrow. The situations I’ve been in with her have usually been on more populated planets where there’s an eclectic population—enough so cyborgs aren’t all so odd, even if I’m an exception. Backwater places like this, and Yayth, are more likely to have residents who’ve never seen anything other than a human, or at least no humans without easily hidden augmentations, like Anya. 
I’m still not particularly thrilled about the way everything went down on Yayth, though I suppose not much has improved since then.
Doing my best to lean out the broken viewport without being seen, I search for signs of a heat signature. There, bustling through the trees. It isn’t a large shape, whoever it is seems short and petite enough it relaxes me a little, though if it’s a cyborg that doesn’t mean much. The chance of running across a cyborg out here is ridiculously slim.
Although, Yvonne’s not precisely a large person and she’s given me enough hell for a lifetime.
It’s a female. Definitely human. She pushes past a large, thin-leafed fern and shields her eyes against sunlight. There’s a small, square device in her hand, maybe some heat-seeking equipment. She’s pretty unassuming as humans go, unthreatening, an old-fashioned rifle slung across her back. Her clothes are an unusual, airy cloth of pale beige. Beads are braided into her red hair. All-in-all, she’s less threatening than any one of the humans I’m traveling with now. Well, maybe except Anya.
Still, I’d rather she leave us alone. 
Bat drops back in silently, crawling onto my shoulder. I scratch behind his ears. Yvonne peeks over my other shoulder, standing on her toes to see. 
The woman looks at her little contraption, toward the downed ship, and crunches through the greenery toward us. Great. 
“Who’s up there?” she calls, after trying once in a strange language, accent thick and unfamiliar. “That wreck is dangerous. It’ll crumble out from under you.”
When we don’t respond, she says, “I know you’re in there. If you’re scavengers, I’m not going to turn you in, I just don’t want to have to drag any of you out of that thing if it finally collapses.”
I press my lips together. She seems friendly enough, but the stars know that doesn’t mean much. 
I nudge Yvonne a little gentler than I probably would’ve a few weeks ago. “Pop your head out. Tell her we’re just passing by and we’ll leave now.”
“Think she’ll shoot me?” she whispers.
“No, she’s not touching her rifle. I want you to show your face so she thinks we’re friendly.”
She side-eyes me.
“And yes,” I tell her. “I do understand the irony of that statement.”
She pinches me in the elbow but worms her way to my other side and steps onto the rusted captain’s seat to shove her entire head and shoulders out the broken viewport.
“Hi,” she says, more sheepish than I’m accustomed—either she’s a decent actress or she’s becoming as jumpy about strangers as I am. “We’re just passing through, we’ll leave now.”
Through the crack I’m peeking out, I watch the woman cock her head. I’m sure Yvonne looks more beat up to her than she does to me. I’m getting used to it. And I’m obviously in here with her, not a cyborg to her knowledge, but probably a much larger heat signature on her little contraption. I suddenly realize how it must look to have a frightened and beat-up woman pop up while a larger man hides inside. 
“Why don’t you two come down?” the woman says. “You look like you need help.”
Yvonne glances at me. My expression is as clueless as I feel.
“Believe it or not, we’ve had a lot of strangers shoot at us recently,” Yvonne says.
To my surprise, the woman stares for a moment, then shrugs and slips the rifle strap over her head, setting it on a nearby rock and stepping aside. 
“As long as you’re not planning on shooting me,” she says.
A bit too trusting. I glance at Bat. Wordlessly, he slinks onto the roof. He’ll be our backup in case this woman is up to something. Certainly, she sees him on that little contraption of hers, but I doubt she can parse out what he is.
“Let’s go down,” I murmur to Yvonne.
“You sure?”
“No, but we’re more armed than she is right now, Bat’s on the roof, and comparatively I think we’ll survive one small human.”
She opens her mouth, then nods.
Carefully, we maneuver out from the ship.



FOUR
Yvonne’s not tall enough to crawl out the viewport on her own, at least not without struggle. I’m still more concerned with her skinned knees than perhaps I should be, but I ignore that line of thinking as I step onto the control panel and give her a boost out of the broken and mossy glass onto the ship’s roof.
Her hand stays on my shoulder until I heave myself out and she can’t hold on anymore.
The nosey woman on the ground blinks. Her eyebrows shoot up and her gaze stays firmly on me, but there’s no panic and no hostility. Well, maybe this’ll go fine. Maybe we can just leave without incident. Doesn’t hurt to hope.
When we finally crawl off the rocks, she asks, “What are you two doing out here?”
“Just passing by,” Yvonne says again, fiddling with the sleeves of my old jacket.
Her eyes flicker between us. Bluntly, she asks, “You need help?”
Yvonne doesn’t appear to grasp what she’s asking, then blinks. “Oh! Hah, no. Not from him.”
She ruffles my hair like I’m a puppy, and I hunch my shoulders without meaning to, barely managing not to shove her with the woman staring at us. The stranger’s expression stays a little strained until Yvonne puts her arm around my waist. What the hell is she doing? The woman’s expression clears, but I’m unsure what I’m supposed to do now. Maybe say something, but knowing me, I’ll make it worse. I avoid eye contact and the urge to pick Yvonne up by the arms like she’s a toddler and move her away from me. It’s not as if she hasn’t done this before, but this woman is staring. At least she doesn’t look remotely fazed by the sight.
“You both look like you could use some help,” the woman says as if she weren’t just trying to ask Yvonne whether or not she was being held against her will.
Yvonne gives a nervous laugh and pinches me a little. Right, I suppose I should speak.
“Do you know of any good places to stock up on medical equipment?” I ask, clearing my throat. “Not a big hospital. People get the wrong idea about me.”
The woman raises her eyebrows, then glances back at the ship, probably wondering about Bat. “There are a few, I could mark them out on your ship’s map if you’d like. Though I’ll tell you cyborgs aren’t really smiled on around here.”
I shrug. They aren’t smiled upon anywhere. “That’s fine. If you would show us, that would be great.”
She twists her mouth thoughtfully. “I mean it. The governor here actually outlawed any unregistered numbers landing or living here. Most security officials are too nervous to actually do anything about it individually, but they’ll call in backup.”
Well, that’s a little overboard. At least we’re being warned. “We’re not planning on staying. We’re trying to pick up some supplies and head out.”
She nods, then looks the way of my ship. It isn’t visible from here, but if she saw us, she definitely saw the others on her equipment. “What kinds of medical supplies? Emergency?”
I shift. Yvonne still has her hand hooked around my side, pressed against me. I don’t want to be aggressive, but I also kinda want to shove her on her ass.
“Burn kit, more gauze, stuff of a similar nature.”
She raises an eyebrow, eyes flicking across both of us. Looking for burns, perhaps.
“Not for us,” I amend, not that she necessarily needs to know.
“Running from the law?” she asks blandly.
No good lying if she can just look us up. “In a manner of speaking.”
She takes a long breath. “Suspected as much. I have medical supplies back at my place, more than I need at the moment. Bring your ship over that hill, my house is in a clearing on the other side.”
I stare at her, then glance at Yvonne as if she can help me interpret the situation. She shrugs.
“I’m not going to turn you in,” the woman says.
“Why not?”
She shrugs. “If you’re on the bounty charts, I don’t need money. If you’re dangerous, my gun is sitting over there, you both have yours and haven’t made a violent move. And evidently, one of you needs help.”
“Yeah, well, that’s all nice and sappy and everything but—”
Yvonne elbows me. “That would really be wonderful. Ignore him, he’s not used to people.”
I narrow my eyes at her before remembering I’m trying not to look like a threat. I’m gonna get her back for that remark.
The woman only smiles, pointing to one of the forested hills behind her. “I’m over that hill, head that direction, it isn’t far.”
Picking up her rifle with the care of someone ensuring she doesn’t appear threatening, she points to the mountain again and heads back into the greenery. Once her footsteps have entirely faded, I give Yvonne the shove I’ve been holding back. It doesn’t do much with her holding onto me. I don’t have the heart to tell her to stop touching me. 
“Be nice, cyborg.” She gives me a little shove in return, heading back to Bat now visibly perched on the deteriorating ship. “You’re the one who said maybe there was a private residence we could stop at instead of a hospital. We’ll fly over, and if anything looks suspicious, we’ll just leave.”
“Everything looks suspicious, princess,” I grumble, but she only snickers, trying to find the path we took down here.
Bat jumps to my shoulder. “Lalia’s talking my ear off wanting to know what’s going on.”
“Lady has a house nearby and offered some supplies, we’re apparently gonna try flying over.”
Yvonne gives me a look like I’m being impossible. She’s the one who decided to cuddle me so the woman wouldn’t think I was doing something creepy. I suppose she has nice enough hugs.
Bat fills Lalia in over the comm while we scramble back the way we came. I’m not certain about this, glancing in the direction of the hill the woman pointed over. It isn’t a terrible idea on the surface—get some supplies and get out—but I’m jumpy after yesterday, even more so than usual. I comfort myself with the fact we’re out in the middle of nowhere and it’ll take any planet authorities a while to get here. On the other hand, she could be calling them right now and I wouldn’t know. 
Seems a bit counterproductive to warn us about this planet only to tell the authorities. If she were planning something, this is a stupid way to go about it. Then again, being stupid has never stopped anyone.
“You look considerably stressed,” Yvonne says as we return to the top of the ridge—my legs burn enough with the small climb I know my body isn’t happy with me. “Though I suppose you always do.”
“Yeah, I keep hearing this annoying, nagging sound.”
All my insults only seem to amuse her. Both she and Bat laugh and I force myself not to sulk—it’s no fun insulting her if she isn’t going to be insulted.
Lalia is leaning out the open airlock when we return. Anya sits under the ship, braiding strands of long grass, quite content with herself. Lalia’s face is lined with as much exhaustion as mine. Her clothes are dirty. Right. She lost all of them in her ship, Zane too. Zane’s too broad in the shoulders to wear anything of mine, but Lalia might be small enough her different body type might not matter. I don’t know of a good place to stop and get them more things to wear. That lady who offered her help is going to be in for more surprises when she sees the rest of our little group, Bat included.
“Are we okay?” Lalia asks. She’s biting her nails.
“We seem to be. Lady didn’t seem too phased by me, warned us the authorities here don’t like my kind and offered to give us some of the supplies she has stocked up.”
“Why does she have stocked supplies?”
“Not sure. She does live in the middle of nowhere.”
Lalia stares at me.
I shrug. “Believe it or not, some people are loners.”
She rolls her eyes but doesn’t appear any more at ease. Can hardly blame her.
“We’ll just fly down and if anything looks suspicious, we’ll leave. Even if nothing looks out of place, it won’t take too long. We can pay her if that’s what she’s after.”
She folds her arms and nods, giving Yvonne and Anya a hand back up into the ship. “Zane keeps trying to get up.”
I boost myself back inside, sealing the airlock. 
Bat trots back to Zane before I get a chance to. From the bunk room, I hear, “Stay down, dumbass.”
Anya giggles. I pop my head around the edge of the bunk room door and give Zane the dirtiest glare possible. He flips me off, which is considerably less impressive with him covered in blankets, sprawled along my bed like a wet noodle. The sight of him sobers me up. I’m glad I killed that cyborg. I hate killing both humans and my own kind, but I’m glad I shot it over and over, even if Lee had to step in and finish it off.
Should’ve done the same with Kel.
Bat is curled beside him like a loaf of bread, not touching but much closer than he would’ve been a few weeks or even days ago. Zane seems to have the good sense not to reach out and try to pet him like Anya.
“We found someone who might have some supplies to heal you up faster, we’re going to check it out.”
“I heard.” His voice sounds about as bad as his injuries.
“Don’t die in the meantime.”
“I am entirely too pissed at the last forty-eight hours to die,” he mumbles.
Given his injuries, I expect him to pull through even if we don’t get our hands on more medical supplies, but he’ll heal faster and with less permanent damage if we get something more advanced than the basics I have. If it was me, I’d never stop for more supplies. But he’s human, even as tough as he is. I didn’t exactly expect to be taking care of a gaggle of humans for this long.
“Hold tight, we’re heading over there.” 
Displaying the heat signatures on the control panel, I raise the ship gently and direct us over the nearest hill.
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Eventually, the heat map gives me a small, domed metal house set on the edge of trees circling a grassy clearing. Old vehicles of different millennia are parked, ships and various hovercraft strewn neatly. I’m surprised that woman didn’t drag the old Amerov ship over here.
I’m hesitant to land, but not much is suspicious about the place. In fact, it looks pretty homey. No alarming heat signatures appear on the map. It picks up the forms of what I realize momentarily to be breeds of dogs I’ve never seen, both inside the house and roaming the grasses, barking at our hovering vessel. The map of the planet shows there aren’t settlements near here. If there are other people around, they’re probably individual homes like this one.
“Looks. . .innocent,” Lalia hedges. Her arms are folded around herself. After a moment, Yvonne gives her a hug. I’m relieved—I don’t feel up to comforting anyone, I’m too anxious myself.
Bat joins us. “I don’t like dogs.”
“You’ve never met a dog.”
“I don’t like them on principle.”
If I hadn’t tested his DNA after I found him, I’d believe him more cat than badger. “You can sit on my head. The dogs won’t get you.”
I’m about to wonder aloud if the woman has made it back when she zips out the trees on a little hoverbike of sorts. She parks it beside her house, all her dogs swarming and continuing to bark. She waves at us.
“Anything seem fishy to anyone else?” I ask. 
“No more than usual,” Lalia says.
I grind my teeth, squinting out the viewport. There’s nothing on the heat map indicating anything remotely dangerous—though heat maps don’t help with ForceZero, there’s not a single reason why one of them would be here—so I settle the ship ever so gently into the grass. Not too near the house. When nothing odd happens, I sigh.
“I’ll come with you again,” Yvonne says.
“I’d rather you didn’t. You’re human and princess of the galaxy. Bad idea.”
“Yeah, well, I think you freak her out. I’m harmless and we want her to like us.”
She has a point there, but I ask, “Harmless?”
Anya giggles and says, “Only as far as that lady knows.”
Yvonne winks at me. I look out the viewport so I don’t have to respond. The woman stands on the wooden porch attached to the metal house, hands in pockets, rifle untouched, watching us and waiting. 
“You want me to go instead?” Lalia asks, shifting from foot to foot. 
“Neither of you are great options. I guess Princess is right, the lady knows her and thinks she’s friendly. The rest of you stay in here. Bat, you too.”
“Can I watch from the top of the ship in case I need to shoot her?”
I force myself not to sigh—I really hope it doesn’t come to that. “Sure. But don’t get trigger-happy, please. She seems to be a nice lady.”
Bat trots off happily to the top hatch in the hull. I have all my weapons tucked away other than the big gun, which I won’t be dragging out and scaring the poor lady with, so I cycle out the airlock, jumpy about every unfamiliar noise. Gentle wind rustles in the grasses, the trees shifting into one another. Bugs buzz in the air. A small, yellow dog yips at me from right under the airlock.
“He’s friendly!” the woman calls.
Dropping to the grass, I scratch the dog on its head while it comes unglued with joy, wriggling and nearly falling over. Yvonne crawls down next to me, cooing at the dog, instant best friends. Anya, much to my annoyance, drops down behind us to cuddle the happy animal. Well, as long as she stays here.
I wander toward the house, checking back to ensure the youngest princess stays put. I still haven’t counted out the idea of someone showing up to give us hell, though there’s a certain comfort in the fact we managed to take out a few ForceZero numbers. A handful of human authorities on a small, out-of-the-way planet shouldn’t be too bad if everything does go south.
It’s so peaceful I want to relax. The combination of all our bounties is too much to actually do so.
And what a funny little home. Set on foundations of boulders, it’s mainly a dome of metal, as if a part from an ancient, massive starship was recycled into a house. There’s the wooden porch, and some sort of wooden shed attached to the back, perhaps a cellar of sorts. Moss overgrows some of the rivets and canopy over the porch. It half-appears to be becoming part of the landscape itself, but seems well put together and maintained.
I nearly smile, but the woman is staring.
“I’m not going to ambush you or anything.” There’s amusement in her voice.
“I know,” I lie.
She chuckles. “You look about as comfortable as walking over thorns.”
“That’s just how he looks,” Yvonne says, but she’s as nervous as I’ve ever seen her, and it doesn’t sound much like an insult. She loops her arm through mine. “We’ve had a really rough month.”
“So I can see. Come on in. Don’t suppose I can bribe you for the details of what’s going on here.”
I manage not to make too ugly a face. “You’re the second person in the last two days to want a story out of me. The first ended with us needing these medical supplies.”
Her eyebrow raises, but she has a pleasant enough way about her that its concerned rather than judgmental. “Fair enough. Come on in. I um. . .there’s someone here who lives with me. He’s harmless, and he probably won’t talk to you. I just don’t want you having a heart attack when you see him.”
That’s quite enough to give me pause, staying perfectly still even when Yvonne takes a step forward and is foiled by her arm woven through mine. Though it hurts my temple, I narrow my eyes.
“He’s harmless, I promise,” the woman reiterates. 
Right, and I’m pleasant to be around. This guy must be the other heat signature I saw in the house. I thought it was another dog. The maps on the ships aren’t very accurate at that distance, it was difficult to tell the size. 
“Okay?” Yvonne asks, low enough the woman might not hear. 
“Who knows,” I mutter back, but step toward the house. She doesn’t take her arm out of mine. I don’t bother pulling away. She’s nervous, and it’s fairly obvious I am as well. If she wants to hold on to me, it’s not worth arguing. Anyway, it seems to make the woman less suspicious. I can imagine having a rather unsuspecting human trust the scary cyborg makes me look less like I’m going to rob and murder her.
I wonder how much people out here know about unregistered numbers. People on Yayth certainly knew enough. Enough to be terrified when they caught sight of me. We’ve already passed that hurdle, though.
The steps to the porch creak. The woman left the door open. Though the shell of the house could be ancient, it still smells pleasantly of forest inside. A living room has an unlit fireplace on one side—it’s still much too warm for that sort of thing—and a broad window beside the door looking out upon the grasslands and forests beyond. To my right, there’s a kitchen of about half the size and a few rooms in the back of the house. It’s small but homey and pleasant, metal archways between rooms often covered with decorative wood and colorful tapestries in no particular pattern. Other than the dogs who’ve taken to worming their way around us, licking at my hands, there’s no one else here.
“There are more supplies in the cellar,” the woman says, setting her rifle down pointedly and rummaging in a carved cabinet along the opposite wall stacked with a few small bins. “I mean it when I say I have a lot. It won’t be much to replace, so let me know how much you need. I can take a look at whoever’s hurt if you need. I’m not a doctor, but I know my way around injuries.”
I’m vaguely listening. In one of the reclining chairs near the fireplace, pointed at the large window, a man is sleeping. At least, he looks to be sleeping, hands tucked comfortably over his chest, wearing loose pants and a long-sleeved shirt, no shoes. His breathing is so shallow I almost don’t notice it for a moment. It wouldn’t be so unusual if it weren’t for the rather obvious scaring along his jaw and the hints of metal where it didn’t quite heal correctly. Lots of people have small augmentations and prosthetics. 
Only certain people have metal in their bone structure. 



SIX
“Is he. . .” Saying the words won’t make it true or untrue, but the sight is so odd it seems incorrect to actually ask.
“A cyborg?” the woman says as if it’s nothing. “Yeah. Given the state of you, I assume you’ll keep this to yourself. You don’t look registered to me.”
I shake my head, feeling stupid. It’s. . .weird. Not that he’s unregistered. Not that something evidently happened to him—probably the ship crash in the nearby forest, now that I think about it. But that he’s just. . .sleeping here, in some human woman’s house, as if he’s perfectly comfortable. I’ve never met another unregistered number who actually settled down with a human. Even the sane ones are loners. Maybe he isn’t settled down. Maybe he’s lying low until he heals.
That crashed Amerov ship has been there a few years at the bare minimum. Maybe the atmosphere out here breaks down old vessels more than other planets and has sped up the deterioration, but it takes a long time for a ship, particularly an Amerov vessel, to start rotting.
His scars appear old, too. Pale and, though as healed as mine, considerably less visible given their nature. His eyes obviously are still original, or if they’re prosthetics, they were tailored in a way mine never got a chance to be.
It feels wrong to stand here with my mouth open, staring at him, but I don’t know what to say. I click my jaw shut and glance at Yvonne. Her eyebrows are pulled together, but she at least doesn’t appear so stunned. She’s probably never met an unregistered before me and that nice old woman back in the crystal mines. Maybe she assumes all the stories are untrue and most of them are like me, relatively passive until provoked. She’d be vastly incorrect. But I doubt she grasps the oddity of the situation.
“I’m Lex,” the woman says, holding a pale metal container with unfamiliar lettering. “You look like you have about a thousand questions.”
“One or two,” I agree.
For a moment, I entertain the idea he’s trapped, for whatever reason this random woman could have to want to kidnap an unregistered number. But he’s just laying there. Comfortable, not tied up in any way, obviously fine sleeping in front of her. Sure, I suppose he could be drugged, but I can’t imagine where a civilian would get the kinds of medications needed in high enough doses to keep a cyborg knocked out for any length of time. Why would she do that? He’d wake up and know he’d been drugged, and he’s untied. Such a situation makes no sense.
The alternative is she’s helping him in some way, after the ship crash most likely, and he feels safe around her.
“Is he. . .alright?” I ask, struggling to find a good way to phrase the question and settling on the simplest version. 
“Yeah, he’s just crashed. Sleeps like a rock. If you shout, he’ll wake up.”
I take a step toward him, not wanting to be threatening but interested in the wildness of the situation. He’s a fairly average number, not greatly enhanced as far as I can discern. He has metal in his face, obviously, which isn’t always given, but it could be from any number of circumstances. He probably wasn’t very high-level. His muscles are soft, features not so cut as any number on active duty. If he’s been recovering from injury and resting, even the enchantments given to our muscles will eventually soften. I don’t have to work out to stay in shape, but if I was badly injured enough I stayed action-free for a few years, I’d soften up.
He’s perhaps a little shorter than me, though it’s difficult to tell while he’s laying down, and not very threatening. Though he is asleep. Maybe he’s nasty when he wakes up. Somehow, I doubt it. I feel like this petite woman wouldn’t appreciate a bad attitude, especially from someone she’s helping. 
“How programmed is he?” I ask, only to realize how that sounds and amend, “Is he unregistered? He doesn’t want to go back to Amerov?”
Lex smiles a little. “If you would like to stay and talk, bring your friend in and we can get him worked on, then I’ll explain as much to you as you want. He’ll wake up in an hour or so anyway.”
Not an unreasonable request. Suddenly, I don’t feel nearly so bad about all this. I can’t imagine a situation where she’d be able to keep this guy here against his will, and if she has an unregistered number sleeping in her living room, this planet would come down on her hard. If unregistered numbers can’t even land here legally—I wonder how Captain feels about this planet barring his creations from entry—I can’t imagine the trouble she’d get in if they found him. Even if she wanted to let the authorities know we’re here for the money, she’d have a hell of a time with it, considering she’s harboring this number.
“Aaron?” Yvonne asks, and I realize how long I’ve been silent. 
“Er. . .yeah, um, let’s talk to La and Zane. Maybe we should bring him in here. There’s not much space in my ship.”
“I saw you had some sort of animal with you,” Lex says. “I saw its heat signature, but couldn’t figure out what it was.”
“Um. . .come out and meet him.”
Lex raises her eyebrows but shrugs as I finally back away from the sleeping number, stepping out onto the porch. Yvonne’s gaze is on me, but I don’t know what to say. I’m barely wrapping my brain around the strangeness myself, I can’t articulate it for her. 
I wave at Bat to bring the ship closer. Anya crawls into the airlock, and the ship hums to life a minute later, hovering over the grass and what few dogs who haven’t calmed down, landing near the steps.
“What’s going on?” Lalia asks, leaning against the curve of the airlock, eyebrows knit together. Bat peeks around her ankle. 
“Well. . .” I’m not certain how to say this succinctly. “Unregistered numbers are illegal here, along with all cyborgs, and uh. . .Lex here appears to already have an unregistered number under her watchful eye, so we might as well add another to the list.”
Lalia stares as if I’ve lost my mind. 
With the last month, I wouldn’t be surprised if it ends up happening.



SEVEN
Zane is as confused as his sister, but I let Lalia snoop around the house and talk to Lex while I figure out how best to move him. Or perhaps leave him here. I’m not sure if it’s worth it, and now he’s awake, I’d really rather not pick him up like a baby.
“I hate to take your bed. . .” Zane offers while I rummage through what supplies we have in the washroom, taking stock of what we could use the most.
“That’s the literal least of our concerns right now, idiot.”
“Well, yeah, but I feel like you’re extra picky about people sleeping in your bed.”
“I can say you’re the first people I’ve let into my ship for certain. Other than other bounties. But they’re tied up. Feel special.”
“Oh yeah, very special,” he mumbles, then tries to sit up.
“Lay back down. You’re worse than me.”
“That’s insulting.”
“Lay down. You need to heal, stupid. Humans.”
“I maintain you’re worse than me.”
“I’m a cyborg. Vastly different.”
“Uh-huh.”
Ignoring me, he manages to sit all the way up onto his elbows before grimacing, turning a little pale, and dropping back with a groan. “My head has never hurt like this.”
“Next time, don’t get blown up.”
“Next time don’t get blown up. . .” he mimics. A sheen of sweat glosses his forehead, and his eyes are closed at even that small display of energy. My stomach twists. There’s no reason he should have an infection. All this is most likely from the severity of the injuries, but burns are easily infected and who knows how bad his concussion is, among all the other small injuries. I know it’s been less than twenty-four hours since he got hurt, but it freaks me out seeing him this helpless.
I touch his forehead. He doesn’t feel too hot, maybe a little more than usual, but with the airlock open for the last half hour, it’s warmer in here.
“Do you want the cold back on?” I ask. “I can close the bunk door and turn it on in here.”
He waves his hand limply. “No, it’s fine. I like it. Smells nice outside.”
I nod though he isn’t looking. I wander back to the airlock, watching Bat have a standoff with one of the smaller dogs, both of them frozen, eyeballing one another. The little brown dog has its hair up, but its tail is wagging. They sniff noses and Bat hisses. Lex watches him from the doorway of her house, expression somewhere between amused and fascinated. She may have a cyborg sleeping in her house, but Bat’s a whole other oddity.
Lalia edges around the odd human, stepping over Bat and heading back to me. Frowning, she unbraids and rebraids her hair, standing under the airlock and looking up at me. I sit so I’m not towering over her.
“What do you think?” I ask, trying not to consider about how little I would’ve cared for her opinion mere weeks ago. I suppose I should be accustomed to it by now.
“She’s a bit odd, isn’t she?” Lalia murmurs.
“A bit is an understatement,” I whisper in return. “But then again, I have two humans in my ship who decided to go hunting around for their cyborg brother, so who am I to judge.”
She levels a stare at me, but it takes some of the worry from her expression. “You seem to trust her.”
“I don’t trust her. But she’s in a situation where she definitely hasn’t overpowered that number, which means she’s been kind toward him. And if she’s correct about the way this planet treats cyborgs, she’s putting herself in danger by harboring him. There’s very little she could try to get out of this situation without endangering herself.”
“Do you think it’s true? About cyborgs being so illegal here.”
I hold up my tablet. I’d been searching for things other than the planet files while she was snooping around the house—another something Lex didn’t seem to mind. “I don’t know why it isn’t on the planet files, maybe they want people to get caught, but I found some official documentation from Neyla Ve about the status of cyborgs. It doesn’t outright say they’re illegal here, probably because Captain would never allow it, but it heavily hints that there’s no presence of us here because it’s more trouble than it’s worth. I don’t think she’s lying. If nothing else, we can ask that cyborg when he wakes up what’s going on. If he’s in trouble, I’m sure he’ll tell me. We seem to be in a similar situation as far as our status goes.”
Lalia is nodding, chewing on her lower lip. “Makes sense.”
There’s a pause. My eyes find Yvonne’s where she’s wandering around from the back of the house with Anya. She gives me a shrug and a half smile. I don’t know what to do. But on Lee’s ship, we were surrounded by enemies in an enclosed space, and we made the stupid decision to wander around and look at the supernova, even if Lee had no plans of anything going wrong. Here, there’s me, Bat, Lalia, and Yvonne fully able-bodied, and one human and what seems to be a rather harmless cyborg. We have my ship and empty space to head to if anything feels remotely fishy.
We came here because though Zane will pull through on his own, we want to help him the most we can. This is incredibly lucky. After yesterday, I want to soak up all the good luck I can.
“Do you have any room for our friend inside?” I ask. “I don’t want to intrude on your space.”
Lex shakes her head. “We have an extra bedroom, this used to be my parent’s house before mine. It’s small, but there’s space.”
I nod, looking to Lalia again, but she only shrugs a little.
“I suppose I’ll carry him,” I mutter, managing not to groan as I get to my feet. It’ll be nice to get some better sleep tonight. My chairs are comfortable, but not exactly perfect to stretch out on. 
I punch the button letting the gangplank out, hearing Lalia climb in. Zane looks asleep but blinks like a kitten when I readjust the blankets around him. 
“What are we doing?” he grumbles.
“The lady here has supplies and an extra room. Seems trustworthy.”
“Hmm,” he slurs, then says, “I’m perfectly capable of getting up, just give me a hand.”
He performs the same attempt at sitting up before I roll my eyes and take the opportunity to loop my arm around his shoulders before he falls back down. 
“Idiot,” I mutter when he makes it no further than the last time.
Wrapped in blankets like a baby—I’m gonna harass him about this when he solidly pulls through—I carry him back out, wincing a little at the various injuries his weight rubs against. He’s not offensively heavy to my muscles, but I’m feeling every step to begin with, and it doesn’t help to carry someone as tall and a little broader than I am.
Lex’s eyes are sympathetic when she gets sight of the bandages. “How bad is it?”
“He’ll pull through, but we’re cautious.”
“What happened?”
“Ship blew up. Had to drag him out.”
She nods, leading me across the room—the cyborg is still crashed—to one of the other doors. I’m hesitant, but it’s nothing more than a small bedroom with another tiny fireplace. It must get cold here at some time of the year. These little hearths in an old shell of a space ship have a strange perfection to them. A simple bed looks quite comfortable.
“Here,” Lex says, dragging back the single quilt on the bed. “I’ll find him some more blankets. I have lots packed away somewhere.”
“Thanks,” I mutter, awkward at the easy display of kindness. Maybe it shouldn’t surprise me, not when I’ve met a gaggle of odd humans in the last few weeks, but at least Lalia and Zane have an excuse, and Yvonne took a while to get used to me.
Zane mumbles something unintelligible, but he’s about ready to crash for another few hours. Good. I’ll give him something extra for the pain and Bat and I can take another look at him. I’m not opposed to Lex helping so long as I’m keeping a very, very close eye on her.
“Is that cyborg out there okay?” Anya whispers. She’s standing in the doorway, watching Zane sadly as I tuck him into the bed.
“Yes dear, he’s just sleeping,” Lex says, leaning around me to smile at her.
I wonder if she has any concept of who the two girls are. Other than the purple eyes, in the situation they’re in, there’s no way to tell they’re the two princesses. If there’s recognition in the woman’s expression, I don’t pick it up. 
“We’re making a lot of noise,” Anya says.
“Yeah,” Lex says. “He sleeps very deep, always has. Surprised me when I first met him. I would think cyborgs would wake up on the drop of a pin.”
“We do,” I mutter, perhaps not loud enough for her to hear. Whatever injuries the number sustained, it must have changed something in him. I can’t think of a single number who wouldn’t wake up with people walking close and talking, even quietly.
Bat’s little toenails announce his presence as he leaps onto the bed to take up the same watchfulness he was keeping up in our ship. I scratch his ears. Lex stares openly but with no hostility, offering her hand and mumbling “sorry” when Bat snarls at it.
A soft set of footsteps joins us from the doorway. Not Yvonne’s. I’ve come to know the sound of hers, and she’s the only one missing from the room.
I glance over my shoulder at the number.



EIGHT
He’s no more threatening now he’s awake, but Lalia starts when she too turns to see him. He blinks at me once, eyes large and curious, not quite confused but uncertain of the situation. 
“These people need some help, they’re not going to tell anyone you’re here,” Lex says. 
The number nods. He cocks his head, inspecting Zane, glancing similarly at Bat with an eyebrow twitch, then stares dead at me again. I don’t blame him, but I’m uncomfortable. The last unregistered number we ran into on Taloon was shockingly nice, but before that, I’d never met a passive one. This guy gives no hints about going off, but we regard one another a little defensively.
“He doesn’t talk much,” Lex says, without a hint of judgment in her voice. “But he’s not going to hurt you or turn you in.”
The number still doesn’t speak, but gives a little nod of agreement. Giving Zane another half-glance, he wanders back. Was that it? Less of a dramatic scene than I was anticipating. For certain, I thought he’d have more reaction to me. Vague interest seems so. . .mild. Everyone’s eyes are on me, so I shrug, maybe more defensively than necessary. I know Lalia and the princesses have seen plenty of crap the past few weeks, but Lex doesn’t need to look so intent. Perhaps she’s curious how the number reacts to his own kind.
Certainly not as he should.
Giving Bat another ear scratch, I wander out, squeezing past Anya still in the doorway. He may be mild, but I don’t trust him. Who knows what he’ll do separate from Lex, and I’m in no mood to get ambushed. He’s in the kitchen, and I watch him rummage around the cabinets. His clothes are loose, no pockets, waist not tight enough to hold a weapon. If he’s armed, he’d have to have a holster of some sort under his clothes. I can’t see the shape of one, and the heat signatures in my eyes don’t find any odd shapes of what would be slightly cooler than body-temperature metal.
He closes the cupboard with a bag of what seems to be dried fruit in hand, nibbling on a piece, jumping when he turns to find me watching from the kitchen doorway. Okay, so not very observant. Might be due to whatever injuries he sustained. There was definite head trauma. Maybe he can’t even hear all that well.
“What’s your story?” I ask, softer than usual because he’s continuing to stare at me with wide, startled eyes.
He shifts, eyes flickering over my shoulder as if he expects Lex to rescue him. He’s afraid of me? Usually, I’m the one nervous about other numbers, unregistered or not. I don’t think I’ve ever been on the receiving end of another cyborg’s fear. It makes my stomach twist, especially when this one, in particular, seems straight-up shy.
“I’m not going to do anything to you,” I say blandly, as if I’m talking to a human who’s never seen a rogue number before.
He nods, putting another piece of fruit slowly in his mouth. He gestures uncertainly toward the window over the sink facing the meadow and the forest beyond, where the old ship was. “Ship crash.”
I nod. So much was fairly obvious, but he’s edging out of the other doorway to the living room, so I don’t keep him. He evidently doesn’t want to talk, and I can respect such desires. Anya creeps up next to me, looking up curiously. I shrug. 
“Lex?” I ask, peeking my head back into the spare bedroom where Lalia is busy talking to the woman over a kit of medical supplies. “Do you by chance have a comm I could borrow?”
She looks up at me, squinting at the rather obvious hearing aids connecting my temples to my ears.
“Mine kinda got blown out of my head,” I say, pointing to my right temple. “I’d like to take a look around the property if that’s alright with you.”
She shrugs, seeming to get the picture, and heads off into another room.
“What are you going to do?” Lalia asks. She’s reading the label on a container of unfamiliar medicine.
“Just take a look around, get familiar with the place.”
“I’ll go!” Anya says.
“Next time. I’m just taking a look around and I don’t know what’s out there.”
Anya pouts, but Yvonne rubs her head where fuzzy hair is beginning to regrow. Zane is crashed and I trust both Bat and Lalia to be able to care for him. Neither of them particularly needs me, and now we’ve found a place safe enough to relax a little, I feel as if I need some quiet to think. Bat appears content on the pillow beside Zane’s head. I no longer feel as if I’m leaving him with some humans, just his friends, even if he doesn’t cuddle with them.
I feel Yvonne’s eyes on me as I wander out the door.
•
The forest is empty as it was at the site of the wreck. 
I have my tablet with me, but there’s nothing dangerous or so odd I need to attempt searching it up. I take a loop around the back of the house, fiddling with the external comm Lex gave me. It fits in my ear fine, and I already tested it to ensure it works. Being able to call up Bat or Lalia at any time makes me more secure than I’d like to admit. 
The air is warm but not too muggy and I walk slowly, in not too much hurry to return to the house. A part of me acknowledges I’m trying to avoid seeing Zane’s injuries. Such things aren’t supposed to happen to him. He’s a big, happy, cheerful puppy. He isn’t supposed to get half blown up by some wacko Amerov special forces number who’s after me and the princesses. If those two weren’t involved with me, they’d probably be fine running away from Clock on their own. It’s definitely gotten rougher on them since they met up with me.
Well, I tried to get them to leave me alone. If they hadn’t brought up the sibling thing and been so stubborn about it, I would’ve turned them over nice and safe and sound to Clock by now. 
No, I wouldn’t have. So long as I knew what Captain would do to them simply for trying to find their long-lost brother—even if it was stupid and illegal on a whole new level—I would’ve let them go. It’s what I’m going to do if they turn out not to be my brother and sister.
I rub my eyes. I’d rather not consider it. It’s too complicated without knowing the facts.
Can’t even call Zane an idiot. All he was doing was staying in his ship, which was the smarter move. And I’m well aware he would be dead if I hadn’t gone in there. Even if Lalia managed to get in that burning wreck, she never would’ve gotten out. There’s no one to blame other than Captain and his otherworldly ForceZero numbers. We’re doing the best we can, I suppose.
I walk maybe half a mile through the woods parallel to the house before looping back. A spring bubbles amongst the mosses and trees, pooling in shallow divots of rock, steaming. I poke my uninjured pinkie in the water. Hot, but not burning. Interesting. Plenty of the pools are large enough to sit in, even swim. Steam rises in lazy fingers to the sky, the water crystal clear. It’s probably lovely here at night, or when it’s cold enough to warrant being in hot water. I wonder if it snows here. Much like the little jungle planet Lalia and I crashed on, if it wasn’t forbidden for cyborgs, it wouldn’t be too bad a place to settle down. Nice weather, not many people. Lex certainly has a nice enough spread, even if it’s a little old and worn out.
I’d miss the stars too much. Miss the inside of my ship.
I consider parking the old thing in a forest and letting it become overgrown as I live out the rest of my days in it, and smile a little.
Looping back brings me out to the side of the meadow where most of the old equipment is parked. I wander through the ships and farming vehicles, wondering offhandedly if any have a replacement viewport. No such luck.
Most of the crafts are rusty, some covered in tarps. A few single-person vessels, one a little larger but still about half the size of mine, a few hover bikes like the one Lex rode out of the forest. Old vehicles with actual wheels I don’t have names for. I fiddle around with the equipment, popping my head into all the nooks and crannies, but there’s likewise nothing suspicious and nothing useful I could buy off the woman. 
Maybe she knows an out-of-the-way place where I can get the glass of the viewport fixed without anyone minding what I am. Or I can have Lalia or Yvonne do the interaction and hide inside the ship. The average mechanic isn’t going to know the faces of people on bounty charts. Not sure. Everything feels too risky. A few days to think this through will be helpful. Maybe Yvonne and I can work out the best way to get the two of them directly to Neyla Ve and to their parents without incident.
Given the situation on this little farm with Lex and her strange cyborg, this place doesn’t seem too bad a spot to hunker down for a few days until Zane stabilizes. I don’t trust her, and I’m waiting for something to go wrong, but so far, it could be worse.
Evening is beginning to set. I head back for the shape of the house in the falling dusk.



NINE
Lex is cooking. 
She says the summers here have long nights and short days. It’s barely evening, still a good few hours to go before I would usually crash for the night. The temperature has dropped. Apparently, it gets quite cold here during the night, even in the hot seasons. She’s lit both hearths. I stand in the living room, thinking I should offer to help in some way, cook or assist with the fire or anything, but it’s rather peaceful. Lex is in the kitchen, Lalia is napping along the side of Zane’s bed with Bat, and the princesses have settled by the fire playing a card game with brightly colored pieces I’ve never seen.
The cyborg sits in the chair, legs drawn up, not uncomfortable but watching them the way Bat watches little critters that get too close to him.
The entire house smells of spices, some familiar, most not. My mouth waters. I don’t think I ate breakfast. I’m not sure any of us did, other than Zane who got some mushy oatmeal dropped into his mouth like a baby bird a few hours ago, much to his annoyance. It’s all so. . .quiet. Calm. Homey. My chest hurts, which is ridiculous. But for once, I’m not standing in the middle of a house of strangers watching their little families and being uncomfortable. Yes, Lex and the other number are unfamiliar to me, but for once, it’s all my friends in this strange little warm house.
“You okay, Aaron?”
I find Yvonne watching me from the floor, colorful cards in her hands, expression open and curious. I’ve no idea what emotions must be playing across my face. 
“Yeah,” I say, and my voice sounds far away. “Everyone okay?”
She nods. “Lex has some nice medicine for burns. . .well, that’s what Bat says at least, I don’t know much about this stuff.”
I match her nod, unable to stop myself from glancing at the number. Remains of old burn scars mar his face, on his fingers as well now I’m searching. My eyes aren’t cooperating well in the dark room lit mostly by the crackling fire. I look somewhere else so I don’t stare as much at him as people do at me that makes me want to crawl out of my skin.
I wonder how badly he was hurt that made Lex decide stock-piling medical equipment was where she needed to go.
I still haven’t asked his name, but the last time I talked he was so nervous I just try to crack a smile and escape to the bedroom Zane is occupying.
The fireplace here is smaller, but the room is warm. Bat is on his side, mouth open as he sleeps. Lalia is curled with her back to me on the bed, giving a soft little rhythmic snore enough to know she’s actually asleep. I creep up and take a look at Zane without touching him. The bandages are new and he’s not wearing a shirt anymore, just a pile of blankets Lex must have found. Maybe I shouldn’t’ve gone walking. Maybe I should’ve tried to help just for the sake of it. I wasn’t needed, per se, I don’t know much about treating burns save the small ones I’ve had in the past, but now I’m back, guilt hurts my chest for not being present. 
Humans are funny about people simply existing near them, even if they’re not helpful. I suppose I am as well.
I fiddle with the blankets until Zane’s eyes crack open. I freeze. “Sorry, didn’t think that would wake you.”
He shrugs a hair with his uninjured shoulder. “Wasn’t really sleeping, just dozing.”
“I’ll find you some painkillers that’ll knock you out for the night. Do you want something to eat first?”
He wrinkles his nose. In the dark, with my glitching eyes, it’s difficult to tell his expression. “I don’t want more oatmeal. Never liked oatmeal. Too slimy.”
He sounds out of it, if not for the way he’s speaking, then the sound of his voice. It would be funny if it wasn’t because he’s injured. I should take a look at Lex’s medicines. I feel better now I know we have an excess of bandages and ointments and such. There’s not much of my gel left I use when I tear up my hands. If nothing else, it’s good to know he’s not in any pain with the supplies she has here. But I want to look through everything. Maybe they missed something I won’t. I doubt it, not with Bat’s thorough nature, but I need to feel useful.
“I’m not sure what Lex is making out there, but it smells spicy and I don’t think you should have that. I’ll see if I can find something decent tasting that won’t kill you.”
“Hey, Aaron?”
He suddenly sounds much more serious and lucid, which can’t be good. I eyeball him. “If this is one of those if I die speeches I will hit you, injuries or not.”
He cracks a smile. “No, not that. I’m not dying.”
“Fine. What do you want?”
“Just uh. . .sorry about yesterday.”
I pause. “I don’t think you need to apologize for getting nearly blown up.”
“Not that. . .Well, a little of that. I’m sure it wasn’t fun dragging my ass out of there. I meant. . .sorry about getting pissed at you.”
Oh. Well. That was unexpected. I hadn’t fully understood why he was so angry at me, but I also didn’t blame him for it. He wanted me to come home after Amerov and was angry at Lee’s crew. Not exactly a terrible offense. 
“You look confused,” he mumbles. “I’d appreciate if you’d say something.”
I nearly laugh. “People aren’t in the habit of apologizing to me, especially not because they got a little pissy. I wasn’t upset about it.”
He frowns, mumbling something I don’t understand. “I’m still sorry. I’m angry and I took it out on you.”
I stare at my boots, unsure what to do with the information. I suppose it’s a small apology, but it feels too large for the room. “It’s fine, Zane.”
He swallows, staring at the ceiling. He looks about as awkward as I feel, which makes it slightly less terrible. I’m not accustomed to seeing him uncomfortable with such things—he’s usually the first to jump on heart-to-heart conversations. Maybe he really does feel bad for the attitude. I’d like to make a run for it, but Zane’s a good guy, and he’s done nothing but help me. I can bury my stupid embarrassment for a few seconds.
I put my hand on a part of his arm that isn’t bandaged. “It’s really fine.”
He nods, looking a bit as if he may cry. Thank the stars he doesn’t.
“Actually,” I say, trying to break the silence. “I was feeling pretty guilty about you nearly getting your ass barbecued in that ship. You and your sister are getting nearly as beat up as me.”
It works. He snickers, grimacing when it shakes his busted ribs. “Well, that is stupid.”
I bite the inside of my cheeks so I don’t laugh and wake up Bat and Lalia. “I have my moments, certainly.”
Zane squeezes my arm back and drops his hand, closing his eyes. I guess that’s all the conversation he’s up for. I let out a breath. If he wasn’t so hurt, I’d probably have to take a lot more of his sappiness. 
“Aaron?” he says as I’m making my escape for the door. “Thanks.”
Feels a little strange for him to thank me. My presence has caused a lot of the drama, at least my presence coupled with theirs has caused more chaos than any of us ever could alone. But I suppose I’d thank him too if he dragged me out of a burning ship.
As if he didn’t save my ass yesterday too. These humans are gonna be the death of me.
“You too,” I tell him. “I’ll get you some food.”



TEN
Lex ends up digging some soup out of her icebox, handing it over and pointing to the empty burner on the stove. I would’ve been happy heating it in my own ship, but as long as she’s fine having me here, I suppose there’s no reason to leave the house. I lean against the counter and stir the broth. I’m not sure what kind of meat this is, but it smells good. Something local, I assume.
I watch Lex roast peppers and glance at the princesses still playing cards with the odd cyborg watching. 
Since I’m standing here. . . “What’s his name?”
“Abraham.”
I raise my eyebrows. “That’s an ancient name.”
She laughs. “Yeah, that’s what I said to him when we met.”
“I take it you dragged him out of that ship crash? He seemed frightened of me.”
She nods. “Saw the crash, went and got him out. Took a long time to get him back to decent health. He doesn’t share much, I don’t really know all that happened, but he tells me little bits at a time. He’s rather nervous around other people, though actually, you’re the first ones who know about him.”
She pauses, squinting out the window in the dark. My ship is sealed up and likewise only a shape in the night. 
“I’m not sure how cyborgs work,” she says. “There isn’t much you can learn about how the programming works and all that, but I figure something must be broken in the way they created him that he doesn’t want to go back.”
I nod. “If he doesn’t want to go back, there’s definitely damage.”
She pauses to look at me. “And you?”
“Me?”
“There something damaged about you?”
Funny way to phrase it, but fair when it’s the wording I used. If I were her, I’d be trying to learn more about Abraham by asking me questions. Apparently, there are cyborgs out there less talkative than even I am. “Definitely. I don’t think I can help you with him though, everyone’s different. Everyone reacts to the programming different and reacts to injury differently. You probably know more about the way he works than I do. How long has he been here?”
She considers, glancing at the ceiling as if mentally counting. “Ten years?”
I blink. That long? “And he doesn’t say anything about leaving?”
“No, he seems to like it here.”
Forget my situation. This one is stranger. “Huh.”
She smiles. “It’s odd, I know.”
“Yeah. . . And no one knows he’s here. You said he’s. . .we’re illegal.”
“We don’t get much company out here and he has no desire to go to the cities. Our local sheriff. . .” she pauses, holding up her long cooking spoon as if she’s thinking about hitting someone with it “. . .I think he suspects there’s something going on. He saw the crash one day and, since I’m closest, came by and asked. I don’t think he believed me when I said I’ve never seen a cyborg. He comes back every once in a while, about once a week or so, but he’s not allowed to come into my house legally without reason. So, he’s annoying, but I can see him coming miles away. It’s not much of a hassle.”
“Think he’ll come by soon?”
“Maybe in a few days. If you stay that long, I can just put you in the cellar for a few minutes. I’ll say the humans are friends, or they can go down there too. He still can’t come into my house without permission. He knows I don’t like him.”
Maybe he likes her, I think, but don’t say. I don’t know nearly enough about human relationships to start cooking up theories. But it seems he either likes her or is radical about his job. I smile a little.
“Do you mind if we stay that long?” I ask, hesitant. “I don’t want to impose, it’s just good to know Zane’s in a stable place.”
“I don’t mind at all, and I don’t need payment. People need help, I help them.”
Weird lady. Nice though. Hopefully, this isn’t a trick and won’t change on a dime. I feel a little better now the other humans are around to interpret situations that may go over my head.
The soup is simmering and I’m unsure what else to say. It feels as if I should thank her, but if having a heart-to-heart with Zane is rough, it’s worse with a stranger. Maybe it’ll keep her liking me, at least, even if she seems not to mind cyborgs in the slightest. 
Finally, I settle on, “I really appreciate the help.”
She smiles. 
•
Lalia is awake and yawning when I return with the broth and offers her hand for the food, so I’m left with nothing to do. Bat is still asleep, ears twitching. I hover for a minute as she helps Zane eat before wandering back out, standing in the corner of the living room until I seem to unnerve Abraham with how twitchy he gets. 
I head out to my ship. Check it over for the night. I’d stay in here if all the humans and Bat weren’t in the house. I feel the need to watch over them. I don’t want to fall asleep while everyone is awake. Time for the robot I’ve been neglecting. Picking up the little bag of loose parts and the body of the old thing’s chest, I bring it back inside and pick a spot close enough to the fire I don’t have to turn on more lights to see. My eyes are gonna glitch no matter what, this’ll be a slow process, but it’ll keep my mind busy.
Abraham takes immediate notice, silently staring. 
“Did Bat take a look at that yet?” Yvonne asks. I think she means the robot, but when I glance over, she’s waving a finger at the damage done to my face. Now that she points it out, it hurts.
“No, it’s fine.” I’m in no mood to be poked and prodded, even by Bat. And I’m not sure there’s much he can do. The damage done to my face is gonna scar no matter what, which isn’t precisely new, and the irritating dipping in and out of sight with my right eye isn’t fixable unless Lex suddenly has an extra pair of eyes down in her cellar alongside all the bandages.
“Doesn’t look fine,” Yvonne says.
“None of me looks fine.”
She rolls her eyes, putting her cards down and scooting over to get a better look. Apparently, right up next to my face.
“Personal space,” I mutter.
“No such thing.” She matches my tone. Her finger brushes lightly against my temple, above the injuries and not hard enough to hurt, but I flinch anyway, moving her hand aside. It’s difficult to concentrate on the bit of the robot’s arm I’m fiddling with—nothing too complicated to mess up—with her breathing on me. Should be used to it by now.
“Does it make your eyesight worse?”
Apparently, she’s not going to let it go. “On one side, yes.”
She cocks her head. “Where do you get new eyes other than Amerov?”
She’s not trying to touch me anymore, but still sitting close. Her hands look rougher than when I met her, probably because we could all use a shower and fewer near-death experiences.
“Blackmarket stuff. Gotta find a doctor to do it too.”
“Bat can’t?”
“Maybe. Kinda out of his area of expertise. And you’re not supposed to be awake for that kind of thing.”
Yvonne cracks a smile. “I can’t imagine you letting anyone knock you out.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not living with bad eyes for fun.”
She rolls her eyes, leaning back a little. Anya has abandoned her cards and is laying on her stomach, chin on her hands, watching me fumble with the robot.
“You’re doing that wrong,” Abraham says. 
I blink at him, all three of us turning to look his way. The princesses probably haven’t heard him speak.
“What?”
He gestures to the piece I’m messing with. “You’re not putting it together correctly.”
I look at the arm. With the way this thing has deteriorated, I’m surprised there’s a way to piece it back together at all. I offer it over. Abraham takes it from my hand, glancing toward the kitchen where I assume Lex is staring and leans out of the chair to take it, turning it over.
“I don’t know what I’m doing with it,” I tell him. “I found it on Amerov and Yvonne here thinks I should put it back together, so you’re welcome to have a go at it.”
Yvonne makes a face as if I wasn’t supposed to bring up it was her idea to keep the thing. I remember her dragging it past Audra and the confused look on the face of Captain’s favorite cyborg. I smile a little. It feels as if ages have passed since we were on Amerov, and I know she’s probably fine, but it’s a struggle not to head back to my ship and try to get the comm to patch through. It won’t help either of us. In fact, it’ll be actively dangerous for her and idiotic for me. But I wish the situation hadn’t happened. I wish there was a way to know Captain doesn’t suspect her of anything. If something happened to her, I wonder if one of the ForceZero numbers would’ve mentioned it to try to throw me off. Can’t guarantee it either way.
Abraham slinks off the chair to seat himself on the other side of the robot, spreading out the parts I have unattached and checking out the empty chest cavity. I wonder how he knows about fixing robots this ancient, but I don’t want to spook him by asking.
Yvonne and I exchange glances and she smiles.
•
The night is filled with crickets. At least, with whatever passes for them on this planet.
Lalia ends up asleep back on the bed beside Zane, Bat in his protective little guarding spot on the pillow after sitting on my lap throughout dinner. Lex insisted Yvonne and Anya take her bed as she’s happy sleeping on the couch and Abraham is happy in his chair. After a bit of consideration, I take my thin mattress from my bunk room and lay it next to the fire in Zane’s borrowed room. I don’t feel safe leaving them in here though there hasn’t been a single suspicious incident.
Whatever insects are singing outside don’t mind the chill. Despite the fires needing to be kept going, the bugs outside are perfectly content. It feels like a hot summer night despite the weather. I stare at the ceiling, messing absently with the damaged port in my right temple. It’s already healing over as face wounds tend to do, but my vision isn’t improving. Implants don’t heal, at least, my metal and wire ones don’t. As much as I hate my eyes being touched, Bat will probably need to take a look at it.
I sigh. I dozed for a while but have woken a handful of times, sleep evading me despite the lingering exhaustion. I don’t feel entirely safe here. 
As quietly as possible, I get out of bed, ignoring my boots by the end of the mattress and wandering out the bedroom door. Lex offered us her shower, but I didn’t much like the idea of stripping naked in someone else’s house. Maybe I should, I feel a little gross, and there’s no need to waste the water in my ship. If I wasn’t worried about leaving the humans and Bat, I’d check out the hot springs and see if they indeed look as nice at night as I figured they might. 
The fire is still crackling in the living room, sending warm fingers of orange light into the dark corners of the room. The curtains aren’t drawn over the main window, and millions of stars shine.
Abraham is awake, curled in the reclining chair, fiddling with the robot. Hopefully, he can fix it. Bat hasn’t been interested and I’m out of my depth. Both princesses will be thrilled.
The couch is empty, and for a moment I don’t see Lex until I realize she’s also in the same chair, squished in next to Abraham, stitching something in a piece of colorful cloth. Well, that’s an old-fashioned hobby. Fits her though, seeing as I doubt she often visits a city, living all the way out here. I’d imagine she’s quite self-sufficient. Two of the small, speckled dogs occupy the couch. 
Abraham doesn’t seem remotely bothered by her presence. I watch them, stuck on the oddity of the sight. She’s saying something to him too soft to pick up.
From over my shoulder, I hear quiet footsteps and find Yvonne joining me. She’s wearing nothing but a long t-shirt, and I look somewhere else. Her hair is sticking up, face puffy with sleep, confused at what I’m doing. Leaning against my arm to get a look through the doorway, her face makes an expression somewhere between confusion and amusement. I don’t quite know what to do. Walk away? Or keep watching the odd scene with her leaning against my bare arm. Her skin is quite soft.
Lex leans her head against Abraham’s neck. It’s strange enough he doesn’t seem to mind, stranger still when he turns his face toward hers and kisses her gently.
Yvonne is much closer to me than I would like. Leaning away, I make my way back to the bedroom.



ELEVEN
When the sun is up, I tinker around on my ship.
I don’t have many supplies to fix the little issues, and now the engine’s solid I’m less worried, but it makes me feel useful to comb over every inch of the vessel. It’s good to do this type of maintenance anyway, and I haven’t gotten much chance the last few weeks.
“Find anything?” Yvonne’s voice startles me. 
I’m on the right wing, laying on my belly and leaning off the edge to get a good look at the guns. They’re disabled, but it still makes me queasy sticking my face so near the massive muzzles. 
I glare at her, annoyed she startled me, my head killing me from the various injuries while I’m hanging half upside-down. “Not yet.”
She doesn’t appear remotely phased by my scowling. “Lex is making waffles.”
My stomach growls. At least I’m too high up for her to hear. It’s mid-morning, and even with a large dinner, waffles do sound appetizing. I can’t remember when last I had them.
“Are they as spicy as whatever the hell it was we ate last night?” I ask, scrubbing the collected dust and soot out of the big gun. 
“Be grumpy all you want, you looked like you were in heaven eating that.”
“Don’t watch me eat.”
She snickers. “Come down and have breakfast.”
“Busy.”
“Hey, cyborg. I don’t know what bee flew up your butt, but get down here and knock it off.”
I think about throwing my bristly brush down at her, but she’s grinning, hands on her hips. She’s as bad as Zane, though I don’t find Zane nearly so annoying these days. I don’t want to come down off the ship and have her sit next to me while I eat so she can get obnoxiously close to me as if we’re friends or something. 
She’ll probably get more annoying if I ignore her. 
Grumbling, I roll off the side of the wing and drop to the ground.
“Didn’t that hurt?” Yvonne asks, grimacing at the drop.
“Not as much as getting shot in the face.”
She gives me an even stare. “What are you so upset about?”
Wiping my hands on my pants, I head for the house. “I’m not upset.”
I catch her eyebrows shooting up as I walk through the front door. Zane is on the couch, petting one of the smaller dogs.
“What do you think you’re doing up?” I ask him.
“This is hardly up,” he grumbles, head resting on the cushions. “I had to, uh”—he glances at Yvonne—“use the restroom, anyway.”
I roll my eyes—as if Yvonne needs proper terms—but he doesn’t deserve my attitude, so I sigh and keep the rest to myself. Walking a few paces is probably good for him. I’m still not feeding him anything other than soft foods. No waffles for him. Not even if he gives me sad looks.
Abraham is happily at work putting the robot together. He even cracks a smile when he sees me watching. Whatever damage there is to his head, it evidently didn’t affect this. But now I’m feeling awkward. I didn’t do anything wrong by coming out of my room and watching them cuddle, but I feel as if I intruded upon something private. Then again, I’ve never known an unregistered cyborg to have a relationship with anyone, romantic or otherwise. It’s odd enough to see him happy here, but stranger still those two apparently have something going on.
Lalia is already stuffing her face with a small mountain of waffles without bothering for a plate. She takes a look at my smudged clothes and raises an eyebrow. “Can’t believe Yvonne got you in here. I told her to leave you alone—you looked like a man on a mission out there.”
I manage not to mimic her. I don’t think she realizes why I’m suddenly in a foul mood—quite frankly, I’m not sure why myself—so I must be scowling too much. I work on flattening my expression and stand in the corner of the kitchen, not wanting to sit on Lex’s table chairs with my sooty clothes.
She looks me up and down, makes a similar expression to Lalia’s, and says, “Sit. I’m hardly uptight about such things.”
I consider changing my clothes but do as I’m told, ignoring Yvonne sitting beside me. At least she’s wearing more than a shirt. Bat appears from somewhere beneath the table and leaps onto my leg, perching like a cat, his head over the edge, watching Lex hungrily. I force myself not to smile. We don’t make sugary breakfasts very often, but I’m afraid he’s about to make a mess of this poor woman’s table.
“Be polite,” I tell him. 
“I am,” he says, tapping me with his back foot.
I’m being watched by several of the dogs from the edge of the kitchen. 
“Where’s Anya?” I ask, realizing she’s the only one missing and not keen on the idea of the kid wandering this place on her own.
“Shower,” Yvonne says and props her feet on the edge of my chair. I manage not to scowl.
I suppose she doesn’t deserve my attitude either, but it’s weird how friendly she’s being. There’s nothing I can imagine she wants from me, we both have the same plan from here on out—get the two of them back to their parents without Captain noticing. She was perfectly fine being a little snot when she wanted to get her sister off Amerov, so I’m not sure why she’s being nice. At first, I figured she was happy I got her sister off Facility One, but it’s continuing enough that I’m starting to get suspicious.
Problem is, I don’t have any theories. I can’t imagine what she would want out of me.
Anya appears on cue, taking a look at my scowling face before sitting on my leg again. Bat growls at her from my other knee but doesn’t bite or relinquish his spot.
“Excuse me,” I mutter and only get a giggle as she leans against my arm. “Don’t you have a sister you can pester?”
She makes such a pouty, fake-sad face I ignore her. I’ll move her off me to eat. She could be more annoying than she’s being. She could be her sister.
“Aaron,” Lex says. “Does your ship have anything on it that may trigger the authorities?”
I narrow my eyes. Did she look us up on the bounty chart? The ones on Lee’s tablet didn’t have my ship listed, but information can change at any minute. I should check on my own tablet.
“Why do you ask?”
She sets a plate of waffles on the table and gives me a look more exhausted than defensive. “Because it occurred to me that you all are obviously trying to lie low, and as I mentioned, sometimes the authorities pass by here trying to catch me doing something. If your ship is parked out front with some sort of warrant, that would be bad for all of us.”
She’s right, and I’m annoyed I didn’t consider it sooner. “We can leave.”
“That’s not what I meant. There are caves on the other side of the hills there”—she points out the window past the grasslands and the tree-coated hills we’d been exploring—“it stays pretty cold in them. Stay until you’re ready to go, but I think you should park your ship in one of them. It’s a tight fit, but I think they’re large enough. No one really goes over there and it’s cold enough to disguise any heat signatures from above. Go ahead and eat first.”
I nod, uncomfortable with the continuing niceness. But it’s a good idea. I watch Bat chomp away at his waffle, eyes scrunched closed. It would be nice to stay another day or two. Technically, Zane seems stable enough to head out—so long as we have more medical supplies, the ship is as good for his recovery as this house. But it’s calm and peaceful here, and our next stop will be Zar, where it would be best if Zane is able to be up and about.
Unless we head to Hytha first. To Zane and Lalia’s parents. It’s closer than Zar.
I grimace. Still a stupid idea. I don’t know why it keeps popping into my head. I don’t know what’s wrong with me ever since all these humans started crowding into my ship.
“I’ll do that, thank you,” I say because nodding silently seems rude after how helpful Lex has been.
“I’ll go,” Bat says. Well, I suppose he’s fine talking in front of these new people. I pet his ears.



TWELVE
Lalia ends up joining me and Bat, saying she wants a stroll since we’ll walk back from the caves. After a bit of hovering over the nearby hills, I spot the empty caverns. 
It’s a tight fit maneuvering the ship between the trees and the side of the hill and into the dark space, but there’s plenty of room. Tight-packed earth and stone hang all around, the soil slightly greenish in hue, or perhaps it’s moss.
Lalia drops from the airlock while I give the ship a look for anything to bring back to the house. Bat follows her out, crawling up the pointed rocks rimming the cavern and drinking from a puddle of water before sticking his tongue out and moving on. I snort. He needs to learn not to lick everything he comes across, but I don’t suppose he ever will. Nothing harms him.
I seal up the ship and take a look around the cool rim of the cavern and the thick of the trees beyond. It’s warmed enough I shed my jacket. Lalia’s seen it all anyway, and I don’t suppose it’ll bother Lex when we return to the house. 
“So, what’s going on?” Lalia asks as soon as I drop down the rocks to the moss below. 
Birdsong rises. I shoot her a look. Is this why she wanted to come? Taking up Zane’s position of giving heart-to-hearts. I already had one with him last night, I’m in no mood for another. 
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re grumpy as I’ve ever seen you, so I figure something happened.”
“I’m not grumpy,” I say, then realize how blatant a lie that is. “Nothing happened.”
“Uh-huh.” She sounds exactly like her brother. She bumps into my arm as we walk. I bump her back, hard enough she stumbles.
“Ow,” she says, but laughs.
“How’s your head?”
“Fine. Not much of a headache today, I’m still gonna take it easy.”
I nod, watching Bat scurry through the branches of the trees, happy as could be. It’s good for him to run around, and I feel better about staying. Everyone likes it here, and according to Lex, the danger is minimal as long as we stay out of sight. I’m not worried about our ability to head out of the atmosphere if the local authorities get all uptight.
Lalia stares at me while we walk.
“What?”
“You’re really not gonna tell me?”
“Tell you what?”
“Aaron.”
“Lalia.”
She shoves my arm again, which doesn’t do much to move me. “Aaron, tell me what’s wrong.”
“Lalia, mind your own business.”
“Tell me.”
“No.”
“I’ve been living with Zane all my life, I can be really annoying.”
“Yeah, I already got that.”
“Come on.”
She’s making it difficult not to laugh. I don’t know why both of them can cheer me up with such ease, and I want to be annoyed about it, but it’s tough.
“What do you think Yvonne is up to?” I ask.
Lalia blinks, watching her feet as we step over a fallen log. “Nothing particular. Why?”
“She’s acting. . .weird.”
“How?”
“I don’t know. I thought she was just being nice after Amerov, but it seems like there’s something more going on than just niceness. She keeps staring at me.”
Lalia stops dead. I pause, turning to find her eyes wide, mouth open, looking as if she wants to laugh.
“What?” I ask.
“Oh my God, you have no idea.”
For some reason, my face heats, embarrassed. “What are you talking about?”
Lalia giggles. Cracks up. If she’d been any less kind and understanding these past weeks, I’d be tempted to shove her on her ass. As it is, I narrow my eyes at her.
“Oh my God,” she says again, giggling and stumbling as she catches up to me. 
“What the hell is so funny?”
“Oh relax, I’m not really laughing at you. I mean, I am, but only because you’re adorable.”
No one has ever, not once in my life, called me that. I frown at her, stalking off. “I take it back, you’re all being weird.”
“Oh, don’t be mad!” She jogs to catch up. “Look, why don’t you ask Yvonne why she’s being. . .weird?”
“Why don’t you tell me, since apparently, you know.”
“Hmmm.” She puts her arms around my shoulders. “Because, dear little brother, I’ve missed out on many, many years of harassing you, so I think I’m just gonna let this one happen.”
“I don’t think it counts if you don’t know I’m your brother,” I grumble. “Get off me.”
She does not. “Oh, we know. We know.”
I roll my eyes. Fine. If she wants to be unhelpful, I don’t care. I’m not going to ask Yvonne about anything, but I don’t care. I suppose if Lalia thought it was a dangerous situation, she’d tell me, so it must be harmless. Maybe I’ll ask Zane, but I’m not exactly keen on getting laughed at again. I glare at Lalia from the corner of my eye, and her grin grows wider.
It’s a little too much. I’m not as annoyed as I would’ve been weeks ago, but I’m also not happy with her reaction. “You’re seriously not going to tell me? I don’t know why I tell you things.”
She giggles even more. “I’m not going to tell you. You need to figure this out for yourself. I’ll give you a few days. Ask me then if you still haven’t gotten there.” 
I scowl.
•
When the house appears through the trees, Lex is on the porch gesturing at us to hurry inside. I glance at the sky, and sure enough, there’s a dot on the blue horizon. 
We hid our ship in time, it appears.
I jog through the tree line with Lalia and Bat on my heels, ignoring my injuries, heading in the back door. 
“What’s going on? Is that your nosey authority friend?” I ask Lex as she shuts the front door.
“Too hard to tell from here. But probably.” She’s calm, and I remember this happens nearly weekly. “Abe, will you take them down the cellar with you, please?”
Abraham’s expression drops as he sets down his robot project, throwing a blanket over it and waving for us to follow. I already watched Lex enter the cellar yesterday, but I let him lead us, putting an arm around Zane and helping him to his feet. Despite his earlier snark, he leans against me so heavily I’m tempted to pick him up. Lalia grabs the blankets he left on the couch, and I count the humans to ensure they’re following.
Bat eyeballs the dark of the cellar but heads down after Abraham. Natural light filters in from somewhere, and an old-fashioned light hangs from the ceiling, unlit. The scent of cool soil fills the space. It’s mostly hard-packed earth, clean containers stacked along one wall, and some bags of food along the other. Abraham takes Zane’s other arm and points to some of the sacks, helping me set him down where he’ll be comfortable. Dry puffs of flour drift from the closest one. Anya takes a seat beside him, folding her legs, bouncing nervously. 
Light emanates from woven wood thatching along the side of the cellar facing the meadow. It’s about my height, a little taller, and I step over the vegetables and crates until I can peek out. The heat signature of a ship lands. It’s obviously not Amerov, a rusted maroon-purple vessel and an old model on top of it. Shaped like a potato, it’s suited to staying on-planet.
Abraham, despite his quiet nature, joins me at the thatching and mutters, “Asshat.”
Something about his tone has me choking back a laugh. I glance at him, and he gives me a likewise exasperated look. He might be odd and weirdly human, but I kinda like him. If nothing else, I suppose I understand him.
“So this guy doesn’t have any proof you’re here?” Bat asks, leaping onto my shoulder and peeking over at Abraham. 
The cyborg shakes his head. “He. . .saw the crash and the empty ship years ago, so I think he. . .suspects. I’m sure he doesn’t realize I’m just living here. Just that Lex definitely knows. . .something.”
It’s the most I’ve heard him speak. “Do they have the manpower here to do anything about you?”
He shrugs. “They’d call in reinforcements. I’d have to sit here and pick them all off with a rifle or something. . .”
We both grimace. I suppose this is nothing new for them, but it’s a strange situation for me to observe. I remember them cuddling in the chair last night, talking quietly and kissing. An odd, odd situation. I consider asking him about it, or asking in private once this situation is over. Probably not a wise idea.
The ship settles into the grass, and the airlock cycles open. 



THIRTEEN
For a moment, I expect a cyborg to step out, but it’s a man standing on the airlock ramp, appearing rather pleased with himself, hands in his pockets. Some of the dogs scamper up, wagging tails.
At least he’s alone. I’m not opposed to taking a single shot if things go to hell. I’d rather not, but this isn’t nearly such a deadly situation as back on Lee’s ship.
“How are things, Lex?” the man asks. He has the same unfamiliar accent.
Lex has stepped off the porch, arms folded, entire posture screaming annoyed. 
“Same as it always is,” she says dryly.
There’s a pause, the official watching as if expecting her to say more. Is this the normal interaction? He isn’t inspecting his surroundings as if he’s suspicious, and his ship has pretty small guns, but I don’t like the dead silence. 
Finally, Lex says, “Do you want something?”
“Had any visitors here recently?”
“No.” She sounds entirely bored, but I can’t help my own nerves. I really don’t want another blow-up. “Why?”
“There’s been some crime on the nearby planets, we’re always a good hiding spot, just seeing if anything suspicious passed you by out here.”
Abraham looks at me. I glance back. I half expect him to look alarmed, though I doubt the official is talking about us. Instead, the cyborg looks as if he wants to laugh. We’re both criminals to a certain extent. I glance at Lalia, but her expression is matching amusement. Anya is eyeballing me. I put my finger over my lips.
“There’s always crime on the nearby planets,” Lex says, half sighing as she speaks. “My house is hard to find, no one ever stops here.”
The official must recognize this, but Lex is comfortable if annoyed, so I try not to temper my anxiety. 
If push comes to shove, we can leave, I remind myself. It’s nice here, a peaceful place to stop, but we should consider leaving since Zane is stable enough to be sitting up and walking with help. Staying in any one place too long increases our chances of being caught, even if it seems doubtful Lex would cause trouble. I dislike the idea of landing on Zar with Zane still injured—not a great place to go with an injured criminal—but there are other planets we can hop to. We’re not in a hurry, really, just trying to lie low.
The official steps off the ramp, eyes grazing over the house, opening his mouth to speak. 
Lex says, “Myrk, I’m busy, if you’re here to be nosey again I have things to do.”
“What kinds of things?”
I honestly can’t tell if he’s suspicious or likes her. I glance at Abraham, but he looks bored. I might have to ask one of the humans.
“Maintaining-my-large-property-by-myself things. Lots of chores.”
The official glances around. Is he suspicious for any particular reason, or is this the normal amount? It’s odd that he’s decided to pick on her simply because there’s a crashed Amerov ship in her vicinity. Especially for years. I watch him glance around. At least she won’t let him come into the house. The old robot might be suspicious, and there are signs of her having visitors inside.
“If you see anything out of the usual—”
“I know, call it in. Maybe by the time I’m a hundred, there will be something to call in.”
Oh, she’s so over his crap. Next to me, Yvonne giggles softly, hand over her mouth. 
Still, he lingers. I wonder if this would bother Lex if she were truly living alone. I doubt it. She seems handy with her rifle, at least perfectly comfortable with it, and she seems the kind of woman to threaten anyone who’s asking for it.
Lex sighs, “Do you want something or can I get back to work?”
“You should just be careful. I mean it when I say there are a lot of. . .issues going on in neighboring space.”
I’d think him a concerned, well-meaning guy if he didn’t look quite so self-important, a small smirk in place, posture puffed. Maybe he’s nice, but looks too full of himself. I’m sure I look meaner than I am. At least, I look meaner than I’ve been the past few weeks. I glance at Anya.
“I’ll keep an eye out,” Lex says, even-toned. Even if he’s trying to help, I wouldn’t appreciate being babied in Lex’s position, especially when she’s been dropping aggressive hints she doesn’t want or need him around. 
Sighing, the man—Myrk—finally says, “Your neighbors saw you walking around in the trees with someone. You don’t have any visitors or anything?”
There’s enough of a pause my stomach twists. Abraham grimaces. Someone spotted the two of them walking? How close are their nearest neighbors?
“You came out here because one of my nosey neighbors saw me walking in the trees with someone? Even if I were, can you explain to me how that’s any of your business?”
Myrk’s expression twitches. “They said the other person didn’t look human.”
“Excuse me?”
“They said they thought they saw metal.”
Abraham’s expression darkens. His metal parts aren’t obvious. Someone must’ve seen him quite up close.
“Myrk,” Lex says, sounding fully angry now. “I don’t know what you or they are going on about, but I suggest you get off my property if you’re going to act like an ass.”
That probably did nothing to rid this man of his suspicion, but Lex plays her righteous anger well.
Myrk doesn’t respond, but casts a final look around the property before returning to his ship. Not even an apology. I watch the vessel rise with a wave of heat along the grasses, heading lazily over the mountains, not passing the hills where our ship is stashed. Though it wasn’t too terrible of a threat, I let out a long breath.
Abraham rolls his eyes, mutters something, and heads back out of the cellar. None of us move. Zane still has his forehead in his hand, looking pale and a little sweaty now he’s had to exert even a small amount of energy. Yeah, I definitely don’t want him around Zar. Even if he were to stay in the ship—and I don’t believe he’d listen to me—I’m not sure it’s a great idea.
I’m getting more paranoid. I recognize a good bit of it is not knowing what I’ll do if I’d have to come back to the ship while he’s hurt and tell him we’re not related, that all this was one big mistake. Perhaps it’s cowardly, but I don’t want him barely able to sit up for a few hours if I have to relay such news.
“I don’t think we should go to Zar until Zane is better,” I say, taking a seat beside him.
“Sounds like a terrible idea,” Bat agrees, nudging Zane’s arm with his nose, which is about as much contact I’ve ever seen him willingly make with one of the humans.
“Why?” Anya asks.
“It’s lawless, chaotic, the humans are dangerous, the cyborgs even more so, and I know if I park there Zane’s going to try to tag along regardless of his inability to walk upright for any length of time.”
Zane scowls.
“You know I’m right,” I tell him.
“I will neither confirm nor deny,” he mumbles, closing his eyes.
Yeah, he’s in no position to go to Zar.
“So we’re just staying here?” Yvonne asks.
I shrug. “I guess we could. . . Though any more than a few days and I’ll get nervous. I don’t like that official being suspicious of Lex.”
“We could go to Hytha,” Zane says.
He’s gazing at me from the corner of his eye. Last time he brought it up, he’d been cheerful and pretty understanding of my hesitation. He still understands, but looks exhausted, staring at me as if he can’t form other words, and it’s harder to outright say the idea is a bad one. 
Hadn’t I been thinking about it just yesterday?
“What’s that?” Anya asks.
“Their home planet,” I say. “Mine too, technically. Though there’s a bit of debate on where on the planet I came from.”
Anya frowns. I’m not sure she knows all the details of our situation, but she knows the siblings think I’m theirs, and that we’re getting my DNA tested on Zar because I don’t remember any of it. I don’t want to explain it further, not right now.
“Do you think there are people on Hytha who will test your DNA without reporting you?” Lalia asks.
“I have no idea. But it’s a populated planet, and I don’t have any contacts there. I haven’t even been back. Zar pretty much has a criminal on every corner who wants as little to do with Amerov or Clock as we do.”
“We could just get it tested on Hytha then take off,” Yvonne says, smiling a little. “That would only report to Captain that you’re there, not that you’re staying there. Would probably piss him off.”
After the other day, I’d think she’d be off the idea of enjoying annoying Captain. Though I suppose she’s afraid of ForceZero, not Captain. And she’s in less danger from those cyborgs than I am—they can’t just shoot her in the face as they can with me. My temple throbs.
“No,” Lalia mutters. “I don’t think we should bring Captain right to the doorstep of our parents. Right now, they’re not affiliated with our crimes. If Captain finds out we land there, he might arrest them because he’s angry.”
Yvonne grimaces. “Right, didn’t even think of that.”
“We could just land there, though,” Zane says. “Our house is pretty secluded, not close to any cities, kinda like this one. No one bothers us out there.”
“Zane, I already told you why I think this is a bad idea,” I tell him, much gentler than before. His face is drawn, sad, and I hate to make it worse. But I don’t think visiting their parents without concrete proof is gonna improve any of this.
“I know,” he says. “And I know you think it’s a bad idea, but I think you’ll remember if we go home.”
He isn’t usually this stubborn or illogical about. . .well, anything. I’m certain a great deal of it is being injured. I know humans get a little funny in their emotions when they’re badly hurt. Really, I’m sure I do as well, but I haven’t gotten taken out as hard as Zane has, at least not since I was a kid.
Lalia isn’t speaking, not backing me up, but at least not agreeing with her brother. Even the idea of meeting their parents—who might be mine—makes me want to throw up.
“Look, we’ll think about it, alright?” I ask. “There’s no harm in staying here an extra day or two. We’ll think about it, try to look at it with a level head.”
Zane nods, eyes downcast to the dirt-packed floor. I know I’m not the one being illogical about this, it feels as if I’m the only one trying to make this as painless as possible, but I can’t help but feel as if I’m letting both of them down.



FOURTEEN
We don’t do much for the remainder of the day. With my ship parked under the hills, I don’t have the excuse of tinkering on it without leaving the humans. I putter around the house and property, petting the dogs, asking Lex if she needs help with anything—she looks pointedly at my injuries and tells me to go take a nap—and try to help Abraham put the robot together with varying levels of success.
Anya is having the time of her life. 
At some point, she ropes me into more target practice on a nearby tree. It doesn’t hurt my ears much, and I’d be lying to myself if I said her company doesn’t boost my mood. Her aim is improving, and I ignore the pleased glances Yvonne sends our way each time she passes. 
Eventually, the kid discovers Lex’s water hose for all the plants lining the house and promptly sprays Bat. Which would be the stupidest thing I’ve ever witnessed if it was anyone else. Bat snarls from the grass he’s hunting in, ignores her, and gets sprayed again. 
Anya giggles.
Bat slinks into a hunting crouch, stalking her, ears down. I bite the insides of my cheeks to stop laughing. I’m sitting on the porch with Abraham—we’ve managed to put the robot’s voice box together with what parts we have—and it’s still warm though the sun is beginning to set. I never did get much sleep last night. My limbs are heavy, injuries keeping up a vague throbbing. I’d hunt down the pain pills I brought in my backpack, but I’m in no mood to move.
Anya shrieks when Bat springs out of the grass, bouncing off the side of her head before dropping back and disappearing into the field. She sprays in his direction, mostly as wet as he is, startled enough she sprayed herself.
There’s a rustle in the grass and Bat springs up once more, bouncing off her back. He’d done this with me when I first brought him to a planet with grass. He rolled around in it for a good hour before practicing with his new legs by pouncing at me. He clawed me a few times, but he knows better now. I don’t think he’ll give Anya any scrapes. 
Abraham pops the voice box back into the robot and rubs at the scar on his chin.
“What’s the story?” I ask, soft enough I hope the humans inside won’t hear. 
He blinks at me.
I shrug. “You’re a lone cyborg on an out-of-the-way planet living with a human. You have to know I’m dying of curiosity over here.”
I brace myself for him to be offended, or to go back to being as shy as he was when we first arrived. But he cracks a smile. “You look worse than me.”
I feel like I’ve told this story too many times these past weeks. “Was a sick kid. They brought me to Amerov, I ran away when I was a teen, been bounty hunting and laying low ever since. The two idiots inside say they’re my siblings, but I don’t remember anything from my childhood, so we’re trying to figure it out.”
He blinks. “A lot to unpack.”
“Imagine how I feel. I was minding my own business hunting bounties a few weeks ago.”
He chuckles. “I crash-landed. Don’t remember a lot of it. Lex dragged me out and fixed me up.”
“You were flying alone?”
He nods. “Emergency situation. I was at an outpost on one of the smaller moons around Neyla Ve, partner was injured in a skirmish so he wasn’t up for the situation. I went alone, was supposed to meet up on one of the floating cities on the edge of the galaxy. I don’t remember what actually brought me down. Asteroid storm, maybe. Lex says they happen in the area.”
“And you’ve been here ever since?”
Another nod. Anya comes trampling by, giggling and soaking wet, escaping into the house now the night chill is setting into the air. Bat follows, metal nails clicking on the wooden porch, nose in the air, pointedly ignoring me as I smile at him. He’s drenched.
“Don’t get Lex’s house muddy,” I call after as he prances inside.
Abraham snorts.
Perhaps I shouldn’t ask, but the words come out anyway. “Still have a chip?”
He glances at me but looks more amused than anything. “No. Crash put a dent in most of my face and neck and back. The port back there was gone beyond repair. Lex pulled out all the broken bits so nothing would hurt me, remnants of the chip included.”
I nod, picking a discarded wire and stripping it to the metal. “You’re remarkably sane.”
“You’re remarkably blunt,” he says, smile turning to a small laugh.
“I’ve had a lot of unregistered numbers fling things at my head.”
“I can imagine.” He goes quiet. “Lex kept me sane.”
What do I say? Remembering them kissing and cuddling makes this conversation awkward, if only to me. If he doesn’t have a chip, he’s technically human, but personally, I don’t think anyone can simply return to their humanity. There may not be any active programming, but something changes in them, enough so I never even received my chip but feel more cyborg than I do human at times. I don’t know what it is. Or perhaps it’s me. Given the way he acts and his mannerisms, I doubt it.
There’s something I’ve never asked a cyborg before, mostly because a programmed one wouldn’t understand the question, and any unregistered number wouldn’t be up for a nice chat.
“Why did you volunteer for Amerov?”
He looks up.
I say, “I mean, I understand in theory why people do, I just. . .I never got much of a choice so I’ve always hated it. And I don’t get what goes through someone’s head when they decide they want to do all of that.”
Abraham looks at his hands. I’m unsure what part of the robot he’s fiddling with, but he taps it absently with his fingers.
“You don’t have to tell me,” I amend. “I’m not trying to be pushy.”
He shrugs. “It was a long time ago. I didn’t really have anyone. Parents were dead, no siblings, no wife or children. Not really any close friends. I wanted to be part of something bigger than myself. Amerov is like that. Bigger than you, scarier, but you’re part of a team. Everyone has each other’s back based on programming alone. There’s a bit of muted bonding that develops past it. A little bit of dulled emotions didn’t seem like much of a trade-off.”
“You haven’t gone back.”
“No,” he mumbles, gazing out at the field. “I suppose I like feeling human more if I have something to feel human for.”
I swallow. A better articulation of it than I’ve ever produced. Then again, I suppose our situations aren’t the same.
He shrugs, half-smiling at his own joke. “I suppose near-death experiences tend to change you, too. Plus, I uh. . . Well, obviously I got hit in the head pretty hard.”
I snort, unable not to laugh.
“You have a chip?” he asks.
As much as I appreciate his honesty, that’s a secret I’ll go with to the grave. “Yeah.”
“Doesn’t do you much good,” he says, leaning against the railing and grinning.
No use lying about that. I smirk a little in return. “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”



FIFTEEN
“Aaron,” Yvonne whispers, leaning around the edge of the open door. “Aaron, come here.”
Abraham and I are still outside, but the conversation has tapered to nothing. Abraham only glances at Yvonne before returning to his project.
“What?” I whisper back.
She rolls her eyes, shaking with a silent laugh. “Just come here. Come, come.”
She gestures madly. Sighing, I get up, not hiding the grimace at my leg and head and other various injuries since she’s insisting I follow.
“What?” I ask again, not keeping the whine out of my voice.
“Shhh.” She presses her fingers to her lips and grabs my hand, hauling me inside. Lex is messing around on a tablet near the fire, not paying us any mind. Lalia is crashed on the couch, and we put Zane to bed hours ago.
“I was comfortable and this better be worth it,” I grumble, ignoring her soft fingers between mine. She wants to hold my hand. Fine. She can do as she pleases. Obviously.
“Shush.”
She pauses in the doorway to the kitchen, pulling me alongside her and shushing me with her finger again.
Anya’s in the kitchen with Bat. He’s sitting on the counter, going through Lex’s cabinets for snacks while Anya helps him, chatting softly enough I don’t catch the words. She finds a bag of something, opens it, and starts petting Bat on his ears while he sniffs it. He only bares his teeth once before giving in. 
Yvonne giggles silently. Standing on her toes, she whispers in my ear, “She’s been trying to pet him off and on the past fifteen minutes. I think she’s wearing him down.”
I press my lips together. He probably would’ve bitten Anya a few weeks ago, even if she’s a kid. As it is, he lets her rub his ears, then flops over on his side so she can scratch his belly. I clap my hand over my mouth. Yvonne only shakes harder, holding up her bracelet and snapping a picture the same as she did when Anya hugged me. I choke a little, trying not to laugh. Both of us trot for the back door while Lex stares in confused amusement. 
Stumbling out into the forest behind the house, I try not to laugh too loud.
“Holy stars,” Yvonne wheezes, putting her hands on her knees. “That was too cute.”
I wander further into the trees, giggling to myself. Get a grip, Aaron. Picturing it only makes me laugh harder. I suppose Bat finally gave up on me being the only one allowed to pet him. 
Yvonne wanders after through the woods, bumping into my arm, still grinning. “What were you talking to Abraham about out there?”
I shrug, vaguely heading in the direction of the hot springs—I wanted to see how they look in the dark, anyway. “Just some stuff about Amerov. Nothing useful.”
“They’re an interesting couple.”
My face heats, and I’m glad for the dark and lack of moonlight under the canopy of the trees. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. All we did was see them kiss. I need to relax. I also need to figure out what Yvonne’s up to, since Lalia isn’t going to be of much help.
When I don’t respond, she says, “Where are we going?”
“Nowhere in particular. I saw a spring back here yesterday; it looked like it would be pretty at night.”
She nods. Her finger brushes mine. I shove my hands in my pockets, not having the nerve to step away from her. She doesn’t seem phased. Maybe it wasn’t even on purpose.
“How’s your face?” she asks.
“Ugly as always.”
She shoves me lightly on the shoulder. “I meant your injuries, idiot.”
“Still there.”
“Oh, someone’s in a mood,” she mutters.
I suppose I shouldn’t be too snarky. All she’s doing is being nice—she’s been nice since Amerov and hasn’t tried to pull anything. In fact, her punching Kel was one of the funniest things I’ve ever witnessed now I’ve had time to consider it. “They’re healing. How’s your hand?”
She blinks, looking at her hands. “Hand?”
“Well, you knocked Kel into the next galaxy, so I figured that probably hurt.”
“Oh, right.” Instead of amused, she looks pissed. “That bitch deserved worse. I should’ve let you shoot her.”
She sure has random bursts of violence. Or at least random moments of wishing gruesome death on people. “I probably would’ve regretted it. Maybe.”
“Have you killed people before?”
“Oh, sure.”
“A lot?”
I shrug, thinking of Guli back on Yayth. Somehow, that was mere months ago. “Not as many as you might think, given the occupation. I try to avoid it. Half a dozen humans, I guess. They were all trying to kill me or Bat. Makes me sick.”
I’m not sure why I admitted that last part, but Yvonne nods, thoughtful.
“I think I should send Lee a message.”
Yvonne raises her eyebrows.
“He’s not a bad person, at least as far as I know. And I believe he didn’t know Kel would pull that crap. I was harsh to him right before we left, I don’t necessarily think I should’ve been. I don’t regret it, really, but I was thinking maybe I should send him a message saying thanks for his help. He did help us with those ForceZero numbers. I’m not sure we would’ve lived through it.”
Much more than I meant to say. I need to learn to shut up.
“He did sort of seem like he cared,” Yvonne admits. “I agree he probably didn’t know anything about it. If it makes you feel better, a message would probably be nice. Personally, I hope he went unhinged on Kel after we left.”
I snort. “I know him enough I feel comfortable saying he probably did.”
She giggles too, then says, “Oh, wow.”
I’ve managed to find the springs, hung with trees around the edges. Steam drifts into the cold night, warming the little space.
“They’re hotsprings!” Yvonne says, practically bouncing. I didn’t expect such a reaction. We should bring Anya here to watch her implode with excitement. 
Yvonne kicks off her shoes, hopping carefully down the stony spring to the water’s edge. “Is it too hot to touch?”
The springs are pools of orange heat in the otherwise cool forest, but I can’t tell if they’ll burn her. The smaller one I touched yesterday wasn’t too bad, but hers is deeper. I edge closer and dip my fingers in. 
“That’s how you’re gonna test? Burn your fingers off?” 
“I don’t have a thermometer in my brain, ya know.”
She snorts.
“Water’s fine. Pretty hot though.”
“Excellent. Unbeknownst to you, I like to burn my skin off when I shower.”
For a moment, I’m afraid she’ll strip and jump in, but she sits on the edge of the smooth rocks, rolling her pants up to her thighs and dropping her legs in. Her scabbed knees look a little better, but I’m relieved she doesn’t stick them in the burning water.
“Are ya gonna sit or just stare down at me the whole time?”
Oh. Right. I could sit without touching the water, but it’s dark here, the three moons in the sky small and not reaching through the thick of the trees. Besides, she’s seen my face and arms before, my legs aren’t much different. I sit a few feet away and unbuckle my boots, rolling up my pants and dropping my legs into the spring. It’s hotter than expected even after I tested it. I guess Yvonne meant it about the shower. But it’s nice. If I were alone, I’d swim, but Yvonne is staring and I don’t want to get in fully clothed.
Silence settles over the little clearing. Water bubbles gently and the trees sway with a weak breeze. The bugs are back to singing. It’s so oddly peaceful after the other day it’s surreal. I toe at a loose pebble on the bottom of the spring. The stones are swirled with bluish-green.
I lean back against the rocks, hot from the springs, and stare at the stars.



SIXTEEN
Yvonne eventually does the same, wiggling closer and laying back on the rocks as if she wants to see what I’m looking at. A few gaps in the branches open to moonlight. Her closeness makes my chest tight, but there’s no reason to shy away, so I focus on keeping still.
“It’s beautiful here,” she murmurs, pointing to a passing streak of light so fast it must be a star. “I could live here. I wish we could stay longer.”
“Everything’s a risk right now. Including staying.”
“I know, I know, I’m just talking.”
Her words remind me of what I’ve been turning over and over in my brain. “What do you think about Zane wanting to go home?”
“Me? You’re asking me for advice on this?”
I shrug, then wince when one of my various bruises drags against the stone. “You’re as close to an impartial third party as I can get.”
“I guess. . .” she says, then frowns a little. “I get why Zane wants to, and I get why you don’t want to. But I suppose as long as their parents understand you don’t remember anything and we’re going to find someone to test your DNA I don’t suppose there’s much harm. No more harm than Lalia and Zane sticking with you all this time. Maybe Zane’s right, maybe you’ll remember something.”
“Only if I’m who they think I am.”
“Do you believe you are?”
Rough question. No matter how much I turn it over in my mind, I’m never quite clear about my opinion one way or another. “I don’t know.”
“No gut feeling?”
“I don’t think I can trust it. My gut feeling, in the beginning, was that they were crazy. My gut feeling now is that they’re right. Hardly something to go on.”
She nods. “I don’t think I can help. But if I were you I’d be dying of curiosity to go to Hytha.”
It is driving me a little insane. Though Zar is only a few days’ flight past Hytha, I can’t help my curiosity. It would be so easy just to stop by for a day or two. Wander around, talk to the siblings’ parents, and see if I remember anything. I grew accustomed to the idea of not having a family, of no one wanting me, ages ago. It wouldn’t be too terribly difficult to meet their parents, would it? Not if it’s been made clear we don’t know my DNA yet.
“Maybe,” I say, letting out a long sigh. “It’s kinda hard telling Zane no right now. He almost died, and they lost their ship. He looks miserable. He’s asking to stop by their home. It’s not much.”
“Give it another day or two. Maybe a little time to emotionally recover from all the drama will help.”
“Maybe,” I agree. I already feel stabler than yesterday. Maybe everything will become clear with time. 
And maybe a better night’s sleep than last.
Which reminds me. “Do you want something?”
“Huh?”
Maybe this wasn’t the best time to ask or bring this up, but Lalia’s no help, and I might as well ask. “You seem like you want something out of me, and I’d rather you just tell me because I’m really not good at the whole human-hinting-at-what-they-want thing.”
She rolls onto her side, head on her curled arm, and squints at me. “Why do you think I want something?”
I can feel her closeness, the heat from her arm an inch from mine, and I attempt to ignore it. “Well, you’ve been acting a little. . .
odd since everything that happened on Amerov.”
“Odd,” she repeats, but doesn’t look insulted.
“Yes, odd.”
She giggles. “I think the phrase you’re looking for is not a bitch.”
“Like I said. Odd.”
She flicks me on the cheek. “I’m not manipulating you, Aaron, if that’s what you’re on about. If I wanted something, you’d know. I’m not exactly subtle if you haven’t noticed.”
She’s got me there. It would be quite the switch-up of tactics if she were trying to trick me into something. The last time she had a motive, she was loud, obvious, and aggressive. Now, she’s just. . .
nice. Which is more concerning in an entirely different sense.
“So you’re telling me there’s not a single thing going on here? Nothing you want?”
She twists her lips. “Well, I wouldn’t say nothing. But I’m not tricking you.”
“What do you want?”
She stares. I force myself not to be uncomfortable, not to snap at her to just explain already. We’re having a conversation about it, so hopefully, she’ll tell me.
She chews on her lip, suddenly looking as embarrassed as I feel, muttering, “Okay, wow. You do not take a hint.”
“I don’t know why you’re surprised by that. Did you really think hinting at something was going to do the trick? That was a bit of a bad plan on multiple levels—”
She leans over, cups her hand against my cheek, and, before I can wrap my brain around the strange gesture, gives me a kiss.
“Was that a better hint?” she murmurs, leaving her face mere inches from mine, expression utterly embarrassed even in the dark.
I blink at her. She blinks back in dramatic fashion. “Aaron, you look alarmed and that’s scaring me a little.”
“Um. . .” I manage.
She giggles again, covering her face with her hands. “Oh no. Aaron, you’re killing me.”
I have no idea what I’m supposed to say. That’s why she’s being nice? I doubt it. But Lalia seemed to think it was funny. She’d definitely find it funny if Yvonne’s been flirting with me and I didn’t realize. There’s no way. . .
No way.
“You think I’m scaring you?” I manage. Something about speaking makes my face even hotter, my heart pounding.
She giggles again, peeking through her fingers at me. “Either I’m bad at flirting or you’re bad at, well. . .”
“Being human?”
She drops her hand, leaving the other on her forehead, looking as if she wants to die. Well, that makes two of us.

“I can’t tell if you’re good stunned or bad stunned.”
I stare at her.
“Aaron, I just kissed you, can you please give me an indication of whether or not I made an idiot of myself?”
Well, I certainly have. But her? I don’t know, because I simply don’t understand. I hadn’t considered this. Definitely hadn’t expected it. Sure, I feel safer with her than I do with most anyone, but that’s just. . .well, I don’t know what that is.
A little frightening. 
For no good reason, I find myself saying, “No one’s ever liked me.”
I clamp my jaw. Get a grip and learn how to keep your mouth shut, Aaron.
Her embarrassed look drops. She regards me, then says so quietly even my ears barely pick it up, “I like you.”
My chest hurts. What do I say? Weirdly enough, I don’t believe she’s lying. She looks too downright embarrassed by my reaction. Her expression is too open and honest. I could be wrong, I’m terrible at reading people, but I’ve seen her lie before, and this isn’t what it looked like. It’s not what it looked like at all. 
And I can’t imagine what would make her want to manipulate me enough she thinks kissing my face was her best option. 
Then again, I don’t know why she’d like looking at my face at all.
I touch her cheek. I’ve never done so and am unsure why I’ve decided to now. Even with the ruined skin on my fingers, she feels warm, much softer, and smoother than my own face. She doesn’t flinch from my touch, just rests her cheek against my palm, taking this as an invitation to put her fingers back on my own face. She avoids the injuries along my temple, touching various scars and the places where my skin buckles against metal.
“Does this hurt?” she asks, and I shake my head. It might, but not with how gentle she’s being.
She presses a soft kiss on my bottom lip. I force myself to relax, too nervous to properly kiss in return, not that I’d be any good at it. When she raises her face enough to look at me, she offers a shy smile. Her own nervous eyes are the only thing stopping me from making a run for it. Playing with a strand of my hair, she looks at the implants alongside my eyes. 
“Can you see me?” she asks. 
My voice sounds far away, strange. “Just your shape, it’s dark out. And your heat signature.”
She laughs softly, then touches her lips to the corner of my eye, in the dip against my nose. I don’t know how to respond, but she’s incredibly gentle, her touch warm, and I don’t want to push her away.
“Is this okay?” she asks, pressing small kisses to various other parts of my face. Chills run along my skin.
“Yes,” I say, ignoring how my voice shakes.
I feel as if I’m not doing it correctly, but I turn my face until I can kiss her in return. She doesn’t pull away, doesn’t laugh. Carefully, I put my hand on her waist, and she doesn’t push it away.
Sighing, she rests her forehead against mine, then lays her head along my chest, still half on top of me. I don’t know what to do, but she seems happy enough, and I don’t mind the embrace. It’s nice. Unfamiliar, but comforting. I wrap my other arm a bit more around her so her shoulder doesn’t lean too hard against the rocks.
“I could stay here forever, I think,” she says.
I think I could as well.



SEVENTEEN
Eventually, it’s cold enough to drive us inside. If I was uncomfortable before, it’s worse when Yvonne stretches and leans away. Having to make eye contact makes jumping into a star sound like fun.
Yvonne casts me an odd squint. “Don’t look at me like that. I kissed you and you stared at me. If anyone should be giving funny looks, it’s me.”
She has a point, but I don’t know how she expects me to react. “In my defense, you seemed to hate me until recently.”
She bumps into my shoulder as we walk, not enough to hurt. “I didn’t hate you. . .you just greatly annoyed me.”
I snort, and that unwinds something in my chest. “The feeling was incredibly mutual.”
She giggles again, more than I’ve heard from her ever, and takes my hand. My heart rate picks back up.
“I still think you’re up to something,” I grumble because the silence is too much.
“Well, that’s nice and everything, but I hardly seduce people to get what I want.”
“Why not? You definitely could. Tone down the obnoxious, dial up the sexy walk. Easy.”
Grinning, she gives an exaggerated strut, still holding my hand, until a spare branch trips her. “I’ll work on that.”
“I saw you on Amethyst, I don’t think you need to work on it.”
“Oh, so you thought I was pretty then?”
Good grief, maybe silence was better. “My eyes are glitchy, but they work.”
In the dark, I manage to see her grin. I think about asking a few dozen questions, but I’m not sure how I’ll feel about the answers, even worse if she doesn’t know how to answer. What does she even like about me? Certainly not my face, nothing about me physically. My personality leaves quite a bit to be desired, despite how her little sister seems to think I’m the greatest ever.
If I asked what she likes about me, how will I react if she has no answer? Would it be more insulting or less?
“You seem quite troubled over there,” she says, trying to sound flippant but not quite managing it, giving my hand a squeeze.
“Well, you did just give me a heart attack.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she mutters, pulling me to a stop. Though considerably smaller, she manages to stand on her toes, wrap her arm around my neck, and pull my head down. It’s strange just to lean over and kiss her when I wouldn’t’ve let her hug me without a struggle an hour ago.
She mumbles, “Aaron, you can relax a little, you know. I’m not going to shoot you or something.”
“I’m working on that part.” And working on a cliff to fling myself off.
I can feel her smile, then she wraps her other arm around my neck, just hugging me. That’s easier in comparison, simply holding her around the waist. She’s so much softer than me and even warmer. I can’t be very comfortable to hold, but I suppose she doesn’t mind as she didn’t mind the other night.
Something occurs to me. “If you mention this to Zane or Lalia, I’m going to turn you in for your bounty.”
She snorts. “My dear clueless cyborg, I think they know.”
Somehow, my face turns hotter. “I’ll admit I asked Lalia what your deal was, and she laughed at me.”
Yvonne shakes, laughing silently into my shoulder. “I guarantee Zane noticed too. I think you’re the only one.”
Now she mentions it, I remember back when I was helping Anya look for the bird, just the two of us, and her telling me Yvonne likes me. She gave me an awful funny look about it. . .
Little gremlin.
“You can’t exactly blame me,” I mutter, unsure why I’m trying to defend myself. “It’s not like women are lining up to flirt with me. And you’ve always got something up your sleeve.”
“Yeah, I’ve got kissing you up my sleeve, stupid.”
I think about mimicking her but don’t have the energy. I’m not going to admit how nice it feels to lean against her while the cold air drifts among the trees. I barely want to admit it to myself, but if she wants to stand here for a while, I’m happy.
Softly, she says, “I am assuming you’re human enough for this.”
It’s a fair question, particularly when she doesn’t know I’ve never had my chip to begin with. “Yeah, I’m human enough.”
She gives the back of my neck a comforting squeeze. It’s still sore from where that ForceZero number grabbed in a death grip, but her touch is gentle. She whispers, “Good, then get used to it.”
“I don’t have to do as you say,” I grumble, but she only laughs.
Letting go, she keeps hold of my hand as we return to the house. “Just. . .work on trying to be like. . .ten percent less suspicious.”
“Suspicious is the only reason I’m alive.”
“Oh, I don’t mean in general, just with us.”
I snort, ignoring how my torso hurts. “If you say so.”
She shrugs. “I wish I could help you with your brother and sister.”
“No one can. Don’t worry about it. Maybe checking the orphanage where I was supposed to be would help.”
“Would they still have a record of you?”
“I don’t know.”
The house is lit warmly. Abraham has cleared off the porch and the front door is closed, but the back is unlocked. When I crane my neck to look at the sky through the trees, a few flashes of light streak overhead, but they’re far away ships not meant for us. It’s quiet, save for the singing bugs. Heading to Hytha won’t be this peaceful, I’m sure. Even if they live out in the middle of nowhere, I’m not sure I’ll relax around their parents. Not entirely certain if that’s a good enough reason to add to the list in favor of staying.
Once inside, everyone seems to be asleep. Anya has decided to take up residence on my mattress in the spare bedroom with Zane and Lalia. Bat is tucked under her arm. I laugh silently, hand over my mouth. Eight years he’s been with me, and he finally made a friend.
Yvonne nudges me. “Come on, you can crash in the other bed with me.”
Sleeping next to her? I don’t think so. I side-eye her, which she apparently still sees in the dark.
“Relax,” she grumbles. “I’m not gonna ravish you in your sleep. Geez.”
Embarrassed by her tone, I lean over Zane to get a better look. He seems to be sleeping a little easier than before, still no fever. Lalia snores softly.
I suppose I could pick up Anya and deposit her in with her sister. But she looks cozy, and Bat appears happy. I’d hate to disturb either of them, even if I’m being careful.
I wander down the hallway to where the princesses have been sleeping, fully intending on peeking in and leaving. I’m not going to go in there and sleep in the same bed with her. Sure, we’ve slept in close proximity plenty of times, but this seems like an invitation for her to cuddle up to me. Humans are like that, and she’s proven herself to be exceptionally like that. I try to imagine Lalia finding Yvonne all cuddled up to me and shudder. 
Not going to sleep in the same bed as her. Nope.
Yvonne is washing her face in the little bathroom on the other side of the bed, yawning. The fire isn’t lit in here, but it’s warm enough from the living room’s hearth, even if it’s getting icy outside. Condensation is gathering on the glass of the window. I feel oddly snug in the little dark room.
“What?” she asks me when I’m caught standing awkwardly in the doorway. As if she doesn’t know.
“Nothing.”
Her eyebrow quirks. “Zane getting better? He seemed a little better today.”
“He’s fine. He’d heal faster if we were at a hospital, but Lex has some nice medicine here. He’s better than if we hadn’t landed.”
“She definitely feels like the first lucky break we’ve had in an entire year. Yes, I realize it’s been weeks, but still.”
She hasn’t been the first, but after the insanity on Lee’s ship, I’m not inclined to argue. Yvonne sits on the foot of the bed and pats the covers beside her. I am inclined to simply turn around and walk away, but after the madness of the past few months, this isn’t the thing that’s going to kill me. Even via embarrassment. 
I sit on the edge of the bed.
“I think I’ll shower if you’re not going to,” I say to fill the silence.
She shakes her head. “Did earlier. Felt crusty.”
Good, I don’t have to actually sit here any longer than possible. Maybe she’ll have fallen asleep by the time I’m done.
“Aaron,” she says as I’m about to escape to the bathroom. “If you want to go to Hytha to check out the orphanage, I can go with you.”
I blink at her. 
“I mean, I know I’m going to be there already if you decide to go,” she clarifies, “I just mean that I’ll go in with you. In the building to check for the records. If you’d like.”
Oh. That’s kind of her to offer. I didn’t expect anyone to go with me if I decided to find the place my Amerov records say I came from. Even Bat would need to stay in his backpack so he doesn’t startle anyone. Would it make me braver if she went in with me? I don’t need her. But something about it makes the idea less awful.
I nod. “Thank you.”



EIGHTEEN
After standing listlessly in the shower, trying to wrap my brain around the entire night, I dry off, glad I brought extra clothes from my ship. My face looks extra beat up when I dare to glance in the mirror. My injured temple still appears worse than it is, red and angry, but at least scabbed over. I poke at the destroyed port that held my comm and grumble about having to replace another implant. My eyes are annoying enough. At least my head isn’t killing me. I can take some pain meds, or I can crash and sleep like a log for a while. Or both. I dig the medicine out of the pack I have in my dirty pair of pants and take two. If I wake up in the middle of the night in pain, I’m gonna be an extra layer of grumpy.
Yvonne is curled on one side of the bed, a poof of dark hair sticking out from under the covers and a dim heat signature under the blanket. 
I briefly consider walking to my ship. But I don’t want to leave them all unattended, even if Lex and Abraham are perfectly kind people. I could also just sleep on the floor. I’ve slept in worse places. It isn’t particularly comfortable to begin with, less so with my metal components and body feeling beat to hell.
I sigh.
Lex has numerous pillows. They’re stacked along the headboard and in the chair in the corner. Woman likes her pillows. Small blessings for me.
I grab an armful, eyeing Yvonne, but she seems to be sleeping peacefully, breathing slow and steady. Pushing back the covers, I nudge the pillows between us and lay down as carefully as possible. Lex’s bed is more comfortable than my ship’s. I hadn’t considered it until now, but maybe I should get a more comfortable mattress. 
I don’t want to think too much, but my brain settles into spiraling about both the siblings and Yvonne. When I was up and walking around, I didn’t need to think. Now, it’s quiet and I’m doing my best to relax, and my brain’s going to keep going until I either fall asleep or the pain pills kick in and make my head fuzzy. I stare at Lex’s ceiling. The wood is patterned and swirled, and I follow the grains of it where I can in the dark until yesterday’s sleepless night finally catches up to me.
•
My face is pressed into the pillow when I wake. My head is stuffy, vision blurry. Well, I slept better than I expected. Finally exhausted. I’m laying a little bit too much on my injured temple to be comfortable, but am too heavy to want to roll over with any determination. Dawn is gray-blue and still chilly. I don’t need to get up. The house is quiet, the heat signatures of the humans and Bat through the walls faint but still.
There’s nothing to do but decide what we’re going to do next, and I can do that perfectly fine while under a pile of blankets.
It’s nice to be warm and comfortable, my implants and sore muscles appreciate it. Actually, my back feels very warm. I blink, remembering who I fell asleep beside last night despite my intentions to the contrary. I turn my head as much as I can without dragging the fragile skin on my face against the blankets and find Yvonne’s hair in my nose.
She hasn’t moved the wall of pillows I stuck between us—in the light of day, those seem pretty silly—but managed to wriggle half atop them enough her head is resting between my shoulder blades, one arm curled there as well. I can’t imagine she’s comfortable. I’m boney, and my spine is metal. My face heats despite no one being here to see. I’ve no idea if she did this in her sleep or decided to move over onto me. 
I should get up before Lalia decides to wander in. I’m not sure which would be worse: Lalia or Anya noticing. 
But I’m fairly sure if I move too much it’ll wake up Yvonne. Then I’ll have to confront that.
Though I’ll admit she’s pretty warm. And it isn’t uncomfortable having her half on me. She’s much softer than I am in pretty much every way. She sighs in her sleep and shifts, and it was too much to hope she’d simply shift off me since she ends up even more atop my back.
“Premeditated,” I grumble.
I decide to leave her. I’d rather not wake her, and I’m in no mood to get up. But eventually, there’s movement from what seems to be Lalia’s heat signature, and shuffling from the living room once the sun begins to rise.
Carefully, I put my hand under Yvonne’s cheek, trying to wriggle my way out without shifting her too much. I’m so lucky she’s dead to the world because it isn’t exactly a graceful maneuver. My injuries are complaining worse than they were yesterday, somehow. I grind my teeth, trying to be careful, slow, and silent as I eventually succeed in worming my way out from beneath her. Her cheek is squished against my palm as I hold her head up, mouth open. Totally crashed. Biting the insides of my cheeks hard so I don’t laugh, I ease her back to the pillows, creeping around the foot of the bed to find wherever I left my boots.
When I turn around, Bat is standing in the doorway. I jump. His ears are perked, looking as amused as I’ve ever seen him. Putting a finger to my lips, I shoo him out as I retreat from the bedroom.
“Don’t wake the sleeping monster,” I whisper.
Bat snickers. “What was going on there?”
“My bed was taken, I was sleeping there and I guess she decided to use me as a personal heater in the middle of the night.”
He gives another rough choke of a laugh, and I nudge him with my foot—gently, he did get tossed across the hangar the other day—telling him to keep quiet.
“How’s Zane?”
“The same, but he hasn’t woken up yet. Are we leaving today?”
I don’t mention the cuddles I caught Anya giving him. “I don’t know. I can’t decide if it’s a good idea to lie low here or in the middle of space.”
He jumps onto the armrest of the couch while I sit and put my socks and boots on. “What about Hytha?”
Him too? “Everyone keeps asking me that.”
“You had a look on your face yesterday like you were considering it. I know that look. That look is either usually a brilliant idea or a stupid one.”
Feels like most of my ideas have been stupid recently. “Seems like a recipe for problems to me. Why don’t you tell me what you think.”
He cocks his head, rubbing his snout against my arm until I scratch his ears. “I think Lex could use some help getting rid of that official busybody who keeps checking in on them.”
“Mmm, yes. Ignore our problems, fix someone else’s?”
“Right.”
I chuckle, even if it hurts most of my ribs.
“How would you do that?” Abraham asks from behind me. 
He’s watching us from the doorway of the kitchen, expression curious, a piece from the robot in his hand. He sure does like putting that thing back together. 
“I don’t know. I’m sure if we all talked we could put something together,” I say. “If push comes to shove, I could scare the crap out of him if you want. I’m good at that.”
Abraham grins, looking over his shoulder at Lex’s shape in the kitchen before sitting in the chair beside the couch. I suppose he’s overcome his shyness. It’s a weirdly satisfying feeling—knowing he doesn’t see us as a threat. He’s by far the gentlest cyborg I’ve met, though it makes sense considering he doesn’t have his chip. And he’s living happily with Lex. I might be a lot gentler if I lived in a place like this. I’d try if I didn’t love my ship more.
“You know you’re not supposed to be here,” he reminds me. “It’ll get us in trouble if he finds out you’re here with us.”
I nod. “I don’t suppose me playing the bad guy would help? Pretend I’m staying here against your will?”
He shakes his head. “He’s been acting suspicious of Lex for ages. That would make it too complicated.”
Good point. “Hmm. Well, maybe we can think of something. We’ve got a little while to come up with something conniving. Unless Lex is sick of us.”
“I’m not.” Lex appears around the edge of the couch, coffee in hand, and squeezes in next to Abraham in a way that still makes me awkward. “Coffee’s in the kitchen, and it’s quite nice having some visitors who think the way we do. We don’t get much company.”
I get the feeling they don’t need much company, but I’m assuming she means it’s good for Abraham to have someone like me around. Maybe it’s because I’m more messed up than he is, or simply because we’re both unregistered and have been through some rough injuries. Either way, I don’t disagree. I’d probably be happy staying here until Zane is all better if we weren’t dragging our bounties along with us. 
I don’t want to put these two in any danger by staying a long period of time.
“Thanks,” I say, heaving myself off the couch to follow the smell of coffee wafting out of the kitchen. Lex is a good cook too, better than I am, and it’s nice having someone cook us all food better than most markets. She seems to enjoy it, with all the supplies and utensils lining her kitchen walls. She’s even making bread. I didn’t know people still do that by hand. 
Mist hangs along the clearing when I wipe condensation from the broad kitchen window. Sunlight breaks through, but the air remains chilly, light gray-blue. I wonder how the hotsprings look. Thinking of them reminds me of Yvonne. Last night was strange. Utterly bizarre. What if she changed her mind? It only now occurs to me she might not feel the same in daylight, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to react if that happens. She’s living in my ship, after all.
Two mugs of coffee in hand and a little more concerned, I head for Zane’s room, Bat clicking along behind me.
“I want coffee,” he says. 
“Absolutely not.”
“I don’t think you can tell me what to do.”
“Last time you had coffee you nearly tore a hole in my ship. If you want coffee, you have to stay outside the entire day and just destroy the local wildlife instead.”
He hisses at me, but it’s half-hearted, more a rumble than a threat. He knows I’m right. He doesn’t like the bitter drink anyway. Well, I suppose he would if I put cream and sugar in it, but why wouldn’t he at that point?
Anya isn’t in the room, and who knows where she went. Hopefully, to see her sister. I don’t think she’d leave the house very far by herself. Lalia is unknotting her hair. I hand her the extra coffee.
“Thanks,” she says, looking about as sleepy as I feel.
“Where’s mine?” Zane grumbles. He has a habit of looking asleep when he isn’t. Must be all those near-death injuries.
“You can have a little with your oatmeal.”
“Ew.”
I shrug. “Don’t get blown up next time.”
He eyes me with the one not bandaged, sticking his tongue out. I see we’ve reverted back to being five years old. Seems correct.
“I’m going to shower,” Lalia says, stretching and shuffling out of the room. She’s wearing the same clothes as before. We’re going to need to get her and Zane some new stuff either on this planet, Hytha, or Zar. Probably not here. Too dangerous for me to go out in public, and too dangerous for any of the humans with their bounties. 
I stare out the window, considering, before Zane finally asks, “What?”
I eye him. “I wanna tell you something.”
He perks up. He edges onto his elbows, leaning against the bed frame and blinking expectantly. Gossip really cheers him, I guess.
“Yes?” he asks when I continue staring. Bat has settled on the other side of him, picking at the frayed edge of the bandage on his wrist with his little metal claws.
They both stare at me.
“Yvonne kissed me.”
Zane blinks. Cracks a smile. Then, he giggles enough I’m worried someone will come to see what the commotion is. Bat just looks confused.
“Will you hush?” I grumble. 
He giggles harder, holding his middle. “Ow.”
“Uh-huh, ow. Stop laughing you idiot.”
“No, I’m not laughing at you,” he says, leaning back. “You did not hear your tone just now. You sounded so put out.”
Did I? I’m not really. Shocked, sure. Unsure of what to do about it, definitely. Worried she’s gonna take back the kind things she said, quite a bit. 
“I’m not put out. . .” I say, though I can’t put into words what I am, either. “I just don’t know what to do about it.”
“Well, usually, when a pretty girl kisses you, you kiss back.”
I roll my eyes. “Thanks, Romeo. I knew that part.”
He giggles again, but I don’t believe he’s laughing at me. At least, not in a cruel way. I sit beside him, leaning against the headboard. “I asked Lalia yesterday what Yvonne was up to and she just laughed at me.”
“Sounds about right. You really didn’t figure it out?”
I scowl at him. “It’s been made very clear to me that I’m stupid, thank you.”
“I don’t get it,” Bat puts in.
“Yes, well, you’re a badger.”
He snickers too. “She seriously kissed you?”
“Yes.”
“Like in movies?”
Well, considerably more awkward than that. “Yes, Bat.”
Zane is shaking in silent laughter. I nudge him gently, not wanting to hurt him. He only snickers harder. Bat gives that snarling grimace he does when he’s grinning. I shake my head. Fold my arms. Press my lips together so I don’t laugh.
Laugh anyway.



NINETEEN
I sit on the porch outside, finishing my coffee and scrolling my tablet for any useful information about this planet. Hopefully, something will spark an idea I can use to help Lex and Abraham. I know they’ve been fine for years, but if I can aid in some way, it seems a great thing to do, especially after how kind Lex has been with no expectations. 
Unfortunately, this isn’t a situation I can muscle my way through. No one should know we’re here. Too bad she can’t just file a complaint against this guy.
“Come up with anything bright?”
Hesitantly, I glance over my shoulder. Yvonne doesn’t appear very awake. Her hair is sticking every which way. She’s back to wearing shorts.
“How are your legs?”
She looks at her knees, giving one of the scabs a slight poke. “Eh, they don’t hurt unless I whack them on something. I think I’m the least injured of the entire group, ya know.”
Whatever. “I know.”
She sits beside me on the step. “I’m assuming the change in topic means no, you haven’t come up with anything. I overheard you saying to Abe and Lex you want to help get that official off their back.”
“Would be easier if I could show my face. That would be ninety percent of a deterrent right there.”
She punches me. Hard. She’s lucky she missed the metal in my arm. “Ow.”
“Don’t be like that.”
Is she really going to get protective over my face? No way. “Dear, you can kiss me all you want, it doesn’t change the facts.”
She lowers her face, holding my gaze as she glares. It’s a different glare than before, not hateful at all, which makes it harder to scowl back with any success.
“Did you just call me dear? My stars, with perhaps a bit less snark to it that would actually sound like an affectionate nickname.”
Heat burns my face. Getting a little too cocky for my own good. Well, I guess she isn’t taking back everything she said last night. Hating the relief that brings, I turn back to my tablet.
“Good morning, by the way,” she grumbles, then her hand touches my cheek, turning my head enough she can give me a soft kiss. Small and quick, it’s an extra promise last night wasn’t her in a strange mood or messing with me. It makes my heart rate skyrocket more than last night. Don’t start panicking now, idiot.
“Ya know,” she mutters, “You could do something other than stare blankly at me when I kiss you.”
“Sorry, just my face.”
“That is blatantly untrue. If you look pissed and annoyed all the time, you can manage to look pleased once in a while, too.”
She has a point. But my cheeks are only getting warmer, and I’m well aware someone is probably watching us out the window. Somehow, it feels as if it’ll hurt if I try to smile. Instead, I hold still when she goes for another kiss.
“Hmm,” she says, actually going for the smiling part I missed. “We’ll work on that.”
“I’d tell you not to bother, but we both already know you don’t listen to me.”
She makes a grumbling sound somewhat like she’s mimicking me and steals my coffee, still smiling. I’m not sure my presence has ever made anyone smile in quite such a way. I don’t know what to do with the realization. 
Anya’s voice drifts from the kitchen before she pops her head out the doorway. She spots us sitting inches from one another and manages to squeeze between us and sit on the step.
“Whatcha doing?” she asks, leaning against my arm to look at my tablet. 
“Looking at planet files.”
“Ew, boring.”
I can’t help but smile. 
“When’s that robot gonna be finished?” she asks.
“Whenever we can figure out how to put it back together. Even if we get it on again, we don’t have enough parts for something that old—”
I pause long enough Yvonne asks, “What?”
I open my mouth, then glance back into the house. “Lex?”
She appears around the corner, more awake this time. “Yeah?”
“Didn’t that official guy say your neighbors saw someone walking with you who didn’t look human? That’s why he’s extra suspicious of you right now?”
Lex nods. 
“They just said that someone was walking with you who had metal in them, not anything more specific?”
“No, not that he said. He seemed confused about the whole thing.”
I grin.
“What?” Yvonne sounds annoyed she’s not in on the idea.
Ignoring her, I get to my feet. “Abraham! Get over here! We’re fixing that robot!”
•
With a bit of putting our minds to it—and Bat helping this time—we get the robot all cleaned out and put back together by evening. 
Is this a stupid plan? Probably. But at the worst outcome, it’s harmless, and at best it will take a good amount of suspicion off Lex. Hopefully. As long as that human official isn’t too bright and hopefully not super stubborn. If nothing else, it’s a plausible denial of Abraham’s existence.
Anya has been seated beside me the entire time, even after I finished explaining my plan. All the humans look amused by the idea, but Lex is happy to give it a try. The littlest princess keeps petting Bat while he tries to work on the robot, but he’s not hissing at her anymore.
Lex has found some roller wheels from one of her old pieces of farming equipment, but we can deal with those later. The most important part of this plan is getting this thing turned on. If it won’t, the rest of this isn’t going to work. 
“I can’t believe you got this thing to ever turn on,” Abraham grumbles, sliding one of the remaining few pieces of its voice box back together.
“So am I.” And one of my hands was pretty shredded too.
Abraham clicks the voice box back into place, yawning and leaning around the robot to shrug at me. Might as well give it a try.
Lex also parked one of her hover scooters in front of the house. Its little engine can easily double as a power source to plug this thing into since we haven’t had it sitting out in the sun. I wouldn’t want to short out the rest of her house by accident.
I eyeball Anya sitting beside me, but I’m fairly certain if this thing was going to blow up on us, it would’ve done so back on Amerov. Still, I nudge her out of the way.
Zane’s improving. He’s been out of bed most of the day, still confined to the couch but usually sitting up when he’s not napping. I helped Lalia and Lex with the bandages earlier, enough to see he’s probably going to have some scaring regardless of the expensive medicine Lex has stashed away—he didn’t seem too upset about it, but I spent a good hour considering the ramifications of hunting down Lee’s ship again so I could follow through with shooting Kel in the face. I’m glad I didn’t do such a thing in front of Anya, but I regret more than a little not shoving the kid into another room where she couldn’t see and going back to take my revenge. 
Either way, Zane’s invested in our progress, so I figure he’s feeling a little better as well as healing up. This morning’s conversation sure cheered him.
I glance at Yvonne but look away before she can make gooey eyes at me.
“Wanna try turning it on?” Abraham asks. 
“Sure, could only burn the house down.”
Lex gives me a look as if I’m an annoying toddler. Abraham snickers. 
I find the port on the back of the robot’s neck where Yvonne accidentally switched it on the first time. For a moment, nothing happens. Then its head swivels up, turns back and forth, and some of the old lights flicker along its metal components. 
I grin.
“Cool,” Anya says.
The robot’s head swivels in her direction, though it likely doesn’t see her. 
“Hi,” I say, giving it a gentle tap on the top of the frame of its metal skull. “I’m the cyborg who talked to you on Amerov, do you remember?”
It’s quiet for so long I think we might’ve damaged its voice box trying to clean it out, or maybe whatever ports and wires were giving it some sort of consciousness. 
“You used me as a power source,” it says in a voice so scratchy it makes the nearest dog laying by the fire jump and pin its ears in surprise. 
“That’s right,” I say, more and more pleased with myself as the moments pass. “How do you feel?”
It thinks for a moment before saying, “Untethered.”
An odd thing to say, but I understand it anyhow. It’s not much of a body, and I’m certain it can’t see us. 
Yvonne scoots closer. “I’m Yvonne, I was there last time.”
“Yes.”
“Can you see?”
“No.”
I say, “No. It’s okay, we’ll get you some eyes. We’re on another planet far from Amerov, there are two people who live here who you might like.”
Carefully, I explain where we are and how Abraham helped me put the robot back together. It asks a few questions but mostly stays silent.
I say, “Abraham can give you a better body and put you back together, and no one would bother you here. You can’t go with Yvonne and Anya because Captain would probably confiscate you. I’m not sure how happy you’d be going with me. We don’t really know where we’re going from here. So we were wondering if you’d like to stay with Abraham and Lex, or if there’s somewhere else you’d like to be?”
Both Abe and Lex are watching. Abraham had twitched at the mention of Captain, but otherwise stayed still and silent. They don’t know what’s going on with us, or if they have checked the bounty charts by some chance, they haven’t mentioned it. They don’t seem to recognize the royals, but they must know we’re up to some crap. They must be curious, Abraham particularly after the mention of Captain, but I suppose some people happen to actually be respectful.
The robot is quiet, enough I check to ensure he’s still charging up.
“Are you alright?” I ask when it’s been nearly five minutes and Anya has started bouncing in place beside me. Bat’s little eyes flicker between us. 
“Yes,” it says. “I can stay here forever?”
Somehow, its robotic voice sounds longing. I felt bad about the idea of abandoning it, but I doubt it would be sitting in my ship, especially with how long it would take me to piece it together, and how we’ll be heading out to uncharted space. I was hoping it would like the idea of this place: peaceful, two kind people, one of which is enough of a cyborg still to understand it, and a purpose by helping the two of them out around the property.
“Yes, you can,” Abraham says, leaning around to get a better look at where its face should be. He sounds to be hiding how thrilled he is by the idea. He might like fixing things up even more than Bat. Bat sits in my lap, satisfied with his job. I pet his ears.
“I would like that,” the robot says, and I catch Lex smiling out of the corner of my eye. If it makes Abraham happy, it’s going to make her even happier.
“That’s good,” I say. “Abraham’s gonna get you fixed up. Do you think you can help us with something?”



TWENTY
We wait out the next few days until the official bugging Lex inevitably returns.
It’s one of the nicest few days I’ve had in ages. Better than Falla with the giant bird. We don’t do much of anything, just focus on Zane’s recovery while Bat and I help Abraham fix the robot with the limited supplies Lex has here on her property. She can always get more.
Yvonne takes Anya to the hotsprings with me and Bat and we watch them splash around, the youngest princess shrieking. I thought perhaps Yvonne would hang all over me, and as much as I begrudgingly enjoy having her close, seek her out even, I was more than a little terrified of the idea of everyone watching her get all cuddly. I’ve seen how couples act both in real life and in fiction, and none of it seems like something I can do. But she doesn’t. She takes my hand often, gives me a kiss every now and again, stares at me with an expression I’ve decided is probably affection, and doesn’t treat me too differently than usual. 
Good. If she started being a hundred percent nice to me, I might have an aneurysm. 
I try not to think too hard about how she might be going out of her way to make me comfortable, and how she must truly care if that is indeed what’s happening.
Zane is eventually up on his feet and walking around, though he’s far from better and I hover behind him when he leaves the house, ready to catch him in case he decides to faceplate into the ground. Letting a human walk around leaning on me wasn’t exactly where I planned to be at the start of this bounty job, but it feels good to help him, even if I didn’t get revenge on his behalf.
One evening, we’re sitting outside while Lex is watching Abraham work on the robot, Anya is playing with Bat in the grasses, and Yvonne is with Lalia in the kitchen, making some sort of food I’ve never heard of. The princess keeps trying to catch my eyes out the window, and I’m certain Zane notices.
He asks, “Thought about Hytha?”
“Thought maybe you’d forget about it.”
He shorts, rubbing his side. “No, you didn’t.”
“I’ve thought about it. I really don’t know.”
He nods. “I get it. I do. They know all about you, ya know.”
I glance sideways at him. I know they’ve been sporadically calling their parents since Falla, but I’ve been trying not to listen. “That can’t be good.”
He rolls his eyes. “They know about most everything that’s happened. Not with all the gory details, obviously. Don’t wanna traumatize the parents. . .but they’re very interested in you.”
“Are you trying to tell me they want me brought over?”
“They’ve been hinting. I’m sure they’re frightened of meeting you, but I think they rather would than not.”
“And you think doing that before testing my DNA is wise?”
His expression smooths, going serious. “I don’t know, Aaron. I just know we’re closer to Hytha than Zar, and they’ve been hinting, and I can’t shake this feeling that if you come home, you’ll remember.”
“You didn’t really mention before you’ve been telling them everything.”
“Thought about it. Figured it might send you into full panic mode.”
It takes a great deal of effort not to elbow him. He’s not wrong. I try not to think about it too hard. Not for the moment, at least.
“Ya know, Lalia told me you called me your brother.”
I blink, forgetting the weird, tart fruit I’ve been figuring out how to eat. “Excuse me?”
He grins, not meeting my eyes. “Yeah, she said you were ready to drop-kick Kel into another galaxy and you called me your brother.”
“I did not.”
He glances at me. I glare back. Keep glaring. “Lalia’s a traitor.”
Zane’s chuckle builds into a laugh. I think about drop-kicking him into another galaxy, but he’s still too beat up for me to be properly annoyed.
“Fine,” I tell him, and he stops laughing enough to look at me. “Fine. Fine, if you think it’s the right thing to do and your parents really want us to, we can stop by Hytha while you heal up some more. I’m not promising you I’m gonna get all chummy with them, but I might as well check out the orphanages on the planet to see if they have any records of me, maybe I can piece something together. Anyway, I don’t want you at Zar in your condition—”
Zane gives me a sideways hug. I sigh. Apparently, these people are never gonna stop touching me. 
“You done?” I ask him after letting him be all cuddly and human for a whole five seconds. 
“Nope.”
“Zane.” 
“Fine, fine. But I want you to know when we get your stupid DNA tested and it’s confirmed that you are who we know you are, I’m gonna print out a copy on actual paper just so I can keep it in my pocket and wave it in your face every day.”
“Lucky me.”
He hugs me again.
“Zane.”
“Sorry.”
•
It’s the next morning when we spot the first signs of a ship. The skies here are shockingly clear, both in atmosphere and out, so it’s fairly obvious when the glint over the horizon is something we need to look out for. 
Grabbing Bat from the cupboard where he’s rooting around for any snacks Lex hasn’t already given him, we get ourselves down to the basement—Zane’s in better shape this time but still leans on me—and settle in. Abraham presses his face to the slots against the side of the house and I join him alongside Lalia, hoisting Bat onto my shoulder so he can look.
I’m more relieved than expected it’s just the same nosey man—Myrk—stepping out. Means he probably hasn’t told anyone else he believes there’s something suspicious going on, and definitely means he hasn’t told anyone from Amerov. There wouldn’t be anything for him to report to the cyborg planet, the average small planet doesn’t have any contact with them whatsoever, but it was still a vague worry in the back of my mind.
Lex is sitting on the porch with her coffee, steam drifting in the foggy air. She doesn’t speak, still keeping up the annoyed exterior. We don’t want it to seem as if anything’s changed since Myrk’s last visit.
This time, he comes down the gangplank, approaching the porch. I glance at Abraham. His eyebrows are furrowed, but he doesn’t seem too defensive.
“Morning,” the man says.
Lex sighs. “Morning.”
Now that we’re less tense about the situation, her reaction is kinda funny.
“Still no passersby, huh?”
“No, still just you annoying me.”
Bat snickers softly.
“Lex, I like you and I’ve known you a long time,” the man says. “But if you’re going to lie to me, I can’t just ignore that.”
Bully. Someone thinks they’re much higher than their station. Probably should shoot him, but I know I’m just trigger-happy after not getting revenge on Kel. 
“Lying because one of my neighbors saw something walking with me in the woods,” Lex says dryly.
“Yes.”
“Uh-huh. And that’s super important to you, is it?”
Even from this distance and with my glitchy eyes, I see how her tone annoys him. His eye practically twitches. Someone doesn’t like being dismissed. Too bad. He’s an idiot.
“I told you—”
“Yeah, yeah, you don’t like being lied to. Whatever. Stay there.”
Lex disappears inside the front door. Leaning close to Abraham, I whisper, “I say if he still keeps coming back after this, you shoot him. Bury his body in the woods. No one would know.”
Lalia jabs me in the side, but Abraham presses his lips together, trying hard not to laugh.
“I second that,” Zane says softly from behind and Lalia shoots him an equally exasperated glare.
I nearly laugh myself when Lex walks back out to the porch and the idiot official blinks, expression blank. 
The robot rolls out after Lex on the wheels we found and managed to attach rather well over the past few days. I’m certain, with the body it had, it originally had legs, but this will do for the little plan. Lex and Abraham can get him some legs. 
“What is that?” Myrk asks much more disrespectfully than I’d appreciate being sent toward the kind robot.
“You don’t know what a robot is?” Lex asks. Her tone makes up for my annoyance.
Offended, he gets snippier. “I meant, why does it look like that?”
Lex shrugs. “I found him in an old ship crash, figured I could try putting him back together, took me years but I managed it. And I don’t appreciate you being rude to him.”
Myrk’s expression is skeptical but a little like he got caught being dramatic over nothing.
“I cannot believe that worked,” I mutter.
“It was your idea,” Yvonne whispers, chin on my shoulder as she stands on her toes to get a look.
“Only because none of you had a better one.”
“I think it’s brilliant,” Abraham mutters, grinning. “It’s stupid, that’s why it’s brilliant. It’s so stupid it couldn’t possibly be untrue.”
“Gee, thanks,” I say, struggling to laugh quietly.
Myrk gets a better look at the robot, tapping it on the head. Lex smacks his hand away, playing the part of gravely annoyed. “Are you happy now? You’ve been considerably rude about something that’s none of your business, so can I go back to enjoying my morning?”
He gives her a dirty look, but doesn’t seem to hold it well. He was acting childish and knows it. Or he wasn’t, not really, when Abraham was the one walking through the woods with Lex. But he’ll never know. Hopefully, he’s suitably humiliated and won’t come back for a while.
Once his ship is flying away, I snicker. Abraham and Bat join in. All the humans as well.
I think I’ve laughed more this week than ever.
•
We stay one more day. 
I’m tempted to give up and stay longer. Lex and Abraham certainly seem to enjoy our company. But I’m frightened to linger in any one place for an extended period of time. We could accidentally bring Amerov to their doorstep from the smallest thing I haven’t thought of yet.
Anya plays with the robot, leading it around the property. It does fairly well on wheels and seems to enjoy following us around. It doesn’t take much to make it happy, even if it doesn’t often speak.
Anya names it Byn, and it seems pleased.
Eventually, though, I maneuver my ship out from the caverns and land it back in the front yard, the dogs excited all over again. We pack up our things and I help Zane into the ship, settling him back in my bed, not wanting him to be sitting up while we head out of atmosphere.
“Come back and visit,” Abraham says, leaning against the airlock while Anya says goodbye to each dog Lex has running around the place, hugging the woman herself as well.
“Not sure when I’ll be back, if ever,” I admit. “We, uh, have some things to do, then I’ll probably be heading out of the galaxy.”
Abraham raises an eyebrow but doesn’t question it. If he was going to be nosey, he would’ve been this last week.
He shakes my hand instead.
“Tell me something,” Lex says with a grin, joining him and doing the same. “If I had looked for you people on the planet records or bounty sheets or something, how much would I have gotten?”
Lalia snorts, hopping into the airlock next to me.
“Heh,” I say, “No way. Not telling.”
“That much, huh?”
Yvonne drags Anya up the airlock, both of them giggling, and deposits her inside before giving both Lex and Abraham a hug. The other cyborg looks startled. Yeah, you and me both.
“Thank you two for all the help,” I say. “I really can pay you, it feels wrong not to.”
Lex waves me off. “Told you, we don’t need it. And you did help. It was a little weird, but I certainly appreciate it.”
Her eyes flicker to Abraham when she says it, so I’m certain she’s not just talking about the little charade with the robot. 
But I say, “I’ll try to visit.”
Bat hops inside the airlock, gives Abraham a quick bump with his nose, and scurries into the ship before the cyborg can actually attempt to pet him.
“Thanks,” I say again, and give a wave as the airlock cycles shut. I’m surprised to find myself hoping we can visit one day. Who knows, maybe we won’t be out in uncharted space forever. And I like them. They seem to enjoy having us all around. 
I’m not entirely foolish enough to believe we’ll all be together as a group again after this is over—the odds of it seem out of this world—but it’s a good thing to keep in my mind. 
I watch them out the cracked viewport—we’re gonna have to get that fixed next, right along with getting the siblings some new clothes—until the little house is too far to see, and the atmosphere crackles around the ship as we head into space. 
Yvonne puts an arm around my waist while I check all the stats on the ship. I let her, ignoring both Anya and Bat shooting us amused, knowing looks. At least Lalia is in my bunk room with Zane. 
“Did you decide?” Yvonne asks.
I nod. “Zane still wants to go to Hytha, so we’ll go. He says their parents have been hinting at them bringing me there anyway. If everyone’s on the same page, it can’t hurt, I suppose, and maybe I can find out something before we get to Zar. It’ll give Zane some more time to heal up, anyway.”
She nods and kisses my cheek, releasing me to wrestle with her sister who giggles and makes kissing sounds at us. Bat snickers. 
I try not to smile, setting a course for Hytha. 
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Hytha is a gorgeous planet.
Once, I looked it up. I was sixteen, maybe seventeen. When I was younger, I was too nervous about the idea—to look up the planet where I’d come from before Amerov. I remember sitting in a hotel room on some foreign planet, searching it up on my tablet, scrolling through planet files until I got frustrated with the lack of any memories magically appearing.
I didn’t know the name of the orphanage from where I’d come, and neither did Audra, so I’d searched all the ones on the planet and scavenged through public info, getting likewise discouraged. 
I never let my curiosity get the better of me again. 
This place requires access to enter, even with no restrictions. I hover our ship above the atmosphere, zoning out at the blinking light on the console as Hytha processes our request. According to the siblings, there won’t be problems getting in. And as promised, I wasn’t asked for identifying information. I’m sure they’ll take note of the number on my ship, but that doesn’t mean much. Trillions occupy our galaxy, and most planets aren’t filtering ship numbers to Amerov, especially not a planet like this. It does a lot of commerce, and crime is shockingly low.
Hopefully, that means there won’t be cyborgs around. Not that I’ll be going deep into the cities anyway.
As we left Lex and Abraham’s house, I’d been fine with the idea of this visit, reassured by Zane’s conversation and their apparent desire to meet me even without proof. But the closer I get and the more I dwell on it, the more I think perhaps we should turn around. Or maybe I’ll just stay in my ship. I live in it, after all, there’s no reason I have to go into the siblings’ house. I don’t really have to interact with their parents very much. We can stay here a few days, perhaps I can work on how to get the viewport fixed, Zane can recover further, I’ll check out the orphanages in person, and I don’t have to interact. 
I don’t have to interact, do I?
“Are you okay?”
I’ve grown accustomed to Anya’s small voice. She’s standing in the doorway to my bunk room, head cocked, looking more concerned than a kid ever has in my direction. 
“Fine, why?”
“You look like I did when I had to do a presentation in class.”
I snort. I hadn’t considered how much schooling the kid is probably missing out on. At least I can’t say most of it is because of me. Amerov did the worst of it. I never got much formal education, to begin with, none after I left Amerov. She’s probably ahead of me already.
She sits on the console and reaches up to pet Bat in his little cot. There’s a hiss, but he doesn’t snap at her. At this point, I think he’s being purposefully grumpy. I can tell he likes the cuddles when they come from the harmless little princess.
“Why are you nervous?”
She’s not going to let this go. Zane and Lalia are both in my bunk room, but Yvonne is napping in one of the chairs behind me. Which I’m certain means she’s listening.
“We’re going to meet Zane and Lalia’s parents.”
Anya nods. She knows all this already. “But they’re your parents too?”
“Supposedly. We don’t know yet.”
If I keep saying it over and over again, maybe I won’t freak out. 
“You really don’t remember them?”
I shake my head. I’m so used to her questions that it’s not a struggle to be honest. 
She swings her feet off the console. “That’s sad.”
Her tone isn’t mocking, and I know what she means. She misses her own parents, so I’m certain it’s very sad to her. I’m accustomed to it.
I just hope they’re enough like their son and daughter they won’t freak at my appearance. That would be a fun interaction. I haven’t asked Zane how they’ve described me. I don’t have the stomach to, and I’ll find out soon enough.
“They’ll remember you, right?”
I glance over my shoulder, but Yvonne’s mouth is hanging open, so I doubt she’s faking the nap. 
“They’ll remember me when I was a kid. But I don’t look anything like I would’ve back then, so I don’t think that’s going to work.”
Anya frowns. 
I tell her, “I’m supposed to be Zane’s twin. If I still looked recognizable, I’d look just like him.”
Anya glances into the bunk room with a soft, “Oh.”
Definitely want to stay in the ship.
But I don’t suppose Zane and Lalia will allow it. Zane won’t have much say in the matter, but Lalia will try to drag me out, I’m certain. She’s not above trying to grab me by my ankles and haul me out. There’s no fear to block her. She’s not strong enough to move me, but she’ll try. And I take it back: Zane will definitely give me the saddest expression imaginable until I cave. 
I cave too easily when it comes to these humans. 
It’s difficult to make myself care. 
The blinking light shuts off and the message <Access granted> appears on the little screen. Well, I suppose I can’t back out when we’re through the atmosphere. I tap my fingers on the controls while Anya looks back and forth between me and the viewport, expectant.
“Are we going?” she whispers conspiratorially.
Happy little gremlin.
I give her a look that’s supposed to say annoyance but doesn’t have as much bite as I’d like. Bat pops his head over the cot to stare out the viewport as I drop us through the atmosphere. The crackling and rattling has Yvonne struggling to get out of her chair, sleepy. 
“We here?” She leans against my back, dropping over my shoulders to get a look at the new planet, yawning. I suppose we’re to a point where I shouldn’t shove her off me, but I take her by the arms and seat her in the copilot’s seat anyway. Amusement flickers across her face. 
“Yeah, that was some nap you took.”
“Uh-huh.”
Lalia joins us, arms folded, expression more even than usual. I can’t read the emotions there. I wonder if she’s hiding something or is merely calm. Wouldn’t know the feeling. She puts her hand on my shoulder. It’s a small enough gesture I don’t shove her off.
“How’s Zane?”
“Still crashed.”
It’s taken us a few days to get here. Thanks to Lex’s generosity and the supplies we stocked up on, I’m less worried about him, but the constant concern won’t leave my chest. The last time I was wandering around, so worried about someone’s injuries, I’d just rescued Bat off Amerov. Bat, who’s been constantly attached to Zane even still. I’m mildly surprised to even see him in his usual cot and not staring at the side of the human’s face. 
“You wanna fly?” I ask Lalia. 
I know she’s not going to crash my ship—that whole thing on the jungle planet where I tracked her down was a fluke—and she knows where she’s going. Might as well let her take us there.
She takes my place in the captain’s chair while I pop my head in to check on Zane. Still sleeping, just as Lalia said. We could probably leave the bandages off his face by this point, but I’m overly worried about the burns and their easy ability to become infected. Better safe than sorry.
I touch the damaged implants on my temple. They’re hurting less and less, but still look horrific. Worse than my usual appearance. We’re here to stay with Zane and Lalia’s parents, and I look even more a horror than usual. I consider covering up the worse of it with a few bandages though they’re long past needing them. Somehow, that’s too much for my pride. All these humans would know what I’m doing.
I don’t care what their parents think of me, I tell myself, and refuse to think on it any further. 
The atmosphere has burned off when I finally mope back into the hull. Much like the last planet, this one is an emerald green, swirled with much more blue as oceans and lakes dapple the surface. Puffy, white clouds dapple the area. It’s a larger planet than Amerov, though that isn’t saying much. I wonder vaguely about the size in comparison to Neyla Ve but can’t remember what I learned about the royal planet. 
“Aaron, will you settle down? We’re not heading into a war zone.” Lalia swats me lightly on the leg as I pass.
Not a war zone for you.
This is all going to be normal for them. Well, normal as it can be bringing your supposedly long-lost brother back who doesn’t remember a thing and looks like he might murder you all in your sleep.
Yvonne is giving me those sympathetic eyes again, which I know isn’t pitying or cruel, but I hate it anyway. I’ve had plenty of time to think on this flight, and the sibling’s parents aren’t the only thing I’ve been stewing on. None of this feels normal or even correct, the princess’s affection for me in particular. I force myself to lean against the side of the console and not bounce about the ship’s cabin until it gives Lalia an aneurism. 
We pass a city. It’s nothing spectacular, a pretty advanced planet with dots of hovercraft traversing the streets. It’s more populated than the last few places we’ve been, but fairly unimpressive after Amethyst. A few more small cities zip by, but there are large swaths of land with rolling hills and gentle forests. The trees here are a particularly deep shade of green, even to my eyes. Grasses are a mixture of green and golden. The skies are clear and vast. What a lovely place. 
I’m sure I would’ve loved growing up here.
I shake away the thought. It isn’t worth considering. I came from this planet, that much is clear even in my Amerov records, but it doesn’t mean I would’ve liked it here. All depends on which story is true. Where I would’ve grown up. I’ve already considered I would’ve loved growing up with Zane and Lalia as my brother and sister. I’m never going to mention such a thing to them, but I can admit it to myself. 
It’s been so deathly quiet in here for so long that I’m a bit startled when Yvonne says, “It’s lovely here. What do your parents do?”
“There’s a pretty large industry for glass here. The sand over all this planet is perfect for it. Mom actually worked one of the harvesters for a long time and Dad worked in processing and records and such. They have a low schedule now, only part of the year since they’ve worked with the company so long.”
Wholesome. A nice, normal family. Some oddball kids, sure. But it’s strange how all this could happen to some people who would otherwise never draw the attention of anyone, let alone Amerov. Let alone Captain. 
We’re pretty far out in the middle of nowhere when Lalia finally slows the ship into a descent. Small communities are sprinkled about, so they have some neighbors, but not many, and not very close. It’s a relief. We all have bounties, likely including my ship, though I couldn’t find it on the listing. The less a chance someone comes over and gets nosey, the better. 
Lalia brings us down in a section of clearing between the trees. Before we landed, I got a glimpse of a small canyon within walking distance, not nearly close enough to warrant nervousness about parking the ship, but I make a mental note to walk around and check it out. A good excuse to get away from everyone.
“Here we are,” Lalia says, and I can feel her eyes on me. “Home sweet home.”
Continue the adventure with
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