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ONE
Anya balls up her tiny fist and eyes the punching bag, squinting as if it personally offended her, and lands a rather off-balance punch. I bite the inside of my cheek.
“Lock your thumb over the outside of your knuckles.”
She looks at her fist and stares at me as if I’ve spoken another language. From the little hanging cot over the console, Bat snickers.
“Shush,” she tells him, unbothered.
Taking her hand, I adjust her fist and tap her knuckle. “Aim to hit with this part, straighten your wrist.”
“What in the world are you doing?”
I glance over my shoulder and my face burns. Yvonne is standing in the doorway of my bunk room, fresh out of the shower, curly hair casting water to the floor, wearing nothing more than a towel. This is the second time she’s done this to me. Maybe her kissing me should’ve fixed my embarrassment, but somehow it’s worse now. I’m not just an inhuman cyborg to her anymore—perhaps I never was, but I didn’t know—and she’s still here flashing her thighs at me. Zane and Lalia better not be giggling about it in the other room. 
“She, uh. . .wanted to know how to punch,” I say. “It’s good physical therapy.”
Anya punches the bag with slightly more success and grins. I have it set on the floor, against the wall, but it’s a hard bag—maybe I should hang it up so it has some give. 
Yvonne raises an eyebrow. She doesn’t look annoyed. Instead, there’s that irritating oh you’re so cute when you bond with my sister expression. It’s difficult to be self-conscious when she does that, and being self-conscious is my specialty. I don’t appreciate her messing with it. She grins and chews on her lip.
Heavens help me. “Hey, she found the punching bag under my bed and irritated me within an inch of my life about it. Take it up with her.”
“I’m ten, I’m not responsible for my actions,” Anya says primly.
I level a glare at her she doesn’t appear to notice. Zane’s laugh echoes from my bunk room. Against his weak arguments, I insisted he still takes the single proper bed in the tiny ship. He’s healing quite nicely if I do say so myself, and the nasty burns are fading into barely noticeable scars. They’re still there, but I consider it a small win that he’s no less of a flirt. 
Lalia is giving herself a haircut in the bathroom. We’re perhaps a day out from Zar, and I’m trying my very best not to panic about it. If I consider anything else, I can keep myself distracted. I’ve been very confident up to this point, there’s no reason to crawl into a fetal position about it now. 
“Don’t damage those new hands,” Yvonne says, and disappears back into the bathroom, taking her bare legs with her. 
“Please, I have a better chance of breaking my hands than she does,” I say, then frown at Anya’s form. “But still, stand better. You’re killing me.”
I nudge her bare feet into a better stance and her elbows up until her fists are blocking her face.
“How long until we get there?” she asks. “I wanna see Zar, I’ve read about it.”
“Tomorrow, probably. And you better stay with us and not talk to anyone.”
She puffs out her bottom lip. 
“It’s a dangerous place. I’m only taking you out with me because I feel better having you along than leaving you in the ship. Because I know your sister and leaving her unsupervised scares me—”
“Hah!” comes Yvonne’s scoff from the other room.
“—But I’m not even sure taking you along is a great idea.”
“Are we gonna stand out?”
“I will, you shouldn’t. As long as you keep those glasses on you bought on Hytha.”
“Are you gonna get in a fight again?”
I glance at her. I’ve been to Zar before. It wasn’t a terrible experience. . .most of the time. “I can almost guarantee it.”
Anya grins. 
“But there usually aren’t many cyborgs there and basically no authorities—punching humans isn’t hard.”
She giggles.
“You know, you’re human, you shouldn’t laugh,” I say, and poke her in the nose.
“Yeah, but I’m wonderful.”
Yvonne appears wearing actual clothes this time. Her hair is wild, sticking in every direction. I pretend not to stare at her too much as she wanders to the kitchen and goes through my cabinets. If I don’t think too hard about how after Zar, we’ll be trying to find a way to get them home, it doesn’t bother me so much. Still, I’m catching myself staring at her as much as I find her staring at me. I don’t know if she notices, but I’m embarrassing myself anyway.
“So,” Yvonne says, turning on her heel and smirking. “Teaching my baby sister to shoot guns and punch properly. Picking locks next?”
“Nah, I figured you’re solid on teaching her the criminal activity.”
“I have no idea what you mean.”
“No? So when we get to Neyla Ve, I’m fine telling your parents everything you’ve been up to in the past few months?”
Her eyebrow quirks, but she’s doing a good enough job of keeping a straight face. “If, and that’s a major if, you have the guts to start telling my parents things about me, have at it. I’m gonna start repeating things about you.”
Anya giggles. 
I snort. “That doesn’t matter much. They’re going to hate my guts the moment they meet me, you’re hardly gonna make it worse based on anything you’ve seen me do.”
“They will not hate your guts.” She settles on a bag of cookies we picked up when last we stopped for fuel. 
I give her a look, but she seems to know better than to push it. 
Anya, however, does not. “Mama and Baba like cyborgs.”
Cute kid. So innocent. “Do I look like other cyborgs you know, little princess?”
She side-eyes me, so at least the snarky tone stuck. She mutters, “They better like you.”
Yvonne and I exchange glances. It isn’t much use arguing. We both know I won’t be sticking around for long once we get the two royals home. As long as Captain lives and breathes, I’ll be treating Neyla Ve like I treat Amerov.
In and out. We’ll drop them off and leave. Head for uncharted space at top speed.
I try not to think about how my chest hurts. 
•
Zar is one hell of a city. Floating free of any star and made of no organic planet, the drifting amalgamation of thousands of buildings, scaffoldings, and ship ports is large enough to be its own little moon. It’s a massive endeavor—and I still don’t understand how it exists—and is currently caught in the gravitational pull of another blue star, small and collapsing in on itself, safe for a few more lifetimes. 
If the company that runs the port ever decides to leave, there are thrusters built into the core strong enough to get it out of this star’s pull. I don’t know if such claims are true; it seems ridiculous, and it’s never happened in my lifetime or in any of the texts I’ve read about it. But it’s a cool concept to consider. 
“We should buy a new pod here,” Bat says, bouncing on the console and then moving to the port window along the side as we descend toward the cracked shape of the floating city. “And lots of food.”
Zar is a great place to burn through credits. Just as it’s good for finding someone to test my DNA who won’t care what I’m up to and won’t be reporting any of us to Amerov, it’s good for getting ships that won’t be tracked. Technically, no shipyard is supposed to put tracking on their vessels, but plenty do. 
It’s the reason Yvonne decided to leave Amethyst with us instead of buying a ship there. Captain would’ve known in an instant. She could buy one here, no problem. So could we. 
And, of course, there are fantastic eateries.
“Let’s see how this goes first. If there’s no drama, it won’t hurt to check it out.”
“There are shipyards here?” Zane asks, wandering out from the bunk room, yawning and rubbing his middle. 
I squint at him. He’s healed enough to be wandering around. Probably. Even if he isn’t, I don’t think I’d win that argument—he’d just follow us.
“Plenty. Maybe you can get Miss Moneybags back there to buy you one.”
Zane snorts but glances at the princess. She doesn’t appear to be listening. One way or another, we’ll need to find the siblings a new craft. Even if they end up being related to me and I’m stuck with them, I don’t want them constantly in my little ship. This thing is meant for two people, three at the most. We still haven’t even solved the bed problem.
Even if I admit to myself I enjoy their company—which I don’t have to, at least not out loud—they really need their own space. 
After we get the bounty on Yvonne, I won’t have a problem getting them a new ship. A few months ago, the idea of sharing my hard-earned bounty with any human would’ve made me queasy. Now, it’s barely a passing thought. In fact, the idea makes me want to grin. It would surprise the hell out of both of them. 
Zane is bouncing his leg, eyes on the approaching shimmer of lights and metal. They’ve been extra quiet since we left Hytha. Extra nervous. For the first time, we’re heading right in the direction of concrete proof. Maybe my cynical attitude and snippy remarks have finally gotten to them and they’re considering what we’re going to do if there’s nothing tying us together. I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m certain they have, despite all their cheerful proclamations otherwise, but I haven’t decided what will happen after this. It’s a strange blocking point, and I can’t see past it and don’t know what will transpire the moment we have our answers. 
Weirdly enough, I’m not as nervous as I expected. It’s been a few months, and I can’t imagine myself as anyone but their brother, even if they dragged me into it kicking and screaming.
Still not going to admit anything of the sort to any of them.



TWO
I haven’t been to Zar in years. The files and maps I download, once we pass through the artificial atmosphere, are rudimentary and difficult to follow at best. I’m better off navigating by sight. 
And it is quite a sight. 
Ships of all shapes, sizes, and ages filter in and out in vaguely organized lines, managed by some unspoken agreement. As much as I proclaim this place to be a haven for criminal activity—and it certainly is—it’s also at the leading end of plenty of tech advancements outside of Amerov. Engineering thrives in a city that survives to be self-sustaining, both a giant ship and its own planet with different sectors and cultures combined. Innovations in space travel happen pretty organically. It’s dangerous unless you know how to handle yourself, but if you’re of the moderately tough sort that knows about your industry, this is a place to find work. Anything from weapon manufacturing to hiring out hands for outfits like Lee’s goes down here. I found one of my first jobs out of this place. It was ages ago now, but I hold a weirdly soft spot in my heart for this ugly light show of a floating city. 
That being said, I won’t be letting Bat or any of the humans out of my sight. It shouldn’t be dangerous traversing some of the main thoroughfares, so I’m more nervous about leaving any of them in the ship than I am taking them along. 
Well, I’d be fine leaving Zane and La, but the idea of either Yvonne or Anya alone without us makes my stomach turn. 
“I’ve read about this place,” Yvonne says, resting her hands and chin atop my head. Zane casts us a look and rubs his mouth, trying with everything in him not to laugh. His shoulders still shake in silence. I kick him under the console, albeit gently. 
Ignoring us, Yvonne continues, “I didn’t expect it to be this large.”
“It’s probably as big as Taloon,” I say. “Which reminds me, this is a good place to get a crystal. Not that we need another one. Unless you have anything else up your sleeve.”
“Haha, very funny.”
We head further into the center of the drifting city. Though we’re blocked from the light of the star we’re stuck orbiting, it’s brighter now than it was in the dark of space. This place is all lights. Any buildings along the outside pointed into space are coated with solar cells to collect as much raw energy from the nearby star as possible. I know this place is powered in other ways, but I’m not entirely sure how it works. I’m fairly certain this floating junk heap is a mystery to most of the people who live here—I have a vague memory of reading about this place on the planet files Audra let me flip through when I was bored, and her not knowing much about it when I asked.
There are a few places in the galaxy that are simply inexplicable, that approach impossible even with all our tech. Someone out there runs this place and there are people somewhere who know how it functions, but I wouldn’t know. And neither would some of the most powerful Amerov numbers.
Does Captain have any idea? Probably. He has his nose stuck in things he isn’t even supposed to be involved in, I’m certain of it.
A few minutes of slow travel past tunnels of buildings clustered together like barnacles brings us to a wider opening of one of the larger ship ports. With catwalks crossing the dizzying expanse of space all around, it’s a strange little rounded pocket in the giant beast of a city. If someone were to fall from one of the walkways meant for parked ships, they’d eventually hit a shield far below meant to stop anything crashing on the residents and buildings below the floating shipyard. The gravity in here is pretty strange, meant to hold up the ships but not keep us from walking into the core of the city, but it won’t stop one of us from falling to our death.
Far below, in the hazy artificial light, I can glimpse other tunnels leading in different directions into the city. Theoretically, I know one of them should lead to the core of this place, but I don’t think the average person can get to it, and it certainly wouldn’t be smart for me to hang around and snoop. We have a job to do, after all.
It’s one of the few places in the galaxy where shipyard parking is free—they’ll get their money in other ways, mainly fuel—and I guide us into an empty slot away from other vessels as much as possible. All the humans are hovering over my shoulders, getting a good look outside. 
“We’re gonna go there first,” I say, pointing to one of the smaller, red buildings at the end of the largest catwalk we’re parked along. “The atmosphere and air here are pretty wild, and they want people who visit here to wear respirators. They’re small and cheap.”
“Really,” Lalia says. “You’re gonna put something on your face other people want you to?”
Bat snickers. “She’s got a point.”
“I wouldn’t wear one if it were just me. A few days wouldn’t do any damage. I’m mostly synthetic, anyway. But you tend to stand out more if you don’t wear one than if you do. And they cover up the bottom portion of your face.”
“Harder to recognize us,” Zane mutters. 
“Right. And you two: find your glasses.” I gesture at the princesses. 
Yvonne disappears into my bunk room to rummage through my things, not for the first time. Rolling my eyes, I check the panel in my arm for the DNA file I grabbed off Amerov. I put a copy into my ship’s computer ages ago given the tendency I have to get things broken and implants damaged—my head is only hurting a little now—but the panel and file are still in running order. Encrypted as it is, I know someone here will manage to unravel this for us. And we have Zane and Lalia for their DNA to match to.
Glancing at the gaggle of humans I’ve managed to collect, I swing around in my chair, “Alright, listen up, idiots—”
“Yeah, maybe don’t address my parents that way and they’ll like you,” Yvonne puts in, reappearing with the pairs of glasses.
I ignore her. “Just because I’m bringing all of you along doesn’t mean this place isn’t dangerous. I doubt anyone’s gonna start a fight with us right in the middle of the street. No one’s gonna scream bounty because that would just start a fight and half this place probably has a criminal record, but I’m serious when I say this: don’t engage with anyone. Don’t speak to anyone unless they’re really trying to get your attention and it would be more suspicious if you were silent. Don’t go up to vendors unless I say it’s alright. Don’t. Wander. Away from me. Don’t mention Bat and don’t talk to him. Don’t mention cyborgs or royals or anything. We are trying to find someone to unravel this DNA file, and then we leave. If we really must stop anywhere, we’ll discuss it and work it out. Yes, I’m paranoid, but, well, you all know why.”
Zane snorts. I’m most worried about Anya causing some sort of problem with how friendly and young she is—and her apparent lack of fear concerning terrifying cyborgs—but I feel her eyes on the nearly healed skin around my still-damaged implants. Her expression is drawn and serious, and she might be young and a bit too goofy for her own good, but I think she gets the picture. 
I glance at Zane and Lalia. Their eyes are on me, expressions serious. Lalia offers a weak smile. As much as I understand the sudden nerves, it’s driving me insane. 
Trying to break the sudden tension, I say, “Where’s that plucky attitude you two have been shoving in my face since I met you?”
Zane finally cracks a more genuine grin. Lalia rolls her eyes and smacks me on the shoulder as she heads for the airlock and cycles it open. 
“You sure you’re good?” I ask, gesturing to Zane’s face and ribs. 
“Fine, fine.” He gets to his feet without groaning dramatically. A little softer, not drawing the attention of the princesses, he says, “It’s gonna be a good day.”
He sounds a bit too much like he’s convincing himself, but as nervous as we all are, I’m not gonna hold it against him. The only reason I’m not panicking more is because I have four humans to look after while we’re in this dangerous place. There’s only so much stress a guy can take.
Bat already has my backpack in his jaws and sits on my shoulder comfortingly while I tug on my coat and hood. I rub his ears and follow the others out onto the catwalk just outside the hangar door. Recycled air blasts up in sudden currents from all the ship traffic below, threatening to knock my hood back. It’s still a bit of a jump with no walkway and the gangplank liable to break the catwalk if I were to let it out. Still not trusting Anya’s grace on her new prosthetics, I pick her up in one arm and swing us down onto the catwalk. She lets out a high-pitched gasp not loud enough to annoy my ears. At least the other side has a railing. 
“Well, that’s uh. . .not great,” Yvonne eyes the gap. 
I’m more than certain she’s capable of a two-foot jump, but the height is probably messing with her brain. “There are shields directly under the catwalks for a few yards, you’d only fall if you took a running leap off the walkway.”
She squints at me. I roll my eyes. 
“Come, Your Grace,” I say, holding out both arms dramatically. Behind me, Lalia cackles, but she’s clinging to the side of the railing herself. More wind rushes up from the ships passing underneath, tickling under the edge of my jacket, but there’s no one near enough to us for it to be a problem. 
Making a face, Yvonne grabs my hands in a death grip and makes the jump. The catwalk wobbles and she swears under her breath. 
“I’d think after that little adventure on Amerov this would be nothing,” I say, sealing the airlock and double checking I have my weapons. I’m praying to get out of today not having to use them, but I’m not holding out much hope given the luck we’ve been having. 
“Actually, I think that made it worse,” she mutters, guiding Anya along the side of the railing. 
“What happened on Amerov?” Anya asks.
“Oh, ya know, we had to walk across a giant cavern on an old piece of cable from a bridge. I wasn’t tall enough to reach the cable above me so I had to hold onto Aaron. We didn’t really like each other back then.”
“Understatement,” I mutter, but when I look at Zane he’s wiggling his eyebrows. If we were on any more stable ground, I’d step on his foot. 
I think of asking them if they’ve let their parents know we’re here, but I’m not certain I really want to know the answer. They’ll call them up after, no doubt about it, so none of it’s really necessary right now. I hate to admit it, even to myself, but I appreciate Masyn and Kyra’s approval. I shouldn’t, but I do.
When Bat sticks his head out of the backpack, he clings a little tighter to my shoulder than usual, ears pinned back at the drop. He wasn’t here with me when last I visited this place. 
“That drop would kill even me,” he mutters.
“Probably,” I say, then gesture to the humans out in front of me, “Everyone, go along. These things are meant to be walked on. Just hold on and don’t be too nervous.”
“Says the indestructible man,” Lalia says with a grin.
“Oh relax, this would definitely kill me. Probably.”
With a chorus of nervous chuckles, they head off toward stable ground with me close behind. 



THREE
“This place is wild,” Yvonne says as soon as we’re stable on the set of metal platforms supporting the buildings. 
With the thousands of levels in this section of the city alone, the walkway we’re on—though solid—is thin with a direct drop below it to the set of buildings beneath. I don’t know if anyone’s managed to break through and fall below, but it probably wouldn’t kill them. It’s maybe a thirty-foot or so drop to the platform just beneath. Not too bad, at least for me. 
Not that I have any plans of falling off anything. But I can be paranoid. 
“Do we know where we’re going?” Zane asks as I point at the little squat building barely taller than me and slimmer than my ship.
“Respirators,” I say. “But not entirely. Last time I was here I made a good enough contact with someone who will probably know. Or at least she’ll know someone who knows. It’s easy enough to find the criminals here, but don’t bring anything like this up to any authority figure.”
I figure the other three adults get the picture, but I’m reiterating for Anya. She’s friendly and liable to talk to people—weird kid—and I’m trying to avoid interactions. I think again perhaps I should leave them in the ship, but the idea of having them outside my sight makes me more anxious than I’d like to admit. Just because Yvonne can handle herself doesn’t mean I want her alone with her little sister in a place like this, even locked in my ship. Paranoia, I know, but if I can’t protect them, I don’t know what I’d do.
“Stay here,” I say, pointing to the side of the building. A few people are wandering nearby, many more around the corner heading into the center of this level of the city, but the platform on the edge of the shipyard isn’t terribly crowded, they’ll be fine for two minutes. “Don’t attract attention.”
Pushing my shoulder against the door, I slide it open until the automated system wakes up and opens on its own. The air here is stale and sickly as it is—inside it’s hardly better, but at least warmer than the chill of the ship port with tunnels leading to cold space. 
The man behind a desk scowls at me and shuts the blinder on his little window, sealing him away from sight. Well, that takes care of chatting. I make a face at his door now that he can’t see me, but I don’t need to engage with humans. Tapping the sleeping screen along the wall—this place is barely ten steps across and no more than metal walls, the man’s booth, and a screen—I let it read off the panel in my arm. Taking payment, a whir of quiet noises hisses behind the wall, and a slot pops open. I grab the five little breathing masks, give the door another dirty look in case the man is watching me somehow, and head back outside. 
Bat chuckles to himself. We’re off to a great start already.
“So. . .” Yvonne says, taking a look at my expression. “There aren’t many cyborgs around here.”
I shrug. “Not many. There will probably be some Amerov numbers, but they’re so used to unregistered numbers and criminals they shouldn’t bother with us. We won’t stand out. They’re not here to enforce anything really, just make sure there isn’t too much murder.”
“Encouraging,” Yvonne mutters, holding up the mask with one finger.
“They’re not used,” I tell her. 
With a shrug, she watches me adjust the dials and strap on mine. They’re mostly simple, a curve of light metal covered with dark canvas, and small crosshatchings of filters on either side. I push my hood off to get it over my head and pull the coat back into place. Between the two, I’m barely visible. With gloves on, I basically look human, as long as no one nosey gets too close. 
As much as I don’t like this thing wrapped around my face, it’s a breath of cleaner air. Still stale as it’s being recycled and filtered, but it’s better than the thick atmosphere of this place. It would be worse the deeper we head into the city, and I’m glad at least the humans are using these. It wouldn’t bother me, and it won’t bother Bat, but they’ll probably appreciate it.
Yvonne looks somewhere near threatening between the mask and the glasses, and I snort, the sound echoing a bit against the mask. 
“Shut up,” she says, and her voice has the same slight reverberation.
Anya is struggling with the strap with her new fingers, so I help her fix it into place and put her own hood up over her head. As suspicious as we would look like this in other places, we barely stand out here.
Zane is adjusting his, but grimacing. Lalia doesn’t seem bothered, tapping her nails over the circular filters. It shouldn’t be for more than a few hours. We’ll be out of here soon. 
•
The deeper into this section of Zar we walk, the more crowded the streets grow with both people and buildings, shops and vendors strewn out into the walkways. Cables strung overhead, connecting the city like veins. As much as my skin crawls every time someone bumps into me—and I swear they’re doing it on purpose—this many people hide us. If there are bounty hunters or cyborgs or anyone who knows us on sight, they’ll be hard-pressed to pick us out from a sea of faces and respirators. Not everyone wears one, but a solid half of the population at least has one hanging about their neck. We’re safer in this mess of bodies and clothing than we would be wandering openly in a place like Amethyst. 
Still, I keep my hand just inside Yvonne’s elbow. She isn’t trying to grab my hand, probably realizing it would look out of place in such a city, but is holding tight to Anya. The kid isn’t nearly as bubbly and excited about pointing out places to shop as she was on Hytha, so I suppose she actually listened to my warnings. The siblings keep up well enough on their own, Zane’s shoulder constantly bumping into mine. It’s oddly comforting. Better he be in my space than strangers.
I look at the map on my tablet for a while, but I’m better off navigating by memory. It didn’t seem very up-to-date, and plenty of the signs around here are worn and barely readable. Some of the landmarks look familiar enough, despite a decade or so passing since I was last here.
“That way,” I mutter, nudging Zane down the correct street. 
We’ve gathered a few stares, but nothing drastic. I’m not certain if it’s because Anya’s a kid, some of my implants are still visible, or Yvonne is gorgeous even under the glasses and mask.
Someone bumps my shoulder right in between me and Zane, making him stumble. I catch him by the elbow and send a glare at the man. He’s big and kinda stringy in appearance, with a large enough pistol I think about making a remark. 
“Nice implants,” he says, just loud enough, and with just enough of a gleam in his eye I decide ignoring him isn’t the best idea. 
When he takes a step back toward us, I say, “Nice broken kneecaps.”
He stops. Not sure if it’s the best line, but he looks me up and down, glares at Yvonne, and wanders off, muttering to himself. 
Charming.
The few people along the street who’ve stopped to stare resume their business.
Anya is frowning at me. 
“What?” I ask, getting us all walking again. 
“Why did he care about your implants?”
Quietly, I say, “Some people are just gutsy enough to kill cyborgs for their parts. They’re great if you’re into black market dealings. Sometimes they don’t even kill us first.”
Yvonne shoots me a look and I grimace behind my mask. Probably shouldn’t include such details for the ten-year-old. Anya is gazing at me with wide eyes, so I shrug and lower my mask so she can see my untroubled expression. The stench of the city hits me enough it makes my eyes water.
“Lucky for all of us, I’m meaner than most.”
The way Anya’s eyebrows scrunch tells me she doesn’t believe that, but I’m growing accustomed to her thinking I’m a lot softer than I am. She hasn’t seen me kill anyone, barely even seen me hurt anyone. The worst is that doctor I knocked out on Amerov and the insane ForceZero numbers we took out on Lee’s ship. Hopefully, she didn’t see too many details when it came to that. If Yvonne had let me shoot Kel, maybe the girl would have a more accurate opinion of me.
I’m glad she doesn’t. 
She tugs on my coat sleeve and asks in a low voice, “Would they want my prosthetics?”
“Ninety-nine percent of the population: no. But anyone bad enough to go after me would want them, yeah. You don’t look like you have them though, especially with long sleeves and pants. Don’t bring them up.”
I’m not taking them anywhere nearly dangerous enough to worry about this, but it never hurts to remind her to keep her mouth shut. 
At her expression, I say, “Besides, I’d kick their ass if they tried.”
She giggles, and I consider my job done. Shoving my mask back in place before the smell makes me gag—not even the vendors cooking food along the crowded streets makes it much better—I spot the building I was looking for. The neon-bright light hurts my eyes about as much as the swarming heat signatures of all the people contrasted against the cold metal of the city.
I’m just glad the place is still in business. 
“Let’s hope this bar doesn’t end up as badly as the one back on Amethyst,” Lalia mutters.
“What happened at the other bar?” Anya asks.
“First time a ForceZero number attacked us,” I say. “It wasn’t pretty.”
“He’s sent a lot of them after you,” Yvonne mutters. “Maybe there are more of them than I thought.”
I grimace, but it wouldn’t surprise me. Just because she’s under the impression there are only half a dozen of his private force doesn’t mean there aren’t twice as many. They’re a secret little army, after all, maybe Captain keeps the worst of them under wraps. Maybe the ones we’ve come across haven’t even been the nastiest ones. 
If that’s true, I wonder if Audra knows anything about them. 
Not much I can do dwelling on it other than make myself panic, so I put the thought to the back of my mind. If I ever get a chance to talk to Audra again, I’ll ask. Along with a million other things. 
It’s late afternoon here—not that it’s obvious when there’s no particular rise and set to the sun, just the interior of the city for miles and miles of artificial light—so the bar is plenty open. As much as I’d prefer it closed or empty, the people will hide us. It won’t be weird for us to be in here, even if we’ve got a kid with us. 
Maybe I should’ve left them behind, but as far as I know, this isn’t the type of place that’ll freak her out too much. If it is, I’ll have them wait right outside the door. 
“You sure about this person?” Zane asks, looking about as paranoid as I feel.
Cheerfully, I say, “Nope,” and push my way past the manual door.



FOUR
The place smells of smoke and unwashed bodies, which is about what I expected. Pointing to an empty corner booth, I shoo the princesses to sit out of sight. Anya stares at all the people with wide eyes. She’s spent her entire life on Neyla Ve, I’m sure other planets are wild to her, let alone a floating city with less-than-savory types from all over the galaxy. 
None of the bartenders appear particularly familiar and I squeeze my way toward the front through all the bodies. Lalia stays with Yvonne and Anya, looking considerably more threatening in her rougher clothes and more than a few visible weapons. Zane squishes through the crowd, following me. 
“Hi there—” says a woman drifting around the bar, before getting close enough to see my eyes and backing away. Giving Zane a once-over, she melts into the crowd.
I snort, then regret how it makes breathing in my respirator difficult.
The bar is much like the rest of the city—a slab of metal. Glasses and bottles line the wall behind in a myriad of colors, and I’m not going to be trying my luck with any of them this time. 
Eyeballing each of the five bartenders, I pick the one who seems least likely to pull a weapon on me and make my way toward him. He’s a grizzled old man and has probably seen his fair share of weirdos like me if he’s spent any significant time on this floating trash heap. Someone bumps into my back, moving me more out of surprise rather than their strength. 
“Watch your—” The man swings around, gets one look at what he bumped into, and lurches into the crowd without finishing his thought. I wonder how many times that’s going to happen. This time, it’s Zane who snorts more in disgust than amusement. 
The old bartender has his pale eyes on me when I turn back. This place is loud, thrumming with music—which my ears don’t appreciate—and the shouts of those trying to talk to one another over the sound. Some are dancing along the other side of the room. It isn’t a large area, barely controlled chaos in every way, and no one pays me any mind unless they’re right up on me. 
Could be worse.
Leaning over the bar so I don’t have to shout quite as loudly—at least my ears are new, even if they don’t like the music—I say, “I’m looking for Cath.”
The old man raises an eyebrow, glancing at Zane just behind me before putting down the glass he was cleaning. He has an implant next to his eyes, just a little nub of metal, but it looks to be a port for a small holographic screen, not something Amerov would install. Nothing about him says cyborg.

When he doesn’t immediately respond, just squints at every inch of me, I ask, “Does she still own this place?”
Finally, he nods. “Who are you?”
As far as I know, there’s no reason to trick the old woman out here, so I say, “Aaron.”
Nothing like recognition flickers across his face. “What do you want?”
“I just need to talk about some directions to this city. I’m not gonna cause her any harm.”
“What directions? I can help you.”
I give him a good look over. What we’re doing isn’t technically illegal. We’re testing my old DNA file, which isn’t bad in and of itself, and neither is being an unregistered number. The illegal part is that I have an old Amerov file. And that I have no idea if this guy will tell us to go one place and let someone know we’re heading there to ambush us. He could send us into a trap. Cath could too, but at least I’ve had dealings with her before. And as far as I remember, she knows enough to realize that screwing me over isn’t a fantastic plan. 
“I’d like to talk to Cath, if you wouldn’t mind. I know her.”
I’m prepared for him to argue, but he only shrugs and says, “It’ll be a few minutes. . .maybe, maybe you should wait outside.”
Because we’re weird and have already freaked out two customers. “Sure.”
Around the back of the bar is a set of stairs. Watching him disappear up, I vaguely recall that Cath lives on the upper levels. I met her trying to get information on the best places to work with other bounty hunters, back when I was too stupid to know better. She was nice enough and pointed me in the right direction, and didn’t make a face about my appearance—maybe because I was barely older than a kid at that point and easier to pity—and the one time I came back here, I stopped by this place just to say hello. I don’t trust her and don’t really like her company, but she was helpful to me when I needed it, and hasn’t had anything up her sleeve to this point. 
Nudging Zane, I say, “Let’s wait out front. Fewer people, anyway.”
With the humans herded back outside, we hover near the front, wandering the closest few shops, still able to see the front of the bar. Yvonne is poking around an eatery serving unfamiliar food, paying for something served up in grease paper. Anya clings to her and Zane wanders behind, hand under his coat where I know he keeps a gun as I do. Lalia hovers beside me. I poke around in the next shop, selling a little bit of everything pocket-sized one can think of, eyeballing the bar.
After two whole minutes of silence, Lalia asks, “How you doing?” 
I glance her way. Even under the mask, she looks tense. Her eyes hold a lot of weight, and she isn’t making the usual amount of intense eye contact. Any delay must be stressing her out.
“Well enough. You look like you’ve taken my place.”
She squints. 
“Like you want to crawl into a hole and bury yourself.”
I get a snort for the bad joke. She shrugs and stuffs her hands in the pockets of her oversized coat. She picked it up from her parent’s house and it’s odd seeing her in new clothes. 
“Actually, I figured you’d be the most stressed of all of us.”
“What can I say, I’m busy enough worrying about one of you getting in trouble.” I stand on my toes to check on the princesses and Zane one shop over. Anya has some sort of dumpling in her mouth. A little nervously, I bounce Bat gently in his pack. “I guess I’m bad at multitasking.”
Picking up some of the tasers on display, small enough to fit in the palm and built like flashlights, I turn one on and then off when the owner glares at me. Yvonne lost hers somewhere along the way and I’ve never had much use for one, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. I buy one for myself and one for Yvonne without much discomfort from the shop owner, briefly considering buying a smaller one for Anya before thinking better of it. She’d only end up tasering herself. 
“You sure you’re alright?” Lalia asks.
As much as I’m becoming accustomed to their concern, I have a difficult time not rolling my eyes. “I will be if you don’t stress me out asking me if I’m alright so much.”
She grimaces under the mask. “Right, sorry.”
Feeling a little bad for how nervous she obviously is, I nudge her in the arm as we walk out. She leans back against me.
“Here,” I say, handing Yvonne the taser.
She snorts and grabs it, eating the last of whatever food she was brave enough to try in this place. “I want to make a remark about how romantic, but honestly this is the exact type of thing you should get me.”
Anya giggles. “I thought guys are supposed to get girls flowers and stuff.”
Alright, this is not how I wanted this interaction to go. “Maybe if your sister wasn’t so psycho I’d get her some flowers.”
“Oooooooooo,” Zane mumbles under his breath. I restrain myself from punching him in his newly healed ribs.
Anya cackles, and my face turns much too hot for comfort. When is that bartender coming back?

Yvonne just grins at me before shoving her mask back in place, then she coughs. “Great, I can smell my breath in this thing.”
“What did you even eat?” Lalia says, eyeballing the racks of differently cooked meats.
“I dunno. It was good though. Kinda chewy.”
In my backpack, Bat snorts. I’m about to consider trying something myself when I notice the old man stepping onto the street, spotting us, and waving to come back inside.
“You all stay back inside the bar,” I say, herding them back. “It’s too much commotion out here, just keep to yourselves and don’t talk to anyone.”
Glancing at Zane, I ask, “Stay here with the girls, will ya?”
He makes a face.
“Look, I have Bat and I can call you on the comm. I’m just asking for directions, I’m not leaving you out of anything.”
“Fine, fine,” he mutters, giving my shoulder a light smack. “I’ll babysit the princesses.”
“Excuse me,” Yvonne elbows him in the arm as we push our way back inside and they head toward the booths. “I’ll have you know I’m plenty capable of tasering people on my own.”
“I remember. Back on Amethyst, you threaten to electrocute my—”
Smirking to myself, I push through the crowd and head up the stairs behind the bartender. Bat’s chin touches my shoulder, but when I reach back, he’s keeping his big ears down and out of view.
It’s a relief to get out of the crowded bar and all the smells. I move the respirator down to hang off my neck. I didn’t need it in the first place, and I don’t suspect anyone up here is going to recognize me. There aren’t many lights, and it’s still dark and a bit dingy. 
The door at the top of the stairwell slides open, and the old man goes in before me. Keeping my hand off my gun despite my better judgment, I step slowly into the doorway. Paranoid or not, I’ve been surprised too many times these past months by people trying to off me. It isn’t paranoid if people actually are trying to kill me. 
It smells much better up here, like spices and the unknown sweetness of vegetables I’ve never come across. A sizzle comes from the kitchen. 
Cath comes bustling around the corner of the kitchen into the living room I’ve found myself in, significantly older than I remember and carrying a shotgun that’ll put a hole through me the size of my fist. Still, I don’t put my hand on my gun. 
“Be taking your hood off, now?” she says, gesturing with the barrel of the rifle. 
Right, forgot I had it on. I push it back slowly, not making sudden movements. 
She squints at me, cocks her head, and leans the gun against the couch. “Wow, it really is you. Can’t be believing you’re still alive.”
“Me neither, most days.”
She cracks a smile, nodding to the old man who brought me up. He doesn’t look particularly happy about it, and casts me quite a sour look as he passes, leaving us together. As much as I like the friendly old woman, I don’t tell Bat to come out. The black-market parts for me aren’t nearly as interesting as they are for him, and I don’t want to tempt fate. 
She gives me another once-over that makes me want to disappear into a crack in the floor, but the last time she saw me I was still a skinny teenager, so I suppose I can’t fault her. Not that I’m not still skinny. . .
“You are still like a twig,” she says, and I let myself laugh once. “You should learn to eat when chasing bounties. I’m making food. Sit.”



FIVE
I ate plenty this morning, but food is hellishly expensive out here—I don’t even want to know what Yvonne paid for those snacks—and she’s offering. I’m not up-to-date on the customs of this place, hell, I don’t even know where Cath is originally from, but I really don’t want to be rude. As discretely as I can, I turn on my comm so Zane and the others can hear what I’m saying and don’t get antsy when I don’t return in two minutes. I swear he became ten times more jumpy than usual the minute we left Hytha. I’d probably be in the same boat if I wasn’t feeling so oddly determined. 
Today, we’re going to have answers after all these weeks. 
I may not be as nervous as Lalia, but the anticipation is certainly there.
Cath points at a chair in her kitchen. It’s a warmly painted room of yellows and oranges, striking against the dim of the rest of the city. I sit carefully, setting Bat in his pack between my feet. His snout pops out, little eyes taking in the small apartment, nose wiggling. A window out to my left no larger than my tablet shows the roof of the bar and a cluster of bright lights and metal and cables of other buildings. Far above, I catch sight of the next layer of the city. This place is like living in a can. At least, in my ship, I can go where I please and stop at any planet I like.
“So, you’re wanting directions?” Her back is to me, but she’s amused by the word. “What awful thing will you be getting yourself into if you can’t be finding it on your tablet?”
“It’s not that awful, just weird.”
She turns from the stove to give me a skeptical eyebrow. “Well?”
“Do you know of any place where I can get an encrypted DNA file tested against someone else?”
She places a chipped ceramic bowl of unfamiliar sautéed vegetables in front of me and sits in the chair opposite. I try to ignore her eyes wandering my uncovered implants like she can see into the very pores of my skin, reminding myself she’s been nice enough before, and it isn’t like I wouldn’t stare if I saw someone who looked like me. Still makes me want to crawl under the table right alongside Bat.
“You are looking much worse than when last I saw you.”
“Thanks.”
She looks at my bowl. I spear a slice and put it into my mouth. I still don’t recognize the purple plant, but it’s crunchy and spicy enough I don’t think it could taste bad no matter what it was. 
“Can’t any hospital be testing DNA?”
I wrinkle my nose. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to give details, but I suppose it won’t hurt. As far as I know. “I need to test my old DNA file I got. . .when I was snooping somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. I need to test it against someone else. That’s multiple layers of suspicious and I don’t want anyone reporting me.”
She raises an eyebrow, chewing a bit too loudly. “Found some of your relatives?”
I never did tell her much the first two times I saw her, but one of the things that were discussed in brief was you’re too young to be out on your own, go back to your family, and a pretty argument-closing I don’t have one.
“Actually, they found me. Mostly. I can’t get rid of them even if I were to try.”
In my ear, Zane snorts. 
Cath raises another eyebrow. 
“It’s a long story and really I shouldn’t be telling you that much, I just want to know if you know of anyone who won’t ask questions about such a weird case. I know there has to be someone like that around here, I just don’t want to go in blind, and I don’t have a lot of time to be here.”
That last part’s a lie, but I don’t want to give her the idea this place makes me nervous. 
“Hmm, hmm,” she hums, inspecting her food. “Possibly.”
I try not to smile if only so it won’t freak her out. “I can pay you.”
“How much?”
“How much do you want?”
“Well, you are being smarter than you were when you were fourteen. Barely.”
I pick away at the food—it really isn’t too bad, and I doubt anything she could put in it would kill me. “That is a very low bar. How much do you want?”
Inspecting a vegetable on the end of her fork, she says, “I be wanting you to get me something.”
I manage not to make a face while Zane grumbles something in my ear. “What’s something?”
“I be having an old neighbor who doesn’t get along with me—”
“I don’t do hitman jobs—” 
She waves me away. “He stole my pepka.”
This is going to be a long day. “I’m really afraid to ask what that is.”
She gives me a look like she’s much too old for my crap. Which is probably correct. “It is my pet.”
“Oh.”
“They are very rare and exotic. She is my little angel. But they are being very difficult to get and he was always wanting one. I know he be taking her.”
I try to keep a straight face. “How do you know?”
She gestures to the window. “She be sitting in the window all times. He used to walk by and look at her. I found my window open.” She taps her nose. “He be having the worst perfume. Here’s a tip: don’t be burglarizing someone’s pet in their home with strong cologne.”
“Right, sure,” I say and can hear Lalia laughing quietly in my ear. “Why don’t you just go get your. . .pet?”
“I am old woman—”
“Old woman with a shotgun—”
“Shh,” she hisses. “Eat your food. I be telling the local authorities, but they don’t believe me.”
“So you want me to get it?”
“Her. It is a her.”
“Sorry.”
“He is old man too and you are being terrifying. You won’t have any problem.”
I’ve had entirely worse trades than that, I suppose. Paying her off would be better though. Rubbing my eyes, I grab my tablet and search up pepka, muttering to myself. Cath watches me passively while I scroll through. It’s a cute little critter, small enough to fit in my hand, usually a fuzzy white or silver, with little ears and funny little claws. Everything about them says they’re friendly and loyal. If I’m completely honest with myself, I kinda want one. Bat would love it.
All I can think is it’s gonna be hell to find a little critter someone can hide in a drawer.
“Okay, so I reiterate,” I say, rubbing my temples. “You might be an old lady, you’re an old lady with a shotgun. You kinda scare me and I’ve been up against. . .well, actually, I’m not going to tell you what I’ve been up against—”
Cath grins.
“—Why don’t you go get. . .”
“Plum.”
“What?”
“Her name is Plum.”
Sure, why not. “Why don’t you go get Plum yourself?”
Chewing a vegetable, she eyeballs me for a moment and says, “He isn’t precisely my neighbor anymore. He moves a few streets down.”
“So?”
“I’m almost certain the son he moved in with can be cracking my head with his bare hands.”
I raise my eyebrows.
She shrugs. “As I was saying. You are being terrifying. You won’t be having trouble. You have been being up against things you won’t even tell me about.”
I level her the dirtiest glare I can, but her expression doesn’t change. That’s what I get for trying to be clever, I suppose. Serves me right.
“It should only take an hour or so. Less. And that boy won’t be calling the authorities, he be having not-so-legal things in his house, if you be knowing what I say.”
Yeah, people don’t tend to call the authorities around here for minor scuffles. I don’t know if going and pointing a gun at some old man counts as that, but it’s not the authorities that make me not want to do this. It’s getting involved in anything that makes me not want to do this. Still, it is only a little bit of a detour, and the likelihood Cath will lead me astray feels decreased if I’m bringing back her beloved pet. It feels like better goodwill, and I won’t even have to hand her over a huge chunk of my hard-earned money I got from rescuing Anya.
Sighing, I say, “Look, do you have a picture? I’m not going to go and steal this animal back only to find it was never yours.”
Cath grins.



SIX
Cath not only shows me pictures but drops a certificate in front of me for the purchase along with an official picture on the glowing document. She taps the ring on her finger—similar to Yvonne’s bracelet—and pulls up a map of the city about a hundred times better than the files I downloaded.
“Where did you get that?” I ask, pointing at the ring. They’re only about as expensive as a dozen tablets.
“None of your business,” she says happily and snatches my tablet to transfer the map. “Eat your food.”
Managing not to roll my eyes, I make a show of eating the cooling vegetables, slipping one down to Bat when the woman’s eyes are off me. This may not be the greatest idea, but I’m not particularly worried about the authorities, and I like Cath enough to do her a favor. It might take us an extra hour, but that’s better than trying to find a place on our own or getting information from someone I don’t know. As I figured, it’ll probably endear her to me.
Besides, I don’t particularly care for people who are unkind to animals. 
“When did he steal her?”
“Last week. And before you be asking: yes, I tried to get her back from him. His son was being a menace.”
Her face wrinkles and I get the impression she’s more frightened of the kid than she lets on. Well, maybe he’ll pick a fight with me and I can drop him to the ground with one nice punch.
Weighing the pros and cons of my next statement, I say, “I have some humans with me. Can they stay up in here with you while I go do this? Shouldn’t take more than an hour, less, probably.”
She squints at me. “You be having humans with you?”
As much as I find Cath tolerable, I’ll admit I made it pretty clear the last two times we talked that I don’t particularly care for her kind. About as much as her kind cares for me. 
“DNA, remember?” I ask. 
She squints further. 
“Through a series of unfortunate circumstances, I’m kinda stuck with them—”
In my ear, Zane whispers, “Rude.”
“—In fact, the more I try to ditch them, the more they stick to me. I think I would have to physically have to drop them into a star and run away screaming at this point to make them leave.”
Lalia is laughing in my ear again.
Cath raises a single eyebrow but shrugs. “They aren’t criminals, are they?”
With my best poker face, I say, “I can honestly say I’m the worst in the group. They’re probably going to try to be your friend. It’s like I have a batch of puppies with me.”
She snorts. “Don’t all cyborgs be thinking of humans as lesser?”
I shrug. “Probably. I’m broken, remember?”
“Fine, fine, as long as they don’t expect me to be feeding them, too. You go get—”
“I want to know how you know this person who can get the DNA file. Are they trustworthy?”
She squints thoughtfully, tapping her ring on the table. “I don’t know about trustworthy, but she likes me, and doesn’t want to be getting on my bad side. I’ll be calling and letting her know you will be coming. Try not to be so terrifying with her, yes?”
Rude. Not unfair, but rude. “Uh-huh. And this person tests DNA because?”
“She doesn’t be testing DNA, really. She be very good with the hacking. I have been hearing she can look at Amerov flight logs if she be wanting to.”
My mouth pops open before I remember to shut it. “Why would she want to do that?”
Cath shrugs. “People be paying her for information. Scavengers, bounty hunters, perhaps others but I not be knowing too much about all the details.”
“What does that have to do with DNA?”
“I be remembering she told me once she had to test some DNA files for a job. I not be knowing why, it doesn’t very much interest me. But she be having the correct equipment, and if you be paying her she will be happy to figure out your file. She not be caring why you want it.”
Sounds reasonably sketchy. Nothing on this floating city is going to be one hundred percent safe, but that’s the reason we’re here: doing this “safely” would mean people who would probably report us. Slightly illegal doesn’t worry me for my own safety—it makes me anxious for my humans. 
Might leave the princesses in my ship, after all. We’ll see how this goes.
“I’ll be right back,” I tell her, staring at the new map on my tablet and the little dot marking out her neighbor’s house. “What’s his name and his son’s name?”
“Birk and. . .I not be knowing his son’s name. He be moving here recently, and I not be caring.”
Nodding, I grab Bat in his backpack and head back down the claustrophobic stairs, waving over the humans when I step into the flashing lights and overwhelmingly thick air of the bar. The old man is serving drinks and gives me another sour look—I suppose he was hoping Cath wouldn’t talk to me and I’d be forced to pay him to give me information. Can’t blame him too much.
“This place is loud,” Anya tells me as I squeeze them into the staircase behind me. 
“Alright, you all heard, or most of you did. I’m going to go threaten some people as payment for the information—”
Yvonne snickers and Lalia joins in.
“—Oh, shut up. I actually want you to keep an eye on Cath and make sure she isn’t searching for anything on her tablet. She has a ring, like your bracelet, Yvonne. I don’t think she’ll try anything that would piss me off, but she also scares me a little, so better safe than sorry. All in all, it’ll be way faster than trying to do this ourselves. We could ask someone else but I don’t think it would be any faster or safer than this, so just keep an eye on her and leave your comms on, alright?”
“Ya know, you say you don’t like humans, then you have random connections,” Zane says, a too-smug grin on his face.
I level a glare at him. “I can count on a single hand the number of connections I actually kinda like. I don’t trust them. That’s why I want you to watch her.”
“Sure, sure,” Zane says, but doesn’t quite cut the cheeky grin. I elbow him—carefully—in the ribs as I pass.
Cath inspects the humans when I point them into the living room. “Everyone, this is Cath. Don’t touch her stuff. Cath, these are the idiots I’m currently stuck with in life. If you want, give them a run-down of where we’re gonna be heading.”
Cath chews her vegetables and grins.
•
Muttering to myself about how stupid this is, I head out of the bar, staring at the tablet, Bat in his backpack over my shoulder. I shove the stupid mask into place just for the face-coverage. I can walk much faster without all the humans in tow. And with much less staring, actually. Seeing a freaky cyborg is not as strange as seeing a freaky cyborg with a bunch of friendly humans.
“You need to learn some new swear words,” Bat’s muffled voice comes through the fabric. 
Which reminds me to disconnect my comm. If Anya somehow hears how I talk when she isn’t around, Yvonne might just skewer me. 
“This is ridiculous,” Bat says. 
“I know.”
“But somehow, not remotely the stupidest thing we’ve attempted this year.”
“Not even.”
“You’re gonna beat the son up, aren’t ya?”
I wrinkle my nose, trying not to bump into people as I keep an eye on my tablet and its dot of an address Cath marked out for me. “Maybe. Depends on if he tries to get tough.”
“Do I actually get to do something this time, or do I have to stay in the backpack?”
I take a series of turns down crowded streets. This place is a bit more residential—if only because there are even more boxy compartments of houses stacked on one another as if they were mashed together by a giant. It’s only a ten-minute walk to where I need to be, and if I didn’t have my tablet to track where I am, I’d be thoroughly lost in a few twists and turns.
Eyeballing the apartment Cath marked out, I say, “I have a job for you.”
He starts to crawl out of the backpack. “Excellent—”
“Not yet. Wait until we’re not in the middle of the street.”
It’s marginally less busy here. Just because this area is slightly more residential doesn’t mean there aren’t a ton of people doing. . .things out of their homes. I don’t even want to know what most of the crime is around here. Maybe people who want to scavenge me for parts. I snort to myself, then figure maybe it isn’t so funny. Don’t wanna jinx anything, even as a joke in my own head.
I haven’t seen an authority figure around here since we landed. 
What buildings manage to have alleyways between them are so narrow I wouldn’t fit if I was even slightly bigger than the skinny beanpole I am. I trot half-sideways so I don’t bang my shoulders and lean behind a chute of some sort protruding from the wall. By the smell of it, I’m guessing it’s for garbage. Sure, I could take the stairs in the front of the building, but that would be something someone less suspicious would do. Plus, I don’t want to stand out from the crowd by raising myself above them. 
Bat crawls out onto my shoulder and snorts. “Smells like that bar still.”
“I’ll wash everything after we leave.”
“You’ll need some otherworldly soap.”
“See that top compartment up there,” I say, pointing above us. Bat’s snout follows my finger. “Go ahead and head up there, I’ll be right behind you. Don’t get seen.”
“Nice.”
Wiggling his behind, he launches up the chute, using the twist of pipes to easily clamber up to the top. I’m gonna have a bit of a rougher time, but my hands don’t hurt. It’s gonna be easier than that tree back on Hytha. 
Checking for heat signatures of anyone coming our way, I step on the rungs securing the piping, and make my way up. It isn’t as rough a climb as I suspected, and the building is only three stories of little apartments. Not too high.
I slip up and over the edge of the tiny balcony. There aren’t open windows on this side, just one of thick glass covered with a curtain. Not much reason to have the view open around here. Bat is sitting under the leaves of the single potted plant managing to choke out a life here. Double checking the set of numbers on the side of the building is the same as the ones marked on my tablet, I use the quiet blade of my electric knife to slice off the lock on the window. I’d feel worse about it if the guy wasn’t going around stealing pets. Let him replace a window lock. 
“I’m gonna go to the front door and knock, I wanna see if I can make the guy admit to stealing the animal. Head inside and see if you can find the thing.”
I show him the pictures on the tablet.
“Excellent,” he says.
Nosing the window open just a hair, he peeks in, then slips inside with barely a sound. 



SEVEN
Once inside, Bat whispers over the comm, “Smells like feet in here.”
I manage not to laugh. “Anyone home?”
“Voices from the other room. I think I’m in a bedroom.”
“Alright, I’m heading to the front. Be careful.”
It takes a little bit of a jump from this balcony to the front set of stairs. There are no interior elevators or sets of stairs in these types of structures. I just have to be out in the open on this guy’s front porch. Lucky for me, now that I’m up here, I’m mostly hidden from the eyes of the street by a metal wall. Hopefully, I don’t look too out of place.
Tapping my comm, I try to get a connection back to Cath’s bar. “Everything alright back there?”
“Not dead yet,” comes a garbled response from Zane.
I roll my eyes and disconnect.
Considering several different alternatives to how this could go, I simply push back my hood, pull down my mask, and knock on the front door.
“Go away!” comes the muffled yell of a response.
Huh, maybe I might end up liking this guy.
I knock again. Harder.
Silence lasts so long that I consider picking the lock on the door, but then a bolt un-clicks, and the metal door slides open. I’m greeted by a man old enough to be Cath’s age, wearing nothing more than a shirt and his underwear. I probably shouldn’t find this as funny as I do, but it’s an effort to keep a straight face. Technically, this is the easiest job I’ve done in months.
His jaw pops open when he catches sight of me, eyes flickering over my entire body. I let the mask hang off my neck. When he tries to shut the door, I grab it before he can take my fingers off. He’s stronger than I expected from the skinny twigs of his arms, but it isn’t a struggle.
“Hi,” I say, “Are you Birk?”
He squints. 
“Look, I’m really happy to leave as soon as possible—in fact, I don’t really wanna be here—but I do need to know your name.”
Eyeballing my gun, he says, “Birk.”
Well, that checks out. I’m actually surprised he even answered. “Fantastic. Know Cath?”
Immediately, the nervous expression drops to annoyance. “What does that bitch want?”
I’d be offended on Cath’s behalf if the statement wasn’t likely to be accurate.
“Her pet returned to her, by my understanding.”
He wrinkles his scruffy upper lip. “Tell her to come get it herself.”
I’ll give him one thing: he’s not scared of cyborgs. At least, he isn’t when he thinks they’re sent by his ex-neighbor. I wonder why the fear went away once Cath was involved.
At least I don’t have to worry about Cath making up this whole thing. Old man’s pretty happy to admit it. 
I smile, which works to drain some of the color from his face. “Sorry, I’m taking her pet. Might as well hand it back to me.”
“Or I can shut the door in your face.”
“Or I can break your door right off,” I say pleasantly, tightening my hand on the flimsy metal until my fingertips dig in with a grinding shriek. It doesn’t feel great on my joints, but he doesn’t know that. “Pay for your own exotic pet.”
He lets go of the door but doesn’t back down. “I can’t. Ya wanna know how your friend Cath got hers? She’s sleeping with the entry authorities. Can’t get things like that around here unless you know someone. I heard she’s slept with more than one of them, actually—”
Dryly, I say, “I simply do not care.”
“You know, she serves illegal drinks at that bar of hers—”
“Again, I could not care less.”
“What’s going on?” a voice asks from behind the door, and a squat-faced man no older than me appears, scowling. The son, I’m assuming. He’s bigger than I am, sure. Maybe if I was drunk, he could land a punch or two. 
“Hi squirt,” I say. “Where’s that animal your old man stole?”
Unlike his father, the only thing this guy’s wearing is pants. What a team. I ignore the fact that back when it was just me and Bat in my ship, I used to walk around in my underwear.
“Why don’t you get out?” the son says and pokes me in the chest.
I grab his hand and twist it casually, nearly toppling him over. Yeah, not much of a fight. Cheerfully, I say, “Don’t touch me.”
“We’ll call the authorities,” Birk says. 
Sighing, I say, “No, we both know you won’t.”
In my ear, my comm crackles to life. Bat says, “Aaron, I found it. He had it locked in a drawer. . .it’s pretty cute.”
“Bring it back out through the window,” I say, ignoring the floundering expressions on the humans’ faces. “Don’t lose it.”
“Will do.”
“Now, squirt,” I say, twisting the man’s wrist a little further—at least he learns enough not to shove at me with his other hand. “I hear you’ve been intimidating an old lady. That’s not very nice, don’t you think? Really, I’d hate to have to come back here again, wouldn’t you hate that?”
The father is inching behind his son. I’m just glad they didn’t answer the door with guns, or this would’ve been so much more of a headache. 
The son whimpers, staring at his wrist that’s very close to bending in an unnatural position.
“Good,” I say sweetly. “Now, you two have a lovely day.”
Releasing the idiot, I shove the door closed, smirking to myself. Before they get any ideas about coming out after me, I jump back to the balcony and slip down the chute of pipes, dropping next to Bat crouching in a corner. My gloves are really gonna need a wash after climbing around this city.
Bat blinks at me, looking about as pleased with himself as I feel. Clasped gently in his jaw is a little fuzz-ball of a critter tiny enough to fit in my palm. It squeaks when I reach for it, but doesn’t struggle in my grip. 
“Hello there,” I say, petting the top of its head with the back of my finger.
“It sheds,” Bat says, spitting out shiny white hairs. 
The little creature—Plum—matches exactly with the pictures and certificate Cath showed me. Pulling my backpack back around, I set it in the bottom and let Bat get inside with it. 
“Keep an eye on it, don’t crush it, and don’t let it slip out,” I say.
All this reminds me I need to get Bat some sort of little critter of his own after all of this is over and before we head into uncharted space. Anya will probably lose her mind. 
But they won’t be coming with us. 
After this place, we’ll be heading to Neyla Ve. My smug little smirk falls. I shouldn’t let that affect me, and I shouldn’t sulk, it’s been the plan from the beginning.
My little ship sure won’t feel crowded anymore once the princesses are gone and Zane and Lalia eventually find a new ship of their own. If those two will even be with me after all of this. Scowling to myself, I slip back into the flow of people about the street, putting the respirator and hood back in place. Don’t be an idiot, Aaron, I tell myself, not entirely sure which part I’m scolding myself for. None of this is worth dwelling over until I get the stupid little animal back to Cath and we find the person who can figure out the encrypted DNA file. 
We’ll deal with everything else after we get this major thing off our plates. No use sulking about it.
Still, I’m in a significantly worse mood as I retrace my steps through the streets, checking my tablet again so I don’t manage to get myself lost in this maze of metal and wires.
One of the buildings off to my right is an open alleyway with buildings stacked on it. Warm, orange lights filter out, along with voices a little too strong to be cheerful. I move my path to the left side of the road, avoiding the flow of people. There are lots of bounty hunter groups and scavenger types around here, not even people who would particularly want to harm me, but egos are a bit too big for me to want to get involved. 
Better safe than sorry. 
I can’t see much of the building over the heads of all the other people on the street—I swear I suddenly become shorter than average whenever I visit this place. A voice I know, yelling in a dialect I don’t recognize, has me pausing. I glance in the direction of the lights and the scents of food coming from that direction. Maybe I should ignore it, it probably isn’t someone I know anyway, but I edge through the crowd until I can get a decent look into the place. 
Tables and chairs are set up, as well as tablets around the walls, and lots of folks who appreciate their weaponry as much as I do. It might be an eatery on the face of it, but it looks to me like one of the places where I found my first bounty hunter job with Lee’s crew. Serving food and organizing hunting parties and jobs for people tough enough to want them. 
Yeah, best not to get too close. 
Before I can walk out of range, I catch the face of the voice I recognized.
“Oh, fantastic,” I mutter while Bat squirms in the backpack.
Kel. 



EIGHT
Well, at least Lee pulled through with kicking her out of his crew. 
I’m more than a little vindicated on that account. She appears to be arguing with the woman in charge of the place. There wouldn’t be much reason for her to be here squabbling if Lee hadn’t drop-kicked her out.
For a moment, I almost want to laugh. She was with him for ages, his first in charge, and he kicked her ass out over me.
Then I remember exactly why he did so, the burns on Zane’s body and the way Anya cried, and put my hand on my gun. It’s far too late to go after her, I already know. At this point, it would just be cold-blooded murder. This may be a pretty lawless place, but if I walk up and shoot her in the face, the authorities will come after us. And we’re here for a reason. 
An important reason. 
I can’t go messing it up because I want to smash Kel’s face into the ground until it looks as bad as mine. 
Although, if she came after me, I’d be fully within my right to defend myself. It wouldn’t take much. All I’d have to do is provoke her, and she hates me. The chances I could get her to shoot at me without much work are high—
“Aaron, what’s wrong?” Bat hisses. Someone walking by gives me an odd look and hurries past.
His voice startles me out of the road I was heading down. “Guess Lee really did kick Kel out. She’s trying to get a job.”
Bat’s quiet for a long moment. “Ya know. . .I can probably shoot her without anyone knowing it’s me.”
That’s an option. Carefully, I force my feet back in the direction of Cath’s bar and walk as quickly as possible without running. As much as I’d love to figure something out, I don’t want to leave the humans any longer than possible, and still, if anything were to go wrong, we might have to flee the city before we got our job done. Even if I provoked her into an attack, we’d have to head out of here at top speed to avoid problems. I still have my bounty up. I can’t ruin this whole thing over that scum.
Self-control, Aaron. Self-control and no premeditated murder. 
I’m still fuming by the time I return to the bar. Even when I stomp up the steps, trying to school my expression in the neutral look of mild irritation I always have, Lalia takes one look at me from Cath’s kitchen table and goes, “What’s wrong?”
I give her a dreary stare. “Nothing.”
“Right. Very convincing.”
Zane is seated on the other side of the table. Far from trying to be suspicious, Cath seems to have him by the ear and is showing him pictures of something on her shimmering tablet. Well, so much for that paranoia. Yvonne and Anya, contrary to Cath’s mutterings, seem to have been force-fed bowls of the same vegetables. Anya makes a face. 
“What took ya so long,” Zane mutters and Cath flicks him in the face.
“Did you be getting my baby?” The old woman asks, heading for me around the table. 
Forcing myself not to sigh—I was so happy with myself ten minutes ago—I swing the backpack around and let Bat flatten himself against the bottom of the pack while I retrieve the little critter before Cath can see inside. 
“Aww,” Anya says. “I want one.”
Yvonne rolls her eyes.
“Barely had to threaten them,” I say, leaving out the part where Bat went inside and actually found the critter. I don’t trust Cath that much. 
She takes Plum as carefully as possible, mumbling and kissing its head. At least she doesn’t start crying—really, I can’t imagine the old woman doing so—I wouldn’t know how I’d handle that. It cheers me up a little. Subtly, I scratch the top of Bat’s head.
“Seriously, why’d you look so pissed when you came in?” Zane asks. 
I give another glare, then sigh. Not that I particularly want to talk about it, but they should know the status of everything now that they’re in so deep with me. 
“Saw Kel.”
Yvonne chokes on her water and slowly turns to me. Both siblings stare.
“Who?” Anya asks.
“The bitchy lady from Lee’s ship.”
“Ohhhhhh.” Anya squints at her vegetables. “The one you were gonna murder before Yvonne stopped you?”
She says it in such an unbothered way it’s a struggle not to laugh despite my mood. “Yeah, her.”
“Did ya murder her this time?”
“No.”
“Did ya want to?”
Cath raises her eyebrows, amused, not particularly bothered she doesn’t know the details.
“Mind your own business,” I mutter.
Anya leans over to Yvonne and whispers, “I think that means yes.”
I make a childish face at her. Zane’s expression is still unreadable. So unreadable, in fact, that I tell him, “Look, it would take exactly one sentence of encouragement on your part before I’d say yes to us going and drop-kicking her into space.”
“That means murder,” Anya says. 
Zane glances at her, then at me, and cracks a pretty genuine smile. “I think we’ve gotten pretty derailed from all of this already, we should get the answers we’re looking for.”
A sigh again, more than a bit disappointed. 
After a moment, Zane adds, “Not that we don’t already know.”
“Uh-huh,” I say dryly. It sounds like too much of an afterthought this time, as if he’s so nervous he forgot to be confident. As bad as I am at reading expressions, Lalia’s face seems to match her brother’s.
“Well,” I say, entirely too awkwardly, “did Cath show you where we’re heading, or were you stuck looking at pictures of Plum here the entire time?”
Cath pauses from her petting to shoot me a tired look. The animal’s already fallen asleep in her hand, a tiny ball of fuzz. Anya stares at it before finally getting to her feet and peering over the old woman’s arm, petting the animal gently.
“An unending amount of pictures,” Zane says, “but also a map. Here.”
He leans over the table, setting the tablet out. I head to his side of the table and lean over his shoulder, stopping myself from putting any weight on him. He may be healed enough to be walking around, but I don’t want to put any pressure on the still-frail skin on his shoulder. 
“Apparently, this is the quickest route.” He taps the screen and a blue line marks the direction through the layers of Zar. I set my tablet alongside his and let the information transfer to the map I already have from Cath. 
Then I squint. There’s no way in hell I’m taking Anya and Yvonne down there. If I thought I could get away with it, I wouldn’t take Lalia and Zane, either. The people there are. . .less than friendly. No matter how tough Yvonne thinks she is, two pretty, soft princesses shouldn’t be down there. The only reason I’m fine going down is I doubt anyone can take me in a direct fight. 
Grimacing, I pick up my tablet, shooting Yvonne a look. I’ll have to leave them in the ship, after all. As much as I don’t like it, I like it a whole lot better than the idea of taking them down into the depths of this floating city. Anya’s comment about people taking her prosthetics suddenly seems much less silly. I grimace.
“Don’t like what you see?” Cath asks. 
“Good place to get shot,” I mutter.
“If I be having a contact up here, I’d be sending you there. I’m not going to be having any fun with your sporadic visits if you’re dead.”
I crack a smile small enough that it won’t freak her out. I believe her. Besides, I doubt anyone there’s gonna pick a fight with me. It’s my humans I’m worried about.
“Let’s get out of here,” I say. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.”
“Here,” Cath says, snatching my tablet again and transferring something over. A page appears with a photo of an unfamiliar woman and some pretty vague info. But now I have a face and a name, which is much better than a map.
“Thanks. You and your old neighbor try not to kill each other, alright?”
“Bah.” She waves me off, seating herself back at the table with her sleeping pet. 
“Thanks, Cath,” I say again, herding the humans out as they say a chorus of goodbyes. 
•
“What? No, I’m not staying in the ship!” Yvonne shoves me in the arm as I head back toward the port. 
“Look, I mean this in the nicest way possible: you’re not nearly as tough as you think you are.”
Zane chuckles while Yvonne tries to burn holes in the side of my face with her gaze.
“You listen here—”
“No, you can listen. Let’s just assume I’d take you down there, which I won’t. However, there’s no chance in the entire galaxy I’d be taking Anya into that area. Which means we would need to leave her in the ship. Which means, either you stay with her or we’ll be leaving a ten-year-old princess by herself in the middle of a dangerous city.”
Yvonne opens her mouth and shuts it. She has no argument and we both know it. Anya’s doing her best to pout. 
“I need you to listen to me this time. Bat will stay with you—”
“The hell I will,” comes his little voice from my backpack.
“Bat will stay with you, and we’ll be as quick as we can, and we’ll get the hell out of there. It’s quite a few levels down, but not really that long of a walk. The whole thing probably won’t take more than an hour or two. You can be out of my marvelous presence for that long. I am begging you to listen to the fact that just because I have the emotional maturity of a teenage boy does not mean you know better than me at all times.”
Despite her sulking, Anya snickers.
“And believe me, if I thought I could leave Zane and Lalia in the ship too, I would. But I actually think they might shoot me if I try.”
“That is correct,” Zane says brightly.
“I don’t even think the DNA part should take very long. This stuff isn’t difficult to do, it’s just difficult to find someone who won’t turn us in. It really shouldn’t take long. I was being paranoid not wanting to leave you in the ship in the first place, but the idea that someone’s actually gonna even recognize you, let alone try to break in and get you, is practically impossible. Don’t open the airlock for anyone, and I mean anyone. I don’t care if they say they know me and tell you I’m dead. Do not open it for anyone other than us, do I make myself clear?”
A muscle feathers in Yvonne’s jaw, but she says, “Fine.” 
“And try not to drive Bat insane while you’re in there.”
“I’m gonna get you back for this,” Bat grumbles at me. 
I feel guilty about leaving him, and less safe doing so, but he’ll be safer in the ship than with me. Not to mention, he can fly the ship and work the weapons, and he’s near as good protection for the sisters as I am. I might be losing his backup, but I’ll feel a lot better knowing the three of them are safely locked away. Plus, I know he likes the princesses, even if he doesn’t let Yvonne pet him.
Of course, I’d feel even better if Zane and Lalia stayed in the ship too, but good luck with that.
I’ll need their DNA to test against, but I’m not opposed to yanking a handful of hair out of Zane’s head. But I know even if I put my foot down and locked them in the ship, they’d just sneak after me.
Which reminds me. “And don’t sneak after me. Bat, if they try, bite Yvonne right on the ass.”
Yvonne gives me an evil side-eye but mutters, “I wasn’t going to sneak out.”
She puts her hand on Anya’s head, and I believe her. 
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Feeling more than a little guilty about leaving the sisters in the ship, I help Anya over the gap, giving Bat’s ears a rub and setting him in the youngest princess’ arms. She cuddles him happily and heads inside to sit on the console. 
Zane and Lalia are waiting for me back on stable ground, so I have a minute of nearly alone time with Yvonne, both of us standing hundreds of feet up in the air. Her hair is twisted and flung about by all the updrafts, and she works off her respirator, tossing it carelessly into the ship and rubbing the marks it left on her face. 
“How you doing?” she asks. 
“Y’all keep asking me that.”
She grins. “It’s a valid question. I like my new taser.”
I try not to let my face get hot again. I don’t think I pull it off. I look at one of the ships we’re parked near, a much larger freighter that looks too old to be hauling cargo—probably repurposed by some group or family.
“Just because you’re not looking at me doesn’t mean I’m not here.” Yvonne’s voice is amused. 
I sigh, turning back to her. “I’m, uh. . .”
She raises an eyebrow.
I don’t know how I am, so I settle for something else nagging at the back of my thoughts. “I’m, uh. . .feeling a little bad about snapping at you back on Hytha.”
The amusement in her eyes immediately softens into affection, which is entirely too much to look at, so I stare at the dizzying drop between her feet. 
“Aaron—”
“I mean, everything I said was entirely accurate, but I could’ve been nicer about it.”
With a gentle laugh, she leans onto her toes and takes my face in her hands, pulling me down for a kiss. Ignoring the fact Anya is definitely watching us through the viewport and giggling with Bat, I let my eyes close and kiss her back, keeping a hand on the railing so we don’t lose our balance.
“Everything I said is accurate too,” Yvonne tells me, and I turn a brighter shade of red, glaring somewhere else and grumbling to myself about her being the death of me. 
She laughs, squeezing my hands. My gloves are still on, but it’s better than nothing. 
“I’ve definitely lost my marbles,” I mutter. “Imagine me feeling bad about giving you attitude.”
“Yeah, you’ve definitely gotten smacked in the head a few times in the past months, we might need to get that checked out.”
I snort. “We’ll get your brain damage checked at the same time.”
Laughing, she gives me another quick kiss and glances over my shoulder at the audience of Zane and Lalia who I’m positive are gonna be annoying about this.
“Alright,” she says, taking a long breath. “You three go get all this figured out. I swear on my life, cross my heart and all that, that I won’t leave the ship and neither will Anya or Bat. Call me if you need me, and don’t turn your comm off or anything. You better not give me a reason to panic.”
“Yeah, yeah, we’re gonna be gone like an hour, just relax.”
“It’s the three of you, I’ve never seen any number of people get in so much trouble.”
Managing to keep a straight face, I kiss her again and practically lift her into the ship while she lets out a startled squeak.
“Please, stay safe,” I mutter and get a warning look from her before I seal the airlock.
Muttering to myself about all the humans I’ve managed to collect, I head down the unsteady catwalk. Zane and Lalia are waiting for me back on stable ground, thankfully not with smirks on their faces. Lalia’s inspecting one of the burns on Zane’s cheek, barely visible in the dim artificial lights, and he gives me a long-suffering expression.
“Don’t look at me,” I say. “You get yourself blown up, you get smothered.”
“Didn’t get myself blown up,” he grumbles and escapes from his sister’s clutches to trot after me. 
I take the first set of stairs sloping down. The levels here are close to one another and it’s easy enough getting from one to another, either by stairs, inclined streets, or if we’re unlucky, a direct fall. If one took a tumble off the catwalk and managed somehow not to die, they’d end up somewhere near the place we’re heading, perhaps a little deeper into the heart of the city. The further away we get from the easy-to-access top streets and sections, the less friendly are the inhabitants. I can’t blame them, I wouldn’t like to be bothered by tourists, but some are just nasty. As long as we keep our heads down, we should be fine.
“Don’t interact with anyone unless you have to,” I say over my shoulder. “And don’t wander off. Let’s try to get out of here without needing to go on any rescue missions.”
“Aye aye, Captain,” Lalia says. 
“Real funny.”
As on-edge as I am throughout the little trek, it isn’t much of a walk. Plenty of places here are flat other than when traveling from one level to another. The worst of it is really the closer we get to the little dot on the map I’m following, the more I think my stomach will twist itself right out of my body. Apparently, I’ve finally decided to panic. I shouldn’t be this nervous. I mutter song lyrics to myself and take too-long breaths to focus on something else, but it doesn’t help. The siblings are uncharacteristically quiet, glancing at me even more than usual, so I can’t distract myself with their chatter. Whenever I catch their eyes, they both try the same pained smile. I wonder again if they talked to their parents recently. I wonder what Masyn and Kyra are thinking about all of this right now, knowing we were all heading to Zar.
I try to think of something I can bring up to pass the walk with a conversation, but nothing comes to mind. Nothing I’ll be able to pretend to focus on. 
I don’t bring up Kel because I don’t need any planet-exploding rage. Not going to help the situation.
Buildings are clustered tighter and tighter the further down we go. Sometimes, over the cluster of noise from all the humans, I can hear running water or the hum of too many different engines. It’s warmer the deeper we go. I know in theory this place has giant engines and generators near its core, but I can’t imagine what they look like, and I don’t think we’d hear them at this point.
If this place weren’t so dangerous, if we weren’t on a mission and needing to leave as soon as possible, I’d go on a hunt to see if they are, indeed, real. 
We’re nearing three levels below the shipyard by the time we get close to the mark on the map. Zane is humming to himself, but it sounds forced. Lalia’s still dead silent. 
“This place doesn’t seem too bad,” Zane tries. “We probably could’ve brought Yvonne and the squirt.”
“Probably,” I admit. “But the people I’m worried about are the people who aren’t gonna notice us but probably would notice them. Yvonne’s gorgeous, and Anya’s too little to be here. They’ll stand out.”
Zane snickers more genuinely. “You’re right, Yvonne is gorgeous. How’s that going for you, by the way?”
Dammit, shouldn’t have brought that up. I glare at him. “It’s fine.”
“Man’s making out with a princess and says it’s fine,” Zane whispers to Lalia. I glare at both of them. Now is not the time for sibling harassment. 
“Shut up.”
“Really, that’s all ya got? I’ve been waiting for details, but you never volunteer anything. I guess I’m gonna have to actually ask.”
“Or you can mind your own business.”
Zane elbows me with a grin. I elbow back.
“Ow,” he says, stumbling a little dramatically, but I wince anyway.
“Sorry.”
Pausing at an empty alleyway, I glance at my tablet, then back down the barely lit walkway. It isn’t much different from the one I just hid in to get to that human thief’s apartment. My hesitation is all in my own head. Someone from the crowded street bumps into me, telling me to get out of the road and making a crass gesture. 
“Charming,” Zane echoes my earlier statement.
It was probably the most unoffensive thing the guy could’ve done. 
After a moment of me uselessly consulting my tablet, Lalia finally says, “I take it we’re standing here like idiots because you can’t decide if we should actually do this or not?”
I let my tablet fall to my side and give her an exhausted look. “Yeah, but you didn’t have to say it.”
She cracks a smile I only see past the mask because it crinkles her eyes. Before I can comprehend that her soft expression is indeed the I’m-gonna-hug-you face, she puts her arms around my neck, tugging me down. I give Zane a help me look over her shoulder. 
He, not shockingly, doesn’t help a bit.
“We’re gonna be fine,” she whispers. I shouldn’t let that comfort me, but I do.
“Fine, fine. Look, I don’t know this lady’s story so. . .let’s try to be careful and get in and out as quickly as possible—Lalia, you can let go now, good grief.”
I feel her shake with laughter before she finally releases me. A few people give us odd looks as we pass. This isn’t exactly the type of area where people hug in the street.
“Look at it this way,” I say, stomping head-first through the alley before I can lose my nerve. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can go back and shoot Kel in the face.”
“You really shouldn’t tempt me,” Zane says. “Though, actually, I think you’re more pissed at her than I am.”
I scowl back at him over my shoulder. “Well, one of us has to be. You should be pissed.”
He shrugs. “Maybe if I didn’t have you to drop-kick her at a moment’s notice, I’d be able to work up more anger.”
I roll my eyes though my back is to him. Snarking at each other is good. Distracting. Hard to panic when Zane’s passivity is pissing me off.
At the end of the alley, a set of metal steps heads down to the left, and a door sits in the nearest building. I stare at it a moment before telling myself to get a damn grip and step down them as soundlessly as possible. Cath apparently called ahead, which is either a good or a bad thing, so I stuff my tablet away, put my hand on my pistol under my coat, and knock.
It takes a moment, but a little shimmering screen comes to life on the door, and a fuzzy face is staring at me. 
“Who are you?”
“Um, Aaron. Cath sent us here. She says you can crack and test an encrypted DNA file?”
“She didn’t say you were a cyborg.”
“Trust me, I’m as little thrilled about it as you are.”
I can practically hear Zane and La rolling their eyes.
“If it makes you feel better, these two are very human,” I lean sideways and jab a thump over my shoulder. 
The woman’s eyes narrow. “You got money?”
“Yes.”
“Hrm.” The screen shuts out, but a moment later there’s the clunk of a bolt sliding out of place, and the door cracks open. 
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The same face, no longer obscured by a static screen, gives me a once-over. Shrugging, the woman leaves the door open and disappears inside.
Glancing back at the siblings—both equally as unsure—I lean in the door, nudging it open slightly, taking in the space. It’s a single room, half of it normal enough with a small kitchen and a couch and an open door to a bathroom. The other half of the wall is mostly covered with computers. Tablets set on tables, larger monitors, and a few devices I don’t really know the use for. One is just playing a muted movie. It bathes the rest of the space in the gentle blue of lit screens. Bat would probably have a field day in here. 
No heat signatures exist to suggest there are other people in the main room or hiding in the bathroom, ready to ambush us. The woman herself is average in build, if a little lanky, with several weapons resting near the computers or on her kitchen counter. Not heavy-duty, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she pulled something scary out from under her desk. Her eyes are intense and just a little bright enough in the dark room I wonder if she’s had some changes done to them. Maybe it’s the reason we’re here or the knowledge that if anyone was going to try to shoot me for parts, it would be down in this place—but she unnerves me more than usual. 
I don’t particularly think Cath would send me into a trap, but I haven’t discounted the idea that perhaps the old woman doesn’t know this person as well as she believes. When you present people with options they wouldn’t usually have, strange things can happen. Particularly since this one didn’t expect me to be a cyborg, who knows how she’s about to react. 
“Come on in, I’m not stupid enough to get in a firefight with a cyborg,” the woman says, muttering something I don’t quite catch, and I wonder if my thought process is written on my expression. Carefully, I pull my respirator down so I seem less threatening. 
She might be suspicious, but that’s true for most people. I step inside, keeping my hand on my gun, and let the siblings in behind me. The door slides shut, but I can probably get through it if she tries to trap us in here. There are three of us and one of her, and I’m worth a small army compared to a human. 
Everything’s fine.
“Cath sure knows some odd people,” the woman says. 
Bit hypocritical. “Yeah, she’s. . .eccentric. I’m Aaron, this is Zane and Lalia.”
“Yala.”
She seats herself in a worn chair at the desk and spins to look at us. Her features are flat and graceful, and I don’t think she could be much older than I am. Probably younger. Places like this tend to roughen up their inhabitants. 
“Cath says you’ll hack Amerov flight logs. That’s. . .gutsy.”
Yala shrugs. “I get easily bored.” 
Zane grins. 
Don’t start flirting, I think but don’t have the courage to say. The woman will probably hear me. If she wasn’t staring so intently with those bright eyes, I’d step on his foot.
“So what’s the story,” she asks, eyes on Zane plenty of time. Huh, maybe he should flirt. It’s not as if I’ve ever had reason to do so to get something I want, but I’m well aware other people do.
Did Yvonne ever try flirting with me to get what she wanted? I wouldn’t’ve known either way, that’s fairly clear to me now. I imagine her trying to bat her eyelashes at me to get me to help her rescue Anya, me not noticing, and the ensuing rage it would’ve filled her with. I bite the insides of my cheeks so I don’t grin. I need to ask her about that.
No point in trying to hide what we’re up to. “I’m unregistered. They say they’re related to me. I don’t remember my life before Amerov. We’re trying to figure things out.”
She quirks an eyebrow. She isn’t wearing much clothing, cut-off shorts and a top that only covers the bare essentials. It is pretty hot in here, I’m sweating inside my coat. Zane is eyeballing her stomach—really, I’m shocked he never made a pass at Yvonne. Then again, she did threaten to taser him in the unmentionables when they first met, maybe that’s a turn-off. 
“How much is this going to cost me?” I ask because I might have plenty of money now, but she doesn’t need to know. It’s good to act put out at the idea of paying for expensive (and mildly illegal) activities. 
She gives us all a look over as if she’s trying to judge if we have any money to our names, before asking, “So you just have a file you want me to hack? And test it against one of them, I’m assuming?”
“Right. Simple?”
“Sure. Should take me five minutes. I’ll do it for a thousand.”
“Good hourly rate,” I say dryly.
“You’re buying my silence,” she says with devastating seriousness, then drops the dramatics and shrugs. “Mostly because I don’t care.”
She’s honest. I kinda like her. Yvonne would probably like her too—they have the same headache of a personality, I’d be willing to bet. 
“I have that,” I say, and don’t bother trying to haggle. I want to stay on her good side, and I’m not exactly broke at the moment. 
“I wanna see.”
Nodding, I let her hand over a small tablet so she can get a good read on the panel in my arm, the same as I did for the kid back at the bar on Amethyst. Hopefully, this whole ordeal won’t go nearly as bad as that one. While I have her tablet, I go ahead and transfer over the file. 
“What do you want from one of us?” Zane says.
He’s started bouncing on his toes again, not making eye contact when I glance over at him. Still, he squeezes my arm quickly. Lalia’s eyes are flicking around the room, finally as suspicious as I am. I’d make a comment about how they’re finally matching my moody personality, but quite frankly, it’s giving me anxiety. I kinda wish one of them would make a bad joke. 
“Hair is fine, it’s not complicated. Not a dead end, though, pull one or two out by the root. You can prick your finger if you’d rather.” She’s already looking at the file. “How the hell do you not remember where you’re from?”
Great, another nosey one. Can’t blame her, I suppose. I’m certainly being friendly enough, she probably thinks I like talking to people. I try not to wrinkle my nose. I miss Bat’s comforting weight in the backpack. Zane yanks out a few hairs and rubs his scalp. Lalia does the same. Little harsh. 
“I was young and also I have no idea. It’s not supposed to happen.”
“Hmm. They did not want people getting in this file.”
“Can you do it?”
She shoots me an offended glare and pulls some candy from behind the monitor. “Of course, I can.”
She’s making the face Bat levels my way whenever I question him. Never mind Yvonne, Bat would probably like this lady. At least, he wouldn’t talk to her but would bring her up later. 
“If you want your flight logs too, I can get you those.”
I bet you can, for another fee. “I think the DNA is fine. Not much complicated about the flight logs part. They picked me up off Hytha and took me to Amerov, not much else to it.”
Yala shrugs a shoulder. “How did you get this file anyway—give me that hair.”
With a sheepish grin, Zane stops twirling their strands of hair between his fingers and places them on a little tray Yala holds out without looking. She closes it, jiggles it absently, and shoves it into the back of one of her monitors. I really don’t know much about this kind of technology. It was just a little glass tray with a lid, not very impressive, but what do I know? 
As subtly as possible, I creep a little closer so I can watch her monitor over her shoulder. It’s in a different language, and I don’t know what I’m looking at. She shoots me a dirty look, and I wander to the opposite side of the room. Maybe if I pace a little, my heart will stop pounding as if it’s gonna make a run for it out of my chest. Lalia sits on a stool in the corner, hands folded.
A radio pops on and nearly has me jumping out of my skin. In another language as well, I don’t understand what kind of news broadcast it seems to be, but Yala starts as well. Muttering under her breath, she switches it off and goes back to her computer. Lalia catches my eye and shrugs.
Zane hasn’t moved since he handed over his hair. He’s rubbing his neck a little, near some of the worst burns. They’ve healed very nicely, all things considered, barely noticeable now, but I’m certain he’s not back to full strength. Probably putting on a good show because of everything going on at the moment, and because I threatened to leave him in the ship. I stare at him until he looks over and point to the couch. He makes a face. 
Sit, I mouth, trying not to draw attention.
He makes a face I’d imagine a five-year-old would send my way.
I think about snapping my fingers at him, but don’t want to draw Yala’s attention.
“Got it,” she says, and I nearly jump. Stop being so twitchy, Aaron.
All three of us stare at the back of the woman’s head as she hums and taps at the monitor.
“No,” she says.
“No what?”
“No match.” She glances back at us. “There’s no match between him and you two.”



ELEVEN
The silence is painful. I open my mouth, thinking I’ll be able to speak, but no words come out. Yala glances between the three of us, expression passive. It’s not as if she’s invested in this, but I wish she’d stop making direct eye contact with that bright gaze of hers.
“What?” Zane asks.
She shoots him an exasperated look. “There’s no match between him and you. You’re not related.” She points her finger between me and Zane.
Oh.
Well. 
I suppose that’s that, then. 
If I had a plan for what I would do or how I would react to this outcome, I don’t remember it. Again, I try to think of something to say, anything, but my jaw doesn’t want to unlock, and I can’t look at them, anyhow.
Yala hands me her tablet and I take it automatically before realizing what she wants. Right. To pay her.
“That’s not possible,” Lalia says, one of them finally moving as she gets up off the stool.
Yala looks at her dryly. “Sorry, lady, but ran it three times to be safe. You’re not even remotely related. You two are, obviously. Not him. I don’t know what to tell ya.”
Zane is silent. When I finally dare to glance at him, his expression is stone. Unreadable. No emotion whatsoever. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in such a way, and it frightens me. He looks like an entirely different person, both siblings do. I stare at the tablet instead, wondering if they can hear my heart attempting to push its way out of my chest. I don’t know what I wanted to see in Zane’s expression, anyway. Numbly, I open the tablet up to pay the woman—just because we didn’t get the result we wanted doesn’t mean she doesn’t get her money. She did her job.
“That’s not possible,” Lalia says, and I wince at the rising pain in her voice. “He’s the only kid ever taken to Amerov. I mean, there aren’t any more out there.”
Yala shrugs. “I’m sorry, I barely know how Amerov works. Maybe you got the wrong one?”
Kinda a harsh way to put it, I think but don’t bother to intervene.
Lalia starts shaking her head. “Maybe test him again. It’s not possible, okay? It’s too much of a coincidence. They took him in the fall and there were no other kids—”
“Spring,” I mumble.
Both siblings start as if remembering I’m here, their faces snapping in my direction. All at once, all three of them are staring directly into my eyes, and I feel as if I’m being gazed at by strangers. 
Lalia asks, “What?”
“I was taken to Amerov in the spring. I remember, because it took me three weeks to be able to see again, and there were flowers blooming on Amerov. The only time they bloom there is early spring. Never past the summertime. Amerov is on roughly the same season schedule as Hytha, only off by a few weeks. I remember looking that up. I didn’t leave Hytha in the fall.”
My voice sounds far away, not remotely recognizable. Too calm and factual, an echo behind my mechanical ears. What would be the proper human reaction to this? I don’t know, but I don’t think I’ve ever known. Maybe I’ve never been human. It certainly feels such a way. It’s not as if I came from anyone. Perhaps I’m like Bat, a science experiment of pulled-together parts, and I’ve never understood and never will.
In all the agonizing over the siblings and their parents, all the rationalizing and inspecting the coincidences and the resemblances, I never stopped to consider the date. The damn date. The easiest, most solid piece of evidence we would all know without testing or hunting down someone on Zar after weeks of headaches. It isn’t even as much concrete evidence as the DNA, but it feels as if it is. Final nail in the coffin, and all that. 
Not a single bit of blood between me and them. Not a single reason for any of us to be in one another’s lives. Just three strangers, two of them who lost some brother out there, and me who’s never had anyone. 
I know without bringing it up that their brother—their Aaron—he’s long gone. There were no other kids on Amerov. Not only would Audra have mentioned it when I asked—there would’ve been no reason not to—but Captain has always acted as if I’m the oddball in the situation. These people are nothing to me, so there’d be no reason for them to act as if I was the only child on Amerov if I wasn’t. Not a single reason. If anything, they probably would’ve put us together to compare how we each reacted to our cyborg parts.
And if there was another kid there, another Aaron even if they changed his name, Zane and Lalia would’ve found it when they broke into Amerov’s records in the first place. There’s a reason they came looking for me: I was the single and only option.
But I suppose I’m human enough to know my rationalizations won’t be enough. These two will want more closure than my certainty, my logic. I can give that to them, even if today ends up being the last day they ever see me.
Doubling the money I’m transferring to Yala, I hand back the tablet and say, “You can hack Amerov flight logs. . .find their brother for them, figure out what happened.”
Dropping the tablet into her hand, I head for the door before she can speak. Zane doesn’t attempt to stop me, he doesn’t so much as move or look in my direction. I’m not even certain he knows I’ve passed him by. Lalia says my name and reaches toward me before I shrink away from her, yanking open the door and slamming it shut.
Foul city air has me coughing, and I shove the mask back up in place before my eyes start watering from all the pollution and hacking up a lung.
I take the walkway further into the heart of the city instead of back toward the hangar. I don’t want to talk to Yvonne or Anya. I’d like to pick up Bat, but calling him up and having him leave the ship would be a terrible idea. I’ll talk to him about it later. It isn’t as if he can say anything to me that’s going to help. Nothing to say. 
It’s all over and there’s nothing to say. 
Really, what outcome did I expect? I knew this was the truth from the first time Lalia brought it up to me on that unnamed jungle planet. I went off and let myself act like it was something that could happen. I let myself believe it, and I knew better. 
I knew better. 
It’s not as if this is unexpected. They annoy me anyway. Their parents didn’t even like me. Those two crowd into my ship and take up my space and have zero respect for personal boundaries or anything else. And really, after today, I have no reason to ever see them again. It isn’t as if we’re genuine friends. I don’t have genuine friends. Those two were looking for their brother, and they got me. They made the best out of it, but no one wants to be stuck with me when they don’t have to be. They don’t have a ship of their own right now, but they can buy transport back to Hytha. I don’t mind paying if they don’t have the money. I can’t leave them here in this place, especially with Zane still walking gingerly, but they have no reason to stay in my ship any longer. 
I’m never going to see them again.
Someone in the narrow alleyway bumps into me, shoots me a scowl, then hurries off when they see my face. There isn’t even much to see with the respirator in place. Suddenly irritated with the straps of it still hanging around my neck and tightened around the back of my head, I snap it off and toss it in the nearest gutter I step across. It cracks on the metal stairs. A few breaths later and I’m accustomed to the air. I’m not human—I don’t need the thing.
I’ve walked farther than I realized, and I don’t know where I am. It doesn’t matter. I still have my tablet, and it’s not as if there’s a planet to get lost in. Eventually, all these streets will lead back to some major landmarks. And I’m not going to run across anyone who can or would want to take me in a fight. 
If they really wanna try, let them.
Kicking a scrap of trash metal down the street, I watch it bounce into a wall and down another alleyway. Glancing in, I catch rushing water and the unmistakable scent of actual living planets. Here, they’re rotting and foul, but when I lean in, the space is empty. Not wanting to bump into any more humans, I drop down into the tunnel. 
It’s a drainage area, massive and leading on until my eyes no longer pick it up. For the most part, I’m getting heat signatures from the city’s warmth, but the gravel beneath my boots and the river running along the opposite wall is cool. Nothing shaped like people or animals, but some spongey, sour-smelling plants managing to sprout where there’s water. Sunlight has never so much as touched this place, but they’re growing nonetheless, perhaps in just the frail artificial lights on the top of the tunnel, or by some other way alien plants cling to life in such hostile environments. 
I glance into the water, but it’s dark and swirling, miserable as the greenery. Kicking a pebble into its depths tells me it’s fairly deep. I take out my pistol, aim it at a point along the opposite wall, then think better of playing target practice down here. It’ll echo, and possibly go through the wall and hit something vital. I still don’t want to draw attention to myself. Technically, we should be getting out of here as soon as possible. I shouldn’t have wandered down here. Yvonne and Anya are still in the ship. They’re safe as they can be, but would be much safer out in space. 
I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose and crouching near the river without actually touching anything. 
Get up and go back to the ship, Aaron.

I’m going to have to tell Yvonne what happened. Somehow worse, I’m going to have to tell Anya. She’s gonna look at me with those giant, innocent eyes and ask me why.
Why aren’t they my brother and sister? Why is their real brother gone? Why did something like this happen? And I’m not going to have a single answer. Yvonne, at least, will understand I have no answers and even less patience. 
She’ll know I’m upset, and that I shouldn’t even be, and she probably won’t judge me. And I hate that.
Bat, who sits on Zane’s shoulder and lays on his pillow watching over him when he’s hurt, is going to look at me and not say anything. And I’m not going to have anything to say in return. 
My breath hitches and I bite the inside of my cheeks until that hurts worse than my throat. This is the second time this week one of these stupid humans has nearly made me cry, and I’ll be dammed if I do. I knew this was the answer we were going to get. I knew it, and I let myself ignore it. 
Of all the stupid decisions I’ve made, this one takes the cake.
I try to remind myself that every minute I spend down here, not at the ship, is dangerous for the princesses. Yvonne can probably take care of herself. So can Bat. But much less so when they have that little girl to protect. And a spaceship is not foolproof. 
Get up, Aaron.
I force my legs to straighten, brushing my pants though I hadn’t touched the slimy rocks. Glaring at the opposite wall until I can force myself to do the correct thing, I turn and stomp back out the way I came.



TWELVE
It takes a bit of consulting my tablet, but I eventually figure out where I am—much closer to the core of the city than I expected—and get myself in the right direction.
As soon as I hit five levels below the hangar, my comm starts crackling. I consider turning it off, still not ready to talk to anyone, but if I don’t answer Bat or the princesses might get worried and think they should come looking for me. Yvonne is liable to throw a hissy fit over something like this.
I turn it on. “What?”
“Geez, Aaron, I’ve been trying to call you for twenty minutes.” Yvonne’s voice is light, and I’m reminded again that they don’t yet know how miserable I am.
“Sorry,” I mumble. “Went lower than I thought I did. Bad connection.”
“Yeah, I couldn’t get ahold of Zane or Lalia, either. How’s it going down there?”
I stop in the middle of the street, back in the more populated area, and stare between my boots.
“Aaron?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
She’s quiet for a moment. “Oh, God. You don’t sound happy.”
“I never sound happy,” I say, realizing I sound extra pissed off and she doesn’t deserve it.
She’s quiet again, enough she must realize I’m bluffing. Softly, she says, “Aaron—”
“Stay in the ship, I’m heading back.” I disconnect from her comm. There’s a beep saying either she or likely Bat is trying to call me back, but I ignore it. They know I’m alive, they can wait.
As it is, I don’t want to do this, don’t want to have this interaction. I’m counting on what little of a walk I have to give me time to pull myself together. She knows I didn’t get myself in trouble now, she can be patient for another ten minutes until I return to the ship.
I suppose, technically, I should call Zane and Lalia since they obviously haven’t returned to my ship. They shouldn’t be staying here, and as I figured, we need to get them some sort of transport pass back to Hytha. They can be there with their parents, keep hiding out from Captain, and figure out where they’re going to go from here. Perhaps Yvonne can help them out with getting a new ship, if even a small one. She certainly has the funds. 
I’m so wrapped up in my own thoughts I barely notice what’s going on around the hangar until I’m nearly upon it. I stop, veering behind one of the shops near the edge of the void. The owner gives me a dirty look I pay no attention. There’s a group of five clustered beside the catwalk I need to take to get to my ship. I squint, trying to pick out features without getting too close. I recognize one of them at least. 
Kel. 
I wonder if she recognized my ship. There are plenty of others in the hangar. In fact, I barely see the wing of mine sticking out. Maybe she’s causing trouble for someone else. Authorities aren’t going to be much help to her here—plenty of bounties hunters might cluster to this city, looking for work or to team up, but there are even more people like me and the humans with the actual bounties on their heads. It’s a pretty neutral zone, mostly because the criminals outweigh the hunters so badly there’s no good luck at trying unless you get unfairly lucky. 
I can’t tell if the men she’s talking to are human or otherwise, but they’re large enough it makes me uncomfortable. Knowing Kel, if this is about me, she managed to find whatever sparse Amerov numbers are here as crime control. Based on our last interaction, she shouldn’t be stupid enough to underestimate me and think a handful of humans would do the job. Then again, I don’t know if any hired Amerov numbers would be bothered by non-violent bounties. Hopefully, they’ll be annoyed Kel has dragged them into a situation with an unregistered and slightly unhinged number.
When she doesn’t leave within the next two minutes, I call Bat up on my comm. “Bat—”
“You weren’t answering, what happened—?”
“Kel is standing out on the edge of the hangar. I’m trying to work out if she sees our ship or not. Be on alert.”
“I vote to shoot her right now.”
“She’s got some people with her, they might be authorities.”
“Oh. . .lure her over and shoot her?”
I roll my eyes. His tone is enough to make me almost crack a smile until I remember why we’re so pissed at that woman in the first place.
Zane.
Speaking of. Where the hell are the humans? I’ve been wandering by myself for at least an hour, and it isn’t a far walk back here from Yala’s. I doubt they would just decide to make their own way out of here without at least a heads-up, considering they have no ship of their own.
But who knows? Maybe their reason for being with us is moot, so they took off. There’s certainly no reason to stay. Common courtesy would be to let me know, but they probably don’t consider that nearly as much now that it’s been proven I’m nothing to them.
Still, I can’t take off and find a way around into my ship from the opposite side of the hangar without knowing if they’re relying on us. Grimacing so hard my implants hurt, I try to tap into one of their frequencies and get nothing but static. I frown, glancing back over my shoulder. This is the way they’d have to come to get back to the hangar. They’re both fully capable adults, and Yala didn’t seem all that threatening, and completely human at that. If there was a problem, certainly they would’ve called one of us. Not much reason to be concerned something happened between the three of them, but now I’m wondering. 
“Bat, can you get in touch with Zane and Lalia? My comm isn’t getting through.”
“I’ll try—”
“Aaron, what the hell?”
Zane’s voice startles me. I glance over my shoulder and find them both maneuvering through the throngs of people, bumping into shoulders and nearly tripping, making their way around the edge of the booths I’m huddled between. 
“Never mind, found them,” I tell Bat. 
Zane looks pissed, which isn’t the expression I was expecting. Lalia looks as if she’s been trying to wind him down, and shoots me an apologetic look from behind.
I don’t know what I was expecting, but an attitude wasn’t it.
I scowl. “What?”
“Why’d you walk out?”
Is he serious? “Why wouldn’t I have?”
“Zane, relax,” Lalia says, shoving him in the arm and glancing back at the street. We’re mostly hidden, but drawing attention isn’t great. At least there’s plenty of talking and shouting going on around here, it isn’t as if Zane’s pissy tone is gonna stand out, and it certainly won’t attract Kel’s attention.
Though I can feel my own irritation rising. 
If I look at Lalia for more than a moment, I can tell she’s been crying. Which I don’t want to think about.
“Before you decide to have a hissy fit, Kel is standing at the hangar and I don’t know what she’s up to—”
“Oh, she can drop dead,” Zane snaps, which I don’t necessarily disagree with but still wasn’t expecting. “Why did you leave like that?”
I glower, not knowing what to say. “I’d assume it was fairly obvious.”
“Oh really? You’d assume it was fairly obvious, would you?” 
Lalia says, “Zane—”
“Because,” I grit out, my patience dissolving, “I didn’t want to be there and it’s not exactly like you needed me.”
I’m trying to keep my tone down, knowing this must be plenty harder on them than it is on me. Their real brother is not me. He’s dead. If he wasn’t, they’d probably be a lot more relieved than they appear to be. Actually, they’d probably be glad he’s someone else, much more of a chance he’d be someone friendly and happy to see them and who doesn’t look like a monster. They’re grieving, so I tell myself I shouldn’t get pissy in return. 
But I’m also not gonna get blamed. 
“You don’t get to stomp off like that, not in that situation.”
He also doesn’t get to tell me I shouldn’t be upset. “I can do whatever the hell I want, do you want a ride off this floating city, or not?”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I think it’s fairly self-explanatory.”
“Don’t do that defensive sarcasm crap with me—”
“Zane,” Lalia says, voice strained. “You’re not helping.”
I shrug, feeling heat rising to my face. “No, no, he knows so much about me, let him psychoanalyze me, maybe he’ll come up with another magical nonsense reason why I’m related to you.”
Lalia goes quiet and Zane grinds his jaw. “There was never a nonsense reason and you’re acting like a child.”
“Oh, I’m acting like a child, that’s really original, thanks for that.” I glance back around the shop corner at Kel because it’s easier than looking at their irritating faces.
“You know, maybe if you learned how to have an adult conversation—”
“Sorry, I missed that part in my childhood for some reason. . .
oh yeah, because no one wanted me.”
“That is not our fault!”
“Really? Because to me it looks like a couple of strangers showed up in my life and made me believe I was wanted when anyone with half a brain cell knows I’m not. I knew I couldn’t’ve been your damn brother, I tried to tell you I wasn’t your damn brother, but you two just had to go and make me believe it. I am sorry your Aaron is dead, I really am, but you don’t get to be pissed at me about it, and believe it or not, I’m allowed to be mildly upset that you two ruined everything.”
Zane blinks, all anger completely draining from his expression. Nothing I said was wrong. In fact, it was much truer than any of the crap they’ve fed me for the past few months, but guilt rises in my throat anyway. Embarrassment is nearly stronger. Why did I admit any of that? I didn’t need to be pathetic on top of all of it, but I suppose that ship has sailed. Lalia is staring at the ground, probably crying, but my eyes are glitching with all the heat signatures of the crowded street.
“Aaron,” Bat’s solemn voice over the comm makes me jump. I hadn’t realized it was still on. “Those men Kel is with are wandering down this way. I can’t tell, but I think at least one of them looks like a cyborg. He has metal in the side of his skull. And I don’t know what the uniform is, but it’s something official.”
Oh, I cannot deal with all of this right now. Scrubbing my palms into my eyes, I say, “Move,” and shove past the dead-silent siblings so I can get another look at the hangar. 
Kel is waiting where I last saw her, still with two other figures. Three others have headed down the hangar toward our ship.
I let Yvonne stop me from shooting that nasty shrew the first time. It was a mistake.
Leaving the siblings where they are—they can follow if they want, or leave if they’ve decided I’m no longer any use to them—I head down the street, maneuvering through the crowd. I don’t know what my plan is, but shooting all of them in the back and taking off from this flying heap of space junk is not entirely off the plate. I’ve never shot anyone not in self-defense, but maybe I better start. What will happen if I do? Humans will think worse of me?
“Bat,” I say into the comm. “Fire up the ship. If those cyborgs try to get in, shoot them.”
His silence is loud, but I catch a glimpse of the lights on my ship’s wings blinking to life. At the last minute, I decide not to pick the stupidest option ever and instead veer left, going up a platform and taking a different catwalk. I’ll circle around and try to get into my ship from the backside. At least, I won’t have to shoot my way through Kel and the cyborgs remaining with her, as tempting an idea as that is. If the siblings want a ride out of here, they’d better hurry.
Jogging down one of the nearly empty catwalks with barely a railing, I tap into Bat’s comm again and tell him, “I’m one level above you, just fly up here and get me, we’ll get out of here—”
I stop dead in the middle of the catwalk before I can get level with our ship. Two more cyborgs glance up, on my level, and directly in my path.



THIRTEEN
Swearing under my breath, I pause to figure out my options. It’s too late to attempt to hide behind the landing gear of one of the ships on this catwalk—the two numbers are looking right at me. They’re not wearing Amerov uniforms, at least, but that isn’t saying much. Too many of them have a chip on their shoulder for unregistered numbers, and I don’t want to get into yet another fight. ForceZero on Lee’s ship doesn’t seem that far away. My implants in my temple throb.
One number puts his hand on his weapon. The other, a female, squints. She looks down past me, probably at where Kel is standing, and cocks her head. 
Unregistered numbers aren’t exactly rare here, but that doesn’t mean they’re gonna like me.
Maybe, just maybe, this situation has nothing to do with me, and Kel doesn’t even know I’m here. 
The female pulls a tablet from her pocket, glances at it, and looks back up at me, handing it to her partner. I have my hood up, but I tossed my mask into a gutter. They can probably see me, even in the dim, artificial light of the hangar. I glance down at the stomach-dropping fall below the grates of the catwalk.
The male number nods, and now both of them have their hands on their weapons. 
Well then.
Slowly, I turn and attempt to walk away calmly, as if all this has nothing to do with me and I’m just a normal person trying to avoid cyborgs, as they so often do.
“Number, stop—”
I bolt down the catwalk, the whole thing quivering horribly at my footfalls. Maybe the other numbers will fall off. Shouldn’t be too hopeful, given the past few months. The forcefields directly below the catwalks would catch them, anyway.
“Bat, they’re definitely after us!” I yell into my comm, skidding to a stop when the three numbers standing alongside Kel spot the commotion and head our way.
Oh, for star’s sake.
Eyeballing the catwalk and my ship below firing to life, slowing rising in my direction, I glance at both options, grimacing.
“This is a terrible idea,” I tell myself, before leaning back against the railing as much as I can.
I launch myself down onto my ship, clearing the catwalk and where the faint shimmer of a forcefield stands under it as protection. My stomach drops, and I’m extra glad Bat doesn’t take this moment to try to steer the vessel in any direction. Landing hard on the wing, I roll and catch myself on the edge, my knee taking this moment to scream at me and my still-healing implants throbbing with the sudden jar of movement. Swearing and mildly pleased with myself, I roll onto my feet and scramble to the top of the ship, only a little dizzy, yanking open the top hatch. Somewhere, someone fires a shot, but I don’t know where the bullet goes. 
“Oh my God, you moron, are you alright?” Yvonne shrieks at me from inside the ship as I drop down and stumble more than usual. My head is killing me.
“Fine, that was normal for me, why do you ask?”
She slaps me weakly on the shoulder as I lean over the control panel where Bat is slowly raising us above the catwalk, avoiding ship traffic, other catwalks, and forcefields. One of the numbers below raises a rifle toward us, and I grab the ship’s gun controls, pointing them in his direction with a glowing blue muzzle.
All three of them scatter back for solid ground. 
I snicker darkly.
“Where’s Zane and Lalia?” Anya asks from the co-pilot’s chair, gripping the edges and looking particularly freaked out.
Sighing harshly, I say, “I don’t know.”
Scooping Bat out of the way—ignoring his intense stare—I grab the controls and raise the ship over the others, trying to spot the two idiots. Even if they don’t want to leave with us, I’ll drop them in a different sector of this city. This hangar is much too dangerous now Kel has added some less-than-human authorities into the mix. 
Shoulda killed her.
I hover the ship high over the edge of the hangar, squinting out the viewport and trying to get them in my sight. Kel I see just fine, glaring up at us, but the siblings are nowhere to be found. 
Tapping my comm on, I say, “Where the hell are you two?”
No answer.
I scowl. I’d like to think I know them enough to believe they’re not so petty as to not answer just because we said some nasty—if true—things to one another. Swearing and ignoring Anya’s scandalized expression, I lower the ship back to one of the other catwalks, trying to get a better read on the area.
“I don’t see them, where are they?” Yvonne asks, face plastered to the port window near the airlock.
“They were on the same level as us.” I try not to consider one of them getting shot, but I can still count Kel and the numbers with her. How long until air reinforcements show up?
Kel glances into the crowd and trots back into it, disappearing into the mess of heat signatures. I let out a long, angry breath as one of the numbers follows. Wish some of my kind would be disinterested in humanity enough to not listen to the crazy woman. Taking the ship up and setting it down on one of the higher catwalks, I cycle open the airlock, dropping my backpack aside so it doesn’t get in the way and making sure both my guns are on me. No one argues with me, but I can feel Bat glaring at the back of my head. No one here’s gonna stop me from going out and finding the two morons.
“Bat, don’t let any numbers get back near the ship, hover it until we get back. If someone shoots at you, shoot back.”
“Got it—”
The dim muffle of a shot rings out somewhere in the level below. People start scattering. I drop out onto the catwalk, trying to keep an eye out for the numbers I scared off, and sprint back for stable land. 
“Where are you idiots?” I yell into the comm, trying to get a connection.
“Aaron?” Lalia’s voice finally fuzzes in.
“What the hell!”
“Your call didn’t come through, what’s going on?”
“Who shot at who?”
“Don’t know, we’re heading up to you.”
Well, at least they’re not dead. Or hurt. I ignore the relief easing the tightness in my chest. Would’ve been a little more helpful if they’d just followed me up. They wouldn’t’ve been able to make that jump I did, but at least I’d have eyes on them.
One of the bigger vessels moored on the catwalk below fires to life, their guns humming bright red, and several men run out into the commotion. Who are they? Maybe Kel was after someone else and we stumbled across it. Seems a little too lucky—or unlucky—but whoever these people are, if they’re involving themselves, it’s better than us being the full targets.
“A different ship’s crew is getting involved,” I say into my comm. “I don’t know what they’re up to but I don’t recognize them, keep an eye out.”
“We see them,” Lalia says. 
I slow to a jog, trying to take stock of the situation before I run into the crowd, but the catwalk shivers, the thin metal sheets of walkways jutting out into the expanse of air warping and nearly throwing me off. Something pops with an electric buzzing. One of the shields? I grab onto the railing, grateful Yvonne didn’t follow me. She wouldn’t have such an easy time of it. Below, one of the men crashes and nearly takes a dive off the edge before his buddy grabs the back of his jacket.
What the hell is going on?
Shouting echoes over the general commotion of people scrambling to get out of the firefight. Squinting into the crowd, I catch sight of one of the bigger cyborgs in an argument with a human, both of them with guns out, the cyborg waving an arm. Kel is behind, but she’s edging around, expression alarmed, trying to get out of his sight even when he isn’t directly speaking to her.
Something is wrong with that number. My stomach churns. He’s definitely registered, but the last thing we need right now is some big cyborg with firepower having a terrible reaction to his chip. It would happen when we’re around, but at least he’s focused on someone else.
Except that Kel, in her hurry to get away from the situation, spots me.
It probably isn’t wise, but she’s seen me already, and it isn’t as if I can make her like me less—I make a rather rude gesture she can definitely see all the way down there.
Picking my pace back up, I head for the siblings, taking some of the stairs up to this level when something snaps with the telltale shriek of thick metal strained too far. I pause, unsure I should be running. Some smaller hovercrafts zip in through the nearest tunnel in the city levels—well, there’s the air reinforcements. Typical.

The bigger ship below us spins toward them, but it’s still tethered by a fuel line to the catwalk below. They’re supposed to detach if a ship pulls away unexpectedly. It doesn’t.
All the catwalks are connected by cables and the general structure of the city. There’s another twang of snapping metal that kills my ears, and the catwalk behind me twists. 
“Damn,” I mutter, taking off back to solid land, unsafe running be damned. Beneath my feet, the catwalk yanks wildly, throwing me forward as I’m reaching the city floor, and I roll onto the solid platform so I don’t smash my face into the ground.
“You okay?” Yvonne asks into my comm.
“Fantastic,” I mutter, rolling my shoulder and getting as far from the edge as I can in this cramped platform. Several people bump into me, and I’m about to yell rather loudly into my comm at the siblings before I catch Lalia’s head of tangled hair through the throng, Zane close behind. 
Another gunshot rings far below, and a series of sirens from the small, flat little red hovercraft. I put my hand on my gun, but I don’t think anyone’s firing at us. Yet.
“Is she after someone else?” Zane asks as the two of them finally get to me through all the people, too many of whom are gawking at the situation rather than running.
“I don’t know,” I say, but I can’t get an eye on Kel from here. Well enough, it probably means she can’t see us.
“Are you hurt?” I ask.
Zane shakes his head, expression tight. We’re all avoiding eye contact, but can deal with that later once we’re not all dead. 
“Hey Bat, can you find us? We’re on the platform the catwalk was leading to. Careful, I don’t know what else is gonna break free—”
Our platform shudders. Zane and Lalia and I exchange glances before I yell, “Everyone off!”
The wider crowd doesn’t appear to be listening, but I shove at the siblings, moving them as far from the edge as I can get them, the three of us shoving our way deeper into the edge of the city. At least everyone starts getting the picture and heading inward. The platform bows, something snapping far below. A human slams into me, knocking himself to the ground, before scrambling up and away. I pause enough to get a look over all the people and ships in the hangar for our little vessel. The sooner we get back on and off this platform, the better—
A shot bounces off one of the cables near my head. Lalia yelps and I duck, drawing my gun in the direction it’s coming from, but I can’t see through all the blobs of heat. Off somewhere in the crowd, there’s a cry of pain as someone takes the bullet that went wild around us. Someone shot into all these people trying to hit us. Even I don’t have that much faith in my aim. Among the running humans, I spot someone scrambling back to their feet, limping away with a shock of red on their leg. At least it didn’t kill them. 
A series of screams has my ears crackling, Zane tries to say something, and the platform snaps beneath our feet.



FOURTEEN
Lalia slams into the ground, clinging to the side of the building she’s closest to. My feet go out from under me, panic rolling over my skin. Zane, closer to me than he is to Lalia, yelps, and crashes hard onto the metal on his injured side, knocking right into me. 
We’re going to fall.
If I don’t move, we’re going to die. My shoulder crashes so hard into the edge of the jagged platform I’m certain it’d be out of its socket if I were human. No time to figure out where the rest of the platform is—I manage to grab onto the grating with one hand, my stomach dropping as my feet find no purchase beneath me, my other hand scrambling to find a grip on Zane. I catch his arm, my heart nearly jumping to my throat when his coat rips in my hand, but the skin of his wrist slides into mine. I squeeze hard enough that I hope I don’t break anything. His hand grabs mine in return, my shoulders screaming despite my enhancements.
From the corner of my eye, I spot some less fortunate humans plummet a good thirty or more feet to the platform below. A few aren’t lucky enough to hit one of the platforms. 
The forcefields must be broken.
“Aaron,” Zane hisses, grabbing my wrist in both hands, body swinging. The metal grating digs into the flesh of my fingers, and he may be bigger than me, but I’m plenty strong enough for this.
Ignoring the pain, I tell him, “I won’t drop you.”
Hauling his ass back up without any purchase isn’t exactly fun. Groaning, I pull myself up toward the platform, trying to lift him at the same time so he can get his own handhold on the razor edge of the platform currently slicing through my coat and into my ribs. 
Lalia crawls to the edge with a panicked cry, dazed and off-balance, and reaches over to help pull him up. She’s smaller than both of us and not of much assistance, but we manage to get him to the edge. I shove him fully up onto the shredded platform before attempting to crawl my way over. He grabs a fistful of my coat and tries to help, but his hands are shaking and he barely steadies me.
Another shot hits the metal mere inches from my face. I jerk back, nearly losing purchase again, one of my legs slipping back into open air, and try to find who shot at us.
Kel climbs her way up the rest of the stairs to this level.
Well.
If she was after someone else, she’s amended her little hunt. I bet our combined bounties are much, much higher.
Vaguely, I hear Zane swearing, knocked off balance as he too whips around, trying to find the source of the shot. Across the platform and past the few people still scrambling away, Kel’s expression twists into something akin to a satisfied smirk. No words needed, I know what she’s up to. Her gun raises again, and I can’t even tell which one of us she’s aiming at.
I dropped my gun when the platform broke, and my other one is hard to grab strapped to my legs dangling over the edge. Yanking Lalia’s out of its holster, I aim over her back and fire with a much steadier hand than I expected, not even shaking with burning adrenaline. A flash of blue lights the dim space, cracking my ears over the shrill noises of breaking shields and screaming passersby. My eyes flicker with the temperature changes.
Kel jerks, slamming against the side of the building. Over the commotion, I can still hear her body tumble down the stairs.
Some amount of silence falls as what’s left of the crowd finally manages to scramble to safer ground and people try to avoid the cyborg with the gun. Lalia blinks, staring at the place Kel just was, then turns and grabs the back of my jacket, helping haul me up.
“Good shot,” she says, breathless.
“Uh-huh,” I manage, handing her back her gun and grimacing at Zane. He doesn’t look too great, one of the nearly healed wounds on his chin bleeding from crashing into the metal.
“You alright?”
He shrugs gingerly. “Not dead. . .thanks.”
Awkwardly, I say, “Yeah, sure—”
More yelling echoes from the levels below, and I remember the cyborg flailing his hands. No way are we sticking around.
“Bat, can you find a way over?”
“I’m trying. We nearly got hit by one of the platforms flying loose. The idiots in the other ship are still in some sort of scuffle. At least they detached from the damn railing now. . .”
“Are you guys okay?” Yvonne interrupts.
“Not dead,” I parrot Zane. He rolls his eyes, so he must not be feeling too badly. Gingerly, I get to my feet and haul the two of them up. The edge of that broken platform is making me nervous. My ribs sting from where metal sliced through my clothing, but it’s easy to ignore for now. I glance at the stairs Kel fell down—maybe I’ll puke my guts up about it later, but I’m remarkably calm all things considered. 
A cyborg stares at us from the bottom of the stairs.
I nudge the siblings back. I don’t want to outright make a run for it—technically, we haven’t yet done anything wrong if they haven’t seen our bounties. And in all the commotion, we’re the least threatening figures. Maybe he’ll walk away. They’ve probably checked the bounty sheets, but I don’t think running is my best bet. This number can outrun the siblings anyway, even if Zane were in peak condition. 
I really don’t wanna fight this thing. 
The number doesn’t speak, just keeps staring. And that’s not right. We have emotions programmed out, but that doesn’t mean he should be looking at us in such a way. If anything, it makes numbers more easily bored, and he should’ve grown tired of staring. I grind my jaw, the back of my neck prickling. I don’t want to take my eyes off it, don’t want to turn my back. I realize that without Yvonne here, I wouldn’t recognize a ForceZero number if I were staring it in the face. This one can’t be, because it’s wearing the same uniform as the others that are just average Zar authority. The only reason it’s here is because Kel dragged them here for help on a bounty—or something along those lines. 
I can’t tell if this is the one that was arguing wildly with the human earlier, but I’m willing to bet. 
Zane and Lalia are dead silent, and I ease my way non-threateningly in front of them, still keeping eye contact with the number. Its mouth is slightly open, eyes too wide. I have, once or twice, seen a conditioned number recoil against its programming. Both times were in the controlled environment of Facility Nineteen, and I remember vividly how unhappy Audra was when it happened. Because she never looked disappointed, angry, or irritated—it was the few times I saw something like fear or pity in her expression. It stuck with me because it freaked me out. 
But even then, I wasn’t in direct line of sight of any of those. Even the crazy, unregistered numbers I’ve run into have had time to adjust to their new reality. What if this one is about to snap?
Will it go particularly crazy over an obvious unregistered number? With my luck, I’d bet so.
“Bat, hurry up, I think we’ve got a crazy number down here. . .”
I mumble as low as I think I can get away with.
“Working on it.”
We may have a small ship, but the mess of destroyed catwalks and platforms and other vessels still hovering in the hangar isn’t making this easier. Bat probably would’ve fired at Kel with the ship guns if there hadn’t been the danger of taking out a few bystanders.
Another number approaches, stepping over what I assume is Kel’s leg, taking the big male by the arm. I hold my breath. The big one points up at us and the other, a female, follows his gaze. Her expression twitches, but she doesn’t appear all that interested. 
“Come on, job’s done,” I hear her say, which I’m uncertain is true given the shouting and shooting still going on two levels below.
The male doesn’t budge. He points again at us, head twitching toward her, but still not speaking. Carefully, I edge out of sight, pressing the siblings back into the nearest building, keeping my breathing even. There’s a soft exchange of voices, growing louder, in a different language, between the two. Waving the siblings after me, I skirt around the stairs and head down the platform, keeping myself between them and where the crazy number might appear. I hear footsteps on the stairs and shoo them along quicker. The male’s head pops up, turning to find us, and I hear the female trying to get him to come back down, something akin to panic in her voice, which is so unusual in another number it has my heart pounding.
I whisper to Zane and Lalia. “If I say to, run.”



FIFTEEN
By now, the siblings really should’ve learned to do as I say in these situations, but I catch their expressions pulling into stubborn frowns. 
Lalia says, “But—”
“He’s looking at me, not you, he will kill you,” I hiss. “Just do as I say.”
Zane is silent, and the amount he’s been utterly quiet is unnerving. I glance his way, and his eyes catch mine, and I don’t feel as if I’m looking at the same person. Both of them are strangers, even as we’re trying to get out of this alive together. Maybe it’s me, but I bet it isn’t. Well, that’s that then, I suppose. Things change when people don’t get their way. Of course, they aren’t looking at me the same, but I just didn’t expect it to piss me off so much I’d dwell on it in the middle of a problem like this. It shouldn’t bother me. It shouldn’t push its way into my thoughts while I’m trying to keep myself and all of them alive, but my vision feels fuzzy for a reason that doesn’t even have to do with my broken eyes. Sometime soon, that rage is going to simmer into pain, I know it, and I want to punch one of them for it. 
Now is not the time.
The female steps up alongside the male, grabbing him by the shoulder and muscling him down—well, at least we’re being protected by other numbers this time—while we continue our forced-casual walk away. I risk a glance over my shoulder.
He slams her head into the side of the platform.
“Dammit,” I hiss as he scrambles out after us, zeroed in on me. I can’t believe we’re doing this again. Lee’s ship feels like minutes ago. “Run!”
Small blessings, Zane and Lalia actually listen and bolt into the cluster of buildings, away from me. I take off down the platform at a dead run, not wanting to head into the heart of Zar again and leave my ship’s sight. Getting lost and trapped in crowds won’t be helpful. Momentarily satisfied the number is after me and not the siblings, vague panic crawls its way up my throat.
Don’t be smug, Aaron, you’re about to die.
“Bat, crazy cyborg after me, go one level up!”
“Can you do two? There’s a big damn freighter right above you!”
Glancing overhead, I find the shadow of a massive ship looming over the next platform. Lucky that thing didn’t get involved in this whole mess, it would probably take out the entire set of platforms if it crashed into anything.
Well, I guess I’ll have to. “Doing it!”
I find the nearest set of stairs leading to the next platform and pick up my pace. A glance thrown over my shoulder confirms it’s still after me, catching up. The dead rage in its expression freaks me out almost as much as that ForceZero number smiling as it stalked me. 
Spinning around the stairs, I yank myself up, shouting at a human trying to come down until the man practically flings himself over the railing to get away from me. The metal steps shiver as the number catches up, slamming into them and following. Grabbing my remaining gun, I take the moment to turn and shoot him right in the kneecap. He doesn’t deserve to die. Really, I feel bad for him, his chip malfunctioning, his brain probably sending him a mess of living nightmares. He hasn’t done anything like Kel did, never came after us for a grudge, never got my brother nearly killed—
No, not my brother. I turn and keep up at a run.
At the top, I glance back only to find him still coming, albeit slower than last time. You gotta be kidding me. When he draws his weapon, I shoot it out of his hand in a shower of sparks and keep going. One death is enough for me for one day, and I don’t think he’s going to catch up. My pity is a little too strong to put him in too much pain—as long as I can outrun him and we can get out of here, there’s no reason to torture him.
“Zane, Lalia, meet us two levels up, you gotta get over that freighter!”
“Got it!” comes Lalia’s garbled reply.
I trip on the next set of stairs up, still unsteady from nearly taking a dive off the ruined platform. Gunshots are ringing below and I try not to pay too close attention. They’re not my problem, and I have my own crazy cyborg after me. 
I am so going to mention this to Captain if I’m ever unlucky enough to see him again—he is not perfect at making us, and I’m going to take a page from Yvonne’s book and mock him for it.
One of the other numbers—hopefully saner, this time—skids to a stop at the top of the stairs. She levels her gun at me and pauses in confusion. 
“He’s trying to kill me, I don’t know what I did!” I yell perhaps a little too dramatically, continuing up the stairs—I’ll be dammed if this number gets in my way.
She frowns past me, then levels her gun directly at my face. “You shot him.”
“He’s trying to shoot me—”
Something explodes a level below us. It doesn’t take the platform out this time, but the whole place quivers.
“You might wanna get more reinforcements,” I grumble since we’re not the ones causing problems.
The female number glares past me uneasily, trying to decide if I’m the threat. But I can hear the other number catching up, and I’m not getting involved. 
“Get someone else shot,” I say, and try to elbow my way past her. 
I can tell she’s about to fire a moment before she attempts it, and it’s a fraction of enough time to drop sideways around her in the small space. My ears crackle with the sound of the gun and somewhere on my arm burns—not serious, but it sure as hell pisses me off. I yank the gun out of her hands. . .rather, I attempt to, and it drags both of us to the platform floor. Someone’s hands grab around my neck—definitely not Amerov protocol—and I kick at the larger, unhinged male screaming something I don’t understand. At least the female finally realizes what’s happening and attempts to haul him off me, but she’s smaller and by the looks of it, less augmented. She says something into her own comm. 
I get my leg around the big number’s neck, pressing it back and attempting to twist him off me, using the railings of the stairs as leverage. I can lift small spaceships, I should be able to push him off me. But there’s a good chance this one can do the same, and he’s got some size on me. I manage to get him to release my throat, coughing without meaning to, and kick. He slams me back against the side of the stairs, the edge of the top step grinding into my back, before the female elbows him in the face, surprising him more than hurting. Trying my best to scramble up, he catches my leg as he shoves the smaller female out of the way. I kick him in the nose, searching for my pistol and my knife at once. 
Someone fires a gun. Blood splatters along my face, but whoever shot the big number didn’t phase him. If anything, I think it made it worse. I glance sideways and think I glimpse Zane’s jacket, but I can’t be certain. My hand finds the handle of the female number’s weapon, and I smash him in the face with it, frightened it won’t fire with my incorrect fingerprints. 
The platform shudders, a scream crackles my ears, and the insane number going after me stops long enough to stare at his fallen partner plummeting off the edge.
What the hell is going on?
“Aaron—” I hear Bat trying to say something into my comm, my ship still hidden behind the others trying to navigate away from the chaos.
Something snaps and my stomach drops as the platform gives. Vaguely, I think I see the large freighter pass by before it actually occurs to me I’m falling. I slam back into the platform below, eyes flickering out and ear screeching momentarily before various points on my body begin screaming at me. My implants in my temple ache and I’m certain I have bruises deep along my spine and shoulder blades. Everything is still shifting and I grab onto the metal as my feet fail to find purchase. 
I’ve had just about enough of nearly falling off these things.
The body of the big cyborg crashes into me a moment later. Somewhere above, I hear Lalia screaming my name as I’m knocked into open space.



SIXTEEN
Something smells of algae.
I frown, wrinkling my nose, a weak noise choking out my throat. Why did that hurt? Better yet, what even smells like algae in a place like this? We’re in Zar, I remember that much. And this place is all metal and glass. Unless I’m back in that strange drainage tunnel—no, I left that place. I left and came back and fought with the siblings and nearly got my ass handed to me by Kel and a bunch of cyborgs who—
I fell.
Of course, something hurts, I hit the platform below, which is gonna leave some bruises, even for me. But no. That’s wrong too. Something is much worse. I can barely breathe, let alone move. My ears are ringing a monotonous tone of something I can’t manage to reach up and turn off. When I try to open my eyes, they hurt like hell, and moving my eyelids is nearly impossible. 
Where did I fall? Where’s Bat? Surely, it’s only been a minute or two, or else he would’ve come looking for me by now. Where are Zane and Lalia? The princesses?
Gone, probably, reminds a little voice in the back of my head. Get ahold of yourself, Aaron.
I open my eyes, then squeeze them shut when my stomach churns, threatening to betray me. A bright stab of light is all I catch. 
I focus on counting my breaths. A deep one in and out. Another. And another. My body will grow accustomed to whatever damage I have, eventually. I tell myself so, but the throbbing continues. In fact, it’s traveling, the various extent of whatever damage I’ve done making itself known. I’m fairly certain I can feel every implant in my head, and not in a good way. My ribs hurt, my muscles burning as if I were a mere human. Everything dips and bows even with my eyes closed and my body still and nearly lifeless. My arm hurts in a deep, bone-aching way, and I don’t even want to think about how oddly frail my skin feels. I must have fallen far. 
Aren’t there supposed to be shields? Maybe all the commotion and breaking metal damaged whatever generators were powering them. I don’t know where I am, but if I fell onto one of them, there’d be a more electric, distinctly force-field type of scent to the air. I wouldn’t be having a hard time trying to figure out why it smells like I’m in an abandoned sewer. 
If I fell all the way down, down past the levels of the city below and closer to the center of it, quite frankly I’m a little impressed with myself for being alive. I suppose Captain did a great job in that respect. 
Maybe I’m as impossible to kill as a ForceZero number, I think a little giddily, realizing even as my head spins that I shouldn’t find such a thought amusing. Something is very, very wrong, Aaron. You need to wake up and get up.
At least I can feel everything. That means everything’s still in working order, even if too broken to be used properly.
Get up before more numbers find you and realize you weren’t just an innocent bystander to the whole ordeal.
I wonder what happened to the number who crashed into me. Fell onto a working shield perhaps. Or onto the roofs of one of the levels of houses below, unluckily for the residents. 
Or maybe he’s laying here alongside me. It isn’t as if I would know. I need to open my eyes.
Carefully as possible, I do so. My left one—the side I’m lying on—feels odd and puffy, too swollen to fully open. My right is better. Momentarily, everything is a blinking white blanket of painful light, but it’s my eyes, not my actual surroundings. As they acclimate, I’m given the cold blues of a chilly area, and a dark, moss-covered metal and stone tunnel of sorts. Weird. My ears are still humming at me, and I close my eyes again, barely able to focus on more than one thing at a time. My arms feel unmovable, though they certainly hurt enough that I know I can move them. If I could only turn the stupid hearing aids down—
Something pokes my shoulder.
A rather undignified, startled noise jumps out of me, accompanied by too much pain at the rather harmless touch, and I glare at whatever’s violating my space. If it were Bat, he’d be all over me by now.
An old woman stares at me. At least, I’m pretty certain it’s an old woman. The heat signature is correct for a human. And when my human vision decides not to be unbearably fuzzy, I think I see a wrinkled face and long, silver hair with a little blue in it. 
For a moment, I believe I’m imagining her, then she pokes me again, and I nearly panic before telling myself she isn’t a cyborg, don’t freak out, you’re not dead yet.
“Hey,” she says, in a heavy accent nothing like Cath’s. “You dead?”
“No,” I say, and the word feels like I’m dragging knives out of my throat. “Where. . .am I?”
“Below,” she says and grins. I’m not entirely certain she’s sane. Well, that makes two of us.
“Below?”
“Below.”
Helpful. I close my eyes again, trying to think about moving. You can do it, Aaron. Get a grip and do it. I cough, and it kills my insides. And I thought the city air in the upper levels was bad.
“What are you?” the woman’s asking me. Well, most people aren’t so blunt.
“A person,” I say a little bitterly. I’m obviously hurt and all she’s doing is poking me with. . .something. I crack an eye and see a cane in her hands. She’s spinning it with her fingers while crouching beside me. Her clothing is odd, thick, and multicolored. There are beads in some of the stitching. It’s kinda pretty. Either that or I hit my head too hard. Given how far I must’ve fallen, it seems reasonable. 
Gathering as much logic as my brain can scramble, I ask, “How do I get back to one of the surface sectors?”
She makes a noise a bit like a snort. I stare at her, irritated at how heavy my body feels but rather frightened to try to force it to move. 
“You don’t,” she says. 
“I don’t?”
“You don’t.”
This won’t be a helpful conversation. How do I interact with this lady for answers? My brain isn’t obeying my wishes. “You’ve never been to the surface of Zar?”
“Nope,” she says cheerfully and pokes at a torn section of my arm with the end of her cane. If everything didn’t hurt so bad, I’d probably be annoyed.
I try not to let that fill me with despair. What she’s saying can’t be accurate, but I don’t know how I’m going to find my way out of here. What if Bat can’t find me? If the siblings are even looking, maybe they won’t be able to either. I can’t imagine Yvonne figuring this place out—worse, I’m not certain I’d want her to. I try to imagine her and her baby sister in these levels without me as protection and want to puke. My stomach churns as if reminded by the thought, and I swallow painfully until it eases.
My right arm hurts less than my left, so I focus on moving it, putting my hand on the flat, cold surface. It’s damp and unforgiving, and I realize for the first time how cold I am. Shivering hurts, and I try to loosen my jaw so I don’t clamp it and irritate my head. Carefully as possible, I push myself onto my back—I’m lucky I didn’t break my spine—a pitiful noise ripping out of my chest. I’d be embarrassed if I could focus enough to care. My eyes water, and I force myself not to cry. There’s no point in it, and it’ll only hurt worse.
“You break anything?” the old woman asks, her tone casual. I wonder what kind of people this place grows—off their rocker and unbothered by everything, if this lady is any indication. 
“Probably,” I say, nervous to feel for broken bones. I don’t think I’ve ever quite hurt this much, even as my body is trying to tone it down, so I’m certain I must’ve broken something. 
Better not be one of my legs. If I have a hope and prayer of finding my way out of here, I need to be able to at least limp along. Putting my hand to my belt, I find both my guns gone. Right, I dropped one in the first platform fall, the second probably when that female number decided to attack me for shooting her partner. 
Which reminds me—
“Are there any cyborgs down here?” I ask, my voice far away.
“Metal people,” the old woman hums, but I don’t know if that means yes. 
“Yeah, metal people. Are there any down here?”
“Yep.”
I open my eyes to try to look at her. “Where?”
She points at me. “There.”
I’m going to die down here.
“Anywhere else?”
She shrugs. 
Closing my eyes, I take another set of long, deep breaths. I need to get out of here. I know Bat wouldn’t leave the city without me, even if the humans did. If I can get up, I can manage to get out of here. I need to get it together and move.
Breathing slowly, I put my arm to the stones and push myself up.



SEVENTEEN
It takes much too long, but I manage to get myself into a sitting position, breathing too hard and dizzy. 
My eyes are flickering darkness, which doesn’t help the nausea. My ears scream, and I finally remember I can reach up and mess with the volume until they settle back down. They’re new, but hopefully, I didn’t do any irreparable damage. My eyes are mostly a lost cause already.
Finally, I try to take stock of how bad off I am. 
The most obvious is my left arm, the metal bone at an odd angle, not breaking out of my skin but close. I close my eyes and breathe through my nose. Everything smells of blood and rotten algae. Not helpful. I put my good hand—still bloody and bruised and covered in grime—to my ribs and wince, too afraid to press hard enough to feel if they’re broken. They certainly feel as if they are. I twist my ankles, which hurts like hell but isn’t impossible, so no broken legs. My right ankle feels swollen inside my boot, so it’s probably sprained at best. I think I can probably still walk on it. If I have to. Which I do. 
I don’t bother feeling my face. I know I’m cut up and bruised. Nothing I can do about it right now. I can sit up, which is a good enough sign I can probably walk, but damn I wish Bat would find me. I could use some of the humans too, the support they could lend, but the more I sit here with this strange woman blinking at me, the more I believe that unlikely. Zane and Lalia don’t need me anymore, and Yvonne. . .well, I think she cares, and I think she still needs me, but she doesn’t need me so badly she’d risk Anya’s safety in coming down here. 
If I’m being honest with myself, I’m glad she isn’t. I can’t imagine the type of trouble they would get in down here. There are people here that would scrap me for parts. They’d take Anya’s arms and legs off her in a second and shoot Yvonne for getting in the way. 
I shudder, which hurts like hell, and stare at the sickly moss covering the metal I’m lying on.
Yes, it’s definitely better those two don’t come after me. Bat can manage it—
My comm.
I put my hand to my ear, but the external comm I’ve been using that Lex gifted me is missing. My heart rate picks up. I don’t know if it would even connect down here, but it was better than nothing. I glance at the woman, but her open, curious expression hasn’t changed. She probably went through my pockets while I was unconscious, but I don’t think I had anything of value in them. Feeling my pant pocket, I catch the comforting shape of my electric knife, so perhaps she didn’t.
“Do you have my comm?” I ask.
She cocks her head at me.
“You can have it, I don’t care, but I need to call someone first. You can have it after I call them, alright?” I say, realizing how desperate my voice sounds, but she only looks more confused. I wonder if she even grasps what I’m talking about. 
“My comm?” I try to clarify, tapping my ear. “A little metal and plastic thing you put in your ear?”
She props her chin on her palm and gazes at me as if I’ve lost my mind. I genuinely don’t think she took it. Most likely, it got knocked out in the scuffle—it certainly isn’t anywhere on the ground around me. And I don’t want to search her. She seems friendly enough, if completely bonkers, and she may be the only thing I have resembling help down here. I don’t want to frighten or anger her.
“Damn,” I whisper, putting my palm to my forehead only to grimace in pain. I was already missing Audra before all this. It’s worse now. She would help me, carry me out of here, let me lean on her, and get me somewhere safe. She’d barely have any emotion on her face, but she’d do it.
Get a grip, Aaron, I tell myself. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Think about your options and figure it out.
It’s easier to think than it is to put into action. The entire world is still spinning. Every straight thought I have feels difficult to grasp and quick to flee. This old woman says there isn’t a way out, but there has to be. They have to be eating, and getting supplies, and the tunnels and core of this monster city aren’t self-sufficient, which means someone, somewhere is bringing goods down.
“How do you get food down here?” I ask.
She gestures over her shoulder in an unspecified direction.
All around us are metal tunnels filled with dripping, gray-green mosses and algae. Above me, the tunnel extends far up and up to a pinpoint of something light. A way out, but even if I was in full health, I don’t know if I’d be able to climb the slick metal walls straight up. Now, I’m not even certain I can walk a straight, flat road out of here, let alone climb something. I’m down an arm and perhaps a leg. No use even considering it. 
Behind me and in front of me, as well as over the woman’s shoulder, tunnels extend into darkness, dripping echoing drops of water. My throat is dry and painfully thirsty, but even I probably won’t survive drinking what water is trickling through. The tunnels are huge, much too large for what little bits of water run down. I shiver to think of why they’re built so big. Tons of stories about this place filter through my mind, but there are just people who live down here. People who would probably scrap me for parts, but still. 
Now is not the time to panic about stories, Aaron.
I try, “Where do you live?”
She gestures in the same unspecified direction over her shoulder. 
Well, maybe there’s a little community down here with someone half a percent saner. I can’t trust this lady, can’t trust anyone down here, but I have very few options and am almost certain the ones I do have are running out. Already, I feel like I’m going to pass out again. I need water and medical supplies and probably pain pills because even my body might go into shock sometime soon.
I hate to say the words, but I ask, “Will you help me?”
She blinks, but I know she understands what I mean. She has been speaking to me in the same language—oddly, but she has been speaking. 
“Please?” I ask. “I won’t hurt you, I just need to find my. . .
friends. I don’t know where I am.”
She’s old enough to be someone’s grandmother, and I hope and pray she sees something in me that gives her some compassion, even if it’s only to lead me to wherever she lives. 
She shrugs and gets up. “Do you have anything for me?”
Despair hurts, and I shrug helplessly, “I’m not even sure I’m not going to keel over dead at any second. My arm is broken, but if the panel is still intact, I can pay you?”
She eyeballs my arm. The panel in it is at an odd angle along with the bone—I need to straighten that before my body decides to try to heal itself, but I don’t know if I can right now. Or if I’ll pass out if I try.
She doesn’t look too impressed, but there’s nothing else I’ve got. I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t too impressed with the idea of a payday, but maybe she thinks my panel won’t work. 
“Are there people after you?” she asks, which is probably a smart question, but I wish she hadn’t asked. 
“I don’t know,” I admit, which really isn’t a lie. I can’t imagine any of those numbers would follow me down here. The fall probably should’ve killed me, and if this woman’s words are any indication, it isn’t exactly an easy trip into the center of the floating city. 
She shrugs and says, “I don’t have anything for you, but you can follow if ya want.”
Getting to her feet, she waddles off down the tunnel behind her. Lucky for me, she’s about as quick as a particularly old turtle, so by the time I drag myself to my feet, leaning against the wall, she’s still in view. My ankle is definitely twisted, but it doesn’t feel broken when I put weight on it. I’m dizzy, but I’ve nowhere else to go and no other idea of how to help myself out of this situation. 
Cradling my arm and trying to think of anything other than the pain, I follow the woman down into the dark of the tunnel.



EIGHTEEN
This place is vast. 
The tunnel the old woman bustles down is tall and wide as the others, high enough it could fit my ship and wide enough I could stand with my arms outstretched a dozen times. Water trickles past my boots, soaked moss squelches under my steps, and the stench of rotten plants doesn’t ease the further we go. 
What were these tunnels used for? Too large for any amount of water to flow, wasted in such a strange, unattached city. Passages for ships, perhaps, like the tunnels on Amethyst? Back when this city was smaller and just beginning to spread. They appear long since abandoned. No one else haunts this place.
“What were you doing out here?” I ask, trying not to cough around the words. “How did you find me?”
“Was walking. Heard your thump.”
Thump. I shudder, imagining my body hitting the hard ground, arm snapping, skin splitting and bruising. The implants in my left temple throb as much as the ones damaged by the ForceZero number.
We were so close to getting out of this place. We had the whole damn DNA nonsense figured out and we were going back to the ship. This is my fault. If I hadn’t wandered off to try to gather my thoughts, maybe we would’ve been on my ship by the time Kel and the numbers she dragged into her mess arrived at the hangar. I still don’t know what it was all about. What was all the drama with the other ship? It doesn’t matter, but thinking about something else helps my brain not dwell on the fact that every part of my body feels incorrect. 
Whatever the drama was, I still shouldn’t have wandered around trying to think about what would happen with Zane and Lalia. Maybe Zane was right for yelling at me about leaving. Maybe he wasn’t even yelling for that reason. It hardly matters now, I don’t even know if I’ll see them again, and it doesn’t matter why he was mad. Nothing I said in return wasn’t true, though I now remember the way they’d grown quiet, and think I should’ve kept my words to myself. 
My opinions and feelings don’t matter in the situation, anyhow, I should’ve kept my upset to myself. 
I wonder if they’re even looking for me. We’ve saved each other’s asses enough times maybe they feel as if they’re forced to. I hate for it to be the only reason, but I’m hoping they do if for no other reason than I’m not certain I’ll get out of here alive. 
Not because I miss them, but just because I don’t want to die in this place.
Trying to get a grip on how bad my situation is, I ask, “Who lives down here?”
“Me,” comes the reply.
My head hurts. “Other people?”
“Sure, sure.”
“Do you live near those other people?”
“A little.”
Probably good news. Someone is bound to have something that can help me. Maybe just a radio. If I can find a radio, I can find Bat. He’ll make it down here. If no one else.
“Why are these tunnels so big?”
“Big tunnels, big lives.”
A chill crawls across my skin. “What does that mean?”
Again, she shrugs. If I wasn’t hurting so much, I’d probably want to shake her by now. But again, she’s possibly my only way out of here, I need to channel nice, respectful human as much as possible, even if I don’t look it. She asked me what I was, which hopefully means cyborgs rarely come down here. Maybe she’s never seen an unregistered number, which makes it even more likely the authorities won’t be following. It would be the smallest miracle of the day, but a miracle nonetheless.
The tunnel rumbles. It doesn’t appear to phase the old woman, but I lean against the side, remembering the platform quivering and tearing away under my feet. 
At least Zane and Lalia were far away from the edge when I fell. They’re alright. They’re safe.
They’re probably not considering me as much as I’m considering them, but at least they’re safe.
“What was that?” I ask when the tremor passes, limping to catch up.
“Thrusters,” she says casually as ever. 
“Thrusters to what?”
“The city.”
If I wasn’t afraid of losing her heat signature in the dim light of the tunnel, I’d stop out of pure surprise. Those are a myth, and I never could find anything about them in the city files. 
“Those are real? The city has giant generators and stuff?”
“Mmm-hmm.”
That’s it. That can be a way out. If there are thrusters in this place, that means people are maintaining them, and there has to be a way to get supplies up and down. Not all the workers can live down here. That can be my way out. For the first time, something akin to hope catches in my chest. I’m hurting entirely too much to rejoice, but I’m relieved.
“Do you know where they are?” I ask. 
“Mmm-hmm.”
“Can you take me there?”
“Mmm-mmm.”
Doesn’t sound very committed. “Why not?”
“Don’t like them. Loud.”
I suppose that’s fair enough. “Can you. . .show me where they are, somehow? I can go on my own.”
Another shrug, but at least that’s not a no. I finally remember my tablet and search my pockets, only to come out with a sharp edge. I stare at it, what hope I was feeling a bit too crushed. I don’t know how much help it would’ve been down here, but it’s just another blow on a day that can’t get much worse. I drop the piece to the ground, pulling the other sharp half out and discarding it as well. Now that I’m paying attention, some of the blood on my thigh seems to have come from it. I’ll only hurt myself on it more—it’s less than useless now, just a shattered screen.
•
I don’t know how long we walk. It can’t be days, as it seems. Maybe hours. Maybe ten minutes. The tunnel branches into a smaller set of stairs the woman hustles down, cane clicking on the metal. I lean on what’s left of the railing, walking slowly, lightheaded and thinking about face-planting into the ground. 
I’m getting worried about the idea of losing my way down here—as if I could get any more lost—but when the stairs end, she pushes past a rusted old door and into a wider space occupied by tiny, metal houses built into the tunnel walls. I blink, taking in the sight. It appears pretty abandoned, the trickle of water running through the center, and slightly greener mosses clinging to everything, but I catch the flashes of eyes looking out their doors and windows before closing themselves back in.
I wonder how many here would hurt me given half a chance. 
The old woman—I keep forgetting to ask her name—shuffles off to one of the little compartments and pushes her way in. I pause, wondering if her leading me here was the end of her hospitality, and if I try to go in, I’ll receive a gun to my face for the trouble.
A moment later, she pops her head back out and says, “What are you doing?”
“Um,” my voice sounds like hell. “Can I come in?”
“I led you here, didn’t I?”
True. Relieved to get away from the eyes still on me, I try with more effort than should be necessary to head up the three steps into the house. It takes what little air I have in my lungs, but I manage it. 
“Close the door,” she says once I’ve hobbled inside.
That, also, is too much of a struggle, but doable. 
It’s a cozy, circular little house, probably no larger than the inside of my ship. There’s a comfortable chair and couch, and a table inside the kitchen along the wall. A single window sits to my left, over the kitchen sink, and a few plants hang in the barely existent light. Two doors sit along the opposite wall, one directly across from me that appears to be a bathroom, the other beside the kitchen that I can’t see from this angle. Considering the lack of a bed out here, it’s probably in there.
“Can I use your washroom?” I ask, more than a little sheepishly. I’m afraid she’ll kick me out and even more afraid that if she does, no one else around here will want to engage with me.
“It’s there.” She points at the open door I suspected.
I close it behind me, glad I’m not getting blood on her floor—miraculously—and lean against it. My body is telling me to sit, but I’m certain if I do I’ll never get up. I’m trying to grasp onto a list of things I need to do to help myself, but my mind won’t focus. Eyeballing the cabinet, I lean against the side of the sink and force myself not to look in the little mirror above it. I don’t need to see how horrific my face must look, it might make me panic. 
Well, panic more.
Turning on the faucet, I manage to lean over without falling and let icy water wash over my face, gulping down as much as I can until my stomach churns. Shivering from the extra douse of cold and leaning my forehead against the wall, I take deep breaths until I don’t think I’ll throw up. Yet.
The cabinet doesn’t have much, and nothing close to what I need to make my body stop screaming. Wishing I had access to the stuff Audra had back on her ship that numbed my entire body, I find a bottle of average pain pills probably only good enough to use on headaches. I feel more than a little bad about taking from this woman who obviously doesn’t have much, but I’m not in the position to do otherwise, swallowing a handful and hoping they work at least a little.
My throat burns, and I clear it. Even if crying wasn’t a stupid idea, it would just make my body hurt more. 
I’ve no idea what I’m supposed to do next.
Theoretically, I should try to find my way out of here. Either ask the old lady or one of her neighbors where the engines are and find a way out from there. Or maybe one of her neighbors isn’t so insane and knows a shorter, easier way.
More realistically, if I continue walking I may crash face-first into the ground. And there’s the issue that even if I get to the surface, I’ll still be lost in that giant city with no tablet to lead me out and no comm to call Bat—and people who will want to take advantage of me since I won’t be able to hide my injuries. If I get to the surface only to pass right out, I might be more screwed than I am down here.
I can ask her if I can sleep here for a while. Maybe give my body a chance to stabilize. Maybe Bat will figure out a way to find me. Likely, they saw where I fell. I’ve no idea where I am in relation to that, but he has to have some clue.
I glance at my arm and ignore my stomach churning. If I’m going to sleep at all, do anything at all, I’ll need to straighten it. And with everything else already hurting, the idea makes me want to faint.
Sitting down in here still isn’t a great plan, but it’s better than falling over, so I manage to get myself seated on the cold tile without further hurting myself. Feeling around my arm, I’m willing to bet it’s mostly a clean break, nothing shattered, which is a small blessing but I’m not even sure metal bones can shatter like human bone. It’s never happened before. If there was enough force for that, I probably wouldn’t have to worry about it: I’d be dead.
Holding my breath, I crack my arm back into place.



NINETEEN
“Hey.”
Someone pokes me.
“Hey, don’t be passing out on my floor. Get up.”
I cover my face with my good hand, unthreatened but wishing the old woman would leave me alone. I did pass out, but now I just haven’t gathered my courage to try to stand.
“Hey—”
“I’m awake,” I croak. 
“Then what are you doing?”
Put the pieces together. “Being miserable.”
There’s a long enough pause I think—without opening my eyes—she’s left the bathroom. Eventually, I hear, “You can come out and be miserable on my couch if you’d like.”
Alright, she’s kinda a nice old lady.
Still, that’s going to require getting up. Which I know I need to do eventually, and I know would be smart considering lying on a hard floor isn’t the greatest. But I don’t really want to. If I move, it’s going to hurt worse. 
Get up, Aaron.
Missing my humans—well, not mine, I suppose—I push myself into something resembling an upright position. Squinting at the old woman, I find the same unimpressed expression as before. At least she isn’t freaking out on me. Maybe selfishly, I feel like I could use a little more sympathy, but I also know I’m accustomed to Zane and Lalia and the princesses. Most people would’ve left me in the tunnel, so I shouldn’t feel so bitter. 
“Do you. . .” I start, swallowing painfully to continue. “Do you have anything I can use to make a splint for my arm? It’s broken.”
She stares at me, blinking slowly.
I try again, “Anything solid like. . .I dunno, a stick. . .rolled up paper, anything like that? And maybe an old rag you don’t mind if I rip up?”
She looks me up and down. “You’re bleeding too.”
“I know,” I say weakly. “That’ll stop on its own. . .probably.”
“Why aren’t you dead?”
“Unlucky, I guess.”
At least that seems to amuse her. Off she shuffles into the living room, leaving me to struggle to my feet with what little dignity I can scrape together by being alone. Aside from the hard floor, I’d rather stay in here, away from anyone’s eyes. She’s not a terribly judgmental old woman, and who cares what she thinks, but I hate being looked at on the best of days. Right now, it wouldn’t be too bad if I shrunk into the cracks of the floor and stayed there.
Leaning against the doorframe, head spinning, I glance around the living room. Nothing’s changed, although she seems to be making toast in the kitchen. If she lives with anyone, they aren’t here.
I can hear her rummaging around somewhere, so I ask, “Do you have a radio transmitter I can use to call my friends?”
She appears from around the corner and hands me what appears to have once been a long wooden spoon for cooking. The end has been broken off, the sharp edge of the wood dull with age. Better than nothing.
“Thank you,” I say, trying not to let my hand shake when I take it. “Do any of your neighbors have radios?”
“Mmm-mmm.” She shrugs, busying herself in the kitchen. 
Before I can ask, she waves an old rag at me and tosses it onto the couch. Apparently, I’m to sit down and stay out of her way. Easing onto the corner of the couch, I close my eyes and lay my head back, trying to think about things that don’t involve crying. It’s gonna be hell if I have to walk around searching for the engines to this place. 
How many hours will it take until my body starts healing on me? It doesn’t feel as if it’s going to be of much help anytime soon. In the back of my brain, I know what I actually need is to sleep for a few days at the bare minimum. Real medical help of any kind would hasten the healing. 
I don’t have the option for either. 
Using my teeth and less injured hand, I rip the cloth into more manageable sections and make the rough splint. At least it’ll keep the stupid bone from moving. I’ve never been more glad that mental bones breaking doesn’t mean I need an entire replacement—I’m not usually appreciative of Amerov’s tech, but I am right now. 
If Captain’s augmentations could make me heal a little faster, that would be fantastic.
At least I didn’t break a leg. Though if I think about it too much, my ankle starts throbbing. 
“Will your neighbors be afraid of me?” I ask. My voice sounds strange, and I mess with my ears before giving up. I probably damaged something internally. I hadn’t considered it, but a concussion is very likely—probably why the damn room spins so much whenever I make the stupid decision to open my eyes. 
“Mmmm. . .maybe.”
I don’t know what she’s doing back there, but she doesn’t sound as if she’s paying attention.
“Do you have a tablet?” I ask. 
No response.
“Do you have any sort of tech at all?”
“Tech?”
I sigh, forcing my eyes open and glancing around the room. I don’t know if she doesn’t understand or is just screwing with me. Either way, I don’t know how to get a clear answer. I can’t precisely snoop around with her right there, but I can look for signs of something I can use to call Bat. 
It’s all extremely basic down here. I think the family back on Yayth had more technology in their home, and the man used an old-fashioned shotgun.
I don’t know what to do. 
If I go knocking on doors, any hostility isn’t going to be great. It’s not as if I can defend myself. I don’t even have my guns. And I can hardly ask this old woman to go asking around for me—she’s been nicer than expected already, and I don’t even know if she comprehends what I’m talking about. 
I could ask, I suppose. . .
“You didn’t tell me your name?” I say, hoping to break the ice a bit. 
“You’re right.”
Or not. “I know you don’t owe me anything, but if you want me out of your house, I need to find a way to get back to my friends on my ship. . .do you know if any of your neighbors have radios or tablets? Could you ask them?”
“No way back to the surface.”
Right. I don’t want to argue with her, but I know there’s a way given she says there are engines in this place. It isn’t feasible for them to be sealed off from the rest of the city with no way in or out.
“I know. . .but I still have to call my friends.”
Again, I don’t get any response. I suppose I’ll have to go looking for help on my own. The idea makes me want to cry, so I bite the insides of my cheeks until I taste iron.
“Do you think I’ll get shot if I go talk to your neighbors?”
“Probably not. We never see things like you down here. Very interesting.”
Things like me. How lovely. If I wasn’t feeling so near death, I might be bothered. If she’s seeing me as a fascination rather than a threat, that’s a good thing, at least for now. 
With a ridiculous amount of concentration, I get back to my feet, cradling my arm carefully, glancing at her out of the corner of my eye. I’m bigger than her, and obviously scarier, I don’t want to frighten her now that she’s been nice to me. 
“If I try to go outside and talk to your neighbors, is it alright if I come back?”
I hate the way I sound, nearly helpless in the face of all this. But I don’t have any other place to hide out. If she’s going to bolt the door behind me, I’m not certain I should leave yet. I don’t know where I am, and I’m not thinking straight. I can’t throw away the only help I have.
She shrugs. “If you want.”
It isn’t reassuring, but nothing she’s said has been.
Ignoring my body screaming at me to go back and lie down, I slide open the door and step back out into the strange little tunnel, leaning against the side of the house. A few people peek out their windows only to shuffle away. I try to pick out someone who doesn’t look like they’re frightened of me, but it’s difficult to tell. This place is odd and damp, another tunnel leading out the other direction. I listen to the tremble of the ground and walls at what the old woman says are the engines of this place and wonder if I can simply follow the trembling out. If I was in better shape, I’d do that in a heartbeat, but the idea of walking around this tunnel makes me queasy, let alone wandering aimlessly about the core of this city. 
An old man across the street is still watching me through his window. I can’t see much of his face with my eyes acting up, but he doesn’t hide when I look at him. His little house is close enough, might as well knock on his door and try to appear non-threatening. 
Glancing over my shoulder at the empty tunnel, I head across the street.



TWENTY
Knocking accomplishes nothing. I lean against the side of the door, glancing around in much too paranoid a way but still finding the tunnel empty and quiet save the occasional dripping.
I don’t want to go try every door. More chance someone will try to shoot me. Since they probably won’t call the authorities down here—or don’t even have a way to—maybe they won’t mind disposing of a body and I’m not exactly in shape to not die if someone takes a shotgun to me. 
Plus, walking hurts. I’m dizzy leaning against the door.
Something must be seriously wrong. 
No use panicking about it unless I can get out of here.
Knocking again, I try to raise my voice enough that the old man will be likely to hear it on the other side of the door. “Hello? I know I’m a stranger, but I don’t want to hurt anyone. I fell down here and I’m trying to find my way back up to my friends. I just need to know if you have a radio or tablet or anything that can help me. Or if you can just tell me how to get to the city levels?”
Someone on the surface will have a tablet I can use, even if they lend me it because I look like death. 
After a considerable silence, I sigh. I don’t have much pride left at the moment, so I try, “Please?”
I don’t think it’s going to work, but the door cracks open. An eye peeks out at me and a gravelly voice asks, “She didn’t tell you?”
I assume he means the crazy old lady who took me in. “No. . .
she uh, she said there’s no way to the surface.”
“She’s right.”
I force myself not to get irritated—it’s rough when everything hurts this much. 
“How do you get food down here?” 
“We do.”
Not a single person down here is sane.
“Do you know where the engines are?”
“To the city? Yes.”
“Can you show me?”
There’s the shadowed movement of him shaking his head even in the dark of the room. My glitching eyes give me enough heat blobs to pick it up.
“Will anyone here take me there?”
Another head shake. I tend to believe him. Obviously, he wants me gone, and the quickest way would be to point me in the direction of another person or the way out. 
I close my eyes, trying not to faint. “Do you have another tablet or radio I can use?”
“No.”
“Does anyone?”
“No.”
I doubt that. This little community doesn’t exactly appear self-sufficient. They’re contacting the outside world somehow, he just doesn’t want to tell me. If I felt a little less like I’m dying, I probably wouldn’t be able to blame him. As it is, I want to shake him and scream until someone gives me a straight answer. 
“Could you draw it out?” I try. “One a piece of paper or something. Some little map so I can find my way there on my own?”
He regards me for a long moment, then asks, “Are you dying, kid?”
There’s an unexpected softness in his voice, and I don’t know how to respond. “Maybe. . .I don’t know.”
“What happened to you?”
At least he isn’t slamming the door in my face. “Someone tried to shoot me, then I fell. I don’t remember after that until I woke up in one of these tunnels. . .I suppose I fell all the way down.”
“That’s impossible. People have fallen before. Had to scrape them off the tunnels.”
I shudder and swallow with some difficulty. “I’m made pretty weird.”
It’s difficult to tell, but I think his eyebrow quirks. “You’ll get yourself killed if you try to go find those engines.”
I’d shrug if I wasn’t currently working on being as still and pain-free as possible. “I think if I stay down here I might die anyway.”
“Hrmf,” he grunts, then mumbles something to himself. “Just wait there. I’ll, uh. . .try to draw something out for you.”
He closes the door as quickly as possible, and I sit on his front step, too exhausted not to. I’m not even sure he’s going to open the door back up, but I can’t wander off. I’ll wait a few minutes before I try to knock again. I lean my elbows on my knees, head hung down. Well, I don’t know how close to being healed those implants were in the side of my head, but now they’re completely wrecked. My sight on the right side is really and truly screwed up. Somehow, that’s the least part I’m worried about. Shouldn’t I be a little more stable by now? I’ve been in two ship crashes in the past few months, and I was still able to be up and around with relative ease. 
Now, I may keel over at any minute. I don’t taste metal other than where I can tell I busted the inside of my cheek against my teeth at some point, so at least there isn’t any internal damage so bad I’m choking up blood. With the amount of pain, that isn’t as comforting as perhaps it would otherwise be.
I stare at my hands, one more swollen than the other from the broken bone, and watch them tremble. 
I’m going to die down here.
I shove the thought somewhere in the back of my mind where it goes. I’m not dying down here and leaving Bat by himself. Not going to happen. If nothing else, I better find him so he doesn’t spend any time looking for me down here, around people who might want to scrap him for parts. 
My ankle is killing me, so I lean back against the doorframe and take the pressure off my knees. I try to think of a better plan, but I don’t know if I can’t think of one because my brain is too fuzzy or there simply isn’t anything better for someone in my position. I consider anything that won’t let me concentrate on the pain, but that eventually leads my mind back to Zane and Lalia, and somehow that’s worse. What are they doing right now?
Did they take a transport vessel off the city? Head back home? I suppose it’s possible they’re helping Bat look for me, but I don’t know why they’d risk coming down here now. It’s not as if they owe me anything. Not any longer. 
Yvonne, at least, is probably throwing a fit about all this. 
Or she thinks the fall killed me, which is a little insulting but entirely reasonable. Actually, I’m a little surprised it didn’t.
What if Bat thinks it killed me?
Still, I don’t think he wouldn’t at least try to find my body. 
Either way, even if he left the city as well, finding a tablet up on the surface will let me get in touch with him. He’ll turn right around and come back. 
When the door cracks, I jump more than I should, glancing up but not having the wherewithal to climb to my feet. The old man pauses, startled, then hands me a folded piece of gray paper, looking nervous to be sticking his hand anywhere near mine. I take it carefully, aware of the dried blood on my fingers, and blink at the markings he made, my eyes killing me while I try to focus. 
“Can you read it?”
I nod, then regret it when my head pounds. Pointing at a section of the hand-drawn lines, I ask, “We’re here?”
“Yeah.”
I’ll give it to the old guy: he has this place memorized. He’s marked out all the little tunnels, including the ones I shouldn’t go down. As many of them as there are, I can see a definite pattern, and it doesn’t appear too complicated. 
“How far do you think this is to where the engines are?”
He shrugs, leaning out the door, seeming to understand I’m not going to hurt him. “A few miles? Probably gonna take you a long time in your condition.”
Well, yeah. A few miles. I try to keep the disgust off my face, but I don’t have many other options. I could stay here, sure, but the chance anyone would find me doesn’t seem high in all these twisting tunnels, even if Bat and all the humans happened to both be following me and saw exactly where I fell through all the ships and distorting shields and chaos of the circumstances. 
I doubt they’ll find me here. And something tells me I don’t have forever to wait and find out. 
I walked longer than that after the crash on Amerov and had plenty of fights with other numbers on that jungle planet after crashing with Lalia. I should be fine. None of those were near as bad as this, but I’m stubborn enough that I think I can make it out of here on my own two feet. 
“You sure you want to try that?” the old man asks. 
“Do you know of any other way I can get out of here?”
He observes me for a long moment, looking clueless, before saying, “Not unless you plan on climbing out of the tunnel you fell down.”
Yeah, I considered that one. I hold up my splinted arm and he nods. 
“Thank you,” I say. “This is much better than nothing.”
“Is there anyone who’s going to come down here looking for you?” As he asks, he casts a furtive glance into both tunnels—they hate strangers down here. 
My type of people.
But the question makes me wince. “Umm, I don’t know. Even if they are, I’m not sure they’d even know where to come, or make it through this section. . .if they do, they’re harmless. A little annoying maybe, but harmless.”
He doesn’t look too convinced, but I’m not lying. The worst that would happen if they make it down here—which is laughable—is Yvonne might yell a bit. But hey, I lived through her. These people are stubborn enough. 
I have to get up off this man’s porch. Managing not to groan, I push myself to my feet and again say, “Thank you.”
With a quick nod, he has his door closed and bolted once again. I sigh and force myself to waste the few steps back across the street to knock on the old woman’s door and tell her I’m going to try to find my way out of there. I get nothing more than a quick peek out and a nod for my efforts, but I remind myself she was kind to me, and I might need to come back here. These people owe me no compassion, and I should accept what little of it I can manage to scrape up.
Glancing back at the tunnel I first came in from, I head past the row of little houses in the tunnel walls, out the opposite way.



TWENTY-ONE
It’s about as long a walk as the old man mentioned. I number the tunnels I pass, counting them against the ones he marked on the map. Although, even if I take a wrong turn, by the layout scribbled on the paper I’m starting to get the picture that any tunnel will eventually lead to the center of the city if I keep my sense of direction vaguely correct. 
Given the state of me, that isn’t precisely a given, but I can try.
Each tunnel is the same as the ones the old woman led me through—tall and damp and built of a mixture of stone and metal. Occasional moss clings to the ceiling or the walls, dripping stale water to the drainage below. It smells decidedly worse than the tunnel where those people made their homes, but not as bad as that one I was sulking in back on the surface after we got my DNA tested by that woman—
I shake my head to clear my thoughts and regret it, leaning against the wall until the sudden and painful dizziness eases. Touching my fingers to my temple, I find crusted-over wounds, probably from falling, but I wouldn’t know. Even touching some of the places where metal protrudes from my face hurts more than I’d care to admit. It’s a miracle my ears are still working. My eyes too, now that I mention it. I don’t know what I’d do if those failed me.
I’ve sat down a few times already and don’t think I should do it again. Every time, it gets harder and harder to force my legs back under me. Who knows what types of people live down here, most probably not as friendly or at least as unbothered as those folks I just left behind. 
The only blessing so far is that I haven’t run into anyone else who wanted to do me even a little bit of harm. I’m in no position to fight, and that little knife I have isn’t going to do me much good if I can barely stand upright under my own weight. 
Where is Bat?

I know it’s selfish, but I wish one of the humans had fallen down here with me. It’s a stupid passing thought, because they certainly wouldn’t have survived, and I cast it aside as soon as I think it. But at least I wouldn’t be alone down here. I’ve had at least one of them at my back for so many months, whether it’s Zane or Lalia fighting alongside me, or Yvonne giving people grief when they make faces at me, that I feel the lack of their presence more than I should. 
This is pathetic. I’ve lived without humans for ages, I shouldn’t be wishing for them to appear. It’s only because I’m in pain and I know in the back of my mind that if I don’t get help, I might just die. I miss Audra too, but I’d take any of the humans that have been bugging me in my ship, perhaps even over her. 
Despite my best efforts, I sit and put my head against my knee, knowing I’m feeling sorry for myself and unable to do much about it. 
What do I do? Even when I get to the engines of this place, I’m starting to think I’ve vastly overestimated my ability to climb out of here once I find a way out. This has all been going so badly that I don’t quite believe there will be some elevator I can take. What if any of the workers maintaining this place get hostile, or call the authorities on me? I can’t avoid Amerov numbers in this state. They’d figure out my bounty, drag me back to Captain. . .
Maybe I should just die down here. 
I rub my eyes as gently as I can without hurting them and push myself back to my feet. If I give up or get too emotional, I’m never going to get out of here. I already decided I’m not going to die down in this awful place, and I’ll be damned if I figure out a way to get out only to give up on the walk there. Looking at the crinkled map in my hands, I estimate I’m maybe a third to a half of the way there—I’ll make it out fine. 
•
I hear the turbines before I see them. Apparently, my ears are working better than I imagined. Pausing in the tunnel, I cock my head, trying to determine the direction they’re coming from. I glance at the little hand-drawn map, struggling to keep track of where I am, my thoughts never in order for more than a moment. 
I think it lines up with where I seem to be, but I follow the sound, taking a left down a hallway. Wind buffets me, whipping my hair back and aggravating my eyes. I’m surprised this place is as close as it is to the little hallway where the people had chosen to settle. They seemed afraid of the turbines, irritated by the noise at least, enough that both the old woman and man wouldn’t lead me here. It is closer than I anticipated, and I’m grateful. I’m a walking corpse as it is. 
Carefully, I creep out toward the light source at the end of the tunnel, leaning against the entrance. I’m not exactly expecting anyone to be down here, but I’m in no position to gamble. 
The chamber is vast and empty, smelling no fresher than all the other musty, damp and dripping stone and metal of this place. A high grating of metal mesh reaches to the ceiling on the far end of the cavern. Something massive and shimmering whips just behind it, then again and again. Water and moss seep out. The sound of it rattles me deep down in my bones, the distinct uncanny sensation of something too large and unreal to exist and move. 
I stare at it for a moment, my thoughts too scattered to consider it properly, before leaning out the tunnel and, finding it empty, crossing the tall cavern. 
The mesh separating the turbine from the rest of the tunnels is too thick for me to break in my condition, but someone’s already done so—the corner where the metal meets the stones has been peeled back and cut just enough for a grown man to fit through. 
Well, I’m definitely not the only one down here. At least, there have been people in the past. 
The wind off the turbine is killing my ears, which in turn aggravates my already pounding headache. I squint up at it through the mesh. It isn’t precisely an engine. If it were, it would be going too fast for me to stand anywhere near. And all I see is the turbine itself, nothing resembling a giant ship’s engine. I don’t know if it’s further in or covered by the spinning blades or just doesn’t exist to begin with, but the cut wires are a good sign that if other people were here, there should be a way out. 
Squeezing through the grating, I lean against it on the other side, as far from the spinning blades as possible. They may be going slow, but quick enough to kill me. 
If I’m not already about to keel over dead. 
Glancing off to my right, I see very little but darkness. To my left, there’s not much else, but I edge that way, taking myself a little farther from the spinning death blades. I don’t know where I’m going, but I can always circle back—if I truly have to. 
Once the metal ends, it’s more stone walls, and by the time I’m level with the tips of the swirling blades, a rusty staircase leads up. I let out a long breath, relieved, then regret it immediately as my chest aches with the little movement. Leaning on the rough metal railing, I sit on the bottom step without meaning to, resting my temple against the wall. The pain in my arm and ribs and ankle has melded into a general agony in every limb. I’m surprised I didn’t break anything else. Maybe I did. Maybe that’s why I’m starting to be certain I’m dying. I don’t want to die down in this place. I don’t want to die at all, but it’s always a constant possibility in the back of my mind. I’m tougher than most, and that’s kept me away from death enough I could repair myself or Bat could help. 
Even if I manage to find the others, and get back to my ship, I’m not sure Bat can fix me. 
I stare at a spot of moss on the floor, willing myself to get back up. I may very well die, but I sure as hell don’t want to do it down here. Not in this place. I want to see Bat again. I want to see my humans again. 
I don’t know if they’ll be with him, but I want to see them again.
Something thumps far above me. I jump, grimacing. Glancing up the stairs behind me, I find nothing but more dim light, and no heat signatures. Probably just the turbine, but I shouldn’t stay here. I wonder how far down I am, and how far up I’m going to have to climb. No use thinking about it, I’ll only freak myself out—leaning against the railing, I push myself to my feet and head up. Every so slowly. 
Another thump sounds somewhere above, and I squint upward, not daring to actually stop lest I can’t make my legs start up again. Still, I don’t see any heat signatures—other than from the spinning turbine—but who knows how thick the walls are up here. Who knows how much damage I did to my eyes? Maybe I’m not seeing every temperature there is to see. . .
Stop panicking, Aaron.

Near the top of the turbine—looking down doesn’t give me much to see—there’s another platform and another set of stairs disappearing into the wall. It’s darker here, but not entirely pitch-black. Feeling unsettled, I put my hand in my pocket, curling my sore fingers around the handle of the little electric knife. I don’t want to actually hold it out, it’s fully possible I’ll drop it, and it’s the only weapon I have left. But it’s comforting to touch. 
Poking my head into the next set of stairs, I find it empty as far as I can discern. Below me, the deafening whoosh of the turbine has my skin crawling. I gratefully step into the stone of the tunnel, where if one of the rusted old metal steps breaks, I won’t fall to my death.
I keep climbing. 
Eventually, the stairs come to an intersection of smaller pathways, and I keep on the one going up. Eventually, something has to lead to the surface or close enough to it. I’m concerned I haven’t seen anyone around who might be taking care of the turbines and possible engines down here, but there has to be someone. 
A voice stops me dead in my tracks. It sounds conversational, with more than one person speaking. Carefully, I make my way up this set of steps, until the claustrophobic hallway exits into another broader tunnel. 
I don’t see anyone, but the set of voices goes quiet. For half a moment, I think Zane? Lalia? Yvonne? Then I tell myself not to be stupid. Still, I can’t quite shake the hope clinging to my chest that they’ve somehow found their way down to me. I manage not to say their names, helped rather aggressively by how difficult it is to breathe even while climbing slowly. 
Tunnels go off in every direction from here, and I don’t know what to do. There isn’t an obvious set of stairs continuing up. I’m worried about speaking to anyone down here, but maybe if I find whoever’s talking, they’ll know a way up. 
I creep a little farther out into the brighter section of the tunnel, and something cracks me in the back of the head. 



TWENTY-TWO
Someone drags me, and I don’t have the wherewithal to shake them off. 
Voices drift somewhere far off, and more hands grab onto me, hauling me another few feet. My skin crawls, and I try to yank my arm away without success. I hear when they give up, my body too heavy for humans to move with ease.
What are they doing?
I blink, trying to see anything, but all I’m getting are painful flashes of heat signatures against the blues of the cold walls. I struggle again, trying to wiggle sideways, an unintentional groan slipping out as someone crushes their knee down against my neck. Throwing off humans shouldn’t be a problem, but I’m not only human right now, I’m weaker than a human. 
Something presses my face roughly into the stony ground, and I momentarily lose my grip on consciousness, unable to stay awake each time I manage to crawl my way back to the waking world. Water roars nearby, buzzing my new hearing aids, considerable dampness in the air, as well as the whir of what my hazy mind considers to be the turbine. Or a different one? I was definitely dragged to a different spot before they gave up on trying to move me. I shouldn’t be able to hear it from here.
My eyes hurt, and what few blobs of heat I’ve been able to pick up suddenly snap out of sight. What’s happening? What are they doing to me?

Vaguely, over all the noise and clawing they’re doing to my clothes, I hear, “. . .get. . .ears. . .”
Oh.

Oh no.
They’re trying to rip out my useful augmentations. Like my ears. And my eyes. And probably others I can’t even grasp. 
Struggling, I bite at the closest hand holding me down, my teeth sinking into soft flesh. There’s a scream in my still-functioning ears, and I use my less injured leg to push myself back, but more hands replace the one that left. Blinking hard, I still can’t see a thing, and I hope they didn’t manage to do permanent damage to any of my implants.
They’re doing something to my ear, and I yank sideways, momentarily freeing my arm enough to shove and claw at the people atop me, hearing their voices as they shout and scramble to secure me. Some of them speak a language I can’t understand. How did I even run into these types of people down here? Hiding because even what they’re doing is vastly illegal? A sharp pain overriding everything else shoots through the left side of my skull, behind my ear, as if someone is driving a needle through the back of it. Someone screams, probably me, and I only hear it on my right side. I can’t see them, where are they?
My hand comes free of one of the bodies crushing it, splashing into water. Drown. I could down if I try to get away in whatever waterway is down here. How else do I get out? What do I do?
No one’s going to help me. 
No one’s come looking for me. No one’s going to help.
Someone grabs a handful of my hair, yanking me to the side, away from the water. I’ve let it grow too long, I think offhandedly. I flail out at them, kicking as hard as I can, another yell tearing out my throat. It hurts, but not as much as it will if I can’t get away from them. My broken arm is useless and screaming, more so when someone’s weight falls on it, trying to keep me pinned. 
I shove will every ounce of strength I have left backward, crashing into the water.
It’s faster than I anticipated, and my limbs are too heavy to move properly, finally feeling as if they’re full of metal, never quite going the way I want them to. Water swallows me. My head smacks into something hard and unforgiving, and I realize what it is too late to avoid being dragged by the current down into the tunnel. I scrape at the top of the stone, searching for gaps of air and finding none. My lungs are already burning. I should be able to hold my breath for ages, but I wasn’t prepared, and something is seriously, seriously wrong. 
Nothing reaches my eyes, and what remains of my hearing flickers in and out with the overwhelming roar of too much swirling water. I try uselessly to right myself in the current, knocked into the side of the tunnel as it changes course.
I’m going to drown.
I scrape my one usable hand along the walls, trying to find something, anything, unconsciousness wavering at the corners of my thoughts. Air wraps around my failing arm, and my head breaks the surface momentarily. I choke in a breath, coughing before the current slams me into the next wall. A harsh cry is shoved out of my lungs, and my legs find no purchase as the water tries to drag me into another tunnel. I claw at the wall, pressed against it hard so I’m pinned above the entrance. My eyes aren’t working. They aren’t working at all, and I feel to my side until I find the floor of this new tunnel, dragging myself toward it, hearing my harsh breath in momentary blips when my one functioning hearing aid tries to work. 
Shivering and choking up water, I scrub at my eyes, trying to figure out what’s broken, desperate to turn them back on. My fingers find partially empty slots where they should be, the implants in my skin still there but bleeding, the actually seeing, most valuable part of my eyes gone.
Panic chokes up my throat, what little breath my damaged chest can take nearly cut off. I’m going to die. Slowly, one way or another, whether those humans find me again or not. 
They’re going to pull me to pieces and not bother to kill me first—
A hand grabs my shoulder. I yelp, lashing out and making direct contact with something, trying to scramble back. My body won’t do it, won’t move correctly, and the set of hands fumbles with mine. I can hear the blips of voices in my remaining ear, and claw at where it’s coming from, locking my fingers around the scavenger’s throat, shoving him back away from me, into the ground. Any other time, and I’d crush his windpipe easily, but I can barely keep it off me. Two hands fumble with mine, trying to pry my fingers away from its neck. I can’t put up much of a fight. 
My knife. 
Dragging myself back, I fumble in my pocket, hoping and praying I didn’t drop it in all the scuffle or lose it to these thieves. My fingers find its hilt, and I flip it on as the hand touches my leg again, trying to drag me back—
“Aaron!”
I go still, breath still coming in harsh whimpers, the heat of the knife flickering over my fingers.
My name?
The hand leaves my leg, then touches my wrist carefully. I flinch, dragging myself back, hearing only fragments of words being spoken. 
“. . .okay. . .Aaron. . .”
I pause, back trapped against the wall, the knife slipping through my trembling fingers. I catch the quick sound of movement along the stones, and two hands rest carefully on my shoulders. Not expecting him to be so close, I cower back, putting my hand out and unintentionally shoving against a thick jacket. My hand knocks into their face, and a scruffy start of a beard.
“Aaron. . .”
I know that voice.
“Zane?” I whisper, unable to hear but hoping my voice forms the word.
The face nods, hands on my shoulders tightening gently. His hand touches my remaining hearing aid, but nothing he does clears the sound. I hear him saying something, but the words are nothing more than a fragmented drum of noise. My head spins. It’s not possible. He can’t be here. They came looking for me?
“Zane. . .?” I ask again, unable to believe it. 
Another nod, and his hand messing with my ear rubs the back of my neck. “. . .found you. . .”
My breath hitches. Remembering my eyes, I cover my mutilated face with my hand. Another sob chokes up my chest that I can’t manage to shove away. I don’t want to cry, can’t start crying over this. Telling myself not to isn’t very effective.
Zane tugs at my hand before giving up and pulling me off the wall, hugging me so tight every one of my injuries screams. Relief makes it difficult to breathe. I grab around his shoulders with my usable arm, clinging to him. A few words filter through my damaged ears I still don’t pick up. He gives my hair a ruffle gentle enough it doesn’t aggravate any of my injuries.
Another set of hands touches my shoulder, smaller this time, and I start. Two more arms wrap around us. Vaguely, I recall the perfume Lalia wears, barely recognizable until my other senses are denied to me. I press my face against Zane’s shoulder, hiding it from her though I know it’s unreasonable. Neither pushes me away or tries to drag me up, holding me so tight I think it might actually be doing me some damage, but I can’t bring myself to struggle out of it. Both of them are so much warmer than I am.
Lalia releases us first, her soft hands fluttering over my hand and temple with the gentlest touch. The echo of their voices reaches my ears, but I can’t hear what they’re saying. 
I try to say, “I can’t. . .hear. I. . .”
I don’t know how to continue, don’t know what I’m trying to say. Zane rubs my back. Lalia touches my ears as Zane had, her fingers brushing gently under my eyes, smoothing back my hair. They can’t do anything for me. I’m not even sure if Bat can do anything for me. All they can do is keep me safe. Which is more than enough. Wrapping his arms under mine, Zane tugs on me gently, and I realize what they’re trying to do. I’m too heavy for a human to carry with any ease. Zane might be able to, but I remember him hitting his injured side on the metal platform, and don’t think he’ll manage it. 
I try to get my legs under me, leaning on him completely for balance, head spinning so bad I don’t think I’d be able to stand straight even if I could see. Lalia helps hold me up on the other side, easing my broken arm gently over her shoulder. 
My thoughts finally start catching up to me, and more panic along with it. “Bat?”
If he came down here, those people after me will catch him. They’ll—
Zane is saying something to me, and I catch the word, “safe,” in all of it.
“Scavengers,” I tell him, and he gives me a reassuring squeeze. He puts something back in my pocket I realize is the hilt of my dropped knife. It’s the only thing I haven’t lost in all this, and I’m grateful he picked it up. I don’t have a hope or dream of figuring out where we’re going or which direction we’re heading, or even how they got down here or are going to manage to get back to the surface. I don’t really care.
They came looking for me. 
I squeeze Zane’s shoulder. He grabs my uninjured hand, keeping it secure over his shoulder, the two of them taking a lot more of my weight than I would expect. I manage to stumble along, leaning on them, for longer than I believed possible before unconsciousness claws at me. It’s getting more and more difficult to breathe, even as slow as we’re going. My chest is tight, arms and legs numb. My head won’t stop pounding. 
Finally, the two of them stumble under my weight. Lalia releases me for a moment, and I can’t hear more than snippets of movement. Zane pauses, readjusting his grip on me, touching my face as if he can meet my eyes. 
I’m not going to walk anymore. I simply can’t. Even standing here, leaning mostly on Zane, is nearly unbearable. 
“Zane. . .” I say and hope my voice is working. “Zane, I think I’m dying. Something is wrong. I’m dying. Bat can’t. . . I think. . .”
I try to tell him something, I don’t remember what, before I can’t remember anything at all.



TWENTY-THREE
A damp nose bumps my cheek, and I can’t open my eyes. 
Rather, my eyes won’t work even if I could open them. 
Bat? I think but can’t manage to say.
I don’t know where I am. The smell is familiar. My ship. My blankets. 
It should bring some better level of comfort than it does, but I hurt. Nothing feels correct. I should be safe on my ship and fixed, but I’m not. I’m going to die, even here, and I can barely open my useless eyes, let alone speak. I want to wrap my arms around Bat and ensure he’s safe with me, but I can’t move, can barely grasp hold of consciousness for a moment. 
A soft, delicate hand slips under the back of my neck. Nope, no one’s supposed to mess around back there. No one’s supposed to find out I don’t have my chip. But the hand just gives a soft squeeze, moving to my hair. A voice echoes in the background. 
Yvonne? I think before I can’t keep my thoughts straight any longer. 
•
How much time will pass? I can’t imagine how long my body will cling to a thread of life before giving up. Nothing feels fixed, nothing correct. Each time I grasp consciousness for a few moments, it all feels more and more broken. I cannot move, cannot breathe, cannot think, cannot rid myself of the chill in my bones.
Someone has my numb hand cradled in the two of theirs, and this is all I know for a long time.
•
I wake, and I’m something akin to warm and comfortable. 
A full breath fills my lungs without too much pain. My head is fuzzy and my body heavy as lead, but in exhaustion rather than death creeping her fingers over me. Something is wrapped around my eyes, stopping them from opening, and I consider Yvonne or one of the siblings bandaging up my ruined face. I don’t know how much good that would do for the implants themselves, but it’s thoughtful. 
Panic reaches me a moment later, my hand tightening on an unfamiliar puffy comforter, the smell of this place entirely wrong. I’m not in my ship. Where am I?
What did they do to me? Did they take me somewhere? Leave me somewhere—
“Aaron?”
I start badly at the sound, smooth and perfect and unbroken, from both my ears, unable to stop a groan when the movement hurts every inch of me. 
But I know that voice too.
“Yvonne?” I croak, dissolving into a rough cough that rattles my chest. 
Her hand brushes my cheek, and a cup presses to my lips. Too thirsty to be embarrassed by the treatment, I gulp down everything she gives me until the cup is empty, trying to speak again and finding it rough but not impossible. 
“Yvonne—”
“Oh, Aaron. . .” Her voice cracks. Her hands brush my cheeks, kissing every inch of my face. I try to say her name again but can’t quite manage it over her lips on mine. I tug at the gauze over my eyes, not knowing what’s happening but hoping against hope that if I can hear her, I can also see.
“Oh, don’t pull on those!” she says before I manage to tug the bandages off completely and her face, a little fuzzy but clearing up, comes into view just over mine.
She’s evidently been crying a lot longer than just now. 
“Yvonne. . .” I say again, barely believing she’s real before I get kissed again. “Ow.”
“Oh, sorry!” Her hands flutter over my face, and she settles for lighter kissing this time. “Aaron, Aaron, Aaron, you scared me half to death, you stupid idiot.”
“Did you change your hair?”
She half-laughs, half-cries, carefully wrapping her arms around my neck, pulling me into her shoulder. She’s so warm, and smells familiar and a little bit like some sweet soap. The room we’re in is dark but lit enough to see we’re alone, and I’m in some sort of private room, not some sterile hospital bed hooked up to machines. I wrap my arms around her, the broken one now not so heavy, concealed in a cast. She rocks us gently, running her fingers through my hair, and it’s a fight to keep my eyes open. I don’t want to go back to sleep. I want to know what happened and why she’s here and where we are and where Bat and Zane and Lalia and Anya are. 
I’m too relieved to actually ask her. Besides, I think if I speak, she’ll be able to tell there are more tears in my eyes, my throat burning.
Finally, I manage to whisper, “What. . .happened. . .”
She doesn’t release me but mumbles, “Zane and La managed to get you back to where we had the ship down in as far as it would go. We’re a few days away from Zar, no one’s going to hurt us here, I promise.”
That reminds me. 
I put my fingers to my eyes, feeling the unfamiliar texture of the repaired implants, the brand-new eyes. My breath hitches, picking up a bit too much. Someone replaced my eyes, had their hands on me, fixing up my augmentations, some stranger—
Realizing what’s making me panic, Yvonne releases me gently and looks into my new eyes, grimacing a little. I realize for the first time how bad my old ones were. I can really see her, the shade of her skin, the little flecks of gold in her purple eyes, and the soft lines around them brought out my grief and exhaustion. Her hair sits in silky rings and braids, shinier than I’ve ever noticed.
She looks so much more real, so much more alive. I blink, hardly able to believe her.
“This place belongs to my cousin—he’s really safe, I promise—he has good doctors here, he’s richer than anyone has a right to be,” she babbles. “I know you hate doctors touching you, and I’m really sorry, and if you want to be mad at me about it, that’s fine, I get it, but we thought you were going to die, and even the doctors couldn’t believe you were alive, you would not believe the damage you did to your insides, and they had some replacements for your ears and eyes so I asked them to—”
I raise my head off the pillow enough to kiss her, then pull carefully on one of the bouncy curls of her hair. “Did you know you have gold in your eyes?”
She blinks, nodding, chin trembling, staring at my throat instead of meeting my gaze. Quietly, she whispers, “I thought you were going to die.”
“So did I. . .” I murmur, calmer than I expected to be in such a situation. But the room is quiet and dark, and with her arms cradling my head, it’s difficult to feel anything other than safe. “Where’s. . .Zane and Lalia?”
Yvonne hiccups, wiping her eyes. “They just left like ten minutes ago to get something to eat. They haven’t left your side for ages, I told them to go walk around a bit and get food. They didn’t look happy about it.”
Something about that has me smiling, though it hurts my sore face. “Bat?”
Sniffling, she points, and I follow her finger to what appears to be a bathroom, light spilling out under the door crack. “He had blood on him and would not get off your chest, so Anya took it upon herself to drag him off and is, I believe, hosing him down in the tub. He’s probably getting sprayed in the face too much to hear us.”
“And she has all her fingers?” I ask, the image making a laugh bubble up in my chest. I groan and cover my mouth—now is not a good time to laugh unless I want to die. 
Yvonne giggles weakly, burying her face in her hands. “Aaron, please don’t ever do that to me again.”
“Believe it or not, that whole thing was not part of the plan. . .
wait, your cousin?”
Yvonne nods, still not looking at me. “Don’t panic. We’ve been here a few days, if he was gonna call someone, he would’ve.”
When I don’t respond, she peeks through her fingers at me. “He’s richer than God, all of our bounties put together mean absolutely nothing to him and. . .well, in the nicest way possible: he has the emotional maturity of a child.”
I raise my eyebrows and my entire face complains.
“He thinks it’s way funnier that I’m giving my parents a headache than he would if he called them up and turned us over. Plus, he thinks Captain is stuck up, so anything that annoys him is a bonus. And I told him we’re heading home to Neyla Ve after this, so he’s fine and even a little happy to have us here. I mean, he was confused as hell when I showed up in a panic with a half-dead cyborg, but he’s known me all my life, this isn’t exactly my first oddball moment. He’s probably gonna want you to tell him some dramatic story, but he’s harmless, I promise.”
He thinks Captain’s stuck up. . . I nearly giggle. Whatever pain meds they’ve given me must be wild.
It all makes a weird amount of sense, and if we have indeed been here a few days and no one’s shown up, we’re probably alright for the moment. 
I’ve been out for days.
Suddenly exhausted, I drop my head back to the pillow, eyes closed. Yvonne’s fingers comb my hair, making it difficult to stay awake. No irritating heat signatures flash in my eyes. I don’t even know if these models have them, but I hardly care at the moment. Everything is so peaceful, so calm. Gently, Yvonne kisses my cheek and her weight leaves the bed. Before I can ask where she’s going, I see her open the bathroom door and lean in.
“Guess who’s awake—”
There’s the flurry of wet metal toes on a bathtub, and a rather drenched badger comes flying out through Yvonne’s legs, nearly face-planting into the side of the bed before scrambling up.
“Hi, Bat. . .” I mumble, doing my very best not to cry again while I wrap my arms around him, crushing him tight to my chest while he wiggles into the crook of my neck, whimpering. “I’m okay. You’re very wet.”
He flaps his ears, splattering droplets into my face. From the bathroom, Yvonne laughs softly. There’s more rustling, and Anya appears in the doorway before scrambling onto the other side of the bed and flopping down atop me a little rougher than I’d appreciate. I don’t tell her to move. She sounds as if she might be crying too, and if I have to look at her face, I might just lose it. I hold onto Bat with one arm, her the other, and stare at the ceiling, thoughts out of order. Yvonne sits on the edge of the bed and returns to running her hands through my hair. 
I should definitely never let this happen—I don’t have even a speck of desire in me to move out of this situation. Voices reach from somewhere on the opposite side of the room where a little kitchen sits across from us, and I panic for a moment before seeing Zane’s scruffy face appear around the corner, Lalia directly behind. They both look exhausted but have clean clothes undamaged by any firefight. Despite the fall he took back on that platform, Zane doesn’t look too bad. The doctor here probably had a look at him as well.
I didn’t realize how much I was hoping to see them again, that they wouldn’t just fly off-planet now that I’m safe until both go still in the middle of the kitchen and stare. 
I don’t know what to say.
Lalia drops her box of food onto the little kitchen table and hurries to my side, squeezing into some of the limited space and getting her arms around me. 
“Oh,” I say, feeling sheepish as Zane manuvers in as well, everyone awkwardly trying to hug me without laying on me too much. I may not feel so much like I’m dying, but everything still hurts. If I had more willpower, I’d probably tell them to get off.
“Missed you guys,” I say, and manage to hug them in return.



TWENTY-FOUR
I sleep through much of the next day, Bat tucked under my arm, trusting that this place is as safe as Yvonne claims it is. It isn’t as if I can walk out of here. I may not be dying anymore—I need to ask what exactly needed fixing—but I feel like hell.
By the time night falls on the next day, I’m sick of laying down, all my muscles sore and aching and wanting to be moved. I roll over, Bat still snoring lightly under the blankets, and switch on one of the lamps on the bedside table. 
The room is quiet and empty.
Zane and Lalia have been in and out all day, Anya as well. Yvonne has mostly stuck by my side, but I can hear her in the bathroom, the shower running. Good. That means she won’t yell at me about getting up. 
Carefully, I sit on the edge of the bed, a little dizzy but not nearly as bad as last time, digging my toes into the fluffy carpet. I remember a little about this planet—Yvonne told me the name and I vaguely recognized it—but not enough to know about the people or the environment. There’s a broad window along the wall to my left, but it’s been shuttered with a heavy curtain this whole time. 
Glancing at the bathroom door, I’m about to have a go at getting up and walking around when the door opens. Anya stops in the walkway to the kitchen and puts her hands on her hips in such an exact miniature of her sister I have to chew the inside of my lip so I won’t laugh.
“And what are you doing?” she asks in her best impression of an adult’s voice.
I can’t help a weak laugh. “Stretching. Because I can. How are you feeling?”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
That gets some giggles, and she drops the act, wandering up and throwing her arms around my neck. Sitting on the bed, I’m right at eye level, so there’s no escape. 
“I like it better when you’re awake.”
Well, it’s not like I have any dignity left, anyway. I boost her up onto my knee and let her lean against my chest. “I prefer not being passed out, too. Where are the other two idiots?”
“Huh?”
“Zane and Lalia.”
“Oh. Lalia’s down in the kitchen stealing food, I’m gonna go back and find her. I think I saw Zane go outside a long time ago.” 
She points at the door near the broad, covered window. I should be able to stand without toppling over, and it’s worth a look outside. 
“You go find Lalia, I’ll be fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, but don’t tell your sister. She’ll murder me.”
“Uh-huh,” she says, finally dropping to the floor. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
“I look that bad, huh?”
She looks me over and presses her lips together. I glance down at myself. She’s not wrong. Most of the damage I can’t see thanks to gauze in all the correct places, and I’m a little concerned about actually looking in a mirror. I don’t know whose clothes these are, but they’re not mine, and they cover what the gauze doesn’t. I must be hiding a lot of bruising, even after a few days. 
Pushing myself to my feet takes a bit more effort than I’d wish, but it isn’t awful. Nothing like back in those tunnels on Zar. I shudder, trying not to picture it too much. Anya’s small hand grabs mine as if she’s worried I’m going to topple over at any moment, but I’m steady enough that I’m not concerned. 
“I’m fine, I promise. You’re as bad as your sister.”
She just looks at me with those huge eyes and doesn’t release my hand.
“What?”
“Yvonne wouldn’t let me see you until the doctors fixed you. She wouldn’t tell me what happened, so I asked Bat and he said some people tried to take you apart, is that true?”
A part of me wishes Bat hadn’t told her, but I’m also glad she won’t be following me around asking what happened for the next few weeks. 
“Yes, that happened. The doctors had to find me some new eyes and ears here. They’re very nice, I can see you much better.”
She doesn’t give me the smile I was hoping for, so I squeeze her hand. “I’m alright, kid.”
She shakes her head, then hugs me around my middle. My ribs complain, but she isn’t being too rough, so I let her. “We’re gonna take care of you.”
Oh, for star’s sake. “Well, sure you are,” I say, a little weakly. I really need to get it together. 
Nodding, she grabs my hand again and leads me toward the door alongside the window as if it’s now her personal mission to make sure I don’t fall on my face on the way there. I would laugh if I wasn’t feeling sheepish about the whole ordeal. 
I expect fresh air when Anya leads me outside, and it certainly smells crisper than indoors, but it isn’t precisely what I anticipated.
“Right,” I mumble, remembering what little bits of information I’ve learned about this planet.
Most of it’s underwater. 
A high dome of thick glass reaches over us, shimmering clear ocean over our heads. Getting a good look at what this place is like for the first time, we seem to be on another small wing of a series of pale structures clustered together into one larger house. The stone of the buildings almost appears to be marble, and the glass dome reaching over the entire structure is webbed with ornate metal to keep it safe and offer more structure. We’re on a patio with plants and a few levels down of grasses and small trees. Out past the glass, coral is visible in the depths and through dozens of other bubbles of glass from the rest of this section of the city. 
Night has already fallen, so the watery planet is dark and a bit foreboding, but lights shimmer along all the glass, dim enough it isn’t irritating, bright enough I can still see my way around. My eyes don’t glitch at any of it. I still can’t figure out if I can see heat with these, but I’m less inclined to worry about that at the moment. 
“Wow,” I mutter. It’s a bit like Amethyst, but underwater.
And nothing is killing my eyes and ears. 
“Some of it’s above water,” Anya says, swinging our hands a little. “But not most of it. My cousin lives here. He’s nice.”
I nod a little numbly. I really missed out on what happened for a few days being so near death. “Are we alone in this section?”
“Mostly. This is a guest’s wing or something.”
“Huh.”
Anya points down the set of pale steps to one of the terraces below. Even without a heat signature to find, I catch the shape of someone sitting down in the garden, near a little bubbling fountain.
I give Anya’s hand a squeeze. “I’m gonna go talk to Zane, you can go back and find La if you want.”
“You’re sure you can walk around?”
“Yes, I’m sure,” I say with fake snippiness, poking her in the nose. 
She rolls her eyes, gives me a warning look and finger shake, and trots back into the room. I snort, heading down the steps with all the grace and speed of that old woman back in the tunnels. My ankle still hurts, but not by much. The doctors here must be about as good as the ones on Amethyst, and if I don’t think too much about them working on me while I was helpless and unconscious, I don’t want to throw up. 
Zane doesn’t appear to be doing much of anything, feet propped on the edge of the fountain, staring into the garden with a faraway expression. 
“Rich people are something else, huh?” I ask, rounding the bush at the bottom of the stairs. 
He starts, then scowls at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing out of bed?”
“You’re not in charge of me.”
He’s fighting to keep a smirk off his face, but there’s nervousness in his eyes as well. Pain. A lot happened on Zar even before I nearly died. I knew coming down here and bothering him would mean we’ll talk about it, but somehow, that didn’t quite discourage me enough. 
“You look like death walking,” he says, then scoots over on the little bench he’s found. “Sit your ass down before you fall over, good grief.”
I take a step, then hesitate, feeling more sheepish than before. “If you want to be alone I can go back, I was just getting up and walking around a little. I’m sick of laying down.”
He looks at the ground for a moment, then says, “No, sit. I actually really want to say some things, if you can bear another one of my dreaded heart-to-hearts.”
I laugh once before deciding that’s still not the best idea with the state of my ribs and sit.



TWENTY-FIVE
Despite his heart-to-heat proclamation, Zane doesn’t speak. He puts his hand on my back when I ease down alongside him and asks if I’m alright then goes silent for a good ten minutes. It’s quiet here, and no one else is out and about, so I don’t mind. I’ve wanted to say some things myself, but it’s not as if I’m good at this. Besides, the things I’ve been considering don’t seem to be able to be put into words. There’s so much, and no way to say it. 
Still, when he still hasn’t spoken up, I figure I might as well try. “I’m, uh. . .sorry about all this.”
He blinks as if deep in thought, frowning at me. “None of this is really your fault. At all?”
I shrug, awkward, but decide I might as well plow through what I want to say before I lose my nerve. Still, it mostly comes out as a stupid attempt at a joke. “Well, for one thing, I’m starting to remember what happened down in those tunnels, and I’m about ninety-seven percent sure I choked you.”
“Oh,” he says, then snorts loudly. “Yeah, you did actually. Not very well, but yeah.”
He rubs his neck, but there aren’t any markings. Either I was weaker than even I thought, or the doctors already fixed him up. It’s been a few days, after all. 
“Sorry.”
He snorts again. “You couldn’t see or hear me, I shouldn’t have run up on you like that, I probably scared you half to death.”
“Can confirm.”
“I’m just glad you didn’t stab me in the face.”
“I was gonna.”
“I could tell,” he says, then chuckles harder. “Half dead and you’re still scarier than most people.”
“Thanks?”
“It was a compliment.” 
I can’t help but laugh, then rub my chest, my ribs complaining. “Also, I’m gonna say this once, and then I never ever wanna talk about it again. . .I’m, uh, sorry about crying all over you.”
“Huh. Sure. I wasn’t crying at all. Definitely not. You were totally the only one—”
I shove his arm, but it doesn’t move him very far. He grins, staring at the fountain.
Then he sobers. “Aaron, I’m, uh. . .I really shouldn’t have gotten pissed at you for walking away after we. . .got your DNA tested. I wasn’t really mad at you.”
I almost forgot about it, and shrug awkwardly. “I shouldn’t have left I guess—”
“It wasn’t really that. You were upset, I get it. I just. . .” He picks up a fallen leaf and shreds it. “I really believed it, Aaron. I really did. And I was shocked, I guess. Eventually, I turned around to look for you because I wanted to apologize for it all and try to see if you had anything comforting to say, but you’d already left. That made it worse, somehow. I was taking my anger out on the wrong person. I said some really nasty things, and I’m sorry.”
I stare at the ground. People don’t usually apologize to me, and certainly not like this. I know enough now to realize these siblings aren’t average humans, but I still don’t know what to say. “I’m sorry too, I know you’re grieving and I still bit back. I shouldn’t have.”
Zane shrugs. “I have seen you say a lot worse to people for a lot less, you weren’t that bad. But thanks.”
He’s got me there. I smile without feeling it. “I really am sorry. . .
about your brother.”
He nods, not speaking. I see his throat working as he swallows. 
I can’t help but ask, “Did you figure out what happened to him? Did the ship logs help?”
He nods again, slower this time, and clears his throat. “He, uh. . .never even made it to Amerov.”
I blink.
“Yeah, apparently they stopped at another planet for fuel on the way back. There weren’t a lot of details, they were just ship logs, but they uh. . .crashed. Or someone crashed into them, it wasn’t very specific. Either way, the wreckage was logged in, and no survivors. Three bodies. Pictures and everything. Him and the two numbers who picked him up. Yeah. He, uh. . .never even made it a few days after they took him off Hytha. They just never bothered to tell us, I guess.”
Something lodges painfully in my chest. This hurt me, it truly did, but it must be hell for Zane and Lalia. I need to find La and talk to her too, no matter if the idea of it makes me want to shrivel up. They’ve been looking for a ghost for decades.
That kid had no idea how good a brother and sister he had. 
“I’m really sorry,” I say again, weakly, for lack of anything better. “I would’ve helped you find him, ya know. If there was some hint he was alive, I would’ve helped you find him.”
I don’t know why I say it. Partially because it’s true, but also because I hope it helps him a little, I suppose. Zane’s face just scrunches into a pained frown, staring at the fountain. 
Slowly, he shakes his head. “I didn’t want him to be anyone else.”
I match his frown, not quite following. “What?”
He scoffs without humor. “You don’t really get it. I know you don’t believe me because you don’t think anyone likes you all that much. But I didn’t just want him to be anyone out there. I wanted him to be you. Even if he was alive, and was someone else out there in the galaxy. I didn’t really. . .I didn’t just want my brother anywhere out there. I wanted you to be him. Alright. No other person. Actually you.”
He leans over and rests his face in his hands. I stare down at him. What do I say? My throat burns. 
“I wanted it to be me, too,” I tell him gently, and he nods, still leaning over. “I’m really sorry, Zane.”
“Me too,” he says. “I’m so sorry we brought you into this. We really thought. . .” He sobs once. “We would never have done this to you if we didn’t truly think. . . I’m so sorry we did this to you.”
He can probably hear the crack in my voice, but I tell him, “I’m not.”
He sniffles. “Huh?”
“I’m not sorry about that part.”
He glances back at me a little, hardly visible in the dark greenhouse with his hair falling over his face. Still, I can see the tears. 
“I’ve never had good friends before,” I say. “I mean, I have Bat, and you know how I feel about him. But. . .I raised him, it’s. . .
different. I’ve never had people who just decided they liked me for no other reason than they liked me. Even if you’re not my brother, I’m not sorry for that part.”
Zane turns away, then leans back and tugs me under his arm, my head on his shoulder. I leave my arms where they are, frightened of making the crying worse, but I don’t tell him to get off me. It doesn’t freak me out anymore, leaning against one of them. 
“By the way,” he sniffs. “In case you get any ideas. . .we’re not planning on heading out. We don’t know what we’re doing, but we’re not planning on leaving you guys here, especially not while you’re still healing up.”
I swallow, then nod, not trusting my voice. I didn’t know I was going to come out for a conversation like this, and sleep is dragging at me even when I’m still scrubbing tears off my face. Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten out of bed—won’t be telling Yvonne that part. Zane doesn’t seem like he’s going to release me anytime soon, so I lean on him and stay quiet. 
•
When Zane’s been likewise quiet for a time, I say, “Thanks for saving my ass. Again.”
He gives a weak, rough cough of a laugh. “Since you seem to be keeping track, you can count it for the one where you crawled into a burning, exploding ship to get me.”
“I did do that, didn’t I? I’m so heroic.”
“And incredibly humble.”
“Precisely.”
“I don’t think you should’ve gotten out of bed. You sound out of it.”
“Zane, if I’m tolerating all this crying stuff, I’m out of it.”
“Uh-huh.” Slowly, he gets up, helping me to my feet and keeping a hold under my arm, muttering something that sounds suspiciously like you started it under his breath. I ignore him. When I glance his way, he looks about as rough as I do, and I don’t want to bring it up.
“And don’t tell Yvonne about this conversation. There’s only so much humiliation a man can take.”
“Oh hell no, you know she’ll just sympathize with you and mock me within an inch of my life.”
I wrinkle my nose. “How have we gotten to the point where I’m the one she’s not mocking?”
“I believe that would come with the kissing.”
“Oh right, good point. Is it just me, or does this place give you the distinct feeling it’s going to break and we’ll all drown?”
“It wasn’t, but now it is, so thanks.”
I snicker, then lean against the side of the steps and say, “Ow.”
“Ya know, I’m not a doctor, but maybe don’t laugh for a few more days.”
“I dunno what drugs they’re giving me, but they’re good.”
Hooking his arm back under mine, he leads me up the steps. “Oh, so that’s why you didn’t run for your life when I started apologizing. How are the new eyes?”
“Weird. Nice. I can’t tell if they have any heat-seeking equipment in them. I use that a lot, ya know.”
“I have noticed. How much have you used it on me?”
“Only when saving your life, smartass. Also, they just used to do it without me wanting.”
The moment I open the door, Yvonne calls, “I can hear you two insulting each other out there. What do you think you’re doing out of bed?”
“You’re the third person to ask me that,” I grumble, and despite my best efforts, Zane steers me over and seats me on the foot of the bed. I give him my best dirty look, but I think it hurts my face more than it guilts him. Typical. 
Lalia is sitting on the kitchen counter with what’s likely a glass of wine, Anya at the table eating. . .something. We probably both look awful at this point—I’m glad it’s dark in here.
“I didn’t let him get up,” Anya says, shoveling more food into her face.
“No one thinks you can stop me, squirt.”
Zane says something to Lalia, squeezing her arm, before pouring himself his own wine and sitting beside me on the bed. 
“I’m not giving you any,” he mutters. “You’re already high as a moon.”
I roll my eyes, which gives me the beginnings of a headache, but I think it’s the crying, not the healing injuries. Yvonne is divvying up food, and my stomach growls. I’ve eaten a little since I woke here, but not much.
“Aaron, do you want to lie down or sit at the table?”
“I’m not that fragile,” I grumble, though I’m not certain it’s true. 
A lump moves under the covers, and Bat pushes out, half asleep, crawling onto my lap. I scratch his ears, pulling him up onto my shoulder as I wander over to the kitchen table while my legs are still working on me. Yvonne shakes her head, giving me such a disparaging look that I smile at her serenely. I think about splashing my face with water, but I probably can’t look any worse, anyway.
“Your eyes are a different color,” Anya says offhandedly.
I blink. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
“They’re not gray anymore?”
“Not really. Kinda greenish.”
Huh. I guess these are fancier than the ones I got from Amerov. I still haven’t dared look at myself in the mirror. Perhaps I should.
“Yvonne, did those doctors tell you if these eyes see heat signatures?”
“Oh!” Yvonne puts her spoonful of some sort of rice down. “Right. They’re going to want to look you over again, sorry about that, probably tomorrow.”
I grimace, but she comes around the table and puts her hands on either side of my face. I wince, still jumpier than I’d like to admit, but she doesn’t mention it. Kind of her. “I told them not to mess with the port on the back of your neck. They don’t know how to work on cyborgs, anyway.”
I shudder at the close call.
“Don’t leave these on until you’re healed. Technically, we were probably supposed to leave the gauze on your face, I hope you know. Right here, they said there is something—ah, this must be it.”
Something clicks gently under her thumbs, and a smooth, easy heat signature ripples over her form. I glance around the room, acclimating to the difference. I blink the certain way I used to that would switch my eyes back and forth before it stopped working, and the heat blinks off. I try a few more times, and it works on demand. 
Forgetting my damaged ribs, I giggle. 
Yvonne grins. “Did it work?”
“Yeah. Perfectly.”
“Great, I’m gonna turn these back off so the doctors don’t yell at me. It’s just this tiny little switch here, feels like the tip of a pen.”
There isn’t much space in the metal beside my eyes, so it makes sense. Bat starts sniffing around my new eyes, poking me with his nose, as Yvonne switches them back off and gives me a peck on the lips, returning to her food. Lalia wiggles her eyebrows at me from behind the princess, and I make another face. Then, thinking about Zane’s words, I gesture for her to sit in the empty seat.
“How ya holding up?” she asks, sliding in beside me.
“No longer dying, so ya know, not bad.”
She rolls her eyes, staring at her wine glass. There’s a faraway look in her eyes, and hidden pain in her expression, same as Zane. I don’t want to bring this up with everyone around, so I bury my discomfort and the fact I would never do this a mere few weeks ago and put my hand on her knee under the table. Carefully, she wraps her fingers between mine and gives them a tight squeeze, not letting go.



TWENTY-SIX
The next morning, I get Yvonne to stop hovering around me long enough so I can steal some privacy and take a shower. She was concerned about me taking off some of my other bandages, but I heal fast, and the doctors here are apparently rather good. With relief, I get rid of the rest of the gauze until I’m only stuck with the cast on my arm, and stand in the hot water for long enough that my human skin starts wrinkling, my arm hung over the glass door so it doesn’t get wet. 
The bathroom isn’t large, but it’s fancy. Compared to my ship, it’s practically a palace. I think it’s larger than my bunk room, though that’s not saying much. The tub is large and shimmering, and all the tiles and fittings of everything are similarly new in appearance. 
It takes me a minute longer than it should to figure out how to turn the shower on.
At least the water stays hot forever. 
I don’t so much as wash myself as just stand here until nothing can possibly be left on my skin from the whole experience on Zar, and what’s left of the stench of the mossy water is finally gone from my hair. 
Someone knocks, and I jump before hearing Yvonne ask, “You okay in there?”
I roll my eyes. If I’m being honest with myself, her concern isn’t as annoying as it should be. “Girls aren’t the only ones who can stand in the shower for twenty minutes, ya know?”
“Uh-huh. Just making sure you didn’t fall on your face or anything.”
“I’m fine—”
“Ya need some help in there?”
She isn’t even in the room, but my face turns hot. “I’m perfectly capable, thanks.”
She’s definitely giggling as she walks away. Mumbling to myself, I switch off the water and find a towel, finally daring to get a good look at myself in the steamed-up mirror. 
As anticipated, I look rough. 
Blotchy bruises still decorate my skin, particularly along my ribs and shoulders, more along my back, and alarmingly where my flesh meets metal. Many of the minor cuts and scrapes are healed of their own accord. My face looks about the same save the repaired implants in my temple that originally got damaged by that psycho number back on Lee’s ship. The new hearing aids behind my ears look shockingly like the last ones, but those were newer too, stolen from the hospital on Amethyst. 
My eyes are a different color. 
I squint into the mirror, blinking at myself. I don’t look much different, but it gives a certain uncanny feeling that some of the major implants in my face are new and slightly different in appearance. I mess with the little switch along my eye Yvonne showed me, turning the heat signatures on and off. They work so smoothly I can’t believe how bad my old ones were. They are a slightly greenish shade, but not as jarring as I anticipated. 
All in all, I don’t look as bad as I anticipated, but I was out for a few days, and it’s been another day or two on top of that. Between the passed time and the fact I had some actual doctors looking after me, I’m in a lot better shape. 
I still haven’t asked Yvonne what the medics said about me. Something was certainly damaged on my insides. I’ll have to get up the courage to ask her. Or the doctors themselves. Considering she’s warned me they’ll probably want to look in on me again. 
Shuddering, I wiggle back into a fresh set of clothes—Lalia was thoughtful enough to get some of my own clothes from out of my ship, which was more touching than I know how to admit—and poke my head out of the bathroom door in case Yvonne is standing right on the other side waiting to ambush me. 
Empty. 
The broad curtain over the window is open, and I can see them all outside. I spy for anyone other than my set of humans—Yvonne apparently chased her cousin off from popping in on us once already—and grab some coffee from the little kitchen before heading out to join them. 
Yvonne sits on the top step just outside the door with her own steaming cup and turns back to smile at me softly. 
“Hi,” she says gently. “Feel better?”
Nodding, I seat myself beside her. Lalia is nowhere to be seen. Zane is down on the grassy section one level below, kicking a ball with Anya. Bat stalks the round little inflatable toy, sometimes stealing it for his own and nosing it across the yard before either Zane or Anya chases him down. I feel myself smiling. 
“You’re sure we’re okay here?” I ask, suspicion automatically coming with any level of peace. 
“You know I would be out of here in two seconds if I didn’t think we’re safe. I’ll drag you out to meet my cousin in a day or so, you’ll see what I mean. Plus, it’ll satisfy his curiosity. Try not to panic too much, at least today.”
I roll my eyes again, but her certainty is comforting. She’s about as paranoid as I am, by this point, and she wants Captain to show up on our doorstep about as much as I do. 
I don’t think she’s precisely clear-headed about her family, but she’s right about one thing: we’ve been here long enough that if Captain was going to show up, he would’ve. 
“How’d it go with Zane?” she asks, quiet enough they won’t hear. “Saw you down there talking with him. Couldn’t hear what you said.”
Yesterday’s conversation makes my eyes burn. I clear my throat and sip some coffee. “We’re alright. Or, I guess they will be, eventually. I suppose I need to talk to Lalia, too.”
Scooting closer to me, she leans gently against my arm. “You’re a good. . .friend to them. Even if you’d rather die than admit it.”
I know what she’d been about to say, a good brother to them, but don’t bother bringing it up. I keep making the mistake in my own mind. As long as I don’t say it aloud and bring Zane or Lalia any unnecessary suffering, I’ll figure out how to reconcile this in my mind eventually.
Bat spots me, scurries up, sticks his nose in my palm, and runs back to chase the ball. He can probably hear us with those big ears. Yvonne spins her coffee mug on the step between her knees and squeezes my hand. 
She says, “I did talk to her a little. Lalia. I think she spoke to their parents about it. I’m not entirely sure how she’s doing, but I think she’s managing okay. You should still talk to her, though.”
I nod. As if called by the words, Lalia appears from a different section of the garden, past the fountain where Zane and I talked, and heads up the platforms to us. Her clothes are different, lighter, and airier than usual, and I wonder if she got them here. I try to think of something to say, but she sits beside me and puts her arm around my back, squishing me between her and Yvonne. Yvonne chuckles. 
I let them. Not much use for my ego anymore, not with this. 
I don’t know what to say, not with Yvonne sitting right here as well and Bat certainly listening. Zane casts us a small smile in between his game with the princess. Is there anything I can say to Lalia? Probably not. I want to try, as I tried with Zane, but I feel out of words. I’m certain he told her what I said to him. If he didn’t, I need to repeat them this moment. 
I try. “La. . .”
“Aaron, I can feel you trying to think of something to say. Just relax.”
Grumbling, I lean into her until my weight nearly takes her down. She huffs and manages to shove me back up. 
Quieter, she says, “We can talk about it later, it’s alright,” and grabs my hand. 
I nod, still feeling the weight of a thousand unsaid words, squeezing her fingers in return. We have time to figure it out, I suppose. 
Anya wrestles the ball away from Bat, unable to get it from his jaws and settling for picking it up, Bat dangling by his teeth. Yvonne snorts.
“You three, get up here,” she calls. “I need to talk about something.”
I glance at her, but she ignores me. Probably, this has something to do with Neyla Ve. We’re close to the planet as it is, Zar is over and done with, and we can’t stay in this place forever. 
I stare at the grass as Anya drags Bat up here and sits between my knees. Zane plops down cross-legged in front of Lalia, giving me a kind swat on the leg. 
“I take it you’ve thought of a plan,” I say. “Because stars know I haven’t. I’ve no idea how to get you two back to Neyla Ve in one piece without—”
“I wasn’t planning on letting you just drop us off and head out,” she says, and all of us glance at her. Bat stops playing tug-of-war with Anya.
“What?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Don’t get me wrong, I had no idea how I was planning on pulling it off, but you’ve been trying to come up with a way to get us there and get out. I’ve been trying to figure out a way where you all don’t have to run away. I don’t want you gone. I figure you know that, but don’t really know it. But I don’t want you off in the stars where I can’t find you. The four of you mean too much to both me and Anya.”
Finally, she glances my way, and I stare at the ground, more embarrassed than I should be by this point. I didn’t want that either, but there isn’t precisely a way around it. Yvonne underestimates Captain, perhaps not as much as she did when we first met, but she still doesn’t understand how much power he holds. More than her parents, not in name but in actuality. 
Perhaps she’s starting to understand.
She looks as if she may cry. “I’m not going to watch what happened to you on Zar happen again, not for me.”
I clear my throat, not quite knowing what to say. “There aren’t many options. . .we’ll figure something out along the lines we were already planning. A way to get you two directly to your parents, and we’ll take off. It doesn’t have to be. . .forever.”
Even as I say it, I’m not certain it’s true. Bat and I will be heading into uncharted space. Zane and Lalia probably will as well, either with me or on their own. There isn’t much contact with our galaxy out there. I don’t know what will happen after this is all over, but for our own safety and sanity. . .
I probably won’t see the royals again for a very long time. 
I try not to dwell on the thought too much. Even with the conversation centering around it. 
Yvonne shakes her head. “I’m not doing that to you guys.”
“What do you mean?” Zane asks.
“The worst that can happen to us if Captain gets ahold of us before our parents do is he might take Anya back to Amerov for a week or two and lock me up there. Anya’s much too healed for him to justify actually keeping her there, no matter how petty he’s trying to be. Eventually, our parents will get him to knock it off. She’s spent the last few weeks trampling around space with a bunch of criminals, they know she’s fine.
“The worst that can happen to all of you is being dismantled and your minds wiped. It isn’t exactly equal.”
We’ve known this the whole time, but hearing her say it broaches no argument. 
“So, what?” I ask. “You’re just going to fly home with Anya and hope Captain doesn’t intercept you? He will, you know.”
Her fingers draw a gentle circle along my knee. “That’s the last resort.”
Anya wrinkles her nose, but she isn’t as upset as I expected. Perhaps Yvonne has already had this conversation with her. I hate the idea of it, but she’s right. 
“And the first resort?” I ask. 
“Well, we’re here with some of my relatives. Which means there’s tech here that isn’t in your ship or anywhere else we’ve had access to.”
I raise my eyebrows.
She lets out a slow breath. “Alar. . .my cousin. . . says there’s a direct line here to call my parents. I’m going to try to call my father or mother.”
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ONE
A splash interrupts my thoughts. 
I’m lying on the bottom of the pool I found among the gardens. Yvonne confirmed it was fine to swim in, and I didn’t figure anyone would be out to bother me so early in the morning. Even Bat is still sleeping on my pillow. 
This particular splash is too large to be the little badger. When I open my eyes, there’s a familiar halo of hair wiggling through the clear pool toward me. 
I push up to the surface before Yvonne can get any ideas. 
“Are you wearing a shirt in the pool?” she asks, surfacing and wiping water from her face with a grin. In the early morning dawn, the sunlight filtering blue through the glass domes of this underwater city catches on her skin.
“What’s your point?” I drift to the closest stone step, leaning back. The water is shockingly warm for an “outside” pool.
“You’re cute,” she says with a shrug, swimming up to me.
Grumbling, I sink below the surface, only to have her pull me back up.
“Better yet, why do you have your cast off? It’s barely been a week.”
I ignore her. The doctors didn’t tell me I could—in fact, I haven’t let them inspect me again, even when Yvonne attempted to wrangle me into it—but I heal fast. That combined with the technology here and I’m good to go if not a little sore. 
“I was starting to like your hair that length,” she says, sitting on my knees. She’s wearing nothing but a swimming suit, and I have a problem not staring at any part of her in particular. 
Her fingers run through what’s left of my short-cut hair. I shaved it down yesterday, not so much it doesn’t hide my implants, but enough it’s not nearly so easy to get a handful of. 
“Harder to restrain me with,” I admit before thinking through the implication. I don’t want to talk about what happened on Zar. I don’t want to think about everything that happened on Zar, not even the parts about the siblings. So far, Yvonne hasn’t asked, and the respect is touching. 
She only nods, but her eyes are sad. 
“Your parents on the way?”
“I think just my father is coming.”
“I still can’t believe you actually got ahold of one of them directly.”
She shrugs. “Alar has a direct line. Not exactly the same as calling them up on your ship.”
“Still, I sort of expected Captain to get on the line.”
“I made it very clear if he shows up I will head into uncharted space with you and my little sister, and though you don’t seem to believe it, Captain does have to obey direct orders. Alar even agreed to tell me if more than my father’s private ship comes into the atmosphere.”
“He sure likes causing trouble.”
“What can I say? Runs in the family.”
I snort. I still haven’t met the man, but Yvonne warned me he’ll show up sometime today. I’m taking advantage of the quiet and empty morning while I can.
Her hands drop from my hair to fold around the back of my neck. They’re only resting there, a gesture I’ve seen other people do when romantically involved, but it’s difficult not to shy away. The panel that’s supposed to hold my chip is back there, and though I don’t think she would or could pry it open, it still unsettles me.
Her eyes drift down as if she’s considering the same thing. “Aaron?”
“You get that tone when you’re about to say something unpleasant.”
She rolls her eyes. “I just…actually, I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I feel bad not bringing it up, so um…” Her fingers tighten a bit on the back of my neck. “You know, on the way here, we were trying our best to keep you alive—”
I grimace. 
“A lot of your implants were broken, Aaron.”
I glance up.
“Don’t get mad, alright?”
It’s such an uncharacteristic thing to say I let out a strangled laugh, more concerned than I’ll admit. I wrack my brain for anything that could be causing such a sentence, I don’t come up with much unless she’s planning on stabbing me in the back or something—
“You don’t have a chip, do you?”
I blink. Everything’s silent, just the pool water lapping as it settles. 
Unable to quite believe she said the words, I say, “What?”
She presses her lips together. “That panel on the back of your neck was open. I don’t think it was broken, because I closed it and it clicked back into place just fine, but I mean, I’m assuming you got knocked around enough that it might’ve broken open. I thought you’d be different when you woke up, but you’re not. Same old sarcasm and everything. So, I’m supposing that means you’ve never had one, or you haven’t had one in long enough you’re used to I—”
At my stricken expression, she stops rambling.
Finally, she wrinkles her nose, “Gotta be honest when you woke up and didn’t start screaming like a madman, I was a little shocked.”
I can’t quite close my mouth. No one’s known. No one’s ever known. No one but Bat and Audra. And now this eldest princess of the galaxy knows. In a worse way than ever before, she now has everything about my life and sanity in her hands. 
I should be panicking.
“See, the dead silence is making me think maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up. Are you having a stroke or something?”
“Maybe the no chip finally kicked in,” I say, then immediately regret it without knowing why—she knows, and there’s no denying it, but I shouldn’t be talking about it out loud, even with no one else around. 
She rubs her face, resting her forehead against the base of my throat. With such little clothing on, in the water, I’m more embarrassed than usual. 
Quietly, she asks, “Have you ever had it?”
“No,” I whisper. 
She raises her eyes to look at me and just does so for a very long time, nothing I can discern behind them. “Despite everything you say about yourself, you are one of the most human people I’ve ever met.”
How am I supposed to respond to that?
“And you can’t even argue with me about it now.”
I roll my eyes, splashing her a little, trying to break the sudden and intense awkwardness.
“Does Bat know?”
I nod.
“Zane and Lalia?”
I shake my head, suddenly more terrified than I should have any right being. “Yvonne—”
“I won’t tell them. I won’t tell anyone. Ever. I swear it.”
 I glare at the side of the pool. Hard to tell if I’m more annoyed at her for finding out, or at myself for getting in such a terrible situation that it was possible for her to find out. My throat is tight, but I’ve cried enough for one decade. I’m supposed to be better than this on many different levels. Better at keeping myself and Bat safe, better at keeping my emotions hidden from humans who shouldn’t know them, better at keeping secrets that could get Audra in a ton of trouble. 
Better at not being so gullible that I actually believe Yvonne won’t tell a soul. It’s stupid of me, isn’t it?
Perhaps not. 
“Aaron, please say something.”
“I have no idea how we got to this point,” I mumble.
“What point?”
“I would’ve been happy to throw you out an airlock when we met.”
Her tense expression breaks into a soft laugh. “Now I know all your deep, dark secrets. Like…how you’re actually just a big softie on the inside.”
“I am not,” I grumble, trying to sink back below the water. It’s impossible with the way she’s sitting on me. 
“And how you like Anya so much even though you say you hate being around kids—”
“Alright, I didn’t ask for an itemized list.”
Her smile grows into a grin. “And how you really care about Zane and Lalia even though—”
“I’m actually still not entirely opposed to the whole airlock-throwing thing.”
She giggles and takes my face in her hands to give me a long, slow kiss. This is much preferable to whatever cute little conversation she thinks we’re having. I don’t know whether to be annoyed with women, humans, or people in love. 
In love doesn’t seem like the correct term, anyway.
“You’re not going to tell your dad about this, are you?”
“Oh, first thing out of my mouth,” she murmurs between kisses. “Are you scared of my dad?”
“No.”
“Because you’ve basically been telling me how stupid both my parents are for trusting Captain all this time.”
“And I stand behind that opinion.”
“Mmm. I’ll make sure to mention that right after the part about you kissing me.”
“There has never been a point in time where it hasn’t been you coming after me.”
She chuckles, and her breath puffs against my cheek. I remember a time when that would’ve bothered me. 
“All that aside, you can’t tell him I—”
“Aaron, I won’t tell anyone. I said so, and I mean anyone. Alright?”
“Why not?”
She looks at me for a long moment. “Because I would have to hate you a lot to ever want to tell someone. I think this is quite the opposite of hate, don’t you?”
“You may hate me one day.”
She rolls her eyes. “Sure, let’s say that’s a possibility. Even then, I would have to be a bit of a monster to let that piece of information slip, don’t you think?”
Don’t know how to respond.
“I could never want anything terrible to happen to anyone as what would happen to you if that gets back to Captain. And you’re not just anyone.”
Makes sense, I suppose. Doesn’t stop me from staring at the glass dome of this place instead of at her. She gives me another kiss and swims back into the pool.
“This is gonna work out, Aaron,” she says when I drift out after her. 
I snort. “I think Lalia said something along those lines right before I got my DNA tested.”
“Well, we’re due for some luck then, aren’t we?” She’s giving me another one of those unreadable looks, and I’m regretting bringing it up. Joking about it isn’t helping, and that’s a first. I don’t want to talk about the siblings, not about what happened. It was bad enough talking to Zane. As it is, I’m relieved Lalia doesn’t want to have that conversation either. On the other hand, her sudden lack of wanting heart-to-hearts is a little disconcerting.
I try to change the subject. “So both your parents aren’t coming?”
“Not this time. It’s not great for them both to leave Neyla Ve, especially for something secretive and not politically motivated, blah blah. They probably had a fight about it, though.”
I raise my eyebrows.
“I’m betting my dad feels like he has to come to protect his daughters. Ya know, manly stuff.”
“Says the girl who hijacked a rogue cyborg to get her onto Amerov.”
She shrugs. “If Baba thought the same as I did in that situation, he’d have hijacked you too.”
Something about that has me snickering. “Maybe I might like your father. Ya know, as long as he doesn’t gag when he sees me or something.”
She splashes me in the face.
Footsteps break the early morning calm. Zane heads our way, Bat scurrying on ahead and launching himself into the water. Yvonne giggles as he paddles in circles around us. 
Zane sits on the edge of the pool, coffee in hand. “This place has a shooting range. Wanna blow some targets up later?”
“Yes,” Bat says, before dipping under the water. We might have to sneak him in.
Zane looks about as tired as I feel. With the extra doctors around here, he’s all healed up as well, but it’s been a rough few days. I try not to feel awkward, but he’s still trying to bond with me, I guess. It hurts more than I want to admit, even to myself. 
“They gonna let me in there?” I ask.
“If they don’t, I’ll yell at them,” Yvonne puts in sweetly.
Zane snorts. “You’re the family terror, aren’t you?”
“Took you this long to get that?”
We share a look, and I tell him, “Target practice sounds like fun. Anya’s gonna come, you know that, right?”
“Good, with a sister like Yvonne, she should know how to shoot.”
Yvonne splashes at him as well but comes up short. 
“Oh, and not to alarm you,” Zane says, “but the cousin is here, he wants to officially meet you.”
Groaning, I sink below the surface.
Continue the adventure with
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