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  Chapter one
Rain


Accessing memory 042681 Code: 010184 \ * * * * * * * * System flux: 8 sksk sldk 
Memory accessed:
While I stared in disbelief at the email I just hacked, Nera’s voice, right after a fight with her husband, echoed through my artificial synapses from years ago:
Can you imagine if I ever took his last name? Nera Early? That expectation is too great, especially for me, who’s never met a clock I liked. So glad that name-change custom finally went away.
Then she’d muttered something about the damn patriarchy as she’d stormed out of the room while inexplicably waving a pair of Lucy’s socks.
I sat in front of the holographic screen, and the cursor blinked next to Captain Mike Early’s name.
I never really liked him. He seemed coldly indifferent, even to his wife and child, and acted as though he’d rather be literally anywhere else than home with them. 
I was programmed to help, to offer tender, loving care to people of all ages and their homes, so this feeling of dislike was new but powerful.
Now, that feeling swarmed my android senses.
I better meet with you was all his reply said to a highly encrypted, highly classified email.
Email date: 10/21/2637
To: mearly@earthspacefleet.com
From: hq@earthspacefleet.com
Subject: Problem
Will she be one if she finds out?
Nera. The email was about Nera becoming a problem if she ever found out.
Despite Mike’s cold indifference, he knew she would be, and had stated so in his reply.
I better meet with you.
My artificial heart pulsed with tension. Nera, who’d become the closest thing to a best friend an android could have and who would loathe me for an eternity after what I’d done, was in trouble.
Memory 042681 Code: 010184\ * * * * * * * * System flux: 8 sksk sldk. 
Memory terminated. ***






  
  Chapter two
Maxx


A cold, visceral shudder slithered down my scaled shoulders and coiled my feeling of dread tighter. I was trapped, sandwiched on the beach house’s narrow staircase between two armed Earth Space Fleet officers. 
I expected this to happen at some point. All of us here on Klio-3—me, the Faid-finding weapon, and Earth Space Fleet—had to result in this exact moment eventually.
Still, I wouldn’t admit defeat so easily.
“I’m Maxx, king of the Xenoxx warriors,” I announced with untamed ferocity. “Put down your weapons.”
The red-haired officer at the bottom of the stairs in front of me scoffed. “Whatever, freak.”
“Shoot him for lying too,” the other behind me said.
Fuxx. Another approach, then.
“By order of our peace treaty with Earth, no harm shall come to any Xenoxx warrior by the hand of any human,” I reminded them. “At the risk of breaking the treaty and causing a war, I demand you put down your weapons.”
“We don’t take orders from a Faid,” the officer behind me said. “Nice disguise though.”
“It’s no disguise.” I lifted my arms to show them my scales, which only made the redhead suck in a breath and clench his weapons tighter.
“This thing don’t lie.” He waved the Faid detector so the orange dot spiraled over my bare chest. “You are a Faid.”
“I’m not disagreeing with you,” I said calmly. “I am also the Xenoxx king. Look, I can prove it to you.” 
I moved my hand toward my communicator on my wrist, and the redhead jerked his gun to follow my every movement.
“Careful,” he warned.
“My High Sword will be on the other end. He’ll confirm who I am.”
“Great. The word of another Faid.”
“No. He’s not.” I waited for the communicator’s boosted signal to connect. “Does that thing work through holographic viewscreens?”
He shrugged. “Supposed to.”
“Axxel, I have company,” I told him when his face appeared, before he said something embarrassing, like if I’d run out of pinecones for my mango-pinecone salad with the frosted flakes of my enemies’ dried blood sprinkled over it.
His easy, relaxed smile froze in place when I swiveled the viewscreen so he could see my surroundings. Stark viciousness soon replaced it.
“So this is an act of war, then,” he bellowed. “King Maxx, I’ll arrange for Earth’s total annihilation to happen within the hour.”
Nothing but straight to the point, my High Sword.
“Wait, wait,” the officer behind me said. “Please. We believe you. Just don’t touch Earth, okay? It’s got enough problems as it is.”
The red-haired officer lowered his gun but not the Faid-finding weapon. “You’re still a Faid though. We can’t just let you go.”
Axxel’s usually good-natured chuckle dripped with venom. “Sure you can. Just turn your backs, leave, forget this ever happened. Easy.”
The officer shook his head. “We have orders. We don’t show Faid mercy. Ever.”
“Take me in, then,” I told him.
“Maxx,” Axxel said through gritted teeth. “What are you doing?”
The redhead rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Like…capture you?”
I nodded once. “Keep me alive, and we won’t start a war.”
“Maxx.” Axxel’s mounting fury solidified the weight in my chest.
This was the only way out though. And the only way out was into Earth Space Fleet. The alternative was death, not just for me but for the billions of people on Earth.
This was the only way for me to stay alive and hopefully see Nera again. Even as a prisoner of Space Fleet. I could withstand the hatred in her big, brown, soulful eyes when she found out what I was if it meant seeing her one more time. My selfish hearts wanted one more glimpse of my beautiful star before she dissolved her memory of me into one of bitterness.
Slowly, I moved my hands behind my back. “I surrender.”
“Maxx!” Axxel shouted from my wrist. “Don’t you dare touch him, or I’ll—”
Cuffs snapped around me and my communicator, effectively shutting down Axxel’s threats.
He would not take this lightly. In fact, he was probably bursting Nera’s crew’s eardrums even while locked in her ship’s brig.
Maybe they’d let me keep my communicator. Ah, no, never mind. They removed it right after relieving me of my machete and the Space Fleet handkerchief I’d used as a homemade scabbard.
“Where did you get this?” the one behind me asked, waving the handkerchief in front of my face. “From one of your victims?”
“No. I only kill those who intend to kill me…” Maybe I could use this as a way to collect information about what the hell was happening on this planet. “Ever heard of Emjay? Blue skin? Mirrored eyes? Likes to attack over icicle port and steamed pearl pickles? I think she works for Earth Space Fleet.”
The redhead shrugged. “We’re just soldiers, man.”
“Not like we’d tell you shit anyway.” Roughly, the one behind me shoved me down the steps and out the sliding back door of the beach house. 
“It is odd though, right?” I asked. “Space Fleet doesn’t hire assassins.”
“How do you know what we do and don’t do?” the redhead asked, taking the place to my right while the other, taller one moved in close on my left.
“Everyone’s an assassin to the Faid,” he said. “If you guys could’ve just stayed subservient little androids, we wouldn’t be here.”
It hadn’t been all the Faid that had started slaughtering people though. Just Rain. One time. And that had been enough to spark the paranoia and terror to start this war against all Faid.
The two soldiers led me around the swimming pool and through the back gate. Surprisingly, we weren’t headed toward the jungle but toward the crew’s beach house. Maybe Umo, Alien Love Island’s producer, would be there to slap them with NDAs and contracts to trick them onto the show.
Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised. 
But no, they stopped us in between the two beach houses where they cleared away a patch of sand exactly like Nera had done when she’d gone in search of Lieutenant Avery. With the hatch to their headquarters now cleared, one soldier undid my cuffs while the redhead lifted his gun and pointed it directly at my head. 
“Unless you can climb down without a head, I suggest you behave.”
I narrowed my eyes at the threat. “Noted.” 
The three of us climbed down into the bunker, with me behaving myself, but just barely. Nera’s ex-husband was down here. Last time she saw him, he’d made her bleed from her cheek. A line of crimson that had cut too deep. The thought of it set my teeth on edge and burned a volatile rage through my veins.
She also once said that he blamed her for their daughter’s death.
What a useless, pathetic excuse for a man.
Any man who hurt a woman was filth. Any man who hurt my Nera deserved punishment of the worst and most painful kind.
I didn’t know what he looked like. I didn’t even know his name. But once inside the bunker, after the two soldiers once again cuffed my wrists, they led me through a crowded network of hallways filled with humans. I memorized each face, especially the males, to see which poor dolt thought he was good enough for someone like Nera.
All of this I did while ducking under steel beams that marked the ceiling at every intersection. Humans were such tiny creatures.
We drew a lot of strange looks and even stranger whispers from Earth Space Fleet. 
“Um, isn’t that the Xenoxx king?”
“Nah, too scaly.”
“No, that’s my future sugar daddy. He looked at me, and now I’m pregnant.”
Humans were also such odd creatures.
The two soldiers threw me inside a room with an overturned desk and a number of different holographic maps attached to the walls.
“Someone will come see you when they feel like it,” one of them said.
The other closed and locked the door behind them with a soft click. This was hardly an indestructible fortress for a Xenoxx warrior. If it weren’t for my curiosity about this place and the maps beckoning me closer, I could probably be out of here in two minutes flat.
My usual excitement over maps fizzed up inside me as I studied the ones on the walls. They all said Klio-3, but that must’ve been an error. A big one. None of these were accurate. They all showed rocky terrain rather than the mysterious jungle and the crystal-clear sea.
Even the large paper map—be still, my hearts—revealed a Klio-3 that didn’t actually exist.
What the hell was going on here?
I didn’t do this often, but I used my AI programming in my clone/Faid brain. I’d used it to hack into Nera’s ship for control so she couldn’t land here. I’d also used it to check that the snakes in the ocean that had bitten Nera really were poisonous. 
So, lately, I guess I’d been using it a lot.
But I just wanted to make sure Klio-3 was the planet I was really on, or if it was the humans who didn’t know where they were.
It turned out humans were also terrible at geography. According to the databases my AI searched within seconds, Klio-3 was a jungle and ocean planet. Period.
Were these humans…okay?
While I was at it, I also searched for photos and the name of Nera’s ex so I knew whose tongue I’d be ripping out later.
When I found him, a bitter, acidic taste coated my mouth. He looked cold and boring and not at all able to keep up with Nera’s humor and brilliance. 
The picture of him in my mind grew legs and arms as he opened the door and walked into the room. It was him. Not just the photo but the real him, here with me now.
“Captain Mike Early,” I growled, low and lethal. “We meet at last.”






  
  Chapter three
Nera


A choked scream tore from my mouth. My knees collapsed, and I went down hard, catching myself with my hands. The daggers still gripped in my palms clattered against the stone floor. My eyes welled with tears and blurred Rain as she rose from the couch and started toward me. 
She was going to kill me. Just like she had my little Lucy.
Wasting no time, I picked up both daggers and hurled them at her at once.
She caught them midair, one in each hand, not even flinching, not even hesitating her steps as she continued toward me.
I brought out a gun from my waistband, not mine, but someone else’s I’d stolen from the weapons table after escaping the cornucopia, and emptied all the rounds into her. The bullets bounced off of her synthetic skin like they were nothing but children’s toys.
Panic seized me by the throat. I had nothing left to use against her. She’d taken everything from me.
I shook with violence and vengeance, with wrath and murder. A wail that had been building inside me since I’d arrived finally tore free. Even I could hear it, a monster inside my own head forged from the fucking Faid kneeling down in front of me.
“Nera,” Rain said softly when I drew in a ragged breath. Tears striped her pale cheeks, coursing from her bright-blue eyes, and she shook her head. “You can’t hurt me.”
“I will find a way.” My voice sounded like I’d scraped it raw. I glared at her, my back arched while on all fours, a feral beast ready to pounce and kill. “Believe me.”
“I do. But Nera, you’re in danger, and I don’t know how long I can keep protecting you.”
“Protecting me,” I spat. “You bring me to a re-creation of my house, after what you did to me, and you tell me you’re protecting me? Get the fuck out with that bullshit, Rain.”
“There are no birds on this island, and yet you had bird poop on your shoulder. Remember?”
I huffed an exasperated breath. “We’re going to talk about poop now? How about telling me why you stole my entire living room when you ran away from Earth. Or why you’re here in the first place.”
“I didn’t steal it. After you left, I bought it virtually in Mike’s garage sale.”
“And the chair where you left her, Rain?” I shouted.
Bile scorched my tongue at the thought of that awful memory. I rubbed my eyes in order to dig it out, just like I’d done unsuccessfully over the last ten years. I couldn’t even bring myself to look in that direction, across from the couch, the ghost of a recliner that had sat catty-corner to the TV, in this mad mimicry of my living room. 
“Did you…bring that too?” I dry-heaved, my body on fire with the need to purge these hellish memories.
She swiftly looked away and sank back on her heels. “No,” she whispered.
I studied her then, like really studied her for the first time in over ten years. She looked the exact same except for the steady tears that fell from her wide, almost wild blue eyes. That was different, the look of them and the tears. 
Faid don’t age, because why would they? They’re machines. Destructive, violent, evil machines, and this one wanted to talk to me about bird poop.
I had so many questions, so much hatred I wanted to shout at her, but my voice was drowning in too much sorrow to speak. So we stayed that way on the floor for quite some time, both of us crying, neither of us saying a word.
It was then that I heard the soft popping coming from the corner. Little blue bubbles rose up out of a computerized machine and instantly popped. That hadn’t been in my living room before, but I didn’t care enough about it to ask what it was doing here.
Finally, Rain broke the near silence again. “How’s Major?”
“Insane.” Even working out that single word between the knots constricting my throat was an effort.
Rain tipped her head back to look up through the hole in the ancient structure’s roof, and her tears fell harder. “Good. I mean, that’s normal for a cat, or so the internet says.”
And then it dawned on me that there was something else different about her.
“You don’t talk like a Faid anymore.”
She shook her head. “I fixed my processing speed so I could speak and blink faster. My creators could’ve done it so easily, but they were more concerned with other things.”
I pressed my cheek against the cold stone wall, never daring to keep my eyes off her. “Like turning you into cold-blooded killers.”
“It wasn’t my creators who did that. And it was just me who killed. Not any of the other Faid.”
“It’s so easy for you to lie right to my face, isn’t it?” I spat.
“I would never lie to you, Nera. Ever.” She gazed down at her lap, her never-ending tears still falling, as fake as the rest of her. 
She didn’t have real human emotions, so why the hell was she crying? For my benefit? Or to make herself feel better?
“You believe what Space Fleet wants you to believe,” she was saying, “and it’s not your fault.”
“Yeah, I’m going to go now.” I couldn’t stay here and listen to this.
Maxx would be worried. He was probably waiting on the beach for me by now or had swum across the snake-infested water when he’d spied my boat at the bottom of the cliff. 
I heaved an exhausted breath and used the crumbling stone wall for support, but my whole aching body refused to support my weight. My feet slid across the floor uselessly. Seeing Rain, all those memories, had done me in. So instead, I leaned my cheek against the wall again, soaking in its coolness while I gathered my strength.
“You can rest on the couch if you’d like.”
“Oh, can I, Rain? On my very own couch that I picked out?” I snapped, the very definition of bitter.
“Or just rest there,” she offered softly. “If… If you listen, I’ll talk. I can explain a few things to you if you’ll just listen.”
“You mean you’ll explain bird poop to me,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Well, yes.” She tipped her head to the side, not a single strand of her short blonde hair falling out of place. “As I said, there are no birds on this planet. That poop on your shoulder was a tracker.”
“A tracker.” I rolled my eyes to the heavens. “Sure.”
“Because the ones inside your ears aren’t working.”
“Aren’t working… What?”
“The static in your ears—”
“Are trackers?”
“No, the static is me interfering with the trackers’ signals so that you can’t be found.”
“Found by who, Rain? Other Faid? Why the fuck would you mess with my hearing?” I was shouting now, the anger in my voice echoing between the walls and bouncing back into me to fester.
“I did it to protect you,” she said softly. “I don’t want you to hurt anymore.”
“I will always hurt,” I hissed. “Always. There is nothing you can do to help me. Do you understand?”
She nodded once as her teary gaze dropped to her lap.
“I need to go. I’m done listening to you.” This time, I forced my body to behave and do what it was supposed to even under the crushing weight of grief.
Once I was standing, blood rushed to my legs and erupted pins and needles underneath my skin so that I walked toward the exit with a limp.
“Don’t forget your daggers, Nera,” she said from behind me. “Oh. These are Mike’s. Since when do you have Mike’s daggers?”
I turned to retrieve them before she could sink one into my back. “Since I stole them from him after he tried to lock me in an Earth Space Fleet office under the sand. He was being an ass, as is his usual.”
She gasped, which made me freeze my forward progress to the daggers, anticipation for an attack coiling tightly through me.
“Wait, you saw him? You saw him here?”
“Unfortunately, yes.” I reached for the daggers in her hand, the pearly handles aimed toward me for safety’s sake, and snatched them away. 
“You have to stay away from him, Nera.”
“Yeah, I haven’t made it a habit to buddy up with my ex. We just happen to be on the same planet.” I turned to leave again but then glanced back. My mind whirled on the
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