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            INTREPID ENCOUNTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Cyborg vs. Valkyrie

      

      Blood will be spilled and hearts will be captured.
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        * * *

      

      Intrepid and his crew on the Dauntless guard the border to the cyborg sector. The D Model cyborg captain has dedicated his lifespan to protecting their homeland. He’ll do anything to secure the space and keep his brethren safe.

      That includes confronting a Valkyrie intent on vengeance.

      The female warrior is beautiful, brave, strong…and Intrepid’s genetic match. She’s the one being he is fated to claim. Her voice causes his circuits to hum. Her touch produces a passion he struggles to control.

      But if he has to stop her…permanently…to protect his kind, he will make that sacrifice.

      Olrun has been tracking the whereabouts of a one-of-a-kind object. The stolen item is critical to the safety of her Valkyrie sisters, and she’ll do anything to retrieve it.

      That includes waging war on a tall, broad-shouldered cyborg warrior sporting brilliant-blue eyes and grimly set lips.

      The male might…just might…have battle skills matching her own. And that excites the immortal fighter. She craves his rough handling, his punishing embrace, his stern words.

      But Olrun’s desire for the cyborg won’t distract her from achieving her goal. She will shield her fellow Valkyries from danger, even if that means ending Intrepid's lifespan in the process.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Intrepid Encounter is an enemies-to-lovers Cyborg SciFi Romance set in a dark, gritty, sometimes-violent universe.

      It features a protective cyborg, a vengeful Valkyrie, and a destiny neither of them can predict.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Danger was near.

      Intrepid couldn’t yet process the source of the threat.

      As he patrolled the Dauntless’s hallways, he scanned his surroundings. Every being, every object, and every system appeared to be operating within spec on his battle station.

      But the voice deep inside his soul, the early-warning signal that bypassed his machine side, continued to scream that his lifespan, and a high probability of the lifespans of his crew also, could soon end.

      The feeling of dread had started 3.2545 planet rotations ago, and it had gradually intensified until it consumed the processes of his organic brain.

      He had to find the origin. His pace quickened.

      His trepidation had no basis in logic. But it was always right.

      Always.

      It had warned him, during his first solar cycle of existence, that a humanoid opponent had secreted a gun into the training ring.

      He turned as the male was drawing the weapon. A projectile whizzed across his right cheek. His nanocybotics repaired that damage.

      And he dispatched his foe with a dagger to the center eye socket.

      The doom deep in his core had also once told him to step to the right on the battlefield.

      A missile then landed where he had previously stood. The detonation blasted his arms and legs off, but he survived the impact.

      Rage, his friend, stopped and reattached his limbs, sparing him a possible decommissioning by the Humanoid Alliance, their cruel manufacturers.

      Solar cycles later, his gut had pushed him to support Rage’s plan to escape those humans.

      If he hadn’t fought for his liberation, there was a 100.0000 percent probability he would’ve been decommissioned. The Humanoid Alliance would have sliced and diced his form, his mind, all of him into tiny pieces until he begged for the death that would’ve eventually followed.

      He trusted the feeling now ravaging his soul.

      Danger was approaching. That was a certainty.

      He exchanged not-so-casual chatter with crew members as he passed them in the hallways.

      They had nothing out of the ordinary to report.

      There were minor variances.

      A panel had been replaced in a training chamber after a warrior tested a new type of projectile on it. The top speed of a shuttle craft had been increased. The cleaning bots in the docking bay had their tracks replaced.

      All those issues were resolved without incident.

      Intrepid turned a corner.

      That hallway was also occupied.

      “Yum.” He addressed the male walking in his direction.

      Yum snapped to attention. “Captain.”

      “Are there sufficient supplies of nourishment bars on board?” Intrepid tracked that information through the systems, but he preferred to hear Yum’s report.

      “Yes, sir.” The male’s chin lifted to a proud angle. “There are sufficient rations on board for 1.2363 solar cycles, based on our current crew count.”

      “Good.” They shouldn’t run out of nourishment before the next opportunity to restock the vessel. “And we’re continuing to test a sample of them before distribution?”

      It was unlikely anyone would tamper with the nourishment, but Intrepid wasn’t ruling out any source of peril.

      Yum’s lips flattened. “We randomly test one in every 100 nourishment bars distributed, Captain.” His tone was curt. “As per set procedures.”

      Intrepid had damaged the male’s self-esteem with his question. “I projected you were following procedures.” He met Yum’s gaze. “But a good captain shouldn’t assume anything. Especially when it involves an important task like nourishment-bar distribution. The full functionality of the entire crew…and myself…relies upon your role.”

      Yum stood straighter. “We won’t let you or the rest of the crew down, sir.” His eyes shone with pride.

      “I’m counting on that, Yum.” Intrepid headed toward the bridge.

      The reports coming from his officers had greatly reduced over the past shift. That could be the source of his unease. There could be a bad reason for that variance.

      The doors to the bridge opened as he approached them. Laughter blasted his auditory system.

      As he stepped into the space, the mirth dissipated. The image on the main viewscreen reverted to that of open space.

      But he had seen the footage his crew had displayed there. “Why is our new engineer crawling along a ventilation shaft?” Intrepid claimed the captain’s chair.

      That new engineer, Choice, was the freeborn offspring of Rage and Rage’s human female. He was a C Model like his father and barely fit in the shaft.

      It was his first post-training assignment. Intrepid’s trepidation increased. The kid was inexperienced. He would be less capable of dealing with any dangerous situation.

      His officers wouldn’t laugh at a crew member in peril. But they also might not recognize if the kid faced danger. Unlike Choice, they had all endured the Humanoid Alliance’s harsh training. They might project he could handle the situation he currently faced.

      No one on the bridge answered Intrepid’s question. But they all looked at Grid, their navigator and the primary chaos-creating being in the group.

      The male grinned like his processors were malfunctioning.

      “Grid.” Intrepid deleted his frustration from his voice.

      None of his officers projected they were in danger. He hadn’t shared that hard-to-explain intel with anyone else. They had no reason to be on high alert as he was.

      He displayed the live footage of Choice’s ventilation shaft adventures on the main viewscreen. The kid appeared to be fully functional. He moved slowly but without signs of damage.

      “Why is our new engineer crawling along a ventilation shaft?” He leveled a hard gaze on Grid.

      “I can’t project Choice’s processing with 100.0000 percent accuracy, Captain.” The male’s eyes glittered with humor.

      “Project it with less accuracy.” Intrepid didn’t allow him to evade giving an answer.

      Grid tilted his head to the side. “If I had to project wildly, I would say he’s ensuring the battle station’s ventilation systems are operating at maximum efficiency, Captain.”

      There were many systems on the Dauntless. All were constantly monitored, and all were operating at max efficiency.

      “Why is Choice focusing on the ventilation system?” Intrepid paused. “Relay your best projection. And supply all the details behind it.”

      He would uncover the truth eventually.

      Grid’s grin wavered for a heartbeat.

      The male was responsible for Choice’s misadventures. Intrepid processed that.

      His navigator had a sense of mischief that bordered on malfunction.

      And he lacked stealth. Intrepid read the guilt all over his countenance.

      But Grid was also protective of his fellow crew members. He wouldn’t intentionally place the less-experienced male in peril. The current situation was a diversion for him.

      The male didn’t process they were facing an unidentified danger.

      Intrepid tracked Choice’s activities in the ventilation shaft. The kid had extracted a handheld from a holster on his body armor and was looking at its tiny screen. He remained in full functionality.

      Seeking an explanation, Intrepid redirected his focus to Grin.

      His navigator swallowed. Hard. He must have sensed he was in trouble. “Choice was boasting about how he ensured all the systems on the Dauntless were operating at maximum efficiency, Captain.”

      Intrepid recognized the kid was trying to prove his worth to the rest of the crew. But that comment irked him as much as it must have irked Grid.

      The Dauntless’s systems always ran at maximum efficiency.

      “And?” He lifted one of his eyebrows.

      “And I asked him how he processed that with 100.0000 percent certainty.” Grid turned his palms upward. “The readings for the ventilation system could be incorrect.” He shrugged. “The ventilation system was given merely as an example.”

      Choice was new to the crew. Intrepid’s lips twisted. There was a low probability the newbie processed it was an example.

      And there was only an 0.0235 probability the ventilation system had been a random choice. Grid had wanted to prompt the very large C Model to enter the very narrow shafts.

      “I told him if he hadn’t verified the readings were correct, he couldn’t determine the ventilation system was operating at maximum efficiency with 100.0000 percent certainty.” Grid’s argument was logical. “I project he’s undertaking that verification.”

      That response was logical also. And the entire interaction could inadvertently assist Intrepid with identifying the nature of the danger they might be facing. Not that either officer processed that.

      “The readings could be incorrect.” He nodded.

      Grid’s eyes widened. The male hadn’t projected that response.

      “All our key readings, including navigation, will be verified.” Intrepid issued that command.

      The officers on the bridge groaned.

      It would be a huge undertaking. But they were cyborgs. Their kind didn’t require sleep.

      And the process might save their lifespans. They might uncover the threat.

      “Grid, you’ll lead the efforts.” That was both a reprimand and a reward. The male would gain experience at commanding beings, but he wouldn’t find the role enjoyable. “I expect progress reports every planet rotation. The first one will occur by the end of the next shift.” Intrepid inclined his head toward the footage on the main viewscreen. “Choice will have completed his verification of the ventilation-system readings by that time.”

      The kid was backing out of the ventilation shaft. There was a high probability he had already completed the verification.

      The Dauntless’s newest engineer was eager to prove himself. His mom, Joan, also a skilled engineer, would be proud of him.

      As Intrepid was.

      He looked back at Grid. “I expect the reports to be thorough.” Indication of the threat might be revealed in those details.

      “Yes, Captain.” The navigator’s shoulders slumped.

      The other beings on the bridge appeared as unhappy with the additional tasks.

      There was a high probability they were grumbling about the orders through the crew-only transmission lines.

      But Intrepid said nothing more. Their safety was a higher priority for him than being liked.

      And confiding in them now would accomplish nothing except alarm his crew. That had a high probability of making a bad situation worse.

      He kept his feelings to himself as a good captain should. And he focused on locating the source of the danger.

      “Has there been any activity at the border?” He’d been monitoring the space, but others might have noticed something he’d missed.

      “Nine pieces of debris have crossed the border over the past shift.” Strike, his second-in-command, displayed images of the wreckage beside the footage of the now-vacant ventilation shaft. All the pieces were smaller than a missile launcher. “A ship also appeared briefly at the edge of our monitoring range. It altered course and didn’t enter our visuals. Other than that, it has been quiet.”

      Intrepid replaced the images on the main viewscreen with footage from the battle station’s forward recording devices. There was no movement amongst the stars.

      His feelings of foreboding didn’t lessen.

      Something was terribly wrong. He would uncover what that was.
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        * * *

      

      Three planet rotations passed, and Intrepid hadn’t located the threat. He stared, via the main viewscreen, in the direction of the cyborg-sector border. There was no activity there.

      “We could place two sensors in front of the ship and fly between them.” Grid shared his strategy to test their navigation systems. “They’ll relay our position, and I’ll compare that to the readings. That will—”

      Lights flashed on the console.

      “We’re receiving incoming communications from the Cyborg Council, Captain.” Argot, the Dauntless’s communications officer, relayed that information.

      Intrepid swallowed a groan. He didn’t want any distractions at the moment. And an interaction with the Cyborg Council was always a big distraction.

      But he couldn’t ignore the request. “Open communication lines.”

      “Opening communication lines, Captain.” Argot confirmed that order.

      An image of Power, the self-appointed leader of the Cyborg Council, and Eirene Ours, his genetic match and the leader of the now-incorporated Rebel Cyborgs, appeared in a corner of the main viewscreen.

      “This information can be relayed with your officers.” Power bit off each word.

      “It’s being relayed.” Intrepid hadn’t waited for permission to broadcast the communication to the bridge. Power would’ve informed him if the information was meant for his consideration alone.

      “There’s a possible threat to the safety of all cyborgs, genetic matches—” Power’s gaze flicked toward Eirene Ours. “—and offspring located within the sector.”

      Intrepid straightened in his captain’s chair.

      Power’s threat could be the one he was sensing.

      None of the beings on board the Dauntless had the good fortune to locate their genetic matches yet. And that included Intrepid.

      They might never find those beings, and they might never manufacture offspring.

      But they’d dedicated their lifespans to protecting the other warriors’ genetic matches and offspring. Intrepid took their safety very seriously.

      “We have intel that a Valkyrie might seek to enter our space.” Power delivered that information with a blank countenance.

      “A Valkyrie.” Drift, the Dauntless’s pilot, expressed their shared astonishment. “The chatter was correct.”

      The rumors on the transmission lines were that a cyborg and his genetic match had returned to their sector with artifacts taken from a Humanoid Alliance facility. One of those artifacts was a dagger stolen from a Valkyrie by their much-reviled enemy.

      The chatter speculated that the warrior was now searching for her weapon.

      And that weapon was currently located on Praecipua Minor, a planet within the sector that was heavily guarded by cyborg warships.

      Intrepid questioned that those defenses would be sufficient to ward off a Valkyrie attack.

      The female warriors matched cyborgs for skill in battle. They lived to fight and believed they’d been created by their deities solely for that purpose.

      They were also ancient. Valkyries had a natural lifespan of forever, as Intrepid’s kind did. They were fraggin’ hard to kill and were as difficult to stop.

      Intrepid had spotted one across a war zone once. The humanoid female had been dressed in gold armor, and she had glowed as she jabbed a spear through her opponent’s tough skull. The victory cry she’d given after that kill had pierced the noise of the fighting all around them.

      Fraggin’ hole. He blew out his breath.

      His organics had been warning him of an imminent danger.

      A Valkyrie was danger encapsulated.

      “Why would she seek to enter our space?” Intrepid wanted to hear the truth from Power’s own lips.

      Speculations were often fraught with errors and miscommunications, deficiencies that could kill a captain and his crew. The Cyborg Council leader would’ve verified any intel he relayed.

      “She’s searching for an… object in our possession.” Power was frustratingly vague. “You are to down her ship and ensure there is nothing left to recover.”

      Valkyries were reportedly only interested in war. The object must be a weapon.

      The rumors about the dagger were true.

      “Another being would give that object to her.” The cyborgs didn’t need another dagger. They could defend their sector with the weapons they currently had. “The odds of intercepting the Valkyrie are low. And the odds of blowing up her ship are lower.”

      “The Dauntless has defied low odds in the past.” Power wasn’t moving on his stance.

      He was correct. They had defied low odds in the past.

      When they’d saved Power’s lifespan six hundred and thirty-seven planet rotations ago.

      Intrepid’s lips twisted. The Cyborg Council leader was an ungrateful ass.

      “You’re asking me to risk my crew to stop the Valkyrie.” He wanted to ensure the male processed the risks he was ordering them to take. “Is this…object worth their lifespans?”

      “Yes.” Power held his gaze.

      The E model didn’t relay why he was willing to place Intrepid and his crew in peril. But his tone communicated he was 100.0000 percent certain that danger was warranted.

      Intrepid swallowed his misgivings. Power might be an ass, but he wouldn’t sacrifice warriors unnecessarily. “Then we will stop the Valkyrie.” He deleted all emotion from his voice and countenance. “If we detect her ship’s approach.”

      “You’ll detect her ship’s approach.” Power lifted his chin. “The border sensors are fully functional.” His dark eyes flashed. “Ending transmission.”

      The image on the main viewscreen reverted to footage of the border Intrepid and the crew of the Dauntless were charged to protect.

      The area was too vast for Intrepid’s comfort. And he didn’t share Power’s confidence in the border sensors’ ability to detect the Valkyrie.

      The warrior females were ancient. They had existed long before the first cyborg was manufactured. They hadn’t lived that long because they lacked the ability to evade capture.

      Detecting and then stopping their target would require all the resources on board the Dauntless.

      “Grid, the testing of all onboard systems will be paused as of this moment.” Intrepid informed the male. They had a higher-priority task to complete.

      “Pausing all onboard systems testing, Captain.” Humor lilted his navigator’s voice.

      Only that chaos-embracing male would find their current situation amusing.

      “Activate the emergency monitoring systems.” Duplicating systems would expend energy and leave them with no backups. But the threat warranted it.

      “Activating emergency monitoring systems, Captain.” Strike’s expression was grave. He processed the danger they were facing.

      There was a 97.5665 percent chance they’d only have one opportunity to blow up the Valkyrie’s ship. The female warrior would be skilled. Once she detected them, she would be fraggin’ impossible to kill.

      A tinge of misgiving shimmered through Intrepid. To end the lifespan of such a legendary being seemed…wrong. The Valkyrie he’d viewed had been magnificent. They were gifted fighters.

      They were also rare. There were millions of cyborgs and, according to their databases, only thirty-seven of them had ever spotted a Valkyrie.

      He and his crew would have to kill one.

      And for what crime? If the rumors were true, she was attempting to retrieve her dagger, a weapon that belonged to her.

      Sympathy for the Valkyrie mixed with Intrepid’s misgiving. He had weapons he valued also.

      But his private feelings about the warrior female wouldn’t prevent him from following Power’s orders.

      If the Cyborg Council leader projected the Valkyrie had to be killed, Intrepid would ensure the Valkyrie was killed. Without hesitation.

      His jaw jutted.

      “Increase our speed.” They would patrol their allocated stretch of border faster, covering more space in a short duration of time.

      “Increasing our speed, Captain.” Drift, the Dauntless’s pilot, acted on his order.

      Intrepid’s resolve firmed.

      His duty to his kind came first.

      He would sacrifice everything and everyone else in the universe, including his own crew, to keep his cyborg brethren free and safe.

      The Valkyrie would die.
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      Olrun would, without hesitation, risk her lifespan to keep other Valkyries safe.

      Fuck. She’d dance with death merely for the thrill of it.

      But placing Jane, her adopted daughter, in danger…again…chilled her to her ancient bones.

      She’d already fucked that up once. And it had cost her daughter her legs.

      Jane was human, and humans were mortal. Unlike Valkyries who were fuckin’ hard to kill and had unlimited natural lifespans. Her daughter had almost died.

      Humans also didn’t heal very quickly. Jane had endured a solar cycle of painful recovery.

      Olrun wouldn’t put her through all that again.

      She grabbed her daughter’s arm, stopping her from entering the beverage outlet, and she pulled the youngster into the shadows.

      “What is it?” Jane whispered.

      “I bid you not to fuckin’ go in there.” Olrun kept her voice low also.

      “No one uses bid in that way anymore.” Jane rolled her eyes. “The word you want is order.”

      “I put a fuckin’ in there.” That should’ve made the command sound more modern.

      “Mom, we talked about this.” Her daughter sighed. “Adding fucks to a sentence doesn’t make much of a difference.”

      But it did make a bit of a difference. Which is why she used them liberally.

      For Jane. Only for Jane.

      Olrun didn’t give a shit which words she used as long as they were understood.

      But fitting in had always been important to her daughter. Jane had spent much of her childhood listening to communications originating outside the Valkyrie Sanctuary. She knew how non-Valkyries chattered.

      Olrun tried to make her daughter happy and talk like them. “I order you not to fuckin’ go in there. It’s too dangerous.”

      “We’re warriors, Mom.” Jane touched the pocket in the flight suit where she hid her knife. They were always armed. Both of them. “Everything we do is dangerous. And we have to go in there. You know that.”

      Olrun pursed her lips. “We don’t have to do anything.”

      “No.” Her daughter shook her head. “We talked about this. Your hooded cape won’t fool the humans at close proximity. I have to be the one to speak to them.” She lifted her chin. “And I can do this. It’s a simple conversation. I’m good at those.”

      “You’re better at talking than I am.” Olrun admitted that truth. She would prefer to cleave beings in half than chatter with them.

      And her daughter was right.

      Her disguise was good at a distance, but it wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny. They would realize she was a Valkyrie. Her kind glowed. And the humans would leave without sharing the information the two of them needed.

      Jane had to be the one to speak with the males.

      “You’ll gather the intel, make an excuse, and then leave.” Olrun settled on that compromise. The faster they left, the safer her daughter should be.

      “I know what I have to do, Mom.” Jane’s head dipped. “I won’t fuck this up.”

      “I know you won’t fuck this up.” Olrun squeezed her arm.

      Jane wasn’t a child anymore.

      It seemed like only last planet rotation that she found her daughter on a battlefield among the dead. Jane had four solar cycles at that time. She’d been covered in blood and gore and was so small, so delicate.

      The female before her was strong. Jane had trained hard and was skilled…for a human…in fighting. She also had twenty-seven solar cycles.

      Which meant she was physically older than Olrun. Valkyries stopped aging at twenty-five.

      Olrun pushed away the sadness her daughter’s mortality brought her. “I’ll be watching for danger.”

      “You always are.” Her daughter grinned at her.

      Olrun swallowed her misgivings and smiled back at Jane. They had to do this. She adjusted the hood of her cape, ensuring none of her showed.

      Jane, in contrast, unfastened her flight suit until a generous amount of breast was visible. Human males were often rendered brainless by her bountiful curves.

      She looked at Olrun.

      Olrun nodded her approval.

      Jane turned and strolled into the beverage outlet. Her hips swayed. Her clever daughter had quickly mastered the art of walking with her mechanical legs.

      Olrun’s chest expanded with pride.

      She waited for a few moments. Then she slipped through the doors.

      None of the beings inside the space looked at her. They were all gawking at Jane.

      Olrun claimed a chair at an empty table in the shadowy corner of the main chamber and watched as her daughter weaved through the seated occupants.

      Their targets huddled around a table near the far wall.

      Jane sat at an adjacent table. She flicked a lock of her dark hair over her shoulder.

      There wasn’t a strand of gray in those long tresses.

      Yet.

      “What does a female have to do to get a drink around here?” Jane pouted.

      As predicted, many males held out their containers of beverage.

      Jane swung around in her chair and clasped the offering extended by one of their targets. “Awww…thank you.” She dazzled him with a smile.

      The Humanoid Alliance male blinked. He appeared stunned to be chosen.

      “I love your green uniform—” Jane’s gaze shifted to the male’s chest. “—Dave.” She read his nametag. “Green is my favorite color.” She touched the lapel of her green flight suit, drawing his attention to her barely contained breasts. “And, oh my.” Jane perused the other males. “You’re all in green. Lucky me.”

      “We’re in Communications.” Those words burst from one of those males’ lips.

      “Communications. Ooh.” Jane batted her eyelashes. “You must hear everything.”

      Her clever daughter also heard fuckin’ everything. She was the being who had intercepted the communications between the bored males on the frontier Humanoid Alliance planet.

      The male on the receiving end of her flirting didn’t know that. “Nothing happens without our knowledge, beautiful.” He sat straighter in his chair.

      “Nothing?” Jane’s eyes widened.

      “Nothing.” All the males nodded.

      Jane’s gaze didn’t stray from the second male. “But most of it must be boring.” She sighed. “I doubt you hear anything interesting. And isn’t that sad?”

      There was a pause.

      “A planet blew up.” The first male yelled that reply.

      Heads turned.

      Jane’s attention returned to him.

      “A planet blew up.” The first male’s voice lowered as he repeated that statement.

      Only the humans seated close to him would have the ability to hear his words.

      But Olrun wasn’t human. She had a Valkyrie’s keen hearing and could follow the conversation.

      “Even I heard about that.” Jane waved her right hand dismissively. “Fred was telling me.” She paused and looked at them. “Do you know Fred? He’s in Engineering.”

      The males glanced at each other.

      “There are many Freds.” The second male spaced his words out as though he was talking to a child. “We might know him.”

      “Well, I know him. Very well, if you know what I mean.” She winked. “I met him in a place like this.” Jane gestured around her. “He chattered to me like I was a friend, and then we did very unfriendlike things in my private chambers.” She frowned. “Then he flew away.” She shrugged. “Anyway, he told me the Humanoid Alliance blew up a planet with their world-destroying thingie. And then the world-destroying thingie blew up, and no one knows who did it.” She paused. “I told him that maybe it just broke, but he said they don’t just break.” She imitated a male. “But what else could it be? He said there wasn’t anyone else near the world-destroying thingie.”

      “There was a cyborg.” The first male blurted that revelation.

      One of the quieter males sucked in his breath.

      “What?” The first male scowled at him. “She isn’t going to tell anyone, and even if she did, no one would believe her. Look at her.” He waved his hands at Jane’s breasts.

      Jane arched her back. That action accentuated her bountiful chest even more.

      “She is female.” Another male said that as though it was agreement.

      Human males were fuckin’ fools. Olrun’s lips twisted.

      “Awww…thank you for noticing.” Jane played the role they expected of her. “And you all are so very male.” She twirled a tendril of her hair around her right index finger. “And you are much more clever than I am.” She fixed her wide-eyed gaze on the first male. “I didn’t know cyborgs could fly.”

      “He wasn’t spotted that close to the World-Ender.” The male chuckled. “When the situation on the planet went to shit and the evacuation was authorized, someone saw a cyborg running toward a ship.”

      “That someone was a nobody, a container loader.” A male rolled his eyes. “And he claims he saw a B Model cyborg. Those machines were decommissioned hundreds of solar cycles ago.”

      “No one is supporting his claim.” Another male shook his head. “There were hundreds, thousands of beings in the area, and not one of them saw this supposed cyborg. The male is delusional.”

      The males nattered amongst themselves. But none of them had any alternate theories about who had blown up the World-Ender.

      And there was no reason for the container loader to lie. He must’ve realized he’d be mocked, yet he had spoken up.

      Olrun suspected the male had been telling the fuckin’ truth.

      The cyborgs were half organic, half mechanical beings. They’d been manufactured by the Humanoid Alliance to be their killing machines, and they’d been treated as cruelly as the Humanoid Alliance treated other non-human, non-male beings.

      Once they were given the opportunity, the cyborgs had escaped Humanoid Alliance control. They now occupied and defended an entire sector.

      Those warriors must hate their creators. The theft could’ve been an act of vengeance, a concept she knew very well.

      Like Valkyries, they would love weapons.

      The dagger the Humanoid Alliance had stolen from Olrun was a weapon. It was also a key, of sorts. A being carrying it could enter the Sanctuary, a safe location for all Valkyries.

      And eventually for her daughter.

      A cyborg now held her blade, and that terrified the shit out of her. The Humanoid Alliance was largely incompetent. Cyborgs were not.

      Her daughter could be in danger in the future.

      She was also in
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