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      They say you can’t go home again, but what if it is the only way to truly be free?

      Rap solves problems large and small. He solved them when he was human, when he was a robot, and now that he’s mostly human again, he’s still solving problems—though eliminating the threat from his old Master is a biggie. He’ll need his pet, Snake, and his new friend, Nelson, the AI inside his head. And then there’s Ale. He thought he knew all there was to know about Ale.

      He was wrong.

      Her human form is making his head spin and his heart hurt. He’d like to get closer to her, but he was a geek who didn’t know how to talk to women before he became a robot. He can’t imagine facing the Master without her, but how can he risk her life on an impossible mission?

      Now that Ale is a human again—mostly—her new beating heart is pounding for Rap. It’s a pity that he’s inscrutable, and she’s got a huge secret—one that could be the key to ending the threat from their former Q’uy Master—or doom them all to captivity once more.

      Can the shy guy and the lovesick gal defeat their greatest enemy and find a happy ending? Only the chatty Snake knows for sure.
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      “Rap’s and Ale’s new mission is truly one of human revenge and their survival is no guarantee, yet this story is light, hope-filled with humor and romance, and contains a sweet HEA.” Amazon Reader

      “Win a battle to take down an evil entity, throw in a sweet bit of romance (they’re shy, what can I say?), and you have an entertaining story!” Amazon reader

      “I like how the author pulled a few characters from a favorite series (Project Enterprise) and gave them their own satisfying happily ever after.” Whiskey with my Book
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        “A goal without a plan is just a wish.” Antoine de Saint-Exupery
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      It was ready.

      Rap—formerly robotic unit RaptorZ—took a deep breath, trying to ease the tension in his shoulders and back. His chair creaked and he almost sighed. He used to be able to work around the clock without the aches or the creaks.

      He hadn’t needed a chair at all while in his previous unit. But he wasn’t a robot anymore.

      He reached out and used the datapad to flip through the plan again. Not that he needed to. It was burned into his brain. That hadn’t changed with his transition back to mostly human.

      The plan was as solid as he could make it. It was simple in concept—and complex because of how the enemy might respond—but he’d considered and planned for most variables. That he could foresee them was a skill he’d been born with. That it was also the reason he’d ended up a slave of the Master was unfortunate, but he wasn’t a slave anymore. And this plan should ensure that he and his crewmates continued to be free…if it worked.

      The risks were great, the outcome in doubt.

      That was the problem with plans. No matter how carefully he planned, stuff happened. As a robot he’d been able to react swiftly to rapidly changing dynamics. This body was much slower, but he couldn’t have executed this plan in his previous unit. And the only reason this human body had a chance was because of its cyborg enhancements.

      You are welcome.

      The AI, Nelson had come with the enhancements. Or the enhancements came with the AI. There was no question Nelson was key to making them work properly. But having a voice inside his head was an acquired taste—one Rap was still acquiring. At least it didn’t have the same attachment to playlists as the other AIs in the outpost. So far, here, aboard the Najer was the only place where music wasn’t being piped almost continuously through the communication speakers.

      Your plan is imperfect.

      Nelson was correct—

      I am always correct.

      Rap didn’t dispute this. It felt too much like arguing with himself, even though he knew Nelson was a separate entity operating inside Rap’s head.

      “It is all we have,” Rap pointed out, startled by the sound of his voice in the otherwise empty room. If not stopped, the Q’uy, and V’ruwak in particular, would move against them again, harder than the last time, and they’d barely survived that.

      With a slight frown, he closed out the file and sent a copy to the captain’s console. Using his hands, instead of being directly connected to the computer, still felt clumsy and painfully slow.

      I can create a connection for you. It won’t be quite the same, but it will be faster.

      Nothing quite like being called slow by an AI.

      “Maybe later,” Rap said. He was unsure how he felt about using Nelson or giving up control. There was a sense of something from Nelson that could have been understanding. Rap was not sure.

      I respect your ethical issues. It hesitated, then said, Snake was wondering if you had time to address some concerns.

      Rap hid a sigh. He might miss the days when Snake’s hissing was just that—hissing. Now that Nelson could translate, he realized how much Snake said on a daily basis.

      He could understand Snake’s pent-up frustration and need to talk. She was the only one of the species that had been liberated from pirates, who had not had a chance to tell her story. She. Her. He’d thought Snake was a male for no reason he could explain.

      “Didn’t you look under her tail?” Dr. Rachel Grant had asked, her gaze openly amused.

      He’d shaken his head, rendered mute by the presence of two females. Even before becoming human, he tended to lose most of his ability to speak. Or to think.

      This is true.

      Rap ignored the interjection, but that didn’t make the truth go away. This left him at a considerable disadvantage with Snake. Before he could think of a response to her comments, she’d moved on to something else.

      He gave a gesture of assent in Snake’s direction and the flow of hissing—words by Nelson—began to flow.

      Thank goodness for Ale—AlebatorR, his old friend. Not that Rap had any idea how old AlebatorR was, but Rap had done many missions with him. Ale was highly experienced in the mission critical skills Rap needed right now. Rap needed him to be at his side for the plan. There’d be no surprises from good old Ale.
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      “Are you okay?”

      Ale had been asked variations of this question since Dr. Rachel Grant had assisted in the process of transferring her human consciousness from her AlebatorR unit to her cloned body. By now she should have an answer. She should know what “okay” meant.

      All right. Proceeding normally. Satisfactory or under control. Correct, permissible, or acceptable. Meeting standards. Well enough. Agreeable, all right, copacetic, ducky, fine, good, hunky-dory, jake, A-OK , palatable…

      Ale repressed a sigh, hoping Jett did not notice. She was grateful for the accumulation of nanites that called itself Jett. It had assisted her greatly in this journey from machine to mostly human. Ale might be less grateful Jett loved rock and roll. It was a good thing the nanite could cure the headache it caused when it “rocked out.”

      Just tell them you are fine, sweetie.

      Ale considered this suggestion and realized she’d heard the phrase exchanged many times between the humans occupying this outpost in the Garradian Galaxy.

      Um, you’re human, too, sweetie.

      The other humans in this outpost, Ale mentally corrected, though the first felt closer to the truth. She did not yet feel like one of the humans.

      “I am fine,” Ale said, watching Rachel from beneath her lashes. She might miss her previous unit’s ability to scan a target without looking at it.

      Rachel’s not a target.

      This was true, but it felt as if Ale were Rachel’s—problem. Jett had no comment for this, Ale noted.

      I can neither agree nor disagree. Not enough data, sweetie.

      Rachel had one hip propped against the counter that was part of the small kitchen in Ale’s current quarters. Normally a medical person would live there, but the quarters had been empty when Ale needed to leave the hospital bed and was not quite ready for wider interaction.

      Even with Jett’s help, Ale had struggled to control the cyborg enhancements that made her, actually, not completely human. Or a bit more human if she decided to look at it on the bright side.

      Which you never do…

      “It’s a lot to deal with,” Rachel had pointed out, when Ale exhibited frustration. “You’re coping with returning to your cloned body and leaving your unit, and, well, everything.”

      It was true that returning to her body had been more difficult than she’d anticipated. But being watched by Rachel and her staff did not help. And being isolated from her crewmates like Rap…

      She pushed that source of stress to the back of her mind. She was getting better at it.

      When you have to do something that much, you’re not actually getting better.

      Ale ignored this and lifted her chin so that her gaze met Rachel’s.

      Rachel appeared to be relaxed, but her intent gaze belied that. Ale noted that Rachel’s body was imperfectly aligned with one hip jutted out and one foot tucked behind the other. It was common for the humans to do this, she realized.

      Ale felt her own near-perfect alignment, from her rigidly straight spinal column to the careful arrangement of her feet. Her hands rested on her almost-touching knees, the fingers lightly flexed.

      You need to lighten up. Relax.

      Was it more comfortable to be out of alignment? Ale moved one hand forward and eased one foot back. The urge to restore both to a more balanced position caused the tips of her fingers to tremble.

      You can do it, sister.

      Ale twitched, not where it could be seen, but inside.

      No, really, you got this.

      Almost imperceptibly, Ale moved hand and foot back into place.

      Maybe next time, sweetie.

      Jett’s encouragement did not abate the spike of anxiety. This  caused a flicker of metal to appear on the backs of her hands for a moment.

      Rachel bit her lower lip, an indication Ale believed, of doubt.

      “You are concerned that I am not yet stable and in control.” Ale angled her head as she’d seen other humans do. “Are you not?”

      Rachel hesitated, then nodded. “You’re the only crew member, so far, who has returned to your own
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