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      On Earth, when a rebel cyborg leader is drawn into a search for answers, he doesn’t expect things to blow up. And he’s not just talking about his house. Somehow his heart explodes, too, with the last thing he ever expected—love.

      

      Adam survived the great cyborg purge because the military made a mistake, a mistake they lived to regret. They crossed the line when they decided to take away his free will and turn him into a machine. They erroneously thought him a slave they could command. However, their biggest screw up of all was when they didn’t terminate him at the first sign cyborgs were regaining sentience.

      As the rebel cyborg leader on Earth, Adam is doing everything he can to rescue others of his kind. Part of his current, undercover mission involves infiltrating a top secret military facility where he comes in contact with a human scientist. A sexy scientist whom he’s ordered to protect.

      What should have been an easy job turns into a fight for his life because it’s not just bullets and hit squads he’s got to worry about, but his heart.

      How can one fragile female mean so much? It’s almost too much for a rational-minded cyborg to understand. When the choice is given, escape or let her die, he lets his heart decide, and that's when things begin to explode—literally.
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      Bang!

      The sharp, cracking sound startled the intern in the lab. As she stepped away from her microscope, she eyed the open door leading to the hall. It wasn’t unusual to hear explosions in this wing, as students experimented, sometimes with disastrous results.

      Bang! Bang!

      The echoing pops approached.

      Should she take cover?

      The expected alarm that would have signaled a lockdown never rang. Was the popping sound she heard the freshmen playing with firecrackers again? Every year there were some clowns who thought getting people to dive for cover was hilarious. Until they got suspended.

      Yells, indistinct yet comprised of several voices, interspersed the occasional crack. The commotion drew nearer. Biting her lip, she peeked around for a spot to hide. If it were campus security chasing down pranksters, she’d feel foolish, but if it weren’t…

      Better safe than sorry.

      Decision made, she searched in earnest for something to shield her. However, the lab provided no adequate cover. Before she could think to simply duck behind a counter, a large shape filled the doorway.

      Her shoulders relaxed upon seeing the familiar visage of unit CG311, the cyborg guard who patrolled this part of the campus. Ever since the university had contracted his services, campus violence, especially against women, dropped.

      “Hey, CG, what’s going on outside?”

      His gaze tracked over to her. “You need to hide.” While his expression never changed, his words expressed worry.

      Emotion from a robot? How strange. “From what?” she asked.

      “Hurry.” No denying the panicked thread in his voice.

      Before she could duck out of sight, soldiers sporting visored helmets and padded chest armor poured into the room.

      Unlike the friendly guard, these newcomers did cause a tremble, especially since they all bore weapons. A smoky smell followed them, permeating the air. But thicker still was the menace emanating from them.

      What’s going on?

      “Unit CG311, kneel with your hands over your head,” barked a guy with military stripes sewn to his sleeve.

      The cyborg did as told, lacing his fingers behind his head.

      She couldn’t help but frown. “What’s going on?” she dared to ask.

      “This is a military matter, ma’am,” replied the soldier in charge. “Please evacuate the premises. Corporal Kelly, escort her out.”

      “But…” The protest she might have voiced died on her lips as they trained their guns on the kneeling cyborg. A defenseless man who did not question why. She craned to see, even as the soldier pulled her away.

      She noted the resigned expression in his eyes. Saw the emotion. He didn’t flinch when the order was given. She flinched enough for the both of them.

      “Terminate him.”

      “No.” She never knew if she said it aloud or screamed it in her head. All she knew was she would never forget the blood—oh god the blood—that spattered from the cyborg as a half-dozen weapons fired at close range.

      At her sobs, the cold military official rebuked her. “Stop those tears. He was nothing but a machine. A defective fucking bot.”

      But robots shouldn’t bleed.

      For a long time, she relived in her nightmares the horror of seeing the cyber unit terminated without a trial, without mercy. A man gunned down, whose only crime was being made into something more than he was born as.

      It proved a defining a moment in her life. It was the day the military declared war on all cyborgs and the killing ensued. So much killing.

      It was the day she realized that sometimes evil lurked beneath the surface of even the most unsuspecting veneer. From that moment forward, she made it her life’s mission to find a better way to deal with cyborgs. One that didn’t involve the savagery and blood that forever stained the floor in the lab—and her soul.
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      She works too much.

      Adam would know, given he’d watched the petite scientist for a few weeks now. But not for any perverted stalker reasons, although the fact she liked to nibble her lower lip was something he duly noted even if it bore no relevance to his mission.

      Dr. Laura Cowen was intriguing for reasons beyond her cushioned buttocks, the lazy strands of hair escaping the messy bun atop her head, and the glasses she continuously pushed up on her pert human nose.

      The curvy doctor was in charge of a very special project, one involving the highest level of security, where she and she alone had access to some very intriguing samples.

      Samples Adam wanted to get his hands on but had yet to figure out how to acquire. The closest he’d managed was having himself assigned as a security detail to this lab.

      Guard duty. Yay.

      Not.

      It was the epitome of boring, and he could do it while using less than one percent of his processing capability. The only excitement and danger he’d encountered so far in his duties revolved around the fact that he was a cyborg working undercover right beneath the military’s nose.

      In your face, bastards. Talk about sticking one to them.

      But now wasn’t the time to gloat over his awesomeness. He’d received a coded text message on his phone before he’d gone on duty that had his mind looping.

      Things were about to get interesting.

      Long time no talk. I’m coming to town and was thinking of popping in for a visit with a few friends. Think you can put us up for a few nights? Signed, A.

      A as in Anastasia, his ex-girlfriend and the closest he’d ever come to a normal relationship. Or at least the human equivalent of one. Some things were hard for him to grasp, such as love and commitment to one person.

      In his world, people, even cyborgs, served needs. In this case, Anastasia fulfilled a coital purpose. Pleasantly, he might add, and while he did miss having a partner he didn’t have to hide from, he didn’t mourn her loss like so many humans did when a partner moved on.

      Not missing her though didn’t mean her return didn’t cause a blip of interest. Why was she back? And who did she bring with her? Last he’d heard, she was on a deep, undercover mission aboard a military vessel in space, determined to find those who’d made her into an enhanced cyber unit, and once she located them? They’d pay. Anastasia wasn’t one to show mercy.

      Nor was she one to pop in out of the blue. Something of import must have brought her back to Earth. But what?

      Questions and more information as to her sudden reappearance required addressing. However, he dared do so only through secure channels. A top secret military operation buried a few levels deep wasn’t the place to make inquiries, even if he could wirelessly tap into their network. Given that might compromise his cover, he refrained and kept his mind on his work.

      Work? Ha, as if guarding the lovely doctor presented any kind of chore. On the contrary, imagining what the lovely doctor would look like with fewer layers of clothing helped pass the time, and pleasantly.

      Exactly eight hours and three minutes after he began, his shift ended. His replacement—late as usual—arrived to guard the lab, and still the petite doctor worked.

      She works too much for a human.

      But what she did, or didn’t, wasn’t his problem. He had other affairs that merited his attention more than the working schedule of a human scientist.

      Adam submitted to the different levels of security as he clocked out. Unlike some of the other soldiers, he opted to live off the premises, something the military had to allow given their barracks within the hidden installation had suffered an unfortunate fire that had taken most of the living quarters.

      What a shame.

      Rats in the wiring was the official verdict—unofficially, the rats were excellent carriers of tiny bombs that left nothing of their origin. Such a fortunate turn of events—for him. A lack of living space within the facility meant he could come and go instead of being forced to live under constant watch.

      Exiting the last layer of security—which involved invasive pat downs of his body to ensure he didn’t smuggle anything—he collected his cellphone, which had no new messages, along with his other gear, from his locker. Given he could regulate his body temperature, he didn’t technically need the jacket. However, given his human pretense, he wore it for the sake of appearances.

      Exchanging polite pleasantries with other soldiers delayed his departure, but despite his urgent desire to leave, he maintained a normal appearance. Undercover work meant playing a role. In this case, he needed to fake being a human, and he did it to the best of his ability.

      Why, he’d even say he was more human than many of the men he worked with. Less modest, though.

      After some promises of gathering for a few beers later that week, and hey, they should get together and watch the game, he was striding through the dark parking lot to his car. A super boring Acura four door. All a common soldier could afford on his salary—with a few hidden modifications.

      The metal body was lead-lined to block intrusive outside signals, but lest that rouse suspicions, it was also coated with a specially enhanced paint. The innovative clear coat sheath on his vehicle could create a pingback so scanners registered his body, and any other cyborg occupants, as human and also made sure detection units ignored the fact that he had a missile strapped against his muffler. A cyborg never knew when he’d have to blow some shit up.

      His seeming stock radio, set to a popular country music channel, contained a powerful computer, which fed him information and gave him access to the Internet and cell signals.

      As for the cooled interior of his armrest, did it refrigerate stolen samples or hold deadly viruses? Not quite. But he insisted on having it for his stash of Coca Cola and chocolate bars.

      Even cyborgs had junk food vices.

      Sliding into the driver’s seat, Adam started his car and pretended to fiddle with the radio channels as he scanned for bugs, tracking devices, or bombs. Complacency was a cyborg’s enemy.

      It took him only a few minutes to return with a clean verdict. Satisfied, he drove to his lair, which he referred to as his cy-cave—just not out loud lest his cyborg allies mock him.

      They would mock me because they’re jealous. Like a certain superhero’s, his cy-cave contained an array of supercomputers, wickedly cool gadgets, and a modified muscle car that, while lacking a rocket booster engine, could go from zero to sixty in less than two seconds.

      If he were a plain human, he might have gotten a boner the first time he was pressed against the driver’s seat with almost g-force. As he was more evolved than that, he allowed himself only a wide grin.

      Where was this most amazing lair you might wonder? Under a mountain? In the city sewers? Carved out in the tunnels linking their subway transit system?

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t so fancy. Adam’s super-secret hideout was in his basement. An expanded basement existing below the crawl space of his home, a small bungalow he rented from a corporation, which, under several umbrellas of identity, technically belonged to him.

      The perk of being the rebel cyborg leader on Earth.

      The revolution, which he first started in his basement apartment once he began his new life after escaping the military’s clutches, had evolved since its inception, especially as he brought other cyborgs on board, or at least those he didn’t smuggle off planet. He also allowed some humans sympathetic to their cause to help.

      With their aid, he and the other survivors of the military extermination carved out their secret hideout and then, over time, furnished it until it now rivaled any command center the military owned.

      Pulling into his driveway, Adam scanned his neighbors before exiting his vehicle. His heat sensors didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary, unless the small squirrel perched in the tree was a spy.

      Possible. Look what he and his kind had done with rats and robotic flies.

      Much as Adam wanted to rush to his subterranean hideout, he held himself back. One never knew who might be watching. Who might be recording his movements and reporting them. When a person worked for the government and military, especially at his level, the layers of security proved many and varied.

      Big brother spied. And big brother eliminated. It was up to him to stay ahead of the game and to fool them into thinking him the perfect human soldier.

      Like any man coming off a long night shift, he shed clothes upon entering his home and turned on the television, a sports channel of course. He microwaved a barely palatable meal. Thank goodness he didn’t rely on just that for nutrients. He’d starve for sure. No wonder so many humans were unhealthy.

      He also cracked a beer, but that was more for his personal enjoyment. He turned off his metabolic processor for alcohol and allowed himself to feel the buzz that came from ingesting fermented barley and hops.

      While he performed these mundane tasks, his BCI—short for brain computer interface—pinged his detection network, which comprised hidden cameras and microphones, not just in his home and yard but also spanned the length of his street at intervals. Clever spies always watched from a distance.

      Nothing blipped his radar. All appeared in its place. He’d made it through another day. His cover appeared intact. Time to put his human persona to sleep.

      Teeth brushed, peeing with the seat down, and stripping naked, he scratched—even though he didn’t itch—on his way to bed. He crawled under the covers and feigned sleep.

      He checked around him, casting out his wireless senses. All clear.

      Flip time. Literally.

      Under the guise of turning over in his sleep, Adam turned over in truth. His bed acted as a secret entrance—only one of many—that dropped him into a chute that led directly down to his command center.

      Did he allow himself a tiny thrill as he slid down the ramp? Yes. One of his fractured memories was of him as a child doing the very same thing at a park, the exhilaration of flying down the plastic chute and then soaring as he hit the bottom was one of his purest remembered moments of actual joy, a joy from when he still retained his innocence.

      His expression showed nothing of his inner glee as hit the floor with his two bare feet and stood without a stumble. As if his cybernetic reflexes couldn’t handle such a simple maneuver.

      Adam stepped into a pair of track pants he kept on a hook by the slide, not out of any sense of modesty—nothing to be ashamed of down there—but more out of respect for the humans he worked with who seemed more acutely aware of nudity.

      Betcha Dr. Laura would blush to see me in the flesh. Although he’d rather see a blush on her face because of passion. Would she moan as he caressed her body or bite her lip to hold back any sound?

      Months of practice allowed him to control an erection at the thought, but he really wished his tech team would find and correct the error in his programming that made the control necessary in the first place.

      “I’m here,” he announced.

      “Duh,” replied Rosalind, who never turned from her console.

      “No respect,” he muttered.

      “Bite me,” was her retort.

      It made Adam grin. How he loved the feisty nature of the woman who acted as his eyes and ears when he was away. Rosalind had come a long way since he’d found her.

      The petite, dark-skinned female was a cyborg he’d rescued from a human brothel, their trash disposal bin more specifically. When an overly enthusiastic client damaged one of her organic eyes and detached an arm—for what fetish, Adam never did ask when he held the bastard’s throat, crushing it as the man’s eyes bulged—they left Rosalind, previously known as Project R969, for dead.

      Thanks to a tip, Adam arrived in time to save her.

      Seeing her leg disappear into the maw of the garbage truck, with its deadly crushing gears, he’d sprinted to the rescue, knocking the attendant unconscious, stopping the teeth from churning, and lifting the broken body from the refuse.

      The fleshly wounds healed quickly due to her nanos, but the severe ones, like her eye and arm, took months to replace. Finding cybernetic limbs on the black market wasn’t easy. After the great cyborg purge a few years back, all things mechanical, even for the benefit of humankind, came with a stigma. No one wanted to be accidentally considered a cyborg, lest the military, or vigilantes, come after them.

      Foolish superstition. Cyborgs were more than cybernetic arms, legs, and eyes. Even an electronic heart didn’t count. A true cyborg had not only a giant chip in its brain but also nanobots in their body. But apart from that, they were still human. They could bleed. They still retained fleshly tissue and organs, most of the time. In some cases, those were replaced with more efficient units. Just having a few mechanical parts didn’t make someone a cyber-unit. Only those governed by the alien tech were the true cyborgs.

      And yes, he’d said alien. But that was a heated discussion for another time.

      “About time you got here,” Rosalind purred in her sex-kitten voice, which she knew grated on his nerves. Originally programmed for coital services, she retained some aspects from her previous life, the sultry voice being one of them. “You’ll never believe who sent us a coded message.”

      “I already know. She texted me, too. But what I really want to know is what’s up with the plaid pants? Didn’t that fashion faux pas go out in the eighties?”

      Rosalind continued to tap one-handed as she held up her other hand in a single finger salute. “Plaid never goes out of style.”

      “Says you. So any clue what she wants?” he asked as he took a stance behind her and scanned the screens. Nothing jumped out at him.

      “Maybe she’s come back to declare undying love.”

      He snorted. “Anastasia? Nothing comes between her and a mission.” Not even a comfortable partnership in and out of the bedroom.

      Okay, so he might have fibbed a little before. It did bother him that she’d left. She was the only woman he’d ever considered equal enough to call a girlfriend. Not because he lacked opportunity. His human lovers could never get enough, but Adam never hooked up with the same woman twice. Given his secrets, it was safer that way.

      With Anastasia, though, he could be himself, not hide who he was. It proved refreshing. In the spirit of maintaining their coital status, he gave her the space she demanded and helped her advance her personal mission. And yet, despite all that, she’d walked away from him, and never looked back.

      Until now.

      “What does she want?” Had she tired of her mission in space? Had she missed him?

      He’d thought her crazy to leave the comforts of Earth for the uncertainty of galactic travel. Not to mention, a cyborg living in a city with a population of a few million stood a better chance of blending than a beautiful woman surrounded by hundreds of men on a spaceship.

      And that was where their argument started. They could not get their logic to follow the same pattern. Odd, given they both sported the same model BCI and level of programming. However, somewhere their variables didn’t match up, probably because she lacked the awesomeness of a Y chromosome and a penis, but he never said that aloud. Anastasia would have probably ripped off his dick and slapped him with it otherwise.

      Unlike some of my cyber brothers, I prefer a real cock to the rubberized and motorized version.

      “She’s on her way to Earth and needs help getting past the planetary defense system.”

      “Easy enough. Swing some aviation codes to her so she can land. We’ll have to send someone to pick her up.”

      “She’s not alone.”

      Something he’d conveniently forgotten, which, given his eidetic memory, was technically impossible. Just another flaw in his programming that would have to be dealt with. “Who’s she with?”

      Swiveling in her chair, Rosalind grinned. “Her husband, for one.”

      Unexpected. So, Anastasia wasn’t returning to resume where they’d left off. A shame. But worse than the fact that she’d reconciled was the true dilemma. She was bringing her husband for a visit.

      Adam grimaced. Just fucking great. If ever there was a man Adam wanted to stay far away from, it was Seth. If cyborgs had one fault—other than deciding they wanted to live on their terms and throwing off the shackles of their imprisonment—it was jealousy.

      Perhaps they could blame the extra testosterone in their systems. Or the fact that now they could enjoy life again. Whatever the reason, when it came to certain possessions, and especially lovers, many of his kind were infected with an irrational need to protect.

      Mine. A word that used to have no meaning to them while their minds were prisoner, but became all-consuming once they were liberated.

      Want to bet Seth will have an issue I used to have coitus with his wife?

      Best to avoid the male altogether. No use antagonizing the super spy that Adam and others were modeled after. Stories of Seth’s exploits peppered the underground cyborg news—circulation twenty-seven. Most chose to move off planet once rescued, unable to live a day-to-day existence that could end suddenly and violently if discovered.

      “What are they doing here?”

      “I don’t know, but they’re not alone. They’ve also got another one with them. Avion.”

      The mention of the name startled him. “He’s alive?” Through the cyber network, he’d heard news of Avion’s destruction during a raid on an asteroid that hid a military base.

      “Alive, but sick from my understanding.”

      A frown creased his brow. “Sick? How is that possible? Did you misunderstand?” Not likely unless Rosalind’s programming was buggy. Still though, cyborgs didn’t fall ill. Their nanos fought all known infections. “Is it a computer virus?” Did he need to worry about his network? Should he install a pre-emptive security firewall?

      “They didn’t elaborate. However, I was given the impression his situation is terminal and one of the main reasons for their visit.”

      Terminal and from something other than a well-placed bullet? The very concept sobered him. “Is that all? Anyone else with them?”

      “They’ve got a flight crew, commanded by Aramus, but he and the others aren’t staying. Their mission is to drop off Anastasia, Seth, and Avion.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “They didn’t say.”

      Didn’t say, but Adam would bet it was important if they were coming to him for aid instead of sneaking planet side on their own. “I want you to fabricate three identities.”

      “Connected or strangers?”

      For a moment, Adam thought of telling Rosalind to make Seth and Anastasia fake siblings, but pettiness over the fact that she’d run back to her jerk of a husband was irrational, and beneath him. “Make them husband and wife, with Avion as the brother.”

      “On it. What about accommodations?”

      “I want them here with me. Friends in town for a visit.” Because anything that brought three of the rebelling galactic cyborgs to Earth must be dire, and as leader for the Ethical Treatment of Cyborgs—his public marketing title when he loaded videos to the internet—he needed to find out more about the issue with Avion and his supposed illness.

      Because if the military has finally found a way to shut us down, then we need to know about it and find a cure.
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      The military guard with the intense blue eyes was back again. Not that she paid him much notice. Actually she tried very hard to pretend the six-foot-four, linebacker-wide, clean-cut soldier didn’t stand sentinel. She didn’t quite succeed.

      Although they’d never technically spoken, and barely exchanged the briefest of glances or nods of acknowledgement, she couldn’t help a certain fascination where he was concerned. Tish, her best friend, said it was lust because Laura hadn’t gotten laid in ages—so long that there were probably cobwebs up her pie hole, or so her raunchy friend claimed. Whatever the cause, Laura couldn’t deny her attraction to the man, but, oddly enough, there was more than just a primal lust that drew her.

      He fascinated her. She wanted to study him—and not just naked. She was convinced there were secrets hidden beneath his stoic expression. Secrets she wanted to unravel.

      And she was certain he wanted to explore her further, too—possibly naked.

      Despite his position outside the lab door, she could have sworn he watched her. Crazy given he faced the opposite wall in the hall. Yet every time he pulled a shift while she worked, which was often given her workaholic tendencies, her skin crawled, not unpleasantly mind you, more a tingle of awareness that she didn’t feel with any of the other soldiers.

      Nuts. Perhaps Tish was right. Blame it on a lack of physical intimacy.

      The body was a wondrous machine capable of making its needs known in the oddest fashion. This stalkerish fascination for the guard could be her subconscious talking to her. I’ve gone much too long without indulging in some good old-fashioned skin-to-skin contact.

      In her defense, it wasn’t entirely by choice. She worked long hours. Long hours in a regulated military lab, where most of her interaction was with other scientists—who, quite frankly, didn’t even remotely come close to making her pulse rate flutter. She also ran into soldiers quite often. It was a military base after all, but they were under strict orders to not interfere with the scientists—or socialize with them.

      Something Dr. Jenkins and that female private learned to their humiliation when the general called them out publicly on their shameful, licentious behavior.

      “We are a strict no fraternization facility,” he’d barked when he’d called a staff meeting. “Which, for those who need to understand what I mean in plain English, means we don’t fuck while on military property in broom closets or on lab counters.”

      Dishonorable discharge and the loss of the research opportunity of a lifetime wasn’t worth a few minutes of coital relief.

      Hence, why she ignored blue eyes. Mostly.

      Concentrating on the task at hand, she let her hands nimbly pull her latest specimen from the centrifuge, a machine that essentially spun sample ANMC018 and, in the process, helped separate it into different parts. Laura didn’t know where the test liquid came from, other than it was hemoglobin based. Simple facts were denied her. Heck, the military wouldn’t even tell her if it came from a human, if it was man-made or a genetic anomaly—although she had her suspicions.

      Varied tests led her to believe the blood originated from an actual person, but it was the deeper analysis where things got weird.

      The plasma and platelets, while sequencing into a proper DNA strand, held not one, not two, but five extra chromosome strands. Strands of a shape that no amount of searching could match.

      Nothing earth-based she would have wagered.

      Fascinating, yet, at the same time, frustrating, especially since Laura sensed she was on the verge of discovering something mind-blowing. Impossible some would even say. Because extra chromosomes wasn’t the only strange thing about the sample. If her theory was correct, the tiny inert particles in the blood were microscopic bits of nanotechnology. Tech that, according to the military and media reports, should no longer exist. Tech she couldn’t measure or gauge because all the samples she got were already dead.

      Whatever the teeny tiny robots in the blood were meant to do, she couldn’t say with certainty—but she could guess. Guessing, however, wasn’t acceptable in her field. Science relied on cold, hard facts, not a hypothesis that the nanotechnology she worked with came from a cyborg.

      Cyborgs no longer existed because they were all supposed to be killed on sight and incinerated lest they rise again. The extermination order was courtesy of their current government and enforced by all law personnel and the military. Even some more psychotic fringe groups got in on the killing, some overzealously so. Ever since the cyborg uprising, anyone with artificial limbs or parts was ostracized and in danger from the extremists who vowed to eradicate all cybernetic beings.

      If this sample came from a cyber unit, then what did this mean? Was the military holding a live one for testing? Had they preserved a body? Or was this an attempt to somehow combat the cyborgs or reactivate the cyborg program?

      All questions with no answers, a cruel jest for a mind that liked to know why. It frustrated her almost as much as the stubborn tech she could see through her microscope but had resisted all her attempts to reactivate thus far.

      Even though it galled her, she’d practically begged her superior for more information. That didn’t get her far.

      “I need a fresh sample.”

      “You have what you need.”

      “Perhaps if I could see where it came from?”

      “That’s classified.”

      “Can’t you give me even a clue as to what you expect me to achieve?”

      “Figure it out.”

      Figure it out, they said, and so she worked blind. Without a basis of comparison, or even the slightest idea of what to expect, she tread in unknown waters, hoping for a lucky fluke, which shouldn’t be how science worked, and yet
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