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      How far will he go to save the woman he loves?
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        * * *

      

      Mic, a cyborg with exceptional abilities, has spent far too long planet-side. Restless, he escapes into space aboard his newfound ship… and stumbles upon a dangerous threat that will change his life forever.

      Remi has followed in her grandmother’s footsteps. A brilliant and determined explorer, she has always dreamed of learning if there is life beyond her solar system. Her work as a crew member on a space station finally gives her the chance to explore the unknown… and search for answers about her grandmother's lost spaceship.

      Mic’s appearance shakes Remi’s world. Not only is an alien cyborg flying her grandmother's ship, he also delivers devastating news. Remi knows if she is to discover the truth, she must learn to trust Mic and join forces with him to stop the threat to her world and outsmart an enemy who will stop at nothing to destroy her people.

      Navigating the dangerous landscape of space, Mic and Remi’s feelings for each other grow even as the danger around them threatens to destroy their dreams. Will their love be strong enough to survive the challenges that lie ahead, or will they fall victim to the enemy's wrath?

      Dive into this latest installment in the thrilling Cyborg Chronicles!
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      The three spaceships were as different as ships with a similar purpose could be.

      One ship reminded MicroP—Mic—of a dagger with its sharp prow, somber coloring, and deadly angles.

      The second ship was a sphere with multiple reflective sides. The bright light of the hangar bay appeared to multiply its reflective properties. Without his special opticals, he’d have found it difficult to see the ship rather than a bright glare in the hangar bay.

      The third ship, now this one was more familiar in configuration. It reminded him of a smaller version of the Najer.

      It had been designed for less crew, no more than four humanoids, based on crew quarters and the bridge design.

      His Captain, CabeX, had asked Mic to use his special skills to tap into all three ships for data and information. Specifically, they hoped to learn where they’d come from, but they were always interested in unfamiliar systems that could be adapted for their usage.

      The crew of the Najer were all paranoid for good reason.

      Since it was AzumC who had secured the ships, CabeX felt—and rightly so in Mic’s opinion—that the ships belonged to them.

      Though they often aligned with the Garradians, Mic could certainly see the benefit of having more than one ship that they could use for crew-specific missions without asking to borrow one.

      While the Najer was a formidable ship, it still tended to draw unwelcome attention from old—and possibly new—enemies. A trio of new ships could allow them to move around more freely, and with less fanfare.

      While all the robots and former robots had exceptional hacking skills, Mic’s were next level, according to those that would know, Mic supposed. It didn’t feel special, just his standard operating procedure—like breathing for a human. Actually, since he was only recently returned to human form, hacking was more normal than breathing.

      He did have a knack for coaxing obdurate systems into opening up without incurring damage to him or those systems.

      During a recent battle, AzumC had remotely controlled all three ships, but Az had needed the help of nanites to accomplish this and bring them all safely back to this outpost in the Garradian Galaxy.

      The nanites had since chosen to move into the Paz, AzumC’s ship. It seemed some bonding had occurred with the AIs on the Paz.

      Mic had visited the Paz and found it…loud with both Earth music and the voices of the two AIs.

      Thinking about it tended to make Mic’s newly human head ache. It was at times like this he missed a robotic housing that never ached for any reason.

      But he also had a feeling his transition into human form had been easier than for the others. The plan had always been to go back if or when they could, so he’d waited his turn.

      This body—which was a clone of his original—felt familiar for the most part. He hadn’t completely eliminated his cybernetics. Retaining some felt like a happy balance.

      It was a bonus that the sight of him still creeped out some of the Earth Expedition humans. He’d heard their name for him was Borg, or George. He wasn’t sure which.

      This might be the real reason CabeX had asked him to check out the ships. Scaring the humans wasn’t diplomatic. But he was bored with no missions.

      He should be grateful no one was currently shooting at them.

      And he was. But being planet-bound without a challenge? Yeah, he was bored. Or he had been until he’d gone to work on the three ships.

      The first two ships hadn’t presented a particularly difficult challenge for Mic. Both had what he’d call typical defensive capabilities, though the cube ship’s surface was interesting.

      The data on those two ships was currently being shared with the Najer and the Garradian Central Outpost. It was the diplomatic thing to do.

      What mostly made all three ships interesting was that ships such as these hadn’t been encountered previously, not by them, the Garradians, the Gadi, or the Earth Expedition.

      And in the limited data they had from the Dusan, they hadn’t run into any of these types either.

      It was a big universe, a big galaxy even, but it still seemed significant that no one they knew had seen ships like these before.

      All three ships had distinct differences in configuration, power source, and the layout of their interiors. It was easy to postulate they came from different worlds, or even different solar systems.

      It was the third ship, the Antilla according to the files he’d been able to access, that spoke to him on a level he didn’t quite understand. He wasn’t a pilot like Az, though any of the Najer’s crew could fly any ship they encountered. It was in their programming.

      But the human part of them had their personal preference, preferences that had followed them into their human bodies.

      Mic liked systems. He liked digging into them, poking around and learning new things. He liked figuring them out. He liked understanding how they worked. And sometimes he liked knowing how to break into them.

      After several space days of working on her, he still didn’t know near enough about the Antilla.

      Its systems were puzzles within puzzles, testing his skills in a way they hadn’t been tested for a very long time. If there’d been another human to fist bump, he would have.

      Its outward design was elegant, and well-crafted for both in and out of atmosphere flight. Propulsion was matched with decent defensive weaponry consistent for a ship of its size.

      His sense was that it had been designed for exploration and data collection, not conquest. It had high-level scanning capability and an impressive data storage that ingeniously used every spare space that could be found.

      He’d had high hopes for what he’d find in that storage.

      But so far, the systems had declined to open up for him.

      Everything about the way its internals were configured was layered in unexpected ways. If he hadn’t known he’d never messed with a ship like this one, he might have taken it personally. It was as if it had been specifically designed to resist someone of his skill set.

      Even the former brute strength of his robotic self would have encountered difficulty in this particular hack.

      The top layer system was what Az had used to control the ship in a recent battle. This layer had been unlocked for him by the nanites. There was nothing to indicate they’d found it difficult.

      It was interesting that the nanites hadn’t taken a deeper dive. Perhaps they’d felt it was unnecessary for the mission.

      But what if they’d been thwarted, too?

      In his experience, nanites unleashed tended to go as deep and as far as they could. They were insatiably curious beings. And they weren’t easily thwarted.

      Mic had tried an inquiry to those on Az’s ship and had been met with polite…it wasn’t indifference, exactly. It felt more like the nanites didn’t want to talk about it.

      This was also unusual. Most of the nanites he’d encountered, not to mention the various AIs in and around the Garradian outposts, were chatty in the extreme.

      He found he kind of liked the idea of being able to do what they couldn’t. They weren’t exactly humble when they smoked him.

      This sense of competition was new to Mic. Was it something to do with being human? He wasn’t sure, but he knew he wanted to win. Was that the right word?

      He checked and decided it was exactly the right word. He and the other crew of the Najer had won many battles, but those had been about survival. This was about…winning.

      He couldn’t have explained the difference, other than that his life wasn’t on the line. He had an extra incentive, if winning wasn’t enough—which it was. CabeX had offered him his choice of the three ships. He might not be a natural pilot, but he was at heart an explorer and chaffed at being planet-bound.

      Now that he was free to discover who and what he was as a human, the Antilla represented both a worthy challenge and freedom to explore who he wanted to be, and where he belonged in the galaxy.

      And—this was another odd thing—he wanted the ship to like him, to accept him as its pilot.

      This ship wasn’t sentient—at least it hadn’t demonstrated any signs of sentience. So technically it was neutral to Mic, or any other pilot.

      It didn’t feel neutral.

      But it also didn’t feel openly resistant. It had taught him how to communicate with it. He was almost fluent in the spoken and technical language of the previous pilot.

      It was, to him, another indication of its exploratory function.

      But the levels of encryption also indicated a people that didn’t trust easily.

      The contrast was puzzling, even as he understood any natural, or unnatural, wariness. Despite the wariness—or outright resistance—he’d managed to work his way through several layers of encryption.

      Where he could, as he worked, he’d upgraded the systems with some of the modifications he’d found particularly useful from his time as a robot and some they’d learned from the Garradians.

      While the ship definitely had system technology he’d not seen before, its basic systems were, well, basic. He found it interesting that its energy supply—one unfamiliar to him and to the Garradians—was capable of handling a lot more in the way of propulsion and weapons than the ship was equipped with.

      Like his crewmates, Mic liked going fast and the ability to deploy lots of weapons. Apparently, he and his crewmates all had this “issue,” according to the doc-shrink who’d worked with them through their transition back to human.

      If his understanding of the word “issue” was correct, he didn’t see the problem. It was the people who persisted in hunting for them that had the issue, in his opinion.

      He realized his back ached. He’d worked too long again, forgetting that his his human body did have limitations.

      He inched out of the hatch he’d been using for his hack, stood up and headed down the rear ramp. As his feet touched the deck, the hatch to this bay slid back and CabeX entered.

      His captain paused to survey the three ships, before walking over to join Mic.

      Since it was just the two of them, they didn’t engage in the curious Earth custom of pounding each other on the back or exchanging meaningless verbal greetings.

      The silence was comfortable, familiar even.

      “Curious bunch,” CabeX finally broke the silence.

      “Yes,” Mic agreed. As a private fleet, the ships were mismatched but then, so were they. While they’d all been robots, their human consciousnesses inside the robots had been just as mismatched as these ships in many ways.

      Mic had often felt like the odd robot out because he didn’t mind talking out loud. Now that those who had transitioned to human form also had to communicate vocally, he got fewer startled looks from them when he said something.

      But he could also handle the silence. They’d all have driven him crazy if he hadn’t.

      There was another short silence as CabeX took more time studying each of the ships, then he pointed at the Antilla.

      “You picked that one,” he said, slanting a grin in Mic’s direction.

      Mic shrugged. “I may have been tricking it out.”

      This is what one of the Earth pilots had called adding modifications and upgrades. He’d even created his own version of the Garradian’s star drive—an almost instantaneous form of travel—able to do this because of that unusual extra power.

      He hadn’t mentioned this to CabeX or the others because, he told himself, he hadn’t tested it yet.

      And then there was the fact he’d hacked into the Garradian technology without permission. It might be a bad habit he needed to get over. Sometime. A later sometime.

      “Do we know where it came from yet?”

      Mic half frowned. “Not yet.”

      Az had discovered all three ships on an unusual outpost during his last mission. There had been no sign of the pilots or any crew and there hadn’t been time to try to find out because of all the shooting.

      “Interesting,” CabeX said. “How about a tour?”

      Mic brightened and led his captain up the ramp of the small ship.

      They had to duck to enter, but Mic didn’t think it was because the previous owner was small. It was, he’d decided early on, a cargo loading hatch. His supposition was supported by the fact that the hatch opened onto a small, but functional cargo bay.

      Indeed, everything about the ship was very functional, but also aesthetically pleasing. This was a contrast to the Najer which was heavily functional, but not pleasing to now-human eyes.

      According to the schematics he’d found, this ship was more routinely boarded using footholds and bridge hatches built on either side at the front of the ship.

      That the footholds would have only been reachable with ladders of some kind was another design puzzle.

      Mic found it more expeditious to just duck his head and use the ramp. Ramps had the added benefit that one could turn and forcibly defend oneself while the hatch was closing.

      Climbing a ladder under fire seemed problematic.

      He led CabeX across the small cargo bay to the central corridor that gave access to the crew living quarters, a small med bay, and an engine and systems access hatch. He’d left the hatch open, but there was room to step around it, which CabeX did after giving the engine room a cursory glance.

      The next level up was the bridge, also accessed with an internal ladder. The designer of this ship had been fond of ladders, it seemed.

      CabeX followed Mic up and looked around with what seemed like approval.

      “Nice,” CabeX said.

      Mic was pleased that he’d read his captain’s facial expression correctly. They were all working on that skill, even the two of the crew that were still robots.

      “It’s quite comfortable,” Mic said. He’d tried sitting at all four crew stations. “No wasted space.”

      He’d also checked out the crew bunks and sanitation facilities. The small galley was adequate, but he did wonder how they’d managed on longer journeys. This thought was always followed by wondering if the ship had carried a full complement of crew when it launched.

      So far, without access to all of its data banks, this ship was a story without an ending. Mic disliked the restlessness he felt when he thought about the missing crew. His crew was his family. He wanted to know how their story ended.

      “Those who designed this ship were highly capable,” Mic said, a hand on the back of the main command seat, his gaze roving over the bridge with a proprietary air. He just needed to crack the rest of the encryption and then he’d know.

      The other side of that, was the fact he didn’t trust the ship to submit to his hands on the helm. There was nothing he’d seen to say it wouldn’t. It hadn’t fought with Az and the nanites, but…this feeling was at gut level.

      For the kind of bonding he wished for, he and the ship needed to agree to an open availability of everything.

      “Why do you suppose they made it so hard to find out where it came from?” CabeX asked, his tone thoughtful.

      It was a good question. Mic hadn’t really thought about it. He’d just seen the encryption as a challenge to be overcome. But it was a question that needed to be asked, he realized. It might hold the key to cracking its codes—and learning more about the crew.

      “They didn’t want anyone to know where they came from?” Mic posed it as a question, his thoughts turning the question over in his mind, looking at it from every direction.

      Though Mic and the other crew didn’t come from anywhere in particular now—they had each originated from the lab that created their robotic bodies. It wasn’t a home by any calculation, but it was where their story had begun.

      It could have ended like this ship, he thought now. They’d been “found” before they were completely lost. He wasn’t ready to call this outpost home, but it was a safe harbor.

      “We didn’t always want others to know where we came from,” CabeX said. “Or where we were going,” he added with a grin.

      “We had many enemies,” Mic said. Was that answer to the question of this ship, too?

      But what enemies? There were many bad actors out in the wider galaxy. They’d run into quite a few of them, but this was a level of protection that exceeded their own level of paranoia.

      “Everyone is an enemy at first,” CabeX said.

      It was the second corollary to “never assume you know everything you need to know.”

      It was a way of thinking that was shared by most of the species they’d met from time to time. Some shot first to win—there was that word again—and others shot first out of fear.

      The universe was a big and dangerous place.

      “I would like to meet the designer of this ship,” Mic murmured, as much to himself as to CabeX.

      CabeX slanted him an amused look. “They do seem to be our kind of species.” He patted a bulkhead.

      “They do,” Mic agreed, his thoughts reforming into a new pattern as he considered the designer as like him, rather than different.

      It was how he solved problems, reshaping and reforming until he found a recognizable pattern.

      “If they didn’t wish this ship to lead anyone back to them…” the words trailed off.

      CabeX frowned. “You said you haven’t cracked all their encryption yet? You need to take care.”

      A self-destruct had always been their last, fallback position.

      Mic nodded, but he was also remembering the recall device they’d encountered in the Najer’s systems. There were many kinds of traps.
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      The cold of space.

      Remi Gelan repressed a shiver despite the regulated temperature of her EVA suit. She was checking the spines of the array, making sure nothing had been damaged during their transit from Calor.

      Even with a secure lifeline, it was an eerie experience being outside and alone on the very top of the space station, Lunista.

      Remi had assisted in the design and construction, though her area of special interest was the scanning and communications array she was in the process of deploying now that they’d reached their high orbit around the planet of Seladon.

      They planned to use its low gravity to assist in maintaining a stable orbit.

      The Lunista was funnel cloud shaped, fat at the top where the command deck, essential systems and defenses were located, narrowing down to living quarters and the station’s power source.

      Its stealth surface made it almost a blackhole in space. Even the reflected light from Seladon reflected off its dark surface.

      On the underside there were lines of red lights so that eventually ships would be able to dock with the Lunista, but Remi couldn’t see the lights from where she was tethered.

      She reached the final edge of the array and looked back where it spread against the top of the station, its conductive spikes of varying lengths pointed upward.

      Remi didn’t mean to look up at the cosmic cloud of gas and dust. It was the reason they were here, but it was disconcerting to see up close like this—well, closer than when she’d been back on Calor.

      The cloud of dust, gases, and possibly debris, ringed their system, cutting them off from the wider universe. From her vantage point, it was dense orange at its “center,” the mix of dark and light spreading in a fading wash that didn’t seem to have an end.

      Maybe it didn’t. They didn’t know. It was as if someone had splashed paint across the dark sky, though in places stars shone through, a reminder that there had to be something on the other side.

      Remi wanted to see the other side. She wanted to unlock the secrets of the cloud so that she could travel through it and out. She wanted to know what was out there.

      For a few seconds, it felt as if she released the tether and floated upwards…she shook it off. Her mother always said she spent too much time looking up.

      She began the laborious process of moving back toward the airlock. Safety required her to be secured even as she moved her tether lock to the next latch, before releasing the last one.

      She used a short, retractable tether—and the handholds—gathering in her long tether as she approached the airlock.

      Now she could see the small, round ball that was the planet of Calor.

      Home.

      There was a great deal of cold space between here and there. Mostly she tried not to think of that, to think of how far they were from any kind of help if anything went wrong.

      Pushing past the edges of what was safe was, she thought wryly, a family tradition—as was their apparent need to keep their attention fixed on what was out there, just out of sight.

      Remi couldn’t remember not looking up and dreaming of being out here. Her father had tried to steer her thoughts to matters in front of her, but her mother was a stargazer, too—though she was content to look and had no desire to touch the stars.

      It was definitely in her blood.

      Remi reached the airlock and activated it, her glance straying up at the massive cloud. She shivered again. What would it have felt like to drift into it? Would she have known its secrets or just seen more cloud?

      “How’s our orbit?” Eero, their mission commander inquired over the station’s comms as the airlock opened for her. She drifted inside during the pause before Logi, one of two engineers assigned to the mission answered him.

      “Orbit is stable.”

      Did she sound relieved? Remi felt relieved and wasn’t ashamed to admit it. There was so much they didn’t know. Of course they didn’t know, she scoffed to herself. That is why they were here. To find out. To learn. To understand.

      And to find? It was a question she’d asked herself often in the lead up to launch of the space station from its orbit around Calor where it had been painstakingly constructed.

      What would they find hiding in the mass of dust and gas that hid their solar system, defeating even the most well-designed and determined telescope?

      Their last attempt to find out had been a disaster. Remi used the word deliberately. The Antilla had been designed to penetrate the cosmic cloud and gather readings and data. Instead, it had gone inside and vanished off their tracking.

      And it had taken its pilot with it.

      Her grandmother.

      It had taken this long for their space exploration program to recover and regroup. It always amazed her that a people as technologically advanced as hers
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