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    Mick knew signing up to run a solo mining operation would be boring, but a ten-year stint will earn her enough credits to retire. She’s got her robot companion to keep her company, and she even makes a friend via communications who she gets to talk to every few months when Sky is flying within range. Once her years are up, she fantasizes about confessing her true identity as a woman and maybe he’ll be interested in more than friendship. Until then, she must follow protocol by keeping her voice synthesizer on, pretending to be a man. 
 
      
 
    As the cyborg expert on all things human, Sky’s job includes chatting with Earthers, gleaning any intel that might lead to the deadly Markus Models—androids who are bent on ending all life. He particularly enjoys talking to Mick, a friendly Earther stationed on a mining planet. But Sky gets the shock of his life the next time he hails him and discovers not only is his friend under attack by pirates, but “he” is actually a “she.” Mick is short for Mickayla—and she’s captivating. 
 
      
 
    Sky’s always wanted an Earther woman for his own, someone he’ll never have to share with another cyborg, and Mick is his for the taking. All he has to do is disobey direct orders, abandon his current mission, and rescue Mick, all before his council can punish him for his misdeeds.  
 
      
 
    Piece of cake, as the humans would say. 
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    Falling for Sky 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m in it deep,” Mick muttered, tossing down the welder and viewing her handiwork. She spun and grabbed her weapon from the top of a crate where she’d placed it. The jog back to the communication room was short. “Computer? Any word from Drais Three?” 
 
    “Negative,” the cool, synthetic voice replied. “Long-range coms are still down. There has been no response to the distress signal. The satellite could be malfunctioning. There is a high probability it was destroyed by the attacking shuttles and the message wasn’t relayed.” 
 
    Her legs felt as if they’d turned to rubber, but she locked her knees to stay upright. “How long until the supply shuttle arrives?” 
 
    “Seventeen cycles.” 
 
    Mick closed her eyes in dismay. She’d never survive that many days. It would be a miracle if she’d last a week before the pirates found a way inside the control center building. The ground cannons had brought down their three enemy ships, and she’d expected the crews to die on impact. It was just bad luck that so many of them had survived.  
 
    “How many life signs are you reading out there?” 
 
    “Forty-one,” the computer clearly stated.  
 
    “Did you reestablish connection to the mine drones?” Mick opened her eyes. “I can attack the pirates with them if I can gain remote control.” 
 
    “Negative. The communications tower to the mine isn’t responding.” 
 
    Mick’s gaze drifted to the screens. The home she’d shared with Jorg had been utterly destroyed by one of the crashing space shuttles. The rubble still burned, and her beloved android had been inside. Pain gripped her chest at his demise, but she had a backup of his memories and personality on a data chip. It would be a temporary loss until she could buy a new model to download him into.  
 
    The building that housed the router tower near the opening of the mine was also rubble. The pirate ships had somehow managed to steer close enough to hit the automated mining camp as they’d been crashing, after the ground cannons targeted their engines. It was fortunate that Mick had even made it inside the heavily shielded control room when they’d attacked. The reinforced building could withstand severe surface weather and even debris from shuttles.  
 
    “Double check to make sure all the shutters are secured.” 
 
    “They are registering as closed. We can withstand a grade-six tornado,” the computer stated. 
 
    Mick stumbled forward and dropped into a chair. She placed her weapon on the console while staring up in dismay at the destruction being shown on the screens. It had grown dark outside in the hours she’d spent welding but the fires from the wreckage put off enough light to confirm pirates scurried about.  
 
    “Check the weather. A monster storm hitting right now would be perfect. They wouldn’t stand a chance of surviving one of the scrubbers.” 
 
    “Weather is mild and clear.” 
 
    “Damn.” She rested her elbows on the console and dropped her chin onto her fists while watching more dark shapes come into camera range. “What’s the probability of a scrubber storm hitting within the next week?” The high wind storms that turned into tornados were common on Velion One, but there were months when the storms were inactive on the planet. “I’m looking for some hope here.” 
 
    “Scanning.” The computer paused. “There is a two percent probability.” 
 
    I’m not going to make it.  
 
    That grim realization put tears in Mick’s eyes. She would die on a mining planet.  
 
    The pay for overseeing the automated operation had been irresistible. She fixed broken drones occasionally, but mostly she had to keep from growing bored. Jorg had helped her avoid that.  
 
    “Computer, can we aim the sky cannons at the ground to hit the life forms?” 
 
    “Negative. They aren’t designed to target anything under fifty yards from the surface. It’s a safety feature.” 
 
    Mick lifted her chin and touched the console to pull up the blueprint of the camp. The four cannons weren’t near her building. She’d have to go outside to physically reconfigure them. It would be suicide. The pirates would get inside the building the second she opened any of the metal shutters or one of the two outer doors—the ones she’d just welded shut. They’d grab her before she reached the weapons. 
 
    It would also be suicide if she managed to abandon the building to flee the area altogether. She might make it far enough to lose the pirates, but she’d die the first time a storm hit. They were called scrubbers due to the way they ripped away everything along the surface of the planet. Strong, violent winds could strip away yards deep of dirt, tossing head-sized stones that littered the ground as if they were light as leaves.  
 
    If the weather didn’t kill her, the heat would. And if she found shade, there was a lack of food and water. 
 
    I’m screwed five ways to Sunday. Trapped. A sitting duck inside a building that will eventually be breached.  
 
    The weapon she had was only effective up to about ten feet. That wouldn’t do her any good if she went on top of the roof and fired down at the pirates. She estimated the ground was at least thirty feet from the top of the building. It would be a waste of her time and energy. She even contemplated tossing heavy objects just to take out one or two, but they’d catch on quick. Killing a few of them wouldn’t really make a difference. There were just too many pirates. 
 
    “Maybe they’re too stupid to find cover when the sun comes up or they won’t have anything they can salvage to cut through the shutters,” she muttered aloud. 
 
    “There is zero probability of the pirates not breaching the control center before the supply shuttle arrives. Activating screen nineteen,” the computer stated. 
 
    A black monitor clicked on to Mick’s right. The camera had night vision and she easily could make out the grisly mutated features of the closest pirates. Their faces were misshapen, lumpy, and they had droopy skin from years of exposure to radiation leaks on their shuttles. Three of them didn’t have hair, but the fourth had a few clumps spread over his skull. They attacked a shutter with laser weapons.  
 
    She leaned closer and spotted bubbles in the metal, even with the poor-quality view.  
 
    “I estimate they will breach Control in eleven hours, six minutes, and four seconds at this progress. The metal will degrade to the point of structural failure.” 
 
    “They’ll run out of energy on those weapons.” 
 
    “They are solar-chargeable models. I added that factor into my calculation.” 
 
    Mick wanted to curse. “Where is that? I can weld metal behind that shutter to reinforce it.” 
 
    “Activating camera sixteen.”  
 
    The computer changed the view to two more pirates working on breaching another exterior shutter. They were also using their weapons to slowly cook the metal to weaken it. She watched as a few pirates switched places, allowing their weapons to recharge.  
 
    “Activating camera fifteen.”  
 
    Three more pirates stood in front of another section of shutters.  
 
    “There aren’t enough spare sheets of high-grade exterior metal to reinforce the shutters.” 
 
    “Enough,” Mick ordered. “Turn it off. I don’t want to see any more.” 
 
    All hope fled as Mick leaned back in her chair. She was going to die a horrible death.  
 
    Space pirates were humans who’d once abandoned Earth in search of freedom from an oppressive government. Those first explorers had been banned from docking with the few space outposts at the time and hadn’t been able to fix their aging ships. Years of radiation leaks from their engines, faulty air recyclers, and living in deep space had mutated their bodies and minds. They attacked other humans for money, to salvage from their ships, and sometimes even for food. If they came across a woman… 
 
    Mick shuddered. 
 
    She reached inside her shirt to grip Jorg’s backup data chip, which she wore as a necklace, curling her fingers around it. It would be a comfort to have him with her when the end came.  
 
    Her gaze drifted to her weapon. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. They’d brutally rape her, pass her around until she died, or worse, keep her alive to be a breeder.  
 
    Horrible pirate stories were legendary and documented.  
 
    Hours passed as she thought about all the things she’d wanted out of life but would never experience. Mick had planned to spend ten years on the mining planet, using the money to set her up for life on Earth. She’d have enough credits by then to last for a century.  
 
    There’d even been a fantasy about finding a certain space captain she spoke to every few months.  
 
    She smiled thinking about him. Her captain was probably bald and ugly, but he had a sexy voice. He was a long-distance freight hauler who spent a few hours talking to her every time he passed within coms range of the planet. 
 
    “I guess we’ll never meet, Captain Husky Voice. What a shame. I imagined tracking you down to introduce myself once I left this place. I guess it wasn’t meant to be. It’s probably for the best. Imagination is always far better than reality.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky frowned, peered at the readings. His spine stiffened. Three shuttles had recently passed the area, but he doubted any of them were the ones they were looking for. The slight traces the sensors picked up were specific to one type of ship… 
 
    “Pirates,” Onyx confirmed. “They leave those radiation signatures.” 
 
    “I know. The trail shows at least three ships. I’m just wondering what they’re doing in this sector of space. They usually avoid it. There’s nothing out this way to rob or kill.” 
 
    “Regardless, they aren’t the Markus Models’ stolen shuttles. We should continue our search. We need to find and destroy them.” 
 
    “It bugs me.” Sky glanced at the other male. “We come through here every few months and haven’t encountered pirates before.” 
 
    “What bugs you?” Onyx grinned. “Yes, I know what that means. Your preference for Earther slang is rubbing off on me. See?” 
 
    He grinned. “I hear you.” His attention returned to the readings. “They wouldn’t be in this sector without a reason. I’m wondering if they’re chasing something. Targeting quality Earth shuttles is probably irresistible to their warped minds. The Markus Models may have drawn pirate attention.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s worth investigating.” Onyx shrugged. “We’ll track the radiation trail to see where they headed. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or so to catch them and discover if they’re following those stolen shuttles. I’d say they passed through here within a day, and their engines are slow-moving.” 
 
    Sky took control of the shuttle and piloted it toward the radiation trail. He burned the thrusters to gain speed, knowing they’d easily catch their prey.  
 
    But the computer didn’t register other vessels on long-range sensors. It didn’t make sense to him.  
 
    “It’s as if they disappeared.” Onyx sounded equally baffled. “We should have picked them up by now. They don’t travel fast enough to outrun us.” 
 
    “I know.” He scanned the charts…and a grim realization struck. “They could have landed on a planet.” 
 
    “There’s nothing out here.” 
 
    “Shit,” Sky groaned. “There’s one semi-habitable planet. Velion One has extreme surface conditions but there’s a breathable atmosphere.” 
 
    “The one being mined by Earth?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sky increased speed. 
 
    “What are you doing? We’ve determined their target. We need to change course and search for the missing Markus Models.” 
 
    “I just want to check on Mick.” 
 
    “That Earther you speak to? It’s a bad plan, Sky. It’s also not our mission. The mining operation has planetary defenses, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. I still want to check.” 
 
    “There’s no valid reason.” 
 
    “Mick is cool, and we’ve shared lots of jokes. He’s a good one, as far as Earthers go. Be quiet. I’m hailing the mine.” 
 
    “We can’t interfere if your friend is in trouble. Those are council orders. You know we’re not to have any physical interaction with Earthers. You were never supposed to contact them without prior permission to begin with, but your ability to pass as one of them when you speak has been helpful. You’ve picked up important information. It’s the only reason the council has allowed the rules to slide with you.” 
 
    “I’m aware, but I’d just like to make sure Mick is fine. It will bug me otherwise.” 
 
    Onyx shook his head. “We can’t interfere if the Earther’s in trouble.” 
 
    “I know. Quit repeating yourself and stuff it. I’m opening a channel.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Mick jerked awake when static blasted through the room, surprised that she’d managed to drift to sleep. Stress had driven her to exhaustion.  
 
    A noise filled the room, and then a voice came through a speaker, badly distorted.  
 
    “Incoming message,” the computer stated. 
 
    “I know. Can you clean it up? Maybe Drais Three received my distress signal.” 
 
    “Boosting power,” the computer acknowledged. 
 
    “Mick?” The husky, familiar voice came through clear—and suddenly hope soared that she’d be rescued. “It’s Captain Sky. I’m reading a radiation trail from possible pirates in this vicinity. Respond.” 
 
    She lunged forward. “Open coms,” she demanded. “Sky? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I can.” He chuckled. “It’s good to hear your voice. I take it your planetary defenses took care of them?” 
 
    “How far are you from me?” She gripped the console. “I’m in deep shit, Sky. It’s so good to hear your voice! I was attacked, and they crashed right into my camp. I lost two outer buildings but I’m barricaded inside the main one. There are some seriously pissed-off pirate survivors who are trying to get inside. I need help.” 
 
    The long seconds of silence twisted up Mick’s guts.  
 
    “Sky? Did you hear me? They’re going to break in here and kill me.” 
 
    “I’m out of range.” His voice could barely be heard. “Tell me your situation, and we’ll figure out a solution together.” 
 
     My situation? Figure out a solution?  
 
    Disbelief flooded her. He was refusing to come to her aid.  
 
    “How far out are you?” She glanced at the monitor, realized she’d slept for two hours, but if Sky’s freighter was within coms range, he could make it to her in time. “I’m issuing a flag distress call. You have to respond to that.” 
 
    She hated to do it, but it was law for all Earth vessels to respond to a flag distress signal. Sky would be arrested if he ignored her plea for assistance and just kept traveling on to Earth. She could issue one since she technically worked for Earth Government.  
 
    The silence scared her. Maybe he’d cut coms. 
 
    “Sky? Please! There are forty-one pirates out there using lasers to cook their way through the shutters of the building. I’m down to hours before they break inside. I have one weapon with me. The others were destroyed in the crash. Since I wasn’t expecting my day to turn to shit, I was just carrying the sidearm I’m required to wear. The other more-powerful weapons were stored inside my sleeping quarters. It’s a burning pile of rubble now.” 
 
    “I’m out of range, Mick. I’m sorry. I’d try to make it if I could, but I wouldn’t reach you at my current speed for two days. I’ve experienced damage to three thrusters that we’re unable to repair until we reach a space dock. Can you hold them off for that long? When is Drais Three sending help to you?” 
 
    “They aren’t. The computer believes the long-range satellites were taken out by the pirates and they never received my distress signal. The military won’t be here in time, even if you were to contact them for me.”  
 
    She sagged in her chair, defeated, knowing now for certain she was going to die.  
 
    “It’s okay. I know you’d help me if you could.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Regret filled in his voice. “What’s your military training? I could tell you how to fight them more effectively when they come at you. I know the odds aren’t in your favor, but you might win, between firing your weapon and engaging in hand-to-hand combat with a sharp implement. You need to find a place with limited space so only a few of them can attack you at once. You sound sturdy, young, and strong. You might be able to kick their asses.” 
 
    Mick want to laugh and cry at the same time. It was sweet that Sky thought he could talk her into putting up a last-stand battle, as if she had a chance in hell of winning, but he had no idea who he was really dealing with.  
 
    She hesitated before reaching for the console. Her fingers hovered over the control. 
 
    “I’m going to die, Sky. I wanted to tell you that the hours we’ve talked have meant a lot to me. It’s company policy to modify our voices, but… It doesn’t matter anymore if I break the rules, since I’ll be dead soon. What are my supervisors going to do? Write me up?” She turned off the voice modifier. “This is my true voice. My real name is Mickayla. I go by Mick because it sounds like a guy’s name…but I’m not one.” 
 
      
 
    Shock tore through Sky at hearing the lovely feminine voice. Mick was a female.  
 
    He instantly remembered some of the jokes he’d shared with her and wanted to groan. They’d been sexually crude. He’d—she’d never said a word, had just laughed at every one. She’d even told him some raunchy punch lines of her own. 
 
    “Sky? Are you still there? I hope you’re not mad. I wanted to tell you the truth before but I’m a woman alone out here. It’s company policy to conceal that fact.” She softly sighed. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to fight my way out of this. I have zero combat training. I’m screwed five ways to Sunday and probably more than figuratively, once they get to me. You and I have both heard the horror stories about what they do to women.” 
 
    Sky turned to gawk at Onyx. He couldn’t form words. Onyx peered back at him, stunned as well. His friend shrugged, clueless as to how to handle the situation.  
 
    “We can’t help the female,” he softly whispered. 
 
    Sky’s shoulders sagged, knowing Onyx was right. They were forbidden to have any physical contact with Earthers, especially ones who worked for Earth Government.  
 
    He could fly to the surface and kill pirates, though.  
 
    Mick stated they were trying to break into the building, which would mean they were on the surface.  
 
    He muted his side of the coms. 
 
    “We could swoop in and take out the pirates. It would buy her time.” 
 
    “No.” Onyx shook his head. “I’m certain there are planetary cameras, and they’d know we were there. This shuttle is stolen and easily identifiable. We can’t do it unless we also destroy the building she’s inside of, to erase all evidence we were there. It would defeat the purpose. This is not a part of space we want Earth to send bounty hunters to. I’m sure there’s a recovery fee for this shuttle.” 
 
    “Damn.” Sky waved a finger over his tips to silence the other man and opened coms on his side. “Mick?” 
 
    “I figured you just shut coms off to avoid hearing anymore. I swear I wanted to tell you the truth about being a woman, Sky. I know you probably feel as though I tricked you, but I really did plan to let you know as soon as I left this post. I’d hoped to track you down to meet you.” 
 
    “You did?” He couldn’t fathom why she’d wish to seek him out.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m telling you this…but it doesn’t matter anymore. We’re never going to meet, but I wish we could have. You make me laugh and you sound really nice. You also have a sexy voice. I guess it was kind of insane, but I hoped we’d hit it off. You’re probably too old for me, since you’ve been around long enough to earn the right to be a captain of a freighter, though I used to imagine you’d be in your forties and hot.” She chuckled lightly. “You have that kind of voice.” 
 
    Sky had no words again. 
 
    “I shocked you, didn’t I? Sorry. It’s been one of those days. I never thought it’d be my last when I woke to take my shift this morning. And I bet you never guessed you’d have a woman confessing she fantasizes about you based on nothing but some conversations and your husky voice.” She paused. “I’m going to open up a viewing channel. I want to see you at least once. Is that okay? I don’t want to die without knowing what you look like.” 
 
    Sky saw the incoming signal and opened it.  
 
    His breath caught. 
 
    The image on the screen was of a woman probably in her early thirties. She had a pale complexion and haunting dark brown eyes. Her chestnut-colored hair was cut to her shoulders and tousled as if she’d been running her fingers through it. He leaned in to peer at her attractive heart-shaped face.  
 
    “Sky? I can’t see you. Please open a channel. It’s okay if you’re older or don’t have any hair. I kind of assumed that might be the case, since you’re a captain, but I was still going to look you up when I left here. Your looks don’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Why?” He could only get that single word out. 
 
    She appeared to blush. Color rose to her cheeks, and she glanced down before peering back at the camera trained on her face. She smiled, and he felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. 
 
    “I’ve been on this rock for four years without seeing anyone but androids. Why do you think? The supply shuttles they send don’t carry real people. You and I talk, we laugh…and I thought maybe we could eventually hook up. You said you were single and hadn’t found a woman to settle down with. You told me you just wanted someone you could laugh with, who would treat you good.” She shrugged. “I wanted the same thing. I don’t know. It was just a fantasy of mine.” 
 
    Onyx muted the outgoing coms. “No.” 
 
    Sky turned his head to look at him. “What?” 
 
    “You have that expression on your face that I’ve seen right before you do something foolish that gets you into trouble.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Sky? Will you show me your face? Please?” 
 
    He turned to stare at Mick. It was tempting to turn on his side of the cameras to reveal his image to her. 
 
    “No!” Onyx snarled, seeming to read his mind. “The building will record the transmission and keep a record of it unless we level it to the ground. They will come to investigate her death eventually, when they realize they’ve lost contact with the planet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, drawing his attention once more. Mick’s entire face fell, and she looked disappointed. “It’s okay, Sky. I understand. I’m sure you’re mad at me for deceiving you.” Her big brown eyes filled with tears as they appeared to stare right at him through screen. “You probably think I’m insane anyway for wanting to meet you just because we had some conversations. They meant a lot to me, though. Know that, okay? You’re a hell of a nice guy, and one day I hope you meet a wonderful woman who keeps you laughing and appreciates you. Most people don’t know how lonely it is out here…but you and I both do.” 
 
    Sky clenched his teeth—and swiftly threw out his arm.  
 
    Onyx’s head snapped back when Sky’s fist made contact.  
 
    He regained control of coms when the male blacked out from the sucker punch and opened voice communication. 
 
    “Mick, we need to have a serious talk. Are you sure that help isn’t coming? That you will die if someone doesn’t intervene?” 
 
    She wiped at her tears. “Yes. I’m done for. I’ll try to take out as many of them as possible. I might get lucky and die before they get their mutated hands on me.” She took a deep breath. “I’d ask you to take a last message back to Earth for me but I don’t have anyone there. That’s why this job was so tempting. The money was great, and I don’t have any family left.” 
 
    Sky made his decision. “I can save you—but you wouldn’t ever be able to return to Earth. That would be the price for saving your life.”  
 
    Confusion clouded her features. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He hesitated before opening the viewing screen to show her who he was. 
 
    Mick’s eyes widened with surprise…and then she did an amazing thing.  
 
    She smiled.  
 
    Her fingers brushed her side of the monitor where his image was displayed. “You’re a cyborg, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” His body tensed. “You couldn’t ever return to Earth if I reach you in time. My people wouldn’t allow you to report us to the authorities. You’d pose a serious threat to our race. You’d have to stay on my planet, but you’d be alive. You could have a good life there. I promise no harm would come to you.”  
 
    He tensed, expecting her rejection. As Onyx said, he’d have to level the building to destroy all recordings of their communication, but he wouldn’t let the pirates kill her. That wasn’t acceptable.  
 
    He made the split-second decision to save her regardless of her answer. She’d just have to adjust to life on Garden.  
 
    But she dropped her fingers away from the screen and licked her lips. “Come get me, Sky. Please. Take me with you.” 
 
    He wondered if she’d hate him later for forcing her to agree to his terms as he full burned toward the planet. It wasn’t as if she had much of a choice—live with cyborgs or die at the hands of pirates.  
 
    He kept the coms open as she watched him, appearing fascinated with his face. He’d expected terror or revulsion.  
 
    He locked on her gaze. “I’m close, Mick. Turn off the planetary defense systems unless you want to blow up my shuttle.” 
 
    She jerked in her seat to lean to the side, shutting down the systems. He’d find out quickly enough if she’d deceived him when the ground cannons fired. 
 
    “They’re off,” she swore, facing him again. “I can’t wait to meet you.” 
 
    He gazed at her and hoped she meant it. “I won’t hurt you, Mick. I know you’ve been told we’re extremely dangerous, but you have my word that the rumors are all bullshit.” 
 
    “I believe you. Earth Government is always telling lies. They also said pirates were wiped out in this sector of space but I’m currently watching them on my screens. They look pretty lively to me.” 
 
    The council was going to tear into his ass for this stunt and for bringing another Earther to Garden. He’d have to find her safe housing and some low-level job where she wouldn’t be considered a security risk. He could always keep her at his residence as a registered worker. He was rarely there, but she’d still be under his protection.  
 
    One more glance into her pretty eyes, and he knew saving her would be worth any future headaches she caused him. It also beat the alternative. He wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing he’d just let her die. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Sky is a cyborg.  
 
    Mick couldn’t tear her gaze away from his handsome face. He certainly wasn’t bald, what with that long, silky-looking silvery-gray hair. It was odd to see that color, since he didn’t appear to be more than maybe in his mid-thirties. His strange eyes mesmerized her. The blue appeared so light…it was remarkable.  
 
    Conversations they’d had streamed through her memory. She’d always enjoyed talking to him. He was quick-witted and seemed mellow in personality. She’d fantasized about him more times that she cared to recount—and he looked even better than she thought he would.  
 
    The only drawback was the fact he wasn’t human. 
 
    Cyborgs were supposedly dangerous…but wouldn’t he have attacked her sometime in the past if that were true? He wasn’t the one cooking through the metal on the exterior shutters with lasers. Pirates were the ones attempting to kill her. Sky only asked that she never return to Earth in exchange for saving her life. 
 
    The implications hit her as she sat in the chair, hoping he’d reach her before the shutters were breached. She’d be financially broke if she wasn’t living where Earth was in charge. Her credits would be useless. 
 
    He’d also referred to his planet, and that implied it was filled only with cyborgs.  
 
    Her gaze drifted over as much of his body as she could see on the camera. He had some seriously broad shoulders, a black uniform that stretched over a firm-looking, imposing chest, and his arms were thickly muscled.  
 
    A planet filled with cyborgs like him made her a little uneasy. 
 
    “How big are you, Sky?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Big. But you have no need to fear me, Mick.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid. I was curious. I’m trying to distract myself from the fact that I’m under attack. How far out are you? Can you really reach me in time?” 
 
    “I’m closer than you think. I wasn’t allowed to tell you certain things. My thrusters aren’t damaged, and I don’t fly a freighter.” 
 
    She glanced away from him to the long-distance radar screen and groaned. “I’m not picking you up yet on my sensors. I don’t think you’re going to make it.” Her head turned. “I could lock myself into one of the upper rooms and barricade it, but that would mean you’d have to fight your way past them inside the building. There are forty-one pirates. The odds aren’t good, and I don’t want you to die for a hopeless cause.” 
 
    “Lock yourself inside a room if they breach the building before I get there. I’m coming for you, Mick. I’m an excellent fighter.” 
 
    “Did you hear me? There are forty-one of them, Sky. That’s too many for you to take on in hand-to-hand battle. Don’t get killed for me. I would say I’ll never be able to live with that, but I’ll be dead anyway.” She chuckled without mirth. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m touched by your concern, but I can fight that many and win. They are slower than I am and not nearly as strong.” 
 
    The very idea of him really winning against those staggering odds stunned her. Her gaze flickered over his impressively sized body one more time and she swallowed down a little worry. Her possible savior was either insane or one serious badass. At least he’s on my side. That comforted her.  
 
    “I’m about to hit the atmosphere.” 
 
    Mick glanced at her readings. “I don’t see you. Are you sure you’re at the right planet?” 
 
    “My shuttle is heavily shielded. Sensors are unable to pick it up. You’ll be able to get a visual on me with the exterior security cameras very soon.” 
 
    What kind of ship can’t be picked up on sensors? Mick was afraid to ask. She stood. “I’m ready. What do you want me to do? You could hover over the roof. I have an escape hatch up there where I can go out.” She hesitated. “Computer, have any life signs registered at the top of the building?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, Sky? You can get me from the roof.” 
 
    “Remain where you are,” he calmly ordered. “I’m going to take out the threat on the ground first. They could have firearms. I don’t want them shooting from close range at my shuttle belly.” 
 
    She sat. “Oh. Right. I’m frazzled. Though, I don’t think they have distance weapons. Or if they did, maybe they didn’t survive the crash. They’re using laser guns on the shutters. They only have a ten-foot range, based on the models I glimpsed. And they looked at least twenty years out of date.” 
 
    His gaze met hers through the viewer and he winked. “It’s okay. I’ve got you, Mickayla. You just sit tight while I take care of the problem.” 
 
    She leaned back and took a few deep breaths. Sky is large and in charge.  
 
    She hid a smile at that amusing thought. It began to sink in that a cyborg was on his way, but he wasn’t exactly a stranger. They were…friends. Ones who spoke every few months. 
 
    I’m going to see Sky!  
 
    Her heart sped up as she calculated the last time she’d seen a live person. Four years, nine weeks, and two days.  
 
    The day she’d traveled from Earth, suffered the three-week journey to reach Velion One with the supply ship, leaving behind a boyfriend who’d sworn to at least keep in contact with her. Mark hadn’t responded to any of her messages once she’d reached her new job. After a month, she realized he never would. He’d only said what he thought she wanted to hear. 
 
    The signal to Sky turned to static and the coms dropped. Worry gripped her as she waited, hoping the connection would be reestablished soon. Seconds ticked into a minute.  
 
    “No,” she muttered, now panic-stricken. “Be okay. Please, Sky. Tell me you didn’t hit the atmosphere too fast and burn up coming in!” 
 
    Them the screen showed a shuttle incoming, and Mick grinned, ecstatic to see it. It looked Earth-made as it flew closer. The ground cannons remained silent, since she’d turned them off, but the entire building shook as explosions took out pirates as the shuttle opened fire. The lights flickered from the intense shelling, but she saw pirates running away as new fires flared up.  
 
    “Incoming fire,” the computer stated. “Alert! Recommend turning on the defense system.” 
 
    “No.” Mick began to frantically type in commands in case the computer tried to override the ground cannon control. “I’m shutting you down.” 
 
    “Not recommended. I repeat, no—” 
 
    The computer’s voice died as Mick manually turned it off. Lights flickered as every system transferred to manual control only. Her fingers flew over the keys to make certain she could keep the monitors on. The shuttle swooped lower, and the lights flickered again as the ground shook from Sky’s continued attack on the pirates. The building would hold, but it was taking a beating from the blast shockwaves. 
 
    The fleeing pirates left her monitor range—the ones who didn’t die during the attack.  
 
    The coms came to life and a deep, sexy voice said, “Do you have an auto-destruct protocol to destroy the structure?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Open the shutters and come outside. Hurry.” He paused. “I can’t leave the controls but I’m going to open the belly of my shuttle. Run onboard. I’m hovering on the east side.” 
 
    Her gaze flickered to a monitor on the left and she saw the shuttle lower dangerously close to the surface. “I welded them shut on the first floor from the inside.” 
 
    He paused. “Come out the top hatch but open what shutters you’re able to.” 
 
    She had no idea why he wanted her to open the shutters but didn’t take time to think about it. She commanded the shutters to open and heard the lower ones protest when they couldn’t. The shutters on the upper floor responded. She glanced at her weapon, but left it behind as she launched out of her seat to run to the lift. 
 
    Her heart raced erratically as the doors closed and she pushed the button. She was about to meet a cyborg. It was crazy insane to be running toward one of them, but that didn’t stop her from rushing out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened. Two corridor twists later, she hit the stairs that led up to the emergency roof hatch.  
 
    The code worked when she punched in the digits and it popped open. The smell of fresh air combined with smoke filled her nose as she climbed out onto the flat roof. She ignored the stench of burning flesh. The shuttle looked huge up close as it rose in front of her and angled to hover about ten feet from the side of the roof. 
 
    The belly of the ship cracked open as the supply ramp descended and bright lights welcomed her as she caught her first glimpse inside. It was a cargo area with big covered box shapes strapped along one wall. The ramp bumped the roof and she ran. 
 
    The wind blew her hair into her face but she just shoved it back as she entered the cargo hold. A loud motor sounded, and she glanced back, watching until the doors were safely sealed.  
 
    “Stay there,” Sky’s voice demanded through speakers. “Look left, Mick. See the camera?” 
 
    She peered that way and spotted the thing on the wall. He could see her, but she couldn’t see him.  
 
    “I have to destroy the building before we leave this planet. Strap in but don’t leave the cargo hold.” 
 
    “I could come to you.” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation on his part. “You need to stay there.” 
 
    “This shuttle isn’t that big. I could find you if you just tell me where the pilot section is. I won’t get lost.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Sky sighed loudly. “There are cyborgs aboard who aren’t aware of what I’ve done. They’d see you and possibly assume you’re hostile.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open in stunned surprise. She wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but it didn’t sound good. 
 
    “It will be fine. I’ll explain why I rescued you.” 
 
    Mick suddenly had a bad feeling, and wished she were back inside the building.  
 
    Why hadn’t Sky told the other cyborgs he planned to rescue her before he’d done it? The implications didn’t bode well at all. 
 
    “Strap in, Mick. It’s a rough ride breaking atmosphere. I’m about to fire upon the structure first to destroy all evidence that I was here.” 
 
    Her gaze left the camera, and she spotted two crew chairs. She rushed to them right as the shuttle floor vibrated and the very faint sound of an explosion could be heard. Sky was firing on the control building. Her ass dropped into one of the seats and she belted in tight.  
 
    The shaking assured her that they were leaving the planet. She tensed, hating that part. The shuttle she’d traveled on to Velion One hadn’t offered a smooth transition. The gravity stabilizers always grew a little wonky on the smaller shuttles during the transition from one atmosphere to another.  
 
    The shaking passed quickly and everything grew still. 
 
    Fear inched down her spine as she sat there staring at the camera across the room, wondering if Sky was watching her. What kind of mess had she gotten herself into? The reality of her situation slammed home hard.  
 
    She’d never return to Earth, and she currently sat on a shuttle filled with cyborgs.  
 
    Earth had assured the public that all cyborgs had been destroyed on Earth after they’d attempted an uprising to kill their creators. The factories where they’d been manufactured had been leveled to make certain no more could be produced.  
 
    Cyborgs weren’t supposed to exist anymore…but they did. Mick had assumed deep-space tales told about them were created just to keep travelers from venturing too far from government-sanctioned stations. They were horror stories about cyborgs kidnapping and killing humans for spare parts. Of stealing shuttles that had gone missing in deep space. But those reports were quickly dubbed false. The government usually made official statements declaring it had been pirates. 
 
    Earth Government had lied again. 
 
    “Mickayla?” 
 
    Sky’s husky voice made her start. Her gaze lifted to the camera. 
 
    “Just remain there. I’m coming to you. It will be a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” she called out, unsure now if that was a bad or good thing. At least I’m alive. For now. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky set the autopilot and climbed out of his seat. Onyx remained unconscious from the punch he’d suffered. He bent in front of his friend to study the damage. His nose and jaw weren’t broken but he’d be in some pain when he woke.  
 
    “Onyx?” He gripped his shoulders and shook him.  
 
    The male groaned and peeked open one blue eye. “What happened?” 
 
    Sky waited, knew it would only take seconds for him to recover.  
 
    Both of Onyx’s eyes widened and a snarl came from his friend. Sky jumped back when the cyborg swung a fist his way.  
 
    “What did you do?” Onyx struggled upright in his chair to stare at the monitor. “We’re still in space.” He shot another glare at his friend. “I thought you were about to do something dense. Why did you hit me?” 
 
    “She’s waiting for me inside the cargo hold. There will be no record of this shuttle taking her. No buildings remain standing on Velion One. Pirates will be blamed for the utter destruction of the mining camp.” 
 
    “You didn’t.”  
 
    “You have the helm. Mickayla is probably frightened and in need of assurances that she’s safe with us.” 
 
    Onyx tried to stand but sank back into his seat quickly, grabbing the side of his head. He stabbed his fingers into his black hair and groaned. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I saved her.” 
 
    “The council is going to have you detained. This is in direct violation of their orders. You know we’re under orders to never come into personal contact with Earthers unless we’re sanctioned to go to Earth stations. Even then, we aren’t permitted to have any contact that isn’t absolutely necessary to conduct our business. We’re never to reveal our identities as cyborgs.” 
 
    “I know…but what was I supposed to do? She has agreed to never return to Earth.” 
 
    “The council… They will be furious, Sky!” 
 
    “I couldn’t allow her die.” Sky forced a smile, the severity of his actions not lost on him. “She can live on Garden.” 
 
    Onyx gaped at him. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking. Hopefully the council will calm down once they realize that I covered our tracks and she’s just one person. It’s not as if I saved a ship full of humans that now have to be integrated into our society. Earth will investigate and rightfully conclude pirates attacked.” 
 
    “They won’t find her body when they send a team to the site.” Onyx shook his head. 
 
    “She’s a woman. Earth Government will further assume she’s been abducted by any remaining pirates.” 
 
    “Have you gone insane?” 
 
    Sky shrugged. “She’s my friend, and I like her. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Not interfere! The council isn’t going to let this violation go. This isn’t you just breaking radio silence to chat with someone from Earth. You took one of them. That’s far worse.” 
 
    “She’s not a risk.” 
 
    “She’s from Earth, and that mining operation was one of theirs.” 
 
    “Now she’ll live on Garden.” 
 
    “Who is going to take responsibility for her?” 
 
    Sky chewed on his bottom lip. “She can live in my home and work for me. I’m barely there.” 
 
    “Exactly. I used to mistrust and hate Earthers. I’ve since learned some aren’t so bad, but we don’t know this one enough to guess what she’s capable of. The council will assume she’s a threat. Who’s going to safeguard her to make certain she doesn’t try to send a signal to share our location with Earth? That’ll be the first threat they imagine.” 
 
    “I have friends who will look after her.” 
 
    “Then how could you put me in this position? I am your friend, also.” Furious, he punched the console. “You know I have no choice, Sky. Under section four of our conduct rules, I’m relieving you of command.” Onyx glared. “You put us all at risk and defied council orders. I’m relegating you to quarters until we reach Garden.” 
 
    “Now, Onyx. Don’t be a dick. You’re mad because I clocked you but it was for a good cause. You can hit me back once I get Mickayla secured inside my quarters.” 
 
    “You have lost your mind. This Earther already fooled you once by pretending to be a male. I must think of the safety of our kind first. I’m sorry.” Onyx’s hand shot out and he flipped on the interior coms. “Attention. Sky has brought an Earther aboard and I need security immediately.” 
 
    “Shit! Don’t do that, man.” Sky backed away. “She’s already got to be afraid, and she might freak if strangers go after her. She could put up a fight and get hurt.” 
 
    “Freak? What does that mean? I’m done with your Earther phrases.” He hit the button again. “Security to the pilot station.” 
 
    Sky spun, knowing that at least four cyborgs would be on their way. He ignored Onyx ordering him to stop and rushed to the lift. He would fight his way to Mickayla if that’s what it took, but he planned to reach her first. 
 
    The lifted opened and was thankfully empty. He jumped inside and hit the lower floor button. His hand stayed on the panel, and he overrode the system when someone attempted to gain access to lock him inside. He could feel a second mind reaching into the commands, attempting to hack him out, but he focused just long enough to reach his destination. He stormed out into the call. 
 
    The doors to the cargo area refused to open. He cussed a blue streak and slapped his palm on the control panel, only to be told his access was denied. His fingers gripped the edges and he tore the metal cover from the wall. He quickly manually overrode the command and the doors opened at last.  
 
    He stepped inside the cargo area and his gaze sought out Mickayla. 
 
    She remained strapped into her seat, appearing so small as she studied him.  
 
    “Hello, Mick.” He made sure his tone stayed low and he attempted to hide his current stress. “Welcome to the Bridden. We are going to have company soon, but I don’t want you to be alarmed. They are angry with me.” 
 
    He slowly closed the distance between them. Her fingers fisted around the belts over her chest. He didn’t need to read her mind to know she was afraid. It was etched clearly on her heart-shaped face.  
 
    He paused feet from her and crouched down to put them at almost the same eye level. “I’m a bit big, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, her gaze darting down his body. 
 
    “I’m not as scary as I must seem to you. Whatever you’ve heard about cyborgs, it isn’t true. We don’t murder innocent people.” 
 
    She blinked, and some of the fear faded from her pretty eyes. “I’m willing to believe you.” 
 
    “We left Earth because they tried to kill us, not the other way around. I won’t hurt you.” He moved gently to unfasten her belts. She didn’t protest or shrink away from his hands. “You’re safe with me.” 
 
    Her gaze searched his, and he hoped she read the truth there. “Thank you for saving me.” She lifted her hand, but froze inches away from his cheek. 
 
    She seemed curious. He could understand that. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Her fingers trembled when she gently stroked his skin. “You’re warm.” 
 
    “I’m alive. I’m not a machine, but I do have cybernetic enhancements.” 
 
    The doors slid open behind him, and her gaze cut that way. Terror reflected in her widened eyes as the sounds of booted feet stomped on the cargo floor. 
 
    “Just remain still and it will be fine. They are here for me. I broke the rules by doing what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Move away from her, Sky,” Yetter demanded. “Who is she?” 
 
    Sky turned his head to glare at his friend. “This is Mickayla, and I rescued her from Velion One after pirates attacked it. She is innocent in this. She’s not armed or dangerous.” 
 
    “Onyx has demanded you be taken to your quarters.” Yetter’s gaze slid uneasily to Mickayla. “He didn’t say what to do with her, but I guess we can just lock her inside the cargo hold until we hear back from the council. Onyx is contacting them now.” 
 
    Sky inwardly winced. Onyx wasn’t wasting any time on ratting him out. “She will stay with me. I have offered her my protection.” 
 
    Yetter opened his mouth but then closed it. He gave a sharp nod. “Onyx might have a problem with that, but he didn’t forbid it, either. I’ll wait until you’re escorted to your quarters before I update him of the situation.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “Does she need a medic?” 
 
    Sky turned back to Mickayla. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He rose to his full height and offered his hand. Her hesitation was only slight before her smaller one rested in his. He helped her stand and pulled her against his side to keep her shielded from Yetter, Teg, and Volt. He noted how much shorter she was than him, how tiny in comparison.  
 
    “Come with me, Mickayla. It will be fine.” 
 
    “Don’t try anything stupid.” Then Teg sighed. “Or should I say more idiotic? What were you thinking?” The cyborg glanced at Mickayla. “Never mind. I can guess. She’s very attractive. But the council is going to punish you for this, Sky. You put us all at risk, and the Bridden is too valuable to lose right now.” 
 
    “There were pirates attacking her.” Sky explained. “You were never in any danger, nor was this shuttle.” 
 
    “Take this seriously for once,” Teg snapped. “You blatantly ignored a priority order from the council. They are likely going to have to make an example of you. I’d stop worrying about her and focus on the bleak outlook of your own future.” 
 
    Sky snorted. “What are they going to do to me? I’m their Earth expert. Unless that damn planet blows apart, they need me.” 
 
    “Sky,” Yetter warned softly. “Enough.” He glanced at Teg before meeting Sky’s gaze again. His silent message was clear. Purposely pissing off Teg wouldn’t be smart. The cyborg could be a mega-asshole, and he had friends on the council. “Come with us. You may bring her with you.” 
 
    Sky drew Mickayla closer to his side and noted how she clutched his hand. He peered down at her and couldn’t miss seeing her fear. He forced a smile. “It will be fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” She licked her lips, her pink tongue grabbing his attention. “These are your people. I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Mick studied the small quarters she’d been confined to with the large cyborg. Sky stood very still by the door and allowed her to roam. It wasn’t as if she had far to go. The space was essentially a box with a wall of storage, a bed, and a cleansing unit. She peered inside the latter before turning around to face the cyborg.  
 
    Sky stood over six feet tall and his hair color fascinated her. She studied his features, looking for wrinkles that might not have shown up on the viewing monitor, but found none. He appeared to be maybe thirty-five at most. His bone structure was masculine perfection, and those unusual blue eyes really stood out with his light grayish-hued skin tone.  
 
    Her gaze lowered to his black form-fitting uniform that was stretched tight across an impressive body. As she’d noticed on the screen, his shoulders were broad, with a matching chest and powerfully built arms. The material encased a narrower waist and hips, flowing to muscular legs. The black boots were military issue, by her guess.  
 
    Overall, Sky looked frightening, as if he really could have taken on forty-one pirates with a chance of winning. 
 
    “There’s no need to be afraid,” he assured. 
 
    She liked his voice. It was the first thing that had drawn her to him during their space communications. It was deep, masculine, and the type that gave a woman the good kind of chills. All sexy and resonant and husky enough to be more of a caress to her ears. 
 
    “I can’t believe we finally got to meet.” She wasn’t sure what else to say. 
 
    “We both were playing roles.” He crossed his arms over his chest but then immediately dropped them to his sides, hiding his hands behind his back. “I thought you were a guy, and you thought I was a freighter captain. I still feel as though I know you. The rest of it was true, wasn’t it? The things we spoke of? I was honest in my representation of my personality.” 
 
    “Yes. I have so many questions, though,” she admitted. 
 
    “Go ahead and shoot.” 
 
    That made her smile. “Should we sit down?” Her gaze darted around the room, realizing too late that there was only the bed. No chairs were inside his room. 
 
    “I stayed here to put you at ease.” He pushed away from the door. “I’d love to sit.” 
 
    He took a seat on the edge of the bed, and she did too. A few feet separated them. She turned more to face him. “I’m a little stunned that cyborgs still exist.” 
 
    “I’m just as stunned that you’re a woman.” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s standard operating procedure to use voice modifiers. Women are rare this far out. They didn’t want anyone trying to stop by to…visit me.” 
 
    “You mean some idiot getting ideas of attacking you.” 
 
    “Yes.” She chewed on her bottom lip, staring at his face. “How old are you?” 
 
    One of his gray eyebrows arched. “Does it matter?” 
 
    She hesitated before glancing at his hair. She didn’t want to insult him by mentioning his hair color reminded her of someone’s grandfather. His features were a drastic contrast to that idea, and no elderly person of advanced years had his muscle mass, no matter how many drugs or medical procedures they underwent. 
 
    He smiled. “I was genetically made this way.” He reached up to brush a few strands of hair behind his ear. “Do you want to know a secret I’ve never told anyone before?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s a reason I’m more Earth-friendly than others of my race. I was created for a special project by some of the senior scientists. They purposely gave me this hair color to help me fit in with them better. I wasn’t put into general population with other cyborgs, but instead kept inside their labs.” His expression hardened. “At least until the government decided to lock us down after a few incidents that made them reevaluate the cyborg project. I was taken away from my friends. The scientists and I had become very close. They weren’t bad guys. They tried to protect me for as long as possible.” 
 
    “What incidents?” 
 
    He hesitated. “There are more male cyborgs than female ones by vast numbers. The reason for that was, the female ones were harassed, leaving them no choice but to defend themselves. It was quickly decided they weren’t worth the trouble, so production of females was shut down.” 
 
    “Harassed how.” 
 
    “They weren’t created to be sex bots. But some of the human assholes they were assigned to work for decided to try to force them perform that job, too. They…resisted.” 
 
    Comprehension dawned, and it wasn’t pretty. “Oh.” 
 
    “Our males would also defend them if they witnessed female cyborgs being attacked. Your guys didn’t fare well in a fight against us, since they created us to be so much stronger. A lot of humans died as a result. It was self-defense, but we weren’t seen as living beings with rights. Including the right not to be raped, murdered, or both. Cyborgs were basically slaves, but eventually, we wanted equal rights. Cyborgs are living, breathing beings, but they were essentially killing us by sending us on suicide missions no sane person would take. My kind eventually said enough and demanded to be given rights. Earth Government sent us all to facilities for holding. Then they decided to kill every one of us. We were given no choice but to escape or be murdered.” 
 
    “That’s shitty…but not surprising. Earth Government sucks.” 
 
    His mouth curved a little upward. “You worked for them.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t anymore? They get you one way or another. Working off-world at a mine beat the crap out of staying on Earth. It’s gotten really bad there over the past twenty years. They track everything you do and even who you talk to. You’re fined most of your wages for ridiculous things, just to keep you poor. I had a mining background and it afforded me a job on Velion One.” 
 
    “What kind of background?” 
 
    “I was born on the moon. My parents were miners. That was my life until they were killed when I was in my teens. I’ve hated living on Earth ever since I got sent there. I’d dreamed a lot about it as a kid, but the reality wasn’t so hot. I later worked on Mars. Five years ago, a deep-exploration ship found precious minerals on Velion One that EG wanted. I heard about it, and eventually won the job to run the operation. They prefer women when they can hire us.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Women tend to stay saner for long stints alone on a planet, more so than men. We’re less aggressive and don’t have all that testosterone making us nuts.” She grinned. “That part’s just my opinion, though.” 
 
    He smiled. It changed him from merely striking to making her heart race. He was incredibly handsome. She wondered if he was aware of his appeal to women.  
 
    “If you ask EG, it’s cheaper to keep one person in place, rather than rotating them out, and cheaper to keep women in supplies.” 
 
    “Why?” He seemed genuinely curious. 
 
    “Well, it’s just cheaper to ship supplies than people. The supply shuttles don’t have to be oxygenated unless a living person is onboard. They’re totally manned by androids, who don’t need to breathe air or eat food, and they don’t make messes. And women tend to require less food, which means fewer and less-expensive resupply trips.” 
 
    “You said you were there for four years?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s a long time to go without seeing anyone else.” 
 
    “I had—” 
 
    A buzz interrupted her from telling him about Jorg. Sky frowned as he rose to his feet. She watched him stride to the door and slap his palm over a sensor pad—then he just stood there. It sank in quickly that he must be doing something besides just resting his palm over the control, and that something was likely internal. He finally turned away from the wall, Anger clear in his expression. 
 
    “I apologize for just walking away like that. The cyborg council has issued orders for the Bridden to immediately return to Garden. They are pissed that I saved you.” 
 
    Trepidation filled her. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He returned to the bed and sat closer to her. “Don’t worry about it. It’s my ass on the line. I’ll take full responsibility for my actions. You’ll be okay.” 
 
    “What are they going to do to you?” She began to worry. “I didn’t mean to get you into trouble, Sky.” Guilt wrestled with the worry. “I’ll tell them I issued a flag distress. You had to respond to that. It’s the law.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We don’t give a shit about what laws Earth Government makes. I didn’t have to save you. I chose to.” 
 
    “Why would you do that if you knew it was going to get you into such trouble with your supervisors?” 
 
    He studied her. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”  
 
    “Yes.” The conversations they’d had in the past flashed through her memory. “We are.” 
 
    “Friends don’t leave friends behind to be killed by pirates.” He winked. 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile and appreciate his humor. “I’ll talk to your supervisors. They need to know how dire my situation was. You saved my life.” 
 
    “They won’t care why I did it. There are certain laws they get their panties in a twist over.” He sighed. “Don’t worry. Their bark is worse than their bite. At worst, they’ll force me to stay on the planet for a while. If they really want to make me suffer, they’ll assign me to work with Zorus.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Who. He’s a dick. Of course, I’ve been assured ever since he met Charlie, he’s almost been decent. Love can change someone, and I’m told he’s living proof of that.” 
 
    “Is Charlie his boyfriend?” 
 
    Sky threw back his head and laughed. “No.” His blue eyes glinted with humor as he stared at her. “Charlie is a woman from Earth.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “They are married.” 
 
    That surprised her. “Cyborgs get married?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She remembered him saying he was single, but she hadn’t known he wasn’t human at the time. It made her realize that he must be more than wires and machine parts on the inside, if cyborgs married women from Earth.  
 
    It also implied he was probably able to have sex and feel emotions for someone. 
 
    “What are you thinking about? You just got the oddest look on your face.” 
 
    “Nothing,” she lied.  
 
    He arched one gray eyebrow. “Friends don’t lie to each other.” 
 
    She hesitated. “You said your friend got married. I was just thinking about that.” 
 
    “That makes you curious?” 
 
    “So…you have sex?” She had to lower her gaze to the collar of his uniform, unable to stare into his eyes as she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her cheeks warmed. She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t force you to make love to me.” 
 
    Her gaze jerked up to his. Make love? That implied he knew the difference between physical pleasure and a deeper emotional bond. She wanted to ask more questions but stayed silent. 
 
    “Despite how tempting you are.” He smiled. “I might try to lure you into it, though.” His attention lowered slowly down her body, pausing over her breasts. “Remember when we talked about how lonely deep space is?” 
 
    She nodded and held his gaze when he finally looked up.  
 
    “Do you have someone on Earth?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t have anyone on Garden.” Sky leaned in ever so slowly. “It’s going to be days before we reach my planet. We’re both locked inside my quarters until then. It’s a small room, isn’t it? One bed.” 
 
    She didn’t withdraw. Sky had saved her, after all, and he looked way better than anything she could have ever imagined when they’d spoken. He wasn’t a mushy-bellied, balding freighter captain. He wasn’t what she’d expected at all. He was a thousand times better. 
 
    “I’m the same man you spoke to, Mickayla.” He paused inches from her mouth as she stared deeply into those beautiful blue eyes of his. “I am going to shower and change out of this uniform to get comfortable. You can shower, too, after I’m done. We’ll take things slow and get to know each other. I don’t want you to feel pressured into anything.” He glanced at her lips. “I’m going to get up now and put that cold foam to good use.” 
 
    He pulled away and quickly got to his feet. She watched him withdraw folded clothing from one of the storage drawers, but he didn’t glance at her as he disappeared behind the wall of his cleansing unit.  
 
    She sat there feeling a little dazed. She might be rusty with flirting, but she was pretty sure he’d wanted to kiss her. She closed her eyes as she tried to take stock of her thoughts and feelings.  
 
    Mostly, she felt disappointed that he’d retreated.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky peeled out of the tight uniform inside the small space and softly groaned when he freed his stiff dick. Being so close to Mickayla had been torture. He wanted to strip her out of that ugly jumpsuit she wore and find out if her skin was as soft as it looked. He closed his eyes as he shoved his discarded boots and clothing into the miniature cleaner in the wall and hit the button to start the cleansing unit. Foam sprayed his body as he stood still. 
 
    His friend Mick had turned out to be a woman. He was still trying to wrap his mind around that but seeing her definitely helped him grasp the reality. He had pictured his mining pal as a male, young, maybe in his mid-twenties. The real Mickayla was a few years older, sexier, and currently sitting inside his quarters on his bed. A groan passed his lips as he reached down to fist his cock. 
 
    He didn’t want to frighten her, but no way was he going to make it a week without getting her naked and under him. 
 
    The foam began to melt, sending tingles all over his body as it turned into water—and he suddenly remembered telling his supposedly male friend Mick jokes about masturbating. He hoped she’d forgotten those. 
 
    Then again…she’d admitted to doing it, too. 
 
    He stroked his cock, picturing her touching herself. She had a smaller body than the women he was used to. Cyborgs were designed to be tall and muscular. Mickayla looked soft and pliant, with plush curves. She had pale skin from living indoors to avoid the harsh radiation of the environmentally unfriendly planet she’d spent four years on.  
 
    That last thought made him think about how long it had been since someone else had touched her.  
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned, stroking his cock faster. She’d be tight—and her body would respond to every touch as if he were her first. Her breasts would have forgotten the sensation of having a hot mouth suckling on them.  
 
    He imagined her under him, tightening his hold to simulate how she might feel if he entered her. She’d be wetter, slick with desire, and her thighs would wrap around his hips.  
 
    The mental image of her spread open sent him over the edge fast. He shook as he came, nearly embarrassed by his lack of control. 
 
    He hadn’t had a woman in months. And that female cyborg hadn’t even been one he wanted, but instead had been an obligation. He’d owed a friend who’d been having trouble getting the female of his family unit to conceive. Sky had been taken out of breeding pacts, since his DNA was considered overused, but friends could request his sperm if they wanted a child. He couldn’t say no to Javilex. The male had saved his life eighteen years before, and he’d wanted to repay the debt. 
 
    Tranella had been one cold female. Sky leaned back against the wall to catch his breath and released his cock, rapidly deflating as he remembered her. Some Cyborg women were controlling of their males inside a family unit, and were more about precision than passion in the bedroom. He’d walked into her room to find her already naked. The sight had been nice…but then she’d opened her mouth.  
 
    “Activate your sex drive.” Her eyes had closed. “I am activating mine. I prefer a forward-facing straddle position. I will be in control of all movement. Sit in the chair; I don’t want you on my bed.” 
 
    That had been the first indication that he wasn’t going to enjoy the sex. He’d done as ordered, and the female had hovered over his lap. Her intense stare left him feeling cold inside as she sank down on his dick. He decided he could forgive her demeanor as he bit back a groan. She felt good, as all cyborg women did.  
 
    “Fifty is the count.” 
 
    “Seconds or strokes?” Irritation killed his pleasure. He hated the ones who timed sex, but it happened often. 
 
    “Seconds. You aren’t one of my males, and I don’t have to placate you. I just need your active sperm.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    She hadn’t even blinked. “Sixty seconds, then. I don’t wish to waste more time by negotiating. You are well endowed, but aren’t all cyborgs? Ready?” 
 
    He’d closed his eyes at that point to force his body into submission. She moved up and down on his dick. He had to link into his body functions to perform, and he kept track of time carefully. At fifty-eight seconds, he ordered his ejaculation to commence. It hadn’t even felt good, since he’d had to focus on timing instead of sensation. 
 
    Tranella stopped moving exactly at sixty seconds, and he opened his eyes. She continued to watch him without blinking. “Now we wait the allotted two minutes.” 
 
    It was the longest drag of time that he could ever remember. But he dutifully sat there until she finally climbed off him and headed for her bathroom. “Leave.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Her shoulders had stiffened, but that was the only reaction he got as she fled to wash away any trace of him. She probably forgot him as soon as the door closed between them. She’d either conceived with him, or he’d pissed her off enough that she’d refused to ask for use of his body a second time.  
 
    He hadn’t checked if they’d succeeded in making a child, not wanting to know. Ignorance was best. He’d learned that the hard way.  
 
    Sky pushed off from the wall of his cleansing unit, drawn from his musings, and reached for a towel to dry the water from his skin.  
 
    Mickayla was an Earther who had no way of controlling her body or emotions. There wasn’t an on or off switch installed inside her brain used to activate her sex drive at will. His cock twitched with interest at the prospect of learning how to tempt her into allowing him access to her body. He’d go slow but it would be hell. He just wanted to strip her bare and touch her all over. 
 
    He dressed in a pair of loose cotton pants and a tank top. He wore them to train in or to lounge around his quarters. The door opened to reveal Mickayla had remained in the same spot where he’d left her. Her gaze traveled the length of his body, pausing on his arms and shoulders. He didn’t see any traces of fear on her face.  
 
    “Your turn if you want to get clean.” 
 
    She stood and glanced down at the ugly jumper. “This is all I’ve got wear. I didn’t have any spare clothes to grab. It was all in my sleeping quarters, which were destroyed.” She looked up. “Do you have a shirt I could borrow?” 
 
    “You can have anything you want in here.” Me included, he silently added. He pointed to one of the drawers. “I think anything in that one would work. You’re short. They will probably fall to mid-thigh.” An image formed inside his head, and he hoped his dick didn’t harden. “I don’t have any pants that will fit you, though.” She’d be bare under his shirt. He’d have only to shove it up to gain access. 
 
    Mickayla followed the direction of his finger and opened the wall panel to go through his shirts. She picked a bright blue one, one of his favorites. He liked her even more when she turned, holding it. She had the same taste as he did. 
 
    “Is this one okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mickayla.” 
 
    “Please, just call me Mick. I’ll hurry.” 
 
    He made a mental note that she liked the shorter name. “Are you hungry? I could order food.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I ate a few hours ago, and I’m used to eating once a day.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The supply shuttles sometimes are late, and there’s always the fear that one of them will be stolen or destroyed. I learned the first year to reduce my eating and stockpile supplies. It’s better to have too much than go eleven days without anything but water and supplement pills.” 
 
    “You did that?” 
 
    She nodded. “It sucked.” She flashed a grin. “I did lose seven pounds, though, and gained an even bigger appreciation for being clean, since I had to conserve water, too. That’s the good thing about being a miner. You might sit on your ass a lot at the controls, but the meager supply situation keeps you from gaining weight.” 
 
    He moved out of her way. “Go ahead. I’ll at least order snacks. That way it’s here if you want it. We don’t have a shortage of supplies. We’re well stocked at all times.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic. Thanks. It sounds as if cyborgs take way better care of their people than Earth Government does.” 
 
    “That’s very true.”  
 
    He didn’t mention that wouldn’t be the case when they reached Garden. The council would probably try to make an example out of him, but he’d survive. A few of the council members may demand he be locked up, but the rest would probably just want him punished quickly. Some physical discomfort and possible downgrades in his lifestyle were likely the most he would face. 
 
    The council needed him too much to punish him for an extended amount of time. Sky had to keep close tabs on what was going on with Earth, especially since the Markus Models had been introduced to cyborgs. Cyborgs and Earth shared a common enemy. It was necessary to contact the outposts to see if there was any news about the destructive androids being spotted, or if any more station attacks had occurred that could be linked to them. The broadcast news from Earth was always filled with false information, so he talked to people living on the stations. They loved to gossip.  
 
    Sky allowed Mick to edge past him and didn’t relax until the cleansing unit door closed. Then he walked to the wall and flattened his palm over the control, hailing Onyx. The male instantly responded. 
 
    “I can’t believe you called the council.” 
 
    “I had to, Sky. You left me no choice. They were going to notice when we returned with an Earther. I didn’t want to get into trouble. I don’t have an essential duty that’s specific to my skills. They would have severely reprimanded me.” 
 
    “True.” His temper cooled. Onyx really hadn’t been left with a choice, and he knew it. “I’m special that way.” 
 
    His friend snorted. “I hope you don’t take that tone with the council. They are very displeased.” 
 
    “When aren’t they?” Sky was a little worried…but not about his future. “Did you get a vibe at all about what they want to do with Mick? Did you state she was under my protection?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And? Don’t screw with me. Did they say anything to give you a hint about how this is going to go down when we reach home?” 
 
    “There was an open coms discussion. I doubt she’ll die, but they don’t trust her. They knew that mining planet is one of the latest ventures by Earth Government. She’ll most likely be locked up as a prisoner to interrogate at will. They seemed interested in gaining information from her.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Frustration filled Sky. “They’re idiots! She is a miner, not a soldier. She wouldn’t know anything of interest to them unless we plan to drill for some of Garden’s natural resources.” 
 
    “She works for Earth Government.” 
 
    “She’s a subcontractor.” 
 
    “What is that specifically in this instance?” 
 
    “It’s when they hire a civilian with certain skills who gets paid by them, but the job is her only connection to EG. They don’t have soldiers who can operate or repair mining droids. She was raised on the moon with miner parents.” 
 
    “That is interesting.” Onyx hesitated. “Too bad our Earth expert won’t be trusted when he gives them that information. Your motives will be considered suspect.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Is that what you hoped to accomplish by saving the Earther? Don’t deny it. I saw your expression when you saw her on the monitor. She’s attractive.” 
 
    “She’s my friend.” 
 
    “Sky?” Onyx sent his frustration through the link. “I know you’re fascinated by Earth women. I’ve heard you complain about it often enough when one of our males joins a family unit with one. You’ve always said other cyborgs aren’t as well suited to be husbands to Earthers as you would be.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’m the expert.” 
 
    “And you find our women too cold and distant.” 
 
    “That’s true, too. Do you enjoy timed intercourse?” 
 
    Onyx hesitated. “No. The counting of strokes is even worse.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “The last time I was asked to donate my sperm, the female said I could thrust a hundred times.” 
 
    “How romantic.” 
 
    “Only you would say that, Sky. It was about a successful pregnancy, not about forming a bond with her or my ability to give her pleasure.” 
 
    “I can see why you’re not in a family unit.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be. I wouldn’t be the first male in any relationship, and being a third or fourth means I am under the command of too many.” 
 
    “It also means you’d get very limited time with the female, and you’d be banned from touching sex bots when we visit stations.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Sky hesitated. “You know I had to do this.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m not the council, though.” Onyx sighed. “Do you want my advice?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll give it anyway. You might want to strongly consider talking her into forming a family unit with you before we reach Garden. It will give her certain rights and protections.” 
 
    “I already planned on doing that.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yes. I know I want to keep Mick.” 
 
    His friend hesitated again. “They aren’t like our women, or sex bots. You’ll have to manually activate her sex drive. Do you have enough skill to succeed?” 
 
    Sky chuckled. “I’m motivated.” He reached down to adjust his dick. “I’m up for the challenge…literally.” 
 
    “Earth humor? I think I understood that one, and you’re twisted.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m straight as a pole.” 
 
    “You need psychological help, but I still envy you right now.” Onyx cut the link. 
 
    Sky dropped his hand away from the panel but then remembered he needed to order snacks. He placed another communication then paced his room. His gaze kept straying to the cleansing unit. Mick had been in there a long time. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Mick dried slowly, nervousness making her hands tremble and her stomach feel as if it were twisted into knots. Sky had made it clear he was sexually interested in her. It was a two-way street, but his size frightened her. As did the unknown of exactly what he was.  
 
    How much of him was made up of cybernetics? His skin felt real, but it was gray. He could touch a wall panel and have a silent conversation or maybe send signals. What else could he do? She just wasn’t sure. He’d admitted cyborgs married and had sex, including with humans. That meant he had to have all the parts men did.  
 
    She bit her lip, hating the feeling of being so uncertain. 
 
    Sky had told her that Earth Government ordered all cyborgs be killed. She definitely bought that hook, line, and sinker. They were real shits when anyone stood up to them.  
 
    Not enough years had passed since the miner strike to dim her teenage memories. The workers had protested the meager supplies and low pay they were given by halting the drilling. Earth had responded by sending soldiers with orders to kill everyone if they didn’t restart the drones. It had been a very short protest. The few who’d refused had been slaughtered. Earth wasn’t big on negotiations or caring about life when profits were on the line. 
 
    Mick tugged the borrowed shirt over her head and peered down. The bright blue material only made her skin seem whiter. It usually didn’t bother her, looking ghostly, but that was before she’d seen Sky’s grayish skin. 
 
    Velion One wasn’t exactly sunbathing friendly. The sun was too close and baked anything on the surface when it was daylight. That’s why there wasn’t any water to be found without drilling first to locate it. Earth had been too cheap to do that. Travel from the control center to the outer buildings had been hotter than hell during the day, and she’d covered her head and body entirely to prevent severe burns to any exposed skin.  
 
    She lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders when she pressed the button to open the cleansing unit. She couldn’t hide inside it for too long before Sky came in to check on her. The last thing she wanted was for him to think he’d rescued a coward, because she wasn’t one.  
 
    Sky stood by the door when she stepped out.  
 
    He smiled. “I take it you’ve been enjoying the foam unit?” 
 
    “I have. I missed them.” 
 
    “What did you use on the planet?” 
 
    “Water and air units. Mostly air. Sometimes it would rain but that only happened three or four times a year. I’d run outside to stand under it. Sometimes I’d save enough extra water rations to take a real bath, but only a small one about every five months.” She smiled at the memory. “You don’t know how much you miss the simple pleasure of sitting in real water until you’re on such a dry planet. You also have to be creative to take a bath inside a small mining bucket holding a foot of water. Not the most comfortable or roomy things.” She walked to his bed and sat carefully, more than aware of her exposed legs. She didn’t want to flash him her girl parts. “What is your home world like?” 
 
    “Garden is beautiful.” He sat next to her, leaving about a foot of space between them. “I’ll take you swimming if you wish. There are oceans, rivers, and streams.” 
 
    “Are there only cyborgs on your world?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “There is an amphibian race, but we don’t interact with them. We created a secure perimeter to separate us.” 
 
    “Why don’t you talk to them? Are they not humanoid enough for communication?” 
 
    “They are, but they avoid us. It’s understandable. We settled on their planet without permission because we weren’t aware of their existence at first. They don’t have any large cities or distinguishable dwellings on the surface. We were sure it was uninhabited until they attacked some of us.” 
 
    “So you’re at war?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. The ‘attack’ consisted of them tossing stones at some of our people who were exploring the land around where we’d settled. There was no real threat. It seemed more an act of defiance and to show their displeasure at having us there. I believe they were just frightened by us. We’ve lived in peace since we separated ourselves. They can’t breach our walls. We have no intention of killing or harming them. We are nothing similar to Earth Government, and we avoid interfering with their lives.” 
 
    She liked cyborgs already. “Earth would have enslaved them or wiped out their race.” 
 
    “We’re aware. That isn’t our way. We avoided conflict by putting up walls to segregate our society from theirs.” 
 
    “Are you able to communicate with them?” 
 
    “We’ve attempted it, but they refuse to speak to us. We installed monitors on the exterior walls to record them when they come close enough to investigate. Their language wasn’t hard to decipher, but any attempts to confer have failed. They seem primitive but intelligent.” 
 
    She let that sink in. “You said they’re humanoid. What do they look like?” 
 
    He shifted his body. “Mostly blue-skinned, from dark to very pale in range. They have two arms, two legs, and their features are very similar to those of Earthers, but they have gills on the sides of their throats.” He paused. “Are you really interested?” 
 
    “I am. Are they able to breathe water?” 
 
    “We’re certain they do.” 
 
    “Do they have fins? Scales on their skin?” Mick was fascinated…and it kept the conversation on a safe topic.  
 
    “We were able to study a few when they attacked us, but not at close range. The exploration group noted that their feet are unusual, and so are their hands.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Flatter and wider than ours. Webbed slightly between the digits. We believe it’s to help them swim. They are taller than an average human.” 
 
    “Do they have hair? Two eyes?” 
 
    “They mostly have white or black hair, depending on their shading. The pale ones seem to have white hair while the darker-skinned ones have black. Their eyes are very humanoid, but so far we’ve only documented very dark eye colors.” 
 
    “Are there males and females, or are they single sex?” 
 
    Sky grinned. “You are very interested.” 
 
    Mick blushed. “I didn’t always want to be a miner, but that’s what life threw at me. I used to dream about traveling the solar systems to visit distant planets.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I grew up mostly on the moon while my parents mined it, but the surface was dead, you know? I’d daydream about what it would have been like if life existed there. I was super excited when I heard about Velion One, but nothing lives on that planet, either. It has breathable air but the storms probably destroyed all life, if there ever was any. It wasn’t like I’d found any signs of civilization. The scrubber storms would have wiped them from the surface, and I hated going down into the mines. They were freshly dug by the drones. I always feared a cave-in. No one would have come to dig me out.” 
 
    Sky rose to his feet when a chime sounded. “Our snacks,” he informed her. 
 
    Mick made sure her lap remained covered as Sky strolled to the door and put his hand over the pad. It opened, and curiosity made Mick peer at the cyborg who stood there holding a tray. He was one she hadn’t seen before, and he wore the shuttle’s uniform that Sky and the others who’d escorted them to the quarters sported. His bright blue eyes fixed on her before he slowly studied her body.  
 
    Sky moved to block his view. “Thank you.” He sounded irritated. “Hand over the tray.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to introduce me to her?” The cyborg had a very deep voice. 
 
    “No. Get lost.” Sky grabbed the tray and sealed the door. He turned, an annoyed expression on his face. “Sorry about him gawking at you. It’s rare to see someone from Earth.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I never thought I’d get to see cyborgs. I understand.” 
 
    He smiled, relaxing as he returned to sit next to her. “Eat something.” 
 
    She glanced down, studying the bowls of food. Her jaw dropped. “Fruit? Is that what it is? Fresh? Oh my goodness!” She plucked what resembled a blueberry between her index finger and thumb, popping it into her mouth. 
 
    Flavor burst across her taste buds. It reminded her of strawberries…or at least what she imagined they were like. She moaned, savoring the treat. She opened her eyes and looked at Sky.  
 
    His mouth had parted, and he looked stunned.  
 
    “Sorry.” She blushed, feeling the heat in her cheeks. “I haven’t had fresh fruit in…” She paused, thinking. “Eight years.” 
 
    “You left Earth four years ago. Correct?”  
 
    “Yes, but I couldn’t afford fresh fruit on a miner’s salary. Even when I saved up to buy some, it wasn’t actually fresh. Only the rich get access to that. It was freeze dried but tasty. Eight years ago, I was invited to a wedding where they served sliced pieces of real apples to the guests.” 
 
    He pushed the tray closer. “Eat as much as you want. I can order more. We have plenty. Garden is lush with vegetation, and we grow our own food.” 
 
    Gratitude swelled inside her. Sky had given her a huge treat, and she appreciated it. “This must have cost you a fortune. Thank you so much.” She took another berry, slower this time, not wanting to seem too eager.  
 
    “Food is free.” Sky smiled. “We don’t have the same monetary system as Earth.” 
 
    She gaped a little at that, the berry posed in front of her mouth. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We have different levels of job classifications, but everyone has free access to basic living standards such as food, clothing, and housing in our society.” 
 
    She blinked, not comprehending. “You don’t earn credits?” 
 
    “No.” He picked up the entire bowl and offered it to her. “Using myself as an example, my job is priority. I’m the Earth expert. I know more about them than most cyborgs do. My past interactions with them gave me useful knowledge, so I had my choice of living quarters on Garden. Think of our system as though it were a building.” He smiled again, amused. “I got the penthouse apartment. Not that the units below me are less comfortable, but mine is bigger and I have a better view. All cyborgs have nice homes. We all work, do our assigned jobs, and help our community.” 
 
    “What if you hate your job? Do you like yours?” 
 
    “We could change jobs if that were the case. We’re not forced into our assignments. I enjoy mine. Of course, with my knowledge, it would be difficult for another cyborg to take my place.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine what it’s like on your planet.” 
 
    “You will once you see Garden.” 
 
    “Is my not being a cyborg a problem? I mean, do they hate us? People from Earth?” 
 
    “I won’t lie to you, Mick. You’ll face some trust issues. Earth Government would love to locate Garden to wipe out my entire race. They fear us. Some of my kind will be wary that you might try to transmit that information to Earth.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that. I’m not a fan of Earth Government. Are you a threat to them?” 
 
    “Only if they attack us. We left their planet and sought our own to live in peace. It’s all we want. They believe we hope for their destruction as much as they do ours. It isn’t true.” 
 
    She ate another berry and accepted the bowl. “I believe you. After all, you live in peace with the amphibians when it would probably be easy for you to wipe them out.” She decided to change the subject and ate more berries. “These are so good. Thank you.” 
 
    “Enjoy them.” He leaned back. “I’m happy to get you anything that gives you pleasure.” 
 
    Mick nearly choked on the next bite when she noticed the way Sky’s gaze lowered slowly down her body. She swallowed hard, wondering if he meant it the way a normal guy would. If he were human, his words would be considered a sexual innuendo. 
 
    Her heartbeat raced a little when he looked back up, holding her gaze.  
 
    “Anything at all.” 
 
    Oh boy. He’s definitely coming onto me.  
 
    She gave his body a once-over, too. He was massive but he hadn’t hurt her. She didn’t think he ever would. Sky might be a cyborg, but he was also the same man she’d spent hours at a time communicating with over coms. She’d liked him enough to plan on finding him one day, once her stint on Velion One finished.  
 
    Now he was so close she could touch him.  
 
    She glanced at his hands. They were big and warm; she knew that last part from holding his hand when they’d been escorted to his room. The idea of those hands on her body made her belly quiver.  
 
    I’m a little sex starved, she reasoned. Really out of practice, too. Shit. I don’t even know how to tell him I’m interested. She glanced at his lap, wondering if he was built the way a human was. He looked like one everywhere else, despite his coloring and knowing he had more going on under his skin than she did.  
 
    Cybernetics. That opened a whole lot of questions in her mind. What isn’t real on him? God…is his dick synthetic? Is he like a sex bot? She’d never paid for one to service her body, but she knew many women did. They had male units available to rent on Earth.  
 
    She wasn’t even sure if he’d enjoy sex the way humans did. 
 
    Go for it, a little voice in her mind urged. Four years, it reminded her. Four long, lonely years.  
 
      
 
    Sky couldn’t miss the way Mick’s cheeks pinkened and her brown eyes darkened as she peered at him. Her fingers dropped the berry back into the bowl and she stilled. 
 
    “Are you well?” Concern made him worry. The berries weren’t an Earth fruit. Perhaps she was having an adverse effect from Garden’s food. “Mick?” 
 
    She shook her head but then nodded. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you certain? I could call a medic.” 
 
    “No. I’m good.” She placed the bowl back on the tray. 
 
    “You’re full?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and her shoulders tensed. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Her cheeks pinkened more. “Um, I don’t even know how to say this.” 
 
    “Just say it,” he urged, still concerned. “Are you feeling sick, Mick? Are you nauseous? I should have considered your dietary restrictions before introducing you to fresh food again. You’ve probably lived on dried rations or the paste supplements. You mentioned the pills.” 
 
    “It’s not the food Sky. I’m fine. I have a cast-iron stomach.”  
 
    He understood what that term meant, grateful at that moment to know so many Earth sayings. Her digestive system wasn’t prone to being sensitive.  
 
    She adjusted on the bed to face him more, her hands gripping the bottom edge of his borrowed shirt, pulling it down to hold it in place and cover her pussy. He noticed her pale, soft-looking thighs a little too much and forced his gaze up. Her eyes were so expressive. He liked that. Though, at the moment, she seemed uncertain and a little afraid. 
 
    “Just talk to me, Mick. We are friends. You may say anything. There’s no reason to be afraid. I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “I believe you.”  
 
    No deception or hesitation on her part was detected. “Good.” 
 
    Her gaze lowered to his chest. “Um…you’re interested in sex, right?” 
 
    His heart rate increased. “I am.” He wasn’t going to deny it. 
 
    She glanced up, held his gaze, then dropped it back to his chest. “Okay.” 
 
    He winced inwardly. She wasn’t comfortable with him wanting her. “It’s not required, Mick. I didn’t save you for that reason. I am attracted to you, but I’d never force the issue or want you to feel pressed into agreement.” 
 
    “I meant okay as in…we can do that. I’m just a little, um, worried.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    She licked her lips. “I just have some questions first, I guess.” 
 
    “Ask me anything.” Sky’s dick stirred without him even activating his sex drive. She was going to allow him to touch her. He wished she seemed more eager, but he was happy to work on that. 
 
    Her cheeks remained too pink—and he suddenly understood.  
 
    “There’s no reason to be embarrassed or shy.” 
 
    She smiled, and his dick hardened more. She took his breath away. Mick wasn’t beautiful in what humans considered the “classical sense” but she was still the most attractive woman he’d ever met. Even the amusement that sparked in her eyes aroused him.  
 
    “I’m afraid to ask because I don’t want you to think I’m an idiot or possibly insult you. I just don’t know anything about cyborgs.” 
 
    It was hard for him to think beyond the fact that she’d allow him to touch her. He wanted to—badly. He pushed that desire back, though, and tried to assess any concerns she may have.  
 
    “Are you afraid I’ll get you pregnant?” 
 
    Her mouth parted, utterly stunned. 
 
    “That wasn’t one of your questions?” 
 
    “No, but it should have been.” She relaxed and gave a small laugh. “That’s a good one to ask, right? An unplanned pregnancy would be bad.” 
 
    “Most cyborgs require shots to activate their sperm in order to do that.” 
 
    Her shock was apparent yet again. “You can have kids?” 
 
    “Yes. Cyborgs breed.” 
 
    “Wow.” She paused. “Do you have any children?” 
 
    Sky got control of his features to prevent giving away his emotions. “I’m not in a family unit. That’s what we call marriage. I’m single, Mick. I live alone. I’m not dating anyone.”  
 
    He avoided answering her direct question. The last thing he wanted to do was explain breeding pacts, and how he’d donated his genetic material but didn’t have access to the resulting children. She’d be horrified, perhaps even disgusted by the laws that had been implemented because some males were sterile. It was imperative that cyborgs thrive. That meant ensuring there were future generations.  
 
    Mick swiped her forehead with her hand, grinning. “I don’t want to go to bed with you, and then find out I helped you cheat on someone.”  
 
    She dropped her hand to her lap again, not gripping the shirt this time…not hiding her body from him anymore. He longed to reach over and touch her. Just the idea of placing his fingertips on her inner thigh and inching them higher was torment. 
 
    “I’m free to pursue a serious relationship with you.” He didn’t want to scare her off by immediately offering to join a family unit. He wasn’t required to sleep with cyborg females, since his DNA was considered overused. It meant he could promise monogamy, hoping that would be enough if their relationship progressed the way he wanted. 
 
    She seemed surprised by his statement. 
 
    “I’m still Sky,” he gently reminded her. “I’m the same person you’ve been talking to. I’m just a cyborg instead of a freighter captain.” 
 
    “Okay. That brings us to the thing I’m avoiding.” Her cheeks turned pink again. “Physically, um…how is this going to work?” 
 
    Amusement flashed through him, and he stopped monitoring his expressions when he allowed the grin to stretch across his face. “It would work. What are your concerns?” 
 
    She looked adorable with her cheeks that color, and the way her gaze continually lowered to his chest. Shyness in a female was new to him—and he liked it. Cyborg females were very direct and blunt. That wasn’t always a good thing to his way of thinking, remembering the ones he’d known intimately.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You do. Speak freely, Mick.” He wanted to hear her say it. He wasn’t sure if his size concerned her or if it was his coloring.  
 
    Her tongue darted out to lick her lips and she glanced up, held his gaze briefly, then dropped hers again. “Is everything on you real? I mean, can you feel touch? Enjoy it?” 
 
    Sky tried not to laugh, he truly did, but couldn’t hold back. “I’m flesh and blood, Mick.”  
 
    He reached out slowly and put his finger under her chin, gently pushing it up. She didn’t jerk away from his touch. Her gaze lifted to his. They stared at each other for long seconds.  
 
    “You’re not like a sex bot? I mean, I know you’re a person, but physically, are you like them? I mean, your body? I get that your mind is yours.” 
 
    “I was created inside a laboratory.” His humor faded. Would she reject him? “We’re grown like clones with enhanced genetics. My bone density is stronger than yours. I heal faster.” He paused, debating on what to tell her. “We also have added cybernetics. I have implants inside my brain that can control my emotions, turn off pain sensors to parts of my body, and I can control certain body functions.” He raised his other hand, showing it to her. “I lost four fingers in a lab accident. I saved the life of a friend. They appear real, but they are flesh grown over robotics.” 
 
    She reached out with both hands and touched his fingers.  
 
    He wanted to groan. Her fingers were soft and hesitant. He wished she were exploring another part of his body.  
 
    “I would never have known unless you told me.” She pinched the tip of one. 
 
    He laughed. “Ouch!” 
 
    She stared up at him, surprised. 
 
    “I have full feeling in them. They attached the nerves to the new flesh that grew where the original fingers were severed.” He pulled out of her lax hold. “My implants that control emotions and pain are off. I don’t like turning them on. I enjoy living life to the fullest. That means allowing all my senses to run free.” 
 
    “You can turn off your emotions?” 
 
    “If I wanted to. I don’t.” 
 
    “That’s got to be kind of neat.” Mick reached up and gripped a data chip locket around her neck. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    She lifted it and glanced down. “A lot of good memories are stored on this.” She released it and took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Excitement gripped him. “This?” Please be talking about sex. He didn’t want to push her too fast, but he wanted Mick badly. 
 
    “Sex. It’s been a while, and I’m not sure how good I’m going to be at this anymore, but I’m willing.” 
 
    She isn’t truly ready yet.  
 
    A cold wash of disappointment filled Sky. Maybe Mick didn’t want him, but she felt obligated to share her body. He’d saved her life, and she had to feel grateful, despite not finding herself in the best circumstance, being locked inside his quarters. Other cyborgs hadn’t exactly welcomed her with open arms.  
 
    He stood and paced. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He paused, debating on how to answer. Her brown eyes were lovely, he could stare into them all day, but was accepting her willingness to allow him to take her body enough to make the pleasure he was sure he’d experience worth it? It would have been ideal if she felt the same strong attraction to him that he did to her.  
 
    Earthers were different from cyborgs. He knew that about them more than most. Mick wasn’t emotionally invested in him yet, but he wanted her to be.  
 
    The decision was made. His stiff dick protested but he refused to allow it to screw up his chances of keeping her long term. His gaze swept down her body. He wanted every inch of her, and not just for a quick tumble on his mattress. Mick was a keeper, and he intended to do just that. 
 
    “I think we should get to know each other better first.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and disbelief widened her eyes. “But I said yes.” 
 
    Her reaction amused him. She’s so damn cute. “I appreciate that, but you don’t really want me, Mick. Not the way I want you.” He grinned. “At least not yet.” 
 
    He just had to figure out how to make that change. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Sky was a mystery to Mick. She’d given him permission to have sex with her but he’d refused—because sex wasn’t enough. That stumped her.  
 
    He’d gone to the door pad to make a private call, at least she’d assumed so, and a guard had come to take him away. He’d promised to return within a few hours. 
 
    Now she wondered where he’d gone while she paced the small quarters.  
 
    The door chimed and she paused, staring at it. “Yes?” 
 
    It opened—and fear gripped her when a black-haired cyborg in uniform frowned at her from the hallway. “Hello. I am Teg. We weren’t formally introduced before.” 
 
    “Mick.” She wasn’t about to offer him her hand, not sure if he’d give it back. Those rumors about cyborgs stealing body parts had to come from somewhere, and he did look kind of mean around the eyes. “Where is Sky?” 
 
    “He’s been arguing with some of the council.” He leaned against the open doorway, watching her with cold blue eyes. “He is attempting to stall them from having the Bridden return to our home planet. We were on a mission that your rescue has cut short.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to ask why?” 
 
    “Why would he stall, you mean?” He smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. “To give him more time with you.” 
 
    Mick wondered if that were true, and found she liked that reason, if it were. “Why would you have to cut your mission short because of me?” 
 
    “I’ve been sent here to question you by our council. They believe you’re a threat to us.” 
 
    She laughed—then quickly sobered, realizing he meant it. “For real? How am I dangerous to you? Hello. I’m a woman who came aboard your shuttle without a weapon. You guys saved my ass. Why would I want to do anything bad to cyborgs?” 
 
    “You’re from Earth.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that. I am.” 
 
    He said nothing, staring at her with a blank expression. 
 
    “You’re also twice my size. I’d probably break my hand if I tried to punch you. Which I wouldn’t do,” she added quickly. “I’m not a threat.” 
 
    “You work for Earth Government and could be their spy.” 
 
    “I’m a miner. Do you know what my status is with Earth Government? I don’t even register on their radar. I’m nobody. I only got the job on Velion One because I have breasts. There were only three other women applicants, but I had experience they didn’t since I’m a third-generation miner. Bingo. I was the winner.” She paused. “Or loser. It depends on how you see it. That job really sucked.” 
 
    “Third generation?” 
 
    “My grandparents and parents were miners, too.” 
 
    “You still work for Earth Government.” 
 
    “Every person on the Earth falls under that category now, and so do the ones who leave the planet to do jobs associated with anything EG has its fingers in. And since they’re assholes, that means pretty much everything. They are bullies.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you’re a civilian?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He scowled. “How do we know you’re not a soldier?” 
 
    She couldn’t help it. She laughed again. “Look at me. I’m not exactly in shape. I sit at a control panel all day.” She lifted her arm and flexed her arm. “See the lack of muscle? The heaviest thing I lift are the ten-pound boots I had to wear to walk across the surface between the control center and my living quarters. The ground can be a hundred and sixty degrees in the shade during the day. Regular work boots would get damaged. I also had to cover my mouth or use a breather when it was that hot, so I don’t mess up my throat and lungs. Breathing the hot air can cause medical emergencies. I was alone on the planet, which meant I’d have died if I passed out,” she explained, babbling now. 
 
    “Regardless, you are still from Earth.” 
 
    Mick frowned, slowly realizing exactly how serious a situation she might be in. “So are you. Do you love Earth Government?” 
 
    He scowled. “No.” 
 
    “Neither do I. They killed my parents.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “They were miners. The pay was shit, and they were making them work beyond the hours specified in the contract to meet quotas. They weren’t giving anyone bonus credits or even extra rations for the added hours and days they were forced to work. So, there was a strike.” She hated the memories that surfaced of that time. 
 
    “They rebelled?” 
 
    “It was peaceful, but they refused to return to work until they either got more credits or an increase in rations. The hours were harsh but the miners were willing to do it. Earth Government doesn’t negotiate. The miners were ordered to start up their rigs or die. My father didn’t think they’d follow through, but he sent all the kids and elderly to the back lines, myself included. He was one of the representatives for the miners. Earth Government needed our experience and skills. At least…that was my father’s argument.” Pain squeezed her heart. “He was one of the first ones to die, along with my mother. The military took out six rigs in the blink of an eye to prove a point. I was an orphan after that, and sent to Earth at the age of sixteen. It was hell there.” 
 
    He frowned. “How so?” 
 
    “I had no family to take me in. They stuck me in a group home with other kids like me. We had to work to pay for a sleeping space and food. I was small for my size, since I was born on the moon and grew up in artificial gravity. It can stunt you a little bit. So I was forced to clean out underground drains, because I fit. Can you imagine how terrifying it is to be strapped to a cable and lowered a hundred feet underground with just a helmet light and a saw? They worked me in ten-hour shifts, seven days a week. I’d be bone tired from hacking at anything that could cause a backup when it rained, then I’d have to do five hours of schoolwork and chores.  
 
    “I got out of there when I hit eighteen to take a job on Mars. I ran a digger pod. It was dangerous, but it beat living on Earth. Most of the other girls from my group home ended up working in brothels. I’d rather have taken my chances being trapped in a digger pod if the engines failed. They don’t waste the time to retrieve you. You’re just written off and left to die.” 
 
    “Digger pod?” 
 
    She jabbed her thumb toward the cleansing unit. “It’s about that size on the inside, only round and with a seat. Think big jaws with drills inside. They dig into the surface to break apart anything that could damage building equipment when they start a project. It’s almost impossible to detect solid masses under the surface until they send in digger pods. The teeth on those chew up rock and mineral deposits, spitting it out behind the rig as you go. You’re literally moving underground, buried. The engines can die from mechanical failure, or you can hit something like a buried asteroid that blows up. They just leave you there if it happens. It’s not cost effective to waste time by sending other digger pods into the area to hunt for and try to rescue you.” 
 
    “It sounds hazardous.” 
 
    “It is. Eventually, they’ll send out the barge and yank them out if they’re able, but normally months can go by before that happens.” 
 
    “The barge?” 
 
    “It’s a cargo ship with a huge super-magnet on the bottom. It travels low over the surface of where they think digger pods were lost, and if they aren’t embedded too deeply into the soil, it will pull them out. Nobody has ever been found alive. The engines die and so does life support. You might make it twenty-four hours max, if you’re real good at regulating your breathing. As I said though, they only send out the barge about twice a year when they’re running out of spare parts or are hopeful they can salvage the engines. The life loss doesn’t factor into it. There’s always fresh bodies willing to fill those seats.” 
 
    “You said the pay is bad.” 
 
    “It is, but it gets you off Earth. I didn’t want to be forced to work in a brothel.” 
 
    “A sex house, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It sounds less dangerous.” 
 
    She snorted. “Says someone who has no clue about what happens to women living in brothels. They don’t care what a customer does to you as long as they pay. You’re not a person but a piece of breathing meat. I never met a retired brothel worker. Do you want to know why? None of them come out alive. There’s always some asshole willing to put down a lot of credits to do sick and demented things to other human beings. Even murder them. That’s the only way you leave a brothel. In a body bag. I may have died in a digger rig, but at least some sicko wasn’t raping and torturing me first.” 
 
    His gray skin paled. 
 
    “Earth is a miserable place, but especially for the lower classes. That includes me.” She paused. “We’re always monitored and every movement is tracked. The group home I lived in tried to force me to work in brothels, swearing they’d make sure I couldn’t get hired anywhere else. I think they were getting kickbacks for selling girls directly to those places. And not having a job is a death sentence on Earth, too. They either kill you for being indigent, or you hide from them until you starve to death. Does that sound like a place anyone would love?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s why I signed on for the job on Velion One. I would have been alone for ten years, but I didn’t have to worry about some asshole getting a hard-on then being killed by him if I said no. That happens sometimes to women on Earth, regardless of what duty you’re assigned. You catch the wrong eye and you’re screwed, either way. They can pay to have you kidnapped, do whatever they want, then have your body dumped when they’re done. Nice place, right? No one gives a shit if some poor person disappears. Especially if they don’t have family.” 
 
    The tall cyborg inclined his head, studying her. “Can you offer proof of what happened to your parents?” 
 
    “Can you access Earth news records? They ran stories on it, and even reported the truth, but nobody cared about the fate of miners. We’re not important enough to cause trouble over. Check out the name Richard Caroboll.” She spelled it. “He was my father, and his death made the news because he was an advocate for miners. My name is Mickayla, and my mother’s name was Cora. The story mentioned me because I was orphaned. I got punished with no food rations for a week when the story broke, as if it were my fault.” 
 
    “I’ll investigate.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “I can access Earth records and find your file.” 
 
    “Okay. Go ahead. I spelled my last name for you to make it easier. Do you want my code number? We all get assigned one at birth.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    She did. He didn’t write down the thirty-six digits, but she figured he probably had a good memory since. “Are you some kind of cyborg cop?” 
 
    “I am today.” 
 
    Mick sighed. “Fine. I’m not lying. I’m fine with never returning to Earth. I’d have to take another mining job on some hellish planet or moon all by myself again. Four years was an eternity. I didn’t think I’d be so lonely.” She reached up and gripped the data chip around her neck.  
 
    He immediately noticed. “What is that?” He stepped inside the quarters and reached out, opening a palm. “Let me see it.” 
 
    “It’s a backup data chip for my android. I saved his memory every charging cycle.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Androids are expensive, so I had to buy him used. He would break down once in a while, and I was able to fix him, but I always worried I wouldn’t be able to keep him going. I couldn’t get spare parts for him delivered to Velion One. That’s why I did constant backups. I could afford a new body for him when my job finished. I didn’t want to lose his memories.” 
 
    “It’s a robot.” 
 
    She tried not to feel insulted on the behalf of Jorg. “He had some basic emotion programs, and we were together for four years. His model adapts and learns. He may have been an android, but he was my best friend. You could say his personality is stored on this.” 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    She hated to remove the necklace but did, regretfully handing it over, unwilling to cause trouble for Sky. “Please don’t take Jorg. That’s the one belonging I care about. I even stored vids of my parents in his memory. I just lost everything on that planet.” 
 
    He gently accepted the necklace. “I will take care of it, but I need to confiscate this until I check your records.” 
 
    “Okay.” She understood. “But please return him to me.” She hated the tears that filled her eyes and tried to blink them back. 
 
    Teg tilted his head, his expression appearing a little confused. “You really care for this android?” 
 
    “I don’t know how I would have stayed sane without him. He was my best friend.” 
 
    “Understood.” The cyborg backed away. “I’ll treat the chip with utmost care.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” 
 
    Then he spun around and left, the doors sealing behind him.  
 
    Mick reached up where, her hand touching where the chip had rested, already missed the slight weight around her neck.  
 
    She returned to the bed and sat, hoping Sky returned soon. It would help her feel less afraid and worried about her uncertain future.  
 
      
 
    Sky pushed off against the wall of the corridor and faced Teg. “Are you satisfied? I’ve allowed you to speak to her.” 
 
    “But I had to stay in the entrance, with the door open. Did you think I’d harm her?” 
 
    “I’d have attacked you if you had. I told you she’s under my protection. She’s just a miner, not a spy or a soldier. Tell the council. They’ll listen to you. You have connections.” 
 
    “I tend to believe her, but I have to verify facts if you want me to speak on your behalf. I don’t want to be mistaken.” 
 
    “I get that, and it’s why I allowed you access to her. She’s not a threat, Teg. You saw her.” 
 
    “Cyan appears harmless, but I would never consider Krell’s female non-threatening.” 
 
    “Mick isn’t some hybrid created inside a lab by her genius father and his team.” 
 
    “The odds are slim, but I have to investigate before I make a conclusion.” 
 
    Sky tried to control his frustration. “Why did you take her necklace?” 
 
    “It stores data. I want to review it. Engineering is my specialty.” 
 
    “I thought you left your last assignment for the Bridden to get away from running scans on all the systems, looking for viruses and bugs?” 
 
    “I was sick of living on such a large vessel with too many cyborgs. The crew on this shuttle is usually between four to nine males. There’s less work to do here.” 
 
    Sky definitely understood getting sick of dealing with too many of their own people. “Don’t destroy it. It’s important to Mick.” 
 
    “I believe that. Or she’s good at deceit.” 
 
    “She’s just a miner, Teg. Remember the term ‘disposable workforce’?” 
 
    The male sighed. “I do.” 
 
    “Her life is about as valuable to Earth Government as ours once was. I doubt they’ll even investigate what happened on Velion One. It will irritate them that the planet isn’t being mined and because they suffered property damage, but her life is worthless to them. She isn’t a threat to Garden or our kind.” 
 
    “I’ll check all the data we obtain from Earth to verify what I can. I hope for your sake she is telling the truth. I can see why you’d take a chance on rescuing her.” He paused. “I agree with Onyx. You should join in a family unit. I can’t officially recommend that, but off the record, that is my advice.” 
 
    “She just found out about our existence and doesn’t know me well. I need more time to get her agreement. That’s why I want to avoid returning to Garden right away.” 
 
    “It is a logical plan.” 
 
    “I’m a cyborg, after all.” 
 
    “You are, but you tend to act more—” 
 
    “Be polite.” 
 
    Teg smirked. “I would have thought of a description that wasn’t an insult.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. And I just need a little time. Our mission is important and shouldn’t be delayed. Those Markus Models are the true threat. We need to find them before they get too close to Garden.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “What’s more important? The council bitching at me for saving one female or destroying the real threat to our civilization?” 
 
    “I said I agreed with you, Sky.” 
 
    The words finally sinking in, Sky sighed. “Sorry. I was a little stunned. I expected a hell of an argument to get you to see things my way.” Then he grinned. “I bet that irritates you, since we rarely agree on anything.” 
 
    “The Markus Models irritate me far more.” 
 
    Sky studied him. “I have no problem admitting they scare the hell out of me. It’s that whole one mind, one voice thing they do. Creepy shit.” 
 
    Teg hesitated before saying, “I’ve had a few nightmares about them.” 
 
    “I think we all have. I don’t want to ever have anything in common with Earth Government, but I don’t want those hyped-out droids with skin running around on the loose, either. I hope they destroyed every model left on Earth.” 
 
    “Earthers can be irrational. Though, I’m sure annihilating the remaining Markus Models wouldn’t cause them some sort of moral dilemma. They tried to take out our race.” 
 
    “I’m a firm believer in the saying ‘live and let live,’ but those Markus Models want to wipe out everything and everyone who isn’t their brother. They need to go down.” 
 
    Teg shook his head. “Your language.” 
 
    “I’m the Earth expert for a reason.” He winked. “I’m going back to my quarters to spend time with Mick. Have fun talking with the council. Thanks for convincing them we don’t need to return to Garden just yet.” 
 
    “You assume they are going to listen.” 
 
    “They will. You’re not my biggest fan. They’ll heed your recommendation.” 
 
    “I don’t dislike you, Sky. We’re just different.” 
 
    “Thankfully. You are way too rigid, my man.”  
 
    “And you are too careless.” 
 
    Sky didn’t disagree as he crossed the corridor and pressed his hand to the pad on his door, opening it. Mick waited on the bed, and he smiled as he entered. “Did you miss me?” 
 
    “I had a visitor while you were gone.” 
 
    “I’m aware. I’m sorry, but Teg needed to ask you a few questions. I wouldn’t have allowed it if I thought he might upset you.” He slowly approached her and sat on the edge of his bunk. “We were on an important mission when I rescued you. I want to avoid going home until we’re done. It will give the council time to cool down.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I got you into trouble.” 
 
    She looked so sincere and worried that he had to resist the urge to pull her into his arms. “Do you want to know a secret?” 
 
    She leaned forward. “Sure.” 
 
    “I like pissing the council off. They’re a bunch of uptight assholes most of the time. It does them some good to have someone disobey a rule here and there. A society needs some regulations to survive and thrive, but sometimes I think they need a little shake up to remind them that we are alive.” 
 
    “I just hate that I caused you so much grief.” 
 
    “You’re worth it. You wouldn’t be sitting here talking to me and looking absolutely adorable if I hadn’t broken a few rules. I have no regrets.” 
 
    Pink infused her cheeks and she smiled. “I’m happy to be here with you.” 
 
    He wanted to kiss her. “I’m better looking than pirates.” 
 
    She laughed. “A thousand times over.” 
 
    “I have all my hair and teeth, at least.” He widened his smile to show off his white, even teeth. “My skin isn’t all gross and bubbled with radiation sores.” 
 
    She reached out and put her hand over his, laughing harder. “Stop.” 
 
    He enjoyed her touch, and the fact that she felt relaxed enough to trust him with that show of physical contact. “And I smell better, too.” 
 
    “They smell? The closest I ever got to one was seeing them outside of the building. Their images on the screens looked as bad as the footage I’ve seen on the news. Do you run into them often this deep in space?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, caressing it. “We’ve had skirmishes with them. They attack any ships they come across, including ours.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “They have slower, outdated ships and are pretty easy to take out. And this shuttle is shielded. They can’t see us on their radar.” 
 
    “I couldn’t detect it at all until I saw it on the exterior cameras. You guys must be really smart to invent that kind of technology.” 
 
    “We stole it.” He grinned. “Garden is made up of things we stole, traded for, or found abandoned. We didn’t want to strip the planet of its natural resources. We’ve detected plenty of metals but most of them are found under the water. I told you about our neighbors. We don’t want to harm them in any way or cause a war.” 
 
    “So I take it that it’s pretty basic, living there?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’d be surprised. We’re not a lazy race. We built a city that could rival some of the nicer ones on Earth. We’ve acquired a lot of ships. Some we keep in commission but most we salvage for building supplies. We’ll strip it of everything and find a use. Some moons and dead planets are also used by Earth Government for dumping grounds. We find a lot of useful things on those. We sneak in and take the things we find most useful.” 
 
    “You still didn’t answer my question. How do you know pirates smell?” 
 
    “We’ve run into them while trading on some of the far-reaching stations.” 
 
    “Those stations don’t report you to Earth officials?” 
 
    “They don’t know what we are. We dress as pirates.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and she appeared stunned. “No one could mistake you for one of them.” 
 
    “It’s actually pretty easy. They dress in loose garb to hide their skin and faces when they interact with anyone from Earth. They don’t attack the outposts that are willing to trade with them, and there are a few. Those stations aren’t the kinds of places you’d ever want to visit. We adjust our shuttle to emit low levels of radiation and dress as they do. No one suspects a thing. We can identify the real pirates from our crew members when we are on a station by smell. They don’t bathe often. Water is scarcer for them, and I don’t think cleansing foam is a priority for them to steal.” 
 
    “What do pirates trade for?” 
 
    “Weapons, mostly, and mechanical upgrades to keep their ships running.” 
 
    “Do they have credits?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. But they steal plenty from others and trade those items.” 
 
    “These outposts have to know it.” 
 
    “They are aware but don’t care. Earth Government stays away from the most distant stations. That’s a good thing, but…let’s just say they aren’t as regulated as most. Crime is high and illegal trades are commonplace.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to visit any distant outposts when I was taken to Velion One. It was just a straight flight without any stops.” 
 
    “It would have been too dangerous, with you being a woman.” 
 
    She nodded. “I figured, since I had to pretend to be a man during all communications.” 
 
    He was grateful she wasn’t really a male. “Teg will return your data chip. He just wants to review what is on it.” 
 
    She reached up and touched where her necklace used to be. “Jorg is important to me.” 
 
    A little jealousy rose in Sky, surprising him. “I was told it’s the personality stored from an android.” 
 
    “Yes. Jorg was the first thing I ever saved up and bought that wasn’t a necessity. I don’t have any family left. It was important to me to have a companion when I took the job on Velion One.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “I left him in my living quarters the morning of the attack. I had to visit the mines to do some repairs. I never took Jorg into the mines. I didn’t like him outside for long stints. His shielding wasn’t equipped to take that kind of heat. The computer notified me that the long-range sensors were picking up traffic when I was on my way out there, but I didn’t have a way to send him a signal until I reached Control. My helmet headset only allows me to keep in contact with the main computer. I sent out a signal to Jorg after reaching Control, telling him to come to me, but by then it was too late. The pirates attacked and the ground cannons had taken out one of their ships. I watched it slam into my living quarters. Jorg didn’t make it out.” 
 
    Sky hated to see her pain. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thanks. I know I can’t buy another model on your world, but hopefully I can download him into a data streaming device to at least be able to access him.” 
 
    “We have that ability on Garden,” Sky assured, already determined to see if he could have an android built for Mick. He didn’t want to raise her hopes, though, since he wasn’t sure how difficult it would be, and didn’t mention it. “Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    “I’m good.” She smiled. “Are you hungry? I bet you’re used to eating more than once a day.” 
 
    “I ate while I was arguing with the council.” 
 
    “How did that go?” 
 
    “I believe they are going to allow us to go after the Markus Models.” 
 
    “Shit.” Mick paled. “I got an alert about them from Earth Government. They said they’d attacked a few outposts. It was true? I thought maybe they were just messing with me to make sure I didn’t try to contact any vessels traveling in the area. They frown on that. I was given orders to allow the computer to answer any unknown hails so it would be assumed it was an automated mining operation.” 
 
    “They exist. Are you aware of what they are?” 
 
    “My supervisor said they were androids that could pass for human but were malfunctioning. I was told their first protocol rule got deleted. That’s when I was ordered to always carry a weapon on my person. Before that, I didn’t. It’s not like there’s anything alive on Velion One.” 
 
    “First protocol rule?” 
 
    “The one that states they can’t harm any living being.” 
 
    “That would be an understatement of epic proportions. They are self-aware and believe anything other than Markus Models need to be destroyed. Earthers. Pirates. Cyborgs. Aliens. They deem all life a threat to their existence.” 
 
    “It’s just a few of them, right? That’s what my supervisor said. He said they’d stolen two ships and were attacking outposts. He assured me they weren’t in my vicinity but to ignore any incoming hails from anyone but him, just in case they were looking for a target to attack next.” 
 
    “There are more than a few, and they stole four ships. They still have access to three. We took one from them.” Then he grinned. “You disobeyed orders by answering my hail.” 
 
    “I knew you before I got that alert. And I trust you.” 
 
    Her words warmed him on the inside. “I’m glad.” 
 
    “You saved my ass.” She grinned. “Thanks for that. I can’t say it enough. I wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t disobeyed orders, too. We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are.” He wanted Mick so badly. The urge to kiss her became stronger every minute. He silently studied her lips. They looked soft, and he wanted to find out firsthand if they would be.  
 
    “Sky?” She leaned in closer.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    He hesitated.  
 
    “You want to kiss me, right? You keep glancing at my lips. Do it,” she urged. “Please.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Mick leaned closer and closed her eyes as her lips brushed against his. Sky reached up and gently cupped the back of her head. Their breath mingled…and then he groaned, pressing their mouths firmly together. She opened up when his tongue touched her lower lip. He explored her mouth as she clutched at him.  
 
    Sky could kiss. 
 
    He pulled away too soon, and she opened her eyes, gazing into this. “We need to take this slow. I don’t want to rush you.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. But it’s been just over four years since I’ve had sex, Sky.” She decided to be blunt. “I really want you.” 
 
    “I want you, too, but I don’t want to make a mistake.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to take that. Her confusion must have shown on her face, because he dug his fingers into her hair, caressing her scalp.  
 
    “I want you to really enjoy us being together.” 
 
    He was a good guy. Most men would have already thrown her onto her back and torn her clothes off. “We’ll go slow then, but I want to have sex with you now.”  
 
    Sky peered at her instead, inches away, and he smiled. “We will. But I want to be honest with you.” 
 
    “Uh-oh. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that cyborg women are different than you are. Remember those implants I told you about?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They can order their bodies to become aroused.” He leaned back a little and glanced at her lap before meeting her gaze again. “You don’t have implants. You need to be manually stimulated, and I’m worried that I’ve become rusty with my techniques. You said that was a concern of yours. I share it.” 
 
    She could totally understand that. “Let’s get naked. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are perfect for me.” He slid off the bed and stood. “I’m also a little worried I might frighten you when I undress.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He reached for his shirt and removed it, dropping it on the floor. She openly admired his chest. He was sculpted and beautiful. The color of his skin fascinated her, too. The urge to run her fingers over him rose, and she climbed off the bed, stepping close. Sky held still as she raised her hands and pressed them against his abs. He sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Your hands are very soft.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything to be afraid of yet.” She loved touching him already, sliding her palms up his smooth skin and over his dusky nipples. They instantly beaded. She glanced up at his face, identifying lust when she studied him. “You’re perfect.” 
 
    “It’s my dick I’m worried about.” 
 
    His blunt confession had her looking down. The outline of it was clear, since he was obviously hard. Her mouth parted. “Wow.” 
 
    “Scientists engineered us, Mick. Someone must have believed size mattered down there, as well. I don’t have to enter you if you’re concerned it will hurt.” 
 
    She lowered one hand, only hesitating for a second. Then she gently rubbed the bulge of his cock through the material. He was hard and thick. He groaned, and she liked that she could get that reaction from him. Mick ran her fingers along the length…then reached for the waistband of his pants. 
 
    “I’m willing to risk it. Let’s get these off you.” 
 
    He stepped back. “I’ll do it. Remove the shirt.” 
 
     She stripped out of the shirt then looked up at his face, partially worried. He was really fit, and she wasn’t. Would he be disappointed? She didn’t try to hide from him, though, as he seemed to study every inch of her body. He finally met her gaze—and the look he gave her filled Mick with relief. He was still turned-on. 
 
    “I want you so much,” he rasped. 
 
    She turned and lay down on his bed, stretching out on her back. “I want you, too.” 
 
    He shoved down his pants by bending at the waist, forgetting to remove his boots first. She rolled onto her side, trying to hide her smile while he stumbled around, trying to tear them off.  
 
    Her amusement died when he straightened—and she got her first look at Sky totally naked.  
 
    “Oh wow.” 
 
    “Is that a good wow or a bad one?” 
 
    Her gaze traveled from his handsome face to his chest, then lower to his straining cock, and finally to his muscular thighs. “You could make a fortune if you allowed someone to vid you.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “You know, those vids for women.” She licked her lips and her heart rate increased. He wasn’t going to have to work hard to get her aroused, since she was already wet just looking at him. He really was perfect and beautiful. “The ones they make of really hot guys that single women play on lonely nights to see men strip. I own a few, and you blow those guys away.” 
 
    Sky approached the bed. “You watch vids of naked men?” 
 
    She nodded. “Should I not admit that? I knew I was going to be stuck alone for ten years.” 
 
    “What do they do in those vids? I haven’t seen them.” He lowered to his knees by the side of the bed, his gaze locked on her breasts. “Tell me.” 
 
    “They usually strip out of their clothes and then masturbate. I don’t want you to do that, though. I want to be the one doing the touching.” 
 
    He met her gaze. “I’m already highly aroused. I’ll come if you do. I’m excited just by looking at you. I want to touch you instead.” 
 
    She rolled onto her back. “Come here then.” 
 
    He didn’t need any more urging. She scooted over to make room for him as he lay on his side next to her. He ran his palm lightly over her breast. It felt good, and she wanted more…and harder. 
 
    “You don’t have to be that gentle.” 
 
    “You’re smaller than a cyborg or a sex bot. I’m afraid I’ll accidentally hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m a miner.” She grinned. “I’m tough, Sky.” 
 
    He pressed his hand to her ribs and trailed it lower, stopping at her pelvic bone. She spread her legs and lifted the one farthest from him. He explored farther, his fingers tracing the slit of her pussy. 
 
    “You’re wet.” His voice deepened. “I want to be a miner right now. I’d like to drill right here,” he growled, his finger locating the entrance to her pussy. Then he froze, tearing his gaze away from his hand as his cheeks darkened. “I apologize. That was crude.” 
 
    Mick laughed. He blushed! It was refreshing to see that ability in a man, and delightful. It also removed any last doubts she had about Sky being anything like a robot. He was a person. That very human response proved it. “Sex should be a bit dirty, don’t you think?” 
 
    His expression softened. “Do you feel any fear of me, Mick? Be honest.” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “You can. I take it that you don’t mind dirty talk?” 
 
    She shook her head, staring into his eyes. “Bring it.” 
 
    He grinned. “I know what that means—and I love a challenge.” He shifted his weight to turn more toward her. He braced his arms on each side of her and lifted his upper body while sliding down the bed. “Spread those thighs wide for me, sexy. I’m dying to lick your pussy.” 
 
    Nope, not robotic at all. As he maneuvered farther down her body, she adjusted her legs until they were spread apart. He slid off the end of the bed, shoved his hands under her ass, and yanked her closer to the bottom of the mattress.  
 
    Sky paused, looking up at her. “No fear, Mick. Let me hear you to tell me if I’m doing this right.” 
 
    Her heart pounded as he released her ass with a squeeze and spread his hands over her inner thighs, holding them open. He dipped his head and lowered his gaze to stare at her exposed pussy.  
 
    He didn’t give any warning before he opened his mouth and went for it.  
 
    She jerked at the sudden feel of his hot tongue. His hold on her tightened, and he applied some of his weight to make certain she couldn’t jerk away, not that she wanted to. 
 
    He zoned right in on her clit.  
 
    Pleasure poured through her as he tormented her by teasing with the tip of his tongue. She moaned, reaching down for his head, but grabbing her bent knees instead. He grew more aggressive when he flattened his tongue and rapidly rubbed against that bundle of very sensitive nerves. He was merciless as he applied more and more pressure. Mick arched her back, crying out. It was intense, the feeling incredible.  
 
    One of his hands left her thigh and slid lower.  
 
    “Yes,” she urged. “Don’t stop.” She was going to come fast and hard. It had been way too long since a man had touched her. 
 
    The feel of one of his digits slowly breaching her pussy had every muscle in her body clenching. She was pretty sure he was using his thumb. He moved it in and out, emulating what it might feel like when he was fucking her. The combination of him finger fucking her and stimulating her clit at the same time was the last straw.  
 
    Mick threw back her head and yelled his name when she went over the edge. It was wicked and wonderful, the climax so powerful it felt as if she might die from the intensity. She was barely aware of him pulling his mouth away from her clit and withdrawing his thumb from her pussy as she fought to remember how to breathe.  
 
    She opened her eyes and looked down. Her nipples were taut, and the look on Sky’s face was sexy as hell—dark and possessive. He rose up to his knees and slipped an arm under her waist, tugging her ass to the very edge of the bed. 
 
    He broke eye contact and reached between them. She lifted her head slightly, watching as he gripped the thick shaft of his cock, aligning it with her pussy. He rubbed the crown against her slit, teasing her clit, before sliding the head lower and lower. His gaze lifted and he locked his stare with her own. 
 
    “You’re fucking beautiful, Mick.” His voice came out deeper than normal. 
 
    She was really wet from coming, and it didn’t hurt as he entered her. He was big but gentle. He paused when he was a few inches in, gripping her left ankle, lifting it to his shoulder. It left her wide open to him. The arm still around her waist kept her in place when he surged forward, taking her completely. 
 
    Mick moaned. Her gaze flickered down his body. He didn’t just feel amazing, but he looked it, too. He withdrew a little, and she watched his stomach clench, revealing all those sexy ab muscles.  
 
    He surged forward, entering her deeper.  
 
    Mick moaned louder. 
 
    Sky stilled. “Am I hurting you at all? You’re so tight.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You feel amazing.” 
 
    “Fast or slow? Which do you prefer?” 
 
    She licked her lips. “Fast.” 
 
    He released her ankle and flattened his hand on her lower belly, pressing his thumb against her clit. She jerked, still a little oversensitive there, but then Sky started to fuck her in earnest. He drove his cock in and out, hard, fast. His thumb rode her clit as he hammered his hips against the cradle of her thighs. 
 
    Mick threw her head back and closed her eyes. She clawed at anything her fingers could grab. Nobody had ever taken her so roughly before, and she couldn’t even think. Pleasure and slight pain blurred. She managed to wrap one of her legs around his thigh when the urge to slam her knees together overwhelmed her, the pleasure too intense, too raw to handle, but Sky was strong, and he didn’t slow when she squeezed her knee against his hip. He kept hammering in and out of her body, his thumb firmly against her clit. 
 
    She cried out when the second climax tore through her, pretty sure she wouldn’t survive. Her heart seemed to explode in her chest and a red haze stole her vision.  
 
    Sky suddenly came down on top of her, pinning her upper body to the bed as he buried his face against her throat and groaned loudly, mouth pressed to her skin. 
 
    His hips slowed, then stopped, and he shifted his weight to unpin his hand between them. They were both breathing heavily, and she felt fused to Sky. He was still inside her, and his cock remained hard, but she knew he had come, too. She could feel his dick throbbing, as if it had a heartbeat. That might have been her inner vaginal muscles trembling though, she reasoned.  
 
    He lifted a little and raised his head. Mick forced her eyes to open and she stared into his. 
 
    “Marry me,” he rasped. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, still panting. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Your mind is fried if you’re feeling the way I am right now. Is it just me or was that the best sex ever?” 
 
    He flashed a grin. “It was the best. We’ve ruined each other for anyone else. Face it, Mick. You’ve got to marry me.” 
 
    She laughed. “Is that so?” 
 
    His expression sobered. “Yes. You must save me from loneliness and agree to spend every night in my bed. Just think of what we can do together when we aren’t so rusty. I don’t plan on letting you go. Ever. So we should just make it official.” 
 
    Her humor faded. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “I am. We know each other, Mick. I don’t want to drop you off on Garden, only to rarely see you. I’d have to kill someone if they tried to pursue you. Any single cyborg is going to want to share his life with you.” He winked. “Save me from a life in prison for committing murder by taking out my competition and just say yes.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe about that last part.” His expression turned somber. “I mean everything else. I’d love to marry you.” 
 
    She adjusted her legs, wrapping them more firmly around his waist. “Well…you saved me. It’s only fair if I save you back.” She grinned. It was scary, the idea of jumping into a serious relationship, maybe even stupid…though, she was falling for Sky already. She’d been feeling things for him for a long time, if she were honest. Every time his voice reached out to her from space, he’d become more and more important to her. The fact that he was a cyborg wasn’t an issue. He had proven he had emotions enough to rival any human. “But we have time to get to know each other better before we jump into marriage, right?” 
 
    “Life can be very short, Mick. You know that as well as I do. Things can change in an instant. I want to marry you and enjoy every moment we have together.” 
 
    It sank in that he was being completely serious.  
 
    She opened her mouth to respond, but Sky brushed a kiss across her lips, peering into her eyes.  
 
    “We’re very good together. Take another chance with me. This will be an adventure we can share together. You’ve already left everything you knew behind. Become my wife, Mickayla.” 
 
    He was incredibly tempting. Too much so. After that sex, she wanted to agree to anything he wanted. “You don’t play fair, do you?” 
 
    “Never when I want something as much as I do you.” 
 
    His eyes were so beautiful, and nobody had ever looked at her the way he did. It was as if she meant the world to him.  
 
    It helped her take the plunge. “This is insane…but, yes.” 
 
    He kissed her tenderly, brushing his lips against hers again before pulling away. “You won’t regret it.” 
 
    “I just hope you don’t.” 
 
    He reached up and ran his fingers through her hair, caressing her cheek. “Never. I’m very glad you’re here, Mick. It’s not every day when your good friend turns out to be the woman of your dreams. That was the best surprise ever.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them back. “And I’m so glad you’re not bald and old,” she replied, using humor instead of admitting that he was melting her heart. 
 
    He laughed. “I am old, but I look good for my age.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that later. I don’t want to ruin this moment if you freak out.” 
 
    She studied his face. “You don’t look much older than I am. I’m thirty.” 
 
    “I was created on Earth before cyborgs escaped.” 
 
    That was well before her time. She couldn’t remember specifics, but was certain it had happened decades before she’d been born. She unwound her arms and touched his face, inspecting it. 
 
    “What are you doing, Mick?” 
 
    “You said the scientists engineered you with gray hair to make you fit in with them. I know a little something about clones. They usually grow them to a certain age, then they don’t age further once they’re removed from their growth tanks. What about cyborgs? Were you a child when they got you out of one of those growing tanks?” 
 
    “No. I was an adult.” 
 
    “You don’t have any wrinkles. You don’t age at all, do you?” 
 
    He released her hair and captured one of her hands. “No.” 
 
    It hit her like a ton of bricks. “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t marry you, Sky. We’ll just have to live together for a while.” 
 
    His hold on her hand tightened. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not a cyborg. I’m going to age. We’ll be good together for maybe thirty years or so…but then you’ll be married to a wrinkled old lady. I can’t do that to you.” 
 
    “I’ll still want you, Mick. Plus, this issue has been brought up before. Our people are working on a way to slow the aging of humans. They’ve made great strides. Two of the council members are joined with one human woman. They’ve kept her in amazing health, and she looks much younger than she is. They’ve slowed the process by donating their plasma. It rejuvenates her cells.” 
 
    She took in that unbelievable information. “You would have to give me blood? That sounds like a pain.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m compatible with you, but cyborgs willingly donate blood, and it’s processed to help humans. It will greatly reduce your aging process, and they are still working on ways to completely stop it.” 
 
    She still had her doubts.  
 
    “Mick.” Sky frowned and leaned closer, staring deeply into her eyes. “Stop thinking whatever caused that expression on your face. They will figure it out. Cyan is working with some of our experts to discover what was done to her, in order to help other human wives. But we have a lot of years before we must worry about that.” 
 
    “Who’s Cyan?” 
 
    “She was once human, but her father created a new body for her. She’s similar to a cyborg but more advanced. She appears completely human, but she doesn’t age, either.” 
 
    “New body? Like one of those brain implants they’ve attempted on old people? I’ve heard they’ve tried to give them android bodies, but it’s supposed to be the stuff of horror stories. They either die anyway, or they go insane if they manage to survive the surgery.” 
 
    “She’s not an android. She’s flesh and blood with extras. Her father destroyed the research after he transferred Cyan into that body, to protect her existence. She was wanted by Earth Government. They would have killed her for helping cyborgs escape.” 
 
    “Wow. This is some heavy stuff.” 
 
    “Don’t allow this to become an issue or to hold us back. Cyborgs are more medically advanced than humans.” 
 
    That made sense; she couldn’t deny the fact that cyborgs were probably a lot smarter than normal people. It only made sense their medical technology would be better. 
 
    “You had faith in me to get you off Velion One and take you to my home world. Trust me to make our marriage work.” 
 
    She wanted to agree to anything he wanted, especially with them still intimately joined and him looking so incredibly sexy. The idea of spending the rest of her life with him sounded too good to be true. And tempting. Unbelievable so.  
 
    “I’m starting to realize arguing with you is never going to be easy. Please tell me you have some annoying traits, like burping during your meals or picking your nose.” 
 
    Shock took over his features. “I don’t.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re perfect, then? Great. I’ll never win an argument.” 
 
    He slowly grinned, his amusement showing. “I do have a flaw.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear it. What is it?” 
 
    “I’m sex starved. And you’re naked in my bed…” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a flaw. I’m a bit sex starved, too.” 
 
    “Let’s fix that.” 
 
    She ran her hands over his body. “Let’s.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Sky woke to a faint buzz and knew he needed to get out of bed. He regretted it instantly as he untangled from Mick’s sleeping form. She enjoyed cuddling, and he appreciated having her pressed up against his body too much to easily give it up. He walked over to the pad by the door and placed his hand there.  
 
    Gene’s voice was heard inside his head. “What’s going on? I was informed we might be returning to Garden.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know you’ve been scanning communications in your every waking moment and haven’t left your quarters. Any trace of Danica since she sold your shuttle on Titan?” 
 
    “No. Why are we returning to Garden? I haven’t found her yet.” 
 
    “Well…I saved a human from a planet.” 
 
    “When did that happen? I must have been sleeping. I was up for forty-seven hours straight monitoring transmissions and contacting space stations, searching for any news of Danica.” 
 
    “Remember my Earther friend named Mick, who ran that mining operation? I know I told you about him, how I speak to him from time to time.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He turned out to be a she, and pirates attacked the mines. I went in to rescue her. She’s onboard, and the council is irritated with me for saving her. But she’s agreed to join a family unit with me.” 
 
    Total silence met his announcement.  
 
    Sky inwardly winced. “I’m sorry, Gene. I know you wanted to stay out here longer and look for Eve’s missing sister. I did a search, and we’re going to pass near the Star on our flight home, if the council makes us return. You can transfer over to that ship to remain off-planet and to access satellites. I planned to speak to you about it, but you had coms locked. I figured you were busy and would contact me when you took a break.”  
 
    Gene sighed. “I can’t fault you for what you’ve done. Congratulations on finding a female. I know you’ve always wanted an Earther.” 
 
    “Why does everyone say that?” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth. You always complain about—” 
 
    “Okay. I get it,” Sky said, cutting him off. “Mick is incredible, and I was right to want someone like her. I can contact the Star and ask them to send a shuttle to dock with us. They can pick you up when we’re within range of— Oh, shit. Onyx is in charge now. I’ve been stripped of command of the Bridden…but I’m certain he’ll do that for you. It’s important that Danica is found. He’s aware of that and will want you to be able to stay out here looking for her instead of returning to Garden.” 
 
    “The council is that furious with you?” 
 
    “They think my Mick could be a spy.” 
 
    “Is she?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re in a family unit, then. It will protect her from being taken from you—but it’s your ass on the line if you’re wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not wrong, and we haven’t formally joined into a contract yet. I’m going to take care of that this shift. Mick has no love for Earth Government. They killed her parents.” 
 
    “Will the council believe her word?” 
 
    “Teg is checking out her story and will confirm what she told him.” 
 
    “How did you get him to do that? He doesn’t even like you.” 
 
    “That’s why I asked him to meet with her. The council will listen to him because we aren’t friends. I would ask a favor from you, though.” 
 
    “I owe you one,” Gene admitted. “You took me off Garden to hunt for Danica. Name it.” 
 
    “You’re close with Blackie. Please remind him that I’m helping you search for his sister-in-law and that I didn’t assign you any duties, freeing all your time to scan communications for any mention of Danica.” 
 
    “You want him to help you with the council and clear your way with this female. I’ll contact him, and I’ll also talk to Onyx.” 
 
    “Remind him how important it is to find Danica, since she knows about Garden. She’s a serious risk to our planet if she’s ever captured and tortured.” Shy grinned. “It’s the excuse I use when any of the cyborgs complain about you staying in your quarters all the time. It works for them.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thank you for the time you’ve allowed me on the Bridden.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I wish we’d found Danica already.” 
 
    “I do as well. I’ll leave you a message to update you after I speak to Onyx and Blackie.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Sky pulled his hand off the pad and cut communications. He turned around, smiling as he watched Mick sleep in his bed. His body instantly responded to the sight of her curvy body and all the things he’d like to do to her to bring them both pleasure.  
 
    He made it two feet when the wall pad softly chimed again.  
 
    He spun, gritting his teeth, and slapped his palm on it once more. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m monitoring activation of your coms,” Onyx stated. “Don’t sound testy. It’s rude.” 
 
    “I apologize. I just woke and wanted to go back to bed.” 
 
    “The council has changed their minds about us returning to Garden. A distress signal was picked up by the Varnish twenty minutes ago. Civilians on the Zippo Station reported Markus Models, but then they stopped transmitting. Stag is on his way but we’re closer. The council has ordered us to go there and assess the situation before the Varnish arrives.” 
 
    Sky felt dread as he turned his head, staring at Mick. She’d be in danger. “Understood. How long until we reach where the attack occurred?” 
 
    “Seven hours, thirteen minutes at full speed. The Markus Models will have already killed all the inhabitants aboard if they stick to their pattern.” 
 
    Sky grimaced, knowing Onyx was correct. The Markus Models had zero compassion. Any survivors would only be left as bait to kill others. He’d read the report Stag had submitted about the only survivor they’d ever encountered. The female had been strapped nude to the headboard of a bed with bombs ready to blow if anyone attempted to cut her loose. Luckily, the cyborgs who’d found Nala had been able to disable the explosive devices. 
 
    “I know you are probably worried about having your female onboard, but we’ll remain shielded to give Stag information before he arrives. We’ll only have to attack if the Markus Models have remained and we need to help defend the Varnish.” 
 
     “Understood. What can I do?” 
 
    “I want you up here when we reach the station. We’re going to attempt to hack into their computers to see the security feeds of what took place. The station was mostly run by Earthers, and you’re more familiar with their behaviors than I am. It’s possible you’ll detect something I may miss.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in seven hours. Will that do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sky removed his hand from the pad, ending the call. He entered the cleansing unit rather than wake Mick. He needed to calm his nerves before she saw him in his current mood. It would be difficult enough trying to explain the danger they would soon face if they had to engage the Markus Models. The council would order an attack if they felt the Bridden and the Varnish could take out a ship belonging to their enemy.  
 
    He stood still as the foam hit his body, his eyes closed, and took deep breathes. It was a priority to join in a family unit with Mick. Now more than ever. Their future could be cut very short. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Mick woke to a slight buzz and sat up. She was alone in the room but the sound came from the wall near the door. Someone seemed to be out in the hallway. Another noise drew her attention to the cleansing unit, and she smiled, relieved that Sky hadn’t gone far. 
 
    She slid out of bed to let him know someone wanted his attention. The unit opened before she reached it, and Sky stepped out. He wore only a towel wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “Someone is at the door, I think. The panel next to it buzzed a few times.” 
 
    “I’ll answer it. Why don’t you get clean while I do? Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m used to eating right after I wake.” 
 
    “I’ll order food.” He strolled to the storage wall. “Don’t be long. We’ll eat, and then resume getting unrusty.” 
 
    She laughed. “I think we managed to get up to speed before we fell asleep.” 
 
    “Practice makes perfect, and I wish to be the best husband to you.” 
 
    She was touched by his heartfelt words. She could hear the sincerity in his voice. “I’m grateful for whatever I did to deserve you.” 
 
    “I am too.” 
 
    She ducked into the cleansing unit and closed the door, hurrying to get clean and do her morning grooming. It didn’t take long with the fancy upgraded bathroom. She’d missed things like cleansing foam, and hidden toilets that slid out of walls and automatically disappeared as soon as she was done. It felt heavenly to be able to use real water to brush her teeth, too. She could get used to life with a cyborg. 
 
    It still stunned her a bit that Sky wanted to get married. She tried to get a read on her feelings. No latent regret surfaced over saying yes, though she was just a little nervous. What if, once the honeymoon stage ended, they discovered they shouldn’t have made it legal? Divorce rates on Earth were high. She wondered if that were equally true with cyborgs.  
 
    Mick wrapped a towel around her middle and exited the cleansing unit. She stilled as soon as she stepped out.  
 
    The door to the hallway stood wide open, and a man she’d never seen before talked to Sky. She’d taken her time and hadn’t expected company to still be there. He was another cyborg with black hair and bright blue eyes, which widened as he stared back at her.  
 
    Sky turned to her, his expression grim. 
 
    “Wait there, Mick. This will only take a moment.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to introduce me? She doesn’t have males.” 
 
    “She has me, Kronk.” Sky pushed the male into the corridor and slammed him into the wall. “And don’t look at my female that way. I don’t share.” He spun, stormed into the room, and slapped his hand on the pad. The doors whooshed closed. 
 
    Mick frowned. “What was that about?” 
 
    “He wanted to meet you and steal your attentions from me.” 
 
    “I kind of guessed that. I guess cyborgs don’t have a bro code, huh?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I understand Earthers won’t usually make sexual advances toward women who are with one of their friends. Cyborgs believe it’s best to be friends with the other men whom they share their woman with. You’re not a cyborg, though, and he was out of line to assume you’d want more than one husband.” 
 
    She let that info sank in. “How many husbands are cyborg women allowed?” 
 
    He had put on pants but no shirt. He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “I didn’t want to have this discussion with you yet.” 
 
    “Yet, I’m asking. Just give it to me straight, Sky.” 
 
    “There are fewer females than males on my planet. Long story short, they have multiple husbands. Cyborg men share one wife. When a man joins a family unit, if his female doesn’t have an excess of males already, the friends of her male will shamelessly use that association to vie for her attention, in the hopes that she’ll consider adding them to her family unit, too. It doesn’t matter, though. You’re not a cyborg, and I’m not sharing you with other men. We’ll be completely monogamous as a couple.” 
 
    She tightened her towel around her middle and leaned against the cleansing unit, her legs feeling a little unstable. “You’re not joking, are you?” 
 
    He let his arms drop and slowly approached her. “Cyborgs are different from humans, Mick. We had to form family units that aren’t exactly what you’d consider the norm. Cyborg women can have anywhere from three to half a dozen husbands. They don’t all live together at once. She’ll split her time between them. It’s done to give everyone the opportunity to be part of a family if they wish to be, and we needed a large genetic pool while we breed our future generations. I’ll give you an example on a small scale. Ten women with one husband each would mean there were only ten variations of genetics for the second generations. But ten women giving birth to four children, by four different males, means forty different variations of genetics for the second generation. Do you follow that line of reasoning?” 
 
    She crossed the room and took a seat on the bed. “I get it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to share you with other men.” He went to her and crouched down, caging her legs between his hands on the edge of the bed. “I won’t lie, either. You could demand I accept other husbands into our household, and the laws on Garden would be on your side. It would break my heart, Mick. I don’t want you being touched by other men. I hope you don’t want me touching other women. I want us to have an Earth-style relationship. I want to sleep with you every night, and be the only man who gives you children, if we’re lucky enough to have any.” 
 
    She stared into his beautiful eyes. “Is that the real reason you want to marry me? Because I’m not a cyborg, and I don’t have to have a passel of husbands?” 
 
    “I want to marry you because I feel things for you that I’ve never felt before, and I wish to spend every day and night with you. You make me happy, Mick. I don’t feel for other cyborgs the way I do for you. Cyborg females have never held an interest for me. They are not even comparable to you. You’re wonderful, warm, funny, sweet, and everything I’ve ever wished for in a wife.” 
 
    He knew the right things to say, that was for sure. “Are you sure it’s me that you really want?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She relaxed and reached for him, placing her hands on his biceps. “I don’t want anyone but you, either.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, his relief clear. “Males will try to win your attention. Tell them to fuck off.” He smiled. “Or I will. You’re mine, and I’m yours.” 
 
    “It’s going to take some time getting used to your world, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m with you every step of the way. All that matters is that we’re together, and we make each other happy.” 
 
    “Okay. What else is different about your society? You might as well prepare me, since I’m going to be your wife.” 
 
    Sky straightened, and she had to let him go as he took a seat next to her on the bed. He surprised her by sliding his arms around her waist and under her knees, and easily lifting her onto his lap as he scooted back, getting comfortable.  
 
    “I enjoy holding you.” 
 
    “I like this, too.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going to be doing it a lot. I love the closeness I feel with you, Mick. Okay, I’ll give you a rundown of Garden and how cyborgs live. Our food will be here shortly. You ready?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He started with a little bit about the history of his people. It made her sad as he recounted the horrors they’d endured while under the tyranny of Earth Government. They’d been treated as if they were robots. 
 
    He then told her about how they’d escaped, stealing ships, and how Garden had been discovered. Mick found that story fascinating. Cyborgs were amazingly resilient.  
 
    He was just getting into the details of how their planet was ruled by twelve council members when the door chimed. He lifted her off his lap and shoved a pillow at her. 
 
    “It will be a male, and he will stare at you. Please cover up.” 
 
    She used the pillow to hide her upper body, purposely ignoring whoever was at the door to deliver their food. Sky brought in a loaded tray and took a seat near her, resting it between them before removing the lid. 
 
    “Go on,” she encouraged. 
 
    He talked as they ate. She had to stop him when he came to breeding pacts.  
 
    “Let me get this straight. Any woman can demand your sperm to have a baby?” That didn’t sit well with her at all. 
 
    “I’ve contributed to the genetic pool by having children with women who’ve requested my sperm, as all cyborg males must do. My required quota has been met. I am out of my breeding pact, Mick. I promise all my sperm exclusively to you, from now on.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d say this, nor be happy to hear those words come from a man, but I’m glad your sperm is only mine. I wouldn’t be okay with you having to get other women pregnant.” 
 
    “It won’t happen.” 
 
    “This is a done deal, right? They can’t order you to have sex with cyborgs who want your genes?” 
 
    “It’s a done deal. I swear.” 
 
    She was willing to believe him. “What about the kids that you already have? I don’t have much experience around them. Will they visit us on weekends? How often do you have custody? I’ll assume that’s how it works, since you’re not married to their mothers.” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to see them. It was a genetic donation, Mick. I have no rights or claims to those children.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I see.” 
 
    He leaned forward, studying her. “Does that make you think less of me?” 
 
    “No. Why would it?” 
 
    “Some would consider it cold to have children they aren’t raising. I do care about those children, but they aren’t considered mine by cyborg law.” 
 
    “You don’t know much about miners, do you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Some of us work in dangerous places where radiation accidents happen. Not usually levels high enough to kill, but it can make some of us sterile. Let’s just say in the community I grew up in, donating eggs and sperm wasn’t uncommon between friends and co-workers who wanted to have kids. It was considered a great kindness to go to the doctors and give to those in need. I donated some eggs when I was twenty years old, working on Mars. They gave me some shots for a few months to help me produce more eggs, and then I went in. They put me to sleep, and I woke up a few hours later with the procedure completed. Those eggs went to women who had trouble getting pregnant.” 
 
    Sky reached over the tray and cupped her face. “You have children you didn’t raise, too?” 
 
    “I don’t look at it that way. I knew two women I worked with who’d tried hard to get pregnant, but they weren’t producing viable eggs. They’d worked on Mars for too many years. Every month, I’d see them in tears because they’d failed to get pregnant again. They were depressed from wanting babies so badly. It was cruel that their hope was dashed time and time again. Then another woman we worked with finally got pregnant because her sister came to visit and her donated eggs. It gave me the idea to do the same for my friends. I wasn’t married, or in any shape to raise a baby on my own. It made me feel good to help. My eggs went to them, and to a few others in need. I was thrilled when they got pregnant but never looked at those four babies as mine. I just gifted my friends with the ability to become parents.” 
 
    “You’re amazing and compassionate. Few would understand genetic donations.” 
 
    “Then they’ve never seen the people they care about suffering so deeply that they’d do anything to bring them joy. I’d have donated a kidney, too, if they weren’t readily available with clone technology. It doesn’t mean their body became a part of mine or vice versa.” 
 
    He released her and smiled. “It’s the same with the children I’ve helped create. Other couples raise them. Are you sterile now, Mick? It doesn’t matter to me, but I’m curious.” 
 
    “I wasn’t involved in any accidents on Mars or on Velion One. I should be healthy.” 
 
    He smiled, and she smiled back. The thought of having children with Sky was thrilling.  
 
    “I’m having the documents drawn up and they will be delivered soon. I want us married today.” 
 
    It was happening way too fast…but the serious look in Sky’s eyes motivated her to agree. “Okay.” 
 
    “It’s not romantic to just sign our names into a contract, but I promise we’ll hold a ceremony very soon. I want this to be special for you.” 
 
    “I’m not really into weddings,” she admitted. “It’s just about you and me, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then that’s all we need.” 
 
    “I’m going to have a ring made for you.” He took her left hand and kissed the back of it. “Something as beautiful as you are.” 
 
    Sky always knew the right thing to say. She grinned. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but you make me happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy too, Mick.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Shortly after their talk, the door chime buzzed. Sky hadn’t been kidding about making their relationship a legally binding one, though he’d refused to allow the male who’d brought the document that would marry them inside their room. Mick stared at the data pad that had been delivered to the cabin, reading over every line with care. 
 
    It was a simple contract of what the cyborgs called forming a family unit. The wording in it seemed cold, emotionless, but it was straightforward. It was a good thing Sky had warned her about the multiple husbands thing, since there was mention of it. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She looked up. “I don’t have to marry anyone else, right? The wording on this isn’t as clear as I’d like it to be.” 
 
    He slid closer on the bed next to her, reading the pad with her. “It’s just stating you have the right to take more husbands. Not that you must or need to. I wouldn’t have you sign it otherwise, Mick.” He stared into her eyes. “This contract is just between us but this is the standard one for my planet. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t have to think about it. 
 
    “This legally binds us on Garden. There will only be you and me in this family contract. I promise.” 
 
    She placed her fingerprints where they were needed and the data pad recorded her agreement. 
 
    Sky did it next, and then he got up, going back to the door. It opened, and he handed the pad to the waiting cyborg. “Send it off immediately to Garden and wait until you get confirmation that they’ve received it. Let me know.” 
 
    “Of course.” The cyborg smiled at Mick. 
 
    Sky backed up and sealed the door. “Another jackass flirting with you. You’re mine, Mick. I’m yours. Now…I believe a kiss is required.” 
 
    She patted the bed next to her. “Come here.” 
 
    Sky confused her when he instead lowered to his knees in front of her. “I, Sky, take you, Mick, to be my wife. I will love you forever, put your happiness first above my own, and give my life to keep you safe. You’re everything to me. I offer you my heart, my loyalty, and the assurance that you will be the only woman I give my seed to. This is my promise and vow to you. I love you.” 
 
    She felt tears prick her eyes and blinked them back. “I promise to do my best to make you happy, to be the best wife I can be, forsake all other cyborgs, and spend the rest of my life being only yours. I love you, too.” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, moaning against this tongue when he rose up and pinned her to the bed. She loved the feel of him on top of her but wished they were naked. She broke the kiss and met his gaze. 
 
    “Clothes off.” 
 
    He grinned. “I do love you, Mick.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He got up, tearing at his clothing. “Thank you for agreeing to be my wife. You won’t regret it.” 
 
    She sat up, removing his oversized shirt and tossing it on the floor. “I just hope you don’t in a couple decades if I get wrinkles while you’re still hot.” 
 
    He chuckled, climbing back on the bed with her minus his clothing. “I told you we can slow your aging and probably stop it entirely with the work our medical staff is doing with Cyan. It won’t matter though. You’re it for me, Mick.” 
 
    Her gaze ran down his body. He had an incredibly sexy one. “You look unbelievable for your age. I just hope you’re right, so I can say the same about myself to keep up with you.” 
 
    He kissed her, running his hand over her waist as he turned her on her side to face him. “Stop worrying and just kiss me.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    She kissed him, splaying her hands on his chest. She loved touching him…her husband. That was going to take some time to adjust to but she looked forward to every moment. 
 
    He broke the kiss and lowered a little, his mouth trailing wet kisses down her neck to her chest. Sky made it impossible for her to think when he was loving her. She had a good feeling that she’d made the right decision to become his wife. It was easy to fall in love with this man. 
 
    “I need you,” she murmured, grabbing hold of his broad shoulders. “Now!” 
 
    “I need you too.” He slid even lower. “I want a taste.” 
 
    Those four words made her burn with desire. “Now, Sky. I’m wet and ready. I need you inside me. Torment me later. I want our marriage consummated.” 
 
    He lifted his head and grinned. “Your wish…” 
 
    She laughed as he slid up her body. Mick wrapped her legs around his waist as he adjusted his hips. The feel of his thick cock sliding against her clit had her moaning within seconds. Sky muffled it by kissing her as he entered her slowly, sending pleasure straight to her brain. Nothing had ever felt better. She dug her fingernails into his skin when he began to move in slow, steady thrusts. 
 
    He finally broke the kiss, going for her neck to place more kisses there. “You’re so tight and hot.” 
 
    “You’re so big, and you feel too good. I’m not going to last.” 
 
    “Me either. We’re both pretty good at this.”  
 
    She laughed—until he shifted his body enough to press against her clit with ever drive of his hips, taking her deep and faster. Then Mick was lost in the sensations, moaning louder and louder. Sky seemed to know exactly how to play her body. 
 
    She came, crying out his name. He buried his face in her neck seconds later and groaned, finding his own release. They both panted heavily as he rolled to the side, adjusting her in his arms until they were snuggled together. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    She agreed. 
 
    “Rest, food, and then more sex.” 
 
    She laughed. “Sounds like a great plan.” 
 
    “I’m all about making you happy.” 
 
    “You’re succeeding.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Not too bad for a new husband, huh?” 
 
    “I have no complaints.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky had put it off for as long as possible. They’d spent hours making love and bonding after they’d officially became a family unit. He needed to tell Mick what was going on. “I have to leave for an hour. Perhaps more.” 
 
    “Why? This is our honeymoon.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s important. Something happened that I haven’t told you about. I didn’t want to ruin our day by frightening you.” 
 
    “Just tell me, Sky. I don’t want any secrets between us. That’s no way to start a marriage.” 
 
    Mick was a wonderful woman. He didn’t want that either but he hated to worry her. The choice was easy to make, though; she deserved the truth. “I got a com from Onyx while you were still sleeping earlier. The Markus Models attacked a station, and we’ve been ordered to investigate. We’re shielded, so they won’t be able to see us on scans. Another cyborg ship is going to meet us there but we’ll arrive first to feed them intel. We’re hoping the Markus Models have already fled the area when we arrive. We can warn them if that’s not the case.” 
 
    She paled. “What if they’re still there?” 
 
    He took her hand. “I don’t know. The Markus Models are dangerous to Garden and all cyborgs. Stag might battle with them if it’s only one shuttle and if he believes we can win. It means we’d likely join the battle to help.” 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    “They can’t override our systems. We’re cyborgs, Mick.” 
 
    “Override? What does that mean?” 
 
    “They use their minds to hack into computer systems.” He lifted his other hand. “We have cybernetic implants under our skin and can hack by touch. Some of us, like Teg, can remotely access systems over a longer range and mind link with programs the way the Markus Models do. We’ll all be monitoring the Bridden, this shuttle, to make certain they’re locked out if they’re within range and become aware of us. I’m sure you’ll worry, but we know what we’re doing.” 
 
    She stared deeply into his eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    “I hate taking you this close to danger, especially since we’ve just married. It wasn’t up to me.” 
 
    “I know that. I believe you.” She frowned. “I have a question.” 
 
    “Anything, Mick. Ask.” 
 
    “You said this shuttle doesn’t show on sensors, but if these androids can find computers to hack, wouldn’t they pick up some kind of signal or something from this shuttle?” 
 
    He smiled. “The shields keep us concealed and signals bounce right off. We’ve already thought of that, and tested it. You’re brilliant though. Most people wouldn’t consider that possibility.” He reached up and stroked her cheek. “I’ll hurry. Don’t worry. Stag and his crew are skilled fighters. I would be surprised if the Markus Models are still at the station when we arrive. They’re known to attack and disappear.” 
 
    That seemed to ease her fears somewhat. “Will you let me know what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’ll override the panel and speak to you if we have to engage in battle. I’ll let you know if there’s a reason to be alarmed.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It will be fine. I do need to go, though. Onyx will be waiting, along with Teg and a few others, as well.” 
 
    “Can I go with you?” 
 
    “It’s not a big space in the cockpit area.” 
 
    “Got it. Okay. You have a job to do.” She released his hand. “Go. Work. Kick ass.” 
 
    He grinned and let his hand drop away from her face. “I’ll return to you soon.” 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” He walked to the door but paused, looking back at her. He lifted his hand, kissed his palm, and blew her a kiss. She laughed and did the same to him. He opened the door and left his quarters, heading toward the lift. His good humor had died by the time he reached Onyx and the rest of the crew who waited for him. 
 
    “What do we know so far?” 
 
    “The station hasn’t broadcast since the initial reports of attack.” Onyx sat in the pilot seat with Teg to his left.  
 
    Teg looked frustrated. “I can’t hack into their systems. Their main computer that runs the station is offline.” 
 
    “That’s not the worst of it.” Onyx magnified the front monitor and the station came into view. 
 
    Sky walked closer to stand behind Teg. The station didn’t appear to have much outward damage. It had four docking stations. The farthest one had a blown-out docking door and debris floated nearby. Two shuttles were connected to sleeves. Both of those vessels showed heavy damage. “Those aren’t Genesis Four shuttles.” 
 
    “No, they are not,” Onyx agreed. “Read the engine signatures on them.” He tapped his screen. 
 
    Sky leaned forward and cursed. “Pirates. Why would the station report that they were being attacked by Markus Models?” 
 
    “I have no guess.” Onyx scowled. “Radiation levels are lower than normal but still, pirates. Not Markus Models.” 
 
    “At least we no longer have to worry about a serious battle.” Sky felt grateful that they wouldn’t be taking on the androids. Pirates were far easier to handle. “Should we board?” 
 
    “I’m only reading four life signs,” Volt informed them. 
 
    Sky thought about it. “That station is large enough to support dozens of people. I’d guess at least fifty or more. The fact that there are only four left alive implies a battle took place aboard or the hull of the station suffered epic destruction. I’m not seeing floating bodies, though, if that were the case.” He glanced at Teg. “Try hacking into their security vids. All stations seem to have them.” 
 
    Teg shook his head. “I can’t. Access to them is tied into their main computer.” 
 
     “We wait,” Onyx stated. “Stag’s crew will arrive soon and they’ll board the station.” 
 
    It bothered Sky. “What if those four life signs are innocent people? They may have killed all the pirates. Without life support, depending on the damage inside, they could run out of air.” 
 
    Onyx turned his head and held his gaze. “We were ordered to monitor and give Stag information. I’m going to do that now. They are better equipped to handle any survivors, while still hiding what we are.” 
 
    Sky understood. People would panic if cyborgs entered their station and the only way to silence them would be death. That defeated the purpose of a rescue. Stag kept Authority uniforms on his ship. Authorities were police figures from Earth Government, assigned in regions where quick judgements needed to be made. Their jobs were dangerous, and they needed to protect their true identities to safeguard their families from the possible repercussions of their duties. Cyborgs had used those uniforms in the past to go unnoticed amongst humans. The suits covered every inch of their bodies. 
 
     Time seemed to crawl by before the Varnish flew into view. It circled the station a few times, before finding the best port to dock. Stag opened coms, allowing them to listen in as his crew boarded the station. 
 
    “It’s dark,” Hellion whispered. “Too quiet.” 
 
    “Weapons ready,” Stag ordered.  
 
    “We should have brought Maze,” Veller muttered. 
 
    “Shut it,” Stag snapped. “Our medic gets too emotional when he sees a lot of bodies. I’m counting at least sixteen dead in the main corridor. Both stationers and pirates,” Stag whispered. “Check each body and do a count on both civilians and pirates. Make sure we don’t have any Markus Models among them. That’s who they reported attacked them. Maybe pirates came afterward?” 
 
    “On it,” Kelis acknowledged.  
 
    “Fuck.” Hellion sounded angry. “I see evidence they were fighting hand-to-hand and with blades. Someone must have discharged a power disrupter.” He paused. “This laser rifle is fried.”  
 
    “I’m seeing the same thing,” Kelis agreed. “This pirate has an ear implant and the side of his head is showing burn marks around it.” 
 
    “It must have been the station’s security that fired the disrupter. They had to have been desperate,” Stag concluded. “Look at how well-armed the pirates were. I’m counting three laser weapons on this asshole. They’re newer models, too.” 
 
    Sky frowned. That wasn’t common, either. Pirates tended to attack transports to steal cargo but new weapon shipments were heavily guarded. He reached forward and opened coms. “Are you certain they are pirates?” 
 
    Onyx shot him a look but didn’t try to stop him from talking to Stag’s crew. 
 
    Veller answered. “Absolutely positive. Some of the dead have hair loss and skin issues. The shape and size of them are all wrong to be Markus Models. A body I just checked had seven fingers.” 
 
    “We read four life signs,” Teg reminded them. “What are you picking up on the station?” 
 
    “Four,” Stag confirmed. “We’re tracking them now but checking each body we pass. We’ve found over thirty dead. They were definitely not androids. It seems the residents rushed out of the living and work areas to fight and tried to block them from reaching their control center.” 
 
    “That’s where the life signs are coming from,” Hellion whispered. “All four.” 
 
    “Moving forward. Lock down coms. We don’t want them to hear us coming.” 
 
    Sky silenced communications on their side at Stag’s command and straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. He wished he could see what was going on instead of having to listen to it.  
 
    Long minutes passed—then weapons fire sounded.  
 
    No one spoke over the coms until Stag yelled. “Keep them alive!” 
 
    “Fuck,” Hellion gasped. “They just turned on each other!” 
 
    Sky was pretty sure the growl that sounded came from Stag. Another minute passed.  
 
    “They just shot each other. All four are dead,” Stag informed Sky and his crew. “Head shots.” 
 
    Onyx turned on their side of coms again. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    Stag didn’t answer right away, and when he did, his voice held an icy tone. “I don’t know, but… You’ve got to see them to understand. Contact the Star. We’re going to need to meet up with them. They have a full medical facility to do scans. We’re bagging the bodies of these four to take with us. I want the medics to take a closer look at these bastards. Something is different about them.” 
 
    Sky leaned forward. “What’s going on, Stag?” 
 
    Stag sighed. “These four are wearing matching uniforms…and they don’t smell.” 
 
    “Are they station security?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” the Varnish’s captain spat. “Pirates. One hundred percent certain. They were also removing the station’s main computer from the casing and preparing to transport it. But…the other pirates weren’t in uniforms. Just these four. Then they killed each other to avoid being captured. Everything about this is odd and alarming.” 
 
    Sky frowned. “What kind of uniforms are they wearing?” 
 
    “Not ones I’ve seen before,” Stag replied. “The fact that they are wearing matching outfits that resemble a uniform is strange.” 
 
    Sky agreed. Pirates also weren’t known to sacrifice their own lives for any reason. Most pirates weren’t rational enough to realize the odds weren’t in their favor if outnumbered in battle. When caught, they usually tried to escape. The less-crazy pirates sometimes surrendered. 
 
    It really bothered Sky to know they had been removing the station’s main computer. It didn’t make sense. They were large, difficult to move, and would be useless for trading. No existing station would buy or trade for it.  
 
    Then he got a sick feeling…  
 
    What if the pirates were building a station?  
 
    But how? Surely it was beyond their capabilities. They couldn’t even properly repair their aging ships. 
 
    He met Onyx’s confused expression and shrugged. “I’ve got no idea what to make of that. I’m an expert on humans. And not messed-up ones who’ve suffered brain and physical damage from years of radiation exposure. Perhaps they were stupid enough to think it was valuable? It’s definitely out of character, though. They go for food supplies, easily tradable electronics, and women when they attack.” 
 
    “I’m contacting our council now to let them know what’s happened.” Onyx opened coms. 
 
    Ten minutes and a few coms later, they had new orders from the council. They were going to escort the Varnish to meet up with the Star. Everyone was alarmed and confused by what had happened on that station. 
 
    Sky was ordered to transfer ships once they met up with the larger vessel. He hurried back to his quarters and, as soon as the door opened, Mick threw herself into his arms. He held her close and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I told you not to worry.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Something very confusing. We’ll figure it out, though.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Sky hugged his friend as soon as they left the Bridden and entered the Star.  
 
    “I’m your welcoming committee.” Mavo gave a formal nod to Mick. “It’s nice to meet you, Sky’s wife.” 
 
    “Please call me Mick,” she offered. 
 
    “Her full name is Mickayla Caroboll but she likes it shortened.” Sky took her hand in his. “Who is in charge?” 
 
    “Flint. He and Steel traded off recently.” Mavo sighed. “It’s put him in a foul mood. He left his wife and child on Garden. We all hoped we’d find the Markus Models by now.” 
 
    The news wasn’t a surprise to Sky; everyone was under a lot of pressure. Still, he winced because he knew Flint hated to be away from his family. “I’m surprised he agreed to leave them on Garden.” 
 
    “Space has become too dangerous. He wasn’t willing to risk their safety. He’d like you to contact every station and vessel located anywhere near that attack to see if you can find out anything. Why Markus Models were reported when we captured pirates.” 
 
    Sky understood Flint’s worries. “It might have just been paranoia. My wife said her supervisor had been warning her about the Markus Models. Maybe they just saw the incoming attack and assumed.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He shook his head. “I just wish we could find and destroy them once and for all.” 
 
    “Why is everyone so concerned with these androids? I mean, I get that they’re dangerous, but they’ve been attacking Earth stations and vessels, right? Have they attacked you?” 
 
    Sky held Mick’s gaze. “They want to locate Garden and trade us to EG, in exchange for all their models created in factories on Earth.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it just be easier if you were to destroy the factories, rather than go on a full-scale search for those three ships they have? The Markus Models can’t trade you for something that doesn’t exist anymore. Space is huge. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.” Mick arched her eyebrows, peer up at him. 
 
    Sky gave her a small smile. “I like the way you think. The problem is that EG hid some of the factory locations. It’s why the Markus Models can’t find them, either. They want to trade us for their own kind. Earth Government would destroy Garden if they knew of its existence. They fear us too much. So we must stop the Markus Models before they learn the location of our home and share it.” 
 
    “Not to mention, it would be near impossible for cyborgs to breach Earth without humans believing we were attacking them. Earth Government surely thinks we’d do so in retaliation for their capturing one of our cyborgs recently. We were able to retrieve him, but any attack, even one on a factory, would cause widespread panic and fear among humans.” Mavo led them to one of the lifts. “I’ll escort you to your quarters.” 
 
    “Earth Government arrested a cyborg?”  
 
    Sky answered Mick’s question. “A cyborg named Zorus was captured, taken to Earth, but he escaped. We paid someone on Earth to help him. It would have been extremely difficult for us to get one of our own teams down to the surface. Mavo is right. They would have mistaken it for an attack on the people. Zorus is the only verified existing cyborg, as far as EG knows. He told them he was the last of our kind when questioned. They probably didn’t believe him but they can’t prove otherwise. We’d like to keep it that way. They’re already paranoid we’ll go to war with them.” 
 
    “Because they’re a bunch of dumbasses,” she muttered. 
 
    Sky laughed. “Yes.” 
 
    “I like her.” Mavo grinned, but quickly sobered. “Flint is expecting you to go directly to the coms room after you drop off your bags. Just take my advice and don’t antagonize him. He’s been in a foul mood.” He lowered his voice. “You didn’t hear this from me, but Mira is pregnant again. He wants to get back to her badly.” 
 
    “Understood.” Sky kept hold of the two mission bags he carried with his and items he’d grabbed for Mick. “That’s exciting news, though.” 
 
    Mavo chuckled as he led them to the officer’s section of the Star, accessing one of the quarters. “It is. This one has been assigned to you during your visit. It’s far roomier than what you had on the Bridden.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Sky entered first, the lights automatically coming on. 
 
    “It was really nice to meet you,” Mick murmured. 
 
    Sky dumped the bags on the floor and gripped her arm. “We’re not staying. Let’s get to coms.” 
 
    Mavo opened his mouth, closed it, before opening it again. “You’re taking her with you? I don’t believe that would be a good idea.” 
 
    “She’s my wife, and she’s also an expert on Earth. I’m not going to leave her alone while I’m making com calls. She’ll be bored shitless.” 
 
    “I don’t think Flint will approve.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn. I’m here to a do a job, and he can suck it if he doesn’t like her working with me.” Sky smiled, tugging Mick back out into the corridor with him. “We’ll be in coms.” 
 
    “Suck what?”  
 
    Sky glanced back to see Mavo’s confused expression. “My dick. It’s an Earth saying. I wouldn’t repeat that to him. It’s an insult. Tell him I was ordered by the council to keep my wife close to my side at all times. I’m just following orders!” 
 
    Mick softly snorted. “I’m starting to see a pattern with you.” 
 
    “Really? What kind?” 
 
    “You have a problem with authority and do things to get into trouble at any opportunity.” 
 
    Sky released her arm and lightly swatted Mick’s ass. “And you married me. You must like trouble.” 
 
    That earned him a laugh from her as they reached the lift. They went down two floors and exited into a long hallway. “Coms station is up ahead. We have satellites that will bounce the signals to each other to confuse anyone trying to track where we broadcast from.” 
 
    “I thought only EG could do that.” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it. We locate all the malfunctioning or nonoperational satellites they abandon in space, fix them, reprogram them for our use, and those idiots believe they just magically came back online. They don’t realize they now belong to us. We also hacked into a few new ones, too. EG has a strong military force closer to Earth, but only minor military presence in the outer regions. Most of them aren’t tech-savvy enough to realize what we’ve done, and we’ve installed sensors to let us know if anyone tampers with them.” He slapped his palm on the entry into the communications center and the doors opened. He grinned when he saw who waited inside. 
 
    “Sky!” Hoover jumped up from his seat. “My male!” 
 
    Sky chuckled. “It’s my man. Close.” He nodded at Tweak. “What’s up?” 
 
    Both cyborgs zeroed in on Mick, and Sky’s good humor took a slight dive when he saw their immediately interest. “This is my wife—and I don’t share. So don’t even think about it. I’ll break your jaws if either of you try to sweet talk my Mick into giving you a chance to prove your worthiness. Got it? I’m it for her.” 
 
    Mick nodded at his side, offering the cyborgs an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I don’t want more than one husband.” 
 
    “We’re here to work.” Sky pulled out a chair for his wife, then sat next to Mick and ran his fingers over the keys of the monitor in front of him. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He paused, glancing at her. “I’ll talk to people near where the attack happened, try to be friendly enough for them to gossip to gain information. It was reported as a Markus Model attack but it turned out to be pirates. They might have been spotted in that area. I’ll try to find out. I also pay close attention to their tones, to gauge if they’re being honest. I want you to listen in and give me your opinion.” He tapped on the screen in front of her. “If you can think of a question you feel I should ask while I talk, or have something to say, type it here for me to read. We’ll work together as a team. I’m the voice.” He winked. “You’re the brains.” 
 
    She nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    He went back to work, connected to their hidden satellite system to hide his outgoing signal location, and sent a transmission to the station closest to where the attack had happened. A man answered, and Sky used his friendliest tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    Mick was impressed. Sky pretended to be a freighter pilot as he made friends with the Bing Station coms guy, Joe. They discussed everything from being bored, to the shittier aspects of their jobs, and finally got around to the attack. She listened as Joe explained how horrible it had been, realizing how close the Markus Models had been to his station. 
 
    “Seeing where that distress signal originated from was scary as fuck. They’re less than a day from us. The Zippo Station was newer than ours. We’d break apart if we tried to make a run for it. I was told those Markus Models are flying around in some new, high-grade military ships. Do you think they’re well-armed?” 
 
    “Shit. Probably. I’d be toast, too,” Sky murmured. “I’m a sector out from you. I have my eye on my radar and can’t sleep. I’m worried I’ll see a ship show up within range. This wreck is twenty-five years old and the thrusters on engine three keep crapping out.” 
 
    “What are you hauling? Or is it classified?” 
 
    “Classified,” Sky answered. “But I can’t see what we have in our cargo holds as being something they’d need. These things are skin droids. I figure they want to kill for food or maybe more electronics. I haul for a mining company. Not supplies, but the materials they’ve dug up. That’s all I can say. It’s raw material that nobody can use without it going through a factory on Earth first.” 
 
    Mick typed, confused why they were talking as if actual Markus Models had attacked when it had really been pirates. 
 
    Sky typed out a response fast. She read it, nodding. No one else knew it had been pirates, since the Varnish and Bridden were still the only ships to have gone to the damaged station so far. 
 
    “Yes. Fucking EG.” Joe paused. “Um, I didn’t mean that. Please don’t report me.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m with you, man. They shouldn’t have made those things. It’s like we don’t have enough shit to deal with out here. Now we’ve got something they allowed to get loose trying to kill us, too.” 
 
    Joe made a nervous laugh. “Exactly.”  
 
    “Have you heard of any other sightings besides this last one?” 
 
    Joe hesitated for long seconds. “Not about those freaky machines…but I heard a rumor.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that? It’s boring as shit out here. I love some good gossip.” 
 
    “I talk to the coms operator on the Creekton. It’s a station in the next sector. He said a supply shuttle that left them reported seeing dozens of pirate ships clustered by some moon. He said the pilot was terrified they’d come after him, but they didn’t. He flew the hell out of there fast but wanted the station to know, in case they were gearing up for an attack. There’re some colonies in that system.” 
 
    Mick studied Sky’s face. He looked grim as he spoke but he hid it in his voice. “Wow. That’s something. I’ve heard reports about that shit, too.” 
 
    “The pirates have been acting strange. Everyone is talking about them banning together to make allied attacks. It wasn’t too bad before, and they didn’t fuck with most stations. Now? Maybe we need to worry about them more. It makes me almost miss Earth.” Joe laughed. “Almost.” 
 
    “I don’t think anything would get me to live there again.” Sky turned his head and motioned to Tweak. The man rose from his seat and left. 
 
    Mick typed a question mark on her screen. Sky motioned for her to wait. 
 
    “Hey, Joe. It’s been good talking to you, but I’ve got to wake some of my crew. I want them to work on thruster three again, just in case we run into those skin jobs or pirates. You take care and keep an eye on your radar, man.” 
 
    “Good talking to you, Sky. Watch your radar, too.” 
 
    “Like a hawk. Do you have escape shuttles, just in case?” 
 
    Joe hesitated. “Not enough to go around. You know how it is. I may as well kiss my ass goodbye if we’re attacked. Only the higher-ups are going to get seats on those jumpers.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Take care.” Sky cut coms and twisted in his seat. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She bit her lip. 
 
    He hesitated, staring into her eyes. “Tweak went to inform Flint what we just learned. A large group of pirate ships grouped together isn’t normal behavior. Nor is attacking stations, but they just attacked the Zippo. It’s noteworthy, and it tells us there’s a hell of lot more pirate ships around here than just the two we saw.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It tends to make us nervous. The last thing we need is to fly into a trap. The Star has great defenses but a dozen or so ships swarming us would be a problem. I’m certain we’d still win, but our vessels are important to us. The last thing we need is for the Star to take heavy damage. We use it a lot to haul the larger vessels we find back to Garden. That won’t be possible if the Star needs months of repairs.” 
 
     “Got it. Your life sounds very dangerous at times.” 
 
    “Says the woman who strapped herself into a digger rig.” 
 
    He always knew exactly what to say to amuse her. “True enough.” 
 
    He leaned in to brush a kiss on her lips. She wished they were alone; she could almost feel the other cyborg watching them. Sky eased back and smiled at her. “Don’t look so worried, Mick. I promise that we can handle whatever comes at us. Cyborgs are tough.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Sky turned to the coms again, reaching out to another station located in sector seven in the Yornton System. She listened, amazed at how he seemed to know just what to say to make the communication officer open up to him. Then again, she thought ruefully, it worked with her. Within minutes he had the stranger chatting with him as if they were old friends. 
 
    A part of her wondered if he’d reached out to her looking for information. Not that she could have told him much, unless he’d wanted to learn about mining a dead planet with hellish storms. In the end, she decided it didn’t matter why he’d taken the time to talk to her. They were together, married, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “Say that again, Denny.” Sky’s tense tone tore her from her thoughts. “I don’t think I heard you right.” 
 
    “We had a carrier come in three days ago that suffered a cyborg attack. Can you believe that shit? At least that’s what the only survivor reported. The ship was banged up to hell and back, five crew dead, and he had to be rushed to the medical bay. Security interviewed him while he was being transported from docking to Medical, because the doctors didn’t know if they could patch him well enough to keep him alive for long. He ended up dying. Like it isn’t dangerous enough with pirates and those escaped defective androids, and now we’ve suddenly got fucking cyborgs?” 
 
    Sky cleared his throat. “I call bullshit. Everyone knows cyborgs were all killed on Earth. Maybe he mistook Markus Models for cyborgs? They’re both killing machines, right? I probably couldn’t tell an android from a cyborg. Could you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Denny didn’t sound convinced, though. “I can only tell you what I heard. The captain taken off that carrier was ranting about a few cyborgs who’d boarded his vessel, and he said they started killing everyone. He blew out the cargo they were hauling, trying to get them to go after that instead of him. He had to set a self-destruct order on the computer to make them detach. There’s talk about Earth Government sending us a battle cruiser, since it happened in this system. Why the fuck would they think about doing that if it’s not true? The military even contacted the station owner to speak to him directly. Earth Government is taking it seriously, friend. The entire station is on red alert. We’re all scared. Everyone knows cyborgs only come after humans for spare body parts. And I want to keep my dick.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Sky muttered. “Did you see the attack on sensors?” 
 
    “No. There’s twelve planets in this system. It happened in a blind spot on the outer edge, behind a moon. We got a response from the military not five minutes after that report was sent to Earth. They fucking ignored us when a pilot spotted dozens of pirate ships near the farthest moon two days before that! They weren’t going to do shit about pirates amassing, but once the cyborgs were reported, they were all over it. That proves that cyborgs are still alive, right? I guess that promise from EG that all of them were destroyed had to be a cover-up. Not that it’s surprising. I was also ordered to contact the three colonies stationed on the planets here to put them on red alert, also. Avoid this system, my friend. We’re supposed to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “Will do. I’m going to go tell my captain and have him change course. Thanks for the warning, Denny.” 
 
    “Any time. I wish I was on your freighter heading away from here.” 
 
    Sky ended the call and shot to his feet.  
 
    Mick stood, too. “Do you have cyborgs in that area?” 
 
    “No, and we sure as hell wouldn’t attack like that. I need to go talk to Flint.” He glanced over at Hoover. “Keep Mick company, but if you touch my wife or flirt with her, I’ll kick your ass. Got it?” 
 
    She wanted to protest, but Sky fled the room before she could.  
 
    Hoover grinned at her from where he sat. “We’re finally alone.” 
 
    “Behave, Hoover. You heard Sky.” 
 
    “I did. I think I could take him a fight, though. Are you sure you don’t want two husbands?” He lifted his hands and wiggled his fingers. “Two words for you. Foot rubs.” 
 
    She chuckled, amused and pleasantly surprised that he had a sense of humor. “One man is more than enough for me.” 
 
    He let his hands drop. “Fair enough. I’m on the Star for a reason. I’ll find my own Earther one day. You think I chose communications without a motive? This shit is boring.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure. Anything.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Why was Sky so certain that it wasn’t cyborgs who attacked that carrier? Do you always keep close tabs on where your other ships are?” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s how it was attacked. We don’t kill without provocation. It also sounded sloppy, and a self-destruct order on a computer wouldn’t be a problem for our kind. We’d just hack into it and shut it down.” 
 
    She nodded, letting his words sink in. There was a lot about cyborgs she still needed to learn, but she to agree they came across as smart, organized, and pretty reasonable. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look worried, Mick. Sky was right. We can handle anything that comes our way. Do you want to listen in on authority alerts? That’s what I’m doing right now.” 
 
    “Sure.” The distraction sounded nice. 
 
    She got up and sat closer to Hoover. He switched something on his control pad, and then voices came from a speaker. Some random guy with a bored tone, listing off arrests made at some station.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Sky sat grim-faced in the Star’s conference room with Flint on his left. The monitors before them displayed the council members at their various locations. He wished he had brought Mick with him, but it wasn’t a good idea to put her before all of them just yet. They didn’t trust her, and this was a tense meeting already. 
 
    Zorus had paled at the news. “We didn’t attack a carrier, and we aren’t in that sector. It must be lies or a misconception. It wouldn’t be the first time it’s happened. Remember that human who fell into some type of fluid and it turned his skin blue? Humans thought he was a cyborg.” 
 
    Councilmen Coval and Rais sat side by side, transmitting from their shared home. “Perhaps more cyborgs escaped detention. We were able to get away from Earth with the help of Rora. It’s likely other humans sympathized with cyborgs still locked away in secret locations, and perhaps helped them escape.” 
 
    Rais nodded. “In that case, they may not have been aware most cyborgs successfully escaped from Earth, and therefore didn’t send out signals to find us. That’s how Coval and I reunited with our race. Earth Government wanted everyone to believe all cyborgs were executed. We may have believed that lie if Rora hadn’t known otherwise.” 
 
    Their human wife came into view, standing behind them. “I had friends who worked security for the main facility you escaped from. They were the ones who told me the truth. That’s why I knew so many cyborgs had made it off the surface alive and got away.” 
 
    Blackie and Krell sat next to each other on another monitor. Sky wasn’t certain why they were together in the same room, but he knew Krell’s job involved threat assessment. He was called in when they had a situation where cyborgs might have to plot something major. Hunting for lost cyborgs would certainly fall under that category.  
 
    Krell leaned forward. “What kind of cargo was targeted? Do you know?” 
 
    Sky shook his head. “I didn’t ask. I was unnerved by the information, and after hearing how the military had responded… I wanted to share what I’d learned as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “It could be the Markus Models attempting to get our attention.” Blackie reached up and rubbed his temple. “They could have staged an attack pretending to be cyborgs to draw us to them, but instead have gained a military response.” 
 
    “They aren’t gray-skinned, which is what usually identifies our kind to humans.” Krell paused. “But they could have manipulated their appearance to fool the crew of that carrier. The Markus Models haven’t been able to find us. It stands to reason falsifying a cyborg attack might make us come to that location to investigate. A single crew member surviving long enough to report the attack is suspicious.” 
 
    “Cyborgs aren’t that incompetent,” Sky agreed. “If actual cyborgs had attacked a carrier, they would have taken control of all systems immediately. It would have been simple for our kind.” 
 
    “The Markus Models can also override the computer system of a carrier,” Councilwoman Atlana stated. “It makes sense that they likely staged a cyborg attack in the hopes we would come to their location. I vote to ignore the issue. Problem solved. They may have set a trap, but we won’t fall for the bait.” 
 
    Zorus didn’t look pleased. “What if it was cyborgs?” 
 
    Atlana arched her eyebrows. “Not our problem.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Zorus stood, glaring at the monitor. “They could be our people, who may believe they are alone. If there’s even a slight chance, we must attempt to find them and bring them home. You replaced Jazel on the council to be a fairer voice, but you sound utterly heartless.” 
 
    “You’re being irrational,” Atlana sighed. “We’re not certain of the facts. Regardless, whoever they were, they murdered Earthers, drew the attention of the military, and are nowhere near Garden. We have enough current issues to deal with that have stretched our resources thin. I believe there’s an old Earther saying, ‘they made their beds and now they must lie in it’? We are not risking the safety of our people on only the possibility that the human survivor wasn’t misled.” She shook her head. “The risk is too great, even if we had absolute confirmation that they were our race. Earth military may already be involved. We don’t need that complication or to be anywhere near that kind of fight. I’m not heartless, Zorus. I wish to save lives. But we must do everything to avoid a conflict with EG military.” 
 
    “By leaving cyborgs out there alone to be slaughtered?” 
 
    “Unconfirmed cyborgs,” the councilwoman snapped back at Zorus. “Look at the few facts we’ve been presented. I’m doubtful they were cyborgs, and if they were, they are clearly unstable ones with a lack of intelligence.” 
 
    “Please cease. Arguing with each other is pointless,” Coval sighed. “The risk of going head-to-head with a battle cruiser isn’t appealing to anyone. We all want to find any cyborgs who survived and may be out in space alone, but not at the cost of what we’ve built. If they exist, I don’t know why they would attack that type of vessel. They are too large and owned by the government, which would draw military involvement. It wasn’t a smart target. It was very unlike something cyborgs would do.” 
 
    Sky nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    Flint turned to him with a scowl. “Then why are we holding this meeting? You implied it was possible. That’s why I reached out to the council.” 
 
    “Everyone always tells me to think more like a cyborg. So I did. This is also highly significant information. Earth is worried enough that they put the entire system on red alert and have them reporting directly to the military. The male I spoke to implied they were willing to send a battle cruiser. The time, expense, and headache of getting supplies to a vessel that large implies the EG are prepared to go to extremes to take us out.” He locked gazes with Zorus. “I don’t think they believed you when you told them you were the sole survivor of our race, when you were held in their prison. No offense.” 
 
    Zorus shot him a look. “It was more of a laboratory.” 
 
    Atlana rubbed the bridge of her nose and sighed. “What is your point, Sky? Do you think it was a cyborg attack or not? It sounds as if Earth Government is prepared to send battle cruisers now anytime a cyborg sighting is made.” 
 
    “My point is that Earth obviously wants to capture or kill our kind badly to take the attack seriously.” Sky hated to admit that. “That is alarming.” 
 
    “What is the soldier count on a battle cruiser?” 
 
    Krell answered Altana. “Without knowing the specific name of the vessel, anywhere from five to fifteen hundred military personnel could be aboard. It would be extremely difficult for Earth Government to send such a large vessel that far out into space without repeated resupplies. There are no stations large enough to be of service to accommodate their needs.” 
 
    “They would require a fleet of cargo carriers to follow them,” Rais stated. “Remember, they don’t know where we are, or how long it might take to find us. But as Sky said, they seem to be willing to go to extreme measures if we’re sighted.” 
 
    “They could put the soldiers in sleep stasis, cut down on the need for supplies.”  
 
    Zorus shook his head as Atlana spoke. “They wouldn’t be that stupid. Earth knows we could attack while only limited crew is awake, take over the vessel, and cease all life functions in the sleeping pods. Their troops would die without even putting on their uniforms.” 
 
    Krell nodded. “Murdering people while they sleep in pods is something Earth Government itself has done in the past. They would almost certainly reject that plan. It’s something right out of their own playbook.” He curled his lip in disgust. “They’d easily believe we’re capable of something that cowardly, as well.” 
 
    “We agree that this cyborg attack is likely false.” Atlana took a sip of something from a glass. “I vote that we don’t send any of ours to investigate. No good could come of it. As you stated, Sky. That entire system is on red alert. We need to avoid it.” 
 
    Zorus grumbled something under his breath but nodded. “I don’t like it, though.” 
 
    Sky sucked in a deep breath and blew it out. “I requested this council meeting for another reason, besides making you aware that Earth Government is willing to send battle cruisers for a cyborg sighting.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to lodge a complaint about your female being accused of spying for Earth.” Zorus narrowed his eyes, staring into the screen. “You were let off easy for the rules you broke to acquire the female. Otherwise, you’d be confined to quarters still.” 
 
    “Mick has nothing to do with this. This attack report had also gotten me thinking about the possibility that some cyborgs may have escaped Earth.” He glanced at Coval and Rais. “As you said, you knew to look for us, but other cyborgs may have believed the rumors that our race had been annihilated.” 
 
    Flint turned to him. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “The pirates have been unusually organized lately. Think about the facts we’ve learned so far: dozens of pirate ships amassed in that system, then days later, a so-called cyborg attack. The swarm pattern isn’t normal for them, and they’re not known for their intelligence. It’s almost as if they’ve had help…perhaps from someone who’s helping them think smarter and organize more effective attacks. I believe it’s something to consider and investigate.  
 
    “Then there’s the Zippo Station. Four of the pirates wore matching uniforms and were going after the station’s main computer. That’s way beyond anything they’ve ever done before. They also looked different. And they shot each other to avoid being captured. It implies they had important information they were willing to die to protect. It got me thinking about all the pieces of this puzzle…  
 
    “What if one or more of our kind have joined with the pirates?” he asked quietly. “It’s possible the pirates were dressed in uniforms to imitate cyborgs, if they’re being led by some.” 
 
    Silence reigned as Sky took in the stunned expressions on all of their faces. He knew that suggestion go over well. 
 
    “No!” Zorus slammed his fist on his desk. “I refuse to believe cyborgs would work with pirates.” 
 
    Krell held up his hand. “As detestable as it seems, it is a possibility.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Blackie gawked at the man sitting next to him. 
 
    “The history of pirates comes to mind. They were once law-abiding Earth citizens who finally stood up to the government. Then they were labeled criminals, it became illegal for anyone to assist them in any way, and that’s why they couldn’t make repairs or obtain spare parts for their aging ships. It took years for them to accumulate enough resources to become what they are now, and they’ve grow in numbers over the decades by stealing women to breed more of their kind. Cyborgs might view them as allies if they believe they are alone. After all…our situations aren’t so dissimilar.”  
 
    Even Krell didn’t look happy about that, but he continued. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Pirates cover their bodies to blend in on stations. They aren’t often successful, everyone realizes what they are, but they still attempt it. They did have some form of communication, even before they began linking their ships and attacking in swarm formation. Four of them wearing uniforms during this latest attack indicates they were trying to emulate someone. It makes little sense as far as tactics go, but considering their history of behavior, some are crazier and more damaged than others.” 
 
    “I see where you’re going with this, Krell.” Coval scowled. “Pirates may have been attempting to dress like cyborgs, but as you also said, they aren’t successful in that kind of deceit. Zippo Station also reported being attacked by Markus Models, not cyborgs. Explain that.” 
 
    “Panic and assumptions. Earth Government has been sending out warnings to all stations, colonies, and vessels about the Markus Models.” Krell leaned forward. “It had to be chaotic and terrifying for the stationers when they realized they were under attack. Some of us have been in battle. We’re better at taking in details than Earthers. Anyone could have come at them, and they likely would have believed it was the threat upmost in their minds.” 
 
    Sky agreed. “No cyborgs were with the pirates who attacked Zippo Station or that carrier, but they could have ordered it. We found a planet to live on. What if a small group of cyborgs are also building some sort of headquarters or a home base? Cyborgs would focus on that first and foremost, but they’d need supplies and materials brought to them. We had the numbers to split our resources when we built Garden. Most of us remained on the surface to build while we sent out groups into space to bring us materials. Pirates, unfortunately, have surged in numbers over the decades. They may be unstable, but they’re still bodies to use.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Krell growled. “A base of operations would be a priority. They’d want somewhere remote, off a known travel route, far enough away from Earth Government to hide easily, but with expansion ability to accommodate all their future needs.”  
 
    “Hold your hypothesizing,” Zorus ordered. He muted coms to the Star, but they could still see the council. 
 
    “You just started a shit storm,” Flint muttered. “Look at them. They muted us out of their meeting and are clearly arguing.” 
 
    Sky watched the monitors. Zorus appeared to be yelling the most. “I figured they wouldn’t be happy with my conjecture, but I had to mention the possibility.” 
 
    “What do we do if cyborgs are training and giving pirates orders? I doubt anyone on Garden would be happy to accept them into our society, even if we manage to recover them. The crimes pirates commit are atrocious.” 
 
    “They’re still cyborgs, albeit desperate ones, if they hooked up with pirates on any level. We need to capture live pirates who are behaving outside their normal patterns to discover why they’ve changed, and if they’re being led or counseled by cyborgs.” 
 
    Flint tapped his fingers on the hard surface of the table. “You want me to turn the Star into pirate bait to see if we’re attacked by any, on the off chance there’s a cyborg or a group of them onboard their ships? I’m not happy about that, Sky. We’re a luxury vessel, not a battle cruiser. We use this beast to haul abandoned salvage. We sure as hell don’t want to contaminate Garden with the garbage those pirates fly in. The radiation levels on them aren’t safe to use as building materials.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be the Star that engages them in battle, but this vessel is equipped to house prisoners for interrogations. I’d love to get a crack at them.” 
 
    “A crack? Is that a veiled joke about using your fists?” 
 
    Sky resisted rolling his eyes. “No. It’s Earth slang, meaning I want the first chance to interrogate him. I think I’d do well talking to the pirates if we capture a few. I get along better with humans than most cyborgs do, even crazy ones with skin issues.” 
 
    Flint’s expression smoothed out. “Agreed.” 
 
    “I personally think the council should send the Varnish after the pirates. That entire crew would love it. They’re still with us, and so is the Bridden. With the shielding on the Bridden, they could scout ahead to find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Flint chuckled. “Stag would enjoy that assignment. He and his crew are known for volunteering to take on tough missions.” 
 
    “I’m glad you both think so,” Zorus suddenly stated, the coms no longer muted. “I’ll tell him you volunteered him for the job of capturing pirates.” 
 
    “Shit,” Flint muttered. 
 
    Zorus wasn’t done. “The council and I have agreed that an investigation is justified. We’ll contact Stag and Onyx immediately, and they’ll confer with you on how the three of you can work together to capture any potential pirates to discover the truth. Be vigilant, and keep us posted.” 
 
    The monitors went black, leaving Sky and Flint staring at each other for a moment, before Flint stood. “Go back to coms.” 
 
    “You’re angry.” Sky got to his feet. “Sorry. I know you want to return to Garden, but we need to know for certain if escaped cyborgs have taken control of the pirates. They’re causing enough trouble to bounce back on us. The last thing we need are battle cruisers coming into deep space.” 
 
    “I’m more than aware.” Flint sighed. “I miss my family. I hate that it’s not safe for them to travel on the Star with me currently.” 
 
    Sky felt sympathy for the man, especially since he now had a wife to worry about. “Stag is excellent at hunting his prey, and he’ll quickly capture pirates for the holding cells. That entire crew is crazy enough to do whatever it takes. We’ll figure this out quickly and know exactly what we’re dealing with. Then we’ll come up with a resolution.” 
 
    “I wish I could transfer you to their ship to get you off mine.” 
 
    Sky grinned. “I’d enjoy that.” 
 
    “Get out of here and return to coms.” 
 
    Sky left but he made a quick trip to engineering, since Mick wasn’t with him. Brute was the only one he ran into on the way. The other crew were probably making repairs somewhere on the Star. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “I’m not installing mood lights inside your quarters again, Sky. I already did that once but when you left, the next person who took those quarters complained. It’s too much work. We’re swamped.” 
 
    “I need you to show me what’s being kept in storage four. I contacted Coal on Garden, and he told me you have deactivated robots there. My wife had an android companion that needs a replacement body.” 
 
    “We don’t have any sex bots.” Brute suddenly grinned. “Is she taking applications for more males? I’d be happy to agree to any terms of time-sharing, if she’s offering. You work a lot. I could change my shifts to be opposite yours. No sex bot required to keep her company. I’m up for the task.” 
 
    “She’s human, and she’s not taking another husband. Forget it. Just show me storage four.” 
 
    “Come on, Sky! We could share her.” 
 
    “Get your own human. Mick is mine. Are you going to help me or not?” 
 
    “You’ll need more than just me. I can show you what’s available but someone is going to have to integrate the data into whatever model you select. What model was the old bot?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What kind of companion bot was it?” 
 
    “I don’t know that, either.” 
 
    “You should ask her. There are a lot of different types. Was it a female or male?” 
 
    “Male. She said his name is Jorg. And it’s a surprise. That would blow it if I asked too many questions.” 
 
    “Male.” He nodded. “Come with me. We’ll see what we have. No one will miss one. We never use them, anyway. I just hope whatever model you choose doesn’t need too many repairs, since we’re currently carrying a heavy workload already. You’re going to owe me.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Brute flashed him a grin. “Find me a lonely Earther woman who wants a single-male family unit.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Sky wasn’t about to mention how damn long it had taken him to find Mick. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Mick woke alone in the big bed in their new quarters three days later. She stretched, climbed out of bed, and put on a shirt. Sky sat in the small kitchen drinking coffee. He grinned when she entered the main living area. 
 
    “You should have woken me.” 
 
    “You looked too cute sleeping.” His gaze ran down her body. “I wish you were still naked.” 
 
    Warmth spread through her as she walked up to him and planted a kiss on his lips. He hugged her around her waist, drawing her closer. “I mostly am. What time do we have to return to work?” 
 
    “Soon. Unfortunately. I wish I could take a few weeks off.” 
 
    She did too. “We got lucky with your council, remember? They’ve allowed us to get married and stay together. That’s the important part.” 
 
    “True. I just hate that you must be bored while we’re on this hunt.” 
 
    “I’m not. You have a gift for making friends, Sky. The information you gather is important. I understand that.” 
 
    She remembered the talk they’d had the first night they’d stayed aboard the Star, when Sky shared what had been discussed during the meeting with the council. “Is the Star still following those other ships? The one we used to be on, and that crew of social misfits you told me about?” 
 
    He grinned. “I like your term for Stag and his men. Yes. I checked our status when I woke. We’re heading for the Gambit System. It’s got three closely grouped moons the Star can hide behind. There’s been some organized pirate activity reported there. Onyx is leading us in the Bridden to scout ahead, to make sure the Varnish doesn’t fly into a pirate trap. Those two ships will set a trap instead, and then they’ll bring us any prisoners they capture.” 
 
    “Are we in danger?” She worried about that constantly since learning about the council meeting. 
 
    His expression softened, and he hugged her tighter. “The Star might be a luxury liner but it’s not defenseless. We’ve done updates since acquiring it. It’s no battle cruiser but we could handle pirates if need be. The Varnish and Bridden will be with us. What Stag’s ship lacks in size, he and his men make up for in pure balls. I wouldn’t want to take them on in a fight.” 
 
    “They’re crazy, in other words.” 
 
    He chuckled. “A little, but very courageous. They’ll capture us pirates to interrogate.” 
 
    She remembered the pirates on her screen during the attack on the mine, and a shudder ran though her. Sky must have felt her shiver or identified the fear in her eyes. He pulled her against his body. She tucked her head, resting her face against his chest. 
 
    “You don’t have to go into the holding cells with me. I’d prefer you to stay in our room when the time comes. Pirates can be unstable and violent.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help ease my fears. You’re going to be up close and personal with them. I assume, anyway.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s best if they see what I am. They don’t stand a chance of hurting me. I’m engineered to be tough.” 
 
    “I’ll still worry.” She loved being in his arms. “I never want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    He leaned his head against hers. “No worries, Mick. I’ll get them to talk to me, find out why they’ve become more organized, and we’ll learn our answers.” 
 
    She pulled back, peering into his eyes. “Okay. I’m just afraid of pirates, like any sane person.” 
 
    “Of course you are. They almost killed you. But I didn’t let that happen.” He reached up and stroked her cheek. “Nothing is ever going to hurt you. You’re on a large ship with dozens of cyborgs. A few pirates are child’s play for us. Stop worrying.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    He suddenly stood, gripped her hips, and sat her on the table. She grabbed hold of the edge and watched as he sank to his knees. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He gripped her knees, spreading them apart. “Having breakfast and starting our day off right.” 
 
    She started to speak, but Sky leaned in, shoving the shirt out of his way to expose her pussy. Then he went for it—his mouth latching onto her clit. She moaned, loving the feel of his tongue as he licked and began to gently suck the sensitive bud.  
 
    She leaned back a little to watch and bit her lip. “God, I love you.” 
 
    He grew more aggressive, knowing exactly how to quickly get her off. The climax hit strong, wrecking her ability to think. Sky stood, opened his pants, and hooked her around her waist with one arm. He used his hand to guide his cock to her pussy, driving into her with one strong thrust.  
 
    It felt incredible. She wrapped her legs around his waist and lay back all the way on the table to urge him on. Sky slowly began to move, and she cried out, meeting every thrust of his hips by bucking her own, matching his pace. 
 
    “I love you too, Mick.” He shoved the shirt she wore higher up her body, playing with her breasts as he pounded into her.  
 
    She gazed into his eyes while he lightly pinched her nipples, fucking her hard. Her climax built fast and strong, every sensation too much, until she was crying out his name.  
 
    He came with her, groaning her name back, and then bent forward, kissing her senseless. 
 
    “Morning quickie. How did I do?” 
 
    She slid her hands into his hair, smiling. “Amazing.” 
 
    “The table wasn’t too hard?” 
 
    “I didn’t even notice. I’m perfect.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, Mick. In every way.” 
 
    “I love when you say sweet things like that.” 
 
    “I mean every word.” 
 
    A bell chimed, and he grimaced. “Damn it.” 
 
    “Is someone trying to link to our room?” 
 
    “It’s the door.” 
 
    He withdrew from her, helped her off the table, and lightly slapped her ass. “Go shower and get dressed.” He fastened his pants closed. “I’ll deal with whoever’s in the corridor.” 
 
    Mick hurried into the bedroom, sealing herself inside. She used the cleansing unit, put on one of the new black uniforms Sky had ordered for her—the Star had nice clothing replicators—and finally went back into the living area.  
 
    Sky sat on the couch with two cyborgs she hadn’t met. Both were male, and they stared at her like all the others. 
 
    “This is Crave and Max. They run security. We’re going over what we’ll need to do if Stag hands over any pirates to us. The Star has holding cells for unruly guests. Eat, Mick. Just ignore us.” 
 
    As if she could. The two males watched her in a way that made her feel uncomfortable, but she entered the kitchen to warm a meal. She gave them her back by sitting at the counter, listening to their soft conversation about how many guards needed to be assigned to the detention cells, what pirates might eat, and the kind of restraints needed to keep their prisoners from becoming unruly. The two men finally left, and Sky took a seat next to her. 
 
    “Sorry they were staring at you. Most cyborgs would love to have a woman from Earth.” 
 
    “I’m starting to get used to it. At least they didn’t hit on me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I threatened to beat the shit out of them if they did.” 
 
    She smiled back. “Ah.” 
 
    “We need to leave soon.” 
 
    “But you haven’t eaten.” 
 
    “I did before you woke. I just need to shower and dress. Be right back. Don’t open the door if it chimes. You’re safe here on the Star but cyborgs will try to approach you.” 
 
    He left her to finish her breakfast, and Mick replayed every detail she’d learned about cyborgs. The concept of their family units wasn’t appealing to her in the least. She didn’t want multiple husbands. Eventually, she hoped the cyborgs would learn that and stop looking at her as if she were a piece of tempting meat. 
 
    Sky joined her five minutes later and they returned to the coms room. Hoover and Tweak smiled at them, already at work. She took a seat next to Sky, listening in as he reached out to various stations, gaining information. He finally reached Denny again, the coms guy he’d spoken to before in the Yornton System. The battle cruiser from Earth hadn’t arrived, but there was still talk of one coming. 
 
    “We keep getting demands for updates from Earth,” Denny announced. “They sound serious about sending help.” 
 
    “They really are considering it? Wow. I’ve never heard of a battle cruiser going it beyond sector four.” 
 
    “I know, right? We’ll all breathing a little easier though if they come.” 
 
    “Any more attacks from cyborgs?” 
 
    “Nothing so far.” Denny paused. “They did ask us what our supply stock looks like.” 
 
    Sky grimaced.  
 
    Mick typed out her question on the screen for him to read. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked at her as he spoke. “You’re worried soldiers will raid your food if they come?” 
 
    “Of course. We have forty-two people on the station. We’re fucked if they’re low on supplies. It takes three weeks to get a new shipment when we order, and that’s if it makes it here unmolested. The local colonies grow their own food but they haven’t planted enough to handle so many extra mouths. The captain’s nervous. He thinks it could still be bad for all of us even if they do come.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t go sideways, man.” 
 
    “Me either. It would suck if they catch the cyborgs but fuck us and the colonists over while doing it. Hey, I thought you’d be out of range by now.” 
 
    “We’ve experienced engine problems and are making repairs. Reach out to me if shit goes down. I know we can’t help much, but at least we could spread the word.” 
 
    Denny snorted. “As if anyone would give a fuck if the military ends up killing everyone in this sector. It wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    Sky ended the transmission and reached out, taking her hand. 
 
    “Do you think EG would steal all their food and leave everyone in that sector to starve to death?” 
 
    “You heard Denny. It wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    “I hate EG. I’m so glad I no longer work for them.” 
 
    “Me too.” He planted a kiss on her lips.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky escorted Mick back to their room at lunch, ate with her, and then talked her into taking a nap in their room while he went back to work. He saw how upset she’d grown listening to him talk to other stations and colonists throughout the morning. 
 
    Part of his job could be grim. Most of the humans he spoke to complained about poor living conditions, attacks they’d suffered, or their fears of the various dangers found in deep space.  
 
    It was part of the reason he’d enjoyed talking so much to Mick when she’d been on Velion One. She’d always been upbeat, sharing jokes, not dumping her troubles on him.  
 
    He entered coms. Both males frowned when the door closed. 
 
    “Where is your attractive female?” Hoover arched his eyebrows. 
 
    “Taking a nap. She didn’t need to listen to any more.” 
 
    Tweak nodded. “We hear a lot of bad things. Good decision.” 
 
     Sky took his seat. “Any traffic about the Markus Models?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Hoover sighed. “It’s odd. The one recent distress signal that they were mentioned in wasn’t them. It makes me wonder what they are doing to keep occupied, since they haven’t killed anyone lately.” 
 
    “Probably picking their next target,” Tweak guessed. “We did get an update. The Bridden found a group of six pirate ships half an hour ago. We might not have to travel all the way to the Gambit System.” 
 
    Sky’s heart raced. “Are they engaging them?” 
 
    Tweak shrugged. “The Bridden is watching them and the Varnish is calculating the risks. We should hear soon if they believe they can safely attack that many ships and win.”  
 
    Hoover scowled. “I hate the idea of having pirates onboard. I went to a station a few years ago masquerading as a pirate, and another one approached me. He wanted to know if I’d seen any women we could kidnap to ‘breed’ with. Which of course meant rape. You should have heard him explain how excited it made him when they fought and screamed. I wanted to gut him on the spot.” 
 
    Sky didn’t want to think about what would have happened to Mick if he hadn’t gotten to her in time. “I don’t plan on letting my wife near any more pirates. She can stay in our quarters while I interrogate them.” 
 
    Tweak nodded. “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “They might frighten her.” Hoover leaned back in his chair. “Are you certain you don’t want to reconsider adding males to your family unit? Human females aren’t as strong as cyborgs. She might like the extra protection and comfort. I’d be willing to hold her when you’re not around.” 
 
    Sky glared at him. “It’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “Just checking.” Hoover ducked his head. “I’m going back to scanning reports now.” 
 
    Tweak flashed Sky a grin and lowered his head, focusing on his own screen. “I’m smart enough not to ask. You’ve made your feelings clear.” 
 
    Sky went back to work, contacting one of the colonies on another planet in the Yornton System. A female responded to the hail. He usually flirted on the rare occurrences when he got to speak to women, but the urge wasn’t there. It didn’t feel right. He was a married man now. 
 
    The female worried about the military demanding food from them, too, if Earth started sending out battle cruisers. She said the colony’s inhabitants were more afraid of the military than a cyborg attack. Sky felt bad for her. 
 
    “I’ll be happy to go save her,” Hoover muttered.  
 
    Sky shot him a warning look and ended the communication as soon as it was possible without being rude. He checked for updates from the other ships…and softly cursed. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He answered Tweak. “Stag is engaging the pirates.” He stood. “I’m going to the bridge.” 
 
    He hurried there and entered, finding Flint sitting in the captain’s chair. He appeared tense. The male glanced at Sky, not showing any surprise at seeing him. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “The Bridden will remain shielded while the Varnish pretends to be crippled by slowing their speed when they’re within sensor range, and then Stag plans to turn as if they are running. It should make them seem like an easy target.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Flint stared at the monitor ahead of him. “They’ll fight if the pirates engage them. Stag plans to take out the engines on one of the ships and lead the others away from it. He can easily outdistance them if need be. The Bridden will then dock with the damaged ship and board it to attempt to capture some of the pirates.” 
 
    Sky nodded. “It’s a solid plan.” 
 
    “If it works, and the other five ships abandon the damaged one. We’re two hours behind them, but we can increase speed if things go wrong. I wish we were closer. Stag insisted he and his crew could do this.” 
 
    “Stag and his crew can do it.” Sky had faith in them. 
 
    “I’m worried about the Bridden. We can’t afford to lose a shielded shuttle right now. It’s too important. Not to mention the loss of life we’d suffer.” 
 
    “Teg is onboard. He can remote-access their systems and take over the crippled ship. I’m not worried about losing them or that shuttle.” 
 
    Flint gripped the armrests of the chair. “What if there are cyborgs on that ship? Do you think they’ll attack?” 
 
    Sky had no answer. “I hope not. It wouldn’t be logical. They should feel relief at discovering they aren’t alone.” 
 
    “It will make me feel shame if cyborgs are working with pirates.” 
 
    Sky nodded, silently agreeing with Flint. Pirates were crazy, and women weren’t safe around them. To team up with someone without any honor was indeed shameful. He understood that to do so, any cyborgs would have to be desperate…but everyone had their limits. Cyborgs held themselves to higher standards than most species.  
 
    Tension mounted on the bridge. Waiting to get updates was difficult, and no one spoke until Onyx contacted them twenty long minutes later. 
 
    “We have three prisoners.” 
 
    Sky responded before Flint could. “Is everyone on the Bridden well?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re fine. No causalities on our part. It was easy to dock with them. Teg took over their computer and silenced their alarms. I doubt they’ll even realize we were there unless they miss the three pirates we grabbed. Our prisoners are unconscious and will remain that way. We’re heading to you.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Stag?” Flint looked tense. 
 
    “Yes, and we’ve monitored them on sensors. They had to destroy four pirate vessels. It appears the pirates had upgraded their engines and were able to keep up with the Varnish. He had no choice but to take them out.” 
 
    Another call came in. It was Stag. The male’s face showed on the monitor—and he appeared pissed. “We destroyed four of their ships and damaged the fifth. We attempted to board to take some of them alive, but the bastards used their thrusters to slam into the debris field from the other ships. They did it on purpose.” 
 
    Sky was shocked. “They committed suicide?” 
 
    Stag nodded. “That’s what it looked like to me. We tried to gain control of their computer but they manually shut it down and steered into the field. Crazy fucking bastards. There are no life signs on what’s left of it. That wouldn’t be much.” 
 
    Flint turned his head, holding Sky’s gaze. He arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s not normal behavior. Just like on Zippo Station.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Flint faced forward. “Did the Varnish sustain damage? Do you need a tow?” 
 
    “We’re in one piece and no one was injured. There’s nothing that we can’t wait to repair once we’re home. We will head there now if you don’t need us.” 
 
    “Contact the council first, but we’re fine.” 
 
    “Stag out.” He cut the coms.  
 
    “We’re on our way to you with the three pirates. Onyx out.” They also lost the signal from the Bridden. 
 
    Flint contacted security to let them know to ready the holding cells. Then he addressed Sky. “I’ll have a medic look at them first, and I’ll let you know when they are cleared to be interviewed.” 
 
    “Interrogated. Until then, I’m going to spend time with my wife.” 
 
    Flint nodded. 
 
    Sky left the bridge. He wanted to see Mick and let her know what was going on. He entered their quarters to find her lying on the couch watching an entertainment vid.  
 
    She sat up and grinned. “You’re back! I missed you.” She jumped off the couch and rushed to him. 
 
    He opened his arms, grinning. It was nice to have someone welcome him. He kissed her when she put her arms around his neck and then swept her off her feet, carrying her toward the bedroom. 
 
    “I missed you, too. I’m about to show you how much.” 
 
    He’d tell her about their prisoners afterward. He just wanted to make love to her and celebrate the fact that none of his friends had died. Mick had a way of making everything right in his world, just by touching him. Sky needed that…especially with the unenviable task to come. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Sky carefully studied the three prisoners. The pirates had refused to speak so far. They simply sat silent, glaring at him. Two other cyborgs remained inside the cell with him. They wanted to dissuade the prisoners from believing they had a chance of escape. 
 
    “Who is leading the pirates now?” Sky addressed the one he figured would be in charge. The male seemed older and had less radiation damage than the other two. “Your pattern of attack has changed. Why is that?” 
 
    The male sealed his lips tighter together. 
 
    Sky mentally counted to ten. It was a coping technique many humans had used while he’d been on Earth, to avoid losing their tempers. “Have you seen other cyborgs?” 
 
    The oldest pirate smirked. “Is that what you are? You just look like a freak to me.” 
 
    The other two pirates laughed.  
 
    Max pulled his stunner from his belt. “We look freakish? You’ve got open sores on your face. Someone should teach you some manners.” 
 
    Sky motioned the cyborg back. “There is a state-of-the-art medical facility onboard. We could heal a lot of your wounds and see if our medic could reverse some of the radiation damage you’ve sustained.” 
 
    The old pirate spat on the floor. “We aren’t interested.” 
 
    “We also have an old shuttle in one of our cargo holds that we’re willing to part with. Your ship wasn’t destroyed. The shuttle is fueled, and you could fly back to your friends.” Sky had permission to make the offer. It wasn’t as if anyone would believe a pirate if they said they’d been aboard a cyborg ship. “We will allow you to leave if you answer my questions.” 
 
    Crave looked furious. “They’d only attack someone else.” 
 
    “That’s not our problem right now,” Sky pointed out, keeping his attention on the pirates. “Tell us what changed. Some of your ships have been attacking in swarm formation. Do you know something about that? You were grouped together with six ships. That’s something that your kind hasn’t done before.” 
 
    The three pirates said nothing. 
 
    “Damn it,” Flint muttered from the mental link he had open from the next room. “Stop being nice to them.” 
 
    Sky stepped closer. “Do you want to die today? You can be helpful or dead. Your choice. Make it.”  
 
    Sky felt pressure to do his job but was torn at the same time. He avoided looking left at the camera. Mick had asked to be present while he interviewed the pirates. He’d agreed but now doubted his decision. She currently watched from the monitor next door with a team of security officers and Flint. He didn’t want to torture the pirates to force them to answer, fearing it would make her see him in a bad light. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me take over?” Max stepped forward. “I’ve got the stomach to gut one of the bastards to show the other two his intestines. It may encourage them to talk.” 
 
    Sky shot a warning look at the male. “Can you not traumatize Mick?” He spoke softly. “Shut up or leave.” 
 
    Max stepped back but didn’t look happy to do it. 
 
    Sky took a deep breath and turned back around, studying the three prisoners restrained to chairs in the cell, seated a few feet apart. “I’m giving you the best offer you’ll receive. Freedom. Otherwise, one of my two friends will take over. Screaming, blood, and pain will be involved. I walk out, and the deal to put you on a shuttle alive to return to your ship is off the table.” 
 
    The pirates glanced at each other. The older one finally met his gaze. “Fuck you. You’ll kill us anyway. Nobody keeps their word when dealing with our kind.” 
 
    Sky stepped closer. “My word is solid.” He chose his words carefully. “We have something in common. Earth Government fucked us over. They want us all dead. 
 
    “I’m going to be honest. What you do, attacking innocent people, killing, taking women to breed them against their will…it sickens us. There’s no honor in any of that. I would normally kill you just because the way you live offends me. I hate that I must bargain with you, but cyborgs are logical. We need answers more than revenge. I’m giving you my word that we’ll not harm you, put you on a working shuttle that will safely get you back to your ship, if you tell me what I want to know. Make us understand why you’ve gone from attacking individually to swarm behavior. Did your leadership change? Who is in charge? We know someone is.” 
 
    The three pirates glanced at each other again. 
 
    “What do you have to lose?” Sky crossed his arms. “You believe we’ll kill you, anyway. But what if I’m as honest as I say? Are you going to sit there silently and die? Or are you willing to take a risk that could gain you freedom?” 
 
    The older one met his gaze and sighed. “We’re dead anyway if you send us back to the others.” 
 
    Sky frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Emotion flashed across the pirate’s features. Fear followed by frustration. “You kidnapped us. They’ll know we did whatever you wanted if you let us go. We’re fucked either way.” 
 
    “Pirates have a code of silence?” That was news to Sky. “You live by rules?” 
 
    “Now we do.” 
 
    That interested him greatly. “What do you want in exchange for answering my questions?” 
 
    “A ship we can live on, just the three of us, and lots of supplies,” the younger one blurted. “So we have a chance to live on our own.” 
 
    Sky studied him. “You’re that afraid of your own people?” 
 
    The older one shifted on the chair, as much as the restraints would allow. “We were planning to run before you took us. You blew that all to hell, and a short-range shuttle won’t get us anywhere near the water planet we found. They aren’t going to trust us if we go back. They’ll probably kill us immediately.” 
 
    “What planet?” 
 
    All three of them clammed up, going silent. 
 
    Sky sighed. “The shuttle could take you to wherever you want to go. We’ll give you spare fuel and lots of food.” 
 
    “Weapons too,” the older one demanded, holding Sky’s gaze. 
 
    Sky frowned. “The shuttle doesn’t have weapons. It’s a transport. It’s all we have to offer.” 
 
    “We need weapons for hunting.” 
 
    “People?” 
 
    The older one shook his head. “Where we’re going, there are some land masses with animals. We gotta eat. There ain’t no people. It’s why ours won’t go there. There’s nothing to steal.” 
 
    Sky walked closer to him and crouched. “We can do that. Talk to me. Who’s leading your people now?”  
 
    The older pirate held his gaze, and Sky detected a flash of hope in the other man’s eyes. “You swear you’re being honest? You’ll let us go, give us weapons and food supplies?” 
 
    Sky nodded.  
 
    “We need some building materials, too,” the youngest one whispered. “To build us some kind of shelter once we reach the planet.” 
 
    “That too,” the old pirate agreed. 
 
    “Why not use the shuttle?” 
 
    The old pirate shook his head. “We gotta dump it in the ocean. Our only chance to hide is if there are no ships to find.” 
 
    Sky was surprised by their intelligence. Most pirates were too damaged to do any kind of reasoning. “Done. We’ll even throw in tools to help you build. I’m sure they would come in handy if you plan to settle on a planet. Medicine, too.” 
 
    The pirates glanced at each other, and finally the older one nodded. “Swear?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sky nodded. “Have you ever seen cyborgs before? Is the person leading you like us?” 
 
    The older pirate shook his head. “No. I’ve never seen nothing like you.” 
 
    “Who is leading your people now?” 
 
    The man hesitated, then said, “His name is Brant. One of the pirate ships found him when they were attacking a damaged freighter that had sent out a distress signal. He was the only one onboard still alive, and he’d laid a trap for them, from what we heard. He talked them into following him, and then began looking for more of us. He made a lot of promises.” 
 
    The youngest one nodded. “He said we’d be invincible if we worked together instead of being loners. That if we did what he said, we’d all gain more supplies, suffer fewer deaths, and be able to take control of the outer sectors. He even said he could get Earth Government to leave us alone. It all sounded good…until we realized what it would cost us.” 
 
    Sky had too many questions. “I don’t understand. What costs?” 
 
    “He wanted the sickest members from each ship that joined him,” the older one grunted. “He said he could cure them, make the ones with too much radiation poisoning saner. The freighter had a medical bay, and he invited them there to be treated.” 
 
    The third pirate spat. “He cured them, alright. If you call being mind-fucked a cure.” 
 
    “Mind-fucked?” Sky glanced at the leader. 
 
    The pirate held his gaze. “They…changed. Anyone who went in for treatment came back with less radiation damage to their bodies, but they weren’t the same.” 
 
     “My dad took treatment,” the youngest said quietly. “He was really sick, couldn’t even talk to me anymore with any sense. The sickness makes us crazier as we get older. I talked him into it, hoping he’d get better. I didn’t want him to die. When madness takes over, we don’t live much longer after that. At first when he came back, I was relieved. But after just hours, I figured out he had my dad’s memories but…it was like he didn’t feel anything anymore. He ended up killing some of our crew who didn’t want to follow Brant. I became afraid of him.” 
 
     “We aren’t all stupid,” the third pirate adding, appearing pissed. “We realized many of our friends and family came back different. It was like Brant fucked up their heads and removed the parts that made them think for themselves or feel anything. They only cared about Brant. What Brant wants, what Brant thinks. They’re convinced Brant is our salvation.” 
 
     The old pirate nodded. “That’s why the ships group together now. Brant ordered them to fight together, and they do everything he says.” 
 
    “Him and his twin, who showed up later,” the third one muttered. 
 
    Sky’s heart raced. “Twin?” 
 
    “Identical,” the leader added. “I saw them together. They don’t talk. They just look at each other as if the fuckers can read each other’s minds. They aren’t right. It gave me the heebie-jeebies.” 
 
    Sky stood. “Send me a data pad, now,” he demanded to the other room. 
 
    In seconds, a cyborg strode into the room with one in his hand, frowning. 
 
    Sky took it and pressed his hand screen, linked, and pulled up footage of the Markus Models they had on vid. He found a good visual and froze it. Then he turned the pad, showing it to the pirates.  
 
    “That’s Brant!” The leader seemed surprised. 
 
    “Fuck,” Sky muttered. “This is a Markus Model. Are you certain they’re the same?” 
 
    “His hair is a bit longer now, but that’s him,” the third pirate confirmed. “What the fuck is a Markus Model?” 
 
    “A crazy group of identical androids that escaped from Earth and want to kill all life.” Sky paused. “And they’re using your kind to do it. Shit.”  
 
    He glanced at the mirror, knowing the other cyborgs standing there would be feeling as shocked as he was. He paused, thinking, before addressing the pirates again. “Did Brant order you to dress differently?” 
 
    The younger one nodded. “Only the ones who went in for treatment. He gave them black jumpsuits to wear. Brant said only his elite could wear them. He put them in charge of the ships ,and they were giving orders to the others. Brant’s orders.” 
 
    “We’ve been hiding supplies to escape,” the eldest admitted. “We didn’t want to stick around when we heard Brant planned to ‘cure’ us all. I’d rather die than become some mind-fucked dummy, kissing his ass.” 
 
    Sky felt sickened. What were the Markus Models doing to the pirates? “I need to confer with a medical team, and then ask you more questions. They might be able to figure out what’s been done to your ‘cured’ crewmates. I will release you when we’re done. You’ll get a shuttle, freedom, and all the supplies we agreed on.”  
 
    He turned to Max. “Cut them loose. Get them food.” He looked at the pirates. “You’re our guests for the time being. I’d advise you not to attack your guards. We just want more answers before you’re freed. I’ll also send the medical team in to see what they can do for you that won’t involve any mind fucks, okay? We won’t change you.” 
 
    The three pirates looked uncertain. The leader gave a sharp nod. “Showers would be nice. Do you got water?” 
 
    Sky was willing to give them that. They smelled like hell. It would be rude to mention it, though. “We have foam showers and clean clothing if you want it.” 
 
    “Not jumpsuits…” 
 
    Sky smiled at the younger one. “Casual wear. We’re not like Brant. Cyborgs keep their word. Remain calm, don’t attack your guards, and you’ll be treated well until you’re escorted to that shuttle. Just be patient for a little while longer. Your stay will be comfortable.” He turned back to the guards. “Make it happen.” 
 
    He left the cell and entered the next room. Mick appeared shaken, but she stayed seated. Flint came forward as soon as he sealed the door, making sure their prisoners couldn’t overhear what was said. 
 
    “Markus Models. I don’t understand. They kill everything they encounter.” 
 
    Sky could relate to his highly agitated state. “It seems they found a use for the pirates. We should call the council while the medical team is in there. They can question the males more about what was done to the ones the Markus Models changed while treating them. Do you think the Markus Models added chips to the brains of the pirates they’ve been treating? Damage them somehow to make them more compliant, killing off their emotions at the same time? Is that even possible?” 
 
    “I’m not a doctor.” Flint reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “At least it’s not cyborgs. That’s the good news.” 
 
    “The bad news is, I believe this ‘Brant’ purposely had some pirates smear something on their skin to make them appear as cyborgs to fool the crew on that carrier. They wanted us blamed for that attack.” 
 
    Flint stared at Sky. “Why?” 
 
    “Did you hear what those pirates were promised? Taking over the outer sectors? The Markus Models couldn’t find us, but they must have realized we’re considered more of a threat than they are, because of our numbers. Earth Government knows how many of us got away. There are far fewer escaped Markus Models. Zorus’s capture proved some of us survived. They could fear more of us did, as well. Enough so that they’re threatening to send a battle cruiser where that attack took place because a cyborg sighting was reported. Think about that.” 
 
    Flint closed his eyes, looking physically sick for a second before opening them again. “Shit.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” Mick drew Sky’s attention. 
 
    “Pirates normally have slow, outdated ships, but the Markus Models could easily take over a lone battle cruiser if given the right circumstances. They are capable of hacking enough essential systems, like weapons and life support, to cause havoc and give a large group of pirate ships the opportunity to swarm. They could possibly steal it.” 
 
    “They’d have a battle cruiser at their disposal.” Flint looked furious. “They could transfer the pirates under their control to live on it. Earth wouldn’t take that well. They’d send more to retrieve it.” 
 
    “They’d try to steal those, too. The loss of enough battle cruisers would leave Earth vulnerable to attack at some point. I’m sure the Markus Models would love to take it over and reopen the factories where they were built. 
 
    “It seems the Markus Models are far more dangerous than we thought. They have no qualms about sacrificing lives or taking them to get what they want—more of their own kind. Damn. I never thought I’d feel sorry for pirates.” Sky moved toward Mick, needing to be close to her. 
 
    “I’m sending the medics in now,” Flint muttered. “Then we’ll contact the council.” 
 
    “I’m dropping Mick off at our quarters, and I’ll meet you in the conference room.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sky had a headache after talking to the council. They were understandably upset. He could relate. They had their answer for why the pirates had changed their patterns. It now made sense why some of the ones who’d attacked Zippo Station had been dressed differently and attempted to steal the main operations computer. The Markus Models planned to take over the outer sectors. They could reprogram computers however they wanted in advance, before taking over an existing station.  
 
    The androids needed to be stopped.  
 
    Sky had asked one more favor from the pirates they had in detention. He’d come up with a plan. It had cost them more supplies in trade, but it was worth it.  
 
    Soon, Earth would get false shuttle footage of three pirates with gray skin cream smeared on their bodies, preparing to attack a ship. It would hopefully cast doubt on the report they’d received about cyborgs. He’d even written a script for the pirates, inferring they were convinced the crew would be so scared when they saw them, assuming they were cyborgs, that they’d jump into escape pods and abandon ship.  
 
    The pirates had gone along with it willingly, doing their best at acting their parts. 
 
    The council had been pleased when they’d viewed the footage they’d made that would “accidently” be leaked. It might make Earth Government rethink sending a battle cruiser to an area that was vulnerable to Markus Model attacks. The androids were a big enough threat without that kind of firepower.  
 
    It was the best Sky could come up with on short notice. 
 
    The doors to his quarters slid open and the first thing he saw was Mick. She rose from the couch and walked to him, concern showing in her eyes. He opened his arms and hugged her the second she came within reach. He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “This is bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. I suspected that a cyborg or perhaps a group of our kind might be working with the pirates. It’s possible some of my kind were kept alive on Earth, held in captivity, and later escaped, thinking the rest of us were dead. They’d have been alone and desperate for any kind of help they could find, since EG would be actively hunting them. Part of me is grateful it’s the Markus Models, since it sickens me to think about any cyborgs working with pirates. They commit atrocious crimes. Of course, the Markus Models wouldn’t mind that kind of thing.” 
 
    “I could tell you were really upset.” 
 
    “The council meeting wasn’t as bad as I feared it would go.” 
 
    She pulled away from him enough to lift her head, holding his gaze. “How so?” 
 
    “They were relieved it wasn’t cyborgs, too, but we have to rethink our strategies on how to proceed. We thought we were only looking for the remaining three ships we already knew the Markus Models had. Now they basically have an army of pirate ships to hide on. It also greatly expands their ability to search for us. We have no idea how many pirate ships they now control. It could be hundreds, all reporting to those androids.” 
 
    “You just need to find the one that Brant is on, don’t you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t.” 
 
    “‘Brant’ could be on many ships. The pirates think the second one they saw must be his twin. Brant may be the name the androids are using, but all the models share the exact body and face. Any of them could move between the pirate ships and take on the Brant identity. If two are seen together, the pirates just assume it’s the twin again. The pirates have no idea what they’re dealing with. They think the androids are just one or two humans.” 
 
    She paled. “Shit.” 
 
    Sky nodded. “The Markus Models must have attacked that freighter because it had medical facilities, and then put out a distress signal to lure the pirates. It would have been easy for them to capture and fool them. Then they began to change them somehow.” 
 
    “What do you think they’re doing to them?” 
 
    “The medics have a few theories. We’d have to recover the body of an undamaged pirate, one of the ones in uniform, and perform an autopsy to be certain. Unfortunately, the four on the Zippo shot each other in the heads. Stag said the damage was extensive. We think that was with intent. Not only to avoid being questioned, but to hide what an autopsy might have revealed about their brains.” 
 
    “Okay, but what are the medics’ theories?” 
 
    “They have memories, but it was mentioned that they lacked emotion. There are parts of the brain that can be damaged or removed to make that happen. They could also have devices installed to shut down certain parts of the brain that the Markus Models wish to control.” 
 
    She paled. “Jesus. So they’re hacking away parts of the pirates’ brains?” 
 
    “That’s what the medics believe. Markus Models would easily do something that cruel. They care nothing about life. They offer free medical care to remove some of the radiation damage, then alter each one as they come in for treatment. I could see them removing parts of a human brain that make them feel emotions…and hell, even adding remote pain receptors or putting kill switches into the pirates’ bodies. As a failsafe. If any of them turn on the Markus Models, they could mentally link to the altered pirates and instantly kill them. That would motivate the ones they’ve altered to follow orders.” 
 
     “You need to find what ship they’re on.” 
 
    “At least ten or more freighters disappear annually—due to mechanical failure, being attacked, or catastrophic damage, such as being struck by space debris—before they could send out distress signals. It’s a potentially large number to search for, considering the pirates we captured aren’t certain exactly when this began. We’re going to go over all the missing reports to see if any vessels had advanced medical bays, though.” 
 
    “What’s the plan then? I take it we’re going to be spending a lot of time in the coms room from now on, trying to find large groups of pirate ships?” 
 
    “Not us. We just released the three pirates in our holding cell and sent them off. Once their shuttle is out of range, we’re heading back to Garden. The council is recalling most of our ships home. It’s a kneejerk reaction. We’re all worried. As I said, we need a new strategy. The Markus Models are using the pirates and all their many ships to find us.”  
 
    “You really let those pirates go?” 
 
    He nodded. “Cyborgs don’t lie. We keep our word. They did everything we asked of them and told us what they knew.” 
 
    She snuggled into him and rested her head on his chest. “I almost felt sorry for them. Is that crazy?” 
 
    “Not at all. They stirred my sympathy as well. It’s been a hell of a day.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Mick couldn’t help but gawk a bit as she took in the city on Garden. It was immaculately clean, the structures well built, and the tall buildings were impressive. “You erected all this out of scrap metal from ships?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “From the ones you stole when you fled Earth?” 
 
    “In the beginning.” Sky kept her close to his side, her arm hooked through his. “We kept a few of them in working order and went out to find more scrap.” 
 
    “The dead ships in space you mentioned?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    She knew all about dead ships. It happened sometimes, a space vessel experiencing a catastrophe disaster and all life onboard ending up lost. It was rare for anyone to try to salvage them if they were in deep space. They were usually deemed a total loss. Space debris. 
 
    Even among the few ships that had been recovered, it was near impossible for the companies who owned them to hire crew or keep them for long. Some feared the vessels would be haunted. Others figured they might be cursed. Either way, everyone considered it bad luck to recommission a dead ship. It just wasn’t cost effective to clean up the mess, repair the old ship after having it hauled into a space port, and pay massive incentives to get the few brave people willing to work on a dead ship. It was cheaper in the long run for a company to use a new or used model. 
 
    Sky seemed to read her mind. “We didn’t murder the crews to take their ships. Most of the ones we located had been victims of pirates, thieves, or accidents. Pirates and thieves tend to kill the humans aboard and strip the ships of food stuffs, a lot of electronics, but they have little interest in much more. We find and tow them to Garden to disassemble them in space, flying large sections down with shuttles.” 
 
    “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “We were motivated. It took us twenty years to build the majority of the city. The outer protective walls were a priority first, before the buildings. Most of us lived on ships and shuttles for the first several years.” 
 
    “It must have taken a lot of work.” 
 
    “We’re strong, and we work well in teams.” He glanced back at the cyborgs trailing behind them. “You don’t have to follow that closely,” he growled. 
 
    She turned her head, peering at the two guards who’d escorted them from the shuttle they’d taken down to the surface, just outside of the city. The cyborgs were a grim-faced pair in black outfits who hadn’t spoken at all. They ignored the suggestion, staying almost on their heels.  
 
    She clung to Sky a little tighter. 
 
    “It will be fine,” he assured her. “The documents were signed. We’re a family unit. The council just wants to meet you first before they pull the guards. It’s red-tape bullshit.” 
 
    She tried to imagine what was to come but had no idea if it would be like an Earth court or not. She’d been to one of those once, right after her parents’ deaths. The four-person panel hadn’t even looked at her before sending her to live in that horrible group home. 
 
    Sky led her inside a building and they were stopped by more guards. Sky let her go and stepped in front of her. “You don’t touch my wife. She doesn’t need to be searched. She has no weapons.” 
 
    “You know the rules, Sky.” 
 
    “I helped her dress myself. Are you calling me a liar, Brine?” 
 
    The tall guard stepped back and shook his head. “Always trouble. Fine. Go.” 
 
    Sky reached back, took her hand, and led her down a tall corridor to a set of double doors. Another guard stood there, and he motioned them through by opening the door. 
 
    “This isn’t the formal chambers,” Sky quietly informed Mick. “That’s good.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She’d have to take his word for it. They’d entered a wide and long room. It didn’t appear much like a courtroom. There were two cyborgs standing in the middle, near some chairs in sets of four, about five feet apart, facing each other. Sky led her toward them and motioned for her to take a seat. She did, he sat next to her, and the other two cyborgs took positions across from them. 
 
    “Mick, I’d like to introduce you to Councilmen Blackie and Zorus.” 
 
    The one with the scowl on his handsome face grunted but his gaze fixed on Sky. “I should have expected this from you. You broke a lot of rules to gain your female.” 
 
    Sky shrugged. “I’m not sorry, Zorus.” 
 
    “You never are.” Zorus studied Mick then. “I talked to my wife about you. She wasn’t a miner, but she was part of a workforce on Earth. That’s why we’re here, rather than in chambers with all the council members. The information you gave Teg also checked out. I’m sorry about the loss of your parents. We understand your father tried to make the lives of miners better. We respect anyone willing to be the voice for their people and take a stand against injustice. Earth undervalued us, as well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Mick nodded. “But it got him and my mom killed. Dad really believed in the cause, though. He was a second-generation miner. His parents died when he was in his twenties from unsafe working conditions. He wanted a better future for me.” 
 
    “It was admirable,” Blackie murmured.  
 
    Sky leaned forward, glancing at both men. “I didn’t lie about Mick or her background. She’s not a spy.” 
 
    “We’re now certain of that, but we also hoped she’d have some useful information about the Markus Models.” Zorus sighed. “It seems we know more than she does.” 
 
    “She gets fed the same government bullshit that the news broadcasts for other Earthers.” Sky straightened in his seat. “What is my punishment? How long are you grounding me for? Am I moving my things out of my home or have you already transferred us to a new one?” 
 
    Zorus crossed his arms over his chest. “We need you, Sky—and you always count on that when you break the rules. Don’t think we’re not aware of your tactics.” 
 
    “This had nothing to do with me thinking I’m too invaluable. This was about saving Mick from death.” 
 
    Blackie cleared his throat. “I understand. Here’s the situation. The council is angry and feels you disrespected them. They want you downgraded…but Zorus and I argued that the stress of your job puts you at risk of dealing with too many emotions. Emotions most cyborgs don’t often deal with. But it’s a required part of your skills, in order to be an effective human specialist.” The cyborg studied Mick. “It also gave you the opportunity to take an Earther wife, since you’d been talking and had grown a bond with her.” 
 
    Zorus took over. “We held a vote, and most of us agreed that your instability could be considered a hazard of your job. You aren’t being downgraded in status, but your wife is to remain with you at all times, be it on Garden or on future assignments. Basically, she’s your security risk, and you’re fully responsible for her actions.” Zorus rolled his eyes. “Some of the council felt that was punishment enough, since they can’t understand wanting to join a family unit with an Earther.” 
 
    Sky nodded. “Good. I was prepared to argue that I may have rescued Mick, but I still helped figure out what’s going on with the Markus Models. That’s proof enough that I can do my job well, even while breaking the rules. I should also get credit for masterminding the fake footage sent to Earth. They’ll see pirates pretending to be cyborgs, which you have to admit was brilliant.” 
 
    Zorus snorted. “Yes, Sky. We’re all in agreement that it will make Earth Government leery of believing any future reports about our kind. You did your job well.” He paused. “You still shouldn’t have broken the rules, though.” 
 
    “No regrets. I have Mick.” 
 
    “Don’t become cocky,” Zorus snapped. “You’re going to be working your ass off. That’s your punishment, especially when you’ll want to spend all your time with your female, instead.” 
 
    “I plan to either way.” Sky took a deep breath and blew it out. 
 
     “We sent the Bridden back out to search for large groupings of pirate ships and spy on them. You are being shuttled back to the Star in a few days. It will keep you mobile to continue your work, but far from Garden. You need to keep in coms with all the stations and listen for any reports of Markus Models or pirate swarm activity,” Blackie added. “We have a lot to learn about the new threat. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Blackie. I do.” Sky smiled. 
 
    Mick relaxed in her chair. Sky appeared happy, and it had gone far better than she’d hoped. No one had put her in chains or taken her away from Sky, her worst fear.  
 
    “May we go now? I’d like to show Mick my home and order her some decent clothes before we must return to space. She’s been wearing my clothing and what we could replicate on the Star.” 
 
    “Go.” Zorus stood. “Don’t push the council again, Sky. Even they have limits. Try to remember that.” He left the room without another word. 
 
    The other cyborg, Blackie, sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. “You were fortunate, Sky. The council needs you too much right now, and we’re all worried about what the Markus Models are planning to do with the pirates. Find those bastards. Markus Models seem to excel at manipulation beyond our expectations. It’s worrisome.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Thank you for siding with me.” 
 
    “You’ve been helping Gene search for Danica. He remained on the Bridden, since it’s returning to more populated human areas of space. Eve is worried the Markus Models will eventually attack a ship her sister may be on, since they’ve not only been targeting stations, but now freighters and shuttles. Off the record, ask around about any female bounty hunters when you contact those stations.”  
 
    He unfolded his arms and stood, handing over a data chip. “Here’s a list Eve made of the stations the sisters interacted with while dropping off criminals. They were among their favorite places to visit. We’re guessing Danica may tell people Eve died, if they ask about her whereabouts. Don’t blow that cover story, just in case. You’ll probably want to pretend you’re trying to avoid Danica. Eve said most criminals hated and feared them.” 
 
    Sky accepted the chip. “I can do that.” 
 
    Blackie reached up once more and removed Mick’s necklace from his chest pocket. He offered it to her. “We found nothing on here that was of interest to the council. Your android isn’t very advanced; we went over his programming. He’s outdated tech and no threat to us. You might want to upgrade, if you ever have a model rebuilt.” 
 
    Mick put her necklace back on. “I love Jorg, and don’t want an upgraded model, but thank you.” 
 
    Blackie nodded, staring at Sky. “Find those bastards, and Danica. It would make my life easier. I hate to see my wife upset every time a report comes in, thinking it might have involved her sister.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Sky shook his hand. “Can we leave now?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Sky offered Mick his hand and she took it. He pulled her out of the chair and folded her hand around his arm, leading her out of the building. None of the cyborg guards tried to stop them.  
 
    Sky chuckled. “I told you not to worry.” 
 
    “I’m with that Blackie guy. We were fortunate, weren’t we?” 
 
    “They need me. Most cyborgs have a difficult time relating to people from Earth. I speak like them. It makes it easier for me to make friends and earn their trust. Friends share information.” 
 
    “Good thing for me.” 
 
    He stopped in the street and pulled her close, planting a kiss on her lips. He grinned. “We’re so much more than friends.” 
 
    She grinned, trying to ignore the way the cyborgs nearest them had paused, openly gawking at the display of affection. It made her a little self-conscious. 
 
    Sky seemed to guess her thoughts. “Cyborgs don’t kiss just for the fun of it. You saved me from that cold shit, Mick. Let’s get you some good clothing first, and then we’ll head home.” 
 
     * * * * * 
 
    Sky watched Mick’s reaction to seeing the views from his home. It made him happy when she grinned, her expression lighting up with joy. “I’m really proud of you.” 
 
    She turned to him. “Why?” 
 
    “You endured one of my worst nightmares by being measured for clothes and picking out styles, yet you’re not even in a bad mood. I hate doing that.” 
 
    “You weren’t lying about all those clothes not costing you credits, were you?” 
 
    “Clothing is free on Garden. You can’t live in my shirts and altered pants for long, Mick. The Star’s stock of materials was outdated. What we produce on Garden is far better. You need a wardrobe of your own, with things that fit. I’m just glad they can replicate them so quickly and will deliver your new clothes before we leave. Usually there’s a two-day wait time, but you’re a priority as my wife, and because we’re being shuttled off the surface so soon. My job has some perks.” He winked. 
 
    She faced the windows again. “It’s so beautiful here.” 
 
    He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her back against his chest. He liked holding her. “We’ll return soon, and I’ll take you for that swim.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Just seeing the ocean and all that vegetation is like a dream come true after staring at dust and rocks for four years. This definitely isn’t a dead planet. The fresh air is amazing, too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we’re having to return to space so soon.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she craned her head to peer up at him. “We’ll be together. That’s all that matters. You’re a pretty fantastic sight, too. Though I like you minus your clothes best.” 
 
    He hugged her tighter. “We’re going to be very happy.” 
 
    “I already am.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No. I’m still adjusting to you trying to feed me at least three times a day. I’m warning you now that I’ll probably put on weight.” 
 
    “I’ll help you keep fit and healthy.” He wiggled his eyebrows and leered at her. 
 
    She laughed. “I look forward to it. Practice makes perfect, I’ve heard. Although I’ve got no complaints about us in a bedroom.” She stared back out through the windows. “I just can’t get over this view. It’s breathtaking.” 
 
    “It is. Next time we’re here, I’ll also let you see the natives. I’ll take you beyond the security walls and we’ll go to the nearby cliffs. The sea people can be spotted from a distance. Some of them hang out on the beaches below.” 
 
    “It won’t scare them?” 
 
    “They aren’t aware of us from that height. They’ve never climbed the cliffs, as far as we know. We leave them alone but we keep an eye on them. A team of cyborgs studies them without interference. One day they might be more open to becoming friendly with us. We’d like to know as much about them as we can beforehand, to avoid accidentally offending them in some way. The research team briefs me from time to time on our neighbors, since I’m the Earth expert.” 
 
    “But they aren’t human.” 
 
    He grinned. “I keep telling the team that fact, but sometimes they run behaviors they see by me, hoping it’s something I’m familiar with.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “They caught some of them dancing once.” 
 
    She peered up at him in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “They weren’t close enough to pick up sound, but they took vid footage, and they were dancing on the beach. Some of them appeared to have instruments. It looked like they were blowing into large shells. Cyborgs didn’t understand why they’d do that.” 
 
    “A celebration of some sort? Or a mating dance? Maybe they think they can bring rain! I read a story once about Indian tribes who used to do that in the old days on Earth. I’d love to see that vid!” 
 
    Her excitement amused him. “How would you like to work with the team, as my assistant?” 
 
    “Seriously? I’d love that.” 
 
    “Done. I’ll make sure you’re there the next time they contact me, and you can sit in on the meeting to offer your input.” 
 
    “But I’m going to need a real job eventually. Do you have any type of mining operations here?” 
 
    “No. We don’t mess with the planet.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing. I just don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Your ‘real’ job is being my wife, and now my assistant with the team studying our neighbors. They’ll be thrilled with a new perspective. I’m not very helpful to them. You can also listen in when I talk to space stations and help me, if you want.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    He stared over her head at Garden, seeing it as if for the first time again. Mick did that for him. He felt alive with her. A smile curved his lips. He just needed to keep her happy.  
 
    He lifted a hand and caressed her stomach, before running his fingers higher, between her breasts. He brushed her necklace with his fingertips, the only thing she had left of the android she’d loved. 
 
    It reminded him that he owed her a ring and a wedding gift for marrying him. He eased his hold on her. “I’ll be right back. I have some calls to make. Explore our home. We have four bedrooms but I’ve only furnished one, since I never have guests.” 
 
    “I think I’m just going to stand here for a while to enjoy the view.” 
 
    He went to the coms panel. First, he ordered a ring to be made for her. It was easy enough, since she’d been measured for clothing. Her ring size could be taken off the body scan done for that. He chose a matching set, knowing that’s what Earth people did, and was glad when he was told they could be delivered within hours. Cyborgs were nothing if not efficient. 
 
    Next, he contacted Brute on the Star. The male answered quickly. “How goes the project? I have access to the data chip. The council returned it.” 
 
    “I sent the model down on a shuttle. It should have been delivered to your building already. I asked that they keep it in security, since I know you want to surprise your human. Just upload the data. There might be some glitches, since I wasn’t sure of the compatibility with the programing.” 
 
    “Can you come down to install the chip?” 
 
    “They have us pretty busy up here since we’re leaving in a few days. I can’t. Sorry.” 
 
    Sky was disappointed. 
 
    “Just plug in the chip behind the neck and turn on the power. It will boot up within minutes. I kept the basic protection protocols installed, but otherwise, it’s been wiped of its original programming.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Just remember. The next Earth female you come across, she’s mine. I put a lot of work into this android, Sky. All of them were dusty from being kept in storage, and I had to tinker with it a bit to make it functional. You got the model you requested, the best I could find of the bunch.” 
 
    “You have my word that I’ll be on the lookout to find you an unattached female.” 
 
    Sky ended the call and sought out Mick. He found her in his bedroom, sprawled out on the bed.  
 
    “There you are. I thought you’d be on the coms longer.” She patted the mattress next to her. “Want to cuddle?” 
 
    He reached for the waist of his shirt and tugged it up. “I want to do that and so much more to you.” 
 
    She smiled. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Mick woke and turned, wanting to snuggle into Sky. The other side of the bed was empty and morning sunlight streamed through the windows. She sat up, glancing around his large bedroom, but there was no sign of him. His side of the bed felt cool when she touched the sheets.  
 
    She slid out of bed and entered the bathroom. His home was nice. On Earth, he would have been considered wealthy for having such a large, luxurious home. It still astounded her that cyborgs didn’t use money. Their system seemed both simple and advanced…and way better than anything she’d ever heard of. A great place to live, access to free medical care, food, and clothing, all in exchange for working. Every inhabitant seemed appreciated by their ruling government—or in the cyborgs’ case, their council. 
 
    She used the toilet, took a shower, and brushed her teeth. Sky had a robe that she borrowed. It was huge, hanging on her body and falling long enough to touch the floor. She left their bedroom in search of him. 
 
    “Sky?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. A quick search revealed she was alone in their apartment, though she wasn’t concerned. Her attention was drawn to the views again. She walked to the glass and smiled. Garden was so lovely. A real haven for cyborg, and now for her. She’d never tire of looking at the ocean in the distance, all that lush vegetation, and even the city below was stunning. Cyborgs should be proud of what they’d built.  
 
     It was a shame they couldn’t stay longer, but she knew they’d be back. 
 
    She finally turned away from the windows, entering the kitchen. She’d never actually lived in a place with one, other than their quarters on the Star.  
 
    The food replicator was the best she’d ever had access to. It was paste, bars, or pills that were available on most work sites. Mars had a cafeteria, but it hadn’t served much in the way of fresh or cooked meals. It was more like rewarmed cans of food. 
 
    “I need to learn how to cook,” she sighed, taking in the counter, cupboards, and various appliances. “Crap. I wonder if cyborgs have learning vids available.” She’d have to ask Sky. The night before, he’d had someone deliver food, saying it was their honeymoon. It seemed cyborgs had a lot of food services. 
 
    She heard the doors open and walked out of the kitchen, a big smile on her lips when she saw Sky. He wore loose gray pants, a white shirt, and black shoes.  
 
    “Hi!” 
 
    He grinned at her. “I was hoping you were still sleeping. I have a surprise for you.” He turned to the still-open doors. “Roll it in!” 
 
    She was stunned when two large cyborgs wearing uniforms rolled in something on wheels. It was a tall box. They brought it a few feet inside and then left, the doors closing behind them. Her attention darted between the box and Sky. “What is it?” 
 
    He grinned. “Go have a seat on the couch and close your eyes. Pick one so your back is to me. No peeking.” 
 
    Mick hesitated, staring at the box. It stood as tall as Sky with the wheeled pallet under it. She tried to come up with guesses but she was clueless about what could be inside. Then she grinned excitedly. Maybe it was her new wardrobe. It hadn’t arrived yet. The fact that the box was a few feet across meant he must have ordered a lot of clothes. 
 
    She turned and took a seat on the couch, her back to Sky, and closed her eyes for good measure. “This is too much, Sky.” 
 
    “You deserve everything I can give you.” 
 
    She felt the warmth in her chest spread. Sky was amazingly loving. She had no regrets over marrying him. He never ceased to surprise her with his thoughtful gestures and kindness. He made her feel loved and appreciated. 
 
    There were popping noises, probably the box being ripped open. A few creaks confirmed it. The box had looked like thin sheets of wood. Then there was a thump. It was tempting to open her eyes and glance back, but she held still.  
 
    She heard Sky approaching, his shoes making a quiet noise as he came toward her. Then his hands touched hers.  
 
    “Open your eyes but only look at me. Nowhere else.” 
 
    She did, finding Sky crouched in front of her. “You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Mick. I want you to have no doubt about that.” 
 
    “I’m already convinced.” 
 
    His grin widened. He released one of her hands, kept hold of her left one, and raised it. He reached into the front pocket of his pants and withdrew something small. He hid it until he began to slide it onto one of her fingers.  
 
    She stared. It was a beautiful silver band with designs burned into the metal. 
 
    “It states ‘loved always’ in our cyborg written language. Inside the band is my name in English.” He released her hand and held up his own, to show off a matching band with the same designs. “Your name is on the inside of my band.” 
 
    She felt tears rising and didn’t try to blink them back. “You got us wedding rings?” 
 
    He nodded. “I did. It’s an Earth tradition that I thought you might want to keep.” 
 
    “Oh, Sky. Thank you!” She threw herself forward, hugging him. 
 
    He chuckled, catching her, and grabbed hold of the back of her head. “I have one more surprise, too. Ready?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. But this is more than enough.” 
 
    His gaze left her to look at something behind her. She tried to turn her head but Sky’s hand gripped her gently, keeping her from looking. “Don’t move. Your surprise is coming.” 
 
    She heard a slight noise and frowned. Clothes didn’t make noises. What was behind her? Then in her peripheral vision, a big body came into view. She turned her head slightly, staring at the person.  
 
    It wore a black uniform like the cyborgs, but its skin was pale white. It took a few more hesitant steps, until Sky released her head and she turned fully toward it. 
 
    It wasn’t a person or a cyborg—it was an android. She’d seen some before. The model in the room was unlike any of the more mechanical versions on mining operations, though. It had a humanoid body, without any gears or wires showing. Big artificial brown eyes that widened, making the doll-like features seem oddly scary.  
 
    Then it smiled. And part of its midsection began to shake back and forth.  
 
    It was as if the thing was trying to dance by shaking his hips. 
 
    She stared at it, stunned speechless. Sky had gotten her a creepy android. 
 
    “It’s Jorg,” Sky whispered. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open as she continued to stare at the doll-like face. 
 
    “Mick?” Sky’s said tentatively. “This isn’t the reaction I expected. There’s something wrong with his voice box, but we can get that fixed. My friend Brute is going to take one from another model and switch them out once we return to the Star. He has access to at least ten more of this model.” 
 
    She tore her gaze off the android to meet Sky’s. “Um…Jorg was a dog.” 
 
    Sky’s eyes widened in shock. 
 
    Now it made sense why the android was shaking his hips. “He’s trying to wag his tail.” 
 
    Sky released her. “Oh shit!” 
 
    She stood from the couch, staring up at the android, and took a few steps closer. “Jorg?” 
 
    Sky got up too, standing at her side. “You never said! I just assumed it was a humanoid companion android.” 
 
    “Artificial pet companion. Jorg couldn’t talk,” she whispered, staring into those big brown eyes. Her Jorg was in that human-shaped body. She saw recognition in the way he looked at her, even if the eye color and shape were all wrong. He wiggled some more, almost falling over in his apparent excitement. 
 
    She lunged forward and gripped the android by the hips. “Easy, boy. Calm.” 
 
    The android stopped shaking and his mouth opened, a gray artificial tongue sticking out. Jorg gazed down at her with a dopey adoring look. The doll-like features still made him appear creepy as hell.  
 
    “He’s standing on two legs.” She couldn’t get over it. 
 
    “That makes more sense now.” 
 
    She turned to Sky.  
 
    He sighed. “When I booted his program at first, he collapsed to his hands and knees. I thought it was from the body being stored for too long, or maybe a programing conflict. The androids on the Star were never put in use when we took possession of the ship. This is a massage model. It was designed for human use in a health spa. I picked him because his basic programming made him very aware of how fragile human bodies are. I was afraid a food-serving droid would hurt you by accident.” He sighed again. “I had to order Jorg to stand repeatedly, but he had some problems getting up. He seemed to overcome the issue quickly enough. He lurches around a bit while walking, but I spoke to Brute. He was going to see if he could fix the malfunctions I found after booting Jorg.” 
 
    “Jorg is programmed to learn fast. One of his front legs malfunctioned once. He began to walk on three legs within a minute. He adjusts.” She peered up at the android. “Hey, Jorg!” She smiled. “Head motion mode. Are all your system functioning?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I bet not.” The humor of the situation hit, and she began to laugh. “You’ve got no tail, have to walk on two legs instead of four, and you’re much taller!” 
 
    Sky put his arm around her waist. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She turned into him, clutching his shirt, still laughing. “Don’t be. This is hysterical! It was also such a sweet, wonderful thing to do for me.” 
 
    Sky didn’t seem to agree, but he gave her a small smile. “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    “You didn’t know. The fact that you found a body for him is amazing.” She released his shirt and reached up, wiping a tear from her eye, and then faced the android. “Jorg, relax mode.” 
 
    He collapsed onto his hands and knees onto the floor with a crash. Mick flinched at the sound. Jorg might have an android body, but he wasn’t used to it being in that configuration. She let go of Sky and crouched, staring into her artificial pet’s eyes. “Jorg, sit.” 
 
    Jorg sat back on his legs, his hips wiggling. It looked funny but she resisted laughing again. It would take some time for them both to get used to his new body. 
 
    “Jorg, new orders mode. Indicate when ready.” 
 
    Jorg stilled but kept her gaze. His tongue disappeared, mouth closing. He gave a sharp nod of his head. 
 
    “Access pre-exiting software of current body model. Are there operating instructions for basic mobility, such as sitting on furniture?” 
 
    Jorg closed his eyes but then opened them. He shook his head. 
 
    “A lot of the original programming was wiped except for the safety ones.” Sky crouched next to her. “We can see if it’s possible to build a dog body from parts when we return to the Star. They have a lot of androids in storage.” 
 
    She turned to look at him. “It’s okay. That sounds super difficult. Jorg can learn to adjust to that body. I’ll teach him how to function better once I know his new parameters.” She leaned toward Sky and smiled. “You gave me a new project to do when we return to space. This is great. I might even be able to teach him how to talk, now that he’s in a body that can do that. I’ll assume these models had speech ability?” 
 
    Sky nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for giving me Jorg back.” 
 
    Sky didn’t look as happy as she felt. “I messed up. I should have asked more questions about Jorg.” 
 
    “It made me sad to talk about him.” She waved at Jorg. “This makes me happy. I’ve got him back. Thank you, Sky. I can adjust to Jorg looking like a man-child and help him learn how to move and sit without breaking himself or the floor.” She grinned. “Games of fetch aren’t going to happen, though. That would just look too weird. Maybe I can teach him to catch balls with his new hands.” 
 
    Sky hesitated. “I should confess something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I not only chose the massage spa model because of the pressure safety sensors that came with him for human bodies, but because he looks goofy. I thought he was a male companion to you…as in, a possible sex bot. It made me jealous. This model isn’t anatomically correct or sexually appealing. And I had most of his programming wiped, in case the humans who trained him were into sexual massages. I didn’t want him touching you that way. I’m the only one getting you off or running my hands over your naked body.” 
 
    “Oh, baby.” She turned toward him, getting on her knees. “That’s so sweet and cute at the same time. Jorg was just my dog. At least that’s one male we won’t have to worry about. He didn’t have a dick before, and still doesn’t.” She began to laugh. It was funny that Sky thought Jorg had been a sex companion. 
 
    “I’m glad this amuses you.” 
 
    She pushed Sky, knocking him over, and straddled his hips where he lay sprawled on their living room floor. Jorg made a sound behind her, and she turned her head. He was glaring at Sky and scooting his bulky body closer. He probably worried she was under attack. 
 
    “Jorg, sleep mode,” she ordered. 
 
    Jorg froze and closed his eyes. His head slumped forward. 
 
    She turned back to Sky. He looked confused. 
 
    “Jorg is programmed to protect me. He can’t attack, but he was trained to get between me and anything he perceives as a threat. He’s never seen me interact with anyone before. I bought him before I left for Velion One but didn’t activate him until we got there.” 
 
    Sky gripped her hips. “And why did you knock me over?” 
 
    She lowered her body, going for his mouth. “To kiss you. I love you, Sky.” She pressed her lips to his. 
 
    He opened for her, and she moaned as they deepened the kiss. His hands slid from her hips to her ass.  
 
    She broke the kiss, peering deeply into his eyes. “Thank you. This was a wonderful surprise.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like Jorg, and our wedding bands.” 
 
    “I love them almost as much as you.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’m glad.” 
 
    She peered deeply into his eyes. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, too. Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    He reached up and cupped her face. “Even if we’re going to be spending more time in space than on this beautiful planet? I know you love it here.” 
 
    “Being together is all that matters. I mean that, Sky. You are all that matters. Us being together. I don’t care where we are.” 
 
    His expression sobered. “I just wish I wasn’t putting you in danger. It’s not going to be easy to find the Markus Models and stop them, now that we know they’re using the pirates.” 
 
    “Digger rig operator, remember? Then I was the only person alive on a planet that could burn me to a crisp under the midday sun without protective gear, that had storms that threw rocks around, and it would have taken weeks for help to reach me if I got hurt. My whole adult life has been dangerous, but I was always alone. Not anymore. I’m with you. We’ll face whatever comes together.” 
 
    Sky grinned. “We’re going to have a hell of a lot of fun.” 
 
    “We sure are. Starting right now.” She jerked her head toward the bedroom. “Let’s go make love. I want to take advantage of us having time together before your council puts you back to work.”  
 
    He released her face and cupped her ass, grinding his hardening cock against where she straddled him. “I want you here, now.” 
 
    She glanced up at Jorg. “Remember how you picked that model of android because he wasn’t sexy?” She met Sky’s gaze, letting her amusement show. “You nailed it. We’re never doing it in front of him. He might be shut off, but…” She shook her head. “I’m holding you to your word, when you said you never wanted another man to see me naked. That now includes Jorg.” 
 
    He laughed and sat up, helping her to her feet. “Good. I’m always going to be your only male.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Always and forever.” 
 
    Then he stood and scooped her into his arms. She wrapped her own around his neck, pressing her cheek to his shoulder as he carried her into their bedroom. 
 
    She was looking forward to their future, whatever it might bring, because Sky made her happy. 
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