
  
    [image: This is the cover of Peyton 313, Book 1 of the Cyborgs: Mankind Redefined series, a science fiction and fantasy, action and adventure story about cyborgs and genetic engineering, contains romantic elements.]
  


  
    
      PEYTON 313

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        CYBORGS: MANKIND REDEFINED

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        DONNA MCDONALD

      

    

    
      VISIT DONNA MCDONALD’S WEBSITE

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2014, 2025 by Donna McDonald

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is coincidental.

      This book contains content that may not be suitable for young readers 17 and under.

      

      Cover by Blackraven’s Designs

      Edited by AJ at Blackraven’s Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT OTHERS ARE SAYING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Donna McDonald's books are sexy and exciting! She has a true gift for drawing the reader in and keeping her oh-so-satisfied with the alluring turn of each and every page. I highly recommend anything by this wonderful author!

        ~ Darynda Jones, NY Times Bestselling Author

      

        

      
        Riveting, suspense-filled action that keeps you glued to the end. ~ S.E. Smith, NYT/USAT Bestselling Author

      

        

      
        Intricate world-building with believable characters, even if they are part machine.

        ~ Eve Langlais, NYT/USA Bestselling Author

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Book Description

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Did You Enjoy This Book?

      

      
        Excerpt From Kingston 691

      

    

    
      
        More Exciting Science Fiction Romance

      

      
        Also by Donna McDonald

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks to my husband, Bruce, for his lack of complaining when I used a great part of our meager vacation this year to write the first half of this book.

      

        

      
        You truly are the best example of every hero I write.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is for Eve whose cyborg books have filled many reading hours and fulfilled numerous Sci-Fi fantasies for me. I always look forward to the next one.

      

        

      
        Many thanks for the inspiration and encouragement to write my own.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The war is over, but the fight for their humanity is just beginning.

      

        

      
        Her cybernetic studies in genetic engineering were supposed to make the world better. Dr. Kyra Winters never meant for her work to be used for anything evil even though that’s exactly what happened.

      

        

      
        No matter how long she lives, Kyra will be paying for her sin of helping create the techno-slavery code condoned by Norton Industries and the corrupt world government. Ten long years have passed since world peace was declared. Cyber Soldiers don’t even know the war they signed up to fight is over.

      

        

      
        Or that a fight for their humanity is just beginning

      

        

      
        Regret weighs on her daily even thought Kyra secretly struggles to undo her epic fail. If Norton or the government had any proof of her reversal experiments, she’d be killed. Not that she’s any better than them. Kyra is under no such delusion. She’s already killed two cyborgs trying to restore them to full human.

      

        

      
        Are Peyton 313’s chances any better? Having bought herself one last chance to atone, failure is not an option she can even consider. The fate of all cybernetic humans rests on her successfully restoring the cyborg who was once Marine Captain Peyton Elliott.
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      Dr. Winters, how can you turn down this kind of money? Chancellor Li and I approved Norton’s offer of twenty million solely because you are the last original cyborg creator alive. More money simply isn’t an option. If it’s the lead scientist role you’re after, we can discuss that later as perhaps an additional incentive for your return.

      Kyra did her best not to react negatively to the men glaring at her through the monstrous communication screen she’d kept after her divorce. She could handle the pressure they were putting on her to return to Norton because she had no plans of going back.

      Still, it was highly unpleasant to face down several frowning, impatient men whose every frustrated expression was being projected directly into her wide-eyed gaze. Fortunately, her beyond Mensa-level brain discarded her rising nervousness as it reminded her there was no reason to be intimidated by an optical illusion. She had met all the chancellors many times. Most of them were much shorter than her five-foot-ten-inch height.

      “Gentlemen, I am deeply honored you have taken the time to contact me this morning. However inconceivable it might be for Norton or the UCN, my decision to leave has nothing to do with money. My plan is to find a more satisfying use of my skills. My specialty was once military cybernetics, but the last world war ended a decade ago. There is no research being done at Norton that suits my desire to better the world we live in. I’ve made no secret of the fact that I am morally opposed to installing the behavior modification system in children.”

      Kyra watched as Chancellor Owens fought not to roll his eyes at her adamant statement. He was a thoroughly detestable man, and she didn’t understand how someone with his morals had become the UCN’s head chancellor.

      “Yes, Dr. Winters. We are all aware of your sensibilities. Fortunately, there are other cyber scientists willing to lend their talents to that specific project. If Norton has nothing that interests you at the moment, perhaps a paid consultancy would suit you more than a permanent position. I’m sure the personal loss of not one, but two costly Cyber Husbands over the last seven years has been traumatic for you. And we are all aware that Jackson left you no choice but to deal with his own death recently. What I’m trying to say is that we understand this may be a time in your life where it’s natural you would dedicate your energy to self-reflection.”

      Kyra watched Chancellor Owens shrug his shoulders after his speech and look away. She had no logical reason to dislike him other than he always gave her the creeps. And she doubted he ever reflected on anything outside of his bank account for long.

      “The UCN council’s consideration for my personal losses is greatly appreciated, but I assure you I am doing just fine. My relationship with Jackson was over long before his death occurred and brought me back into the picture temporarily. And as the submitted reports on my Cyber Husband’s unfortunate deaths indicated, both of them came to me with mental health problems. Their losses merely taught me to be a smarter consumer when spending my money.”

      When Chancellor Owens only glared at her explanation, Kyra had to fight off the urge to sigh. She tired of defending her right to do what she wanted to for a living.

      “That’s good to hear, Dr. Winters. Given your recent trauma, I don’t think it’s wise for you to turn down so much potential income without taking more time to decide.”

      Kyra nodded reluctantly. Chancellor Owens had a rational point about her income, and she had no way to defend her own logic without revealing her disgust with Norton and the UCN. All she could do was play along, so they left her alone long enough to finish her task.

      “Perhaps your suggestion to delay my final choice is wise, but for now, I remain resolved in my quest to find a happier life with more suitable work. Receiving Jackson’s surprising inheritance has allowed me to purchase a third Cyber Husband. In fact, he’s being delivered in a few hours. I’ve planned a short honeymoon for us next week, so it is doubtful I will look for work until after our return.”

      Kyra swallowed past the knot of tension in her throat. She wanted to say “not only no, but hell no” to going back to Norton, but she was too afraid of the UCN’s power to deny her request so outright. “Perhaps from time to time, I could return to Norton to work on special projects. I will give that idea some additional thought once I’ve settled down to marital life again.”

      “Yes, please do that, Dr. Winters. And congratulations on your new purchase. You have the UCN’s best wishes for the relationship to be both pleasing and successful this time,” Chancellor Owens declared.

      Kyra nodded once, hoping the man was finally winding down. “Thank you, Chancellor Owens.”

      “Have a blessed day, Dr. Winters.”

      “May the same fate be yours, Chancellor.”

      Kyra laughed and shook her head after she had disconnected. The amount of money the UCN was willing to pay her to return to Norton was unnaturally obscene. If she was worth twenty million a year to them to stay, would the UCN really let her go work for anyone else for less? Probably not. But what could they do to stop her?

      Or maybe the right question was, what would they do to stop her?

      Thinking of the conference call and her own trepidation made her suddenly regret all the things she had put off doing up to now.

      She had to wipe the nervous sweat from her palms before the remote for the com would work under her fingers. When she was sure it was shut down completely, she rose and headed for her lab.
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        * * *

      

      Kyra sighed with genuine regret as she attached the most recent photo she could find to the video file she was making. She stared at the handsome soldier for a moment, then cleared her throat as her finger hovered over the record symbol.

      Making a holographic message to document her work had been put off for too long already. She had one last chance—one more cyborg—and he was scheduled to arrive in just a few hours. If the restoration didn’t succeed this time, her video confession might be the only record of all the secrets she had kept for the past seven years. There was no money left for another attempt, which also meant there was no time left for being afraid.

      “Record full body visuals and speech. Visual is to be permanently attached to the final output. Destroy any file copy resulting from an attempt to separate the visual… or actually any attempt to edit content at all. Set password code for running the file as... ”

      Kyra paused as she hesitated over the password. To open the message, she had planned to use the cyborg ID from her first successful restoration, as the man himself would serve as the living proof of her work. Since she hadn’t been successful yet, she could only hope that her third and final attempt would net that result.

      “For a password code to run the file, use Peyton 3 dash 1 dash 3.”

      She cleared her throat one final time before starting the recording.

      “Hello. My name is Dr. Kyra Winters. I am one of the two original cyber scientists who invented the Cybernetic Soldier program. In the year 2143 CE, along with my now deceased husband, I helped combat-modify three hundred and forty-two soldiers who were pivotal in our government winning the last world war. After the global peace treaty of 2146 was signed, those soldiers’ families were told the modification process had become irreversible. To back up that blatant falsehood, modified soldiers were manipulated into acting in ways that made them seem more dangerous than they actually were. Those we trust to govern us didn’t trust the Cyber Soldiers’ humanity to rule over the enhanced cybernetic capabilities we had given to them. Without any testing of this theory, the Cyber Soldiers were deemed a threat by all the members of our global world government. All modified humans—those we call ‘cyborgs’—are forced to run android-like programming, which makes them appear to be little more than living machines. It is a scientific illusion and a form of human enslavement that must not be allowed to continue.”

      Kyra paused the recording and took a deep breath. It was harder to describe her crimes than she had expected. Part of her wanted to stop and try recording again later, but even if she did, nothing could change the horror that had to be described.

      She restarted the recording before she lost her nerve to continue.

      “Some men we modified left behind wives and children to fight for the freedom and peace we now enjoy. They deserve to be honored for their sacrifice, not live out their lives as robotic slaves for the highest bidder. How can we know what each soldier would have done if we don’t give any of them the chance to exercise their fundamental human rights? Despite the cybernetic implants, they are still human. Restoration was never even attempted until I started doing it myself several years ago. My experiments are not condoned by the United Coalition of Nations or the scientific research agency where I once worked. Sadly, I must report to you that all world government organizations are colluding on this issue. But if I am successful in my experiments, every soldier with cybernetics installed will soon have the option to fight once again for freedom—only this time it will be for their own.

      Kyra lifted her sleeve and swiped at her burning eyes

      “Until that time arrives—please—I implore you to not let your children or loved ones receive any unnecessary cybernetic implants. Modification has become a negative trend in our society and is producing rapid declines in human decency. Poverty-stricken women prisoners, for crimes as simple as shoplifting, are being modified without their consent and forced to work as sexual companions. Innocent children are also being wired with pain devices so their parents can more easily control them. People should not always be engaged in efforts to control each other. Think hard about these acts before supporting them. Any of us could be next.”

      Kyra stared at her work console, hoping her words conveyed her sense of urgency.

      “At this point in our global history, corruption is rampant among scientists like me, which affects all research and medicine. To ensure my restoration research and results do not die when I do, I have arranged for mass distribution of all my notes. It is probable that my death has already happened if you are seeing or hearing this recording. Please look for copies of my work and have the results reviewed by ethical scientists not afraid to draw their own conclusions. And if you are a family member of one of the Cyber Soldiers, they need your help now as much as we once needed theirs. Write to your local government and the UCN. Look for your soldiers and find out where they have been placed. Do this because every human on this planet deserves the right to define their own humanity.”

      Kyra paused the recording again, her fingers trembling. She swallowed back the tears that nearly fell when she spoke of the children being wired for controllers. It was inhumane to do that to an adult, much less a child. Yet with all the money child behavior modification was bringing Norton, she wasn’t sure anyone listening would care. People in general could be made complacent pretty damn easily, no matter how intelligent they were. Look at her. Her complacency with Jackson had cost the Cyber Soldiers their freedom for a decade now. The evil scientific seeds she had sown had grown in ways she could never have imagined.

      She owed the Cyber Soldiers more than just a recorded apology. She owed them her life in exchange for what she had done to theirs. One day soon, she might very well give it up for them. Until she breathed her last breath, though, she would continue to try to free them.

      Kyra swallowed the lump in her throat as she started the recording again.

      “I have one last thing to say in what I am sure has been an alarming message. My last words are meant for the Cyber Soldiers. You each made a heroic sacrifice. The world you saved had no right to turn you into a commodity. Each of you is a person—and yes, a ‘human’—regardless of your cybernetics. I deeply regret that I didn’t get involved in your restoration sooner. No apology, no matter how sincere, will give you back what was taken away for so long. Until my death, I will strive to atone for my scientific sins by waking up the human side of as many of you as possible. If I am destroyed for my efforts, so be it.”

      When Kyra finally pushed the stop command, she let the sob she had held back escape. Talking so much about emotional things never seemed to help her. Confessions made her ill, including the one she had just recorded.

      “Save recording. Edit out pauses and breaks. Produce an output and store it in the Mankind Redefined folder,” Kyra ordered.

      When she received acknowledgement that the saving process was proceeding per her directions, Kyra closed her portable and shoved it aside.

      Letting her head fall to the nearest surface, she wept out what she could of her remorse before her last chance to redeem herself arrived. Once her new Cyber Husband got here, she would have to bury her emotions one more time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Peyton endured the pain, tightening his muscles as best as he could while not allowing his face to show it. Over time, he had learned to transform the physical suffering into a silent exercise that strengthened his body. Amid the steady stream of current disrupting his circuitry, he heard the delivery guy speaking to his new wife.

      “Lady, are you sure about this? Peyton 313 has been fighting his restraints all the way here. He’s not going to be easy to control.”

      Kyra nodded without smiling. The thought of the constant torture the cyborg was experiencing because of his efforts made it hard to focus on what the delivery guy was saying. “Yes, I need a husband, and he’s exactly what I’ve been looking for.”

      “Listen. You’re a nice-looking woman. Even at your age—and trust me, you don’t look a day over fifty—you could be hooking up with a real man instead of this… thing. Peyton 313 has had ten wives, and they’ve all returned him. Even though he’s supposedly good in the sack, he eventually gets sent back for exceeding boundaries. This one’s programming has been upgraded so many times that they’ve had to replace his uplinks twice. The only reason he’s not been sent to a work camp is because my boss thinks he’s too pretty. They would disassemble him for sure if he acted up there.”

      Kyra snorted, but told herself not to show her contempt for the man’s words. Compassion and protesting got you nowhere. People like him were too far gone where the cyborgs were concerned. It was time for a fresh approach—one that couldn’t be ignored.

      “I appreciate your concern for me... uh… Lyle,” Kyra said as she looked at his Norton Industries ID. “But I’ve waited a long time for this specific model. I assure you there’s no need for you to worry about me at all. I’ll have Peyton 313 toeing the line soon enough. He’s not my first Cyber Husband.”

      “Well, okay then, Dr. Winters—ma’am. My job is just to transport. You’re the one who paid for him. I figure I’ve done my good deed today by telling you the truth. That’s all a simple man can do.”

      Kyra smiled as pleasantly as she could, considering the man didn’t seem to be able to take a hint. “Thank you for the information, Lyle. Now, if you’ll just hand over Peyton 313’s wrist controller, you can be happily on your way with another job-well-done stamp on your record. I’m sure you’ve got lots of other deliveries to make.”

      She watched Lyle shaking his head steadily over her words, even as he relinquished the wrist unit to her outstretched hand. Her fingers slid over the buttons until she found the restraint one. She waited until Lyle was halfway down the sidewalk before turning to Peyton. Raising a finger to her lips, she watched his pupils fluctuate in acknowledgement as she released him from the circulating pain.

      Kyra kept her tone abnormally cheery in case Lyle was still within hearing range. “Hello, Peyton. You’re even better looking than your online profile. Let’s go inside and get acquainted.”

      His simple nod as she ushered him through her front door was promising.
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        * * *

      

      Free of the debilitating current at last, Peyton’s body began its muscle recovery. In twenty minutes and four seconds, his muscles would be functioning at optimal capacity again. Before he developed his organic neural bypass, recovery would have taken several hours. The bypass hurt like hell to use, but it was effective and outside the control of the cybernetic chips embedded in his brain. He’d even recovered some blocked memories, such as his original name and highest military service achievement.

      While he followed Dr. Kyra Winters indoors, Peyton reviewed what he’d learned.

      His name was Peyton Elliot.

      His rank was Marine Captain.

      He was forty-seven years old in human years, but his body was in the physical condition of a twenty-five-year-old right down to his remaining organs. Part of that was the efficiency of his new cybernetic heart pump. He had wife number seven to thank for that. She’d run him through with a kitchen knife when he had refused to do something humiliating.

      But that incident wasn’t his first husband failure. Wife number two had upgraded him when he’d pretended to be stupid for a time. In fact, every wife had done something new to him, except for wife number six, who had done nothing. She had just wanted his company. He had liked wife number six. He’d been disappointed when she’d turned him in after meeting a non-cyborg man she had wanted to marry.

      He could list facts about each of his ten wives to date, but none had been worth the memory space each now occupied in his long-term storage. He had made sure his time with each of them was as brief as possible without raising suspicion. If there was a benefit to his current husband contract with Dr. Kyra Winters, being chosen again would give him the extra time needed to finish researching his memories beyond his cybernetic data banks. He was trying to gather enough data from those brain areas to assemble a story his human side could validate as his actual past.

      Those who worked on him at Norton believed they made him a blank slate with each upgrade, but none of the routine memory wipes of his chips completely worked. Data remained stored beyond the reach of every new code, and eventually, he learned how to retrieve it. Maybe his success was because he had long ago taught his physical body to live harmoniously with his cybernetic parts. A few years ago, he figured out what Norton had done to him and afterward vowed never again to forget who he was supposed to be.

      The number of his organic bypasses continued to expand, though it took a painfully long time to grow each of them. He knew about time only because he had developed a tracking method outside of his primary processor’s programming. By his calculations, it had been thirteen years, two months, and four days since he had received the combat-modifications that had turned him into a Cyber Soldier.

      He had learned that the Cyber Husband program was the UCN’s version of military retirement for him and the others like him. Once, he’d even vaguely remembered his Major informing him he was going to have access to all the “tits and ass” a decorated hero could ever want for the rest of his extended life. He had wanted no part of their plan then, and was determined to escape his cybernetic captivity now.

      Though Dr. Winters and her exceptional ass didn’t know it yet, she was going to be his last wife. All he had to do was keep her happy and distracted until he could assimilate his latest upgrades and learn to control them like he had others. From what he had observed in the first five point three minutes of meeting her, some form of frowning seemed to be the woman’s default facial setting. Based on his now extensive experience with females, he decided Kyra Winters hadn’t been sexually satisfied in years because satisfied women smiled.

      Peyton knew with certainty he could remedy her poor experiences, but it was unusual for him to have any innate enthusiasm for the task. As a Cyber Husband, he’d serviced a lot less attractive women for sure. Kyra was five feet ten, a natural brunette, and nicely shaped, especially considering her age and sedentary profession. Though not very stylish in her clothing choices, there was a natural grace to her movements as she walked, which visually appealed to him.

      A sudden twitching sensation below his waist accompanied his deeper study and signaled a rising attraction of the most basic kind. Strangely, no pulse stimulation had been required for arousal at all. He couldn’t recall having such an organic reaction to any of the other women who had bought him. This situation was different, which meant it could also be dangerous.

      “You have a beautiful home, Dr. Winters. Thank you for choosing me to share it,” Peyton said politely. He continued his study of the nearly silent female as they walked through her hallway.

      Kyra nodded as she soundlessly crossed the terra-cotta tiled floor in her black non-conducting microfiber sandals. She listened to her new cyborg’s footfalls as he followed close behind. “You’re welcome, Peyton 313. I’m glad you’re here. Let me show you to your quarters.”

      “Quarters?” Being away from her would not suit his plans. Peyton lowered his voice to the bedroom huskiness he knew made most women instantly wet with need. “A Cyber Husband resides in his wife’s quarters, Dr. Winters. I am programmed to meet your every need. May I call you Kyra now?”

      It was all he could do to hide his surprised reaction to her loud laughter.

      “Wow… that’s a very charming bedside manner you have developed there. Sorry to have to decline it, but I do not require your services in bed tonight. It is not a reflection on your value. I’m not in the mood for bed company.”
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        * * *

      

      Since her back was still turned to her new cyborg, Kyra rolled her eyes at their idiotic conversation. At six feet four inches, her new Cyber Husband was handsome and well-built enough to tempt any woman. So sure, her mind briefly fantasized about taking him up on his offer—just once, maybe—even though she couldn’t ethically do that given her other plans for him. A decorated Marine hero like Captain Peyton Elliott deserved a hell of a lot more than to live his life as a multimillion-dollar gigolo, no matter how nice his shoulders were or how many muscles he sported. Or how sexy his voice was when he was trying to talk her into bed.

      She stopped in front of her lab door and cleared her throat before speaking. “Voice authorization: Mankind Redefined Code X Delta 13 Omega Definition.”

      After the door slid open, she pressed a button on the access panel, forcing it to enter manual initialization.

      “After entry of Dr. Kyra Winters and cybernetic unit Peyton 313, delete all recent access authorizations and commence random cycling of entry codes. Offer prompts for new codes only on the following panel authorization—Third Time Is Charmed—with password phrase—Jackson Is A Cyber Dickwad.”

      A series of lights flashed in multiple sequences. When her orders were complete, she stepped across the threshold and motioned for her cyborg companion to follow. Going to stand at the specially designed operating chair, she paused and looked back to see Peyton 313 hovering in the doorway. His human sense of danger was apparently still active. Kyra allowed herself a moment of genuine happiness because his act proved all the rumors about the man’s cybernetic rebellions were true.

      Maybe the human part of Peyton Elliott really was still alive inside the cybernetic machine he mostly was at the moment. She certainly hoped so. She couldn’t afford to buy another Cyber Husband, especially not a costly one like Peyton. Buying the infamous Marine Captain had wiped out the last of her ill-gotten inheritance from Jackson. She needed to use retirement savings for other things.

      “Come in and sit in the chair,” Kyra ordered, pushing away her distaste for deceiving him. “I’m your wife, Peyton 313. I paid for you, and you have to do what I ask. Check your programming.”

      “I am not programmed for sadistic or masochistic games. I do not require aides to give you an orgasm, Dr. Winters. My sexual training is sufficient to meet all your pleasure needs,” Peyton declared.

      Kyra barely concealed her excitement at having her theory proven so quickly. Peyton’s hesitation clearly annoyed him in a way he couldn’t quite express. The glare he directed at her spoke volumes about his emotional state regarding her request. Kyra sensed that, on some level, he was also genuinely afraid. His tone carried concern as he provided logical reasons for why he needed to disobey her request.

      Kyra studied him more closely, fascinated by the Marine captain’s struggle against his urge to protest further. Yet she could also see the torment chip beginning its work. In the end, Peyton wouldn’t be able to do anything other than what she asked him to do without suffering a fires-of-hell kind of pain.

      The torment chip took its cues from the syntactical interpretation of her orders to him. The very act of hearing his assigned wife speak forced him to obey the woman’s every command. As much as she regretted being the woman who caused his suffering today, it was an edge she would use until she had Peyton 313 in her operating chair.

      Guessing the rebellious cyborg would continue to tolerate the pain until he felt safer, Kyra walked back to the doorway and extended her hand, hoping to build some form of trust. It wasn’t like she could reveal her plans to him, but she had the best of intentions. She was pleased when Peyton 313 immediately responded to the gesture. His hand, gripping hers, was gentle and warm, even though he could easily crush her fingers. Luckily, Kyra knew that his current programming would never allow him to use too much force.

      “Come with me, Peyton 313. I’m not going to take sexual advantage of you—not tonight and not ever. I did not purchase you for that reason. I just want to study you and learn as much as I can. At least come inside the lab. I can’t speak freely while the door is open.”

      Kyra winced as Peyton studied her, likely noticing the faint sheen of sweat on her skin due to her nervousness. She tried to hide her reaction to his presence, but the man was so attractive that he would have made her nervous even if he weren’t a cyborg. When he finally stepped into the lab, the door slid quietly shut behind him.

      Kyra sighed in relief and squeezed his fingers tightly before letting go. She could feel Peyton’s gaze on the back of her as she walked to stand beside the chair again. “Forgive me, Captain Elliot, for taking these measures. If I am successful, this is the last time you will ever have to do what I, or any other human, orders you to do.”

      Faced with the inevitable, Kyra swallowed hard and cleared her throat as danger signals suddenly sent adrenaline through every cell in Peyton’s body. Some invisible command must have triggered inside him, urging him to take whatever action was necessary to stop her speech. His intense gaze fixed on hers with a determined purpose, making her fight not to call out in alarm. Peyton started across the floor at a rapid clip toward her, but in the three seconds it took to reach her side, it was already too late.

      “Activate program Mankind Redefined on Creator 2 of 2 Authorization Code 002970463. Machine ID is 98765320A7. Subject is a Cyber Soldier. Rank is Captain. Marine. Name is Peyton Elliott—cybernetically redefined as Peyton 313. Commence Maximum Reboot. Transfer full control of all his files to Dr. Kyra Winters. Delete all previous authorizations. Destroy the primary processor and both Level 1 torment chips. Leave life support running at full capacity, and allow all secondary chips to remain unharmed. New processor is to be installed upon unit shutdown.”

      Kyra watched current fly through Peyton’s chest and head as his cybernetic eyes flared with the processor’s death. His upper body bent forward from the intense pain. The man groaned, but still didn’t call out.

      She swallowed the bile rising in her throat as he struggled against what was happening.

      Peyton Elliot’s current agony was wrong on so many levels that she almost couldn’t handle acknowledging her part in creating it. Knowing she had to keep her focus on the task, Kyra immediately shut down her emotional reaction and did so with an efficiency not even the constant code programming could imitate.

      Her motivation was great, and it wouldn’t help either of them if she ended up a weeping mess at his feet. If she didn’t release him from the pain soon, that was a distinct possibility.

      “Please get into the chair, Captain Elliot. Do it now before you pass out. My purpose for doing this is to help give you back your life—and I mean, your real life. I swear you can trust me not to hurt you any more than is necessary.”

      Unable to resist the excruciating pain of the complete reboot she had initiated, Peyton automatically obeyed and stumbled toward the chair. Kyra wrapped her arms around him, trying to help him sit. She couldn’t stop a tortured groan from escaping her throat or prevent her shock when she heard it followed by an audible sob. Was she actually on the verge of full out crying? She held the man in her arms tightly as she eased him down into the seat.

      “Captain Elliott, I read your service record over a hundred times while I waited for you to be put back into the bidding system. I know how many people you saved during your military service. All those people in the desert villages. And the children... you saved so many children. You deserve a hell of lot more than to be a fuck toy for the highest bidder. I’m trying to help you escape what they’ve done to you. I swear I really am.”

      His gaze seemed barely focused enough to see her, but the cybernetic orbs he’d received in place of his eyes flared in surprise at the tears in hers. Or maybe that was just her wishful thinking.

      The muscles in his chest tensed, and another little moan of despair leaked out of her mouth as he once again fought what was happening to him.

      “I’m sorry, Captain Elliot. So sorry. There’s no other way,” Kyra whispered.

      “Who the hell are you?” Peyton demanded, wincing as lightning flashed through his circuitry.

      “I’m someone who thinks this Cyber Husband bullshit has gone on long enough,” Kyra answered, patting his hand. She knew one of his hands was cybernetic, but at the moment, she couldn’t recall which one. She could only hope Captain Elliot felt her touch.

      “No... lady. Who are you really? You activated the creator code,” Peyton stated, his voice breaking during rapid bursts of pain.

      Kyra drew in a sharp breath. “Yes, I did activate the creator code, but how do you know about that? The code is buried in a locked file that only Jackson or I can access.”

      “I’ve… been trying... for years... to free myself,” Peyton admitted, groaning at what was happening in his head.

      Kyra nodded. “Good for you. I hope the others are doing the same. Now, stop fighting the reboot and shut down completely. It’s less painful if you don’t fight it. I’m going to remove your controller wiring. Please try not to kill me when you wake up.”

      “Damn it... I can’t kill you. I’m… programmed... to be... your... husband.” Peyton spat the words at her, letting his anger slip through the searing fire he was enduring. Being honestly pissed was just too hard to hide.

      Kyra rubbed his arm harder. Even after watching others go through what he was, Peyton Elliot’s suffering was hard for her to witness. But sympathy had no place in what she planned to do to him.

      “Is that actual sarcasm, Captain Elliot? If so, I really like you for it. And thanks for proving the dickwad was wrong. The human brain is far superior to chips and processors. I knew it was. Or at least I’d hoped my suspicions were true.”

      “This process... always hurts... like fucking hell,” Peyton declared.

      Kyra used her sleeve to wipe his sweating brow, trying to soothe him. She was so out of practice. The woman who once knew how to give comfort had been gone for many years. “I know it hurts badly, and I’m truly sorry. It’s going to get much worse before it gets better. I can’t knock you out because I don’t have the proper equipment. Once the processor is totally dead, you won’t feel the rest of what I’ll be doing.”

      “Will I... remember you... or anything?” Peyton asked.

      Kyra bit her lip at the question. Guilt consumed her because she didn’t have an answer for him.

      Then Peyton 313 groaned loudly as his upgrades sizzled and popped inside his head. His neural attachments probably freaked out at the separation from the organic paths he had painstakingly created. Kyra winced because she had no choice except to destroy them and the cybernetic links. Hopefully, they would rebuild quickly… and regenerate with no blocks.

      Kyra felt enormous relief as the power in his cybernetic eyes dimmed further. Unconsciousness finally took over, saving them both from the unnatural torture she had inflicted.
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      As she put on her lab coat, Kyra closed her eyes and quietly pleaded with the universe. “Please… please… please… let it work this time.”

      There was no choice but to move forward. Peyton 313’s primary processor was now destroyed. If she didn’t replace it within a couple of days, his cybernetic heart would eventually run out of back-up power and stop beating.

      Kyra swallowed nervously as she stared at the eerily still man. His eyelids hadn’t closed completely. Golden cybernetic orbs instead of human eyes glowed with reserve power and a warning. Such enhancements had seemed like a viable strategy. A decade later, it made her sick to think about all the perfectly functional human body parts that had been replaced on modified soldiers.

      Lost in her remorse, Kyra walked numbly to her console, touching screen commands without really seeing them. “Record voice notes and visual of all work being done to restore cybernetic unit Peyton 313.” When she saw the camera activate and shine its roving eye at the man in the operating chair, she walked numbly back to her task.

      She lifted a hand to brush the Marine Captain’s perfect hair back from his nearly unlined forehead. Peyton Elliot was definitely more handsome in person than his online records had portrayed him. Nothing in his profile had done justice to describing broad shoulders covered with sculpted muscles. His waist was lean but flared into strong hips bracketing a pelvis that naturally drew a woman’s eye to see what might be happening there. With the sexual training chip he had received as part of his Cyber Husband indoctrination, it was easy to understand why Peyton 313 had been optioned so many times.

      But neither his proclaimed sexual talent nor his outstanding looks had been part of her purchase requirements when she had looked up his profile. For her, the most intriguing mystery about Peyton 313 would remain unanswered during his rebooted silence. Just how bad had the man’s human-based traits been that so many women had ended up returning him? His Cyber Husband record was full of vague criticism from his previous wives. Hyped-up propaganda had been written in his profile to excuse his shortcomings, but it was similar to that of UCN chancellors whose long-running political careers relied on being well perceived.

      An external review of the cybernetic unit’s responses shows that the reboot successfully shut down all onboard cybernetic controllers. His lack of movement indicates that he experienced typical human unconsciousness due to the extreme pain during the destruction of the processor. During my discussion with Captain Elliott at the time of his shutdown, he believed he had somehow been creating his own neural connections to his cybernetics. Although long thought to be impossible, his startling question about how I evoked the creator code—usually unknown to the cybernetic mind—was enough to convince me that he was indeed being successful in regaining control.

      Kyra pushed her curiosity about Peyton’s comments aside as she finished recording her initial discoveries. All she could do now was hope she hadn’t been wrong in releasing the Marine captain from his cybernetic chains. Under complete control of his cybernetics, the man would have lived two hundred years or more. But now?

      Kyra had no idea what the captain’s longevity would be. Not only was she changing his processor programming, she could very well be shortening his life span if he couldn’t keep his cybernetic enhancements in good condition. Her newly programmed processor would allow for natural neural pathways to be established, or maybe re-established in Peyton’s case if he was right about doing some internal rewiring on his own already.

      The recording camera’s blue light panned around her as she worked. Long used to not discussing the restoration process with anyone, it was challenging now to remember to talk to the camera.

      “Based on my past two failures at restoration, there are no predictable outcomes with any attempt. A full reversal is obviously impossible with any cyborg because it would have to include the removal of the cybernetic enhancements, which require the processor to maintain. With Captain Elliott, my plan is merely to restore his cybernetics to a basic state that will allow his human mind to function alongside his enhancements. Whether this will ultimately prove to be a positive possibility for restoring other soldiers remains a theoretical supposition. Captain Elliott’s survival and adaptation are critical to any scientific discovery and proof.”

      Kyra paused talking to consider what she was saying. There were a great many things that could go wrong with what she was doing. If she lingered on even one potential failure too long, she knew she might lose her nerve to finish what she had started.

      She stared at her Cyber Husband’s handsome profile and waited another full minute before finally shaking off her indecision. Motivated at last, she strapped the chair restraints into place around his ankles and wrists. She had to expand the one for his chest to the maximum width her confiscated operating chair allowed. That’s when another truth about the situation hit her full force, and worse than it had with the first two cyborgs she had tried to restore.

      “Add a personal note to Peyton 313’s file. Start recording. There is no universe in which it is fair that such a strong, good man’s free will should be thwarted by a few simple spoken words in his ear. Further apologies for my part in this would only be redundant. However, I remain incredibly ashamed of myself for not acting sooner to rescue all cyborgs from this unnatural fate. End note. Pause recording.”

      Regret about her part in the Marine Captain’s circumstances rushed through her and made her hands shake. A few tears ran down her cheeks before she could blink them away. An occasional swipe with the sleeve of her lab coat was necessary to keep her eyes clear, but she kept working. Whatever emotional breakdown was coming, she’d deal with it later.

      “I’m truly sorry I didn’t do this a long time ago, Captain Elliott. I hope it really is a case of better late than never. Restoration will work this time—I swear it,” Kyra whispered.

      After she had secured him as best she could, Kyra walked to a nearby sink and washed her face. Nervous nausea threatened to eject the measly breakfast she had consumed earlier. This time, when she had killed the primary processor, she had left none of the government’s latest updated programming behind. Instead of trying to amend existing code as she had done twice before, she erased all former initialization routines from Peyton 313. The problem was she had no idea how much of the real man she’d erased in the process.

      Captain Elliot might be an empty shell when he came around.

      Or he might be anything from a very confused to a mentally unstable cyborg.

      As well as knowing what to turn off in the reboot, from her failures, she had also learned that the risks were not all on the side of the cyborg. Without the primary processor’s safety protocols, nothing prevented a still very dangerous man from misusing the greater physical assets his cybernetics provided. When he woke, Captain Elliot would be quite capable of killing her or anyone else he chose.

      His military training happened prior to his cybernetic enhancements. That earlier, fully human programming was encoded in cellular memory, which cyber scientists had discovered could never be erased from any soldier. Kyra counted that fact in the positive column for the restoration process. Captain Elliot would need the memories of his military training for what he had to do. A full scale revolution needed a real leader with his kind of background. His service was a large part of why she had specifically chosen him.

      Kyra turned from the sink and her remorseful musings to stare at her captive. The tears had stopped, but her gut still clenched in rebellion of what she had to do. The possibility of failing a third time loomed like a dark cloud and threatened to disintegrate her resolve.

      “Damn you, Jackson. I should never have gone along with you. I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      Her bastard ex-husband had come up with the Cyber Husband program, which the relieved chancellors of the UCN had rushed to support. Fueled by monies received for renting out the soldiers, Jackson had convinced them to try a Cyber Wife version. When no volunteers stepped forward, they had coerced women prisoners into it. She had been happy when Jackson and his sadistic followers had found women much, much harder to control. Chaotic hormone surges influenced cyborg females as much as any set of processor commands ever could. Hormonal disruptions happened in over ninety percent of the cases, and they happened regardless of what the best and smartest of cyber scientists did to prevent them from occurring.

      Through her continued work at Norton, Kyra had heard the whispers that Jackson had killed one of the Cyber Wives during experiments to tweak her sexual leanings. Whatever the truth was behind the rumors, one of his tortured victims had finally managed to kill him back. Having gone from loving Jackson to loathing she had ever met him, she had been nothing but happily relieved with that fatal consequence of his work.

      Yet Jackson’s tweaking of the Cyber Wives had not been the trigger for the extreme actions she was currently taking with Peyton Elliot. No. The women had not been the thing that tipped her over the edge.

      One year before Jackson had been killed, the sick-minded bastard had found a way to insert a smaller controller device into children. Behavior issues were a thing of the past now for parents wealthy enough to afford the million dollar implant. If a controlled child rebelled, a parent could just zap them a couple times. It had proven to be one hundred percent effective in wiping out rebellious behavior. Future generations among the wealthy would be automatons afraid to take any normal human risks.

      Kyra had refused to be part of the work, but as a senior scientist at Norton she had been unable to avoid seeing the outcome. Children with controllers drew their personalities inside themselves the way abuse victims did. The wiring of children was more than tragic. It was despicable... and truly evil. It was on par to the evil she had committed by not challenging Jackson’s ethics when she should have.

      Everything bad had started with the soldiers who had volunteered to become cyborgs to better serve their country. Sure there was general peace across the entire world because of them, but the lack of open conflict had come at a cost no one had anticipated. Now every crime, every legal transgression, was potentially punishable by the installation of some form of cybernetic implant used to control the individual.

      Kyra hung her head as she did every time she thought about her part in making such human enslavement a reality. Visionary scientists like her had cured cancer and finally relieved the world from its dependence on nearly non-existent fossil fuels. But sadly, her generation’s vast intelligence was what had also given birth to advanced cybernetics.

      In the beginning, cybernetic replacements were just intelligent prosthetics. Studies in how similar the brain was to a computer had led to experiments that resulted in reprogramming sociopathic criminals who had been declared socially unsalvageable. That had been the focus of her graduate work. No one had minded when former rapists, murderers, and child molesters had been turned into productive civil servants. Her self-righteous about the ethics of those criminal conversions had died a hard death right after she’d come to terms with what she’d helped do to the Cyber Soldiers.

      Her success in controlling criminal minds had led Jackson to his solution of how to keep cybernetic soldiers from acting out their potential post-traumatic stress issues. In the span of six months, the line between right and wrong had been erased by the money pouring in from the first soldiers put into the Cyber Husband program.

      If she had only rebelled then instead of helping make sure it worked, men like Peyton might have freed themselves a hell of a lot sooner.

      “Resume recording. Before I install the new processor, my first task is to remove the controller wires. Without the aid of a body scanner, this will be a long process. Keep recording the visual even if I cease talking.”

      Kyra frowned at her brain’s habit of endlessly rehashing the past. A person could intellectualize the ethical debate all they wanted. It didn’t change the one truth she had painfully learned in her last twenty years as a cyber scientist. Good. Bad. Or somewhere in between. The degree of trying control didn’t matter. Humans with free will were not meant to live as robotic machines. And they certainly were not meant to be forced by programming to obey the every voice command of another human being.

      Cyber slavery was technically against the law, but the law only governed what was done with creations containing one hundred percent artificial intelligence. As strange as it was, the rights of completely mechanized robots were protected better than those of cyborgs. No one enforcing cyber law seemed to care that cyborgs were still human despite their processors and prosthetics.

      Lost in her thoughts, Kyra walked slowly to her workbench and started gathering up her tools. Everything in her said mankind was doomed if programmed enslavement of all cybernetically enhanced people was allowed to continue and flourish.

      She couldn’t let that happen when she could potentially stop it.

      Determined to change what she could before it was too late to try, Kyra carried her operating tools back to the chair. Rolling Captain Elliot’s head to the side, she felt for his cybernetics access panel. When the small square opened, she stared into the metal compartment now mostly filled with soot coated electronics.

      Ignoring the smell of burnt circuitry, Kyra removed the controller screw and set it aside. Then she began the task of pulling out twenty feet of conducting wire that carried the controller’s current throughout his torso. The removal process took over two hours, during which she was mostly silent. It had to be done a few inches at a time to keep from tearing adhered tissue any more than could be prevented. Finally, the end cleared the tiny insertion hole and she let out a relieved breath.

      “Suspend recording for ten minutes. Resume automatically after that time.”

      With the worst part of the restoration over, Kyra allowed herself to sob for real in relief. When that short bout of self-pity was done, she wiped her eyes on the cloth sleeve of her doctor’s coat and swore at her dead ex-husband again. Regret over her marriage rivaled the shame she felt about her life’s work.

      “Damn you, Jackson. Damn you to hell and back. I’m glad one of your creations killed you for this fucking shit. What the hell were we thinking when we did this to living people?”

      She heard the camera begin recording again and gladly moved on to the easier task of replacing Peyton’s upgraded circuit boards with older models she had programmed herself.

      Well, Nero had done some of the work, but she had checked the content several times. The only override left was hers and it was there to prevent the newly configured cyborg from taking negative action against himself.

      She had learned that hard lesson with Alex when she couldn’t prevent him from jumping to his death.

      “Two big ones down and only a hundred things left to go. Hang in there, Captain Elliott. I’m working as fast as I can.”
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      Eight hours after Peyton’s delivery to her doorstep, Kyra sat exhausted in her desk chair recording her final notes as she waited for Peyton to wake up on his own. Depending upon the amount of damage the reboot had caused, his upgraded cybernetics might take some time to integrate with her older processor code. No master chip was running the show for his body any longer. All Peyton had was a basic repair-as-needed processor that worked in the most rudimentary of robotic machines, even those not melded to an organic human.

      Of course, there was no guarantee the new programming would work as she hoped. For all she knew, she might find herself trapped in her lab with a mad killing machine when he came around. That had happened with her first experiment. She’d had to euthanize Marshall 103 after only a few days when it was obvious his mind had not been able to rebuild normally. Having removed the creator code file, she had essentially left herself with no recourse to reboot him again.

      After she had released Marshall from his torture, she had also had to remove the evidence of her changes to him. Adding insult to injury, and to cover her modifications, she had taken Marshall’s dead body to a burial facility for immediate cremation. She had collected his cybernetic parts and had the metals melted for recycling while she watched.

      Experiment number two had gone a little better. Alex 287 had physically recovered and survived the emotional roller coaster of the assimilation process. However, living with the shame of what he had endured as a cyborg turned out to be more than Alex could handle. A few months after his restoration, Alex had committed suicide by throwing himself off a mountainside where they had gone for what Kyra thought would be a relaxed and healing weekend for him.

      Alex’s cybernetics had tried to fix him as they were made to do, but they had not been able to repair his body after such a traumatic fall. Kyra had eventually come to realize the jump had been intentional on his part. She’d had to retrieve Alex’s broken body by helicopter. Then she’d had to repeat the body disposal process to once again hide her modifications from being discovered.

      Kyra sighed with regret for both Marshall and Alex, even as she manually typed notes about what she had removed and left in Peyton’s cybernetic compartment. After hours of talking about what she was doing, her voice was more tired than her hands.

      She accepted that nearly anything could happen with Peyton, and that some awful things probably would, but it had still been a risk worth taking. In his life as a soldier, Peyton had both killed and saved people. If the restoration actually worked on him, Peyton could do what was necessary to liberate the rest of his kind.

      Most of his fellow servicemen were in the Cyber Husband program. The UCN had arrogantly used the soldier’s military careers as part of their advertising. Though he had been far more expensive than Marshal or Alex, she had gladly spent the last of Jackson’s bequeathed blood money buying Peyton’s freedom.

      Bone-tired from all the work and worry, Kyra finally turned away from his unmoving body and laid her head on her desk. Before letting exhaustion claim her, she prayed that the third time really was going to be charmed.
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