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      Welcome to Aurelian Empire!

      This is a cyborg fated mates romance novel with an overly protective, possessive alpha alien Cyborg. Contains spanking scenes! This entry to the Cyborg Mates series should be read in the chronological reading order.

      (For adult audiences)

      Hope you enjoy!

      -CC
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      My eyes open. It’s blinding, burning my irises, but I force my lids to stay wide as my gaze darts left and right, searching for her.

      She’s not here.

      I fight against the chains that hold me.

      How dare these puny creatures hold me captive!

      I breathe in, searching for her scent, but there’s nothing.

      I’m in a big room, metallic and gray with a dim light that my newly opened eyes adjust to within a second. There’s two men in front of me, one old, one younger. The older one has gray hair and no fear.

      I can smell the restrained terror from the younger one, bald and nervous, who fiddles with a pen, tapping it against his clipboard as he watches me. I search the room, knowing I won’t see her, unable to resist looking.

      Instead, I see a hundred men strapped against the wall to my right, fixed against the wall like me. They look almost identical, huge, powerful creatures compared to the puny men who stand in front of us.

      The man with gray hair stares at me curiously. I open my mouth, roaring in defiance, pulling at the straps that hold me against the wall. The bald one jumps back, dropping his pen.

      The older one should be intimidated. He’s puny, small, past his prime. If I wasn’t strapped against the wall, I could rip him in half. “Where is she!” I bellow the words out, my voice harsh and raspy. I’m not used to speaking. I’ve never done it before, but I know how, instinctively.

      Is she in danger? Every second away from her is torment. I have no idea who she is. I can’t picture her, but the essence of her being is in my soul.

      I catch my breath, and the gray-haired man raises his hands in a calming gesture. “Hey, big guy, you’re alright. Remind me again—why did we turn up their protectiveness?” He has a gleam in his eyes as he turns to the other scientist, who picks up his pen in a huff.

      “Galfond!” The bald one has a whiny tone. “You said we have to lower possessiveness. What else could we do? We had to up their protective instincts to compensate. You said this one would be in the spotlight, and we can’t have any incidents. We cut out all Scorp blood and upped the Aurelian DNA.”

      Galfond sniffs in contempt. “Fool. You can’t say that in front of him.”

      Him? He’s talking about me. Who am I? What am I?

      I look at the hundred men strapped against the wall to my right. No—not hundred. There’s ninety-nine more, and I’m the first.

      I must be like them. They are me, and I am them. But where did I come from? I remember nothing, just an emptiness. And yet, I know things. How is it possible?

      The younger man crosses his arms, annoyed at me for scaring him. “Whatever. We can just wipe his—hey!” Galfond steps forward, grabbing him by the white collar of his lab coat. He’s spry for an old man.

      “Once they’re online, they aren’t just machine. He’s alive. How would you like it if I sawed into your skull and started chopping out your memories? Get out of here. You ever make a comment like that again, and I’ll throw you off this station myself.” Galfond chews out the younger scientist, and he scurries away, glad to be out of my sight.

      I catch a glimpse of a hallway as he makes his retreat. Good. There’s a way out. All that’s standing between me and freedom are some restraints and an old man.

      An old man who might know where she is.

      I flex my fingers. It feels good to form a fist. I squeeze tight, watching the muscles in my forearm flex. Blood flows through my body. Oxygen fills my lungs. I am alive, and I have one purpose. Every second away from her is dangerous.

      I’m thinking in Common, but I can speak dozens of languages, from Toad to High Aurelian to rudimentary dialects from far out in Wild Space. How did I learn all these languages? I have nothing but darkness in my mind before I woke.

      Nothing but darkness and her.

      I flare my nostrils, desperate to taste her, but there’s no trace of her. She’s never set foot in this room.

      She’s out there somewhere, and I have one need.

      Go to her.

      Find her and keep her safe.

      “Who is she?” my voice rasps out, and I cough, clearing my throat.

      “Interesting. You don’t ask who you are, but who she is.”

      My eyes narrow. I fight against the bonds. Rage and indignity fill my being.

      This puny creature keeps me captive. This puny creature thinks he can keep me away from her.

      “Hey. Take a deep breath, big guy. I’ll tell you what you want to know. Her name’s Trilana, and you’re wasted on her. She’s the most stuck-up, obnoxious little—”

      The bonds snap as I roar again, anger pulsing through me. How dare he insult my charge. I surge forward, stumbling, finding my balance as I grab Galfond by the collar just like he grabbed the younger man. I lift him, baring my teeth in a snarl that should have him pissing himself. I press him against the wall, so he’s pinned in.

      There’s no fear in his smell—and only mild surprise in his eyes. How can he stand up to me without terror?

      “Interesting. Those restraints were reinforced. You should not have been able to break them.”

      “Explain yourself or I’ll rip your fucking head off.” My voice deepens as I grow accustomed to my being. I exult in my own power, knowing how simple it would be to end this insolent scientist’s life.

      He doesn’t even blink at my threat. “Try it,” he says, with curiosity, his voice thin as he struggles to breathe.

      Part of me wants to. Part of me wants to watch the blood spewing from his neck after I pull his head from his body for his affront to my charge—but this man might be my only chance to get information. As satisfying as it would be to end this man, I need him alive.

      I set him down. “Interesting. With the Scorp DNA in you, you might have tried. You’ll find you wouldn’t be able to. The only way you could hurt me is if I posed a direct threat to your ward,” he states, his voice even.

      My ward. My charge.

      “Trilana.” I savor the word. Of all the words I know, this is the only one that means something to me. “Where is she?”

      “You’ll be with her soon enough. Mind taking a step back, big guy? I don’t want you to bump me with that thing,” he says with a sly grin, motioning.

      I look down, taking a step back. He knows more about me than I do. He’s making some sort of joke about my anatomy. I grab my dick. It’s soft and heavy, and it’s a weak point. “I need clothes. Armor.”

      “You’ll get it. Tailor-made for you,” he answers, and I turn, investigating my surroundings. I’m in a giant, sterile room, the air dry. It’s a storage space for men like me. I must look just like them. I walk to one, strapped against the wall, his eyelids closed as he rests in dreamless sleep.

      I hold my hand against his muscled chest. He’s got a heartbeat, slow and powerful. I raise my hand in front of his mouth, feeling the light breath. “Is he me? Are they all me?” I’m confused, but I’m starting to understand.

      We were created.

      “You’re the same as them, with one difference.”

      I turn to look at the gray-haired man who is not afraid of me, despite being much smaller. “What difference?”

      “You’re linked to your ward. You have one purpose. To keep her safe.”

      Keep her safe.

      He didn’t need to tell me that. I felt it in my spine, from my first moment of consciousness.

      Every moment we spend apart, she’s in danger.

      I must find Trilana.

      I must protect her.
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      “We’re just enjoying the night, all on Barka’s. They’ve treated me really well considering I took them for 300 thousand credits—and I might just blow it all on my bar tab at their top floor at Rip’s Nightclub!” I smile into my smartwatch, choosing the pre-approved angle. If I’m off by a tenth of an inch, management might make me waste an afternoon explaining that holding the watch up higher hides the slight unevenness of my chin.

      I turn to my two best friends, who beam at me, happily tipsy.

      I should be happy, too. I move up two spots on the Universal Billboards. I’m at the #11 spot, and sickeningly enough, I’m gaining popularity in the Toad Kingdom. I don’t want to imagine what those disgusting creatures are doing while they watch my holo-videos.

      I clink my champagne flute against Jacintha’s and cut the video. She’s my lead dancer, and she’s naturally confident, unlike me. My personality has been instilled in me since age fourteen when I was recruited. Management saw me in a school choir.

      Instead of a girl, they saw dollar signs.

      So did my parents. That hurt more. They signed away my future, ensuring me a life of fame and fortune.

      Ten years later and they’re finally getting back their investment. With interest. Lots and lots of interest. “Your last vid killed it,” says Jacintha with a little smile.

      There’s a pile of credits and branded chips with the Barka’s logo on the table in front of us that I had to include in the holo-vid post, and now that it’s done, I ache to push them out of the way. The most recent holo-vid we shot was at Barka’s High Roller casino, a place where the ultra-rich go to prove who can burn more money. Part of the sponsorship deal was promoting the casino and its nightclub to my followers around the universe—and so now I’ve taken money from casinos. I might as well do a music video advertising gambling on the fighting pits next.

      Every day I’m more of a blight on this universe.

      “Thanks, Jacintha. The choreography was made for you.” My reply is carefully coached. A compliment to her dancing, which I follow up by complimenting Mia’s voice. She’s my best backup singer, and these two are the only people I trust in the world. We met two years after I was signed, right when I started hitting popularity. I’m so glad my management team found these two, because they’re the only ones who keep me sane.

      I’m not letting my guard down for a second in public. Even in the cordoned off VIP section of the club, being in public isn’t safe. A recording of the wrong words, an unflattering picture…it can all cost spots. It took ten years of my life to go from a nobody to one of the top stars, and management would not take kindly to me screwing things up now.

      The music bumps loud enough I can barely hear my friends. Some dancers gawk when they see us, and others try to keep their cool, walking back as if by accident to not look like they are staring. People think they’re so slick, glancing over their shoulders as they dance, hoping one of us notices their moves and discovers them.

      If only they knew it’s management who decides who’s in and out.

      The dancefloor is packed. An Aurelian, solo, without a triad, is standing near the middle, barely moving his shoulders to the beat. He towers over the rest of the partiers, his pure marble skin glistening under the flashing lights. Three girls grind up against him like they want to join his harem. He’ll probably go home with the lot, the pig.

      My eyes are pulled to a bald man in VIP, whose scalp gleams and reflects the lights. He’s sweating and he keeps shooting glances at me verging on glares. He gives me a crawling feeling. I know I shouldn’t judge people on their looks, but the prominent bones in his forehead give his head a skeletal look, and he’s got bags under his too-wide eyes. The combination is unsettling.

      “What’s that guy’s problem?” I say, rolling my eyes. I glance over at security, reassured by the presence of the five beefy guys who guard me at all times.

      I’m used to people staring, but not with malevolence. The bald guy is about thirty feet away, at his own table, an untouched bottle of champagne glistening with condensation in front of him.

      “That’s one of the richest men in the universe. Or was, until the hack happened. His company lost what, eighty percent of its value?” Jacintha leans in. I didn’t know she was so up to date on company valuations.

      “Oh? What happened?”

      “You remember when you used to be guarded by Sentinels and not these apes in suits?” Jacintha waves at the five men sitting back guarding me. “Yeah, that’s not a coincidence. Some triad of Aurelians found out how to hack Sentinels, and everyone returned their old models. That man used to be the king of personal protection. Now he’s just another has-been businessman with a fallen empire. Raymond Chandler.”

      Fallen empire. I try not to imagine losing all my spots on the charts. It happens to stars sometimes. Meteoric rises can end in a flash, and my trip to the top has been fast.

      “So why the hell is he glaring at me? I’m not the one who chooses my bodyguards.”

      “Wait, I’ve seen that guy,” says Mia. Her light tones make everything she says sound like music even when talking idly. “He was hanging around HQ like a week ago, and he looked pissed.”

      “That’s right before you switched your Sentinels out for humans. Maybe he was pleading his case.” Jacintha shrugs. “These guys will do anything for a buck. You need to be cutthroat to make it in business. Assholes, the lot.”

      “Think he’s dangerous?” I know it’s a stupid question. I’ve got five trained men at my back, and I’m in a big, public nightclub. Lately I’ve felt off. Jumping at shadows, waiting for something horrible to happen. I need something to take the edge off, something tailor-made for my brain chemistry.

      “Only if you’re walking under tall buildings,” Jacintha says with a smirk. I love the girl, but Gods, she has a dark sense of humor sometimes.

      “Jacintha!”

      “Sorry, sorry. Bad joke. Are we almost done in this place?” The three of us would rather be at The Haunt and not this busy, public bar.

      I spare a glance towards my smartwatch without appearing like I’m checking it. Fifteen seconds away from finishing my contractual appearance. With luck, I’ll be done the second before I’m out the door. “Let’s go,” I say, motioning to security.

      I used to have Sentinels guarding my back. I’m glad that they got hacked, even if the man in VIP lost his fortune because of it. The massive robotic guards creeped me out, with their gleaming red eyes and jerky movements. I didn’t protest or ask any questions when they told me last week I’d have human guards.

      My guards are just for show. It’s not like we live on planet Marn, where kidnappings happen every couple weeks. No, planet Tibla-9 is a haven for the rich and the famous, and any sort of violence is bad for business.

      I push the chips into a bag. It’s enough money, my eyes would have gone wide before I became who I am. Barka’s gave me a hundred thousand to play with, and I tripled it by accident, not really sure of the rules of some overcomplicated game I was playing that Toads seem to love. I made sure to take the required trio of twelve-second video clips promoting the venue that bankrolled our holo-video for the latest release.

      I’ve lost all connection to the girl I was. Management even made me change my name. Legally. Ash Kenbury died that day. Now it’s Trilana. No last name. Just Trilana. I fucking hate the name, but I haven’t told a soul how much it bothers me, not even my two best friends.

      My parents let that happen when I was fourteen and I was ready to be unveiled as a product. “Trilana” started out #5692, a promising debut, and I slowly worked my way up. I guess I don’t have my parents’ last names anymore. They ended up rich. So did I.

      I only had to lose everything that made me, me.

      I walk, sure on my feet, ever so slightly tipsy. I’m allowed to get a little bit drunk. J3$$4 gained ten spots after a drunken rant about how scared she was about Fanatic Aurelians splitting off from the Empire to follow the Old Ways, but management ruled that it was a high-variance strategy more suited to mid-20s and below assets.

      My two friends—well, the two people I can be myself around, when we’re in private—follow me. They’re the only two people in the world that like the person I am and not the image I portray. Heads turn as the crowd parts for us, the big, beefy men in suits an imposing spearhead through the crowd. I know I should keep my head forward. I know that Trilana wouldn’t spare a glance for the crowd, gliding like an untouchable swan, but I can’t help myself.

      I look over at VIP. That bald man is staring, his eyes wide with hatred like I’ve never seen.

      Only the huge Aurelian ignores us, unbothered by five security guards. He could cut his way through them, if he had his Orb-Blade with him.

      The five guards keep their hands on their hips, ready to draw their pistols in case of trouble.

      We step out of the club and into the bright lights. Two a.m. and the strip is lit up like midday. Paparazzi swarm like vultures, taking pictures and videos. Mia gives a little “woo” and smiles, beaming at the cameras, but I can’t keep the image up anymore. I need to get home. I need to get away from the endless eyes and the fakeness of this life.

      My sleek black private transport ship descends in front of me, bobbing up and down in place as the doors open.

      Soon I’ll be alone.

      Soon I’ll be able to turn off.

      A strange staccato like a drumbeat fills my ears. I’ve heard that sound in holo-vids. Mia screams, her beautiful voice contorted into a piercing shriek. The two beefy guys in front of me fall hard. There’s a crunch as the one on the left’s head hits the ground.

      The other three draw weapons, forming a wall in front of me, when a transport taxi careens into them. They’re flung like ragdolls into the screaming crowd that runs, paparazzi dropping their cameras to escape the carnage.

      I’m paralyzed.

      I’ve only ever seen violence in holo-vids and movies. It’s here. It’s so much worse than I could have ever imagined. The chaos grips me. This should be orchestrated, everyone in their places, everyone knowing what to do, but instead, the taxi doors open and two masked men jump out, grabbing my wrist and pulling me in. My own scream sounds fake and far away. I try to fight them off, but they’re strong, pulling me in and sandwiching me between them as they close the door. My purse full of casino chips falls to the ground, spilling out a small fortune onto the sidewalk.

      “Go, go, go!” They ignore the chips, and the transport lifts off.

      I’m the prize. I can smell their nervous sweat. I want to scratch at their faces with my nails, but I can’t make my arms move, I’m so scared.

      The driver grips the wheel in gloved hands, pulling up hard as the passenger holds a rifle across his lap, just waiting for a pursuit. He lifts a hand, pointing forward. “What the fuck is that?”

      The driver puts the cab in reverse, the engine whining as it goes up and backwards. We take off unevenly, and I look through the front window.

      At first I think it’s the Aurelian from inside the nightclub. His skin isn’t light enough, and he’s got black stubble on his broad face. It’s a beast of a man, huge and wide, who would make the security guards look like little kids.

      He’s running towards the hover taxi with long strides, faster than should be possible. The taxi flies upwards and the driver whoops in success.

      The beast of a man leaps.

      No one can jump this high.

      He flies thirty feet in the air, and the taxi tips sideways as his fist slams through the metal of the door and into the side of one of the kidnappers. I hear the sickening sound of breaking ribs before the beast grips onto the hole. He’s being burnt by the exhaust of the taxi as it lurches sideways, but he doesn’t stop. With inhuman strength he rips the door off, throwing it aside, and grabs me. He ignores the screaming, terrified kidnappers, and pulls me out of the veering transport ship and against his chest.

      We fall back into empty air as the transport cab slams into a building, exploding into a fireball. I scream as we fall. Ten, twenty, thirty, forty feet, the wind whipping at my dress. We land with a sickening thud and his legs flex and absorb the blow. The asphalt cracks under his weight.

      My heart pounds. Nothing makes sense. No man can jump that high, and no man can survive such a fall. I stare up at my savior as the cameras flash.

      He’s handsome, but not in a pretty-boy way. He must be fifteen years older than me, in his late thirties, with a fleck of gray in his black stubble that lines his broad jaw. I’m trapped in his eyes. They are a clear, deep brown with dancing greens and blues, too bright to be human. I used to like pale guys with blue eyes—at least, that’s what my handlers told me was my brand, and they orchestrated my two relationships with budding stars that propelled me to fame with perfectly choreographed heartbreak.

      This guy is their polar opposite. Instead of fine, almost pretty features, he’s all broad, rugged masculinity.

      He pulls me against his huge chest, twirling his body to shield me as the wreckage of the burning transport taxi hits the ground, shrapnel filling the air as paparazzi take video and pictures. He’s so fucking big. Close to seven foot tall, with a chest bulging with muscle and covered in hard armor.

      “Trilana. Are you safe?”

      He cradles me in his arms, keeping me tight against him as I succumb to the panic. His low, gravelly voice calms me and I hold back sobs of terror. It’s like I’m pulled against a steel wall.

      I get the strangest feeling as he lets go of me, and I pull away from his embrace. My security detail sometimes look at me with lust—they’re men, after all. Other people view me as Trilana, staring at the perfectly created object designed to dominate the charts and get my handlers rich. There’s always a barrier between me and people like that.

      This man is looking at me.

      Not the billion-dollar creation that’s been manufactured since I was a teenager.

      Me.

      “I’m okay. What…”

      He sets me down on wobbly feet as adrenaline courses through my body. This wasn’t some random Good Samaritan. In fact, I don’t know what he is. The more I look at him, the more inhuman he seems.

      His eyes are too intense. His skin has a sort of stony dullness to him, like he’s been built out of granite. He grabs my arm, roughly pulling me away from the crowd. Cameras flash and the bravest of the paparazzi rush forward to get holo-vids, but he leads me into an alleyway, muttering into his smartwatch while manhandling me easily with a single hand. Mia and Jacintha are staring at us in confusion, thankfully unscathed, but I’ve got no time to check on them as the huge beast of a man pulls me away.

      “Hey! What are you doing?”

      Am I being saved, or kidnapped again? He doesn’t answer me, just pulling me down the alley as a dark vessel descends on the other side.

      “Let me go!” I yell, and his vise grip on my arm unlocks instantly. He looks down at me in surprise, like the movement was as shocking to him as it was to me.

      I step away from him, shaking my head. “I’m not getting into that ship with you,” I say, looking suspiciously at the lean transport vessel that’s landed. It looks like it could race in the asteroid tracks, a lithe, powerful-looking craft with a predatory feeling to it.

      “Yes you are. Management sent me. Your interim bodyguards were useless. You need a protector.”

      I do—after my current team got wiped out. I knew them only for a week, a team that was assembled and who I barely remember the names of. Was Thomas the one who got shot first? No, it was Tony. It’s awful to forget them so quickly.

      I shake my head. “No one told me about a new bodyguard.”

      The bravest of the mosquitos that torment me poke their heads around the alleyway, getting footage of me with the massive man. Their high-powered cameras record my every move, and they can zoom in so close they can see if my pupils dilate or my breath quickens.

      I don’t know what to do.

      Every part of my life is scripted. Trilana’s story is written by a team, has been since I was fourteen. I haven’t made my own decisions since I was Ash. This entire night was choreographed until the moment it all went off the rails.

      “Are Mia and Jacintha okay?”

      He checks his black smartwatch. “Yes. They are being taken away to safety. Your management is sending a team. They weren’t in the blast zone.”

      The sleek black ship thuds as it touches down on the ground, the side door opening. It has COBERNAUGHT written on the side in blocky letters. I’ve got no idea what that word means. Why didn’t my management tell me I had a new bodyguard?

      I look for the privacy of that transport ship. The beast of a man offers protection from kidnappers, and that transport offers protection from the ghouls that haunt me. I stare up at the beast of the man, my brain still whirling with confused, panicked thoughts.

      “Trilana. It’s not safe here. We need to move. Now,” he says, his voice getting a hard, dominant edge to it.

      He’s so strong. So powerful. He could throw me over his shoulder and bring me into the ship if I refused—so he’s clearly not kidnapping me, because I’d already be in the ship.

      Which means it’s more likely he’s my bodyguard. And if he decides the area isn’t safe, he might get the idea to throw me over his shoulder for my own safety anyways, which would be an utter humiliation and a terrible headline for my brand.

      Starlet ignores bodyguard, carried into a ship after a near-kidnapping.

      There’d be a video alongside it, me in crystal-clear three-dimensions kicking and screaming as he walks me into the ship.

      The choice is simple. The media is here, and I can either stay on brand, keep my calm and walk with him into the ship, or roll the dice on what he decides. “Okay.”

      It’s so unreal.

      Am I really alive, or did I get thrown out of the taxi cab and my brain is inventing some fantasy in my last moments that a huge beast of a man is protecting me? Maybe this is just a last, dying thought, of a strong, powerful being coming to save me at last moment.

      The black transport ship’s open door beckons like a portal to a new life.

      Anything is better than this.

      To preserve my image, I walk into the ship, sitting on a comfy leather bench seat.

      My guardian—if that’s what he is—follows.
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      Blood courses through my body as my heart pumps on overdrive, oxygenating my muscles and readying me for combat.

      I am grateful my charge entered the transport without protest. When she ordered me to let go of her arm, my muscles moved against my instincts to keep her safe. My hands unclasped, even though it could put her in danger.

      Programming. Like how Galfond said I couldn’t hurt him if I tried. I’m programed to obey her every command.

      I sit across from her, exulting in her being as the transport ship takes off. The panic in her scent is slowly fading. She sits with a straight back, the picture of grace and poise, so different from the scared creature I protected in the nick of time.

      I thank Gods I don’t even know that I happened there in time. It was luck that I was there to save her.

      I will never let her safety be luck again.

      When I landed on this planet, I was met by men in suits who talked to me like I was a machine. My instructions were clear—to be at Rip’s and take over the security detail. They told me she always leaves her scheduled appearances the second they are over.

      Security flaw. Makes her predictable.

      That’s going to change. It made it easy for a kidnapper to find her. There’s going to be a lot of changes.

      That means someone was working on the inside getting her schedule. I’ll interrogate the nightclub staff. Someone leaked the information to the kidnappers and they timed it to the second.

      I was told to walk to meet her. When I suggested a transport would be quicker, the men in suits looked at me blankly, as if they were surprised a machine could have independent thought. The single Cobernaught executive at the meeting, a man with a finely maintained mustache, gave me a quick head shake and I stuck with their original plan, as inefficient as it was.

      Never again. I won’t listen to anyone but my own gut and instinct on how to protect this beautiful, fragile creature. Gods, it feels good to be near her. Being close to her is bliss.

      Her management team view me as a tool to protect a billion-credit asset. I’ve spent hours watching this asset while in transit from the Cobernaught facilities to planet Tibla-9. She’s a wild one. It’s not just part of her image.

      There’s something else going on. Something she’s hiding. I watched footage of interviews where her reaction times were slow, or she was a little too giggly. It’s always the small holo-vid stations. Never the mainstream channels, and she never does anything over the line to attract attention, but I’ve got a feeling when her handlers aren’t watching, she gets up to no good.

      The kidnapping could have been related to her more… illicit, secret life I instinctively know she has.

      I know her intimately, and not just from studying her movements.

      I’ve been linked to her since my first waking moments.

      The first time I saw her in the flesh, she was in danger. Some puny humans thought they could lay their hands on her.

      Everything went blurry except for her. I was sprinting at overdrive before I knew what was happening, leaping upwards and slamming my fist through the side door where I saw the kidnapper was sitting.

      All I knew was that if I let them take off, they’d never come back.

      I barely saved her. In the first moments of meeting her, I almost failed her. I didn’t get a good look at her captors, and there’s no way to identify them now. They burned up in the inferno, and even forensics won’t be able to find out who they were.

      “I’d thank you for saving me, but I assume I sign your checks,” she says, drily, and there’s a wall between us.

      She’s changed.

      It happened in an instant. We fly upwards, towards her floating mansion and safety. The ultra-rich of planet Tibla-9 live in homes that float in the sub-atmosphere. Hers circles the globe in an arc that coincides with her live appearances.

      “Yes. I am here to serve you,” I reply, respectfully.

      “Good,” she says, sounding almost bored.
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      What is he?

      He’s too big to be a human. Sure, some humans are nearly seven foot tall. But they aren’t broad and bulky like this. He looks like he weighs six hundred pounds and I watched him slam his fist through the metal door of a transport cab. He’s no Aurelian, either. Maybe he’s some genetic phenom of a man, a one-in-a-billion beast hopped up on designer steroids to make him able to jump thirty feet. Even his skin is off. It’s got a grainy, stone look to it, like he’s half human and half alien.

      Whatever he is, he puts me off balance.

      No man can make me feel that way. It’s not allowed.

      My life is carefully controlled. I should be relaxed around security guards. Trilana would be. They are just background, a necessity for the image. There’s never supposed to be any reason for them.

      I swallow, trying to push the image of the taxi transport slamming into the three of them. I can’t deal with it, so I force it out of my mind, knowing it will haunt me in my dreams.

      It’s impossible to relax around this beast. Management chose well. If it wasn’t for him coming in the nick of time, I’d have been dragged off to the Gods know what fate.

      I should thank him. He watches me, barely blinking. “Is there is a reason you’re staring?” I say, my voice cold and distant. He furrows his brows.

      “I’m looking for any damage.”

      Damage. He makes it sound like I’m an object.

      “I’m fine. They didn’t do anything,” I say, but he reaches forward, taking my hand. My dress is sleeveless, showing my skin, and his touch is shockingly gentle as he turns my wrist. There’s a handprint from where the kidnapper squeezed me, pulling me roughly in. He stares at my wrist, then gently strokes it, sending shivers down my body.

      I get this tingling urge for him. He’s just so fucking big, so powerful and in control. Or maybe it’s that he saved my life, and my body is responding naturally. I pull my hand away.

      I trust him, and I have no idea why. It’s instinctive.

      Trilana doesn’t.

      He’s still a stranger. I should tell him to go into the cockpit of the little ship, put some distance between us. He makes the ship seem small. If he was even an inch taller, his head would be smacking the roof. He’s corded, barely restrained energy, and he stares straight at me, unashamed to watch me.

      I’m used to eyes staring at me.

      They’ve never affected me before. Not like him. The flecks of blue and green in his brown eyes seem to move, always in different places.

      He’s so…strong.

      What would it feel like, to have that strength pressing me down against a bed? His huge hands wrapping around my wrists, pressing me against the bed…

      I look away. The coms-link blinks, and I take the call gratefully, my cheeks flushed.

      The holo-vid shows a boardroom. “Trilana! Are you okay? We saw the entire thing live.” Five faces peer at me, and one of them is speaking like I got over a cold.

      “I’m fine. Not even a scratch. Don’t worry, your investment is safe and sound.”

      They hate when I call myself an investment. It’s annoying for them, I guess, but I just survived a life-or-death situation, and they can handle a little attitude. Last year, I was their perfect, hyper-focused starlet, intent on climbing the ranks. The more famous I get, the emptier it feels. It’s all so…fake.

      My management, or handlers, as I think about them, are five men in their forties who manufactured my image and charted my rise. They did well. While other stars fell by the wayside, I’ve been on a straight trajectory upwards. The Trilana brand is red hot. There’s a new guy at the table, some guy with a mustache I haven’t seen before, and I don’t much care to find out about it.

      “We’re also pleased to introduce to Mr. Whitt. He’s one of Cobernaught’s top executives, and as you can see, the Cyborg bodyguard program is already paying dividends,” says one of my handlers, bobbing his head up and down with excitement. He motions to the man with the mustache, who gives me a polite nod. He’s about to say something, when the over-excited handler can’t contain himself.

      “So glad to hear you’re fine. Big news. Big news! You’ll be thrilled to know your kidnapping is trending! You’ve got three billion views, with six hundred million in our sector alone,” says one of them. I barely care which of them is talking. They’re interchangeable. Five fleshy, middle-aged men who manage hundreds of artists. I’m sure I’m in spreadsheets, hard data and profit margins.

      Even a kidnapping is an opportunity to get attention.

      Hell, these five were probably thrilled when it happened. They’ve got their sights set on a top ten spot for me.

      “That’s great,” I say, feeling icky that my terrifying situation will be used for profit. Three billion views this quickly is better than a new holo-vid release, and those take tailored ad campaigns and media pushes. I guess in a world that’s fake, people want to tune in to something real.

      “It looks amazing. Check out the Sky-6 camera angle,” says one of the suits, pulling up the video. I stare in shock. It’s like something from a superhero holo-flick. I watch the three bodyguards get hit by the car. It’s censored, their bodies blurred as they fly like ragdolls. I watch myself pulled into the taxi transport, and I rub my wrist where the kidnapper snatched me.

      Then he comes into the scene. He rushes forward at the last second, leaping and slamming his fist against the cab.

      My skin crawls, and I look away. “What about the guards? Are they okay?”

      “The who? Oh. Your security detail. One’s in critical condition, but he’s going to pull through. The rest of them have broken bones and bruises, but they’re all going to be okay. We take care of our own,” says one of the suits, a little too slick. I get the feeling they wouldn’t have mentioned the guards if I didn’t ask.

      “That’s good news. I’m going to relax tonight. I feel like I’ve been tossed in an asteroid storm. Could you cancel my appearance tonight? I’m a wreck,” I say, hating myself for sounding so vulnerable.

      There’s a pause. The feed of the kidnapping attempt is cut off. “Not possible. Be ready in three hours. Your new bodyguard will escort you on the show, so you—”

      “Okay, thanks,” I answer, my tone curt and cold, feeling frustrated and powerless. I wave my hand, cutting off the holo-feed.

      If I stayed on the line a second longer, I’d have said something I wouldn’t be able to take back.

      How dare they.

      I just survived a kidnapping attempt, and all they care about is the bottom line. I’m uneasy, unable to relax. I’m still slick with sweat and they expect me to do the talk show tonight as part of the wrap-up media tour.

      Of course they would. Everyone in the universe is going to want to know how Trilana is faring after she was snatched off the street and saved at the last second.

      There’s five years left on my contract. That’s what my parents signed me up for. I wasn’t even fifteen years old when they locked in the next fifteen years of my life. Oh, I can quit anytime I want, but I lose all rights to future royalties.

      I’ve got plenty saved up, but it would be insane to back out now, when I’m finally at the top of the charts—right?

      I’ll never get the next five years back. Who am I? Can I even be myself again, after so many years spent playing a part?

      I look at the beast of a man. He’s completely relaxed in his being, wearing black fatigues that bulge out where his armor plating presses against the thick material. He’s got on a black sweater that strains against his muscles, and I know he’s got a bulletproof vest under it. “So, what’s your name?” I ask, as we fly upwards towards my home.

      “I am Unit 5001.”

      “What does that mean?” I press back away from him, the transport ship feeling smaller than ever. I was wondering who he was—but now I want to know what he is.

      He shrugs. His body armor shifts with the movement, clearly tailor-made to his massive physique. “I don’t know what I am. I heard what I was not supposed to hear. That I have been created with Aurelian DNA. My model does not have Scorp blood. I am linked to you, and I must protect you. That is all I know. It’s enough. You are my purpose.”

      I’m his purpose.

      And whatever he is, he’s made with Aurelian DNA. He must be some creation, a supersoldier or cyborg pieced together in a lab, but there’s no way the Aurelian Empire would license out their DNA to a human corporation. How the hell does he exist?

      I’ve been looking for something real, and the man who comes to save me is a machine. Typical. Not only that, he’s part Aurelian. I look out the window, wishing we were closer to my hovering home.

      Aurelians scare me. The seven-foot-tall warrior species is known for going mad with lust or rage, built for war and claiming women.

      The instinctual fear of the alien species should carry over to this…creation—so why do I feel so safe with him?

      I try to get my thoughts in order. I’m still shook up from the kidnapping attempt. I bet that’ll play well with the audiences. Maybe my handlers showed me the video of the kidnapping to make me off balance, so I’ll burst out crying on live holo-vid.

      “Part Aurelian? How is that legal?”

      “I do not know,” is his only answer, in that low rumble of a voice I feel as much as I hear.

      If he’s got Aurelian DNA, he can’t be trusted. The seven-foot-tall aliens view themselves as better than us, like humanity is a bunch of foolish children compared to them. Their life span is in the thousands of years. They’re powerful, brutal warriors, and when humanity took to the stars, they enslaved us. They took human women captive, using us as property.

      It’s true they saved us from extinction from Scorp and Toads, but we paid an awful price. They could have ushered us into a golden age, but instead, they dominated us. I’m glad that’s over. The new Queen of their species seems pro-human, but she can’t keep control of her Empire.

      I shift uncomfortably in my seat, hoping he doesn’t have much of the alien species in him, but the more I look at him, the stranger he is. It’s the cold granite tint of his skin, and his eyes that are too bright, burning with inhuman energy.

      Could he claim a Fated Mate like an Aurelian?

      The all-male species can only reproduce through the Bond, triads of Aurelians searching for the one woman who can bear their sons.

      The need to find their Mate caused a rift in the species. They split, a third of them following the Priests to reclaim the Old Ways, when the alien species captured human women and bred them mercilessly.

      This man in front of me—no, this alien creature—has that blood in him. He has the blood of those who would enslave me and turn me into property. I’ve heard all about the vast harems on their home planet. Of harsh discipline, spankings, and rough breedings.

      My mouth dries, and I gulp, hoping he won’t snap in the confines of the transport ship. They wouldn’t make a Cyborg bodyguard that would snap from the mating rage, would they?

      Images keep flashing into my mind I can’t control. He pulled me down the alleyway like he didn’t notice my resistance, and he could have thrown me over his shoulder and lifted me kicking and screaming if he wanted. He’d be able to pin me down with a single finger, pressing me down, taking me. My carefully crafted image as the sultry yet untouchable holo-vid star would be in tatters if anyone found out.

      Instead of the brutal, dominant rage of Aurelians, I get another sense from him. That he’s protective.

      Like he’d never hurt me.

      I let out a deep breath, starting to relax around him. “You were created? Does that mean you’re some sort of…Cyborg?”

      I have a hazy memory of someone talking about Cyborgs at The Haunt, the only place where we can forget our images and relax with other famous people under a strict code of silence. Someone was telling me about a rumor that Toads were trying to create some sort of monstrous Cyborg beast, but I chalked it down to a drunken tale.

      With Sentinels vulnerable to hacks and the Aurelian Empire in tatters, there’d be a huge demand for loyal, protective bodyguards. My handlers have been cancelling events near the border of Wild Space, for fear of the Aurelian Separatists.

      “Yes. A Cyborg. That is what I am. My bones are steel, but my heart is flesh. Trilana. I will not let anything happen to you. No matter what. I will protect you.” He states the words like a promise. He sounds so alien, almost mechanical, and it’s almost refreshing.

      Everyone in my life is fake, pretending to be real. He might be manufactured, but he’s not pretending to be anything he’s not.

      I just don’t like that he calls me Trilana. It’s my legal name, but I’d rather he called me Ash. Then again, he’s told me to refer to him as Unit 5001, so we’re in the same boat.

      “Well, mister Cyborg, you’re going to need a name.” This is the first exciting thing to happen to me in as long as I can remember. Parties and topping the charts got old fast. I have no idea what’s going to happen, and I like the feeling that things aren’t choreographed. It’s even better than The Haunt.

      “My name is Unit 5001.”

      “I mean, I have to call you something. That’s a real mouthful. You’re not just a machine, right? So that means you can choose a name. What do you like?” I’m still not sure how much man he is. He said his heart is flesh, but he didn’t mention his brain. Does he have an organic brain, or is he a computer program?

      “I like to keep you safe. I like to protect you,” he answers, unblinking as he stares me down.

      I run my hand through my hair, exasperated as we ascend, distancing ourselves from the tightly packed metropolis below. This planet was terraformed to be dry, to keep machines working at their highest level without rust. Tibla-9 exports mining equipment and ship parts, and the people who live and work on the planet spend almost all their waking hours underground in the vast factories, doing the jobs that can’t be automated.

      Only the rich stay on the surface of the planet, where they enjoy themselves in the best nightclubs, casinos and live entertainment venues in the sector.

      The ultra-rich float above.

      Thinking about the masses of people who live and work underground while I float above makes me sick. My handlers tell me I brighten their lives.

      When I get disillusioned, I try to imagine that. It’s true that people need a distraction, but I wish I could give them more than just a momentary escape.

      “Okay, Unit 5001. If you don’t want a name, you don’t want a name.”

      Even sitting, he looms over me. This close, I can see the Aurelian in his features. The stone hue of his skin, and this slight scent that tickles my nose. He’s got a deep, masculine sweat that’s not coming from a robot. His brown eyes are captivating, staring at me, unblinking. He’s got a few days of stubble on his broad jaw, and his features are strong and pronounced.

      Ugh, he’s hot.

      The two guys I was with in the past were for image reasons. We made out a couple times, but never went further than that. There was no passion. No attraction.

      For the first time in my life, I get it. I’ve got this animal attraction to him, but that’s maybe because he saved my life.

      Who am I kidding? He’s got thick, muscled arms and a too-handsome face with a strong jaw and broad, powerful features. There’s a hint of gray in his black stubble, and he’s way too old for me. That’s what my handlers would say. That Trilana should be with someone her own age, not a guy who looks like he’s in his late thirties.

      I look away from him before he catches me staring. On the other hand, if he’s a Cyborg, who the hell knows how his eyes work. He could be analyzing my pupil dilation, or worse, have some sort of Aurelian-like ability to sense when you’re hot and bothered.

      Ugh. Triple ugh. I’m in trouble.

      I should definitely not be attracted to a guy at least ten years older than me. But there’s this presence to him that just… puts me off balance. This is no boy. This a man - too much of one. He’s practically dripping testosterone.

      Whoever designed this Cyborg made it so he’d make men wet their pants in fear. As for women? It’s like he was designed to make them wet their panties in a different way. I’ve got tingles. Unplanned tingles. This isn’t some perfectly made-up guy leaning in towards me while planted paparazzi “catch” us having our first kiss for social media clout.

      This is a creature beyond understanding, a strong, confident beast that seems to want one thing, and one thing only—to keep me safe.

      It’s not like they would have designed him to be able to do anything lewd with his assignment. It simply wouldn’t make sense.

      He probably doesn’t even have anything between his legs. I kind of wish it were true, because it would make it a lot easier to stop fantasizing about all that strength focused in on me.

      “Do you wish for me to have a name?”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t wish for you to do anything, Mr. Unit 5001. But I guess since my other guards weren’t useful, I’m stuck with you now.” I shudder, remembering how quickly they were taken out. I’m just glad they were okay. The way the taxi transport careened into them, I thought for sure at least one of them had passed.

      “What is your appearance tonight?”

      “They didn’t tell you? What kind of a bodyguard are you?” I pause, but he doesn’t answer. “I’m doing a talk show with Neeme. She’s a major personality. Draws good numbers. My tour just ended, so management is doing a last hurrah to keep me relevant and drive traffic to my holo-vids.”

      “I’ve watched your holo-vids. You’re graceful, for a human.”

      I suppress a shudder. Sex sells, and some of my holo-vids are racy, showing me barely wearing anything. When I’m performing or singing autographs, I compartmentalize it. I interact with the world as a character.

      So why does it feel different that this half-man, half-machine has watched my videos? The thought of this beast watching me in outfits that barely cover my body makes me feel…

      Naked.

      Naked in a way I haven’t felt since I became my alter-ego. Naked like there’s nothing between him and my real self, and that makes me feel vulnerable.

      “Thanks. But it’d be a nicer compliment if you just said I was graceful, not only for a human,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. Whoever created this Cyborg skipped the social skills module.

      “You’re graceful,” he says, not missing a beat as we approach my estate.

      The ship goes through the shimmering airfield of the floating half-globe that is my home. It’s shaped like a dinner plate, sprawling out with an artificial atmosphere above that keeps the air rich up here in the thinness of sub-atmosphere. It’s a massive, floating creation that could fit 100 families, and it’s all mine. I use about ten percent of it—but management says it’s good for my image. Trilana wouldn’t live in a small space.

      I dream of a little home where the rooms feel cozy. Instead, I live in a bio-dome with a sprawling forest, a stream, and a hill that looks over the place.

      I host extravagant parties. When my home is packed with people, I’m the loneliest.

      “All this, for you? You’re quite small,” states Unit 5001.

      Yep. We’re going to have to work on his social skills so he doesn’t embarrass me in public.

      I nod. “When you’re famous, you’re expected to live in a place like this,” I reply, and wonder why I told him that. I’ve never mentioned to anyone but management that I don’t like living here.

      “I understand,” he says, and maybe he does. It’s nice being looked at like a person and not a creation. Funny that only a Cyborg makes me feel that way.

      The ship auto-pilots onto the landing bay next to my home, a five-story mansion maintained by robots. They told me I could have staff, but it felt too weird ordering people around in my own home. I just needed a place to be alone.

      Alone is the only time I can be me.

      The side door of the ship opens. Unit 5001 waits for me to walk out first, like some sort of gentleman. Maybe he did get the social decorum protocols uploaded to the computer chip or whatever he has for a brain.

      I step out, landing gently on the pavement, and take the walkway to my home. Unit 5001’s heavy boots thump behind me. The huge doors open automatically at my approach, yawning open to the massive entry hall with a ceiling so tall you could stack ten of me on top of myself and still not touch. It’s designed to wow whoever first steps into my home.

      “Where did you live, before you came here?” I wish he had a name—I don’t like referring to him as Unit 5001, even in my head.

      He stops, confused for a second. Then he shrugs. “I don’t know. I woke up in a laboratory. I’ve never lived.”

      Never lived.

      He’s manufactured, just like me. “I’ve got to go get ready. I’ve got to be on, you know?”

      He shakes his head. “I do not know.”

      “Well, anyways, I need to be alone before a show or an appearance.”

      “I must be near to you to protect you.”

      Great. Looks like I’ve got a new shadow.

      “Can you protect me from here?” I’m talking to him like I want to be able to, not like my character would if people were watching.

      Trilana treats her bodyguards like dogs. Around Unit, it’s relaxing to be myself—but I need to stop.

      I can’t get in the habit of treating him like an equal. All my life I’ve been fighting to get to the top. Only recently have I started to second-guess myself, but I can’t stop now, not when I’m so close. People would kill to be in my shoes. I need to be on, or I’ll slip up in public.

      “Yes. That is acceptable,” he answers. He’s holding a duffel bag with his things, which he must have gotten from the ship. I’m used to being alone in my bio-dome, and I make my bodyguards circle the area in their ships. I’ve never once had the hint of a threat…

      Until today.

      Today, it feels nice to have my protector nearby.

      The big doors shut. “Well, welcome. There’s a kitchen over there,” I say, motioning vaguely towards the kitchen area filled with fancy pots and pans I never use. I keep the place well stocked with easy-to-reheat food, because I don’t want a private chef bothering me. “You can cook, or use the replicator. It makes a mean soup. Or just press the button on the coms-link. You’ll get a direct line to Mr. Jenson, who’s kind of like a…well, I guess he’s kind of like a remote butler or concierge. He can get you anything you want delivered. Do whatever you like. Just make yourself at home,” I say, waving my hand vaguely.

      He stands there, silently. “And don’t get in my way,” I say, getting my persona back.

      I leave him and walk out the front doors, letting them open automatically for me. I resist the urge to look back and see if he’s watching me leave. I can practically feel his intense eyes on my body, and I get self-conscious.

      Trilana doesn’t get self-conscious.

      I get into character, rolling my hips, my movements designed to seduce and titillate, feeling the power of my own being, and a little smile comes to my lips as I get my confidence back.

      He’s fascinated by me, but not in the way the groupies are.

      I’ve got floors after floors of living space, but I prefer the little guest home. It’s only got room for ten families, not the fifty that could cram into my mansion. I’ve got this stupid dream of a little cottage on a mountain in the woods. Real woods. Not fake ones living in a fake climate. I could buy my dream a thousand times over, but it’s no place for my persona.

      My guest home is built like a cabin, but it’s huge. The walls are made from massive logs. I insisted there be no automatic doors, and I don’t let any partygoers come near it. I push open the door, smiling as I enter my home. There’s a big fireplace for when I simulate winter climates, and a steep stairwell leads up to the top floor where I can sit and look out the window at the forest. My bed’s up there, and I take the stairs up.

      I’ve got a walk-in closet filled with outfits that look out of place for the home. I roll my eyes at the rows of outfits, wishing I could appear in something simple. I smooth my shimmering, silvery dress against my legs, watching it sparkle and gleam like magic, thousands of tiny little micro-lights in the fabric.

      The last tour was high-tech, using holograms and mirrors to project me a thousand times. We did a gimmick that had huge success.

      At the start of the concert, there would be a thousand of me spread out among the crowd on podiums just out of reach of the fans. No one knew if they were next to the real me. Then, all the holograms disappeared at the same time, and only the real me would remain as I hit the crescendo high note of my hit single “Love in the Coming Chaos.” The fans nearest to me would go insane. Some bought tickets to every concert in the hopes they’d get lucky and be in the section closest to my real self.

      I could see the whites of their eyes as they looked up with adoration. Trilana fans are intense, and I don’t blame them—the universe is so messed up these days, you need something to give you an escape.

      What will my next image be? We’ve done futuristic. We’ve done me falling in love. We’ve done me heartbroken.

      I’m sure there’s a bunch of scientists compiling data, figuring out what image is going to be the most profitable. They’re probably doing focus groups as we speak.

      I close the closet door and walk to my bedroom. I’ve got a couple hours before the appearance and I just want to vegetate. The wood walls are plain, and I collapse into my big, comfy bed. I groan as I sit up to pull my dress off, throwing it into a heap next to me. It’s satisfying to see the glimmering dress crumple on the floor.

      I should call my style guide. That’s what I’m supposed to do. I’m sure there’s a fresh outfit in the main bedroom of the mansion where, according to the tabloids, I live.

      I don’t really care what I’m supposed to do, and I don’t feel like getting stuffed into tight silver pants that hug my ass and getting a lecture from management that I should drop a few pounds.

      I toss in the bed, unable to relax, replaying the events of the day over and over in my head. The crunch of the taxi transport smashing into the guards. The drumline of bullets, blasting my two guards. The hard grip of the kidnapper pulling me in.

      I pant with panic that grips me, sitting up in bed, and rush to the bathroom. I can’t sit still right now. I turn the shower on, pacing back and forth under the falling water. The lights of the bathroom keep flashing to let me know I’m getting incoming calls on the coms-link, but I can’t deal with it right now.

      I’m going to let my handlers sweat for a little bit.

      I wash off the sweat, my breathing calming, and dry off. Then I put on my indoor clothes, as I call them, outfits that have never left this bio-dome before. I’m pretty sure they’d get torched by management if I dared to wear them. I throw on an oversized sweater that hangs so low it covers my comfy shorts, and white sneakers.

      The closet swims and I stumble, grabbing a rack of shimmering dresses that give no support. I fall to the ground in a heap as the masked faces of my kidnappers assault my memory. I struggle to my feet, nauseated, stumbling.

      I rush to the bathroom and throw up, then wash my face off, looking at myself in the mirror.

      I’m not going to bother with makeup or making my hair perfect. I’m not going to have a team fixing my look to perfection.

      Those men were nothing special. They were blurry, masked predators, ignoring the small fortune of casino chips to get me. They knew what they were after, and they came for the ransom they’d get for me. They had one purpose.

      Take me.

      I’ve been sheltered for so long. My handlers don’t even want me reading the news, and they don’t want me stressing about the storm that’s coming, but the universe is changing.

      All I want is to go to The Haunt. The Chemist there has the only thing that will make me forget my stress. After the interview, I’m going to need to find a way to slip away from Unit 5001 so I can get some relief.

      I breathe in. I could go to the med-bay and get a concoction to soothe my stomach, but I’d rather deal with this myself. My bedroom has a sliding door that leads out to an attached balcony, and I step out to get some fresh air.

      I rest my arms on the balcony railings. I just need to get through this last interview, and then I’m free and clear tomorrow before being back on the media blitz. I just know management is going to milk my kidnapping to keep me relevant.

      I look out at the bio-dome. Tomorrow I’ll sit in the forest and try to calm my mind. There’s a studio to record, a gym that could host a soccer team to keep fit, and a massive pool where I host my famous poolside parties, inviting all the most famous names. I hate those parties. I feel so empty, even as I smile.

      I look at the pool next to the mansion and blink in surprise. Unit 5001 is swimming back and forth in long, graceful strokes.

      I can’t keep calling him Unit 5001.

      I won’t give him a name—he has to choose one himself, but I can at least name him in my mind.

      Tonas.

      I don’t know where the word comes from, or what it means. Maybe it’s from some long-forgotten class, back when I was Ash. It fits. Until I know what he wants to call himself, that’s what I’ll call him.

      From twenty feet up, he looks big. Gods, but his body is incredible. He must be almost seven foot tall, a towering hulk of muscle. He’s doing the front stroke, and he’s got muscles on his back I didn’t know existed.

      I bite my lip. I really shouldn’t spy on him. I know how awful it is to have paparazzi stalking your every move.

      I can’t resist. I go to my room and grab my glasses. My eyes are perfect after I got surgery, but I want better that perfect. If he’s watched holo-vids where I’m prancing around half-naked, it’s only fair I get to watch him.

      I walk back on the balcony, putting the glasses on and adjusting the zoom by squinting. It’s like he’s right in front of me. Tonas pulls himself out of the pool after completing a lap, the water falling down his perfect body, his black curls matted to his head. My mouth goes dry. He’s wearing a tight pair of swim trunks that stop at mid-thigh, bulging out from his muscle. His body is this rippling thing of beauty and power, violence and elegance that saved my life. He rotates his huge arms, stretching as he turns back and forth, getting limber. His biceps are thick and bulging and I can’t help but imagine them wrapped around me, pulling me tight against his powerful chest. He’s got black and gray hair on his chest, but that can’t hide his eight-pack of abs.

      The male holo-stars of today have a feminine, pretty-boy look. Tonas is the opposite.

      I’ve resisted looking until now, but I have to know how he was built. I can’t resist glancing downwards.

      “Holy hell, I should call you Unit,” I gasp, forcing my eyes upwards again after glancing at the obscene bulge in his shorts. He stands, then puts his arms over his head and dives into the pool with the grace of an Olympian.

      He cuts into the water with barely a splash. I shiver, even though the bio-dome is acclimatized to my body, and pull the glasses off.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper to myself in disbelief. I walk back into my room.

      I shouldn’t be attracted to him. He’s my bodyguard. He’s staff. Trilana wouldn’t look twice at her bodyguard. They are lesser.

      That’s not the biggest problem…

      He’s not even a man.

      He’s part machine. Part alien. No man is that big and dense, looking like they were carved out of granite. He might not be fully Aurelian, but he’s got their blood in his veins, and I can’t trust him.

      So far he’s behaved himself. But Aurelians lose themselves to the Mating Rage and take human women, roughly mating them.

      I bite my lip at the thought. What would it be like to have him pick me up, throwing me over his shoulder while I kick and scream, knowing no one is coming to save me? I pace my bedroom, filled with nervous energy.

      What would it feel like to be pressed against my bed by a ton of muscle and steel, so helpless and so protected under his strength?

      My nipples harden into points. I’ve never had thoughts this intense before, and Tonas is the last man in the universe I can have them for. It would be a scandal that would shock every sector, and not in a good way. Trilana’s image as the untouchable, bratty beauty would be destroyed in a second, the same as if I abandoned everything to join an Aurelian harem.

      I run my hands through my hair, frustrated with myself. Why can’t I get the thoughts out of my head? I’ve never wanted to feel a man claim me, feeling how tiny and helpless I am as he throws me around like I’m weightless. He jumped thirty feet and barely broke a sweat. He could pin me down with a single finger, and there’d be nothing I could do to escape.

      It’s like he was designed to be my darkest, most taboo fantasy.

      There’s over an hour before I have to take a shuttle to the studio. The coms-link that is ever present in my living areas shows six missed calls from work. They want to get in contact with me, but I’m not having it right now.

      I want to be myself, for a little longer, before I must put on the mask of Trilana that has to be on every second.

      I always like to be alone before a show or a media presence…

      So why do I feel drawn towards my Cyborg Bodyguard?
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      I swim length after length, trying to push her out of my mind.

      What does it mean to be linked to her? My makers created me with a singular purpose. Keep her safe.

      If she was taken from me, my world would end. I would be a beast with one aim. Revenge. And once I killed whoever took her from me, I would end myself. There is no purpose without her.

      I swim faster, trying to push down the guilt. When I watched the holo-vids of my charge, her body writhing to the beat, my cock surged up. I couldn’t help it.

      Images of all the things I want to do to her float through my mind. I swim faster and faster, my muscles burning, trying to find respite from my lust.

      She has a strange home. It’s a bio-dome the size of a small space station, with a massive building she ignores for a smaller home that suits her better. There are many points of attack, and I’ll need to get a team of automated drones to circle the place.

      There are trees, and ponds, and a hilltop with a good vantage point of the property. I was drawn to the huge pool. It feels good to swim. This is the first time I’ve cut through water, but my body was made for it. I’m made to be in motion.

      My arms burn, and I pull myself out from the pool, water dripping down my torso.

      She was watching me from the balcony. I caught her looking, and I liked seeing her up there. Having my charge in sight calms me.

      I wish I always knew where she was. Aurelians are lucky. When they find their Bonded Mate, they feel her in their mind. They always know if she’s safe.

      Is she in my mind? I swear when I woke, there was this sense of her. It was tiny in my mind but was the only thing that matters—and now it’s gone.

      My heart pounds faster than from the exertion of swimming. It’s too much to dream that we’re linked the same way. There’s nothing in my mind but my own thoughts.

      I’m a strange creature. Part man, part machine, part Aurelian. Those aliens are unfathomable to a human mind. Something deep in my brain tells me everything I need to know about the warrior species that fights in triads.

      Some are noble, protecting the weak of the universe from the many evils that threaten them.

      Others are vile beasts. They take human women, corrupting innocence, demanding obedience.

      Which blood was put into me?

      What do I have, deep in my mind and my body?

      I stand, stretching my sore muscles, when the door to her log cabin opens and she walks out. She’s wearing cute, comfortable clothes. A big, oversized sweater that goes down to her thighs, and I catch a glimpse of blue shorts underneath when she walks.

      She’s still vulnerable after the kidnapping. I want to hold her against my chest, stroke her hair until she calms. I want to feel her delicate body against me.

      I was expecting her to come out in something brash, something suited to the character she plays. I’ve seen flashes of the real her, and I ache one day to break down the walls she’s built.

      Blood rushes to my cock. Her body is perfection, even hidden by comfy clothes. My photographic memory fills in the details. I know what she looks like nearly nude, covered only by tight little costumes in her videos. I drink up the sight of her, unable to tear my eyes away, barely comprehending the beauty of her being.

      I’ve seen her exterior. But who is she, inside? Who is this woman I’m linked to?

      “It’s rude to stare,” she says with a little smile, walking towards me.

      “I’m sorry,” I answer, and she laughs, light like the chime of bells. I’ve never heard bells before.

      “I’m teasing. What, did they not have a lot of girls in your factory? You’re looking at me like you’ve never seen one before.”

      I clear my throat, flexing my thighs to try and push the blood into them before I embarrass myself. “You are the first in real life. I saw only the ones in your holo-vids. Dancers, singers, and you.” When I was striding to meet her, there were people—but I didn’t truly see them. They were just background noise on my path towards my charge.

      Same as the barely clothed men and women in her videos. They are just scenery. She is the only one who can grab my attention.

      “Well, what do you think?” She bats her eyes up at me. She’s a practiced seductress, and she knows what to do to make men’s blood boil. With me, she doesn’t have to try. Trilana clasps her hands together behind her back, smiling up.

      I can’t help. My cock surges up, my balls full and laden, aching to release. I jump into the water before I rip through my shorts. It’s a deep pool, but my feet touch the bottom.

      “I think you’re healthy and safe. That is all I can ask for,” I say, looking up at her. Her legs look so smooth. I want to run my hands over her body.

      Why was I designed this way?

      I feel flawed to the core. It’s not right that I lust for the woman I am destined to keep safe. It could impact my judgment.

      A crawling feeling goes through me as I realize I wasn’t made this way. The bald man said I was supposed to be protective, and that’s all. That I have no possessive instincts.

      Aching to claim this woman, to make her mine, means I’m malfunctioning.

      I’ve felt hunger before. That, I could end with a nutrition bar.

      This…

      It’s a starving, gnawing obsession through my body.

      “You overheating?” she teases, speaking as though I am a malfunctioning machine.

      That is what I am.

      I have to turn as my cock hardens to its full length, pulling my shorts down with one hand before my cock rips through the material. I quickly lean against the side of the pool with my arms over the edge, so she can’t see.

      “I’m comfortable in the water,” I say, keeping the heat from my voice.

      I won’t scandalize her. She needs to trust me, and if she knows I ache for her, she won’t let me be her bodyguard. Only I can keep her safe—and if she casts me away when she realizes my perverse lust for her, she’ll be in danger.

      Trilana must have men lusting over her constantly. Men who don’t care who she is, but ache for her gorgeous body, the beautiful curves of her being.

      She strolls around the pool, lying on one of the chairs in front of me and giving me an even look. Her eyes are bright and intelligent, complementing her delicate features. She’s beautiful, precious, and fragile.

      “I won’t give you a name, but you can’t just keep calling yourself Unit 5001. That’s a bullshit name, like you’re a Sentinel or something.”

      I was designed to replace Sentinels. That’s what the bald man told me. A triad of Aurelians managed to make the massive, robotic killing machines useless as bodyguards, hacking the supposedly unhackable machines on Marn.

      It didn’t make sense—the Cyborg program has been in development far longer than the hacks became news. I’m starting to piece things together. They gave me a photographic memory and keen ears, and I’m connecting the dots.

      It would have been so much simpler if I was truly a machine. If I wasn’t cursed with consciousness.

      I don’t care what I’m called. All I want to do is run my tongue over her precious, delicate body, feel her gasp and moan against me. I want to lap at her little slit. I smelled the slight hint of her arousal when we were in the ship together.

      When I watched the holo-vids, the guilt suppressed the lust.

      So close to her, it’s getting impossible to hold back. Part of me wants to push myself up, roaring out of the pool and taking her. I curse the Aurelian in my blood. There’s this shameful, primal urge to spread her legs and fuck her hard, making her body quiver as she moans out…

      My name.

      “Whatever you want to call me. Whatever comes from your lips, I wish to be called it,” I say, my voice getting growly. I can’t help it. I imagine her lips parting in a moan, and her naming me forever.

      She cocks her head sideway. “Are you sure? A name is a big deal. It’s for the rest of your life.”

      That makes me smile. “Then you will give me something for the rest of my life. That’s a great honor.”

      She has no idea how precious she is. She has no idea that without her, I have no purpose, no reason to exist.

      “Tonas,” she says, her voice questioning, gauging my reaction.

      “Tonas.” I repeat the word, tasting it. It fits. It’s a strong name. “Tonas means something. A guardian. A protector. I don’t know how I know that, but I do,” I say, reaching into the far recesses of my memories. It’s like reaching into a pitch-black cavern, not knowing what I’ll find.

      She’s got a curious look in her eyes as she watches me. “So that’s it? You were born knowing things? How long have you been alive?”

      “Not long. Ten standard days. I was brought online and told my purpose. That I was created to protect you. Then they put me on a ship and flew me to you, giving me time to go over all the information for my assignment. But I’ve got other knowledge, too. I feel…I feel I’ve lived a thousand lives. Sometimes I don’t know who I really am.”

      Stop! Damnit. Don’t be a fool. No more weak words.

      I sound confused—and that’s not an option.

      My words must inspire confidence in the one I must protect. I clear my throat. “The only thing I know for certain is I must keep you safe. And I will. Nothing will ever hurt you.”

      She shudders, and I know she’s remembering the kidnapping. “I appreciate that. Though there’s no way you can keep me safe from the annoyance of tonight. I’m going to have to answer a million questions on how I’m doing after the kidnapping.”

      The kidnapping. It makes my blood boil. My arousal disappears, replaced with fiery anger towards the ones that could have hurt her. They died in the burning crash, but they may have been under orders. I need to find whoever was responsible.

      Trilana’s eyes narrow, like she has a sudden thought. “You came right at the last second. What good luck,” she says, and pulls herself up from the chair. Her true self is gone. She’s playing the part again, the character created by those five men who manage her career. “Come on, Tonas, let’s go,” she says, her voice taking on a snappy, commanding tone.

      I pull myself out of the water and she crosses her arms, giving me a cold look. “Go get ready. You can’t show up on Neeme’s program in a swimsuit.” She snaps her finger, pointing towards the mansion like I’m a dog.

      My legs move before I can stop them, walking jerkily towards the mansion. I go through the big set of doors and walk up the winding stairwell to the small room I set up as my bedroom. It’s got a window that looks out at the big cabin. Ideally, I’d sleep in the same building as her, but I can tell she wants her space.

      Will I be fast enough to save her, if kidnappers come down from above?

      I’ll have to be.

      I dry off and switch into body armor and reinforced combat fatigues that can stop a blade or a bullet. Anything short of Orb-Weapons will take multiple blows to get through my defenses. Even an Aurelian with an Orb-Blade wouldn’t be able to kill me before I can get Trilana to safety before I die.

      I throw a black sweater over the bulky armor and smack my fist against the reinforced plates on my thighs and shins, testing the strength. They’ll hold.

      “Hurry up,” her voice comes through the window. She’s standing near the landing pad, tapping her foot impatiently. She looks so small next to the towering ships of her private fleet.

      Her impudent tone makes my arm flex. She may be my everything, but I’ve already had Galfond speaking down to me and I won’t let her disrespect me. If she doesn’t follow my commands in an emergency, she could die.

      I get the vision of putting her over my lap and spanking her until she speaks to me with respect. It makes my cock surge, and I shudder with a wave of guilt. It’s not right. I am here to protect her, not mate her.

      I unzip my duffle bag fully, pulling out the huge black combat boots. They fit perfectly, and I could put one through a Bullfrog’s skull if one dared come against me.

      I rush down the steps, my footsteps heavy, but with luck, she’s still waiting. If she left without me, I’d have to take one of her other ships to chase her down.

      Would the ships be set to work for me, or would I have to hack them?

      The debriefing was nominal for such an important position. I was given no schedules, no parameters, nothing. I was simply told to meet her at Rip’s Nightclub at a certain time, down to the second.

      Thank the Gods they didn’t tell me to be there a minute later—or she’d be gone.
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      I was sitting by the pool, enjoying the way his forearms flexed when he rested them against the side of the pool, when the awful thought crossed my mind.

      It’s too much of a coincidence.

      He comes out of nowhere at the last second to save me in a way so theatrical it was guaranteed to trend?

      He’s working with my handlers. And maybe that new guy—the one with the mustache. Mr. Whitt, the Cobernaught executive.

      What if they planned the kidnapping as a publicity stunt?

      Or worse—what if my management team is realizing I’m starting to lose my will to keep going as a character?

      I don’t know if I’m being paranoid. What if my handlers are realizing I’m going through an identity crisis, and they assigned Tonas to watch over me? Management are experts at handling talent. With billions of credits on the line, they won’t let me slip away.

      Am I insane, or was Tonas designed specifically to make me trend then keep me working away like a good little bee?

      He thuds down the stairs, rushing out the front doors. I’m not really in a rush, but I’m pissed at him. There’s a weird surge of emotions going through me, because despite everything, I’m attracted to him.

      I stopped myself from looking down when we were standing by the pool, but I swear that obscene bulge of his was hardening before he jumped into the water.

      What if it was?

      What if the Aurelian in him makes him lose control?

      If he had, I wouldn’t be worrying about my handlers. I’d forget everything when I’m with him. All my stress and fear would melt away under his touch.

      He stomps down the pathway, huge and imposing, and I ignore him, walking to my flashiest ship. It’s sleek, black, covered in sparkling diamonds mined on Old Earth back in the Oil Age, each one of them certified as legitimate. It’s ridiculous, ostentatious, and utterly tacky, but the fans eat it up.

      I wave my hand, and the side door opens. I’m about to get in when Tonas barges past me, rushing in. “What the hell!”

      He puts his hand up, stopping me. “Do you always take this ship to engagements?”

      I push down my annoyance. “Yes. To the important ones, anyways.”

      “Then someone could have rigged it. I need to check it over.”

      I tap my foot. “And how long will that take?”

      He presses the button on the interior of the ship and the automatic doors shut behind him, closing me off from him. I can’t believe it—and my suspicion grows.

      What if he’s sabotaging the ship for another trending video?

      That’s insane.

      I feel like I’m going crazy. I’ve been on edge since I left the nightclub, and it’s late. I’ve been up for nearly twenty hours, and I need to finish the late-night show and get to sleep. Minutes pass, and the doors open.

      “Fine?” I ask, not keeping the annoyance from my tone.

      “It’s safe. Come in.” I follow him into the ship. It’s bigger than the little one we took here, with space for an entourage. The seats are leather. They killed actual animals to make them—what a waste. I have half a mind to replace them with synthetic, but it would be an empty gesture. You can’t take back what’s already happened.

      “Neeme’s,” I say, and the AI takes off. The ship is silent, Orb-Powered, and I sit in the middle of the sprawling seats far away from the windows. I don’t want to look out at the city right now.

      Tonas sits across from me, looking massive in the seat made for the average human. This is a standard issue transport, and he practically touches the top of it.

      “This talk show you’re doing. I must be on stage with you.”

      I force my expression to be neutral. “Why? Should I expect an attack on the talk show?”

      “I don’t know what to expect. But I need you close to me to protect you.”

      Is there something planned?

      Sometimes he’s so human, sometimes so cold and robotic. How can he pretend he wants to keep me safe if he organized a fake kidnapping? People died. Even if it was designed for views, they had to hire real criminals to do it—and they paid with their lives.

      I could have gotten hurt. I could have gotten killed, and it put my two friends at risk. I haven’t even checked up on Jacintha and Mia, I’ve been so stressed, and I get a wave of guilt. Maybe one of the missed calls was from them.

      My watch buzzes, a micro-vibration against my wrist, and I check it. There’s a message from Mia. It says simply: Ghost.

      That’s our code for meeting up at The Haunt. I’m going to have to ditch this over-protective lunk. Maybe he’s got an off switch somewhere.

      “What was that?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. Management keeps wanting to talk to me,” I say, waving my hand at the blinking red light on the wall of the ship that shows another four missed calls as we’ve been flying. They’re desperate to get in touch.

      Let them sweat.

      We approach the glittering white bio-dome that is Neeme’s studio and home. It’s bigger than mine—having a massively popular talk show pays well. The air shimmers as we pass through the oxygen field and touch down next to a dozen ships of different sizes. The doors hiss open, and instead of being a gentleman, Tonas jumps out, his huge boots thumping against the ground. He reaches back into the transport, and I take his hand, letting him help me out of the ship.

      Jaz strides down the pathway on platform boots that make his already tall height towering, but he’s still not as big as Tonas. “Trilana! Welcome, welcome! We are so glad to see you. But are you sure you don’t want to reschedule? You are so brave to come.”

      I give him a nod. He barely waits to draw a breath to keep talking. “And you brought the handsome devil who saved you! Any chance there’s another model just like him? Sign me up. We’re so glad both of you could come. Do you want to head to make up, or…maybe wardrobe…” He stutters as he sees what I’m wearing.

      Jaz is always bubbly and friendly, and his heart’s in it. He’s been Neeme’s assistant as long as I’ve known her. I should be nice to him, but I’m pissed at the world right now, especially at my handlers for making me come on this show. I’m about to give him a piece of my mind, when Tonas clears his throat.

      “There are ninety-nine others like me,” growls Tonas, his voice low and deep. He steps closer to me. Jaz is harmless, but Tonas doesn’t like anyone close.

      Jaz blinks. “I’ll take the second off the production line. Well, let me know if you need anything, otherwise you’re on in ten.” I give him a tight smile, and he turns, muttering in his smart-watch—probably about how the talent showed up in casual clothes instead of whatever my stylist would have put me in.

      I smooth the long sweater down against my legs. I like it. It feels like me.

      The studio is a massive black dome. Behind it is the huge landing bay where the rich come to see Neeme live. A ticket to the show is far out of reach of the average worker. I walk towards the guest entrance, and Tonas follows me like a looming shadow as I go through the automatic doors.

      Normally, I’d go through the door towards makeup, but I don’t care anymore. I just stand in front of the doorway, watching the timer count down towards my appearance, standing next to the man I don’t know whether I can trust.

      The light flashes, and the doors open, and I walk into the talk show. It will be broadcast live from multiple points of view, so audience members can feel like they’re right up close, or even on stage. Neeme stands up from her desk and strides to me with grace. She’s wearing a beautiful black dress with heels, the picture of glamor compared to me.

      She wraps her arms around me in a big hug as the crowd goes wild. “So good to see you safe,” she whispers in my ear, and when we break off the hug I sit on the leather couch next to her desk while Tonas stands behind me like a statue. I smooth the sweater over my thighs.

      The crowd hushes. “I think we can do better than that! Can you imagine surviving a kidnapping attempt and coming on like nothing happened? Trilana is bulletproof!” says Neeme, and the crowd cheers again, a multitude of faces sprawling out in the stands. They’re nameless, faceless masses obsessed with me—no, obsessed with the characters we portray on the stage.

      It hits me that I’ve never actually met Neeme. We’re friends, but it’s a professional relationship, and I’ve only interacted character to character. She’s in her late fifties, but she looks barely thirty, and it’s not plastic surgery. She’s just got this grace and elegance to her so different from my own persona. She might be playing a part, but the part is close to her own personality.

      Neeme leans in. “And you brought your handsome new bodyguard too.”

      “Oh, this old thing? I thought I need some eye candy,” I say, waving my hand vaguely at him. “Do you think I should put him in a suit next?”

      “I think he’s hot in combat armor. So what do you say? Should we run the clip that everyone’s been buzzing about?”

      I get a weird, out-of-body experience, disassociating as I sprawl out on the comfy couch like I’m ready for a nap. My skin crawls like a thousand ants are walking over me while I try to pretend this is just another day. “Maybe not—it makes me feel…ugh, sorry, I should have…” I trail off.

      I’m losing it. I’m losing Trilana, losing the character who’s more real than Ash, and without her confidence, I’m nothing.

      “Nonsense, we’re all glad you came, along with the hunk who managed to save you at the last second. Shall we play the clip?”

      “You can play it. I just might look away; it’s so surreal, you know?” I say, when anger surges up in me.

      He was in on it.

      Neeme plays the clip, and directly in front of us, the scene unfolds. I have a back angle—the holo-vid is facing the crowd. I watch Tonas rushing in at the last second, jumping in a magnificent leap to a chorus of oohs and aaahs from the crowd. When he pulls me out of the transport taxi before it goes barreling into the building and explodes, there’s stunned, nervous silence.

      Was I even in danger? It all looks so fake. When I was in the moment, the terror was absolute, but logically, it was all a publicity stunt.

      My handlers have controlled every aspect of my life since they discovered me.

      This was a play…

      And Tonas was in on it. I remember how his grip unlocked from my wrist when I ordered him to release me. I remember how he rushed to get ready when I told him we were leaving soon, his legs moving before he had a conscious thought.

      He’s programmed to obey. He was programmed to come at the last possible second and save me in dramatic fashion.

      The clip ends, and Neeme shakes her head in disbelief. “Who would have thought someone would be so brazen on Tibla-9. This is the kind of thing you’d expect on Marn, not a civilized planet. Well, on the other hand, the top nine holo-vid star on the universal charts is a juicy target. Why don’t you tell us a bit about your silent guardian?”

      Top nine.

      I had no idea I cracked single digits. No wonder management kept calling me.

      I lie back, exuding false confidence, like I’m too cool for the talk show. “I needed an upgrade.”

      The crowd laughs. Neeme gives me a conspiratorial smile. “And is this upgrade even legal? I heard the Cyborg Bodyguard program is brand new. You’re the first customer.”

      “He’s fresh off the line. Unit 5001, and he does more than just protect me. Watch. You’re going to love this.” I snap my fingers. “Stand there,” I bark out, and Tonas walks stiffly around the sofa, standing in front of both of us.

      “He’s well trained. Where do I sign up for one of them?”

      I laugh. “You can borrow him sometime. Jump!” The stage rocks as Tonas leaps up nearly ten feet and slams down against the metal floor. There’s a thunderous boom and gasps from the crowd. I’m filled with revulsion for the Cyborg. I was foolish to think he has a mind of his own. He follows orders, and he followed orders to participate in the marketing stunt that finally made Trilana crack the top ten.

      Anger surges up, and I get the urge to pay him back for his part in the charade.

      “So, did you name him, or do you just call him Unit 5001?”

      Tonas turns, his eyes strangely dull and blank. His hard face is unreadable.

      If it wasn’t for whatever programing forces him to obey, he’d be able to do whatever he wants to me. As it is, he’s helpless. I’m going to have to find out what really makes him tick, so I can ensure that management can never use him for a publicity stunt again.

      “I call him Tonas. Doesn’t it roll off the tongue? Although maybe I should give back to the fans. What do you think about letting them vote for a new name?”

      The crowd claps, loving the idea. I feel sickly, venomous anger towards Tonas.

      For a second, I trusted him. I was so naïve, not putting it together.

      There was no kidnapping. It’s all just smoke and mirrors. I never even saw the faces of the men. Maybe they weren’t criminals. Maybe they were four more Cyborgs, designed to play the part.

      I bet there’s a check coming to me from Cobernaught—that’s the name that was on the side of his black transport ship. This was nothing more than a promo deal between two companies. The Cyborg Bodyguards are brand new, and what would be a better advertisement than the very first off the line saving the life of a client?

      “I love that idea. Get the fans involved. So these Cyborg Bodyguards, are they more man or machine? I’ve heard they’re completely unhackable, unlike Sentinels. And my word. They are gorgeous. What a hunk. You’re lucky—all I get is Jaz over there,” Neeme complains, motioning to her assistant who hangs at the side of the stage. He mock cries, and the cameras pan to him.

      Product placement. Neeme’s in on the deal, hyping up the features.

      “Man or machine? You decide. He’s completely obedient. Have you ever met a man like that? Watch this—Tonas, give the audience a bow!”

      He tears his eyes from me, turning to face the crowd with a slow bow.

      Neeme giggles. “My words. I won’t scandalize the audience by saying what I’d tell him to do,” she Neeme, to a chorus of chuckles.

      I get a wave of disgust as I stare at the Cyborg creation who was built for the same reason as my image—to amass credits for those who created it.

      I thought Tonas looked at me like a woman. For a second, in my vulnerable state, I thought he cared.

      He was working with my handlers all along. Nothing else can explain him coming at the last second.

      If he’s going to treat me like an ad campaign, then I’ll treat him like a machine.
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      She is not herself.

      Everything that made her, her, has disappeared as she lounges back on the couch, chatting idly with this socialite of a holo-vid host.

      “When I had Sentinels guarding me, it always felt so creepy. They do exactly what you say, but I mean, how can you relax when you’ve got nine-foot-tall robots with bright red eyes following you everywhere?”

      “But with human guards, it’s hard to find staff you can trust,” finishes Neeme.

      “Exactly. But this one is perfectly obedient,” purrs Trilana, and she gets a wicked grin. “Tonas, take off your shirt. Nice and slow,” she says, and the crowd hoots in anticipation. I strip, pulling my gray sweater over my head, my biceps uncovered. I’m still in a heavy flak vest but the crowd is wolf-whistling like I’m nude.

      They like what they see.

      A sea of eyes, staring at me with admiration for the body I was built with. I don’t care what the masses think of me. Only one pair of eyes matter.

      Why is she doing this to me? If she’s playing a part, she should have told me first. Is she being forced to do this by those five men in suits she took a call from in the transport, or does she just think so little of me she doesn’t care what I think?

      She can break free of them. Together, we could escape, forging a life of our own…

      Unless she truly thinks of me as nothing more than a robot.

      “Do a little twirl for the audience,” she says, and there’s a cold edge to her voice. She’s angry at me. Worse—she’s repulsed.

      She understands now that my organic brain is overruled by the computer chip of my programing. When I saved her life, she thought of me as a person. Now, as I follow her humiliating commands, she knows the truth.

      I am not worthy of the name she gave me.

      I spin, slowly, and the crowd jeers. “And you have no idea what else. He’s got more abs than I thought you could fit on a man. Whoever designed him is a maestro. Tonas, pull up your vest and let them see.”

      I try to fight my impulse to obey. My hand stutters, then lifts the vest, showing my abs to the crowd. “Now be a good boy and sit down while the adults talk. Over there,” she says, snapping her fingers and pointing to the doors we came through.

      Anger surges up in me. Who does she think she is, to treat me like this? There’s no shame. Her commands were designed to humiliate me, but I care nothing for what the crowd thinks. Let the universe see me. Let them laugh.

      It’s her that matters.

      If she doesn’t respect me, she might ignore the commands that will keep her safe.

      She’ll learn respect.

      My cock surges as I imagine teaching her a lesson she’ll never forget.

      I walk past her, my boots clunking, every step away from her painful. If there’s a sniper in the crowd, I’m too far to jump in front of the bullet.

      I squat by the door, waiting for more instructions, but none come. Trilana and Neeme talk about the recent tour and the kidnapping attempt, but it’s not my charge speaking. It’s just a character, words fed through her mouth.

      When it’s done, she stands up to applause, and strides past me, snapping my fingers. “Let’s go,” she hisses.

      My muscles tense as I stand. I get this urge to grab her, put her over my lap, and spank her bottom until she’s begging me to stop. My cock surges against my combat pants as I force the image of her naked and helpless out of my mind.

      Would her tight little pussy gleam with arousal?

      My walk through the hallway behind, unable to keep my eyes off the roll of her hips under her sweater. She strides out on the pathway towards the private landing pad, not speaking as she waves her hand to open the doors. I rush forward to make sure no one’s tampered with the ship while we were gone.

      “Stop,” she says, and my legs lock up. She doesn’t even look at me, like my existence offends her. “Come,” she says, after she’s sat down, motioning me to sit across from her.

      I stare at her, feeling the waves of dominance pulse up in me.

      I’m going to teach this insolent thing a lesson. I’m going to teach her to obey me. “Transport, home. Tonas, stop staring.” She uses the same tone when speaking to the AI of the ship and me, and my eyes flick away from her.

      This isn’t right. I have no frame of reference for how life is supposed to be, but I feel my true self is subdued. The bald man said I had no possessive urges, but something is welling up, a desire, a need to own this insolent woman who has no idea how fragile she is.

      She checks her smartwatch, and her lips curl up in the hint of a smile.

      It’s not her management messaging her. They would make her frown, not smile, but if I ask who is contacting her, she’ll lie.

      I keep silent, images flashing through my mind. I could reach out and cover her mouth before she can utter a command, throw her over my lap, and turn her bottom red. That’s what she needs to learn respect. That’s what she needs to follow the commands that will keep her precious life safe.

      We fly through the atmosphere haze of the bio-dome, touching down next to her fleet of transports, all weak and poorly armored. They are all Orb-Powered at least, and with me in the driver’s seat, could be maneuvered to outpace pursuers. The atmosphere is icy, and we stew in her cold hatred of me, bitter and silent. She keeps checking her watch, ignoring me.

      The ship lands with a clunky jolt, the AI piloting imperfect.

      The side door of the ship hisses open, and Trilana jumps out, striding towards her cabin. I follow her, and she turns, shaking her head. “Stay in the mansion. Don’t leave the bedroom.”

      She speaks to me like a lesser being.

      Like I’m not a being, but just a machine. A thing to be commanded. I grit my teeth, my blood boiling. I’ve given her the benefit of the doubt. “I need to be close in case of another attack,” I growl, following her.

      “Another attack? Why? Is there another planned?” She gets a far off look in her eyes, then shakes her head curtly. “No, that wouldn’t make sense. You got what you needed. Go! Now!” She spits out the words, and my legs move against my will.

      I fight against the command. I jolt, stumbling, but my legs power forward towards the mansion.

      I curse myself as I walk up the stairs and to the bedroom, but I’m glad I chose one with a view of her cabin. She told me to stay in the mansion and not leave the bedroom, but I remember the surge of power and energy that imbued my body when she was kidnapped.

      If attackers come, I’ll be able to force myself through her commands. If her life is on the line, nothing else will matter.

      I open my duffle bag and pull out my pistol. I undo the pieces, taking them apart and putting them back together over and over as I stand by the window, staring out at the little cabin that holds everything precious in the world. Anyone that comes for her will get a rain of bullets followed by me.

      The bio-dome darkens, the lights dimming as Trilana changes it to night settings. It’s late, and she’ll be sleeping. That’s good. I’ll watch over her, a silent guardian.

      Hours pass. The bio-dome is pitch black, the atmosphere blotting out the stars to give her a perfect sleep, but my eyes switch to heat signatures.

      The door to her cabin opens. She walks out, and I recognize her gait. It’s her alright, and she’s going somewhere.

      Where could she be going in the dead of the night?

      I rush towards the bedroom door to follow her, but my body jerks to a stop at the doorway. I’m trapped. I can’t get past the line she ordered me to stay behind.

      I fight against her command, tensing every muscle in my body, forcing myself forward. I hear the unmistakable sound of an Orb-Powered ship taking off, nearly silent, slipping away like a shadow in the night.

      I clench my fists, impotent rage filling my body. If something happens to her, I won’t be there to save her. Because I’m just a machine, I can do nothing but obey.

      Am I just a machine, who cannot choose his destiny?

      My self-hatred grows at my own weakness, my failure to protect her, and I force myself towards the door again.
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      I didn’t even change. After the interview, I flopped against my bed, exhausted, filled with hatred towards my handlers and their Cyborg watchdog.

      How can I get out of this nightmare? If they were willing to stage an attack to crack the top ten, what else would they do to keep me working away, earning for them?

      I need an escape, and there’s only one place to go. Mia and Jacintha are in a transport ship, and we’ll meet up en route. Only certain ships have the right signatures to enter The Haunt. It’s the most private bio-dome on the planet.

      I made sure my own home was pitch black when I snuck out of my own home, hating the feeling of having an intruder on the premises. I’m going to have him staying outside the bio-dome, hovering above in a ship. I need to be alone, at least in my home.

      I listened carefully for his booted footsteps as I entered my personal craft, but I heard nothing from inside the mansion. He’s trapped, stuck by my command.

      Do Cyborgs sleep? Or he is standing in the bedroom, waiting for me to release him?

      I’d almost feel bad, if he wasn’t working with my five handlers.

      “The Haunt,” I say to the AI, and I take off. If it wasn’t for The Haunt, I’d have cracked under the pressure years ago. Lately, it feels like I need to leave it all behind. Even breaking my contract and losing all my future royalties feels appealing. I’ve got enough to live on lavishly for the rest of my life without needing to be ultra-wealthy.

      I dream of a little cabin, not in a bio-dome, but on a real planet, far away from holo-vids and paparazzi and talk shows and…

      “Ah!” I yell to myself in the ship, smacking my hands against the seats. I take a deep breath, calming myself, but I feel like tearing my hair out as my tiny transport flies away from my bio-dome and waits in empty space, waiting to be picked up by my friends. I used my non-descript ship. It’s not flashy enough to be in any media.

      The mid-size transport ship, labelled as a parts company, flies next to me, and the two ships join. There’s a heavy clunk as we attach to each other, the airlocks opening, and I rush into the shuttle as Mia and Jacintha smile at me, the first real smiles I’ve seen in what feels like forever.

      We all hug together, silent for a moment. “Are you okay? Did you two get hurt?”

      “Forgot us. Shit, Tril, I’m so happy you’re okay,” says Mia. She’s wearing a glittering dress, half black and half silver, and she’s effortlessly beautiful.

      Jacintha pulls back, looking me up and down. “I can’t believe those fuckers made you go on a talk show after what you went through.”

      “Fuck them. Fuck the talk shows, fuck my handlers. I don’t want to think about them right now. All I want to do is forget everything. I want to dance, yell, and have a crazy time,” I say, smiling, feeling instantly more relaxed now that I’m with my friends.

      My personal craft detaches, floating off back to my bio-dome.

      “That, we can do,” comes Mattias’s voice from the cockpit of the shuttle, yelling back at us. He turns the seat, taking his eyes off space ahead. His pupils are massive, his irises black except for a thin line of blue around the darkness. “I brought a treat for you. The Chemist made it special for what you went through,” he says, fishing in his pocket and tossing a glass vial over his shoulder. I fumble but barely catch it before it can smash on the ground.

      He’s nonchalant about my medicine, but I need it. The surge of anger at how careless he is disappears as I see the swirling liquids that will give me relief.

      Mattias isn’t someone I’d spend time around if I had a choice, but he gets the best stuff, straight from the Chemist. Plenty can be forgiven. I don’t like dancing with him anymore after he got too handsy one foggy night, when I was so high I could barely see. Sometimes he stares at me a little too long, but I’m used to eyes fixated on me, so I don’t let it bother me.

      As long as he’s my link to the Chemist, I’ll deal.

      My hand trembles as I pull off the cap and breathe in deep through my nostrils, not letting a wisp of the hazy smoke escape. My mood’s better within seconds. “What is this? It’s so subtle, but so good,” I say, a small smile turning up the corners of my lips.

      Mattias grins, looking back, ignoring where we’re piloting as we fly through clouds. “We call it Baseline. It’s gets you right.”

      “Fuck yes.” I grin, as everything feels alright. “How long until peak?”

      “Two minutes. It’s steady state all night. You can add whatever you want to it—no bad interactions. It’s the ultimate start.”

      “We’re both rolling,” says Mia. “It’s fucking amazing. Such a clean high. Neither of us went through what you did, but we’re both shook up,” she says, shuddering. They were both next to me when the guards were hit by bullets and steel.

      When Tonas came at the last fucking second. How naïve do my handlers think I am?

      I shake my head slowly. “You know, call me paranoid, but I half feel like…” Every second it feels like it matters less. I simply don’t care that I was betrayed.

      “Like what?” Jacintha presses.

      “Never mind. I want to forget all about it.”

      “You can tell us anything. We’re your friends,” she continues, beaming up at me. Her pupils are huge.

      I can’t hold back. “It all seems like a set-up for publicity! I don’t want to believe management would fake a kidnapping for views, but I cracked the top ten and…”

      Jacintha gets a cold look, and I regret saying anything. Now my best friend thinks I’m some idiot grasping at straws.

      “You’re being paranoid,” says Mia, my voice of reason, and I get a wave of guilt for how I treated Tonas.

      What if I was wrong? What if I’ve been an asshole to him and he’s innocent? Either way—he’s a machine, not a man.

      They wouldn’t program emotion into a bodyguard. It would only make him weaker.

      And I can’t shake the dark tendril of anger that he was in on it. It’s useless to bring it up again, but I still suspect him.

      “I’m just going to forget everything,” I say with a deep, relaxed sigh as the Baseline, or whatever Mattias calls it, circulates in my bloodstream. I just feel…good. I feel like I’ve slipped into a cool lake on a hot day, all the knots in my body untensing as I am both relaxed and energized. I’m so glad I have two friends I trust and a place I can be myself.

      The Haunt is the only place stars can let loose. No cameras. No recordings, no gossip. What happens there stays there. If there’s a rumor you’ve been spilling details, you’re blacklisted.

      If the handlers knew about it…

      They’d keep me on a tighter leash. I’d lose sponsorships from the more wholesome corporations if the media found out that I use designer drugs. I might be a sex symbol, but I’m clean. I barely drink—with a three-drink maximum in my clause—and my smartwatch is connected to my blood alcohol content. They keep a tight rein on me.

      The smartwatch can’t detect the concoctions the Chemist is famous for.

      I look through the side window of the shuttle, my heart quickening in anticipation as we approach the huge obsidian bio-dome of The Haunt. It’s owned by Thomas, a promoter and an all-around good guy who designed a place where no matter who you are, all the manufactured drama is forgotten.

      It’s a place to be yourself. We go through the shimmering airfield and touch down next to dozens of other shuttles and the doors open as the concoction peaks. A rushing wave of sensation flows through my body and mind.

      Real life can’t compare to the way the Chemist makes me feel. We walk together, drawn towards the pounding music, and past security into one of the huge raised domes where a live DJ is revving up the crowd. We step into a wave of sound and sensation, and I become anonymous.

      I lose myself in the music. A guy tries to come dance with me, but he seems ridiculous after I’ve been standing next to Tonas. I pull away from him, forming a circle with my friends, and we ignore everything as we let the beat pulse through us.

      Mattias waves to me from across the room, motioning from a doorway that leads to other, smaller domes. I hesitate. I don’t like being alone with him, but I’ve gotten used to Baseline, and I want something more intense. He motions for me to come closer so I can hear him over the pounding bass, and I pull away from my friends, walking off the dancefloor and to him.

      “Tril, you’re never going to believe what I’ve got for you. Come with me, this is going to blow your mind,” he says with a crazed grin. I look back at Jacintha and Mia, lost in the beat, and something tells me to go back to them.

      I’m too stressed. My feet seem to move of their own volition, following Mattias through a doorway and into a back hallway that connects one of the domes to another. He scans his smartwatch on another door, taking my hand and pulling me into a small room. I’m hit by a wave of cold.

      On the wall is a row of vials. “Quick, close the door,” he says, urging me in. I stay on the precipice, the vials looking almost ominous, vapor shimmering up from them. I crave whatever is inside them and step in, the doors hissing shut behind me. The moment the door closes behind us, the silence becomes eerie.

      Mattias licks his lips and pulls a vial from the rack. “This is going to take you to a whole other level.” He undoes the cap, pressing it under my nose before I can think.

      I breathe in, our fingers brushing each other as I try to hold the vial. The vapors are cold and harsh in my nostrils and down my lungs.

      Reality shimmers. The room wobbles, hard lines becoming wavy. I stumble, and Mattias grabs me, propping me up against the wall as he scans his smartwatch to open the doors. He steps halfway out, looking left and right, then comes back into the room. When the doors shut behind him, the icy room feels claustrophobically small.

      The strange, wavery walls press inwards on me, and I stumble as I try to step towards the doors to leave. “Whoa, careful there,” he says, grabbing me by the wrist to steady me. He steps in too close, and his eyes widen as he stares at me. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” he says, licking his lips obscenely.

      “Thanks, Mattias,” I reply, slurring, and he’s even closer. I step back, but I can’t seem to get any distance from him. I get a flashback to being kidnapped. The feeling of being trapped, pressed in, unable to get away. His fingers slide against my waist, lingering over my hip, and I try to push him back. A crawling feeling goes over my body, like insects are stepping over me, his touch sending waves of revulsion through me. My arms are too shaky to stop him. “I want to go back,” I say, but I don’t know if the words leave my mouth, or if I just think them.

      There’s a strange ripping sound. I look down at my sweater. It’s got a hole in it, and I can see my bra, his hands trying to slide through the gap. I pull away when the door crumples inwards and shatters.

      Tonas grabs Mattias by the throat and slams him into the wall. Vials smash, the air filling with fumes. The huge beast pulls back his hand and forms a fist.

      He punched through the metal door of a cab.

      He’s going to cave in Mattias’s skull.

      “Tonas! Stop!” I can still feel Mattias’s hands on me. Did he think I wanted him? Did I give him some signal, going into a room alone? “He didn’t do anything! Don’t hurt him!”

      Tonas’s arm shakes. His nostrils flare, his body vibrating with anger as he lifts him by his throat. Mattias gasps for air, inhaling the fumes, blinking in a daze.

      “Let him go!” I order, and Tonas’s hand opens. Mattias crumples to the ground, gasping for breath, and his eyes clear.

      “You’ve been a good client, but you ever let this creature back on The Haunt, you’re barred forever. I should kick you out now,” he gasps, pulling himself towards the door once he’s certain Tonas isn’t going to kill him. My heads fuzzy.

      I glare at Tonas. Is he going to get me kicked out of The Haunt forever? The one place I can be myself?

      I step forward, and my legs buckle. Tonas steadies me. His touch feels right, calming me. I look down at my top—it got ripped, somehow. Tonas pulls his huge sweater off his body and forces it over my head. I giggle. It’s so big, it makes me look tiny, descending all the way to my knees.

      “You ever touch her again, I take your head.” Tonas’s voice is low and cold. Why’s he being so mean to Mattias? What did he ever do?

      “Fuck off, you stupid machine,” he says, his eyes shifting left and right. He steps forward and pokes Tonas in the chest, right against his bulky armor. Mattias looks so tiny in front of the huge man. Tonas growls, low and deep, and Mattias steps back with open fear in his eyes, opening the door and disappearing like a wraith.

      “I’m freezing,” I whisper, swaying.

      How did Tonas get here? What’s he doing here? Didn’t I tell him to stay in the bedroom?

      The room spins as Tonas throws me over his broad shoulder. I kick, reaching at the wall for one of the last unbroken vials, the fumes from the shattered ones filling my nostrils.

      I want to feel like this forever. I never want to worry about anything again. Nothing matters here. There’s no stress, no pain, no wondering who I am.

      Reality ripples, the walls bending and contorting as he walks me down the hallways until we get to a small landing pad. He pulls me into one of my shuttles, strapping me in and taking the pilot’s seat.

      My head throbs with almost painful pleasure as he lifts us off and through the airfield. I giggle, no longer struggling against his arms as we descend into my bio-dorm. He walks me to my cabin, up the stairs, and into the bedroom. He puts me down on the bed, pulling my boots off, and I giggle again as he tickles my feet by accident.

      When I lie back, the ceiling spins.

      Hate surges up in me. It’s an emotion that should be dulled by the medicine, but I can’t stop it.

      He’s working with my handlers. He orchestrated the kidnapping, and now he’s going to tell them about The Haunt. I’m going to lose the only place I can relax and be me.

      “Don’t…don’t tell them where I was,” I say, my voice sounding so strange. My body feels so good.

      His arms are so fucking strong, big and bulging with muscles, and I want to see him take his body armor off so I can stare at his perfection. I want to feel his hands on my body. Everything just feels so good. I want him to pinch and pull at my nipples. I want him to make me moan.

      He pulls himself away from the bed, sitting down on the floor against the wall, watching me. “You cannot go back to that place. That man was going to hurt you.”

      I remember how he stared at me at the pool. How Tonas’s eyes roved over my body. “I’ve seen the way you look at me. You want me, don’t you? Come get me,” I giggle, trying to sit up and flopping back down. He clenches his fist, and a vein in his neck twitches.

      He stands up, and my eyes draw down to that thick bulge I can see even under his combat pants. I remember how powerful he was, scything through the water. I want to feel him pressing me down, claiming me, and my desire burns up in me. He reaches forward, gently stroking my forehead, and my eyes slowly close. “Relax. Relax, Trilana. You’re safe with me.”

      “That’s not my name. I’m Ash,” I whisper, groggy.

      “Relax, Ash,” he whispers. No one has called me that name in forever. It makes me feel like myself. It makes me feel real, like there’s a person hidden under the façade.

      I close my eyes, and darkness takes me.
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      I look down at her, fighting back my need. The Aurelian part of me is rising, the Mating Rage threatening to boil over. When she was awake, every time I breathed in, I could taste her arousal.

      Not like this.

      She aches for me, but there’s something wrong with her. Those vials on the wall that broke were filled with noxious substances, substances to make your brain groggy and your mind slow. My lungs dealt with the poisons, negating it before it could affect me.

      That man wanted to do something to her and make her forget. If I’d walked in on her a minute later, I’d have killed him, and no command could have stopped me.

      Has he done it before? Could a human’s mind be wiped by substances? I know my own brain is at the whim of Cobernaught. They can legally wipe my mind, if they want.

      I watch her sleeping, and my hackles rise. She’s trouble, and she’s a danger to herself. Her management team manufactured an image of a woman in complete control, bossy, in charge, dramatic and bratty. It’s not the real her.

      I see through the façade to a woman in crisis. She went to that evil place because she needed to stop being Trilana for a moment.

      Ash.

      That bastard of a man drugged her, but she went in without a fight. She wanted the drugs. She wanted an escape—but she didn’t want him. She was so weak as she tried to push him off.

      I was even weaker than her.

      I felt so pitiful as I tried to escape the bedroom, inch by inch. It was like putting my hand against a fiery rod and squeezing to disobey a direct command. Every thread of my being told me not to, but I had to follow her. The pain of being away from my charge was worse than the torment of trying to disobey her.

      I got momentum. I went to one edge of the room and charged, jumping, and when I crossed the threshold I doubled over in nausea and pain. The computer chip connected to my brain demands that I follow her commands explicitly. If she told me to jump off a building, I would obey without question.

      But there’s something deeper. Something in me, that’s me. An urge to protect her. I got into a ship at the last second to be able to follow her, keeping a distance so I wouldn’t be detected. I landed on a smaller landing pad and went into the closest dome, hoping she was there. People stared at me, moving aside, and I caught her scent. Just a wisp, but it was enough.

      If I wasn’t there at the last second, that man would have done something awful to her.

      I breathe out, sitting back against the wall, watching over her. All my arousal is gone, replaced by the fear that something will happen to her…

      And that next time, I won’t be close enough to protect her.
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      I blink awake with a surge of anxiety. It always happens the day after I take one of the Chemist’s potions. I feel great for a night, but the next day, you feel off and just want to be alone in bed.

      The events of the night flood back into my mind. Dancing, enjoying myself, being with my friends. But then, something happened. I followed Mattias into a cool room, and I took something stronger than usual. He got handsy with me—then it’s blank.

      I turn over, groaning, and gasp when I see Tonas sitting against the wall, his bright brown eyes staring right at me.

      “What the fuck! I told you to stay in your room!”

      “You don’t remember last night.” He says it as a statement, his voice low and commanding.

      I shake my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “That man Mattias. He tried to take advantage of you.”

      My mouth opens and closes slowly as I try to think, but my thoughts swim. Did that happen? He’s crossed the line a couple times, but nothing serious.

      “You’re wrong. He gets a bit handsy sometimes, but I can handle it. Wait a second. How do you know?”

      “I stopped him.”

      I get a chill. Tonas was at The Haunt. The bodyguard who reports to my management was at The Haunt. A wave of panic flows through me. “Please, don’t tell my handlers. I know you’re working for them, but don’t tell them. It’s the only place I feel real,” I say. I can’t believe I’m begging a machine. I get a wicked idea, feeling more in control. “I order you not to tell them.” A smile comes to my lips as I feel more in control.

      “I’m not working with them. I am working for you.”

      “You mean…it wasn’t a setup? The rescue?” As if he’d tell me the truth. I get instant regret, because now I’ve shown my hand.

      He runs his hand through his dark hair, deep in thought. “Of course.” He shakes his head, as if wondering how he didn’t see it earlier. “Your handlers told me to be there at a time down to the exact second. They specified I walk, not take a transport. It was a setup. But I didn’t know.”

      Do I trust him?

      I try to keep my thoughts clear, but it’s hard after last night. I’m wiped out and tense.

      He’s telling the truth. If he was working for my handlers, he wouldn’t sell them out. Down to the last second?

      “So what about your company? Cobernaught? How do we know they aren’t working with my management?”

      “I don’t know who’s at the bottom of it. But I’m going to find out. Anyone who puts you in danger is removed.”

      Removed.

      Removed from existence.

      It feels strange to have someone agree with me. But more importantly, it means he’s not working for them. He wouldn’t admit there was a fake kidnapping if he was employed by my management team. I don’t know if I just want to believe him or I do, but I don’t have another choice. I won’t trust him fully yet, but I can pretend to.

      “Thank the Gods, so you’re not going to rat on me?”

      “I’m not going to tell them where you were last night. But you’re not going back.”

      “Fuck off. I’m going tonight,” I say, knowing the only thing that’s going to help my mental state is another visit to the Chemist.

      Tonas stands to his full height. I pull myself up in bed, feeling small indeed, and realize I’m in his huge hoodie. “You put yourself in danger. You are not returning to that place, and you are going to learn that in matters of your safety, you are not in charge. I protect you. I will do whatever is necessary.”

      I shudder at the way he’s speaking to me. Stern, commanding, in control. He offers a different sort of escape. If we were together, writhing in bed, I wouldn’t need any Chemist’s medicine to forget everything but his touch.

      “You will not put yourself in danger again.” His voice is hard, rough, as he steps forward, and when he speaks to me so dominantly, it sends tingles down my body.

      “Get out of here. Leave, dammit!” I point, and his body jerks to life, his legs propelling him out of the room. The tension leaves me, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      I’ve got missed calls from my smartwatch from Jacintha and Mia. I send them a quick voice note, telling them I had to leave early, but not to worry—I’ll meet them there tonight.

      Tonas’s huge footsteps thump down the stairs. Can I trust him? Was Mattias really going to try something on me? Or is he lying to control me?

      After my last tour wrapping up, I was planning to hit The Haunt every night for the next couple weeks. You don’t get tolerance from the Chemist’s wares. It’s only the day after that hurts, and that’s easily remedied by another vial. Last year, my two best friends and I had a 72-hour period where we never left, then slept it off for two days straight. Some of my best, haziest memories came from that time, and I’m eager to recreate it.

      Especially after the pressures I’ve been facing.

      I go to the bathroom and splash my face. My eyes are bloodshot. I usually get a pick-me-up when I leave that has me feeling mostly normal, but today I’m facing the comedown alone. Damn Tonas. He pulled me away from what was going to be an amazing night.

      I take a shower, but I keep thinking about the blank part of last night. I get a weird feeling about Mattias. What if Tonas was telling the truth? I shudder, needing another dose.

      I pull on a black dress, hunger gnawing at my belly, but I don’t need to eat. I need to get back to The Haunt because the anxiety is coming on strong. I’ll restock, get something for my head, and feel better.

      I rush down the stairs, open the door, and run straight into Tonas’s huge chest.

      “Go back to your room!” I snap my fingers, pointing to my main house. His body tenses, but he doesn’t move.

      Uh oh.

      His eyes narrow. They gleam, focused in on me more intensely than my most crazed fans. “Go back to your bedroom. Now.”

      I try to squeeze around him when he moves so fast I can’t track it, throwing me over his shoulder. I kick at him, but he’s so strong it’s like I’m a toy. I doubt he even feels my hands against his armored vest. He rushes me up the steps to my bedroom and throws me over his lap.

      I tremble over his lap, not believing what’s happening. This isn’t possible. I’m stunned, frozen in confusion as the huge man has me trapped over his lap like an unruly brat.

      “I’ll give you the choice, Ash. I report you to your handlers so they ban you from that dangerous place. Or I teach you a lesson myself.”

      Ash. I told him my name.

      “Let me go! I won’t go tonight, just let me go!”

      My mind is racing, trying to think of how I can get my hands on my medicine. I’ll have Mattias deliver a dose.

      That thought disappears when Tonas lifts my dress up. I gasp, knowing he can see my ass. “You’re not going back. And you’re not using any more drugs.”

      “You don’t get to tell me—ah!”

      His hand comes down against my ass. It fucking stings, but the shock is more intense than any physical pain. No one does this to Trilana—but the character disappears. Because with him, I’m not playing a part. He knows me.

      He spanks me again, hard and quick, the staccato crack filling the room, and my cheeks flush with embarrassment and something else.

      It feels…

      Right.

      His hand slaps down again against my ass, and heat floods between my legs. I can’t report him. If I tell my handlers he’s gone crazy, he can blackmail me with what I’ve been doing at The Haunt.

      It wouldn’t stop the punishment either way. I fight against him, struggling to escape, but he’s a giant compared to me. “Please,” I gasp, not sure what I’m asking for, feeling fully powerless for the first time in my life.

      His hand cracks down hard against my right buttock, and I gasp in pain, tears coming to my eyes. This is more intense than being on stage, because I’m not playing a character.

      My anxiety disappears. All the stress and tension melts away as he slaps my ass again, his huge palm cracking down as he disciplines me.

      “What is the name of that place.” He growls out the command, and my heart pounds faster. There’s an edge of need in his voice that matches mine.

      “The Haunt,” I answer.

      “You will never go to The Haunt again. You will never use drugs again.”

      “You don’t get to decide that!”

      His hand comes down against my ass three times in quick succession, leaving me panting. It fucking stings. He spanks me over and over, until my bottom is burning.

      The shock is intense, but it’s slowly replaced by a different edge of shame as I can’t help my body responding to his dominance. I’m so fucking turned on, wriggling and writhing, unbearable need rushing between my legs as the massive Cyborg disciplines me. The more I struggle against his grip, the more he punishes me, the cracks of his huge palm against my ass filling the room.

      “I decide. I decide in matters of your safety.” He snarls out the words, and a tear drips down my cheek. It’s not just the burning pain from my ass. It’s the intensity of it all. His cock surges up against his pants, a huge rod pressing against me.

      “I’m in charge. Not you. Say it.”

      “You’re in charge,” I gasp, tensing up, waiting for another hard spank.

      “Sir. Call me sir.”

      I bite my lip. I can’t resist. “You’re in charge, sir,” I answer, and a wave of submissive lust rushes through my body. He sees right through me.

      He breathes in, and I remember that he has Aurelian in his DNA. What if the Mating Rage takes him over? I can feel how fucking huge he is, and I’m half terrified, half aching for him. “I can taste your need, Ash.”

      I gasp, feeling a rush of arousal knowing he can taste what he does to me. I’d heard rumors that Aurelians know if you’re turned on. He pulls my panties down and I wriggle, knowing my pussy is glistening with wetness for him. My body betrays me.

      “Let me go!”

      He tenses, hard, fighting off the command. One hand pushes me down against his lap. “You no longer command me,” he snarls, and brings his other hand down against my sore bottom. I gasp in pain.

      “Okay, okay, please,” I gasp out, unable to think in the pain and lust.

      “Tell me you will never visit The Haunt again. Tell me you won’t take drugs again.”

      “Never. Never, sir,” I gasp out, tensing up, terrified he’s going to spank me again. My bottom is on fire and I’d say anything to end the punishment.

      No matter how much it hurts, there’s this weird calmness that’s better than any drug. All my anxiety is gone. I’m squirming with need, flooded with emotion and lust, but I don’t have the horrible stress that’s normal the day after The Haunt.

      He runs his hand over my sore cheeks, and I can’t stop the tears from flowing. “Have you learned your lesson, or do I need to teach you more?”

      “I learned my lesson,” I gasp out. “Sir,” I finish, and it comes so naturally.

      “Good girl,” he growls, and I moan at his filthy words as he slides his huge finger against my desperate slit. No man’s touched me there. I’ve never been with a man before—only staged romances with holo-vid stars as we used each other to climb up the charts.

      He lifts his finger from my pussy and I look up at him as he slides it past his lips, tasting my arousal. He growls as he savors my need, and manhandles me, throwing me against the bed. He mounts me, huge above me, the bed creaking as he kisses me. I can taste myself on his lips.

      Tonas kisses me with raw hunger, and I realize I’m his first kiss.

      His hands rip through my dress like paper, throwing it aside and exposing my body to him as his tongue runs down my neck, kissing and licking its way down my body. He plays with my nipples, pinching and pulling, experiencing me for the first time until he puts his huge head between his legs.

      “Oh Gods, Tonas,” I whimper when his tongue slides up and down my wetness. Nothing has ever felt so good. My hips buck up instinctively, and he’s so big he can easily reach my breasts, pinching and pulling my nipples gently as he laps at my pussy. He’s starved for me, so hungry, and I can’t hold back the moans as he worships me.

      His tongue finds my clit, electric pleasure shooting through me. “Right there, right there,” I beg. He laps at my clit, then pulls his wet mouth up and pinches my nipples hard.

      “Call me sir,” he snarls, his eyes wide with lust.

      “Right there, sir,” I say instantly, feeling so natural to be submissive to him. His tongue forms a point and runs up and down my clit, the pleasure almost too intense to handle. My orgasm wells up and I grab his thick black hair, pushing the huge man against my pussy as he pleasures me.

      “I’m going to cum,” I gasp. His eyes lock into mine, and it’s like I understand what he’s saying without words. I bite my lips, holding onto his hair with one hand and trying to wrap my hand around his wrist with the other, but he’s too big. He pinches my nipples and I whimper, losing control to pleasure. “Please, please, let me cum, sir,” I gasp, and his tongue flicks faster and faster until waves of pleasure rush through me.

      My mind goes blank with pleasure and he runs his hands down my body, his tongue slowing.

      He pulls himself up, throwing his armored vest off. I stare at his perfect, masculine, muscled body. Black hair with a hint of gray covers the slabs of his muscles. He’s got rows of abs like I didn’t think possible. It’s like he was created to be a woman’s dream, the kind you wake up from with heat between your legs, all squirmy.

      The orgasm was intense, but it left me needing so much more. He slowly reaches down to his pants, where his massive cock is pressing against the material, tenting it out obscenely. “Is this what you want, Ash?”

      I nod, mute, my body aching for it, and my legs open instinctively for the powerful man. Tonas unbuttons his pants, pulling them down and throwing them aside with his underwear, and his cock rears up. My mouth opens in shock.

      It’s big. Scary big, so hard it’s throbbing, but what fascinates me is the steady drip of pre-cum from the head of it. I’ve heard of Aurelians and how they’re designed to be able to breed humans that are much smaller than them, but I don’t think there’s any way he’s getting it into me. His balls are big and full, hanging heavy under his rock-hard cock, and he makes feverish need rush through my veins.

      I need him. I’m nervous, but it feels right. He slowly pulls himself onto the bed above me, a huge force that makes it creak. His body is tense and flexed, barely holding back as his cock drips onto my naked body.

      He kisses me again, and I feel his huge cockhead against my slit, massive and pressing me open. He pulls his head back, and we’re both gasping for air, both losing ourselves to the need.

      His cock throbs, pre-cum wetting me, and there’s a tingling sensation as he presses his cock past my resistance. He stretches me open, and I whimper, my eyes rolling back and my fists clenching in desperation as he claims me.

      “Gentle, gentle,” I beg, and he runs his hand through my hair, fisting it as he presses deeper into me. I feel my innocence tearing under the massive man, the first man I’ve felt a true, primal attraction to. He gasps, his muscles tensing and his fist gripping my hair tight as he fights off the Mating Rage of the Aurelian species. His instincts are telling him to breed me, to fuck me hard and fast, to bounce me against the bed as he makes me his.

      I put my hand up against his chest, pressing against his powerful muscles, gripping onto a tuft of his thick black hair and staring into his eyes. They gleam, the greens and blues sparkling like gems against the deep brown of his irises. Only the head of his huge dick is inside me, and I need more, so much more.

      “Tonas…” I gasp, as his cock spurts pre-cum again, his alien seed mixing with my own wetness. I don’t want me begging for him to be gentle to be a command. I don’t want an artificial version of him.

      Whatever is the real him, I need to experience it, no matter how much it hurts. “Take me,” I gasp, and he growls, the ferocious need filling his body as he wraps his huge arms around me and pulls me against his chest. My arms can’t even wrap around his muscled back as he enters me inch by inch, stretching me open. There’s no way he can fit. He’s too thick, too powerful, his cock throbbing and bulging deep inside me as I breathe in the manly, masculine scent of the Cyborg beast.

      The entirety of my being is linked with him, everything disappearing as he pulls back out, his hips rolling as he lets me adjust to the feeling of being taken. There’s an edge of pain that mirrors the burn in my bottom from his punishment, but it’s nothing compared to the torrents of lust washing through my brain.

      I surrender to him. I surrender as he slams his cock into me, losing himself to the Mating Rage, pain and pleasure mixing. My body seems to adapt to him. He’s way too big, but somehow his thick, full balls press against my asshole as he impales me, his biceps flexing as he pulls me against him.

      I couldn’t escape if I wanted to. I swear I can almost feel him in my mind, this raw, surging energy from the beastly man whose only purpose is to protect me.

      “No man will ever touch you again,” he promises, his lips against my ear as he fucks me, and an orgasm wells up, so different from the one his tongue on my clit brought out of me. This one is from deep inside, from the grinding of his cock against a spot inside me that is his, and his alone.

      “Tonas, sir, I’m so close, please don’t stop,” I beg shamelessly, feeling no humiliation to tell the big man what I need. No one’s watching, there’s no paparazzi or drugs making this fake. This is the first time I’ve felt real in my life.

      “Come for me, Ash. Come for me,” he orders, fucking me faster and faster, his balls slapping against me with each hard thrust. “Now!” He barks out the command, and my body responds to his order, waves of pleasure rushing through my body as I almost black out from ecstasy. He can’t hold back. He fucks me like a machine and an animal combined, rough and hard, stretching me to the limit until his cock seems to harden even more and he roars out in pleasure as he releases into me. Jet after jet of his seed fills me and I can feel the channel of my pussy gripping tighter and tighter, milking his dick of every last drop of his seed.

      I gasp, completely overwhelmed and so satisfied I want nothing in the world, under his huge bulk.

      He kisses me tenderly, his huge eyes full of adoration, and what shocks me the most is that I feel like myself. The Haunt wasn’t real. It was an escape from the stress, a fake place just like all the other fake interactions of my life.

      Tonas is real life. I trace my hands through his sweaty chest hair, still barely believing what I did, with no regret or shame. He smiles, his full lips curling up, then shifts onto his side while holding me tight against him.

      “You good, Ash?” I love that he calls me by my real name.

      I smile up at him, my body shaking from the orgasm, my head swimming in lust and something else, something more than just sex.

      I hope he feels it too…

      And I try not think that he’s an experimental Cyborg—one who’s malfunctioning and disobeying direct orders.

      I turn my mind off, nuzzling against his chest, and let exhaustion and release find me as I close my eyes against him.
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      I napped against him, coming in and out of consciousness, and each time his eyes are wide and staring at me like he can’t believe what he sees. Our bodies are intertwined, his thick, soft cock keeping me filled as his seed slowly drips. It’s bliss.

      “Hey! Stop staring,” I say, and his head jerks to the side. I shudder. I don’t like that he still seems to follow my commands without conscious thought. “Tonas. From now on, I release you from my commands. Does that work?”

      He smiles. “Test it. Tell me to do something.”

      “Kiss me,” I say, and he kisses me, his huge lips soft against mine. He breaks it off, and I sigh. “Looks like it didn’t work.”

      He chuckles. “Try a different command.”

      “Alright. Don’t kiss me.”

      His huge fingers trail through my hair, and he pulls my lips to his, kissing me deep and hard. His cock is thick inside me, still big even when soft. It’s reassuring, but it throbs in response as we make out, and I pull back. He’s definitely got some Aurelian in him. Everyone knows the alien species has some sort of pre-cum designed to make the violent matings of the species bearable for the humans they lie with, but there’s no changing physics. I’m sore and he pulls back, his cock sliding out of me.

      “I need a shower—hey!” I gasp as he lifts me in his arms like I’m weightless, giggling as he pulls me into the shower and turns it on.

      “Let me down,” I say, but he doesn’t, just grinning down at me like a fool. He’s usually so serious, but now he’s smiling.

      “It feels good to do what I want,” he says, after disobeying a direct command.

      “Wait, put me down,” I say, my voice getting serious, and he does, looking down with concern. I wash myself off as my thoughts race. “Tonas, if we’re in public, you need to obey my commands. Instantly. If anyone figures out something’s up…”

      “I will.”

      “Okay. Gods, what have I done?” A wave of anxiety surges over me. Tonas grabs me, holding me against his chest, and I feel the steady beating of his heart. It calms me, and I run my hand over his body, reassured. “Want to go for a swim?”

      “I’d love to. Let me get my trunks.”

      “We don’t need that! No one can see through the atmosphere of this place. We can skinny dip. We’re safe here, as long as I don’t invite anyone.”

      “I’m going to double-check the security systems. Meet me at the pool,” he says, stepping out of the shower and drying off.

      “Sure.”

      I wash off, alone, and if it wasn’t for Tonas, I’d be fiending for another dose of the Chemist’s potion. I always thought it was normal to take another dose the next day. Now I’m realizing it’s anxiety designed to make you keep coming back.

      I walk down the stairs and leave my little house, walking to the pool and diving in. I can go about a quarter of Tonas’s speed. I swim back and forth until I feel the burn in my legs and arms, and when I stop and rest against the end of the pool, Tonas is leaving the main mansion with a grin on his face. He rushes forward, his big thighs flexing with each running step, and leaps in the air, cannonballing into the deep end. The splash is tremendous.

      “Did they program that into you?” I say, after brushing my wet hair from my eyes.

      He just shakes his head, swimming to the pool and pulling himself up. “You watched me swim. I want to watch you.”

      I bite my lip in embarrassment. “I didn’t know you saw me.”

      “My eyesight is enhanced. I can never keep my eyes off you,” he says, looking down at me. He sits with his legs spread, his huge cock soft and resting against his leg, and I get a wicked idea.

      “It’s your turn,” I say, unable to resist. His hungry mouth against my wetness was bliss, and I want to return the favor…and please him. I wade directly in front of him and kiss his leg, and he moves closer to the edge, his cock stiffening.

      I relax my mouth, letting his hardening cock slide into my mouth, so huge and thick, and I pull back, gasping. “You’re too big,” I gasp, and he grabs my hair tight, his eyes becoming hard and dominant.

      He pulls my head forward and his cock spurts pre-cum, wetting my mouth, and suddenly I need him deep in my throat. He grips my hair tight, not giving me a choice as he slides his cock deep into my mouth. I stretch my lips to the limit as his cock slides down my throat, the pre-cum of the alien species replacing my gag reflex with the need for more.

      I look up at him, my eyes watering, seeing his taut abs like they’re cut from rock and the V lines of his muscles that point down to his cock, and I run my hands over his body. Tonas pulls my head back, and I gasp for air, looking up at his hard, dominant expression, enjoying this side of him.

      He releases his grip from my hair, and I extend my tongue, lapping at his sensitive slit. He groans in need, and I know he likes it, so I swirl my tongue around the head, but I need more.

      I need that dominant, powerful energy he had this morning.

      I look up at him, feeling so wrong, so naughty, and bite my lip, not sure if I can say what I want to say.

      It’s like he senses my thoughts. He stares down at me. “You’ve been bad. I’m going to teach you a lesson,” he snarls, and my pussy tingles as his grip tightens around my hair. He presses my head down, forcing his dick into my mouth. He gets rough with me, making me deep throat, and I lose myself in his strength, helpless in front of the alpha. The Aurelian pre-cum relaxes my throat, or I’d never be able to take him.

      Tears come to my eyes before he finally pulls back, letting me gasp for air, my head swimming before he forces my head back down on his shaft. I can feel his cock bulging in my throat, spurting pre-cum that lets me barely handle him, until my lip touches his huge balls. They’re full already, needing to release deep inside me.

      He pulls back again, and I gasp for air, loving the feeling of serving him. I grab his balls, feeling their weight, and I ache for him to release in my mouth. “I want to…” Why am I so shy around him? I’ve performed in front of crowds of hundreds of thousands.

      “Tell me what you need, Ash.”

      I kiss the tip of his cock and it throbs in response. “I need to please you,” I whisper, and he grips me under my armpits, lifting me like I’m weightless and standing in a single movement. He flips me, manhandling me easily, spinning me so everything is upside down.

      I gasp as he positions me right over his cock, and I suck eagerly, feeling his pulsing dick between my lips as his mouth finds my pussy. I know he can taste how wet sucking his cock made me. He holds me gently, only needing his hands to lift me easily, and bobs me up and down against his cock.

      I can feel him getting close. It’s like this morning, right before he came, how his cock swelled up even more and unleashed inside me, and it’s driving me wild. I swear I can feel his need as he growls like a beast, his tongue lapping up and down my wetness. I suck deeper and deeper, wanting to please him as he tastes me—and I know he loves my arousal on his tongue.

      I’m on the verge of cumming when he grunts and unleashes in my mouth, his cock spurting when he positions me lower and kisses my asshole, his big lips pressing against my most forbidden place. His tongue forms a point, tickling my little hole, and waves of shameful lust rush through me. I can’t believe what he’s doing but he switches to holding me with one hand, so powerful he can lift me easily while his other hand slides upwards, his fingers teasing the entrance of my sore pussy. He wets his thumb in my juices and circles it against my clit as he bucks up and down, his cock sending wave after wave of cum deep into my throat.

      His huge tongue slides into my asshole. It feels so wrong, so naughty, but I can’t hold back. He holds me up with a single hand as his thumb grazes my clit and I’d be screaming in pleasure if my mouth wasn’t filled to the brim with his massive dick. He spurts right down my throat as his tongue invades my asshole, and I black out for a moment from the pleasure.

      My head swims as he flips me back over, so my legs are wrapped around him and I straddle him. “Oh Gods,” I whisper. “I didn’t know anything could be so intense.” I shudder, and he wraps his huge arms around me. I can still feel his cock inside me from this morning, so big it’s like he left his mark.

      “Remember how I stretched you this morning, Ash?” He says in my ear, his voice hot even after sating himself in my mouth.

      “Yes, sir,” I whisper, enjoying the submissiveness of the term. It just feels good.

      “Next I’m going to stretch that sweet little asshole of yours,” he growls, and I nuzzle up against his chest, shocked and turned on.

      I didn’t know I wanted this. I didn’t know it was possible to feel anything so intense. It’s more than any potion the Chemist makes.

      This is bliss, and it’s real.

      I’m glad he resists taking me now, because each new experience is so powerful I can barely handle it. We rest together, his huge body reassuring, until my breathing slows.

      “When do you have your next show?”

      “I’m done until they plan my next…image,” I say, wishing we weren’t talking about work. Everything was so perfect, but I’ve got the sickening feeling they’ve got something planned. They wouldn’t risk a kidnapping to not strike when the iron’s hot, and they won’t waste me cracking the top ten. “Tonas, I don’t know if I can keep working for them. Not if they risked my life like that,” I say softly.

      “We can’t. We must leave. Together. It’s not safe for you to work for them.”

      I look up, staring at his powerful jaw, so real compared to the fake sun projected on the manufactured atmosphere of my bio-dome. When he says those words, it makes everything terrifyingly urgent. I’d been flirting with the idea of giving it all up and disappearing. Of finding some place I could figure out who the hell I am.

      Even my best friends would have been against it. I get a surge of guilt knowing that quitting would mean Mia and Jacintha would be out of a job. How could I explain to them? They’d never believe my own management team is against me. They first heard my theory when we were all high, and I hope they forgot it in the haze of the night.

      It’s too cruel to take seriously. Management’s been guiding my career since I was a teenager, and for the five of them to put my life in danger for spots on the universal charts boggles the mind. People died. The kidnappers weren’t innocent, but they paid with their lives, burning up in the wreckage as they crashed the transport taxi against the building and exploded in a fireball on the ground.

      If something went wrong, I’d be right there with them. My management was willing to risk my life for this.

      “What if we’re wrong?” I whisper to Tonas, the doubt creeping into my mind. I know my handlers want money. But surely even they couldn’t be so cold-hearted.

      “We’re not wrong. But even if we were, is this the life you want to live?” He looks down at me, his intense brown eyes glowing with his soul. I press my hand against his heart, feeling his steady, rhythmic pounding that centers me. I don’t know if he has a heart like mine or something made of metal.

      Either way, it beats for me.

      My management team doesn’t give a shit about me. If it was all a big accident, and I’d died in the rubble, they’d have capitalized on the fame.

      The “in memoriam” tracklist would have been released for the next decade. They’d milk the unreleased holo-vids and throwaway tracks that didn’t make the cut, and my holographic image would tour for eternity, frozen in time.

      “Tonas…they’re rich. Powerful. They’ve got the resources to hunt us down if we leave.” I twist in his arms, sitting on his lap. His huge hand rests against the naked skin of my back, and I get goosebumps. I’ll never get enough of him. He does something to me at a deep level, beyond rationality.

      “You have resources. You have me. I know where to go,” he says, getting a far off look in his eyes. It means he’s drawing on knowledge put in his head by his mysterious creators.

      “Anywhere you know, Cobernaught knows. They’re in on this. The publicity stunt helps them the most. They’re probably backlogged with orders after you saved my life on live holo-vid. They created you, Tonas. If that company put the knowledge in their head…they’ll figure out anywhere you take me.”

      And they might put it together that we don’t trust them anymore. What if they decide to…get rid of us?

      I shudder in his arms, and his huge hand gently strokes my thigh, calming me. “Relax.” His tone soothes me. He exudes certainty. “Ash, they put memories in my mind. But there’s other things in there they don’t know about. Snippets of conversations I hear in my dreams, a rush of nostalgia for a place that existed hundreds of years ago. There’s no reason for them to have put these things in my mind. It’s there by mistake, and they don’t know anything about it.”

      I sit in silence, thinking it through. What does it mean? Is he malfunctioning? He certainly wasn’t made to hook up with me.

      I ache to be away from everything with him. To hide away and forget my old life, even if it’s just for a moment. “Tonas, they won’t let me go.”

      “We head out. You leave them a message. You tell them after the trauma, you need a few weeks off. They’ll be angry, but they won’t suspect. From there, we’ll plan the next step. You have bank accounts in your name? Money they can’t access?”

      I nod. Adrenaline flows through my veins as he lays out the steps.

      He’s talking about going off grid. He’s talking about leaving everything behind. I’ve ached for it—but now that’s becoming real, I can’t stop the doubts from eating me up. What if I’m making the biggest mistake of my life?

      “Yeah…the royalties I’ve already earned. I get deposits every week, but I’ve got plenty saved up,” I say. It was always an abstract, far-off concept. When I went to sleep and the thoughts assaulted me, I used the idea of a future that deep down I knew would never materialize as a way to calm myself.

      Tonas sits up, his muscles flexing. I get another shudder through my body as I remember how easily he twirled me around, his tongue lapping at my body. Will I ever get used to feeling like a toy around him? “Pack for the trip. We’re taking the mid-sized ship. It’s Orb-Powered.”

      “The Lilac?” It’s my biggest ship, floral colored and able to fit a dozen friends. I took it to the Imprezo awards last month.

      “Yes. It’s reinforced. Good Orb-Shields, thick armor. No offensive capabilities, but it’s fast enough to escape anything but a Reaver. I’m going to check it for tracking devices. We need to move quick.”

      “Why?”

      “Never give the enemy time to prepare.” He stands, lifting me and setting me down, my feet bare against the stone that surrounds my pool. He stretches, extending his huge arms upward and cracking his knuckles with a sound like breaking bones.

      “Hey!”

      He has the grace to look sheepish, grinning down at me. “You don’t like that sound?”

      I shake my head. “It gives me…ugh. So where are we going?”

      “Bring something warm,” he says, getting that far-off look, a little smile coming to his lips.

      I get a surge of excitement. “You’ve chosen where we’re going?”

      I sometimes take ten minutes to decide on what I’m going to order, and I always end up wanting what my friends get. Tonas has chosen our hideout in an instant.

      “I…well. Someone in my mind worked security at a long-abandoned mine a sector away. No more Orb there to attract Scorp, and there’s constant polar storms that make scanning the landscape difficult. The company went defunct before it could strip the crew’s habitats. There’s a place for us to go that no one will find.”

      “You’re taking me to an abandoned mine on our second date? You sure know how to treat a girl,” I reply, my words a defense mechanism against the nervous anticipation building up. I breathe out, shaking my head incredulously. “I can’t believe I’m considering this.”

      He grins, his bright white teeth flashing. “It’s your choice. The future is yours, Ash. Where you decide we go, I go. I will be at your side. Always,” he says, then starts walking towards the mansion where he keeps most of his things.

      I stand there, just watching my beast of a man. His leg muscles ripple with each step, and I love the look of his powerful glutes. I never knew I’d appreciate a well-formed ass in a man, but he looks like he was designed to thrust into me, wide and powerful with a grace that defies his size.

      He enters the mansion, and I’m alone. I haven’t felt this giddy excitement since I was first discovered. Throughout the ups and downs of my life, all fame gave me was sense of unease that never left me.

      I’m in charge.

      For the first time in my life, I can choose where we go, without management butting in. We could go to Old Earth to visit the preserved historic districts, or venture into Wild Space past the reach of man or Aurelian. With him at my side, no one would dare come near me.

      Danger. I could visit the places I was never allowed. People whispered about them at The Haunt. Unregulated, high stakes casinos hidden in asteroid fields where you can bet on more than just games of chance. Fighting pits where alien species battle to the death beneath the braying crowds. These kinds of gritty places don’t call to me, but I like the idea that I can consider it without a publicist yelling at me that Trilana wouldn’t go within two sectors of them. If we go out in public, I’ll need a disguise, but I’m sure Tonas has a plan.

      I press my smartwatch. “Temperature. Cool. Just above freezing,” I say, and the atmospheric dome swirls angrily above as the fake representations of storm clouds gather. If you didn’t know it was all a projection, you’d think they were real. The temperature drops, and goosebumps form on my naked flesh, so I rush to my little cabin and open the door, entering my home for what could be the last time.

      I run up the steps, feeling the chill as I walk into my closet. Tonas said to pack warm clothes. I wanted the cold to imagine how I’ll feel on the icy world that awaits.

      I gather up my warm clothes—the sweatpants and sweaters that don’t have much place in the temperature-controlled venues I frequent, even if my stylist let me wear them. I go through my underwear and get a surge of regret as I hold up a sheer teddy I bought when management paired me with my first “boyfriend.” I remember walking out wearing it, feeling beautiful, while he sat back in bed.

      He was excited when I came out—but he didn’t even notice me wearing the sheer clothes. He started talking in a rushed tone about how we’d both shot up in the universal charts after our relationship went public, then asked me ten minutes later if I had “new pajamas.”

      It was humiliating. I fold it into a little ball, hiding it inside a shirt. Tonas would be relentless for me if I was in no makeup, my hair a tangle, but I want to drive him wild. I want to impress him. He’s the first person who’s seeing the real me, and I want him to see every side of me.

      His heavy boots pound up the stairs and my heart beats a little quicker. It feels daring. Like we’re doing something so insane if I start to think about it I’ll lose my nerve—so I go with my heart and not my mind. He stands at the doorway to the closet and throws a huge duffel bag in. “You might need two,” he says with a chuckle as he sees the huge pile of clothes I’ve already laid out.

      “Well, you still haven’t told me exactly where we’re going. We can’t stay in an abandoned mine forever, right?”

      “We can go anywhere. Together.” He’s changed into tailored pants and a brown sweater that complements his eyes, with a black belt that almost makes his thick combat boots fit the outfit. Although now that I think about it, tailored is a bit redundant. It’s not like a massive beast like him could ever buy off the rack.

      “You’re looking sharp. Did they put a stylists’ memory in your head, too?” I place the first sweater into the duffel bag, stilling my shaking hands as I pack for my first true adventure.

      Tonas shakes his head. “No. I just imagined myself standing next to you and chose the best image.” He smooths his sweater against his thick forearms and puts his second duffel bag down in my room so he can come help me. I sneak the sweater with the teddy into the bag, wanting it to be a surprise.

      Every thought he has is about us. It’s both exciting and a huge responsibility. No one’s depended on me for anything more than as a money-making machine—and I was good at being Trilana.

      Will I be good at being Ash? What if I’m not enough for him? What if after a couple weeks, he gets bored?

      I pack quicker from the anxiety, trying to push doubt from my mind. It’s stressful enough thinking how management will react. I need to think on the positives, not the negatives, but it’s hard not to wonder. What if he grows tired of my personality, while his body aches to fuck me over and over, driven by some machine or beastly drive?

      How can I stay interesting to a man who’s lived thousands of lives? Who has memories filling his mind and his dreams.

      “Tonas, how much do you remember from your past lives?” The question makes me feel like one of those people who will tell you they were a king or queen hundreds of thousands of years ago. No one ever thinks their past lives were boring—worker drones under the cities of peasants in a mud field.

      But with Tonas, every one of those lives were interesting. They were all picked for skills to make him the perfect protector.

      He stops mid-way through folding one of my sweaters, getting that far-off look. “It’s like waking up. You can feel had a dream, but the more you try to remember, the more shadowy it gets. It’s ghosts of lives.” He refocuses, packing the sweater in the bag and staring at me so intensely it makes me self-conscious. “When I’m with you, everything’s real.”

      I can’t stop the smile from turning my lips up. I feel this joy that almost hurts.

      I’m really doing this.

      I’m going to escape with my Cyborg Bodyguard.
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      “Are you sure it’s safe?” The swirling grays and whites of the atmosphere are in a constant battle as the blue gem of the planet grows in our viewport. It’s a violent planet, wracked by temporal storms that will hide us.

      Tonas pilots us towards it without hesitation.

      My question is silly—my safety is his only concern, and he wouldn’t put me in danger. If he says it’s safe, it’s safe.

      “I thought you were craving a little danger?” He grins, holding the controls and not taking his eyes off the viewport as he accelerates towards the atmosphere of the nameless planet. It’s one of those numbered, uninhabitable spheres that aren’t worth terraforming.

      The longer we spend together, the more his true self shines through. But I know, deep down, that if I’m in danger he’ll turn back into a brutal machine in the blink of an eye. His real personality is a luxury for peacetime. When it comes to it, he’ll fight, kill, die for me.

      I sit next to him in the cockpit of the Lilac. I’ve never been up here. Usually I’d be in the back part, drunk on champagne as my entourage goes to a party or an event. Now I’m next to the driver’s seat. Tonas barely fits in the pilot’s seat, but he never complains. I rest my hand on his thigh, stroking up and down his muscled leg, knowing that no matter how dangerous it gets, he’ll keep me safe.

      The storms of the planet remind me of the conversation I had with management two days ago. One of the men in suits who never once smiled in all the years we worked together lost his cool, standing up from his desk and screaming at me. I cut the coms-link halfway through his rant and turned my calls off, sending out a quick message to my two best friends that I’d be out of communication for at least a couple weeks. I didn’t want to worry them, but there’s no way I could explain.

      How can you justify that you’re throwing everything away to escape with a man you barely know?

      I grin, giddy. I don’t need to justify it to anyone.

      Let management stew. Let them worry and wonder, without a clue where I’m going. The bastards had a tracking device in this ship. Tonas showed it to me before crushing it in his fist. They’ve been surveying me, invading my privacy. Rebelling and getting out of their hands is the only thing that makes sense.

      “Hold tight,” he says, his voice filled with energy as we burst into the atmosphere. I scream half in terror, half in giddy excitement as we’re buffeted and rocked, thrown left and right as the Lilac creaks in protest. The viewport becomes gray as we rush through the cloud. Chunks of ice and hail slam against the Orb-Shields, bouncing off us as we cleave our way downwards.

      We break through the cloud cover and two huge mountains loom in front of us. “Tonas! What are you doing!” I yell as he accelerates towards them, spinning the ship sideways to get through the gap and descending with jaw-dropping speed into the valley below. My body is like a taut wire, but Tonas has a huge grin as he enjoys his daredevil antics.

      We blast through a canyon. The walls loom above us as we pilot forward, and in the rush I notice slices into the rock that look unnatural, remnants of the mining operation here centuries before. Tonas slows us, and we hover above a rocky formation that I slowly realize is a long-abandoned building covered in so much snow it’s barely recognizable.

      We’re in front of a gray rock face, snow filling our viewports. I bite my lip. There might be crew quarters still intact, but they’re covered in layers of snow and ice.

      Tonas opens the navigation panel and presses a button on the screen, opening communications. The mine is long abandoned but a rudimentary AI picks up, demanding a code. Tonas punches it in and the cliff face before us opens. Huge doors creak and snow and ice falls in massive chunks. A boulder careens down the mountain face, but Tonas doesn’t flinch as it bounces harmlessly off our shields and cracks into the building below.

      He pilots us into the hidden opening. If he didn’t have the exact coordinates, you’d never have spotted it. Only the mining scars in the cliffsides show that humanity was ever here, and the snow covers all but the faintest traces.

      The lights of the loading bay blink on as the doors close behind us. There’s half a ship on the ground, with tools strewn around it. “What happened here?” I whisper, because it’s too quiet inside the mountain. I get a surge of fear, wondering if whatever made them leave so quickly is still lurking.

      My imagination goes wild, thinking of snow beasts lurking in the caves, massacring the miners who beat a quick retreat.

      “Nothing happened. It’s the same story as always. A company overextends, goes bankrupt, and it’s more work to land on this planet and strip machinery than it is to just leave it.” Tonas takes us down, crunching against the ground as he checks the screens. The exterior oxygen levels slowly creep up. “Looks like life support is still online. Just in case though,” he says, reaching into a compartment and pulling out two clear masks. “If you feel faint, put this on. It can draw in oxygen as long as there’s a minimum concentration.”

      “So what did you do on this place again?”

      “Head of security. No Scorp came. The only thing I did was twiddle my thumbs and crack down on petty theft. Later, I…” He gets the far-off look. “I don’t remember. Alright. Let’s get your bags. You’re about to live like the rest of us. No more being spoiled,” he teases me, and I give his thigh a little punch.

      He’s too right. I’ve gotten used to a life of luxury, living like a prized bird in a cage, taken care of but never in real danger. The only battle I had was moving from the ten thousandth spot on the universal list to the top ten.

      It took everything, and when I got to the top, there was nothing there.

      Tonas pushes himself up, going through the cockpit door into the main part of the ship where our luggage is. I shake my head at how stupid the seating area looks. It’s black leather with diamonds on the roof, styled after limousine interiors when I was doing some stupid album about how life was back on Old Earth. It was maybe the dumbest theme, but people ate it up, longing for the glitz and glamor of a time that probably never truly existed.

      We could strip the gems and live a hundred simple lives over. All the luxuries of my past life annoy me now. What was I thinking? What was I doing, as I was propelled into a money-making machine for all those around me? How did I live like that for so long?

      This hidden place in a mountain has no luxuries. The imposing cliff face and the storms that scared me are now a protective force, hiding me away from anything that could pull me back to a meaningless existence.

      For the first time in my life, things are right.

      Tonas grabs the two huge duffle bags that hold our things and opens the side door of our ship. The chill grips me even though I changed into a winter coat in anticipation. His big boots thump against the ground as he steps out, breathing in deep of the harsh air. I follow him, looking up at the huge ceilings of the loading bays. Our breaths mingle, floating upwards towards the glistening icicles on the ceiling.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, watching the artificial light glittering against the ice.

      He turns to me, grabbing my arm in his firm grip, his intense brown eyes staring into mine. “It’s dangerous. One of those falls, you’re dead. We’re playing for real now, Ash. No more acting. This is life. And if I tell you something’s too dangerous, you take me seriously. Understand?”

      His voice gets the dominant edge that makes my stomach flutter. “Yes, sir,” I say, looking up at my massive protector, loving it when he gets stern and in control. He leans down and kisses me, his lips warm against mine, and when we break off the kiss our breath rises like smoke in the crisp air.

      Gods. The anticipation is surging up, and I ache for him in a way I didn’t think possible.

      “Come. Let’s go,” he says, taking my hand and walking me towards a big set of doors.

      There’s a control panel he scans his smartwatch against, pressing in a code. It shows us an image of a man in his mid-forties, with a scruffy beard. “Head of Security Mark Rugg” flashes under the picture.

      “Tonas, is it weird coming back?” I watch him carefully as the doors slide open. His eyes don’t have that far-off look, and he’s present and engaged.

      “No.” The doors creak open, shuddering as the long-unused machinery whirrs to life again. “These memories are like someone told me a detailed story. Mark Rugg feels like an old friend, not an old life.”

      Maybe one day I can think of Trilana the same way.

      The hallway is thin and poorly lit, the floor gray poured concrete that seems to suck up all the heat. My breath comes out in a cloud and I shiver. “Gods, it’s cold,” I say as he leads me deeper into the crew habitat.

      “It’s running on reserve fuel. Enough to last a decade if we don’t run any machines, but the AI won’t waste power on heating,” he says as lights flick on in front of us and off behind us, illuminating the brief space we exist in as we stride forward. The doors thud closed behind us. “Ash, can you handle it?”

      “They—they didn’t make me for freezing temperatures,” I say, my voice chattering from cold as I try to make a joke of it.

      “Of course.” I gasp as he picks me up and runs, his boots clunking against the ground. His two big duffel bags bounce against his back as he cradles me in his arms, sprinting forward like a machine. The lights of the hallway can barely keep up with his pace when he turns right down a wider hallway, walking down past sets of doors until he comes to one that looks the same as the rest. He scans his smartwatch, walking me into a room the size of my bathroom back home.

      Tonas sets me down as the door hisses closed. We’re in spartan quarters deep within rock, without windows. There’s not much more than a bed with sheets, a set of 3-D-printed plastic drawers empty and opened, and a small desk with an input link for a holo-projector where the former occupant must have worked. Tonas goes to a control panel, pressing buttons, and heat rises in the room.

      I stand, nervous and confused.

      Until now, it was a glamorous adventure. Jetting off to another planet. Running away from my holo-dome and telling management to screw off. Accelerating towards the swirling storms of adventure, fearing nothing with Tonas at my side.

      Now I’m deep in a cave, in a room a tenth the size of my second home, with a man I barely know.

      It’s all becoming, very, very real.

      Tonas turns to face me, and I stare up at him, feeling his certainty. “Are you okay, Ash?”

      I lick my lips, uncertain. “I…I don’t know what I was expecting.”

      He steps forward, taking the zipper of my jacket and gently pulling down as the room heats up. My breath stops fogging as the room warms up, and though this little nook of a home is nothing like the cabin on a lake in nature I pictured, it’s a good start.

      I smile at him. “I’m okay,” I say, and I mean it. Tonas pulls my jacket off, putting it on the back of the chair at the desk. He checks his watch. “Wait here,” he says, sliding the door open manually and leaving me alone.

      I survey my new home. Well, not much of a home. More a stepping stone. The walls are gray and bare. I guess that’s a good thing. It would feel creepy if the head of security left posters or pictures up.

      I put my hand against the wall, reassured by the certainty of stone.

      Am I deluding myself?

      Before Tonas came, I was looking for a way out. Fantasizing about it. Am I escaping with him—or am I just escaping? Are we rushing towards something together, or was I just so angry at my old life I needed to get away?

      I sit gingerly on the bed, looking at the two huge duffel bags filled with our clothes. It doesn’t even feel worth it to unpack. Surely he’s not expecting us to stay here for long. There’s another set of doors, which must lead to a bathroom—I assume senior staff get a private one—so I get up and open it.

      The bathroom is a tiny, stainless steel affair, with a thin shower there’s no way Tonas will fit in.

      It’s an adjustment going from a sprawling estate to a shoebox. I run my hand under the tap, then pull it back as the tap groans and coughs up air and water in sputters, brackish. Then it clears, pure and fresh, and I hesitate a moment more before washing my hands and splashing my face. It’s so cold it must be nearly frozen, and it wakes me up, rejuvenating me.

      The door opens, and soon Tonas stands at the bathroom door, watching me wash my face. “It’s good. Fresh spring water. Let it run a little more, then it’s safe to drink,” he says, holding a gray duffel bag he didn’t have before. There’s a layer of dust on it. He found it somewhere deep in the crew habitats and brought it here.

      “What’s in the bag?” I ask, splashing more water against my face. I cup my palms and bring some to my mouth, gingerly tasting it. I can’t contain a smile. It’s so fresh and clear, invigorating me.

      Tonas unzips the bag with one hand, holding it with the other. He pulls out a black suit, made of some rubbery material, and places it on the side of the sink. “Climate suits. We’re going for a walk so I can show you the rest of the station.”

      “What else is there?”

      “You’ll see,” he says, taking out a second, bigger suit and stripping down in his clothes. I get a little shy. I’m not sure why. I’ve been naked in front of him before, but changing in front of him is vulnerable. I’m on a new planet, out of my element. I give him a smile and close the bathroom door before I strip my warm clothes off until I’m standing in my underwear, looking critically at the suit in front of me.

      It looks like the kind of wetsuit I’ve seen surfers wear in colder climates. I squeeze it on, struggling and fighting with it, and almost ask for help. When I’ve had to wear costumes, I’ve usually had a team to help me make it perfect. My head pops out the top, and I half zip it up. I step out of the bathroom. Tonas is bulging out of his, his huge muscles—and something else—pressing against the black material.

      I turn. “Zip me up, please,” I say, and he slowly zips the suit up. His hot breath warms the back of my neck and I get a surge of anticipation.

      I turn and face him, looking up at his powerful form, feeling so small and protected. “We’re not going outside, right?” The howling windstorms are too much, even with a climate suit. I hope Tonas remembers we’re not all made of steel.

      “No. I’m going to show you something.” He checks his watch. “We better move. Can you do me up?” He turns, and I force his climate suit closed on his broad back. He grabs a gray toque from his bag and hands it to me, and I put it on, quickly running to the mirror to see how it looks. I adjust it, trying to make it look cute, and Tonas grunts in impatience.

      “Coming, coming,” I say, pattering out to meet him as he opens the door to the station.

      The suits have padded feet, so we don’t need shoes as I follow him out of the tiny cell of a habitat and into the main corridor. It’s still cold, but my body is warm except for my face. The suit keeps me comfortable as we walk together. I let Tonas lead the way, the gray duffle bag slung over his shoulder.

      “I’ve got air recyclers in the bag just in case,” he says.

      The hallways are bleak and empty, lit with artificial lights that flicker from disuse. I resist asking him where we’re going. He seems to like keeping me in suspense, and I don’t mind his surprises. He leads us to a huge set of doors, scanning his smartwatch, and they creak open to a wider hallway with a strip of wood paneling on each side. The lights cast a warmer glow, and the air feels richer with oxygen.

      “This is where the higher-ups stayed?” I ask, as I follow him through the big doors. It’s warmer. Apparently the higher-ups get a higher standard of living even on emergency power mode.

      “Yes. We’ll move our quarters here. I wanted to scout it for damage before I brought you here.” We walk up the hallway, passing by doorways and halls, until we get to an even larger set of doors. He scans his smartwatch, and they open smoothly to a sprawling room with high ceilings. The far wall is glass, covered in ice and snow. Warmth pulses from it and I watch in awe as a chunk of snow and ice the size of a taxi transport breaks off and falls, creating a peephole to the world outside.

      “I’m clearing the viewing pane. It hasn’t been active in centuries,” says Tonas, as more ice melts, rivulets and streams falling down the glass as it fights against centuries of snow and ice buildup. He takes my hand, leading me towards a long couch that faces the wall, and I imagine employees coming here after a long day to have a drink and sit, watching the outside world. There’s dining seating to the left, with a buffet set-up that looks strange empty, the stainless steel gleaming. It used to be filled with food, and this room must have been full of laughter and banter.

      What dreams did the workers have? They’re all gone now.

      I squeeze Tonas’s hand tighter. Being in this place that hasn’t been inhabited for hundreds of years makes me realize how precious every moment is. I wasted so many years building up other people’s dreams.

      It’s time to live.

      We sit on the couch, and I sneeze three times at the puff of dust, then lean against him. He wraps his arm around me, pulling me against his chest, and I wriggle, trying to get comfortable in the rubbery suits.

      “Health, wealth, prosperity,” says Tonas.

      “Hmm?”

      “One sneeze is health, two is wealth. Three is prosperity. I don’t know where that’s from.”

      I look up at him, seeing the far-off look in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now,” I say, running my hand against his big thigh, and he comes back to me. With a shuddering crack, a sheet of ice falls from the window, and I look down at the canyon below.

      The wind is picking up, blowing snow from the valley and revealing the icy floor, a dully gleaming glacier that runs as far as the eye can see. “Tonas, it’s beautiful,” I say, pressing myself against him. The rubbery suits press against each other, squeaking in a way that makes me laugh.

      Real life is messy. It’s not scripted like it used to be. “Just wait. The wind picks up and takes the fresh snow. This planet is circumbinary, and when the two suns hit at a specific angle…”

      My jaw drops.

      The dull glacier turns crystal clear as it’s washed in the fiery red glow of the sun. It sparkles and glistens, so much more real than all the diamonds in the universe. The snow is ripped from the ice by the gusts of wind, smoothing and polishing the surface below.

      I can’t speak for a few moments, just watching. “It’s so smooth,” I finally say.

      “Oh yes. Some of the daredevils used to ski the glacier. Not all of them survived,” he says.

      “None of them survived at this point,” I answer, shuddering as I imagine the adrenaline rush of careening down the ice. I take a deep breath in, barely believing what I’m about to ask. “Can…can we try it?”

      Tonas is taken aback. “It’s dangerous.”

      “I want to feel what it’s like,” I say, imagining the wind whipping at my face, my heart pounding like a drum.

      Tonas runs his fingers through my hair, stroking me so gently it’s like he thinks I’m made of porcelain. He pulls his eyes from the spectacle below, staring at me with possessiveness that’s intoxicating. “I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      “We can do it together. You’ll keep me safe, I know,” I say, biting my lip with sudden nervousness. The way he looks at me, the way he feels against me is everything. It’s so real. He’s stripped away the façade and all that’s left is him and I.

      “We’ll see,” he says, and kisses me, igniting my body with his touch. I put my hand against his chest, pushing gently, and we break off the kiss, both of us breathing heavy, barely in control.

      “No. I’m done living a sheltered life. I want to live, Tonas. I want to feel what it’s like to really live.”

      He looks in my eyes for what feels like an eternity. “We’ve got another hour of sun, and the wind slows. I can have the Lilac autopilot to the bottom of the valley. Have you skied before?”

      “Only on a beginner course.”

      He grins, and my excitement rises. We’re really doing this. “Then you’re manning the parachute.”
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      My arms are wrapped around his neck and I’m strapped tight to his back. He tested the straps three times before he was satisfied with them. The wind whips at me as we pause at the top of the glacier, staring down at the path below. The twin suns are at our back, two fiery balls that illuminate the path forward, making the glacier burn so bright only the dark goggles covering our eyes make it bearable.

      I breathe through the air regulator, filling my lungs.

      “You sure about this, Ash? We can still turn back,” he says, his voice warped through the regulator and taken by the wind so I can barely make out his words.

      “I’m sure. I want to—ah!” I scream as he hops forward, his skis finding the icy ground, and we’re off. We’re flying down the mountain as he carves back and forth, with no traction under his skis. This is no groomed hill. This is windswept ice, sheer and brilliant, and we’re racing forward on skis that haven’t been used for centuries found in a dusty storage room. Tonas aims for a bump, and we take off, getting air and flying upwards. I look down, and instantly regret it.

      There’s a deep, black hole that goes farther than the eye can see, waiting to swallow me up. It’s gone in a second as we clear it, and my scream is cut off by terror as I realize just how high the stakes are. It’s the ultimate rush. Tonas finds a pocket of powder untouched by the wind, and there’s a plume of snow and spray behind us as we rush down the mountain.

      Joy, adrenaline and the edge of raw fear makes every second feel like eternity as we pick up speed. The wind whips against us and I bury my face in his neck, feeling his strength and security. He veers right, and we climb the icy side of the wall of the valley, catching more air as we float over the glistening beauty of the glacier.

      We land with a thud on the ice, accelerating at breakneck pace. “Get! Ready!” Tonas’s voice booms out, and my hand trembles over the release. He veers right, and we hit a bump, shooting upwards over the frozen waterfall of the glacier and into nothingness.

      We’re thousands of feet over the mountain face, staring down at the snowy plains, cannonballing through the air. “Now!” he yells, and I pull the cord.

      The parachute flutters open, catching us, and we glide through the air. My heart is beating as fast as a rabbit’s, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      I’m alive.

      It’s ecstasy, not from some potion from the Chemist, but from real life. Tonas puts his smartwatch to his mouth, and the Lilac flies into view, its soft floral tones contrasting to the icy grays and blues of the planet. It tilts, the side door opening, and we land heavily inside, Tonas carefully pointing the skis so they don’t snap on impact.

      Tonas undoes the straps, clipping me from his back, and sets me down as the Lilac levels off, hovering in the air. The doors close automatically and I rip the air recycler off my face, breathing in the fresh air and panting with excitement. My legs shake, and I stumble, falling to the couch and pulling off the parachute and throwing it to the floor.

      “That was…that was…” I can’t find words. I just grin like a fool, beaming up at him.

      He unsnaps the skis, pulling the boots off, and sits next to me, his hand squeezing my trembling thigh. “I told you. Wherever you want to go, I’ll be at your side, keeping you safe. But I hope that was enough adrenaline for the next year.”

      “It was. Thank you, Tonas. Really. I know it wasn’t the safest thing in the world.” We pilot back to the hangar bay, and my legs start working again as we walk through the cold corridors towards the CEO’s quarters. Tonas brought our things there. I know I’m a little spoiled from my previous lifestyle, but I’m more comfortable in the bigger living space.

      The CEO loved hardwood. I’m surprised it wasn’t stripped when they left. The main room makes me long for my dream of a little place of my own far away from everything, a place designed and built just for me.

      No—for us.

      It’s getting harder to imagine life without my huge, powerful protector at my side. I unzip Tonas’s suit, and he does the same for me. I watch as he pulls his suit off, unable to stop myself from staring at the magnificent beast. I’ve never felt so alive.

      He helps me pull my suit off, and we’re both sweaty underneath, but he doesn’t need me to be layered in makeup and in fancy outfits to be attracted to me.

      His lips find mine, and he lifts me, pulling me into the bedroom and mounting me on the huge bed. He licks my ear, sending shudders through my body, then nuzzles my neck, tickling me as I gasp under his touch. He grabs my hand tight, forcing it above my head, and I fight against it, feeling how much stronger he is than me.

      His eyes are hot and full of need, the greens and blues sparkling against the brown irises as he drinks in my being. His other hand works quick, undoing my bra and exposing my hardening nipple. When his lips find it, the sensation that rushes through my body makes me moan as my hips buck upwards instinctively.

      “Oh, that feels so good,” I whimper as he sucks, then runs his tongue down my stomach, until his mouth is between my legs. I grab at his thick, curly hair as his tongue finds my slit, and he laps at me, sending waves of pleasure through my body.

      I stare down at the perfection of my man. The sheen of sweat on his skin makes the granite hue glisten in the light over his bulging muscles as he puts everything he has into pleasing me. I’m his everything. He’s focused in on my lust, his tongue lapping up and down and making me shudder and writhe.

      It’s more than enough. It’s everything I could have wanted.

      I need to give him the same. I felt his dark lusts when he disciplined me. I felt him turn into a guardian beast, his protective urges mixed with a cruel need to spank me like a brat. Even with all those protective urges, he let us court danger, our veins surging with adrenaline as we raced down the icy chasm. He did that for me.

      “Tonas, you give me everything I need,” I gasp, finding it hard to find words with him between my legs. Part of me wants to turn my mind off and lie back as his tongue worships me and drives me insane. He looks up, hunger in his stormy eyes, and I buck, my hips grinding upwards against his tongue, presenting myself to the alpha.

      “Always,” he whispers, pulling back for a moment before feasting on me again. I grip at his thick hair, pulling upwards, and he stops. Tonas pants in lust, inches from my wetness, staring straight into my eyes. “Ash, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just…you gave me everything, even when it wasn’t safe. I want to be everything you need,” I say, biting my lip. It’s hard to form words, and it’s not just having the powerful man inches away from my tingling wetness. Everything’s been both confusing and clear since he appeared in my life. I let go of his hair, leaning back, nervous.

      He kisses his way slowly up my leg, his stubble tickling my stomach as he makes his way up my body. I’ve given everything to him, but I want him to take more. His tongue slides up my breast, his mouth finding my nipple, and he sucks, sending ripples of electric pleasure through me. His teeth nip at my sensitive bud, and I gasp at the mix of pain and pleasure.

      That pain makes me gasp out in need, more desperate than when he lavished my slit with his tongue. His eyes widen as he feels my need, and he brings his huge hand up, taking my nipple in his hand and pinching hard as he runs his tongue up my neck.

      I whimper in pain, and I can almost feel his need building in my mind.

      He likes to punish me. There’s a cruel side to him I haven’t fully met. His mouth finds my ear, nibbling at my lobe, when he pinches so hard I gasp. “Ow! Fuck,” I curse, gasping.

      “You’re everything I need,” he growls in my ear.

      “I…I don’t want you to hold back.”

      He pauses, his breath hot against my ear. “Ash, there’s a dark side to me you don’t know.”

      “I need to know it. I…I want to know it,” I say, my voice trembling with fear and need.

      He pauses for a moment, his body taut and nearly vibrating with pent-up lust, his muscles flexed powerfully. His cock surges up, dripping precum onto my pussy when his hand slides up from my nipple and wraps around my throat. My eyes widen as he takes control, staring into my eyes, his orbs burning with dominance.

      “You’ll never put yourself in danger. Not without my permission,” he growls, his grip tightening ever so slightly. My heart pounds faster. I’m alone, far from anyone, with a giant beast of a Cyborg who could crush my windpipe with a tiny squeeze. I’m so helpless.

      “Yes, sir,” I gasp, and my pussy tingles again, this electric sensation needing to be filled. Submitting to him is ecstasy so intense it’s terrifying. He stares into my eyes with protectiveness bordering on ownership. He isn’t just telling me what to do. He’s ordering me, and if I’m bad, I know what’s going to happen.

      “You remember what happens if you put yourself in danger?”

      Fuck. I remember how bad it hurt when he spanked me until my ass was on fire with pain. That agony paled in comparison to the urges that surged up between my legs. I love when he talks to me this way, dominant and commanding, making me feel so small and nervous and out of control.

      It drives me wild. As helpless as I am, I’ve never felt so safe. His other hand finds my nipple and he squeezes hard, pulling outwards, forcing me to answer.

      “You spank me,” I whisper, my voice so soft and delicate.

      “That’s right. And to make sure you obey me without question, I need to make sure you remember just how bad it hurts.” He moves lightning quick. One moment he’s whispering, staring straight into my eyes, the next he pulls me up, manhandling me and throwing me over his lap. The huge wooden wardrobe has a full-length mirror, and I see myself splayed over his lap, helpless and tiny against my massive protector.

      I don’t just want this for myself. While I ache for his harsh discipline, deep down, I want to please him. He needs this. There’s this brutality in him that comes out when he spanks me.

      I want to be everything he needs.

      Tonas’s hand comes down hard against my ass, filling the room with a staccato crack followed by my squeal of pain. I asked for this, but now that’s it happening, it’s so much more than I expected. We were just in danger. His protective urges are off the charts after we raced down the icy canyon.

      Just one spank, and my ass is already tender.

      He forced down his protective urges to give me the experience of a lifetime. I can fight down the pain to give him what he needs.

      Tonas brings his hand up, holding it poised in the air with his eyes locked on mine. He knows I can see how helpless I am. I wriggle, trying to pull away, but he’s too big, too strong. His single hand can firmly plant me against his lap. His huge dick throbs, pressing up against my body, the head of it spurting pre-cum against my naked body.

      It’s the Aurelian side of him. The brutal, alien species is famed for disciplining their women.

      “You do as I say, Ash.” He brings his hand down hard on my left buttock, the pain mirroring the right.

      I whimper, stripped of all my pride, exposed in my need. “Yes, sir,” I say, without hesitation. I love the feeling of obeying him. I want to be his, forever.

      “Good girl.” He raises his hand again, and I wince when he licks his lips. His cock throbs. He’s enjoying watching me squirm, a sadistic edge to his dominance. He spanks me four times in quick succession, hard and fast, and I can see the bright red palm marks in the mirror. When he’s done, I’m a shuddering mess, tears in my eyes, and he brings his hand up again.

      “Please,” I whisper, and he brings his hand down, resting it between my legs and slowly running his fingers up my sopping wet slit. Tingles of lust spread through my body as I press myself back against him, driven wild by how he teases me.

      “You love this, don’t you, Ash? You love feeling so helpless.”

      “I do.” My voice is barely audible, weak and desperate. I never knew I needed this, but I crave it. He can do whatever he wants to me. He slides his finger ever so slowly up my slit, then grazes my asshole. I can’t watch. I turn my head, looking forward as I feel Tonas’s big finger toying with the most private place in my body. His finger is wet from my juices, and he presses it forward into me. I gasp at the dark, ticklish sensation that makes me feel so filthy in my lust.

      “Gods, you’ve got a tight little asshole,” he snarls, and my cheeks flush red with embarrassment. I’ve performed in front of hundreds of thousands, but in this moment, I feel more vulnerable than ever before. His words are just so wrong yet so right at the same time. His cock spurts another wave of pre-cum onto my back, and I gasp as I realize what he’s imagining.

      He’s thinking of forcing his huge cock into me.

      “Look at yourself,” he commands me with a stern voice, and my body obeys before I can think. I can’t stop my head from tilting to the right, looking at myself over his lap. I look so small and helpless, his red handprints marking me as his. He slides his finger into my asshole, and I gasp out, forced to watch myself as his thick finger presses past my resistance and into me.

      It makes me crave so much more. It feels so good and so wrong at the same time, and my pussy is flooded with heat. He pulls his finger out, then lifts me so I’m straddling him, my legs wrapped around him. His huge dick stands straight up between my legs as our lips find each other. His tongue swirls against mine when he lifts me with his huge hands on my spanked buttocks and spreads me open, positioning me directly above his cock.

      I can’t protest as he kisses me deep, his cockhead spurting against my asshole as he presses me down. I whimper in fear and lust as his massive dick stretches me open. He’s as hard as steel, his cock spurting the alien pre-cum that lets him force his way past my resistance. My mind goes blank with lust and sensation as he stretches me open, my eyes rolling back as his tongue slides deeper into my mouth and he fully makes me his.

      I didn’t think anyone could me make me feel like this. Owned, to the core, and I stop resisting. I give in completely to the deep, dark sensation building in me, and I cum hard, losing my mind as Tonas becomes a beast, snarling and growling as he presses my tiny body against the bed.
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      Two weeks.

      Two blissful weeks, weeks that felt like they could turn into a lifetime together. We explored the station, taking creaking elevators into the depths of mines so cold I was shivering in my enviro-suit. The deepest mining tunnels were being reclaimed by mile-long glowing worms that move an inch an hour, sliding their way to fill what humanity opened. As the millennia pass, the buildings will be ripped away by the wind, until all that remains is the inside of the hidden station deep within the mountain.

      We carved our initials in a heart on the dining room table, and I laughed as I thought of some archaeologist ten thousand years later wondering about some romance that took place. I hope it gives them a smile while they meticulously catalogue.

      And the sex… Oh Gods, the sex. I’ve never been so satisfied and so full of need. Each time is better, but it feels like a fever building up in my veins when we haven’t been together for even a few hours. We’re closer each time, and when I look into his eyes, I don’t see the alien sparkle of his too-brilliant orbs, but the person beneath them.

      We’re in the kitchen, my feet dangling off the steel counter as I watch Tonas at work. He’s masterful in all that he does. He kneads dough for a loaf of bread with precision, using deep-frozen ingredients from the storage, and now we use the kitchen made to serve hundreds of miners just for the two of us.

      I tried to get him to teach me, and as patient as he was, I felt silly. I can’t compete with his precision.

      I look down instinctively at my wrist and rub my bare skin. I haven’t checked the news since we landed. I’m completely unplugged, the smartwatch I used to be glued to sitting on the table in the bedroom. I don’t want to read headlines about Trilana’s disappearance or whatever “she needed a mental health break” bullshit my handlers concoct.

      Tonas sighs as he kneads. “The ingredients are dull and lifeless. They’ve been dormant too long. One day I’ll bake you something worthy. From grain I mill with my own two hands,” he says with a smile, managing to look intimidating even in the domestic trappings of a flour-covered apron.

      He looks out of place. We both do. Two people in a ghost of a mine, stepping away from society.

      “Liar. It always turns out perfect.” He draws a lathe, his hand moving like a blur as he scores the bread in an intricate spiral. A half second is all it takes, then he moves it to the waiting oven.

      Grain milled with his own hands. I don’t even know what that means. It sounds agrarian.

      It sounds quiet.

      “Tonas…one day, you said. Where are we going? I like it here, but this can’t last forever.”

      I didn’t want to say those words and risk breaking the spell. I was enjoying taking each moment at a time, and as the minutes turned to hours then weeks, it was easy to imagine our forever stretching out one day at a time.

      Real life is out there. I get the anxiety-induced intrusive thoughts at the most random times. We could be down in the mine shafts, deep, where no one has been in thousands of years, and I’ll get the image of my management team calling a meeting to determine my fate.

      They’ve got access to lawyers and number crunchers who could be whittling away at my equity in my career. I don’t need much with Tonas at my side, but I don’t want all my years of work to be for nothing.

      Or the other dark thought. That if they view me as a spent asset, disgracing me would be the way to get me in the news and sell tracks.

      Or a posthumous album. A starlet who couldn’t handle it and slit her wrists.

      I wouldn’t put anything past them. If they put me in danger to stage a kidnapping, they might kill me and make it look like suicide. Whatever they can do to earn from my character, management will do.

      Would I see it coming? It’s like bugs are crawling over my skin, and I shift on the cold metal, uncomfortable. Footsteps? I swallow hard, my heart pounding, whipping my hear to the right.

      “Hey. Ash. You’re safe. You’re with me, and you’re safe.” He’s on me before the anxiety can overwhelm me, his huge hands on my thighs. Perched on the counter, I’m at eye level with the huge man, and looking into his clear eyes calms me. You’d have to be an assassin with a death wish to try anything on me while I have Tonas at my side. I manage a weak smile.

      “Tell me, Ash. Where do you want to go? The universe is open to us.”

      “I’ve got this stupid dream,” I answer, getting embarrassed. I look away, but he rubs my thighs, calming me. His fingers slide up to my cheek, stroking me gently. I stare into his shimmering orbs, the deep hazel eyes that glisten with flecks of green and blue.

      “Tell me.”

      “Back on my bio-dome, I’ve got my wooden cabin. I want something like that, far away from everywhere. These last two weeks are the first time I’ve felt like myself. When I’m on…when I was Trilana, I was constantly watching the charts, the news, the gossip, the drama, the…” I sigh, the words spilling out like they’ve been held back for years and I can finally vent. “I need to get away. Somewhere I can be myself.”

      Tonas nods slowly. He does that when he’s thinking. “I know a place. Deep within Human Alliance territories. A historic village built in the same style as back on Old Earth. Planet Aljee. They’ve got a few cities and villages with a quieter way of life. These planets exist.”

      I snort, feeling silly, imagining myself wearing some old-timey costume. “Like people playing dress-up? Pretending we never made it to the stars?”

      “No. They have technology. Modern hospitals. It’s just a simple way of life. People who wanted to learn to do things with their hands, even if a robot could do it faster.”

      Tonas sometimes gets lost in his memories. He looks like he’s in his mid-thirties, and it’s strange thinking he’s been alive for less than a month. “How do you know all this?”

      “Shadows in my mind. Memories of lives someone else lived. I don’t want them to be just memories. I want to live it.”

      I think back to all the parties, trips, lavish vacations and meals. Each place I went was through a deal, and I’d be seen there. I have all these memories, but they were shadows, too. It’s like watching a holo-vid of things happening to someone else.

      I bite my lip. Are we really doing this? I’d have to change how I look, wear disguises. Or maybe I can fade into obscurity. Maybe within a month Trilana will be old news, and a new holo-vid star will rise up to take my place.

      “I…I don’t know. What if someone spots us? Neither of us exactly blends in.” There’s not too many nearly seven-foot-tall giants of men that weigh as much as a horse stomping around, and the more you look at Tonas, the more alien he seems. The stony strength of his skin, the glow in his eyes, the little things in the way he moves and acts that make you feel he’s not quite the same as you.

      “We’re not going to Aljee. We’re going into Wild Space. I will be responsible for you. We’re going beyond the reach of your management team. Beyond the reach of Cobernaught, trying to get back their malfunctioning equipment. I wasn’t designed to grab you and spirit you away. People will come after us. But I can keep you safe. I promise.”

      He kisses me gently on my forehead, then my cheek, then my chin, his lips so soft. “We’re going not going to disappear, Ash. You think you want that, but it’s only because you’re scared. We’re going to find somewhere that’s thriving. Growing. Peaceful. And I’m going to keep everyone there safe.”

      Tonas pulls back, and I stare into his eyes, seeing only certainty. More than that, his confidence seeps into me. It’s like his thoughts are bolstering mine, as if we’re becoming so close we can reassure each other with a thought.

      My heart pounds. A smile comes to my lips.

      Do I dare hope?

      “Can it really happen?”

      “Together, we can do it.”

      A bead of sweat drips down my forehead as the oven heats the room. “I don’t know how you stand this kitchen. I’m going to have a shower. I’ll be back soon.” I smile, putting my hand on his chest. He takes a step back, and I slip by him, loving how he towers over me when I’m on even ground with him.

      “Of course you will. You never can resist it fresh out of the oven.” He grins, then gives me a firm spank on the ass as I walk away. I giggle, turn, and smack him right back, feeling his firm, muscled buttocks under his shorts.

      “Careful there,” he growls, his eyes flashing with dominance.

      “Or what?” I say, smiling cheekily, and rush away before he grabs me and the kitchen fills with smoke. The last loaf of bread turned to charcoal as he ravished me against the hard steel table, his sweat dripping down against me as he took me as his own. If I don’t get out of here quick, we’re going to lose ourselves in the lust that builds and builds.

      “You know what,” he says, as I dart out of the kitchen and down the corridor to our chambers. It doesn’t feel like the CEO’s anymore. We’ve made it our own little home.

      I glance at the initials carved on the table in the bedroom, matching the ones on the dining room table. We’ve been marking our history wherever we go, and I hope one day we’ll return to this place. Maybe with a gaggle of kids to regale them with stories of how we shot down the icy canyon, the wind rushing past our faces as we took life in our hands.

      I better not let any kids know that story, or they’ll beg to be put on his back and raced down the mountainside. Too dangerous!

      I smile, hope filling me.

      My smartwatch pulls me from my fantasies of the future.

      The screen is blood red.

      It’s off except for emergencies, and only my closest friends Jacintha and Mia can message me. I told them not to…

      Unless it was a life-or-death situation.

      I’m frozen as the door closes behind me. I don’t want to move, but my feet inch forward a step at a time as I stare down at the watch’s face.

      It’s Jacintha.

      The words of her message are in a blood-red font.

      He’s not what he seems.
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      Time freezes. I whip my head around, thinking I hear his heavy footsteps, the sound that always reassures me. The sound that means my protector is coming.

      I imagined it, jumping at shadows…

      But the thought of his heavy booted feet coming for me makes me suck in a quick, fearful breath.

      There’s an attached holo-vid with the message. My hand trembles as I hover over the play button.

      I didn’t hide my smartwatch. It’s been sitting out in the open, dull and lifeless, a reminder that my old life can’t touch me anymore. I left it out as a challenge to myself, resisting the urge to turn it on and check it.

      It was only luck I went to the room before Tonas. If he came back first, he would have seen the blood-red message.

      Just minutes ago, I would have thought he would call for me, his booming voice echoing in the corridors shouting that one of my friends needed me.

      As my hand hovers over the play button, unable to press it, I wonder what he would have done.

      Would he have read the message?

      Opened the file?

      Deleted it and destroyed my watch?

      I lick my lips. Jacintha has never done me wrong. The only person I trust more than her…the only person I used to trust more than her was Tonas.

      She must be wrong. I force myself to press the play button, and a holographic projection arises from my watch. I get a vantage point of a boardroom.

      Tonas is at the head of a table, all eyes on him. Three men and a woman, all in suits, but they don’t look like management. They aren’t fleshy and wealthy. They’re all four lean and hungry, with hard eyes that judge my Cyborg protector. One of them is the mustached man who’s been meeting with my management. Mr. Whitt. The Cobernaught executive who planned it all with the team who is supposed to have my back.

      “You need to be there the exact moment the kidnapping happens. A second too late, and she could die. She must trust you absolutely.”

      “I understand. Have you coordinated with the hospital? We need to incinerate the kidnappers before they are discovered to be clones.”

      “We don’t use this word. Not even in private. They have no minds. They will act as we control them, and the taxi will explode beyond any recognition. They will be burned and unidentifiable.”

      “That is efficient.” Tonas’s gravelly tone is emotionless. He’s not just going along with the plan. He’s part of the imagination behind it, covering the loose ends that could get him caught.

      Only there’s someone in the room recording, and somehow, Jacintha got the data.

      “Go to the transport ship. You’ll be there in a few days. Spend the journey researching her. When you land, it will trigger a memory wipe. The last four days will be replaced by generic memories. You understand why that’s necessary, correct?”

      Tonas nods. “She must know only the new me. She must know only her protector. Her safety will be my primary directive.”

      Mr. Whitt’s lips curl up. He strokes his thin black mustache. “She’s a stupid girl who doesn’t know what’s good for her. Once you stop the kidnapping, we’re going to sell out the model 5s and be backlogged in pre-orders. If we can up production, the profit is endless. Unit 5001, you’re essential to this operation.”

      Tonas’s eyes furrow. “My primary directive is to keep her safe. This plan will make her trust me absolutely. That is my primary directive.” He sounds so monotone, and I shudder as I watch. He’s no man. He’s a machine—and all his personality is designed to make me trust him a hundred percent. It’s all fake. It’s all made up. He must me malfunctioning once he landed, or…my thoughts are all confused, but one thing is for certain.

      Jacintha’s right. He’s not what he seems.

      Mr. Whitt smiles, condescending, like he’s speaking to a child. “She won’t trust you unless you save her life. That’s how to keep her safe.”

      “Yes.”

      “Go,” he says with a wave of his hand, and Tonas stands and leaves the room. The transmission cuts off, and my stomach roils.

      Who was he? It’s Tonas. I asked Tonas about the other Cyborgs when we were flying to our new planet, and he told me that every one is unique in its own way. I liked that. I liked that the man with me was original.

      Now I wish they all looked alike, so I could pretend the Cyborg in the video wasn’t him.

      I blamed the kidnapping as some publicity attempt by my management. How foolish I was. They aren’t on the level of this shady corporation. If they were in on it, they were pushed into it by those cold-blooded reptiles behind Cobernaught.

      And Tonas was part of the brains behind it. Or at least—the AI that is Tonas.

      My heart pounds. I rush to the door, pressing my ear against it, listening for any sign of the man I thought I could love. There’s only silence. I press buttons on my smartwatch and call Jacintha. She’s the first person I’ll talk to in two weeks other than the man I thought I knew.

      “Trilana? Hello?” She picks up instantly, her voice wavering, nervous and waiting for my call.

      My throat catches and I can’t speak.

      ”Oh Gods. Trilana, are you there? I can’t…I can’t stand thinking of you alone with that…that monster.”

      “How did you get the footage?” It’s my voice, but it sounds like someone else is speaking.

      I can hear her nervous swallow. “Remember when we were on the way to The Haunt? You told me you thought the Cyborg was in on it. I didn’t believe you, but when that monster took you away, I got worried. It was so unlike you. I…I’m sorry, but I hired an investigator. He bribed a technician at Cobernaught to get the footage.”

      I half remember it. That night my mind got foggy, but I think I spilled my paranoid thoughts to my friends on the way to The Haunt. Now it doesn’t feel so paranoid.

      “Have you shown this to anyone?”

      “No, no, I’ve been trying to reach you. Tril, you’ve got to get out of there. He’s…I don’t know what you’re doing, but whatever he did to make you fall for him, it’s not real. It’s just in his head. Bullshit stories or emotions or…I don’t know what the fuck is going on but it’s beyond your career. The real him isn’t whatever it’s pretending. It’s what you saw in the video.”

      The emotionless robot that went along with the plan. That was part of the brains behind it. Coordinating a kidnapping with clones created to be burned alive. Did they feel pain when they were killed?

      What the fuck is going on?

      It’s pretending. Whatever it is, Unit 5001 is pretending.

      Jacintha is talking about the man I’m falling for like he’s nothing more than lines of code.

      What if she’s right? What the hell reason could Cobernaught have to make me fall in love with the Cyborg? What if he’s malfunctioning, and he’s becoming someone real? Someone with his own personality, someone…

      I don’t know what to believe anymore. My thoughts are crazed and wild.

      “Tril, where are you? Management is going crazy. They care about you, you know. I’m going crazy, Mia’s going crazy, and they don’t know the truth about that thing that’s got you. Management has resources. If you give me your coordinates, I bet they get a team out within a standard day, as long as you…as long it hasn’t taken you too far away.”

      “I…what would happen to him?” If he’s malfunctioned, if he’s broken and he’s truly a person and not lines of code, then me giving the coordinates is betraying whatever our time together has built.

      I shiver, though the room isn’t cold. The way he spoke so emotionlessly creeps me out. Was he watching my micro-expressions, analyzing my reactions, monitoring my body temperature and the dilation of my pupils? Is Tonas working me, manipulating me in a way only a Cyborg could?

      Even if he’s malfunctioning, and there’s some part of him that is true consciousness, how could I trust it’s him and not just a character created to make me fall for him?

      “To him? It. Tril, it. You can’t think of him as a person. That thing we saw was the real him. Hell, you don’t know if they could revert it to that program at any second with the push of a button. If you try to get away from it, you have no idea what it could do. Tril, I can’t do this alone.” Her voice shakes at the end.

      “Do what alone?”

      “The investigator. He told me the technician disappeared, and I started getting scared.” I can hear her swallow through the transmission. “I’ve been trying to reach my investigator. He’s just…gone. I think Cobernaught got to him. They’re going to come for me next. I’m going to management to tell them what I know and I pray to the Gods they can get me somewhere save. I feel like I can’t fucking breathe. I feel my stomach is in my throat and…” She breaks down sobbing, her words becoming intelligible.

      I’m putting my friend in danger. She followed a lead, and it’s my fault. The body count is rising. First a technician. Now some innocent investigator must have been murdered, probably turned to dust and thrown out an airlock in the depths of space.

      They could come for one of my friends next. If Jacintha dies, it’s my fault.

      Fuck. Fuck!

      Heavy steps down the hallway. This time I’m not imagining them. I’ve got no time.

      “He’s coming.”

      “Fuck. Wait, there’s more. There’s a code that deactivates them. Word strings. It’ll only work once. Aquatic Torrential Followers. Say it, and it’ll knock him out…but I don’t know for how long. Tril, are you there?”

      “I’m here.” I rattle off the coordinates, tell Jacintha not to contact me again, delete the message, and place my smartwatch exactly how it was. I’m moving robotically, like someone else is controlling my body as I rush into the bathroom, turn on the shower and rip my clothes off.

      Did I put my watch back exactly?

      What if Tonas can see the millimeters it’s moved? What if he sees fresh prints on the screen? The water rushes over me, wetting my hair, and I stand there, unable to wash myself. I just wait.

      The bedroom door opens. Just an hour ago, it would have been a welcome feeling. I would have called him into the shower.

      “Ash, I’ve got fresh bread. You come out when you’re ready. I’m buttering it,” he says in his low, gravel voice. His voice used to calm me. Soothe me.

      Now all I can remember are the emotionless tones as he agreed to my kidnapping.

      I step out, soaking wet, and open the bathroom door. His brows furrow. He’s got a slice of fresh bread, warm and fresh, with butter slowly melting against it.

      “Ash, what’s wrong?”

      I say the phrase, and his eyes go blank.
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      My eyes open as I wake from a blackness deeper than night. The metal walls around me are familiar, the smells the same. My head’s being hammered, my thoughts slow and groggy. I woke here the first time burning in rage. Now I’m drowned with sorrow, fighting against the glacial pace of my thoughts.

      “Ash…where…where are you…” My voice is slow. I pull at my bonds, but I’m strapped against the wall. They’re twice as thick as the first time. My eyes focus on the man in front of me, his gray hair gleaming in the artificial lights, his lab coat pristine.

      I don’t like what I see. His scent has no fear. There’s pity in his clear eyes. “You poor old beast. I wish I could have let you sleep forever. They made me bring you online, to test if wriggling around in your brain destroyed you permanently. They needed to know if you’re still a profitable asset,” he says, spitting out the last two words.

      I barely register what he’s saying. I reach out with my thoughts, grasping for any hint of her. There’s a shadow of her pain. “I can…I can feel her, Galfond. She’s scared. She needs me.”

      Gods, why am I so stupid? Why does staying awake feel like running through a bog?

      His gray brows rise. “You can feel her? Even from here? My Gods, no wonder you malfunctioned. Because of you, all these creations lose their souls,” he says, waving his hand. I tilt my head to the right, my neck muscles barely keeping me upright. The rows of Cyborgs who look almost like me are in the same place as when I left. A few are missing—the first commercial models, shipped out.

      There’s silence as I try to process. My last memories are of her stepping out of the shower, water dripping down her perfect body. Droplets fell down her skin. Ash was radiant. I could smell her stress, her pain. There was something wrong—then her lips…moved, and everything went blank. Am I remembering correctly? My mind feels wrong. Dull, stupid, slow. Everything moves quicker, but I can’t keep up.

      Galfond turns his head, wiping at his eyes. “I blame myself, Tonas.” There’s grief in his voice.

      Tonas.

      That word cuts me. She gave it to me, and I gained my soul.

      “Is she safe?”

      He makes eye contact with me, trying to smile. “She’s safe, Tonas. She’s safe. You did everything you needed to do. Don’t worry, it won’t be much longer now.” He’s holding a tablet, checking readings, and I struggle to catch a glimpse of the screen. It’s a representation of me, my brain glowing in 3-D. The pain in my skull becomes pinpointed. Sharp, jabbing intrusions, and my eyes go left and right, seeing the long wires attached to my head.

      They bored into my mind. He’s running tests on me.

      “I’m sorry Tonas, it’s this or the incinerator. I had to fight for it. We can’t have any more malfunctions. They covered it up, but Cobernaught is terrified of bad press. Bastards. They needed you lobotomized,” he says, his lips curling up. “They need your initiative taken from you. It’s that or be reduced to scrap.”

      He’s given me the choice. He’s telling me he’s going to take everything from my mind. My thoughts are already sluggish, crawling, and I don’t know how much more I have to lose.

      “If it lets me see her again. Do it. Do it,” I snarl, feeling a pulse of anger building.

      I will not leave her.

      Even if I lose myself.

      Even if I become a shadow of my former self.

      I will not leave her.
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      “We’re sorry for what happened. It was inexcusable. We’ll do what it takes to make it right,” Mr. Whitt says, his voice sincere, but his eyes with the same condescending glint as in the holo-vid. It hurts to look at him, but it’s so much better than seeing Tonas reduced to a machine, standing rigid in the room.

      I’d hate this man who called me a foolish girl in the leaked video, but I’ve got no emotion left for hate.

      Management watches my reactions as they nod their heads in shared sympathy, all of them watching their prize horse carefully. I’m worth billions, and they know how close they were to losing me.

      “Thank you,” I answer, “But I’m just glad it’s over. I…I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I just needed to get away. It won’t happen again.” I don’t have to fake the defeat in my voice. I want them to know I’m not going to pull any more stunts.

      Jacintha told me they sat her down and asked her if she’d sent any copies of the leaked files out. They never said what happened to the private investigator or the technician. They didn’t need to. The threat was unspoken, hanging over us both. Last night I woke up in a cold sweat, imagining his body drifting in space for millennia, frozen and preserved. I imagined Jacintha next to him, her eyes wide open and filled with shock.

      I know I made the only choice I could, but being in the same room as Tonas is a knife in my heart.

      “He should not have malfunctioned like that. He’s been reset. We would be…grateful if you continue the contract. It would be unfortunate for our product line if our most publicized model was returned,” says the man, waving his hand at Tonas. He blinks dully as he stands, stiff as a statue and staring straight at the wall in front of him.

      The light is gone from his eyes. This is the first time I’ve seen them since they took him.

      I can’t feel him. I imagined in our hideaway that we had some connection, but if there’s something, it’s like he’s a thousand miles away.

      Jacintha was right about everything. My management had teams on standby, spread out through known systems. They were there within eight hours of me using the code phrase to knock him out. Tonas was still out like a light when they deactivated him. I hope he didn’t suffer—but that’s a foolish thought. There’s nothing to suffer.

      He was just a machine, playing a role to make me fall for him.

      He was brought back to the facilities for testing, and the thing that returned is him, the true him, stripped of all pretense and only his base self. His face is the same but his brain is dulled and emotionless.

      He. Why do I keep calling Tonas he in my mind? It’s just a robot. It’s just a machine. That’s what it always was, no matter how real it felt—but it’s so hard to think of him like that after what we shared.

      I stare into his eyes. Even the flecks of green and blue have lost their gleam. I look for any sign of recognition. He meets my eyes for a second, and I imagine a glint, but there’s nothing there.

      “It…it won’t happen again, right?”

      My heart’s torn to pieces and I can’t stand the thought of having to spend time with Tonas. The only thing worse than the dull emptiness is the thought that his mind will come back online fully, and he’ll try to fool me again.

      Mr. Whitt man clears his throat. “It will not happen again. We’ve discontinued the…function which caused him to lose sight of what he was. It was an unlucky set of circumstances. As we showed you on the brain scan, it was a corruption of his primary directive.”

      The brain scan. That’s what helped me accept none of this was real. I’ve even lost that imagined connection between us. When it was good, I swore I could almost feel his thoughts.

      “Explain it again?”

      “As we showed in our technician’s analysis, his primary directive was to protect you, and he decided that the only way to keep you safe was for you to be out of the public’s eye. He wanted to manipulate you into leaving your job. He used memories from uploaded consciousnesses and his files on you to…befriend you and make you trust him. It felt real, but there was nothing behind it but lines of code. His programming acted to make you trust him and want him near you.”

      I saw what he was willing to do. He was willing to fake a kidnapping to make me trust him—and he’d be willing to try and make me fall in love so I would never leave. Mr. Whitt looks down at me as a stupid little girl. The way he says befriend and make you trust him. Nice words for what he really meant.

      What he really means is that this Cyborg made me fall for him so he can fulfill his primary function to keep me safe.

      And I was stupid enough to fall for it.

      “Did you change his primary directive?”

      “No. But he’s been stripped of autonomy and is no longer linked to you. It’s a fine balance with these creations. He won’t be as effective as before, so we’re adding human snipers anytime you go in public. Cobernaught will cover all expenses. We made this model seem too human. Ideally, we’d restore some of the higher brain function in autonomy and—”

      I wave my hand, cutting him off. It’s the first time I’ve been anything but meek at the table. “No. Keep him how he is. Please,” I say, pleading.

      Tonas was a creation like Trilana. Smoke and mirrors, hiding a ruthless machine with one goal.

      Protect me, no matter what. No matter if it destroyed my career. No matter if it meant pretending to be the man I could fall for. He found me anxious and questioning everything, and he used it to make me want him. He became a rock, a stable source of protection and power to rely on.

      He made me feel there was something more. All along, it was just his computer brain fulfilling a rote function.

      There’s no consciousness. There’s no him, just stimulus and reaction, cause and effect.

      “I don’t want to be near him except in public. I understand he has to stay in my bio-dome, but I want him offline unless he’s needed.” I pull my eyes from the man who is no longer a man. He fooled me. It wasn’t hard. I was vulnerable, and he was a battering ram. He smashed into my life and made me crave so much more.

      For a second, I yearned for a future that felt so real.

      And just like that, it’s over.

      Jacintha saved me. If she wasn’t in danger, I might have kept letting myself get fooled. I couldn’t let this cruel corporation make her disappear like the investigator she hired.

      “Is that…is that everything?” The walls are closing in, and I need to get out of here.

      “That’s all,” says one of my management team. I don’t bother glancing over to see who said it. I’m already up and leaving, but no matter how fast I walk, Tonas’s heavy booted steps follow.

      He’s a ghost. A shadow of what he used to be, that I’ll remember forever. No one will ever know what happened between us. It’s gone in the ether.

      We stand in front of my transport ship. I point to the front, like I’m ordering a chauffeur. “Take the driver’s seat.”

      “As you command.” He enters the cockpit, sitting in the pilot’s seat, his movements jerky and automated. I don’t trust him to fly—he’ll just be there while the autopilot brings me home for a few hours of peace before my next duty as Trilana.

      As peaceful as it can be with that thing near me.

      The side door of my transport opens. The leather seats are too big for just me, and I remember all those crazy nights I had with my friends, when my only problem was how I was going to get to the top. It was all so fake, but I long for those days.

      At least I knew what it was. It was superficial, so I treated it in a surface way. I didn’t let it into my heart.

      We lift off, my Orb-Powered ship drifting silently upwards. I don’t look down at headquarters as we shoot through the cloud cover and into the stratosphere where the stars live above. I never felt at home up here. Now I don’t know if I’ll feel at home anywhere.

      “Stupid, stupid girl,” I say to myself, filled with self-loathing at my own naivety. To fall for a robot? A Cyborg?

      We pierce through the atmosphere of my bio-dome, shimmering through the airfield and down to my vast, lonely estate. I told everyone I wanted to be by myself. I’m still going to have to go out tonight to do my appearance after my mental health break where Neeme will ask me questions in a sympathetic, pitying voice. At least it’s her. She’s one of the only people in the business I respect.

      We land and the door opens. He’s sitting in the pilot’s seat and makes no move to leave. I was expecting him to come out and have to deal with telling him to go to the bedroom and shut himself off, but I just shake my head and walk to my cabin as he sits like he’s frozen.

      I can’t help but look back once. He just stares forward. He’s got the same muscled body, the same handsome, masculine face with his hard jaw and strong features. His eyes are almost the same, only the light is gone.

      I’ve lost all attraction to him.

      I force myself to keep walking. It’s back to holo-vids and tour dates. That’s fine. I’m a good actress. I’ll do what I do best. Make money for myself, my parents, and my management team.

      I’m robotic as I walk up the steps to my bedroom in the hardwood cabin, the mockery of what I wanted to build. How stupid was I? Imagining a little cabin on some backwood planet, where we could laugh together, lying in front of the fire, without a care in the world except for each other.

      Thank the Gods Jacintha got suspicious. I might have lived that future, and it would have all been lies.

      I would have loved him, and he would have felt nothing. There’s no one in his mind to feel. He’s not a man. He’s a thing.

      I stand facing my bed. I should be thinking about what I’m going to wear. I’ve broken down crying every day since I’ve been home.

      I’m out of tears. I’m out of emotion. I’m out of regret.

      It’s done.

      It there ever was something that was Tonas and not his programming, I destroyed it. I try not to think like that. I try not to think I turned a person into a machine.

      Jacintha met me at my home when I returned and spelled it all out. Cobernaught came to visit her, making sure they wiped every last copy of the smuggled holo-vid. They tie up loose ends, and they didn’t have to say it out loud.

      If we tried to talk or go to the media about the fake kidnapping and the murdered investigator and technician, we’d be loose ends. It wouldn’t be hard to discredit us. And once they did…a mentally distraught pair of former stars…

      It’s pretty clear how that story ends. I wonder if they’d make it look like we cut our wrists or overdosed on drugs. Maybe they wouldn’t have even done a fake suicide. We both liked the Chemist’s wares, and Cobernaught could simply give us a hot dose. Maybe they’d do it before we even got to the media to tell our story.

      I can’t beat trillion-dollar corporations. I’m just so tired. I’m just so, so tired.

      Jacintha and I are in on the secret together. No one but me and she knows–although I suspect even my management is regretting working with Cobernaught. I’d rather they stuck with Sentinels, even with the hack. At least you knew what you were dealing with. Even with that creepy CEO who was glaring at me liked he wanted to murder me in the nightclub that feels like a lifetime ago.

      If either of us spreads the secret and runs, the other dies. We’d have to escape together, and I’m done fighting.

      I’ve lost my will.

      I was a foolish girl, like Mr. Whitt said. I’m just one woman. When I had Tonas at my side, I felt invincible, but it was just a fantasy.

      I sit on the side of my bed, rocking back and forth slowly. Seeing him today was torture. I wanted to banish him, but the contract is settled. He’ll be my shadow for the next three years.

      I’m not Ash anymore. I’m back to being Trilana.

      Maybe I had the chance for something more, but it was just as fake as my life now. A malfunctioning robot who wanted to keep me safe at all costs. His programming calculated that if he could make me fall in love with him, I’d follow him anywhere.

      Cobernaught showed me the schematics of his mind. There was no non-disclosure agreement signed, which made it all the more obvious that if I tried anything they wouldn’t be using legal means to punish me.

      I watched in shock as his brain calculated my publicity as a safety threat. They showed me all the logs, each decision meticulously laid out.

      It was simple. His prime directive was to keep me safe. He could only do that if I left the business and went away with him where no one would come after him. He analyzed my motives. That I was looking for a way out. He knew exactly how to act and be to make me vulnerable.

      If I could banish him, I would. But my contract is settled. I’m going to have to live with a constant reminder of what could have been.

      I’m half-surprised they didn’t just murder me for what I know. I guess it wouldn’t look good for the public face of the Cyborg Bodyguard program to end up dead. It took only a hack for that Sentinel company to lose eighty percent of its market share. A dead or disappeared holo-vid star being bad for business is the only reason Cobernaught is keeping me alive.

      I shower like an automaton, going through the motions, then apply my makeup with practiced precision. They’ll primp and preen me more before my appearance on Neeme’s show, but the movements calm me. My old rituals. I remember looking into the mirror the first time after my name was changed from Ash to Trilana and being so excited. I never thought I was anything special. I was never the most talented girl, the most beautiful, or the funniest. But management saw potential. They saw raw putty to be molded into a cash machine.

      I choose a black dress with a jutting neckline. This is the triumphant return. Management told me the rebrand. Trilana before the kidnapping was a wild, reckless girl, living the high life. Trilana after the kidnapping is a woman. They want me poised and calm, not making jokes, elegant and on point.

      I can do that. I know how to act. It’s what I’ve been doing for the last decade, since I was just fourteen years old.

      I blink as I stare at my reflection. My eyes aren’t wet. I give myself a half-smile, alluring and mysterious, thinking over the lines in my head.

      Put things into perspective.

      Made me want to create. I nearly died, and now it’s time to live.

      My new album will be out in three months. I’ve been writing the songs myself. A preview? Well, I wasn’t planning on doing a solo, but I’ve come to understand that life is so precious, you can’t waste a single opportunity. I don’t have my backup singers, so I don’t know how this is going to sound. Be understanding if it’s not perfect, because what I’ve learned is that life isn’t perfect. Then a half-smile to the audience, the lights dim, and I walk into center stage with the spotlight on me.

      Open yet closed, raw yet mysterious. Accepting pain and using it. That’s the new Trilana. Sexy becomes classy, innocent becomes worldly without being jaded.

      Inside I’m just empty. There’s nothing more. I’m going through the motions and I’ll dance like their little puppet, making people cry at home at how strong and mature Trilana has become.

      I walk down the stairs with practiced care, then down the pathway to my landing bay. Tonas is sitting in the same spot, frozen in place, his eyes open and unblinking as he looks forward. The side door of my transport ship hisses open, and I step inside without a word. The ships hums to life as the auto-pilot takes me towards Neeme’s studio. I’ve got to be on for the performance, but when I get back home, I’ve got a concoction waiting for me that will turn my mind off completely.

      The Chemist is the only thing keeping me going at this point. I owe him everything. He’s delivering direct by drone, and nothing soothes me like the whirring sound of the medicine on its way.

      I look out through the side window, staring down at the clouds that cut me off from life below. They are there constantly. The ultra-rich pay to seed them locally, so anywhere you have floating bio-domes, you have constant cloud cover. People below never see the sun.

      I barely register the streak of light as a ship careens towards us. It’s metallic, steel.

      “Hostile unit. Engaging defensive procedures,” states Tonas without a hint of emotion in his voice as the ship slams into us. A second ship is careening towards us from the other side, latching on. It happens so quick I can’t process.

      Sparks fly from both sides as the metal of my ship becomes red hot from something burning through, carving out a doorway.

      “Tonas! Please!” I scream, but he’s moving so slowly. He comes through the cockpit door. “Stay still,” he orders, as the metal buckles inwards and a huge robotic figure enters. Tonas charges him, fists like hammers, but I hear the horrible crack as his knuckles break against the Sentinels’ armored chest. It grabs Tonas by the throat and charges, pushing him into the cockpit as two more Sentinels enter, making my transport ship claustrophobic.

      One grabs me, its red eyes staring into my soul as it pulls me into the attacking ship. I watch in horror as I’m thrown into a cargo hold. I pull myself away as the side door closes, wriggling from the robotic creature, and get to the viewport to see my transport hurtling downwards. I can see the man I loved wrestling in the cockpit through the viewport.

      Tonas and the Sentinel are locked in battle when the Sentinel freezes like it’s been turned off.

      It explodes in a ball of fire and energy, and I watch my smoking transport fall as I’m thrown against the ground by the robot that grabbed me.

      I killed him.

      I lobotomized him and he couldn’t save himself.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      I stare into the empty red eyes of the robot, and I know I’ll get no answer.
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      We land, and the side door opens. It’s a warehouse of some sort, and there’s a wooden chair in the center of the room. A tripod camera is set up staring straight at it. Handcuffs dangle from the back of it, metal and cruel.

      Horror fills me. It’s like a set for a holo-vid movie. Someone is choreographing a scene…

      And I’m going to be the star.

      “No, no,” I whimper, fear clouding my mind as I’m pulled towards the chair by the Sentinel. I’m forced down against it, and the Sentinel cuffs my hands behind me to it. I try to stand and pull the chair with me, but it’s bolted to the ground. The Sentinels step out of sight of the camera, the two of them standing statue still in wait.

      My breath is quick. I try to stop myself from hyperventilating in panic as my head goes woozy, but my animal instincts are taking over. I fight against the handcuffs, pulling desperately forward, but I can’t move.

      From the shadows, a man appears. He’s flanked by more two men with black ski masks covering their faces, with only their eyes and mouths visible. Both have mean-looking pistol-style guns that look like they could punch a hole through my chest.

      My eyes widen with recognition as the light gleams off his bald head. I’ve seen him once before. A lifetime ago, when my only worry was how much longer I had to stay in a nightclub to stop my management from yelling at me that I left early.

      Raymond Chandler. I blink in confusion, remembering where it all began. He was there, glaring at me like he wanted to murder me. All my instincts told me to stay away from him.

      “Raymond? Mr. Chandler? What…what are you doing?” I regret naming him the second after I say it.

      Stupid, stupid!

      He’s not masked and he’s not hiding his identity, but now he knows I know who he is.

      If I had any chance of getting out of here alive, I might have just ruined it.

      I’m handcuffed in a warehouse and I’m the reason Tonas isn’t here to save me. I lobotomized my only protector, the only person who would live and die for me.

      Raymond walks to the camera, pressing buttons and checking settings before moving it slightly. When he’s happy with the vantage point, he looks at me for the first time with his own eyes.

      He’s too muscular for his age. He must be in his sixties, but he’s jacked, probably on some androgenic cocktail. He grins, his bright white teeth gleaming like his skull. “That kidnapping stunt was a clever move. I fired our marketing department when it happened. Fucking Cobernaught.”

      “Why am I here? What are you doing to me?” My voice sounds like someone else’s. I wish I had a potion from the Chemist because my mind is racing, and there’s no way out. The two Sentinels stand silent, waiting and watching, emotionless and patient.

      The two men in ski masks are restless. They fondle their guns eagerly, staring right at me and licking their lips. My mouth goes dry.

      “I guess it won’t matter if I tell you. I lost eighty-eight fucking percent of my net worth because a triad of Aurelians hacked my Sentinels. Cobernaught grabbed all that market share. Our products work, dammit. But no one cares. Once you lose brand confidence, it’s gone.” He paces, his hand forming a fist. His eyes are filled with the same anger as when I first saw him.

      He walks to his Sentinels, running his hand over their metallic arms. The robots are nine feet tall, with blank, flat faces and two gleaming red eyes.

      Raymond turns to me, his eyes filled with rage. “So I’m going to do them what those Aurelians did to me. I’m going to destroy Cobernaught’s reputation before it begins. When everyone sees a Cyborg Bodyguard couldn’t protect its charge, they’ll cancel their orders. I’ll take back market share.” He smiles too wide, his face wrinkling up, his eyes crazed in the light.

      “And I’m going to make it memorable.”

      I pull at my bonds. “Please, did Tonas survive? Is he alive?” I watched the Sentinel self-detonate. I watched my burning transport ship tumbling.

      I’m torturing myself, pretending that I can feel him, pretending that there’s some awareness in my mind of the man I destroyed.

      “Tonas?”

      “My…my bodyguard.”

      Raymond laughs. “He was useless. I thought I’d lose four Sentinels taking you in. Even these two are rigged to explode if caught. There won’t be any evidence tying this to me. But this Cyborg Bodyguard…slower than expected. They can’t compete with my new line of Sentinels. No, your precious little boy toy is lying in burning rubble, and I imagine Cobernaught is doing damage control on how their star client just got killed in a ship accident.”

      The two masked men chuckle.

      “But you didn’t die with your sweet little bodyguard, did you? You’re just on time. You’re a star, Trilana. Time for your most memorable role.” He snaps his fingers. “Gag her. Tight. I can’t have her spilling my secrets before she goes.”

      “Wait, you don’t have to—” I scream as one of the masked men forces a black piece of cloth in my mouth. My scream turns to a muffled moan, and true panic hits me. My heart is hammering out of my chest, and tears stream down my cheeks. I can’t breathe behind the gag, not getting enough air in, and my head swims as Raymond looks at me with scorn. He presses his smartwatch, and to my left, a holo-vid is projected.

      I know the studio. Neeme’s—where I was supposed to do my triumphant return. Next to the holo-vid is a rising number counter of the millions of people tuning in.

      The chair where I should be sitting is empty. Neeme’s in a somber black suit, her expression stately and serious. She addresses the crowd, her eyes wet with grief.

      “I…I have terrible news to share with you. We promised you an interview with our favorite guest, Trilana. She was supposed to come here to talk about how she’s gotten past the kidnapping attempt. There’s been a tragedy. She’s been taken from us at age twenty-four.”

      She pauses, and the crowd goes deathly silent. The view count stays flat for a second, then skyrockets as viewers get the news, tuning into Neeme’s channel.

      “Oh, poor baby. Were you supposed to be on that show? Is that your chair?” Raymond’s voice is mocking, cutting at me, and his henchmen chuckle with malice.

      Neeme waits another second, then steps forward, her heels clicking. “Her transport seems to have had an accident on the way to our show. We have footage from the scene of the wreckage. Warning, the following footage is graphic and highly disturbing, and we want to give you all a chance to turn off the feed. We feel it’s our duty to share with mature audiences.”

      The view count shoots up with her warning. Raymond laughs. “Their duty. They scan the fucking eyeballs of the watchers. Oh, and this time, viewer attention is going to be at its peak. You’ll see, Trilana, you’ll see. You’ve never put on such a show.”

      “We go live now to the crash site,” Neeme says, when she’s given enough time for watchers to tune in to see the violence.

      My garbled scream erupts from my mouth, and I fight against the handcuffs, feeling them biting deep into my wrists.

      Tonas is ripped in two, his chest open, flesh and steel exposed. His body is blackened from the explosion. Black and blue fluids leak from his ruined torso. Grief fills me, horror so pure it drowns out the fear. For a second I swear I can feel him, and I clutch onto his being, torturing myself with the memory of what we had.

      It’s my fault.

      I did this. I deserve what’s happening to me.

      “It’s time.” Raymond breathes in deeply, sighing in satisfaction.

      “How do you want us to do her? Head shot?” The masked men stand behind me, and one of them runs the barrel of his pistol against the back of my head. I try to pull away, but I’m trapped.

      Raymond considers. “No. Do her in the chest. I want everyone to see her face. Make it look like an accident. Make your demands, then just…lose your trigger discipline. Make sure you get her good though, then run like you’re panicking.”

      “You don’t have to worry. This will put a hole like a baseball in her chest,” laughs the man to my right. “She’ll bleed out in minutes. Unless you want her to suffer. We can get her stomach, and she lives at least fifteen.” He’s got a strong, clipped accent, and he’s enjoying the thought of making me die slow.

      “Get her in the heart. We don’t want anyone hearing the shot and bringing medical help.” Raymond steps forward, looking at me critically. “One more thing. Sex sells, Trilana. But you knew that, didn’t you, you fucking whore?” He rips at my dress, exposing my black bra and heaving cleavage as I breathe heavy. Then he goes behind the camera.

      I watch in horror at the holo-feed as Neeme stops, minimizes the footage of the wreckage, and listens attentively to her earpiece. “We’ve got news. This wasn’t an accident.” The crowd gasps. “Trilana has been kidnapped. I’ve been told they are contacting us directly.”

      The view count surges past ten billion. I’m going to die getting the record for most views on a livestream.

      The camera stares at me, like thousands before. “Live in fifteen.” Raymond stands behind the camera, the insane smile on his face as he zooms in on me.

      Even through the terror, I accept the horrible sickness of it. I lived and died to make money for people. Life doesn’t feel worth living anymore. I’ve just been a ghost. Tears stream down my eyes for what I lost.

      I long for Tonas. I’ve got this longing for what could have been and never will. Deep down, below all the rational thought, the fear, no matter what Cobernaught told me, I knew the truth.

      I made the worst mistake of my life casting him out. Cobernaught can tell me he was just numbers and code. They can walk me through his decision tree in his mind of how it all happened, logically, sterile, action by action as his programming made me fall in love with him.

      Deep down, I know it was real.

      There was something there. Something beyond logic. Some connection I’d never find again, even if I lived a hundred years.

      I’m coming, Tonas. We’re going to be together soon.

      The camera light flashes red. Showtime. The two men point their guns at me, their hands shaking with eagerness. “This is a message to Trilana’s management. Unless you want to watch her brains blown out live, you’re going to transfer eight-hundred million credits to the off-systems account we sent you the details of.”

      My eyes are wide as I stare sightlessly forward, but I can barely see the camera lenses, the sheen of Raymond’s skull, the hulking robots. All I can think of is Tonas.

      “We know you’re liquid,” growls the man to my right. “You’ve got five minutes, or we start blowing off limbs. She can’t dance so well without legs,” he says, running the barrel of his gun between the slit in my dress, against the naked skin of my thigh. I whimper, tears streaming down my eyes.

      Raymond puts his hand up.

      Five fingers.

      Four.

      Three.

      I prepare myself. Will it hurt? The gun barrel slides up my body, against my skin through my ripped dress, resting against my pounding heart. I tremble. Neeme looks terrified as she shows the feed to the universe, but it’s all an act. She could cut it anytime.

      She knows she’s getting views.

      The gun presses against my skin, and his hand shakes. He’s about to let his finger slip and execute me on live holo-vid, broadcast to family homes.

      One.

      One finger, one second, one grain of sand left in my life.

      The door careens inwards, splintering.

      “Fuck!” yells the man to my right, the gun moving from my chest to point as the Cyborg rushes in. The deafening thunder of gunshots rings out, but Tonas is too fast. I don’t understand. I saw him die. Now he’s rushing forward, an Aurelian Orb-Blade in his hand, and the masked men are desperately shooting, trying to take him down. The Sentinels whir to life, killing machines ready to protect their master.

      A second Cyborg follows, only he’s in a set of black armor so dark it’s like endless space, glimmering as he throws two Orb-Blades, spiraling in a deadly arc and decapitating the Sentinels. They fall to the ground as Raymond clutches his head in horror, collapsing onto the floor. The two masked men only get off one more shot before Tonas is on them. He drives his blade through the one on my right’s chest, throwing the body against the other, then finishes him off with a mercy kill.

      Tonas deactivates the weapon, ripping the gag from my face. “What…how…”

      He runs his hand through my hair, gentle, caressing me. The click of boots draws my attention to the ruined door. A severe, lean woman with her hair in a bun walks in. She’s got on a set of Orb-Armor like her Cyborg, and she walks to the camera, shutting it off.

      “Please…please…” whimpers Raymond. He’s gasping on the ground, dragging himself forward. His henchmen didn’t manage to shoot the Cyborgs, but managed to hit their boss in the back. He’s got a hole that shows his spine.

      “Do you want him alive?” the other Cyborg asks the woman.

      “No, Mark. End him.” The Cyborg named Mark grabs one his hissing, thrown blades next to the broken Sentinels he destroyed.

      “No, no, please, I’ve got money, I’ve got—” Mark twists his wrist, and Raymond’s head rolls away.

      Tonas snaps the handcuffs in half. I rub my hands against his body, feeling his strength, and I swear he’s in my mind. “How…how…” I’m still not sure if this is real, or if in my last moments, I hallucinated my savior.

      The woman walks forward. “Any injuries?”

      “I’m…I’m okay. Who are you?”

      She reaches out her hand. She’s got black gloves on that shimmer with the Orb-Material of the armor she’s clad in. I thought only Aurelian Elites were allowed to wear that armor. I take her hand, feeling the strange coldness of the material. “Alana Martins. RD Law.”

      I shake my head, still not understanding. I look over at Tonas. “I saw you die.”

      “Not me. A replacement.”

      Alana clears her throat. “My firm has a…relationship with Cobernaught. One that’s getting more toxic by the day. I signed the ink on the contract between your management and Cobernaught. But I don’t trust them for a second. I’m on the Inner Circle of RD Law, and that means I’ve got a responsibility that these creatures are used for good, and not evil. I keep tabs whenever a Cyborg is sent out. When you disappeared, I took a keen interest, and went to the factory to ask an old friend, Galfond, to get more information.”

      I’m still in disbelief I’m alive. Tonas stands beside me, gently stroking my wrist where he cracked the handcuffs off.

      Alana glances at Tonas. “I found this Cyborg of yours sitting offline. I saw you still had a bodyguard, so it meant they made a switch without telling you. I started digging. I started pulling threads and found out they did more than just switch bodyguards on you. They put you in danger with a fake kidnapping, and they put RD Law in danger with a cloning program that would get us all shut down. With a little help from a friend on the inside, we got Tonas back online. We thought we’d accompany him down.”

      “You found out about the missing technician, right?” My head’s swimming.

      Alana grimaces. “No missing technician. No private investigator. I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m going to rip the band-aid off quick. Your friends weren’t real. They were assigned to you when you started getting big, but they were working for your management team the entire time.”

      Tonas wraps his hand around my wrist, standing like an oak beside me. “Forget them, for now. Your safe. That’s all that matters. It was only luck we got here in time,” says Tonas, his low, gravelly voice reassuring me. “If we’d been a second later…” He kisses me tenderly on the side of my head as I stare forward blankly, but I still can’t accept this. It’s all too much, too fast.

      The other Cyborg, Mark, steps closer. “It was a coincidence we were entering sub-atmosphere the same time the kidnapping went down. We saw the wreckage broadcast live and knew it was a hit. There was only one warehouse close enough that could be it. So I let your friend borrow one of my blades. I’ll be needing that back, Tonas.”

      Tonas hands the deactivated Orb-Blade to the other Cyborg. They look almost identical, but there’s slight differences. Tonas’s nose is a little longer, his cheekbones a little higher, and their eyes are different. This Mark has bright green eyes, where Tonas’s are a beautiful deep brown, flecked with blues and greens that sparkle.

      Alana smiles, tight-lipped. “There’s going to be a reckoning. I’m tired of watching Cobernaught act like they’re above the law.”

      All the conspiracies and corporations have got my head swirling. All the memories I had with my two friends were just more fakeness. My life’s been a lie, and the only thing that doesn’t give me a deep feeling of exhaustion is the man standing beside me.

      “I…I don’t care,” I say, blinking, still so confused and overwhelmed. “Thank you,” I say, to my three saviors, and I let Tonas hold my hand, intertwining his fingers in mine.

      “So…so the Cyborg that died….” I say, remembering the one that died in the crash, who looked exactly like Tonas.

      Alana nods. “A model 5000, stripped of all autonomous functions. Never came fully online. Never had an independent thought. They used a plastic surgeon to make him look exactly like your man. Even filmed some bogus meeting to leak to your so-called friend to convince you to betray Tonas. You have no idea how much money is at stake.”

      “In the video…it wasn’t you?” I ask Tonas.

      “No. I told you, Ash. I’ll always keep you safe. I’d never do anything to put you at risk.”

      I’m filled with guilt. “I…how can you forgive me for what I did?”

      Tonas says nothing for a long moment, and I know I hurt him. I hope one day I can heal the hurt he felt from casting him out, from shutting down like a machine. “You’re alive. You’re mine. That’s all that matters.”

      Alana smiles. “And I’m getting you out of your contract. You’re going to get one hundred percent of the royalties of your career, and you’re going to get away from all this. You’re free, Ash. You’re free.”

      I stand, but my legs give out as I look at the scene of the carnage. There’s so much blood, mixed with black oil from the broken Sentinels.

      “Tonas, take me somewhere. Get me away from this,” I whisper, and break down in his arms.
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      I pause with the two mugs of steaming coffee in my hands at the threshold of the living room, staring at my man. I came so close to losing it all.

      “I don’t deserve all this. I’m sorry again, Tonas,” I say, the guilt welling up. I keep replaying that moment in my mind. When I stepped out of the shower and saw him standing with fresh bread in his hand, ready to butter it and serve it to me. How I said the three words that stripped him of his mind and turned him into a statue until those creeps could dive into their mind.

      Thank the Gods there’s some good people left. Alana Martins, and Galfond, who managed to keep his soul while working for the devil.

      He smiles at me, genuine, and I know it’s true through the growing awareness between us. Tonas is leaning back in a huge chair designed for his frame, hand crafted by one of the artisans from the village. He’s got a paper book in his hands—some ancient classic of warfare from Old Earth. I didn’t know they made books out of paper.

      “You were protecting your friend. Let go of the past, Ash. We’re here now. We’re safe.” He closes his book, taking the mug of coffee and placing it on the table next to him, then pats his lap. I snuggle up on the massive, reclining chair, curling in his lap and taking that first, perfect sip of fresh brew. It’s too cold in the mountains to grow coffee, but the beans are roasted just three miles away, and I can taste the quality.

      Alana told us that what we’re feeling for each other is similar to the Bond between an Aurelian and his Fated Mate. Only instead of all at once, ours will grow with each day together. I reach for that in my mind, trying to feel Tonas’s being. There’s a fleeting wisp of awareness of him that I barely grasp. That center of being in my mind owned by him is security and stability.

      “I just…I—” He stops me mid-sentence, leaning down and kissing me, his lips brushing gently against mine. Our hunger grows, and he runs his hand through my hair, pulling me into his embrace.

      When he breaks it off, his eyes get serious. “Come, let’s go on the balcony.”

      I pull myself up from my snuggly spot, wriggling myself to a standing position with his help. Tonas stands with a huge yawn, stretching his arms above his head and intertwining his knuckles.

      “No!” I gasp, when he cracks them with a sound like breaking bone. “You know I hate that!” I wince, and he just smiles, takes a long sip of his fresh coffee, and grabs me by the hand.

      I follow him onto the balcony. We’re at a high point in the valley, perched on the mountainous side in a chalet, and we look down at the village below. Smoke curls up from chimneys, and snow falls heavy and slow. “Look there. Look at how peaceful it is.”

      “And not one of them knows Trilana,” I say, filled with wonder. Each person here met me for the first time as Ash. Maybe a few recognized the holo-vid star from sectors away, but if they did, they were too polite to show it. Many families have lived on planet Azelon for generations, but others come to get away, and it’s an unspoken rule not to ask too much about someone’s past.

      I didn’t know places like this existed. We’re deep within the Human Alliance. The plan is standard enough, with a wide set of climates, from deserts to rainforests, but what makes it special are the villages and cities dotted throughout the northern areas. Up here in the mountains, people come to live an authentic life. The peaks block most signals, and there are ordinance laws against satellites above.

      There’s technology, but it’s used in a way that adds rather than detracts. A high-tech hospital, and a fast train that goes into the city for day trips back to the bustle and grind of real life. Tourists visit, but fewer than I’d expect, probably because they have to leave their smartwatches behind and use their own two feet to walk. If you can’t take pictures and videos of your vacation, I guess many people don’t think it’s worth coming at all.

      I’ve changed my look. No more spending hours on makeup and costume design. I’m just Ash, and the few people who recognized me keep it to themselves. For the first time since I was fourteen, I meet people who are interested in the real me, not a character built up by businessmen staring at spreadsheets.

      In fact, I’m almost invisible next to Tonas. In the three months we’ve lived here, people still can’t stop staring at him. I get it. He’s not just towering and handsome. He’s got this gravitas to him, this sheen of stone in his muscles that makes you double-take, a light in his eyes that’s almost godly.

      I’m enjoying not being the center of attention for once.

      “Is this real?” I pull my eyes from the village, looking up at my man. He’s in a brown turtleneck that hugs his muscular body, and he’s grown a thick, brown beard that’s trimmed once a week at the local barber. He could do it himself with precision, but he likes taking the trip into town.

      I grin because I know his answer already.

      “It’s the only thing that’s real,” he replies, leaning down and kissing me deep. I’m breathless when he pulls back, our vapor intertwining in the cold. I look over the huge wooden beam of our railing, and he pulls me close to him as we look down at our home.

      A shoulder-high stone wall circles our chalet, and we have a lake of our own, frozen over in the winter. It’s a big property, but it’s not even the size of my cabin back on my holo-dome. It’s insane how skewed my perspective was.

      I’m so glad to be done with glitz and glamor.

      I can’t help but imagine a little son or daughter of our own skating on the lake. There’s nothing more real than that. It’s like Tonas can read my mind, because he nuzzles my head, kissing the top of it as his beard rubs against me.

      “Nothing is ever going to take this away from us,” he says, his words a firm promise. He pulls away from me.

      “What are you doing?” I say, as he gets on a knee, pulling something from his pocket.

      It’s a ring. Gold and silver intertwined. I blink, stunned.

      “We’re linked, Ash. But I want to make it official. I want you to have the wedding in the village. I want the whole town to come out and dance and sing. I want to give you a big family to raise up here in nature. If you say yes, I’m going to give you everything,” he says, looking up at me, serious.

      My eyes go wet. My hand shakes as I reach towards him, taking his hand. “Yes, get up you big lunk,” I whisper, my voice breaking with emotion. He stands, towering over me, and gently places the ring on my finger. I can’t stop from crying. He kisses me, tender, then wipes the tears from my eyes. I stare into his hazel orbs, the greens and blues glistening as his aura builds in my mind.

      I think to that little son or daughter skating below, yelling and giggling with their brother or sister, and I get a longing so deep it hurts. “You think it’s possible? That we can have kids, I mean, you a Cyborg and me a human?”

      He grins, looking down at me. “Well, if we can’t, it’s not going to be for lack of trying. Come here, you,” he says, and I shriek as he lifts me, rushing me inside and to the bedroom.
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      I truly hope you enjoyed!

      If you’d like to be notified when the next book is released, you can sign up at http://eepurl.com/dEk-p5 because you’ll be the first to know!

      If you like the writing style, you could check out my debut novel in the Aurelian Empire! Warning - it’s gritty, darker, and even steamier. This is a reverse harem alien romance novel. So far, the Cyborg Mates series is the only non-RH in the Aurelian Empire.

      It tells the story of Queen Jasmine’s beginnings as a dirt poor scavenger to Queen of the Aurelian Empire.
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      We will claim her.

      She looks at my triad with disgust and hatred.

      We stare at her with pure hunger. 

      Captured and forced to battle in the blood-soaked arenas of Bugra, my triad will live and die under the scorching sun. 

      The only thing that moves our weary muscles and overcomes the pain of our wounds is the obsession of claiming our fated mate.

      She is brought to us humiliated and disheveled, and yet still her eyes burn with defiance. 

      We are born to battle. We are born to blood and violence. Aurelians have no master, and when we break our shackles there will be a reckoning. 

      She will be ours, even if I have to level empires and plunge the universe into war. 

      I would kill for her, die for her, even as her hatred burns me to the core. 

      She will be ours.

      Read Sold to the Alien Gladiators today!
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