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Today was his wedding day. John Davies, president of United Earth, stood at the window of the oval office and stared at the cold, gray clouds that hung low in the sky, perfectly reflecting the forecast for his impending marriage. 

At heart, he was a soldier. Almost a year ago, he’d dealt with the way the cyborgs had forced him to send a human woman to their cursed spaceship. It had grated him, but it had been a way to get a spy onto that cursed ship orbiting Earth. Except, Aurora had gone and fallen in love with the cyborg general and now refused to share any information about anything to do with the cyborgs.

But this arranged marriage to a cyborg female might be another chance to gain information on the cyborg ship that orbited Earth and held humanity hostage. If it was the last thing he did, he’d free Earth from their presence. They’d either submit to human rule or he’d fight until the day he died to find a way to defeat those damn cyborgs. 

“It’s time, sir,” his aide said from behind him.

John turned and shrugged into his jacket. “I’m ready, Sam.” 

The cyborgs had said they’d come to his office. John looked around the oval office with its tasteful decorating. According to a treaty signed ten years ago, the president of United Earth only gained power in case of an alien invasion. Not one of the world leaders had hesitated to sign it because no one thought any aliens would ever invade. His position as president of United Earth had been a joke. But he’d had a feeling in his gut that he’d have the last laugh. Except, the spaceship that appeared and bombarded an abandoned area of Washington DC was no joke. He’d become the most powerful man on Earth overnight. 

Along with that power came the authority to set up operations in the seat of power of any country. He’d kicked out Jorgen Yates, president of the Americas, and moved into the White House. Their fear that, in future, he’d be kicking some of the other world leaders out of their palaces and offices, should motivate them to release the funds for the new UE headquarters to be built.

“Let’s stand a bit closer. I want to get a look at that triangle.”

Sam nodded and gamely followed him closer to the spot where a flaming triangle appeared every time the cyborgs came to see John.  

“No matter how many times I see it, that fire triangle creeps me out,” Sam said.

John shrugged. “I’m half-Russian; I can’t be creeped out by fiery triangles.” What did freak him out was the thought of his bride looking like Balthazar with a female face and breasts. “No matter what we have to do, I do want that technology.” They’d have a means of transport that could revolutionize their society.

The atmosphere changed as if oppressive clouds had somehow managed to invade his office. Next to him, Sam shifted his feet. A small spark flashed and then reappeared, and almost immediately, another spark appeared and then another until a large flaming triangle hung in the middle of the room. 

“I still think it’s creepy.” Sam leaned back but didn’t step away.

Balthazar stepped out of the triangle and turned to help Aurora through, making sure not to turn his back to John and Sam. Aurora and her cyborg stepped back, and a tall, slim female stepped out of the triangle. His lips twitched: not Balthazar with a female face and breasts.

She stepped through the triangle without flinching at the sparks that swirled with furious energy. Delicate with slim wrists and small, three-fingered hands tipped with delicate claws, she was tall compared to human women, but still almost a head shorter than him. Next to Balthazar, she looked dainty.

Balthazar kept hold of Aurora as if afraid she’d rush to the humans, and at the same time, he managed to protectively flank the female cyborg. That was when John realized he didn’t know the name of his bride. 

She touched her black hair that looked like dreadlocks, the same as Balthazar’s, but hers shone with a luster the male lacked. She clenched her three-fingered hand and put it down at her side, and stared at him unblinking as if daring him to underestimate her. That small gesture showed she wasn’t wholly machine, that she was nervous. Good. It meant he could manipulate her. The silence lengthened while they stared at each other. 

“This is Anatu,” Balthazar said and unceremoniously pushed her forward. 

John suppressed a smile at Aurora’s sigh. Obviously, the cyborgs were going off-script. He could’ve told her not to bother trying to impose human manners on them.  

His bride stared up at him with defiance, and he could see her try to project confidence. Were all cyborg females this fine, or did Balthazar choose the one he knew would appeal to a human male?

He took her hand in his. It felt delicate and breakable in his, the folds in her palm soft against his skin. His callouses scraped over her fingers when she hastily tried to withdraw her hand, and her eyelids fluttered when he kept hold of it. She stared up at him with widened, exotic, sloe eyes, the vertical pupils set in a soft yellow iris, her lashes finer than the males and with more orange to frame those oddly beautiful eyes. She smelled like flowers, a smell that was almost familiar to him, but the exact fragrance and flower escaped him.

“Delightful to meet you, Anatu.” He didn’t bother to match his words to the look in his eyes. She knew they were enemies, and he had no doubt she had orders from Balthazar to obtain information and maybe sabotage his office.

He captured her gaze with his and kept it while he held her hand to his lips. The folds on the skin of her hand were finer and more delicate than those on her wrists. He suddenly had the urge to explore her body, to find out where her skin had the most delicate folds. 

“Anatu, welcome to Earth,” he said. 

“Mr. President, you act like a clone, but I am pleased to own you,” she said. Her voice reminded John of the perfect sound Russian bell-ringers could coax out of their instruments. 

Her words registered, and he forgot about her perfectly pitched voice. Own him, she thought she could own him? They’d just see about that. He deliberately tightened his hand around hers and gave her the stare that had put the fear of John into some army grunts. “Call me John.” The last thing he needed was for her to call him Mr. President in front of the press.

Aurora groaned and palmed her head. “Why do I even try?” she muttered.

John ignored Aurora, who’d gone over to the enemy camp as far as he was concerned. “Clones?” he asked Anatu and raised his brow. 

“Clones are decadent and weak,” his bride said pointedly. Obviously, she wasn’t that easily intimidated. He liked that quality in a wife, but it would make it more difficult to get information out of her without more physical means.

Aurora groaned again and held her face in her hands, and her shoulders shook. Balthazar put his arm around her and pulled her close to his body.

John let go of Anatu’s hand and motioned to his aide. “This is Sam, my aide. He is indispensable, and you will get to know him well.”

She looked at Sam and then grabbed his hand and gave it two brisk shakes. “I am pleased to meet you, aide of my soon-to-be human.”

“Pleasure,” said Sam, sounding dazed. 

John stepped forward. He didn’t like her looking at Sam, and he had no idea what that meant. “The press will take pictures and ask questions on the lawn.” He motioned them outside. Sam flexed his hand with a grimace.

Anatu stiffened against him, and she stared up at him. It was difficult to read her emotions, but he thought he saw panic. “The lawn?”

Weird how he never had to think about the meaning of such a simple word. “It is a lot of green grass.”

“Outside? Under the open sky?” Oh yes, that was definitely panic. His cyborg bride was afraid of the open sky—something to remember.

What did that mean? She’d never been outside? He smiled and made sure it was all teeth. “Yes, it’s outside. We shall also have the reception on the lawn, but weatherproof tents have been erected, so you should be comfortable.”

She lifted her chin, but once again, it seemed like she was trying to hide her panic. “I am ready.”

He led her to the door, Sam following them, still flexing his right hand. “We will get the press conference out of the way and then have the wedding ceremony.”

The cameras flashed, the hard light shining directly into her eyes. He moved slightly, cutting off the bright flashes from her eyes. Again, she glanced up at him, and he thought he saw gratitude in those exotic eyes of hers. “Your eyes are sensitive to light?” 

“I am cyborg,” she said. 

At the door leading outside, he held out his arm, and she frowned at it, then looked at Aurora who pointedly put her hand in the crook of Balthazar’s arm. “Does that mean cyborgs are sensitive to light?” he persisted.

Anatu lightly placed her hand on his arm, and that delicate touch affected his body in unexpected ways. He hadn’t expected to be attracted to his cyborg bride. At the most, he’d hoped for some chemistry. “No, it means we are invulnerable.”

He almost snorted. Every living thing in this universe had a vulnerability that could be exploited. They stepped outside, and her hold tightened until he could feel each delicate claw in her three-fingered hand dig into his skin through his jacket. She darted glances at the sky and moved subtly closer to him. She shivered, and he wasn’t sure if it was nerves or cold, but she almost instantly brought it under control. Invulnerable—he didn’t think so?

“We chose a dismal day for the wedding, but you can change the settings of the heat in our private rooms.”

She didn’t answer, just stared around her with a blank look that shouted panic to him. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. I shouldn’t be concerned for her, he reminded himself, she is the enemy. Instead, he took note of every weakness she exposed.

She visibly brought herself under control. “I am fine.”

In front of them loomed a stage with steps leading up from the sides. He’d opted to have the press conference outside in the hope that the cold would dampen the spirit of the journalists.

He led her up the dais, and she looked back at Aurora who was dressed in one of her elaborate medieval gowns. In contrast, Anatu was dressed in boots and a jacket richly embroidered with gold and turquoise. He liked her style, liked that she didn’t try to copy Aurora.

They reached the side of the structure where steps led onto the platform. At the top step, he led her toward Aurora and Balthazar who’d walked up the other side. Cameras flashed, most of the journalists talking into recording devices, their gazes glued to Anatu. Anatu’s hand on his arm clenched again. He patted her hand.

“It will be all right,” he murmured and then stepped away from her to field the questions already shouted out at them.  

John gave a short statement, then introduced Balthazar who spoke in his blunt way, telling them that cyborgs wanted cooperation with humans but humans needed to remember the cyborgs had the better weapons. 

With great effort, John unclenched his jaw. He couldn’t wait for the day he’d be able to send this arrogant asshole and his cyborg buddies back from where they’d come from. In pieces. They’d soon see who had the better weapons. 

“We will take questions now,” John said when Balthazar stepped back. He was a soldier; he could do this without murdering the arrogant prick.

Every human eye turned toward Anatu, just as he’d intended. The more pressure he could put on her, the better the chances of her cracking and giving him all sorts of useful information.

“Joe Spagnole, ma’am,” a short, wiry journalist shouted from the back. He was infamous for his outrageous questions. “Is it true that you threatened to kidnap the president if he didn’t marry you?”

Anatu stiffened and glared at the journalist. John forgot his ire and enjoyed her outrage. “No, that is not accurate.” She stared at Joe with an unblinking yellow gaze. “Do not ask me such a question again.” 

“Have you had sex yet, and what did you think about making love with a human?”

Yeah, he could’ve told her that glaring at Joe Spagnole rarely had the desired effect.

Anatu took a threatening step forward, and John quickly stepped in. “Any other questions?”

“Why aren’t you wearing a traditional wedding dress? Is this how they dress for their weddings on your planet?” a female reporter asked.

“I’m not a clone,” Anatu scoffed.

“What does that mean? Your people have cloning technology?”

A wave of interest went through the journalists like wolves scenting prey.

“Is cloning allowed on your planet?” Joe Spagnole called out. 

Anatu looked over at Balthazar, obviously unsure of how much she was allowed to say. They stared at each other, unmoving, and he had a feeling they were communicating. Interesting. 

Balthazar gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod and stepped forward. “We are from the planet Tunria. The Tunrians have developed cloning and other technologies that are centuries ahead of Earth.” He stepped back. 

“Clever of him to let us know we are outgunned. Though I have my doubts whether we are outmanned,” John murmured in Anatu’s ear. 

Anatu stiffened and glared up at him. “We are not outmanned,” she hissed. She tilted her head slightly to the left. “What does outmanned mean? Precisely?”

His lips twitched, but he refused to be charmed by her. This was not his first campaign. He’d touched a nerve. Anatu’s reaction as well as what Aurora had told them about their numbers, before she’d refused to share any more information about the cyborgs, gave him leverage.

Sam stepped forward. “Ten minutes, people.”

All the journalists started talking at once, all of them only interested in his bride and the wedding. “Anatu, are you half-clone?”

She lifted her chin and stepped forward. “No. I am no clone,” she said, revulsion in every word.  

“Can you procreate naturally?”

She jerked slightly, and he only noticed because he was watching her so closely. “I do not know.” 

“Where did you meet the president?”

She glanced up at him, clearly not knowing what to say. John put his arm around her, his hand on her waist. She had the kind of body he’d always liked—tall but with a slim waist he could span with his hands. He drew her closer until the side of her high, firm breast pressed against his chest. She didn’t move a muscle. He doubted she even breathed. 

“We met through Balthazar,” John said easily. For now, he wanted to keep the illusion that this was a love match, hoping his bride didn’t derail that plan with her forthright way of talking.

“Was it love at first sight?”

John looked at her and smiled, creating the impression of shared intimacy. “More fascination at first sight.” He pulled Anatu even closer. “It soon became more.”

“Is this an arranged marriage or a love match?” another journalist shouted.

He should’ve known the true circumstances would leak, but he kept his smile in place as he answered them, “I’m told I’m the most powerful man on Earth.” Polite laughter followed, but he noticed a few concerned faces. “Do you think I’d go willingly into an arranged marriage? Or that a woman as beautiful and talented as Anatu would agree to such a thing?”

She opened her mouth, and he had a strong feeling she was about to contradict him with the facts, so he continued while he pressed his fingers into her waist. “That said, Anatu and I are both committed to bringing our respective people together.” Yeah, and pigs will fly.

John stepped back and nodded to Sam who stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, this interview is over.” 

The journalists kept shouting questions, but John ignored them and led her down the steps. “Do you think I am a weak human female that cannot walk on her own,” she asked when they reached the bottom.

Aurora and Balthazar had reached them, and Aurora laughed and answered before he could. “He’s only being polite, Anatu. Remember what I told you about social manners.”

“It is confusing,” Anatu said, and she sounded curiously young at that moment.

They all walked farther into the garden. He noticed her glancing at the sky every now and then—panicked stares that she tried to hide from him. She shivered and clutched her arms around herself before she straightened and acted as if she didn’t feel the cold. Again, he was glad of this sign of weakness. Weaknesses could be exploited.

The ceremony would be held in the garden with warmers set up to ensure the guests’ comfort. He led her toward the area set aside for the wedding while she kept staring at the flowers as if they were the strangest things she’d ever seen.

He led her to where chairs were arranged and to the front row where his regal grandmother sat. She was used to much harsher winters and didn’t look as if she felt the cold, but he’d given instructions for her chair to be heated and a warm footpad to be provided. She tapped a gnarled finger on her cane. Next to him, Anatu stopped and stared at her. “This human is really old.” 

He suppressed a sigh. No doubt, his grandmother, who had better hearing than he had as a teenager, didn’t miss the comment. “Grandmother, allow me to introduce my bride. Anatu,” he said in Russia. 

He turned back to Anatu and found her staring fixedly in front of her. It reminded him of the way she and Balthazar had stared at each other earlier. Then she kneeled in front of the only member of his family who had ever cared about him and took a frail, spotted hand very carefully into hers. “I am pleased to meet you, grandmother of my almost human,” she said in Russian.

That moment when she’d stared so fixedly, she must’ve downloaded Russian—an ability he’d have to remember. 

“You are his choice, odd one,” his grandmother said with chilling civility.

Anatu rose, and he introduced Aurora and Balthazar who got the same cold treatment. It was disquieting that Balthazar also spoke in Russian.

“The ceremony will start in a minute. Aurora, you and Balthazar can sit with my grandmother. Anatu, let us take our places over there.”

“A pergola, how beautiful,” Aurora exclaimed. 

The wedding planner, who’d tried her best to bankrupt him, had arranged for an iron structure to be built with white camellias woven around it. They gave off a faint jasmine scent. When the woman kept bugging him about flowers, he’d told her to use any flower that didn’t have a strong smell. The last thing he needed was for him or his bride to go into a sneezing fit during the ceremony.

The wedding planner stepped forward and handed him a bouquet of white roses. He was stumped for a moment, and then, with a small smile, he handed it to Anatu.

Her eyes widened. “For me?” You’d think it was a treasure the way she carefully held it.

“Yes.”

“To keep forever?” she whispered as if not daring to believe such a thing.

“Yes, but eventually they will wither and die.” A rather apt analogy for married life.

He doubted she heard him; she was too busy smelling the flowers and stroking the petals. “Thank you, my almost human,” she said softly.

He took her arm, and they stepped into the wide pergola. She stared around them at the white camellias threaded through the iron trellis of the pergola in a beautiful display. She leaned over and sniffed one of the flowers.

“Pretty,” she whispered. She glanced almost defiantly at the gray skies, and he suspected she was glad for the protection the pergola afforded her.

He placed her hand in the crook of his arm and nodded at the priest his grandmother had insisted upon. The priest stepped up to them, and with his long beard and hunched posture, John would’ve thought him much older if not for the youthful eyes. 

“What happens now?” Anatu asked.

“Now we get married.”

The priest stopped in front of them, his black dress flapping in the winter wind. 

“We are gathered here today...”
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Chapter Two
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Anatu desperately concentrated on looking calm and in control. When Balthazar had asked her why she’d volunteered, she’d said, “I want to be a person. A person would make decisions, volunteer for a job like this.” At the time she’d thought it would make her braver, give her redemption for her failures. But she didn’t feel braver or redeemed standing next to the human male who was so large, he could be a cyborg.

Balthazar had said, “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Anatu. When we escaped, you didn’t know anything but the inside of that house.”

“Yes, General,” she said, but she would always be ashamed of the fact that Balthazar had to come and get her because she’d been too scared to leave that house. That delay had caused the death of two cyborgs.

Maybe if she did this marriage job well, she might receive redemption and ryhov for one terrible act. Surely the goddess would forgive her one day and give her a soul so that she could walk proud with ryhov on her skin. It was a source of great confusion on the ship, the way humans had smooth skin without what Aurora called moving tattoos. Their creator, Bunrika, had told Balthazar that a human could give him ryhov, and that was proven true when he got a ryhov because Aurora had given him a soul. Would her human give her a soul? Would he refuse to give it to her if he found out she was sent to spy on him and get him to agree to enter a terrible war?

She couldn’t own such a person that was not a normal human male like Balthazar had said. The only pretty thing about him was his eyes, so blue they reminded her of the frightening human sky. They were also as cold as the poles of this alien planet, and she’d noticed during the journalist interrogation that he missed nothing. On top of that, he was big. Much bigger than she’d expected a human male to be when she’d calmed her fears with the thought that he wouldn’t be much bigger than her. 

On Tundra, several of the clones, all male, had retreated into isolation in a temple outside the city walls. They exercised from the moment the sun came up until it set. Without permission once, when her owner had left her alone in the house, she’d watched a program about them. Those clones, who’d called themselves purists, had muscled bodies, and unlike the other clones, they’d worked at getting it. 

John reminded her of those clones. He was strong with muscles that didn’t come from advanced cloning techniques. He kept touching her, and wherever he touched her, her skin made electric shocks. He kept hold of her arm, and she would’ve protested if not for the open gray skies above them. Logically, she knew gravity would keep her feet firmly on Earth. But it still took all her self-control not to flinch. She looked down at his hand on her arm, without folds and no ryhov. If she hadn’t seen Aurora and the images from Earth, she wouldn’t have expected such an odd thing to exist—a hand with too many fingers and no folds in the skin. She could be in one of those stories that Aurora liked to read to Amukkan to take his mind off his wounds.

The man who reminded her of a temple priest droned on. Hopefully, this ceremony wouldn’t last much longer. The large warmers set up to combat the cold didn’t do a good job of it. She still felt as if the chill penetrated her bones.

Bored with the temple priest, she touched one of the beautiful flowers. It was silky like the materials clones favored. And they smelled like freedom. Why didn’t Tundra ever produce flowers? Shortly after their arrival, she’d seen flowers in the images taken of Earth and had initiated a Tunrian database search. All the evidence pointed to flowers never having developed on the clone planet. What puzzled her was the fact that the temples were decorated with images of flowers. If flowers never developed on Tundra, how would they know what they looked like to paint them?

“They are called camellias,” John murmured in her ear.

“They are beautiful.” She lifted the flowers in her hands to her nose. “And these are beautiful, too. Roses.”

“Uh-hum,” the man with the black book in his hand said.

“Yes?” she asked him, determined to be polite like Aurora said she should.

“May I continue now?” he asked with awful politeness.

“Yes, you may, clone-like human.”

Muffled laughter came from behind them, and next to her, John flashed white teeth when he grinned. He was almost handsome when he did that.

The priest sighed but continued. “Do you, Anatu, promise to love and honor John Davies?”

Anatu froze in place where she stood with her hands in John’s. Lying and deceiving was what clones did. How could she promise to love this human with those eyes that were so pretty but cold like those of the clones? And honor him? What did that mean? She was here on a mission and should promise these things and carry out her mission. But to lie to a temple priest?

“Balthazar?” she asked the cyborg who’d come to get her when she’d been too afraid to escape her owner’s house on her own.

“Do it, Anatu.”

Still, she could not make herself lie in front of the man who conducted the ceremony. He was too much like a priest, and they saw everything. Even inside thoughts. She gripped her human’s hands and leaned toward him. He bent down so that his ear was close to her mouth. His hair smelled good.

“I do not have a soul,” she whispered.

He stared down at her, obviously confused. Balthazar said they never worried about a lack of a soul because they were born with it. She leaned closer again. “Without a soul, I can’t promise to love you,” she said urgently.

“Why don’t you promise, and I will understand that it means you will love me when you gain your soul.” 

“All right.” It still didn’t feel right, but if he was satisfied with it, she’d do it. While she promised to do things she doubted someone without a soul was capable of, her organic heart beat erratically. Did his words mean that he planned to give her a soul eventually? There had been a calculating look on his face she didn’t trust. Maybe he’d refuse to give her a soul until she provided him with information about her fellow cyborgs.

He would soon learn that she was a cyborg, and cyborgs had honor and caring. That was what Balthazar had said to them the night before they stole the spaceships. That was what had convinced her to follow Balthazar into an unknown future. She was about to make promises to this human, and he was their enemy.

“I promise.”

John pushed a ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, and her hand looked strange, like the hand of a decadent clone. Aurora had measured her middle finger to ensure the ring would fit. She’d never before been worthy of jewelry. It was an odd feeling—very uncomfortable, like a uniform not fitting well over her shoulders. She put the ring Aurora had helped her find onto one of his many fingers. Aurora had shown her which finger was the correct one. 

Anatu could almost feel a cage snap shut around her. He stared into her eyes the whole time, with those blue eyes that would bore into her soul, if only she had one. It made her feel strange, almost glad she didn’t have a soul for him to penetrate. Almost.

“You may kiss the bride,” the official who looked so much like a temple priest said.

Anatu froze and stared up at the human who now belonged to her. At his lips. Would they be hard or soft against hers? They looked hard pressed together like that. Did he even want to kiss her? Did they have to do it in front of all these people?

Slowly, as if he thought she was a skittish human, he cupped the back of her head. She couldn’t stop the way her body flinched at that touch on such a vulnerable area. Her human stared down at her for an eternity that measured only five seconds. He leaned down to kiss her. That face with the odd smooth skin hovered above her. He managed to make her feel small, vulnerable.  

All over her skin, her folds clamped tight, and it took every ounce of willpower she had to stay still. Her stomach felt as if it had been forced to accept solid food. 

Soft, his lips that looked so hard and firm, were soft against hers. It was a seductive and destructive kiss that made her body tingle. The texture of his lips was a lot like her hers. And so surprisingly pleasing against hers. His were fuller but softer than she could’ve imagined. She forgot everything else. He pulled her flush against him; his heat seared her through his suit and her uniform. In contrast with his body, his lips were cool against her. Sensations bombarded her. He smelled clean and like the green plants that grew so abundantly on Earth. He lifted his head, the motion slow, relaxed, and yet predatory. Strange feelings, that her processor identified as arousal, flashed through her body. Behind them, a whisper of sound went through the humans. 

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest said.

Her human stared down at her, and she didn’t know how to read the look on his face.

“Wife, my wife,” he said softly, and it wasn’t kind. She knew when someone meant her harm. She had the scars to show for it.

He put his arm around her back, his hand like a brand on her waist. “We have to sign some documents. Then we can eat.” Her hopes that the signing would be inside were dashed. He led her toward a table on which a tablet lay. 

“What do you have against warm inside rooms?” she asked crossly.

He smiled. “This will be quick; the reception will be inside a tent and you will be warmer there.”

They both sat down and signed their names. Cameras flashed. She shivered. Large lamps provided heat, but the chill had penetrated deep into her reinforced bones. John signed his name with quick, sure strokes. Human writing looked like bugs aimlessly crawling on the tablet. What a quaint custom. Tunrians used DNA to verify contracts. She’d never signed her own name before, but she carefully wrote it in human letters. Afterward, he led her to a massive domed tent. 

She soaked up the heat when they entered the enormous tent. One hundred round tables were arranged inside. He led her to a table where his grandmother and Balthazar and Aurora sat already. Each table held twelve people, and Anatu felt surrounded by more humans than she’d ever wanted to be around. Aurora had assured her it would be a small reception. 

Balthazar sat next to her with Aurora next to him. On John’s other side sat his grandmother. 

“You will be able to make your human care for you?” Balthazar asked on their shared internal communication. Initially, only Balthazar could communicate with all of them, but she’d managed to fix the problem in their programming, and now they could all initiate contact with each other. He didn’t look at her or give any indication that they communicated though Aurora said they tended to stare fixedly when they did.

She had her doubts about her ability to make anyone care for her but infused her reply with confidence. How was she supposed to make that human care for her? He was dangerous, and she wanted to shout at Balthazar that he needed to prepare for trouble.

“Yes, General.” She hesitated, then said, “What about my duties on board the Rising Sun?” She battled daily to keep the ship from turning on them. And lately, she’d had the strangest impression that the ship was playing with her. 

“How is Beltisu working out?” Balthazar asked.

She was training him to be able to program the ships. If she stayed on Earth, he’d have to take over many of her duties. But they also needed someone who could program one of the other ships. “He is doing well, General.”

“We will need him fully capable in the coming war.”

“He will be, General.” She hesitated but had to ask, “War is inevitable.?”

“Yes. Their ships are approaching at maximum speed. The clones will never accept being bested by us.” There was more to it, she was sure of it, but Balthazar didn’t seem inclined to share.

“We need you here. You will continue with your duties on the ship each morning. You can return to your human afterward. I have informed him of this.”

Her insides turned to food paste at the thought of her mission. Did that mean anything? If she had a soul, she’d be incapacitated with fear. Maybe she had the beginning of a soul like Balthazar had before Aurora gifted him with one. But he’d also had a small, roving patch of ryhov on his body, and she didn’t. 

Anatu looked over at the grandmother. The round table meant she could easily observe her. It was fascinating to see someone look that old and frail. On Tundra, the clones stepped out of the cloning temples fully grown and never visibly aged. 

The lunch with the many humans seemed endless although it only measured several hours. She didn’t know what to make of the proceedings. Everyone stared at her, but no one tried to talk to her. The very old grandmother next to John had told her to stop staring and then refused to speak to her.

“Be polite to my bride,” John murmured, but the old human only made a rude sound in her nose.

A human stood up and tapped his glass with a knife. His head showed through his hair unlike John’s which was thick. She preferred John’s. “We all know that John is a tough son of a gun.”

She searched “sun of a gun.” From the definitions she found; she wasn’t sure if that was an insult or not. But it sounded like one to her.

Polite laughter followed. Anatu started to stand to put the human in his place, but her human grabbed her arm. She
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