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      Being mistaken for an Intergalactic Dating Agency client may be the best thing that could have ever happened to Rhimodian cyborg, Marcin. At least, that was his first thought. But when he meets his mate, she winds up being obsessed with something called eggplant.

      His Craving burns for her, but making the stubborn woman hear him becomes harder than he thought.

      Gianna Rosco, a writer from Earth, cannot believe this new dimension she and her BFF Tina find themselves in. Giant cyborgs searching for their mates? And they fit the bill? Heck yeah. They'll treat them, right, right?

      Unfortunately, all he's got is a big ole eggplant that really likes her peach. While a month of enjoying eggplant is always fun, she's not ready to be bound to just one vegetable. Variety is the spice of life, right?

      Marcin, however, wants her forever.

      Gianna isn't really sure she's ready for that, even though her heart has other ideas. The thirty day escape clause is sounding better and better, especially when his secret comes out.

      Will she be able to accept him as her cyborg mate? Or will she run for the portal back home?
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          SIX MONTHS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Gianna walked along the beach, the sun a wisp of light over the horizon, and wind whipped around her. She pulled her sweater around her a little tighter as she listened to the sound of the water. The beer in her hand was cold—the only way to drink it, of course—and was about half-full.

      She took a sip and watched the way the tide came in.

      Her cell phone went off.

      It was a text from her BFF, Tina.

      She was running late because of work.

      Well, Gianna wasn't surprised.

      That's why she was walking the beach, anyway.

      Tina was always late to their get-togethers. But it was okay. The get-togethers gave Gianna an excuse to get off her computer and be outside in the fresh air, regardless of the weather.

      She saw headlights in the distance, and guessed it was probably Tina, so she walked back up to the house.

      She'd just gotten settled when Tina came around back with a bag from their favorite Mexican takeout place, orders of tacos and rice for them both.

      Because, of course, gotta have tacos. Especially when one gets done writing all the sex scenes like Gianna had today. Tacos didn’t make up for a lack of male attention, but they sure helped.

      "So," Gianna said as she slowly chewed on the best darn taco in the world. "You going to tell me what happened?"

      Tina shrugged. "Boys are stupid."

      "He had an IQ of 170 and a photographic memory."

      "Yeah, but it doesn't mean he knows how to be a boy."

      Gianna shook her head. "You were looking for something, weren't you?"

      “I don’t do that,” Tina said.

      “Whatever.” She picked up her beer and finished off the bottle. “What was it?”

      "He had funny shoes," Tina said just before biting into her food.

      Gianna put her hand up. "Whoa, wait. Did I just hear you right? You said you broke up with a guy because he had funny shoes?"

      "You can't really call it dating when you only go out on a couple of dates. It was more like getting to know each other. And I found out he had funny shoes and a bit of an obsession with comics."

      "Comics? Really? That cannot be a deal breaker," Gianna said.

      "He could have been a character on The Big Bang Theory."

      "Oh wow." Gianna took another bite. "See, this is why you don't date work colleagues."

      "It's not like I have time to meet anyone anywhere. Between work and Grandma and Grandpa, I am always running."

      "You seriously do not need to be their caretakers. You have how many aunts and uncles? Not to mention your mother?"

      "Just because they're there doesn't mean they'll do anything."

      "Why should they? You do it all anyway."

      "You know, you're awfully worried about my dating life, and I don't see you testing out your mattress with anyone for quite some time now."

      Gianna shrugged. "Like you said, boys are stupid."

      They both giggled.

      "Seriously, though, why not? You have a lot to offer a relationship."

      "I know, I'm awesome," Gianna said and they both laughed some more. "But seriously, I don't have time for that crap. The only boys I need are the ones in my books."

      "Gianna, we've had this talk before. You can't fall in love with the characters you create in your novels. They're not real."

      "They could be," Gianna said.

      "You write about aliens kidnapping women and taking them to space to marry them."

      "And have really great sex."

      "And have really great sex. But that's not the point. I mean, seriously--"

      "What? That I like the idea of alien abductions way better than I like the idea of dating a real man here on Earth? I should just want any guy out there because he's breathing, or I should be particular and want a guy who really gets my motor humming?"

      "You act like it'll really happen, that some spaceship will land and take us far, far, away into the stars."

      Gianna shrugged. "So, we both suck at picking men. Me because I don't take anyone, you because you can't seem to find one that doesn't do something to annoy you."

      "Why is that? Do you think?"

      "I bet our dream men are out there in the stars," Gianna said.

      Tina looked up at the sky and started laughing. "There they are! Our dream men."

      "What are you--"

      A police helicopter flew by.

      They both started laughing.

      "Yep, there they are. The men of our dreams, flying by," Gianna said. She stood up. “Hey boys! Come visit us!”

      Tina laughed even harder.

      The helicopter, of course, didn’t even shine the light their way.

      They visited a little longer and Tina had to go for the night because she had to work. Gianna waited until she left and stepped back out on her deck, looking at the stars and the waves.

      She scooped up some sand and held it in her hand.

      "Universe," she said. "You've given me a lot these years. You've taken very good care of me, especially when no one else was. Now I'm asking for you to bring me to the one I'm supposed to be with. Wherever he is, can we make that happen? Bring us together? My only request? That he is not super grumpy. I need someone that can make me laugh."

      She looked out across the waves. "And if possible, I'd like to live on a beach."

      She threw the sand into the air and hoped the wind would catch it and take it where it needed to go.

      Gianna had as much chance at that working as she did those dating sites finding her a guy.

      At least the universe was supposed to be working for her.

      Isn't that what all the self-help manifestation gurus say?

      Ask for what you want, and you shall receive it.

      Well, she asked.

      Will she receive it?

      Gianna doubted it.

      After all, it was a silly thing to dream of.

      She turned and walked back into her house.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a glow in the distance, over by the caves. It made her smile, because it was probably kids playing in the caves, shining their flashlights all around.

      The light was bright for a moment.

      She waited a second, and the light dimmed.

      "Huh, powerful flashlight," she muttered as she walked inside.
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      "What's going on, buddy?" Marcin whispered to the guard.

      The guard did not answer. Instead, he shoved him forward, though the destination was the same as it always was.

      The table.

      The prison vessel, his home for the last five years, made his nostrils burn with bitter stenches. He should have been used to it by now, but he wasn't. He hoped to never be used to the smells of sweat and other body odors.

      Coolant from the ship's systems--that was how Marcin knew they were on a ship and not in a facility, the smells.

      Also, the feel.

      A ship moving through space felt different than being in any kind of planet-based location.

      The hum was there. Always there.

      Like a noise in the background that never stopped, he could hear when the engines were not acting right and feel when the momentum shifted in the ship's course. It went in a pattern, he'd figured out. One that took approximately one hundred twenty-six days. They were approximately halfway through the cycle now. Where that put him, he did not know, for he had no visual reference.

      He hadn't seen a starfield in years.

      Marcin glanced at the guard, who came up just past his shoulders and didn't look at him.

      No guard there was his friend. No one there really was.

      Correction, not any Terrans.

      The guards, however, did speak to him occasionally. Some would even answer his questions. Some did it to try and get a rise out of him. To scare him. Though the Terran guards seemed to forget he was cybernetic.

      Emotions were not necessary for everyday existence. Marcin had shut his down. He had no emotions. That was what he practiced. Disconnecting himself from the emotions that could overpower him if he let them take over.

      Curiosity, however, was debatable.

      The Terran guards sometimes responded to questions if he made his inquiring tone sound in specific ways. It was an experiment that kept his mind thinking, rather than dwelling on where they were and what was happening.

      If he would ever see his people, or Sol again.

      If he used the right wording and tone, it would give the guards pause and consider him a lifeform. If they believed him more than a machine to disassemble, then he had a shot at living past this place he'd wound up in.

      It was a simple strategy that had worked so far, stuck in this prison camp he and fellow Rhimodians were in. Five years had passed since the battle over Tarnegs, a Terran world. It had been intense. Like the rest of his unit, he had crashed on the planet after a fight in the skies. On the world, the battle continued until, overwhelmed by Terran military forces, they were captured.

      He assumed the other in his unit, Bahran, had died.

      It seemed fitting. Bahran’s loose interpretations of protocols had given the Terran Empire the advantage.

      The unit crashed hard on Tarnegs and lost contact with him after the crash. When the Terrans captured them, none had been able to reconnect to Master System and learn the fate of Bahran.

      It mattered not.

      Now, all Marcin cared about was surviving this moment. It was the best he could work toward. Until the next moment, he had to survive.

      The guard pushed him onto the upright table. As soon as his arms and legs hit, the restraints grabbed him. The table shifted up and out. It locked him into place and spread his legs. Pain hit him as the restraints and the table started to puncture his skin.

      Breathe, he told himself. Breathe.

      He felt the neuro-calmer drug being pumped in. Enough to bring him down to a state of compliance. Everything felt like he was under water. He didn't really care what they were doing to him.

      The world around him felt calmer. Even the blinking lights from the displays got blurry to him. It didn't matter what happened now.

      Only task, to survive.

      The rest could matter later.

      Deep inside, he knew that he should care. But he didn't. Not now, not the moment. He was falling into the abyss where they could do whatever they wanted to him.

      It didn't matter.

      It was just a body.

      He didn't need it for very long.

      The flesh was a vessel to carry the connection.

      The scientists came over to the table. They spoke to each other their words jumbling together into a buzzing noise in his mind as they started moving around him and adjusting different things. They began to take his blood. It fascinated him to watch the vials fill with his fluid.

      He figured it would all come back. The nanites would fix it.

      He started laughing.

      "What is so funny?" Zapier asked, one of the scientists.

      Maybe he was the head one.

      Marcin didn't care. He was a scientist. The one who administered the tests. He was always around.

      "You're taking my blood."

      "We are removing your nanites."

      Marcin laughed again.

      "Why is that so funny?"

      "They don't like you," Marcin said.

      "Well, I don't like you."

      "So let me go home. We shouldn't be together if we don't like each other."

      "That is not how this works," Zapier said.

      Which made little sense. It seemed the perfect solution to Marcin. If they did not like Marcin, Solkan and Kolvin, they should be allowed to leave and return to their people instead of hurting them all the time.

      "It should. It is logical."

      "Logical is learning everything we can about your species so that we can find the best way to eliminate you."

      Marcin shook his head. "We have done nothing to the Terran Empire. We occupy one solar system in this sector. The Terran Empire should have no quarrel with us."

      "You killed our Empress."

      "Not personally," Marcin said.

      "Your people did. Our beloved Empress was killed on a mission of peace to your world. She would be alive today if she not stepped foot onto your world."

      "So that gives the Terran Empire the right to destroy us?"

      "Yes. I believe it does," Zapier said. "Your people attempted to destroy us by killing one of our most beloved rulers. If you do not think that does not deserve a reaction, I think you have far too many cybernetic parts."

      "We are still humanoids."

      "Not entirely." Zapier stepped back and the other scientists stepped into place.

      They performed more tests.

      That is what they called them.

      Tests.

      For Marcin, they just hurt.
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        It is time. Time to move again.

        

      

      
        
        But I don't want to.

        

      

      
        
        Does not matter.

        

      

      
        
        Time to move.

        

      

      
        
        Master System, I-

        

      

      
        
        There is no one, you are part of the cyborgs. It is time to move.

        

      

      Marcin opened his eyes.

      One of the coolant pipes overhead dripped. He watched it fall, estimating its pattern. It had a chance of--

      It splashed on his face.

      On impulse, he raised his arm to wipe it away.

      His arm moved.

      He wasn't on the table anymore.

      He was back in his cell.

      The echoes of the voice of Master System remained with him.

      He had not felt the connection of Master System since coming to this prison. It was not real, no matter how much it felt real, but he told no one that in his dreams, he heard the voice of the core of the Rhimodian cyborgs.

      Master System was their protocols. Master System gave directives to the cyborgs, sharing data
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