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            Can peace ever be reached

          

          between the Terrans and the Cyborgs?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Terran Empire is at war with The Rhimodian cyborgs. The Terrans believe the cyborgs have stolen a system of planets from them. At least, that's how it started.

        It degenerated into hatred and fear.

        

      

      Imperial Princess Eleanor Bron wants to prove her worth. Though truly, what could she do as a second child? She is not the heir to the Empire. No one expects Eleanor to be more than bartering material for the Emperor.

      Attending the peace treaty talks with the Rhimodian cyborgs is the first time Eleanor has ever been sent on any sort of ambassadorial mission, and she's nervous. After all, their mother died on a similar diplomatic mission to create peace with the Rhimodians.

      What could happen to her? The spare? The unimportant one?

      Jedriek, the youngest in his unit, is bored with escorting the Terran Ambassadors into the Sol system for the peace negotiations. He would much rather be out there fighting.

      At least, that's how he feels until he sees the picture of the Princesses. Jedriek is drawn to the one with bright blue eyes.

      When the Ambassador's ship explodes, Jedriek finds himself face to face with that very princess. And he is enthralled. Petite and curvy, she awakens his Craving like nothing he'd ever known.

      Jedriek knows that he will do whatever he has to please her. Fight the entire Terran Military by himself, if he has to.

      When Eleanor crashes on Sol-2, she must team up with a giant cyborg.

      And he stares at her like she's a prize. She'd been seen as a prize before, and she isn't about to be this cyborg's prize.

      So she does the only thing she can think of to save herself and her sister.

      She lies.

    

  


  
    
      To Mom

      Your encouragement and enthusiasm

      for this series has been an amazing gift.

      Thank you.

      C

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          A year ago

        

      

    

    
      "It wasn't supposed to go like this," the guard said.

      Eleanor shrugged. "I, uh, it was nice." She glanced around the small room and pulled the blanket back up over her body.

      The guard stood and fastened his pants. "I just, well. It was okay."

      Nothing like making her feel unimpressive.

      "It's usually more--" he said. "No one's first time--"

      "I understand," she said and smiled.

      Because that was what nice girls did. They smiled, even when they really didn't feel like smiling. Especially when one more thing was just another disappointment.

      He bowed his head. "I thank you for the honor--"

      "Do not say it," she said.

      He blinked. "I feel very privileged that you would want to be with me, even though I know the circumstances."

      "I know. But I appreciate it," she said. She looked him up and down as he dressed. "You can go now."

      "I would like to make sure you are safe returning to your residence, Princess."

      "I will be fine."

      "I would not want your reputation damaged because of--"

      "Truly, I will be fine," she said. The last thing she needed was for too many people to realize who she was. She shifted under the blankets. "Just go, and I will be leaving shortly. We do not have to make this more than what it is."

      He nodded. "Again, I appreciate being selected for this duty. And your eyes are very pretty, up close."

      She winced. Her eyes, a blight on her character, as so many claimed, including her father. Many looked at her as broken or scarred because her eyes were not the traditional dark brown-black of the perfect Terrans.

      One more imperfection.

      Just one more reason to get rid of her.

      He stepped back.

      The guard, barely older than she was, had only been brought into the Royal house a few months prior. Their close age had brought a friendship, a camaraderie of sorts between two contemporaries. She appreciated the company.

      And when she'd needed his assistance, he had been honored to help her. She appreciated it, even if it was for the wrong reasons. It was supposed to be more than a duty. It was supposed to be something special and important. And with someone she loved. Not a guard, who she picked to help her out of a difficult situation. She watched him turn to the door.

      Colt.

      His name was Colt.

      "Thank you, Colt," she said.

      He glanced back at her. "You're welcome, Eleanor."

      And he walked out the door.

      The closing of the door felt like it had been slammed. It hadn't, of course. It just felt that way. Final.

      Now the room was incredibly quiet. Colt kept his room fairly clean and organized. Or he'd cleaned it before she arrived. Maybe guards were expected to keep their rooms clean? Some day she might ask about that. It was such a menial question, so not important, but she couldn't help wondering about it while she sat there, on Colt's bed, looking at the small room. Her closet was larger than this room.

      It certainly gave her some perspective about her station.

      She climbed out of bed, and what could she say, but that she was a little disappointed. It was not what she had expected her first sexual encounter to be like.

      "Rather boring." She put her shift back on. However, it did the job.

      There, on the bedding, was a small spot of blood. She wasn't particularly sore like she'd been told she would be, but it didn't matter. She was no longer a virgin.

      No longer a product that her father could sell to the highest bidder.

      She pulled instant cleaner out of her bag and sprayed it all over the bedding. It dissolved any remaining organic debris from their encounter, including the spotting of blood.

      Fresh and clean for him.

      And protected him from anyone knowing it was Colt who took her virginity.

      She got dressed and pulled on her plain gray hooded robe. It covered enough of her face and hair that she should not be recognized as she made her way back to the royal house. As long as she didn't look anyone in the eyes, anyway.

      She'd look like any servant heading to the main house, as there was always a stream of people going back and forth inside the royal complex. She proceeded out of the guard's lodgings and walked along the stone sidewalk back to the main castle.

      When she reached the gate, she merely had to touch the pad, and the door would let her in if there was any kind of lockout. However, this time of day--early evening--there was no reason there would be. Normally, she was dining with her sister, and tonight, she asked her sister to take her meal in her room, which meant Eleanor would do the same. It allowed them to protect one another if something had to be done.

      She did not have long though, before she might be noticed if she didn't hurry.

      She reached the main entrance and palmed the door's locking mechanism.

      The door opened.

      And two guards were there, waiting for her.

      She attempted to walk past them like she had all her life.

      "Imperial Princess," one said. "You are to come with us."

      "I don't think so," she said and went on. Her hands trembled under her robes, but she maintained her composure.

      "The Emperor demands it."

      "Tell my father I am not feeling well, and I will speak to him tomorrow." Sometimes, just a gentle reminder of who she was got her out of many a summons by her father.

      "That will not work this time," the guard said.

      "And what are you going to do if I don't?"

      He grabbed her arm.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Exactly my orders. You are to come with me now to meet with your father."

      The second guard came to her other side and latched onto her other arm.

      "What is the meaning of this! You cannot do this to me! I am an Imperial Princess! Guards! Guards, stop them!"

      She cried out with all the authority she could muster as they dragged her--quite literally--to her father's throne room.

      As she walked by one cluster, Colt was one of the guards.

      And he did not move as she was dragged by. From the way he would not meet her eyes, she realized what must have happened.

      He must have been somehow manipulated by the Emperor.

      Eleanor felt sick.

      She reached the throne room, and sure enough, there was her father, looking his usual angry, regal self.

      "Leave us." He glared at her.

      They let her go. She wasn't expecting the sudden release, and she tumbled forward.

      "Get up."

      Eleanor did.

      As soon as she stood, the Emperor slapped her.

      "How dare you."

      "What?"

      "How dare you ruin this merger with the Hawthick people! You had no right!"

      She put her hands on her hips. "I am not a bargaining chip, Father! I am your child! You should care what happens to me."

      He yanked her hood back. "You're the spare. The flawed spare. You don't matter." He glared at her face, then down at her hand, curled into a ball.

      "So it is fine to trade your daughter's virginity to some man older than you are, to seal a negotiation?"

      "Your job is to put the Terran Empire's importance over your own. And you have ruined two years of negotiation!"

      "I didn't ruin anything. You did!"

      He slapped her again. This time she fell to the floor. Her face throbbed, and she felt the strike all the way through her jaw and over her head.

      How did he do that? It was not the first time he'd struck her. Likely would not be the last. But every time he managed to hit her so well, it radiated pain through her face and head.

      He did not know or care that he'd hurt her. "You're lucky I don't drop you on the Rhimodian worlds and let those cybernetic monsters destroy you."

      She shook her head, shoving the dizziness away as best she could. "You would throw your own flesh and blood to the society we're at war against, just out of spite and vitriol?"

      "I have done far worse for the good of the Empire. If this is who you will be--a freak monster in society, then maybe you do need to be thrown away. No one would have you. You're an abhorrent genetic fluke. Damaged beyond repair."

      The words stabbed at her. He always found some way to make her feel less than worthy because she wasn't the perfect image of the Terran Empire. She didn't ask to be born with blue eyes or have a smashed hand.

      And why did it matter? She was the second born. She was not the image of the future of the empire. She should be able to do what she wanted.

      More or less.

      "Maybe I do need to be dumped on the Rhimodians. Because I refuse to let you control me on such an intimate level! You have no right to sell my sexual status!"

      "I will control you any way I see fit for the benefit of the Terran Empire!"

      "I am not a pawn!"

      "But you are. Very much so. You are my pawn in a large galactic game. You have no real use for me here in the Terran Empire anymore. You are the extra child. The guarantee in case anything happens to your sister, that my heirs will control the future of the Terran Empire."

      "And since I'm not of any value to you?"

      "You can anchor your position with another empire, bring us a bigger hold on the galaxy. The more systems we can control, the more power we have."

      "For what? So you can take over the Galactic Alliance?"

      "If the opportunity presents itself."

      She blinked. She knew her father had large ambitions, but had no idea they were so intense. He wanted to control the entire galaxy?

      "And if it doesn't?"

      "Then I leave the galaxy to your sister. Or her children. Because I won't be dying until she is well established. I can skip right over both of you and give my power to anyone I choose."

      And there it was. His only true love.

      Power.

      Position.

      "So I am nothing, then."

      "You are what I need you to be, to solidify more positions in the galaxy. And if I am going to gift you to someone, then I will."

      She gritted her teeth. "You cannot do this. And now, I'm no use to you."

      "We shall see."

      He made a motion with his hand.

      Out from behind his throne came a doctor.

      "Doctor is it possible?" he asked.

      The doctor looked at Eleanor. "It depends on the state of her, but yes. We should be able to restore her virginal status and heal that ripped tissue. It is not a difficult procedure.

      She stared at her father. "This is a joke. This is a test of some kind."

      "Take her, doctor."

      "No! What is the matter with you?"

      "I am doing what I need to. You will understand your place."

      "No!" she screamed as the guards came back. They grabbed her arms and restrained her.

      The doctor came over, and the last thing she saw was the doctor with an injection needle.

      Then everything was black.
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      Eleanor opened her eyes, and the bright white lights hit her first. Along with the smell of hospital sterilization. Tears welled up in her eyes when she realized that she ached, especially down in her abdomen.

      On top of the ache, her stomach churned. That monster had done it. He'd had the horrific idea to "repair" her. That beast. That horrible beast.

      It ran back and forth in her mind, but it didn't feel real. She didn't want to believe her father would do such a thing. How could he do that to her? How could he decide to sell her, in essence, to secure some trade with another region so they would merge with the Terran Empire?

      What kind of monster would do that?

      She started to move around in the bed.

      "Good, you're awake," came a soft female voice.

      Eleanor turned toward the voice.

      Her sister, Caoimhe, sat there in a chair next to the bed. Caoimhe, the perfect vision of a Terran. Trim figure, curves where they were supposed to be. Dark, almost black hair that laid in perfect waves over her shoulder. Eyes as dark as chocolate, and a perfect mouth, with that incredibly beautiful skin. She'd never even had a pimple. One wouldn't dare pop up on her skin. She was perfection. Terran perfection.

      Nothing like Eleanor. While having the same dark hair, Eleanor's never laid perfectly. Their skin tone was close, but Eleanor’s was lighter, and she did have pimples. And the eyes. Eleanor had blue eyes that stood out no matter what she did.

      They were in a small hospital room in the palace. Her posture was perfect, and she sat down the data pad she held and met Eleanor's expression. And it was not the happiest look on her face.

      "I'm sorry. I don't--I was so--"

      Caoimhe nodded. "You are going to be fine."

      "I know. I just cannot believe it."

      Caoimhe glared at her. "I cannot believe you! How could you?"

      "Not want to be sold?" Eleanor asked.

      She shook her head. "We both know we are nothing more than pawns in Father's game of galactic ownership. We have never been more than things he sees as tools to get what he wants. He was the same way with Mother."

      "I hardly remember her."

      "Sometimes, it's best if you don't," Caoimhe replied. "She's gone. And we're alone with him."

      "We have Bianca," Eleanor said.

      "Regardless," She stood up. "Sister, please, do not go out there without thinking and try to fix your problems on your own. I'm your sister, I can help you. Please come to me first."

      "I would have, but you always have to fix things for me. I thought if I took care of this on my own, I could make it get better and not have to bother anyone in the process of fixing it."

      "That did not work out as you expected," Caoimhe said. She sighed and glanced at the door. "Come in."

      The doctor from before came inside, and Eleanor curled in on herself, pulling her sheets further over her body.

      Caoimhe just stood there.

      "I am only going to check you."

      "Haven't you done enough?" Eleanor spat.

      The doctor turned to Caoimhe. "Did you tell her?"

      "Tell me what?" Surely nothing horrible was happening. She couldn't be pregnant after only a few hours. She had monitored her cycle rhythm, and she had been at the least likely time for a child.

      The doctor sighed and turned back to the door. He sealed it behind him and came over to the bedside.

      "I am the Emperor's physician."

      She nodded. "I know. I have seen you. You shot me."

      "I take care of the Emperor."

      "I know."

      He leaned down. "I take care of only the Emperor."

      Eleanor blinked.

      She put her hand on her stomach. "Why do I feel--"

      Caoimhe came over and put her hand on Eleanors. "I had them administer a post-intercourse birth control treatment. Just in case."

      "I... But it has been a few hours."

      Caoimhe nodded. "They saw no sign of conception, but I wanted to be sure."

      The physician chimed in. "That is why you're sore. You will have a cycle for the next few days." He glanced at Caoimhe. "It was probably the best option, for you will seem in pain, as one would expect after the requested procedure."

      Eleanor blinked, letting everything process.

      "So I wasn't repaired, as he put it?"

      The physician shook his head. "I could not, in good consciousness, force a procedure on you like that."

      "I don't know if I should hug you both or hit you," Eleanor said.

      "I would prefer a hug," Caoimhe said. "I am still angry with you for not speaking to me about this. We could have come up with an option other than you just engaging with a random soldier. You should be giving that part of yourself to someone important."

      "Did you?" Eleanor raised her eyebrow.

      "That is a discussion for another time," she said. She turned to the doctor. "How long will she need to stay here?"

      "I think she will be able to return to her suite today, but I do not think she needs to be leaving her room for at least a week."

      And did the doctor just wink?

      Eleanor felt like her life had been saved in the strangest way.

      Maybe.

      Regardless, Caoimhe had probably saved her life.

      How in the world would she repay her for that?
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      Jedriek crossed his arms over his wide chest.

      One of the largest Rhimodian Cyborgs, his sheer size was enough to intimidate. He knew that because he intimidated many humanoids.

      This time, his job was to make sure the buyers did not attempt to get away with anything.

      Disguised Serenity remained the best place to take their wares in trade with other systems. Since the Rhimodians were not part of any particular government in the galaxy, they had no recourse but themselves, and places like Disguised Serenity were their best outlets.

      As far as the Galactic Alliance was concerned, the Rhimodians were a colonizing species looking for places to live.

      Which was enough of the basics of it.

      They left their homeworld and looked for a new place to live. The Sol system had what they needed to survive. Not everything, but it had enough that they could make trades with others to get what they needed.

      He glanced around the storefront they were in with their trades. Small stores, with displays and markets in the walkways. It started probably as crew quarters or some such, and the street was merely the wide hallway. After all, they were in a hollowed-out and rebuilt generation ship.

      Disguised Serenity was all about recycling.

      The entire station was abandoned ships. The lattice work of large cruisers and bulk freighters all patched together to make the now large, junk-pile-looking place that was Disguised Serenity.

      In the distance, he could see a new section being attached to one of the ships.

      Active scavengers looked for dead ships or bought them on the cheap and sold the pieces to Disguised Serenity. While Jedriek didn't know for certain, he imagined that not all were acquired through legal means. There were enough walks of life on Disguised Serenity, and all sorts of humanoids came there. Many lived. Many only worked and came in from some nearby solar systems because the station was close to one of the wormhole ports.

      Jedriek liked the station.

      There was always something to see or do there.

      Different than being on Sol with all the other cyborgs.

      Jedriek craved something. Not the Craving so many of his fellow cyborgs experienced. He had felt that before and had been able to utilize it, but it was more than that. It was a deeper sensation. A feeling.

      And he was a cyborg.

      He shouldn't have feelings.

      Not like this.

      The only space he found release was in the next battle.

      The next place he could be powerful.

      Though right here...

      "I do not believe that is the negotiated price," Harbin said to the buyer, a very tricky humanoid called a Lovian from a nearby system. Distinguishable because of the spots on his brow and the ridges on his nose.

      The Lovian, shorter than Harbin by a full head, raised his furry eyebrow. "This is what I can do. I cannot give you more for this. It's ruined blue grass," he said, the last part he whispered.

      Jedriek leaned down. "If it was ruined, why are you not screaming that to all the other buyers here?"

      The Lovian pulled back like he was shocked and offended.

      "I merely chose to save you any embarrassment," he snarled.

      "We are cyborgs," Harbin said. "We do not embarrass. Nor do we allow lies about our product quality. Our product is fine. It is you who is attempting to manipulate the price of the blue grass."

      "How dare you!" This time, the Lovian got very loud. Others in market shops nearby started paying attention to Harbin and Jedriek. Jedriek could pick them out of the crowds. In fact, he already had. Some security for the Lovian slowly moved closer to them.

      "I do not think we are wanted here," Jedriek said.

      Harbin agreed. "We shall sell our blue grass somewhere else."

      "You cannot! We have a contract!" the Lovian snarled.

      Harbin blinked. "We do. And we cannot come to an agreement on payment. Therefore the contract is void."

      "No, that is not what it says," the Lovian replied.

      Harbin tapped his gauntlet and displayed the contract in the air between them, highlighting the words. "Since we are unable to reach a payment agreement, we are no longer bound to sell to you only here on Disguised Serenity." He picked up the case of blue grass and set it back on the repulsor cart with the other food stock. On its own, blue grass tasted terrible--do not ask Jedriek why he knows that--but it mixes with almost every kind of food out there, as a base component. Want to get some bread? It has blue grass in it. A pastry? Blue grass. Rations? Blue grass. It was in much of any humanoid's diet. One of the few natural components nearly every humanoid could ingest without issue. It was also hard to cultivate and could only grow on certain worlds.

      Sol-5 had all the necessary components to make it a primary and most profitable export for the Rhimodians to fund their fight against the Terran Empire.

      They kept up regular crops of blue grass to sell. One of the only benefits of the war with the Terran Empire, they had to put a shield in place that had to be opened for other ships to enter it. It kept out anyone who wanted to take their crops and sell them as their own. One of the concerns Master System had initially before the shield was created.

      As such, they kept control of their crops as best as possible.

      But the Rhimodians had also made deals with vendors over time to get lucrative deals for their wares. Not all the vendors they had worked with were of good quality. Unfortunately, it seemed this Lovian was not one of good quality.

      The approaching humanoids, with angry expressions, wore uniforms indicating they were security. Very similar to the space station's security, but not quite right. Just enough to cause confusion between them and the local guard. They were there to protect the Lovian, but these humanoids were not there to protect anyone else. Likely the Lovian had already lined their pockets with plenty of credits.

      "We shall move on," Harbin said.

      Jedriek knew that four other vendors on this level would be quick to purchase their blue grass supply, and they had enough cases to sell at least a few to each one.

      The Lovian's security unit however, was not going to let them get too far away.

      "Where are you going?" One said that reached them.

      Jedriek stood there and tipped his head to the side. "And you are?"

      "Security."

      "Not my security."

      The guard blinked. "You need to finish your business here."

      "We are done," Harbin said and started to walk by.

      One of the interesting parts of being a cyborg was how others always wanted to challenge them.

      Perhaps it was ego that made other humanoids want to challenge the cyborgs. Did they think it would give them some kind of rank or position against their fellow humanoids? Or did it do something to make them feel stronger?

      Jedriek had never quite understood it, but he always recognized it.

      Whatever it was, it happened a great deal on Disguised Serenity.

      Harbin started to move past the security guards.

      They stepped in his way.

      "Out of the way."

      "You are not done."

      "We are, in fact, done." Harbin pushed through.

      Jedriek saw the assault coming from his position. It took him only a few
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