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Hanging by his fingertips from a balcony, he peered between his toes down forty-seven levels to the dark boulevard. Curfew had limited the traffic to a few official craft and dimmed the city lights. In his dark clothing, and with the cooling pack against his chest disguising his heat signature, he remained virtually invisible. 

Stone Mason. He was the Stone Mason. How did he end up like this?

The unusual discomfort in being vulnerable sensitized his skin. He lifted and stretched one finger at a time to relax his straining muscles. Unknown to the UIB, his target had moved from the penthouse to a suite nine floors lower. The unexpected climb shot the hell out of his timetable. Stone muttered a curse directed at the lack of intelligence in the Ultimate Intelligence Bureau, glanced down at his target, swung and dropped.

He caught a minute protrusion on the curving building’s exterior, slowing his descent to the wide balcony below. His reaching toes touched the clear plasti-metal railing. Curling his body forward, he rolled onto the decking and flowed into a crouch in the shadows.

In the moments it took for the adrenalin to dissipate, Stone palmed a tiny titanium bar then stripped off the black camo and coolpac. Once no longer in contact with his body the materials disintegrated to a fine, black dust. The puff of a gentle breeze carried the evidence of his descent over the city.

Stone glanced down at himself. The remainder of this assignment would depend on his wits and physical abilities. There was no way for him to carry tools, equipment or weapons, except for the specially designed sensor bar.

Taking a careful step toward the broad, clear doors, he adjusted the second-skin uniform designating him as sex-struct companion. Companion? He snorted softly. Mechanical sex slave was a more accurate description. Months spent undercover—he snorted again—as a sex-struct led him here, chasing a data-link rumored to contain a sequence capable of destroying the entire eastern city-coast. Escalating reports of the gathering of known terrorists determined to bid for the technology precipitated this search.

Once he retrieved the data-link, exiting the posh hotel would be simple. He’d simply walk out the front door. No one gave the determined stride of a sex-struct a second glance. Unless they were considering a hire. Stone caught the reflection of his tense smile in the darkened glass. After completing his programming as an experimental model, the offers for his service in the testing lab had been gratifying.

Luckily, after the initial testing period, the engineers, directed by another UIB agent, determined the need to delay the release of his model. However, word had leaked from the facility and the Sexcomm schedulers had been hard pressed to deny the existence of an improved sex-struct and direct offers to current models. In this instance, Vartan Haig’s insistence on silence within and between the numerous projects his company, VarCo, engaged in, both assisted and hindered Stone’s investigation.

Stone frowned. As normal training protocol he should have had unlimited access throughout the entire complex to allow the struct practice blending into any situation. Not every customer wanted it obvious to a casual observer they hired sex-structs. But in the last couple of weeks, each section of VarCo had become virtually barricaded against casual visitation from other sectors.

A chill skittered down his spine and lifted goosebumps on his arms. Much as the thin material of his uniform did nothing to keep him warm, neither did it hide any aspect of his physique, one of the reasons he’d been given the undercover assignment. Not many agents were comfortable with the—exposure.

The thin titanium strip slipped between the door and the jam. The microscopic electronics in the tip disengaged the alarms and after the lock snicked open, the door slid to one side.

He entered.

Eyes narrowed, Stone made a slow visual scan of the room. One benefit of his target moving from the penthouse was now he had less area to search.
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Monika Linberg slammed the door behind her, leaned against the heavy wood and kicked backwards.

“Frickin’ shit head.” Another kick accented each declaration. “Rat-bastard. Damned idiot.”

Pushing away from the door with a lurch, she stomped toward the bedroom. Furious, and determined not to cry, she continued her rant under her breath. Vartan Haig didn’t deserve her tears. Or the burgeoning emotions that slipped away far too easily when he’d laughed and broken the news to her.

A soft sound made her pause in the doorway. A tall man stood next to the dresser. He turned toward her holding her flimsy, pink negligee before him. A scream pressed against the base of her throat. The man’s transparent clothing registered past the rise of fear and the sound morphed to a garbled laugh. A sex-struct?

The company she worked for, at least until Var decided to rid himself of her there too, depended on the construct industry to finance a variety of other projects. Especially the profits from their lucrative sex-struct sector.

So. Var called an end to their relationship and sent her a sex-struct as a consolation prize. The flash of anger faded to apathy.

It was better than flowers.

In her silence, the struct lowered his arms to his sides, tilted his head and lowered his eyelids in a skilled, provocative manner. “I am to serve.”

The deep modulated voice sent the programmed greeting vibrating low in her body. This one had advanced encoding. At least Var didn’t skimp on his farewell gift. “Look at me,” she commanded.

Soft gray eyes gazed at her, emotionless as she expected. Except... she had the oddest sense of being studied and judged. But constructs didn’t judge, no programming had been developed to even simulate judgment. A construct was only able to perform as they were designed and programmed to do. She returned the casual gaze, studying his classically chiseled face. The designer had created the appearance of a once broken nose making this a completely appealing face. And just enough different from the normal, bland struct to peak her interest.

“Your designation.”

Monika half-listened while he rattled off a series of letters and numbers. Instead, she studied the masculine form. The second-skin uniform hugged and molded to the width of his chest and the definition of his abdominals and thighs.

His recitation ended. After a pause, he stated, “You may call me Stone.”

He gave a name? That wasn’t approved protocol unless he was— “The last digits of your designation?”

The hint of a smile touched his lips. “Nine, seven, A, X.”

As one of Var’s secretaries and responsible for overseeing the daily paperwork from the construct sector, she didn’t remember seeing any notice or reports concerning experimental structs beyond the Five-A-T. Great. Another checkmark on the growing list of things Var kept from her. That man and his infernal secrets.

She released a slow breath. She’d been a secret as well. And he’d easily disposed of her. At least she still had her job. For now.

Damn him. Damn him to every hell ever imagined by any sentient being anywhere.

“I am to serve.”

Drawn from anger and self-pity, Monika focused on the sex-struct. His knowing smile captivated her. She drew her gaze lower and he adjusted his stance, angling slightly to highlight his chest then arching his hips forward. The second-skin emphasized every ridge and vein along the length and width of his impressive...equipment.

Her mouth dried and she had to swallow before asking, “You are called Stone?”

That part of him she imagined was designed to soon match his name twitched. “Yes.”

“That arrogant, rat-assed bastard dumped me tonight. Make me forget him.”

The sex-struct’s eyelids lowered then partially lifted in a smoldering gaze. His lips tipped in a smile filled with sensual promise.

“I am to serve.”

When the woman turned, Stone straightened. The sex-struct pose wasn’t natural, or comfortable, but served its purpose. He’d had a profitable few minutes.

Haig had ended his affair with this secretary—one of four known dalliances the man currently juggled. Stone doubted this one had known about the others. In fact, he wondered why Haig had chosen her, a woman so different than his normal vapid choices. This woman appeared intelligent, other than for her choice of lovers. She might hold some helpful information, unknown even to herself.

He followed her to the bed and took her hand. “May I be permitted to use your name, or do you prefer an endearment?”

She remained facing the wall but allowed him to keep her hand pressed between his. “Monika.”

Liking too well the way her small, soft hand felt protected by his larger palms, Stone forced his thoughts to his assignment. If she was no longer involved with Haig, the cunning man wouldn’t have hidden the data-link in her room, giving himself no access. His private residence was too well watched, and the man knew every action there was minutely scrutinized. The latest recordings had shown Haig mugging for the various vid feeds, mocking the UIB for their efforts.

Undoubtedly well paid leaks within the bureau kept Haig apprised of the investigation. Stone didn’t believe he’d been compromised. He’d moved undercover well before the official investigation began. 

Monika wiggled her fingers. The tickle against his palms shot liquid desire to his groin. Created specifically for the sex-struct industry, the fabric of his uniform relaxed enough to allow his arousal. A sex-struct wouldn’t notice, but the slight, soft glide of the adjusting material increased his sensual discomfort.

He moved closer to the woman, released her hand, wrapped one arm about her waist and drew her against his body. Her stiff muscles eased and she leaned into him. A pure, feminine scent, clean and sweet, filled his nostrils. When he splayed his hand over her belly, she arched her back, and pressed against his growing erection.

She jumped away just as quickly. The sound of pleasure died in his throat, and he barely contained a groan of disappointment. What the hell was wrong with him? He couldn’t afford to think with his dick, no matter how tempting the distraction. He’d trained for this and could control his body and responses. He’d do his duty and leave. His only directive was to find the data-link before the bidding began.

A soft sniff made him pause, unsure of which path to take. Her reaction to touching him, especially after ordering him to make her forget, wasn’t that of a woman who lost herself in sex. The way she clutched the edge of the headboard and trembled was more reminiscent of—-he took a deep breath and tasted—-the bitter tang of fear. 

Fear? 

The strangest need curled through him. The need to simply say ‘come here, darlin’, and let me hold you’. Sex-structs had a minor, lower priority programming for comfort and cuddling, so that would have to do. For now.

Setting the unknown future aside, Stone softened his voice. “Monika. Do you wish to confide? I am to listen, should you desire.” He rolled the ‘r’ with a sensual undertone.

With aching slowness, Monika turned and faced him with the sparkle of tears coating her dark eyelashes. She knotted a strand of long dark hair around her finger and worried her lower lip between her teeth.  Encouraging, he held out his arms.

Instead of moving into his embrace, she sat on the bed and plucked at the heavy, plaid covering. “We were supposed to have sex for the first time tonight. Var and I. I thought it was the next step in our relationship.”

Muscles vibrating with the need for action, Stone remained frozen in place. No matter what he, the man, wanted, the struct had to remain as he was until commanded otherwise.

Monika continued
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