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        His mission: Blend in with the humans. Save the cyborgs. And seduce the only woman he ever loved, without getting killed.

        

      

      Cybernetic spy models are different from other humans turned machine. For one thing, they never completely lost touch with their humanity, or their memories. But retaining their identity doesn’t mean the military didn’t mess with their lives. Seth lost the woman he loved because of their web of lies. When the chance arises to make things right, he relies on his superior intellect—and irresistible charm—to prove his innocence, and make Anastasia his again.

      

      Anastasia might possess upgraded parts and programming, but the scientists never could cure her of her biggest weakness, jealousy. The volatile emotion made her walk away from love once. Can she overcome it and recognize the truth? Or will she continue to let the military manipulate her emotional strings?
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          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Seth fell in love while perched atop a climbing wall during a military endurance training exercise. Not exactly the most romantic of spots considering the braced four-by-four hunks of wood towering twelve feet high were gray and weather beaten, a nasty splinter waiting to happen for those with delicate skin. It wasn’t a particularly nice day either with ominous clouds spread across the sky, heavy with moisture, threatening those running the dreaded course with a cold downpour.

      But, despite it all, this was the place and time the course of his future changed forever.

      Slender fingers, with short, rounded nails, clawed at the top of the structure where he sat with his legs dangling.  For those who wondered, it wasn’t laziness that kept him there or fear nor even fatigue. He could have easily leapt down and continued on his way, but he held himself back to help those who struggled once they reached this part of the race.

      His altruistic streak would cost him the distinction of coming in first, but Seth preferred to fly under the radar. It wasn’t that he couldn’t win—I so could kick everyone’s ass—but, life had taught him that excelling and finishing first in everything didn’t ingratiate him with his peers. Heck, he’d gotten into fights because of his achievements. Won those too. But it didn’t earn him any friends, so when he enlisted in the military, he chose to follow a different path than that of superstar. He became a middle-of-the-pack kind of guy. The fellow who sacrificed glory to help out another recruit, which, in an unexpected bonus, resulted in him often scoring a free beer or two later on at the bar.

      But back to the love of his life about to make her appearance. His first glimpse of her was those distinctly feminine fingers. Without asking, he wrapped his hand around her slim wrist and heaved the woman until she could balance herself on the slim peak. Most recruits, while surprised at his chivalry, managed to mutter a “thank you” at his unexpected aid. Not this gal.

      Sparking blue eyes framed by thick lashes glared at him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

      “Giving you a helping hand.”

      “I don’t need help. I am perfectly capable of climbing the wall on my own.”

      The acerbic statement was uttered from perfect Cupid’s bow lips. “I never said you weren’t. I was just being a gentleman.”

      “A gentleman?” She arched a dark brow. “I see. You helped me because I’m a woman. That’s sexist.”

      He laughed. “Guy, girl, it doesn’t matter. I help everybody. I’m just a giving kind of guy.” And he’d love to give to her, preferably somewhere private with a bed.

      She chose to ignore his subtle innuendo. “Did I look like I needed help?”

      Actually, she’d scrambled up with ease even before he gave her a hand. “No. But it would be rude for me not to offer when I do with everyone else. The wall is hard for some. I see no point in letting my fellow soldiers tire themselves out when I can spot them.”

      She regarded him with suspicion. “You mean to tell me you sit here and haul everyone over?”

      “Just about. Except for Charlie.” Because if Seth attempted to haul that almost seven foot behemoth over the wall, he risked rupturing something vital.

      A tiny smile curved her lips. “I’m pretty sure Charlie can just step over the wall. Anyhow, thanks, I guess.”

      “My pleasure. Are you new?”

      “Just transferred in from a base down in Texas. But I don’t have time to chat. I’ve got to get moving if I’m going to finish in the top ten.”

      “You actually care about that? You do know so long as we pass the course, we’re good.”

      “I know; however, the rumor mill says the top runners in today’s endurance contest will get a shot at a special project.”

      His interest perked. “I didn’t hear anything about any special projects.” Which surprised him. Seth prided himself on being a fount of information.

      She hopped to the ground, knees bending to absorb the impact. “Not surprising. It’s pretty hush-hush because apparently finding out about it is another part of the test. Or so I hear,” she threw over her shoulder with a full-lipped grin before jogging off.

      The knowledge that there was a secret assignment looking for recruits shouldn’t have bothered him. Seth wasn’t into being selected for special projects. Those usually meant more work. More responsibility. More shit to rain down if things went to hell. He’d rather be just one of the plain Joe’s, sucking back a brew at the end of the week, keeping his commanding officer happy.

      So if that was the case, why exactly was he leaping down from the wall and ignoring the newest arrival hunched over at its base, huffing and puffing? Could it be the waggle of a perfect heart-shaped ass? The captivating features of a cutie with long dark hair bound in a ponytail? Or the unspoken taunt that she was better than him?

      Nah. More like the curiosity that killed the cat. Seth couldn’t stand not knowing a secret. If the military was planning something, he wanted in on it and if it got him closer to a certain hottie … then he was showing officer potential in the form of multi-tasking. Booyah!

      As for his teasing wave as he sped by her, determined to finish first? Yeah, that he did just to annoy her.
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      Years and years later, on the planet cyborgs called home …

      

      The mission was a success. The crew of the SSBiteMe returned in triumph with one of the long lost female cyborgs in tow. In a twist that showed the universe’s perverse sense of humor, Bonnie, the rescued female previously known as B785, happened to be Chloe’s sister. For those not in the know, Chloe was the first female cyborg they’d ever found. She was currently partnered with the cyborg leader, Joe. The two made a cute couple, and for someone like Seth, who enjoyed teasing, offered so many opportunities for outspoken comments, which in turn led to some exercise as Joe tried to teach him some manners, usually with his fists.

      Good times. But back to Bonnie and the sisterly reunion. Man, did that cause some chaos and tears, which Aramus of course complained about. That grumpy bastard seemed convinced the happy siblings would cause irreparable rust to their machine parts.

      Joe was understandably pleased at the SSBiteMe’s finding. Every female cyborg they rescued was a point in their favor against the military that abused them. An impromptu celebration was planned, but Seth didn’t stick around to try out the new alcoholic brew his brothers had managed to create during his absence.

      A little glum, Seth left the family reunion behind before anyone saw the moisture glistening in his eyes or heard him sniffle. Sometimes, his human side was all too strong. All too envious.

      Where’s a real damned bar when you need one? A few gallons of whiskey would have proven welcome right about now. However, other than the occasional experimental fermentation, alcoholic beverages weren’t something they had in stock. Nor was it high on the list of priorities when they went raiding and trading.

      Darned practical cyborgs with their list of required supplies that included things like refined metals, fabric, and computer parts. While they might have thrown off the chains enslaving them to humans, his cyborg brethren had yet to remember what it meant to live. What it felt like to embrace fun and joy. To do things for the simple sake of pleasure.

      They were a dour bunch at times, logical in their reasoning, serious in their interactions, and sometimes maddening as they struggled to not let their machine side overcome the man. Yet, despite their flaws, and perhaps because of their struggles with them, Seth loved them all, even when they proved irrational.

      Blame the fact that, unlike some of the solider models, his cybernetic version, that of undercover operative, got to keep many of his human traits. Lucky, or not, depending on the view, Seth remembered his past life and was in touch with his humanity. He felt all too much. While he might sport the latest technology and software in his BCI—which stood for brain computer interface—in his case, the man never lost control to his machine. I live. I breathe. I feel …

      Leaving his celebrating brothers behind, and in search of solitude, Seth headed for the forest, in need of its calming influence. He couldn’t exactly pinpoint the reason for his depression. Their recent mission had proven both satisfying and trying.

      Einstein, a good friend of his, had not only found a missing cyborg female, he’d fallen for her, hard. By all the nanos in his body, Seth wished his buddy Einstein well, he truly did. It was beyond awesome that his all-too-serious friend had discovered love, an emotion that made life worth living. Yet, it was times like these, times when he saw others moving on with the future, that he wished, weak as it made him sound, that he could also find the same kind of joy, and acceptance. That he too could find someone to share life’s ups and downs with. It didn’t help he’d had it once before, lost it because of circumstances outside his control, and had yearned for it ever since.

      Knowing of the possibility, the nirvana the right person could bring to his life made watching others achieve it so much harder. Had he lost his chance? Or just not found it yet?

      Maybe one day my turn will come. Again.

      Of course, he didn’t expect it to happen so quickly.

      There was no warning. No sound to betray their presence. No smell. Nothing. Just the sudden cold touch of a pistol muzzle nudging the back of his head.

      He froze.

      Silence reigned except for the chirp of the little creatures that lived in the woods and emitted bird-like noises. They sounded cute until you came across them. Unlike a feathered denizen of earth, the furry buggers who chirped like songbirds resembled more a rat with spiked fur, razor-sharp teeth, and a really bad attitude if they felt threatened. Ankles beware!

      They’re not the only ones who get nasty when their lives are in danger.

      Although none of his muscles moved, Seth held himself ready to act, letting his internal processor analyze the space around him, seeking a hint, anything to give him an edge. He inhaled deep, testing the air, in an attempt to see if he could identify his attacker. Lo and behold, he got a faint trace.

      Of all the things he expected to smell out here in the forest, vanilla soap wasn’t one of them. The clean fresh scent was familiar, as was the position he found himself in. Strange as it seemed, he’d lived the almost exact scenario once, a long time ago. But he’d thought that person dead. Or at least lost to him. It can’t be. Not after all this time. Was it possible?

      No time like the present to test his theory.

      “Well hello there, gorgeous. I knew you couldn’t resist me forever.” He couldn’t help but grin when his guess was confirmed by a husky voice that still had the ability to send shivers down his spine.

      “I see you’re still just as annoying.

      Whirling lightning quick, Seth played the part of surrendering victim and held his hands above his head so the gun pointed at his forehead. Face to face, he couldn’t help but drink in the reality of the lady who haunted his dreams. His ex-partner. The only woman he’d ever loved. The only one who ever spurned him. The woman he’d once called wife.

      A wife who wore a scowl and didn’t shower him with welcoming kisses.

      He couldn’t resist goading her. “Me, annoying? Never. Handsome and dashing, yes. I might even use the term rakish.”

      “And cocky. You do realize I’m holding a loaded gun to your head. Do you really want to tempt me into pulling the trigger?”

      If she’d wanted him dead, his brains would already decorate the bushes around them. Anastasia knew hundreds of ways to kill a man. However, he’d wager she wouldn’t have returned just to put a bullet in his head. She’d torture him first. Probably painfully. How he’d missed her.

      “You won’t kill me,” he stated with utter confidence.

      “Don’t be so sure. I’ve pictured your death a thousand times. My favorite was the one where I push you off that cliff we once climbed in the Himalayan Mountains and watch you fall, knowing that you’ll actually have time to reflect on what a jerk you are before you hit the ground.”

      Okay, so this wasn’t exactly the reunion he’d once hoped for. Someone still had anger issues. Question was, did she mean it when she said she wished him dead? Only one way to find out.

      “Well, if you’ve returned to kill me, would you mind getting on with it? I’ve got places to go, people to see.”

      “You mean irritate.” The muzzle of her gun dropped, and she rolled her expressive blue eyes.

      “And here I thought you enjoyed my quirky nature and sense of humor.”

      “I blame my previously defective, human brain for that momentary lapse of reasoning.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh how I’ve missed your acerbic tongue. My dearest Anastasia, love of my life, I am delighted you’ve returned to brighten my existence. Did you miss me?”

      She snorted. “Like a dog misses his fleas.”

      No longer in fear for his life, Seth clasped his hands to his chest. “Be still my racing heart. Your romantic words are a balm to this wounded soul. For so long I’ve—”

      “Oh would you stop with the theatrics. I’m here on serious business.”

      “What could be more serious than saving our marriage and rekindling our love for each other?” He spoke in jest, but inside, despite the illogicalness of it, he couldn’t help but hope that she’d missed him and that she had indeed returned to give him another chance.

      “Love? Ha. I remember your version of love. Unfortunately for me, it didn’t include fidelity.”

      Not that old argument again. “How many times must I tell you? Nothing happened.” The truth. A pity she never believed it.

      “I found you both naked in bed.”

      “I was set up.”

      “Not that again. Are you still trying to pull that bullshit? I would have thought you’d have come up with a better excuse, or at least an apology for being a two-timing jerk.”

      “For the last time, I did nothing wrong.” Stubbornness had nothing to do with it. He wouldn’t ask forgiveness for something he was not guilty of. In his mind, she was the one who owed him an apology for not trusting in him or his word.

      Anastasia let out a disparaging sound. “Not according to Natasha.”

      Natasha. Just the mention of her name was enough to have Seth seeing red. The Russian spy had disappeared after her frame job, the one that saw Anastasia leaving him for good. Nothing he could say would change her mind. Hell, she’d almost killed him for his supposed treachery. Was it any wonder he accepted the deep space mission the military sent him on? That he pretended their new programming had wiped his memories. He’d wanted to forget how the love of his life preferred to believe a lie instead of him.

      It seemed some things hadn’t changed. Some of his elation at her appearance faded, and a weariness entered his tone when he asked, “Why are you here, Anastasia?”

      Face scrunched in an expression of distaste, she spat out the words he’d waited forever to hear. “I need you.”

      Despite her recent adamant stance that there was nothing left between them, he couldn’t help but taunt her. “I’m yours. I guess the next question is, with foreplay or without? Naked or dressed? I’ve got a bed back at the compound, but if you’d prefer to remain unseen, I’m not averse to a little backwoods nookie.”

      Her lips tightened into a thin line of annoyance. It did nothing to detract from her attractiveness, their fullness envied by those who relied on Botox for the same look. “I don’t need you for sex, you idiot. I need you for a mission.”

      Of course she did. Anastasia always did make work her first priority. Known by the military as Unit S100, she was the first female cyborg spy model–and a secret he’d long held, even from his brothers.

      Separated years ago, after that bloody misunderstanding, he’d just about given up hope on ever seeing her again. He’d even wondered if she still lived, given the war humans had declared on cyborgs.

      He should have known better. Anastasia was a tough cookie. If anyone could emerge intact from the cyborg fiasco and land on her feet, it was her. He wondered how she’d survived. What she’d had to do. In his quest for freedom and to aide his fellow cyborg brothers, Seth had to kill more than he liked.

      While his human side lamented the blood he’d shed, his machine side, that analytical part of him that could separate emotion from cold hard facts, recognized that what the human military did and continued to do was wrong. It helped keep the nightmares at bay when he was forced to get rough and blood flowed like a river. Not his of course.

      But the military didn’t give him any other option. It was kill or be killed. Unfortunately for them, he was good at the latter. And the humans had only themselves to blame.

      Cyborgs hadn’t become machines by choice. They hadn’t volunteered to give up their freedom or humanity. They had their choices and free will taken away by force. Or at least the majority of them had. A few, like Seth and Anastasia, chose their fate and went into it eyes wide open, thinking they did the world a favor and that they were on the side of the greater good. Once he’d learned differently, Seth sided with those he felt most closely attuned to. The underdogs. The downtrodden and abused. His cyborg brothers.

      It seemed Anastasia had finally bucked the military machine too, and now, here she was, in the flesh. Her lovely, curvy flesh.

      A part of him wanted to hate her for not believing him all those years ago. He wanted to say he no longer gave a damn about what had happened during that time or if she missed him. He should tell her screw what she needed and send her on her jealous way. He didn’t.

      All it took was seeing her again and all the feelings he’d hidden and tried to overcome came rushing back. It was more than just her looks, which had remained virtually unchanged. Sure she sported a slightly shorter hairstyle, the dark tresses traded in for blonde ones. But while hair color was changeable, the essence of her, the fine bone structure, the eyes, remained the same. Her face might have acquired a hardness that she’d lacked in her youth, but at her core, she was still Anastasia, the woman he’d loved and touched and worshipped. The one he’d spoon fed chunky chocolate ice cream to in bed. The one he’d learned ballroom dancing for. The one he’d sprinted to catch after their chance meeting on a wall. The reason he’d become who he was today. The only woman he’d ever given a damn about. The only woman to make even his mechanical heart race and his cock go wild.

      Fuck me, I still love her. He’d probably never stopped. Actually, I know I never did. And it wasn’t for lack of trying.

      Once he’d come to grips with the fact he’d never see Anastasia again, he’d tried to erase her from his mind—and heart. He’d slept with other women. Human women. Enhanced women. Even droids in brothels. He came. It wasn’t as if losing her meant he’d gotten impotent or unaffected by erotic touch. He easily eased the needs of his body, but nothing cured the needs of his heart. No one else could compare to the beautiful, maddening, highly intelligent, oh-so-dangerous woman before him.

      Curse her for being so damned glorious.

      And curse him for being unable to stop himself from saying, “I’ll help. I just need to tie up a few things before we go. Why don’t you follow me back to our base so I can let my brothers know I’m taking off.”

      She shook her head. “No pit stops to the base. We don’t have time. We have to leave now before anyone notices I’m here.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “You won’t even allow me a moment to pack a bag?”

      “Everything you could possibly need is already on board.”

      “What if I need to water my plants?”

      “The only thing growing in your home is the mold in your bathroom.”

      “You seem rather well informed.”

      “It’s my job.”

      Anastasia still spied? More and more curious. “I can’t just up and leave. My friends deserve to be told.”

      “We don’t have the time it would take for you to go back and explain things.” She tapped her foot in impatience.

      “Maybe not in person, but I can at least send Joe a wireless BCI to BCI message.”

      “If you must.” She didn’t utter a long-suffering sigh, but the tone of her reply adequately relayed her annoyance at his insistence.

      “You’re too kind,” was his sarcastic reply.

      As Seth followed the familiar swagger of Anastasia’s ass as she weaved through the trees—while recalling said ass in less-clothed circumstances—he sent a mental probe out to Joe, the de facto leader of the cyborg liberation.

      Hey, boss.

      Seth. Where are you? We’re having a bit of a mini party here, and I, for one, could use your brand of humor to counteract Aramus’ scowl.

      Nothing short of a lobotomy will fix that man’s attitude. Although Seth often did wonder whether Aramus would lighten up if he met the right woman. Of course, said woman would have to be deaf, and of the blow-up variety, else she’d never tolerate his acerbic tongue. Fingers crossed the one he’d ordered his ornery friend for Christmas would brighten his outlook on life. She could supposedly suction a golf ball through fifty feet of hose and was programmed to say only three things. “Yes, dear.” “How may I serve you?” And a specialty phrase Seth specifically requested the sex shop’s bestselling girlfriend model to say after sex, “Seth’s dick is bigger than yours is.”

      Seth couldn’t wait to hear Aramus’ bellow of outrage the first time he heard it.

      Where are you? Joe asked, interrupting his train of thought.

      Off in the woods, about to leave the planet.

      Leave? With who? And on what ship? My processor shows no active missions on the roster.

      That’s because this is a secret mission.

      Secret from me? Joe might have spoken only in his mind, but Seth could imagine the growl.

      An old friend showed up and asked for my help.

      Which old friend and what kind of help?

      I’m not sure yet. They haven’t said much, just that I’m needed.

      It didn’t take long for Joe’s analytical mind to grasp the most important facet of their conversation. Wait a second. When you say old friend, are you implying someone off planet has requested your aid?

      Depends what you mean by off planet.

      Seth! Joe practically shouted his name.

      The person in question is not a current member of our community and made the request in person.

      You mean you’re with them? Right now? But how? I’m showing no vessels in the immediate area. Actually, none of our reports show any activity other than from our own ships. What the hell is going on, Seth?

      Hearing the irritation in his friend’s voice, Seth frowned. He liked Joe and respected him. It didn’t sit well keeping secrets from him. He’d kept enough secrets already. “Oh, wifey poo, Joe wants to know who you are and how you got past our detection systems. What should I tell him?”

      “First off, I am not your wife.”

      “I never signed divorce papers.”

      “It only takes one well aimed bullet to become a widow.”

      “What a waste of ammo though.”

      She tossed him a glare. “Secondly, you can’t tell him anything.”

      “I have to tell him something.”

      “Tell him it’s classified information.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to fly. And Joe deserves better than that from me.”

      She sighed. “You and your friends. Can’t you ever just say no?”

      “Lucky for you I can’t, or I wouldn’t be following you on the basis of your so nicely put request for my aide.”

      “Lives are at stake.”

      “If that’s the case, then all the more reason why we should enlist Joe and the others to help.”

      “We can’t. Where we need to go, they won’t fit in.”

      “What do you mean not fit in?” Understanding dawned. “We’re going undercover and posing as humans.” The ability to blend in was one of the main reasons cyborg spy models got to retain their humanity instead of undergoing the reprogramming and desensitization the other units went through. Or I could call it what it was. Torture. Intense bouts of torture and sensory deprivation, along with memory wipes and strict programming, took perfectly good people and made them machines, tools for the military to use. Expendable forces that would march to their deaths and not say a word in protest. Until the day their programming failed and the machines fought back.

      “I can understand why you can’t use them, but I need to tell Joe something. Surely there is something he and the others can do so they don’t come looking and digging for me. He won’t just accept my leaving without some kind of answer.”

      “Actually, there is one thing he and the others can do because it doesn’t look like I’ll have time to take care of it myself. Tell him to go to the following coordinates.” She rattled off a stream of numbers, which he stored.

      “What’s there?”

      “Answers.”

      “Just that? Answers. He’s going to want more than that.”

      “I can’t tell you more than that.”

      Seth made a face. “Let me guess, it’s classified.”

      “Just tell him to go. And quickly. Oh, and he might want to do so carefully. He’ll find some answers there, but they won’t come easy.”

      Now Seth was intrigued. A mystery adventure with danger. Sounded like fun. Pity he already had plans elsewhere. Then again, given his current companion, he doubted his mission would lack for fun and games.

      Joe, my contact says if you want answers and some action you should head to … He recited off the coordinates, only once. Their BCI had perfect recall. Once told something, it remained stored in their databanks forever.

      Got it, but do you mind telling me what we’re going to find?

      No idea. My contact says it’s classified info. He couldn’t quite hide his disgruntlement. Apparently, though, you should expect resistance, so tell whoever’s going to be careful.

      Funny how even a wireless transmission could relate a snort of amusement. Subtlety isn’t Aramus’ strong suit, but if there’s something to be found, then he’ll ferret it out. Are you sure you’re okay? If you need me to come rescue you …

      I’m fine, dude. You just take care of my cyborg family while I’m gone. I’ll be back before you know it. Hopefully with Anastasia. Make that definitely with Anastasia.

      Seth made a vow in that moment, an unspoken promise to himself that there was no military or force in the universe that would keep him from her side. Whether she liked it or not. He’d almost wager on the not.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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