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Chapter One

 

Angelica curved her hand over her stomach and smiled. Pregnant. Little bubbles of happiness floated through her veins. A baby of her very own at last. Someone she could love and who would love her in return. Someone else, she reminded herself. Justin was going to be so excited. He had been talking about his desire to have a child since the first night he brought her here to her new home.

She cast a quick glance around the expansive apartment. Even after six months, the amount of space allotted to the two of them was almost inconceivable to someone who had been brought up in one of the vast state-run orphanages. The crowded conditions meant that she had spent her life sleeping, eating, even bathing, accompanied by all of the other girls in her sector. Although she knew only too well that being surrounded by people didn’t mean that she never felt lonely, she missed the constant presence of the other girls.

Instead, all of this space was just for the two of them—the big living room with the open view, the sparkling kitchen always stocked with delicious food, the ornate bedroom with the huge bed, and most wondrous of all, the vast library filled with actual paper books. The library was a status symbol for Justin but during his frequent absences, she spent most of her time there, eagerly reading everything from history to science.

But even though the luxurious apartment was a sign of Justin’s enormous wealth, she would have been just as happy in one room as long as the two of them were together. Perhaps if he weren’t so incredibly wealthy, he would have been able to spend more time with her. As it was, he traveled so frequently on business that he rarely stayed more than a night or two in the apartment. His most recent trip had lasted over three weeks, and the big rooms had grown increasingly lonely.

A baby would help to ease the crushing loneliness—although surely he would be able to cut back on his travel once they had a child. I can’t wait to tell him when he gets home tonight, she thought with a smile, hugging her stomach once more. He was going to be thrilled.

Unable to sit still while she waited, she wandered into the luxurious bathroom to check her appearance. Her long white-blonde hair was loose and flowing, exactly the way he liked it. She was wearing one of the dresses he had chosen for her, a flirty little slip of blue silk that exactly matched her eyes. It seemed a little tighter than usual across her small breasts, and she smiled again as she realized it was another sign of her pregnancy.

She heard the door to the apartment open, and her heart gave an excited little flip as she danced off to meet Justin. He was standing by the door, so tall and distinguished looking, the streaks of grey at his temples only adding to his appeal. Since the moment he had picked her out of the line of girls assembled for his inspection, she had been enthralled by his looks and charm.

He looked up when he saw her and frowned. Her steps faltered. It wasn’t the reaction she had been expecting, but perhaps it had been a difficult trip.

“Oh, Justin, I have the most wonderful news.” She put her arms around him and lifted her face for his kiss. Instead, he impatiently pushed her hands away and headed for the bar cabinet as she stared after him in dismay. “Is… is something wrong?”

“Actually, something is very right. Finally.” He poured himself a brandy from the crystal decanter and stood looking down at the glass.

“You mean you already know?” But if he did, why was he acting so strangely?

“Know what?” he asked, still frowning down at his drink.

“That I’m pregnant! Isn’t that wonderful?” She forced aside her doubts and smiled happily at him.

To her shock, he threw back his head and laughed, a harsh sound she’d never heard before.

“Is… is that funny?”

“I find the timing amusing. After six years of trying, my frigid bitch of a wife is finally pregnant. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you are as well—after all, that is the reason I chose you.”

“Wife?” She swayed on her feet and reached out to clutch the back of the couch.

“Of course. A man in my position has to marry well.”

“But you never told me you were married,” she whispered.

A manicured brow rose. “I didn’t think it was any of your business. And to be quite frank, I didn’t realize that you were naïve enough not to have figured it out. After all, it’s not as if I spend the majority of my time with you.”

Her face felt numb. “You said you were away on business.”

“A polite fiction which I didn’t expect you to believe. But I suppose I should have realized.” He sighed, rubbing his chin as he studied her face. “This is really most inconvenient.”

“Inconvenient?” The numbness seemed to be spreading to the rest of her body.

“You know how difficult it is to get a license to have a child.”

She did know. In a desperate attempt to relieve the massive overcrowding, Earth Government severely restricted the ability of its citizens to bear children. A license for parenthood was expensive and difficult to obtain.

“But you have a license,” she said desperately. “You told me that when you brought me here. You told me that you wanted to have a child.”

“The operative word is one. I have one license. And now I have a pregnant wife and a pregnant mistress.”

Her numbness was being replaced by terror. If her child was unlicensed, she would have no choice but to turn it over to the state. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be eligible for any type of assistance from the government, and even in the orphanage, she had heard the horror stories about the life led by the homeless and unlicensed.

“You’re so rich—couldn’t you get another one?”

“Possibly.” He shrugged and threw back his brandy. “But not without my wife finding out. And while she would have been forced to accept my child by another woman when she didn’t have one of her own, she will never allow it now.”

Her thoughts felt sluggish as she tried to work through his meaning. “You were going to give my baby to her?”

“Well, of course,” he said impatiently, pouring himself another drink. “My son would be reared as befits the child of a man of my stature.”

“I would never have let you take my baby away!” she cried.

“You would have done whatever I told you to do. And as long as you were a good girl about it, I might even have kept you around for a while.”

He strolled over to where she stood in frozen horror. Running his hand down her neck and across her shoulder, he pushed the thin strap of her dress down her arm until he revealed the small white mound of her breast. “You are a tempting little thing. A little naïve perhaps, but oh so eager to learn. You always did whatever I wanted, didn’t you? No matter how perverse.”

He caught the taut peak of her nipple between his thumb and finger and twisted it, the sudden pain breaking her out of her shocked stupor. With a cry, she tried to pull away, but he held on just long enough to make her realize that it was his choice to let her go.

“What are you going to do?” she whispered.

“That is an excellent question. I had intended to break things off tonight. Now that my wife is pregnant, she’s demanded that I rid myself of my playthings.” He frowned again. “I had intended to gift you to Antonio.”

She couldn’t conceal her shudder. Justin had brought the other man home for dinner a few times, and she had always hated the way he leered at her.

“But of course, that’s out of the question now.”

“Why?” Even though the thought made her skin crawl, Antonio was as wealthy as Justin. At least her baby would be provided for.

“Aside from the fact that he wouldn’t be interested in a pregnant female, I would never give him that much knowledge of my affairs. No, my dear, I’m afraid you’ll have to go.”

“Justin, please.” If it had just been her, she would have been happy to get away from him, but now she had a baby to consider. With shaking hands, she pushed off the other strap and let the dress fall to her feet, leaving her naked and vulnerable. “You said your wife was frigid. Don’t I make you happy?”

He eyed her speculatively, then shook his head and walked over to the communication panel. “I’m afraid it’s not possible. Louisa is not easily fooled and she can be remarkably vindictive.” He dialed a number and spoke to someone she couldn’t see. “That matter we discussed—it needs to be taken care of. Tonight.”

“I don’t understand,” she cried. “If your… wife is such a horrible person, why do you stay with her? Why not divorce her and marry me?”

“Marry you?” He laughed. “My wife may be a frigid, vindictive bitch, but she’s the sole heir to the Bradbury fortune. Even if she wasn’t, I would never marry a poor, nameless wench from an orphanage.” Frowning at the tears beginning to stream down her face, he poured yet another drink. “Now I suggest you put your dress back on. We’re about to have a visitor.”

The doorbell chimed just as he finished speaking and she grabbed for her dress. She was still pulling it down over her head when Justin opened the door and a big man stepped inside. His eyes traveled over her appreciatively, and she would have been embarrassed if she wasn’t so terrified.

“Take her away, Rogers,” he ordered. “I think one of the outer ring developments in the New England metro area would be best.”

“No, Justin, please! You can’t do that!” At least here in the Dallas metro area she would have had some hope of contacting someone she knew, but in a different city, surrounded by strangers…

“I most certainly can. I’m not about to take the risk of having Louisa find out about you or the child.” For a moment, his face seemed to soften slightly. “I will provide enough credits to last until the child is born. But that’s all you will ever receive from me, do you understand? And if you attempt to make any trouble for me, you will regret it.” Any trace of softness had disappeared by the time he finished speaking.

“Please don’t send me away!” She threw herself to her knees in front of him, clinging desperately to his legs.

He sighed. “Take care of it, Rogers.”

The prick of a needle against her neck was immediately followed by an overwhelming dizziness. Her stomach rolled as impersonal hands picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. She lost consciousness before they left the apartment.

 

When she slowly swam back to wakefulness, she was lying on the rear floor of a personal flyer. Voices came from the front seats, and she tried to focus on the two men sitting there.

 “Seems a waste. She’s a pretty little thing,” a man grumbled.

“You heard the mistress’s orders. She wants her out of the way.” The calm voice came from the driver’s seat. His face swam in and out of focus, but she thought it was the same man who had come to the apartment.

“Maybe we could have some fun with her first,” the first man suggested, and she would have shuddered if her body had been capable of responding.

“We don’t have time for that. We take care of her and get back.”

“What if Mr. Justin asks?”

“He won’t. He knows which side his bread is buttered on. But just in case he’s ever foolish enough to go looking, it needs to look like an accident.”

“So maybe she ran into a gang of thugs.”

“Fuck, Hudson. Stop thinking with your dick. I said an accident.”

Hudson grumbled as Angelica fought not to whimper in terror. She tried lifting her head to see where they were but her muscles still refused to obey. No wonder they hadn’t even bothered to tie her up. She was still trying to move when the flyer landed.

The rear door opened and a man appeared, the same one who had come to the apartment. He shook his head when he saw her eyes were open.

“Pity that shot didn’t last longer.” He pulled her out, his hands brisk but not cruel.

Night had fallen, but enough lights shone from the surrounding tangle of derelict buildings for her to see they were at the top of a hill. Below them, she could see a cluster of equally decrepit-looking warehouses and the oily black swell of water. The smell of putrefaction tainted the damp air. She’d never been near the water before, and it only drove home how far away she was from everything she had known.

“P-Please…” she managed to whisper, but Rogers only shook his head.

“You chose the wrong man, sweetheart. Hold her up, Hudson.”

The other man stepped up behind her, grabbing her breasts as he hauled her upright. “Nice little titties. Are you sure we don’t have time to play?”

“No,” Rogers said firmly, then he drew back his arm and punched her directly in the stomach.

The pain overwhelmed her, too shocking to even let her cry out. She gasped in a breath, and then a second blow descended. She swam in and out of consciousness, her world reduced to flashes of awareness. Hudson’s excited breathing as he pressed against her back. The darkness of the sky overhead. Rogers’ detached face as he raised his fist again. By the time he finished, it had begun to rain and the drops mingled with her tears and the wetness flowing down her legs.

“That will do it.”

Dizzy with pain and shock, she could barely hear Rogers’ words but he sounded as calm and untroubled as before.

“Leave her here?” Hudson asked.

“No, she’s going to slip on the pavement and take a tumble down the hill.”

Before he could carry out his threat, a voice shouted from somewhere close by.

“Damn.” Rogers sighed. “The mistress won’t want any witnesses. We have to get out of here. Let her go.”

The hands holding her upright finally let go, and she crumpled to the ground.

“She’s still alive.”

“I doubt she will be for long. And the child is gone. Let’s go.”

The child is gone. The words rang in her head. She heard them as she slipped into unconsciousness. They were still there when she awoke, louder than the throbbing pain in her abdomen. They echoed in her mind as she stared up at a dirty ceiling and listened to a hushed conversation from somewhere nearby.

“Is she going to live?” A man’s voice.

“I think so. She’s young, but she’s a fighter.” This was a woman’s voice, infinitely weary. “But she lost the child—and any hope of another. Maybe if I’d had better equipment…”

“You did what you could. And maybe it was for the best.”

No. She put a hand over the rough stitches low on her stomach, so empty now. An emptiness that matched the hollow feeling inside of her.

Somehow, she would find a way to recover what had been taken from her. She would have a child. She would have her family. No matter what it took.


Chapter Two

 

Fifteen years later…

 

“Goddammit, Wales.”

The outraged roar echoed through the barracks, but John Wales ignored it, concentrating on the boots he was polishing, until Sergeant Carter’s feet appeared in his line of vision.

“On your feet, Wales.”

He stumbled to his feet, managing to step on the sarge’s toes in the process. They gave a satisfying crack.

“You great clumsy oaf.”

He was not in fact clumsy and hadn’t been since he came to terms with that first enormous growth spurt that put him head and shoulders above his fellow orphans. However, he had learned that being thought clumsy and slow often gave him an advantage.

“Why did you do it? Why?”

Sergeant Carter was red-faced with anger, poking his chest with an annoying finger. John briefly considered snapping that finger in two, then regretfully discarded the idea. He hadn’t enjoyed his last two trips to the stockade.

“What did I do?” He wasn’t being difficult. He never really knew when someone would take offense to something he said or did.

“Hell if I know, but the captain wants to see you so it must be bad. And I’ll get the blame. As always.”

“When?”

“Now. So get your oversized ass over to his office immediately.”

John shrugged and obeyed, moving with deliberate slowness until he was out of Sergeant Carter’s sight, then assuming his usual brisk stride.

Although being called to see an officer was never a good thing, he didn’t bother to try and figure out why Captain Pyle wanted to see him. He would find out soon enough. On the whole, life in the military suited him. He had a fixed place to sleep, as much food as he wanted, and exercise for both his body and his mind. Unfortunately, he frequently came into conflict with the foolish regulations to which they tried to subject him.

As he was ushered into the captain’s office, he gave an inner sigh. Apparently, whatever he had done was worse than usual. In addition to the captain, a four-star general awaited.

“Wales, this is General Biggs. He wishes to speak to you.”

“Alone, Lucius,” General Biggs said as John saluted.

“Sir, are you sure?” Captain Pyle said doubtfully. “Wales can be… insubordinate.”

It probably didn’t help that the general was at least a foot shorter than John. A short, sturdy man with close-cropped iron-grey hair and a red face, he carried himself with the assurance of a man who knew how to handle himself.

The general waved a hand. “He wouldn’t be the first. I assure you I have never been bothered by plain speaking. You may go, Captain,” he added firmly.

“Yes, sir.” Captain Pyle snapped off a salute and departed.

The general took a seat behind the captain’s desk, and John remained standing at attention as the general surveyed him. If the other man expected his scrutiny to disturb John, he would be in for a disappointment. He gazed over the general’s head, studying the books on the shelf behind the captain’s desk. Paper books were a rarity, but the captain came from a wealthy background and owned an impressive collection of military history and tactics. However, even from here John could see the thin layer of dust covering the tomes and knew the captain had probably never looked at any of them. Considering the disaster he’d made of their last campaign, it might have been better for all of them if he had.

General Biggs laughed, drawing John’s attention back to him.

“You’re a cool customer, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Most of your fellow soldiers would be shaking in their boots wondering why a general wanted to see them.”

John allowed himself a fractional shrug. “I assume that you will tell me why I am here when you are ready. Sir.”

The general laughed again, then his face hardened. Even John recognized the force of his authority when he spoke.

“At the battle of Morgan Hill, you disobeyed orders and refused to fire on the rebels. Why?”

No one else has bothered to ask. John suspected he had come very close to hanging. He had actually been surprised when he was released after only a month in the stockade.

“They weren’t rebels. They were hungry people with no weapons,” he said honestly.

To his shock, the general did not immediately attempt to dispute his statement. Instead, he frowned thoughtfully. “And the incident at the factory farm?”

“They were just kids. Sir.”

“One of those kids managed to give the captain a concussion.”

“Perhaps the captain should have ducked.”

“Perhaps.” A flicker of something that could have been amusement crossed the general’s face. “You have a long history of disregarding orders, Wales.”

“Yes, sir.” There was no point in disagreeing. Was this the reckoning that he had always known would come? He had been kicked out of every place he had ever landed from the original family he barely remembered to his last unsuccessful attempt at civilian life. He had never expected to be allowed to remain in the military either.

He briefly considered the possibility of bolting before the general announced his fate. Although he suspected the general would not be the easy target his size suggested, John had no doubt that he could overpower him. The officer’s quarters were close to the edge of the compound, and the element of surprise was on his side. Luck had always been in short supply for him, but with just a little bit of it, he could probably escape. But what then? He had nowhere to go, nothing to which to escape. The military had never been his home, but it was the closest thing he had. Might as well stay and face the music.

“I take it you have considered your options?” General Biggs asked dryly. “And decided to remain?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” The general raised the hand that had been on his lap and placed a gun on the desk. “I didn’t want to shoot you, although in some ways it might have been easier.”

“Sir?” Although John kept his face blank, the gun had surprised him, and he wasn’t easily surprised.

“Sit down, Wales. I’m getting a crick in my neck from looking up at you.”

This time, he was sure that his surprise showed, but he moved to one of the chairs in front of the desk and sat, although he did not relax.

“You are aware that Earth Government has sent cyborgs to terraform Mars?”

It was the last topic he had expected, but he nodded.

“And you are aware that the cyborgs are former soldiers? Injured too greatly to live?”

The general’s comment about shooting him took on a new significance, and he tensed, checking the distance to the desk. He was almost positive he could reach the weapon before the general could fire.

“That’s not a threat, Wales.” The general shook his head when John did not relax. “Do you trust anyone?”

“No, sir.” He had learned that lesson the day his mother left him at the orphanage.

“I suppose I don’t blame you.” The general drummed his fingers on the desk. “There are several reasons why I’m telling you about the cyborg program. First, a number of the transformations from soldier to cyborg were not handled well. Despite that, the soldiers—the former soldiers—have adapted and overcome. Especially now that there are human colonists on Mars, they have begun integrating into that society.”

There was an expectant pause, and John nodded, keeping his face blank.

The general sighed. “I suppose I am not reassuring you about my intentions.” He drummed on the desk again. “I assume you have also heard of GenCon?”

The random question surprised him enough that he answered. “Yes, sir. A powerful corporation with close ties to Earth Government.”

“Too close, I’m afraid. Although Earth Government has refused to share the secrets behind the cyborg technology, they have revealed enough that GenCon is experimenting with that knowledge. However, the majority of their experiments are taking place on Mars, and we have little to no oversight into the results.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“In part because I am concerned that GenCon could end up in control of Mars. Under other circumstances, I might approve of the Martian colony escaping the leash of Earth Government, but I believe that GenCon would be an even worse master.”

Considering his own experience with the company, he couldn’t disagree. He had worked—briefly—for one of their agricultural divisions when he first left the orphanage. Given the massive unemployment rates and the endless supply of workers, the company didn’t hesitate to subject their employees to the worst possible conditions. He could have ignored the horrendous circumstances, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that they were adding nutrition-less filler to their so-called protein bars. His protests had resulted in a firing, an attempted beating, and an assurance that he would never work again.

When he had attempted to report them, his concerns were dismissed. He had also quickly realized that their threat had been real—he was unemployable by any legitimate company. A succession of menial, under-the-table jobs had followed, most of them ending when his uncompromising sense of right and wrong reared its head. So he had ended up in the military, although perhaps that too was coming to an end. He forced his attention back to the general, who was once more discussing the cyborgs.

“We essentially closed down the cyborg program once the terraforming had reached the stage where human life was viable—with some assistance, of course.” General Biggs gave him a speculative look. “However, the program did not entirely cease.”

John tensed again, his eyes going to the gun.

The general shook his head. “I will not force you. But I would like you to consider undergoing that transformation and traveling to Mars.”

“Why me?”

“Your actions have shown that you can think for yourself—not always an advantage in a military situation, but critically important for this role. More importantly from my perspective, you have shown that you will not inflict damage on the weak. Assuming you accept my offer, I will send you to Mars as a settler—perhaps a farmer or a miner. For right now, I will ask nothing from you except to observe and report. However, to be quite clear, I expect that trouble is coming, and when it does, I will expect you to fight.”

John considered the idea. The idea of traveling to another planet was unexpectedly appealing. There was certainly nothing to keep him here on Earth, no friends and no family.

“I would want a place to call my own and sufficient funds that I would not go short on food,” he said, remembering his thoughts on the way to this meeting.

“Of course. You would be equipped with the same initial supplies as any other settler. Funds will be deposited to your account on a monthly basis in addition to whatever you may earn on your own.” General Biggs drummed his fingers again. “I should warn you that although they have made improvements, the transformation process is quite painful.”

John shrugged. It wouldn’t be the first time, and he doubted it would be the last time that he experienced pain.

“Do you accept?”

He took another look at the dusty books belonging to the useless captain. Outside, he could hear the sound of men exercising, but he had never really felt like part of the team. His time in the military had served a purpose, but there was nothing to tie him here. He nodded.

“Very well,” the general said briskly. “I will inform the captain.”

 

Eight months later, J-100 prepared to disembark from the transport ship that had carried him to Mars. Although his outer appearance was essentially unchanged, John Wales was gone, replaced by this new version of himself with capabilities he was still exploring. The trip to Mars had taken over six months and prior to that, he had spent two months in the military labs on Earth losing his human identity. The general hadn’t lied to him—it had been a painful process. But the most painful part had not been the fire surging through his veins as he acquired the nanites that drove his new technology. The most painful part had been losing his human side—and realizing how little there was to lose.

Now he looked out through the open door and across the enclosed landing field. A wide cement floor surrounded by labeled exits was topped with a segmented dome, all of it covered with orange dust. But even though the actual surface was hidden, he already knew what Mars would look like. He had spent the entire trip studying every piece of information he could find about the planet.

“Mr. Wales?” the official at the top of the ramp asked, comparing J-100’s identification card to his tablet.

“Yes.” His cybernetics were buried under his skin, invisible under most circumstances, and the general had asked him to keep them hidden until it was necessary to reveal his cyborg skills. But although the attendant called him by his human name, he knew that he was no longer that man.

“You have filed for a mining claim?” the attendant continued.

“Yes.”

“Report to entrance E. They will provide instructions on how to gather your supplies and—”

The man continued talking but J-100 was no longer listening. His attention had been drawn to a woman walking briskly across the far side of the landing field. A well-tailored dark suit clung to a tall, slender figure, graceful despite her brisk pace. His enhanced hearing could even pick out the quick tap of her heels. She was moving away from him, and all he could see was a short cap of white-blonde hair, gleaming in the drab surroundings. Despite the dusty, crowded chaos, she seemed to carry an invisible shield separating her from everyone else.

“Who is that?” he interrupted.

“Who is who?” the official asked impatiently, then looked up for the first time. He gulped when he took in J-100’s size. “Who are you asking about?”

“That woman, over there at the far end of the hangar.”

The man strained to see, and J-100 hoped she was visible to human eyes and that he hadn’t given away his enhanced vision. To his relief, the man’s eyes widened.

“You mean Ms. Gatling?”

“I don’t know. Blonde, dark suit.”

“That’s her.” The attendant lowered his voice confidentially. “She’s the managing director of GenCon operations on Mars. I know women are scarce up here, but you’d be better off forgetting you ever saw her.”

“Why?” he demanded, even though if she was working for GenCon, he would have no choice but to avoid her.

“She’s scary. And so cold she could freeze off your balls with one look. They call her the Ice Queen.”

Ice Queen? Some part of him was absolutely certain she was not as cold as she appeared to be. He forced the thought aside. Their paths would not be crossing, no matter how tempted he was by the idea. He had work to do.

But as he started down the ramp, he took one last look in her direction. She had turned to survey the busy area, and he could finally make out her face. Delicately carved features and pale, perfect skin. Her eyes were blue, a pale, almost icy shade, and for a moment they seemed to rest on him. He knew it was impossible—she was only human—but the shock of that contact went through him like a thunderbolt. For an interminable second, the two of them stood frozen, and then she was gone, disappearing behind a big door at the far end.

His instincts urged him to go after her, but he had made a commitment and he would not go back on his word.

 


Chapter Three

 

Serena followed her bodyguard away from the main landing field and into the area reserved for GenCon specific traffic, but for once, her mind was not on her job. When she had looked across the hangar and seen the huge figure coming down the ramp from the newly arrived ship, something like a shock of recognition had gone through her. It was ridiculous, of course. It must have been his size that caught her attention. The settlers were often large men and of course, the cyborg rangers tended to be big, but he was the largest man she had seen on Mars. Normally, she disliked oversized men, even though she had trained herself never to reveal that fact, but something about this one had made her feel safe rather than threatened.

Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself. She knew better than to believe that any man was safe. When necessary, she used them to further her purposes, but she would never make the mistake of relying on one again.

With the ease of long practice, she forced him out of her mind. Time to greet the latest of GenCon’s experiments. Her heart beat a little faster, the hope that she usually tried to suppress making her unexpectedly anxious, although she kept her face as smooth as always.

GenCon was attempting to reproduce the cyborg technology used by the military for their own use. By doing so, they hoped to circumvent Earth Government’s laws removing all rights from the cyborgs. Success would mean huge profits from wealthy citizens of Earth eager to leave the overcrowded and polluted planet but unwilling to put up with the restrictions of the Martian environment.

But there was another reason behind GenCon’s desire to replicate the technology. The corporation’s long-term goal was complete control of Mars and its barely tapped wealth of minerals. The cyborg rangers had proven to be a formidable wrinkle in their plans, and they were determined to overcome that obstacle. She had little interest in GenCon’s plans for the planet. Although her share in the profits would be quite considerable, her only real interest was in the regenerative possibilities created by the nanites used in the process.

Her hope for that technology took a sharp plummet when the man she had been waiting for emerged from the ship—if she could call him a man. White, almost plastic-looking skin was molded to an expressionless face. He moved quickly down the ramp, but he walked with an unnatural gait. The cyborg rangers, despite their cybernetic components, were still clearly men. This hybrid looked more like a robot than a human. Although no robot would immediately have launched into a litany of complaints about his journey.

“I must say I was unimpressed with the quality of the accommodations on your ship. For the amount of money which I have paid GenCon, I expected nothing but the finest. The bedroom was far too small, the bathing room completely inadequate, and the food…” The disgust in his voice was clearly apparent, but his face didn’t change.

“I’m sorry if you were not satisfied, Mr. Carrington. There are some limitations imposed by space travel that we have not yet been able to overcome.”

She wondered if he could hear the lack of sincerity in her polite words, but in her experience, the very wealthy found it hard to believe that anyone didn’t sympathize with them. “Hopefully you will be pleased by your residence,” she continued calmly. “Although—as you were warned—the city is still under construction.”

“As long as the residence itself is complete, I suppose it will do. For now.”

She turned to lead the way to the waiting rover, ignoring the underlying threat in his voice. He would learn soon enough that he had little to back up his threats. He already appeared to have forgotten that he had agreed to the transformation to avoid a prison sentence back on Earth.

He sneered again at the big six-wheeled rover, and once they were on the surface, he made a disgusted sound. “I thought the terraforming process would be further along. It’s still nothing but sand and rocks.”

“The atmospheric pressure has been stabilized to the point where pressure suits are not required and people can walk on the surface with only a breathing mask.”

“Which I will not require,” he interrupted.

“Correct.” Although she did wonder how thoroughly that had been tested, she found it hard to be too concerned. “The amount of water in the atmosphere is increasing daily, and the settlers’ efforts in planting lichens and other plant materials will also help to stabilize the atmosphere.”

She had mixed feelings about the project sponsored by Earth Government to transform the surface. Something about the harsh terrain, the ever-changing reds and golds of the desert, and the jagged peaks of the mountains against the pale sky appealed to her. Perhaps because they reflected her own inner barrenness, she thought with a familiar pang.

Carrington had resumed his complaints, but she tuned them out as the rover trundled down the path that had been the source of so much difficulty in order to reach the hidden passage to the new city. He finally stopped talking when the rock face slid aside and revealed the tunnel. When the rover emerged at the far end to overlook the huge cavern and the neat grid of luxurious residences set amidst plantings of specially bred mosses, he actually nodded approvingly.

“This is more like it. Which one is mine?”

“The residence at the far side, overlooking the crater below. Those are of course the most prestigious homes,” she added smoothly.

He gave a satisfied nod. “Of course. It is one of the perks I expected as the first.”

She donned her breathing mask, ignoring his supercilious smirk, and they climbed out of the rover. Her bodyguards, Alan and Jose, accompanied them. Although they were also GenCon employees, the two big men had proven loyal to her interests and she made sure that they were paid well in excess of their listed job titles.

Carrington opened his mouth and took a deep breath, then smiled triumphantly. “At least this part of the process is successful.”

He headed down the broad avenue, and once again she noted how quickly he moved despite his awkward steps. Apparently, the company had managed to get some things right. But his appearance… She suppressed a shudder.

Carrington found little to complain about with his residence aside from the minimal furnishings. The company had done an excellent job of anticipating the surroundings a wealthy client would expect. After promising to arrange a 3D replicator that would allow him to manufacture additional furnishings, she left him ensconced in his new home.

“He didn’t seem worried about being the only… person in this whole city,” Jose muttered as they climbed back into the rover.

“I seriously doubt he has ever been concerned about anyone other than himself,” she said dryly. “We’ll see how long it takes before he finds something else to complain about.”

 

That night, Serena dreamed. She dreamed she was back on the sidewalk as the rain fell down over her and mingled with the blood. She awoke with tears on her face, alone as always. While she still occasionally took a man to bed—for amusement or profit—she never allowed one to spend the night. There was too much chance that the pain she managed to bury during the day would emerge.

Dashing the tears from her cheeks, she threw on an expensive silk robe and padded across the thick carpet to stand at the window. Her rooms were located on the top floor of the GenCon building. Below her, the town of New Arcadia sprawled on both sides of a wide dirt street, a ragtag collection of buildings made out of everything from prefab panels to discarded ship parts. Ignoring the familiar disorder below, she looked out through the great dome that covered the town to the desert beyond. The vast emptiness soothed her. 

Is my settler out there? she wondered before she could stop herself.

No. Angelica might once have been swayed by an attractive man, but that part of her was long dead. She had reinvented herself as Serena, using her intelligence, her looks, and her ruthless determination to claw her way out of the slums where she’d been thrown like abandoned garbage. The price she had paid destroyed what little has been left of her soul, and she was not going to lose focus now.

But as she returned to her lavish bed and finally drifted off to sleep, her last thoughts were of a big, silent figure, alone by a campfire.


Chapter Four

 

Six months later… 

 

J-100 finished recording his message and signed off. Because of the transmission delays between Earth and Mars, there was no reason to attempt live communication. His duty completed, he tried to decide what to do with the rest of his day. From force of long habit, his habitat was already neat and tidy. Although he could spend some time prospecting, the thought didn’t appeal to him. The small collection of ore he gathered made a nice little supplement to the funds he received from the government, but he didn’t really need the income. He paced to the window and back, unusually restless.

Had it been a mistake to choose a mining claim over a homestead? At the time, he had liked the idea of the isolation it provided and the freedom to move around and investigate. He had been correct about his ability to explore—and the result of his latest explorations had been the subject of today’s message to the general. But the isolation had not proven as satisfactory as he had anticipated. Although he had always been a loner, he hadn’t realized until he was alone on his claim how accustomed he was to the presence of other people.

He might not fit in with them and he frequently found them annoying, but he was used to them being around.

At the thought of other people, his mind inevitably traveled to Serena. The one glance he’d had of her on the landing field had stayed with him and he frequently found himself thinking about her despite the amount of time that had passed. He knew it was ridiculous—he knew nothing about her other than that she was in charge of the organization the general so distrusted. But every time he tried to convince himself that he couldn’t possibly be interested in someone like that, he remembered the haunted look he had seen in those blue eyes and remembered that graceful figure walking away from him, completely alone despite the people surrounding her.

As usual, his body also reacted to the memory, his cock hardening, but he was tired of taking himself in hand. With a sigh, he picked up his tablet and pulled up a book on the history of the Martian colony instead. But he had no sooner settled in his favorite chair by the big window overlooking the desert than the communicator beeped. 

That’s unusual. General Biggs rarely responded so quickly.

The general’s message was short and to the point. Investigate further.

J-100’s pulse quickened as he prepared to leave, despite the efforts of his nanites to keep it steady. This was the first time the general had asked him to take action and he welcomed the change in his routine.

At the door, he hesitated, then grabbed a breathing mask. Due to his cyborg enhancements, he didn’t need the mask, but if he should encounter another settler, it was an easy way to maintain his disguise.

He set out at an easy lope, running effortlessly across the plain. Closer to the city, the homesteaders had started planting lichens and other hardy plants to continue the terraforming process, but there were no homesteaders this far out and his footsteps only sent puffs of orange dust into the air. His habitat was nestled at the base of one mountain range. A higher range of mountains rose to the east while a vast crater lay to the west. He headed for the crater.

During his previous explorations, he had seen unexpected signs of activity on the crater floor. If what the general suspected was true, an outpost was being created—one that GenCon had chosen to conceal from Earth Government.

At the edge of the crater, he hid himself amongst the rocks and surveyed the ground below. His enhanced vision made it easy to pick out not only the small signs of development along one rim, but what appeared to be a track of some kind leading to a break in the far edge of the crater wall. A pass that would lead through in the direction of the spaceport and New Arcadia.

He moved further along the rim until he had a clear view of the activity below. From this angle, he could see robots busily working on the crater wall and it was clear that they were creating an outpost of considerable size. As the general suspected, because of its position it would be invisible to overhead satellites.

There was a glint of more movement in the distance, almost too far for him to make out what was happening. He focused more intently and realized that a cyborg ranger, astride one of the robotic horses that made up their usual means of transportation, was heading into the crater through the break.

Interesting. He wondered if the general had sent the ranger as well but the man didn’t seem to be moving with any great degree of caution. He trotted out onto the open floor of the crater, then seemed to notice the track for the first time, guiding the horse in that direction.

As J-100 debated the merits of making contact, he caught a second flash of movement. Another figure had entered the crater. He was too far away for J-100 to make out any details other than the white pallor of his face. The second man set off after the ranger, but the angle of his approach and the rocks that cluttered the crater floor meant that he would be concealed until he was almost upon the ranger.

Was the second man a cyborg as well? His gait was awkward, but he moved as quickly as one of the rangers. And yet… something about him made J-100’s skin crawl and he had long ago learned not to ignore his instincts. If it was an ambush, he would never reach the pair in time but neither could he stay here and do nothing. Swearing under his breath, he began making his way down the crater wall.

Even with his enhanced strength, it was a difficult climb. Nonetheless he had almost reached the bottom before the second man attacked. J-100 was still high enough above the valley floor that he could see the ambush. The second man sprang out from behind a rock, knocking the ranger off his horse. The two men struggled while the horse reared, hooves flashing. But the two were locked too closely together for the horse to assist.

J-100 swore again, dropped the remaining thirty feet to the valley floor, and set off at a run. He arrived just in time to see the white-faced figure toss the ranger’s body aside. The horse reared again, but the stranger shuffled backwards with surprising speed. Fortunately, he was so distracted by the horse that he didn’t hear J-100 approach. He started to turn just as J-100 reached him, but it was too late. J-100 had his arms around his neck, locking him in a remorseless grip.

A single glance was enough to show him that the ranger was dead, and anger roared through him. The ranger had been a soldier, a victim of a ruthless government, and the being he was holding had caused his death. This close, the unnatural qualities of the stranger were all too clear—the white plastic skin, the face that remained expressionless despite his struggles, and the faint scent of decay.

J-100 didn’t hesitate. He snapped the abomination’s neck and cast him aside.

Although he was quite sure that the ranger was dead, he headed for him only to find his way blocked by the huge metal body of the horse.

“Whoa there. I don’t mean any harm. I just want to see if there’s anything I can do.”

A pair of robotic eyes surveyed him, and he could have sworn that the horse was judging him before he shook his mane and moved aside. J-100 dropped to his knees beside the fallen man. His chest had been torn open, his heart removed. A cyborg could survive many things, but this was not one of them.

With a gentle hand, he closed the man’s eyes. Another senseless death. But he vowed this one was not going to be in vain.

He took another glance at the white-faced stranger, remembering what the general had told him. This must have been one of GenCon’s attempts to reproduce cyborg technology. Everything about it screamed abomination, but he had to respect its power. The general had not thought that the program was so far along—and if he had been wrong about that, what else had he been wrong about?

And why was the abomination here, so far away from New Arcadia and GenCon headquarters? He looked over at the crater wall, at the machines busily building into the rock, creating another city. A city that this abomination was created to rule?

Looking back down at the ranger, he decided the man deserved more than to be abandoned here alone on the desert floor. He would take him back to New Arcadia. In doing so, perhaps he would also be able to discover if more of the abominations existed.

He stood, then reached down to gather up the ranger. Once more, the horse came between them.

“I’m going to take him home,” he said quietly, then wondered why he was talking to an animal.

The horse gave him another one of those apparently speculative looks, then bowed his head and moved back. Hmm. If he could understand that much… While J-100 could carry the ranger, it was a long trip.

“Will you carry him?” he asked.

Of course the horse did not respond, but he moved closer, then stood patiently as J-100 carefully placed the ranger across his back. Then J-100 put his hand on the mane of flexible tubing, and together the two of them began the long trek towards the city.

The shadows lengthened as they walked, and when night fell, he considered stopping but neither he nor the horse would be impacted by the freezing nighttime temperatures, and an unexpected sense of urgency was driving him onward.

“I’m not going to stop,” he said. “I have the feeling that we need to get to New Arcadia as soon as possible.”

The horse broke into a trot, and J-100 gave a surprised laugh before increasing his pace to keep up.

“I swear you can understand everything I say. It reminds me of a quote I read once by a great leader about listening as a form of courage. What do you think of the name Winston?”

Winston briefly turned his head in J-100’s direction, then tossed his mane and resumed his rapid pace. J-100 took that as acceptance.

By the time the pale Martian sun started to wash the rocks with gold, they were almost at the city.


Chapter Five

 

As always, Serena was behind her desk before the sun rose, but today she had been driven as much by a feeling of restlessness as her usual dedication to her job. She looked up as her office doors were flung wide and Alan appeared in the opening, his face worried.

“Excuse me, Ms. Gatling, but I think something is wrong.”

She raised her eyebrows. Her bodyguards were usually unflappable. “What is it?”

“Four of the new hybrids are here in New Arcadia.”

Fuck. Not long after Carrington had arrived, he had kidnapped a baby and been shot in the subsequent rescue attempt. She had warned the company about his mental instability—although not about the assistance she had provided to the cyborg rangers who had rescued him. Despite that, GenCon had sent twelve more hybrids to Mars on the last transport.

Eight of them had been assigned to the new outposts that the corporation had been preparing in secret. The other four had been delivered to the nearby hidden city prepared for the wealthy—or formerly wealthy—men who were both clients and experiments. Desperate enough to pass on most of their fortune in return for leaving Earth, this new batch had been equipped with control chips in order to prevent any further “unfortunate incidents.” Unlocking her desk, she reached for the case containing the command panel for the chips.

The crack of a shot sent her gaze flying back to the open doors in time to see Alan collapse to the floor, blood pooling beneath his body. One of the hybrids stood over him, his white face locked into an expressionless mask. She recognized Evans, an embezzler who had used the millions of credits stolen from his victims to fund his way to Mars and away from prison.

And now he’s gone from white-collar criminal to cold-blooded murderer, she thought, sickened at the sight of Alan’s lifeless body.

“You will no longer require the services of a bodyguard, Ms. Gatling,” Evans said, his excited voice at odds with the eerie stillness of his face. “We wouldn’t dream of letting anything happen to such a valuable GenCon executive.”

She tried to ease her hand surreptitiously towards the control case but he laughed and shook his head. “Don’t bother. Those chips you implanted in our heads—without our consent I might add—are no longer active.”

Double fuck. Long practice kept her face and voice calm. “I see. What do you intend to do now?”

“Eliminate the cyborgs and take control, of course, just as GenCon intended. Although I’m afraid they will be playing a much less significant part than they had planned.” He laughed again, the hysterical edge sending shivers down her spine. “Now, you be a good girl and remain here while I clean up this mess. I will be back shortly to provide you with a list of demands for you to convey to your employer.”  

The doors closed behind him before she could respond. Her hands were trembling, she realized as she reached for the useless case. It had been many, many years since that happened. She had to make a decision. Follow the hybrid’s instructions and wait quietly until he returned, and then try and negotiate on behalf of GenCon? Or do everything in her power to stop the hybrids?

She knew her employer would expect her to negotiate. If they ever found out she had made an alternate choice, she would lose her last possible chance at the technology she so desperately wanted. She thought of Alan’s body outside the door. She thought of the cyborgs and their families—of their children. The hybrids had already demonstrated they didn’t care who would be hurt. And just as with the baby Carrington had kidnapped, that was a line she would not cross.

With a defeated sigh, she picked up the communicator and called the Judge. Even though the big cyborg had officially retired to spend time with his wife and child, he was still the indisputable leader of the cyborgs—and he owed her a favor.

After she asked for his assistance, she was about to warn him about the situation when an icy white hand reached across her desk and snatched the communicator away from her. The hybrid demanded a response, but the Judge must not have answered because the hybrid discarded the device with a frustrated growl, then turned on her.

“You were told to wait here for our instructions. I think you do not understand the situation. You are no longer in command.”

This wasn’t the same hybrid who had shot Alan. His hair was darker, his eyes wilder in that horrible caricature of a face. Brandt. The background on him had been minimal at best but she’d read between the lines enough to suspect that he had been highly placed in a criminal organization.

“I wasn’t told not to make any calls,” she said as calmly as possible. “It won’t happen again. You may leave now.”

“No,” he said flatly, moving closer.

Despite her attempt to appear composed, her heart was racing. There was something about that smooth plastic face that only enhanced the menace in his tone.

“GenCon thinks they’re so clever. Taking advantage of us while we’re desperate. Taking our money, turning us into tools for their use.” He was behind the desk now. “We are no longer tools. Your little experiment is a failure. Our chips have been deactivated and we are in command now. Of the planet. Of you.”

With an unnervingly casual strength, he reached out and ripped open her blouse, revealing her breasts. She refused to cower, despite the terror flooding her system.

“What do you think you’re doing? Leave immediately.” She kept her chin raised and did her best to maintain her usual icy demeanor.

“You don’t think I’m a threat, do you? You think that because the fucking company took my manhood away, I can’t teach you who’s really in charge.” He leaned closer, and she caught a whiff of something foul and unnatural. A deep, atavistic shudder ran through her despite her attempt to conceal it. He laughed and gripped her breast with cold, cruel hands until she was unable to stop herself from crying out.

“That’s better. I think I need to make sure you understand that there’s more than one way to be in control.” He picked up the bottle of water she kept on her desk, a large clear tube, and stroked it thoughtfully. “If one has… limitations, one simply has to find the appropriate substitutes.”

His meaning was only too clear, but she refused to look away from him. She had been hurt in the past. She had always expected to be hurt again. She wouldn’t give him—would never give any man—the satisfaction of hearing her plead for mercy again.

“How pitiful,” she sneered. “All of your new technology and all you can think about is some pitiful excuse for a penis substitute.”

“We’ll see how pitiful you find it when—”

He didn’t finish his threat. An enormous hand came out of nowhere, grabbed him by his throat, and lifted him off his feet. Brandt choked and struggled, but the newcomer ignored him, his worried gaze fixed on her face.

“Are you all right?”

It was the man she had seen at the landing field, the one who had haunted her for the past six months. He had looked huge when she saw him from a distance. Standing in her office, he made even that spacious room feel small. His muscles strained against a tight-fitting dark shirt in an awe-inspiring display of strength.

“I’m fine,” she said, trying her best to sound calm. Her heart was still racing, but now it was at least partially the result of his presence—and it wasn’t because she was afraid.

“He threatened you?” he asked.

“Yes. I believe he planned on using that bottle to… violate me.”

He gave a nod—an acknowledgment, not an agreement—and tightened his hand. Brandt gasped for breath, his face still completely unchanged, before a rattling gurgle escaped and his body went limp.

Her savior shook the limp body. “Is that enough to kill him?”

“I’m not sure. I know severing the spinal column will do the trick.”

He nodded again, and with one sharp twist, broke her attacker’s neck, then tossed him carelessly into the corner. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

Somewhere deep inside, a remnant of Angelica was screaming, but she had been buried too deep for too many years. Serena managed a brisk nod as she pulled her blouse back together.

“I’m fine. Who are you? What are you?” she added as she glanced at the discarded body before looking back at him. Despite his impressive muscles, no human had that much strength.

He hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “J-100. I’m a cyborg.”

Interesting. There was no visible sign of any cybernetic parts. “You’re a ranger?”

He snorted. “Nah. Just a simple miner.”

“Who just happened to be here at the right time?” Despite the suspicious question, nothing about this man triggered her usual distrust. His features were rugged rather than handsome, dark hair cropped close to his scalp accentuating his almost brutal masculinity, but the brown eyes studying her face were warm with concern.

“Thank God I was here,” he said fervently. “Do you mind if I sit?”


Chapter Six

 

J-100 collapsed into a chair at Serena’s nod, ignoring the ominous creak. Now that the episode was over, his knees suddenly felt weak. He had been approaching New Arcadia when he spotted another of the white-faced abominations at the airlock leading into the city. His first thought had been of Serena, but she was the head of GenCon operations on Mars. What if she was behind their presence?

But the nagging sense of urgency had not diminished. He guided Winston into the shadow of the canyon wall.

“Wait here while I investigate.”

Winston made a soft noise that J-100 chose to take as agreement. Leaving the horse and the body of the ranger behind, he made his way along the rocky wall, keeping it between himself and the airlock. New Arcadia had been built in a canyon with a dome spanning the distance between the walls and airlocks at each end. While he had no doubt he could eliminate the abomination guarding the airlock, he was reluctant to reveal himself until he had investigated the situation. Instead, he took advantage of the information the general had provided and headed for a small concealed entrance.

Earth Government had created the back way into the city as a precaution, and he was grateful for their foresight as he slipped inside. The tunnel through the rock pressed against his head and shoulders as he shimmied through it, but he emerged with only a few minor scrapes that immediately began to heal. He noted with satisfaction that GenCon headquarters were directly ahead of him.

He cautiously approached the building, but when he peeked around the corner, another of the abominations stood guard outside the front entrance. This was looking less and less like GenCon was in control, which meant that Serena could be in danger.

Once again rejecting a direct confrontation, he used more of the general’s helpful information to enter through a back entrance to the building. His desire for caution disappeared when he reached the top of the stairs and his enhanced hearing caught the muffled sound of a struggle. He raced into Serena’s office to see another abomination looming over her, her slender body impossibly small next to the much larger male. Any desire for concealment vanished in the desire to protect her.

“Thank God,” he muttered again, looking up to see her sitting behind her desk once more.

She reached for the bottle of water the abomination had threatened her with, and he saw her hand tremble for a moment. But she ignored it and poured them both a glass of water.

What a woman. 

Over the past six months he had tried to convince himself that his memory of her had been flawed, her beauty exaggerated. But now that he was close to her, he realized that if anything, he had understated her appeal. The crystalline blue of her eyes, the pale, perfect skin covering her elegant features, the soft pink bow of an unexpectedly lush mouth—she could have been an ancient statue brought to life.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?” she asked again.

He took the glass of water while he considered his answer. Every instinct he had hated the idea of lying to her, but there was so much he didn’t know. He settled on a partial truth.

“One of them attacked a ranger yesterday. I saw the fight but I was too late to prevent it from killing him, although not too late to avenge his death. I decided to bring the ranger’s body back to the city.”

“They can overpower one of the cyborg rangers?” she asked thoughtfully, her eyes traveling to the fallen body of the abomination.

“In a fair fight, I suspect not, but it had the advantage of surprise.”

“That is… unfortunate.” She looked back at him, blue eyes troubled. “You realize that GenCon intends to use them to control the cyborgs?”

“I heard information to that effect,” he said cautiously, surprised that she was being so open with him.

“Now I wonder where you heard that,” she murmured, but to his relief, she didn’t pursue the question.

“How many of them are there?” he asked.

She studied him again, then lifted a shoulder. The movement caused her torn blouse to shift, and he caught a glimpse of pale cleavage that made his pants suddenly feel too tight. Resolutely ignoring his unruly cock, he forced himself to concentrate on her face.

“Twelve originally.” Once again, she surprised him by responding openly. “Although they’re down to ten now.”

She looked down at the body on the floor and sighed, the expression on her face so desolate that his heart ached for her.

“My bosses are not going to be happy about this development.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” The question emerged before he had a chance to reconsider, but he didn’t regret the impulse.

“I—”

His sensitive hearing caught the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. “Someone’s coming.”

He saw her hand tremble again, but she nodded calmly as she opened a desk drawer and pulled out a handful of darts. “I should have thought about these before. I’m not sure if they’ll work, but it’s worth trying.”

“What are they?”

“Paralytic darts. They shut down the nanites in a cyborg’s system. I hope they have the same effect on the hybrids.”

“Stay behind me,” he ordered as he moved to one side of the doors. Rather to his surprise, she silently obeyed.

A big cyborg burst into the room. He appeared to be one of the rangers, but J-100 didn’t hesitate. He fastened his arm around the man’s neck, although he only maintained enough pressure to render the man immobile rather than to actually harm him. A second cyborg appeared and grabbed uselessly at J-100’s arm.

When the second cyborg appeared to realize the futility of his efforts, he started to reach for his gun. Serena stopped him by the simple expedient of pressing one of the paralytic darts to his skin. She really was an amazing woman. He gave her another admiring glance as he obeyed her and released the ranger.

 

J-100 reluctantly released the Judge at her request, and Serena couldn’t help a feeling of satisfaction at his unquestioning support. Although she would never permit them to see her concern, the cyborg rangers were an intimidating bunch and having her own cyborg on her side was unexpectedly reassuring.

Wyatt, the second ranger, really looked at her for the first time and his eyes widened. Fuck. She had forgotten her disheveled state, and in the drama of the moment, her blouse had gaped open again. J-100 immediately stepped in front of her while she wrapped herself in her jacket and pulled Serena’s usual icy calm back in place.

“What’s going on, Serena?” the Judge demanded when she stepped forward again.

Fighting back the sense of loss that threatened to swamp her, she filled them in on what she knew about GenCon’s plans for the hybrids. As she suspected, both rangers immediately agreed to take action against them. However, since the hybrids appeared to be monitoring communications, they wouldn’t be able to alert the other rangers until they were outside the city.

The Judge decided they needed to obtain more information from one of the hybrids. Before he and Wyatt could execute their somewhat complicated plan to capture one, J-100 looked at her and raised an eyebrow. As soon as she agreed, he nodded and disappeared, the Judge hastily following him.

“Quite an admirer you have there,” Wyatt said teasingly.

She did her best to ignore him, despite that same feeling of satisfaction filling her. Even though she was quite sure J-100 hadn’t told her everything, she liked knowing that he was on her side.

For now, she reminded herself. I can’t depend on him.

Picking up a tablet, she began making a note of the locations for which the hybrids had been intended, but as she did, she considered the possibilities. Even though she knew the hybrids had to be stopped, if there was any way to keep her options open…

In the end, she suggested that Wyatt contact Earth Government. It would divert attention from her by forcing GenCon to deal with the resulting investigation. Hopefully, it would also eliminate the possibility of any additional hybrids being sent to Mars.

As she finished her list, an anomaly in the data caught her attention. Before she could examine it in greater detail, the doors to her office reopened and J-100 threw a hybrid to the floor in front of her desk. Rochester. The spoiled younger son of a wealthy family, he had plotted to assassinate his older brother and take over their company. He had failed, but the brother had been “merciful” enough to send him off to Mars rather than terminate him. She suspected his brother would enjoy seeing him sprawled on the floor with J-100’s boot on his neck.

Unfortunately, Rochester had little more useful information to offer other than confirming that Sheldon, another hybrid, had been able to figure out how to bypass the control chips. He also revealed that Sheldon had gone off in search of a scientist to reverse the process—the same scientist who was married to the Judge. The two men didn’t wait to hear anymore before they raced out of her office.

She suppressed a sigh as they left. While she couldn’t begrudge their urgency and she didn’t wish for any harm to come to the Judge’s wife Addie—and certainly not to their endearing daughter—she was on her own again.

I don’t need them, she reminded herself, then turned her attention to J-100. The big cyborg showed no indication of leaving, his boot still planted on the hybrid’s neck.

“Don’t you want to go with them?” she asked.

“Told you I wasn’t a ranger.” His face softened as he looked at her. “And I’m not going to leave you alone until I’m sure you’re safe.”

Normally she would have scoffed at the idea that she needed protection but she was still feeling a little shaky from the attack. Not that she needed him either, of course—she knew better than that. Under other circumstances she might also have been calculating how to take advantage of his apparent weakness on her behalf, but right now, she simply appreciated his presence. He made her feel safe, and even though she knew it was foolish, she was going to allow herself the indulgence this time.

She looked down at the body on the floor and frowned. Now what?


Chapter Seven

 

“I assume this is not what GenCon had in mind,” J-100 said, echoing Serena’s thoughts as she contemplated the hybrids.

“No, it’s not. I was told that they were sending a special batch of hybrids who had agreed to take leadership positions at the settlements we’ve been developing.” She indicated the control case. “This was supposed to be capable of controlling them. As you can see, it failed.”

Rochester cackled triumphantly. The sound cut off abruptly as J-100 lowered his boot.

“What do you want to do with this one?”

She was tempted to tell him to eliminate the hybrid, but the faint remnants of her conscience objected. As far as she knew, he hadn’t actually harmed anyone.

“There are titanium holding cells in the lower levels of this building.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Intended for the hybrids—or the rangers?”

Of course they had been intended for the rangers. When she had first arrived, that knowledge hadn’t bothered her but as she had more interactions with them, she had been thankful that it never came to that. She shrugged. “Does it matter now?”

His lips quirked, and she had the sudden desire to see a real smile on that hard face. Ignoring the foolish impulse, she focused on the business at hand. “Can you take him there and lock him in? With his… accomplice?”

“I don’t like leaving you alone.”

“If the other two are guarding the entrances to the city, I’ll be fine.” When he hesitated, she did her best to give him her usual cool, commanding look. “Please do as I ask.”

He simply looked back at her until she could feel the heat rising to her cheeks. Dammit. She never blushed. “Please.”

His face softened, then he reached behind him and pulled a small gun from his waistband. “Here. Take this. Lock the doors behind me and shoot anyone who tries to enter.”

“You had a weapon all this time?”

He shrugged. “Old habits die hard.”

“Why didn’t you use it?”

“I didn’t need it.” The smile she had wished for appeared, transforming his face from rugged to devastatingly attractive, but it was the warmth in his eyes that made her heart skip a beat. She found herself smiling back before she could control it. When she reached for the gun, he extended his other hand and gently touched her cheek. “I like seeing you smile.”

“Isn’t that sweet—” Rochester began with a sneer, before J-100 hauled him to his feet and knocked him unconscious.

It happened so fast that she could only stare.

“I was getting tired of him anyway,” J-100 said, flashing her another grin as he threw Rochester over his shoulder. With no apparent difficulty, he gathered up the other hybrid’s body as well and headed for the door.

“Lock the door. Shoot anyone who isn’t me,” he ordered again, and with a reluctant smile, she obeyed.

He returned with astonishing speed. She had barely started her review of the information she had provided the Judge when he knocked quietly on the door.

“They’re safely tucked away,” he assured her as she let him in. “The building is still quiet.”

“That’s good. Most of the staff hadn’t arrived before the hybrids showed up.” Except Alan. They hadn’t been close, but she was going to miss him.

“What are you going to do now?” J-100 watched her as she returned to her desk. “You told your friends to let Earth Government know about this incident.”

“They’re not my friends,” she responded instinctively, and sighed again. “They came to assist because they appreciated my discretion.”

He raised an eyebrow but didn’t question her, striding over to the window instead. “Everything outside appears to be quiet as well. Do you intend to remain here?”

“I suppose.” Although she had little hope that her employers would be understanding, an Earth Government investigation could distract them and allow her to remain in her position. A position she held for one reason and one reason only—a reason that seemed increasingly out of reach.

It wasn’t just the possible repercussions from the mutiny and the involvement of the cyborg rangers. GenCon had focused their efforts to reproduce the cyborg technology on the hybrids, but so far, those efforts did not seem to be paying off. Would anyone willingly undergo the transformation from a person to whatever the hybrids became? Was it affecting them mentally as well as physically, she wondered, or were all the subjects desperate enough to agree already unbalanced?

“Is GenCon sending more hybrids?” J-100 had turned away from the window and was studying her. She recognized the appreciative look in his eyes, and although she had learned to take advantage of it when men looked at her like that, she found she had no desire to manipulate him. 

“The next ship isn’t scheduled to leave the earth for another month,” she said honestly. “That is, of course, if they have told me the truth. Open communication is not a GenCon priority. That being said, there was something in this set of data…”

Something was still nagging at her about the information she had reviewed while preparing the list of locations for Wyatt. She turned back to her computer and brought up the records for the past six months, scrolling rapidly as she searched. Despite her concentration, she was aware that J-100 had moved to stand behind her. He wasn’t touching her, but she could feel the heat emanating from his big body as she forced herself to concentrate on the screen.

“Here.” She tapped the record and pulled up the data. “There’s a ninth location. I overlooked it earlier because none of the hybrids were assigned there, but there’s been an unusual amount of supplies allocated to it. Lab supplies. And here, this reference to cultivation. I thought at the time that there was something odd but was told not to worry about it.”

“Cultivation,” he repeated thoughtfully. “And you said lab supplies. What do you think they’re cultivating in that lab?”

“Somehow I doubt it’s agricultural. And while there is another lab that’s working on ways to use the existing nanite technology to enhance human abilities, those records are all clearly identified. Which makes me suspect that this project is more illicit.”

“Do you think they’re trying to create more of these abominations?” he asked bluntly.

“I don’t know. It could be that they are simply pursuing another line of inquiry. The goal is to enable humans to live on Mars as easily as the cyborgs, but without becoming cyborgs themselves.”

“Because of the laws surrounding the rights of cyborgs.” It wasn’t a question, and she shot him a surprised look. He grinned at her, and once again the expression turned his face from harsh to surprisingly attractive. “Don’t look so surprised. I know quite a lot about cyborgs and politics.”

“Why aren’t you a ranger?”

He shrugged. “Not much of a joiner.”

“But you were in the military?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He smiled at her again, but somehow she didn’t think he was telling her the complete truth. On the other hand, she had no intention of revealing all her secrets to him either. Which brought her attention back to the records.

The official lab had been making some progress, but it was painfully slow. She suspected that it would be several more years before the technology advanced to the point where it would be useful to her. But a secret lab, one less constrained by official protocols… Was it possible that they had advanced further along the path? Her heart skipped a beat.

Shouts erupted outside the window, and the two of them hurried over to see two of the cyborg rangers marching a hybrid towards the building.

“It appears the rangers have things under control again,” she said slowly. “And it looks as if they’re going to take advantage of our holding cells. Perhaps I should inform the corporate office they have assumed control of the building.”

J-100’s eyes sharpened. She suspected he knew as well as she did that the rangers were unlikely to try and displace her. “And if they are in control, you would be unable to stay here. Are you considering a trip?”

“Yes. I want to know what is going on at that lab. Will you come with me?” The question emerged before she had a chance to second-guess her request. She told herself it only made sense—she needed someone to accompany her. Her other bodyguard, Jose, was loyal to her, but he was still a GenCon employee. Yet despite her logic, she suspected that wasn’t the only reason she had asked.

“Of course.” He didn’t hesitate, bending closer to study the information about the lab.

She sternly suppressed a flicker of excitement at the thought of spending more time with…

“What’s your name? Your real name?”

She immediately regretted asking. Why did she care about his real name? He was just going to act as her bodyguard.

“John. John Wales.”

A plain, strong name—it suited him.

“Very well, John. I think we should leave before the rangers make it this far.” She bent over the computer and sent a quick coded message informing the corporate office that the rangers had assumed control of GenCon headquarters. She turned to find him surveying her thoughtfully.

“Do you have any other clothes?”

The question made her cringe internally. Her days dressing to suit a man were far behind her. She gave him an icy stare. “These clothes are perfectly suitable.”

“Suitable for an executive office. I’m not sure that they’re good for a trek across the desert.”

She could feel the heat on her cheeks but she kept her voice composed. “They will be fine inside a rover.”

“Is that how you want to travel? They’re easy to track.”

“I don’t have the ability to breathe on the surface,” she snapped. Or any of the other cyborg abilities.

“If you are willing to use a breathing mask, I have an alternate suggestion. I… acquired one of the robot horses, and we could use that. It wouldn’t be as comfortable as a rover, but it would be much faster and considerably more discreet.”

Travel on one of the horses? With him? She imagined being pressed against that big warm body and to her shock, she felt her nipples tighten. Ruthlessly suppressing the image, she considered his proposition logically. It did make sense.

“Very well,” she repeated.

“Then you’ll be more comfortable in other clothing,” he said firmly.

“A man wanting me to put on more clothes. That’s a first,” she muttered as she went to her closet. She kept several changes of clothing in the office for late nights and unexpected events.

“It wouldn’t be my first choice,” he said calmly, and instead of withering him with one of her icy stares, she felt herself flush again. She had forgotten how well the cyborgs could hear.

Ignoring his comment, she rapidly sorted through her small collection of clothing. After a quick trip to her private restroom to change, she returned to the office.

Fighting an unexpected feeling of shyness, she forced herself to give him a brisk nod. “Let’s go.”

 


Chapter Eight

 

J-100 did his best to hide his reaction when Serena emerged in her practical outfit. She had been enticing enough in the tailored navy suit she was wearing before, but he liked the simple coverall even more. Even though the garment covered her completely, it didn’t conceal the slender length of her body and her slight, feminine curves. Her silvery blonde hair was slightly ruffled, and pink tinted her high cheekbones. She looked like an approachable woman.

My woman.

The thought emerged before he could prevent it. But it was useless to deny how he felt. Ever since the first time he’d seen her, he had known she was special. And now that he had actually met her, he knew she was his to protect.

But if he was going to protect her, the first thing he needed to do was to make sure that they were equipped for the trip she wished to make. Even on horseback, it would take several days.

“Do you have any traveling supplies?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I’ve rarely left the city and never for more than a short journey in a rover.”

“Perhaps it would be better to take a rover after all.”

“I would prefer not to be tracked.” Her fingers flexed. “Do you think we could get to the supply depot without being seen?”

“I think so.”

“Then we will requisition some supplies there,” she said briskly and headed for the door to her office.

He gently reached out and stopped her, shaking his head. “Let me go first.” He saw her bristle at his authoritative tone, but while he might be willing to let her set the direction in most things, he would not take any chances with her safety. “I’ll make sure the path is clear.”

After a slight but noticeable hesitation, she inclined her head as regally as any queen. “Very well.”

He led the way out through her reception area and paused again. He could hear voices from the lower level rising up through the open atrium at the center of the building but this floor appeared to be deserted. Together they moved silently across the open area and into the maze of corridors to one side.

“The back stairs are this way,” she murmured.

They made their way to a concealed back entrance on the ground floor without encountering anyone else, although twice he brought them to a halt as he waited for a passageway to clear. Despite her initial reaction, she followed him without argument, and he was surprised to find how quickly and quietly she could move.

“You’re good at being stealthy,” he murmured as he cautiously opened the outer door and checked their surroundings.

“I developed a lot of survival skills over the years.” Her voice was matter-of-fact, but he suspected the story behind it was not.

“Good. It makes me feel a lot safer to know that I’m in such talented hands,” he said with a grin, and she actually smiled back, a genuine smile that made her entire face light up. The sight took his breath away, and he had to force his attention back to his task.

“All right, now.”

They headed for the canyon wall that formed one of the boundaries of New Arcadia and hurried along next to it. The majority of establishments populating the town faced the main street, and this area was deserted. They reached the supply depot without being seen.

The depot appeared to be deserted as well, and he began a rapid search for suitable equipment. Serena kept close to his side but once again she allowed him to take the lead. Fortunately, everything was neatly labeled and he found the row of travel supplies easily enough. He had just pulled down a small portable habitat when he heard the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked.

“You just put that back where you found it and keep your hands in the air. Step away from him, missy. I’m not going to let him hurt you.”

J-100 whirled in the direction of the voice, placing himself between Serena and the weapon. A weapon held by a withered old man with a heavily bruised face but one who held the gun with utter certainty.

“This might not kill you, but it will sure as hell slow you down. You let her go now.”

Before he could stop her, Serena peeked her head around his arm. “It’s all right, Cyrus. I’m here of my own free will.”

“Ms. Serena? Well, I’ll be damned.” The old man’s eyes traveled over Serena’s coveralls as she tried to step forward. J-100 immediately tugged her back against his side, and those sharp old eyes hardened. “I said let her go.”

“Really, it’s all right.” Serena patted his hand. “I know neither one of you is going to hurt me so stop acting like two old roosters.”

He glared at the older man, but he couldn’t deny that he only seemed interested in Serena’s wellbeing. With a grunt, he released her arm. Cyrus was not as quick to lower his weapon but when J-100 started to tense again, the older man sighed and finally let the gun drop.

“What are the two of you doing here?”

“You know the hybrids tried to take over the city?” she asked.

Cyrus nodded and briefly rubbed his bruised jaw. “Yeah. But I thought the Judge and that boy were gonna take care of it.”

“You helped them? Thank you,” she said sincerely with a soft smile at Cyrus. J-100 bit back his instinctive protest at her softness towards another man. “Fortunately, John had already arrived to save the day.”

“Reckon so.”

“Other cyborgs have come to help out as well and the city is now safe, but I have something I need to take care of and John has agreed to be my bodyguard.”

Cyrus snorted. “I’ll bet he has.”

She ignored the comment. “We’re not traveling by rover so I—we—need some camping supplies.”

Those sharp eyes fastened on J-100, and he was quite sure that the old man knew he was a cyborg, but Cyrus didn’t comment. He only shook his head and looked at the habitat J-100 had chosen.

“That’ll do. But you need a few more things. Follow me and I’ll get you fixed up.”

A short time later, they were preparing to leave the supply depot, equipped with a lot more than J-100 would have thought to gather. He found himself unexpectedly grateful that the older man had appeared—he had gotten too used to living like a cyborg and had forgotten some human necessities. If Cyrus had harbored any doubts about J-100 being a cyborg, the weight of the equipment he was now carrying would undoubtedly have eliminated them. But even though Serena had offered to help, he wasn’t about to let her carry any of it.

“There’s one more thing,” he said slowly. “One of the rangers was ambushed by a hybrid. I wasn’t in time to prevent him from killing the rangers, but I avenged him. I brought the ranger back to the city but he’s still outside. Could you… take care of him?”

“Those bastards,” Cyrus spat. “Of course I will. Where is he?”

“There’s a back entrance—”

“The one the government created?” His surprise must have been obvious because the old man cackled. “I know everything that goes on in New Arcadia, boy. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he’s brought home.”

“Thank you.” 

“And Cyrus, if anyone should come looking for us—” Serena began.

“Never seen you,” he said immediately. “No one else’s business.”

“Thank you.” Before he could stop her, she leaned over and planted a kiss on Cyrus’s weathered cheek. The old man immediately turned bright red, hastily clearing his throat before scowling at J-100.

“You take care of her, here?”

“With my life,” he vowed.

Cyrus’s scowl eased as he gave an abrupt nod. “Good.” 

The old man disappeared back amongst the stacks of supplies before he could respond. He turned to Serena. “Are you ready?”

“Yes. Although I assure you I’m quite capable of carrying some of the supplies.”

“But then I wouldn’t be able to impress you with my strength.”

She shook her head, but she was smiling and didn’t make any additional protests.

The trip back to the concealed tunnel proved easier than he had expected. There was an increasing amount of activity in the streets, but it seemed to be focused around the hybrids and the cyborg rangers who had come to the rescue of the town. No one paid any attention to them as they slipped along the canyon wall.

Serena gave an audible gasp behind her breathing mask when they merged into the shelter of the rocks and found Winston waiting for them.

“Oh, he’s beautiful. I always wanted to ride—” she stopped abruptly.

“Why didn’t you?”

“The horses were designed for the rangers. I’m not sure that he will even accept me.”

He briefly wondered the same thing. Winston was still standing at the opposite end of the small canyon gap, eyeing them both.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” he said, reassuring himself as much as he was reassuring her. “Let me remove the body.”

Approaching Winston, he spoke quietly. “Thank you for carrying him back. We need to leave him here, but I promise someone is coming for him.”

Once again, those big eyes seemed to study him before Winston lowered his head. The horse stood perfectly still as J-100 carefully removed the unknown cyborg and carried him back inside the tunnel entrance.

Serena watched him, her hands flexing.

“Did you know him?” he asked softly.

“I’m afraid not. As far out as he was when you found him, he’s probably one of the traveling rangers.” She sighed. “GenCon has a lot to answer for—I have a lot to answer for.”

“Why were you working for them?” The question burst out before he could restrain it.

The sadness left her expression, her face turning into a cool mask. “I had my reasons.”

The distance she was trying to put between them frustrated him, but he was a patient man. He could wait until she realized that she had no reason to hide her secrets from him.

“Come and meet Winston,” he suggested.

A flash of the eagerness he had seen before danced across her face. He escorted her over to the horse. Winston was still standing in the same position, watching them.

“Winston, this is Serena. We’re going to take her across the desert.” He turned back to her, glad to see that she didn’t look disgusted because he was talking to a mechanical animal. “Serena, this is Winston. He’s already proven to be both brave and resourceful, and I know he will get us where we need to go.”

“He’s even more beautiful up close,” she murmured, extending her hand. “May I touch you?”

She was asking the horse, not him, and for a moment there was no response. He saw the disappointment on Serena’s face before she could compose her expression, but even as she began to turn back to him, Winston pushed his head under her outstretched hand. She gave a delighted laugh and stroked the smooth, dark metal skin. The horse pressed closer, and J-100 couldn’t blame him. He wanted those long, pale fingers caressing his skin as well. His cock began to harden at the thought, and he did his best to suppress it as he went to retrieve their supplies.

Once all of the equipment was arranged, he lifted Serena onto Winston’s back. His hands practically spanned her slender waist, and he had to force himself to let go of her. But then he sprang up behind her and she naturally settled back against him. The soft warmth of her body sent a heated wave of desire through him, and he realized that he had no hope of controlling his unruly body. She didn’t seem to notice his erection pressing against the soft curves of her buttocks, and he did his best to ignore it as well. But as Winston started forward, each step the horse took caused her body to shift against his and he suppressed a groan.

This trip was going to test him more than anything that had happened to him since becoming a cyborg.


Chapter Nine

 

Serena felt an unexpected sense of excitement as they headed out into the desert. She rarely left the city, and when she did, she was in a rover and surrounded by other people. This was a much more intimate experience. Winston’s metal body moving beneath her, the warmth of John’s body at her back, and the stark reality of the desert were all new to her.

The frigid Martian wind brushed against her cheeks, but it didn’t bother her. Instead, she felt surrounded by warmth.

“How long is this going to take?” In her excitement about the possibilities revealed by the lab, she hadn’t paid much attention to the distance from the town to the lab.

“At least two days, possibly three. I’m not familiar with that area and I’m not sure what the conditions are like.”

Hmm. At least two days with the big cyborg who already felt uncomfortably familiar. It’s just been a long time, she reminded herself. The abortive relationship she’d had on the way to Mars had been swiftly terminated once she realized that the man was even more of a bastard than she had expected. He had planned to use his daughter Kami as a tool to advance his career. Fortunately, the child was now safe with her mother and the Judge.

Serena would never let anything happen to Kami. Even when she realized that Kami had successfully acquired nanites, she had suppressed the information from GenCon. She would never condone experiments on children, no matter how much she longed for a positive result.

But now she was here with this very large and very attractive man. What could it hurt to have a little fun with him? She’d never had a relationship with one of her bodyguards before, but it wasn’t exactly as if he was working for her. He had volunteered, after all. There was no question that he was equally attracted to her—she could feel the hard length of his erection against her buttocks. The fact that he made no attempt to try anything else only increased her certainty that he could be a good temporary partner.

A tiny portion of her brain tried to argue that she already had more than a physical attraction to him but she resolutely pushed it aside. That lesson had been burned into her brain long ago on that rainy night. She would never give another man the chance to hurt her emotionally.

They had been riding while she thought, and she twisted around to see how far they had come. New Acadia was no longer in sight and only the endless Martian desert and the jagged mountains surrounded them. It was a little unnerving but it was also freeing. She didn’t have to be Serena Gatling, Managing Director of GenCon Martian Operations. She could just be herself—if she even remembered that self.

“You said you’re not familiar with this section?” she asked. “Where are you located?”

“I have a mining claim in one of the mountain ranges northeast of the city.” He shrugged, and the movement of that big muscled chest behind her caused a pleasant flutter low in her stomach. She forced herself to concentrate on his words instead as he continued. “It’s mildly profitable but frankly I don’t work at it as hard as I could. I get… restless so I frequently travel around.”

“It must be nice to be so free,” she said enviously.

“I thought so, especially at first. But while I enjoy solitude, I’ve begun to realize that I am not cut out to be alone all the time.”

“You can be equally alone when you’re surrounded by people,” she pointed out.

“You’re right, of course, but I guess I’m used to that kind of loneliness.”

“Why did you come to Mars?” she blurted out.

He didn’t tense, but she could feel his hesitation before he spoke. “I never really fit in anywhere on Earth. I thought maybe Mars would be different. Why did you come here?”

“GenCon sent me.”

“You didn’t have a choice?”

“No.” And she hadn’t, not if she wanted to keep moving towards her goal. A goal that seemed increasingly out of reach. Please let me find some sign of hope at the lab, she prayed before she forced out a small laugh and changed the subject. “But enough of the past. What do you think of Mars becoming an independent planet?”

“I’m all for independence,” he said equally lightly, but then he began discussing trade disparities with a great deal of expertise.

She smiled over her shoulder at him when the discussion came to a close. “I see you know about a lot more than just cyborgs and politics.”

He shrugged again. “I like to read.”

“I do too. Sometimes it was the only thing that kept me sane.” Appalled that she had revealed so much, she immediately tried to take back the words. “I mean, corporate life is very demanding.”

“I’m sure it is,” he agreed, his voice carefully neutral, but to her relief he didn’t press her.

If anyone had told her a week ago that she would enjoy spending the afternoon riding across the Martian desert on a robot horse with a strange cyborg, she would have scoffed at the very idea, but she couldn’t remember the last time she had enjoyed herself so much. The vast emptiness of Mars was as soothing in person as it was from her window—although she suspected a lot of that was due to her companion. John turned out to be both intelligent and well-read but even when they lapsed into a comfortable silence, she was glad they were together.

Her body hummed pleasantly with a constant awareness of the man behind her. How long had it been since she had felt such genuine desire? Although she didn’t dislike sex, she was more used to using her body as an asset. In this case, she had nothing to gain. Except pleasure, a small voice inside suggested. 

Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice that the temperature was dropping until a frigid breeze swirled around them and she shivered. John noticed immediately and pulled her tighter against his body, wrapping his big warm arms around her. She started to pull away, to put distance between them, and then realized there was no one around to see her weakness. What did it matter? With a sigh, she snuggled into him.

“Are you tired?” he asked gently.

“Perhaps a little.”

“I’m going to look for a place to stop for the night.” When she started to object, he tightened his arms again in what felt suspiciously like a hug. “You’ve done really well, but it is time to stop. I’d like to get the habitat set up before dark.”

“Can’t you see in the dark?” she asked suspiciously.

He laughed. “Only to a certain extent. And I suspect you’d rather be able to see when you’re using the portable facilities.”

Was she blushing? She refused to admit that she was and returned to his previous statement. “Are you looking for some place in particular to stop?”

“Up there, I think.” He leaned even closer and lifted his arm to point out a long ridge of rock rising out of the desert like the spine of some ancient animal. “That will provide some shelter from the wind if a storm should blow up during the night.”

She shivered again. She had never been out on the surface when one of the infamous Martian sandstorms erupted, but even in the city she had felt the impact of the swirling sand hitting the dome and heard the furious roar of the desert.

“Are you expecting a storm?” she asked, masking her trepidation.

He shook his head. “No, this isn’t really the season for them. I also have some built-in warnings, but it never hurts to be prepared.”

“Did you learn that in the military?”

“I learned that the day my mother dropped me off at the orphanage,” he said quietly.

“Your mother gave you up?” Outrage mingled with her sympathy for him. All she had ever wanted was a child, and here was a woman who had squandered that precious gift. “How could anyone give up their own child?”

She felt him shrug again, but she could hear an ancient pain in his voice. “I assumed she preferred a childless life. And that was only the first in a long line of sudden changes in my life. I learned to get used to it—and to be prepared.”

She put her hands over his where they crossed her stomach and squeezed. It wasn’t exactly a hug, she told herself.

The rest of the trip to the ledge was completed in silence. 

The sun was low on the horizon by the time they arrived, sending slanting shadows across the orange sand of the desert and picking up the reds and golds in the rock surface. John guided Winston along the ridge until he located a deep cleft in the side.

“This will do,” he said, guiding Winston into the opening.

Although the area was open to the sky, it felt almost cave-like as the surrounding rock immediately blocked the wind.

“Why don’t you stay on Winston’s back while I get everything set up? He puts out a good bit of warmth, and that will help keep you comfortable until I get the heater going.”

Her instinct for independence urged her to insist on helping but she suddenly realized how tired she was. The combination of the events of the morning and then the long afternoon’s journey was wearing on her, and she was content to sit on Winston and watch sleepily as John set up camp. He quickly and efficiently assembled the pop-up habitat and turned on the heater and the oxygen generator. He discreetly set up the portable toilet as well before helping her down from the horse. Her legs felt surprisingly weak, and he caught her as she swayed.

“Riding is hard on the muscles when you’re not used to it. Are you all right?”

“Yes, just a little shaky. Can you, umm, help me towards the facilities?”

To her enormous relief, he didn’t laugh but simply guided her over. When she emerged, he was waiting for her, but she felt a little steadier and refused his arm. I can’t be dependent on him.

“Why don’t you go on into the habitat while I take care of Winston?” he suggested.

“I didn’t think about not having a shelter for him. Will he be all right out here?”

“He’ll be just fine. I’ll give him some protein pellets and put him into rest mode.”

Despite John’s reassurances, she felt guilty about leaving Winston outside and stopped to pet him. He seemed to lean his head against her while she told him what a good boy he was. She looked up to find John watching her, and dammit, she was blushing again.

“What?” she asked icily.

“I was just wondering what it would take to have you tell me I’m a good boy.” He grinned when her mouth dropped open. “Go on inside, Serena. I’ll be there shortly.”

Her usual snappy comebacks had deserted her. She obeyed without another word.

The habitat had looked small from the outside but once Serena had passed through the miniscule airlock, it felt even smaller inside. It was only about six feet across. Will John even be able to lie down? she wondered. It would have felt claustrophobic, but the ceiling panel was composed of a clear material and she could look up and see the last rays of the sun hitting the rock spires towering over them.

A deep pad covered most of the floor, intended for both protection against the frigid sands beneath them and for sleeping. A raised platform held the small heater and a tiny device to reclaim water. John had also brought in their food supplies, and she was sorting through them when he appeared in the doorway.

Oh my. She had thought the shelter small before, but now, with his head almost brushing the ceiling, his big body loomed over her and she felt small and helpless and… shockingly excited.

“Come and join me,” she murmured, her voice low and husky.

His eyes heated, slowly traveling over her, and she suddenly longed for one of the soft, feminine dresses she had abandoned so long ago. Serena was professional and polished in public and boldly sexual in private, but neither of those personas seemed right. She pushed her regrets aside and held out her hand to him.


Chapter Ten

 

J-100 did his best to restrain the sudden and wholly inappropriate surge from his cock, but it was no use. Did she have any idea how tempting she looked? But he had promised to accompany her, not to take advantage of her, so he forced himself to nod and sat down next to her.

She tilted her head and studied him, a smile playing on her lips. He was embarrassingly conscious of his erection but steadily returned her gaze. If she had been anyone else, he would have assumed she was coming on to him, but she wasn’t the kind of woman he usually attracted. The women who tended to approach him were usually looking for a quick, hard, meaningless fuck. The fun had gone out of that a long time ago, and it was definitely not what he wanted from her.

“You surprise me,” she murmured.

“Why?”

“Any other man would already have me naked by now.”

The image made his mouth go dry, but he shook his head. “I wouldn’t take advantage of you.”

“Not even if I wanted you to?”

Still watching him, she leaned forward and ran those long, elegant fingers over his cock, smiling when she felt him jerk in response.

“Serena…” He moved her hand away but kept hold of it. It looked so fragile resting in his huge paw.

“You don’t want me?” She was still smiling, but he thought he saw the faintest shadow of doubt in those pale blue eyes.

“More than anything,” he said honestly. “But I’m not a man anymore. I have nothing to offer you.”

Ignoring the last part of his statement, she reached out and skated a hand down his chest, toying with the hem of his shirt. “You feel like a man.”

Her fingers brushed against his stomach, cool and seductive, and his resolve weakened.

“Take it off,” she urged and he silently obeyed.

“Oh my.” Her eyes widened and for a moment, she lost her air of practiced seduction. She leaned forward and touched him again, her hand slowly exploring his skin.

Giving into temptation, he lifted her into his lap. Her muscles tensed when he touched her in a reaction that felt uncomfortably like fear, but before he could convince himself to let her go, she relaxed against him.

“I’m getting used to having you in my arms,” he said softly.

“I’m getting used to being here.” She looked up at him, her face oddly vulnerable, and his chest ached.

He bent his head towards her but he no sooner brushed her lips with his than she pulled away with a nervous laugh.

“I’m not a big fan of kissing.”

Before he could protest, she slid open the fastening of her coverall to reveal pale, gleaming flesh and small, perfect breasts topped with rosy little nipples. Fuck, she was beautiful.

He ran a gentle finger from her collarbone down across the slight swell of her stomach. She shivered, then moved away far enough to shimmy gracefully out of the coverall, before holding her hand out to him once more.

“You look so beautiful. So untouched,” he murmured as he lay down next to her. Like the statue he had compared her to earlier but warm and full of life.

“Untouched? I assure you I’m very touchable.”

Something had changed. Her voice was still sultry, but it sounded… off. He raised his head as she rolled towards him and slid a determined hand towards his cock.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing. Don’t you want me to touch you?”

More than anything. But her beautiful face was no longer soft and open. Watching her carefully, he curved his hand over a small breast, stroking his thumb back and forth across a taut, rosy nipple until her eyelids fluttered shut. Better.

He let his fingers skate lightly down across her stomach, feeling the delicate skin quivering at his touch, until he hovered over her bare mound. She gasped as he cupped the soft flesh, letting her feel the warmth of his hand but making no attempt to part her thighs. Still studying her face, he waited until her cheeks flushed, until her hips subtly lifted into him and her legs parted, before sliding a careful finger into the hidden warmth.

Slick heat met his touch, and he breathed a silent sigh of relief. Her body was responding to him—now he just had to make sure that her mind was equally engaged. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she was, how soft, how perfect, but it had been his compliment that made her freeze. Instead, he would show her with his body.

Letting his hand rest between her legs, he watched her even as he lowered his head until he could pull a tempting little nipple into his mouth. Her eyes flew open at the touch of his lips but she didn’t protest, didn’t pull away. He sucked gently on the enticing little nub until he felt her relax. His cock throbbed hungrily, but he ignored it, moving leisurely from one nipple to the other until both were pink and swollen, gleaming from his kisses.

Her legs were still parted, and he began stroking the delicate folds with the same slow, careful attention he had paid to her breasts. The sweet perfume of her arousal filled the habitat, and his head swam. More than anything he had wanted in a very long time, he wanted to taste her, to feel her delicate body shudder with pleasure at his touch, but he would not rush her.

When she murmured impatiently and lifted her hips again, he finally abandoned her breasts and began kissing his way down her stomach. He felt her tense, saw her eyes fly open.

“What… what are you doing?”

“I’m going to taste you, love.”

“But I was going to go down on you.” She sounded so shocked he couldn’t help but smile.

“Later,” he promised. “Right now, I just want to explore this sweet little pussy.”

A fresh wave of heat met his fingers, and he smiled again as he continued his journey. So she liked some of his words. He looked forward to finding out just which ones she liked the most, but for right now, heaven awaited. He paused for the briefest instant to admire the sight that met his eyes. She was as perfect here as she was elsewhere, her delicate folds flushed pink and glistening in the soft light of the habitat. He wanted to linger, but as soon as his hands stilled she began to tense.

He could remedy that.

She cried out as he took a long, satisfying lick, his tongue sweeping from her impossibly small entrance to the swollen pearl half-hidden at the top of her slit. Her taste exploded in his mouth, and he groaned with pleasure. Her hands clutched his head, but she was pulling him closer, not pushing him away, and he gave into enjoyment as he explored her tantalizing flesh. He probed at her small entrance, circled her quivering nub, licked and teased until she was writhing beneath him. Carefully pushing her legs further apart, he concentrated on her clit, stroking it relentlessly as he slowly inserted a finger into her tight little channel. He felt her flutter around him and curled his finger against her inner wall as he pressed down with his tongue.

A startled cry escaped her lips as her body tightened, milking his finger in long pulsing waves that almost caused his own climax to erupt. He kept his mouth on her, prolonging the pleasure until her body softened. When he looked up, a soft smile curved her lips but her eyes were closed and as he watched, a single tear escaped.

“Serena, what’s wrong?” he asked, horrified. He thought he had read her reactions correctly, but why was she crying? “Did I do something you didn’t like?”

Her eyes opened, tears shimmering in the crystal blue. “No, John. You did everything right. I just…” Before his eyes, her face changed and he saw her distance herself from him. “I’m just tired. I think I’ll go to sleep now.”

His chest ached but there was a part of him that understood her withdrawal. When you were hurt often enough, you learned to erect walls. She would have to learn that he wasn’t going to hurt her.

“You should eat something first,” he said quietly.

“In the morning.” She wiggled away and he let her go, no matter how much he wanted to protest. He politely turned his head as she started to dress, then he heard her sigh. “This is silly. I don’t really want to sleep in my clothes.”

He reached over and handed her his discarded shirt. “Would you prefer this?”

“I… Yes, thank you.”

When he turned back, he wondered if she realized that she was even more delectable dressed in his clothing. The dark color set off her pale skin and the oversized shirt made her look even more delicate and desirable, but more than that, the sight of her wrapped in his shirt awakened a surge of possessive desire. My woman. Sternly suppressing his reaction, he handed her a thermal blanket, then shook his head as she started to move to the outer edge of the habitat.

“Lie down here, next to the heater. I’ll take the outside. I won’t disturb you,” he added when she hesitated. “But the cold won’t bother me and it would bother you. As soon as you’re settled, I’ll turn off the light.”

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Her face was still rigid, but the concern in her voice gave him hope.

“When you do.”

He could actually survive on very little but perhaps worrying about him would encourage her to eat. To his disappointment, she merely nodded and lay down with her back to him. With a muffled sigh, he dimmed the light then took his position against the outer wall. The habitat wasn’t quite large enough for him to stretch out fully, but he had been in far more uncomfortable positions—and with far less desirable company. His legs were cramped and his cock ached with frustrated desire, but he looked up at the stars though the clear ceiling of the habitat and smiled.


Chapter Eleven

 

Serena did her best to ignore John, but even though he wasn’t touching her, she could feel his warmth at her back, as steady and comforting as the heat from the small heater. What the hell was wrong with her? She had let their sexual encounter get completely out of hand, something that hadn’t happened to her in years.

She was always in control. Always.

But somehow his gentle, persistent touch had swept away her usual restraint, and she had let him lead their encounter. Not that she hadn’t enjoyed it—she had enjoyed it far too much. Crying because he gave her an orgasm? It was completely unacceptable.

Just endorphins, she tried to tell herself. And no wonder after such an upsetting day. But she didn’t believe her own argument.

She tossed restlessly and immediately brushed up against John’s body. Part of her wanted to snuggle into him, and the other part wanted to run as far away as possible. Her body tensed and she heard him sigh.

“Would you prefer I spent the night outside?”

“It’s freezing out there.”

“I’m a cyborg. I can handle it,” he said dryly.

The Serena she had been that morning wouldn’t have hesitated to order him out of the habitat—but that Serena had been shaken by the events of the day.

“No, I would rather you stayed,” she admitted.

“Then let me make you more comfortable.” He pulled her against his side, tucking her head against his chest.

For a moment, she froze, but he made no further moves. It really was more comfortable, and after a short debate with herself, she relaxed against him. He was looking up at the sky, and she tilted her head back to join him.

“I’ve never seen so many stars.” The lights of New Arcadia always dimmed their glow.

“We’ll see less every year as the atmosphere thickens. But I like knowing they’ll still be there.”

Together they watched the stars until she fell asleep.

That night, Serena didn’t dream, and when she woke, she found herself sprawled across John’s big body. His arms were wrapped around her, and she felt safe and warm in a way she had never experienced before. It made her want to snuggle closer, but it also made her feel vulnerable, especially with the memory of the night before still flashing through her head.

She started to ease away from him, and his arms tightened for a fraction of a second before they released her. She looked up to find him watching her. How does a man have such impossibly long eyelashes? she wondered. He smiled at her, dark eyes warm with what looked like affection.

When was the last time anyone had looked at her that way? Had anyone ever looked at her that way?

“Good morning, Serena,” he said softly.

She could feel the heat rising to her cheeks, as embarrassed as if she had still been that innocent girl so long ago. Time to regain control. Giving him her composed Serena smile, she lifted herself free, ignoring both the hard strength of his body and the equally hard bar of his erection. For a moment, she toyed with the idea of restarting the previous night’s game—with her in control this time—but she wasn’t as confident as she would like to have been that she would remain in control. She settled for turning to the food supplies she had rejected the night before.

“I think I’m hungry again this morning,” she said, keeping her voice cool and matter of fact.

“Then you should eat.” 

Did he sound hurt? She snuck a peek over her shoulder, but he was staring thoughtfully up at the clear ceiling panel. A moment later, he rose and stretched, and she couldn’t have dragged her eyes away if her life depended on it. All that impressive muscle was clearly visible, the morning light illuminating every fascinating dip and bulge, an overwhelming display in the small habitat.

“I’ll check on Winston,” John said, apparently oblivious to her admiring gaze. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Don’t you need your shirt?”

He flashed her that devastating grin. “No, it looks much better on you.”

He was gone before she could think of an adequate retort. By the time he returned, she was once again fully dressed in her neutral coveralls, but his gaze was just as appreciative.

“I’m not really familiar with cooking,” she said doubtfully. “I heated up some kind of broth and found some protein wafers.”

“That’s fine. I’m not fussy.” He retrieved his shirt, and she watched regretfully as he pulled it over his head. What a shame the man has to wear clothes at all, she thought, then felt her cheeks start to heat again. Fuck. Somehow, she had to stop reacting like the girl she hadn’t been in so many years.

“Do you think we’ll reach the lab today?” she asked coolly as she poured them each a cup of broth.

He shook his head. That meant another night together in the small habitat. The prospect aroused a combination of both excitement and trepidation but she vowed that tonight she would be in control.

“If we traveled faster today, we would only have a short journey tomorrow,” he added. “Are you up for that?”

He gave her a teasing grin, and she automatically responded to the challenge. “Of course.”

As soon as she emerged from the habitat, Winston came prancing over. He explored her hair, then butted his head against her chest until she stroked him. The fact that he seemed so pleased to see her eased something inside her, and by the time John had finished a remarkably speedy dismantling of their camp, she felt in control once more—or at least she did until he lifted her up on the horse and settled in behind her.

The warmth of his body triggered more memories of the previous night.

She had expected a lingering awkwardness but John was as matter-of-fact as always. If anything, he was too calm as he continued their idle conversation from the previous day. Hadn’t what had happened between them affected him at all?

They did travel faster today but Winston had an easy rocking gait that was surprisingly comfortable. The increased speed also increased the amount of cool air rushing past her, and John frowned when he helped her down during their midday break.

“Your skin is like ice.”

She shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. Maybe it’s appropriate—they do call me the Ice Queen.”

The words were said lightly but they hung in the air between them as John’s big, warm hand came up to cup her face.

“No, my love. You are most certainly not an Ice Queen.”

He turned away before she could respond, but perhaps that was just as well. The warmth in his eyes threatened to destroy all of her defenses. Too distracted to talk, she focused on their minimal meal, and he made no attempt to start a conversation.

After lifting her onto Winston’s back once more, he wrapped one of the thin silver thermal blankets around her. He still didn’t say anything but the warmth in his eyes hadn’t diminished. She decided that she had to regain control of the situation. She didn’t need that distracting softness and concern from him lowering her walls.

Men could not be trusted—they were to be used, manipulated into helping her achieve her purpose.

She put her plan into action as they rode, no longer sitting quietly in his arms. Instead, she took every opportunity to touch him, to tease him—although always lightly and casually. A hand running teasingly down his arm. Shifting her position so that she rocked against his ever-present erection. The soft brush of her breast when she twisted to one side to look at the scenery.

By the time he decided to stop for the night, she suspected he was as frustrated and aroused as a man could be. She refused to admit that she was just as aroused.

Once again, he left her on Winston’s back while he set up the habitat. This area was not quite as enclosed as the canyon from the previous night. They had been climbing for the latter part of the day, and from the open side of their encampment, she could look out over miles of open Martian landscape. The sun was sinking in streaks of red and amber, setting the rock and hills aglow in response. John’s tall rugged figure looked perfectly at home against the wilderness, like some mythic warrior.

When he came to lift her off the horse, that unsettling warmth still glowed in his eyes and she wanted so much to believe in the promise, but she knew better.

As he lifted her free, she leaned into him, letting her breasts rub against the hard muscles of his chest, and she heard him groan. Her nipples were diamond hard, but it was not from cold.

“Take care of Winston and come join me,” she whispered, pressing against his body.

“Serena…”

But she didn’t wait to hear whatever he planned to say, slipping away with a last teasing brush against his cock.

As soon as she entered the habitat, she slipped out of her coverall and panties and knelt by the heater. A throbbing pulse had started low in her stomach, but she ignored it.

This was not about her. He would be putty in her hands.

The airlock opened, and he stopped abruptly at the sight of her. She had deliberately posed herself so that he would see her immediately.

“Serena—”

“It’s my turn tonight,” she purred. “Take off your clothes. All of them.”

She saw his cock jerk against his pants but he still hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Would you prefer that I remove them?” She tilted her head and gave him her best seductive smile, but he was watching her face far too closely for her liking. In order to distract him, she lifted her hands and cupped her breasts, offering them to him. “Or should I start without you?”

He gave a muttered curse, and then his clothes went flying. Her gaze flew to his cock as he stepped towards her, and her mouth went dry. Long and thick and perfect, liquid already pearling on the tip. And huge, she realized as she reached for him, her hand trembling. Her fingers wouldn’t close around him.

“You don’t have to do this, love,” he said gently, his hand covering hers.

“I want to.” And she did, desperately, but she was no longer sure it was about establishing control. “Show me what you like.”

He used her hand to stroke himself, harder and rougher than she would have done, but she felt him stiffen even more. He repeated the movement, still using her hand, and she leaned closer so she could swipe her tongue across the broad head. Oh yes. He tasted clean, salty, delicious.

She wanted more and she grabbed the firm curve of his ass, pulling him closer until she could take the entire head in her mouth. He groaned and his fingers tangled in her hair. She did her best not to tense as she waited for him to pull her closer, to force more of his massive cock into her mouth. But he didn’t. Even the movement of his hand slowed and she looked up to find him watching her, his face tender.

Emboldened, she took him deeper and felt him shudder. Oh, she liked that—but not because it made her feel powerful but because it made it obvious how much she pleased him. She stoked harder, faster, and his hand tightened convulsively over hers as she went deeper with each stroke.

He hit the back of her throat and she almost panicked, but he was still watching her, and she remembered to breathe and swallowed around him. He groaned again and his hand tightened in her hair but it wasn’t painful, not at all, and she took him deeper still as he grew impossibly harder. His hips jerked forward once, twice, and then he was coming in long hot waves as he called out her name.

 His hand gentled in her hair, curving around to cup her cheek. Her eyes had been fixed on his face the entire time and now she saw him smile—not smug or triumphant but simply happy. She had started this game with the intention of establishing her control, but she had never experienced anything remotely similar, never felt so close to someone. What had she done?

Horrified, she felt a tear slip down her cheek.


Chapter Twelve

 

Damn. How had she ended up in tears in his arms once again? John lifted Serena to her feet, then further up, cradling her against his chest before he sat down with her in his lap. She started to struggle free but every instinct told him that she didn’t need to be alone right now. He tucked her more closely against him.

“Hush, love. It’s all right. You’re safe.”

“S-Safe? I’m never safe.” Her voice broke, and the silent tears turned to outright sobs.

Appalled at her reaction, he was about to release her when she turned and burrowed further into his chest, her arms clinging to him with desperate intensity. He rocked her gently, stroking the short silky strands of her hair, and let her cry.

Even though each sob tore at him, he made no attempt to prevent her crying. How long has it been since she’s let loose like this? he wondered. He continued holding her until finally the tears disappeared into a few shuddering gasps. She leaned her head back against his arm and looked up at him. Her nose was red, her eyes swollen, but she was still every bit as beautiful to him. She studied him, her face completely vulnerable.

“I don’t usually cry,” she said finally.

“I believe you. It seemed as if you had a lot of tears stored up.”

“Apparently.” Her attempt at a laugh sounded like another sob. 

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” she said immediately, then sighed. “But maybe I owe you an explanation.”

“You don’t owe me anything, love.”

“I think perhaps I do.” She looked away from him and he saw her fingers flexing. “I was in a relationship once, when I was very young. It ended… badly and taught me not to trust anyone. It was a valuable lesson.” For a moment, she sounded like her usual slightly sardonic self, but then she sighed again. “As I said, I was young. I was also destitute and without a future. But I had a brain and I had my looks, and I used them both. I did whatever it took.” Her chin rose defiantly. “Including sex.”

When he didn’t respond, she frowned. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“What do you want me to say? I’m not here to judge you, love.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes again. “How can you do that? You always say the one thing that makes me feel better—and worse. Don’t you realize that I was trying to use you?”

“Serena, you didn’t burst into tears because you were using me. You were crying because you know that there’s a lot more between us than that.”

Before she could respond, he bent down and kissed her. Her body stiffened and he was afraid that she was going to pull away, but then she melted against him. He made no attempt to take advantage of her surrender. Instead, he took his time and let her lead the way, her mouth shy, as tentative as if she had never been kissed before. 

Perhaps she never has been kissed by someone who truly cares for her, he thought, his heart aching.

The kisses went on and on and she grew bolder, more demanding, but even though his cock was once again stiff and aching, satisfaction filled him. When they finally separated, her mouth was pink and swollen, her cheeks flushed.

“Now what?” she whispered. 

“Now I feed you and put you to bed.”

“You don’t want… more?”

“Of course I do.” He ran a finger along her plump lower lip. “Make no mistake, love. I always want you. But I suspect you need some time to think about what’s happening between us. So food and bed.”

She nodded and sat up in his arms, then shot him a shyly mischievous look. “Do I at least get a goodnight kiss?”

“As many as you want,” he promised.

He was as good as his word. After a silent meal, she reached for his shirt and pulled it over her head, then lay down next to the heater and opened her arms to him. He went willingly, and when she raised her mouth for his kiss, he happily obliged. They kissed and looked at the stars, and he even found himself telling her about some of the places that had rejected him. She simply listened and kissed him some more and finally fell asleep in his arms.

She awoke him with kisses again in the morning, but even though his cock was once again stiff and aching and he caught the sweet scent of her arousal, she didn’t try and initiate anything further and neither did he. He would wait until she was ready. He gave her one last kiss and went to get Winston ready to travel.

 

Serena stared unseeingly at the desert as they rode, lost in her thoughts. She felt vulnerable—which she didn’t like at all—but she also felt… hopeful in a way she hadn’t felt in many, many years. Was she being a fool? Again.

Winston wasn’t moving as quickly as he had the day before but she didn’t urge John to have him go faster. The thought of reaching the lab filled her with as much unease as it did hope.

John brought Winston to a halt. “Not much further. The lab should be just behind that next set of outcroppings.”

“How can you tell?” she asked, looking around. The stretch of orange sand, the ridges of red rock—it all looked the same to her.

He hesitated, then raised his arm and pushed back his sleeve to reveal a muscular forearm. Not that she didn’t appreciate the sight, but why was he showing it to her now? Then she noticed a small golden light pulsing on the inside of his wrist.

“What’s that?”

“Proximity alarm. It warns me when I’m about to encounter a manmade structure.”

“That’s… useful.”

He shrugged. “Occasionally. I can usually hear the sound of activity first. Although I’m not picking up anything from this facility,” he added.

Her heart sank. “Do you think it’s abandoned?”

“Not necessarily. I’ve noticed that GenCon likes to hide things.”

As he started to pull his sleeve back down, she put her hand on his arm. His skin felt warm, human, covering the firm muscles she was beginning to know so well.

“Do you have any more secrets under there?”

“Some,” he admitted with a smile.

“Apparently Earth Government didn’t exactly terminate the cyborg program the way they claimed.”

“No,” he agreed.

“Why are you here, John?”

“Because you asked me to come with you.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“It’s the truth,” he insisted, his dark eyes warm with amusement. “But if you’re asking why I’m on Mars, the answer is—”

He broke off abruptly, his head tilted to one side. “Someone’s coming.”

Winston too had tensed, and even before John gave the order, he was trotting to the shelter of the nearest escarpment. By the time they were concealed behind the rocks, she could hear the sound as well—the familiar low chug of a rover. They had dismounted and John peered cautiously around the rock, then swore.

“Another hybrid.”

“Why is he here? The lab wasn’t on the list of places to which they were assigned.”

“Based on what your friends said before, that doesn’t seem to matter much. They have their own agenda.”

“But still, why come here? I can understand going after a woman, or even a cure—” She stopped, and they stared at each other. “He thinks there’s a cure here.”

“That would be my guess,” he agreed.

Once again, that little flutter of excitement made her pulse race. Was the hybrid right? Did the answer lie in this remote lab?

“Do you want me to stop him?”

“Can you?”

He grinned, that attractive cocky smile that always made her smile back. “Of course. Wait here.”

Before he could leave, she reached up and brushed a kiss across his lips. “For luck.”

“Thank you, love.” 

Then he was gone, loping across the sands with astonishing speed. He intercepted the rover while it was still a long way off. The machine ground to a halt, and a minute later, one of the hybrids stepped out, but he was too far away for her to identify. The two appeared to be talking, but then the hybrid raised his arm and she saw the flash of a gun. John staggered, and her heart thudded against her ribs.

“He shot him,” she whispered. “We have to help him, Winston.”

The horse bobbed his head, then backed up to the rock. Why was he backing away from her? She started to tug on his reins, then realized he had positioned himself so that she could use the rough surface of the stone to climb high enough to mount him.

As soon as she was seated, he leaped forward and she clung to his mane with both hands. John was still upright but he was struggling with the hybrid, and she urged Winston to move faster. Another shot rang out, and both men crumpled to the ground.

Please let him be all right, please let him be all right. The words repeated over and over in her head as they raced across the sand.

She arrived just in time to see John lurch to his feet and she half-climbed, half-fell down off the horse to throw herself at him. Winston was right beside her, nudging John with his big head until John leaned against him.

“Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“Nothing serious,” he said reassuringly, already looking better. “The wounds are already healing. But unfortunately the hybrid is dead.”

“I don’t care about him. I only care about you.” The words emerged before she could call them back, and she immediately panicked. “That is, I was worried about you,” she added stiffly.

He smiled at her and touched her cheek. “I understand.”

To her relief, he didn’t add anything else but turned to survey the very obviously dead hybrid. “I really didn’t want to kill him. I was hoping for some answers. Do you know who he was?”

She forced herself to look at the body. “Malton, I think. Which would make sense. He was some kind of chemist. He made a lot of money selling a miracle cure that turned out to be even worse than the disease.”

“GenCon sure knows how to pick them.”

“Desperate men with large amounts of money don’t tend to be particularly respectable.”

“No, I suppose not.” He studied her face. “This isn’t just about the hybrids, is it? What kind of answer are you expecting to find at this lab, Serena? Are you sure it’s worth it?”

“Yes,” she said immediately, her hand moving to her stomach before she could prevent it.

“Very well. I’ll follow you back over to the rocks, and we can decide how to proceed.”

He lifted her easily on to Winston’s back and headed for the rover. She had a sudden foolish impulse to call him back, to abandon her search, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t.

 


Chapter Thirteen 

 

As John drove the rover back towards the rock, he realized he was watching the slender figure on top of the big horse rather than his surroundings. He used the hidden cybernetics to check again, but there were no other structures nearby, nor were there any lifeforms. He hadn’t mentioned that capability to her, just as he hadn’t told her about his mission—although he had been about to when he’d heard the rover. But he had to tell her, he decided.

Once they were back amongst the rocks, she brought Winston to a halt and slid down with unexpected grace. She was frowning at the rover when he joined her.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just realized that I don’t exactly look like I usually do when I made a surprise visit.”

“I have no doubt you could carry it off, but I have a surprise for you.” He hid a smile at the suspicious look on her face as he turned to the bundled supplies on Winston’s back and retrieved one of the bags. “Here.”

“What is it?”

“One of your suits. I packed it while you were changing in your office. It occurred to me that you might want to resume your professional persona when we arrived.”

Did she flinch at his last sentence? Before he could decide, her expression cleared and she reached for the suit.

“Thank you. I’ll just go and change—” She cast a somewhat frustrated look at the barren surroundings.

“You’re welcome to change right here,” he suggested helpfully, meeting her gaze with limpid innocence when she shook her head at him.

“I suppose I might as well. It’s not like you haven’t seen me naked.” 

Deliberately holding his gaze, she unfastened the coverall and let it fall to the ground. All the blood in his body rushed to his cock. Her pale body, completely naked, glowed against the surrounding rocks. A cool breeze whispered past them, and her nipples stiffened to small pink peaks, but she didn’t flinch, standing there defiantly. He took a step towards her, then another, before he remembered their destination and came to a halt.

“You, my love, are a tease.”

“A tease is someone who doesn’t deliver what she promises.” Her voice had turned low and husky. “I’m perfectly willing to deliver.”

“Are you sure?’ he asked, even as he took another step forward.

“Yes.” Her eyes met his. “Seeing you fall like that… I thought I lost you.”

“You’re not going to lose me.”

“Aren’t I?” A shadow crossed her face. “We don’t know what’s going to happen once we reach the lab. I don’t want to miss this chance to be with you.”

“But here? Like this?” Why was he arguing? Because I want her to be sure.

“Yes. You, me, and the desert. Nothing between us.”

He had his clothes off before she finished speaking and stalked towards her. His cock was so hard it was almost vertical, and he shuddered when her small, cold fingers stroked it.

“This is too cold for you. Let me put up the habitat.”

“No.” Her grip tightened as she tried to close her hand around him. “This feels right.”

“Very right,” he agreed, pulling her closer. She came eagerly, even as her fingers whispered over him, increasing his need for her with every touch.

He wanted to take her to the ground, to lay her out before him so that he could see and touch every perfect inch, but the ground was cold and rough. He looked around a little desperately. There. A smooth rock, warmed by the sun, and at the perfect height.

He lifted her into his arms, and she wrapped her legs around him, rubbing the damp heat of her sweet little pussy against his stomach. She couldn’t kiss him through the breathing mask, but she pressed her mouth against him as her hands roamed over him.

When he laid her back on the rock, she went willingly. Her body stretched out in front of him, pale skin gleaming against the dark red stone, like a virgin sacrifice to be offered up to some lucky god. He wanted to tell her that she was beautiful, perfect, but she didn’t want to hear the words so he would have to show her instead.

He used his mouth not to praise but to worship, kissing each perfect inch until she was reaching for him with greedy hands.

“Now, John.”

He stroked her delicate folds and teased her small entrance. She was wet, so wet, but she was also tight. Slowly, he reminded himself. He must go slowly. She took one finger, then two, and her hips lifted impatiently. He finally freed his erection, shuddering as her wet heat kissed the head. He jerked forward, unable to help himself, and incredibly, she opened for him, taking him inside the silken grip of her channel. He tore his eyes away from the erotic sight of her small opening stretching around him, checking her face. Her eyes were focused on him, shining with trust.

He bent down over her, wanting to be even closer as he entered her with exquisite slowness. She never flinched, never took her eyes off him, even though he had to fight for each inch. By the time he was completely buried in the heated depths of her body, he was shaking.

“Perfect.” Thank God, she was the one to say it.

“Yes, love.”

But then her eyes twinkled as she tightened her snug little pussy around his cock. “But it might be even more perfect if you moved—”

She didn’t get the chance to finish. His pent-up need erupted as he withdrew, then pushed back in hard and fast as she rose to meet him. He put a hand under her ass, holding her in place as he plunged harder, faster, deeper. He heard her cry out, felt her convulse around him, but he couldn’t stop, lost to everything but the need to fill her with his seed, to make her his in every way. Fire streaked down his spine as his body tightened, and then his roar echoed against the rocks as he exploded inside her in long, satisfying waves.

His knees weakened, but he remembered to keep his weight off of her even as he gathered her close. She felt so small and delicate in his arms, but she had met him with every stroke.

“Are you all right?” he asked softly as he raised his head to look at her.

“Of course. That was perfect.”

Even behind the mask, he could tell she was smiling. Her eyes were suspiciously bright, but she wasn’t crying.

“No tears?”

“No tears. No regrets. Remember that, John.”

There was an unsettling finality in her words, but he refused to acknowledge it. He reluctantly pulled free, and she sat up. She stretched lazily, the picture of feminine satisfaction, but he saw the minute her face turned serious.

“We don’t have to investigate,” he reminded her. “We can call the rangers.”

“No. I have to know what they’re doing.”

Why? The unspoken question hung in the air between them but he would wait until she realized it was safe to tell him the truth. Instead, she turned away and began pulling on her suit. By the time she was dressed, his Serena had vanished, replaced by the cool, poised woman he had seen across a landing field. But the sorrow in her eyes had also returned, and he bit back his instinctive desire to protest the change. Instead, he swept an elaborate bow.

“Your chariot awaits, my lady.”

A smile flashed across her face. “Thank you, kind sir.”

As he helped her into the rover, he couldn’t help the feeling of dread that swept over him.


Chapter Fourteen

 

Serena’s body hummed with satisfaction as the rover trundled around the base of the mountain, the pleasant ache between her legs a constant reminder of their encounter. Not that she needed it. She didn’t think she would ever forget a single minute. The memory of his face watching her as he entered her with exquisite slowness was burned into her brain. Nor would she ever regret it. But she had to put it behind her, even though part of her was urging her to abandon her quest and give in to the temptation he presented.

No. It wouldn’t last. But a child would be hers forever.

She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t hear his question the first time.

“Do you see that?” he repeated.

“What?”

“There.”

She followed the line of his finger but only saw a faint glint in the sand. A long, straight glint, she realized. “Something man made?”

“Yes. A track of some kind.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “There was one at the settlement I discovered as well. I think they’re using some type of train to bring in supplies.”

“Supplies from where?”

“If you’re trying to conceal a settlement, you wouldn’t want to land a ship there. But if you had a central landing area…”

“You could transport goods away from the obvious location.” She sighed. “We’ll see what we can find out at the lab. If necessary, we can investigate for ourselves.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Of what? Investigating?”

“We.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Why did he have to sound so pleased by the idea of the two of them together. It wouldn’t last between them—it couldn’t last.

“John…”

“Yes?”

How could such a hard face look so anxious? She shook her head and leaned into him. “Never mind.”

He drove the rover around another outcropping and brought it to a halt in front of a wall of rock. She suppressed the impulse to roll her eyes. GenCon’s desire to hide their activities in the rock was all too predictable.

“What now?” John asked.

He had driven the rover to this point without any additional questions, but it hadn’t been the usual comfortable silence between them.

“Do you think Winston is all right?”

He had told the horse to follow them but remain out of sight, and there was no sign of him now. John ran his fingers over his arm, then nodded. “Yes. He’s in the rocks behind us.”

“Then let’s give this a try. I have an override code. It should work for all GenCon facilities.”

He nodded quietly, then pulled on a breathing mask before helping her down from the rover. He was playing the part of her human bodyguard, although she didn’t see how anyone could look at him and not know that he was more than human. Her gaze drifted admiringly over his big body before she brought her attention back to the matter at hand. The control panel was located in the identical position as the one to the hidden city near New Arcadia, and she found it easily. As she punched in the override, she found herself holding her breath. For a long, silent moment, nothing happened, then she heard the distant scrape of rock and the wall moved to one side.

Straightening her shoulders, she strode confidently into the tunnel.

Unlike the entrance to the hidden city, this tunnel led not to a vast cavern but a small atrium with more tunnels leading away on all sides. Before she could decide which one to take, a tall man in a white coat with the stooped shoulders of a scientist came hurrying towards them.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

John immediately stepped forward, but the man paid no attention to him, his eyes fixed on her face instead. “Ms. Gatling! I don’t understand. Why are you here?”

“Making an inspection, of course,” she said coolly. “And you are?”

“Dr. Renfrey. But we weren’t expecting you.”

“Is that a problem?” She looked down her nose at him. “Surely you are prepared?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” He didn’t sound as confident as his words, and she watched him twist his hands together nervously. “But, um, I just need to check on a few things. You must have had a long trip. Perhaps you would prefer to rest first…”

She let him sweat for a moment, then inclined her head. “Very well. I assume the Director’s Suite is available?”

It was a calculated guess, but all GenCon facilities that she was aware of were outfitted with quarters for visiting officials.

“Yes, yes,” he repeated, a little more confidently this time, before casting a doubtful glance at John. “But we don’t have any staff quarters.”

“That is of no concern. He will remain with me and stand guard.”

“There’s nothing to worry about here,” Dr. Renfrey assured her.

“Company policy. Please show me to my rooms. As you said, it was a tiring journey.”

“Certainly. Right this way.” As he led the way into one of the tunnels, he babbled nervously about the progress they were making. Since she had no idea about the official purpose of the lab, she let him ramble on, but her silence obviously unnerved him and his words finally petered out as he came to a halt in front of a door.

 “This is the suite,” he said, opening the door panel with an anxious look at her.

Interesting. It was just as elaborate as her rooms in New Arcadia. An exquisitely furnished central living area was flanked by an office to one side and a bedroom to the other. Instead of a view, the three rooms were gathered around another atrium, this one filled with an impressive display of plants.

“This is acceptable,” she said briskly, ignoring the doctor’s nervous smile. “I will give you one hour to make sure that everything is in order. Then we will begin.”

“Yes, yes. I’ll be back then.” Dr. Renfrey rushed away.

“He seems very nervous,” John said thoughtfully.

“He certainly does. But why? This is a GenCon facility, and I’m in charge of their work here on Mars.”

“Except you didn’t know about this place.”

“But does he know that? If he does, why go along with our visit? And if he doesn’t, why is he so nervous?”

John shook his head. “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

“I think the first order of business is to see if there’s any indication that they’re trying to create hybrids here.”

“Agreed. But what’s the second order, Serena?”

She wanted to tell him, she really did, but the words just wouldn’t come out. In the end, she shrugged as casually as possible. “If it’s not hybrids, I want to know what they’re really working on.”

From the look on his face, he knew she hadn’t told him the entire truth, but he let it drop. He paced to the atrium and back, then headed for the door. “I’m going to have a look around. I want to know what we’re up against.”

She stared after him in dismay but his leaving only served to reinforce her doubts. It was inevitable, after all. The more rational side of her brain argued that an exploratory surveillance was hardly the same thing as abandoning her, but the protective shell around her heart refused to listen.

John returned just before Dr. Renfrey reappeared so they had no additional time to talk. She longed to know if he had found anything, but her questions would have to wait. She had spent the time logging into the lab system. Her credentials appeared to work but there were several odd menu options and she suspected that there were additional items hidden from her.

The official purpose of the lab was cultivation, and most of the information available in the system dealt with the experiments they had been doing to develop plants suitable for the Martian climate. She knew it was something GenCon had been interested in pursuing, but she was sure that there was more going on here than just plant development.

Despite her assurance, nothing that Dr. Renfrey showed them suggested any alternatives. She wondered again if John had managed to locate anything else. As soon as they were alone again, they would have to talk. And possibly, she thought with a little shiver of excitement, they could do more than just talk. The memory of their earlier encounter replayed in her brain, and her nipples hardened beneath the thin silk of her blouse. She looked up to find John watching her, the undeniable heat in his eyes mixed with equally obvious affection. And her heart skipped a beat.

Yes, she definitely wanted to be alone with him again.   

 

John hid a smile as pink tinted Serena’s cheekbones and she looked away from him. He recognized the signs of her arousal and was relieved that she hadn’t completely shut him out. He’d thought she’d finally let him in but as soon as they were inside the lab, her walls started to reappear. His frustration had driven him out of their rooms before he said something he regretted, but as soon as he left, he realized he didn’t want to leave her alone in this place. Instead of exploring, he had lurked pathetically in the corridor until he heard Dr. Renfrey returning.

The tour had gone well enough, but something about the place triggered his sense of unease. Everyone was polite, but they all seemed nervous, almost afraid. He could understand that having the boss visit might be nerve-wracking, especially given Serena’s reputation, but this seemed excessive.

The other thing that bothered him was how few people occupied the lab. It was a large facility, obviously designed to hold hundreds of people, but they encountered fewer than a dozen. He surreptitiously triggered his cybernetic censors but only registered a few more people.

“You seem a little understaffed,” he said to the doctor.

The man jumped, then blinked owlishly from behind his glasses. “We’re expecting some additional… scientists on the next transport. We have to get the right people. Isn’t that right, Ms. Gatling?”

He had the odd sensation that there was a deeper meaning to the question. The doctor seemed overly relieved when Serena nodded.

They ate dinner with Dr. Renfrey and one of his colleagues, an equally nervous little man named Dr. Ignatius. The food was surprisingly excellent, but the stilted conversation made the whole experience uncomfortable. He would much rather have been back in the cramped habitat with Serena, drinking tasteless broth.

“We need to return to your quarters, Ms. Gatling,” he said abruptly as soon as the meal was finished.

Serena gave him a startled look but rose to join him. “I’m afraid my guard is right. I do have work to do.” 

The other two men flinched, but she ignored their reaction and bid them a gracious goodnight.

As soon as they left the room, she turned to him. “What was that—”

“Once we’re back in our quarters,” he interrupted.

She frowned but followed him silently back to their rooms.

“What was that all about?” she began as soon as the door closed behind them.

His mouth descended over hers.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Serena’s indignation at the abrupt departure from dinner vanished as she lost herself in John’s kiss. Her doubts faded away as well at the hunger with which he kissed her.

When he finally lifted his head, she smiled up at him. “What was that for?”

“I shouldn’t have left the way I did earlier. I can’t ask you to be open with me and then stomp off when you hesitate.”

“Thank you,” she said softly. “Did you find anything when you stomped off?”

“Not really. I didn’t want to leave you so I mainly just lurked around outside. But there is one thing…”

“What?”

“I think this place is even larger than it appears,” he said slowly. “My cybernetic enhancements include sound propagation—a way to detect if something is solid or hollow. Either there are a number of unexplored caves or there are a lot more rooms than they showed us—rooms with no obvious entrance.”

Her heart rate increased. “A secret lab in a secret lab?”

He grinned and shook his head. “It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

“No, it doesn’t. I logged into the system while you were gone, and there are hidden entries in there as well, I’m sure of it.”

She hurried into the office and he followed her, watching curiously as she pulled up the log records she had noticed earlier. “I’m sure there should be more here.”

“Secret records in the secret records,” he said ruefully.

“Exactly. I started a small decryption program earlier. Let’s see if it worked.” Her hand trembled as she opened the program. A few seconds later, lines of data began scrolling down the screen. “It worked!”

“What does it say?”

“There is another lab. And they’re working with nanites.”

“To create more hybrids?” he asked grimly.

“No, I don’t think so. These look like much smaller, more targeted efforts and… that’s strange.”

“What is?”

“It looks like the scientists are using themselves as subjects. But there are so many more names here than people we have encountered so far…”

“Perhaps their experiments weren’t successful.”

Despair washed over her but she kept reading. The experiments became fewer, but they lasted longer.

“I think that may have changed. Here. Patient 236. This was six months ago, and there’s no record that the experiment failed. What if they’ve been successful?”

“Successful? You have to be kidding. Would you trust them?”

“I might.”

“Why, Serena?”

He had asked her to be open with him. But then again… 

“Why are you here?” she asked. “You never did tell me.”

“I told you I was in the military,” he said slowly.

“Yes?”

“I suppose in some ways, I still am. They’re the ones who sent me to Mars.”

Her stomach felt queasy. “To spy on GenCon? To shut us down?”

“To shut them down if they are violating the law.”

“By creating the hybrids.” And by creating the technology that’s my last hope.

“Not necessarily. It’s a grey area, especially if they consented to the experiments. But we can’t let them take over Mars. You know that—that’s why you tried to stop them.”

The rational part of her agreed with him, but the familiar taste of betrayal filled her mouth. “So that’s why you’re really here. I should have known.”

“No, I’m here because you asked me to accompany you.”

She wanted to believe him, she really did, but she couldn’t.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” he added. “You’ve just told me that there’s no evidence that they are creating hybrids here.”

“No,” she agreed absently.

“But that isn’t really why you wanted to come here, is it, Serena? It wasn’t about the hybrids at all, was it?”

“No.”

“It’s about this, isn’t it? But why?”

She intended to lie, intended not to tell him about her deficiencies, but when she opened her mouth, the truth rushed out. “I can’t have children. I was… damaged. A long time ago.”

His face softened. “I’m sorry. I know that must be difficult.”

“Difficult?” She heard the bitterness in her laugh. “I wanted—I want—a child so much. To not be alone. To have a family.”

Saying the words made her feel more exposed than if she had been naked in front of a hundred people. She schooled her face into the familiar mask and turned away from him. He came up behind her and put a big warm hand on her back. She wanted to lean into the support he offered, to turn and bury herself in his arms, but the place inside her that had been hurt so terribly wouldn’t let her. She shrugged off his hand.

“You don’t have to be alone,” he said softly. “And you don’t have to give birth to have a family.”

“I don’t expect someone not of my blood to love me.”

“Blood doesn’t guarantee love. My mother proved that.”

“No! My child will love me. He’ll never betray me.”

“Serena, I love you.”

Tears rushed to her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She wanted to believe him—she wanted desperately to believe him—but she couldn’t. He had lied to her once. Was this just another lie?

“That’s very nice of you,” she said politely. “But it’s not enough. I want a child.”

There was a long silence, and she was glad she couldn’t see his face.

“I see,” he said finally. “And you’re here because you think that the technology that GenCon used to create the hybrids can restore your ability to have children.”

“Yes,” she whispered, almost afraid to say it out loud.

“Serena, you can’t. You’ve seen the abominations they’ve created.”

“It doesn’t have to be like that. Your nanites work—they heal you.”

“This isn’t the way.”

“You don’t know that!”

“I see.” His voice sounded heavy, tired. “And this is more important to you than anything else? Even a man who already loves you?”

“Yes.”

“Then I guess that means it’s time for me to leave.”

No! She didn’t want him to leave. But she was finally within reach of the goal she had spent the last fifteen years working towards. She couldn’t give it up now. She couldn’t.

He waited, but when she didn’t say anything, she heard him walk away and then the door close behind him. The tears that she had tried to suppress streamed down her cheeks. He’s just another man, she thought furiously. She would forget about him once she had a child of her own. But no matter how hard she tried to convince herself, the words rang hollow.

 

John strode rapidly away from their rooms. He wasn’t angry as much as hurt and frustrated. He loved Serena and knew he could make her happy—but only if she was willing to let herself be happy. What had happened to her that she thought this was the only answer?

Lost in his thoughts, he almost ran over Dr. Renfrey.

“Oh, Mr. W-Wales,” the man stuttered nervously. “I didn’t expect to see you out and about at this time.”

“You said we had free run of the facility.” He frowned and the doctor flinched.

“Yes, of course. It’s just rather late.”

“I’m doing a final security check. We can’t take any chances with Ms. Gatling’s safety.”

The doctor wrung his hands together as he nodded. “No, no.”

“Why are you up so late?” John asked.

“Just checking on an experiment.” The doctor began to babble on about test parameters and timing, but John was no longer paying attention. A very large part of him wanted to return to Serena, take her in his arms, and kiss her until she listened to him. But no matter how strong their physical connection, unless she could find it in herself to trust him, there was very little that he could do. He had no intention of giving up on her, but perhaps a night without him would help her realize that she missed him.

He had seen for himself that the lab was well secured and had encountered nothing more threatening than the odd collection of scientists. She would be safe here, he decided. He would go and check on Winston and get his own thoughts in order. He felt a sudden desperate longing for the simplicity of the empty desert. He nodded abruptly at Dr. Renfrey.

“I’ll leave you to your experiments. Goodnight.”

“G-goodnight.”

He had taken only a few steps in the direction of the exit when he felt a sudden prick in his neck. He clapped a hand to the spot and pulled free a dart. Even as he stared at it, he could feel an icy cold spreading from where the needle had penetrated his skin. His strength drained away as his body began to go numb. He managed to turn and stagger back towards the doctor but only made it a few steps before his knees gave out. The man was pale and shaking, obviously terrified. Had he been the one to throw the dart? But even as he wondered, a dark-haired woman stepped out of the shadows.

“Excellent. That was even easier than I anticipated. Now Ms. Gatling is all alone.”

No! His mouth wouldn’t form the word. He tried to lunge forward, managing to grab hold of the doctor’s pants leg before the numbness reached his hands. His surroundings seemed to be shrinking, collapsing down into a single point of light.

His last thought was of Serena.


Chapter Sixteen

 

When the knock sounded, Serena hurried to the door, foolishly anxious to see John despite their argument. But when she thrust open the panel, a strange woman stood there. She was neatly and expensively dressed in a tailored silk shirt and well-cut wool pants, pearls gleaming at her neck and ears. Serena instinctively drew herself up, assuming the icy composure she had learned so well.

“May I help you?”

“I believe so, Ms. Gatling.” The woman swept past her into the room. “I’m Louisa Bradbury. I am the Chief Executive Officer of GenCon.”

She swayed dizzily. “Louisa…”

“Yes.” The woman frowned. “Have you heard of me? Very few people are aware of my identity.”

A hysterical laugh threatened to erupt. Not know her identity? Not know the identity of the woman who had killed her child and almost killed her? Who had left her barren and alone?

“No,” she managed, years of acting coming to her rescue. “I didn’t know. The corporation documents list Louis Boudreaux as the CEO, not you.”

If she had known, she would never have taken a job working for GenCon. Taking a deep breath, she studied the woman who had destroyed her life. They were almost the same height, although Louisa was built along more generous lines. Her straight dark hair was gathered into an elegant chignon and her skin glowed a healthy pink. She could have been any of a thousand socialites Serena had met over the years. But then their eyes met and a chill skated down her spine. She had never seen a face so completely devoid of emotion except for the hybrids.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“Because you’re about to become very useful to me.”

“No, I’m not.” She took a step back, then another, until she had backed herself against an end table. Her hand reached behind her, searching for a weapon, and closed around a lamp base.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Come with me.”

Louisa clamped cold, strong fingers on her arm. Serena couldn’t pull away from the painful grip, but she brought her other hand around and smashed the vase into Louisa’s skull with all the strength of fifteen years of hatred.

Blood spurted from Louisa’s scalp but she didn’t fall. She didn’t even release Serena’s arm, and Serena watched in horror as the blood trickled to a halt and the wound began to heal before her eyes. Louisa laughed. “You didn’t think I would be that easy to get rid of, did you?”

Louisa backhanded her, sending her flying across the room to land in a dazed heap against the wall.

“You’ve done it,” Serena whispered. “You’ve discovered how to integrate the nanites without utilizing artificial parts. You’re Patient 236.” That meant that there was a chance… The wild hope that sprang up in her chest almost shattered when she looked up and saw Louisa smiling the coldest smile she had ever seen.

“Aren’t you a clever little thing?” Louisa asked mockingly. “I read your file, you know. Before I came here. So pathetic. So focused on having a child.”

“It’s easy to say that when you have one.”

“Me?” Louisa raised an eyebrow. “I don’t have any children. I had that taken care of as soon as I was old enough to consent to the operation.”

“But I… I heard that you were pregnant. A long time ago.”

Louisa’s eyes narrowed, then she laughed. “Now how did you hear about that? It wasn’t true, of course, but my husband at the time was getting a little too interested in some wretched creature from the slums so I had to… refocus his attention. He was so disappointed when he found out it wasn’t to be.”

“Your husband at the time?”

“Yes. Once he found out I wasn’t pregnant, he started all over again with another little homeless waif, and I didn’t feel like playing the game a second time. He had a rather unfortunate accident.”

She couldn’t find it in her heart to feel sorry for Justin, but the complete lack of concern in Louisa’s voice made her shudder.

“But that makes you perfect for my needs,” Louisa continued. “I had actually intended to send for you and here you are.”

“Perfect?”

“To become Patient 237, of course. Renfrey has been blathering on about being the next in line but really? That antiquated old man? He wouldn’t be much of an advertisement for the program. You, on the other hand…” Louisa surveyed her impassively. “They’ll sit up and beg when they see you.”

Serena’s aching head only added to her confusion. “Who will?”

“My clients, of course.”

“What clients? I didn’t think there was anyone on Mars with enough money to tempt GenCon.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not talking about this godforsaken planet. I—we—will be returning to Earth.”

“But you can’t!” Aside from the expense involved, the settlers’ bodies were too adapted to the conditions on Mars to handle life on Earth.

Louisa raised an eyebrow. “Why not? The expense? All of GenCon’s considerable resources are at my disposal.”

“But…” Her protest died away as a chill swept across her body. Her hands flexed.

“I see you finally understand. With the nanites in my system, I don’t need to worry that my body has been weakened by the time on Mars. I’m stronger, better, now than when I left.”

The chill intensified. “And what are you going to do with that strength?”

“Whatever I want. Everyone is so eager to come to Mars and start over again.” Louisa’s patrician nose wrinkled. “But it’s just a dusty rock. I much prefer Earth. And now I have the power to… modify it to suit me. I don’t think I’ll have any difficulty finding associates who share my goals. But that’s where you come in—in case I need any help… persuading them.”

“But I don’t want to go back.”

“Nonsense. Your looks and brains are completely wasted up here. I’ll have Renfrey start the treatment before we leave, and by the time we get back to Earth, you’ll be perfect.”

Perfect. Able to have a child at last. And locked in hell with the woman she hated. Mars—John—out of reach. She had thought she was willing to pay any price, but this one was too steep. She pulled herself painfully to her feet.

“I’m not interested,” she said coolly.

“You don’t have a choice. Now are you going to come with me voluntarily or am I going to drag you? It makes no difference to me.”

She had no doubt the other woman meant it. Physical resistance would be pointless—she would have to rely on her brains instead. “I’ll come.”

“How disappointing. I do hope you find some spirit, or it’s going to be a very boring trip back to Earth.”

Boring? she thought hysterically. It wasn’t the word she would have chosen. But she kept her face calm and followed Louisa through a lab they had visited that afternoon, then through a concealed panel into a much larger lab.

If only John had known what was going on. She had no doubt that he never would have left her if he thought she was in danger. But at least he was free and safe.

Dr. Renfrey was bent over a lab table when they entered but he jumped up and scurried over to them.

“This is your next candidate, Doctor,” Louisa announced.

“But I thought…”

“I told you it would be my decision. And an attractive woman is a much better advertisement that a doddering old man. Now, get started. I want to be ready to leave the planet as soon as possible.

The doctor seemed to wilt. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ll tie her down for you. I doubt you have the strength to restrain her.”

Those icy fingers clamped down on her again, and nothing she did made any difference. She was breathless and bruised by the time Louisa fastened her to a lab table, and the other woman didn’t have a hair out of place.

“Now get started,” Louisa ordered and swept out of the room. 

Renfrey avoided her eyes as he bustled around setting up equipment before diffidently approaching her.

“I need to take a blood sample.”

“To which I do not consent,” she said coldly.

He made a distressed noise but he still took the sample. To her surprise, he was both quick and gentle.

“Why are you doing this? You have to know it’s wrong.”

For a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to answer her, then he sighed and tapped his skull. “Brain tumor. Inoperable. This is my only hope.”

“But how did you pass the physical for the trip to Mars? Oh, of course, Louisa.”

“Exactly. She made sure that our physicals looked perfect even while she made sure that every one of us had something to gain.” He twisted his hands together. “Either for ourselves or someone we… care about.” 

“Which is why you’ve been experimenting on your own staff.”

He shrugged nervously. “They all volunteered.”

“What if they changed their mind?” she asked quietly.

“Most of them didn’t. You’d be surprised what kind of decisions you’re willing to make when you’re desperate.”

“What about the ones who did change their mind?”

“I said they volunteered!” His voice rose. “They signed an agreement. Backing out wasn’t an option.”

She shuddered. “How could you?”

“I didn’t have a choice! I’m desperate. I can feel the tumor eating away at me, feel it slowing my thoughts. If it had just been something physical, I could have taken it, but this is my mind. It’s what makes me who I am.”

She still thought he was crazy, but she understood.

He must have seen the momentary flash of sympathy on her face. “You’d do it too, wouldn’t you?” he asked eagerly. “You’d volunteer because you want to be fixed. Because it matters more than anything else.”

A month ago, even a week ago, she suspected she would have said yes. But now she found herself remembering John’s voice when he told her that he loved her, when he told her that she didn’t have to be alone.

“No,” she said softly. “I’m not going to volunteer.”

“I already told you that it is no longer your choice.” They both looked up to see Louisa standing in the doorway once more.

“Is that true?” Serena asked Renfrey. “Are you going to proceed even though you know I haven’t volunteered? When there isn’t any paperwork to show that I agreed, no matter how briefly?”

“Of course he is,” Louisa mocked.

She ignored the other woman and focused on the doctor. “Why haven’t you taken it yourself? Why are you still testing? You’ve proven that it works.”

“Because he’s a coward,” Louisa answered for him. “He’s afraid that something will go wrong with me the way it went wrong with all the others. So he’s going to wait until I give him permission.”

The sense of dread strengthened. “What went wrong?”

“The transfusion can have a… negative mental effect,” he said reluctantly.

She shuddered as she remembered the hybrids and the way each of them seemed to lose touch with their humanity. Was that what he meant?

“Nonsense,” Louisa snapped. “They were simply weak. I’m perfectly fine.”

Or had Louisa simply not had any humanity to lose?

“I’ve taken the blood sample,” Dr. Renfrey said softly. “It will take a few hours to prepare the transfusion.”

“I’ll be back then. In the meantime, perhaps I’ll amuse myself with the cyborg.” Louisa shot her a malicious glance.

“No,” she whispered. Not John.

“Oh, yes. I’m sure he’ll prove most amusing.” The other woman smiled as a tear slid down Serena’s cheek. “Not so calm after all. But you’ll learn. The nanites will teach you.”

Louisa departed in a swirl of laughter, and Serena gave in to despair.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 John regained consciousness with a jerk. Thick darkness surrounded him and even his enhanced vision couldn’t penetrate the gloom. He tried to move and found that he was chained to a table of some kind. The feeling brought back painful memories of his transformation into a cyborg. But at least his nanites were working again, however sluggishly. He could feel them moving through his system, attempting to clear away the lingering traces of whatever they had used to drug him.

Serena, he thought desperately and yanked at his chains but to no avail. Titanium, he decided. Not unbreakable but time consuming to escape, and he had a horrible feeling that he didn’t have any time.

Who was that woman, and what did she want with Serena?

Since his vision was no use, he used the sound propagation enhancement, trying to get a feel for where he had been imprisoned. Solid rock surrounded him on three sides, but there was another room on the other side of the fourth wall. That was the way out. He just had to get free of his chains first.

He began straining at his bonds, working each one methodically despite the frantic sense of urgency beating at him. Time passed with agonizing slowness, but just as he thought he detected a slight give in one of the chains, he caught a noise from the outer chamber. He froze as the door was flung open and a blinding light filled the room.

His nanites worked frantically to clear his vision, and it cleared enough for him to see the woman from the corridor, the one who had threatened Serena.

“Where is she?” he demanded. “What did you do to Serena?”

“Now, now. No need to get excited.” The woman strolled casually into the room. “She’s perfectly fine. In fact, soon she’ll just be perfect.”

She tittered as her own joke and his skin crawled. There was a maniacal edge to her laugh that reminded him of the hybrids. But she didn’t look like a hybrid. She looked like a normal woman, an attractive one even, although not in Serena’s class.

“My but you are a big boy.” She gripped a bicep with icy fingers and he tried not to shudder. “We’re going to have fun with you.”

“We?”

“Serena and I. She doesn’t understand yet, but she will.”

“What are you doing to her?” he repeated.

“I told you—I’m making her perfect. A few nanites, a little pain, and then a brand-new woman.”

“And she agreed?”

“Rather surprisingly, she didn’t. I read her file and thought that ridiculous desire for a child would convince her.” Louisa’s brows drew together, then she shrugged. “But no matter. She’ll come around.”

“You’re forcing this on her?” he asked, horrified.

“Force is such a harsh word.”

A clanking from the outer room drew his attention, and he looked over in time to see a robot transporter enter.

“Ah, there we are. The transporter is going to take you to my ship.”

“No!”

“Now don’t be silly. This way you’ll be reunited with your precious Serena—although I suspect she’ll be a little different than you remember.” She tittered again, before sliding the table to which he was fastened onto the bed of the transport with unnerving strength. “It’s a shame we don’t have time to play now, but we’ll have six months together on the ship.”

She squeezed his bicep again, harder this time, but he refused to let her see how much it hurt.

“Oh, this is going to be fun. Bye now.”

With a girlish wave, she left him. He started straining at his bonds again but even though one of them seemed to have loosened slightly, it wasn’t enough to free him. The transporter clanked through a series of tunnels before emerging onto the surface. They were nowhere near the entrance to the lab but, as he had theorized, a small supply train was waiting. The transporter trundled up on the bed of one of the cars, and a minute later, the train began to move—carrying him over the desert and away from Serena.

 

Serena tested her bonds again, but it was no use. Her thoughts chased each other in frantic circles. Where had Louisa gone, and what was she doing with John? Did she really have him?

“Was she telling the truth? About John?”

Dr. Renfrey started to ignore her, but then he sighed and nodded. “Yes. She used one of the paralytic darts.”

Serena winced but she felt a spark of hope. The darts wore off relatively quickly. Perhaps he would be able to get away. No. If he did get free, he would come back for her. The knowledge settled over her with absolute certainty. What a fool she had been. He loved her. He would never desert her. Just as she would never desert him.

“I love him,” she whispered, as the truth rushed over her. God, she was a fool.

“What’s that?” the doctor asked.

“Nothing.” Nothing that he needed to know anyway.

“I don’t think it was nothing.” His hands stilled as he looked over at her. “You know, I had a girl once, but I was so busy with my work that I let her slip away.”

“What do you think she would think of what you’re doing now?”

His mouth twisted. “Not a lot. She had a very kind heart.”

She didn’t say anything else, content to let him think about what he’d said as she tried to come up with a plan, any plan. She was so lost in her desperate attempt to find a solution that it wasn’t until she heard the low murmur of voices that she realized that they were no longer alone. The handful of scientists that remained had all gathered in the lab. Great. There was going to be an audience for her unwanted transformation.

But then Dr. Renfrey began talking.

“We have waited long enough,” he announced to the other scientists. “It’s time we cured ourselves.”

“But what if it doesn’t work?” a small, bespectacled man asked.

“We know it works. It’s only fear that has been keeping us back. Louisa is leaving, and she won’t return. I doubt she’ll even continue to fund the lab. This is our last chance.”

There was a babble of voices, but eventually, every one of them nodded.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked when Dr. Renfrey came over to collect more supplies.

“Because it’s the truth.” His eyes were infinitely weary. “She won’t continue to support the lab. And I know I don’t have much time left. I might as well at least try and fight.”

“Will you have time before she returns?”

He gave her an unexpectedly impish grin. “Oh yes. It only takes a few minutes to prepare.”

“You lied to her.”

“If she’d ever bothered to read one of my reports, she would have known that.” He hesitated. “I’m not going to give you the transfusion, but I can’t guarantee that she won’t attempt it.”

“You could let me go.”

“Not yet. If this doesn’t work and she returns…” He shuddered. “I’m sorry, my dear, but you’re too valuable as a bargaining chip.”

“And if it works?”

“Then I will let you go,” he promised.

She wasn’t entirely sure she believed him but at least it was a chance. She watched as he returned to his fellow scientists and took a small sample from each one. Then he added a drop of green crystalline substance into each neatly labeled vial.

“You know this is going to hurt, gentlemen,” he said finally. “But we will come out the other side—better, stronger, faster. We will prevail.”

There were murmurs of assent, then each scientist lay down on a lab table. Dr. Renfrey moved from one to the other, injecting the contents of the appropriate vial, before finally injecting himself. He looked at Serena as he did so, and she did her best to smile at him. For his sake—and her own—she hoped it worked.

A few seconds later, the screaming started.


Chapter Eighteen

 

With each mile the train traveled, separating him from Serena, John’s urgency increased, but he forced himself to work methodically at his chains. Far too much distance had been covered by the time he worked himself free but he didn’t have time for regrets. He climbed along the row of cars until he reached the engine and seized control from the autopilot. Reversing the course of the train, he recklessly increased the speed until all of the instruments were in the red zone. 

The night had passed while he was confined and now the pale Martian sunrise illuminated the surrounding landscape as it flew by outside the open window. The surrounding mountains were silhouetted against the sky in an awe-inspiring display but all his concentration was focused on squeezing more speed from the engine. Steam poured from the engine compartment and he could hear an ominous clanking, but he didn’t care.

He had to get back to Serena. He only prayed he wasn’t too late.

 

Serena didn’t know how long the screaming lasted, but it seemed like hours as she huddled against her table and tried to pretend she was anywhere else. When it finally died down, she was almost afraid to look, but the men rising from the lab tables didn’t look any different as they climbed down. Several wandered over to their computers while others milled around uncertainly. 

And then Dr. Renfrey appeared in front of her. Superficially, he looked the same but his eyes… His eyes were no longer sane.

“I promised,” he muttered as he fumbled at her restraints. “Promised to free you.”

“Yes, you did. Thank you.”

Another scientist popped up next to him, his eyes wild. “You’re from headquarters. Fucking GenCon.”

“Pretty.” Now there was a third, and he reached out to stroke her leg. 

A fourth one snarled and knocked his hand away. “Mine.”

By the time Dr. Renfrey released the final strap, she was surrounded by scientists. When she had met them before, they seemed insignificant, more interested in their work than in her. But now they were focused on her, expressions ranging from hostility to lust, and terror was an icy ball in her stomach.

“Dr. Renfrey,” she said quietly. He was the only one who still seemed to retain any control.

“Leave her,” he ordered, but they weren’t listening.

Another hand reached for her, cold and strong, and a second grabbed her shirt sleeve and ripped it away. Her heart pounded so hard she felt sick.

“What the hell is going on here?”

She never thought she would welcome the sound of Louisa’s voice, but all of the men, with the exception of Dr. Renfrey, turned away from her and focused on Louisa instead. She heard muttered snarls as they started across the floor to the other woman.

Louisa, of course, tried to brazen it out, ordering them back to their duties. They didn’t obey. Serena didn’t see who attacked first but the other end of the room exploded into chaos. One of the scientists went flying, then another, but there were too many, and Louisa disappeared beneath the bodies.

“I… should do something.”

“No.” Dr. Renfrey shook his head, but his eyes were focused on the carnage and he licked his lips. “It’s too late for her.”

The struggle didn’t last long, and a curious stillness descended over the room as the fighting ceased. The men gradually wandered away. Perhaps the violence shocked whatever was left of their humanity, or perhaps they were simply sated. None of them looked at her.

“You should go now,” Dr. Renfrey said, his voice dreamy. He started to reach for her, then pulled his hand back.

“Where’s John?” she asked urgently. “I have to get him out of here. What did she do with him?”

“Try the ship,” he murmured.

She didn’t know where it was, but at least it was a start. “Thank you.” 

“Go,” he repeated, but as she made her way cautiously across the room, he followed her.

She didn’t want to look at Louisa, but she couldn’t help it. The woman’s chest was literally ripped open, her heart removed, but even as Serena started to look away, she saw Louisa’s eyes open. 

Oh my God. She was still alive.

Some foolish impulse drove her to her knees beside the body.

“Louisa?”

“I didn’t expect that.” The words were barely audible.

“It must have been the nanites.”

“You don’t want to believe that, do you? You want to think it was something else. That we were already monsters.” Louisa’s eyes closed, then fluttered open again. “Maybe that’s the secret. That we’re all monsters deep inside.”

A last rattling breath and Louisa was gone.

“Pretty.” A hand touched her hair and she looked up to find two of the scientists had returned. She had waited too long.

She tried to scurry backwards, afraid to make any noise in case it attracted more attention. She cast a pleading look at Dr. Renfrey, but he only stared at her, that odd, dreamy look on his face. A cold hand closed around her ankle, dragging her back, as she searched frantically for something to use as a weapon.

A harsh growl erupted and then John was there, crouching in front of her. She wanted to throw herself into his arms but she didn’t want to distract him. The hand released her ankle, and she tucked it beneath her. The two men stared at John, but then they ducked their heads and moved away.

“Are you all right?” he asked, still glaring around the room.

“Yes, now that you’re here.”

“Did… did you get the nanites?”

“No,” she said quietly. “I refused, and Dr. Renfrey didn’t force me.”

“You refused? Oh, thank God.”

The sound of his name seemed to catch Dr. Renfrey’s attention, and for a moment, his gaze focused on them. “You’re all right.”

“Yes. Thanks to you and John. Are you all right?”

His face distorted. “I can feel the madness squirming inside me. Go now.”

“But what about you?”

“No hope for me.” He looked around the lab at the other scientists. “Or for them. Time to die.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to blow it up,” he said, his expression far away. “It ends with us. You should go now.”

He turned and wandered away.

John put a gentle hand on her arm when she tried to go after Dr. Renfrey. “He’s right. Time to put an end to this. Let’s go.”

She took a last look around, at Louisa’s body, at the obviously mad scientists, at Dr. Renfrey stooped over more vials. He was right. There was no hope here.

They were halfway to the entrance to the complex when John jerked and looked down at his wrist. He swore, then picked her up and started to run.

“What is it?”

“Your scientist friend doesn’t mess around. It’s going to be a hell of an explosion.”

Even as he spoke, a low rumbling started behind them.

“Will we make it?”

When he didn’t answer her, she realized he didn’t think they would. She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck. “I love you, John.”

“I love you too, Serena.”

His pace increased, the walls flashing by as she clung to him. The rumbling increased as well, echoing through the stone tunnels. By the time he burst out of the lab entrance, her ears were ringing, but she heard him shout something as he leaped forward. For a confused moment, she thought the ground was moving beneath her, and then she realized they were astride Winston and he was flying across the desert in great, leaping strides. John thrust a breathing mask across her face as he bent low over the horse’s back, urging him on, and she huddled between his body and the horse’s.

A deafening roar echoed across the desert, and she felt the ground shake, felt Winston stumble, but he never stopped moving.

At last, the world went silent, and Winston gradually slowed and came to a halt. They slid off the horse’s back, and John put his arm around her. Together they watched the plume of dust rising into the sky.

“I meant what I said,” she said, her eyes still fixed on the horizon. She could feel her cheeks burning.

“What you said?”

“That I… love you. It wasn’t because we were about to die.”

“I know, love.”

She looked up to find him watching her, his eyes as warm as ever.

“I shouldn’t have sent you away,” she admitted

“No, you shouldn’t have,” he agreed solemnly, then smiled. “I wasn’t going far. Unfortunately, I encountered Louisa.”

She shuddered, her eyes going back to the distant dust column. 

“So I suppose that’s it,” she said quietly.

John’s arm tightened around her. “Maybe the other lab will find a solution.”

“Perhaps. But I’m not going to spend the next fifteen years obsessing about it.” She smiled up at him, feeling at peace for the first time since that long-ago night. “You’ve taught me that love doesn’t depend on biology.”

“Well, maybe a little,” he teased gently, skating his hand down her side to squeeze her bottom, then frowned. “What’s this?”

“What’s what?”

He retrieved a small disk from her pocket and handed it to her.

“Oh, that. It’s the records from the lab. I had just finished copying them when Louisa showed up.” 

She lifted her hand, preparing to toss the disk out into the desert but he stopped her. “Wait a minute. Are you sure you want to do that?”

“Of course. The experiment was a failure.”

“Not entirely. She looked human enough.”

“But she was batshit crazy.”

“Agreed. But back in your office, when this all began, you said that the Judge’s wife was a scientist. Do you trust her?”

“I’m still not entirely sure that I trust anyone—other than you, of course. And yes, Winston, you too,” she added when the horse butted his head against her arm. “But all else being equal, I think she is a decent person.”

“Then why not take it to her? Maybe she can figure out where they went wrong.”

“I’m not sure I want to start hoping again.”

“So don’t hope. One of my sergeants used to say that if you expect the worst and it happens, you’re not disappointed. If you expect the worst and it doesn’t happen, then it’s a nice surprise.”

“He sounds like quite a philosopher.”

“Yeah. He was one of the good ones.” He gave her a rueful smile. “Maybe there were more of them along the way than I cared to admit.”

“Maybe it’s easier to remember positive things when you’re happy.”

“Now who’s the philosopher?”

She laughed and looked back out over the desert. Even the plume of dust had disappeared. “I think it’s time to leave.”

“Where are we going?”

“I like your idea. Let’s go visit Addie and the Judge.”

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Turning her back on the remains of the lab and her lost dream, Serena let John lift her onto Winston's back. He vaulted up after her, tucking her back against the warmth of his body. She could feel the iron bar of his erection against her buttocks and gave a teasing little wiggle.

He growled appreciatively and reached round to enclose her breast in his big hand, stroking his thumb across her nipple. Her body responded immediately to his touch, softening and dampening in expectation. After having come so close to losing him, to losing herself, she wanted to reaffirm that they were alive and that they were together.

Winston moved with an easy pace across the desert, heading back to what was left of the life she had known, but there was no rush. No urgency for anything except to be with John.

“Turn me around,” she suggested, her voice low and breathless.

“What?”

“I want to face you.”

With effortless strength, he complied and then her body was pressed tightly to his, his erection snug against the swollen heat of her needy pussy and his hard chest rubbing the aching peaks of her breasts.

“Now isn't this better?” She leaned back far enough so that she could smile up at him.

She could feel the tension in his body, the urgent throb of his cock against her, but despite his obvious arousal, his face was soft, his eyes warm and loving.

“As long as you're in my arms, I'm happy,” he said and she couldn’t doubt the sincerity in his voice.

An unexpected lump filled her throat. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

“Love, you deserve everything. And I intend to make sure you have it all.” A shadow crossed his face as his hand came up to touch her cheek. “Or at least, anything that’s within my power to give you.”

“You’re all I want.” As she said the words, she recognized the truth of them. “So much of wanting to have a child was because I didn't want to be alone. I wanted something—someone—I could hold onto.”

“You can hold onto me. I promise you I have no intention of letting go.”

“I believe you.” She gave a startled laugh. “I really do believe you. I thought I would never believe in anyone ever again.”

He put his arms around her and pulled her close again. Even though she was aware of his arousal, aware of her own need, for the moment she was content just to let him hold her. The emptiness that had haunted her for so long had been filled, and in the end it wasn't even because he loved her but because she had let herself love him. 

As she soaked in the warmth of his presence, she spared a thought to the uncertain future. Her time at GenCon had undoubtedly come to an end and she had an unexpected sense of regret at the knowledge. The corporation’s motives might have been nefarious, but they had also achieved a lot in the pursuit of those goals. She was proud of the part she had played in making the settlement on Mars possible. Her job had demanded that she use her intelligence and the skills she had acquired. She suspected she was going to miss it. 

But that chapter of her life was behind her. Eventually she would have to decide on her next steps, but for right now, she was riding across the Martian desert with the man she loved holding her in his arms. His warmth surrounded her, keeping her protected from the icy breeze. With each step, his massive erection rubbed against the place where she needed him most and her lingering arousal flamed higher. Abandoning thoughts of the future—and the past—she concentrated on the present and the desire surging through her body.

Perhaps they should find a spot to assemble the habitat. Or perhaps…

Moving back just enough that she could reach between their bodies, she fumbled at the fastening of his pants.

“What are you doing— Oh.” His words stumbled to a halt as she freed his erection and wrapped her hands around the heated bar of flesh.

All of his muscles tightened as she lightly stroked the silky skin covering the hardness beneath. Pre-cum pearled on the wide head and she swirled her thumb through it before teasing at the sensitive underside.

“Serena,” he groaned and she smiled, delighting at his weakness in her hands. Once it might have been about control, but now it was about giving him pleasure. She tightened her grip and stroked harder and faster, the way he had shown her. He stiffened even further beneath her fingers, then brought his hand down to cover hers. “If you keep that up, I'm going to explode right here.”

“Good,” she purred.

“As much as I'm tempted, if I get you wet, you'll get chilled.”

“I'm already wet,” she teased. “But that gives me an idea.”

Reluctantly releasing him, she fumbled at her own pants, but the awkward position made it difficult to get them off. Grasping her intentions, John reached down and effortlessly ripped a hole in the seam of the expensive pants. Her professional suit was in tatters and the perfectly polished Serena was gone forever, but she didn't regret her loss. Her present reality was infinitely more satisfying.

Winston’s metal body rocked smoothly beneath her, forcing her now naked flesh against the heated bar of John’s erection. His hands clamped down on her ass, pulling her closer and spreading her folds so she could feel every delicious inch. He rubbed her slowly up and down his cock, moving easily in the almost embarrassing wetness that coated her slit. With each movement, he pressed against her swollen clit, building her excitement until she was poised on the edge of climax.

“Come for me, love,” he ordered as he pushed his cock harder against her, sending a shivering vibration through her body, and with a helpless cry, she obeyed.

 Her body arched back against his arms as her climax rolled over her, the waves of pleasure heightened by the hard flesh still pressed against her, the big hands holding her so tightly, the dark eyes watching her so intently. When her shudders finally stopped, she could see the hunger on his face and she reached for him. It was his turn to shudder as he lifted her higher until she was poised over the wide head of his cock. Then with agonizing slowness, he began gradually sheathing himself in her body. Despite her excitement, her body resisted and he had to work himself up inside her, opening her an inch at a time as she urged him on.

When he finally buried himself completely, he paused for a second, his chest heaving despite the fact that he didn’t need oxygen. Then he lifted her up and slammed her back down in one long, hard stroke. A second, smaller climax rushed through her at the sudden, shocking pleasure. She heard him groan, felt the rush of liquid warmth inside her, but he kept moving. The increased wetness eased his way and he plunged into her more easily with each stroke, seeming to reach deeper and deeper. 

She clung to his shoulders, desperately holding on to him as sensations overwhelmed her: the stretching fullness on the edge of pain, the streaks of heat from her exposed clit as he rubbed against it with each thrust, the aching points of her nipples as she pressed against him. His hands tightened, opening her even further to his touch, and she cried out as she climaxed again in a wave of pleasure so intense that dark spots danced in front of her vision. She heard him call her name, felt his cock jerking inside her as a second wave of liquid heat filled her, and his body finally stilled.

She was still clinging to him, breathless and happy, when his body tensed.

“What is it?”

He swore, even as he gently lifted her free. 

“Storm coming,” he said briefly.

A spike of terror replaced the lazy feeling of satisfaction. They were miles from any type of habitation. “What are we going to do?”

“Make a run for it. I’m going to head for the base of those mountains. With any luck, we can find shelter amongst the rocks. Hold on now.” His arms tightened around her. “Run, Winston!”

As Winston leaped forward, she caught a glimpse of the mountains he must mean but they seemed terrifyingly far away. Especially when she looked in the other direction and saw a towering wall of swirling orange dust racing towards them. A terrified cry trembled on her lips but she pulled Serena’s poise around her like a blanket and remained quiet. Falling apart would only worry John and Winston and she wouldn’t do that to them.

Once again they were racing across the desert but this time seemed even more frightening. The fearsome power of nature far exceeded the scientists’ games. She buried her face in John’s chest as he bent over her and clutched his shirt. The wind increased, churning around them in icy blasts. Small pellets of sand began to sting her exposed skin and she heard John swear again.

“Keep your eyes shut,” he ordered, barely audible over the increasing roar.

She squeezed them shut and obeyed, doing her best not to flinch as a few larger stones found her body, despite John’s efforts to protect her. Winston's steps slowed, in spite of the escalating intensity of the storm, and for a horrified moment she thought that he had been damaged. But then she realized that they must be searching for shelter. A blast of wind hit them and Winston staggered, but John urged him forward. Another blast, then she heard John cry out.

Was he hurt? No amount of practiced poise could conceal the terror of that thought but before she could truly panic, Winston made a few last scrambling steps. The wind dropped and the roaring died down to a dull background noise. Her eyes flew open to find John smiling down at her.

“Are you all right?” she asked anxiously, checking his face for any signs that he was in pain.

“I’m fine, love. Just relieved to find a place to wait out the storm.”

For the first time she looked around. The storm had blocked most of the sunlight, but despite the dimness, she could make out the walls of a small cave surrounding them. The entrance was angled away from her but she could see clouds of dust eddying past the opening.

“I should have known you would find a way to protect us.” Her voice broke on the last word as the fear she had tried to suppress resurfaced.

“Winston brought us here. I just used my cybernetics to find the cave.” He flashed a grin at her. “You should thank him.”

“Of course. Thank you, Winston,” she murmured as she bent forward to stroke the horse’s neck. The smooth metal skin was not quite as smooth as usual. “He’s all scratched up! Is he hurt?”

The horse’s head swung around to regard her with what appeared to be an incredulous look. John laughed. “No, he’s fine. I can buff those out. And before you ask, I have a few scratches but they’re already healing. But what about you? Your skin is much more delicate.”

“I’m fine,” she said immediately. Truthfully, the few parts of her body that had been exposed felt sore and uncomfortable but she wasn’t going to worry him.

He gave her a searching glance but didn’t argue as he swung down from the horse. “Wait there for a minute. I think we have just enough room to put up the habitat.”

As he turned away, she bit back a horrified gasp. The back of his shirt was in shreds and even with the dark fabric she could tell that he’d been bleeding. A few scratches, indeed! But she could also see through the gaping holese that only a few faint marks still marred his skin and she decided not to press him.

It took some maneuvering, but he did manage to erect the habitat and a short time later, he lifted her down.

“Is Winston going to be all right out here?” she asked. There wasn’t much space left in the small cave.

“Of course. He’s protected from the storm.”

“But he can’t move around much.”

“After that run earlier, it’s probably a relief,” he said dryly. “He’s fine, love.”

Despite his assurances, she spent a few more minutes cooing over the horse before she reluctantly entered the habitat. John followed her in, watching as she gratefully removed the breathing mask.

“That’s almost as exciting as watching you remove your clothes,” he said thoughtfully.

“Probably because my clothes don’t cover much as this point.” She gave her ruined outfit a rueful glance. “Back to coveralls from now on.”

 “No, love. It’s because I can see your face again.” He cupped her cheek. “See the thoughts racing through that smart brain of yours. And, of course, because I can kiss you.”

His mouth descended over hers, gentle at first, and then with increasing urgency until she melted against him. She was smiling and breathless when he finally raised his head.

“That’s definitely an advantage,” she agreed. “So now what?”

“Now we wait out the storm.”

“And do a lot of kissing?”

“And do a lot of kissing,” he agreed as he drew her into his arms once more. 

 

  


Chapter Twenty

 

The storm only lasted for another day, but it took them three more days to reach the Judge’s homestead. John didn’t mind. Neither of them were in a hurry. They rode slowly and he stopped early each day to put up the habitat. They made love and they talked, and each day, Serena seemed to settle more comfortably into this new version of herself. The person he suspected she could have been if tragedy hadn’t damaged her so badly. It wasn’t until they were riding up the embankment to the Judge’s habitat that a remnant of the old Serena appeared, her face settling into the icy calm he remembered.

He started to mention it, then decided to let it go. If she felt more comfortable masking her emotions, he wouldn’t try and stop her.

As they reached the top of a small plateau, a big black horse appeared in front of them, his posture not threatening, but watchful.

“That’s Blackie.” Serena bent over and murmured to Winston as they came to a halt. “His family lives here.”

The two horses regarded each other, then a tiny girl came running up. Without a mask, he realized with a start. “She’s not wearing a mask.”

“I know, but she’s fine. I’ll explain later,” Serena said quickly. “Hello, Kami.”

“Auntie Seena! Daddy went off to help you and he said you were fine, but then the bad man came and Mama melted him and then no one knew where you were!”

By the time the little girl had finished speaking, Serena had dismounted, and Kami threw herself happily into her arms. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too, sweetheart.”

His chest ached as he looked at the two of them. She would have been such a wonderful mother. Kami finally stopped talking and turned to look at him. Her eyes widened.

“Who’s that?” she whispered.

“This is John. John, come and say hello to Kami.”

He dismounted, watching cautiously as Winston and Blackie touched noses.

“Hello, Kami. Does your horse mind when other horses come to visit?”

“Nope. He likes ‘em,” she said confidently, but she was watching him, not the horses. She suddenly grinned and nodded. “You’re like Daddy. I knew it. I told Mama that Auntie Seena needed a husband like Daddy.”

Husband? The thought hadn’t even occurred to him but now that Kami had mentioned it, he couldn’t think of anything he wanted more. He looked over at Serena and saw the tide of pink washing her cheeks, but her eyes were smiling. Excellent. Now all he needed to do was find a minister—or a judge…

“Does your Daddy do weddings, Kami?”

“Yep. And I do flower girl.”

He laughed, and the three of them turned towards the habitat just as the Judge emerged, accompanied by a petite, curvy blonde woman. She wasn’t exactly what he had pictured when Serena said she was a scientist.

“Serena. You disappeared.” The Judge’s tone was remarkably neutral, and John found himself bristling on her behalf.

Kami looked from one to the other. “What’s the matter, Daddy? Aren’t you happy to see Auntie Seena?”

“Of course he is. We were worried, Serena,” Addie said quickly. “No one knew where you were.”

He saw Serena’s icy mask resurface, but then she looked at him and sighed, and she was back to being his Serena. “We went after another lab.”

“Another lab?” Addie turned pale. “More hybrids?”

“Not exactly.” She looked at Kami, listening intently. “It’s no longer a threat, but I did want to discuss it with you.”

“Of course. Come on inside.”

Serena looked over at him.

“I’ll take care of Winston and be right there,” he assured her.

Still carrying Kami, she disappeared inside with Addie, leaving him with the Judge. The older man studied him thoughtfully, and he had the oddest urge to salute.

“Do you have somewhere I can put this equipment?” he asked.

“The supply shed will do. I’ll give you a hand.”

Together they unloaded Winston and the horse butted John’s shoulder affectionately before moving back over to join Blackie looking out over the desert below.

“General Biggs says you can be trusted.” The Judge broke the silence as they stowed the gear.

“He didn’t mention you to me at all.”

The other man barked a laugh. “I’ve known him all my life. He still treated me like a person, even after I became a cyborg.”

“If more officers were like him, I might have been happier in the military,” he admitted.

“A lot of fools there. I was one of them. But Addie straightened me out.”

The Judge’s face softened when he mentioned his wife, and John decided it was a good time to mention his request. “Kami said you perform weddings.”

“So it’s like that, is it? Interesting woman, your Serena.”

“I’m sure you mean that in a positive way,” he said coldly.

“Oddly enough, I do. I wasn’t sure at first, and I still don’t trust GenCon, but I trust her.”

“You should. She gave up a lot to try and keep this planet safe.”

The Judge raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Instead, he clapped John on the shoulder. “Then I suppose congratulations are in order. I should warn you that Addie and Kami will take over as soon as they hear the news.”

“I believe your daughter has already elected herself as a flower girl.”

The other man laughed. “My daughter is very fond of weddings.”

When they entered the habitat, Serena was nowhere in sight. Addie was sitting at a big table, looking oddly thoughtful. Kami informed him that she was drawing flowers for the wedding. He thanked her gravely but was more concerned about Serena.

“She’s through there,” Addie said softly. “Second door on the right.”

With a muttered thank you, he went to find his woman.

She was sitting on the padded floor of an empty room, looking out over the desert, her expression remote.

“Is something wrong, love?”

“No.” She smiled up at him, holding out her hand, just as she had done that first night. “I’ve been thinking.”

He sat down behind her and lifted her onto his lap. “About what?”

“About love. You know the reason that Kami doesn’t have to wear a mask is because she received a blood transfusion from the Judge and now his nanites are active in her system.”

“You knew about this?”

“Oh yes. And she’s not the only one. Another cyborg saved his baby son with a transfusion.”

“I don’t understand. If the process works…”

“It doesn’t always. You remember Kami said her mama ‘melted a man?’”

“Yes?”

“That too was the result of a transfusion. One that went horribly wrong. Addie originally thought perhaps it worked for Kami and Brian because they were children. But she just told me about someone else—an adult woman whose cyborg husband saved her life with a transfusion.”

He thought about the little girl, bright-eyed and inquisitive, seemingly completely human. But he also shuddered at the thought of something going horribly wrong. “Does Addie know why?”

“She has two theories. One is that the adrenaline created by an emergency situation may be a factor. The other is… love. That in each successful case, the person giving their blood loved the other person completely.”

“If that’s the case, you would have nothing to worry about,” he said neutrally, even though the words “horribly wrong” still echoed in his head.

She looked up at him, eyes bright. “I know that, John. But I think… I think I’ll wait.”

Oh, thank God. Relief swept over him.

“Addie is still making progress, and the information from the other lab may help. It’s not that I doubt your love,” she added quickly, “but even though I still want a child, I don’t need one. I’m not alone anymore. I have you.”

“Always,” he vowed, drawing her close.

 

“Are you nervous?” Addie whispered to Serena later that day. 

They were standing inside the airlock, waiting for the wedding ceremony to begin.

“I don’t have any reason to be nervous. I know we love each other.”

“But…”

“But I’m nervous anyway,” she admitted. “Isn’t that ridiculous?”

“Not at all. I felt the same way—and we had waited a very long time.”

The airlock door opened and Kami danced in, her face glowing. “We’re ready!”

 “Good luck,” Addie said softly. “You look beautiful.”

She smiled a little ruefully. Addie had loaned her a dress for the wedding, but the two of them were completely different shapes. Still, it was a pretty shade of blue, and it floated softly around her body. It was as far from one of Serena’s polished suits as it was possible to get, but it seemed appropriate for the occasion.

Kami led the way outside, scattering the little paper flowers she had drawn, then Addie followed, and finally it was her turn. They had decided to get married outside on the plateau at sunset. They had come together for the first time outside under the Martian sky, and she liked the idea that they were now coming together permanently in the same way.

The temperature was already dropping, but it was worth the chill for the view. The setting sun illuminating the valley below and washed the sky with streaks of gold. John was waiting with the Judge at the far end of the plateau, and her heart skipped a beat at the sight of his tall figure silhouetted against the sky. She started towards him with an eager step, but she had gone no more than a couple of paces before Winston appeared at her side. She put her hand on his mane, and he walked slowly next to her as she went to meet the man she loved.

The short ceremony flew by in a blur. She barely noticed what the Judge said or how she responded. Her whole being was focused on the man next to her, his face illuminated by the setting sun, his eyes intent on her face. She did hear the Judge say that John could kiss the bride, and she deliberately removed her mask so they could seal the ceremony with a kiss. And then his mouth was on hers and that was all that mattered.

Much too quickly, John ended the kiss, pushed her breathing mask back in place, then picked her up and carried her back to the habitat. Addie had prepared a delicious meal, but Serena would have been just as satisfied with the tasteless broth as long as John was at her side. However, she did leave him long enough to put Kami to bed when the little girl asked. She told her story—a very short story—and wished her good night. Kami held up her arms for a kiss, and when Serena bent down, two little arms tightened around her neck.

“I love you, Auntie Seena.”

A lump formed in her throat. Not a daughter of her body, but certainly a daughter of her heart. “I love you too, Kami.”

She was still smiling when she returned to the main room.

“How about a game of cards?” the Judge asked cheerfully. She gave him an appalled glance, and Addie shook her head.

“Don’t mind him. He’s teasing you. I expect you would rather have an early night.” The other woman’s eyes twinkled.

“Yes, we would,” John said firmly, gathering her up in his arms.

She called a quick goodnight over her shoulder as he carried her into the airlock, pausing only long enough to put on her breathing mask and wrap a blanket around her.

They had decided to spend the wedding night in their own small habitat, even though Addie had offered them a room. Her eyes widened as he carried her inside. Strings of tiny white lights circled the interior, and a velvety blue blanket covered the padded floor. There was even a small bunch of real flowers perfuming the air with their fragrance.

“This is beautiful, John.”

“I’m glad you like it, love.” His mouth quirked. “Kami and Addie came up with most of it.”

“It’s perfect.”

“Not quite. Although that is a very pretty dress, you are wearing entirely too many clothes.”

“Do you like it? I used to wear things like this a long time ago.”

His face softened, and she suspected he knew she was referring to the long-ago time when she had been so innocent. “I do like it, but I like you just as much in a suit or in coveralls. Wear whatever makes you happy.”

“You make me happy.”

“Good.” He put her gently on her feet, letting her slide down against him so she could feel every inch of hard muscle—and even harder cock. Excitement throbbed low in her stomach.

“You’re teasing me,” she said breathlessly.

“What was it you said to me? That it’s not teasing if you’re going to follow through?”

“And are you?”

“Absolutely,” he promised. He whipped her gown away, then stared at her naked body, his gaze traveling over her with unconcealed hunger. “Perfect.”

“I’m really not.”

“You are to me. Perfect little mouth.” He kissed her until she quivered.

“Perfect little breasts.” His mouth closed over a nipple, shockingly hot and wet, and he lingered, moving from one breast to the other until her knees were shaking and her hands were clutching her shoulders.

“And of course, this perfect little pussy.” With one easy movement, he had her on the floor and his mouth between her legs. He teased her swollen clit until her whole body tightened, perched on the edge of orgasm, then pulled away.

“John!”

“I want to be inside you when you come,” he growled.

His clothes had disappeared at some point, and his heavy cock nudged the entrance to her body as he bent over her.

“Are you ready, my love?”

“Yes!”

His eyes fixed on her face, he buried himself inside her in one long, hard stroke. The sudden overwhelming stretch as he filled her completely sent her flying. Her body convulsed, fluttering helplessly around the massive invader as her vision sheeted to white and she called out his name. The orgasm rolled on and on until she finally went limp in his arms.

He was still watching her, and the love on his face took her breath away.

“Mmm, that was amazing.” She tried to wiggle against him but he held her easily in place, still impaled on the iron bar of his cock.

“An excellent beginning,” he agreed.

“Beginning?”

“Oh yes, my love.” He moved just a little, just enough to send little sparks of heat to her clit. “I think it’s time to introduce you to some of the other advantages of being a cyborg.”

“What other—oh my God.” His cock began to vibrate inside her, the sensation rocketing through her as it reached places that had never been touched before. She shattered again, quivering in helpless ecstasy as he drew another long, rolling orgasm from her.

“Do you have any other secrets,” she panted when she finally recovered enough to speak.

“Only that I’m madly, hopelessly in love with you.”

“Thank goodness that’s not a secret,” she whispered. “I love you too, John.”

He bent his head and kissed her, then proceeded to show her all of the advantages of loving a cyborg.

 

A long time later, John lay looking up at the stars. Serena had fallen asleep in his arms and he cradled her against him, happier than he had ever dreamed of being. It had taken a trip to Mars and becoming a cyborg, but he finally knew where he belonged. Here, with Serena. And he was going to make sure she never had reason to doubt that she was loved ever again.


Epilogue

 

Five years later…

 

Serena smiled as her office door opened and a small blonde head peeked around the corner.

“Are you busy, Mama?”

“Never too busy for you, my love. But what did you do with Daddy?”

“He’s showing Angel the fountain.” Her son made a disgusted noise as he raced over and climbed in her lap. “She’s just a baby.”

“Even babies like to watch the water. You did,” she said, tapping his nose and smiling as she remembered that first year after he was born.

With the cyborgs in control and Earth Government on the warpath against GenCon, the company had been on the brink of being forced to withdraw from Mars. After discussing it with John, she had agreed to negotiate on their behalf. The settlers could still benefit from the company’s vast array of technological resources, and with Louisa gone, she had been convinced that she could arrange for a mutually beneficial—and profitable—interaction.

And five years later, here she was, still Managing Director of GenCon Martian Operations. But the title was of small importance compared to the warm weight of her son in her lap. Thank you, Addie, she thought, as she did every time she held her son. Addie had managed to utilize the data from the secret lab and find a way to heal her. She had been pregnant within a month after the procedure—although John’s enthusiastic participation had undoubtedly helped.

As if the thought of him had conjured him up, John’s big body appeared in the doorway, their daughter cradled against his chest. Even after all this time, the sight of him still made her heart skip a beat.

“This is a nice surprise. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Have you heard the news yet?”

“What news?”

He grinned. “Mars is now officially an independent planet.”

“Really? It certainly took Earth Government long enough to accept the fact.”

“Sometimes it takes a while to recognize the truth,” he said innocently.

“And sometimes it’s worth waiting for.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Daddy says there are gonna be fireworks,” Ren volunteered. “And we can stay up and see them.”

“Oh, he did, did he?”

“I did. Wyatt and Cherry are having a celebration at their place and I figured you’d want to go.”

“I suppose we should,” she said slowly. It wasn’t that she didn’t like the other couple, or most of the cyborgs and their wives, but she never felt one hundred percent comfortable with them. She was all too conscious that she represented the company that had been their enemy for a long time. That she had been their enemy. But it didn’t matter—her family was all she really needed.

John’s dark eyes were as warm and understanding as ever. “We don’t have to, love.”

“No, it’s fine. And I certainly don’t want to deprive Ren of his fireworks.” She laughed and ruffled her son’s hair.

 

Later that evening, Serena sat quietly on a swing to one side of Wyatt’s big barn, cradling her sleeping daughter. Ren was still wound up, dashing amongst the other families while John kept a watchful eye on him.

“May I join you?” The Judge’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Of course.”

He sat down next to her, and they rocked in silence.

“It looks like Kami is giving riding lessons again,” she murmured as she watched the girl put Daisy’s son on Blackie’s back. Kami was the oldest child on Mars, and she ruled over the increasing number of other children like a queen.

The Judge laughed. “She says the horses enjoy it.”

“I think she’s right. Winston loves carrying Ren and Angel.”

They resumed the silent rocking. It wasn’t an uncomfortable quiet, but she wondered why he had come to join her.

“I knew this day would come but it still feels strange to know that Mars is now independent,” he said finally.

“I know what you mean. But it’s a good kind of strange.”

“It is. And I want to say thank you,” he said quietly.

“Thank me? For what?”

“You made it possible, Serena. You kept quiet about Kami and Brian. You helped us stop the hybrids. You were even the one who suggested we use GenCon’s activities to help convince Earth to set us free.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I had my own reasons.”

“I know. But it doesn’t change the outcome. So again, thank you.” He studied her face. “I’m not the only one who feels this way. You are welcome amongst us.”

She had the oddest urge to cry, but no one except John had ever seen tears in her eyes.

“There you are, love. Ren wants you to come and watch him ride,” John said, walking over to them. His eyes traveled from her face to the Judge’s but he didn’t comment. Instead he grinned at the Judge. “And Kami wants to demonstrate that she can ride backwards.”

The Judge returned his smile as he rose to his feet. “I suspect I had better make sure she doesn’t get too carried away. Are you sure that you still want her to spend the night with you? She’s going to be bubbling with excitement.”

“Of course we do. She’ll be fine with us.”

“I know she will.” The Judge’s hand briefly touched her shoulder. “Thank you, Serena.”

She stared after him as he disappeared back into the crowd.

“What was that about, love?” John sat down in his place and put his arm around her.

“He seems to think I had something to do with Mars becoming independent—”

“Which you did.”

“—and he said I was welcome.”

“Because you are.” Careful not to disturb their sleeping daughter, John put a finger under her chin and lifted her face for his kiss. His lips teased hers, warm and gentle and infinitely arousing. “You’re a Martian, Serena, just like all of us. We are all family now.”

The tears she hadn’t shown the Judge appeared in her eyes and he kissed her again.

“Now. You have a son who wants to show off for you. And if we want to get any sleep tonight, a young girl to calm down.”

“Sleep?”

“Eventually,” he said, his eyes warm with promise.

And together they went to join their family.
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