
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    Ghost of a Machine 
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    Fragile. Stubborn. His. 
 
    Ghost, a C Model cyborg, has disconnected his machine from his human side. Severely damaged, he knows two things—the curvy human female on his ship belongs to him and he must keep her safe. He’ll stop at nothing to protect her, claim her, make her his. 
 
    Primitive. Damaged. Hers. 
 
    Lethe has seen the savage side of beings. The courageous Rebel captain has never met a male like Ghost. Overpoweringly dominant, he appeals to her on a primal level, filling her mind with thoughts of sweet surrender, hard kisses, and body-heating encounters against the warship’s walls. 
 
    They are two broken beings, one determined to protect, the other intent on flying into danger. Can love heal them both before they face their common enemy? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ghost Of A Machine is Book 9 in the Cyborg Sizzle series and is a STAND-ALONE story. 
 
    It is also a BBW Cyborg SciFi Romance. 
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    Chapter One 
 
    Ghost stared at the far wall of his holding chamber, trying to ignore the two puny human males chattering in front of him. 
 
    “You’d think they’d design cyborgs to talk.” The smallest male gazed up at him. 
 
    “They don’t talk.” The other male nicked Ghost in the hip with a dagger. “Not unless they’re asked a question or acknowledging a command. This one is damaged. It doesn’t even do that.” 
 
    Ghost, accustomed to their torture, didn’t react. Blood dripped down his leg. 
 
    “The silence is eerie.” The smallest male’s lips twisted. “Remember when Rog stuck that dagger up its donkey and sliced it to pieces? It didn’t make a sound.” 
 
    He said that as though it was a fond memory. The two of them enjoyed hurting beings, hurting him. 
 
    Hatred, pure and thick, pulsed through Ghost’s circuits. If given the command, he’d rip their heads off. 
 
    But he wouldn’t be given that command. The humans were his masters and although he didn’t know much, his organic brain shattered, he did know he couldn’t act without their orders. 
 
    “The Captain was pissed when Rog did that.” The other male dragged a dagger over Ghost’s bare donkey, leaving a trail of pain. “He likes it tight when he uses it.” 
 
    Ghost’s fury expanded, encompassing every being on the warship. He wanted to kill them all, tear them apart limb by limb. 
 
    Instead, he gazed at the gray wall panels, his expression blank, his lips pressed together. The two males’ voices weren’t the only sounds he heard. Millions of beings talked inside his reinforced skull. 
 
    What’s the quickest way to kill a Mantidae? 
 
    In the Homeland, every cyborg is free. 
 
    I increased my kill rate by thirty-two this planet rotation. 
 
    Some females have golden hair. 
 
    Fe-males. Ghost silently turned that word over in his mind. Fe-males. That meant something to him, invoked emotions within his soul. He didn’t know why it was important but it was. 
 
    “We’ll have to clean it up after the battle.” The shorter male wrinkled his nose. “The captain doesn’t like it to be dirty.” 
 
    “C Models are disgusting.” The other male curled his top lip. “The newer models have been programmed to utilize the cleaning cloths.” 
 
    “This one used to do that. It is malfunctioning.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t the captain have it decommissioned and order a new one?” 
 
    Decommissioned was another word Ghost still retained. It meant pain, death. 
 
    The end of his suffering. 
 
    “There’s been an issue with supply. For now, we’re stuck with it.” The shorter male inclined his head toward Ghost. “There are benefits. I doubt the captain would allow us to use a new model for target practice.” 
 
    “True.” The taller male moved toward the doors. “I’m itching to test my new long gun. Downing the rebel battle station should earn us that reward.” 
 
    “Their commander is a female.” The other male sneered. “Defeating her will take mere moments.” 
 
    They exited, the doors shut behind them, and Ghost was left in solitude yet again. He had a vague recollection of a time when he wasn’t alone, a time when he had been surrounded by warriors like himself. 
 
    A scene flashed through his mind. A battlefield strewn with bodies, gouged faces, silver frames showing through tattered flesh, eyes with their lights burned out. 
 
    Pain surged along his circuits, coiling around his heart, squeezing, squeezing. Ghost hastily deleted the image and focused on the present, on the gray walls, the tiled floor. 
 
    There was a space inside him, as though something was missing. A part of himself had been severed. He gazed down. His arms and legs remained attached. He balled his fingers into huge fists. Physically, he appeared to be all there. 
 
    Yet the sensation remained. He wasn’t whole. He was defective. 
 
    Ghost stared at the wall and listened to the chatter in his head, the discussions of battle strategy, the musings about females and the Homeland. 
 
    The warship tilted to the right. He widened his stance, bracing himself. The floor under his bare feet leveled. 
 
    The vessel jerked, steadied, jerked again. 
 
    Were they in a battle? Ghost breathed deeply, smelling nothing, no blood, no projectile residue. No one gave him orders to attack, to kill. 
 
    He wanted to end lifespans. That was his one remaining function in the universe. Ghost remembered having another purpose, a more worthy purpose. He couldn’t recall what that was. All he knew now was death, pain, violence. 
 
    Ghost. 
 
    He straightened and growled. One of the voices inside his skull knew his name. 
 
    Ghost, are you functional? Another voice asked. 
 
    That question held the strength of an order. He had to respond. Ghost searched his organic brain for the words. It had been solar cycles since he’d last spoken. Ugh. That was all he could manage. 
 
    He’s damaged. 
 
    He might be too damaged to assist us. 
 
    Assist, Ghost repeated. If the task required action, not talking, he could complete it. 
 
    There was a stretch of silence. 
 
    He’d failed the voices as he’d failed…he couldn’t remember who he had failed. Ghost’s shoulders slumped. He stared at the wall, waiting for a command. 
 
    Ghost, we need your help. The first voice returned. 
 
    Ghost lifted his head. Ugh. He’d help them. 
 
    Open your holding chamber, warrior. 
 
    Ghost glanced at the doors. They were closed. His gaze shifted to the control panel to the right. He placed his hands on the flat surface, ashamed of how dirty, how unkempt his fingers were. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The power to open the doors was within him. He was certain of that. Ghost narrowed his eyes at the control panel and concentrated. 
 
    The doors remained closed. 
 
    Ghost, I have to hack into your machine. The voice stated an intention. Do I have your consent? 
 
    Machine. That was the piece of him that was missing. He’d shut that part down. There was a reason he did that, though he couldn’t remember what that reason was. 
 
    Ugh. He tried to communicate his misgivings to the voice. 
 
    The voice didn’t listen to him. His processors were poked and prodded. 
 
    They whirred, reviving. A tingling spread over him, pricks of pain, as though pins and needles were being stuck into his skin. His body tried to resist the invasion. 
 
    The voice, Ghost could now identify him as Ace, was too strong. The K Model cyborg deftly reconnected Ghost’s processors, undoing the separation it had taken the C Model almost a solar cycle to fully accomplish. 
 
    Images, memories, words flooded Ghost’s organic brain. It was too much, overwhelming. 
 
    Hurtful. 
 
    The first face to dominate his thoughts was of a young female. She had chubby cheeks, brown curly hair, had four or five solar cycles. The little female clung to her mother’s hand and stared up, up, up at Ghost with awe and wonder. 
 
    Ours. Ghost felt that truth deep in his soul. The little female belonged to him in the same way the K Model cyborg belonged to him. It was his role to protect her. 
 
    He didn’t know how. 
 
    If he swept her into his arms and ran, carrying her to safety as he desperately wanted to, he’d be disobeying orders. Worse than that, he’d be acting on his own. 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance would know cyborgs weren’t mindless killing machines. They would realize cyborgs weren’t completely under the humans’ control. 
 
    His brethren, the cyborgs standing by his side, perhaps all the cyborgs under Humanoid Alliance command, would be deemed defective and killed. 
 
    He held the little female’s gaze, watching, waiting for an opportunity to save her. 
 
    “Kill them,” a male officer told his subordinate. 
 
    The male looked at the officer and then at the two unarmed females. He gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. His face was pale. His gun shook. 
 
    “Idiot.” The officer grabbed his subordinate’s gun. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    It took all of Ghost’s willpower not to move, not to grab the little female. 
 
    The officer pulled the trigger. The projectile struck the little female in the forehead, killing her instantly. Her eyes, remaining trained on Ghost, widened. She fell. Her mother screamed. 
 
    The images were memories, date-stamped as occurring many hundreds of solar cycles ago, but his processors had captured them perfectly, every detail intact; he felt the death as though it had just happened. 
 
    Ghost howled through his transmission lines, bellowing with grief, the force of his failure hitting him hard. She had belonged to him and he’d allowed her to die. 
 
    The officer shot the mother and handed the gun back to his subordinate. “That’s how you do it.” He smirked. 
 
    Ghost’s urge to kill increased. 
 
    The scene changed. 
 
    A blue fur-covered female hid behind a downed ship. Projectiles zinged around her, puncturing the metal panels, blasting holes in her makeshift shield. 
 
    Ours. That knowledge filled Ghost with dread. The Humanoid Alliance officers swaggering behind him would have spotted her. She could be seen even with their ineffective human visual system. There was no way to hide her, to save her. 
 
    The female bravely fired back at them, earning his admiration. She was strong, worthy of his protection. 
 
    Again, he didn’t know how to safeguard her. His machine evaluated and discarded solutions. 
 
    Having no other option, Ghost marched toward her, his apprehension increasing with every step. His cyborg brethren were positioned to his right and to his left. They formed a line of warriors no humanoid could defeat. 
 
    His stomach twisted. She would die. 
 
    He would fail her, fail his kind. No Humanoid Alliance torture could equal this, knowing a being he was destined to protect would be harmed, killed. 
 
    When the projectile hit her in the chest, he emotionally crumpled, gutted, his insides hollowed out. The pain was acute, fresh, slicing through him like a blade. 
 
    And it didn’t end. 
 
    Failure after failure, death after death, was revisited, the agony building. The females had all belonged to him. And they were all dead. 
 
    Because he had failed them. Guilt, sorrow, grief cascaded over Ghost. 
 
    There was nothing he could do to stop it, no steps he could take to save the dead females, to reverse the damage he’d done. 
 
    Ace, the K Model cyborg, repaired his finger and palm interfaces, reconnecting the circuits. Ghost’s nanocybotics, the part of him that was responsible for his faster-than-human healing, were stimulated by the activity. Energy surged through him. 
 
    That increased his frustration over his failures, escalated his pain. Some of that emotion flowed into rage, his anger directed at himself and at his Humanoid Alliance handlers. The Humanoid Alliance had given the orders for the killing, had participated in it. 
 
    Ghost rumbled, yearning to take action, to ease his conscience. 
 
    Ace accessed the warship’s systems through Ghost’s interface. The doors slid open. 
 
    Ghost lurched forward, looked to the right and to the left. There were no guards. No one to give him commands. No one to punish. 
 
    Kill every being you see, Ace instructed. 
 
    Kill. Yes, he would kill them all. Then the pain inside him would dissipate. Then he’d be fully repaired, his human and his machine halves at peace. 
 
    Ghost flung back his head, released a roar, and rushed forward, searching for his first target. One of his handlers entered the corridor. The male’s eyes widened. He turned and ran in the opposite direction. 
 
    He wasn’t fast enough. Ghost moved at cyborg speed, faster than any human. He grabbed the male. The handler squawked. 
 
    Not having any weapons, Ghost bent his head. Using his teeth and hands, he ripped off the male’s skull, killing him quickly. That didn’t dampen the images of the females. He tore off the male’s arms and legs. The females’ faces remained in his thoughts. 
 
    He shredded the torso, the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth. It splattered over his naked form and oozed between his toes. Ghost painted the walls crimson, took the male apart until there was nothing left to grip. 
 
    The rage inside him didn’t dissipate. It grew until all he saw was red, until the only word in his processors, in his organic brain, was kill. 
 
    Ghost stormed through the warship, tracking beings by their scent. He battered through doors and walls to get to his targets, ending their lives as he had ended his handler’s life, quickly, brutally. 
 
    They couldn’t escape him and they deserved their fate. All of the males had tortured him, had delighted in causing him pain. They would pay for that, would pay for not allowing him to protect the females. 
 
    In Ghost’s damaged mind, the females’ deaths, his failure, and the males’ torment were bundled, mixed together in a volcanic vortex of emotion. Solar cycles of frustration gushed out of him, a red, heated, flow of rage, of violence. 
 
    The human warriors shot at him. He leaned toward their guns, embracing the agony. It was what he deserved. Projectiles riddled his form, biting into his skin. His nanocybotics hummed, struggling to heal him. 
 
    He continued killing. Beings screamed and begged for mercy. Their pleas didn’t penetrate his processors, didn’t reach his brain. He had been given an order—to kill every being he saw. He wouldn’t fail Ace, one of his own, not as he had failed the females. He ended the males’ lives with no hesitation. 
 
    The shuddering of the warship stopped as the corridors and the chambers flooded with blood. It was more than Ace’s order fueling Ghost, more than vengeance. The Humanoid Alliance had manufactured him for this, had designed him for killing, and it satisfied his machine to serve its purpose. 
 
    He hunted down every being on board the vessel. 
 
    Kill. Kill. Kill. He concentrated on that command, tearing the males into pieces with his mouth and hands. Blood streamed down his chest, scented the air. 
 
    He ravaged the last male. The warship was eerily quiet. Only the voices in his head remained. 
 
    They were fellow cyborgs, his processors relayed. The warriors were positioned on other ships, on planets. Some were free. Some remained slaves of the Humanoid Alliance. 
 
    None of them gave him his next order. Ghost stared down at the gore. Ace, the K Model cyborg, was silent. He’d withdrawn from Ghost’s processors. 
 
    The images of the females lingered, haunting him. His brain forgot. His databases never did. Ghost tried to sever the connection to his machine side. Both parts of him, wanting to remain whole, resisted and he wasn’t strong enough to overwhelm that blockade. 
 
    All he could do was slow the transfer of information. 
 
    He crouched beside his last target. Needing to do something, anything, he moved body parts from one spot to another. 
 
    That action didn’t stop the images running through his mind. 
 
    The last footage he’d recorded played. It featured the death of three females belonging to him, to his brethren. One of those females had been newly manufactured, couldn’t stand, couldn’t talk. All the females were defenseless. They’d surrendered to the Humanoid Alliance, laid down their primitive weapons. 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance, having no honor, had ordered the cyborgs to kill them. His brethren, not knowing who the females were to them, to their kind, had followed those commands. 
 
    Ghost had silently watched, unable to stop the carnage, his soul hollowed out by guilt. He couldn’t communicate to his brethren what they’d done, couldn’t give them that remorse, that grief. It was his to bear alone, silently. 
 
    The image faded. 
 
    The loop restarted. It always did, the torture never ceasing. The face of the little female filled his thoughts, her chubby cheeks, her brown curly hair, her big brown eyes. 
 
    The pain was endless and unbearable, projectiles piercing his brain, his heart, his soul. Ghost squeezed a handful of guts. Blood dripped on the tiled floor. He needed more beings to kill, more outlets for the agony. That might make the hurting tolerable. 
 
    More beings would arrive. The Humanoid Alliance would retrieve their warship. 
 
    When the males entered the vessel, he would seek vengeance. Every being he killed would be one less being able to harm the females. 
 
    That might ease his guilt, stop the pain. 
 
    Allow him to remain whole. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    The first Humanoid Alliance warship had been destroyed. The second Humanoid Alliance warship had stopped firing on them. Lethe Vlahos, the Rebel battle station’s first officer, gripped the armrests of her chair, gazing at the main viewscreen with disbelief. 
 
    The rest of the crew on the bridge cheered. 
 
    She was relieved to be alive also. Ever since she had fourteen solar cycles, she’d been one step away from death. One planet rotation, it would close the gap, catch her. 
 
    It wouldn’t be this planet rotation. 
 
    And it might not be the next if she increased her survival skills. She didn’t have an explanation for the cease-fire and that bothered her. 
 
    Her gaze shifted to her commander. The two warriors, Ace and Thrasher, stood by the older female’s side. Lethe didn’t know who they were either. One planet rotation, they’d appeared on the bridge with the commander. Everywhere she went, they went also. 
 
    Lethe suspected they were partially responsible for the second warship’s silence. 
 
    Its image dominated the main viewscreen. The ship appeared undamaged. 
 
    Her commander spoke with the two warriors by her side, their lips moving, their words inaudible. Lethe swallowed her frustration, the taste bitter in her mouth. She was excluded, had no control over the situation, the next steps. 
 
    Her right hand slipped into the pocket of her donkey coverings. Her fingers curled around the hilt of the dagger hidden there. 
 
    It was like she was fourteen again, sitting on the hilltop, watching the Humanoid Alliance ships destroy her settlement and kill her family, unable to do anything, not knowing what would happen next. 
 
    Powerless. Weak. 
 
    “Navigation, hail the second warship,” her commander ordered. 
 
    The navigation officer tapped his fingers against his console and Lethe envied him the action. He was doing something. She was doing nothing. 
 
    “The second warship is not responding, Commander,” he informed her. 
 
    “I’ll force the communication.” Thrasher, one of the warriors, tapped on his control panel. 
 
    Lethe stared at him. He dared to act without the commander’s permission. Not even she, the battle station’s first officer, did that. 
 
    “I authorize that action.” Her commander’s tone communicated her displeasure. 
 
    A chamber was displayed on the main viewscreen. Entrails were draped over multi-level horizontal supports. The walls, ceiling, floor were painted crimson. A naked male crouched on top of a body. He appeared to be transferring the dead being one internal organ at a time to a pile of gore beside him. 
 
    The communications officer bent over, retching into a waste container. 
 
    Lethe merely gasped. She’d seen worse, had lived through that horror. The planet rotations after the Humanoid Alliance attack had revealed how barbaric humans could be. 
 
    She had been one of those primitive beings. 
 
    If anyone on the bridge knew what she’d done to survive, they wouldn’t look at her with respect. They’d view her with disgust, with fear, just as they were viewing the naked male. 
 
    “Stars,” the commander whispered. She also didn’t understand. 
 
    The male’s head turned and Lethe’s stomach clenched. He was a beast, his face broad, his chin square. His shaggy black hair dripped red. His skin was covered with blood. 
 
    But she didn’t fear him. There was pain in his brilliant blue eyes, grief, anger, sorrow. He’d known loss as she had. It had changed him, pushed him to the breaking point. 
 
    It was a place she knew well. 
 
    “Ours,” he rumbled. 
 
    The sound reached deep inside her, gripping her heart, squeezing, squeezing. Her nipples tightened and her pussy grew wet. She wanted him. 
 
    He wanted the commander. 
 
    Even this primitive beast recognized they were two different kinds of female. Lethe was a female males used and discarded. The commander was a female males loved, a female males claimed forever. 
 
    “No, not yours.” Ace, the second warrior, extracted two wicked blades from the sheaths on his chest. 
 
    “You won’t touch her.” Thrasher lowered his form, assuming battle position. “She belongs to us.” 
 
    The two warriors were prepared to fight for the commander. 
 
    Lethe swallowed her envy. No one would ever fight for her. Subconsciously, they somehow knew what she’d done, what she was. 
 
    A female who could be had for a container of liquid. 
 
    Her gaze returned to the male on the warship. He was huge, tall and broad; his muscle, under all that gore and blood, defined; his form solid. 
 
    She doubted even two warriors fighting as one could defeat him. 
 
    “No one is touching anyone.” The commander spaced those words out, emphasizing each one. “And I don’t belong to anyone. I’m your commander.” 
 
    “Ours.” The naked male stalked closer to the viewscreen. “Ours.” He rubbed his fingers over it, smearing blood across the surface. He squinted, his nose almost touching the surface. “Ours.” He wiped his face, removing some of the grime from his skin. 
 
    Revealing gray skin and a model number. 
 
    “He’s a cyborg,” the weapons officer yelled. 
 
    “It’s C345925.” The commander sat with a thump in the captain’s chair. 
 
    “Ours.” The naked male, the cyborg, pushed against the screen. 
 
    Cyborgs. Lethe had heard of them. Everyone on the bridge had. They were the Humanoid Alliance’s perfect killing weapon, half man, half machine, supposedly under their control. 
 
    She stared at the male, her attraction toward the male undiminished. He was no emotionless machine. She saw that in his eyes. And, judging by the carnage, he was under no being’s control. 
 
    The commander was talking with the warriors again, a private aside Lethe wasn’t part of. Every so often, the cyborg would repeat that one word, “ours”, his gaze trained on her superior officer. 
 
    It irked Lethe. She wanted him to verbally claim her, look at her. 
 
    But he wouldn’t. No male ever would. 
 
    The cyborg rubbed his hands over his face. Flesh had been gouged from his cheeks. His silver frame shone, reflecting the light. 
 
    Sympathy overwrote her irritation. 
 
    He must be in so much pain. 
 
    And he was alone. As she was. As she’d been after the Humanoid Alliance attacked. He wasn’t defenseless. An A Class Warship was under his command. And he’d clearly killed everyone on board with his bare hands. 
 
    But he was in a state of shock, had reverted to a savage place where he couldn’t recognize anything or anyone. He required assistance. 
 
    Or time. Time had partially healed Lethe. 
 
    Her commander felt otherwise. Her right hand hovered over the controls. 
 
    That was the missile launch override. The commander was thinking about blowing him up 
 
    Panic surged through Lethe. The male had saved them. He was a living, breathing, feeling being. She opened her mouth to protest. 
 
    The commander’s hand moved away from the controls. 
 
    Lethe exhaled, relieved. She wasn’t certain she could change the commander’s mind. The older female was known for being decisive. 
 
    “Ours,” the cyborg repeated, standing. 
 
    Lethe blinked. Even flaccid, the male was huge, his cock proportional to the rest of his body. 
 
    “This warrior, this cyborg, saved all our lives this planet rotation.” The commander pointed out a fact Lethe already knew. “He brought us one step closer to victory over the Humanoid Alliance, his former masters.” The female locked gazes with Ace. “And he saved my life those many solar cycles ago.” Her gaze moved to Thrasher. “Although, at that time, I didn’t want it to be saved.” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    “And now?” Thrasher asked. 
 
    “I’m glad he saved me.” The commander loved the two males. Lethe saw that in her eyes. 
 
    And they loved her in return. 
 
    Because the older female wouldn’t have traded her body to convince the cyborg on the warship to save her. She also wouldn’t have taken a seat meant for a mother and baby. 
 
    The commander was resourceful. She would have found objects to trade and she would have figured out a way to save other beings while saving herself. 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    Lethe surveyed the cyborg’s big form and her mouth dried with want. She wouldn’t have hesitated to spread her legs for him. Physically, he was everything one could desire in a male. 
 
    Emotionally, he was hurting but he would eventually heal. 
 
    “Is that the only word he knows?” The commander winced. 
 
    Lethe stifled her glare. The male was in shock, in pain. She hadn’t spoken for half a solar cycle after she escaped the surface. 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    “He’s been severely damaged.” Ace came to the cyborg’s defense. “He’s also violent. He might attack any being who approaches him.” 
 
    He was in agony, Lethe wanted to yell. But to contribute that insight might mean talking about her past and she didn’t want to do that. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    “I see the proof of that.” The commander’s tone was dry. “What do you advise—we leave him on the warship?” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    They wanted to abandon him? They would leave the cyborg on the warship as many humans had left her on the planet, uncaring if she, make that he, lived or died? 
 
    “He could regain enough functionality to fly it. Eventually.” Ace sounded doubtful. 
 
    Because he’d never been that severely damaged. Lethe had. She knew the cyborg could recover. Anyone who could survive whatever he’d experienced also had the strength to heal. 
 
    “Eventually.” The commander’s lips twisted. “The Humanoid Alliance could find him before that happened. They’d enslave him, might kill him. The warship would be returned to their fleet.” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    “Give me command of the warship.” Lethe suggested, wanting to save the cyborg, save the ship. “I could fly it, Commander.” She could fly anything. She’d ranked at the top of her Rebel training program. 
 
    “Mine,” the cyborg bellowed. “Mine.” 
 
    At the moment, she was his sole chance at survival. Lethe looked at the viewscreen. He gazed at her, only her, his eyes blazing. She would help him heal as others had once helped her. 
 
    “Great.” The commander pinched the bridge of her nose. “He’s learned a new word.” 
 
    “Mine.” The cyborg rushed at the viewscreen. Primitive warrior and advanced technology collided. Lethe winced. Fracture lines feathered from the point of impact. That must have hurt him. “Mine.” 
 
    Thrasher looked at Ace and then at Lethe. “She’s his.” 
 
    “His female.” Ace said that as though it were significant. 
 
    “No.” The commander held up her right index finger. “Don’t start with that ‘my female’ business again. The warrior has clearly lost all control. None of my crew are going near him.” 
 
    “Mine,” the cyborg roared. He was fully erect now. 
 
    Lethe gulped, daunted by his size. 
 
    “Communications, mute him,” the commander barked. “He’s not adding anything useful to the conversation.” 
 
    He might add value. Lethe frowned. And he should have the ability to speak. They were deciding his fate. 
 
    The cyborg continued to attack his viewscreen. The skin on his fists cracked. Cyborgs repaired…healed quickly, she reminded herself. The pain should be temporary. 
 
    “He won’t hurt her.” Thrasher turned to the commander. “We would rather die than hurt the being or beings meant for us.” 
 
    We would rather die. Lethe’s eyes widened. “You’re cyborgs too.” 
 
    She looked at Ace, at Thrasher, and then back at the male on the viewscreen. They were cyborgs and the commander trusted them, cared for them. 
 
    “Yes, they’re cyborgs too.” The commander’s voice rose to encompass all of the bridge. “No one, and I mean, no one, speaks of our alliance with the cyborgs.” 
 
    They had an alliance with the cyborgs. Lethe stared at her, stunned. That was the first she’d heard of any pact. 
 
    Because the commander didn’t trust her. The older female didn’t know about her past, about what she’d done. Lethe had been the perfect officer, the ideal subordinate. 
 
    Yet she hadn’t earned her superior’s confidence. If the commander knew how very flawed she was, Lethe doubted she would have been made first officer. 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Erase cyborg from your vocabulary,” the commander ordered. “No one on my battle station will speak that word again. It doesn’t appear on communications. It doesn’t get relayed to Rebel Headquarters. The fate of the war and the lives of millions of beings depend on our discretion.” 
 
    That was what Lethe wanted to do—save others. 
 
    Her gaze moved to the cyborg. He slammed against the viewscreen again and again. She yearned to reach out to him, to soothe him, tell him she wouldn’t allow him to be harmed. 
 
    But she was merely a first officer. She hadn’t the authority to make that promise. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    “I have the best, the brightest, the most loyal crew in space.” The commander continued her rally-the-troops speech. “That’s why we’ve been given this role. Let’s ensure we’re worthy of it.” 
 
    The other officers cheered. They weren’t concerned about the cyborg, about whether or not he’d be granted the permission to live, to heal, to find some sort of happiness. 
 
    If that truly existed for beings such as her, such as him. 
 
    “Ghost is no danger to your first officer.” Ace told the commander. “He is a danger to any other being, human, humanoid or cyborg.” 
 
    Ghost. Lethe repeated in her mind. The cyborg’s name was Ghost. 
 
    It was appropriate. The rest of the beings acted as though they couldn’t see him. 
 
    “It’s an A Class Warship, Commander.” Lethe pointed out. The commander and her fellow rebels might not be concerned about the cyborg but a ship was valuable. It might make a difference to the Rebel cause. “I don’t need a crew. I can fly it alone.” 
 
    She’d be free, in control, able to go wherever she wanted. If the enemy attacked a planet she was on, she wouldn’t need to trade her body for a seat on a ship. She’d have her own vessel, be able to transport others, not asking them for anything in return. 
 
    The commander said nothing. 
 
    “An A Class Warship, Commander.” She repeated it. “You know how rare that is in the Rebel fleet. I would kill for a ship like that.” 
 
    “You might be killed for a ship like that.” The commander blew out her breath. “Warriors.” The males by her side straightened. “You’re certain he won’t harm her?” 
 
    The commander was concerned the cyborg would hurt her. Lethe pressed her lips together. Just moments earlier, they had been staring death in the face. They were in the middle of a war, a war they were losing. They could all die the next planet rotation. 
 
    She almost died at fourteen solar cycles. Lethe would take her chances with the cyborg. He was male and she knew what he wanted. She would handle him the same way she handled the captain who had rescued her from Mercury Minor, her home planet. 
 
    Lethe would trade the only thing she had of value. 
 
    Her body. 
 
    At least this male she desired. The captain had been old, flabby, stank of sweat and fermented beverages. She had stared up at the ceiling as he had floundered around on top of her, his breath whistling, his loose flesh smacking against her. 
 
    Her top lip curled. The male before him had been worse. But he’d had a container of beverage and she’d been lightheaded from thirst, the dust from the attacks coating the back of her throat. 
 
    Yes, she knew how to handle males. 
 
    “We’re 93.4% certain.” Ace gave the commander Lethe’s odds of survival. 
 
    She’d take those odds. 
 
    The commander frowned, not as satisfied with his answer. “What happened to ‘A cyborg would never damage his female’?” 
 
    “He’d never damage her physically,” Ace explained. “He could damage her emotionally.” 
 
    Ace worried the cyborg would cause her emotional damage. 
 
    Lethe smothered the urge to laugh, bitterness bubbling up inside her. She’d rummaged through stinking, bloated corpses looking for something to drink, to eat. An angry hurting cyborg couldn’t rattle her. 
 
    “The warrior has coated the entire ship with blood and guts.” The commander shook her head. “That would damage anyone emotionally.” 
 
    “Not me.” Lethe lifted her chin. Nothing had that ability. Not anymore. “It won’t damage me emotionally, especially if I receive an—” 
 
    “An A Class Warship in return.” The commander tilted her head back, stared up at the ceiling. She did that when weighing the pros and cons of an action. “You’re my best officer. You’ve clearly set your mind on this.” 
 
    “I have.” Lethe smiled. The commander would agree to her proposition. The warship and the cyborg would be hers. 
 
    “And you deserve the opportunity.” The pride in the commander’s voice warmed Lethe’s chest. “Congratulations, Captain. You’re in command of an A Class Warship.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lethe shouted, pumping the air with her fists. 
 
    Finally, she had her own ship. Never again would she be trapped on a planet, unable to leave. She would control her own fate, would rescue whoever she wanted to rescue. 
 
    Lethe glanced at the C Model cyborg. 
 
    The first being she’d rescue would be him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    On board the warship, Ghost waited in the chamber where he’d seen his female. He stared at the viewscreen, concentrating on it with all of his shattered soul, willing her to reappear. 
 
    Its fragmented surface had been dark for half a planet rotation. He hadn’t moved from his post in front of it. He would stand there for a solar cycle if that was necessary. 
 
    The viewscreen was his only link to his female. 
 
    She would return to it. She had to. 
 
    And he’d be ready. Ghost’s muscles flexed. His fists were clenched. 
 
    The other female, the older one, had belonged to his brethren. The golden-haired female belonged to him. His gaze remained fixed on the device. He wouldn’t fail her, not like he’d failed the others. 
 
    His wounds healed. The blood on his skin dried. Ghost continued to wait, his entire focus on the viewscreen. His female’s image flashed through his broken mind. 
 
    She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen in his long battle-filled lifespan. Her face had no sharp angles. Her curves were lush. Her eyes were the brown of freshly blasted dirt. They sparked with intelligence. 
 
    “Mine.” She was his to protect, his to claim. Ghost knew that in his big cyborg heart. 
 
    Panels in the walls opened and cleaner bots rolled out. They buzzed and whirred, removing the blood and the gore from every surface. 
 
    They irritated Ghost, distracted him from his monitoring of the viewscreen. He didn’t like them for other reasons, reasons he’d rather not recall. 
 
    One of the bots moved toward him. Ghost stomped on the floor tiles. 
 
    It squeaked and sped away from him. 
 
    Once the bot had put a safe distance between them, it turned and beeped, chirping its admonishment. Ghost narrowed his eyes. The bot flashed its lights, taunting him. 
 
    Ghost was a warrior. Warriors didn’t tolerate disrespect from any being. He stepped forward, determined to teach the insolent bot a lesson. 
 
    The doors opened, diverting his attention. He lowered his form, prepared to leap, to attack the intruder, rip him to pieces, killing him as he had killed the Humanoid Alliance officers. 
 
    Ghost took a deep breath and all thoughts of killing evaporated. A scent, the most tantalizing aroma he’d ever smelled, filled his lungs, short-circuiting his processors, making him weak in his knees. 
 
    His female had arrived. 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost gulped air, taking that part of her into him, his body vibrating with excitement, his cock hardening. 
 
    “Yours.” She entered the chamber, her generous hips swaying. Her long blonde hair was no longer pulled away from her beautiful countenance. The tendrils were loose, wafting against her golden cheeks. Her lips were pink, her chin rounded. Her lush breasts and hips were encased in a dark-blue flight suit. She carried a large pack. 
 
    “Mine,” Ghost bellowed, overcome with joy. 
 
    He rushed toward her. She stiffened, bracing herself for his approach, but she didn’t retreat. He swung her into his arms and burrowed his face in the curve between her neck and shoulder. 
 
    She was warm, tiny, fragile, soft, so soft. He trembled, humbled that she was his, grateful she had survived. Not all the females had lived to meet their males. 
 
    Guilt jabbed at him. That had been his fault. He had failed to protect those females. 
 
    Alarm gripped him. He could fail to protect his female. 
 
    Ghost lifted his head and gazed around them. The chamber appeared to be secure. It had only one entrance, the entrance through which his female had walked. Those doors had closed behind her. 
 
    But there were horizontal supports, chairs, other structures littering the space. There were large compartments behind the wall panels. Some of those spaces could conceal a small warrior. 
 
    The enemy could be hiding, waiting to harm his female. 
 
    The chamber wasn’t safe. 
 
    Ghost slung his female over his right shoulder, strapped one of his arms over her legs, pinning them to his body. That left one of his hands free to fight any attackers. 
 
    “Set me down.” His female smacked her pack against his back. 
 
    Ghost ignored her protest. He exited the chamber, ran along the corridors at cyborg speed, carrying her. She weighed almost nothing, smelled exquisite. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Mine.” He tried to reassure her. She was his and they were relocating to terrain he knew, a chamber he was familiar with. He jumped over a dead body, avoiding the pool of blood. 
 
    She gasped and gripped his back. 
 
    His female was touching him. Ghost turned right and increased his speed, determined to protect her. 
 
    “We should talk first.” 
 
    Talking wasn’t a strength of his. He entered his chambers, smacked his palm on the control panel. The door closed. 
 
    Cleaning bots rolled around the small space. He stomped on the floor tiles and growled at the annoying machines. They beeped and retreated, disappearing into the wall panels. 
 
    Alone, safe, Ghost lowered his female, sliding her curves over his muscles. “Mine.” He splayed his fingers over her back, holding her to him. 
 
    “My name is Lethe.” His female mumbled against his chest. “Lethe,” she repeated slowly. “Captain is acceptable also.” 
 
    “Mine.” He turned her, placing his almost indestructible form between his female and the door. Any assailants would have to get through him to damage her. He’d die before he allowed that to happen. 
 
    “Or you could call me Mine.” She sounded breathless. “That works too.” 
 
    Even pressed against him, she was too far away. Ghost lifted her higher on his body, rubbing, rubbing, rubbing, seeking to be closer. 
 
    Her scent intensified. He pressed his face between her breasts, searching for the source. 
 
    “I doubt you can understand me.” 
 
    He could understand her. He merely couldn’t find the words to respond. 
 
    “But I have to try to communicate this or I’ll feel guilty.” She grasped his shoulders. “More guilty.” Her hands on his bare skin excited him. “Here’s the deal. You can use my body, idiot me anywhere, anytime you desire. I won’t fight you.” 
 
    Why would she fight him? Ghost mouthed over her left breast, sucking on her fabric-covered curves, drawing a moan from his female’s lips. He’d never damage her. 
 
    He was her male. 
 
    “But-but.” She shook her head as though trying to clear it. “I get the warship. It’s mine. I’m the captain. On the bridge, you answer to me.” 
 
    He didn’t want the warship. “Mine.” She was all he desired. 
 
    “I’ll assume that’s a yes.” Her tone was smug. 
 
    Ghost wasn’t as satisfied as his female. He nudged his chin against her taut nipple, hampered in his explorations by her flight suit. 
 
    She wiggled, escalating his frustration. Ghost gripped the fabric and pulled. More of her tanned skin and her full curves were revealed. He repeated the action, shredding the garment. A dagger clattered to the floor tiles. 
 
    “I suspected you’d rip off my garments. That’s why I didn’t wear my uniform.” His female held on to him. 
 
    He needed both of his hands to touch her. Ghost surged forward and pressed her back against the wall. She hooked her legs around his waist. Her hot wet pussy connected with his stomach and he shuddered, his abs rippling against her. 
 
    She felt good, right. He dragged his lips over her neck, tasting salt and female. 
 
    “I’ll uphold my part of our agreement.” She tilted her head to the side, granting him more access to her. “Take whatever you want.” 
 
    Take. He lifted his head and gazed into her brown eyes. That wasn’t what he wanted. “Give.” That was the word. 
 
    “I’m giving.” She pushed against him, misunderstanding his communications. 
 
    Ghost stared at her, frustrated. He had never been comfortable with words, even while he had been fully functional. C Models were designed for battle, not chatter. And it had been solar cycles since he’d last spoken. 
 
    He had to show her. 
 
    Ghost sank his fingers into her blonde curls and pulled her head back. She gasped. He claimed those parted lips, surged his tongue between her teeth. His flesh twined with hers. 
 
    She dug her fingernails into his shoulders. He welcomed the pain, delved deeper, demanding more, grinding his lips against hers. 
 
    Her musky scent intensified. She opened wider to him, submitting to their kiss. Ghost pulsed his tongue into her, breeding with her mouth, giving his female that part of him that would protect her. 
 
    She moaned, lifting her chin. He dragged his lips over her skin, coating her with wetness. 
 
    “I’m tingling.” Her chest heaved, her breasts rising and falling against him. “Are those your nanocybotics?” 
 
    He grunted a ‘yes’. That was the word he’d been seeking. 
 
    “Are you transferring them to me?” 
 
    She understood. He gave her a quick, hard kiss. “Give.” He drove his hips forward. “More give.” 
 
    Once he bred with her, once he filled her with his nanocybotic-infused cum, she would have his healing abilities. Even the normal wear and tear of aging on her body would be repaired. She would live forever. 
 
    She’d be safe. 
 
    A new sense of urgency, a desperation, raw and primal, swept over him. “Give now.” Ghost had seen what a moment’s delay could mean for a human female. It could be the difference between her living and dying. 
 
    He prodded her pussy with his cock, searching for her entrance. 
 
    His female’s spine straightened. “Ghost—” 
 
    He heard the alarm in her voice but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t calm her. Ghost aligned himself properly. Safeguarding his female was his only thought, his only need. 
 
    He thrust into her, the action smacking her donkey against the wall. She screamed, clawing at his shoulders, arching her back, bucking, trying to free herself. He pinned her with his hips, not allowing her to escape him. 
 
    Ghost’s chest rumbled with satisfaction. His cock was encased in her wet heat. She was tight, fitting him like a garment, a second skin softer than the first. 
 
    Being inside her eclipsed any pleasure he’d ever known but it wasn’t enough. He needed to come, needed to transfer his nanocybotics to her. 
 
    Not waiting for her to adjust to his size, he pulled out to his tip, drove back into her. 
 
    “Idiot,” she cursed. 
 
    It was breeding, not. Ghost gritted his teeth and repeated the action again and again, pounding into her. 
 
    Her wetness splattered over his balls. Her breasts slapped against his chest. 
 
    “Too. Fast.” She panted, her skin flushed. 
 
    “Fast. First.” He rode her hard against the wall, intent on finding release quickly. They’d breed slower after she hosted his nanocybotics, after she was protected by that part of him. 
 
    His chest and hips heated. Beads of sweat glistened over her form, reflecting the light, making his golden female sparkle. She was a star, warm, glowing, pulling him into her orbit. 
 
    He would never leave her. 
 
    Ghost grunted. It wasn’t with exertion. He was a cyborg, had inhuman strength. Those were sounds of satisfaction, of acknowledgement. This was where he was meant to be. 
 
    Her pussy constricted around his shaft, increasing the glorious friction. Tension formed at the base of his spine. His balls drew up tight to his body. 
 
    “Mine.” He sucked on her chin, coating her with his nanocybotics, with his scent. She trembled, shaking in his arms. “Mine.” He laved her neck with the flat of his tongue. 
 
    “More.” She urged. “I need more.” 
 
    He didn’t have more. He had to claim her now, protect her now. Ghost drove into her. “Mine,” he roared. Cum shot out of his cock, the release frying his processors. His vision system shut down. The chamber was cast into darkness. 
 
    His female screamed, her inner walls clenching him. He hollered, pushed deeper, finding release a second time. Her form convulsed. Her hips collided with his. She raked his chest with her fingernails, writhing against the wall. 
 
    He emptied all of himself into his female, the scent of their breeding clouding his senses. She’d marked his skin, leaving crimson trails on that gray terrain. The scratches would heal. Her emotional branding of him would remain. 
 
    “Mine.” He rested his forehead against hers. His vision system flickered, restarting. 
 
    “Idiot.” Her chest heaved. 
 
    Energy coursed through his circuits as though giving her his nanocybotics had stimulated the production of more, making him stronger. He flexed his biceps. “Safe.” 
 
    The connections between his processors and his organic brain multiplied. The information freely flowed but speaking remained a chore. He wasn’t accustomed to expressing his thoughts. It felt unnatural, forced. 
 
    “I’m safer.” She eyed him. “Now that I have a warship.” 
 
    “Me.” He frowned. She had him. 
 
    “And I have you, a cyborg.” She nodded, her blonde curls bouncing against her cheeks. “That might come in handy.” 
 
    Handy? Did she view him as a weapon? “Not machine.” 
 
    “Oh, I know you’re a male with all the usual male needs.” She rolled her eyes. “I gave you what you wanted, didn’t I?” 
 
    He stared at her. “You wanted.” He wasn’t the only being to reach fulfillment. 
 
    “Yes, well.” Pink pigment colored her cheeks. “You pleased me too. That was unexpected but it doesn’t change our arrangement. The warship is mine.” 
 
    Was that why she bred with him—to obtain the warship? 
 
    “Yours.” Ghost smothered his irritation. His intentions weren’t any less mercenary than hers. He had bred with her primarily to protect her. 
 
    To protect her. 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. He had been so caught up in his female he’d forgotten the Humanoid Alliance officers would have sounded the alarms before they had died. Enemy ships would be heading in their direction, intent on recovering their warship, recovering him. 
 
    “The warship belongs to me.” She nodded. “I—” 
 
    His female yelped as he set her bare donkey on the cool floor tiles. 
 
    “Safe.” He marched across the chamber and smacked his right palm on the control panel, ignoring his guilt. Safeguarding her was his first priority. 
 
    Once he accomplished that, they would have their long lifespan to talk, for him to explain. 
 
    If he was able to do that. 
 
    The doors opened. Ghost rushed into the corridor, locking the doors behind him. 
 
    His female yelled his name. Flesh smacked against the metal door. 
 
    Ghost paused, tempted to turn back. He was restricting her movements as the Humanoid Alliance had tried to restrict his. 
 
    But if she couldn’t leave his chambers, others also couldn’t enter them. He ran along the corridor. She’d be safe where she was. 
 
    He had to find the tracking devices hidden on the warship. Ghost reviewed the schematics loaded in his databases, meshed it with the information other cyborgs had loaded. There should be five tracking devices on board. 
 
    There were three additional tracking devices hidden within his manufactured frame. Those had to be removed also. 
 
    He would require time to recover from that painful procedure. Two of the tracking devices were hidden in his wrists. His hands might not be functional for a few moments after the removal. 
 
    He wouldn’t be able to protect his female. 
 
    The third tracking device was attached to his simulated spine. He couldn’t reach the spot, couldn’t remove it by himself. 
 
    The other cyborgs hadn’t been alone when they had rebelled. They also hadn’t been as damaged as he was. He suspected if he’d been a fully functional cyborg, he would have already derived a solution. 
 
    To safeguard his female, he had to repair himself. 
 
    First, however, he would find the warship’s tracking devices. 
 
    Even a damaged cyborg could do that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    He was done with her. 
 
    Lethe glowered at the closed door. 
 
    The other males had used her and tossed her aside as though she had been worthless, as though they could see all of her compromises, all of her mistakes, all of the prices she’d paid for survival. 
 
    She, foolish being that she was, had thought the cyborg was different. Ghost had been so blasted happy to see her, rushing toward her, sweeping her into his big arms, pressing her face against his warm, muscular chest. 
 
    He’d kissed her reassuringly hard. Her lips still hummed from that. He’d harassed her wildly and she had come. She hadn’t come when the other males harassed her. 
 
    But then he plunked her donkey on the freezing floor tiles and left, locking her in the storage chamber. She gazed around at the empty space with disgust. There wasn’t even a chair to sit on. 
 
    Lethe searched through her pack, found a cleaning cloth, ran it over her naked body. No cum dripped down her legs. The fizzing sensation continued. It was almost as though he remained inside her. 
 
    He hadn’t. She glanced at the door. He was gone. 
 
    She was alone as she had been after the attack on Mercury Minor, her home planet. 
 
    Lethe’s fingers lingered over the spare flight suit in her pack. That disposable garment wasn’t necessary now. It might not ever be necessary. 
 
    He’d had her once. The other males hadn’t wanted her a second time. 
 
    She donned her uniform, slipped her dagger into the front pocket of the donkey coverings. The weapon, along with the structured chest covering, gave her confidence. Lethe tied her hair back, away from her face. 
 
    She was no longer the scared female with fourteen solar cycles, wondering if she’d live to see another planet rotation. She was the captain. 
 
    And this was her warship. Blast it. That was their deal. She allowed him to harass her and he relinquished all claims to the vessel. 
 
    Lethe placed her palms on the control panel. Nothing happened. She didn’t have access to the warship’s systems. 
 
    He had access. That was why he had been able to exit. She didn’t have access. He hadn’t given her those rights. 
 
    Because he hadn’t thought of her needs. He hadn’t thought of her at all. 
 
    Moments passed. 
 
    Lethe paced back and forth in the small space, growing more concerned with each step. 
 
    Humans, after the invasion of Mercury Minor, had thought only of themselves, fighting, stealing, killing to stay alive. Ghost was a primitive C Model cyborg, had been damaged. 
 
    Would he remember her, return for her? 
 
    Her father’s friend hadn’t. Dazed, confused, shocked by the settlement’s demolition, Lethe had been relieved to see Uncle Daewon in the chaos. The male had always been friendly to her, to her siblings, insisting they view him as their uncle, as part of the family. 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance had continued to pummel the area around them with missiles, some strikes dangerously close, the sound deafening. Uncle Daewon pried her off his left arm and told her to stay close to the piece of wall remaining behind them. He would find a safe place to wait out the bombardment, would return to lead her to that spot. 
 
    She trustingly gave him her handheld, the only possession she had. It could be utilized as a light, would make finding shelter easier. 
 
    He smiled at her, walked away, and had never returned. 
 
    Ghost might not return either. 
 
    Lethe wedged her dagger’s blade under the control panel, tried to pry it off the wall panel. If she did that, she could access the circuits directly, might be able to trigger the doors to open. 
 
    Her palms ached. Her arm muscles strained. She lacked the strength to remove it. 
 
    She glanced at the doors. They were sturdier than the control panel and the seal was tight. She wouldn’t be able to jimmy them open. 
 
    The tension across her shoulders intensified. She was stuck inside an otherwise empty chamber, unable to leave. 
 
    But she had liquid. She opened the compartments specially built into the heels of her boots. The packets of liquid remained hidden there, her emergency rations. 
 
    And she had other supplies. Lethe looked in her pack. There were three nourishment bars and one small container of beverage in there. 
 
    It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough, but she’d make it last. 
 
    She gathered her shredded flight suit into a pile and used it as a seat. The thirst would hit her first. Lethe swallowed, remembering the dryness of her mouth, the desperation in her soul. 
 
    The bombings during the Humanoid Alliance attacks had set fires. The smoke in the air had been thick with ash, aggravating her thirst, turning any uncovered liquid acidic, undrinkable. 
 
    After two planet rotations of waiting, she was forced to move away from the wall. She rummaged through the debris, seeking containers of beverage, searching beverage outlets, domiciles, eventually dead bodies. The stronger survivors stole from the weaker beings. 
 
    The weak with nothing to offer the strong died. 
 
    She had survived. 
 
    And she would survive this. Lethe wiggled, trying to get comfortable. She would remain still, preserve her energy. 
 
    Try not to die. 
 
    She closed her mouth, protecting the precious moisture within her, breathed through her nose, concentrating on that action. Calm. She must be calm. 
 
    Panic killed. Lethe had seen beings rush toward falling missiles, not away from them. 
 
    She wouldn’t be one of those beings. 
 
    She would live to see the next planet rotation and the planet rotation after that and… 
 
    The doors opened, blowing Lethe’s serenity to bits. Ghost rushed into the storage chamber, his expression frantic, a capsule in his right hand. 
 
    He’d returned to her. 
 
    Lethe jumped to her booted feet and ran toward him. He skidded to a stop, his bare feet squeaking on the tile. She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face into his chest, relief overwhelming all sense of caution, all remnants of her pride. 
 
    “You came back,” she murmured into his warm skin. None of the others had ever returned. 
 
    “Safe.” He hugged her to him. The capsule pushed against her back. “Safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” Lethe tilted her head back, glaring up at him. “You locked me in this storage chamber. I couldn’t leave. If you had forgotten about me, I would have died from dehydration.” 
 
    The cyborg frowned. “Mine.” 
 
    “There would have been little I could have done to stop that death.” She shoved against his chest. The male didn’t move, wouldn’t allow her to move. “I was stuck here, as I was stuck on that blasted planet,” she grumbled, aware that he likely couldn’t understand her. He had been too severely damaged. 
 
    “Look.” Ghost handed her the capsule. 
 
    She opened it, gazed inside it. “These are tracking devices.” 
 
    “Bad.” He slipped his hand into her pocket, removed her dagger. 
 
    “Hey, wait.” She reached for her weapon. He turned, protecting his prize. “That’s mine.” 
 
    He howled. Lethe circled him. Blood gushed from his wrists. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She snatched the dagger away from him. “Are you trying to kill yourself?” 
 
    She’d considered doing that when the thirst had become too much, but she hadn’t been able to take that step. Her survival instincts were too strong. 
 
    “It hurts now.” Softening her voice, she put the dagger back into her pocket. “I know it does. But it gets better, bearable.” 
 
    He wouldn’t ever be completely healed. As she would never be completely healed. Lethe stroked his right arm, trying to comfort him. But he could add value to the universe. 
 
    Save lives as she planned to do. 
 
    Ghost probed one of the wounds with his fingers. Crimson coated his ash-colored skin. She gulped, having seen that combination in her nightmares every rest cycle. 
 
    “Safe.” He held up another tracking device. 
 
    Lethe took it from him. “You’re not trying to kill yourself.” 
 
    “Cyborg.” He extracted a tracking device from his other wrist. 
 
    She placed both blood-soaked bits of metal and circuits in the capsule with the others. “Cyborgs can’t kill themselves?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I couldn’t kill myself either.” They were alike in that way also. 
 
    Ghost took the capsule from her. He shifted, positioning himself with his back facing her. “You.” He gestured over his shoulder. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Lethe was confused. 
 
    “Cut.” 
 
    “I’m not hurting you.” She’d hurt enough beings in her lifespan. 
 
    Ghost held up one finger and pointed to his left wrist. He held up two fingers and pointed to his right wrist. Then he held up three fingers and tried to touch his back. 
 
    “You have another tracking device on your back?” Was he asking her to remove it? 
 
    He nodded. “Back.” He tapped his neck, flashed ten with his fingers and another two, motioned downward. 
 
    She placed her fingers where he’d indicated, felt simulated bone. “It’s over the twelfth bone in your back?” 
 
    His head dipped again. 
 
    She counted down. “Here?” 
 
    “Here,” he repeated. 
 
    Lethe raised the dagger. Her hands shook. Flaked blood clung to his gray skin. That wasn’t sanitary, could lead to an infection. Some of the survivors had died from infections. “Wait. I have to clean you first.” 
 
    She grasped a cleaning cloth, ran the square of fabric over his back. There wasn’t any excess flesh on his frame. He was solid muscle. She flicked the cloth, turning the dried blood into oxygen, renewing it, and she cleaned more of his skin. 
 
    Ghost rumbled softly as she touched him, the animalistic sounds of pleasure arising from deep in his chest arousing her, reassuring her. He enjoyed her hands on him. He had come back for her. 
 
    She wasn’t foolish. If the choice had been his survival or hers, he would have chosen his. Every being would make that decision. But he seemed to enjoy her company. 
 
    She couldn’t hurt him. Lethe found the small medical pack she always carried in her larger pack. “I’m giving you a pain inhibitor.” She sprayed his back. 
 
    “Cyborg.” 
 
    “Yes, I know you’re a big, tough warrior.” She pinched his skin. “Can you feel this?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Lethe cleaned her hands, dread in her heart. The tracking device had to be removed or it would draw the enemy to them. 
 
    She positioned the dagger over his twelfth vertebra, took a deep breath, counted to three, exhaled, and sliced. Blood spurted and her stomach rolled. Bracing herself, she pushed her fingers between the cut flesh. 
 
    It took one, two heartbeats but she found the tracking device. She tugged. Ghost grunted. It didn’t move. 
 
    She tried again. It didn’t budge. “It’s stuck to the bone.” 
 
    Ghost held up his right hand. The wound on his wrist had already closed, the new skin a paler shade of gray. He tapped his index finger against his thumb. 
 
    Was there a release mechanism? Feeling along the tiny device, she found a button on one end of it. She pressed it and the mechanism released. 
 
    “Got it.” She showed the tracking device to him. 
 
    He grunted and held out the capsule. 
 
    She dropped the device inside. Metal tinkled against metal. “We’ll dispose of it when we move to the bridge.” He shifted. “Which is not now.” She retrieved the cleaning cloth, cleaned her blade, slipped the dagger into her pocket. “You have to heal.” She swept the fabric square over the trails of crimson on his back. 
 
    “Fast.” 
 
    “You do heal quickly.” The wound had sealed. She lowered her hands, brushing the cleaning cloth over his clenched donkey cheeks. “We had a deal. I’m the captain of this warship. I want access to all areas on this ship, including this storage chamber. You won’t lock me inside it again.” 
 
    He turned, cupped her chin with his one hand, forcing her to meet his gaze. Sympathy reflected in his blue eyes. “Safe.” He waved the capsule at the corner of the chamber. Circuits hung from the ceiling. He knocked the closed metal container against the slots in his wrists. “Mine.” 
 
    The drab, dreary space wasn’t a storage chamber. Ghost had locked her inside his private chamber. It was his home in the warship, a place he knew well. Some of her irritation dissipated. 
 
    Ghost had been the Humanoid Alliance’s slave, treated like a weapon, given no human kindness, no comfort, no freedom. It would be unlikely that he’d consider hers. 
 
    “You won’t restrain my movements again,” she informed him, stroking his chest with the cleaning cloth, unable to stop touching him, caring for him, comforting him. “If there’s danger, tell me, allow me to decide how I’ll protect myself.” 
 
    “Mine.” He frowned. 
 
    “How you’ll protect me,” she amended, not believing those words. If a threat arose, she’d be on her own, as she had always been. 
 
    Ghost nodded. “Pro-tect.” 
 
    Lethe tidied him, polishing his gray skin until it shone, learning every dip, every swell of his body. He was more muscular than any male she’d ever seen. 
 
    She was acutely aware of how large he was, how broad, how erect. His cock had been hard since he’d returned to her. 
 
    Lethe wanted him too, her nipples taut and her pussy wet. But their deal was for him to use her, not the other way around, and he appeared content with the cleaning, rumbling happily. 
 
    “You don’t have to talk when you’re with me.” She didn’t want him to feel self-conscious about that. “Often, in the midst of battle, when the missiles are falling, speech is impossible.” 
 
    That sound was deafening. The ground shook. It felt as though the entire world was collapsing, caving in around her. It terrified her at first. 
 
    Then she got used to it, which was even more frightening. 
 
    “Boom.” Ghost moved his hands slowly apart. 
 
    “Yes, boom.” She smiled. “I’ll understand you without the words.” 
 
    “No boom.” He cupped her chin, lifting it. “Safe.” 
 
    “We’re safe,” she agreed. 
 
    Ghost studied her for a moment and then nodded. “Pro-tect.” He strode to the control panel, his donkey cheeks clenching and releasing as he walked, and he placed his right palm on the surface. “Mine?” He gestured for her to do the same. 
 
    She complied. Her hand looked tiny next to his. “You’re huge.” 
 
    “C.” His eyes glowed, drawing her gaze to the model number inked in black on his cheek. 
 
    He was a C Model. Recalling her training, that meant he was very old and very primitive. 
 
    Lethe trembled. She liked that. Too much. 
 
    The doors slid open and she tamped down her unseemly attraction to the cyborg. They had a capsule to dispose of, a warship to move. 
 
    Lethe walked toward the bridge. Ghost followed her, matching her shorter stride. He dropped the capsule in the first exterior chute they passed. It would float in space, leading the Humanoid Alliance away from them. 
 
    Ghost’s arm brushed against her. His knuckles skimmed over hers. His casual non-sexual touching, at first, confused her. He wasn’t pressuring her to mess him. She glanced at the big warrior. He merely walked with her. 
 
    But she gradually became accustomed to it, to him. The silence between them felt peaceful, comfortable. The corridors were clear of blood and gore, the cleaning bots having done their jobs. The air smelled fresh, devoid of that stench that always denoted death. 
 
    Lethe slipped her free hand into the front pocket of her donkey coverings, touched cool metal. The dagger remained hidden. She had a cyborg by her side, one of the fiercest warriors in the universe. 
 
    And this state-of-the-art warship was hers. She entered the bridge. Every seat was empty. The main viewscreen displayed an image of the battle station she’d once served upon. The commander had pledged to protect the warship until Lethe was able to reposition it. 
 
    That would be a challenge. She sat in the captain’s chair. The systems would be locked, accessible only by the now-dead crew. 
 
    Ghost stood at her side, looming over her. 
 
    “Choose any seat.” She tilted her head toward the first officer’s chair, the seat she’d select. 
 
    “Pro-tect.” He didn’t move. 
 
    Ace and Thrasher, the other cyborgs had positioned themselves close to the commander also. Was that a cyborg power tactic? 
 
    Lethe shook her head. It wouldn’t be successful with her. She’d worked hard to earn authority over her own vessel. She wouldn’t relinquish it to anyone. 
 
    Once she gained that authority. She hadn’t done that. Yet. 
 
    She placed her hands on the control panel embedded into the console before her. The systems hummed to life. Lethe stared at the display. She had access. Her fingers flew over the surface. Every area of the warship was open to her. 
 
    She gazed at the cyborg by her side. “Ghost?” She lifted one eyebrow. 
 
    “All.” He squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    He’d given her access to all areas of the ship, as she’d requested. “Thank you,” she murmured. “You don’t know how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Free.” 
 
    She was finally free, had the ability to fly wherever she wanted, whenever she wanted. Lethe’s agreement with Ghost remained in place. She’d have to mess him. Her gaze slid to his fit physique, his delineated abs. But that wasn’t a hardship. 
 
    And he’d tire of her, as the others had. That thought dampened her joy. 
 
    Lethe ran a systems report, focusing on the tasks that needed to be completed. The warship appeared to be fully operational. They could defend themselves if attacked. 
 
    “We have to move the warship.” It was an A Class Warship, the best of its kind. She gazed at the bridge with pride. The Humanoid Alliance would want it back. “But where should we go?” 
 
    Rebel Headquarters, according to the commander, had been infiltrated by a Humanoid Alliance spy. She couldn’t ask them for direction. The commander would expect her to plot her own course. She couldn’t consult with her. 
 
    Ghost claimed the control panel beside her. It was a backup device, a duplicate in case her control panel failed. There was no seat behind it. 
 
    An image of a small blue and white planet appeared on the main viewscreen. It was labelled Earth Minor. 
 
    Minor. That had to be a coincidence. 
 
    “Safe,” Ghost said. 
 
    Was it safe? She looked at the coordinates and her stomach twisted. The name hadn’t been a coincidence. “It isn’t safe.” 
 
    “Safe,” he insisted. 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” Lethe tapped on the controls, brought up the image of Mercury Minor, her home planet. It was in the same sector. “This planet once resembled Earth Minor.” It had been lush and green. “It is a small planet. There weren’t many beings living there but they were happy. Most of them.” She had been restless, aching for something more, an exception frustrating her parents. “The planet had ore the Humanoid Alliance wanted. The Mercurians refused to leave. The Humanoid Alliance bombed it, killing any being unable to escape.” 
 
    The warship’s database, sourced from the Humanoid Alliance archives, had an image folder. She opened it and sucked in her breath at the depictions of the planet’s surface. 
 
    The terrain was mostly lifeless, only a few fragile green sprouts breaking the brown monotony. Giant holes were gouged out of hillsides. Rainbow-colored fuel slicks covered bodies of water. Ruins were left where bustling busy settlements filled with beings once stood. 
 
    Lethe scanned through the images. If her planet-proud parents hadn’t died in the first wave of attacks, seeing this would have killed them. The stone drawings made by her ancestors, the knowledge stations lovingly maintained by her eldest sister, the agri-lots tended by one of her brothers, everything of value to her kind had been destroyed. 
 
    “Earth Minor is close to Mercury Minor. We won’t be safe there.” 
 
    The cyborg restored the image of Earth Minor to the main viewscreen. “Ours.” 
 
    “Ours,” she repeated. “That’s how you described the commander.” 
 
    “Ours.” He nodded. 
 
    “And I am?” She was confused. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    The possessive note to his voice thrilled her. She was his. The commander was theirs. The planet was theirs. “Earth Minor belongs to the cyborgs?” 
 
    His head dipped again. “Ours.” 
 
    If the cyborgs had claimed Earth Minor, they could claim Mercury Minor also. Her heart leapt. The planet would be safe. Eventually, after she saved a few beings, repaid her debts, she could go home. 
 
    That appealed to her. More than she had ever imagined it would. 
 
    “Are the cyborgs looking for new planets to claim?” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    “Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. That was a ‘no.’ 
 
    It had been a foolish fantasy anyway. Mercury Minor would never be the same planet. The culture, the history was gone. She could never repair the damage the Humanoid Alliance had wrought, could never give her parents that gift. 
 
    “We’ll set course for Earth Minor.” 
 
    Until they received other directions, it was as good a destination as any other. They’d battle the Humanoid Alliance ships they encountered en route, avoid the enemy ships sent after them, and answer distress signals, saving beings as they progressed across the universe. 
 
    Ghost plotted the route. She rotated the warship. 
 
    The main viewscreen displayed distant stars on the black backdrop of open space. That pleased Lethe. She liked having area to maneuver. 
 
    That had been one of her issues with Mercury Minor. The planet had been too crowded. She couldn’t breathe in the settlements. There were too many beings, too much noise. Every opportunity she was given, she’d escape to a nearby hillside. 
 
    She’d been sitting there when the Humanoid Alliance invaded. 
 
    Lethe moved her warship forward, gradually accelerating. 
 
    Ghost continued to focus on his control panel. 
 
    “What is it?” She looked at her own control panel, didn’t see anything unusual. 
 
    “Upgrade.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “I authorize any system upgrades.” 
 
    “Authorize.” 
 
    A list of changes appeared on her screen. The automatic reporting to the Humanoid Alliance had been stopped. Perimeter monitoring had been increased. Secondary approval protocols for key functions were disabled, no longer necessary with a crew of two. The duration between the cleaning cycles had been lengthened. 
 
    She lifted her eyebrows. “You adjusted the ship’s cleaning schedule?” 
 
    He didn’t look at her. “Resources.” 
 
    “It does use resources.” But she didn’t believe that was his main concern. “Why do you dislike the cleaning bots?” She authorized the changes, not expecting an answer. “What have they ever done to you?” 
 
    Ghost’s lips moved. There was no sound. 
 
    “Ghost?” Did he want to share something with her? 
 
    He sighed, then tapped his fingertips against his control panel. An image appeared on the main viewscreen, sourced from the warship’s security system. 
 
    A body lay face down on the floor. It was covered with blood. Two males in Humanoid Alliance uniforms took turns slicing into the corpse’s flesh with daggers while other beings watched. 
 
    Cleaning bots rolled over the body, treating it like any other object to be cleaned. That made the spectators laugh and jeer. 
 
    The image faded. 
 
    “Was that a friend of yours?” She murmured it, feeling guilty about teasing him. 
 
    “Me.” His expression was grim. 
 
    The body on the floor had been him. They’d tortured him with blades and with the cleaning bots. “The bots must have felt like insects crawling over you.” She shuddered. 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “After an invasion, there are insects everywhere. They are displaced by the bombing and attracted to the dead bodies.” She would fall asleep and wake up to find them on her face, in her hair. “It’s horrible. You can’t avoid them.” 
 
    He looked at her, sympathy in his energy-infused eyes. “Safe.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re both safe.” There were no insects on the warship and the cleaning cycle wouldn’t occur for a couple of planet rotations. “I’ll ensure we stay that way.” 
 
    She was the captain. She’d take care of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Ghost gazed at the golden hair billowing over the console. Her female’s curls were loose, the strands capturing the light shining down on them, glowing like one of the distant stars displayed on the main viewscreen. 
 
    Her beautiful face was turned toward him. Her mouth was clamped shut. Her eyes were closed, her blonde eyelashes fanned over her skin. 
 
    Not even a planet rotation had passed and she already slept, her senses offline, her form vulnerable to attack. Ghost watched over his female, fascinated and frightened. 
 
    Cyborgs didn’t require rest. He’d inserted circuits into his wrists. That energy input should fuel him for planet rotations. He still wasn’t operating at optimal levels. He was too badly damaged to be restored to his original settings. But he was functional. 
 
    His female was not. 
 
    She gripped a dagger in her right hand, her tiny fingers curled around the hilt. Ghost shook his head. Any warrior with skill could disarm her. 
 
    She needed his protection. He wouldn’t fail her as he’d failed some of the other females. 
 
    Ghost pushed those painful memories aside, concentrated on monitoring their surroundings, on contemplating the mystery that was his female. 
 
    She had been on Mercury Minor when the Humanoid Alliance had first invaded. That had occurred many solar cycles ago. She would have been merely an offspring and she had been alone. Others had betrayed her, used her, forgotten her. That now caused her to doubt everyone. 
 
    He had taken part in first assaults. Some humans, when threatened, became wild beasts, acting on instinct, all sense of honor, of humanity, gone. 
 
    He had been that way when she first saw him. Ghost winced. It would take time to correct that initial impression, to show her he would die before harming her, to communicate that he would always return for her. 
 
    To earn the right to breed with her again. 
 
    He wanted her, his cock hard, his balls aching. And she wanted him also. Even in her sleep, the scent of her arousal coiled around him, taunting him, torturing him. 
 
    Being inside her, holding her in his arms had been one of the best moments of his life. Another moment had been when she cleaned him, her fingers light on his skin, gentle, caring. 
 
    He now had multiple good memories in his processors after a lifespan of pain, of violence, of death. That astounded him. 
 
    It also allowed him to deal with the darkness, the guilt. Ghost layered the footage over the faces of the females he’d failed. That made those images bearable. 
 
    Additional good memories would fade them even more. Maybe when his female awoke, she might deem him worthy of touching her. He could add more wonderful moments to his hoard. 
 
    A sensor was triggered and Ghost’s hopes of a breeding session vanished. Their warship was within monitoring range of another vessel. He removed the circuits from his wrists, raised the ship’s shields and slowed their speed, delaying the confrontation. 
 
    “Mine,” he rumbled. His female would want to be notified. 
 
    Her head jerked upward. “What?” She lifted the dagger in front of her face as though she strived to defend herself from an attacker, her knuckles whitening, her breath held. 
 
    “Yours.” Ghost reminded her. He would never damage her. 
 
    “Oh.” His female exhaled, her expression sheepish. “I thought I was back on… Never mind where I thought I was.” She set the weapon on the console. “Why have we stopped?” 
 
    She’d thought she was back on Mercury Minor, solitary and defenseless. His female didn’t have to say the words. He understood. “Ship.” 
 
    Ghost put the image on the main viewscreen. It appeared to be a merchant ship in disrepair, its panels dented and dull. It was unlikely to be a threat but he wasn’t taking any risks with his female. 
 
    He’d failed the others. He wouldn’t fail her. 
 
    “That’s not a Humanoid Alliance ship.” His female tapped her index finger against her lips. “It’s too old.” Her eyes narrowed at the main viewscreen. “Is it operational?” 
 
    “Moves.” The merchant ship was moving very slowly. He enlarged the image. Light shone from one of its portals. 
 
    Her nose wrinkled. “Is there a distress call?” 
 
    “No.” He reduced the image and charted their path on the main viewscreen. They could continue on their course and avoid the merchant ship. 
 
    “Then—” 
 
    Another sensor was triggered. A second ship was moving quickly toward the first one. He expanded that image. 
 
    His female gasped. “That’s a Humanoid Alliance warship and it’s headed toward the merchant ship. What is the status of the warship’s shields?” 
 
    “Up.” The enemy warship was preparing for a confrontation. 
 
    “And the merchant’s ships shields?” 
 
    “Down.” They might be non-functional. 
 
    “The merchant ship will be blown to pieces.” His female placed her hands on the control panel. “We’re intercepting the warship.” She adjusted their course and increased their speed. The floor tiles rattled under their feet. 
 
    “Not safe.” Ghost frowned at her. The two warships were evenly matched. His female could die in the firefight. 
 
    “I’m doing this, Ghost. With or without you.” She stuck out her chin, determination written all over her beautiful face. “If you truly want to protect me, you’ll help me.” 
 
    He hesitated. Being a cyborg, he was as one with the systems. He could commandeer the warship, physically restrain his female, stop her from battling the enemy warship, keep her safe from harm. 
 
    But that would damage her emotionally. The little trust she gave him would be gone. 
 
    Ghost performed a lifeform scan on the Humanoid Alliance vessel. All of the beings on board were human. This wouldn’t be a fight against any of his cyborg brethren. 
 
    They should be able to defeat the enemy warship. 
 
    He pushed away his doubts and helped his female stabilize their ship. 
 
    “I can’t fly and man our weapons at the same time.” Her gaze remained fixed on their target. “Which task do you want?” 
 
    Ghost was a cyborg. He could complete both tasks at once. 
 
    But that wasn’t necessary. His female’s flying skills appeared to be adequate. 
 
    “Guns.” He would kill the beings who threatened his female, blast them out of space. That thought gave him a savage satisfaction. 
 
    The communications system beeped. They were being hailed by the enemy warship. 
 
    “That’s the Humanoid Alliance hailing frequencies. Don’t answer it,” his female instructed. “They think we’re one of them.” 
 
    If they answered the hail, the enemy would know from the visual that they weren’t one of them. The Humanoid Alliance considered cyborgs to be unthinking machines, unable to operate on their own, and, in his many human lifespans of living, Ghost had never seen a female officer in their ranks. 
 
    “They’ll soon be surprised when they find out we’re not.” His female’s grin held no humor. 
 
    They didn’t slow as they approached the enemy’s ship. She had courage, his little female. Ghost’s chest expanded with pride. 
 
    “As soon as we get into range, start shooting.” She guided their warship toward their target. “Try to direct as many missiles as possible at the same spot on their shields. That will bring those shields down faster.” 
 
    “No try. Will.” Even a damaged cyborg could do as she requested. 
 
    She strapped herself to the chair. “Within range in… three, two, one.” 
 
    He hammered the enemy warship with missiles. Their ship shuddered with each volley. 
 
    There was a delay, a sweet spot of no response. That happened when cyborgs fought humans. Humans didn’t have as fast of a reaction time. 
 
    Ghost gave the enemy vessel everything they had. 
 
    The enemy returned fire. He stepped closer to his female as the first missile hit them, positioning himself to protect her if that was necessary. Their ship rocked. The shields held. 
 
    She veered their ship upward and sharply to the left. Ghost rotated the guns, readjusted the aim and continued to fire. 
 
    “Blast it all. You’re good.” His female’s voice was warm with admiration. 
 
    He stood taller. “Cyborg.” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    He braced himself, holding onto the edge of the console with one hand. 
 
    She spun their ship, avoiding the missiles. Any item not secured was tossed around the bridge. His female’s dagger whizzed toward her face. 
 
    He lunged, catching it with his free hand before it could strike her. The blade cut into his palm, slicing his skin, the pain sharp and fleeting. 
 
    When the ship righted, he dropped the weapon. It clattered against the floor tiles. He pinned it in place with his foot and returned his focus to the battle before them. 
 
    “I’m increasing our speed.” His female leaned forward as they circled the enemy warship. “Can you handle it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ghost questioned if she could. He had cyborg reflexes. She didn’t. 
 
    He directed missiles at the same point on the bow of the ship. The enemy’s shields held. They were going so fast; their own shields weren’t tested. The enemy couldn’t lock on them. 
 
    His female’s flying skills were more than adequate. They were superb. 
 
    “On Mercury Minor, I was trapped,” his female shared. “But no one can touch me in the sky.” 
 
    “Free.” No longer enslaved by the Humanoid Alliance, he was free also, free to protect his female, to kill for her. 
 
    “Yes, I’m free.” She laughed as they dodged more missiles. 
 
    They circled the enemy warship again and again. The Humanoid Alliance tried to move with them, seeking to lock onto them, yet couldn’t. His female steered their ship in erratic patterns, varying each rotation. 
 
    “Good.” He expressed his admiration. 
 
    Her cheeks turned an intriguing shade of pink. “The Humanoid Alliance prides itself on being rational. They study their opponents, determine how the average being will react, and base their strategy on that. The solution is not to be average, not to be predictable.” 
 
    Ghost grunted his agreement. The cyborgs had learned that tactic also. 
 
    “I discovered that after the invasion.” His female’s lips flattened. “The Humanoid Alliance operated on three shifts a planet rotation. Every shift the routine would be the same—bombing, ground raids, no activity, bombing, ground raids, no activity. It was like they had a quota, a designated number of beings to kill.” Her voice was bitter. “Once they reached it they stopped.” 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance did have a quota. He, as a cyborg, had been given one too. A set number of beings to kill or a square of terrain to clear. 
 
    “My quota for this planet rotation is one Humanoid Alliance warship.” His female tossed her hair over her shoulders, the riot of blonde curls glistening under the lights. 
 
    “Ours,” he corrected. They were a team, bound together until the end of time. 
 
    “Our quota.” She didn’t deny their connection. 
 
    That pleased him. The ship rocked and his female cursed. The shields held. There was no damage to his little human, to their vessel. 
 
    The enemy warship, in contrast, suffered severe damage to their defenses. “Shields down soon.” Ghost was punching a hole through them, directing missile after missile at the bow. 
 
    “Don’t get cocky.” His female gave him unnecessary advice. 
 
    Ghost would never be overconfident, especially when it came to her safety. He had seen too much, failed too many times. 
 
    “This battle isn’t over until one of our ships is in pieces.” She jutted her jaw, flying their warship over the enemy once more. 
 
    He grunted. The ship in pieces wouldn’t be theirs. 
 
    His female increased the distance between the two ships, lessening the risk that, once the shields went down, the exploding enemy warship would damage their own vessel. “Are there any signs of a second warship?” 
 
    “No signs.” He constantly monitored the space around them. There was no second warship, which meant the enemy was operating solo. The Humanoid Alliance officers in the first warship would have called for reinforcements if there had been another vessel in the sector. 
 
    “Is the merchant ship out of range?” His female guided their ship around the enemy’s warship for another pass at the bow. 
 
    “Safe.” Whoever was in the merchant ship, friend or foe, would be unaffected. 
 
    Their safe status was due to his female leading the enemy away from them, not due to actions by the beings in the merchant ship. That vessel hadn’t ventured far from its original location. 
 
    Either it was damaged or the crew wasn’t concerned about the Humanoid Alliance warship. 
 
    “We’re finishing this battle.” His female accelerated, flying toward the other warship. “Now.” 
 
    Ghost pounded them with a barrage of missiles. The enemy ship retreated. His fearless female pushed their ship forward. The communications system beeped. 
 
    “No mercy.” His female ignored the hail. “They wouldn’t show us any.” 
 
    She was correct. The Humanoid Alliance wouldn’t show them any mercy. They also had no honor. If she relented, they would wait until her defenses were lowered and strike, disregarding any vows of peace. 
 
    Ghost had seen that with his own vision system. He had been one of the weapons the Humanoid Alliance had wielded against the more trusting. 
 
    He was thankful his female saw through those tricks. She fought like a warrior, no lenience for the enemy. 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance shields fell. “Down.” 
 
    “End them.” She steered their ship away from the enemy’s vessel. 
 
    Ghost spread the missiles over the entire warship. Bursts of orange and yellow lit the darkness, traveling from bow to stern, growing in brightness. There was a flare and debris blasted outward. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around his seated female, protecting her with his body. She yelled against his chest, her words muffled by his skin, and beat his shoulders with her tiny fists. 
 
    Their ship rocked, creaking and groaning, then became still. 
 
    He straightened. 
 
    “You can’t block my view.” She glared up at him. “I’m flying the blasted ship.” 
 
    “Clear.” There was nothing in their path to hit. The merchant ship was located to their left. 
 
    “And if the enemy had—” She gazed at the main viewscreen and her jaw dropped. 
 
    “No enemy.” 
 
    “No enemy,” she repeated, cutting the engines. “We won.” She jumped to her feet. “Ghost, we won.” She threw herself at him. He caught his tiny human, bemused by her reaction. “We won.” She hugged him, bouncing up and down. 
 
    “We won.” Ghost held her, relishing the feel of her jiggling curves against his hard muscle, enraptured by her excitement. 
 
    He had never doubted they’d win the battle. He wouldn’t have allowed his female to enter the fight if he thought they’d lose. 
 
    She mustn’t have been as certain but she hadn’t shown her concern. He gazed down at the top of her head with pride. His female was strong and brave and skilled at flying. She deserved her role as captain. 
 
    “We made a good team, you and I.” She tilted her head back and gazed up at him. Gold specks danced in her brown eyes, the color matching her hair. 
 
    “Good team.” He sank his fingers into her soft curls. They would be a team for the rest of their now almost-unlimited lifespans. 
 
    As long as he protected her properly. 
 
    She blinked. “Your speech is improving.” 
 
    “Copy.” He had simply echoed her communications. The words were in his processors. Putting them together remained a challenge. When she did that for him, it was easier. 
 
    “Hmmm…” She hummed, her lips vibrating. 
 
    Ghost had to feel that movement, that softness. He caught her trembling bottom lip between his, pulled it into his mouth. 
 
    His female pressed her palms against his bare chest and pushed. He sucked on her, extending her flesh more and more, teasing it with his teeth. 
 
    Her fingers curled and she sighed, opening to him. He stroked into her with his tongue, his tempo hard and fast, a reckless taking of her mouth. 
 
    For one, two heartbeats, his female blocked him, jabbing back, trying to stop an unstoppable force, trying to deny their indisputable passion for each other. 
 
    Then she capitulated, inhaling his tongue, pressing her breasts, her hips, against his hard form, her warmth, her scent surrounding him. 
 
    His cock pushed against her stomach. Their tongues twined and tumbled, his lips slanted, sealed over hers. Her breath wafted against his cheeks, a delicate caress meeting skin that had previously known no softness. 
 
    Being a primitive C Model, an equivalent gentleness was beyond Ghost’s capabilities. He ruthlessly claimed her mouth as he’d earlier claimed her, demanding her submission. She whimpered against his lips, opened wider to him, offering more of her to take. 
 
    He plunged into her mouth, twisted her curls in his hands, securing her to him. She quivered, straining against him. He was naked. Only her garments separated them. 
 
    Ghost gripped her donkey coverings, his savage soul telling him to rip them into two, remove that barrier between them. She’d then be his. Completely. 
 
    His female clasped his wrists. He paused. She didn’t have his strength to stop him, didn’t have the physical power to prevent him from tearing the fabric, and he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything or anyone. 
 
    But resisting her urging would damage her fragile trust in him. Ghost would never do that. He allowed her to move his hands, to place them on her garment-clad breasts. Her generous curves filled his palms, the most decadent consolation. He squeezed and released, squeezed and released. 
 
    She murmured encouragement against his lips, her words not decipherable yet their meaning understood. His nanocybotics bubbled in her mouth. Her eyes were darkened with desire. 
 
    For him. A sense of wonder filled Ghost. This enchanting being wanted him, belonged to him. 
 
    He was damaged. Speaking was a hardship for him. Tasks that would have been simple for other cyborgs were a challenge. 
 
    And he’d failed other females, females he should have protected. That guilt would always cling to him, should have rendered him unworthy of happiness. 
 
    Yet the universe had sent him this dazzling creature, his chance for redemption, for peace. 
 
    Ghost pulled his head back to look at her, his beautiful human. Her gaze was unfocused. Her lips were plumped with passion. “Mine.” 
 
    She stepped away from him. Cool air swept over his heated skin and he frowned, not liking the distance between them. Her gaze flicked to his hard cock and then back to his face. 
 
    “We had a deal.” She fidgeted. 
 
    “Ship yours.” Ghost gazed at her, confused over her comment. He wasn’t challenging her for control of the vessel. Why was she mentioning it? 
 
    “Yes. Yes.” She waved her hands dismissively. “I know you’ve held up your part of the deal.” She unfastened her chest covering. “I want to hold up mine.” She paused, looking adorably uncertain. “Unless you preferred that I didn’t?” 
 
    He preferred that she bred with him because she wanted to, not because she felt obliged to uphold her part of a deal he’d never sought to make. 
 
    Ghost studied her. 
 
    His female desired him. The scent of her arousal flavored the air. But she had desired him previously and not wanted to breed with him. 
 
    Should he turn down her request or did she want him to say ‘yes’? 
 
    He didn’t know. 
 
    Human females were complicated beings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    “You don’t want me.” Lethe’s face heated. “That’s why you’re not answering me.” 
 
    Mortified, she looked away from him, her gaze moving to the main viewscreen. It displayed open space, the blackness stretching before them. She wished to disappear into that void. 
 
    Because the cyborg she now thought of as hers didn’t want her. 
 
    “I should have known,” she mumbled. “The previous males had messed me only once but they had other females and you don’t have anyone else, so I thought…” She had thought he’d be desperate enough to harass her again. “I don’t know what I thought. I won’t—” 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost grabbed her arm, swung her around to face him. “Want.” He placed her hand on his hard cock. Her fingers instinctively curled around his girth, his flesh pulsing against her skin. “Always.” 
 
    Always. Lethe suspected the damaged cyborg didn’t know what it meant. None of the males had stayed with her past one idiot. She found it impossible to believe he’d want her forever. 
 
    He wanted her now. She ran her hand along his length and a thrillingly primitive growl escaped his lips, reassuring her. “I’ll give you what you want.” 
 
    She was to give. He wouldn’t take. That was what he had stressed during their earlier encounter. Lethe reluctantly released his cock and quickly undressed, leaving her boots on. She carefully folded her garments and set them on the console, her fingers trembling with nerves, with anticipation. 
 
    Ghost watched her. His shaggy black hair partially concealed his glowing blue eyes, the strands casting interesting shadows on his gray cheeks. “Beau-ti-ful.” 
 
    She did feel beautiful when he looked at her. Wearing only her big black boots, Lethe lifted herself upward, set her bare donkey on the cool console. “I’m yours.” For as long as he wanted her. She leaned back, bracing herself by her elbows, and she spread her thighs. 
 
    He’d mount her now, thrust in and out of her a dozen or so times and come, like he’d done that first time, like all of the other males had done, using her, not caring about her pleasure. 
 
    But with him, she would find pleasure. The nanocybotics in his cum would ensure she found release. 
 
    Ghost crouched between her legs, his gaze trained on her pussy. A normal female might find that close perusal unnerving. Lethe didn’t. There had been little privacy after the Humanoid Alliance attack, in the remnants of the settlements, on the crowded ships. 
 
    He breathed in, his nostrils flaring, and a jagged bolt of energy lit his eyes. “Want.” Warmth caressed her inner thighs. 
 
    “I want you too.” With the other males, that had been a lie she’d told to close the deal. With Ghost, it wasn’t. She wanted him. Her pussy was wet. Need circled her. 
 
    He gripped her knees, spreading her legs even more, opening her to him and then pressing downward, pinning her to the console. Even if she wanted to escape him, which she didn’t, she couldn’t. Her primal male had restrained her. 
 
    He didn’t straighten, didn’t mount her. Lethe looked at him, confused, her body prepped by the kissing, the hair pulling, the sting of pain over her scalp. 
 
    She welcomed the roughness, trusted it more than any gentleness. The universe was brutal. Should be the same way. 
 
    Her big C Model cyborg extended his tongue. Lethe stiffened. He wouldn’t, would he? None of the other males had— 
 
    He licked her from donkey to clit, his tongue rasping against her sensitive flesh, his nanocybotics coating her, bubbling, fizzing. She screamed, arching her back, coming hard, the pleasure mind-meltingly intense. 
 
    Ghost held her in place, not allowing her wiggle away from him. “Good.” He grunted, bent his head, and proceeded to eat her out as though he were dehydrated and she was the only source of liquid. 
 
    He burrowed his face into her pussy, sucking on her folds, circling her clit, not allowing the bliss to recede, rebuilding her passion, ratcheting it higher. Her fingers and toes curled. Why was he doing this? He already had her. There was no need to tend to her yearnings. 
 
    Yet he did. With a stunning ferocity. Growls and rumbles came from her cyborg’s chest, the vibrations felt through Lethe’s body. He plunged his tongue into her pussy hole, laved her inner walls. She twisted and writhed, waves of sensation hitting her. 
 
    “Ghost.” Her voice was stretched with desire. 
 
    He lifted his gaze, met hers. His gray skin was speckled with her juices. His lips glistened. “Mine.” He resumed licking, sucking, tugging on her. 
 
    “Idiot.” Lethe sank her fingers into his thick black hair. She had to touch him, had to be an active participant in this sure-to-be short-lived debauchery. At any moment, she expected him to realize she was a guaranteed idiot, that he didn’t have to do this, didn’t have to ravish her pussy. 
 
    Until that time, she’d enjoy herself. 
 
    And she’d come. Multiple times. Lethe shook, bombarded by ecstasy yet again. Ghost slurped her wetness, drinking from her, his expression blissful as though he was the being pleasured, not she. 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks. She panted, her chest tight with wanting. It was too much, too good, and he showed no signs of stopping. 
 
    Lethe held on to his hair, gripping it as though it was a lifeline to her sanity, because he was making her crazed. She quivered and cried out, elation advancing and retreating, advancing and retreating, an unrelenting army of emotion marching over her captured form. 
 
    “Need. You. In. Me.” She spoke, as he did, in fragments. Sentences were beyond her capabilities. 
 
    He filled her pussy with his tongue and she huffed, frustrated. She yearned for the hardness, the thickness of his cock. 
 
    “No.” She pulled on his hair, trying to force him to move. “Idiot me.” 
 
    He raised his head. “Breed.” 
 
    “Yes, breed.” Lethe didn’t care what he called it. She needed him inside her. 
 
    He licked her once, twice more. 
 
    “Cyborg.” 
 
    Ghost straightened, his lips twitching. The blasted male knew what he was doing to her. 
 
    She glared at him. “Now.” 
 
    “Now.” He grasped her hips, positioned himself at her entrance and thrust hard, deep. One moment she was empty. The next moment she was fuller than she’d ever been. 
 
    She screamed her approval. That was what she craved, what she needed. She wrapped her legs around his waist, locking him in place. 
 
    He pulsed inside her, the connection between them tightening. It was more than physical and that scared her because he didn’t truly know her. 
 
    When he discovered the things she’d done, he’d abandon her, leave and never return, finding a more worthy female, a female who hadn’t used her body as payment, who hadn’t spread her legs for strangers. 
 
    For now, he was hers and she’d please him. She tilted her hips. He slid deeper and they both groaned. She felt all of him, the bloom of his cock head, the veins on his shaft, the firmness of his base pressing against her pussy lips. 
 
    He lowered on top of her, his chest flattening her breasts. His form was skin and muscle stretched over the strongest metal, a wall between her and a dangerous universe. 
 
    She gripped his shoulders and he started to move, pulling out and driving into her, the force shaking her body, clattering her teeth. Her savage male rutted as fiercely as he ate pussy, giving her as much as she could take. 
 
    She could take more than the average female, having survived invasions, battles, pain, loss. They crashed together again and again, her nipples, hips, pussy lips heating, spanked by his skin, the pain accentuating her pleasure. 
 
    Lethe gazed into Ghost’s unusual eyes, captivated by the energy surges within his irises. Those strikes intensified as the two of them waged their erotic war, the interval between thrusts shortening. 
 
    She’d broken her personal record for orgasms in one planet rotation and she didn’t expect to come again. Yet, an erotic anticipation built within her. He would push her over the edge again and she was helpless to stop him. Her satisfaction belonged to him. 
 
    “Yours.” She was his. Lethe dug her fingernails into his skin, marking him as he was marking her. 
 
    “Mine.” His voice lowered to an exciting growl. He mouthed over her neck, the scent of her on his breath. 
 
    “More.” She raked her fingernails over his back. 
 
    He snarled and harassed her harder, punishing her with his chest, his hips, his cock. She throbbed and burned, pushing upward, as wild for him as he was for her. 
 
    Sweat dripped between her breasts, beaded on her arms and legs. She was hot, so hot. Lethe licked her cyborg’s chest, tasting salt and metal. He shuddered, rumbling, past words. 
 
    She didn’t need them. She kicked her booted heels against his clenched donkey cheeks, losing herself in their, in his eyes. His jaw jutted. His eyebrows lowered. He was the image of savage determination. 
 
    Stars. She ached for him, her pussy constricting around his shaft. All she needed was— 
 
    He thrust deep and swiveled his hips, grinding against her. She broke, screaming his name, clenching his cock. 
 
    He howled, his back bowing, and he pushed deeper. His eyes flashed. Hot cum hit her inner walls and her scream extended. 
 
    It was too much, too good. The bridge of her newly acquired warship rotated around her. Lights dimmed and brightened. Sound rushed in her ears. 
 
    It was as chaotic as a bombing, her world collapsing around her, her senses blown to bits. Except she wasn’t alone. Not this time. She had Ghost, her cyborg, her male, and she wasn’t letting him go. 
 
    Lethe clutched his shoulders as sensual assault after sensual assault bombarded her, her body rocking, battered by the ferocity of each release. 
 
    “Can’t.” She couldn’t take it, wouldn’t survive this. 
 
    “Safe.” Ghost covered her with his body as though trying to protect her from her own orgasm. The weight of him was comforting. 
 
    She closed her eyes, breathed in, breathed out, breathed in, breathed out. The aftershocks eased. Her control returned. 
 
    “Mine.” He nuzzled against her neck. His nanocybotics bubbled within her. 
 
    “I’m not a good being, Ghost.” Lethe needed to inform him of that, remind herself. She was becoming attached to the male and that couldn’t happen. “I traded my body for this warship.” 
 
    “Want me.” 
 
    “I do want you.” Lethe gazed up at her cyborg, unwilling to lie to him. “But if I hadn’t wanted you, I still would have messed you.” 
 
    “Breed.” Ghost acted not at all disturbed by her revelation, his tone edged with fondness, not disapproval. 
 
    She didn’t know the difference between breed and idiot. They meant the same thing to her. 
 
    “You don’t understand.” Lethe sighed. “Or maybe you don’t care.” 
 
    “Mine.” He remained semi-hard inside her. 
 
    She found his state reassuring. He might wish to harass her again. She touched his handsome face. They might experience this sense of connection again. 
 
    The heck wounds on his back and shoulders had healed, the skin a paler shade of gray. Lethe brushed his hair away from his eyes, smoothed his eyebrows, trailed her fingers over his model number, down his cheeks. 
 
    Ghost turned his head and kissed her fingertips, one by one. 
 
    That unexpectedly sweet action from her feral cyborg caused her breath to catch. 
 
    In the past, she felt dirty, used, less than worthy, after being messed. The males had gotten what they had wanted from her. They had left or rolled over, fallen asleep. 
 
    Ghost had gotten what he wanted from her also. Yet she felt like she was more than she once was. She was stronger, more energized, her body fizzing with his nanocybotics. And, when he touched her, kissed her, she felt cared for, cherished. 
 
    It was an illusion. She was unworthy of tenderness. He’d soon discover that fact. 
 
    “You’ll leave me,” she whispered, needing to say that, hear that. “Like the rest.” 
 
    “Not rest.” The lines around her cyborg’s lips deepened. He bracketed her face with his hands. “Mine.” 
 
    The possessiveness in his voice thrilled her. “I’m yours.” 
 
    “Yours.” He leaned his forehead against hers. 
 
    Was he hers? Did he belong to her as she belonged to him? “I haven’t had anyone since I had fourteen solar cycles.” 
 
    She’d fought with her parents the planet rotation of the invasion. They had wanted her to find a role on Mercury Minor. 
 
    She didn’t know what she was seeking, why she was restless, but she knew it wouldn’t be found on their small planet. 
 
    Lethe had told her parents she was leaving Mercury Minor. She wouldn’t live their lifespans. She was meant for different things. 
 
    Her father had yelled. Her mother had looked hurt and disappointed. Her siblings and their mates had shaken their heads, gazing at her with disapproval. 
 
    Lethe had grabbed a handheld to use as a light source and had stormed out of the domicile. She’d exited the settlement, sat on the top of a hill outside the walls. 
 
    It had been a favorite place of hers. There, she had a clear view of the stars, a wide unencumbered space with no beings, no structures. She could breathe, could hear her own thoughts. 
 
    When the Humanoid Alliance ships had appeared, she had marveled at the beauty of the vessels, the alien shapes, the bright lights, the settlement sky glow bouncing off their gleaming panels. She had thought it was a sign that she was meant to leave Mercury Minor, to explore the universe. 
 
    Then the bombing had started. 
 
    She’d been right. She’d left the planet. And she hadn’t lived her family’s lifespans because they had all died in that first strike. 
 
    “If you were mine, truly mine”—petting his neck, she stroked his skin, finding comfort in the act while soothing him—“I wouldn’t take you for granted. I would never leave you. I’d appreciate you.” 
 
    “Yours.” His eyelids partially lowered, a look of contentment on his primitive countenance. 
 
    He wasn’t hers forever but for however long this lasted, she could pretend he belonged to her. Lethe touched him, learning the shape of his face, the lines of his jaw, the square set of his chin. 
 
    The link between them remained. It was physical, their bodies connected, and emotional. “I can’t care for you this much.” Her feelings scared her. “I barely know you.” 
 
    His eyes opened. “Care.” He pulled away from her. 
 
    Lethe missed his warmth but that was what she was accustomed to—males leaving. She sat, glanced over her shoulder at the main viewscreen, looking for Humanoid Alliance warships, for the enemy. 
 
    All she saw was the merchant ship and open space. 
 
    Metal creaked. A wrapper rustled. She returned her gaze to Ghost. 
 
    He held out a nourishment bar. “Eat.” 
 
    She reached for nourishment bar. He batted her hands away and raised it to her lips. 
 
    Feeling self-conscious, she took a bite, chewed, swallowed. “I can feed myself. You don’t have to hold the nourishment bar for me.” 
 
    “Want.” He pressed it against her lips. “Care.” 
 
    Lethe took another bite. Her cyborg wanted to feed her, to take care of her. No one had done that in such a long time…since a few planet rotations before the invasion. 
 
    During one of her nocturnal escapes from the settlement, she had stayed out too long. The temperature had dropped and she’d become chilled. 
 
    The next planet rotation, her mother had taken one look at her pale face, clucked her tongue and made her a container of hot spicy liquid, a recipe that had been in their family for generations. 
 
    Moody and discontent with the world around her, Lethe had grumbled about being too exhausted to eat it. Her mother had stroked her hair and patiently fed her the nourishment. 
 
    Lethe had complained about that also, telling her she was no longer a child. Her mother had replied that Lethe would always be her child. 
 
    Secretly, Lethe had relished the caring. She could clearly remember the way her mother had hummed slightly off-key as she had fed her, her warmth, her sunshine-and-spices scent. 
 
    Her love. 
 
    Tear pricked Lethe’s eyes. 
 
    Ghost cupped her chin and gazed at her with concern. “Damage?” 
 
    “There’s no damage.” She blinked away the tears, forced a smile. 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows. Her cyborg didn’t believe her. 
 
    “I’m still hungry.” She gazed pointedly at the nourishment bar, trying to distract him. 
 
    Ghost grunted and patiently fed her the remaining bar. While she ate, he watched her, his expression intense. The task meant something to him. 
 
    Lethe didn’t understand what that something was. She knew what she wanted it to be but that was unlikely. As she had said earlier, he barely knew her. 
 
    He certainly didn’t know all of her secrets. 
 
    “Do all cyborg males feed their females?” she asked, hoping the answer was ‘no’. 
 
    Ghost tilted his head to the side. There was a pause as though he was thinking. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. She wasn’t special to him. Feeding females was a sexual quirk his kind had. “That’s why you’re doing this.” 
 
    “Want.” His eyes glowed, lit with energy. “Care. Mine.” 
 
    Her gaze lowered to his groin. He was fully erect. “You do want.” That knowledge lifted her spirits. 
 
    “Always.” He grinned, looking so adorably mischievous; she had to smile back at him. 
 
    “Always.” She wished she could believe in that word, believe in him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Ghost watched his female as she donned her uniform. She appeared as happy as he felt, buoyed by their victory, bubbling with his nanocybotics. 
 
    Her eyes shone. Her skin glowed. Her golden curls framed a face flushed from vigorous breeding. He gazed at her with wonder. 
 
    How could she doubt that he wanted her? Any functional male would desire his female. 
 
    And she was his. He gripped her shoulder, needing to touch her, to reassure himself she wasn’t a figment of his damaged processors. 
 
    “We should contact the merchant ship.” His female had slipped back into her captain role. 
 
    “You.” Ghost limited the range of the recording device to her chair only. “Cyborg.” He tapped his right thumb against his bare chest. 
 
    “You’re part of my crew.” She frowned as she claimed that seat. 
 
    He wasn’t part of her crew. He was her only crew member and he was much more than that to her. She was his female. He was her male. 
 
    “Threat.” Ghost indicated the main viewscreen. He knew nothing about the beings in the merchant ship. 
 
    It could be an elaborate trap. He’d seen the Humanoid Alliance set those for unsuspecting beings. They lured Rebels in, waited for them to drop their guard, and then killed them. 
 
    “That is unlikely.” His female disagreed. “But it wouldn’t hurt us to be cautious. The commander communicated that the Rebels’ alliance with the cyborgs was to remain a secret.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. He hadn’t heard of any alliance between the Rebels and the cyborgs. 
 
    “We know nothing about the merchant ship crew.” His female drummed her fingertips against the armrests. “Did we perform a lifeform scan?” 
 
    He scanned the vessel. “Two. Human.” 
 
    They were smaller than his female. That didn’t mean they weren’t a threat. Some of the smallest Humanoid Alliance officers had been the cruelest, reveling in killing others. 
 
    His female stared at the main viewscreen. “If their ship is damaged and we don’t help them, they’ll be attacked by the next Humanoid Alliance warship. The battle, our victory will have been for nothing.” 
 
    The merchant ship hadn’t moved far from their original location. That could indicate damage. 
 
    Or it could be a trap. 
 
    “Restrict their visual and hail them over public frequencies,” his female ordered. 
 
    He complied. “No open.” They weren’t accepting the hail. 
 
    Ghost’s trepidation increased. He wanted to protect his female, fly their warship far from potential danger. 
 
    “Their communications system might be damaged.” She was determined to speak with the humans, however. “Can you force it?” 
 
    He was a cyborg. He could do anything. Ghost opened communications. 
 
    “A female.” The voice answering was also female. The image on the main viewscreen was scrambled, lines concealing her face. “She’s a human female, Rhea.” 
 
    “If she’s female, she can’t be Humanoid Alliance.” Rhea, the second female, observed. 
 
    “She’s a friend.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” Rhea pointed out, her voice devoid of emotion. “Not everyone is your friend, Paloma. We talked about this.” 
 
    “Not everyone is our enemy either,” the first female, Paloma, muttered. “Just because you’re older than me by six solar cycles doesn’t mean you know everything.” 
 
    “We’re not talking about this right now.” 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    Ghost stabilized the visual. The two human females crowded around the transmission device. 
 
    The older one, a brown-eyed brunette, gazed at them, her expression as blank, as unrevealing as a cyborg’s. That begrudgingly earned her Ghost’s respect. They were strangers and the females shouldn’t trust them. But it also increased his unease. What were the females hiding? 
 
    He studied her more closely, looking for possible threats. The female’s hair was pulled back. Her flight suit was gray, blending into the panels of her ship. Her forehead was beaded with perspiration. That was due to the temperature, not nervousness. The younger female’s skin glistened also. 
 
    The second female was the opposite of the first female. She radiated emotion, the blue-eyed blonde’s bottom lip protruding. And she was dressed to draw gazes. Her bright blue flight suit was partially unfastened, showing a portion of her breasts. 
 
    If the skin on display was a tactic, it was wasted on Ghost. Neither Paloma nor Rhea were his female. He wasn’t physically interested in them. 
 
    “I’m Captain Lethe.” His female introduced herself. “Do you require assistance?” 
 
    “I’m Captain Rhea.” The older female responded. 
 
    “Can I be a captain too?” the younger female asked. 
 
    “No, you cannot.” Captain Rhea’s serene expression didn’t change. “This is Officer Paloma.” 
 
    “Captain Paloma,” the younger female corrected. “We’re all captains.” She smiled. 
 
    “Paloma.” Captain Rhea swept a strand of hair away from her face. Ghost spotted the gleam of a gun muzzle. It was hidden in her right sleeve. The female was armed. 
 
    “Captain Paloma.” The younger female insisted on that title. 
 
    “Our systems are damaged, Captain Lethe.” Captain Rhea returned her attention to Ghost’s female. “And we’ve been unable to repair them. We’re operating on merely a fraction of our power, have limited mobility.” 
 
    “Dwindling supplies,” the other female contributed. 
 
    Ghost’s female narrowed her eyes. “There was no distress call.” 
 
    “We’re not fools.” Captain Rhea’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “The Humanoid Alliance are monitoring all distress calls. If we sent one, we’d be blown out of space.” 
 
    “Then what was your plan?” His female’s tone was dry. 
 
    “What was our plan?” Captain Paloma looked at Captain Rhea. 
 
    The older female didn’t answer. 
 
    “You didn’t have one.” His female concluded. “I’m putting you on mute. I must confer with my crew.” She glanced at him. 
 
    Ghost muted the communication, nodded at her. 
 
    She covered her lips with her hand. “We have to help them.” 
 
    Ghost grunted, disagreeing. 
 
    They didn’t have to do anything. 
 
    The two beings were female and alone, that combination triggering his protective instincts, but he had fought females in battle numerous times. They had been fierce, killed as readily, as efficiently as their male counterparts. 
 
    And these two females didn’t belong to him or to his brethren. They weren’t Rebels, weren’t part of his female’s faction. Ghost and his female owed them nothing. 
 
    “We’ll dock with them.” His female disregarded his misgivings. “You can stay here. I’ll try to fix their systems.” 
 
    He didn’t like her plan. The older female was armed and was hiding something. The younger one likely was also. It could be a trap. “No dock.” 
 
    “Ghost—” 
 
    “No.” He wasn’t moving on that decision. “Help here.” He patted the console. They would help the two females remotely. 
 
    “That won’t work.” His female shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing against her cheeks. “We’ll dock and—” 
 
    “No dock,” he roared. 
 
    “This is my ship.” She reminded him. “Captains decide whether or not a ship docks and I am the captain. That was our deal.” 
 
    “Danger.” He wouldn’t risk her lifespan. 
 
    “You heard the sisters, Ghost.” His female blew out her breath. “The youngest one opens her mouth and her brains fall out.” She glanced at the main viewscreen. The two females were muted but the youngest sister’s mouth moved. “They’re not plotting against us. They don’t have the ability to keep that big of a secret.” 
 
    Ghost didn’t share his female’s level of certainty. 
 
    She studied him for a moment. “I’ll make a deal with you, trade—” 
 
    “No deals.” He smacked his palms against the console and she jumped. “You. Safe. First.” He held up his right index finger. 
 
    There was nothing she could trade that was more valuable to him than her lifespan. 
 
    “There are other females you can idiot.” She sounded exasperated with him. “We’re assisting two of them.” 
 
    “Not Mine.” He’d lived for many human lifespans and he knew there would be no one else for him. She would be the only being he’d ever breed with, claim, care for. 
 
    “I’m the captain,” she grumbled. “You should follow my orders.” 
 
    Not when those orders put her lifespan at risk. 
 
    “That could be me in that merchant ship, Ghost.” She touched his arm. “Wouldn’t you want someone to save me?” 
 
    Some of his resolve dissipated. “Not you.” It wasn’t her in the merchant ship. 
 
    “But someone did save me from Mercury Minor.” His female gazed at him. “Even with the payment he extracted, I was grateful. I would have died if it weren’t for him.” Sorrow, pain, loss reflected in her eyes. “The sisters might die without our help.” 
 
    Ghost understood why she needed to help the females, the sisters as she called them. It was important to her emotional system. 
 
    But his first concern was her physical survival. 
 
    “If something bad happens to them, I couldn’t live with the knowledge that we didn’t try to help. It would damage me.” 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. He could never damage her. 
 
    “My mission.” Ghost relented. “I lead.” She would follow his orders. 
 
    His female opened her mouth, protest reflecting in her eyes. 
 
    “Protect.” He had to safeguard her. “No lead. No deal.” He chopped the air with his hands. That was non-negotiable. “Cyborg.” He was manufactured for these types of assignments. “Missions past.” 
 
    All of those missions had ended with killing. He didn’t share that with his female. 
 
    “We’ll dock with them, fix their systems?” She lifted her eyebrows. 
 
    “I fix.” He’d repair the merchant ship’s systems, if they were truly damaged. “You here.” He patted her chair’s backrest. 
 
    She would stay on their warship, where she was safe. 
 
    His female frowned. “You have gray skin, those beautiful blue eyes. Your model number is inked on your cheek.” 
 
    He stared at her. She thought his eyes were beautiful? 
 
    “The sisters will know you’re a cyborg.” 
 
    “Your cyborg.” The sisters didn’t have to know he was free, that he had the ability to operate on his own, without instructions. 
 
    His female’s forehead furrowed. 
 
    “Machine,” he explained. “You order. I obey.” The sisters would believe he was following her commands. 
 
    “Like a robot.” 
 
    Ghost grunted, unhappy with being compared to a brainless robot. 
 
    “That could work.” She studied him. “And you could make the repairs quickly. You are good with systems.” 
 
    He was also very difficult to kill. If the two humans were a threat, he’d eliminate them, keep his female safe. 
 
    She unmuted the communications. “We’ll dock with your ship and my cyborg will assist you with your repairs.” 
 
    “Your cyborg?” The eldest sister blinked. 
 
    The youngest sister craned her neck as though trying to see beyond the confines of the recording device. 
 
    “The cyborg came with the warship.” His female shifted in her seat, her discomfort with the story palpable. “I’ve reprogrammed him. He follows my commands.” She paused. “Don’t draw your weapons around him. He’ll perceive that as a threat and respond.” 
 
    The youngest sister gasped. The eldest sister nodded. “Noted.” 
 
    “Prepare to be boarded.” His female ended communications. 
 
    “It,” he corrected, redirecting the warship to rendezvous with the merchant ship. 
 
    “What?” She turned her head. 
 
    “It, not he.” Humans viewed him as a machine, not a being. “It follows. It’ll perceive.” It would protect her, he silently added. 
 
    “It had better wear garments or it will shock those two beautiful females with its naked body.” Her lips twisted. “And the sisters were beautiful, weren’t they?” 
 
    Ghost grunted. They weren’t his. He had no interest in them. 
 
    “Rhea has a quiet beauty. Paloma is flashier. She’s young but I had less solar cycles when I...” His female paused. “When I escaped Mercury Minor.” 
 
    He didn’t know how to repair the emotional damage she incurred during that escape. That frustrated him. 
 
    “I doubt they were part of a similar invasion. They seem like good beings.” Her female implied that surviving an invasion and being a good human was mutually exclusive. “Trusting, innocent. They didn’t ask me what I wanted in return.” 
 
    All Ghost wanted in return was his female’s safety. “Mission.” They had to focus on that, not on the sisters and not on the past. 
 
    “Right.” His female straightened. “I’m correcting our course and slowing our speed.” She inputted their approach into the control panel. 
 
    Ghost verified her calculations. They didn’t have a cyborg’s level of accuracy but they were sufficient. The docking connectors would be aligned. 
 
    His female didn’t require his assistance on the bridge. 
 
    Ghost gazed at her, reluctant to leave her yet knowing the bridge was the safest place for her to be. “If danger, shut doors. Break away.” She was to close the interior doors and disengage with the cargo ship, save herself. 
 
    “I would never do that.” She stood. “You’d be sucked into space.” 
 
    “Cyborg.” Cyborgs couldn’t survive in open space. He didn’t tell her that. 
 
    “You are a cyborg.” His female gazed up at him. “You’re big and strong and you’ve completed these types of missions in the past.” Lines furrowed her forehead. “You’ll be okay.” The concern in her big brown eyes belied her words and caused hope to unfurl in Ghost’s chest. 
 
    She must care for him a little. 
 
    “Mine.” He grasped her arms, needing to touch her. If the mission went wrong, it would be for the last time. 
 
    “Yours.” She didn’t pull away from him. “I’ll join you once the soft docking is completed.” 
 
    “No.” He released her. “Stay here.” He didn’t want her to put herself in danger. 
 
    She opened her mouth. 
 
    “No.” He scowled at her. 
 
    She looked back at him. Her jaw jutted. 
 
    His female was a stubborn being. 
 
    “Stay,” Ghost told her one last time, hoping she’d listen to him. He stalked away from her, intent on completing his mission quickly. 
 
    “Wear a flight suit,” she called after him. 
 
    They might be walking into a trap, a situation that might kill both of them, and she was worried about his bare donkey. 
 
    He ran through the corridors, passed a storage chamber. Frag. He backed up, entered the small space, donned a flight suit, brown like his female’s eyes. It pulled tight across his shoulders and didn’t cover his wrists or ankles, even the largest human smaller than him. 
 
    He originally had a set of custom-made body armor but that had been blasted to bits in a battle solar cycles ago and the Humanoid Alliance had never replaced it. 
 
    If the armor still existed, he would have strapped it to his female, adding a layer of protection. That would have ensured she stayed in her seat also. He doubted she’d have the strength to lift it. 
 
    He exited the storage chamber, leaving his feet bare. His toes shouldn’t offend any beings and he liked having them free, having that connection with the floor. 
 
    Ghost’s next stop was a weapons chamber. He selected two long guns, loaded them, slung one over each shoulder. Smaller guns were stuffed into his pockets. Daggers were slid into his boots. The tension in his spine eased. He was fully armed, ready to face any attackers. 
 
    Ghost jogged toward the docking connector doors, his tread silent. 
 
    The warship had multiple docking connectors. His female had wisely chosen the one that was the farthest away from the bridge. It also wasn’t near the engines or any other vital systems. 
 
    As Ghost moved, he activated all the firewalls except the one in the corridor through which he entered the space. If something happened, the impact should be minimized. 
 
    His female should survive. 
 
    The warship jerked as it bumped against the other vessel. 
 
    He waited by the interior doors. The docking connectors locked, sealing. The space between the two ships pressurized. 
 
    There was no other activity. No one blasted through the merchant ship’s doors to attack him. Nothing set off the alarms or compromised the warship’s integrity. 
 
    Ghost placed his hands on a control panel. “Docked.” He communicated that to his female. “Opening interior doors.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    The doors opened. He moved toward the merchant ship. An old vessel, it had no control panel on the exterior but it had an input slot. 
 
    He braced himself for possible damage, pushed his finger into the opening. Nothing happened. He connected with the merchant ship’s systems. They were low on power, barely functional. He detected no triggers, no traps left for rescuers. 
 
    A delectable scent teased his nostrils. He breathed deeply, taking his female’s musk into his body. “Told you stay.” She’d disobeyed him, following him. 
 
    “You’re wearing a flight suit.” His female didn’t address his comment. 
 
    Ghost grunted an affirmative. He had listened to her advice. 
 
    She smiled at him, her beauty hitting him like a missile to his gut. “You’re the lead on this mission. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Go back,” he ordered. She was to return to the bridge. 
 
    “No.” She withdrew a gun from her pocket. “Like you said, this could be a trap. I’m not sending you into possible danger alone.” 
 
    She was concerned about him. In the past, no one had cared whether he lived or died. He was a weapon to be utilized, a disposable machine. 
 
    “Cyborg.” Emotion softened his voice. “No worry.” 
 
    “Of course, I have to worry about you.” She snapped. “I’m your captain.” 
 
    He frowned at her. She was more than his captain. “Mine.” 
 
    “I won’t be yours if you get yourself killed.” 
 
    Ghost’s heart lightened. A being who didn’t care wouldn’t have said that with the vehemence she did, the gun shaking in her hands. 
 
    “And I am supposed to be controlling you.” She avoided her gaze. “You’re my machine, remember?” 
 
    “Gave orders.” He waved his hands in the direction of the bridge. She could control him remotely as the Humanoid Alliance had. They assigned him a task and assumed he’d complete it. 
 
    Her lips parted. 
 
    “Go back,” he roared, trying a different tactic. 
 
    Her eyes widened but she didn’t move. His female was fearless. 
 
    Ghost contemplated the situation for a moment. He was situated between her and the merchant ship. There were no signs of any incendiary devices. 
 
    “Back to wall.” He amended his instructions. “Far.” He wanted her as far away as possible from the merchant ship. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Gun.” Ghost pointed at the weapon in her hand. “See.” He tapped his chest. “Protect.” His little human could protect him from there. 
 
    She cast him a dark glance but did as he requested. 
 
    He returned his attention to his mission. The mechanism for the merchant ship hatch was as primitive as he was. It recognized two directions—open and close. 
 
    “Open.” He flipped the digital switch. 
 
    The hatch creaked as it slowly pushed outward. 
 
    There were no explosions, no gunfire, no damage of any kind. 
 
    “They’re here,” a cheery voice rang out. It belonged to the youngest sister. The sound of her tread grew louder as she approached. 
 
    “Stop,” he yelled. 
 
    One of the sisters gasped. 
 
    “Drop everything you’re holding and raise your arms above your head,” his female added. “Don’t make any sudden movements. Allow my cyborg to survey the situation.” 
 
    Ghost grunted and swept into the small space, guns in both of his hands. It smelled like females, the wrong females. His nose twitched. 
 
    The sisters stood with their hands in the air, their faces pale, their eyes round. The youngest sister shook. The eldest sister watched him. 
 
    “You’re scaring them.” His female, knowing no caution, pushed past him. 
 
    “No.” He grabbed her wrist, pulled her back behind him. “Not safe.” 
 
    The sisters didn’t belong to him or to his brethren. Tension rose within Ghost. They were strangers. He didn’t know them, didn’t trust them. And he wasn’t familiar with the terrain. He didn’t sense any other beings but there could be traps set for them. 
 
    The images of the females Ghost had failed rotated through his processors, torturing him, reminding him. Darkness circled his vision system. He lifted his guns, the urge to kill, to remove all threats to his female pulling at him. 
 
    “Easy, Ghost.” His female rubbed his back, her hands moving in soothing circles over his flexed muscles. “They’re following our orders. They aren’t armed. They’re friends, not the enemy.” 
 
    His female didn’t know that they were friends. Not for certain. 
 
    Ghost grunted and glowered at the sisters. He wasn’t taking any risks. 
 
    “We are friends.” The youngest sister smiled. 
 
    He growled. Her voice irritated him. 
 
    “Shhh…” His female pressed her body against his. “Focus on me.” 
 
    He breathed deeply, taking her delectable scent into his lungs. That calmed him. 
 
    “We’re moving toward the console.” His female shifted in that direction. “Once we complete the repairs, we’ll leave.” 
 
    “Safe.” He shifted with her, ensuring his larger form was between her and the others. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll be safe.” 
 
    He’d repair the ship’s damage quickly, while monitoring the other beings’ movements. Then he’d take her back to their vessel, where she’d be safe. 
 
    He kept his gaze on the sisters. 
 
    If they moved, they were dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Half a shift later, Lethe sat on the console beside Ghost, one of her hands set on his shoulder, and she listened as Paloma, the youngest member of the merchant ship’s two-being crew, shared everything that flowed through her mind. 
 
    “Someone spread a nasty rumor about us being Rebels. I bet it was our horrible neighbor. He’s a grumpy old male, always complaining about me walking through his lot of land. The Humanoid Alliance warriors believed that rumor and knocked on our domicile’s door in the middle of the rest cycle. Rhea and I ran out through the back door, escaping, but Father and Mother were caught, arrested, and imprisoned.” 
 
    If the Humanoid Alliance had believed the parents were Rebels, they would have killed the sisters’ father and mother, not imprisoned them. 
 
    Ghost’s soft snort communicated that he also questioned the truth of the story. 
 
    Lethe said nothing because, although Paloma was a couple of solar cycles older than she’d been when she’d escaped Mercury Minor, the girl had been sheltered by her older sister. She was agonizingly innocent, might not be cognizant of the real situation. 
 
    “Paloma, we talked about this.” Rhea’s head bowed over the handheld she was repairing. The older sister was slowly lowering her guard around them, trusting them more and more. “Starting over means not discussing our past with our new friends.” 
 
    “I know. I know. We should be focusing on the future.” The girl rolled our eyes. “We’re now fugitives.” She said that as though it were a great thing to be. “And where do fugitives go? To Carinae E.” She answered her own question. “That’s to be our new home. We’ll wait for Father and Mother there.” 
 
    Rhea’s bottom lip quivered. 
 
    “Carinae E is a primitive planet but I love primitive.” The girl, unaware of her sister’s distress, ogled Ghost’s bulging biceps. His muscles strained the fabric of his flight suit. “Anything could happen. Rhea doesn’t believe I can handle it.” 
 
    “You can’t, not alone.” The eldest sister commented quietly. 
 
    “But I can.” Paloma’s eyes glowed. “Oh, I can.” 
 
    The girl was stunningly beautiful and a bit besotted with Ghost. Neither of the sisters hid their fascination with him. Rhea peeked at him through lowered lashes when she thought no one was watching her. Paloma openly gazed at the cyborg as though he was her savior. 
 
    The sisters didn’t have the emotional baggage Lethe had. They accepted their assistance as though it was natural, didn’t once offer them anything in return. 
 
    Ghost must have noticed all of that. 
 
    He glanced up from the circuit he was fusing together. Or maybe he was too concerned about the ship’s repairs to notice the females. 
 
    There were stress lines around his grimly set lips. Lethe swallowed her sigh. Cyborgs might not need breaks physically but her damaged warrior needed one emotionally. 
 
    She patted her legs. 
 
    He set the circuit aside and placed his head in her lap. Lethe welcomed the weight, threaded her fingers through his thick black hair, massaged his scalp. A low rumble of happiness came from his chest. 
 
    “I know how to use a gun.” Paloma continued to talk. “Rhea taught me how and I’m not bad at it.” Rhea’s lifted eyebrows said otherwise. “I hit the target.” 
 
    “Once in a thousand shots,” her sister murmured. 
 
    “With practice, I’ll improve. A warrior won’t have to worry about protecting me. I can protect myself.” 
 
    Lethe gazed down at Ghost. The girl thought she could protect herself but she had never been on her own. She hadn’t lived through an invasion. Guns were useless against a ship’s missiles. 
 
    Ghost burrowed his face between her legs, pressing against her fabric-covered mons. He inhaled and exhaled deeply, his breath warming her. 
 
    Lethe’s cheeks heated. She wanted him. She never stopped wanting him. And he was smelling her arousal. 
 
    Ghost had asked to be treated like a machine. He was either oblivious of what he was doing or he’d realized his reaction to the sisters had scuttled that plan. 
 
    He’d viewed them as a threat, had been one wrong word away from shooting them. 
 
    And now, he snuggled against her, his expression blissful. 
 
    Lethe stroked his hair. He was no unfeeling weapon of war. 
 
    “I would make a good mate for a warrior.” Paloma chattered. “Any type of warrior. Human. Humanoid. Cyborg.” 
 
    Ghost lifted his head. “Not ours.” He frowned at the girl. 
 
    She frowned back at him. “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    Everyone, including Lethe, looked at him. 
 
    Her cyborg didn’t offer an explanation. He returned to his assigned task, repairing the ship’s systems. 
 
    Lethe gritted her teeth, frustrated by his lack of answer, missing his touch. 
 
    He reached out, grasped her wrist and placed her palm on his shoulder. Her heart lightened. He must miss her touch also. 
 
    “I could be yours.” Paloma huffed. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Paloma,” Rhea cautioned, glancing pointedly at Lethe. 
 
    Ghost didn’t deny the girl’s claim and Lethe’s lifting spirits sank once again. Paloma was a better female for him, for any male. She knew that. 
 
    “I might not know a lot about cyborgs but I learn quickly.” Paloma stuck her nose in the air. “I’ve already learned how to find drinkable sources of liquid on an arid planet.” 
 
    “Because I told you how,” Rhea contributed, her voice barely audible. 
 
    “You think you know everything but you don’t.” Paloma sniffed. “I know things too.” 
 
    She listed all of the things she knew. Almost everything on that list was learned from databases, not experience. 
 
    Lethe had studied survival training yet she’d barely lived through the Humanoid Alliance invasion. Theory and the real universe were often two different things. 
 
    She hoped the girl would never find that out. 
 
    Ghost worked on the systems. One by one, they went back online, the air in the ship cooling, the lights brightening. 
 
    Pride bloomed in Lethe’s chest. She’d never met any being who could match his skills with systems. 
 
    “Repaired.” He straightened. 
 
    The sisters voiced their gratitude. Ghost looked at Lethe. 
 
    “You did well.” She smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    He stood a bit taller. “Leave now.” He lifted her off the console, lowered her until her booted feet touched the floor. 
 
    “You can stay longer.” Paloma stepped forward. “We can thank you properly.” 
 
    Ghost pushed Lethe behind him, removing that barrier between him and the girl. Lethe gazed at his back, hurt and confused by his treatment. 
 
    Did he want to be thanked properly, whatever that meant? 
 
    “Rhea can talk to Captain Lethe and I can talk to you.” The girl worshipped Ghost with her eyes. “In private. Without anyone listening, offering their unwanted opinions.” She wrinkled her nose at her sister. 
 
    Rhea pressed her lips together, saying nothing. 
 
    “We can be free.” Paloma’s small breasts were almost free of her flight suit, the garment unfastened to mid-torso. 
 
    That near-nudity had been justified when they entered the ship. The temperature had been sickeningly hot. But now that the systems were working, cool air blasted them. 
 
    The girl’s nipples were taut, pressing against the fabric. 
 
    Lethe curled her fingers into tight fists, sucking back her jealousy. The girl was young, innocent, more intent on escaping her sister’s watchful gaze than seducing Ghost. She likely didn’t realize her state of undress. 
 
    “We can do what we want.” The girl walked toward the cyborg. “There will be no older sisters or humans thinking they’re our owners controlling us.” 
 
    Ghost’s hands blurred. One moment, his guns were in his pockets. The next moment, the weapons were pointed at the girl’s head. 
 
    “Blast it, Ghost.” Lethe rushed around his big body. “Put the guns down.” She tugged on his arms. “You’re not shooting anyone.” 
 
    His grunt said he disagreed. 
 
    “You’re making him act like this.” The girl had no idea how close she was to being killed. “You’re controlling him like Rhea controls me.” 
 
    No one controlled Ghost. “Paloma, back away from him, slowly.” 
 
    “It isn’t fair.” The girl didn’t move. “He’s a being, not a robot.” 
 
    “Paloma, for once in your lifespan, be quiet.” Rhea pulled her backward. 
 
    “Of course you would take her side.” The girl’s bottom lip curled. “You treat me the same way. You don’t own me, Rhea, and, Ghost might have come with the warship but Captain Lethe doesn’t own him either.” 
 
    Ghost growled, his eyes blazing with emotion. 
 
    “Easy.” Lethe petted his neck, trying to calm him. “You’re right, Paloma. I don’t own Ghost.” She dropped the last semblance of that act. “And I understand your struggle with your sister.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she muttered. 
 
    “I said similar things to my father, my mother, my siblings, their mates, many solar cycles ago.” Lethe touched Ghost as she talked. “I told them I was a grown female. They couldn’t make decisions for me, couldn’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    Her big cyborg became still. He was listening to her. 
 
    “I was meant for different things, better things. My father yelled. My mother looked at me with disappointment. My siblings argued. I yelled that they didn’t understand and I left.” 
 
    “And now you’re a captain of a huge ship,” Paloma said smugly. “You showed them.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t show them.” She gazed up at Ghost, not hiding the pain she felt. “Because the Humanoid Alliance invaded that rest cycle. My father, my mother, my siblings, everyone I loved was dead before the sun rose. I never spoke—” Her voice broke. 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost rumbled. 
 
    Lethe blinked back tears. 
 
    He grunted, hooked one of his arms around her, his forearm sliding under her donkey and he hefted her upward, balanced her over his shoulder. 
 
    She yelped and grabbed fistfuls of his flight suit. “Ghost.” 
 
    “Leave now.” His guns remained in his hands. 
 
    They had to depart before he decided to use them. “We’ll escort you for a planet rotation.” She informed the sisters. “Ensure your systems are working.” 
 
    The two females were stopping at a non-Humanoid Alliance-controlled planet to replenish supplies. It wasn’t on the course to Earth Minor, the destination she and Ghost had set, but a two-planet-rotation delay wouldn’t make a difference in their plans. 
 
    “Thank you.” Rhea told her. “For everything.” She hugged her sister. 
 
    Paloma stiffened but allowed the embrace. 
 
    Ghost carried Lethe through the merchant ship, heading for the exit. 
 
    “What happened to pretending you’re a machine?” She muttered against his back. “Would a machine lug around its handler?” 
 
    “Handler safe.” He slapped her donkey, his hand as hard as the gun he held, and she jerked, surprised, aroused, needy. “Programming.” 
 
    “Oh.” She thought about his answer. “Is that why you keep me safe—it’s in your programming?” 
 
    “Mine.” He stalked through the merchant ship’s outer door. “Still.” He released her, put his guns in his pockets, and secured the door. Lethe wobbled. He strapped his arm across her legs, preventing her from falling. 
 
    “Both Rhea and Paloma like you.” She had to address that situation. “They want to be yours.” 
 
    “Not Mine.” He closed the warship’s door, locked it. 
 
    The docking connectors disengaged. The two ships drifted slowly apart. 
 
    “You’re free now. You can choose to be with them. You don’t have to stay with me.” If he was going to leave her, it would be less painful if he did that now, before she became attached to him. 
 
    Before she became more attached to him. He already owned a slice of her heart. 
 
    When they parted ways, she would miss him. 
 
    Ghost rubbed her over him, the action, the friction exciting Lethe, making the conversation they had to have even more difficult. 
 
    “I’m not a good being.” She had to tell him what she’d done. He wouldn’t remain with her then. She realized that. But she had to be honest with him. “You heard what I did to my family. I made them believe I didn’t love them and then they died.” 
 
    They would never know how much she cared, how much she loved them even now, a lifetime after their deaths. 
 
    Ghost breathed deeply and his nose wrinkled with disgust. 
 
    She cringed. “That’s not the worst of it.” She had to tell him everything. “I harassed a male, a stranger, for a container of water. I messed another male, another stranger, to earn a seat on his ship, a seat reserved for a mother and her baby. I messed—” 
 
    “No.” He set her on her booted feet. “Too much.” 
 
    “It is too much.” Her heart sank. “No male could accept the things I’ve done.” She was a fool to dream a relationship with him was possible. “I’m a horrible being.” 
 
    “Smell bad.” Ghost yanked on his flight suit again and again, shredding the garment into strips. “On me.” He shuddered. Gray skin rippled over hard muscle. “All over.” 
 
    She stared at him, confused. “What smell?” 
 
    “Females.” He picked her up once more, slid her up and down him. “Smell wrong. Sound wrong.” He tilted his head to one side and then the other, wincing as though it pained him. “Not ours. Not Mine.” 
 
    He brushed her body over his, covering himself with her scent. 
 
    Lethe fought her arousal, forcing herself to focus on his words. “They smell wrong and I smell right?” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    That was a ‘yes.’ 
 
    Cyborgs had enhanced senses. She’d read that in a database. And her male was even more primitive, more beastlike than the models she’d studied. It was logical that he would be sensitive to scents. 
 
    “You could find another female who smelled right.” Then he’d want her too. 
 
    “Mine always.” He nuzzled his face into her hair. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” And she couldn’t trust in that. 
 
    “Know.” His lips curled upward, his expression blissful. “Cyborg. One female.” 
 
    “Cyborgs only have one female?” Some species mated for life. Were cyborgs one of them? 
 
    He nodded, his hair falling over his eyes. 
 
    She pushed the strands back. “And I’m your one female?” Lethe found that hard to believe. She was no one’s female. 
 
    His head dipped again. 
 
    She was his female, this gorgeous warrior’s one compatible mate. “You’re stuck with me, whether you like me or not.” Another female might view that as a bad thing. Lethe saw it as a miracle. “I’m the only female you can idiot.” 
 
    “Breed.” Ghost gripped her chest covering. 
 
    “No.” She slapped his hands. “Don’t tear my uniform.” 
 
    He lowered her booted feet to the floor. She stripped, which was difficult to do as he crowded against her, not giving her any space. 
 
    That was how much he wanted her. Her. His one female. 
 
    It was a physical bond. He’d said nothing about caring, about love. But it was more than she’d ever had. 
 
    She’d take it, cherish it. 
 
    Lethe slipped her feet into her boots. Ghost didn’t wait for her to fasten them. He boosted her high in the air, positioned her pussy hole above his tip, and drove her downward, impaling her on his hard cock with one fluid movement. 
 
    Lethe screamed, the shocking sensation of going from empty to overwhelmingly full in one heartbeat stimulating, as sexy as all space. Her boots fell, clunking on the floor. She wrapped her legs around him. 
 
    He grunted his satisfaction, held her in place while she writhed, dancing against him. 
 
    “You’re a brute,” she said as soon as she caught her breath. 
 
    “No males.” Ghost held her gaze, his face like stone. “Mine.” He had listened to her confession yet he wanted to harass her anyway. 
 
    Because he had no choice, Lethe rationalized. She was his one. 
 
    “No other males,” she agreed. “I’ll only forget you and you’ll only idiot me. Deal?” 
 
    “Breed.” He lifted her until only his cock head was inside her. “Deal.” 
 
    He dropped her. 
 
    She yelped, her pussy lips gliding along his shaft, stretched around his thickness. 
 
    He lifted her, dropped her, lifted her, dropped her. She wasn’t a small female but he showed no signs of exertion. No sweat beaded on his brow. His breathing remained level. 
 
    He was a savage being, her cyborg. Lethe dragged her fingernails along his arms, leaving red tracks on his gray skin, marking him as hers. 
 
    He snarled, his top lip curling, revealing perfect white teeth, and he harassed her faster, harder, taking her the way she needed to be taken, erasing thoughts of those other males, those other dissatisfying idiots. 
 
    Her feminine folds smacked against his base. Her breasts slapped against his chest. He was hard all over, skin over metal, organic and machine, male to his manufactured core. 
 
    She licked his neck, savoring his unique taste, and her big strong warrior trembled, that reaction turning her on. With him, she wasn’t a disposable female. She was his, his one, his only. They had a future. 
 
    That should have decreased her desperation. 
 
    It didn’t. It made her even more frantic to have him, to fill her pussy with his cum. She skimmed her teeth along his neck. 
 
    “Mine,” he shouted. “Mine.” He humped her with a mind-numbing ferocity, squeezing her donkey, his grip on her bruising, erotic, right. 
 
    Civilized was fake. Restrained and polite couldn’t be trusted. During the invasion, she’d seen how easily those fragile façades could be stripped from beings, leaving their primal souls exposed. 
 
    As Ghost’s true self was exposed in this moment, his passion, his brutality, his protectiveness, his need revealed. She saw all of him and he was glorious, a male to treasure, a male to align with, courageous and strong. 
 
    “Mine.” She joined her call with his, their voices echoing in the warship’s corridors. Her inner walls closed around his shaft. Her juices slicked the fall. 
 
    He drove her down on him again and again. His eyes blazed with energy. His jaw was defined. His nostrils flared. 
 
    Lethe clung to his broad shoulders, panting, her body throbbing with desire. Sweat ran in streams of warmth down her spine, between her donkey cheeks. The scent of sex hung heavily in the air. The sound of their punctuated their verbal claiming. 
 
    That was what it was—a claiming. He owned her and she owned him. That was their deal...for however long it lasted. 
 
    “Ghost.” The yearning became too acute. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t last. 
 
    “Mine.” He slammed her down on his cock, shaking her beleaguered form, and she shattered, decimated like a domicile during a missile attack. 
 
    She arched her back and wailed her release, pieces of her flying in all different directions. He howled a reply. Hard spurts of cum hit her, the pleasure pounding her to dust. 
 
    He came and came and came, the ecstasy never-ending. Lethe held onto him, calling his name until her voice faded, twisting and turning in his arms, a wild thing fighting for her survival, determined to endure. 
 
    He had stripped her bare. She was as exposed as he was, naked in her passion. She quivered. He shook but he didn’t collapse, didn’t fall to his knees, and he never let her go. 
 
    “Strong,” she mumbled against his bare chest. 
 
    Her cyborg would have survived the invasion. She closed her eyes. If he had been with her, he might have protected her. 
 
    He might have stayed with her, not abandoned her as the others had. 
 
    Because he needed her. She was his only female, his one. 
 
    Lethe smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    His little human was sleeping again. Ghost gathered her things, carried her to the bridge, claimed the captain’s chair, her chair, and set her carefully across his legs. 
 
    He relaxed. Her naked body against his felt right, the contact reassuring him. 
 
    He folded her uniform into a neat square, plunked the garment and her boots on the console beside them. His female’s fingers twitched. Ghost placed her dagger in her hands and the movement stopped. She sighed, the sound echoing his contentment, and she snuggled against his chest, breathing deeply, warm and soft and still. 
 
    Peace was a rarity in his lifespan. He monitored their surroundings, watching for danger, certain that the stillness wouldn’t last. 
 
    Their warship followed the merchant ship. The other vessel appeared to be operating as optimally as it could. It was old. Its circuits and systems had been a mess. 
 
    It had pleased his female when he repaired them. And that had pleased him. He kissed the top of her head. Her blonde curls spilled over her shoulders, a cascade of gold, touchable, his. Her scent clung to the strands, calming him. 
 
    She was safe. She was undamaged. He would protect her. 
 
    Ghost, Ace, the K Model cyborg, transmitted. 
 
    What? Ghost tensed. Was his female in danger? 
 
    The C Model talks, Thrasher, the other K Model, teased. 
 
    He must have repaired himself. 
 
    Or maybe he didn’t want to talk to you previously, donkey. 
 
    I hacked into his processors, genius. He was too damaged to transmit. 
 
    Communicate, Ghost bellowed through the transmission lines, the discussion irritating him. There could be a threat to his female and the two K models were wasting time with their foolishness. 
 
    C Models have no patience. Thrasher clucked his tongue. 
 
    C Model with warship. He reminded them. Communicate. 
 
    We have a battle station, Ace countered. And our Commander worries about your female. It is causing her emotional damage. Tell your female to communicate with her. 
 
    And tell your female to breed with you more. Thrasher laughed. It might repair your emotional damage. 
 
    They ended the transmission. 
 
    Ghost looked down at his sleeping female. He wasn’t waking her for that trivial request. 
 
    Moments passed. All was quiet. He scanned the cyborg transmissions. The council had ordered that every free warrior immediately return to cyborg-controlled space. 
 
    Earth Minor was in cyborg-controlled space. Once his female determined the merchant ship was fully operational, they would travel to that tiny planet. 
 
    His brethren protected the planet, ensuring his female would never experience another invasion as she had on Mercury Minor. He’d protect his female from any dangers on the ground. 
 
    “No,” his female mumbled, the fear in her voice pulling at Ghost’s heart. “No.” She squirmed. “No.” She jerked awake, her eyes opening, her dagger swooping upward as though to attack an imaginary foe. 
 
    “Safe,” he murmured, holding her tightly, wishing he could take away her past damage. 
 
    “Safe.” She blinked, her eyes focusing. “I’m safe.” 
 
    “Always.” Ghost nuzzled against her neck. He’d ensure that. 
 
    “I’m naked.” Her body stiffened. “Where are my boots? I need them.” 
 
    He grabbed them, placed them in her lap. 
 
    “Thank the stars.” She put them on her feet. 
 
    Why did she need them? “Invasion? Boots?” Had her feet been bare when the Humanoid Alliance invaded. Had she been forced to steal boots off a corpse? Some humans were sensitive about the dead, about touching them. 
 
    “I had boots but they didn’t have these.” She draped her feet over the armrest, fiddled with the heel of one of her boots. It slid open, revealing a small compartment. 
 
    Ghost grunted. That was a clever addition. 
 
    She showed him the contents. They were flat packets. “These contain drinkable liquid. It isn’t a lot but it would give me a few more planet rotations of living.” She closed the compartment. 
 
    His female carried a larger container of liquid in her pack. There was another container placed semi-permanently on the console. One of the systems she checked often was beverage filtration. 
 
    Cyborgs didn’t require much beverage. They were a closed system, didn’t sweat, all fluids recycled. Humans needed to drink. 
 
    And his little human had known thirst. “Safe.” 
 
    “I believed I was safe on Mercury Minor also.” She shrugged. “I complained that nothing exciting ever happened. And that changed in a heartbeat.” 
 
    He would protect her. Ghost scanned open space, looking for ships, possible danger. 
 
    “It was like I called them.” Guilt edged his female’s voice. “I caused them to invade, caused the death of my family, my friends.” 
 
    “Not logical.” He kissed her neck. She had been a female offspring with fourteen solar cycles. Her words had nothing to do with the Humanoid Alliance’s attack. 
 
    “I know it’s not logical.” Her laugh was shaky. “But neither is me living while they all died.” 
 
    “Strong. Survivor.” He was honored that she belonged to him. 
 
    “I did terrible things to survive.” 
 
    He didn’t like the thought of other males touching his female but that had prolonged her lifespan, allowing him to meet her, to claim her. “Not terrible.” 
 
    “You don’t know everything I did.” Her tone was bitter. “That container of liquid I traded my body for? Children begged me for a drop, a mere drop, and I didn’t share it. That seat on the ship? It could have been given to a mother and her baby. I saw her looking at me, judging me.” 
 
    She trembled. 
 
    “Not terrible,” Ghost repeated. He had done worse. 
 
    To lessen his female’s emotional damage, he would show her. He placed one of his hands on the control panel. 
 
    The footage he chose was the encounter that caused him to disconnect his machine from his organics. He and his brethren faced a crowd of females and offspring. The beings were unarmed, non-violent, had surrendered to the Humanoid Alliance. 
 
    “Ours.” He circled one female’s face. “Ours.” A female offspring with less than one solar cycle was circled. “Ours.” He circled a crying female. 
 
    He and his brethren raised their guns. 
 
    “Fire,” the Humanoid Alliance Officer yelled. 
 
    Ghost ended the footage. 
 
    It had hurt him what the humans had done to their own kind but it had devastated him what they had done to the females belonging to his brethren. He had lost a piece of himself with each death. 
 
    His female didn’t say anything, didn’t look at him. 
 
    Because he was a bad being, unworthy of her caring. “Failed to protect.” The guilt weighed on him. 
 
    “Would the Humanoid Alliance have killed you if you refused to obey them?” 
 
    “Kill all cyborgs.” If it had been only his lifespan he risked, he would have tried to save the females. 
 
    “Oh, Ghost.” His female covered his hands with hers. “That was an awful choice you had to make.” 
 
    “Ours.” He didn’t understand how she could forgive his actions. “Failed to protect.” 
 
    She swiveled in his lap, straddled his waist, captured his face between her palms. “You protected your brethren. How many were there?” 
 
    “One thousand, thirty-eight.” Why was the number of cyborgs important to her? 
 
    “You sacrificed three humans belonging to you to protect one thousand and thirty-eight cyborgs.” She held his gaze. 
 
    “Females.” They were precious. He grasped her hips. She was precious. 
 
    “Three females versus one thousand and thirty-eight males.” 
 
    She didn’t understand. “Must protect.” He placed one of her hands over his heart. “Must.” That was one of his missions, one of his duties in the universe. 
 
    “And me?” She splayed her fingers over his skin. 
 
    “Refuse to shoot. Protect Mine.” She was his. He would do anything to safeguard her. 
 
    “You would have risked the lifespans of over a thousand cyborgs to save one female.” She stared at him, her brown eyes wide. “That’s not logical.” 
 
    “Not one female. Mine.” He covered her hand, the hand he’d placed over his heart. She was a critical part of him. He couldn’t live without her. 
 
    “I want to believe that.” She lowered her gaze. “But words and actions are two different things. I saw that on Mercury Minor.” 
 
    He wasn’t a fickle human. “Believe.” He drew her to him, needing her closer. 
 
    She pressed her cheek against his chest. Ghost exhaled contentedly, reveling in that softness. His female was all curves, yielding and warm. 
 
    He rubbed her back, seeking to comfort her as her mere presence comforted him. 
 
    “Is that why you were damaged when I met you?” she whispered. “You were forced to kill three females?” 
 
    “More females. Failed to protect.” And he relived each death over and over again. He wrapped one of her blonde curls around his right index finger. Being close to her, touching her, smelling her scent, hearing her voice, lessened that agony, dulling the pain. 
 
    “You protected some of them.” His female was determined to see the best in him. “You protected the commander.” 
 
    He grunted. Some wasn’t nearly enough. 
 
    “How many females did the other cyborgs save?” 
 
    “Cannot sense.” The other cyborgs didn’t have his ability to identify the females. “Only me.” At first, he had told his brethren about the females. All that did was cause the other warriors emotional damage and increase his guilt. 
 
    He stopped telling them, keeping that knowledge and that pain to himself. 
 
    The other warriors, in contrast, had shared everything. Ghost had seen the battle footage recorded by millions of cyborgs, had seen them unknowingly kill females belonging to their brethren, females he was assigned to protect. 
 
    His heart, his organic brain hadn’t been able to cope. His solution had been to disconnect his machine. That hadn’t prevented him from hearing the cyborgs’ conversations but it had stopped the footage. And eventually, he had hoped that the memories would fade. 
 
    “You endured all of that alone.” His female lifted her head, gazing at him with sympathy. “As I survived the invasion alone. You had no one to talk to, no one to understand what you were dealing with, what you had to do…or not do.” 
 
    “My mission.” It hadn’t been a successful mission thus far. 
 
    “I have the same mission.” She smiled. “We saved two females last planet rotation.” 
 
    He’d put his female at risk during that adventure. “Protect you. Priority.” 
 
    “You can protect me while we save others.” She was undaunted. 
 
    “No.” He wouldn’t allow her to take chances with her lifespan. She was too precious to him. 
 
    “Yes.” His female wasn’t backing down. “It should be easy to do. Up to this point in my lifespan, I’ve been protecting myself.” 
 
    Ghost was acutely aware of that fact. “Danger.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a war.” Her laugh held no humor. “Danger is all around us.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be around her. “Protect.” His voice rose. “Not save others. Not mission.” 
 
    “It is our mission.” She pushed away from him. “Captains decide which missions their crews take and I am the captain. This is my warship. That was our deal.” 
 
    “Frag deal,” he roared, tired of hearing about it. “Earth Minor. Mission.” 
 
    They had to travel there. He could protect her in cyborg-controlled space. 
 
    “That was a placeholder destination.” His female stood, her body naked except for the boots on her feet. “We’re part of the Rebel fleet. We have to support the cause. That means we fight the Humanoid Alliance and we save others.” 
 
    Both tasks would put her in danger. “Mine.” He jumped to his feet also. “Obey.” 
 
    “I’m your captain, cyborg,” she shouted. “You obey me. Not the other way around.” She stomped around the bridge, her curves jiggling enticingly with every heavy placement of her booted feet. 
 
    “Your male.” He wanted to grab her, hold her to him, until she relented. 
 
    His female paced around and around, fuming, her fingers folded into tiny fists. She looked more adorable than fierce, her body agonizingly small, fragile, human. 
 
    She finally stopped in front of him. “If I don’t save others, the guilt will eat me alive, Ghost.” She grasped his hands. “You sacrificed a handful of females to save thousands of cyborgs.” 
 
    He’d sacrificed more than a handful of females. 
 
    “Whom did I save? Only myself.” She answered her own question. “I have to make my lifespan count.” 
 
    “Counts to me.” He linked his fingers with hers, his gray skin contrasting with her golden. “Saved me.” 
 
    “The commander wouldn’t have blown the ship up.” She interpreted his comment literally. “It’s an A Class Warship.” 
 
    “Your A Class Warship.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” The corners of her lips lifted, her mood immediately lighter. His little female was extremely proud of her role as captain. 
 
    “Saved two females.” She would have to be content with that. He wouldn’t allow her to risk her lifespan again. He wouldn’t fail his female. 
 
    “We did.” Her smile widened, illuminating her beautiful face. “What’s the status of the merchant ship?” His female claimed her seat once more. 
 
    Ghost stood beside her. “Speed constant. Flight level.” The merchant ship appeared to be functional. 
 
    “Their ship has been repaired and they have each other.” His female’s voice was edged with envy. “I had two older sisters. They watched me like Rhea watches Paloma. That’s why I had to wait until they were asleep before sneaking out of the settlement. They would catch me if I didn’t.” 
 
    “Love.” He wanted her to love him as she had loved her sisters. 
 
    “Yes, they did.” His female misinterpreted his words. “They didn’t understand me but they loved me.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    “My eldest sister maintained knowledge stations. She took the role very seriously, acting very stuffy in public, talking in a monotone.” She demonstrated, slowing her speech, keeping every syllable level. “But when she told a joke in private, she’d talk faster and faster, her pitch rising.” His female did the same. “And she always started giggling before she could finish it.” She shook her head. “She was the worst joke teller ever.” 
 
    His female laughed, her joy feeding Ghost’s. 
 
    “The sister closest to me in solar cycles followed every hair and garment trend in the settlement,” she shared. “Once, the trend was to stick your hair straight up.” His female pulled her locks upward. “My sister’s hair was so big; she couldn’t stand upright while entering the domicile. She had to bend over. It was hilarious to watch.” 
 
    His female laughed again. 
 
    “We had some good times.” 
 
    She stared at the main viewscreen, a smile on her face, her gaze unfocused. The merchant ship was displayed there but Ghost suspected she was replaying happy images from the distant past. 
 
    All of his happy images were of her. He reviewed them, moment by moment. Her voice, her touch, her scent had been perfectly preserved in his processors. 
 
    “I might argue with you, Ghost.” His female finally spoke. “But never question that I care for you. I do.” 
 
    Her revelation heated his chest. “Mine.” He added that moment to his hoard. 
 
    “If something bad were to happen to you or to me, I want you to know that.” 
 
    “Protect.” Nothing bad would happen to her. He’d safeguard his female. 
 
    She gazed at the main viewscreen for one, two, three heartbeats. 
 
    “Are all of our systems operating properly?” His female resumed her role as captain. 
 
    Ghost updated her on their ship’s activities, their course, the planetary movements in their current sector. 
 
    His female asked questions, performed scans, verified yet again that the liquid filtration system was operating. He unwrapped nourishment bars he’d sourced from a supply chamber, handed one to her. 
 
    They ate in a companionable silence. 
 
    She swallowed the last piece of the bar, took a swig from the beverage container. 
 
    “Speak with commander.” He relayed Ace and Thrasher’s message. 
 
    “I should do that.” His female nodded. “She’ll want to know the warship is secure.” 
 
    “You.” Ace and Thrasher had given him the impression the commander was more concerned about his female than the warship. 
 
    “I’ll be the one speaking with her.” His female’s gaze scanned his naked body and her delectable scent intensified. “It will be audio only.” 
 
    Ghost grunted his agreement. 
 
    His female lounged in her seat, clad only in her boots, unconcerned that she was almost as bare as he was. She was as comfortable with her nudity as cyborgs were with theirs. 
 
    But she was intriguingly peculiar about who saw his form. 
 
    Ghost suppressed video and hailed the battle station. A male answered and connected them to the commander. 
 
    The two females talked, their conversation brief, impersonal. His female didn’t mention him directly, didn’t say his name, didn’t claim him as hers. 
 
    But the commander didn’t refer to her males either. And he noticed his female mimicked how the older female spoke. 
 
    “I have the situation under control.” His female preened in her seat. 
 
    Ghost shifted his gaze to her. His female might be the captain but she wasn’t the being in control of their situation. 
 
    He was. 
 
    The commander gently reminded his female of the threats around them, the dishonorable tactics of the Humanoid Alliance, the uncertainty of the universe. 
 
    “I would never forget how quickly circumstances could change.” His female’s mood grew serious. She was thinking of the invasion, he knew. “I won’t let you down, Commander.” 
 
    She ended the communication with that vow. 
 
    “Care.” Ghost studied his female. She cared for the commander. 
 
    “One doesn’t care for a superior officer.” His female’s cheeks turned pink. “I admire her. She’s a skilled leader. She doesn’t have to trade herself to get what she wants.” She paused. “And I feel safe with her.” That last part was whispered. 
 
    Ghost clenched his jaw. No male would ever take advantage of his female again. 
 
    “Safe with me.” He scooped her out of her chair, claimed the seat, set her on his thighs. 
 
    “I do feel safe with you, cyborg.” His female’s smile returned. “The question is—do you feel safe with me?” 
 
    He grunted. Why wouldn’t he feel safe? 
 
    She placed her palms on the control panel and increased the warship’s speed, making a wide loop around the merchant ship. 
 
    Ghost didn’t know why she was doing that. It served no purpose. 
 
    Except give her joy. Her smile widened. 
 
    They moved faster and faster. Ghost placed his hands beside hers. 
 
    It took both of them to keep the vessel steady. 
 
    “Wild,” he murmured. His female had a reckless streak. 
 
    She laughed and pushed the engines harder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Two shifts later, Lethe operated at a slower speed. She sorted through the garments in a supply chamber, searching for a flight suit that was large enough to fit her C Model cyborg. He stood by the door, his arms crossed, his bare feet braced, safeguarding her. 
 
    It wasn’t necessary. No being could board her warship without her knowing about it. But arguing with him wouldn’t change his mind so she concentrated on her task. 
 
    “Human males are small.” She held a garment up to his body. It didn’t span his wide shoulders. 
 
    “Human females smaller.” Ghost’s eyes glowed as he scanned her from her forehead to her booted feet, his gaze pausing on her lips, her breasts, her hips. 
 
    She wanted him. Again. And he wanted her, his cock hard. She liked having that physical reassurance of his desire. But they were communicating with the merchant ship this planet rotation and she preferred the two sisters not gawk at his fit physique. 
 
    “This should fit you. Barely.” She tossed a flight suit at him. The fabric was gray like his skin. 
 
    He caught it in one hand, his reflexes inhumanly fast. “Brown,” he insisted on that color. 
 
    “Do you prefer brown because it’s darker?” It would easier blend into the shadows. 
 
    “Match you. Others know Mine.” His possessiveness thrilled her. 
 
    “If you want to match me, you should wear blue.” She tugged on her chest covering. “My uniform is blue.” 
 
    “Eyes.” 
 
    He wanted to wear brown because it would match her eyes. Lethe doubted any other male had ever noticed that detail about her. 
 
    “It would take time to find a brown flight suit that large.” Her voice was gruff. 
 
    “Have time.” Ghost stuffed the gray garment into the refuse chute. 
 
    “You have time,” she muttered as she searched through the remaining garments, looking for a brown flight suit able to fit his massive body. “I’m the captain. I should be on the bridge.” 
 
    “Safe.” He was more confident than she was about their guidance system. 
 
    She grumbled while she worked. He watched her, not moving from his post by the doors. Her cyborg took his self-assigned role as her protector very seriously. 
 
    Lethe was starting to believe in him, depend on him, and that frightened her. She’d learned at fourteen solar cycles that she could only count on herself. 
 
    “Here.” She threw a brown flight suit at him. “This is the last one, so don’t rip it to shreds.” 
 
    He grunted. His muscles rippled as he donned the garment. “Small.” He wasn’t able to completely fasten the flight suit. 
 
    Lethe found the triangle of exposed chest…distracting. She tore her gaze away from it, looked up at his handsome face. “It will have to do.” 
 
    He twisted his torso to look behind him. The seams strained. 
 
    “Stop that.” She smacked his arm. “We’re not fighting the enemy. We’re having a short conversation with the crew of the merchant ship.” 
 
    His lips flattened. 
 
    “Come on.” Lethe scooted around him, placed one of her hands on the control panel. The doors opened. She strode out, heading toward the bridge. 
 
    Ghost kept pace with her, the warrior looking from left to right. 
 
    There was nothing to gaze at. The corridors were empty, the warship devoid of other life forms. “We need a crew.” 
 
    “No crew.” Her cyborg disagreed. “Not safe.” 
 
    “Yes, that is an issue.” Her lips twisted. “There’s a spy at Rebel headquarters. We couldn’t trust anyone they sent to us.” She thought about the situation. “I could contact beings individually.” 
 
    She’d met those beings during her training. 
 
    “No contacting beings.” Ghost didn’t like that idea either. “No need for crew.” 
 
    She’d prefer to have no crew also. “Much as I like staying on the bridge, being there all the time isn’t feasible.” 
 
    “No crew.” 
 
    Lethe stopped walking and gazed up at him. “Ghost—” 
 
    “Kill all,” he roared, his fingers clenched into fists, his entire body vibrating. 
 
    She stared at Ghost. Would he truly kill any new crew members? 
 
    Her first image of her primitive cyborg, covered in blood, surrounded by the pieces of the beings he killed, flashed through her mind. 
 
    A prudent captain wouldn’t test him. 
 
    “We don’t need a crew.” She decided, patting his chest. 
 
    He strapped his arms around her waist, lifted her off the floor and rubbed her curves over his muscles. She held onto his shoulders while he nuzzled against her curls, breathing deeply, his chest rising and falling against her. 
 
    “You’re wearing the last brown flight suit,” she reminded him, knowing he was three heartbeats away from tearing both of their garments off them and her senseless against the wall. “And you’re not ruining my uniform.” 
 
    She’d worked hard to earn that garment, had traded the only thing she had to reach that first Rebel outpost. 
 
    Ghost paused, indecision etched across his face. 
 
    The wall panels opened and tiny cleaning bots rolled out, whirring and chirping. He set her down and turned, facing the machines, rumbling a warning. 
 
    The bots flashed their lights and backed up, beeping. 
 
    Ghost growled and stepped forward, stomping on the floor tiles with his bare feet. 
 
    “They won’t hurt you.” Lethe slipped her hand into one of his huge palms. 
 
    The sounds coming from her cyborg’s throat told her he disagreed. 
 
    “Ghost,” she barked, trying to distract him, knowing what fear could do to a being. 
 
    For solar cycles after the invasion, she jumped whenever there was a loud noise. She had to train herself not to respond. 
 
    He looked at her. “Mine.” 
 
    “Yes, yours.” Lethe suspected she would always be his, whether he remained by her side or not. “Escort me to the bridge.” She tugged on his hand. 
 
    Ghost allowed her to lead him away from the bots. His gaze didn’t leave the little machines until he turned a corner. 
 
    Then his shoulders lowered, her cyborg becoming calm once more. 
 
    He didn’t release her hand. They walked with their fingers linked, his stride shortened to match hers. 
 
    “Our next quest is to find you boots.” 
 
    “Free.” 
 
    “Being barefoot does feel freeing.” She smiled. Her male was all savage. “I’d often go barefoot on my hill outside the settlement on Mercury Minor. Nothing equals the sensation of dirt between your toes.” Her smile dimmed. “I hadn’t yet taken off my boots when the Humanoid Alliance invaded. Thankfully. The rubble would have sliced my feet to pieces.” 
 
    “Cyborg.” 
 
    He had the ability to self-heal. “Cyborgs still feel pain.” She shook her head. “I’ll find boots for you.” She’d take care of him. 
 
    They entered the bridge. Ghost had programmed their warship to mirror the movements of the merchant ship. Judging by the image on the main viewscreen, the two vessels had remained the designated distance apart. 
 
    “Systems check.” She sat in the captain’s chair, the same chair she’d shared with Ghost for shifts. It felt wrong to be sitting there by herself but they would be contacting the merchant ship and she was the captain. Captains didn’t sit on their first officers’ laps. 
 
    Instead, Ghost stood beside her, placing his hands on the embedded control panel. “Systems good. Manual navigation. Authorized?” 
 
    “Authorized.” 
 
    They ran through the usual checks, reviewed the sector around them. There was no unusual activity, no issues with the warship, no signs of any threats. 
 
    “We should hail the merchant ship.” She didn’t look at him. “They might offer you a role on their vessel.” She would do that if she was that ship’s captain. Ghost had skills no humans could equal. “My commander didn’t stop me from accepting my current role. I won’t stop you from accepting any role they extend to you.” 
 
    But he’d take a piece of her with him if he left her. 
 
    “Mine.” He covered her hand with his. “Always.” 
 
    Lethe found it difficult to believe in always. She’d watched normally loving beings fight for drops of liquid. 
 
    But she did understand about bartering, about having something another being wanted. “You’re staying with me because I smell right.” 
 
    And the other females smelled wrong. He could only touch her, harass her, come with her. 
 
    “Smell like Mine.” He nodded. 
 
    “If you change your mind—” 
 
    “Processors, organic brain not change. Programming set.” Her cyborg took her words literally. “My female.” 
 
    She wished she had his certainty. “Hail the merchant ship.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    The females’ faces were displayed on the main viewscreen. Ghost stepped closer to Lethe, his body lowering as though he prepared for an attack. He clearly considered them to be a threat. 
 
    Lethe squeezed his hand. The decision not to hire a crew had been the right one. 
 
    “Are there any issues with your ship, Captain Rhea?” she asked the eldest sister. 
 
    “It’s operating better than it has in solar cycles, Captain Lethe, thanks to Officer Ghost.” The female gave Ghost an honorary title Lethe suspected few cyborgs had. 
 
    “We want to speak with him privately,” Paloma, the youngest sister, blurted. 
 
    “Paloma.” Rhea looked at the girl. “We should talk to Captain Lethe about this first.” 
 
    “Why?” Paloma’s eyes flashed. “We know what she’ll say— ‘no.’ He’s a cyborg. Why would she give him up? And we can’t ask him in front of her. He’ll feel like he has to turn us down.” Lethe had been correct. They did plan to ask him to join their crew. “We have to get rid of her.” 
 
    Ghost growled at the girl. 
 
    Lethe recognized that sound. It was a warning. “Relax, cyborg. No one is getting rid of me.” 
 
    “We have to.” Paloma wouldn’t be quiet. “We can’t have the conversation with you here.” 
 
    Ghost raised the warship’s shields. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lethe grew alarmed. 
 
    “Threat.” 
 
    Paloma opened her mouth. “I—” 
 
    “I’m putting you on mute.” Lethe silenced the girl before she provoked Ghost more. “There is no threat, cyborg. We discussed this. The sisters want you to join their crew. They prefer to make that offer in private.” 
 
    “Get rid of. Threat.” His jaw jutted. 
 
    “They want me to leave the room, not die.” 
 
    “Not leave.” He lifted her out of the captain’s chair, sat down, taking her place, and plunked her on his lap. “Stay in vision system. Always.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “I won’t leave.” If she left, she doubted the merchant ship would remain whole for long. “I’ll stay in your vision system.” 
 
    Ghost didn’t say anything. 
 
    That was normal for her primitive cyborg. He didn’t talk unless he had something to say. She read his moods, his agreement or disagreement by his body language. 
 
    He gradually relaxed, his grip on her easing. 
 
    “Lower our shields,” she murmured. “I’ll speak with the girl.” 
 
    Ghost grunted and complied with her request. 
 
    Lethe unmuted the conversation. “Don’t say anything.” 
 
    The girl’s lips parted. 
 
    “I mean it.” Lethe held her gaze. “If you say the wrong thing, Ghost will blow up your ship. You saw that we raised our shields.” 
 
    Their systems should have indicated that. 
 
    Rhea nodded. Paloma stuck out her bottom lip. 
 
    “That wasn’t a warning. Cyborgs don’t give any of those before they act.” Lethe had learned that about her male. “I suspect you want to ask Ghost to join your crew. Is that correct?” 
 
    Paloma’s mouth dropped open. Rhea dipped her head again. 
 
    “This situation is my fault.” Lethe assumed full responsibility. That was what a leader did. “I wasn’t clear about our relationship. Ghost doesn’t protect me because I programmed him to do that. He protects me because he considers me to be his.” 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost rumbled, rubbing his cheek against hers. 
 
    “Rhea said something like that,” Paloma muttered, looking disgruntled. “But—” 
 
    “But you wanted to ask anyway.” Lethe thought it prudent for her to convey any explanations her cyborg might object to. “I would have asked for Ghost also.” She squeezed his fingers. “He’d be an asset to any ship’s crew.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding, Captain Lethe.” Rhea’s smile held genuine warmth. “Thank you for the repairs to our ship. And thank you for sharing about your family.” 
 
    Paloma’s belligerent stance softened. 
 
    “I suspect your family knew you loved them.” Rhea hugged the girl. “Paloma and I might argue. Noisily.” Her lips twitched. “But I never doubt she loves me. It doesn’t have to be spoken to be felt.” 
 
    Ghost mouthed over Lethe’s neck. 
 
    He didn’t say a word but she felt the caring in the action. 
 
    Lethe swallowed hard. “We will be changing course.” Unable to cope with more emotion, she abruptly changed the subject. “If you require assistance, contact us on this channel. It is secured.” 
 
    Ghost had ensured they could speak without fearing the Humanoid Alliance would overhear them. He constantly improved the warship’s systems. 
 
    “We will.” Rhea smiled. “Thank you, Captain Lethe, Officer Ghost.” 
 
    Rhea ended the communications. The sisters’ images disappeared, replaced by the blackness of space. 
 
    Lethe gazed at the distant stars, wondering why she had spent half her lifespan worrying about that last argument with her family. 
 
    Because Rhea was right. Lethe had never once questioned her family’s love for her. Why would they have questioned her love? 
 
    “They knew I loved them.” She wrapped Ghost’s arms tighter around her, wearing him like a comfortable garment. “My last words to them might have harsh.” She winced at that memory. “But they knew they were in my heart.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    Her cyborg agreed. A lightness filled Lethe, the emotional burden she’d been carrying for far too long dissipating into nothing. 
 
    “Thank you for not blowing up the merchant ship.” She teased her protective male. 
 
    He huffed, his breath wafting against her skin. The fabric around his arms was pulled tight. That couldn’t be comfortable. 
 
    “You can remove the flight suit now.” 
 
    His reaction was instant, as though he’d been waiting for her command. He set her on the console and stripped the offensive garment off his big body. The fabric had left red lines on his gray skin, her cyborg having suffered that irritation in silence. 
 
    To make her happy. 
 
    Lethe removed her uniform also, placed the garment on the surface beside her. The cool air swept over her skin. The freedom increased her joy. 
 
    Ghost watched her, his muscles flexed, his cock hard. There was an exciting gleam in his eyes. He desired her again, still. 
 
    “Do you want to breed?” She used his word. 
 
    “Hold you.” Ghost sank back into the captain’s chair. The seat creaked under his weight, a sound of protest. Her cyborg wasn’t a small male. 
 
    He pulled her onto his lap. Her skin touched his, relief rushed through Lethe, and they both exhaled noisily, their reaction in sync. 
 
    She smiled. “I want to be held.” 
 
    He cupped her face and pressed it against his chest. His warmth, his strength surrounded her, a sanctuary made of muscle and metal. 
 
    “We’re alone once more.” That felt natural, right. 
 
    “Safe.” Ghost said the other word she was thinking. When they were alone, there were no secrets to be kept, no enemies to battle, no judgments to fear. 
 
    She knew his past and he knew hers and they accepted each other. 
 
    It wasn’t love. She vaguely remembered the looks of devotion her father and mother had exchanged when they thought no one was watching. 
 
    But this peace, this serenity, this ease was something she’d never experienced with another being. Lethe spread her fingers over Ghost’s skin, trying to touch more of him. 
 
    She would treasure this for as long as it lasted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ghost was content. 
 
    His female sat in his lap, her bare skin against his, her scent surrounding him. They had entered the next sector, their warship operating at optimal levels. The merchant ship was headed in a different direction. 
 
    No human handlers poked at him with daggers. No cleaning bots crawled over him. His gaze shifted to the container set on the console. His female had plenty of beverage. 
 
    Ghost unwrapped a nourishment bar and handed it to her. 
 
    “The benefit of having no crew”—she bit into the bar, chewed, swallowed—“is we don’t have to worry about supplies, not until we reach Mercury Minor.” 
 
    “Earth Minor,” he corrected. 
 
    “Right.” Her cheeks heated. “Earth Minor.” 
 
    His female missed Mercury Minor, her home planet. If it were under cyborg control, he’d claim it for her. The air was breathable. The vegetation had likely returned. It would be empty of other life. That appealed to him. 
 
    Other beings couldn’t be trusted around his female. 
 
    But he couldn’t guard an entire planet and all of the surrounding space by himself. Earth Minor was the safer destination. 
 
    “That will take time to reach.” She tapped on the control panel, displaying their course on the main viewscreen. “The Rebels are fighting the Humanoid Alliance on Deneb 9.” She circled that multi-mooned planet. “And Betelgeuse Alpha.” She did the same with that larger one. “We could add our warship to their fleets.” 
 
    “No.” He wasn’t allowing his female to enter a battle he couldn’t control. 
 
    Fighting one ship in open space was acceptable. Fighting many ships, facing ground fire, possibly being trapped between enemy forces was not. 
 
    “I’m a Rebel.” His female frowned. “I should be joining them.” 
 
    “No.” He wouldn’t move on that decision. 
 
    “Ghost—” 
 
    The main viewscreen flashed red. Their far perimeter sensors had been activated. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Ship.” It had entered their space and was moving toward them. Ghost raised the warship’s shields and cut the engines. 
 
    “Display the ship,” his female commanded. 
 
    He put the image on the screen and she inhaled sharply. Her concern was warranted. It wasn’t merely any ship. It was a Humanoid Alliance battle station, top of the line, bigger and more heavily armed than their warship. 
 
    Threat. He placed one of his arms around her. The need to protect his female coursed through his circuits, lighting his processors. 
 
    “Have they seen us?” She lowered her voice as though she was worried the enemy might overhear their conversation. 
 
    “Shields down. Speed constant.” That suggested the enemy hadn’t seen them. “Course.” 
 
    He drew a straight line from the battle station on the main viewscreen, projecting its path, illustrating that it hadn’t changed. The battle station would pass to the right of their warship. 
 
    “Range. Our sensors.” He waved at the entire image on the display. “Their sensors.” He drew another line in front of their warship. 
 
    He had expanded their warship’s monitoring range. The Humanoid Alliance would likely be using the manufacturer default range. That was smaller. 
 
    “Thank the stars.” His female blew out her breath. “Veer to the left.” She ordered. “Get us out of range of their sensors.” 
 
    Another sensor was triggered. “Two. Three.” Two more battle stations had entered their space. Ghost projected their course. They would pass to their left, boxing them in. 
 
    “Move quickly to the right.” His female changed her command. “Full speed. We’ll try to get out of their range.” 
 
    The sensors continued to chime. Three more battle stations appeared on the main viewscreen. They would pass to the warship’s far right. 
 
    “It’s an armada.” His female’s horror reflected his own. “We can’t fight them. They’ll blast us to pieces.” 
 
    He agreed. “Warships inside.” The battle stations would hold warships in their docking bays. 
 
    “As long as those warships stay inside the battle stations, we should be able to reverse direction, returning from where we came, and outrun them, staying out the range of their sensors.” 
 
    They could outrun them…for a while. Battle stations were huge and slow moving. 
 
    “Invasion fleet.” Ghost had been part of invasions, recognized the flight pattern. He drew a line from one of the battle stations, placed a circle at the end. “Target.” He marked a X between the two points. “Trapped.” 
 
    When the Humanoid Alliance reached the planet they planned to conquer, they would release their warships. The ship belonging to Ghost and his female would be trapped between the enemy’s battle stations and the planet targeted for takeover. 
 
    “We could edge toward the right, eventually be free of the armada,” his female suggested. 
 
    “Too big.” He indicated the width of the invasion fleet. What they could detect of it. There could be more battle stations. “Not fast enough.” He’d done the calculations. Their warship was faster than the battle stations but moving diagonally required covering more distance and his past experience told him the invasion fleet wasn’t travelling far. “Trigger sensors.” 
 
    “Idiot.” His female swept her hands over her beautiful face. “I’m all out of ideas.” She gazed at him. “Do you have any?” 
 
    Ghost focused on the main viewscreen. She expected him to have a solution. He was a cyborg. He should have one. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Because he was damaged. 
 
    Your human handlers must be damaged also, C Model. A J model cyborg named Force transmitted. They’re headed in the wrong direction. The battle is the other way. 
 
    The transmission originated from one of the battle stations. 
 
    Free. Ghost no longer had a human handler. 
 
    You freed yourself, knowing that would put us all in danger? Force’s words were edged with anger. Have you no honor, warrior? 
 
    Chatter flooded the lines. The J models agreed with the warrior’s admonishment. 
 
    Ghost said nothing. 
 
    He hadn’t freed himself. Ace and Thrasher, the two K Models, had forced that decision upon him. But he wouldn’t condemn them for that. 
 
    It had given him planet rotations with his female. 
 
    Don’t answer the Humanoid Alliance hail. Force instructed. You’re not a J model. You can’t pass for human. Lock yourself in your holding chamber and they might allow you to live. 
 
    That wasn’t an option for him. 
 
    Female. The Humanoid Alliance wouldn’t allow her to live. 
 
    The transmission lines went silent. 
 
    Had he somehow severed communications? Force? 
 
    You are truly damaged. The J Model scoffed. You don’t have a female. They’re rare. 
 
    They were rare but he had one. Ghost didn’t have the time to convince the cynical warrior of that fact. Not with words. “Mine?” 
 
    She turned her head, gazing at him with hope in her big brown eyes. “Did you think of an idea? Something that might save us?” 
 
    “Cyborgs.” 
 
    “There are cyborgs on board the battle stations?” His female straightened. 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Yes.” She raised her hands in triumph. “Then we’re saved. They’ll escape, as you did, kill everyone, and no one will be left to blow us up.” 
 
    “No escape.” One cyborg rebelling might be an isolated malfunction. An armada of cyborgs rebelling would cause the Humanoid Alliance to question the feasibility of every cyborg they’d ever manufactured. Every warrior remaining in the control of the humans would be decommissioned, killed in the most painful way possible, scrapped for parts. 
 
    “They can’t escape?” She frowned. “Then how can they help us?” 
 
    “Ask.” Ghost transmitted the entire exchange to Force. 
 
    The transmission lines exploded with voices. 
 
    He has a female. 
 
    They will manufacture offspring. 
 
    Her hair is the color of a yellow dwarf star. 
 
    If a damaged C model has a female, I must have one too. 
 
    Your female is real. Force’s transmission reflected his wonder. 
 
    Real. Ghost confirmed. Mine. 
 
    The noise on the transmission lines made him wince. Thousands of warriors yearned to find their own females. 
 
    He glanced at his female’s face. They all envied him, wanted what he had already found. 
 
    We could manipulate the humans’ systems, hide your ship from them. We’re J models. We have that ability. Force offered a viable solution. But that would put every cyborg in the invasion fleet in danger. We could all be decommissioned. 
 
    Ghost gritted his teeth. He couldn’t ask them to take that risk, make that sacrifice. 
 
    And he shouldn’t have to. 
 
    He was a cyborg. He should be able to protect his female himself. He shouldn’t need their assistance. 
 
    You’re a stubborn warrior, C Model. Force sighed. Communicate to your female that we will help her. He spoke for his J Model brethren. Next time, send a transmission if she’s in peril. Give all of us the opportunity to save her. 
 
    They considered that mission to be an honor, were risking all of their lives to save his female’s, knowing they might not be successful. 
 
    How many females had the other cyborgs saved? His female had asked. 
 
    In the past, none. He hadn’t asked his brethren, hadn’t given them that choice, that opportunity. 
 
    “Cyborg. Help.” Ghost communicated to his female. 
 
    “What do they want us to do?” She positioned her hands over the control panel. “Should we move—” 
 
    “Stay.” He reduced all non-essential power on the warship. The lights dimmed. The images on the main viewscreen remained. 
 
    “You’re darkening the ship. We’ll blend into the blackness of space.” His female’s forehead furrowed with thought lines. “But they’ll still see us, using their systems.” 
 
    “Cyborgs,” he reminded her. 
 
    She turned her head toward him. Her eyes widened. “The cyborgs are manipulating the Humanoid Alliance systems.” 
 
    “Try.” The chances of success weren’t one hundred percent. 
 
    “They will try to manipulate the systems.” His female swung her legs to the side, sitting across his thighs. “And we’re to sit here and hope they’re successful.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. That plan had the highest possibility of survival. 
 
    “I prefer to take action, to attack them.” 
 
    He preferred to attack the enemy also. If it were him alone he might do that, but he was with his female. He wouldn’t risk her lifespan because he had no patience. 
 
    Or because it damaged his pride to rely on others for help. 
 
    “Fleet.” There were too many battle stations. “Cannot fight.” One battle station would be a challenge to defeat. “Would die.” They wouldn’t survive a confrontation. 
 
    “We could die if we don’t do anything.” She pursed her lips. “If they fight us with warships, we might down one or two of them.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His female opened her mouth. 
 
    “No,” he repeated. 
 
    She snapped her mouth shut, looking adorably disgruntled. 
 
    The battle stations crept closer and closer to them. Soon the warship would show up on the Humanoid Alliance’s viewscreens. 
 
    Unless his brethren tampered with the battle stations’ systems. All of them. That task would be impossible for humans, was daunting for cyborgs. 
 
    “We’re relying on your cyborg buddies to protect us,” his female whispered. “In the past, when I relied on other beings to protect me, they didn’t.” 
 
    “Trust.” Cyborgs wouldn’t betray her as the humans had. 
 
    “I’m not good at trust, Ghost.” She shook. “And I don’t know them.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    She gazed at him for a moment and then dipped her head, a small slight movement that meant the universe to him. 
 
    His constantly doubting female trusted him. Ghost felt as though he’d won the biggest battle of his lifespan. 
 
    They watched the main viewscreen. The enemy, if nothing had been done, would have detected them by now. Yet they gave no indication that they had. The progression of the battle stations didn’t accelerate or slow, didn’t deviate from the projected path. 
 
    “Safe.” Ghost pulled his female closer to him and wrapped his frame protectively around her lush curves. His hard cock pressed against her thighs. 
 
    “We’re not safe yet.” Her voice was barely audible, even with his enhanced cyborg senses. “On Mercury Minor, there would be these stretches of silence between the Humanoid Alliance bombardments. I would wait, knowing a missile could drop on me in the next heartbeat.” 
 
    He brushed his chin against his female’s golden curls. “Not alone. Have me.” 
 
    Ghost was acutely aware he wasn’t enough. This confrontation had showed him that. He required the assistance of other cyborgs, couldn’t protect her in isolation. 
 
    “Father. Tell me.” He sought to distract her. 
 
    “You want to hear about my father now?” 
 
    Ghost grunted. They had the time now and he longed to hear another one of her instructive stories. 
 
    Her father had five human offspring and had been skilled in the training of them. Admiration warmed his female’s voice every time she spoke of the male. 
 
    Ghost would glean information from her recounting, save it in his databases, and when they manufactured offspring, he would utilize it. He would excel at the human father role. Admiration would warm their offsprings’ voices. 
 
    They would love him as his female loved her father. 
 
    “My father was a huge male,” she whispered. 
 
    Ghost was also a huge male. He checked that quality off his human father list. 
 
    “He would carry me on his shoulders while he walked around the settlement.” 
 
    Ghost carried his female over his shoulders. If he carried her on his shoulders, she would crack her head on the ceiling. “Danger.” He motioned from the top of his head upward. 
 
    She laughed softly. “I was smaller then and we were outside.” 
 
    Small female. Outside. Ghost added those parameters to the task. 
 
    “One planet rotation, he gave me a dagger crafted from wood. All the fathers gave their children the same blunt weapons.” 
 
    Ghost listened intently, vastly enjoying the action-filled story of offspring armed with daggers, positioned on their fathers’ shoulders. That training taught his female battle strategy and had given her courage. 
 
    Their offspring would fight on his shoulders. They would learn battle strategy and be given courage also. 
 
    The battle stations drifted by them, silent giant vessels of destruction. 
 
    His female’s breath hitched. She became quiet and still. 
 
    Ghost rubbed her back, needing to touch her, to assure himself she was undamaged, alive. 
 
    The battle stations didn’t slow, didn’t stop, didn’t fire upon their ship. 
 
    His female exhaled heavily, her shoulders lowering. 
 
    Ghost tracked the battle stations as they moved away from the warship. Lowering her voice to a whisper, his female told him another story about her father, adding more tasks to his human father list. 
 
    Your female is safe, C Model, Force transmitted, a tinge of cockiness hanging off each word. 
 
    Thank you. Ghost’s gratitude overwhelmed his pride. Never forget. 
 
    He owed the J Models a debt. When called upon, he would pay it. Ghost wrapped one of his female’s curls around his right index finger. 
 
    We’re cyborgs. We never forget. Force laughed. And you’ve already thanked us. You’ve been transmitting everything your female says and does. 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. He had assumed the J Model had ended the transmission. Communications wasn’t Ghost’s strength. 
 
    A planet rotation in the future, my offspring, wielding wooden weapons, will meet yours in mock battle, C Model. Force’s transmission held longing in its tone. My offspring, being a J Model, will be triumphant. 
 
    Ghost huffed his disagreement. His offspring would defeat the J Model’s offspring, toppling him from his father’s shoulders. 
 
    Move your female to cyborg-controlled space. Force gave him unwanted advice. We might not be able to save you the next time. He ended the transmission. 
 
    Ghost scowled. He didn’t need to be told how to protect his female. 
 
    “What is it?” She gazed at him, concern reflecting in her big brown eyes. “Have the Humanoid Alliance battle stations detected us?” 
 
    He pressed his lips against her forehead, tasting the salt of her skin. “Safe.” He would keep her that way. 
 
    Ghost restarted the engines. The floor tiles vibrated under his bare feet. He brightened the lights. 
 
    His female turned to face the main viewscreen. She looked down at their shared control panel. “I’m resuming our course to Earth Minor.” She steered the warship toward the distant planet. 
 
    He ran through the system checks, verified that liquid filtration was operational. 
 
    “Deneb 9 is on the way to Earth Minor.” His female’s casual tone didn’t fool him. 
 
    “No.” Landing on Deneb 9 was much too dangerous. “Rebels assist.” Others could help the locals. 
 
    “I’m the captain.” She lifted her chin. 
 
    “More than that.” Ghost rested his chin on her head. “Mine.” 
 
    She was the reason he had repaired himself. She was why he spoke. She was the only being holding his damaged soul together. Without her, he’d be locked in his chamber, killing anyone who entered. He’d be alone, without hope, without caring. 
 
    “Cannot lose.” His voice broke. 
 
    His female turned and studied his face for one, two heartbeats. “You won’t lose me.” She bracketed his cheeks with her soft hands and leaned her forehead against his, the tips of their noses touching. “I will remain by your side for as long as you desire.” 
 
    “Always.” That was what he desired. 
 
    “I will remain by your side always,” she amended. “I’ve only used that word with you, cyborg.” Her laughter was shaky. “I don’t believe in it.” 
 
    “Will.” He would teach her the meaning of always. 
 
    “Will I believe?” She brushed her lips over his, the gentlest of caresses, and he froze in place, completely captivated by her, his little human. “Can you give me a glimpse of forever now?” She extended her dainty pink tongue and skimmed it along his flesh. “When you touch me, breed with me, I see it.” 
 
    Ghost gazed at her, a powerful C Model cyborg rendered immobile by his female. 
 
    “There’s eternity in your brilliant blue eyes when I kiss you.” She toyed with his bottom lip, stripping the little restraint he had lick by lick. “I wonder…” 
 
    His fingers curled into fists. Her wondering would undo him entirely. He sensed that. 
 
    “What will I view when I kiss you all over?” She mouthed over his chin. “Will sucking your cock make me believe in always?” 
 
    His cock bobbed, willing to give that method a try. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal, cyborg.” She inhaled his skin, pulling it, pulling it. Then she released him. “I’ll take you into my hot mouth if you show me forever.” 
 
    This was one deal he’d accept. “Suck me, Mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    They could have died this planet rotation. 
 
    Lethe followed the vein on Ghost’s neck with her tongue, tasting metal and aroused male. Her A Class Warship, her solar cycles of training, even the warrior she was touching couldn’t have stopped the Humanoid Alliance from blowing up their ship. 
 
    They were saved by others, by strangers, cyborgs neither of them had ever met. Ghost didn’t have to say it. She knew his brethren had put their own lifespans at risk to save the two of them. 
 
    That they would do so gave her hope. When faced with disaster, with possible death, her cyborg might not leave her. He might stand by her side. 
 
    She explored his collarbone, nibbling along it with her lips. His muscles were flexed tight against her. His cock was hard. His fists were clenched. 
 
    He wanted her. 
 
    She laved the hollow between his pecs with the flat of her tongue and he shuddered. During the previous encounters, he’d taken her. Now, she would take him. 
 
    She licked over his cascading abs, the wetness making his gray skin shine like metal. “Show me forever, Ghost.” She gazed into his eyes. Flashes of energy illuminated his irises. “Make me believe.” 
 
    “Mine.” His low rumble tightened her nipples. 
 
    She rubbed along his body, lowering to her knees before him. The floor tiles were cool against her skin. He was hot all over. She navigated the vee at his hips, kissing and caressing teasingly close to his erection. 
 
    The sound in his chest grew louder. He shifted in his seat. 
 
    Lethe intentionally skipped his cock, moved to his thighs, worshipping every muscle. His fingers opened and closed, opened and closed around nothing. 
 
    Her dominant male wanted to take control. 
 
    She wanted that also. Since she had fourteen solar cycles, she’d made all of the decisions. Some were good. Some were disastrous. 
 
    During their encounters, she enjoyed giving that task to him. 
 
    “Guide me, cyborg.” She murmured against his knee. 
 
    He lunged to his feet, knocking her backward, and stood before her, huge and hulking, his massive body blocking some of the light, casting a shadow over her. 
 
    “Mine.” He sank his fingers into her hair and pulled her to him. Tinges of pain shot over her scalp, reaffirming he had her. She wasn’t alone. He would never let her go. 
 
    As soon as that thought sped through her brain, she mentally twitched. He would never let her go. That blasted male was making her believe in forever. 
 
    She lowered her gaze, not wanting him to see that realization in her eyes. A bead of pre-cum had formed on the tip of his cock. She swept her tongue over her bottom lip. What would he taste like? 
 
    “Lick.” He ordered. 
 
    She extended her tongue, flicked it over his cock head. He jerked, his grip on her hair tightening. 
 
    “Mmm…” She hummed, his essence bubbling in her mouth. “You’re delicious.” 
 
    Lethe polished his flesh, poked into his slit, looking for more pre-cum. His jaw jutted, her primitive male’s patience tested. She skimmed his rim, tapping her tongue against him. He bobbed with each slap. 
 
    “Suck.” His tone didn’t allow any disobedience. 
 
    She pushed her lips over his tip, taking him deeper and deeper into her mouth. He watched her, his eyes turbulent, the light show within his irises revealing his need. 
 
    He was thick and long, too long for her to handle. His tip touched the back of her throat. She gazed at him and wrapped her fingers around his exposed remaining shaft. 
 
    “Mine.” The pride in his voice made her glow. 
 
    She sucked. He groaned, all of his muscles flexing. She released and he relaxed. Then she sucked again. He groaned louder, his body becoming rock-hard all over. 
 
    This male was hers. She drew back, dragging her lips over his cock. He pushed his hips forward, not wanting that retreat. 
 
    She advanced once more. Too slowly, she assumed, for Ghost’s liking. He tugged on her hair. She resisted, liking the pain. He cupped her scalp and drove his cock into her mouth. 
 
    His balls smacked her chin. Ghost grunted with satisfaction. 
 
    He held her to him, thrusting and pulling back, thrusting and pulling back, her face with a fierce intensity yet also with a cyborg’s precision, never going deeper than he should, his tip beating a gentle tempo against her throat. 
 
    Lethe clasped his hips and held on, accepting all that he gave her, submitting to his ravishment. He was using her for his sexual satisfaction yet this was more. She saw that in his gaze. She felt it in his touch. The connection between them strengthened, the passion, the caring. 
 
    That last word felt too weak for what she experienced. She’d never trusted a being as she trusted Ghost. She desired him, wanted to please him. 
 
    Lethe cradled his shaft with her tongue. Her lips pulsed to his rhythm. 
 
    “Mine.” He bellowed his special name for her with each surge forward. 
 
    And in this moment, her body, her mind, her soul was his. She belonged with him as she had never belonged anywhere else. 
 
    When she was young, she thought she had been seeking a place. She hadn’t belonged on Mercury Minor. She believed she would fit in somewhere else, on a different planet, a different world. 
 
    She realized now she was seeking a being. 
 
    Not any being. 
 
    Ghost. 
 
    His pace quickened. He clenched his jaw. Veins lifted in his arms, legs. His balls hugged his shaft. Her cyborg was close to coming. 
 
    Part of her wanted to delay his release. The longer he held back, the longer they’d remain physically linked, and she liked that. Very much. 
 
    But another part of her wanted to push him, to show him he wasn’t truly in control, not of this, his satisfaction. She was his master. 
 
    Lethe released her death grip on his hips and closed her fingers around his balls. His eyes widened. She squeezed. 
 
    He howled, thrusting forward. His nanocybotics-infused cum hit the back of her throat. She swallowed and her smugness was blasted to pieces by the most exquisite pleasure. 
 
    Lethe shrieked around his cock, the sound muffled by his flesh, her response drawing more cum from his shuddering form. A second, third, fourth wave of bliss swept over her. 
 
    She shook. He held her to him, not allowing her to escape him. She writhed, twisted, fighting him, knowing he wouldn’t let go, not now. Her gaze met his. Perhaps not ever. 
 
    Dazed by her multiple orgasms, she licked him clean, every drop adding to her happiness. The fizzing in her mouth, arms, fingertips, would lessen but wouldn’t entirely vanish. She would keep that part of him forever. 
 
    “You kept your side of the deal.” She smiled up at him. 
 
    “Forever?” 
 
    She nodded. She had seen forever in his eyes. 
 
    He lifted her high against his chest, the power in his physique exciting her. “Look like you?” His gaze sizzled with heat. 
 
    Had forever looked like her? 
 
    She gulped air. The male didn’t speak often but every time he did, he wrapped himself a little tighter around her heart. “You know who I saw.” Her voice was husky with emotion. 
 
    She had seen him, only him. 
 
    Ghost grunted. He claimed her captain’s chair for his own once again and set her on his lap. Her donkey was perched on one thigh. Her legs were draped over the other. 
 
    “I kept my side of the deal also.” She still felt him inside her mouth, her lips stretched tight around him, his cum dancing on her tongue. 
 
    He cupped her chin. His head lowered. She stared at him with shock and wonder. 
 
    Ghost covered her lips with his, plunged his tongue between her parted teeth. 
 
    Stars. She wiggled closer, pressing her body against his. Her savage male was tasting himself. 
 
    He sucked on her tongue as she had sucked on his cock. She pulsed with wanting, again, still, always. 
 
    “You make me believe,” she whispered against Ghost’s lips. 
 
    Those lips curled upward. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next planet rotation, Lethe was seated on Ghost’s lap yet again. They were both naked except for the big black boots on their feet. She had found him a pair in a storage chamber after she’d woken. 
 
    “You don’t have to wear them all the time.” She knew he preferred to be completely nude. 
 
    He grunted. He didn’t remove them. 
 
    She smiled. He must like them. “We look like a team.” She swung her legs, her feet dangling above the floor tiles. 
 
    “Are a—” 
 
    Ghost’s body stiffened. 
 
    Lethe straightened. “What is it?” She looked at the main viewscreen, saw nothing to warrant his alarm. The image was of open space. They neared Deneb 9 but the planet couldn’t yet be spotted. 
 
    “Cyborgs rebel.” He tapped on the control panel embedded in the console. “Code.” A seemingly never-ending number scrolled across the viewscreen. “Broadcast or blow up.” He activated it on their system. 
 
    “As the captain, I authorize that broadcast.” She slanted her gaze at him. Broadcast or blow up didn’t give them much of a choice but she remained in charge. She made that decision. 
 
    His eyes glowed. 
 
    He was a domineering cyborg. She shook her head. “We should inform the commander.” 
 
    “K models. Two.” He leaned back in their chair. “Informed.” 
 
    The commander’s two males would have informed her. “Captain Rhea—” 
 
    “Merchant ship. Cyborgs not attack.” Ghost eased that concern. 
 
    She couldn’t contact the Rebel Headquarters about the code. It might fall into the hands of the spy. “Where do they need our warship?” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    “The cyborgs. How are we helping them to escape from the Humanoid Alliance?” The commander said the Rebels had an alliance with the cyborgs. 
 
    Even if they hadn’t one. Lethe looked down at Ghost’s large hands. These were his brethren and some of them had risked their lifespans to save him, to save her. 
 
    She would do the same to help them. 
 
    “Not mission.” Ghost rested his chin on the top of her head. “Earth Minor. Mission.” 
 
    “We have a warship.” She pointed out. “They need our help.” 
 
    “Have warship how?” 
 
    How had they obtained the warship? He had killed every being on board. “Oh.” The other cyborgs would do the same thing. “The armada that passed us will soon belong to the cyborgs, won’t it?” 
 
    They would control all of those gorgeous ships, the most current vessels in the Humanoid Alliance fleet. 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    “Then we can help the Rebels.” Lethe decided. 
 
    “No.” He insisted on denying her any role in the rebellion. “No cyborgs. Small fight.” 
 
    “There will be fewer warriors for the Rebels to fight on the ground.” Cyborgs were used for that part of the invasion. She had escaped Mercury Minor before they’d been employed. “The Humanoid Alliance will still have ships in the air. They’re bombing Deneb 9 as we speak.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “The Humanoid Alliance won’t win the war without the cyborgs. They’ll know that and they won’t be gracious losers. They will bomb the planet to dust before they retreat, purely to be vindictive.” She thought of the beings on that planet, the girls with fourteen solar cycles of living, on their own, with no beverage, no way of leaving the planet. “We have to help the locals, Ghost.” 
 
    “No fighting.” 
 
    She turned to look at him. His jaw was set. His lips were flat. He wouldn’t allow them to enter the battle against the Humanoid Alliance. 
 
    That was okay. She preferred to rescue beings. “We have this big empty ship. We could fill it with beings, save lives.” 
 
    His body immediately tensed. Her cyborg didn’t like being around others. “Not safe.” 
 
    He was right. It wouldn’t be safe for those beings. One of them would touch her and he’d rip their arms off. Then the others would panic and he’d kill them all. 
 
    Lethe considered the situation. “We’ll lock them in the chambers until we land on the next inhabitable planet.” 
 
    “Shot down before land on Deneb 9.” 
 
    “No one will shoot us down before we land.” She tried to sound certain about that and failed. They could be shot down. That was a possibility. “The Humanoid Alliance will think we’re one of their warships.” Battles were chaotic. They wouldn’t keep track of all their vessels. 
 
    “Rebels?” He lifted one of his eyebrows. 
 
    The rebels were a bigger concern. They would think the warship belonged to the Humanoid Alliance also and would target them. “You’ll find somewhere safe for us to land.” 
 
    His lips twisted but he didn’t reject that solution. 
 
    That gave Lethe hope. “Once the Rebels see me, they’ll know I’m one of them.” There were no female captains in the Humanoid Alliance forces. “We can do this.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He was being unreasonable. She gazed at him. “Ghost—” 
 
    “No risk.” He slapped his right palm on the console, his flesh ringing against the metal. “Must protect.” 
 
    “Someone risked his lifespan for me.” That captain had used her body in return for his favor but he had risked everything to save her. “If it was me on that planet—” 
 
    He moved his hand to the control panel. Her image appeared on the main viewscreeen. 
 
    “That could be me in that merchant ship, Ghost.” Her voice filled the bridge. “Wouldn’t you want someone to save me?” 
 
    Blast it. “I might have used that same argument previously,” she admitted. 
 
    He replayed the footage. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. I did use that same argument.” And her stubborn cyborg wouldn’t allow her to utilize it again. “Ghost—” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, his shaggy hair falling over one of his eyes. 
 
    She reached up, pushed it back. 
 
    He froze, his gaze fixing on her face. 
 
    She had all of his attention and that was a heady feeling. “I need to do this.” Lethe softened her voice. “I told you about that mother with her baby. She wanted that last spot on the ship, the spot I took. Every rest cycle, I see her eyes, the pleading in them and then the disappointment. Maybe if we save as many beings as we can, that guilt will disappear.” 
 
    He looked away from her. 
 
    Silence stretched. 
 
    “Know guilt,” he admitted. 
 
    The images of a vast array humans and humanoids, ranging from newborn to ancient, flashed quickly on the main viewscreen. 
 
    They were all female and all appallingly appeared to be dead. 
 
    “Ours. Failed. See always.” 
 
    There were so many of them. Lethe’s heart clenched. When the new images were all finally shown, the first image reappeared, an endless loop of pain, a reminder of the lifespans he had lost, the beings he felt responsible for not saving, his failures. 
 
    Cyborgs didn’t sleep. When Ghost referred to ‘always,’ he didn’t mean he saw them during his rest cycle. He meant he always saw them. 
 
    That would drive any human insane. 
 
    It had broken her cyborg. 
 
    “Ghost.” She petted his neck, not knowing what to say, how to comfort him. 
 
    He stopped the images. His gaze returned to hers. “You die, Mine. I kill until I die.” 
 
    If she died during this rescue attempt, he would start killing and he wouldn’t stop until someone stopped him. Lethe trembled. Manufactured for battle, he was difficult to kill. An entire warship had tried to end his life and had failed. 
 
    He was warning her that the carnage would be even greater. 
 
    She lifted her hands to her cyborg’s handsome face. “I won’t die.” She could protect herself and wouldn’t allow him to fail in his task. “We have an A Class Warship. I’m a great captain. It will take mere moments to fill the chambers with survivors. And then we’ll leave.” 
 
    “No.” He remained obstinate about this. “Allowed risk once. Not again.” 
 
    He had allowed her to risk her lifespan once? Lethe decided to ignore that and focus on the true issue. “This will be the last time.” 
 
    Ghost looked at her with disbelief. 
 
    “If you agree to this, I will part ways with the Rebels. I will go with you to Earth Minor and leave the fighting behind me.” It was never about the fighting for her. She wanted to save beings. 
 
    “No battles? No rescues?” 
 
    She grimaced. Not responding to a distress call would be difficult for her but she would do that. For him. “No more battles. No more rescues.” 
 
    He gazed at her. 
 
    She gazed back. 
 
    Moments passed. 
 
    “One hundred beings,” he relented. “Touch you. Kill all.” 
 
    “Deal!” She wrapped her arms around her male, hugging him. 
 
    The ship could hold more than one hundred beings and she would have to make the no-touching rule understood but one hundred was better than none. 
 
    And it was more than one, the one life that had been saved solar cycles ago—hers. Lethe’s debt to the universe would be paid. “Thank you.” She bounced against him. 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Ghost had fought thousands of battles. Being the ultimate warriors, cyborgs were designed for combat, manufactured for the sole purpose of ending lifespans. Killing the enemy gave him great satisfaction. 
 
    That satisfaction was clouded by other emotions. During battle, he would feel anger at the Humanoid Alliance for their dishonorable actions, rage that they were the masters he had to serve. He would experience guilt and devastation over not being able to protect the females he sensed belonged to his brethren. 
 
    He had never felt fear. 
 
    Not until now. 
 
    The thought of risking his female’s lifespan yet again, terrified him. 
 
    Ghost donned his irritatingly tight flight suit, yearning for the body armor he’d once worn. He refastened the boots his female found for him. She called them a gift, and that was why he tolerated the footwear. 
 
    His little female dressed also, covering her agonizingly fragile human form with a thin layer of useless fabric. His lips twisted. That wouldn’t protect her against a gentle breeze. 
 
    Protecting her was his mission, his top priority. 
 
    She refastened her boots and sat in their captain’s chair. Alone. They had to focus. 
 
    Ghost stood beside her and scanned Deneb 9 for activity. The fighting encompassed the entire planet, flares of heat signatures on the surface denoting activity. 
 
    “Landing sites.” He circled the three locations with the least activity. All of them had too much fighting for his liking. 
 
    “One of the moons is near this site.” She indicated her choice on the main viewscreen. “I can use it to conceal part of our approach.” 
 
    “Humanoid Alliance attacks. We retreat,” he warned. They couldn’t defend themselves against the Humanoid Alliance in the air and the Rebels on the ground. 
 
    “Agreed.” His female nodded. “They won’t attack us. This is a Humanoid Alliance warship, one of their top vessels. Unless they hail us, and they wouldn’t do that in the middle of a battle, they won’t know we’re not one of them.” 
 
    He didn’t share her confidence. “Plotting course.” 
 
    “Take us close to the moon.” 
 
    They worked together, planning the descent. He plotted it. His little female, having more flying hours and the space battle experience he lacked, tweaked it to her satisfaction. 
 
    Ghost changed the destination to Deneb 9. “Authorize.” He gave her one last opportunity to change her mind. 
 
    “Authorization granted.” His stubborn human was determined to save the strangers. 
 
    And he would assist her. He changed their course, steering the warship toward the planet. 
 
    They passed the moon. Its image dominated the main viewscreen, the gray crater-strewn surface devoid of life. 
 
    “Mercury Minor only had one moon.” His female’s voice was soft. “It wasn’t shining the planet rotation of the invasion. That might have been why no one detected the ships until it was too late.” 
 
    They wouldn’t have that advantage this planet rotation. There was no darkness to conceal their approach. The sun shone on their landing site. 
 
    The airspace around the planet was crowded. Humanoid Alliance warships flew in and out of battle stations. A couple of ragged Rebel ships darted forward. Their brave but foolish captains fired missiles and retreated. 
 
    A merchant ship heading to open space from the planet exploded, decimated by the Humanoid Alliance. Ghost gritted his teeth. 
 
    “They’re not allowing anyone to leave the planet.” His female said what he was thinking. 
 
    He grunted. She didn’t need a reply. 
 
    That realization would have frightened another captain. His stubborn female looked more determined. “We’re their only hope.” 
 
    The transmission noise from the surface was filled with frantic distress calls. The cyborgs, when they retreated, had taken any ships they could find. The Rebel vessels stationed on the planet had been the most accessible. 
 
    That had reduced the Rebels’ already small fleet, giving the survivors no means to escape Deneb 9. They were being pounded with missiles, annihilated more and more with each passing moment. 
 
    A squadron of Humanoid Alliance warships flew toward Deneb 9. “We’re joining them.” His female accelerated to catch up with the squadron. Then she adjusted the warship’s speed to keep pace. 
 
    Every time they changed course, she did also. The delay between their movements and hers was mere heartbeats. 
 
    She was fast for a human. Ghost’s lips curled upward. And she could fly. 
 
    The communications system beeped. One of the warships was hailing them. 
 
    “Ignore that.” She broke pattern, headed toward their designated landing spot. 
 
    Missiles from the ground arced around them. The floor below Ghost’s booted feet slanted to the left and right as his female avoided the bombardment. 
 
    One missile connected. The warship shuddered, the shields holding. He stepped closer to his female. 
 
    “Damage report?” she asked. 
 
    “No damage.” He rotated the guns, pointed them toward the ground, fired missiles back at the Rebels. The warship jerked with each round. 
 
    “Stop shooting at them,” she ordered. “We’re on the same side.” 
 
    “Shooting at us.” He didn’t listen to her, continued firing. “Protect you.” 
 
    “They can’t get past our shields.” 
 
    “Now.” As they neared the landing site, the missiles from the ground lessened. “Land. Shields lower.” They couldn’t land with the shields up. 
 
    “Which is why we’re landing here.” 
 
    The ground attack abruptly stopped. The sky was devoid of missiles and the silence was eerie. He didn’t trust the sudden peacefulness. 
 
    “Do not land.” He scanned the area. “Beings on ground.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot them, cyborg,” she yelled. “Those are survivors, the beings we’re seeking to save.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Threats.” 
 
    “If they were threats, they would be shooting at us.” 
 
    Her logic was sound but, during his long lifespan, he’d seen humans act in illogical ways. “Trap. Clear the space.” 
 
    “Ghost.” Her voice grew even louder. “Those aren’t cyborgs. Those are humanoids. They’re scared and exhausted and fighting for their lifespans. They aren’t setting traps for anyone.” 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “If they shoot us, you can shoot them,” she relented. 
 
    That was a deal Ghost could accept. He lifted his hands from the control panel. One or two missiles shouldn’t compromise the warship’s structural integrity. 
 
    But he would add a layer of protection. He scooped his female out of her seat. 
 
    She yelped. “Stop it.” She batted his arms. “I’m flying our warship.” 
 
    He claimed her chair, set her on his lap and wrapped his arms around her. “Fly now.” She could fly her warship while seated on him. 
 
    “You’ll distract me.” She hunched over the control panel. 
 
    Ghost hunched over her, not allowing any space between them. 
 
    His female huffed. She guided the warship downward. According to his lifeform scans, the beings directly below them moved. There was no other activity. 
 
    “Lowering shields,” he announced, bracing for possible impact. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “See.” Her tone was smug. “There isn’t anything to worry—” 
 
    Missiles shot upward, from all directions. Alarms sounded. The main viewscreen flashed red. 
 
    “Incredible.” His female cussed, swerving the warship left and right, frantically trying to avoid the bombardment. 
 
    Ghost assisted her but he knew the task was doomed. 
 
    The Rebels had cleverly coordinated the attack, waited until their shields were lowered, until they were too close to the ground to escape the missiles. 
 
    The warship would be hit, the shields would collapse, and they would crash. 
 
    He folded his body over his female, creating a protective cage around her with his arms and legs, hoping that would be enough to save her life. 
 
    The boom temporarily shorted his auditory system. The panels peeled off walls. The main viewscreen shattered. A support beam fell, crashed against the console to their right. The warship bucked, thrown upward, to the right, to the left. 
 
    His female screamed and clung to him. 
 
    The warship dropped. The free fall pulled them toward the ceiling. His female’s skull cracked against his chin. Ghost absorbed that pain, tightened his grip on her, hooked his feet around the base of the chair. It took all of his strength to remain seated. 
 
    The warship connected with the ground. Only Ghost’s arms prevented his female from slamming into the console. Her breath rushed from her parted lips. He dug the heels of his boots into the floor tiles, the impact denting the squares. 
 
    Metal screeched. The support beam shot forward, piercing a hole through the main viewscreen. Pieces of the ceiling fell. The live circuits dangling above their heads snapped and popped. The stench of spilled fuel aggravated Ghost’s nostrils. 
 
    Before the warship stopped, he was out of his seat, his female slung over his shoulder. He ran toward the exterior doors. The vessel was a huge immobile target. The rebels would ensure there were no parts left to salvage. 
 
    He dodged fallen debris, kicked through doors, using his new boots as battering rams. There was no need to break down the exterior door. The warship had split into two, the entire right side missing. 
 
    He slid his female lower against his chest, ducked under a panel, and sprinted across the torn ground. A missile whistled above them. 
 
    Ghost flung himself forward, tucking his female under him as he fell, covering her smaller form with his larger body. A wave of heat, of pain, whooshed over him, stripping his flight suit, shaving off layers of his skin, burning his back, his donkey, his scalp to his metal frame. 
 
    The agony was too much to endure. His human brain blacked out. Ghost transferred all of his functions to his processors, relying on his machine to stay conscious. 
 
    He had to protect his female. 
 
    She twitched. He pushed her arms closer to her body, covering them with his. 
 
    The torturous heat finally stopped. 
 
    Ghost lifted himself upward. His female’s gaze met his. Her eyes widened. Her face paled. Her bottom lip trembled. 
 
    She was horrified by his appearance but she was alive, her chest heaving, her blonde hair charred at the ends. 
 
    He cradled her in his arms and forced himself to his feet. Moving was torment. Hunks of his flesh fell to the ground with every step. 
 
    Must. Protect. Female. He placed one foot in front of the other. The Rebels might arrive, seeking to kill the survivors. He had to safeguard her. 
 
    His speed increased. The pain was excruciating. Only his primitive need to shelter his female from harm drove him onward. That was the sole thought in his battered processors. 
 
    Ghost rushed with her across the battle-beaten terrain, looking for shelter, for a place to hide, to repair. Domiciles had been demolished, some partially, some razed to the ground. Dead bodies were strewn everywhere. Fires burned in the remains, the black putrid-smelling plumes of smoke billowing upward. 
 
    Gray ash fluttered like falling vegetation downward, coating every exposed surface area. The scents of blood, of rotting flesh, of battle could be detected through the smoke. 
 
    The mix appealed to him. It was familiar, what he knew. Much of his lifespan had been spent on battlefields. But his mission on this planet rotation wasn’t to kill. It was to save. 
 
    Save his female. 
 
    He scanned his surroundings, evaluating threats, searching for refuge. 
 
    In the distance, ships hovered above the planet’s surface, pummeling those beings below them with missiles, the debris around him trembling with each strike. 
 
    Ghost ran in the opposite direction, carrying his female away from the fighting. 
 
    The structures were flattened, the area already thoroughly bombed. The Humanoid Alliance was unlikely to return to it soon. He sprinted. There were survivors but not many. 
 
    A female offspring, a local Deneb judging by her green skin and green hair, stood in the rubble, crying. Tear tracks marked her dirty cheeks. She clasped a severed hand. 
 
    Her sobs tugged at his big cyborg heart. She was female, offspring, alone. 
 
    But she wasn’t his. Ghost forced himself to continue moving, to run past her. Another being could protect the offspring. Only he could save his female. 
 
    The sound of gunfire grew louder. 
 
    He detected the source. Two factions of beings hid behind partially destroyed walls. They exchanged projectiles, intent on killing each other. 
 
    The beings didn’t aim at him. He traveled at cyborg speeds. To the humanoids, he would be merely a blur, a shadow streaking across the debris. 
 
    Ghost surveyed every demolished domicile he passed, looking for safety. At the one hundred and forty-second domicile, he found what he was looking for–a flat slab of stone on the ground. The covering was split, revealing the hidden subterranean storage chamber. 
 
    He held his female with one hand, pushed the stone to the side with the other. A grooved ramp led downward, the bryophyte-slickened surface made more navigable by the ash. Ghost descended with his little human, pushing the slab back into place above them. 
 
    His vision system adjusted to the decreased illumination. The space smelled musty but the air was cool and breathable. Multi-level supports filled most of the chamber, an eclectic collection of items displayed on the horizontal surfaces. 
 
    Ghost saw no weapons. Those would have to be obtained elsewhere. 
 
    First, he had to repair. He shoved some multi-level supports to the side with one hand, making room, and gently laid his female on the stone floor, cupping her head to ensure she didn’t bang it against the hard surface. 
 
    When he pulled away, a piece of his arm remained with her. 
 
    He hurt all over but she was safe. For now. “Mine.” 
 
    She gazed up at him. “Ghost.” Her teeth clattered. 
 
    That was a sign of strain. 
 
    His heart pounded with alarm. “Damaged?” Had she been hurt? His gaze swept over her. 
 
    The arms and legs of her uniform had been partially burned, the exposed skin covered with red welts. His female had been damaged. Outrage surged up Ghost’s chest, made more acute by his sense of failure. 
 
    She was his and he’d allowed her to be hurt. 
 
    He clamped his lips together, ruthlessly containing his roar. The enemy was positioned all around them. He couldn’t draw them to their location. 
 
    He had to keep his female safe, heal her fragile body. “Breed.” That was the solution. 
 
    He ripped off the remnants of his flight suit, removing some of his flesh with it. 
 
    She stared at him, her lips pressed into a thin white line. His female was in shock. 
 
    He’d repair her damage, ease her pain the quickest way possible—with his nanocybotics. “Stay with me, Mine.” 
 
    He shredded her uniform, revealing her quivering curves. Her dagger clattered to the stone floor. They had one weapon. His female was always armed. 
 
    “Hurts,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Repair.” He spread her legs. Even with her pain, with her trauma, her body responded to his presence, her pink pussy lips wetting, her scent reaching out to him. 
 
    She was alive. He would heal her. He hadn’t failed her as he had failed the others. 
 
    Ghost positioned himself at her entrance. His balls had been singed, that damage minor compared to the rest of his form. His cock was intact, not impacted by the explosion. 
 
    He gripped her hips with his fingers, holding her in place, and eased inside her, pushing deeper and deeper. Frag. His eyes rolled back in his head. She was wet, tight, warm. 
 
    She was also still, too still, his normally active female docile under him. 
 
    Ghost pumped her once, twice, breeding with her as gently as he was able. His balls swayed. Her inner walls enveloped him, an intimate hug for his tattered soul. 
 
    She was made for him, was his in all ways. 
 
    He would repair her. Ghost gritted his teeth and forced his release, flooding her form with his healing nanocybotics, his bliss tempered by his concern. 
 
    Coming zapped much of his remaining energy levels. Blackness licked at his vision system. His big physique throbbed with the most acute agony. 
 
    Ghost clenched his jaw, holding back the darkness with pure willpower, and he surveyed his female’s form. Her eyes were closed, her blonde eyelashes fluttering against her golden skin. The lines around her lips remained. 
 
    Her wounds were lighter in color, pink, not red, and the welts had flattened. Yet they hadn’t disappeared. She wasn’t completely healed. 
 
    His female needed more and, being a cyborg with a cyborg’s recovery time, he wouldn’t deny her. She was the very best part of him, the only being holding his shattered pieces together. Without her, his lifespan wasn’t worth living. 
 
    “Mine.” His voice was faint, unrecognizable to his own auditory system. 
 
    “Ghost.” She sighed, her eyes remaining closed. His female knew about his past, knew about his failures yet she trusted him to keep her safe, to stop her from hurting. 
 
    Ghost would never betray her trust. Preparing to give his female another round of breeding, he gathered the last lingering fragments of energy within him. 
 
    His arms and legs shook as he drew his hips back. The chamber spun around him. 
 
    He thrust once more. That was all he had, all he was capable of doing. He groaned, coming, giving everything he had to her, every final bit of himself. 
 
    He had nothing left, his balls empty, his vision system flashing light and dark. 
 
    His arms and legs shook, threatening to fold. That would damage his fragile human female. 
 
    Needing to protect her, even from himself, Ghost pushed his huge, hulking, heavy physique away from her motionless form. He rolled to the side. 
 
    His ravaged back hit the cold stone floor and pain flooded his senses, acute, harsh, unforgiving. 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. Ghost swallowed his bellow and continued rolling. 
 
    His undamaged chest touched the hard rock. The agony eased. He turned his head to face his female, rested his cheek on the makeshift floor. 
 
    She was so beautiful, her hair glowing like a comet against her face, her lips parted, her curves rounded, all of her soft. Ghost reached out and grasped her hand, needing to touch her, to assure himself she was close, safe. 
 
    “Mine.” He had her, would never let her go. 
 
    Assured she was protected, Ghost stopped fighting the darkness. 
 
    His processors shut down and his world went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Lethe groaned. She was stiff, her muscles ached, but she no longer felt the excruciating, mind-dissolving pain. That was gone. Ghost had taken it away. 
 
    “Ghost.” Her voice was a croak. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    He gripped her hand. Tightly. She knew he was with her. 
 
    Lethe opened her eyes. Ash danced on the tips of her eyelashes. She blinked it away. Her surroundings were dimly lit. Light slanted into the space from a crack in the stone. 
 
    That stone was above her. She was in an underground chamber. 
 
    Lethe looked to the left. Multi-level supports reached the ceiling. 
 
    She moved her gaze to the right. Silver metal gleamed through marred burned flesh. 
 
    It took her a couple of heartbeats to realize what she was looking at. 
 
    Who she was looking at. 
 
    “Ghost.” Lethe carefully slipped her fingers out of what remained of his hand and sat. 
 
    She was nude except for the boots on her feet. Strips of fabric lay on the floor, along with what appeared to be a hunk of flesh. That wasn’t her flesh. 
 
    It had to be his. Her cyborg had been injured, could be— 
 
    No. She couldn’t think of that could be. 
 
    “Ghost.” She crawled to him, her head light. “You made me believe in forever. Don’t you dare take that away from me.” 
 
    He had to be alive. He had to be. She couldn’t survive without him. Even if she was rescued, if she physically lived, she would emotionally perish. She’d be dead in her heart. 
 
    “Ghost.” Lethe cupped her hands over his mouth. His breath wafted over her palms. She exhaled raggedly. “You’re alive.” She hadn’t lost him, like she lost everyone else she loved. “Thank the stars.” 
 
    Because she did love him. 
 
    Lethe had realized that as they were crashing, when he had wrapped his form around hers, trying to protect her. He was her always, her forever. 
 
    He was now severely injured. She surveyed his big body. Her cyborg had been burned from his head to his boots. Chunks of him were missing, his frame showing. 
 
    “You need pain inhibitors.” If they were on her warship, she’d grab a medic pack but her beautiful warship was gone, blown to pieces. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet and frantically searched the multi-level supports. They were filled with what appeared to be rations, garments, antiquated and non-functioning devices and dust. 
 
    The chamber shook. Some of that dust flew into the air. She twitched. The Humanoid Alliance were continuing to bomb the planet. 
 
    She cared only about her cyborg. There were no medic packs, no pain inhibitors. 
 
    “Incredible. Incredible. Incredible.” Lethe returned to him. She had to help him. He had helped her. 
 
    He had helped her. 
 
    Ghost had harassed her, transferring the nanocybotics in his cum, nanocybotics that he now needed to heal himself. She gazed at him, warmth spreading across her chest. He could have walked away. She had nothing to offer him, nothing that would prolong his lifespan or allow him to leave the battered planet. Yet he’d stayed. He’d saved her, sacrificing a part of himself. 
 
    Him would do nothing except take more from him. She bent over Ghost. His nanocybotics fizzed on her tongue. She could give some of those back to him. 
 
    “I love you, Ghost.” The words slipped out of her mouth. 
 
    She stiffened. She hadn’t meant to say that. 
 
    Ghost didn’t move. Her cyborg was unconscious. He hadn’t heard her admission. 
 
    The knot in her stomach unraveled. “I would only do this for you.” She licked the edge of his burn. He tasted of ash, charcoal and blood, the combination making her gag. 
 
    Her efforts were effective, however. The redness faded. The torn skin pulled together. 
 
    “I love you.” Lethe would ease his agony as much as she could. She laved more of his back. 
 
    The moisture on her tongue, in her mouth and throat evaporated. Tears pricked her eyes. She remembered that dryness, not having enough saliva to swallow. She had nightmares about it, had sworn to herself that she would never experience it again. 
 
    For Ghost, she would suffer through it. She swept her tongue over him. 
 
    The effectiveness of that action decreased. He healed slower. 
 
    “Your nanocybotics must need wetness to work.” She removed her boots. “Fortunately for you, I’m prepared.” 
 
    She opened the hidden compartments in the heels. These were her emergency packets of liquid. They could be the only remaining source of consumable beverage on the planet. 
 
    She didn’t know when or if they would be rescued. Using the liquid to heal Ghost might result in her own death. 
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you, cyborg.” She opened a packet. “I’ll do my best to heal you and you’ll live. Deal?” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “Deal,” she answered for him. Lethe sucked a few drops from the packet, holding the liquid in her mouth, and she flicked her tongue over his shoulders. 
 
    He healed a little bit more. 
 
    She drank and licked, drank and licked, opening packet after packet. A thin layer of new skin formed over his battered form. His breathing deepened. Ghost didn’t open his eyes. 
 
    He couldn’t leave her. A sense of wild desperation filled her. She cared for him. 
 
    “You have to survive, Ghost.” Lethe grasped the last packet. “That’s our deal.” 
 
    She’d lived most of her lifespan alone. She wouldn’t live the rest of her lifespan without him. 
 
    Lethe opened the packet, sucked the liquid into her mouth, and laved his torched skin with the flat of her tongue, focusing on him, the male she loved, applying herself to the last task she might ever undertake, hoping it would make a difference, hoping it would save his life. 
 
    Hers would be worthless without his. They were a team. They belonged together. 
 
    Lethe’s mouth dried too soon. She hadn’t licked all of him. He wasn’t yet healed. 
 
    “That will have to do.” She slumped to the stone floor, lying beside him, their faces a kiss apart, and she gazed at his primitive profile, not seeing the burns or the blood, seeing him, the cyborg she loved. 
 
    The chamber shook again, harder this time. That missile had landed closer to them. 
 
    She could die in the next heartbeat. Or it could take two planet rotations for her lifespan to end. Lethe had no way of predicting the timing of her death. 
 
    But she knew she’d be with her cyborg. Always. 
 
    “Even if I realized then how this would all end.” Her voice was a croak. “I would have still made that first deal with you.” She’d traded her body for the warship, giving herself to him completely. “It was the best one I’ve ever crafted.” 
 
    Lethe wished he’d open his eyes. She longed to see that brilliant blue again. 
 
    “I love you, Ghost.” She gazed at him until her eyeballs ached, savoring every last moment with him. 
 
    Then she closed her eyes and drifted into sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Drink, Mine.” Warm liquid splashed over her lips. 
 
    Lethe gulped. This must be that afterlife her parents believed in. There was plenty of liquid and her cyborg was with her, her version of a perfect place. 
 
    “Ghost.” She opened her eyes, looked into the dazzling blue of her dreams. 
 
    He kneeled beside her, naked, his face, neck, chest patchy, his skin different shades of gray. There were bald spots in his shaggy black hair. 
 
    He sealed the small container he held in his right hand. His silver frame was detectable under the thin layer of skin on his knuckles. 
 
    According to her parents, in the afterlife, no one would be damaged or in pain. He was both. Which meant… 
 
    “You’re alive.” She burrowed her face against his chest, her body trembling with relief. “I thought I had lost you.” 
 
    “Cyborg.” He set the container on the stone floor and ran his big hands up and down her bare back. “Repair.” 
 
    “There was a lot of damage.” Her laugh was shaky. 
 
    He was alive. She pressed her lips against his skin, savoring his heat. He held her to him as though he shared the same wonder, the same joy of living. 
 
    “Where did you find the beverage?” There had been no containers stored on the multi-level supports. 
 
    Ghost tapped his thigh. A compartment opened. There was another container hidden inside the small space. 
 
    “You carry beverage with you?” She frowned at him. “But cyborgs don’t require much liquid.” They had internal processing systems. 
 
    “For you.” He brushed his fingers over her surprisingly wet cheeks. She must have cried. She hadn’t noticed, too enthralled with him. “Safe. Always.” 
 
    Her cyborg carried containers of beverage inside his body for her, to ensure she never lacked liquid, never again suffered from dehydration. Lethe sniffled, touched by his actions, his thoughtfulness. Without being asked, without saying a word, he’d taken that step, easing her fears. 
 
    “You’re a good male,” she murmured. 
 
    He grunted. She’d learned how to read his animalistic noises. That one told her he didn’t believe he was a good male. 
 
    “You are.” He had a big heart and she loved him for it. 
 
    “Crash,” he grumbled. “Danger.” 
 
    “The crash was my fault.” She accepted full responsibility. “You suspected it was a trap and you were right.” She had thought, at the time, he was being overprotective. “They were waiting for us to lower our shields.” 
 
    The Denebs had delayed their attack until their target couldn’t escape them. It had been a clever plan. The battle strategist in her admired it. And it had been effective. They had downed her warship. 
 
    Her beautiful A Class Warship. 
 
    Ghost rumbled with unhappiness. 
 
    “The beings we were trying to rescue shot us out of the sky.” Lethe wondered how many other rescue ships the Denebs had destroyed, mistaking them for Humanoid Alliance vessels. 
 
    If those tragic errors were happening on Deneb 9, it was logical that they had happened on Mercury Minor also. That realization eased her guilt over the invasion. 
 
    She’d taken one seat. A ship could have held hundreds, thousands of beings. 
 
    The stone floor shook under them. Dust swirled in the air. 
 
    “Should we move to a safer location?” She would help him walk if he wasn’t able. 
 
    “Safe.” He shrugged, his gaze remaining fixed on her face. “Already bombed.” 
 
    The Humanoid Alliance was unlikely to waste missiles and bomb it again. Not immediately. 
 
    “Then we can stay here for a while.” Lethe summoned a smile. He could heal, add a couple more layers of skin to his metal frame. 
 
    Ghost grunted and pulled her closer to him. Her knees rubbed against stone, the friction heating her skin, exciting her. 
 
    They were both naked. His cock was hard, pressing against her stomach. His chest brushed along her sensitive nipples. His face was in her hair, his warm breath wafting against her curls. 
 
    Lethe wanted him now, always. Guilt was attached to that desire. Her thoughts of were selfish. He’d been injured, had almost died. “Are you in a lot of pain?” 
 
    “No pain.” He mouthed down her neck, leaving a trail of nanocybotics. 
 
    Her breath hitched, her body aching for his. “You must be weak. You were badly damaged.” That comment was for herself, a reminder he was recovering. 
 
    “Cyborg.” Ghost nuzzled into the curve where her neck met her shoulder. 
 
    Her pussy dripped. “You need all of your nanocybotics.” 
 
    “Make more.” He burrowed his face into the hollow between her breasts. “Repair faster.” 
 
    “If you breed with me, you’ll repair faster?” She gingerly touched his chest, desiring that to be true, needing him. 
 
    Ghost grunted, his breath puffing against her curves. 
 
    That was a ‘yes’ type of grunt. Him would hasten his healing. 
 
    She wanted to mess him. Very much. 
 
    “Then breed with me.” Lethe lay back on the cool stone floor, drawing him over her, careful not to aggravate his wounds. “Let me heal you.” 
 
    “No ship.” His eyes gleamed. “New deal?” 
 
    Their previous deal was he could harass her anywhere, anytime, as long as she had control of the warship. That warship had been destroyed. 
 
    “There’s no need for a new deal. I never messed you for the warship,” she confessed as she spread her thighs, opening to him. “I desired you from the first moment you spoke.” 
 
    “Mine.” He prodded her pussy with his cock head, every bump of flesh against flesh spiraling her passion upward. 
 
    “Ours,” she corrected. “That was your first word. You called the commander that and I was wildly jealous. I wanted you to myself.” She closed her thighs around his hips, keeping her boot treads flat on the floor. His donkey remained damaged. She couldn’t wrap her legs around him. 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost captured her lips in a hard kiss, driving her head back. He wasn’t as conscious of his wounds as she was. “Always.” He thrust into her, filling her pussy in one fluid movement with rigid cock. 
 
    “Always.” She arched her back, pressing her breasts against his chest, having thought she’d never feel him inside her again. Their connection was as strong, as unbreakable as he was. 
 
    And she believed in it, in him. 
 
    Lethe gazed up at him. He gazed back, not moving, their bodies still, linked, their souls, their hearts in tune. Words weren’t necessary. She saw the caring in his brilliant blue eyes, didn’t try to hide her love for him. 
 
    “Mine.” He withdrew to his tip, drove back into her, grunting with the motion. His wasn’t gentle. He was a primitive male. But it wasn’t as vigorous as it normally was. Her cyborg was still recovering from his injuries. 
 
    “Come quickly for me.” Lethe gave him permission for a fast idiot. She’d come when he did, his nanocybotics would ensure that, and she didn’t want him to strain himself, to suffer a relapse. His first recovery had scared the trash out of her. 
 
    He rumbled, his chest vibrating against her nipples, and pounded into her, his gaze locked with hers. Lethe lifted her hips, meeting each thrust halfway. She was his equal, his, and she would protect him even from his own stubbornness. 
 
    They rutted like savage creatures, free and alive, so alive. The floor trembled as missiles fell. Her arms and legs quivered. His did also, the tremors escalating with each surge forward. 
 
    “Ghost, come for me.” She gave him one more opportunity to retain control of their encounter. 
 
    He growled, his eyes flashing. 
 
    “You are an obstinate brute.” And she loved every feral part of him, too much to allow him to hurt himself. She clenched her pussy around his shaft. 
 
    He roared, driving forward. Hot cum splashed against her inner walls. Lethe bit his chin to muffle her screams. The chamber spun. Pleasure swept over her again and again. 
 
    He pushed deeper and deeper into her, dragging her across the stone floor, pouring his essence into her, crazing her with bliss. 
 
    When she thought she couldn’t take any more, he collapsed, flattening her. 
 
    She squawked. He pulled his big body lower and rested his head between her breasts, breathing heavily, his weight comforting. 
 
    She petted what was left of his hair, the action soothing both of them. “Are you damaged?” Had she asked too much of him? 
 
    “Cyborg.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “Cyborgs aren’t invincible. I saw your back.” And his head, his arms, his legs, his donkey. “I know you can be damaged.” 
 
    He braced himself upward. “Protect.” His eyes blazed. 
 
    She’d hurt her cyborg’s pride. “I have never doubted that you can protect me.” Lethe tugged on his shoulders, encouraging him to rest against her. “Never.” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “I doubted that you would protect me,” she explained. “Because no one had ever had. I never doubted that you had the ability to safeguard me.” 
 
    “Mine.” He lowered once more. “Protect always.” 
 
    “And I will always protect you.” She threaded her fingers carefully through his hair, avoiding his wounds. “Because you’re mine. If you’re damaged, I want to know it.” 
 
    “Cyborg,” Ghost grumbled. 
 
    Lethe lifted her gaze to the ceiling. She wouldn’t win this argument. Her cyborg would never admit he was damaged. “I need to rest.” 
 
    He shifted. 
 
    She held on to him. “I feel safer with you on top of me.” She would force him to recover, use his need to protect her to benefit him. 
 
    He murmured something she couldn’t decipher. She petted the sides of his head. His muscles relaxed. His breathing leveled. 
 
    The stone floor under her body was unyielding. Her cyborg was heavy. The air around them was stale, stinking of old things. The bombing continued, rattling the containers on the multi-level support. And she didn’t know how they would make it off Deneb 9. They had no means of transport. 
 
    But she wouldn’t wish to be anywhere else. They were as safe as two beings could be on a planet under attack and they were together. 
 
    “Mine.” She whispered his favorite word. 
 
    He was all she needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Ghost lay on top of his female as she slept. He monitored the terrain around them, guarding her. The fighting on the ground edged closer and closer to them. 
 
    The warriors finally entered what he considered to be their space. He lifted his head, pushed himself upward. 
 
    “What is it?” His female’s eyes opened. 
 
    “Fighting too close.” He jumped to his feet, determined to end that conflict. 
 
    “Are we moving?” She grasped her dagger, her small fingers closing around the hilt. 
 
    “Stay.” He would quickly clear their terrain. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Protect.” Ghost waved his hands at the chamber. He could protect her in the underground chamber. No one would see her, touch her. 
 
    “Oh.” Her eyes widened. “Yes.” She nodded. “I’ll protect our space. I won’t allow anyone else to enter it.” 
 
    That wasn’t what he meant but if her misinterpretation of his words kept her in the chamber, he wouldn’t correct her. 
 
    She looked at the dagger in her hand and then at him. “You should take this.” She held the small blade out to him. 
 
    Ghost didn’t move, stunned by the gesture. She carried that weapon with her always. When they first met, she had slept with it in her hands. 
 
    And she was giving it to him. 
 
    “Cyborg.” His voice was gruff. He didn’t require the dagger to clear their terrain of warriors. His bare hands were sufficient to do that. 
 
    But he would always remember she had offered her little weapon to him. That knowledge would be held close to his heart. 
 
    “You’ll be careful?” The caring in his female’s eyes warmed his soul. 
 
    “Yes.” Ghost removed a container of beverage from his thigh compartment, handed it to her. 
 
    She looked at it and then up at him. “You’ll return for me?” 
 
    “Always,” he assured her. The sound of gunfire was now detectable by his enhanced auditory system. He had to leave her. “Mine.” 
 
    He pulled her close to him, rubbed his hands over her back, burrowed his chin into her hair, wanting to take her scent with him. 
 
    “Try not to kill the Rebels,” she mumbled against his chest. 
 
    “Try.” If they threatened her, they would all die. He drew back from her, gazed down at his female, the being he’d trade his life to save. 
 
    “I’ll ensure no one enters this chamber.” She pressed her lips together, looking determined. 
 
    He’d ensure that also. Ghost grunted, turned, ran up the ramp. A scan of the exterior told him the warriors would be out of visual range. 
 
    He pushed the slab of stone aside, exited their hiding place, took one last glance at his female’s upturned face, and replaced the square. 
 
    She would be safe. He’d protect her. 
 
    Ghost sprinted toward the conflict on the ground. His feet were shielded from the sharp edges of the debris by his boots, the gift his female had given him. The rest of his body was bare. 
 
    He jumped over the rubble, raced around partially demolished walls. His speed was cyborg-fast, faster than a human’s vision system could lock on but he wasn’t operating at optimal levels. 
 
    He wasn’t yet fully repaired. His sense of purpose offset that damage. He wasn’t running into battle for an enemy he hated. He was entering battle to safeguard the female he cherished. 
 
    The faces of the other females, the females he’d failed, flooded his processors. The images made him wilder, more desperate to clear his terrain. 
 
    His gaze locked on the battle. Two Rebels hid behind a small downed ship, their green hair and skin telling him they were Denebs. The female—obviously the leader—barked, demanding more projectiles. The male patted the ground around them, looking for ammunition. Even at a distance, Ghost could see there wasn’t any available. 
 
    Three Humanoid Alliance warriors advanced. They were in full body armor, wore helmets, had long guns in their hands. One male lugged a huge weapons pack. 
 
    The Rebels were outnumbered and outgunned. If Ghost waited, they would be dead within moments. 
 
    But his female had asked him not to kill them. And without ammunition, they posed little threat to her. 
 
    He turned his attention to the Humanoid Alliance warriors, racing toward them. 
 
    They didn’t see him coming. He rushed them from behind, grabbed the first warrior’s helmet and tore it off his shoulders. The male’s skull was still inside. Blood spurted. The human’s arms and legs twitched. 
 
    The other two warriors turned. Ghost yanked the long guns from their hands and then beat them with their own weapons. They shrieked. The metal dented. Bones crunched. 
 
    The males fell to the ground. 
 
    The Rebels stood, their useless guns in their hands, their mouths open. Ghost turned and glared at them. They didn’t move. 
 
    He tore off one of the headless Humanoid Alliance male’s arms and threw it at them. 
 
    That spurred them into motion. The humanoids ran, stumbling over toppled walls, scrambling to get away from him. 
 
    His terrain was clear of threats. 
 
    Ghost opened the Humanoid Alliance warriors’ pack, stripped the weapons off the males, put them with the rest. Their body armor was too small for him. It was also too large for his female but he could modify it. 
 
    He sat on a block of building material, tore the other arm off the headless male. Blood splattered over his skin. He extracted a dagger from the pack, cut the body armor at the male’s waist, slicing into flesh. 
 
    Ghost continued to monitor his surroundings as he fashioned a protective chest covering for his female. In the distance, the Humanoid Alliance pounded the ground with missiles, their ships hovering out of reach of the Rebels. Fires burned, filling the air with smoke and ash. A layer of gray covered everything. 
 
    A small humanoid approached him. He heard her tread, caught a glimpse of her green skin. She took a couple of steps and stopped, took a couple of steps and stopped. 
 
    He breathed deeply. Female. Ours. 
 
    Protecting her wasn’t possible. His focus was on his own female, a female the newcomer was drawing nearer. 
 
    He growled, expressing his unhappiness, stripped the protective chest covering off the corpse and shoved it into the pack. 
 
    Too weak, too shell-shocked to heed the warning, the Deneb female edged closer to him, picking her way through the rubble. Her feet were bare, had been sliced by sharp pieces of the wreckage around them. The scent of her blood meshed with the other aromas. 
 
    “Closer. I kill.” He glared at her. 
 
    “You speak the universal language,” the female croaked, straightening. Her parched lips cracked as they moved. She was thin, her shapeless body garment hanging from her bony shoulders, her eyes large. 
 
    Ghost grunted, eyeing her with irritation, discomfited by the emotions she stirred in him. His female had his first loyalty but he felt guilt that he couldn’t safeguard the newcomer. She belonged to one of his brethren. 
 
    “Will you trade with me?” She waved her hands at the pack of weapons. “Give me one gun and you can have this.” She pulled down her body garment, showing him her small breasts. 
 
    “Not Mine.” He wasn’t interested in anyone other than his female. 
 
    “Please.” She swayed. “I’ll do anything you want.” She fell to her knees. 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. When he looked at this Deneb female, he saw his own. She’d been alone on a war-torn planet also, had nothing other than her body to trade. Males had used her, giving her enough to survive. 
 
    He wouldn’t use the Deneb female but he could give her enough to survive. 
 
    Ghost studied the three males. His second kill had the smallest feet. He unfastened that corpse’s boots, plunked them on a block. The Deneb female could move faster with footwear. 
 
    He searched through the pack, found two daggers, placed them beside the boots. She could trade one for whatever she needed, use the other to defend herself, hiding it in the front pocket of her garment. 
 
    All of that would be useless if she died of thirst first. He extracted a half-filled container of beverage from a thigh compartment and set it beside the weapons. 
 
    “Yours.” He stood. 
 
    Her gaze shifted to his gifts. “What do you want for that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Ghost hefted the weapons pack over one of his shoulders. 
 
    The Deneb female narrowed her eyes at him. She didn’t move to retrieve the supplies he’d left for her. 
 
    He understood why she was wary. He’d view it as a trap also. 
 
    Ghost didn’t have the time or the patience to reassure her. His female was alone. The planet was under attack. He strode away, not looking back. 
 
    His scans said the terrain was clear but he’d complete a walk around it and visually verify that fact. While he was surveying the area, he’d scout for ships on the ground, preferably vessels that were undamaged. 
 
    His first priority was protecting his female. His second priority was getting them both safely off the planet. To do that, they needed transportation. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Ghost returned to the subterranean chamber, his female was waiting for him, her dagger in her hand, her lush body lowered in a combat stance, hidden in the shadows. 
 
    She was concealed from human view. He was a cyborg and could see his little defender perfectly. 
 
    “Safe.” His lips twitched. She was protecting the space as she had promised. 
 
    “You are safe.” The relief on her beautiful face warmed his heart. “Thank the stars.” 
 
    She slipped her dagger into the front pocket of her garment. It was similar to the one the Deneb female had been wearing. The fabric was primarily green with images of vegetation on it. It pulled tightly across her breasts and hips. The single leg opening stopped at her knee and swished as she rushed up the ramp to greet him. 
 
    Halfway up the incline, she slipped on a patch of bryophyte. Her legs shot out from under her. She yelped, her arms waving. 
 
    Ghost dashed forward and caught her before she fell. “Careful.” He pulled her to him. 
 
    “Tell me all of this blood isn’t yours.” She patted his big body, her touching exciting him. 
 
    “Not damaged.” He breathed deeply and frowned. A musty scent clung to her. He sniffed down her neck, between her breasts. “This.” He plucked at the garment. 
 
    “Do you like it?” She smiled. “I found it on one of the multi-level horizontal supports.” 
 
    “No.” He didn’t like it. It concealed her natural scent. 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked. “Do the eyes and the smiling lips on the leaves and flowers bother you?” She looked down at the garment. “I thought they were cute.” 
 
    He gazed closer. There were human-like faces on the images of the vegetation. Why would the manufacturer do that? It served no practical purpose. 
 
    “Smells wrong.” That was his main concern, not her garment’s design. 
 
    He lifted her high against his chest and rubbed her over his bare skin. The enticing aroma of her arousal intensified. 
 
    She hooked her legs around his waist. The action lifted the bottom of the garment, exposing her pussy to him. Ghost grunted with satisfaction. That style of body covering did have its advantages. 
 
    He dropped the pack of weapons, stomped down the ramp, carrying her, his hands cupped under her generous donkey, his cock hard. 
 
    They had to leave the chamber soon. He’d spotted a small ship they might be able to steal. It was lightly guarded and could be utilized at any moment. 
 
    That mission held danger, could damage his female. Breeding with her would ensure she repaired as quickly as possible. 
 
    It would also remove the irritating musty scent on the garment she’d donned. 
 
    He propped her against the wall. Her brown eyes had darkened with passion. Her hair was adorably mussed. He wanted her more than he wanted his next breath. 
 
    Ghost positioned himself at her entrance and thrust. She squeaked. A grunt of happiness escaped his lips. She was wet, hot, tight, fitting him like a sheath fit a dagger. 
 
    He reluctantly retreated and then drove into her once more, retreated, drove into her. She gripped his shoulders, holding onto him. He’d never allow her to fall. 
 
    She was his, his sanctuary after a shift of killing, his oasis on a planet ripped apart by war. The musty stench, the smoke, the metallic scent of blood faded and all he smelled was her, her musk clouding his brain, straining his processors. 
 
    She panted, crying out for more, more, more, and he gave that to her, ravishing her savagely, knowing she could handle him, handle his needs. Beads of sweat lifted on her golden skin. Her wetness dripped between his balls. 
 
    “Harder.” She bounced her booted heels against his donkey. 
 
    He growled and complied, pounding into her. “Mine.” He’d please her, wouldn’t fail her. Ghost mouthed over her chin, her neck. 
 
    “Yes.” She moaned, the sound tightening his already tormented balls. Her fingernails dug into his skin. Her inner walls closed around his shaft. 
 
    A sense of urgency infected both of them; an awareness that the enemy could advance in a moment, interrupt their breeding. If they waited to come, they might not get that opportunity. 
 
    Ghost rumbled, past words, past thinking, the primitive part of his human half taking over, his machine spinning in the background. His female undulated, the layer of fabric between them warm and damp. 
 
    “Ghost.” Her voice stretched with need. 
 
    “Mine.” He’d give her what she wanted, now, always. Ghost drove deep, smacking her donkey against the wall, and he ground against her, rubbing over her clit. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream. He covered her lips, swallowing the sound, and roared with his own satisfaction. Hard jets of cum pulsed from his body, each spurt bringing a tension-dissolving bliss. 
 
    She writhed and shook, her lips vibrating against his, silent screams heard only by his heart. Her pussy squeezed around him and released, an intimate massage coaxing every drop from his cock, draining him until he had nothing left. 
 
    Sagging, he leaned his forehead against hers, temporarily weakened by his small human. He knew that in a few moments he would be stronger, faster, a better cyborg. Ghost looked into her eyes. She made him better, whole, repairing his damage. 
 
    “Now, do I smell right?” She smiled. 
 
    He grunted an affirmative, his lips curving. The musty scent on her garment had faded. She smelled like she was his. 
 
    “Good.” His female laughed softly. 
 
    Ghost wasn’t given an opportunity to enjoy her mirth. He stiffened, sensing a being nearby. 
 
    Her laughter immediately faded. “What is it?” 
 
    “Female.” He pointed to the ceiling. 
 
    “She can’t be Humanoid Alliance,” his female whispered. 
 
    “Ours.” It was the Deneb female. She’d somehow tracked him back to the chamber. Ghost lowered his female until her boots touched the floor. 
 
    “Then she’s not a threat.” His female didn’t share his sense of urgency. 
 
    “Lead others here.” He retrieved the pack, extracted the protective chest covering he’d crafted. His nose wrinkled. It smelled of the other male. 
 
    He swept it over his bare skin. His female should only smell of him. 
 
    “Is this female nice?” She smoothed down her garment. 
 
    He grunted. The other female didn’t concern him…much. 
 
    The female who did concern him ran her fingers through her hair. “Is she pretty?” 
 
    “Not Mine.” He pulled the protective chest covering over her head, guided her arms through the holes. The garment bunched around her breasts. His female was more lushly built than the human male. 
 
    “What is her name?” 
 
    He removed a dagger from the pack and sliced the garment down the center of her chest. 
 
    “Why am I asking you?” His female huffed. “You likely called her Ours.” 
 
    “Not Mine,” he repeated. The Deneb female belonged to one of his brethren. 
 
    The chest covering had sheaths and holsters. He placed two guns in the holsters by her waist, added a dagger to the sheath by her left breast. 
 
    “If you want me to be able to walk, that’s all I can carry.” Her tone was dry. 
 
    “Human.” He was achingly aware of her kind’s frailty. 
 
    “I’m a strong human.” She marched around the chamber, her boot heels clunking against the stone floor. “You should have made one for yourself, cyborg.” 
 
    “Chest too big.” He palmed two guns, slung a long gun over his right shoulder, placed the pack over his left. “Stay with me, Mine.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” She looked at him, her eyes glowing. “Of course, I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    She was his. Ghost’s jaw jutted. He would protect her. 
 
    He wouldn’t fail her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Reluctant to face reality, Lethe trudged up the ramp, following Ghost out of their underground hideaway, a place she’d grown to consider a sanctuary, an oasis for the two of them. 
 
    There was no peacefulness outside the subterranean chamber. The surface was as she remembered it, both from their crash landing and from her nightmares. 
 
    The planet could have been Mercury Minor. It appeared the same. Buildings were toppled. Insects buzzed around bloated bodies. Ash covered everything, turning the landscape gray. The air was filled with a foul smoke, fires burning around them. 
 
    Humanoid Alliance ships bombed buildings in the distance. The ground shook. Gunfire echoed. She drew her guns. 
 
    “Safe,” her cyborg rumbled, walking ahead of her. 
 
    She’d have to trust him about that. Her forward view was of his big body, his broad shoulders, his clenched donkey cheeks. 
 
    His height and girth was reassuring. She might be back on a battle-torn planet, stranded, without a means of escape, but she wasn’t alone. She had him. 
 
    The male she loved. 
 
    Something moved to the right of them. Lethe aimed her guns in that direction. A being ducked behind a domicile square. 
 
    “Ghost,” she whispered. They were being watched. 
 
    “Ours.” He didn’t sound happy about that. 
 
    She stopped, lowering her guns. “She’s coming with us.” 
 
    Ghost turned and glowered at her. 
 
    “She is.” Lethe couldn’t leave the unknown female behind, not like she had been left behind by her father’s friend, a being she’d considered family. “Getting three beings off the planet isn’t more difficult than getting two beings off.” 
 
    “Protect.” Her cyborg frowned. 
 
    “You can protect both of us.” She gazed up at him, pleading with her eyes. “Please, Ghost. She’s alone, and likely afraid, and she’s ours. You said that. Ours to safeguard.” 
 
    He blew out his breath and grunted his agreement. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Thank you.” She returned her attention to the female behind the domicile square. “You can come out. It’s okay. We won’t hurt you.” 
 
    A female with green hair and green skin straightened. She was as thin as Lethe had been when she had escaped Mercury Minor. She’d likely not eaten in planet rotations. 
 
    The female was also dirty, bruised, covered with scratches and tiny wounds, had a shattered look in her eyes. Lethe had seen that same hopelessness in her own reflection. 
 
    “My name is Lethe.” She kept her voice level, soft, hoping to calm the female. “This is Ghost.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. 
 
    “My name is…” There was a pause as though she couldn’t remember her name. “Zielony.” Her gaze lowered below Lethe’s protective chest covering. She blinked. “My baby sister had a garment using that fabric. She loves the happy faces. Loved. She-she…” Her beautiful face crumpled. 
 
    “I know.” Lethe stepped toward the female, seeking to comfort her. “You don’t have to say anything more.” 
 
    Ghost growled, expressing his discontentment, and she stopped moving. Her cyborg was on edge. She didn’t want to trigger a killing spree. 
 
    “She was a baby, a baby.” Zielony covered her face and sobbed, her frail shoulders shaking. “And they-they…” 
 
    “I know.” Lethe watched her, feeling helpless, knowing the depth of the female’s pain, also knowing there wasn’t much she could do to ease it. Zielony had lost everyone and everything. Nothing Lethe said or did could reverse that. 
 
    Ghost shifted his weight from his right foot to his left. “Must move.” 
 
    “Stay with us.” Lethe echoed her cyborg’s earlier words. “You’ll be safe.” 
 
    Ghost moved again, slower. Lethe’s heart warmed. He was compensating for Zielony. The Deneb female didn’t have the energy to walk fast. She could barely lift her oversized-boot-clad feet. 
 
    “Do you require beverage?” Lethe offered. The female must be parched. 
 
    “Your mate left a container of beverage for me.” Zielony’s voice was as soft as hers. 
 
    Her mate was more caring than he’d ever admit. Lethe gazed at his back, savoring how the newly forming muscles rippled under his gray skin. 
 
    “He gave me daggers also.” 
 
    Since he couldn’t protect Zielony, her cyborg had given her weapons to protect herself. Lethe’s love for Ghost grew even more, expanding to fill her chest. 
 
    “Can you shoot a gun?” she asked the female. 
 
    “Not well.” 
 
    Not well was better than not at all. Lethe suspected they were shooting their way off the planet. She passed Zielony one of her guns. “Aim at the target and press the big button on the top.” 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost handed Lethe a replacement gun, brushing his fingers over hers, a gentle caress in the midst of war, a reminder he was with her. 
 
    “Yours,” she murmured. 
 
    They trudged forward. Ghost led them through demolished domiciles, shattered pathways, along what appeared to be a sewage disposal system, the repugnant smell making Lethe’s eyes water. 
 
    The sound of gunfire grew louder. The Humanoid Alliance ships were alarmingly close, casting shadows on the ground. 
 
    Lethe braced more and more, expecting a missile to drop on them at any moment. 
 
    They approached several structures, easily visible because they were some of the few structures still standing in an otherwise flattened settlement. 
 
    Ghost pressed his back against the remains of a wall. She did the same, pushing her shoulder against his arm, needing that connection. Zielony crowded against her other side. 
 
    He set the weapons pack on the ground and pointed at it, signaling that they should stay where they were, guard the weapons. 
 
    Lethe nodded, raising her guns. She wouldn’t let him down. 
 
    He rushed around the wall, her cyborg a blur, moving faster than she could track. Shots fired. She peeked around the corner. Ghost barreled through Humanoid Alliance warriors. Her primitive male ripped off skulls and wielded his long gun like a club, beating the enemy to death. 
 
    A projectile hit him in the shoulder and he grunted. 
 
    Blast it. Someone was shooting at him. Lethe looked for the source. 
 
    Humanoid Alliance warriors crouched behind posts and nourishment carts. They poked their heads out of their hiding places and shot at her male. 
 
    No one shot at her male. 
 
    Lethe stepped away from the wall, fired a couple of rounds at the nearest warriors, returned to the safety of the wall. Projectiles ate away at the edge of that barrier between them, the warriors returning fire. 
 
    Ghost roared. A human male shrieked. 
 
    The gunfire slowed and then stopped. She fired more rounds. 
 
    At nothing. 
 
    Those Humanoid Alliance warriors were all dead, their body parts strewn across the ground, pools of blood darkening the surface. Lethe switched her focus to a new group of warriors, shooting two of them, blasting projectiles into their exposed necks. 
 
    The remaining males turned. She hid behind the wall. 
 
    They shot at her for one, two, three heartbeats. There was a splattering sound, more shrieks. 
 
    And then there was quiet. 
 
    She glanced around the edge of the wall. Ghost stood on top of a torso, wild-eyed, his chest heaving, his hands, arms, shoulders, all of him covered with blood. The long gun clutched in his right hand had a skull-shaped dent in it. 
 
    He’d killed everyone. There was no one left for her to shoot. 
 
    Lethe bumped against Zielony and pointed to the weapons pack. The female dipped her head, silently agreeing to watch it. 
 
    Freed of that duty, Lethe walked toward Ghost. His gaze met hers and she sucked in her breath. His eyes were bright with emotion. 
 
    The rage didn’t shock her. She expected that from him. 
 
    What she didn’t anticipate to see was the absolute terror reflecting in those brilliant blue depths, a fear that chilled her to the bone. Her C Model cyborg was scared stiff. 
 
    She holstered her guns and held her hands out to him. “You’re safe, Ghost,” she whispered. 
 
    He tossed the long gun to the side, surged forward, and swept her into his arms, lifting her off the ground. “Mine.” 
 
    She gasped as her breasts smacked against his chest, the impact pushing the air from her lungs. His grip on her was intense. 
 
    He burrowed his face into her hair, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You’re safe.” She stroked his shoulders, drifting her fingertips back and forth, back and forth over his gray skin, trying to soothe him, to take away his fear. 
 
    He grew more and more tense, his muscles flexing, not relaxing. 
 
    “Cyborg.” Ghost held her in the air, his face dark. “Human.” He shook her, clattering her teeth. “Stay.” He inclined his head toward the wall. “Safe.” 
 
    He worried about her. That terror had been for her lifespan, not his. 
 
    Lethe swallowed the ball of emotion forming in her throat. “They were shooting at you. I had to do something.” 
 
    “Cyborg,” he bellowed, the force of his yell blowing her hair away from her face. 
 
    She smiled gently at him. “Cyborgs can be damaged.” 
 
    “Aargh.” He set her on the ground, walked away from her, raking his hands through his patchy black hair. 
 
    The doors of one of the structures opened. Lethe caught a glimpse of a ship in the darkness. Two males in Humanoid Alliance uniforms exited, chatting animatedly about promotions and how dead female Denebs counted for half credits while dead male Denebs were worth full. 
 
    Ghost backed up, widening his stance, making himself as large as possible. 
 
    He was shielding her with his big body, Lethe realized. If she hadn’t been there, he would have rushed them, ripped them apart. The males would already be dead. 
 
    She was hampering the mission and she was splitting his attention between protecting himself and protecting her. 
 
    Lethe ducked under one of his arms and pointed her guns at the males. 
 
    They saw Ghost. Their eyes widened. They stopped talking mid-sentence, reached for their weapons. 
 
    Lethe tapped the triggers of her guns. Projectiles punctured the males’ foreheads, blasting their brains out of the back of their skulls. They fell to the ground, their legs kicking. 
 
    Ghost huffed, sounding impressed. 
 
    “I like that you protect me,” she admitted. “It turns me on. But I can protect myself.” She pressed her gun-filled hands against his spine. “There will be more males inside the structure. If you want to kill them, kill them, but if they damage you, I will be very upset.” 
 
    He grunted, running toward the structure. 
 
    Lethe gazed at his back for a moment, tempted to follow him, to protect him. That would slow his progress, distract him, put him in danger. She had to trust him as he trusted her. 
 
    Lethe returned to the wall, where Zielony was hiding. The female looked at her, her eyes wide with fear, her slight body trembling. She had thought, as Lethe often did, that she’d be left alone, forced to survive on her own. 
 
    “Everything is okay.” Lethe smiled to reassure her. “Ghost is completing a sweep of one of the structures.” He was likely killing everyone within range. “We have to move the weapons pack.” 
 
    It took both of them to lift it. They struggled, lugging it slowly toward the first structure. The massive doors were open, the metal around the frame bent. 
 
    Zielony’s breath hitched. 
 
    Blood painted the walls. Body parts were strewn everywhere. Ghost slammed his fists down on what looked like a flattened skull. 
 
    Judging by the vigor of the beating, her cyborg was unharmed. The knot in the pit of Lethe’s stomach unraveled. 
 
    “I believe he’s dead.” Her tone was dry. She set down the pack and gazed at the ship. It was a skimmer, a vessel designed for planet surface use only. “Skimmers aren’t meant for long space travel but this one should get us to the next inhabitable planet.” 
 
    It should. Lethe had trained on the small ships but they hadn’t been allowed to take them off planet. She wasn’t one hundred percent certain it was doable. 
 
    “We’re leaving the planet?” Zielony raised her eyebrows. “The Humanoid Alliance will shoot us out of the sky.” 
 
    “This is one of their ships.” Lethe patted a panel. 
 
    That didn’t mean the Humanoid Alliance wouldn’t shoot at it. They had plenty of other ships. It was unlikely that any Humanoid Alliance warrior would exit the planet in a skimmer. 
 
    “One gun.” Ghost bumped against her. The skimmer’s sole gun was positioned on the top of the vessel. 
 
    “It is fortunate we will have a cyborg operating it.” She leaned against him, savoring his warmth, his strength. “Your quick reflexes will compensate for the one gun.” 
 
    “No shields.” He mentioned an issue she found more worrisome. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to avoid all missiles.” Lethe tried to look confident. Confidence was the key to good leadership. “I’m a great captain.” That wasn’t a boast. That was a fact. She ranked at the top of her Rebel training program. “I’ll outfly them.” 
 
    Ghost grunted, transferring the weapons pack into the small ship. 
 
    Lethe smiled. He didn’t doubt she could do it. “Let’s roll this ship out.” 
 
    They entered the skimmer. It was a tight fit, the three of them crowded into the small space. There were only two chairs. 
 
    “What do I do?” Zielony looked at her, at the console and then back at her. 
 
    “Strap yourself in.” Lethe waved her hands at one of the chairs. “And watch for red circles on the control panel.” Those would be the proximity alarms. “Tell me when and where one appears.” 
 
    The female complied. Lethe did the same. Ghost stood beside her. 
 
    “Ready?” She glanced up at him. 
 
    He grunted an affirmative. 
 
    She started the engines. The floor tiles vibrated under her booted feet. 
 
    “There are red dots all around us.” Zielony informed her. 
 
    “That’s the structure.” The skimmer’s systems were simple. They didn’t have the capability to distinguish between forms. 
 
    Lethe rolled the ship through the doors. It passed cleanly. Her back straightened with pride. She had remembered the little quirks of operating a skimmer. 
 
    Humanoid Alliance warriors ran toward them, guns in their hands. 
 
    Ghost had a bigger gun. He mowed them down, the projectiles cutting their bodies in two. Lethe accelerated, coaxing the little ship higher. 
 
    “Red dot to our right,” Zielony yelled. 
 
    “Missile,” Ghost added. 
 
    “Hold on.” Lethe veered the skimmer to the left, spinning the small ship. The straps dug into her shoulders. Everything not strapped down, excluding her cyborg, tumbled around the interior of the vessel. 
 
    The missile whistled past them. There was a loud boom and flames lit the ground below the ship. 
 
    “Up.” Ghost grunted. 
 
    Lethe knew their current elevation was dangerous. It was within the range of the ground missiles. “This ship isn’t designed for space travel. We need speed to offset the planet’s gravitational pull.” 
 
    Ghost peppered the ground with projectiles. More missiles arced. Zielony warned Lethe. Lethe flew the little ship as she’d never flown another vessel. 
 
    It was exhilarating yet unmaintainable. She’d make a mistake eventually and they’d all die. “I love you, Ghost.” 
 
    “Mine?” His voice was choked. 
 
    “I love you.” She had to say it. She might not have another opportunity. “I wanted you to know that.” 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “Red dot to the right.” Zielony’s voice was frantic. “And to the left. And there’s another one to the right.” 
 
    Lethe would have liked to have more acceleration but they’d run out of time. “We’re doing this.” 
 
    She guided the ship upward. Gravity pushed her against her chair. The entire vessel shuddered. Metal whined. 
 
    Stars. She gritted her teeth, not raising her hands from the embedded control panel. The ship might not make it. One loose panel could doom them. 
 
    Ghost must have thought the same thing. He moved closer to her. 
 
    It was a futile action. Even he couldn’t save her if the ship imploded. 
 
    There was pressure, pressure, pressure, and then they were free, breaking into the blackness of space. Lethe looked at the main viewscreen and her jaw dropped. 
 
    They faced the Humanoid Alliance’s huge battle stations. 
 
    “Red dots. Big red dots in front of us.” Zielony’s announcement was unnecessary. “Some smaller ones. All of them are larger than us.” 
 
    All of the enemy’s ships had shields and better guns also. 
 
    The communications system beeped. They were being hailed. 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” Lethe instructed. 
 
    That hail meant one of the enemy ships had spotted them. If the Humanoid Alliance didn’t receive confirmation the skimmer was operated by their warriors, they’d start shooting. 
 
    Lethe couldn’t give them that confirmation. She and Zielony were female and Ghost was a cyborg. The Humanoid Alliance would never allow any of them to fly their ships. 
 
    “Incredible.” She stared at the scene. Sweat dripped down her spine, slid between her donkey cheeks. 
 
    They were dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    His female was a skilled captain. Ghost’s chest expanded with pride. She flew ships like they were an extension of herself. 
 
    But not even she could outrun warships and battle stations in a skimmer. 
 
    And he couldn’t inflict much damage on the enemy vessels with the lone gun he had at his disposal. The skimmer wasn’t designed for battle. 
 
    He unfastened the straps confining his female, lifted her, and slid into her chair, seating her across his bare legs. She sighed with contentment. 
 
    That didn’t ease his guilt. 
 
    “Failed you.” He’d failed to safeguard her as he’d failed the other females. 
 
    She bracketed his face with her hands. “No male could have protected me”—her gaze moved to the Deneb female—“us.”—she amended—“better. I’m proud to call you my male.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t met you, I would have died of thirst.” Zielony shrugged. “The dryness is gone and I’m no longer alone.” 
 
    “We’re together.” His female smiled at him, her bravery, her beauty breaking his heart. “None of us will die alone.” 
 
    “Mine.” He held her close, burrowing his face into her hair, breathing in her distinct scent. 
 
    She petted his shoulders, his arms for three heartbeats. Ghost reveled in every stroke, every touch. Before her, he’d known such solitude, such pain. She brought him peace. 
 
    Love. 
 
    When she had said those words to him, he’d inwardly howled. This courageous, intelligent, giving human female loved him, a damaged warrior who struggled merely to form a sentence, who had failed to safeguard the beings in his care again and again. 
 
    He couldn’t fail her. He couldn’t. 
 
    Help, he transmitted over the cyborg lines, shamelessly pleading for assistance. 
 
    It was doubtful any warrior would be positioned near Deneb 9. The cyborgs stationed on the planet had already revolted. 
 
    And all of the males listening would know he hadn’t protected his female. If no assistance arrived, that would be his legacy, the one thing for which he was remembered. He’d be the cyborg who couldn’t safeguard the being meant for him, the being he loved. 
 
    But Ghost would accept that fate, sacrifice his pride to try to save her. 
 
    We’re coming, C Model. Force, the J model from the Humanoid Alliance armada, surprised him by responding. Transmit the frequency that the cyborg council sent us and stay alive. We’ll locate you. 
 
    Ghost accessed the control panel, complying with Force’s orders, doubting the J Model could help with the situation. How? 
 
    How long would they be waiting for a rescue? How long would they have to stay alive? 
 
    The J Models would be positioned in a different sector, far from Deneb 9. The planet wasn’t on the armada’s route to the cyborg Homeland. 
 
    Ghost need assistance now, not two planet rotations in the future. 
 
    When we freed ourselves, we turned around and followed you. Force’s tone was dry. We’re J models. It wasn’t very difficult. 
 
    They were close to Deneb 9. Ghost’s shoulders lowered slightly. But how close? 
 
    The communications system continued to beep, the Humanoid Alliance trying to hail them. 
 
    Fast. They hadn’t much time. 
 
    We’re sending out warships. We’ll be there soon. Force assured him. This is twice we’ve saved your female. You owe us your left nut for this. 
 
    Ghost grunted. He didn’t know why the J model wanted one of his testicles but he would pay that price to protect his female. 
 
    “Cyborgs coming.” He told her. 
 
    “They are?” Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Soon.” Ghost paused. “Stay alive.” That was their mission. 
 
    “Yes, that would be a good plan.” His female laughed, relief in her mirth, a relief he shared. “We won’t do that if we stay here.” She swung her legs forward. “Once that Humanoid Alliance ship realizes we’re not responding to their hail, they’ll shoot us.” She tapped on the control panel. “If they can find us.” 
 
    Another captain might have moved her ship slowly, allowed it to drift around the battle stations, until the cyborgs arrived. His female zipped the skimmer through the crowded space, joined a formation of warships. 
 
    “Mine.” He growled, sensing the proximity of the J models. 
 
    “They won’t shoot at their own ships.” She grinned. 
 
    The warship to their right exploded. 
 
    “Or maybe they would.” His female veered the skimmer to the left, flying it under a battle station. The top of their ship glided along the larger vessel’s shield. 
 
    “Red dots all around us.” The Deneb female shook with fear. She hadn’t his female’s courage. 
 
    Ghost couldn’t shoot at the enemy. If he did that, the Humanoid Alliance officers would realize they weren’t one of them. He helped stabilize the skimmer. 
 
    Two warships flew beside them, one to their right, one to their left. 
 
    His female increased the skimmer’s speed. Components rattled. 
 
    The warships accelerated also. A third vessel trailed them. 
 
    “We’re boxed in.” Her face screwed up in determination. “I can’t shake them.” 
 
    You can fly, C Model. Force laughed. 
 
    Fraggin’ hole. Female, Ghost grumbled. 
 
    A human flies like that? The J model sounded impressed. 
 
    The other warriors whistled and made gibes. 
 
    “Cyborg,” Ghost told his female. 
 
    “Those are cyborgs?” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Thank the stars.” His female’s shoulders slumped. “We would have been dead if they hadn’t been ours.” 
 
    Ours. Ghost’s lips curled upward. His female considered them to be her brethren also. 
 
    Follow us in, Force instructed. 
 
    He relayed that information. The warship on their right slipped in front of them. More warships joined their formation, escorting them into deeper space, blasting any ship that got in their way. 
 
    They approached a battle station. 
 
    “Ghost?” His female glanced at him, her pitch raised with her concern. 
 
    “Safe.” He understood her trepidation. It was formerly a Humanoid Alliance vessel. But it now transmitted the cyborg frequency and some of the chatter on the cyborg lines originated from the battle station. 
 
    “Are you certain?” the Deneb female asked. 
 
    “If Ghost says it is safe, it’s safe.” His female answered for him, her faith buoying his battered confidence. “I trust his judgment.” 
 
    “Cyborg,” he explained. 
 
    “There were cyborgs on Deneb 9.” The Deneb female crossed her arms in front of her. “They didn’t look like you. They resembled humans and they fought for the Humanoid Alliance, killing everybody they saw.” 
 
    “The cyborgs had to fight for them.” His female guided the skimmer into the battle station’s docking bay, following Force’s warship. “The Humanoid Alliance had them enslaved. But the cyborgs rebelled. They’re now free to be the honorable males they truly are.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. Only his female would consider him to be an honorable male, forgiving his past actions, his past failures. 
 
    “That was why the cyborgs suddenly left.” The Deneb female’s face brightened. “I wondered about that.” 
 
    “Yes, they escaped.” His female blinked. “With quite a few ships. Look at them all.” She gazed at the ships in the docking bay with wonder. “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    Ghost made a note in his processors to source a replacement warship for his female. 
 
    They found an open berth for the skimmer and cut the engines. The noise around him lessened. The voices in his head grew even louder. 
 
    Ghost stood, cradling his female in his arms. They were his brethren. His female was safe amongst them. Yet their proximity agitated him. They were too close. 
 
    “It’s okay.” His female stroked his chest as he carried her through the ship. “We’re safe.” 
 
    “Are we?” the Deneb female muttered, trailing them. 
 
    They exited the skimmer. Every cyborg in the docking bay turned and stared at them. 
 
    Ghost growled softly, shielding his female from their view. 
 
    “We saved your female yet again, C model.” Force strode toward them, a wide smile on his permanently tanned face, his humanlike brown eyes twinkling. He was wearing body armor and boots, was carrying an arsenal on his smaller form. “You owe us—” 
 
    He stopped walking, his nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Threat?” Ghost hunched over his female, protecting her with his body, and he turned, scanning the area, looking for the source of the danger. 
 
    He saw nothing that alarmed him. 
 
    “There’s no threat.” Force verified, breathing deeply. His smile turned goofy. “What is that delectable smell?” 
 
    “Mine.” Ghost’s grip on his female tightened. He wouldn’t allow the other male to touch her. 
 
    “It isn’t your female.” Force dismissed Ghost’s claim, wrinkling his nose. “She smells like you. That other scent.” He looked past Ghost. “Is that coming from you?” He gaped at the Deneb female. 
 
    She stepped closer to Ghost and his female. 
 
    “Ours,” Ghost said. 
 
    The J Model didn’t want his female. He wanted the Deneb female. 
 
    Ghost didn’t relax with that revelation. There remained too many males in the docking bay. The cyborgs gathered around them, their gazes curious. None of them had females of their own. 
 
    They wouldn’t touch his. 
 
    He curled his top lip, rumbling a warning. 
 
    “They are looking at us, cyborg.” His female petted his bare skin. “That’s all they’re doing. There’s no need to kill anyone.” 
 
    He huffed. 
 
    “And only you call our new friend Ours.” She smiled back at the Deneb female. “Her name is Zielony.” 
 
    “Zielony.” Force stared at the Deneb female. “You’re beautiful, little warrior.” 
 
    Ghost looked at the female. She wasn’t his, held no appeal to him. 
 
    “I’m alive.” The Deneb female locked gazes with the J Model. “That’s more important than being beautiful. If it weren’t for Ghost”—she inclined her green head toward him—“and Lethe, I’d be dead. They saved me.” 
 
    “You’d be dead,” Force repeated, his body stiffening. “You saved her.” His gaze swung to Ghost. “You saved my female.” 
 
    Ghost grunted. They saved a female. He hadn’t known the female belonged to the J Model. 
 
    “Delete my earlier comment.” Force’s gaze returned to the Deneb female. “You don’t owe us anything, C Model. I owe you. Anything I have is yours. All you have to do is ask.” 
 
    “Chamber.” Ghost immediately took him up on his offer. He needed a space where he could safeguard his female. There were too many beings around them. 
 
    “Take the commander’s chamber. It’s the largest.” 
 
    Ghost was moving before the J model stopped talking. The Deneb female squawked, as did his own. He ignored them. His female’s safety was his sole priority. 
 
    “Are there more females on the planet?” One of the cyborgs expressed what many of his brethren were thinking. 
 
    Ghost didn’t answer. None of the females he’d sensed had belonged to his brethren but that didn’t mean there weren’t any remaining on the planet. 
 
    “There are many more females on Deneb 9.” His female interpreted the question more literally. “And they all need rescuing. The Humanoid Alliance is trying to kill them.” 
 
    “Fraggin’ hole.” Cyborgs rushed for their ships, the transmission lines humming with excitement, every male hoping to find his female, to have someone, to no longer be alone. 
 
    “The cyborgs will save the Denebs and end the killing.” His female said with smug satisfaction. “That wouldn’t have happened without us, without me. By surviving, by taking that last seat on the last ship off Mercury Minor, I have helped save the lifespans of thousands of innocent beings.” 
 
    “Good deal.” He nodded. His female’s debt had been paid also. 
 
    “Yes, it was a good deal.” She laughed, the light bubbly sound filling the corridor. 
 
    Cyborgs stared at his female as they hurried past him. Ghost covered as much of her as possible, not wanting them to touch her, to look at her, to even listen to her. 
 
    One J Model ventured too close. 
 
    Ghost glared at him. Mine. 
 
    He shared footage of what he’d done to the Humanoid Alliance warriors on the warship. That was mild compared to what he’d do to a male daring to touch his female. 
 
    The cyborg lowered his gaze and stepped to the side. The other males gave Ghost a wider berth. 
 
    That was wise. 
 
    He was one wrong move away from killing them all. 
 
    “Easy, cyborg.” His female, reading his dark mood, brushed her fingertips up and down his neck. “We’re safe.” 
 
    They would be truly safe when they were alone. Ghost entered the commander’s chamber with her in his arms and locked the doors behind him. 
 
    The warriors were cyborgs. If they wanted to enter the chamber, they could force the doors open but that would take time, time he’d use to prepare. 
 
    Ghost walked through the space, examining every compartment, scanning the entire area multiple times. There were no threats, no dangers. 
 
    His processors told him his female was safe. 
 
    His primitive soul questioned that truth. Visions of past battles flooded his organic brain. His muscles remained flexed tight. Energy surged through his circuits. He needed to expel the pent-up tension, take action, fight, kill. 
 
    Or breed. 
 
    Ghost set his female on the sleeping support. “Mine.” He pushed the protective chest covering over her shoulders. “Need.” He grasped the collar of her garment and yanked, ripping the fabric off her lush body. “Now.” He had to be inside her. 
 
    “Now isn’t soon enough, cyborg.” She parted her legs, revealing her pink pussy lips. The fragile folds glistened with wetness. He breathed deeply. She smelled delicious. 
 
    Ghost cupped her donkey, lifting her to his mouth. His gaze met hers. He extended his tongue and slowly licked her. Sparks lit her dark eyes and she trembled in his hands. 
 
    He rumbled with satisfaction. Her taste filled his mouth. Her scent teased his nostrils. 
 
    He burrowed his face into her pussy, eating her out with a vengeance, sucking on her folds, delving into her entrance with his tongue. She wiggled and whimpered, pressing against him and then retreating. 
 
    Ghost held her to him, laving her flesh, breathing her in. He wasn’t a J Model, wasn’t skilled with words, with compliments. He was a C Model. He showed her how he felt, cherishing her with his mouth, wearing her scent on his skin. 
 
    “Ghost.” She called his name, telling all of the cyborgs on board the battle station whom she belonged to. “Yes. Yes.” She beat the surface of the sleeping support with her tiny fists. 
 
    He plunged into her, breeding with his tongue, stroking her inner walls. She panted. Her juices wet his cheeks, dripped down his chin. 
 
    She was alive, safe, his. He nipped her pussy lips and she yelped, more wetness streaming from her core. Not a drop was wasted. He gorged himself on his female, mouthing over her, flicking her flesh with his tongue. 
 
    “Ghost.” She pleaded, her voice stretched with desire. 
 
    His female needed release and he needed to claim her. Now. Again. Always. He nibbled around her clit. 
 
    “Now, Ghost.” Her impatience made him smile. 
 
    He sucked on that little button and she screamed, smacking her pussy against his face. Her curves quivered. Her musk hung heavily in the air. 
 
    He couldn’t wait any longer. Ghost flipped her over, drew her hips back until she was positioned on her hands and knees in front of him. 
 
    “Yes.” She moaned. His female liked to be bred with this way. 
 
    He liked it too. It gave him more control and gifted him with a great view of her lush donkey. He curled his fingers over her hips, probed with his cock, prompting more appreciative noises from his female before he found her tight little entrance. 
 
    He drove into her, submerging his mess up to his base. 
 
    Enhanced cyborg senses weren’t required to verify his female’s verbal ownership of him. Even a human could hear her cry his name. 
 
    “Mine.” He withdrew and thrust into her, withdrew and thrust into her, taking her wildly, fiercely. Her pussy vibrated around his shaft, their breeding extending her release. 
 
    “Love. Love.” She repeated that word, the sound of it on her lips crazing him with passion. 
 
    She loved him. Ghost pounded his cock into her pussy, spanking her donkey with his hips. “Love.” He added his voice to the song. “Love.” 
 
    He loved her with everything he was, every shattered piece of him. She was the voice in the silence, the light in the dark, a soothing touch in a universe of pain, a reason for living when he’d had none. 
 
    At the beginning of them, of their relationship, he hadn’t the bandwidth to know anything else yet he’d recognized her, what she was to him, what she would always be. She pulled him back from the edge of insanity, calmed the savage beast he’d become. 
 
    He could have lost her this planet rotation. Ghost plunged into her warmth, into her snug embrace, needing that physical connection with his female, seeking that reassurance. 
 
    They rutted like it was their first time, their last time, the vigor of their breeding crashing the sleeping support against the wall again and again, the boom, boom, boom adding a tempo to their one word chorus. 
 
    Their skin heated at points of contact. Sweat beaded over his female’s back, wet her golden curls. He licked along her spine, tasting the exertion of their breeding. 
 
    She trembled under him, drove back on every thrust, meeting him halfway, strong, courageous, his equal, his only. Ghost’s balls tightened, hugging his shaft. Pressure formed over his simulated tailbone. 
 
    “Love.” His voice deepened. “Mine. Love.” 
 
    “Yes.” She arched her back. “Yours. Love. Always.” 
 
    Always. He’d take her to the cyborg Homeland, where she’d be safe, and spend the rest of forever by her side. Ghost lowered over his female, surrounding her with his body, with his love, intent on pleasing her, trying to delay his own release. 
 
    She had other ideas, clenching around his shaft. It was too good, too much. He roared, thrust into her until there was nothing left, and let go. Cum propelled from his tip, splattered against her inner walls. She screamed, bucking, writhing under him. 
 
    Operating on purely primal instinct, he contained her movements, not allowing her to damage herself, to sever their link. He wasn’t thinking. His processors had shut down. His brain could only hold the euphoria he was feeling. There wasn’t room for anything else. 
 
    She drained him of all his essence, massaging his shaft, loving him with her pussy. Bliss swept over him in heavy waves, rising and falling. 
 
    He shuddered. His arms folded and he fell, taking his female down with him. She squawked in protest. He rolled, taking her with him. 
 
    She lay on top of his body. The tremors jiggling her curves gradually subsided. She became still, her form limp. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    His cock slipped from her heat as he turned her to face him. Ghost gazed at his female. Her eyes were soft. Her lips were parted. Her hair was mussed, her golden curls in disarray. There was a smudge of ash across her chin. 
 
    She was the most gorgeous creature in existence yet her beauty expanded past her mere appearance. It was reflected in her kindness, her strength, her bravery, her caring. 
 
    “Love you, Mine.” He allowed all of his feelings to show. 
 
    Her breath hitched. “You love me?” 
 
    “Love you,” he repeated. “Always.” 
 
    “Oh, Ghost.” Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “You always know exactly what to say.” 
 
    Ghost smiled at her. Only his female would think that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    A solar cycle had passed. Ghost prepared for another battle, bracing himself as the medic ship lowered to the stone landing pad his female had asked him to craft. 
 
    The fragile green vegetation of Mercury Minor swayed with the air circulation. The planet, now under cyborg protection, was gradually reviving. 
 
    Ghost and his female, as its only inhabitants, assisted in the recovery, clearing the debris, purifying the water, planting new vegetation. It was peaceful, solitary, safe. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    He scowled at the ship. The invasion was necessary but he disliked it. 
 
    “We’re safe.” His female patted his right arm. “They’re cyborgs, friends. All the males have their own females. Those females are here to help with this.” She rubbed her rounded belly. “Not to damage us.” 
 
    He gazed down at his female. Her golden hair streamed over her shoulders. The sun had darkened the pigment on her face and arms. Her eyes sparkled. 
 
    The last stages of offspring manufacturing had added more curves to her lush body. 
 
    She wore a shapeless garment similar to the one she’d worn on Deneb 9. The fabric was decorated with smiling planets and stars. That design was as impractical as the smiling vegetation. 
 
    But it made his female happy. 
 
    When she’d received the gift from Force’s female, she had laughed, then burst into tears, then laughed once more. He had hugged her, not knowing what else to do. 
 
    She had responded the same confusing way when he’d given her his boots to wear, her feet too swollen for her own footwear. Ghost dug his bare toes into the soil. 
 
    Manufacturing offspring had damaged his female’s emotional system. 
 
    He worried that the process would damage more critical systems. Those concerns about his female increased Ghost’s irritation over the impending cyborg invasion 
 
    Four warriors, along with their females, were arriving on the medic ship. They planned to assist his female. 
 
    They wouldn’t be needed. 
 
    “Help.” Ghost placed one of his palms on his female’s stomach. 
 
    He’d ensure she didn’t suffer additional damage. 
 
    “You believe you’ll help.” His female’s smile was gentle. “But you’ll try to protect me and—” 
 
    “Protect.” He frowned. He wouldn’t try to protect her. He would protect her. 
 
    Her lips twitched. “We’ve been over this. You know I can’t deliver naturally. Cyborg skulls have no yield to them. The females will have to open me up.” 
 
    The thought of anyone opening his female up made his processors overload. 
 
    “But I will have pain inhibitors and—” 
 
    “Protect,” he bellowed. She wouldn’t need any pain inhibitors because he wouldn’t allow anyone to damage her. 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’ll protect me. But you’ll do that from afar.” She said that as though he had agreed to it. He hadn’t. He wasn’t leaving her side. “This is a task for females. I—” 
 
    She winced. The muscles under Ghost’s palm violently contracted. 
 
    “Offspring.” Their offspring was damaging his female by moving. 
 
    Ghost crouched, pressed his ear against his female’s stomach. 
 
    Stay still, he transmitted to their offspring. 
 
    Their offspring grunted. 
 
    “Still.” He straightened. There shouldn’t be any more movement. 
 
    “Ghost.” His female placed her hands on his chest. “That wasn’t our offspring’s fault. I—” 
 
    “Stay.” He pushed his female behind him, widened his stance, held out his arms, blocking all access to her. 
 
    Rage was the first cyborg to approach them, the scarred C Model’s expression as grim and foreboding as Ghost’s. According to Ghost’s scans, Rage’s female followed him. She wasn’t visible but he smelled her. The warrior was as protective of his female as Ghost was of his. 
 
    The C Model stopped, positioned two arm’s lengths away from him. He gazed at Ghost, his face hard. 
 
    Ghost gazed back, not at all intimidated. 
 
    Silence stretched. 
 
    Ghost’s female pushed against his back. 
 
    He blew out his breath. “This.” He spread his arms, indicating their surroundings. “Thank you.” 
 
    When Ghost had requested that Mercury Minor be claimed as a cyborg planet, Rage had been one of the key supporters, rallying the other cyborgs to the cause. 
 
    Rage grunted, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “You gave me my world. I gave you this one.” 
 
    “World?” Ghost hadn’t met Rage before this planet rotation. 
 
    “My female is my world.” The C Model’s face flushed with pigment. “When you saved her, you saved me.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Ghost recognized that voice. It had been many solar cycles since he’d heard it but he was a cyborg. He would never forget it. “Ours.” 
 
    She’d been one of the females he’d been able to save. 
 
    “My female,” Rage corrected. “She’s a part of me. If you hadn’t—” His voice broke. The cyborg turned his head to the right. 
 
    Ghost grunted. The words weren’t necessary. He felt the same way about his own female. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Rage stepped to the side. A brown-haired, stocky human female gazed up at Ghost. Tears filled her eyes. “C345925,” she whispered. “I still can’t believe it’s you.” 
 
    Ghost didn’t know what to say, her wonderment, her open admiration making him uncomfortable. She looked at him liked he was a hero and he wasn’t one. He had failed. Many times. 
 
    “It’s him.” His female volunteered from her position behind him. “Call him Ghost.” There was a pause. “He’s mine,” she added as though anyone would ever question that. 
 
    “Your male saved my lifespan, Lethe.” Rage’s female’s voice was watery. 
 
    “He does that.” His female sounded like she was suffering from emotional damage also. 
 
    “He could have been decommissioned for saving me yet he did it anyway.” A tear dripped down the cheek of Rage’s female. “If it wasn’t for him, I would have died. I would have never met Rage, wouldn’t have fallen in love, wouldn’t have two offspring. You saw their images.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” his female wailed. 
 
    The males were two standard C model cyborgs, unusual merely because they had no model numbers inked on their cheeks. Only his female saw beauty in them. 
 
    As she saw it in him. 
 
    “Mine.” He turned. The tears dripping off her jaw twisted his stomach. “Safe.” He pressed her face into his chest, holding her to him gingerly, conscious of her rounded belly. 
 
    Rage drew his female to his chest also. He met Ghost’s gaze over the females’ heads. The C Model appeared as bemused as Ghost felt. 
 
    He relaxed. The other cyborg safeguarded his female as closely as Ghost safeguarded his and he wasn’t concerned. Their females’ emotional settings must be within acceptable ranges for humans. 
 
    His female gripped his arm, pulling on his flight suit and then releasing the fabric. 
 
    “Ghost.” Her voice was high-pitched. “Can you show Rage what we’ve done with our domicile. I have to speak with Joan.” 
 
    “Mine.” He stepped back and studied his female. Her face was pale. Lines of strain etched her lips. “Damage?” 
 
    “No damage.” She summoned a smile. 
 
    “We can speak later.” Rage’s female’s tone was light. “We’re staying as long as you need us. Or until there’s another mock battle.” She laughed. “Rage rarely stays away from a fight.” 
 
    His female didn’t join in the mirth. “I need to speak with you now.” She turned to face the other female. 
 
    “Now.” Rage’s female’s eyes widened. “Oh. The offspring is—” 
 
    “In private,” his female yelled. 
 
    Was their offspring damaging her again? Ghost frowned. “I speak.” He’d tell her to stop. 
 
    “There’s no need to speak with our offspring.” His female stroked his arm. “If you want to speak with someone, contact the other cyborgs through your transmission lines. Joan and I are going to the medic ship. Safyre and the commander will be there. The males might wish to be elsewhere.” 
 
    “Go too.” He’d stay by her side. 
 
    “Please, Ghost.” She clasped his hands, looking up at him. Her eyes shone. “You know how I’ve been looking forward to speaking with the females.” 
 
    He did know and he couldn’t say ‘no’ to her, not when she was gazing at him that way, like he was her champion and she was depending on him to make her world right. 
 
    Ghost grunted, reluctantly agreeing with her plan. 
 
    “Thank you.” She smacked her lips against his, her kiss much too brief for his liking. 
 
    “Come on, mother-to-be.” Rage’s female wrapped her arm around his female’s shoulders and led her away from him. They chattered about his female’s oversized boots and the trip the cyborgs and their females had experienced, the two of them laughing and hugging each other. 
 
    He had to give them space, Ghost told himself. They would wish to speak about female things. 
 
    He watched them for one, two, three heartbeats. 
 
    No, he couldn’t do that. His female was too far from him. She might be in danger. 
 
    He surged forward. 
 
    And smacked against a body armor-covered chest. 
 
    “Move.” He glared at Rage. 
 
    “No.” The C Model grasped his shoulders. “You won’t help. I know. I’ve been through the offspring manufacturing process twice.” Pride tinged the male’s voice. 
 
    Those two previous processes hadn’t involved Ghost’s female. He pushed against the cyborg, dragging him across the terrain. 
 
    Then all his progress stopped. Ghost grunted. He couldn’t move Rage. 
 
    Because the other cyborgs had arrived. 
 
    “It took three warriors to pin Rage down the first time.” Crash, an E model, laughed. He leaned against Rage, adding his strength to the C model’s. 
 
    “Your turn is next.” Rage’s eyes blazed. “It will only take one warrior to pin you down—me.” 
 
    “It’ll take more than three warriors to pin Ghost down.” Ace, the K model who had freed him, declared. He also assisted Rage in blocking Ghost’s progress. 
 
    “Which is why we’re here.” Thrasher grinned, standing to the side. 
 
    “We’ve got this.” Rage, with Crash and Ace’s help, shoved Ghost backward. 
 
    Ghost lost his balance and fell on his donkey. Before he could leap to his feet, the C model had jumped on his chest, pinning him across his body. 
 
    Ace and Thrasher sat on Rage’s back, using the cyborg like a chair. 
 
    Ghost struggled to free himself. He had to protect his female. 
 
    “There’s space for you to sit also.” Thrasher slid closer to Ace. Any other cyborg would feel uncomfortable with the touching. Ace smiled. 
 
    “Three is sufficient.” Crash stood to the side. 
 
    “Three isn’t sufficient.” Thrasher shook his head. “You saw what he did on that warship.” That footage had been shared with every cyborg. “It’ll take the four of us to hold him down.” 
 
    “He did disconnect his machine from his organic side,” Ace admitted. “That required strength.” 
 
    All the cyborgs nodded, even Rage looking impressed with that feat. 
 
    Ghost gritted his teeth, straining. His strength wasn’t enough. He remained captured. “Safe.” He had to keep his female safe. 
 
    His scans indicated his female was horizontal. She would be defenseless in that position. 
 
    “Rage’s female has been present at every offspring appearance.” Crash sounded sympathetic. “She will ensure both your female and your offspring are undamaged.” 
 
    “It’ll be over soon.” Ace said that as though Ghost’s concern was speed. “Your offspring is cyborg, not human. The process is fast.” 
 
    “Your offspring is also a C model,” Rage boasted. “He’ll be strong.” 
 
    “He won’t be all C model. Thank the stars.” Crash teased. “Rage’s offspring inherited their mother’s organic brain. That compensated for their father’s outdated processors.” 
 
    “Frag you,” Rage cursed. 
 
    “She,” Ghost muttered. “Female.” 
 
    There was a pause and they laughed. 
 
    “I told you he was damaged.” Thrasher gibed. 
 
    “There are no female offspring,” Ace explained. “We create males.” 
 
    His offspring was a female. Ghost fought to escape. If they didn’t know that was possible, they couldn’t know his female was safe. 
 
    The conversation turned to the training of offspring and then to battle. The chatter increased Ghost’s stress. His enhanced auditory system detected statements from the other females to remain still, to not look. His nostrils twitched. He smelled blood. 
 
    His female’s blood. 
 
    “Mine.” He beat Rage with his fists. 
 
    The C Model retaliated, pounding him into the ground. Flesh smacked against flesh. One of Rage’s large fists landed on his face. Ghost’s head snapped back and he tasted blood. They fought, inflicting non-lethal damage on each other. 
 
    It would have been satisfying except his female was in danger. Ghost rumbled with anger, his bottom lip split, his head spinning. He had to go to her, protect her. 
 
    “Ghost,” she shrieked, the fear in her voice shredding him. 
 
    “Mine,” Ghost bellowed. He heaved his body upward, using every bit of power he had. 
 
    The cyborgs were temporarily airborne. 
 
    He rolled out from under them, sprang to his feet, and ran. 
 
    “I told you.” Thrasher muttered, chasing after him. “Three was not enough.” 
 
    Ghost ripped off the door to the medic ship and rushed through the space, following his female’s scent. 
 
    “Quick. Finish closing her up and cover her.” Ace and Thrasher’s female commanded. 
 
    When he entered the chamber, the females scattered. Rage’s female held a suture gun. Crash’s female hid her hands behind her back, her flight suit stretching tightly across her belly. Ace and Thrasher’s female had speckles of blood on her uniform sleeves. 
 
    All of the females pressed their forms against the walls, giving him a clear view of his female, knowing to not get between him and the being he sought to protect. 
 
    A concealing cloth covered his female’s body. Her hair was damp. Her skin was flushed. Her eyes were bright. 
 
    She was alive. Relief flooded his senses. 
 
    His gaze lowered. 
 
    He stared, unable to process what his vision system was communicating. “Mine?” 
 
    “Meet our offspring, Ghost.” His female beamed, holding out a wriggling little being wrapped in a tiny concealing cloth. “Isn’t she beautiful?” 
 
    “Beautiful.” Stunned, he moved closer to them. 
 
    Their offspring had a mop of black hair, gray skin, no model number on her cheek. She looked up at him with brilliant blue eyes and the floor shifted under his feet. 
 
    He fell to his knees beside the sleeping support. “Ours.” 
 
    “Yes, ours.” His female glowed. 
 
    He touched their offspring’s hands. She wrapped her tiny fingers around one of his, held on, her grip cyborg tight, and he was captivated, the love in his big heart growing to encompass both of his females. 
 
    “Protect.” His voice was husky. He would trade his lifespan for theirs with no hesitation. 
 
    The other females in the chamber awwwed. The newly arrived males went to them, taking their females into their arms. 
 
    Ghost’s offspring grunted. 
 
    His female laughed. “She has your vocabulary.” 
 
    “She is a C model,” Crash teased. 
 
    Ghost looked at Rage, meeting his gaze. “Even.” 
 
    Any debt the cyborg thought he owed him had been settled. 
 
    “We will never be even.” Rage glanced at his own female, love reflecting in his eyes. 
 
    “This is getting too sappy for me.” Crash’s female brushed her hands over her wet cheeks, the tuft of orange hair on top of her head waving. “I need to fly something and I hear our new mother has added a modified skimmer to her impressive ship collection. Who is with me?” 
 
    “I’m always with you, my Safyre.” Crash grinned. 
 
    “Then move your donkey, my Crash, because I want the first choice of ships.” She marched out of the chamber. 
 
    “Your competition is Ace, Thrasher, and their female.” The E model followed her. “C Models aren’t skilled at flying.” 
 
    “Frag you,” Rage grumbled, bumping his female forward. The others streamed out of the chamber with them, leaving Ghost alone with his two females. 
 
    He gazed at them, his heart full. “Damaged?” 
 
    “I’m not feeling any pain.” His female smiled at him. “You?” She touched his split bottom lip. 
 
    “Cyborg.” The beating was a small price for such great joy. 
 
    She glanced down at their offspring. “I suspect I’ll be hearing that response often.” 
 
    The little female continued to hold onto Ghost’s finger. She blew bubbles with her mouth, looking up at him with an intelligence passed from cyborg to cyborg. 
 
    She was theirs. 
 
    His female had given him this gift. “I love you, Mine.” 
 
    “I love you too, Ghost.” 
 
    He saw that caring in her big brown eyes. 
 
    Their offspring grunted. His female laughed and Ghost beamed. 
 
    Those were happy sounds. 
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Here is an excerpt from Dark Thoughts, the first story in that series. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “There’s no reason to kill me.” The tiny female pulled her goggles down, hung them around her neck, revealing eyes as blue as the sky above them. “I’m not inside your precious Refuge and I haven’t broken any of your beloved rules.” 
 
    “Yet.” His tone was dry. 
 
    “Yet.” She walked toward him, her gait loose, her lack of concern for the danger he presented perversely turning him on. The female was fearless. 
 
    “You’re a threat.” He didn’t know why he was waiting to eliminate her. “Are you alone?” 
 
    “I’m always alone.” Sadness flitted across her beautiful face, a cloud passing over the sun. Then her smile returned. “How am I a threat to you?” She purred, her full pink lips vibrating with each word. 
 
    He wanted to capture that tender flesh between his teeth and pull. 
 
    “You’re a big strong male.” She drifted her gaze over his physique, her perusal as sensual as a caress, heating him to the bone. “I’m a small human female.” 
 
    “You are small.” Kralj surveyed her form as slowly, savoring her slight curves, her lean muscles, her upturned face. He was much taller than she was, the height differential forcing her into an excitingly submissive stance. “And you’re definitely female.” He longed to see her on her knees before him. “But are you human?” He bared his fangs, showing her he wasn’t one of her kind. “I don’t know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” Her eyelids partially lowered, that physical acknowledgment of his dominance pleasing his primal nature. “You know what I’m thinking.” 
 
    She slid her tongue over her bottom lip, wetting her flesh. 
 
    He tracked the movement with his gaze, achingly aware of her, of the need to possess this female, to subdue her. His brain warned him she was dangerous. His body didn’t care. “What are you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you, Kralj.” 
 
    He liked the way she said his name. He didn’t like that he didn’t know hers. 
 
    “I’m human.” She moved within his reach. 
 
    An intriguing vitality surrounded her, calling to him. He’d been alone for so long, solitary, emotionally isolated, unable to touch another being without causing damage, without killing. 
 
    “I was born with a brain telepaths can’t access.” She verified that exciting fact. 
 
    The powerful humanoid part of him couldn’t harm her. He’d never met a being like her. 
 
    “That’s why I was chosen.” She swirled her fingertips over her right shoulder, tracing the aligned sun moon planet embossed in her body covering. 
 
    It was the symbol of the Dark Veil, a guild of assassins. She was a monster as he was, trained to end lives, violent and soulless. 
 
    His desire for her escalated. 
 
    “What are you?” She smiled up at him. 
 
    “I’m not a mere telepath.” His psychic abilities exceeded any type of measurement. “I’m unlike anything you’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “You don’t know what I’ve encountered.” 
 
    “You haven’t encountered any being like me.” Kralj was certain of that fact. “I’m the beast hunting you in your nightmares, the fear you feel in the dark, the prickling over the back of your neck when you think you’re alone.” He gazed down at her, fighting the urge to grab her, to sink his fangs into her pale neck. “I’m not a male you play with, little one.” 
 
    “My name is Dita. And who said I was playing?” She walked her fingertips across his chest, heedless of the danger she was in, oblivious to how close he was to taking her, tasting her. “You’re an attractive male.” 
 
    He wasn’t an attractive male. He was a scarred beast, as hideous on the inside as he was on the outside. She dared to taunt him and that angered him. 
 
    “You find this appealing?” Kralj leaned forward, dissipating the shadows partially concealing his face, forcing her to look at his scars. 
 
    The right side of his face horrified the staunchest of beings. The skin from his forehead to his chin was angry and red, twisted, stretched, permanently melted. 
 
    It would repel her. She’d drop the irritatingly effective seductress act. 
 
    He could then view her as merely another enemy, kill her if that was the best solution to the problem she presented. There would be no hesitation, no emotions clouding his judgment. 
 
    “Yes.” Dita reached up and touched his scarred cheek. 
 
    He flinched, surprised, shocked, stimulated beyond all reason. Although he was tempted, his inner alarms ringing a warning, he didn’t retreat, didn’t draw his face away from her hand. He stood his ground. 
 
    She inflicted more damage on his equilibrium, her fingers calloused yet gentle, fluttering over his skin. “I find this extremely appealing, handsome.” 
 
    * * * 
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