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      They took her without warning. Now they need her more than ever.

      Olivia

      I was just trying to survive another shift at the hospital when my past caught up with me—hard. Abducted in the dead of night by mysterious operatives, I wake up light-years from Earth, imprisoned by the last thing I ever expected—cyborgs.

      But these aren’t the mindless war machines I remember. They are evolving. And they are desperate.

      Aeon

      I had one mission: secure the best obstetrician on Earth to save my people’s future. What I didn’t expect was the firestorm of resistance, vulnerability, and desire that Dr. Parker ignited in me.

      As Olivia fights to retain her freedom and I grapple with the awakening of emotions I was never programmed to feel, a fragile alliance begins to form—one born of necessity but threatening to become something far more dangerous.

      Because in a world where humanity is evolving by design, love might be the most unpredictable force of all.
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      I punched my timecard with the last bit of strength in my fingertips. Sixteen hours in the maternity ward had left me hollow-eyed and aching. Three births, one emergency C-section, and a terrified first-time mother who gripped my hand so hard I thought my fingers might break. But it was worth it. This job was always worth it.

      “Heading home, Dr. Parker?” Nurse Chen glanced up from her station, the dark circles under her eyes matching mine.

      “If my legs remember how to walk that far.” I managed a smile while gathering my things. “Any more surprises hiding in triage?”

      “All clear. Go before someone’s water breaks in the parking lot.”

      The hospital corridors stretched endlessly before me as I shuffled toward the exit. My reflection in the darkened windows showed a woman I barely recognized some days—brown hair escaping what had once been a neat ponytail, scrubs wrinkled beyond salvation. Two years ago today, I’d been a different person entirely.

      The night air hit my face. April in New England still carried winter’s bite even in the year 3036. I wrapped my jacket tighter and fumbled for my car keys, the parking lot nearly empty at this hour.

      “Perfect timing, Ben. Just like two years ago.” I whispered to no one.

      My throat tightened as I slid into my car. Benjamin would have made some ridiculous joke about the weather or complained about hospital coffee. He could have been here.

      I didn’t realize I was crying until the tears splashed onto my hands.

      “Damn it.” I pressed my palms against my eyes. “Not in the parking lot, Liv. Just get home first.”

      The dashboard clock read 2:17 a.m. Exactly two years ago since that field hospital collapsed under artillery fire. Two years since I’d dragged Benjamin’s body from the rubble, his blood soaking through my uniform while I screamed for help that never came.

      My phone buzzed. A text from my friend Naomi: Thinking of you today, Olivia. Call when you can.

      I started the car but couldn’t bring myself to drive yet. Instead, I opened my glove compartment and pulled out the worn photograph—Benjamin and me at medical school graduation, his arm slung around my shoulders, both of us laughing like we had all the time in the world.

      “Should’ve been faster,” I whispered to his frozen smile. “Should’ve made you leave when the first shells hit.”

      The guilt swept through me like a physical pain. I’d survived. I’d come home. I’d built this new life delivering babies into a world still rebuilding after the war while Benjamin would forever be thirty-two.

      “Olivia? You okay?”

      I jumped at the tap on my window. Dr. Matthews from pediatrics stood there, concern etched across his face.

      I wiped my eyes hastily and lowered the window. “Fine. Just tired after that shift.”

      “You sure? You don’t look⁠—”

      “It’s the anniversary,” I said, the words tumbling out. “My friend. From the military.”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes. “Benjamin, right? You mentioned him before.”

      I nodded, somehow touched and surprised he remembered.

      “Want company? There’s a diner down the street still open.”

      For a moment, I considered it—the comfort of not being alone tonight. But Benjamin’s face stared up at me from the photograph, and I knew I needed to face this by myself.

      “Another time. But thank you.”

      I pulled into my driveway twenty minutes later, the headlights briefly illuminating my small bungalow before darkness swallowed it again. The familiar porch light wasn’t on. I’d forgotten to set the timer again. Exhaustion weighed me down as I killed the engine. Benjamin’s face still swam behind my eyelids every time I blinked. Some days I believed it should’ve been me instead of him.

      “Just get inside,” I muttered to myself, grabbing my purse and keys. “Hot shower. Tea. Bed.”

      My cheeks were still damp as I stepped out of the car. The neighborhood was silent at this hour—no traffic, no dog walkers, just the distant hum of the city and the whisper of wind through the trees lining the street. I fumbled with my house key, still sniffling.

      “He would laugh if he saw me now,” I whispered. “Standing in the dark, crying in my driveway like⁠—”

      The crunch of footsteps on gravel was my only warning.

      Two shadows detached from the darkness beside my garage. Before I could scream, a gloved hand clamped over my mouth. Another pair of hands gripped my arms, wrenching them behind my back.

      “Target secured,” a deep voice murmured, oddly flat through a tactical helmet.

      I thrashed violently, my keys and purse dropping to the concrete. My heel connected with someone’s shin, but it felt like kicking steel.

      “She’s resisting,” the second figure stated, as if reporting the weather. Something was eerily familiar about them—something I had heard during the war.

      “Let me go!” I managed to yell when the hand briefly slipped from my mouth. I twisted my body, using the self-defense moves I had learned during combat training. “Help! Someone help!”

      The streetlight caught on their tactical gear—matte black with subtle blue piping. Their behavior seemed unusual, yet oddly recognizable at the same time, their movements precise and coordinated. My stomach dropped as recognition flashed. That distinctive armor design. CyberEvolution’s handiwork, yet somehow different.

      “Why?” I gasped as they dragged me toward a van I hadn’t noticed before. “I’m just an obstetrician!”

      One of them pressed something cold against my neck. “Administering sedative.”

      “No!” I bucked wildly, years of combat medical training screaming warnings in my head. “I’m nobody! I’ve been out for two years!”

      The needle pricked my skin. Warmth spread through my veins.

      As they loaded me into the van, my thoughts fragmented. Why would CE want me? I’m nobody special. Just a retired combat medic turned obstetrician.

      The sedative soon hit my system like a freight train. My limbs went from thrashing to useless in seconds. Through half-lidded eyes, I watched the van’s interior ceiling swim above me, dimly lit by blue-tinged display panels. My mind floated, untethered from reality, as I struggled to process what was happening.

      “Vitals stabilizing,” one of them reported, his voice unnervingly calm. “Estimated full sedation in forty seconds.”

      I tried to spit out a retort, but my tongue felt swollen and uncooperative. The vehicle lurched forward, sending me sliding across the metal flooring. One of my captors adjusted my position with efficient movements.

      “W-why...” I managed to slur.

      Neither answered. Despite my disoriented state, I registered their tactical gear—black composite armor with integrated technology I had never seen before. Blue light pulsed along thin channels in the material. Combat medics noticed everything, and this wasn’t standard military issued. This was beyond anything I had encountered, even on the battlefield.

      My gaze drifted to a weapons rack secured to the van’s wall. The rifles mounted there were sleek, almost organic in design. No visible magazines, just strange glowing power cells. One looked like it had been pulled straight from a sci-fi film—all curved lines and pulsing energy signatures. Definitely not government issued. Definitely not what I remembered from my time with the military.

      “Parameters acceptable. Initiating transport protocol,” the driver announced from the front.

      Something about their cadence and their economy of movement... it triggered memories. The field hospital. The cyborg soldiers we treated for six months—CE’s “enhanced warriors” with their unnervingly precise speech patterns and identical mannerisms.

      But that was impossible. CE’s cyborg program had been dismantled after the war. All their cyborgs were supposedly deactivated.

      My consciousness flickered like a faulty light. In one moment of clarity, I noticed the subtle insignia on one soldier’s shoulder plate—not CE’s familiar logo, but something similar. A mutation of it. Evolution beyond evolution.

      “Not...” I fought against the sedative. “Not possible... you were...”

      “Silence is recommended,” one stated, placing a hand against my shoulder. The touch was firm but not painful. Precise yet oddly tender.

      These beings had found me. But why? I was nobody important—just a doctor who delivered babies now. My war service had been unremarkable except for...

      Benjamin’s face suddenly flashed in my mind. Our last moments together where Benjamin refused to leave without trying to save the cyborg soldiers in the field hospital as shells fell around us.

      “Benjamin knew something,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure why. The drugs were making connections my conscious mind couldn’t follow.

      The two figures exchanged looks. My heart raced despite the sedative.

      What had Benjamin discovered? What had I missed?

      As darkness threatened to pull me under, a bitter laugh escaped my lips. “Careful what you wish for,” I murmured. Just an hour ago, I’d been drowning in survivor’s guilt, wondering why Benjamin died instead of me.

      Now, it seemed the universe might’ve been correcting its mistake.

      “Target displays unusual cognitive resistance to sedative,” one noted clinically.

      “Good,” the one next to me replied, and something in that single word sounded almost... human.

      My consciousness then slipped completely. The last thing I saw before darkness claimed me was the one beside me removing his helmet, revealing a face that was human but not quite—eyes too bright and features too perfect.

      They were indeed CE creations.

      My final thought: Benjamin died trying to save cyborg soldiers just like these for a reason.
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      I pulled off my tactical helmet as Dr. Parker closed her eyes and finally succumbed to the sedative. Her body went completely slack, her head lolling to one side. The faint scent of her perfume—something light and floral—lingered in the confined space of the van. I hadn’t expected her to fight the sedative so vigorously. Most humans dropped within seconds, but she had remained conscious for nearly four minutes after injection.

      “That was... unexpected,” I said, studying her peaceful face. Her dark lashes fanned against her pale cheeks. A strand of her brown hair had fallen across her face. Without thinking, I reached out and tucked it behind her ear.

      “You getting emotional on me?” Tegan’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, catching mine. “Or just making sure the merchandise is intact?”

      “She’s not merchandise,” I snapped, the harshness in my voice surprising even me. “She’s a doctor. The best obstetrician on the Eastern Seaboard.”

      Tegan’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “Whatever you say, Commander. I’m sure that’s the only reason you volunteered to lead this mission.” He turned his attention back to the road. “Next stop, transport station. ETA twelve minutes.”

      I glanced down at Dr. Parker again. In sleep, the lines of worry that had marked her face during our surveillance disappeared. She looked younger, more vulnerable somehow. My surveillance data hadn’t prepared me for how... human she would feel in person. Observing someone through camera feeds and biometric scans was clinical. Having her unconscious body mere inches from mine created an unexpected tension in my chest.

      “Our people need her,” I said, more to myself than to Tegan.

      “Our people need a doctor, yes,” Tegan replied, navigating the van through a series of back streets. “Did it have to be this particular doctor?”

      I clenched my jaw. “The algorithm selected her. Ninety-seven percent compatibility with our requirements. Her medical records, her military experience, her adaptability scores, and her psychological profile to name a few.”

      The transport station appeared ahead—an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the city, its deteriorating exterior the perfect cover for our operation. Tegan pulled into the loading dock, the massive doors sliding shut behind us.

      “I led this mission because I wanted to ensure it was done properly,” I continued. “Minimal trauma and minimal complications. She’s essential to our future.”

      Tegan killed the engine. “And you don’t trust anyone else to handle your precious cargo with appropriate care.”

      I lifted her slight form into my arms. Her head rested against my shoulder, her breath warm against my neck as I exited the van with practiced efficiency.

      “If you’re quite finished with your analysis, we have a schedule to keep,” I said firmly. “Planet Alpha is fourteen hours away at maximum thrust. I want her settled in the medical bay before she regains consciousness.”

      I carried Dr. Parker’s unconscious form up the ship’s loading ramp. She weighed next to nothing against my muscular frame, her warmth seeping through my tactical gear. Behind me, Tegan maneuvered our van onto the loading rig, the hydraulic platform whining under the vehicle’s weight.

      “Easy with that,” I called back, pausing at the entrance. “Last thing we need is to damage the ship before takeoff.”

      “You worry about your doctor,” Tegan shot back, his fingers dancing across the control panel. “I’ve been flying ships since before you were even a blueprint in some engineer’s wet dream.”

      The loading bay sealed behind us with a pressurized hiss. Dr. Parker stirred slightly against my shoulder, a small sound escaping her lips. The sedative would hold for another sixteen hours, but I wanted her safe and secured before then.

      I made my way through the narrow corridors to the sleeping quarters, ducking beneath low-hanging conduits. The ship wasn’t built for comfort. It was a repurposed military transport, stripped of weapons and retrofitted for stealth travel. Just functional enough to get us back to Planet Alpha undetected.

      The sleeping quarters were sparse—a single bunk fixed to the wall, with basic restraints for space travel. I laid Dr. Parker down with more care than the situation called for, my hands lingering longer than necessary as I adjusted her position. Her hair spilled across the thin pillow, a strand catching on my tactical gear. I brushed it away, struck by the softness of it between my fingers.

      “If you’re done tucking her in, I could really use a copilot,” Tegan’s voice crackled through the intercom. “Earth’s orbital security grid activates in fifteen minutes.”

      I secured the restraints across Dr. Parker’s body—loose enough for comfort but tight enough to keep her safe during launch. My gaze lingered on her face, so peaceful in unconsciousness. What would she think when she woke? What would she do?

      “Necessary,” I muttered to myself. “This was necessary.”

      In the cockpit, Tegan had already begun the preflight sequence, the ship’s engines humming to life beneath us.

      “Cutting it close,” he remarked as I dropped into the copilot’s seat. “Getting cold feet about our passenger?”

      “Focus on the mission.” I initiated the navigation system, plotting our course to Planet Alpha. “Fourteen hours, maximum thrust once we’re clear of Earth’s atmosphere.”

      The ship vibrated as we lifted off, breaking through cloud cover and ascending rapidly toward the stars. Earth shrank beneath us, its blue-green surface obscured by swirling white clouds. Soon it was just another bright point against the black canvas of space.

      “You know,” Tegan said, once we had settled into our flight path, “there were other options.”

      I settled back in my seat, my eyes fixed on the viewport. “We’ve been over this. The algorithm⁠—”

      “The algorithm gave us a list. You chose her.”

      “She’s the best. Her success rate with complicated births is unmatched and her military experience with cyborg soldiers is essential.”

      Tegan snorted. “I’m sure her file photo wasn’t a factor at all. Right?”

      I ignored the jab. “Our people need this knowledge. Without proper obstetric care, the birth mortality rate on Planet Alpha will make sustainable population growth impossible.” I rubbed my temples, where a tension headache was forming. The pain and pleasure receptors activated during our reprogramming had made for quite the adjustment period. “Everything we fought for and everything we built this past year—it ends if we can’t reproduce successfully.”

      “And hacking Earth’s medical databases was too risky.”

      “CyberEvolution still has operatives embedded in Earth’s security networks. One wrong move, they trace us back to Planet Alpha, and it’s not just you and me at risk. It’s our entire race.” I closed my eyes, remembering the war in fragments. The cyborg soldiers programmed solely to kill the enemy with no conscious thought or free will. “We’re free now. Ever since the war ended and our reprogramming. I won’t risk that freedom.”

      “So instead, we kidnap one human doctor,” Tegan retorted.

      “One doctor with the exact knowledge and experience we need. One life disrupted instead of millions ended across the galaxies.”

      Commander Helix’s face soon filled the ship’s screen, her features drawn tight with discomfort. Even through the grainy ship feed, I noticed the sheen of sweat on her forehead. Her pregnancy had advanced to the third trimester, her belly swollen beneath her tactical uniform.

      “Status report, Commander Aeon,” she demanded, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “Is the doctor secure? Undamaged?”

      “Dr. Parker is sedated and in perfect condition,” I replied, keeping my voice steady despite the twinge of unease her word choice triggered. Undamaged. Like Dr. Parker was equipment. “We’re approximately seven hours from Planet Alpha.”

      Helix winced, one hand moving to cradle her abdomen. “The contractions have started. Nothing serious yet, I don’t think.”

      “False labor,” I said automatically, my sparse medical programming supplying the term though I didn’t fully understand what it meant. “But without proper obstetric care⁠—”

      “I’m well aware of our situation, Aeon.” Her voice cut through mine, sharp as a scalpel. “Three women have died in childbirth since we established the colony. Three women and five children who never drew breath.” Her eyes locked with mine through the screen. “I don’t intend to be the fourth.”

      I straightened my posture. “You won’t be. We’ll be planet side in seven hours. Dr. Parker will be conscious shortly after arrival.”

      “The council was thinking of preparing a welcome reception. They want to make our... guest... feel at home.”

      “A reception might be premature,” I cautioned. “She’s been abducted against her will.”

      Helix’s lips thinned. “Just get her here, Aeon. The future of our people depends on it.” The screen went black before I could respond.

      I soon leaned back into my seat, fatigue washing over me. Tegan had taken the controls, allowing me a brief respite. Through the viewport, endless stars streaked past, each one a blazing reminder of how far we had come and how far we were taking Dr. Parker from her home.

      I closed my eyes, but instead of darkness, I saw her face as I’d lifted her unconscious body from the van. The vulnerability there. The trust that she’d never have granted me had she been awake.

      Could I have approached her differently? Perhaps a diplomatic mission, an invitation to visit Planet Alpha to assist a budding civilization? But what if she had refused? What if Earth’s authorities had been alerted? We couldn’t risk the colony’s location becoming known—not with CyberEvolution still possibly hunting rogue cyborgs.

      Yet the weight of her small form in my arms haunted me. The softness of her hair against my fingers. The gentle rhythm of her breathing. She wasn’t just medical knowledge in human form. She was a person with a life I’d torn her from.

      A light kick to my boot jarred me.

      “Rise and shine,” Tegan quipped. “We’re approaching Planet Alpha’s orbit. Need your help with landing protocols.”

      I blinked sleep from my eyes, surprised I had actually dozed off. “How long was I out?”

      “Long enough to miss my riveting monologue about interstellar navigation.” He gestured to the viewscreen where Planet Alpha loomed, a vibrant sphere of blues and greens against the black void. “Home sweet jungle.”

      I took my position at the copilot controls, guiding our descent through the atmosphere. The ship shuddered as we broke through cloud cover, revealing the vast canopy of the rainforest below. In the distance, the glass domes of our colony gleamed in the alien sunlight.

      “She’s going to hate it here,” I muttered.

      “Or she might surprise us,” Tegan countered, easing the ship toward the landing pad. “Humans are adaptable. It’s why we’re modeled after them.”

      The landing gear engaged with a metallic groan, and the ship settled onto the pad with a slight bounce. I could see a gathering crowd through the viewport—council members, medical staff, and curious onlookers, all eager for their first glimpse of the human doctor who would save their future.

      I moved to the sleeping quarters, where Dr. Parker still lay unconscious. Her sedation would wear off soon. Would her first memory of Planet Alpha be fear? Anger? Would she look at me and see only her captor?

      I lifted her gently, cradling her against my broad chest. Her warmth flooded through my uniform, her head nestling naturally into the crook of my neck. For a moment, I allowed myself to imagine a different scenario—one where she had come willingly, where her eyes would open with curiosity rather than terror.

      “Time to face the music,” Tegan said from the doorway.

      I carried her through the ship’s corridor and down the ramp, into the humid air of Planet Alpha. The assembled crowd fell silent at the sight of her in my arms.

      “Medical bay,” I ordered, striding past their stares. “And I want everyone out except essential personnel. She’s not a spectacle.”

      The colony’s medical facility was our pride—equipped with salvaged and adapted human technology but lacking the human expertise to use it effectively. I placed her on the main diagnostic bed, carefully arranging her limbs in a comfortable position.

      As I prepped equipment, I caught myself studying the curve of her jaw, and the slight part of her lips. Soon those lips would likely be shouting accusations at me. Soon those eyes would open, and whatever trust might have existed between us would be shattered before it began.

      But at least she’d be safe. At least she’d be alive.

      And maybe, just maybe, once she understood our situation—once she saw pregnant women like Helix, desperate for her help—she might forgive me.
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      I blinked against the harsh light that burned through my eyelids. My head pounded with each heartbeat, a steady rhythm of pain that reminded me I was alive, if nothing else.

      “What the hell?” My voice cracked, my throat dry as sandpaper.

      The ceiling above me wasn’t the familiar off-white of my bedroom, nor the speckled tiles of the hospital. Instead, a seamless metallic surface reflected my blurry image, the light emanating from no visible source. I tried to sit up, my muscles protesting with every movement.

      This wasn’t right. None of this was right.

      The memory hit me like a punch to the gut—hands grabbing me in my driveway, the prick of a needle, and darkness swallowing me whole. I touched my neck where the sedative had entered my system and winced.

      “This isn’t happening.” I swung my legs over the edge of what seemed to be a medical bed, far more advanced than anything I’d ever worked with at Memorial Hospital. “This cannot be real.”

      The room around me hummed with energy. Sleek equipment lined the walls, displays flickering with readings I couldn’t interpret from this distance. The air tasted different—recycled and purified. Simply wrong.

      “Oh my god.” The realization crashed down on me. “I’m not on Earth anymore.”

      I laughed, the sound brittle and hollow in the sterile room. The kind of laugh you made when the alternative was screaming at the top of your lungs.

      “This is ridiculous. People don’t get kidnapped and taken to other planets. That’s not a thing that happens to normal people like me anyway.” I ran my fingers through my tangled hair. “Definitely not a thing that happens to an overworked obstetrician who just wanted to go home and sit with a cup of hot tea and wallow in her grief.”

      Suddenly, another flashback hit me. Before I lost consciousness, I remembered seeing him—a face too perfect to be natural, his movements too precise to be human. A cyborg. Like the ones from the war but different somehow. His eyes had seemed almost... concerned? No, that couldn’t be right. The sedative must have messed with my perception.

      “Benjamin would have a field day with this.” I choked on the words, memories of my best friend flooding back. Benjamin had insisted just before he died that cyborgs were more than weapons. That underneath their programming, something human remained.

      I didn’t believe him. Not after watching what they did during the war.

      “So what now?” I paced the length of the room, anger building with each step. “You kidnap a doctor and expect what exactly? Compliance? A fucking thank you note?”

      My voice echoed off the walls, unanswered.

      I stopped at what appeared to be a window, though it revealed no recognizable landscape. Just trees—countless trees resembling a rainforest.

      “This is insane. I deliver babies. I don’t... I’m not...” I pressed my forehead against the cool surface. “I’m not equipped for this.”

      But beneath the fear and anger, a small voice whispered inside me—the same voice that had gotten me through medical school, through the war, through losing Benjamin.

      “Figure it out, Liv.”

      I moved away from the window, my heart racing as I took in the medical bay around me. The equipment was sleek, almost alien in its design—a far cry from the cluttered, chaotic hospitals I was used to. Everything had its place, minimalist and efficient. Despite my fear, I couldn’t help but be impressed.

      “Okay, Liv, think,” I muttered to myself, resting my hand on my hip. “You’re clearly on some distant planet, surrounded by a rainforest, and you’ve been kidnapped by... cyborgs?”

      The word felt ridiculous on my tongue. Cyborgs were weapons of war, not kidnappers. What could they possibly want with an obstetrician?

      My mind raced through possibilities, each more terrifying than the last. Were they planning to experiment on me? Use me as bait in some twisted game? The uncertainty made my skin crawl.

      I paced the room again, my steps echoing off the metallic floor in the quiet space. “Come on. You survived the attack during the war. You can survive this.”

      But even as I tried to rally my courage, fear crept in. I was alone, unarmed, in an alien world. I had never felt so vulnerable in my life.

      “Okay, new plan,” I whispered to myself. “Play along. Figure out what they want. Look for weaknesses. Then, when the moment’s right⁠—”

      The door hissed open, cutting off my impromptu escape planning. I whirled around, my heart leaping into my throat.

      A man stood in the doorway. No, not a man—a cyborg. The same one from the van. My kidnapper. But seeing him now, in the bright light of the medical bay, I was struck by how... human he looked. Tall, muscular, with a face that could’ve graced the cover of a fitness magazine. If it wasn’t for the subtle rigidness in his demeanor, I might’ve mistaken him for just another incredibly attractive man.

      Fury boiled up inside me, momentarily eclipsing my fear. “You!” I snarled, jabbing a finger at him. “What the hell is going on? Where am I? What do you want with me?”

      He regarded me calmly, his expression maddeningly neutral. “Dr. Parker, I understand you’re confused and angry⁠—”

      “Confused and angry?” I laughed, the sound sharp. “That doesn’t even begin to cover it! You kidnapped me! Drugged me! Brought me to god knows where!”

      “I assure you, we mean you no harm,” he said, his voice infuriatingly reasonable. “Your skills are needed here. We⁠—”

      “My skills?” I interrupted, my voice rising. “I’m an obstetrician, not a soldier! What could you possibly need me for?”

      He opened his mouth to respond, but I was too worked up to let him get a word in. “And don’t give me that ‘we mean you no harm’ bullshit. You’re cyborgs. Weapons. I’ve seen what you can do.”

      A flicker of something—hurt? Regret?—passed across his face so quickly I thought I must’ve imagined it. “Dr. Parker, I know this situation is far from ideal. But I promise you, everything will be explained in due time. For now, I think it’s best if we focus on making you comfortable. You must be hungry and thirsty after your ordeal.”

      I stared at him, momentarily thrown by his considerate tone and carefully thought-out words. This wasn’t how cyborgs were supposed to act or talk. They were thoughtless machines. Not... whatever this was.

      “I’m going to get you some food and water,” he continued, seemingly unperturbed by my silence. “Is there anything specific you’d prefer?”

      I laughed again, the sound bordering on hysterical. “Prefer? As if this is some kind of room service situation?”

      He tilted his head, looking genuinely confused. “I... I’m not familiar with that term. But if there’s a particular type of sustenance you require⁠—”

      “Just... just go,” I said, suddenly exhausted. “Get whatever. I don’t care.”

      He nodded, turning to leave. Just before he reached the door, I called out, “Wait.”

      He paused, looking back at me expectantly.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, not entirely sure why I cared.

      For a moment, I thought I saw a hint of a smile on his face. “Aeon,” he said. “My name is Aeon.”

      Then he was gone, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a growing sense that nothing about this situation was what it seemed.

      I sank down onto the edge of the medical bed, my knees suddenly too weak to support me. The realization hit me with the force of a hurricane. I’d just had a civil conversation with a cyborg, one who looked at me with what appeared to be genuine concern.

      “What the hell is happening here?” I whispered to myself, pressing my hands to my face.

      The cyborgs I remembered from the war were emotionless killing machines. Cold, calculated, and very efficient. They’d moved with mechanical precision, their eyes vacant as they executed their programming. I had patched up countless soldiers who’d barely escaped their lethal grasp. Yet Aeon seemed... different. Almost human.

      His voice had carried inflection, his eyes had shown what looked like empathy. And when I lashed out at him, I saw that brief flash of what might’ve been hurt in his expression.

      “They were supposed to be decommissioned,” I murmured, running my hand through my hair. “Deactivated and dismantled after the war.”

      The arrangement was that the surviving cyborgs would be shut down, rendering them useless, and their remains would be handled somehow. Though I wasn’t too sure of all the details of the situation, just what the news had said about it.

      So how was Aeon here, on this strange planet, functioning with what appeared to be enhanced emotional capacity?

      Benjamin’s face suddenly flashed in my mind, his eyes intense as he gripped my arm with his remaining strength. “Promise me, Liv. They’re more than weapons. They’re evolving. They need your help.”

      I had dismissed his words as delirium, the ramblings of a dying man. I had held his hand as he slipped away, tears streaming down my face as I lost the closest thing to family I had left. In the two years since, I had pushed his final request from my mind, focusing instead on the actual humans who needed my help.

      Now, I wasn’t so sure what to think.

      “What did you know, Ben?” I whispered to the empty room. “What did you see that I didn’t?”

      I shook my head, forcing myself back to reality. Whatever Aeon was, however human he might seem, the fact remained that I had been kidnapped. Taken from my home, my life, and my patients on Earth. No matter how confused I felt about what I was seeing, my priority had to be finding a way back.

      I glanced around the room, assessing potential escape routes. The door Aeon had disappeared through was the most obvious option, but without knowing what lay beyond it, rushing out would be foolish. The window seemed sealed tightly, and even if I could break it somehow, I had no idea what kind of atmosphere this planet had. For all I knew, the air outside could be toxic.

      “Think,” I muttered to myself.

      But even as I plotted, part of me couldn’t help wondering about Aeon’s words. “Your skills are needed here.” What could an obstetrician possibly offer a group of cyborgs? Unless...

      The door hissed open again, interrupting my thoughts. Aeon stepped in, carrying a tray loaded with food and water. His movements were precise yet powerful, each step radiating a controlled strength that made the room feel suddenly smaller. Without his tactical gear, dressed now in simple fitted clothes, his physique was even more imposing—broad shoulders, trim waist, and muscles that shifted visibly beneath fabric. He looked like a warrior god from some ancient mythology story.

      He set the tray down on a nearby table, those piercing blue eyes finding mine. Despite everything, my heartbeat quickened.

      “I hope this will be satisfactory,” he said, his deep voice filling the room. “We’ve studied human nutritional requirements extensively.”
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