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      I didn’t ask for her. But the moment I had her in my arms, I knew I’d never let her go.

      Talia Reed was supposed to be a tactical asset—brilliant, unwilling, and utterly necessary to defend my cyborg colony.

      We brought her here because we had no choice.

      But from the second she looked at me with those fire-blue eyes, everything changed.

      She fought me. Challenged me. Matched me move for move.

      And I wanted her.

      More than logic, more than duty, more than every vow I’d ever made.

      Now she sleeps in my bed.

      Wears my shirt.

      Redesigns my defenses like she was born to protect what’s mine.

      She says she’s only staying until the threat is over.

      That she doesn’t belong here.

      But I’ve already made my decision.

      She belongs to me.

      And I don’t care what I have to do… I’m not giving her back.
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      I pressed a smile onto my face as I handed out another stack of glitter-infused cardstock to the veterans seated around the long table. The recreation room smelled like pine from the small Christmas tree in the corner and peppermint from the cocoa being passed around.

      “Remember, folks, these cards mean everything to the troops away from home,” I said, tucking a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear. “Trust me. I know from experience.”

      Mr. Gunderson looked up at me. “You get any of these cards when you were deployed, Talia?”

      The question hit like a punch to the gut. “I did. My friend, Travis, always saved them and had the whole collection taped to his bunk. Said they reminded him what we were fighting for.” My voice caught on his name, and I busied myself straightening the already-neat pile of markers.

      Camille swooped in from behind, her dark curls bouncing as she placed her hands on my shoulders. “We’ve got tinsel and those little pom-poms too, if anyone wants to get fancy!” She squeezed my shoulders with subtle reassurance.

      The veterans went back to their crafting, conversations flowing around me like water around a stone. I moved between them, helping where needed, but my mind drifted three years back—to snow-capped mountains, to blood on the white ground, to the sound of Travis’s last breath and Meredith’s scream cutting off too suddenly.

      “Earth to Talia.” Camille’s voice yanked me back. She’d cornered me by the supply cabinet, her arms crossed. “You’re doing it again.”

      I straightened the markers in the tray again. “Doing what?”

      “That blank stare. It’s Christmas time, honey. You can’t keep living in that mission.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “You absolutely are.” She lowered her voice. “Look, the facility Christmas party is next Friday, and Lieutenant Rodriguez from physical therapy has been asking about you.”

      I let out a hollow laugh. “So subtle, Cam.”

      “I’m just saying, he’s cute, single, and doesn’t talk about military specs during dinner.”

      “How would you know what he talks about during dinner?” I grabbed a stack of ribbon spools to distribute.

      Camille followed me back toward the table. “Because unlike some people, I actually accept dinner invitations occasionally.”

      “I’m not ready for that.” The ribbon spools clacked against each other as I set them down with more force than necessary.

      “It’s been three years, Tal.” Her voice softened. “Travis and Meredith wouldn’t want⁠—”

      “Don’t.” I turned to face her, my chest tight. “Just… don’t tell me what they would want.”

      Camille’s brown eyes softened. “What I meant was, you deserve some joy in your life. Those getaways you three planned every year… you loved them. Maybe you need to create new traditions.”

      “With Lieutenant Rodriguez?” I arched an eyebrow.

      “With anyone! With me, with the veterans, or with a damn cat.” She grabbed a piece of red card stock and folded it with sharp, decisive creases. “Sitting alone in your condo drinking bourbon and watching old movies isn’t a Christmas tradition. It’s a depression spiral.”

      I looked around at the veterans here at the local veterans’ facility—some missing limbs, some with visible scars, and some with wounds you couldn’t see but were just as deep. Yet here they were, making silly Christmas cards with glitter that would inevitably end up in places glitter had no business being.

      “I’ll think about it,” I muttered.

      Camille beamed. “That’s all I ask.”

      “But I’m not promising to talk to Rodriguez.”

      “Fine, fine.” She winked. “I’ll just make sure he’s standing under the mistletoe when you walk into the Christmas party.”

      I turned to help Mr. Abernathy find the blue marker he’d dropped, grateful for the distraction. The truth was, I couldn’t imagine sharing my life with anyone but my best friends, Travis and Meredith. How could I explain to anyone else what I’d lived through during my fifteen years in the army? The nightmares that still jolted me awake at night?

      “I’m just not ready for close friends or a man in my life,” I muttered to myself. “Maybe I never will be.”

      But I knew deep down that if Travis and Meredith were still alive, they would tell me to get my ass in gear and stop feeling sorry for myself.

      Several hours later, I stood at the side entrance of the facility as Camille wound her bright red scarf around her neck, her eyes darting nervously to her watch.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind locking up? The caroling starts in twenty minutes, and my mom will kill me if I’m late again.” Her breath puffed white in the cold December air.

      “Go,” I chuckled, nudging her toward her car. “I’ve got this. Wouldn’t want your mom thinking I’m a bad influence.”

      Camille paused, her expression softening. “Maybe do something fun tonight? That new coffee shop downtown is open late. They have live music on Thursdays.”

      “Yeah, maybe I will.” The lie slid easily from my lips.

      “Talia Reed, I know exactly what you’re going to do. Sweatpants, bourbon, and that Christmas movie you’ve seen sixteen times.”

      I feigned offense. “It’s fourteen times, thank you very much.”

      “Promise me you’ll at least think about it? Something different tonight?”

      “I promise I’ll think about it. Now go, before your mom adds me to her naughty list.”

      Camille hugged me quickly, the scent of her vanilla perfume surrounding me briefly before she dashed to her car. I watched her taillights disappear down the road before turning back into the empty facility. The silence pressed in around me as I moved through the rooms, shutting down computers, checking windows, and turning off lights. My footsteps echoed on the linoleum floor.

      The veterans’ Christmas cards were drying on the rack in the recreation room, glitter catching the lights above just before I switched them off. Some Christmas traditions continued. Others ended abruptly, with blood in the snow and screams that still echoed in my nightmares.

      After completing the final check of the building, I locked the main door and walked out into the biting cold. The parking lot was dark, the facility’s budget too tight for proper lighting. Only a few flickering lamps cast pools of yellow light across the asphalt. My phone buzzed with a weather alert, and I pulled it out.

      My heart clenched at the lock screen. Travis, Meredith, and I were decked out in the ugliest Christmas sweaters we could find, celebrating at that ski lodge party. Travis had a tinsel crown askew on his head, Meredith was mid-laugh, and I was actually smiling—really smiling. Three years ago, before everything went to hell.

      The weather app confirmed what the heavy clouds promised—a severe snowstorm rolling in within the next few hours. Nine o’clock already. I needed to get home.

      I trudged toward my car, keys clutched in one hand and phone in the other. The cold numbed my fingers as I reached for my car door. A movement reflected in the window—a dark shadow behind me.

      Before I could react, strong arms grabbed me from behind, one hand clamping over my mouth. My training kicked in instantly. I slammed my elbow back, connecting with something solid. I heard a grunt—distinctly male—as my attacker momentarily loosened his grip.

      “Target is resisting,” a deep voice muttered.

      I twisted, managing to wrench one arm free. A second man appeared from the shadows, dressed in dark tactical gear that looked eerily familiar—not standard military issue but something too similar.

      “Need some assistance?” The second man’s voice was clipped.

      My first attacker adjusted his grip, pinning my arms. “Unnecessary. Securing the target now.”

      I kicked back, connecting with his shin. “Let me go, you son of⁠—”

      The large attacker spun me around, and for the first time, I got a clear look at his face in the dim light. Piercing blue eyes, sharp features, and dark auburn hair cut short on the sides. A small scar above his left eyebrow. Not the face of a common thug or mercenary.

      “Captain Talia Reed,” he said, his voice deep and controlled.

      My blood froze. No one used my rank anymore, not since I’d been discharged from the army two years ago.

      “Who the hell are you?” I demanded, struggling against his iron grip.

      Something flickered across his face—hesitation? Doubt? It vanished almost immediately.

      I twisted more forcefully against his strong hold, my muscles straining. “Tell me who you are and what the hell you want with me. Now.”

      His eyes locked on to mine—intense and focused, almost hypnotizing in their clarity. Something was unsettling about his gaze, too direct and unwavering.

      “This isn’t personal.” His voice rumbled deep in his chest.

      “Kidnapping me seems pretty damn personal.”

      The second man moved to my left. I turned my head just as he stepped closer, a thin metallic device in his gloved hand.

      “Wait—” I managed before feeling a sharp sting in my neck.

      My knees instantly weakened. The world tilted sideways as the sedative rushed through my system. The tall man caught me as I slumped, one arm wrapping around my waist. My head fell against his chest, and I caught the scent of something familiar—clean and earthy yet distinctly him. A smell from my war days.

      “Target secured,” the second man said. “Transport arriving in sixty seconds.”

      As my consciousness ebbed, I forced my blue eyes to focus closer on their uniforms. The material seemed to shimmer slightly under the dim parking lot lights—not standard tactical gear but something more advanced. My gaze snagged on an emblem on the tall man’s collar: a stylized alpha symbol overlaid with what looked like a planet.

      Not CyberEvolution’s double helix logo but similar in design aesthetic. The uniforms were too similar to be a coincidence.

      My heart raced as my thoughts splintered. CyberEvolution. The files I’d discovered. The experiments I’d reported to my commanding officer before my sudden “honorable discharge.” But why now? Two years of silence and then this?

      “The extraction window is closing,” the second man said. “We need to move now.”

      The tall man’s arm tightened around me as he lifted me fully against his chest. For a kidnapper, the gesture was almost gentle.

      “She’s fighting the sedative,” he murmured, and something in his tone sounded almost impressed.

      My lips felt numb as I tried to speak. “If you’re… CyberEvolution… you should know… I’m not afraid of you.”

      A subtle shift in his expression—surprise, perhaps? “We are not CyberEvolution.”

      Darkness crept in from the edges of my vision. The last thing I saw was his face, those blue eyes studying me with an intensity that seemed human but not quite—curious yet conflicted.

      As consciousness finally slipped away, I made myself a promise. Whoever these people were, whatever they wanted, they’d picked the wrong woman to abduct. I’d survived far worse.

      And someone was definitely going to pay for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          RUNE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sixty seconds after Tegan administered the sedative into Talia’s neck, our sleek ship descended into the parking lot like a predator settling onto its prey. The dark hull absorbed what little light the facility’s dim lamps threw off, making us almost invisible against the night sky. Snow had begun to fall, delicate flakes catching in Talia’s blonde hair as I stood with her slumped against me.

      Her unconscious weight pressed against my chest, surprisingly solid for someone so small. This close, I caught the unmistakable scent of lavender and something else—like rain on warm stone—that made something primitive stir within me.

      “Transport secured.” Sage’s voice crackled through my earpiece. “Perimeter clear. Let’s move before someone notices us.”

      I gathered Talia into my arms, one arm supporting her back, the other beneath her knees. Her head lolled against my shoulder, exposing the elegant line of her neck. The tactical practicality of our mission momentarily receded as I registered how perfectly she fit against me, like a puzzle piece I hadn’t known was missing in my life.

      “Need assistance with the package?” Tegan moved beside me, one eyebrow raised.

      “Negative.” The word came out sharper than intended. I corrected my tone. “I’ve got her.”

      I carried her up the ramp, feeling the warmth of her through my tactical gear. Inside our ship’s sleeping quarters, I placed her gently onto the narrow bunk, taking care to position her so she wouldn’t roll during takeoff. Her blonde hair spilled across the pillow like liquid gold, and I found myself lingering longer than mission parameters required.

      “She’s…” I whispered and then stopped, uncertain how to articulate the strange pull I felt toward her.

      “Even more dangerous in person than her file suggested,” I muttered to myself, straightening before adjusting my tactical vest with unnecessary precision.

      I tucked a thermal blanket around her, telling myself it was to prevent shock from the sedative. My fingers brushed her shoulder, and I jerked back as if burned. What the hell was wrong with me? She was a mission objective, not a⁠—

      I cut off the thought before it fully formed and returned to the cockpit where Sage was already running through preflight protocols, her nimble fingers dancing across the control panels.

      “Stealth systems engaged. Weather front providing additional cover,” she reported and then paused, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “Our guest settled in comfortably?”

      “The target is secure,” I replied stiffly.

      Tegan snorted from the copilot’s seat. “Is that what we’re calling the way you were cradling her like she might break?”

      Heat crawled up my neck. “I was ensuring efficient transport.”

      “Efficient transport,” Sage repeated, catching Tegan’s eye. “Is that what they’re calling it these days?”

      “Stick to the mission parameters,” I growled, dropping into the third seat and strapping in.

      Sage’s laughter filled the cockpit. “Oh, come on, Rune. Even your biometric readings coming in from your wrist communicator spiked when you picked her up. I haven’t seen your heart rate that elevated since⁠—”

      “Since nothing,” I cut her off. “Focus on getting us out of Earth’s atmosphere without detection.”

      Tegan leaned closer. “You know, there’s nothing in the mission parameters prohibiting appreciation of⁠—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence if you want to keep all your limbs functional today,” I warned, though there was no real heat behind it. The banter felt normal, almost human—and I needed that grounding right now.

      The ship hummed to life around us, the deck plates vibrating subtly beneath my boots as Sage guided us upward. I activated the comm system, eager to redirect the conversation.

      “Contacting Commander Helix. Alpha Team Sigma reporting in.”

      The screen flickered before displaying Commander Helix’s striking features. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a severe bun, but I noted a softness around her eyes that hadn’t been there before her daughter’s birth six months ago.

      “Report, Rune.”

      “Package secured,” I stated, my professional mask firmly back in place. “Captain Reed is in our custody. Extraction executed on Earth without complications. We’re returning to Planet Alpha now.”

      Helix’s gray eyes narrowed slightly. “Any unexpected variables?”

      I hesitated, thinking of Talia’s fierce resistance despite being outnumbered, and the intelligence in her eyes even as the sedative took effect. “The target… exceeded expectations in terms of combat resilience.”

      A knowing smile curved Helix’s lips. “I see. And your assessment of her potential usefulness to our situation?”

      “If her strategic capabilities match her physical resistance, she’ll be invaluable against the pirate threat.” The words came out clipped and analytical—safer territory than acknowledging how her scent had momentarily scrambled my thought processes.

      “Good. We’ll prepare for your arrival.”

      As the screen went dark, Sage swiveled her chair toward me, her blonde ponytail swinging. “So, just to clarify—you’re absolutely not attracted to her at all. Right? Because that was the most robotic mission report I’ve heard from you in months.”

      “She’s a mission asset,” I insisted, though the words tasted false.

      “A mission asset that smells like lavender,” Tegan added innocently.

      My head snapped up. “How did you⁠—”

      “You might’ve mumbled it when you were tucking her in,” Sage supplied, not bothering to hide her grin.

      I leaned back in my seat, staring at the panorama of stars opening up before us while trying to ignore Sage and Tegan’s teasing. Earth shrank away, a diminishing blue marble nestled in infinite blackness. For two days, I’d held a singular focus: successfully extracting Captain Reed from her life. Now that she lay sedated in our hold, my thoughts kept circling back to her—the fierce defiance in her eyes before the sedative took effect and the surprising warmth of her body against mine.

      To silence these distracting thoughts, I pulled up the holographic display in the cockpit. “Let’s review the latest pirate raid data,” I said, swiping through the report Commander Helix had sent before our mission.

      Tegan shifted in his seat, leaning forward. “Three settlements targeted in the neighboring systems within the last month. They’re getting bolder.”

      The casualty charts materialized in crisp blue light. I enlarged the section detailing their primary targets.

      “Three pregnant women taken in the Beta settlement raid,” Sage noted, her voice tight. “Two hybrid infants from the outpost on Theros. They’re specifically hunting for our future.”

      “Exactly why we need Captain Reed.” I traced my finger along the attack pattern map. “They’re using a warfare strategy that’s remarkably similar to what Earth employed against the Nescots during the later years of the war.”

      “When Reed was heading tactical operations for the Eastern Joint Command,” Tegan finished. “Her fingerprints are all over these methods—not because she’s working with them but because they’re copying her playbooks.”

      I nodded, feeling a strange mix of admiration and unease. “She understands these strategies better than anyone. If we want to protect our pregnant women and our children…” I trailed off, thinking of Helix cradling little Helena, one of the first cyborg-born children on Planet Alpha.

      “Was there really no other way?” The question escaped before I could contain it. “Taking her like this—it mirrors what they did to us during the war. Treating others like resources to be harvested.”

      Sage’s blue eyes softened. “We tried diplomatic channels. Three formal requests for strategic consultation, all denied.”

      “We’re not CyberEvolution,” Tegan said firmly. “This isn’t about experimenting or control. We’re fighting for survival.”

      I closed the display, the blue light vanishing. “She deserves to be treated with dignity. Not as a weapon we’ve acquired but as a person whose expertise we desperately need.” My voice dropped lower. “A remarkable person.”

      Sage’s knowing smile made heat flood my face.

      “Remarkable, hmm?” she teased. “I thought you said she was just a strategic asset.”

      “She is,” I answered too quickly. “But also something more.”

      “Care to elaborate on ‘something more’?” Tegan’s eyebrows arched.

      I turned toward the viewport, watching as we accelerated into the jump sequence. Stars stretched into luminous streaks around us.

      “When I was carrying her to the ship,” I said slowly, choosing each word with care, “something felt… different. Not about taking her against her will. That felt wrong. But about her. About her being with us.”

      The admission hung in the air between us.

      “So, our fearless training commander has a heart after all.” Sage grinned, but her tone was gentle.

      “We all do,” I replied quietly. “That’s what separates us now from what they tried to make us back then.”

      Suddenly, the comm system activated with a melodic chime. The display flickered to life, revealing Aeon’s imposing frame beside Olivia’s smaller one. They sat shoulder to shoulder in the medical bay, its pristine white surfaces gleaming behind them.

      “Alpha Team Sigma, do we have confirmation on successful extraction?” Aeon’s deep voice filled our cockpit.

      I leaned forward in my seat, acutely aware of Talia’s unconscious presence just a few compartments away. “Confirmed. Target secured without complications. We have already informed Commander Helix. Also, Captain Reed is…” My voice faltered unexpectedly. I cleared my throat. “She’s resting comfortably.”

      Olivia’s green eyes narrowed slightly, catching something in my tone. “Expected arrival time?”

      “Six hours if we push hard through the atmosphere,” I replied, running calculations in my head. “We’ll need the medical bay prepped for her awakening.”

      My fingers tightened on the armrest. The thought of Talia waking disoriented and afraid stirred something primitive in my chest—a fierce need to shield her from unnecessary distress. Not just because she was our strategic asset against the pirates, but because… because I couldn’t bear the thought of fear in those fierce blue eyes.

      “I want her recovery room prepared with special considerations,” I continued, ignoring Sage’s knowing sidelong glance. “Nothing that suggests confinement.”

      Aeon tilted his head. “Special considerations?”

      “She shouldn’t feel like a prisoner,” I insisted. “She needs to be treated as an equal, a colleague with a shared purpose.”

      Olivia’s expression softened with understanding. “I remember how terrifying it was waking up on a strange planet against my will.” She tucked her brown hair behind her ear. “The disorientation alone is traumatic.”

      “Exactly.” My relief at her understanding was immediate. “She should have a space that offers dignity. Privacy. Comfort.”

      “And a view of the beautiful colony,” Olivia added. “Seeing our settlement helped me realize this wasn’t some military base. It humanized everything.”

      I nodded. “The east recovery suite has those floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the central plaza.”

      “We’ll have it ready,” Aeon promised. “And, Rune⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      “This woman means a lot to our survival efforts.” His piercing gaze seemed to see right through me. “But I suspect she might come to mean more to some than others.”

      Heat flooded my body. “She’s invaluable strategically,” I managed, avoiding Sage’s amused glance.

      “Of course,” Olivia replied with the ghost of a smile. “Just strategically.”

      After ending the transmission, I stared out at the stars streaking past, my thoughts orbiting around the sleeping woman in our hold. Whatever was happening inside me was unexpected, unprecedented, and completely inappropriate given our mission.

      Yet I couldn’t stop picturing her face when those blue eyes would open in our colony. Would she see past the betrayal of her abduction to understand what we were fighting for? Could she forgive what we’d done to bring her here?

      More importantly—why did her forgiveness suddenly matter so much to me?
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      I woke up with a gasp and sat straight up. My head throbbed like I’d gone ten rounds with a bottle of cheap bourbon. Sunlight shone brightly through floor-to-ceiling windows, casting golden patterns across a bed that definitely wasn’t mine. The sheets were too soft and the mattress too perfect. Even the air smelled wrong—cleaner, with hints of something sweet and unfamiliar.

      “What the hell?” I turned my head to look around the room more, fighting waves of dizziness.

      My last memory flashed like lightning—the veterans’ facility parking lot, the quick footsteps behind me, and the sting in my neck. And him. The man with those piercing blue eyes that had held mine as darkness claimed me.

      The room around me looked like a cross between a luxury hotel suite and a medical recovery room, though suspiciously devoid of actual medical equipment. Cream-colored walls, soothing artwork depicting landscapes I didn’t recognize, and a comfortable armchair positioned perfectly beside a small table. Nothing clinical except the subtle scent of antiseptic beneath the floral notes.

      I swung my legs over the bed’s edge and stood, swaying slightly. Someone had changed me into perfectly fitting beige tactical pants and a white T-shirt. The thought of strange hands on my unconscious body made my skin crawl.

      “Bastards,” I muttered, bracing myself against the wall.

      The windows drew me forward like a magnet. What I saw beyond the glass stole my breath completely.

      It wasn’t Buffalo, New York. It wasn’t anywhere on Earth.

      A vibrant settlement sprawled before me, buildings constructed of materials I couldn’t identify nestled between towering trees with violet-tinged foliage. The architecture seemed both primitive and advanced—stone and wood merged seamlessly with metal technology that gleamed in the morning light. In the central plaza outside, people moved about their day with casual normalcy.

      Humans. And cyborgs. Together.

      I pressed my palm against the cool glass, watching a cyborg male—recognizable by his slightly distinctive movements despite his human appearance—hand something to a laughing human woman. They chatted like old friends without the tension that had always existed back home on Earth before or during the war.

      “That’s not possible,” I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Where the hell am I?”

      The sky above answered my question. Twin suns hung in a pale turquoise expanse, one larger and golden, the other smaller with a reddish tinge. Not Earth’s sky. Not Earth’s sun.

      Not Earth at all.

      “No, no, no.” Cold dread slithered down my spine. “This can’t be happening.”

      I yanked my gaze from the impossible view and rushed to the door, my military training kicking in. Escape first, process the trauma later. The handle turned smoothly in my grip—but the door didn’t budge. Locked from the outside.

      “Hey!” I pounded my fist against the door. “Let me out of here! Now!”

      My voice echoed back at me, mockingly empty. Desperation clawed at my chest as I tried again, throwing my shoulder against the solid wood. Pain lanced through me, but the door remained unmoved.

      “Dammit!” I kicked the door, immediately regretting it as pain shot through my bare foot.

      I limped back to the windows, forcing myself to look out again. The scene outside hadn’t changed—humans and cyborgs coexisting peacefully in this alien jungle city. It defied everything I’d known during the war about the cold, calculating nature of CyberEvolution’s creations.

      But that man who’d taken me last night… he hadn’t been cold. His touch had been careful, almost gentle, even as he and his companion rendered me unconscious. My captor with intense blue eyes that seemed to see right through me. Definitely a cyborg, but something had been different about him. Something almost… human.

      “Get it together, Reed,” I scolded myself.

      I pressed my forehead against the glass, trying to organize my thoughts. Different planet. Locked room. Abducted by cyborgs.

      “But why me?” I whispered, watching two small children—human and cyborg—play with each other in the plaza. “What could they possibly want with a discharged army strategist turned volunteer for veterans?”

      The puzzle pieces refused to fit together. Whatever was happening here—this peaceful coexistence—contradicted everything Earth had told us about cyborgs. Which meant someone had lied. And given my discoveries about CyberEvolution before my discharge, I had a sinking feeling about which side that might be.

      I backed away from the windows, a new determination hardening inside me. Someone had gone to considerable trouble to bring me here. Soon enough, they’d come to tell me why. And when they did, Captain Talia Reed would be ready with a fierce determination for answers.

      I turned and began a systematic search of the room, my bare feet silent on the polished floor. Years of army training had taught me to evaluate any space for tactical advantages. This place—whatever it was—looked more like a medical recovery room than anything else. I might find something useful in here, maybe something I could use as a weapon.

      The door was solid and clearly locked from the outside. The windows were seamless and, upon closer inspection, made of something far stronger than glass. I tapped it with my knuckle, hearing the dense thunk that suggested bulletproof or similar material.

      “Standard protection protocols,” I muttered, running my fingers along the window frame. “They know what they’re doing.”

      I checked under the bed, inside the small adjoining bathroom, and behind the minimalist artwork on the walls. Nothing useful yet—until my eyes caught an unusual glint in the far corner of the room, half-hidden beneath the edge of a sleek cabinet.

      Dropping to my knees, I reached under and extracted a small medical scalpel. About three inches long with a wickedly sharp blade, I knew that kind of tool would never be intentionally left in a prisoner’s room.

      “Well, hello there,” I whispered, carefully testing its edge with my thumb. “Someone made a mistake.”

      I quickly tucked the scalpel into the pocket of my tactical pants just as I heard the electronic beep of the door lock disengaging. In one fluid motion, I was back on my feet, positioning myself against the wall with a clear view of both entrance and windows.

      The door swung open to reveal a woman with warm green eyes and shoulder-length brown wavy hair. She was petite but moved with a confident grace that spoke of someone comfortable in her own skin. In her hands, she balanced a tray carrying several bowls of what appeared to be food—strange-looking fruits in vibrant purples and blues alongside something steaming that smelled impossibly delicious.

      “Good morning,” she said with a smile that reached her eyes. “I’m Olivia. I brought you some breakfast.”

      I remained against the wall, watchful of her movements. “Where am I? And why am I here?”

      Olivia set the tray down on the small table and gestured toward it. “You should really eat something first. The sedative they used to bring you here can leave you nauseated and weak. Trust me. I know the feeling.”

      That caught my attention immediately. “You know the feeling? So you’re a prisoner, too?”

      A complicated expression crossed her face—something between amusement and remembrance. “No. Look, I understand what you’re going through. The shock, the anger, and the desperate need to make sense of everything.”

      My fingers brushed against the hidden scalpel in my pocket for reassurance. “So you were kidnapped, too? From Earth?”

      “You should really eat.” She pushed the tray closer to me. “The blue fruit? It tastes like a cross between a mango and blueberries. The protein portion will help clear your head.”

      I took a tentative step forward, my hunger suddenly making itself known. “If you understand what I’m going through, give me answers. Why am I here? What is this place?”

      “Rune will be here shortly to brief you on all the details regarding the mission.” Olivia adjusted something on my breakfast tray, not quite meeting my eyes.

      “Mission?” I barked out a harsh laugh. “What mission? I didn’t sign up for anything.”

      Olivia glanced at the sleek device on her wrist—something like a watch but clearly more advanced. “I’m sorry. I really need to get to another patient. The medical bay has been busy today.”

      “Patient? So you’re a doctor?” The pieces began shifting in my mind. “Is that why I’m in here? Am I sick? Injured?”

      “You’re perfectly healthy, just recovering from transport.” She moved toward the door. “You’re in the medical bay because it’s the most secure facility we have here, and Rune wanted to ensure you were comfortable when you woke up.”

      “Who’s Rune?” I stepped forward, desperation leaking into my voice. “And why does he care about my comfort after having me kidnapped?”

      Olivia paused at the doorway, her expression softening. “He’s… complicated. But he’s not what you might think.” She touched a panel beside the door. “Eat your food, Talia. You’ll need your strength for the conversation to come.”

      The door closed behind her with a soft click as the lock engaged, leaving me alone with more questions than answers. I stared at the mysterious food, my stomach growling despite my suspicion of this place and these people.

      “Medical bay. Mission. Rune.” I picked up a piece of the blue fruit, turning it over in my fingers. “What the hell have I gotten myself into this time?”
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