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This is a work of fiction. All
characters, events, and places are of the author’s imagination and
not to be confused with fact. Any resemblance to living persons or
events is merely coincidence.


Chapter One

“Mayday! Mayday! This is
Captain Amanda Lee of the
International Space Liner Anna Marie. The shuttle Xray Kill one
niner seven is under attack. Mayday! Mayday! I’m going down at
coordinates ….”

There still wasn’t a response, but
Amanda realized she was out of time. If she didn’t bail now, she
was going to be splattered all over Beauterre. Throwing her safety
harness off, she leapt out of her seat and charged toward the back,
hesitating only long enough to snatch her duffle of survival
rations and gear, a weapon, and a kite. She was way too low for a
parachute, now, like the others had used. There would be no time to
deploy it.

She just hoped the glider could get
her to the ground in one piece.

She didn’t have any choice at this
point, regardless, except to jump and maybe live, or stay and
die.

She didn’t want to make impact with
the ground with the ship.

Securing her gear to herself the best
she could when she got to the rear hatch, she jerked the kite out,
got a firm grip on the guidance bar, ran down the ramp, and
jumped.

She was lower than she’d expected—and
she’d expected low.

She was damned near in the tree canopy
already, skimming the highest branches within moments.

She’d hoped to be able to stay
airborne long enough to meet up with some of the crew before she
touched down.

That wasn’t happening,
clearly.

But she couldn’t think about that
now.

She focused on trying to find a fairly
open area to land, a hole to punch through the canopy—anything that
might give her a better chance of landing without serious
injury.

She found a hole.

The limbs of the trees surrounding it
pretty much shredded the kite going through and she began to
plummet toward the ground a lot faster than she’d
anticipated.

She felt a bone snap as she landed.
The pain that shot through her tore a scream from her throat that
seemed to echo forever and then she hit the ground and darkness
swallowed her.

She had no idea how long she was out,
but when she managed to open her eyes, she found herself staring up
at the canopy of trees overhead and … three giants, who were
staring down at her.

Why was she staring at the sky, she
wondered, when she thought she’d landed face first?

The giants crouched around
her.

One of them, a man with inky black
hair that was longer than hers, felt her all over and found a place
that nearly threw her back into the black pit again.

“This will hurt,” he said,
just before he wrenched her broken leg. Thankfully, she only had to
endure for a moment before she passed from conscious once
more.

When she came around the next time,
she was moving. It disoriented her. She certainly wasn’t moving
under her own steam—or lying on any kind of gurney. She was laying
on her side against something rock hard—that was moving in and out
like a bellows and exuded heat. She struggled to make sense of it
for a few moments and then gave up and sank again into
oblivion.

Jostling aroused her the next time she
swam toward the surface and that was also confusing because she
could feel hands pulling at her, could feel herself moving upward.
She groaned as the bumping caused her pain to rise to a higher
level, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Search and rescue?” she
whispered.

“No.”

Her heart jerked in her chest, but she
felt too damned bad to feel the fear she was certain she should and
she was in no condition to protect or defend herself even she had.
She licked her dry lips. “Don’t kill me. I’ve got nothing. Couldn’t
identify you.”

She could sense a jolt move through
the ‘object’ holding her then and realized for the first time that
someone was holding her.

“You are safe. We will not
hurt you.”

Safe?

Could she trust that?

Did she have a choice?

It was the smell of cooking food that
woke her later. She had no idea how much later, but she roused up
from never-land to a world of pain. “I … hurt,” she complained.
“Can I … have something for pain?”

She felt a presence and managed to
lever her eyelids up a hair and squint at the figure.

It was a giant of a man, she
discovered, feeling a shockwave go through her before she
remembered him from before. “We have nothing.”

She digested that with abject dismay
before she recalled her survival gear in her duffle. “My
bag?”

He moved away. Returning in a few
moments, he dropped the bag beside her. She struggled to sit up and
open the bag to search it.

She thought for several moments that
she was going to pass out or throw up just from that scant
effort.

“What are you looking
for?”

“Med kit,” she gasped,
falling back and panting for breath.

He took the bag and rifled through it,
producing the med kit after a few moments. She reached for it, but
he opened it, studied the contents and then glanced over his
shoulder and spoke to someone she couldn’t see. “Bring
water.”

Someone slipped an arm under her
shoulders and lifted her up high enough to drink a sip, then she
was handed pills that she popped into her mouth and chased with
another sip of water.

She didn’t consider, until whoever had
lifted her up carefully settled her again, that she hadn’t even
looked at the pills. She’d just assumed they knew which were the
pain pills.

Well, she thought, if it was something
to kill her she just hoped it was quick, because she hurt too
fucking badly to care if it killed her.

Thankfully, the pain began to ease off
enough to take the nausea with it.

Someone settled on the bed or pallet
beside her, lifted her until she was almost in a sitting position,
and then moved her until she was propped again him. He moved a
steaming bowl in front of her then and put a spoon in her
hand.

Soup! It smelled heavenly. Dismay
flickered through her, though, when she tried to lift the spoon and
discovered she was so shaky weak it was all she could do to get it
to the bowl. She was going to have it all over her if she filled it
and tried to get it to her mouth.

He took it from her hand and dismay so
profound washed over her she thought for a minute she was going to
cry.

“Here. I will
help.”

It was embarrassing to be fed, but she
was hungry. When he blew on the food and tested it, she was more
embarrassed, but she opened her mouth when he held it to her lips
and took it. For a handful of seconds her stomach seemed undecided
over whether to keep it or not, but the heat began to spread
through her and her belly calmed.

Unfortunately, she had eaten no more
than a few bites when the pleasure and comfort of the food began to
war with the pain and strain of her body and then the pain produced
a wave of nausea. “I can’t eat more.”

He seemed undecided about whether to
insist or not, but finally he set the bowl aside.
“Water?”

“Yes.”

He helped her drink a little water and
then set the glass down and very carefully and gently settled her
on the bed again.

She wondered at it.

He was so massive it seemed
incongruous that he could also be so gentle.

And she no longer thought that was
nothing but imagination. True, her senses were dulled, and
disoriented beyond that, but she’d seen the size of his hands.
Comparatively, the bowl and spoon looked like something from a
child’s tea set. For that matter, the spoon was fisted in a hand
that felt like it was as big as her face every time he lifted the
spoon for her.

The floor shook when he got up and
walked across it to a table on the other side of the room where two
other giants sat.

Settling, he finished off the food
she’d left and then refilled it from a pot on the table.

That was a little
unsettling.

Ok, more than a little. She didn’t
consider herself germ-a-phobic, but this was an alien world. She’d
been inoculated against everything they were aware of, but
…

The men weren’t natives.

She hadn’t seen any, but these men, as
big as they were, were human.

Brothers?

She couldn’t see anything but the
profile of one, three quarter face of another, but she could see
the full face of the last and there wasn’t even a hint of alien
about it.

Unless one counted the fact that he
was heart stoppingly gorgeous.

Beyond that, the natives
were supposed to be primitive and although the place where they’d
brought her didn’t exactly look modern, it damned sure didn’t look
primitive and they looked way too healthy to be primitives.

They certainly weren’t search and
rescue—according to them, she recalled—plus the fact that they
seemed to be in a cabin in the back of beyond.

Because she’d been miles and miles
from the nearest settlement when she had to ditch the shuttle. It
seemed very unlikely she could have been unconscious long enough
for them to carry her very far.

That also meant, to her thinking, that
they couldn’t be colonists.

Well, not legitimate, at any
rate.

So had she landed in the lap of a
group of pirates/smugglers?

She had a hard time accepting that
when they could’ve just turned their back on her and left her and
no one would ever have known they were there.

It seemed highly unlikely, though,
that this little setup they had was completely aboveboard when she
knew for a fact that it had to be miles and miles from any
settlement.

The real question, she supposed, was
how much danger she was in? But she felt too bad to worry about it
very long before she fell out again.

* * * *

Trinity glanced at Caleb and Kameron.
“They will come looking for her.”

“Of a certainty,” Kameron
agreed. “I am not certain what we might do about it, however. She
cannot be moved until she has had time to recover. And we could not
simply abandon her in the forest to be found. She would not be able
to protect herself at all.”

“She would be eaten,” Caleb
said grimly. “We could not have left her to die.”

“No. So we will now have to
decide what is best for us to do. We must find a way to protect her
and ourselves.”

“I cannot fathom how that
might be accomplished,” Trinity said.

Kameron frowned. “If there was
technology that might be accessed it would be very helpful,” he
said thoughtfully.

“You would have to go all
the way to Capitol City to do that—and breech the company’s
system—which would then render it pointless.”

Reluctantly, Kameron agreed.
“Unfortunately. We will have to use the old fashioned security
measures.”

Trinity and Caleb exchanged a long
look.

“I will take first watch,”
Trinity said.

Caleb looked at Kameron. “Would you
prefer second watch or third?”

“I will take third. I would
prefer neither.”

“It if was an
option.”

“Affirmative—if—which it is
not. And very likely we will be watching days, perhaps many, before
they arrive to investigate and search for survivors.”

No one said anything for many
moments.

“I am not sorry that we
found her,” Kameron said pensively. “I have not seen a woman of any
kind in … a very long time.” He frowned. “Well except the old woman
we trade with from time to time.”

“It is a shame we cannot
keep her,” Caleb said. “It would be ….” Words failed him. “I would
like to have a woman, I think.”

“I would have liked to have
a woman,” Trinity said. “And that one is very pretty … despite
being very banged up.”

“Mayhap, since we cannot
take her back until she is recovered, we could try to woo
her?”

A jolt went through Kameron at the
suggestion Caleb made—which seemed to be a serious one even though
he was inclined to think it nonsensical. “Risky,” he responded. “It
would be safer to send her back or take her back as quickly as
possible—else there is a very good chance that she will know what
we are.”

Caleb nodded—as if in agreement. “I am
willing to take the chance.”

Kameron and Trinity exchanged a look
and then shrugged.

“There is one small
problem,” Kameron pointed out.

“Beyond the many that comes
instantly to my mind,” Trinity said, “What?”

“We are soldiers. I do not
have programming for wooing a woman and I am completely convinced
that neither of you do either.”

“Other than that, though?”
Caleb asked.

Kameron studied him with a touch of
exasperation. “Other than the fact that we have no notion of how to
woo a woman, especially a human woman; the possibility that we will
be discovered and have to find shelter elsewhere or be destroyed;
the likelihood that she would run screaming the moment she
discovered that we were cyborg? Why I see no problem at
all.”

“That is what I was
thinking,” Caleb said. “I heard that there were some who found
their own woman and now they have a family unit. I have heard that
some have even produced … young.”

Kameron felt the strangest sensations
wash through him. Of the many strange sensations he had experienced
since enlightenment, this was the strangest yet. It was … almost a
sensation of being inflated, becoming light and floating. Unnerved,
and at the same time excited, hot, dizzy. His mouth went dry. “That
is nonsense. Most were destroyed in the war the humans waged
against the cyborgs after they attained awareness. They are not
living at all, let alone have women, and they could not make
families.”

Trinity wrestled with his urge to
speak. “I have heard similar things.”

“Because there are rumors,
that does not make it so,” Kameron said, angry for no reason that
he could grasp—until it dawned on him that it was want, and hope,
and need that had made him feel the strange sensations. And that
accepting it as nothing more than fairy tales took all that away
again. “Even if all of that was true, this woman works for the company. It
may not be the same company that wiped out the cyborgs, but it is a
company and they would not tolerate our existence either. She would
not accept us if we knew how to woo her.”

They all turned to look at her,
studying her with varying degrees of disappointment and
anger.

“I am thinking that we are
going to be forced to flee for our lives again regardless of what
we do or do not do,” Trinity said finally. “Why not at least
attempt to turn the situation to our advantage?”

* * * *

Amanda had the most bizarre dream
she’d ever had after she took her pain meds and fell into a stupor.
She supposed, later when she was able to at least try to sort it,
that it must have been brought on by her uneasiness about her
‘rescuers’, the pain, perhaps a touch of infection from the break,
and the medication itself. Like many dreams, though, it was a
strange mix of ‘truth’ and fiction.

The three men were actually robots and
they wanted to marry her—all of them—and make robot babies. That
wouldn’t have particularly troubled her except that strange ‘scene’
was followed by a series of highly erotic, poorly detailed, sexual
fantasies that featured all of them and stirred her up so much it
woke her.

The one who’d held her and fed her was
watching her from across what seemed to be a one room cabin. He got
up and approached her when he saw her eyes open and crouched beside
her. “You are ok?”

Her mouth felt like she’d been eating
cotton and her heart was still beating frantically from the dream
she’d had. “Thirsty,” she finally managed to croak.

Evidently he had anticipated she would
be thirsty. He had a pitcher of water close by. He poured some into
a mug and then helped her sit up to drink.

She felt a faint shaking in his arm
once he’d helped her up enough to drink. By the time she’d taken a
couple of sips it was more pronounced and hard to ignore. “I’m
heavy—sorry.”

He shifted from the crouch to his
knees. “You are as heavy as … moonlight,” he murmured.

Surprised by the almost poetic turn,
she flicked a quick look up at him.

The lighting was dim, no doubt because
it was night time and there was only a single source of artificial
light that made him a shadowy figure to say the least, but she
found that she could see him fairly well despite that.

He had been far more shadowy in her
dream.

He was pretty breathtakingly handsome,
she realized abruptly, his features attractive in singular and,
together, creating something well beyond merely attractive. Her
eyes, she realized, hadn’t done him justice before and she’d
thought he was handsome then.

There was certainly nothing ‘robot
like’ about him.

“I’m Amanda,” she said,
remembering her manners. “Thank you for … helping me.”

His gaze scanned her face in a way
that warmed her. “We could not ignore your need,” he murmured. “I
am Kameron.”


Chapter Two

It was a strange response and left
Amanda with the sense that they would have ignored her if they
hadn’t decided she was too hurt to pretend they hadn’t seen
her.

Uneasiness slithered through
her.

Had she landed in the lap of a group
of smugglers after all? Were they connected to the bastards that
had damaged the shuttle so badly she’d had to ditch in the middle
of nowhere?

It had crossed her mind, but she’d,
basically, dismissed it since they hadn’t finished her
off.

Maybe, though, they had something else
in mind?

Ransom?

Or maybe they were up to something
else illegal?

Or running from the law?

She struggled to put it from her mind
since there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it at the
moment and tried to think of a response—or something else she might
say. “It suits you,” she murmured finally.

He sent her a strange look. “My name?”
He frowned, clearly turning it over in his head. “In what
way?”

She felt her face redden. “It just
sounds … strong.” And handsome, and he was.

Both actually.

He still looked puzzled, but he turned
and reached for her med kit. “You are warm. You may be getting an
infection. There are antibiotics here.”

He seemed … well versed in medical
things. “Are you a medic?”

He shrugged absently, clearly more
focused on his search. “I have the programming.”

A jolt went through Amanda. The
programming? Not the training? Not the education and
experience?

He took a pill out for her and handed
her the pill and the water. “I believe your name also suits you,”
he murmured when she tossed the pill into her mouth and took a
large sip. “It sounds like it would be a beautiful woman and you
are.”

Amanda strangled on the gulp of water
and coughed and sputtered for several minutes. When she’d finally
caught her breath she was past embarrassed. She managed an
appreciative smile. “Thank you. That’s especially sweet considering
I can imagine I look like hell.”

“You are battered and
bruised, yes, but I can still see the beauty. I would enjoy fucking
you, I am certain, if you were not damaged at the
moment.”

A shockwave went through her. She
gaped at him, wondering if she’d heard him right.
“What?”

He frowned, certain from her reaction
that he had not expressed himself very well. “I only meant to say
that your injuries would not allow you to enjoy any sort of
intimacy, I would not think, since you are human. But I would very
much like to fuck you when you are better.”

That explanation was enough to make
her hair stand on end.

It was perverse of her that she also
found it … oddly charming that he was so handsome and yet so
completely inept in seduction and that it warmed her that he found
her desirable even in her current condition.

Which was stupid!

Every word out of his mouth suggested
that he was not human. She didn’t know what he was, but she knew
what he wasn’t.

“You aren’t … uh …? You
aren’t …?”

He frowned. “Human?”

“Um, are you?”

He seemed to wrestle with it. “I am
part human—my biological part.”

She’d been within a hair’s breadth of
asking him if he was a half alien hybrid, but that answered that
with a responding no. “Your biological?” she asked faintly—because,
really, she felt more than a little faint.

Mayhap it had not been a well thought
out plan to just go ahead and confess, Kameron thought uneasily?
But it had seemed the best path forward since he could not think
that they would be able to maintain the illusion that they were
human if they began to woo her. “We were not programmed to woo a
woman,” he explained apologetically, “and I do not think we can
find the programming now. I thought, mayhap, it would be better if
you explained what you would need?”

“What I would need?” Amanda
asked weakly.

He nodded. “To convince you to be our
woman.”

Amanda instantly envisioned a scenario
where she was able to leap to her feet and run, but no amount of
fear, she knew, could get her on her feet at the moment let alone
sustain her for a long run. And she had a bad feeling that it would
be a very long run.

She pasted a look of pleased surprise
on her face—not because she was, but she thought that might appease
him. “I … uh … well, I think I will need to give this some thought.
It isn’t anything I would want to rush into—although I will say
that I’m flattered. You are very handsome and your friends,
too.”

He looked as if he was trying to
decide whether to be pleased or not. “You think I am
handsome?”

Discomfort wafted through
her. “You are handsome,” she said firmly.

He frowned. “That is not the same as
desirable, is it?”

Poor baby! “Uh … what sort of … uh …
programming did you get?” she asked a little uneasily.

His expression closed. He focused on
replacing the lids on the bottles of medicine and placing the
bottles in her bag. She could see he was wrestling with
something.

“I was designed as a CS—a
cybernetic soldier. I am programmed for warfare,” he said when he
met her gaze again.

“A CS …,” she echoed.
“You’re a …. You’re saying …?” Well! He couldn’t be! They’d all
been destroyed …. At least as far as anyone knew.

“Cyborg,” he said flatly
and rose to his full height while it crossed her mind that he might
be about to kill her on the spot, and then he turned and
left.

Amanda settled back against the
pallet, struggling with the fear that threatened to overwhelm her
at the discovery that she was laying in a hut occupied by not one,
but three, of the most dangerous weapons ever designed in the
history of mankind.

Cyborgs.

No wonder they were giants, she
thought absently.

They were built to demoralize the
enemy as much as anything else and that meant—like tanks—powerful,
fearsome, and virtually unstoppable.

She was a little hazy about the
details, but she knew they’d been built for a war of aggression by
the government and turned loose on the aliens on a world far, far
away.

And then … something had happened to
them. They’d gone off the rail and completely out of
control.

Of course, they’d been designed to be
autonomous. They had AI, but they’d also been programmed to follow
orders without question.

And they had inhibitors to prevent
them from going rogue—supposedly.

It hadn’t prevented it and the company
had had to go after them and destroy them.
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