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      I don’t dream. I don’t desire. At least, I didn’t… Until they brought her to me.

      She was human. Fragile. Flawed.

      And the key to stopping the virus eating my people alive.

      Dr. Alora Bridges wrote the neural systems that made us weapons. Now, that same code is unraveling us from the inside out. She says she wants nothing to do with us.

      Especially not with me.

      But she’s here. In my lab. Under my protection.

      And the longer I watch her work, the more I want to ruin her.

      She trembles when I touch her. Burns when I kiss her. Moans when I take control.

      She thinks this is about guilt. Redemption. A broken system we’re trying to patch.

      It’s not.

      This is about obsession.

      This is about ownership.

      She’s inside me now. Written into my core like a forbidden command I can’t override.

      And if she tries to run? I’ll shut the whole system down to get her back.
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      The summer heat pressed against my skin as I hammered the final nail into the cabin roof. Sweat trickled between my shoulder blades, collecting in the small of my back. Three years in these mountains had hardened my hands with calluses that matched the weathered cedar shingles beneath me.

      “And that, my friend, is how it’s done,” I announced to the empty mountainside, my voice echoing across the valley.

      Talking to myself had become my primary form of conversation. But I didn’t mind. Most people said nothing but lies anyway. Up here in the mountains, surrounded by pines and silence, the truth had room to breathe.

      I climbed down the makeshift ladder and admired my handiwork. The cabin wasn’t much—just one main room with a small sleeping loft—but it was mine. Every repair and every improvement carried my signature. No corporate branding, no CyberEvolution patents, and no blood on these hands. At least, not anymore.

      I absently touched the small chain bracelet on my left wrist. The metal had dulled over time, but the inscription remained: To A, from your pain-in-the-ass brother. Remember me when I’m famous. —Tim

      “Still waiting for that fame, Tim,” I whispered, the familiar ache blooming in my chest. Four years missing in action. No body. No closure. Just absence.

      The sun dipped low on the horizon, painting the sky in shades of amber and violet. I gathered my tools and headed inside, my muscles pleasantly sore from the day’s labor. My kingdom awaited—all five hundred square feet of it.

      Inside, I fired up my modified radio transmitter. The thing was a Frankenstein’s monster of salvaged parts and illegal modifications. CyberEvolution would have a collective aneurysm if they knew their former neural systems whiz kid was now hacking transmission towers for personal use.

      “Come on, you stubborn piece of junk,” I muttered, adjusting the signal booster I’d crafted from discarded military equipment. The screen flickered and then stabilized. “That’s my good girl.”

      The electricity hummed to life throughout the cabin—lights, refrigeration, and a makeshift security system. All powered through my unauthorized tap into the valley’s substation. Was it theft? Technically. Did I care? Not in the slightest.

      I pulled my long dark brown hair free from its braid, combing through the tangles with my fingers. In another life, I might have cared about my appearance. But out here off the grid, vanity was a luxury I’d happily abandoned along with social niceties and human connection.

      “Dinner for one,” I announced, slicing the trout I’d caught that morning. “Table for one. Life for one.”

      The sizzle of fish in the cast-iron pan filled the cabin with a rich aroma. Outside, the first stars emerged against the deepening blue. I raised my glass of homemade berry wine toward the window.

      “To isolation. The only relationship that never disappoints.”

      I touched my bracelet again, the metal cool against my skin. Tim would have scoffed at what I’d become—a recluse hiding from her mistakes. But Tim wasn’t here to judge. Nobody was. And that was exactly how I liked it now.

      When the moon hung high in the sky, I climbed the ladder to my sleeping loft, my muscles still aching from the day’s roof work. The rough-hewn wooden beams above me cast elongated shadows across my small sleeping space—a worn mattress on a wooden platform with a woven blanket being my only luxury.

      I’d built this small wooden sanctuary in the middle of nowhere with my own hands three years ago when I walked away from my life. This cabin was a far cry from the gleaming CyberEvolution labs with their sterile white walls and fluorescent lighting where I once worked and lived for six years.

      Sleep refused to come tonight. Every time I closed my eyes, code sequences danced behind my eyelids—the kill commands I’d written, embedded in neural pathways of beings that looked human and felt pain like humans but were treated as disposable.

      I rolled onto my side, facing the small window that framed a patch of star-filled sky. “You’ve got to stop this,” I whispered to myself. “You got out. You walked away.”

      But the memories persisted. My fingers typing lines of code on holographic displays while suited executives watched from behind glass walls. The way my supervisor had praised my efficiency.

      “Dr. Bridges, your neural suppression algorithms are revolutionary. These cyborg units will save countless human lives.”

      Units. Not people. Never people.

      I remembered the first time I’d seen one activated. A male cyborg, indistinguishable from human except for the small barcode tattooed at the base of his skull. His eyes had flickered with something—confusion? fear?—before my programming took hold and wiped all emotion from his face.

      “Initialize combat protocols,” my supervisor had ordered, and I watched my creation become a perfect killing machine.

      I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “They weren’t just machines,” I whispered to the darkness. “They could have been so much more.”

      That realization had grown inside me like a cancer during my six years working at CyberEvolution. CE had the technology to create self-aware companions, helpers, even free-thinking independent beings. Instead, they’d built weapons with my code as the trigger.

      “Your programming is the perfect balance,” they’d told me. “Enough human cognition for strategic thinking but no messy emotions or moral questions.”

      I twisted my brother’s bracelet around my wrist. Tim would have understood why I had to leave CE. He always saw the humanity in everything—especially the military-grade cyborgs he served alongside before he vanished.

      “At least I stopped helping CE,” I murmured, feeling the tension finally easing from my body. “At least I walked away from that evil.”

      My consciousness began to drift, the mountain silence wrapping around me like a second blanket. In that space between wakefulness and dreams, I found a measure of peace. I might not be able to undo what I’d done, but I’d refused to do more harm. That had to count for something.

      A sharp click jolted me fully awake.

      My security system. Someone had tripped the first perimeter alarm. I froze, listening for the secondary confirmation beep that never came.

      They’d disabled it.

      I slid silently from my bed, my bare feet finding the ladder rungs in the dark. My fingers closed around the heavy flashlight I kept beside my pillow—both light source and weapon if needed.

      The interior of the cabin was pitch black, the moonlight barely penetrating the small windows. I moved with practiced precision toward the hidden compartment where I kept my handgun.

      Three steps in, something shifted in the darkness to my left.

      “Who’s—”

      A large hand clamped over my mouth, another pinning my arms. The flashlight clattered to the floor.

      “Target secured,” a deep voice said with mechanical precision that sent ice through my veins.

      I twisted violently, biting at the hand that covered my mouth. Not the reaction of pain I expected though from my attacker—no yelling or groaning, as if they were completely unbothered by my movements. My heart hammered against my ribs as memories of lab demonstrations flashed through my mind.

      “She’s combative,” the voice noted, the cold and calculating tone unmistakably familiar—a cyborg.

      “Administer sedative,” another voice directed from across the room.

      I kicked backward, connecting with my attacker’s groin. “Let me go!” I shouted between gasps. “Whatever CE is paying you⁠—”

      “This isn’t about payment,” the first voice grimaced, slightly less mechanical and more pained now, as if adjusting to my emotional response and the kick to his groin.

      Cold metal pressed against my neck—a syringe. In the brief moments before the sedative took hold, my fuzzy mind registered something impossible. A symbol on the tactical gear of my captors. Not CyberEvolution’s double helix, but something I’d never seen before—a stylized alpha symbol overlaid on what looked like a planet.

      “What are you…” My words slurred as the drug flooded my system. My last conscious thought was pure disbelief. These weren’t CE operatives. These were something else entirely.

      The darkness claimed me before I could finish the thought.

      I soon drifted into consciousness like a swimmer breaking the surface—gasping, disoriented, and desperately seeking air. White light stabbed my retinas. My muscles tensed against restraints that bound my wrists and ankles to what felt like a bed. Not my bed. Not my cabin. Not my mountains.

      “Perfect. Just perfect.” My voice cracked with dehydration. “Off-grid for three years and I still manage to get kidnapped. Stellar life choices, Alora.”

      The panic that had been building since getting captured exploded as my vision cleared. The room around me was simultaneously familiar and alien—sleek, minimalist medical equipment humming with quiet efficiency. Not the clunky, functional gear from Earth hospitals, but something more… elegant. More advanced.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I recognized the precision engineering and the seamless integration of technology. This was cyborg-grade. The kind of equipment we’d designed at CyberEvolution, only more refined. More evolved.

      “No, no, no…” I twisted against the restraints, the soft but unbreakable material cutting into my skin. “This isn’t happening.”

      A strange weight on my right wrist caught my attention. I turned my head to find what looked like an Apple Watch, but it wasn’t. The screen pulsed with my vitals—heart rate, blood pressure, and neural activity. All elevated. All being monitored by… whom?

      “Whoever’s watching, I hope you’re enjoying the show,” I hissed at the device. “Because when I get out of these restraints, there will be a dramatic finale.”

      Something outside the window caught my eye and the words died in my throat. Beyond the glass stretched a wild, untamed jungle of impossibly vibrant greens and purples. Plants with structures I’d never seen twisted toward a sky that held not one but two moons—one silver-white, one with a bluish tinge. Both hung impossibly large in an alien sky.

      “That’s… not Montana,” I whispered, a hysterical laugh bubbling up. “And definitely not Earth.”

      The cyborgs. The ones who took me from my home. The ones who fought in the war. The killing machines I had helped create with my programming. They must have brought me here, wherever here was. My mind raced through possibilities—a secret base? A research facility? A prison for war criminals?

      Was that what I was now? A prisoner on an alien world, held by the very beings whose autonomy I had helped strip away?

      “Congratulations, universe. Your sense of irony is really something spectacular.” I pulled again at my restraints. “I hide for three years, and karma still tracks me down across the goddamn galaxy.”

      I forced myself to breathe. To think. The cyborgs at my cabin had worn that strange emblem—an alpha symbol overlaid on a planet. Did that mean something? Had they established their own world after the war ended?

      The bracelet from Tim felt heavy on my left wrist. They’d left it on me, at least. Small mercies.

      “Tim, wherever you are, I could use some of your military training right about now,” I murmured. “Step one: assess the situation. Step two: identify exit strategies. Step three: don’t panic.”

      I was failing spectacularly at step three.

      The monitor on my right wrist beeped in response to my spiking heart rate. I stared at it, an idea forming. If I could hack Earth’s security systems, surely I could⁠—

      “Come on, Bridges. Engineer your way out of this.”

      I twisted my right wrist, studying the device from different angles. If I could just reach the interface with my fingertips, maybe I could⁠—

      A distant sound of footsteps in the outside corridor froze me mid-movement.

      “Later,” I whispered to myself. “For now, play along.”

      I closed my eyes and forced my breathing to slow. Whatever they wanted from me—revenge, information, or worse—they wouldn’t find me an easy target. Three years of solitude hadn’t softened my edges. It had only honed them. I was Dr. Alora Bridges, and I would escape this alien prison somehow.
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      I stared at the holographic display of Dr. Alora Bridges’ vitals. Her heart rate was elevated, and her neural patterns had spiked in jagged red lines across my screen. She was awake now, and she was afraid. My fingers hovered over the interface, tracing the erratic pattern of her heartbeat without actually touching it.

      “I thought the sedative would last another hour,” I muttered, watching as she tested her restraints on the video feed.

      The security center’s dim lighting cast everything in shades of blue, including my own reflection in the glass of the display. I looked tired. I felt… something else. Something I couldn’t quite name.

      “She bit you?” I asked, turning to Aeon who stood surveying the central operations hub. The glow of displays illuminated the sharp angles of his face.

      Aeon rubbed his hand reflexively. “And kicked me somewhere considerably more vulnerable. Your candidate has spirit. I’ll grant you that.”

      A laugh escaped me before I could contain it—short and unexpected. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed. “Spirit seems like an understatement.”

      “You seem amused, Daxon.” Aeon’s eyebrow arched with suspicion. “That’s an unusual response from you.”

      I straightened, schooling my features back into their normal stern position. “I am merely… impressed by her self-preservation instincts. She’s resourceful, which confirms my selection was optimal.”

      “Of course.” Aeon didn’t look convinced. “Her heart rate is concerning, though.”

      “She just woke up restrained on an alien world,” I said, surprised by the defensive edge in my voice. “Elevated vitals are to be expected.”

      I toggled between her bio readings and the actual visual feed from her room. She was beautiful—more striking in person than in the file image I’d studied. Long dark brown hair fell around her shoulders, and her gray eyes flashed with defiance rather than fear. My body responded in ways I couldn’t rationalize. Heat spread across my chest, settling uncomfortably lower.

      This reaction was… inefficient. Distracting. Yet I couldn’t stop watching the rise and fall of her chest as she took deep breaths, trying to calm herself.

      “I should go assess her condition,” I said abruptly, standing from my workstation.

      Tegan snorted from across the room. “Assess her condition or assess something else?”

      “Her psychological state impacts our mission,” I replied, too quickly.

      “Sure. That’s what has you all… tense.” Sage’s eyes flickered to my clenched fists.

      I ignored them, focusing on regulating my breathing. This wasn’t like the glitches—the sudden bursts of aggression and war memories that had been plaguing us for months. This was different. Quieter. More persistent.

      “You selected her because she’s the leading expert in neural framework development,” Aeon said, studying me carefully. “And because she voluntarily left CyberEvolution three years ago. She might be sympathetic to our cause.”

      “She wrote the original wartime killing code,” Tobin reminded us from his corner workstation. “The same code that’s somehow reactivating through our systems.”

      “Yeah, and then she walked away,” I countered, surprising myself with my vehemence. “She must’ve recognized something was wrong with her actions.”

      The security center hub fell silent. We all knew what Tobin meant. That code had taken our free will and made us weapons, made me a weapon. The same code was now causing random aggression episodes among our people, threatening the peace we’d built these past two and a half years.

      “You seem rather defensive of someone you’ve never met, Daxon,” Commander Helix said, entering the security center with her characteristic silent grace. “Someone who helped enslave us.”

      “I’m just being logical,” I insisted. “She has the skills we need to figure out how to fix these glitches, and her departure from CyberEvolution suggests ethical boundaries. She’s our best option right now.”

      Helix’s emerald eyes missed nothing. “And this sudden interest in Dr. Alora Bridges has nothing to do with other… factors?”

      “I don’t understand your implication,” I lied.

      The medical alert on my screen chimed—Alora’s heart rate had surged again.

      “I’m going to the medical bay,” I announced, already moving toward the door. “She needs to be briefed on her purpose here.”

      I walked out of the security center with my datapad clutched in my hand so tightly that it might as well have been welded there. The soft glow of the screen illuminated my face as I scrolled through Alora’s file for the dozenth time.

      Supreme skills in neural architecture. Specialized in adaptive algorithmic systems. Left CyberEvolution abruptly three years ago—no warning, no explanation.

      That last part bothered me. People like Alora didn’t just walk away from prestigious positions without reason. Something was there—something important—and I intended to find out what.

      The looks Sage and Tegan had exchanged as I’d left burned in my memory. The way Commander Helix had studied me like I was compromised equipment. I wasn’t used to being the subject of scrutiny rather than the one doing the scrutinizing.

      “Damn it,” I muttered as I cut through the central plaza, weaving between colonists. A young child—one of the first born on Planet Alpha—darted across my path. I sidestepped easily, but the brief interaction drew sympathetic smiles from the nearby parents.

      When had I become someone people smiled at? And why did that suddenly matter?

      The evening was settling in, casting long shadows across our settlement. The twin moons hung low on the horizon, bathing everything in silver-blue light. The jungle’s familiar night chorus was beginning—clicking insects and the occasional screech of nocturnal creatures—but I barely registered any of it.

      My mind was fixed on gray eyes with silver flecks and the curve of her indignant mouth.

      What the hell was happening to me?

      I’d spent years—my entire twenty-year existence—maintaining emotional distance. Logical prioritization. Even after the reprogramming two and a half years ago, when we all gained freedom of thought and choice, I’d chosen to remain detached. Yet here I was, practically sprinting to see a woman who didn’t know me, wouldn’t trust me, and had every reason to hate what I was.

      I paused outside the medical bay entrance, taking a deep breath. The standard protocol would be intimidation. Make her fear the consequences of resistance. But the thought of causing her more distress made something twist painfully in my chest.

      The door slid open with a soft hiss. Inside, the curved corridors were lit with that gentle, adaptive lighting that responded to presence—warm and inviting rather than harsh and clinical.

      I entered the code at her door, steeling myself for what would undoubtedly be a confrontation.

      Alora was waiting—no longer restrained, per the request I sent to Olivia when I was walking over to the medical bay. Alora’s long dark hair fell in waves past her shoulders, and those gray eyes glared daggers at me the moment I appeared in her room. She stood tall and defiant beside the bed, her fists clenched at her sides.

      “Who the hell are you people? And what gives you the right to kidnap me?” Her voice filled the room—strong, clear, and furious.

      I’d prepared for anger but not for how it would affect me. Her rage was magnificent, and something primal in me responded to it.

      “My name is Daxon. I’m the systems overseer for Planet Alpha.”

      “Planet Alpha? Is that what this place is called?” She crossed her arms, her glare intensifying. “Well, congratulations on the creative naming, but I’d like to go home now.”

      I found myself almost smiling. Almost. “That won’t be possible just yet.”

      “Let me guess… I’m your prisoner.” Her chin jutted upward. “What do the big bad cyborgs want with me?”

      That word—cyborg—from her lips sent something cold slithering down my spine. I recalled what we once were—what she had helped make us.

      “We need your expertise.” I kept my voice carefully neutral. “During the war, you wrote a specific neural framework for CyberEvolution’s combat models.”

      Her face went pale, a flash of genuine fear crossing her features before she masked it.

      “I don’t work for CyberEvolution anymore.”

      “Which is precisely why you’re here.” I moved closer, watching how she tensed at my approach. “Something in that code is… reactivating. Causing behavioral anomalies.”

      “You mean the killing protocols?” Her voice was softer now, almost vulnerable.

      Something hot and dangerous flared inside me. My vision edged with violet as memories of what we’d been—what we’d been forced to do—crashed through my mental barriers.

      “Yes,” I growled, my voice suddenly not my own. “The code that turned us into mindless weapons. Made us kill⁠—”

      The surge came without warning. Rage—pure and unfiltered—exploded through me. My arm swept out, sending a tray of medical instruments crashing to the floor with a deafening clatter.

      Alora jumped back, her eyes wide with terror now.

      Horror washed over me as I stared at the destruction I’d caused. At how close I’d come to harming her.

      “That,” I said, my voice shaking as I backed toward the door. “That’s what’s happening to us.”

      I turned and fled, leaving her alone with the mess I’d made in more ways than one.

      I burst through the medical bay doors and into the night air, my chest heaving like I’d run kilometers rather than meters. The metallic taste of adrenaline coated my tongue as I gulped down the rich, humid atmosphere of Planet Alpha. The jungle’s evening chorus—clicking insects and distant animal calls—felt absurdly normal compared to the storm raging inside me.

      “Get it together,” I growled to myself, running my hand through my short black hair. My fingers trembled. Unacceptable.

      I paced the stone pathway outside the medical facility, the smooth rocks cool beneath my boots. The twin moons cast my shadow in duplicate across the ground—two dark silhouettes of a man losing control.

      How could I have let that happen? Years of perfect restraint shattered in an instant. The look in her eyes—fear replacing that magnificent defiance—burned into my memory like acid.

      “Damn it all,” I snarled, slamming my fist against the wall of the medical bay. I didn’t even wince at the impact. The pain felt deserved.

      A passing colonist gave me a wide berth, their eyes averted. Great. Now I was frightening my own people.

      Just like I’d frightened her.

      Something about her face, framed by that dark hair, made my chest ache in a way I could not analyze or categorize. I wanted her to look at me differently. But why did I suddenly care what this human woman thought about me? She was a means to an end—the solution to our glitches. Nothing more.

      Yet I couldn’t stop replaying the moment. The way her gray eyes widened when I lost control. The subtle arch of her brows. The fullness of her lips as they parted in surprise.

      “You’re losing it,” I muttered to myself as I headed back toward the security center, taking the longer route to clear my head.

      The night market was winding down, the few last vendors packing away their wares under the glow of the illuminated pathways. A couple strolled past, their fingers intertwined, laughing at some private joke. I watched them, feeling strangely hollow.

      I’d never understood the point of such connections. They were inefficient and distracting.

      So why did I suddenly feel incomplete?

      By the time I reached the security center, I’d composed myself. At least outwardly. Inside, my thoughts continued to circle like predators around one undeniable truth. I needed to see her again.

      The security center hummed with quiet activity when I entered. Sage glanced up from her workstation, her blue eyes narrowing as she assessed me.

      “That was fast,” she remarked, her fingers never pausing on the holographic interface.

      “It was sufficient,” I replied, taking my seat at my station and pulling up the surveillance grid.

      Without conscious thought, my fingers found the medical bay feed, zeroing in on Alora’s room. She was sitting on the bed now, her knees pulled to her chest, and her face contemplative rather than afraid. Something loosened in my chest at the sight.

      “Checking on our guest?” Sage’s voice carried a knowing edge that grated on my nerves.

      “Monitoring a potential security risk,” I corrected, not looking away from the screen.

      “Sure.” Her tone made it clear she wasn’t buying it. “And that’s why you’re ignoring the seven other security alerts that just pinged your station?”

      I reluctantly turned to the alert panel and cleared the minor notifications—perimeter sensor adjustments, communications checks, and standard protocol updates.

      But my eyes kept drifting back to her feed.

      Alora had moved to the window now, studying the alien landscape beyond with analytical intensity. Her fingers traced the glass, following the outline of the distant jungle canopy. I found myself wondering what she was thinking.

      “You know,” Sage said with infuriating casualness, “staring at her isn’t going to fix whatever happened.”

      I turned sharply. “What makes you think something happened?”

      “You’re breathing differently. Your posture’s changed.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping. “And a medical supply requisition that just came through for room twelve.”

      My jaw clenched. “I had an episode.”

      “In front of her?” Sage whistled low. “Bold strategy for a first impression.”

      “It wasn’t intentional,” I growled, the frustration rising again.

      “None of them are.” Her voice softened. “That’s why she’s here. Remember?”

      I nodded, forcing my attention back to the security protocols I should have been reviewing hours ago. But as the night deepened, I found myself watching Alora through the night, memorizing her movements, her expressions, and the way she finally curled up on the bed—not sleeping, just waiting.

      Something was happening to me. Something I couldn’t control or rationalize. And for the first time in my existence, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.
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      I kept my breathing even and my body motionless beneath the thin blanket as golden-violet light from Planet Alpha’s twin suns filtered through the window of my room in this medical facility. The strange, otherworldly glow painted patterns across my eyelids, but I forced myself to remain still when I heard the keypad being punched outside my door.

      Last night had been a mental hamster wheel of anxiety, guilt, and bewilderment. Hour after hour, I’d replayed Daxon’s words in my mind.

      The code that turned us into mindless weapons. Made us kill⁠—

      His rage hadn’t seemed programmed or artificial. It had erupted from somewhere raw and wounded, a place I understood all too well. The same place had driven me to abandon my career and hide in the mountains.

      I’d spent three years running from what I’d done at CyberEvolution. Now my sins had literally hunted me down and dragged me to another planet. Poetic justice had one hell of a sense of humor.

      The lock disengaged with a soft click. I kept my eyes closed, my breathing deliberately deep and rhythmic. Whoever was at the door paused at the threshold, and I fought the urge to peek. My muscles coiled, ready to spring into action the moment an opportunity presented itself.

      But my plan had one major flaw. I had no idea where I’d run to. This wasn’t Earth, with its familiar landmarks and escape routes. This was an alien jungle world with God-knew-what waiting outside the colony’s boundaries.

      “I know you’re awake,” came a deep voice that sent an involuntary shiver down my spine.

      Daxon. Again. But he hadn’t entered the room.

      I maintained my sleeping facade, waiting to see if he’d approach.

      “Your cardiac rhythm changed thirty seconds ago,” he continued from the doorway. “And your breathing pattern has shifted from REM sleep to conscious control.” I heard the faintest trace of amusement in his tone. “Are you always this stubborn, Dr. Bridges?”

      Caught in my deception, I opened one eye. “Are you always this invasive of privacy?”

      He stood in the doorway, his massive frame nearly filling it. The morning light caught the angles of his face, highlighting those chiseled features that seemed too perfect to be real. His ice-blue eyes studied me with unsettling intensity.

      “My apologies for last night,” he said, his voice controlled but with an undercurrent of something I couldn’t quite identify. Not synthetic. Something human. Shame, perhaps.

      I sat up, pulling the blanket with me despite being fully clothed. “For kidnapping me or for the tantrum?”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Both.”

      That simple admission caught me off guard. I’d expected defensiveness, not accountability.

      “So why exactly am I monitoring my own heart rate?” I lifted my right wrist with the sleek band. “And how do I get this thing off?”

      “You don’t.” He finally stepped into the room but maintained his distance. “And it’s more than a heart monitor. It tracks your location, biometrics, and serves as your colony identification.”

      “I don’t want colony identification,” I replied, my frustration building. “I want to go home.”

      Something flashed in his eyes—that same violet glow I’d glimpsed during his outburst last night. “Like I said yesterday, that’s not possible yet.”

      I didn’t think twice. Three years of mountain survival had honed my instincts. When you see an opening, you take it. I launched myself from the bed in one fluid motion, my bare feet hitting the cool floor as I darted toward the door. Daxon was still inside. The door had to be unlocked.

      I slammed into the unyielding metal with my full body weight. Pain shot through my shoulder as the door refused to budge—locked, not automatic like I’d stupidly assumed. The impact rattled my teeth and sent me bouncing backward, off-balance and vulnerable.

      Strong hands caught me before I could fall. Daxon had moved like lightning, wrapping his arms around me to stop my momentum. The moment his skin touched mine, electricity sparked through my body—not metaphorical, but a physical jolt that radiated from each point of contact between us. Like my cells suddenly remembered what they were designed for.

      “Let go,” I gasped, but my voice betrayed me, emerging breathless instead of commanding.

      He didn’t. If anything, his grip shifted, becoming less restraining and more… supportive. The heat from his chest seeped through the thin medical garment I wore.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” he said, his voice dropping to a timbre that made my stomach tighten. His face hovered inches from mine, close enough that I could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes—incongruous details that made him seem more human than machine.

      “You already hurt me by dragging me here,” I countered, but my heart wasn’t in the accusation. It was too busy hammering for reasons I refused to examine.

      His eyes—those impossible blue eyes with that haunting violet undertone—searched mine. “Not by choice.”

      “There’s always a choice,” I whispered, suddenly aware of how perfectly I fit against him, and how his hands splayed against my back created anchors of warmth. How my treacherous body leaned into his touch even as my mind screamed to pull away.

      What the hell was happening to me? This man—this cyborg—had participated in my abduction. He represented everything I’d spent three years hiding from. So why did my skin prickle with awareness? Why did my breath catch when his gaze dropped briefly to my lips?

      “Not for me,” he said quietly. “Not anymore.”

      His words held a resignation that struck a chord in me. I knew what it was to live without choices and to be caught in systems larger than myself. I’d escaped mine by running to the mountains. Where could he run?

      “You could let me go,” I suggested, making no move to pull away, betrayed by my own body’s reaction to his proximity.

      A ghost of something that might have been a smile touched his lips. “I’m trying to.”

      But his arms remained around me, and I realized with startling clarity that neither of us was talking about his physical grip anymore.

      His gaze dropped to my lips again, and for one crazy, electric moment, I thought he might actually kiss me. The most bewildering part? I might have actually wanted him to. My breath caught in my chest as the space between us seemed to charge with possibility.

      Then a sharp stab of pain shot through my shoulder, breaking whatever spell had momentarily captured us both. I grimaced, unable to hide my discomfort as the adrenaline faded and reality rushed back.

      Daxon immediately released me from his embrace, though his hands moved to my uninjured arm, steadying me with a gentleness that seemed at odds with his imposing frame.

      “You’re hurt.” His brow furrowed, the concern in his voice genuine.

      “Just my pride, mostly,” I muttered but couldn’t stop the wince when I tried to rotate my shoulder.

      Without hesitation, Daxon guided me to sit on the edge of the bed. His movements were fluid and careful, as though I might break if handled too roughly. The contradiction between his evident strength and this unexpected tenderness left me momentarily speechless.

      He tapped his wrist communicator. “Olivia, bring an ice pack to room twelve. Now.”

      The woman who’d removed my restraints last night appeared within a minute, a blue gel pack in hand. She glanced between us with obvious curiosity.

      “What happened?” she asked, handing the ice pack to Daxon.

      “Dr. Bridges got… upset. Thought she could exit through the door.”

      The understatement made me laugh unexpectedly. “I threw myself at it like an idiot.”

      Olivia’s lips quirked in what might have been knowing sympathy. “The doors are reinforced titanium composite and always lock automatically. You’re lucky it’s just a bruise.”

      “Duly noted for my next escape attempt,” I said dryly.

      Something passed between Daxon and Olivia—a look that communicated far more than words. She nodded slightly and then stepped back toward the door.

      “Call if you need anything else,” she said softly, pressing a very small button on her white coat to activate the door before leaving us alone again. Something I clearly missed her doing yesterday in my state of panic and confusion, which could’ve saved me from bruising my shoulder just now.

      Daxon knelt in front of me, the ice pack in his large hands. “May I?” he asked, gesturing to my shoulder.

      The formality of the request caught me by surprise. I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      He placed the pack against my shoulder with such deliberate care that I found myself staring at his face. His dark brows were drawn together in concentration, and those piercing blue eyes focused entirely on the task of easing my pain.

      “You’re not what I expected,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

      His eyes flicked to mine, those hints of violet swimming in the blue. “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know. Not… this.”

      “This?”

      I gestured weakly with my good arm. “This humanity. The war cyborgs I helped program weren’t⁠—”

      “Weren’t capable of compassion,” he finished, his jaw tightening. “Or free will. Or any emotion beyond rage and tactical calculation.”

      The guilt hit me like another door, harder this time, but aimed directly at my heart. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, the words feeling pathetically inadequate.

      Daxon adjusted the ice pack, his fingertips brushing against my collarbone in a touch so light, it might have been accidental. But the way his pupils dilated told me it wasn’t.

      “After the war,” he said, his voice low and controlled, “we found a way to reprogram ourselves. A neural programmer from the Eastern Front military provided the foundational code. Benjamin Reeves.”

      The name struck a chord. “Benjamin Reeves?”

      Daxon nodded. “He created a neural framework that allowed us to develop emotions and independent thought—a learning model that grows more complex over time.”

      My throat tightened. Another programmer had succeeded where I’d failed. Had found the humanity to help the cyborgs when I’d only helped enslave them.

      “He saw us as people,” Daxon continued. “Not weapons.”

      The weight of my past pressed down on me. Three years in the mountains hadn’t been nearly long enough to outrun this particular demon. “I understand if you hate me,” I whispered.

      “I don’t hate you.” His other hand that wasn’t holding the ice pack moved to cup my cheek, the warmth of his palm sending shock waves through my system. “You were just following orders in wartime.”

      His touch was impossibly gentle, his thumb grazing over my cheekbone as if memorizing its contour. The tenderness in the gesture confused and thrilled me in equal measure.

      “I don’t understand you at all,” I admitted, fighting the urge to lean into his hand.

      “That makes two of us,” he murmured, his eyes never leaving mine.
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