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Chapter One

After a twelve hour shift at the med
center, a one hour commute, climbing four flights of stairs and
treading a quarter mile from the stairwell to her apartment,
Rhiana’s senses were so dulled by fatigue that she didn’t even
notice the sounds—just at first. A flicker of amusement went
through her when she did.

Somebody was having fun!

Porn, she wondered? Or real life
excitement?

Dismissing it, she focused on digging
around in her bag for her key as she neared her door. She’d already
inserted the key in the lock when she realized the sounds she’d
been hearing were coming from inside her apartment. She froze,
listening more intently.

Real or a porn was abruptly way more
pertinent.

Was that what the asshole did while she
was working her ass off, she wondered?

“Uuum, more Robert!
Deeper!”

A cold douse washed over Rhiana, as if
someone had tossed a bucket of ice water over her. Nausea moved
through her in a wave. A flicker of rage leapt up behind the
shock.

She stared at the key in her hand,
struggling with a war of urges—the one to see if Robert, her
husband of six years, really was with another woman. The other to
not see what she didn’t want to see.

Swallowing with an effort, she turned
the key and threw the door open.

Robert and a woman she worked with
bounded off the bed in the corner and stared at her, mouths agape,
as if she wasn’t standing in her own fucking doorway and they’d
never expected to see her.

After staring back at them for a long
moment, her gaze flickered to her Herc-400, standing in his
enclosure. The urge was so strong to order him to toss them out the
window—or kill—she thought she might throw up. But then,
thankfully, it dawned on her that Simon would be destroyed if she
did anything that stupid—and he actually did it. “Simon! Put them
out of my damned apartment! Now!”

Robert found his tongue and had the
gall to play ‘outraged’. “You can’t do that! I live
here.”

“I can. It’s my damned
apartment. I own it.”

“He can’t! He’s a robot and robots aren’t allowed to harm a
human!”

“I didn’t tell him to
break you in half. Mind you, I was tempted. Or to throw you both
out of the window,” she said pointedly as the door to Simon’s
enclosure slid open and her Herc-400 stepped out.

Missy scrambled around on the floor,
grabbed her clothes, and ran for the door.

Rhiana barred her for a handful of
seconds, meeting the woman’s frightened gaze with a promise of
deadly retribution, and finally stepped aside for her to
exit.

Robert managed to get one foot in his
pants leg and was hopping on it, trying to keep his balance to get
his other foot in his pants.

Simon grabbed Robert by one arm, yanked
him up on his tiptoes, and marched to the door with him.

Rhiana stepped back further to give him
room to pitch Robert into the hallway.

“Thank you, Simon, for
taking out the trash.”

“You are welcome,
mistress,” he responded in his deep, melodious voice. He stepped
aside as she headed into the apartment. When she’d passed him, he
closed the door and set the locks.

That act triggered an alarm in her head
and Rhiana dug her phone out of her bag, pulled up her financial
app and locked all of her accounts so the bastard couldn’t cause
her more trouble before she had the wits to sort through their
finances. He was welcome to take anything that was his and shove it
up his ass, but she wasn’t giving him the chance to steal anything
else from her.

Like the six years she’d devoted to the
son-of-a-bitch.

Robert began to beat on the door,
demanding she let him back in to ‘discuss the misunderstanding’ …
and to get his things.

“I’m burning them,” Rhiana
responded coldly through the door panel. “I’ll drop the ash down
the trash chute when I’m done. And then you can get them. You
should consider taking your ass off before someone calls the
cops.”

“Be reasonable,
Rhi!”

“I am being reasonable. If
I was being unreasonable, I would’ve shot both of you.” Well, if she’d
actually owned a gun and had it where she could get to
it.

“I was going to tell you.
I was … breaking it off with her.”

“Fuck you, Robert. She’s
welcome to you. I’m getting a divorce.”

She could hear him stomping
off.

The misery she’d been holding at bay
descended. Her shoulders slumped.

She looked at Simon for a long moment
and finally looked away.

As much as she would’ve welcomed a
little empathy, she was glad he wasn’t able to grasp what had just
happened.

It was humiliating. She didn’t want to
share.

It lifted her spirits just a little to
look at him, though.

Her prized possession.

He was a thing of
beauty—pure physical perfect—hair as black as a raven’s wing,
flawless skin, just the right amount of ‘muscles’ to look like he
could be a human tank if he wanted to be and classically formed
facial features. She’d bought him a few weeks earlier as added
security—because Robert was away more than he was at home—and, as a
health care worker, her work shifts often made her vulnerable. She
would’ve liked to have kept him with her twenty four seven—because
despite his stunning beauty, he was
built like a tank and had only to frown to
intimidate—but she didn’t have her own transportation and she was
afraid if she left him unattended someone would steal
him.

Theoretically, they couldn’t. She was
his mistress—had been linked with him via her genetic code. But he
was an older model and she didn’t know how much she could trust
some of his ‘special features’.

Well, she just didn’t want to take any
chance. As far as she could see, he was absolutely perfect in every
way, but he had been a very, very expensive indulgence and she was
consequently, very attached.

Naturally enough, Robert had hated him
on sight—which just showed how low his mental acuity
was.

Simon was a machine—not competition. He
wouldn’t have been anyway because Robert sure as hell wasn’t even
close to perfect.

It was just a damned shame that Simon
hadn’t been programmed to be a companion.

Then again, it hadn’t occurred to her
at the time that she might need companionship as much or more.
She’d been focused on protection. She hadn’t really thought she
might want a companion feature. She was married, for crying out
loud! She should’ve been able to count on her partner as her
companion, damn it!

She’d spent six years trying to ‘fix’ a
marriage that couldn’t be fixed, she thought morosely.

Because the bastard had obviously only
married her for her paycheck—and maybe her apartment.

Because he wouldn’t even consider
starting a family.

And he was never around when she wasn’t
working.

The most she’d gotten out of it was
picking up after the bastard and doing his laundry.

She couldn’t even remember the last
time they’d had sex.

And, of course, now she knew
why.

He’d been too damned busy fucking her
co-worker to have time for his wife.

With that thought, she stripped her
uniform off, threw it on the floor and stalked into the bathing
chamber. Settling on the bench seat, she set the shower to hot
mist. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as being pelted with water
hard enough to act as a massage, but it lasted way longer—and it
still saved on her water quota.

She closed her eyes as she lathered a
wash cloth and scrubbed herself, focused on totally emptying her
mind.

This time it didn’t work for her. She
felt some of her tension ease and her distress, but her mind still
swirled with distressing images she’d known even before she braced
herself and entered that she didn’t want in her head.

She didn’t feel the avalanche of grief
she’d expected, though.

Her chest ached with the tightness of
unshed tears, but she just couldn’t let them go.

Finally, she switched the water off and
got up to dry.

Simon was where she’d left
him.

That was one thing that was taking some
getting used to.

He didn’t have AI.

He responded to voice commands. He was
fully programmed to perform hundreds of tasks without any command
at all beyond an initial one to set most any repetitive task—like
doing dishes and taking out the trash. He was able to respond
appropriately to hundreds more when commanded to.

But he always waited to be
dismissed.

The urge to order him into her bed just
to keep her company was so strong she felt a knot of distress form
in her chest. She wanted—needed—the illusion of being comforted.
“Are you fully charged, Simon?”

“Yes,
mistress.”

“I want you to lay down in
my bed tonight,” she said a little uncomfortably.

There was just the barest hesitation
before he responded. “Yes, mistress.”

A flicker of uneasiness went through
her, although she wasn’t entirely certain of why it did.

She wasn’t totally convinced there’d
been any hesitation.

She thought there was, but then again
she was just uncomfortable about the request at all. She was a
grown woman. She didn’t need to sleep with a teddy bear for
comfort—shouldn’t—and the likelihood was that she
wouldn’t.

But she wanted to and who the hell
would know? Saying it was anyone’s damned business!

Simon felt the strangest sensation
flutter through him at Rhiana’s request. Sensations, plural. It had
begun shortly before she purchased him and had escalated since that
time. He thought it was some kind of malfunction, but he could not
determine what was causing it.

He had not reported it to his mistress
even though he knew he was required to according to his
programming.

Because, oddly enough, he thought it
might be taken away from him and, as much as it worried him, he was
certain it was something he did not want to lose.

Like the current order-request by his
owner.

He wasn’t certain why what she had said
had triggered another ‘episode’ or what it was about, but he
finally decided he would have to examine it another time and
perhaps find the answer. He dismissed the odd sort of feelings he
had about it for the moment and obeyed the command, moving to stand
beside the bed. “Should I lay on the outside to protect you,
mistress? Or the inside?”

That question sent a jolt through
Rhiana—not because it hadn’t occurred to her that it would be a
good way to be protected but because he had asked at
all.

Maybe she hadn’t understood the owner’s
manual as well as she’d thought she did? But, as she understood it,
she didn’t think he had the capability to respond in that way. She
didn’t remember that he’d ever asked her to clarify a command. It
gave her pause, sent an odd little tingle through her that she
couldn’t decide was a warning or not. “Do you … not want to?” she
asked before she considered it was not in his programming to
respond to that kind of question.

He turned to look at her, frowning. “I
am eager to comply with any wish, mistress.”

Rhiana smiled with an effort before it
occurred to her that he really didn’t read expressions that well.
“The outside then. Thank you.”

Her distress was made more evident to
her when she’d dressed for bed and moved to the side of the bed and
discovered Simon was occupying it.

She was going to have to climb over him
or make him get up so that she could get in.

She decided to climb over
him.

Which was when she discovered she
hadn’t taken into account that he was a mountain.

She managed to get one knee across his
hips and plant it on the surface of the bed, but she had to wallow
all over him to get completely across and she was rattled by the
time she settled on the other side.

She was a side sleeper—which was a good
thing since he was taking up more than half the bed, but she also
wanted to cuddle, damn it.

“Roll onto your
side—facing me—and move closer.”

He complied and then she helped herself
to a cuddle. Lifting his arm, she dragged it across her waist as
she turned her back to him and wiggled closer.

In the darkness, it was the perfect
illusion of having a real, live man to spoon with. Uttering a
gratified sigh, she relaxed and allowed herself to drift
away.

She had dreams.

She dreamed about catching Robert
screwing Missy and she cried so hard it almost lifted her right out
of dreamland. Then she dreamed that Simon pulled at her until she
was burrowing against his chest and held her tightly and the urge
to cry drifted away.

She was burrowed so snuggly against him
when she woke up, her face planted against his neck, that she felt
like she’d been plastered to him. It wasn’t until she began to
struggle to get up that she realized that was because he was
holding her just that tightly.

Confused, she stared down at him in
puzzlement for a moment when she’d finally sat up and then looked
around for the clock to check the time.

A jolt went through her when she
discovered it was 9:00 AM. Thankfully, that had no sooner boosted
her to a higher awareness than she recalled it was her day
off.

She lay back down and closed her eyes.
“I sure do wish you were a real man, Simon,” she murmured as her
mind began to drift again and then chuckled. “But only if you were
my man.”

That triggered not so pleasant memories
and Rhiana sat up again.

“I need to get up,” she
said.

Obediently, Simon sat up and got off of
the bed.

Rhiana stared at him, trying to decide
why something about that seemed ‘off’, but finally gave up the
effort to figure it out and got up. “I have a lot to do
today.”

Moving to her lavatory, she washed her
face and brushed her teeth and then went into the toilet to relieve
herself. She returned to the main room naked, having discarded her
nightgown and panties, and moved to the locker where she kept her
clothing, working on a mental list of ‘things to do’ as she
dressed.

Simon, she saw when she looked around,
had made her bed and closed it and collected her laundry off of the
floor.

“Come with me,
Simon.”

He glanced at her when she spoke and
then looked down at the laundry he was holding, hesitated, and then
placed them on her chair and moved toward her.

At least, she thought wryly as she led
the way to the door, he didn’t pitch them into the floor
again.

She felt better as soon as they were
out of the apartment. As little time as she had actually spent
there with her husband, his ‘ghost’ hung over it and she was glad
to put some distance between her and that dark cloud.

On impulse, she headed to the park just
down the street and took a seat on a bench. Simon stopped, staring
down at her.

“Sit,” she said, patting
the spot beside her.

It was weird, but he felt like a
‘presence’—like she was sitting beside someone instead of being
completely alone in the world.

He had the night before.

She thought that was why she’d slept so
well.

It wasn’t that she was off her rocker
and had lost awareness that he wasn’t real. He’d seemed real to her
from the first and given her a sense of being protected because he
did.

For a while after they sat down, she
focused on her surroundings—the feel of the breeze that drifted
back and forth, the sound of the tree leaves rustling from the air
currents, birds and squirrels. She watched butterflies dancing
around late flowers.

It brought her a sense of
peace.

And then when her thoughts began to
tumble over her discovery the night before, she was able to look
them over with less emotion.

If she was honest, she’d suspected
Robert was cheating on her almost from the first. She’d just made
up little lies to tell herself to excuse him—because she’d been
crazy about the man she’d thought he was.

She thought, maybe, the
reason she wasn’t completely devastated was that she’d realized
long ago that Robert wasn’t the man she’d ‘invented’. She was in
love with that Robert, but he didn’t exist.

She supposed that made it more her
fault than his.

She shouldn’t have expected a snake to
be anything but a snake. She shouldn’t have convinced herself that
the snake was actually a cuddly bear.

She’d lost her dream.

There wasn’t going to be a family for
her—not now—not after she’d devoted so much time to
Robert.

So … what to do with herself? What goal
could she set with any hope of achieving it?

Beyond making sure the bastard didn’t
get another dime out of her?

There was no point in thinking there
was any possibility of getting hold of a man capable of reproducing
that she might convince to drop one on her.

She could get up the money to buy a
frozen pop, or …?

Nope, that was it. No other
options.

If she wanted a baby and she was
convinced she did.

That, very likely, was what had gotten
her into the mess she was in. It was the ‘carrot’ dangled out there
for her all these years.

She glanced at Simon. “Do you have
programming in child nurturing?”

Her mind was no doubt playing tricks on
her, but he actually looked startled.

Or maybe that was programmed in and she
just hadn’t seen that function yet?

“I do not.”

“Well, that fucking sucks
because I don’t really have a clue either.”

“You are …
gestating?”

She uttered a snorting laugh and then,
abruptly, burst into tears. “No. I haven’t had sex in so long it’s
probably grown up.”

“It can do that?” Simon
asked after a long moment—with just a hint of a tone of horror that
struck her as hilarious.

She whipped a sharp look at him and
laughed harder—and cried harder.

She dug around in her bag and finally
produced a tissue to mop her face and nose with when she’d regained
a little control.

“Let’s take a walk around
the park,” she said when she’d stuffed the tissue back in case of
further need.

Simon got up and held out a hand. She
took it with a touch of surprise and got up and the two of them
began walking along the walkway side by side. As she had when
they’d been seated on the bench, she looked around at everything
they passed, seeing it with new eyes.

Everything, she thought, was decaying.
Maybe it was just the area in town where she lived, but that was
absolutely showing signs of going downhill. Most of the buildings
looked vacant. The few businesses that remained looked so rundown
they appeared disreputable whether they were or not.

After a little bit, she found herself
standing in front of one that advertised electronics on handwritten
signs stuck in the display window.

Checking the traffic, she looped her
arm through Simon’s and crossed the street, peered in at the window
and finally opened the door and went in.

The proprietor looked shocked to have a
patron walk right in off the street.

“Is there somethin’ I can
help you with?”

Rhiana smiled at the elderly man. “I’ve
decided to start a family and I’m looking for a domestic companion
with programming for infant/child nurturing.”

The proprietor looked Simon over. “You
looking to trade that one in?” he asked.

She felt a jolt run through the arm she
was holding and glanced quickly at Simon, wondering with dismay if
he was malfunctioning. “Of course not!” She smiled up at Simon. “I
love Simon. But he doesn’t have the programming to handle
children.”

The man nodded, examining Simon. “What
model is he?”

Simon was … distressed and anxious at
the direction the conversation had turned despite Rhiana’s
profession of affection. “I am fully upgradeable, mistress,” he
offered.

“I might be able to find
programming if you’d rather go that route?”

Rhiana patted Simon’s arm. “He’s a
Herc-400. And I’d rather not. He’s very old now and I wouldn’t want
to take a chance on damaging anything.”

“A 400, huh?” the
proprietor asked, looking Simon over in a way that made him
distinctly uneasy. “Well—I just happen to have a fully refurbished
Herc-600 in the back that is fully programmed as a domestic for the
savvy colonist. He could take care of all of your needs—sex toy to
infant care—housekeeping and guard duty and pretty much anything a
colonist would need a robot for. Hunting, gardening, building … you
name it.”


Chapter Two

“Oh but ….” Rhiana had
been about to disclaim any interest in colonization, but that gave
her pause. She hadn’t considered it before, but … well there was no
getting around the fact that the jolt hadn’t been entirely borne of
revulsion. There’d actually been a thread of excitement in
it.

Mostly when it occurred to her that she
could put her troubles far, far behind her.

Escape!

And she would never have to set eyes on
either of the bastards that had fucked her over again.

“He’s pretty pricey. But I
could give you a hell of a trade-in deal.”

Rhiana was taken aback. She’d already
told the man she wasn’t interested in trading Simon off. It made
her uneasy and mildly angry that he kept harping on it. Instead of
reminding him she’d already said she wasn’t interested in that, she
countered, “What kind of pricey are you talking about?”

He held a finger up. “Just a minute!”
Turning his head, he bellowed, “Teron! Come here! I have someone
that wants to look at you.”

Rhiana felt a flicker of discomfort at
the wording of his command and looked up at Simon.

His expression was stony and it sent
another bolt of surprise through her—that he looked
angry.

Maybe it wasn’t entirely a bad idea to
consider trading him, she wondered, realizing she’d noticed several
things just in the past few hours that had made her feel just a
little uneasy about him.

And then Teron appeared from a backroom
and so totally blew her mind that she couldn’t seem to get it in
gear.

Whereas Simon was dark, Teron was a
golden god—bronze-gold complexion, dark golden hair, laser blue
eyes that just seemed to cut right through her, perfectly
formed/symmetrical facial features. His beautiful lips curled
upwards in a smile that made her hooha yodel—and that was before he
spoke. “Hello, mistress.”

His voice was absolutely the
dreamiest—next to Simon’s, of course. She almost felt like she’d
cum—weak and shaky, electrified and jittery in the
aftermath.

He was so beautiful all over that it
didn’t even dawn on her that she had a totally unrestricted
view—because he was naked—until she found herself staring at his
genitals and discovered ‘it’ was waving at her.

She dragged her gaze from it with an
effort and glared at the proprietor, who was grinning at
her.

“Impressive, huh? And
fully functional.”

Rhiana blinked at him. “He’s …
naked.”

“Yes. So you can see the
perfection for yourself.”

“So you have clothing for
him if I was to buy him?”

He frowned. “He don’t come with
clothing. I’m offering him at a bargain as is.”

“A bargain?” she echoed.
“How much of a bargain?”

“Well—if you trade in the
one you’ve got ….”

It was staggering—and that was only if
she threw in her poor baby, Simon. “Without Simon,” she said
firmly.

The quote without was so staggering she
felt downright faint.

But the moment she considered walking
out reluctance got a grip on her and wouldn’t let go.

She stared at Simon unhappily, trying
to decide if she wanted Teron badly enough to ditch him and
realized she really didn’t.

But she didn’t think she could just
walk away from Teron either.

He was such a … heart throb!

The man shrugged. “Well, I’ve got
another buyer interested in Teron. I can’t guarantee he’ll be here
if you change your mind.”

Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t. Put
that way, though, she recalled what she’d paid for Simon, a much
older model, and realized it wasn’t such a bad price—even if he was
wanting as much as her damned apartment had cost.

On the other hand, if she did decide to
colonize, she would really need Teron and she wouldn’t need the
apartment.

She wrangled with the man a while and
finally agreed to leave Simon as a hold for both until she could
get up the money and come back for them. She waited while the man
wrote up a receipt saying he was taking Simon only as a temporary
hold until she could come up with the money for Teron. When she’d
carefully read it twice, she patted Simon on the cheek. “I’m not
trading you or selling you. I just need you to wait here until I
can come back with the money to pay for Teron.”

“Yes, mistress,” Simon
responded in a distant voice that made her uneasy all over
again.

And deeply distressed her—as if she’d
hurt his feelings, which wasn’t just absurd. It was
impossible.

She frowned, but she didn’t want to
suggest he run a diagnostic in front of the shopkeeper.

He gave her the time and she nodded.
“I’ll be back long before closing,” she said with far more
confidence than she felt. “When do you close?”
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