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Beep. Beep. Beeeeeee . . .

The monitor measured the final heartbeat of Christopher Johnson’s life. Death claimed the man at 12:57 PM.

Heather’s own heart pounded faster. She needed to move—get to work before the body cooled. Still, she paused a moment to remember a man who’d died much too soon. 

Dr. Marshfield nodded toward Heather and backed toward the door. “I’ll sign the death certificate. He’s all yours. Are there family members that need to be notified?”

“No.” A knot twisted in Heather’s stomach.

Orphaned and fostered, Christopher Johnson had no one to claim his body. No one but her.

And she’d only met him once.

Heather closed the file folder containing the scant information she had on him. It did include a short listing of friends and acquaintances. She’d make those calls herself.

‘I sure as hell don’t want my friends to have to pay for a funeral when I kick the bucket,’ he’d said after agreeing to donate his cadaver to their research facility. ‘You can do whatever you like with my body after I’m done with it.’

That had been only a week ago. That vibrant young man, with his wonderful sexy smile, now nothing more than a cooling corpse lying on the table before her, his bold features so handsome even in death. 

He’d flirted with her during their interview. Seemed like a sweet guy, and he’d certainly struck her fancy. A bit on the shy side—unassuming. At the end, he’d slipped her his number. ‘If you’d be interested in getting some coffee or something, let me know.’

A tear wrestled with the corner of her eye.

Smart, sexy, with those gorgeous, dark-chocolate-brown eyes, Christopher seemed to have everything going for him. He’d been someone she’d wanted to get to know better. Even with her crazy schedule, she’d kept his invitation to call foremost in her mind and even added his cell number and contact information to her phone.

She’d almost called him three times in the past week, but the workload had been brutal.

A recent advertising campaign brought in a flood of applications. The program supervisors decided a new readiness level was needed just in case . . .

Just in case this happened.

Dr. Marshfield made his escape through the swinging operating room doors, leaving her alone with the body.

Heather sighed as she smoothed the dark brown hair back from Chris’s forehead. I was going to call you.

She took one beefy arm and turned it flat to insert the long needle into a vein. Already the skin was cooling. The process would work faster if she got the serum into his stream before the blood started to settle. Opening the valve on the IV caused viscous, yellow liquid to slide down the tube and into his arm. “Now we find out if all our theories are correct.”

The serum served to create a pathway, liquefying blood clots and expanding collapsed arteries, so that over a thousand nanobots—robots so small they were almost invisible to the naked eye—could invade Christopher's corpse, propelling their way through his stagnant blood vessels. Some moved toward his damaged heart and others toward the brain stem.

In the stillness of the lab, the whoosh of the ventilator created a constant distraction. Christopher’s chest continued to rise and fall as if he were still breathing.

And with luck, the corpse would soon be breathing on its own.

God, why not just change her last name to Frankenstein? The Zombiebot program did have more than a few similarities to Mary Shelley’s classic tale.

Am I creating a monster? It wasn’t the first time she’d asked herself that question.

Pulling off the bandage, exposed the wicked gunshot wound centered between the flat pads of his broad, bare chest. The washboardy ripples of his abdominals drew her gaze. Dense muscle tone displayed across his exposed torso and arms.

She wouldn’t have guessed it through the baggy shirt he’d worn during his interview. Good looks, charm, and a killer body. What the hell had happened to him?

The investigation continued. The police had provided only sketchy information about the situation surrounding Christopher’s death. Under normal circumstances she’d never get access to the body this quickly.

These were not normal circumstances.

The paperwork was signed, notarized, and properly filed. Chris’s body belonged to her and her program on death.

The bullet removed, the gunshot wound showed signs of scabbing over, but there’d been no chance of saving him.

Then, more than just scabbing over, the wound began to heal. The pink skin at the edges already had a healthy tinge, and she watched as the damaged area repaired itself.

It didn’t surprise her. That part they’d been able to test in the lab. Still, it was nice to know the nanobots were hard at work inside his body, as intended.

If only they could be used on the living.

Rejection of the robot invasion on a living test subject had been one hundred percent. An active immune system, even a weakened one, killed off the little machines quickly.

Heather jumped when the heart monitor issued a beep that echoed in the silence. Chuckling, she took a deep breath to calm her nervousness. She should have anticipated it.

A second beep, followed by a third. Slowly the wavy line on the monitor screen settled into a steady rhythm. The dead heart beat once again.

“Well that part worked too.” So far, so good.

The damage hadn’t been that extensive. The bullet only grazed the left ventricle. Still, the wound bled enough to put Christopher at death’s door by the time he’d reached the hospital. The police officer she’d talked to could only guess at how long he’d been lying in that alley.

There was no reason the procedure to repair and restart the heart shouldn’t have worked. All the data pointed toward success. She’d programmed that subset of the nanobots specifically for that purpose.

It was the other bots Heather was unsure of. Those inside his head and neck, connecting with the brain stem and gray matter. Theoretically, they worked to construct something amazing.

Theoretically.

This was, after all, the first test run of that procedure. 

Repairing a dead heart paled in comparison to building a control center to replace a human brain.

***
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Chris floated above the table, staring down at his body. Dead as a fucking doornail. It was like watching a hospital drama on TV, but that was definitely the same face he saw each morning in the bathroom mirror.

What the hell happened?

The note he’d found pushed under his doorway after returning home from work hadn’t looked like Mike’s handwriting, but curiosity wouldn’t let Chris ignore the directions. Mike was one of those crazy friends who was always in for a good laugh, so he expected something hilarious when he’d rounded the corner into that dark alley. When the hooded figure pulled a gun, Chris smiled . . . started to laugh. He enjoyed the joke right up to the time the faceless stranger pulled the trigger and the bullet penetrated his chest.

Okay, so Mike hadn’t sent the note.

He couldn’t think of anyone upset with him enough to kill him. What had he done? Who had he done it to? He hated the thought he’d hurt someone so badly they’d want to end his life so violently. But that note. Someone had definitely set him up to be killed.

The bright light played in the corner of his vision. At first he’d thought it just the fluorescent bulbs flooding the hospital operating room, but the growing intensity pulled his gaze toward the corner of the chamber where a blazing ball of white light pulsed, beckoning him toward it.

The other side?

He’d read a bit about people who’d survived after-death experiences. Passages that talked about going into the light. And he wanted to. Promise pulsed in the sphere. Promise of rest and peace.

The longer he looked at it, the more it drew him. He wrestled his gaze back down toward his body and the pretty woman bent over him.

He remembered her. Someone that attractive was hard to forget.

All the while he’d sat talking with her, he’d had to concentrate hard to keep his focus on the interview. Her long black tresses tempted him to run his fingers through them and play with the feathered ends. Her deep blue eyes held mystery and allure. But it had been her beautiful, easy smile that pulled at him, causing him to flirt with her shamelessly. Those full, ruby lips that begged to be kissed.

When he’d slipped her his phone number, he had mentally kicked himself. If she’d wanted his number she could have gotten it from the form he’d filled out and handed to her. But he never had much luck with women anyway. Women weren’t looking for shy, awkward, nerdy guys. Still, she hadn’t completely rebuffed his advances.

Daily workouts and self-help books went only so far in quelling his insecurities, though he felt as if he was making progress. Flirting with this woman had been his first real attempt to break out of his shy shell. Something about her, probably that easy, sexy smile, prompted him to take the chance.

He hadn’t been surprised when she didn’t call, hadn’t really expected she would. Just asking her out had been progress.

It was his first step into the terrifying world of serious dating. His first and last step, apparently.

Heather Logan. He’d memorized her name from the tag on her lab coat . . . just in case.

He was planning on finding some way to bump into her again. Try one more time to ask her out on a date or something. He couldn’t get her out of his mind. Maybe she was the one. 

And then he’d gone and died.

He’d have sighed if he’d been able. Evidently sighing wasn’t a thing for ghosts, or spirits, or whatever the hell he was now.

A flicker drew his gaze. In the corner of the room the glowing ball of light diminished. He no longer felt drawn toward it.

The light dimmed until it disappeared altogether.

The pull now came from below.

Shit, I’m going to hell.

***
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A spike in the EEG drew Heather’s attention. Brain activity? That was unexpected.

Yes, the nanobots interacted with the dead brain matter to build the control center, but she hadn’t expected actual brainwave activity to recommence for another hour or two. “What’s going on in there?”

She drew the stethoscope to her ears and placed the chestpiece over Chris’s heart and listened to the steady beat, then moved it higher to check the lungs. His broad chest expanded and contracted under her fingertips. She removed the ventilator mask and tubes and checked once again for lung function. Warmth radiated from the tanned skin of his chest.

Life . . . was it really life? In any case, the corpse had a beating heart and breathed on its own. 

Zombiebot. That’s what they’d started calling them back when the project was only a design on a drawing board and a half dozen half-baked theories. Part robot, part something raised from the dead. The military, of course, was in love with the project. There were also a handful of somewhat mysterious investors with what they called “real-life applications.”

Sexbots. Heather hadn’t been fooled.

The sex industry hadn’t been able to build a truly life-like android. The slow reactions and plastic feel of the current generation of artificial companions fell far short of what their customers were looking for.

“Ugh.” Heather shook her head.

She was in it for the science, but due to the expense and the need to cut through red tape, a somewhat sketchy alliance of investors formed to back the project. She’d leave the ethical decisions to others, after she proved whether or not this process would actually work. 

Her hand lingered on Christopher’s torso. She hadn’t even been aware of her fingers wandering across the dense muscle of his abdominals until she noted the movement—the tenting of the sheet draped over the lower half of his body.

She pulled her hand back. “Really?”

An erection hadn’t even been on her radar at this stage of the experiment. There’d been questions as to if attaining one was even possible in a zombiebot male.

Heather made a notation on her laptop. “I guess that question’s been answered.”

But it raised so many more about the brain chemistry and physiology after death. Did this thing actually have desire? Could it . . . perform? Climax?

The sex industry investors would be thrilled. Still, it wasn’t something she even considered testing further at this point. This body needed to recuperate and that blood supply was most definitely needed elsewhere.

Yet, the prospects sent her mind whirling.
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The freakin’ itch on his nose drove Chris crazy, but he couldn’t lift a finger to scratch it. Hell. I’m in hell.

Damn it, what had he done to warrant this? He was dead. He knew it. He’d felt the bullet hit his chest, and seen his lifeless body on the operating table.

The yearning, the incessant pull toward that light. Had he missed his chance at the afterlife? He’d only wanted to stay a few more minutes to look at the beautiful woman.

Now, back inside his body, he could see the bright ceiling lamps, though that other light had disappeared. He could hear movement around him and smell the overwhelming antiseptic odors and coppery tang. The woman, Heather, when she touched him—yeah, he could feel that too. And it’d felt damn good.

His body reacted. He got a fucking hard-on.

His eyes blinked on their own when needed to moisten his dry eyes, but didn’t when he wanted them to. He breathed easily and automatically, and swallowed when he needed. Still, he couldn’t make himself move a muscle.

“Can you sit up?” Heather’s voice was soft. Questioning, not commanding.

He tried to speak. To tell her he couldn’t lift a finger.

“Yes, Master.” The words tumbled out of his mouth. His voice, but monotone, emotionless.

What. The. Fuck.

His body rose up and turned to a sitting position on the side of the operating table. He felt the muscle contract and move. The cold of the metal table penetrated his bare butt.

His gaze locked on to Heather. Well, at least whatever was in control got that part right. Damn it, she was beautiful. 

“Who the hell programmed that?” Heather’s words, spoken under her breath, reflected annoyance.

She raised her voice, speaking to him directly. “Update programming. Disable master/slave voice protocols.”

A tingling sensation shot through the left side of his head. Not unpleasant, just weird. Again, words came from his mouth he didn’t speak. “Programming updated, Dr. Logan.”

Heather shook her head, typing something into her laptop computer. “If I ever find out who . . .”

She sighed but her chin rose. “What is your designation?”

Call me Chris. “I am Prime One.”

Nothing connected. Like he was a visitor in his own body, muscle refused his mental commands.

“Your new designation will be Christopher Johnson.”

No, really, you can call me Chris. All my friends do.

Christ, his friends. Did they even know he was dead?

Mike’s girlfriend Beth had fixed him up with that waitress, Sue something, from Darlo’s Diner. They had a double date planned for tomorrow night. A movie, some burgers after. Fun stuff. Who knows what would have happened?

And that fucker Milo in the mail room would eat his raspberry Danish tomorrow, when he didn’t show up for work. It was Chris’s standing order from the downtown bakery delivery each morning. Milo stole it half the time anyway, whenever Chris got too wrapped up in a project and lost track of the time. But it rankled that the bastard would get it now without even trying.

Being dead sucks.

***
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“Before you stand up, I want a complete diagnostic run on the body.” Worry invaded Heather’s thoughts. 

Christopher, her first working unit, perched on the edge of the operating table. A dead body brought back to working order. Everything appeared to be progressing perfectly. With so much theory involved, she’d expected at least one anomaly by now.

The name may or may not have been a mistake, but it felt right. More than likely she’d fumble some things along the way. If giving the corpse back its name ended up being an error in judgment, she could always change it.

The cloying, antiseptic odors in the room mixed with the coppery scent of Christopher’s dried blood. He’d lost a lot of blood. The doctors pumped in more, trying to save him. Heather had stood back watching it all, ready to claim the body on death like some kind of ghoul.

Still, the paperwork was all in order. She’d been praying for this opportunity. She should have been thrilled.

“Skeletal and muscular systems are sound.” Christopher’s monotone voice held a robotic quality but still resonated with the deep golden tones she remembered from his interview. “Internal gyroscope is working. This body is capable of standing and walking.” 

Maybe if she’d called him, they’d be having that cup of coffee together right now, instead of . . . this.

Christopher’s head cocked. “There is an anomaly detected in the brain matter of this unit.”

The brainwave activity on the EEG? She’d thought it just an artifact of the neural control center still under construction inside his skull, but if the internal sensors also picked it up, it had to be something else. “Continue to monitor the activity. Let me know of any change as soon as possible.”

Could some part of Christopher still be alive in there?

This unit . . . Christopher . . . was beyond anything tested in a lab. She’d read through the case studies of people being clinically dead then brought back to life. She needed to move carefully here. Despite the release forms Christopher signed, there were legal, moral, and ethical issues to consider during each step of the process ahead.

That was one of the reasons she’d wanted to personally supervise this phase of the testing. Some of her colleagues, especially those with vested private interests, didn’t seem to possess a moral compass at all. At least one not colored by greed or politics.

Was she any different?

Pure science could be considered its own special interest these days.

The zombiebot sat completely still as he spoke, not a fidget or a twitch. “All data indicates this body is able to stand, walk, and function with limited normalcy. Shall I stand, Dr. Logan?”

The only movement was the expansion and contraction of its broad chest as it breathed. It? She was thinking of Christopher as some kind of machine. Yet, he was, wasn’t he?

“Yes, stand. But slowly. Continue to monitor every muscle. Keep hold of the operating table until you are sure you have stability.” The human brain controlled so many of the movement and balance functions. A computerized control system replaced brain function during the early part of the process. She hoped she’d allowed enough time for the system to integrate enough for basic functionality.

The arm muscles flexed. The hands gripped the edge of the table. Pushing up and out, Christopher dropped the few inches to the floor, his bare feet slapping the tiles as he landed. The knees buckled slightly, and Heather lunged forward to catch him if he fell. But he balanced and straightened without need of her aid.

The white sheet, draped across his thighs dropped to the floor, leaving Christopher completely naked.

“Oh.” Heather’s hand flew to her mouth. She’d never expected him to be so well endowed. Heat rose in her cheeks as she took a step back, working to tear her gaze from his crotch. “Wow.”

She really should have called him.

***
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The moment he stood, the sheet falling from him, tension crackled in the air. Heather’s eyes left his, scanning down, widening as they went. The prettiest pink washed over her cheeks.

He stood stark naked in front of a beautiful woman. And she was staring at his junk.

His cock pulsed with life, his balls tightened.

That flat, robotic tone issued from his mouth once again. “Blood flow has been redirected.”

No shit. If the thing controlling him was a computer, it certainly hadn’t been programmed to understand how guys work.

Gorgeous woman equals hard-on. Duh.

“Um.” Heather grabbed a folded bundle of light blue cloth from a nearby shelf. “Put these on.”

The bundle unfolded into medical scrubs as she handed them to him.

His hands placed the shirt on the table, then stepped into the pants one leg at a time. His gaze was forced down as whatever controlled him wrestled with the fabric. His hard cock impeded the rise of the waistband.

He stopped, as if analyzing the situation. After a struggle, he stretched the elastic waistband out, up, and over. Thank goodness the loose pants didn’t constrict him, though he probably looked like a real dork.

At least whatever controlled him didn’t have such complete control that a sexy woman like Heather had no effect.

She’d had the same effect when he’d first met her. He’d sat uncomfortably hard through most of his interview. But jeans concealed his arousal so much better than these loose medical scrub pants.

Something about Heather affected him on a visceral level. That easy smile, her amazing curves, and the way she arched her eyebrow in question.

And boy had there been questions during his interview. ‘Would you allow your body to be used in sex acts after your death?’ Eew. But then again, why not. They were talking about advancing science and knowledge . . . he’d thought.

Would his dead body now get more action than he’d had in life? His few fumbling encounters after losing his virginity at age seventeen hadn’t boosted his ego any. Six months ago he’d put shy, timid Chris on the shelf, working to build his self-confidence with women. Daily routines at the gym and a pile of self-help books later, a new Chris had emerged.

And new, confident Chris also confronted what would happen when he died, and decided to donate his body to science. He’d met Heather, flirted with her, and come out of the interview feeling good about himself.

Then he’d had the bad luck to die.

Damn it, this was so frustrating. Who the hell shot him? And why?

“Are you hungry?” Heather’s query brought a rumble from Chris’s empty stomach.

“Yes.” Well at last he and the computer agreed on something.

The thing controlling his body had to be some kind of computer. He’d programmed stuff like that at work. Command protocols, speech recognition, human-like balance and movement. It was tricky stuff to implement.

But damn it, it seemed to be all working in him somehow.

“Follow me, please.” Heather’s smile reached her eyes. She seemed incredibly pleased.

As a passenger in his own body, Chris followed her out the door and down several hallways. His body moved stiffly, with a few stutters here and there, but appeared to have no issues walking without any assistance from him personally. 

They passed medical personnel in scrubs and people in street clothing, though the hospital corridors were sparsely populated. The succulent aromas of hot food filled the air, growing stronger and more alluring as they approached the hospital cafeteria.

Heather led him to an empty table. “Sit.”

And of course he did. 

She might have canceled the master/slave protocols, but his body remained completely under her control. Not that he really minded being her slave.

Still it irked him to be so helpless. What was going on? Was this some kind of personal hell?

She returned minutes later with a tray of food, and placed a bowl of broth in front of him.

Seriously? What about maybe a burger? Some fries?

“Eat.” Yup, she was firmly still in command.

His hand picked up the soup spoon and shoveled the warm broth into his mouth.

Heather took her seat across the table, forking in bits from a bowl of salad she’d brought for herself.

A couple of noodles and some chicken in here wouldn’t really kill me, you know. His stomach stopped grumbling, but he was far from satisfied.

“You’ll require lots of fluids.” She pushed a glass of water across the table toward him and, of course, he took a drink.

Beer is mostly water. Getting drunk had real appeal at that moment.

A high-pitched, feminine voice squealed from behind him. “Oh my God. I just heard. We actually got one?”

Heather’s dazzling smile spread across her face. Her blue eyes brightened. So genuine. So sexy.

“Amber. I wondered how long it would take you to hunt me down.”

Tight blue jeans, a floral print blouse, and a wave of auburn hair entered his peripheral vision. What he could see of the woman offered voluptuous appeal as she plunked herself down in the chair to his right. Still, his eyes continued to stare straight ahead.

Chris’s curiosity piqued. Seriously, computer-controlling-me, you don’t even want to acknowledge her? How rude.

“Is it working? Is he mobile? God, this is so exciting.”

Okay, a little over-the-top bubbly for his tastes, but she did seem nice.

Heather extended her hand flat out toward Chris. “See for yourself.”

“This is it?” Amber’s tone ratcheted up an octave. “Oh my God, Heather, he’s gorgeous!”

Heather’s eyes were dancing. “Amber Harris, meet Christopher Johnson.”

Chris Johnson. He really hated being called Christopher. 

“Oh. Oh wow. How do you do?”

His head swung toward the newcomer now. “I am in proper working order.”

Real smooth, dumbass.

Amber’s auburn tresses framed an attractive, pleasant face with big green eyes. Her just-slightly-too-big mouth spread in a broad grin.

She held out her hand toward him.

Chris’s gaze went down to the offered hand. Take it, dummy. That slight tingle on the left side of his head again. His right hand placed the spoon it held on the table and took her hand, offering a single shake before letting go.

Amber placed the palm of her hand against his cheek. “He’s so warm, so life-like.”

Heather chuckled. “With the exception of brain function, he is technically alive again. And even there, the EEG picked up an anomaly. Actual brain wave activity.”

Amber’s big eyes widened even farther. “You think a part of him might still be in there?”

“It’s something I need to check out once the computer has fully integrated with the brain. That could take a few days. We may have to delay Phase Two.”

A computer integrating with his brain? How did that work? And what the hell was Phase Two?

Chris’s latest project at work had him programming robot control software. But connecting control circuitry to a human brain? The biology alone staggered him, and stood way out of his area of expertise. Still, he understood enough biology to know the brain functioned electrically on some level. Something about neurons from his high school biology class niggled the back of his mind. Could a brain be, literally, rewired?

Heather had her phone out, her finger scrolling the screen. “Readouts show the system already has some control of the stem, cerebellum, and occipital and temporal lobes. We’re still relying heavily on the computer bypass of the brain for most functions though. He can walk and talk.”

Crap, if the computer was working to take over his brain, what would happen to him?

“Speaking of functions,” Amber’s tone hinted at mischief, “any indications he can . . . you know . . . perform?”

***
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Heather chuckled and shook her head. “That would be one of your first questions.”

“It’s in the work orders.” Amber shrugged, but her smile broadened. “I mean, if you want me to help check it out, I’m here for you. God, he’s cute.”

Amber, a behavioral psychologist with a vast array of additional skills, specialized in sexual studies. Sex industry investors fully funded her position on the team. For her, sexual experimentation went beyond science into full blazing passion. Of course she’d be interested in a fully functioning zombiebot. Especially a male one.

“Thanks.” Did she dare tell Amber about Christopher’s erection? From a scientific standpoint, she should. It fell under Amber’s area of expertise. But it would also encourage the woman to push forward with research Christopher probably wasn’t ready for. “I’ll keep that in mind, but remember he’s only been reanimated for a few hours. Give the poor guy some time.”

***

[image: ]


Hey, no problem. I signed the form. All donated to science here. Go right ahead. Chris had no problem picking up what the women were leaving out of their conversation. And if the computer in his brain was going to eventually take him over, he might as well go down having a little fun.

Heather raised her eyebrow in that attractive, querying way she had as her gaze trailed between Amber and Chris. As her beautiful blue eyes met his, she pursed her gorgeous lips.

“Wait.” Urgency exploded in Amber’s excited tone. “I know that look. You’re not telling me everything. Spill, girl.”

Heather sighed and shook her head. “There have been some . . . indications.”

“What?”

Heather’s cheeks pinked. “His . . . um . . . penis . . .”

“Hard?” The word came out as a gasp.

“Yeah.”

Amber scrunched her face. “Oh. I knew it. The poor babies have no control over it. Even dead they still get boners.”

Hey. I’m right here. Though, damn it, he was getting hard again. Still, two beautiful women were sitting next to him talking about his cock. And in kind of a positive way. A guy had limits.

Heather threw her hands up. “Could you keep your voice down a bit? People are looking.”

Amber took a deep breath, leveling her gaze at Heather, but she did dial back the volume. “God, an erection. My employer is going to be so excited with this news. You are planning on trying him out, aren’t you?”

Heather’s expression grew grim. “I don’t know. Think about it. What if our positions were reversed? What if he were the scientist, and you were the zombiebot? Would you want him fucking you?”

“Him? God, yes.” Her excitement bordered on orgasmic. “Is he big?”

“Amber.” Heather’s tone filled with admonishment.

Amber sighed. “Honey, we talked about this. It wouldn’t be me. This isn’t him. As much as he looks like one, he isn’t a person anymore. He’s a body, donated to science. He signed the release forms, and that’s all the consent you need at this point.”

“It’s just . . .” Heather steeled her expression. “I don’t know. It just feels wrong.”

Hey. I did sign the release forms. Really, I’m good with it. Though he saw Heather’s point. Jeez, if he were a woman, conscious and stuck inside her body, being used like that. Maybe it was a good thing he’d been their first corpse. 

If he could only find some way to communicate, this whole being dead thing could be the luckiest damn break of his life.

***
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Zombiebot was an appropriate term. The stutter-step as the computer learned the intricacies of movement did look very zombie-like. The slow, exaggerated movements would smooth out over time.

Heather curled her nose. He smelled a little like a zombie as well. Antiseptic vapors, perspiration, and body odors wafted off Christopher as they walked to their designated quarters. “Can you shower on your own, or will you require my assistance?”

His head cocked as the computer processed her query. Such a human-like gesture. The gray matter integration was progressing, picking up natural traits. Even Christopher’s walk improved, becoming less stiff and stuttering over time.

“I can shower without assistance.”

Not that she would have minded. Running soapy hands over that buff body would have been a treat after the long, exhausting day she’d put in. She’d run Christopher through test after test. The computer system fell a bit short of actual human-level control of the body, and she looked forward to it integrating even more thoroughly with the actual brain.

Still, she’d done it. All her work and research led up to this moment. A body, reanimated and useful. A zombiebot.

Alive? That would be a matter for the courts.

The military and some of the special interests in the private sector wanted disposable troops. A unit with human capabilities that could be sent into the most dangerous of situations without any moral baggage. Is that what Christopher was now? Disposable?

No. Right now indispensable better described him.

Well, indispensable and stinky.

She directed him into their quarters and closed the door behind her. “Leave your clothing on the floor in the bathroom. I’ll have something clean out here for you to wear when you’re finished.”

“Affirmative, Dr. Logan.” Christopher shuffled into the bathroom.

Their suite in the hospital consisted of a room with two beds and an attached bath. Though not cheap, the research team thought it prudent to have the full medical facility available to their project, just in case of complications.

Infection, rejection . . . there was a laundry list of things that could go wrong, and the hospital’s availability of advanced medical equipment and highly trained personnel gave the project a needed safety net.

Heather elected to stay with Christopher around the clock for the first week or so. As lead scientist on the project, she accepted the responsibility to see this through and refused to leave anything in someone else’s hands she could do herself.

At least at this point.

Plus, it wasn’t like she had a thriving and active social life to return to. This research was her life.

***
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The warm water splashing off Chris’s torso could have been hotter, but the computer controlling him did an adequate job of cleansing his body and hair. Soap, shampoo, rinse and out. Efficient to a fault. Five more minutes under the warm water would have been heaven, but it did feel good to be clean again.

He toweled off then shuffled toward the bathroom doorway.

The pain from his chest wound had lessened over the course of the day. Still, his muscles ached and his mind fuzzed with fatigue. He needed to sleep.

Could he? Would the computer realize his body at least needed rest? It certainly didn’t recognize his working mind, and computers didn’t need to sleep. 

He opened the door to find Heather waiting, a hospital gown in her hand to wrap around his bare form.

“Put this on. I’ve already seen you naked more than is healthy for me.”

She shook her head and pulled a chair into the center of the room. “Ugh. Sit.”

Rummaging through a small handbag, she brought out a hair brush, then moved behind him. She dealt with the snarls and tangles. The strokes down his scalp felt amazing as she ran the bristles through his hair. There was a certain intimacy to someone else brushing his hair he’d never really considered before.

His body relaxed as she worked. Did the computer even feel it, or appreciate how wonderful it felt?

“I was going to call you.” Heather’s soft voice held a note of sadness. “Work’s been a beast the past week, but I was going to call. I have a feeling I missed out on a great cup of coffee.”

She spent more time than he ever had brushing his hair. Her fingers and the brush running along his scalp sent soothing waves through his already foggy brain. When she ordered him into bed, reluctance and relief warred. 

Cocooned in the crisp sheets and warm blankets she tucked around him, his mind drifted. He barely felt her attaching sensors to his body and turning on machines. The soft beeps and buzzes faded into the haze of exhaustion as he drifted off to sleep. Still, one thought stayed front and center in his mind.

She would have called.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Heather rubbed the sleep from her eyes and focused on the clock by her bedside. Six hours of sleep. She’d dreamed vividly, erotic interludes with a certain dark-haired zombiebot prominently featured.

It figured. She’d finally met the man of her dreams and he turned out to be dead.

By the bed next to hers, equipment softly beeped and buzzed. No warning buzzers or red indicators.

“Are you awake?” Dumb question.

“I do not sleep, but this body is rested.”

She rose quickly to check the monitors, then slid into the desk chair in front of her computer to check the readouts.

“Curious.” Nearly REM sleep patterns from the EEG. Brain activity on a level she hadn’t expected. It looked like . . . “Dreams?”

“I received no images from this unit’s gray matter, though I have not completely interfaced with it.”

They’d purposefully kept the brain integration slow. They’d entered the trickiest part of the experiment, and she wanted to monitor each step closely. “Any anomalies overnight?”

“Twice my controls were overridden, causing an erection in this unit’s penis. The second time resulted in ejaculation.”

“What?” Nocturnal emissions? Impossible, or at least it should have been.

She stood and went to the bedside, pulling back the sheet and lifting the hospital gown. The soggy evidence confirmed the claim. After gathering a sample, she went to get a damp washcloth to clean him up.

At some point she’d need to figure out if the man of her dreams was having some erotic dreams of his own.

***
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Well, this is embarrassing.

But it had also been incredible. In his dreams he’d had control of his body once again. Heather, naked in his arms, as they both tumbled headlong into orgasmic bliss. He’d been able to kiss her, touch her, make love to her.

And somehow, it appeared, he’d been able to circumvent the computer’s control over his body. 
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