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        Three outlaw Cyborgs. One human female...

      

        

      
        Axel, Steel and Gage.

      

        

      
        Merciless supersoldiers. Forbidden cybernetic experiments gone awry. They escaped from their Hurlian programmers and now live hidden in a desolate area of space where few enter and none leave.

      

        

      
        They crave one female to claim, one who will satisfy all their desires. But Cyborgs are illegal, so finding a mate has proven difficult.

      

        

      
        Until Megan.

      

        

      
        As a survivor of horrific abuse at the hands of her alien captors, this tiny female from the original planet is both strong and fierce. Her white-hot desire brings all three men to their knees.

        They want this female. Forever.

      

        

      
        But will she choose to live on the bleak edge of space, with three exacting, contraband Cyborgs, who have been stripped of human emotions?

      

        

      
        Or is their time up? Will the original programmers return for their ultimate weapons, destroying their female and all they’ve constructed?

      

        

      
        Warning: Please be aware this book contains explicit descriptions of previous, off-page rape and torture. There are also discussions of recovery from rape and abuse.
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      “What the hell is that?” Axel shouted over the buzzing of lasers slicing through metal.

      Steel turned around from his work station. “What?”

      Axel cut the power to the shredder and pointed at the holo screen. “That. Look, right there.”

      Steel narrowed his eyes and noticed a trace of unexpected red light. A flicker and flash amidst the browns and grays of the thorny wreckage of the shuttle they were prepping to shred and recycle.

      Axel sucked in a breath. “It moved.”

      Moved?

      Steel frowned.

      Impossible.

      Nothing ever moved of its own accord in this quiet edge of space. The Swirl was a giant flow of heavy metal objects sucked by deep space currents into an enormous jostling circle of junk. An unrelenting parade of metallic waste with the occasional glint of light bouncing off a reflective surface. Steel and his two brothers worked a defined section of the mass, shredding scrap, separating and melting it into base metals, which they sold to individuals in need of raw materials.

      It was a good job.

      A quiet, high-paying job.

      A boring job.

      And that was the way they liked it. After the hell they’d all been through, boring was good.

      “What is it?” Steel asked.

      Axel shrugged his massive shoulders. “I don’t know, but the log shows something recently shifted and entered the space behind the shuttle.”

      Space junk was rarely stationary. The fact that waste had moved into a new position was nothing new. But…usually debris moved along reliable space currents, never with a mind of its own. “We need a better view,” Steel remarked.

      Axel nodded and stepped back to his station. He worked the controls, maneuvering the drone.

      Steel stood in front of the holo screen, watching for their quarry to appear. “Stop,” he ordered. “There. Zoom in.”

      Axel brought the unknown into high resolution. Then he stepped next to Steel, so the two of them could examine the object that appeared to be…

      No.

      Steel stared past the scratches and dents and gave a slow, disbelieving shake of his head. Their quarry obviously wasn’t just an ancient, unused piece of junk. It looked new. But… “It can’t be,” he said.

      “It is,” Axel replied with the distinct rasp of his scarred larynx. “It’s an escape pod. And…see? It’s functioning. Computer, keep the drone aligned with the object in Section twenty-four. Follow its movements.”

      “Affirmed.”

      Steel grunted. “How could it be functioning?”

      Axel responded via their internal communication link. A titanium-plated pod with redundant systems could survive this far. If it was lucky and caught the right currents to navigate correctly between the black holes… Then when it entered this area and crashed against the debris in The Swirl, it could remain mainly intact.

      Steel crooked an eyebrow. “That’s a lot of luck,” he replied out loud.

      Axel turned to meet his gaze. One dark brown organic eye glittered with hope, and his other, cybernetic eye glowed a brilliant white. “There could be a biological life form inside the pod,” he said. “A citizen of the four sectors, still alive.”

      Steel rocked back on his heels. “That’s impossible.” He was barely on board with the idea that the pod was functioning, but anything organic surviving this far into The Swirl? That was beyond belief. They’d never pulled in anything working or alive from the broken scrap metal caught in the inexorable current of The Swirl. The lack of oxygen and the flash-freeze of space froze up machinery and killed anything organic still inside long before the three of them touched the material. This was uncharted, unclaimed space with four hungry black holes to bypass for survival, an area where no one visited and mothers told stories about to scare offspring into submission; blank space filled with nothing but the accumulated trash of the four sectors.

      After five planetary rotations working this section, Steel thought he’d seen everything, retrieved and recycled every variation of junk possible. But maybe not. He lifted his chin and raised his voice, seeking confirmation. “Computer, evaluate the functionality and purpose of the object in Section twenty-four.”

      “Object is an operational escape pod,” the computer verified.

      Axel grunted. He enjoyed being right.

      “Unbelievable,” Steel muttered.

      “Scan for biological life,” Axel ordered.

      “The escape pod contains a humanoid female calculated at twenty-three planetary cycles,” the computer continued.

      Steel sucked in a rough breath and grabbed the edge of the console. His newly installed emotion chip blasted sharp pangs of both hope and fear throughout his system. Feelings he’d never before felt in his twenty-six years of existence. Hope was pleasantly warm, a soothing sensation he could grow accustomed to, but the fear and worry he felt over the outcome of this female was…uncomfortable. He rubbed his chest.

      Axel stiffened beside him. “Is she alive?” he asked loudly, his voice urgent.

      “The humanoid is alive and requires immediate medical attention. Life signs are depressed. The escape pod is damaged, and oxygen is near depletion.”

      “Well, shit, let’s get out of here and rescue her before it’s too late,” Axel said.

      Steel shoved back from his station. “Affirm that.”

      He pounded out of the mini-forge and into the outboard tunnel, Axel right behind him.

      Minutes later they’d both donned ventilators and snapped on personal force fields. Axel belted rescue tools to his chest. They opened the outboard tunnel and tethered to the exterior of the facility, working with more efficiency and intent than they’d ever shown during their routine scrap retrieval missions.

      A human female of breeding age was in their vicinity. They moved faster than the speed of light.

      They jetted around the jagged sections of the deteriorating space shuttle they’d worked on that diurnal cycle, closing in on the damaged escape pod that floated directly behind chunks of debris.

      Axel sliced open the non-functional door of the pod with the precision laser embedded in his bionic eye lens, compromising the pod’s tenuous environment, exposing the tiny cabin to the blast of harsh space. He seized a section of the door panel, crunching the metal with his formidable cybernetic strength, creating room to reach their female. Steel rushed inside. He immediately snapped a personal force field and ventilator on the female, along with a coded transporter beacon, assuring her safety and protection from the elements.

      Steel let out the breath he’d been holding and studied her features, her shapely form. Tendrils of long, dark hair floated in the zero gravity. Her features were luminous and delicate, her lips full and shapely. Steel cursed as he noted her injuries. The female was bloody and cut. Her right arm lay at an unnatural angle, obviously fractured. Tenderness bled through his normally stoic cognition. Yet another raw emotion for his circuits to identify. He placed his fingers at her wrist, timed the flutter of her pulse, and let out a sigh of relief. “She’s alive.”

      A growl rumbled from Axel’s chest. “Computer, teleport the female directly to the medical bay and begin life-saving measures.”

      “Confirmed.”

      The small, dark-haired female shimmered and disappeared.

      Steel turned and met his brother’s bright gaze. “You felt it too?” he asked. All three of them had recently upgraded to emotion chips, preplanning for the day they would meet their female. They’d wanted to give their future mate and offspring more than just males with expertise in quantum computing and advanced weaponry.

      They wanted back what had been taken from them by the Hurlians, their original programmers.

      A future filled with the love of a mate. Love for offspring.

      Love. That elusive emotion none of them had ever felt.

      But they wanted it. Badly.

      “Yes,” Axel answered, his dark eye blazing with hunger and need. “I felt it too. She’s the one.”
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      Hope continued to spark across Steel’s circuits, both fiery and inviting, burrowing deep inside his organic wiring and brightening his programming.

      Designing and building their mini-forge and the ensuing development of their high-level business model had kept them all busy these last five planetary rotations. They’d spent years creating a safe environment for themselves here, beyond the four sectors, hiding effectively from the Hurlians who’d captured them as children and rebuilt them into barely-recognizable-as-human tactical killing machines. They lived in anonymous isolation, on the edge of space, safe and free.

      But this monotony of sleep, eat, work and survival proved ultimately unsatisfying. They’d recently concluded they required something more to fill their life spans.

      They required a mate.

      Not one mate for each of them, individually. They did not want or need three separate females. Instead, they required only one female to share. Three Cyborgs who were originally built as an integrated unit to plan and coordinate attack via remote link could not live a life divided between three separate females. They needed one female to link through, with and around. One female who would become the center of their network.

      One female to breed.

      But finding the correct female who wanted to pursue this austere, integrated lifestyle—or finding any female of breeding age, whom they could all three agree upon, while living hidden on the edge of the known universe—was proving impossible.

      “Let’s get back and inform Gage,” Steel answered. “We need to let him know we’ve finally found her.

      Moments later, Steel burst into the medical bay, his human heart pounding within his chest. He exhaled with relief at the sight of the female on an examination bed, a wand running across her still form, evaluating her injuries.

      Quantum-level calculations streamed through his mind, evaluating the female’s chance of survival. All of his voluntary functions, both remote and stationary—every resource Steel had available was being used to keep this female alive. His brothers, Axel and Gage, were doing the same, their three minds linked seamlessly within the integrated system of their specially designed recycling facility.

      Since her identification and retrieval, the female’s chance of survival had already increased from forty-seven to seventy percent.

      Steel blew out a relieved breath at this news and watched as Axel’s harsh features remained tense with worry. Axel alone had retained the ability to experience actual human emotions beyond the occasional smile. Steel had been stripped of those emotions by the Hurlians, as had their brother, Gage.

      What did Cyborgs designed for battle need with tears and joy?

      Axel had been left with limited human emotions by the programmers, as a control sample. Axel considered it a weakness in his design. But, occasionally, Steel envied Axel’s retention of this human feature.

      Today, Steel, for the first time, was able to join his brother in experiencing emotions. And he now understood why Axel wished at times to have them removed. He felt an almost physical pain as he stared at his female.

      She was damaged and broken. Bleeding. Cut and bruised, with at least one obviously broken bone. They had no idea as to the extent of her internal injuries. And Axel’s features were aligned with the seriousness of the situation and with the emotion he must be feeling inside. Steel knew his own facial appearance remained unaffected, his features unaccustomed to broadcasting the feelings raging within.

      But inside, his body was lighting up, warming to the female before him. The medical program had disintegrated the female’s clothing. Her full breasts, the perfect size to place in his hands, the shadow between her legs…all were on full view. Even in this condition, not being able to touch her and only having her near—seeing her in need of emergency medical intervention…even in this extreme circumstance, his cock twitched within his trousers for this female.

      It was obvious she was theirs.

      Gage strode into the medical bay, his features flushed and his dark eyes flashing. He stopped and took in the situation. “A human female?” he rasped.

      “Yes. We found her moments ago in a wrecked escape pod,” Axel answered. “She’s the one.”

      It was the truth. All that needed to be said. Warmth sparked through Steel’s chest, pleased his brother continued to feel as he did.

      Now all that remained was for Gage to confirm the bond.

      Steel watched closely as his brother’s gaze swept over the hurt female on the examination bed. Her eyes were closed. Dark lashes brushed against her soft cheeks. Gage stepped forward, the gleaming metal fingers of his right hand reaching out, trailing lightly over the female’s soft hair. “She’s fully human?” he questioned, wonder tinging his voice.

      “Yes,” Steel answered. He hadn’t detected any mechanical additions or hybrid species characteristics. She was an organic human.

      Humans were rare in the four sectors. During their last five years working as Cyclers in The Swirl, he and his brothers had only known one other human besides themselves—their sister Trish, who lived and worked nearby, in Section Fourteen. The four of them had never encountered another human in the network of recycling facilities around The Swirl. They lived too far outside of the civilized universe to meet another of their species.

      And yet they’d found one tiny human female. It was a phenomenon.

      Gage looked up. “She is the one,” he agreed.

      Axel let out a huge breath. A slow smile spread across Steel’s face.

      “Will she survive?” Gage asked.

      Steel remotely transferred data of the female’s recent seventy percent survival upgrade to Gage. His brother responded with a curt nod of approval.

      “Computer, provide complete diagnostic for the female,” Axel ordered.

      A holo screen formed, creating a detailed visual schematic of the female’s anatomy. The computer confirmed broken limbs, blood loss, and internal injuries, as well as a recovery plan. They each authorized treatment.

      “Intensive medical therapy in progress,” the computer announced. A translucent surgery shield slid over the female.

      The three of them stepped back and grouped together in the corner of the bay, letting the medical equipment whir to life and do its job—saving their female and erasing her injuries. Bridging that last thirty percent.

      They’d long ago invested in the latest in medical technology, preparing for themselves, Trish, and any future mate and offspring they hoped to eventually include as their family unit. They were able to heal faster than a normal human, due to their nano-infused blood, but out here in The Swirl they were on their own and they needed to be prepared for any unforeseen circumstance. Enormous amounts of time and currency had been spent teleporting rare, specialized equipment piece by piece to their facility. They’d reconstructed one of the most advanced medical bays in the four sectors. And it was now proving its worth. Their female was receiving excellent care.

      Gage cursed as he remotely accessed their shared folder and reviewed vid of the retrieval of their female. “Were you able to retrieve information from the escape pod?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” Steel answered. “It may have been stripped of identification. When I checked the female’s pulse, I noted a tracker embedded in her arm.”

      Axel glanced back at the surgical pod. “The unit is programmed to automatically deactivate trackers. But whoever was tracking her now knows her final destination.”

      Gage nodded. “If she was on an escape pod this far out in space it meant she was running from someone, and that someone knows where to go in order to retrieve her.”

      “Or we are incorrect and she simply jettisoned from a troubled ship? Our female might have friends and family she will expect to reunite with on New Earth,” Axel pointed out.

      Steel’s jaw clenched. He was surprised at the wave of anger that blew through his body at this statement. Would their female choose to leave? Would she be taken from them?

      Impossible.

      She was theirs.

      “Computer,” Gage growled. “Does the escape pod have any identification?”

      “The escape pod is devoid of all interplanetary identification codes.”

      They each quietly processed this new evidence, which confirmed their female had come from difficult circumstances. Only criminals or beings living outside intergalactic law required stripped escape pods.

      “She’s like us,” Axel concluded. “A survivor in need of a new start.”

      “We can only hope,” Steel answered. If she was running from danger and in need of a safe place to restart her life…well, this would increase the likelihood the female would choose to live with them. The Swirl was a place to live and work with little contact from the laws and regulations of the four sectors. Once a being managed to bypass the four black holes and reach the quiet of The Swirl—they were officially off the grid and living beyond the reach of civilized space.

      “You should be with her when she awakes,” Axel said. “You can make first contact.”

      Steel’s brow furrowed. “We should all be here.”

      “No,” Gage confirmed. “All of us at once will frighten her. She’s heard the lies about Cyborgs. If we are there, too, she might recognize what we are and our chance with her is over before it began. We will leave, you will stay and answer her questions.”

      It made sense. That was the way they ran their business. Steel was manufactured to look the most human. They were more machine than men due to the experiments the Hurlians had inflicted upon them. Gage looked the least human with his arm of exposed mechanics. Axel was the largest and most imposing, with an older-model-looking cybernetic eye and a damaged voice box.

      Steel was therefore their best choice for representation. Both his eyes, legs and arms were latest-generation bioengineered cybernetics.

      All three of them were supersoldiers crafted by the Hurlians, an experiment in creating a disposable fighting force from amongst the humans they were breeding on New Earth.

      They weren’t biological brothers. They’d each been captured on the same day during the same raid on New Earth. Torn from their families as small children, never to be seen by their loved ones again.

      The Hurlians had turned them into a fighting unit and linked their minds for communication during battle. What one wanted, the others also wanted. They were unable to live separate lives. The loss of one would be felt keenly by the others. The female they would mate with, procreate with, that female had to be one all three of them wanted, because they’d decided long ago they would share one female. Like they shared the rest of their life, their business.

      And this female, one all three of them could agree upon, and who was comfortable living with them, had been difficult to find. Especially out here in the edge of space.

      But now, they’d found her.

      If only they could convince her to stay.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Gage growled.

      Steel glanced down at his deceptively human-looking hands. He took deep breaths, willing his super-powered muscle and sinew to relearn how to touch fragile humanity without causing damage. “I will do my best,” he promised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Megan woke up in a quiet, private room.

      She opened her eyes, sat up gingerly and glanced around, uncertain. Where were the shrieks of pain? The rattle of cages, or the usual grunting of alien males rutting screaming victims? Her brain wasn’t able to process the swift transition in circumstance from extreme danger to…tranquil and safe?

      She bit her lip. But was she actually safe?

      “What the fuck?”

      She remembered sirens blaring and the shriek of metal as her escape pod hammered through a high-velocity crash—along with the terror of certain death.

      Her hands flew to her face, feeling for injuries. She patted along her stomach and arms. But…no broken bones. No blood.

      What. The. Hell?

      She shifted in her seat, testing joints and…nope, not a single ache. Holy shit. She was…awake. Not even remotely sleepy. And pain free. In perfect health, bouncy and alert.

      This shouldn’t be possible. She’d activated the release for that escape pod on the slaver as a last-ditch effort to stay alive—with no idea if it would reach any kind of actual destination. It jettisoned, blasting her away from her kidnappers, until it crashed against…she wasn’t sure what, but it’d been terrifying. Like dropping through the dark, downward spiral of Space Mountain at Disneyland—leaning into the gravity and holding on for dear life—but ten thousand times more treacherous, because the final result was the computer ordering her to brace for impact.

      Violent screams had torn from her throat, and she must’ve blacked out, thankfully not having to experience the collision and the resulting agony of her own crushing bones for a moment longer than necessary.

      Megan wrapped her arms around her stomach, holding herself tight as terrifying images of her capture and degradation by her abusers thrashed through her brain in hi-def.

      She whimpered. She’d left that slaver and risked her life on that escape pod for a reason.

      The aliens had originally snatched her from her small, one-bedroom, single-level apartment in Vegas. A unit slightly isolated from the rest of the complex, which she’d originally thought was wonderful because, privacy. But in the end, it just made her a terrific target for sex trafficking aliens.

      Sex trafficking aliens?

      If it hadn’t actually happened to her, she’d never believe her own story was true. They’d kidnapped her from her bed, in her pajamas, and thrown her into a cage on their spaceship. The hold she was kept in contained so many other cages, it had been difficult to count, and in each cage were at least four females of other species. She’d been the only human.

      The guards violated her with their barbed alien cocks, in her ass, her vagina and in her mouth. They’d laughed at how easily she bled. They’d punched her in the face and in the stomach if she dared complain, or not move quick enough to suck them off. She’d spit out a tooth once and suffered broken ribs. On the last day they’d slowly stepped on both of her hands, laughing as they carefully crunched every single bone.

      Tears tracked down her cheeks. Megan wiped them with the back of her hand. She could still see the snarling faces of the two aliens who were the most brutal. The ones who tag-teamed their rape sessions. Apparently, they’d loved the novelty of her scaleless soft human skin, so she was singled out for the rape and the beatings more often than other females. The degradation and agony had been unimaginable. She wasn’t treated like a person with a heart and soul, but instead a hunk of meat, a receptacle for their bodily functions.

      After each session of violent brutality, usually delivered on the floor, just outside of her cage by two red-colored, four-armed humanoid aliens, they routinely carried her to the medical bay, tears leaking out of her eyes, because sometimes she was still alert and brutally aware of her own pain.

      Her bleeding body would be placed on an examination bed and they’d order it to heal her injuries, making sure she was fresh and ready for more. After she was rebuilt for her torturers, bruise free and unblemished, they’d walk her back to her cage with a blaster pointed into her back, in order to deposit her safely with the other females, ready to start the vicious torture cycle all over again the next day.

      Megan knew she’d basically survived the type of pain and torture that could drive even a Navy SEAL insane.

      Somehow, throughout the daily rape sessions and beatings, she hadn’t broken. She’d learned to go into a lockbox in her head as they’d used her body, to distance herself from the torture. Her mind had constantly remained focused on a single objective—retribution. One day, she was going to kill them all. For what they were doing to her and for what they were also doing to the other females they’d captured. Their days of sex trafficking would be numbered.

      “I’m going to kill all of you motherfuckers,” she’d snarled at them. This mantra helped her stay sane. And she was still shouting the same thing on day seven. They’d put a universal translator into her brain, so she’d been able to understand them and they could understand her. They beat her for her words, laughing at the soft human trying to play strong. She didn’t give a fuck, because somewhere deep inside she knew it was true. She’d make them pay or die trying.

      Back home, Megan had been in the midst of intense running, swimming and cycling all in an effort to join a special cancer research triathlon to raise money, in memory of her mother, who’d passed away from breast cancer. She was in the best shape of her life, ready to not take their crap lying down.

      She’d been fierce in her battles with her captors. There were more of them than her, and in the end they were able to beat her hard enough to rape her.

      She sat up straighter, wiping at the tears that were drying up, remembering how she punched one in the dick. Stabbed another in the eye, killing him. A grim smile spread across her face.

      Fuckers.

      And she’d made good on her promise. In the end, she’d blown up their ship. All of those motherfuckers were dead, and their days of galactic sex trafficking were over.

      She’d known from the start that her lame-ass escape plan had little chance of success. But after the slavers had dropped off all the other women, with only her left as their final delivery, she figured the death she chose for herself while trying to get the hell out of that torture chamber was better than allowing herself to become a sex slave to some horrific species the slavers referred to as “Hurlians.” They’d sold her, and she was certain if she waited around for delivery, her misery was infinite. Because obviously only sick fucks would buy females to use as sex slaves.

      Shit.

      Megan took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down, wiping the last few tears from her face. She’d promised herself if she ever got out of that house of horrors, she’d never cry again, because she’d already cried enough for twenty people. But she supposed for some things, there just weren’t enough tears.

      Her jaw clenched. She took a few more deep breaths and focused on the present, her mind clicking back to the same hyper-aware survival state she’d lived in for the last week.

      She exhaled. Focus. Focus.

      Okay, she was healthy again. This was good…and bad. Of course, it was wonderful to not be in abject misery, but at the same time…who had fixed her? And why? She kicked off the sheets. Her lips thinned. She’d been put through yet another quick medical bay fix. Why? So she could be easily tormented all over again? She’d lived through day after day of torture and recovery. This was nothing new, being made whole again so her captors would have a fresh toy.

      To anyone else, being taken care of and healed from injury would be a source of gratitude. Something to be dancing in the streets over. But to Megan it was more like: What. The. Actual. Fuck?

      She looked around, her stomach a tight bundle of nerves. She was in a bedroom. A small bedroom with a surprisingly big bed. Her lips twisted. Was this her new cage?

      There was a small window, with a view of dark space and pinpoints of stars. She could feel the familiar hum of a spaceship of some sort.

      Damn.

      When the escape pod detached from the slaver the computer had spoken to her and asked for directions to her preferred destination. She’d ordered it to return to Earth, but the computer had told her it didn’t have enough fuel and she’d die of starvation before it made it that far. Which sucked. She’d instead told it to take her to the nearest inhabited planet.

      But she wasn’t on a planet.

      Where was she?

      She looked down and examined the clothing she was wearing. A blue silky tunic, just that and nothing else. Naked underneath. Someone had changed her clothes and seen her naked? Heat rushed up the back of her neck.

      Was she out of the frying pan and into the fire? Had she been prepped so her life as some male’s sexual slave could begin?

      Oh hell, no.

      The door shooshed open. Her chin jerked up. A huge male, dressed in black, entered the room. She sucked in a breath. Another alien asshole out for rape and slavery. Why else would she be in his room, half naked?

      She’d rather die than go back to the situation she’d just escaped from.

      Her mind and body buzzed to red alert. Fight or flight. She barely took more than a cursory glance at the alien. The element of surprise was all she had, and she wouldn’t have it for long.

      She stood up, hopped onto the bunk and immediately threw herself onto the alien’s back, clinging like a monkey. The male stiffened with surprise as she tightened her fingers around his throat. She snarled and dug in, trying to use her nails to gouge his skin and cut off his air. Except, instead of digging into his neck, her fingers were quickly losing purchase. His skin was freakishly hard.

      Damn aliens.

      She should’ve gone for his eyes or his genitals. What was she thinking? Stupid. Stupid.

      “Female,” he croaked. “I do not want to hurt you.”

      “Yeah, right,” she hissed, squeezing as hard as she could.

      The alien huffed an annoyed breath, reached up and easily pried her fingers off his neck. She cried out with rage. He lifted her and tossed her gently to the bunk.

      Megan lay there for a moment, startled, stunned at this alien’s amazing strength. He’d tossed her aside as if she were a stuffed toy. She looked up at her attacker, trying to evaluate what she was up against.

      And sucked in a sharp breath.

      Holy shit. He was human.
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      “Oh my God,” she gasped. “You’re human?”

      Harsh breaths rattled in her chest. She shot off the bed and reached a trembling hand out, to…to… She wasn’t sure, then jerked the offending appendage back. Oh jeez. Touching him, touching anyone, wasn’t what she wanted right now, but… Tears began to form in her eyes. She lifted her chin to look into his face and offered him a watery smile. The first genuine smile she’d shown anyone since her capture.

      A man with a face devoid of emotion stood above her—a tall male with short blond hair and blazing blue eyes who looked vaguely military-issue, like he could kick ass and take names. The type of man who’d star in a violent action movie. A whole series of them. Exactly the type of person she’d wished had come to her rescue every single day during her week of hell.

      “Yes,” he responded. “I’m human.”

      She sniffed, looking frantically around the room for further clues. “Am I back on Earth?” she asked, confused, because the porthole showed space and stars.

      He shook his head. “No, we are not orbiting New Earth.”

      Megan met his bright blue gaze. “New Earth?” Her brow furrowed.

      He stared at her solemnly, without any expression on his G.I Joe features. He wasn’t smiling, and yet he didn’t seem angry either. She didn’t sense trouble. In fact, his hulking presence was strangely calming.

      “You are safe here,” he announced with his authoritative military voice.

      Safe? She shook her head. Her hands fisted, because she was starting to realize this man spoke English with an accent she’d never heard before. “No. I’m only safe if I’m back on Earth,” she said.

      “Are you comfortable?” he broke in, changing the subject. “Are you in pain?”

      “What?” She shook her head. “No. I’m fine,” she answered, completely confused by the presence of this man with the deep voice, who wasn’t staring at her with vicious intent, wasn’t grabbing her and dragging her to the bed or the ground. This man who was human. But, if they weren’t back on Earth, how could there possibly be another human being out here, in outer space? Had he been captured, too?

      “Your injuries were extensive. And you slept for a full planetary rotation,” he explained.

      “Oh, thank you for—wait.” She couldn’t concentrate on anything else until she knew where she was and who this guy was. “I’m still trying to figure this out. Who are you? And where am I?”

      “My name is Steel,” he answered. “You are on a recycling facility stationed in the fifteenth section of The Swirl, in deep space beyond the four sectors.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What?” What did that even mean? “So, I’m not on Earth?”

      “No, you are not on New Earth,” he said again, correcting her.

      “I meant Earth. I live on the planet Earth. I’ve never heard of New Earth. What is that?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You were born on Earth, the original planet?”

      “I guess…?” she said slowly. “To me, there’s only one planet Earth. Are you trying to tell me that here in outer space there’s another planet, like Earth, but it’s called New Earth?”

      “Yes. In the four sectors the home planet of the human species is New Earth. This is the planet that the Hurlians use to contain and breed the humans they’d kidnapped from the original planet, Earth. I was born on New Earth, here, in the four sectors. I’ve never seen the original planet.”

      Megan was speechless, which almost never happened. There was a whole other planet in the universe filled with humans who’d been kidnapped from Earth? This was mind-blowing. Epic.

      Steel’s blue eyes roamed her face, her body. “I have never met a human from the original planet,” he said with a rough voice. “The way you speak our language is different.”

      She was wearing nothing but a thin blue tunic… She glanced down to see what he saw when he looked at her and noted that her nipples could be seen clear as day through the fabric. Wonderful. She shook her head, determined to stay on topic. They were standing close. A little too close. And strangely, she wasn’t terrified. Yes, he’d been staring at her maybe too intently, but she felt safe around this man. His face and body language continued to remain neutral, which was calming.

      And the fact that he was human, this was a huge deal. She hadn’t seen another human the whole time she was on the slaver. She was so excited to know there was someone else like her in outer space. Someone who spoke her language without needing a translator. Even if he didn’t appear to be from Earth, but from this place called New Earth. Whatever, still human.

      “I’ve never heard your New Earth accent before,” she admitted. “The way you speak English sounds sort of South African, but then maybe with a bit of Irish.”

      His brow furrowed because he obviously had no idea what she meant. “What is your name?” he asked.

      Guilt washed over her. She hadn’t introduced herself yet because she’d been busy trying to kill him. “My name is Megan. Megan Mitchell.”

      He nodded, then said, “We have concluded that the ship you were initially on must have routed to the very edge of sector four to avoid a shipping lane. When you initialized the escape pod, you were shot into deep space and luckily caught a gravity current that navigated you between the numerous black holes out here. This part of space is dangerous and difficult to navigate. Beings rarely come this far.”

      Her eyes widened. Great. It sounded like she’d ended up in some crazy zone of space, as far away from Earth as it was possible to be. This was going to make it ten times harder to get back home. “How did you find me?”

      “Your wrecked pod floated near our facility. We found you inside and took you immediately to medical bay. If we hadn’t found you when we did, you would have died from your injuries, lack of oxygen, or starvation and dehydration.”

      “Oh wow. Thank you,” she answered, truly grateful this man had saved her life. She still didn’t know why he had saved her though. He’d said she was safe…but prior instincts resurfaced. She glanced around, realizing he was blocking the doorway, her only escape route.

      “Who did you escape from?” he asked. “Are they attempting to follow you? Do we need to prepare for attack?”

      “No. No one is coming after me, as far as I know. I was taken from Earth by slavers, well actually sex trafficking aliens. They were going to deliver me to whoever had bought me, but I blew up their ship.”

      “You did what?” He looked surprised.

      She lifted her chin. “I blew up their damn ship,” she repeated.

      She didn’t know where she’d gotten the courage to do what she did, but she’d pulled fortitude from a deep well—something she’d never thought she had. “They’d just dropped off all their slaves except for me. I was the last one on their pirate ship and they were about to deliver me to someone they called the Hurlian.”

      The moment she said that name, her brain clicked with the realization that was the same evil race that Steel had said captured humans from Earth. Finally, a defined emotion etched across Steel’s normally smooth features. His face darkened and his jaw tightened.

      “Hurlians,” he growled.

      Megan took a step back. He looked damn scary.

      “Yeah, those Hurlians,” she gritted. “The same ones you just mentioned. I didn’t know at the time they were the same species that had kidnapped humans. But still, I wasn’t going to let those slavers hand me off to whoever had bought me. I knew it was my death sentence. I was able to read everything on the ship because they’d put a translator into my brain. I could read the instruments. I’d hidden a shank in my pocket and managed to kill a guard. I cut off his hand and popped out his eye.” She stopped for a moment. She’d actually done that—gone completely Rambo and cut off a Surrellian’s hand and dug in with a blade and popped out a gruesome, bloody eyeball. She took a deep breath and continued, “I used that to unlock the security and gain access into the work station in the cargo bay. Then I was going through all the systems, trying to find a way to do damage, and I found the self-destruct. I was able to set it to silent. They had no idea the ship was on self-destruct until it was too late.”

      He nodded. “Smart.”

      “Thanks. Then I sprinted for the escape pod and got the hell out of there. As I jettisoned away, the ship blew up behind me.”

      “This is good, because we found a tracker in your arm. If you’d left them alive, they would have tried to retrieve you, wherever you went.”

      Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know about a tracker. They must’ve put it in me when I first arrived, before I woke up.”

      “It would be logical for them to place a tracker in all of their slaves.”

      “Yeah. I guess so… Hey, so you said this is some kind of recycling station, far out in space. But is there a way for me to get back home? Can I return to Earth?” she asked, desperately homesick for the place where everything would be familiar.

      “No.” He shook his head. “We are not returning to Earth, or to New Earth.”

      Her euphoria quickly dissipated. Anxiety returned twofold. “I need to go back home.”

      “Megan…”

      He said her name with a deep voice that caused a pleasant sensation to flood her body. Not fear, or downright disgust, like she’d felt this last week being touched by the tentacles, scales or claws of the slavers who’d beat her again and again, every time she defied them. She’d hated hearing them hiss out “human” as they ordered her into position and snapped energy bands around her wrists.

      But was this when she’d discover he wasn’t the nice guy he was pretending to be? Was he going to keep her here against her will? Trapped on the edge of space with him on some kind of…facility?

      “We can’t take you back to Earth,” Steel said.

      “But—”

      “No. There are many reasons why you cannot return. The first is that it is too dangerous. You would have to bypass the four black holes with one hundred percent accuracy. Also, we do not have a ship for long-range flight. The one we used to arrive here we dismantled long ago to upgrade our facility. We live on a wrecker and recycling facility. It’s heavy duty and stationary. Made for working and living. We only have a short-range shuttle. Our teleporter is industrial grade and single use, if we know the destination coordinates or have a beacon to lock on to. We only use it long-range for biological beings in case of extreme emergency. Even if you wanted to take the risk and use it long-range, we have no coordinates for Earth logged into the system because Earth hasn’t been mapped. It’s primitive.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes and nose. Megan took in sharp breaths, trying to stop the flow. He wasn’t trying to capture her, he instead simply could not return her. And it was pretty awful, finding out she was never going to see her home planet ever again. A wave of depression hit her hard, causing her shoulders to sag and her knees to weaken. Of course she’d thought of this possibility back in her cage on the slaver. There’d been plenty of time to ruminate over the fact that she’d probably never see Earth ever again.

      Her father was a deadbeat dad who’d remarried, moved across the country and started a new family and acted like she’d never existed. Mom died two years ago, and Grandma Jean passed last year. So, no family to cry over. But still, Earth was where her friends were. Where all the other people who were like herself lived. Her job and her apartment. All her stuff. And now it was gone—poof—in a puff of smoke.

      Those fucking slavers had ruined her life, forever.

      “Earth is off-limits to the beings of the four sectors,” Steel continued, “due to the Indigenous Species Act. It is considered a primitive planet and is allowed to evolve with non-interference. While it is under this designation, if a human happens to leave the planet and spend time in the four sectors, whether voluntary or not, that human is automatically deemed a citizen of the four sectors and is not allowed back on Earth. This is to maintain the non-interference ban.”

      “Fucking hell,” she gritted. “I’m never going home, am I?” Prior to her escape, she’d been one of those people who rarely cussed. How quickly things changed.

      Megan looked away, out the porthole and into the vastness of space. The black backdrop and the sparkling points of stars in the distance. A pit of despair and fear formed in her stomach. If she couldn’t go back to Earth, what was she going to do instead?

      “You’re a citizen of the four sectors now,” he confirmed.

      As if that were some kind of comfort, which it wasn’t.

      Wait…

      She turned and looked into his stunning eyes and that ridiculously wicked, movie star face. “Hold on,” she said. “You keep referring to we. Who are you talking about? Are there other people living on this space station with you?”

      “Yes, my two brothers. The three of us work together at this facility.”

      She bit her lip and shifted from one foot to the other. Three men. She was on this recycling facility with three men. Just her and three strangers. Oh Christ, was this when the gang rape would begin?

      Steel stepped close. Her muscles tensed, her posture went rigid. What was he doing?

      One heavily muscled male arm reached forward and his hand cupped the back of her neck. Wh…what? He pulled her body against his amazing chest. Her breasts smashed against those rock-hard abs. She gasped at the sudden contact. And then he leaned down and kissed her. His spectacular lips pressed against hers.

      Holy shit he was kissing her.

      She totally hadn’t seen this coming.

      Had not seen it coming. At. All.

      She was scared, and then not. Uncomfortable, and then not. Logically, she knew this was nothing like how she’d been treated by the slavers. Not once had they kissed her. Steel’s lips on her own didn’t hurt. This wasn’t a power play to beat her into submission.

      It was just a kiss. A stolen kiss.

      His face had held a flat affect, his body language minimal. But after she’d attacked him—she hadn’t felt scared, just wary as she tried to figure him out. Figure this new situation. She’d considered him hard to read, but someone who might possibly be trustworthy.

      And then this kiss he landed on her was just…completely out of the blue.

      And she automatically responded to it, allowing it to happen and kissing him back. Typically, she’d be scratching and yelling, doing her best to knee this male in the groin. But her lips moved against his, because this was Steel—the man who’d gently placed her on the bunk after she’d tried to choke the life out of him. The man who’d patiently answered all of her questions and helped her understand this new normal. And she had to admit she’d sneakily been checking him out the whole time they’d been talking because his handsomeness was epic.

      This kiss was tender. Fragile.

      But, seconds later, her mind was back on track. Every bit of torture was still fresh on her mind like it had happened yesterday—because it had literally happened yesterday. The pain, the memories, still had the capacity to cause her to tremble and rage in a ball on the floor. It was too soon. A wave of fear hit her hard. Her palms flattened on his chest. Anxiety pounded through her veins, telegraphing that this new situation was, in the end, not going to be much different than her prior circumstance. Her body still equated sex with a prelude to torture.

      She broke the kiss. “No,” she gasped.

      Steel loosened his grip. And, oh jeez, she could feel a long pipe pressed against her stomach. She didn’t feel a spark of heat at this knowledge. Hard shafts only reminded her of pain, blood and weeping.

      His chest rose and fell with huge breaths. He was obviously holding back. And just that, the knowledge that if she said stop, he would stop. That helped corral the panic bubbling inside.

      “Megan,” he breathed.

      He bent down and placed his forehead against hers. His massive soldier arms pulled her in for a gentle hug. And she stood there, savoring the warmth and safety she felt in his arms. She tried to ignore his erection because he was also ignoring his erection. Tears pricked at her eyes, welling up. The gentleness—it was overwhelming. And exactly what she needed.

      “I didn’t expect that,” she said softly, her cheek pressed against his wide, wide chest. He smelled good. Like clean soap. “I didn’t expect you to kiss me.”

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked. “This was not my intention. You are very attractive. I want to mate you.”

      She blinked, startled by his abrupt honesty. Mate…not rape. “No. No, you didn’t hurt me. I was just surprised and I wasn’t ready for…I…you want to mate with me? Right now?”

      He shook his head. “Not now. Whenever the time is right for you, that will be the correct time to mate.”

      She pushed back slightly. He loosened his arms and looked down at her. She looked into his deep blue eyes that were devoid of guile. They were clear and honest. “You only say what you mean, don’t you?”

      He looked puzzled. “I use language to communicate my needs.”

      She sighed and looked away. “You have to understand, I know I look fine. I feel fine, too. I feel really good. Physically I’m fine, but mentally… What those slavers did to me…all week long. Day after day. To me, that was just yesterday.”

      He put a finger under her chin. She met his gaze. His blue eyes were cold fire. “What did the slavers do to you?”

      She swallowed and forced herself to tell him her story. “The way I must have looked when you found me in the pod…you said it had crashed in the debris and that’s how I was hurt and that’s why you needed to take me to medical bay for my injuries. Well, I’m certain not all of my injuries were from that crash. The slavers liked to injure me, let me go crazy with the pain for a while, and then finally take me to medical bay to recover just so they could start all over again with the torture. They broke my leg and my hand. My ribs. Just…a lot. And…I was raped every single day last week.”

      A growl rumbled in his chest. “If you had not blown up their ship, we would be finding these slavers and destroying them for what they did to you,” he snarled. “A long, suffering death. We would let them know why they are being tortured.”

      Her heart rate increased. She was beginning to notice he saved his feelings for when she was in danger. Which was sweet as hell.

      Steel took deep breaths, obviously trying to calm himself. She allowed him to pull her in close. His forehead rested against hers again and he said with conviction, “All of the males on this facility will treat you with respect. No one will ever harm you again.”

      She reached up and gripped his black shirt with two hands, holding on for dear life. “Okay,” she whispered, beginning to feel trust for this male, which was rare. Part of her felt it was tenuous, would he turn on her? Was this a game to him, to see her begin to think she was safe and then pull the rug out from under her, only to laugh all the harder at her shock and horror?

      She bit her lip. Hell, she didn’t know. She was aware of all these angles, and yet she still continued to cling to this man.

      “I do not know how to entice or treat a female to mate and breed,” he continued. “I was not programmed for this. I am a soldier and a weapons maker. Please understand that if I press too hard, it is because I am lacking in social skills and I only recently upgraded to the addition of an emotion chip. But I will fight until my last breath to make you happy.”

      “Programmed? Why would you be programmed?”

      “I am a Cyborg.”
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      Megan walked through gray corridors, her shoes clanking on the metal floor. Steel had given her a pair of billowy pants to slip on, along with dark shoes that were kinda big, but they did the job.

      “Later, you’ll be able to pick out exactly the clothing you require from the clothing fabricator. This is temporary.”

      She nodded stupidly, still in shock over the fact that he’d told her he was…a Cyborg?

      Really?

      She cut a glance at the man next to her. The man who’d rescued her from the escape pod. The man who’d vowed to keep her safe. The man who’d kissed her, said he wanted to mate and breed with her and then admitted he wasn’t fully human. Her eyes raked over his firm buttocks and cut arms, exposed by the short sleeve of his black shirt. He sure looked human.

      Focus. Focus.

      A Cyborg with a lack of social skills? Maybe this explained his abrupt switch from talking to kissing. Not even a hint prior. Not a transition or a tell. Just—I want to kiss you and breed with you and therefore you are in my arms and my lips are on yours.

      Her brow furrowed. This was all so much. He didn’t even know that mentally, she was light years away from that, considering aliens had just raped and beaten her for a week straight like she was nothing but a repository for their sexual fluids. This was actually a big moment for her, walking next to a male and not wanting to score his eyes out. Not planning murder, trying to maneuver herself to avoid more blows that necessary, or constantly figuring a way to decrease the likelihood of more rape.

      She’d lived that way, in fear and loathing and pain, every single day for the last week. It had become her new normal.

      The mundane.

      Her heart fluttered in her chest like broken wings. Doing something simple, like walking down a hallway without fear of being returned to her cell, was an amazing gift. Returning to a life with men who claimed to want her best interests at heart…it was almost too much of a one-eighty for her mind to recalculate.

      Steel glanced back at her, his handsome face impassive. She gave him a half-hearted smile. He nodded and continued to lead her down the nondescript corridor.

      Protectiveness oozed off of him in waves. Waves she wanted to tumble in, splash around in and…keep. He slowed down and placed a hand at the small of her back, guiding her into the next set of doors that opened, and she found she didn’t even wince and pull away. Warmth spread across her cheeks at her embarrassment over how much she enjoyed his firm touch.

      Was she crazy? She didn’t know this man at all. He wasn’t even fully human. He looked human, but apparently, he wasn’t. And he’d said he wanted to “breed” with her? Did he mean actually breed? As in, he wanted her pregnant?

      Just yesterday males were raping her. Punching her. Chuckling over her grunts of pain. And the very next day she was standing on an entirely different ship with a Cyborg who wanted to mate with her.

      She had no idea what to do with this.

      He stopped in front of a door. “My brothers are waiting for us inside the mess hall,” he said. “They wanted to meet you, too, but we didn’t want to overwhelm you with all of us at once.”

      More men. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes for a moment, trying to ward away the shattering images racing through her mind. She looked up at him again; he was simply staring at her, waiting for her response. His hands at his side. The image of male protectiveness. The opposite of evil dominance.

      He was her antidote.

      “It’s okay,” she responded. “I can do this. Is there anyone else living here, too, besides you and your brothers?”

      “No, just the three of us, and now, you too.”

      The door opened, she stepped inside and suddenly there were two more men. Two more huge, hulking men. It was all she could see—not the space they were in, or really anything in her periphery, just two men unfolding from their chairs.

      The door slid shut behind her.

      They were both human, as she had expected considering Steel had been referring to them as his “brothers.” The men were even taller than Steel, enormous, muscular and again…not all human. But this time it was easy to see that they were Cyborgs. One had an obvious mechanical eye of some sort, which glowed bright white, and the other guy had a whole arm that was thick, gleaming silver metal. She swallowed and glanced back at Steel.

      “These guys are your brothers?” she asked, because one of the men was dark-skinned and the other medium-toned. And Steel was blond-haired and blue-eyed.

      “We were reared together,” he clarified.

      Megan nodded and stepped closer to the other men to start introductions. The one with a glowing white eye towered over her like a professional basketball player. Dark skin and hard muscles. His black hair was cut short and he had a trimmed mustache and a short beard. “I’m Axel,” he said with a deep, raspy voice.

      She tilted her chin up and continued to stare at him because, well, he was the second most handsome man she’d ever seen in real life, second only to Steel.

      “Hi,” she whispered. “I’m Megan Mitchell.”

      Axel nodded. “And this”—he gestured—“is Gage.”

      Megan turned toward the other male in the room and blinked. Her jaw literally dropped as she got a closer look at him. Gage had a rough and tumble look. An Olympic-grade rugby player right before her eyes, with intense mocha eyes and short brown hair with a slight curl at the ends. And the sleeve of his black shirt was cut short to expose his bionic (or whatever it was called) arm. She supposed it was necessary to do that because it was larger than a regular arm and wouldn’t fit in the sleeve. Even his hand and fingers were metal.

      It was so contradictory, the metal against the skin.

      She gawked, quiet for a moment, taking in all the hard muscle and handsome features, her knees going a little weak.

      Jeez, what is wrong with me?

      She glanced back over at Steel, guilt washing through her, hoping he didn’t recognize the fact that she was staring a little too hard at his brothers.

      “We’re Cyborgs,” Axel explained.

      She nodded. “Steel told me before we came in here. Also…” She waved her hand at Gage’s arm. “It’s kinda hard not to notice.” She made sure to smile as she said the last part. She didn’t really care that they were Cyborgs or whatever. She’d never been much of a science fiction fan. No Star Wars or Star Trek or any of that superhero movie stuff, she’d never understood the fascination. The Syfy channel was something she skipped past. She’d never read a science fiction book in her entire life. So, she was stuck thinking—what in the hell is a Cyborg? It sounded familiar…part man, part machine, right?

      “Normally we hide the fact that we’re Cyborgs,” Steel said. “You are the only being we’ve given this information to since we escaped. I was manufactured to look the most human. It’s why I was chosen to speak to you first, alone.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You guys are fine. There’s nothing wrong.” Really, she could’ve been introduced to Axel or Gage first. She liked to think she was a reasonable person who could handle anything. A man with a mechanical eye? Another with a metal arm? What did she care? All that mattered was that they were nice, right?

      Gage lifted his gleaming arm and ran his silver-colored fingers through his short brown hair. She suddenly wished he wasn’t wearing a shirt so she could see if his abdominal muscles rippled as he moved. Which only caused tightness in her chest at the increased guilt over the fact that she was checking him out while Steel was standing right there. It formed a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Are you sure, beautiful? You look worried,” Gage said.

      She blinked. Beautiful? She glanced around at the three of them and realized two things quickly: Three huge Cyborgs were all staring at her as if she were the sun, moon and stars. Like she was dessert at the end of the meal and they were each holding a spoon. And…this didn’t bother her like it should.

      The slavers had stared at her, too. But the gleam in their eyes had been demonic. Males planning their torture.

      She stood there, taking in all of their movements, no matter how slight. Their stance, the placement of their hands, the features on their face. The way they stood together. None of it was menacing. She was super sensitive now to men with predatory instincts, noticing tiny moves, those little “tells” that would let her know when a male was about to hit her, or his words had double meaning.

      She inhaled, trying to calm the panic that had threatened to overwhelm her for a moment. It was difficult being in a group of them. But these males weren’t like the others. She didn’t sense them grouping together like velociraptors to coordinate their attack. They were standing back, hands down.

      So far.

      She needed to continue giving them a chance.

      She glanced over at Steel to see if he was angry over the fact that his brother had called her beautiful. Wouldn’t that…bother him? But no, Steel’s face was set on its normal impassive. He just stood there, watching them all meet.

      Gage pulled out a chair. “Sit,” he ordered.

      She sat in the offered chair, not sinking in but perched on the edge. The men took places around the large metal table. She searched for something to say, but there were so many questions swirling around in her head she didn’t know where to begin. And half of her was afraid of the answers she’d get.

      Also, she was still in shock that she was in a room with three men who were all half human. She glanced over at Steel. His blue eyes bored into her, as if he wanted to climb inside of her. She shivered. His large hands rested on the table. His fists clenching and unclenching.

      “There is something you need to know,” he said.

      “Hmm?” Oh no. Was this where she found out it was all a scam? She tensed, trying to ready herself for whatever terrible situation was about to unfold.

      Axel, the man with the short beard she couldn’t take her eyes off of, leaned forward. “There is something important we need to tell you,” he said with a voice that sounded like grinding rocks. “Cyborgs also have a reputation within the four sectors for being…killers.”

      She sat up straight. “Killers?”

      “Yes, there has been a misinformation campaign disseminated throughout the four sectors, waged against Cyborgs, teaching citizens that Cyborgs are unreliable killing machines. You don’t have this prejudice because of your isolation on the original planet. The Hurlians started this campaign in order to have us deemed illegal. If Cyborgs are illegal, this helps them to keep the rest of their cybernetic experiments contained.”

      She swallowed and studied their calm expressions. “You don’t look like killers.”

      She swore she caught a twinkle in Axel’s normal eye. Gage made a noise. She turned and found him grinning at her. Which only made him even more devastatingly handsome.

      “To you, we don’t look like killers,” Steel said gently. “We don’t like to advertise the fact that we’re Cyborgs. The others in The Swirl think we’re humans. We’ve told them Axel has an older model cybernetic eye that’s wired to his brain and can’t be upgraded and that Gage needed a prosthetic due to an accident. They think he’s morally against bio-gel to regrow limbs. They don’t know of his weapons capability, they have no idea about our quantum-level computing, our remote capabilities and our nano-infused blood.”

      “…as well as our supersoldier training and our additional weaponry,” Gage added.

      Oh wow. She turned her head and stared at each of them in shock. They were some kind of badass men and robots combined.

      “You need to know,” Axel continued, “that Cyborgs are illegal in the four sectors.”

      “Illegal?” she squeaked.

      “Yes. We are wanted felons because we are Cyborgs.”

      “What would happen if you were found?”

      “Termination.”

      She sucked in a breath.

      “And anyone aiding and hiding a Cyborg is also charged and thrown in prison. You need to know that by staying with us and not revealing the secret that we are Cyborgs, you are breaking intergalactic law.”

      She stared at them, the enormity of the situation hitting her hard. Aha, this was why Steel appeared nervous. They really were trusting her, with everything, with their very lives. And they barely knew her. How did they know she wouldn’t someday just turn them in? Right now, she could be pretending to be their friend and at the first chance turn them in for a free ticket back to civilization.

      “Why are you trusting me with this?” she asked. “You could just tell me what you tell everyone else, that you’ve got prosthetics. I’m from the original planet, so I’d never know the difference and your secret would be safe. Plus, I wouldn’t knowingly be breaking any laws. No harm no foul.”

      They all shook their heads at this. “No,” Axel said firmly. “You have to know the truth from the beginning because you will be living here with us.”

      That made sense, she supposed. She looked around at them again, then down at her clasped hands, quiet for a moment. “Okay,” she sighed, her new reality hitting her hard. She wasn’t going back to Earth. And for the time being, she was living here, on this facility in the middle of nowhere with three illegal Cyborgs. She looked back up and met their gazes. “Well, I promise your secret is safe with me.”

      The tension in the air decreased. Steel reached out and took her hand in his. She looked down at their joined hands, liking how his giant palm engulfed her smaller fingers. “How did you become Cyborgs?” she asked, suddenly very curious. “Did you sign up for this?”

      “No,” Gage answered. “We did not ask to be Cyborgs. We are like this because of the Hurlians. We were born on New Earth to human families. The Hurlians captured the three of us through a random snatching when we were children, took us to their home planet and experimented on us. They turned us into weapons.”

      “That’s who I’d been sold to,” she told Gage. “The slavers were delivering me to them.”

      The room crackled with energy. Fists clenched. Nostrils flared. “We know the Hurlians bought you,” Axel rasped. “They will never have you. You’re ours.”

      “Yours?” Breath caught in her throat. She looked over at Steel. What in the hell did that mean?

      He gently squeezed her hand. “The Hurlians will never touch you,” he confirmed. “We have spent the last five years here without interference. They cannot find us, and if they did, we have preplanned measures to counteract their capture. If you want to avoid Hurlians, this facility is the best place in the four sectors to make that happen.”

      “I don’t understand any of this. What is their fascination with humans? They seem kinda addicted to us. I mean, they have a whole planet devoted to caging up all the humans they’ve captured. Some of them went through the bother of paying what I’m sure was a lot of money to have those slavers kidnap me. Why would they do that?”

      “Humans are not very different physiologically than Hurlians. But Hurlians are an extremely xenophobic species. They consider all other species beneath them. Upon discovering that humans are similar to them, they immediately saw ways to exploit us as test subjects and sexual respite.”

      Holy shit. “So, we’re like their pets that they don’t treat very well.”

      “Yes.”

      Megan stared at him with wide eyes. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend” echoed in her mind. “Okay,” she answered carefully. “I choose to stay here. If you guys are living a life as far away from the Hurlians as possible, then count me in.”

      “Then it is confirmed,” Steel said. He let go of her hand, pushed his chair back and stood up. “You are ours.”

      “Yours?” Why did they keep saying that? Was it some sort of weird Cyborg designation?

      “Are you hungry?” Gage asked.

      “What? No,” she answered, surprised at his abrupt change of subject. Her stomach used that exact moment to betray her and growl with hunger. She put a hand to her lower stomach, her cheeks heating.

      “She needs to be fed,” Gage said to Axel. He stood up, too. “We will return in time for sleep cycle.”

      “You’re leaving?” she said to Steel. What the hell?

      “I will feed our female,” Axel responded.

      “Our female? My name is Megan.”

      “We have work to complete, we will both return later,” Steel told her. “Stay with Axel and eat. You require nourishment.”

      “But…”

      And then they were gone and she was alone with the tallest Cyborg.

      Axel stood up. Megan looked up and up at him from her seated position. He was impossibly tall. Her heart sped up with nagging shards of fear. Logically, she was reasonably certain he wasn’t going to hurt her…but, maybe he was going to turn on her now that they were alone.

      “You look scared,” he said. “Why?”

      She took deep breaths, trying to work through her fear. “I don’t understand any of this,” she tried to explain. “I don’t know you…” She couldn’t finish. She swallowed and forced herself to get the words out. “Steel was the one I felt I knew, and he’s gone.”

      He sat back down in the chair right next to her and leaned forward. “Female,” he said. “I found your escape pod and sliced the door open. Steel put a ventilator and a personal force field on you. We immediately transported you to medical bay.”

      She nodded. “You’re reminding me that you rescued me.”

      A hand gently touched her hair. She looked back up with surprise.

      “None of us would ever hurt you,” he said with a surprisingly soothing tone, considering his rough voice. “It is now our mission, our purpose in life, to keep you safe and happy.”

      She blinked. Wow.

      She dropped her eyes, staring at the metal table. Suddenly sidetracked with the thought that everything here was metal. No wood. Would she ever see anything made out of wood ever again? Did trees only exist on Earth?

      “Megan?”

      She looked up, for some reason loving the sound of her name on his lips, which made her feel worse. She was losing her mind.

      Was she scared of this guy? Or did she want to kiss him? Her mind was a messy mixture of push and pull. Her lips thinned. She’d kissed this man’s brother not more than thirty minutes ago and yet here she was, leaning toward Axel, staring at his lips, wondering what they’d feel like on her own.

      She didn’t know what to do with this, that zing of attraction toward all three of these men. But she’d met Steel first, and because she’d kissed him back and was actually contemplating his admission that he wanted to mate and breed with her, he should be the only one she was attracted to—despite the fact that his two brothers were nice, handsome males. She shouldn’t feel anything towards them but friendship. Instead she was enthralled with all three of them, equally.

      She felt like a complete bitch.

      “You still need nourishment,” Axel said. He stood and walked over to a device embedded in the wall that looked a lot like a microwave, but bigger. “I’m making you something to eat.”

      He put food in front of her, which she ate. Because it was true, she was starved. None of the food was recognizable, but she ate it anyway. There were noodles and a purple fruit. It was edible and filling, at the moment this was all that mattered. Axel quietly watched her stuff her face, which instead of being creepy was somehow comforting. After she pushed the last plate away, she could feel her adrenaline deflating.

      She was suddenly stuffed and so, so tired. And for some reason it seemed really important that Axel understood what was going on inside of her. What if she didn’t explain her history to him and she randomly started to cry or shout at him or act scared again and he thought he’d done something wrong? He needed to know it was wasn’t him, it was her.

      “I know I look fine,” she told him, “but actually I’m not.”

      Axel reached a hand out and cupped her cheek. She sighed and leaned into his touch. This man was surprisingly tender for a harsh-looking Cyborg.

      “I need to tell you this…I was held captive by slavers,” she choked, trying to keep those damn tears in. “They raped and beat me every single day for seven days straight. I feel like I need to tell you so you understand if I’m standoffish. If I act scared or anything.”

      “Female, you—”

      “No, no. Let me talk. I need to say this… After each torture session, they would pull me into their medical bay and heal me, just like you did. But they did it so they could rape and beat me fresh all over again the next day. And then I managed to escape. In my mind, just a few hours ago I was involved in a life-threatening crash where I could feel my bones breaking, and I was terrified that I was about to die. And now…it’s all quiet, like it never happened. My body is weirdly repaired. I know this whole medical bay and easy fixing of bodies must be ‘normal’ to you,” she said with air quotes, “but to me it’s freaky. Like it’s just erasing the past. But”—she put her hand to her chest and her head—“I know it still happened, in here and here. And I’m not better. I look better, but I’m not.” Her voice cracked.

      “Megan,” he rasped.

      “I think I need a nap,” she admitted.

      Suddenly she was in his arms and he was carrying her out of the mess hall. “Sleep, female. Sleep,” he said, his lips against her ear. “You are safe here.”

      “Okay,” she whispered and snuggled into his impossibly wide chest. Her eyes fluttered closed.
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      Megan ran down a dark hallway, her bare feet striking cold metal. Hot breath flashed in and out of her sweaty chest. Tight muscles screamed for relief.

      They were right fucking behind her.

      She cried, tears and snot streaming down her face, terrified and pissed off, because no matter how fast her feet flew she couldn’t get away from the alien slavers that were chasing her.

      The hallways were a dark maze. Every passage exactly the same as the one before, like a labyrinth without an escape, with ravenous Minotaurs snapping at her heels. She whipped around a corner and caught a second wind, getting ahead slightly, but the rapid, pounding footfalls of her captors inched closer. She looked back and saw the three aliens, their red eyes glittering with triumphant glory.

      Terror clawed at her chest. Oh shit. Was this the end?

      She jumped over a gray obstacle, which triggered a trap door. It clanged shut behind her, blocking her pursuers.

      The slavers slammed against the bars, snarling, shouting.

      She fell to her hands and knees, the jabbing pain of the hard floor bruising her kneecaps. Great gulping breaths blasted through her chest. Relief swept throughout her body with the intensity of a tropical storm, leaving her dizzy with the knowledge that she might last one more day. That maybe now the brutality might end.

      Megan heard a sound and looked up. A crowd of naked women appeared before her in the hallway, blocking her exit. Somehow, she knew none of them were human, even though they looked human-like. Their eyes were black holes of sadness. Wet-looking dark hair tangled over their shoulders, their skin glowed eerily chalk white. Some of them were weeping. They put their hands out, wailing for help.

      Her jaw clenched. She wouldn’t leave these women behind. Of course she’d help…

      A bang reverberated in the hallway. She looked back and whimpered. Her alien captors were free. They’d broken through. A chorus of inhuman growls echoed through the passage. A death signal so defined it sank through her bones and clogged her heart and mind.

      Tears filled her eyes. Her shoulders sagged. How could she help these other women if she couldn’t help herself?

      The aliens burst down the hallway. Harsh faces lit with revenge. She leapt up, but they were on her too fast. A fist flew at her face…

      

      Megan woke up screaming.

      She sat up, placing a hand over her racing heart, trying to calm herself. A small sob escaped her lips.

      She’d gone to sleep in the same room she’d originally found herself in. Steel’s bedroom. The bed seemed huge for a working space station, or whatever they lived on. This wasn’t a luxury resort, she didn’t know why this man needed such a ginormous bed.

      It was hard for her to fall asleep at first. She’d scrunched into a corner of the bed, waiting to hear footfalls. Was she living with males who were going to turn on her at any moment? Would one of the men, or all of them, show up in the middle of the night and tie her up, and rape her? She’d slipped a weapon under her pillow. It wasn’t much, just a substantial knick-knack she’d found. But it was better than nothing. The weapon gave her a sense of safety.

      She’d finally fallen into a fitful sleep and woke up to nightmares, covered in sweat.

      Her door beeped.

      Oh hell.

      It beeped again.

      Megan sighed. She pulled the sheet back, threw her legs over the side of the bed and shuffled over to the entrance. She pressed the panel and the door slid open. She blinked at the bright light flooding in from the hallway. All three men crowded outside. Giant, hulking Cyborgs. For some reason having three shirtless men wearing nothing but sleep pants standing outside her door wasn’t nearly as frightening as it should be.

      “We heard you screaming,” Axel rasped from her left.

      Steel reached up and cupped her cheek. Again, she didn’t flinch or push away. She just let him touch her, gentle and caressing, the exact opposite of what she’d been through. Anytime one of these men touched her, she felt safe.

      “You okay, beautiful?” Gage asked.

      A tiny sob escaped from her chest. All three of them again being so kind. And Steel was the one she should be wanting, only him. Again, she found herself battling feelings for all three. But Steel didn’t seem the least bit jealous that his other two brothers were right there, hitting on her, too. That they’d been making the moves on her since the moment they’d seen her.

      Maybe the kiss Steel had given her had meant something to her but not that much to him? Maybe these brothers passed their girlfriends on to each other.

      She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure. She was so tired…

      “Bad dream,” she muttered. Very bad dream. She rubbed at her chest, where her heart still pinched from the horror of the situation.

      “Do you want us to sleep in this room with you?” Steel asked.

      She stiffened. What the…?

      “Just sleep,” Gage said, his brown eyes sincere.

      “We want you to feel safe,” Axel explained.

      “Safe?” she breathed, like it was a sacred word. The magic word Axel had used to help her fall asleep in his arms earlier.

      “The bed will fit all of us and we can be close, to protect you. No one will hurt you if we are near.”

      She gave a jerky nod. As crazy as it sounded, she really would love to have them nearby. She’d fallen asleep easily in Axel’s arms, only to lie awake in the bed by herself. Her initial fears, that these men would turn into her new tormentors, melted away. Their manly, safe presence in her bed would chase away the bad dreams and her fears of listening for footfalls. The reality of protective men nearby was the antidote she needed.

      She moved from the doorway and gave them room to enter. They lumbered past, acres of amazing bare chest crowding around. It made her a little woozy.

      “Are you sure you guys want to sleep here?” she asked, feeling awkward in her skimpy blue tunic. “I mean, are you sure you’ll be comfortable?”

      “This bed was made to fit all of us,” Steel answered.

      She glanced at the bed. It was unnaturally huge. Like two king-sized beds put together. “You made it big like that on purpose?” she asked, totally confused. Why the hell would they do that?

      “While you were healing in medical bay we manufactured this bed and placed it in Steel’s room because the dimensions of his room are the largest.”

      “Oh,” she answered, still not understanding in the slightest.

      Gage got on the bed first, then motioned for her to join. She climbed on next and lay down next to him, then Axel and Steel lay next to her. Everyone shifted, gathering pillows and pulling up sheets…and yes, in the end there was room for everyone. She lay there, eyes wide open.

      Now she was in bed with three Cyborgs.

      In bed with three Cyborgs.

      She turned her head and whispered to Axel, excitement and wonder in her voice. “I’m in bed with three Cyborgs.”

      He stared at her, his face impassive. One eye glowing ghastly white, which for some reason wasn’t quite so scary. “We will keep you safe,” he said. “Sleep, female.”

      She loved it when he said that. She could make a recording of it and replay it on a loop. And it was true. Who better to make sure she stayed safe than three grim supersoldiers? A smile curved at the edges of her lips. She exhaled and closed her eyes. Peace finally taking over.

      

      Megan woke up the next morning wedged between two huge Cyborgs. Gage snored next to her, his metal fingers resting on her thigh. Axel was on the other side. She lifted her head, disappointed to see that Steel was gone. Although there was a section of rumpled sheet next to Axel.

      She lay there for a moment, listening to their breaths, relishing being sandwiched between the warmth of their firm, hard, muscular bodies. She glanced over to admire Axel. The hard line of his jaw and his proud cheekbones. She loved his trimmed mustache and beard. Christ, he was so handsome it was difficult to look at him directly, like trying to stare at the sun.

      Back on the slaver she’d slept each night on a hard floor next to two women of other species who she wasn’t able to talk to. Terrified and starving. She’d felt alone, unable to communicate with anyone, only understanding the language of her captors. Now she felt safe and comfortable.

      Axel turned slightly, and she couldn’t stop herself from looking down. Megan sucked in a breath, surprised at the length of the erection that tented his sleep pants. Her eyes darted over to Gage and saw that he was erect, too.

      Oh God.

      Megan sat up and quietly slipped between them and off the bed. She glanced back in the dim light. The men were beautiful, like artwork. Their bare chests exposed for her to admire. They both looked innocent while asleep—approachable and oh, so touchable.

      But she couldn’t stay in bed with them.

      There was just no way.

      Yesterday, Steel had kissed her and told her he wanted to mate and breed with her. Maybe it was just an Earth thing, but to her that was a serious declaration. And Steel was the first one she’d felt attracted to. Didn’t she owe it to him to follow that thread and see if it flourished? Yes, his brothers were also amazing, but she couldn’t be attracted to all three. Or be a girlfriend to all three. That was just…impossible. Right?

      None of this made any sense. Did these men in her bed want her as their girlfriend, too? What were they thinking? How did these two men think this was supposed to work out? She had no idea of their intentions for her or her place in their lives.

      She’d go to her death never telling a soul that these men were actually Cyborgs. But still, this was some kind of fucked up situation. All three of these men were hitting on her. And she had no idea how to work this out.

      But this would have to wait because she really, really needed to use the bathroom. Megan silently walked over to the restroom door. It had all the things she knew from Earth, but ten thousand times better. She’d taken a shower right before she went to bed last night, using a fancy stall they called a “cleanser,” so this morning she still felt clean. Her hair was straight and glossy from the conditioner and blow out from the cleanser.

      But damn, she’d sell her soul for a ponytail holder. Just a small tie to put her long hair in a messy bun at the top of her head. She glanced around at the counter and sighed. There were no toiletries, as far as she could tell, for a female.

      The mouth cleanser worked like a charm, and she felt much better, despite still wearing her pajamas and having no makeup. This was all one thousand percent better than her circumstances from last week.

      She quietly poked her head out of the sliding door to the bathroom and found the two men still sleeping heavily. She felt antsy. Where was Steel? He had to be up and around somewhere.

      Maybe this place had coffee.

      Tears pricked at her eyes. Back on Earth she’d worked at Starbucks. She’d sell her soul and her firstborn child to smell dark roast and sip some vanilla latte.

      Megan stepped over and placed her hand on the door panel to the hallway. It opened silently. She slipped out of the bedroom, the door closing behind her. The hallway was very much like a normal office-like passageway; the colors of the walls were a series of muted gray. The floor was made of some polished concrete-looking material.

      Megan heard a noise from behind and squeaked as a small, low, circular object swept past her across the floor. She followed it, trying to figure out what the hell it was. It was making a sucking noise and it trailed a faint streak of wetness that smelled like a pleasant chemical.

      She blinked. Oh wow. Some kind of cleaning robot. She smiled, pleased to find something so “normal” happening. Even Cyborgs needed to keep their space station clean.

      She kept walking past closed doors, wishing there was some kind of You Are Here map she could examine. Then she stopped in front of a door that seemed vaguely familiar. She stepped up and placed her hand on the door panel and was pleasantly surprised when it actually opened.

      The mess hall. Perfect. Exactly where she wanted to be.

      She’d been here before, this was where she’d been introduced to Gage and Axel. But so much had happened, with so much on her mind, she hadn’t really looked around and noticed her surroundings.

      To her right was an empty expanse of floor and a huge window with a sweeping view of space. Too bad there weren’t any couches, it would be a perfect little living room area. In the middle of the room was the same table she’d sat at yesterday. Steel was there, looking attractive and imposing, like usual.

      He smiled at her, his bright blue eyes crinkling attractively at the edges. Jeez, he was so handsome. Handsome with an edge of holy shit, he could kill me. Technically he looked like he’d had to fight for survival in a Russian prison for, like, a decade. Then was recruited by Mission Impossible. And became Jason Bourne’s fighting partner.

      A smile tugged at the corner of her lips—because he really did look like that.

      So, to be truthful, Steel was a scary motherfucker, but to her, he was the scary motherfucker with a heart of gold. The man who’d saved her life. The man who kept his hands to himself as he slept in a bed with her last night just to make sure she felt safe. Yes, he’d stolen a soft kiss yesterday, but she suspected that was because he didn’t know shit about how to make the correct moves to woo a woman. He was a Cyborg who’d lived imprisoned for most of his life.

      Steel kicked out the chair next to him.

      She sat down, still staring at the hunky smile on his face. The smile that softened him from member of the Russian Bratva to “nice guy who exercises a lot.”

      “I was starting to think you guys couldn’t smile.” She grinned.

      He nodded. “It is my first smile.”

      “Your first smile. Ever?”

      “I was taken by the Hurlians as a child,” he reminded her, “and stripped of emotions. I’ve never felt the need to smile.”

      “Stripped of emotions?” she whispered. “No crying, no laughter or love, no sentimentality, no jealousy, no—”

      “Cybernetic supersoldiers designed for battle do not require emotions.”

      “Oh,” she answered woodenly, still in shock over the idea of children being turned into emotionless automatons. “How are you able to smile now? What changed?”

      “Two cycles ago all three of us inserted emotion chips into our brains. We crafted them to simulate the exact feelings we had prior to our capture. The feelings we had lost.”

      “You and your brothers got emotions back just two days ago, but you didn’t smile until now?”

      “I didn’t have a reason to smile until today. Having you near makes me want to smile.” He leaned in closer. “And also, the effects are cumulative. The more we experience emotion, the more we feel them.”

      Her face heated. This man continued to confuse her. And her guilt over the fact that she was lusting after his brothers was growing exponentially. She had a feeling that nothing good could come from this. Everyone had emotions now, including herself. Everyone’s heart could get broken.

      Maybe this wasn’t a good place for her to settle and live…But if she didn’t live here, where else would she live?

      “Did you sleep well?” he asked.

      Megan shifted in her seat. “After you three arrived? Yes, I did sleep well.” In fact, she’d slept like a baby as she snuggled in between all that naked male chest. But that was Gage and Axel. She hadn’t actually slept next to Steel. “Thank you so much. I felt safe.” Why had he allowed his brothers to sleep closest to her?

      He leaned in, his gaze drifting to her lips. Was he going to kiss her again?

      Her heart started racing. She jumped up, breaking off their connection, and practically ran to the kitchen. She’d just spent the night nestled between Gage and Axel and enjoyed every minute. This wasn’t going to work. It wasn’t going to work at all.

      “Megan?” Steel stood up and followed her to the kitchen.

      Shit.

      Yesterday, he’d said he wanted to mate with her. Breed her. “Why did you get up first?” she asked over her shoulder. Because why would a man who seemed so intent on her leave her alone in bed with his two brothers? It didn’t make sense.

      “I prefer to rise early,” he said, standing so close his voice was almost against her ear. “I like quiet at the start of a work cycle. Gage and Axel prefer to remain awake late, while I go to bed earlier.”

      She took a deep breath. “I get it. You’re a morning person. I am, too.”

      His hands went to her hips and he pressed his nose against her hair and inhaled.

      She moved away and stood, trembling, in front of the food dispenser that was built into the wall, and a counter with other objects that were completely unfamiliar. Her hands shaking, her stomach hollow. She turned toward Steel, desperate for caffeine. “Does any of this make coffee?”

      He smiled again. “Coffee? Yes, that is made on New Earth and it is programmed into the food dispenser. We have coffee.”

      “You do? Oh, thank God.”

      Minutes later she was at the kitchen table, sipping something that resembled caffè Americano with cream and sugar in her hands and she was in heaven. Although it turned out the “coffee” people drank on New Earth was a sorry rendition. Basically, a dark drink that tasted like tree-flavored water. After she spit it out, Steel had her try out Traq, a drink from the planet Chronos he’d said was popular in the four sectors. It was perfection, her new favorite. Robust and full flavored with a heartening aftertaste. She had a feeling she was going to become addicted to this quickly.

      Steel put out a plate of food. There were chunks of a purple fruit she’d never seen before and pieces of an unidentifiable meat that tasted like filet mignon. She attacked it all like she’d never eaten in her life. Like it was her last meal and Thanksgiving all rolled into one.

      After she was stuffed she sipped her Traq and quietly glanced around the mess hall. At the space-age kitchen, the stainless steel-looking table and chairs. At the man seated next to her, who was sipping his own fresh cup of Traq while tapping on a sleek razor-thin tablet that was basically a small rectangle of glass. Rows of tiny numbers and schematics flowed across the screen.

      She could get used to this. Waking up with Steel every morning. Having coffee and breakfast with him. It would be nice.

      Maybe she could get her own tablet…

      Except, she remembered Steel didn’t live alone. He lived with his brothers, two other men whose presence she also enjoyed. Oh hell, not just enjoyed, she’d felt a spark of attraction for all three of them. And they all obviously had some weird thing going on when it came to her. Maybe this had to do with the fact that all three of them had only recently acquired actual emotions? Were they all mixed up because of these newly acquired emotions and without boundaries? Were they essentially impulsive teenagers, going with whatever feeling they had?

      The coffee and the food helped her to feel a little more normal and like herself, but she was still unsettled. She wasn’t ever returning to Earth, so she needed to be pragmatic and start working on the here and now and how to make this new life in the four sectors work out for her. She glanced over at Steel. Living with three brothers who were going to fight over her wasn’t a good position to be in. This place wasn’t a good fit.

      A stab of sadness wedged between her heart and mind. It would be so easy to stay. But she had to do the right thing. Staying would be a catastrophe in the making.

      Steel glanced up from his tablet. “Are you alright? Is something wrong?” he asked. She supposed he’d been noting her shift uncomfortably in her seat. Watching how she kept avoiding his direct gaze. Also, she wasn’t talking that much, which was completely unlike her.

      “I was just wondering,” she asked slowly, “if there were other people living out here on the edge of space, too?” Because they had to have neighbors, right?

      He put his tablet down and gave her his full attention. “Yes, we are the fifteenth section surrounding The Swirl. There are a total of thirty-three sections of Cyclers working The Swirl at this moment.”

      “The Swirl? You tried to explain that to me yesterday, but what is that, really?”

      He pointed out the window. “There, that’s The Swirl.”

      She looked out at the view and realized she could see exactly what he was talking about. It wasn’t just empty space and stars, there was large field of gray and brown chunks of stuff floating in a straight line. She could even see it edging off into the distance. They were actually positioned very close to it. “Oh wow, it’s huge. What is that? Is it asteroids?”

      He shook his head. “It’s space junk. Space currents suck this debris from the four sectors into this area and hold it here.”

      “You recycle this?”

      “Yes, we go out, cut and shred the debris and run it through our mini-forge to melt and separate the base metals. We sell the raw materials back to individuals in the four sectors.”

      She nodded, impressed. These men sounded like hard workers. But she still couldn’t stay with them.

      “You do not appear happy. You are not smiling like you did before,” he stated with concern in his voice.

      Yesterday she’d told them she wanted to stay because mainly she was thinking of safety. She wanted to find somewhere to hide from the Hurlians. And also, she liked these men. In fact, if she was being truthful with herself, she already, in twenty-four hours, cared greatly for them. But today she could see more clearly that living here would be an eventual path to heartbreak. And avoiding that would be best for everyone.

      Why couldn’t she find a job with one of the other Cyclers out here? There had to be another facility who would take her in and let her work on their crew. Come on, this had to be a thing, right?

      “I wish I had more clothes to wear,” she lied, trying to distract him from the real reason she was upset—because she was just too damn embarrassed to pry the truth from her mouth. To say out loud that she was attracted to all three of these Cyborgs. How could she possibly tell this man who’d said he wanted to mate and breed with her that she liked his brothers, too? And not just as friends. In fact, she wished they were here too because she enjoyed Steel’s company, but all three brothers together—even better.

      She’d loved sleeping in bed with all three of them last night and wished they could sleep like that every night.

      And that was just crazy talk.

      What was wrong with her?

      This wasn’t a commune. She wasn’t ever going to be a sister wife or someone’s wife number two or three. If she wasn’t going to be the main object of her husband’s attention—well, fuck that shit, it just wasn’t happening. And she wasn’t ever going to put a man, or men, in that same position either.

      The longer her mind swirled with all these thoughts, the more agitated she became. The more certain she was that she needed to leave. To create an exit plan.

      “I need makeup and, um, female things, that would be nice, too,” she said, which while true, wasn’t her number one priority at the moment.

      “You can have those things. You can choose them for yourself.”

      “I can?”

      “Yes, follow me.” He stood up and grabbed her hand. “I was planning to show this to you today so you can pick out what you need.” He led her to a door on the opposite side of the large mess hall. It slid open to reveal a square room that reminded her of a spacious storage closet. There were comfy-looking benches and hangers on racks. There were even a few Cyborg-sized black shirts and pants hanging in an open closet.

      “This is the clothing fabricator,” Steel said, pointing to a flat screen on the wall. “It’s filled with programming to clothe not only human males, but females and offspring, too. And also other species. It can even create occupational clothing.”

      Her eyes widened. “You said it’s a fabricator. Like the food dispenser? It makes the clothes right here, so, I don’t have to order the clothes and wait for them to be shipped?”

      “Yes, you will have your clothes made to your measurements and specifications instantly.”

      “Clothes made instantly?” she repeated, stunned.

      No. Way.

      His fingers skimmed the surface of the screen, which lit to life, showing a colorful display offering clothing choices for varying species. “The fabricator will do an initial body scan to access your measurements and then create the clothing you request.”

      “Wow… Wait, I need to pay for it, right?”

      “Yes and no,” he said. “Over here are the preloaded selections that came with the fabricator. You can choose as many of these as you’d like, and they are considered free. But over here”—he pointed—“are the choices you can roam that come from clothing designers from across the four sectors. If you would like any of these choices to be fabricated, they need to be purchased. We will pay for it. Our currency information is already loaded into the fabricator. Pick what you like.”

      She crooked an eyebrow. It felt weird to just buy what she wanted. She had no idea what the value of the clothes were here or how to use their currency. How would she know which clothes were outrageous and which were on sale or good deals? It would be like shopping in the dark.

      And also, these guys were recyclers living out in the middle of nowhere. In hiding because they were illegal. They couldn’t have that much money. Probably just enough to pay for their facility and necessities. The last thing they needed was some human girl showing up and blowing all their money on designer clothes.

      “You can use this screen here on the wall to purchase what you want, or you can use voice commands and set it to a holo graphic display anywhere else in the room.”

      She stared at him and stared at the screen, in shock at the enormity of this shopping experience. She was a marketing major and planned to add on a Master’s in Social Media. Her favorite pastime had been her growing Instagram account. The idea of being able to dive into the online world of the four sectors—it was like he’d handed her a treasure box.

      “Don’t forget, if you need anything just speak out loud and ask the computer. It will talk you through the commands.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      Steel walked to the door and opened it. “My brothers have arrived in the mess hall,” he said.

      “Oh, Gage and Axel are awake?” she exclaimed, trying to hide her excitement. “How do you know they’re here?”

      “We speak to each other remotely via our communication link.”

      She stopped to think about that for a second. “So whenever I’m standing here talking to you, you guys are having secret conversations with each other the whole time?”

      He looked down at her, paused… “Yes,” he answered.

      Well, at least he was honest about it. But this didn’t help her to feel more secure in any way. Her nervousness about this situation increased to a lower level of hell.

      Steel stepped into the mess hall and she followed behind. Gage and Axel were at the small kitchen. They both looked fresh and clean-shaven. Their hair a tiny bit still wet. And her mind flashed to the idea of what would’ve happened if she’d stayed in that bed. Would she have ended up in the shower with one of them?

      Megan bit her lip. She glanced over at Steel, who gave his brothers a chin lift and walked innocently into the kitchen, too, working the controls of the food dispenser, trying to make himself another cup of Traq, unaware she was salivating over his brothers.

      Ugh.

      That familiar feeling of attraction for all three of them resurfaced. And she felt like the Wicked Witch of the West. The worst movie villain ever.

      Axel met her gaze and threw her a brilliant smile, flashing white teeth. He was striding towards her, like a predator intent on its prey. She glanced at Gage who was grinning at her, like he’d just found the best Christmas present ever, and he was also approaching. Two Cyborgs with obvious mechanical parts, both of them visions of hard muscle and strong jaws, who looked like they could take on an army and win.

      Holy shit. The flirting was about to begin, right in front of Steel. And she could not handle one more minute of this. Not a single second.

      Megan scrambled back and moved over the threshold into the clothing fabricator. She needed to get out of this place. That was it. She’d order just enough clothing so she’d have her extremities covered, and then she’d talk to them about leaving.

      Maybe she could talk later with Steel in private and make him see that this situation was a disaster waiting to happen. It was in everyone’s best interests that they find somewhere else where she could restart her life.

      “Hi,” she squeaked at the men who were approaching. “Good morning. I…I need to pick out some new clothes. I’ll be out later.” And she placed her hand over the door panel, it slid closed with a thunk, cutting the men off from her view. She leaned against the closed door and took a calming breath. Yes, it was a little rude. But hey, it had to be done.
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      Gage stared at the closed door to the clothing fabricator, the door their female had raced through, like the facility was on fire. His throat felt uncomfortably dry. “Something isn’t right,” he said out loud, not bothering with their comm link. He preferred to talk, when possible.

      “I felt it also,” Axel rasped. “When we arrived her heart rate increased and her pupils dilated. She refused to meet our gaze. Plus, she immediately left and shut the door.”

      Gage placed a hand on his chest, rubbing the spot that hurt, even though he logically knew he wasn’t in physical pain. His new emotion chip was constantly providing him with an overload of feedback he was unable to interpret. He turned toward Steel, who had spoken with her last. “What is wrong?”

      Steel sat quiet, his thoughts closed. His eyes were also on the closed door, his jaw clenched. “I could sense she was growing agitated, but she would not tell me why.”

      Gage sat at the table and raked his fingers through his hair. He blew out a breath.

      “I stood close to her,” Steel continued. “She only let me touch her for a moment. I fed her and gave her Traq. She is choosing new clothing. But she still remains agitated. And I have no answers as to why or how to fix this situation.”

      Gage nodded, understanding Steel’s frustration. Each Cyborg was assigned to take care of their female. When one was not there, the other, or others, would take over. This way there was always someone to care for Megan and see to her needs.

      They were all quiet, trying to determine what was troubling their female.

      “We have to tell her how we feel,” Axel proposed.

      Gage blinked with surprise. Feelings?

      “Feel?” Steel exclaimed. “We have to explain our emotions?”

      Gage met Steel’s gaze. This concept was indeed truly terrifying. They had no language to cover this situation.

      “You have had rudimentary emotions,” Gage reminded Axel, “but we have had none.”

      “The more you use your emotions, the more proficient you will become. I am learning how to care for a woman, too.”

      “This is the single hardest objective we have encountered,” Steel growled.

      They all agreed. The degree of difficulty was more extreme than escaping the Hurlians, making it to The Swirl alive or creating the mini-forge. With those situations they could use their cybernetic abilities—their quantum computing or their nano-infused strength. But with Megan they could only use their words…and their touch.

      “She might not be ready to hear what we have to say,” Steel said. “She still harbors thoughts of returning to the original planet. And deep inside her mind she’s still replaying her abuse, which makes her doubt us.”

      “This is all true,” Gage said. He could feel the rage for the Hurlians looping in their comm. Their female had been abused by the slavers. If Megan had not already killed her captors, the three of them would have tracked them down and torn them limb from limb. And she did not have to worry that Hurlians would take her. This would never occur. Not on their watch.

      “I think her worries aren’t so much the past with those slavers she killed, but with us,” Axel countered.

      “Us?” Steel exclaimed. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Each of us has worked hard to make her feel welcome.”

      “Exactly. But none of us know how to relate to a female who we want to mate. Our social skills are negligible.”

      Gage frowned, a new thought entering his mind. “And humans from the original planet might have customs we are not aware of,” he added.

      “What customs?” Steel asked.

      Gage pulled images from his files of New Earth. “Maybe humans from the original planet feel strongly that they will have only one mate. We are used to species who have more than one mate. This is normal to us. Noreekans or Surrellians, for instance, are poly. But the humans on New Earth all have one mate.”

      “Maybe she thinks three mates at once is wrong,” Axel said. “And she feels guilt.”

      “She will never accept all of us?” Steel asked.

      “We have all felt attraction from her,” Axel responded. “She is attracted to all of us. But maybe she is not allowing herself to accept it because she thinks it’s bad. Possibly even against the laws of her people.”

      Gage’s jaw clenched. Why hadn’t he thought of this possibility before? “We need to speak to her and tell her of our intentions,” he agreed. “That we want her as our mate. To breed with. When we say we want to keep her, what does she think that means?”

      “It might mean something different to her than it does to us. We think we have been upfront and clear with her since the beginning, but I think she is still very confused.”

      “You’re right. We need to talk with her and answer all of her questions.”

      “One thing we need to remember—she’s attracted to all three of us. We need to help her to see this will work.”

      

      Megan opened the door to the dressing room and poked her head out. “Steel…Steel.”

      She’d taken a while, checking everything online—the free clothes first and then the additional selections by the designers from around the universe. She wasn’t that hugely into clothes back home, but even she was amazed at the jaw-dropping designs the four sectors had to offer. There was fabric she’d never seen before. Scented clothing. Clothes that played music. Outfits that were camouflaged to fit the background of a room. Just so much shock and awe. It had been hard to not one-click all the shiny and only order what she truly needed.

      Megan secretly hoped she’d taken so long that they’d all moved on and gone to work. But no such luck, they were still there, all three of the men waiting at the kitchen table. Edgy and hot in their sleek black clothing, as if they were on display—sitting on stainless steel chairs—like glossy photos from a heavy coffee table book entitled Sensual Assassins & Erotic Mercenaries, Vol. 1.

      She smiled.

      If only they weren’t so desirable, this would make everything ten thousand times easier, then they could all just be coworkers on this facility. But instead she couldn’t keep her eyes off of any of them, and they were all three staring at her right now as if they wanted to devour her.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      “Steel, I need to talk to you…privately,” Megan whispered.

      Gage and Axel both looked straight at her. Her face heated with embarrassment. Could it be any more obvious she was trying to ignore them?

      “We need to talk to you, too,” Steel answered. “The four of us need to speak together.”

      Her stomach sank. “Um, that’s fine. But before we all talk together, could you and I just talk alone for a second?” She waved her hand to indicate she wanted him to come inside the dressing room with her. “Maybe we could just…”

      Axel stood up. She sucked in a breath. He was the tallest of the three Cyborgs, and he strutted over to her like a badass warrior in an action movie. Sleek muscles and lithe panther steps. With one eye bright white. Her insides were a messy mixture of want and worry and…and…she gripped the door frame as he stepped close.

      He looked down at her. “Megan,” he said with that raspy voice she really, really liked. “We need to speak to you. There is still much that needs to be explained about your position in our life here on this facility. If you sit and listen to us first, we might be able to help you feel comfortable here on the station.”

      She swallowed against the lump in her throat.

      He held out his giant palm. Her jaw clenched. She nodded, put her hand in his, and stepped out. The door slid shut behind her.

      Megan smoothed the new green shirt and pants she’d chosen. They weren’t the best quality, but they fit perfectly and were comfortable. They looked very much like the outfit she’d worn before, but this time the shirt and pants actually fit. And best of all, they’d been free, as were the simple bra, underwear and shoes she’d ordered. She felt good knowing that she hadn’t taken anything from them, that she wasn’t a burden on their finances. And now she needed to tell them they needed to let her go and help her to find somewhere else to live.

      Axel walked her over to the table and they both sat down. Like it was a meeting or something. She bit her lip. Saying what needed to be said to all of them at once and not just to Steel in private was going to be hard as hell. “I have something I need to tell you,” she said to Steel, then turned toward the other two men. She paused, rubbing her sweaty palms over her pants. Butterflies swirled in her stomach. “Well, I really need to tell all of you. I’ve been here for, I guess, a full twenty-four hours now, which on Earth would be a day. And during that time the three of you have been nothing but nice to me. I can’t even possibly thank you enough for rescuing me from that escape pod. If it weren’t for the three of you, I’d probably be dead right now. But…oh shoot, I don’t know how to say this without it sounding bad…but I think it’s best if I didn’t stay here and I found somewhere else to live.”

      “What?” Gage and Axel exploded.

      Steel stood up and paced away, turned, and came back, anger etched across his face. “You can’t do this. You cannot leave this facility.”

      “You could get hurt,” Gage gritted. “If you leave here, how will we be able to protect you?”

      “Why?” Axel asked. “Why do you want to leave, Megan?”

      Steel ran his fingers through his hair. “She can’t leave,” he repeated.

      She met Axel’s gaze. Stripped bare by his intuition. He probably knew why she wanted to leave and was just waiting to hear her say it.

      She turned her head to answer Steel. “No, you don’t understand. I don’t want to leave. I need to leave. If I stay, nothing good will happen. There’s something wrong here. This situation can’t possibly work.”

      “What won’t work?” Gage asked. “What is wrong?”

      All three of them were staring at her now waiting for an answer. She couldn’t even look at Steel. What was he thinking? Oh hell, it was so embarrassing. She couldn’t believe she was actually admitting this, but she couldn’t demand they make arrangements for her to live elsewhere without fully explaining. She at least owed them that much. “I…I…can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I feel something for all three of you, I’m…I’m attracted to all three of you.” Tears choked her throat.

      All of the anger seemed to deflate out of Steel. Axel’s eye sparkled with mirth. Gage’s lips twitched.

      WTF? What was going on here? Maybe she hadn’t been clear?

      “Did you hear me? I said I’m attracted to all three of you!” she cried. “Steel, I’m attracted to your brothers. I’m so sorry. I need to leave. I know you kissed me,” she continued, “and I let you, because I instantly felt something for you, too. You said you want to mate and breed with me, which on Earth means you want to marry me and have children. I don’t know if you know this, but that’s a serious thing where I come from. But then I met your two brothers and they, they have been flirting with me. And like I said, I feel something for them, too. I feel that same attraction back. How can I possibly choose one of you?” It was knifing her in the heart. The choice. She couldn’t choose. She’d spent more one-on-one time with Steel so far, but she’d just slept next to the two other men the night before. And any one of them she’d love to…

      She shook her head. “You guys, nothing good will come from this. If I stay here for even another day our relationship will devolve from friendship into some kind of Shakespearean tragedy.”

      Steel leaned back in his seat and crossed his legs. “I know my brothers are attracted to you,” he said.

      She gasped. “You know?” She looked over at Gage and Axel, worried this was going to turn bad at any moment. They were just sitting there with pleased looks on their hard faces.

      “Yes, and I’m happy that they feel the same way for you, too.”

      “You are? Are you kidding me?”

      “We want you to stay here and to be our female,” Axel explained. “We want to breed you and watch you bear our offspring. All three of us want this with you. Not just Steel.”

      Her mouth dropped open.

      “We have each felt this way since the moment we met you,” Gage confirmed.

      “You did?” she squeaked. “Steel said that to me yesterday that he wanted to be my mate and start a family, which to me means husband, but I thought he meant himself. And that’s what’s been really worrying me, that he feels so strongly about me, and I was worried I didn’t feel the same way about him if I was lusting after his brothers. But then how could Steel have meant what he said if he’d left me alone in bed with his brothers? And how could the two of you flirt with me right in front of Steel?”

      “Beautiful,” Gage said. She looked up and met his bright mocha gaze. “Come here.” He put an arm out.

      She stood up and automatically floated around the table, muttering to herself. “I can’t believe this. This doesn’t make any sense…” She sat next to Gage and sighed as he wrapped his biological arm around her and pulled her in tight. He kissed the top of her head. She immediately began to feel better.

      “We told you we were Cyborgs the first moment we met you,” Axel said. “We let you see the real us. We never do this. We usually communicate with other beings solely through Steel. If we need to be seen otherwise, Gage covers his arm. We tell other beings that we have a few cybernetic orthotics, which is very common. They have no idea the extent of our biological replacements. No one in the four sectors knows that we’re Cyborgs, except you.”

      “We trust you,” Gage murmured in her hair. “And we care about you. You are our female.”

      Warmth glowed in her chest. She looked back over at Steel. “All three of you are attracted to me and are fine with the fact that I’m also attracted to all of you, too? None of you wish you had me for yourself?”

      “Yes, we are pleased to have finally found a female that is right for all three of us,” Steel answered.

      “No jealousy?”

      “No. We are a unit. There is no jealousy within our cybernetic bond.”

      Her lips twisted. She needed to understand more about this “bond.” Exactly what it meant. What they thought this relationship would look like. She moved out of Gage’s embrace, sat up and placed her elbows on the table. She glanced back at Gage, for support, and then at Steel and Axel. “Can I ask you guys something?” she said.

      “Yes. You can ask us anything.”

      “Um, are you guys all together? I mean do you, um…” Oh hell, she was going to have to be explicit, no mincing of words. She swallowed. “Do you have sex with each other? Like you’re all in a relationship already and you’re adding me to it?” She felt the blush spread across her cheeks and down her neck. It was difficult to ask such personal questions, but she had to know, right? It wouldn’t change how she felt about them, but she had to understand the dynamics of their relationship with each other.

      Axel shook his head. “No, we are not sexually attracted to each other. We want one female to share.”

      Megan crooked an eyebrow at him. “Can you be a little more specific on what you mean by sharing? Sharing one at a time, like I sleep with Gage one night, then with Axel the next…”

      “That is acceptable, if that is what you wish, individual time with each of us,” Axel answered. “We want that, too. Individual time will be allotted. But we would prefer for the four of us to sleep together most nights as we did last night, in the same bed.”

      “Oh.”

      “And we want to have sex with you individually as well as have sex with you at the same time,” Gage said, his eyes filled with the intensity of a man who wanted…sex. He reached out a mechanical hand and took a strand of her long black hair, petting a curl in his silver fingers.

      Her body flooded with heat. With the epic idea of three lovers at once. Graphic images floated around in her head. “All of you, with me, at once?” she breathed.

      “Yes.”

      “Wow.”

      She’d been born and raised on the concept that one day she’d fall in love with and marry one man. One. Man. Or at least one man at a time. The only way she should have more than one husband in her lifetime was if she’d divorced and remarried. She wasn’t exactly a living-on-a-commune polygamist kinda girl. She usually wrote those types of places off in her mind as male-dominated, soul-crushing for women, institutions of patriarchal bullshit.

      How could it be okay for her to be part of this?

      But this was Gage, Axel and Steel. Cyborgs on the edge of the universe. Not a commune. Not…oh shoot, she had no idea what to do.

      “Can I think about this?” she asked.
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      Three outlaw Cyborgs wanted her to marry her?

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      She didn’t want to leave anymore, that didn’t seem necessary. Or at least she wasn’t in a rush to leave. The whole reason to leave was because she thought they were all monogamous and she’d have to choose one of them, which would be impossible. She thought she was monogamous! One partner at a time. And living in a situation where she was attracted to all three “brothers” and they were attracted to her—that was a disaster waiting to happen, because she’d have to choose one of them and then the nightmare of jealousy would ensue. So, she’d wanted out before the soap opera could unfold.

      But now, she didn’t have to choose, she could have all three men.

      They wanted to share the same bed with her at night, having sex with her at once? Her brain played out visuals of the logistics of that situation. She bit her lip, realizing it was the hottest idea ever.

      They wanted to marry her. All three of them wanted her as their wife. They wanted her to live with them and breed with them…have their children. But she wasn’t ready to go there yet. Literally yesterday she’d been on an alien slaver, running for her life. Two days ago she’d been raped and beaten. And now she was being told by three handsome men that they wanted to marry her and have sex with her at the same time. Oh, and they wanted her to bear their children.

      She placed a hand over her stomach. Breed with them? No birth control? She hadn’t been on anything back home because her IUD had gone past its time limit and she hadn’t had a chance to replace it yet. Not that she’d been in a rush, she hadn’t had a date in six months. So, getting pregnant wasn’t out of the question. She’d always wanted to be a mother and wanted a big family. She’d grown up an only child with basically no extended family, jealous of friends who had enormous families they could rely on, filled with love and laughter. A family for herself was something she’d always wanted.

      But…trying to live a life where she satisfied three men, with three husbands to keep happy. Was she up for this? She needed to think about it. Make sure she could actually do this and everyone would be content. Earlier, she’d told Gage, Axel and Steel that her hesitation didn’t mean she was saying no, she just needed time to think this through, to be sure.

      Because how could she say yes to being their mate so quickly? This was a life-long decision. These men would be the fathers of her children!

      And again, almost the most important reason to fret over—could she make this work where Gage, Axel and Steel felt equally valued?

      Because, really, that was going to be a lot of sex! Did she have the stamina to fulfill the needs of three Cyborgs? Emotionally and physically? To be all that they needed? She couldn’t say yes to them and let them into her heart unless she was certain she could do this. It wasn’t fair to her, or to them.

      “Megan?”

      She shook her head to clear it of the burning questions dragging her into the deep end of the pool—refocusing on the tour of the facility they were giving her.

      “It’s difficult to get things you need from the four sectors to The Swirl,” Steel continued with his lecture. “Supplies aren’t shipped to us, because no one can reliably travel back and forth. If you make it out here, bypassing the four black holes, you’re here to stay because going back is equally as treacherous.”

      “Oh,” she answered.

      “We came out here originally in a stolen prototype Hurlian fighter ship. Because of our cybernetics we can remotely access computers and make changes. We took over the ship, which was their newest model with secret weaponry, bypassing its security, coding it to us and locking out the Hurlians.”

      She smiled because this tour just got really interesting. “I bet that pissed them off, that you stole their top-of-the-line fighter ship.”

      Axel chuckled. “Yes, it did. This is exactly why we are at the top of the Hurlians’ Most Wanted List.”

      “You are? Right. On,” she blurted out. Megan put up a palm to give Axel a high five. He looked confused, so she ran him through the motions and taught him how to do a high five. “Oh wait, let me show you a fist bump, too,” she said.

      Gage grinned and shook his head. “Let’s show her the transporter and then the mini-forge.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her along down the hallway.

      Megan had to step quickly to keep up with the men’s large strides.

      “How did you bypass the black holes?” she asked Steel as they stopped in front of yet another nondescript door in yet another neutral hallway.

      He put his hand over the panel and the door slid open. “There is a passage,” he said, “that has already been mapped out, but it is kept closely guarded by the Cyclers. It’s still rough and dangerous and not a route taken lightly, because even a nanco of error is a sentence of certain death. Without the route, safe passage to The Swirl is fifty percent. With the passage, the safety rate increases to sixty-five percent.”

      She grimaced. “That’s still not that great.”

      “Yes. But it was our best chance. We knew of the existence of this route but were not able to access it, so we recreated it.”

      “You can do that?”

      Axel grinned and tapped the side of his head with a finger. “Quantum computing.”

      She burst out laughing. Which felt really good. “Oh, yeah, because you guys are actually super-smart computers.”

      Steel looked down at her, his gaze filled with heat. “But we are men, too.”

      Wow.

      They walked into the transporter room and looked around.

      “It’s difficult to get new things,” Steel said. “If you want something it has to be teleported from the four sectors, which is expensive because of the ultra-long range. Signal degradation is a real concern. You need to arrive with what you’ll mainly have and then add some things as time passes.”

      “Our teleporter is mainly used for industrial purposes only,” Gage said.

      “Meaning it’s not perfectly safe long-distance?”

      “Yes.”

      Megan thought about it. “So, you originally arrived out here five years ago on a Hurlian ship, which had…what? How did you end up with this facility?”

      “There were already a few Cyclers out here who’d staked claims of sections of The Swirl. They were here cutting small pieces of it. Wasn’t much of a business. Subsistence.”

      “Oh. So basically you followed the Gold Rush. You guys are like men who left cities in the east and came out on covered wagons. You made it over the mountains, bought out someone else’s claim, and now you’re camped out next to a river, panning for gold.”

      They all three stared at her, not understanding a word she was saying. She shrugged. “Sorry, guys, obscure original planet reference. I’ll probably make a lot of them, say a lot of things you won’t understand.”

      Steel nodded and continued, “We bought this facility from a Cycler who’d suffered from space isolation sickness. His mental health had deteriorated to the point where he wanted out and was willing to risk traveling back.”

      Megan frowned. That didn’t sound good.

      “He chose to leave The Swirl and travel to the four sectors. He left us what he had.”

      Gage snorted. “Which wasn’t much. We’ve fixed up every square inch of this facility.”

      “What happened to him, the guy who left?” she asked.

      “He died. The chances of making it back alive were less than sixty percent.”

      She was quiet for a second. “It’s like Russian roulette,” she said. “I can’t believe I made it here alive in that escape pod.”

      “You were very lucky,” Axel agreed.

      Suddenly the chatting was over, and Axel’s features morphed into a mask of “all business.” “There’s trouble,” he announced.

      “I hear it, too,” Gage said, standing up.

      “What’s wrong?” Megan asked.

      “It’s Trish,” Steel answered. “She requires our assistance.”

      “Trish?” Who the hell was Trish?

      “Goddamn freeloaders,” Axel grumbled. “They consider her a weak link.”

      “Come with us, we’re transporting to Section Fourteen,” Steel said.

      “But…what…” she sputtered.

      There were four light disks on the floor, each of them lit up and easily identifiable as a position to stand. The men each stepped on one and gestured for her to step on the last one. “But I thought you said this teleporter was for industrial purposes only,” she shouted over the buzz of the system warming up.

      Axel raised his voice. “That’s for long-range teleporting to the four sectors. It works perfectly, according to interspecies safety specifications for short-range trips.”

      “Don’t worry, beautiful,” Gage shouted.

      She felt a warm fuzzy bubbling in her stomach, and in the blink of an eye she wasn’t standing in the teleporter room of the facility they’d just left anymore, but in a different room, very similar to the first, but with blue walls.

      A woman came running into the room. She had a willowy, athletic form and shiny straight black hair swept to her shoulders in a blunt cut. She wore severe, vaguely military-looking black clothing, similar in style to the Cyborgs. “It’s a group of Peerans!” the woman declared. “They want to take over this section for themselves. They know I’m a female, alone, and they think they can easily take over.”

      “Cannibals,” Axel sneered.

      “I fucking hate Peerans,” Gage muttered.

      Steel’s eyes narrowed. “We’ll take care of them.”

      Trish snorted. “I can take care of them! I just wanted you to help me out. To make it quick. Plus, this is the fourth time this has happened, maybe it’s time we left a survivor to report back that I’m not working on my own.”

      “We’ll go, you stay here and take care of our new Bride,” Gage said.

      Megan choked, her face turning hot. New Bride? Jeez, she’d told them she needed time to think about it, and Gage was announcing her to others as their Bride?

      Steel elbowed Gage and glared at him. Axel was frowning. Gage put his palm and his other mechanical hand up. “What?” he asked.

      “Megan said she needed to think about it,” Axel reminded him.

      Gage rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry, beautiful.”

      “Your Bride?” Trish questioned. She glanced over at Megan. Looked her up and down. Megan didn’t know what to do. She had no idea who this woman was or what role she played in the three “brothers’” lives.

      Sirens started blaring. “Stay here and protect Megan,” Steel ordered. “We will eliminate the Peerans.” And then the men were gone and the women left behind.

      Trish turned and kicked a wall. Sparks flew out of a broken panel. “Follow me,” she gritted.

      They walked out of the transporter room and into hallways that looked exactly the same as the facility the brothers lived on. Finally, Trish opened the door to the bridge and they entered together. Trish strode across the room and began touching screens on a console with jerky motions, her lips a thin line.

      Megan trailed behind. “Hi, I’m Megan,” she offered.

      “I heard,” Trish answered, her tone neither welcoming or off-putting, but somewhere in between. She continued to work at her station, as if Megan didn’t exist.

      Megan slid into a seat nearby. “I suppose it’s annoying to have to stay behind and babysit the new girl.”

      Trish gave her a side-eye and then went back to her screens. “A human,” she stated. “Interesting.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How did you manage to survive the trip out here?”

      Megan shifted in her seat. Who was this woman? If the men had been looking for a female to share, why didn’t they just pick Trish? Why did they act like it had been hard for them to find the right woman? Trish was achingly beautiful. And they seemed super close. She was even their neighbor and doing the exact same job they were doing. “I was in an escape pod that crashed nearby,” she said, not wanting to go into the ugly truth about the slavers just yet. That story could easily be saved for another day. Today she wanted to focus on something else. One catastrophe at a time. “They found me yesterday and basically saved my life. I would’ve died from my injuries if they hadn’t found me and taken me to their medical bay.”

      Trish nodded, still not directly looking at her. “You were lucky to make it here alive.”

      Megan nodded back absently. She’d heard that phrase so many times it might as well be on a mug.

      “I haven’t seen another human in over five years. Where did you live on New Earth?” Trish asked. “Were you born in Singapore? Paris?”

      “Oh, I’m not from there, I’m from Earth, the original planet.”

      Trish stopped what she was doing and turned toward Megan, staring at her with intense, black eyes and longer-than-long eyelashes. “What? What did you say?”

      “I’m…I’m from the original planet.”

      “No,” Trish gasped. “That’s just a story. A tall tale. There isn’t an original planet anymore. It’s just a story people say to make us believe there’s somewhere else, somewhere better.”

      “No, Earth exists, and I really am from there. Billions of people live on the planet Earth. I was captured by slavers and I escaped on that pod. I’ve never been to New Earth.”

      Trish bent her knees and sank before Megan, staring into her eyes. Examining her face. “Your accent, it’s different.” She placed strong, elegant hands on Megan’s knees. “A human from the original planet. I…I can’t believe…” she choked. “Sorry.” She shook her head. “I’m not used to these emotions. They’re still a bit…overwhelming.”

      Megan placed a hand on top of Trish’s. “And I can’t believe there are humans on a whole other planet out here somewhere.”

      Trish waved a dismissive hand. “It’s called New Earth. It’s a shithole.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah, those assholes, the Hurlians, are in charge of it. Although, I heard a rumor, which I’m not sure is true, that the Xylans went to war with the Hurlians and kicked them off of New Earth. I heard that New Earth is now free from Hurlian rule. I hope it’s true.”

      “Does that mean you could go back there again?” she asked, thinking of the three men she lived with who hadn’t seen their families since they were children.

      A pained look flashed across Trish’s face. She stood back up and walked to her console. “No, we can’t. It’s because we’re Cyborgs, which are illegal. Even on New Earth they follow all intergalactic laws. And also, New Earth isn’t a place to go if you’re hiding from the Hurlians, because Hurlians are there constantly.”

      Megan stood up. What. The. Hell. “Wait. You’re a Cyborg, too?” Why didn’t people tell her these things?

      Trish grinned. “Yeah. I’m built like Steel. I look normal, but my limbs are all replaced with advanced cybernetics with synthetic skin overlay. I have implants in my brain, too, so I can talk to them remotely, and also I can contact any of the computer systems remotely. The men just let me know it’s okay to tell you everything about us. No secrets.”

      “You guys are all talking to each other right now, in your heads?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, tell them I’m completely pissed off that they didn’t tell me you’re also a Cyborg. No secrets means no secrets.”

      Trish smiled.

      “Well,” Megan demanded, “tell me all the things. How did you guys all end up together out here?”

      Trish smiled wider. “We escaped together. I was in the right place at the right time, easy for Axel to grab and take with them as the explosives they’d set detonated behind us. We barely got out with our lives. There are so many Cyborgs left behind hidden in other outposts, still suffering. But there’s nothing we can do. Going back won’t help them to escape, it will just get us killed. We live quiet, on the edge of the universe, knowing they won’t find us here. The men chose names for themselves that reflected their machine selves. That’s because prior to that we were all referred to by our identification numbers. I never knew my birth name, so when I escaped I looked up common New Earth female names and found this one, Trish, which I liked. I named myself.”

      “You’re super strong like them, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “I suppose.”

      Megan thought about her past with the slavers and realized this woman standing before her was also a survivor of abuse. She’d been tortured her whole childhood and on into adulthood. “It would be weird having these things that are essentially superpowers, but at the same time the way you got them is pure torture. I guess it takes away from the enjoyment.”

      Trish gave her a rueful smile. “Exactly.”

      “So you’re a neighbor? You live next door?”

      “I live and work very close. I used to live on their facility, in Section Fifteen, but one planetary cycle ago I moved into Section Fourteen, my own section of The Swirl that I work with my own mini-forge.”

      “Why?”

      Trish looked at her hands then up again, her lips curving. “I needed my own space. Living with three hyper-protective brothers was never going to lead to me finding my own mate, or one day starting my own family unit.”

      “Brothers?” she laughed. “So you four are like brothers and sisters?”

      “Of course,” Trish answered. “We were raised together in the programmer’s citadel. I had a sister, but she died in a training exercise.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Megan said. And she meant it, she really did.

      Trish nodded. “It was a long time ago now, but I still miss her.”

      “I understand, about you moving next door. Are there men for you to meet out here? I mean, isn’t this deep space, out in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Not yet, but I haven’t met all of the Cyclers.”

      Megan’s brow furrowed. “You haven’t met everyone? Haven’t you guys lived out here for five years already?”

      Trish shrugged. “The Swirl is very big, and the Cyclers are very remote and isolated.”

      “Well, I guess so.”

      Trish burst out laughing. “Axel just ordered me to change the topic of our conversation.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. “Aren’t they supposed to be fighting cannibals? How are they doing this and chatting with you?”

      Trish snorted. “It’s only Peerans. I could’ve taken care of them myself. In fact, I shouldn’t have called for my brothers’ help. Of course, they would take over. They think it’s fun. But I want fun, too!” she shouted, Megan supposed, for the men’s benefit.

      “Trish,” Megan breathed. “Can I tell you something?” Because, dammit, she had to talk to someone about this.

      “Of course.”

      “Remember when Gage referred to me as his Bride?”

      Trish smiled. “Yes.”

      “Well, he said that because…I guess your brothers want to marry me, they want me as their mate, which to me means they’d all be my husbands. I would be married to all three of them at the same time. And they want me to stay with them forever and have their offspring.”

      “What?” Trish sputtered. “They said that?”

      “Yes. They did. I couldn’t believe it, either. All three of them…”

      Trish crooked an eyebrow. “I figured this would happen.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, that part about all three of them wanting the same female doesn’t surprise me. It’s the part where they decided on you so quickly that I’m surprised about. They’ve always had that link. I’m linked to them, too, but not at the level they are with each other. I was like that with my sister, though, so I can understand their circuity. I can only gain access to them remotely to send messages, that’s it. But they have a higher level linkage within their system. It makes sense that this whole time they’ve been planning to find one female to share between the three of them. They are so close, I can’t imagine them living separately.”

      Megan blushed, imagining what being with all three of them at once meant. And also knowing that Trish knew what that meant, too.

      “We don’t do stuff like this on Earth,” she admitted. “Well, in my specific culture we didn’t. In fact, being married to more than one person is illegal where I come from. So, as you can imagine this is hard for me to wrap my brain around. I can’t help but feel like I’m being bad.”

      Trish was quiet for a moment, then answered, “Don’t forget we live out here in deep space. The Swirl is uncharted and unclaimed except by Cyclers. There are no laws, no rules out here. Cyclers live by their own code of honor. We don’t pay taxes and we take care of ourselves. Take care of our own. This is a place where you can be whoever you want to be, do what you want as long as you aren’t hurting anyone else. No one out here will ever question or judge you for who you used to be, or who you are now, or the type of life you choose to lead. Because what do the other Cyclers care? They are busy making money and leading their own lives. Out here, you do what you want.”

      “Hmm…” This was something to think about. No one to judge. Doing whatever the hell she wanted… “Thank you for that.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      The whole facility vibrated. Megan gasped, sat down and clicked on her seat belt. “Oh my gosh, what was that?”

      Trish shrugged and checked the console. “They blew up the Peerans’ ship.”
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      One week later

      “Megan.”

      Megan laughed at the Creekan vid that was going viral of a baby Creekan accidentally splashed with water by its father and blinking with the cutest bulbous eyes imaginable.

      “Megan.”

      Darling. She hoped to meet actual Creekans someday.

      “Megan.”

      “Hmm?” She paused the vid.

      “Megan, it’s time for dinner.”

      She looked up. All three of the men were at the kitchen table, waiting for her.

      Oops.

      “Sorry.” She put down her tablet, the amazing glass tablet Steel had given to her seven days ago. Seven crucial days in which she’d researched the hell outta the four sectors’ alien internet. And it was a blast. He’d passed it over to her the morning after they’d met up with Trish, like it was nothing. But to her, it was everything.

      The four sectors was suddenly a mystery that could be unlocked. She’d spent the whole week on that tablet and also opening up the occasional large holo vid screen, wrapping her brain around how their “online” community worked, figuring out the different species and getting a basic overview of life out here. It was fascinating to try and unravel the four sectors’ equivalent to Facebook, Twitter or YouTube. And they had it, they did, it was just light years more advanced than anything back home, and Megan was so impressed with the way all of the species seemed to co-exist. She’d already made dummy accounts for herself, using made-up names and fake species profiles, just to lurk and learn the lay of the land. Then later, she figured she could delete those when she felt ready and restart with different profiles she planned to grow.

      She sat on the new couch she’d recently ordered, teleported here piece by piece, reassembled with Gage’s help, and placed right next to the big sweeping view of space and The Swirl. Sort of her new hangout area. Her office, right here in a corner of the mess hall. She loved it so much. And she’d even gotten the couch on sale, which she was extremely proud of. It really hadn’t cost much. The men, of course, had told her not to worry, to spend currency and buy what she wanted, but she couldn’t bring herself to strain their already tight finances over nonessentials. Because, come on, how much money could metal recyclers be making? They seemed to be able to afford what they needed, but she wanted to help them keep it that way.

      She’d just really needed somewhere to sit other than on a few stainless steel-looking chairs, or seats built into work stations. This was supposed to be their home, right? And well, it needed to look and feel a bit more like an actual home, with real places to relax. Cyborgs, she was learning, didn’t understand the concept of needing to relax, time off, or vacations.

      Although, if she was staying, it would be great to add more furniture here, so the men could sit with her. Maybe each month she could search for more sales and add a new piece of furniture here and there. She’d noticed the four sectors had a major obsession with reality shows. There was so much to choose from. She’d love to be able to veg out right here with the men at night, after dinner, with plenty of room for everyone, watching some of those shows together. It would be fun.

      She glanced over at Gage, Axel and Steel, wondering if that type of life, with all three of them, was doable or pie in the sky. Of course, it was entirely up to her. In reality, the men were waiting on her. And not just for dinner.

      Megan stood up, wearing a new outfit from the free section of the clothing fabricator, but this time it was a short dress with a lower neckline. She strode over, perfectly aware they were watching her every movement.

      None of them had so much as touched her all week. For seven days straight they’d given her the space she needed. No heated glances. No suggestive phrases. Not once had any of them mentioned the idea of mating or breeding. Gage hadn’t even called her “beautiful.”

      She supposed this was because of her discussion with Trish. They’d heard everything, all of her fears and concerns, and must’ve decided amongst themselves to back off. Not that this was bad; it gave her time to get to know them better, to know this place better and to settle in. It had also given her more time to distance herself from the abuse on the slaver.

      She’d basically spent the last week lounging around the facility like she was on vacation, resting and reading, her eyes glued to this new alien internet. She’d smiled at Gage, or Axel or Steel, of course, and chatted with them a little, but mainly she was in her own head.

      And she sent text messages to Trish each day. They’d become good friends. Megan usually texted or video chatted with her. Trish thought it was weird that Megan would send her typed messages, like it was so old school, but old school or “original planet” was comforting to Megan, and sometimes she didn’t want to video chat.

      A week had passed by in this way in the blink of an eye.

      And each night she’d slept in the same ginormous bed with Gage, Axel and Steel.

      Even in bed at night, none of them pressed their erections against her. Which must’ve been difficult; there was bound to be an accidental brush of hard shaft. But there wasn’t. And she was forever grateful for their patience.

      She walked around constantly turned on because it was impossible for her to put aside the idea of being with these men. In fact, the wetness and heat between her thighs grew exponentially. She wasn’t blind to the fact that they were impossibly handsome. Any woman with eyes could see these men were sex on a stick. But it was weird, to be turned on. It was difficult for her to switch her mind from sex as brutality and torture, to sex as a thing of beauty between consenting adults.

      But each day she inched closer to normalcy.

      Weirdly, she was starting to feel comfortable at the facility. It was starting to feel home-like.

      And Megan was starting to understand the individual personalities of each man she was living with. Even though they shared a link, they were different people. Gage was the most touchy-feely and flirty. Steel was…hard as steel but with a marshmallow center, and Axel was more introspective and able to decipher emotions and body language.

      A routine had started to form. They ate dinner together in the mess hall. Food that was made entirely in the dispenser. Like microwave magic meals, but gourmet and fresh. Every single thing tasted amazing. Megan loved this because she’d never been much of a cook back home, never having any desire to learn. Axel took on the job of deciding what their meals would be and passing out the food. Gage brought the drinks. Megan and Steel cleaned up afterwards, which wasn’t too hard. They just picked up the plates and put them in a “dishwasher” with the food still on it, and later the dishes came out sparkling clean, the food having disappeared. The machine even restacked the dishware into the bottom of the food dispenser to be reused.

      The whole station was wired that way, with every high-tech cleaning device imaginable. And Megan loved it. In some ways the facility reminded her of that cartoon, The Jetsons. Cleaning drones ran mainly at night or early morning. When she returned to her room each day, the bed was made, the sheets fresh. The bathroom had been cleaned. All by a robot drone.

      She lifted her chin as she left the couch and walked over to the men, determined to follow through with the new plan she’d formulated that morning. Today Megan decided to do something different. She left her tablet behind, on purpose, as she walked to the table. All week she’d been so absorbed in her research, tapping on her tablet and asking them questions at every meal. She’d woken up this morning, though, feeling antsy as she lay next to Axel in bed, wanting to reach out and touch. She’d slipped out between Gage and Axel’s massive sleeping forms with regret so severe she almost turned around. When she joined Steel for breakfast, for once she hadn’t stared at her tablet. Instead, she’d stared at his lips, his ass, furtive glances at his crotch.

      Tonight, she was ready to step back into the arena. She wasn’t a virgin. This wasn’t her first rodeo. But she was ridiculously nervous at the idea of upgrading to three men at once. It was daunting. She definitely needed some liquid courage.

      “Gage.”

      He looked up, surprise evident on his face that she’d even spoken to him. Guilt washed through her. She’d spent far too long in her own head. These men had proven all week they had her best interests at heart. She was safe here. She needed to let them know that she knew they cared and she was grateful for their patience. And that she cared for them, too.

      “Could I get a shot of L’lav please?”

      Gage’s mocha eyes widened. Steel coughed uncomfortably.

      “Are you certain this is what you want?” Axel asked, his face solemn.

      “Absolutely.”

      “L’lav is a mind-stimulating drink.”

      “Exactly. Don’t worry, I’ve done my research. To me, it sounds like having a glass of wine with dinner. This is something I would’ve done back on Earth.”

      Gage nodded and stepped up to order her drink.

      She picked up a three-pronged fork and took a bite of dinner. Steel was still staring at her with his achingly gorgeous blue eyes. She met his gaze and gave him a mischievous grin. “Hey, just because you guys don’t drink alcohol, or ‘mind-stimulating drinks,’ doesn’t mean that I can’t.”

      He shrugged and picked up his own fork.

      The men chatted about their work like usual. Every night this last week she’d brought her tablet with her to the table and tapped on the screen, sucked into the online world, which was helping her to avoid the heartache of her recent past. They’d talked around her about debris they’d found and how best to tackle recycling it, or how to calibrate something they called a mini-forge. She ignored them and ate her dinner. Megan appreciated that they let her do that for seven whole nights. But tonight she was determined to start acting less like a houseguest and more like their mate.

      She took a sip of the L’lav shot Gage had given her, a warm glow starting in her chest, a lightness forming in her whole body.

      They wanted to breed her.

      She glanced at Axel. Watched his lips move as he spoke to Steel. The way his strong fingers gripped his fork. This whole idea of being bred by these men was starting to sound less scary and more like a terrific idea. She shifted in her seat as heat formed between her thighs.

      “You knew we weren’t brothers just by glancing at us?” Axel asked.

      Megan met his gaze and blinked, realizing she’d been daydreaming so hard she’d missed an entire conversation and a question directed her way. Shoot. Even on the night she was supposed to be all-in, she was dropping the ball.

      She tried her best to jump in. “Well, yeah, I knew you weren’t biological brothers, that was obvious because you guys aren’t the same ethnicity. I figured you felt like brothers because you were raised together and went through hell together.”

      “Eth-ni-ci-ty?” Gage sounded out slowly.

      “What does that mean?” Axel asked. “That word is unknown to us.”

      “Ethnicity?” Megan shrugged and waved a hand. “You know, your culture, your heritage. In America it’s where your family originally came from.”

      They all stared at her, quiet.

      She sighed. It was weird being around men who were human and yet had never been to the planet Earth.

      “We don’t have this thing you call…ethnicity,” Steel pointed out.

      Megan pursed her lips. Did a person even have ethnicity if you left Earth? “Maybe you don’t have ethnicity…” she proposed. “I mean, maybe it’s only something that’s important if you’re living on Earth. A way to classify where humans came from, or where they’re living now.”

      “But if we did live on Earth, what would our ethnicity be?” Axel questioned. “I’m curious.”

      “Well,” Megan said slowly. “This is tricky.” She looked over at Steel, who was sitting close. “Steel, I guess, would be from…oh shoot, I don’t know which country. England, or Norway, Sweden? I don’t know.”

      “Why am I from those countries?” he asked.

      “Because your skin is light, your hair is blond, and you have blue eyes. Your skin is like that because your ancient human ancestors lived in the coldest parts of the planet so needed less pigment in their skin to protect them from the sun.”

      His brow furrowed. “You can tell my ethnicity just by looking at me?”

      “Well, halfway. Ethnicity usually means, I think, also sharing a culture, traditions, and maybe even the same dialect in your language. So, yes, I can glance at your hair, skin and eyes to get a general idea, but nothing specific unless I know more.”

      “What about mine?” Axel asked. “What is my ethnicity?”

      “Oh gosh, I can’t place you very well either. I can only make a messy guess. Most likely your ancestors came from a country in Africa? There’s lots of countries there, and…I guess…the Caribbean? Sorry, I’m actually not that great with geography.”

      “Caribbean…” Axel repeated the word with wonder tinging his voice. “I like how that word sounds. Is my skin darker than Steel’s because my ancestors lived in warmer parts of the planet so needed more pigment on their skin to protect themselves from the sun?”

      “Yes, exactly!” Megan answered, pleased at how quickly he figured it out.

      “What is Gage?” Steel asked.

      She looked over at Gage, who was sitting there, typically expressionless. Which made her grin. Because of course he cared.

      “Gage is maybe from countries like Mexico or Central or South America, or maybe even Spain. Or, at least I think he is…” She threw her hands up. “You guys, this is hard. I can’t do this anymore. Really, the only way to know with one hundred percent certainty is by taking a DNA ancestry test.”

      “Mexico?” Axel burst out laughing. “What kind of word is that?”

      “Oh come on, Sweden is a weirder word than Mexico,” she shot back.

      “True, Sweden is a strange word,” Steel nodded.

      “Why am I from Mexico?” Gage rumbled.

      “Well, I don’t really know if you’re from Mexico. I’m guessing. There are so many countries you could be from. You have medium-toned skin, brown eyes and brown hair, so I’m hoping it’s a good guess. I can’t make a better guess unless I heard you speak a certain language or accent. And again, maybe I’m totally wrong about this and he’s a completely different ethnicity.” Megan stopped talking then, feeling frustrated at her lack of knowledge. And feeling uncomfortable at labeling a person simply by the color of their hair, skin and eyes.

      “That’s interesting,” Axel said. “How the language is so important to define ethnicity on the original planet. On New Earth everyone speaks English.”

      “Really? They do?” Megan sat up. “But there are hundreds of languages on the planet Earth. Mandarin Chinese is the most spoken language. I think Spanish is second. For everyone on New Earth to speak English, the Hurlians would’ve needed to only capture humans who spoke English. How is that possible?”

      “The Hurlians put a translator for English in all captured humans’ brains, changing them to instantly English-only speaking. The Hurlian trainers and programmers were given English chips. The Hurlians didn’t want to bother learning more than one language. They made a random decision that English was the official language of New Earth, and it was.”

      “Oh wow, so they just erased whole languages?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s awful. I’m surprised they didn’t just teach all of you the Hurlian language. You’d think that would’ve been easiest.”

      “We weren’t worthy enough to speak their civilized language.”

      “Oh.”

      They were all quiet for a moment.

      “What ethnicity are you?” Steel asked.

      “Me? Oh, well, I’m a mix.”

      “A mix?”

      “Yeah. First of all, I lived in America, which is a newer country that lots of humans all over the world migrated to, and everyone in my family has lived in America for generations, so we’re long removed from the original countries we came from. And then it gets even messier to pull apart my ethnicity because my dad was Caucasian, well, actually of German and English descent, my mom was half Black, half Korean. So, I don’t have one ethnicity, I have a mixture… Back on Earth, even if you’re American, they want you to fill out forms sometimes, saying what your original ethnicity is, and I never knew which one to bubble in…”

      “Is labeling a human with an ethnicity important on Earth?” Axel asked. “Does it add value?”

      She opened her mouth and shut it again, not knowing how to answer. “Well, back on Earth we liked to categorize people.” And yes, it did add value, or even took away a person’s value. She just hated admitting that this actually happened, because saying it out loud sounded terrible. She really did always try to live a life where she judged people by their kindness or if she seemed to “get along” with them, if they had things in common to talk about. Money, looks, ethnicity…none of this really ever mattered to her. “Nice person” had always been her criteria for friendship or connection.

      She supposed this attitude was holding her in good stead for quickly accepting the men seated in the room around her. She didn’t really care one bit about the fact that they were “Cyborgs” and illegal. She just cared if they were good men or not.

      “Was it important to you?” Gage asked.

      “No,” she said emphatically. “No it wasn’t.”
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      Later, Megan went into the bathroom and used the cleansing unit. She’d had two shots of L’lav and still felt the effects buzzing pleasantly through her body.

      The water in the cleanser was preloaded with shampoo, moisturizing soap and conditioner. The cleansing unit, hell, the whole bathroom, was easily one of her favorite things on this facility. The dryer made her black hair straight and shiny. Back on Earth, she’d spent ridiculous amounts of time and money to get her hair like this, and here it took minutes and cost nothing. And if she wanted, there was a different setting for wavy or curly.

      Damn, she could get used to this.

      Afterwards, she used the handy mouth cleanser and then slipped on her carefully selected pajamas. All week she’d been in a tunic and underwear, nothing special, just selected for comfort and covering extremities as she slept. Almost a shield against the three sexy men she slept with each night, the men she’d avoided touching. But tonight, she was going to bed in a red negligee with thin straps over the shoulders. It flowed closely over her body and ended up at mid-thigh. And most importantly, she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      She took a deep breath and opened the door.

      All three men were preparing for bed. Naked chests and sleep pants. She strutted past and threw Steel a smug look, noticing his rapt attention.

      Axel wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her neck. A shiver ran down her spine. “We sense your growing comfort,” he rasped.

      “You do?” She grinned.

      “We can read your physical reactions to us with our programming and also, we can smell your desire.”

      “Oh gosh.” Her face heated.

      “Get in bed,” Steel ordered.

      She practically hopped into bed.

      The three of them lay in the positions she was growing used to. Gage, then her, then Axel, then Steel. Sometimes they rotated, with Steel next to her. Three enormous Cyborgs, sexy beasts underneath white sheets.

      The lights lowered and…nothing happened. Gage’s steel arm glinted in the darkness, somehow pulling in and reflecting bits of light. She waited for a few moments, restless, and realized that they were waiting on her. This would play out however she wanted. They would fall asleep, or they would have sex. Either way, it was up to her.

      She turned to her side. “Gage,” she whispered. “Are you sleepy?”

      “No,” he murmured, turning his massive chest toward her. She loved cuddling with him. His huge, shiny metal arm was surprisingly gentle.

      She usually woke up in the morning with either Axel or Gage around her and the other one pressed behind her. At night she’d fall asleep with Steel doing the same. And that was all they’d done, cuddle. Which she’d appreciated so, so much. They hadn’t even kissed her.

      But tonight needed to be different.

      “I’m not planning on falling asleep right away,” she admitted, and moved closer.

      “Good.”

      His perfect lips were so close. She shivered, goosebumps moving along her spine.

      She reached up and brushed her fingers through his slightly curly brown hair, pushing it across his forehead. Then she used her palm to cup his bristled jaw. She’d been staring at those velvety lips all week as he’d talked to her, wondering what they’d feel like on her own.

      “What do you want, Megan?” he said, his voice hoarse.

      She lifted her chin, pressed closer, and went for it—she kissed Gage, letting him know exactly what she wanted. He groaned, pulling her in close, his metal hand on her hip, and kissed back. It started out small and soft, and then she opened her mouth, let him in further, and it turned into a torrential thunderstorm. One of those epic movie kisses.

      She placed her palm on his glorious chest, against all that warm skin, over his beating heart. Then her arms moved up and slipped around his neck. She clung to him like it was life or death, continuing to kiss him with all the energy that had built up inside of her over the last week of denial.

      When she came up for air, she realized Axel was right behind her, his body so close she felt the press of his shaft at her back and his lips on her neck and shoulder. He rocked against her, with promises of what was to come. Her skin flushed, and her lips parted. She felt warm all over. Blazing hot with need.

      Gage trailed gentle kisses down her neck and chest. Both of their hands roamed underneath her paper-thin nightgown and across her bare skin. Gage’s metal hand cupped her breast, roughly pinching her nipple. She moaned, arched closer, wanting more. She was now between two hard chests, one in front and one in back.

      A sense of urgency permeated their every move. They wanted her. Bad.

      Gage lifted her arms and yanked up her nightgown. It was up and off of her body in seconds. He leaned down and took one nipple in his mouth, scraping it lightly with his teeth. She cried out as a direct line of hot lava shot straight to her core.

      “It’s not fair that I’m the only one naked,” she told them.

      Axel chuckled.

      The bed moved as they all paused to pull off their sleep pants. Her eyes went to their cocks. She had to see them unveiled in all their glory. Magnificent hard shafts jutting upward. They fisted their cocks, presenting them to her. She licked her lips, feeling like a kid in a candy store, unsure where to start first.

      “Lay down, beautiful,” Gage murmured.

      She moved onto her back. Axel lay next to her and Gage on the other side, all three of them naked. “You keep calling me beautiful,” she told Gage, as she ran her hands over the dips and valleys along their six-pack abs, “but you guys are the ones who are beautiful.”

      Axel kissed her and then moved to her breast, pulling a nipple in, sucking, tugging. She held on to his head, wanting more. More.

      And then there was someone at the foot of the bed. She glanced down. Steel. He pushed her thighs apart. She eagerly splayed her knees to offer him easier access.

      He knelt between her legs and stared at her core for a moment, with rapt attention. Then he bent and pressed his lips to her belly button, trailing fiery kisses down to her mound. His finger ran down her slit, exploring her soft folds. She jerked in reaction to his touch. She was so, so wet and ready, her clit practically begging for attention.

      And then his head was between her legs and his tongue was on her nub like it was a life line. She’d been eaten out before by her previous boyfriend, but he’d done a lackluster job, barely spent any time on it and treated it like more of a chore or a gift to her, only because she asked. Steel worked her like he was starved, like this was his job and he was paid on commission.

      His tongue moved against her nub, right there in the spot she needed him most. Meanwhile, Axel continued to minister to one breast, and Gage reached down, plucking at her other nipple. She shifted her hips, seeking Steel’s attention, her mind concentrated on the tip of his tongue. On Axel and Gage. On everything.

      “Oh God. I’m so close. I’m…I’m…” she gasped.

      “Come for us,” Axel rasped. “We want to watch you come. We want to feel it.”

      Steel kept at it, giving her everything she needed, not stopping, speeding up and—

      Everything tightened then exploded, practically painful in its intensity. Wave after wave of pleasure pulsing through her body. She whimpered and bowed her back as the orgasm racked her body.

      Afterwards, she lay there, boneless as the men switched places. A smile permanently stamped on her face. The mattress dipped. Axel was on top of her. He bent down to give her a kiss. She knew what was coming next and she craved it.

      Gage sat up and offered her his cock, which she took all the way to the back of her throat. He was big and hard, difficult to take, but she was trying her hardest to stay on task. Steel took the other position to her right, his hips rocked with urgency as she stroked his glorious length.

      Axel speared her with two fingers. “You’re so wet for us. Dripping wet.”

      She whimpered.

      He reached farther down and rubbed her own wetness over her other, smaller entrance. “Next time, one of us will fuck you here, too.”

      Her eyes widened and her pussy gushed. “You like that?” he rasped.

      She nodded.

      Axel fisted his cock and leaned in to notch it at her entrance and she stiffened.

      One moment she was all-in and the next she was frightened. Alarmed. Suddenly everything changed. Anxiety swelled in her mind, building and building in intensity. This room with three sexy men she trusted shifted into an unsafe situation. Visions of how this went before, of the graphic pain she’d suffered the last time she’d been breached this way, flashed through her mind and lodged there, not letting go. The memories eclipsed everything else.

      She’d thought she was ready, but she wasn’t.

      In a sudden panic, her palms flattened on Axel’s chest. She gagged on Gage’s cock and pulled back, letting his shaft fall out of her mouth. Her hand dropped away from Steel. “No,” she croaked.

      Axel stopped; the head of his cock barely breached her entrance. She was suddenly terrified. Like a switch had been flipped.

      “Stop. Please…just stop.”

      Axel pulled out and sat at the end of the bed. They all stopped.

      She put her hands over her face. “I’m so sorry,” she cried. “So sorry. I thought I was ready, I really did.”

      Gage held her in his arms as she cried. She could feel his primed cock against her leg, which made her feel worse.

      She cried and cried. Ugly crying with snot and tears, her shoulders shaking. She wished she could stop the torrential downpour of emotions, but it seemed like everything she’d been trying to bypass this last week was gushing out. It was supposed to have been a night where she finally let them in, and instead she’d pushed them away. It was embarrassing to have them see her this way, and at the same time she was so grateful they were there and she wasn’t alone.

      Finally, she was able to dry her tears. Gage let her go and carefully turned her, passing her to Axel, who was sitting up in bed, as was Steel. She noticed that both of them were wearing sleep pants. And the lights were on, but soft. Gage slipped on his pants, too.

      Steel handed her her favorite sleep tunic, the one he knew she normally liked to sleep in night after night. The blue silk one she’d originally woken up in on day one here. She sat up and slipped it on over her head and leaned back into Axel’s arms.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered again.

      “Don’t worry, beautiful,” Gage said. “We understand.”

      “Take all the time you need,” Axel added. “We are ready when you are ready.”

      “We suffered from years of abuse from our programmers,” Steel said. “We understand your hesitation and your need to take the steps toward mating slowly. We can wait.”

      Axel kissed the top of her head. “Sleep,” he ordered.

      She nodded and snuggled deeper into his arms. Her eyes closed and the sweet bliss of their steady comfort rocked her to sleep.
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      Thank God.

      Megan glanced around the mess hall. Finally, the men had finished eating breakfast and had gone to work, leaving her alone. She sat down in her favorite spot on the couch, with the panoramic view of space spread before her, like diamonds scattered across black velvet.

      The three men had acted normal all morning, like nothing untoward had happened the night before. Like she hadn’t called a halt to their sexy times at exactly the worst possible moment, leaving them all high and dry as she wept in their arms.

      It was just terrible. Terrible.

      Tears sprang up in her eyes, again. A sour feeling settled in her stomach. Axel had started to penetrate, the tip of his cock had been inside of her. And he’d stopped. He stopped and pulled out, just like she’d asked. She couldn’t keep from remembering the whole appalling episode. It flashed in her mind like the worst kind of meme.

      They were so wonderful about it though. So wonderful.

      It never ceased to amaze her that despite the fact Axel, Gage and Steel were half-machine, half-man supersoldiers who’d been tortured and abused since childhood—men living without emotions for most of their lives. Men who were being hunted down by Hurlians and who the whole four sectors would lynch and mob if their true identity was discovered—they were turning out to be the nicest, most patient men she’d ever met.

      Megan took a deep breath, touched her tablet and paused. She stared out the window, wondering what she should say. She bit her lip and looked back at the screen. Finally, she typed Trish a carefully worded text: Last night I tried to “sleep” with Gage, Axel and Steel, but I flaked at the worst possible moment and got scared. I had a sexual abuse flashback and it ruined everything and I was crying. I feel terrible.

      She hit send, set the tablet down in her lap and took a sip of Traq. In a few moments a little moving wave at the bottom appeared, signifying Trish was responding. A watery smile spread across Megan’s face.

      But worry also knotted her stomach. Had she said too much?

      Finally, Trish’s response appeared on the screen. Megan took a deep breath and picked up the tablet: Flaked? Not sure what that word means, but guessing you got scared and asked them to stop the mating and they did?

      Megan blew out the breath she’d been holding, relieved to see Trish was fine with the subject of this conversation and willing to go there with her. Yes.

      What’s wrong with that? Did they tell you we’ve been abused, too? I try my best to not remember all the crap that went down when I was living with my programmers. I consider myself lucky it all happened prior to the addition of my emotion chip. They thought they could do what they wanted to us because we were Cyborgs, we healed fast, we never got sick and best of all, they’d stripped us of emotions. They felt they could rape this Cyborg girl (me) as much as they wanted because, even though I was physically stronger than all those Hurlians, they had control of my self-destruct switch. I was their indestructible little sexual play toy.

      Megan swallowed against the rage tightening in her throat and chest and responded: Wow, your programmers were the same level of asshole as my alien slaver captors.

      Yep.

      There was a pause, Megan could see the wave on the bottom and knew Trish was writing more. Didn’t you blow up their ship? Trish asked.

      Yes. I set it on self-destruct and jettisoned out with an escape pod.

      They’re gone, Megan. Isn’t that important?

      Tears stung at her eyes. It is important. Megan sniffed and wiped the wet off her face. Thank you for that. IT IS IMPORTANT. Damn, that emotion chip is turning you into some kind of empath.

      Girl, let’s remember I just got emotions, like, yesterday. Trish responded. Let’s not get carried away.

      Megan snort-laughed. Trish loved original planet language. She was constantly adopting words and phrases Megan used. It was darling. She took a moment, then responded: The men told me they understood, that it had happened to them, too. They didn’t go into detail though. I couldn’t be sure if they were talking about abuse in general or sexual abuse.

      It’s their story to tell, Trish answered, so I can’t say much. But it was bad. Sometimes I wonder if Steel got the worst of it because he looked the most “Hurlian.” Believe me: they, me, we all understand what you’re going through.

      Megan smiled and replied: Axel said to take as much time as I needed, there was no rush and to wait until I was ready.

      Trish sent back the four sectors’ equivalent of a smiley face emoji, which caused Megan to snort-laugh into her oversized mug of Traq. A badass female Cyborg supersoldier was sending emoji?

      She laughed again. Thank you. I needed that. And then she paused, uncertain…but decided to go for it. Love you, Trish.

      I love you too, human. Her new friend responded. And I mean it, because I have an emotion chip now!

      

      Ten minutes later Megan felt prepared to walk into the bridge to rejoin the men. Her conversation with Trish had really helped. She was ready to face the music and restart her day.

      Gage smiled as she entered the room and crooked a metal finger at her. “Come here, female,” he ordered. She snorted and walked over, sat in his lap and leaned into his massive chest. His biological arm and his metal arm both wrapped around her. The best hug ever.

      “Trish is coming over,” Axel announced.

      Megan smiled. “Good.”

      Steel nodded and kept working. Gage didn’t even respond.

      She liked the idea that these men were so comfortable with their “sister” that she could pop in practically unannounced, for no real reason other than to chat, and it was no big deal. And since she liked Trish, too, and essentially, she’d always thought of herself as a more-the-merrier type of person, this made her happy.

      Axel met her gaze and winked.

      Her face heated. Oh jeez. A Cyborg with one eye, who had to be at least six foot five and freakishly strong, with harsh features and a raspy voice that sounded barely human, had just winked at her. And she was on Gage’s lap and she could feel his erection against her ass. She almost melted into a puddle.

      She turned and whispered into Gage’s ear. “Honey, I need to get up and make some Traq. You want some, too?”

      He chuckled. “No, thank you.”

      He let her go and she went to the counter and prepared a fresh cup.

      Trish entered the bridge and plopped down in an empty seat. Megan sat down next to her. “You want some Traq?” she asked. She’d installed a beverage dispenser on both the bridge and the mini-forge and already calibrated them to dispense Earth-type coffee drinks, as well as three varieties of Traq. Now it was just a matter of converting the rest of them to her way of thinking.

      Trish scowled. “No, that stuff is disgusting.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. Oh well, Rome wasn’t built in a day. She lifted her cup and pointed at Steel. “I’m hoping your brother is going to start explaining to me how this place works. I don’t really understand what they do here.” Which, okay, was all her fault because she’d spent a whole week in her head, on her tablet or holed up in the bedroom. But she was ready now. Ready to take in the realities of day to day. And also, she really wanted to know what made these men tick. What was important to them.

      Axel and Steel finished their conversation and Steel turned back, giving her his full attention. He smiled. “We recycle,” he answered. “That’s what we do here. We created the mini-forge to make the recycling more efficient and profitable. In the past, scrap metal recyclers had to go through the bother of sorting their metal. They’d use magnets to try and determine what types of metal they were working with, or they’d try to identify it visually by color or weight. They’d also have to clean the metal to retain value. We don’t have to do any of that. The forge determines type and separates, then melts it separately into blocks for easy resale. We tackle the wreckage bit by bit and cut up or shred the ships and debris into chunks that fit into our forgery machine.”

      She took a sip of Traq. “So you guys invented this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wow.”

      Trish rolled her eyes. “They’re being humble,” she said. “They invented the mini-forge and that’s why this whole operation in The Swirl exists, why all these recyclers are here, staking out their territories and making a great living. All because these three invented a new technology to recycle the scrap metal. The combined quantum computing they can do in their network unit enabled them to see things no one had seen before. Prior to our arrival there were only five Cyclers out here, now there are thirty-two and counting.”

      “We made the mini-forge because metal recycling was formerly large scale and done on planetary forges,” Steel said. “Never before had it been small scale and with such precise division of the base metals.”

      “But they also universally patented it,” Trish said. “And they sell the schematics of their invention at a reasonable price to others in the four sectors.”

      Megan put down her mug. A hand flew to her chest. “You not only recycle junk metal using that mini-forge, but you have a side business where you sell the plans for others to make their own mini-forge?”

      “Yes.”

      She let out a bark of laughter. “Oh my gosh, are you guys rich?”

      Gage shrugged. “We have all the currency we need.”

      Trish snorted. “They’re rich.”

      Megan shook her head. “And can you believe I’ve been trying to not spend much money. I’ve been careful to only buy exactly what I needed because I was worried about you guys. Worried I’d spend too much of your currency and I’d put you in a tight place.”

      Trish laughed. “That’s why you’ve been buying only the free clothes and purchasing items on sale, because you thought they were poor?”

      Axel’s lips twitched. Steel and Gage were both outright laughing.

      “Yeah, fine, laugh at my stupidity. What does the Earth girl know? Right?”

      “I told her many times to purchase what she wanted,” Steel said. And then they all started laughing again. Jeez. Who knew Cyborgs had a sense of humor?

      “Okay, okay. Now, tell me, how do you sell these plans for the mini-forge?”

      “We produce them here,” Gage answered, still smiling. “I do it with the help of the AI, then I use the transporter to send them to customers. Steel and Axel are on the recycling and I produce the mini-forges. I send the customers schematics so they can build it at their location, but I also build the proprietary part that they need to run their mini-forge. Without it their forge is useless. That part I build here and ship using the transporter. The schematics can be sent as holo vid.”

      “We are the only ones making these,” Steel said. “We invented them in order to recycle our section of The Swirl. We came out here five planetary rotations ago, after we were running from the Hurlians. We came through the four black holes, certain that coming to uncharted space was our only recourse in gaining our freedom. We came out here and saw The Swirl. We docked nearby and immediately saw the potential for profit. The four of us had no home planet, no people, no family. Nothing. Just each other. Trish helped, too. She receives a percentage of the patent.”

      “We only have rights to the Universal Patent for seven planetary cycles. Our patent will expire in two cycles, but we’ve gained so many currency credits, we’re set for life.”

      “So, Steel is your sales team.”

      “Yes,” Trish said. “I used to help, but I moved next door and I’m busy with my own work.”

      “I hate sales,” grumbled Steel.

      Megan brightened. “I’d love to help you with that,” she offered. “I actually like customer service.”

      All four of them stared at her. “You enjoy speaking with beings, communicating with them over vid?” Steel asked, like she was crazy.

      She tried to explain. “Back on Earth I worked at a place called Starbucks.”

      “Starbucks? What is that, a space station?”

      “No,” she laughed. “It is a place that sells coffee and food. People back on Earth really liked it. It was very popular. I was at the front counter, or at the drive-thru, dealing with customers all day long, trying to give them what they needed and make sure they left happy. It was what I did. And I was also in college studying marketing. I planned on building my whole career in sales. Preferably online marketing.”

      “Did you enjoy your work?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “I liked helping people. I was good at it, the customer service.”

      “You can help me with mini-forge sales and distributing raw material to customers,” Steel said. “I need someone to sell this. The sales of the mini-forge schematics have grown to be more than I can handle.”

      Megan rubbed her hands together. “I’d be happy to help,” she said, thrilled to finally have something productive to do.
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      Megan started her new-found career of mini-forge sales later that same day. She was so damn excited to have an actual purpose. A reason to get out of bed each morning. A job. A future. Oh wow…a career? And one that even aligned with what she’d planned back on Earth. Could this be more perfect? This would keep her mind off of the past and focused on the future.

      Trish stayed with them for lunch in the mess hall and then left to work on her own forge. Steel and Axel were now outside the facility, wearing their super-cool force field suits, tackling some new jagged piece of metal they were readying to recycle. Apparently, it was a project that would take hours of work. Meanwhile, Gage was busy melting shredded piles of metal and monitoring the mini-forge as it separated the raw materials.

      Megan tagged along with Gage, wanting to learn exactly what this mysterious mini-forge did that made it so special. She needed to understand it in order to effectively sell it to potential customers. She was going to be in charge of selling not only the schematics of this forge to beings around the four sectors, but she’d also be selling blocks of raw metal.

      It was a job she was genuinely interested in, and she planned on taking it very seriously. Yes, she was young—back home she hadn’t made it out of college yet—but she really felt she could do this. She was ready, and flattered the men were trusting her with this responsibility. This was their business, the equivalent of a million-dollar industry. These guys were to the four sectors what Silicon Valley entrepreneurs were like to humans from Earth. She was determined to not let them down.

      And being with Gage and watching him work—this was no hardship.

      Close to the forge it was hot as Hades. She watched Gage as he labored next to the gray square box that was the main kiln. He looked like a sexy blacksmith. Or a miner. A smudge of grease on his sweaty face. He wore a sleeveless black shirt that exposed the shiny metal of his left side juxtaposed against the epic beauty of his perfectly defined, muscular right arm. The bunch and strain of his muscles as he loaded the shredder was a thing of beauty. He lifted and tossed piles of metal she was certain no ordinary man could possibly handle. Droplets of sweat ran down his face. His shirt was wet with sweat and sticking to his chiseled chest. She wanted to run up and lick him dry.

      “Can I help?” she yelled.

      “No,” he shouted over the screaming steam of the machine. “Too dangerous.”

      Megan sat down in the seat he’d originally placed her in, far enough away to assure her safety but close enough to see the entire production.

      Her gaze focused on the man more than his work. He paused and picked up a rag to wipe sweat off his face. She bit her lip. Her whole body clenched with arousal. He chugged back most of a bottle of water, using the back of his hand to wipe water away from his mouth. Dear God, it should be a crime for a man to be that handsome.

      He glanced up and caught her checking him out. Heat ran across her cheeks. She looked away, at the backside of the forge, pretending to examine the automated system.

      She heard him chuckle.

      Dammit.

      She stood up, feeling his stare, knowing he was watching her every movement. She didn’t dare look in his direction.

      The mini-forge made a grinding noise as it shut down. She looked up. Gage tore off his heavy work gloves and flicked his metal fingers, wordlessly ordering her to join him. He grinned—sexy and arrogant—straight white teeth flashing against tan skin. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      Oh, what the hell, why not?

      She stepped close. He was so big and muscular, he seemed to block everything out behind him. His muscles stretched the fabric of his shirt. The entire room that housed their mini-forge operation had narrowed down in her mind to one thing: Gage. She’d lived with him for over a week now, slept beside him in the same bed night after night, and her desire for this man was growing exponentially.

      And last night they’d kissed. And oh, that kiss.

      He stared at her for long moments with hooded eyes. His gaze seemed to see straight through her, to parts that wanted him in her arms, in her heart. She licked her lips. He reached out and pulled her in close, all power and raw strength. And then he was kissing her again, his lips rough and almost violent. She reached up and ran her hands through his hair, holding his head and pressing against his hard body so they were practically one. He sucked her bottom lip between his teeth.

      Gage tore his mouth from hers. “What do you want?” he rasped.

      Did she have the courage to ask for what she wanted? Would she be able to follow through this time? Just last night she’d been too terrified to let Axel continue.

      But…her core was wetter than wet, begging to be filled with this man’s penis. His lovely, big, magnificent penis which was entirely nothing like the abuse she’d experienced. Nothing.

      “I want you,” she admitted. “I want to finish what we started.”

      He licked his lips and nodded. “On your knees,” he ordered.

      She complied as fast as humanly possible. Her knees hit the hard floor, slightly uncomfortable, but it somehow added to the sexiness.

      Gage opened his trousers, reached in and took out his impressive erection. The purple head beaded with precum.

      Oh wow.

      She took him in her hand, trembling with nerves. There was fear again. The slavers had forced her to take their barbed cocks in her mouth. She took a deep breath. If she let the past ruin her future, those fuckers won. And no way would she let them win.

      She was deeply attracted to Gage. She cared for him. He cared for her…

      Megan took a deep breath and kept going.

      Gage was the thickest of the three men. She’d noticed that last night. She took him in her hand, her fingers unable to meet around his shaft. He watched as she stroked him up and down. His erection inches away from her mouth now, straining, hard as the metal they recycled. He gripped the back of her head, his fingers threaded through her hair. She carefully swirled her tongue around the wide head and inside his slit, tasting his sex. He groaned. His hips moved forward, seeking her attention. She gently sucked him into her mouth, the first couple of inches were intimidating.

      “Beautiful,” he moaned above her.

      He slid all the way in, bumping against the back of her throat. She tried not to gag. He retreated slightly. Then his hips sped up and her head bobbed as she took him, back and forth, holding on. She sucked as hard as she could, swallowing every bit of his length. He continued, forming a rhythm she was able to take, a tempo he knew she could master.

      She could hear his breath racing. His muscles were trembling.

      “Stop,” he groaned. “I’m too close. I want to come inside of you.”

      He pulled out, bent down and lifted her in his arms, light as air. In a few steps he had her braced against the nearest wall.

      “Wrap your legs around me,” he said, panting.

      She did as he asked. A desperate and needy feeling clogged her mind, urging her forward.

      His hand smoothed up her hip, pushing back her skirt and exposing her panties to his view. He reached down with a metal hand and tore off her underwear. Tore it right the fuck off and tossed the ruined fabric to the side.

      Her mouth dropped open.

      He grinned.

      She was completely exposed to him. Naked and wet. Aching with need. He pushed forward, the head of his shaft slicked against her core, teasing her clit and then notching at her entrance. He paused there and looked deep into her eyes, waiting…

      Megan swallowed, doubt tugging at her mind. She was in the same position as last night, a hard cock waiting at her entrance, a loving man wanting to fuck her senseless and… “I’m worried it will feel like it did before. I know that doesn’t make sense, this is different, but…”

      His mocha eyes softened. He reached forward and ran his metal thumb along her lip. “Axel said to tell you that you just need to get past this initial fear,” he said gently, “in order to switch sex back to good in your mind again.”

      It didn’t surprise her in the least that the others were in on this. And that they were remotely broadcasting to each other. And it also didn’t bother her. In fact, she decided it was both cute and sexy.

      And Axel was right. She needed Gage to help her replace the bad with the good. She smiled back at Gage and reached out, wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling him closer.

      “You want this cock?” he rasped. “You want me to breed you and fill you with my seed?”

      She glanced down at his beautiful, straining shaft, weeping with precum. What was wrong with her? Her core was so hot and wet she thought she might combust. Of course she wanted this. “Yes,” she cried.

      He slid all the way, balls deep in one smooth motion. Her eyes flew open wide. She choked, his cock hitting her somewhere perfect inside. A gasp flew out of her mouth. His lips were fused on hers as he fucked her. She held on, desperate. It felt amazing as he filled her up, the slide up and down, the delicious pressure, so full. There was an elusive spark, growing down deep. Every time he bumped against it, the feeling intensified, on the verge of explosion.

      She moaned. It was right there, so close she could almost touch it. So large, it was almost frightening.

      Gage reached down to where they were joined, his finger brushing against her clit. She panted. “Oh…Gage…”

      He tore his mouth from her lips. “I’m getting ready to fill you with my cum.”

      His hips bucked underneath her in an unsteady gait. Two more jerks and then he slammed into her, holding still. She screamed as an enormous orgasm swept through her, her core clenching on his shaft. His throbbing cock flooding her pussy with warmth.

      Afterwards, she held on to him in the quiet of the mini-forge, trying to still her racing heart and the gasping breaths, a little embarrassed that she’d actually screamed. Screamed. She’d never done that before. But then, sex had never been like this before. She was jelly in his arms. She bent her face into his neck and kept her weak arms wrapped around his shoulders.

      Gage continued to touch her, gently, with his metal fingers. Brushing along her cheek, the curve of her ear, down to her neck…he looked deep into her eyes. “Axel said to tell you he’s proud of you,” he said.

      Megan smiled back, loving the fact that she was still in his strong arms and they were still joined as he spoke. “Tell him thank you, and he was right.”

      “And Steel says feeling you orgasm on my cock turned him on so much he’s in the cleansing unit, masturbating.”

      “Oh my.” Her pussy clenched again—around Gage’s cock.

      Gage moaned.
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      Axel walked over to where Megan was sitting, tapping on her tablet. He sensed his female could use a distraction. If left alone, she’d work all day and all night, to the point of exhaustion. He assumed she was trying to keep up with the industrious Cyborgs around her, but Megan was human, and humans needed rest.

      Today was his rotation in the schedule to please Megan. Yesterday Megan had found pleasure with Gage. Today Axel would also give her pleasure…in the holo deck.

      Last night his female hadn’t initiated group mating in their bed. She’d signaled she still wasn’t ready for all three of her mates at once. One mating at a time, slowly, to acclimate her to this new relationship was deemed logical.

      “Would you like to use the holo deck?” he asked her. “It is online and ready for programming.”

      “It’s ready?” his Bride squeaked. “The holo deck?” Megan tossed aside her tablet and bounced up from her seat. Her lovely black eyes sparkled with delight. “Yes. Yes, I’d love to go check it out. It’s been under construction the whole time I’ve been here. We’ve walked past the door countless times.” She rubbed her hands together. “It’s so mysterious.”

      He grinned, continuing to be pleased with his Bride’s constant joy over the simple functions of their operation. She was a bright light in their life. He could not believe their luck in finding this female floating in an escape pod outside their facility. So many things could’ve gone wrong, all of which would’ve resulted in her death. And yet, events had conspired to let her survive, allowing this beautiful, smart, caring female to become a fixture in their lives.

      He held out his palm and she slipped her small hand in his. Trusting him, a rough Cyborg, to treat her with care.

      “I researched holo decks, you know,” she told him excitedly as they walked hand-in-hand down the hallway.

      His chest felt warm as he stared at his female’s beautiful face. “You did?”

      “Yeah, from what I can tell they seem pretty awesome. They can simulate most environments in the four sectors.”

      “Yes. You enter and tell the computer what type of setting you would like it to provide, and it will. It is programmed with over one hundred planetary settings, both indoors and outdoors.”

      “I still can’t get over how rich you guys are, being able to afford your own personal holo deck…Wow. I figured out online it’s basically the equivalent of having a personal yacht. And not a little yacht, but instead the kind you travel around the world in with a whole crew. Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.”

      He shook his head at her original planet reference. “We aren’t famous.”

      “Yet,” she said. “You aren’t famous yet. Because of the stupid law about Cyborgs. But you should be. I’m learning more about you guys now that I’m selling your mini-forge for you. I see that you’re known in the recycling industry as these mysterious humans who live in secret. You don’t network with anyone face to face and no one hangs out with you, which I think just adds to your mystique, but still you’re well-known for selling this amazing product that is changing manufacturing around the universe.”

      He nodded because it was true. All of it.

      They stopped in front of the doorway to the newly built holo deck, situated next to the mini-forge. He palmed the door panel and it opened. They both stepped inside. The door slid shut behind them and disappeared.

      Axel looked down. They were standing on white sand. A whole beach of pristine powdery sand stretching as far as the eye could see. Inland were gently rolling dunes that graduated to green peaks. Bright blue sky streaked overhead, and a sparkling turquoise ocean fanned out in front of them to the horizon.

      “Oh wow… Where are we?” Megan asked.

      “I requested a preserved beach on Zamarilla Prime,” he answered. “Zamarilla is considered to be one of the most beautiful planets in the four sectors…do you like it? If this environment is not to your liking, we can easily change it…”

      “No, no. Don’t change it. I love it.”

      “Anything dangerous has been deleted from the presentation,” he told her. “There are no predators here, infectious plants, or anything that will bite or sting.”

      “Good.” Megan kicked off her shoes, lifted her skirt and raced into the water, splashing up to her ankles. She laughed and waved for him to join her. “Take off your shoes!” she yelled.

      He bent down and took off his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants and stepped into the waves sliding back and forth on the edge of the wet beach. He filled his lungs with the fresh, salty air and listened to the rhythmic crashing of the surf.

      “It’s so real. Look,” she exclaimed, “the water is warm and perfectly clear and the sand is so soft. I’ve never been to the ocean. I mean, I’ve been to Lake Mead, but that’s it. This is spectacular.”

      It was spectacular. He lifted his chin to catch more sun on his face. Wherever the light touched, his face glowed with vitality. “We ordered the holo deck in order to combat long-term space isolation illness.”

      “Oh, like what happened to that other guy? The one who originally owned this facility?”

      “Yes. It happens occasionally. Beings become susceptible to mental illness when living so long in a non-planetary location. The number one way to avoid SII is a holo deck that can replicate planetary conditions. Also, environmental controls that resemble atmosphere, or Agricultural domes. The holo deck was the most sensible to install.”

      “I’m happy you chose the holo deck,” she agreed. “This will make long-term living on this facility not quite so claustrophobic.”

      They both continued to splash barefoot in the surf, the water swarming over their feet and around their ankles. The sun began to set on the horizon.

      “Is that a perpetual sunset?” Megan asked. “Or, will it actually get dark?”

      “No, it won’t get dark. It will remain sunset for as long as we want it to last.”

      “It’s stunning. Pinks, corals, purple, even a hint of yellow. And not too bright. I can look directly at the sunset without needing to shade my eyes.” She lifted her chin and sucked in a breath of air. “The temperature is perfection.” A slight breeze picked up strands of her hair. He stared at her perfect profile, at the way the sun lit up her face. At the way her dress clung to her curves.

      His cock twitched in his trousers.

      Her eyes blinked open and she turned to look at him. “Can we take a walk on the beach?”

      “Of course.”

      They walked hand in hand, down the edge of the wet sand. Quiet, without talking, listening to the roar of the crashing surf. Time passed as they both soaked in the tranquility of Zamarilla Prime. His Bride was normally very talkative, but Axel enjoyed the fact that sometimes she didn’t have to fill every space with chatter. She could be quiet and introspective, which he enjoyed.

      “Being outside is fabulous,” she noted, breaking their silence. “It would be wonderful to do this daily, coming down here and going for walks on the beach, or in forests, or whatever new places the holo deck has.”

      Axel nodded, agreeing. He and his brothers had many plans for their use of the holo deck. It was also programmed with combat training and battle simulations.

      “You know another thing that I would love?” she said. “Something that would also help me feel like I’m outdoors and back on Earth…”

      “What?” he asked, his thumb brushing against her knuckles.

      “Well, I was shopping online…”

      “Online? On what line?”

      His Bride chuckled at his response. He wasn’t sure why.

      “I was shopping on the market channel,” she said, “and I saw something I’d really like. It’s, well, it’s kinda expensive…”

      His lips twitched, remembering how Megan had originally thought they were lacking funds, trying to not overspend their currency. “What would you like?” he asked.

      “Don’t laugh, but I’d really like one of those Agricultural domes you mentioned.”

      Axel did laugh. “An Ag dome? Out of all the products a being could purchase in the four sectors, you settled on an Ag dome?”

      “Hey, Ag domes are cool. We could grow real fruits and vegetables, the kind I’m used to from home. I discovered I can actually purchase seeds from planet Earth and grow those fruits and vegetables here.”

      “I was born planet-side, on New Earth, but I do not remember my childhood because I was very young. I was captured and taken to the Citadel, a Hurlian Military Space Station. None of us have lived planet-side since we were children. But for you…”

      “For me planet-side was just a few weeks ago. I’ve lived on a planet my whole life. I was used to dirt, trees, weather and sky.”

      We’ll buy it, Gage said, whatever she wants.

      “You can have your Ag dome,” he answered, “and now you also have this…the holo deck.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled and squeezed his hand. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “I was just wondering…The three of you have been living here for five years. So does that mean the three of you were single this whole time? I’m just curious. I’ve tried to tell you about my past relationships, but you guys haven’t told me anything about yourselves. Have you had sex with anyone during the last five years?”

      His chin dipped. “Well, at first the three of us were busy surviving and fighting for our start at this recycling business and creating the mini-forge. That took up a large amount of our time. Then…” He cleared his throat. “Enough time passed and certain needs resurfaced and we took care of that ourselves…”

      “Needs?” she laughed, her voice deepening. “Are these the type of needs I’m thinking of? Like what Steel was doing in the cleansing unit yesterday?”

      Oh hell, Steel muttered.

      Axel found he couldn’t answer her question directly. “…And then we decided to order and install the holo deck…” he finally responded, his gaze skittering away.

      “The holo deck? What does the holo deck have to do with your sex life?”

      He turned to meet her gaze, waiting for her to figure it out.

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped. “The holo deck has porn programs preloaded, doesn’t it? You guys would’ve been able to program it to create a fake woman for the three of you to have sex with.”

      He gave a curt nod.

      “You bought the holo deck, planning to use it for sex programs, but then you found me?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiled. “And now you don’t need the holo deck for sex because you have the real thing.”

      “Exactly.”

      She giggled. “Do Steel and Gage approve of you telling me this?”

      “Yes. No secrets.”

      “Secrets? You’re right, you guys don’t have secrets from each other. Everything I’m saying to you right now is probably already being broadcast live and sent to a shared folder in your cloud.”

      She knows? Gage chuckled.

      “You don’t mind living this way, in the middle of a network, with three Cyborgs?”

      She shook her head. “Nah. I’m pretty much an extrovert, over-sharing online type of person anyway. I don’t mind at all.”

      “Good.”

      She tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips. “One thing I’ve been thinking about though…you’ve always seemed a little different to me from Steel and Gage.”

      “Different?”

      “Yeah. Different.” She looked off into the distance for a moment and then looked back. “What I mean is, I know the three of you and Trish recently upgraded to emotions, but even so you seem more in touch with your feelings. With my feelings.”

      “Aaah, I understand. The programmers left me with base emotions, as a control subject. Gage and Steel were stripped, but I remained with fear and joy. It was muted, but it was there. I am more used to dealing and living with emotions long-term than they are.”

      “Was that good or bad, that you were left with emotions?”

      A tightness lodged in his chest. She didn’t need to know the details of his torture. Not even his brothers knew the extent the programmers went through in an effort to use his limited emotions to test the physical and mental limits of an emotion-laden supersoldier. And he had no desire to revisit that part of his troubling past.

      “Neither,” he answered, purposely being vague. Hoping she’d drop the subject. “But I’m happy to have the emotions I have now in order to care for my Bride.”

      She gave him a playful shove in the side. “And I’m happy to have such a caring husband.”

      Axel stopped in his tracks. He wasn’t staring at the sunset now, he was staring only at his beautiful Bride. He tucked a piece of wind-blown hair over her ear. She tilted her chin up and smiled at him. Her perfect, velvety lips inviting his touch. He bent down and kissed her. His hand cupped the back of her head and he deepened the kiss. She went on her tiptoes, wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed in close. Her lips opened, and his tongue slipped in and glided against hers. He moaned into her mouth.

      He tore his lips away and lifted Megan up by her buttocks. She giggled at the unexpected position and wrapped her legs around his waist. He gently fell to his knees, still cradling her. Then he placed his Bride on the half-dry, half-wet sand, the edge of the water line under her torso. The surf lapped at her toes.

      Axel fell on top of her, his knees digging into the wet grit, his arms braced on either side of her torso. Their lips crashed together again. Possessing. Taking all she had to offer. His focus on one objective: filling Megan with his seed. Watching her grow large with their offspring.

      His lips moved and trailed down to her neck, where he nipped and sucked down to her collarbone. He loved to touch her there. To taste her. He always had.

      “I need to see you, to feel you,” his female demanded.

      She grabbed the hem of his shirt, determined to get it off. He chuckled and pulled it over his head and tossed it to the side. Then he was taking her bra and shirt off, too. They removed all of their clothing as fast as they could, kissing in between, flecks of sand flying in the air.

      He was naked, his pants discarded. He left her skirt as a barrier against the sand, but pulled her underwear off, exposing her delicious mound. He looked her up and down, in amazement at the beauty spread before him. His gaze swept over her chest. “You’re beautiful,” he rasped.

      Her face flushed.

      Part of him still could not believe a female this desirable would want to mate with a Cyborg with only one biological eye. A male who’d had most of his humanity stripped away.

      He traced a line with his finger underneath the swell of a perfect breast, crafted to his specifications. They fit in his hands exactly, not too big or too small. He cupped her in his palms, squeezed them together for a moment, and then his lips were tugging at one peak and then the other. Her beautiful brown nipples that he loved to suck. Her head tossed from side to side and she dug her fingers into his shoulders, hanging on. Her hips shifted, her legs scissored.

      He was so hard for her, his cock leaking against her thigh and painfully ready. She reached down and gripped him, her fingers tight, exploring.

      “You’re so big,” she whispered huskily, “so long.”

      Her touch was like a hot brand. He took deep breaths, trying not to explode in her hand. Axel kissed her again, his tongue mimicking how much he wanted to fuck her. Exactly how he was going to fuck her. He rocked his hips slowly, directing her strokes on his cock.

      “I can’t wait. I need you,” she pleaded.

      He grunted, hearing her words, but wanting this moment with his female to last. His fingers trailed down her stomach and to her inner thigh. He pushed her legs open, his attention on her tiny pussy. He moved past her inner lips and felt inside her slit. He closed his eyes for a moment, concentrating on how wet she was, just how ready for his cock. Proof of how much she wanted him, too.

      “You make me this way,” she explained.

      He’d touched her here before, that night, when his female had thought she was ready to take all of them at once. He remembered what it was like to breach her channel. That perfect warmth around the head of his shaft.

      Today he wanted it all. He needed to make sure his female could take his cock.

      His fingers delved into her folds, listening to the sound his fingers made in her slick channel. Her juices gleamed on his fingers as he brought them to his mouth and licked them clean. A growl burst from his throat, an animal ready for its mate. He reached down and plunged two fingers back inside her core.

      She let out a long, guttural moan.

      He fucked her with his fingers, his other hand concentrating on strumming her clit. He took his time, watching her closely, wanting his female ready. On the edge.

      Her hips bucked, she writhed under him. “Oh my God, I’m going to—”

      He stopped. Rose up, pushed her thighs wide, and plunged his cock inside of her in one long, deep stroke.

      She shrieked.

      Air burst in and out of his chest, and his muscles trembled as he held still for a moment, letting her acclimate to his girth, trying not to hurt her with his cybernetic strength. Axel stared into her sparkling, lust-filled black eyes as he slowly began to move, sliding in and out of her drenched pussy. She was scorching hot around his cock. He started a steady rhythm, trying to remain gentle with his delicate human female.

      Her nails scratched down his back. “Fuck me, harder,” she begged.

      He grinned. His hips picked up speed. Her breasts bounced with each hard thrust. Their skin slapping together.

      “Yes, just like that,” she panted.

      Axel reached down and lifted her legs, bringing her knees to his chest, allowing his cock deeper, wanting to hit her at just the right angle. He wanted his cum to fill her up and spill down her thighs.

      He wanted her pregnant.

      Megan screamed, her entire body shaking as her channel began to lock down and milk his shaft.

      After one final, hard thrust, Axel stilled. It started in his spine and shot straight through his cock. He threw back his head and shouted as the hardest, most intense orgasm of his life pummeled his heart and his mind. He throbbed inside of her, shooting jets of cum, filling her up with his seed.

      Afterwards, he fell down next to her, both of them panting and spent, pulling his Bride into his arms. He continued to kiss her, hold her, caress her skin.

      And the surf swept up over their chests, leaving them soaking wet and gasping for breath as they laughed and rolled in the sand.
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      That evening, Megan walked over to her couch in the mess hall feeling happier than she had in a long, long time. Axel had fucked her senseless earlier and she felt deliciously sore between her thighs from the recent pounding from his hard cock.

      She smiled to herself, secretly pleased at the naughty thoughts racing through her mind, remembering the sand, the surf, and the amazing love-making.

      Love-making? Not sex.

      She glanced over at Axel. He smiled back, his hot, knowing gaze traveling down her body.

      She let out a deep, gratified sigh.

      Sex on the beach. She’d actually had sex on the beach with this huge, sexy man…while living on a recycling facility on the edge of space. It had been like something out of a movie—the waves crashing over them.

      A goofy smile spread across her face that she couldn’t seem to dislodge.

      They finished dinner and lounged together, watching a reality show. Megan was in heaven, snuggled in between Steel and Axel. Her head on Steel’s lap and her feet receiving a massage with Axel’s expert touch. Gage was on the other couch. Yesterday she’d been with Gage and Steel, and Axel had been odd man out. They always rotated like that, she noticed, without complaint and without involving her, just silently agreeing. Probably communicating about it secretly via their comm link.

      “Incoming message for Steel on the holo deck,” the computer announced.

      Steel let out an exasperated huff after hearing the news and sat up, carefully dislodging her head from his lap.

      “The holo deck?” Megan asked as she sat up, confused. “Steel, why is there a message for you on the holo deck? I didn’t even know we could receive messages there.”

      Axel snorted.

      Gage looked at Steel. “Yes, Steel,” he asked. “Why is there a message for you on the holo deck?”

      Steel’s jaw clenched. His nostrils flared. Now Megan was twice as curious. Steel met her gaze and his face softened. He stood up from the couch. “Come,” he ordered, putting his hand out. “I’ll show you how holo messages work.”

      Megan brightened. “Okay.” She stood up and took his hand. She really did want to learn how they worked. Maybe she’d find this useful in promoting their business.

      Axel shut off the vid they’d been watching. “I’ll explain the holo deck to Megan while you’re speaking,” he told Steel.

      Gage stood up. “Guess that means I’m coming, too.”

      Megan walked down the hallway with all three Cyborgs. They entered the holo deck, and she stared at the gray walls with eyes wide. She’d been in here a few hours ago making love with Axel on the beach. And now the holo deck had morphed into looking very much like the transporter room.

      Just…weird. This place was like magic.

      There were two disks of light on the ground. On one disk stood a gorgeous green-skinned female with tiny black horns protruding from her forehead. She had long, shiny, dark hair that Megan was immediately jealous of. The green-skinned woman was about the same height as her, but curvier. And she wore heavy-duty work wear for recycling in The Swirl. There was even a smudge of grease or dirt on her face. And darn it, it only made the woman that much cuter.

      Megan found herself frowning. This woman was staring too intently at Steel, like she wanted to hit him over the head with a club and drag him off to her “cave” to make him hers.

      Steel stepped forward and stood on the other light disk. Megan, Axel and Gage remained in the periphery.

      “Steel,” the woman purred.

      Oh hell, no. A growl rumbled in Megan’s chest. She tried to ignore the knot of jealousy in her stomach, but it was difficult.

      Axel stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her chest and chuckled. Megan elbowed him in the stomach. He laughed harder. “Don’t worry,” he said. “She’s not really here on the facility. She’s still on her own section but using the holo deck to make sure he can see all of her, as if she were here in person. She always insists on speaking to him.”

      “She calls a lot?”

      “Yes, she always seems to come up with reasons to ask for our help. And when she does, she always wants to talk to Steel.” Gage snorted. “Only to Steel.”

      “What is wrong, Selphia? How can I help you?” Steel asked.

      “Can they hear us talking?” Megan whispered.

      “No, once Steel stepped onto the disk they could only see and hear each other, the rest of us have faded and can’t be seen or heard.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “I need your help,” Selphia pleaded, her dark eyes watery. “Our mini-forge is broken and our production has stalled. And we have a huge shipment we need to get out by the next planetary rotation. I’m sorry to ask you to come so late, but we’ve been working around the diurnal cycle to get this done…”

      “I will help you. I’ll be there immediately,” Steel said.

      “Steel is our representative,” Axel explained. “Whenever the other members of The Swirl require one of us to help, we send him.”

      “Because he looks the most human?”

      “Yes.”

      Just like they sent him to make first contact with her.

      “Thank you, Steel,” Selphia breathed. “I knew I could count on you.”

      Megan’s jaw clenched. Selphia was even speaking English. The woman had taken the time to learn Steel’s language!

      Steel nodded. The discussion with Selphia must’ve ended because she faded off of the light disk. The room returned to its normal state, the light increasing. Steel turned around. “I’m going to the transporter room. I should be back by the end of the sleep cycle.”

      “Does she need the rest of us?” Gage asked.

      “No, it’s not necessary. One of us is enough. If I need more help I’ll let you know. You two can stay and make sure Megan is taken care of.”

      Megan choked. Steel glanced at her. He stepped forward, grabbed the back of her neck, gave her a kiss on her forehead, and left.

      Left.

      That was it. He was gone. With some other woman who obviously wanted him as her own. Those two had history. A history she knew nothing of. A stinging sensation began in the back of her throat. She turned toward Gage and Axel, who were standing close.

      “Did Steel want Selphia first?” she asked. “Was she the first female you guys approached to be your mate?” It hadn’t even occurred to her that they’d tried to set this up with anyone before her. Fuck, sometimes she was so damn naïve, she wanted to kick herself.

      “We thought about her,” Axel admitted. “She is a female who is attracted to Steel. She is already living in the Swirl. It was logical to consider her a candidate. Steel introduced us, to see if she was the one.”

      “But she wasn’t the one,” Gage said forcefully.

      “But Steel wanted her? Steel wanted her, but you two didn’t?”

      “We didn’t want her,” Axel agreed. “She wasn’t right for us.”

      “So Steel…”

      “He wanted us to consider her,” Axel replied.

      “You’re not really answering my question. Were they boyfriend and girlfriend, a couple?”

      “We don’t know,” Gage said.

      “What do you mean you don’t know? You guys are linked, aren’t you? Don’t you know everything about each other?”

      “We have the choice to turn off our comm link when we need privacy.”

      “Gage,” Axel growled, “Let Steel explain himself.”

      Gage turned and reached a hand out. “Beautiful…”

      Her eyes were hot. Megan put her palm up. “No,” she rasped. “No, I need some time alone. Please.” She jogged away, out of the holo deck and into the hallway.

      

      Steel returned late, in the middle of the sleep cycle. Everyone had long ago gone to bed. Helping Selphia fix her mini-forge had taken forever. He’d been out far longer than expected. He was tired and angry, and trying to let go of the stress he felt after fixing a forge that he realized had been broken on purpose—broken to give Selphia reason to call for him, yet again. He’d spent three hours avoiding her flirtations and sexual propositions. Three hours he could’ve spent watching reality vid with his female and holding her in bed as she fell asleep.

      Instead those moments had been stolen from him.

      And that was the last damn time he was helping Selphia. The last. If she was truly in need of help, in the future, he’d send both Axel and Gage in his place. That should solve the problem.

      Steel didn’t want to disturb his Bride or his brothers, so he went into Gage’s room and used the cleanser and changed into sleep clothing. Then he padded to his own room, expecting to find his female and his brothers fast asleep on the large bed. Except, when he silently went inside to slip into bed, he found…his female wasn’t there. Only his two snoring brothers.

      His jaw clenched.

      Gage had warned him Megan was upset and that he’d need to make things right with her. He just hadn’t realized how upset she was. Never in his life had he needed to comfort a mate or explain his actions to a female he was breeding. This was not part of his programming.

      He stepped outside and into the hall, closing the bedroom door after him, leaving his brothers to sleep without disruption. He accessed the computer to locate Megan and discovered she was sleeping in Axel’s room. He walked down the quiet hallway and put his hand on the panel. The door didn’t accept his command. She’d locked it. He grunted. As if this would keep him out. He bypassed the locking mechanism and quietly slipped into the dark room.

      His female was asleep on the bed. Ambient light lit the edges of the room, giving him a glimpse of her perfect profile and those pouty lips. He loved her medium-toned skin and her dark hair. She was a gorgeous female. Her breasts were the perfect size to cup in his large hands. Her nipples fit into his mouth perfectly, and her tiny pussy was delicious. He longed to run his hands on the curve of her ass.

      She was wearing her favorite blue tunic, but he had high hopes he’d have this off of her quickly.

      His cock twitched and came to life as he lay next to her on the bed. He pulled his female into his embrace, tucking her head underneath his chin. He loved having Megan in his arms. Nothing felt better.

      Her eyes blinked open. “Steel,” she gasped.

      “Megan,” he answered.

      “I locked the door!”

      He chuckled. He did that often now that his female was a part of his life. “I am a Cyborg,” he explained.

      She let out a sigh of exasperation and shifted around, offering only her back to him. “I’m certain Gage or Axel already told you why I’m here,” she groused.

      He slid his hand under her tunic and ran his hand up and down the soft skin along her spine. He pressed against her, letting her feel his stiffening length. “I told Selphia I have found my mate and I am breeding her,” he whispered against her ear. “I let her know I am filling you with my seed and I am eager to watch you grow large with my offspring.”

      She sucked in a quick breath and looked at him over her shoulder. “You…you did? You said it just like that to her, using those exact words?”

      “Yes.” He reached over her hip and placed his hand on her lower stomach, over the exact spot where he hoped to one day feel the movement, the kicks of the offspring who would join their family unit. “That is what I told her. She now understands there is no future for her and I. From now on she will only send requests via vid when she requires help.”

      “No more flirty messages?”

      “None. I am part of a family unit now and no longer available to her as a possible mate.”

      “Family unit…” his female murmured to herself. She turned and lay on her back. Her gaze clashed with his. “Did you have sex with her before you met me?” she asked. “Did you love her?”

      He shook his head. “No. I have only ever mated with the females I was forced to mate with in the Citadel and now, I want to mate with you.”

      “You didn’t want to mate with Selphia?”

      “I thought she might possibly be a candidate to join our network and if my brothers had wanted to mate with her then my feelings could grow. But when they did not feel the same, any thoughts I had of Selphia as a possible mate were gone. If a female was not right for all three of us, then she is not the one.”

      She reached up and cupped his cheek. “I am sorry you had to go through all that crap at the Citadel. Being forced to mate.”

      Usually, when he thought about his past, the lack of emotions had helped him to remain distant from the torture and sexual abuse. They had used him for breeding experiments. Female Hurlians used him for sexual respite. He was expected to perform each and every time, and was often filled with drugs that forced him to mate. But now, with this recent upgrade, when he thought about his past he felt a wave of…he wasn’t sure. A mixture of emotions. Sadness, embarrassment, anger, bitterness. A toxic mixture he wanted to avoid because it was too volatile to touch.

      He nodded, unable to comment more about his troubled past beyond…“Emotions were not necessary for battle,” he noted, “but they are required to mate and raise offspring.”

      “I think it’s sweet how the four of you all want to retain your humanity. How you added emotions in order to be all-in with your future mate.”

      “The Hurlians tried to steal that from us.”

      “And you decided to take it back.”

      “Exactly.”

      Steel noted his brothers behaved differently around Megan. Gage flirted and laughed. He routinely called Megan “beautiful.” Axel watched her every movement, trying to figure out her emotional state and make accommodations to increase her happiness.

      Megan was good for them. She challenged them daily to use, grow and understand their emotions. The three of them had never been in a real relationship with a female before. They’d never mated a female of their choosing. They’d all been force-mated, separately, prior to their network. They’d originally been individual cybernetic experiments, and the moment the programmers linked them together and initiated their quantum computing abilities, allowing super-charged streams of data to flow through their network, the three of them quickly outgrew any limitations their programmers had put in place.

      Steel wasn’t sure how Megan had changed him. All he knew was he felt more emotions now than ever before. And he felt love. He was deeply in love with his female. As were his brothers. And living a life of love and family, the opposite of the outcome their programmers had planned for them—this was their final path out of their bitter and shaming past, on to a future that promised happiness.

      To the four of them: Steel, Gage, Axel and Trish, living a happy life where they used their supersoldier skills for defense only and their quantum computing for their own profit and to help others—this was their final blow to the asshole programmers who had taken their lives when they were children.

      Steel and his brothers loved Megan. But they did not know if she felt the same way they did. She seemed to care. She was willing to mate with them and allow them to breed her. She referred to them now as her husbands. She seemed content at the idea of living there with them on the edge of space. Being part of their network. She had become friends with their sister, Trish. And she wasn’t upset at the idea of living and mating with illegal Cyborgs who were learning how to downgrade from cybernetic weapons to civilians within a family unit.

      But did she truly love them? He wasn’t sure.

      But he could show her how he felt. “There is much humanity left in this Cyborg unit,” he said hoarsely. He pulled down his sleep pants and kicked them aside, exposing his straining erection.

      Her mouth fell open.

      He reached over to pull her tunic up. She lifted her arms, helping him discard the offending fabric and expose her perfectly naked body.

      “Tonight, with you”—he kissed her plush lips—“will be the first time I’ve ever mated with a female by choice. I choose you, Megan…I choose you.”

      She gave him a watery smile. “I choose you, too.”

      He lay on top of her, using his arms to hold himself up and not drop his heavy cybernetic mass on his tiny human female. He rubbed his stiff, leaking erection against her stomach and kissed her again. Taking possession of her lips. She reached up and raked her fingers through his short hair, holding his head close as she kissed him back, her tongue sliding through the seam of his lips, causing explosions of lust and desire to fire throughout his body.

      He tore his mouth away and lifted up. “On your hands and knees,” he demanded. “Now.”

      Her eyes widened. She sat up and reached forward to walk her arms and legs across the bed. He guided her, his hands on her hips, to the exact position he wanted.

      And then he stared in awe at her perfect pussy, glistening with her juices. He could see it all there, laid out for him, on display. Her smaller entrance, the one he wanted to initiate was there, too, inviting him to touch.

      “Goddamn, I love your ass,” he groaned.

      He squeezed her luscious globes and spanked it, reveling in the ability to touch his Bride as much as he’d been wanting. He’d been watching this ass for over a full moon cycle, watching as she moved down the halls, as she bent over a console, or pressed it against him in bed…wanting, wanting to shove his cock into all that firm decadence and come inside of her until he’d emptied all of his seed into her welcoming flesh.

      He held her in his hands, his fingers breaching the cleft of her cheeks. She tensed as he moved his hand deeper and he ran a finger across her puckered opening. “Have you mated this way before?” he asked, through clenched teeth, barely able to process the idea of another male touching his female…his Bride.

      “No,” she breathed, “never. But I’d love to try… With you. With all of you.”

      He gave a curt nod, relaxing as his chest filled with warmth, knowing he was her first in this way.

      He was disappointed to not be filling her with his cum, trying to make her pregnant, but this time he needed to prepare Megan for sex with all of them, for being able to take him and his brothers at once. She was a virgin when it came to this. He wanted her ready for their first time together as a group.

      He bent down behind her and lapped his tongue over her swollen clit that begged for his attention. She flinched at the contact. He kept going, sucking on her nub, wanting her on the edge, and eventually begging him to fuck her in the ass. She pushed closer, whimpering, wanting more. He continued on and on, listened to her gasps and moans. Felt her tremble and tighten…and he stopped.

      “Don’t stop,” she cried. “Honey, I was about to—”

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” she panted.

      “Tell me to fuck you in the ass.”

      “What?”

      “Tell. Me.”

      “Fuck me in the ass,” she yelled.

      He sat up on his knees. His cock hard as ever, because the thought of plunging into her ass was nearly causing him to come. She was so wet, gushing wet. He ran her juices from her pussy over her small entrance. But it wasn’t enough.

      He reached over and opened the drawer of the cabinet next to Axel’s bed. Steel withdrew a small container of lubricant. He ran the silicone gel over his fingers and then slowly eased one finger inside his female’s tight opening, wanting her to take it easy. This was her first time, he needed her to loosen up first. She shifted.

      “I’m making you ready for my cock,” he explained.

      She nodded. Then he added a second finger. He kept a hand splayed on the small of her back, holding her still. He kept his two fingers there, not moving, widening her entrance.

      “Pinch your nipple,” he ordered.

      She did as he asked, moaning softly.

      Fuck, his female was a heady combination of everything he desired. The curve of her ass and her hips. Her shiny black hair flowing over her shoulders.

      Finally, she was ready. He rubbed more lubricant over his cock. He notched there and pushed in.

      She stiffened.

      “Relax,” he said, rubbing her back.

      He pushed in farther, slowly giving her more and more. He reached down and fingered her clit as he slid forward, loosening her more, allowing him to take that last inch. And he was fully seated inside of her.

      He began sliding in and out.

      “How does that feel?” he rasped. His cock hard as metal. It was becoming difficult to hold off his orgasm. But he wanted her to come first. His female must always be taken care of first. Her needs came first.

      “Full, so full.”

      He strummed her clit as he fucked her from behind. His hips slapped against her buttocks, taking her as deep as he was possibly able to go. Gods, his female was so tight. Megan pushed back against him in time to his thrusts, meeting him halfway.

      “Oh honey. Oh my God.”

      And then she exploded. His female jerked and thrashed. She screamed as her orgasm rushed through her.

      He pulled out, jerked himself hard and cried out as he came on her ass, jetting ropes of cum across her silken skin, marking his woman as his.
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      One month later…

      After the whole Steel and Selphia debacle, Megan decided it was best if she got to know her neighbors. She didn’t ever again want to be in a position where she was surprised like that—someone who lived in The Swirl showing up, wanting the help of Steel, Axel and Gage, and Megan had no idea who this being was or any understanding of the dynamics involved.

      Nope. All the nopes.

      She’d taken the time to go to the medical bay and upgrade to a universal language implant in her brain. She learned the alien social media and how to shop online and she could talk via vid to mini-forge customers from across the four sectors. So, she was becoming very used to speaking with different species and finding common ground. At first it’d been scary, she’d had to psych herself up, afraid as a human from the original planet, the other species would either look down on her or she’d do something to accidentally offend. But none of those things happened. Other beings tended to treat her as a cute oddity. A human from the original planet, now a citizen, who was amongst them and using technology? Customers thought this was darling. It was easy to charm anyone she met.

      So why couldn’t she also meet her neighbors?

      Trish had told her that there were thirty-two other sections of The Swirl. Megan asked the computer to pull up a detailed map of The Swirl, showing each section in relation to Section Fifteen, only to discover there was only one half-built map on the subject, with no information on who lived in each section, which was just ridiculous. What if they ever needed to call each other for help? What if they needed to band together for whatever safety reason?

      Megan decided to make it her mission in life to talk to the owners of each section of The Swirl. With each contact, she promised to share the data with them when the map was complete. Everyone seemed to like this idea. She spoke with some Cyclers only through audio and let them know she didn’t care if they gave their real names or not. Lots of them were probably out here working in secret, not exactly wanting their identity discovered, which she totally understood considering she lived with three illegal Cyborgs.

      She did deal with two hang ups—Section Twenty-one and Section Three both had either never answered her call or cut off the audio after a brusque “No.”

      But all the other Cyclers had been mainly open to talking with her and supplying her with enough information to tabulate a vague understanding of who lived there, how many and what species. The computer catalogued the information and transposed it into a holo map. Megan worked for a week on this, mapping The Swirl. It was a big project, but she was happy with the results.

      The very next morning, after she’d tied up her mapping project and shared the data with her new neighbors as promised, she received a message on her tablet from the Creekan Government.

      The Creekan Government!

      She’d been waiting for their response, girding her loins for possible rejection…she played the vid and squealed with delight. Laughter bubbled out of her throat. Megan placed her palms to her hot cheeks. “Oh my gosh,” she exclaimed. “Oh. My. Gosh. I can’t believe it actually worked.”

      She glanced over to see Steel staring at her. “Are Gage and Axel awake yet?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he answered, lifting his chin toward Gage who was already sitting across from them at the kitchen table. Axel was standing at the food dispenser, ordering his breakfast.

      “Oops. Sorry…” She looked at Gage. “Guess what?”

      “What?” he mumbled around the food in his mouth.

      She flashed a brilliant smile at him. “I landed you guys a trillion-currency government contract.” She jumped up out of her seat and did a little dance, swinging her arms over her head.

      They were all quiet.

      “Did you hear? I just landed us a trillion-currency government contract. Yeah…I did…” She petered out, not as excited as before because no one was joining with her in the impromptu party. She stopped dancing. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Who did you get this government contract with?” Steel asked, anger rising in his voice.

      “The Creekans.”

      They looked relieved. Steel ran his fingers through his hair. “Megan, no more government contracts.”

      Gage wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You have to be careful, beautiful,” he said. “We’re illegal. Government contracts require scrutiny. And we don’t want the original programmers to discover our location.”

      She glanced over at Axel to see even he was staring at her with five parts fear and three parts anger.

      Shoot.

      “I understand about the need for secrecy, I really do,” she answered. “I’m confidential. I thought of all of those details. I hand-picked the Creekans to approach because they’re in need of our design, and they’re sympathetic to Cyborgs. They were one of the few species who voted no on the intergalactic law that made Cyborgs illegal. And I disguised our location, just like Steel taught me. They’re never going to find out you’re Cyborgs.”

      They were staring at her again, quiet.

      “You’re talking to each other on your network, aren’t you?” she said. “Come on, just tell me. Are you going to accept the contract? You know we have the capability to meet their needs.”

      “We accept,” Axel said. “But we require you to coordinate all Creekan government communications with Steel first.”

      “Done!” She grinned. It was the best deal she’d get, and she knew it.

      “You’re sexy when you talk business,” Gage noted.

      Megan met his hot gaze and gave him a slow wink. “Thank you, honey. I’m happy you feel that way because I’ve got more business to talk about with you guys. Like, remember how I did that project, where I completed the section map of The Swirl? I ended up getting to know all the Cyclers. Well, I was wondering if it was okay if I invited some of our neighbors over here, so we could meet them?”

      “What?”

      The men all looked at each other.

      “I know you guys never have company, besides Trish, but—”

      “Megan, again, Cyborgs are illegal, we are in hiding—”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Steel looks totally human. He’s been your face to the outside world for five years now and no one has ever had reason to think he’s anything but one hundred percent human. A slightly rude and gruff human with limited social skills, but human nonetheless.”

      Steel made a noise. Megan looked over him and softened. “Sorry, baby, but you know it’s true.

      “Listen, I need this,” she continued. “Please give this to me. I’ve been doing my best to get to know the three of you. I know what type of drink each of you likes the best and I make it that way for you each morning and even in the afternoons. I know all your favorite foods. I know all three of you love to wear the color black, a bit too much. I know Gage hates those reality shows where they have the weird food competitions, and Axel loves the ones where they chase down Berserkers. Steel is a morning person, and Gage and Axel, you love staying up late. And there’s more that I’m going to learn, about all of you. I’m trying my best to learn your likes and dislikes so I can make you happy. Well, I’m hoping you can tell that I like people. Sorry, beings. I like meeting and befriending different beings. It makes me happy. If you want me to be happy, you need to let me meet and talk with other beings, and not just online but in person.”

      “Megan…” Axel rasped. “When you arrived you had a tracker in your arm. We don’t know if your tracker was only relaying information to the slavers or if the Hurlians were also given that code. The Hurlians might very well know where you are and are looking for you. This is possible.”

      She blew out a breath. “I know. You’ve told me this before and I hate it because it makes me feel like I’m living under a countdown clock.”

      “He’s trying to remind you that not only are we in hiding, but you are in hiding, too.”

      “I promise I wouldn’t even suggest having our neighbors over if I thought it was a safety issue, but it isn’t. They will just think Axel and Gage have prosthetics and Steel and I are human. They think it’s cute that I’m from the original planet. I’d really like to meet these beings. Maybe there are potential friendships there. And it doesn’t matter if the other Cyclers know who I am. This will not affect whether the Hurlians are able to retrieve me.”

      Yes, she knew she was a bit much. She loved to talk and connect with other people. She’d known all of her neighbors in her quiet apartment complex back on Earth. The regular customers at Starbucks had become her friends. She knew all of her professors because she had no fear when it came to approaching them and chatting. Boyfriends sometimes couldn’t keep up with all the socializing she liked to do. But being around other people energized her. She was the type of girlfriend a guy could take to a wedding reception and by the end of the evening, she’d be friends with the entire table.

      Grandma Jean used to tell her, “Honey, you’ve got the gift of gab. Just like my sister Eleanor. You’re just like her. And she became the first female Attorney General in the state of Alabama. You’ll do well my dear…you’ll do well.”

      Megan took out that vote of confidence from her grandmother often, especially when someone tried to minimize her or try to tell her there was something wrong with her. A boyfriend broke up with her once because he couldn’t handle how she always wanted to go out and invite people over.

      Megan cared about these men so much, but…could they accept her as she was? Or was she yet again going to have to try to rein it all in?

      “What have you told the Cyclers about us?” Axel asked.

      “What? Oh, I said I was working here with the three of you. That you’d hired me on as an assistant for your business after you’d found my wreckage.”

      “The other Cyclers in The Swirl do not know you are our mate?” Steel asked, incredulous.

      “No…I was trying to be confidential. Why would I tell them you’re my mates? Isn’t it something I should keep secret?”

      “Because now all of the unmated males in The Swirl will think you are a single female,” Steel growled.

      “And this is bad because…?”

      “You are ours,” Gage said. “The males will try to steal you from us, but they will not succeed.”

      “Steal me?” she laughed. “Oh, come on, I’m not that special, it’s not like they would actually—”

      “Computer?” Axel raised his voice. “How many males live in The Swirl, versus how many females?”

      “There are eighty-two males and twenty-two females living in the combined sections that comprise The Swirl.”

      Axel crooked an eyebrow at her.

      Her jaw clenched. “Fine. Point made.

      “Are you worried about letting them know I’m with all of you,” she asked. “Would you rather we pretended that I’m mated with only one of you?”

      “No!” they all shouted at once.

      Her eyes widened. “Oh.” A pleasant warmth spread across her chest. They wanted the Cyclers to know she was theirs, that she was with all three of them. It didn’t worry them in the least letting people know about their unusual relationship. Like they were proud to be with her. Her throat tightened.

      “Yes, we will have this open house,” Steel said, “if only to show them you are ours.”

      “Megan,” Axel asked. “Are you prepared to introduce all three of us as your husbands to the other Cyclers? You will be letting all of them know you are mated to three males at once, that you share our bed and we are breeding you.”

      Heat spread across her cheeks. Oh jeez, would there ever be a time when this subject didn’t make her blush? And maybe it was true, maybe it was easy to pretend she was simply their employee rather than admit to the other Cyclers she was having group sex with three men. Well, she’d had sex with them separately. She still hadn’t followed through yet with sex with all of them at once. Even though she dreamed of it at night, thought about it endlessly… Most days over the last month she was having sex with one of the men. And then there were evenings where they all seemed tired and they just relaxed, ate dinner together, watched some reality TV and talked. She lounged on the couch with her head in the lap of one man, and her bare feet tucked into the lap of another. These were some of the best times, the most precious moments when they laughed and opened up and she always got the best feet massages.

      “Yes,” she answered truthfully. “Yes, I’m prepared to tell the other Cyclers that the three of you are my husbands.

      And suddenly Steel was behind her, his arms around her waist and his lips on her neck. She sighed and placed her hands on his and leaned back into his embrace.

      “I really think I can do this,” she said. “Having three husbands. I was really, really scared at first that I couldn’t do this and keep all of you happy. But, I don’t know, actually I think I’m a good fit for this type of marriage. I enjoy that there are three of you. I really like that we have this perfect group of four. And I like how you are linked and talk to each other. And, to be truthful, I was always a bit much for my other boyfriends.”

      Gage growled.

      “Sorry, you don’t want to hear about that, do you?” She’d learned this a few weeks back when she’d tried to talk about her life back on Earth and bring up her past boyfriends, thinking they’d want to hear about her past relationships, but instead they were so territorial it just upset them. Apparently, none of them had been in relationships before, just forced sex situations in their captivity. It was heartbreaking. This was their first relationship. They considered it their only relationship and wanted to pretend in their minds that they were number one in her life. Although really, they were. Those other guys were pretenders compared to what she had with these men. “What I meant is that I know I like to socialize. This is why I enjoyed a customer service job.” She smiled. “I’m just pointing out that…” She couldn’t believe she was about to admit this. “I…I was never really satisfied. I, um, I used to have to masturbate. Sometimes in bed right next to them while they were asleep.”

      “Beautiful, if you ever need anything, you just let us know.”

      “She doesn’t have to, we will never leave her unsatisfied,” Steel said.

      She grinned and squeezed Steel’s hands. “I’ve been worried I wouldn’t be enough for you, that I couldn’t juggle keeping the time I spend with each of you fair and equitable.”

      “That isn’t something we’d ever require you to do,” Axel said.

      “That is for us to take care of,” Steel rumbled from behind her.

      “Wait, so you’re telling me the three of you already have this all worked out amongst the three of you? You’ve already been leveling things out, making sure everything is fair, that the three of you spend basically equal time with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long have you been doing this?”

      “Since the moment we realized you were ours.”

      “That first day?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ve been living this way for weeks now?”

      “Yes. We always balance our time with you, automatically.”

      “You do? This is wonderful,” she exclaimed.

      “It is?”

      “Yes. Don’t you see? This has been one of my biggest worries. That I won’t be enough. That someone will eventually get mad or jealous because I’ll screw up and accidentally give more time to one of you than another, not even meaning to or noticing, but the person slighted will notice and then I’ll feel like shit. This is seriously a huge fear of mine. And in the end, you guys have already thought that through and are taking care of it.”

      “We would never burden our female with those logistics,” Axel said. “We can do this easily and remotely. We created a specialized program for this. Even extra time is redistributed evenly. Time is always even and transparent.”

      “Transparent?”

      “The data of our time together is shared equally. Would you like to receive this data, too? We can easily loop you into this feed. We can send it to your tablet.”

      She laughed. “No. That’s fine, I don’t need it. I like the idea that it’s something you guys share together and it just happens magically.”
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      Megan found herself daydreaming yet again, about her men. Thinking about what Steel had said…

      We will never leave you unsatisfied.

      It ran through her mind like a catchy song she couldn’t stop listening to, over and over again on a loop—making love with three men at once, the chances of them leaving her without an orgasm were slim and none. Actually, there’d probably be countless orgasms.

      They were preparing her for the group sex, weren’t they? She’d made love with Steel last night and he’d—

      Her work timer beeped.

      Oh, time to shut down.

      She shook her head, trying to focus on the here and now. They’d assigned her a station, her own console to use in order to communicate with their customers. She had her own work area, close enough to talk to the men when she needed advice. She’d slowly but surely taken over the customers Steel had worked with, and a month in, she was the facility’s sole contact with the outside world. Steel was obviously happy about this arrangement. Trish had even asked her if she could sell her raw materials, too.

      But now she needed a break. Megan disengaged from the comm and shut down her screens, stood up and stretched. She looked around the quiet bridge and realized she hadn’t seen any of the men in a while.

      “Computer, provide locations of Gage, Steel and Axel.”

      “These humanoid males are located in the holo deck.”

      Megan snorted. The holo deck. Of course. They were addicted to the training programs, using it to practice shooting, fighting and all that testosterone-filled stuff big, muscular supersoldiers liked to do to keep fit.

      They knew her so well. They’d let her continue working and went ahead, knowing she’d prefer it that way. She palmed the door sensor and strode off the bridge and down the hallway. She glanced down at her new wrist comm and noted it was late in the afternoon, almost time to stop work and have dinner anyway. And there on the comm was the message they’d left her.

      Meet us on the holo deck. We have a surprise.

      Megan chuckled. God, she loved them so much.

      She stopped for a moment and stood there in shock.

      She loved them?

      She started walking again, a goofy smile spreading across her face. Of course she loved them. Loved each of them separately and loved them all as a group. She loved Gage, Steel and Axel exactly the way they were, three sexy Cyborgs fumbling their way through regular civilian life. They wanted nothing more than to upgrade from cybernetic experiments to real beings with heart and soul, and life with a mate and offspring. They wanted a real family.

      And didn’t she want the same? So what if it didn’t look like how she’d envisioned living back on Earth. Okay, she was now married to three Cyborgs. Not that there’d been an actual ceremony, just mainly them saying “you’re ours” and her agreeing. And she’d been living and sleeping and having unprotected sex with all three of them individually for over a month now. And keeping up with the needs of three men didn’t sound as scary as it originally had.

      She was doing this all ass-backwards. It was supposed to go the other way, wasn’t it? Love, then marriage, then sex, then baby.

      She shrugged and chuckled. Oh well, this was space. This was life on the run with three illegal Cyborgs and the Hurlians breathing down your necks. Earth rules were out the window and they were creating their own life that worked for them. And like Trish had told her—with no one to judge because no one cared who you were or what you did out here in The Swirl. As long as you weren’t hurting any of the other Cyclers or causing them to lose money, it was fine with them.

      She loved how there was no pity for her from these men. They never treated her like she was fragile, damaged or different because of the abuse she’d been through with the slavers—or her worst fear, that she was somehow “dirty” because she’d been raped by other males. Instead, they had their own demons of harassment in their past. They’d become each other’s support network, helping each other to move on from the past and reach out and grasp their future.

      She palmed the door sensor for the holo deck and stepped inside. It slid closed behind her. And she stood in a dark, grim alley with one streetlight as a spotlight overhead, very much like a big city on Earth—the part of town you’re not supposed to walk alone in at night. Except it wasn’t a planet-side city, or even a real alley—it was a tunnel in a vast space station.

      This was Urban Warfare, a holo deck program recreating the dangerous warrens of the Omega 3 Station. Last night Gage had set Urban Warfare to “harmless mode” and given her a paintball blaster and they’d all four had a terrific time chasing each other and various make-believe villains, around the dark streets of Omega 3’s treacherous warrens, hitting each other with splats of pink paint. This was that exact same setting.

      She laughed, wondering whose idea this had been. Probably Gage.

      Megan glanced down to see a paintball blaster on the floor near her feet. She picked it up and clicked it on. It made a slight hum as it powered up. She looked both ways and decided to take the tunnel to her right. The ceilings were only high enough to clear the height of a tall male and not much more, gray and dingy, with trash piled in corners. The recycled air was stale and held a faint hint of alcohol. It never ceased to amaze her how real the holo deck recreations were. One moment you could be at work, in your own home, and the next step through a door and into a completely different setting, fully realized to seem as real as the world you just left.

      Luckily, they’d played this game in teams last night. She and Axel had been on one side, Gage and Steel on the other. They’d hunted each other through the tunnels. She knew all the tricks and turns. Just because she was up against three badass supersoldier Cyborgs didn’t mean she couldn’t pull a few tricks out of her sleeve. Oh yes, she’d hit at least one of them with a paintball before they took her down! Dammit.

      Music was thumping nearby, vibrating through the walls. Voices picked up. The tunnel wasn’t quiet anymore, it was now leading to an opening. This she remembered. It was a square with higher ceilings lined with bars and sex clubs.

      She stopped at the entrance to the square, glancing at all the beings of a variety of species milling about. Laughing, talking, walking in between destinations. Some were stumbling drunk, others arguing. It was different being around so much noise, noise, noise after the absolute quiet of the facility. She drank in the energy, loving the crowds of people. But at the same time, she also scanned the area for her targets, three large Cyborgs.

      She caught a glimpse of Axel at the edge of the crowd. Her breath caught in her throat. One minute he was there, and the next he was gone. And shit, he’d looked scary as hell with that white cybernetic eye and all that dark, hulking muscle. Sometimes she forgot she lived with scary supersoldiers. Sleeping next to them at night and hearing them snore brought them back to reality. But she realized to everyone else, her three men were terrifying.

      

      Axel slipped into the crowd, a silent predator. He’d worked as a team with his female last night, but today she was his target. And dammit, if he wasn’t going to take her down.

      He watched as she scanned the area, paintball blaster firmly in her hand. His cock twitched within his trousers. This version of Megan—the fierce female out for vengeance—it caused his blood to boil. This was the Megan who escaped from her captors, blew up their ship and jettisoned in a titanium-plated escape pod. The female who survived crashing into The Swirl. And the bold female who was willing to live and mate with three exacting Cyborgs on the edge of the universe.

      Axel noted a Green-horn with a black swirling tattoo on his neck signifying his gang membership, striding through the crowd, his gaze on Megan. The program was set on harmless mode, but still, he didn’t want his female inconvenienced in any way.

      Axel stepped forward and used a sustained laser blast from his cybernetic eye to blow a hole in the Green-horn’s chest.

      Megan shrieked.

      The body tumbled to the ground. The crowd screamed and ran, racing to get away from the square. Axel strode through the commotion, straight for his female.

      Her head whipped around. “I didn’t know you could do that!” she yelled. “Your eye, it’s…oh wow.”

      He smirked. “I can do a lot of things you don’t know about.”

      He enjoyed the attractive blush that spread across her cheeks.

      Show off, Gage responded.

      Bring her in, Steel said.

      Axel turned and jogged into the nearest tunnel. He then went slowly, making sure Megan could keep up. He heard her footfalls and her muttered curses and threats. He chuckled.

      The sex club was around the corner, their private room already set up. He walked through the low-lit main entrance, bypassing the crowd of beings at the counter and lounging on chairs and couches. He turned a corner and started down the hallway that led to his final destination.

      Axel looked down in surprise at the splatter of paint that hit his chest.

      “Gotcha!” his female shouted.

      She’d snuck up on him, taking an alternate route—a short cut that circumvented the main entrance, allowing her to blast him from the opposite end of the hallway. He threw his head back and laughed with delight. She was the light of his life.

      Megan strode up and lifted her chin. “Where are Steel and Gage?”

      He tilted his head at the entrance he was standing in front of. “In here.” He palmed the door.

      She gave him a questioning glance. “A private room in the red-light district?” She glanced both ways down the silent hallway and stepped inside with him. The door slid shut behind them.
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      Megan strutted into the room alongside Axel, still on cloud nine from the perfect shot she’d gotten off, hitting him square in the chest. “I can’t believe you—”

      And then she stopped talking and gasped.

      The sexy tableau before her was simply too much.

      Her eyes immediately went to Steel. Sitting in a chair, his trousers open, his cock in hand, stroking it aggressively. She sucked in a sharp breath, hit hard with how goddamn sexy he looked. His darkened eyes speared her with white-hot lust.

      Gage stood and pulled his shirt over his head, exposing those glorious six-pack abs.

      She turned to see Axel shrugging off his jacket. His shirt was coming off, too, baring acres of dark chest and epic muscle

      They were all stripping before her.

      Dear God. Tonight was the night, wasn’t it?

      She smiled, delighted that they had taken over and planned this out. Because if they’d waited for her shy ass to ask for what she wanted when it came to this, they’d be waiting forever.

      And she didn’t want to wait anymore. She wanted this, too. All of them, at once.

      They were works of art. Cut and lean, reflexes like something straight out of an action movie. Well, more than that, right? Her men were stronger than any human male. She’d never seen men in real life who compared to the Cyborgs she called husband.

      “Strip for us,” Gage demanded.

      Her face heated, but she did exactly as asked. She pulled her shirt off over her head and shook her hair out. Then she slowly unbuttoned her pants and rolled them down her legs and kicked them off. She reached back and unclasped her bra, leaning forward so the cups would slip off her front. She tossed it aside. Then she slowly, slowly peeled off her panties and kicked it away.

      She stood back up, her back straight, letting her breasts stand out for their view. Megan looked at each of them, her heart filled to overflowing with the love she felt for these three men. She wanted to tell them she loved them, but she was also scared that they didn’t feel the same. They wanted her as their mate, they wanted to breed her, and keep her safe. But did they love her? Not once had they mentioned the word love. Did their specific upgrade include love?

      “Come here,” Steel ordered.

      She walked up to him, stopping right between his thighs, eagerly taking in the show of that beautiful, long shaft he was stroking. Being like this, with Steel, naked and ready to deliver him whatever he wanted…it seriously turned her on.

      “On your knees.”

      She hit the carpet, knowing exactly what was expected. During the last month she’d given these men many blow jobs. And she freakin’ loved it. Every. Single. Time. Basically, they were tutoring her in the art of blow job.

      She grasped his veiny shaft, loving the weight in her hand. She licked the head before placing it in her mouth, then she slowly took all of it, all the way to the back of her throat, until she gagged. Then she backed out and slid her mouth up and down. Again and again. Sucking hard, and dragging her teeth against him because she knew Steel liked it. His fingers tugged on her hair, guiding her.

      “Enough,” he said hoarsely, pulling her off.

      And then the other two were there. Axel presented his shaft to her. She took it like a champ. Her lips spreading again for his cock. She sucked him, loving his length, his musky scent.

      And then Gage threaded his fingers in her hair and pulled her head away from Axel and replaced his cock. She opened her mouth to accept his girth.

      “I’m ready, beautiful, so ready,” he groaned.

      Gage’s hips thrusted and froze a moment. The first spurt hit her tongue. Another thrust, and another taste of his cum, his seed. She swallowed everything he had to give.

      Megan leaned back on her heels, licked her lips and glanced over at Steel. He’d followed along with everything that had happened between her, Gage and Axel, witnessed it all and was obviously ready for his turn. He put his hand out and helped her to stand up.

      Steel’s palm went to her stomach. “We are going to breed you,” he said with a deep voice. “Plant our seed in you and you will grow our offspring.”

      Tears burned in the back of her throat. God, she loved it so much when they talked like that to her. It just never got old.

      Axel lay back on the bed, his feet dangling off the edge. “Come here,” he ordered, palming his erection. She walked over to the bed and climbed on. She threw her leg over his hips, positioning his shaft at her entrance. Slowly, she sank down on him, taking him inside. She closed her eyes, letting herself carefully feel what it was like to take every inch of his beautiful cock.

      “Megan,” Axel rasped, his hands tight on her hips.

      She looked down into sparkling black eyes that were intent on her, blazing with need. She leaned down, her hands braced on his chest, and captured his mouth for a kiss. His tongue ran along the seam of her mouth and then inside. Damn, she loved this man so much.

      She tore her mouth away. “I love the taste of your lips,” she panted and rubbed a hand across his gorgeous chest. “I think I’m going crazy. There’s just something about you. About all of you. I love the sound of your voices. I melt just hearing you talk. The way you touch me. The way you all look at me. I can’t live without it.”

      “Say it,” Axel growled. “Say it…”

      She knew exactly what he wanted to hear. The words that they longed from her lips, over and over again. “I’m yours,” she said simply.

      “Say you want all of us.”

      “I want all of you, forever.”

      Axel lifted her up and down on his cock. She threw her head back and cried out, reveling in the bliss of that up and down slide.

      The bed dipped as Gage came forward on his knees and offered her his cock, hard and ready again. His breath hissed as she gladly took him in her mouth and against the back of her throat.

      Steel came around her back. Her heart sped up with excitement. This was it, the first time they would all be together at once.

      Axel moved his hands from her hips to her buttocks. Steel kneeled between Axel’s outstretched legs. Axel spread her ass cheeks as Steel ran lubricant over her back entrance. The head of Steel’s cock eased in. She groaned at the pleasure/pain quotient. And then he thrust in, long, hard and scorching. She cried out, not used to this abrupt change. He trailed kisses on her neck and stilled, then began sliding in and out.

      Below her, Axel was holding her hips, thrusting up, matching his timing with Steel, both of them inside of her at once. Meanwhile, Gage was in her mouth, her hand around the base of his shaft moving in and out to the back of her throat. His musky scent heightening her desire. They were all with her, inside of her, together.

      She was in their network. They were a whole.

      She moaned around Gage’s cock.

      Steel stiffened behind her and bit her neck. She felt him jerk against her and still, his warm cum filling her up inside. And then he pulled out. She whimpered at the loss. Axel was still underneath her, but she’d sworn she was on the verge of the mother of all orgasms and she needed more… And then Gage pulled out of her mouth and moved behind her.

      “Honey,” she whispered, delighted at his quick thinking. Gage positioned himself and slid inside of her back entrance in one smooth motion.

      “Oh God,” she cried out. It hurt so good.

      And then they were both fucking her at the same time. Axel hammering up and Gage sliding in and out from behind. Steel came forward and stroked her breasts, pinching her nipples. Axel moved his hand and brushed his thumb against her clit. Which was the exact thing she needed to send her over the edge.

      Oh God. Oh God.

      It was unbelievable. So wonderful she couldn’t believe it was actually happening to her. The three men, all focusing on her pleasure, all at once.

      “Come for us,” Axel rasped.

      Axel’s body shuddered his release beneath her, and Gage jerked against her backside and stilled, pumping his cum inside of her. At that exact same moment her body clamped down, her insides tightened, and a wave of pleasure hit her hard. So hard it almost hurt. It started down deep and then spread across her stomach and down her thighs.

      She threw her head back and cried out, leaning back against Gage for support. It kept going on and on. And she was so tired.

      The orgasm hit her so hard she must’ve blacked out…
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      One week later…

      The great thing about having a party on a space station was there wasn’t much prep, besides getting dressed. The food came out of the dispenser, which had been preprogrammed by Axel. Gage was in charge of refreshments, sort of the bartender. She and Steel would help deliver food and clean up, not that there was much to clean up, because drones.

      And there wasn’t even a worry about decorating or arranging furniture because they were having the party in the holo deck. Axel had chosen a setting for a gathering on a rooftop deck on Zamarilla Prime. This time they’d have the view of the mountains and jungle, as well as the ocean.

      Although she hoped there would be enough room for everyone who was coming…because, holy shit, the RSVPs were now coming in fast and furious.

      “The shuttle is arriving at exactly quarter to mid cycle,” Megan noted. She bit her lip and glanced again at the buffet they’d planned, counting the silverware and cups.

      Axel watched her actions and frowned. “Megan,” he asked slowly, “how many visitors are we having?”

      Megan shifted, feeling uncomfortable. She checked her tablet again. The list had been growing and growing steadily over the last few hours and even she had to admit it was now out of control. The Cyclers kept accepting her invitations, most of them at the last minute. Now almost everyone on her original invite list had accepted and was arriving. She’d never in her wildest dreams thought this would happen, that everyone in The Swirl would want to come to the party. So many of them had been cautious and grouchy when she’d spoken to them. How could she have expected them to come when they’d acted like she was bugging them?

      She cleared her throat and answered Axel’s question. “Um…one hundred.”

      “What?” they all shouted at once.

      Megan winced. During the last hour she’d been trying to figure how best to tell them, but there wasn’t a good way, was there? “One hundred,” she whispered. “There are about one hundred Cyclers arriving any minute, between that shuttle and the four others that are set to also arrive soon.”

      “Megan…”

      “I know! I know. I didn’t mean for it—”

      “Shuttle docking at intake bay,” the computer announced.

      A growl rumbled in Steel’s chest. His fists clenched.

      “Honey…”

      “Visitors are readying to enter the intake tunnel,” the computer updated.

      “They’re here,” she said, unnecessarily.

      Axel let out a long-suffering exhale, slipped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her into his side. “What’s done is done,” he rumbled. “Let’s go make the best of this.”

      

      Megan did her best to put her crushing guilt aside and paste a genuine, welcoming smile on her face for her guests. It wasn’t the Cyclers’ fault she’d doubted them and hadn’t planned for the fact that all one hundred of them could potentially arrive. It was good that they wanted to come to the facility and meet each other, too, right? And as they stepped off the shuttles, the beings that lived in The Swirl appeared truly happy to be visiting Section Fourteen. This was a rare chance for all of them to meet each other face to face. She realized she’d created a sort of Cyclers’ conference.

      Hmm. Maybe she should plan to do this once a year…

      She shook hands and greeted the variety of beings who were arriving. Megan and her three husbands had broken off into two groups. She and Steel remained together at the front tunnel, initially greeting guests. Gage and Axel stayed in the holo deck, mingling with Cyclers as they moved down the hallway to join the party in the Zamarilla setting.

      A Creekan family arrived with two small children and an infant. Creekans looked very lizard-like with their scales and claws. Megan found herself basically fangirling over them. Because, damn, Creekan babies were cute!

      Three male Xylan warriors entered next. They were the newest Cyclers, having taken over Section Thirteen two weeks ago. She was so curious about them. They were darker-skinned than Axel, with ridges on their foreheads, lined with threads of silver. And their hands were four-fingered and tipped with claws. What made these awe-inspiring warriors, men, who were nearly as huge and badass as her own Cyborgs, decide to risk their lives coming here?

      In fact, what would be so drastic in each of these Cyclers’ original circumstances that they would choose the sixty-five percent survival rate through the best route, bypassing the black holes, to come out here in the hopes that they could get a claim of their own? She hoped one day to know all of these beings so well that they felt comfortable telling her their stories.

      “Ah, the human female from the original planet,” one of the huge Xylan males rasped, his face unsmiling and grim.

      Megan smiled back at him anyway. “I thought you didn’t want anything to do with me,” she reminded him.

      He shrugged. And looked past her, over her shoulder, scanning the growing crowd of Cyclers that were making their way down the hall. “We are here to meet the other Cyclers. And possibly to greet your mates,” he replied.

      “Oh.” The fact that they wanted to meet her husbands was a common refrain. She was noticing that Steel was getting a lot of attention. Right now, Cyclers were crowded around him, shaking his hand. Basically, he was a local celebrity.

      Megan was so proud she thought she might burst.

      After the last Cycler went through the tunnel and was urged to walk down the hallway and join the party—they were finally alone again, and Megan cut a glance at Steel. Gage and Axel had taken the increase of the Cyclers in stride, but Steel, she could tell, was still trying to wrap his brain around it.

      She took his hand in hers and rubbed her thumb along his knuckles. She knew his hand, his arm, wasn’t biological but, damn, it was so real. His palms were even rough with callouses. The recreation was amazing.

      He glanced down at her, his eyes softening.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I really didn’t think it would get this out of hand. Most of them started accepting at the last second, I invited everyone because I didn’t want to play favorites and I thought this was fine because I never expected all of them to accept. I thought we’d be lucky if twenty of them showed up… I appreciate you didn’t fly off the handle and cancel the whole thing.”

      “I am uneasy with this many unknown beings in our immediate environment,” he admitted. “It decreases the effectiveness of our security system. I want you safe. This situation is not one hundred percent safe.”

      “Honey, I have complete confidence that the three of you will keep me safe.”

      His lips twitched. “True.”

      Voices and laughter echoed down the hallway.

      “We should join them,” she said.

      Steel nodded. “Watching you with our guests, the way you are able to speak to other beings… You are our best voice,” he added.

      She felt her cheeks heat at his kind words. “That’s because I’m your biggest fan, silly. It’s easy.” Megan placed her hands on his massive shoulders, bounced up on her toes, and gave Steel a quick kiss on the lips.

      His eyes widened with surprise.

      “Are you going to be okay tonight?” she asked.

      His huge hands went to her hips. He looked deep into her eyes. “I want you happy,” he said. “So yes, I will acclimate to the guests.”

      Oh gosh. She loved him. Loved him so much.

      “Long-range sensors show a Hurlian ship proceeding through grid thirteen,” the computer announced.

      Steel cursed. He bent and placed his forehead on hers.

      “Did the computer just say…Hurlians?” she whispered, dread filling her heart. “Hurlians are on their way here?”

      He sighed. “Yes. We planted stationary drones in a few key positions in the routes the majority of ships coming from the four sectors could possibly take. The drones aren’t exact, all they can do is take a quick scan and a send a time/date stamp. But it provides forewarning.”

      She blinked rapidly. “The Hurlians? No way. No fucking way.”

      He kissed the top of her head and stepped back. “You did your part,” he told her, “blowing up the slavers’ ship and killing your abusers. Let us take care of the rest and seek revenge against the Hurlians who purchased you in the first place. We need this. For you, and for us.”

      “But they found us because of me and that tracker in my arm. They found me, which led them to you.”

      “We have been preparing for five planetary rotations for the arrival of the Hurlians. We knew they would eventually find us. If not this way, then in another.”

      Alarming images of what could be flashed through her mind. Megan leaned forward and gripped the fabric of his black shirt with two fists. “I’m never going back,” she gritted. “I made it out alive once, I don’t know if I’ll be able to do that again. And what about you guys and Trish? What will they do to you?”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Megan, you will not be captured. We will never let it happen. We have been planning for this. None of us are going to be recaptured. We are going to end this once and for all. For the Hurlians to take you, all three of us would have to be dead, because we’d fight to our last breath to get you back.” He lifted his chin and raised his voice. “Computer, what is their ETA?”

      “Hurlians will arrive in Section Fifteen in half a rotation, or thirty standard Earth minutes.”

      She closed her eyes. “Oh shit.”
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      Steel opened his remote communication link. Trish?

      His sister immediately answered. What? I don’t think I’m going to be able to make it to the party—

      Trish. I don’t care about that. The Hurlians have arrived. They’ve found us. Get in the safe room. Now.

      He heard her sharp intake of breath.

      Okay. I’ll let you know when I’m in position.

      He switched his comm back to his network. Gage let him know he’d opened the door to the safe room on the bridge. It was designed exactly the same as the one they’d built for Trish.

      Steel raised his voice to be heard over the crowd mingling together on the holo deck rooftop. “This party is over,” he shouted.

      Heads turned in his direction. Exclamations of surprise. There were easily one hundred Cyclers on their facility. And this was the exact moment the Hurlians were entering their space?

      Fuck.

      “Everyone into the safe room, now,” he ordered his guests. All eyes were on him. “Everyone needs to go into the safe room,” he repeated. “It is located on the bridge.”

      “Why?” a Creekan shouted. “What is happening?”

      “The Hurlians are attacking this facility. They are planning on retrieving all five of us. They want me, my two brothers, my sister, and our mate. Everyone on this facility is now potentially collateral damage. We must evacuate you to the safe room immediately.”

      There were shrieks of surprise. Mothers scooped up their offspring and held them tight. Families gathered close together. A wave of unrest and murmurs of alarmed voices swept across the room.

      “The Hurlians went through the bother of bypassing four black holes in order to capture you?” a Green-horn shouted. “Why are you so special?”

      Steel turned his head and met Axel’s hard gaze from across the room.

      Tell them, Axel said.

      Tell them, Gage agreed from his location on the bridge. We don’t have time for secrets anymore. I’m tired of hiding.

      Steel exhaled. “We are Cyborgs,” he admitted to the crowd. “Gage, Axel and I are supersoldier Cyborgs originally created by the Hurlians as weapons of warfare. We escaped. They want us back.”

      He turned his head to see Gage enter the holo deck again—his stance wide, his mechanical arm powered and on standby.

      “But why would they risk their lives to retrieve you? Everyone knows the survival rate for entry is between fifty to sixty-five percent.”

      “The Green-horn is right,” the Creekan from Section Ten said, “Why would the Hurlians risk their lives to retrieve their lost toys?”

      Steel blew out a breath. They hadn’t yet admitted this to Megan…

      “When we escaped we stole their entire database of knowledge concerning their cybernetic experiments. We blew up their labs. They were set back decades because they have to rebuild their program from the ground up and backwards engineer using their existing Cyborgs,” Axel said. “They were unable to continue creating new Cyborgs.”

      “And we are their only Cyborgs to ever form quantum computing abilities,” Gage said. “It was a fortuitous accident, not easily replicated. It is how we were able to escape. How we were able to invent the mini-forge.”

      The Green-horn’s brow furrowed. “So they want your—”

      “They want us back and under their control so they can hook us up to their AI mainframe and run our quantum computing network through their computers,” Steel said. “This way they will be able to retrieve the data they lost and they will also harness the most powerful computing system in the four sectors. They will be able to upgrade their military, their manufacturing, their AI…”

      “And the xenophobic Hurlians will quickly become the evil superpower of the four sectors,” Megan noted.

      All one hundred Cyclers were quiet for a moment. An infant started to cry.

      “No one here cares that you’re Cyborgs,” the Green-horn noted. “You think you’ve hidden your secret from us, but we’re Cyclers and not fooled so easily. We’ve all known that you’re Cyborgs for years. You’re one of us. And you’re the Cyclers who invented the mini-forge. Because of you, all of us are working less and now making triple the currency we were before.”

      Heads began nodding. Murmurs of “thank you” floated in from the crowd.

      “Tell us what to do to help you,” the Green-horn said, “and we will do that.”

      Steel’s mouth dropped open with surprise.

      I did not foresee this outcome, Axel noted.

      Gage laughed and shook his head.

      “Well, if you want to help,” Megan said, raising her voice so everyone could hear, “first, we should all walk over to the bridge and get into the safe room like my husbands suggested.”

      I love her, Gage said.

      Steel and Axel agreed.

      “Are we all going to fit?” a frightened voice asked.

      “Yes, maximum capacity for the room is one hundred and fifteen,” Steel answered. “It will be tight, but you will all fit.” This was the exact reason he and his brothers had agreed to the increase of the visitors list. Anything over the capacity of the safe room would have been unacceptable. “We have a defense protocol planned for this scenario,” he assured them, “but, first the civilians need to be secured.”

      “Okay then, let’s go,” the Green-horn said.

      And then suddenly the Cyclers were following Gage and Axel out of the holo deck and onto the bridge and they all began loading into the safe room in an orderly fashion.

      Steel made eye contact with his female. “You too,” he said. “We want you inside.”

      “Me?” she squeaked. “But I want to stay out here and fight.”

      “Your position is in the safe room.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “I don’t need to be rescued. I can rescue myself.”

      He grinned. “This is true. But we need you here.”

      “We need you in the safe room,” Axel rasped, “because someone has to stay in there and keep the civilians calm.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dammit… Okay.”

      Gage switched his arm to weapons mode, blasters clicking into place.

      Megan’s jaw dropped. “Oh wow,” she said with awe and wonder. “I want one.”

      Gage grinned. “Later, beautiful,” he told her. “I’ll modify one for you, too, later.”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      He smacked her ass as she passed by. “I know.”

      

      Minutes later the door to the safe room was locked and sealed. On the outside, the door was disguised to appear just like any other wall panel on the bridge, keeping their location secret. Megan stood in an industrial-looking gray space, crowded together with one hundred Cyclers, tasked with watching over the beings she’d invited for a party that wasn’t going to happen. Now she truly understood how Trish had felt when she was left behind to watch Megan when they first met.

      She bit her lip. This was all becoming very fucking real. The mysterious Hurlians were near, in how many spaceships? She’d researched Hurlians when she’d first arrived, and yes, they looked eerily like humans, but with red eyes and red skin. They didn’t have hair anywhere on their bodies. But other than that, their physiology was exactly the same as humans, and yet in their warped xenophobic minds they considered the humans from planet Earth to be their subordinates.

      Which was total bullshit. Bull…shit.

      Megan felt a tug on the hem of her dress—interrupting her inner monologue of cussing and fuming—and looked down.

      “We’re being attacked by Hurlians?” a little Green-horned girl asked.

      “Yes, sweetie.” Megan answered. “Hurlians are trying to destroy this facility and capture me and my friends to take us back to their evil Citadel.”

      The child stuck out her lower lip. “I don’t like Hurlians.”

      “Right? Hurlians aren’t very nice.”

      Megan looked around and took a head count, suddenly clueing in her best friend was nowhere to be seen. “Computer, contact Trish.”

      “Affirmed.”

      A vid screen opened up next to her on the wall of the safe room. “Trish?” she called out to her friend, raising her voice to be heard over the chatting of the crowd behind her.

      “Megan? Megan! Are you in the safe room?”

      “Yes. Where are you?” Megan asked, and then paused to look up and frown at the three towering Xylan warriors who were suddenly crowding around her, not even bothering to hide the fact that they were full-on listening in to her conversation.

      “I’m in the safe room on Section Fourteen,” Trish answered.

      “There’s a safe room there, too?”

      “Yes. It’s also a command center. I’m kinda busy. Are the Cyclers protected?”

      “Yes, I’ve got them all here with me.”

      “Good. Sit tight. We’ve got this. Order the computer to give you visuals. Gotta go.”

      And the screen went black and minimized.

      “Well, that was abrupt,” Selphia snorted.

      Megan rolled her eyes and turned her back on the annoying Green-horn female. “Computer,” she ordered. “Give us visuals of the Hurlian attack on both Sections Fourteen and Fifteen.”

      “Affirmed.”

      A huge vid screen opened high on the wall, big enough for everyone to see. There were oohs and awws from the crowd. The screen showed the intimidating Hurlian fleet. Megan whimpered and placed her fingers over her lips, tears burning at the back of her throat.

      The Hurlians had returned, for chrissake! The assholes who’d bought her and initiated her capture and abuse by alien slavers. The freaks who’d turned her men and Trish into experiments gone awry. If they won, all five of them would be captured alive and their lives wouldn’t be worth living anymore.

      And what would happen to the Cyclers? To their children?

      Her jaw clenched and her eyes watered as she fretted over the eventual outcome of this showdown. And over the fact that this was all happening because of her and that damn tracker.

      The three Xylan warriors stood next to her, along with Jotag, the Creekan from Section Ten and his wife, Luta. The Green-horn male stood nearby, his infant daughter cradled in his massive arms.

      She appreciated their moral support.

      “Wait, I have an idea,” she told them. “Computer, split the screen and show us the safe room on Section Fourteen, the Bridge on Section Fifteen, the hallways of Section Fifteen, and the Hurlian fleet.”

      “Affirmed.”

      The screen divided into four squares with concurrent live feed. Suddenly they could see everything happening at once. The row of black Hurlian spaceships, Trish working in the command center and her three husbands, standing tall on the bridge.

      But they’d barely had a moment to analyze the situation, when suddenly, a huge Hurlian male filled the entire screen. Megan gasped, as did half the crowd. He looked like a cartoon representation of the devil. His skin and eyes were flaming red. His head shiny bald. The male Hurlian wore an important-looking black and white military uniform. “Cyborgs, surrender,” he announced in perfect New Earth-accented English. “Your programmers have arrived. We have created new self-destruct codes. Follow our directions or you will be terminated.”

      The Green-horn cursed.

      “Asshole,” Megan muttered.

      The screen switched back to Steel, showing his response from the bridge. “We will never return. You stole us as children and stole our humanity. This is unacceptable.”

      “You are the property of the Hurlian Military,” the Hurlian spat out. “You are not free citizens, you are weapons. You will return to our ships immediately.”

      “We are not your property. We are free citizens of the four sectors. We have upgraded to emotion chips and a family unit. We love our female, our mate.”

      “And we love the offspring that she carries in her womb,” Axel added.

      “Emotion chips? Your mate?” the Hurlian growled. Steel must’ve said the right thing to anger the Hurlian the most, because he looked pissed. “What is this? You are breeding? We will take your mate and your offspring, too. Prepare to be boarded.”

      “Wh…what?” Megan placed a hand over her lower stomach. It was true that she’d missed her period last week. She hadn’t been to the medical bay for confirmation, but she’d already suspected that she might be pregnant. Her breasts were feeling sensitive. But, she couldn’t possibly be more than four or five weeks pregnant. And her husbands were able to scan and sense the baby already? That was just…amazing.

      “Congratulations,” Luta whispered in her ear. “That’s happy news!”

      “Hurlian pod has attached to the intake tunnel,” the computer announced.

      They all turned to watch on the screen as red-armored Hurlians with blasters in their hands flooded through the hallway of the facility. Megan suddenly felt sick to her stomach. An epic battle raged between her husbands and their former Hurlian captors. Gage was blasting at them with his right arm. Axel tore through them with the laser beam from his cybernetic eye. Steel was running, hitting and shooting faster than any human man was capable of moving. There were so many Hurlians, but still her husbands seemed to be making quick work of their adversaries.

      “They weren’t kidding when they said they were supersoldiers,” Megan commented.

      The Xylan nodded. “They are honorable warriors.”

      Suddenly the fight had migrated to the bridge. “Oh my God, the Hurlians are right outside the door to the safe room,” she whispered.

      “Is this room soundproof?” Jotag asked.

      “I hope so,” she muttered.

      “Look,” one of the Xylan males yelled out, “Look at the female on Section Fourteen.”

      Megan’s mouth dropped as she watched Trish closer. The female Cyborg had been busy this whole time, tapping screens and looking super concentrated in her small command center. But now, she was whooping, yelling. Looking elated at…something. “It’s working,” Trish shouted. “I’ve got a lock on all of them. They lost half of their fleet coming through the black holes to get here. I have targeted the rest now that they are all within range.”

      “Hit it!” Gage yelled.

      “They’d laid a trap for the Hurlians,” the Green-horn chuckled. “This was their plan all along, to get them in close. This was why they needed us all out of the way.”

      And then the entire facility vibrated with the force of the explosions. The deck tilted underneath them. The room turned into a vortex of complete chaos. The lights flickered off and then on again.

      Megan was trying hard to hold herself together. What had just happened?

      “Computer?” she asked with a shaky voice. No response. Her heart pounded in her chest, her breath coming out in short bursts. She turned to look at the beings nearest her, who returned her frightened stare with wide, scared eyes of their own. “Computer?” she cried. “What happened?”

      “The Hurlian fleet is annihilated,” the computer finally responded.

      The room erupted in cheers and tears of joy. Shouting, hugging. A mosh pit of happiness. Megan laughed, too, and leaned over to hug Luta and her children.

      And then the door to the safe room slid open. Axel, Gage and Steel crowded the entrance. Megan shrieked with joy and ran to them, throwing herself in their arms. They were all three sweaty and blood-streaked, and she didn’t care one little bit. Somehow it just made them that much sexier and heroic.

      Gage pulled her into his arms and swung her around.

      “We’re going to have a baby?” she asked.

      “Yes, beautiful. Yes, we are.”

      Then she was transferred to Steel, his arms tight around her and his lips greedily kissing her breathless. And finally, she was in Axel’s enormous embrace, her head against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart.

      “I love you, too,” she cried, to all of them. “I love you.” Her voice cracked. “You’re mine, too. I’m yours and you’re mine.”

      Megan felt a tug on the hem of her skirt. She looked down to see the little Green-horn girl again. “Megan?” the child asked. “Are the Hurlians gone? Can we go home now? Your party was fun, but I’m tired.”

      Megan snort-laughed. She let go of Axel and bent down to gather the precious girl into her arms. “Of course you can, sweetheart. Of course you can go home. And yes, the Hurlians are gone. We’re all free now.” She glanced over at her men and smiled. “All of us.”
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      Rayzor of Twelve, a lonely Bounty Hunter banished from his home world, is determined to follow his mission parameters: He must extract his target from a primitive planet called Earth with zero human casualties.

      His plan unfolds with precision, until a human female gets in the way.

      Rebecca doesn’t understand what the hell is happening. One moment she’s scared and alone in the spooky forest. Then a seven foot tall alien warrior is gazing at her with dark passion, his clawed hands touching her reverently. He’s kissing her, claiming her and saying, his voice hoarse with emotion—that she is his Bride.

      His Bride? WTF?

      This stranger is swoon-worthy, but…She doesn’t know his name, or what species he is and he’s kidnapped her, thrown her on his goddamn spaceship and now she’s speeding away from Earth to parts unknown. And he expects her to fall into his arms?

      Oh hell, no.
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      Rebecca blinked. “What?” It was hard to hear over the thumping music. She must’ve heard wrong, because there was no way—

      “You heard me. If you’re not gonna give me some head, you can get the hell outta my car and walk home, bitch.”

      She stared at him, pissed off like no one had been pissed off in the history of pissed off.

      He’d actually said that to her. He’d fucking said it. And in front of his two friends in the backseat, who were grinning ear to ear, snort-laughing and loving every minute of her discomfort. She clenched her fists. How dare he? Who died and made him king? “Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I wouldn’t touch your dick now if it was gold-plated and the last dick on Earth.”

      Yes, Rebecca knew she had a bit of a potty mouth, and a temper, but usually she kept that all bottled inside. But holy crap, this guy had turned into such a piece of shit. She couldn’t hold back.

      Eric’s handsome features twisted into a mask of rage. The funny jock she’d agreed to go on a date with that night had been replaced with this selfish, misogynistic freak show in the driver’s seat, whose priority in life seemed to be getting a blowjob. And if that didn’t happen, look out. He turned from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde.

      Eric gave her the evil eye and jerked the steering wheel over. The car skidded to a halt at the side of the road. He slammed the gear into park, turned and pointed. “Get your ass out of my car.”

      The couple in the backseat cackled at her predicament.

      A headache pricked at her temples. God, if only she’d been bold enough to ask someone at the party for a landline to call for a taxi, none of this would be happening. She’d be at home, in her pajamas, watching reruns of Buffy. Not here, stuck with these assholes.

      “But…” She glanced through the car window at the dense forest and pitch-black nightscape that surrounded them. She was thrilled at the idea of getting away from these jerks. Except… “Go where?” she asked.

      “I don’t give a fuck. You’re walking home. Now get out.”

      So, she got out of the car. What else could she do?

      The chill in the mountain air nipped at her arms and legs. Her cute silver sandals crunched on the asphalt. She slammed the car door shut behind her, trying to think of a really biting parting shot to yell through the open window, the perfect remark to cut him with, but Eric barely waited for the door to connect before punching the gas on his sleek new sports car. He pealed out of sight without a backward glance. The car lights blinked and disappeared around the bend in the road. Silence descended, and Rebecca’s stomach sank like Titanic in the cold North Sea.

      She stood there slack-jawed for a moment. Her heart pounded in her chest like she’d just run the mile. It took a good five minutes for the enormity of it all to sink in.

      What the hell? Did that really happen? Had she really been dumped like trash, alone, past midnight, in the middle of nowhere?

      And holy shit, she’d left her purse on the floorboard of Eric’s car.

      She inhaled the crisp pine scent, trying to calm her nerves and not panic. Calm, calm, calm. Rebecca looked all around—at the road stretching ahead, the big fucking trees, the stars in the endless sky, and took another deep breath. Well, at least there was a full moon, so there was a bit of light. She glanced down, yanked her cell phone out of her pocket and tapped on the screen…and of course there was no 4G out here. Because, of course.

      Motherfucker.

      Her nose started to sting.

      Rebecca bit the inside of her cheek and examined the curve of the road and the dark trees on either side. Well, she could crash through the forest, which would be stupid, or instead she could walk along the side of the road. A car might drive by that maybe she could flag down, or at the very least she might find a tiny town, a house, or a minimart. She’d seen those occasionally on the way up but had no clue how far away they were.

      She exhaled.

      Road it was.

      So, she tucked her cell back in her pocket and walked forward, because at least she was doing something that didn’t involve getting hopelessly lost. Cold wind blew against her bare legs, rustling the miniskirt she’d worn that evening. She tightened her paper-thin cardigan around her torso. It was spring. Nice in the daytime, but chilly at night, especially up here in the mountains. And wow, these weren’t some pretend mountains, these were the real deal, the mountains John Muir had backpacked. She guesstimated Yosemite was only about an hour away.

      And she wasn’t even remotely dressed for this trek in the wilderness, let alone on the potholed pavement at the side of the road.

      Fucking shit.

      Rebecca sullenly kicked a small branch out of her way and continued trudging forward on her walk of shame, her desperate path back to civilization. It was freakishly quiet out here, in sharp contrast to the party she’d left earlier and the loud music pulsing in Eric’s car. Out here she could hear the wind brushing through the trees, the hoot of an owl…and that was about it. It would be nice if she weren’t so upset.

      “Why?” she yelled out to no one, shaking a fist at the glittering stars in the nighttime sky. “Why?” She choked off a sob, determined not to cry. If she cried, those assholes won.

      What kind of sense did it make for them to dump her on the side of the road? She was alone; she could get hurt out here. And no one would know. She’d never be found.

      And all because she’d refused to put Eric’s dick in her mouth?

      Really?

      For that, she’d been literally kicked to the curb. They’d slowed down and pushed her out, laughing like a pack of hyenas. She barely knew any of them. Eric had sat near her in psych class all semester. He’d asked her out a couple of times and she’d kept putting him off, but he was persistent. Finally, she’d agreed. Eric was handsome and on the basketball team, great on paper. Right? Why not give him a chance? What harm was one date? Looking back on it, she should’ve gone with her initial gut reaction of nope, bit of a jerk. But, trying to be nice, she’d given in.

      Big mistake.

      He’d invited her to a party in the mountains—a two-hour drive away. “It’s slamming. Everyone goes there. You’ll love it,” he’d said.

      She wasn’t sure, but he was very convincing.

      And, well, sometimes Rebecca worried she was boring.

      She never drank, did drugs, or went out to any college parties or functions. Ever. She wasn’t a people person. She liked animals, especially horses. Horses, she could understand. People, not so much. This was why she was studying to become a large-animal veterinarian. But she’d decided she needed to put in more effort to make friends considering she usually kept to herself and hadn’t made a single new friend since moving away to college.

      So she went out with Eric and the couple he’d brought along.

      Two point five seconds after she’d stepped into the raucous party with Eric and his friends, Rebecca had known it was all a huge mistake. It wasn’t her scene at all. She wanted nothing more than to get away from the pounding music and crush of people. And when Eric had pushed her against a wall in a dark hallway and shoved his beer-soaked tongue down her throat, she’d rebuffed his advances.

      And from that point on, things had gone from bad to worse.

      Now here she was, walking along a backwoods road, nothing to guide her except the pale light of the full moon. And she was pissed off and embarrassed, a mess of nasty emotions all knotting inside.

      And then she heard the noise.
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