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      Cyborg: Redux

      Once evil reigns there is only the honest left to fear…

      Clarissa was an ordinary nanny until Dr. Jeremy Colvert made her a bio cybernetic freak. On the run, it was an act of kindness that nearly ended in disaster.

      When Michael met Clarissa everything in his world changed—again—too. He too, is a “Cybe Enhanced Human” — a creature greater mankind now fears. Now they’re hiding from a world out to get them and aiming to shut down Dr. Colvert’s experimentation isn’t exactly going to plan because worse, much worse, lurks just beyond sight.

      Love might have bloomed, but there’ll be no future if they can’t save each other and it’s going to take more than just them to succeed.

      

      Children Of A Greater Evil

      In the deepening darkness, hope can continue to bloom.

      With the knowledge of the cybernetically enhanced, causing the populace to seek stronger, faster, and better warriors, a faction has determined they can use this opportunity to further their ends.

      Senator Daniella Villede takes charge of a covert agency. Their mission is to investigate and close down those who’d overthrow the government. She’s on the rise in her political career, but as conditions change, so does her role.

      Jonah McDowell is just the man to head up the security force. Drawn to Daniella, he fights against his attraction. She’s his superior, a senator, and beyond his reach.

      When the unthinkable happens, Daniella turns to Jonah, but staying alive is just the first step.

      Content Warning: this story contains sexual content and violence but also hope for a future where love conquers evil

      

      When Evil Came To Stay

      When things are at their lowest ebb, chances are it’s going to get worse.

      For Erin McNally that includes working alongside David Villede. He’s the one man she wants and can never have. Too much separates them—position, money, and power are just the beginning.

      For David, Erin is the woman he dreams of and burns for. After she’s hurt in a horrible incident, his protective instincts kick into overdrive. 

      But the times are dangerous—the genetically engineered warrior kids are growing in power, there’s someone in the camp they trust who’s betraying them, and the tide of public acceptance could just as easily turn against them as in their direction.  

      Success isn’t assured, and neither is their survival. Love may be their only hope.

      Content Warning: Genetic modification, violence and erotic content exist within this book.

      

      Finis: The War To End All Wars

      Inevitably, the end must come. But only one side can win the war.

      Senna Reed—soldier and arson investigator—knows danger. She was there right beside the men in the war—a soldier. Now she’s facing an enemy the likes of which no one in their right mind could have foreseen years before.

      Franklin Mann is a soldier first and foremost. Romantic entanglements aren’t his speciality, but Senna, the woman he’s been tasked to work with, pushes all his emotional buttons. He fights the emotional entanglements…until he can fight no more.

      The passion between them is scorching, but there’s work to be done. Dirty tasks only soldiers can perform.

      The possibility of failure in tracking down the one person who is behind the creation of the super-soldiers and neutralizing them won’t be easy. The battle will require them all to steel themselves, because never before have they seen the likes of what’s to come.
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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Senna Reed poked at the meal on her plate. “Slop, more like,” she muttered. It was an unappetizing mess, and not for the first time, she considered how her life had come full circle. Back on a base again, eating military grub, wasn’t quite what she’d envisioned when she’d returned to civilian life.

      The meat was dewy at best, or better described as downright wet. The vegetables erred on the side of overcooked, and she wasn’t the only one feeling the pain of the bad food standards. With a sigh, she shunted the plate away then rose. If there was nothing edible, she refused to waste any more of her time.

      “There isn’t even an herb or condiment to be seen,” she said.

      Out the doorway, she caught sight of the orange light in the sky and wondered, as she always seemed to these days, what the cause was. Since the lockdown of the base, the excursions to the city were limited to targeted attacks, the odd mission to extract personnel, or guard duty for traveling officials.

      Cupping her hand over her brow, she ignored the trickle of sweat that slid down her back. Summer was on its way with a vengeance, and things were only likely to get worse once the real heat settled in.

      “They hit the last of the hospitals. Saint Jory’s security contacted us at 2000 hours to advise they were surrounded.”

      She whirled at the voice then sighed heavily. “Mann. Next time, some warning would be useful. Civilian losses?”

      Franklin Mann. She’d first met him years ago, when he’d been a guard for Dr. Michael Villede. Not that he needed one now, given both he and his wife were cybe-enhanced with super-strength. Senna snorted but stilled the sound when Mann pinned her with his dark brown gaze.

      Mann was a long-time pain in the ass, all brawn and not so much brain. He tended to lumber around, beefcake-like, but she had to give him credit for his fighting style. Most people took him cheap, thinking he’d be too heavy to move quickly, but there was an unusual grace to him when it came to hand-to-hand combat.

      “My contacts say minimal. Mostly the site was cleared after we sent the first alert. Only the most necessary cases were still in situ. Still, the loss of medical personnel won’t help the greater community.”

      Senna frowned at his assessment. She rarely had the opportunity to talk to the man, having drawn her conclusions remotely. Yet, he’d summed up everything she’d wanted to know with brevity. It made her wonder if she’d sold him short.

      “Your sources?” she asked.

      He shrugged and glanced away. “I know some people who know other people.”

      A moment passed, then another. The need to twitch rising which angered her. Senna realized he’d say nothing more unless directly asked, and it irked. “Okay, thanks.”

      She took off, heading across the parade grounds in the direction of the offices, aware her particular skillset might be required by Daniella and Jonah.

      So much had changed in such a short while, she mused. Daniella had become the head of the resistance, and Jonah had assumed the position of Base Leader.

      Her own team of arson investigators had been scattered after the first major attack by the children. “If someone had mentioned even a modicum of what happened in the last few months, I would have laughed at them.”

      From the corner of her eye, she spied movement and turned, then breathed freely once more when she realized it was David and Erin. Their weariness was clear in the droop of their shoulders and married with the soot on their faces.

      “Tough night?” Senna asked.

      Erin’s lips firmed, white lines edging the pink flesh. “An attack on Saint Jory’s. About sixty lost, mainly ICU staff and patients.”

      Senna growled. Always just too late, but that was what she’d trained for, wasn’t it? Right now there was no satisfaction in knowing she’d be able to tell them when and how. “Dammit. What do you need from me?”

      David shook his head. “We may need your skills with explosives, finding what they hit the building with, but until then, we just need to get clean, some food—”

      “Avoid the mess hall then.”

      David glowered while Erin sputtered. “This is hard enough on good food. When it’s bad, it’s unbearable. What was it today?”

      “Overcooked and really wet meat. They tried to pass it off as stew.”

      “Urgh.” David shuddered. “Maybe we’ll just pop on over to the infirmary then. I’m sure Michael and Clarissa will have something better on offer.”

      “So I hear. Maybe they could teach those who are on cook duty a few things?” Senna snarled.

      “I’ll mention it to Daniella. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I’m not so sure I don’t stink of some charred things I don’t want to consider.” David tugged on his wife’s hand, and Erin waved goodbye as they trudged off.

      Once gaining the interior of the office space, Senna was stopped by a small woman rocking a baby at the front desk. If she didn’t know better, she’d call this unattached woman almost maternal. However, today, she could also add the tag of ‘gatekeeper’.

      “Senna, what can you do for us today?”

      Senna blinked at the strange query. Maylin was the resident data and technological wizard of the base. Had she decided to adopt one of the children they’d found in the laboratory just two months ago?

      “I didn’t realize you were chosen, Maylin! Congratulations on your new child!”

      The woman eyed her with an intense glare. “I wasn’t. I’m simply sitting until his mother can return.” She grimaced. “I have no intention of breeding or fostering.” The baby waved its arms and gurgled before a large, smelly emanation came from the region of its bottom.

      Taking a step back, Senna waved her hands, hoping to ward off the stench. Maylin looked downright horrified and stared at the being in her arms.

      “I’ve come to see the senator or Jonah if either are available?”

      “Daniella is meeting with members of the resistance, but Jonah will be here in a couple of minutes. I just hope the mother turns up quickly and takes this bundle of joy home. Soon.”

      Maylin’s scrunched face told Senna everything she wanted to know. “Okay, thanks.” She moved away from the desk, and around the corner, perching on the hard, plastic chair while waiting for Jonah to arrive.
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      Franklin watched as Senna, a tall, dark-haired woman, strode purposefully away. He wondered if she were dismissive of his talents. Hell, he was damned good in the field, but not a strategist, and he was aware she was well-regarded as an investigator with the arson team. It wasn’t so much that she was so totally beyond him in terms of her rank—though even back when they were both in the services, she held a higher position—it was more the air about her.

      On an indrawn breath, he turned and headed away from the mess hall. According to Senna, there wasn’t really anything in there worth eating, and he had a standing invitation with Michael and Clarissa.

      At the door to the infirmary he cast a glance down the corridor. It was quiet. A whole heap more than he would ordinarily expect.

      His footsteps echoed on the tiles, the scent of cleanser and lemon filling his nostrils.

      He’d missed the camaraderie from the days when he’d been guarding Michael. Back then Michael had been an up-and-coming officer with a bright future, while Franklin had been a private first class. He’d moved on of course. His field promotion to army specialist during the war wasn’t something he talked about a lot. It come at great personal cost, when his platoon commander realized he was handy with a rifle and long-range sniping.

      His mind shied away from the memory of what he’d done and how many times he’d dealt with a difficult situation for those in senior ranks. What it had achieved for his platoon was to give them a fighting chance more than once in the middle of a skirmish.

      He scowled as the familiar need to work off tension suddenly filled his body like a tide washing over him.

      The urgency to stop, turn around, and run—far and hard enough to forget—became a clawing beast, tearing at his guts, and he had to lean against the wall and breathe, sucking in great lungfuls of air until the sensation passed.

      Dots popped before his eyes, gray and black, until he was once again able control his body.

      “Franklin?” The voice at the end of the corridor captured his attention, and he managed to gather his senses enough to paste on a smile.

      “Clarissa. God, I hope you’ve got something edible cooking.”

      She hurried forward, her hands reaching for his and drawing his close. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought her just a normal, if average, woman. Well, if you discounted the weird light emanating from her eyes.

      “Are you sick? Do you need to see Michael?”

      Franklin sighed. “I’m okay. Just thought of something and it sort of knocked me flat. Don’t worry though. I’m good.”

      He gazed into her eyes, willing her forcefully to understand and let go of her concerns. It must have worked as the tension in her grasp fizzled away. “If you say so. And yes, I have food cooking. Some basic stew, but it will be filling.”

      Clarissa urged him forward beyond the patient area and into the private living zone she’d claimed together with her husband, Michael, and the child they’d adopted.

      “How’s the baby?”

      “Oh, fine. Growing. Like quickly. Erin and David are joining us once they’ve had a chance to clean up. They’ve been out all night dealing with the explosion at Saint Jory’s. Daniella and Jonah were coming, but she’s tied up with the resistance, and I’m not sure what Jonah is doing. Now sit down at the table. It won’t be long.”

      Scents of stewing meat and vegetables filled the air, and his stomach gurgled its approval of what would soon be forthcoming. “Want me to do something?”

      Clarissa disappeared into the room beyond then came back, a small bundle in her arms, that was until she deposited it into his arms. “Feed the baby for me while I finish getting everything ready.”

      He cradled the child awkwardly until she shoved the small bottle into his hand.

      “Like this.” With a firm motion, Clarissa guided the nipple to the baby’s mouth. It latched on, rapacious mouth moving in a quick rhythm as it sucked. The sound of gulps and the sight of bubbles his immediate reward. Then Clarissa left the room.

      “Have you given her a name yet?”

      Clarissa popped her head through the doorway. “They all had designations when they were found, but Michael and I needed some time to agree on a name. She deserved better than a weird designation, so we combed through some ancient texts, in the hopes we’d find something inspiring. And we did. I can’t remember the name of the book, but there was a character called Eliza Doolittle who rose above her station and achieved something no one thought possible. That appealed so much, we decided to call her Eliza.”

      “Huh!” Franklin glanced down to the infant he was sure was listening intently. “Hi, Eliza. I’m Uncle Franklin, and you’ve got a great family. We’re all here for you.”

      The baby released the bottle on a sigh and burped loudly, as if in agreement.

      “Doing a great job there, Uncle Frank!” Erin’s words made him jump, and the baby screwed up her face as if to cry then relaxed as Erin slid a finger down her cheek. “How you doing, sweetie? Want to come to Auntie Erin?”

      Franklin wasn’t sure if he felt relieved or sad at the sudden loss of weight as Erin lifted the baby from his arms. Instead, he simply turned and gave a single nod to David who stood watching his wife settle the baby at her shoulder and smoothing circles over her tiny back.

      “Here for dinner?” Clarissa ushered them to the table. “Won’t be more than a moment or two.”
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      Senna settled into the seat opposite Jonah. “I heard about the explosion and those who died. I’m so sorry. I wondered if I could be of assistance.”

      Jonah rubbed red, tired eyes. “That would be great, but to be honest, that’s less important than getting to the person at the bottom of this mess.”

      “But do you know who the ringleader is? I thought it was hidden. A matter of state secrecy.”

      Jonah steepled his fingers. “We think we do, and yes, Daniella has put in place certain need-to-know protocols. If this information gets out, and when you take into account the situation with Phenja, I dread to think what will happen next. We have to track down Lilly Montaine, but it’s like we’re stumbling around in the dark. Topping off all of this, we have the first colony ship ready, with a projected lift-off date very soon. Then we’ve got the creches where they are creating and growing these children.”

      He stopped and slumped, elbows on his desk.

      “We have so many competing priorities, and all the while, we’re sitting ducks here on the base.” Jonah grunted and shook his head. The pressure must have been building, as Jonah rubbed at the pounding between his eyes. “They’ve already breached our defenses more than once, Senna. We need to lock this down now, clear some of the issues so we can target our efforts.”

      Senna agreed with his assessment. It made no sense why they’d attacked Saint Jory’s. By taking out one of the last remaining hospitals in the city, the populace had nowhere to turn in times of need. There had to be some reason.

      “But why Saint Jory’s, Jonah?”

      He shook his head. “We haven’t worked that out yet. But while it’s an answer we really need, we don’t have the time or resources to—”

      “And that’s where I disagree, respectfully. I’m sure there’s something about it that will give us a hint. People don’t remove structures like that without a good and valid reason.”

      “I understand your reasoning but—” Jonah spread his hands.

      “No. My training as an arson investigator tells me there’s something hinky about this. Give me some time—a day or two to see what I can learn. If this doesn’t work…”

      “I can’t, Senna. I need you on tracking down Lilly Montaine.” Jonah sounded defeated.

      “Let one of the others—” she urged.

      “No. I’m over-ruling you. Once we have her brought to heel—”

      “The evidence will be gone. Come on, Jonah, twenty-four hours is all I’m asking for. Time to run the CCTV footage and on-site time. I can go alone. Twenty-four hours, and if I don’t find any useful info, I’ll drop it until after we find Montaine.” Senna leaned forward, urgency in every word she spoke.

      Jonah sighed and settled back into the squabs of the chair. “You drive a hard bargain. But not alone. Take Franklin with you for protection so you can concentrate fully on the task. But I can only spare one day.”

      “All right.” She nodded, then allowed her brain to switch to the next matter. “Now, tell me about Montaine.”
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      Franklin couldn’t say what it was that rankled about his sideways shift to support and guard Senna on her way to the site that had been Saint Jory’s Hospital. For all that, he’d been instructed by Jonah to do so. Suck it up, Franklin.

      He’d been a guard before, so he knew the routine, though looking after Michael had been simple enough during the war. The task may have begun on the battlefield, but soon thereafter they’d transferred to one of the field hospitals. All the top-flight medicos had guards, and they’d doubled up as orderlies. Franklin had quickly grown accustomed to the duality of that role.

      This time was different, what with his target climbing over a bomb site, delving into nooks and crannies, more than aware that below both of them lay the remains of shattered bodies.

      “Hey, Mann!”

      His head jerked in Senna’s direction, and he noted with dismay she was tugging at piles of rubble, working steadily, wearing a pair of glasses that seemed to drag off her face. “What are you doing?” he asked as he clambered toward her, and she glanced toward him.

      She grunted, lifting what appeared to be a larger block of debris. “I’m checking for chemical residue that would give me a clue as to the makeup of the bomb. I can already see traces of something, but I need to get further down to access samples I can take away.”

      “Can’t you just scrape it off?”

      The look she shot at him was clear. If eyes could talk, hers would be calling him several kinds of fool right now. So, he waited; at some point Senna would explain what she needed.

      “No. That could contaminate the evidence with metal from the blade or other things. I need a larger sample, one I can carry, to take back and check through in a clean lab. If I can get a large enough sample, I won’t need the specialist equipment in the investigative lab at the firehouse.”

      “You won’t need any special equipment?”

      She kept rooting around. “No. I have a lot of my own equipment because it was a ‘boys club’.”

      Franklin was still caught on the access to the lab. “What do you—”

      “I was on restriction beforehand, and the labs are located in the middle of the city. Besides, even before that, I had to fight for lab time, and I doubt Jonah will let me go to the central fire office. I need to use what I have available, and that’s why I need your help to get this bloody sample. So, do you think you can stop asking questions?”

      He inched forward and watched as she carefully removed a block, then another until a gap appeared.

      When Franklin reached forward, Senna stopped him. “No. See that black and silver marking? That’s what I need.” She pointed to a smallish block that sat some distance from the opening.

      “And how do you—”

      Senna blinked then smiled. “I’m going to climb down, while you hold a line for me and retrieve it.”

      He backed up, shaking his head, his feet sliding and crunching on the shards of broken building. “No. You’re not going down into the hole. Jonah would have my head on a platter if anything happened to you.”

      “And it won’t, because you’ll be keeping me safe. The debris here is fairly solid, so dropping down is the only way I can get it. Franklin, I only have today to get this sample. After that, he’s going to pull me off investigating, and this is important. It could tell us something we don’t already know.”

      He sighed, aware that Jonah had only allowed her one day to visit the site and scan the footage of the explosion. What if it gave them some clue or link as to how to beat the warrior children? To track down Montaine and defeat those who showed total disregard for life.

      “Okay, but you’re on a rope,” he said firmly. “And if I say we have to get out of here, we do, without complaint. Yes?”

      She opened her mouth to remonstrate, it was there in her narrowed gaze, but after long, fraught seconds she gave a nod. “Okay.”

      Franklin dropped his satchel and hunted for the rope he’d stashed. Senna took it and draped it around her waist. With a couple of firm movements she had it knotted so it wouldn’t unravel easily and waited only for his “okay” before she climbed into the hole. She moved cautiously, slipped in feet first, then slid down over the edge she’d created.

      When only her hands and head remained out, she gazed at him. “Ready?”

      “Sure. Why not?” he muttered, and she smiled, then dropped out of view.

      The rope became taut, and he moved one step then another forward, until he was standing over the hole. Glancing down, he noted the play of light from her hand-held light.

      “Got it?” he asked.

      He heard the grunts of her efforts. “Not yet. Just a moment more.”

      The rope swayed and he frowned, watched her tug at the rubble firmly embedded in the debris with a couple of grunts. He groaned and realized the sample she’d indicated wasn’t releasing as easily as she’d hoped. Time was of the essence as the sun rose in the sky, and the jitters in his belly started. He trusted those jitters, aware they’d never before steered him wrong.

      “We need to hurry,” Jonah said.

      “Just a moment,” she called, and he ground out an oath.

      “We don’t have time, Senna.” The awareness that they were no longer alone was reinforced by the visage of a single child watching from the far end of the ruins. “They’re here.”

      “Damn!” she cursed. “Okay, I’ve got it. Get me out of here.”

      He tugged fast and hard, hand moving over hand while the rope seared the palms of his hands. Quickly, she pushed the rock free of the hole and hauled herself out.

      “We need to get out of here,” he murmured as she bent.

      Senna retrieved her treasure, and together, they moved in the direction of the vehicle, their feet picking the way through the rubble of the hospital’s remains.

      The faster they moved, the more urgent the jitters became. The vehicle waited just at the edge, and he wanted to know how close the children were, but he couldn’t risk losing time or his footing.

      In the distance came the echo of pounding feet. At the car, he reached for the doors, shoved inside as she did. “Hang on,” he yelled while he punched the ignition button. The engine fired and he floored the gas pedal.

      The vehicle shot forward, and his glance in the mirror told him they’d just got away in time as a band of children reached the location of the vehicle’s parking spot.

      “That was a bit too close for my liking,” whispered Senna, and he looked in her direction, where she slumped in the seat, the lump of masonry cradled in her hands and both eyes closed. It was the pallor of her skin that gave away her awareness of just how close they’d come.

      “You got what you needed though, right?”

      She cracked open one eyelid and watched him for a long, tense second. “Oh yes, Franklin. I did. The smell of it tells me lots already as do the striations of the break. If the chemical signature is what I think it is though, it will answer more than a few questions. Let’s get back to the base so I can get started.”

      He barked a laugh. “I was ready to come back before you found that bit of rock.”

      “Perhaps. But I’m pretty sure this lump will give us an upper hand. I’ll explain more later. Once I’ve had time to check the compounds used and know for sure.”

      With that, he accepted the dismissal from Senna. It rankled, but hell, he was just the glorified babysitter, so he shrugged and drove as quickly as he could back to the base.
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      Senna slid open the satchel she’d stashed before leaving the arson squad headquarters and removed the psionic scalpel.

      The small earbuds that would protect her hearing were shoved into place. She’d already hung a sign on the door warning people not to enter. The last thing she needed was some stray portion getting into an eyeball of someone without the appropriate protection, or worse, a chemical reaction making someone sick.

      The light she’d appropriated from the bedside wasn’t quite what she was used to in a laboratory setting, but it would do well enough to illuminate her thrown together workspace. The small eye protectors she shoved against her face scratched at the sensitive skin, but she ignored that. Her whole focus now rested on the lump of smashed masonry. Last, she applied the mask.

      “I look like some science experiment,” she muttered then pushed the thought away.

      Setting the switch of her implement to on, she gripped the handle with a firm grasp and started the process of slicing off enough to access the chemical markers. Thin, she thought as the scalpel slid through the mass. A tiny piece fell away and dropped onto the padding she’d wadded below. Turning off the scalpel, she popped it down on the workbench and picked up the tweezers.

      Senna lifted the small piece she’d carved off, inspected it. “Hope it’s enough,” she murmured and slipped it into the tube which already held the chemical reagents. Breathing deeply, hoping to quell the sudden racing of her pulse, she watched and waited. A bubble started, then the chemicals turned from pink to blue, and she sighed. “Just as I thought.”

      She slid the test tube into the small, wooden holder, picked up her pen, and wrote down the findings, what chemicals she’d used, and the process. She had to be able to replicate it if required.

      Then she hefted her communications device, snapped a picture of the process, the color change, and the notes she’d made.

      “Triacetone triperoxide.” The chemical was one she knew she’d seen before, in fact, several times over the last six months in increasing and concerning repetition, even though it was considered an ancient form of explosive.

      Slumping in the seat, she simply stared at the lump and sighed. Time to contact Jonah. Pressing the screen of the communicator, she hailed him.

      “I have news, Jonah.”

      “Senna?”

      “Yeah. I’ve discovered what they’re using to effect these attacks. They’re using an ancient type of explosive called triacetone triperoxide. It relies on a weak oxygen-to-oxygen bond, and I’ve been seeing this over the last about six months… Slow initially but increasingly popular.”

      “And?”

      “The rest of the investigators I know couldn’t name a perpetrator. But then, neither could I, until now.” Senna inhaled deeply. “Prior to the last year, this explosive was one we learned about during arson training history, but it wasn’t more than a cursory glance. It makes sense now, because it’s easy to obtain the ingredients, can be made at home, and detonators are pretty easy to come by for this particular compound. Jonah, they used to call this stuff the ‘Mother of Satan’.”

      He blinked slowly on the screen then gave a slow nod. “Can we detect it before they ignite it?”

      She shrugged. “There used to be ways from what I remember, but I’d need to dig up more information before we can set anything in motion. In the training we were just introduced to these compounds as something of interest. Everyone thought them archaic, and I would guess no one actually expected to come across them now. As for detecting trace elements, they’re easier to detect after ignition. Beforehand is…well…” Senna spread her hands.

      Without some way to detect it prior to detonation, they were in a precarious position.

      “So, what does this mean? Senna, if this is an undetectable compound, we’re unable to prepare for this eventuality.”

      She grimaced. “I know. I’ll move as quickly as I can, but I can’t use my usual resources. I’ll need access to the ultranet to confirm and some time to research more.”

      “It can’t be via a connected system.” His face appeared tight, as if it were just one more dangerous situation to work through on little to no time or sleep.

      “No, I won’t use a connected system, Jonah. I’ll talk to Maylin tomorrow if you can send the requisition through expedited channels. See if she can scare something up for me to use. Maybe use one of the older systems, because they have differing layers of encryption and access, and I doubt they’ll be monitoring those systems. I know what I’m looking for, if it’s out there, but who knows?”

      He grunted. “Good work picking up on this.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to head over to the mess. Grab something to eat, then an early night. I don’t think there’s much more I can achieve tonight.” To be honest, exhaustion washed over her. Perhaps some fresh air and food would clear the sluggishness that wanted to settle into her system.

      “All right, I’ll flick that requisition through. Just remember to update me with whatever you find. More knowledge will help us reinforce our borders.”

      She disconnected and sat still for a moment. Aware that she’d helped them to make an important finding. The only thing was, could she find them a way to overcome the mess?

      On a sigh, she rose and began clearing away her impromptu laboratory. Old habits died hard, she thought as she shoved the masonry shaving and chunk of rock into the bottom of her lockbox and headed out.
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      Franklin Mann looked at the pile of mush they’d served up in the mess. Glutinous and gray, it resembled something he’d rather not think about. It was food, and he’d been assured nutritious, but that didn’t improve how it looked.

      The fact was though, their food security was tenuous at best. The attacks on the convoys attempting to enter the base were becoming more vicious each time, and efforts being made at bringing in victuals through other avenues remained a band-aid solution.

      At his shoulder, a woman hovered, and he raised his head, the fork hovering between the plate and his mouth.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      Senna.

      The arson investigator had tweaked his interest, but he doubted a beef-cake kind of guy like him was of interest to her. He wasn’t one to waste his efforts, so with a cautious smile, he indicated the seat was free, then returned his gaze to the food. He stabbed at a chunk but didn’t raise it to his mouth.

      “I hear the engineers think there are only a couple more weeks until the first of the colony ships depart.”

      The huskiness in her voice floated around him. Then he startled, glanced up. “How did you find that out?”

      “I heard it from someone working with the grunts. Reckons they’re going to lock down the base tighter than before to make sure there’s no incursions by the kids.”

      His gaze narrowed on her spoon as it traveled between her luscious, pink lips. “And?”

      She waited a moment. A long, pregnant moment.

      He blinked. “And so…”

      “I’ve got a problem, Franklin Mann, and you’re the one I need assistance from.”

      Funny, he could swear the woman beside him was capable of just about anything without any assistance from him. “I’m not sure what I could possibly do that would be of assistance, Senna. You’ve got contacts and skills…”

      “I need someone on the ground. Someone who can keep their eyes open and let me know if they hear or see—”

      Tension seeped into every pore. Was she considering some kind of mutiny? “On who?” He couldn’t help the blunt words.

      “Not on Jonah or Daniella, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Her lips tightened. “But when you’re out, off base and on missions. I need intel on a finding I made today. Jonah knows, but I think it’s the tip and something big is heading this way. Something that could put us all in a great deal of danger, and the base. Like more than we’re currently in. With the colony ships so close… Look, I don’t want to discuss it here.” She slipped the spoon into the mush. “This is disgusting.”

      He shook his head, wondering if she’d say anything else, but instead she ate. Methodically. Scoop, chew, swallow, and repeat.

      When they’d both finished, he waited. Well aware she wanted something from him. Likely not the same thing as I’d like.

      “Let’s take a walk. I need to clear my head a little, see what other aspects I’ve missed of this.” She shook her head, and he couldn’t help noticing the cloud of chocolate-colored silk which escaped the savagely taut ponytail on the top of her head.

      What has she discovered? Hopefully, she’d share all soon. He stood, and she followed suit.

      “Well, that was a meal experience,” she said.

      He trailed her to the front door. “Something like that,” he murmured.

      The girl cleaning the tables scurried forward as they left the building.

      “So, you wanted to tell me something,” he spoke carefully once they’d traveled a distance from earshot of others.

      “I discovered what the compound was. Have you ever heard of triacetone triperoxide?”

      “No, but judging from your concern, I’d say it’s dangerous, in the wrong hands, and potentially an issue for us?” He jammed his hands into his pockets.

      “You’re much quicker than you appear, Mann. But then, I should have known better given who you hung around with during the combat phase. This explosive is a compound that’s super-unstable and super-efficient at blowing stuff up. The only thing is, it’s also pretty close to undetectable, I think, from what I’ve been able to research. Jonah is organizing Maylin to get me onto the ultranet system without being networked to any of the other systems so I can delve deeper and get a better idea.”

      He held up a hand and stopped her, startled to realize she didn’t know what they already had in place. “We’ve already got one. I guess Jonah didn’t know because we skated under the radar. We arranged that before Liv… Before we found out she was basically an infiltrator and she nearly killed Erin.”

      “What?”

      Her startled glance informed him he’d somehow told her something she hadn’t been apprised of. “You did hear about the Liv situation, or were you on mission at the time?”

      Senna nodded, brows drawn close as if she were frustrated. “Yes, I know about Liv, but what do you mean infiltrator?”

      He sighed. How much to tell? Franklin cleared his throat. “Okay, so Liv, or LV-1 as was her designation, had pretty much free range after Jonah and Daniella took her under their wing. We were hoping she’d be the bridge between us and the kids we’d rescued. Seems she was a plant, and those in charge of the kids were sure we’d be unable to refuse her… I guess, citizenship.” His shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “They probably thought we’d be weaker by giving into our emotions. So, Liv had full run and was basically a member of the family. She betrayed us, nearly killed Erin after pushing her down the stairs and after we became aware that she’d been hacking into the system. Sometime during all this, Maylin organized a bank of standalone units for us to research and run ID scans while we were looking into who was passing intel to the warrior children.”

      Her lips curved upward. “Franklin Mann, you’ve just made my day, and I could kiss you. Hell, hold on.” She reached over, clasping her hands on either side of his head, and her lips collided with his.

      The sound—a loud and echoing smack—started a slow burn began deep in his belly.

      Senna stilled, her eyes glinting in the half-light. “Well now, I didn’t expect that.” Instead of her robust voice, a husky quality had settled in its place.

      He harrumphed. The way his body responded wasn’t anything he’d planned to act on. “Well, it’s probably one of those things. Like eating in the mess.”

      But Senna didn’t laugh. Instead, she frowned. “Franklin, I’m not the kind of woman who believes in footloose behavior, but neither am I a saint who lives in isolation. That kiss was unusual. Under normal circumstances, I’d be keen to investigate any kind of opportunities that may arise, but clearly you’re not interested, so—”

      Now he sputtered. “I’m a simple man, Senna. What you see is exactly what you get. Hand-to-hand combat, sniper, and bodyguard. I’m not an officer, nor am I the kind of guy who—”

      “Mann, if I asked you straight out, are you a good soldier, you’d say yes, right?”

      The interruption stopped him in his tracks. He considered her words. “Yes.”

      “You follow orders, right?”

      Franklin couldn’t help but nod.

      “So why then, if I told you to list your best qualities, do I get the feeling you’d rather list your worst?”

      Now Franklin laughed, though it was somewhat strangled. “Because I’m not the man someone like you would—”

      “Someone like me?” Iciness chilled her tone, stopping him abruptly.

      He blinked slowly. Shit! I offended her. He closed his eyes, making a point to consider his words before speaking again. “I just meant, you’re gorgeous, bright, and clever. An arson investigator, while I’m nothing special.”

      Her eyes glinted. “I don’t like being told that my interest is flawed. I don’t care if you’re not sure you’re anything special. I trust my instincts. They’ve kept me alive for a long time.”

      Bitterness coated her words, and the chill he’d felt became a frigid blast, cutting right through to his guts.

      She continued. “It led me to the discovery of the triacetone triperoxide. It tells me you’re a good soldier and probably a nice person. What it didn’t tell me is that you’d duck rather than admit my interest in you is unwelcome. All you had to do is say ‘no thanks’.” Senna backed away, hands stretched out between them. “But hey, now I’ve learned my lesson and won’t bother you again.”

      How did that unravel so fast? His head spun, and he wanted to tell her it wasn’t that he was a coward, just pure truth, but in her eyes he saw a world of ice that now ran between them and decided he should keep his mouth shut.

      She spun on her heel, marched a couple of steps, then whirled back. “I’ll meet you at the commander’s office tomorrow at 0800 hours. And Mann? Don’t be late.”

      Senna stalked away, leaving Franklin wondering how she’d battered him black and blue with simple words.
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      Back in her room, Senna sank onto the bed. Franklin Mann, she mused, had pushed buttons she’d forgotten about tonight, and she’d over-reacted. Big time. The thing was, she’d seen him in the past. He might be a huge chunk of a man, he’d also proved more than once that he could be soft and gentlemanly.

      “I guess that’s why I took the chance,” she muttered.

      She tore off her shirt, once more investigating the scars that crisscrossed her torso and shoulders. The scars she’d gained as a prisoner-of-war. The reason she’d left the military.

      The bottle of ointment she’d stashed on the table beside the bed had become part of her nightly routine, so Senna reached for it, twisted the lid off, squirted some into her hands, and rubbed it into the marred flesh.

      What would Franklin Mann make of these? Would he be disgusted and turn away, or would he ignore them? Even more, would he touch them, accept them as part of who she was?

      “Well, I probably won’t ever know now.” And that chilled her center in a way she’d been wholly unprepared for.

      Shucking the rest of her clothes, she pulled on the light cotton robe she preferred to sleep in, stashed her discarded uniform, and crawled into bed.

      Tomorrow was another day.
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