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        Donna McDonald's books are sexy and exciting! She has a true gift for drawing the reader in keeping her oh-so-satisfied with the alluring turn of each and every page. I highly recommend anything by this wonderful author! 
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        Nero is the sixth book in this futuristic science fiction and fantasy series from USA Today Bestselling Author Donna McDonald. 

      

        

      
        Once he was a cyber scientist who restored cyborgs. Now he’s Nero 1000.

      

        

      
        Locked in the cage of an insane cyber scientist who calls himself Creator Omega, Nero waits for his captor to decide his fate. Having seen Creator Omega’s horrific failed experiments, Nero knows his body is about to be cybernetically altered forever. Even knowing that, he’s not sorry he traded himself to free Aja Kapur. He would do it all over again.

      

        

      
        Though Nero doesn’t know what Creator Omega did to the female cyborg to remove her memories and gain her obedience, he knows Kyra will fix her—if Aja finds her way back. One thing is for sure, Aja’s fellow female cyborgs, Lucy and Meara, will never stop searching and will fight to the death to save her.

      

        

      
        Hell has no fury like an abused female cyborg seeking revenge. But who will save him?

      

        

      
        Peyton will try. All of the cyborgs he helped restore will try. His captor may be a tipping point for the next world war. He prays that doesn’t happen, but the injustice of people being cybernetically without their permission must stop. Kyra is right about that. She’s always been right that the cyber soldier program failed humanity. And well his gods know that he played his part.

      

        

      
        But Creator Omega doesn’t care about what anyone thinks of his evil. His madman captor wants a new right-hand man. He used Aja as bait to lure him there. Now he has exactly what he wanted all along.

      

        

      
        For Nero, that means it’s already too late. He’s about to become something no one ever may be able to save.

      

        

      
        ABOUT THIS SERIES - Set in the future, this science fiction action and adventure series explores military boundaries in a tale of created cyborgs and genetic engineering. It contains strong romance elements for paranormal, science fiction, and urban fantasy romance fans. 
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      Meara marched to the chair. “Lucy’s brain needs a complete makeover, and there’s no time. Kyra says I’m already wired to handle the compatible code. If this works, I’ll be able to find Aja… or at least ping her. Modify me so I can get on with it.”

      Nero sighed and shook his head. “No one wants Aja found more than you and I do, Meara, but you’re talking about using your cybernetics to control the movements of a satellite. This is not just bouncing a signal off it and it coming back to you. Lucy’s old processor underwent multiple upgrades to get that code to work. We also don’t know if that function damaged the rest of her when she used it. From what she tells me, running the code is severely painful, which means some physical price is being paid. When you last contacted Lucy, she all but passed out. Will said it hurt you to receive the communication too.”

      Meara shrugged as she sat. “Lucy’s already warned me about her side of it. Physical pain I can handle, Nero, but every moment that crazy bastard has Aja is a mental and emotional torture that will break me if I don’t do something about it soon. If yer update messes up my cybernetics, so be it. I’ll find a way to deal with the consequences after we find my friend.”

      Nero looked at the man leaning against the wall with arms crossed. “Do you have anything to say about her decision, Will?”

      Meara grunted and mumbled a swear word under her breath. The scientist she and Aja secretly called Dr. Cyberstein tended to be offended by her swearing. The last thing she wanted was an angry scientist tweaking what was left of her brain. She glared and answered before Will could respond. “Why are ya asking Will? I’m the one being modified.”

      “Because I know what it’s like to lose the woman I care about, and this is that kind of risk,” Nero said sternly before looking Will’s way again. “Captain Talon?”

      Will scrubbed a hand over his chin and carefully kept his gaze away from the volatile woman he was afraid of losing. There was no easy answer. Love wasn’t ownership. “I support Meara’s right to do whatever she wants.”

      “Thank ya for the vote of confidence, Captain Cautious. It makes me go weak in the knees, which could prove useful for ya later. Maybe I can show ya how grateful I am when we get time,” Meara promised.

      Will shook his head over her vulgar teasing like he always did. “Don’t read too much into my answer. That doesn’t mean I like the idea of what you’re doing, Meara. And Nero is right, this is not a joking matter.”

      Meara sighed too. This entire debate was only slowing things down. “Don’t get stuffy with me. I don’t like this either, but I’m still doing it. Aja’s trail is cold. We don’t know Creator Omega’s real identity so Eric’s search options are exhausted. Vincent said you got everything there was to get from the apprehension site. Kyra grilled the UCN Chancellors and got nothing. Even the mighty Peyton has no new ideas about where to even start looking again. It’s like that mad scientist bastard is a freaking ghost. If I don’t do this, how else are we going to find him? Lucy’s broken. If I can ping Aja, maybe we can go get all of them—bastard and victim alike.”

      When neither male answered her rant, Meara leaned forward in the chair to stare at her reluctant brain hacker. Once upon a time, she had ruthlessly killed cyber scientists who’d dare work on her. Now here she was begging Nero to modify her cybernetics even more than he already had. All she could do was shake her head at the irony. Aja would be so furious if she were listening to this shit.

      “Nero, ya need to stop weighing the value of potentially damaging me against the value of finding Aja. There is no equity that’s ever going to make sense to yer stellar logic. Ya don’t want to know how many hundreds of times Shiva’s handmaiden and I did things to save each other during all our years on the run. I promise ya on the life of every priest I ever tormented as a child that I won’t regret anything ya do to me that gives us an edge with finding Aja or Creator Omega. Fix me so Will and I can get the fuck on with what needs to be done.”

      Nero nodded as he slowly walked to the chair. “Even in the short term, this modification might not give you the kind of results you’re hoping for. In the simulation I ran, the tracking code worked only sixty-seven percent of the time to ping a target with the other part of the code. I haven’t even studied it enough to estimate all the potential downsides of keeping it turned on. We can’t be sure that Aja’s cybernetics will even respond to it. The risks of this are ten times higher than the chances of success. I don’t like those odds. I want her back, but destroying you in the process would be the equivalent of destroying her. I know how much she cares for you.”

      Meara huffed and glared. “But aren’t ya forgetting that Aja and I had to hack the companion code that was driving us crazy? I volunteered for that shit too. We used a way less talented hacker than you to install the new code on our processors. At the time, we had no idea if it would work or not. Aja bore the brunt of the risk because she was the one figuring it out. We accepted that code failure might mean my death before we installed it. For cyborgs, odds are always in the scary-as-shit range. So trust me when I tell ya that yer sixty-seven percent chance of giving me a way to find Aja is better than the big fat zero I have at the moment. I’ll be sure and report to ya about the downsides as I live through what yar about to do to my cybernetics.”

      “Yes, I know you will.” Nero put his hand on Meara’s shoulder. “I’m going to tell you something that I should have told both you and Aja long ago. You are two of the bravest women I’ve been honored to know and restore. You’re both superior examples of the best of humanity. ”

      Meara grinned and leaned back to get as comfortable as she could in the chair. Her insides were quaking like always, but that sort of fear always came with giving up control of yerself. “Shut me down and get on with it, Dr. Cyberstein. I don’t need yer pretty words. Save those for a woman ya can actually sleep with. William Talon barely lets me out of his sight. And by the way, he was my first cyborg, and I have to tell ya that the man truly is a sex machine in bed. Now I understand why all those desperate women were willing to spend millions of dollars for a cyber husband of their own. Talk about satisfaction guaranteed.”

      Heat climbing his face always prompted Will to do whatever he could to stop Meara’s rambling. Will stepped away from the wall where he leaned and walked to stand at Meara’s side. He slipped his large fingers through Meara’s smaller ones and fought not to dwell on their size differences. “Damn right, I keep tabs on you. It’s a toss-up between you, Lucy, and Aja about who’s sneakiest. Right now, my vote is leaning toward you winning the prize.”

      “Yar turning into a real sweet talker, William Talon.”

      Will felt the corners of his mouth lift despite his face’s lack of practice when it came to smiling. “I don’t have any pretty words for you, Meara. Will you settle for hearing that I love you? Because I do. I love you.”

      “Those are the only words a real woman ever needs to hear,” Meara said matter-of-factly, closing her eyes when Nero began shutting her down. She felt Will squeezing her fingers tightly as she went under.
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      Being a fourth-year university engineering student, Phoebe Hunter was certainly no stranger to solving difficult problems. Learning that she’d been cybernetically altered without her knowledge should have been at the top of her problem list, but strangely, it wasn’t.

      All Phoebe had on her mind was finding her friend Anna. She hadn’t been found among the victims who’d been terminated or converted to cyborg by the man who’d abducted them. If they would let her out of this quarantined area, maybe she could help. Maybe she could do something they hadn’t been able to do.

      Leaning her head on her hand, Phoebe pushed away the portable com she had been using and closed her eyes against the sharp headache blooming from her frustration. Why wouldn’t the scientists they were working with let any of them leave this place? If she were free to move around, she’d also be free to do her own research. At this point, anything would be better than feeling as helpless as she did every time she thought of her friend being in the hands of that crazy guy who had captured them all.

      “I can’t handle this waiting shit any longer,” Phoebe muttered aloud as she opened her eyes and stood. She wasn’t a freaking criminal. They had no right to hold her against her will. She would find that Nero guy or that Dr. Winters woman and tell them so.

      Her frown deepened as a handsome soldier in a drab brown uniform entered the room and looked in her direction. The guard wasn’t a cyborg, or at least, not one like most she’d seen. A long, gray stun baton hung off his belt, and his swagger spoke volumes about how much confidence his weaponized penis symbol gave him. Phoebe snorted, but couldn’t laugh at the guy’s compensation issues because her head hurt too much.

      Cyborg or human, the guards changed every few hours. It had taken her a few days to notice the pattern since they all pretty much dressed and acted the same. Strangely, the newest soldier-for-hire walking toward her wore tinted glasses as he stalked through the dimly lit containment area. She couldn't be sure, because her growing headache made her squint against the pain, but the guy appeared to be smirking.

      Using what little focus she could muster, Phoebe studied the guard walking toward her. He looked about her age. The guy probably thought her pseudo-rescue situation was hilarious. What a jerk.

      Before this nightmare began, she’d have pegged the smirking guy as some gang member… or maybe one of those survivalist types her parents detested. She’d admit the grinning bastard looked the part of a soldier, but something about him wasn’t right.

      Her headache deepened the closer he moved to her. It had to be obvious to everyone in the room now that she was his target. Phoebe put a hand to her forehead and squinted up at him. The soldier narrowed his gaze as he stopped in front of her.

      “Are you Phoebe Hunter?”

      Phoebe nodded. “Yes. That’s me.”

      “Someone left you a handwritten communication. It’s been checked and cleared for you to receive.”

      The guard thrust out his hand that held an envelope. Wincing, Phoebe slowly took it from his fingers. Her head hurt so much now that it was hard to focus on being polite and doing the right thing. She wanted to glare at him, but her hurting head wouldn’t allow that kind of reaction.

      The guard turned and started to leave before Phoebe remembered her own agenda. “Wait,” she called out as she rubbed her throbbing head. “I need to talk to someone about getting out of this place. Can you send one of the doctors to see me?”

      The guy nodded without fully turning back to her. He tossed the answer over his shoulder. “Dr. Bastion is on his way. I’ll let him know about your request.”

      “Thanks,” Phoebe said, clutching the envelope in her hand as she watched him exit.

      Her headache eased once the guard was out of her sight. It was like the guy had carried some sort of headache-causing device in his pocket. She hadn’t really gotten a good look at his face, but she’d probably remember his voice if she ever heard it again. Voices tended to stick with her.

      Was the headache yet another cybernetic side effect of whatever had been done to her? Stress was her constant companion at the moment. She didn’t understand what had been done to her brain, and not knowing was driving her mad.

      Phoebe’s attention finally left the guard and went to the envelope he’d given her. Her fellow prisoners were staring openly at her, probably wondering what she’d gotten from the guard. Her alleged rescuers—alleged because Phoebe couldn’t fully trust people who denied her freedom now—had yet to allow her parents to see her.

      Not that her parents would be fretting about her confinement. They weren’t like Anna’s parents. They’d paid for her education, but hadn’t involved themselves personally in her life since she’d turned seventeen.

      Wealthy enough not to work normal jobs, her parents traveled to countries that were nearly destroyed during the final world war. They were more than philanthropists. They were both engineers and lent their skills to rebuilding what the war had torn down.

      Phoebe was proud of her parents for what they did, but she missed having a normal family.  Most of her school holidays were spent rambling around her parents’ house alone, except for those holidays she’d spent with Anna. Anna’s family was big, and messy, and no doubt frantic with worry right now. They were highly involved in their musical daughter’s life. If they’d just let her out of here, she could go see them and explain what had happened.

      Brain fog clearing from her strange headache at last, Phoebe glared back until everyone else in the common area went back to their own business. Finally, she sat down at the table and looked at the envelope with her name printed on it. Handwritten notes were only used for special occasions like birthdays. She was months away from that.

      She cautiously peeled open the envelope flap and slid out the contents. She expected it to be a note from her absent mother and father explaining why they couldn’t visit her in person. Instead, she found a folded piece of paper and what looked like a damaged engineered chip. Visual inspection of the chip revealed no clues about what it was from, but maybe the note would say. Perhaps it was a recording her parents made for her.

      Phoebe slipped the chip into a pocket of her ugly medical clothes to hide it. Frowning at her parents’ failure to come and demand she be released, she unfolded the note and felt her blood run cold as she read the words on it.

      Attention, Phoebe 113.

      You have heard that actions have consequences, but so does inaction. Do keep this in mind as you read this.

      The guard who delivered this to you is one of my creations. The headache you just experienced in his presence was a warning about my seriousness. By increasing the output frequency of the device he carried, I could have ended your life, and the lives of the others with you. If you fail to follow through on the task included in this note, I will end your life during my next visit.

      Phoebe’s heart sped up. Her gaze flew to the doorway. Something the guard had on his person had caused her headache. She struggled to remember what the guard looked like. The smirk she remembered, but his tinted glasses had hidden his eyes. The rest was lost to the horrible headache.

      The guy had been young—she remembered that—or at least he’d seemed young. The crazy scientist she recalled from her capture had not been young. But who else would be stupid enough to think she would blindly do what he told her to? Well, the scientists here were ordering her, but they weren’t threatening death if she didn’t comply.

      Her eyes went back to her note.

      Here are my orders. Do not deviate from them.

      Give the processor chip to Dr. Nero Bastion and no one else. Tell him there is a recorded message on it that will explain what he needs to know. If you tell anyone except Nero Bastion about this note, your friend Anna will be punished severely for your disobedience. If you tell Dr. Kyra Winters, I will kill Anna 120 without a qualm and send her destroyed body back to you in pieces to prove I am not making an idle threat. As I just demonstrated, I can destroy your mind any damn time I wish, so do not think you can thwart me. I created you, and I can end you.

      However, if you obey my request completely, I will spare your friend’s life. I will also let you and your fellow escapees run free in the world until such time as I have further need of you. Choose your actions wisely. ~ Your Creator

      Numb with shock, Phoebe lifted her head when Dr. Nero Bastion strolled into the common area. No alarms had sounded about the guard. Nero looked tired and ragged, but he did not look concerned about them or their safety. The note must be telling the truth. No one knew their confinement area had been infiltrated by the bad guys except her.

      Phoebe clenched the note in her fist before shoving it into the pocket containing the chip. The bastard who’d changed her was giving her no choice except to obey him. At least Anna was still alive. Or at least she could hope that part of the note was as true as the rest.

      “Good morning,” Nero said, nodding to Phoebe. “The guards said that you wanted to see me.”

      Phoebe lifted her gaze to the man’s serious face and nodded as she swallowed hard. “Yes. We need to talk about something critical. But not here. This place is not safe.”

      Nero looked around. “Not safe? Cyber Soldiers are guarding you, Phoebe Hunter. They won the last world war. You couldn’t be any safer.”

      Phoebe rose while shaking her head. “You’re wrong, Dr. Bastion. I just had a visitor. He came in here posing as a guard. If you want to know what he said to me, you’re going to have to take me out of here.”

      Nero sighed and rubbed his forehead in frustration. “I… very well. I suppose I can’t report this until I know what is going on.”

      “If you tell anyone… or if I do… the crazy guy who captured me is planning to send someone here to kill me and the others.”

      Nero’s eyes widened. He pulled two wrist restraints from his pockets and a collar just to be sure. He held them in the air. “These are restraints. We’re not going anywhere unless you put these on. If your cybernetics flip into a defense program, I will not hesitate to use them to incapacitate you. Do you still want to go?”

      Phoebe pulled her hands from her pockets and held out her arms. “I’ll do whatever it takes. The note confirmed that he has my friend Anna.”

      “Very well.” Nero frowned as he fastened the restraints on her. The other converted students in the room were now whispering. He inclined his head toward them. “I came here to talk to you, not to frighten everyone.”

      Phoebe frowned and nodded as she answered. “And I’m doing what I was told to do to save their lives. The others will get over themselves. They think I’m causing the delay in us leaving here because I keep asking to help you.”

      Nero held out a hand and motioned toward the door. “Very well, Ms. Hunter. Let’s visit my lab. It’s been shielded from the majority of external devices. Perhaps you will feel safe enough to speak to me there.
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      After helping restore many severely damaged cyborgs, Nero learned the hard way that Creator Omega’s skills were exceeded only by the sheer audacity of his ego. The man redefined what it meant to be a narcissist. The insane cyber scientist truly believed his intelligence justified creating a world full of cybernetically altered people programmed to obey his every whim.

      Peyton couldn’t be told that the man was luring him. Nero didn’t have the luxury of seeking anyone’s help. Aja’s life depended on his absolute obedience. He knew by now that Creator Omega would dare to do everything he warned. All he could do was leave a trail for Peyton and the others to follow after he went.

      Nero’s stomach tightened with resolve. He hadn’t yet listened to the message he’d received, but he instinctively understood what the scientist wanted. They had destroyed his labs, stolen his creations, and now he was determined to recover some what he had lost.

      Before he listened, Nero needed his mind to accept the reality that he was holding the restoration chip he’d programmed specifically for Aja in his fingers. And it wasn’t a replica. He could tell by the slight alterations that had been made—alterations that would have taken several days to decode enough to create a brand new copy.

      Giving Phoebe the chip was a brazen act. It proved beyond doubt that one of Creator Omega’s handcrafted minions had waltzed into the confinement area without anyone being the wiser. It was like Creator Omega had magical keys to Norton, and they granted him and his minions access to any constrained area they wished to enter. If the messenger had employed one of the portable EMP weapons they’d seen used on cyborgs before, Phoebe Hunter and the rest of the recovered students would now be history. He and Kyra working together at top speed couldn’t have replaced nine destroyed processors fast enough to save the students.

      Nero studied his hands as his mind looped potential images of nine young, lifeless bodies. Phoebe Hunter had been wise to follow through on what had been asked of her. But what would he do about what was being asked of him?

      If he said anything to Kyra or Peyton or Eric, it would definitely mean Aja’s death as well as that of Phoebe’s friend, Anna. Yet if he said nothing, Creator Omega could easily send someone back to kill all those who’d been cybernetically converted. He had to find a way to save those remaining and those who hadn’t recovered yet.

      Despite the girl groaning when he returned Phoebe to the group, he’d given orders to move the nine students to the basement level. The space was set up like an apartment, but also like a medical facility. He was certain their processors couldn’t be easily tracked that far below the surface, no matter what kind of signal they were emitting. It had kept Captain Pennington safe for a while. Perhaps it would shield the students as well.

      Of course, they couldn’t remain in the basement forever. Keeping them underground was inhumane and nearly as bad as their previous captivity. Someone would need to create a jamming mechanism for their neural implants. Then they should upgrade the code on their chips to auto-activate in case of an EMP attack.

      Nero rubbed his forehead. He had an epic headache blooming behind his eyes. There had been no sleep for him since he’d discovered Aja hadn’t returned from her rescue mission. Worse—remorse owned him every time his mind replayed their last conversation.

      He should have told Aja that he found her beautiful, that he loved her, and that he admired her for surviving all she had. He should have asked how she felt about a woman taking a man’s name when they married, because he’d been thinking about marriage to her almost since the moment Aja Kapur had awakened her after her first restoration.

      He’d felt her viciousness and could barely restrain her because of it, but he’d also felt the compassion behind her actions. That part of her nature had brought him a thousand feelings of desire that he’d never felt for a woman before.

      He’d been an idiot to let his strong feelings for Aja frighten him into silence. Now he held Aja’s life in the palm of his hand. The time for hesitation was gone. Either he loved her enough to sacrifice himself or he should turn this all over to Peyton.

      Not that anyone being right or wrong mattered, but Kyra’s views were right. It was so clear to him now. Cybernetic conversion was nothing more than a high-tech form of enslavement. The cost to the human being converted was far too big a price for anyone to pay for any reason.

      He finally understood why Kyra was always so hard on herself. Without her original findings and her code, Jackson Channing wouldn’t have been able to control cyborgs. It was Kyra’s code that turned the soldiers into human robots, and her code had exceeded Channing’s capacity to write it.

      Even Evil Brad, as the cyborgs had dubbed him, had hacked Kyra’s original work instead of writing anything unique. Next to Nero, Brad had shown the most promise in restoration work. Unfortunately, his college friend had chosen to support Jackson Channing’s side, and Kyra had been forced into controlling him cybernetically.

      That sin had not gone without punishment either. Creator Omega eventually captured Brad and did his own cybernetic tweaking. If anything, Creator Omega’s work was the only work that rivaled Kyra’s cybernetic brilliance.

      Still musing about how they’d all gotten to this place in cyber science history, Nero slid Aja’s chip into the programming slot and began inspecting it. Soon he found the stored vid file. No attempt had been made to hide the recording, which appeared completely organic.

      The crazy bastard obviously wanted Nero to know that Aja herself had been his recording tool, likely before he pulled the chip from her. Whoever Creator Omega was, he knew as much about the cyborgs as Nero or Kyra did. The question was how.

      How did he know? Where had he gotten his training?

      A neatly dressed man appeared on the screen, but he wasn’t facing Aja directly, so his face was not in complete focus. Instead, the man walked some distance away before speaking. A white lab coat with giant pockets covered his unwrinkled clothes. As he moved around talking, Nero saw two other females lying on tables to one side of his pacing area. One of them might be Phoebe Hunter’s friend. Thankfully, both females looked like New World Companions rather than anything like the abominations Meara and William had brought back in Creator Omega’s stolen shuttle.

      How sick was it that knowing the females were merely programmed as companions was such a relief to him? Nero rubbed his forehead again and replayed the video twice more as he took in the surroundings and the speaker.

      The third time through, Nero listened as closely as he could to the words.

      “Greetings, Nero Bastion. I have just received notice that you activated this recording. I understand that you value the female cyborg that my associates and I now have in our possession. As a sign of good faith, I have returned Aja 490’s original processor chip to you to prove the offer I’m about to make to you is legitimate. I badly need an assistant, Nero Bastion, and you have the proper skillset. So I am proposing we make a trade. I will exchange your very talented life for the Aja 490’s nearly useless one.”

      Nero paused the recording when he realized he couldn’t hear anything except his own heart thundering in his chest with alarm. The man had used Aja’s onboard recording mechanism to make the video Nero was watching. It was absolute proof the bastard had her. Getting angrier would do no good.

      He needed to be rational—calm. He needed to make the right decision. When his heart finally slowed again, Nero resumed his viewing.

      “There are coordinates at the end of this recording. You must arrive within two hours of viewing this. Show up, and I will release Aja 490, who will be programmed to find her way back to Norton. Failure to meet my deadline will cause me to destroy Aja’s new processor. The appearance of anyone else but you at the coordinates will also result in her instant death. Follow my directions, and I promise you that Aja 490 will be set free. As I said, I badly need a new assistant. I look forward to your acceptance of my job offer and to making a trade. Do not disappoint me.”

      Using the permanent marker he kept in his pocket, Nero wrote the coordinates on his hand and then pulled Aja’s processor from the reader. He wrote ‘Aja 490 Original Chip Restoration’ on a protective case after storing the chip inside. Then he dropped the processor case into a large storage envelope along with Aja’s fingernail. He added the note Phoebe had received from the guard and one from him explaining why he couldn’t gamble with Aja’s life after Creator Omega’s guard had so blatantly visited Phoebe Hunter without being stopped.

      Nero debated with himself for a few seconds before inserting a new processor chip into his machine and entering the command to load it with the prototype code he had been reluctantly working on at Kyra’s insistence. Initially, they planned to use the code to rebuild the companions that couldn’t be restored. Kyra had installed a stasis version in them, but what those women experienced every day couldn’t be called a life. His primary concern now was Kyra’s interest in testing the processor on Rachel. But what if he didn’t come back?

      Decision made, he waited until the processor finished processing and then ejected it. For a moment, Nero rolled it over and over in his fingers. In two minutes, he’d created a cybernetic processor powerful enough to grant a cyborg not only sentience but much more. In ancient days, this would have been seen as magic. As he looked at it, all he saw was mankind’s effort to harness the power of the gods.

      He snapped the prototype processor into a blank case and scribbled two words on the outside of it. Kyra would see what he wrote and instantly know what the processor was meant for. In his personal note, he’d asked Kyra to do her best to restore Aja when she arrived home—something he had to believe would eventually happen, despite knowing what Creator Omega had been doing to his latest round of victims.

      Though he completely accepted that someone as insane as Creator Omega would likely have no problem lying to him about Aja’s release, Nero couldn’t worry about that not happening. The scientist had gone to a lot of trouble to deliver a personal message to him. For whatever reason, Creator Omega wanted Nero to give himself up willingly.

      What choice did he have except to go along? As far as Nero could see, he had no other options. If Creator Omega’s minion could sneak into the containment bunker and leave again without anyone knowing it had happened, Nero really couldn’t turn the crazy scientist down. He could just as easily decide to kill Kyra as well as the students.

      Where would all the cyborgs be without Kyra Winters? Since Creator Omega hadn’t killed them yet, it likely meant the scientist considered them to be of some future use to him. His success in infiltrating the bunker meant the bastard knew he had an edge. Eric’s theory that the man was tapping into their restoration research was now all but proven by the fact that they were all still alive.

      So he’d go and make the trade. He’d exchange himself for Aja and pray the bastard kept his word. The original cyborgs had sacrificed their humanity in order to save the world. It was time for him to make the same sacrifice.

      He had no intentions of actually helping the crazy cyber hacker, but he’d play along. He’d managed to shield the reality of his work from the now deceased Dr. Jackson Channing, who’d been Kyra’s true counterpart. He’d find a way to shield his future work from Creator Omega as well.

      As he sealed the envelope, Nero prayed to all the Gods he believed in that he’d somehow find the internal strength to kill the evil bastard the first chance he got to do so.
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        * * *

      

      “When are you leaving?”

      Will ignored Lucy’s question to watch as Kyra ran yet another test. Meara stopped complaining the moment she realized that Kyra Winters wasn’t letting her out of the chair until she’d checked everything she possibly could.

      Listening to Meara’s clipped one-word confirmations was getting on his nerves. Meara wasn’t giving Kyra anything but POW answers worthy of any soldier who’d been captured by the enemy. He wondered if the white-coated scientist had any idea about the fine line she walked with her torment of a trained soldier capable of killing her in under three seconds.

      Here was yet another time where Will realized that he preferred Meara’s blistering lectures and senseless chatter about stupid shit. It amazed him that he felt that way, but he did. His logic failed every time Meara opened her mouth, but now he didn’t care about that either.

      Apparently, being in love drove everyone crazy, including logical cyborgs. He shook his head about how he felt about Meara and turned back to face Lucy. “I’m sorry. I heard your question, Lucy, but I got distracted with the interrogation happening across the room.”

      Lucy grunted. “Distraction is Meara’s middle name. Don’t worry, Will. She’s just pissed. I’m sure you’ll get an earful about Kyra’s torment of her later.”

      “Oh, there’s a hundred percent chance of that happening,” Will replied with most of a grin. “And to answer your question, we’re leaving as soon as Kyra clears Meara to leave.”

      Lucy nodded. “I’m sorry it came to her doing this. I wish I could have helped more.”

      Will shook his head. “Meara told me about your research into the contract husband you killed. You’re doing your share of nasty work.”

      Lucy dropped her gaze to her hands. “If my processor wasn’t so fucked up, I’d know the answer about whether or not I’m right. There’s just some nagging part of me that says I didn’t kill Jackson Channing. I don’t care whose DNA is in that report.”

      “Jackson Channing was a vicious sociopath and narcissist. You can bet the UCN Chancellors funded whatever escape route he took. Meara doesn’t think Brad Smith was clever enough to do all he said he did to you. She thinks Creator Omega was involved even then. The UCN probably funded those abominations we found, just like they funded the extended work on me and you. It seems our new government is currently run by a bunch of sick bastards, even if no one can prove it.”

      Lucy nodded. “Maybe I can get to proving that too. First, I must prove to Kyra that it wasn’t Jackson Channing I killed. Then I’ll look for a way to prove it to the world. Since I can’t be modified any further, finding out who the hell I killed or didn’t kill is the least I can do.”

      Will looked at her. “We both know Meara was the right choice to get this modification. She’s the only cyborg I know who won’t be tempted to use any level of power against people for no good reason.” He grunted as he grinned. “God help all the droids we come across, though. She keeps that step-dancing program ready for wireless delivery to anything robotic. Her pranks mean the world to her.”

      Lucy chuckled despite the hollowness of her gut. Meara’s antics always made her laugh. “That’s more a truth to that than you even know. I just hope one day you find her as funny as the rest of us do.”

      Will snorted and lifted an eyebrow. “Her sense of humor drives me nuts, but I do love her, Lucy. I know you think I don’t, but…”

      “That’s not true, Will. I just worry that you don’t love Meara as much as she deserves. If I thought you were stringing Meara along, I’d have to intervene. You really wouldn’t like me intervening. Neither would Meara.”

      Will ran a hand through his hair. “Look, Lucy… Cassandra and I…”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

      “Yes, I do. I don’t want you thinking Meara and I aren’t serious, because we are.” Will paused and sighed. “Let’s just say that both Cassandra and I got the closure we needed. I finally understand that I lost my wife the moment I got cybernetically converted because she never approved or understood why I did it. Still, thoughts of returning to Cassandra kept me alive when I needed them to, and I’ll always be grateful for that.”

      Lucy nodded. “As any soldier would be.”

      Will nodded back. “Right—and I get that too. I also get that Cassandra is far happier with her completely human husband than she was being married to a soldier who put his country’s needs before those of his wife and kids. Even if Cassandra had wanted me back, I couldn’t have spent the rest of my life with a woman who was afraid of me—and the truth is that I terrified her.” He lifted his chin in Meara’s direction. “That woman over there in Kyra’s chair is not afraid of anyone or anything, least of all me. She keeps me straight.”

      Lucy grunted as she glanced in Meara’s direction. “Meara’s only fear is losing the people she loves. She longs for a simple life with fun times and happy friends. It’s a pity no one ever gave it to her before now.”

      Will laughed. “I think I can give Meara a simple life, but fun times don’t seem to be in my wheelhouse.”

      Lucy laughed too. “Well, that’s not what I hear. Meara says you can be a lot of fun behind closed doors.”

      “Okay—stop right there,” Will ordered firmly, holding up a hand and grinning when Lucy giggled. “I do not want to hear what Meara tells her friends about me. I haven’t recovered yet from her telling Nero things he should never have known.”

      Lucy laughed. “Good Lord, William Talon. Are you actually blushing? You were never like this during our college days.”

      Both their heads turned to Meara when she launched herself out of the medical chair. “That’s all I can stand of this,” she said loudly, glaring at Kyra Winters. “I’ve got a whopper of a headache from Nero’s tinkering and a ball of fire in my gut from my worry. I need to get out of here before I start pounding on things to make me feel better.”

      Kyra sighed and threw up a hand. “Fine. I expect you to keep in touch, Meara. And I mean, I want a report every hour. No more sneaking off and not communicating.”

      Meara rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. When I find Aja Kapur, I plan to make sure everyone in yer restored cyborg army knows. Because that crazy scientist is not escaping again. I want him dead this time.”

      “As do I,” Kyra said as she stood. “As do I.”
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      Nero rented an airship because Meara and Will were using his. With any luck, Eric would track him here and be just enough of a heartbeat behind to keep Creator Omega from knowing he’d led a cavalry to his rescue. He left the coordinates on Eric’s workstation without explaining what they were, but Nero knew the curiously intuitive cyborg would plug them in just to investigate.

      The rest of the info about his plans was in the envelope Kyra would receive when Rachel delivered it later today. He’d told Rachel the contents were time-sensitive and that Kyra was too busy to see it this morning.

      He also left the prototype chip for Rachel, which he and Kyra had been arguing about. If Rachel chose to add it to her cybernetics, it would allow her to learn virtually anything, including the coding for her own cybernetics and any others she wanted to learn. Seetha might lose her in the repair lab, but Kyra would gain someone else to help with restorations.
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