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        Eric often forgets he's a cyborg. All Lucy sees in the mirror is a killing machine.

      

        

      
        Marine Lance Corporal Eric Anderson tended to forget he was a cyborg. Most of the time he didn't give his past as a military machine any thought. He'd always lived by his human gut, not his logic chip, so thinking outside of the cybernetic box was just how he worked. 

      

        

      
        Then he met her—Evelyn 489—a female cyborg so erratically dangerous she has to be kept locked away. Angry, violent, and full of deadly intentions, she epitomizes every fear about cyber scientists that ever kept him awake at night. Until he gave into his urge to be her hero, the woman didn't know she used to be Army Captain Lucille Evelyn Pennington. 

      

        

      
        Though Peyton is full of doubts, Eric is compelled to help Kyra and Nero restore the woman who once liked to be called Lucy. It doesn't help his cause that several people seem determined to kill her.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric blinked dry eyes. “Come on. Damn it. Where are you hiding her?”

      Nothing he tried was working and he’d stared so long at the com station his gaze was blurry with fatigue. As a Marine Lance Corporal, he’d received upgraded corneas during his Cyber Soldier conversion, but those only corrected a genetic vision deficiency from his youth.

      Sometimes he wished he’d gotten full cybernetic orbs like Peyton. His eyesight always gave out before his mind grew tired. Cyborg or not, he needed a good solid eight hours of shut down time to keep his organics functioning properly. He sure wasn’t going to get that tonight if he couldn’t bust through his latest obstacle.

      He grimaced as he lifted his wrist com to his mouth. “Contact Dr. Bradley Smith.”

      Peyton and Kyra had come up with a wearable com device that scanned channels for covert monitoring before syncing to make contact. The random channel matchup allowed for more secure communication than using any of Norton’s available connections.

      When the cyborg restorations were completed, Kyra said she was going to apply for a design patent on the wrist com and Eric didn’t blame her. It wasn’t just functional. It was also attractive enough to pass for any modern wrist piece. He admired the design as he waited for an answer.

      “Acknowledged—Eric 754. How may I assist you?”

      Eric huffed before swiping to reply. “Brad, please omit my cyborg ID number from future greetings. I’m calling because I need your help. I’ve found another file I can’t unlock.”

      “After completion of my current task, I will be available. Your estimated wait time is approximately twenty-six minutes. Please allow an additional five for travel to your com room. I have mapped your current location.”

      Eric snickered as he disconnected. Approximately twenty-six minutes? No way did he believe Evil Brad was guessing. He talked to himself as he waited, an odd habit he had only when alone. “I think Kyra needs to tweak your logic chip, Dr. Smith. But a better question might be why the hell do I care about your reaction? That’s probably the same reason I’m talking to an empty room right now. This work has finally driven me over the edge.”

      Though chronologically the youngest member of his Marine fire team, Eric sometimes felt like the oldest. Having two cybernetic compartments and two processors required very unique programming. It also required him to deal with situations the others had never known about.

      Most cyborgs were shut off from their humanity. He never had been. The things he remembered—like watching his best friend get gutted—would have been better forgotten. But Kyra had said it was an all-or-nothing deal with his memories, so he’d kept it all.

      To keep his mind from reliving a past he couldn’t change, Eric pulled up the official cyborg file on Evelyn 489. He’d memorized all the data in it already. Mostly, he just wanted to look at her picture again. The woman was a beauty even with her copper-streaked hair cut military short. In her ID photo, little diamonds glinted in her ears, though they didn’t match her serious expression.

      It was damn strange to him that the woman’s standard military ID hadn’t pinged much back in his early global image searches for her. The photo attached to her file had been taken right after she got her captain’s bars. Military officers, regardless of branch, didn’t just go missing for no reason—not without a full-blown manhunt taking place. Yet nothing about any prior search for her was listed in the file he had in front of him. Only her current apprehension was documented.

      Research often sent him snooping into a Cyber Soldier’s background. Lucy’s lack of one was nothing but frustrating. All he had for clues to her real identity were several female first names from a fiction book she prized highly enough to keep in her cell.

      “If I’m correct, that narrows your name down some, but are you going to be a Lucinda, a Lucille, or just a plain old Lucy like I’ve been calling you?”

      Eric grunted when he realized he was talking to himself again. Maybe Marcus was right. Maybe he needed to get his ass out of the research chair more often. It had been weeks since he’d dated and a couple of months since he’d slept with a woman.

      Life had gotten busy. And okay… maybe he hadn’t been interested lately, unless you counted the woman on the screen.

      He reached out with one finger and stroked the photographed cheek of his mystery woman. The female captain looked tough and purposeful, but also oddly calm in her picture. She was definitely not the swearing hellcat he’d met in lock-up who could read his mind. If he ended up working with her, he would have to warn Evelyn 489 about what she would find in his brain if she kept digging around in there. Nothing was locked away but stuff that would give her a thousand more reasons for those sad and angry tears she so often shed.

      His random musings about cybernetics, women, and the elusive Evelyn 489 were finally interrupted by the sound of the room door sliding open. Eric checked his processor when he saw who it was. Evil Brad had arrived in fourteen minutes, not twenty-six, and hadn’t bothered to inform him. Strange.

      “Hey there, Dr. Smith. You’re here much earlier than you estimated.”

      Eric was shocked when Evil Brad shrugged in response to his statement. The gesture was clearly a human sign of indifference. The changes he was noticing couldn’t just be his imagination. He listened closely as he waited for Brad’s reply.

      “My previous task was completed sooner than I calculated. Is my early arrival inconvenient for your schedule?”

      Eric shook his head, noting Brad was now staring stoically at him. He frowned back at the man. Was that irritation he’d heard? He shook his head a second time, forcefully pushing his concerns aside. There were more important things to consider at the moment than whether or not Evil Brad was breaking through Kyra’s special programming.

      He added a flag to his existing mental note. He would definitely mention his concerns to Kyra later.

      Moving his gaze purposely away, Eric looked at and pointed to the com station monitor. “I’m looking for more information about the cyborg on the screen.”

      “I am familiar with Evelyn 489,” Brad said. “What information do you seek that is not available to you?”

      Eric’s eyebrows shot up. “You know her? How do you know her?”

      “I assisted with her second cybernetic conversion.”

      Eric barely stopped himself from showing more surprise. “Second conversion? I didn’t see anything about that in her records. Explain her second conversion to me.”

      Surprising him once again with his actions, Brad walked to the chair next to him and sat down with no prompting. He set his curiosity about that action aside when Brad spoke.

      “In the second year of the war, forty-two female soldiers volunteered for cybernetic conversion. Evelyn 489 was one of the first. Only five of those females remain alive today. Two are in long term medical treatment pending massive mental upgrades. Evelyn 489 is a third who has been diagnosed with severe brain trauma. Due to her still active weaponry, she was incarcerated instead of being sent to a medical facility. The missing two females return geophysical search pings, but their locations change too rapidly for them to be easily apprehended. Both of them remain on the rogue cyborg list.”

      Eric tucked away the info about the two females still on the run. Peyton probably needed to be aware of that information.

      He lifted his chin and stared as he spoke. “Your choice of terminology is a point of confusion for me. Evelyn 489 is not incarcerated. She’s in protective custody until she can be restored.”

      His eyebrows shot up in shock when Brad shook his head.

      “Your statement is inaccurate, Eric. Her record lists her location as incarcerated. It is a documented fact that she killed Dr. Jackson Channing. Cyborgs can’t be tried for such crimes under current laws, but they also cannot be set free to kill again. I believe Evelyn 489’s records are a correct reflection of her situation.”

      Eric watched Brad’s hands go to the virtual keyboard. They flew across it, pulling up files as fast as the screen in front of him could accommodate displaying them. It didn’t take long before Evelyn’s cybernetic enhancement schematic appeared next to an overhead view of her nude body on a medical table. Her unclothed body was every bit as beautiful as he had imagined the first time he’d seen her. The screen image was taken before cybernetic pulses had sculpted her luscious curves. She was unquestionably hot, but what had been done to her body during her conversion was appalling.

      “Damn, Brad. What I’m seeing is so bad that my mind is rejecting the information. It looks like her uterus was removed and replaced with a radioactive materials containment unit.”

      Eric narrowed his gaze when Brad’s completely guilt-free one met his. He hadn’t expected to see sympathy, but he had at least expected to see a little confusion over his swearing comment. It irritated him when Brad merely shrugged again.

      “If I am interpreting your emotional reaction correctly, you seem highly disturbed by the woman’s sacrifice. Evelyn 489 was acutely aware of what was done before she agreed to the conversion. A female’s empty pelvis is a perfect physical storage for whatever needs to be discreetly transported behind enemy lines. Her fallopian tubes and ovaries were left so that minimal hormonal adjustments would be needed long-term. I imagine the implants she received back then still keep her hormone levels as optimal as any female half her chronological age.”

      Eric grunted his disgust. “But all the theories about female hormones not adversely affecting cybernetics didn’t hold up over time. Isn’t that right?”

      His eyebrows lifted again when Brad ignored him and turned back to the screen to pull up more data. He watched him peruse the additional information he’d retrieved. There was a long pause before Brad seemed inclined to reply. Even more wary, Eric continued to stare, letting Brad know he damn well expected an answer.

      “You are correct. Early theories about the long-term effects of female conversions did not prove to be correct,” Brad admitted at last.

      Eric nodded, even though Brad did not turn his way to see his head moving. “So what is Evelyn 489 currently carrying in her uterine containment area?”

      “Dr. Channing and his team during that time did her initial conversion. She was the first chosen for a weapon of mass destruction. I cannot confirm its contents remain as the military maintained complete secrecy about that part of every Cyber Soldier’s individual prosthetics. Her original records hinted at it being a neutrino explosive capable of taking out a village, enemy camp, or even a small city.”

      “Damn…” Eric said again, glancing at the military photo still on his screen. So the military had loaded her up with weapons like they’d done to King.

      Brad went on talking, either unaware of his shock or not caring. By now, Eric was guessing it was the latter. Something strange was going on with Dr. Smith. Something very strange.

      “What is known for certain about Evelyn 489’s specific containment device is that someone took one too many precautions with the installation. It cannot be opened without setting off the explosive inside it. This was done to ensure the weapon would never be disarmed by an enemy cyber scientist. Such extreme action was taken based on the assumption that Evelyn 489 would die in the line of duty.”

      Eric crossed his arms. “Well, that assumption about her future was wrong. She’s still alive. So what are the chances of the entire containment center being safely removed from her body?”

      Eric frowned when Brad instantly shook his head and stared at the screen.

      “Chances of safe removal have been estimated at twenty-five ten thousandths of a percent, or in more common terms, the odds of success are 1 in 463,000.”

      Eric’s mouth gaped. “Why so low? Is the radiation from the weapon the problem? They removed weapons from Kingston 691 when he was restored.”

      “The danger from radiation damage is minimal, so long as the containment center remains unharmed. It is made of titanium and is nearly impenetrable by normal means. However, the containment center was intentionally wired to Evelyn 489’s human heart. When she dies or suffers a mortal wound, a countdown timer will start and follow her slowing heart rate. No breach of the containment center could happen fast enough to stop the detonation of what she carries. Her death is unavoidable and will destroy the surrounding area wherever she is located when it finally happens.”

      “You said Evelyn 489 was the first female to carry that level of weapon, which implies there were others. Where are they? Have any of the others been restored?”

      “None have been restored. All others like her either died in service or have been destroyed since. This is why she was marked as expendable and used for other testing purposes. She was slated for discreet destruction when Dr. Channing chose her for his Cyber Wife project. The adjustments he performed were primarily neural, but they still produced many unanticipated physical and mental side effects. He ceased his experiments eventually, unfortunately, not in time to avoid the glitch that led to her irrational retribution.”

      Eric had to force his jaw to unclench before he could speak. His definition of irrational was a hell of a lot different. He made himself talk calmly, and the massive effort it took surprised him.

      “Do you have a level of access to Evelyn 489’s files that I don’t have?”

      “Yes, but I released access to all her files to Dr. Kyra Winters upon my conversion. If you wish, I can remove all holds on any files you have security access to read.”

      Eric watched Brad carry out his command with unfailing precision, copying everything while still continuing to read new data as it appeared.

      His instincts started pinging again. “Did you get a processor upgrade during your last maintenance check?”

      “Maintenance made some adjustments that allow my processor to work five times faster than before. It is not flagged in my record as an upgrade. It is listed as a necessary repair. My proficiency level for most activities has increased to eighty-seven point four percent,  which is more than double what it was before.”

      Eric narrowed his gaze, studying Brad’s profile. His emotional investment in the investigation of Evelyn 489 hadn’t thrown him that much off his game. He’d bet one of those adjustments Evil Brad got involved a brand new processor Kyra didn’t know shit about.

      “I found a locked file attached to Evelyn 489’s official cyborg record. Any idea of how I can open it? I tried all the access keys you gave me when we looked into Seetha Harrington’s disappearance. None of them are working on this particular file.”

      Eric stared hard at the man when Brad finished reading and turned to him.

      Brad shrugged before replying. “The lock on the file is layered. It prevents you from seeing the data within the file, but also from knowing its exact location on other databases. Her more detailed cybernetic records were moved after her second conversion.”

      “Moved? Where to? I mean, to what other databases?” Eric demanded, getting specific. His anger flared, and his face grew hot when Brad lifted one shoulder and let it fall again.

      His anger at the uncaring man was destroying his normally cool head. Guess his level of emotional investment in Evelyn 489 was higher than he realized.

      “Most female cyborgs were moved into the Cyber Wife program. Evelyn 489 was contracted to Dr. Channing. He programmed her himself after she was placed in his care. As I explained before, she was selected because of her expendable status. It was assumed she would be turned in for destruction after Dr. Channing released her from the contract.”

      Eric spoke through gritted teeth. “Yes. You said that twice already, and I heard you both times. But Dr. Channing didn’t do all of Evelyn 489’s programming. I distinctly heard you inform Dr. Winters that you were the one who programmed her to kill Jackson Channing.”

      Brad didn’t even flinch at the accusation, but he refrained from shrugging again. Eric figured he was projecting his pissed-off vibes pretty strongly, no matter how hard he fought not to show he was upset.

      “I have a data recall about making the comment to Dr. Winters, but in actuality, the claim was not entirely true.”

      Eric glared. “Not entirely true? Are you admitting you lied when you were bragging to Dr. Winters about your cybernetic accomplishments?”

      “No, I did not directly lie to Dr. Winters. I programmed Evelyn 489’s military chip to have her kill her contracted husband. However, my programming pointed to her Cyber Wife contract for her target, not to a specific person. In the strictest sense of your accusation, I suppose I did lie to Evelyn 489. Her restoration is an impossible task. While she logically understands this to be a cyber science fact, her human side had not given up hope for it during that specific moment in time. Her mental state made her amenable to agreeing to receive the additional programming.”

      Eric curled his fingers into his palm. It was all he could do to keep from plowing a fist into Evil Brad’s face. “Well, here’s another true statement for you, Dr. Smith. Your confession has pissed me off. Besides the Cyber Wife database, where else is Evelyn 489’s data stored? Tell me now.”

      “Information I once considered critical is stored in my private files. I kept records to protect myself from those who threatened to seek my death if I revealed what I had done. Evelyn 489’s records are what the military would refer to as strategic leverage.”

      Eric leaned back in the chair. This was nothing Peyton and Kyra hadn’t imagined Evil Brad capable of, but having it confirmed was still an eye-opening experience. He didn’t need to ask who was behind Dr. Bradley Smith’s need to protect himself. They all already knew how corrupt the United Council of Nations was regarding cyborgs.

      “Brad, I need you to give me immediate access to all files about Evelyn 489 wherever they are located. That’s an order, not a request. You are programmed to obey me.”

      He was amazed as he watched Brad frown and turn back to face the monitor before stopping to stare off across the room.

      “No,” Brad said finally.

      At the flat refusal, Eric’s blood pressure shot up unchecked. He straightened in his chair, preparing instantly for battle.

      “No? That’s not the right answer, Brad. I am definitely going to seek your death myself in the next ten seconds if you don’t deliver every piece of data you have on Evelyn 489 and all those other female cyborgs to my private com. I will be looking for the same level of detail in all forty-two files that you’ve demonstrated exists about Evelyn 489. Produce it now.”

      Brad turned to face him again and started blinking rapidly. Eric saw his eyelids flutter, opening and closing. One eye twitched. It was like watching someone having a seizure. A flashing blip appeared in his gaze as his pupils widened. Then suddenly whatever was happening simply smoothed away. It left behind a nodding, very solemn cyborg who turned calmly back to his keyboard, not looking at him as he responded.

      “My apologies, Eric 754. I have self-corrected my programming malfunction. I will now deliver all files to you as requested. Is there any piece of data on Evelyn 489 that you would like me to flag for immediate attention?”

      Eric snorted, still mad about being told no in the first place, and more concerned than ever about whether or not he was getting to the truth. Apparently, Brad’s hearing needed to be checked.

      He knew damn well what Eric had been searching for. “Yes. I want the file with Evelyn 489’s real name flagged.”

      “Would you like to receive that information first?”

      Eric narrowed his eyes. Was Evil Brad trying to cover up his breakthrough blip by pretending to be super accommodating? Just because Kyra had throttled some of his urges, the truly evil soul who had tortured Rachel was apparently still living inside the body of the male in front of him.

      “Yes, Brad. I would like the one with Evelyn 489’s real name first.”

      A file he’d never seen before instantly appeared on his com screen. Eric perused the data anxiously, breathing out slowly when he saw Pennington written in capital letters across the top. The female captain’s service record and her personal history were finally accounted for.

      In the first few paragraphs, he read about her husband committing suicide during the first year she was serving in the war. Few details about the incident were available, but he noted the suicide pre-dated her original cybernetic conversion by only three brief months. Why in the world had the military allowed a career female officer to make such a life-altering decision when she had been obviously grief-stricken and emotionally compromised?

      Eric sighed over a past he couldn’t affect. “I don’t know why they did what they did to you, but welcome back Lucille Evelyn Pennington.”

      When he finally moved his attention away from the fascinating information, Eric shook his head because Brad had left the room without informing him of his departure. His throat rumbled in even deeper frustration. If he didn’t find files on the rest of those female cyborgs in his personal database shortly, Evil Brad was going to need a second cyborg conversion after Eric got through ripping him to pieces.

      Turning his attention back to Captain Pennington’s file, Eric promised himself to speak with Kyra about the anomalies he’d observed today. Evil Brad’s behavior was too odd and too rebellious to ignore. Somehow, the man was sidestepping Kyra’s programming. Kyra would need to find out why.

      Eric stared at the com, reading the information. He had more important things to do than tattle on Evil Brad.

      First and foremost, he had a promise to keep.
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      “My apologies, Corporal Anderson, but you are not authorized to see Evelyn 489 alone. Captain Elliott was very specific on the matter. No one goes in unaccompanied. We even use two guard bots to deliver her food. Before we electrified the cage, she would often reach through the bars and try to dismantle the units.”

      Since Lucy had to deal with guard bots most of the time, Peyton had made sure humans guarded her on the outside of the facility. But human guards didn’t come easy or cheap these days. What you mostly got was a lot of kids like this one.

      Eric eyed the green recruit with the fresh military haircut. He could tell he intimidated the younger man. The kid’s defensive tone matched his nervousness about having to argue with a functioning and obviously sentient cyborg, not to mention a man who, in his mind, outranked him. The military the kid had probably dreamed of joining was now disbanded. All new service was tied to global security, which meant recruits like the one trying to stare him down worked for the UCN. Eric found it impossible to be properly empathetic. The best he could do was be polite.

      “Is Evelyn 489 a prisoner, Private?”

      “No, Corporal Anderson. She is in medical detention. We’re not allowed to refer to this location as a prison.”

      Eric tightened his mouth as he nodded once. “Good. And Captain Elliott does have me listed as a Code 7 Cleared visitor for Evelyn 489, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes, Corporal Anderson. According to our records, you have received proper clearance, but… ”

      Eric waved a hand to shut the kid up. He didn’t have time to argue all day. “Look, I understand you’re only doing your job, but I’m asking you to show some compassion in this one circumstance. I just need to utter two small sentences to her, and then I’ll leave. It will take me less than five minutes. I swear.”

      “But Captain Elliott was very clear on not letting anyone in to see her. That includes you. My apologies again, Corporal Anderson.”

      Eric sighed. “The female you’re holding in medical detention is not only the cyborg known as Evelyn 489. She is Captain Lucille Evelyn Pennington of the former US Army. I know her name, and now you know it, but Captain Pennington doesn’t know it, Private. She hasn’t known her real name in years. Now I intend to deliver that information to her in person, and I intend to do it today. We owe Captain Pennington at least that much dignity for her service during the war.”

      The guard heaved out a frustrated, guilt-ridden sigh even as he glared. Eric gave the kid points for maintaining control and not yelling at him to get the hell away before calling him in.

      “Alright. Five minutes. You’ll be on an open com the entire time. I can send the guard bot in with you in case Evelyn 489⁠—”

      “Captain Pennington—” Eric corrected.

      The guard nodded. “Fine—in case Captain Pennington is in one of her more destructive moods today and decides to try to kill you. If that proves to be the case, you’re to immediately leave her detention area. If you resist leaving, the guard will be programmed to forcefully remove you.”

      Eric nodded at the man while he fought a grin. Like he’d ever let a guard bot remove him from anywhere. “Don’t worry about Captain Pennington’s mood, Private. She’ll be glad to see me once she knows why I’ve come.”
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      There was a ten minute wait while the guard bot was called out of his restorative cycle and back into service. Proper logging of the reason took another five. By the time he was cleared to enter, Eric was tense with impatience.

      He trailed behind the guard bot moving slowly down three sets of stairs until they were at some old admin level of the bomb shelter. It took several more minutes and several more sets of steps to reach the electrified cage on the bottom floor of the underground facility.

      Once again, a small tornado had ripped through the furniture inside. Most of the useful items, like tables and chairs, now sagged broken against the walls. A disheveled woman paced in the remaining space, mumbling lines of code almost silently to herself.

      Eric would have liked to have recorded her recitations for Kyra’s study, but Lucy’s wild gaze swinging his way removed all normal thoughts from his mind. Once again, he felt as if someone was squeezing his brain. He shook his head and fought to focus his gaze. Her image wavered as his eyes blurred.

      “If you don’t want to star in my personal porno again today, get the hell out of my head,” Eric ordered, relaxing when the pressure behind his eyes eased immediately.

      He watched a very frustrated woman kick her metal cot and send it rolling against the bars keeping her constrained. He wasn’t used to seeing angry females with cyborg strength. Her enormous capacity for destruction was enough to put any man on edge.

      When the guard bot lifted his weapon and took aim at her, Eric reached out a hand and pushed the weapon up until it pointed at the ceiling.

      “Stand down,” he ordered sharply, glaring at the guard bot.

      Then he turned to Captain Lucille Evelyn Pennington and glared at her too. “Can’t you cooperate for the three seconds it will take to hear your real name?”

      “No,” she said flatly, turning back to the wall. “Go away.”

      His stomach somersaulted when Lucy Pennington turned her back to him and covered her face. He knew it was to hide her tears. Her ragged sigh as she pushed back her emotional outburst had him frowning. Now what was he supposed to do?

      “But I thought you wanted the information. You have that book and I… well, hell. I’ve been looking for it ever since.”

      “That curiosity was a momentary weakness I regret. I don’t want to know because knowing it won’t help me. Trust me and just go away,” she replied coldly.

      Eric sighed. “But… I… damn it, Lucy. Shit, I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      He hadn’t meant to call her the name he’d called her in his head while he’d searched for her real history. He ran a restless hand through his hair. “I thought you’d feel liberated to know your real identity had been discovered. You’re definitely an Army Captain. We’re not just guessing anymore.”

      Her gaze swung back to him in both shock and alarm. “Stop talking. I’m not interested. Just leave and don’t say anything else. My instincts are warning me not to listen, and I trust them more than I trust you. So don’t make me harm you, Eric 754. Get the hell out of my sight.”

      Eric shook his head. She was the one being harmed. She was the one in the cage. He was determined to help change that situation. Why the hell did she call him by his cybernetic name? She knew who he really was. Was she trying to put emotional distance between them? Well, he hadn’t let Marcus do it. He for damn sure wasn’t going to let her get by with it.

      “You have a right to know your human identity, and I’m sorry it took me so long to discover it. You’ve had some secret conversions done on your cybernetics. Someone has been hiding your files in a high-security database. As soon as I pass the information along to Kyra, she and Nero can start to find a way to help you. The information I discovered was quite detailed about your situation.”

      He knew better than to mention that Evil Brad had been the one hiding the information. Even the mention of Dr. Bradley Smith set her off. Too late, Eric remembered Lucy could read his mind. Before he could swear at his lapse, Eric heard her scream. Seconds later, she was clapping her hands over her ears. Her obvious physical pain jarred him into stepping back a little to assess the situation.

      At his retreat, the guard bot pointed its weapon at Lucy again. Eric shook his head, irritated with the insensitive treatment he and the bot were giving her.

      He turned and glared at the unfeeling machine. “Unit 4906, you are to stand down. Lower your weapon to the floor and don’t raise it again unless I order you to. The woman is in pain, not going into damn attack mode.”

      Eric took a step closer to the cage. He was no professional head shrinker, but he thought he knew what was best in at least this one case.

      “Look—I just need to say this, and then I’ll leave you alone. Your name is Captain Lucille Evelyn Pennington.”

      Eric swore richly as all hell broke loose in the cell. Lucy literally went nova, screaming insanely as she completely lost her shit. First, the bed came flying at the bars, which were all that saved him from finding it wrapped around him. Metal sizzled against metal as it hit the current. It was followed by all the other furniture she could get her hands on. Most of it also sizzling as it hit the bars.

      Eric backed up to observe the chaos he had instigated. What in hell had he said to make her so mad? He watched in gut-clenching agony as she fell to her knees in apparent agony, her hands held tightly over her ears at first, then moving to clutch at her throat as she struggled to speak commands that wouldn’t take form.

      Tears streamed down her face as she glared at him.

      It was obvious Lucy was fighting something happening within her. It was also obvious she was losing. Eric stood by helplessly, staring in shock at her strange reaction to hearing her real name.

      “Lucy? I mean, Captain Pennington? I apologize if I overstepped. Are you functional, ma’am?”

      Then suddenly, as if it had never happened, her angry fit was over.

      He watched as Lucy rose from her knees and looked around the cage in wonder at the violent upheaval of everything. Despite the tears still dripping from her eyes, her calm gaze finally came to rest on him briefly before turning to the guard bot.

      “There is no reason to be concerned any longer. My companion protocol is now fully in effect again. Is the sentry programmed to kill? If so, he must be neutralized,” Lucy said calmly.

      Her soft-spoken, sultry voice made every hair on Eric’s body stand at attention. His masculine reaction to it was distracting as hell and totally inappropriate in the circumstances, but he’d been like that with women even before his conversion. His free-thinking dick never cared about being circumspect.

      Eric answered quickly, trying to cancel his lusty thoughts. “The guard was programmed to protect me during my visit with you. He’s certainly capable of harm, but I would never let him hurt you. You have nothing to fear.”

      Eric saw her nod at his statement.

      “Excuse me while I acclimate to my new settings,” she said.

      He watched as her eyes went through the same kind of seizure activity Evil Brad’s had earlier. But his “oh shit” moment came a few seconds too late to stop her from taking action. When her gaze returned to him, it was utterly serene.

      The guard bot lifted his gun again, unsure as Eric was about what was going on.

      “Greetings, Eric 754. I am your New World Companion. I have been programmed with the ability to neutralize all personal threats to your safety.”

      “My… what did you say you were?” Eric swallowed nervously, nearly unable to speak.

      Fuck. Her voice was sweeter than dripping honey. What the hell was going on? He’d obviously triggered some secondary program. Peyton was going to absolutely kill him. Kyra might scrap him for parts when she found out he’d flipped some switch in Captain Pennington.

      In a sweetly cultivated tone any human licensed sex companion would have envied, Captain Lucille Evelyn Pennington uttered a rapid sequence of cybernetic commands with the same ease Kyra often spoke them. The guard bot crumpled immediately to the floor. The weapon fell from the bot’s suddenly inanimate fingers and lay beside him.

      Eric’s shocked gaze took in the downed guard bot. Damn it all to hell. All signs of activity were gone from the metal AI unit. She’d somehow shut him down completely off. Could she do that to his cybernetics as well?

      “Uh… what did you do to the guard bot? If I can ask…”

      “I shut him down so he could no longer harm you,” Lucy purred, reaching up to sweep her ragged, uncared-for hair out of her eyes. “I am unfit for sexual intercourse in my current hygienic condition. I need to prepare myself properly for you. May I take a shower?”

      “Sexual what?” Eric found himself repeating her startling statements like a cybernetic parrot.

      “I am your New World Companion. It will be my pleasure to service all your needs. I await your commands, Eric 754. Please advise me of your wishes.”

      Finally, the statements got past his body’s involuntary reaction to her artificially sweet nature. As a Cyber Husband, he’d once uttered statements similar to those when he was with his contracted wives.

      Eric clenched and unclenched his fists at realizing what he’d done. The fucking bastards had used her real name as a neural trigger for some secondary processor running some kind of sex bot program. And he’d accidentally activated it. He’d sent her straight back into the hell she’d somehow escaped after she killed Dr. Channing. He suddenly wanted the hellcat back, even with all her screaming.

      Before he could get a handle on his human freak-out about what was happening, he saw Lucy glance around. Her gaze landed on the manual control panel for the cell, which was located on the farthest wall. She held up an arm and poked it with one finger. The humming bars instantly lost current. She poked her arm again, and the cell doors swung open with a quiet click. Some sort of anti-security device was built into her arm.

      Eric stepped back, ran a hand through his hair, and swore silently as Lucy smiled warmly at him. Glancing at the wreckage again, he noted her shrug and casual head shake. No anger was evident at all. The hellcat who lived in her other processor definitely wasn’t in control of Lucy anymore. Her companion side was serene—too serene. It made her scary as hell, as did her wireless capabilities.

      “Thank you for freeing me from my captivity, Eric 754. I apologize for destroying these possessions. Nothing of value remains here. Please provide me with clothing that fulfills your desires. I am ready to go with you now.”

      Eric locked his hands behind his head, wondering how much danger he was in. Could she still squeeze his brain until it exploded? Only one way to find out.

      “I’m not… I’m not the target of your contract. I’m just an interested man,” he said lamely.

      Yet he would be six kinds of a liar to not at least admit that he was fascinated by this version of Lucy. He was already starting to salute her, and not because she outranked him. His pants were constricting, and he hoped that was hiding his reaction. Feeling aroused under these circumstances made him no better than the bastards who did this to her. The only difference was that he had no intention of taking advantage of her.

      “As defined by my companion protocol, you spoke the proper command to activate my companion state. I belong to you. I am your companion, Eric 754.”

      “Okay, Lucy. Uh, can I call you, Lucy?” he asked, stalling to give himself time to think.

      Her laughter at his question was musical. His body automatically responded again. Were her vocal chords altered too? Was that why she had clutched her throat? Maybe she was sweating out pheromones or something. He was unnaturally drawn to her, and it was all he could do not to turn and run.

      “You may call me any name you wish, Eric 754. I will record your preferences and respond according to my companion protocols.”

      “Okay. Will you go with me to get checked by Dr. Kyra Winters?” Eric asked.

      He nearly wilted with relief at her easy head nod.

      “I will do anything you ask, so long as you are there to command me. I live to service your needs, and I must remain at your side to do so. You will find that I am fully trained to wait as patiently as you require.”

      Eric stiffened and fought not to step back as she walked toward him. She stopped about a foot away and smiled up into his eyes.

      “There is no need to fear me. I was made both to protect you and to serve your needs. I will learn what you like,” she whispered before closing the distance between their bodies.

      Eric swallowed when Lucy’s hand lifted to his chest, her ragged nails scraping across his pecs, her light fingertips running down across the ridged muscles of his stomach. When her hand started roaming lower, he captured her wrist on reflex. Not because he didn’t want her to go there, but because he wanted it too fiercely.

      His breathing was erratic. His erection strained inside his pants. He was a right bastard for sure, but he was also uncertain of how to proceed. The woman was still a registered weapon of mass destruction. She could blow up Norton.

      “Stop, Lucy. Please don’t touch me yet,” he ordered softly, both gratified and pissed when her hand instantly dropped away. He released a nervous breath as Lucy stepped back from him and simply waited. She behaved just as she claimed to be programmed to do.

      That she had instantly made good on her statement made Eric angry all over again. Somehow, Lucy had been turned into a cybernetic prostitute.

      Eric had a sudden urge to kill something, but the urge had nowhere to go.

      He turned away from her to pace. He needed to put a little more distance between them. If Lucy was oozing something chemically meant to heighten his arousal, he couldn’t afford to keep smelling it. His close proximity to her could be affecting his ability to think rationally. For once, he deeply appreciated the abilities of his logic chip to bypass his human reactions.

      “Excuse me, Lucy. I need to make a phone call. Relax while I do so,” Eric ordered, unsure of his commands, but trying to sound confident. He somehow didn’t think she’d respond well to hesitation.

      Before dialing for help, he took stock of his situation. On the negative side, things tallied up in a frightening way. Lucy completely incapacitated the guard bot, which was either shut down or wirelessly fried. She possessed incredible strength. Then there was her stealthy ability to break free of her containment cell, which was going to give Marcus a shit fit when he found out. He bet Peyton had something similar within his additional processor, because his captain always seemed able to escape cells.

      On the positive side, and he was searching frantically for one, he was pretty sure a certain panicked Private topside had already called in the escalated situation. If the kid was paying attention at all, he had undoubtedly watched everything go down on the security com monitor. His guess was validated when his wrist com buzzed on the heels of that exact thought. It turned out to be Nero coming to his rescue.

      “I hear we have a situation with Evelyn 489. State your evaluation of the problem,” Nero demanded.

      “Hello to you too, Nero. Yes, we have a situation. I found out someone’s real name, but it turned out to be a damn neural trigger to switch her processors. Her secondary processor appears to be running a very specialized program. She says she’s a New World Companion. Wasn’t that what Rachel said the women who freed her called themselves?”

      “Yes, I believe that is accurate,” Nero answered. “What else should we know?”

      Eric lowered his voice, not to keep Lucy from hearing, but in the effort to hide his extreme agitation. “Lucy—by the way, I’m calling her that now instead of her real name—took out a guard bot with a set of spoken commands both Marcus and Kyra might want to know about. She also let herself out of her cell by activating some anti-security device installed in her cybernetic arm. I seem to be a positive focus of her attention at the moment, so all her actions toward me so far have been very friendly.”

      “Friendly? How friendly?”

      Eric snorted at Nero’s probing query within the question. “Friendly, Nero… leave it at that. I can’t talk about it more specifically right now. Check the recording. You’ll see for yourself what I’m talking about. Please also note that my actions have been nothing but honorable.”

      He heard Nero sigh loudly. Any other time gaining that reaction would have made him smile. Today, it made his stomach clench in terror.

      “I was not insinuating you would be less than honorable toward her, Eric. I believe I know your true character better than that by now.”

      “It’s still a problem. She’s emitting some serious pheromones that make the situation harder than it needs to be—pun intended,” Eric explained, pleased when Nero sighed again in understanding. His gift for innuendo came in very useful sometimes.

      “Then we have to keep her isolated and only in your company. What is she expecting?” Nero asked.

      “To go home with me,” Eric said bluntly.

      “Leaving the facility with her is a huge safety risk,” Nero stated flatly.

      “True, but from what I’ve seen today, this version of Lucy can leave it any damn time she wants to, anyway. Currently, she seems content to hang with me, and I think I need to stick with her. Have someone come in here and do some redecorating while we’re gone. I’ll get Marcus working on the security issues. She’s asking for a shower right now. I’m inclined to indulge her basic requests within reason.”

      “Peyton is going to be very upset about this,” Nero said in warning.

      Eric did laugh then. “Now, you’re just trying to be nice to me. Both of us know Peyton is going to be royally pissed, but I swear I didn’t do this on purpose. All I did was say her name. She had a seizure of some sort and turned into Miss Sexy Pants. It’s more creepy than good. Is this what happens to me when I shift processors?”

      He could almost see Nero crossing his arms as he answered the question. It was hard for the man to be honest with him. He was brutally frank in answering fellow scientists, but very guarded and careful with anyone cybernetically enhanced.

      “You talk like the most stoic of cyborgs when you are using the first processor, reciting facts and calculating odds. And you’re always very agitated for a while when control gets restored to the secondary processor you’re utilizing now. From my observations, the switch is not a pleasant experience for you. I would think it would be doubly so in Evelyn 489’s case because she has resisted it sometimes. Her human mind is in constant conflict with her programming.”

      “Then I have to stay with her, especially since she could shift back to the other processor at any moment. I’m the only one who has an edge with her in that condition too.”

      Eric considered his options. His apartment offered no protection from her weaponry, which was too small. He’d be swimming in pheromones there. They needed more space—somewhere with a lot of room.

      “How about I take her to the research and restoration facility that you built in Montana? I would, of course, need to borrow your ride to do that. I haven’t gotten around to buying my own transport yet. It’s the one place where if anything happens, it will be only the two us lost in the explosion.”

      “There are others there working, but they can be evacuated. But neither they nor the facility are my primary concern. I am simply not willing to risk your life for Evelyn 489’s. Let me try sending someone in to sedate her. Once sedated, we will take measures to secure the cell better.”

      “That won’t work,” Eric said defiantly, turning back to see Lucy standing perfectly still in the same spot.

      Her immobility made him frown harder. This looked a lot like what Evil Brad had done to Rachel. But Rachel hadn’t been trained to be a weapon. Lucy could kill people… innocent people.

      “I can’t risk hurting anyone human over what I’ve done. She said she was programmed to protect me. Given what Lucy did to the guard bot, it’s safe to assume she wouldn’t hesitate to act against others she perceived as threats. The bot wasn’t pointing a gun at either of us when she took him out. She just considered him a potential problem and neutralized him. He’s completely shut off. I don’t know how permanently.”

      There was a short pause on the line. “Okay. Montana, it is,” Nero conceded. “I’ll drive over and leave the air jet with Private Lansdale, who I assume you realize hates your arrogant cyborg ass now.”

      Eric snorted at Nero’s chastisement. “Yeah. He deserves to. But tell him he better damn well treat me like his best friend in the world when I bring Lucy up. I’m not kidding, Nero. She’s got onboard stuff you and Kyra haven’t seen before.”

      “Very well. Try to find her rest mode if you can and keep her interactions as calm as possible. If you can get her cybernetic side to hibernate, that state will make our re-apprehension of her much easier. When she was finally captured, it was because she had a head wound and kept passing out. Authorities sort of collected her the first chance, where she stayed unconscious for an extended period of time. She is not an easy cyborg to constrain, nor an easy woman to talk to, even in her rational moments. Her brain damage seems to be severe.”

      “I know, and I’ll be careful,” Eric said, mumbling goodbye as Nero cut off the connection.

      Like every other military man he’d known, Eric had availed himself of sex bots in the nearby towns of each duty station. He’d left the real women to men like Peyton and King. The sex bots were a welcome relief without the need to worry about some local village girl thinking he was her ticket out of her small life. He had never wanted to make any promises to anyone that he knew he couldn’t keep.

      From those visits to them, he had learned that sex bot programming was to move from act to act until their client had achieved physical release. If Lucy’s programming was anything near that level, he doubted he would see his newly acquired companion hibernating until she’d completed at least some sex task with a satisfactory ending for him. His problem was how to handle letting her do that and still continue to think of himself as a decent man.

      He sighed at the deep shit his do-gooder human inclinations had gotten him into. “Okay, Lucy. I’m ready to go.”

      Her return to full attention was like watching the guard bot booting up to full capacity. Lucy’s gaze quickly cleared of her stupor, and she smiled warmly at him. It took all his effort not to frown back.

      He settled for a nod of recognition and was glad when she didn’t act offended.
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      The confining space of Nero’s air jet left him no choice but to wallow in whatever scent Lucy was steadily serving up to his nose. Even though it looked like she hadn’t bathed in months, she smelled like heaven. He thought he could have controlled his reactions to her scent better if she had chosen to shut down and rest, but nothing he’d said had initiated any sort of off mode.
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