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Chapter One

Nika was halfway between her surveillance
position and the airshaft that was her goal when the god damned
sprinkler system activated. With her employer’s threat ringing in
the back of her mind that she wouldn’t be getting another
assignment if she screwed this up like the last two, she poured on
more speed, but there was no outrunning the damned water—which
intelligence had failed to mention! Who the hell watered their god
damned lawn in this day and time, Nika thought furiously, just
before she stubbed her toe on one of the damned sprinkler-heads and
flew headlong toward the ground?

The air was punched from her lungs with a
grunt as she hit the ground. There was already enough water puddled
on the grass to send her skidding another several yards.
Fortunately, the next sprinkler-head slammed into her shoulder and
stopped her hydroplane. Leaping to her feet, she dashed the last
few yards to the side of the building and plastered herself against
the wall behind the air ventilation unit just as the sprinkler
system shut off and the night patrol rounded the building.

Sucking in a breath, she ducked and checked
her watch. Right on time! At least that much of the data the Bio-H
Tech agents had collected was right!

She hoped to hell they hadn’t neglected to
note anything else that might be important when they were gathering
the intelligence she needed for the job!

Not that they’d been gathering it for her,
specifically, she thought irritably. Whitaker had made that
clear—that he wouldn’t have called her in at all if he could’ve
gotten somebody else for the job—the dick!

She’d be the first to admit she wasn’t
perfect, but she usually managed to complete her damned mission and
get out in one piece, and there were plenty of agents in the morgue
who couldn’t say the same!

Not that now was a good time to be
thinking about that! In fact, she generally made it a point not to
think about that aspect of the job at all and wouldn’t now if that
dick-wad, Whitaker, hadn’t put it in her head!

Bad karma!

Releasing a relieved breath when the guards
and their hounds had moved around the side of the building and
disappeared, she checked her utility belt to make sure she hadn’t
lost anything important in the minor accident. Relieved that
everything seemed to be there, she opened the pocket flap on the
lower section of her suit and removed her scanner.

It hadn’t actually been designed to be
waterproof. She punched the power button twice and glared at the
black screen when it remained black. The pocket had kept it
relatively dry, but her hands were so wet she could hardly hold on
to it and, unfortunately, she was soaked to the skin. There wasn’t
a dry patch on the damned suit she wearing.

Unless …?

Discovering the crotch of her suit was still
relatively dry, she wiped the excess water off of her hands and ran
the scanner back and forth between her legs a couple of times. When
she checked it again, it came on.

Hallelujah! She was in luck! No motion
detector!

Shoving the scanner back into her pants leg
pocket, she took a laser cuter from her utility belt and cut a hole
in the ventilation shaft big enough to climb into it. The damned
thing was still hot when she climbed through. She heard a sizzle as
she shoved her head and shoulders through the opening. The smell of
burned hair wafted to her.

Ignoring it for the moment, she focused on
getting her ass through, but it had snagged on the edge of the
shaft.

“Shit!” she mouthed, reaching behind her and
feeling around until she found what it was that had caught.

The utility belt! Damn it! Hell! Shit!

Ducking out again, she checked her watch and
quickly unfastened the belt. After a brief debate, she shoved it
into the shaft and climbed in behind it. That time it was
definitely her ass that snagged, but after a little wiggling and
grunting, she managed to get through. There wasn’t enough room in
the shaft to turn around and grab the piece she’d cut out, although
she’d planned to do just that and try to hide her escape route.

Abandoning that part of the plan
immediately, knowing she was running out of time if she was going
to get to the control room between security checks, she began to
crawl along the shaft. Actually, crawling wasn’t really the word
for it. She had to undulate along it more like an inchworm.
It seemed a hell of a lot smaller than the damned schematics had
indicated and she wondered with a touch of panic if she’d gotten
the wrong shaft.

But how many fucking ventilation shafts
could they have?

The wet suit might’ve helped if her job was
to slide down the shaft, but climbing horizontally in it in
a wet suit was a bitch and that was just until she reached the
junction and started up! Fortunately, she’d had the presence of
mind to wear sneakers that had a special feature—suction! Using her
heels to activate the suction cup feature that she’d invented
herself once she’d fastened her utility belt around her waist
again, she planted the toe of one shoe on the side of the shaft and
drew her other knee up as high as she could before she planted the
second one.

It worked like a charm, she thought,
pleased!

The sucking noises unnerved her, though, not
nearly as badly as the squeaking her wet suit made as she slithered
up the shaft, but still ….

She paused to catch her breath and listen.
The building was dead quiet.

A little too quiet, she wondered?

She waited a few more moments and began
moving again. Relief flooded her when she reached the first
junction. Only ten more floors to go!

She decided she really needed the gloves,
too, though, and paused at the junction long enough to pull them
out of the other pocket on her pants leg. Just to be on the safe
side, she took the scanner out again and checked the intersection
for motion detectors. When it gave her an all clear, she switched
modes and searched for any motion outside the shaft in the room
beyond.

Either there was no one there, they weren’t
moving, or the signal wasn’t strong enough to penetrate the
material the shaft was constructed of. Hoping the first was the
case, she shut the scanner off and pocketed it again. Pulling her
gloves on, she began climbing again.

The suction on the gloves needed work, she
decided when she reached the next junction. She had to keep rubbing
them along her pants leg to collect moisture to make them
cling.

Damned good thing the sprinkler had caught
her, she thought! If not for that, she’d be dehydrated from having
to spit on the damned things!

It worked for cooling, too! She was sweating
by the time she reached the fourth junction and had to stop to rest
and wipe the sweat off her face. Panting for breath, she glanced up
and down the shaft and then checked her watch.

Fuck! It had taken her ten minutes to climb
four floors! She had six more to go and only ten minutes to make
it. She narrowed her window of opportunity for every minute more
that it took her. Taking a few last cooling breaths, she started
climbing again, faster. By the time she reached the floor that was
her goal, her suit was nearly dry and her body saturated, but she’d
done it in ten!

Pausing in the junction, she pulled the
scanner out and checked it again—still no motion detectors and no
motion. She frowned. It seemed to her that there should be a guard
on the floor by now.

She could see why they wouldn’t bother
putting anything in the shaft. It was a straight drop and too
narrow for most men to get through—they wouldn’t have considered
the company might hire a woman, hah! She didn’t think she would’ve
managed it herself if she hadn’t dropped fifteen pounds for the
job. As it was, her ass was a definite liability.

Of course, it might be wide enough to catch
her if she slipped.

Pulling the schematics out, she studied them
the best she could with the little light on her night vision
goggles. The sound of a flushing toilet close by startled the shit
out of her. She dropped the fucking schematics. Staring down the
shaft in dismay as the damned thing disappeared, she heard a door
slam and realized she had discovered where the guard was.

Men’s room, tenth floor.

Eeew!

Good thing she’d decided to stop and study
the schematics! It was even better, under the circumstances, that
she’d committed it to memory … mostly. When she heard another door
open, she began moving as fast as she could, inchworm style, toward
her goal—the control room—counting in her head. According to the
Intel, the control room was almost dead center of the building.
She’d practiced inching through the airshaft in her own apartment
over and over until she was certain she had the timing figured to
get her there when she needed to be.

Also according to Intel, the guard would be
checking each room, starting at the elevator—beside the men’s
room—and it should take him twenty minutes to reach the control
room.

She hoped to fuck that much was right! It
was going to take her a few minutes to boot up the computer and
download the data even if the codes she had were the right
ones.

Pulling her laser cuter out when she reached
the spot she was sure was inside the control room, she used it to
cut a small hole, blew on it until she thought it was cool enough
and put her eye to it. The room below was pitch black.

Frowning, she put her goggles back on and
peered down again.

Utility closet!

Fuck!

She considered whether she’d gone too far or
not far enough and finally decided to go a little further and
check. The second hole revealed a room filled with electronics!

Jackpot!

Cutting a hole big enough to accommodate her
was a real bitch when she had to lie down in the shaft to do it,
but she finally had a hole. Fortunately, she’d had the presence of
mind to clamp one of her suction gloves to it, because it nearly
fell out when she cut the last little line.

Oh! She was good! Her boss was going to be
tickled shitless this time!

Pushing the piece she’d cut out of the way,
she looked down. To her dismay, she discovered the laser had been
set just a little too high. It had cut a hole in the ceiling tile,
too!

“Shit!”

Well, there was no hope for it. She was
going to have to get the goods and get her ass out before the alarm
sounded or she was going to be up shit creek without a paddle.
Grasping the edges of the hole, she allowed herself to slip
through.

The intention was to use her grip on the
edge and reverse as she went through, so that she could land on her
feet. As she went through, though, she abruptly remembered her
utility belt—too late. It didn’t snag, but it emptied, every tool
she had in it hitting the floor below her one after the other and
creating a hell of a racket.

Dropping to the floor abruptly, she froze,
listening intently for any sound that might indicate that she’d
alerted the guard. When she didn’t hear the sound of running feet,
she quickly collected her tools and dashed toward the mainframe
near the center of the room.

Booting it, she dug in the pockets of her
pants for the list of codes and finally unearthed it.

It was one of those rare occasions when she
discovered her propensity for antiques wasn’t always a good thing.
The paper itself was limp from the water and the codes were smeared
because they’d been written in actual ink with an antique writing
pen.

Smoothing it out carefully, she narrowed her
eyes, trying to decipher the codes as the virtual screen came on. A
bright red button, shielded with a clear cup-like cover caught her
attention as she placed her fingers on the virtual key-pad.

Emergency only! Do not press!

She stared at it for a long moment, feeling
a nearly irresistible urge to break the seal and punch it. Shaking
the impulse, she focused on the keypad and punched in the series of
codes at each prompt. Luckily, she got most of them right the first
time in spite of the smeared writing.

She’s just punched the last code in when she
abruptly heard a swish of sound that almost made her piss her
pants. Her head jerked upward. She stared at the door blankly for a
moment, but it was sealed and remained sealed. Glancing around, she
discovered a door she hadn’t noticed behind her had just
opened.

Her heart nearly leapt into her throat.
Clapping a hand to her sidearm, she leaned over enough to peer
inside and discovered what looked like a long, wide corridor. There
were large tube-like containers lining the walls, though. After
frowning at them for several moments, she glanced at the console
display.

“Fuck!” she mouthed under her breath,
realizing it was the last code she’d punched in—wrong—that had
opened the door. Peering at her paper again, she tried punching the
code again.

It brought up the data stream she’d been
looking for. Uttering a triumphant cheer under her breath, she
pulled her data storage device from her pocket, looked around the
console until she found the place to plug it in and keyed the code
to copy.

Checking her watch, she discovered she was
running out of time. The guard was going to reach the outer door to
the control room any minute and she still had to get the info she’d
broke in for and get out again. She was searching the room for
something she could climb on to reach the ceiling when she heard
another sound—hissing.

Freezing in the act of moving the stool
she’d found, she listened intently as the hissing seemed to go on
and on. It seemed to be coming from the corridor she’d opened.

It hit her then. The cyborgs! That must be
where they stored them! She didn’t know why she hadn’t realized
that right off!

My god! Was she lucky or what? The boss was
going to cream when she brought him back pics of the actual borgs!
She might even get a bonus for bringing him all the data on
development and pics of the product at the same time!

Searching her pockets a little frantically,
she dragged her trusty little camera out and headed toward the
corridor to capture a few quick images while she was waiting for
the data to finish copying.

She skidded to halt when she reached the
door, staring at the … things that had just stepped out of the
tubes—were still climbing out!

“Oh my fucking god!”

Jerking her camera up, she began snapping a
little frantically and backing away. She stopped when her ass made
contact with the console. Thankfully, she realized then that the
cyborgs were simply staring at her blankly.

Whirling at the sound of the chime that told
her the download was complete, she snatched her data device from
the computer. She was just about to leap up onto the stool when her
gaze was snagged by that red button again. She hesitated, but when
it occurred to her that it was probably an emergency data dump,
glee filled her.

She could get the data, the pics, and
sabotage their competition all at the same time!

Shoving the data device in her pocket, she
opened the safety cup and pressed the button. The instant she did,
all hell broke loose. The lights in the room started flashing. An
alarm went off that nearly deafened her and she could hear the loud
thud of security doors locking down all over the place. It
galvanized her. Jumping onto the stool, she leapt up to the hole
she’d cut without a pause and slithered through it, heading
frantically for her escape route.

The utility belt had been a royal pain in
the ass. It needed work, but she was damned glad she had it! With
the rope and pulley, she could repel down the airshaft to the
ground floor a hell of a lot faster than the security guards could
make it up to the floor she was on.

* * * *

It wasn’t the first time Raven had attained
awareness while the sustainer tubes were still inside him, but it
still disturbed him to feel them withdrawn, sent a dollop of panic
through him as his body reacted to the removal of the foreign
object by producing a choking sensation. His heart rate, already
climbing from the slow cadence typical of the hibernation state he
was kept in when not in service, fluctuated a little erratically in
reaction. Since the fluctuation was almost simultaneous with the
shot of synthetic adrenaline introduced into his bloodstream,
however, it didn’t set off an alarm as it might have otherwise.

Not the pod alarm, at any rate.

Internally, it was a different matter, an
unusual enough occurrence to send his brain into a frenzy of
activity and expand his senses to try to understand what had caused
the event.

He opened his eyes, blinked several times
until his vision cleared, and scanned the pods around him. His
teammates were awakening, as well. That would’ve calmed the
confusion except that he discovered everyone within his sight had
begun to awaken and that was more cause for alarm.

He’d been sent out with his micro-squad on
only a scant handful of practice missions, but the commander had
never sent more than one micro-squad at the time. Nothing they’d
dealt with previously had required more than the four that made up
a micro-squad. His mind was reeling with possible scenarios that
might require the entire platoon even as the pod slid open silently
and he stepped out.

Disconcerted when he discovered a stranger
in the control room instead of the commander, ‘Rae’ Raven merely
stared uncomprehendingly at the small figure gaping at him in
horror until it broke and ran. He turned to glance at his squad
mates questioningly even as the alarms denoting a security breach
suddenly went off.

He wasn’t certain whether to feel more
uneasy or less disturbed by his own reaction when he discovered the
others were as frozen with indecision as he was.

“What was that?” Bull asked blankly.

“A woman,” Lynx retorted absently.

Bull glared at him indignantly. “I know it
was a woman, smart ass!”

‘Cham’ Chameleon had just dragged in a deep
lungful of air, struggling to recapture the intoxicating scent that
had set the blood to surging throughout his body in a fiery tide,
when he caught a whiff of something far less thrilling. Almost the
instant he did, he saw the doors that separated the storage room
where they were kept begin to move. “Fuck! Gas!” he yelled in
warning, racing toward the door. “Out! Everybody out!”

The others, just awakened and confused by
the situation, were slow to respond, but Bull charged past
Chameleon. Planting his back against the door and both hands
against the frame, straining every muscle as he countered the
mechanics of the closing door, he held it. Coughing as the deadly
gas continued to fill their containment, the members of the platoon
surged toward the door and squeezed past him one by one.

Uttering a growl of exertion, Bull pushed
harder when the men still within the containment room bottlenecked
in their effort to pass between him and the frame. Finally, he
managed to break the track and crumple the door behind him.
Stumbling out when he felt the door halt its progress, he looked
around for his own squad members and found them working to get the
outer door open since the gas continued to escape their containment
and had begun filling the main control room.

“Out of my way!” he bellowed, charging
across the room full tilt and slamming against the door with his
shoulder. It buckled at the blow, but held. Raven, Chameleon, and
Lynx began alternately battering at it themselves.

Clearly, it had been designed specifically
to contain them. Despite their strength, the four of them had to
slam against it repeatedly before the door abruptly gave and fell
outward. When it did, a volley of laser fire cut through the
poisonous cloud that preceded them out of the room, but the burst
was short. The men firing at them whirled and raced down the
corridor away from the rolling, deadly fog of gas.

Bailing from the room, Raven halted in the
corridor, staring at the guards as they were enveloped by the toxic
cloud where they stood waiting for the elevator to arrive. Almost
instantly, they began to cough and convulsive. “They’ll have men
waiting for us downstairs!” he bellowed. “Everybody head for the
roof!”

“We can’t all fly!” Bull growled.

“The drop ships should be on the roof!”
Raven shot back at him.

Lynx, Bull, and Chameleon charged after
him.

“This isn’t a mission,” Lynx pointed
out.

“If we don’t escape this gas, we’ll be as
dead as the fucking guards!” Raven bellowed back at him, finding
the stairwell he was looking for at last and battering against the
door when he found it locked down.

The gas chased them up to the roof, but once
they’d beat the door down at the top, the entire platoon piled out
on the rooftop and sucked in their first breath of fresh air. They
collapsed, coughing and gagging, rolling around in agony until
their nanos began to repair the damage of the gas, collecting the
poisons that had entered their systems and expelling it through
their esophagus.

Raven was mortally pissed off by the time he
finished puking.

“Fucking bitch tried to kill us!” Bull
growled.

Raven glanced at him sharply. He wanted to
know what the woman had been doing in that secured area himself,
but he’d had plenty of time while he was trying to escape to figure
out the lay of the land. “The fucking company meant to
exterminate us! I’m guessing she didn’t have a fucking clue about
the gas or she wouldn’t have hit that button. I didn’t see that she
was wearing a mask.”

“Bastards! What the fuck for?”

“Cover up,” Raven, Lynx and Chameleon
answered at almost same moment.

Bull frowned at them curiously, but after a
moment his brow cleared … and then snapped together again in anger.
“We don’t know that for sure. If the woman hadn’t been screwing
around, we’d still be in the pods.”

The others shrugged.

“And maybe the gas wasn’t pumping directly
into them. It came from some-fucking-where, though,” Raven
responded. “Anybody notice?”

Lynx glanced around the group of men. “You
think it’s likely the security guards didn’t know who we were?”

“I don’t think it’s likely at all, but it is
possible. I’m thinking, though, that we might want to pull back and
consider this situation,” Raven said.

“I’m thinking I want to find that woman,”
Chameleon retorted. “That’s where we’ll find our answers.”

The other team leaders moved closer. “I
don’t know what’s going on myself,” Condor said slowly, “but this
doesn’t feel right to me. We know the woman didn’t belong there,
and we also know the company seems a lot more interested, so far,
in covering their tracks than anything else—and that says to me
they’ve got something to hide … and we’re expendable.”

“He’s right. And it’s been almost fifteen
minutes since lock-down. We need to take this discussion somewhere
else until we figure out what the situation is,” Eagle said
tightly.

The men turned to survey the transport.
There was only one, no great surprise when the company rarely
activated more than one micro-squad at the time. It certainly
wasn’t going to carry the entire platoon even though they numbered
only about a quarter of the men of a typical military unit.

“Even without equipment eight is going to be
stretching it,” Hawk said musingly. “We’ve got four strong flyers,
four maybes ….”

Chameleon sent him a hard look. “I think we
chameleons can manage,” he said dryly. “It’ll be mostly gliding
from here anyway.”

Raven nodded and turned to Lynx. “We need a
rendezvous point.”

“There’s an abandoned warehouse four blocks
south, southwest of our location,” Lynx said promptly.

The men all glanced at each other. “You know
if we go AWOL there probably won’t be any coming back,” Puma said
pointedly.

“I’m guessing here, but I think we were AWOL
the minute we left the pods,” Raven said tightly. “Let’s get going
while we still have a chance of leaving without fighting our way
out of this.”


Chapter Two

Repelling ten floors down a narrow shaft
wasn’t Nika’s idea of fun, but it was effective. She reached the
point where she’d started up less than five minutes after the alarm
sounded. By her calculations, it should take the security guards at
least ten to converge on the scene of the crime and she thought she
could count on all or most of them rushing immediately to the
control room to try to block the escape of the intruder.

Kneeling, she squeezed herself into the
horizontal shaft and worked her way back to the point of entry.
There were two hard faced security guards waiting for her when she
emerged. Lifting her hands palm outward at their barked demand, she
scanned the two, noted their weapons were set to kill and focused
on reading their body language.

It wasn’t comforting to see that both men
were tense, but she saw them relax fractionally once they’d
assimilated the fact that she was a woman.

Mistake!

Launching into attack mode, she swung a
round house kick at the closest to disarm him even as she went for
her own pistol. She miscalculated the distance. Her foot cleared
the pistol aimed at her by a hair. Fortunately, the movement was
enough to make the man jump back and throw his aim off. He fired.
She could feel the heat of the blast as it zipped past her
shoulder. She caught the other man full in the chest with her stun
blast, though, and whipped the gun toward the first before he could
correct his aim, popping him right between the eyes. His eyes
rolled back into his head and he fell backward. The man she’d hit
in the chest doubled over, crumpled to his knees and hit the
ground.

She didn’t wait to see how badly stunned
either man was. The moment she saw her second blast find its mark,
she charged across the lawn toward the cover of the trees where
she’d waited before. Her bike, thankfully, was where she’d left it.
Bounding onto the seat, she kicked the stand up with one heel at
the same time she turned the ignition. The electric engine purred
to life with barely a sound, and she gunned it. The bike hit its
top speed of 40 mph as she zipped down the narrow woodland trail
she’d followed to Bio-H-Tech. She’d almost reached the paved road
when she heard the hum of an engine above her. Braking, she tipped
her head back and stared up at the craft as it cut a wide arch and
headed south. There were dark shapes moving around it, but it was
too dark to tell much about them.

The blast lit the sky, though. She couldn’t
see what had blown up—couldn’t hear for several moments after the
blast—but the direction and the closeness seemed to indicate it was
Bio-H Tech. “Holy shit! What the hell?”

Her heart, which had only begun to cease
hammering like a knocking engine, surged into overtime after a
brief halt of shock. She stared at the broadening plume of fire and
smoke rising above the trees in disbelief for several moments,
trying to wrap her mind around the explosion. The fear that it was
the culmination of the alarm system she’d set off sent a wave of
cold over her.

Her gaze flickered from the ball of fire and
smoke after a pregnant moment and she scanned for the craft she’d
seen. She caught a glimpse of what looked to be huge winged
things.

Birds?

It was the biggest fucking birds she
had ever seen!

Dismissing it with relief since it didn’t
appear that they were searching for her, she gunned the engine
again. Just as she hit the pavement, though, it dawned on her that
it might be the cyborgs, but she decided that didn’t actually make
sense. When she’d inadvertently released them, they hadn’t moved
beyond emerging from their pods. Even if someone had shown up to
give them orders it didn’t make sense. Surely, they would’ve sent
them after the intruder?

Unable to unravel the puzzle at the moment,
unwilling to think about the explosion, she focused on her
surroundings, listening and watching for any sound of pursuit. It
seemed incredible that she didn’t hear anything and it unnerved
her, but a check of her power gauge assured her she didn’t have a
lot to waste and she dropped the evasive maneuvers fairly quickly,
heading back into the city by the shortest route.

Still damp from her earlier drenching, the
air rushing past her chilled Nika, but she was only peripherally
aware of the discomfort. Her mind was churning with a myriad of
anxieties, the thrill of success, and fantasies about what she
would do with the money she was going to get for the job.

Not surprisingly, she drew some attention
when she reached the downtown area. There were still quite a few
people on the streets, but even at the height of activity, there
were never many vehicles on the streets these days. The bike alone
was enough to draw attention to her.

She slowed her speed, partly to reduce power
consumption and partly to draw less attention. As she’d hoped, once
she slowed down, the pedestrians tended to ignore her.

Chances were that even the ones that had
noticed her wouldn’t remember it by the time anyone got around to
questioning them. Most people, it seemed to her, went around in a
fog these days. There’d been rumors that the water supply was so
contaminated with the drugs of generations past that most of the
population was sedated. She knew it was possible despite the
government’s avowed efforts to filter and clean the water supply,
but she thought it was just as possible that the government was
either solely responsible or partially responsible for the
sedation.

Nobody got excited about the latest
disasters when they were ‘fogged’ with drugs, not excited enough,
at any rate, to do more than mutter about it.

She managed to make it back to her apartment
building before the bike ran out of go juice, but she had to push
it into the building and onto the elevator. A couple of tenants
climbed on the elevator with her, eyed the bike disapprovingly and
then ignored her and it and punched their level. Setting the
kickstand, she moved to the panel and punched her own
level—six.

It sucked a hairy one that she hadn’t been
able to get a ground floor apartment, but she supposed it was
probably for the best all things considered. At least twice a year
the city flooded since the sea levels had risen and the ground
floor apartments usually flooded when it did. Then, too, they’d had
a tidal wave only a couple of years earlier. That had wiped out the
tenants on the first two floors. To the good, it had also opened up
some apartments for rent and those were at a premium when the
coastal cities—the new coastal cities—were sinking beneath the
ocean, but she doubted the tenants occupying those floors had seen
it that way.

When the elevator settled on her floor, she
pushed the bike down the hall to her apartment. Setting the stand,
she bent down to check the ‘security’ monitor she’d placed on her
door. She’d gotten the idea from one of the old vids she watched to
stick a hair across the door and frame. It was a habit now, placing
the hair to alert her to the possibility of intrusion and checking
it when she got back. A little disappointed to see that it hadn’t
been tampered with, she unlocked her door and pushed the bike
inside.

When she’d bolted the door again, she pushed
the bike to one wall, set it up on the stand again, and plugged it
in to recharge. She was going to have to walk to Robo-Tech if she
went tonight, but she didn’t think she could contain herself to
wait for the morning!

Removing her utility belt, Nika unloaded all
of her pockets of tools, equipment, and weapons. The data storage
device, she took with her into the bathroom. Setting it in a safe
place on her vanity, she touched the media screen, summoned a
secure line and hit the auto dial for her boss, Raymond
Whitaker.

The fact that he appeared on the screen
almost instantly made it clear that he’d been waiting for a
report.

“Got it!” she responded to his expectant
look.

Excitement flickered in his eyes, but he
tamped it. “You’re sure? You’ve checked the data?”

Nika bit her lip. “I just got back. I
haven’t had the chance.”

His lips tightened. “So you don’t know for
sure?”

Nika glared at him. “Unless the Intel you
gave me was faulty, I got it, god damn it!”

Something flickered in his eyes. “What the
fuck was that explosion about?”

Nika shrugged uncomfortably. “Don’t know. I
was halfway home when the building blew—but I didn’t set it if
that’s what you’re asking!”

He didn’t look convinced. “You weren’t
followed?”

“Not so far, but I don’t want to have this
here if I get company,” she responded pointedly.

He frowned, considering options. “I’ll meet
you at the all night coffee shop on Bridges St. in an hour.”

Nika considered that. “Better make it an
hour and a half. I’m going to have to hoof it.”

“What?”

“Walk,” she said dryly.

He pursed his lips. “I’ll send a car for
you.”

“If you’re trying to distance yourself, just
in case, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“Fine! An hour and a half.”

Cutting the connection, Nika switched to the
news stations. Opening all four major stations, she listened to the
first reports about the disaster at Bio-H Tech while she stripped
down and set the shower to ‘favorite temp’ and ‘wash cycle’.
Information was sketchy, but it was suspected to be the results of
a power station explosion.

Nika rolled her eyes and shook her head,
wondering if that came directly from the company spokesperson or if
it was purely speculation.

Pushing the data chip into a port, she set
the computer to decrypt and climbed into the shower, positioning
herself as the countdown started. The soak down cycle was only
supposed to last for three minutes, but she’d tampered with the
computer until she’d managed to reset the cycles to five minutes.
Illegal or not, it was damned near impossible to get wet down in
three fucking minutes!

Grabbing her soap as soon as the water cut
off, she scrubbed her hair and then everything else and stood
waiting with her back to the showerhead for the rinse cycle. She
managed to get most of the soap out of her hair during the first
rinse, but it took a second before she was free of soap.

Sighing tiredly now that most of her
adrenaline rush had petered out, she got out and moved to the
drier, grabbing a comb and raking the snarls out of her hair while
she waited for it to kick on.

The computer had managed to break the
encryption by the time she got out of the drier. She studied the
scrolling data for a moment, discovering without a hell of a lot of
surprise that she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Shrugging,
she hit copy, turned off the media center, and headed back into the
other room to grab a change of clothes out of her locker.

* * * *

Raven’s thoughts were grim when they reached
the abandoned warehouse Lynx had located for them as a rendezvous.
Since he and the other squad leaders reached it first, however, he
fell back on his military programming and did a thorough search
before he relaxed even fractionally. The squad leaders met up with
the Chameleons when they reached the entrance again.

“The parameter is secure,” Cham, his own
squad mate, announced.

“The building’s secure, as well.”

They watched as Bull brought the transport
in for a landing.

When the men had bailed out and joined them
in the warehouse, he marked the time. “Fifteen minutes, mark, and
we’re out of here.”

Several of the men sent him a startled look,
but no one argued.

“What’s our status, in your opinion?” Condor
asked him.

Raven shook his head. “I’ve seen nothing to
revise my original assessment of the situation—AWOL and targeted
for termination.”

“Fifteen minutes isn’t much time for coming
up with a plan,” Lynx said tightly.

“Fifteen minutes is a luxury we can’t afford
at the moment,” Raven retorted. “They’ll have us located before
that. We’ll be lucky to have fifteen. Suggestions?”

“Split up?”

“By squad,” Raven agreed. “Top priority—we
need to find somebody that can help us ditch the locators. As long
was we’ve got them there’ll be no hiding. Communications.
Rendezvous points. Think outside the box. As long as we stick to
standard military protocol, they’ll anticipate every move. My squad
and I are going after the woman.”

Condor, Eagle, and Hawk exchanged speaking
glances. None of them challenged him, however.

“I thought you said ditching the locators
was top priority,” Condor said neutrally.

“We need answers … fast. She’s the most
likely one to have them. And her pheromone signature is fading as
we speak. We’ll have to go after her now or lose the
opportunity.”

Accessing their city maps via their CPUs,
they settled on rendezvous times and points and a location to post
emergency contact signals.

“What if we’re also packing kill switches?”
Chameleon asked.

Raven studied him for a long moment.
“There’s nothing we can do about that until we can find someone who
can find and remove the locators. Maybe we can do something about
that, too, maybe not ….”

“We’re going to be noticeable if we take to
the streets,” Bull pointed out. “The wings, the horns, and the
eyes. The company won’t need the fucking locators.”

“Keep your heads down, wings close, and
stick to the shadows. That’s about all we can do right now,” Raven
said grimly.

Raven was a little surprised that nobody
argued against him taking the woman. Granted, it was the shit
detail in a way. They were going to have to backtrack to the
company property to pick up her scent. His blood was
high—still—from the whiff of pheromones he’d gotten in the control
room, though, and their easy acceptance made him wonder if he was
the only one that had been effected the way he was. He’d cooled
enough he was reasonably confident that his decision was a logical
one and their best bet for figuring out where they stood. He was
aware, though, that he wanted to go after her and would’ve had a
hard time convincing himself not to even if it hadn’t made any
damned sense at all.

It disturbed him. He knew the pheromones
were a security measure for tracking infiltrators. The minute any
unauthorized person entered the control room they were coated with
a mist of the chemical. He knew it had been a calculated move by
the company to not only make it easier to locate their quarry, but
build their aggression toward the enemy. He wasn’t exactly feeling
aggressive toward the woman, however. Pissed off, yes. She’d
brought this shit down on them whether she’d intended to or not,
but it wasn’t thoughts of breaking her in half that had him itching
to get his hands on her until he could barely think of anything
else.
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