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        Will doesn’t need the trouble Meara causes, but maybe he does need her.

      

        

      
        For Captain William Talon, aka William 874, there aren’t many choices left. Whoever captured him after the war kept him out of the Cyber Husband program and instead turned him into a killing machine—a worse one than most cyborgs. 

      

        

      
        Will has no idea how many deaths are on his hands nor does he want to know. The few incidents he recalls are bad enough. But now it has come to this… Kyra and Peyton need a better cyborg than their mysterious Creator Omega enemy is making.

      

        

      
        Will’s processor is dying daily which means the rest of him will die soon as well. An upgrade of the kind Kyra's talking about will either improve his entire existence… or kill him completely. Ironically, Will really doesn't care which. He’d have taken his own life years ago if he could have gotten around the daily brainwashing. 

      

        

      
        His losses are massive. Like many other cyber soldiers, they include the loss of a family who is convinced he's a prime example of walking evil. 

      

        

      
        His gains since Peyton rescued him? Really, there's only one—just one annoying, endlessly chattering, red-haired troublemaker who's volunteered to be upgraded as well. Now they're cybernetically married, or at least they are in Meara’s warped mind. What's he supposed to do with a female cyborg partner who has no boundaries?

      

        

      
        And what's he supposed to do with the first hope he’s felt in years?

      

        

      
        William 874X is the fifth book in this futuristic science fiction and fantasy series from USA Today Bestselling Author Donna McDonald. 

      

        

      
        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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      “It’s not too late, Meara. You can still change your mind. Let them get one of the guys to do this.”

      “One of the guys is already doing this. Ya know Kyra’s upgrading William Talon while Nero’s doing me.” Meara snorted and glared. “I have to admit that ya've surprised me, Lucy. I figured I’d hear this nonsense from Shiva’s handmaiden.”

      “It’s not nonsense—it’s common sense,” Lucy argued. “Consider what this could do to your life.”

      “What life?” Meara asked, stopping her nervous walking. “Would it be the life we all lead now, waiting for that Creator Omega bastard to capture and warp another cyborg so he can send him or her to kill us all? Would that be the life yar speaking of?”

      Lucy paced away. “I’m not your captain anymore. I know I can’t tell you what to do, but I also know what it’s like to have your entire identity fucked with until you don’t recognize yourself.”

      Meara laughed at the idea of it getting any worse. “They took away my ability to do math, and no one’s been able to give it back to me, so I do have some idea of the magnitude of change we’re discussing here. I haven’t been myself in a hell of a long time.”

      Lucy nodded. “Yeah. Maybe you do.”

      “Yar worrying for nothing, Lucy. Aja oversaw the programming of a duplicate set of chips, which are guaranteed to restore me to being just as dumb as I am now. I trust Dr. Nero Bastion’s fine arse will be restoring my scrambled Humpty Dumpty one if the neural implants fail. Whatever the risks, though, I gave my word and I’ve not changed my mind. The obsolete, hacked-up base code that Aja tweaked in the two of us is precisely why I’m a perfect candidate.”

      “Bullshit. You’re doing this so Aja won’t. You stepped up before she could. Don’t lie to me.”

      Meara grinned. “Ya always were sharp. And we both know Aja has a chance with Nero if she’s brave enough to take it. Maybe ya could give her a shove or two in that direction if things don’t work out for me. I love her like a sister, Lucy. If Aja’s happy, I’m going to be as well. Goddess knows we all deserve to be.”

      “We do,” Lucy agreed, thinking of her life with Eric. “That includes you too.”

      “Well,” Meara said, chuckling at the idea. “If I can get my girly parts to stop lusting for married men, my chances might improve in that area.”

      Lucy ran a hand through her hair. She stared at Meara. “That reminds me of something I need to tell you. I should have told you before, but I forgot. My ability to remember the most important shit is still not great.”

      “That’s a simple enough fix. Ya need to get Seetha to give yer processor a tune-up and do a file sort. It stings like a fecking hornet for a few minutes, but yer processor runs like a race car afterward.”

      “No,” Lucy said, laughing at Meara’s advice. “I’m not actually forgetting. I lied to you about it before to spare someone else I cared about. I was going to tell you afterward what I’d done but…”

      “Ya forgot—I get it,” Meara finished for her before shrugging. “I believe we covered that stuff already. To which lie are ya referring, Lucy? I may have some repenting of my own to do after yar done confessing.”

      Lucy blew out a breath. “Cassandra Talon—William’s wife—was my college roommate. She saved money for years and waited for Will to show up in the Cyber Husband program. They eventually told her Will was an unrecoverable cyborg, and to prove it, they showed Cassandra a video of Will brutally killing someone. It destroyed her. When she told me what she’d seen, I decided to find out what was going on. The military had already cost me my husband at that point. I wasn’t going to let it take my friends too.”

      “Ya never said a word about yer reasons for being converted. Aja and I thought it was a brave thing to do to keep it to yerself. That’s why we followed ya down the same path and kept our mouths shut about our personal shit.”

      Lucy shrugged. “I was naïve and stupid. I thought I could change things for Will once I understood what being a cyborg meant. All I did was get a whole lot of women killed. I quickly lost my goal of rescuing Will and had to focus on trying to save what was left of us. I never thought of Will again until I saw him here.”

      Meara grunted. “Beating yerself up for the sins of yer enemies is a fecking waste of time. What happened to us would have happened to others whether or not we’d been involved. I tell myself that all the time I spent in cyber hell spared some other poor female. Most days I believe it too.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Lucy said, nodding in agreement. “What I’m trying to explain is that I lied to you about Will being married to spare his feelings, at least what he has left of them. Whatever he’s been through, Cassandra was right. It has dramatically changed him as a person. He’s nothing like the man I once knew. I’ve been meaning to ask you to help me look a little deeper into his history as a cyborg, but then this shit came up.”

      Meara nodded. “Yeah, I get it. The timing sucked all around. As for looking into things, ya best be asking Aja for help with that. She’s the happy hacker, but I’d be happy to assist with any distractions ya might need.”

      Lucy sighed in relief. “Thanks for not being mad at me.”

      “Go on with ya. Life’s too fecking short to stay mad for any reason. We both know just how short. Plus, I can appreciate ya trying to be kind to an old friend. Will needs people to be tolerant or he might never heal.”

      When her pacing became boring, Meara plopped down into a chair. Nero was prepping the lab for her conversion, and the man was nothing if not meticulously careful. Unfortunately, waiting had never been her best thing.

      “I’m guessing from yer story that William Talon’s wife believed that shit they showed her about him being a mad killer. I know the recordings they made of most cyborgs were very convincing. Marcus and Eric have shown me several of them.”

      Lucy lifted a shoulder. “What choice did she have but to believe it? When I saw Will was here, I was just starting to remember my past before my conversion. I sent Cassandra an email asking for a chance to talk to her. She didn’t respond, even though I could see that she received my communication. I thought she deleted it without bothering to read it. Apparently, Will isn’t the only cyborg Cassandra believed bad things about.”

      Meara crossed her arms. “Goddess help me, but hearing that crap makes me want to go kill all those UCN peckerheads who sanctioned that negative propaganda shit. You and Will did nothing wrong except be in the wrong fecking place at the wrong fecking time. If his wife doesn’t get that, then maybe he’s better off without her.”

      Lucy shook her head. “Things are never that black and white. I’ve learned that lesson well. Before I sent the email, I found out Cassandra had dissolved her and Will’s marital relationship about four years ago. She legally remarried a full human engineer who once worked for the military. The irony is that her new husband works for the frigging UCN.”

      Meara sighed. “Poor William. He lost everything, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. Will refused to contact Cassandra when I suggested it, even after I told him that she’d waited for him and planned to buy him if she could. My gut kept insisting Cassandra had a right to know the truth, so I persuaded Kyra to call her and explain. Kyra said Cassandra politely thanked her for the information and hung up without any real response.”

      Meara frowned. “Aja and I have spent some considerable time looking at the current lives of all the cyborgs Kyra and Peyton have managed to free. Very few returned to anything resembling their previous human life before being converted. Most cyborgs have had to start completely over. If I think about it too long, I get pissed and violent. The whole fecking world believes all the bad things the UCN ever said about us. No one remembers that soldiers got converted to cyborgs to help win a fecking World War.”

      Lucy crossed her arms and rocked in place. It seemed to be some new habit she was developing. “Reminiscing and resenting don’t change the past, and that certainly wasn’t why I brought up my lie while we’re waiting for Nero. The point I wanted to make with my confession is that Will isn’t legally married to Cassandra anymore. He’s as much a free man as he will let himself be. Unfortunately, I have no idea how he feels about Cassandra these days. He knows she’s remarried. He won’t talk about it with me—or even with Kyra or Peyton.”

      Meara sighed in sympathy and was grateful she’d had no man in her life to lose. “I think it’s sadder for Will to lock it all away, but on the other hand, I’m glad to know my hot guy radar didn’t fail me after all. He probably hasn’t been with a woman in years. Nero told us once that they could turn a person’s sexy urges off just like they cranked them up in us. He said it was a matter of the logic chip manipulating hormones properly.”

      Lucy shook her head. “Nothing they can do surprises me anymore. Anyway, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth sooner. I guess I was shocked to find out Cassandra had taken those actions. She loved him so much that I figured she’d be one wife who waited no matter what. In hindsight, I should have encouraged you to take a run at him. You and Will both deserve some physical comfort.”

      Laughing, Meara shrugged. “No worries, Lucy gal. It’s not like I’ve never bent the facts before. I understand about ya wanting to protect William’s cute arse from the crazy Irish woman lusting for him. I get ya were helping an old friend. I’d have done the same.”

      “Right,” Lucy said. “But you’re an old friend too, and you mean as much to me as William does. I never meant to hurt any friend by my actions.”

      “Hurt me?” Meara chuckled at the idea. “What’s left of my human ego is pretty much bulletproof. If Old William wanted to correct my misunderstanding of the situation, he could have told me the truth himself. His silence probably means he’s still married to her in what’s left of his screwed-up head. However ya view the details, the man’s still off-limits to me.”

      There was a knock on the door seconds before Seetha stuck her head inside the room. She looked at both of them before her gaze landed on Meara. “Nero’s ready. I will assist him so I can learn about the neural connections. Rachel is going to be observing as well. Are you ready to go, Meara?”

      Meara stood, put her hands on her hips, and nodded. “Yeah, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s get this cyber-dinking shit over with.”

      In the hallway, she found a quiet Aja leaning against the wall. “Eavesdropping on me again?” Meara demanded. “Ya know I hate that shit, Aja.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Eavesdropping would imply that you and Lucy might be saying something interesting and worth hearing. You can set those concerns aside, Irish. Given the conditions of both your broken minds, the chance of you saying anything of value is exceedingly small.”

      “Goddess, I hope Nero’s changes fix me up well and proper. Yer spiteful brown arse is going to be the first one I kick when I’m improved.”

      “Calm yourself, Irish. You don’t want to get all worked up before Nero starts tweaking your brain,” Aja said, straightening her spine. “I got here two seconds ago. I wanted to see you before…”

      Meara cut her speech off by hugging her tightly. Aja swallowed hard and hugged back with all her strength.

      “We’ve come through too much for me to lose you now, you red-haired devil. If you want to save Dr. Cyberstein’s ass from death and destruction, you better come out of this redefinition the same smart-ass you are now.”

      “Oh, I’ll be better than that,” Meara said brightly, pulling away to look into her friend’s concerned gaze. “I’m going to become the next evolution of us, Aja. And at least this time, no one is dragging one of us down a hall to get upgraded in some cyber hacker's lab. I’m actually walking to meet my upgraded cybernetic destiny all on my fecking own. Is this some strange shit or what?”

      The three of them stared at Seetha, standing a short distance down the hall, holding open the door to the cyber lab, where the procedure would be performed.

      Meara lifted her chin and looked at the two women she loved above all others. “Promise me something…” she began.

      Aja shook her head. “No, I’m not sleeping with Nero Bastion simply because you think I should. Let it go, Meara. That silly idea of yours is not related to the risk you’re about to take. Can you not take life seriously for a single moment?”

      Meara burst out laughing. She looked at Lucy, who winked and smiled. She looked back at Aja. “I intended to make ya and Lucy promise to always be there for each other if things don’t work out for me. What ya secretly want to do to the deliciously sexy Dr. Bastion is yer own fecking problem. Just don’t distract the man with yer perfect tatas until he puts all the nuts and bolts back in my head.”

      “Sometimes I hate you, Irish,” Aja said.

      Meara grinned and headed down the hall. “I know, and sometimes ya love me as much as I love ya back. Mind yer temper, Aja. And seriously, take care of Lucy. Eric tries, but ya know how men are. They get ya off, get themselves off, and then go on about their fecking business, all the while forgetting about saving yer arse from the bad guys. We female cyborgs have to stick together.”

      Meara disappeared inside the room and refused to look back. If she went to meet her maker today, so be it. She had loved well in this life, and she’d lost more than most should. She’d fought the good fight to survive and did so. In the end, wasn’t that the best any human—or cyborg—could do?

      “Are you ready, Meara?” Nero asked.

      Meara shrugged and walked to the chair. She slid up into it, willing her queasiness away. Across the room, a concerned Rachel looked away from her, but she couldn’t worry about the girl’s trauma, either. Climbing into a cyber operating chair was never, ever going to feel natural or like a smart thing to do. She was proud of herself for not puking out of fear.

      “Ya better not damage me, Dr. Cyberstein. I’m all that’s keeping Shiva’s handmaiden from killing yer cute ass.”

      Nero snorted. “Yes. So I’ve been warned at least fifty times today.”

      Meara chuckled. “I love that woman like a sister and would kill for her in a heartbeat. Now ya know how we survived all those years.”

      “There is no need for killing today,” Nero said as he fastened the restraint bands on his side of the chair while Seetha secured them on the other. “I’m going to exceed your expectations, Meara MacDonald.”

      “Sounds good. Can ya give me a pair of perky boobs like Aja’s while yer making yer changes?”

      “Your physical appearance will not change dramatically, but your musculature…”

      “Shush with that kind of talk,” Meara said firmly interrupting him, mostly to see the stunned look on his face. She smiled as he stared blankly at her, but she heard Seetha and Rachel quietly snickering. “Don’t be dashing my hopes, Nero. Let a small-breasted cyborg woman dream.”

      “Very well. May you have nothing but pleasant dreams until this is done,” he said, bowing his head to her.

      Charming bastard, Meara thought, as she heard the shutdown command issued—the one command no cyborg could refuse to obey when uttered by their human programmer.

      For the first time since her original conversion, Meara let the cybernetic oblivion claim her without putting up a fight.
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      “We need to talk about some things before I get started,” Kyra said, slipping on her white lab coat. It had deep pockets and she used them to hold things when she did cyborg conversions or restorations.

      “What haven’t we covered at this point?” Will asked, tired of all the talking. More discussion wasn’t going to change anything, least of all his decision to have this done.

      “Indulge me,” Kyra ordered. “I want to go over the risks one more time.”

      Will snorted. “There’s only one risk that concerns me and it’s unavoidable. You’ve already told me my processor is disintegrating which is why I’m having all the leak-throughs. A total upgrade was in my future one way or another.”

      “The chance of becoming a robotic vegetable is not something to take lightly. Your processor is unique, William. Someone whose skills rival mine designed it. Nero and I couldn’t risk decoding it or copying it while it was installed in you.”

      “It actually makes me feel better to know you two have limits to your tinkering,” Will said, chuckling to try to put his worried cyber scientist at ease.

      “The risks I’m talking about are no joke. Your processor has also been flashed with new code more times than any other I’ve ever seen. The safety limits on that sort of thing were exceeded in less than one year. If I damage your processor while removing it or it erases itself with some automatic command before I get it out, I won’t be able to restore you back to who you are now. Your body and mind won’t die physically, but you won’t be completely yourself either.”

      Will snorted. “I doubt anyone except you and Peyton will see that as a problem.”

      Kyra refused to let Will’s melancholy stop her. “You also need to understand that my new processors won’t block any memories your organic human brain has chosen to store over the years. They’re built expressly to allow your human memories and your human personality to rule your thoughts. In fact, I refuse to install any processor in any cyborg going forward that doesn’t allow full integration. This means that whatever you’ve suffered or done, and whatever your human mind has chosen to remember of those events… well, all those memories will come rushing at you as you regain consciousness and calibrate. Integration of your past is going to be an emotional clusterfuck of the worst kind.”

      Laughing, Will grinned at Peyton—no doubt the source of Kyra’s colorful language—before he laid his head back. “Clusterfuck? I can certainly tell who you’ve been keeping company with.”

      “William…”

      “It’s okay. I get it, Doc. If I come unhinged over how much bad shit I’ve done, you may have to put me down cybernetically like you’d euthanize a rabid animal. It’s a risk I have no choice but to take, right? You and Nero said I would die without changing out my processor and logic chips, so fucking do it. I trust you.”

      Kyra pointed at Peyton and Marcus, who were standing by. “They’re here for a good reason. You may have latent programming that could make you dangerous to us all.”

      Will glanced at the two somber men leaning against a wall before returning his gaze to Kyra. “I accept the logic of your precautions. I’m under no illusions about what other cyber scientist bastards might have programmed me to do.”

      Kyra grabbed Will’s arm and squeezed hard until he looked at her in surprise. “I appreciate your faith in me, but I disagree with some of what you said. You’ve accepted a lot of shit as truth that isn’t true about yourself. I want you to know that while I’m taking every safety measure I can, mostly I’m relying on your human side to accept that what they did to you is over. Am I being clear, Captain Talon? You are to help me save your ass, not let your mind get overwhelmed by what you were forced to do.”

      “Yes, you’re being clear,” Will said softly. He put a hand over hers. “However this works out, Kyra, thanks for trying to save all the cyborgs that the world thinks are unrecoverable. No one else would have bothered. The bastards that had me would have destroyed a broken cyborg and never lost a moment’s sleep over it. You’re the only one I’ve met who still sees us as being human. If I die, I will die believing that.”

      “Well, no dying will happen today.” Kyra let go and motioned to Peyton to fasten the restraints.

      She struggled to stay calm about the procedure and hoped her nervousness didn’t show to anyone. The last thing she needed was to fail at properly restraining Captain William Talon. He was still the very dangerous cyborg registered as William 874. When she finished, she would update his cyborg name and list his upgrades in his file. It was the closest she could get to erasing any of his past.

      Kyra had reviewed Will’s horrific actions to better understand the purpose of his programming. Eric found the recordings stored in Norton’s company files. While Lucy’s violent side had been a programming enigma, Will’s programmers boldly designed him to be the optimal killing machine. Despite his attempts to rebel, she felt sure his progress had been a source of pride for them. They nearly succeeded in making him kill someone after her first attempt to restore him.

      She cleared her throat to speak to Will one final time. “One person’s cybernetic villain is another’s cyborg hero. Just don’t plan on buying a superhero cape and trying to fly the moment this is all over. I’m going to have to get a little more creative with you than I’ve been with anyone else. You may need several days to assimilate all the new changes.”

      “Better you fucking me up than Creator Omega getting hold of me again,” Will said sincerely, closing his eyes. “I know that bastard’s responsible for what I’ve become. Now let’s get this over with, Doc.”

      Kyra put her hand on Will’s shoulder as she spat out the shutdown command. His body arched painfully in the seat, even though she’d long ago pulled every pain-causing wire out of him. The mind was a powerful tool. She wouldn’t put it past Creator Omega to have done some regular old brain manipulation on William Talon’s human side. Creator Omega wanted Will to suffer in every way he could make him do so. Her bastard peer deliberately and systematically controlled Will with an incalculable amount of pain.

      “Kyra?”

      She looked over at her husband’s concerned expression. “It’s okay. I’m fine, Peyton. I was thinking of Creator Omega and the extreme damage he’s managed to do to soldiers like Lucy and Will. Neither of them will ever fully recover. No one can completely reverse what was cybernetically done to them, not even me.”

      Peyton lifted a hand to his wife’s face to cup her cheek. “Lots of things change a person. Not all of what changed Lucy was because she was a cyborg. She lost a husband to suicide because of the choices she made. And the war changed us all. You gave Lucy back as much of her life as you could, Kyra. I know you’ll do what you can for Will.”

      “It’s Will’s humanity that worries me, Peyton. Can anyone ever give that completely back to him? Somewhere inside that man is a programmable killing machine. His cyborg side only made the killing easier. The only reason he’s not an unfeeling assassin right now because they built a failsafe program into his old military chip to stifle the killing urge when it suited their needs. I’m about to wipe away that failsafe, and I don’t know all it was blocking. William’s human side will have to learn to control his remorse as he learns. I may be unleashing a secretly dangerous sociopath on the world.”

      Peyton studied the man in the chair. Not a muscle twitched anywhere—not even the involuntary ones. The rise and fall of Will’s chest was the only outward sign of life. That level of unconsciousness was still eerie even though he’d witnessed it in cyborgs thousands of times. “Will is a good man, Kyra. We’ll have to count on that good man winning the battle for his soul. There’s not other choice.”

      “I wish his wife hadn’t divorced him. It was shitty timing.” Kyra stopped and took a deep breath. “But I can’t change that, either.”

      If Kyra let herself go down a path of feeling too sympathetic, she’d get weepy over the former Cassandra Talon acting like she didn’t care about a man she’d once professed to love. This certainly was not the time to indulge the weepy side of herself by releasing her emotional frustration over the reasonable action of a stranger. This was the time to focus on using all her science and all her skills to redefine William Talon so he could begin again.

      “Alright, let’s get this over with. It will take a while,” Kyra said finally, echoing Will’s words.
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      Will was trapped, restrained, and being tortured. When the pain became intolerable, he opened his mouth to scream, but his ears heard no sound.

      The face of his tormentor leaned over his chair. “I’m going to let you talk now. Pull the trigger and the pain will stop.”

      “No,” Will said through clenched teeth. “He’s a boy—a child.”

      “He’s a trained killer for our enemy. He bombed one of our supply posts, Captain. Pull the damn trigger.”

      “No, he didn’t. He was only the water boy. We paid him to do his job… damn you. He’s as much a victim of this war as I am.”

      His tormentor lifted his hand, which was clutching the gun tightly. “You hold this weapon because I am making you hold this weapon. I’m ordering you to pull the trigger, William 874. I’m sending the command to your hand to do so. You have no choice but to obey your cybernetic programming.”

      “I will not kill that child!” Will shouted. But the gun fired despite his denial. The boy dropped out of sight. Will’s head was restrained in the cyber chair, so all he could see were blood splatters covering the wall behind where the boy had been standing.

      “You fucking bastard,” Will said with all the venom he could muster.

      His tormentor rolled his eyes. “You’re programmed to be a killer, William 874. Killers kill—that’s what they do. If I had another processor like the one in your head, I would make you use the gun on yourself and start over. Since I don’t have that, or any way of making another, I will have to be creative in getting you to follow my killing orders. In the end, you will either do as I command or you will die. Those are your only two choices. I am your creator.”

      Will’s screams split the air as the pain inside him got cranked to a level that traveled to every nerve ending he had. If he hadn’t been a cyborg, he’d have pissed himself from the shock to his nervous system. The intensity was like trying to absorb a lightning bolt while fully alert.

      His tormentor stayed inches away from his face, but Will couldn’t lift a finger to kill the one person he actually wanted to.

      “A normal human body can tolerate large amounts of pain before the mind shuts down, but a cyborg? There is virtually no tolerance limit for the pain you can endure, William 874. I will be successful, and you will be my greatest invention to date.”

      When the pain eased off, Will panted to get his breath back. “One day I’m going to kill you.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” his tormentor said. “But you will kill anyone I tell you to kill. One day I’m going to send you after my wife. That will be a very, very good day. It will be like Zeus finally ridding himself of Hera.”

      The incredible pain hit again, and then several more times after that. Finally, the blackness of not feeling anything returned to save him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When his mind grew conscious again, Will stood in a room full of dead bodies. He looked down at his blood-covered hands, and then back at the dead people. There were men, women, teenagers, and even a couple of small children. Had he killed all of them with his bare hands?

      He put a hand on a nearby wall to steady himself. Then he bent over and wretched up the contents of his stomach, which wasn’t much. Even with the cybernetic pulses, he was thin, and obviously hadn’t been eating regularly. After the bout of sickness passed, his ears suddenly tuned in to a discussion he soon realized was about him.

      “What happened to him? One second, he was a raging beast, and the next, he was a shocked human staring at the carnage. If there’d been anyone left alive in there, William 874 would never have finished them off.”

      “William 874 is a cyborg, not an emotionless AI, Chancellor. Inside that cyborg is still a human man, and I have to work with that limitation. My programmed cyborg killed for two straight hours before his humanity leaked through. I think we can both agree that he’s come a very long way in the two years I’ve been working with him. I deserve the money to continue my research. If you want the designer killer you asked me for, I must keep working on him.”

      Will glanced around the room and counted forty-one full humans. They were all malnourished, filthy, and now dead. His clothes were covered in assorted body fluids and what he guessed were the brains of his victims. If he had killed this many in a couple of hours with no awareness of doing so, how many others had they made him kill in the last two years without his knowledge?

      This couldn’t continue. He wouldn’t let it. He reached up, grabbed his head, and was going to break his own neck to end the madness. Before he could carry out the action, excruciating pain racked his body once more. It took away every thought save one.

      Will turned and directed his focus to the two-way mirror. “I promise you that I’m going to kill you one day,” he said firmly.

      “I think he means that,” Will heard the other voice say.

      “Forget his ramblings, Chancellor. The pain makes his human side delusional. In every other way, William 874 is perfectly fine.” His programmer casually passed off the threat he’d made. “We have to completely reboot his processor after every kill and load in a fresh directive. The reboot causes William 874 to promptly forget what he’s done, and we get to start all over. I discovered that little coding gem when we were ramping up the New World Companion program. It makes the women much more malleable and useful to be erased routinely. It works on killers too. But a genius like mine doesn’t come cheap. I need that funding to continue. Are you giving it to me or not?”

      The next round of pain passing through his body was that super level Will couldn’t fight. Like it always did, the excruciating pain sent Will to the floor. He fell among the bloody, broken bodies of his murder victims, but at least the pain brought back the blessed blackness. Too bad the oblivion couldn’t last forever.

      In the few moments of clarity and awareness that his tormentor had allowed him today, Will had fervently wished it would.

      

      When Will eventually blinked his eyes open for good, he immediately met Peyton’s glassy stare. “I guess seeing you leering at me means I’m still alive,” he whispered roughly.

      “Barely,” Peyton said quietly. “We had a lot of trouble keeping you under. You broke one of your restraints and Kyra’s arm the second time you woke up. She left me to watch over you while Marcus took her to medical to get her arm set in a cast. Kyra finished the work on you one-handed, but she was more pissed than I’ve seen her be in a while. You might want to avoid her for a bit.”

      Will closed his eyes and swallowed. He felt a climbing rope wrapped tightly around one wrist. He must have struggled and broken the restraint. “I’m sorry I hurt Kyra. I was… dreaming… or recalling what happened in the past. It’s hard to know the difference when your brain can’t sort it out.”

      “I figured as much. What did you recall?” Peyton asked. He pulled over a nearby stool and sat. “You were righteously scary every time you came around, which is why you aren’t allowed to get up from the chair yet. Try to relax and see if your head clears.”

      “Relax? My brain is buzzing. What did Kyra do? Turn the inside of my head into a computer circuit board?”

      “Hopefully, that buzzing won’t make you any crazier. Your new processor is wireless, so it has some special capabilities. As soon as we can trust you’re back to being your saner self again, we’ll tell you about them.”

      Will nodded.. or at least he tried to. His neck hurt and his head was restrained. “I can see why you and Kyra are together. Neither of you pulls any punches.”

      “We’ve seen too much shit to be anything but direct,” Peyton said. “Tell me about your dreams, Will.”

      William instantly recalled all the dead bodies he’d fallen among. “You don’t really want to know what they made me do.”

      Peyton snorted at the standard answer all cyborgs gave to such a question. “Yeah, I do. Everything we learn helps everyone else.”

      Will frowned as the memories returned once more. There were two episodes now that he would never forget, regardless of how often his cybernetic storage got wiped.

      “They programmed me to kill a room full of people with my bare hands, Peyton. I don’t know all the particulars of how they were able to get me to do what they wanted, but I know their process was far from perfect. I had episodes of coming around and realizing what I’d done.”

      “Are you talking about leak-throughs?” Peyton asked. “All cyborgs have them. They always have. Kyra said she’s seen it in nearly all cyborgs she’s restored.”

      Will nodded. “Yeah, leak-throughs. That’s what I heard the programmer call what happened to me. The bastard seemed to think it was a flaw that I tried to kill myself to keep from letting them use me. He zapped me to stop me from succeeding.”

      “You have balls of steel,” Peyton said firmly. “I would have done the same in your situation, except I’d have actually been successful at offing myself.”

      Will tried to shake his head. “I call bullshit, Marine. They sent lightning bolts through my nervous system to stop me. I doubt even you could fight lightning bolts making you twitch too hard to do anything but shit yourself.”

      Peyton grinned. “Yeah, it doesn’t surprise me that you could handle lightning bolts and live to tell about them. You’re pretty shocking for an Army guy.”

      “Don’t worry about your bad puns. I won’t tell anyone you said that,” Will said softly. “The guy who programmed me re-flashed my processor after every killing task. That’s why it’s all vague. I recalled my first forced kill and a mass one of defenseless people two years into my capture. I came out of the mass kill after it was over and got sick with revulsion when I saw what I’d done. That was the first time I tried to kill myself. I think they made double-damn sure I never got a chance to do it again.”

      “You don’t remember being programmed to kill Seetha?”

      Will wanted to shake his head, but his restraints wouldn’t let it turn. “No, I only remember trying it again in her lab. My processor was looping an imperative command to kill her that I couldn’t seem to refuse. Seetha said Rachel had to zap my ass to stop me. I wish she’d had the power cranked to kill instead of stun. Kyra wouldn’t have a broken arm right now.”

      “It’s not the first time Kyra’s tangled with a cyborg and ended up hurt,” Peyton said, thinking of the time he’d broken her wrist. “What we discovered after that day in the lab is that you were generating your own electrical current when you shot Marcus. That bolt of electricity you shot into him came from some source inside you. The only reason Rachel managed to take you down was that your fight with Marcus drained your internal power. Getting agitated for you is like flipping a switch to turn on a generator.”

      “Is that shit still going to happen to me?”

      Peyton shrugged. “We don’t know. When we picked you up at the work camp, our scan showed you didn’t have any onboard weaponry. We still don’t know how your cybernetics harness power and keep it ready for your use. We didn’t dig into that mystery today because Kyra didn’t want to turn off any potential defense mechanism. She’s banking on your human mind developing complete control over your use of any weapon you possess. She’s done that with every cyborg because she thinks it’s fair.”

      “God help us all then, because me stopping myself hasn’t been really effective up to now,” Will said dryly. “I also heard my programmer say he was rebooting me after every kill because it had worked well in the New World Companions he’d been working on. Unless my twisted mind was making that shit up, Creator Omega was my programmer as well as theirs.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Bad cyber guys sure seem to get around. Did you find out any good news?” Peyton asked.

      Will snorted. “Yeah—sort of. I think my processor was one of a kind. Hopefully, there’s no more over-programmed, cold-blooded cyborg killers out in the world. There was something about them not wanting to fund further work on me. I don’t recall who was arguing with him over money.”

      “Since one of you is definitely enough, that is good news,” Peyton said. He slid off the stool. “I’m making an executive decision. Access your processor. You should see several new links running off it. That’s your neural network. You should be able to connect to some of the equipment in this room with it. Once the connection is made, your thoughts will become commands.”

      Will glanced at the workstation nearby. He sent the screen rolling as he searched for the unlock codes. Peyton stood by, saying nothing. Will looked at him in surprise. “Not too shabby. I can get out of this room without touching the door.”

      “You can also get out of your chair,” Peyton said, nodding at the seat. “Break the restraints.”

      “Doc’s going to be pissed if I do that.”

      Peyton shrugged. “Maybe… but I don’t think so. She increased your strength on purpose.”

      Will had to put some real effort into it, but he broke most of them, including the head restraint. The wrapped climbing rope was going to take too long and too much energy, and for some reason, his cybernetics were urging him to conserve. Giving up, Will set about untying his makeshift restraint.

      “Hey, William.”

      He stopped his escape efforts to look at Peyton. The man now had a pulse cannon pointed at him.

      “What the fuck. Whose side are you on, Captain Elliot?”

      Peyton waved the weapon as he smiled. “Mine. I made this extra-strength version for King. He’s nearly impossible to stop when he’s in full rage mode, but I found a way. You need to know it’s going to knock a lightweight like you flat on your pansy ass if you try anything I don’t like.”

      “Noted,” Will said, finishing his work on the knots. “I heard you made weapons for a hobby. You’re a freaking prodigy with knots too, aren’t you?”

      Laughing at Will’s complaining, Peyton lifted his chin. “Marines travel on ships. Tying knots is part of the ticket for the ride. And for your information, Marcus did those. Now he is a prodigy. Don’t let his quietness fool you.”

      Will snorted. When his restraint was gone, he stood and flexed his limbs. He felt much stronger. No, that wasn’t quite right. He stared at the door, and it opened with a decisive click. “Look at what I did. That’s not a bad party trick.”

      Peyton kept the weapon aimed while he laughed. Behind him, the door closed and locked back. “Yeah, I’ve been able to do that since I got stabbed in the chest, but I haven’t always been able to control using it. I think the artificial heart I received allowed them to install some hidden programming in my second processor. They were covertly building a double-wired spy every time I got repaired or upgraded. Kyra restored me before they completed their spy work.”

      Will glared at the door. “Is there no fucking end to what cyber scientists can do to us?”

      Peyton frowned, lowered the weapon, and shook his head. “None that I’ve found,” he said sadly.

      Will only grunted because he had no words to express how disillusioned he was with the decisions of his military life.
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      “Outside of the constant buzzing in my head, I can’t really tell any difference in myself. Can you, Will?”

      Will studied the chattering magpie. Lucy had dropped Meara off in the room with him to wait for Kyra and Nero. The next step was to discuss their upgrades and hear reports about how their procedures went.

      Meara had yet to stop talking. In fact, it seemed all the woman did was talk.

      “Ya don’t have to tell me all the details, ya know. Ya can tell me to hush. Aja does it all the time, and I’m usually not offended. I’m mostly trying not to dwell on whatever news Kyra and Nero have to share with us.”

      Will supposed it wouldn’t kill him to converse while they waited, especially since he was apprehensive too. “I can open electronically locked doors now,” he said, making Meara laugh.

      “Lucy, Aja, and I have been able to unlock electronic doors since we were converted. Ironically, all it takes to restrain us is a good old-fashioned keyed padlock. I’m afraid that wasn’t an upgrade for me. Honestly, I don’t know what the hell Dr. Cyberstein did. I don’t feel violated or anything, though—I’m not saying that. Nero’s not that kind of doctor, plus Seetha and Rachel were in the room the whole time.”

      “Dr. Cyberstein?”

      “It’s Aja’s pet name for Nero when she’s feeling urges she doesn’t want to be feeling for him. She insults him until they start calling each other names in their native tongue. Then it’s all filthy goat fucker and daughter of a dirty vagina insults filling the room. It’s highly entertaining, but way better if ya learn some basic Hindi so ya can translate.”

      “I see.” Will really didn’t, but he lifted his face to hers anyway. All he saw was red hair, curious eyes, and lips that never stopped moving. Meara had the energy of a two-year-old and about as much self-control. “What kind of upgrades did you expect to get?”

      “I don’t know,” Meara said, thinking hard about it. “I suppose I expected something grand that would make other cyborgs jealous of my amazing talents.”

      Snorting over her illogical answer, Will shook his head. “You’re probably a lot stronger. I discovered I’m stronger. I broke my cyber operating chair restraints with very little effort.”

      Dejected now, Meara didn’t bother sharing that she already had that ability too. Nor did she bother to tell him that she and Aja could each lift at least ten times their own weight. The somber Captain William Talon was dense and uninformed, but bragging would be mean.

      “Yeah, William. That’s what every girl dreams of—being stronger than all the men she dates. Like it isn’t hard enough to get laid being a lady cyborg. The last thing I want is any male—human or cyborg—thinking I will break him riding cowgirl.”

      “You wanted upgrades that would help you with men?” Will asked, incredulous at the thought.

      Meara chuckled. “Goddess no, I’m not that shallow—I don’t think. But why couldn’t Nero have given my tatas an extra size or two? Surely, that wasn’t too much to ask considering I volunteered for the neural enhancements, now was it?”

      One corner of Will’s mouth lifted in derision. She’d lost him again, but that was no real surprise. It seemed a normal thing for Meara to confuse people listening to her. “Tatas?” he asked, telling himself he was a fool for doing so.

      “Sorry. Tatas was girl speak. I was talking about my breasts,” Meara said, cupping hers in her hands. “I asked Nero to make them a bit bigger. As ya can see, he refused.”

      Will was speechless for a second or two, and then found his gaze dropping to her hands and the breasts she was still holding.

      His mouth wanted to twitch. His hands wanted to replace hers. Nothing in his pants jumped to life, but his mind went places it hadn’t in years. Will wondered what the hell was happening to him, but at the same time, he also didn’t want to know.

      His confusion was epic. Had Kyra done something to intensify his human reactions? “You’re adequate enough in the breast area,” he said with all the sincerity he possessed.

      “Adequate enough?” Meara repeated, rolling her eyes high. “Well, thank ya, Lord Smooth tongue, for damning me with yer faint praise. I bet that gift of understatement isn’t very effective in the bedroom. I can even explain why to ya if ya want to know. I feel like I owe it to the next lesser-endowed woman in her life and to her small boobs.”

      “I didn’t mean…” Will stopped his defense when Meara suddenly laughed at his extreme discomfort. Damn the chatty woman for emotionally baiting him. “What I said wasn’t meant as an insult, and you know it. I was trying to make you feel better about your body.”

      Meara giggled at his forlorn expression. “I guess I should be grateful that yar being honest about my assets. If a woman is willing to drop to her knees, most blokes will tell her anything she wants to hear to keep her there—true or not.”

      “Well, I’m not most blokes,” Will said tightly, forcing the strange phrase out through clenched teeth and a nearly locked jaw.

      “Yeah, I suppose I knew that without ya informing me. My instincts are pretty good. Aja says I’m too trusting when it comes to men, but if ya walk around being fearful of the opposite sex all the time, yar not going to get much pleasure from bedding them.”
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