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        Donna McDonald's books are sexy and exciting! She has a true gift for drawing the reader in keeping her oh-so-satisfied with the alluring turn of each and every page. I highly recommend anything by this wonderful author! 
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        Love is not logical. Neither is leaving her alone.

      

        

      
        Restored Cyber Soldier, Marcus 582, knows the chances of dating reluctant cyborg, Rachel 235, are slim. His cyborg mind can’t calculate the odds of her loving him back with any accuracy. His human side certainly feel Rachel's resistance to his every romantic overture. Yet no data he collects changes the fact that he’s compelled to care for and protect her.

      

        

      
        Marcus understands why Rachel doesn’t want to be a cyborg. After all, her conversion wasn’t voluntary like his. But she wants a life without any cyborgs in it, including herself. Too bad though, he can’t give it to her. He’s already lost all he can stand to lose in his life. He refuses to lose Rachel too.
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      Marcus walked with his head down to avoid the curious looks his tattoos often received from passersby on the pedestrian path. Not that he harbored concerns about being judged for his ink, he just didn’t want to make the uncomfortable connection of locking eyes. He hated when people pitied his used and abused clothing, but it covered what needed covering and allowed him to blend into crowds.

      He knew Eric would say that his social skills needed some work after the restoration. His friend was probably right. He felt relieved when he finally walked into Rachel’s apartment building, which was practically next door to Norton Industries. At least he could stop thinking about it altogether now that he was here for Rachel.

      Even though he visited the location daily, the barely sentient AI bot sitting behind the welcome desk always treated him as if they’d never seen him before. It was hard to believe the unit hadn’t come with enough memory storage to record and remember visuals for tenant recognition. Norton probably had some jacked-up reason for programming the front desk guard to treat everyone like a stranger, but their logic certainly wasn’t his. He dreaded seeing the absolute misery on Rachel’s face every time the inadequately programmed bot made her feel like a stranger in her own home.

      After seven months, Marcus knew the routine to gain entrance, but he waited until the bot’s programming kicked in enough to offer directions. If he moved too quickly, the unit got confused and showed signs of human-like anxiety. He wasn’t planning to hang around in the lobby this morning while the guard bot slowly searched all its secondary codes to figure out the best way to deal with his rushing. He would be tempted to throttle the lame-ass unit until Norton had no choice but to replace it.

      Not that he thought one AI bot was much better than another. In his opinion, all AIs seemed to have some sort of processor OCD issue. They all stretched his limited patience to its breaking point, which was a human trait he recognized as a fault.

      Watching the nearly incompetent bot struggle to carry out the simplest of programs always had him wondering if he had been like that before his restoration. He retained all the memories of his Cyber Husband contracts, but no feelings by which to judge if he’d been more machine than man. One contract wife had rated him poorly. Another had rated him highly. Emotionless data was useless in answering his only real question. He’d like nothing better than to know why the Cyber Husband program had been allowed to happen in the first place.

      Marcus sought a calmer state of mind and told himself it was worth being patient this morning to avoid troubling his mind with trivial concerns. Over-analyzing his irritation with the bot strained what he considered his ‘human thinking’. Dr. Winters had called him a natural ‘worrier’. He still felt uncomfortable with the label, whether or not her assessment was accurate.

      “Place your ID hand on the scanner,” the bot ordered.

      The unit’s tinny mechanical voice grated on his cybernetic ears and his human nerves, but Marcus complied without complaint or comment.

      “Your identity has been confirmed… Marcus 582. You are cleared… to enter… this residence. State your exact… destination. I will inform… the inhabitant.”

      “I’m here to see Rachel Logan in Residence 37.” He watched the unit blink several times as the notification was wirelessly sent.

      “The inhabitant… has agreed… to your entry. You may proceed… Marcus 582. Walk slowly… through the scanner.”

      Marcus walked through an artistic-looking archway, which tried unsuccessfully to mask its true purpose. He ignored the yellow caution lights flashing along the edges, and so did the AI bot. Dr. Winters had made sure his ID information thoroughly rationalized his cybernetic soldier enhancements that would never be removed. In fact, AI guard bots—even the better programmed ones—no longer paid any attention to anything scanners reported. What he was in reality finally matched the United Coalition of Nations data about him.

      For a stint, when he’d first been restored, Marcus had some very real issues with human guards at places like the bank. Only his very large deposit from the UCN prompted them to manually amend their ID records for him. Even the school his children attended had eventually accommodated his presence, but he knew that was more about the phone call Peyton had made on his behalf after Eric had informed him about the trouble.

      After Marcus cleared the scanner completely, a tinny voice acknowledged his approval with fake well-wishing. “Have a blessed day, Marcus 582.”

      As Marcus walked to the air lift and stepped inside, he shook his head over hearing a platitude he damn well knew the unit could never understand.

      “Floor 30,” he ordered gruffly, irritated by his caring as much ash he did about the building’s shoddy security.

      While he frowned at his thoughts, doors swished quietly closed before the lift rose soundlessly to Rachel’s floor.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel sighed when the monitoring system announced Marcus 582 was outside her door. She wondered if he hated hearing her building’s ID system state his cyborg moniker as much as she did.

      Her abhorrence of those things grew much worse after Dr. Winters found out that her torturer had assigned her a cybernetic number in official databases. Whenever bots or scanners announced her cybernetic registration, Rachel silently screamed so she wouldn’t have to hear it.

      She was Rachel Logan, damn it. Having circuitry in her head didn’t change her freaking genus as a human being. “I am not a cyborg,” she said aloud, breaking a silence that had been a prison until last week.

      Her words hadn’t faded from the air before the irony of her vocal rebellion occurred to her. She ducked her head until her chin touched her chest, an annoying self-conscious habit she’d picked up since her conversion.

      While her bogus Cyber Wife file had been expunged from public records, nothing could completely remove the memories of what she had suffered at the hands of Dr. Bradley Smith who had—among other things—destroyed her ability to speak. She had done therapy to rid herself of her two months of abuse at his hands. During it, she had quickly given up trying to type every angry thought she’d ever had about the man. Her resentment was too large to be explained in words.

      Her best help had been Dr. Winters allowing her to work alongside the cybernetically, and also behaviorally, modified version of the man who had mechanized her without her permission.

      Kyra Winters had done to Bradley Smith the very thing he’d intended to do to as many people as he could. And Dr. Winters had done more than the warped cyber scientist had done to her.

      Cyborg Brad looked at her every day with no recognition whatsoever. His complete lack of personal acknowledgement allowed Rachel to pretend that nothing seriously bad had happened to her because of him.

      Whoever said living in denial was a bad thing had obviously never been turned into a cyborg against their will.

      As Rachel approached her apartment door, she reached up and pressed a tiny button several times to increase the volume on the small device Dr. Winters had installed in her throat. They had consulted many specialists before installing it, but no one could find the physical switch to turn her vocal cords back on.

      Not wanting to replace them unnecessarily, in case they someday found a way to reactivate her natural speech, the next best option was wiring her with a resonance implant that responded to her vocal signals. It was a relief to finally have a way to communicate, even if it came at a painful cost.

      She opened the door and her mouth at the same time. “Hello…Marcus. I am… ready… to go.”

      Rachel could tell that hearing her computerized female voice had shocked him, but Marcus recovered quickly. If she hadn’t been seeing him five days a week for the last seven months, she might not have caught his brief expression of surprise. The man was so reserved all the time, she often had to remind herself Marcus hadn’t been stoic at all when he was first restored.

      The first time she’d seen Marcus the man had been weeping steadily, and with good reasons, given all he’d endured and survived. Like all the original three hundred and forty-two Cyber Soldiers, Marcus had lost a decade of his life living in an AI processor-induced trance. It was a small blessing Bradley Smith hadn’t taken away her awareness of time passing too.

      Despite her own misfortune, Rachel was happy for the progress Marcus had made since he’d been restored. She couldn’t say reconnecting with his human side had made Marcus any more content with his life. In the last few months, he’d sought out his pre-cyborg family and not received a warm welcome. He was gradually regaining his children’s affection. However, he’d had to concede the permanent loss of his wife to a man she’d married nearly ten years ago. Apparently, his former wife had written Marcus off during the war and remarried as soon as he’d entered the Cyber Husband program.

      From the stories she heard working for Dr. Winters, cyborg reintegration into society was going like that for most of the soldiers being restored. In their minds, they had just returned from   the war. It was a shock to learn that their families had moved on in the decade that had passed without them even knowing.

      “Hey—listen to you. You’re finally talking,” Marcus declared, forcing enthusiasm into his voice. It was hard to hide how displeased he was about Rachel sounding so much like the antiquated AI bot downstairs.

      Rachel snorted at Marcus’s comment, easily reading his appalled expression. “I know… I sound like… the announcement bot… at air transport station.”

      Her reward for her admission was an honest grin from Marcus. It wasn’t much, but Rachel took it as proof that his humor would save her from a cross-examination. When his expression of delight shifted to one of genuine concern, she fought back a sigh of having lost. Marcus shouldn’t be worried about her. He had enough problems of his own to deal with.

      Marcus pointed at her throat device. “You didn’t have to hide it from me. Now I know why you’ve been wearing all those neck scarves. Does it hurt to talk?”

      Rachel ignored him for a minute to finish pulling on her solar protection jacket. His soft-spoken question was thoughtful, just like so many others Marcus had asked her from time to time.

      “Only hurts… when I laugh,” she said.

      At his continued hard stare, Rachel reluctantly gave up trying to be light-hearted about it. Marcus could always tell when she was trying to bullshit him anyway… and he always called her on it.

      “Vibrations… make my… throat sore… but this beats… typing…every word… on a com. Need to… be more… succinct.” She smiled when Marcus released a heavy sigh. “Good thing… I was… never a… chatter… box.”

      She finally got a grin as she swung her Norton Industries-sanctioned backpack over her shoulders. Though Marcus was no longer officially tasked with watching her, he still showed up every morning to walk her to work and every evening to bring her home. He did this even though Norton was only two buildings away from where she now lived.

      No matter what she communicated to him with her typing or body language, she hadn’t been able to dissuade him from being her personal escort. Now at least she could verbally argue about it. She opened her mouth, thinking carefully about how to express it in as few words as possible.

      “Don’t make your throat sore arguing, Rachel. It would just be a waste of your energy. Protecting you is my only job right now. I intend to keep doing it.”

      Closing her mouth in surprise at his firmly spoken statement, Rachel instantly fell back to expressing herself in body language. She sighed loudly, nodded, and then shrugged. There was no choice but to let him trail behind her as she opened the door and stepped out into the hall.

      Or did she?

      Maybe she just wasn’t being assertive enough with the persistent man. Deciding she had caved too fast, Rachel turned back to make another attempt. Marcus was busy securing the door behind them. He insisted on doing it for her, and she’d conceded to let him do.

      His head turned to study her. Not a sound emerged when she caught Marcus checking out her bare legs under the short, full-skirted dress she’d worn. Her heartbeat picked up—which surprised her. She couldn’t decide whether it was concern about his masculine interest or excitement at feeling like a normal female again.

      Needing some time to consider her reaction, she decided it was best to pretend she hadn’t noticed. Instead, she ducked her chin and headed for the air lift, her booted feet quickly covering the short distance. Of course, Marcus’s long legs brought him almost immediately to her side.

      The confined space of the lift shrank with her new awareness of him as a potentially interested male. She wanted badly to turn and meet Marcus’s gaze—maybe see what lurked in the depths of his blue-gray eyes—but why did she suddenly care about his thoughts? Until a couple of months ago, Marcus had been her jailer. His daily presence still made her feel punished for ending up as some crazy cyber scientist’s victim.

      Resentment over his hovering lingered with her like an irritating splinter stuck under a fingernail. Why should she care about the thoughts of someone who was a prime example of all she feared becoming at the hands of someone like Bradley Smith? She still didn’t completely trust Dr. Winters, even though she had worked for the woman for months. How could she ever find her ease? The woman made cyborgs for a living. Goddess only knew what Kyra Winters could do to her. Look what she’d done to Evil Brad.

      She felt uneasy when Marcus kept sneaking glances at her face. She masked her nervousness with the first silly thought that came to her scrambled mind. “Wasted… too much… time this… morning. I hate… being… late,” she said. Though she had only been trying to fill the silence, Marcus interpreted her comment as a problem. She should have known better.

      “Relax, Rachel. You’re not going to be late. It only takes us four point seven minutes to walk to the building. Scanner clearance takes an average of one minute and twelve seconds. You will arrive in Dr. Winter’s lab ten minutes and thirty-five seconds before you are due to be there. See? You will not be late.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes at the outpouring of so much precise data. The next guy in her life was definitely not going to be a cyborg, not even one of the nicer restored ones. If—no—when she started dating again, the man she chose was going to be a normal human male whose brain did not function like a com station. She would date no more cyber scientists. No more avid gamers. Definitely no good-looking geeks with evil hidden agendas. Also no former Cyber Soldiers. No… simply no. Her libido was going to have to accept her boundaries no matter how attractive guys like Marcus were to her.

      Rachel glanced at his backside as she followed him out of the air lift. His walk was confident, sure, and it was more than simply the fact that he was a man and not a boy. But his ass—even in the horrendous jeans he typically wore—was the kind sex dreams were made of, as she had come to know.

      There were good reasons she had chosen to study arts and humanities in college. It was a decision made long before she had been abducted. With her singing voice gone now, and probably forever, she was going to have to choose another career. She had already been an older student at twenty-six. Now she’d be in her mid-thirties before her education was completed. Kyra Winter would lose her need for her help long before Rachel finished her studies.

      At times, she thought it was too bad that she hadn’t gone into some sort of medical field. That career path was ripe with opportunities these days. Yet every time she went into Norton, all she could think was how it was nothing more than a giant building full of sad situations.

      While she was busy processing her rapidly occurring epiphanies, she and Marcus walked to Norton silently as they usually did. Part of her couldn’t stop thinking about Marcus looking at her legs and what his interest might mean. Yet she also couldn’t push away the realization that this was just one more typically boring morning in her now monotonously boring life.

      This was also a life she didn’t want. Rachel knew she needed a change—and she would soon have to make one to save her sanity. Like everyone else, her life had problems and challenges, but only she could do anything about them.

      “Good morning, Rachel Logan. Please place your ID hand on the scanner.”

      Rachel smiled automatically in reply to the polite request, pretending as she always did, that the guard was human. The AI bot that asked was a self-aware version who, unlike the bot in her apartment building, always recognized her visually.

      He also called her by her real name, at least until she passed through the scanner. When the embedded ID chip turned the scanner archway green, she exited rapidly so she could avoid the guard repeating the UCN-mandated clearance statement. If she was fast enough, he’d skip it and merely wish her a blessed day.

      Well, today, she could really use a blessing. Her anxiety over Marcus irritated her. She didn’t like his hovering. He wouldn’t listen to her complaints. Why did she care about his feelings? Why did she care that he might like the look of her legs?

      Her self-preservation urges had always been strong, which was how she’d survived being used as a sex slave, housekeeper, and general science lab lackey for two months. This morning, she couldn’t fight the urge to be outright disobedient, especially if it meant the chance to have a life where she finally got to be in control. Stopping in the middle of the scanner, she turned back to Marcus and calmly lied, using her new tinny mechanized voice to deliver it.

      “Do not… come to… walk me home.” She paused to take in a nervous breath. “I have… a date… with an… old… college… friend. He will… see me… home.”

      She turned away quickly to finish being scanned, but was not quick enough to miss the flash of disappointment in Marcus’ eyes. Refusing to believe she had crushed some struggling human part of him with her news, Rachel stared defiantly at the AI bot, who seemed more taken aback by her unusual actions than the cyborg with his mouth still open in shock over her words.

      “You are cleared to enter the building Rachel 235. Please proceed through the scanner.”

      Hearing herself being addressed by the hated cyborg moniker, she lifted her chin and strode forward without glancing back. The scanning system could identify her however the hell it wanted, but she would never think of herself as a cyborg.
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        * * *

      

      “I have a date.”

      Marcus mockingly repeated Rachel’s statement aloud to see if the words sounded any more believable when he said them. All the woman did was go to work at Norton and return home. How did she make a date without him knowing about it? Rachel had less of a social life than he did—unless it was someone at Norton hitting on her.

      Back when he was officially monitoring her for Dr. Winters, he’d had Eric set up some discreet surveillance on her living quarters. When the situation changed, he’d left the monitoring equipment in place. He’d done so for complicated and illogical reasons, admittedly based on an inappropriate interest that kept getting harder and harder to fight. His reasoning—though it remained vague in his mind—was now causing a sinking sensation in his gut.

      When he decided to keep monitoring Rachel no matter what, he knew it was illogical because he already had enough problems to handle in his life. That hadn’t changed, and none had been resolved yet. He still didn’t have a real job, and his main goal was to get his children not to be afraid of him. Fortunately, their stepfather was a decent man who helped him ease back into their lives.

      It also had taken him more time than he’d expected to accept that he’d lost his wife completely. She hadn’t wanted him to have the Cyber Soldier enhancements done in the first place. They had fought often and bitterly about that decision long before his actual conversion, but he’d been unwilling to send his military unit off without him. In the end, he’d proceeded without her agreement. Lately, he’d realized that they probably would have divorced over it anyway.

      Accepting the loss of his marital relationship had hurt. His profound disappointment turned into a pain that had brought tears to the surface during many, many sleepless nights. That loss had revealed how much illusion had been behind what had kept him sane during the war.

      In the last seven months, he’d had to shed many old ideas. The life he’d had before the enhancements was nothing like the life he had now. The war had ripped his marriage apart with no chance at all of him fixing it after being put in the Cyber Husband program. Infidelity was infidelity to the mother of his children, whether consensual on his part or not. She had filed all the paperwork to divorce him and married someone else shortly after the war ended. It might have even happened before he’d been sold to his first contract wife. He’d avoided looking at the dates because he didn’t want to know the truth.

      While logically he couldn’t blame his ex for moving on, the reality of never being with his family again had still been surprisingly hard to accept. Unlike the memories of the four women who’d bought him—memories he had willfully relegated to data storage—the many wonderful years of his marriage before the war were permanently stored in the human recall Kyra Winters had given him back.

      Today, it seemed like he was going to lose another woman. Rachel’s announcement about having a date meant he’d taken too long to decide about his growing attraction to her. Referencing his lingering shock as the most convincing evidence he had about having heard her words correctly, he conceded that all incoming data pointed to only one conclusion. He had stayed longer in Rachel Logan’s life than he should have, and now he was going to suffer as he watched her date other men.

      He rationalized his inaction as waiting for a sign she was healing from Evil Brad’s abuse, though he couldn’t have said what he hoped to see. Eric had been on his ass about making a move, but Marcus had never figured out how to approach Rachel about the possibility of the two of them dating.

      The woman was a lot younger than him, and a lot less jaded. Plus, she hated him being a cyborg worse than his wife had. Hell, he was nearly a hundred percent sure Rachel still hadn’t accepted the fact that she was one too. Maybe her processor lacked his level of logic circuitry. He had no clue what went on in her human mind or her cybernetic components. No one around her would ever suspect that Evil Brad had converted her. All they would ever see was a short skirt, long legs, and… hell. He needed to stop dwelling on the image of having those legs wrapped around him. He didn’t need that kind of torture.

      After regaining her capacity for speech, Rachel certainly hadn’t lost any time telling him to get lost. He should respect her enough to do just that. But he couldn’t because her announcement about dating still irked him. When had she made the necessary social contact with other men that would have led to a date? He knew it was totally illogical to obsess over her having done so, but it was going to nag at him until he discovered how it had happened.

      The worst kind of cyber geek had victimized Rachel. Now the woman hated all technology and still refused to carry a handheld. How in the hell had the guy contacted her if she had no com device? He hadn’t gotten her a com. As far as he knew, neither Kyra nor Seetha had provided one. Even her parents were still avoiding her, which pissed her off but hadn’t changed her mind about anything.

      There was only one conclusion that made any sense, which was that she was lying to him. After all the shitty turns his life had taken, he couldn’t handle thinking Rachel was that desperate to get rid of him.

      Her announcement had to be a reaction to this morning. He’d slipped up and let her catch him checking out her legs in that damn short skirt. It had been impossible not to gawk at her like some love struck kid. Maybe he should feel guilty about the discomfort he’d sensed he’d caused, but he didn’t one bit of it.

      Part of him wanted to make her aware and see how she would respond to him as an interested man. Unless his sensors were malfunctioning, he knew Rachel had enjoyed his masculine attention this morning. Either that or her reactions were because he was the only man she’d been seeing regularly.

      His cybernetics scrambled trying to analyze the situation, but conjecture about feelings wasn’t the same as hard data proven with action. Short of throwing herself into his arms and demanding a kiss, Marcus didn’t know how the hell he’d know if her feelings were reciprocal.

      Groaning softly in frustration, Marcus glared at the scanner arch Rachel had vanished through. His cyborg side suggested he had the clearance to follow her to her work area and demand an explanation, but his human side was inclined to leave things as they were. He certainly didn’t want to face her anger if she turned it on him.

      When the guard bot had addressed her by her registered cyborg name, Rachel looked ready to dismantle the friendly and capable unit. What would she want to do to Marcus if he tracked her down at her work and demanded she date him?

      Contemplating her possible reactions to such a confrontation caused his processor to send flashing lights through his brain. Too many of those would lead to a headache. Sighing in momentary defeat, Marcus rubbed a hand over his face, his human side breaking through completely as a purely male sexual frustration took over every cell in his sexually deprived body.

      He hated internal conflicts—all cyborgs did. Truthfully, he’d not had one moment of peace since being put back in touch with his emotions. With the prospect of watching Rachel date men other than him, he really didn’t see his situation improving any time soon.
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      Seetha lifted her head from her report. Normally, her assistant handled the data recording, but Rachel hadn’t even stayed in the room while she was fixing their last patient’s arm. Something was seriously wrong.

      “Hey, Rachel, stop what you’re doing and come talk to me. You’ve been stomping around the lab and banging tools on every surface since you got here this morning. I think you scared the handsome lieutenant who just left. Real shame too—he was staring at your ass the whole time you were stomping. My majorly improved booty didn’t even get a look from him.”

      Rachel stopped walking and rubbed her forehead. “I… am not… stomp… ing. And I… would… never… date a… cyborg.”

      “Oh, shit, baby. When did the stammering start? You were talking just fine yesterday. Let me see what’s going on,” Seetha demanded, heading toward her upset assistant. She had adjusted the resonance prosthetic several times. It wouldn’t stay in sync with Rachel’s cybernetic processor. She had yet to figure out why.

      Rachel held up her hand. “No… no more… fix… ing.”

      Seetha braked, snorted, and fisted her hands on her hips. “We are not leaving you in this condition. Don’t give up on me yet. I’m going to figure it out.”

      “No one… can... fix me.” Rachel shook her head, more angry than ever that the words weren’t coming out as she wanted.

      Walking to the door, Rachel opened it wide and almost ran over Kyra Winters coming into their area. She glared at the infamous cyber scientist, who had fixed over a hundred Cyber Soldiers now, but had failed in her attempts to reverse what Evil Brad did to her.

      Needing time and distance to handle her emotions, Rachel ran out of the room and into the hallway.

      She heard Seetha calling her name, but she didn’t look back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kyra turned her head in the direction of the closed door. “Did I interrupt something?”

      Seetha sighed, shrugged, and then laughed. “Not anything serious. Rachel’s been in a snit since she got here this morning. I was trying to figure out why when you walked in on us. Her resonance implant is still malfunctioning. Truthfully, I think it’s getting worse.”

      Kyra sighed in frustration. “I highly suspected that would happen. It won’t stay in sync with her processor. Nero and I haven’t yet determined why.”

      Seetha nodded vigorously. “She’s frustrated with my efforts to tweak it, but we both know you’re still looking for a permanent solution.”

      Kyra turned her head and stared at a spot on the floor. “Actually, I’ve figured it out, but the solution is not one Rachel wants to hear. She’s avoiding the conversation.”

      Seetha’s gaze came to rest on her boss. “Okay, you’ve got my full attention. What’s the real fix?”

      “We need to install an upgraded processor,” Kyra stated flatly. “The one Brad used was a hacked-up model. He probably didn’t want to risk being labeled as a corporate thief, so he used an unregistered prototype. Worse, he added his own special touches, like a wireless remote to activate her pain controller across moderate distances. From what I can determine, Brad’s success in silencing Rachel was actually an accident, no matter how much credit he claimed for intending it. I’m not saying a new processor would fix her voice without some delicate calibration, but the processor she has makes her more defective than any of the cyborgs we’re currently restoring.”

      Seetha sighed at the news. “A new processor would require some rewiring and different chips. Rachel will never go for becoming more of a cyborg than she already is. She doesn’t want to be anything like the guys we work on every day.”

      Kyra shrugged. “Well, she never will be, so that much can be guaranteed. As brilliantly evil as Bradley Smith was, his work on Rachel appears to have been experimental and unrepeatable. Brad was always tinkering with devices and technology. With Rachel, he applied his love of tinkering to an actual person. Nero located his records. Pretty much everything he managed with her was dumb luck.”

      “Are you saying her cybernetic issues are happening because she’s a fluke?” Seetha declared, rubbing a frustrated hand over her face.

      “Yes, but she’s still mostly a human fluke. Rachel would rather be broken than a fixed, normal-speaking cyborg. That’s why I haven’t said anything to her yet. What worries me more than her speech problems is that her unique processor will eventually fail badly enough to cause other issues as well. At that point, all we can do is install a new one. I keep hoping she will accept it as a positive solution before we have to make the decision for her.”

      Seetha chewed her full bottom lip as she nodded in reluctant agreement.

      Kyra sighed. “My concern for Rachel wasn’t why I came to see you, though. I have another uniquely wired cyborg who could use your calibration expertise.”

      Seetha’s eyebrow rose at her boss’s tone. “Isn’t every cyborg we see a challenge?”

      Kyra nodded. “Yes, because cybernetics and human parts don’t work together naturally. Tweaking is nearly always needed. But in this particular case, I actually know what’s wrong. We just can’t get close enough to physically fix it. This cyborg is wired strategically, and it would be extremely dangerous to tinker with them too much.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This Cyber Soldier is a failed program reject who’s been kept in isolation. If we try to do anything to the onboard cybernetics, the explosives wired to them will detonate. The person who converted this cyborg built in a failsafe to prevent dismantling. Hypothetically, those measures were done in case the soldier fell into enemy hands. If the cyborg ends up insane from all the blips of botched or half-ass upgrades, that’s equally as dangerous, but no one thought of that.”

      Seetha stared. “What do you want me to do about it? I’m no bomb expert.”

      Kyra drew herself up and held Seetha’s gaze. “I know you aren’t. What I want is for you to look for a way to scan the onboard cybernetics for abnormalities and sync the processor code without requiring any touching. Peyton and King have calculated that the minimum safe distance for the procedure is 100 meters in case of failure. The explosives installed in the cybernetics have a much wider range, so we’d have to put the cyber scientist into a bomb suit for protection. We would not expect you to do the actual calibration. The risk is far too high. We just want you to help us build a safe way for one of us to attempt it.”

      Seetha rubbed her forehead. “While I’m no ballistics programmer, even I know the remotes they use to blow up things are wireless. If the calibration device sends out the wrong signals…well, that would make his life a moot point.

      “Not his life—hers—her life would be moot,” Kyra said softly. “The cyborg is a woman in this case. She was a Special Forces military person, and I suspect she was put involuntarily into the Cyber Wife program. She was contracted to my ex-husband as his wife, and part of the reason he and I never reconciled. Dr. Bradley Smith counter-programmed her to kill Jackson—or so he told me. In this case, I happen to believe his bragging. The woman has become so unstable that she had to be isolated for everyone’s safety.”

      Seetha stared in shock. “Holy shit, Kyra. You know all this about her, and yet still want to try and save her life?”

      “Yes,” Kyra declared firmly, letting the one word carry her sincerity.

      “Dr. Winters, have you ever considered you might need counseling about your runaway guilt?”

      “Why would you say that? King was wired with multiple explosives. We didn’t get rid of him. During his restoration, I found them and called in a ballistics specialist. Together, we removed all the parts that could trigger an explosion. King’s cybernetic bombs are benign now, but it took some work to make him safe.”

      Seetha’s mouth dropped open. “Are you telling me my husband was once a walking bomb?”

      Kyra nodded. “Yes. Didn’t King tell you?”

      Seetha shook her head, too stunned to say more. Goddess, King had been wired to explode. He could have been killed at any point in his military career. They could have detonated him any time during the war. She might never have met him. A shiver of realization crawled up her spine.

      “Seetha? Are you alright?” Kyra asked.

      Seetha shook her head. “No, but my shock isn’t going to stop the world from spinning.”

      Kyra reached out and rubbed her arm. “The military provided their own chip for each soldier when we created the cyborgs. It functioned alongside the processor. Until we found the anomalies in William, I didn’t understand how much control the military chip exercised over the individual. They obviously put this woman into the Cyber Wife program to hide her military prosthetics. I don’t know how or why Jackson picked her for his experiment, but he did. Shortly before Jackson was killed, it was discovered that the radiation from the cybernetics nullifies a female’s reproductive system by overheating her eggs. The Cyber Wife program was publicly declared a failure, put on hold, and all further female conversions were forbidden.”

      “But they were done anyway,” Seetha concluded.

      Kyra nodded to confirm. “Yes, they were done anyway. We’ve found records of three more so far, but I doubt that was all. Two of the women are still missing. Imagine the street value for a totally controllable, but still mostly human woman. I’m convinced Brad followed in Jackson’s footsteps when he tinkered on Rachel.”

      Seetha shook her head in dismay. “A person’s humanity will always break through. Look at William. I don’t know what makes it happen, but I’m convinced of it. I think given the opportunity, he would have killed his creator without a thought.”

      Kyra lifted a hand. “The programming to kill is one thing, but what if there are more women wired as dangerously? What if they are programmed with mental triggers to make them kill on command or risk being killed themselves? William is still dealing with his past and all he was forced to do. He’s a living reminder to me about what happens when people take manipulation too far.”

      “Okay,” Seetha said, walking away. “I have to stop thinking about this now, or you’ll find me in the corner sucking my thumb in full regression. Send me some arms and legs to fix today. I need to feel like we’re beating this shit.”

      Kyra dipped her head and smiled. “I will try. Will you think about what I asked, Seetha? Just make thinking about it a priority for those times when your waitlist is low.”

      Seetha nodded. What could she say? Somehow, she didn’t think hearing “hell no” would faze Kyra Winters at all. The determined cyber scientist would return and ask again after the shock had worn off. Wasn’t that how she’d ended up working on William—a cyborg who’d tried to kill her? Kyra never seemed to be as emotionally affected by things as she was. The woman didn’t realize that not everyone could be so stoic about people trying to take their lives.

      Sighing, Seetha reluctantly. “Okay. I’ll think about what I can do. But what you’re asking, well, I doubt it’s ever been done. I’m not sure it’s safe either. If the settings aren’t right…” She drifted off in her thoughts until she felt Kyra rubbing her arm again.

      Moments later, she was alone with her vague promise and troubling doubts.
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        * * *

      

      After escaping the lab, Rachel walked a rapid clip down the hallway. Her mind was on how much she hated being treated like a broken machine when she ran headlong into a solid surface and bounced off hard.

      When her thoughts returned to the present, she was surprised to find herself in an ungraceful heap on the floor, staring at a man near her age. He was crawling around on his knees looking for something. Following his movements, she saw his missing glasses peeking out from beneath a heap of electronics. She rolled to her knees and reached out to lift them from the pile of things knocked from his arms during their collision.

      “Here,” she said, her tinny voice working smoothly on the one-syllable word.

      She heard him mumble thanks as he slid the glasses back onto his face. Few people wore vision-correction devices over their eyes. They looked strange to her, but beneath the dark frames, his turquoise eyes were intensely attractive and thoughtful. He was all that was geek—and therefore off-limits—but his tight clothing revealed muscles he was obviously proud to show off. He was not classically handsome nor did he have a chiseled six-pack like the soldiers, but he was not a weak intellectual either. Her interest was piqued despite the promises she’d made to herself.

      “I know I should have my eyes repaired, but I’m allergic to anesthesia…” He stopped and stared at her. “Does it hurt?”

      Rachel climbed to her feet and rubbed her butt. She snorted when his gaze followed her hand. “No. Just… bruised… my ego,” she replied, dipping her head and smiling when he laughed.

      He pointed at her throat. “I meant your implant. Does it hurt when you talk?”

      “Oh… no! How… did… this… hap… pen?” Rachel said as she touched her neck, pretending to be shocked when she felt the implant.

      A second laugh from him lifted her spirits more than anything had in days. Their crazy conversation was a lot like flirting.

      “Did you have to get it because of an accident?” he asked.

      “Yes.” The simple, one-word answer rolled easily off her tongue. Even if she had wanted to rant about the truth to a random handsome stranger she’d knocked down, explaining would have taken more capability than she had today.

      “I’m sorry. It was rude of me to ask. I tend to get too curious, and…”

      “Want… to get… cof… fee… after… work?”

      Rachel watched him rub his face, and then he grinned widely. “Yes, I’d like that very much,” he said, nodding. “What’s the number of your handheld?”

      “I have none,” Rachel answered, shaking her head.

      “Okay. No problem.” He smiled and pulled a card from his pocket to give to her. This is me… and you can reach me at this com number. I’m new here at Norton. I’m a programmer. Where do you work?”

      Rachel sighed and pointed back down the hall to the lab. “Cy… borg rest… or… a… tion.”

      “Wow. Impressive. Are you an engineer or scientist?” he asked.

      Rachel shook her head. When he stooped to pick up his electronics, she kneeled down to help. “I am… lab… technician.”

      “Yes, I thought you looked a little young. Plus, you’re dressed way too cute to be a scientist.”

      Rachel smiled at the compliment, but didn’t respond.

      “So are you a student? Is that why you’re working as a lab grunt?”

      “No. Just… poor,” Rachel chuckled—or tried to—no sound came out. It was flattering to think she still looked young enough to be in school. She touched her throat when she felt the buzzing vibration in her vocal cords.

      His sympathetic smile was like a hug. She put a hand to her chest. “I am… Ra.. chel.”

      “I’m Nathan,” he said, shuffling the load in his arms. “I’d pat my chest if my arms weren’t full.”

      Rachel snorted. It was odd to be laughing every other sentence. Nathan was a funny guy.

      “It was nice running into you. Well, mostly nice. At least we met. Now I’d better get back to work. Where should I meet you later?”

      Rachel smiled. “Scan… ner? 5… ish?”

      Nathan nodded. “Sure. Perfect timing. See you then.”

      She watched Nathan walk away, then turned in the same direction to return to the lab. Meeting Nathan for coffee would at least cover the lie she’d told to Marcus.

      Now, all she had to do was find a better way to make money and find a fairy godmother to undo her past.

      “Ha… ha… ha,” she murmured as she trudged back.
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