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      Cyborg: Redux

      Once evil reigns there is only the honest left to fear…

      Clarissa was an ordinary nanny until Dr. Jeremy Colvert made her a bio cybernetic freak. On the run, it was an act of kindness that nearly ended in disaster.

      When Michael met Clarissa everything in his world changed—again—too. He too, is a “Cybe Enhanced Human” — a creature greater mankind now fears. Now they’re hiding from a world out to get them and aiming to shut down Dr. Colvert’s experimentation isn’t exactly going to plan because worse, much worse, lurks just beyond sight.

      Love might have bloomed, but there’ll be no future if they can’t save each other and it’s going to take more than just them to succeed.

      

      Children Of A Greater Evil

      In the deepening darkness, hope can continue to bloom.

      With the knowledge of the cybernetically enhanced, causing the populace to seek stronger, faster, and better warriors, a faction has determined they can use this opportunity to further their ends.

      Senator Daniella Villede takes charge of a covert agency. Their mission is to investigate and close down those who’d overthrow the government. She’s on the rise in her political career, but as conditions change, so does her role.

      Jonah McDowell is just the man to head up the security force. Drawn to Daniella, he fights against his attraction. She’s his superior, a senator, and beyond his reach.

      When the unthinkable happens, Daniella turns to Jonah, but staying alive is just the first step.

      Content Warning: this story contains sexual content and violence but also hope for a future where love conquers evil

      

      When Evil Came To Stay

      When things are at their lowest ebb, chances are it’s going to get worse.

      For Erin McNally that includes working alongside David Villede. He’s the one man she wants and can never have. Too much separates them—position, money, and power are just the beginning.

      For David, Erin is the woman he dreams of and burns for. After she’s hurt in a horrible incident, his protective instincts kick into overdrive. 

      But the times are dangerous—the genetically engineered warrior kids are growing in power, there’s someone in the camp they trust who’s betraying them, and the tide of public acceptance could just as easily turn against them as in their direction.  

      Success isn’t assured, and neither is their survival. Love may be their only hope.

      Content Warning: Genetic modification, violence and erotic content exist within this book.

      

      Finis: The War To End All Wars

      Inevitably, the end must come. But only one side can win the war.

      Senna Reed—soldier and arson investigator—knows danger. She was there right beside the men in the war—a soldier. Now she’s facing an enemy the likes of which no one in their right mind could have foreseen years before.

      Franklin Mann is a soldier first and foremost. Romantic entanglements aren’t his speciality, but Senna, the woman he’s been tasked to work with, pushes all his emotional buttons. He fights the emotional entanglements…until he can fight no more.

      The passion between them is scorching, but there’s work to be done. Dirty tasks only soldiers can perform.

      The possibility of failure in tracking down the one person who is behind the creation of the super-soldiers and neutralizing them won’t be easy. The battle will require them all to steel themselves, because never before have they seen the likes of what’s to come.
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        Book two of the 21st Testing Protocol raised many questions for me, not just what is the path of humanity into the future.

        But I also have to reflect on just how lucky many of us are to live in stable democracies, where the ability to overturn the governments of the day is more than just the removal of the current head of state.

        My understanding of these things is largely influenced by—of all people—Mr Nix. Thanks to his degrees in Cultural Policy and Political Economy I have someone to ask about the intricacies of government and governing.

        This year too, is extra special as he was recognised for this in the Queens Birthday Honours with a Public Service Medal.

        So, it seems fitting that above all, this book is dedicated to him.

        Of course, thanks to the usual suspects too of Keri, Suzi, Sassie and Tracey.

        Thanks to our daughters Charlotte & Beth and Mr Patrick too.

        As always, though, this books wouldn’t come to light if not for the efforts of Pamela and Willsin.

        Lastly, yet never forgotten, are you—my wonderful readers.
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      Daniella swirled the deep red wine in her glass. The fire flickered in front of her, jumping and flashing in the fireplace, the occasional spark landing on the hearth before dying away. Not many these days could afford the luxury of a real open fire. Even for her, this was a treat, as was the unallocated time where she could simply sit and relax. It had taken months of effort to clear the evening for this event. She wouldn’t have missed it for the world though.

      Closing her eyes, she basked in the unusual tranquility of the moment. The ticking of a clock, a replica from the twenty-first century, lulled her until deep bongs echoed. The seat creaked below her, the fine, old leather protesting as she pushed forward, rising to her feet before she slid them into the high, formal shoes. Daniela groaned as the familiar ache settled deep in her bones.

      Glancing down, she noted that the material had remained wrinkle-free in the flowing, turquoise salwar kameez which Clarissa had chosen for her to wear.

      Her brother, Michael, and his partner, Clarissa, would be here soon for the ceremony that would join them for life. However long that might be given the circumstances...

      “No time for that kind of thinking, Daniella,” she muttered to herself.

      A tap on the door captured her attention, and she turned with a jerk. “Who is it?”

      Agent Fairburn—a member of the team of special investigators allocated to her—peered through the doorway he’d just opened. During her team’s investigations, those who were open to the knowledge learned Clarissa had received extensive bio-cybernetic enhancements at the hand of Dr. Jeremy Colvert. His work with nano-infused embryos shocked all who believed in the sanctity of life.

      As the senator with the task of advising on population control and evolution, it also meant Daniella was in charge of the examination of facts and, if necessary, ushering the prosecution of those guilty of circumventing the rules.

      To date though, her newly acquired title remained unofficial, and top-level clearance was necessary to ascertain precisely what she was supposed to be doing, apart from the more public information handed out about her previous responsibilities.

      “They’ve arrived at the gate,” Kallee, her assistant, called from beyond the door, drawing her from her thoughts and concerns.

      Daniella swallowed a sip of wine and took one last moment to enjoy the fire’s warmth. A chill seemed to have taken up residence in her body since the instigation of her new designation. Senior Senator for the A’Garve Quadrant wasn’t quite as fabulous as it sounded, but it was at least one she could openly claim.

      “Senator?” Kallee called to her.

      “Coming.” Daniella slid the glass onto the wood table and strode toward the door.
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      Jonah adjusted his tie, grumbling until Franklin flicked his hands away. “Michael invited you to be his Bachelier Serviteur today. I honestly don’t know why, when you complain endlessly.”

      Swiping his hand through his slicked-back hair, now worn long, Jonah grunted. “I didn’t realize I’d have to dress like a clown on the day.”

      The door opened behind him, and Jonah turned to watch as Michael entered the room. The first thing he noted was the wobbly smile on his friend’s face.

      “Ready to give your life away?” Jonah drawled.

      Michael’s gaze zeroed in on him. “I’m not giving my life away—I’m joining it to the most fabulous woman who completes me.”

      Jonah’s words had done the trick though, as the strained look melted from Michael’s face.

      “Good. So, let’s get this event started.” Jonah moved in and hugged his friend hard before he shoved him away. “We better get out there.”

      As the three men stalked to the vehicles, it seemed incongruous that they were about to celebrate the occasion of Michael and Clarissa’s union. Only months ago, she’d turned up—a waif, damaged and unsure of herself and the world around her, on the run from an evil man whose sole aim was to breed enhanced super-soldiers.

      Clarissa had captured his best friend’s heart, and shown resourcefulness and internal strength of character that humbled the entire team. Bio-cybernetic implants aside, Jonah had been privy to some of the most fundamental concerns, including the difficulties in reconnecting with her family and classification as cybe: non-threatening. It had also made the legalities of the union tenuous until their therapist had petitioned the president himself. At least Michael’s family had associated with President Yin and his family for well over twenty years.

      “You’ve got the ring?” Michael’s query cut through Jonah’s thoughts.

      “What? Oh, yes.” He patted the small pocket at his breast, able to feel the smooth, round metal beneath the layer of wool. “I’ve got both of them.”

      Michael settled against the squabs as the car moved swiftly through the night, and though the journey itself was short, it took just under fifteen minutes by the time they cleared the security zone outside Daniella’s house. Their identification disks were carefully checked, to ensure they should access this area.

      They waited for the driver to open the door then stumbled out and headed up the steps. The concrete of them appeared artfully aged so it took on a stone-like visage, and as always, Jonah shook his head. “I don’t get the whole ‘pretend it’s something else.’”

      Michael simply laughed until he caught sight of another vehicle, lights cutting through the wintry gloom. “Is that...”

      The question hung in the air as the driver ushered them up the steps. “Yes, sir, but they request that you be in position before they park.”

      “Well then, let’s not keep my bride waiting!”

      Jonah gave a bark of laughter at Michael’s joyous words and followed him up the steps and into the building.
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      Jonah sipped slowly at the wine in his hand. The deed completed—Michael and Clarissa married—he now waited for the chance to make his getaway.

      If only it were that simple. The senator watched him from the far side of the room, her svelte body wrapped in a bluish-green costume, reminiscent of the pale champagne one the bride wore. A salwar kameez, Michael had informed him, in honor of their long-ago ancestry. It didn’t exactly hide her lithe figure, yet even though there was nothing suggestive in the cut or fit, he found himself unable to steer his gaze in another direction. Her hair, which was tugged up and back in a soft tumble, glinted below the gems of the light.

      “She’s something to look at, isn’t she?” He hadn’t heard Franklin’s approach and mentally reprimanded himself for the lapse.

      “Michael’s sister is a beautiful woman.” It took every ounce of willpower to keep his voice neutral, but Franklin’s snort informed him that he hadn’t managed to keep his interest to

      himself.

      Movement caught his eye; Agent Fairburn weaving toward him. With a murmur, he headed in the direction, Franklin following him. The three men halted in the hallway, while Jonah checked carefully to ensure that none of the guests would overhear them.

      “What?”

      The agent’s gaze met his. “We have a lead, sir. A teen boy believed to be around fourteen, at the emergency room at Velspar Community Care. He’s showing signs of hypothermia, damage to extremities, however, his recovery does not indicate long-term exposure, and there is a general belief that his healing factors are through the roof. He was admitted at seven o’clock with compromised digits on one hand, and the other at about fifty percent. By nine, his observations show them once again at close to optimal. His file was flagged as requiring further investigation. Internal organ damage has been noted in the data tagged by our monitoring systems.”

      Accelerated healing factors were among the few triggers they’d managed to lock down so far. The children and teens carefully sown in the lab of Dr. Jeremy Colvert had received injections of organic-based cybernetic growth hormones at the point of conception. The children they’d located had a wide range of specialist factors from enhanced linguistic abilities and hearing, through to hyper-speed, strength, and strategic capabilities. For all the advancements though, many displayed tendencies to rages, extreme mood changes, and in some cases psychoses.

      Jonah scratched his head, considering the information Fairburn had just imparted.

      “Any further information on location, carers...”

      “Negative. The boy appears normal but is either mute or has been taught not to respond.

      No family has been tracked down, and the trace DNA—as we’ve found with the few other children—is proving inconclusive.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, Jonah made a lightning-quick decision. “Inform Michael and Clarissa. However, unless this turns sour, we’ll continue this investigation without them.”

      “And the senator?” Fairburn’s words shot straight to his gut.

      She’d want in, and while he might need the presence of a female depending on the teen, it went against everything he’d been taught to involve a civilian. Even one of her position. “No. We’ll inform her after the fact.”

      Jonah spun on his heel and headed for the door, refusing to look back, because he just knew that if he did, she’d be there. That’s the way his luck always turned. The butler at the door took one look at the two men striding purposefully forward and hurried to hold the glass door wide, eyes darting to and fro as if embarrassed by the testosterone they exuded. All the while, Jonah held his breath. Only when the door thudded closed did he exhale.
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      Daniella tapped her fingernail against her lips, scanning the room. The revelers were thinning out, and the happy couple had taken their leave. Jonah and his sidekick, Franklin, had decamped at some point during the dancing, and Agents Sevres and McNally were also frustratingly conspicuous with their absence. Only Fairburn remained, and he’d dodged her, only coming near when there could be no opportunity to interrogate him.

      Her ire rose as he slipped back into the room while she stood beside President Yin. At least, if she cornered the man now, he’d be able to talk freely. She spun, making to track her underling, when Yin stopped her, his hand encircling her arm.

      “Do you think that wise?”

      A hiss escaped between gritted teeth. “Perhaps not, sir, but my men have—”

      “Yes, I’d already come to that conclusion. Come, let’s talk in your office. I want an update, and given your office is almost fortress-like, we should be able to speak openly.” Frustration wound through her, a ribbon of steel that slid under her ribs. “Of course.” I can’t deny the leader of the world. The aging, Asian man was in the mood to know how her team was faring, even if her results to date appeared less than stunning

      Once the door was closed, her fingers still resting against the wood paneling that hid the soundproofing she’d had installed, he harrumphed. “So, where are they?”

      Gathering her temper on a very tight leash, Daniella slowly rotated on the ball of her foot. “I don’t know. They headed out about an hour and a half ago. Their destination is unclear at this point.”

      Noting how the president’s mouth tightened, white lines radiating from his lips, Daniella contained her growl of frustration.

      “They don’t do this often, and I believe that the mission arose during the festivities. Unwilling to call notice, they would have reacted swiftly to determine the threat level. Given I’ve heard nothing—”

      The strident wail of her palm communicator interrupted, and she started hunting through the ornate clothing, searching for the pocket where she’d secreted the small digital device.

      The president watched her as she found and activated the unit, lifting it to her ear. The screen glowed, and she saw Jonah’s name. “This had better be good news.”

      “It is, and it isn’t. We’ve located a teen who arrived at the emergency department at Velspar. He’s one of the missing. That’s the good stuff. The bad part is he refuses to talk. I need to bring him into the unit so we can assess the situation.”

      “Guardians? Parents?”

      “As with most of these cases, none that we can find.”

      “Fine. Let me know as soon as you have more details, and I want the report on my desk tomorrow morning at eight.”

      The sound of him sucking in his breath whispered down the line, and her gaze narrowed.

      So much for them keeping her apprised of what was going on.

      “I’ll bring it to your home office.” The terse voice made it clear he was unhappy. “No. My senate office.” She pressed the button, ending the connection, as she turned back to Yin.

      “Problems?” He scanned her face as if seeking some hint of frustration, but she’d blanked out the emotions as she’d turned toward him.

      “No. Just organizing a meeting for tomorrow morning.”

      He blinked. “We have the vote on the Protocol bill.”

      Daniella’s stomach wobbled. “I thought we had put that off for a little longer.”

      The 21st Testing Protocol required all young adults to report to a testing center on a mandated day, four times a year depending on the day of birth, to be tested genetically and physically to see if they were suitable for warrior training.

      “I was overruled.” Yin spoke quietly, but the importance of the information wasn’t lost.

      “What? Who? Who was lobbying to push this through?” She tottered to the chair and sat down, waiting as Yin settled into the large, red armchair opposite with a sigh.

      “My people are sifting through the layers, but there’s a wealthy backer who doesn’t want to be found. Contacts are to various senatorial PA’s but never the same one or from the same origination point. My people aren’t trained for this, that’s why yours must find the source and deal with it. I don’t need to remind you, senator, that time is running short. If this bill gets through...”

      There it was. The unspoken words hung in the air between them. If my people don’t find out who’s behind this, then a war on a worldwide scale, never seen before, will be unleashed.

      The citizens had become restive in the months since Clarissa had appeared and Michael’s transformation. Now they demanded soldiers of the highest caliber in case more of the biocybernetics attempted to overthrow the world. No matter how careful Delspar’s delivery, the threat lay heavy. It was all garbage of course, and Daniella privately had grave concerns that Delspar’s reasoning might tip the hand of Colvert’s unknown backers.

      “I can’t argue with them.”

      Yin nodded. “Your brother.”

      “And now Clarissa.” The fact that two bio-cybernetically enhanced people were part of her family proved too great a barrier. Any argument she might put forward would be negated because of her ‘affiliation’ to bio-cybes.

      The thought of these genetically engineered super-soldiers they’d detected after Clarissa’s abduction and escape, at one person’s beck and call, meant the annihilation of anyone who stood in their way. The end of the government as they knew it if the other faction won.

      The entire planet ruled by one person, with the power to unleash deadly force and nothing to hold them back. That very idea left her shuddering, and her mouth dried as the knowledge settled in her mind like cold, hard marbles striking a tiled floor.

      “I understand, sir. My people are currently following up a lead, but I’ll see if we can’t step it up.”

      “I can’t make any more people available to you, Daniella. You understand my situation. They have someone on the inside. Right now, I’ve stretched and prevaricated with the truth, hiding the true mission, but I can’t stretch it any further or they’ll suspect we know. That would be worse.”

      Daniella nodded. Yin was right. Once questions started as to why she required extra personal assistance of the military and investigative kind, then nothing would quell them until the truth was outed.

      “Yes.”

      He rose and slid his hand over her shoulder. “I have every faith in you, my dear. It won’t be forgotten.” Then he moved toward the door, stopping with his hand on the knob. “I’ll bump that meeting down to say, ten? That should give you enough time to complete the briefing.”

      The click of the door as he closed it felt like a spike driven through her brain.
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      The boy eyed Jonah, mutiny glaring just from the other side of the table.

      “So, how did you get here?”

      The boy shrugged, and Jonah’s frustration ratcheted up yet another notch. He’d been here for over an hour, and the boy had yet to answer any question verbally.

      The doctor hovered at Jonah’s shoulder, but he didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, he centered his gaze on the man-child ahead and allowed a fraction of a smile to emerge.

      “I think he should be returned to his bed and allowed to rest.”

      Jonah shook his head, his gaze remaining focused on the boy. “No. I don’t think so. I’ll be taking him into custody now.”

      “What?” The doctor’s shock echoed in the room, and Jonah detected fear from the professional. From the boy came a smirk.

      Thrusting his hand into his pocket, he withdrew the leather identification unit and held it up so only the doctor would see what was on his card. “Check with your supervisor, doctor. This badge allows me to detain and interrogate anyone suspected of representing a danger to the state and the citizens of our planet.”

      “But... He’s just a kid!”

      The kid visibly paled, and Jonah yawned, stretched, and kept up his attitude of ‘don’t care’. It was a front, of course. He was deeply concerned about the boy and the action he was about to take, but he was also aware that striking quickly was the only way they’d have any hope of finding out where he came from.

      With slow movements, he rose, his peripheral vision showing that Franklin too moved. The boy scootched back in his seat, and the doctor fumed, “I’m getting the head of my department.”

      The door slammed shut, and Jonah narrowed his gaze. “You do that. Meanwhile, young man, you and I have a date with my people.”

      The boy jumped, aiming at him. Franklin shoved himself in front of the door, cutting off his means of escape. They’d been down this path before, and they knew once the teen eluded them, it would be difficult to retrieve him.

      Extending his arms in a lightning-quick move, Jonah grabbed and held the wiggling body. Teeth sank into his arm, and he grunted and shook the nameless teen off, just enough to make him unclench his jaw.

      Jonah grappled and captured the boy’s wrist—thicker in his opinion than the average

      teen’s—and held tight. Franklin moved in behind him, applying the poly-oxide material cuffs to the man-child. Once they clicked onto the boy’s arms, Franklin tightened them while the boy twisted and turned, attempting to break free of his bonds.

      “Don’t bother trying. We’ve had adults that can’t break out of those.”

      The teen grinned. “They can’t do what I can,” he snarled, and Jonah laughed.

      “True. However, the adults we tested these on can do more.” He turned and left Franklin

      to move the child forward as the door was flung open.

      The doctor and his superior scurried in. “You can’t take him.”

      Jonah sneered and extended the ID with his bloodied arm. “Yeah, I can and am. Now get out of my way.”

      “What happened here?” The older man—the tag fastened to his long, white coat read Professor Venos—peered over his glasses at Jonah. “You’re hurt. Doctor, go get supplies to clean up his wound.”

      The younger doctor scowled but hurried to do the professor’s bidding.

      “No time to stop.” As Jonah brushed past the professor, the older man reached out and clamped his hand over Jonah’s wound.

      “No, you’re not leaving right now. I saw your ID, and I know you can take the child, but I will attend to your injuries first.”

      Jonah grunted, spun, and looked at Franklin. “Get him to our facility. Twenty-four-seven watch. Food is okay, bedding as necessary and ablution. No visitors until we know more.”

      Franklin nodded and shoved the teen forward. “I’ll go with the others and send Fairburn to you.”

      “No. Leave him with her for now.” He daren’t name the senator of course, but Franklin narrowed his eyes and nodded his understanding, then pushed the teen out the door and into the hall beyond.

      Franklin would get him to their holding cells quickly. What’s more, he did grumpy and scary really well, although it was just an act, but Jonah had no qualms with that.

      Jonah retreated to the small table where they’d attempted to interrogate the child, hoping he might be able to loosen some information from the professor. “He the first you’ve seen like that?” he queried and hunkered down on the chair before starting to roll up his shirt sleeve so the man could inspect his injury.

      The doctor they’d dismissed earlier hurried into the room, dropping supplies to the tabletop, his gaze roaming. “Where’d the boy go?”

      I guess all professions have those who won’t take no for an answer. “Gone. In secure custody.”

      The way the doctor acted set off alarm bells, and Jonah made a mental note to follow up on the younger man. Dr. Alan Figueroa. He forced the name into his mind. Perhaps he knew something, given his reaction to the incident. Jonah had long ago stopped believing that the klaxon that regularly went off in his head was an overreaction. Experience—bitter and painful— reinforced that trusting his instincts was always wise.

      “But you can’t take a child. They have rights and—”

      “That’s enough, Figueroa! Return to your post and attend to your patients.” The professor’s voice was firm.

      The man gaped then huffed and left the room, the billow of his white coat following him. The door slammed shut.

      “I apologize for my young colleague. He’s eager and unruly still. That will change in time.”

      Jonah grunted and relaxed into the chair. “So, tell me, professor, is the boy your first?” He waited as the man cleaned his wound.

      “No, he’s not. We’ve had a few. Usually my residents deal with them, but tonight things were crazy. There are some specific things we notice with the children and teens who’ve presented. They tend to be alone. They’ve come in with a range of accidents and ailments, usually associated with high-impact sports or wilderness challenge type accidents, in my opinion.”

      Considering the answer, Jonah frowned. “You mean, they have similar types of ailments?”

      “Yes and no. We question them carefully. The first few were chatty and told us about their injuries—hiking, rock climbing, wrestling, that kind of thing. By about the fourth they must have worked out where our concerns lay, and from there they started to clam up on us. They only shared the necessary facts. This one though, he didn’t tell us anything. We had to work it out by trial and error.”

      “Who collects them when they’re released?”

      The professor shook his head as he applied salve and a bandage to Jonah’s arm. “That’s the thing. They’ve disappeared on us, usually after a day or two here. We know they’ve recovered because tracking their healing factors has become something of a marathon. They seem to heal up mostly overnight once they’ve received appropriate treatment. We go to the bed allocated and it’s empty. Drips disengaged. Catheters tugged out. They’re just gone.” He sighed. “There, now keep that covering on. Here’s an antibiotic inhaler. Twice a day. Two puffs. No alcohol.” He shoved it at Jonah.

      “Could I trouble you to see their charts? I believe they’re connected with a case we need to find an answer to quickly. Your records would assist us greatly.”

      The professor sniffed. “I’m not supposed to share them, as you know. Even under the new act, you’re meant to have an order. However, if you promise to update me with details, and when the time is right, let me have a look at what you find—purely for professional reasons— then I’m sure if they were accidentally messaged to you, well...”

      The professor rose as Jonah handed the man a card. “I appreciate your care and attention.”

      Then Jonah stood and rounded the table, heading for the door.

      “One last thing. These kids, or whatever they are, can be dangerous. Be on your guard if more come in.” He left the professor standing there watching him.
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      Bleary-eyed, Jonah stared out the window as dawn crept over the horizon. He’d spent long hours hunched over the keyboard as his arm throbbed. The report was almost complete, but Franklin had indicated the boy was currently sleeping in the practically bare cell, so Jonah had begun the process of organizing what they knew. Not that there was much.

      The reports from the professor had come through, and they’d made interesting reading. So far it seemed only one girl had presented, her injuries similar to those of the boys. Broken bones, some hypothermia, two had suffered extreme wounding, one losing a hand. It was partially grown back when the boy disappeared from the hospital.

      On a groan, Jonah stood, stretching his back to release the tension before striding to the coffee machine and pouring some of the liquid into his cup.

      McNally stuck her head around the corner. “You’ve probably had enough of that. Water will ease your thirst.”

      He slumped into his seat, taking a drink. “It’s not thirst. I need to stay awake long enough to present the report, then come back and question the kid. After that, I might get a chance at some shut-eye,” Jonah rasped.

      She shrugged. “Your kidneys, not mine. But when the transplant is scheduled, just remember that I warned you.”

      “So, what was it you wanted?” He couldn’t control the bite in his voice, but she didn’t take offense, instead loosed a burbling laugh.

      “You might also like to take something to soothe the aggravation in your voice. Here’s the documents you wanted on hard copy from the hospital. There’s some interesting stuff in there, and I highlighted it.” She tossed the folder onto his desk. “Now, if you intend to reach the senator’s office by eight, you should have left maybe ten minutes ago. Traffic’s a snarl, and unless you intend using lights, I don’t like your chances.”

      He bolted upright at that, checked the chrono on his wrist, and cursed. “Dammit!” Jonah launched out of his chair, grabbing the wrinkled jacket from the back. He snapped up the folder and shot forward, leaving his office at a run.

      McNally thrust a small tin of teeth cleaner pills into his pocket. Jonah hurtled past McNally, who stepped sideways amid the chorus of her laughter.
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      Daniella stared out the window, the sense of unease spreading throughout her body.

      Jonah was due there any minute, but the fact that he’d left Michael’s wedding without a word to either herself or her brother didn’t bode well.

      Oh, they’d ensured that she had the information and she could understand the urgency in following through after the fact, but she didn’t cope well with being left hanging.

      Two sharp raps echoed. “Enter,” called Daniella.

      The door behind her opened, and she spun on the thick, wool-substitute carpet. Across the room, she read exhaustion in the tense set of Jonah’s shoulders and the deep lines at the sides of his eyes.

      “Coffee?” Daniella moved before he could answer, heading for the carafe, but he shook his head. “All right then, let’s get down to your report.” She changed direction to her desk then sank into the seat, grateful for the expanse of wood that separated them like a wall. “What do you have to report?”

      His gaze narrowed. “You’re not chewing me out?”

      “Is there any likelihood that it would stop you from doing that again? Of fixing the fact that you keep haring off without authorization and adequate backup?”

      His snort answered her query more effectively than words.

      “Fine. So, show me what you’ve found.”

      He thwacked the old-fashioned file onto the top of her desk, and Daniella flinched. “Lots. The teen we picked up last night is not the first of this kind. It seems they’ve started on their training. The ones that arrive at the ER have similar problems. Some with hypothermic issues, others with broken bones—ribs, etcetera. One lost fingers, another a hand. The few admitted to wards are canny. They escape before anyone can bring them to the notice of the appropriate authorities.”

      Daniella bit her lip, considering the harsh, bare-bones report he’d just given. “How did we get the notification then?”

      Jonah quirked his brow. “The protocols you had us put in place? The ones we all complained about?” His tiny grin had her heart thudding a little faster in her chest. “They paid off. The tags on hospital systems automatically reported to them once the terms ‘accelerated healing’ and ‘no traceable DNA’ were entered. The third string was ‘no guardian or parental consent on file.’”

      “Dammit. These kids can’t just appear from nowhere!” Frustration welled, a core of scalding wire that wound tightly inside her mind and body. Her fingers curled into claws against the wood of the desk. “Kids and teens aren’t disposable commodities. So where did the parents go? Why can’t we trace any that used the service all those years ago?”

      “Because their files were changed. The names they used don’t exist, and the files that would give us the answers also don’t exist.”

      That stopped her raging, and she stilled, turning her gaze to the man in front of her. “Changed? How?”

      “It’s a simple matter of changing the encryption log, senator. I’ve got people working on it. Have had for months, but the system keeps overloading or imploding, depending on how we attack each backup. Our best minds haven’t been able to overcome the fail-safes they instituted in the programming.”

      At every turn, her team remained stymied. Daniella rubbed her now aching brow, trying to consider options. This situation had to be closed down as soon as possible, but unless they could find the head of the beast, it would be like the legend of Medusa with heads growing back at twice the rate. “What about Clarissa? Can she—”

      “Already tried it. And before you ask, we’ve already attempted to clone her data sequencing. No success. Colvert’s newest files are also encrypted, using a different set of parameters. We’re having even less luck as the kill commands are more robust and better hidden. Someone on Colvert’s side knows his stuff.”

      Daniella groaned. “Okay, so we’ve had no luck so far with anything in over, what? Twelve months? How did you get on with the current patient files?”

      “As far as we can tell, he hadn’t yet entered them into his system, so there’s nothing to track. We think it’s because Colvert likely had paper-based copies, which he subsequently destroyed. Or e-versions encoded to destruct under certain circumstances. We’ve only tracked down four hundred of his more recent patients, and while some chose to take immediate action, the rest are now receiving extended care through our safe network of specialists. Our genetic testing is showing that these children received advanced nanos that don’t carry the same issues as earlier iterations, though we won’t be completely sure for some time.”

      “Fine then. See if you can get Colvert to assist.” A long shot, she knew, but her team could be mighty persuasive.

      “Can’t do. Colvert attempted suicide three nights ago, and we can’t use him in the short term.”

      That news crashed down on her. “Why wasn’t I informed?” Breathing became difficult, the oxygen sticking in her throat and lungs.

      “I tried communicating that, but if you remember, you were unavailable as there was a night vote, then you had a meeting with the president, followed by a security briefing, an overnight trip to—”

      Jonah’s words pealed over her. “Okay, so I’ve been harder than usual to get in contact with.” Daniella exhaled heavily. “We need to devise a more efficient system for sharing intelligence.” The instant the words were out, his mouth thinned.

      It wasn’t his fault she’d been hard to contact. Nor was it hers. The demands of her senatorial position and the high security of this case meant he couldn’t just leave her a message on her communicator, nor could he explain it to her personal assistant, Kallee.

      His jacket snagged, and he reached to the back of his head and hissed, face pulling tight and paling.

      “What’s wrong?” Daniella was half out of her chair as he waved her back. “Nothing. I just had a run-in with some teeth.”

      “Teeth? The kid bit you?” A rumble of anger started in her belly. “Have you sought medical assistance?”

      His lopsided grin further destabilized her emotions. “The professor took care of it. He seemed to think it was important it be dealt with immediately too.”

      Now that she looked at Jonah more closely, it was clear the exhaustion wasn’t a short- term situation. “When was the last time you and the team had a break?”

      He laughed. “Why? Going to force us to shut down?”

      The bite of sarcasm was hard to accept. Daniella straightened her spine. “No. But you’ve been run ragged with this, and we need to recharge our batteries. Perhaps a break will give us time to re-assess what we’ve achieved and how to move forward.”

      “You’re the boss, senator. Whatever you decide is what will happen.” He stood, brushed off his jacket, and the action grew in her mind, like an omen. Her stomach clenched.

      “Fine then. I’ll be in touch after the reading of the bill.”

      Now he frowned and leaned heavily on the chair. “They’re still pushing it through after all the information we’ve tabled?”

      Daniella nodded. “They want the protocol passed by the end of the year. If I could tell the others why it’s a bad choice, I know they’d understand and pull it, but right now, without any evidence to show who’s pulling strings, I don’t dare make full disclosure. President Yin agrees. We need to continue and hope we can uncover who’s behind the plot before it can go much further. But there’s only one more reading and the final vote after today.”

      Unconsciously, Daniella lifted her thumb and bit down on the nail. The crunch centered her attention, and she groaned, dropping her hand down to her side.

      “Go back to the office, bed down the report, then you’re off duty at least until tomorrow morning,” she ordered. “If I need you, I’ll be in contact.”

      He straightened to attention, feet clapping together as he saluted, then left her, alone and confused in the office, wondering how the hell they could sort this mess out.
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