
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_99a92c06fb6a7c49487cb66d77bcf00b_L_sVrW_html_m308e4a46.jpg]

 


 


 


 


 


 


Cyberevolution V:

Illumination

 


By

 


Kaitlyn O’Connor

 


( c) copyright by Kaitlyn O’Connor, Nov
2008

Cover art by Jenny Dixon

Smashwords Edition

New Concepts Publishing

www.newconceptspublishing.com


Chapter One

Seth prowled the spacious great room
restlessly. Three nights ago, when they’d finally tracked the vixen
to her lair, he’d been tense with both dread at what he was about
to learn and anticipation of the same. Adrenaline had been pulsing
through him at the potential for discovery, as well, when they were
so close to learning what they’d come so far to discover.

To their surprise it had taken skill,
ingenuity, and a great deal of care to breach Dr. LaMotte’s
security. None of them had anticipated that, even though he
supposed they should have, given the remote location.

Of course they could’ve breached it without
any difficulty whatsoever if it had been merely a matter of getting
in, if they hadn’t cared whether or not they left their signature
behind. He wasn’t certain anyone could have, but they
certainly wouldn’t have been deterred for more than a few
minutes.

It was as well they—or at least he—had
contained his impatience. Dr. LaMotte, to his vast disappointment,
hadn’t been in residence at the time and if they’d simply burst in,
as he’d been more than a little tempted to do, the chances were
they would’ve spent months tracking the wily doctor and thrown away
any possibility of finding out what they’d come to learn in those
few moments of impatience. The residence was miles from the city,
but it wouldn’t have taken the authorities long to arrive at the
scene and, of course, then they wouldn’t have had the element of
surprise any longer.

He’d been both stunned and furious when
they’d discovered Dr. LaMotte wasn’t at home. Before his impatience
had gotten the better of him, though, it had occurred to him that
it was the weekend. Dr. LaMotte was single. The chances were
probably good that she’d decided to join friends in the city.
They’d contented themselves with searching the house for any useful
information. When they’d come up empty, they’d settled to wait for
her return with what patience they could muster.

He had, he thought irritably. He
couldn’t tell that either Simon or Cole suffered from that
particular problem.

He still wasn’t entirely certain what to make
of the Cyborgs.

He wasn’t sure that forming an alliance with
them was one of the wisest things he’d ever done, but then, at the
time, he hadn’t exactly been thinking clearly—not beyond the
possibility that they were proof of his suspicions, at any
rate.

It was nothing short of amazing that they’d
managed to rub along together as well as they had, all things
considered.

Hell, if not for the circumstances, one or
all three of them would be dead now.

Fortunately for him, since coming face to
face with an exact replica of himself had been enough of a shock to
completely shut down all of his Hunter instincts, it had had the
same effect on both Simon and Cole.

Feeling his gut clench at the memory, Seth
ceased to pace the room and moved to one of the windows to stare
out at the darkness beyond. He wasn’t concerned that he might be
spotted. The darkness both inside and outside made him just one
more shadow of many. They’d disabled the motion activated lights
within the residence to prevent giving away their presence to
anyone who might happen to pass by … or to Dr. LaMotte when she
finally decided to return.

Deep down, he knew there was only one
possible explanation for the fact that Simon was identical to him
in every way, and yet he was still wrestling with it. Despite the
doubts that had already begun to circle his mind and torment him,
he was having trouble coming to grips with the horrific truth
hovering in the back of his mind that nothing he’d believed he knew
about himself was real.

He had to suppose he hadn’t completely
accepted the suspicions. He’d wondered if it was merely a
reluctance to accept, or an inability to accept his ‘past’ that had
given rise to the suspicions to start with.

It was possible that was part of it, he
supposed. Mostly it was the company’s strange determination to keep
him from returning to the place where he’d lost his family. He
hadn’t realized they were interfering at first. Twice, he’d
actually managed to get to the spaceport before he’d run into a
problem that prevented him from leaving Earth for Taurus V—the
colony where he’d supposedly grown up and where his family had been
interred after they’d been slaughtered by the Cyborgs.

He hadn’t been able to access any records on
any computer system—nothing about his family—nothing about
him before he’d become a hunter.

He’d managed to elude them when it had
finally dawned on him that it wasn’t mere chance, that he was being
prevented from returning to his home colony, from visiting
the site where his family had been slaughtered, where he had
been left for dead.

He thought he’d braced himself for what he
was going to find. He supposed, somewhere in the back of his mind,
he’d thought the company was hiding something even worse than he
remembered, that they’d prevented him from going back because they
weren’t certain he could handle it emotionally—not a personal
concern because they gave a fuck about him as man, but concern for
their investment. He was well aware that nothing could be more
dangerous than a Hunter completely out of control unless it was a
Cyborg gone berserk.

He discovered he wasn’t prepared—at all—for
what he’d found, though. There had been a tragic accident, alright,
when one of the reactors had blown up. It had wiped out nearly half
the colony. Cyborgs had had nothing to do with it, though. The
colony hadn’t been attacked at all. The equipment had been damaged
in a meteor shower.

It got worse. His family hadn’t existed—not
his parents and not his woman, not his infant son or his three year
old daughter. He’d found one family that seemed to match—the age
and description of the woman and her two children—but the woman’s
man had been interred with her.

It had taken a while for that to sink in. For
a while, he’d wondered if his grief had cost him his sanity. How
could he grieve for the loss of his family and forget where
he’d come from, though? If he was right and this was his colony,
how was it possible that neither his woman nor his children had
ever existed at all—not as his? How could he feel such a
devastating sense of loss for something that had never happened
anywhere but in his mind?

And if all of that was true and they were
nothing but a figment of an insane mind, who the fuck was he? Where
had he come from? Had he already been mad before he’d woken in the
company med center? Had the company made a mistake and patched his
broken mind with the wrong man’s memories? Or had they, for some
reason that defied logic or explanation, given him memories they
knew weren’t his? Did that explain why they’d worked so hard to
keep him from discovering it?

But why torment him with such a terrible past
that he’d felt at times that he couldn’t live and bear it?

How could his parents not have existed?

How could Simon exist—a Cyborg, an identical
twin?

He thought, if he hadn’t already been
questioning what the company had done to him, the shock of coming
face to face with Simon might’ve completely unhinged his mind. As
it was, it had still been a hell of a fucking jolt, but he’d
stopped doubting his own sanity by then and begun trying to
formulate some way to take a closer look at the company.

Simon hadn’t been just one more clue, though.
Simon had been the jackpot.

Simon had known who at the company was
responsible—the woman he thought of as Mother LaMotte, Dr. Carol
LaMotte.

Almost as if his thoughts had conjured him,
Simon strolled into the great room at that moment, still dripping
water from his shower. Seth turned and surveyed him with more than
a little irritation.

Both Simon and Cole seemed enthralled with
the doctor’s decadent shower, he thought wryly, wondering if it was
because both Cyborgs were so fascinated with the changes they
sensed in themselves and enjoyed the way the water felt pelting
them.

They’d assured him that they were evolving,
just as the rumors had said about the other rogues, that they had
awareness, felt things they’d never experienced before.

He wasn’t sure he believed that either.

He didn’t know what the fuck to believe
anymore.

“There is still hot water,” Simon said after
studying Seth’s expression for several moments as if trying to
interpret his thoughts or, more likely, the emotions.

Seth shook his head, moving from the window.
“I don’t need a shower,” he said irritably.

“The hot water soothes tension.”

Seth tamped the urge to ask him what the hell
he’d know about tension. He was a fucking machine. “Why the fuck
not?” he muttered. “At least it’s something to do to pass the
time.”

“Cole is not likely to return before dawn,”
Simon pointed out coolly as Seth stalked past him. “… If he returns
at all.”

“It doesn’t look like the doctor is likely to
return either.”

The shower was soothing, as much as he
hated to admit it. He wondered if that was why the doctor had
decided to take the place—because it had the old fashioned water
shower rather than the particle showers required by law now. For
that matter, he was surprised she’d wrangled permission to keep
it.

Unless, of course, nobody knew she had
it.

It was possible. She had enough clout, or she
was smart enough, she’d managed to virtually erase her trail.

It had taken determination to track her
down.

* * * *

Clair was still so angry when she reached her
mother’s house that the grief that had nearly overwhelmed every
waking moment since her mother’s death barely caused her a pang as
she stopped at the gate to key in the security code. She’d dreaded
the task of wrapping up her mother’s affairs, of sorting her
mother’s belongings, and trying to decide what to do with her
personal affects and the home they’d shared for most of her
childhood. She’d put it off as long as she felt like she could
before she’d dredged up the inner strength to face it.

Only to be met with the discovery that those
bastards at Robotics, Inc., where her mother had slaved for
more than thirty years, thought they were entitled to all
her mother’s worldly possessions!

She didn’t give a damn if they were laboring
under the impression that her mother had no next of kin! She still
didn’t know how they could have failed know it when her
mother had worked for them so long, but … fuck their damned
clause!

It was an outrage that they’d had the gall
even to put such a damned clause in their contracts! It
wasn’t enough that they’d profited from her mother’s brilliant mind
for more than thirty years, claimed everything she’d ever
discovered or invented? They thought they could take everything
she’d accumulated over the years and put it back into their pocket,
too?

The slimy bastards!

A vague sense of satisfaction wafted through
her as the gates opened to allow her into the compound. The look on
their faces had been priceless when the judge had examined her
documentation and informed them that she was her mother’s sole
beneficiary!

Take that, you slimy, money grubbing
sons-of-a-bitch!

Maybe the house still belonged to the
company—they were going to have to prove that in court, though.
She’d fight them every step of the way if it took every credit she
had to her name, but everything else, everything inside the
house and outside of the house, was hers, by damn! If it wasn’t
part of the property, had been purchased by her mother, then it
certainly wasn’t theirs.

She had a good mind to dig up her mother’s
rose garden while she was at it. Her mother had bought them and
planted them!

Shutting off her hover-car, she barely waited
for it to settle to the ground in front of the door before she
shoved the door open and got out. She paused when she had, though,
trying to take a few calming breaths.

Her throat closed as she stared at the house,
her anger dying to a slow simmer.

She couldn’t believe her mother was gone.

There was no way she was ever going to be
able accept that her mother had taken her own life. It just wasn’t
possible. She would’ve known if her mother had been depressed
enough to have such thoughts. She knew she would have!

Thrusting those thoughts aside, she strode
purposefully to the front door and keyed in the security code. The
door opened.

The lights didn’t come on when she stepped
across the threshold. “Lights!”

Frowning when nothing happened, she stepped
back to the wall and skimmed her hand along the surface until she
finally found the manual switch. Relief filled her when the lights
flickered on.

She’d more than half-suspected the bastards
had had the power turned off just for spite.

Puzzled, she glanced around the living room,
but she couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. She hadn’t
realized that she was listening to the house until she heard,
faintly, the sound of running water.

Her heart bounced into her throat and tried
to strangle her. Her mind went chaotic. The sound connected in her
mind, though, to her mother’s pride and joy—the ‘natural’ shower
she loved. Without stopping to think that it couldn’t possibly be
her mother, Clair closed the door and headed toward her mother’s
room … rushed, a mixture of excitement and dread pounding through
her.

It wasn’t until she’d stepped into her
mother’s room that the truth hit her. Her mother was dead. She
knew her mother was dead. She’d had to identify and claim
her body from the morgue.

She froze then, her mind more chaotic than
before.

The next thought that leapt into her mind was
her confrontation with the CEO of Robotics, Inc. It didn’t take a
great leap from there to reach the conclusion that the bastards had
counted on the house being theirs.

At the sound of the water being shut off,
Clair glanced quickly around for something to use as a weapon.
Retreat didn’t occur to her until she saw there was nothing
remotely weapon-like that she could see, but by then she’d heard
the shower door open and the splat of bare, wet feet across the
tiles of the bathroom. Shoving her hand into the pocket of her
jacket as she heard the steps pause on the other side of the door,
she pointed her index finger at the intruder, hoping against hope
that it looked enough like the barrel of a pistol to at least give
him pause.

The door opened. She hadn’t expected it to be
anyone she knew so it was no great surprise to come face to
face—well, actually chest—with a man she’d never seen in her life.
Beyond that nothing was as she’d expected. He was naked, or the
next thing to it, wearing nothing but a thin towel—two corners
fisted in one hand at his waist—wrapped around his narrow hips that
didn’t even make a complete connection, displaying a long,
muscular, hairy thigh. His torso was proportionally as long as the
legs, his chest broad, sculpted with muscles and sprinkled with a
dusting of dark hair that was slicked to his skin with water. Long
black hair clung close to his head and around his broad shoulders.
The face above didn’t even penetrate her perceptions beyond a vague
impression of being hard and angular, the two almost straight black
brows above his eyes pulled into a scowl.

The overall impression of a wall of flesh—he
was a very large man—rocked her back on her heels, mentally
speaking, and completed her mind’s descent into chaos that fear had
started. “Put your hands up!” Clair demanded when she finally found
her voice.

Something flickered in his deep blue eyes. A
faint smile tipped one corner of his hard mouth up. Slowly, he
released his hold on the towel and lifted his arms.

The moment he did, his towel hit the
floor.

Clair’s gaze automatically followed the
flutter of white and then ricocheted upward to the behemoth the
towel had been covering and hung there. Her jaw went slack. A blur
of movement registered in her mind, however, as an attempt to
relieve her of her ‘weapon’, and she whirled instinctively to
run.

A jolt went through her when she found
herself facing a wall of flesh that so closely mirrored the
mountain of a man now behind her that she thought, for too many
seconds, that she actually had encountered a mirror.

His hand shot out before she could do more
than gape at him. He caught her index finger in an unbreakable grip
before she could even instinctively snatch it away. Two hands
settled on her waist from behind. Her flight instinct kicked in
once more. For the space of a few hundred thundering heart beats,
Clair executed the ‘cornered feline’ escape maneuver. She became a
blur of twisting, jerking, flailing movement, evading a firm grip
on her by either man, but she discovered in the end that they’d
still managed to cage her so effectively between their bodies that
no amount of wiggling or jerking could free her.

That conclusion wasn’t what made her stop
abruptly. It wasn’t even the fact that she’d run out of breath from
hyperventilation. It was the sudden realization that the meaty
thuds banging against her, back and front, wasn’t their
thighs. It was something long, cylindrical, and it was getting
hard.

Panting for breath, she gaped upwards at the
man still holding her finger for a moment before fear sent a shaft
of reviving anger through her. “Don’t even think about using
those things on me!”

The man in front of her cocked his head to
one side curiously. “I have no weapon—and neither do you.”

The man behind her speared the cleft of her
buttocks with his ‘weapon’, poking her several times pointedly.
“What? This?”

When she whipped her head around to gape at
him, she saw his eyes were gleaming with both humor and anger, his
hard mouth twisted in a grim smile. “You aren’t Dr. LaMotte, so why
don’t you tell us who you are?”

A flicker of resentment filtered through
Clair’s shock. It was her mother’s house—her home, really!
The nerve of the bastard asking her what she was doing there
when he was the intruder! That realization gave her pause,
but her thoughts and emotions were seesawing so drastically from
one thought and impression to the next that a sense of caution was
no more dominant than anything else. In point of fact, the
resentment, compounded by the anger that had seethed in her from
well before her arrival at her mother’s home, shifted to the
forefront when it might not have otherwise.

She was dimly aware that a sense of
self-preservation should’ve overruled all other considerations, but
her emotional distress wreaked havoc with good sense. “I’m
not the intruder here! You are! So why don’t you tell me what the
hell you two are doing in my mother’s house?”

The two men exchanged a look that Clair could
only categorize as startled even though there was little evidence
of it in their expressions. Before the sense of satisfaction that
flickered to life could really buoy her self-righteous anger,
however, the man in front of her knocked the wind from her
sails.

“You are not,” he said flatly.

Clair gaped up at him. Indignation flashed
through her. “Excuse you!” she snapped. “I most certainly am!”

“Dr. LaMotte doesn’t have a daughter,” the
man behind her responded coolly, the inflection in his voice
accusing.

His calm assertion knocked her off kilter
again, but she twisted her head to glare up at him. “This is …
unbelievable! You two break into my mother’s house and you
have the gall to act like I’m the one in the wrong here!”
She tried to squeeze from between them. “We’ll just call the cops
and let them sort this out!”

The hands at her waist tightened, preventing
her attempt to escape. “We’ll sort it out alright,” the man
responded with grim agreement, “but we don’t need the cops.”

Before Clair could entirely assimilate what
was happening, the man behind her shifted his grip from her waist
to one arm and walked her into the living area, applying just
enough force that she had to walk or fall on her face and then
giving her just enough of a push toward the chair that she
overbalanced and plopped into the seat. She gaped up at his grim
face with a mixture of uneasiness and indignation. The only
reasonable explanation for their presence that presented itself was
that they were from the company. She wasn’t entirely satisfied with
that idea since that didn’t explain what the two of them were doing
strolling around her mother’s house naked, but she couldn’t think
of anything else that even came close.

If they were burglars, surely they wouldn’t
have taken the time to make use of her mother’s bath? In any case,
she hadn’t seen any sign at all that there had been a search for
valuables. She’d look for signs when the light had failed to come
on automatically as it should have.

To her partial relief, as soon as she’d
settled in the chair the man who’d escorted her strode back toward
the bathroom, returning a few moments later wearing a pair of
trousers. He hadn’t bothered to fasten them completely or to don a
shirt, but she felt less vulnerable, for no reason that she could
readily identify, by the fact that he’d ‘holstered his weapon’. His
twin, who’d stood guard over her for the few moments the other was
out of the room, disappeared and returned wearing trousers, as
well.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

The two men exchanged a long look. Finally,
they almost seemed to shrug. She didn’t know why that made her
belly clench, but it did.

“I’m Seth. He’s Simon. And you are?”

Clair’s lips tightened. “Tired of this
bullshit!”

Seth dropped to a crouch in front of her the
moment she tried to rise, planting a hand the size of a serving
plate in the middle of her belly and effectively pinning her to her
chair. “Not nearly as tired as you’re going to be,” he said
grimly.

Clair eyed him with a mixture of growing
uneasiness and irritation. “Maybe you didn’t get the memo from your
boss?” she said with a little less bravado. “The judge awarded
me my mother’s estate, damn it! Now … get the hell out of my
mother’s house or I will call the cops!”


Chapter Two

Slowly but surely the self-righteous anger
that had sustained Clair died an unhappy death as she
surreptitiously studied the two men who’d withdrawn a short
distance from her to discuss the information she’d unloaded on
them. She couldn’t help but think that they’d been way more
disturbed by the news of her mother’s death than it seemed they
would be if, as she’d supposed, they worked for the company.

They wouldn’t have a personal reason to be
disturbed by the news if they worked for the company, though—would
they?

Not that she was entirely sure that the one
named Simon was disturbed. Something had definitely
flickered in his eyes when she’d informed them that she’d just come
from court and had been awarded her mother’s estate because her
mother was deceased, but no emotion that she could discern had
crossed his handsome face.

Seth was another matter. He’d tried to shield
his thoughts from her, had succeeded to a degree, and yet his
swarthy complexion had paled just enough to give away the fact that
he’d been both shocked and dismayed by the news.

They were currently debating whether or not
to believe her. She’d only caught a couple of words here and there,
but it was enough to suggest that as the topic.

She just couldn’t figure out why it seemed to
disturb them.

If they were burglars, it certainly shouldn’t
have. Unfortunately, she’d already blurted the news before it had
occurred to her just how dangerous that information could be if
they were burglars intent on robbing her mother. Almost the
moment it dawned on her that it was a very bad idea to inform them
they needn’t worry about being disturbed, though, she’d realized
the news hadn’t come as a pleasant surprise to either of them.

That just didn’t make any sense, though. If
they worked for the company, had been sent by the company to pack
up her belongings, why would they care at all? And why wouldn’t
they have already known?

She didn’t know enough to figure it out. They
hadn’t told her a damned thing beyond their names!

She glanced toward the door, wondering, since
they seemed to have dismissed her, if she might have a chance of
reaching it and getting to her car before they could stop her.

“Not a chance in hell.”

Clair sent Seth a startled look, uncertain of
whether she was more unnerved by the fact that he seemed to
instantly discern the thoughts running through her head or the
discovery that he was watching her a lot more closely than she’d
realized. She struggled to look both surprised and baffled by his
comment. A gleam, almost of amusement, entered his eyes. His
expression, however, was one of sardonic skepticism. She frowned at
him a little resentfully. “If you don’t mind, I need to go to the
bathroom.”

She’d only made the comment to try to
convince him she hadn’t been considering the possibility of eluding
them, but the moment she did inspiration struck her. She struggled
to tamp the surge of hope that sent her heart into overdrive while
she waited for his reaction. She didn’t entirely like the look in
his eyes, but when he merely nodded, she got up and headed toward
her mother’s bathroom. “I believe I’ll take a bath,” she threw over
her shoulder with an attempt at casualness, hoping her voice wasn’t
as shaky as her knees.

She didn’t glance back to gauge their
reaction to the comment, but she relaxed fractionally when neither
man challenged the remark. Her knees nearly buckled with weakness
when she secured the bathroom door behind her. Her heart was
palpitating so frantically by now that she felt downright
faint.

She discovered she did need to go, but
she couldn’t decide if it was because she really had the need or it
was nerves tying her innards in knots that made her feel as if she
had to. Regardless, she couldn’t afford to spare the time. They’d
no doubt be timing her.

“Shower on!” she said shakily. “Hot!”

Pushing away from the door the moment water
burst from the showerhead to muffle, she hoped, the sounds of her
escape, she rushed to the toilet and climbed up on the seat to
reach the tiny window above it.

They wouldn’t know the window would open, or
expect it. Besides, it probably wouldn’t occur to them that it was
big enough for her to climb out when it looked so impossibly small.
She knew from past experience, however, that it would open and that
she could squeeze through. She’d sneaked out of it once to join her
friends for a clandestine, ‘not parentally approved’ jaunt.

She’d been grounded for weeks for that little
fit of rebellion, she reflected, feeling the discomfiting mixture
of emotions from her past resurrect themselves, the resentment and
the sick sense of doom at being caught. Hard upon the heels of
that, she felt a pang of loss again.

Her mother wasn’t around to ‘run her life’
now. She never would be again.

Shaking the thought off, she felt for the
manual catch on the window. She’d just twisted it and shoved the
window outward when a heavy hand banged on the door with such
startling suddenness that she jumped all over and almost fell into
the toilet bowl. Her heart leapt into her throat, nearly choking
her. She hadn’t realized how damned slippery the seat still was
with condensation from Seth’s shower. “What?” she demanded, anger
grating in her voice. “I’m busy in here!”

“Make it quick!”

Clair ground her teeth together. “Exactly how
do you think I can manage that with you standing on the other side
of the door, listening? Anyway, I want to take a
shower.”

“Shower later. We need to talk.”

There was enough grim determination in his
voice that Clair knew he wasn’t going to wait for her to take a
shower. Would it be better to try for escape now? Or wait until
she’d lulled his suspicions?

Or maybe wait for him to strangle her?

She hadn’t allowed herself to openly consider
that they might have an agenda that could include death and
possible torture and dismemberment for her, but she realized it had
been circling the back of her mind. “Just a minute!” she hedged,
abruptly hoisting herself onto the windowsill.

Blinded by the light inside the bathroom, it
wasn’t until she slammed face first into something meaty hard as
she went headfirst through the opening that she realized there was
more than shadows outside the window.

“I have her,” Simon said calmly, hoisting her
more comfortably—for him—on the hard ridge of his shoulder, locking
an arm like a steal band around her, and dragging her the remainder
of the way through the window opening.

Clair was too shocked to fully digest what
had happened for several moments. By the time it sank into her mind
that Simon had been waiting for her beneath the damned window, he’d
strode around the house to the patio doors and through them into
the living room she’d so lately left. He dropped her into the
chair.

The blood that had pooled in her head during
the trek around the house, receded along with the darkness and
pinpoints of light. Seth and Simon swam into focus. Simon was still
standing over her, his massive arms crossed over his equally
massive chest, his feet planted in a wide-legged stance. Seth had
sprawled in the chair across from her. He was eyeing her with a
mixture of amusement and irritation—which was how she identified
him—his expression.

Simon’s face was still unnervingly impassive.
Otherwise, the two men looked like matched bookends—well, except
for the fact that Simon’s hair was a bit longer than Seth’s. She
hadn’t noticed that before.

“I nearly fell out that window myself the
first time I used the shower. Good thing Simon thought about the
hazard, huh?” Seth murmured sardonically.

Clair smiled at the two men a little weakly,
trying to think of something to say that they might swallow that
didn’t entail an admission that she’d been trying to escape. “I
heard something outside.”

Simon tilted his head curiously. “You did not
hear me,” he said flatly.

She glared at him. “Actually, I did,” she
said belligerently. “That’s why I opened the window to look
out.”

For the first time emotion creased his
features. His nearly straight black brows tented above the straight
bridge of his nose in a look that was clearly bafflement. He turned
to look at Seth questioningly. Seth’s lips flattened with
irritation. He shook his head slightly. “She’s lying.”

For some reason she couldn’t entirely fathom,
Simon’s obvious confusion caused her a pang almost of guilt. Seth’s
comment effectively distracted her. “Exactly how do you figure
that?” she demanded.

“He’s a trained soldier—and he’s damned good.
You wouldn’t have heard him.”

Surprise flickered through Clair. She glanced
at Simon again, realizing abruptly that that explained his
unnerving demeanor—military discipline. No wonder he’d seemed so
emotionless over the entire situation!

It was almost a relief, but it was more
confusing. “But … he works for the company? You both do.
Right?”

She could see that Seth was considering
whether or not to answer her question but apparently he decided
against it. “Why don’t you tell us what happened to your mother and
why it is that there doesn’t seem to be any record of your
existence?”

Clair had been fairly successful in avoiding
thinking about her mother up to that point. The question abruptly
brought her grief down upon her like an avalanche. She felt her
throat close with sorrow, felt the sting of tears in her eyes and
nose. She sniffed, trying to summon anger to beat back the urge to
break down. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to my
mother! Because I don’t for one damned minute believe she killed
herself!”

For a split second, she thought she detected
sympathy in Seth’s eyes but it vanished so quickly she wasn’t
certain in the next moment. He shoved to his feet in an angry,
jerky movement. “She’s dead,” he said, an odd mixture of anger and
defeat in his voice.

It was almost as if, despite the fact that
she’d already told him she’d inherited her mother’s estate, that
he’d simply refused to believe she was actually dead until he’d
seen her grief over it. Clair watched him in surprise as he strode
quickly toward the window and shoved the curtains aside to stare
out at the night, his stance rigid. She swallowed several times
with an effort and finally managed to dislodge the hard knot in her
throat. “She’s dead.”

“Gods damn it!” he growled abruptly, slamming
his balled fist against the side of the window so hard it
dented the plasti-metal framing.

A shockwave, both from his furious outburst
and the stunning results of his actions, effectively and abruptly
shut down the grief that had been threatening to spill out. Clair
gaped at the fist-sized pit he’d driven into the virtually
indestructible material.

She continued to focus on it in utter
disbelief until he strode back toward her, effectively blocking her
view and filling her vision with his form. Her gaze flickered to
his hand. Without surprise, she saw that the flesh had split and
his hand was bleeding and yet there was no sign of broken,
splintered bones.

“Who are you?” he growled.

When she merely gaped at him, he dropped to a
crouch and grasped her shoulders, giving her a shake hard enough to
rock her head on her shoulders and jerk her out of her shock. She
felt her face crumple. “I’m her daughter! I told you!” she said
tearfully.

“You can’t be! She didn’t have a daughter,”
he growled.

“She did! I can prove it! I have the records
on my book in my purse!”

Rising as abruptly as he’d knelt in front of
her, he scanned the room. When his gaze zeroed in on the purse
she’d set down on the table near the door, he strode toward it and
snatched it up. Watching him, Clair rubbed her shoulders absently
where he’d gripped her. They throbbed from his bruising grip.

“He hurt you?”

Clair glanced from Seth to Simon in surprise.
She hadn’t noticed any particular inflection in his voice and she
didn’t see anything in his expression that she could interpret as
sympathy. She lifted her chin at him. “No,” she lied. Not that it
was anything significant anyway. She was far more unnerved by the
barely leashed violence in him than she was hurt.

Ignoring her disclaimer, he grasped her
sleeve, ripped it from wrist to shoulder and examined her bruised
shoulder. Clair was so stunned that he’d torn her sleeve as if it
was tissue paper, he’d examined her shoulder and turned to glare at
his brother before she even realized what his intent had been. “She
is bruised.”

Seth glanced at him sharply, flicked a look
at her and then back at Simon. “She’ll live. When did you get to be
so squeamish?” he muttered, returning his attention to the book
he’d pulled from her purse and scanning the documents he’d pulled
up.

“You are saying I cannot feel squeamish?”
Simon demanded, his voice dropping to an ominous growl.

Seth flicked an annoyed look at him, shook
his head fractionally, and glanced at Clair significantly. Clair
frowned, trying to figure out what that look and comment hinted at.
Uneasiness flickered through her when she discovered that both men
were studying her speculatively.

“You had this forged.”

At the flat accusation, Clair gaped at Seth
for a moment before indignation rose within her breast. “The judge
checked it! It’s all in order, damn it! And I’ll have you know I
don’t associate with the kind of people that could forge something
like that!”

Her anger, or her assertion that she didn’t
associate with thugs, apparently amused him. Some of the grimness
left his features and a flicker of something she couldn’t entirely
identify shown in his eyes briefly.

She was sorry she’d noticed. The man had far
more physical appeal than she was sure he deserved. Not that he’d
been brutal, but he was clearly dangerous and she didn’t even want
to think about what he was capable of. Ditto his twin, who almost
seemed more dangerous because he contained his emotions so
well.

She was daft even to allow the thought to
flicker through her mind briefly that they were the most
spectacular males she’d seen in forever.

Actually, ever, she mentally amended …
grudgingly. The face—more attractive than really handsome—was still
well above par. She thought they would’ve been extremely attractive
even if they hadn’t been built so well, but there was no getting
around the fact that both men were built beautifully and the
overall package was so appealing it blew every other man she’d met
completely away.

His eyes—their eyes—were their best asset by
far. The color, almost a deep sapphire blue, was both rare and
beautiful and the long, sweeping black lashes that set them off
only emphasized their beauty. The slash of black eyebrows—angry
eyebrows—kept them from looking the least bit girlish. At the same
time, the sharp contrast almost made their eyes more appealing.

The image of Simon’s brows tented above the
bridge of his nose in confusion flickered in her mind and she
realized she’d thought it was … cute—both the ‘puppy dog’ look and
the confusion she’d seen in his eyes.

She gave herself a mental smack.

She needed her head examined!

They were about as cute as crocodiles and
probably just as cold-blooded!

“How does it come about that you have records
that don’t appear anywhere else?” Seth asked more mildly, returning
to the chair across from her and sprawling in it.

Clair felt her cheeks heat, both because it
occurred to her that either or both of them might have noticed her
completely insane interest in them on a sexual level and because
that particular question struck a sore spot. “I don’t know,” she
muttered, squirming a little uncomfortably.

Seth’s gaze, she noticed when she met his
eyes again, was both skeptical and assessing. “But you have a
suspicion?”

Clair shrugged irritably. “I don’t honestly
know. I haven’t … been home for a while.”

He lifted his black brows questioningly,
silently commanding her to elaborate. Clair bounced out of her
chair angrily and paced to the window where Seth had stood before.
“We didn’t get along that well, ok?”

“How long?”

Clair’s lips tightened. She wasn’t sure
herself why she was so reluctant to tell him anything … except that
it was personal. It was none of his damned business!

“How long?”

Clair whirled to glare at him, shrugging
somewhat petulantly. “I don’t know … five or six years, I guess.”
She set her chin when his eyes narrowed, but reluctance was only
part of it and not even the biggest part of it. It hurt, and she
didn’t want to talk to a stranger about it. “She sent me away … to
a girl’s school.”

“Why?”

“None of your damned business! That’s why! It
doesn’t change the fact that I’m her daughter! Why are you here?
What is it that you want?”

“What do you know about your mother’s work?”
Seth asked after a prolonged silence that made Clair feel like
squirming, made her feel exposed, as if he could see right through
her anger and knew it was guilt that had spawned it.

Her defensiveness, she realized, was telling
enough. Maybe she’d kept the dirty little details to herself, but
she could tell he had his suspicions. His imagination might well be
worse than the truth, but she still wasn’t going to tell him.

Not for the first time since she’d
discovered—on the news of all the horrible things—that her mother
was dead, she wondered why her mother had erased her so completely
from her life. Because that was what she’d done. She hadn’t merely
sent her away to school. Except for the occasional visits home
since then—the very few visits—and a meager handful of holo-visits,
she’d barely seen her mother since she was little more than a
child.

She’d tried to tell herself that it wasn’t
really her fault, that her mother was just too consumed with her
work to be ‘bothered’ with her, but it was hard to convince herself
of it when she’d been banished for that one little infraction and
then … erased as if she’d never existed.

Her mother had hated her because she wasn’t
perfect, she thought glumly.

Or maybe hate was too strong a word? Maybe
the brilliant Dr. LaMotte just hadn’t been able to face the fact
that her daughter was so ordinary? Maybe her mother had just
thought of her in the light of a ‘failed experiment’ and simply
decided to put ‘it’ from her mind?

She cleared her throat of the wedge of
emotion that collected there. Crossing the room again, she wilted
tiredly into the ‘inquisition’ chair. “I honestly don’t know
anything about her work,” she responded finally. “She worked for
Robotics, Inc. That’s pretty much all I know beyond the fact that
she had degrees in psychology, artificial intelligence, and nano
technology. I suppose whatever she was doing had to do with one or
all of those things, but I don’t know. She hardly ever talked about
her work … not to me, anyway.”

She studied the two men for several moments,
waiting for some kind of reaction. “Look! If you’re worried about
me disclosing any sort of secret company information, you needn’t.
I wouldn’t if I knew anything—I don’t particularly want to get
sued—and I don’t know. Hell! I wouldn’t understand it if she’d
tried to explain it to me. I’m not a scientist!”

Seth studied Clair’s face, searching for some
sign that she was lying, struggling against the crushing sense of
defeat that had been threatening to overwhelm him since he’d begun
questioning her. He hadn’t realized how thoroughly he’d convinced
himself that he would at last have the answers he’d sought for so
long until he was faced with the reality that he wasn’t likely ever
to have them. Fury rapidly replaced the sense of desolation,
disappointment, and frustration. The urge to target her with it was
so strong that he felt physically sick to his stomach.

Surging from the chair before he could do or
say something he knew he would deeply regret, he paced to the
window, struggling to preserve the appearance of calm reflection
when, inside, he felt as if he was drowning in the fierce, chaotic
emotions roiling through him. A procession of images paraded
through his mind of all the dangers they’d faced and overcome just
to reach her—the woman they’d come to think of as the mother of the
Cyborg race—Dr. Carol LaMotte.

Simon and Cole had, he mentally amended,
talking of her as if she was a combination of mother and goddess.
He supposed their perception of her had begun to infect him, as
well, because he realized it wasn’t just the fact that he realized
he wasn’t going to get the answers he wanted that made him feel …
lost. He felt as if he’d been deprived of something infinitely more
precious.

He felt the same sick sense of loss that
swept over him each time he’d allowed his ‘memories’ to overcome
him and thought of those he’d loved and lost.

Not real, he told himself angrily. None of it
was and he hadn’t lost anything more than an opportunity to find
answers to questions he realized he already knew. Nothing he
believed about himself was real. None of it had ever happened,
however painful and horrible the images were in his mind. He hadn’t
loved a beautiful dark haired girl named Becky, hadn’t made love to
her in the bed they’d shared together, argued with her, laughed
with her … held her in his arms while she breathed her last. He
hadn’t cuddled his babies, changed their soiled diapers, fed them,
guided their first steps—watched them blown to bits in a Cyborg
raid on his colony.

He couldn’t erase the horror by having Carol
LaMotte answer his questions.

But he realized he had pinned his hopes on
the possibility that she could, somehow, take away the pain she’d
given him to live with or, at the very least, explain to him why
she’d given him hell when she could just as easily have given him
another life altogether.

Why?

To make him hate Cyborgs so that he’d be a
better Hunter?

Why, gods damn it to hell?

He’d never gotten particularly close to any
of the other Hunters, and yet he knew a good bit about their own
‘pasts’. To a degree, they all had tragedies to deal with, maybe
because the makers had considered that a fundamental part of life,
because they had to experience ‘bad’ to understand and appreciate
‘good’. Carol, according to Clair, had been a psychologist. Maybe
she’d had something to do with the decision, maybe a lot.

Maybe she’d just been a sick bitch that got
her jollies off of torturing the minds of the beings she’d helped
to create?

And what was he? A being? Or just a fucking
machine programmed to believe he was real?

“Do you believe that what she has spoken is
the truth?”

Seth sent Simon a sharp look, more because he
resented the intrusion into his thoughts than because he thought
Simon was questioning his judgment. The diversion from his thoughts
pushed some of the roiling chaos back, though, forced him to regain
a modicum of control and compartmentalize the emotions he was
having so much difficulty dealing with.

It was a good thing, a small portion of
relief. Short of venting, which he was afraid to do, forcing him to
turn his mind to other things was likely the only relief in
sight.

He wanted to unleash the emotions.
Keeping them bottled inside made him feel as if he would explode.
On the other hand, he wasn’t certain he could stop short of
destroying everything in his path if he let go of his control.
“She’s holding something back,” he responded finally. “I don’t know
what, but I don’t think she’s lying.”

Simon nodded, turning to study Clair through
narrowed, assessing eyes. “You think that she is Mother’s true
biological offspring? Or that she is one of us?”

A wave of shock went through him and Seth
whipped his head around to study Clair himself. The possibility
hadn’t even once occurred to him. He’d thought, at first, that the
tale she’d spun had to be a lie, but he hadn’t considered that it
might be the truth as she knew it and still be a lie.

He narrowed his eyes, considering. “There’s
one way to be absolutely certain,” he said with finality.

Returning to Clair, he held out his hand
commandingly. She studied it doubtfully for a long moment and
finally responded to the gesture, lifting her own hand and placing
it in his. When she did, he pulled her to her feet and swept her up
into his arms in the same motion.

It was like lifting air. The moment her
warmth and weight settled against him, he knew, absolutely, that
she was human, a fragile compilation of bone and tissue. As he
stared into her wide, startled eyes, however, he forgot that his
only intent had been to weigh her to determine if she was bone and
flesh or steel wrapped in biological material. He forgot that he
wasn’t really a man at all. The woman in his arms made him aware of
his manhood in a way he couldn’t recall ever being before. Heated
desire scoured him, usurping the ravaging emotions with want of a
magnitude equal or surpassing the nearly overwhelming emotions of
before.

He registered a stinging awareness of the
press of her softness against him—the silky touch of her hands on
his shoulders, the yielding flesh of hip and breast against his own
chest and belly. His mouth went dry as dust as he dragged his gaze
from hers and explored her face—so close to his own now that he
could discern a pale sprinkling of freckles along the narrow bridge
of her nose and her high cheekbones, her small, thin lipped ‘no
nonsense’ mouth and the knob of her belligerent chin.

Those outward signs of determination had been
amply supported by her challenging demeanor, and yet she was too
small and fragile to back up that bravado, regardless of what she
apparently believed—certainly against him … or Simon.

He realized she was just as aware of her
vulnerability as he was when he met her gaze again. As hard as she
was trying to hide it, the paleness of her skin gave her away.
Doubt was evident in her gaze, and yet he saw her eyes had
darkened, that she felt as drawn to him as he did to her. She was
waging a similar battle between desire and common sense.

Not that there’d been much of a war between
his desires and logic … until he realized she was as afraid of him
as she was attracted to him.

With good reason. He’d restrained himself,
but barely. She’d seen the brooding menace he was trying to
control. It was enough to make her wary—anyone of any
intelligence—and she was.

He felt his cheeks heat with discomfort. He
could see in her eyes that she was well aware of the carnal
thoughts that had been steaming his brain. Beyond that, he hadn’t
thought further than picking her up to determine if she was Cyborg
or human, hadn’t considered the awkwardness of it. If he simply
plunked her down again, she’d think he was mad on top of perceiving
him as a brute with little self-control.

Inspired by the need to preserve at least a
modicum of dignity, he turned with her and strode into her mother’s
room, dropping her unceremoniously on the bed. “Stay put,” he
growled. Scowling at the blank look of shock and dawning fear on
her face and turning away, he headed toward the door again.

“You aren’t leaving?” she demanded, finding
her voice as he reached the door.

“No. And neither are you.”


Chapter Three

“What was that about?” Simon growled
challengingly as Seth joined him in the living area again.

Seth felt himself bristle at the challenge in
Simon’s voice. He struggled with it a moment and finally managed to
tamp it—somewhat. “You wanted to know if she was human. She
is.”

Clearly not appeased by the explanation,
Simon continued to scowl at him. He ignored it, sprawling tiredly
on the couch as the adrenaline rush of mixed emotions began to
drain away, leaving him feeling empty and at the same time
restless.

He didn’t have to look far for the source of
the restlessness. His cock hadn’t completely settled. He resisted
the urge to adjust himself, deciding to ignore the discomfort
rather than draw Simon’s attention to his half aroused state.

For all the good it did. The bastard didn’t
miss much.

“That was no more than an excuse to do what
you wanted to do.”

And to think he’d felt deprived having no
brother to grow up with! “They somehow work it out to give you mind
reading abilities?” Seth murmured laconically.

A muscle worked in Simon’s jaw, a clear sign
he was a good bit angrier than he’d let on. “I do not have to.”

Seth turned his head to study his twin. “It’s
generally a mistake to think others are motivated by the same thing
you are … or have the same thoughts. You aren’t me, regardless of
what you look like.”

Simon’s eyes narrowed. “I know what a hard
cock indicates … and you look like me, not the other way around. I
was created first.”

Seth ground his teeth, but decided to ignore
the provocation. There was no point in arguing with Simon,
particularly when he was right … on both counts. Not that he’d
realized it himself until he’d picked her up. “I didn’t come all
this way, risk my life, just to get a piece of ass … even if it is
a pretty piece of ass,” he growled. “I came to find answers.”

“Tell that to someone who does not know you
as I do.”

Seth surged to his feet. “You don’t know
me!”

Simon studied him coolly. It was one of the
things that made it hard to hold on to his own temper—the fact that
Simon could so thoroughly rile him and remain completely aloof. It
made him want to punch the bastard in the face.

“Then you will not mind if I offer to
pleasure her?”

The question threw Seth off balance. For a
moment a sense of possessiveness warred with his sense of humor,
but the amusement won out as he pictured the look on Clair’s face.
He turned away before Simon could catch a glimpse of the laugh
threatening to spill out. “Suit yourself,” he muttered.

A barely discernible noise filled the silence
that fell between them then, a faint grating sound as of
plasti-metal sliding against plasti-metal. Seth threw a glance at
Simon and then toward the hall that led to the room where they’d
left Clair. Two possibilities instantly leapt to mind. Either she
was in the process of building a barricade at the door or she’d
figured out how to get the window open in Dr. LaMotte’s room.

Simon charged toward the bedroom before he
could say anything. Seth followed him, arriving just in time to see
Clair’s rump disappearing over the windowsill. Simon, who’d already
reached the window, caught her by her ankles and hauled her back
through the opening. She caught the sill as she was dragged back
in, clinging to it determinedly for a split second before Simon
broke her grip on it. He held her free of the floor by her ankles,
obviously momentarily baffled over how to put her down without
hurting her since she was hanging head downward.

Clair, clearly nonplussed for a handful of
seconds, recovered before Simon did. Uttering high pitched growling
noises, she swung her fists at him, landing a half a dozen blows
along his calves, knees, and thighs.

Simon lowered her to the floor, releasing her
ankles once her back had settled. Clair bounded to her feet, stared
at Seth, standing between her and the door to the room, and then
whirled on Simon, obviously intent on fighting her way out since
she’d been balked of the possibility of flight. Simon merely stared
down at her in bemusement as she boxed his belly and ribs.

“You will hurt yourself,” he said finally,
grabbing her wrists at about the same time she began to slow from
weariness.

She renewed her efforts then, jerking at her
wrists in an attempt to break free.

Simon released her but jerked her up against
his length before she could resume the attack. Seth was as
surprised as Clair was when he followed by jerking her upward and
planting his mouth firmly over hers.

And no better pleased.

He could see the shock roll through her. She
went perfectly still for a moment and then began shoving at him,
trying to push him away. Just as Seth was considering whether to
interfere or not, she ceased to struggle and went perfectly
limp.

Playing possum?

Seth was inclined to think so, but Simon
clearly didn’t grasp the signals. He continued to kiss her with a
thoroughness that aroused a mixture of irritation and desire in
Seth. When he finally released her, she swayed dizzily.

Simon was breathing like a racehorse at the
end of a six-lap race, his face flushed, his eyes glazed. “I will
pleasure you if you will allow it,” he murmured somewhat hoarsely.
“I desire you.”

The offer brought Clair out of her
semi-stupor. She balled a fist up and slammed it against his chest.
“You asshole! I don’t think so!”

Seth didn’t find the fireworks nearly as
amusing as he’d expected to. Then again, he wasn’t in any position
to enjoy the expression of outrage on her face. He pasted a
determined leer on his face when the two of them glanced at him
self-consciously, however.

Clair sent him a dagger glare in
response.

Simon just looked more confused, angry, and
thwarted. “Why do you not think so?” he demanded, claiming Clair’s
full attention again. “You enjoyed the kiss.”

“I did not!” she snapped indignantly.

If she’d slapped him in the face with a
sledge hammer, Simon couldn’t have looked more stunned. “You did
not?” he asked doubtfully.

“No, I did not enjoy being … mauled by you,
you jerk!”

“I did not maul you! I kissed you!” Simon
said indignantly. “I am certain I did it right!”

Seth cleared his throat. “You don’t want to
go there, Simon.”

Simon lifted his head to glare at him in
confusion. “I do not want to go anywhere. I want to know why she
says she did not enjoy my kiss when I detected ….”

“Shut up, damn it!” Seth snapped.
“Never argue with a lady, even when you think she’s not
being truthful … about something like that.”

“I do not think it! I know!” Simon said
indignantly.

Clair glared at him through narrowed eyes.
“Conceited jackass! Just because you think you’re god’s gift to
women and you’re good at kissing doesn’t make it so!”

Simon released her, studied her in baffled
anger for a moment and then lifted his head to glare at Seth. “You
knew this would happen if I offered to pleasure her,” he said
accusingly.

Seth shrugged, unable to keep from grinning.
“Live and learn. You have to take your knocks like everybody
else.”

Simon clenched and unclenched his hands
several times.

Seth added to his stupidity by chuckling.

Simon stalked across the room and slung one
meaty fist at Seth’s jaw so fast Seth didn’t have time to duck. The
house shook as he landed flat of his back on the floor. “Get up!”
Simon growled, standing over him.

Working his jaw experimentally, Seth pushed
himself up on one arm and glared up at his twin. “At any other
time, I’d be happy to oblige, but we have a mission to accomplish
and time isn’t something we have a lot of,” he growled back at his
brother.
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