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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      When Evil Came To Stay continues the 21st Testing Protocol.  The first books was actually a NanoWriMo project from 2018.

      I don’t usually go off on a tangent or whim, but the original book in the series, Cyborg: Redux was built around the premise that at some point in the future, people won’t be able to help themselves with cloning technologies, cybernetic implants and so on. Perhaps there was also a healthy dose of Borg (Star Trek) thinking went into the storyline as well.

      What if these implants can and are able to be generated by a human body?

      The children then took on their own very large and scary personas. Those who will work on infiltrating and so on. Honestly, if I didn’t know better, I’d say my brain is a scary place to hang out!

      Back to the matter at hand though. There is one more book in the series after this. It’s the culmination of years of work and I hope you enjoy it…

      Remember if you do enjoy it to leave a review in any location of your choice - and if not, do let me know why.

      
        
        Imogene Nix

        2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book was written during NanoWriMo 2019  (Cyborg: Redux came in 2018 and Children of a Greater Evil in early 2019) It’s taken time to get it ready for publication but I’m so pleased to see this series coming to an end.

      

        

      
        Erin and David’s story has been building through the series and had to be told because they have been supremely patient.

      

        

      
        So has my husband, the awesome Mr Nix. His patience regularly allows me the scope to investigate fight scenes, cloning and so much more. My browser history is at best eclectic! YouTube has a lot of information as well (just in case you’re looking for information yourself.)

      

        

      
        To my Mother In Law, June. Cause she reads and shares my books… Her indefatigable support is welcome. Every day.

      

        

      
        Thanks also to my team. Charlotte, Michelle, Suzi, Keri, Sassie and more. Without you, this would be a much harder road to tread on my lonesome.

      

        

      
        Imogene Nix

        2021
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Erin McNally slumped into the seat and rubbed the ache from the still healing injuries she’d gained guarding Senator Daniella Villede. Weariness blanketed her, and her eyes drooped. The van wasn’t the best place to hunker down for a nap, but it was all she had. Well, that and her surveillance partner, Franklin Mann.

      Mann was a bear of a man, strong and capable. Reliable. A good friend.

      “Settle in. I’ll let you know if anything worthwhile happens.” His voice flowed over her, and she nodded, hunched a little further down in the seat, and tugged the ball cap over her eyes.

      Drowsiness washed in and out, darkness wrapping itself around her, and she fell into the bottomless well…

      
        
        She pulled the car to a stop outside a secured entrance at the side of the building. Checking front and left, there was no sign of combatants. “We should be good.”

        Erin tugged the car door open and had just moved to the other side, opened the door for the senator, and started to usher her to the door of the building when the wail of the security klaxon filled the air. Jesus fucking Christ!

        Erin stopped midstride, noting dimly that the senator did too. Now she pushed her, snatching at the door and shoving the woman inside. “Get back!”

        She shoved the senator and pulled the door shut before the woman could regain her composure and argue the toss. Right now, Erin’s job was to ensure her safety.

        In the seconds after she jerked the door shut her hand felt down to the snap on her pistol. Before she could draw it fire streaked through her body, and she jerked, her eyes wide as a loud ‘oomph’ echoed along with the sounds of screaming.

        It wasn’t her. It couldn’t be her.

        Her knees turned to water as the senator screamed and battered at the door. “No! No! McNally!”

        Her hand reached to her stomach. Wet. Hit. Shit!

      

      

      Erin jerked awake, her hand once more rising to her stomach. Heart rate pounding so blood rushed and adrenaline spiked.

      “It’s okay, McNally. We all have nightmares.”

      Her head whipped to the side, and she caught the harsh planes of Franklin staring at her. “You need to talk to someone though. Before you can’t cope with it. You know the drill.”

      She grunted, hoping to head him off before he said any more. Preferring instead to bury those memories and thoughts deep within her psyche. She’d deal with them when she was damn well ready. Sure as shit, that wasn’t now. Tell yourself that, Erin, but you know this is getting harder to ignore.

      Erin rubbed her aching brow surreptitiously, hoping Mann wouldn’t see it. “Any movement?” She wriggled in the seat, then repositioned the cap on her head.

      “A few children. Threat level minimal with no significant movement at this time.” Erin exhaled. Surveillance required patience, something she was chronically short of at the best of times. She squinted through the plexiglass of the vehicle and sighed when all she could see was a distant mass.

      “Hand me the spyglass and I’ll see what’s going on,” she said. “Just in case they’re just beyond our view.”

      They’d decided to borrow a pair of old-fashioned, non-electronic spyglasses from the display case in the interrogation unit, given there was no way it could be picked up on sensors after learning their technological surveillance units could and had been compromised during the operation to shut down the maturational facility.

      Franklin passed over the surprisingly heavy brass tubed unit, and she stretched it out and looked into the distance.

      “Wow, it’s surprising just how much we can see with this.”

      “Really? I mean, it’s got no graphical enhancers or…” His words died off as she glanced in his direction then peered once more down the tube.

      “Maybe that’s part of what we need to do. Employ some old-fashioned techniques that they can’t hack.”

      She reached up and scratched the back of her head, considering her own words. It might just give them a competitive edge.

      She hunched down and scanned. “There. I’m seeing about thirty or so. Huddled together, in the entrance to an alley just beyond the far entrance.” She watched for a moment, seeing the chatter and hands pointing in their direction. “I’d say the surveillance has made us, and this job is done. Let’s get out of here and report.”

      “You’re sure?” Franklin spoke quietly as she collapsed the object in her hands.

      “Yeah. Besides, I want to make a couple of suggestions to the senator and Jonah.”

      He shrugged, started the vehicle, and pulled away. “Any specific route?”

      “Yes.” It took a few seconds for her to formulate a plan and another to realize he’d no doubt argue with her decision. “Straight ahead, toward the children.”

      “What?” he bellowed, and Erin winced.

      “Just trust me. Drive slow and steady. I want a look at that alley, so turn on the outer cameras. There’s no need to be covert now.”

      He grunted but carried out her instructions, and she reached out and dragged up the miniature viewing unit attached to the dash of the vehicle. This way she could watch as they drove past and wouldn’t interfere with the video acquisition. Even better, if their vision was jammed, she’d still have the information to report back.

      A mass of children waited in the alley as she’d suspected, and at the back was a door, open…

      For an instant, the urge rose to tell Franklin to stop. To let her zoom in and maybe see what was inside, but reality raised its head, and she sighed. All that would do was place herself and Franklin in danger. As it was, she was taking a risk driving past the throng of child-warriors. She had firsthand experience of just how dangerous they were.

      Once past, Franklin sped up and took the most direct route back to the base. It wasn’t as if anything they were doing wouldn’t have already been watched. She’d seen one girl reach up and touch the side of the vehicle as it slowly slid by the crowd.

      Just before the entrance to the base, she spoke again. “Franklin, pull over. I need to check something.”

      She grabbed her pack, riffled around inside and drew out the scanner, then opened the door and headed for the driver’s side of the vehicle.

      It wasn’t easy to see initially, blended white, the same color as the vehicle, but just beside the driver’s door sat a small tracker unit. The tiny, button-sized item was flat enough that it almost resembled a sticker, but it glowed slightly.

      Mann climbed from the driver’s side of the van. “What is it?”

      With care, Erin squatted down and placed the scanner over the item, waiting as it hummed. “It’s a new generation stealth tracker. Bounces back both visual and verbal, but contains no known compounds that would lead me to believe it’s dangerous.” She slid her fingernail below the surface and peeled it off, grimacing as it also stripped the paint from the car.

      Erin dropped the tracker to the ground then stomped down hard and followed up with grinding it under the heel of her boot.

      A quick glance assured her it wouldn’t be usable, nor had any of it stuck to the heavy rubber sole of her footwear. “Let’s get back to the base.”

      The car rocked as Franklin climbed within. “Well…”

      “There’s one thing we’ve learned—they’re learning. We’ll need our wits about us if we have any hope of defeating them. Come on.”
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      David grunted as his sister, Senator Daniella Villede, now the most senior member of the government, shoved a folder of papers into his hands.

      His lips curled in dismay. “Why me?”

      “Because you’re my brother. An agent with an illustrious history, and the people here on the base trust you. That along with the fact that you’ve just returned from a mission, and I don’t have anyone else to spare to the task.”

      He seethed. “Placing infants is the job of—”

      Daniella groaned. “Look, I know this isn’t what you expected. We didn’t plan to find maturational chambers. We didn’t realize we’d return with dozens of babies in need of families.” Her eyes widened. “Trust me, we were and are totally unprepared for this situation. I need someone I can count on to sort out the initial placements, to ensure the families are prepared for what’s to come. We don’t know how fast these babies will mature, and they will need all sorts of care we have no information on that’s specific to their needs. I don’t have time to arrange it, and neither does Jonah. McNally is out on location with Franklin, Clarissa and Michael are involved in the medical and psych assessments… There is no one else we can trust to do justice to this task, David.”

      He grunted and accepted the sheaf of papers. “Just the initial placements. Right?” He flicked through them, finding photos beside a short description of health and physical attributes. “LV? LM? What are they?” He glanced up into his sister’s narrowed gaze and a trickle of disquiet twitched down his spine.

      “Those are the designations… According to LV-1, or Liv as she wants to be known now, that was their names. It’s apparently based on the parental names, hence they’re designated two letters. The numbers are the number of child they are in the process. LV-1 means she was the first child of those parents. The adoptive parents will need to come up with new and suitable names for the children once they’re placed.”

      Each file page was numbered, and by the end he’d reached twenty-four. “How the hell…” He sighed and shook his head. The inhumanity of what they were facing was a dart to his psyche. “Fine, do we have candidates?”

      “Yes. Lots. All from the base. We’re going to initially only make these children available to long-term couples who’ve been assessed as secure at this time. Down the track, if more become available, and once the political and social situation stabilizes, we’ll take applications from the wider public.”

      Daniella swiped her hand over her face, and for a moment, David read the concern she seemed to be trying to hide. “Is there a process in place for meeting with and considering the applicants?”

      “They’ll be presenting to the medical facility in the morning. Meet with them and gauge how well you think they’ll cope with special needs children, which is how we’re currently viewing them. Clarissa will be there to assist you and to explain the finer points of their immediate physical and maturational needs. I will need you to match the children to the families you think can cope, and it has to be quick. We don’t have a lot of time right now, David. We’re in the middle of a war, and caring for them in the infirmary isn’t going to work if there’s an incursion on the base.”

      Her words didn’t fill him with any form of confidence as he left the office and headed for the medical facility with the sheaf of papers tucked under his arm.

      I’m an agent, not a bloody child welfare services officer. “What the hell would I know about kids?” But for all that, he understood why Daniella and Jonah needed someone capable of sizing people up quickly.

      The sound of an approaching vehicle captured his attention, and he looked up in time to see the white van containing Franklin and Agent Erin McNally pull up to the facility. He strode up to the vehicle and scanned her face as the two agents climbed from the car.

      Inside his belly, the jitter that had taken up residence there since she’d been injured raised up and smacked him hard. “Agent McNally? Everything all right?”

      It took every ounce of willpower to control the outburst that really wanted to erupt. Are you injured?

      McNally stared at him, her eyes wide, the dark chocolate of them beckoning, just as they always did. “I’m, uhhh… Everything’s good. When did you get back?”

      A ruddy glow washed over her cheeks, entrancing him, then disappeared as her hand moved to her waist.

      “You’re sure you’re well enough to be on active duty?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah. They cleared me for light duties. Nothing too strenuous. I’ve been surveilling…”

      Franklin hovered at her side then sighed, shook his head, and broke the uncomfortable air surrounding them. He muttered something that sounded suspiciously like ‘get it together’ before wandering off.

      “What are you doing?” she asked David.

      He held up the folder, waving it. “Placing children.” He couldn’t quite control the disgust in his voice, and she chuckled.

      “Never thought I’d see the day. Come on. I wanted to check in on them, I’ve got a vested interest these days.”

      He turned and pinned her with his gaze. “What do you mean?”

      “I was in on the mission when they were found. The facility? It was huge, and it had this air of… I don’t know, it sounds silly, but it was cold and evil, and I’m being fanciful.” She shrugged. “Come on, I know where they are. Besides, it gives me an opportunity to update you on what I saw today.”

      David trailed behind her, ignoring the sway of her hips and the scent of her that wound around and stole the oxygen from his lungs. He’d already made too many mistakes with this woman, and he was fairly sure she’d refuse anything more to do with him on any kind of emotional level.

      “And what did you see today?” he asked.

      “Massing kids. At the abandoned school. Not doing much and no sense of urgency at this point. They did try tracking our vehicle, but I found the chip and destroyed it.”

      That gave him a moment of disquiet, but right now, it was better to know where they were and that they weren’t actively preparing for an attack. Small mercies.

      The door to the infirmary swung open with a squeak, and the faint antiseptic tinge filled the air, tickling his nose, while the sound of his feet on the white tiles squeaked. Without stopping, she moved to the left-hand side corridor and strode along, clearly confident in her direction.

      At the far door, she stopped and signaled to the sanitizer dispenser. “Important to sanitize. The babies haven’t received any form of vaccinations, and we’re still not sure how susceptible they’ll be to illnesses.”

      He nodded, amazed at how much she already knew about the babies.

      Once she was satisfied they were adequately prepared, Erin opened the door and they stepped into a room featuring twelve white cots. Babies cooed, arms waving, and he watched McNally advance to the first, bend over, and touch the cheek of one of the two babies resting within.

      “They’re due for a feed, so grab one each and head over here.” His sister-in-law, Clarissa, lounged in an armchair, cradling one of the babies, directing the nipple of a bottle filled with white liquid—milk, his brain told him—to the mouth of the rooting baby.

      McNally reached down and picked one up then surprised David by placing it in his arms. “I’m not…”

      “Well, now you are. Clarissa will have the bottles already made up. Take a seat next to her while I grab this little one.”

      He stared at her. “Really, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “We all started that way. Come on, David. Given Daniella contacted me and informed me of how we’re going to spend the next week, it won’t hurt you to get up close and personal with these bundles of cuteness.” Clarissa hugged the wriggling baby closer and nudged a bottle toward him. David watched Clarissa, startled at the way she just seemed to sink into the seat and handle the baby.

      McNally, cradling the other baby from the crib, nudged him, and he gave a defeated sigh and headed in the direction of his sister-in-law.
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      The night drew in, and Erin slumped to the bed, exhausted as she usually was at the end of her day. Her side ached, and she knew pushing herself wasn’t the best choice, but what other was there?

      “I refuse to not do my best to sort this mess out.” Except this mess was greater than anyone had expected when they’d first met Clarissa. She’d known about Michael, having been in the same professional circles as David. She shied away from thinking about him. That led only to more misery, and even worse, the blooming of need.

      She’d had enough of that in her life already. Emotion free. If only it were so simple to ignore the burning hunger inside her.

      When the senator—Daniella, as she’d be told to call her—had created the team at President Yin’s command, it hadn’t seemed so totally overwhelming at the beginning. All they’d been required to do was find out who was undertaking illegal Cyborg therapy. It was only once they’d started digging more and more that the evil plan had surfaced.

      Erin rose, tugging off the wrinkled shirt, and smelled it, her nose crinkling at the stink. One of the little darlings had done rather more than just burp on her. Erin balled it up and threw it into the corner with all the other camouflage print clothing. “I’d better attend to them tonight.”

      Reaching the bathroom and turning on the water, she exhaled and looked down. The scar was still angry-looking, puckered and raised. Maybe she should go see Michael and let him take a look. He’d be able to tell her if this was normal a couple of weeks after the wounding.

      Stepping into the shower, she released a sigh, letting the water sluice over her skin. Erin cleared her mind so all that remained was the pleasure as her muscles relaxed under the tingling spray of the water. She stayed there for several minutes, calm and relaxed, before turning it off and stepping back into the steam-filled room, reaching blindly for a towel.

      The knocking on the door to her room began, and she wrapped the large cotton bath sheet around herself, tucking in the edges before calling out, “I’m coming.”

      She hurried to open the door a crack to see David standing there, his eyes shadowed.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      She stared at him, her mind mush.

      “May I?”

      “Oh. Just a moment, I need to…” Her hands fluttered as she groped for control of the situation, overwhelmed with his proximity and her lack of clothing. He followed her in.

      She slammed the door shut, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head. Standing here foggy-brained won’t deal with whatever he wants to see you about. Now Erin scurried, tugging open the single door wardrobe and peering within. One last uniform.

      Erin retreated to the bathroom, clothes in hand. “Just a moment,” she called breathlessly. With quick moves, she dropped her towel into a wet pile on the floor, then grabbed the underwear she’d found in the bottom of the cupboard and tugged them on. She grabbed the shirt and shoved it over her head before reaching for the pants and stepping into them.

      “Everything all right?” David’s voice filtered through the door.

      She forced herself to inhale deeply before heading back to the room’s door. She carefully opened it, and his gaze narrowed.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude.” His gaze wandered past her to the pile of clothing on her floor.

      “I was just showering. So, what can I do for you, sir?” Tagging on the last word she hoped would be enough to make him realize there was no connection between them, nothing more than a mistake in the heat of emotion.

      “I wanted to talk to you about that night, Erin. I…” He reached out, and she flinched back.

      “I don’t think so. Everything that needed to be said was. I had a nightmare, you woke me, and things happened that shouldn’t have. Is that all?” She raised an eyebrow, well aware that would goad him into action. She needed David gone so she could find her center once more.

      “Erin, dammit, we need to talk. Come for a coffee with me. Please.” The word contained so much emotion, and heaven knew Erin wanted to go with him, but it wouldn’t be wise, her rational mind screamed.

      “No, sir. Now, if there’s nothing else?” She strode to the door, opened it, and gripped on like it was a lifeline and willed him to leave.

      Defeat filled his face. “Okay, for now. But we do need to talk about this. About us. We’re not done, Erin. Not by a long shot.” He turned and marched past her.

      Erin watched him go, knowing damn well if he decided to push it, they’d be revisiting this conversation again before long.

      She closed the door and backed up into the room before slumping back on the narrow bed. So, unlike the one… Stop it! Don’t remember!

      If only it were so easy to turn off her memories.

      
        
        She woke, arms holding her against a hard chest. The half-light from the bathroom the only illumination.

        “I’ve got you, Erin.” David’s voice betrayed the depth of emotion, rough and dark like liquid chocolate.

        She shivered, her body still frigid from the nightmare. “Please, don’t leave me.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders, clinging to him. Holding him so close and absorbing the reassurance.

        “I won’t. I’ll be right here. Always here for you.” His breath whispered over her hair, ruffling it, while his hand moved in tender circles over her back.

        Her nerves jumped and danced at his proximity. Some of it was left over from the nightmare of the shooting, but the rest was a reaction to the tenderness of the caress.

        Tears burned in her eyes, scalding her cheeks, wetting his bare torso.

        “Erin?” His fingers stilled, dragging her closer.

        Awareness flared and she tugged away.

        “Stay still, Erin. Just there.” He exerted careful pressure, so that once more her face rested against his collarbone. Just a tiny shift and her lips would be in contact with the warm, muscled skin.

        An odd yearning rose.

        Erin moved, her lips opening over the flesh. Tasting the saltiness of his flesh.

        He shuddered in response. “Erin.”

        His hand cupped the back of her head, curling into her hair and guiding her gaze upward so she could read the ardor in his eyes.

        “I want to kiss you, Erin.”

        A long second passed, dragging her into a well of pleasure and hunger. When their lips touched, her whole body ignited, fire licking at her, and  their mouths crushed, opened, and the heated cavern of his mouth beckoned.

        The interest between them, long denied, flared into light in a second. His tongue danced against hers, while need bubbled and boiled in her gut and her most secret recesses melted with arousal.

        He groaned, or she did. Her mind unable to grasp who gave voice to the furious sensations battering her mind.

        Her arms wound around his neck as he reached for her breasts, diving under the loose nightshirt.

        She moved and fire streaked, roaring pain searing her mind, and she tugged away on a screech of agony.

        “Oh, Erin! I’m sorry. Let me…”

        Tears soaked her cheeks again as she cautiously cupped her side, and she fought for control of her breathing and stomach. The echoes of pain had her gut threatening to release itself then and there.

        “Please. Get me a pain pill and some water.” Her voice sounded scratchy as she closed her eyes, refusing to watch the real-life, god-like man in the bedroom with her move to the side. Her hand came away damp, and she opened her eyes, glancing down.

        Blood. Great, she’d likely opened the wound. When David returned, he passed her the glass, and without thinking, she reached out with the blood-crusted hand.

        “Damn!” He knelt at the edge of the large bed and reached for her shirt, but she brushed his hand away.

        “It’s not bad. If you’d grab me a washcloth, I’ll sort it out.”

        He growled. “I caused it, I’ll clean it up.” Fury at himself echoed in his words, and she shook her head.

        “No. It’s not a lot, and I can and will clean it up. Seriously. Please, just go.”

        He stilled, frozen, and his eyes snapped to her gaze.

        “Please.”

        He hooded his gaze, the green fire dimming. “I’ll leave you this time.

        But we’re not done, Erin.”

        She bit her lip as he moved to the bathroom, grabbing what she’d need, then left without a word.

      

      

      Erin sighed. “Just one more mistake in a lifetime of them.”

      She carefully shucked her outer clothes and settled into the bed in her underwear.

      Morning would come all too quickly, and she needed to rest.
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      David cradled the drink in his hands. It wasn’t how he’d intended to spend the evening.

      Michael joined him at the table, his gaze locked on the finger of alcohol in David’s glass. “Everything okay?”

      “No,” David growled. “Erin is refusing to talk to me.” He gulped the fiery liquid down and reached for the glass of water in the center of the table.

      “Ahh.” Michael raised his hand and beckoned to the server who scurried in his direction. “I’ll have an iced tea. No sugar, just mint.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “It’s funny sitting here with you, and you’re drinking tea instead of scotch.” David snorted and took another sip of his drink, savoring the burn in his throat.

      “By product of this.” He raised his hand, and David caught sight of the crisscrossing of surgical scarring on his brother’s skin.

      “So much has changed. You and Daniella are both married.” He shrugged, unsure how to ask his brother for advice. After all, he’d always been the more capable with women. When had that changed?

      “Want to share what’s on your mind?” Michael murmured.

      David waited as the waiter returned and placed the mint tea in front of Michael and asked David if he’d like another drink.

      “Yeah. Then I’m joining the tea brigade.”

      The waiter glanced at him quizzically then shrugged.

      “I fucked up, Mike. I mean, after the accident, when she was at my house, I made a move. Messed it up big time, and now she refuses to talk anything but work. Before this, she was my friend and colleague. It’s gone.” The emptiness inside him spooked him. What if there was no way to get her back as a friend? Have I really scared her off forever?

      He drained the glass of water in his hand and carefully placed it on the faux-wood tabletop. Waiting for the pearls of wisdom.

      Michael remained silent, and the seconds dragged out. The server returned and replaced David’s empty glass with a filled one, the amber liquid glowing in the muted lighting.

      “Mike?”

      “Look, David, I don’t know your Erin very well. She strikes me as a woman who is focused on her career. One who has a very clear sense of duty. Very contained in her emotions. You’re telling me you’ve messed up, so I think you’re going to have to gain her trust, if indeed you’ve shattered it. But I suck at reading women.”

      Michael didn’t smile at him, and David sighed. No easy answers, he guessed. “You have it together with Clarissa.”

      “She’s different. For some reason, with her I don’t need to second-guess, because what works comes naturally. You need to find that equilibrium with Erin, otherwise, just maybe, she’s not the right woman for you.”

      “Huh, fat lot of sense that makes.” David snorted and took a sip from the glass. “But Clarissa is great. The one that’s kind of odd is Jonah and Daniella. I mean, who would have thought…”

      The two brothers laughed, knowing exactly what hadn’t been said.

      Jonah and Daniella. Two very different people, yet somehow it appeared that they’d found their happily ever after together.

      Their sister was poised and powerful, polished and stepping up to assume command of the government. Jonah, strong also. Powerful too but without the polish, but ready to put his life and future on the line to protect the woman he loved. A career army man, though also one hell of a strategist.

      In silence, both brothers drained their glasses, then Michael made to rise but pinned David with a piercing look. “Heard you were visiting the infants today, which is great. We need to change their names as a priority. They’re maturing quickly, and it’s a first step in giving them a future. We need to rehome them, and the quicker the better for everyone.”

      David grunted. “I’m thinking of telling the adoptive parents, once they’re placed, to use their letters to create names. I begin interviews tomorrow with the prospectives. There’s twenty-four infants so…”

      “Twenty-three.” Michael spoke quietly, and David sighed.

      “I’m sorry.” He genuinely was. Michael had worked hard with the babies in the days since they’d been retrieved from the gestational facility. To have lost one…

      “Let me rephrase that. There’s twenty-four, but Clarissa has taken to one in particular. She’d like us to be considered for CM-3.” His hand shook a little, and David understood that his brother was seeking his assistance.

      “Why should I?” It wasn’t a demand or even a challenge, he was genuinely curious.

      “Because we have a better knowledge of cybernetics. Because of what Colvert did to her. Because we will love the child, no matter what improvements they’ve made to the child.”

      David cocked his head to the side. “Why CM-3?”

      “Because it reminds her of her siblings. Has the same eye color and hair. She thinks maybe the child is somehow genetically related to her. I’d like to run some scans, but knowing what I do…”

      David’s stomach churned, and he scrubbed his hand across his forehead. “Run the tests. If you can prove that, I’ll make a case that you be given custody of CM without the other paperwork. So long as we can prove a link…”

      “Thank you.” Michael rose, the scrape of his chair on the floor loud and unsteady. “I’m not planning on telling Clarissa about this discussion until such time as…”

      “That’s probably a good idea. I’ll talk to Daniella, let her know. How quickly can you run the tests?”

      “If I start them immediately, we should have an answer tomorrow. Day after at the longest.”

      David nodded to Michael. “Okay then. I’ll work on twenty-three at this stage and make backup plans only for CM.”

      “Thanks.” Michael left, leaving David staring at the empty space where his brother had sat. So many changes. So many layers of machination and evil.

      No answer to his own personal issues. He slammed the drink back and rose. This wasn’t the way to find any answers.
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      Erin presented herself to Michael the next morning and waited for him to complete the examination. “So?”

      “It’s healing slowly because you keep overdoing it, Erin. If you’d rest, it would have time to complete the healing of blood vessels. Because you refuse to rest on your own, I’m going to be demanding desk duties only for you. I happen to know of a task that will require an extra set of hands.”

      Erin froze in shock. “Desk duties? There’s a bloody war going on. I don’t have time for—”

      Michael shook his head, eyes glinting. “You will, because if you don’t, an infection will set in and it’ll take longer to heal. Each time you compromise the wound, you create a tiny tear just here.” He pointed with a latex-covered finger to a small point where blood had oozed earlier. “This spot is the only one that hasn’t fully completed closing, because you won’t allow your body the time to rest.”

      Erin opened her mouth to argue, but he raised a hand.

      “No. I’m not joking, McNally. Now, present yourself to the nursery, and I’ll contact your superior.”

      Shock rippled. The nursery. Dammit, that’s where David would be today. She closed her eyes briefly. “Surely there’s something else…”

      The pleading in her voice captured Michael’s attention; she knew because his eyes widened. “Take it or leave it. And before you ask, I’ll put you on enforced sick leave if you don’t comply with this order. They’re your choices.”

      She bared her teeth, inhaled deeply, and stood up straighter. “Fine. Desk duties.”

      He grinned at the tight way she spoke. “That’s a good choice. Run along, and I’ll see you again in a week.”

      She stalked from the room and headed to the nursery, surprised to see a line up at the doorway, David guarding the way. “Ladies and gentleman, you’ll be assigned numbers and meeting times. We want to get through this as quickly as we can, so we’ll can arrange secondary meetings with those we consider suitable once we’ve perused your applications. Please take a number from Clarissa. She’ll allocate an interview time that’s suitable for all of us for an initial meeting and to receive the detailed applications.”

      Some muttered while others simply shrugged and moved in Clarissa’s direction, then Erin moved forward.

      “Hey! Wait your turn,” called a woman, and she turned to face them.

      “I’m here to assist Agent Villede, not looking to adopt.”

      “Sure,” muttered another, but Erin ignored them and marched up to David.

      “Desk duties. I’m here to assist you.” She refused to meet his eyes though, waiting for him to make some kind of remark about her being where she belonged, with him. Yada yada yada.

      “Okay then, start with creating files for all those who wish to apply with Clarissa. Grab the forms and hand them out. Let them know we need them returned at the time of the interview fully completed.”

      She moved and he followed her, grabbing a seat and waiting as she lowered herself into it.

      “Our first round is this afternoon. You can be crowd and diary control then, so no one interrupts. Clarissa would probably also welcome your assistance with the bathing and feeding routines.”

      She frowned at his dismissal. Can it really be this easy? Would he allow them to be just workmates?

      David thrust a pen and box of folders at her then moved away to answer questions from waiting applicants, and Clarissa quirked an eyebrow at her before they become far too busy for her to dwell on personal problems.
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      David glanced at the briefing pages Daniella placed in front of the gathered team, more than a little aware that McNally had chosen to move to the furthest end of the table, as far away as from him as she could possibly get. He scanned the document as Daniella spoke.

      “Our sources tell us that the loss of the infants has hurt them and their long-term planning. They’re scrambling to replace the maturational chambers, though we have it on good authority that it will take some time. Their research files, decoded by Maylin, have yielded a lot of useful information. The professor will read them over and put together a briefing paper in a language we can understand and use. Dr. Windhower will work with him, and we hope to have some idea of the long-term ramifications for the children soon. We are also tugging on lines that give us an idea who is financially backing this project. If we can stop the cash flow, we might be able to mortally wound them.”

      “We still don’t know who is behind—” David commented and smiled when Daniella turned to him, her smile tight.

      “We now have an idea. Digging through the records of our main players so far, including Colvert, Ellis Corvino, and Joseph Olante.” She stopped when David frowned. “Ah, you weren’t here on the base for that portion of our investigations. Okay, let me briefly rehash it for you. Colvert’s accident put him into the same sphere as Ellis Corvino, the headmaster of Eastcliffe. His association also stretched to Major Joseph Olante, who, as it tuns out, was selling intelligence back to us. We can extrapolate then that somehow they intersect with the person who has the ready cash reserves to back this project. Jonah, can you explain that?”
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