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​Chapter 1
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Kayla Armstrong positioned the camera, hit record, then placed the fabric piece on the workbench in front of her. “Mutalon fabric, test twenty-seven.”

With delicate precision, she ran the laser cutter straight through the middle, burning the fabric into two swatches, then slid them an inch apart on the workbench, keeping the cut edges aligned.

“Come on. You can do it,” she whispered to the fabric.

Her latest invention, Mutalon fibers, featured nano-receptors that theoretically remembered their previous, programmed state on the atomic level.

She watched threads along both of the severed edges unravel and writhe like living things. The threads not only stretched out, they walked each of the swatches forward to meet and rejoin with the corresponding fibers from the other swatch, gluing themselves into a single swatch of fabric.

Kayla picked the cloth up to examine it closer. Nothing. No indication it had ever been cut. She rolled her stool to the microscope and focused the instrument on the seam for closer inspection.

Behind her, footsteps sounded.

Probably Ben, the night watchman . . . or Joel. They were the only other people who would be in the building at this late hour.

She hoped it wasn’t Joel, because he’d tell her to stop working and go home for the night. She’d lost all sense of time. Still, she wasn’t about to wait until tomorrow for these results.

Hell, it could already be tomorrow.

On the other hand, a late night visit from the sexy FBI agent turned superhero wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. The fact that he was her boss, and departmental regulations restricted fraternization, didn’t stop Kayla’s mind from wondering into fantasyland.

Keeping her eye on the eyepiece of the microscope, she raised her hand to wave at whoever was behind her. “Hi.”

On closer inspection, Kayla noted the fibers still coming together, working out how they aligned. Not perfect, but damn close. Every so often, one thread stood out as still severed or only partially reconnected. Perhaps an adjustment in the weave programming. God help her if she needed to take things to the sub-atomic level.

The footsteps shuffled closer. Maybe Joel, sneaking up to plant a kiss on the side of her neck? In her dreams maybe, but the thought sent a quiver through her core.

Get real, girl. A highly trained FBI operative, if Joel were sneaking up on her, she’d probably never know it. And sure, they’d flirted a bit, but it hadn’t gotten to the kiss level . . . yet.

She pulled up from the microscope eyepiece just as a black-gloved hand came around the side of her head, cupping her mouth roughly and pulling her back. Stale odor wafted around her, like the inside of Dan Finkle’s car when he gave her the occasional ride to work. Dan smoked heavily.

“You’re not supposed to be here, bitch.” An unfamiliar, guttural voice. Definitely male. “You should have gone home when you had the chance.”

Strong arms pulled her up from her stool and shoved her across her office.

She stumbled into her wheeled chemical cart, smacking her head against the heavy slate countertop. Mind swirling, she spun as she crumpled, grasping onto the cart as she fought to stay conscious. She hit the floor hard, taking the cart with her.

Chemical jars and beakers clanked together as they toppled. Glass containers rained down and shattered on the tiled floor, splattering her clothing and skin. Odors melded into a nauseating chemical stench. Her skin burned and tingled in places saturated by the fluids.

What did she have on this cart? What was it doing to her? Kayla shook her head to clear her vision.

The figure before her wore all-black. Jumpsuit, boots, gloves, and a ski mask. He drew a handgun from the holster at his side. Dark eyes narrowed behind the mask. “Now, I guess, you’ll never get home.”

Crap. She’d left her Glock under her jacket, hanging on the back of the door on the other side of the room. She’d be dead before she reached it.

Damn it. She’d never expected to be attacked in her own lab.

This building was supposed to be one of the most secure on the planet. How the hell had this guy gotten in and past the guard? She was on the third floor, for Christ’s sake.

The heavy cart lay across her legs and lower torso, pinning her to the floor. When she pushed it up, a huge beaker of fluids slid out of where it’d lodged in one of the side racks and smashed on the tile beside her, sending a rain of searing fluid across her left arm.

“Ouch. Crap.” She released the cart and it crashed back down. “Oof.”

Her clothing soaked with a primordial ooze of toxic liquids, patches of her skin tingling and burning, she huddled as best she could beneath the cart. Scant protection from a bullet. “Please, no.”

She wanted to be anywhere but here. Why hadn’t she gone home? Too much work. Too little life. Now, none at all.

The soft thwip of the silenced handgun rang in her ears.

Kayla closed her eyes, waiting for the impact. Sinking. She sank into a void. This was it. Wrong place at the wrong time and shit just happens.

Then she fell.

“Ooph!”

She’d landed on something . . . someone. 

She opened her eyes, but the inky blackness around her was complete. She touched heavy fabric and something else. Her hands slid over warm dense planes and rippling muscle.

“What the hell?” The body under her rolled, and skittered to the side. She sank into a soft cushion. Lights came up in the room.

Blinking through the sudden brightness, she pulled in a deep breath and assessed her condition as the room came into focus. Her skin no longer burned. No cuts or abrasions on her arms or legs from the broken glass.

She was on a bed, completely naked.

How?

Joel Weisberg stared wide-eyed from the other side of the mattress. He wasn’t wearing anything either.

***

[image: ]


Pinch yourself. This has got to be a dream.

Joel often dreamed of Kayla Armstrong naked in his bed. But this was no dream, and he’d have counted his blessings if her eyes hadn’t been filled with horror. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I was in my lab.” Her eyes wide, she never even bothered to cover her rose-tipped breasts. “Someone came in. They tried to kill me. I don’t know how I got . . . here.”

“Okay.” Joel forced his gaze and his growing erection away from her naked form, picked up his jeans from the floor, and shoved his legs in one at a time. “Stay here, and lock the door behind me.”

All the labs were on the next floor up, on top of the apartment level of the complex. He’d chosen his apartment specifically for its access to the stairwell. He could get up there in no time.

“Not on your life.” Anger filtered into her tone and replaced the fear in her eyes. “He’s in my lab.”

Kayla’s life was in that lab. Anyone messing with it, messed with her. Joel learned that early on.

He picked up his shirt and threw it toward her. “Then you’d better put that on.”

Turning his back to give her some privacy, he brought his internal computer online and pulled his Glock from the nightstand. Joel didn’t need the handgun anymore, not since his rebirth as a phase-two zombiebot, but figured she’d feel safer with the weapon in her hand.

He’d seen Kayla in the downstairs firing range almost every day since the attack on the Xi Force Headquarters that cost the lives of so many of their friends. She had a cool head, a good eye, and a steady hand. A far cry from the naïve college graduate he’d hired only a few months ago. 

She hadn’t been tested in the field, but Joel had no doubt she’d keep her head in a firefight. He hoped she’d never need to. Kayla was a scientist not a field agent.

He turned to offer her the gun.

She crawled across the mattress toward him, bristling. “Let’s go.”

His buttoned-up shirt hung to mid-thigh on her long, tanned legs. Disheveled and red cheeked, Kayla Armstrong was still a vision. How the hell she’d gotten through the locked door into his room . . . hell, into his bed . . . was a matter they’d discuss later.

Had she even noticed he’d been completely naked as well?

He handed her the pistol. “Only use this if you have to. Let me handle things. Remember, I’m bulletproof. You’re not.”

He checked the latch on the front door of his apartment, to make sure it had been locked. It had. Then he pulled open the door and scanned the hall outside. Seeing nothing, he stepped out and motioned her to follow.

Kayla held the Glock easily, barrel pointed up. “That asshole better hope you find him before I do.”

Joel hoped the same thing. He’d rather have a live suspect to question.  “Stay behind me.”

***
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Kayla knelt by the body slumped at the end of the hallway, her fingers searching his neck for a pulse. The coppery scent of fresh blood lingered in the air.

She looked up at Joel and shook her head. Ben Jackson’s corpse was already cooling.

The night watchman had been a friendly sort, always ready with a joke or amusing story for anyone working late at the headquarters. Just last week, he’d brought Kayla an iced tea when she’d worked past midnight.

“They tell me you’re the reason they stock this stuff downstairs. Figured you could use some.” It was the last thing she remembered him saying. She’d been too busy to talk that night.

Hell, too busy pretty much described her life the past year.

Ben lay on his stomach, blood leaking from the bullet hole in his back. He hadn’t even seen it coming.

A clear night sky with its host of twinkling stars filled the windows that lined the hallway on one side. The crescent moon illuminated that hillside to the north-east of the building. She’d often take a moment on her way out of the building to admire the sight and calm her spirit. But now the stark beauty did nothing to quell the knot that twisted in Kayla’s stomach.

Joel crept toward the open doorway down the hall on the other side. The doorway to her lab.

Shuffling. Movement beyond. Good. The asshole was still in there.

Joel stepped into the doorway. “Freeze.”

Thwip. Thwip. Thwip.

Bullets tore into the skin of Joel’s chest, then bounced off his subdermal titanium weave enhancement.

“Z-Bot? What the fuck?” That guttural voice again. “You weren’t supposed to be here either.”

The intruder mistook Joel for Chris.

Not surprising considering that, with the exception of the staff here and certain government agencies, the world was unaware of a second phase-two zombiebot in existence. Joel possessed all Z-Bot’s super powers but had been kept secret.

So it was a logical mistake on the intruder’s part to think that Joel was Z-Bot.

And hopefully a fatal mistake.

Well, not fatal in the dead-dead way. Kayla wanted to know what the asshole was doing in her lab, though she wouldn’t mind putting a bullet in his leg or delivering a good, swift kick to the guy’s balls.

Joel bolted toward the intruder as Kayla, Glock at the ready, slid around the door frame into the room.

The black-garbed man held a stack of file folders and her laptop computer tucked under one arm, as he continued firing at Joel.

Oh no you don’t, fucker.

She brought the Glock to bear. “Drop my stuff, bastard.”

“Kayla, let me handle this.” Joel dove toward the intruder.

The man holstered his weapon, clutching the computer and files with both hands. “I think not.”

Kayla sighted in the man’s right thigh.

Dumph.

The dull thud echoed in the room as the stranger simply disappeared. One moment there, the next . . . gone. Behind where he’d been standing, lay the toppled chemical cart and the chemical ooze she’d been sitting in.

It had happened just as she remembered. But how had she ended up in Joel’s bed?

Joel passed right through the space the man had been standing in, a second before skidding to a stop right in front of the spilled chemicals.

In the eerie silence that followed, a double dumph-dumph resounded from behind her. She spun, peering back around the door frame, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. The hallway was empty except for Ben’s body on the floor.

“What the hell?” Joel bolted through the doorway into the hall, looking both ways.

Kayla lowered the Glock. The man had stolen some of her files and her laptop. “Crap.”
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Chapter 2
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Joel set his internal computer to scan the video feeds of the security cameras throughout the complex. “Sonofabitch. How did this happen?”

Security in this building was as tight as possible. Patrolling guards, cameras, intelligent door locks. Yet, someone had broken in. And it appeared to be someone with enhanced abilities.

That dumph sound. Invisibility? Teleportation? Super speed? Was any of that even possible?

Hell. Look at me. A cyborg with an embedded computer system, titanium weave subdermal armoring, and enhanced speed and strength. He’d come back from being dead. Anything was possible. Science was completely out of control.

He sent the activation signal to the complex’s switchboard. Code red. He needed his team and he needed some answers.

Now.

Kayla still held his Glock at the ready as she edged back into her lab. “He was here, right? You saw him?”

“Oh, yeah.” As head of Xi Force security, this breach fell on him. And it should never have happened. 

He triggered his thermal optical scanning. Outside of Kayla’s warm, amazing body under his shirt, and slight residual heat from a puddle of chemicals on the floor, the lab read as cool. No other thermal signatures that could be detected at least. “He’s gone.”

Kayla retrieved her own handgun and shoulder holster from a hook on the back of the door. She strapped it on over Joel’s shirt. “He’d better fuckin’ hope so.”

He couldn’t help but notice his shirt hugging her luscious form, strapped tight by the holster. And God, that fierce look in her eyes. Could she be any sexier?

He gritted his teeth, trying to stifle the sudden erection that threatened. “Shouldn’t you get dressed first?” It would certainly make it easier for him to concentrate.

She scanned down her scantily clad body. “Oh.”

Maybe she’d forgotten her state of dress, but Joel found it impossible to keep his eyes off her. The sleek lines of her long, toned legs right up to her hips where the hem of his shirt only accentuated the sexiness of the curves.

He shook his head to pull his mind from the erotic visions forming in his brain, stacking those thought processes and conjectures onto his internal processor. Better to rely on his computer at times like these. Cold logic was the only way to keep his thoughts on track.

Skirting the chemical spill in the middle of the floor, she pulled back the overturned cart. Underneath, in the center of the liquid, her drenched clothing lay like the rapture had come. Jeans still buttoned and zipped, shoes still tied, shirt still buttoned up.

Joel’s gaze took in the impossible. “How the heck did that happen?”

“I wish I knew.” Kayla shook her head. “But I’m sure as hell not wearing those again, and I don’t have a change of clothing here.”

There were plenty of clothes in Amber’s room. And they’d probably fit Kayla. Both women were about the same size.

Nausea rolled through Joel’s stomach at the mere thought of reentering that room, but he fought it down. “Come with me.”

***
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They’d arrived at Amber’s old apartment door. Tamping down the panic and rage, Kayla found the inner calm, as she’d learned in her therapy sessions, finding her center and taking control of her breathing. This was nowhere near as bad as the assault on Xi Force Headquarters she’d survived just a few weeks ago. Sure, someone had still been shooting at her, but she could handle this.

Maybe.

Vertigo and darkness threatened at the corners of her vision. Nausea tightened her throat. 

As Joel raised his security card to the locked door, he hesitated for only a moment, but enough for Kayla to notice. “We don’t have to go in here. I’m sure Heather wouldn’t mind if I borrowed something from her instead.” 

That option had to be easier on him.

He sighed and shook his head. “This makes more sense. No one else is going to be wearing anything in here anytime soon. Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t have her rooms cleared.”

He swiped the key and opened the door, then led her through the living quarters to Amber’s bedroom.

Yeah, Amber Harris, AKA Susan Mullens, now resided in prison, but this had to be killing Joel anyway. He’d locked these rooms after the investigation and avoided anything to do with the murderous corporate spy who had almost singlehandedly taken down the project. While he’d been a helpless observer inside his own body, Amber took remote control of Joel’s internal computer and turned him into a cold-blooded killing machine. From the reports, she’d also forced him into some bazaar and deviant sexual encounters.

Even though he went to great lengths to cover up the impact of the events, the scars still occasionally shown through the stoic front he’d thrown up.

He winced as he opened the closet doors in the bedroom. “See anything you like?”

Yeah something in here stirred a memory. She didn’t dare ask, but she’d have to choose wisely from this wardrobe. He’d certainly remember Amber wearing some of these pieces.

Amber may have been a psychopathic bitch, but she sure as hell knew how to dress. Designer labels Kayla had never touched, let alone thought of purchasing. Prada, Dolce & Gabbana, Burberry, Fendi.

Kayla pushed the hangers around, looking for something more in line with her jeans and T-shirts style.

Joel edged back toward the doorway. “You going to be okay here alone?”

She’d have to be. Joel couldn’t stay here. Not here in her room.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Meet me downstairs in the Cray control room when you’ve finished. I’m bringing in the team.” He beat a hasty exit.

She instantly missed his presence. Fear, like a coiling snake, fisted her heart. Shadows in every corner became skulking figures. She wasn’t quite ready to be this alone yet. She hurriedly searched the closet for something to wear.

I should pick something that looks new. Something maybe he hadn’t seen Amber in and wouldn’t associate with her.

She found an understated Armani tee still in its packaging, and the Hugo Boss jeans would be nondescript enough to not leave an impression on anyone who didn’t know fashion. Joel didn’t come across as someone who’d attend New York Fashion Week.

Heat rose in Kayla’s cheeks as she rummaged through Amber’s dresser for intimates. Amber made no secret she dressed for sex, but these things barely covered anything. She tried on the most modest of the underwear she found, checking her image in the full-length mirror.

The deep purple push-up bra and matching bikini panties showed off curves and accentuated cleavage in a way that brought heat to her cheeks. The only thing missing was a Fuck Me sign over her head.

Brazen hussy.

Oh hell, admit it. It’s damn sexy.

It wasn’t like anyone was going to see her in it. And the distraction helped quell her fears. She dressed and slid her feet into a comfortable pair of Valentino Rockstud Ballerinas to complete the outfit.

Standing in front of the mirror she assessed herself. Comfort and style.

“You make this look good.”

Then again, with an outfit costing well over a thousand dollars, maybe it was the clothes that made her look good.

***
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Before joining Joel downstairs, Kayla found the courage to return to her lab. Stopping in the doorway, she surveyed the carnage and assessed the damage.

Her laptop. Damn it. But all her files were backed up to the cloud. She hadn’t really lost anything there.

The file folders? Her notes on her Mutalon process. Most of that was also backed up or easily retested.

Still, someone messed with her lab. That didn’t sit well.

The spilled chemical cart. That primordial ooze on the floor. What the hell happened to her? How had she gone from fully clothed in the lab, to naked in Joel’s bed? Had a genie plucked her most erotic desire straight from her mind and granted her wish?

Time to tamp those thoughts down. Damnit Jim, I’m a scientist, not a romantic fantasy junkie. Okay, well, she was both, but she did need to concentrate on the science here, and leave the fantasy on her bookshelf.

She carefully pulled her old clothing from the goo with long handled tongs, placing the items in a large glass container. Then she scooped as much of the chemical stew as she could into beakers for later study. Hopefully an analysis would yield some answers.

She sprinkled a neutralizing agent on the remaining chemical puddle that was already eating holes in the floor tiles, then made her way down to the main floor to find Joel.

Normally empty at this hour, the control room buzzed with activity. Kirk Peters occupied the seat in front of the Cray supercomputer terminal. The building’s security video feeds occupied all nine of its display monitors.

“Kayla, good.” Joel motioned her over. Excitement colored the concern in his tone. “You’re going to want to see this.”

Every lab, every hallway, every room in the complex except for the apartments, had security cameras. Kayla thought the one in her lab was just to make sure she was working, but now it made even more sense. With so many high security experiments happening in the labs, Joel needed the recordings in case anything went wrong.

He tapped Kirk on the shoulder. “Run that loop again.”

On the center monitor, a video came up. Her, falling backward. The cart tipping and spilling chemicals on her. The masked man pulling his gun and aiming it at her.

“Okay, freeze right . . . here.” The video stopped. Joel drew a box with his finger on the screen. “Give me a close-up of this area.”

The onscreen horror on her face brought back the terror of that moment. Her eyes were shut tight. The cart, tipped on its side, lay flat over her legs as she scrunched down behind it.

Wait. It was lying flat, all right. Flat on the floor. But with her legs underneath it, that shouldn’t have been possible.

“Move forward one frame.” Joel’s voice reflected his tense concentration.

A cloud appeared in front of the cart top she was hiding behind. Kayla put her hand to her chest. “Is that a bullet impact?”

“I believe so.” Joel squinted. “On a trajectory that would have the bullet passing right through you. That cart top isn’t thick enough to stop a bullet.”

Kirk pointed to the cart. “There’s something really wrong with this picture. It shouldn’t be—”

“One more frame.” Joel’s command cut him off.

As the picture shifted, so did Kayla’s position. Her head sunk toward the floor.

“Again.”

In this frame her chin disappeared . . . beneath the floor level.

“It felt like I was sinking . . . like I was falling through jelly.” She’d been terrified.

Joel took a deep breath, then expelled it slowly. “Bring up the building schematics.”

After a moment’s study on one of the side monitors, Joel shook his head. “My bedroom on the second floor is directly below your lab on the third.”

“I fell through the floor.” Kayla’s gut chilled. There could be no other explanation.

Joel shrugged. “Look here.”

At the bottom of the frame her bare arm protruded up through the sagging sleeve of her blouse.

Her mind whirled with the possibilities. “I have to get back to my lab and analyze that chemical soup.”

Joel put a warm hand on her shoulder. “No, you have to get some rest. It’s after midnight, you’ve been working all day, and you’ve just been through a traumatic experience. You’re riding an adrenaline high right now, but eventually you’re going to crash. Take one of the spare apartments upstairs and lie down for a bit. I’m getting a doctor to examine you, then I want you to try to get some sleep.”

She puffed up her chest to protest, but before she could say the words, Joel stepped in front of her, hands raised.

“I know. I know. You won’t be able to sleep. You still need to lie down for a bit. You’ve been through a lot, and I want a doctor to give you an all-clear before I set you loose in your lab once again.”

Determination fought with common sense. A crash would be incoming as soon as the adrenaline wore off. She knew the damn science—she was an MD . . . almost. She needed some sleep . . . upstairs . . . alone in the dark.

Vertigo threatened.

Tamping down her fears, she nodded. “A couple of hours. I’ll be in apartment four.”

The suite had been assigned for her use a few weeks ago when everyone started noting her long hours. Countless times she’d been reminded not to drive home tired. She knew her limits and the apartment remained unused.

Joel walked with her to the elevator. When he stepped into the car with her, she almost protested. She could certainly put herself to bed.

But there was comfort in his presence. She’d just seen how close she’d come to dying tonight. That bullet had gone through her. As much as she considered herself an independent woman, there was a pretty scared little girl shuddering inside her right then. The thought of being alone sent a shiver coursing through her.

The second floor of the Xi Force Headquarters held the team’s living space. Only a few of the apartments were occupied, but the hope was to have a full squad of super-powered humans in residence someday. Currently they had two.

Joel and Chris, the two zombiebots. It was a start.

“I’m posting some guards in your lab.” He guided her toward the room.

He could send orders from the computer in his brain without ever leaving her side. Thank goodness. At this moment, she really needed him.

“Just make sure no one touches anything until I get up there.” No one messed with her lab.

“I know.” A soft smile creased his lips.

Using her access card, she opened the door to the apartment.

He stayed with her through the main room into the bedroom. Was he going to undress her and tuck her in? That thought sent a warm ripple through her. He’d already seen her naked . . .  naked and in his bed. Okay, not the way she’d thought about it . . . night after night . . . at home alone.

Still, he’d seen her. She’d seen him.

He sleeps naked?

That had been a revelation. A very nice revelation.

She’d caught hints of Joel’s physique while designing his uniform, but that glimpse of him completely naked hadn’t been something she could ignore, despite her fear and anger at that moment. Even now—tired as hell, annoyed at whoever’d broken into her lab and stolen from her, and worried about whatever the fuck happened to her in that chemical stew—desire stirred in the corners of her mind.

And down below.

“I’ll wait out here while you get into bed.” Joel placed his hand on the doorknob.

Icy fingers coiled through her gut. At the corners of her vision, vertigo, like a dark, imposing presence, narrowed her field of view at the thought of being alone, even with Joel only a room away. No, she was stronger than this. She didn’t need . . .

Still. “Stay . . . please. Just . . . turn around?”

She caught the hint of his warm smile once again before he faced the door. “It’s going to be okay.”

Releasing the just slightly too tight bra, she slid her arms and hands into the T-shirt to remove the straps without taking off the shirt. “I suppose it doesn’t make much difference. You’ve already seen me naked anyway.”

Was she inviting him to look?

“The fact that I ogled you once doesn’t give me any special privilege. Those were extenuating circumstances.” His voice took on a huskier tone.

She toed off her shoes and dropped her jeans. “You ogled me?”

His soft chuckle trickled a thrill up her spine. “Oh, I ogled you. I suppose I should apologize, but I can’t truthfully say I’m sorry. I’ve been kicking myself for not turning on my internal recording camera fast enough to capture the image.”

His teasing reassured her. That was so Joel.

“And I’m supposed to feel sorry for you?” The banter brought a sense of normalcy to the chaos boiling within her. Joel, so easy to talk to, still took as well as he gave in a verbal exchange.

She kicked out of her jean legs, then slid between the sheets in just her panties and T-shirt. The cool crispness encased her, then began to warm. “You can turn back around now.”

He turned back to her. The humor in his eyes didn’t completely mask his deep concern. “I’ll try not to ogle.”

She had a mental image of her own she wouldn’t mind ogling again. “So, do you always sleep naked?”

Joel’s cheeks reddened. “I never used to. I read somewhere . . . it was supposed to be healthier for your . . . shit, since I got this computer stuck in my head, I spend way too much time on Facebook.”

He plopped down into the chair across the room, his eyes glazing the way they did when he received an internal text message or email. “The doctor is on her way up. Try not to give her a hard time.”

“Mary?” Beside herself, the only other female medical doctors on staff were Heather, who was off on her honeymoon, and Mary Cullen. Mary was a bit on the sullen side, but they’d always gotten along. Why would Joel think she’d give Mary a hard time?

The outer door opened and hurried footsteps tromped toward the bedroom. “Kayla?”

No way.

She sat up in bed. “Heather, honey, what the hell are you doing here?”

Dr. Heather Logan . . . correction, Heather Johnson, dropped her medical bag next to the bed, and embraced Kayla. “We’ve been back almost a day, hiding out at Chris’s apartment down in Coal Town after that whole picture fiasco.”

Kayla chuckled. “You mean the butt shot seen ‘round the world?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Oh God, is that what they’re calling it now?”

The paparazzi had been merciless to poor Heather and Chris during their honeymoon. Just two days ago a photo went viral, purported to be Chris, standing naked in his hotel room. Fuzzy, and from the back, it had obviously been shot through a window across the street from their hotel.

“So, was it Chris?” Her enquiring mind wanted to know.

Heather shook her head. “I told him to keep the curtains drawn. He thought being on the thirty-first floor offered some kind of protection from the cameras. Thank goodness he wasn’t turned the other way and the bed was not in view of the window.”

Laughter bubbled up, replacing some of the dark dread inside her.

Joel stood and cleared his throat. “Way more than I wanted to know. Is he here?”

Heather nodded. “Downstairs waiting for you.”

“And you’ve been filled in?” Joel was already on his way to the door.

Heather waved him on. “Go, yes. We’ll figure this out.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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With Kayla safely in Heather’s hands, Joel headed for the control center. It was time to get some damned answers. The smell of fresh coffee permeated the air, as his blurry-eyed team shuffled in to take up their stations. He had to give them credit; two a.m. was a hell of a time for a wakeup call. Thank goodness someone thought to put on the coffee pot.

Chris turned and nodded toward him, then pointed at the Cray displays. “Bucky, what the hell is going on?”

“I wish I knew.” He captured Chris’s stare. “And listen, wonder-butt, call me Bucky one more time and I’m posting your ass to my Facebook wall.”

“One freakin’ mistake . . .” He shrugged, then his face sobered. “What do you need from me?”

Joel pointed to the screens. “You’ve seen the security videos?”

“Most of ‘em. I’m routing the rest into my internal memory.” 

“Good. Watch ‘em while we patrol outside. I want full spectrum scanning for anything we can still find around the compound, out to about a hundred yards.” Joel led Chris out the north-side exit. “You go left, I’ll take right.”

Moonlight washed the lawn, hills, and trees surrounding the headquarters building. He uploaded the full-range scanning program from the Cray to his internal memory, and opened his eyes wide to absorb light in the full spectrum. Heat, radiation, any power signature in proximity would be detected and identified. Animals—squirrels, birds, the occasional rabbit—glowed around him for a few seconds, then blipped out of sight as the computer discarded their presence as normal. It was the abnormal he was looking for. Anything out of place.

A small, incessant glow to his left drew him to a still smoldering cigarette butt. Someone had been out here. Scouting, scoping out the building?

A text came in from Chris.

Z-Bot: I found a couple cigarette butts, still warm, but not much else.

Joel: Bag them and get them up to the labs for tests.

Joel found three more cigarette butts right where he expected them, a small hill on the east side. Yeah, their man smoked, a lot, and he’d been casing the building for quite a while. Did that help?

Mary could run a DNA scan on the cigarette butts when she got in, so maybe.

The spot offered an unobstructed view through the crystal clear windows into the lighted hallway on the third floor. Anyone standing here would have seen Ben pass by on his patrol. The glass was bulletproof. That should have been enough protection for the building’s inhabitants.

Internally he cued up the security footage from this side of the building alongside the feed from the hallway. He noted a slight, shadowy movement at this spot just moments before the black-clad figure appeared out of nowhere in the hallway.

“God damn it.”

Line of sight teleportation. This bastard didn’t need to break in. He only needed to see in.

Security note: Replace all external windows with bulletproof, mirrored glass. 

His next problem was less easy. He needed to know why they’d targeted Kayla.

The third floor laboratories of the Xi Force Headquarters building ran numerous, cutting-edge experiments. Heather’s cybernetics research was next-gen. Mary’s nanotech trials yielded some exciting new information. Bob Ryan’s gamma radiation tests held a lot of promise.

So why the hell did someone break into a government installation full of top secret scientific research to steal files from a fashion designer?

Yes, Kayla had some exciting new textiles she’d been playing around with, but she’d been publishing most of her results and even licensing her patents to companies that wanted to work with them. There wasn’t anything secret about her work. Only her latest experiments, the ones with Mutalon fibers, were still under wraps until she perfected the formula. Then that would probably be openly available as well.

She’d been very public with her research. Maybe too public, from the looks of things. But it was just fabric research. Was this fashion industry espionage? 

Joel shook his head.

There were powers involved. In all his digging into people with enhanced abilities he’d never encountered anyone with even a hint of being able to teleport. And if it was off his grid, it probably meant Ghaim was involved.

Joel moved out, continuing his scan of the grounds.

The Ghaim Group started out as a legitimate research and development company, delving into the possibilities of super-powered humans. A private corporation that mirrored the job Joel had taken on for the FBI. Joel targeted them long before the rumors of corruption, industrial espionage, and criminal activity rose to the surface. He had people, undercover in the organization, but they hadn’t been able to move up in the hierarchy.

The group’s recent activities, the ones that attempted to steal Heather’s Zombiebot program, drove the group underground. But they were no less active or dangerous.

And this whole mess smacked of Ghaim involvement.

***
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Kayla had been good, staying in bed a full five hours while boots tromped the hallway outside. She might even have slept for a time.

Heather took her vitals, ran some tests, then sat with her for a while. She didn’t remember Heather leaving, so she must have dozed at some point.

A dusky pre-dawn illuminated the horizon when Kayla finally pulled herself to her feet. Dressing quickly, she scampered down to the control room for any updates to the situation. The Xi Force Headquarters was on lockdown and Pike’s Rangers stood in positions around the building, inside and out.

Next stop, the third floor labs, to see if Heather had anything for her. The smell of coffee drew her into the break room on her way to Heather’s lab. Dark, fresh brewed goodness found its way into her hand before she joined Heather, who sat at her desk clicking away at her computer keyboard.

“So?” Kayla placed her hand on the desk, leaning in, her gaze traveling between Heather’s face and the computer display.

“You know it’s far too early for any conclusive results to be in on your blood tests. I also have a full analysis running on that chemical soup you collected from the floor of your lab.” Heather raised an eyebrow as she craned her neck to look up. “How are you feeling?”
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