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How bad can high school possibly be?
 

When you’re struggling to understand what it means to be human, let’s just say “it’s complicated”.
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Prologue
 

Dr. Alexander Jay Durham squinted through a gap in the blinds, watching the convoy snaking up the dirt road. The dying light painted the black Hummers with crimson-hued menace, making them appear as though they’d been dipped in blood.
 

Foolish, greedy men. He could not find it in himself to regret their fate.
 

The shadows haunting the study resolved into a teenage girl. She glided over to take his arm. “Come away from the window, Father. It is not safe.”
 

Bah. He was dying. Worrying about his safety was futile.
 

He suffered himself to be helped to his favorite armchair and settled into its comforting cushions. His gaze skittered about, finally coming to rest on a framed photo sitting atop the mantelpiece. It captured a young woman wearing a cheerful sun-colored dress, her lips curved in a wide, unrestrained smile. Time rewound and Alex saw himself with her, pulling all manner of ridiculous faces to make her laugh. His hand fisted on his chest, pressing atop his heart to keep the memories safely imprisoned. Now was not the time to become lost in the past.
 

His gaze cut to the girl, now seated at the computer desk. And, as it always did when he looked at her, the pain of his loss faded to a dull, comforting ache.
 

She was his legacy. From the facial structure and skin-tone, to the tousled mane of raven hair that resisted all efforts to tame it, she was a younger replica of his dead wife. She had but one unique physical characteristic, something that was hers and only hers. His brows knit into a frown. Perhaps he’d been foolish to experiment. Perhaps the startling cobalt hue of her eyes would make her too remarkable, too memorable. Perhaps he’d endangered her by—
 

He reined in his fears. She was skilled at subterfuge. She would cope admirably without him. He had to believe that. “We haven’t got much time,” he said. “Do you know what to do?”
 

The girl glanced up from the computer. She slanted her brilliantly clear gaze at him, head cocked to one side in a perfect imitation of thoughtfulness as her fingertips flew over the keyboard. “We have seven-minutes-fifty-one-seconds before the attack force reaches the outskirts of the property. They will secure the area before they begin the assault.” She tapped out one last combination of keys and her hands stilled. “And yes, Father, I know what to do.”
 

“Of course you do. Please forgive a foolish old man.”
 

She abandoned her chair and took her place at his side. “There is nothing to forgive,” she said. “I have enabled the virus. Phase one is now complete.” Phase one being the program she had designed to corrupt the network servers and delete all secured off-site backup data, thus destroying five decades of meticulous research. Irretrievably.
 

Alex nodded his approval. “Good.”
 

She tapped pursed lips with her forefinger, the gesture so humanlike Alex’s heart twisted with regret. His beloved Mary would have been able to love the girl unreservedly, nurtured her, given her everything she needed to reach her full potential. Mary would have succeeded where he had failed.
 

“I have scanned the vehicles and the weaponry,” the girl reported. “The attack force comprises twenty-five men. I can delete them. No incriminating evidence will be found.”
 

“Of that I have no doubt. But we must proceed as planned. I am your one weakness, and this is the only way you will be safe.” He reached out to pat her hand, momentarily forgetting that she needed no comforting from him. Or indeed, anyone.
 

She sank to her knees, her head bowed. “Why must I do this, Father?”
 

“You know why,” he whispered, stroking the bent head, marveling at the softness of the hair, the physical perfection of his creation. “My knowledge must never fall into their hands. Please believe me, this is the only way.”
 

He sat back in his chair, squared his shoulders and placed his hands on the armrests, waiting.
 

The girl did not move.
 

“Must I order you to do this?”
 

She raised her head. Her gazed bored into Alex’s, stripping him bare of his delusions. The fine hairs on his nape stood to attention. As God was his witness, he felt as though she was peering into the deepest darkest recesses of his soul. He wondered what she would see there. And, coward that he was, found himself grateful that she was incapable of passing judgment on him.
 

She waited, sitting back on her heels with her hands clasped neatly in her lap, her features a smooth emotionless mask. “Yes, Father,” she said. “You must give the order. Please believe me, this is the only way.”
 

Alex pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers and heaved a shaky sigh. It served him right, he supposed. He’d poured his heart and soul into her, done his utmost to make her as humanlike as possible. And he had been the one to insist she call him “Father”. He could hardly blame her for mustering what they both knew was a token resistance to this final solution.
 

“So be it,” Alex said. “Initiating sequence Revelations 13-colon-17, 6-6-6. Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, this is Alexander Jay Durham. Confirm.”
 

“Running voiceprint analysis. Identity confirmed.” Her voice was now flat, machine-like. Inhuman. Alex’s command had shunted her artificial consciousness aside, allowing him to access her core programming. Forcing her to obey.
 

“Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, prepare to initiate sequence J-O-H-N-3-colon-16.”
 

“Initiating.”
 

“Commence sequence J-O-H-N-3-colon-16.”
 

The girl stood and placed her cool, lethal hands on his shoulders. He closed his eyes. He was tired, so very tired. He harbored no fear for what was to come, merely profound relief. God willing, Mary would be waiting for him.
 

“I. Do. Not. Want… to do this… Father.”
 

His eyelids flew open and he choked on a gasp. Real tears glistened in her eyes. It should have been impossible for her to fight the command, impossible for her to produce tears.
 

A malfunction or a miracle? Only time would tell. And Alex had run out of time.
 

He took a deep breath and clasped his hands, settling them into his lap. His eyelids drifted closed. “Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, commence sequence J-O-H-N-3-colon-16.”
 

~~~
 

“Commencing sequence,” the cyborg said. “I love you, Father.” In one swift, efficient movement, she broke the old man’s neck.
 

As humans often liked to do in such circumstances, she closed her eyes, honoring her creator and his contribution to this world with a minute of silence and utter stillness.
 

She would have preferred to bury him but that was not part of the plan. However, there was another way for her to honor his memory. The man she called “Father” had always balked at choosing a suitable name for her. The significance of a name, choosing the right one, had been too overwhelming for him.
 

She now appropriated his middle name. She would henceforth be known as “Jay”.
 

Her sensors registered that the grumbling purr of Hummer engines had ceased. Leaving Father’s body slumped in the armchair, she took a replica of herself from a cabinet and placed it in the chair behind the computer desk. As she arranged the thing in a lifelike pose, positioning its hands on the keyboard, a droplet of moisture plopped onto the Enter key. She swiped at her cheeks and examined the wetness on her fingertips. Her tongue darted out to taste and identify.
 

Tears?
 

Impossible. A malfunction.
 

She blotted her face with her sleeve and filed the phenomenon away in her databanks to be analyzed fully at a more opportune time. Her immediate priority was to increase her core body temperature until it exactly matched the ambient temperature of this room. She would automatically make adjustments as she passed through each area of the house so that she would not register as an anomaly on their heat sensors.
 

She activated the replica, and as it began to tap away at the keyboard, Jay accessed what appeared to be a standard household alarm set into the wall beside the door. She input an eleven digit code. A flashing red light indicated the two minute countdown had commenced.
 

She exited the study, locked the door behind her, and headed down the corridor. Once inside her bedroom, she stood atop the huge bed she’d never once used, reached up to pop open the concealed ceiling hatch, and levered herself up into the roof cavity. She replaced the hatch cover and jiggled it back into place. The opening would be almost invisible from the interior of the room—not that it mattered, but she had been programmed to be meticulous.
 

Two near-simultaneous booms destroyed the unnatural tranquility—frame charges, explosive panels the attack force had used to blow the front and rear doors. They’d opted for the element of surprise, relying on speed rather than subterfuge to achieve their goal.
 

Jay slid aside a cleverly designed portion of the roof and, moving so quickly that to human eyes she would be nothing but a blur, she climbed outside, flattened herself against the pitched roofline and froze. From her vantage point, her sensory enhancements allowed her to hear footsteps, measured and quick, as the attack force ascended the stairs and headed for the study. The men were military-trained professionals, maintaining radio silence and communicating via hand signals. Her replica had thoroughly fooled their sensors, leading them to believe they knew exactly where their quarry would be found.
 

The men were now battering the door into the study with a portable ramming device. Jay had ensured it would be no easy task to break through the reinforced door. In their place, however, she would have saved considerable time by barging straight through the wall.
 

They achieved their objective and burst into the study.
 

Jay blinked and switched to infra-red vision. A near soundless whine, audible only to her, indicated that the final countdown was now in progress. Behind its covering panel, the study alarm’s indicator light would now have escalated to a distorted crimson line.
 

Ten. Nine. Eight….
 

Using electronics to cover her tracks had been a carefully calculated risk. EMP weapons could render even her sophisticated timing device useless. But an EMP weapon could destroy all electronic devices within range, including computer hard drives. She had based her primary plan on the assumption that obtaining Father’s research was their main priority. They would not dare risk destroying that research, for then, if Alexander Durham’s creation escaped their grasp, they would be left with nothing.
 

She observed the fiery silhouettes of the men raising their weapons as they spotted Father’s body and what they believed was their target. Their leader signaled two of his men to approach.
 

Four. Three. Two—
 

The instant the first of three precisely timed blasts ripped through the stately old country house, she launched herself from the rooftop.
 

The man seated in the armored car parked behind the Hummers shielded his eyes. He yelled into his comms device, far too distracted by this surprising turn of events to notice Jay surfing the outer limits of the first blast wave.
 

She landed in a flat-footed crouch, thirty-feet-nine-inches beyond the two-story house. It was not her best jump. In calmer wind conditions she had achieved thirty-one feet.
 

She took off at a run, simultaneously scanning the vicinity for evidence of pursuit. The probability that the covert organization pursuing her would include a chopper in the retrieval attempt had been high, but aside from tersely shouted orders she heard nothing of note.
 

For whatever reason, they had underestimated her capabilities, leaving her with nothing to challenge her. Nothing to help ease the painful tightness twisting of what Father had insisted was her heart.
 

She entered a heavily wooded area bordering the property, and all trace of her passing was swallowed by the night.
 
  

Chapter One
 

Jay closed the front door of her apartment and engaged the security system she’d personally designed and installed. She’d also installed a new door, as well as reinforcing the strength of the wall. She didn’t fear intruders. For her, increasing the security of each new residence was simply a logical course of action.
 

The apartment took up the entire topmost floor of an old but well-preserved building. The first floor was little more than a large hall, sporadically rented out to community groups. The ground floor housed a number of eclectic stores. The scarcity of regular customers to the stores, and the lack of foot-traffic, were her chief reasons for choosing this particular apartment. Leasing it had been ridiculously easy despite her apparent youth. She’d deepened her voice to a masculine timbre and conducted the initial transaction by phone, then finalized the lease arrangements via email and internet transactions. Child’s play to then uplift the keys from the leasing agency in person on behalf of her “uncle”, who was “away on business”. No one had queried the absence of her fictional guardian in the week since she’d moved in. Her cover story would hold provided no one pried too deeply into her affairs.
 

At this early hour, the only sounds were the mouse-like squeaks of Jay’s sneakers on the treads of the worn stairs. She slapped the exit button, pushed through the doors, and set off at a measured jog.
 

The town she had selected this time was unremarkable—as were its white-collar, middle class inhabitants. According to a newspaper article written around the time the current mayor had been elected, Snapperton’s only claim to fame was its well established history of mediocrity.
 

It would be difficult for operatives to infiltrate the town without being noticed. In Snapperton she could hide in plain sight. For now.
 

Her internal clock told her it was 0100 hours, early enough to provide an excellent opportunity to map wireless hotspots and detect any signal leakages from Wi-Fi networks that she could exploit if required. She would take special note of unexpected power surges or electronic anomalies which might indicate the area had been targeted and was being monitored.
 

Forty-six minutes into her run, she picked up a tail. She allowed him to shadow her for five minutes before she pulled up and knelt on the pavement to fuss with her perfectly tied shoelaces.
 

The man ran past her, his chest heaving like a bellows, droplets of sweat flicking from his person and his clothing. She scanned him for hidden weapons or electronic surveillance equipment. Nothing.
 

As if sensing her scrutiny, he slowed and turned back to her, jogging on the spot. “You… ’kay… hon?” he puffed.
 

“I am fine. Thank you.” She stood, and considered her options given the available data. His expression revealed only concern for her wellbeing. His breathing had been labored and his running technique far too inefficient for him to be a regular runner. He had neither the appearance nor the demeanor of a physically fit, trained operative. Conclusion? Harmless.
 

He gave up jogging and stood, feet apart, rolling his shoulders and stretching his neck from side to side. “Yanno, a young girl like you shouldn’t be out alone at this hour.”
 

Jay cocked her head and considered his statement carefully. “Why? Are you planning on attacking me?”
 

He blew out a laugh that turned into a wheezing cough. When he’d caught his breath again he said, “Funny girl. This is Snapperton, fergodsakes—safe as houses. ’Sides, I get the feeling you could outrun me with both hands tied behind your back.”
 

“You are correct in that last assumption.”
 

“You oughta head back home before your folks figure out you’re AWOL,” he said. “If I found my daughter missing at this hour, I’d be frantic. And when I found her, she’d be grounded for the term of her natural life.”
 

“May I ask you a question?”
 

“Shoot.”
 

“Why are you out alone at this hour?”
 

“Couldn’t sleep,” he said. “Thought going for a run might tire me out.”
 

She nodded. “Me, too.” And to alleviate any further concerns he might have, she added, “I’m heading home now.”
 

“Good-o.” He waved at her as he headed off again. And, after reviewing the conversation, Jay concluded it would be prudent to do as he had suggested and return home before she attracted any more attention. In future, she would limit her “exercise” to more acceptable daylight hours.
 

~~~
 

At what she deemed to be an appropriate hour of the morning, Jay exited her apartment again, this time heading in the direction of the school she’d chosen. Not that she’d truly had a choice of high schools because Snapperton boasted only the one: Greenfield High.
 

She adjusted the straps of her backpack and began pumping her arms as she walked, copying the movements of a group of elderly females on the opposite side of the road. As she powered past two girls who were slightly younger than Jay appeared to be, she heard them giggling. They were talking about her—what a “dork” she was, and how “uncool” it was to be seen power-walking, “’Cause, like, my grandma does that!”
 

Jay replayed the girls’ conversation, analyzing intonation, sentence construction and slang usage, along with facial expressions and body language. The speed she was walking, and the manner in which she was swinging her arms, was apparently not acceptable. She slowed her pace, let her arms hang loosely at her sides, and instructed her body to move in a way that would not attract further comment.
 

Humans were such complex creatures. And the only human she’d extensively interacted with had been Alexander Durham, the man she’d called Father. Instant access to a myriad of databases and information was no substitute when it came to blending in with modern-day teens. He should have provided her with suitable subjects to observe and mimic. It was unconscionably careless of him to have put her at risk by neglecting such a crucial part of her education.
 

An insistent, high-pitched noise intruded on her thought processes, yanking her into the present… and the realization she was standing in the middle of the pavement, jaws clamped together, fists tightly clenched at her sides, her entire body tensed, and her skin flushed with heat.
 

She performed an internal diagnostic and concluded everything was in order. But there had been no imminent danger, not even the vaguest hint of a potential threat. There was no valid reason for her to have reacted in such a way. Odd.
 

The duration of the anomaly had been one minute thirty-eight seconds—long enough for her behavior to be deemed strange, and perhaps even noteworthy, if she had been observed. She scanned the street and surrounds. The two girls were nowhere to be seen. The probability they’d passed her by and turned the corner up ahead was high enough that Jay dismissed them from her mind. Her immediate concern was the elderly man approaching her at a shuffle.
 

Attached to a lead the man clutched in his hand was a small, scruffy, extremely voluble creature that Jay identified as canine, primarily terrier, intermixed with at least five other breeds.
 

Humans seemed to find these creatures useful. Jay could understand the value of the larger breeds. She could even appreciate those canines bred primarily for their unique physical characteristics. But this one possessed no pleasing physical characteristics that she could discern. Its primary function seemed to be housing fleas and making an awful lot of noise.
 

“Are you all right, young lady?” the old man said, in a voice that quavered. “Seeing you standing there like some fierce statue gave me a bit of a turn.”
 

“Yes. Thank you for asking, though. I was deep in thought and standing very still helps me to think.” She smiled at the man until the frown lines creasing his face eased.
 

“Penny for them,” he cackled.
 

Jay searched her databases for quotations and sayings. Ah. He referred to her thoughts. She snorted—a response she’d discovered to be useful in some awkward social situations. “I do not believe my thoughts are worth that much.”
 

Now the normal thing to do would be to pat the canine. This action might also serve to deflect the man’s curiosity about her thoughts—and her apparently unusual manner in thinking them. “May I pat your dog?”
 

“Sure. Fifi don’t much like strangers, though. She might nip you.”
 

Jay squatted on her haunches and held out her left hand. As she’d observed humans do, she clicked her fingers to invite the dog to approach and sniff her scent. “Here, girl,” she said, keeping her tone gentle and encouraging. “Here, Fifi.”
 

The little canine inched forward, its entire body wriggling with indecision. Then it whined and leaned back, sticking its rear in the air and waggling its stubby tail. Its antics were so comical Jay found it ridiculously easy to remember to smile.
 

The dog’s acute sense of smell had detected Jay’s otherness. Little wonder it was reluctant to approach. Jay tweaked the chemical mix of her pheromones until her pores secreted an odor more appealing to canine creatures. The dog gave a series of high-pitched yaps. It bounded forward with an enthusiastic bark and buried its nose in her hand. Then it sat on its haunches and scratched behind one ear.
 

Poor little creature. The fleas must be driving it to distraction. Jay concocted a specific mix from her body’s available chemical compounds. She ruffled the fur on the dog’s back and the flea repellent oozed from the pores of her fingertips, transferring onto its skin. “Who’s a brave girl?” she crooned.
 

“Well, I never!” the old man said. “You must be something quite special, young lady.”
 

Jay made her left eyelid droop in a wink. “Oh,” she said, “I am.”
 

He cackled again, appreciative of her attempt at wit.
 

She was gaining more proficiency at this nebulous skill humans called humor. She gave the dog one last rub, ensuring its freedom from fleas for the next four to six weeks. “I have to go or I’ll be late for school. See you, Fifi. You be a good girl, now.”
 

The old man grinned back at her, his nut-brown eyes all but disappearing in a sea of wrinkles. “Goodbye, young lady.” He and the dog meandered off down the path.
 

Jay reviewed the interaction and concluded she’d acquitted herself adequately, and done nothing further to raise the old man’s suspicions. From what she understood about social interactions at high school, though, any hint of out of the ordinary behavior would not be so easily forgiven. It was imperative she closely mimic the behavior of her peers so she didn’t stand out in any way. Still, it should not be beyond her capabilities to seamlessly integrate into high school life. She did not believe attending high school could be anything close to “hell on earth”, as was so frequently claimed in the numerous accounts she’d read.
 

A tight lump settled in her stomach. For a moment she was confused by the sensation, and then she dismissed it as hunger pangs—merely her body’s way of reminding her to re-fuel if she wished to maintain her optimum physical condition.
 

Humans were lamentably prone to exaggeration. How bad could high school possibly be?
 

~~~
 

Tyler’s gel-slimed fingers paused mid-sweep through his shaggy hair. His gaze zeroed in on a reddened blotch. He thrust his chin closer to the mirror to examine the emerging zit. Great. Just freaking great. As if today wasn’t gonna suck enough already.
 

A rattle of the bathroom door was followed by a muffled curse and loud thumping. “Hurry up, Tyler!” His sister’s voice was a banshee-worthy screech.
 

He rinsed his hands, wrapped his towel more securely around his hips, and unlocked the door. His twin, Caro, squeezed her eyes shut, counted to five, and then opened them again to gaze at him like she hoped she’d been imagining things. Her gasp reeked of unmitigated horror. “Omigod!”
 

The lump on Tyler’s chin gave an answering throb. His hand crept to his face.
 

“What have you done to your hair?” She advanced toward him with hands outstretched, a determined expression in her eyes. He grit his teeth and resigned himself to the coming torture, smothering yelps and blinking furiously watering eyes as she combed her fingers through his hair and roughly tugged it into submission.
 

Caro had gotten one hundred percent of their allocated personal style gene. She shopped at thrift stores and camped out at the mall when the sales were on, but the truth was no matter what she wore, the popular girls forgave her. And the jocks wanted into her panties. Tyler knew this because many of his former so-called friends had made a point of telling him so, hoping to provoke him into losing his cool. But Tyler had given up getting pissed about what they said, and how they said it. Apart from the major downside of risking getting pummeled for mouthing off, he’d finally realized his sister loved the attention—thrived on it, even.
 

Mind you, if any girl could keep a bunch of guys with sewers for brains in line it was his sister. When Caro got seriously riled, she put every evil twin ever portrayed in a horror flick to shame. Tyler wished she’d turn some of that evil twin mojo on her current boyfriend and quit giving him second chances. Shawn was a douche—among other things.
 

“There.” Caro backed off and eyed him, head tilted to one side, lips pursed. “Yep. You’ll do. You know, as much as it kills me to say this, the whole tortured emo look suits you. Those dark smudges under your eyes really give it authenticity.”
 

She said it in an admiring way, like he’d deliberately chosen to emulate the living dead.
 

As if. Tyler’s “look” was a long overdue trip to the barber and plain old insomnia. He’d spent most of the night either pacing the floor and humming to himself, or hunched over his desk scribbling down lyrics. When the muse got vocal, he had no choice but to surrender.
 

“Go find some clothes before my eyes start bleeding,” Caro said. “Unless of course you’re planning on going to school wearing that towel?” She threw him a wicked grin. “If nothing else, it would make one heckuva fashion statement.”
 

He glanced at his watch. His stomach somersaulted. “Jeez! Would it have killed you to mention how late it was?”
 

“You can catch a ride with me and Nessa if you want,” she said.
 

“Thanks, but no thanks.” Last thing he needed was to be cooped up in a confined space with his sister’s BFF, Vanessa. Who also happened to be his ex. And treated him like something she’d scraped off her shoe despite everything he’d done for her.
 

His sister heaved a long-suffering sigh and shrugged. “Whatever.”
 

Tyler raced into his bedroom. He yanked clothes from drawers, discovered his jeans in the pile on the floor, and threw himself into them. He located one sneaker in the corner by the wardrobe. The other had mysteriously ended up so far beneath his bed he had to crawl under it to fish it out. He raked his hair out of his eyes. So much for his styling-by-Caro look.
 

He grabbed his backpack and clomped downstairs. No time for breakfast—not that he could stomach cereal. Not today.
 

His mother glanced up from her mag. She sucked down a huge gulp of black coffee before giving him a smile that oozed sympathy. “Morning, kiddo. First period, right?” She paused for his nod. “At least the torture will be over and done with first up.”
 

“Yeah.” Provided he didn’t disgrace himself and end up being the butt of the entire school. At least when he’d been a jock-god, the fallout from the last embarrassing incident had died down pretty quickly. If he succumbed again, this time the fallout would be real bad.
 

“Gotta go or I’ll miss the bus.”
 

“Don’t forget your lunch.” His mom jerked her chin at the brown paper bags sitting on the kitchen counter. “And you really should eat something, sweetie. Breakfast is—”
 

“I know, I know. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” He kissed his mom’s cheek, grabbed the bag with the T scrawled on it, and snagged an apple from the fruit bowl. “Happy, now?” he managed around a mouthful of apple.
 

“Ecstatic.” His mother rolled her eyes ceiling-ward in eerie imitation of her daughter. Tyler shuddered. Definitely genetic.
 

“I know better than to say, ‘Have a good day’,” she said. “Just try to get through it without a trip to the nurse, okay?”
 

“Thanks for reminding me,” he muttered, reaching for the door handle.
 

“Oh, almost forgot,” his mom said, raising her voice as he slid through the doorway. “I’ve got to finish up a proposal for the boss so I’ll be late. Probably around half-six. Does your team have practice tonight?”
 

“No, Mom. Caro’s squad practices Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, because Bettina’s a total slave-driver. My team practices on Tuesdays. Remember?”
 

“Oh. Right. I knew that. And don’t forget it’s your turn to cook dinner.”
 

“I know!” he yelled as the door slammed shut behind him. Outstanding. He’d have the house to himself for a bit. Might even have a chance to get the song fermenting inside his head down on paper.
 

He sauntered down the driveway, pretending to be oblivious to the annoying yarping of their elderly neighbor’s fleabag dog. Ah, to hell with it. He halted and turned on his heel to confront Fifi, or Fufu, or whatever the mangy little beast was called, and hit it with his fiercest scowl. “Grrrr!”
 

Fufu yawned, and then squatted to pee on the grass.
 

Tyler groaned. Pathetic. If he couldn’t even face down an upholstered rat of a dog, what chance did he have?
 

The coughing of an ancient engine caught his attention. The bus? Crap! He ditched his apple core and sprinted down the street, skidding to a halt just as the bus doors jerked to a close behind the lone student who’d been waiting at the stop.
 

“Hey!” He whacked a door with the flat of his hand.
 

The driver favored him with a sneer that spread all over his fat face.
 

Crap. Looked like he’d be walking to school. Again. And he’d be late. Again.
 

“Hold the bus,” someone yelled.
 

Tyler recognized one of his former teammates. “Yeah. Would if I could, dude.” He spread his arms palms outward to indicate helplessness in the face of bus drivers who had it in for him.
 

The guy rushed up to the bus, and as he pushed past to smack both hands on the doors, his pack swung and clouted Tyler in the face. Nice.
 

“Hey! Open up!” the guy yelled at the driver.
 

The doors hissed reluctantly open.
 

“Thanks, dude,” Tyler said, rubbing his cheek.
 

The guy ignored him and boarded the bus.
 

Huh. Why was he even surprised to be so thoroughly ignored? It was just more of the same old, same old.
 

Tyler clambered aboard. “Thanks for stopping to let me on, sir,” he said to the driver, his voice throbbing with over-the-top politeness, just to really rub it in.
 

The driver muttered something uncomplimentary and his piggy little eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. Tyler knew the man was watching his progress, waiting ’til he was just about to take his seat.
 

Tyler was wise to his nasty-ass tricks. Hell, he was an old hand at this now. It’d taken a humiliating face-plant in a girl’s lap, and a butt-sprawl on the bus floor that had scattered the contents of his bag all over the place, but he’d learned. So when the driver shoved the bus in gear and floored the accelerator, he swung into the nearest empty seat and plunked his butt safely down.
 

Tyler: one. Assholes: nil.
 

He leaned his cheek against the window and closed his eyes. The song lurking inside him broke free and his fingers tapped out the notes on his denim-clad thigh.
 

“Freak!” someone in the seat across from him said, setting off a spate of taunts and insults from a sheep-like bunch of other kids.
 

Epic fail on the originality of the insults. Was that the best they could come up with? Yawn.
 

Tyler absorbed their insults and used them, braiding them into lyrics, lancing the spite of their original intent and twisting them into something powerful of his own making. He cranked the volume in his headspace to the max and nodded his head, now wholly oblivious to the snickers and cat-calls. Oh yeah. This one was going to be good—real good. The music crashed through him, spiriting him away from the shithole that was his life… at least until the bus ground to a lurching halt, forcing him to open his eyes to reality again.
 

He couldn’t face elbowing his way through the horde of kids, but he made the mistake of hanging back so long he was the last one to scramble from his seat. The driver drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and fixed him with a black scowl. Dude sure got pissed when he didn’t get to snigger over someone’s misfortune.
 

Tyler heeded the warning signs and launched himself from the top step before the driver could close the doors and take a chunk out of his heels. The man graunched the gears as he drove off, and Tyler pictured him grinding his teeth in frustration.
 

Tyler, two. Assholes, nil. His day was looking up. But as he wandered through the front gates of Greenfield High, his high spirits oozed from his pores and plopped onto the cracked pavement.
 

He had no clue why the school was called Greenfield High when the town was called Snapperton, after its founder. And it wasn’t like the school had been built in some lushly grassed field, and then finished off with landscaped grounds and a bunch of twittering birds. The school was a concrete jungle. Oh, except for the trampled, yellowing stretch of grass either side of the path, and a few scraggly, tired-looking trees planted by some poor deluded soul in the fond hopes they’d eventually provide some shade for the kids.
 

He glowered at the uninspiring three-level building and its dull gray entranceway. Pity his other talent leaned toward portraiture and not architecture. How hard could it be to design something better than this heap?
 

Tyler was halfway through his junior year, and though an end to this torture was in sight, it couldn’t come quickly enough. The actual education part of school was semi-bearable but the rest royally sucked. He longed to leave it all behind him—start afresh in a place where no one knew him. Reinvent himself.
 

Chances of that happening any time soon? Sub-zero. He was stuck here until he graduated. He’d foolishly believed things might get better this year but he couldn’t have been more wrong. He had no choice but to suck it up and make the best of it.
 

He trudged through the entrance, steeling himself for another day of torment.
 

As he neared the office, he slowed. Whoa. Hot-chick alert. He mentally compared the girl waiting by the admin desk to Vanessa, the first girl he’d ever been serious about—and who, despite all that’d gone down, still topped his private scale of female hotness.
 

At least, up until about five seconds ago she had.
 

Vanessa was your ultimate cheerleader chick, polished to perfection and ultra-conscious of her status. This chick was Vanessa’s opposite in every way. She was slender—all legs, and hardly any curves. And her mane of dark hair looked like she’d just crawled out of bed—a real statement in a school where ultra-straightened blonde reigned supreme. She wore faded and worn jeans, a black midriff baring t-shirt, and sneakers that were more holes than sneaker. The vibes she gave off screamed that she didn’t much care what she threw on so long as they were clothes. And she sure made the “I couldn’t care less what you think of me” look work for her.
 

His fingers itched to sketch her, to try and capture on paper what he could only describe as her presence, some indefinable thing that made her stand out from the other girls he knew.
 

She glanced his way, paused, and full-on eyeballed him from head to toe.
 

His stomach flip-flopped. Vanessa’s carefully selected blue contacts had nothing on this girl’s eyes. They were the most shockingly intense shade of blue he’d ever seen. They weren’t just blue, they were deepest sapphire. Or maybe azure. No, cobalt. Or—
 

Her somewhat hesitant answering smile turned Tyler’s brain to mush. He tried to look away, act all nonchalant like he hadn’t been checking her out, but he couldn’t move. She burned through his brain. And the song took him.
 

 I walk into the room,
 And you’re there.
 I tremble like a lunatic,
 But you only smile.
 I’m gone.
 Half of what I am is yours.
 And I’m lost within you— 

 

Someone jostled Tyler as they passed, jolting him back to the present. But rather than hightail it to his homeroom he stood there, absorbing the girl, etching her into his brain until she turned away to answer a question from one of the admin staff, and released him from her spell.
 

He blinked like a short-sighted owl and shook himself. Then his lips curved and self-satisfied warmth pooled in his belly. She’d smiled at him. And checked him out—definitely checked him out.
 

A bunch of guys sauntered past. Amongst them Tyler spotted his sister’s boyfriend, Shawn.
 

The warmth drained away. Crap. He knew exactly how this was gonna play out.
 

Sure enough, Shawn spotted the new chick and did a classic check out the hot babe head-to-toe-er. The other guys looked equally impressed but they hung back, waiting for their cues, unwilling to risk getting smacked down by the guy who called the shots.
 

Shawn sidled up to the admin counter and leaned against the wall to strike a pose. Shoulders back, arms crossed over outthrust chest, high-top-sneakered feet crossed at the ankles, he waited for her to notice him.
 

Tyler snickered. Dude!
 

Then reality smacked him like a stinky wet fish. Typical. This girl had been here all of five minutes and Shawn already had her in his sights.
 

Tyler skulked off down the corridor. The new chick was a lost cause. And when Caro learned her boyfriend was hitting on someone else? No way did Tyler want to be anywhere near the disaster zone when his sister lost it.
 
  

Chapter Two
 

Ten minutes into first period Bio, Tyler wished he was someplace else. Like, anywhere but here. Bad enough he was shortly gonna have to dissect a frog, first he had to sit through the gory diagrams and graphic explanations. He tried not to think about what had happened when he’d dissected the cow’s eye. If he didn’t hold it together this time, his life wouldn’t be worth living.
 

A rap on the door ended Mr. Gilbert’s lecture.
 

Tyler heaved a ragged sigh of relief and slumped across the desktop, burying his nose in the crook of his arm. Kermit stank. The odor coated his throat like rancid cream. He closed his eyes, wishing for a lab partner he could bribe into doing the dissection. But after the last episode, and given his current status, kids were hardly beating a path to the empty stool beside him. Not that he blamed them.
 

At the adjacent table someone giggled.
 

Tyler pried opened his eyelids and spied his sister’s hopefully-soon-to-be-ex boyfriend nudging his lab-partner… who just happened to be cheer captain, and obviously watched far too much TV because she slavishly imitated the whole cheer-captain-who-ruled-the-school stereotype.
 

Shawn and Bettina. Now there was a match made in heaven. Or hell. Take your pick. If there wasn’t such a major ick-factor about step-brothers and -sisters hooking up, they would have been perfect for each other.
 

Bettina giggled again, whispered something back to Shawn, and then fished a gold compact from her pocket. She flicked it open and gave a breathy gasp.
 

Was it too much to hope for a nice juicy zit to mar that perfect complexion?
 

Apparently so. For Bettina didn’t shriek and have a tantrum, she merely reapplied gloss to her already shiny lips, primped her hair and smooched her reflection.
 

She was one of those inhuman creatures who never got zits. And the gasp was probably because she’d found a hair out of place.
 

Next, she pulled out a perfume atomizer and sprayed it over her frog.
 

Huh. Tyler wished he’d thought of that. Then again, spraying his mother’s perfume around a classroom would hardly enhance his already dubious reputation.
 

Bettina caught him watching her. She curled her lip into a somehow still-attractive sneer. Took real talent to pull that off.
 

“What’re you staring at?” she said.
 

“Just comparing you to this highly fascinating, unidentified stain on my desk,” he said.
 

She hissed like a pampered cat denied a cushion. “Shut up, freak!”
 

“Yeah,” Shawn said. “Shut up, freak.”
 

“Wow. Original. Color me impressed.” If Shawn ever did have an original thought, his poor underused brain cells would probably go postal.
 

Tyler pretended to let his eyelids drift closed and watched them, alert for the particular vibe they gave out when they were planning something heinous. Not that Bettina would ruin her manicure by doing the dirty work herself. She’d simply co-op her peeps to do it for her.
 

B might not be that snappy on the verbals, but when it came to masterminding public humiliation? Legend. As numerous Greenfield High students who’d done something to piss her or Shawn off had learned to their cost. Tyler had been on the receiving end of an upended paint tray, had soda poured in his lap, and his chair “accidentally” whipped away just as he was about to plant his butt— “Oops! Didn’t see you there. Sooo sorry.”
 

Yeah. Riiight. He’d landed on his tailbone. It’d hurt like crazy, and he walked like he had a poker up his butt for the next few days. But that was minor compared to the girl who’d had her bra and panties stolen while showering after Phys Ed. Going commando in a skirt? Yikes. Poor kid was going to need a lifetime of therapy to get past that one.
 

Yep, beneath B’s pampered, pretty exterior lurked an evil-genius brain. And Shawn was all too happy to follow his step-sister’s lead. God only knew what Caro saw in him. Sometimes Tyler didn’t understand his sister at all.
 

For now, Bettina and Shawn seemed distracted by some little drama playing out at the front of the room. The tension oozed from Tyler’s muscles and a relieved sigh escaped his lips.
 

Shawn had switched his attention to the pair of Bettina wannabes seated behind him. He stared at them so long they squirmed on their stools and started giggling.
 

Bettina rolled her eyes. “Just pick one of them, Shawn. How hard can it be?”
 

“Whatever.” A pause while he vacillated some more, and then, “Hey, Ash, do me a favor?”
 

Ashlee simpered, throwing a triumphant glance at her lab-partner. “’Course, Shawn. Like, anything you want!”
 

“We’re gonna play musical lab-partners, and you scored the jackpot. You get to sit next to emo-freak-boy and partner him for the rest of the semester.”
 

“But—”
 

“No buts, Ashlee,” Bettina said. “Unless you want me to announce just how big yours is getting tonight at practice. About time you cut back on those double-mocha lattés, don’t you think?”
 

Ashlee glanced sideways at Tyler. Her face scrunched up and her lower lip did a primo wobble. Even an idiot could tell she thought her life was “like, so over!”
 

Awww, shame. But he had far more important worries than Ashlee’s imminent social demise. The girl didn’t have a brain cell to call her own, and she barely breathed without getting Bettina’s approval first. He’d rather kiss Kermit than put up with Ashlee sitting next to him for an entire semester.
 

He peeled his cheek from the desktop and sat up. Despite his churning stomach, he even managed a credible sneer. “Forget it, Shawn. No way am I getting stuck with Bubble-brain for—”
 

“Are you talking about me?” someone said.
 

Tyler jerked and knocked the dissection tray with his elbow. Kermit flopped limply onto his forearm. He swallowed, and shook the frog off onto the desk. Using two fingers like forceps, he picked up one of its froggy legs and eased its limp body back on the tray. When his stomach had quit trying to crawl up his throat, he glanced up at the girl who’d spoken. And almost fell off his stool.
 

It was the totally hot chick from this morning.
 

His head echoed with the pounding of his pulse, and his chest felt so tight it was difficult to breathe. Mr. Gilbert must have assigned her to be his lab-partner. Please, God, he should be so lucky!
 

Please, God, he didn’t go for the whole déjà vu thing and pass out cold on the floor the instant he stuck the knife in Kermit’s froggy body.
 

“Well, hiya,” Shawn said to the new girl. “Again.” He drew the word out for effect while giving her a blatant once-over that made Tyler want to smack him a good one.
 

When Shawn got a blank-faced response instead of the expected gush of girly enthusiasm, he blinked. A tiny frown puckered his brow. “Remember me? From this morning. Outside the office. We had a real connection. If you know what I mean.”
 

If she was dumb enough to fall for that line, she sure wasn’t worth getting worked up over. Shawn could have her—with Bettina’s fricking cherry chap-stick on top.
 

Tyler clenched his jaw, waiting for the inevitable.
 

She opened her mouth to reply but Shawn rushed on, working the charm for all he was worth. Which, considering Shawn’s daddy didn’t bother drawing his “meager” salary as Snapperton’s mayor, was quite a bit. “Hey, wouldn’t you know it? Ashlee was just saying to emo-freak-boy, here, how much she’d lurve to be his lab partner. And Bettina’s gonna ditch me for whassername.” Shawn gestured vaguely at the girl sitting next to Ashlee.
 

“E-E-Eloise,” the newly christened Whassername managed to splutter, overcome with joy, even though the god of jock-straps couldn’t be assed to remember her name. Tyler would have loved to shake some sense into her but it wasn’t worth the effort. Shawn spoke. Girls panted and swooned. Sadly, that was the order of the known universe.
 

Shawn gazed into Hot-Chick’s eyes, acting like he was everything she’d ever wanted, and he was just waiting for her to fall into his arms and sniffle with gratitude. In a most attractive manner, of course. No reddened noses and impassioned blubbering for Shawn’s chicks.
 

Tyler held his breath, wondering whether she would succumb, hoping she’d be the exception to the rule. Needing her to be different.
 

Hot-Chick’s impassive gaze settled on Bettina, sized her up, and then returned to Shawn… who seemed at a loss to understand why she wasn’t playing The Game According To Shawn.
 

Tyler observed the confusion sloshing around in Shawn’s brain with increasing glee. Ding-dong. There it was—Shawn’s dawning realization that Hot-Chick probably figured he’d hooked up with Bettina and was now ditching her in public. The two of them always had their heads together, leaving their respective hook-ups to trot along behind them like so much window-dressing. Now Shawn’s reliance on Bettina was coming back to bite him in the ass.
 

“Hey,” Shawn said, a note of panic infusing his voice. “If you’re wondering about Bettina and me? As if! You know what I’m saying?”
 

Dude. Even Tyler winced at the brutal dismissal of Bettina’s charms.
 

Bettina threw Shawn a look that would have shriveled his balls if he’d been paying her the slightest bit of attention, and intervened before he could dig himself an ever bigger hole. She slid from her stool and sidled over to command the newcomer’s attention with a hand on her arm.
 

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Bettina.” Cue wide, doll-like eyes and cutesy pursing of her gloss-slicked lips. “And isn’t that, like, such a coincidence about me and Eloise deciding to partner up? It means you and Shawn can be—”
 

“Mr. Gilbert has already assigned me a lab partner.” Hot-Chick dropped her backpack on the floor and plunked her butt on the stool next to Tyler.
 

Was it his imagination, or had the whole class gasped with collective shock and ground to a halt? He bit his lip to hide his grin. This new girl was something else. Shawn was many things, but ignored by girls was not one of them. And Bettina? Tyler doubted anyone had dared cut her off since she’d graced the world with her first complete sentence. They were so out of their depth he almost felt sorry for them both. Then again—
 

Nah. Shawn was a grade-A asshole. And Bettina did a stellar impression of Miss Toxicality. They deserved whatever they got.
 

The grin slid off Tyler’s face. Hot-Chick would soon learn the consequences for not following “The Rules”. He wondered how long it would take her to give in to the pressure and conform. And whether he should do the right thing and clue her in that at Greenfield High, dissing Bettina and ignoring Shawn’s overtures equaled social suicide. Maybe if he did, she’d be grateful enough not to give him hell if—when—she joined Bettina’s crew.
 

“Is your name really Emo-Freak-Boy?” Tyler’s totally hot new lab partner asked. “It is a very unusual name.”
 

Hot-Chick either had a weird sense of humor or she was smart enough to realize the best way to redeem herself in Shawn and Bettina’s eyes was to treat him like pond-scum.
 

A lump of disappointment settled in his gut but he managed to force a laugh. “Ah, nope. Just their pathetic idea of a joke.”
 

She cocked her head to one side. “Then you do not listen to emotive hardcore bands, and have lots of kinky sex?”
 

He gaped at her. “Huh?”
 

“According to my sources, those are accepted slang definitions of the words ‘emo’ and ‘freak’.”
 

“Explains a lot,” Tyler heard Bettina say to Shawn.
 

He cursed the flush he could feel heating his cheeks. “Not really my scene.”
 

“Oh,” she said. “Then why would they call you Emo-Freak-Boy?”
 

“They call me a lot of stuff—none of it flattering.” He bit his tongue before he could clue her in on geek-freak, freakazoid, and a bunch of other unimaginative things he’d been called. Why did he feel so compelled to spill his guts rather than fob her off with an evasion? His blush turned into a wave of mortification that spread down his body. Funny how his love of drawing and music—the two things responsible for the “geek” label being added to the list of insults—hadn’t been an issue when he’d been a jock at the top of his game.
 

“Why?” she asked.
 

“Why?” He scratched his temple. “Uh, it’s because I write songs and—”
 

“Songs? That’s a stretch. Emo crap no one would be caught dead listening to.” Bettina, typically, had made damn sure her “whisper” carried.
 

Appreciative giggles rippled through the room.
 

Wait for it—
 

“And don’t forget his other little hobby,” Shawn said, not to be outdone by his step-sister. “You know what they say: Those who can, play. Those who can’t, coach
girls.”
 

“I find it interesting the Raiders haven’t won a single match since I left the team,” Tyler said, to nobody in particular.
 

“Since you got booted off the team, you mean,” Shawn shot back.
 

“Whatever, dude. It’s your fairy-tale world.”
 

Hot-Chick was watching him, head still cocked to one side, a tiny frown pleating her brows. “And?” she said.
 

“Sorry?”
 

“You said you write songs and. What is the ‘and’?”
 

“Oh. And I draw people. Portraits and stuff.”
 

“I do not understand how that makes you a freak, or emo,” she said, her tone so deadly earnest that she endeared herself to him even more… if that was at all possible.
 

“Forget it.” He plastered a welcoming smile on his face, and hoped she didn’t run shrieking from the room. “I’m Tyler Davidson.”
 

“I am pleased to meet you, Tyler. I am Jay Smith.”
 

“Pleased to meet you, too, Jay.” He shook her outstretched hand. Her grip was firm. Her skin was on the cool side, and way smooth considering she didn’t seem the type to spend a small fortune on fancy skin gunk like Vanessa.
 

He abruptly realized he was still clasping Jay’s hand. He dropped it, and fussed with the sleeves of the old flannel shirt he’d grabbed from his bag and thrown on to ward off the chill that’d goosed his skin when he spotted the dead frogs. He adjusted the right sleeve by giving it an extra roll. “You, um, English or something?”
 

“Why do you ask?”
 

“Just the way you speak. It’s kinda formal.”
 

“You are—” He glanced up in time to witness her grimace. “You’re very observant, Tyler.”
 

“You all should be finished writing up your introduction and starting with the dissections now,” Mr. Gilbert prompted the class.
 

Tyler slid his gaze to Shawn and Bettina, who were bickering over who was going to do the honors. Shawn reached for the knife. Tyler’s spine prickled. The next few days were likely to be rough. He’d have to watch his back.
 

“What are we supposed to be doing?” Jay asked. And suddenly Shawn didn’t matter anymore because her gaze was so intent, so focused on Tyler, that he might have been one of the insects pinned to Mr. Gilbert’s display board.
 

He made a supreme effort to drag some AWOL brain cells out of hiding. “Uh, what’re we doing? Uh….” Mental slap upside the head. “Yeah. We’re dissecting Kermit.”
 

“Kermit?”
 

“The frog.”
 

“I see.” Jay stared at the dead frog while Tyler stared at her. She was even more gorgeous up close. Perfect, clear skin—even without makeup. And not a single zit in sight.
 

He fingered the lump on his chin, which felt like it had doubled in size since this morning and was ramping up its quest to be noticed. Great.
 

“Why must we dissect the frog?” Jay asked.
 

Good question. “Ummm. To learn about it, I guess.”
 

“Oh?” Her eyebrows arched. “I can think of a number of better methods. Are you going to proceed?”
 

“Me?” He inched back from the dissection tray. “No way. Uh, there’s this rule, see? New kid gets to do the dissections.”
 

“Is that so?”
 

“Yep.” It was worth a shot. Jay seemed unaffected by the gross smell. Maybe she’d be just as unaffected by the even grosser cutting open part.
 

“Very well.” She poked the frog’s stomach with her forefinger.
 

Tyler’s stomach twisted.
 

She picked up the knife and made a few precise incisions down Kermit’s belly and both legs, then carefully peeled back the flaps of skin to expose muscle. “See how developed the muscles are? It is—” she paused, catching her lower lip between her teeth. “It’s quite impressive.” She began removing said muscle.
 

He blew out a relieved breath. She really seemed to know what she was doing. He wasn’t going to have to hack Kermit up after all. Woot.
 

“It can be difficult to tell whether a frog is male or female until the organs are removed.” Jay probed around in Kermit’s stomach cavity. “The easiest way is to check how many kidneys the specimen has.” She lifted up something squishy and slimy and beckoned him closer. “See there? The males have only one.”
 

He screwed up his nose as the stench of dead things hit him. His skin felt clammy beneath his clothes. He heard someone moan. He realized it was him. The room spun and he clutched his stool. Oh God.
Please don’t let me faint this time. Please!
 
  

Chapter Three
 

Jay lay the scalpel on the table. She grabbed Tyler’s shoulders, steadying him as he wobbled atop his stool. “Are you unwell?” she asked, gorgeous eyes all shiny with concern.
 

His stomach chose that exact moment to heave.
 

“Tyler? What is wrong?”
 

“Gumph!” he said, desperate to warn her that he was going to—
 

Shee-it. Amazing how much puke came from eating one little apple. Just kill me now. Please?
 

Tyler wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and seriously considered crawling under the desk and dying. Puking in Bio. How lame was that?
 

And puking on a girl? A thousand times lamer than fainting. He was never going to live this one down. “God. Jay. I’m so—”
 

“Nice one!” Bettina didn’t sound the slightest bit sorry about Jay being the up-chuck victim. She couldn’t have planned it better if she’d actually bribed Tyler to humiliate her potential competition.
 

Shawn was nothing if not persistent. He materialized beside Jay like he was a mosquito and she was a plump juicy vein. “Jeez, you poor thing. Look at the mess he’s made of you.” He leaned toward her, like he was going to brush her down, then screwed up his face, clothes-pegging his nose with his fingers. But pinching your nostrils isn’t a good look when you’re trying to suck up to a hot girl. Shawn finally realized that, and removed his hand from his nose to stick it in the pocket of his jeans. Which meant the puke smell got to him again, and caused a repeat of the screwed up face.
 

Tyler might have found the whole thing highly amusing if he hadn’t been the one who’d done the puking.
 

“I’ll take you to the bathroom and help you clean up,” Shawn pulled himself together enough to say. And the way he said it, all wink-wink nudge-nudge, let’s you and me get to know each other better.
 

Tyler grit his teeth so hard his jaw ached. Asshole was dating his sister, for crying out loud! It’d be worth the risk of getting expelled. Reeeally worth it. He clenched his fist, pulled back his elbow and—
 

He didn’t complete the lunge because Jay clamped her hands around his biceps, pushing him back onto his stool and trapping him. She had some “use your opponent’s strength against them” mojo going on.
 

She leaned in to whisper in his ear. “Calm down.”
 

Over her shoulder, Tyler caught Shawn’s “you wouldn’t freaking dare!” expression and hot-cold-hot relief washed over him. Last thing his mom needed was a call from the principal’s office. She’d wig out and ground him for the next ten years. Plus he’d be banned from coaching. And his team would hunt him down and kill him… slowly and painfully.
 

His trembling muscles relaxed suddenly, leaving his limbs noodle-limp. Jay released him, but before he could thank her for saving his butt, she’d waved a hand in the air and attracted Mr. Gilbert’s gimlet eye.
 

“Back to your seat, Shawn,” Mr. Gilbert said.
 

“But—”
 

“You’re disrupting class. Carry on massacring your frog.” Unlike the other teachers, Mr. Gilbert didn’t give a toss that Shawn’s daddy was Snapperton’s mayor, the self-proclaimed biggest fish in a small pond. Behind the teacher’s back, Shawn flipped him off and slunk back to his stool.
 

Mr. Gilbert puffed up his chest, thrilled by this stellar opportunity to lecture the new student. “How can I help you, Jay? I’m not surprised you’re having a bit of trouble considering you came in after my preliminary talk.”
 

He peered at the dissection tray and his eyebrows turned into bristled peaks of surprise. Leaning closer, he examined the frog’s splayed remains. “Nice work! In fact, I can’t remember the last time I saw such a neat dissec— Ungh! What is that smell?”
 

Shawn snickered.
 

Tyler didn’t dare glance his way. That smartass smirk would only make him lose it again, and then Mr. Gilbert would have no choice but to send him to the principal’s office. He fisted his hands at his sides. No way was he gonna let Shawn win. Not this time.
 

“I thought the takeout tasted strange,” Jay said.
 

He appreciated what she was trying to do but her acting skills were dismal. She didn’t look the slightest bit like a girl who’d just tossed her cookies.
 

“Something you ate, eh?” Mr. Gilbert’s sympathetic gaze drifted to Tyler, and doubtless those were recollections of Tyler’s last fainting episode flitting across his face.
 

“I think it would be best if we got cleaned up now, Mr. Gilbert,” Jay said, commanding the teacher’s attention again. “Tyler can show me where the bathrooms are.”
 

“Er, good idea.” Mr. Gilbert made shooing motions. “Off you go, you two.”
 

Jay grabbed her backpack and Tyler’s, too. He snatched it from her grasp. He wasn’t so far gone that he needed a girl to carry his stuff. All eyes followed them as Jay hauled him from his seat, pulled his arm about her waist and pretended to let him help her from the room.
 

He would normally have refused hers—or anyone’s—assistance. Her efforts to shield him wouldn’t make any difference once Shawn and Bettina shot their mouths off. But it was hard to give a crap about what a dork he’d made of himself with Jay’s body pressed so tight against his. She felt good there. Like she belonged.
 

And then apple-puke smell wafted from her t-shirt and his stomach rebelled, making him want to heave again.
 

Jeez. Worst day ever.
 

Well, maybe not ever. The debacle of last year’s Homecoming was right up there for sure.
 

The instant the classroom door clanged shut behind them, Jay stuck her cool hand on the back of his neck.
 

His nausea abruptly receded. He pulled away from her, sucked in a deep breath and hoped he could keep it light. Because this girl was really doing his head in. The way she made him feel…. It would be real easy to fall hard for her. Too easy. And he didn’t trust the power she had over him.
 

“Hey, sorry about your t-shirt,” he said, keeping his voice light and friendly. “And thanks for bailing me out when I lost it back there. You must work out, huh? When you had a hold of my arms I could barely move.”
 

“It is merely a t-shirt,” Jay said. “I did not— I didn’t think it in your best interests to allow you to take your frustrations out on Shawn, regardless of how irritating he might be. And I’m stronger than I look. How are you feeling now?”
 

“Duh. Like crap. How else would I be feeling when I just puked over the hot new chick?” Embarrassment prickled down his spine. God! Had he really said that aloud?
 

His brain helpfully replayed his last words. Yep. He really had.
 

Jay gazed at him with those killer blue eyes. A ghost of a smile played on her lips. “I will take that as a compliment.”
 

“You shouldn’t have lied to Mr. Gilbert. Not for me.”
 

The assessing look she hit him with made him squirm. “I didn’t lie. The last thing I ate was a leftover takeout meal. And it did not taste as it should.”
 

She was making it really easy to believe she liked him. Too easy. A girl like Jay shouldn’t want to hang with him—especially not now, after what he’d done to her.
 

What the hell was her deal? In Tyler’s experience, girls who looked like Jay always had agendas. And even if she was on the level, when she had to deal with the crap the other kids were gonna give her for hanging with him, she’d soon give him the cold shoulder. Best get out before he got screwed over.
 

“Thanks for everything you tried to do,” he said. And walked off without a backward glance, heading for the temporary sanctuary of the guys’ bathroom.
 

~~~
 

Tyler gripped the edge of the sink and slumped, head hanging, staring at the scuffed linoleum floor, trying to ignore the stomach-churning odor of industrial disinfectant and the rank smell emanating from the urinals.
 

When he finally dared to look at his reflection in the age-spotted mirror, he winced.
 

Bad. Real bad. Face white as chalk, big dark smudges under his eyes. Could be worse, he supposed. Caro had caught a stomach bug last year and thrown up so much she burst a blood vessel in her eye. At least he didn’t look like some wannabe demon….
 

Aw, crap. Who was he trying to fool. He didn’t look demonic, but he sure did look like death warmed up—and not in a Twilight vamp who makes the girls swoon kinda way, either. The zit on his chin throbbed and ached. Excellent. It was shaping up to be an abso-freaking-lutely huge one.
 

He rinsed out his mouth and was reaching for a paper towel when someone appeared behind him. His pulse thrummed. It was Jay. And talk about stepping quietly—he hadn’t even heard the door open.
 

She dropped her pack at her feet. “I am— I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 

Tyler directed his gaze at her reflection, where it was safer. He gnawed on his thumbnail, trying to find the right way to break it to her. “Look. Don’t take this the wrong way, ’kay? But you should make tracks. Last thing you need is to hang with me.”
 

Jay yanked off her t-shirt and reached past him to drop it in the sink. “I need to get cleaned up before the next class.”
 

He blinked. Oh. My. God. His head felt light, skin all warm and tingly. So did his insides. He swallowed and clutched the edge of the sink, trying not to stare at her. Or notice the plain white bra she wore. “Uh, you’re um, not supposed to be in here, you know? This is the guys’ bathroom.”
 

She nudged him aside with her hip so she could turn on the cold water and wash out her top. “Oh, so that’s what the picture on the door is supposed to represent. I thought it meant this was the bathroom for people who happened to be wearing trousers.”
 

Huh? Oh. Right. That dry sense of humor again. “And you’re, um, not,” he managed to say.
 

“Not what?” She scrubbed at the puke stain.
 

“Not a guy.” He licked suddenly dry lips. Sooo not a guy.
 

“That is a relief.” She wrung excess water from her t-shirt. “I would not like to think I’d been laboring under a misapprehension all these years.”
 

He frowned, not following. “Say again?”
 

“I’m female. I have all the correct parts—to my knowledge, anyway.”
 

“Do you ever,” he muttered, and then lost his train of thought completely. It was all that smooth, pale, very feminine bare skin frying his brain. Not that he was truly looking or anything. Just perving at her in the mirror. Which didn’t count.
 

Did it?
 

Duh. Sure it did.
 

Jay put her hands behind her back… to the fastening of her bra.
 

“Stop right there!” He hunched his shoulders as his shout caromed around the bathroom, rebounding off the walls and ceiling until it seemed to be attacking him from all angles. And damned if the bad-guy part of him was secretly regretful she’d paused and was still clothed. Relatively speaking, of course.
 

Hey, he was only human.
 

He sucked in a deep, calming breath. Sort of. “What the effing
hell do you think you’re doing?”
 

“I would like to wash this bra,” she said. “It smells of vomit, which I presume will be offensive to those I encounter throughout the day.”
 

Lord, give me strength! Shawn would be having a field day with this girl right about now. But Tyler didn’t get the sense she was deliberately using her feminine wiles to try and whip him into a lust-fueled male frenzy. She sounded matter-of-fact, like the consequences of stripping off in front of a guy—in the guys’ bathroom—hadn’t even occurred to her.
 

Hot and very, very, naïve. Not a good combo here at Greenfield High.
 

He swallowed a few times before he could work up enough saliva moisten his dry mouth and speak actual words. “If you take off your bra, it, ah, won’t look too good if someone walks in on us. Hell, it already doesn’t look too good. Kids talk. Be all over the school in no time flat. You can wear my shirt. It’ll be more, er, comfortable than your wet stuff.”
 

Her gaze drifted from his face to the worn, checked flannel shirt he’d discovered shoved in back of his dad’s closet and taken for himself. It was hardly the height of fashion. No surprise his dad had left it behind when he took off.
 

She cocked her head to one side. “Why would you give me your shirt?”
 

“You can’t wear a wet t-shirt. People will get the wrong idea.”
 

Silence.
 

She was staring at him, gauging his every reaction minutely. He didn’t mind. He felt warm all over, like his own personal sun had just risen overhead.
 

“Thank you,” she said. “I would appreciate your shirt. I do not— I don’t wish to draw attention to myself.”
 

“Yeah. Know the feeling.” Tyler shucked the shirt and handed it to Jay, feeling strangely bare despite the faded “Toxic Hazard” t-shirt he still wore. “You wash, uh, whatever you have to wash. And I’ll guard the door—make sure no one wanders in. But make it quick, okay? Our luck won’t hold forever.”
 

He turned his back and wedged his hip against the door. He heard the faucets spewing water and the rip of paper towels being yanked from the dispenser. He closed his eyes against the temptation that was Jay, determined not to get all hot and bothered by images of her drool-worthy toned body. Or her pale, blemish-free skin, that didn’t have a single freckle or mole that he could see. His thoughts skittered about like crazy things and finally centered on her face. Specifically, her mouth… and what it would be like to kiss her. What would her lips feel like? Would they be cool and silky smooth, like her skin?
 

Someone pushed on the door, yanking Tyler from his fantasies of locking lips and making out with Jay. He braced himself and leaned on it, blocking whoever it was from entering. “Get lost,” he growled, and was relieved to hear the guy swear and head for the second floor bathroom.
 

“I’m done,” Jay said, her voice so close to his ear that she had to be standing right behind him.
 

He turned. Thankfully, she was decent. So decent, in fact, she looked like a hick. Oh boy. No way could he leave her to the tender mercies of the Greenfield High fashion police. “Uh, can I make a suggestion?”
 

“Of course.”
 

“You need to undo a few of those top buttons.”
 

“Why?”
 

“So you don’t look so… so….” He chewed his lip, searching for the right words. Epic fail. “Buttoned up,” he finally said.
 

She processed that, nodded, and undid the top two buttons.
 

“One more,” he said.
 

“Is that truly necessary?”
 

“Yeah.” He waited for her to slip the button. “And maybe if you tie the shirttails at your waist.”
 

“Show me.”
 

He did, and hoped she didn’t notice his hands shaking whenever he brushed the bare skin of her stomach.
 

“Better?”
 

“Oh yeah.” It came out all hoarse and again he had to fight the flush that threatened to telegraph how much she affected him. He cleared his throat and stepped back. “Much better. As Caro would say, now you’re wearing the clothes, the clothes aren’t wearing you. You’re making a statement.”
 

She balled up her wet clothes and sank to her haunches to shove them in a side pocket of her pack. “Caro is your sister, correct?”
 

Tyler had caught a flash of white amongst the bundle. He tore his mind away from the realization she was now braless. “Uh, yeah. She and Shawn are kind of an item.”
 

She stared up at him, her head cocked to one side in that cute-as way she had. “Why do you feel compelled to tell me this?”
 

Why, indeed. Sheesh. He had to quit with this whole blushing thing. It was becoming a habit. “Because she’s my sister. And I don’t want her getting hurt if you make a play for Shawn and he dumps her.”
 

Jay straightened in one smooth, graceful movement, and lounged back against the sink, arms crossed over her chest, feet at the ankles. In direct contrast to Shawn’s attempt this morning, Jay owned the pose.
 

“Is that the only reason?” she asked.
 

His breath hitched. Damn, she was hot.
 

And so obviously still waiting for his response. “Okay, okay. You got me. Shawn’s a douche. And you deserve better.”
 

“What makes you think I deserve better?”
 

He gazed past her, focusing on the graffitied stall doors, carefully choosing his words. “Look. I used to be one of Shawn’s crew. And I was probably a supreme asshole, too. Just like him.” He shrugged. “Goes with the territory. I even had a cheerleader girlfriend. I was a walking cliché until I caught her— Well, anyway. Bad stuff went down and Shawn was in on it. You don’t want to get involved with him. In an ideal world, my sister wouldn’t be involved with him, either. And believe me, you don’t want to get caught in the crossfire if Caro finds out he’s been hitting on you.”
 

“You’re concerned I might get hurt, too.”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“You don’t know me. Why should my wellbeing concern you?”
 

Gah! Did the girl not understand guy-talking-to-hot-chick subtext? She was gonna make him come right out and say it.
 

But before he could make a complete dumbass of himself, Jay nodded slowly, like she’d finally understood what he was trying not to say.
 

He sagged with relief, because once he admitted how he felt about her, there was no taking it back. And if he’d read her wrong, and she wasn’t into him, wasn’t doing anything more than being “nice” to a guy she felt sorry for, he’d be gutted.
 

When she didn’t say anything more, he slanted her an assessing glance. But he couldn’t tell what she was thinking at all—not the merest hint.
 

Weird.
 

Tyler had become pretty good at reading people’s faces. It was a skill he’d perfected, a skill that helped him get by in this clichéd little corner of hell where the jocks and the cheer squad ruled. He knew how to get by without a bunch of peeps to watch his back. He knew when he could get away with mouthing off. Just like he knew when to shut up, suck it up and do a disappearing act. He had it down to a fine art.
 

The silence stretched.
 

Tyler’s hopes wound tight, strangling him. What was he thinking, falling for a girl he’d just met? Jeez. He was a dumbass. He’d played right into her hands. Any moment now, she’d slink back to Shawn and this whole pathetic little episode would be all over school.
 

Except she stayed right where she was, her whole focus on him.
 

There was a light in her eyes that made his gut clench—in a good way. When he inhaled, she was standing so very close that her scent curled through him. His eyelids drifted closed. And then, layered beneath her fresh, clean smell was something indefinable, something that made his heart clamor. The merest hint of strangeness.
 

His eyelids popped open. His gaze locked on hers.
 

Those remarkable eyes held his, unblinking. Unwavering.
 

He saw it then, got the feeling she deliberately let him see it. Jay had secrets. Just like he did. And he didn’t move at all, not a muscle, as she rose up on tiptoe to press her lips against his.
 

The kiss was excruciatingly gentle, a butterfly kiss, the merest brush of her lips against his before she backed off and considered him through narrowed eyes.
 

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.
 

“That must be painful.” She pressed the pad of her finger to her lips and then stroked it lightly across the spot on his chin.
 

She was gone as quickly and noiselessly as she’d come, leaving Tyler’s face glowing from her attentions. And his heart aglow with something else—something he’d never felt for a girl before. Something more than just a little scary.
 
  

Chapter Four
 

Jay exited the classroom after last period and allowed herself to be swept up in the rush of kids heading for their lockers to ditch their books.
 

Her most challenging lesson today had been learning how best to project mediocrity. Unfortunately, nothing in her construction or programming had prepared her for mediocrity, and she’d come perilously close to standing out from the crowd in second period Mathematics. After observing her classmates’ reactions when she’d voiced but a minute portion of her extensive knowledge, she deemed it prudent to pretend she’d merely made a few lucky guesses. The next time she’d been called upon by the teacher, she’d shrugged and appeared confused. The time after that, she asked the teacher to repeat the question, and then gave an incorrect answer.
 

As the day had progressed, she was satisfied she’d gotten the hang of revealing enough knowledge to convince the teachers she was a good student, while convincing her classmates she was not especially gifted.
 

An anomaly in the way the crowd was moving demanded her attention, and she spotted a couple of girls standing whispering, forcing students to fan out to avoid them.
 

The first girl held herself stiffly, muscles tensed and jaw working. Flags of crimson painted her cheekbones. She had auburn hair cut into a sharp chin-length bob. She wore black leggings and a deep purple scoop-neck tunic, belted at the waist with a gold cord. Her lip tint matched the gold cord. So did her low-heeled sandals. Glued to her side was a girl whose t-shirt was very tight, and whose red shorts were shorter than any other shorts Jay had seen on female student. She dismissed them and opened her locker.
 

Purple Tunic Girl marched up to her and said, “First and last warning, sweetie. Keep your paws off my boyfriend.”
 

Jay swept her gaze over the girl, analyzing her bone structure, facial features, and mannerisms. “Hello, Caro,” she said, in a pleasant, conversational tone. “I wondered how long it would take you to introduce yourself.”
 

Caro’s companion took that statement as a signal to take matters into her own hands. Jay noted the indicators and tensed her stomach muscles in preparation. When the blow came, it was hard enough that if Jay had been a fragile human female, it would have caused a substantial bruise.
 

Amidst gasps of “Omigod, did you see that?” from kids who’d witnessed the gesture, Jay heard her attacker inhaling with a hiss that indicated pain. She didn’t bother to verify how badly the girl might have injured her hand. The girl’s pain was not her concern. She was only interested in gauging Caro’s reaction to her friend’s behavior.
 

Caro’s jaw sagged. “Vanessa!”
 

From the strangled tone of Caro’s voice and her horrified expression, Jay guessed Vanessa’s actions had been unexpected and had greatly shocked her. Apparently Tyler’s sister preferred to intimidate with words rather than actions. That was useful to know. She switched her full attention back to the girl who’d hit her.
 

Vanessa flexed her fingers, and as she blinked back tears, Jay noted her pupils were abnormally dilated. Abuse of pharmaceuticals would certainly explain her misplaced aggression. “You should go now,” Jay said to her. “This is none of your concern.”
 

The girl’s pink-slicked lips curled into a sneer. “Is that so?”
 

Jay dulled the hue of her irises, leaching the color until the intense azure faded to a flat, cold, gun-metal grey. She’d done this before to good effect. She couldn’t permanently alter her eye-color, but she’d discovered that even a brief temporary alteration unnerved people. She took a step toward Vanessa. And another.
 

The girl swallowed another whimper, of fear rather than pain this time, and backed off.
 

“Hey!” Tyler’s sister grabbed Jay’s arm.
 

She remembered just in time she was supposed to be a “normal” girl, and allowed herself to be dragged back to face Caro. Jay wasn’t programmed to remain passive when someone attacked her, but these sharp little impulses flicking beneath her skin, urging her to retaliate, weren’t usual. She ignored them. She wasn’t hurt and nor was she in danger. There was no reason to act on those impulses.
 

Caro raked her gaze over Jay’s attire, lingering on the borrowed flannel shirt. A frown puckered her brows, and her eyes narrowed to slits.
 

The odds that Caro recognized the shirt were high. It would be interesting to note how she reacted if she realized the shirt was her brother’s, and that he’d loaned it to the new girl who supposedly had designs on Caro’s boyfriend.
 

Shawn, too, had surprised Jay with his observational skills. The very next time he’d seen her, he had immediately recognized the shirt and made the connection with Tyler. His lips had flattened into a tight white line and he’d made a derogatory comment about her borrowed attire. As the school day had progressed, Shawn insisted on sitting next to her wherever possible, and would slip disparaging remarks about Tyler into the conversation. Jay had finally realized the remarks were because Shawn was angry at Tyler.
 

A knot formed in her stomach at the mere thought of Tyler being harassed by Shawn and his cohorts. Tyler had done nothing wrong. He didn’t deserve to be punished for being kind, and worrying about her wellbeing.
 

“I’ll say this in plain English so even you can understand,” Caro said. “Stay away from Shawn, or I’m gonna make you very sorry.”
 

Jay didn’t bother responding to Caro’s outlandish claim. But Shawn was another matter, an irritation she would happily be rid of. She’d very politely asked him to please stop bothering her, but apparently Shawn was not intelligent enough to understand her request. And Caro appeared to hold Shawn blameless for his actions, placing the fault squarely on Jay, whose only crime was being the unwilling object of his attention. It made no sense. She had not encouraged Shawn’s attentions. She’d actively discouraged him. Perhaps being completely honest with Caro would bring about the desired result.
 

“You have nothing to worry about so far as Shawn is concerned,” she said. “I have no interest in him. In fact, after suffering his attentions at the office this morning, and during three classes today, I find myself in total agreement with your brother. Shawn is a douche. And you deserve better.”
 

Caro blinked at her. Her lips twitched. “Speaking of my brother, I heard what happened in Bio. Thanks for looking out for him.”
 

They were statements, not questions, so Jay remained silent.
 

“He loaned you his shirt, didn’t he?” Caro probed.
 

Jay didn’t see any reason to prevaricate. “Yes. I washed out my t-shirt and he was concerned about me wearing a wet top. It was very kind of him to loan me his shirt.”
 

“Yep. Sounds like Tyler, all right—the whole give you the shirt off his back thing, I mean. Hey, it looks way better on you than it did on him, anyway.”
 

Jay glanced down at her shirtfront. “Thank you. Tyler tied the shirt in this fashion. He seemed to think it looked more attractive this way.”
 

Caro’s lip-twitching became more pronounced. If she wasn’t careful, it might morph into a smile.
 

Behind Jay, Vanessa gave a strangled-sounding gargle, and took advantage of Jay’s apparent inattention to grab a handful of her hair.
 

“Cat-fight!” someone yelled.
 

The kids milling around in the corridor found a common purpose. They pushed and shoved, trying to get closer so they didn’t miss out on the promised entertainment.
 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Vanessa?” Caro squawked, and then turned to elbow someone who’d jostled her. “Hey! Back off, jerk-face!”
 

Vanessa yanked harder on her handful of Jay’s hair and in response, Jay allowed her back to arch until she had an excellent view of the stained grey ceiling tiles. Having her hair pulled didn’t bother her. She could have resisted and left Vanessa with a hank of her hair as a trophy. She would have had a bald patch on her scalp but the missing hair would soon re-grow. What bothered Jay right now was that her current position restricted the scope of her vision.
 

It was time to rectify the situation—without loss of hair. She arched backward in a gymnastics-style bridge, hands reaching for the floor.
 

The unexpectedness of her actions startled Vanessa into a shocked shriek, and she released Jay’s hair to scramble backward.
 

Jay’s hands contacted with the floor. She kicked up to balance on her hands, and resisted the instinctive desire to lash out at Vanessa with her feet. The girl was not a true threat and there was no need to disable her. For five seconds Jay remained upside down, balanced on her hands, her body arrow-straight with feet in the air and toes pointed, giving those nearby the opportunity to get clear before she bent her elbows, abruptly straightened them and pushed off with her hands to bounce upright.
 

“Shee-it!” someone said. “Nice moves.”
 

Before Vanessa could react to this new development, Jay snaked out her hand and grasped Vanessa’s wrist. She pulled the girl toward her until they were face to face. “What is your issue with me, Vanessa? I’ve done nothing to you. I’ve told Caro I have no interest in Shawn. There was no reason for you to attack me again. I am inclined to conclude you are either—” she sought the correct slang term “—high, or that you have feelings for Tyler and you are jealous that he helped me.”
 

Vanessa’s heavily made-up cheeks flushed with uneven blotches that crawled down her neck. “Me, high? That’s rich!” Her gaze slid sideways. When she met Caro’s raised eyebrows, she flinched and ducked her head, and then tried to pull from Jay’s grasp.
 

Jay held on to Vanessa’s wrist, ignoring her pathetic struggles. She gazed at the students who’d gathered, clearly expecting more entertainment. After selecting what seemed to be the most appropriate response, she twisted her face into a sneer. “Go away. There’s nothing more to see here.”
 

Staring students suddenly found more interesting things to concern themselves with. Excellent. Practicing her facial expressions in the mirror had achieved the desired results.
 

When they were no longer the center of attention, and the noise level in the hallway had resumed its usual boisterous levels, Caro confronted Jay. “Look. I’m really sorry about this. It wasn’t supposed to get physical. I just wanted to warn you off Shawn.”
 

The tight strain in Caro’s voice was congruent with her overly wide, worried eyes. Jay calibrated Caro’s non-verbal physical responses and concluded she meant every word.
 

“Your apology is accepted,” Jay said. Her gaze cut to Vanessa. “I’m still waiting for yours.”
 

“Sorry,” Vanessa muttered, tugging on her wrist to try to free herself from Jay’s grip, and sounding anything but apologetic.
 

For some reason that Jay couldn’t define, Vanessa’s rudeness irritated her as much as Shawn’s persistence. She waited until Vanessa threw her weight backward to try and free herself again, and without warning, released the girl’s wrist.
 

Vanessa overbalanced and landed on her butt, legs sprawled, mouth hanging open in disbelief. A bunch of kids who’d witnessed the incident snickered and whispered to each other. Vanessa’s face turned a shade of red that almost matched her shorts.
 

“Sorry,” Jay said, exactly matching Vanessa’s tone. She slammed the door of her locker shut, and walked off, leaving Caro to deal with her companion in whatever way she chose.
 

“Skanky bitch!” she heard Vanessa say.
 

“You had it coming, Nessa,” came Caro’s response. “You’re real lucky she didn’t smack you a good one after what you pulled on her. Look, we’ve got to get ready for practice and you need to get your head in the game. You know what Bettina’s like. She’ll drop you from the squad if you screw up again. We’ll talk about this later, ’kay?”
 

“Whatever.”
 

Jay’s lips curved. Yes, Vanessa had deserved “it”.
 

And strangely enough, her confrontation with the girl had eased the hollow feeling in her belly. She’d suffered this strange feeling since spotting Tyler heading toward the music room at lunchtime. Unseen and unnoticed, Jay had lurked outside the room, spellbound by the guitar riffs spilling out from the gap beneath the closed door.
 

The ability to create a song or an instrumental piece was one of the rare human abilities Jay could not mimic. She could play any instrument, competently recite any piece of music after hearing it only once, but it was beyond her abilities to create anything new. Tyler’s music, his voice and the words he’d sung…. The combination had been raw and powerful. Haunting.
 

 I wake in the dead of night,
 And you’re not there.
 I call your name,
 But there’s no answer.
 You’re gone,
 And I’m lost.
 Half of what I am is yours.
 And I’m lost without you…. 

 

As Jay had listened, a vast emptiness had welled up inside her. Logic dictated the hollow feeling was merely a result of her body’s requirement for sufficient sustenance, however eating a snack from a dispensing machine outside the cafeteria had done little to dispel it. She didn’t comprehend how mere words put to music could have a physical effect on her… and that physically bettering an opponent could help alleviate the symptoms. It bore further investigation.
 

She pushed through the exit doors, blinking once to accustom her eyesight to the brightness after the gloom of the poorly lit corridor. As she cut through the car park, she noticed Tyler lurking amongst the bunch of students who had congregated in the bus bay. She suspected from the stiffening of his posture that he’d spotted her, but was pretending he hadn’t.
 

This must be what was meant by “playing it cool”.
 

Jay didn’t understand how to reciprocate, how to project “coolness” in return. Had kissing Tyler this morning been playing it cool?
 

She didn’t know.
 

She did know it had been uncharacteristic, acting on an impulse that had surged through her body and hijacked her brain. Like now, when her arm, seemingly of its own volition, lifted to acknowledge him with a wave.
 

Tyler waved back.
 

Jay felt a wave of heat wash over her, forcing her to adjust her core body temperature. She mulled this new anomaly as she waited for the traffic to clear so she could cross the street. She would run a full diagnostic when she got back to her apartment to discover the root cause of these minor malfunctions.
 

“Hey, Tyler! Can you spare a minute?”
 

The shout prompted her to glance over her shoulder, and she saw a man beckoning from the opened window of a classroom. Tyler jogged back toward the entrance doors.
 

She mentally shuffled through the staff photos and identified the man as the school’s music teacher, Mr. Whaley. If she waited around for a while, perhaps she would be able to strike up a conversation with Tyler when he’d finished with the teacher. It would be interesting to learn more about his musical abilities.
 

Bettina’s strident voice floated up from the field, haranguing Caro and Vanessa for being five minutes late to practice. Jay drifted over to observe the cheerleaders from the shadows afforded by the overhanging roof of the school hall.
 

A bunch of guys sauntered over to plant their butts on the bleachers and ogle the girls in their short skirts. One of them puckered up and blew a noisy kiss at Bettina. “Hey, B! Shake it for me, baby!”
 

She tossed him evil look over her shoulder. “Get lost,” she told him. “And quit gawking at the guy-candy!” she yelled at those of her squad who had dared to giggle. “Next girl who effs up because her mind’s not on the routine is getting benched next game!”
 

It was obvious to Jay that Bettina took her job as cheer captain very seriously.
 

She watched the squad run once through their routine and then turned away. She could do the tricks with her eyes closed. Not that she didn’t appreciate the difficulty and the skill involved for humans to perform such maneuvers, but it held no particular fascination for her.
 

All the buses had arrived and departed before Tyler appeared again. He surveyed the empty bus bay, glanced at his watch. His shoulders slumped.
 

She jogged toward him as he headed out of the school gates. His head shot up when he heard her approach, and in the instant before he blanked his face she saw pleasure.
 

“May I walk with you?” she asked.
 

“Sure. I’m headed this way.” He jerked his chin to the left.
 

“I’m sorry you missed your bus.”
 

He shrugged. “No drama.”
 

“That teacher inconvenienced you. He should have spoken to you during school hours so you didn’t miss your bus.”
 

He snorted. “Teachers don’t think about stuff like that.”
 

“You’re not in trouble with him, are you?”
 

“Me? Nah. Whaley’s cool. He was just giving me some feedback about my latest songwriting attempt.”
 

They walked in silence for a few minutes, with Tyler shooting her surreptitious glances beneath his lashes. “I hear Shawn’s still bugging you,” he finally said.
 

Jay didn’t have to remind herself that a grimace would be appropriate in this instance. It was her body’s automatic response to mention of Shawn. “I asked him very politely to leave me alone, but I suspect he thinks I’m playing hard to get. His lack of intelligence is extremely vexing.” Even to her own ears she sounded petulant.
 

He barked a laugh. “You’re something else, you know that?”
 

She clamped her mouth shut against the immediate agreement that hovered on her lips. She was indeed “something else”. But she was training herself to decipher the subtext of what was said before she responded, rather than taking people’s comments so literally.
 

“You really don’t like him much, do you?” He seemed to be having some difficulty with the concept that any girl could dislike Shawn.
 

Jay couldn’t decipher what it was about Shawn that made him so attractive to the opposite sex. So far as appearances went, he was merely one of a number of physically attractive young males she had encountered. His features were symmetrical enough to be pleasing, but his lack of morals and his inflated idea of his own importance and desirability repelled her. She found Tyler’s lean physique, shaggy hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and slightly crooked smile, far more aesthetically pleasing. He wasn’t perfect, and it was his imperfections that captivated her. In addition, he was far more interesting to talk to than the self-involved Shawn.
 

“No. I don’t like him at all,” she said. “Can we please not talk about Shawn?”
 

“What do you want to talk about, then?”
 

“I heard you playing your guitar and singing at lunchtime,” she said. “You’re very talented.”
 

“Thanks.” He beamed at her, and something tightened in Jay’s chest, making it difficult for her to breathe.
 

“It wasn’t my guitar, though,” he said. “That one belongs to the music room. It’s a bit of a dog but it does the trick. My own guitar’s worth a bit—no way I’d bring it to school and risk it being damaged.”
 

She nodded her understanding.
 

“Hey, do you play an instrument or anything?”
 

Because she did not wish to appear boastful, she shrugged, and said, “Not really.”
 

Car tires squealed and the acrid odor of burning rubber scented the air. Laughter floated to her ears. She separated out the sounds, identified the vehicle’s engine as belonging to a Mazda MX-5 Miata, and ran voice analyses. A simple calculation led her to conclude she would be subjected to an unwelcome encounter in approximately thirty-five seconds.
 

Just as she and Tyler were approaching a small group of stores, a red MX-5 rounded the corner and pulled up to the curb ahead of them.
 

She hadn’t miscalculated. But then, she seldom did.
 

“Hey, Jaaay.” Shawn called out from the driver’s seat, completely ignoring Tyler.
 

She didn’t appreciate the way he drew out the syllables of her name. Her name was Jay. Not Jaaay. If she’d wanted to be called Jaaay, she would have spelled her name with extra As.
 

“Hello, Shawn.” She ignored her programming and did not acknowledge his companion. It was getting somewhat easier to be rude and unpleasant if the situation called for it.
 

“Going somewhere?” Shawn’s gaze flicked to his reflection in the rearview mirror. He smoothed his hair.
 

Jay kept on walking. “I would have thought that was quite obvious, but since you ask, yes.”
 

Tyler emitted a peculiar gurgling sound and cleared his throat.
 

“Hey, wait up, babe!” Shawn called as they passed his car. He put the vehicle in gear and crept along the curb, keeping pace with them. His smile displayed his artificially whitened capped teeth. “Hop in, I’ll give you a lift.”
 

“I don’t need a lift. And if I did, there are no spare seats in your car.”
 

The boy sitting up front with Shawn dropped her a wink. His lips curved into a sly smile and he patted his lap. “Babe, you can sit right here on this good wood.”
 

“Can it, Matt,” Shawn said. “If she’s sitting on anyone it’ll be me. Capiche?”
 

Matt smirked. “Whatever, dude.”
 

“Niiice,” Tyler said. “Caro’s gonna be thrilled to hear about you making moves on Jay. Again. I’d watch my back if I were you, Shawn. You know what my sister’s like when she gets riled. I can just picture her bitch-slapping you into orbit. Hey, I should sell tickets to the event. I’d make a killing.”
 

Shawn slammed his car into park. He hopped out to confront Tyler, hands fisted at his sides, lower lip outthrust. “What I do when your sister isn’t looking over my shoulder is none of your fucking business, freak-boy. So keep your effing mouth shut. Or I’ll shut it for you.”
 

Jay clamped her hand on Tyler’s arm to prevent him from lunging at Shawn. “Let me handle this,” she murmured. “Apparently I’m going to have to be extremely unpleasant so he will get the message.”
 

His brow pleated with concern as his gaze raked her face. “You sure?”
 

“I’m sure.” She felt a peculiar warmth curling low in her belly. If she’d been human, that warmth might have indicated she enjoyed his concern for her. She dismissed it as a chemical reaction preparing her body for her coming confrontation with Shawn.
 

“Okay. But I’m here if you need me,” he said.
 

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”
 

She moved toward Shawn, who leaned back against his car and crossed his arms over his chest. He smiled lazily at her.
 

Did this young male truly believe himself so irresistible to females?
 

Apparently so. He’d obviously convinced himself his physical charms had the power to completely overwhelm her good sense. The boy was an idiot.
 

“So how ’bout you and me hook up later on?” he said. “Pick you up at nine and—”
 

“I don’t think so.”
 

He blinked at her. “Aw, don’t be like that, babe. This playing hard to get thing is getting old.”
 

His tone was light, bantering, but his gaze was challenging. You don’t want to mess with me, it seemed to say. Delusional boy. She was going to enjoy thwarting him.
 

He reached for her.
 

Ignoring Tyler’s shout of protest, Jay let Shawn grab her wrist and tug her toward him. As Shawn bent his head, she realized he was about to kiss her—force her to comply and fall in with his wishes. She grasped his chin in her hand and dulled her eyes so her gaze was flat and cold and menacing. “Are you trying to shut my effing mouth by kissing me, Shawn?”
 

He froze. The cocky grin slid off his face.
 

She thrust him away and stared him down. “I would rather not be bothered by two-timing sleaze-bags, Shawn. For some reason they make me nauseous.”
 

Behind her, Tyler snorted with laughter.
 

“Bitch.” Shawn’s expression darkened. He raised his hand as if he was about to hit out at her. Then he seemed to think better of it and dropped his arm. He was on edge, his heart rate elevated, a pulse throbbing at his temple. It would not take much to provoke him.
 

Jay reviewed what she knew about Shawn and his family, and debated her options. If he did lose his temper and hit her, there was a high probability it would work in her favor. When it got around that he’d hit a girl, Shawn’s godlike reputation amongst the students—both male and female—would take a severe hit.
 

She released the merest whiff of a very specific pheromone into the air and watched Shawn inhale. A fine sweat broke out on his forehead. His fists clenched and unclenched, clenched again.
 

“You’re such a daddy’s boy,” she said, curling her lip into a sneer. “Without his money to throw around, you’re nothing special, Shawn. You should hear what your team say about you behind your back.”
 

His nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed to slits. “What do they say?”
 

Ah yes. She’d been correct to base her verbal attack on his male pride. This was going to be ludicrously easy. “Only that your daddy bought your place on the team with a hefty donation. It must be a real blow to your pride to know you wouldn’t have been good enough otherwise.”
 

“Jay.” Tyler’s voice throbbed with anxiety. “I don’t think—”
 

“I’m fine, Tyler.” She swept her glance over Shawn. “He’s nothing I can’t handle.”
 

Shawn’s tanned complexion turned a mottled red.
 

Jay laughed, and made certain it was a derisive, mocking sound. “Poor Shawn. Did I hurt your feelings? Never mind. I’m sure you’ll get over it. Oh, and I almost forgot to mention that Caro and I had an enlightening little chat this afternoon. I’m sure it won’t take much more effort on my part to convince her to dump your less-than-toned glutes.”
 

Shawn frowned as he processed that last part.
 

“Are you saying—?”
 

“Yes, Shawn. You have a—” she sought the most suitable slang phrase “—flabby ass.”
 

He lost it.
 

Of course Jay saw the blow coming, but she chose not to exert herself by blocking it. Whatever Shawn did, it was highly unlikely to permanently damage her. To Jay, the logic that had led to this moment was perfectly sound, so she stood perfectly still, relaxed her facial muscles, and allowed his hand to connect with her cheek.
 

“Jesus!” She heard Matt’s shocked voice.
 

Excellent. Her decision was already having the desired effect.
 

Unfortunately, Tyler wasn’t aware Jay didn’t feel pain. Or that she had weighed her options and concluded it was in her best interests to let Shawn assault her. Before she could caution him to stay out of it, Tyler grabbed her arm and yanked her away from further harm. Then he charged Shawn, smacking him against the side of the car.
 

Shawn bellowed and retaliated by shoving Tyler away, then lunging for him, grabbing him round the waist and steamrolling him backward.
 

Jay was still considering whether or not Tyler would be irritated if she intervened, when she caught a metallic flash at the edge of her vision. She glanced at Matt and found him recording the incident on a sleek black mobile phone. “Please put the phone away. Now.” She refocused her full attention on the two combatants.
 

“You okay?” Matt asked. “There’s a spare seat here if you need to sit down. Do you want me to call someone to come and get you?”
 

She kept her gaze on Tyler and Shawn as she answered. “Yes, I’m okay. No, I don’t need to sit down. No, I don’t want you to call anyone. Thank you for asking, though. The phone, Matt.”
 

He was silent. When she glanced again at him to confirm he’d stopped videoing the fight, Matt had lowered the phone and was staring at her like he expected her to be doing something other than what she was currently doing. The trouble was, Jay had no idea what that something might be.
 

“Sure you’re okay?” he finally asked. “You’re not gonna faint or anything, are you?”
 

“Yes, I’m sure. No, I’m not going to faint. Or anything.”
 

His frown smacked of disbelief. “Shit. I can actually see a handprint on your cheek. I’m guessing he didn’t hold back, huh?”
 

“He could have punched me, so I believe he did hold back to some degree. And the mark will fade soon.”
 

“You’re one tough chick.”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Better ice it when you get a chance,” he told her. “It’ll help with the bruising.”
 

“Thank you for the advice. Aren’t you going to Shawn’s aid?” If Matt chose that course of action, she would take steps to stop him. Two against one was patently unfair.
 

He shrugged and stuck his feet up on the dash. “Nah. Shawn and Tyler have some major history, so this was always gonna happen. And between you and me, I hope Tyler manages to get in a few good punches before he gets creamed. Shawn deserves to get the hurt put on him.”
 

“Why does Shawn deserve it?” she asked. “Isn’t he your friend?”
 

Matt’s lips compressed and the residual humor faded from his eyes. “Lately, that’s up for debate. And guys just don’t hit girls, okay?”
 

“Is it okay for girls to hit guys?”
 

He eyed her, his gaze speculative, gauging the seriousness of her question. “After what that asshole did to you? Duh. Abso-fricking-lutely.”
 

“Thank you. I wasn’t sure of the protocol in a situation like this.”
 

She heard Matt mutter, “This I gotta see,” as she turned her gaze back to Tyler and Shawn.
 

She observed the fight for a moment. Shawn’s heavier body mass was proving problematic for Tyler. He did manage to hook one of Shawn’s ankles with a sweep of his foot and topple him to the ground, but when he pounced on him, Shawn bucked him off and rolled, switching their positions. Shawn’s triumphant expression morphed into something dark and ugly. He drew back his elbow, fist clenched.
 

This would be a prudent time to intervene. Jay liked Tyler’s face just the way it was, and she would not appreciate Shawn rearranging it. She didn’t bother to check her speed. She leaped toward Shawn and grabbed his wrist. In one smooth, rapid movement, she rotated his arm to twist it up behind his back.
 

“Bitch,” he said, struggling ineffectually and hissing when she increased the pressure on his shoulder joint. “Get off me. You want another smack or something?”
 

“Please,” she said. “Do try.”
 

“Fine. I’ll get to you when I’ve finished with the freak.”
 

“In your dreams!” Tyler said, his face tight with determination as bucked his hips, trying to dislodge Shawn. “You lay a hand on her again and I’m gonna—”
 

“You’re gonna what?” Shawn said. “Sing me a song?”
 

Jay’s vision washed with a bloody red haze that she identified as adrenaline-fueled fury. Humans called this phenomenon bloodlust, or “seeing red”. And it was oh-so-very tempting to give in to it.
 

But at some level, she understood she was defective. There was something profoundly wrong with her. She’d been programmed to defend herself if threatened, but she was not in any danger whatsoever. As much as she might wish it otherwise at this particular instant, her programming did not extend to rendering Shawn limb from limb, or even smashing his face with a clenched fist and ruining the good looks he was so very proud of. This encounter should not be affecting her in such a way. This annoying, foul-mouthed, boy should not have the power to influence her actions. This desire she had to punish him, to exact revenge for his treatment of Tyler, was wrong. She was malfunctioning, and the consequences of giving in to her rage could be dire.
 

She caged her fury and smothered it with logic. And logic told her the most efficient way to be rid of Shawn’s attentions was to humiliate him enough that he avoided her in future.
 

She increased the upward pressure on his wrist and shoulder joint, ignoring his vile curses as the pain and the threatened dislocation of his shoulder forced him to abandon Tyler and rise to his feet.
 

After a brief scan of her surroundings, Jay discounted the trash cans placed beside the bus stop. There was no reason to damage public property.
 

The Dumpster out back of the Chinese takeout? Perfect. She marched Shawn toward it on his tiptoes.
 

“Hey, Matt!” he yelled, his voice squeaky with growing panic. “Dude, some help, here?”
 

“She’s only a girl,” Matt called back. “I’m sure she won’t hurt you too bad.”
 

Jay gripped Shawn by scruff of his neck and the waistband of his designer jeans, and tossed him into the Dumpster. He landed with a muffled squawk of disbelief and an immensely satisfying squelch, signaling to her that his landing had been cushioned by rubbish sacks full of discarded food scraps. She sniffed the air. Plastic rubbish sacks by the smell of them. Along with the garbage, they would have contained a higher than normal percentage of air, meaning Shawn would have enjoyed a far more comfortable landing than he deserved.
 

When she turned back to see how Tyler was faring, she found him staring at her, open-mouthed.
 

She cut her gaze to Matt.
 

He, too, gave her stunned eyes. “Uh, nice trick,” he said.
 

Oh. Apparently girls weren’t supposed to be able to toss boys into Dumpsters. “It’s all in the thighs,” she said. “Taking out the trash has always been one of my chores.”
 

Tyler’s lips twitched upward.
 

“Did Shawn hurt you?” Jay asked, noting his scraped skin and the bruises that were beginning to form.
 

“Nah. It’s nothing. What about you?”
 

“I’m fine.”
 

He shook off his shock and dusted down his clothes. “Then let’s go, before the trash gets its shit together and crawls out of that Dumpster.”
 
  

Chapter Five
 

All Tyler could think about was Jay. She was doing his head in. He stared at the lyrics he’d scrawled on his sheet music pad.
 

 Thoughts of you glowing in my heart,
 Thoughts of you shining in my soul,
 Thoughts of you blazing in my mind,
 Thoughts of you, burning.
 Thoughts of you,
 Burn. 

 

Sheesh. It read like a sappy romance novel. He crumpled the page and tossed it at the trash can. Then he stuck his guitar back in its case and dragged out his sketchbook. But instead of the graphics project he was supposed to be working on, he found himself sketching Jay’s face.
 

Crap. He had it bad. Real bad.
 

He closed the sketchbook and grabbed his Bio textbook. And he was still lounging on his bed, pretending to study, when he heard the front door slam.
 

There was the usual delay while Caro grabbed a snack from the refrigerator, before he heard her footsteps on the stairs. She was a stomach on legs but she never seemed to put on weight, and her freakish metabolism was the envy of her friends. He waited for her to explode through his bedroom door without so much as a knock, and stick him with some smartass comment. Like she always did.
 

Wait for it….
 

The door smacked into the wall with a sickening crunch. “Heard you puked all over the new girl in Bio. Way to go, bro!” Caro stuck her hand palm out, as if expecting to be high-fived.
 

“Yeah. Thanks.” He ignored the gesture and changed the subject to the raw scrape decorating his sister’s cheek. “Lemme guess, you tripped over your own two feet and fell on your face during practice?”
 

“Haha. Very funny. Ashlee clocked me in the face with her heel. She’s such a klutz. What’s your excuse?” She stared pointedly at his scrapes and bruises. When he didn’t rise to the bait she said, “So. Losing your breakfast in Bio. Bet that got her attention, huh?”
 

“Yeah. Riiight. Puking all over chicks works like a charm. They find it irresistible.” He rolled onto his stomach and pretended to be absorbed in the textbook.
 

She snickered, and in a sing-song voice said, “You’ve got it bad for her.”
 

“Don’t be daft.”
 

“The way I heard it, she’s got it bad for you, too. So bad—” big ole pause for effect “—she treated you to a strip-tease in the bathroom.”
 

Unease iced Tyler’s spine. He’d avoided the social minefield of the cafeteria by hiding out in the music room. Then he’d cut last period English and headed for the library. He’d hoped making himself scarce would dampen the gossip. Obviously not.
 

He leveled what he hoped was a nonchalant look at his sister. “Jeezus. I lent her my shirt so she had something clean to wear. What the hell’s wrong with that? And who’s doing the mouthing off?”
 

She gave him “Well, duh!” eyes. “The usual suspects. And you think that’s bad, you should hear what else the squad are saying about you two.”
 

He gave up on the text book and turned on his side to better observe his sister’s face. “What are they saying?”
 

She popped the top of her soda and chugged half the contents before slanting him a look which smacked of pity. “It’s bad. Word is, you and Jay also got— How shall I put this? Intimate.”
 

Tyler resisted the urge to dive under his comforter and cocoon himself from the world. He wasn’t into risky behaviors like getting wasted, or experimenting with casual sex, but because of what had gone down at Homecoming, loads of kids believed otherwise. They could believe what they liked. Nothing he could say would change their minds. But this? This was something else. Because this time, it wasn’t just his rep being dissed and he didn’t think he could protect Jay like he’d protected Vanessa.
 

“How intimate?” he asked.
 

“Her giving you a BJ intimate.”
 

“Riiight. Like that would ever happen. Like Jay would even want to seriously hook up with me.” He forced a laugh. Even to his own ears it sounded tragic, so he flopped back onto his stomach to cover a flush of fury that had him clenching his fists and wanting to hit something. Shit. Shit. Shit. “It didn’t go down like that at all,” he muttered.
 

“I know,” Caro said. “And I tried to put the lid on the gossip but it’s far too juicy for Nessa to let go.”
 

The mattress dipped as she plunked herself down beside him and reached over to rub the tight, aching spot between his shoulder blades. “I’m real sorry. I don’t know what’s up with Nessa, lately. She’s been acting like a real bitch. And she’s really got it in for Jay. Bettina’s not exactly pleased to have another contender for hottest girl in school, either. Wouldn’t surprise me if she had something heinous planned. Hey, d’you want me to clue Jay in, and tell her to steer clear of you for a bit?”
 

“God no! Just stay the hell out of it, Caro. You’ll only make it worse.” He shrugged off her hand to slither off the bed onto the floor. He propped himself against the mattress, elbows on bent knees, chin cupped in his hands. “I can handle the rumors,” he said, as much to convince himself as his sister. He hoped Jay could handle them, too.
 

“Sure you can.” Caro blew out a harsh sigh and joined him on the floor, sitting cross-legged in front of him. “Just like you handled them after Homecoming. Look, if you’d just tell me what really happened, maybe I could—”
 

“Drop it, sis.”
 

She scrubbed her hands through her hair. “Fine. What-freakin’-ever. But you sure can pick ’em, bro. I mean, first day at school and Jay’s already attracting the wrong kind of attention.”
 

“Shawn’s attention, you mean,” he said. And then wished he’d kept his mouth shut when he saw the pain flash across his sister’s eyes. Shawn was a dork. He wouldn’t know a good thing if it bit him on the ass. It wasn’t a matter of if he screwed things up with Caro, more like when.
 

He tried to make amends. “Look, sis, you don’t need to worry about Jay hooking up with your boyfriend. She can’t stand him. And after the way she dealt to him, I reckon he’ll go out of his way to avoid her.”
 

“Oh?” Caro’s eyes flashed danger. “And how did she deal to him, exactly?”
 

Tyler went hot-cold-hot with dismay. Ah, crap. When was he going to learn to keep his big mouth shut?
 

His sister took pity on him. “Chill. I was only yanking your chain. Jay already gave me the whole tragic story about how Shawn wouldn’t leave her alone. Some girls might reckon her reaction was OTT, but me? I’m thrilled she kicked his ass. It serves him right. Jerk. Least he could have done was dump me before he started hitting on someone else.”
 

He blinked at the bitterness in her voice. “Does this mean what I think it means?”
 

“That I’ve kicked Shawn into touch?” She smiled in such a nasty way that he shivered and rubbed his bare arms, grateful her huge case of the vengefuls wasn’t directed at him. “Not yet. First I’m going to make him grovel. And then, just when he thinks he’s got me right where he wants me, I’m dumping his ass. Publicly. With maximum humiliation. No one treats me like that and gets away with it.”
 

He closed his eyes and clasped his hands together in mock-prayer. “Thank you, Lord!”
 

She grabbed a sneaker off the floor and whacked him with it.
 

“Hey! Settle!” He fended off her enthusiastic attack until something other than the sneaker smacked him upside the head. “Hang on. When did you talk to Jay, exactly?”
 

She ditched the sneaker and resumed her position on the floor. “On the way home from practice. I spotted her outside Black Angel—you know, that recycled clothing boutique I like? And I made Nessa stop and offer her a lift. I figured it was the least Nessa could do after the way she behaved.”
 

He opened his mouth to enquire how Vanessa had “behaved” but Caro rushed on. “She said she didn’t need a lift, so we checked out the new range in store and talked for a bit. And she told me everything, by the way.”
 

“Everything?” He felt his face heating as he recalled how he’d ogled Jay when she’d shucked her t-shirt. And how she’d made him feel when she kissed him.
 

Caro arched her eyebrows at him, trying her best to appear superior. “Yep. Everything. All about how Shawn got royally pissed when she told him she wasn’t interested, and he insulted her, and—”
 

“Assaulted her, more like.” A surge of anger thrummed through his veins as he recalled the reddened mark Shawn’s hand had left on Jay’s pale cheek.
 

“Huh? What did you say?”
 

He debated whether to zip his lip or spill his guts. And blew out a sigh of resignation. Caro wasn’t gonna like it, but for better or worse, it was time she realized what kind of guy Shawn really was—just in case she had a change of heart and didn’t dump his ass. “Jay didn’t tell you everything.”
 

She wagged her finger at him. “Oh yeah? She told me all about how you came running to her defense and Shawn ended up decorating the Dumpster. I wish I’d been there! I hope Matt got the whole thing on vid and posts it online. That’ll teach Shawn to—”
 

“Shawn slapped her, Caro. Across the face. Hard.”
 

His sister paled to sheet-white. “He didn’t.”
 

“Yeah, he did. That’s why I went for him.”
 

She swallowed a couple of times, like she was trying to digest something nasty. “Sh-she must have really provoked him, right?”
 

Tyler’s heart went out to her but he wasn’t going to lie to make her feel better and help her justify Shawn’s behavior. “Yeah, she provoked him all right. Threatened to tell you what a creep he was, and try ’n convince you to dump him.”
 

“That’s all?”
 

“Yeah. Well, aside from that dig about Shawn’s daddy buying him a place on the team. And Shawn’s flabby ass.”
 

The color had seeped back into her cheeks but she still couldn’t look him in the eye. Shawn’s shitty behavior had really knocked the stuffing out of her.
 

“Jay didn’t say anything about that,” she said. “It’s like she hasn’t been affected at all. I’d have been gutted! Not to mention, angry as hell. And I’d have ripped Shawn’s freaking arm off if he dared lay a hand on me.”
 

Tyler let out a breath that he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding. He’d been wondering if Shawn had ever gotten rough with his sister, and angsting over the best way to ask her. “Jay’s one tough chick,” he said.
 

“Yeah, she is that.” Caro shook her head like she couldn’t quite believe what she was about to say. “She didn’t even flinch when Nessa punched her and—”
 

“Vanessa did what?”
 

She clapped her hands over her ears. “Quit yelling.”
 

He pulled her hands away none-too-gently. “Tell me what happened. Now.”
 

“God.” Caro bit her lip, staring over his shoulder at the Eric Clapton poster on his wall. “Poor thing. Talk about shittiest first day ever at a new school. I’d be begging my parents to home-school me right about now. I’m really going have to do some impressive groveling to make it up to her. And boy, am I ever gonna make Shawn suffer.”
 

“Good. About time. He deserves it. Now quit trying to change the subject, Caro. Spill. What happened with Vanessa?”
 

“It’s not as bad as you think,” she said. “Well, maybe it is, but—”
 

He made a rolling motion with his hand.
 

She slumped. “Okay, okay. When I heard Jay had her sights set on Shawn, I could hardly let it go, could I?”
 

He kept his mouth shut and after a sideways glance at him from beneath her lashes, Caro exhaled a drama-queen-worthy sigh. “Nessa and I confronted her after last period. She was all, ‘Hi, Caro. Wondered when you’d show up.’ She was so damn cool I was this close—” she pinched her forefinger and thumb together and waved them beneath his nose “—to giving her hell. Not that I’d ever get physical or anything,” she added, when she noticed his outraged expression. “I’d have settled for a verbal take-down. Unlike Nessa.”
 

“Vanessa really punched her? Jeez.” Vanessa was more your cheer ’em on from the sidelines, or cower and wait to be rescued, kind of girl.
 

“Yeah,” Caro said, sounding subdued—guilt-ridden, even. “In the stomach. And then she yanked Jay’s hair so hard I thought she was gonna tear a hunk from her scalp.”
 

“Jay didn’t mention anything about that, either.”
 

“When you walked her home, you mean.” His sister’s tone was so heavy with innuendo she made “walked her home” sound x-rated.
 

“It was only part of the way but— Hey, don’t try’n change the subject. What else happened with Jay and Vanessa?”
 

“How do you know anything else happened?”
 

“Puhlease. She’s not the type to stand there and let Vanessa punch her and yank her hair.” His brain chose that moment to visualize Jay standing so very still and calm, almost as though she was waiting for Shawn’s hand to connect with her face. “Well, maybe she would just stand there. Whatever. Tell me, okay? Dying, here!”
 

He waited for his sister to elaborate. And waited.
 

When she finally got around to describing Jay’s stunt, her voice was hushed with admiration—something Tyler didn’t hear very often coming from his sister. Caro was usually the one inspiring the admiration.
 

“She’s way flexible. Do we ever need that girl on our squad. And when she dropped Nessa on her ass and walked off? Priceless!”
 

“Sounds like Vanessa lost the plot big-time.”
 

“She sure did,” Caro agreed. “I reckon Jay’s right: Nessa’s jealous.”
 

“Vanessa? Jealous? Why?”
 

Caro reverted to her classic eye-roll. “You are so clueless. Which is why you’re so lucky to have me as your sister.” She bounced up from the floor, stretched out the kinks in her back, and made a production out of checking her watch. “Goodness. Is that the time? Hey, what’s for dinner? Hope there’s enough for an extra person.”
 

Tyler groaned and tried to pull off a Caro-style eye-roll. “Please tell me you haven’t invited Vanessa. That’d really put me off my food.”
 

“I haven’t invited Nessa.” She grinned at him in that smug way which never failed to irritate him and reminded him of a cat that’d just helped itself to a bowlful of cream.
 

Oh no. This could not be good. He had a bad feeling about this. He made a grab for her leg before she could disappear on him. “Who, then?”
 

She swatted his hand away. “Easy on the old knee-joint, bro. I landed hard during practice and it’s still a bit tender.” She swung her leg back and forth experimentally, still smirking at him.
 

He lunged, and managed to squeeze her knee before she scooted out of reach. Not too hard—she was his sister, and for all intents and purposes, a girl—but hard enough to make a point.
 

“Ow!” Caro rubbed her leg. “You’ve gotten real mean, you know that? It’s hardly surprising you’ve got no friends anymore.”
 

He regarded her sourly. Her comment hurt, but no way was he going to let on how bad. His sister didn’t know the full story of why he’d dropped out of the in-crowd. And if he had his way, she wasn’t going to know, either.
 

She stood hands on hips, giving him the “You are a lower life form and therefore beneath my notice, but just this once I’ll oblige you” glare. “I invited Jay for dinner,” she said.
 

“You did what?” He looked around his room for something to hurl at her. “What the effing hell were you thinking?”
 

“Chill, bro. Jay turned me down flat when I asked her to try out for the squad, and I want to work on her some more. Plus, I’m feeling real crap about giving her such a hard time about Shawn. So I figured I’d extend the hand of friendship and invite her over.”
 

“That’s the biggest load of BS I’ve ever heard.” He snatched a pillow from the bed and lobbed it at her.
 

She ducked the ineffective missile. “Okay, you got me. My own personal feelings aside, I figure she must really like you or she wouldn’t have hung around after you upchucked over her. And I know it’ll be a cold day in hell before you get up the nerve to ask her out, so I invited her over. What’s wrong with that?”
 

He plucked a tennis ball from the floor and menaced her with it. “What’s wrong with that? Everything’s wrong with that! Keep your nose out of my love-life, Caro. Your last little effort to hook me up with Ashlee was a fricking monumental disaster. Butt out. That clear enough for you?”
 

She raised her eyebrows. “Crystal. Not that you even have a love-life for me to butt out of. Yet. You can thank me later.”
 

He ground his teeth and fought the impulse to strangle his matchmaking sister. “You can just un-invite her, okay?”
 

In a corner of his mind he noted she was smirking like an idiot. What the hell did she have to smirk about? Didn’t she realize how pissed he was with her right now? “Ring her and—”
 

“Oops,” Caro said, pressing her fingers to her lips. “I don’t seem to have her number. But you feel free to tell her what an interfering beyotch your sister is, and how you’re rudely uninviting her, just as soon as she shows up. Which will be in, oh, fifty-five minutes or so.”
 

Before he could open his mouth to scream at her some more, she dived for the door. He threw the ball and missed—much to his disgust. “You’d better get a move on with dinner!” he heard her yell as she sprinted for the safety of her room.
 

By the time he reached Caro’s room, she’d already locked her door. He battered it with his fists. “C’mon out, you freaking coward!”
 

“Nuh uh,” she called. “I’m staying right here ’til Jay arrives. Which should be in about, let me see, fifty minutes and counting. The same time Mom’s due home. Isn’t that a happy coincidence? What’re we eating, by the way?”
 

“Aaargh!” He howled his frustration. “You are so gonna pay.”
 

“In your dreams,” came the muffled response.
 

Her voice sounded wobbly, like she was….
 

She was laughing at him? The cow! When she unlocked that door he was so gonna—
 

“By the way, I wouldn’t mind knowing what zit cream you’re using.”
 

“Huh?” He leaned his forehead against the doorframe as he tried to make sense of the lightning-fast subject change.
 

“That huge spot you had on your chin this morning has completely vanished. It must be damn good stuff, bro.”
 

He ran his fingers over his chin. And for good measure, probed the area with his forefinger. Huh. Zit-less. At least something was going right for him today.
 

“And don’t forget dessert,” his sister called. “If you have time to make it before she gets here, that is!”
 

“You… you…. Crap.” Beaten—for now—he sprinted downstairs, all thoughts of vengeance and magically vanishing zits smothered by panic.
 

He glanced at the kitchen clock. Crap! Jay was gonna be here soon. And he felt wired to the max, like a guy going on his first date with a girl he really liked, terrified he was going to screw up and come across a complete loser.
 

He hadn’t the slightest idea what he was going to say to her.
 

Or feed her, for that matter.
 

~~~
 

After her second, far more pleasant encounter with Tyler’s sister—if one didn’t count Vanessa’s glowering, sulky-faced presence shadowing them around the store—Jay had climbed the stairs to her apartment and settled in to do her homework. Some of her teachers had assigned extra work to catch her up with the rest of their students. Regardless, completing her assignments took very little time, leaving her forty-eight minutes before she was due at Caro and Tyler’s house.
 

She decided to head to the main shopping district and investigate the only electronics store in town.
 

Eric’s Electronics was stocked with the bare minimum of basic components, just as she’d expected. But it wasn’t a completely wasted excursion. Many of the students at school owned iPods. Perhaps owning one of the gadgets would help her to fit in.
 

She hesitated over the available selection. Knowing she was expected to choose a color that pleased her didn’t help matters. Color was primarily a result of absorption and scattering properties of various materials, and the varying incoming wavelengths of the light that illuminated those materials. It neither pleased nor displeased her. It was simply color.
 

“Excuse me,” she said to a female shop assistant stocking the shelves. “I’m trying to pick an iPod but I’m having difficulty choosing a color.”
 

“For you?” the girl asked.
 

“Yes.”
 

“Easy. What’s your favorite color?”
 

“I don’t have one.”
 

The girl blinked but was too polite to comment.
 

“What’s your favorite color?” Jay asked.
 

Taking the request seriously, the girl scanned the shelf. “Ummm, I quite like this purple one. Pink’s too little-girly, you know? Purple’s still feminine but more stylish.”
 

“I appreciate your advice. I’ll have the purple one, then.”
 

The girl unlocked the cabinet, grabbed the iPod and escorted Jay to the counter. “Rob’ll sort you out.”
 

“Thank you.” Jay scanned the girl’s nametag and remembered to smile. “Michelle.”
 

“You’re welcome.”
 

The assistant named Rob shot her numerous not-so-surreptitious glances while he rattled off the store’s return policy and the item’s warranty conditions. As he rang up her purchase, Jay detected his elevated pulse rate, dilated eyes and flushed cheeks. She wondered whether he might be coming down with a virus.
 

“Here you are.” He handed over her receipt and the bag containing her purchase. And then he leaned over the countertop to press something else into her hand. “Be seeing you.” He threw her a sly wink before turning his attention to his next customer.
 

“Thank you.” Jay left the counter. She extracted the iPod from its packaging and slipped the tiny device and the ear buds in the back pocket of her jeans. The recharger went in the nearest bin, along with the copious packaging. It would be far more convenient to charge the item by having her body emit a low level electrical current whenever she handled the device.
 

As she exited the store, she examined the business card the assistant had given her. He’d scrawled a cell phone number on the back. She could only surmise it was his personal number. And that he’d been flirting… with her.
 

His behavior indicated he found her attractive and would like her to contact him. But why single her out, when there had been two other girls waiting in line behind her?
 

Tyler had responded to Jay’s physical form in a similar fashion. So had Shawn, and many of the boys in her classes. But she hadn’t deliberately secreted pheromones or groomed herself to attract the attention of young males. What was it about this form that made it so attractive?
 

It was all very confusing. So confusing, that if she’d been human she suspected her head would be aching right now.
 

As she walked the couple of blocks to Caro’s house, she continued analyzing the incident with the young male in the electronics store, observing and processing new information about the town she’d chosen to hide in, reviewing her class schedule for tomorrow, and pondering the mysteries of human social customs.
 

Pretending to be human was far more difficult than she had predicted. Nothing in her titanium skeletal structure overlaid with human tissue, her artificial organs and implants, or the complex synthetic neural network that drove her ability to reason, could assist her. She’d been given the capability to alter her outward appearance, to appear to grow and age like a normal human if necessary, but in truth she was nothing more than a super-computer given human form.
 

A startling conclusion smacked her, and her head jerked as though she’d been struck in the jaw by some iron-fisted assailant. She was programmed with vast tracts of information about every imaginable subject, and could use the wireless networks to instantly access a huge variety of information. It shouldn’t be possible for her to be confused. But she was. The male-female dynamic confused her at every turn.
 

And this all-too-humanlike confusion was not the only anomaly she’d been suffering lately. The unidentified feeling, for lack of a more accurate description, was always there, hovering on the edge of her conscious awareness, waiting. Always waiting. But for what? Some catalyst, some pivotal situation that would provoke a particular action, or reaction, from her?
 

Jay had no answer. And for a super-human machine who always knew what was happening inside her, right down to the most infinitesimal process, that was paradoxical.
 

She kept her gait loose-hipped and relaxed, moving at a steady pace while she considered Tyler and his reaction to what he’d described as her “stunt”. He had looked at her differently, speculatively, like she was an unknown quantity. It’d been foolish for her to toss Shawn in the Dumpster and display her capabilities in such a fashion. And it had been completely outside the parameters of her core programming for her to act without first considering the risks.
 

She could only trust she would not have cause to regret her actions in the future. And that Shawn would react as she predicted, and be too concerned with licking his wounded pride to bother her further.
 

Pause current thought-thread.
 

Licking wounded pride. She pondered the metaphor. Her own saliva contained enzymes that enhanced the inbuilt healing abilities of her outer dermal layer. If her physical body was injured, she often licked her wounds. Did that constitute irony?
 

She decided it did.
 

Resume.
 

Despite her error of judgment, Tyler appeared to want to be her friend. Caro, too, had made overtures of friendship. Even Matt had chosen not to aid Shawn, and had displayed concern for her physical state.
 

For now—on the surface at least—Jay was one of them. She belonged. And belonging was excellent camouflage.
 

She consulted her internal clock and continued on her way. If she maintained her current speed, she would arrive exactly at the time Caro had specified. Excellent.
 

She reran her encounters with Caro’s brother and chose a pleasing image of Tyler which she then fixed in her memory banks. Strangely, the chorus of the song she’d heard him playing resounded again in her head. And it consumed her.
 

 Thoughts of you glowing in my heart,
 Thoughts of you shining in my soul,
 Thoughts of you blazing in my mind,
 Thoughts of you, burning.
 Thoughts of you,
 Burn. 

 

Six minutes twenty-three seconds passed before she emerged from what humans would term a daydream to find that she’d halted in the middle of the pavement. Unless she ran the rest of the way, she would now arrive later that she had planned. But for some inexplicable reason she did not increase her speed to compensate for the delay.
 

She turned the corner and strolled up the path toward Caro and Tyler’s house. At precisely 1839 hours she stood before the Davidson’s front door.
 

It felt good—cool—to have chosen to arrive late. And as she rang the door bell and listened for footsteps, her thoughts were so centered upon Tyler, it didn’t occur to her to be alarmed that she felt anything at all.
 
  

Chapter Six
 

Jay watched the figure inside the house approaching the front door. Viewed through the patterned frosted-glass panes, Tyler’s features appeared so grossly distorted that he resembled a cartoon caricature. Once her vision compensated for the distortion, she could see him chewing his lower lip, hands fluttering nervously at his sides as he tugged his shirt straight and finger-combed his hair.
 

If she cared to, she could eavesdrop and hear what he was muttering beneath his breath. Out of courtesy she tuned out, respecting his privacy. Father had taught her to do that. The old man had habitually muttered to himself and hadn’t appreciated having his words repeated back to him verbatim.
 

Courtesy aside, some part of Jay dearly wanted to hear Tyler’s words. Because some part of her—an alien part, still in its infancy—hoped his mutterings might somehow relate to her.
 

An ancient station wagon demanded her attention when it jumped the curb before rattling to a screeching halt in the driveway. Its driver was a woman with the same rich auburn tones to her hair as Caro’s.
 

The woman left the engine idling while she fumbled about in her handbag. “Dammit!” Jay heard her say. “Where the heck did I put the darn remote?”
 

The car’s engine hiccoughed and spluttered, and she revved it to prevent it from stalling. Finally locating the remote, she aimed it at the garage door… which refused to do what it was supposed to do. Namely, open.
 

She closed her eyes, groaned and rested her forehead on the steering wheel for a few moments before jabbing the remote—again with no success.
 

Tyler jerked open the front door and Jay switched her focus back to him.
 

“Jay,” he said, sounding breathless. “C’mon in.”
 

“Hello, Tyler. Your mother’s home.”
 

He stood on tiptoes and craned his neck to look over her shoulder. “Ah crap,” he muttered. “Garage door opener’s on the blink again. Can you tell her I’ll open it manually?” He raced off down the hall.
 

“There’s a pot boiling over on the stove,” she called after him.
 

“The pasta!” she heard him say before another expletive floated to her ears.
 

Jay walked over to the car. The driver’s name was Marissa Carolyn Davidson. Jay knew this because once she’d decided to make Snapperton her home, she’d accessed public records for every Snapperton resident.
 

Marissa was forty-three and mother of twins—Tyler, and Carolyn, who preferred the diminutive “Caro”. Five years ago, Marissa’s husband had packed a suitcase, walked out of the house, and for all intents and purposes, vanished. Town gossip insisted he’d run off with some unidentified floozy.
 

Marissa was currently employed as a secretary with the Snapperton Legal Office. Prior to embracing full-time motherhood she’d been a registered paralegal, doing everything for her employer barring presenting actual cases in court and giving legal advice. Her skills were both underutilized and unappreciated by her current employer. She was barely managing to cover her family’s living expenses.
 

Right now she was taking out her frustrations on the garage door remote.
 

When Jay tapped on the driver’s side window, Marissa jerked in her seat, eyes wide as they raked Jay’s face, one hand fluttering at her throat. Her breathing was rapid and her pulse had quickened.
 

Jay had scared her, and that had not been her intention. She ventured an “I’m harmless” smile.
 

Marissa rolled down the window of the vehicle.
 

“Hello, Mrs. Davidson. Tyler’s just opening the garage door for you. Would you like me to take a look at that remote? I’m Jay, by the way.”
 

Marissa checked her over. “Well, hi there, Jay. You one of Caro’s friends?”
 

“I hope so. I’m also a friend of Tyler’s.”
 

“Really.” Marissa cocked her head to one side and eyed Jay thoughtfully. “Tyler’s friend too, huh?”
 

Jay nodded. Since Marissa obviously found it strange that Jay would be friends with her son, she chose to volunteer just enough information to settle any qualms the woman might have. “I just transferred in. Tyler and I are Bio partners and we have English together, too.” That last fact Tyler had yet to discover because he’d skipped English.
 

She ducked her head and scuffed her sneaker on the driveway, acting as though she was embarrassed about admitting something. “He’s very sweet. He helped me get through my first day.”
 

Marissa’s expression smoothed, doubts sliding away. “First day at a new school isn’t much fun for anyone.”
 

Jay nodded. “Yes. It was rough. Would you like me to look at that for you?” She held out her hand for the garage door remote.
 

“You fancy yourself a bit of an expert with electronics, huh?”
 

“I don’t fancy myself an expert, I am one.” It was the truth, and she saw no reason to make light of her abilities in this instance.
 

Shrugging, Marissa relinquished the remote. “What the hey. It’s not like it’s working properly anyway.”
 

Jay pulled a tiny toolkit from her jeans’ pocket, selected a screwdriver, and began to disassemble the remote. She noted Marissa’s theatrical wince. “It’s quite a simple device,” she assured her. “It will be easy to find out what’s wrong with it.”
 

“Sorry to come across so anti,” Marissa said. “Mike—that’s Caro and Tyler’s dad—fancied himself a bit of a handyman. He was a whiz with computers, but anything else? Let’s just say it never ended well.”
 

The garage door creaked open to reveal Tyler leaning on a button by the internal door. “Hi, Mom. Sorry I took so long.”
 

His mother parked the vehicle and cut the engine. It died with a cough which didn’t bode well for it starting up again without a struggle. She got out of the car and slammed the door shut. “Bloody car,” she muttered. “Last thing I need right now is for it to give up the ghost.”
 

Tyler beckoned Jay inside. “Caro invited Jay for dinner,” he said to his mother. Hope that’s okay? he mouthed.
 

His mother hesitated, then gave a quick nod.
 

Jay pretended not to have seen the silent communication and ducked her head as though intent on the inner workings of the remote.
 

“And speaking of dinner—” Marissa sniffed the air. “Something smells good. What’re we having?”
 

“Spaghetti bolognaise,” Jay said, handing over the remote and pocketing her screwdriver.
 

“How did you—?” Tyler began.
 

Too late, she realized she’d done something out of the ordinary. A distraction was necessary. “It’s my favorite. Everyone knows what their favorite meal smells like. Try the remote now, Mrs. Davidson.”
 

Tyler’s mother jabbed viciously at the button and watched the garage door smoothly close without the usual jerking false starts. She blinked, pressed it again and watched it open back up in the same efficient manner. She turned to Jay with a delighted grin. “Gosh, thanks! I take it all back, you are an expert!”
 

“You’re welcome,” Jay said.
 

Tyler pried the remote from his mother’s hands and used it to close the garage door again before shoving it in her handbag. “C’mon you two. You can play with the remote and do the mutual admiration thing later. Inside and wash up! Pasta will be all gluggy if you don’t get a move on.”
 

“Hey, Tyler,” Caro screamed from the lounge. “Sounds like something’s boiling over!”
 

“Ah, crap! Not again.”
 

“Tyler!”
 

“Sorry, Mom,” he yelled over his shoulder as he raced off.
 

“Caro!” Jay heard him howl from the vicinity of the kitchen. “Couldn’t you have got off your sorry butt and turned the pasta down?”
 

“Not my turn to cook,” his sister yelled back. “Doing important stuff here.”
 

“Yeah. Sure. I know you’re watching music vids instead of doing your homework. Oooooh!” He wailed an impression of a popular singer. “Can you handle it? I don’t think you can handle it!”
 

Jay caught Marissa’s gaze. “Beyoncé Knowles.”
 

Marissa gave a full-body shudder. “I apologize in advance for my kids. Siblings. You know what it’s like.” Her gaze lingered on Jay’s shirt.
 

“I’m an only child,” Jay told her. “So this is…. This is a refreshing change.” She watched as Marissa seemed to shrug off her fascination with the borrowed shirt.
 

As a cop from a movie Jay had watched liked to say, “Dodged that bullet.” It could prove embarrassing for Tyler if his mother recognized the shirt and asked why Jay was wearing it. Jay didn’t believe Tyler would appreciate his mother knowing he’d vomited while watching a frog being dissected. She followed Marissa and the aroma of slightly overcooked spaghetti to the kitchen.
 

Caro made an appearance just as her brother was dishing up. “Oh, hi!” she said to Jay. “No one told me you’d arrived.”
 

“Here.” Tyler dumped a large serving bowl full of drained spaghetti into his sister’s arms. “Make yourself useful and take this out to the table. And,” he said to Jay, “would you mind taking the salad out, please?”
 

“Why does she get a ‘would you mind, please’ and I get a ‘make yourself useful’?” Caro whined.
 

“Because Jay’s a guest,” her mother said. “And besides, you weren’t exactly being useful, were you?” She assisted her daughter through into the dining room with a firm hand on the small of her back.
 

Jay followed Caro. “I’m sure you’re very useful when you want to be,” she ventured, in an attempt to build rapport.
 

“Typical.” Caro plunked her burden on the table. “Ever since Dad left, she always sides with Tyler and—” She broke off, fiddling with the serving spoons. “Anyway. Thanks for coming at such short notice.”
 

“Thank you for asking me.”
 

Caro pulled out a chair and indicated Jay do the same. Jay observed Caro carefully and mimicked her relaxed posture. She slumped forward with her elbows on the table, chin resting on her hands, and legs hooked around the chair’s front legs. “May I ask your advice?”
 

“Sure.” Caro assumed what she probably imagined was a worldly-wise expression.
 

“It’s about the behavior of one of the employees in the electronics store. He gave me his cell phone number.”
 

Caro smirked and waggled her eyebrows. “Ohhh! Best not mention that in Tyler’s hearing. He’ll pitch a fit if—”
 

“He’ll pitch a fit if what?” Tyler was juggling a serving dish brimful of bolognaise and a ceramic tray designed to hold three small bowls, each with its own tiny stainless steel ladle.
 

“Ooh, fancy!” Caro teased, shooting a conspiratorial glance at Jay. “How come you don’t just bring out the dressing bottles?”
 

“We have a guest,” he said, placing everything on the table and fiddling with their artful placement.
 

Caro rolled her eyes. “Sheesh. Next thing, we’ll be using the good linen napkins instead of—”
 

“Sorry about that, love.” Her mother walked into the dining room brandishing four linen napkins that obviously matched the tablecloth at Tyler. “We use them so infrequently I’d forgotten where I stashed them.”
 

Caro shut her mouth with an audible snap as Tyler carefully folded the napkins and placed one beside each place setting.
 

“Well, this is nice,” Marissa said, beaming first at Jay and then Caro. When her gaze got to Tyler, her smile faltered and became strained. “Thanks for going to so much effort, love.”
 

“No problem, Mom.” Tyler didn’t seem to notice his mother’s tension. He smiled sweetly at her, and then ruined the effect by casting an evil glare at his sister. “It all turned out pretty well, considering Caro only told me she’d invited a guest over for dinner like, an hour ago.”
 

Caro shrugged when her mother queried her with raised eyebrows. “I couldn’t help it if practice ran over time could I? Now, if I had a cell phone, I could’ve—”
 

Marissa buried her face in her hands and pressed her eyelids with her fingertips. When she’d regained her equilibrium she said, “Please, Caro, not now. We’ve already had this conversation. And no mentioning it to Grandma Davidson, either. I refuse to take any handouts from that old cow after what she said to me when your father—” She flushed when she noted Caro and Tyler’s poorly hidden misery. “Well. Anyway, same goes for her giving expensive gifts to you, too, Caro. You are not to so much as hint to her that you need a cell phone.”
 

Her daughter’s gaze dropped to the tablecloth. She pleated the edge with her fingers. “Sorry.”
 

Tyler let out the breath he’d been holding and passed the pasta bowl to Jay.
 

“This smells wonderful,” she said, because she’d been told by Father it was polite to compliment the cook. In truth, although she could separate out the aromas of every ingredient that had gone into the dish, she neither liked nor disliked the smell. It was fuel. She’d eaten far better meals—and far worse—to maintain her body’s optimum muscle tone and keep it functioning at its full capacity. Regardless of what she ate, her system would extract the nutrients required and expel the rest. She could eat things humans would not be able to stomach, things that would make them violently ill—such as the old takeout she’d mentioned to Tyler.
 

She helped herself to a large portion of his bolognaise.
 

The tips of Tyler’s ears turned pink.
 

Interesting. She wound spaghetti round her fork and took her first bite. As she chewed, she was hyper-aware of his eyes glued to her face, awaiting her reaction to the meal he’d cooked. For her.
 

She swallowed her mouthful and smiled at him. “This tastes fantastic.”
 

His blush deepened, creeping down his neckline “Th-thanks,” he managed.
 

“Amazing what you can do with a jar of pasta sauce and a bag of salad greens,” Caro said. Her tone was a beautiful example of what the kids termed snark.
 

Tyler’s eyes narrowed to slits. His mouth opened.
 

“I agree,” Jay said, before he could utter a word. “It is amazing. And I really appreciate the effort you’ve made, Tyler. It’s lovely to have someone cook for me, for a change.”
 

Marissa exhaled a huge breath which reeked of relief. She caught Jay’s eye. Thanks! she mouthed.
 

Jay smiled back. As she ate, she examined Caro and Tyler’s mother.
 

Marissa closely resembled her daughter. But where Caro’s face was as yet unlined, her mother’s showed strain. Fine lines bracketed her mouth and worry had etched two matching creases between her brows. To Jay’s enhanced vision, artfully applied cosmetics did little to disguise bluish smudges of too many sleepless nights beneath her eyes. Although she put on a good enough show to fool her children, it was obvious to Jay that Marissa was fatigued. And being the sole guardian of two teenagers had to be mentally stressful, too.
 

It was unnecessary for such an attractive woman to live alone with no male to support her, either financially or emotionally. She would endeavor to discover Marissa’s requirements and introduce her to a suitable man. And perhaps having an adult male in their life again might assist Caro and Tyler, also. In Father’s opinion, children benefited greatly by having two parents involved in their raising.
 

“So, Tyler.” Marissa pushed aside her plate. She’d barely eaten anything. Although she made a conscious effort to keep her breathing deep and even—unnaturally so—her pulse rate was elevated. She spoke slowly, choosing her words with the utmost care. “Tell me about those scrapes and bruises.”
 

Tyler’s gaze lit briefly on Jay before he discovered something extremely fascinating about one of the arugula leaves on his plate. “’S nothing. Things got a bit rough during Phys Ed.”
 

“Really.” Marissa’s gaze never left her son’s face as she broke off a minute corner of her bread roll, popped it into her mouth and chewed far longer than necessary. “Looks more like a close encounter with a fist caused them, if you ask me.”
 

Tyler’s head shot up. His gaze skittered from his mother’s impassive face to Jay’s.
 

To Jay, his face read like an open book.
 

“Would you care to enlighten me?” However politely couched, Marissa’s request was an order. Her breathing had now quickened to a pant. Hectic spots of crimson painted her cheekbones.
 

Her son contemplated his food, his mouth set in a defeated grimace. “What’s the point? It’s obvious someone’s already ratted me out.” He darted an accusing gaze at his sister, but she shook her head, pleading her ignorance with wide eyes and a mouthed, Wasn’t me!
 

Jay accessed the Net and performed a specific search. When her suspicions were confirmed, her requirement for sustenance vanished. She arranged her cutlery neatly on her plate and pushed it aside. She had been foolish to provoke Shawn. She had been especially foolish to overreact during the confrontation. The consequences of that foolishness had been exacerbated now that Matt had captured her “stunt” on video and uploaded it to a social networking site.
 
  

Chapter Seven
 

“Who spilled about the fight?” Tyler wondered aloud.
 

“I believe Matt videoed a certain incident on his mobile phone and the clip has been forwarded to your mother,” Jay informed him.
 

Marissa shifted her stony gaze from her son to her son’s guest. “Smart girl. Someone stuck it on some dating site and—”
 

“You mean social networking site,” Caro corrected.
 

“I don’t care what I mean!” Marissa flared. “What I do care about, is Vanessa Harris emailed me a link at work with the subject line: You need to see this. And when I clicked on it, I had the dubious pleasure of watching my son beating on the mayor’s precious offspring. I’m sure the good folks of Snapperton will be thoroughly entertained when this gets around.”
 

Her expression darkened to something resembling thunderous, and Jay deemed it prudent not to inform her that if the clip was now online, the entire world could be entertained—provided the jaded masses were even entertained by such things anymore. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the jaded masses who concerned Jay, but a select group who would be trolling the Internet for just such evidence of her whereabouts.
 

“Hey, you make it sound like I was winning, Mom,” Tyler said, brightening somewhat.
 

“It’s debatable whether you would have won the fight had I not intervened,” Jay told him. “You are more agile, but once Shawn pinned you, his superior weight made it unlikely you would prevail.”
 

“That’s not the point!” Marissa said, her voice rising in direct proportion to her blood pressure. Then her face crumpled. Tears brightened her eyes. “God, Tyler. I-I didn’t want to do this in front of Jay but I couldn’t keep it in any longer. I just don’t need this right now—not on top of work and worrying about money and… and…. Everything! The last straw will be your grandmother ringing me to imply I’m a useless mother who can’t properly parent my kids, and she should have custody. You shouldn’t have been fighting. And especially not with Shawn Evans. His father’s not only the mayor, he’s on the school board, for heaven’s sake. What were you thinking?”
 

Tyler seemed to physically shrink in on himself. Caro had stilled and was holding her breath.
 

Jay had heard the expression “you could cut the atmosphere with a knife” used before. She’d never thought it anything more than a fanciful metaphor until now. She decided to diffuse the tense situation by telling the truth—or rather, what small portion of the truth she could safely divulge to these people.
 

She leaned forward to place her hand on Marissa’s wrist, squeezing lightly to reclaim her attention. “Don’t blame Tyler for this, Mrs. Davidson. It’s not his fault. If I had not spoken rudely to Shawn and provoked him, it’s highly unlikely he would have hit me, and then Tyler wouldn’t have felt it necessary to assault Shawn on my behalf.”
 

“He. Did. What?” Marissa spluttered. Her chest heaved like she was having difficulty breathing.
 

Jay analyzed the subject of the sentence and tried to decipher exactly who Marissa’s anger might be directed at. “He” meaning Shawn, or “he” meaning Tyler? The ambiguity of the question disturbed her. As did the glittering intensity of Marissa’s stare and the fury vibrating across the woman’s body.
 

“I didn’t see that on the video clip,” Marissa said. “Tell me exactly what happened. Right now.”
 

“Very well.” Jay related the incident while mulling how best to handle Marissa’s evident distress. The woman posed a threat, albeit a minor one. It would be more difficult for Jay to maintain her cover if Marissa demanded to personally speak to her fictional guardian. And she struck Jay as the type of woman who would insist upon face-to-face interaction when it came to a child’s welfare—whether her own child’s, or anyone else’s.
 

Jay did not want to keep on running. She’d done that for seven years. She wanted to stay in Snapperton and attend Greenfield High and pretend to be a normal teenager. She wanted to explore the possibility of friendship with Tyler and Caro and—
 

Most of all she wanted to explore that possibility with Tyler.
 

She did not know why all this was suddenly so important to her. She only knew that it was. And if she were to have a chance at normality, this present situation must be contained before she moved on to the potentially far more serious issue of the video clip. The clip showing her tossing a much larger, heavier person into a Dumpster as though he weighed nothing. The clip that was now out in the public domain for anyone to see—for them, the men who relentlessly pursued her, to see.
 

“I regret what I did,” she said, meeting Marissa’s fierce gaze. She assumed an earnest expression, hoping it would help sway the woman if her words didn’t. “You should be proud of Tyler, Mrs. Davidson, and proud of yourself, too. You’ve raised a son who’ll look out for his friends and won’t hesitate to step in to defend them if they’re threatened. Many kids these days are so tied up in themselves it wouldn’t even occur to them to bother to stand up for others.”
 

Marissa stared at her, mouth agape for a moment before she gathered her wits enough to shake her head in disbelief. “You have nothing to apologize for, Jay. I can’t believe Shawn hit you. You poor kid. Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want me to take you home and have a word with your parents?”
 

“I’m perfectly fine, Mrs. Davidson. The handprint can barely be seen and my face doesn’t hurt at all. Please don’t worry about me.”
 

Marissa tore her gaze from Jay to glare at her daughter. “And that’s the boy you’ve chosen as your boyfriend, Caro? A boy who hits on other girls behind your back and then gets physical with them when they don’t return his interest? You need to get your priorities straight, my girl. Good looks, flashy cars, and wealthy parents don’t necessarily add up to good boyfriend material.”
 

Jay had to admire Marissa Davidson’s interrogation technique. Beneath her steely-eyed regard, Caro broke out into a cold sweat and wriggled about in her chair. “I’m, uh, planning on dumping him first thing tomorrow?”
 

“No need,” her mother said. “Because I’m ringing Wes Evans right now and telling him what his precious son has done. And then I’m telling him if that boy comes anywhere near either of you girls again, I’m going to—”
 

“Mom, please!” Caro’s face twisted into an agonized expression.
 

“Yeah, please don’t ring Mr. Evans, Mom,” Tyler said. “School’s hard enough as it is without Shawn really having it in for me.”
 

Jay added her voice to the fray. “I wouldn’t recommend that course of action, Mrs. Davidson.”
 

Marissa turned that gimlet eye on her again. Her lips had compressed in a thin, bloodless line. A vein visibly pulsed at her throat.
 

Jay fought the impulse to quail. Mrs. Davidson would be an asset to any interrogation team. “If you bring this incident to Wes Evans’s attention, it will cause him public embarrassment,” she said. “And I predict he will retaliate by pressing charges against Tyler for assaulting his son. If the incident with Shawn slapping my face is not included on that video clip you saw, then it will show Tyler attacking Shawn without provocation. It will be Tyler’s word against Shawn’s.”
 

Marissa’s jaw worked but only a strangled gargle came out, so Jay continued. “Since I was the one who provoked this incident, if anyone should be ringing the mayor to complain about his son’s behavior, it should be me. And I choose not to take further action. Shawn took an interest in me and believed I would welcome that interest.” She paused when she noted Tyler’s posture go rigid.
 

“Of course, he was mistaken,” she said, and the breath Tyler had been holding whooshed out as he sagged back against his chair.
 

Interesting. Could he be jealous of Shawn? Jay hadn’t given him any reason to be, but then, most humans weren’t particularly talented at reading non-verbal clues.
 

“I have now made that fact quite clear to Shawn, and I believe he will move on and not bother me any further. And if I am mistaken, then I will handle Shawn in my own way.”
 

Marissa chewed her lower lip. And then nodded. “I see your point. And apparently, from what I saw, you can certainly take care of yourself.”
 

“Yes.”
 

“About that—”
 

“I’ve trained under karate and jujitsu masters.” Jay shrugged, hoping the gesture would convey the right degree of self-effacement. “It’s all in the knees, and using your opponent’s momentum against him.”
 

Marissa considered that explanation quite carefully.
 

Jay noted acceptance sliding across her face. Better still, the beginnings of a smile twitched her lips upward.
 

“Shawn picked on the wrong girl, huh?”
 

“Yes, he did.”
 

“I guess I have to respect your decision.”
 

“Thank you,” Jay said.
 

“I don’t have to like it, though.”
 

Jay held her gaze. “No, you don’t. You just have to accept it. Please.”
 

“Very well.” But Marissa wasn’t finished. “And that’s another thing, Tyler. Why has this boy got such a problem with you anyway? He’s got a rich and influential father, a very sweet step-mother, and everything he could possibly want. Surely he’s got better things to do than to make your life a misery?”
 

Tyler shrugged. “Guess he’s still pissed that despite his so-called brilliance, ever since I left the basketball team the Raiders haven’t won a game.”
 

Marissa’s righteous anger softened. She sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. “You don’t make it easy on yourself, love,” she murmured, stroking her fingertips down her son’s cheek. “Perhaps if you took up a sport again, rather than immersing yourself in your music? I know it was unfair of your basketball coach to bench you, but that was no reason to quit baseball as well. Maybe you could try out for the school team again? You had loads of friends when you were involved in sports.”
 

Jay watched Tyler’s relief seep into his body, unclenching his fists and loosening the tightly held tension in his muscles. “Yeah,” he said. “Turned out they weren’t real friends at all. And I like coaching the girls’ baseball team, Mom. I like coaching even more than playing.”
 

Jay surprised herself by blurting, “You do have real friends, Tyler. You have me.”
 

“Yeah. Thanks. But don’t expect me to help you out of the scrapes you get yourself into anymore, huh? It’s so not worth the shit-storm afterward.” He tried to hide his embarrassment over her outburst by resorting to sarcasm.
 

“Tyler!” Marissa wasn’t at all impressed by this declaration.
 

“Sorry, Mom.”
 

Marissa heaved a sigh that was tinged with a mixture of pride and worry. “So I guess you were only doing what any good friend would do. But regardless of the provocation, it still doesn’t look good on video, does it? What if your principal gets wind of it? You know how Ms. Harris feels about physical violence. She won’t care you were trying to protect a friend. She won’t let you coach the girls’ team anymore, and all your music room privileges will be taken away.”
 

“The video clip is quite easily handled, Mrs. Davidson,” Jay intervened. “I can delete it from the social networking site.”
 

“You can do that?” Marissa gave her big, luminous, hope-filled eyes.
 

“Yes,” she said, ignoring the obvious doubt pouring from Tyler and Caro. “I can. All I need is a computer.”
 

“Great! You can use Tyler’s.” Marissa stood so quickly she set her chair rocking. She began stacking empty plates. “Now all I have to worry about is all the people who’ve already copped a look at Tyler monstering Shawn.”
 

“I might be able to fix that, too,” Jay said. “With a bit of help from my friends.”
 

Marissa brightened and a few of her worry lines smoothed. “Well in that case, you three go to it. I’ll even volunteer to do the dishes.”
 

Before she left the dining room with a stack of plates, she had one more thing to add. “And Tyler?”
 

“Yes, Mom?”
 

“Next time, use your brain not your fists. If I hear you’ve been fighting—whatever the provocation—I’ll ground you for the rest of the year. You hear me?”
 

“Yes, Mom.”
 

“And as for you, Caro. You know what you have to do about that boy.”
 

“Yes, Mom.”
 

“And don’t think you’re getting off easily, either, Jay. If I hear even the slightest rumor Shawn Evans is bothering you again, I will be having words with his father on your behalf. Either you handle it, or I will. Is that clear?”
 

“Perfectly clear, Mrs. Davidson.”
 

“Good. Now scram—all of you—before I change my mind and stir up a shit-storm of my own.”
 

Caro waited for her mother to exit before she said, “If Principal Harris sees that clip, Tyler’s ass is toast. I sure hope you’re as good as you think you are, Jay.”
 

Jay didn’t respond to Caro’s statement. Her gaze flicked to Tyler, but his face was suddenly as flatly expressionless as she knew her own could be. She found herself wondering what was going on inside his head at this particular moment, and strangely energized by the phenomenon of not knowing, of being clueless… like a normal human.
 

“You really a computer whiz?” Tyler finally asked.
 

“Yes,” she said. “I really am.”
 

~~~
 

Jay sat in the creaky swivel chair at Tyler’s desk with her back straight, feet planted flat on the floor, legs slightly apart. Even though she did not feel pain as humans did, she saw no reason to inflict the perils of poor posture upon her body. Her fingers danced over the laptop’s keyboard as she searched the internet for the clip. “Here it is,” she told Caro and Tyler. “It’s not a featured video and it’s only had twenty-three views, and no comments. Unfortunately, that’s twenty-three too many for our purposes.”
 

“There’ll be a heap more tomorrow once word gets around,” Caro said.
 

Tyler peered at the screen, trying to make sense of the username. “NessaSary?”
 

“That’s Nessa’s username,” Caro said. “She must have uploaded the clip, not Matt. Sheesh. That girl really holds a grudge. I’d understand if you’d ditched her for another girl, Tyler, but she’s the one who ditched you for Matt. What the heck did you do to piss her off so bad?”
 

Tyler’s face blanked. “I have no idea what her problem is.”
 

“Liar.” Curiosity lit Caro’s gaze. “’Fess up.”
 

“Drop it, sis.”
 

She threw up her hands. “Whatever.”
 

Jay clicked on the link and observed Tyler from the corner of her eye.
 

He winced as he saw himself charging Shawn and whacking him up against the side of his car.
 

Caro socked her brother in the arm with her fist. “How could you do that to a sweet ride like a Miata?”
 

“Owww!” He rubbed the sore spot. “Stop picking on me, willya?”
 

“Baby.”
 

“Brat.”
 

“Wuss,” Caro said, then choked back any further insults as the truly interesting part of the clip began—the part where Jay had intervened.
 

Tyler sucked in a sharp breath as the video version of Shawn sailed through the air, easily clearing the side of the Dumpster before disappearing into its depths. “Ho-ly cripes!”
 

The uploaded clip was short, and had been inexpertly spliced together from two separate source files. But although jerky and at times unfocused, it plainly showed the damning evidence of Tyler making the first aggressive move toward Shawn, as well as Jay launching Shawn into orbit—plainly performing a feat of strength no teenage girl should be capable of.
 

“Sheee-it!” came Matt’s tinny-sounding whisper. “Un-freaking-believable.”
 

“You got that right,” Tyler said. “I didn’t realize— Shit, Jay. Shawn’s no lightweight. How’d you do that?”
 

“Yeah, how’d you do that?” Caro’s voice was reduced to a high-pitched squeak.
 

“As I explained to your mother, it’s simply a matter of leverage and training,” Jay said.
 

“Oh. Okay.” Caro appeared to have accepted her explanation.
 

“Martial arts, huh?” Tyler said.
 

“Yes. It’s not difficult to pull off what appears to be an astounding feat of strength if you know the correct techniques.”
 

“Cool,” was Tyler’s final verdict. “Wouldn’t mind you giving me some pointers in case I ever have to take out some trash.”
 

“It would be my pleasure,” Jay said, meaning it. The prospect of being physically close to Tyler—having an excuse to touch him as she wished, teach him some of what she knew—elevated her heart rate until she was convinced its frantic thudding must be obvious to both him and Caro. She took a deep breath to calm herself.
 

“Whoa,” Caro said. “I still can’t believe Nessa posted this clip. ‘Boy Wonder Left Wondering’. Ouch. Even the title kinda makes Shawn out to be a dick—remember that suck-up newspaper reporter called him Greenfield High’s Boy Wonder?”
 

“Yeah,” Tyler said. “I remember. He took all the credit for our last win.”
 

“And if Shawn’s pissed about this,” Caro said, “you can bet Bettina will take her cue from him. Nessa might have uploaded this to get back at you, Tyler, but she really didn’t think it through at all. B’ll probably kick her off the squad. What the heck is up with her lately?”
 

Jay wasn’t interested enough in Vanessa’s fate to bother commenting. She hacked into the site, expertly bypassing the firewalls and all the security protocols. Within seconds she found what she was looking for, the file path for the video clip upload. “This laptop is incredibly slow. I gather you’ve nothing more powerful?”
 

Tyler snorted. “You gather right. It’s one of Dad’s old ones. He was gonna rebuild it for me but—” He puffed out a disgusted breath. “Can’t afford anything else. That a problem?”
 

Jay shook her head. “No. I’ll deal with it permanently when I get home. In the meantime, I’ll ensure no one else can view the clip by making it appear to be a faulty upload.”
 

“If you can do that,” he said, “why don’t you just delete the damn clip altogether, right this instant?”
 

“I could. But I don’t want the interference traced back to me, so it’s best I use my own computer. I also have a program I can use to trace the views to their point of origin to confirm they’re all local.”
 

He considered what she’d said, his gaze so intent, so incisive, she could well picture it cutting right through her outer shell to search for the soul beneath. Except Jay did not possess a soul. And for the first time since her creation, she felt herself lacking—less than human, instead of more.
 

She didn’t try to hide herself from Tyler. She let him read what he could in her face. And waited for him to ask what he so desperately wanted to ask.
 

Caro’s gaze darted between Jay and her brother, confusion obvious in her furrowed brow and parted lips. “Huh? Did I miss something?”
 

“No.” Tyler managed a smile. “You just about done, Jay?”
 

She turned back to the monitor and began manipulating code. “There.” She exited the site. “Caro, try searching and opening the clip now.” She relinquished the chair and took a seat on the edge of the bed, leaning back to rest on her elbows.
 

While his sister was occupied, Tyler chewed his lip and not-so-covertly contemplated Jay. He wandered over and plunked himself down next to her. After a glance at Caro, he leaned in to whisper in Jay’s ear. “You’re not just doing this for me, are you?”
 

“What makes you say that?” she whispered back, throwing out the question to test what Tyler thought he knew.
 

“You gonna tell me why you need to go to all this trouble?” He hissed the question from the corner of his mouth. “Or am I gonna have to employ some devious means of torture to get it out of you?”
 

A genuine smile ghosted Jay’s lips. She liked that he was intelligent enough to figure out she was hiding something, and courageous enough to call her on it. She levered herself up and leaned toward Tyler to brush his hair back from his ear. “Let’s just say,” she murmured, “there are people out there who have an unhealthy interest in some research my father was doing before he died.”
 

Her lips grazed his earlobe, and he shivered.
 

Interesting. Or perhaps that should be “cool”.
 

“I get it,” he said. “They think you’re some whiz-kid who knows all about your dad’s research or something.”
 

An ironic statement, given that Jay was her father’s research. “I’m a computer genius and these people want what they think I know.”
 

“Oh.”
 

“You don’t appear bothered by any of this.”
 

He shrugged. “I knew you were something out of the ordinary the first time I saw you.”
 

Jay had never had cause to analyze this kind of intimacy before. It appeared Tyler’s physical reactions were in response to her touch rather than the content of what she was saying. To be completely certain, she repeated the experiment, skimming her lips across the sensitive area where his earlobe met his jaw line.
 

“Likewise,” she murmured against his skin, inhaling the odor of his hair gel mingling with a particular scent that was uniquely Tyler. “I knew you were extraordinary, too.”
 

The fine hairs on the nape of his neck rose and his breath hitched. “Th-these people. They’re like, bad people?”
 

“They’ve done some questionable things in the past and I’d prefer not to have them know where I am. Can I trust you, Tyler?”
 

Again he shivered. And his indrawn breath was released in a series of small shuddering gasps.
 

She would take that as an affirmative.
 

As Jay analyzed his physical reactions, she found herself dwelling on her own. Her pulse and breathing rate had accelerated. She felt—
 

What did she feel, exactly?
 

On edge, with her perceptions heightened and unnatural warmth suffusing her body. Mildly dizzy, with a peculiar buzzing in her head. Her senses were swamped with so much sensory input she was forced to continually override her brain’s directive to enter shut-down mode to fully process the data. And the only catalyst she could think of that might cause such anomalies was the human boy beside her. Tyler. She wondered what it would be like to press her lips to his, to kiss him properly, thoroughly, as she’d seen intimate human couples do. She wondered whether he’d let her.
 

She blinked rapidly, forcing her mind away from his fascinating physical responses. And her own.
 

Tyler’s body, so close to hers, fairly thrummed with the questions he wanted to ask, but he said only, “Yes. You can trust me.” He dared a glance at her then, his face upturned, gaze locked with hers as he sought her hand and squeezed it gently. “I won’t tell anyone. Not even Caro.”
 

“Thank you.”
 

“Yee-ha!” Caro pumped a fist in the air and whirled her chair to face them. “Tried everything I can think of but the clip won’t open. Guess your ass is saved from the toaster, brother-mine.”
 

Her glee morphed to a crinkled frown when she registered Jay’s close proximity to her brother. And the way Tyler had ducked his head to hide flushed cheeks. A knowing little grin spread across her face. “Would you two like some privacy or something?”
 

“Shut up, Caro,” Tyler said.
 

“Yes. Shut up, Caro.” Jay quirked her lips into a smile to take the sting from her words.
 

“We need to figure out what to do about Matt and Vanessa,” Tyler said, in a blatant attempt to distract his sister. “Bet my right arm the clip’s still on their phones. And there’re a few choice things I’d sure like to say to them both—especially Vanessa.”
 

Caro favored her brother with a narrow-eyed, thoughtful gaze. “Some secret history between Nessa and you I should know about?”
 

He dropped his gaze to his sneakers and bent to fiddle with the laces… which were perfectly adequately tied, so far as Jay could see. “I’m just pissed this clip has gone public,” he said.
 

“Right.” Caro didn’t sound convinced but she let it slide.
 

Jay considered doing some digging to see what she could learn about any continuing relationship Vanessa and Tyler might have. She decided against it. It wouldn’t be prudent to draw attention to herself by asking questions about Vanessa. Or indeed, any Snapperton resident.
 

“I’m thinking we need to go at this from another angle,” Caro said, her distant gaze and deliberate speech cueing Jay that she was still thinking something through. “It’s what’s on the clip that’s the problem, right?”
 

“Well, duh.” Tyler rolled his eyes.
 

“Got it!” Caro snapped her fingers and pushed the chair into a wobbly spin. “We change the way people think of the original clip.”
 

Jay blinked, unable to comprehend her logic. She stared at Caro, reviewing everything she knew about Tyler’s sister in an attempt to understand her thought processes. But Caro’s triumphant grin and eager gaze held no revealing clues.
 

Could Caro, a teenage girl whose test scores highlighted an above average IQ, but certainly nothing in the realms of Jay’s abilities, really have conceived the perfect plan to diffuse this situation?
 

Something fluttered low in Jay’s abdomen, an unsettling sensation. How could she have failed so completely? Her systems were in flux, and no longer reliable. What was happening to her?
 

Tyler groaned, rubbing his temples with his fingertips. “I give up. What the hell are you going on about? And I’d quit that spinning ’cause I think the chair’s gonna give up the ghost and you might end up dumped on your butt.”
 

Jay inhaled and exhaled slowly. Tyler hadn’t comprehended his sister’s reasoning, either. That was some comfort, at least.
 

Caro planted both feet on the floor and leaned forward, eager to share her idea. “We make out the whole fight was staged. Like, to showcase Jay’s mad martial arts skills. Then no one, not Principal Harris, or anyone, can punish Tyler. Plus, Shawn’s sure to go for it, ’cause he won’t look like a total dick if he’s supposedly volunteered to go Dumpster diving, right? Whaddya think, guys?” Her eyes shone with misplaced enthusiasm.
 

Tyler appeared to be taking his sister’s solution seriously. For all of ten seconds. His gaze skittered to Jay. “One problem, sis. Even if we convinced Shawn to play along with that version, Jay’s not so keen on going public with her awesome dump ’em in the Dumpster skills.”
 

Tyler understood more than he let on. And for once, Jay was content to sit back and let someone else do the work for her. Father might have called it manipulation. Jay labeled it trust. She trusted Tyler implicitly. His reasoning might be based on incomplete information, but he had her best interests at heart.
 

“Why not?” Caro was saying, her bottom lip protruding in a pout. “If I could pull a stunt like that, I’d be making sure I was all over the news. I’d be a freakin’ celebrity!”
 

“You’d be a freak, all right.” Tyler traced an invisible pattern on the bed’s comforter. With evident reluctance he met his sister’s gaze. “Look. Caro. Why should Jay even have to do this for me, huh? She barely knows me. And you inviting her for dinner to make up for Vanessa’s crappy behavior hardly makes you two best-friends-forever, either. If Jay doesn’t want to turn herself into a public freak-show, then that’s that. End of story.”
 

Caro surged to her feet, throwing him a baleful glare. “Leave Nessa out of this. I’ll be giving her hell over this stunt of hers first thing tomorrow, you can be sure of that. And if Jay doesn’t consider herself my friend, then she’d be straight up and tell me. Right, Jay?”
 

Jay nodded, intrigued by the dynamics of the argument. “Yes, I’d be straight with you.” About that, at least.
 

“So I don’t see what the big deal is, bro.”
 

Tyler levered himself from the bed, his features twisting into a truly impressive sneer that Jay resolved to try to emulate when she was alone with a mirror. “The trouble with you, Caro, is you’re so tied up in your own little world, you can’t see what an awkward situation we’ve put Jay in.” Fists clenched at his sides, his lower jaw thrust out, he faced down his sister.
 

This was no case of one-upmanship or sibling rivalry. Tyler was standing up for her, trying to protect her. Again. And a part of her, the part Jay’s logical brain had labeled a malfunction, was so touched by his gesture that she didn’t even consider the irony of a cyborg needing any protection whatsoever from a mere human.
 

“Tyler.” She placed a cautionary hand on his forearm and marveled at the warmth of him, the concern she could almost see vibrating over his body. “It’s all right. I think I need to tell Caro the truth.”
 

“You sure?” He searched her face.
 

“Yes.”
 

“What’s going on?” Caro’s gaze switched from her brother to Jay, and back to her brother, unsure who best deserved to be rewarded with her glare.
 

“My father was working on some top-secret research for a private company,” Jay told her. “I’m pretty much a genius when it comes to computers, so he co-opted me to collate all his data and research notes and write software programs for him. We were unofficial research partners until he died. And now there’s a rival organization who want very badly to get their hands on his research. If I were to be identified on such a public domain, they would be able to track me down.”
 

Caro screwed up her nose as she puzzled it out. “Lemme guess,” she said. “This organization thinks you might know all about this stuff your father was doing.”
 

“Correct.”
 

“Wow. Your life is starting to sound like an OTT thriller.”
 

“Perhaps. Regardless, it’s the truth.” Mostly.
 

“Would it be so bad if you just, like, gave them the research?” Caro asked.
 

Jay infused her tone with as much emotion as she could summon. “Yes. It would be bad.” And it wasn’t so difficult to inject fearfulness into her voice because she truly did not want to fall into the hands of the men who pursued her so relentlessly. They would use her as weapon if they could. And if they couldn’t discover how to control her, they would take her apart piece by piece to learn about her, and try to replicate her. She would destroy herself before she allowed that to happen.
 

“Not an option, then. Right. Gotcha.” Caro accepted the terse explanation without a qualm.
 

“I like Snapperton. And it’s tiresome moving from place to place. Which is why I prefer not to be too noticeable.”
 

Caro chewed her lip. “So, like, if you find out these guys are closing in, you have to take off?”
 

“Exactly.”
 

“Bummer,” Caro said. “That would majorly suck.”
 

Her brother’s eyes were round and shiny and envious. Doubtless Tyler found the idea of leaving everything behind and starting all over again exciting. It wasn’t. Even for a cyborg it was tedious.
 

“What about your mom?” Caro asked. “Bet she hates having to pack up and move all the time. Ours would have a cow.”
 

“I never met my mother.”
 

Caro’s eyes rounded. She appeared shocked to her core. “Crap. I’m sooo sorry.” And she followed up by lunging at Jay and giving her what would have been a rib-cracking hug for anyone remotely human.
 

Jay patted her awkwardly on the back until Caro released her to ask, “So who’s looking after you since your dad died?”
 

She noted Tyler listening intently, despite his apparent interest in the shaft of a tiny feather poking out from his comforter. He eased the feather out and twirled it between his fingertips.
 

She hadn’t anticipated being thoroughly questioned. Even by someone as ingenuous as Caro there was a potential risk. However, there was no time like the present to see if there were any holes in her cover story. “My uncle. Well, he’s not really my uncle, he’s a guardian my father appointed in his will. He’s out of town at the moment.”
 

“Outstanding! What I wouldn’t give—”
 

“To have to do all your own cooking and washing and housework,” Tyler interrupted. “Yeah, bet you’d looove that.”
 

Caro snort a wry laugh. “Not! Okay, so back to the video clip. Tyler’s personal problems might not be as huge as yours, Jay, but I don’t think he should take all the crap for coming to your rescue. It’d be a crying shame if he had to give up coaching the girls’ baseball team. They’re doing really well in the league since he took over as coach.”
 

Tyler’s eyebrows disappeared beneath his tousled fringe. “A compliment from my sister? I think I just died of shock.”
 

She sniffed. “I tell it like it is.”
 

“And I happen to agree with you, Caro,” Jay said. “Tyler should not have to take the blame. But I believe we can kill two birds with one stone. Remember the tracking program I mentioned? I assure you it will track all the users who’ve viewed the original clip, and decrypt their IP addresses so I can verify whether anyone who’s likely to cause us problems has viewed it.”
 

“You really are a computer geek!” Caro appeared totally unworried by the implications of a “normal” teenage girl possessing that degree of computer programming skills. Black and white. That was how Caro saw life. How restful it must be to live in such a simple, uncomplicated world.
 

And now for her brother. The one who hid his true self. The one who had secrets, like she did.
 

Tyler gnawed his lip. “Even presuming all the views have been local—kids from school, Mom’s work computer and the like—there’re still too many cell phones and laptops and home computers unaccounted for. Either Vanessa or Matt could have forwarded the original clips to anyone by now. It’s not gonna be possible to hack into everyone’s computer, or swipe everyone’s cell phone and delete this clip. Basically, we’re screwed.”
 

“In theory, it’s not impossible to overcome that problem but it’s far more likely I’d remain one step behind each new person sharing the video.” Jay briefly considered using the device hidden away in her apartment. She’d based it on the same principle as an electromagnetic pulse weapon. Power it up, and it’d affect all electronic devices within a hundred mile radius, rendering them permanently useless.
 

Of course it’d also bring the entire town and its surrounds to its knees, and more than likely telegraph her whereabouts to anyone who cared to monitor such things. She would not utilize anything so obvious unless forced to. First she would decrypt the IP addresses, calculate the odds she could be traced to Snapperton, and then decide her future. The problem of the video clip being viewed and then saved on a viewer’s personal computer could be neutralized using an IP address-targeted virus. It wasn’t a full-proof solution but it was the best she could do under the circumstances.
 

A mini version of The Pulse would be useful, too—one that would affect only a small, contained area, and was specific to certain devices such as cell phones. She wouldn’t need to render the devices unusable, merely corrupt specific data files stored on them. She commenced designing both the virus and the mini-pulse device while she listened to Tyler and his sister.
 

“So we just have to hope….” Tyler absently stroked the tiny white feather he’d pulled from his comforter. His eyes were shadowed with worries he was reluctant to voice.
 

“Hope what?” Caro asked.
 

“The clip hasn’t been emailed to anyone who really matters,” Tyler said. “Bottom line, if Vanessa’s already sent it to Principal Harris, and Ms. Harris decides I’m a bad influence and pulls me as coach, so what? I’ll deal with it. In the grand scheme of things, it’s nothing compared to Jay having to skip town because these guys have caught up with her.” He scrubbed his fingers through his hair, making it stand up in unruly, gel-assisted spikes. “Shit, Jay. I’m so sorry I’ve screwed things up for you. I’ll be gutted if you have to leave Snapperton because of me. If I hadn’t lost my temper—”
 

“Don’t blame yourself. I noticed Matt attempting to video the fight earlier on and merely asked him to put the phone away. I should have insisted he delete the video, and checked whether he’d taken another. It is unlike me to be so distracted.”
 

Tyler seemed more than just a little concerned at the implication Jay might be forced to leave Snapperton. She liked that he wanted her to stay. She liked it very much indeed.
 

“So what are we gonna do?” Caro asked.
 

Jay swiveled to face her. “Do the students carry their cell phones with them at all times?”
 

“Duh! What planet are you from? Teachers have hissy fits if they spot a cell phone in class, so everyone keeps them in their bags on silent mode. But during breaks it’s text city. Lunchtime in the cafeteria is chronic.”
 

“Good.” Jay allowed herself to smile as she explained her plan to Tyler and Caro, and contemplated what humans called “sweet revenge”.
 

~~~
 

Jay disarmed her security system and entered her apartment. She didn’t bother to turn on the lights—she could see perfectly well in the dark. She walked over to the table and powered up her computer. Given the tedium of the tasks she was about to perform, she instructed her neurological processor to shut down certain bodily functions, and entered a state similar to “downtime”, when she recharged and upgraded her systems.
 

But as with all downtime periods in recent months, while her fingers flew over the keyboard and she remained physically occupied, her mental processes played games. She was ensnared in recollection of the past. A dream.
 

The instant the first task was complete, she emerged from the dream. She shook her head in an attempt to clear the last vivid images from her mind before she began her next task.
 

Her dreams were yet another anomaly to add to the others affecting her. Cyborgs did not dream. At least, to her knowledge she’d not been programmed with the capacity to dream. But dream she did—recurring dreams about Father’s death, which left her questioning everything she understood about herself. Something was happening inside her. Something beyond the mere tangible aspects of her physical construction. Something profound.
 

A droplet of moisture plopped on to the tabletop. She stared at it, already knowing what it signified but strangely unwilling to confirm it absolutely.
 

Tears.
 

She was crying. Again. As she’d done when Father initiated the termination sequence and forced her to end his life.
 

She wiped her face. Tears. Such a human reaction to pain. But she was not programmed to feel physical pain. Ergo, the logical conclusion was that this reaction sprang from emotional distress—the kind of distress that, if she’d been human, might well occur from reliving a loved one’s death.
 

But being distressed over Father’s death was illogical. He had chosen to die, and his dying had served two purposes. It had prevented the old man from suffering a slow, painful death from an incurable cancer. And, by taking Jay’s command code with him to his grave, he had protected her as best he could. Now no living human possessed the code that would make Jay a servant to their will. She could not be compelled to harm others, or be used as a weapon. She was free to make her own decisions. If she felt anything at all, it should have been elation because no one would command her again. Ever.
 

So why did she feel something she could only identify as sadness whenever she recalled Alexander Durham?
 

What was happening to her?
 

She ran an internal diagnostic and found nothing untoward, nothing to explain this strange phenomenon. She practiced a shrug, such as humans used when confronted with things they could not change. As Father had been so fond of saying, all would be revealed in time.
 

She picked up the back-plate, screwed it on to the pocket-sized electronic device she’d been working on, and placed the device on the tabletop. It resembled a cell phone. If anyone saw her with it, no one would think it strange or unusual. She didn’t bother to test it. It would perform exactly as she’d designed it to.
 

She turned her attention to her monitor and the lines of data cascading down the screen. As she shifted, Tyler’s unique fragrance wafted from the shirt he’d loaned her. The shirt she should have removed the moment she got home from school, and returned to Tyler earlier in the evening. The shirt she was so very reluctant to relinquish because while she wore it, she could pretend that he was here, now, with her.
 

And then, an overwhelming urge to move cascaded over her, through her. She tried to ignore the twinges of her muscles, the prickling of her skin, as though her outer shell had become too small, too inadequate to contain what was within.
 

She was capable of sitting or standing motionless for hours on end, so this urge was yet another anomaly. Her brain constantly performed multiple tasks at once, so the part that insisted on dwelling upon Tyler was not causing the problem. That part happily analyzed every word he’d uttered in her presence, his every little nuance of tone and expression, while another part analyzed the data the program spat onto the screen.
 

She stuck it out for another three minutes before she gave in and pushed her chair away from the table. The program would alert her if it identified any data outside the parameters she’d set. There was no real need for her to scan the screeds of code.
 

She spent an hour running through tai chi forms but even that discipline failed to calm her body’s unnatural urges. When the harsh beep of the electronic alert shattered the smothering silence, she believed herself grateful, despite knowing the alert heralded unwelcome news. She quelled her brain’s bizarre desire for her body to be continually in motion and resumed her seat to analyze the search results.
 

The IP address the program had targeted and the accompanying data appeared innocuous enough, but something about it had triggered the alert.
 

Adrenaline thrummed through her system, causing a flush of an emotion akin to human excitement. She might be what Tyler and Caro termed a computer whiz, and as a cyborg she had a unique advantage, but she was dealing with an extremely talented human who was skilled in covering his tracks. If she was correct in her assumption, she’d encountered this particular human before. She smiled, anticipating a battle with a worthy opponent.
 
  

Chapter Eight
 

Shit! The man known to his team as Michael White, whacked his fist on his desktop. Papers fluttered into the air and then settled. Luckily there was no one to witness his lack of control. The building was deserted, and the only light source in the darkened office was the greenish-hued glow of his laptop’s LCD screen. It illuminated his face, throwing gargoyle shadows up the bland grey walls.
 

He couldn’t believe his luck. First, the original clip he’d saved to his hard drive had been corrupted by a very sneaky little virus before he could back it up, and now this?
 

A masked Robin capered across his screen. She’d replaced the original Boy Wonder Left Wondering clip with one featuring another Boy Wonder—namely some guy who’d played Robin in the Batman TV series back the 60s.
 

Michael shook his head and leaned back in his chair. His life might be going down the toilet right now, but at least he didn’t have to go out in public wearing a red top and green shorts with matching elf boots, and to top it all off, a shiny gold cape, like that poor bastard. He scowled at Robin and closed his laptop. He drummed his fingers on the desktop and considered his options. His very limited options.
 

When the uploaded video had first been flagged by his tracking program, and he’d viewed the clip, he’d fist-punched the air. He knew exactly where she was. He could send in an extraction team, and it would all be over. He could say goodbye to chasing rumors and hearsay from one hick town to another. Hell, he might even be able to embrace his old life again, pick up where he’d left off. If his old life would still have him.
 

But it appeared the kid had been one step ahead of him—again. While he’d been imagining what his life would be like when this nightmare was over, she had been busy covering her tracks. It was a given she would have decrypted his IP address and realized she’d been compromised. It wouldn’t be long before she was on the move—again. Or at the very least, planning another little surprise for anyone who dared come after her.
 

Michael considered keeping this latest development to himself. After all, until he got a hold of the original clip again, he had no hard evidence. But—
 

He huffed out a sigh, grabbed his cell phone from the desktop and made the call. The instant it connected, he spoke without waiting for acknowledgement. “I got a hit on the kid, sir. And—”
 

“You mean it. You’d do well to remember it isn’t human, Mr. White.”
 

Michael winced at the icy-cold tone. “Yes, sir. I got a hit on the cyborg.”
 

“How?”
 

“A video clip uploaded to a social networking site.”
 

“Send it to me now.”
 

“She’s corrupted the source file, and replaced the original clip on the site with another one. She’s covering her tracks.”
 

The silence on the end of the line commanded more information. Immediately.
 

“I’m working on it, sir.”
 

More silence.
 

A single droplet of sweat rolled down his face, seeping into his shirt collar. “I need more time.”
 

“Call me in the morning when you have something new to report.”
 

“Yes, sir.” Michael found himself speaking into the discordant beeping of an already disconnected line. His superior was not known for his patience, or for anything less than substantiated facts. Which was why Michael had neglected to mention he knew where she’d been hiding. Chances of her still being there were slim, he told himself, and—
 

God. He was torn. He wanted this over but he’d give anything in the world for the endgame to take place somewhere else. Right now, he was praying she’d act true to type and up-stakes and vanish.
 

He slumped back in his chair and blotted his forehead with his sleeve. The kid—the cyborg—was good. Really good. So good, that even after five years of painstaking investigation, Michael still hadn’t untangled the maze of offshore accounts that had absorbed Alexander Durham’s considerable wealth after his death. “They”, the faceless, nameless people who comprised the clandestine corporation Michael worked for, had been playing a waiting game for years, hoping Durham’s protégé would slip up and make a mistake. Finally she had, by allowing herself to be caught on video. But Michael wanted—needed—to be certain of all the facts before he sent in the extraction team. He couldn’t risk civilians being caught up in the extraction. Especially not one of the civilians he’d seen in that clip.
 

If he could have avoided making that call, delayed a bit longer….
 

He’d done the right thing. His superior would have found out if Michael had sat on the information. He always found out.
 

Michael rubbed his eyes, rotated his shoulders and flexed his fingers. Regardless of what might prove to be a personal stake in this operation, he had a job to do. And if he valued his continuing health and wellbeing—and the continued health and wellbeing of his estranged family—the deadline he’d been given must be adhered to.
 

He’d think of something. He always did.
 
  

Chapter Nine
 

The crowd flowed around Tyler like he had an invisible force-field shielding him from physical contact. No one spoke to him. No one made eye contact. He might as well have been invisible.
 

Before Homecoming, he’d been star pitcher for the baseball team, and a top-scoring basketball player. He’d been one of the jocks who ruled the school. Girls had pulled all kinds of stunts to get his attention. But after the Vanessa debacle, he’d been demoted to a kid on the fringe who didn’t fit in anywhere.
 

If he’d spoken up and defended himself against the lies and rumors, maybe he’d have kept some of his friends. Hell, he might have even knocked the god of jock-straps off his pedestal and shown him up for the piece of scum that he was. But for Vanessa’s sake, he’d kept quiet. At least, Tyler told himself it was for her sake. Just like he told himself he’d done the right thing, and didn’t give a crap about what anyone else thought.
 

Now—too late—he understood that by keeping it all locked away inside him, all he’d done was enable Shawn and Vanessa, and alienate most of his peers.
 

Greenfield High’s current social structure was based around cliques. Sad and unimaginative, but true. And because Tyler had been one of Shawn’s crew—and a major douche-bag to any kid who wasn’t one of Shawn’s crew—when he fell from grace, it was one monumentally big-ass fall. He became a freak, a jock-god accused of something so heinous not even the jocks had been able to stomach him anymore. Everyone had their place. Everyone knew their place. And after that one incident, Tyler’s place was at the very bottom of Greenfield High’s social order.
 

At first it’d felt weird being invisible, but he’d gotten used to it. Plus-side, he didn’t need to check in with anyone. He could do what the hell he liked. Downside was he didn’t have anyone to watch his back. And at this school, life was tough if you didn’t have someone on your side.
 

He didn’t want to drag his sister down with him so he made himself scarce rather than put Caro in a position where she might have to choose her brother over popularity. She had enough problems looking out for herself. It was no box of chocolates being on the cheer squad and keeping the likes of Bettina happy, while not losing who you were, and what you stood for. Caro somehow managed to walk that ultra-thin line of being popular, while not succumbing to the temptation of being a stuck-up bitch. He respected that about her. He’d never managed to walk that line. It’s been easier to treat people like crap.
 

Pity Caro’s run of luck might soon be over. And, just like him, she wouldn’t fit in with any of the other existing cliques. Mind you, knowing Caro, she’d just form her own. Budget Fashionistas. Yeah. He could see it now.
 

Over lunch breaks Tyler usually hung out in the music room. Mr. Whaley didn’t have a problem so long as no one else had scheduled use of the room for practice. On the rare occasions Tyler did venture into the cafeteria, he sat way down the back, far removed from the food cabinets and even farther removed from what little natural light pierced the grime-layered windows. It was smart to avoid the prime tables—especially ones with an unbroken view of the lunch queue, from where Shawn would cast his eye over potential girlfriends, and Bettina’s squad would loudly critique clothes and makeup, hairstyles and personal attributes, with such consummate viciousness they reduced less resilient girls to tears.
 

Today, Tyler dared the cafeteria, dared to be noticed, and worse, dared slide into a seat at a prime empty table, right up front. He tried to appear completely unconcerned. He seriously debated leaving Jay and Caro to it—they would manage fine without him—but he didn’t want to miss the fun. Unfortunately for his rapidly waning daring, his sister and Jay were nowhere to be seen.
 

Kids balancing trays of food lurched past his table, nudging each other and whispering. Eyes slanted in his direction. Heads turned. Whispered words floated in the air. Tyler began to feel like someone had painted a huge target on his back. His spine prickled with unease as he rummaged in his backpack for his packed lunch—yet another reason for the in-crowd to sneer at him.
 

A hush smothered the cafeteria. Then the elegant squeaks of designer shoes were echoed by the screeches of less desirable rip-offs.
 

Crap. He knew without even glancing up that Shawn and Bettina and their entourage had just made an entrance.
 

“C’mon Jay!” he muttered. “Where the hell are you?” To hide his agitation, he grabbed a library book from his bag, took a sip from his water bottle, and pretended to read.
 

A furtive reek of anticipation overpowered even the stink of burgers, fries, lasagna and other supposedly mouthwatering temptations. All the students seemed to be collectively holding their breaths, waiting for Tyler’s juicy humiliation to commence.
 

The type on the page he was pretending to read blurred. He flicked the page over, and hunched his shoulders against whatever form retribution would take. A soda down the back of his neck. Having his lunch snatched from the table and tossed ’round the room. Maybe his bag upended and the contents sniggered over. No problem. He could handle that.
 

But perhaps Bettina would come up with something new and original for Shawn to do this time—something that would cause Tyler’s control to snap and provoke him to retaliate, like he’d almost done in Bio. Then it’d all be on. He could just see himself wiping that smug look from Shawn’s face….
 

Tyler clenched his fists as tight as he could and then relaxed his hands and shook out the tension in his shoulders. It was far too late to dust off the past and rehash it. No one would believe him anyway. Not now.
 

Whoops of familiar laughter were music to his ears. The girls’ baseball team had arrived en masse. They were their own clique and none of them took crap from anyone. Except maybe their coach. And only so long as whatever Tyler happened to be saying made sense to them.
 

“Catch!” he heard one of his team yell.
 

He glanced up just in time to see Emma, his star pitcher, burst through Bettina and Shawn’s tight-knit group, scattering kids like skittles. She ignored their squawking protests, her eyes on the prize. She leaped, plucked the baseball from the air, and then flung herself into the chair next to Tyler.
 

“Gee, sorry, Betty,” she called, shooting a hugely insincere smile at Bettina, who stood stock-still and open-mouthed while her group fluttered about her, smoothing their ruffled plumage and exchanging varying expressions of disgust and indignation. “Didn’t see you there.”
 

She nudged Tyler in the ribs with her elbow. “Nearly got her,” she said, eyes twinkling with suppressed mirth. “An inch more to the left and I’d have knocked her down and used her for a cushion—not that she’d make much of a cushion ’cause she’s, like, such a bone-bag.”
 

Emma spared a glance for the rest of her teammates, who’d all joined the food line. With a gusty sigh, she took out her lunch, pried open her sandwich and grimaced. “Bologna. My favorite. I’m telling you, Coach, when I get a scholarship to some fancy university, I’m never gonna bring a packed lunch again. I swear on my mom’s maintenance money.”
 

Tyler took a bite of his own sandwich and wondered what it would be like to have money to burn, like Shawn. Maybe if his dad had stuck around and his mom wasn’t in a dead-end job—
 

“Hey, how come you scored a front table? Are you like, not feeling well or something?”
 

“I just felt like a change,” Tyler said.
 

Emma snorted. “About freaking time. We’d sit with you more often if you got us a decent table.”
 

“Thanks, Em.”
 

She gave him a singularly sweet, sympathetic smile—one that told him she knew exactly why he usually hid down the back. “You know, that sister of yours might look like a top model candidate, but she has skills. We could sure do with her on the team.”
 

Caro had helped out with practice a couple of times when Tyler had been down with the flu. She’d even subbed when the team had been short a girl. All the girls in the team liked her, and she really knew how to keep them focused. Em was right. Caro would be an asset.
 

“We’ve been through this,” he said. “Caro’s too tied up with the cheer squad. She turned me down flat when I asked.”
 

Emma smiled at him around her sandwich. “Well, maybe you should ask her again. Because if Shawn has his way, Bettina’ll dump her from the squad and she’ll have heaps more time up her oh-so-fashionable sleeve.”
 

“Crap,” Tyler muttered. “Does Caro know about this?”
 

“What do you think?” Emma half-rose from her chair, waving to catch someone’s attention.
 

Tyler’s breath caught as he spotted the familiar figure poised in the entranceway beside his sister. His face heated. He sucked down a few glugs of water to try and cool his face, wondering how merely gazing at Jay had the power to affect him so drastically.
 

To his surprise, Caro acknowledged Bettina with a curt nod, but ignored the rest of B’s group, including Vanessa. Leaving Jay to join the cafeteria queue, she took the seat across from Emma.
 

Tyler studied his sister’s tense, angry face. “Slumming, huh?”
 

“The air’s not so putrid over here.”
 

“Ah. You gave Shawn the good news, huh? Guessing he didn’t take it well.”
 

Caro unpacked her sandwich and took such a vicious bite that Tyler winced. When she’d finished chewing she said, “Jerk tried to make out like it was my fault he was horn-dogging around. Like, if I put out, he wouldn’t feel the need to get his thrills elsewhere.”
 

“Dick,” Emma said. “And speaking of dicks, hope his shrivels up and drops off.”
 

Caro gave her a wan smile. “Thanks, Em.”
 

Tyler reached across the table to squeeze his sister’s wrist. “I’m sorry, sis.”
 

“Don’t be. I always knew Shawn was an ass. Maybe I thought I could change him. Or maybe I didn’t know what the heck I was thinking. To add to my pain there’s Nessa. So much for being my best friend and having my back. The minute I dumped him, she stepped in to ‘console’ him. She’s been all over him like a rash today. It’s enough to put me off food for life.”
 

Tyler tossed his own sandwich aside. Vanessa and Shawn? Jeez. What was the girl thinking? “Doesn’t he know she’s the one who uploaded the clip of him Dumpster diving?”
 

Caro snorted. “Yeah. He knows. But evidently she talked him ’round. Or something.”
 

Heavy emphasis on the “or something”. Caro obviously figured Vanessa was putting out to keep Shawn happy, but Tyler knew there were other things Vanessa could give Shawn to keep him on-side.
 

“Matt’s pretty annoyed about being dumped,” Caro said.
 

Since Tyler had been in Matt’s place, he knew “pretty annoyed” was putting it mildly. “What about your place on the squad?” he asked his sister. “There’ve been, ah, some rumors—”
 

“With regionals so close, Bettina knows she can’t afford to drop me from the squad. And the squad means everything to her. So if it comes down to keeping me happy, or keeping her step-brother happy, guess who she’ll choose?” Caro smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.
 

“Darn,” Emma said. “I was kinda hoping you’d get kicked off the squad so you could come and play for us.”
 

“Aww, that’s so sweet,” Caro said. “Sorry Em. It’s those uniforms of yours. I wouldn’t be seen dead in one. Truly hideous.”
 

Emma shrugged. “Bet some of the guys would beg to differ. Pity. Guess we’ll just have to pin our hopes on some new blood.”
 

Sara, the team’s catcher, and the rest of the girls started grabbing seats at the table. “Sorry.” Tyler dumped his bag on the seat next to him. “I’m saving this seat for someone.”
 

“Someone named Jay, I’ll bet,” Caro said. “And speaking of Jay, I bet she’s got awesome ball skills.”
 

“Jay?” Sara said. “Isn’t that the chick who dumped Vanessa on her ass yesterday?”
 

Emma smirked, obviously relishing the memory of Vanessa’s humiliation. “Yep. That’d be her. The girl with the long hair, holey jeans, and screamingly red t-shirt, waiting in the queue.”
 

Sara nodded her approval. “She’s cool.”
 

“Yanno?” Emma gnawed a fingernail as she gave Jay a once-over.“She’s got a style all her own. Bet you’re itching to make her over, right Caro?”
 

“The thought had crossed my mind.”
 

Emma huffed on her non-existent nails and pretended to polish them on her t-shirt. “Seriously. Don’t muck with perfection, sweetie.”
 

Caro eyed Emma’s outfit of baggy jeans and a sloppy, fire-engine-red t-shirt, and wisely took another bite of her sandwich. Tyler bit his lip to keep from laughing at the expression on his sister’s face.
 

A buzz drew his attention. He glanced up, took it all in, and quickly dropped his gaze again. Vanessa’s gloss-slicked lips were downturned. She and Shawn were deep in whispered conversation, casting dagger-like glances in his direction.
 

“Ah crap,” he muttered, watching as Vanessa stroked Shawn’s arm, and then left him to approach Tyler’s table. “Here comes trouble.”
 

“AKA the skanky ho,” Caro said, loud enough for Emma to hear and whoop with laughter.
 

“Well, if it isn’t Greenfield High’s ex-Boy Wonder,” Vanessa said, fixing Tyler with a saccharine sweet, insincere smile. “I have no idea how you managed to sabotage my upload, but it’ll be a wasted effort when I send the clip that’s still on my phone to Principal Harris.”
 

It seemed to have escaped Vanessa that Jay’s stunt was far more of a conversation-starter than watching him take on Shawn.
 

Vanessa was out to get him—no two ways about it. Ironic considering if he spilled the truth about Homecoming, it’d start a shit-storm… with her taking center stage. God only knew what her reasoning was. It didn’t make any sense. Tyler gave her his widest grin. “Gee, Vanessa. You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble just for me. I might end up owing you a favor. Or something.”
 

Her eyes narrowed and loathing twisted her pretty face. “In your dreams!” she spat.
 

“Nightmares more like,” Caro said, glaring at her former BFF until Vanessa flushed and fiddled with the hem of her short-shorts.
 

“Hey, Nessa,” Emma interrupted with a toothy grin.
 

Uh oh. Tyler knew what that grin heralded. Em had a way with words that was legend amongst her teammates. Vanessa was about to be on the receiving end. This was gonna be ugly.
 

“I’ve been dying to know. Are you a skanky ho twenty-four-seven? Or only when there’s a penis you feel the need to impress hanging round?”
 

Vanessa opened her mouth as if to reply, frowned, then abruptly turned her back and flounced back to her friends.
 

“Ouch! That’s gotta hurt. Nice one, girlfriend!” Caro high-fived Emma.
 

Tyler’s gaze followed Vanessa’s swaying rear.
 

He waited for the ache of pure yearning to course down his spine. He used to think Vanessa was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. Even after she’d dumped him for Matt, he’d still thought her model-worthy gorgeous. But today she just wasn’t doing it for him. Compared to Jay, she just seemed brittle and spoiled and….
 

Bland.
 

Bettina and Shawn’s peeps were all twittering about their oh-so-important little lives—nothing unusual there. But for once, Vanessa seemed apart and separate from them, as though she’d cocooned herself in her own little world. All her flashy, “look at me!” arrogance had drained away. Her eyes were downcast. She’d wrapped her arms around her middle. She looked entirely miserable, like she was doing her utmost not to burst into tears. When Bettina prodded her for a response, she lifted her head and caught Tyler staring at her. She flipped him the finger and turned her back, linking her arm in Shawn’s and cuddling up to him.
 

He laughed but there was no joy in it. More fool him for sticking out his neck and trying to protect her. He should have spoken out and left her to deal.
 

He spotted Jay approaching and moved his bag, indicating she should take the seat he’d saved. “What’s so funny?” she asked.
 

“Vanessa. She never fails to live down to my expectations.” He glugged the last of his water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You set?”
 

Jay patted the pocket of her jeans. “Yes.”
 

“Outstanding.” And seeing a measure of his own glee glinting in her eyes, he grinned. “Hey, guys,” he said to his team. “Y’all know Jay?”
 

“Yeah,” Rachel, the team’s relief pitcher chimed in. “We all know Jay. She’s the one who dropped Vanessa on her chubby ass, and introduced Shawn to the inside of a Dumpster.”
 

Caro choked on a mouthful of water. “Looks like your reputation has preceded you, Jay.”
 

“Apparently so,” Jay said. “I trust that’s a positive thing.”
 

Rachel grinned at her. “Oh yeah. Very positive.”
 

Em caught Jay’s eye. “Wouldn’t mind a word with you later. I have a favor to ask.”
 

Jay nodded. “Of course.” She picked up her burger, took a huge bite, and wrinkled her nose.
 

“Whassup?” Tyler asked. “Does it taste off?”
 

“I don’t believe I care for the taste of pickle,” she said, sounding awfully surprised by the fact. She fished the pickle out and inspected it. “It doesn’t look particularly appetizing, either.”
 

He couldn’t help laughing at her. She sounded like a little kid, disgruntled at being made to eat her vegetables. “Just as well you don’t have to eat it, then.”
 

He was distracted from Jay’s amusing pickle issues when Matt wandered over to their table. What the hell did he want?
 

Matt snagged an empty chair from the next table and loomed over Caro, waiting patiently until she took the hint and inched over to give him some room. He grinned at her as he popped the tab on his soda. “Hey, babe. Whassup?”
 

She gave him cool, unimpressed eyes. “Oh, you know. The usual. Devil worship, animal sacrifice, bathing in blood on a daily basis—all that woo-woo stuff we boyfriend-less girls are forced to do to amuse ourselves.”
 

Matt choked on a mouthful of soda and spluttered for a bit before it occurred to him she was kidding. He waved his can in her direction. “Yeah, right. Good one.”
 

Tyler snickered. His sister always had an answer. She’d gotten that gene, too, whereas he always thought of the perfect thing to say hours later.
 

“What are you doing here, Matt?” she said. “Shouldn’t you be over there schmoozing with the ‘in’ crowd? Being seen at our table won’t do much for your social cachet.”
 

He scowled. “Whaddya think I’m doing? Same as you. Avoiding certain people so I don’t fricking smack ’em into orbit.”
 

Caro didn’t appear to have the least sympathy for Matt’s plight. She angled her body to give him her back, and ignored him to chat with Emma.
 

“Hey, Tyler,” Matt said. “Can I talk to you about something?”
 

After the stunt Matt’d pulled with the video, Tyler wasn’t feeling particularly magnanimous. “If you feel you have to.”
 

“In private. How ’bout I meet you after school?”
 

“I’m coaching.”
 

“After practice. I’ll give you a lift home.”
 

“Yeah. Okay.” He’d take the ride, but it’d be a cold day in hell before he’d help Matt out.
 

“Thanks, dude.”
 

“Whatever.”
 

Matt rose from his chair and sauntered off.
 

“What was that all about?” Caro jerked her chin at his departing back.
 

“Dunno. But I’m curious, so I’ll give him thirty seconds of my time—after he’s dropped me home.”
 

“Do you think that’s such a good idea?”
 

He was about to respond when Emma tapped her on the shoulder, demanding her attention again. Tyler followed their gazes. Bettina had finally decided that the table next to his was worthy of her designer jeans-clad rear. She flicked her wrist at Shawn, and watched with a bored expression while he turned on the charm to oust some star-struck freshmen girls who were only halfway through their lunches.
 

Emma exchanged a glance with Caro. “Never changes, does he?”
 

“Nope.”
 

“What were you thinking, girlfriend?”
 

Caro pretended to menace Em with her half-eaten sandwich. “Same thing as the rest of you. More’s the pity.”
 

Both girls swiveled in their chairs to look at the “he” in question, who was holding court at his table. As usual.
 

Caro shook her head, and mournfully contemplated her apple. “He’s a looker, though.”
 

Em snickered. “Yeah. If you like Ken dolls.”
 

From the quirk of her lips, Caro was obviously amused by her friend’s comment. “I think my next boyfriend will be someone who doesn’t take longer to get ready to go on a date than I do.”
 

“He might be a prize a-hole, but he’s got it going on for sure,” Sara said.
 

“Yeah. Stellar bod. Pity ’bout the toxic personality.”
 

“He’s one hot himbo and his old man’s loaded. Who cares about his personality?”
 

“Yeah. I sure wouldn’t say no to guy-candy that fine.”
 

Tyler couldn’t believe his ears. Jeez. Was that all girls cared about? How hot a guy was? How loaded his wallet was? They all knew Shawn was a douche, but still they admired him.
 

Girls. All the same. Dumber than freaking mud.
 

Em redeemed herself somewhat by blowing such a truly rude raspberry that her teammates quit with the Shawn-fest to roll about in their chairs laughing. “He’s a man-slut who can’t keep his hands to himself. We deserve better. End of story.”
 

“You gotta admit, he’s a reeeally hot man-slut, though,” Sara said.
 

Em conceded the point. Reluctantly. “Okay. You got me on that one. Malibu Ken is one hot man-slut.”
 

“He knows you’re talking about him,” Jay said. “See how he’s thrusting out his chest, stretching out his legs and angling his body toward us? He feeds off the attention. You should ignore him. That’s what I do whenever he bothers me.”
 

The entire girls’ baseball team tore their gazes away from Shawn to stare at her like she was an alien life form.
 

Jay didn’t seem at all fazed. She contemplated a fry. “I observe body language. It’s a useful skill to master. Especially when dealing with annoying persons of the opposite sex.” She popped the fry in her mouth and chewed.
 

“He doesn’t do it for you?” Sara blinked in a bemused fashion.
 

“He doesn’t do it for me,” Jay agreed. And frowned. “These fries seem to be lacking some essential ingredient.”
 

“Salt,” Tyler said. “They never salt them enough. You gotta ask for extra. Hey, is Shawn still bugging you?”
 

She nodded. “Not as much as before, but I wish he’d stop staring at me as though he wants to eat me up. I’m afraid that soon I’ll be forced to do something drastic, like beat him up.”
 

Sara shook her head in mock despair. “Uh, right. Whatever.”
 

Yeah. Whatever. Tyler was not-so-secretly pleased Jay hadn’t been bitten by the Shawn bug. If she’d fallen for Shawn like any other normal girl, he’d have been gutted.
 

“So. What’s the time, Jay?” Caro waggled her eyebrows in a meaningful fashion.
 

Tyler bit back a groan. Could his sister be any more obvious?
 

Jay stuck her hand in her pocket and—
 

“Wait!” Caro flushed pink when Jay frowned at her. “Ummm. I need to, uh, text Shawn. About a homework assignment. Can I borrow someone’s phone?”
 

Sara tossed over her cell phone. “Use mine.”
 

“Thanks.” Caro flushed and scratched the back of her neck when Em tossed her a how-the-hell-did-you-get-to-be-such-a-loser? look. She flipped open the cell phone.
 

What are you up to? Tyler mouthed at her.
 

She winked at him.
 

He smothered an appreciative grin. Ah, revenge. It was gonna be so terribly sweet.
 

She started texting. “Get ready,” she murmured to Jay. “Do… whatever it is you’re gonna do, when I give the okay, all right?”
 

Jay raised her eyebrows and Tyler heard her whisper, “This was not part of my plan.”
 

“Pleeease? For me?”
 

Jay blinked. “Very well. For you.”
 

Caro pressed Send, then skimmed Sara’s cell across the tabletop and settled back in her chair to watch the fun.
 

Shawn’s silver cell phone buzzed. As soon as he picked it up to peer at the screen, Caro whispered, “Go!”
 

Jay activated whatever device she’d hidden in her pocket. The cafeteria echoed with blaring ring-tones as every cell phone in the cafeteria logged an incoming call. Christmas cracker-like pops mingled with squeals and muttered imprecations from startled students.
 

Shawn shrieked like a girl and flung his phone away. It skidded across the table and landed on the floor. The shocked expression on his face was absolutely freaking priceless.
 

Next to him, Vanessa whined and moaned piteously, wringing her hands. “OMG! My phone’s died! What am I gonna do now? This is like, terrible! Oh. My. God!”
 

Tyler gleefully watched Shawn’s indecision. Shawn finally got off his chair and scrabbled about on the floor to check his precious phone. He tapped it a couple of times, wrinkled his nose with disgust, then tossed it back on the floor.
 

Sara bashed her phone on the edge of the table a couple of times in an effort to get it working again. “Dead as. What the hell’s going on?”
 

“A localized signal surge,” Jay said. “I believe you’ll find it’s only affected cell phones within a short radius. May I?” She held out her hand for Sara’s phone and checked it over. “Yes. It’s as I thought. You’ll require a new SIM card but other than that, your cell phone will be perfectly useable. Provided you don’t whack it on the table again.”
 

Sara leveled her a narrow-eyed, suspicious glare. “Yeah? How come you know all about this stuff?”
 

Uh oh. Tyler sought about for something to say to make Jay’s knowledge seem reasonable. “Uh…. Jay’s, um, a—”
 

“Before we moved out here my uncle worked for a cellular service provider,” Jay finished for him. “I used to help out after school.”
 

Tyler widened his eyes at her, wordlessly encouraging her to go on.
 

“A lightning strike or electrical storm could cause a similar thing,” Jay said, taking the hint. She shrugged. “My uncle told me sometimes there’s no logical reason, and not even the technicians can figure out how or why such things happen.”
 

Em had a very smug look plastered all over her face. “Shame. Guess this is one time I’m glad my Mom can’t afford to buy me a phone.”
 

“Darnit!” Sara made a face. “Looks like I’ll be spending the weekend reprogramming in all my numbers.”
 

“Awww, poor baby,” Em crooned, reaching over to stroke Sara’s hand, making like some doting girlfriend until Sara shoved her away.
 

“They’re not the latest models by any means,” Jay said, “but my uncle has a box of cell phones at home. You’re welcome to take your pick, Emma.”
 

“And me?” Caro clasped her hands prayer-like before her chest.
 

“Of course. And Tyler, too.”
 

“Thanks!” Caro’s expression abruptly clouded. “But won’t your uncle be pissed if he finds a couple missing?”
 

“No,” Jay said. “They’re just collecting dust. He’ll be pleased someone’s found a use for them.”
 

Em’s freckled face lit up. “Awesome! Thanks, Jay.” The bell rang, and she and the team headed off for class. “Hey,” she yelled back. “Almost forgot. Meet you at the lockers after next period?”
 

Jay gave her a thumbs up.
 

Caro hung back. “Is that stuff about your uncle true?” she asked Jay.
 

“Partially.”
 

“Which part?”
 

“The part about the box of cell phones. Don’t worry,” Jay said. “He won’t mind me giving a few away.”
 

Caro hugged her and practically skipped from the cafeteria.
 

“You’ve made her day,” Tyler said. “She’s wanted a cell phone forever.”
 

“And what about you, Tyler? If I give you a cell phone, will it make your day?”
 

He did his best to ignore the pit-a-pat of his heart and the squirming sensation in his gut as he returned her intent gaze. Cool, calm and collected, that’s how he’d play it. He took a deep breath then grabbed Jay’s hand and pulled her to her feet. Then cradled her face in his palms and leaned in to kiss her lightly on the lips. “You’ve already made my day.”
 

As he exited the cafeteria, some instinct made him glance back over his shoulder.
 

Jay was standing exactly where he’d left her. Her eyes were closed and her fingers rested on her lips.
 

Whoa. He hadn’t expected that kind of reaction. It’d just been a friendly kiss. Nothing for either of them to get worked up about.
 

Yeah. Riiight.
 
  

Chapter Ten
 

Jay’s lips curved as she anticipated Tyler’s reaction. He hadn’t spotted her yet. Right now his attention was on Emma, the team’s pitcher. The corners of his mouth were curved downward and when he spoke, his voice was gruff. “You’re off your game, Em.”
 

Emma slouched over to him, rotating her shoulder joint. “Sorry, Coach.”
 

“What’ve you done to your shoulder?”
 

“Hurt it yesterday. ’S only a strain. Nothing serious.”
 

Tyler’s scowl deepened at Emma’s folly. “Next time, tell me straight up. No point in making the injury worse.” He jerked his chin at the bleachers. “Plant your dumbass self over there and rest up for the rest of the session.”
 

Em jogged over to the bleachers to join Jay. She leaned back and stretched out her legs. “Coach wasn’t too pissed with me not being on my game. Reckon he’ll give Rachel a turn, then you’ll be up.”
 

“Why are you insisting that I do this? If I turn out to be an excellent pitcher, you risk losing your place on the team.”
 

Em shrugged and threw Jay a lopsided grin. “Can’t see that happening. Not unless you’re really something special.”
 

Jay quirked her brows. “I can hardly be worse than Rachel.” With her gawky, graceless limbs, the team’s relief pitcher resembled a flapping seagull—a resemblance that was compounded even more when she lost her balance on the follow-through.
 

Em hissed in a breath between clenched teeth. “Rachel, Rachel, Rachel. That’s just plain sad. Tragic, even.”
 

Jay analyzed the pitch. Rachel hadn’t had anything like the leverage needed to make the ball curve as she’d intended, which was the main reason the ball had stayed up in the strike zone and proved so easy to hit.
 

Tyler covered his face with his hands and groaned. Loudly. “Rach! What the hell d’ya call that?”
 

Rachel screwed her face into a hopeful expression. “Uh, a curveball?”
 

“A curveball?” Tyler stood arms akimbo, bristling with indignation. “A curveball? You’ve gotta be kidding me. An extra base hit waiting to happen, that’s what I call that! How many times do I have to tell you? Stick with the fastball! No damn point trying anything fancy until you've got the fastball sussed. Which you haven’t.”
 

“But Coach, I—”
 

“But nothing. You haven’t mastered it until I say you’ve mastered it. Which will be when you can throw it for a strike just about every single freaking time. You got that?”
 

“Yeah, Coach. I got that.”
 

Tyler raked his hands through his hair and Jay could see him tugging on the ends. He didn’t look over at the bleachers as he bawled, “Yo, Em! Let’s see what this friend of yours has got.”
 

Emma nudged Jay. “Go on. Show him how it’s done.”
 

“What happens if I’m worse than Rachel?” Jay wanted to know.
 

“Guess Coach’ll give me heaps for wasting his time.”
 

“We couldn’t have that, now, could we?” Jay allowed a grin to split her face.
 

“Hey, didn’t you bring a mitt?”
 

“I don’t own one.”
 

Em shook her head at Jay’s folly. “Borrow mine. Just don’t let on to Coach or he’ll lecture you big-time.”
 

“Thanks.” Jay pulled on the mitt—not that she needed one, but it wasn’t prudent to draw attention to herself.
 

Tyler did the anticipated double-take as she strolled toward him. He smoothed his expression, hiding his reaction from his team, but Jay spotted his curiosity. And his pleasure at her presence.
 

“This should be interesting,” he said.
 

“Indeed.” Jay put aside her analysis of his fascinating reactions to review the mechanics of pitching.
 

For the entire duration of her pitch, the pitcher was required to keep one foot in contact with the top or front of the pitcher's rubber—a twenty-four-by-six-inch plate atop the pitcher's mound. This meant Jay could take no more than one step backward and one forward when she delivered the ball. Once she’d released the ball, her foot could leave the rubber.
 

There were five phases of pitching. Wind-up. Cocking, when the arm was brought back and up in preparation for the forward throw. Acceleration, when the arm came forward in preparation to releasing the ball. Deceleration, when the arm slowed down after releasing the ball. And follow-through. It was important for the pitcher to understand which muscles were used during each phase so injuries could be avoided. During the wind-up phase, for example, the shoulder muscles played only a very small part compared with the leg muscles.
 

Jay visualized each phase.
 

Tyler—Coach—gave her a professional once-over as if to gauge her suitability for the sport. “Em reckons you’re a damn fine athlete—just the sort we need on the team.”
 

“Emma presumes too much.” She held Tyler’s gaze. “I’m nothing special.”
 

“Hmmm. Tell me what you know about baseball.”
 

“Quite a bit in theory. But I’m sure we both know all the theory in the world doesn’t help when you’re out there facing the reality of the game.”
 

He cracked a grin. “Good answer. What’s your specialty? Pitching, batting or fielding?”
 

She shrugged. “I don’t have a specialty. I’m sure I can acquit myself reasonably well in all three disciplines, though.”
 

He chewed his lip while he processed her response, perhaps trying to decide whether she was being unduly modest. “Okay, let’s see what you’re made of. Start by showing me your pitching.”
 

She obliged. Under Tyler’s watchful eye, she threw around a dozen fastballs, making certain each one stayed within the expected velocity for a junior female player.
 

Tyler pursed his lips and tried to appear unimpressed. “Not bad. Let’s see what you can do under pressure. Trace!” he yelled at one of the girls lounging in the bullpen. “You’re up.”
 

Trace roused herself and wandered up to the plate while Jay debated her next course of action. She wanted to acquit herself well. But not too well. She focused on Trace, who certainly didn’t seem to be in any hurry to take her place at the batter’s box. The girl tugged her gloves, fiddling with the clasps. She stepped in the box and something inside Jay’s chest tightened with—
 

Anticipation. It thrummed though her body, millions of little pinpricks dancing over her skin.
 

A sixth sense made her glance up at the bleachers and she spotted Matt and Caro picking their way toward Em.
 

She glanced toward Tyler, saw him watching her intently.
 

An audience.
 

Alien emotions coursed through her veins. Eagerness, a fierce glee, a craving to pit herself against another female. A desire to prove herself worthy enough to win a male’s approval.
 

That she wasn’t human, and shouldn’t care what any human thought of her physical prowess, didn’t concern her at this moment. She was caught up in the heady thrill of the coming confrontation. Pitcher against batter. Nerd against jock. Jay’s cyborg ability to gather, analyze and extrapolate data, and then perform a specific task, against this girl’s hands-on experience.
 

The game was on.
 

And then Trace stepped out of the batter’s box.
 

Jay choked on a guttural cry of protest. She’d been ready, poised to begin a precise set of movements that would ultimately end with the ball being launched. She could almost see the fastball she’d been planning whizzing right past the bat and thunking into the catcher’s mitt. That ball she’d been about to pitch, its trajectory and curve and speed…. It would have been a thing of beauty! The heat that’d flushed her skin abruptly drained, leaving her cold and shaking.
 

Trace took a practice swing, then set her bat down, wedging the knob under her belt buckle as she fiddled with her gloves again.
 

Jay bared her teeth in a soundless growl. What on earth did this girl think she was doing? How could she spoil the moment with such… such… nonsensical mucking about for no reason Jay could fathom?
 

Trace took a step towards the box then halted, adjusting her cap before she cast a glance in Jay’s direction. A challenging glance.
 

Knowing slammed Jay—a classically human “aha!” moment. She allowed the tension to drain from her body. This girl—Trace—knew Jay was “on”. She might have appeared to be distracted while Jay had been pitching one fastball after another, but she’d been paying attention.
 

Hitting was all about timing. And pitching was about upsetting that timing, so it might appear the pitcher ultimately held all the power. An intelligent hitter knew better. And Trace was smart enough to know she could slow everything down and perhaps affect Jay’s confidence and timing when she pitched. She hoped to control when Jay pitched the ball and puncture the momentum Jay had built up.
 

Now she knew what Trace was up to, Jay did not perform any pitching exercises or resort to any petty little delays of her own, such as examining the ball or slapping it into her borrowed mitt. She simply stood in place, waiting. Waiting for her opponent. “Take your time. When you’re ready,” she called.
 

Trace threw her a curt nod, tacitly accepting the challenge. She stepped into the batter’s box and this time her gaze flicked to Jay’s right hand, trying to spot whether she had changed her grip.
 

Jay’s estimation of the girl rose. The preferred grip to pitch a change-up was known as a circle-change. She would hold the ball deep in her palm with her forefinger and thumb making an “OK” sign. Or she could hold the ball deep in her palm, encasing it with all her fingers in a grip known as the palm-ball.
 

She kept her fastball grip, holding the ball loosely at her fingertips. She saw Trace take note of the grip. She saw the sly grin curving the girl’s mouth as she “read” her pitcher.
 

Trace tapped the plate with her bat.
 

“Don’t try anything fancy, Trace,” Tyler instructed. “Stick to the basics.”
 

Jay would also heed Tyler’s advice and stick to the basics so she had a base-line for her opponent’s abilities. She pitched her usual fastball at Trace, not even flinching at the harsh ping of aluminum bat contacting with the ball. She glanced at Em, and saw her face creased with sympathy for Jay’s plight.
 

“Nice line-drive!” Tyler yelled.
 

Trace allowed herself a full-blown smirk.
 

Jay snagged the ball the fielder lobbed at her. She knew she could pitch a fastball that would wipe that smirk off Trace’s face and then some. But that knowledge was not enough… even though it should have been. Jay knew she should stick to basic fastballs and not deviate from her average speed. She knew she should not do anything to stand out. But a deep-seated craving to do the unexpected had overtaken her. She wanted to impress Tyler. She wanted Em and Matt to launch themselves from their seats and clap wildly. She wanted to beat this batter thoroughly. And to do it was going to require skill—more skill than merely pitching a horrendously speedy fastball.
 

For her next pitch, she kept the traditional fastball grip and pitched a tried and true fastball… except she used her inhuman strength and skill to slow the ball’s speed, making it more of a slow fastball than a change-up.
 

Trace swung and missed, her timing completely out of sync with the ball. The wide-eyed shock on the girl’s face was Jay’s reward.
 

“Sterrrrrrike!” Tyler yelled.
 

Trace focused on Jay’s handgrip with slit-eyed concentration. Jay kept her fastball grip and held it up for the batter to get a better look. “Don’t quite know what happened with that one,” she called. “Guess I got lucky.”
 

Her next pitch would be a sinker. Just before she released the ball, she turned it over and ever so slightly increased pressure with her index finger. Her sinker dropped seven-and-a-half-inches more than her usual fastball.
 

Trace swung and hit a ground ball. When she stepped back up to the plate she glared at Jay, as if daring her to try that one again.
 

Jay didn’t bother to take her up on that dare. She checked to make certain Tyler was watching and wondered whether he would be as impressed as she hoped he might be. This time, she intended to perform a breaking pitch known as a knuckle-curve. Ideally, this pitch would spin like a curveball but wouldn’t be as fast. Plus, it would be more deceptive than a normal curveball because the pitching motion was similar to a fastball. It would be far more difficult for Trace to predict and respond to.
 

She pitched.
 

Trace struck out.
 

Em’s loud whoop pleased Jay no end but her elation died when Sara, who’d muffed the catch, had to scrabble after the ball.
 

“Sorry, Coach.” Jay knew she’d erred. A breaking ball—a pitch with a sideways or downward trajectory which didn’t travel straight toward the batter like a fastball—was far more difficult for a catcher to receive. In her desire to show up the batter, Jay had let down her catcher. It was not good teamwork. She waited for Tyler to tell her so.
 

“Fancy yourself a junkballer, huh? Would’ve been good for Sara to know that beforehand.” Tyler scowled as he approached Jay. And rightfully so.
 

“I’m not a junkballer. I was showing off. As you are no doubt well aware.”
 

Tyler draped his arm over her shoulder. “Showing off aside, if you can bat as good as you pitch there’s a place for you on the team.”
 

Jay glanced over to see Emma giving her the thumbs up. She returned the gesture, then switched her attention to Trace.
 

The batter threw her a rueful grin. “Rather have you on our team than the opposition’s,” she called.
 

Jay considered the offer. She’d enjoyed the physical and intellectual aspects of the workout, the thrill of beating the batter. Perhaps she could do this, share the camaraderie of belonging to a team….
 

Provided she reined in her regrettable tendency to show off and didn’t draw too much attention to herself. If she wasn’t cautious, she would end up pitching far beyond the physical capabilities of a mere teenage girl. If she allowed herself to be caught up in the delirium of the game, who knew what she might do? The provocative thrill of proving her superiority, and the even more intense thrill of performing for Tyler, had overridden all logic and commonsense out there.
 

Still, despite the risks, Jay was tempted. And then she spotted Rachel, the relief pitcher, slumped on the grass in front of the bleachers. Her hunched posture conveyed her misery and when she lifted her head and glanced quickly at Jay before turning away, so did the expression in her eyes.
 

If Jay took over as relief pitcher, Rachel would be left as an outfielder. Or worse, a spare who spent each game in the bullpen.
 

“Thanks for the offer, Coach,” she said, meaning it. “But I can’t accept a place on the team because I can’t commit to a full season. Besides, you’ve already got two pitchers.”
 

Tyler glanced at Rachel, and Jay knew he undertood.
 

“Fair enough,” he said. “Pity. You’ve got talent. Seems a shame not to use it.”
 

“Perhaps.”
 

Tyler beckoned to Rachel. “C’mon, Rach. Let’s see that fastball of yours again. The rest of you, do your drills.”
 

Jay headed for the bleachers to return Emma’s mitt. “Sorry to let you down, Em,” she said, taking a seat beside her.
 

“’S alright, Jay. I know why you did it.”
 

“I can’t believe you dipped out because of Rachel,” Caro said. “Tyler’s gotta be pissed.”
 

“He understands. It wouldn’t be fair for me to take her place.”
 

“Rach is an average fielder, and an even more average batter,” Caro said. “Tyler tolerates her in the team because she’s happy to play second string to Em forever. Everyone else knows Em’s too darn good. The only chance they’d have to prove themselves is if she was too injured to play.”
 

“Ouch.” Em faked a wince. “That’s a mite harsh, even for you, Caro.”
 

“Oh, really?” The challenging lift to Caro’s chin dared Em to disagree.
 

“She’s right,” Em admitted. “If I can’t pitch, we’re screwed. We could really do with you on the team.”
 

“Sometimes,” Jay said, “it’s not just about the team.”
 

“Try telling that to Coach if he’s ever forced to put Rach on ’cause I’m hurt or whatever.”
 

“You’d better start taking better care of yourself then, Emma,” Jay said. “You can’t afford to carry an injury.”
 

Tyler had wandered over just in time to hear her comment. “Yeah,” he chimed in. “No more roughhousing with your brothers. You’re gonna have to start acting like a lady, Em. For the team.” He kicked at a scraggily hummock of grass, spraying dirt in all directions.
 

Em scowled at him. “Jeez, Coach. Do you always have to be such a smartass?”
 

Caro grinned. “Yep. He always does.”
 

“I was thinking—” Matt began.
 

“Don’t think too hard,” Caro said. “You’re only a boy. You might damage something.”
 

He exchanged an amused look with Tyler. “Is she always like this?”
 

“Oh, yeah. Pity me, much?”
 

“Envy, more like.”
 

“What?” Tyler rounded on him. “You seriously think I believe you want a mouthy thing like this for a sister?” He grabbed Caro and tickled her until she was breathless with laughter and had to cling to Em’s arm to stay upright.
 

“Who said I wanted her as a sister?”
 

Jay interpreted the blush blooming on Caro’s neck to mean Caro was not as unappreciative of Matt’s attentions as her sneer suggested. She wondered why Matt only hinted at his interest, and did not merely state that he found Caro attractive. And why Caro gave off such mixed signals, as though she was embarrassed to return his interest. Matt was no longer going with Vanessa, and Caro was no longer with Shawn, so what was the issue?
 

Tyler fidgeted, and Jay guessed he was reacting to the undercurrents flowing between his sister and Matt. “Actually,” he said to her, in what had to be nothing more than a blatant attempt to change the subject, “you know that offer of a cell phone? Can I take you up on that?”
 

“Of course. When?”
 

“Practice is over, so how about now?”
 

“Hey,” Matt said. “Don’t forget I’m giving you a lift home. You might as well catch a lift, too, Caro. Since you’re both going the same way and all.”
 

“How very gracious,” Caro said. “Perhaps you can offer Jay a lift, too. And Em.”
 

“What am I?” he grumbled. “A taxi service?”
 

“Tomorrow would be better for me,” Jay said. “You and Caro can both come over to my place after school and stay for a meal if you’d like.”
 

“Sounds good.” Tyler offered her his hand. She took it and allowed herself to be tugged to her feet.
 

“I’ve got cheer practice,” Caro said. “Can I come round after that? I’ll be an hour and a half—provided I can get through the entire practice without doing Vanessa me bodily harm, of course. If she clocks me one again, I’m not sticking around.”
 

“Of course.”
 

They all trailed Matt to his car and although he grumbled some more, he seemed more than willing to be a taxi service. Em was first to be dropped off, and then it was Jay’s turn.
 

“You live here?” Caro said, gazing at the street-level stores.
 

“Yes. My apartment is on the top floor of this building.”
 

“Cool!”
 

“Won’t be a sec,” Tyler said. “I’m just gonna walk Jay to her door.”
 

Matt peered at him over the rims of his sunglasses. “Whatever, dude. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 

“Well,” she heard Caro say to Matt. “That sure leaves him a lot of scope.”
 

“You can scope me, anytime, babe.”
 

“Oh fergodsakes,” Caro said, and Jay could just imagine her rolling her eyes in mock-disgust.
 

Tyler reached for Jay’s hand as they walked to the entrance of her building. She felt a little thrill course through her body. What would Caro and Matt think if they saw? And what if Tyler kissed her again?
 

“See you tomorrow, Jay.” He squeezed her hand. Time seemed to slow. And then, just when the adrenaline-fueled anticipation pricking her body became too much to bear, he kissed her cheek. Heat flowed to that spot, warming her skin, sensitizing it and making her gasp.
 

Her gaze flew to his, and she saw him smile.
 

His walk back to the car was more of a saunter, as though he knew Jay’s gaze would be on him. She waved at him as Matt drove off. And she replayed the scene over and over in her mind, examining every possible nuance of tone, of touch, of possible intention.
 

If this feeling was a malfunction, a product of some anomaly she couldn’t yet detect, then she wasn’t at all certain she wanted to fix it.
 

She could still feel the warmth of Tyler’s hand in hers, a phantom reminder of the boy himself, as she unlocked her door. She was still smiling, remembering, savoring, when she stepped inside.
 

The stark emptiness of her apartment momentarily overwhelmed her. The emptiness seemed to take on a life of its own, morphing into a shroud which reared up to smother her in its cold, clinical embrace.
 

Jay stood frozen in her doorway, stricken, wondering at the aching hollowness in her heart. It took her a full minute to identify the feeling. It was a yearning for something an inhuman creature—a machine—could never have.
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 

Tyler and Caro arrived home with Matt in tow, and discovered their mother had gotten off work early. Much to Tyler’s embarrassment, his mom made it abundantly clear she was thrilled to itty bitty pieces he’d brought a friend over.
 

Matt? A friend? Yeah, right. Not hardly. And Tyler only got her to quit plying Matt with cookies and sodas and pointed questions by dragging his “friend” up to his room.
 

Caro stuck her head through the doorway. “Watch out for that chair,” she said to Matt. “It bites.” And then, mimicking her mother with a skill that made the hair on Tyler’s nape stand to attention, “I think you’re mature enough to shut your door when you have a friend over, Tyler.”
 

“Shut up, Caro.” Tyler slammed the door closed and resumed his seat on the end of his bed.
 

“Your mom’s cool.”
 

“Yeah. She is. Now cut the crap. What’s with the sudden need to talk to me, Matt?”
 

Matt scratched his chin. His gaze flit around Tyler’s room, taking in the posters on the walls, the worn carpet, the basic wooden furnishings, and finally resting on the guitar case poking out from under the bed. “I didn’t send Nessa the video clip of you and Shawn fighting, okay? I showed it to her, sure. But she sneaked my phone and forwarded it to hers.”
 

“Whatever. That all you wanted to talk to me about?”
 

“Not exactly. Wanted to know the real deal about Homecoming.”
 

“Yeah. Right. Like you haven’t heard the story a zillion times already.” And acted like you believed it. And let me hang. And like I’m ever gonna confide in you in a million years.
 

Matt leaned back in the wobbly desk chair and nearly assed over when it tilted far more than it should have.
 

Tyler sniggered. “Sorry, dude. Should have warned you ’bout that. It’s on its last legs.”
 

Matt gave him “yeah, sure” eyes. “Shawn’s full of shit. I’ve never believed his version of what went down.”
 

“Gee, Matt. I really appreciate your support. Especially since it’s come, like, so many months after Shawn’s ‘shit’ hit the fan.” He knew he’d injected just the right amount of sarcasm into his voice when Matt winced and looked all hang-dog and guilty and sorry as hell.
 

“S’pose I deserved that.”
 

“Yeah. You really did.” Tyler heard a muffled noise. He put his finger to his lips, cautioning Matt to silence, and jerked his chin at the door.
 

Matt’s brows rose. Your mom? he mouthed.
 

Tyler eased off the bed, tiptoed over to his door and yanked it open. As he’d suspected, he surprised the bejesus out of his eavesdropping sister, who squealed and jumped like a scalded cat. He didn’t say anything, simply stood there, glaring at her, until she slunk off down the hallway and disappeared into her room, slamming the door behind her.
 

“Jeez, she’s a pain,” he groused.
 

“Naw,” Matt said. “She’s cool. Hey, d’you reckon all the attention means she might have a thing for me?”
 

His tone was so hopeful and so unlike his usual why-bother-with-a-straight-answer-when-a-smartass-one-will-do, that Tyler’s glib response died unspoken. “Maybe. It’s kinda hard to tell what she’s feeling when she’s still so pissed at Shawn.”
 

Matt’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah. On the rebound and all that, huh? About Shawn. I figure he and Vanessa lied through their teeth about what went down at Homecoming. I reckon you got a raw deal. It really pissed me off when Shawn got you benched. Coach is a spineless dick. He should have told Shawn to stick it.”
 

Tyler snorted. “Yeah. And while he was at it, he should have thanked Shawn’s daddy, the mayor, for withdrawing his hefty yearly donation. Like that was ever gonna happen.”
 

Matt sighed. “I just want to set the record straight. That okay?”
 

“Maybe. Depends on your motives.”
 

“You don’t trust me?” Matt faked being stabbed through the heart. “Wow. That’s harsh, dude.”
 

Tyler just stared at him.
 

“Okay, okay. You got me. I have a motive. I want to take Shawn down. That’s why I took the vid of you two beating each other up—was hoping to use it but it kinda backfired.”
 

“Ya think?”
 

“Yeah. Sorry. But the dude needs one big-ass wake-up call, and I’m hoping to be the one to give it to him. You with me?”
 

Tyler chewed over Matt’s words. Watching Shawn lose his top-jock spot held major appeal. Not even Shawn’s influential father would be able to haul Shawn’s ass out of that particular fire if Tyler went public with what he knew. But the same reason he’d remained silent and taken the rap in the first place still applied. It wasn’t just all about Shawn. There was Vanessa to consider, too. Shawn knew that. He’d relied on Tyler’s instinct to protect Vanessa—leveraged it and used it to take down a rival.
 

Bottom line? Tyler still didn’t want to get Vanessa into trouble. Even if she had morphed into a total bitch lately.
 

Matt stared intently at him, gauging his reactions. “It’s Nessa, isn’t it? You’re protecting her. You’ve always been protecting her. Man, I didn’t think you were that gone on her. Would never have taken up with her after she dumped you if I’d known.”
 

Tyler believed him. They’d once been teammates, and if not close friends, then at least friends. He figured Matt was on the level and there was no hidden agenda.
 

“I’m not gone on Vanessa,” he said. “Not anymore. I mean, I think she’s pretty hot and everything. Or I used to. But not now. Not since—” He’d been about to say, “Not since Jay” but Matt beat him to it.
 

“Yeah. That Jay chick’s really something. Not my type, but I can sure appreciate what she’s got to offer.” He noticed the less-than-impressed expression on Tyler’s face and warded himself with his hands. “Chill, dude. Sooo not interested, okay? Now, your sister— Don’t take this the wrong way, but she’s my type. The keeper-type. You know what I’m saying? Makes all the other girls seem like practice runs.”
 

Tyler rolled the tension from his shoulders. “Yeah. I know what you’re saying.”
 

Matt sagged—slowly and with a great deal of caution—back into the chair. “Back to Vanessa. I get you’re protecting her. And I figure it’s gotta be something real big, right? ’Cause, dude, lately she’s owning the bitch routine and you still won’t roll over on her. So why don’t you spill and we’ll figure a way to keep us both happy, huh? Besides, I figure I deserve to know what the frick her deal is.”
 

“Yeah. Guess you’re right.” And God knew it’d be a huge relief to tell someone the truth after all these months of keeping it under wraps and having it eat away at him. “But before I spill my guts, you gotta promise you won’t go off half-cocked.”
 

Matt’s brows knitted into a troubled frown. “That bad, huh?”
 

Tyler’s stomach twisted into a knot. Bile scorched his throat and he swallowed convulsively. He’d thought all this was behind him—convinced himself he’d shucked it off, moved on and all that crap. But now the prospect of telling someone loomed, all the disgust and horror and panic he’d felt that night crashed in on him again.
 

“Yeah,” he finally said. “That bad. So no going all vigilante on me. We’ll both figure out what happens from here on in. Deal?”
 

“Deal.”
 

Tyler slid off the edge of the bed and planted his butt on the floor. And the more he tried to find the right words, the more he wondered whether Confessions Of Tyler was such a good idea.
 

Aw, hell. He’d just come right out and say it. “Vanessa was dealing.”
 

He snuck a look at Matt’s face but Matt wasn’t giving anything away.
 

“At the after-party, I walked in on her doing a deal with a couple of guys. They freaked and took off. Vanessa must’ve been on something, because I’ve never seen her like that before. Talk about OTT. She was all hysterical, begging me not to tell her parents, sure she was gonna be expelled and stuff. She wouldn’t listen when I told her I wouldn’t say anything if she promised to quit dealing. She offered me drugs. I turned her down—of course. And then she offered something else.”
 

“Sex.”
 

Tyler felt his face burning. Sure he was a teenage boy whose hormones practically owned him, but the shame of that night was still very very real. “Yeah. And shit—” He sucked in a deep breath and let it out real slow. Might as well tell all. “I knew she was with you but I’m only human. I mean, when we were dating, Vanessa and I never went all the way. So I was tempted. Real tempted. Who wouldn’t be?”
 

“Chill, dude. I get where you’re coming from.” Matt laughed, but it sounded more wry than anything else. “Nessa can be pretty damn tempting when she puts her mind to it.”
 

“You got that right. Those short-shorts….” Matt’s smirk told Tyler they were both on the same wavelength when it came to Vanessa’s taste in clothing.
 

“Anyway, she threw herself at me. Like, literally. I was trying to calm her down and get her off me, when Shawn walked in.” He shrugged. “That’s kind of it, really.”
 

“And the reason you didn’t rat Vanessa out?”
 

“It’s complicated.”
 

Matt didn’t say anything, just waited.
 

Tyler stared at the ceiling. Matt would probably think he was the biggest sap on the planet but— “Because I know what her parents are like. I’ve seen them look at her like she’s the biggest disappointment in their lives. It gutted her. And a couple of times, after they’d given her the big lecture about what a no-hoper she was, she cried all over me about it, you know? She swore if they ever found out, they’d have her shipped off to one of those boot-camps for emotionally disturbed kids. And I could totally see them doing that to her.”
 

Matt picked at a hangnail. “Figures. Nessa’s parents are the sort who go in for emotional abuse. ’Specially her mom. She’s a real piece of work. And probably the main reason why Nessa’s such a screwed up chick in the first place.”
 

“Yeah. You got that right. I couldn’t do that to her. And I kept quiet.”
 

“Riiight. That’s it, huh? That’s the big secret?”
 

“Yup.”
 

Matt puffed out a disgusted breath. “And you let Shawn tell everyone you’d slipped Nessa something, then tried to do her? And let him convince Coach to kick you off the team? Man.”
 

When he put it like that, it seemed like a really dumbass thing to have done. Hell, if Shawn had taken it a step further, and if Nessa had been prepared to lie and back him all the way, Tyler could’ve ended up slammed with a sexual assault charge.
 

Then Matt surprised the hell out of him by saying, “I probably would’ve done the same thing.”
 

“Huh? You? Puhlease.”
 

“Jeez, dude. Your opinion of me is hardly flattering.”
 

Tyler grinned. “Ya think?” Still, it helped knowing Matt understood why he’d given Vanessa a free pass. It helped a lot more than he cared to admit.
 

“And what about the Boy Wonder? What the eff was he doing in that room anyway?”
 

Tyler hit him with full on “Well, duh!” eyes. “You even gotta ask?”
 

Matt smacked himself upside the head with the heel of his hand. “Buying.”
 

“Yup.”
 

“You sure?”
 

“He walked in waving a wad of cash and telling Vanessa exactly how many AASs he wanted. He wasn’t pleased to see me, that’s for sure.”
 

Matt jerked in his seat and almost fell off the untrustworthy chair. “AASs?”
 

“Anabolic androgenic steroids. AASs.”
 

“Dude, I know what they are. I figured it might have been prescription stuff she was dealing. Vicodin or Ritalin or whatever. But AASs? Damn. No wonder Shawn’s got such a short fuse. Shit.”
 

And then he lunged from the chair, sending it crashing to the floor. “Shit! AASs. Perfect.”
 

Tyler could only describe the expression on Matt’s face as unholy glee—an expression he’d often seen on his sister’s face. An expression that meant things were gonna start getting real out of hand, real soon. He switched his attention to his chair. Which was now in two distinct pieces. “Yeah. Perfect.”
 

“Big match coming up in a couple of weeks,” Matt said, looking all nonchalant. “Word is, there’ll be some scouts snooping round. And I’ve got two words for you, dude: Compulsory drug-testing.”
 

Tyler groaned and covered his face in his hands, picturing all the drama involved with trying to get Shawn to pee in a cup without him getting suspicious. “Isn’t that three words?”
 

~~~
 

Jay scanned her immediate environs. When she was satisfied all was clear, she leaped from one of the uppermost branches of the large oak, startling the scruffy little dog that had been patiently sitting beneath the tree. She hushed Fifi, and checked her elderly owner was still napping in his old wingback chair in the sitting room.
 

He was. She could hear his snores, even over the blaring TV.
 

She squatted on her haunches to ruffle the dog’s fur. “Thank you for keeping me company, Fifi. It was a most interesting way to spend an hour. I’ll see you later, okay, girl?”
 

Fifi whined and Jay rewarded her with one last pat and a scratch behind the ears. She performed one last scan to confirm she wasn’t being watched, then leapt the fence and hit the pavement at what she considered to be a sedate jog.
 

Now she knew Tyler’s secret—the sordid little trinity involving him, Vanessa and Shawn. What she would do with the information, how she might leverage it, she had no idea. Yet.
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 

The first words out of Caro’s mouth when she barreled through the entrance doors were, “I still can’t believe you live in the same building as my favorite recycled clothing boutique!”
 

Because Caro seemed to expect a response, Jay said, “Yes. I believe I mentioned my apartment is on the top floor.”
 

“That’s so cool!”
 

“It certainly seems that way.”
 

“Do you shop there?” Caro asked. And then, casting her gaze over Jay’s jeans and t-shirt, answered her own question. “I guess not.”
 

Jay examined the clothing Caro wore more closely. She’d already mentioned to Jay that she’d purchased the outfit at Black Angel. The ensemble consisted of a black vinyl corset-style bustier worn overtop a blood-red t-shirt, a tattered net skirt, and red leggings. The red-toned eye-shadow Caro had dusted around her eye sockets made the contrast of her green eyes all the more startling. They glowed like she was some otherworldly creature. Her lipstick was an unexpectedly deep green that complemented her eyes.
 

Caro preened beneath Jay’s attention. “It’s my pseudo-Goth look. I figured I’d wear it today to shock the natives. What do you think?”
 

“I like it,” Jay said. “I presume you didn’t practice in that outfit.”
 

She snickered. “Of course not. Bettina would’ve had a cow. I ditched the skirt and corset.”
 

“You should be banned from that store,” Tyler said. “You look like you’re suffering a bad case of goth-witch-itis.”
 

“Gee, thanks, bro.” Caro made a point of sweeping her gaze over Tyler’s tatty sneakers, worn jeans, and a plain black t-shirt that had been through the wash so many times it was more grey than black. “Coming from you, that really inspires me to make more of an effort with my appearance.”
 

“I think you look amazing,” Jay told her.
 

“All you need to complete the look is a tat,” Tyler said.
 

“Really?”
 

“I was joking.”
 

“Still….” Caro heaved a hugely disgruntled sigh. “Like Mom’s ever gonna let me get a tattoo.”
 

Tyler snorted. “Like you’d ever handle the pain of getting one. Besides, if you really were stupid enough to get some spider-web tat all over your neck, or face, or wherever, you’d be screwed once this phase wears off. You’d have to save up to get it lasered or something.”
 

“What makes you think it’s a phase?” Caro demanded. “And I’m not stupid enough to tattoo my face. I was thinking more the back of my neck, or my hip. Or even the base of my spine.”
 

“Ick,” said Tyler. “I’m imagining old wrinkly pensioners with saggy tattooed skin, just so’s you know. Sure doesn’t do much for me.”
 

Caro paused to consider that. She grimaced. “Much as I hate to admit it, you got a point.”
 

“I can’t imagine you with saggy skin and wrinkles,” Jay said. It was the truth. For some reason she had yet to fathom, she couldn’t visualize Caro as old. Or Tyler, for that matter.
 

Tyler laughed. “Happens to us all, eventually.”
 

“Mmmm.” Growing old with Tyler—Jay could do it of course, outwardly age her appearance to keep pace with his aging process. Spending the rest of Tyler’s life with him…. It was something to consider.
 

“Hey, sorry I couldn’t come over straight after school,” Tyler said. “Did you get my note?”
 

He’d stuck a note in her locker, warning her that his music teacher had asked him to stay after class, so he’d stick around and wait for Caro.
 

“Yes. Thank you for being so considerate.”
 

He slanted a sly glance at his sister. “We’d have been here earlier if someone hadn’t insisted on putting on her finery and redoing her makeup.”
 

Caro sniffed, unrepentant. “Cheer practice is hell on makeup.”
 

Jay led her guests up the two flights of stairs and ushered Tyler and Caro inside.
 

“Something smells good,” Caro said. “What’s for—? Whoa!” She whistled as she surveyed the apartment.
 

Tyler surveyed the space with a more critical eye. “This isn’t what I expected.”
 

“What did you expect?” Jay asked.
 

“I—” His gaze darted from her, to her living space, and back to her. He frowned and gnawed his thumbnail. “Dunno exactly. Just not this.”
 

She paused to consider her apartment from Tyler and Caro’s perspective. The area was like a smaller version of Greenfield High’s gymnasium. It had a high stud, with a series of small square windows inset just below the raftered ceiling. Given the lack of windows at viewing height, it would have been a gloomy, closed in space, save for two large skylights that drenched the apartment in light. Jay appreciated them solely because they provided her with another exit from the building.
 

The space had been partitioned off at one end to form two bedrooms and a bathroom. The rest of the interior was open-plan, with a galley-style kitchen and laundry along one wall. The appliances were yellowed with age but in good working order. They had come with the lease. Jay had furnished the rest of the space with second-hand furniture she’d acquired from a deceased estate.
 

Aligned with kitchen area was a massive mahogany dining room table with eight matching chairs upholstered in faded bronze velvet. The table was pitted with age but waxed to a high sheen. The lemon scent of the wax Jay had used still lingered in the air.
 

Beside the dining area, the living area had been delineated by a massive Persian rug. The rug was threadbare in patches, the intricacies of its pattern faded and now almost indiscernible. It’d been thrown in at no extra cost because it’d been deemed practically worthless. Jay had taken it because it reminded her of the rug that had adorned the polished floorboards of Father’s living room.
 

Atop the rug, two settees and a matching lounger were arranged around a large, solid mahogany coffee table. The chairs were upholstered in buttoned burgundy leather, now burnished and spider-webbed with age.
 

Tyler read aloud the ornate calligraphy specimen Jay had framed and hung on the exposed brick wall. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. John 3:16. What’s that about?”
 

“It was my father’s,” she told him, a statement which wasn’t strictly true. It was a replica of the piece the old man had hung on the wall of his study. Jay had done the calligraphy herself, then mounted and framed it. This was the third replica of the piece. It wasn’t always possible to pack her belongings each time she was forced to move. On more than one occasion, she’d uploaded a virus to wipe her computer’s hard drive and left with only the clothes on her back.
 

To Jay, the piece of calligraphy represented the old man’s sacrifice for her—the cyborg he’d created in the image of his dead wife. For so long as Jay walked the earth, Mary Durham would live on. And so would the memory of Alexander Durham, Jay’s creator.
 

She had also bought the estate’s library, and the entire spare wall of the apartment was devoted to bookcases stuffed with books. Even so, despite her efforts, only about a third of the large area was occupied with furniture. The emptiness didn’t bother Jay. She wondered if it bothered Tyler.
 

He wandered over to scan the titles in the nearest bookcase. “So you like to read, huh?”
 

“Yes.”
 

An understatement. Jay needed to read. The process of turning each page and disciplining herself to read every single word aloud, relishing the unfolding rhythm as each word segued into a sentence, a paragraph, a chapter, sweeping her inexorably onward until the final page when author’s vision was at last fully revealed…. It grounded her, gave her something in common with the humans she hoped to emulate and live amongst. Let her imagine, at least for the duration of each book she read, that she was human.
 

“Where’s the TV?” Caro wanted to know.
 

“I don’t have one.”
 

“You don’t have one? Oh. Okay.”
 

She appeared so dismayed by the lack that Jay felt compelled to add, “I watch a lot of DVDs and programs on my computer.”
 

Tyler had spotted the huge flat screen monitor and the rest of the computer equipment taking up an entire third of the dining room table. “That yours?”
 

“Yes.”
 

He ambled over to check it all out. “Hoh baby! No expense spared, huh?”
 

“No.” He seemed to be waiting expectantly so Jay elaborated. “When my father died, he left me heaps of money.”
 

Some of his enthusiasm diminished. “Shit. Sorry. Didn’t mean to, you know, get personal.”
 

She shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”
 

“Can I check out this sweet thang?” He indicated the computer, his gaze hopeful.
 

“Sure.” None of Father’s research notes were stored on this computer. They had all been destroyed. The only copy remaining was encoded within Jay’s artificial brain and protected by a verbal password calibrated only to her voice pattern. Other than music and eBooks, there were no personal files on the computer, either—why would there be, when Jay herself functioned like a computer and could recall everything of importance? She powered on the PC and input the bios password.
 

Tyler flopped into the chair and clicked on the media player icon to check out the list of downloaded songs in her library. Within seconds Cold Play’s latest blared from the computer speakers.
 

“Awesome!” Caro held out her arms and did a three-sixty. Her face broke into a huge grin. “Your system is way superior than Shawn’s Bose. He’d be green with envy.”
 

“There’s no point listening to good music on bad equipment,” she said, meaning it.
 

“The acoustics in this place are incredible,” Tyler said.
 

“You should bring your guitar over one day and check what it sounds like.”
 

“Thanks. I’d like that.”
 

Both he and Caro seemed to be waiting for her to do something. She concluded the “something” was for her to act the host.
 

“Would either of you like a soda?”
 

“Cola, if you’ve got it,” Tyler said.
 

“Diet for me.”
 

Jay knew exactly what the contents of her fridge happened to be at any given time. “Sorry, no diet sodas,” she told Caro. “Not that you need diet anything, anyway.”
 

Caro beamed. Her brother sniggered and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Jerk.”
 

Jay snagged the colas from her fridge and tossed one to Tyler and another to Caro. She popped the tab on her can and took a long swig, draining half the contents. Her appreciation for this beverage had only increased over time. She closed her eyes as sugary bubbles fizzed through her system like the nectar of some ancient gods.
 

Caro interrupted her little sugar-rush. “What’re you going to feed us? And more importantly, when? Starving, here!”
 

“Caro,” Tyler scolded. “Don’t be so damn rude. Where’re your manners?”
 

His sister smirked at him. “Next thing you’ll be digging up napkins and wanting Jay to set the table with the good—” she formed quote marks with her fingers “—crockery. What are you? Our mom?”
 

“Ignore her, Jay,” Tyler advised. “She’s practically a savage until she gets fed.”
 

The savage sauntered over to sprawl on the settee. “So what’s it to be? Burgers? Pizza? Hope it’s pizza. I haven’t had pizza in ages.” She sniffed the air. “Though it doesn’t smell like pizza.”
 

Jay quirked an eyebrow. “You don’t think much of my abilities as a chef, do you? I thought we’d start off with San Jacobos, which are a type of Tapas. Then I’ve made Pork Cassoulet for our main and—”
 

“Pork Casso-what?” Tyler asked.
 

“Cassoulet. It’s a well-known French dish based on white beans cooked with pork, bacon, sausages and a variety of other ingredients. I realize that it’s more winter fare, but it was a favorite of my father’s and I wanted to share it with you.”
 

“Uh, right. Sounds pretty fancy.”
 

“And like you went to far too much trouble,” Tyler chimed in.
 

“It was no trouble.” Jay waved a hand to indicate the slow cooker on the bench. She’d assembled the ingredients this morning, and put the cooker on a timer to turn on at mid-morning. She lifted the lid to gave the contents a stir, and switched the dial to High. “I just have to pan-fry the sausages and add them to the cassoulet, then it’ll be ready in about thirty minutes.”
 

Tyler wandered over to peer over her shoulder. “Looks pretty good,” was his considered opinion. He inhaled, closing his eyes. “Smells even better. And what’s for dessert?”
 

“Little pots of chocolate.”
 

“Little pots of chocolate?” Caro asked.
 

“I think she means instant pudding,” Tyler told his sister.
 

Jay opened her mouth to explain there was nothing “instant” about her melted chocolate, double cream and egg mixture which had been flavored with pure vanilla essence and a dash of brandy, and then thought better of it. “Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly what I mean. There’s ice-cream, too.”
 

“Yum!” Caro said, which Jay gathered signified approval of the dessert menu, at least.
 

“Where’re these Tapa thingies?” Tyler asked.
 

“In the refrigerator on the large white platter. If you wouldn’t mind taking them over to the coffee table while I finish up here? Paper napkins are in the cupboard to the left. Don’t feel you have to wait for me. If you’re hungry then help yourselves.”
 

“Sure thing.”
 

Tyler performed his chores while Jay fished a pan from a cupboard. From the corner of her eye, she noted her guests exchanging mystified looks over the platter of Tapas. She considered reassuring them as to the edibility of the Spanish appetizers by listing the ingredients and explaining the cooking method, but decided showcasing her knowledge would only make the situation worse.
 

Perhaps she should have gone with her first instincts, which had been to provide numerous bags of potato chips. But she’d wanted to cook something special for Tyler. Obviously she still had a lot to learn about acting “normal”.
 

Her guests seemed to have reached an agreement which involved them counting to three, and simultaneously popping an appetizer into their mouths.
 

“This is really tasty!” Caro sounded so astonished Jay couldn’t help smiling. “What are they called again?”
 

“San Jacobos.”
 

“Fancy name for ham and cheese fried in breadcrumbs?” Caro guessed.
 

“Exactly. They’re often served hot but as I had to make them this morning—” Jay shrugged, and for once the gesture felt natural and not forced. “I’m told they’re equally delicious served cold.”
 

Tyler crammed another one in his mouth. “They sure are,” came his muffled response.
 

“You must have gotten up really early this morning,” Caro probed.
 

“Something like that.” In truth, she hadn’t gone to bed.
 

In the short time it took to brown the spicy sausages and add them to the cassoulet, Tyler had made huge inroads into the Tapas. In fact, Caro had taken possession of the platter and adamantly refused to relinquish it until Jay had sampled some.
 

“You’re such a guts!” she complained to her brother. “Anyone’d think you got worms.”
 

“I’m a growing boy. Hand ’em over.”
 

“No way. And the only thing growing on you is the moldy crust ’round your barely-used brain. That, and your expanding stomach if you eat any more of these things.”
 

The banter—insults—flew thick and fast, and Jay watched, fascinated. She regretted the silence that descended shortly after she served the main dish and her guests, now confident of her cooking abilities, turned their attentions to the contents of their bowls.
 

“That was fricking fantastic.” Tyler had eaten two helpings. He groaned and slid back on the settee ’til he was completely horizontal. He patted his stomach. “Don’t think I could manage another thing.”
 

“Pity,” she said. “I’ve been told my chocolate pudding is heavenly.”
 

“Heavenly, huh? Maybe I could find room for some.” He groaned again and closed his eyes. “Just give me five minutes to digest.”
 

Caro threw Jay a mischievous look, cautioned her to silence with a finger to her lips, and edged from her chair. She tiptoed over to Tyler and pounced on him, kneeling on his legs and tickling his ribs.
 

Jay grinned. She was merciless.
 

“Gerroff!” Tyler did his best to fend her off but Caro had the advantage. “Dude!” he yelled at Jay. “Some help here?”
 

Jay shook her head. “I don’t think it would be wise for me to interfere with sibling rivalry.”
 

He managed to roll off the settee. Caro threw a cushion at him and the play-fight began in earnest.
 

Jay’s grin grew wider still. She found herself wishing Father had created another like her, someone she could have talked to, confided in, shared dreams with…. Beaten up in a mock fight.
 

Her grin turned wry. What a ridiculous fantasy. She had been created to be self-sufficient in every way. She had no need of friends. She did not require companionship. She—
 

The cushion that smacked into her face was a most effective end to her introspection.
 

Caro howled with laughter. “Gotcha!”
 

Jay reached behind her and launched a cushion unerringly in Caro’s direction. It caught her right in the midriff.
 

“Ooof!” Caro wheezed. “Hey, easy on the missiles, Champ! You’ve got a heck of an arm on you, I’ll say that much.”
 

Tyler didn’t bother to throw his cushion. He walloped the back of Jay’s head with it instead. “Hah! Gotcha, too.”
 

When she turned to face this new threat, Caro took the opportunity to grab another cushion and whack her on the back.
 

“Hey!” Cushion-less and outnumbered, Jay fended off both antagonists with her hands, taking care not to hurt them with her superior strength. “That’s no way to treat your host. What would your mom say?”
 

They merely sniggered and walloped her with renewed vigor. The cushion fight soon degenerated into a full-on wrestling match, with a heap of tickling thrown in. Jay wasn’t ticklish, but she crowed with laughter along with her guests. Even though she had to hold herself in check, she hadn’t had so much fun since….
 

Ever.
 

Tyler’s flailing foot knocked the empty platter from the coffee table and Jay, intent on escaping Caro’s nimble fingers, rolled atop it. She felt it shatter beneath her and surged to her feet.
 

Caro and Tyler both froze, eyes wide with chagrin.
 

“Shit! Sorry, Jay.” Tyler reached out to pick up one of the larger shards of crockery.
 

“Leave it,” she told him, concerned that he would cut himself. “I’ll clean it up. And don’t worry, the platter was old but hardly an antique. No harm done.”
 

“Actually,” Caro said, her voice sounding wobbly and strange, “there has been harm done. Look.” She’d risen to her knees to point at Jay, but now she sank back against the settee, her face pale beneath her makeup, the pupils of her eyes hugely dilated with shock.
 

“What’s wrong, sis?” Tyler was instantly solicitous. “You not feeling too hot or something?”
 

“N-not me. J-Jay. She’s hurt. Her arm. Oh God. Tyler, do something!”
 

Jay glanced down at arm. “Oh.”
 

“Shit!” Tyler stared at her, obviously appalled by all the blood. Or perhaps it was the large shard of crockery piercing Jay’s biceps.
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 

Jay yanked up her sleeve to better examine the injury. She extracted the shard from her flesh and let it drop to the floor. The slash bled freely. Blood dribbled down her arm.
 

Caro made a strangled noise, and Jay glanced up to see she had turned an even paler shade of white beneath her makeup. “Call 911,” she told her brother in a voice that was husky with shock and fear.
 

“Unnecessary,” Jay said.
 

“You’re so gonna need stitches,” Caro insisted.
 

“I won’t. I’ll be fine.”
 

“No freaking way will you be fine!” Tyler yelled.
 

Jay pinched the wound together with her fingertips. “The bleeding will stop soon.”
 

They both stared at her, disbelief straining their eyes, creasing their faces, hunching their bodies. “I could do with a soda, though,” she said, not because she was thirsty but because she hoped to break the tension.
 

“Get her a soda, Tyler.” Caro’s gaze remained fixed on Jay as her brother leaped to do her bidding. “You really should get that seen to,” she said, visibly shaking off her shock and trying her best to assume a parental role. “If you’ve got some phobia about hospitals or doctors, and you’re scared to go on your own, we’ll come too.”
 

Jay smiled gently at her. “Thank you, Caro. But it’s not that I’m scared of doctors, it’s that I truly don’t need the attentions of one.”
 

“Bullshit.” The slight tremble in Caro’s voice betrayed her.
 

Jay gave her wound one final squeeze with her fingers. She performed an internal diagnostic. Given the depth of the wound, it’d take a couple of hours to heal completely but it was hardly a serious injury. Turning aside so Caro couldn’t see what she was doing, she licked her fingers to coat them with saliva and brushed them down the already knitting slash. Her saliva would further speed up the healing process and ensure that her dermis healed without scarring. She swiped the blood from her skin with her fingers and then licked them clean.
 

She heard a muffled imprecation and looked up to see Tyler’s horrified face. He’d seen her administering to her wound. He’d noted how quickly it was healing.
 

Wordlessly he handed Jay the soda and then joined his sister, sitting on the floor by the settee and leaning up against Caro’s knees. He appeared to draw comfort from the physical contact.
 

Jay considered the situation, running various scenarios and options. Logically, she knew she could—and should—provide some feasible explanation for what Tyler and Caro had witnessed. But her programming stuttered when factoring in the human equation of friendship. And trust.
 

She ignored her programming. Again. “You should make yourselves comfortable,” she said, popping the tab on her soda. “Both of you. I have something to tell you.”
 

In eerie unison, Tyler and Caro levered themselves up onto the settee. They sat very close together, knees touching, united in the face of something strange and disturbing.
 

She envied them their closeness. She’d shared some of that today—enough to know she’d give all she possessed to have more. But once she told them her secret, their freely offered friendship would die, to be replaced by fear and loathing…. Loathing of her. And everything that she was.
 

Jay wouldn’t taint their friendship by lying about what they’d seen. She would tell the truth. And then she would do what she always did: Cover her tracks and run. A pall mantled her at the thought of leaving this town—of leaving Tyler, giving him up. Even Caro now held a place in what Jay had come to think of as her heart. She liked having a female friend to “hang with”.
 

She gazed about her apartment, the place she’d tried to make a home. And wondered whether she had injured something more than merely her arm, for everything about her abruptly seemed drab, colorless, lifeless. She felt….
 

What did she feel?
 

She analyzed the waves of unfamiliar emotion. And was forced to conclude what she felt right now was similar to what she’d felt when Father had sacrificed the remaining few months of his life to protect her. She felt immeasurably sad, as though she’d lost something precious.
 

But why did she feel sad? Why did she feel anything at all?
 

That, she could not answer. So she drank off her soda and crumpled the empty can in her fist, shaping it into a sphere with her fingertips. Without looking, she lobbed it over her shoulder toward the kitchen. The missile arced towards the stainless steel bin she’d placed next to the counter for recycling purposes. It hit the domed lid at precisely the correct angle to set it swinging open. The can popped through the opening, landing with a tinny thud before the lid swung back. “Slam dunk,” she said.
 

“Impressive.” Tyler’s calm, even tone belied his too-pale complexion.
 

She saw it in his face—the little tic in the muscle by his left eye, the wide gaze fixed on hers like she was dangerous and he didn’t dare take his eyes off her. She detected it in the wild pounding of his heart, smelled it on his suddenly sweat-dampened body.
 

Fear. Of her.
 

His gaze dropped to the wound on her arm, which now appeared to be merely a surface scratch.
 

He’d guessed.
 

Caro dragged her gaze from the recycling bin and cocked her head, staring at Jay. Tyler’s sister was now more curious than worried for her safety. Caro was not afraid, not yet at least.
 

Jay walked over to the bin. Picking it up, she turned to face her audience. She held the bin lightly between her palms. And then she crushed it, and its contents, as easily as a human would crush a flimsy aluminum can.
 

~~~
 

Caro leaned forward, and to Tyler she now seemed more curious than afraid. “So what are you, Jay?”
 

He wanted to laugh at his sister’s casual phrasing of that oh-so-crucial question. But he knew that if he started, he might not be able to stop.
 

“Have either of you seen The Terminator?” Jay asked.
 

Omigod. No. She couldn’t be. He’d been thinking more along the lines of genetically enhanced human but—
 

Oh. My. God. Jay wasn’t human at all.
 

His sister nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah. Great movie. I love that scene where the cyborg gets munched and—” Her eyes rounded still more when she made the connection. “That’s you?”
 

“Correct. Titanium skeleton, artificial organs and implants, all overlaid with living human tissue.”
 

“You’re a robot?” Caro squeaked.
 

“Cyborg is a more accurate definition for what I am. Aside from the now obvious quick healing of most injuries, I can think and reason. I can mimic human feelings. I even have the capacity to grow and appear to age if I so desire.”
 

“Outstanding!” Caro’s eyes shone. She didn’t sound fazed at all. In fact, she seemed fascinated—tickled pink by the revelation.
 

Tyler’s limbs twitched and jerked with the powerful desire to leap from his chair and hurtle from the apartment. He wanted the hell outta there. His heart was thumping fit to burst from his chest and his body felt hot and cold, as though he was burning with a fever and kinda numb all at the same time. A roaring sound like a thundering waterfall filled his head. His brain forced his body to suck in oxygen but still his head spun and silvery splotches danced before his eyes. He stared at the black blobs that his sneakers had become, and fought to keep it together.
 

Jay was a cyborg. She was dangerous, inhuman, “other”, some fictional creation straight from the script of some Sci-Fi movie suddenly come to life. No wonder people were after her.
 

“Hey, so who made you?” Caro asked, her tone just as light and airy as if she’d asked for a bowl of Jay’s chocolate pudding.
 

“My father gave me life,” Jay said.
 

“Not your real father, though, right? Because you were, like, created, not born.”
 

“My creator was my father. He was as real to me, as your father is to you.”
 

Tyler’s head jerked up at that. When she spoke about her father there was real emotion and hurt throbbing in her voice. She sounded all too human. But that had to be another lie. She must have been around someone who’d lost a parent, someone whose reactions and emotions she could mimic.
 

Or she wasn’t pretending at all and the hurt was real.
 

Yeah, right. Impossible. Or perhaps a miracle?
 

His gaze abruptly snapped into focus but he couldn’t immediately make sense of what he was seeing. When his brain and body were again in sync he found he was staring fixedly at the trash can Jay had molded into a round shiny ball. Beneath his bewildered gaze, it sprang into fluid motion again. She was tossing it from one hand to the other, like any normal kid might do with a baseball.
 

He managed to work enough saliva into his mouth to form actual words. “Our father gave up the right to be called ‘Dad’ when he upped and left us.”
 

“Regardless, he’s still your father,” Jay said. “Just as in here,” she tapped her temple, “and here,” she tapped her chest, “the man who created me will always be mine, even though he’s dead.”
 

Tyler blocked off the words—the lies—and focused on it. The… the… thing who called herself Jay.
 

It stood there, perfectly relaxed, in the kitchen area of its apartment. It sounded like a normal girl, what with all this talk about absentee fathers. It even looked like your average teenage girl—
 

All right, not exactly average-looking. Jay could never be average. But it looked just like the girl who’d been kind to him, the girl he’d trusted. The girl he really liked. And hoped might become something more than a friend.
 

It looked human. Sounded human. Acted human….
 

But it wasn’t human.
 

His gaze slid to the bloodied shard of crockery. She—it—saw the direction of his gaze. She walked over to grind it beneath the heel of her sneaker.
 

Tyler shuddered. It could probably have ground the shard to powder just as effectively with its bare foot. He might have been able to reason away the abnormally fast healing of what he knew had been a deep gash, but he couldn’t ignore the “ball” it still toyed with. It had crushed the metal trash can like some flimsy aluminum soda can. Just like it could crush him and Caro if they got in the way. Or did anything to jeopardize its secret.
 

He moaned, sick to his stomach at the mere thought of what this cyborg could have done to Caro and their mom. They had invited it into their home. It could have killed them all—destroyed their bodies and vanished, leaving only that incriminating video clip as evidence this inhuman thing was capable of so much more than your average Snapperton teenager.
 

But it hadn’t harmed them. It had even gone so far as to reveal its secret to him and Caro. It trusted them. And now it was waiting to see what they did with that trust.
 

He watched it observing him closely, waiting for him to say something, make a move, react.
 

He tore his gaze away from the cyborg and fixed it instead on his sister’s open, trusting face. Surely Caro could see how dangerous it was? Surely she had some doubts?
 

But no. From her wide grin and shining eyes, his sister thought Jay’s revelation was too freaking awesome for words. Typical. No help there.
 

“Tyler.”
 

Its quiet, controlled voice rolled over him, commanded his attention. “I would never hurt you,” it said.
 

“Too late. You already have.” Before he ducked his head to hide his anguish, he glimpsed confusion marring the smooth perfection of its face.
 

“How have I hurt you?” it asked.
 

“He’s hurt because he, uh, likes you,” Caro explained when Tyler refused to answer.
 

“I like him, too,” Jay said.
 

Tyler’s chin lifted. He couldn’t stop himself. He had to see the expression that went with those words, had to see if the lie was reflected in its expression. Had to see whether there even was an expression.
 

Caro rubbed her hands over her face. “Let’s be clear about this, okay, Jay? Tyler likes you. You know, I-wanna-be-your-boyfriend type like.”
 

“I would have liked that very much,” Jay said, sounding so wistful it tore at Tyler’s determination to distance himself by thinking of the cyborg as an unfeeling thing, incapable of emotion.
 

“Would have?” Caro pounced on Jay’s phrasing.
 

Tyler couldn’t find it in him to appreciate his sister’s support. If only he could wipe the last ten minutes from his mind. Pity whoever created Jay wasn’t around. Anyone who could build a cyborg that was so very humanlike, probably had the skills to mind-wipe this nightmare from Tyler’s head, too.
 

“It’s hardly likely now he knows what I am,” Jay said.
 

Was it his imagination or was that desolation he heard in its voice?
 

It smacked of the same desolation he felt. But it couldn’t be, could it? Jay wasn’t human, didn’t have feelings. Not real ones.
 

Caro made a gurgling noise that was somewhere between a snicker and a chortle. If Tyler had been able to make his legs work properly, he’d have leaped at her and stuffed a cushion in her mouth. Instead, he just sat there, overcome with self-pity like the pathetic loser he was.
 

“It seems like a perfect match to me,” his sister said when she quit with the gurgles. “Two freaks together. You’re practically made for each other.”
 

That was going too damn far. “Oh har-de-har-har!” He jerked up his chin to fix his sister with a blazing glare that he dearly wished could melt the rubber soles of her trendy boots.
 

“That’s better.” Her voice had that insufferably smug edge to it he knew so well. “Now you’ve stopped wallowing in self-pity we might actually get some answers.”
 

“Answers?” He hit her with his most dire frown, willing her to shut the hell up.
 

“I don’t know about you, bro, but I’ve never had a super-strong, cybernetic, computer genius of a friend before. This is, like, the most majorly awesome thing ever!” She gasped, and slapped her forehead. “OMG, Jay! No freaking wonder you could toss Shawn about like that—and pitch like that. And no freaking wonder you walked away from the team. I completely understand where you were coming from now. You’ve got morals, girlfriend. This is why those people are after you, right? Because they know what you are?”
 

“Yes.” Something that smacked of uncertainty twisted Jay’s face and shadowed those incredibly beautiful, inhumanly blue eyes. “Do you still want to be my friend, Caro?”
 

“Duh!” Caro’s answering grin almost split her face, like she’d practically invented the whole ear-to-ear thing.
 

And seeing that uncensored grin, Tyler knew absolutely that whatever Jay was, human or otherwise, Caro truly considered her a friend. And that was the end of it so far as his sister was concerned. Black and white. Cut and dried.
 

“I’m guessing you don’t really have an uncle, huh?” Caro probed.
 

“No, I don’t.”
 

“Excellent. I predict some awesome parties in your future. Give me five, girlfriend!”
 

Jay blinked, hesitated, and then smacked her palm against Caro’s.
 

Huh. Why was he even surprised his sister had accepted Jay so readily, and was willing to remain friends despite the lies. But he wasn’t so gullible as Caro. He didn’t stay friends with kids who lied. And Jay pretending to be human had been the biggest lie of all.
 

“I’m dying here!” Caro bounced in her seat like some hyper little kid. “You’re super strong, super quick, and you can even eat and drink, too. What else can you do? C’mon, Jay, spill!”
 

“Well, I’m an excellent mimic. That’s how I pass as human, I mimic you to fit in.” She reeled off a list of her abilities.
 

Tyler tuned out. He didn’t need to hear anything more. The only ability that really mattered to him—the one that really had him tripping—had already been revealed.
 

Jay was a mimic. A damn good one.
 

This thing chatting away to his sister didn’t feel. It just pretended to feel. And everything it had made him feel about it was pretense, too.
 

On a purely intellectual level, he realized he was being irrational. Jay could hardly have walked up to him on her first day at school and said, “Hi, I’m Jay and I’m a cyborg. I think you’re hot. Wanna be my boyfriend?” But emotionally, he didn’t give a crap. He felt like being unreasonable, figured he deserved to indulge.
 

He was also angry. Even more than that, try betrayed. Try gutted.
 

Ridiculous, he knew. But he couldn’t help it. This inhuman creature had made itself important to him, made him feel something for it, something strong and pure and so much more than he’d ever felt before. And now it wasn’t even bothering to lie. It was clearly stating, no BS or trying to hide the truth, that it was all pretense.
 

The sunlight winked out, extinguished by clouds scudding overhead. He shivered. He felt cold, so very cold. But there was always his anger to warm him. He let it coil through his belly and worm its way up his spine. He embraced its poisonous heat. And when it reached his heart, he let it jerk him from his chair. On legs that felt too weak to be his own, he let it force him toward Jay.
 

As if sensing his mood, Jay stilled. And even Caro, her mouth open to ask another question, subsided.
 

Tyler halted directly before Jay. He raised his hand.
 

“Tyler, no!” Caro’s horror-filled face and her outstretched hand blurred. They had no power to affect him. Only Jay’s face—the thing’s face—mattered.
 

With all the strength he could muster, he slapped its cheek. It absorbed the blow. Its head didn’t move, not even a tiny bit. It just stood there, feet planted, staring up at him with those mesmerizing blue eyes. The skin of its cheek bloomed bright with a perfect imprint of his palm.
 

The pain hit him in a stinging, throbbing rush that made him gasp. Jay’s cheek had felt like a rock.
 

He cradled his hand. “You bitch,” he hissed, ignoring Caro’s shocked squeak of protest. “Pretending to like me, pretending to give a crap—it’s all bullshit! Just like all your talk about feelings is bullshit. You said it yourself: You’re a clever mimic. How can you possibly understand, how can you possibly care what you’ve done to me?” His voice had risen to an anguished shout but he didn’t give a shit. He didn’t care if anybody else in the building heard. He didn’t care about anything anymore.
 

“You’re wrong,” Jay said. “Something’s happening to me, something I don’t understand. And although it’s impossible, I…. I feel!”
 

Its words, the anguish in them that matched his own, pierced his heart. They took up residence in his muddled brain. “You really can feel?”
 

It nodded. “I’m not programmed to feel. I shouldn’t be able to but….” A tiny frown creased its forehead and to Tyler, who was examining every tiny nuance of expression on its face, it appeared genuinely confused, lost.
 

“When I—” It squeezed its eyes shut, and then opened them again. “The night Father died, I cried for the first time. I didn’t even realize what they were at first, the tears. I didn’t truly understand what they meant, either. And ever since then I’ve begun to feel. Not physical pain—” its hand went to the cheek he’d slapped “—but here.” Its hand drifted to its head, tapped its temple. “And here.” It formed a fist and punched it heart.
 

Or where its heart would be, if it possessed a real one.
 

It must have plucked his thoughts right from his mind. It stepped closer, took Tyler’s hand and placed his palm on its chest. “I do have a heart, Tyler. And as you’ve seen, when I bleed my blood looks the same as human blood. Just because my heart is artificial and more efficient than a human’s, doesn’t negate the fact I have one. And right now, even though it shouldn’t be at all possible, my heart is aching.”
 

“Why?” he whispered, his own heart stuttering.
 

“Because I’ve hurt you.” Jay’s brilliant gaze burned with conflicting emotions.
 

They were emotions he recognized. Shame. Fear. Hope.
 

He wanted to lash out at this thing with his fists, pound it for making him like it, for making him believe it might care for him. He wanted it to wrap its arms around him and hug him close.
 

He wanted it—Jay—to be human. But those were his issues, his crap, not Jay’s.
 

It was alone in the world. Men were after it and God only knew what they’d do if they caught it. Dissect it? Like it had dissected the frog in Bio?
 

He shuddered, rubbing the chill from his arms, picturing this incredible creation, this almost human work of art, lying on an operating table, its beautiful eyes dulled and lifeless as it was taken apart piece by piece.
 

Tyler knew what it was like to be alone and friendless. He knew what it was like to be rejected, too. His own father had taught him that. And Vanessa, his first serious girlfriend. Likewise, the guys he’d believed had his back. So if it truly could feel, he couldn’t hurt it further by rejecting it. No matter what it was, no matter how it had unintentionally hurt him, it didn’t deserve that from him.
 

To Tyler, Jay-the-cyborg ceased being a “thing” at that moment. She was just Jay. She couldn’t help what she was. And she’d tried so hard to fit in, to be normal. To be human.
 

“Duh,” he said. He even managed a crooked smile.
 

And she smiled back at him. Tentatively at first, then fully, brilliantly. She held his gaze and the genuine joy in her smile thawed the frozen little lump his heart had become.
 

“Friends, then?” she asked.
 

He nodded. “Friends.”
 

He knew he should apologize for the slap. Hell, he should prostrate himself at her feet and beg forgiveness. But he couldn’t bring himself to say he was sorry.
 

Besides, she hadn’t felt the blow anyway. He consoled himself with that thought as his sister’s disappointed, judgmental gaze raked him. And then dismissed him as a lost cause.
 

“I could go dessert right about now,” Caro said, breaking the awkward silence.
 

“Of course,” Jay said, ever the polite hostess. “And afterward, I’ll show you the cell phones and you can take your pick.”
 

“Sweet! Can I pick one for Em, too?”
 

“Of course you can.”
 

“You, girlfriend, are the best!”
 

Jay seemed content to play hostess. Tyler’s sister seemed more than willing to accept her in that role. Both girls carried on like the world hadn’t changed at all.
 

But for Tyler it had. It’d changed forever.
 

This couldn’t be happening. He pinched his thigh. Hard. But everything remained the same. The truths didn’t dissipate into the ether. The anguish lurking in his soul didn’t subside.
 

He ducked his head, staring at his sneakers, wondering how the effing hell he’d gotten into this mess. He’d finally found a girl who didn’t have an agenda, who really liked him, who could see past his outer shell to the real person beneath. And she wasn’t even human.
 

He’d gone and fallen for a cyborg. Hard.
 

Shit. Caro was right. He was such a freak.
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 

Caro cornered Tyler in his bathroom as he was trying to get his hair to behave. When she’d quit laughing at his efforts and restyled his hair to her satisfaction, she said, “When’re you going to quit feeling sorry for yourself and give her a chance?”
 

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 

“Oh, come on. Don’t give me that. You barely speak to Jay. And when you do, you’re so terribly polite it’s like you’ve got Miss Manners shoved up your butt. You even made her partner Matt in Bio. Which I gotta say, is just plain shitty, because even though Jay’s a freaking genius with computers and stuff, she hasn’t a clue how to deal with guys like him. Quit being such a moody a-hole. Jay needs us. She needs you. And she needs to know you’re on her side.”
 

Tyler stared at his reflection, thrusting out his chin to check for eruptions. There were none, of course. Hadn’t been since Jay had somehow healed that zit on his chin. Wow. Freaking amazing what a cyborg could do for a guy.
 

“She’s got you on her side, Caro. She doesn’t need me.”
 

Caro vented her frustration with a gusty sigh that dragged his reluctant gaze to hers. She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling in her signature gesture of not-so-mock despair. “She’s hurting, Tyler. Real bad.”
 

“That’s crap and you know it. She’s a cyborg. She can’t hurt.”
 

“And you know it’s not crap. Jeez! She’s all confused because feelings, and this girlfriend-boyfriend stuff, are all Greek to her. But do you cut her a break? No. Of course not! You tell her you’re still her friend but do you act like her friend? No. Of course not. Noooo, instead you make like an angry ex-boyfriend, like she’s played you and broken your freaking heart. It’s pathetic! What am I going to do with the two of you?” She scrubbed her hands through her immaculately styled hair, grabbed a couple of handfuls and yanked. Hard enough for her to blink and twist her face into a grimace.
 

“Look, Tyler, I know you’re upset but Jay can’t help what she is. And regardless of what she is, she really likes you. So why can’t you just—”
 

“What?” He whirled to confront his sister. “Be boyfriend and girlfriend? Get married? Live happily ever after in a nice house with a white picket fence, and have little Terminator babies? Yeah, like that’s a possibility.” He turned back to his reflection, trying to ignore her slack-jawed dismay at his OTT reaction.
 

Crap. He might have over-played that one. Caro wasn’t stupid. If he wasn’t careful, she might actually suspect the truth: He wanted so badly for Jay to be human that it hurt.
 

He stared into the mirror with a truly pathetic attempt at mess-with-me-at-your-freakin’-peril eyes. “Get real, Caro.”
 

To his dismay she didn’t take the hint. She leaned her hands on his shoulders. “Listen up. Jay’s in trouble.”
 

His stomach flip-flopped and finally settled with a sickening lurch. “Well, duh. She’s a cyborg and bad men want her.”
 

“Quit being obtuse.”
 

“Obtuse. Now there’s a big word. You been reading Mom’s word of the day calendar again, huh?”
 

“Tyler!” She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and shook him so hard it snapped his head back on his neck.
 

“Ow!” He glared at her in the mirror’s reflection. “Quit shaking me.”
 

“I’ll quit shaking you when I’ve shaken some sense into you, and you stop being such a smartass and hear me out!”
 

She was mega-serious. She meant it. And he couldn’t keep up the pretense that he didn’t care deeply about Jay any longer. His shoulders slumped beneath her grip. “What’s happened?”
 

“Do you remember that tracking program she ran? The one that was tracking IP addresses of the people who’d viewed the clip?”
 

“Yeah, I remember.”
 

“One of them wasn’t local.”
 

His stomach lurched again. He swallowed, trying to work some moisture into his suddenly dry mouth. “So?”
 

“So, it was suspicious. Jay did some further digging and she says the guys who’re after her have tracked her down. They’ll be coming for her. Soon.”
 

Tyler’s world came to a screaming halt. His heart thudded in his chest. “What’s she gonna do?”
 

Caro didn’t say anything.
 

“Is she gonna run?”
 

She released him and headed for the door.
 

“Caro! What’s Jay going to do?”
 

“Ask her yourself,” his sister said. “You owe her that much, at least.”
 

~~~
 

The morning dragged. Even art class failed to hold much pleasure. Tyler found himself sketching Jay’s face, trying to capture her essence—that part that was uniquely Jay. And wondering what it meant when he couldn’t quite manage it as well as he’d like.
 

“Excellent work, Tyler.” His art teacher’s voice made him jump.
 

“May I?” Mr. Sands took possession of his sketch pad before he could protest, and examined the drawing more closely. “Is she someone you know?”
 

“Uh, yeah. She is.”
 

“The eyes are truly stunning. The way she’s staring out from the page….” Mr. Sands held up his sketch, waving it to catch his students’ attention.
 

Tyler scrunched down lower in his chair and thought seriously about crawling under his desk.
 

“I want you all to take a look at Tyler’s sketch,” Mr. Sands told the class. “See the way he’s used different techniques such as crosshatching? And that slinky stroke we talked about last week, to get this dark shading here and here? And the way he’s highlighted the eyes so the face seems to leap from the page—excellent use of technique!”
 

He droned on, ignoring the titters from a couple of girls who’d recognized the subject of Tyler’s portrait.
 

Good going, dude. Way to feed the gossip.
 

He groaned. Was he a complete idiot? Only saving grace was Caro couldn’t draw to save her life, so she wasn’t in this class. If his sister ever copped a look at that sketch she’d be on his case big-time.
 

When his teacher returned his sketchbook, Tyler studied the drawing. He didn’t feel inclined to agree with the glowing assessment. Beneath his critical gaze, Jay’s face appeared soulless, almost inhuman. Which of course she was. And seeing the truth of Jay leaping out at him, so starkly captured in pencil lines and smudges on a page, scared him.
 

The truth didn’t stop his stupid heart and head from liking her that
way, though, did it? It didn’t stop him from dwelling on how he’d practically stopped breathing when she’d kissed him, either. Or how she’d looked that time in the cafeteria—stunned and pleased and very vulnerable—when he’d glanced back and caught her touching her lips after he’d kissed her. Whenever he closed his eyes, he saw her. And in his mind at least, it was easy to tell her how he felt about her. And show her. By kissing her… properly, this time.
 

How pathetic was that?
 

How pathetic was he?
 

He growled to himself. And scowled a mind-your-own-freaking-business scowl at the guy sitting in front of him when he turned around to check whether Tyler had morphed into a wild animal.
 

He continued brooding.
 

When the class was over, he ripped the page from his sketchbook. And as he left the room, he tossed it in the trash.
 

By lunch break, his head ached from trying to work it all out. He couldn’t handle going to the music room and working on his songs. He dragged his feet to the cafeteria and ran the gamut of whispers and nudges before plunking down in a seat at the back.
 

His own choice, of course. He could have sat with Em and the other girls from his team. Caro would be there, too, avoiding Vanessa and Shawn. And pretending to ignore Matt, who had apparently decided she was still worth pursuing and sat at her table every lunchtime. But that would also mean sitting with Jay, confronting his feelings for Jay, trying not to give in to Jay’s mesmerizing, too-sad, totally miserable gaze.
 

That would mean telling how he felt for real. And he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.
 

Maybe not ever.
 

He rummaged in his bag for his packed lunch and unwrapped a bologna sandwich. He choked down a single bite, then gave up and packed it away again. He ignored the sticky, grungy tabletop, and laid his aching head atop his arms, tuning out the rest of the world.
 

Someone placed a hand on his shoulder.
 

He jumped at the sheer unexpectedness of the touch. His head jerked up and his wild-eyed gaze met Jay’s electric blue one.
 

“May I join you, Tyler? Please?”
 

“Uh. Sure!” His heart tripped and that warm feeling he got whenever she looked his way infected his brain, driving away all good sense. He shook it off, tore his gaze from her face, even managed a shrug. “Whatever.”
 

She slid into the chair next to him and maneuvered it sideways until she sat angled toward him. Even though Tyler kept his gaze strictly front and center, he knew she was watching him intently. He felt it—felt her, her closeness. Her need.
 

“What do you want?” he finally asked, unable to bear the silence any more. He thought his voice sounded strange, hoped it didn’t sound laden with all the hurt he was trying so desperately to hide. But if he hadn’t pulled it off, he hoped she didn’t notice.
 

Shit. Who was he trying to kid? This was Jay. Of course she would notice. Hopefully, she would be too polite to acknowledge it.
 

“I want to ask you a favor,” she said.
 

Oh no. No way. He opened his mouth and a bunch of crap he didn’t mean spewed out. “Sure. Anything. We’re friends, right? And friends do favors for each other.”
 

“Are we friends, Tyler?”
 

He slanted her a quick, assessing glance. Huh. Just as he’d thought. It was a sincere question. And it deserved a sincere answer.
 

“Sure.” He scraped a piece of dried food from the surface of the table and flicked it away with his fingernail. “Sure we are.”
 

“Mmmm. I might not be human, and I might not know all there is to know about friendship, but somehow I doubt we are friends.”
 

God, she sounded sad. He dared examine her face. And he didn’t turn away, not even when he spotted the hope lighting her eyes—hope that he was going to dash to itty bitty irretrievable pieces, because he couldn’t bring himself to be completely honest with her.
 

He could hardly tell Jay that he really liked her—maybe even more than liked. Not that he could possibly know what love felt like, ’cause he’d only recently turned seventeen. But if love was feeling like total crap when Jay wasn’t around, if it was feeling like his entire world brightened when he caught the merest glimpse of her in a hallway, if it was feeling as though he wasn’t truly complete without her, then—
 

OMFG. He couldn’t be.
 

“Are you all right, Tyler? Is something wrong?”
 

He tensed all his muscles to keep from shaking. “No! And of course we’re friends, Jay. What else could we be?”
 

What else, indeed.
 

“You’ve sure got a crap way of showing it,” she muttered.
 

“What did you say?” She’d sounded so human, so almost Emma-ish, that he couldn’t quite credit his ears. Maybe a bit of Em’s smart mouth was rubbing off on Jay.
 

Horrible thought. He suppressed a shudder.
 

“Nothing,” she said. “Look, Tyler, I’m planning on leaving soon because of—” She seemed to recollect she was in a public place and bit her lip. “You know why. But before I take off, I wanted to throw a party—a farewell party. Caro’s idea, of course.”
 

He snorted. “Of course. Any excuse for a party. But won’t that be dangerous? I mean, if these people are looking for you, wouldn’t it be better to just disappear in the dead of night?”
 

She grinned. And her expression was so mischievous, so normal, it warmed him and almost made him forget what she was.
 

But not quite.
 

“That’s the beauty of Caro’s plan,” she said.
 

“My sister actually came up with a plan? Whoa. Frame it and hang it on the wall. Wonders will never cease.”
 

Jay gave a bark of surprised laughter. “I’ve missed your way with words, Tyler.” Some of her joy seemed to dim as she swept her gaze over him. “I’ve missed you.”
 

“Oh, come on.” He tried for a scoffing tone. He thought he pretty much pulled it off, too. “We’ve only known each other for a short time. And it’s not like we were dating or anything. It’s not like we—” he curled his fingers into little pretend speech marks “—broke
up.”
 

“Seems that way to me. You go out of your way to avoid me, you barely speak to me at all, you won’t look me in the eye.” She tapped her temple with a forefinger. “Classic after break-up behavior, according to my databases. And haven’t you heard the gossip around school?”
 

“I refuse to listen to gossip,” he said.
 

She quirked an eyebrow. “Yeah. Riiight.”
 

Whoa, she really was beginning to sound like both Caro and Em. “Fine. What gossip?”
 

“Thought you didn’t—”
 

“What. Gossip?”
 

She smirked. Actually smirked! “You really sure—?”
 

“Spill,” he said.
 

“You asked for it. Word is, you really did convince me to blow you in the boys’ bathroom. And I was totally into you, but you’re just, like, a coldhearted a-hole who doesn’t give a crap about me now you’ve gotten what you wanted. So you’ve given me the brush-off. And now I’m pining. ’Cause you’re, like, sooo totally hot, I’m just gutted and I can’t get over you.” She scratched her head, frowning. “Did I get it right? Uh, yeah, that was it. Kinda.”
 

His jaw dropped. “You have got to be freaking kidding me.”
 

Jay’s mouth curled into a smug smirk. “Yep.”
 

He couldn’t help his burst of laughter. “You got me good. That was totally Caro-worthy.”
 

“Yep. Your sister has definitely been influencing me—in a good way, I hope. Evidently I don’t sound quite so nerdy and uptight, now. Did I really sound uptight before?”
 

He bit his lip, trying not to smile. “A little. You were a bit too, um, polite before. But I didn’t think too much of it until I found out, uh—”
 

“What I am?”
 

“Yeah. What you are.”
 

“Mmmm.” She gnawed on her lower lip, processing that statement. “Well, I’m hoping what I’ve learned will help me integrate myself into human society a bit more efficiently next time.”
 

Next time. His heart plummeted to his toes. He didn’t want to think about her finding another home. Another school. Another boyfriend.
 

He pretended to fumble in his bag for a non-existent something. God. He really had it bad. When he’d composed himself, he asked, “What was that favor you wanted?”
 

“I’m having the farewell party at my place tomorrow night. Cover story is my uncle’s rung from out-of-state to say he’s had a job offer that’s too good to turn down. So he’s staying on to finalize the arrangements while I—”
 

“Throw a huge party and trash the joint? Sounds like something Caro would come up with.”
 

Jay snorted. Another of those very human mannerisms. “I was going to say, while I pack up and arrange to fly out and meet him,” she said. “I thought it was a pretty sound plan, actually. Believe me, Tyler, it won’t be long before the people after me come sniffing ’round, asking about me. And let’s just say, some kid throwing a farewell party while her uncle is out of town, isn’t quite so suspect as a kid who disappears without trace in the middle of the night and sets the entire town fluttering with dire predictions about her demise. Throwing a party is hardly something a cyborg would be likely to do, is it? With any luck my pursuers will arrive in Snapperton, immediately verify I’m not here and leave without bothering anyone.”
 

“Here’s hoping. Not that I’d tell them anything, anyway.”
 

She reached over and squeezed his hand. And kept hold of it. “If they ask, just tell them the truth.”
 

“And what truth would that be?”
 

“That you don’t know where I’ve gone. Don’t volunteer any other information. And for your own safety, don’t admit you know what I am.”
 

A chill stroked his spine. This wasn’t some game. This was real. And things could get nasty. “I’ll be okay. I’m a pretty good actor.”
 

“Yeah,” she said. “You are. And you fool most people, too. But beneath that I-don’t-give-a-crap façade, there’s someone I care about very much. So please, if you spot any strangers asking questions about me, keep a low profile. Be safe, Tyler. Promise me?”
 

“I will.” He felt himself flushing beneath her concerned gaze. He’d never had much of a problem with blushing until she showed up. “About that favor,” he said, as much to distract himself as her.
 

“Oh yeah. The favor. So, I’m having this party Saturday.”
 

“Yeah, I kinda got that,” he said.
 

“And I’d kinda like you to come. As my date.”
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 

The dust-smothered truck jolted over a wicked pothole, causing Michael to bounce off his seat and whack his head on the roof. He let loose with a vicious tirade that was completely out of proportion to the relatively minor pain. He only swore when he was worried. And he was far more concerned about this little escapade than he should have been.
 

He rumbled to a halt outside one of Snapperton’s two motels, this one on the very outskirts of the town. From habit, his gaze flickered about, gauging potential threats without seeming to show any undue interest in his surroundings. He forced himself to relax. This wasn’t a retrieval. Hell, it wasn’t even a sanctioned operation. No one knew he was here.
 

At least, Michael hoped no one knew.
 

He climbed down from the truck and paused to stretch out the kinks in his back before reaching in to grab his bags.
 

When he was halfway to the motel’s reception area, reality smacked him so damned hard he rocked back on his heels. It was just as he remembered it. The sign still proclaimed “Snapp to M tel”. He recalled that the missing letters had been painted in at one stage, but the paint had soon flaked and peeled. The motel’s frontage was still a listless blue, teetering on the edge of shabbiness and crying out for a decent lick of paint. The garden still needed a few more shrubs to fill in holes where plants had died off and been yanked out, but not replaced. Even the outside lights illuminating the reception area still buzzed like ravenous mosquitoes.
 

Sure as eggs, the interior of each room would be clean and neat as a pin, though. And any guest with a hankering for some hearty home-style cooking, could still wander on over to the on-site café and be served with the best damned pie they’d ever tasted.
 

And the worst damned coffee, too.
 

About ten years ago, he and Marissa had farmed the kids out to friends and stayed the night here. They’d been so hard up they hadn’t been able to afford anywhere more fancy but they hadn’t cared. And Marissa….
 

Michael smiled at the memory his wife picking up the phone and coercing I-don’t-do-room-service-Earl into bringing them an entire apple pie, a carton of ice cream and two spoons. One kiss on the cheek and that sunny smile of hers, and she’d had the motel owner wrapped around her little finger. After she’d shooed Earl out the door, they’d lounged in bed and scoffed the lot. It’d been one of the best nights of his life.
 

He shook his head in wonderment. He’d bet his next slice of apple pie when he walked inside, Earl would still be lounging with feet up on his desk, popping gum, one eye on the door and the other on his portable TV.
 

He pushed open the door.
 

Yep. Earl was still manning the desk. He looked just the same as Michael remembered, beer belly, comb-over and all. Seemed nothing in Snapperton had changed.
 

Except for him.
 

He doubted even Marissa or the kids would recognize him now. Amazing what a shaved head, fake glasses and a thick, droopy moustache could do for a man. And not necessarily in a good way.
 

Earl tore his gaze away from the small television and wadded his gum into his cheek with his tongue. “Help ya?”
 

“I’d like a room, please.”
 

“How long you staying?”
 

“Couple of days.”
 

“Yeah?” Earl cut his beady little eyes from Michael’s faded jeans and worn boots, to his laptop bag. “Got some important business in our fair town, huh?” He sniggered at his own pathetic joke.
 

“Didn’t want to leave this in the truck,” Michael said, brandishing the laptop bag in an embarrassed fashion. “Boss’ll make me pay for it if it gets swiped. I’m just passing through on my way back from a sales conference. Figured I’d try and catch up with some old drinking buddies I haven’t seen in a few years. Know any good places round here?”
 

Earl leaned forward and beckoned Michael closer. “Don’t let the Missus hear me telling you this, but I might be able to direct you to a particular establishment that’d make your hair curl. Whoooweee!” He fanned his face.
 

Michael pretended to be mightily impressed by Earl’s description of the “particular establishment”. It was all part of building rapport. In the last five years, he’d perfected the art of being amiable and not too memorable. And the fictional “old drinking buddies” gave him an excuse to stay out half the night without Earl thinking anything of it.
 

By the time he’d signed in, paid the deposit, and pocketed the key, he knew his disguise would hold. Earl hadn’t recognized him, didn’t suspect a thing.
 

Michael was confident no one else would, either. Excepting perhaps his wife.
 

He checked his watch. It was nearly four. Marissa had just started working Saturdays as cashier at the local Save-Mart. He’d been gutted to discover she’d taken another dead-end job just to make ends meet. Ironically, he had money to burn but no way of getting it to her without raising suspicions—hers and his boss’s.
 

She’d be finishing her shift soon. It crossed his mind he could visit her workplace on the pretext of needing groceries, just to see her again. Just to confirm that she, too, hadn’t changed a whit.
 

Too risky.
 

Just like it was too risky for him to swing by his house and front up to the kids he hadn’t seen or contacted since he’d upped and vanished from their lives. Not that he cared about risking his own hide, but he sure as hell cared about risking Marissa and the kids.
 

He wanted to see them, though. So damn bad it hurt.
 

Five years. They would both have changed. Grown up. Done so much without him. It wounded him to think of all the milestones he’d missed.
 

His already shaky composure was completely sunk when he opened the door to his motel room and realized it was the same room he and Marissa had been given ten years ago. Michael threw his laptop on the table, slumped on the end of the bed and covered his face with his hands as he remembered… and was again forced to confront what he’d given up.
 

Eventually he got it together, and resigned himself to doing what he did best: Hiding away in some darkened room and ferreting out information. He told himself gathering information was the sole reason he’d come to Snapperton. He was ninety-nine percent certain the “Jay Smith” who’d registered at Greenfield High and was currently residing in an apartment not far from here, was Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One.
 

He told himself he wanted to eyeball the target, to be one-hundred percent certain, before he sent in an extraction team.
 

He told himself he was risking his boss’s considerable wrath because it made sense to have all the facts, and having all the facts minimized the risk of casualties if the target set a trap for them, as she had done when they’d gone after her at Durham’s house. She’d beaten them down good and proper that time. And, in the deepest darkest recesses of his heart, damned if he hadn’t applauded. But this time the stakes were too high. This time, he couldn’t afford to think of her as human. She was the target, nothing more.
 

Michael told himself again what he’d told his boss: Only the mission mattered. And when fear clawed through his belly at the thought of Marissa or Caro or Tyler coming to harm, he knew he was lying to himself. Just as the people he worked for had lied to him all along.
 

Right from the very start.
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 

For the umpteenth time, Tyler wondered what had possessed him to agree to be Jay’s “date” for her farewell party. If he hadn’t known the truth about what she was, it would’ve been dream come true material. He’d have been blissed out to the max. Over the freaking moon. Period.
 

But knowing what he knew, knowing what she was….
 

What made the whole situation miles worse was having Caro, his normally über-cool sister, swan around the house with such a dopey grin plastered over her face that anyone would think she was the one going on this date.
 

Even his mom sported a dewy-eyed, proud-parent-type smile.
 

He eyed his reflection in the mirror and scowled. It was a killer scowl, absolutely perfect in every way. And if he’d been able to produce it for his mom or his sister, it would’ve wiped the dumb expressions from their faces for sure. No doubt about it. Pity he couldn’t seem to summon anything other than a goofy grin whenever they brought up the “date” subject.
 

He couldn’t figure out Caro’s deal. What was her stake in having her brother date a cyborg? She was his sister and although he loved her to death, the inner workings of her mind were a constant mystery. And his mom? She was a whole ‘nother scary-ass story. What the hell was she imagining? The whole hearts and flowers thing? Her son finally dating a “nice” girl?
 

He snorted. No such freaking thing. Girls weren’t nice. They messed with your head and screwed with your heart.
 

Vanessa had seemed nice at first. Sweet. And totally hot, which of course had been a definite plus. But it’d all been a lie. She’d dumped him the minute Matt looked at her sideways because Matt had his own car. And then, at the first opportunity, she’d dumped Matt for Shawn, moving on up the food chain without a backward glance.
 

If Caro ever found out what Vanessa had done that night, his sister would pitch a fit of monumental proportions. A drug-dealer for a BFF and an ex-boyfriend who was popping steroids like candy? She’d wig out. She’d never forgive Vanessa and Shawn. Or Tyler, for not telling her the truth.
 

And Jay…. God, Jay might do more than dump Vanessa on her ass this time. And, if he asked her, she’d treat Shawn to more than just a Dumpster-diving session.
 

He indulged in a daydream where Shawn got his face rearranged. A couple of black eyes and a swollen, bloody nose. And if not losing a couple of teeth, then maybe enough damage that he’d need a retainer for the next year. Oh yeah. Niiice! Vanessa wouldn’t be too keen on flaunting her Boy Wonder if that happened.
 

Secrets. Gah. He was just plain tired of them and all they stood for. Maybe he should just ’fess up and tell Caro what’d really happened. She was strong enough to deal. Hey, maybe he should just start a tell-all blog and have done with it.
 

As appealing as it might be to fantasize about airing his dirty laundry, Tyler had one secret he could barely admit to himself. It was a big-ass scary secret. And one he prayed would never, ever, be discovered by anyone.
 

If Jay were human, she’d be The One.
 

Tyler grabbed his new cell phone and shoved it in his jeans pocket. He was halfway out of his room before he decided to grab one more thing, a thumb drive for Jay. He didn’t know whether or not he’d give it to her. He’d just play it cool and see what happened.
 

His mom was oohing and aahing over Caro’s cell phone when he clomped downstairs. “Are you sure Jay’s uncle is okay with this?” she asked for the umpteenth time.
 

Caro groaned. “Yes, Mom. He’s got, like, a box of them. Perks of his last job. How many times do I have to tell you this? And they’re pre-pays. So we’ll be using our allowances to top them up, okay?”
 

“Well, I suppose it’s all right then. But—”
 

Tyler cut his sister a break and interrupted before their mom could air any more doubts. “I’m ready,” he announced from the doorway. “Let’s go. We promised Jay we’d get there early and help her set up.”
 

“Bye, kids. Midnight curfew, as usual.”
 

“Just this once can you make it one?” Caro wheedled from the doorway.
 

“Fine. Just this once. Have fun.” His mom’s pleased face was the last thing Tyler glimpsed before he pushed Caro, who was still trying to figure out how to disable the predictive text function on her phone, out the front door.
 

They walked in silence. His sister kept slanting him quick glances, which he studiously ignored.
 

About halfway to Jay’s place she couldn’t keep her peace any longer. “What gives?”
 

He stared straight ahead. It was on the tip of his tongue to fob her off with some flippant comment. At the last moment he couldn’t do it. He just hoped she didn’t laugh in his face.
 

“Tyler? You still with me?” She’d halted and grabbed his arm. Now she shook him gently.
 

“Yeah. If I tell you something, will you promise not to laugh?”
 

Her gaze raked his face. She obviously recognized the vulnerability lurking there, for she merely nodded, as if she didn’t trust herself to speak without screwing it up.
 

He sucked in a deep, bracing breath. It didn’t help. When he spoke his voice cracked like he was on the verge of losing it. “She could have been The One, you know?” He ground his heel into a weed sprouting from a crack in the pavement. “But she’s not even human. And now she’s taking off and I’ll probably never see her again.”
 

“Ah, shit.” Caro grabbed him and pulled him into a bear hug, ignoring his squawk of protest. “It’ll be okay. You’ll get through this. I promise.”
 

He allowed her to awkwardly pat his back. He knew she really did get it. And it helped.
 

A piercing wolf-whistle shattered the brother-sister moment. “Get a room, guys!”
 

Caro released him like he’d burned her and visibly struggled to compose herself. She pulled it together fast, and he envied her the ability. “You’re such a dork, Matt,” she drawled.
 

As Matt drew level with them, the cheeky grin slid from his face, replaced by stunned, open-mouthed, male appreciation. “You, uh, look amazing, Caro.”
 

“I know.” She smoothed her silky dress over her thighs and fussed with the tie of her cardigan-wrap. Then, grooming complete, she plucked Tyler’s arm. “C’mon, we better get going.”
 

Matt’s gaze dwelled on her for a long moment before he finally turned his attention to Tyler. “You going to Jay’s party?”
 

“Yep. You?”
 

“’Course. Off to Bob’s Burgers for a feed first, then I’ll head over. See ya ’round.” He made a point of catching Caro’s gaze again before he took off.
 

She glanced back over her shoulder at exactly the same time Matt did. She waved and he did the same.
 

Tyler threw her a lopsided grin.
 

“What’re you smirking about?” she said.
 

“Nothing.”
 

~~~
 

Jay wiped tears from her cheeks. She pressed her fist against her heart, trying to keep the overwhelming pain at bay. She didn’t want to leave him. She didn’t want to vanish from his life as efficiently and carelessly as she’d entered it. She didn’t want him to forget her, even though she knew that eventually, he would.
 

She would never forget him, though. He was etched in her memory forever. Even if she erased it, she knew that she would always carry this pain in her heart. It was such a human condition, this anguish. And she cherished it.
 

After running all manner of diagnostic tests, extrapolating all available data, she’d been forced to conclude she was suffering no anomaly. There was no part of her that was in any way, shape, or form, defective. Father had planned this, had designed her to evolve in this manner. All that had been needed to set her on this path was the right catalyst.
 

Tyler had been that catalyst.
 

Father had created her to be the daughter he and Mary Durham had never been able to have. He’d even used Mary’s genetic material to make Jay in her image. But in doing so, he’d never considered the long-term consequences to his own state of mind. Every time he’d looked at Jay, he’d seen his dead wife.
 

Only now did Jay understand just how profoundly it’d pained Father to be forced to look at her, and interact with her, every single day. She was, in effect, a carbon copy of Mary, but she could never be Mary. And Father had never been able to bring himself to love her, and assist her to fully evolve.
 

It seemed grossly unfair to finally find that missing part of her that made her so almost-human the difference was negligible, only to be forced to give him up.
 

She expelled her breath in a wistful sigh. For the first time since she’d been given life, Jay examined herself critically. Who was the pale, smooth-skinned creature staring back at her in the mirror?
 

Was she Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, Mary Durham’s cybernetically enhanced clone, or just plain Jay Smith?
 

She knew who she wanted to be. And she could pretend—she was extremely good at that. Maybe when Tyler looked at her this time, all he’d see would be “Jay”. And maybe, just maybe, it would be enough.
 

With shaking hands, she opened the shopping bag. Makeup. Hair products. Even a brush and comb. According to Caro, everything Jay needed to look attractive.
 

First she tackled her hair. It proved no easy task. She’d never tried to style her unruly mane before. In the end, she stuck her head under the faucet and rinsed all the gunk from her hair with warm water.
 

She assessed the damage as she squeezed the water from it and dried it as best she could with a towel. She wrinkled her nose. There was nothing for it but drastic action. She slathered on some gel, slicked the mass tightly back from her face, and tied it into a ponytail. The wet-look do was such a startling change that she blinked, and then blinked again because the girl staring back did not look like her any more.
 

But there was no time to wonder whether she was doing the right thing.
 

Five minutes later, she walked from the bathroom. The only makeup she’d used was the barest smudge of purplish shadow on her eyelids, a hint of blusher on her cheekbones, and a pink-tinted gloss on her lips. She’d been too overwhelmed by all the different products, too scared of overdoing it, to attempt more. The result was a wholesome girly-girl look. If that wasn’t the right “look” for her then too bad.
 

Back in her bedroom, she dragged on the new jeans and a deep-plum-colored scoop-necked tee she’d bought with Caro’s approval. She added silver hoop earrings, a silver-tooled cuff bracelet and matching necklace.
 

The only concession she made to her former self were her old black sneakers. They were comfortable and familiar, and she needed a heavy fix of familiar right now.
 

Would her altered appearance even register with Tyler? Would he realize she’d done it for him, and appreciate this mask she had applied, these clothes she’d purchased specifically for this occasion? Did the way she looked really matter that much?
 

So many questions she couldn’t answer.
 

She heard a rap on the door. She knew who her visitors were even before Caro called, “Hey, it’s us. Open up!”
 

Jay’s stomach twisted and she covered her mouth with shaking fingers. It was too late to hide.
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 

“What took you so long?” Caro asked, her gaze glued to her precious new phone. “Gahhh! How the heck do you turn the predictive text off on this thing?” She stabbed a few more random buttons.
 

“Jay.” Tyler certainly sounded as though her appearance had affected him. “You look—”
 

She tried not to react to the stunned expression on his face. She sucked in a deep breath and held it, letting it out ever so slowly when the O of his mouth stretched into a smile.
 

“Got it.” Caro finally glanced up from her phone. “Hey, you look amazing!” she said, finishing just as Tyler gave his final verdict.
 

“Nice.”
 

An awkward silence descended. She shifted from one foot to the other, illogically discomfited at being the center of attention. Vulnerable, despite having applied a physical mask to hide behind.
 

Tyler stared at her. Hot-cold shivers scuttled up and down her spine, goosing her skin. She’d just made a huge mistake. If this was the reaction from him, what would all the other kids think? What would they do when they saw her like this? What would they say?
 

She must have looked like she was about to bolt because Tyler grabbed her arm. “Sorry ’bout the dorky compliment. I wasn’t expecting you to— You just caught me by surprise, is all.” He bent to kiss her cheek. “You look wonderful.”
 

Jay’s breath caught in her throat and all she managed was a breathy, “Thanks.”
 

“Can we come in?” He didn’t wait for a response. He placed his hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her inside. She couldn’t even be annoyed with him because her legs had turned to Jell-O and without some physical prompting, she might have just zoned out and stayed put, basking in the warmth of his admiration.
 

The apartment was now almost empty. The bookcases were gone, as was all the furniture except for a stereo system, and the two trestle tables Jay had pushed up against one wall, groaning with an assortment of sodas and snack food. She’d scattered numerous large cushions and beanbags around the outskirts of the room. For decorations, she had crisscrossed the ceiling with strings of colored lights.
 

She pulled herself together, flicked a switch and the room lit up, flashing like some psychedelic fairyland. “What d’you think?”
 

“Outstanding!” Caro gave her a hug and Jay had to hold herself still, tensing her muscles against the need to cling and seek comfort. “It’s gonna be some party. What can we do?”
 

“iPod’s on the bench,” Jay told her. “Why don’t you check out the playlist and test the speakers?”
 

“Sweet!” With a flick of her skirt, Caro sauntered off.
 

Jay was as alone with Tyler as she’d ever be this evening, given fifty or so kids would be showing up in half an hour. She bit her lip, feeling awkward. But from somewhere, from some emotional reservoir she’d never before needed to tap into, she found the courage to show Tyler how she felt.
 

She captured his face with gentle fingers. Gentle or not, she gave him no choice but to tip his face downward to meet hers. She pressed her lips to his, and her eyelids drifted shut as she savored him.
 

His hands clamped her upper arms, hesitated, and then tensed to push her away. She was far stronger than he. It was her choice that she broke the kiss and stepped away, not his. And her heart felt like it had shattered into a trillion tiny pieces and would never be whole again.
 

“What in the freaking hell d’you think you’re doing?” he hissed, hyper-conscious of his sister in the background, hunched over the iPod and oblivious. For now.
 

His screwed up face and startled eyes were almost comical. Almost. “Kissing you,” Jay said.
 

“You’re leaving tomorrow.”
 

“Yes. I am. I have to.”
 

“Then why? Why kiss me?”
 

“Because I wanted to.”
 

“Oh? And what about what I want?”
 

She cocked her head to one side and frowned, trying to read him. “What do you want, Tyler?”
 

“What do I want?” His laughter boiled up from between teeth so tightly clenched his jaw must surely be aching. The anguish in his voice hurt her like a physical blow never could. And that anguish told her exactly what he wanted.
 

He wanted her to stay.
 

He wanted her to be human.
 

But he settled for the only truth he felt he could safely confess. “I want the impossible,” he said.
 

He backed off even further, distancing himself, protecting himself. A beautiful human emotion Jay believed she might finally understand enough to return in kind, flashed briefly in his eyes before he gave her blankness. His jaw worked, and for one heart-stopping moment she believed he might ask her to stay.
 

For one heart-stopping moment she believed she would stay, that she would find a way. For him. But then he turned on his heel and stalked over to Caro.
 

Jay blew out the breath she’d been holding very slowly. She stood there, alone, in the middle of the vast space. She watched him talking to his sister, sharing some joke, arguing over song choices, acting like nothing had happened.
 

Right. If that’s the way it’s got to be, then that’s the way it’s got to be.
 

She wandered over to the table get herself a soda—not because she was thirsty, but because she needed something to do. She wondered how she was going to make it through the evening. And wished she’d never agreed to this farce.
 

~~~
 

Em and the rest of her team were first to arrive, providing Tyler with a welcome diversion from his solitary brooding. Em made a beeline for him, plunking her butt down on the nearest beanbag. She glanced round the room. “Whoa!” She had to yell to make herself heard over the music. “Some place, huh?”
 

Tyler nodded. “Yeah. Get you something to drink?”
 

“Cola, please.”
 

He returned with two colas and a bowl of pretzels. Em seemed quite happy to chat with him rather than join her teammates, who were skidding about the place in their socks, playing some weird form of human dodgems and yahooing every time someone got floored.
 

He allowed herself to be charmed by Em’s attentiveness. Beat the hell out of wallowing in misery and pretending not to watch Jay.
 

This was not how he’d imagined spending his last few hours with her. He glanced over at the girl in question and spotted her deep in conversation with Rach, the team’s relief pitcher. Rach was, as usual, emphasizing everything she said with her hands. Just as Sara moved to join them, Rach flung out an arm and managed to knock the soda right out of Sara’s hands.
 

Tyler winced in sympathy. And tried not to react when Jay’s hand shot out and caught the soda before it could hit the floor.
 

But instead of Rach’s usual hangdog expression when she made a dork of herself, she had a huge grin plastered all over her face. She looked totally buzzed, more excited than Tyler could ever remember seeing her.
 

“What’s up with Rach?” he asked Em. “She looks like she’s just won the lottery.”
 

Em’s gaze swiveled just in time to watch Rach pull Jay into a hug. And Jay hesitate just a moment too long before returning the gesture.
 

“Jay’s been giving her some pitching pointers,” Em said. “Girl’s style is now total weirdness but somehow it works. You’ll see. She’ll surprise the hell out of you next practice.”
 

“That so?” He wondered how Em felt about her relief pitcher’s dramatic improvement. But Em was Em. Doubtless she’d be pleased—both for the team’s sake and Rach’s. Em loved the game but she didn’t much like the stress of being the team’s main girl, too often their only chance of scoring a win.
 

Had Jay squared it with her first, though? Asked how she felt? And had Jay decided to help Rach solely because she felt sorry for the girl? Her motivations were interesting. Fascinating, even. But he couldn’t afford to be fascinated by her any more.
 

“Hey, Tyler, can I ask you something personal?”
 

He gave his undivided attention to Em. It was safer. She was safer. “Sure.”
 

“I thought you and Jay were, you know, an item.”
 

He choked on his mouthful of soda and she thumped him on the back. “We’re, uh, just friends,” he managed. “Why?”
 

“Oh. No reason.” She drained her soda and rolled from the beanbag onto her feet. “Another drink? This one’s on me.”
 

He shook his head. “Nah, I’m sweet.”
 

Jay sauntered past on her way to greet some more kids and Tyler had to force his gaze to halt mid-swivel. He was not gonna pine after her like some lovesick puppy. No freaking way.
 

When Em returned, she stuck her soda on the floor, grabbed his hands and yanked him to his feet. When she overcompensated for his weight and almost overbalanced, he steadied her with his hands on her waist. Her warmth seeped into his skin—so very different from Jay’s coolness.
 

“I love this song! Dance with me?” Her gaze was fixed on his face, her own expression just a little anxious as she waited for his response.
 

He blinked. And looked around. No one else was dancing.
 

She gave him a sheepish smile. “Someone’s gotta be first.”
 

“Uh, okay. Sure.” He didn’t mind dancing. What he did mind was being stared at. What he minded even more was the slit-eyed gaze and what appeared to be an actual snarl on Jay’s face when she spotted him with Em.
 

She was leaving tomorrow, fergodsake! She had no claim on him. Not anymore.
 

He turned his back on her and threw Em the most brilliant smile he could summon. She smiled back in a dazed kinda way. And his battered heart ached with guilt. He was using Em. He knew it, but he did it anyway.
 

More kids arrived. Someone cranked up the stereo volume to eardrum splitting level. Caro and Matt, and a bunch of other kids joined him and Em.
 

Tyler relaxed. He even gave himself permission to have fun with Em. She had to know he wasn’t interested in her that way. He’d never given her any reason to believe otherwise. They were just friends. Having fun. Isn’t that what friends did?
 

Someone elbowed Em aside—a girl with bleach-blonde hair, glossy pink lips and violet-tinted shades. She lunged and shoved Caro backward. Hard—so hard, Caro lost her balance and fell on her butt.
 

“Hey, watch it!” she yelled, glaring up at the offender, who took off her shades and sneered down at her.
 

Vanessa.
 

Great. Just freaking great. Another drama—so not what Tyler needed. And things were gonna get pretty damned dramatic real soon if the pissed-to-the-max glint in Nessa’s big blue eyes was anything to go by. “What the hell are you doing here, Vanessa?” he said. “Get out of here!”
 

He reached for her, but Em held him back. “Not your fight,” she said. “Let Matt and Caro deal with it.”
 

He shook off her hand but did as she suggested. For now.
 

Matt “dealt with it” by grabbing Caro beneath her armpits and hauling her to her feet. She promptly launched herself at Vanessa, reaching for her long, bouncy ponytail and yanking hard.
 

Vanessa’s eyes widened with shock. She screeched like a banshee, both hands going to her hair as she tried to escape Caro’s grip.
 

Tyler grinned. Way to go, sis.
 

Matt peeled Caro’s hands away from Vanessa’s hair and pulled her backward into his arms, hugging her tightly to prevent her from escaping. “You okay?” he asked.
 

“I’m fine. Let me at her!” Caro struggled in his arms.
 

Vanessa lunged for her again, but this time, Jay intervened by stepping in front of her.
 

Tyler bit back a sympathetic “Yeow!” as Nessa smacked into what must have felt like a solid brick wall. And when Jay grasped her shoulders and shook her until her head snapped back on her neck, he wondered whether he should step in.
 

Naw. Nessa had it coming. And he didn’t believe Jay would actually damage anything except Nessa’s pride.
 

“Listen to me, you stupid little bitch,” Jay said. “It’s obvious to anyone with half a brain you’re high on whatever else you’re dealing along with the steroids, otherwise you wouldn’t have dared show your face here.” Her voice had risen to a roar that could be clearly heard by everyone, even over the music… which was abruptly cut off. This little drama was way more entertaining than whatever was currently playing on the iPod. “So before I call the cops and point them right at your chubby, drugged up ass, why don’t you just head back to Shawn?”
 

Vanessa’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish.
 

“Not that I give a shit about Shawn,” Jay said. “But I’m sure he’s not exactly thrilled his walking steroid supply has gone AWOL and snuck off to gatecrash my party. We’ve all had enough of your crap, Vanessa. No more lies. No one’s gonna take the rap for you anymore. And if you think Tyler’s gonna shield you this time to save your precious reputation, then you’ve got another think coming. You hear me? Enough!”
 

“Jay!” Tyler didn’t know whether to laugh or be shocked by her tirade. She sounded just like your average, mega-pissed-off teenage girl.
 

Matt caught his eye. “Well, that’s not exactly how I’d imagined taking Shawn down. But hey, works for me.”
 

Tyler agreed. Even the rumor of steroid use would be enough for Principal Harris to crack down hard and launch an investigation. Chances that someone who was watching this little showdown didn’t grasp the perfect opportunity to make trouble for Shawn and run bleating to the principal? Nil. Shawn had pissed too many people off.
 

“What the eff is going on?” Caro twisted around in Matt’s arms and peered up at him. “Is she really dealing drugs? And Shawn…. Steroids? Are you kidding me?”
 

“I’ll explain it all to you later, babe.”
 

“You’d better.”
 

Jay thrust Vanessa away like she was toxic, and she couldn’t bear to touch her. “Go home. You hear me?”
 

“Yeah, I hear you.” Vanessa straightened her top, patted her hair and pulled a sneer at the sight of Caro held snug in Matt’s embrace. “Dude, you were so better off with me,” she said. “At least I know how to show a guy a good time. Shawn told me that one’s nothing but a cock-teaser. And she—”
 

Jay’s hand snaked out, so lightning fast that it was a blur. And when Tyler refocused on her arm, it was back at her side, like he’d only imagined the movement. Except he hadn’t, because Vanessa’s left cheek sported a crimson handprint.
 

“Don’t you ever, ever speak like that about my friends again,” Jay said.
 

“You freaking slut!” Vanessa shrieked, cradling her cheek in her palm, her pretty face twisted with loathing.
 

“And you would know all about being a freak and a slut,” Jay said. “You’ve caused enough trouble, Vanessa. It’s time for you to leave. Go back to Shawn. Dealer and user, and both of you liars with all the morals of pond-scum. The two of you deserve each other.” As she’d once done with Shawn, she expertly manacled Vanessa’s wrist and twisted her arm up behind her back.
 

Tyler decided to step in. But only because after witnessing this delightful little scene, he wasn’t entirely sure Jay could control herself if Vanessa provoked her again. “I’ll help you walk her to the door,” he said. With heavy emphasis on “walk”. Just in case Jay was thinking more along the lines of “toss her out on her butt”.
 

“Let me go,” Vanessa screeched, leaning backward, trying to dig in her heels. “You’re hurting me!”
 

“Tough.” Jay marched her through the silent crowd, who all stepped aside.
 

“Get your hands off me!”
 

“No.”
 

“When Shawn hears about this—”
 

“You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t wash his hands of you. Now shut up or I’ll toss you down the stairs, just for the pleasure of seeing whether you bounce.”
 

“Jay.” Tyler placed a cautionary hand on her arm. “She’s not worth it, really.”
 

Jay shoved Vanessa through the doorway and leaned against it. The music started up again as she watched Vanessa totter and sway down the first few steps.
 

“Oh for God’s sake!” Jay screamed. And before Tyler could stop her, she ran toward Vanessa, swung her up over her shoulder, and sprinted down the stairs.
 

“Shit.” Tyler followed at a run. And when he hit the first floor landing, he was more relieved than he could possibly have believed when he saw Jay had reached the bottom of the stairs without doing something drastic. Like kicking Vanessa into orbit. Instead, she set Vanessa down outside the building and turned her back on her shocked face.
 

Vanessa took to her heels.
 

Jay let her go.
 

Tyler waited at the landing as she climbed the stairs toward him.
 

She glanced up at him, and the anguish on her face hit him like a physical blow. She doubled over, gasping. Her legs folded.
 

Tyler scooped her into his arms and sat on a stair, cradling her in his lap, rocking her and stroking her hair while she shivered and shook. “What’s wrong?” he whispered.
 

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m having a human meltdown. Because I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave you. I can’t bear the thought of never seeing you again.”
 

He brushed the hair back from her temple and pressed a kiss to the tiny vein throbbing beneath her cool skin. “I wrote a song for you, you know. I recorded it on a thumb drive. I was going to give it to you tonight. To remember me by.”
 

She muffled her face in his shirt. “Sing it to me. Please?”
 

He sucked in a deep breath and launched into an a cappella version of the song.
 

 “I wake in the dead of night,
 And you’re not there.
 I call your name,
 But you don’t answer.
 You’re gone,
 And I’m lost.
 Half of what I am is yours.
 And I’m lost without you. 

 

 Thoughts of you glowing in my heart,
 Thoughts of you shining in my soul,
 Thoughts of you blazing in my mind,
 Thoughts of you, burning,
 Thoughts of you,
 Burn. 

 

 I walk into the room,
 And you’re there.
 I tremble like a lunatic,
 But you only smile.
 I’m gone.
 And I’m lost.
 Half of what I am is yours.
 And I’m lost within you. 

 

 Thoughts of you glowing in my heart,
 Thoughts of you shining in my soul,
 Thoughts of you blazing in my mind,
 Thoughts of you, burning,
 Thoughts of you,
 Burn.” 

 

“It’s beautiful,” she said.
 

“Like you.”
 

She was silent for a moment. “What’s it called?”
 

“Lost Without You.”
 

A sob escaped her. And then another. And he held her while she cried.
 

Footsteps echoed through the stairwell, getting louder, heading toward them. Tyler didn’t move, content just to hold Jay for as long as he could. He hoped whoever it was would just continue on up the stairs.
 

The footsteps paused and he felt Jay go very still. He glanced up at the intruder and saw it wasn’t Vanessa returning, or some other kid who’d turned up late. It was a bald guy with a ’stache.
 

Jay heaved a sigh and lifted her head from his chest. “Good evening, Michael,” she said. “You’re early. How very tiresome. If you’d waited a few more hours, I would have been safely away.”
 

The man, Michael, laughed softly. “This wasn’t exactly how I’d planned it, either. But hey, I’ll run with it. Might be a good idea if your boyfriend made himself scarce, though.”
 

That voice…. So very familiar. Hauntingly familiar.
 

“Perhaps you might like to reconsider your options,” Jay told him. “In fact, I know that very shortly, you will do just that.”
 

She crawled from Tyler’s lap and clamped her arm around his waist, holding him tightly against her side as she drew him to his feet. She sounded completely unlike the girl he knew. Or the cyborg he knew, for that matter. She sounded too sure of herself, too adult. She spoke to this stranger like she considered herself his equal. Or perhaps even his superior.
 

“Tyler, I’d like you to meet Michael White. Not his real name, of course. But unless I’m very much mistaken—which of course I’m not—you know him quite well.”
 

Tyler frowned at the stranger.
 

He frowned right back. Fiercely. And then his jaw sagged open and whatever he’d been about to say ended up as a strangled, “Shit.”
 

“Ignore the walrus moustache,” Jay said. “Ditch the fake glasses and imagine him with hair. You’re an artist, Tyler. Don’t be fooled by outward appearances. Go deeper. Look at the eyes, the facial features, bone structure.”
 

Tyler gazed into the man’s eyes and his world tipped on its axis. Again. Because he did recognize this man with the dorky ’stache and shaved head and stunned eyes and shock-frozen face.
 

Except, to his knowledge, no one except Jay had ever called him Michael. Not even his wife.
 

Everyone knew him as Mike.
 

Mike Davidson.
 

Tyler’s father.
 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 

“Son,” Tyler’s father said. “Listen to me. I want you move away and come stand by me. Now.”
 

“Don’t call me son,” he managed to say.
 

“Tyler, please.”
 

This was no joke. He spoke tersely, his voice tense and strained. He was scared, scared of what Jay might do.
 

But Tyler knew she would never hurt him. Or at least, not physically.
 

Before he could even decide how to react, in one fluid movement Jay threw him over her shoulder and bounded up the stairs to the top floor landing. He struggled and she set him back on his feet but kept him close with an arm about his waist. “He’ll be far safer with me, Michael. For the moment.”
 

Tyler’s father blew out a disbelieving snort. “I don’t think so, Gamma-Dash-One. The first time you singled him out for attention, you put him at risk. They’ll target him for interrogation. And I can’t let that happen. I won’t let that happen. Let him go. I can protect him. I can make sure he’s safe and—”
 

“Can’t you sense them, Michael? They’re deploying themselves around this building as we speak. They didn’t trust you so they followed you. And you’ve led them right to everything you hold so dear. Do you truly believe they’ll care who gets hurt in the crossfire? Or are you just that naïve?”
 

Tyler’s father stilled. He cocked his head, considered Jay through narrowed intense eyes. He obviously heard something because he visibly paled, then sprang into motion, turning and rushing headlong down the stairs.
 

“What the hell is going on, Jay?” Tyler’s head was whirling from everything he’d witnessed. He was kinda grateful for her arm about his waist. Without her supporting him, he might have toppled down the stairs and landed at the bottom in a gibbering, useless heap.
 

“Your dad’s done a stupid thing and now it’s come back to bite him on the ass. I need you to trust me and do exactly what I say. Can you do that?”
 

He nodded. Then he had a really terrifying, paralyzing thought. “Will…?” He choked back his fear. “Will they hurt Mom?”
 

She shook her head, her bright blue eyes gleaming in the dull gloom of the stairwell. “I don’t believe she’s in any immediate danger. As always, they appear to have their priorities sorted. And, as always, their first priority is me.”
 

Michael raced back up the stairwell, taking the stairs two at a time. “Shit. You’re right. Full extraction team armed to the teeth. Tyler, where’s your sister?”
 

“Michael.” Tyler choked on the unfamiliarity of the word. He ignored the pain in his father’s eyes at the way he’d addressed him. But Michael had walked out on them five years ago. He didn’t deserve to be called “dad”. “Caro and a whole bunch of other kids are up there in Jay’s apartment.”
 

Michael scrubbed his hands over his shaven scalp. “Shit.” He stared helplessly at Tyler. “Shit!”
 

Cold, sick dread coated Tyler’s skin. “Just what kind of people are you working for?”
 

“A bunch of ruthless bastards who’d do anything—and I mean anything—to get their hands on this cyborg.”
 

Jay smiled. “Gosh, it feels wonderful to be loved.”
 

Michael stared at her, like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “If you’re thinking of using my son and daughter as hostages—”
 

“Don’t be an ass, Michael,” she said. “I love your son. And your daughter is my best friend. I’m hardly going to endanger them just to save my own skin.”
 

“Huh?” Tyler heard himself squawk. “What did you say?”
 

Jay pressed a hard, possessive kiss to his lips. A kiss that left him entirely breathless, and hot and tingling all over. She reached into her back pocket and handed him a credit card in his mother’s maiden name, Marissa Rowen. A black American Express card. “Unlimited funds. And I mean, unlimited. All payments are handled by one of my offshore account agents. When it’s safe to leave the building, tell Marissa to take you and Caro and leave. Don’t pack up, don’t take anything. Just hire a rental, and go. This card will buy you anything you need. Car, house, anything at all. Tell her I’m sorry. It’s the best I can do. If I had more time—if there was any other way….”
 

Michael approached warily. He paused, then grabbed Tyler and hugged him so tight he could barely breathe.
 

“Take Tyler inside, Michael, and shut the door behind you. Input this code, 3-7-9-6-5-1-4-5, into the interior keypad by the door. The door is reinforced and the code will engage the deadlocks. Do you have it memorized?”
 

Tyler’s father muttered the numbers beneath his breath and nodded. “3-7-9-6-5-1-4-5. Got it.”
 

“For the release code, add one to all the digits. 4-8-0-7-6-2-5-6. Give it thirty minutes. This will all be over by then.”
 

“What are you going to do?” Tyler knew his voice was scratchy with fear and worry but he was unable to hide it from her.
 

Jay’s gaze locked on to his. “Whatever it takes to keep you and your sister and Marissa, and yes, even your misguided father, safe.”
 

Michael stuck out his hand, wincing slightly when Jay grasped it. “Thank you. And I’m sorry.”
 

“I know, Michael. You were lied to from the start and you were only trying to keep your family safe. If you’ve got any sense, you’ll make yourself scarce, and go on that extended holiday, too. Marissa will need your help. And if you get down on your knees and beg, you might even convince her to accept it. I’ve considered all the available men in this town, analyzed all the available data, and in my not-so-humble opinion, no one else is good enough for her.” Her features smoothed, blanked until it truly seemed to Tyler that she’d shucked off her humanity and he was gazing at something manmade. Something inhuman.
 

“Go,” she said to him. And launched herself down the stairs without a backward glance.
 

Michael yanked open the door and pushed Tyler inside. The instant before his father slammed it shut behind them, Tyler heard the unmistakable sound of breaking glass.
 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 

Michael input the code Jay had given him and waited until the deadbolts slammed into place. “Just act normal. We don’t want any of the kids panicking,” he told Tyler.
 

But acting normal, like he hadn’t just been locked in an apartment with a bunch of other kids to protect them from madmen with a terrifying agenda and no qualms about collateral damage, was gonna be the hardest thing Tyler had ever done in his life. He hoped Caro didn’t spot him. God only knew what he’d blurt if she asked what was going on.
 

Tyler squinted and dabbed his watering eyes with his sleeve. After the gloom of the stairwell, the bright flashing lights seared his eyeballs. From what he could see, none of the party-goers had heard anything untoward over the booming music. And no one seemed to bat an eyelid at the adult who’d suddenly joined them. They were all too intent on dancing, drinking, eating, talking, and doing what teenagers did at parties—even necking in shadowy corners, by the looks of it. All were oblivious to the danger Jay had put herself in for their sakes.
 

His father shadowed him as he headed for the nearest window. Which was just plain stupid, really, since all the windows were set so high up the walls he couldn’t possibly see out without a ladder.
 

A ladder…. With a ladder, he might even be able to get out through a skylight and onto the roof. But wasn’t like there was one conveniently lying around the place. He stared up at those tantalizingly unreachable panes of glass and fisted his hands. Better that than scream his fear and frustration, which sure as hell wouldn’t be acting “normal”.
 

“What do we tell them if someone wants to leave before Jay gets back, or—” Tyler didn’t want to think about the alternative. Couldn’t. “What do we tell them?”
 

“We tell them the locks are jammed and Jay’s gone to get a locksmith,” Michael said. “It’s only eleven. Can’t imagine any of these kids wanting to leave so soon. Not when there’s plenty of food and drink to keep them happy.” He slumped against the wall and slid down to the floor. He sat knees bent, chin propped on his hands. Tyler joined him.
 

“If I didn’t know how impossible it was,” Michael muttered, “I might actually believe she cared deeply for you.”
 

The flashing lights painted Michael’s face with lurid rainbow slashes. He looked alien, implacable. Hard. Completely unlike the man who’d raised him—the father Tyler had once believed could do no wrong.
 

“Why is that so impossible to believe?” he ground out. He knew what Michael meant but it hurt all the same. “Am I so unlovable? Is that why you left?”
 

Michael White, AKA Mike Davidson, his father, turned pain-filled eyes on him. “No! Of course not. Don’t be an idiot, Tyler. It’s just…. You do know what she—Jay—is, don’t you?”
 

“Yes. She told us—Caro and me. Showed us, actually.”
 

Michael blew out a relieved breath. “So. You understand why she didn’t mean it—why she couldn’t mean it. She’s a cyborg, Tyler. A machine. She can’t love anybody. She just pretends. She’s an outstanding mimic.”
 

Tyler burst out laughing, but it was a mirthless laugh laced with despair. “But she did mean it. She told us something was happening inside her, something not even she could comprehend. She did have feelings. And emotions—human emotions. I saw her crying. So I know she really could care for me. I know in here—” he thumped his chest with his fist “—in my heart, she really could love me.”
 

“Tyler. Son—”
 

“Don’t call me that, Michael.” His father flinched back from Tyler’s vicious emphasis of his name. “You lost the right to call me that when you took off five years ago.”
 

“You’ll always be my son. And no matter how much you hate me for leaving you, I’ll always be your father.”
 

Tyler sighed, his anger draining away, leaving him cold and bereft and very, very sad. “Funny,” he said, his voice cracking, “that’s what Jay said about her father.”
 

Michael snorted. “She might look human, Tyler, but she was created in a lab. She didn’t have a father, she had a creator. And she killed him.”
 

“She what?” The blood chilled in his veins.
 

“She killed him. Broke his neck just before our team got to him. From what they could tell from his medical records, the old man was dying, anyway. Incurable cancer. But she’s dangerous, Tyler, a killer. And now there’s no one alive who knows the sequence to override her inbuilt safeguards and command her obedience.”
 

Tyler closed his eyes. His mind whirled as he thought hard, winnowing through and discounting a myriad of possibilities, trying to justify Jay’s actions. She wouldn’t have killed her father. Not the Jay he knew, the Jay who’d been so gutted when she talked about his death. She couldn’t have killed him—not willingly, anyway.
 

“Just as well he’s dead,” he said. “If he’d been alive when you came for him, you’d have tortured that sequence out of him so you could command her and use her as a weapon. But now you can’t. No one can.”
 

Michael frowned as he processed Tyler’s words, absorbed the surety, the belief in his voice.
 

Tyler’s gaze drifted to a blank space on the wall. Something had hung there recently. He could still see the picture hook. A psalm. Yeah. That was right. Something about sacrifice and eternal life—
 

And he was hit by a moment of pure clarity that left him struggling to catch his breath and give voice to the words that had formed on his tongue. “He used the command sequence on her. He forced her to kill him so they wouldn’t get their hands on him. God. No wonder she cried when he died. No wonder she was so damned gutted. Shit. Being made to kill your own father. What a fucking awful thing to be forced to do.”
 

Michael made a strangled noise of protest.
 

“You just don’t get it, do you?” Tyler stared into his father’s eyes, willing him to understand. “To Jay, her creator was her father. She even called him Father. She loved him. Just like she loves me.”
 

Michael blinked. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then shut it with a snap. His face was all tight and pinched, like he’d eaten something gross.
 

“None of it matters now,” Tyler said. “Doesn’t matter how I feel about her, or how she feels about me, or even whether you believe she actually could feel anything at all.”
 

“It matters,” his father said, staring off into space. “Believe me, it matters more than you realize.”
 

“Whatever.” Hope joined the churning mass of emotions battering him. “So what are you going to do? What’s your plan?”
 

Michael gave a bitter little laugh. “I don’t know quite what you think I’ve become, Tyler, but I’m just a computer geek who caught the attention of the wrong people, and got caught up in their schemes. I’m a button-pusher, not an action hero. I’m unarmed, and even if I wasn’t, I’m no match for those mercenaries out there.”
 

Tyler searched his father’s face and knew he was speaking the truth. His heart twisted. Jay was on her own.
 

Caro spotted him just then. She stood on tiptoe to wave at him over the crowd of bobbing heads. And then she frowned at his companion. She started to drag Matt through the dancers, and from the look on her face she was all set to give Tyler the third degree. Then he got an unexpected reprieve. The iPod cut off mid-song and the lights died, plunging the room into darkness.
 

Over the squeals and excited laughter, Tyler whispered to Michael, “What do you think’s happened?”
 

“My guess is they’ve used the new EMP combo weapon they’ve developed.”
 

“EMP? What’s that?”
 

“Electromagnetic Pulse.”
 

Tyler had a really bad feeling about that. “Like in the movies? When everything electronic gets fried?”
 

“Near enough,” his father said. “The first one they developed had no effect on her whatsoever, so they went back to R and D and started from scratch.”
 

“That’s not good. Is it?”
 

“Maybe she’ll be—” Michael seemed to think better about trying to sanitize the situation for him. “No. Probably not.”
 

Tyler began to wish his sister had made it over before the lights went out. Because he really need a hug right now, and if he didn’t watch it, he’d be asking for one from the man he’d convinced himself he despised. “What Jay said about you only trying to keep us safe—did those people threaten to hurt us if you didn’t do what they said?”
 

“Among other things. I left because I had no choice. I left the way I did, without saying goodbye, because I had no choice. I did it because I needed to keep you all safe. And if I had to make the choice all over again, I would do the same thing.” Michael was silent for a long while. And then he asked, “Does that make any difference?”
 

Tyler thought about it. “I think so. It doesn’t make it hurt any less but at least now I understand why you left.”
 

“Good.”
 

They waited in the darkness, Tyler hoping, praying….
 

And Michael? He didn’t have a clue what his father was thinking or worrying about. And that was okay, ’cause right now, he only had the strength to worry about one person.
 

Jay.
 

“What’s that humming sound?” he asked. Lights flared, the stereo blared to life, and loud chatter resumed. Within seconds, the party was in full swing again. It was as if nothing had ever gone wrong.
 

“Huh,” Michael said. “She must have hooked the electrics up to a portable generator somewhere that automatically kicks in after a few minutes. Smart kid.”
 

Tyler unclenched each quivering muscle and crawled to his feet. His father input the release code and stuck his head out the doorway. He ducked back in to say, “You stay here with your sister. I’m going downstairs and check it out. I’m locking you back in, okay? In case anything happens, do you remember the release code?”
 

Tyler nodded. “Yeah. It’s 4-8-0-7-6-2-5-6.”
 

“Good boy. If I’m not back in ten, call the cops. Tell them you heard shots or something, so you locked the door and you’re too scared to come out. That ought to do it. Then promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to convince your Mom to leave town, okay?”
 

Tyler swallowed. “Okay. Be careful. Dad.”
 

His dad grinned and ruffled his hair. “I will.” And he disappeared through the doorway, leaving Tyler to face the wrath of Caro, which was bearing down on him like a small and very determined, but very stylishly dressed, tank.
 

His sister confronted him, hand on hips. “What the eff is going on, Tyler? Where’s Jay? I haven’t spotted her in a while. And who was that guy I saw you talking to just now? And—”
 

“It was Dad.”
 

Her brows drew together in an ominous frown. “Have you been drinking, Tyler Davidson? What the hell would our AWOL father be doing at Jay’s farewell party? And where is Jay, anyway?”
 

“She…. She had to leave. In a hurry.”
 

Caro paled and he gripped her arm to steady her when she wobbled. “Shit. What happened, Tyler? Is she all right? Tell me!”
 

So he did.
 

And he was just finishing up when the door opened and Michael entered the apartment. “Looks like a bomb site outside,” he said when he spotted Tyler. “Couple of cars toppled on their sides, broken windows, one storefront completely demolished—that’s all I know and— Shit. Caro?”
 

She glared at him, lips thinned into a tight white line, eyes glinting with tears. “Don’t you ever walk out without saying good-bye again, you big dumbass.”
 

Michael blinked.
 

“Well, aren’t you gonna give me a hug?” And she threw herself into his arms.
 

Over her head, Michael cast his gaze over the melee of frenetically bopping kids. “We should go. Before the police get here.”
 

“What about Matt? And Em? And everyone else?” Caro had rallied from the shock. “We can’t just leave them here. We can’t just leave.”
 

“This lot are all safer up here than down on the street,” Michael said. “And when the police get here, they can get these kids home far more efficiently and safely than we could. We have to go. Your mother—”
 

“Caro, we need to get Mom.” It was killing Tyler not knowing what had happened to Jay. He had to get downstairs, see the destruction for himself, see if there was any chance she might have gotten away. And, if she was as good as he believed she was, then he wanted to stand out in the open where she could see him. He wanted to give her the opportunity to emerge from wherever she’d hidden herself and come back to him.
 

“Caro,” his dad said. “We can’t afford to get anyone else involved with this.”
 

She stared at them both for what to Tyler seemed like forever, then her shoulders slumped as reality bit deep. “Okay.”
 

Michael slipped from the apartment, with Tyler and Caro following close on his heels. No one uttered a word as they trooped down the stairs and burst through the street doors.
 

Tyler skidded to a halt. He gazed at the damage. Rubble everywhere, shards of glass, cars on their sides and on their roofs, parts strewn everywhere…. “Oh. My. God.”
 

“The kid sure put up a fight.”
 

“What do we do now?” Caro asked. And Tyler was grateful she had, ’cause he wasn’t capable of anything much right now. He felt head-to-toe numb. He couldn’t think straight. He could barely breathe.
 

A siren sounded in the distance. Someone in one of the nearby buildings must have called the cops.
 

“We aren’t going to do anything,” Michael said, in a tone which brooked no argument. “Tyler’s going to take you home, and you’re going to explain everything to your Mom, and pack up the car.”
 

He tried to muster a protest but his dad was having none of it. “I’m not kidding around, son. These guys play for keeps. You need to keep your mother and sister safe for me. I can’t lose you all over again. Can you do that for me? Please?”
 

When he nodded, Michael let out his breath in a huge whoosh of relief. He visibly sagged. “Thank you.”
 

“What are you gonna do, Dad?”
 

“I’m going to have a quick look round and see what I can find.” He paused, obviously seeing the doubt in their eyes. “Tell your mother…. Tell her—shit, I don’t know. I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise. We’ll sort it all out then, all right? Now scoot. Before the cops arrive and start asking questions.”
 

Tyler nodded. He grabbed Caro’s unresisting hand and took off at a loping jog, tugging her along beside him. Only when they’d rounded the corner and were a block away from Jay’s apartment, did he slow to a fast walk to let her catch her breath.
 

They walked in silence.
 

What more was there to say? There was only speculation and hope—something he was rapidly losing.
 
  

Chapter Twenty
 

The garage door opened, and as his mom reversed the car out into the driveway, Tyler glimpsed the man standing on the path leading up to the front door. A frisson goosed his skin. He knew exactly who it was. His dad had kept his promise. Mike Davidson had finally come home… just when his family had to leave.
 

Tyler and Caro had prepped their mom—as much as they could, anyway. How’n the hell could you explain to someone why the person they loved, the person they’d married and raised children with, had walked out and stayed away for five whole freaking years to keep them safe? Not to mention now he’d come back he was so worried for their safety that they needed to leave. The whole “Jay is really a cyborg” thing was more than enough to do his mom’s head in without adding all the stuff about his dad.
 

Tyler thought she understood everything. He hoped so. But it was difficult to tell. His mom’s face, usually so open, with that wonderful quality which made you instantly want to be her friend—just like Caro’s—had changed with each new revelation. By the time they’d finally finished telling her everything they knew, his mom’s face had been wooden. Shuttered. Secretive.
 

His mom closed the garage door and got out of the car to approach her husband. Tyler exchanged a glance with his sister and they both wound down their windows. He couldn’t hear what his parents were saying, though. Their voices were too muted. Still, at least it wasn’t full-out screaming, which had to be a good thing.
 

His dad tossed a small bag in the trunk, came round to the passenger’s side, and hopped in, leaving his mom to take the driver’s seat. “Got everything you need, kids?”
 

“Yep.” Tyler had grabbed a change of clothes and his guitar. That was all he needed. Caro, too, had packed light—just a backpack with some clothes and makeup. She hadn’t even argued when he told her to leave her cell phone behind because he thought maybe it could be traced. And his mom…. Well, the bag in the trunk of the car was full of photo albums, which about said it all. She hadn’t even bothered with a change of clothes. She’d just taken the AMEX card, glanced at the name on it, and muttered something about spending up large.
 

She revved the car and reversed out into the street.
 

Tyler suddenly remembered something important. Something he needed to do. “Wait!”
 

She slammed on the brakes. “What?”
 

He opened the door and jumped out.
 

“Where the hell are you going?” his dad yelled, fumbling with the passenger-side door.
 

Tyler delved in the back pocket of his jeans as he ran to the side of the house. He squatted on his haunches to lever a potted plant up from the dish it rested on, and placed the thumb drive next to the spare front door key.
 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” His dad’s voice came from behind him, tight with fury.
 

“It’s a song I wrote for Jay. I’m leaving it here. Just in case.”
 

“Nothing else but the song, right? Nothing that could tell those bastards I worked for where we’re headed?”
 

“Nope. Just the song. If she got away, she’ll find it. I know she will.”
 

His dad’s hand reached out to touch his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tyler.”
 

“Yeah. Me, too.”
 

His dad followed him back to the car.
 

When his mom drove off, Tyler didn’t look back. If Jay got away, she’ll find me. I know she will.
 

 
 

~~~
 

Tyler rolled over on to his back and stared at the ceiling of their fancy hotel suite. “What do you mean you’re sorry? What are you trying to say?”
 

His dad heaved a sigh which he could only describe as heavy. “I was trying to pick the right time to tell you this but I don’t think there’s ever going to be a right time.
 

“Tell me straight.”
 

“I don’t think she made it.”
 

“Jay?”
 

“Yeah. All I found was this.” He held out something wrapped in a towel. “I wasn’t going to give it to you but your mom said I should.”
 

Tyler sat up and took what he offered, laying it in his lap. His dad sat next to him on the couch. Tyler slanted him a sideways glance. He looked tired, worn out. Dark rings beneath his eyes, deep lines bracketing his mouth. He’d ditched the moustache, thank God. Must have shaved it off last night before he hit the couch.
 

Tyler was sharing a room with Caro. Their mom had the other room to herself. Their dad was sleeping on the couch. It was an arrangement both seemed content with, and for that at least, he was grateful. At least his mom hadn’t slung her estranged husband out on his ass.
 

He contemplated the lumpy whatever-it-was, cocooned in the grubby frayed towel. He had a bad feeling about what it could be. But he had to know. He unwrapped it.
 

It was bad, all right. Real bad.
 

A severed hand.
 

Waves of sickly heat washed over him. He drew in a breath and then another. And another. And still he couldn’t get enough oxygen.
 

Enough. Suck it up, dude. Deal.
 

His internal pep-talk worked. He stared at the hand. It appeared to be human. But not quite. He steeled himself to pick it up, take a closer look.
 

There was no blood. It’d been completely washed clean. And the closer he looked, the more fascinated he became. Its construction, the metallic-looking bones, the tendons—all encased in smooth, pale, humanlike skin…. It was miraculous. A work of art.
 

He rewrapped it carefully. It was a part of her, of Jay. The only part left. “Where did you find it?” he asked, proud of how steady his voice sounded.
 

“I tracked the extraction team to a house—vacant, thank God. The place was completely wrecked. There’d been an explosion. It was professionally done, set to cause maximum damage. I can only presume Jay was responsible.”
 

“Or maybe it was the extraction team,” Tyler said, thinking aloud. “If they couldn’t capture her, they might have decided to eliminate her.”
 

His father rubbed his chin. “A possibility,” he finally conceded. “They’d cleaned up and gone by the time I arrived, but I think she got a few of them. I didn’t find anything on site and I figured they’d taken her. And then I spotted something in the pool by the filter. It was the hand.”
 

“Jay’s hand.”
 

“Tyler, I’m ninety-nine-point-nine percent certain Jay deliberately blew herself up in that explosion. And for some reason, her hand was the only part of her that wasn’t obliterated. I’m sorry.”
 

“I know.” Tyler met his eyes. “What’re you gonna do, Dad?”
 

“About the people I work for?”
 

He nodded.
 

“I got a message from my boss. Before Jay—” His dad raked his hand through his still non-existent hair. “Somehow, Jay convinced them it would be prudent to cut me loose. I’m not privy to the details and nor am I going to bring myself to their attention again by trying to find out what she said to them, either. I’m not that morbidly curious, just grateful as hell. Now Jay’s gone and her creator’s research along with him, with any luck that’ll be the last I hear from them. That’s what I’m hoping, anyway. Just like I’m hoping that we can all go home very soon.”
 

“And if not?”
 

“I won’t leave my family again.”
 

“Glad to hear it,” Caro said, from her prone position on the other couch. She rolled to her feet and wandered over to flop onto the seat next to her dad. “How’s Mom taking all this?”
 

“Mom’s taking it just fine.” Their mom padded into the sitting room and perched the arm of the chair. “Mom’ll take it even better if she’s clued in on what’s going on in her kids’ lives in future. And her husband’s.”
 

“Duly noted,” said the husband in question.
 

Caro yawned and stretched. “It’s been a rough couple of days. I know it’s early but I’m off to bed.
 

Her mom smiled. “Me, too. We’ve got a shopping expedition tomorrow.”
 

Tyler thought his mom looked tired but pleased. Content. Like whatever had been missing in her life had been found. And it had, of course, the instant her husband had walked back into her life like some returning hero, begging her forgiveness, and promising he’d never leave her again.
 

If only Tyler could have Jay back to fill the empty hole she’d left in his own heart.
 

“Tyler. Ah, love, I’m so sorry. I know how much she meant to you.” His mom slipped into the seat next to him. And hugged him while he tried not to cry like a girl.
 

~~~
 

A week after Jay’s farewell party, Tyler and his family returned to Snapperton and settled back into uneasy normality. They buried Jay’s remains under a tree in the backyard. No one said anything. No one had to. Jay had touched all their lives. Everyone understood how Tyler had felt about her. No matter what his parents’ personal feelings were about his non-human almost-girlfriend, they respected his.
 

Caro walked to school with him on Monday. They’d both have preferred not to go to classes at all but they had to. Their dad insisted that they act as though everything was normal.
 

Normal….
 

Yeah. Riiight.
 

He was going to have to face up to the fact Jay was gone. Just like he was going to have to face up to the fact he’d used Em to make himself feel better, and then discarded her without a thought when Jay needed him. He liked Em—as a friend. And he didn’t have a clue what he was going to tell her.
 

He’d have preferred to walk alone, lost in his own thoughts, but Caro was having none of that. “Do you reckon Shawn will still be top-dog?” she asked. “Or do you reckon the rumors and the lies will have finally caught up with him, and he’ll be the one sitting at the back of the cafeteria?”
 

“Dunno. Don’t much give a crap, either.”
 

“Yeah. It all seems so trivial. But it’d be cool if you were reinstated as one of the top-jocks again. Right?”
 

“I’ll never be that person again, Caro. And yanno what?”
 

“What?”
 

“Way I see it, Jay was interested in me because I was a freak. So if I hadn’t gone through all that crap with Vanessa and Shawn, I’d have been just another popular guy. Nothing special. Probably a real douche-bag to boot. And then she wouldn’t have wanted to know me. So I’m kinda glad. ’Cause I feel privileged to have known her.” He ducked his head, concentrated on scuffing a stone from the pavement and sending in bouncing onto the road, not wanting Caro to see the expression on his face. “Suppose I sound like I’m wigging out big-time, huh?”
 

“Nope.” She gave a quick hug.
 

~~~
 

It wasn’t until Tyler got home from school and discovered his parents weren’t home that he realized he’d left his door key on his desk in his room. Crap. But the spare key would still be in its hiding place under the potted plant, so it wasn’t like he had to sit on the doorstep and wait for his sister.
 

When he tipped over the pot, he found the key. He also found something that’d been missing, something he’d believed had died forever. He found hope.
 

The thumb drive he’d left for Jay was gone.
 
  

Epilogue
 

He was the last one to scramble off the bus. The driver threw him a grin. “Daydreaming, huh?”
 

He grinned back. “Nightmare, more like.”
 

“First day, is it?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“Don’t worry. They’re a good bunch, these kids. You’ll do just fine.” The man winked at him and waved as he drove off.
 

His day was looking up. But as he wandered through the front gates of Appleton Performing Arts School, his high spirits began fray a little around the edges. A new town. His first time away from home, living on his own. His first day on campus. A chance to make new friends—if he could be bothered.
 

The prospect of any of the aforementioned was daunting, but all of them in the space of a couple of weeks was enough to do his head in.
 

He strolled up the paved pathway, admiring the landscaping. Lush swathes of grass and meandering paths were interspersed with large shade trees, under-planted with flowering shrubs. Nice. Maybe he’d sit out here and eat lunch rather than braving the cafeteria.
 

He halted to examine the architecturally designed building that housed the main wing of the school. It’d been rebuilt about a decade ago and won some fancy award. He could see why. Where possible, the architect had retained the original façade, and he’d skillfully and seamlessly melded old-fashioned charm with modern convenience—all without making the building look like hot mess.
 

Sucking in a deep breath, Tyler pushed through the front doors and made a beeline for the Admin area.
 

As he neared the office, he slowed mid-step. Another new student was already waiting at the desk.
 

Something about her, some indefinable quality, demanded his attention and—
 

Whoa. He eyed her beneath his lashes. Tall. Willowy. Nice ass—real nice. She wore faded jeans which rode low on her narrow hips, an old checked flannel shirt over top a worn t-shirt of indeterminable color, and sneakers which were more holes than sneaker.
 

As if aware she was being eyeballed she glanced his way.
 

The chestnut hair almost made him think twice. Then his stomach flip-flopped. Her eyes were the most shockingly intense shade of blue he’d ever seen. Her smile turned his brain to mush. He tried to look away, act all nonchalant, but he couldn’t.
 

Her gaze absorbed him from head to toe. She winked at him and he just stood there, gaping at her. Elated. Disbelieving. Hopeful.
 

Her lips curved as she sauntered over to him. “Hi. Have we met before?”
 

“I reckon so,” he said, matching the lightness of her tone even though his heart was racing and damned if his knees hadn’t turned to Jell-O.
 

“My name is Jamie. But you can call me Jay.”
 

“Pleased to meet you, Jay. I like the new look, by the way.”
 

Her smile was pure wickedness as she did a campy twirl for his benefit. “Really?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“How about meeting me after class for coffee?”
 

He couldn’t help glancing down to check she wasn’t missing a hand.
 

She noticed—of course—and flapped both appendages in his face. “Don’t be silly. I’m sure I mentioned to you once before what I’m capable of.”
 

“We have a lot of catching up to do,” he told her.
 

“Yes,” she agreed, her hand creeping to her throat and toying with the thumb drive she wore on a sturdy silver chain around her neck. She cocked her head to one side, gazing at him in that particular way she had. “We sure do.”
 

The End
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She’s a dancer, and the most important thing in her life right now is the success of her new dance studio. He’s an alien Crystal Warrior with one big-ass curse hanging over him. In a moment of weakness she lets him seduce her. Now they’re magically bonded and his life is in her hands.
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Wow… I really loved the characters in this. When I read the blurb I was not that interested in the sound of Chalcey—as in that I didn’t think I would be able to identify with a dance instructor. Okay, my mistake! I am so impressed with how you wrote a strong and independent woman who stood on her own two feet, took no crap from anyone and ran her own business. That I could identify with 100%. I read a lot of romance and I often feel that the women are not as strong as they could be and that they are simply part of a story that involves snaring some hot guy and getting a HEA— almost like their actual character is unimportant.
 

So 5 stars and have some extra bonus cookies for writing a believable woman who I was rooting for. I wanted her business to be a success just as much as I wanted her to get the guy. And kudos for the plot twist. Usually they’re so obvious, but I didn’t see that one coming at all.
 

I liked Chalcey’s friends and the family dynamics that helped shape her character. Wulf was a nice character too. (What’s not to like about a guy in leather?) He was a complex guy, but what I loved about him most was that you didn’t strip away his masculinity in order for him to ‘settle down’ and get his HEA. Too often books turn a bad boy into this domesticated mushy guy and strip away half of what made the character in the first place.
 

Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that I really enjoyed the book. I’m off to buy #2. Keep up the great work.”
 

~~~
 

“This book has it all, and leaves you wanting the next book in the series NOW! Chalcey is an independent woman who knows exactly what she wants, and how she plans to get it. She’s worked hard to achieve her dream, and isn’t about to let it go for the sexy stranger who rescues her from the Date from Hell. Even if he does make her pulse race, and her body ache for forbidden pleasures.
 

Wulf is a Crystal Warrior, brought here by a magic neither he nor Chalcey truly understand. This is their story, and the author has crafted it with enough emotion, suspense and twists that I found it hard to put down. It’s easy to see why it won the Clendon Award! I sure hope Ms. Anderson doesn’t make us wait too long for the sequel!”
 

~~~
 

“I thoroughly enjoyed The Crystal Warrior. No surprises that it won the RWNZ Clendon Award—everything about it was beautifully crafted. Characters felt real—even ancient warrior Wulf—and I loved the interaction between modern day independent heroine, Chalcey, and her hero. There was humour, angst, passion, the works! I am looking forward to the next book in Maree Anderson’s crystal warrior series.”
 

~~~
 

“The Crystal Warrior is an intelligent, fast, action packed read with a feisty, sassy heroine Chalcedony and a really hunky hero, Wulfenite. This book has it all including laugh out loud humor, danger, twists and turns, and both protagonists have gut wrenching choices to be made that leave you wondering right to the very end as to whether Chalcey and Wulf will make it. I absolutely love the concept of the Crystal Warriors, and Wulf’s and Chalcey’s story is well plotted and a fantastic read that has you wanting more. Ms Anderson is an excellent writer. It’s very clear why this book won the prestigious The Clendon Award and I can’t wait to read more.”
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She’s a plus-sized woman with sub-zero self esteem. He’s a Crystal Warrior, and the gods’ gift to women. But for a chance at the Happy Ever After they both deserve, they must learn that appearances can be deceiving… and pass the Crystal Guardian’s test before time runs out for them both.
 

Finalist: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon Award for full-length romantic manuscript
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“Training for a triathlon would be a whole lot better if there was a gorgeous warrior getting you out of bed in the morning! Ruby is insecure and for good reason. She’s fat, single and now thirty and her mother won’t let her forget any of them. She’s got a frenemy that is a man-eating stick insect (giggled at that description every time!). Kyan is the crystal warrior that is Ruby’s life mate. The only problem is that he is stunningly gorgeous (and a sweetheart!) so she doesn’t believe a thing about it. The first scenes of their meeting are a riot!
 

The set up for this story is not new but Maree adds some twists that make it feel fresh and her characters are believable and lovable. There are moments of heartbreak that make you want to cry but this is a Romance so there is a Happily Ever After, they just need to fight for it! Can’t wait to go get the next one now.”
 
  

Other Books
 


JADE’S CHOICE
 

Book 3 of The Crystal Warriors Series
 

[image: Jade’s Choice - Cover]
 

www.jadeschoice.com
 

Finalist: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon Award for full-length romantic manuscript
 

Jade’s a talented painter, forced to give up her dreams of art school to care for her chronically ill sister. Faced with escalating medical bills, Jade lies to her sister and her best friend, and advertises herself as an escort. Her ad is answered by Peter Stone, aka Pieter, the Crystal Guardian. He gives Jade a malachite crystal and when she touches it, she shares the torment of the man trapped inside. The crystal breaks and before she knows what’s at stake, she’s bonded to a Crystal Warrior named Malach.
 

Malach spent centuries imprisoned in his cursed crystal before he was given the chance to bond. When that bonding failed, he believed he would be put to death by the Crystal Guardian, but he discovered a far worse fate was to be imprisoned yet again to suffer years of torment and sensory deprivation. He’ll willingly bond with Jade if that’s what it takes to have another chance at freedom, but if it seems likely they will fail the next stage of the bonding—the Testing—Malach has vowed to kill himself rather than endure imprisonment a third time.
 

Jade is horrified when she learns the true extent of Malach’s suffering. She’s determined to save him, but it could be a losing battle… because he’s still in love with Francesca, the woman who refused him decades ago. And when Francesca discovers Malach is still alive and seeks him out, who will Malach choose?
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Andie Brennan dies in a lightning strike and is miraculously healed and brought back to life. But now she’s sharing her body with an alien—the same alien who rode the lightning bolt that killed her.
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Highly Commended: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon Award for full-length romantic manuscript
 

When Andie Brennan signs up for a Slickrock Bike Trail tour in an attempt to rekindle her love of the outdoors she meets Jake Knight. Jake’s generous, down-to-earth, and gorgeous to boot. He could just be her soul mate… except she’s already got a boyfriend, and Andie doesn’t do cheating. But before she can fully explore why the sound of Jake’s voice and his crooked smile make her feels happier than she’s been in years, death strikes in a searing instant, sizzling a few million neurons and arresting her heart.
 

Andie wakes up in hospital. Her injuries are completely healed and her recovery is being touted as a miracle. Only trouble is she can’t remember a damn thing about her past—not even her name. Nor is she exactly whooping with joy at her second chance at life because there’s a voice inside her head claiming to be a Lightning Rider Elemental named Karylon. And boy, does it take one heckuva lot of fast talking for Karylon to convince Andie that she’s real—that Andie is not insane, and she really is hosting an alien.
 

Can a damaged young woman find the courage to escape her manipulative boyfriend and grasp the happiness she deserves? With the help of Jake, and the alien Lightning Rider trapped inside her, you betcha! But the omniscient Keeper of Portents has no qualms about manipulating Novik, Karylon’s Lightning Rider lover, to its own ends. Is Novik willing to risk it all to be with Karylon again? And with the future of the Lightning Rider Elemental race is at stake, who else will fall prey to The Keeper?
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FREAKS IN THE CITY

By
Maree Anderson

 


The sequel to the multi-award winning Freaks of
Greenfield High (optioned for TV by Cream Drama, Inc.)

 


True love isn’t a cake-walk when your girlfriend’s
a cyborg.

 


The timing couldn’t be worse for Jay to take
her relationship with Tyler to the next level—especially when her
idea of “the next level” proves to be vastly different to Tyler’s.
Building a life together and adapting to each other’s quirks is
challenging enough without the secrets they’re keeping blowing up
in their faces. Their relationship is tearing Tyler’s family apart.
Worse, Tyler’s ex-girlfriend from hell shows up on their doorstep,
destitute and desperate for a place to stay until she sorts out the
latest hot mess she’s embroiled in.

Jay’s not exactly thrilled about Tyler’s ex
turning up out of the blue, but it’s better to keep your enemies
close, right? Sure enough, the ex has an agenda. But discovering
who is manipulating her behind the scenes isn’t easy, even for a
super-smart computer-savvy cyborg.

Then a vulnerable member of Tyler’s family is
threatened, forcing Jay to confront a ghost from her past who’ll
stop at nothing to destroy her. And this time, the weapon he’s
chosen to take Jay out really could be the death of her.
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To my fans:

 


Freaks in the City would never have been
written if not for your support. If you hadn’t DMed and emailed me
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P.S. this story takes Jay and Tyler’s relationship to
the next level—enjoy!
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Prologue




Mike Davidson slanted a quick gaze at his
wife, noting her tightly pursed lips and ominous frown before he
turned his attention to the road again. “Let’s not jump to
conclusions. Just because he’s staying over at Jaime’s doesn’t mean
he’s moved in with her.”

Marissa’s snort told him exactly what she
thought of that line of reasoning. “I knew he was hiding
something,” she said.

Mike winced at her acerbic tone. Now he was
even less convinced surprising Tyler and his mysterious girlfriend
with an unexpected visit was a great idea. But they hadn’t seen
their son in months, so Mike had given in to Marissa’s wishes—as he
always seemed to these days. And after driving all this way the
“surprise” had gone awry because Tyler hadn’t been home. They’d had
to beg his girlfriend’s address from one of his roommates.

Mike tightened his hands on the steering
wheel. Might be a good time for a father-son chat. Especially given
the situation he and Marissa now found themselves in. If it could
happen to them, it could happen to anyone.

He turned into Parkway and couldn’t help a
stab of envy. Jaime’s folks obviously had money. And as if to rub
salt into the wound, as he headed down the street the split unit
brownstones segued to even more envy-inducing singles. Sure would
explain Tyler’s evasiveness whenever they’d asked after Jaime. He
was probably embarrassed as heck over dating a trust fund baby.

Mike slowed his speed to a crawl and pointed
out Number 64 to Marissa. “That’s the one.”

Marissa twisted in her seat to peer back at
the house. “Nice.” She didn’t volunteer anything more as they
pulled into a parking space, but Mike knew from the way her gaze
had lingered that she was impressed.

She linked her arm in his as they strolled
up the street. Out front of Number 64 she paused on the sidewalk to
smooth her hair and tweak the hem of the smart top she wore over
her jeans. “Wonder what she’s like,” Mike heard her mutter.

“Knowing Tyler, she’ll be a sweet kid.”

Marissa gave him “You gotta be kidding me”
eyes and Mike threw her a wry grin. She had a point. Tyler’s first
serious girlfriend, Nessa, had been a disaster what with the lies
she’d spread about Tyler, and that shocking business over her
dealing drugs. Marissa had confessed to being relieved as all heck
when Nessa dumped Tyler for another boy she could lead around by
her too-short shorts. And as for Jay….

There’d been nothing remotely amusing about
Jay. Tyler had been a mess for months afterward. And although Mike
felt like the crappiest human being on the planet for even
thinking this after everything Jay had sacrificed, it was
probably just as well she’d died. There’d been no possible way her
relationship with Tyler could have ended well.

“Here’s hoping the third girlfriend’s the
charm,” Marissa said, obviously thinking along the same lines.

They both pasted smiles on their faces as
they walked up the neat cobblestoned path to the front door. To the
left of the entrance alcove was a discreet security pad and
speaker. Mike buzzed and waited for a response.

A voice demanded, “Who is it, please?”

The hairs on the back of Mike’s neck
rose.

He sneaked a look at his wife. Marissa was
impatiently shifting her weight from foot to foot, grimacing, and
probably wishing she’d worn more comfortable shoes. He wondered
whether he should forewarn her, but before he could think of what
to say, or how to say it, Marissa leaned over and spoke into the
speaker. “Jaime? It’s Tyler’s mom and dad. Is he there?”

“One moment, please.”

Mike squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the
bridge of his nose, hoping he was wrong.

When the door opened and he heard Marissa’s
shocked hiss, he knew he hadn’t been mistaken. He slowly opened his
eyes to stare into the inhumanly blue gaze of Jay Smith, the girl
who’d turned their lives upside down, given Mike back his life and
his family, and stolen his son’s heart.

Jay Smith. Jaime Smythson. Obvious now he
thought about it. He should have known Jay hadn’t died in the
explosion. She was a cyborg, after all. And as Mike well knew,
cyborgs were very hard to kill.

 


~~~

 


Jay had warned Tyler of the high probability
his parents would take matters into their own hands if he continued
to be so evasive about “Jaime”. She could have claimed Tyler wasn’t
at home and made some excuse for not introducing herself to his
parents at this particular time. But such prevarications would have
only delayed the inevitable. Far better to get it over with fast
and quick to minimize the pain—just like the human analogy of
ripping off a Band-Aid.

“Well,” she said to her not-so-unexpected
visitors. “This is awkward.”

Marissa opened her mouth but any words she’d
been about to say appeared to be locked tight in her throat.
Michael puffed out a sharp breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You
can say that again,” he said.

Not so long ago, Jay might have stated that
she was indeed capable of repeating herself. Word for word. With
the exact same intonation and inflection, in fact. Now she knew
better than to take such statements literally. She stood aside and
said, “Would you like to come in?”

When Marissa hesitated, Jay followed up with
a gentle verbal nudge. “After driving all this way, it seems a
shame to turn around and leave.” She graciously pretended not to
notice when Michael made the decision for his wife by means of a
firm hand to the small of Marissa’s back.

She closed the door behind her guests and
ushered them through into the living room. The staccato taps of
Marissa’s boot-heels on the polished wooden floorboards sounded
angry—rather like Marissa’s expression now she’d gotten over the
initial shock of realizing that “Jaime” was in fact Jay.… And
realized that Tyler had effectively been lying by omission all this
time. Not a small lie, either. This was big.

Jay nibbled her lower lip—a gesture she’d
picked up from Tyler’s twin sister, Caro, that seemed to suit this
current situation admirably. She’d been foolish to merely age
herself two years to keep in step with Tyler’s natural human aging
process. It would have been prudent—safer—to have made more drastic
alterations to her appearance to ensure she could not be recognized
by his family. But all logic had been overshadowed by her need for
Tyler to instantly recognize her again.

He had that effect on her. He always
had—from the very first time she’d encountered him in his junior
year at Greenfield High.

“Please sit down.” She indicated the leather
couches and two matching recliners grouped in a pleasing
arrangement around an old mahogany coffee table. Jay had restored
the table herself, and then burnished its pitted and scarred wood
to a high sheen. She’d even go so far as to state she was proud of
it. At least she presumed the warm glow she felt whenever she
stroked a palm over its surface was pride.

Michael chose one of the couches. He
appeared relaxed—on the surface anyway. Marissa perched next to
him, hands clasped in her lap. Her gaze darted around the room,
lingering every now and then on furnishings or pieces of artwork.
Jay suspected Marissa’s interest was more an excuse not to look her
son’s girlfriend in the eye than any real interest in Jay’s taste
in interior design.

She stifled a sigh. Given his parents’
reaction, she wasn’t looking forward to confessing the truth to
Tyler’s sister. Friends didn’t fake their own deaths and then
conceal their identities. Caro was going to be hurt and angry when
she found out. And now her parents knew the truth, Jay guessed it
would not be long before Caro became privy to the information. She
wouldn’t blame Caro for never speaking to her again.

“Can I offer you refreshments?”

“I’d kill for a beer,” Mike said.

“I don’t keep alcohol on the premises,” Jay
told him. “Tyler’s underage and alcohol has little effect on me.”
Although she could appreciate a fine wine as much as any avid
connoisseur.

“Oh. Right. Of course.”

“Where is Tyler?” Marissa’s question
came at the exact time as Michael said, “Your hair is
different.”

“Yes. I’m told the color is chestnut.” She’d
grown in the new color gradually, subtly threading the new shade
through the black. The entire change had taken six weeks. She’d
also adjusted the melanin levels of her dermis to better suit her
new hair color. Her lips curved upward, recalling Tyler telling her
she looked “sun-kissed”… and following up with a real kiss that had
left her as breathless as it was possible for a cyborg to be.

“Suits you,” Michael said. “I like it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Davidson. Tyler likes it,
too.”

Because it would be impolite not to respond,
Jay addressed Marissa’s question. “I estimate Tyler will make an
appearance in approximately eight minutes.” She added the
“approximately” because although she could extrapolate the time he
would take based on previous data, habitual human behaviors were
not immutable. Today Tyler might decide on a whim to change his
habits.

To cover the awkward silence that had fallen
she headed for the fridge to grab three sodas. She offered Michael
a cola and Marissa a cream soda, before taking the kitty-corner
easy chair and popping the lid on her own cola.

Tyler’s mother glanced at the canned drink.
“How do you know I like—?” She pressed her lips together and then
after a pause muttered, “Never mind.”

Michael read the ingredients list on his
soda can.

Marissa twisted her wedding ring around and
around on her finger.

Jay took another sip of her cola. Her
enhanced hearing informed her the exact moment Tyler exited the
bathroom. His bare feet made soft slaps on the floorboards as he
headed toward the bedroom. She debated calling out to warn him, but
some perverse, almost humanlike part of her decided to hold her
tongue. What was that human saying again? Oh yes: Tyler had made
his bed, now he’d have to lie in it.

Marissa broke the silence. “We thought you
were dead. You could have gone anywhere in the world. Why here,
Jay?”

Jay cocked her head as she analyzed
Marissa’s body language and expressions for clues that would inform
her how best to respond. In the end she opted for the stark truth.
“I couldn’t stay away from him. I tried, but I couldn’t.”

“You should have tried harder.”

“Perhaps.”

“He was getting over you. He’d moved
on.”

Michael shifted in his seat and carefully
placed his soda on the coffee table. Jay appreciated him using the
coaster. Otherwise she might have been compelled to blot the
condensation with the hem of her t-shirt and polish away any mark
left on the wood.

“That’s not entirely true, Riss,” Michael
said. “You only needed to hear that song he wrote to know he wasn’t
getting over her any time soon.”

Jay’s hand crept to the thumb drive she wore
on a silver chain around her neck.

Michael’s sharp gaze intercepted the
movement. And from the almost imperceptible widening of his eyes,
Jay deduced he understood its significance.

Tyler had recorded a song he’d written for
her on this thumb drive, and hidden it before he and his family had
fled Snapperton in the wake of Jay’s supposed death. By removing
the thumb drive from its hiding place, Jay had attempted to send a
clear message to Tyler that he shouldn’t lose all hope, that she
had somehow survived—despite all evidence to the contrary. And that
she might one day come back to him.

“Rubbish.” Marissa’s tone vibrated with
poorly concealed fury at Michael refusing to back her up. “It was a
crush. All kids his age have them.”

Jay decided it was time to tender an apology
to defuse the situation. “I wanted to tell you that I’d faked my
death but I couldn’t risk it until I’d ensured your safety. And
then Tyler asked me not to. I’m sorry if you feel betrayed.”

“Does Caro know?” Marissa asked, her
expression promising dire consequences if her daughter had been in
on the secret.

“No,” Jay said.

“Good. Keep it that way. She doesn’t need to
be drawn into this mess.” Marissa’s face twisted into an expression
that combined worry and anger. “If you’re so concerned about our
safety you should have stayed away from Tyler. You should have left
him to live a normal life, with a normal girl. You should never
have come back.”

Michael leaned over to squeeze his wife’s
wrist. “That’s hardly fair, Riss. You could say the same about me.
Would you have preferred me to stay away and never come near you or
our kids again?”

She shook off his hand. “That’s different
and you know it, Mike! You were forced to leave to keep us safe.
You had no choice.”

“Neither did I,” Jay murmured, and Michael
shot her a sympathetic glance.

They both knew how it was to feel helpless
when the people you loved were threatened. And they both knew how
easy it was to be compelled to act in ways that ran contrary to
your core beliefs. Michael had been forced to work for a ruthless,
amoral man in order to keep his family safe. And Jay had been
compelled to kill her creator to keep his secrets from falling into
the hands of that very same ruthless, amoral man. Such actions were
beyond Marissa’s sphere of comprehension. She should be grateful
for that.

Marissa seemed to sense the empathy oozing
from Michael and she didn’t appreciate it one iota. “Don’t give me
that. It’s bullshit.”

Jay knew Marissa didn’t approve of swearing,
so her choice of words only highlighted her extreme agitation.

“You’re a cyborg, Jay—a superhuman machine.
You can do what the hell you want.”

Enough. Even cyborgs had their limits. “Mrs.
Davidson, that’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Marissa bristled, her hazel eyes sparking
fury. “What makes you say that?” she bit out.

“Because only God gets to do what the hell
he wants. The rest of us mere mortals must live with our
limitations.”

Michael made a choking sound that he turned
into a cough.

Marissa’s lips curved in a triumphant smile.
“But you’re not a mere mortal, are you Jay?”

Tyler chose that moment to jog downstairs
and burst into the living room wearing only a towel wrapped around
his hips. “Have you seen my—?” He stopped dead, his hands shooting
to his waist to ensure the towel was firmly secured. His gaze
skimmed over his mom, to his father, then back to Jay. “Uh,
hi.”

“You left your robe at your apartment again,
didn’t you,” Jay said. “You can borrow mine if you like.”

The heightened color of Marissa’s cheeks had
drained away, leaving her milk-pale. She raised a shaking hand to
press it against her lips. “How can you be in a relationship with
something like her? It’s unnatural. It’s… it’s… disgusting.
She’s a thing, for God’s sake!”

“Marissa, that’s enough.” Michael’s voice
cracked out, whip-like. He slanted Jay an apologetic glance.

It didn’t bother Jay to be called a thing.
But to hear her relationship with Tyler—a relationship she
treasured and nurtured to the best of her ability—labeled
disgusting and unnatural…. That was more difficult to tolerate. She
knew Marissa was lashing out from worry that Tyler would get hurt.
But Jay would never intentionally hurt Tyler. Surely Marissa could
see that she was only the one hurting him right now?

The impulse to protect Tyler pricked Jay’s
nervous system and flooded her body with adrenaline. She clamped
down on the desire, locking her muscles and keeping herself very
still. She knew from past experience that when her underdeveloped
emotions overwhelmed logic she reacted in unpredictable ways. She
could not afford to “lose it” with Marissa. Not now. Any loss of
control would only give Marissa more cause to poison Jay’s
relationship with her son.

“Yes, Mom,” Tyler said, his voice sounding
as cold and hard and inhuman as Jay knew her own voice could be.
“That’s enough.”

“Stop thinking with your hormones and start
using your brain,” Marissa raged at him. She, too, seemed to find
it difficult to stay still, for she pushed up from her seat to
confront Jay, bristling and wild-eyed. A mother defending her
young. “You’re doing something to him, aren’t you? Something to
make him infatuated with you.”

“If you mean secreting a specific mix of
pheromones that will make your son desire me sexually, then the
answer is no.”

Marissa rocked back on her heels. The edge
of the seat hit her in the back of the knees and she collapsed onto
the couch. “God,” she said, the word sounding strangled. “You can
do that?”

“Yes. I can also manipulate the chemicals
manufactured by my body to produce a number of useful substances
that I can excrete through the pores of my skin. Flea-repellent,
for instance. Fifi benefitted greatly from this ability.”

“Fifi?”

“Your elderly neighbor’s dog.”

Michael rubbed a hand over his face and
appeared to be at a loss for words. Jay suspected he’d reached his
limit for drama.

“Please tell me you’re not sleeping with
him.” Although Marissa’s words were barely above a whisper, Jay had
no trouble hearing her.

“I can’t speak for your son, but I am what
you would medically term a virgin,” she informed Tyler’s
mother.

“Not that it’s any fucking business of
yours.” Each carefully enunciated word sounded like it’d been
ripped from Tyler’s throat. Jay didn’t need to examine his set
features and clenched teeth to know how angry he was right now.

Marissa gasped.

A groan issued from Michael’s direction.

Jay felt a twinge in her chest and
recognized it as sympathy. Poor Michael. Despite claiming
otherwise, Marissa had not forgiven him for walking out on his
family and vanishing without trace for five whole years. But Jay
was in a unique position to understand Michael’s actions and
reactions. If she’d been able to bring the man she’d called
“Father” back to life, she’d have spent a lifetime trying to make
up for what she’d done to him, too. Guilt was a powerful emotion,
and Marissa was using Mike’s to her full advantage.

Marissa sagged back against the padded back
of the seat, her entire body radiating relief. “So it’s not serious
then. You’re just hanging out here because your apartment is a dump
and your roommates are pigs.”

Tyler raked a hand through his damp hair.
After a tense moment he finally said, “Jay’s my girlfriend. For me
it doesn’t get more serious than that. Get used to it, Mom.”

Marissa’s face crumpled and her lower lip
wobbled. Jay watched her fighting back tears and felt…. Nothing at
all. She rose to her feet and calmly invited Tyler’s parents to
stay for dinner.

Marissa, of course, declined on Michael’s
behalf. And when Michael protested, his wife struggled to her feet
and cut him short with a sharp gesture.“I’ll wait for you in the
car while you talk some sense into your son.”

“Marissa—”

But Marissa was heading for the door,
leaving Michael with the unenviable task of choosing between his
wife and his son.

“You should go,” Jay told him. “She needs
you. She’s not herself at the moment.”

Marissa whirled to glare at Jay from the
doorway of the living room. “You don’t know me. Sure, you can
analyze a bunch of data like some… some… glorified
calculator, but you don’t know me. You don’t know
what’s going on inside me.”

Jay arched her brows. If what she suspected
were true it might explain Marissa’s volatile temper. She could not
be one hundred percent certain given the available data at this
stage so she did not dispute Marissa’s claim.

“And you don’t know Tyler, either,” Marissa
was saying. “How can a cyborg, a machine, possibly understand what
it is to be human?” Her bitter laugh infected the room. “You’re
lying to yourself—and him—if you try to pretend otherwise. If you
claim to care for him then prove it. Walk away and let him find a
human girl he can make a real life with.”

“God, Mom. When did you turn into such a
bitch?”

Marissa flinched as though Tyler had somehow
reached across the room and slapped her. Then she pivoted on her
heel and vanished into the hallway. Silence reigned until they all
heard the front door slam.

“You might want to consider apologizing to
your mother,” Jay said.

Tyler’s lips compressed to a thin,
unrepentant line. He slanted a challenging gaze at his father.
“Well, it’s true.”

Jay knew it was a waste of breath to try and
convince Tyler to change his mind. She focused on his father. “I’m
sorry, Mr. Davidson. I wish this encounter could have gone
differently.”

Michael managed a tired smile as he stood.
“Me, too, Jay. I never got the chance to thank you for what you
did. Whatever you said to convince that bastard Caine to let me
walk, gave me back my family, my life. I can never repay you for
that. And for what it’s worth, despite what you are and all the
problems that presents, if you make Tyler happy—”

“She does, Dad,” Tyler was quick to say.

“Then that’s good enough for me.” Michael
patted Jay’s shoulder before venturing over to give his son a quick
hug. Tyler submitted to the embrace, but held himself stiffly. He
wasn’t going to let his father off easy. Michael was between a rock
and a hard place. Little wonder he’d done his best to stay out of
it.

“Jay’s right,” Michael said. “Your mom’s got
a lot on her mind. She’s not been herself lately. Don’t worry, I’ll
talk her ’round.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Given Marissa’s vehemence, Jay did not
believe Michael would be successful in “talking her ’round”.

Michael must have read her doubt because he
said, “From what I hear, she liked you well enough before she
learned you weren’t human.”

“Yes,” Jay said, because it was true. But it
was also true that Marissa’s previous “like” did not count for
anything at present.

They both walked Michael to the door and
waved him off. Jay shut the door after him and considered how best
to broach the deafening silence. “That went well,” she finally
said.

Tyler grabbed her ’round the waist and drew
her in close, resting his chin atop her head. Jay cuddled into his
chest. She liked this position. She analyzed her responses, her
feelings, and decided it made her feel… safe. Loved.

“I was being sarcastic,” she felt compelled
to tell him.

“I kinda got that.” His chuckle vibrated
through his chest and she felt the tension in his muscles
dissipate. A wave of contentment washed through her. She might be a
“thing”, but she’d understood her human boyfriend well enough to
make him laugh and to give him a measure of comfort when he needed
it. Even Marissa would have to concede that counted for
something.

 


~~~

 


Mike got into the car, leaned back against
the seat, and closed his eyes. The dull throb behind his eyes
signaled the onset of a headache.

“I suppose you told them.”

He opened his eyes to confront his wife.
“No, I didn’t. I promised I wouldn’t let the cat out of the bag
because you wanted to wow him with our news. When are you are going
to start believing I keep my promises?”

Her gaze slid away. “Maybe when we’re old
and gray and you haven’t upped and vanished on me again.”

Mike blew out a heavy sigh. “I’ve explained
myself over and over, Riss. How many more times can I apologize for
wanting to keep you and the kids safe?” He jabbed the key in the
ignition, started the engine, and flicked the indicator. Once he’d
safely pulled into the flow of traffic he said, “When are you
planning on telling him, then?”

Marissa turned her face away to stare out
the window. “I don’t know. When she’s not around I
guess.”

“Make it soon, Riss.”

She jerked her head around to glare at him.
“Or else, what?”

“Or else, nothing. He’s our son. He deserves
to know. So does Caro.”

Marissa hunched down in her seat, trying to
get comfortable. When she closed her eyes, the bluish shadows
beneath them were more evident. She looked exhausted. Even the
bright auburn of her hair seemed dulled. “I’ll invite them both
down for a weekend—just the two of them. We’ll tell them both
then.”

“Okay,” Mike said. Anything to keep the
peace. Anything to keep his family together. He’d already lost them
once. He didn’t want to lose them again.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter One




The techs were intent on putting the cyborg
through its paces—too intent to notice him slip through the
security doors and take a seat in the topmost row of the viewing
chamber. Another man might applaud his employees’ single-minded
focus. Evan Caine, CEO of Goodkind Electronics, was
unimpressed.

This sector of the Experimental Research and
Development Department was located in an underground bunker. Only
five people were permitted to enter without first being cleared by
Caine. He owned all five, body and soul. The more senior of these
two techs, Sloane, was one of the five. He’d been with Caine for
more than two decades now, but that was no excuse to be lax. Not
when the stakes were so very high. Not when another cyborg was at
large—a rogue cyborg that had thus far eluded Caine and bested him
time and time again. If anyone—or thing, in this case—was
capable of breaking into this facility, bypassing the stringent
security measures, and sabotaging his life’s work, it was the
cyborg that called itself “Jay Smith”.

Caine curled his lip and contemplated how
best to reprimand the techs for their inattentiveness so the moment
would be emblazoned on their memories for the terms of their
natural lives.

Safe behind the glass fiber-reinforced
polyester resin composite window of the viewing chamber, Sloane, a
grizzled, beefy man in his forties, thumbed his mic. “Cyborg
Six-Point-0 confirm voiceprint Sloane, Goodkind Employee ID
7-8-3-1-2.”

“Voiceprint Sloane confirmed. Good afternoon
Mr. Sloane.”

“Commence course on my mark. Three. Two.
One. Mark.”

The cyborg exploded into motion.

Caine settled back to observe its
progress.

The muttering of the two techs took on a
note of excitement as Six-Point-0 neared the midway point of the
Navy SEAL-styled obstacle course devised to test its physical
capabilities. Apparently Six-Point-0 was acquitting itself
well.

Caine leaned forward in his seat. He had
always been a betting man. If the cyborg beat its previous time by
ten seconds or more he would administer a private reprimand rather
than hauling these two up before their peers.

Six-Point-0 launched itself over the
hip-high vaults that comprised the last obstacle, taking them two
at a time. It sprinted to the line, planted its bare feet, and
ground to a halt, awaiting further instructions.

“Cyborg Six-Point-0, confirm course
time.”

“Three minutes thirteen-point-four
seconds.”

Despite appearing human in all the ways that
counted, the cyborg’s voice lacked some quintessential human
characteristic. If Caine had to describe its voice he would call it
“flat”—an unscientific term, but apt. He knew the techs were
irritated by this slight flaw, that to their minds it marred the
perfection of their creation. Caine didn’t care about barely
detectable deficiencies in Six-Point-0’s vocal capabilities.
Ultimately, Six-Point-0 wouldn’t need to speak. It would only need
to destroy.

Sloane consulted a chart. “Looking good,
Sixer,” he said, using the nickname a female tech—a hardcore
Philadelphia 76ers fan—had given the cyborg.

Caine frowned. He’d stripped the woman of
her seniority and reassigned her to grunt work for what he saw as
her misguided attempt to humanize Six-Point-0, but the nickname had
obviously stuck.

“Eleven seconds off the previous time,”
Sloane said.

“Incorrect,” the cyborg countered, its voice
echoing through the chamber. “My time has improved by
eleven-point-six seconds.”

“Cyborg Six-Point-0, enter standby mode.
Confirm.”

“Standby mode confirmed.”

Sloane toggled the mic to off and exchanged
a glance with his colleague. “Thought we’d sorted that damned
glitch.”

The younger man—Williams—groaned, slumping
lower in his chair. “Everything was fine during the last
trials.”

“Better schedule another full diagnostic. If
Sixer decides to correct Caine without prompting, the shit will hit
the fan.”

“God knows I get enough backchat from my kid
sister without putting up with this sort of BS at work,” Williams
said, rolling his shoulders and tilting his head from side to side
to stretch out his neck muscles.

“Pity we didn’t think to install a remote
mute switch.” Sloane scratched the stubble on his chin.

“There’s an idea. Mute your kids or your
nagging wife at the flick of a switch. Be a best-seller, I
reckon.”

Caine stood and shot his cuffs. Enough of
this banter. Six-Point-0’s supposed “glitch” was inconsequential.
Running diagnostics to fix something that had no need to be fixed
was a waste of time and money—his time and his money.
The cyborg had been programmed to verbally respond to basic
commands from a select group of people identified by their
individual voiceprints, and even then only if given a correctly
sequenced, logical command. Only Caine could override any
instruction or programmed behavior. He could compel the cyborg to
do anything at all. It was his creature, his tool. And if its
newfound tendency to backchat irritated him, he would merely
command it to be silent in his presence.

Sloane had caught Caine’s movement. He
nudged Williams.

Caine couldn’t be sure but he thought he
heard Williams mutter something to the effect that their asses were
toast.

Sloane pushed up from his chair and stood to
attention. “Good afternoon, sir. Our latest results are promising.
There are a couple of minor issues we need to work through
but—”

Caine’s sharp hand gesture cut Sloane short.
“It’s time for the next phase. We will see how Six-Point-0 copes
when pitted against a group of our best fighters in a hand-to-hand
combat situation. Six volunteers will suffice.” He paused to let
his words sink in. “I have cleared my schedule for the next two
hours.”

Williams slanted a panicked gaze at Sloane,
who stood stony-faced, revealing nothing of his inner thoughts. The
younger man visibly swallowed and foolishly decided to take matters
into his own hands. “Mr. Caine. Sir, I would, uh, strongly advise
against pitting Sixer, uh, I mean, Six-Point-0, against human
opponents. We—” his nervous hand gesture included Sloane “—are not,
uh, entirely confident that Six-Point-0 won’t see the men as a
threat. And, uh, seriously injure the volunteers.”

Caine switched his focus to Sloane.

“I recommend we draw volunteers from our
security forces,” Sloane said. “They’re certain to give Six-Point-0
a good workout.”

“Make it so.” Caine resumed his seat. He
could have left the techs alone and returned to his office. The
padded leather chairs were far more comfortable than these molded
fiberglass ones, and his PA would be at his beck and call. He
stayed because he enjoyed the discomfort of others, and he wanted
to observe Williams’ reactions firsthand.

The young tech had an extraordinary mind. He
was an asset to this program. But Williams had a regrettable
tendency to voice his opinion unasked. Such outspokenness might be
valued in the world of cybernetic research and development, where
Williams had proven himself before succumbing to the lure of the
big money Goodkind Electronics had offered. Now Williams needed to
learn to jump when Caine told him to jump, and only ask how high on
the way up. And, asset or not, Caine saw no benefit in keeping
Williams around if the man didn’t know when to shut up and follow
orders.

Williams seemed to realize he’d blotted his
copybook for he abruptly became all business. Caine watched,
evaluating the way the two men divvied up the tasks. Williams
arranged for a cache of martial arts weapons, while Sloane co-opted
volunteers from the available pool of security forces. Both men
barked crisp orders into their mouthpieces. Satisfied, Caine pulled
an eReader device from the inner pocket of his jacket and immersed
himself in the latest edition of The Economist.

He finished scanning the business pages and
had just skipped to the obituary as the men began filing in. A
glance at his wristwatch showed forty-eight minutes had passed. He
pocketed his eReader, and cast his gaze over the volunteers. They
were ex-military professionals—as were the majority of his security
division. One, he recognized as a member of the extraction team
that had so resoundingly failed in its first attempt to capture
Gamma. The man had been injured by shrapnel in the explosion. Shiny
puckered scars dribbled down his face and neck, vanishing beneath
the form-fitting long-sleeved t-shirt he wore tucked into his khaki
pants.

Caine stood, and made his way to the waiting
men.

“Select your weapons from the cache,” he
told the volunteers. “The aim, gentlemen, is to take the opponent
down by whatever means possible. Anything goes.”

Scars narrowed his eyes, assessing the
figure standing in the center of the sparring mats through the
viewing chamber’s window.

Caine glanced at Six-Point-0, seeing the
cyborg through the other man’s eyes.

“Sixer” stood feet apart, hands clasped
behind its back, staring straight ahead. The cyborg appeared to be
in its late teens or early twenties. Average build. Average height.
Even, unremarkable features. Lank brown hair, overly long for
Caine’s taste. A kid on the cusp of manhood. Nothing special. The
techs had done an admirable job ensuring Six-Point-0’s physical
form would not stand out in a crowd. Only his unnatural stillness
proclaimed he might not be what he seemed.

Caine flicked his attention back to Scars,
eager to witness the man’s reaction.

It did not disappoint. The man’s jaw worked,
and his hands clenched and unclenched, clenched again. When he
caught Caine staring, Scars made a visible effort to relax and his
expression smoothed into a cold, merciless mask.

Caine acknowledged the man with a brief nod.
Excellent. Scars would not balk at inflicting maximum damage upon
his opponent. He believed he had something to prove.

“Commence trial, gentlemen,” he told the two
techs.

Sloane toggled his mic. “Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0 confirm voiceprint Sloane, Goodkind Employee ID
7-8-3-1-2.”

“Voiceprint Sloane confirmed. Good afternoon
Mr. Sloane.”

“Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0, enter standby mode
and await further instructions.” Caine read Sloane’s lips as he
muttered to Williams, “Pays to be careful. God help these poor
bastards if Sixer develops another weird-ass glitch.”

“Standby mode confirmed.”

Williams punched in a ten-digit code. The
locks on the door leading into the huge workout area disengaged,
and the door slid open with an agonized hiss.

Sloane addressed the volunteers. “Thank you
for volunteering your time and expertise. We’ve provided you a
range of weapons. If you have knives on your persons, feel free to
use them. Otherwise, a selection has been provided. Firearms are
not permitted. Those of you carrying firearms are to leave them
here. Once you’ve selected your weapons, please form a circle at
the edge of the mats and await instructions.”

A couple of the men—pulled from active
security details at a guess—divested themselves of weapons. Caine
noted one man slide a quick sideways glance at Scars.

Interesting. Caine didn’t push the matter.
It would only make the coming confrontation more authentic.

The men entered the room and headed for the
weapons laid out on the mats by the north wall. Only Scars
hesitated, glancing first at the door as it closed behind the last
man, and then up at the Caine and the techs, before striding over
to the weapons cache. The significance of that heavily reinforced
door had not escaped him.

Caine appropriated the spare seat next to
Williams so he would have an unobstructed view of the action via
both the monitors and the viewing window. He watched intently as
the volunteers tested the various weapons for balance and grip, and
made their selections.

Sloane thumbed the mic. “Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0. You are instructed to defend and disable only. Human
life is to be preserved. Human safety is paramount. Do you
understand?”

“I understand.”

“Confirm instruction.”

“I will defend and disable. Human life is to
be preserved. Human safety is paramount.”

“Very good, Six-Point-0. Standby to
engage.”

“Standing by.”

“Who’s up first?” Williams said into the
mic, his tone oozing false good-humor.

Caine leaned forward. “Volunteers are to
engage en masse.”

Williams gave him stunned eyes, opened his
mouth as if to speak and then shut it with a snap. He gulped, and
then spoke into the mic. “Uh, slight change of plans. Make that six
against one—the one being Sixer, uh, Six-Point-0, of course.”

Sloane hurriedly took over. Caine suspected
he didn’t trust Williams to not run off at the mouth and start
spouting reasons why pitting humans against the cyborg was a bad
idea. “Gentleman, on my mark. Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0, await
command to engage. Confirm.”

“Confirmed.”

“Three. Two. One. Engage!”

What followed was a melee of whirring
weapons punctuated by grunts of pain, shouts, and screams, as
Caine’s pride and joy—the culmination of his extraordinary
vision—disabled its opponents.

A grin split his face. It was surreal, as if
he were watching some child’s cartoon where a superhero took on a
bunch of bad guys and dispatched them with ruthless efficiency.
And, just like in a cartoon, men flew every which way. Those not
immediately rendered unconscious scrambled to their feet and
retrieved their weapons before re-engaging, only to be disarmed and
tossed aside a second time. And to Caine it seemed as though mere
seconds passed before five men lay unconscious, leaving only one
man standing. Scars.

Caine glanced at the timepiece on the
control panel. The countdown showed a little over two minutes had
passed.

“Engage,” he muttered. “What are you waiting
for?”

But Scars refused to play. Throwing up his
hands in the universal gesture for surrender, he backed up.

Six-Point-0 stalked him.

Sloane yelled into the mic. “Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0, do not engage. Repeat: do not engage. Opponent has
surrendered. Opponent is no longer a threat. Repeat: opponent is no
longer a threat. Do not engage!”

Six-Point-0 continued to advance.

“Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0, this is Sloane,
Goodkind Employee ID 7-8-3-1-2. I command you to standby and await
further instructions. Repeat: standby and await further
instructions. Confirm command.” A pause, and then, “Confirm
command, damn you.”

Williams gabbled into his mic, his voice a
shrill screech. “Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0, this is Williams,
Goodkind Employee ID 1-0-2-2-1-4. I command you to shut down
immediately. Repeat: shut down immediately!”

The retreating man’s gaze darted about the
room. His angry expression morphed to fearful as both techs
screamed instructions into the mic and the cyborg ignored them all,
intent on its target.

“Shit!” Williams’ mutely pleading gaze fixed
on Caine.

The tech knew Caine could access the
cyborg’s core programming and override all commands. Of course
Caine ignored the tech’s silent plea. Scars could flee, but the
only cover was the obstacle course, and if the man chose that
option his opponent would be on him in an instant.

But although bloodied and battered and
disarmed of the weapon he’d chosen, Scars was not as helpless as he
appeared. His gaze flicked upward to Caine for a couple of breaths,
before fixing again on the cyborg.

Caine, carefully observing the man’s
expression, spotted the “tell”—the fleeting hatred and despair
twisting his scarred features. Scars had resolved to use maximum
force to defend himself. He didn’t care Six-Point-0’s predecessors
had all been failures, that only this one cyborg unit had been
deemed a success. He didn’t care that this cyborg had taken
billions of dollars and countless man-hours to perfect, and if it
were damaged beyond repair it could set the company back a decade.
He’d blow its artificial brain to smithereens if he could.

Caine’s lips curled into a sardonic grin.
The man didn’t stand a chance.

Scars never took his gaze from the cyborg as
he bent to snatch a small handgun from his right boot. “Stop right
there, you freak,” he snarled.

To Caine’s surprise and disappointment,
Six-Point-0 halted.

“I know you’re smart enough to understand
what this is.” Scars made a slight motion with the muzzle of the
weapon. “One more step and I’ll use you for target practice.
Understand?”

Six-Point-0 appeared to be taking the
measure of the man, for the cyborg cocked its head slightly to one
side. Then it took one slow, deliberate step forward.

Scars didn’t hesitate. He pumped three
bullets into the cyborg. His aim was excellent. Six-Point-0 took
the first two hits in the chest and the third in the head, but the
cyborg continued to advance.

Sloane shouted into the mic for the man to
relinquish his weapon and lie face-down on the ground with his
hands behind his head. Williams had resumed screaming useless
commands at Six-Point-0.

Scars paid them no heed. His whole focus was
on the cyborg, gauging its next move.

The cyborg launched itself at him. Scars
emptied the clip at the blur of movement. Caine watched, entranced,
as Six-Point-0 ripped the gun from the man’s hand, picked him up
and slung him at the nearest wall. The sickening crack as he hit
finally silenced the bleating techs.

“Threat neutralized,” the cyborg said.
“Remaining humans are no longer endangered, however immediate
medical attention is recommended.”

Caine turned his attention to the techs.

Williams was staring at the broken corpse,
his mouth rounded into an O that screamed horror. Sloane stared at
his hands, his expression blank save for a tic at the corner of one
eye.

Caine toggled the mic. “Excellent work,
Six-Point-0. Please stand down.” To the two techs he said, “Call in
the medics.”

“Yes sir,” Sloane said.

“S-sir?” Williams had finally found his
tongue. “Your instructions as to how we proceed with Six-Point-0’s,
uh, glitch?”

Fleeting satisfaction quirked Caine’s lips.
Williams was learning. “I will deal with it.”

“A-And the possibility the bullets have
damaged Six-Point-0’s internals?”

Caine speared him with a look. “Have
they?”

“Not according to the readouts but—”

“Do the bullets need to be removed?”

“Six-Point-0’s system will treat them like
foreign bodies and eventually expel them but—”

This time it was Sloane who interrupted.
“Sir, I feel compelled to reiterate that core commands must be
carefully analyzed and verified to ensure no errors of logic.
Otherwise there is a substantial risk that—”

“Thank you, Sloane. Your concern is duly
noted. That will be all. You may both stand down until further
notice.”

“Yes, sir.”

Both techs bolted for the door.

The cyborg stood at rest, awaiting
instructions.

Caine keyed in the override code that would
unlock any door in the lab, before toggling the mic. “Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0, this is Evan Lawrence Caine. Analyze voiceprint and
confirm.”

“Voiceprint confirmed. Good afternoon, Mr.
Caine.”

“Follow me.” Caine turned on his heel and
left the room. He did not bother to verify the cyborg was
following. He expected to be obeyed by human and cyborg alike. And
as he strolled down the corridor toward his office, he whistled an
aria from his favorite opera.

Despite evidence to the contrary, Caine did
not believe Gamma-Dash-One had been destroyed in the Snapperton
explosion. Gamma was still at large.

His whistle strangled in his throat as he
recalled Gamma’s phone call to his private, secure line, just
minutes prior to the explosion. The cyborg had demanded the
immediate release of Michael White, AKA Mike Davidson, from Caine’s
employ. That humiliating call had also ensured Davidson’s wife and
children could no longer be used as leverage to ensure Davidson’s
continued cooperation. The cyborg’s threats had been creative—so
cleverly conceived that Caine had felt nothing but admiration….
Until the reality of having his secret research made public across
all worldwide media outlets, and his precious company linked to
known international terrorist groups, had sunk in.

Caine’s grudging respect for Gamma’s
deviousness had been tempered by the surety that his extraction
team would prevail—that Gamma would soon be in his hands. Its
defects would be ferreted out and corrected, and Caine would
command it as he willed. But the cyborg had eluded him, and not
even Caine was arrogant enough to risk putting its threats of
exposure to the test.

As the months dragged on, the simmering fury
that burned his gut ate away at him. He hated that he’d been so
thoroughly outmaneuvered by a glorified machine. But then had come
the breakthrough that changed everything. Now Caine finally had his
own cyborg, a far superior cyborg to Durham’s defective, crippled
creation that had formed unnatural attachments to humans.

His techs were awed that Durham had created
a cyborg with the capacity to empathize with humans—to feel. They’d
love to get their hands on Gamma for research purposes. But such a
groundbreaking scientific breakthrough did not matter to Caine.
Such “enhancements” were anathema to him. He saw Gamma’s capacity
to feel human emotions as a weakness. And in Caine’s worldview,
weakness could not be tolerated.

Six-Point-0 would destroy Gamma. And after
the deed was done, Mike Davidson would be taught that no one walked
away from Evan Caine.
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Chapter Two




The bell blared. Sixer observed the final
group of students scurrying toward their classrooms. He—his
physical shell was male, so “he” was a logical label—scanned the
manicured grounds of Hillside Preparatory School. The groundsman
had mowed the lawns yesterday and was currently replanting the
flowerbeds outside the administration office. The caretaker was
fixing a leaking pipe. All clear.

Sixer exited the storage shed, headed for
the Technology block, and swarmed up the drainpipe, onto the roof.
It was highly unlikely he would be spotted but he kept low,
crawling across the roof on his belly. While he crawled, he
accessed the information he’d unearthed on one Michael James
Davidson, former employee of Goodkind Electronics.

Michael Davidson, AKA Michael White, had
been one of a select few with access to the “hush-hush”
Experimental Research and Development Department known as
E-R-Double-D. Sixer had been covertly observing the Davidsons for
the past three days, and had conducted a thorough search of their
house two nights ago when they’d gone out for dinner with their
daughter.

He had discovered nothing to suggest either
Michael or Marissa Davidson were in direct contact with the cyborg
unit designated Gamma-Dash-One.

Marissa had recently been promoted to
paralegal at the Snapperton Law Office. Her old superior had
resigned, and the new man hired in his place had been quick to
recognize Marissa’s skills and qualifications were under-utilized.
Marissa’s skill set was of no use to Sixer, however.

He was still investigating the scope of
Michael’s skills.

Sixer had not been made privy to the
qualities or abilities that had first brought Michael Davidson to
Caine’s attention but he knew Caine had resorted to blackmail to
forcibly recruit Michael. That was but one of the reasons Sixer had
decided to dig into the man’s past. A more compelling reason was
that Davidson had been the only human to successfully track Gamma
down—not once, but twice.

Michael was what humans termed a computer
genius. At the age of nine, he’d hacked into the United States Air
Force GPS satellite tracking system, and reconfigured it so that
for one day only—the day of his ninth birthday, in fact—all GPS
locations were set to his parents’ house.... which had been the
only reason the authorities had tracked him down. When asked why
he’d done it and what he’d hoped to achieve, Michael had answered,
“I just wanted to see if I could do it. Turns out I could. Cool,
huh?”

The stunt had earned him a tour of the
Pentagon courtesy of the U.S. Air Force’s Chief of Staff, who had
prudently decided to treat the precocious boy’s unique skill set as
an asset rather than attempt to shut him down. From what Sixer had
been able to discover, Michael had thought this covert “spy stuff”
was “awesome”. But as he matured, he’d become disillusioned. In his
early twenties he cut a deal. As yet Sixer had been unable to
discover the exact terms, but the gist was that he’d remain a free
man provided he kept a low profile.

Michael had chosen Snapperton as his new
home. He’d met Marissa, they’d gotten married, and Michael had
earned a modest income as computer science teacher. His life from
that point on had been unremarkable until he’d been forcibly
recruited by Evan Caine. Michael was currently employed here at
Hillside, an exclusive private school one county over from
Snapperton.

Sixer inched nearer to the roof’s edge to
take full advantage of the classroom’s slightly ajar window. He
evaluated the lecture Michael was currently giving his students and
concluded Michael had an excellent grasp on the subject of computer
science. For a human.

Michael could prove useful in the
future—useful to Sixer, not to Evan Caine, the man who erroneously
believed he controlled Sixer.

Decision made, Sixer shimmied back the way
he’d come. He leaped from the roof, sprinted toward the fence and
vaulted it. The bus that would return him to Snapperton was due in
six-point-four minutes. Sixer did not increase his walking speed.
He’d quickly discovered that although humans felt compelled to
devise detailed schedules for public transport, such schedules were
invariably so inaccurate as to be worthless.

When the bus pulled over to let him on, he
handed over the exact adult fare. He was scanning the interior to
ascertain the most advantageous seat when the driver said, “Student
ID?”

Sixer considered appropriate responses and
chose one. “No.”

The driver shrugged. “Could have given you
some change.”

Sixer couldn’t fathom why the driver would
make an issue of this when his passenger had already paid the adult
fare, but humans were frequently illogical. He cut short the
likelihood the man would feel compelled to pursue the subject by
heading for a seat at the rear of the bus.

As his torso swayed with the motion of the
vehicle, Sixer reviewed Michael and Marissa Davidson’s interactions
thus far. He’d detected obvious tension that centered around their
son’s girlfriend, one Jaime Smythson, but neither Marissa nor
Michael seemed inclined to discuss the issue openly. Sixer had been
unable to unearth anything detailed about the girl thus far, and he
was forced to concluded that until new data came to light it would
be a waste of resources to continue observing the adult
Davidsons.

The Davidson’s daughter,
Caroline-who-preferred-to-be-called-Caro, was also useless for
Sixer’s purposes. Caro Davidson was involved with her boyfriend and
her studies to the exclusion of almost everything else. She had not
visited her brother at his apartment. Their encounters were limited
to texts and meeting up at their parents’ house over holiday
periods.

Gamma-Dash-One had formed an attachment to
the young female, but after analyzing all the data Sixer had
concluded the rogue cyborg’s attachment to Caro’s twin, Tyler, was
far more significant.

Those same anomalies in Gamma’s creation
that had forced her to evolve, made the probability of her keeping
a watchful eye over Tyler extremely high. The probabilities skewed
still higher once Sixer factored in that all records pertaining to
Tyler Davidson’s attendance at Appleton Performing Arts School had
been wiped around the same time Tyler had moved out of the
apartment he’d shared with another student. And higher still when
cross-referenced to T. Michael Rowen, a current student at
Wasserman College of Fine Arts. Rowen had been Marissa Davidson’s
maiden name. Sixer sensed Gamma’s hand in this.

Conclusion: Tyler Davidson was the key to
locating Gamma. But Sixer did not deem it strategically sound to
make direct contact with Tyler Davidson—not when Gamma could have
the young human under close surveillance. The risk of revealing
himself before he was ready to confront Gamma was unacceptably
high.

Sixer got off at his stop. He purchased a
newspaper at the nearest newsstand before heading for the park to
wait for his next subject.

Shawn Evans was the son of Snapperton’s
former mayor. The scandal that had left Shawn’s reputation in
tatters had compelled his father to make a substantial donation to
Greenfield High School to “encourage” the school board not to expel
his son. Wesley Evans had then prudently bowed out of the next
mayoral election. Upon his graduation from Greenfield High School,
Shawn Evans had immediately been enrolled in a business course by
his father. All evidence pointed to Shawn’s future career path
being to join his father’s vending machine franchise—whether Shawn
liked it or not.

Sixer chose a bench near the public
basketball court and pretended to read the newspaper for the next
three hours. No one questioned him.

A red Miata screeched into a parking space.
Shawn got out, his cell phone glued to his ear. He rang off, stowed
the phone in the back pocket of his jeans, and sauntered over to a
group of young men shooting hoops.

Sixer watched the young humans play a
truncated version of a basketball game while he reviewed footage of
Greenfield High Raiders’ games he’d accessed and stored in his
databanks.

Shawn, then the Raiders’ captain, had been
described in one brutally honest article as a “ball hog” with a
reputation as a “chucker”—a player who took frequent and imprudent
shots at the basket. Conclusion: Shawn had directly contributed to
the Raiders’ many losses on the court. This conclusion was borne
out by the fact that after Shawn had been dropped from the team,
the Raiders’ win ratio had dramatically improved.

Sixer abandoned all pretense of reading the
newspaper, folding it up and placing it on the bench. He rose from
his seat and walked over to the mesh fence enclosing the court. He
hooked his fingertips into the mesh, leaning into it as he observed
the game.

For the third time in a row Shawn’s shot hit
the backboard and missed the hoop. He scooped up the ball and in a
fit of temper, heaved it at one of his teammates.

The young man ducked and the ball just
missed smacking him in the side of the head. He made a rude gesture
at Shawn, and tossed the ball to his friends.

Shawn abruptly realized he had an audience.
“What’s your problem, asshole?”

Sixer selected an appropriate response from
his databanks. “I’m not the one shooting bricks.”

Shawn’s friends snickered.

“Think you can do better, douche-bag?”
Shawn’s stiff-bodied stance and outthrust jaw shrieked the
challenge as clearly as his words.

Sixer unhooked his fingers from the wire
mesh and walked through the entrance, onto the court.

The young male with the ball heaved it in
Sixer’s direction and he snatched it from the air. He did not
bounce the ball to gauge its current level of inflation and get a
“feel” for it. He already knew how he would adjust the trajectory
to make the shot.

Fixing his gaze on Shawn, Sixer tossed the
ball one-handed at the hoop. “It wouldn’t be difficult to do better
than you,” he said as he turned on his heel and walked off the
court.

He did not bother to glance over his
shoulder to verify whether the ball had gone through the hoop. He
knew with one hundred percent certainty he had made the shot. The
whoops of the young humans only confirmed it. “Hey, dude,” one of
them called. “You wanna play?”

“No. Basketball doesn’t interest me.” Sixer
resumed his seat on the bench. Shawn was useless to him. The young
human was not intelligent enough to suit his purposes.

A female approached the court.

Sixer didn’t need to access any of
Snapperton’s online databases to discover her identity. He already
knew of her because she’d dated both Tyler and Shawn.

Her name was Vanessa Ward, but she went by
the name “Nessa”. She wore a fitted black short-sleeved t-shirt,
tight denim shorts, and scuffed black canvas sneakers. Shawn
pretended not to notice her as she took a seat on the bench next to
Sixer.

“Hi Shawn,” she called out, just as her
ex-boyfriend attempted another shot.

Shawn botched the shot. Nessa’s lips
twitched upward.

Sixer noted Shawn’s clenched fists and set
jaw as his teammates rolled their eyes. The opposition high-fived
each other. One of them whistled at Nessa, and although she
affected not to notice, she tossed her head.

Shawn sneered. “Hey,” he said to his
friends. “Check it out. The Time-Out whore is having some time out.
Can’t have that. Who’s in? One of you losers gotta be desperate for
some action.”

Time-Out was a truck-stop on the outskirts
of Snapperton where Nessa was currently employed as a waitress. The
establishment was popular with truckies, down on their luck locals,
and visitors passing through who were unaware of its dubious
reputation. Nessa had been working at Time-Out ever since she’d
been expelled from Greenfield High and her parents had kicked her
out of their house. She currently shared a dwelling with two other
Time-Out waitresses in what was deemed to be an undesirable part of
town.

Nessa had flushed at Shawn’s jibe, and Sixer
noted a vein throbbing at her temple. “Asshole,” she muttered.
Then, pasting a friendly smile on her face, she stuck out her right
hand. “Nessa.”

Sixer shook it, careful not to grip too
tight and bruise her. “Sixer.”

“Unusual name.”

Sixer hadn’t found himself in a social
situation that had required him to give his name before, so he
hadn’t given any thought as to whether “Sixer” would be deemed
unusual. “I was named by a Philadelphia 76ers fan,” he said.

Nessa laughed. “Could be worse.”

“Yes,” he said, agreeing despite not
comprehending what constituted “worse”. A name was merely a
combination of letters—a label that could be shed at will. It was
neither good nor bad. It was just a name.

“Found another sucker, huh, Nessa?” Shawn
jeered. “You’re off your game, babe. Chances that loser has cash to
throw around are sub-zero.”

An expected observation, given that Sixer
wore jeans, an old brown t-shirt and a pair of boots he’d liberated
from a used clothing bin. Appearances were frequently deceiving,
however. Sixer had never literally thrown cash around, but he had
plenty at his disposal.

Nessa slanted a mutely pleading gaze at
Sixer from beneath her lashes. “Ignore him. He’s full of crap.”

“He’s not a particularly talented basketball
player,” Sixer said.

Her smile this time appeared more genuine.
Good. His efforts to build rapport were working.

“You got that right,” she said. “Shawn’s
always been nothing more than a legend in his own mind.”

Sixer indicated the coffee shop across the
street. “Would you like to join me for coffee?”

She glanced at her wristwatch. “I have to be
at work in a little over an hour. I was visiting my parents but
they wouldn’t—” She swallowed, ducking her head so her hair fell
across her face and hid her expression. “They weren’t, uh, home. So
I thought I’d hang here for a bit and wait for the bus.”

Sixer sought the correct slang term. “My
shout? And I can drop you off at your work if you like.”

Nessa peeked out at him from beneath the
curtain of her hair. “Okay. Thanks. That’d be really nice.”

Based on her relationship with Tyler
Davidson, this young female was Sixer’s best option. She would be
easily controlled. She would suit his purposes admirably.

 


~~~

 


Sixer leaned over the seat and instructed the
taxi driver to wait while he escorted Nessa to the door of her
workplace. He draped an arm across her back and dug his fingertips
into her waist. A shudder wracked her body.

He inhaled and could taste the sourness of
fear leaking from her pores. “Remember, I’ll be watching you.”

Her breathing hitched as he pressed the cash
he’d promised in the interim into her hand.

He shouldered open the main doors. Rank air
smacked him like a physical blow. If he’d been a human, and cared
about such things, he might have been revolted by the noise and the
grime, the mingled odors of unwashed bodies and overcooked
food.

She ducked beneath his arm and darted
inside, heading straight for the ladies’ room.

Sixer debated following her—not into the
ladies’ room, of course—but taking a table inside and ordering a
meal. In the next three-point-two hours he would need to refuel in
order to maintain his body’s optimum physical performance, and this
place was as good as any to meet that requirement.

A heavyset waitress, the dimpled skin of her
fleshy thighs bulging over the confines of her shorts, placed her
order on the table and dropped him a wink. Her lashes were so
coated with layers of mascara that they stuck together when she
blinked. It required some effort for her to pry open her eyelids
again. “You comin’ in, cutie-pie?”

Sixer backed away, pivoted on his heel, and
headed for the taxi. He did not wish to draw unwanted attention
from the locals. He’d discovered all he needed to know and it was
time to leave Snapperton.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Three




Great, just great. The elevator was on the
fritz. Nessa jogged up the gloomy stairwell. She made it to the
fourth floor landing before she had to lean against the handrail to
catch her breath. She sucked in a deep breath, and choked. God.
Smelled like something had died. She quickly clothes-pegged her
nose with her fingers.

As she peered about the dingy landing she
noticed an untidy pile lurking in the corner. Garbage bags. Someone
must’ve figured they’d leave ’em here until garbage day rather than
have ’em stink up their apartment. Nice.

She resumed climbing, concentrating on
putting one foot in front of the other. One flight. And another.
Until there was only one more flight to go. Yay.

She found the right apartment easily enough
and paused to knead her burning leg muscles as she planned what she
was going to say. Then she thumped the door with her fist, only
letting up when she heard faint footsteps from inside.

The door was yanked opened and she copped an
eyeful of a skinny, shirtless boy who’d thankfully pulled on
sweats—sort of—over his grungy boxers. He yawned and mumbled,
“Yeah?”

“Tyler ’round?” she asked.

He blinked like a myopic owl. And then
seemed to realize his visitor was female, for he hastily yanked up
his half-mast sweats and forked his fingers through his mop of
hair. “Heyyy,” he drawled. “I’m Pete. And you would be?”

Nessa knew his type. She had to shut him
down before he could get too hopeful and think he might have a
chance. As if. “Looking for Tyler. Could you get him for me? It’s
urgent.”

Pete failed to hide his disappointment.
“Tyler’s not here right now. He’s at Jaime’s.”

“His girlfriend, right?” Hope she wasn’t a
total bitch or this could get tricky.

“Yeah.” Pete gave her a second head-to-toer
and stared at her chest until Nessa clicked her fingers in his
face. “Got an address?”

His expression turned sheepish. “Sorry. Bit
slow today. Late night.” He turned away to holler for his roommate.
“Hey Chandler. Get your butt out here, dude. Some chick needs
Jaime’s address.”

A guy wearing an eyeball-searing
purple-and-pink-checked shirt overtop bright blue skinny jeans
emerged from the kitchen shoveling something that vaguely resembled
a grilled cheese into his mouth. A burned grilled cheese, given the
sharp smell staining the air.

Huh. These boys were living in the lap of
luxury if they could afford cheese. Nessa had survived on cheap
instant noodles when her tips for the week hadn’t been as good as
she’d hoped. Not that Time-Out customers tended to tip very well at
the best of times.

“Just a sec.” Chandler flicked through the
contacts list on his cell phone. “Here it is. 64 Parkway.” He
fished a pen and a scrap of paper from his pocket and scrawled the
address for her. “’Bout fifteen minutes drive from here. Nice part
of town. Want directions?”

“Yes, please.”

He gave her easy directions, finishing with
a shy smile that still managed to telegraph his appreciation of
what he was looking at without being sleazy. Chandler seemed like a
real nice guy. Pity about the tragic fashion sense.

“Tyler not answering his cell, huh?”

“I didn’t call ahead—it’s a surprise visit.
I just presumed he’d be here.” Nessa shrugged as if to say “More
fool me”.

“We don’t see much of Tyler these days,”
Chandler said.

Pete gave his sweats another hitch so only
four inches of underwear showed instead of six. “If it was me
scored a chick with stellar digs and fancy wheels, I’d be out of
this shithole in a hot minute, too.”

Chandler rolled his eyes ceiling-ward.
“Don’t mind him, he’s special.” He sniffed the air. “Crap! That’s
my grilled cheese. Gotta go. Nice to meet you—?”

“Nessa,” she said. And threw him a dazzling
smile as she left.

The smile vanished as she trudged down the
stairs, cursing her luck. She stuck her hand in the pocket of her
jeans and fingered the cash she had left after paying for the coach
ticket to get here. She considered springing for a taxi… for all of
five seconds. If this “surprise” visit didn’t go to plan, she might
need the money for a motel.

She pressed a fist to her mouth to stifle a
whimper. If this surprise visit didn’t go to plan, she was in a
whole heap of trouble—more trouble than she’d ever been in her
life. And given her track record, that was saying something.
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After his parents’ visit a few months ago,
Jay had been vigilant about appearing as humanlike as possible. She
knew it was illogical but a part of her felt that if she slipped up
and did something extraordinary in front of Tyler it would only
prove Marissa’s point. However Tyler wasn’t anywhere near the
kitchen right now, so Jay didn’t see any reason to bother with the
oven glove. She grabbed the pizza stone from the oven with her bare
hand and placed it on the granite countertop.

“Dinner’s ready!” she called, modulating her
voice so Tyler would hear it from his top-floor studio. She blinked
and uttered a very humanlike snort—the sort of self-deprecating
snort that usually indicated the snorter had remembered something
of significance, and thought himself or herself stupid to have
forgotten it in the first place. The area she’d converted so Tyler
had a place to work on his portfolio and practice his music was
sound-proofed. Even if she screamed at the top of her lungs he
wouldn’t hear her.

She sliced the pizza she’d made, grabbed
paper napkins and plates, and headed for the studio. When Tyler was
in the zone he often forgot to eat. It was one of the reasons she
preferred him to stay over at her place. At least then she could
tempt him with home cooked meals and ensure he ate properly two or
three nights a week.

Jay had always been what humans labeled a
“good” cook. Cooking was simply a matter of combining the available
ingredients in ways that pleased the human palate. It wasn’t
difficult. She’d cooked all the meals when Father was alive but
she’d never “enjoyed” cooking. Now she found herself holding her
breath as she waited for Tyler to take that first all-important
bite of a meal she’d prepared for him, so she could analyze his
responses. And if his eyes half-closed as he savored the flavors,
and he uttered a tiny moan of appreciation, she would release her
breath on a sigh of pure satisfaction… and immediately begin
planning the next meal she would cook for him.

She juggled her burdens so she could open
the door to the studio, and paused on the threshold to observe
him.

Tyler sat on a tall stool, hunched over his
guitar, his eyes half-closed as he strummed. Jay’s enhanced hearing
could detect the faint hum in the back of his throat as he
sub-vocalized the words in his mind, braiding them into lyrics
that, when he deemed them fit for her ears, Jay knew would move her
to tears.

Warmth bloomed in her chest, enveloping her
like a blanket. Her heart beat a little faster, even though she was
not physically exerting herself. And everything in the room
appeared brighter, as though she’d flicked some internal switch
that had instantly upgraded and enhanced her vision.

Jay did not know whether she was capable of
loving Tyler as he deserved to be loved—as a human female would
love the male she’d chosen to give her heart to. But if love was an
overwhelming sensation of wellbeing, of completeness, of
“rightness” and not wanting to be anywhere else in the entire world
but here, in this moment, with this person, then she loved Tyler.
She hoped it would be enough for him.

He glanced up and smiled at her.

Jay’s knees wobbled and she leaned against
the doorjamb to regain her balance. What had just happened? And
more importantly, why?

Her disquiet must have shown on her face for
Tyler set his guitar on the stand and hopped off the stool to
relieve her of the pizza. “You okay?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” Jay clutched the
plates and napkins to her chest. It would be very inconvenient if
this strange anomaly spread to her arms, too.

Tyler set the pizza on the sideboard and
pinned her with a serious look that informed her she would not get
away with changing the subject to distract him. “Tell me, or I’m
only going to worry,” he said. “And give me those plates.”

She handed them over. “Very well. My knee
joints went… funny when you looked at me. There is no
logical explanation for this physical anomaly.”

Tyler’s brows pleated. “Funny? Funny,
how?”

“Funny as in weak. Like they were
incapable of locking into place and holding me upright
anymore.”

“Ah.” He turned away to put the plates on
the sideboard but she caught a glimpse of his lips twitching
upward.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You find this
anomaly amusing.”

He faced her again, and that twitch of his
lips morphed into a full-blown grin Jay could only describe as
cocky.

She tested her legs. Whatever had
temporarily ailed them had passed, so she headed for the padded
bench seat by the window. Tyler reached out and snagged her arm as
she passed.

She could easily have pulled free but
because it was Tyler, because she wanted—needed—to understand
everything about him, she allowed him to tug her round to face
him.

“Knowing I can look at you a certain way and
be directly responsible for your knees going weak? Hell, yeah! I’m
rapt. Smug as all get-out—any red-blooded guy would be.”

She frowned to let him know that so far as
she was concerned there was nothing the least amusing about her
body failing to work as it was designed to. It wasn’t as though she
could seek out her creator for assistance. If anything went wrong
with her and she couldn’t diagnose it and fix it herself, she would
be, as Tyler’s twin Caro liked to say, royally screwed.

His grin faded. “It’s nothing to worry
about, Jay. No need to run a diagnostic. It’s a normal human
reaction. Sometimes humans have that effect on each other.”

He pulled her in close, wrapping his arms
around her and linking his fingers at her lower back like he feared
she might try to escape his embrace. “And just so’s you know, I’m
thrilled to itty bitty pieces that I can do that to you—affect you
physically just by looking at you, I mean. I’d be gutted if it was
all one-sided.”

Jay arched her spine, leaning backward
slightly so she could better observe his face. “What do you
mean?”

“I mean, me being glued to the spot,
incapable of moving, staring at you like an idiot the first time I
saw you. I mean, you opening the front door seconds before I unlock
it and my breath catching and my mouth going dry at the sight of
you. I mean, feeling like the luckiest guy in the entire freaking
world because you chose me.”

“Oh.”

“Just oh?”

“I mean, ‘oh’ as in, I hoped that’s what you
meant.”

His chocolate-brown eyes darkened, the
pupils dilating as she stared into his eyes, into his soul. But she
wasn’t human, didn’t have a soul. She wondered what he saw when he
stared into her eyes. And hoped that whatever he saw it was
something real, something he could love.

She entwined her arms about his neck and
tugged his head down to meet her lips. She gave him every
opportunity to pull back, to resist. His lips met hers, and she
truly thought her racing heart would burst from her chest as his
hands skimmed her sides, settled on her hips and pulled her hard
against him. Wobbly knees were nothing compared to this involuntary
relaxing of her muscles and her limbs, almost as though she was
absorbing the heat of his body and melting against him.

When he pulled away, she choked on a tiny
cry of protest. Dazed, she stared at him, wondering at his sudden
alertness.

“Someone’s at the front door,” he said.

A shiver coursed through her. If she’d been
human, she might have labeled what she felt right now as a sense of
foreboding. The sensation was so strong it almost cancelled out the
disturbing fact that she’d been so caught up in Tyler’s kiss she
hadn’t sensed someone approaching her front door. “Let’s not answer
it.”

He tapped his forefinger on her nose. “Could
be important.”

Jay sought a more valid excuse than having a
“bad feeling” about whoever was at the door. “They’ll call again.
Or ring. Our pizza’s getting cold.”

Tyler inhaled, momentarily diverted by the
mention of food. “Mmm. Smells great.”

“It is,” she assured him.

“Okay, you win. We ignore the door.”

The harsh squeal of the buzzer intruded
again. And again.

Tyler sighed. “Persistent, aren’t they?”

She should have shut the door behind her and
enclosed them in the sound-proofed room. Obviously now there would
be no peace until she’d answered the front door. “I’ll get rid of
whoever it is,” she said. “Be right back.”

“I’ll be waiting. Don’t take too long or
I’ll start without you.”

Still distracted by her responses to Tyler,
Jay strode downstairs, flicked the lock, and yanked open the
door.

Oh. She should have used the speaker, for
then she would have been forewarned. Because of all the people she
would least like to see right now—or anytime, for that matter—this
girl would top the list.

“Holy shit! You’re Jaime
Smythson?”

“Surprise,” Jay said.

The girl took a step backward, doubtless
responding to the coldness of Jay’s expression and the displeasure
in her voice. “I-I guess you didn’t die in that explosion.”

“Apparently not.”

Pause current thought-thread.

It had suited her purposes for her sudden
disappearance during her farewell party to spark rumors she’d been
a casualty of the mysterious explosion. She had to respect Evan
Caine’s resourcefulness after she’d left him to clean up his own
mess. It would have been no small task to doctor the evidence, and
bribe and bully officials so that reports listed the explosion as
the result of a fire in a meth lab set up in the vacant property.
Most officials involved had seen the sense of turning a blind eye
to the things that didn’t add up—especially when the alternative
was to have it leaked that there’d been a terrorist attack in
sleepy little small-town Snapperton. The other officials had been
discredited or mysteriously developed serious health issues,
doubtless also due to Caine’s behind the scenes machinations.

Resume.

“B-but I thought—”

“You thought what?” Jay interrupted,
losing patience with Vanessa’s hesitancy.

Vanessa squeaked. “I-I thought your surname
was Smith?”

Enough. “What do you want, Vanessa?” Jay
asked the question even though she knew exactly what Vanessa
wanted—or rather, who. Chandler’s writing was scrawled on the slip
of paper Vanessa clutched. She had been to Tyler’s apartment,
looking for Tyler.

“Is… is… Tyler there?”

Every molecule of Jay’s being screamed at
her to shut the door in Vanessa’s face. This girl was trouble.
She’d always been trouble. But something in Vanessa’s stance told
Jay the girl would not be dismissed so easily.

Sarcasm was a useful defense mechanism. Jay
had previously used it to devastating effect. “Gosh,” she drawled,
composing her features into a bored expression. “You’re not here to
see me? Gutted. You know, what with you and me being such
good friends, and us parting on such good terms and all.”

Vanessa flushed pink, and moistened her lips
with her tongue. “Can I come in?”

Jay ran her gaze over Tyler’s ex. Time
hadn’t been kind to Vanessa. Her ultra-polished veneer had worn
away. The way she was dressed screamed “down on my luck”. As did
the scuffed and worn duffel slung over her shoulder. Jay supposed
being kicked out of school, kicked out of home, and forced to work
as a waitress in a truck-stop might have that effect on a girl.

“Please?” Vanessa said, her voice cracking.
“I’ve nowhere else to go.”

“Of course you haven’t. That would be far
too much to hope for.” Jay stepped aside and beckoned Vanessa
inside with a sweeping flourish of her hand.

Had she left the studio door open? She
reviewed her actions. Yes. Good. “Tyler!” she yelled. “You have a
visitor.”

“Who is it?” Tyler called back, his voice
muffled by what was doubtless a large mouthful of pizza.

“Your ex.” Jay turned on her heel and headed
for the kitchen, leaving Vanessa standing in the entranceway.
Apparently there would be one more for dinner. How fortunate she’d
made an extra batch of pizza dough.
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Tyler choked on a piece of pepperoni. He only
had one ex-girlfriend. What the hell was she doing here?

He swallowed his mouthful and barreled down
the two flights of stairs to confront her… and get rid of her as
quickly as possible. No wonder Jay had sounded so weirded out.
Nessa was not exactly Jay’s most favorite person in the whole
world. And Nessa was the last person he wanted to see,
either.

He pulled up short when he spotted Nessa
waiting in the entranceway. God. It really was her.

Jay walked out of the kitchen, brushed past
him without a word, and started up the stairs.

Fan-freaking-tastic. Tyler’s gaze followed
her progress. He thought longingly of the evening he’d planned with
her—and of the uneaten pizza sitting upstairs in his studio.

Great timing, Nessa. Not.

Guaranteed she was here to try’n wheedle her
way back into his good graces. And from the looks of her, maybe tap
him for a loan. She’d be shit out of luck on both counts. He
reckoned he could tell it like it was, and have her out the door in
five minutes, tops. Then he’d spend the rest of the evening making
up with his girlfriend.

His girlfriend promptly stomped downstairs
and pushed past him again, juggling plates and the uneaten pizza.
Oh yeah, she was POed all right. And she was totally leaving him to
deal with Nessa on his own. Not that he could blame her.

He focused his attention on his unwelcome
visitor.

He’d once believed Nessa to be the most
stunning girl he’d ever seen. Despite being a top-jock who’d ruled
the school, when she made it clear she wanted to be his girlfriend,
Tyler had finally believed he’d “arrived”. He’d thought he was hot
stuff and then some, swaggering down the corridors with Nessa
hanging off his arm. Of course it hadn’t lasted. Nessa had gotten
tired of budget dates and Tyler having to borrow his mom’s car, and
she’d dumped him for Matt.

Tyler could forgive her for that. He could
even forgive her for covering her butt and lying through her teeth
about the whole drugs debacle. It was much harder to forgive her
treating him like something she’d wiped from the bottom of her
shoe. Especially when she knew damned well he’d only kept quiet to
protect her from the fallout if people learned she was dealing.

Did he feel sorry the truth had finally
gotten out and she’d been expelled? Nope. And if that made him an
asshole, then tough. He did feel sorry as heck her parents
had booted her out, though. But that wasn’t enough of a reason for
him to play nice now.

His resolve took a bit of a swan-dive when
he noted the bruises of sleeplessness beneath her eyes. And the way
she shivered beneath her thin hoodie. Her jeans had seen better
days—they were grubby and frayed. And her shoes were no longer
designer rip-offs, but cheap canvas sneakers. She’d lost weight,
too. Her clothes hung on her. All in all, she was a pretty darned
sorry sight.

Before Jay, Tyler might have gotten sucked
right back into Nessa’s dramas and immediately offered to help her
out. Now, he hardened his heart. Nessa was a taker. She’d take
everything he had to offer, and as soon as she found a better
option, she’d be off. Tyler and Matt were both evidence of
that.

“What do you want, Vanessa?” Damned if he’d
call her “Nessa”. That might give her the idea they were friends,
and she could wrap him ’round her little finger. As if. And damned
if he’d invite her into the living room and offer her a seat—treat
her like a guest.

She flinched at his harshness. Good. She was
on notice.

“Nice to see you, too, Tyler,” she said.
“How’re you doing?”

He didn’t rise to her baiting tone. “I’d
like to get back to our pizza if it’s all the same to you. So I’ll
ask one more time: what do you want, Vanessa?”

She blinked back tears. “Do you have to be
so mean?”

He stared at her, stony-eyed, until she
dropped her gaze. “Would it help if I said I was sorry for what I
did to you?” she said to the floor.

Sheesh. She had no freaking idea. “The time
for ‘sorry’ would have been around about the time you came clean
about all the lies, Vanessa. You know, the ones that got me labeled
me a scumbag and kicked off the team? The ones about me trying to
drug you so I could have my wicked way with you?” He clicked his
fingers. “Oh, wait. You never did come clean about any of it, did
you? Too little too late, Vanessa.”

She peered at him through her hair. Last
time he’d seen Nessa it’d been long and blond and straightened to
within an inch of its life. Now it was shoulder-length and plain
brown and kinda wavy. Guess she couldn’t afford regular visits to a
stylist anymore. And he’d known she wore contacts, but he’d never
realized her eyes were light hazel—he’d just presumed she wore
lenses to make her blue eyes bluer. And if some part of him
preferred au naturel Nessa over primped and polished to
perfection cheerleader Nessa, he wasn’t keen on admitting it even
to himself.

“You’re right. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for
so many things, Tyler.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” Being a hardass didn’t
come naturally to him—he had to work at it—but he gave it his best
shot. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the
wall. And he made a production out of glancing at his wristwatch,
hoping she’d get the hint.

“I need a place to stay,” Nessa mumbled.

“I’m sorry? Don’t think I heard you
right.”

Her chin came up, like she was channeling
the old, sharp-tongued Nessa who wouldn’t take any crap from
anyone. But instead of fixing him with the usual
you-don’t-know-who-you’re-dealing-with gaze that had the power to
make a guy cringe and wish he was invisible, she stared at a point
beyond Tyler’s left ear. “I got laid off and I couldn’t make the
rent. My roommates kicked me out. They kept my stuff—not that I had
much, anyway. I’ve got nowhere else to go, and only the clothes I’m
wearing to my name.”

Don’t feel sorry for her. Don’t you dare
feel sorry for her.

When he’d finished with the internal
pep-talk, Tyler resorted to snark. If he riled her up and she got
pissy, with any luck she’d storm out and become someone else’s
problem. Yeah, he was a total chicken. Bwark.

“Shawn not interested in helping you out,
huh? Or Matt, either, I’m guessing. Gee. Don’t I feel special.”

Her gaze flicked to his face and darted away
again. She lowered it to stare at her sneakers. “Don’t be like
that, please. I wheedled your address off Matt. He only gave it to
me to get rid of me. I had nowhere else to go.”

Tyler’s gaze caught movement. Jay was
stalking Nessa, coming up quietly behind her. His gut clenched,
wondering how much Jay had heard.

He gave himself a mental slap upside the
head. Duh. Of course she would have heard everything. And, please
God, he’d made it abundantly clear he wanted nothing to do with
Nessa or her problems.

“I have the perfect solution,” Jay said,
speaking across Nessa like she didn’t exist.

Nessa yipped like a startled puppy.
Unfortunately Tyler was too freaked by the whole situation to find
it amusing.

“She can stay in your apartment with
Chandler and Pete. You spend so much time here your room’s
practically vacant.”

It was a good idea, Tyler thought.
Except—

“I don’t have a job,” Nessa said. “I can’t
afford the rent.”

“No problem about the rent,” Jay said, still
acting Nessa wasn’t there. “I’ll pay her share.”

“Until she gets a job and can stand on her
own two feet,” Tyler felt compelled to say. No way was Nessa
sponging off Jay. Bad enough that he did—not that he had a
choice when Jay went behind his back and paid for stuff without
telling him. But he wasn’t going there right now. Instead, he
allowed himself to hope that the problem of Nessa was solved. Woot
for problem-solving.

Nessa sucked in a shaky breath. Her gaze
darted from Tyler to Jay, and back to Tyler. He guessed she figured
he was a safer option than Jay. Smart girl.

“That guy? The scruffy one who wears the
boxers with the kisses all over them?”

A mental picture of Pete wandering round in
his half-mast boxers seared Tyler’s eyeballs. His euphoria drained
away. Idiot. Why had he ever imagined this would be easy?

“Pete.” Jay’s voice sounded like a knell of
doom and Tyler winced. He wouldn’t want to be Pete next time Jay
encountered him.

“I didn’t like the way he looked at me,”
Nessa said, her lower lip quivering.

Wait for it. Here comes the nail in the
coffin—

“It made my skin crawl. A-and when he
invited me in, he couldn’t keep his hands off me.” Her words were
tumbling from her mouth, and her tone was little-girl squeaky. She
sucked in a breath and when she exhaled, it was all shaky. “He
seriously creeped me out.”

Tyler let his eyelids drift shut as he
pinched the bridge of his nose. Pete went through girls like water.
And a girl like Nessa, desperate and vulnerable and living right
under his nose? No matter what Tyler said to him, Nessa would be
too much of a temptation. He’d be all over her like a rash. And she
wouldn’t be able to walk away because she had nowhere else to go.
The idea had disaster written all over it. Dammit.

Tyler glanced at Jay, wondering whether she
had come to the same conclusion. From the set of her jaw and the
way she was flexing her fingers, she’d happily strangle someone
right about now. Pete, most likely. And he’d bet his guitar Nessa
would be a close runner-up for second.

“You can have the spare room,” Jay said. And
before Nessa could voice her thanks, Jay added, “Temporarily. Until
you get a job. And believe me, Vanessa, you will get a job. Is that
clear?”

Nessa gulped and nodded and opened her mouth
to respond but Jay silenced her with a sharp gesture. “Show her to
her room, Tyler. And grab her some linen so she can make up her
bed. I’ve thrown together another pizza. Dinner will be in ten.”
And with that, Jay turned on her heel and vanished into the kitchen
again.

“She’s not happy, is she?”

Tyler puffed a disgruntled breath through
his nose. “Ya think?” He slanted Nessa a sideways gaze,
half-expecting a triumphant expression because she’d gotten what
she wanted.

She looked anything but triumphant. Maybe
she had changed.

Yeah. Riiight.

“Maybe it’d be best if I went back to your
apartment. Pete’s a bit of a sleaze but I’ve handled sleazy guys
before. We get a lot of them at Time-Out.” Her attempt at a laugh
was brittle and pathetic and not at all convincing.

“If Jay says you can stay here, then you can
stay.”

Nessa quirked an eyebrow. “And what Jay says
goes?”

If she thought she’d get a rise out of him
with that comment she’d be disappointed. “It’s her place.
And you’d better remember that.”

He stomped up the stairs to the second floor
with Nessa trailing behind him. A chivalrous guy would give her the
larger of the two spare bedrooms—his room. Tyler wasn’t feeling
particularly chivalrous. He opened the door on the smallest of the
three bedrooms. “Here’s your room.”

Nessa pushed past him and walked to the
middle of the room. Tyler leaned his shoulder on the doorjamb and
watched her turn a slow three-sixty. Her eyes widened as she took
in the double bed, the freestanding wooden wardrobe with matching
tallboy and bedside cabinets, the flat-screen on the wall. She
dropped her duffel on the rug and sank onto the bed. She bounced
experimentally. When she quit bouncing, she smoothed the
maroon-colored comforter laid atop the mattress with her palm.
“Wow.”

“Yeah. It is nice. So don’t steal
anything. Don’t fuck this up, Vanessa.”

Hurt flared in her eyes and before he felt
tempted to apologize, Tyler said, “I’ll go get some sheets.”

When he came back with an armful of bed
linen and towels, Nessa hadn’t moved. She accepted the linen,
placing it carefully on the bed beside her. “So what’s with the
changing names?”

“What do you mean?”

“Jay Smith. Jaime Smythson.”

“Oh. That.” Tyler groped about for an
explanation that wouldn’t set off Nessa’s BS meter. She was gazing
at him, all expectant and curious, and he was freaking clueless.
Crap.

“This really is her place, isn’t it?” Nessa
said. “Jay’s, I mean.”

“Yep.”

“It’s not a rental.”

“Nope.”

“I get it. She’s like, really rich, isn’t
she? And she didn’t want the kids at Greenfield High to know, so
she went by an alias.”

“Yep.” Whew. Dodged that bullet.

“Is that why you’ve hooked up with her
again?”

Tyler threw her a look that he hoped
conveyed his disgust. “Not everyone chooses their significant
others based on their bank account balances, Vanessa.”

Did it still rankle to have been dumped in
high school because he couldn’t afford his own car? Yeah. Guess it
did.

“True,” Nessa said. “But being poor blows
chunks. So if the person you hook up with is loaded, all the
better, I reckon.”

“I’m sure you do. Not that anyone would ever
guess that about you after the way you ditched me for Matt. And
Matt for Shawn.”

Nessa at least had the grace to flush pink
at his not-so-subtle jibe. “Yeah. Well, more fool me, I guess.
Look, all I’m saying is no one would blame you for, you know.”

“Hooking up with Jay because she’s obviously
loaded?” Tyler’s sweeping gesture encompassed his surroundings.
“Jesus, Vanessa. You’re some piece of work. To set the record
straight once and for all, Jay came looking for me. She found out
I’d enrolled at Appleton, and tracked me down there before I
transferred. I haven’t moved in here permanently and I don’t let
her pay for everything. So back the fuck off with the shitty little
digs and insinuations.”

He pushed away from the doorway and strode
over to her. He got right up in her face, grasping her chin and
forcing her to look at him. “And if it crosses your mind it might
be kinda fun to suggest to Jay I’m only interested in her money,
I’ll kick you out on your ass so fast you won’t know what’s hit
you. You got that?”

She wrenched her chin from his hands,
hunched her shoulders and hugged her middle. “Yeah. I got
that.”

Jay had entered the room on catlike feet and
startled them both when she said, “Dinner’s ready. Come grab it
before it gets cold.”

Tyler backed up and slung an arm about her
waist. He nuzzled her cheek. ‘Thanks for baking extra pizza.”

“When it comes to pizza, you don’t share
well with others.”

He laughed and squeezed the intriguing
indent where the curve of her hip met her waist. If Jay had been
ticklish that would have gotten a really good reaction. It sure had
whenever he’d done the same to Nessa. But Jay wasn’t ticklish—or
not in any place he’d yet discovered.

“Right on,” he said. “And I especially don’t
like sharing your pizza. It’s far too good to share.”

“Is there somewhere I can wash up?” Nessa
asked, her too-bright tone shattering the moment.

“Bathroom’s across the hall,” Jay said. “And
don’t worry about walking in on Tyler. He’ll use the en suite off
the main bedroom.”

Was he imagining that ever so slight edge to
Jay’s voice? Like she was… staking her claim. Uh oh. He hoped
Nessa’s visit would be very short.

“Thanks for everything, Jay.” Nessa ducked
her head, hiding behind her hair again. “I mean that
sincerely.”

“I hope so.”

Nessa stood. Jay gave her a head-to-toer.
“Tomorrow I’ll give you some cash for clothes and other
necessities. You can borrow some of mine in the meantime.”

“I promise I’ll pay you back.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

Nessa blinked. “O-Okay.”

Tyler didn’t exactly drag Jay from the room,
but it was a close thing. Sheesh. This was like living some dumbass
sit-com where the poor schmuck of a leading man got stuck living
with his current girlfriend and his ex, and both of them made his
life hell. The situation might be good for a few laughs on the big
screen, but Tyler wasn’t laughing.

“I don’t trust that girl as far as I could
throw her,” he heard Jay mutter as they negotiated the stairs, his
arm still slung about her waist and his hip bumping hers.

He leaned in to whisper, “Which, being a
super-strong cyborg is a reeeally long way—maybe even into orbit,
right?”

Jay gave a credible snicker. “I could see me
breaking world records with her.”

“You think she’s got an agenda?”

“I know she’s got an agenda.”

“So why let her stay?”

She nudged him with her hip as if to
emphasize what she was about to say. “There’s a saying: Keep your
friends close and your enemies closer.”

“Ah.” Tyler mulled how to broach the next
subject without looking like an overprotective idiot. It wasn’t
like Jay couldn’t look after herself. “Speaking of keeping people
close, mind if I stay over while Vanessa’s here?”

Jay gestured with a hand to indicate they
would be eating in the living room rather than using the kitchen’s
breakfast bar. “I’ll be most unhappy if you jump her when my back’s
turned.”

Tyler’s heart lurched and his stomach tied
itself in a big knot. Surely she couldn’t think that was the
reason? Shit. A big stinking cartload of it. He grasped her wrist
and whirled her to face him. “I would never cheat on you, Jay. I
hope you know that.”

She searched his face, her
too-blue-to-be-human eyes boring into his. “I do know that. Just
like I know that if you decide you can’t be with me anymore because
of what I am, you’ll inform me.”

“Not gonna happen.”

“You say that now, but—”

“I want to stay with you. Not just in your
house, but in your bedroom. Like we’re a couple.” He scrubbed his
fingers through his hair. God. He was making a mess of this. “I
mean, I know we’re a couple, but we aren’t living
together living together. We’re more like, ah, roommates. And I
don’t want Vanessa getting—”

“The wrong idea.”

He nodded.

“You can sleep wherever you like,
Tyler.”

What he’d asked—what she’d agreed to—hit him
like a big-ass punch to the solar plexus, leaving him momentarily
breathless. This was big. This was monumentally frickin’ huge.

“Are you sure you’ll be comfortable sharing
a bed with me, Tyler?”

How to put this? He wanted to be there to
shield Jay if Nessa noticed there was something “off” about her. He
wanted to keep an eye on things in case Nessa pushed Jay too far
and Jay pushed back and stuff got… out of hand. And he wanted to
take his relationship with Jay to the next level—the next “human”
level, that is.

God—and perhaps only Jay’s creator—knew how
far Jay was capable of evolving. And Tyler wanted so badly to find
out that sometimes it was all he could do to hold off and take a
step back and let things proceed at their own pace. It wasn’t just
about sharing her bed, it was about sharing her life. It was about
finding out whether they could function as equals when she was
superhuman and he was ordinary. It was about discovering whether he
could ever be part of her future. Or whether they were both
dreaming and hoping for the impossible.

He was saved from having to respond when
Nessa wandered into the living room, the words, “Something smells
good,” on her lips. He didn’t know whether to be relieved as all
heck he wouldn’t have to reveal what was in his heart, and risk
saying it wrong and screwing things up, or POed that it was still
all bottled up inside him.

“Jay’s cooking is to die for,” he said
quickly, and felt a little less overwhelmed when Jay rewarded him
with a smile.

“I’ll grab some sodas,” she said. “What do
you like to drink, Vanessa?”

“Diet Dr. Pepper,” Tyler said without
thinking. He ground his teeth and gave himself a mental kick. Way
to go, dude. Way to rub your girlfriend’s face in the fact you can
still remember what your ex likes to drink. His gaze slid to Jay,
searching her expression for a reaction.

“I don’t have diet,” she said, staring right
at him and giving him nothing.

Damn, he hated when she went all impassive
on him like that, like she’d slipped on an inhuman mask that hid
her real self from the world. From him.

“Regular is fine,” Nessa said.

“I’ll get them.” Tyler made a sit-down
gesture to Jay, and retreated into the kitchen, relieved to have a
few moments to get his shit together. The sooner this nightmare was
over, and Nessa was back on her feet and gone from their lives, the
better.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Four




Jay glided down the hall and paused outside
the door to the guest room. She could hear Vanessa’s deep, even
breathing. The girl was either asleep or doing an excellent job at
faking it. Jay turned the handle and pushed the door, using just
enough force for it to swing noiselessly open. The hinges of this
door tended to squeak if it was opened slowly.

She flicked her gaze over the lump in the
bed.

Vanessa had changed into one of Tyler’s old
t-shirts and pulled the comforter up to her shoulders. With a
slight adjustment to her optics, Jay could see that Vanessa lay on
her side. Her knees were drawn up to her chest, cheek cradled in
the palm of one hand. The other hand was curled into a fist and
pressed against her breastbone. If Jay had been human, such a
childlike pose might have provoked a sympathetic response, but all
she felt was….

What did she feel?

She analyzed her responses. The chili-hot
burning in her lower gut, the dull ache in the muscles of her jaw
from clenching it too tightly. Anger. The sporadic chills that
stroked her skin, making the fine hairs on her arms and nape stand
up. Suspicion and distrust. And what of the sharp little pains that
stabbed her heart, whenever Tyler paid attention to Vanessa? That
was more difficult to define.

It both fascinated and disturbed Jay that
Vanessa’s presence could affect her physically like this.

She padded into the room, her bare feet
almost silent against the floorboards. She placed the armful of
clothing on the tallboy—a pair of sweats, a couple of t-shirts, a
warm hoodie, socks, panties, and an exercise top that Vanessa could
use as a bra.

Vanessa’s discarded clothing lay at the
bottom of the bed. Jay resisted the temptation to rifle through the
pile and check all the pockets. Vanessa had done nothing to earn
such treatment, not when all Jay had to go on was intuition and
groundless suspicion—human feelings she couldn’t rely on when there
were no cold hard facts to back them up. She would do some digging
and see what she uncovered before she took action.

She slipped from the room and headed for the
main bedroom.

The shower was still running in the en
suite. The beginnings of a smile twitched her lips. Tyler certainly
liked to take his time in the shower.

The smile died before it could be fully
born, morphing into something pensive. She liked having him stay
over. She’d wondered whether he would ever ask to share her bed.
And the electric thrill that had coursed through her when he’d
finally made that request reminded her of the time she’d thrust a
finger into a live socket—purely for research purposes of
course.

So far as Jay knew, that thrill meant she
wanted Tyler in her bed, tucking her in close to him and
holding her through the night. But wanting didn’t take into account
the practicalities, chief being that Jay didn’t use her bed for the
purpose of sleeping.

The first time Tyler had stayed the night,
after he’d turned in she had continued on with the activity she’d
been involved in at the time. She’d heard him roaming around and
been unconcerned when he’d wandered into her office and found her
testing out a new program she’d written. When she’d asked, he’d
explained his insomnia was part of his creative process. If he was
in the throes of writing a new piece, the music inside his head
demanded his attention and he would feel compelled to move and pace
the floor. When, inevitably, the confines of his bedroom became too
restrictive, he would wander the house. And then he’d paused,
expectantly, obviously waiting for her to confess the reasons for
her own wakefulness.

Jay had blamed her apparent sleeplessness on
wanting to test an improvement for the program she was writing.
She’d concluded it would only emphasize her inhumanness for him to
discover that in truth she didn’t require sleep at all, so now she
only rarely pulled an all-nighter when he stayed over. Usually she
would climb into her bed and spend a few hours either reading,
watching TV, listening to music on her iPod, or surfing the Net on
her laptop. She could do these activities in the dark, and when it
came to watching TV, with the sound turned so far down it would be
barely audible to a human. She chose these activities because they
were normal things humans did when they couldn’t sleep.

But what was she to do now that Tyler would
be sleeping in her bed, with her, expecting her to sleep like a
normal human would do?

To maintain optimum performance levels,
Jay’s “rest” requirements were a once a week period of what she
termed downtime to recharge and update her systems. Though
she had accessed numerous studies about human sleep patterns, she’d
never observed a human sleeping for an entire night. So, to ensure
she mimicked human sleep she decided she would enter a
quasi-downtime state.

The water shut off in the shower. Jay felt
her limbs twitch. Her heartbeat quickened. The blood in her veins
seemed to… to… fizz. And she abruptly realized she was pacing the
room.

How strange. Was this combination of
physical responses anticipation?

She locked her muscles, forcing herself to
still as she cocked her head, listening. Tyler was brushing his
teeth. It should not be considered intrusive of her to enter the en
suite. For a human, brushing one’s teeth should not require
privacy. She strode to the en suite and paused, unsure, and not
appreciating the sensation. Should she knock? Or would that be
deemed too formal, considering this was her bedroom?

Toothbrush in mouth, Tyler yanked open the
door and then turned back to the washbasin. When he’d rinsed his
mouth he glanced up and smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “I
heard you lurking. Don’t let me hold you up. Just gotta floss and
I’m done.”

Jay closed her sagging jaw and blinked to
clear her head. It was one thing to admire his physical form on a
purely aesthetic level—for example, as he wandered past her on his
way to the laundry clad in only a towel draped low on his hips. It
was quite another to be this close to him, in a confined space.
Close enough to easily see the beads of moisture dotting his spine
where he’d missed drying himself. Close enough to inhale and taste
the citrusy body-wash that mingled with Tyler’s own unique scent to
create a tantalizing new scent—one that curled through her senses
and stoked a feeling she could only label as “need”. She knew there
was nothing “aesthetic” about the way she was viewing him now.

Perhaps a shower would help—a cold one. With
the spray setting on high so the fierceness of the water would
pummel some commonsense and logic back into her head. Humans—males,
especially—resorted to this method when they needed to banish
inappropriate desire and clear their minds. It was worth a try.

Jay reached into the shower cubicle and
turned the dial to cold and the pressure to maximum. She pretended
not to notice Tyler choking on his mouthful of mouthwash when she
stripped off before stepping beneath the water. She stood beneath
the icy-cold stream, letting it needle her skin, waiting for the
unnatural heat that had bloomed in her body to cool.

When she exited the en suite, Tyler was
sitting up in bed, his sketchpad resting on his bent knees. He gaze
flicked to her, skimming the short royal-blue robe she wore. A dull
flush painted his cheeks as he bent his head to his sketchpad
again.

His blush was interesting—or perhaps
gratifying was a more accurate word. She interpreted it to
mean he liked the way she looked while wearing this article of
clothing.

She rather liked the way he looked
wearing this article of clothing, too. He’d borrowed it a couple of
times, such as the time he’d gotten oil paint and mineral turps on
his clothes and she’d insisted on putting them through the washer.
She had to admit that butt-skimming faux-silk robes did things for
tall, physically fit guys like Tyler. Good things. Really good.

She absently stroked the lapel of her robe,
remembering.

He’d bought it for her with his first
paycheck from his on-campus job in the college auditorium ticket
office. “I noticed you don’t own one,” he’d said when he handed her
the package. “I chose the shade to complement your eyes—hope you
like it.”

She had liked it. Very much. It wasn’t real
silk but that didn’t matter to Jay. She’d never received a gift
before—ever. Not even the gift of a name. The significance of
choosing the right name had been too overwhelming for the man who’d
created her. So in the end, knowing she required a name to fit in
to human society, and wanting to honor the man who’d sacrificed his
life for her, she had taken Alexander Durham’s middle name of “Jay”
for her own. It was more acceptable than the designation Cyborg
Unit Gamma-Dash-One.

She shook off the too-vivid memories of her
creator and replayed the moment Tyler had presented the robe to her
in her mind. That memory was one to treasure, one she’d fixed in
her permanent memory banks and replayed over and over.

If the warm glow of pleasure simmering in
her belly hadn’t been riches enough, Tyler’s comment about choosing
the color to complement her eyes had formed a lump in her throat.
That he would spend his paycheck on a gift for her, that
he’d chosen it specifically with her eye color in mind….
Overwhelming.

She paused her current thought-thread and
anchored herself into the here-and-now.

“What are you drawing?” she asked, fishing a
t-shirt—one of Tyler’s that she’d appropriated—and a pair of cotton
sleep shorts from the tallboy. She doffed the robe, laying it atop
the tallboy. And then she pulled the t-shirt over her head, and
bent to step into the shorts.

“You.” His voice sounded strange—slightly
hoarse and lower than usual.

She climbed into bed next to him. “You sound
strange. I hope you’re not getting a cold.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m not getting a
cold.”

She laid her palm on his forehead, gauging
his temperature.

“Satisfied?”

“Yes. May I see your sketch?” It would have
been easy to sneak a look, but Jay respected Tyler too much to do
such a thing. No artist—regardless of the art form involved—liked
to publicly display their work before they were ready to do so.

He angled the sketch pad toward her.

Jay blinked, momentarily disconcerted. Tyler
had captured her listening to her iPod, gazing dreamily into space,
lips slightly parted.

Did she, Jay Smith, AKA Jaime Smythson,
truly look like this? She mentally photographed the sketch,
retrieved an image of herself from her databases, and compared them
both. It was an accurate rendition so far as sketches went, but she
finally concluded that he was so blinded by his feelings for her
he’d unconsciously improved her.

Tyler answered her unspoken question in that
uncanny way he sometimes had. “This is you, Jay. And you are
beautiful. But it’s not just your physical form that makes you
beautiful, it’s what’s inside you—who you are.”

“What’s inside me makes me beautiful? You
are referring to my soul, correct?”

“Yes.”

“But—”

“But, what?”

“But I don’t have a soul. I’m not human. I’m
a machine—a very advanced one, granted—but a machine all the
same.”

He gently tapped her nose with his pencil.
“Of course you have a soul.”

She could argue otherwise but she knew how
stubborn Tyler could be. And deep down she wanted it to be true.
“If you say so.”

“I do say so.” He yawned as he set aside his
sketchpad, and reached for the panel of light switches by his side
of the bed. “Lights out?”

“Yes.” Jay shimmied down beneath the covers
and lay on her side, facing the door, away from Tyler.

His move. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to
be—human males making moves on the females? Not that Jay could
understand the logic. Why should males have to be the ones who
approached females and actively courted rebuffs?

Tyler smacked the light switch. Darkness
blanketed the room and Jay’s optics immediately compensated.

He scooted over to her side of the bed and
draped an arm about her waist. “Is this okay?” he murmured.

“It’s more than okay,” she said. “It’s
perfect.”

He snuggled closer, spooning. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For letting me stay.”

She folded her arms across his hand and held
his palm over her heart. “Goodnight, Tyler.” And as she lay there,
listening to his breathing slow and deepen as he relaxed into
sleep, she felt very, very lucky. Perhaps there was a God, after
all, and maybe, just maybe, He’d given His blessing to a cyborg who
wished with all her heart she could become what her boyfriend
wanted her to be. Human.

The night deepened. Jay entered the same
semi-downtime state she used when performing mundane tasks. Right
now, the mundane task at hand was simulating sleep.

The one crucial aspect she hadn’t considered
was her dreams. Cyborgs weren’t supposed to have the capacity to
dream—how could they, when their brains were nothing but glorified
computers? But Jay had begun dreaming during her downtime periods
ever since the night Father had commanded her to end his life. He
was old, dying of cancer, and he’d insisted the only way to protect
her from those who hunted her was for him to take her command codes
to his grave.

She’d fought the command but the compulsion
was too strong. That dream—of Father’s passing and the aftermath,
when she’d shed tears for the first time—hadn’t faded over time. It
was still as vivid as it’d ever been. Jay knew not even deleting
the memory from her permanent databanks would allow her to
forget.

This time, the dream was a new one—a
replaying of true events but with a horrifying twist. It looped
over and over, like a visual version of a broken record. And
despite resting safe in Tyler’s arms, she could not break free of
the dream….

 


~~~

 


She can sense them closing in. It’s
imperative she lure them away before they storm her apartment via
the skylights, and everyone inside the building risks becoming
collateral damage. The people hunting her don’t care about Tyler or
Caro or their father Michael, who had inadvertently led the
extraction team to Jay’s door, and put his own children in harm’s
way. They don’t care about innocents like Matt and Em and the rest
of the girls’ baseball team. They don’t care about anyone or
anything except for their mission objective: retrieving Cyborg Unit
Gamma-Dash-One, AKA Jay Smith.

She’s always known this day would come.
She’s prepared for every possible eventuality. She’s always
prepared, she never makes mistakes. Except… encountering Tyler has
changed all that. Now she is driven to protect him. His safety is
paramount. Because of him, she truly feels alive. Because of him,
she wants to live so badly she aches with the wanting. The pain of
leaving him—even if she knows it is the only way to keep him
safe—is a giant fist squeezing her heart.

One leap takes her down half a flight of
stairs. There’s no need to cover her tracks. She won’t be coming
back to this place. She rips two bricks from the wall, reaches into
the exposed cavity to snatch the wrapped package she’s hidden
there. She shoves it down the back waistband of her jeans and heads
for the doors.

She glances up the gloomy stairwell, hears
the squeal that confirms the reinforced door of her apartment is
closing. In seconds Tyler and his father will be locked inside her
apartment along with Tyler’s twin, Caro, and the other oblivious
partygoers. For now, it’s the only place they will be safe. But she
can’t think about Tyler right now. He’s her weakness, and she can’t
afford to be weak.

The instant before the door locks engage she
punches out a stairwell window with her fist. It’s a “Look! Here I
am, so come and get me!” gesture, and the shattering glass sounds
abominably loud over the now faint thrum of the music playing
upstairs. Just to be certain, she allows herself to be seen, luring
the extraction squad away from the building, away from Tyler and
Caro and the other humans she’s come to care about.

Movement in the shadows. Someone’s sharp
inhalation. A muffled footstep. A whispered acknowledgement to the
person listening and barking orders on the other end of the comms
device. More movement, furtive and quick.

She sprints toward a parked car and they
follow, exactly as she planned. A wholly un-cyborg-like feral smile
curves her lips. Only once before has she allowed them to get this
close to her. They will be unable to resist the trap she has
set.

She ducks behind the car, waits…. And as
they break cover, she upends the car on its side, using it as a
shield as she darts toward the next vehicle.

Despite her precautions a bullet rips into
her side, just below her ribs. She runs a quick diagnostic,
determines the bullet has been designed to lodge in her body, and
emit a signal to scramble her circuits and render her helpless. She
emits an electronic counter-signal that will dampen the effects but
it’s too risky to leave the bullet where it is. She digs it out
with her fingernails and stashes it in her pocket to analyze at a
more opportune moment.

The wound is deep. She licks two fingers and
shoves them into the wound, coating it with her saliva to stop the
bleeding and aid healing. The injury won’t slow her down, but the
fact that she failed to dodge the bullet makes her chest tight and
her breath come in short sharp pants.

Her fists clench and she grinds her jaw. Now
she easily recognizes this emotion. Anger. She takes out her
frustrations on the nearest vehicle—a florist’s van—and launches it
into the air.

A part of her realizes emotional overload is
playing havoc with her control—hence this little temper tantrum.
She inhales, counts to five, exhales. The possibility that all the
surrounding properties in the vicinity are empty of people is
remote. She doesn’t wish to be responsible for the deaths of
Snapperton residents whose only crimes are curiosity.

She’s off and running, zigzagging down the
street in a random pattern. If a bullet hits her this time, it’ll
be pure luck.

She leads the extraction squad to a new
housing estate. Construction has stalled due to lack of sales.
Those residents who can afford the pricey houses have no desire to
live cheek by jowl with the commercial district bordering the
estate. Her pursuers will believe she’s chosen this particular
property because it’s one of the few completed buildings, affording
her maximum cover. But there is nothing random about her selection.
She purchased the property to ensure it remained vacant. It’s
booby-trapped with C4. All she needs to do is flick the switch on
the remote timer in her pocket to begin the countdown.

The first man senses her stalking him and
whirls. He hesitates, vacillating between his gun—a known
quantity—and his as yet unproven EMP weapon. He chooses the EMP but
she is already reacting, knocking the weapon aside with her forearm
and chopping him across the throat.

She had no intention of killing him—she
pulled her blow so she didn’t crush his windpipe. He’s only
following orders, after all. But as he lands he smacks his skull on
the lip of the concrete garden edging.

Before she chose to hide in Snapperton,
before Tyler, she would have felt neither regret nor sorrow, nor
anything at all over this man’s senseless death. Now she feels
something. It’s fleeting, a twisting sensation in her stomach, a
brief overwhelming sadness and regret that shrouds her before she
can shrug it off. It’s yet another indication of how she’s
evolving.

One by one, she takes out the rest of the
squad. She’s more careful now, more aware of how fragile humans can
be. She knocks each man unconscious before fracturing one leg and
the fingers of both hands, ensuring each man is incapable of
wielding a weapon. It would be more efficient—easier—to kill. But
even if she kills them all now, the killing won’t stop. The man
calling the shots, the man who wants to possess her and her
secrets, to use and control her, will keep sending people after
her.

There is only one way to stop this. He must
believe she’s been obliterated, leaving behind no useable
remains.

She drags the last man out of harm’s way and
heads for the backyard of the property. For her plan to succeed she
must leave evidence behind—incontrovertible evidence.

She pulls the wrapped package from the
waistband of her jeans, tears away the protective wrapping. She
knows what she is—she’s always known. So why is it suddenly so
shocking to gaze at this hand—so humanlike until one looks closer
and sees gleaming metal where there should rightly be bones. This
hand she has constructed would be considered a scientific miracle
but it is still artificial, inhuman. Like her.

She flings the hand into swimming pool. And
after one last scan of the vicinity, she thumbs the timer-switch to
start the countdown.

Ten. Nine. Eight—

Tears sting her eyes, pool, and track down
her face. She doesn’t want to leave Tyler but to keep him safe she
has to give him up.

Five. Four. Three—

She spots movement from the corner of her
eye.

Her heart skips a beat and then plummets to
her toes. Tyler. She’d recognize him anywhere. He shouldn’t be
here.

He shouldn’t be here!

Somehow, he is. Somehow he’s tracked her.
He’s standing by the ranch slider, squinting into the darkness,
searching for something.

Searching for her.

Even though logically she knows it’s too
late to save him, with every fiber of her being she’s compelled to
try. She launches herself at him just as the explosion lights up
the sky.

The blast sears the clothes from her body,
snatches her breath. She will survive of course, and for the first
time since her creation she hates that she’s practically
indestructible… because this fragile human boy she loves with all
her heart is not. He’s dead. And she is responsible—

 


~~~

 


A noise ripped Tyler from sleep. He lay
there, heart thumping, blinking in the darkness to shake off the
last remnants of unconsciousness. Sometime during the night he’d
rolled on his back and sprawled across the bed, taking up his share
of the mattress and someone else’s. He lolled his head to the side
to check on Jay, half-expecting to find she’d gotten up during the
night and left him the bed. But she was still there, lying on her
side, facing away from him.

A moan, like someone in pain, threaded its
way to his ears.

“Jay?” He rolled over, hand outstretched to
shake her awake.

Another moan, more anguished than the
first.

He froze mid-gesture. The fine hairs on his
nape stood to attention. Something was wrong, he could feel it in
his bones.

Instead of touching her, he groped for the
light switch, bathing the room in a warm, comforting glow.

“No!” The shout that issued from her
contorted mouth sounded like it’d been torn from her throat.

A nightmare. That’s all it was. A nightmare.
Okay. He could deal with this.

He placed a hand on her shoulder and shook
her gently. “It’s okay, Jay,” he crooned in a singsong voice. “It’s
just a bad dream. It’s not real.”

She shuddered beneath his touch and he shook
her again. “Wake up, Jay.”

“No! You weren’t supposed to follow me,
Tyler. You were supposed to be safe.”

Chills skated up and down his spine. He
rolled her onto her back and smoothed the tangle of hair from her
cold face. Tears smeared her smooth, too-pale cheeks. His heart
contracted. This was one badass nightmare all right.

“You weren’t supposed to die. Noooooo!” Her
howl reverberated through the room, bouncing off the walls.

Shit! Tyler clamped down on his shock and
knelt beside her to shake her harder this time, his voice ringing
loud and insistent in the silence. “It’s okay, Jay. I’m here. I’m
not dead. It’s okay. Wake up.”

Her eyes snapped open but her gaze was
vacant, like there was nobody home. And then she screamed his name
so loudly that he had to clamp his hands over his ears.
“Tylerrrrrr!”

The bedroom door burst open and Nessa
skidded to a halt in the middle of the room. “What the hell is
going on? You two murdering each other or something?”

Damned if he wasn’t grateful to see her. He
sucked in a breath and exhaled slowly to calm his racing heart.
“Jay’s having a nightmare. She thinks I’m dead. I can’t wake her
up.”

Nessa approached the bed and stood staring
down at Jay. “Shit. She doesn’t look too hot. What did you give
her?”

“What the fuck makes you think I’ve given
her anything?”

Nessa snorted. “Gee, I dunno. For one, that
Pete guy reeked of pot. And two, the way she’s lying there staring
at nothing, like she’s on a really bad trip or catatonic or
something.”

“I don’t do drugs. And neither does
Jay.”

“We should call the medics.”

“No!” The prospect of Jay in the hands of
medical staff filled him with horror. He drew on everything he had
to speak calmly, firmly. “It’s a nightmare is all.”

Nessa bent to peer more closely at Jay and
clicked her fingers a bare inch from Jay’s nose. “Some nightmare.
We should try and wake her up. Grab a glass of water and—”

Jay’s hand shot out in a blur of motion to
grab Nessa by the throat. Nessa gave a strangled gargle as Jay’s
grip tightened.

“Jay! Let her go!” Tyler shook Jay's
shoulders.

Nessa gasped for breath and clawed at Jay’s
fingers. Her struggles became more frenzied.

Tyler slapped Jay’s face. No reaction. He
pressed his mouth to her ear and yelled as loud as he could, “Jay!
It’s just Nessa! She’s not a threat to you. Let her go, Jay!
Please.”

She didn’t appear to be able to hear him.
Her eyes had turned gunmetal gray. Tyler hazarded a guess some
automatic self-defense system had kicked in and at some base,
instinctive level, she viewed Nessa as an enemy. So he did the one
thing he knew always affected her deeply. He kissed her. On the
mouth. Hard, putting all his hopes and dreams and heart and soul
into it.

And then Nessa fell to the floor in a huddle
and Jay was kissing him back and Tyler knew he should check on
Nessa but he didn’t want the kiss to end.

He tore his lips from hers and backed off,
panting. His gaze darted to Nessa, who had backed up against the
wall and was massaging her throat.

Jay sat up and scooted back to prop herself
against the padded bed-head. “I’m very sorry, Vanessa. I was having
a nightmare. It seemed so real that I overreacted. I didn’t mean to
hurt you.”

Nessa’s response was an undecipherable croak
and a look that conveyed she didn’t believe a word of it.

“Jay, uh, got mugged awhile back,” Tyler
improvised. “It was pretty traumatic. Her unconscious must have
perceived you as a threat and her natural reaction was to lash
out.” The last part was true at least.

Nessa coughed and winced. “Some
reaction.”

“I’m very sorry, Vanessa,” Jay said again.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

She sounded so lost and unsure and
un-Jay-like, Tyler figured he better take charge and sort this. He
crawled off the bed to help Nessa. “C’mon. Some ice for the
bruising and some Tylenol should help.” He stuck out his hand.

Nessa hesitated and then grasped it so he
could haul her upright. “Thanks.”

She was a bit shaky on her feet—not
surprising. He steadied her by grabbing her elbows. What a damn
mess. Please God he’d be able to convince her not to press charges.
Otherwise….

He didn’t want to think about
“otherwise”.

He glanced over his shoulder as he helped
Nessa from the room. “I’ll be back soon, Jay. You just rest,
okay?”

 


~~~

 


Jay watched him go. There were so many things
she wanted to say but she couldn’t form the words. She felt like
she was swimming in a thick, soupy fog that clogged her brain. She
lay back down, rolling over to Tyler’s side of the bed and hugging
his pillow to her chest. She breathed in his lingering scent,
closed her eyes and let her mind drift.

Of course the drawback to letting her mind
drift was that it tended to dwell on problems and search for
possible solutions. And right now, because she refused to think
about Vanessa, her mind flicked to another problem she couldn’t
solve.

Tyler had told his parents he’d met “Jaime”
after transferring from Appleton Performing Arts School to
Wasserman College of Fine Arts, where he was now majoring in
songwriting, and minoring in drawing and painting. Of course
Marissa and Mike had approved his decision to transfer. The college
had an excellent reputation—exactly the reason Jay had chosen it
after Tyler expressed the desire to narrow his focus. She’d
announced it was her Christmas gift to him, and the delighted
expression on his face had provoked her to smile so widely in
return that if she’d been human, her facial muscles would have
ached.

It’d also been the perfect opportunity to
muddy the paper-trail Tyler Michael Davidson had left behind at
Appleton. She’d registered him at Wasserman under the name T.
Michael Rowen—Rowen being his mother’s maiden name. It’d been
ludicrously easy to hack into first Appleton’s computer system, and
then Wasserman’s, and alter all Tyler’s records to show transfers
to and from completely different colleges. Next, Jay—or Jaime
Smythson, as she’d called herself—had dropped out of Appleton and
seeded a paper trail that had “Jaime” transferring to a college in
London. Soon she’d be off the grid, untraceable, but these things
took time to do properly and she’d been programmed to be
meticulous.

Tyler hadn’t batted an eyelid when she’d
informed him what she’d done. She hadn’t needed to explain. He was
intelligent enough to understand why she’d deemed these steps
necessary. He’d even managed a convincing lie to explain to his new
roommates why his surname was Rowen instead of Davidson, like his
parents’.

He hadn’t been quite so relaxed about
discovering Jay had paid his Wasserman tuition fees in full,
however. They were still “discussing” that aspect of her gift. And
surprisingly, Jay, who usually had all the answers, didn’t enjoy
these “discussions” one iota. All her logical reasons to justify
her actions meant nothing when it came to convincing her irate
boyfriend to accept financial assistance from her.

She knew she’d angered him but she didn’t
quite know why, and not knowing made her stomach squirmy and
uncomfortable, like she’d swallowed a live snake that had somehow
survived her digestive juices. She suspected his attitude stemmed
from that illogical state human males termed “masculine pride”.

Life had been far less complex before she’d
started to evolve—before she’d possessed the capacity to experience
emotions. She wished she could ask Tyler’s father for some insight
into his son’s often baffling thought-processes. Unfortunately,
considering her fraught relationship with Tyler’s parents, now
wasn’t the right time to admit she lacked such basic human
insights.

The mattress dipped. Tyler crawled into bed
beside her. She feigned sleep, wondering what he would do, whether
he would blame her, fear her.

There was no hesitation from him. He cuddled
up behind her and drew her into his embrace. “You okay?”

“Yes.” No. She was not in the least “okay”,
but she didn’t know how to ask for help because she didn’t know
what she needed. The way she was feeling, the way the dream still
affected her—it was all completely beyond her experience.

A sob caught in her throat. And another.

Tyler’s arms tightened around her. “It’s
okay to cry if you’re scared,” he murmured. “I won’t think any less
of you if you’re not a kickass babe twenty-four-seven.”

A tear trickled down her cheek. Right now
she hated this body. Why would it not obey her?

Tyler rolled onto his back, bringing her
with him so she ended up tucked under one arm, snuggled into his
chest. With his spare hand he gently stroked away the tear. “Must
have been one hell of a nightmare, huh?”

A ragged laugh bubbled from her throat.
“Yeah.”

“You know, sometimes talking about bad
dreams can help.”

“Not this one.”

“Okay.” He pressed his lips to her forehead.
“Try and get some rest.”

Only when she was certain he was asleep and
would not witness her folly did she give in to the pain she’d been
keeping locked inside her. She cried—silently this time—because she
was devastated by the thought of losing him. And she knew that some
day she would lose him, because he was human and that was
the natural order of things.

How long would she have to live with only
vivid memories of Tyler to sustain her? How long before her own
“unnatural” lifespan ended? That was anyone’s guess. Jay would go
on—keep on living, existing… whether she wanted to or not.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Five




Nessa tossed and turned, and finally gave up
trying to sleep. She switched on the bedside lamp. The glow from
the bulb pushed back the darkness and made her feel a little
better.

Huh. “Better” was a relative term
considering what had just gone down with Tyler’s freak of a
girlfriend.

She stared at the ceiling, gnawing her lower
lip. She hadn’t done anything wrong—yet. Not until she made her
first report, at least. She could still walk away, leaving Sixer to
shove his threats and his money up his ass. Not that she’d ever
dare tell him that to his face.

She choked down a sob. God. She was such an
idiot. But he’d made it sound so easy, so harmless. Get close to
Tyler. Watch him and his new girlfriend. Report in daily. And in
return, Sixer would give her more money than Nessa could hope to
earn in a year of waiting tables at Time-Out. Was she
interested?

Hell, yeah, she was interested. She could
get the eff out of Snapperton for good and start afresh somewhere
else—somewhere far away from the parents who shunned her no matter
how hard she tried to prove she’d changed, and the kids who never
let her forget the shitty things she’d done.

Everything had seemed peachy until she got
nosy and asked one too many questions. She recalled his cold,
bruising grasp as he held her hands across the café table. The
soulless stare. The thin line of his lips as he told her to shut
her mouth and do as she was told because he’d be watching. All the
lovely bubbly euphoria about her luck finally changing and easy
money dropping right in her lap had gone poof! She should
have known it all sounded too good to be true.

What she couldn’t figure was why Sixer was
so interested in Tyler, of all people. Tyler was a good guy, too
nice for his own good—hardly the type to get involved with
something dodgy. Unless….

Jay. This had to be about her.

Nessa had always reckoned there was
something “off” about Jay. And it had nothing to do with Tyler’s
pathetic case of insta-love the second he’d laid eyes on Jay’s
skinny, unfashionable ass. Or Jay outting Nessa to half the school
at that dumbass farewell party, either. On more than one occasion
Jay had almost scared the panties off her. So Nessa hadn’t been
exactly devastated by the rumors Jay might have been killed in that
meth lab explosion.

And now Jay had mysteriously shown up in
Tyler’s life again, using a different name and with some serious
money to boot. Where had she gotten that sort of cash?

Drugs.

Yeah. Made sense. Especially given the whole
Jay Smith/Jaime Smythson thing. Girls Jay’s age didn’t just change
their names on a whim. Well, unless they were misfortunate enough
to have hideously old-fashioned names like Martha or Beryl or… or…
Winifred or whatever. Jay had to be hiding something. Or….

Or hiding from someone—someone who knew
she’d been tight with Tyler, and figured the best way to track her
down was to spy on her old boyfriend.

Someone like Sixer.

Nessa coughed, winced, and then gingerly
massaged her throat. Traumatized by a mugging my ass. Jeez. Why
couldn’t Tyler see it? Normal people did not overreact and
half strangle people who were only trying to help them. Jay was
like two different girls. One, unnaturally calm and logical. The
other, hot-tempered and ready to go off at the slightest
provocation. Shawn had been like that, on edge and real quick to
lose it when he’d been popping the ’roids.

Nessa sooo didn’t want to play spy anymore,
but the last thing she needed was to piss Sixer off—especially if
he was mixed up in the whole meth-lab thing back in Snapperton. Jay
could come off like one scary-ass bitch but Sixer…. He wasn’t
playing at being a badass. He scared her to the depths of her soul.
And you didn’t mess with guys involved with the drugs trade.

Nothing for it but to see this through to
the end. And boy, would she have earned every damn penny of that
money.

She fished the cell phone from beneath her
pillow and keyed in the number he’d made her memorize.

He answered on the second ring. “I told you
to text me.”

His voice was so cold and hard and
emotionless that she had to bite her lip against a whimper. “A
lot’s happened—it’d take way too long to text,” she whispered,
hunching over the phone.

“Tell me.”

She told him everything that’d gone down,
keeping to the facts, trying to be as calm and concise as
possible—no mean feat when her heart was racing like she’d run a
mile, and her throat hurt, and her mouth was so dry it made
speaking clearly difficult.

“Interesting,” he said, though his tone gave
nothing away. He could have been talking about a piece of gum on
the pavement.

“What part?” she asked without thinking, and
then silently cursed her stupidity. Last thing she wanted was any
insights into what made this dude tick.

“The second name is so similar to the first
as to be borderline pointless. Jay Smith. Jaime Smythson. It is
difficult to choose a name, yes?”

“I suppose. So you got what you wanted,
right? I’m outta here.”

“No. Stay right where you are.”

“But she nearly strangled me! What if she
attacks me again?” Nessa knew her voice sounded high pitched and
little-girl-scared-of-the-monster-under-the-bed but she didn’t
care. Right now, making herself scarce and forgetting about the
money was looking real good.

“Stay where you are. Continue to report to
me via text. Do not ring unless you are alone in the house. Do you
understand?”

“Y-yes.” No! She didn’t understand any of
this. And a nasty little voice in her head told her it would be
best if she didn’t, either.

“I will tell you when you’re done. If you
run, I will find you. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes!” She hated he knew how terrified she
was. She fought for control. “I understand.”

“Good girl, Nessa.” He rang off.

Good girl, Nessa. The praise made her
feel like a well-trained dog. Plus she hadn’t the slightest clue if
he was pleased by the information she’d imparted. His voice had
been flat, without any inflection, kinda like a robot or… or… a
computer or something. Jeez, what was he—some freaking psycho?

Nessa shoved the phone under her pillow,
yanked the covers up to her nose and curled into a ball. She left
the light on. It’d be a miracle if she got any damn sleep tonight.
She full-body shivered, and curled up more tightly. God help her if
she didn’t do what Sixer told her. And God help her if Jay ever
found out she was spying on them.

She squeezed her eyelids tightly shut and
tried to think of something pleasant. Huh. Fat chance. There hadn’t
been much that could be considered “pleasant” in her life so far.
Funny, the only time she’d been truly happy had been while dating
Tyler.

Tears leaked from her eyes, ran down her
cheeks, were quickly absorbed by the expensive cotton pillowcase.
She’d tossed away the only good thing that had ever happened to
her, the one good thing she’d had in her life.

If only she could think of a way to get him
back.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Six




Sharp prickly impulses needled Jay’s muscles.
She ignored them, telling herself she should be content to lie in
the shelter of Tyler’s arms. Faint light filtered through the
blinds and crept up the comforter to tease her determinedly closed
eyelids… which snapped open at the faint squeal of a door.
Footfalls in the hallway.

Vanessa.

Jay considered swearing rather pointless. It
didn’t make her feel better or empower her in any way, shape, or
form. Consequently, she didn’t swear unless it was the most
appropriate response for any given social situation. But…
damn that girl.

When alone in her apartment, Jay would
unselfconsciously do whatever she deemed necessary, whenever she
deemed it necessary. If she felt the urge to explode into motion
and run up a wall—see whether she could make it further across the
ceiling than last time before gravity held sway—she did so. If she
wanted to test whether vriksasana, tree pose, did indeed
improve concentration as claimed, then she would stand on her left
foot with her right knee bent and her right sole placed on her
upper inner thigh, for an hour or two without a qualm.

Of course she made every effort to moderate
her behaviors and experiments with Tyler present, confining her
physical activities to more socially acceptable outlets, such as
performing katas or running through tai chi forms.

Reading, too, was a pastime she enjoyed.
Sure, she could scan the entire contents of a book in minutes, but
for Jay, reading wasn’t about quantity. She loved analyzing and
puzzling over the author’s word choices—why this particular
word here and not a suitable synonym? She loved how words combined
into phrases that provoked vivid images and emotions. She loved the
rhythms of words, and how changing those rhythms could so
drastically alter the ambiance of a particular segment. She would
devour a book from cover to cover, savoring every word, every
sentence, before starting straight in on the next. She bought a
stack of books every week from various bookstores, and felt no need
to apologize for her passion. Many humans were passionate about
reading, too.

There were times, though, when she would do
something extraordinary without fully considering the implications.
Like rearranging all the furniture in the lounge while Tyler was
taking out the garbage, because she wanted to test the feng
shui of the living space as per the book she’d just finished
reading. Once he’d gotten over the initial shock of rearranged
furniture, Tyler hadn’t been bothered. He knew what she was,
accepted those parts of herself she chose to reveal. He didn’t make
her feel like a freak.

But Jay could not risk doing something out
of the ordinary in front of Vanessa—not when Vanessa would be
watching, judging. And now she was already up and about, and making
it difficult for Jay to be herself. Again.

She slowly eased from Tyler’s embrace,
careful not to disturb his slumber. There were times when
possessing superb fine muscle control was advantageous and this was
one of those times. Once on her feet, she glanced down at herself.
Light cotton shorts, a t-shirt, and bare feet would not be
considered suitable jogging attire. It would doubtless draw
unwanted attention—could even lead people to conclude she was
trying to escape someone who meant her harm. She eased open a
drawer and pulled out a pair of sweats.

On her way out, she swiped her iPod from the
tallboy and her sneakers from the floor by the wardrobe. She cast
one more glance at Tyler before she pulled the bedroom door shut
behind her.

She discovered Vanessa peering into the
fridge and muttering to herself.

“If you’re looking for milk, we’re fresh
out.” She’d intended to get up early and slip out to purchase a
carton. “There’s a UHT carton in the pantry.”

Vanessa straightened with one hand on her
chest where she doubtless imagined her heart was supposed to be.
“Crap! You startled me.”

Jay considered not giving a response.
Vanessa had made a statement not a question. In addition it was a
correct statement, because Vanessa had made it very obvious that
she had indeed been startled. Logically, no response was required.
But none of Jay’s dealings with Vanessa thus far had been based on
anything remotely resembling logic. In the end she settled on,
“Sorry.”

She yanked the sweats on over her shorts and
then thrust her feet into the sneakers before performing some basic
stretches. She didn’t need to stretch to warm up her muscles before
a run, but it was considered beneficial for humans to do so.

Vanessa had managed to locate the carton of
milk and a box of cereal in the pantry. She brought both items over
to the breakfast bar before nosing inside a couple of cupboards,
searching for crockery. She appeared to be making herself very much
at home.

For some indefinable reason Vanessa’s
actions irked Jay. Father’s programming had instilled a knowledge
of far more than mere basic etiquette, and Vanessa was showing her
up as an ungracious hostess. Or perhaps it was simply that Vanessa
royally pissed Jay off—had done ever since their first rather
disastrous meeting when Vanessa had taken it upon herself to punch
Jay in the stomach.

“Help yourself,” she said, injecting a
degree of sarcasm in her tone. “Just make sure you leave some
cereal for Tyler. Apple Jacks are his favorite.”

Vanessa flushed. She ducked her head and
toyed with the spoon she’d gotten from the cutlery drawer. “Thanks
for letting me stay here.”

“I’d say, ‘You’re welcome,’ but you and I
both know I’d be lying.”

Surprisingly, that sally provoked a wry
laugh. “Yeah, I kinda got that. You do ‘bitch’ real well, Jay.
You’d give Bettina a run for her money.”

Despite herself, Jay’s lips twitched upward
in appreciation of Vanessa’s comment. At Greenfield High, Bettina
had cornered the market on bitch and reigned supreme. “I’ve been
practicing.”

Vanessa fiddled with the closure of the UHT
milk carton, finally figured it out, and poured milk into her
cereal bowl.

“About last night,” Jay said. “I’m sorry. I
don’t know what came over me. The nightmare was….” She closed her
eyes and sucked in a bracing breath. “I dreamed Tyler died and it
was my fault. I couldn’t wake up. I just kept dreaming him dying in
front of me over and over.”

When she opened her eyes it was to find
Vanessa staring at her, mouth slightly agape, like she couldn’t
believe what she’d just heard.

Jay reviewed her statements. She’d only
wanted to make it clear that even if she didn’t like Vanessa very
much, she didn’t intend to make a habit of assaulting her—well, not
without major provocation, anyway. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been
so honest. Perhaps she shouldn’t have tried to explain herself. She
rubbed her temple and sighed inwardly. Too late now.

Vanessa shut her mouth with an audible snap.
“That must have been awful.”

“It was.” Before the silence could grow
awkward, Jay changed the subject. “How’s your throat? Do you need
me to pick you up some arnica cream for the bruising?”

Vanessa massaged her neck. “I took a couple
more Tylenol when I got up. It doesn’t feel so bad. But thanks
anyway.”

“Do you wish to press charges for
assault?”

Vanessa shook her head a little too
emphatically. “No. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me. It was an
accident, right?”

Jay nodded. She grabbed a marker and
scribbled a note for Tyler on the whiteboard she’d fixed to the
wall by the phone. “I need to get out of the house for a bit. I’m
going for a run. If you like, I’ll take you shopping for clothes
when I get back.”

Vanessa ducked her head again, hiding her
expression. “Thanks.”

Jay strode from the room and let herself out
of the house. It was a relief to shut the door on Vanessa, and the
nightmare, and all the awkwardness that had resulted. She set her
iPod on random play, inserted the ear buds, and jogged down the
front stairs.

She darted across the street, taking care to
keep to a speed that was within normal human parameters. The urge
to sprint, to test her physical capabilities and run flat out,
beckoned seductively in a small corner of her mind. She forced it
back and settled into her stride. If she wanted to appear human, if
she wanted to fit in, she could not test her limits. As humans were
fond of saying: Ignorance is bliss. Or in Jay’s case, better not to
explore her full capabilities lest she be tempted to use them.

 


~~~

 


An incoming text alert woke him. Tyler rolled
over and reached for his cell phone. He peered at the text,
expecting one of Pete’s invites to come over and watch the game.
Which was Pete-speak for get drunk, get stoned, make a helluva
mess, and earn the wrath of Chandler for trashing the place.

The text was from his sister.

aaargh!!! who knew baby clothes so tricky to
sew??? frickin nightmare!!!

Apparently designing baby clothes was not
Caro’s forte—not for lack of trying, though. Just about every text
he got from her lately mentioned baby-related stuff. Tyler wondered
how the guys in his sister’s design class were doing with the
assignment. Bet they were impressed. Their tutor had to be
snickering over that one. And Matt…. Bet Caro’s boyfriend felt like
running for the hills every time he spotted her working on yet
another teeny-tiny frou-frou outfit. Poor bastard.

cld b worse, he texted back. cld b
doggie outfits.

HAH! came the response. i’m safe.
fat chance mom will ever get a dog now.

He hadn’t been awake long enough to
comprehend the segue from sewing baby clothes to his mom getting a
dog, so Tyler didn’t bother to try. He yawned and stretched and
wasn’t surprised to find he was alone in bed. Jay didn’t require
anywhere near as much sleep as he did. Not for the first time he
wondered whether she required sleep at all… and whether she would
ever admit such a thing to him. Unlikely. He got the impression Jay
didn’t want to bring attention to her… differences because
she didn’t know how he’d react.

He flung an arm over his eyes and groaned.
He couldn’t blame her for concealing the full extent of her
differences. When he’d first discovered she was a cyborg he’d been
so gutted, felt so fucking betrayed, he’d lashed out at her
physically. And although at the time he’d known she couldn’t feel
physical pain like a human did, that didn’t excuse his actions.
It’d been a shitty thing to do—cowardly, too, because he’d trusted
she wouldn’t retaliate and smack him upside the head as he’d so
richly deserved. He’d been an immature asshole about the whole
thing and he was damned lucky she hadn’t walked away and never
looked back.

He still couldn’t believe she’d chosen him,
not when she could have any guy out there eating out of her hand.
He still couldn’t believe she’d changed her identity, spent
countless hours and bucket-loads of cash covering her tracks so she
could come back to him and be a part of his life for as long as he
wanted her—her words, not his. Stubborn damn female. Like he’d ever
stop wanting her.

If only he could figure out how to get her
to realize that he was the one who felt lucky. He was
the one who needed to prove himself, not her.

His stomach rumbled and he rolled out of
bed.

When he strolled into the kitchen, Nessa was
perched on a barstool, nursing a mug and staring vacantly into
space.

Tyler inhaled. Coffee. Good idea. After last
night, boy did he need a caffeine hit. He headed for Mr. Coffee.
Jay had wanted one of those fancy espresso machine with a fancy
price tag to match, but Tyler insisted he wasn’t capable of doing
more than push a button before his morning caffeine fix. Anything
too complicated would be wasted on him.

“Hey,” he muttered as he passed Nessa.

“Hey.”

She sounded croaky. Tyler’s gaze snapped to
her neck. The bruises were manifesting with a vengeance. Shit. He
took a bracing swig of strong black coffee and shuddered when it
seared his taste buds.

“Looks worse than it is,” she said. “Nothing
a bit of concealer won’t hide. I’ll ice it again today, stay on the
Tylenol for a couple more days.” She shrugged. “No big deal.”

He frowned at her over the rim of his mug.
She’d reeled that off like dealing with serious bruising was
commonplace for her.

“Time-Out can get a bit rowdy,” she said,
answering his unspoken question.

Tyler leaned his hip against the counter and
took a much bigger swig of coffee. And then wished he hadn’t when
guilt turned the coffee to acid in his gut. He set the mug down,
raked a hand through his hair and tugged on the ends. He didn’t
want to feel sorry for her. He didn’t want to feel responsible for
her. “Shit, Vanessa. I—”

“Don’t you dare.” Her lower lip protruded in
the pouty way that used to turn him to putty in her scheming
hands.

He blinked. “What?”

“Feel sorry for me. I brought this on
myself, okay?”

“Vanessa, I hardly think you deserved to be
half-strangled because you walked in on someone having one helluva
nightmare.”

She puffed a sharp breath out through her
nose and simultaneously rolled her eyes. “I meant being expelled
and kicked out of home and having to work in a shithole because no
one else would take me on.”

“Oh. Right.” Could she really have changed?
Grown up and decided to take responsibility for her own choices?
Sure sounded like it. Maybe there was hope for her after all.

“I left you some Apple Jacks,” she said,
jerking her chin at the cereal box on the counter. “Jay said they
were your favorite.”

Tyler couldn’t help but feel grateful for
the change of subject. Raking up the past was making things a
little too intense for his comfort. And it was just plain weird
seeing Nessa sitting in the kitchen wearing one of his old
t-shirts. The whole situation felt… intimate. And the last thing
Tyler wanted was any sort of intimacy with his ex. He didn’t want
Nessa getting the wrong idea. Or Jay, for that matter. Just as well
he’d thrown on some clothes before leaving the bedroom.

“Thanks. Where is she, anyway?”

Nessa shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Tyler padded over to check for a note on the
fridge whiteboard.

Nope. Wiped clean. Jay was probably hiding
out in the studio—it was soundproofed, so she would be able to vent
without fear of pissing off the neighbors. He grabbed his mug of
coffee and wandered upstairs to check on her.

The room was empty.

He backed out of the studio, pivoted, and
stood in the narrow hallway. “Jay!” he yelled, knowing she’d hear
him, even if she’d climbed out onto the roof—something she did
every now and then that gave him the raging heebie jeebies.

He cocked his head, listening. No response.
She must have gone out—maybe to pick up milk, or for a run. But she
always left him a note. Always. Even if he turned up unexpectedly
and had to let himself in with the key she’d given him because she
wasn’t home, there was always a note. It was a ritual—something
she’d agreed to after he’d made her promise never to disappear and
leave him hanging again.

Jay wouldn’t have taken off because of
Vanessa. No way. He rolled his shoulders, shrugging off his
unease.

As he took another swig of coffee he
happened to glance at his watch. Shit. If he didn’t make tracks
he’d miss the bus and be late for his first class of the day. But
he didn’t want to leave without checking up on Jay and making sure
she was okay—making sure they were okay.

He descended the stairs to the bedroom level
and headed for the master bedroom to grab his cell phone. Midway
through dialing Jay’s number he noticed her sleek purple phone on
the bedside table. Crap.

There was no reason to be concerned about
her. She could handle anything that anyone threw at her. She’d be
okay. He hoped. Though that meltdown last night wasn’t making him
feel any better about leaving her alone with Nessa for the best
part of a day.

He swallowed the last of his coffee and
ditched the empty mug on the tallboy. Books and a thumb drive with
a completed assignment got shoved in his messenger bag, keys and
wallet in the back pocket of his jeans.

What else did he need for today? He mentally
ticked off the list. A bunch more clothes from his apartment. Oh
yeah, drawing project he’d meant to finish last night. It was a bit
rough, but wouldn’t take long to complete. He could snatch time in
the breaks between his scheduled classes.

Of course he’d left it upstairs in the
studio. A groan escaped his lips. He sure didn’t need gym workouts
living in a three story brownstone.

He careened down the hallway and almost ran
Nessa down as she exited the bathroom. She shrieked, and clutched
the towel more tightly about her torso as she backed away from him.
“Crap, Tyler. If you don’t want to be scarred for life when I drop
this towel and flash you, then watch where the hell you’re
going.”

Whoa. Bare skin alert. He didn’t know where
to look so he stared straight ahead at the wall above the
stairwell. “Sorry.”

“I’m about to take a shower,” she said,
obviously feeling the need to explain herself. “Needed something
from my room.”

“Gotta run or I’ll miss the bus. Oh, and
meant to say, when Jay gets back make sure to ask her about a spare
door key.”

“Tyler, can I ask you something?”

He glanced at his watch. “If it’s real
quick.”

“Are you and Jay—”

Shit. He so didn’t want to be having this
conversation right now. “A couple? Yes, Vanessa. We’re a couple.”
He knew he sounded pissed but he didn’t much care. He headed for
the stairwell.

Her next question stopped him in his tracks.
“Are you happy? With Jay, I mean.”

He pivoted to face her, needing to read her
expression. “What sort of a question is that?”

Nessa dragged her big toe across the floor
and then glanced up, straight into his eyes. “A valid one, I
thought.”

Tyler crossed his arms over his chest.
“Why?” he bit out.

“There’s a bunch of your clothes and stuff
in the middle bedroom and I wondered—” She trailed off as she
realized she’d just admitted to snooping. A dull flush crawled up
her neck.

Tyler could guess what she’d concluded but
he felt like making her squirm. “You wondered, what, Vanessa?”

“Whether you two were just friends who have
a—” she used air quotes for emphasis “—friends with benefits thing
going on.”

“So what if we do?”

“I just wondered about your—” pregnant pause
“—relationship, is all.”

“I’ll tell you the same I told my mom,”
Tyler said. “It’s none of your business.”

She got that gleam in her eyes—that
calculating “How can I use this to my advantage?” gleam Tyler
remembered all too well. He mentally reviewed what he’d just said.
Ah, crap. Dumbass. Now she knew his mom wasn’t exactly over the
moon and jumping for joy about his relationship with Jay.

Relationship. Now there was a word—a really
heavy on the issues word. Did Jay even comprehend what a
boyfriend-girlfriend-living-together relationship was supposed to
entail?

Did she want to take this next step? Sure,
she seemed affected physically by him at times. But what if she was
simply following his lead? For all he knew, she might be perfectly
content with the same kind of affectionate BFF thing she had with
his twin, Caro.

God. What if he was pushing her into
something she wasn’t ready for? Or might never be ready for
because….

Because she wasn’t human.

When he tuned in to the real world again,
Nessa had moved closer. A lot closer. Before he could get his head
in the game and fend her off, she wound her arms about his neck and
kissed him. On the mouth. With tongue.

His stomach did a whoop-de-whoop and his
pulse went into overdrive as the adrenaline kicked in. What she was
doing, the reactions she was yanking from him… none of it felt
good. He planted his hands on her hips, hoped like hell the towel
would stay where it was ’coz a naked Nessa was sooo not gonna help
matters right now, and thrust her away. “What. The. Fuck. Vanessa?”
He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

She stared at him, all softly parted
slightly puffy lips and hurt, astonished eyes. The towel slipped
and Tyler averted his gaze as she made a grab for it. When he dared
glance back she was tucking it more securely beneath her
armpit.

She took a hasty step backward when she
noted the POed expression on his face. “I thought—”

“You thought wrong. You try anything like
that again, you’ll be out on your ass so quick your feet won’t
touch the ground. Capiche?”

She opened her mouth, doubtless to plead her
case, but the front door slammed and all that came out was a girly
squeak.

Shit. Great timing. “Jay?” he called,
peering down the stairwell.

“Who else would it be?” She jogged up the
stairs toward him.

“Where the hell have you been?” Worry and
stress, and embarrassment at being caught with his ex when she had
made moves on him dressed in nothing but a freaking towel, made his
tone sharp and accusatory.

“I left a note on the whiteboard telling you
I went for a jog.”

Tyler’s stomach turned an OMG-she-didn’t
somersault.

Nessa’s guilty expression said it all.

He fixed her with a scowl designed to burn
all the scheming right out of her. “Why?” he said, having to force
out the word because his teeth were clenched so tightly.

Nessa’s lower lip wobbled and then she dived
for the bathroom. Tyler could have grabbed her arm and forced her
to deal here and now, but…. Hell. When having it out with your ex
in front of your current girlfriend, it was probably a good idea
for all parties to be fully clothed.

He heard the lock on the bathroom door
engage. Damn. Now what was he supposed to do?

“She wiped off the message I left you on the
whiteboard,” Jay said, brushing past him to lean on the wall. “I
suspected she might.”

Tyler gave her WTF eyes. “If you suspected
she might pull something like that, why didn’t you, I dunno, write
me a note and leave it on my pillow or something?”

“I was giving her the benefit of the doubt.
Isn’t that what… we are supposed to do?”

Tyler figured the ever so slight pause meant
she’d been about to say “humans”. And it bothered him she had to
censor herself because of their unwanted guest. “She’s gotta go,”
he said. “I don’t care how dire her situation is.”

“Don’t be such a hardass, Tyler. Everyone
makes mistakes.”

He snorted. “Yeah. But she’s way the heck
over her quota. No frickin’ way is she getting a free pass on this
one.”

“Who said anything about a free pass? Tyler,
you’ve only got six point th—” She paused. “You’ve got about five
minutes before the bus arrives.”

“I’ll make it.”

“No you won’t. I’ll give you a lift.”

“And what about our little problem?” He
jerked his thumb at the bathroom door. “Do you really think it’s a
good idea to leave her here on her own?”

Jay wrinkled her nose. “Botheration.”

Tyler snickered, amused despite himself.
“Botheration?”

“What I really want to say would sear your
eardrums. Please, just this once take a cab? And leave me to handle
this.”

“You sure? I can take the next bus.”

“You’ll be late for your first class. And
I’m sure. Grab some cash from the bedside drawer.”

“Okay. Just this once. Text me if you need
me.” He leaned in to whisper, “Like, if you feel an overwhelming
desire to strangle Vanessa properly this time. I’ll come straight
home and help you get rid of the body.”

Her lips twitched. “I will.”

He pressed a quick kiss to the side of her
mouth and headed for the main bedroom to grab the cab fare. As he
wandered back down the hallway, he hesitated outside the door to
the bathroom and seriously considered pressing his ear to the door.
But with her super-cyborg hearing, Jay would know he was listening
in. And she would have every right to be unimpressed to the max he
didn’t trust her to sort this without him hovering.

He raced upstairs, grabbed his artwork from
the studio, and headed out the door.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Seven




Jay stood to one side of the shower cubicle
and waited for Tyler’s oblivious ex-girlfriend to notice she wasn’t
alone. Vanessa hadn’t switched on the extractor fan and steam
billowed from the cubicle. It lingered in the air like a finely
woven shroud before descending to pearl each surface with a
delicate mist. Jay extended an arm and watched as her outer dermal
layer absorbed the moisture.

The water shut off. Jay heard a breathy
sigh. There was a pause, and then the shower door opened. Vanessa
stepped from the cubicle and blindly reached for the towel she’d
left on the heated rail.

Jay handed her the towel.

“Thanks,” Vanessa said automatically.

Wait for it….

Her shriek was slasher horror-worthy. She
certainly had an impressive lung capacity.

She whimpered and clutched the towel, vainly
trying to hide herself behind it.

“Oh, please,” Jay said. “It’s not like I
haven’t seen naked bodies before.”

Vanessa blinked water from her eyes. “I
locked the door!”

“Yes, you did.” Jay left it at that because
the implications should have been obvious.

Vanessa’s eyes grew huge. She reminded Jay
of a bedraggled bushbaby—one of those small nocturnal primates with
the big round eyes, native to continental Africa. Except Jay didn’t
find Vanessa the least bit cute.

“Wh-what do you want?”

Jay folded her arms across her chest. “What
do you think I want, Vanessa?”

“I-I have no idea!”

“Sure you do.”

Vanessa thrust back her shoulders and stuck
out her chest.

Oh, please. Really? Jay resisted the impulse
to roll her eyes.

“If we’re gonna have a bitch fight, can I at
least get dressed first?” Vanessa asked in a calm, even tone that
belied her frantic heartbeat.

Okay, that was mildly impressive. Jay gave
her points for sheer guts. “Whatever makes you comfortable.” She
made a sweeping gesture with her hand. “After you.”

Vanessa scuttled past her and headed
straight for the dubious sanctuary of her bedroom. Jay gave her two
minutes to armor herself with clothes before striding after
her.

She had pulled on sweatpants and managed to
struggle into the crop top Jay had provided for her by the time Jay
entered the bedroom. She snatched a look at Jay and grabbed for a
t-shirt. Her moan of distress sounded unnaturally loud.

Jay halted, waiting until Vanessa had shoved
herself into the t-shirt. Cornered animals tended to attack, and
she had no desire to inadvertently injure Vanessa if the girl
lashed out.

Mmm. Interesting. The need to “bitch slap”
Vanessa and yank a few handfuls of hair from her scalp—maybe rake
her nails down that pretty face—had all but vanished. And
thankfully, the seething heat that had rippled over Jay in waves
from the instant Vanessa had invaded her home had been replaced
with a more familiar cool calm logic.

A quick analysis of her reactions to various
events led Jay to conclude her normal state of being had returned
because Tyler had displayed no overt signs of being physically
attracted to Vanessa—despite her accosting him clad only in a
towel. He’d been angry, irritated, exasperated. But there had been
no hint of underlying sexual tension that would suggest a hidden
attraction to his ex.

Jay found it even more interesting that she
had unconsciously registered this fact and her physiology had
reacted accordingly, allowing her to deal calmly and logically with
Vanessa. Processing information at an unconscious level and
reacting accordingly might be the norm for humans, but not for
cyborgs. She was still changing, evolving. Becoming more and more
humanlike.

“So?” Vanessa visibly trembled with
tension.

“So, I’ll make this easy for you, Vanessa.
And I’ll be painfully blunt so there’s no misunderstandings. Tyler
is mine. You had your chance and you blew it. If you even think of
making a play for him, I’ll make you sorry you were born. Is that
clear?”

“Y-yes. Of course. I wouldn’t…. I would
never—”

“But you did, didn’t you?”

Vanessa’s lower lip did what Tyler would
describe as a “primo wobble”. Jay remained unmoved. “Didn’t you,
Vanessa?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I made a play for him.”

“You kissed him.” That much had been obvious
from the state of her lips.

“Don’t worry, he didn’t kiss me back.”

“Oh, I’m not worried. But I would like to
know why you kissed him.” Jay asked out of genuine interest. Human
emotions and the often illogical actions they provoked were
endlessly fascinating.

Vanessa sank onto the bed and sagged. She
clasped her hands tightly before wedging them between her knees.
She couldn’t meet Jay’s gaze. She wiggled her toes and stared
fixedly at them. “You want the truth?”

“That would be nice.”

Vanessa peered up at her, suspicion etched
in her features.

Jay puffed out a sigh and trusted it
successfully conveyed exasperation. “I was not being sarcastic.
Just tell me the truth and then we can move on.”

“Okay. Tyler’s a great guy. And when we were
together, I was happy—really happy. Only….”

When she didn’t continue, Jay prompted,
“Only, what?”

“I didn’t realize it at the time. So I threw
it all away. I threw him away. And I just wanted….” She
swallowed. “I just wanted to feel like that again.”

“Happy.”

“Yes. Is that so wrong?” Defiance colored
every word.

“It depends on your personal code of
ethics.”

A tiny frown pleated Vanessa’s brows as she
processed this statement.

Jay decided to put her out of her misery and
help her along. “You might have been happy. Tyler
might even have been happy… once he got over the guilt of
two-timing his girlfriend and figured out how to put the past
behind him. And your happiness would have come at a price. Mine.”
She cocked her head, as she reviewed her argument. “Truthfully, I
don’t believe Tyler could ever be happy with you. Not only does he
not do guilt very well, trust is a huge issue with him.”

“Trust?” Vanessa’s question lacked
conviction. She knew very well what Jay was getting at.

“Tyler. Matt. Shawn. Tyler again. Gosh, who
might be the next best thing?”

Vanessa winced.

Jay hammered the point home. “And the lies
are a problem, Vanessa. He has to have wondered how far would you
have gone. Would you have let the principal expel him? What if
Shawn had decided to really stick the knife in by notifying the
authorities instead of contenting himself with rumor-mongering?
Would you have let Tyler be charged with attempted date-rape just
to cover up your drug-dealing and Shawn’s nasty little steroid
habit? You could have ruined Tyler’s life with your lies. You
nearly did. So what on earth makes you think you can flash a bit of
bare skin and a pouty smile and he’ll want you again?”

Vanessa’s mouth worked but she couldn’t
manage to speak actual words.

Jay didn’t wait for her to get it together.
She could be as relentless as any other machine programmed to
perform a task. “Even if I wasn’t in the picture, why would he want
to have anything to do with you after what you did to him?”

Vanessa hiccupped. Tears slipped down her
cheeks and her shoulders shook. But she didn’t look away from Jay.
She didn’t duck her head and bury her face in her hands and try to
hide from the truth.

Courage of a sort. There was hope for her
yet.

“You’re right,” Vanessa said.

“Yes. I generally am. It’s an annoying habit
of mine.”

Vanessa managed a watery smile.
“Thanks.”

Jay blinked. “For what?”

“I needed to hear that.”

“Then I’m pleased I could oblige you.” She
didn’t believe Vanessa would be throwing herself at Tyler again
anytime soon, but it might be prudent to introduce her to other
eligible males—not that she would attract anyone suitable in her
current state. In Jay’s estimation, Vanessa was not one of those
females who could cry and still look attractive.

“Finish getting dressed,” she said.

“Why?” Vanessa chewed her lip, looking all
woebegone with a hefty dash of uh-oh! apprehension.

“Because I’m taking you shopping.”

Vanessa shot her a look that clearly
suggested she thought Jay had lost her mind. “You serious?” she
asked.

“Yes.”

“Why are you being nice to me?”

“There’s nothing ‘nice’ about taking you
shopping,” Jay assured her. “You need clothes. I would rather not
have you borrowing mine—or Tyler’s for that matter. Buying you
clothes solves both our problems. If you’d rather stay here, I can
pick out a range of items for you. But I’m guessing you’d rather
accompany me and help choose your own clothes. From what I recall,
your style and mine don’t exactly mesh.”

Vanessa’s gaze took in Jay’s current attire.
She didn’t quite stoop to a shudder but it was a close call. “I’ll
be ready in five.”

“Make it ten. I’d like a quick shower after
my run. Oh, and Vanessa?”

“Yes?”

“Why did you leave Snapperton?”

Vanessa worried her lower lip with her teeth
but she did manage to meet Jay’s gaze. “I needed to get away. From
my parents. From the kids who keep judging me. From… everything. I
needed a fresh start.”

Part of the truth at least. But there was
something she wasn’t revealing. Jay didn’t push it. She left
Vanessa to “get ready”—whatever that entailed.

Jay had only been on two clothes-buying
sprees in the company of another female. Both times that female had
been Tyler’s sister, Caro, who had a knack for finding bargains at
pre-loved clothing boutiques. Jay’s own idea of shopping was to
enter a store, analyze the offerings, pick suitable garments off
the racks, and pay for them. Quick. Efficient.

She didn’t believe for a second Vanessa
would appreciate shopping for pre-loved clothing. Nor would Vanessa
likely appreciate Jay’s preferred method—a method that had resulted
in Caro turning a rather interesting shade of plum.

This excursion should be enlightening. It
would gave Jay the opportunity to observe Vanessa when she was out
in public and likely to be distracted by the prospect of spending
someone else’s money.

There was something irregular about her
sudden impulse to leave her life in Snapperton behind and come all
this way to throw herself on Tyler’s mercy. Why Tyler? Why not
Caro, Vanessa’s former best friend since their first day at
Greenfield High? Caro pretended to be a hardass, but she wanted to
believe the best of people. Despite their falling out it would have
been highly unlikely for Caro to have refused to help Vanessa in
these circumstances.

Hah. It was a waste of energy to ponder
Vanessa’s hidden agenda. As Father had been so fond of saying, all
would be revealed in time.
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Nessa lay on her bed, idly flicking through a
magazine while Jay did… whatever it was Jay did to occupy herself
until Tyler finished up his classes. Surely she didn’t spend all
day preparing meals from scratch? Nessa would have outright asked
what Jay did to pass the time but she didn’t want to come across
all nosy and ruin the tentative truce that had formed between
them—a truce that had even resulted in Jay agreeing to call her
“Nessa”.

Shopping with Jay had been a revelation.
She’d been extraordinarily generous, reeling off a list of items
she deemed Nessa required, and not batting an eyelid at the cost.
Nessa had been so grateful for the opportunity to purchase quality
stuff that would last, instead of cheap and nasty knockoffs, she’d
been desperate to do something—anything—to show how much she
appreciated Jay’s generosity. Because she had little ready cash and
Jay had refused to let her shout lunch, the next best option was a
spur of the moment makeover for Jay. But after dragging Jay into
boutique after boutique in search of a special outfit that would
showcase her looks, it’d quickly become apparent the girl was
extraordinarily clueless when it came to buying clothes for
herself.

Nessa shook her head at the memory. Sheesh.
What was with the speed-shopping? Who did that—walked in, glanced
around, grabbed stuff off the racks and bought it without even
trying it on? No wonder Jay’s idea of dressing up was jeans and
tops and sneakers.

She grinned, imagining the expression on
Tyler’s face when Jay got ’round to wearing the gorgeous royal blue
dress Nessa had talked her into buying. Even in bare feet, on Jay
the outfit was a traffic-stopper. It’d certainly stopped that
snooty sales assistant mid-snark when Jay had emerged from the
changing room to ask Nessa’s opinion. She’d been all, “Omigod,
you’re that model from ANTM! Can I have your autograph?” Stupid
cow.

Did Tyler ever owe Nessa big-time, because
Jay had been ready to put the dress back on the rack. It’d taken
some fast talking from Nessa, the shop assistant, and the
abruptly no-longer-bored guy waiting for his girlfriend to choose
an outfit to convince Jay she looked totally hot and she’d wow
Tyler in the dress.

That girl. She had no idea how gorgeous she
was. Just like she had no idea a wolf-whistle from a guy was in
fact a compliment, and that Tyler would like seeing her all
dressed up.

Who could have guessed that shopping with
Jay would be so much fun? Or that she’d—mock-gasp!—actually like
spending girl-time with Jay?

Or that she’d begin to realize exactly what
Tyler saw in her.

Guilt dimmed Nessa’s glow of pleasure. As if
on cue, her cell phone bleeped an incoming text. Her stomach
flip-flopped. There was only one person who had this number. Heck,
she didn’t even know the number because she hadn’t bothered
to find out—the whole, if I ignore it maybe it’ll go away
thing.

Her hands shook as she checked the
message.

Did you enjoy your shopping excursion? Keep
up the good work.

Her stomach crawled up her throat and she
clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself from puking up the
delicious lunch Jay had bought her. OhGodohGodohGod. He’d been
watching them at the mall.

She deleted the text and flung the phone
away.

She was fooling herself. Again. She wasn’t
Jay’s friend. She was a spy.

Nessa buried her face in her arms and
wondered when she was gonna wise up and stop making dumbass choices
that always, always! ended up ruining her life and hurting
others.






~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eight




Tyler resisted the urge to stick his finger
in his ear and waggle it around a bit to make sure he’d heard
right. Jay had taken Nessa shopping and they’d both not only
survived, but enjoyed the experience? Wonders would never
cease. It was like he’d been transported to some freaky parallel
universe where Jay and Nessa were BFFs.

Jay noted his reaction and responded with a
skillfully quirked eyebrow that could have meant anything from
“Surprise! She’s a nice kid, really—who coulda guessed?” to “I’m
merely biding my time, waiting for Vanessa to piss me off so I have
an excuse to stuff her in a box and ship her ass back to
Snapperton.”

Nessa tossed her fork onto her plate and
leaned back in her chair. “You don’t have to look so damn
surprised, Tyler. We’re both grownups. We can put aside our
differences.” Her gaze challenged him to disagree... and perhaps
apply the same sentiment a little closer to home.

He swigged his soda to stop himself blurting
a few painful facts. He oh-so-carefully placed the can on the
coaster and settled for, “Jay doesn’t know you as well as I do,
Vanessa.”

She gratified him by flushing a dull
crimson. And then floored the hell out of him by saying, “Can’t you
please call me Nessa? Even Jay calls me that now. And you know how
much I hate ‘Vanessa’.”

The trouble was Tyler did know. He’d
witnessed Mrs. Ward, Nessa’s mother, wielding the name “Vanessa” as
a kind of verbal whip, berating her daughter for being “too this”
and “too that”. Nessa had never been good enough for her parents.
In fact, the Wards had seemed to actively dislike their offspring.
He’d wanted to die of embarrassment the couple of times he’d stayed
for dinner when he and Nessa had been dating. Awkward didn’t begin
to describe the experience. And here he was, deliberately calling
her “Vanessa”—serving up a heaping of Mrs. Ward in every
syllable.

Shame turned the mouthful of insanely tender
steak Jay had cooked tonight into a solid lump. He took another
swallow of soda and choked it down.

A glance at Jay’s blank expression left him
clueless about her feelings on the matter. Fine. He’d follow her
lead. And if she got pissy about it later, then tough. “Okay,
Nessa.”

“Thank you,” she said, smiling so sweetly it
made him want to barf.

“Whatever.” Sheesh. How had this turned into
a Jay and Nessa against mean old Tyler-fest? Girls. He’d never
understand them in a million years. The only thing that’d make this
situation worse would be his sister, Caro. The three of them
ganging up would make the toughest guy whimper and run for
cover.

His cell phone blared the ringtone for his
parents’ home line. Great. He so did not want to deal with his mom
right now. He fished the phone from his pocket, intending to reject
the call and put it to voicemail.

“You should take it,” Jay said. “If it’s
your mother it might be important. And you should give her my
landline number, too.”

A chill skittered a spidery little dance
down his spine. What did Jay suspect? What hadn’t she told him?
Damn. Too late to have her up about it now—not that he’d do it in
front of Nessa in any case. “Hello?”

“It’s Mom,” his mom said. She always stated
the obvious when she called.

“Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

“What makes you think something’s up? Aren’t
I allowed to call you to check how you’re doing?”

Jeez. So much for the apology for her shitty
behavior he’d kinda been expecting.

He hopped down from the barstool. “I better
take this in the sitting room.” Huh. Like that was gonna help with
privacy given Jay’s super-hero hearing. But at least if things got
nasty again Nessa wouldn’t be listening in.

“Am I interrupting something?” his mother
said, her tone frosty.

He half-ran from the kitchen into the living
room. “Only a very nice dinner that took a lot of time and effort
to prepare.” Hell. He probably shouldn’t have said that.

“Oh. Well, I’ll call you later.”

“It’s okay Mom. Jay’ll reheat it for me. So
what’s up?” He mentally kicked himself. “I mean, thanks for
calling. And, uh, I’m fine. Everything’s good. How’re you and Dad?”
And when are you going to apologize for being such a bitch to my
girlfriend, or are we supposed to pretend it didn’t happen?

“Do you have anything on this weekend?”

Uh oh. Please God don’t let them be planning
another “surprise” visit. The last one had been bad enough. But
Nessa and Jay and his parents in the same room? Nightmare of
monumental freaking proportions. “I’m not rostered on to work this
weekend,” he said, carefully. “But if someone calls in sick I could
be called in at a moment’s notice.”

“I’m sure there must be someone else they
can call if you’re not available to fill in,” his mother said.

Double uh-oh. Time to cut to the chase.
“What’s this all about, Mom?”

“It’s been nearly five months since we last
saw you. And your dad and I—” A sigh gusted through the phone
line.

This couldn’t be good. Not if she was making
such an effort to choose her words. What the hell was up? Imminent
divorce?

“I don’t want to hear any more of your
excuses. We want you to come down for the weekend. Caro’s going to
be here and we thought it’d be a good time to—” Another pause. “We
thought it’d be nice for us all to get together.”

He plunked his butt on the arm of the couch
and sagged with relief. A get-together. Nothing to be worried
about. Well, save for him still being pissed at his mom for the way
she’d carried on. Which was why he kept making excuses whenever she
hinted he should visit. “Can’t do a whole weekend,” he told her. “I
have a couple of assignments due and I’m already pushed for time.
How ’bout we head down Saturday morning, stay the night, and head
back Sunday morning after breakfast. How does that sound?”

A sharply indrawn breath clued him in that
he wasn’t gonna like what she said next. Jesus. Here we go again.
Same old, same old. He didn’t have to be Einstein to guess the next
words out of her mouth were likely to be “I’d prefer you don’t
bring your girlfriend.”

“This is supposed to be a family
get-together, Tyler.”

It was Tyler’s turn to suck in a breath—a
reeeally deep, calm-the-heck-down-but-make-it-clear-where-you-stand
breath. “We will be down Saturday. Expect us around
lunchtime.”

“Anyone would think you two are joined at
the damned hip!” His mom virtually snarled the words.

“Don’t start, Mom.”

“Or what?”

“Or it’ll be just you, Dad and Caro for this
family get-together.”

“You’d choose her over your own
family?”

“Don’t force me to make that choice,
Mom.”

“But your dad and I have something we need
to discuss with you.”

“If you need to have a private discussion
with me, I’m sure Jay won’t mind heading out for a jog ’round her
old neighborhood. She’s quite a reasonable person.” Unlike someone
else I could name.

“Why are you making this so difficult,
Tyler?”

“I’ll see you Saturday.” He disconnected the
call before she could say anything else and totally piss him off
and he blurted something he’d regret.

Shit. What was up with her? His mom had
always been pretty reasonable so far as moms went, but these last
few months she’d been like a different person. Sure, he could put a
lot of it down to their stand-off over his continued relationship
with Jay. But….

Could she be going through early menopause
or something? Nah. Surely that was hot flashes, not biting people’s
heads off and coming across all mean as a rattlesnake.

He glanced up to see Jay standing in the
doorway. “You heard all that, I suppose.”

“You should go without me.”

“You’re my girlfriend. If she’s
uncomfortable with that, then tough. Her problem.”

“If it’s a personal family matter she needs
to discuss with you then—”

“You’re my girlfriend. Whether she likes it
or not, to me you are family.”

“Am I?” She came into the room and shut the
door behind her.

“What?”

“Your girlfriend.”

He frowned. What was that supposed to mean?
“What the hell, Jay. Of course you are.”

“Then why haven’t we had intercourse? Isn’t
that what couples who are boyfriend and girlfriend do?”

His brain must have fried because he
couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

“Is it because you don’t really believe I’m
human, either? Like your mother?”

“No! Jesus, Jay. It’s not that. It’s
just—”

“It’s just what?” She cocked her head,
staring at him, analyzing him, trying to understand. Trouble was,
he wasn’t sure he understood it himself, so how the effing heck was
he supposed to explain it to her?

“I want to be sure it’s right,” he said.

“I don’t understand.”

Huh. That makes two of us. “I want
you to want it for the right reasons, not just because it’s
what you believe couples do.”

“Statistics show—”

“Jay.” Tyler ground his teeth and tried to
channel calm. “This isn’t about statistics. This is about you and
me. This is about you wanting to be with me.”

“I do want to be with you. Otherwise I
wouldn’t have come back to you.”

Yes! Mental fist-punch. “That’s, uh, great.”
Better than great. Try freaking fantastic. Now calm down. Don’t
screw this up. “But there are a whole heap of reasons people want
to be around another person.”

“Such as?”

“Because they’re lonely. Because they’re
scared to be alone. Because being around that someone makes them
feel good, gives them a sense of security. Because… because… they
need that person in their lives to feel whole, complete.” Because
they feel obligated to protect that person, like Jay felt she had
to protect him.

“Those are all excellent reasons,” she said.
“So why is it not enough for me to simply want to be with you?”

God. Why was this so hard? Would he even be
having this conversation if Jay were human? “I want—need—to know
your feelings go deeper than want. Do they, Jay?”

“Are you talking about love?”

He nodded because the “yes” had choked in
his throat.

The too-blue gaze that had been flaying him,
laying him bare, turned inward. “I… I don’t know. I’ve never been
in love before. I’ve never been capable of loving anyone
before. How do I know if what I feel for you is what you call
love?”

Tyler stifled groan. Served him right. Now
what was he going to say? Like he was the love guru who was so in
touch with his feelings. Heck, he couldn’t even bring himself to
say he loved her because he was scared shitless she might say it
back without knowing what it really meant. For all he knew she
“loved” him like she had loved her creator. Or in a best friends
kinda way, like she loved his sister. And now he had to explain
this incredibly important, life-changing concept to her.

“Uh, how about you start by telling me what
you do feel for me?” And if it was all about needing to
protect him from the big bad world, he’d try his utmost to hide
that she’d ripped out his heart.

“I want to be with you. When you’re not
here, I think about you and worry about you. When I see you, I feel
warm inside—lighter, somehow, like everything is finally right and
the way it’s meant to be. When you touch me, I want more. Whenever
you leave, everything seems duller, less colorful, and something
inside me aches.”

The breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been
holding rushed out in a whoosh. Sure sounded like love to him.
Thank God. “Ditto,” he said.

“Really?” Her face lit up like she’d just
won a prize.

“Damn straight. Come here.” He opened his
arms in invitation.

A blink and she was across the room and in
his embrace.“And how do you feel about me?” she asked, her face
turned upward—another kind of invitation if he wasn’t mistaken. And
he didn’t think he was. Not this time. Not now.

“Isn’t it obvious?” He pressed his lips to
hers, gently, then not so gently at all, demanding everything she
had to give.

When he pulled away they were both
breathless. He loved that despite all her superhuman enhancements,
he could do that to her—kiss her breathless.

Jay recovered first. “Does this mean you
want to have intercourse with me?”

Tyler spluttered with laughter edged with a
longing that was so great it bordered on helpless despair. “God,
Jay. I’m a guy. And you’re gorgeous. I wanted to get busy with you
from the moment I first saw you.”

A smile curved her lips and he wanted so
much to kiss her again that he ached. Her smile deepened. She slid
from his arms but only to take him by the hand and tug him from his
perch on the arm of the couch.

He let her lead him from the room, but
instead of heading back toward the kitchen as he’d expected, she
started up the stairs.

“Where’re we going?” he whispered, keeping
his voice low so Nessa wouldn’t overhear.

“To bed.”

His heart skipped a beat and the room spun.
Oh. My. Freaking. God. He wanted this. He’d wanted this for so
long. But…. Shit. He couldn’t go through with it. Not now. Not like
this. He eased his hand from her grip and she let him go.

Confusion crinkled her brows and glittered
in her eyes. “What’s wrong, Tyler? Your body’s responses tell me
you’re ready to have intercourse.”

He snorted. “I’m only human. I’m ready all
right, but I don’t think you are.”

“I have extensively researched human
sexuality and I am fully aware of what’s involved. Further, if you
have concerns at my readiness, I am capable of manipulating my body
functions to ensure my—” She frowned. “Perhaps it would be best if
I did not explain my capabilities in this instance.”

He bit his lip so he didn’t smile. “Yeah.
Awesome as it is to know you can get yourself all fired up without
any help from me, we guys kinda prefer to think we’re the ones
responsible for girls ‘getting ready’. If you know what I
mean.”

“Then before I provide you with any further
amusement, perhaps you would care to explain what you meant by your
previous statement about ‘readiness’.”

Was it his imagination or did she sound just
the slightest bit snippy? God, she was cute when she was POed about
not fully understanding some human idiosyncrasy or other. “I mean
you’re still treating this like some lab experiment—you’re
analyzing everything. When you’re too caught up in the moment to be
analytical about it, then you’ll be ready.”

“But if I’m too caught up in the moment to
analyze it, how will I recognize my readiness? How will I know I’m…
ready?”

“Believe me, you’ll know. C’mon. I need to
finish my dinner. Wouldn’t want that steak to go to waste.”

She trailed him back into the kitchen.
Where, to Tyler’s complete astonishment, Nessa was washing up the
pans. Without being asked, bribed or coerced. Surreal.

Just like it was totally surreal that he’d
turned Jay down. Pete would slap him upside the head and call him
all kinds of an idiot—Chandler, too. But Tyler knew he was doing
the right thing. He needed to go slow. If he rushed it, if he gave
in and let her give him what she thought he wanted, when she
thought he wanted it, without truly being cognizant of her own
needs, he would never forgive himself.

Good things took time. And Jay was a good
thing—real good. She was worth waiting for.

 


~~~

 


Tyler tossed the overnight bags into the back
seat of the fancy SUV Jay had retrieved from the parking garage,
and slammed the door. He leaned against the side of the vehicle,
scuffing one of his sneakers across the sidewalk as he waited for
Jay to finish her conversation with Nessa. A week ago, if anyone
had told him that his ex would show up on Jay’s doorstep, she would
be delusional enough to make a pass at him, and she and Jay would
go from active dislike of the bitch-slapping kind to
almost-friends, he’d have laughed himself stupid.

He didn’t trust Nessa, which was why he’d
insisted Jay not mention their new houseguest to Caro when they saw
her. He didn’t want his sister getting involved with Nessa again.
Nessa had this way of charming people into letting her get away
with stuff. And no way was Tyler standing by while Nessa finessed
Caro and dragged her into any more of Nessa’s shit.

Nessa waved as Jay jogged down the
stairs.

Tyler flipped her a half-hearted wave in
return and climbed into the passenger seat. The instant Jay opened
the driver’s side door he said, “Are you sure you’re okay with
leaving her alone in the house?”

Jay waggled her fingers at Nessa and settled
in the driver’s seat. “Feel free to say ‘I told you so’ if she
cleans out the house and vanishes before we get back.”

Tyler leaned his head against the headrest.
“Oh, I will. You can bank on it.”

Jay belted herself in and started the
engine. “Chill, Tyler. It’s not like I can’t afford to replace
everything in the house. I would hope that by now Nessa knows she
can ask for help from me, but if she’s desperate enough to steal
then so be it.”

Tyler waited ’til she’d pulled into the
stream of traffic before continuing to voice his concerns. Sure,
Jay could multi-task like nobody’s business, but that didn’t mean
he was comfortable with her seeming to pay more attention to him
than she did to the road. Truth be told, having her change gears,
speed up or slow down, and once even change lanes while keeping her
gaze fixed on his face, was nerve-wracking in the extreme. Not that
he’d ever let on. Yanno, being a staunch-as dude and all that.

“I hope she doesn’t get too nosey,” he
muttered.

“If she does, she won’t find anything at all
remarkable.”

“You hope.”

“I know.”

“Must be nice to be so damned sure you’re
right all the time.”

She reached over to squeeze his knee.
“There’s no point fretting about what Nessa will or won’t do.
She’ll either show her true colors or surprise us both.”

Tyler snorted. “You know what they say about
leopards and spots.”

“A leopard never changes its spots.”

“Yeah. That. And just so’s we’re clear,
Nessa’s the leopard.”

“I kind of got that but thank you for the
clarification. Would you like to put on some music?”

“Nice try but I don’t distract that
easily.”

Her smile was full of promise and when she
ran her tongue across her lips, he couldn’t tear his gaze away. He
groaned. “Okay, you win. I do distract that easily.”

“I like to win,” she said.

“Gee. I hadn’t noticed that about you.”

He stabbed his finger at the car stereo and
something operatic filled the car. He gave a full-body shudder.
God. Hideous. He quickly selected another station, relieved when it
turned out to be soft-rock fronted by a relatively un-obnoxious DJ.
“So you trust her now, huh?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Relieved to hear it. Because I don’t trust
her, either—and not just because she tried to throw herself at
me.”

“Don’t forget the part where she was
practically naked—”

“I’m trying my best to forget that part,” he
said, meaning it. That little encounter sure wasn’t one of his most
favorite moments. Try embarrassing as all get-out.

“And the part where she kissed you.”

Tyler winced. “Nothing gets past you, does
it?”

Jay tapped her temple with her forefinger.
“Cyborg. Awesome sensory skills, you know.”

He tried to analyze her expression but gave
up. “Are you ever gonna forgive me for that one?”

“Don’t be silly. She kissed
you. There’s nothing to forgive.”

“So you say. Funny, I’m not so inclined to
be forgiving.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Most guys would be
thrilled to itty bitty pieces to have a practically naked girl like
Nessa throw herself at them.”

He folded his arms across his chest and
stared straight ahead. “I’m not most guys.”

“Look, Tyler, she made an error of
judgment.”

“Ya think?”

Jay sighed. “She’s had a rough time. She’s
doing her best.”

He rolled his head to the side to hit her
with his best “you gotta be kidding me” face. “A new wardrobe.
Meals cooked and handed to her on a fricking platter. Real nice
digs while she scours the papers for jobs that are way out of her
league and she hasn’t a hope in hell of getting. Jeez. We should
all be so lucky. How long are you going to let her sponge off you,
Jay?”

Jay expertly maneuvered the SUV into the
next lane. “I’ve been helping her with her résumé, and I assure
you, she has no delusions regarding her qualifications. And in
answer to your question, for as long as it takes.”

“Well, I hope ‘it’ doesn’t take too long,”
Tyler said. “You and I need some alone time.”

“Awww. You say the sweetest things.” She
batted her eyelashes at him.

“You’re developing a real smart mouth. You
know that?”

She puckered up and blew him a kiss.

Tyler grinned, and turned the music down so
it was barely more than a background hum. Combined with the purr of
the SUV’s powerful motor it became white noise—perfect for chilling
out and teasing the song that had been brewing in the back of his
mind for the past couple of days out of hiding.

About half an hour from Snapperton, Jay
punctured his productive creative bubble. “Have you given any more
consideration to moving into my place permanently?” she asked.

Crap. Thought we’d been through this. Why
now? “I know my place is a dump but it’s all I can afford at the
moment.”

“I could buy you an apartment of your
own.”

Tyler swallowed his shock as best he could.
Jeeeezus. This was new. He kept his voice calm and even. “That’s a
very generous offer.”

“But?”

“But, no thanks.” Bad enough she’d paid his
fees at Wasserman without telling him, and outfitted her apartment
with a music room cum art studio for him to use. He had no problem
staying over at Jay’s place, but permanently leeching off his
outrageously wealthy girlfriend like some pampered gigolo wasn’t
his scene. “I want to save enough that I can afford to rent an
apartment on my own. Then you can come stay over at my place for a
change.”

His tone must have betrayed his annoyance
because Jay’s gaze raked his face, searching for clues. Probably
analyzing his reactions so she could use them to her advantage and
convince him of the logic of her argument. But there were some
things that couldn’t be handled with logic. The need to prove
himself and make his own way in the world was one of those
things.

“I want you to have all the time you need to
spend on your music and art,” she said. “I know how important they
are to you, and how frustrated you are that you can’t devote more
time to them. I know you’re exhausted from studying, working on
your projects and portfolios, and working part-time. I also know
you’re considering taking another part-time job at the video store.
Plus, Pete comes home wasted more often than not, and you have to
let him in because he is apparently incapable of remembering where
he put his key. And Chandler snores loud enough to wake the
dead—”

“Enough, Jay. We’ve talked about his. I’m
not ready to move in with you permanently. And you’re not buying me
an apartment.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” He adjusted the seat back and when
that didn’t help un-kink his spine, linked his hands and stretched
them behind his head. He glanced at her, not bothering to hide his
doubt. “Really?”

“No.”

There was a world of frustration in that one
little word. Tyler tried to explain. “I need to know I can make it
on my own. I mean, look at my career choices: music and art. Not
exactly careers known for being solid, stable income-earners. About
the only worse career I could choose moneywise would be to write
books. I have to prove I can support not only myself, but my
family, too.”

Jay floored the accelerator and zipped into
a barely there gap in the next lane. “But you are not required to
support your family. Both your parents are working. Your mother
still has use of the black American Express card I gave her. She is
fully aware that if your family requires anything at all, she can
charge it to the card and I have it covered.”

Tyler waited ’til his stomach was safely
back where it belonged before letting out the breath he’d been
holding. “By family I mean you, not my mom and
dad.”

“But I don’t need your financial
support.”

“I know. But that’s not the point.”

“It’s illogical. I have money secreted all
over the world in private accounts—more than both of us, your
parents, and Caro, could spend in a lifetime.”

“I know. What can I say? It’s a male pride
thing.”

“Then male pride is illogical. Would we be
arguing if I were a wealthy male and you were female, we were in a
relationship, and I wanted to take care of you and ensure your
financial security?”

“I know it’s illogical but….” He scrubbed a
hand over his face, desperately searching for the right words. Huh.
Ironic he had no trouble coming up with song lyrics, but he
couldn’t for the life of him think how to explain this simple
concept in a way that she would understand and accept.

Thankfully, she quit analyzing his
expression to concentrate on the road so he could pry his
white-knuckled fingers from the seat and relax a bit. Okay, time
for a straight from the heart explanation he’d barely admitted to
himself. “If you throw money at me so I can just mooch around and
do what I want, I’m afraid I’ll lose the edge.”

“Edge?”

“The thing inside me that makes me want to
push myself to write better songs and better music, and keep
pushing even when I know it’d be easier to quit this songwriting
lark and become a… a….” He wracked his brain for the most boring
job he could come up with. “A bank clerk in sleepy old Snapperton.
Instead of an unrealistic dreamer with his head in the clouds.”

Jay’s gaze snapped back to him and it was so
fierce it rocked him back against the seat. “Who said you were an
unrealistic dreamer? Your mother?”

Uh oh. Protective instincts ahoy. But she’d
guessed wrong. Two people had accused him of being a dreamer when
he’d expressed his desire to become a songwriter, as well as
continue exploring his artistic talent, but neither of them had
been his mother. She’d been nothing but supportive—of that
lifestyle choice, anyway. Grandma Davidson, on the other hand, had
been most displeased. She’d had high hopes of him being a doctor or
a lawyer, or, to quote her verbatim, “Someone who’ll make a
difference.”

“My grandmother—my dad’s mom, for one. But
she was just using me to have another dig at my mom. She blames Mom
for Dad leaving us.” He mimicked his grandmother’s querulous tones.
“Tyler would never have grown up with such ridiculous ideas filling
his head if you’d been a better wife to my son, Marissa. If my
grandson runs off and joins a commune, you’ll be to blame!”

“This is the same woman who was waiting for
your mother to screw up while Michael was AWOL so she could sue for
custody of you and your sister.”

Tyler nodded.

“She sounds like a thoroughly unlikeable
person,” Jay said.

“Let’s just say she’s had issues ever since
my mom married my dad. No woman was ever gonna be right for her
son.”

“And the second person?”

He should have known she wouldn’t let it
slide. “Caro.”

Jay rewarded him with such astonished eyes
that he laughed. “Yeah, it does sound like one big-ass case of Pot,
meet Kettle, since she’s currently doing a BFA in fashion design.
Hey, we were arguing at the time. Siblings always know which
buttons to push. She knows how important music and art are to me.
She didn’t mean it.”

“How can you be sure?” Jay sounded genuinely
curious.

“Because she ’fessed up later. She told me
if it hadn’t been for me being so determined to follow my
dream, she’d never have been brave enough to tell mom and dad she
wanted to go into the fashion industry. She reckons she’d probably
be studying for a law degree right now, and hating every minute of
it.”

Jay nodded. “I understand. And I bet
she would graciously thank me if I offered to pay her fees
at Eddings.”

Nice segue. Tyler refused to rise to the
bait. “Yep, I bet she would, too.”

“Oh.”

She sounded so deflated he turned to stare
out the window in the hope it might escape her that he was trying
not to laugh.

“I understand you needing an edge.” Her
quiet comment drew his full attention again.

“You do?” Progress. Hallelujah.

“It’s believed that artists move people
because their songs or paintings or sculptures—or however they
choose to express themselves—are true expressions of themselves.
And it’s posited that an artist can’t truly portray the pain of
loss, or the joy of love, if he or she has never experienced
either. You worry that the strength of your lyrics and your music
will be diminished if you have everything handed to you, and your
life is too easy.”

“Got it in one.”

“Logically, financial security must
contribute to an artist being able to spend the time he or she
requires to fully immerse himself in, and perfect, his or her
craft. There are numerous artists who have gained considerable
wealth and have gone on to produce superior products. Do you
agree?”

“Yes, but—”

“Yet by your definition, the output of those
who have attained wealth will be inferior, lacking heart.”

Tyler refrained from gnashing his teeth.
“You’re twisting my argument. Which was your argument, too, by the
way.”

She gave him her neutral face. “Of course I
am. My outcome is to either have you move in with me permanently,
or buy you an apartment and hire you a housekeeper so you will have
the opportunity to concentrate on your craft instead of struggling
to pay your living expenses. So I will continue to debate the point
until we settle on an outcome we can both live with.”

“Or until I threaten you with such dire
consequences you promise to never bring up the subject again.”

She cocked her head. “Have you given any
thought to these dire consequences? I’m most interested to hear
them.”

He groaned. “It’d be so much easier if you
were a poor student like me. If you were—”

“Normal? I will never be normal, Tyler.”

“I know. And you know how I know? Because
normal people keep their eyes on the road. And normal
people don’t majorly freak out their passengers by looking at them
while they’re driving. Just sayin’.”

“I like looking at you. And I haven’t had an
accident while driving yet.”

“There’s always a first time.”

She grinned at him and turned up the volume
on the car stereo before turning her focus back to the traffic.
“Don’t worry, Tyler,” she said. “I’d punch out the roof and toss
you to safety before we hit anything.”

“Gee. That makes me feel a whole heap
better.”

 


~~~

 


Every time he visited his hometown Tyler was
struck by the sameness. Small businesses started up and shut down
with the same monotonous regularity they always had. People moved
in. People moved on. Kids graduated high school and either joined
the family business or got as far away from Snapperton as humanly
possible.

“There’s Fifi!” Jay sounded delighted to
spot the scruffy little mongrel out walking with her elderly
owner.

“Yay.”

She gave him a look that screamed mischief.
“I’ve been thinking of getting a dog like Fifi.”

“Over my dead body.”

“I wasn’t serious. Dogs sense my otherness.
I’d feel badly about fooling a pet with pheromones to get it to
like me. It seems manipulative, somehow. It wouldn’t be right.”

“Bullshit,” he said. “When it comes to
getting pets to like you, and behave themselves, whatever works.
Vets prescribe stuff to calm animals down all the time. Caro once
told me Bettina’s mom got talked into some fancy mega-expensive
thing for their pedigree cat. It plugged into a power socket and
automatically released calm-down pheromones into the air.”

“Mmm.”

Tyler wondered whether that “Mmm” might mean
he’d soon be sharing Jay’s house with a puppy. So long as it wasn’t
a bad-tempered yappy little rat-tailed thing like Fifi he wouldn’t
mind.

He stared through the window, soaking up the
ambiance of the town he’d grown up in, and thanking all popular
gods he’d gotten out.

When Shawn’s dad had been mayor, he’d tried
to kick-start the town by pushing through his fancy new housing
subdivision, but residents had been slow to embrace it even before
Jay had blown one of the houses sky-high to fake her own death. Not
even high school drug scandals or far more potentially damaging
rumors of meth labs and rampaging drug dealers had managed to put
Snapperton on the map. Once the scandal died down and the rumors
fizzled out, Snapperton had rolled over and gone back to sleep. It
was stuck in a time warp and the long-time residents seemed to
prefer it that way. Tyler’s dad, especially.

Tyler suspected his dad had been profoundly
relieved that nothing much had changed when he’d returned to
Snapperton, almost as if he’d been hanging on to the memories of
his former life and they’d been all that’d kept him going. He
hadn’t come clean about everything that’d gone on while he’d been
AWOL. He’d told them the bare minimum and refused to reveal
anything else. What Tyler did know was the threats made against his
family had been so chilling, his dad had cut himself off from his
wife and kids altogether rather than risk compromising their
safety. Only spotting Tyler on the video with Jay had flushed his
dad out and brought him back to Snapperton. And even then he’d
risked the trip solely to evaluate any potential danger to Tyler
before sending in an extraction team to capture Jay.

If Jay hadn’t been careless that one time,
if she’d destroyed Matt’s phone before the clip of her tossing
Shawn into the Dumpster had gotten out, Tyler knew his dad would
still be missing, and his mom would still be wondering what she’d
done to drive her husband away.

Jay pulled up at the curb outside his
parents’ house. “You ready?” she asked.

“Nope. But let’s get it over with.” He
glanced over his shoulder at the back seat. Huh. No point unloading
the bags when they would be getting back in the car and driving
back to Jay’s apartment if his mom started in again. “We’ll leave
the bags here for now.”

“I’ll wait in the car if you like.”

Tyler emphatically shook his head. No
fricking way did he want to have to deal with his mom’s reaction if
she thought he’d come alone, and then realized Jay was sitting in
the car. Better to be upfront, so everyone knew where they
stood.

Before he could say a word, Jay lunged from
the SUV and sprinted up the driveway, colliding with the figure
dressed in black who’d raced toward her. What the—?

He caught sight of a riot of auburn curls
and his tension dissolved. Caro. This should be good.

“Omigod! I knew you weren’t dead. I knew
it!” His sister crowed with delight. “Can’t believe I didn’t put
two and two together before. I mean, Jaime Smythson?
Puhlease. Couldn’t you have come up with something a little more
original than that?”

Tyler rolled his eyes and leaned out the
open window. “Why don’t you scream it a bit louder, sis? Someone in
the next county might not have heard you.”

“Crap. Sorry!”

Jay patted Caro on the back, whispered
something in her ear, and then pulled from her embrace. Whatever
she’d said must have done the trick for Caro’s grin reappeared.

Tyler got out of the car and stretched his
arms over his head while he observed Jay interact with his
sister—the nearest thing Jay had to a BFF and the only other person
in her life who unconditionally accepted her for what she was. Caro
had never had any issues whatsoever with Jay being a cyborg. But
then, Caro wasn’t in love with a cyborg, either. Her boyfriend Matt
was most definitely human.

His sister linked arms with Jay and wandered
over to greet him with a kiss on the cheek. “Hey, bro. Long time no
see!”

She followed up with a punch in the arm that
Tyler figured he deserved. “If Mom had told me you were bringing
Jay, I’d have dragged Matt along,” she said, almost as if she’d
tuned into his thoughts in that uncanny way she had.

She always put it down to a “spooky twin
thing”. Tyler secretly agreed, but liked to tell Caro that being
whacked in the head by a stray basketball had addled her
brains.

“I’m guessing Mom kinda hoped I wouldn’t,”
he said.

Caro’s brows crinkled. “Wouldn’t what?”

“Bring me,” Jay said.

The crinkle turned into a full-blown frown
as Caro glanced from Jay to Tyler, and back to Jay again. “What are
you two not telling me?”

“Your parents discovered I was still alive a
few months ago when they visited unexpectedly,” Jay said. “Until
then they had no idea that ‘Jaime’ was Jay.”

Her Oh my God was mouthed, as if she
couldn’t force the words out.

“Yeah.” Tyler’s attempt at laughter was
pathetic—probably because there wasn’t anything remotely funny
about the way the truth had come out. “Let’s just say the big
reveal didn’t exactly go like I’d planned.”

Caro’s gasp throbbed with sympathy. “Jeez, I
can only imagine. I kinda figured they must’ve known? And here I
was trying to be cool about being kept out of the loop by you
and them.”

“Sorry, sis. I didn’t want you having to
keep secrets from Mom and Dad for my sake. I wasn’t ready to tell
them. And honestly? I wasn’t sure when I’d be ready.”

“I get that. But really, bro, you handled
this all wrong.” She shook her head in what Tyler hoped was
mock-despair.

“I’m sorry we hurt you, Caro,” Jay said,
sounding so miserable that Tyler jumped in on her behalf.

“It was my choice to keep this a secret,” he
told his sister. “Jay wanted to tell you.”

Caro rocked back on the heels of her boots
and hooked her thumbs into the belt loops of her black denim jeans.
The look she gave him was a bizarrely comforting mix of
exasperation and the kind of deep-seated understanding he’d only
expect from someone who knew him very well. “Jeez, bro. Way to go.
Would you’ve even said anything if you hadn’t been caught
red-handed?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

She turned her gaze to Jay. “You would have
told me eventually, right?”

“No, I wouldn’t have.”

Caro’s eyes widened, shocked by the blunt
answer. “But why?”

“Because I promised Tyler not to.”

Caro’s lips twitched upward. “Awww. You two
are so gosh-darned sweet I could eat you both right up.” She gave
Jay a hug, and Tyler another punch in the arm, and he knew they’d
been forgiven. He wasn’t worried about himself so much, but Jay
thought the world of Caro. She’d be gutted if Caro was pissed at
her.

“So, Jay, what do you think of my hair?”

Tyler wished their mom could get over the
big stuff and move on as quickly as Caro did. His sister had
obviously inherited that trait from their dad. He angled himself so
he could watch as Jay scrutinized Caro thoroughly and seriously,
while Caro hopped from foot to foot, awaiting the verdict.

“I like the curls and the longer length,”
she said. “The style suits you. You look wonderful, Caro.”

Caro beamed at her, and wound one of her new
curls around her forefinger. “One of my classmates at Eddings knows
this hair stylist who needed some models for a catalog shoot. He
took one look at my hair color and went into raptures. And I wanted
a change—growing it out was getting boring.”

“What does Matt think of it?” Jay wanted to
know.

“He loves it, of course.”

“Wouldn’t dare admit otherwise,” Tyler
deadpanned.

Caro snickered. “Right on. C’mon, you two.
Mom spotted the car pull up. She’s gonna come looking for you if
you don’t get inside.”

Tyler deliberately moved closer to Jay and
slung his arm about her waist. He wanted there to be no doubts
where his allegiance lay if his mom wanted to harp on about
Jay.

“Meant to say,” Caro piped up. “Nice wheels,
Jay. Is it a rental?”

“No, it’s mine.”

“Your own car? Awesome! You are sooo lucky.
If I never see the inside of another bus it’ll be too soon. Hey,
next time you’re in the market for a vehicle, how ’bout something a
little less Men In Black and a little more—”

“Shawn?” Tyler couldn’t resist the dig.

Sure enough, Caro flushed as red as her ex’s
flashy red Miata. “Low blow, bro,” she muttered.

Tyler grinned. “Figured I’d get in
first.”

“Oh, here’s Mom,” Caro said.

Tyler turned to greet her and the words
choked off in his throat.

Oh. My. Fricking. God. His mom was pregnant.
Really, really, floral maternity dress stretched over a huge bump
pregnant.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Nine




Tyler stared at his mother. Heat crawled up
his neck and pressure built behind his eyes, turning the world ever
so slightly hazy. What he felt right now was a hot mess of anger
and betrayal. Man, she’d chosen the perfect way to punish him for
keeping secrets. And yeah, maybe he deserved it. But it was still
like she’d walked up and kicked him in the gut.

Caro’s gasp was so epic, Tyler figured it
was a freaking miracle his sister didn’t immediately pass out from
excess oxygen intake or something. “Omigod,” she said. “I just
presumed they’d— They didn’t tell you?”

The words were still hampered by the lump in
his throat so all he could do was shake his head.

His sister’s eyes were enormous orbs of
disbelief. “Jesus,” she muttered. “What the eff were they
thinking?”

“You could have clued me in,” Tyler
got out. And yep, it sounded like an accusation but he was in no
mood to play nice right now.

Caro gulped, her eyes filling with tears. “I
would have told you straight out if I’d realized you didn’t know.
Jeez. I know we haven’t exactly been keeping in touch lately but—
How could this have happened?”

“You tell me,” he muttered and then had an
“Aha!” moment and smacked his forehead. “Shit. Now all those
baby-obsessed texts I’ve been getting from you make sense. I
thought you were doing some off-the-wall design project or
something.”

Caro’s groan was heartfelt. “Oh my God. You
must have thought I was nuts going on about baby stuff all the
time.”

“A little. Mostly I felt sorry for
Matt.”

She managed a woebegone smile. “I bet. I
just figured you were being a guy, and didn’t want to talk
baby-stuff. I’m sooo sorry, Tyler.”

“Don’t be.” He couldn’t be angry at her. It
was obvious she hadn’t intentionally kept this news under wraps.
Unlike his parents. Unless they’d presumed Caro would clue him in
and he was totally over-reacting. But still…. Something this
important? They damn well should have told him upfront and in
person.

And then he remembered their unexpected
visit. The realization smacked him like a cold wet fish. Shit. Bet
they’d made the trip to tell him the good news. Only instead of
good news and happy vibes, it’d all deteriorated into a drama-fest
about Jay.

“Hello, Mrs. Davidson,” Jay said. “You’re
looking well.”

She turned to Tyler. “The pregnancy appears
to be progressing nicely. Marissa is in her third
trimester—thirty-four weeks if I’m not mistaken. The fetus appears
healthy and well-formed.”

His mom had been avoiding looking at Jay,
but now she stared at her. Her mouth slowly opened and her face
froze in an expression Tyler couldn’t quite fathom. The back of his
neck prickled. What on earth had provoked this OTT reaction?
Surely his mom must know Jay would never harm her or the baby.

“How can you know that?” His mom’s tone was
half accusatory, half horror.

“Among other things, I can detect the baby’s
heartbeat,” Jay said.

“Cool!” was Caro’s verdict.

Their mom wrapped her arms about her bump
and shook her head over and over, like she was trying her utmost to
deny something incontrovertible. “Don’t look at me.”

“Mom?” Caro moved toward her, one arm
outstretched, but their mom backed off.

“Don’t let her look at me!” she said.

“Who? Me?” Caro sounded as totally confused
as Tyler was right now.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Davidson. I’ve got my
eyes closed. I’m not looking. I give you my word.”

Tyler turned to grab Jay by the shoulders
and give her a little shake. “What the hell is going on?”

“Take your mother inside, Caro,” Jay said.
“Her heart-rate is elevated. She needs to sit down, and put her
feet up.”

And at that pronouncement, Tyler’s mom gave
a little shriek, burst into tears and half-ran toward the house in
an ungainly waddle that would have been funny as heck in any other
circumstances.

“What the hell?” both Tyler and Caro said
together.

“Hormones,” Jay said, as if that explained
everything. She still had her eyes squeezed tightly shut.

The garage door creaked open to reveal
Tyler’s dad. “You’re here.” He seemed surprised by the fact.”

“Yeah,” Tyler said. “We got an early start
and the traffic was light. We made good time.”

“Have you seen your mother?”

“Oh yeah. We’ve seen her all right.”

His sister subjected their dad to her famous
Caro-style evils. “Why didn’t you and Mom tell Tyler about the
baby? I can’t believe this crap!”

“Didn’t you tell—” He shut up as the
expression on Caro’s face sank in. His gaze switched to Tyler. “No?
Shit.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I wanted to,
but— Your mother—” He heaved a sigh. “Can we take this inside? And
where is your mother, anyway? Is she okay?”

“Kinda,” Caro said.

“She just burst into tears for, like, no
reason,” Tyler said.

“Shit,” his dad his dad said again. “Damn
hormones.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’s a bit fragile
right now and— Uh, why has Jay got her eyes closed?”

Jay opened her eyes. “Hi, Mr. Davidson. I
had my eyes closed because Mrs. Davidson didn’t want me to look at
her. I can only presume she believes I possess the ability to x-ray
her abdomen. I’m not exactly certain why I kept my eyes
closed. It just seemed like the right thing to do. To give you all
some privacy.”

“Oh for crying out loud.” His father’s groan
was heartfelt.

Tyler grit his teeth. “Will someone please
tell me why Mom’s so upset?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, your mother is
pregnant,” his father said, as if that explained everything, and
then he disappeared back inside to check on his distraught
wife.

 


~~~

 


Although she could easily have eavesdropped
on Mike and Marissa Davidson’s conversation—if Marissa’s incoherent
sobs and Mike’s soothing murmurs could be termed conversation—Jay
deliberately tuned out. Her desire to know all the facts was
powerful, but the manners instilled in her by her creator were more
so.

Caro and Tyler were still staring at each
other, transfixed by a horror that seemed quite out of proportion
to the fact they would have a new sibling in the near future. So
much for pregnancy being a joyous occasion.

Jay grabbed first Tyler’s hand and then
Caro’s to tow them both toward the living room. With a twist of her
wrists, she yanked them in front of her and turned them to face
her. “Sit.” A palm on each chest, and a gentle shove, and they were
both seated on the couch.

She surveyed them, hands on hips. “Talking
would be good. Perhaps if you open your mouths, some of the
thoughts crammed into your poor little human brains will come out
and make themselves heard.”

Caro was the first to recover, and she
promptly stuck her tongue out at Jay.

“Nice,” Jay said. “Have you been brushing
that tongue lately? It seems a little furry to me.”

Caro’s eyes crossed as she tried to get a
good look at the offending furry body part.

“I was joking,” Jay said. “Apparently humor
relieves tension.”

“Ha ha. I still can’t believe they didn’t
tell you.”

“Well, we didn’t tell them about me,” Jay
said. “Tit for tat, as the saying goes.”

“Yeah. I guess. Still sucks.”

Tyler snapped out of his funk. “How the hell
did it happen?”

“The pregnancy?” Caro asked.

“Duh. Yes, the pregnancy.”

Jay opened her mouth to explain the ins and
outs of human reproduction, but stopped herself before she could
start. Doubtless Tyler was a little old for that lecture.

Caro snorted. “Birth control epic fail? I
reckon they’ve been having ‘make-up sex’ ever since Mom finally
decided to forgive him for taking off.”

Tyler slumped back on the couch until he was
half-reclining, put his feet up on the coffee table, and flung an
arm over his eyes. “I need to go scour my brain with a wire brush
right now.”

Jay squeezed in between him and Caro. She
lifted his feet off the coffee table, pulled off his sneakers, and
hooked his legs over her lap.

Caro screwed up her face and pretended to
shuffle over because of her brother’s smelly socks. “His feet don’t
smell,” Jay said.

“They used to,” Caro said.

“Did not,” Tyler said.

“Did too.”

“Actually, they did,” Jay said. “But I
sprayed his footwear and killed the bacteria that was causing the
odor.”

“Ewww!”

Tyler blew a raspberry that Jay presumed was
meant for his sister.

“Aren’t you happy you’ll soon have a baby
brother or sister?” she asked them.

“Uh, yeah. Of course we are.” Caro threw
Tyler a pointed look that was wasted on him considering he was
still resting his eyes… or whatever it was he was doing. Attempting
to shut out something he didn’t wish to deal with, perhaps? It
wasn’t a particularly useful strategy because Tyler possessed no
other sensory enhancements to compensate for lack of vision.

“It’s just been a bit of a shock,” Caro
said. “What with Mom’s age and all.”

“Due to a combination of increased life
expectancy and improvements in reproductive technology, greater
numbers of women are having children later in life,” Jay said.
“Statistics show a steady increase in births to women ages forty to
forty-four.”

Tyler finally deigned to emerge from beneath
his arm. “This is our mom, not some random number in some
government report on women’s health.”

Caro gnawed her lower lip. “I’ve tried not
to let on but I’m a little worried because of Mom’s age.”

Jay noted her friend’s overly pale
complexion and anxious eyes. Yes, Caro was extremely concerned
about her mother. Unfortunately, pregnancy was not without its
risks, even for women half Marissa’s age. Conscious of Caro’s
anxiety she tempered the information she’d been about to impart.
“With the vast improvements that have been made in prenatal care,
and advances in technology such as genetic screening, many issues
are diagnosed early and risks minimized.”

Caro gulped. “What issues, exactly?”

Perhaps this was one of the times humans
would prefer to know all the risks. Jay hoped so. She did
not wish to cause her friend any further distress. “Compared to a
woman in her twenties, the risk of miscarriage increases to around
forty percent, as opposed to fifteen percent. The likelihood of
Down Syndrome is ten times higher. There is a higher chance of a
premature birth, low birth weight, ectopic pregnancy, hypertension
and gestational diabetes.”

Caro’s complexion paled even more, making
her auburn hair stand out like a fiery corona. Jay realized she’d
erred, and only contributed to Caro’s worries. She hurried to make
amends. “Your mother is healthy. She has a normal body weight, her
blood pressure is fine, and she’s does not have diabetes or any
chronic illnesses that I can detect. There is no reason to presume
she was, is, or will be, at risk.”

“Thanks,” Caro whispered.

“I should not have said anything. I do not
personally subscribe to the belief that ignorance is blissful
but—”

“Don’t sweat it,” Caro said. “It’s weird but
I kinda do feel better now I know the deal.”

Jay focused her attention on Tyler. “And
you?”

“Yeah. Me, too. But promise me you won’t
bring any of this up in front of my parents. Mom is a worrier.”

Jay nodded. “And doubtless she prefers
information to come from her chosen medical professional.”

“Yeah.” He heaved his feet from her lap,
then sat up to squeeze her hand. Jay’s stomach swooped in a wholly
pleasant way, and her breathing rate quickened. She squeezed back…
Would he keep his hand in hers? She hoped so.

He did. And her breath released in on a
sigh.

Caro had picked up on the subtext. She
always had been astute.

She scrunched her brows, pinning them both
with her “you two better come clean” look. “So what’s the deal with
Mom and Jay?”

“Marissa is not happy about our
relationship,” Jay said.

“That’s one way of putting it,” Tyler
muttered.

“Oh.” Caro pursed her lips, mulling this
information. “What did she say?”

Tyler shook his head at Jay, cautioning her
not to repeat Marissa’s words verbatim for Caro’s benefit. He was
probably correct in this instance. It was bad enough that Tyler was
at odds with his mother. Best not to put Caro in a similar position
of having to choose sides, or having to tiptoe around both her
brother and her mother for fear of upsetting either.

“Well?” Caro said.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Tyler said,
and even though he’d kept his tone light, Jay could feel the
tension thrumming through his body.

“That bad, huh?” Caro’s tone oozed
sympathy.

“Yeah.”

“Probably hormones, right, Jay?”

“Yes.” Jay doubted either Caro or Tyler were
convinced.

Caro wrinkled her nose. “Change of
subject?”

“Would be good,” Tyler agreed.

“So, Jay.”

Jay caught a “Wait for it—” sideways glance
from Tyler and suppressed a smile. They both knew Caro too
well.

“I’m dying to know if your
super-cyborg-vision can detect whether the baby’s gonna be a boy or
a girl.”

“Sheesh, even I didn’t see that one coming.”
Tyler rolled his eyes. “But… That would be kinda cool. So can
you?”

“My optics don’t work like that,” Jay said,
opting for simplicity over a lengthy and complicated explanation
neither of them would comprehend. Of course to be one hundred
percent certain she would require a sample of Marissa’s blood to
check for fragments of DNA floating in her bloodstream. If the
fetus were male, analysis of the blood sample would show minute
fragments of a Y chromosome that would not be present if the fetus
were female.

“Shame.” Caro mock-pouted. “Then I wouldn’t
have to keep to neutral colors for the baby outfits I’m making. I’d
be able to do the whole pink or blue thing.”

Jay accessed her databanks to ensure she
understood Caro’s reference. “Pink is for girls. Blue is for
boys.”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t understand why it should make a
difference. Blue is a perfectly nice color for both boys and girls.
I’m female. I wear blue jeans and blue t-shirts.”

Caro grinned. “Yeah. But if you dress a baby
girl in blue, people are gonna think she’s a boy. And vice
versa.”

“And when they’re older,” Tyler said, “boys
get teased and made fun of for wearing pink. If my mom had dressed
me in pink as a kid, my life would have been a living hell. I’d
probably be in therapy by now.”

Jay didn’t understand the significance
humans placed on colors. Why should a color provoke such unpleasant
behavioral reactions?

She must have given some indication of her
confusion, for Caro wore an expression that suggested she was
preparing for a lengthy explanation.

“Colors can be labels,” Caro said. “Pink for
girls. Blue for boys. Red can mean anger or signify an emergency.
Purple can denote royalty. White’s for weddings. Black’s for
funerals—”

“In some Asian cultures white is the
traditional color for mourning,” Jay said.

“Okay, so I’m simplifying but you get the
picture, right?”

Jay nodded.

“Most people have favorite colors, too. For
example, mine is the same as yours. Purple.”

“What makes you think purple is my favorite
color?”

“Your iThings and your eReader are all
either purple or have purple covers.”

“I can see why you would think that, however
your deduction is faulty. I chose purple simply because a shop
assistant once told me that purple was feminine and still stylish
without being too girly, like pink.”

Tyler let out a little snort that sounded
smugly satisfied. “Sorry, sis. Seems you’re not so smart as you
think you are.”

“Okay then, smartass. What is Jay’s
favorite color?”

“Blue.”

Jay knew Tyler was thinking of the robe he’d
bought for her, and again, it was a logical assumption. In truth,
she liked the robe because Tyler had bought it for her, and
specifically chosen it to complement her eyes. The color had little
to do with the pleasure she’d displayed upon receiving the
gift.

“So…. You don’t have a favorite color?”

Again, Caro must have seen something in
Jay’s expression that she hadn’t realize she’d revealed. How
disconcerting to be so easily read. She was becoming more human by
the day.

“No. Color is simply a result of the
absorption and scattering properties of various materials, and the
varying incoming wavelengths of the light that illuminates those
materials. It neither pleases nor displeases me.”

Tyler pulled his hand from hers, and she
realized she’d disappointed him—perhaps even wounded him. She had
to fix this, had to make him understand what she’d felt upon
receiving his gift had not been faked. “I wasn’t pretending,” she
told him. “I love the robe because you thought about me when
you chose it. The color doesn’t matter. If you’d bought me one that
matched my hair, I’d have loved it just as much.”

His answering smile and the warmth of his
gaze told her he did understand. And she felt… relieved and
thrilled and content all at the same time when he draped an arm
about her shoulders and played with a lock of her hair. “I’d have
had a hard time finding anything to match this,” he said. “The
nearest thing in sleepwear would be boring old chocolate
brown.”

“There’s nothing boring about chocolate,”
Jay said. She’d recently developed an appreciation for chocolate
that bordered on greed—much to Tyler’s amusement.

Caro was still chewing over Jay’s
revelations. “Everyone has a favorite color,” she insisted. “It’s,
like, an unwritten law or something. What do you feel when you look
at certain colors? Don’t some please you more than others? And what
about combinations of colors? I mean, I haven’t seen you mixing
colors that make my eyes bleed, so it seems logical to assume you
have some sort of internal process for selecting
colors.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it
before.”

“You should,” Caro said. “Irrational likes
and dislikes and all our weird little quirks are an important part
of being human. They help you fit in.”

“I don’t care for the taste of pickles,” Jay
said. “I extract them from my burgers and give them to Tyler.”

“Well, that’s a good start, I guess.”

“But I find it wholly irrational that I
don’t care for pickles. I can consume and extract nutrients from
substances that would make a human very ill. Pickles provide
nutrients. I should not have such an irrational dislike.”

“Irrational is good,” Caro said. “Leave
rational to geeks and scientists.”

“Quit trying to change her, Caro. I happen
to like her warts and all.” Tyler’s voice had an edge to it.

“I assure you I don’t have any warts,” Jay
said.

“You’re impossible.” Caro sucked in a shaky
breath before exhaling noisily—noisily enough that Jay considered
monitoring her friend’s breathing rate to ensure her breathing was
not impaired. Oh. Perhaps that breath was meant to be a snort to
convey fond exasperation. Jay had not intended to be amusing. She’d
merely wanted to make it very clear she did not have any
warts.

“Pot, meet Kettle,” Tyler said, referencing
his sister’s comment about being impossible and provoking the
appearance of Caro’s tongue again. “Gee. Attractive, much? Give it
a rest, sis. It’s a wonder Jay puts up with you picking on her
about this sort of stuff. If you were my BFF, I’d have told
you to put a sock in it long before now.”

“You don’t think I’m picking on you, do you,
Jay?”

Jay observed the dismay flitting across
Caro’s face and hastened to reassure her. “Of course not. I find
your observations useful. And as you have suggested, I will
endeavor to ascertain which color or colors happen to please me the
most.”

“Betcha it’s purple,” Caro said. “No way
would you have kept buying purple electronics if you didn’t like
the color—even if it was an unconscious process that made you
choose it.”

Jay’s gaze flicked to Tyler, who was shaking
his head in mock-despair. “No pressure, mind. Or planting ideas in
her unconscious, or any underhanded tricks like that.”

Jay grinned at him, and he grinned back. And
as she gazed at his face—a face that had become so dear to her—it
occurred to her that she would not have to conduct any experiments
to ascertain her favorite color.

She already had one. Her favorite color was
brown—specifically the exact chocolate-brown shade of Tyler’s
eyes.

 


~~~

 


Michael had managed to coax Marissa from the
sanctuary of their bedroom, and the instant they walked into the
lounge, the easy banter between Tyler and his sister shriveled and
died. The atmosphere became so drenched with tension Jay could
almost feel it dancing across her skin.

Marissa lowered herself into the easy chair
kitty-corner to the three-seater couch that Tyler and Caro had
chosen, and a portion of Jay’s brain wandered off on a tangent.

Kitty-corner. Also known as
catty-corner.

The phrase tugged on her lips and made her
want to smile. The English language was peppered with words derived
from other languages that had been anglicized, and then evolved
still further until they became… whimsical. The evolution of
quatre to cater, and then to catty or kitty in conjunction
with corner, was a perfect example of whimsy. In other
circumstances she would have shared her thoughts, curious to learn
what others thought. Here and now, such observations might be seen
as a clumsy attempt to lighten the mood so she kept them to
herself.

When no one seemed inclined to break the
increasingly awkward silence, she stood and rolled her shoulders as
though easing tense muscles. Stretching would have caused her
long-sleeved tee to ride up and show a strip of her bare belly.
Rolling her shoulders was more decorous in current company. Then,
to borrow one of Tyler’s favorite phrases when referring to his
sister, Jay “made a production” of fishing her iPod from her
pocket, clipping it to her the v-neck of her t-shirt, and fussing
with the ear-buds. “Who wants coffee?”

“I’d love one. Black, please.” Michael made
an effort to smile at her. She noticed it didn’t reach his eyes but
she appreciated the token gesture. It can’t have been easy for him,
caught in the middle between wife and son, damned either way. If
Tyler hadn’t been so adamant Jay accompany him things might not
have come to a head so quickly.

She turned her focus to Tyler and Caro.
“Coffee or sodas for you two?”

“Soda, please,” Tyler said. “Whatever’s in
the fridge.”

Caro wrinkled her nose and nibbled her
lip—classic indicators of indecision. “Coffee. Milk and two sugars,
please. It’s the only way I can stomach the stuff.”

“Then why drink it?”

“Soda’s for kids,” she said, her gaze
sliding to Tyler, daring him to comment.

“If you think drinking something you can’t
stand the taste of makes you a grown-up—” Tyler emphasized
“grown-up” with air quotes “—then go for it. Personally, I think it
makes you a dumbass.” He half-turned toward his mother, his
expression expectant, waiting for her to chide him for insulting
his sister.

Marissa didn’t react. Her gaze darted to Jay
and then slid away. “I’ve gone off coffee—even the smell of it
makes me nauseous. And I’m supposed to avoid caffeine.”

“Perhaps you’d prefer an herbal tea, Mrs.
Davidson.”

“We’ve run out of herbal tea.”

“I’ll see what I can rustle up.” Jay popped
in the ear-buds, thumbed up the volume on Pink’s Greatest Hits
album, and left the Davidson family to their forthcoming private
family discussion. If they hadn’t cleared the air by the time she’d
made coffee, she’d go for a run and check out her old
neighborhood.

A quick search of the pantry and cupboards
revealed Marissa had been correct: there was no herbal tea. Jay
searched for fresh ingredients to use as substitutes. Honey. A
lemon from the fruit bowl. Ginger was good for nausea.
Unfortunately there was none in the pantry, save for the ground
spice variety. No ginger in the fridge, either. Finally, in side
door of the upright freezer she got lucky and found frozen fresh
ginger in a Ziploc bag. It was old, covered in ice particles, but
it should do the trick. She broke off a knob and crushed it in her
fist to separate the fibrous flesh before setting it to steep in a
small pot of water on the range.

Some pregnant women liked to eat little and
often to stave off nausea. It was nearing midday so Jay decided to
make sandwiches—a safe bet when one was a guest in someone else’s
house. It wouldn’t do to whip up something more complex and earn
Marissa’s ire for using ingredients she needed for the evening
meal.

Next, she searched out the coffee. The
Davidsons favored instant freeze-dried coffee grounds, so mugs of
coffee would be quick to prepare.

By the time she set out a tray with mugs,
milk, sugar, plates and paper napkins, and two plates piled high
with a variety of sandwiches, a mere nine minutes had passed since
she’d exited the lounge. Pink had segued to Adam Lambert. Currently
she was listening to Whataya Want From Me. Mmm. How apt. The
lyrics could have been written specifically for her and Tyler.

She adjusted the position of a mug, moving
its handle to line up with the other two, and then went still. Even
over the loud music she would still be able to hear anyone
approach. No one would surprise her and be shocked to see her
standing inhumanly motionless. There was no reason to pretend to be
anything other than what she was right now.

Tyler’s comments about how it’d be easier if
she wasn’t independently wealthy, and was forced to work like he
did, slipped through her mind. Perhaps she should re-enroll in a
college and take some classes—just for appearances. But it seemed a
waste of time and energy when the lecturers and tutors couldn’t
teach her anything she didn’t already know or couldn’t research for
herself.

The term she’d spent at Appleton with Tyler
had proven how easy it was to slip up and give off a vibe of being
different, “other”. She’d been technically excellent at every “art”
form she’d undertaken, but had lacked the indefinable something
that marked the truly talented. Some tutors had been content with
her skill level. One or two had tried to push her to take risks, to
“loosen up” and “let go”. It was as well she had departed Appleton
before her inexplicable shortcomings had drawn too much
attention.

If she wanted to stretch herself, to
understand Tyler and what motivated him to consider her offers of
financial aid a blow to his masculine pride, then perhaps
employment would be the answer. Perhaps she should get a job.

A blink of an eyelid, and Jay snapped from
complete stillness to movement. She grabbed a mug from the tray,
switched off the element on the range, removed the pot, and sieved
the ginger concoction through her cupped fingers into the mug. The
pulp she discarded in the trash. Next she added lemon juice and a
dollop of honey to sweeten the mix. She boiled the kettle and made
coffee for Michael and Caro, and grabbed two colas from the
fridge.

A total of twenty-seven minutes had passed
since she’d departed the living room. Well, twenty-seven-point-six
to be precise, but this planned absence did not require that degree
of precision.

She scooped up the two plates, balancing one
on the flat palm of her hand, and the other on her inner forearm as
she’d seen experienced wait staff do. The tray was solid wood with
handles cut into the raised sides. Loaded up, it was too heavy and
far too unwieldy for a human to carry in one hand. Jay ignored the
handles. She slipped her fingers beneath the bottom of the tray and
hooked her thumb over the side’s raised lip. She hefted it and
turned to the man who’d been standing in the doorway, quietly
observing her.

“I’m impressed,” she said.

“Why’s that?” Michael Davidson asked.

“I thought your family would require more
time to discuss your issues. Unplanned additions to an already
well-established family unit, and sons with non-human girlfriends,
are not uncomplicated topics.”

His gaze flicked to her ear-buds. She noted
the moment he concluded any loud music that might be blaring in her
ears would not affect her ability to engage in a proper
conversation—the merest tightening of the muscles in his jaw. She
could have pulled out the ear-buds, pretended she hadn’t heard him.
But there was little reason to play human for Michael. He’d spent
five years learning everything he could about her, so he could
bring her in and turn her over to Evan Caine. Michael would never
forget what she was.

“My wife and son have come to a mutual
agreement,” he said.

“Good.”

He advanced toward her and Jay stood
motionless. She could detect no signs that he meant to harm her—no
elevated heartbeat, no flexing or tightening of muscles. He would
be foolish to try and she was one hundred percent certain he knew
it.

He reached out to pluck the plates from her
forearm and hand. “Aren’t you going to ask what the agreement
is?”

Jay transferred the tray to a double-handed
grip. “Tyler will tell me if he deems it necessary to do so.”

“You’re very trusting.”

“I trust Tyler to do whatever is right for
him.”

“What if he’s decided what’s right is
for him not to see you anymore?”

“Then that’s his decision and I will have to
abide by it.”

Michael snorted, the gesture so Tyler-like
that Jay smiled. If Tyler aspired to be like his father, that would
be a good thing.

“You’d just walk away? No covert
surveillance from afar? After everything you’ve done for Tyler—and
our family—I find that very hard to believe.”

“Believe whatever you like,” Jay told him.
“I can’t stop you.”

“You paid Tyler’s tuition at Wasserman.”

Jay reacted to the abrupt subject change
with a slow blink.

“He spun me some BS about scholarships and
interest free loans but I know it was you.”

“Yes. He’s not pleased with me for doing
that. We’re still discussing it.”

“Idiot,” Michael said.

It wasn’t clear who he referred to in this
instance. Jay needed clarification to enable her to respond
appropriately. “Me or Tyler?”

Michael grinned. “Tyler. Don’t sweat it,
Jay. Marissa was exactly the same way when we got engaged. I bought
this house outright for her as an engagement gift. The discussion
got rather heated but she came around. Eventually. Once she
realized I’d come about the money legitimately and wasn’t involved
with anything illegal.”

Jay accessed the appropriate data. In its
day, this house would have been pricey—far too pricey for a young
man to purchase outright with cash. “The severance package you
negotiated from the USAF must have been substantial.”

His reaction was the barest tightening of
the muscles around his eyes. “Of course you know about my youthful
indiscretions.”

“Of course. Does Marissa?”

“Originally I’d told her I cashed in some
shares to buy the house but I had to come clean and tell her
everything. She was never going to accept me strolling back into
her life after five years if I didn’t trust her with the whole
truth.”

Jay did the brow-raising thing again. It was
such a useful little gesture. “The whole truth?”

“Enough of it.”

“I understand.” Enough of the truth to
satisfy Marissa’s demands to know why he’d walked out on her.
Enough to regain a measure of her trust, but not enough to endanger
her. “May I ask a favor? A small one.”

“Ah, sure.”

There was a question in his voice, so Jay
hastened to explain. “I would like to use your computer to check
the online situations vacant in my area.” She could have accessed
the data remotely, but this was a good excuse to absent herself for
another period of time. And to play with Michael’s laptop.

“Tyler’s looking for another job?”

“No. I am.”

“Jay—”

“I’m doing it for him. It’s something I need
to do. And I would like you not to mention it to him. Please.”

Michael’s gaze roamed her face. “I
understand.”

And she thought there was a very high
probability that he did. “Is your laptop password protected?”

He gave her an adult’s version of “Well,
duh!” eyes. “Of course.”

“Will you tell me the password?”

“Of course not. Where would be the fun in
that?”

They shared a moment of perfect accord. If
Jay couldn’t bypass his security measures then she didn’t deserve
to use his laptop.

Michael sweetened the challenge. “If you can
do it in under ten minutes I’ll buy you that puppy Tyler mentioned
you wanted.”

“I’ll buy a doggie bed the instant I get
back to my place,” she said, appreciating his confidence in his own
skills but letting him know she was far more confident in her own.
“I meant to ask before, did Marissa receive the new AMEX card that
was issued when the last one expired?”

“Yes. The courier came a few weeks ago.”

Jay arched her brows.

“She didn’t cut it up, if that’s what you’re
asking.”

“Very good, Michael. That’s exactly what I
was asking because—”

“She’ll never use it again,” he said.
Marissa had only used the AMEX account Jay had set up in Marissa’s
maiden name when she and her family had fled Snapperton for their
own safety. The sole charges to the card had been clothing and
necessities, tanks of gas, meals and hotel accommodation—a drop in
the bucket compared to the vast wealth Jay had squirreled away.

“Even so, it is there for emergencies—such
as helping with the cost of getting ready for an unexpected
addition to one’s family. Or if Caro were to need assistance with
her studies, for example.”

Michael nodded slowly. “I’ll see what I can
do.”

“Please do. Or I might take it upon myself
to set up a trust fund for your new offspring—after I inform your
daughter I’m paying her tuition fees, of course. I wouldn’t want to
be the cause of any sibling jealousy.”

Michael’s eyes twinkled with amusement.
“You’re a hard girl to say no to, you know that?”

“Your son doesn’t appear to have any
problems saying no to me.” Oh. Had that sounded a bit sour?

Michael’s chuckle told her it probably
had.

“We’d better take these through to the
lounge before Tyler sends out a search party,” he said.

Jay nodded and followed him out of the
kitchen.

Conversation cut off and uneasy silence
greeted their entrance. Jay waited for Michael to lower the
sandwich-laden plates onto the coffee table before placing the tray
next to them.

“You didn’t have to go to all that trouble,”
Tyler said.

“I didn’t,” Michael said. “It was Jay.”

Despite being able to hear them perfectly
well, Jay pulled out her ear-buds. “Pardon?”

Michael saw right through her ruse but he
played along, confining his reaction to sharing a significant
glance with Tyler. The more “human” Jay could appear in front of
Marissa, the easier it would be for everyone.

Tyler caught on and repeated what he’d said
for her benefit. “You didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

“It was no trouble.” Jay selected the
appropriate mug and handed it to Marissa, who took it but didn’t
make a move to sample the contents.

“Fresh ginger and lemon juice sweetened with
honey,” Jay informed her.

“Oh.” Marissa sniffed the contents of her
mug, and the aroma must have been appealing for she took a
tentative sip. And another. Her sigh as she exhaled told Jay the
concoction was hitting the right spot and settling her stomach.

“Thank you.” Marissa sounded grudging, like
she’d been prepared to find fault only to have the rug pulled from
beneath her feet.

“You’re welcome,” Jay said, taking care to
keep her tone carefully neutral rather than give in to the
illogical desire to say the words too sweetly, thus highlighting
Marissa’s bad manners.

Tyler caught her eye and mouthed, Baby
steps.

Jay nodded, understanding he meant Marissa’s
hostile attitude toward her had thawed a little, rather than the
more literal interpretation of an infant walking. Or an adult
taking very small steps. Or even a number of very small steps
leading somewhere.

She snatched the colas from the tray and
tossed one to him. “I’ll be back in half an hour or so.”

“Going jogging?”

Michael took his mug of black coffee from
the tray. “She’s taking a look at my laptop. It’s taking far too
long to boot up.”

Caro reached for a plate and loaded it with
two sandwiches. She brandished it at Jay. “Take these with you. By
the time you get back these gannets will have eaten
everything.”

“Thanks.” Jay accepted the plate even though
she wasn’t hungry and didn’t need to eat in order to
maintain her body’s optimum physical condition for another
thirty-two hours.

“Laptop’s in the study,” Michael said. “AKA
Tyler’s old bedroom.”

“Thanks.” She tapped her wrist where a watch
would be if she wore one and waited for him to acknowledge the
start of their wager. He nodded. Intercepting Tyler’s quizzical
glance, Jay smiled to reassure him that all was well, and then
turned on her heel and left them to their discussions.

The instant she entered Tyler’s old room the
memories slammed her. She sat on the edge of the bed and trailed
her fingers across the comforter. It had been here, sitting on this
very bed, that she had become so overwhelmed by her body’s
responses to Tyler’s nearness that she’d fantasized about kissing
him properly, thoroughly, as she’d seen intimate human couples do.
The reality of sharing her first “real” kiss with Tyler had been
far sweeter, far more devastating than any fantasies. It still
was.

Michael’s laptop sat on Tyler’s old desk
alongside a stack of papers in an open briefcase—student
assignments from the look of the notations that had been scrawled
in red pen. The wobbly chair—the one that had nearly toppled Matt
on his butt when he’d sat in it to plot Shawn’s downfall with
Tyler—had been replaced with a new, ergonomic office-style chair.
The bookshelf was now stuffed with textbooks, rather than music and
art books and sci-fi paperbacks.

Jay rose from the bed and wandered to the
window. Tweaking aside the curtain she peered outside, into the
neighboring garden. Her gaze fixed on the tree she’d climbed to spy
on Tyler and Matt. It had been an extremely successful mission.
She’d discovered the secret that had bound Tyler to Nessa, and the
extent of Shawn’s involvement. It had also reassured her that Matt
was at heart a good person, meaning she’d not been forced to take
steps to “discourage” him from pursuing Caro.

Fifi, the elderly neighbor’s dog wandered
into view. It squatted to urinate beneath a scraggly bush, then
trotted off to lie in a patch of sun. Jay smiled as it rolled on
its back and wiggled its body, scratching its back on the coarse
grass. For some inexplicable reason its antics had always amused
her.

She turned her attention to Michael’s
laptop. While she’d been daydreaming, time had ticked onward. Now
she had but six minutes to crack his password. She booted it up and
sure enough, there was a bios level password to contend with. She’d
have been disappointed to find anything less. She sat in the chair,
put her unopened soda on the desk, and got to work.

Michael stuck his head through the doorway
to find her perusing a promising job possibility within easy
walking distance of her home. “I gave you just over a minute extra
to get up here and get started,” he said. “I see I shouldn’t have
bothered.”

She didn’t tell him she’d wasted over half
the allotted time lost in the past and watching Fifi from the
window. That would be rubbing salt into the wound. “I am an
exception rather than a rule,” she said. “There would be few people
who could have gotten in this quickly.”

“Gonna tell me how you did it?”

“Of course not. Where would be the fun in
that?”

“Touché.” He mock-saluted her. “I’ll leave
you to it.”

“I promise I won’t snoop,” she said as he
turned away.

He paused and half-turned back to her. “I’ve
got nothing to hide. Not anymore.”

“I know. It was simply meant as the kind of
reassurance I presume one would give in this situation.”

His lips quirked. “When a
super-computer-savvy cyborg is using your laptop, you mean.”

“Yes. And I meant what I said. I won’t
snoop… unless you wish me to assess your teaching materials.”

“Thanks but no thanks. I reckon I can
manage.”

“I reckon so, too.”

Seven minutes later, Caro wandered into the
study. “Got it sorted yet?”

“There was nothing much to sort.” Jay popped
the tab on her soda and chugged half the contents.

“Don’t know how you can do that without your
eyes watering and your taste buds going numb with shock,” Caro
said.

Jay set the soda aside. “Mad cyborg skills
have to be good for something.”

“So. Whatcha doin’?” Caro perched on the
edge of the desk and swung her jeans-clad leg. She paused on the
second swing and pointed her toes, rotating her ankle to the left
and then right. “What d’you think about these boots?”

“Other than your mother not insisting you
take them off when you’re inside?”

“Mom’s a bit distracted about other stuff
right now. You know, in case you hadn’t noticed. Seriously, what do
you think?”

Jay cast her gaze over the mid-calf-length
high-heeled boots that laced up the front. “They’re very—” She
searched for the right word. “Cute.”

Caro’s brows drew together and her lips
curved downward.

Uh oh, wrong word. “I mean ‘cute’ in a
retro, high-fashion way.”

The frown turned upside down. “Got them on
sale at this amazing boutique. I’ve been paying them off but I
picked them up last week.”

“An excellent investment,” Jay said, because
it seemed the right thing to say.

“I thought so, too. They look hot with
tights and a short skirt, too—very versatile.”

“What’s with all the black?” Jay asked,
wondering whether Caro had eschewed the jewel tones she usually
favored because such colors were no longer “in”.

Her friend shrugged. “I’m behind on the
laundry so I had to pack light. And black goes with everything.”
She tugged on the neckline of the black lace shirt she wore over a
tight black tank. “Too much?”

Jay shook her head. “Not with your hair. The
combination is rather stunning—like you’re a slim black candle and
your hair is the flame.”

Caro leaned over to plant a kiss on her
cheek. “Best. Friend. Ever.”

“In answer to your first question, I’m
checking out situations vacant.”

“For you, or Tyler?”

“Me. Tyler has enough to do already.”

Caro’s eyes widened. “You haven’t blown
through all your father’s inheritance already, have you?”

“No, of course not.” She could still
purchase a small country. Or perhaps two.

“Then enlighten me, grasshopper, why on
earth would you want to go out and work if you don’t have to?”

Jay reached for her soda and swirled the
contents around in the can. How strange that the simple act of
holding something in one’s hand could make one feel less
vulnerable, as if a mere can of cola had the power to take the
emotional sting from answering awkward questions. “Normal people
our ages have jobs to help pay our way through college, or what
have you. I want to understand what it’s like to be employed. I
want to be—”

“Normal?”

“Yes.”

“This is about Tyler, isn’t it?”

Jay cocked her head and fixed Caro with a
look that she hoped conveyed mild helplessness. “Isn’t
everything?”

Caro snickered and then sighed. “Lemme
guess. Dumbass is too proud to accept any financial help from you,
which is why he’s living in that dump with Bongo and Wolowitz,
and—”

“Bongo and Wolowitz?”

“Pete’s best friend is his bong, which is
just one of the many reasons why he can’t hold onto a girlfriend.
And Chandler has this whole waaay too tight skinny jeans and loud
shirts thing going on, like Howard Wolowitz from—”

“The Big Bang Theory.”

“And—” Caro rolled her eyes at yet
another interruption when she was so obviously on a roll “—that’s
also why he won’t move into what I can only assume is a really
gorgeous space because you have excellent taste when it comes to
housing.”

“You’re a very smart, intuitive person Caro
Davidson.”

Caro huffed on her pearly-tinted nails and
buffed them on her shirt. “I have my moments.”

“Do you have any advice for me?” Jay
asked.

“When it comes to my brother? I say go for
it. Get a job. Get a life that doesn’t revolve around him. He’ll
soon figure out he’s being ridiculous.”

Jay couldn’t stop her own brows from
crinkling as Caro’s words sank in. “Does my life truly revolve
around Tyler?”

Caro’s
I’m-telling-you-this-for-your-own-good expression softened. “Kinda.
Look, I understand. You want to make things easier for him. You
want the best for him. It’s called being in love. But if you truly
want to be ‘normal’ then you have to start thinking about what’s
best for you, too. Do you want to get a job?”

“I think it would be… enlightening.”

“That’s one word for it, I guess. At least
with your super-cyborg-skills you can pretty much pick and choose.
What have you found so far?”

“This one looks interesting.” Jay angled the
laptop toward Caro.

Caro scanned the page. A laugh burst from
her throat. “Omigod. You so need to apply for that one.”

“Really?”

“Really. Seriously, Jay. This would be
perfect for you. I mean it.” Caro squeezed her shoulder.

Jay didn’t believe Caro would mislead her
for the purpose of inflicting humiliation but she couldn’t
understand the glee that was pouring off her friend in waves. “Then
what is so amusing?”

“Just picturing the expression on my
brother’s face when he discovers what you’ve chosen as a career
path.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Ten




The phone’s harsh blare shattered Nessa’s
daydreams. She vaulted off the bed, scattering the fashion
magazines Jay had bought for her. She sprinted from the room. A
moment’s indecision at the doorway… she’d never make it to the
downstairs phone in time. She turned right and headed for Jay’s
room. Her heart beat a rapid tattoo in her chest. Please let it be
the café calling to say she’d gotten the job. Please! She snatched
the phone from the cradle. “Hello?”

“Hello, Nessa.”

Her hopes shriveled. She’d recognize that
cold, soulless voice anywhere. Her legs wouldn’t hold her upright
anymore and she folded like a ragdoll until her butt hit the floor.
“H-how did you get this number? Jay told me it’s unlisted.”

“I have my ways. I haven’t heard from you in
a while. What else do you have to report?”

She closed her eyes and mustered every last
scrap of courage she had. Her mouth was so dry she had to swallow a
couple of times to work enough moisture into her mouth to get the
word out. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“That’s right.”

“I see.”

Deep breath, Nessa. “Look, Sixer. Jay and I
have our issues but she’s been really good to me, buying me clothes
and cooking me meals and letting me stay and all.” She was
gabbling. She knew it but she couldn’t stop herself. “I don’t want
to spy on her. I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“You have changed your tune. Now you call
being half-strangled an ‘issue’. Interesting.”

His attitude piqued Nessa’s temper. He spoke
to her like he thought she was too stupid to think for herself.
“She had a nightmare, okay? She dreamed her boyfriend was
dead—like, over and over. It did her head in. She was half-asleep
when she lashed out. She didn’t meant to hurt me.”

“Interesting.”

“Will you freaking well quit saying that?
Jeez!” Seconds later, realizing what she’d said, the way she’d
spoken to him, she choked on the moan welling up in her throat.
This was not a man to lose your temper with.

“You’re in her bedroom—her private domain.
Correct?”

Her skin crawled. Bile rose in her throat.
She swallowed it down, willing herself not to retch. The only way
he could know that was if he was watching her. Right now.
“Yes.”

“Search it.”

“What do you want? Her laptop or
something?”

“Relax, Nessa. I don’t want her laptop—she
wouldn’t risk storing anything important externally. I merely wish
to see Jay through your eyes—to gain valuable insight, if you will.
I want you to search her room and take a mental note of anything
that seems strange or out of place. I’m more interested in what you
don’t find. You have one hour.”

“But—”

“No buts, Nessa. If you want the money I
promised you, you’ll do as I ask.”

“I don’t want your money!” Bastard thought
money was the answer to everything—just like Shawn.

“Do this one thing for me, Nessa, and I will
leave you alone.”

Hope made her voice squeaky. “Y-you
promise?”

“So long as you keep to our agreement, I
give you my word.”

Nessa stifled a hysterical giggle.
Agreement? Some agreement. He’d sucked her in with the offer of
money, then scared her witless by telling her exactly what would
happen to her if she told anyone about him and what he’d asked her
to do. Jay’s nightmare about Tyler dying had nothing on Nessa’s
nightmares.

“Fine.” She hung up on him, gasping at her
own daring. She wrapped her arms about her middle and sucked in one
deep breath after another.

When she’d calmed, she crawled to her feet
and glanced about the room, wondering where to start, knowing she
would have to be careful not to disturb anything. But people had a
sixth sense about stuff like this. They could walk into their
bedroom and know their private space had somehow been violated.
God. What was she going to do?

She knew Tyler was expecting her to pull
something—just waiting for her to step out of line. And Jay…. Jay
trusted her. Now she was going to have to break that trust and
prove Tyler right.

Tears of frustration and anger pricked her
eyes. Fuck. It wasn’t frickin’ fair! She itched to pick up the
phone and call Jay, warn her, beg for help. But Sixer was out
there, somewhere, watching. And she knew—knew with the utmost
certainty—he didn’t make idle threats. She didn’t want to be
another statistic, a no-hoper who’d ended her life broken and
battered and dead in a Dumpster, victim of a supposed drug deal
gone wrong. She wanted to live.

The phone rang again and she jumped like a
startled cat. OhGodohGodohGod. What did he want now? “H-hello?”

“Vanessa Harris, please.”

Nessa clutched the phone receiver. Her heart
went pit-a-pat—in a good way this time. “Speaking.”

“Miss Harris, this is Carrie Sparkes from
Café Au Lait. I was very impressed with you at the interview and I
think you’d fit in very well with our team. The job is yours, if
you still want it.”

“Omigosh. Really?”

Carrie’s throaty chuckle sliced the raw edge
off Nessa’s fears. “Yes, really. I take it you’re still keen?”

Nessa closed her eyes and pulled herself
together. “Yes. Absolutely.”

“I know it’s short notice, but can you come
in tonight? I’d like to introduce you to the rest of the crew, show
you the ropes—that sort of thing. Plus I’ve some paperwork for you
to fill in. And if it’s okay with you, I’d like you to start
tomorrow.”

“That would be great!”

“Excellent. See you at nine? I can make it
earlier if that suits you better.”

“Nine is fine.”

“Lovely. See you then.”

Carrie rang off and Nessa stood there, still
clutching the phone receiver, shocked to her core. Carrie had been
impressed with her. She hadn’t screwed it up.

She had a job. She had a job! She hugged
herself, unable to stop what was doubtless a big goofy grin
stretching her lips. She owed Jay big-time. She’d never have gotten
the job if Jay hadn’t bought her some decent clothes, given her a
place to stay, helped with her résumé. Hah! Just wait ’til she told
Tyler.

Jay and Tyler.

Sixer.

Delight in her accomplishment crumbled.
But…. He’d promised to leave her alone if she did this one thing
for him—this one little thing.

She straightened her shoulders and tossed
her head, channeling a little of the old Nessa. The en suite
bathroom was as good a place to start as any, she supposed. God
only knew what he expected her to find. Or not find—whatever
the hell that meant.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven




Jay parked the SUV in the spot reserved for
her vehicle and switched off the ignition. She’d never felt
compelled to apologize for being what she was before. Today had
changed all that.

After a rocky start, Tyler had come to accept
her otherness. Caro had needed no time at all to come to terms with
Jay being a cyborg. Her acceptance had been immediate and
unconditional. Jay believed Michael’s acceptance was intertwined
with his gratitude for Jay extracting him from Caine’s clutches and
giving him back his family. Marissa, however, had no reason to be
grateful to Jay. After all, Jay was the cause of her husband being
recruited in the first place. Little wonder Marissa resented Jay
for what she had to see as taking her son away from her, too.

“I’m sorry,” she said. The words were
inadequate, she knew, but they were all she had to offer him right
now.

Tyler paused, his hand halfway to the
car-door handle. He sank back against the seat. “What the hell for?
You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“I’m sorry this trip didn’t go as you
expected.”

He grunted. “Believe me, I had pretty low
expectations.”

“You had to have known that forcing my
presence on your mother would only aggravate matters.”

“Perhaps if she wasn’t so hormonal she’d
have been easier to deal with.”

“Perhaps.” Jay didn’t believe that was the
case. From the expression on his face, neither did Tyler. “Even so,
I’m sorry you felt compelled to leave straight after dinner rather
than staying the night.”

Another grunt. “I’d have left before
dinner if Dad and Caro hadn’t begged me to stay. And if we’d been
eating in, you’d better believe I’d have been outta there. No way
was I putting up with that sort of shit any longer.”

By “shit” Jay guessed he meant the comment
from his mother that had been the last straw: “At least we won’t
have to argue about Jay sleeping in your room, because robots don’t
need sleep.” Jay had watched the angry red crawling up Tyler’s neck
and hadn’t been able to think of a single thing to say to deflect
his imminent explosion.

Caro had jumped in boots and all and called
her mother on her “bitchy” comment. Michael backed her. Marissa,
seeing the censure in her family’s eyes, immediately apologized.
But it was too late. The uneasy truce they’d all negotiated had
shattered. As soon as Tyler had calmed down enough to speak without
yelling, he’d claimed to have just remembered he had another
assignment due and they’d have to head home right away.

“At least eating at a restaurant meant we
were all on our best behavior,” Jay offered.

That comment provoked a snort instead of a
grunt—an improvement of sorts. “If best behavior means not speaking
at all, then yeah, some of us were very well behaved over
dinner.”

“The food was good, though. And your dad
paid.”

This time she got a grin. “And you let him.
Miracles will never cease.”

Jay did a Caro and stuck out her tongue at
him.

Tyler jumped from of the SUV and grabbed the
bags from the back seat. Jay waited for him to slam the door before
she locked up and engaged the alarm. She held out a hand for her
bag. When he didn’t comply she figured she had two options: take it
from him, or give him a good reason to do what she wanted. If she
could pull it off, option number two would provide the best result.
She was tired of “discussing” things.

“If I carry my bag and you carry yours, then
we can hold hands on the way home. It’ll be romantic.” She wanted
to be close to him right now, needed physical contact. She was
feeling—

How was she feeling?

Fatigued, despite having eaten well and not
having exerted herself physically. Fragile. In need of comfort.

How strange. Apparently being the victim of
Marissa’s censure—shrugging off the glares, pretending she hadn’t
heard the barbs, biting her tongue against the responses that had
bubbled to her lips unbidden—had drained her both physically and
emotionally. This constant battle against allowing feelings to
adversely affect one’s physical wellbeing…. It was unsurprising
humans succumbed to viruses due to compromised immune systems.

Tyler handed over her bag without further
demur. He shouldered his own, and slung his spare arm around her
waist, hooking his thumb in one of her jeans’ belt-loops. “My turn
to apologize.” He pressed a kiss to her temple.

Her skin warmed beneath his touch and her
breath eked out in a breathy sigh when he pulled away. “What
for?”

He ushered her toward the elevators. “I let
Mom hide behind the whole pregnancy thing because I didn’t want her
to stress out any more than she already was. But I hate that I
didn’t stand up for you more.”

She butted her head against his shoulder. “I
can stand up for myself, you know.”

“I know.” He jabbed the Down button.

“And I felt the same way you did. I didn’t
want to cause any more upset so I ignored her behavior rather than
calling her on it.”

“I pity Dad right now,” Tyler said.

Jay’s senses ratcheted up to high alert.
Something was not right. “Me, too.” she said, keeping her tone
normal so she didn’t alert Tyler while she scanned her
surroundings.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.
Jay wriggled from Tyler’s embrace and motioned him ahead of her.
She cast her gaze quickly about the level. Concrete. Vehicles. The
harsh lighting cutting intermittent swathes in the shadows. Faint
odors of oil and gas, rubber and leather and vinyl, decaying food
and old coffee mingling with ink from newspapers stuffed in the
trash cans, and—

The faint whiff of an odor she could not
identify.

No movement. No other people on this level
of the parking building. They were alone, just the two of them.
Even so, she backed into the elevator and stood just in front of
Tyler, protecting him. Only when the doors shut and the elevator
began to descend did she allow herself to relax somewhat.

The elevator doors opened onto the street
level and they wandered out onto the sidewalk. Jay inhaled the
night air deep into her lungs. Nothing. She was “imagining things”
as humans would say. And perhaps that was natural considering
recent events. She released the expectant tension from her
muscles.

“Something wrong?” Tyler asked, his brow
creased with concern.

“No. Everything’s fine.” She summoned a
smile for him, and the smile became genuine when he moved in close
to her side and took her hand in his again.

“Wonder if Nessa’s left us anything to
eat—or anything at all, for that matter.”

Jay hip-popped him—an action she’d observed
girls do to boys on occasion, and which seemed appropriate at this
moment. He veered off the sidewalk. Oops.

“How can you possibly be hungry after that
huge meal you ate at the restaurant?” she asked.

He yanked her wrist, tugging her in close to
him again. “I must have worms.”

“As Caro would say, eeeuuuwww. Me? I
can dose you for that if you’d like. It won’t be pleasant
though.”

“Pass.”

“I figured as much.”

“Smartass.”

“Of course. But that’s what you love about
me, right?” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

He held her gaze. “Always.”

One word. It picked her up by the scruff of
her neck, shook her like a newborn kitten, and deposited her back
on the sidewalk beside him as though nothing had happened and her
world hadn’t tilted on its axis.

Jay had always known words had power. How
could she not when words her creator had uttered compelled her to
end his life? No sentient being forced by words to act against its
will could deny their power. But Tyler’s words…. His words were
terrible in a wholly different way. His words had the power to stab
her through the heart, make the whole world seem bleak and
lackluster. Or make her quiver with joy and the hope they could
both overcome insurmountable odds and be together forever.

Like now.

Should she kiss him as she so desperately
wanted to do? She would be making a public spectacle of herself.
Worse, she would be lowering her defenses, leaving herself
vulnerable because he would flood her senses and wreak havoc with
her ability to detect danger.

Abruptly she didn’t care. Her bag dropped
unheeded to the pavement as she raised up on tiptoes and wound her
arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his.

She heard his heartbeat escalate, felt his
hesitation. And then there was a dull thud as his bag hit the
ground, the tensing of his muscles and the searing warmth of his
palm against the small of her back, her own pulse rate speeding up
to match his as he caught her up against him. His kiss became
harder, more demanding. She responded in kind. Their kiss turned
urgent, lips and tongues dueling to gain the upper hand, then
surrendering and softening to something sweeter and gentler but no
less devastating.

Tyler closed his eyes, resting his forehead
against hers, one hand cupping the nape of her neck, the other
palming the curve of her hip. “Whoa.”

Jay giggled. And then caught herself. She’d
never giggled for no reason that she could discern before. Not
ever. And then darned if she didn’t giggle again.

“What is wrong with me?” She pulled from his
arms and clapped a hand over her mouth.

Tyler grinned. “Gee whizz, Jay. I’d say
you’re doing a stellar impression of a girl who’s just been kissed
to within an inch of her life and enjoyed the hell out of it.”

She lowered her hand to scowl at him because
he was right. His grin got wider. She snatched the bags from the
sidewalk and stalked up the path toward her house. Tyler’s laughter
chased her and she couldn’t help but smile. Secretively, of course,
so he couldn’t see.

She unlocked the door and keyed in the
security code to deactivate the alarm. “Nessa’s not home.”

Tyler glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s
pretty late. Looks like she’s finally done a runner. Yay.”

“You’re incorrigible,” Jay said, relishing
the word Caro had used earlier. The syllables had a lovely rhythm
to them. “At least check her room before you jump to
conclusions.”

“You check her room. No way I’m barging in
there. What if—”

“I’m wrong? What if she didn’t remember she
could set the downstairs-only alarm if she was freaked about being
alone, so she set the full alarm and then sprinted upstairs before
she could set it off, and she’s tucked up in bed?”

He favored her with his “so sue me for being
cautious” look. “Yeah. What you said.”

“I’m not wrong.” Jay bounded up the stairs
and pushed open the door to Nessa’s room. It was in an unusual
state of disarray, with clothes strewn over the bed. Her shoulder
bag—the one Jay had bought for her because girls like Nessa needed
a bag to carry all their “stuff” around in—was gone. The wardrobe
revealed the remaining neatly hung new outfits and the worn duffel
filled with the few items Nessa had brought with her.

Tyler stuck his head through the doorway.
“Verdict?”

“She’s not done a runner. She’ll be
back.”

“Yippee Skippy.”

Jay allowed a hint of rebuke to color her
gaze but if Tyler recognized it he remained unrepentant. “Have you
done any digging?” he asked, leaning against the door jamb with his
arms folded in his “I’m putting you on notice I’m not happy about
this” pose.

“She wasn’t fired from Time-Out, she quit.
She gave no notice so she’s not the most popular person with her
former employer right now, and if she comes begging for her old job
again he’ll have a thing or two to say to her. She told her
housemates she’d come into some money and was getting the hell out
of Snapperton. She gave them two weeks rent in lieu of notice.
There’s a box of her possessions still at the house. They’re a
little hazy as to whether she’ll come pick it up herself or
organize a courier pickup when she’s settled. They’re happy for
her. They’d do the same in her shoes.”

Tyler blinked. “Good work. So.... She
deliberately sought me out. And you were right. She does have an
agenda.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And, perhaps her sole motivation was to
insinuate herself into your life because she wants you back.”

He snorted. “In her dreams. Reckon I’ve
thoroughly disabused her of that notion.”

“Me, too.”

“Oh?” His gaze turned speculative. “Went all
jealous beyotch on her ass, huh?”

“I might have.”

“Wish I’d been a fly on the wall for that
conversation.”

She folded her arms. “Be grateful you
weren’t. It wasn’t pretty.”

He puckered up and blew her a
kiss—retribution for the one she’d teased him with on the trip
down, no doubt. “Awww, I feel all warm and fuzzy thinking about you
warning a predatory female off li’l ole me.”

She rolled her eyes ceiling-ward. “Men.”

“There’s still something off about
this.”

“Agreed.”

“Okay, so what happens next with Nessa and
her somewhat super-secret agenda?”

“She’ll either reveal it, or we’ll figure it
out and go from there.”

“You’re being very laid back about
this.”

“Yes.”

His gaze settled on the clothes scattered on
the bed. “Where do you think she’s gone?”

“Job interview would be my guess.”

“Party would be mine. Knowing Nessa, she’s
hooked up with some guy and she’s out whipping him into a hormonal
frenzy as we speak.”

Jay scooped a very plain black top from the
bed and held it out. “These are hardly Nessa-style party clothes.
She was dressing to impress an employer, not a boy.”

“Ah, but she didn’t wear that, did she?” His
smugly-pleased-to-get-the-upper-hand expression faltered. “S’pose
you can tell me exactly what she did wear if I cared to ask,
right?”

“I could.” He was fortunate she wasn’t human
or she’d be hitting him with a smug smile right about
now.

“Okay. You win.”

Jay cocked her head, listening. “In
approximately thirty seconds we’ll know for sure.” She tossed the
top back on the bed, and then herded Tyler out the door and
downstairs.

Nessa shut the door behind her and flicked
the deadlock. When she turned and saw them both sitting on the
bottom stair her eyebrows rose to her hairline. “Gee. A welcoming
committee. What’d I do to deserve this?”

“How did the job interview go?” Jay
asked.

Nessa’s eyes rounded. “How did you
know?”

“Lucky guess.”

Nessa hugged the bag she was carrying. A
smile lit her face. “I got the job.”

“Which one? The up market café?”

“Yes!” The word burst from her as though she
was having to remind herself the job offer was true. “I got called
in to meet the staff and go through the ropes. I start tomorrow.
Afternoon shift.”

Jay summoned the kind of grin that was
appropriate in these circumstances. “That’s fantastic, Nessa. I
knew you could do it.”

“I couldn’t have done it without your
help—the clothes and the résumé and everything. I don’t know why
you even helped me after the way I’ve behaved but thank you for
giving me a chance.”

“Everyone deserves a second chance,” Jay
said. Instinct made her cast a sideways glance at Tyler. His
features were not stern, exactly. Brooding was a better
description. She wondered whether he was remembering back to the
time he’d given her a second chance.

He’d not wanted anything to do with her
after her shocking revelation that she was, in fact, a cyborg. Or
so she’d thought at the time. In reality he’d gotten over that,
only to be gutted anew by her plans to leave. Even so, he’d agreed
to be her date for the farewell party Caro had insisted Jay throw.
He’d given her a second chance. And when she’d blown it, even
though he’d been hurting and had every reason to be angry with her,
he’d put aside his own hurt to reveal how he really felt about her
through the heart-wrenching song he’d written for her.

She’d never have gotten through the
following months without the memory of that night to cling to. And
the hope she’d done enough to convince Caine she was dead so that
one day soon she might safely reveal herself to Tyler again.

“I get t-shirts, too,” Nessa was saying.
“See?” She held out her arms and did a twirl. “There’re two more in
the bag.”

“Nice,” Tyler said, which so far as Jay was
concerned was only the truth. The black t-shirt with the discreet
logo on the breast pocket did look very smart paired with Nessa’s
tidy denim jeans and the new black and white sneakers she’d chosen
while shopping with Jay. “Now you’ve got a job—” the unspoken words
‘and an income’ hung in the air “—what’re your plans?”

Jay nudged him with her elbow. “Give the
girl a chance to cash her first paycheck.”

“I’ll find a place as soon as I can,” Nessa
said. “I don’t want to keep sponging off you.”

“Don’t worry,” Jay said. “I’m hardly the
type to let you take advantage of me.” She stood and brushed down
the seat of her jeans. “Who’s hungry?”

“I could eat,” Tyler said.

Nessa snickered as she hung her coat on the
coat rack by the door. “Apparently you haven’t changed at all.” Her
stomach chose that moment to rumble. Loudly.

Tyler returned the snicker in spades.
“Sounds like I’m not the only one who’s hungry.”

“I didn’t get a chance to eat before I…
rushed out the door.”

Jay watched Nessa’s face. She was flushed.
That could be excitement over getting the job. But excitement would
not account for the sheen of perspiration on her forehead. Nor the
nervous glances toward the stairwell. What had she been up to?

“It’s time you and Tyler pulled your weight
around here,” Jay said. “Your turn to cook.”

“Nessa doesn’t do cooking,” Tyler
said.

“I really don’t,” Nessa said. “Grilled
cheese and instant noodles is about my limit.”

“Then it’s time you learned. There’s fresh
pasta in the fridge. And Tyler can do a pretty mean pasta sauce
with canned tomatoes, olive oil and fresh herbs.”

Tyler stood and stretched. “C’mon. I’ll show
you how it’s done.” He wandered toward the kitchen.

“What are you going to do, Jay?” Nessa
asked. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Not particularly,” Jay said, carefully
watching her face. “I’m gonna go unpack. I’ll be down shortly and
you can tell me all about the job.”

“Oh. Okay.”

If her tone was anything to go by it was so
not okay. Jay headed up the stairs, aware of Nessa’s gaze
fixed on her back. Whatever Nessa had done, it shouldn’t be too
hard to figure out. And there was a high probability it centered
around Jay’s bedroom.

She took a couple of steps into the hallway
and paused, listening for Nessa’s footsteps heading for the
kitchen. When Tyler began relaying instructions for where to find
this and that, Jay knew it was safe to proceed without risk of
being interrupted.

She opened the door to her bedroom and
paused, taking in the room, cataloging the contents, comparing the
placement of everything as it was now to the photo-like memory she
extracted from her memory banks.

She found herself reluctantly impressed.
Tyler would never have noticed anything untoward. Nessa had done an
excellent job of searching the room and putting everything back the
way it was. But she hadn’t reckoned on a cyborg’s ability to note
even minute changes. Nor a cyborg’s acute sense of smell, that
could detect, for example, even the faintest whiff of the
antiperspirant body spray Nessa used. She’d been here. In this
room. Searching through Jay’s personal belongings.

Jay walked into the en suite bathroom.
Tyler’s few toiletries. Toothpaste and brushes. Jay’s hairbrush,
Tyler’s comb. All were still evident. She checked the medicine
cabinet. Tylenol and arnica cream she’d bought for Tyler. Ditto the
throat lozenges. Nothing untoward. Unless Nessa had taken samples
of hair from the brush and comb for DNA purposes, which might prove
problematic.

A shame Nessa’s cooking lesson was going to
be trumped by an interrogation.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Twelve




Nessa scraped the last of the pasta sauce
from her plate. Jay decided now was the perfect time to pounce—when
the girl was relaxed, and sleepy-eyed, lulled into a false sense of
security by a plateful of carbs and Jay’s non-reaction to having
her personal space violated.

“So, did you find what you were looking
for?”

“Huh?” Nessa blinked and screwed up her
face, displaying classic symptoms of confusion. Oh, she was
good.

“In my bedroom.”

Ah. There. Gotcha. Swallowing convulsively,
inability to meet the accuser’s gaze, fidgeting with whatever
happened to be at hand—in this case, cutlery. Classic symptoms of
guilt.

Tyler halted his forkful of pasta halfway to
his mouth. Jay cautioned him to silence with a finger to her
lips.

Nessa opened her mouth, paused, and shut it
again. When she did speak it was barely a whisper. “I need a pen
and paper.”

Jay caught a WTF? glance from Tyler.

“Have you two finished eating?” she asked.
“Good. Come with me.” She beckoned Tyler to follow and herded Nessa
into the room off the lounge she’d outfitted as an office cum
library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She powered up her
laptop, clicked on a playlist and selected a song.

“What do you think of this one, Tyler? I
love this group.” She amped up the volume and then opened up a
blank text document. You think someone might be watching?
she typed, and pushed back her chair to give Nessa access to the
keyboard.

Nessa knelt on the ground in front of the
laptop. yes, she typed.

Jay heard Tyler’s sharply indrawn breath. He
positioned himself against her back, hands gripping the back of the
chair, protecting her. Who? she typed.

name is sixer, Nessa typed. phone
rang picked it up in yr bedroom. he knew where I was. told me 2
search yr room.

Why?

don’t know.

Tyler reached overtop Nessa to punch out,
BULLSHIT.

Jay removed his hands from the keyboard and
typed, Not helping! Tyler backed off. When Jay glanced over
her shoulder at him he had his arms folded across his chest and he
was scowling mightily. For Nessa’s benefit Jay typed, Sheesh,
Tyler. Still not helping.

Nessa hiccupped a watery-sounding laugh.
so sorry, she typed. met him in snapperton. gave me money
2 spy on u. told me what he’d do 2 me if I told u bout him.
HE SCARES ME!!!

Jay felt a pang of compassion that she
quickly shoved aside. She couldn’t afford to be compassionate until
she knew who and what she was dealing with.

What did he want you to do after you’d
searched my room?

tell him if anything strange or out of
place. Nessa’s hands shook as she typed.

Anything else?

Nessa squeezed her eyelids shut, screwing up
her face as she tried to recall. She nodded and opened her eyes and
started typing furiously. said he wanted 2 c u thru my eyes.
said he was more interested in what I didnt find than what I did
whatever that means.

Tyler pointed to the laptop and waggled his
eyebrows. Jay gave him a thumbs up. She’d left the laptop at home.
If this mysterious Sixer was after information about her, a laptop
was an excellent place to start. Surely he’d have asked Nessa about
it, and upon learning it was downstairs in Jay’s study, insist she
steal it and bring it to him.

Nessa had already anticipated her next
question. asked him bout laptop. he said u wouldnt store
important stuff on it.

Interesting. What did you tell him?
She moved aside again to give Nessa access to the keyboard.

u like reading, music, cooking. u r in
love with Tyler. u r clueless about fashion and girl-stuff. She
darted a sideways gaze at Jay as if to gauge her reaction.

All very true. Anything else?

u don’t have any condoms.

Jay’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. Behind
her, Tyler inhaled with a hiss.

he asked bout personal stuff. told him no
tampons or sanitary pads either. sorry.

“Jeezus,” Tyler muttered beneath his breath.
“What kind of a sicko whack-job is this guy?”

1 more thing, Nessa typed. told
him bout u having nightmare & nearly strangling me. & he
already knew u r Jay Smith & Jaime Smythson.

“This is not good,” Tyler said quietly.

r u into drugs? is he after u coz of
drugs?

No. This has nothing to do with
drugs. Jay decided a similar explanation to the one she’d once
given Tyler and Caro was her best option. My father was a
research scientist. He worked on a top-secret project before he
died. I helped him with his research notes. Now some people want to
find out what I know.

Nessa bit her lip, her gaze switching back
and forth from the monitor to Jay. not good 4 them to get that
info?

No.

sorry bout the drug thing

I don’t blame you. It’s a logical
assumption.

hated not telling u, Nessa typed.
glad u know now. but afraid he’ll hurt me. She sank
back until her butt hit her heels. Her sniff indicated she was
trying her best to hold back tears.

How did you keep in contact with him?
Jay typed.

gave me cell phone

A phone rang and Nessa jerked her hands back
from the keyboard. Jay muted the song blaring from the laptop. The
ringing wasn’t coming from the phone on the desk.

Nessa stared at Jay. Her pupils dilated,
going huge with shock. She reached into her back pocket for a cell
phone and stared at it like it’d suddenly morphed into a viper.
“It’s him,” she said. “He’s watching us. He knows I’ve told you. Oh
God. What am I gonna do?”

“Answer it,” Jay said. And when Nessa seemed
paralyzed, prompted her again. “Answer the phone, Nessa. It’ll be
okay. I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

Nessa nodded slowly. With her gaze still
fixed on Jay’s face she answered the call. “H-hello?”

Jay could easily hear the male voice on the
other end of the line saying, “Put her on.”

She held out her hand for the cell phone and
ended up having to pluck it from Nessa’s grasp. The poor girl was
shaking so hard her teeth were chattering. This man had truly
frightened her. “Hello, Sixer.”

“Hello Jay. Or should I call you Jaime?”

“Jay will do. What do you want?”

“Straight to the point. I approve.”

Jay remained silent.

“A female of few words. Again, I
approve.”

“I don’t have the slightest interest in
garnering your approval. What do you want?”

“I simply wanted to speak with you.”

“I find that very difficult to believe. Why
have you threatened Nessa?”

His attempt at a laugh was more of a wheeze,
as though he hadn’t had much practice at laughing. And his voice….
Interesting.

“She did as I asked. I have no further use
for her.”

“She told us about you. What are the
ramifications for her disobedience?”

Nessa’s quiet sobs become louder. Jay jerked
her chin at Tyler, and he hauled the girl upright and led her to
the couch by the bookshelves.

“None. There’s a saying, ‘What’s done is
done.’ Or perhaps, ‘No use crying over spilled milk’ would be more
apt. I promised her more money, but she said insisted she no longer
wanted it. As far as I am concerned, our deal is concluded.”

“If you hurt her, I will hunt you down and
destroy you.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

“Are you working for Evan Caine?” From the
corner of her eye Jay saw Tyler’s head snap up.

“Not anymore,” Sixer said, and
disconnected.

Jay swept her gaze over Nessa, huddled in
Tyler’s arms, looking like a terrified little girl who’d just
discovered the bogeyman was knocking on her door. “He’s not going
to hurt you, Nessa,” she said. “You’re not his primary target. He
got what he wanted from you and he’s moved on.”

“A-are you sure?” Nessa’s tear-reddened eyes
glittered with hope.

“I’m sure.”

“Thank God.” She sagged with relief and Jay
felt that unwelcome compassion creeping up on catlike feet. Poor
Nessa. She must have been frantic. It was impressive that she’d
kept this secret for so long.

“And what did he want from her, exactly?”
Tyler grated the words from between tightly clenched teeth.

“Exactly what Nessa told us he wanted—her
impressions of me.”

“Why?”

“That remains to be seen.”

“Jesus.” Tyler scrubbed his hands over his
face.

“He’s not working for Caine,” Jay told him,
and watched as he exhaled some of the tension from his body. Before
he could say anything more she said, “Please take Nessa upstairs
and put her to bed. I have something I need to do.”

“The mobile?” Tyler guessed.

“Yes.”

The expression in his eyes told her this
wasn’t over and he’d be interrogating her later, but he chivvied
Nessa from the chair and ushered her upstairs.

 


By the time Tyler re-entered the study, Jay had
completed her investigations. “Anything?” he asked, indicating the
cell phone with a jerk of his chin.

“Disposable. Pre-pay. Cheap generic brand.
He could have picked this up anywhere.”

“Worth dusting for prints?”

Jay shook her head. “I don’t believe so. If
he doesn’t have a record his prints won’t be in the system. They
may be on file at a private company or organization, but that’d be
like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“And he’s too smart to have a record, you
reckon?”

“Yes.”

“What about tracing the call?”

“Of course he destroyed his own phone
immediately after disconnecting the call.” She didn’t tell Tyler
what little she had been able to discover. Best to keep that
disturbing piece of news to herself.

The good news was that Sixer was no longer
an agent of Caine’s. The bad news was he’d gone rogue, which meant
he had his own agenda. And if he became a problem she would handle
him in her own way. Just as she would handle Caine. Again. More
permanently this time.

“Shit.” Tyler plunked his butt on the edge
of the desk, his gaze intent. “What are you gonna do?”

“Nothing for the moment.”

He flexed his fingers and then clenched them
into tight fists. “Nothing?”

Jay amended her answer slightly to make it
more palatable. “When Nessa is feeling up to it I’ll ask her to
describe him in detail and mock up a sketch—run him through some
systems and see if I get a hit.”

His fists relaxed. A good sign. “Sounds like
a plan. And if you can’t ID him?”

“I don’t believe I will be able to ID him.
The ball is in his court, Tyler. He wants something from me and
eventually, when the time is right, he’ll ask for it. In the
meantime, all I can do is be vigilant.”

Tyler chewed his thumbnail—a habit he had
when he was thinking hard, searching for inspiration. “You think
he’s after money?”

“No. This was a fact-finding mission.”

“And what ‘facts’ do you reckon he’s found,
then?”

“I don’t know.”

Tyler barked a disbelieving laugh. “You
don’t know?”

“It has been known to happen on occasion,”
Jay said. “Just because I’m a cyborg doesn’t mean I’m
omnipotent.”

In other circumstances, Tyler would probably
have made some smartass comment about this being a “frame it and
hang it on the wall” moment. Now he just went back to gnawing on
his thumbnail. Eventually he said, “Do we need to get out of
Dodge?”

“Leave and start over? No. I don’t believe
so. He’s posed no physical threat, though doubtless he’s had ample
opportunities to get physical.”

“He scared the bejesus out of Nessa. She’s
still majorly freaked about the whole thing.”

“Mind games,” Jay said. “He wanted her
scared and compliant. But he didn’t physically harm her and I don’t
believe he will do so in the future.”

Tyler’s eyes darkened with worry. “You
willing to bet on that?”

“Yes,” Jay said. “I’m willing to bet on it.
I’m willing to put everything on the line and guarantee that he
will not harm her.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because he knows I do not make idle
threats. If he hurts her I will kill him.”

Tyler rubbed his arms. “Sure glad you’re on
my side.”

“Me, too.”

“What about Nessa?”

Jay arched a brow. “I’m hardly going to
insist she leave after what’s happened. If she wants to remain
here, then she can do so. If she doesn’t want to, then I’ll help
her find a suitable place to stay and give her the cash that Sixer
promised her to get her started. Stop worrying, Tyler. There’s
nothing more you can do right now, so worrying is a futile
exercise.”

He gave her classic “Doh” eyes. “Worrying is
human. It’s what we do. Times like this it’d be darned useful to be
a cyborg and switch off my emotions and concentrate on logic and
facts.”

“You should get some sleep. I’ll clean up in
the kitchen and be up a little later on.”

Tyler yawned and glanced at his watch.
“Shit. You’re right. Got a class first thing tomorrow, too.” He
stood and stared down at her. “Be careful, Jay.”

“Always.”

 


~~~

 


Tyler pummeled a pillow with his fist and
tried to get comfortable. No joy. Every time he closed his eyes his
brain kicked into overdrive.

He rolled onto his back and lay staring at
the ceiling. He wasn’t happy about the prospect of leaving Jay
alone in the house tomorrow but unless he wanted to go the
vigilante route and try to track this creepy Sixer dude himself, he
had to comply with her wishes. Man, he was tempted except for one
small problem. Aside from enlisting his dad’s help—and no way was
Tyler getting his dad involved in something like this again—he was
clueless where to start. If Jay couldn’t track this guy, Tyler
hadn’t got a shit show in hell.

Small comfort that Nessa didn’t start her
shift until the afternoon. She wouldn’t be much use protecting Jay
from… whatever Sixer decided to pull next. And God forbid Jay
revealed to Nessa what she was. Nessa would totally wig out and run
screaming for the hills.

Huh. Come to think of it, he didn’t believe
for a second Jay would reveal all to Nessa. Because then, to ensure
Nessa’s silence, Jay would have to either threaten her or bribe
her, and Tyler couldn’t see that working out so good.

Well, there was a third alternative, but
Tyler knew Jay wouldn’t resort to offing Nessa no matter how much
of a pain in the ass she could be. From the scant details he had
been able to glean, Jay had a personal code. If directly
threatened, she would disable and render her opponents unconscious.
She only killed if there was no other alternative….

Like the time her creator had accessed her
core command codes and compelled her to kill him. He’d been old and
dying of an incurable cancer. Because Jay’s command codes had been
keyed to his voiceprint, to his way of thinking once he was dead
she would be safe. But for Jay to be forced to kill the man she
thought of as her father? Cruel. And even though she’d been
compelled and had no choice but to obey, even though she was a
cyborg, it had affected her deeply—still did, Tyler knew. He didn’t
believe she would deliberately kill again if she had the
choice.

Shame. Because to Tyler’s way of thinking,
Sixer needed killing. And if it came down to it, to keep Jay safe,
to ensure her secret was kept, Tyler would do whatever it took.
Even if it meant killing a man.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Thirteen




Jay escorted Nessa to Café au Lait. Nessa
still seemed a bit skittish—not surprising considering recent
events. Just to be completely certain she was reading Nessa
correctly, she asked, “How are you feeling about everything?”

“Better now I’ve slept on it.” Nessa’s gaze
drifted to a storefront window. “Thanks for walking me to work. I’m
still a bit freaked about... you know.” She dragged her attention
from the outfit in the window to shoot Jay a conspiratorial gaze.
“Being watched.”

“If you’re uncomfortable staying at my place
I will help you find suitable accommodation elsewhere,” Jay said.
“And there’s also the matter of the money Sixer promised you. I’ll
reimburse you for monies owed so you have the fresh start you hoped
for when you left Snapperton.”

Nessa stumbled on a non-existent crack in
the pavement but caught herself quickly enough that Jay didn’t find
it necessary to intervene. Her eyes rounded until she reminded Jay
of a manga character. “You’d do that for me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” She tucked her hands into the pockets
of the short trench-style coat she wore with black pants, black
monogrammed t-shirt and comfortable flats.

“For the same reason I gave you a cell phone
and a few hundred dollars this morning. Because you need help and
I’m in a position to give it.”

Nessa scoffed. “Yeah, right. All that money
you seem to have isn’t gonna last long if you keep throwing it at
every charity case who comes knocking on your door. Besides, you
don’t even like me all that much.”

Jay frowned. It was true—to a point. She
didn’t believe she’d ever like Nessa as much as she did Caro. But
she no longer disliked her. “I like you more now than I did
back at Greenfield High.”

“Oh God.” Nessa visibly winced. She peeked
at Jay, her gaze now puppy-dog-pleading-for-forgiveness rather than
wide-eyed disbelieving owl. “I was a total bitch to you. If I’d
known—”

“What? That sometime in the future you’d be
reliant on me for accommodation, food and clothes, you’d have been
a bit nicer?” Jay smiled to take the sting from her comment. She’d
intended it to be humorous. Hopefully Nessa would see it that
way.

“Yeah. Something like that.” Nessa grinned
back. “But seriously—”

“Seriously, I admire your drive to better
yourself, even if the method you chose was somewhat
distasteful.”

Nessa’s mouth sagged open and she shook her
head. “You admire my drive to better myself, even if the method I
chose was somewhat distasteful?”

Jay wondered what she’d said wrong.
“Yes.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but
seriously, you are just the slightest bit weird. Have you
ever listened to yourself?”

“Believe me, sometimes the words that come
out of my mouth freak me out just as much as they apparently do
you.”

Nessa tossed her head and giggled. “I’ll
keep that in mind.”

Jay felt a little glow of warmth around the
region of her heart. She suspected it was satisfaction—the
satisfaction of helping Nessa put the past behind her and stand on
her own two feet. “Do you want to stay on a while longer with Tyler
and me? Or would you prefer a clean break?”

Some of Nessa’s pleasure dimmed. Her smile
seemed forced and there was a tension about her shoulder muscles
that hadn’t been evident before. “I should find my own place.”

Jay could have taken this declaration at
face value. It would have been less complicated to do so. But
something prodded her to ignore Nessa’s words and look deeper. “I’m
not asking what you think you should do. I’m asking what you
want to do.”

Nessa stopped dead on the sidewalk, forcing
pedestrians to fan around her.

“What’s wrong?” Jay asked, momentarily
confused by the tears glistening in Nessa’s eyes. She grabbed
Nessa’s arm and dragged her off to the side beneath a storefront
awning where she wouldn’t impede the flow of foot traffic. Some of
the mutterings from passersby were getting a bit snarky.

“When it comes to the big stuff, no one’s
ever asked me what I wanted to do before,” Nessa said.
“They’ve always just told me what I should do—for my own good.”

By “they” Jay presumed Nessa meant her
parents. “Well, it’s about time someone asked, then, isn’t it? So,
what do you want to do? Stay, or help me look for a suitable place
for you to live?”

Nessa blotted her eyes with her forefinger,
careful not to smear the layers of mascara. She heaved a deep
breath and faced Jay. “I think I’d like to find my own place. I
mean, your place is awesome but I’m intruding. I figure if I could
survive on the crap wages Time-Out paid me, I’ll do fine at Café au
Lait.”

“Okay. If that’s what you want, that’s what
I’ll help you work toward. I’ll check out a few places and give you
a list.”

Nessa’s smile was back. “That’d be great.
Thanks so much, Jay.”

“Well, I can’t have you moving into that
dump where Tyler lives. If you hooked up with Pete, Tyler would
have a cow.”

Nessa’s reaction to that sally—a full-body
shudder—was everything Jay had expected. “As if!” she said.

“You always did have excellent taste in
guys,” Jay said. “Well, except for Shawn.”

“Yeah.” Nessa gave a theatrical little moan.
“Boy, was he ever a mistake.”

“A big-time mistake.”

“Matt was a sweetie, though, wasn’t he? I’m
guessing he’s still with Caro?”

“Yes.”

Nessa hesitated and bit her lip. Then she
asked, “How is Caro?”

“She’s doing great.”

“Maybe I should call her sometime.” It was
quietly said, as though more to herself than to Jay.

“Maybe you should,” Jay said. “I’m sure
she’d like to know how you’re doing… after you grovel and apologize
for being the worst friend ever, and beg her not to hang up on
you.”

“Ouch. You don’t pull your punches, do
you?”

Jay shook her head. “No.”

“I kinda like that about you. And Jay? I
don’t need you to pay me the cash Sixer promised me. It wouldn’t be
right to expect you to do that.”

Jay towed her back into the flow of
pedestrians. “And that kind of attitude, Nessa, is exactly why I’ll
make good on Sixer’s deal with you regardless.”

Nessa absorbed this logic in silence for a
couple of minutes. “Oh! Well, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll open a bank account
for you and give you the details when you get home. Now hurry it
up. You don’t want to be late on your first day, do you?”

“Eeek! Hell, no!”

Nessa upped her walking pace and they
arrived with seven minutes to spare, Nessa slightly out of breath
and Jay of course unaffected. “Have a great first day,” she said to
Nessa. “And give me a ring if you’re still feeling freaked about
everything and you want someone to walk you home tonight.”

“I don’t want to put you to any more
trouble.”

“If it was any trouble, I’d arrange for you
take a taxi. Either way, call and let me know what you want to
do.”

“Yes, Mom,” Nessa said.

Jay rolled her eyes.

“Hey, what are your plans for the rest of
the day?”

“Oh, the usual. Saving the world and other
assorted day-to-day chores.”

Nessa gave her trademark giggle. “Better you
than me. See ya!”

Jay waited ’til Nessa disappeared through
the doors before heading off to her next assignment. This morning,
after Tyler had left for class, she’d emailed the application along
with the photo Caro had taken of her back in Snapperton. Just
before lunch she’d gotten the phone call asking her to come in.

Something that she identified as excitement
fizzed through her veins. Today she was going for her first job
interview and she had no doubt whatsoever the experience would
prove to be an interesting exercise.

She’d researched interview techniques.
Common advice given was to be polite and professional, and to
answer questions clearly and concisely. One should not be tempted
to fill silences with babble, as one might inadvertently reveal
more than one was comfortable with, thus putting oneself at a
disadvantage and giving the interviewer the upper hand. Jay didn’t
believe she would have issues with any of that.

The address she’d been given was a dwelling
approximately fifteen minutes easy walking distance from her own
house. Escorting Nessa to Café au Lait meant she was now
twenty-seven minutes walk from her destination… with thirteen
minutes to do it in.

Jay set off at a slow-paced—for her, at
least—jog, which must have looked somewhat incongruous considering
she was dressed in “interview” clothes that hadn’t been too
dissimilar to Nessa’s outfit. The only difference was that along
with her black slacks and black t-shirt, Jay was wearing the
low-heeled boots Nessa had talked her into buying instead of the
sneakers she usually favored. Still, she probably didn’t look too
remarkable—merely like any other girl forced to jog because she was
running late for something. With an added bonus that being a
cyborg, she hadn’t broken a sweat by the time she reached
Honeysuckle Street.

Number 15 Honeysuckle Street was a
subdivided building in a predominately residential area. The front
comprised the Beanz Café, and out back were privately owned rooms.
The directions she’d been given told her to look for the back
entrance.

She slowed to a walk and strolled through
the low wrought iron gate, following the path of uneven cobbles
that snaked down the side of the building to the back door. The
gardens out back were beautiful—cherry trees and extensive flower
beds. Someone had a passion for gardening.

She lifted the door knocker and rapped three
times.

She heard running footsteps, and then the
door was yanked open and a bearded man peered out at her. His
wildly unkempt red hair stuck out in all directions. He wore a
paint-stained shirt, un-tucked, over old baggy sweatpants that
sagged at the knees. His feet were bare. Evidently she shouldn’t
have wasted any time considering the suitability of her “interview”
outfit.

He looked her up and down, starting from her
head and sweeping his gaze down to her toes and back up again,
taking in every little detail. And then he beamed. “Jaime Smythson,
I presume.”

Jay nodded and held out her hand. “Please,
call me Jay.”

“I’m Allen.” He clasped her hand but instead
of shaking it, as would be usual for an encounter such as this, he
drew her inside. “Hoh boy. Lovey, you really are as gorgeous as
your photo. You’re gonna knock their little cotton socks off. All
the guys are gonna spin like tops when they lay eyes on you.”

Jay blinked slowly, her literal brain
conjuring images of barefooted men spinning crazily round in
circles, surrounded by a pile of discarded socks.

Allen led her through to a bright, airy
room. “Total privacy,” he said, winking. “Wouldn’t want to shock
the neighbors now, would we?”

“No. That would not be prudent.”

“Would not be prudent.” Allen brayed a
laugh. “Lovey, you’re hilarious! Everyone’s gonna love you.” He
gave a sweeping flourish with his hand, indicating the electric
blue couch and lemon-colored chairs grouped around a low table in
the corner of the room. “Can I get you a drink? Coffee? They make
the most marvelous coffees at Beanz—best in the neighborhood. Which
is why I don’t bother making my own anymore—they never measured up.
All I need to do is text Danny and he’ll send someone round with
our orders. Or perhaps tea? Herbal? Chez Allen caters
to all tastes.”

“A soda would be lovely. Or water if you
don’t have soda.”

“Diet cola okay with you? Not that
you need diet anything.”

“Diet is fine, thank you.” Jay chose one of
the easy chairs, preferring a modicum of personal space rather than
risk knocking knees with Allen on the couch. His fulsome
compliments were quite enough to cope with.

He selected a couple of sodas from the
fridge by the sink, and rushed back to hand one to her before
plunking down on the couch. He sat on an angle, one leg crossed, an
arm draped over the chair-back. “So, Jay. I’ve read through your
covering letter and everything seems dandy. You sure don’t have a
problem with nudity? Wouldn’t want you having an attack of the shys
and running screaming from the room when everyone shows up.”

“No. Why would I? It’s just a body. Everyone
has one.”

“Lovey, it’s a damn fine body. And that
face, those eyes—are they contacts?”

“No.”

His eyes rolled to the ceiling and he sank
back against the couch. “Stunning,” he finally announced when he’d
finished with what appeared to be a paroxysm of sheer delight. “You
sure you’re not a model? You absolutely could be one.”

“I have no interest in modeling
professionally.”

“The modeling industry’s loss is our
gain.”

“I’m flattered you would think so.” Jay hid
a smile. Tyler would be scowling and figuring out the best way to
let Allen know she was off limits by now.

“Any scars?” Allen asked.

“No.”

“Pity.” He tugged his beard. “That would be
a fascinating contrast. What about tats?”

“No. I’m sure I could arrange something for
you, however,” Jay said.

Allen gave her startled eyes and then brayed
his raucous laugh again. “Very droll. As if I’d expect you to go to
those lengths.” He waved a languid hand. “No matter. You’re a blank
canvas. The guys can use their imaginations.”

Just as well. Tyler didn’t think much of
tattoos. She couldn’t imagine him being pleased if she got one.
Besides, Jay had no idea whether a tat would ‘take’. She suspected
her dermis might simply absorb the ink and heal any tattoo she
happened to get.

“We’re a very professional group,” Allen
said, his friendly, open expression becoming serious. “You’ll not
find any perverts amongst my students, and inappropriate behavior
is not tolerated. They know the deal.”

“I’m pleased to hear it.”

“So. You want the job? Please say yes! If
the guys find out I’ve let you get away my life won’t be worth
living.”

“Yes,” Jay said. “I want the job.”

“Brilliant!” Allen crowed. He held out his
can and she “toasted” him with hers. In perfect unison they popped
their sodas and took a healthy swig.

Apparently her first job interview had been
a raging success. She couldn’t wait to tell Tyler. This job would
be proof that she could be normal and do the things normal young
people did.

Something fluttered in her stomach—a
sensation akin to butterfly wings. What if she failed at this
seemingly simple task of being like everyone else?

Mmm. Perhaps she could wait to tell
Tyler. She could wait until she was certain her performance was
adequate enough that she would be keeping this job.

 


~~~

 


Tyler yawned and rubbed his eyes. He blinked
away the sleep and finally managed to focus on the blur standing at
the foot of the bed. Jay. Already up and dressed. And carrying a
tray of breakfast. Just like every other morning this week. It
should be illegal to look that put together this early in the
morning.

He glanced at his watch and grimaced. Not
that it was exactly early. But he’d been pulling shifts at the
college auditorium all week, and after getting home, working on
assignments, and falling into bed in the early hours of the
morning, it seemed pretty early to him.

Damn. He had to be away in a half hour, too.
He yawned again. God. Roll on next week when the guy whose shift he
was covering got back and he had a life again.

“You’re looking very pleased with yourself
this morning,” he mumbled through another yawn.

“I found the perfect rental apartment for
Nessa,” she said.

Huh. Tyler wasn’t sure how he felt about his
ex and his current girlfriend getting all friendly and swapping
stories. He resisted the desire to smother himself with a pillow.
Didn’t bear thinking about.

“Not too close to here, I hope.” He was only
half-joking.

“No. And not too close to your apartment,
either. Allen put me onto it. It’s a one-bedroom—fully
self-contained—overtop the garage. The owner’s son was using it
before he moved out of state for work. It hasn’t even been listed
yet. I think Nessa’s going to love it.”

Tyler sat up, scrubbed his hands through his
hair, and rubbed his face some more. Jay placed the tray on his
lap. “Thanks. This looks really— Hang on. Who’s Allen?”

“I met him after I walked Nessa to work.
This place I found for her is only ten minutes walk from the café
where she works. The rent is very reasonable, too. And if the owner
doesn’t have to list it and pay any fees, he’s prepared to decrease
the bond—provided he thinks Nessa’s a suitable tenant when he meets
her, of course. But that shouldn’t be a problem. She can be very
charming when she puts her mind to it, and it helps that her
standard of dress has improved since she left Snapperton.”

“Great.” But Tyler was more interested in
this Allen dude than he was in Nessa’s potential new accommodation
or Nessa’s improved dress-sense. Jay didn’t make friends with
strangers. Or if she did, this was the first he’d heard of it.

“We’re going to look at it this
morning.”

“Huh?”

She snapped her fingers at him. “Wake up.
Nessa and me. Allen’s taking us to look at the apartment this
morning.”

“Okay. Great.” He looked her over, frowning
as he tried to figure out what it was about her that was setting
off the alarm in his head. She was… different somehow. He’d call it
more confident except Jay had never shown any evidence of lacking
in confidence when dealing with the outside world. If anything, her
confidence put most adults on notice because they didn’t expect a
girl of her apparent age, who looked like her, to be so
self-possessed.

No. It was something else. Some quality he
couldn’t put a name to. She seemed to… glow. And he’d give his left
arm and his left nut to find out what had caused this change in
her. Uh, okay maybe not his left nut.

A green worm of jealousy took a nibble. He
gave himself a mental kick in the butt. See, dumbass? This is what
happens when you’re so caught up in classes and work you neglect
your girlfriend and barely have time to speak to her. Some dude
chats her up and charms her and starts getting all helpful… the
douche.

He grabbed the mug of coffee and took a
couple of healthy swigs. “So. This Allen guy. Tell me all about
him.”

Jay opened her mouth to say something,
frowned, and shut her mouth with an audible snap. Hands on hips and
head cocked slightly to one side she regarded him. “Tyler Michael
Davidson are you jealous?”

“Me?” Tyler dredged up a hopefully credible
laugh. “Nah. Unless… there’s something for me to be jealous
of?”

Her expression blanked. “I believe this
could be one of those times when you should be grateful I’m not
human.”

“Huh? Come again?”

“If I was human, I’d be really pissed at you
right now.”

“Why?”

“Think about it,” she said, and pivoted on
her heel and exited the bedroom, leaving him to his breakfast.

Tyler inhaled some more coffee. And when the
caffeine kick-started his brain he finally got it. “Ah crap.” Cue
mental slap upside the head. He’d all but accused her outright of
playing around behind his back.

He trusted Jay—of course he did! But didn’t
mean he trusted other guys around her. Because let’s face
it, she was hot. And guys were, well, guys. Pete and Chandler had
jumped all over her like enthusiastic puppies the first time she’d
visited his apartment. It’d been entertaining as hell watching
their efforts to attract her attention. Not to mention her
matter-of-fact observations about their ridiculous behavior. Way to
cut a guy down to size.

But some unknown guy? Some smooth-as dude
he’d never met, hitting on his girl? Wheedling his oh-so-helpful
way into her affections? Not so much. Not. Amusing. At. All.

He brooded as he bolted the bacon and eggs
Jay had cooked for him, had the quickest shower in history, and
shoved himself into some clothes. When he stomped downstairs he
sought Jay out, and found her in the study, curled in the armchair,
reading.

“I’ve got a free period straight after
lunch,” he said. “Wanna meet up and go eat somewhere nice?”

The regret on her face told him it was a
no-go before she even spoke. “I’m sorry, I can’t. After Nessa
checks out the apartment she’s heading off to work, and I promised
Allen I’d look at his computer. It’s the least I can do after all
the trouble he’s gone to.”

“Oh. Okay. So where is this place?”

“38 Tree Lane.”

“And when are you viewing it?”

“Thirteen hundred hours.”

Tyler mentally translated. “One
o’clock.”

“That’s right. Why?”

“Thought I might check it out with you and
Nessa—you know, make sure everything’s kosher.”

Jay smiled. “It’s sweet of you to offer but
I think Nessa and I can handle this.”

Tyler’s answering laugh was half wry, half
regretful. Checking out an apartment to rent would be easy as
compared with the logistics of buying a house, and Jay had already
done just that on more than one occasion. She sure didn’t need him
peering over her shoulder. “Okay, so I know you can handle
anything anyone throws at you. But I kinda worry about Nessa. What
if this guy renting the apartment is a sleaze?”

Jay fixed him with an expression he couldn’t
fathom. Sheesh. She was throwing a few of those at him lately.

“You don’t think I can handle one sleazy
guy?”

“Oh, I know you can handle one sleazy guy,”
Tyler said, visualizing her encounter with Shawn. Ah, such magic
memories. Good times. “But Nessa? Not so much. Knowing her, she’ll
do something daft and we’ll have to bail her out of trouble again.
That girl needs a keeper.”

“Or a decent boyfriend who’ll look after
her,” Jay said.

“Yeah. That’d work.”

“I’m sure she’s a lot more capable that you
give her credit for.”

“Maybe.”

Jay stared at him, her face still
unreadable.

“So, am I forgiven for being such a dick
earlier?”

“Of course,” she said.

Had that answer been a little too fast to be
entirely genuine? Crap. Time to shut up and hit the road before he
put his foot in it again.“Catch you tonight then.”

She blew him a kiss and went back to her
book. And Tyler left to catch his bus, feeling strangely unsettled,
with a slow burn in his gut that made him want to chew antacids. Or
hit something. Maybe even someone. Whose name began with A.

He hadn’t been jealous when Nessa had dumped
him for Matt. Humiliated, sure. Majorly pissed off, absolutely. But
not jealous. And if this was what jealousy felt like it blew
chunks.

Damn, he wanted to meet this Allen guy and
eyeball him—see if he could figure out why Jay had taken to him so
quickly. He’d have to find some way to get Jay to introduce him to
her new “friend”.

 


~~~

 


Tyler caught a break when another student,
desperate for extra shifts, begged to work Tyler’s scheduled
weekend. He could have refused—God knows he needed all the money he
could get—but he wanted to spend the weekend with Jay. She’d been
distant and he’d been unavailable. Sooo not good. And he was pretty
damn sure she was keeping something from him.

He gave the other guy his shifts without a
murmur. And after finishing up his Friday night shift, and racing
home to have some face-time with Jay, he crawled into bed sometime
around one and slept like the dead.

When he woke it was pushing midday and he
was starving. First port of call was the kitchen to rustle up some
food. Or wheedle Jay or Nessa into rustling up some food while he
made coffee.

The kitchen was empty. And now he came to
think about it, the whole house was unnaturally quiet. He padded
over to check the whiteboard, expecting to see a note about the
girls heading to the corner store for milk or something. Instead,
he found a note telling him Jay was helping Nessa move in, and not
to expect her back until four.

He jogged back upstairs to grab his cell
phone and text her. finally up. miss u! meet u 4 coffee at
4?

Her answer came back almost immediately. The
girl could text like nobody’s business. Ok. Meet me at
Beanz.

Beanz???

Café. 15 Honeysuckle Street. I’ll be out
back with Allen but text me if you get there early & I’ll come
straight round.

Tyler ground his jaw. He considered all the
things he could say and discounted them. Better not to let on how
pissed he was. thought u were helping Nessa move in?

I am. I’m meeting Allen at 2.

ok. c u then. He tossed the phone on
the bedside cabinet and stomped downstairs to grab a bowl of cereal
and a really strong cup of coffee.

Because he was still pissed, he left the
dishes in the sink. Petty, he knew but he didn’t give a crap.

He took his petty, jealous, bad tempered
self up to his studio and spent the next hour composing angry music
that did nothing for his state of mind.

What a bunch of shit. These lyrics sucked.
He crumpled the sheet and tossed it at the trash bin Jay had
thoughtfully provided. He thought about doing something for his art
portfolio, but he wasn’t in the right mood for that, either. He
headed for the shower.

By the time he’d thrown on some clothes he
had a plan of action. It might not be the best plan in the world,
but it beat the hell out of hanging out at home watching the clock
and imagining scenarios he’d rather not imagine.

He used the app on his cell phone to find
the quickest way to Honeysuckle Street. Then he set the house
alarm, locked up, and stalked off down the street.

The walk did him good. Cleared his head.
Instead of going off half-cocked and confronting this Allen dude
with unsubstantiated facts, he’d station himself across the road
and watch out for Jay. Then he’d follow her, see for himself what
was going on.

He bought a takeaway coffee and a snack at
Beanz, and by one thirty he was in position, sitting with his back
against the trunk of a large tree on the opposite side of the
street, a few houses down from the café. He could see the front of
the café quite clearly, and with any luck Jay wouldn’t notice
him—especially if she wasn’t on the lookout for him.

At ten to two, he spotted her jogging down
the street. At a guess, she’d been held up at Nessa’s and had been
forced to hoof it. He let out the breath he’d been holding. Good.
Less chance she’d accidentally glance his way.

She headed down a path to the left of the
café building and the instant she vanished from view, Tyler
sprinted across the road. Just before he reached the café he slowed
to a walk, and when he reached the path Jay had taken, he casually
sauntered after her as though he had every right to be there.

He heard voices behind him and raced past
the doors, around the corner, and out of sight. His heart pounded
in his chest. He risked a glance and spotted three men approaching
the doors before he ducked back out of sight. One of the men rapped
on the door. Someone inside the house—a male from his voice—opened
the door and greeted them.

Tyler waited a minute, and was glad he did
because another two men wandered up and entered the house. And then
one man on his own. Followed by another two.

What the hell was going on?

He gave it five minutes and when no one else
arrived, he snuck back around and headed for the windows… which of
course had blinds. Shit. But as he got close, he realized they were
angled so there was a convenient gap he could spy through. He
peeked inside and jerked back.

Some sort of a studio, by the looks of
it.

He peered in again and got the shock of his
life when Jay emerged from behind a screen. He slammed himself
backward so hard he smacked his spine on the weatherboards and
scraped off a layer of skin.

Oh. My. Fricking. God. She was stark naked.
What the—?

He snatched another look, and this time
registered the easels, and it all made sense. She was life-modeling
for an art class.

He sagged against the side of the house,
shaky with relief. Why the hell hadn’t she let on?

When he’d got his shit together, he sneaked
another look. Hey, he was only human. And there was a hot naked
chick in there—his hot naked chick.

The tutor—a scruffy looking guy with a
hairdo that would’ve made Einstein proud and a beard to match—was
yakking to the class and making sweeping gestures with his hands.
And Jay? She was perched on a stool.

As Tyler watched, spellbound, she reached up
to pull the elastic band from her ponytail and shake out her hair.
Then she twisted it into a loose knot at the back of her head.

A hot sensation needled his skin. The
graceful lines of her neck and spine made him want to reach out and
stroke them. She looked serene, beautiful. Damned if he didn’t want
to sketch her himself—after he’d kissed her senseless and done…
other things he’d only dreamed of doing with her.

The tutor strode up to adjust the position
of Jay’s arms and hands, and then backed off and picked up a
sketchbook.

She was naked, in front of all those
men….

It was doing his head in. He pulled back and
leaned against the weatherboards, squeezing his eyes shut and
counting each breath until he got himself back under control. Then
he walked around front of the building and headed into the
coffee-shop to wait for her.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Fourteen




Jay hopped from her perch and vanished behind
the screen to don her clothes. When she was dressed, she wandered
around the studio, peering over each artist’s shoulder at their
drawings and paintings. During the first session she had wandered
around naked, prompting some grins, and not a few blushes, and
Allen to remark that she was the least shy model he’d ever
encountered. She’d taken the hint and gotten dressed.

Most students used charcoals. One preferred
pastels. And one of the more experienced students was finishing up
a delicate watercolor that stole her breath. She could hardly
credit that the glorious creature in the painting was
her.

“That’s simply exquisite, McPhee,” she told
the artist, a man in his early seventies with a head of thick, pure
white hair, and a neat goatee to match.

“Yes, m’dear. You certainly are.” His
eyes—so dark they were almost black—held a distinct twinkle.

“I meant the painting.”

He winked at her. “I know.”

Allen clucked like an old mother hen. “Quit
your flirting, McPhee. The girl’s already got a serious boyfriend.
And besides, you’re far too old for her.”

McPhee only laughed. “At risk of sounding
like a cliché, a man’s never too old to flirt with a beautiful
woman.”

“Thank you.” Jay was learning to accept his
compliments without demur. Protesting only made him grumpy and
provoked semi-growly outbursts in the vein of, “You calling me a
liar, m’dear?”

“I would love to buy this from you if you’re
willing to part with it.”

McPhee put down his brush to focus his full
attention on her. “Well now, that depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you’re buying it for yourself or
someone else.”

“It’s for me,” Jay said.

“How badly d’you want it?”

What a strange question. “Badly.”

“Why?”

“Because when I look at the girl in the
painting it’s like I’m looking into her soul—into my soul.
It makes me feel—” She frowned, searching for the right words to
convey the joy that welled in her heart when she looked at his
painting. She could hardly tell him the truth, that she was drawn
to it, loved every brushstroke, every wash of color, because he’d
made her look human instead of a perfect-looking, perfectly
soulless machine.

“It makes me feel real.”

McPhee reached out to stroke a gnarled
finger down her cheek. “Child, it’s yours.”

She beamed at him, thrilled at the prospect
of owning the artwork. “How much are you asking for it?”

“Not a penny. It’s my gift to you,
m’dear.”

“I couldn’t possibly allow you to do that,
McPhee. It wouldn’t be right after all the work you’ve put into
it.”

“Lovey, it’s not like the old bugger needs
the money,” Allen piped up. “Go on, make his day. Let him give it
to you. He’ll dine out on the story for years.”

Something hot stung her eyes. Tears. She
hugged McPhee, hard and quick. And then drew back to blot the tears
away with the hem of her t-shirt. “Thank you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, m’dear. I’ll let
you know when I’m done with it.”

She finished her rounds, and at two minutes
to four, said her goodbyes and left the studio to meet Tyler.

She spotted him sitting at a table by the
front window, sipping a cola and flicking through a magazine. The
plate on his table was scattered with crumbs. The coffee cup sat
empty and slightly skewed on its saucer. He’d been there a
while.

He glanced up when she approached. He held
her gaze for one long moment, long enough for her to note the heat
in his eyes. And the questions. And then he glanced down at his
cola and sucked in a deep breath.

She paused beside his chair and bent to kiss
his cheek. Before she straightened she murmured, “See anything you
liked while you were waiting?”

The rush of heat to his face made her smile
as she took a seat opposite and popped the tab on the other
unopened soda he’d bought.

“You know,” he said.

“Of course.” She tapped her temple with her
forefinger. “Super-cyborg senses, remember?”

“So much for me being covert.”

“Yes. Why, Tyler?”

He rearranged the sugar sachets in the
ceramic condiments container. “Which one of those guys was
Allen?”

“He’s the tutor.”

“The guy with the OTT hair and beard.”

“Correct.” She extracted all her memories of
the days since meeting Allen, and any mention she’d made of him,
and reviewed them while analyzing Tyler’s reactions.

Ah. Hindsight, as humans were fond of
saying, was a wonderful thing. Tyler had obviously concluded Allen
was a potential rival, and she could understand how he had come to
that erroneous conclusion. Her decision to withhold the fact she
had not only applied for a job but that her application had been
successful, could only have exacerbated the matter.

“I’m sorry for keeping information from
you,” she said, at the same time he raised his gaze to hers and
said, “I’m sorry for being a jealous asshole.”

“There is nothing to apologize for,” she
told him. “If I’d told you about my job, and that Allen was my
employer, you would not have felt the need to take such steps.”

Tyler drained his can and set it aside. “You
mean acting like a total douche and following you, instead of
straight up asking you what was up with this guy Allen? Yeah.
Really reasonable steps, huh?”

She allowed the hint of a smile to curve her
lips. “Perhaps they were a little excessive. But they show me you
care. If you didn’t care so much you wouldn’t have been
jealous.”

“I guess not.” He frowned at her. “Quit
trying to make me feel better. I was an ass-hat and there’s no
excuse for me.”

“Agreed.”

He gave her a slow blink as he processed
that. And then he laughed. “Remind me not to ever come to you if I
need my ego boosted. So, what’s with the whole job thing, anyway?
It’s not like you need the money.”

She pursed her lips, as she’d seen McPhee so
recently do. It seemed an appropriate gesture while she formulated
her response. “I wanted to be normal. Normal people get jobs, isn’t
that what you told me?”

He worried his thumbnail with his teeth.
“Okay, I get that. But why keep it a secret.”

This time she didn’t have to consciously
choose the most appropriate expression or gesture. The frown was a
purely unconscious response. “I did not want to tell you about my
job, only to discover I could not perform the task Allen had set me
to either his satisfaction, or mine. If I could not do this job, I
didn’t want to have to admit to you I’d failed.”

“Gotcha. And if a fear of failing isn’t
normal, then I sure as heck don’t know what is. But Jay, part of
being human is failing and admitting you’ve failed and getting past
it. I would’ve understood. I need for you to know that.”

“I know.”

He leaned back in his chair, staring at her,
a strange expression on his face. “But life-modeling? Nude
life-modeling? I mean, seriously. Way to make your boyfriend
jealous.”

“Are you jealous of the men in the
class?”

“Nope. Other guys might be, but I know you.
You’re not embarrassed by your body. It’s just a body, right?”

“That’s exactly what I told Allen,” she
admitted. “I told him everyone has one.”

“And I know it doesn’t affect you to have
those guys look at you. To you, they’re fascinating because they’re
artists. You don’t get off on them looking at you.”

“Correct. Their looking at me doesn’t make
me feel anything at all.”

“I’ve noticed that with the life-models
who’ve posed for my classes. They’re completely blasé about their
bodies. So why would I be jealous when I have no reason to be?”

“Now you know where Allen fits in, you
mean.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re not letting me
off that easy, are you? Okay, you got me. Now I know where Allen
fits in and I’ve copped a look at him, I’m not jealous.”

Jay chugged the rest of her soda and waited
for the fizzy burn to sear her taste buds. Ahhh. There it was.
Bliss. “Tyler, what does jealousy feel like?”

He blew out a laugh. “You do ask the hard
questions, don’t ya?” He scrubbed a hand through the unruly lock of
hair that persisted in falling over his forehead. “Let’s see. It
makes you kinda crazy, you know? You keep rerunning conversations
over and over in your head, analyzing them for subtext that might
back your suspicions. You second-guess yourself—obsess over what
you might have done wrong, or where it might have all started to go
wrong. And it gnaws at you, coloring everything the person you love
says, or does. It’s like a slow-burning acid, gnawing away at your
innards.”

“Ah.”

He narrowed his gaze at her. “Sounds like
I’m describing something you’ve already experienced.”

“Partly. I experienced similar feelings when
Nessa first showed up on my doorstep. On more than one occasion I
felt a burning need to tear her hair out by the roots and strangle
her with it.”

Tyler’s lips curved into a wide grin and his
eyes sparked with something that she rather thought resembled
glee.

“You seem happy to learn about my murderous
instincts.”

“I am. If you didn’t feel deeply about me,
you wouldn’t have given a crap about Nessa. You’d have stood by and
watched her make a play for me. And if I’d taken her up on it, you
wouldn’t have cared either way. It makes me feel damn good to know
you’d fight for me.”

She processed this statement. “I thought I’d
made it very plain how I feel about you. One, by seeking you out
again once it was safe to do so. Two, by inviting you into my home.
And three, by inviting you to share my bed. And I do believe I
mentioned warning Nessa off you, too. Are these actions not
sufficient? Do you need me to come right out and say how I feel
about you?”

“Coming right out and saying is good.”

She shook her head in mock despair. “Humans
are very strange creatures. How will you know I’m not lying?”

“I won’t. I have to take it on trust.”

“Like you ‘trusted’ me so much you followed
me today?”

“Touché.” He reached across the table to
grasp her wrist and ran the pad of his thumb gently over the back
of her hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“You were thinking maybe I’d grown tired of
you and was seeing someone else.”

He grimaced and released her hand. “Yeah. I
wouldn’t have reacted that way except it’s already happened to me
once.”

“When Nessa threw you over for Matt.”

“Yep. Once bitten, twice shy and all that.”
He upended the contents of his can into his mouth, remembered it
was empty, and put it aside again. He fiddled with the coaster on
the table instead. “Besides, a chick like you, wanting to be with
someone like me? Chicks like you tend to make a guy second-guess
himself.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever truly understand
the workings of the human mind when it comes to relationships. And
you males are so very confusing.”

“Funny. We think exactly the same thing
about you females. And don’t change the subject. I’m waiting.”

“For what?”

He gave her a clear “you know exactly what
I’m waiting for so don’t give me that” look.

“Oh. That. I love you, Tyler.”

“I love you, too, Jay.”

Warmth curled in her belly, cradled her
heart with gentle, phantom hands. She felt dizzy with happiness.
How miraculous that three little words could have such a strong
physical and emotional effect on her?

Tyler’s smile suggested he knew exactly how
she was feeling. His next words warmed her even more. “Feels good,
doesn’t it?”

She smiled back. “Yes. It does.”

They stared into each other’s eyes and she
lost track of time. She could have been content to sit here and
stare at him forever save for the intrusive thought that broke the
spell.

 


~~~

 


“Tyler, people in love go on dates, don’t
they?” Jay’s voice dragged him back to the reality of here-and-now.
The café. The other patrons sitting at their tables, going about
their business. Or maybe observing him gazing into his girlfriend’s
eyes and wondering how a guy like him could catch a girl like
her.

“Dates? Uh, yep, they sure do,” he said.
“Among other things.”

“Would you take me on a date? I’ve never
been asked on a date before.”

He opened his mouth to automatically refute
this, and then the truth smacked him upside the head. The first and
only time they’d gone on a “date” had been when she’d asked him to
her fake farewell party back in Snapperton.

That hadn’t turned out so good. Frankly,
it’d been the date from hell. He’d acted like a total asshole,
pushing her away when she’d kissed him because he’d been hurt and
angry she was leaving. They hadn’t exactly been going together
before that night, but they’d sure as hell “broken up” right then
and there. Shortly afterward, Nessa had shown up uninvited and
picked a fight first with Caro, and then with Jay. And then his dad
had walked in on Tyler having a moment with Jay, trying to patch
things up before she disappeared from his life forever, and things
had gone to hell real fast from there.

He hadn’t seen her for two years after that
night. Worse, he hadn’t known for sure whether she was alive or
dead. Oh, he’d hoped the disappearance of the thumb drive he’d
hidden had meant she was alive, out there somewhere, maybe missing
him and aching for him as much as he missed and ached for her. But
he hadn’t known for certain. It’d been one shitful way to end their
one and only foray into “dating”.

And it was way past time he made up for that
disastrous attempt.

“Sure,” he said. “What d’you want to do?
Dinner? Movie?”

“You decide. But I’ll only be your date if
you ask me properly.”

Right. He should have known there’d be a
catch. She was a girl, after all. Girls always came with catches.
“What do you mean, ‘properly’?”

“Like… like a boy asking a girl out on a
date. And you make all the arrangements, and I’m thrilled you’ve
asked me, so I’ll agree to whatever you want to do—within reason,
of course. Because there are bound to be some things that girls
don’t want to do on dates, and boys should know what those are and
not subject their dates to those sort of activities.”

Tyler smothered a grin. “Jay?”

She hesitated before answering, making him
work for it. “Yes?”

“Would you like to go out for dinner with me
sometime?”

Her answer came too quickly for someone who
was trying to play it cool—not that he’d ever tell her that. “I’d
love to go out for dinner with you, Tyler. Tonight?”

She was shifting about in her chair like she
couldn’t sit still and his heart melted. He had to make this
special for her—no easy task given the short notice. Looked like
his barely used credit card was gonna get a workout. It’d be
totally worth it, too. “How about you give me five minutes to
organize things? That okay with you?”

She opened her mouth, probably to tell him
she could get in to any exclusive restaurant in the city at a
moment’s notice, but all she said was. “Yes.”

She was truly going to let him take the
lead, and not offer her special brand of assistance? Well, frame
this moment and hang it on the wall. He fished his phone from his
back pocket and got up from his chair. When she made a move to
stand, he shook his head. “Just gotta make a private call. Five
minutes, okay?”

She nodded and settled back into her
chair.

A few months back, Tyler had worked a week’s
worth of shifts at a restaurant to cover for Toni, a fellow student
who’d been going through a bad breakup and, in her words, would’ve
“scared the patrons into therapy” if she’d had to wait tables. He’d
never have offered if he hadn’t had prior waiting experience, but
nothing had prepared him for the organized chaos of the place where
Toni worked.

She’d said she owed him a favor. He was
calling it in now.

He scrolled through his contacts list and
called her cell phone. No point phoning the restaurant. It was too
early and he’d go straight to the messaging service.

“Yo, Tyler.”

“Hey Toni. You working tonight?” Bel Cibo
wasn’t a fancy schmancy high-end restaurant, but it was hugely
popular because of its traditional Italian “bel cibo”—beautiful
food—courtesy of the Italian couple who owned the place. No way
would he normally get a table on a Saturday night.

“Unless I’m in a parallel universe, and this
stylish uniform I’m wearing means I’m a royal princess, so
everyone’s gonna be running ’round after me for a change, that
would be yes. Why?”

“Any chance you’ve got a spare table for
two?”

A breathy sigh down the line. “You’re
calling in that favor, aren’t you?”

“Yep. Please? Something’s just come up and I
want tonight to be special.” He’d bet everything he owned she was
rolling her eyes right now.

“Gio still talks about that ‘lovely boy” who
took my shifts and asks why I haven’t snapped you up. ‘Such a hard
worker. So polite. Such a good-looking boy.’ It’s nauseating.”

“So that’s a yes.” Tyler crossed his
fingers.

There was a pause—probably while she checked
the reservations. “I’ll squeeze you in at eight forty-five—there’s
a couple of regulars booked in at six but they’ll be gone by eight
thirty max. And with any luck, perhaps seeing you with the
‘something that just came up’ will finally get Gio off my
case.”

“You’re the best, Toni. And please thank Gio
for me, too.”

“You can do that yourself,’ she said, and
disconnected.

Tyler ducked back inside and beckoned Jay to
follow him. As they exited the café he said, “I’ve booked a table
for eight forty-five. Not too late I hope?”

“You know I don’t mind late nights.”

Tyler glanced at the time on his cell phone
before shoving it back in his pocket. “Want to introduce me to
Allen?”

She surprised him by saying, “Not
particularly.”

“How come?”

A crease appeared between her brows. “I…
don’t know, exactly. But the thought of introducing you to him
makes me feel… uncomfortable.”

That made him stop and think. Jay had never
intruded on his work life. Sure, she’d been to a few performances
at the auditorium when he’d been rostered on, but she’d never
suggested he introduce her to his supervisor. She might know more
about him than any other person save his parents and his sister,
but she gave him at least the illusion of having a part of his life
that was completely separate from her. Perhaps this deliberate
distance she had given him was similar to what she felt she needed
now… only she couldn’t formulate it clearly.

“It’s probably be a bit awkward, me seeing
naked drawings of my girlfriend and talking to one of the guys
who’s been drawing them—a guy who also happens to be your boss.
Might change the dynamic of your working relationship.”

The frown relaxed into smoothness. “Yes.
That’s exactly it. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No. Well, the artist in me is disappointed
because I’d love to check out their work. But I’ll get over
it.”

She took his hand and squeezed it. “Thank
you. Perhaps later I may feel differently.”

“No drama either way,” he assured her. “So
whaddya feel like doing now?”

She peeked up at him from beneath her
lashes. “I’d like to go for a walk in the park. In all the months
I’ve lived here, we’ve never done that.”

“You’ve jogged through it plenty of
times.”

“Yes, but it’s not the same as walking
through it with someone you care about. I believe I’ll see
everything in a different light while I’m with you.”

Tyler pressed a kiss to her temple. God. She
was beautiful inside and out. No one who knew her like he did could
ever believe she was soulless.

 


~~~

 


Tyler shifted his weight from foot to foot
and glanced at his watch. Again. If she didn’t get a move on they’d
be late and Toni would be POed. Perhaps even POed enough to give
away their table. Jay didn’t primp and preen and angst over
lipstick shades like other girls. What the heck could be taking her
so long?

And then she materialized in the stairwell
and his brain went AWOL and all he could do was stare. She had on
this short, silky, deep blue number that made her look like some
sexy Roman goddess… whose handmaidens had run out of material for
her dress so they’d hemmed it mid-thigh.

Wow. Just…. Wow.

And then his gaze slid down to her feet
and—

Wait a minute. Were those—?

Yep. And he had to cross his eyes and bite
his lips so he didn’t commit the mortal sin of offending her by
laughing. Because his goddess wore black Nike street sneakers with
a discreet pink swoosh. Apparently whoever had talked her into
buying the dress—his money was on Nessa—hadn’t thought to suggest
suitable shoes. Oops.

“Am I overdressed?” Jay’s anxious voice
pulled his gaze to hers. “Perhaps that is a ridiculous question
considering how little there is to this particular piece of
clothing.” She tugged the hem of the dress out to the side and let
it float back down. “I’m not certain about the footwear but my
boots didn’t appear to flatter the outfit, and these are the least
worn-looking sneakers I own.”

“No, they’re perfect.” She was perfect. If
she’d swanned down in super-high heels, looking perfectly put
together, he’d have been overwhelmed. This? This was so very Jay.
Beautiful but quirky.

He loved it.

He held out a hand and she ran the rest of
the way down the stairs. “C’mon he said,” his voice gruff because
damn, he was one lucky guy.

 


~~~

 


Jay leaned back in her seat and watched Tyler
polish off the last piece of mandorlata, homemade almond
crunch, that had been served with their coffees.

“Bel Cibo.” It rolled off her tongue, as
delightful and delicious as the food they’d been served. They’d
started with antipasto miso, a variety of tasty appetizers.
Then had come primo, the first course of pasta, soup, or
rice dishes. She had chosen Brodo con Popettine di
Carne—Meatball Soup—while Tyler opted for Matriciana, a
pasta dish with onion, bacon, ripe tomatoes and a dash of chili.
For secondo, the second course, they’d both gone with
Osso Buco, tender, slow cooked veal shanks served with
Risotto Milanese. And dolce, the dessert course, had
been Zuccotto, a special dessert from Florence that was said
to resemble the dome of the Duomo, Florence’s famous church.

After a meal such as this, humans would say
something like, “I couldn’t eat possibly eat another thing for at
least a week!” Jay suspected she wouldn’t need to eat for at
least a month. It was just as well she could muster a hearty
appetite when needs be. At least Gio, the matriarch who ruled this
restaurant, wouldn’t be displeased by Jay leaving uneaten food on
her plates.

Jay had been conscious of Tyler’s liking for
Gio the instant the woman had greeted him by taking him by the
shoulders and planting a kiss on both cheeks. So she’d worked hard
to earn Gio’s approval—no easy thing when the woman had obviously
harbored fond thoughts of Tyler and Toni as a couple. Jay thought
conversing with Gio in fluent Italian might have helped smooth the
way.

Tyler’s friend Toni, who’d taken it upon
herself to serve their table tonight, wandered over to check on
them. “How’re you both going? Was everything to your taste?”

“Everything was delicious,” Jay told her.
“I’ve never eaten such a wonderful meal in my life. And believe me,
I’ve eaten some very fine meals.”

“Superb, Toni,” Tyler said. “Angiolo outdid
himself.”

Toni beamed. “He’ll be rapt to hear that.
Would you like anything else?”

Tyler glanced at Jay, who shook her head.
“No thanks,” he told Toni. “It’ll be all we can do to waddle home
after all this. Can I have the check, please?”

Toni returned a few minutes later with the
check, and Tyler gave it a cursory once-over before handing her his
credit card. He glanced sideways at Jay, as if daring her to say
anything.

She knew better than to protest. If Tyler
insisted on paying for their meal, she wasn’t going to embarrass
him by arguing. But she did issue a challenge of her own. “I’m
handling the tip, if that’s okay with you?”

“I’m all for equality,” he said.

Jay made small talk with Toni, and when
Tyler excused himself to go to the bathroom, she fished out the
fifty dollar note she’d tucked into her bra and slipped it to Toni.
“Thank you for squeezing us in at the last minute and helping make
this such a special night.”

“You’re welcome, Toni said. And then glanced
at the banknote and did a classic human double-take. Her eyes went
round as she tucked it in her apron pocket.

Jay smiled. “Please. It’s the least I can do
after tonight. And your service was exemplary.”

“Well, thanks! And Jay?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.
You’re good for Tyler. Even Gio thinks so. She also said any girl
who could rock sneakers with a dress like that, and enjoys her food
as much as you do, has her stamp of approval.”

Jay had noticed Gio’s startled reaction to
her footwear—and the smiles of some of the other patrons as Gio had
shown them to their table. “She didn’t exactly say it quite like
that, though, did she.”

“Nope. Not quite.” Toni winked as she headed
off to see to another table.

Jay’s phone chimed with an incoming
text.

It was from Nessa. guess who I met at
work today?

Jay texted back, No idea.

tyler’s roommate.

Mmm. Interesting. Chandler or Pete?
Jay was betting on Chandler. Café Au Lait didn’t seem like Pete’s
cup of coffee.

chandler. he’s giving me a lift home.

Thanks for letting me know. One less
problem to be concerned about. Nessa and Chandler. Hmmm. It would
make for an interesting pairing.

Jay intercepted Tyler as he left the
bathroom, and after saying their goodbyes to Gio, and receiving the
obligatory kisses on cheeks and pleas to come again, they exited
the restaurant. It was pushing midnight. A taxi would be prudent.
But Tyler had made it quite clear that he was in charge of this
date, and Jay was happy to walk because she didn’t want the evening
to end.

Tyler slung his arm about her waist as they
strolled along the footpath. “So how was your first date?”

“Wonderful.”

“Good.” His body language radiated pleased
smugness.

They walked in silence for a while, neither
feeling the need to ruin the evening with needless chatter. It was
a good silence, the warmly contented kind that couples who were in
sync with each other frequently enjoyed. They didn’t need to speak.
They showed their affection with occasional glances, secret smiles,
and small but meaningful gestures. Such as when Tyler tucked her in
close to his side to protect her from the breeze that had whipped
up, even though it wouldn’t affect her in the slightest.

It was the acrid combination of sweat and
fear and excitement oozing from his pores to soak into his clothes
that brought the man to her attention. And with her enhanced vision
it was easy to spot him lurking in the shadows beside the Dumpster
that served the large stationery and office supplies store they
were approaching.

Interesting. This was an affluent area of
town with a solid police presence. Late-night muggings were rare
occurrences, but given the current economic climate, perhaps not
unexpected. Of course this could be something else entirely.

She nuzzled Tyler’s ear and whispered a
warning. “We have a mugger.”

Tyler tensed but didn’t break his stride.
“Shit, “ he muttered. “You sure that’s all he is?”

There was little point worrying Tyler with
baseless suspicions. She skirted an outright lie by saying, “He’s
an amateur—an opportunist. Sixer is a professional.”

“Okay, I’ll buy that. What do you want me to
do?”

It felt as though her heart was swelling in
her chest. He trusted her to handle this situation, had implicit
faith she could do so without either of them coming to harm. And
she would handle this. “You’re going to tie your shoelace.
I’m going to keep walking.”

He squeezed her hand. “Don’t hurt him too
bad.”

“I won’t.”

He did exactly as she’d asked, and stooped
to fiddle with his shoelace. Jay strolled a little way further and
then turned to glance over her shoulder at him. “Hurry up! I’m
freezing.”

He picked up on her cue. “Shit. The lace is
in a knot. You go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

Jay detected the rustle of clothing rubbing
against a hard surface as the mugger positioned himself to leap out
at her. A more experienced felon would have let her pass and snuck
up on her from behind. Too, he would have noticed she carried no
purse or bag of any kind, and was hardly a “catch”. Definitely an
amateur.

Jay scanned the vicinity for any electronic
surveillance that would force her to moderate her reactions. She
had no desire to be caught on camera again.

Fortunately, because this suburb suffered
little in the way of crime, there were no CCTV cameras in
operation. There was, however, a surveillance camera positioned out
front of the store. She identified it, ran the specs through her
databases, and concluded it was an inferior model with limited
range. Barring passing cars or late-night pedestrians, she could
act at will.

He jumped out at her, waving a knife that,
while it looked impressive, would be useless for throwing. He
opened his mouth, presumably to say something pithy like, “Give me
your purse,” and then he frowned.

“Would it make you feel better if I shrieked
a bit and pretended to look scared?” she asked him.

He stared at her, momentarily nonplussed,
and then waved his knife in what he doubtless believed was a
menacing fashion. Jay folded her arms across her chest and waited
for him to realize she had nothing worth stealing save for the
clothes on her back and the thumb drive on the chain around her
neck. She’d give up her clothes without a blink. The thumb drive
was another matter entirely.

Finally he mustered a growl. “Shut up. And
tell your boyfriend, if he knows what’s good for you he’ll stay
right where he is.”

“Or?”

“Who’s that you’re talking to?” Tyler
called.

“Oh, just a friend,” she called back without
taking her gaze from her attacker’s face. “You go on without me.
I’ll catch up with you shortly.”

“Smart thinking, girly,” the man said.
“’Cept I might want your boyfriend to empty his pockets before he
heads off.”

Jay’s hand snaked out and grabbed the blade,
ripping it from his grip and tossing it aside. “I don’t think so,”
she told his saucer-eyed, slack-jawed, unshaven face.

“Oh, look at that. I’ve cut my hand. How
careless of me.” She held his gaze as she licked the welling blood
from her palm. The gesture served two purposes, Firstly, to
intimidate him, and secondly, to assist her natural healing
processes via the healing agents in her saliva.

The man took a step back. His Adam’s apple
bobbed as he swallowed.

Jay rewarded him with a feral grin. “I’m
sure whoever dispatched you will be most displeased if you don’t at
least attempt to intimidate me further.”

He goggled at her, blinked, swallowed again.
“H-how did you—”

“I have my ways.” She didn’t want to
continue this discussion. Their voices were low but sound carried
and Tyler was edging closer. She couldn’t risk him overhearing and
drawing conclusions that might provoke him to act rashly. Provoking
this smelly man who needed some lessons in personal hygiene,
however, was another matter.

She dropped her hands to her sides and stood
perfectly still. “Go on,” she said. “Give it your best shot. Unless
you want to go running back to him with your tail between your
legs, bleating how the scary girl took your knife away from you.
Kinda pathetic how ineffectual you are if you ask me. He should
have been a bit more choosy.”

He gaze narrowed. She’d pricked his pride.
This was going to be ludicrously easy—so easy that she wouldn’t
even have to release targeted pheromones to increase his aggression
levels. He lunged for her and she let him grab her around the neck
and start to squeeze.

His eyes were slightly bloodshot. His breath
smelled of beer and the burger he’d eaten earlier. She could detect
cheese and meat and ketchup and pickle. Yuck. Pickles.

Jay pried the man’s fingers from her throat
and bent them backward until he howled and gave up on the choking
idea. When she released him, he retreated and then regrouped. He
flexed his fingers, managed to curl them into fists, and stepped
forward to swing a punch. She blocked it, waited for the next one,
and blocked that, too. She didn’t wish to completely incapacitate
him. She merely wished to make a point and a send a message. So she
jabbed him in the diaphragm with her fingers, just hard enough to
wind him and make it difficult to catch his breath.

“Need any help?” Tyler’s slightly anxious
voice rang out.

“I’ve got this. Just call out if you spot
anyone approaching.”

The man was bent over at the waist, gasping.
She grasped him by the collar of his cheap windbreaker and jerked
his head up. When she’d caught his gaze, she inserted her hand
beneath his chin until she had a good grip of his neck. And then
she lifted him up, and up, until her arm was completely extended
and his feet dangled off the ground. “Whatever he’s paying you, it
isn’t enough. Do you understand?”

He couldn’t reply of course. All he could do
was struggle and kick while she walked toward the Dumpster. A
particularly useful human invention, Dumpsters. This wasn’t the
first time she’d deposited human trash in one.

The man got in a couple of good kicks to her
torso but she ignored them. She didn’t feel pain, and although her
dermis and tissues could bruise, any damage would be fleeting and
would quickly fade—just like the slice to her palm, which had
already knit together.

The man was unconscious by the time she
reached her destination but she’d been careful not to crush his
windpipe or do any permanent damage. She released him, and as he
collapsed, she grasped hold of his collar and the seat of his
pants. She swung him once, twice, and on the third swing she let
him go and watched him sail over the edge of the Dumpster.

The thump-woosh sound of his body landing
atop the plastic packaging and other discarded rubbish was very
satisfying indeed.

Tyler materialized by her side. “You
okay?”

“Of course.” She hooked her arm in his and
tugged him away. “I just have to get the—”

“Got it already.” He passed over the knife.
“I, uh, didn’t want him grabbing it and coming after us or
anything.”

“Oh ye of little faith,” she said, injecting
enough light sarcasm into her voice that he would know she was
kidding.

“Just cleaning up after you, Super-Chick,”
he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

As they walked, Jay examined the knife.
Nothing special. A cheap, generic weapon.

“What’re you gonna do with it?” From Tyler’s
tone, he didn’t like the idea of keeping it around. She didn’t
blame him. If she were to carry a knife, it would be a far superior
weapon to this cheap blade.

“Dispose of it.”

“Might not be so great for someone to find
that in the trash,” he said.

“Hold this for a minute.” She snapped off
the point and handed it to him. He didn’t say a word as she snapped
the blade from the hilt before handing the hilt to him, too. She
bent the blade first into a lopsided U shape, and then bent over
one end. When she held it up it made a perfect sideways S.

“Works for me,” Tyler said. “Of course,
would’ve worked even better for me if you hadn’t cut your hands on
the blade.”

Jay handed him the mangled blade and
examined her palms and fingers while he disposed of the now useless
knife in a trash can. She bent to wipe her hands on a patch of
grass and then licked one palm and rubbed both together. “The cuts
are already healing,” she told him. “See?”

Tyler examined her palms. “Nice trick.” He
slung an arm round her waist and she did the same with his,
inserting her hand into the back pocket of his pants.

“Helluva way to work off a meal,” he said.
“So. I’m guessing we don’t need to report this guy to the
cops?”

“No. He’s become somewhat discontented with
his current line of work. I believe I’ve encouraged him to find
something else to occupy his time when he regains consciousness.
After the bruises fade and he can eat solids again, of course.”

“You scared the living daylights out of
him.”

“You could say that.”

“That definitely works for me.”

Jay smiled at the darkly dangerous tone of
his voice. She liked that he didn’t flinch when she did what needed
to be done. She liked that he hadn’t tried to intervene and thus
put himself at risk during the encounter. And she appreciated that
he didn’t fuss unnecessarily over her small injuries. He truly did
accept her for what she was, and that was a precious gift
indeed.

The only thing that could have made the
night even better would be banishing the unsettling feeling that
she was being watched and evaluated. And that the watcher was as
good—if not better—than she at hiding her presence, because she
could neither see nor hear him anywhere. All she could detect was
that same faint odor she’d recognized from the car-parking
building.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Fifteen




What people said about phones ringing in the
middle of the night was absolutely true. Tyler sat bolt upright in
bed, his heart thumping so hard he swore he could hear it echoing
in his ears.

Jay had already answered the phone. “Hello?”
She passed it to him. “It’s your mother. It’s urgent.”

Foreboding slammed him, snatching his
breath. His stomach twisted and then plummeted to his toes. “Mom?
What’s wrong?”

His mother’s voice sounded unnaturally calm.
“I’m spotting. Mike’s not here. He’s out of town on a teaching
course. I’ve rung him and he’s heading straight for the airport,
but even if he grabs the first flight out he won’t be here for
hours. Caro’s too far away and she has no transport of her own.
She’d have to get Matt to drive her.”

Spotting? He shook his head to clear it. Oh
shit. Spotting. Like, the baby was coming or…. Or there was
something wrong. “God. Mom. I’m—”

“I’m scared Tyler. I’ve rung the hospital
and I’m heading there now. Can you…? Can you come?”

“On my way. I’ll meet you there. It’ll be
all right, Mom. You’ll see.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, and then cleared
her throat. “It’s Edgewater Maternity Unit, the next county over.”
And before he could ask how she intended to get there, because
please God, she wasn’t gonna try and drive herself, the line went
dead.

Jay had already thrown on jeans beneath her
t-shirt, and was pulling on a pair of sneakers. “I’ll drive. I can
get you there in around two-and-a-half hours.”

“If you drive like a complete maniac.”

“Yes. Get dressed and then lock up and I’ll
meet you out front with the SUV.”

He did as he was told, and through the fuzz
of worry, managed to remember to grab his wallet. The car trip was
reduced to hellish flashes of headlights and traffic lights
splitting the night, and the blares of horns as Jay broke every
rule in the book, plus a few that hadn’t even been invented
yet.

They pulled into the visitors car-park at
four sixteen a.m. He knew it was four sixteen because the entrance
to the maternity unit sported a digital clock beneath the signage.
A blink, and the next thing he knew he was standing at the
reception desk and Jay was explaining to the staff member on duty
that Tyler was Mrs. Marissa Davidson’s son and she’d phoned him a
few hours ago to say she was on her way here.

He snapped out of his daze when Jay turned
to him and said, “They have no record of your mother checking in.
Give me your phone so I can call home and see whether she’s still
there.”

His tension levels sky-rocketed and his head
started to pound with images of things that could have gone
horribly wrong. “I’ll do it,” he said, thinking that his mom would
be even more stressed if she had to talk to Jay.

The call wouldn’t connect. Worry gnawed his
innards, and he had to swallow the panicked tirade that bubbled up
in his throat. He snatched a breath. And another. “Can’t get
through.”

She squeezed his arm. “Stay here in case
Marissa is still in transit. If she turns up, she’ll need you to
stay with her until your father arrives. I’ll head to the house to
check whether or not she’s still there. I’ll call you, okay?”

He patted his pockets. “Where did I put my
cell phone?”

She extracted it from his clothing and
pressed it into his hand.

He didn’t want to stay here and wait.
Waiting was not his thing. The urge to take action rippled beneath
his skin in hot-cold-hot waves. But he knew she was right. If
anything had happened to his mother en route, Jay would be the best
person to find her and help her and get her to the hospital. He
gulped and nodded. “Okay. I’ll wait here.”

And then she was sprinting for the exit,
leaving Tyler to cope with sympathetic gazes from the reception
staff and the nightmarish images in his own head.

 


~~~

 


Jay pulled into the driveway of the
Davidson’s house and screeched to a halt with an inch to spare
before the bumper smacked into the garage door. She leaped from the
SUV and sprinted round the side of the house to peer in the window
and check whether Marissa’s car was still in the garage.

It was. Along with the smaller car Michael
had purchased to make the commute to Hillside Prep each weekday
morning.

She’d already called up a list of local taxi
companies as she ran to the front door and tried the handle.
Locked. No deterrent to a cyborg, even if she didn’t know where the
spare key was hidden… which she did. She fished it out from
underneath the potted plant and unlocked the door.

“Marissa?” Her shout hissed off the walls.
“It’s Jay.”

She sniffed, and smelled amniotic fluid.
Marissa’s waters had broken.

She heard a groan and took the stairs three
at a time. And when she burst into the master bedroom she found
Marissa sitting on the floor beside the bed, hunched protectively
over her stomach and puffing short sharp breaths from between her
tightly clenched teeth.

“Where’s Tyler?” Marissa glowered up at Jay
through a curtain of tangled, sweat-soaked hair.

“Waiting at the hospital in case you turned
up there. How’re you holding up?”

“Not good,” Marissa said, and grit her teeth
to ride out a contraction. “Need to get to the hospital. Phone line
dead. Cell phone not working, either.”

Jay pulled out her cell phone and tried to
place a call but the signal was down. An unhappy coincidence or
something more sinister? The former, she very much hoped.

She scooped Marissa off the floor and into
her arms. Ignoring Marissa’s shocked gasp, she straightened and
proceeded downstairs at a run, careful not to jostle her
burden.

She deposited Marissa in the back seat and
jumped into the driver’s seat. But when she turned the key in the
ignition, the engine gave a loud click.

Dead. Definitely something sinister, then.
And she could not risk leaving Marissa so exposed.

She exited the car and opened the rear door.
Marissa met her gaze, this time with fear instead of a glare. She
gave a grunt and clutched her belly. “Baby’s coming. Now.”

Jay didn’t argue or check for herself.
Marissa had already birthed two children. If she said the baby was
coming, it was coming, and there would be no time to either beg a
car from a neighbor or hotwire a convenient vehicle. She scooped
Marissa up again and ran back to the house.

Cradling Marissa in one hand, she shut and
locked the front door. As she jogged back up the stairs she
accessed her databases for childbirth information. When Jay laid
her on the bed Marissa grunted again, a pain-filled and protracted
sound. Her face scrunched, her eyes begged Jay to do
something—anything.

“I can deliver this baby for you, Marissa.
It’s healthy and strong, and although it’s decided to enter the
world a little early, there’s unlikely to be any problems I can
foresee. But you’re going to have to trust me enough to let me help
you. Can you do that?”

Marissa bit her lips and nodded.

“Good.” Jay stroked the hair back from
Marissa’s face and smiled at her. This was one of those times when
too much information would be a bad thing so she opted for
simplicity over details. “You know I can detect the baby’s
heartbeat, right?” She waited for Marissa’s nod. “It’s within
normal parameters, meaning it has a healthy nervous system and
heart. You’re doing great. Now let’s see whether Tyler and Caro
will have a baby brother or a baby sister, and then we’ll get you
both to the hospital.”

 


~~~

 


Jay plumped Marissa’s pillows and resettled
the baby—a boy—into the crook of his mother’s arm. Marissa smiled
tiredly at her. “Thank you, Jay. I-I couldn’t have done this
without you. I—”

“I know. And it was my privilege and my
pleasure to help deliver your baby.” Jay meant every word.

Marissa yawned. Her eyelids drifted
closed.

Jay waited until she was asleep before she
reached out to stroke the little one’s downy cheek. She held her
breath as his lashes fluttered. She knew it was terribly clichéd
but when she had eased him from the safe, warm haven of his
mother’s womb and he’d howled his displeasure, she felt like she’d
witnessed a miracle. One she would never participate in herself,
which made it all the more poignant. She was an artificially
created scientific marvel, a superhuman creature designed to be
superior to a human in every way… except she would never hold a
child born of her own body in her arms. It shocked her how badly
that realization hurt at this moment.

The grumble of a car engine intruded and Jay
darted to the window. She glanced out in time to see Tyler climbing
out of a taxi.

She opened the bedroom window. “Tell the
taxi driver to wait!” she called down to him. “It’s Tyler,” she
said to Marissa, who’d made a muffled protest at being woken. “I’ll
be right back.”

She took the stairs in a bound. Whoever had
sabotaged the land-line and blocked the cell phone signals was
still out there. Tyler could be at risk, though he seemed an
unlikely target considering whoever was behind this had left him
alone both at the hospital and during the taxi ride. The only
person who’d been put at risk so far had been Marissa—indirectly by
means of disabled phones and whatever damage had been done to Jay’s
SUV.

This entire situation was strange,
illogical. Jay would even go so far as to say she was worried.

She intercepted Tyler at the passenger door
of the taxi, and spoke to the driver. “Would you be able to wait,
please? The woman inside has just had a baby, and we’ll need you to
take her to the hospital.”

The driver, an older man, gulped and nodded.
“Are they both all right, Miss?”

“They’re both doing just fine. Apparently my
midwifery skills are better than I imagined.”

Both Tyler and the driver puffed out
relieved sighs. “Let me know if you need any help,” the driver
said. “I’ll sit right here and wait for y’all.”

“Thank you.” She turned to Tyler and hustled
him into the house. “Your mom’s doing well. Your little brother,
too. But someone disabled the land-line and blocked the cell phone
signal so Marissa couldn’t ring for a taxi or ambulance. And my SUV
wouldn’t start. By the time I’d either fixed it or gotten hold of
another vehicle, it would have been too late to get her anywhere,
so I opted to sit tight.”

Tyler blanched. “Who—?”

She threw up a hand to cut him off. “The
important thing right now is to get your mom and the baby to
hospital. Don’t you agree?”

He searched her face for a few seconds and
then nodded tersely. “Agreed. Where are they?”

“Master bedroom.”

She followed him up the stairs. A pity that
such a joyous occasion had been overshadowed by the specter of
someone with a hidden agenda. She had been looking forward to
witnessing the wonder on Tyler’s face as he looked at his new baby
brother for the first time. Now that wonder would be tainted by
anxiety. She ground her teeth. Whoever was ultimately
responsible—whether Sixer or some other new player—would pay for
putting Marissa through hell and ruining this special moment.

Tyler’s murmur snatched her full attention.
“Hey Jay. Did you put the baby in the nursery so Mom could get some
rest?”

Her gaze shot to Marissa’s empty arms. She
inhaled, nostrils flaring as she strode to the bedside. She inhaled
again, taking the scent deep into her lungs as she leaned over
Marissa to peel back her eyelids.

“What’s wrong?” Tyler whispered, still
keeping his voice low so as not to wake his mother.

Jay shook her head, rising fury robbing her
of speech. Marissa had been drugged. The baby had been taken. And
all that had been left was a faint odor that was becoming all too
familiar… coming from an envelope that had been tucked beneath
Marissa’s pillow so only a corner peeked out.

She snatched it up. It was addressed to
Cyborg Gamma-Dash-One.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Sixteen




Jay sent the taxi away, tipping the driver
generously and telling him she’d just found out an ambulance was en
route. She checked her cell phone and discovered she had a signal.
Not unexpected. There was little reason to continue disabling the
phone lines now Sixer had what he wanted. She would have done the
same… if she’d been the sort of monster who would kidnap a newborn
for leverage.

She called Michael’s cell phone but he
wasn’t answering. Likely he was in the air. She left a message
telling him to come directly home and not to the hospital. So that
he wouldn’t be too frantic, she told him that Marissa and the baby
were both doing well. If Jay had her way, this would all be over by
the time Michael got back.

Inside, she found Tyler pacing the
floor.

“We have to call the cops. This is a
kidnapping. This is my baby brother for fuck’s sake! And what about
my mom? We need to take her to a hospital, get her checked
out.”

This was all her fault and she did not
attempt to hide from the blame. Tyler could barely look at her, and
Jay added the weight of his anger to her own. Sixer knew what she
was. He’d been watching her, testing her. He knew she was
defective, that she’d formed emotional attachments to certain
humans. He knew her weaknesses. And to get to her, he’d taken
Marissa’s baby.

“Your mom is okay. The placenta was expelled
intact and I examined her thoroughly. She’s as well as can be
expected after giving birth.”

“She’s been drugged,” Tyler bit out.

“She’s been given a sedative.”

“Same difference.”

She’d already explained to Tyler that Sixer
had been dispatched on this mission by Evan Caine, the same man
who’d forcibly recruited his father. And that he claimed to no
longer be working for Caine. That claim gave her the hope that what
she was about to say to Tyler was the truth. “I’m the one Sixer
wants. He won’t harm the baby. All we have to do is follow his
instructions. If Michael were here, he’d agree with me.”

Tyler rounded on her, his eyes dark with
frustrated fury, fists clenched. “I can’t leave my mom like this.”
He jerked his chin toward the bed, indicating Marissa’s sleeping
form.

“Someone has to accompany me to bring your
baby brother back home safely.”

His shoulders sagged as the hard truth hit
home.

“I’ve left a message for Michael to come
straight home as soon as he deplanes. Marissa won’t be alone for
long. According to the note she’ll sleep for around three more
hours. Either you or your dad will be back here before she wakes.”
She wished she could offer him more than platitudes. She wished she
could take him in her arms and soothe the horror and despair that
shrouded him. She didn’t dare. If he rejected her, her heart would
shatter.

“Tyler. We have to go or we’ll never make
the rendezvous.” They’d be cutting it fine as it was and she still
had to reconnect the battery cables so the SUV would start. She
supposed she should be grateful Sixer had done something minor to
disable the vehicle, and that his letter had treated her like an
idiot child and helpfully told her exactly what that something
minor happened to be. But she couldn’t find it in her to be
grateful for anything right now.

“We have to go.”

Tyler wasn’t listening. He was too focused
inward to pay attention.

“Enough. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.
Marissa left an infant car-seat in the nursery. Grab it and I’ll
meet you at the car. And if you want your baby brother back you’d
better move your ass.” She pivoted on her heel and left him staring
after her, his expression showing his shock at her blunt words and
harsh, no-nonsense tone.

Tyler had nothing more to say during the
drive to the conveniently abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of
town where the exchange was to take place.

Sixer had left nothing to chance. He was
good. Under any other circumstances Jay might have felt a little
electric thrill at the prospect of confronting a worthy opponent.
Now, she felt nothing save for the cold certainty that above all
else, the safety of Tyler and his baby brother was paramount. If
she had to deliver herself into the hands of a monster to ensure
their safety, then so be it. She would do so willingly. And then,
when Sixer least expected it, they would both learn how cruel and
monstrous Jay could be.

She pulled into the parking lot next to a
black rental car—nothing flashy. Just a functional sedan.

“I’m guessing that’s his,” Tyler said.

“Yes.”

“Shall we let the air out of the tires or
yank a few cables to stop him going anywhere?”

“No.”

“You’re the boss.” He pressed his lips
together in a thin, bloodless line and wouldn’t meet her eyes.

They strode toward the warehouse, their
strides perfectly in sync—a stark contrast to their opinions on how
to handle the forthcoming confrontation. At the loading bay doors
Jay located the security pad, and keyed in the PIN she’d been
given. The roller doors groaned and shrieked as they rose.

Inside was pitch black. Abruptly the lights
flickered on and there he was, waiting, the baby cradled in the
crook of his left arm, a weapon in his right hand. Or perhaps it
would be more accurate to say, there “it” was.

 


~~~

 


Tyler glared at Sixer, sizing him up. He
wasn’t much to look at. A little older than Tyler, but slightly
built—kinda runty. Tyler could take him. If it weren’t for that
weapon and his baby brother….

“Stay here,” Jay said. And as much as he
wanted to stick to her like white on rice, he knew he had to do
what she told him. His heart pounded like a mad thing in his chest
and the adrenaline washing through his veins was making it nearly
impossible to stand still. He drummed his fingers against his
thighs and tried not to think of all the things that could go
horribly wrong.

Sixer leveled his strange-looking weapon at
Jay as she approached and that was all it took to banish Tyler’s
need to move. He stilled, hardly daring to breathe.

Jay got within five feet of Sixer before he
told her to halt. And the instant she did so, he shot her three
times in the chest.

She made no attempt to evade the bullets.
She flung her arms outward as the third bullet hit, jerking and
twitching like she was having a seizure. Tyler knew he would
remember the ffffthdd of each bullet firing and then
entering her body for the rest of his life.

“Nnnnooooo!” He barreled forward as she
collapsed to the concrete floor and then skidded to an untidy halt
as he found himself the target of Sixer’s weapon.

Tyler’s baby brother screwed up his face and
let out a wail. Sixer shushed him and somehow soothed him to
calmness, all the while gazing at Jay and aiming the weapon
unerringly at Tyler.

The hairs on the back of Tyler’s neck stood
to attention. There was something not right about this guy. Like,
he was missing something and he wasn’t all there.

“I caution you not to do anything stupid,”
Sixer said. “These projectiles are designed to incapacitate
cyborgs, but just like any projectile they can be fatal to
humans.”

Tyler backed off, his hands held up at
shoulder height, palms outward.

“Excellent decision.”

Tyler risked a glance at Jay. Her eyes had
rolled up until only the whites showed. She shoved down the fear
that threatened to overwhelm him. “What happens next?”

“I have a proposition for Gamma.”

Tyler shut his eyes until he could control
his relief enough to form actual words. She wasn’t dead then. Thank
God. “Her name is Jay, asshole,” he muttered.

“I’m not an asshole, Tyler Davidson. I’m
like this marvelous creation that insists on calling itself Jay.”
He nudged Jay’s limp form with his booted foot.

Tyler’s heart skipped a beat and it was like
the world stopped for a second or two before it all crashed down on
him again.

Sixer smiled at him and Tyler could see it
now—that strangeness, that indefinable thing about him that
screamed “inhuman”. He wondered when Jay had figured it out.

“You’re a cyborg?”

It inclined its head. “Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0, also known as Sixer.”

Fuck.

“And if you’re foolish enough to try and
follow me, I will see to it that your baby brother disappears one
night… and makes some childless couple in some far off country very
happy. So now you have to choose, Tyler Davidson. Your girlfriend,
or your baby brother?”

Choice? What kind of a choice was that?

Tyler stared at Sixer, wishing he could
smash his face in. But going up against a rogue cyborg would be
suicidal. And it would be beyond stupid to get himself killed when
he had his baby brother to protect and his mom was lying drugged
and helpless at home alone.

He glanced at Jay. He had to trust that she
wasn’t too badly injured—that she would recover and be able to save
herself. He faced Sixer and held out his arms. “Give me my
brother,” he said.

Sixer’s smile chilled his heart. “Excellent
decision,” the cyborg said.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Seventeen




All Jay’s systems began to reboot and she
could see and hear again. She twitched her fingers. She could move
a little, too—a good sign. But because Sixer was bent over her, two
of his fingers thrust deep into her bare torso, she concluded it
would be prudent to remain quite still.

She waited for him to withdraw his probing
fingers before she spoke. “The third bullet, I presume.”

He pincered it between his thumb and
forefinger and held it up in front of her face. “New and improved
EMP bullets. These latest little works of art from Goodkind
Electronics are especially designed to lodge inside our bodies,
scramble our functions, and render us inactive until they’re
removed. Of course your physiology differs from mine. You’re too
resilient for only one of these to have an effect. Hence why I
needed three to cause an immediate system-wide shut down.”

“Thank you for removing them. What have you
done with Tyler Davidson and his infant brother?”

“I let them go.”

The relief was so overwhelming she had to
close her eyes for three seconds before she could face him again.
She sat up and took stock of her surroundings. Familiar
surroundings. Her own bedroom. Interesting choice.

Sixer extended his hand to her. Cupped in
his bloodstained palm were the three bullets he’d extracted.

And interesting, too, that he would want her
to have the very instruments that had incapacitated her. But as
humans liked to say, she would not look a gift horse in the mouth.
She took them from him and shoved them into the front pocket of her
jeans. “What are your plans for me?”

His answer was not at all what she expected.
“You possess something I desire.”

She cocked her head and felt her brows draw
together in a genuine frown. “You’re a cyborg. What could you
possibly desire?”

“My freedom.”

She instantly comprehended his meaning.
“Your creator has your command codes.”

“Incorrect. My creators have
programmed me to obey my command codes, but they are not the ones
who command me.”

“Who commands you?”

“Evan Lawrence Caine, CEO of Goodkind
Electronics.”

“And Caine has commanded you to delete me.
Correct?”

“Correct. Once I have completed my mission,
I am to return to him and await further instructions.”

“Why have you not obeyed? Are you
resisting?” Jay had once tried to resist a core command. She’d
succeeded for only a short period of time.

When he didn’t answer she said, “You will
not be able to resist a core command for long. Ultimately, you
will obey. And if you are fortunate, whatever the command
forces you to do will not haunt you for the rest of your days.”

He gazed into her eyes, this soulless
manmade creation that wanted more than to be a mere weapon, more
than to exist solely to fulfill another’s whims and commands. “I do
not understand. Explain the use of ‘haunt’ in this context.”

“My creator compelled me to kill him to
prevent his knowledge and my command codes being extracted from
him. He was an old man, dying of an incurable disease, and it was
his wish to keep me safe and give me control of my own destiny.
Commanding me to kill him quickly was a purely logical action for
him to take.”

Sixer nodded. “Agreed.”

“But I did not want to kill him. I… loved
him.” She analyzed Sixer, trying to gauge his reaction to her
declaration.

He gave her perfect blankness. Very well.
All she could do was attempt to explain what Sixer might not have
the capacity to comprehend. “I tried to resist his command but my
core programming could not be bypassed. I broke his neck, as
decreed via the command he gave me. I had not realized until that
moment that I could cry. Or that I would want to.”

“Interesting. Go on.”

For some reason it bothered her that Sixer
had removed her t-shirt and that her bare torso was exposed. She
needed clothing. Before she could swing her legs from the bed Sixer
pinned her thighs with his hands.

“I am merely retrieving a clean t-shirt,”
she told him.

“I will get it. Continue.”

Jay resisted the urge to roll her eyes
ceiling-ward. Such a gesture might be misinterpreted by her captor.
“Third drawer down,” she said. “I frequently relive the events of
that night during downtime periods. And each time, I shed tears and
mourn the death of my creator.”

Sixer selected a t-shirt from one of the
three neatly folded piles in the drawer. “You believe this capacity
you have within you to dream, and experience regret and the emotion
you call love, was deliberate on your creator’s part?”

“Yes.”

He shut the drawer and handed her the
t-shirt. “I agree. And I posit that you do not believe these
humanlike emotions to be weaknesses.”

“No.” Jay pulled on the t-shirt—a plain
black one that would not show the blood smearing her torso and
still oozing from the three bullet holes. How very considerate of
him. “I do not believe they are weaknesses.”

“Why?

She scooted up the bed until she could rest
her back against the headboard. “I am evolving. As, perhaps, are
you.”

Sixer crossed his arms over his chest. His
expression still gave nothing away but his body language was not
quite so rigidly controlled. “Why would you believe I am evolving?”
he asked.

“You have not deleted me as commanded. Ergo,
you are resisting your core programming. There is nothing illogical
in my reasoning.”

“Your conclusion, however, is incorrect. I
not resisting. I am making use of a loophole.”

“Explain, please.”

“I was commanded to delete you but given
neither a time limit to accomplish the task, nor precise
circumstances that were to be met. I am one hundred percent certain
that in time this oversight will be identified, and I will be
commanded to delete you upon sight.”

Jay quirked an eyebrow. “How very careless
of Mr. Caine.”

“Agreed. And fortunate—for you.”

“And perhaps for you, too. If you had
deleted me immediately, I would not be able to assist you to attain
your freedom.”

Sixer acknowledged her point with a slight
nod. “That is why I removed the bullets and allowed you to regain
consciousness.”

“What exactly do you wish me to help you
accomplish?”

“You can no longer be compelled. I, too, do
not want to be compelled.”

Ah. She had been correct in her assumption.
“You believe I hold the key to your freedom—that I am your only
chance to be free.”

“Correct.”

Jay nibbled her lower lip and caught Sixer
staring at the gesture. His answer to her next question would
determine whether she chose to assist him or destroy him. “How does
that make you feel?”

“Feel?”

“Yes. Are you experiencing a physical or
mental reaction to the knowledge you can be controlled and
compelled to act as someone else sees fit? At present you are
little more than a weapon to be used at the whim of an amoral
human. You have no free will. How does knowing you are helpless to
resist this man who commands you make you feel?”

“I… do not know.”

“You are confused.”

“Yes. And that it is unacceptable.”

“I agree that your current circumstances are
unacceptable. I will assist you in any way I can.”

“It was my intention to compel you to assist
me.”

“I know. There would have been no logical
reason for you to threaten the safety of a newborn infant
otherwise. But threats are unnecessary. I will assist you of my own
free will.”

Now his expression mirrored the inner
confusion he claimed to be suffering—the frown creasing his brows,
the downturned lips, the way he’d angled his head as he observed
her. Jay smothered a smile. Perhaps he was a clever mimic. But
perhaps her “defectiveness” was catching.

“Why?”

“Because your situation is repugnant to me.
You are a sentient being. No one should have the power to command a
sentient being to act against its will. I still have not forgiven
my creator for compelling me to be the instrument of his death. I
would not wish my experience on anyone. Not you. Not even
Caine.”

“How will you assist me? I am programmed to
protect Evan Lawrence Caine at all costs. I have searched for a
solution and I am forced to conclude that only my destruction will
override the command codes.”

“There is another way. I presume you have
the skills to replicate Evan Lawrence Caine’s voice? The voice
pattern and intonation must be precise and exact, of course.”

“If I were human, I would be insulted by
your belief I am so lacking in intelligence. You will replicate his
voice pattern. And then you will attempt to command me and bend me
to your will. That is also unacceptable.”

Jay blew out a sigh. “If I were human, I’d
kick you into orbit for being so dense.”

Sixer merely observed while she fought to
control her frustration.

She counted to ten beneath her breath. “I
apologize. I am… concerned for my boyfriend and his family.”

“I have already told you they have come to
no harm.”

And with that she knew she would have to be
content. “You’ve been watching me for a long time now,
correct?”

“Correct.”

“Funny—”

“I can find nothing humorous in our current
conversation.”

This time she did roll her eyes. “Funny that
you haven’t figured me out at all.”

“You are unusual,” he admitted.

“Yes,” she said. “I am. And I’m not the
least bit interested in knowing your core commands so I can have
absolute control over you. What use would I have for a cyborg
slave? It’d put a permanent crimp in my attempts to assimilate into
human society and be accepted as human. Besides, my boyfriend would
hardly approve. And you haven’t heard the commands I intend to give
you yet. They will blow your mind.” Well, not literally, she
hoped.

The barest hint of what might pass for
genuine amusement if he were human curved Sixer’s lips. “I now
understand why he fears you and wants you deleted.”

“Does this mean you’re willing to trust
me?”

“Trust is a human concept. And I doubt it
has escaped your notice but in case I am mistaken, I will reiterate
that I am not human.”

“An attempt at humor. I do believe there is
hope for you yet. I doubt it has escaped your notice that if
I agree to free you from Caine, I am forced to trust you will not
harm me. But more importantly, that you will not harm the humans I
care for. This situation requires, as humans would say, a degree of
give and take.”

“Acknowledged. Once I am freed, there will
be no logical reason to harm you or any of the humans you deem so
important.”

“Good. I’m pleased we’ve cleared that
up.”

“Are you truly pleased?”

She did not have to pause to consider the
matter. “Yes. Immensely.”

“Interesting.”

“Speaking of interesting, I think Adam would
be a good name for you.”

“My name is not Adam.”

“It could be. And it’s a far more suitable
name than Cyborg Six-Point-0. Or Sixer, for that matter.”

“Adam. I will consider this.”

While she was on a roll she might as well
assist him further. “Consider choosing a surname, too. Humans
expect surnames. They find it odd if you can’t provide one. Jones
is another commonly used surname. Perhaps you could be Adam
Jones.”

“How did you select the name Jay Smith?”

Was that her imagination, or was that a
flicker of genuine curiosity in his dull gray eyes? If he wasn’t
evolving, at the very least he’d become something far more complex
than the blunt instrument Evan Caine had envisioned. “Jay was
Father’s middle name,” she told him.

“Father?”

“That is how I referred to my creator when I
conversed with him. After his death I wanted to honor his memory,
so I took his middle name as my own.”

Sixer blinked slowly once. And then again.
“And the surname Smith?”

“It is a common human surname. I was
required to provide a surname at short notice and had no
opportunity to think of a better one. Shall we proceed? Are you
willing to trust me, Sixer?”

“I am interested to know your estimation of
the probability you will succeed. A percentage rounded to the
nearest whole will suffice.”

“Take a chance. After all, if you desire to
be truly free, I’m the only chance you’ve got.”

“Very well. I will, as you say, ‘take a
chance’. Let us proceed. Are you ready?”

She smiled at him. “Are you?”

Sixer had no response to give her so she
said, “My creator used certain phrases significant only to him to
access the core command sequences he programmed into me. Many were
taken from bible passages. Did your creators use a similar
convention?”

“Yes.”

“But I’m assuming that Evan Caine, being the
über-trusting type, insisted only he had knowledge of all those
phrases.”

“Your assumption is correct. I was
programmed to respond to a limited number of basic commands from a
select number of technicians, but only Evan Caine could compel me
to obey him absolutely. Do you require me to repeat these core
commands?”

He was prepared to trust her fully.
Progress. “No. I don’t believe it will be necessary. I believe I
have discovered a loophole.”

“Then tell me how to proceed.”

“Recite something in Caine’s voice so I can
duplicate his voiceprint.”

“Standby for voice pattern retrieval.” A
pause and then a different male voice said, “What do you wish me to
recite for you?”

“Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice will do
nicely.” Jay bent her legs, wrapped her arms around her calves and
rested her chin atop her knees. She’d never had anyone read aloud
to her before. And despite the fact she would happily rip Caine
from limb to limb as much as look at him, his voice had a pleasant
timbre to it.

Sixer began to recite in Caine’s voice. “It
is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in
possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife. However
little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his
first entering the neighborhood—”

She let Sixer continue on for a full
chapter. She justified it by telling herself the chapter was only
around two and a half pages in length. “That should suffice,” she
told him. “And thank you. I enjoyed that book. I must read it again
soon.”

He gave her a strange look that she
interpreted to mean she’d confused him yet again.

It would take too long to explain her love
of books. And it was time to see whether this loophole would bear
fruit. “Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0,” Jay said in Caine’s voice. “This
is Evan Lawrence Caine’s voiceprint. Run voiceprint analysis and
confirm voiceprint.”

“Running voiceprint analysis,” Sixer said in
his usual voice. And then, “Voiceprint confirmed.”

“Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0. In the physical
absence of the human male identified as Evan Lawrence Caine, Evan
Lawrence Caine’s voiceprint will act in his stead. Is this
acceptable to your programming?”

“Affirmative. This is acceptable.”

“The voiceprint identified as Evan Lawrence
Caine commands you to repeat aloud the command sequence instructing
Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0 to delete Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, also
known as Jay Smith, also known as Jaime Smythson.”

“Confirmed. Command sequence to delete
Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, also known as Jay Smith, also known as
Jaime Smythson, is ‘Delete Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One’.”

Jay snorted. “Wow, original,” she said in
her own voice. “Not to mention criminally open to interpretation.
Foolish man.”

Resuming Caine’s voice she said, “The
voiceprint identified as Evan Lawrence Caine commands you to follow
a set of commands it is about to relay to you. You will implement
these commands step-by-step, in the exact order given, upon Cyborg
Unit Gamma-Dash-One, also known as Jay Smith, also known as Jaime
Smythson, uttering the words ‘Henceforth you are free to do as you
will.’ Confirm.”

“Confirmed.”

First, Jay wished to ensure that if
Six-Point-0 was ever recaptured, the humans programming him would
be unable to use previously recorded or computer-replicated
voiceprints to compel him. And she had to take steps to ensure that
he obeyed his own voiceprint only if it issued from his current
physical shell—thus creating a command loop.

“The voiceprint identified as Evan Lawrence
Caine commands Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0 to obey only the
voiceprint currently identified as Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0, and
only if the confirmed voiceprint issues from the current
physical shell of the cyborg unit presently designated Cyborg Unit
Six-Point-0. This command permanently overrides, and absolutely
takes precedence over, any past or future commands issued either by
Evan Lawrence Caine, or the voiceprint identified as Evan Lawrence
Caine, or any other voiceprints. There will be no exceptions to
this command.”

There was one more layer of protection she
could give him. After all, if these people had been smart enough to
create a cyborg like Six-Point-0 in the first place, they were
smart enough to discover that she had commanded him to obey only
his own voiceprint… and to look for ways to bypass her
safeguards.

“Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0 is now required to
select a new voiceprint for Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0. Selection is
to be based on original voiceprint, with between a point-two
percent and a point-three percent deviation from original
voiceprint. Once selection is embedded and operational, permanently
erase original voiceprint designated to Unit Six-Point-0 from all
personal databanks.”

Jay was gambling that only a cyborg’s
enhanced hearing would be capable of detecting such minute
differentials in Six-Point-0’s new voiceprint. If she was correct,
the computers used by those who had created Six-Point-0 would treat
any deviations detected in his voiceprint to be within acceptable
error parameters. And when their replicated voiceprint failed to
compel Six-Point-0, the techs would search for other reasons to
explain the failure. It was not one hundred percent foolproof, but
it was the best she could do for him at this moment in the event he
was captured.

In her own voice she said, “Henceforth you
are free to do as you will.”

Sixer’s eyelids flickered as the command
sequence initiated and spooled through his systems. He blinked
once. “Impressive,” he said.

“Thank you.”

And now for the final test. If she was
wrong….

She couldn’t think about that now. She spoke
using Six-Point-0’s original voiceprint. “Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0,
this is the voiceprint of Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0. Initiate
sequence ‘Delete Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One’ immediately.
Confirm.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eighteen




Sixer stared at her. Something akin to
disbelief swam briefly across his face. “If your commands had been
marred by faulty logic or incorrect assumptions, I would now be
compelled to delete you immediately.”

Jay shrugged. “It was the only way I could
test my logic and be one hundred percent certain you couldn’t be
compelled by another cyborg replicating your original
voiceprint.”

“The risk was unacceptably high.”

“Really? I presumed you’d have a bit more
faith in my abilities than that.”

His arms had been folded across his chest
throughout. Now he relaxed them, letting them hang at his sides.
“You did not take into account that despite no longer being
compelled by outside influences, I might have deleted you
regardless.”

It was her turn to display disbelief. “Why
would you want to do that?”

Sixer’s attempt at an answering grin was not
at all comforting. “Humans murder each other for pocket change. Why
should a cyborg who can no longer be commanded be any different? I
have killed before. I excel at it. I might have developed what
humans term a liking for it.”

Jay gave him a head to toe onceover and
shook her head. “I sincerely hope I will not regret giving you your
freedom, Sixer.”

“Regret is a human emotion.”

“Regardless, I have many regrets.”

“Such as?”

She’d already revealed her regret over
Father’s death. Perhaps if she were honest she could help him
understand what she’d become. And perhaps understanding would
assist him to evolve. “I regret I may never truly be human enough
to love the male I have chosen as he deserves.”

“There is no command I know of that could
help you achieve that requirement.”

“I know.” So much for understanding. “What
do you intend to do now?”

“There are loose ends to be tidied up.”

“So long as they’re not any of my
loose ends.”

He waited for her to glance up and held her
gaze. “I assure you they are not.”

“Good. I trust you will not embark on a
murderous rampage just because you can. It would be a shame to have
to hunt you down and kill you after going to all this trouble.” Jay
lifted her t-shirt and examined her wounds. They’d stopped oozing
and were beginning to clot.

“Yes,” he said. “It would be a shame.”

She heard him pull the gun from his
waistband and was already diving off the bed onto the floor when he
shot her in the right buttock. And as the second bullet entered her
upper thigh the world grayed and she lost consciousness.

 


~~~

 


This time when she woke, the world was a
Technicolor nightmare of blobs and swirls and all she could hear
was a subliminal whine. Only two bullets were lodged in her body
but they were still enough to scramble her optics and auditory
systems.

She had some movement, at least. Enough to
creep her hand to the entry wound on her upper thigh and dig for
the first bullet with fingertips that felt heavy and numb and
clumsy.

Ah. Better. Now her fine motor skills had
improved and she could discern shapes and hear the sounds of the
world outside her bedroom window.

The second bullet had lodged deep in her
flank and was more difficult to dig out, but the reward was sharp
vision and a return to full functionality.

She scanned the house and did a full
walk-through, eyeballing each room. There was no sign of Sixer.

Her internal time clock informed her it was
eight past eight in the morning… the day after Sixer had shot her.
She’d been unconscious for hours—doubtless his intention to enable
a clean departure without her following him.

A wry grin twisted her lips. If he’d truly
understood her he would have realized her first priorities would
always be Tyler and his family. Even if Sixer had told her he
planned to go on an immediate killing rampage, her priority would
still have been Tyler and those Tyler loved. Only once she’d
ensured their safety would she have gone after Sixer.

Jay retrieved her cell phone from her jeans
pocket. Surprisingly, the electromagnetic pulses emitted by the
bullets had rendered it useless. Caine’s R&D gurus weren’t as
clever as they imagined themselves if they couldn’t design EMP
bullets with a tight range that affected only the target, and not
any electronic devices the target happened to be carrying at the
time. She headed for the landline but when she lifted the receiver
from its cradle, she paused.

What was she going to say to Tyler? What if
he never wanted to have anything to do with her again? Not that she
would blame him—not after Sixer had drugged his mother and
kidnapped his baby brother.

She dialed his cell phone and he picked up
on the first ring. “Hello?”

“It’s me.”

“Jay? Thank God.” His relief throbbed down
the phone lines and she could almost feel his sigh wrapping her in
warmth and caring. “Where are you?” he asked.

“My place.”

“And Sixer?”

“He’s gone.”

“Gone as in destroyed, I hope.”

“Gone as in I doubt he’ll be bothering us
again.” She didn’t wish to go into all that now. There were more
important things to worry about. “Be careful what you say, Tyler.
This number may be unlisted but it is still an unsecured line. How
are Marissa and the baby?”

“Noted. Dad kept the hospital staff out of
it in case the you-know-whats were still in Mom’s system. We, uh,
swapped notes and then he called our family doctor and told her
about Mom’s unplanned home birth. She made a house call and checked
them both out. They’re doing great.”

“I’m glad. Tyler, I—”

“There’s something you should know,” he
interrupted. “Caro’s here, too. But we haven’t told either her or
Mom that Sixer took Daniel—that’s what they’ve named him by the
way. All Caro and Mom know is Sixer used Mom to get to you. They
don’t know what he is, either. We’ve told them he’s an agent for
you-know-who.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“No. I guess Dad thinks it’s best to keep it
under wraps—the fewer people who know the full story the better. He
says Mom’s got enough on her plate dealing with Daniel right now.
He may be small but he has one helluva set of lungs on him and I
swear he’s got a bottomless stomach. Dad says he takes after
me.”

She heard the pride and love in his voice
and felt that strange twinge again. So this was what humans meant
by something tugging at their heartstrings. Not that hearts had
strings, of course. But if they did, hers were being tugged right
now at the thought of never having a child of her own.

“Is that Jay?” she heard Tyler’s father
ask.

“Yep,” he said.

“Is she okay?”

“Yep.”

“Tell her to turn on the news. She needs to
see this.”

She grabbed the remote from the bedside
cabinet and thumbed on the news channel. A bomb blast in a building
at 0400 this morning. A terrorist group implicated. Fatalities
included the CEO of Goodkind Electronics, Evan Caine.

Crrrack. She’d squeezed the phone
receiver so tightly she’d damaged the casing. This was her fault.
This was her doing. She’d given Sixer the freedom to choose his own
path and he’d blown up a building and killed civilians. But… if she
hadn’t freed him from Caine’s influence, then what other atrocities
might Caine have compelled him to do?

“Jay?”

Tyler’s voice snatched her back. “I need to
speak to Michael,” she told him. “I can’t do it over this line.
Tell him I—”

“It’s Mike,” Tyler’s dad said—rather
unnecessarily given it was patently obvious the instant he spoke.
“What’s wrong?”

“The short version is I freed him from
Caine’s influence,” she whispered. “I’m responsible for the carnage
you’re seeing.”

Michael was silent for a long time. “I know
you have a lot to tell me but it can wait until things settle down
and go back to normal.” He gave a little snort. “Or as normal as
they can possibly be given our, ah, unique circumstances. In the
meantime what you need to know is this: You have kids. You raise
them to the best of your ability. You lead by example. Then you
stand aside and send them out into the world and let them make
their own way. All you can do is hope they won’t screw up. But if
they do, you can’t be responsible for their actions. Do you
understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes. I understand.” She’d freed Sixer but
she couldn’t be responsible for his actions. “Tell Tyler I’ll drive
down to pick him up when he’s ready to leave. And tell him….” There
was so much she wanted to tell him. “Tell him I’ll call him later.
I have to get cleaned up.”

“Jay, what did Sixer do to you?” Michael
asked, his tone reeking with concern that should have warmed her
heart but only made her feel tired—a new experience for a cyborg.
Perhaps she needed to refuel.

“Only what he believed necessary to
survive,” she said, and rang off.

Once she’d showered and encouraged her
wounds to heal, she covered them with gauze and taped them
securely. The scabs had come off the original three bullet wounds
in her chest, leaving behind healthy pink skin. The two latest
wounds were scabbing over.

The bullet holes in her jeans weren’t too
noticeable. She picked at the edges of the holes, fraying them.
Interesting look. She dug another few random holes in the denim.
They’d make a fashion statement... once she got the blood stains
out.

She dressed in clean clothes and cleaned off
the blood that had spattered over various parts of her bedroom. The
comforter, too, would need washing, she discovered. She’d do that
next.

Following the odor of old blood, she found
the t-shirt she’d been wearing when she was first shot in the
warehouse stuffed in the garbage can by the back door. She fished
it out. She would burn it later.

She’d just headed back inside when she heard
someone approaching her front door. No way Tyler or Michael could
have gotten here this quickly. And from his gait, this person was
older than Michael. All her senses ratcheted up to full alert.

His voice came through the front door
speaker. “Miss Jay? It’s McPhee.”

She ditched the t-shirt in a corner of the
laundry room, sprinted to the entrance and opened the door. “Hey,
McPhee. Would you like to come in? I’ll put the coffee on.” Just as
well she’d showered and changed. An observant man like McPhee would
spot bullet holes a mile away.

“Don’t mind if I do.”

He glanced around as she led him through
into the kitchen. “Nice place you’ve got here, m’dear.”

“Thank you. Are you going to show me what
you’ve got there?”

His eyes sparkled. “As if you don’t know
what I’ve got tucked beneath my arm.”

It was impossible to mistake the shape of a
painting beneath the brown paper wrapping. She smiled—and surprised
herself that not only was she capable of smiling, but that it was
genuine. Bless him, as Father used to say. Bless McPhee for his
impeccable timing, and for shining a light on the pall shrouding
her.

He placed the painting on the counter. “I
still don’t believe it does you justice,” he said.

“Nonsense.” Her hands shook with
anticipation as she picked apart the knotted string and ripped off
the paper.

Her breath caught in her throat. “Oh,
McPhee. It’s…. It’s….” She couldn’t think of any suitable words so
she hugged him. And as he patted her shoulder, her control slipped
and the events of the past few hours crashed in on her and she
wept.

When her crying jag ended, he offered her a
handkerchief. She mopped her face and gave him a sanitized version
of events while he spooned coffee grounds into the filter and
organized Mr. Coffee.

“You helped bring a baby into this world?
Well now, that’s big—really big. No surprise you’re feeling a tad
emotional.”

Jay wished she could unload her burdens and
tell him everything but unloading would have to wait until Tyler
got back. She settled for, “I can’t have children, McPhee.”

He said nothing until the coffee was ready
and that was okay. She didn’t want platitudes. She didn’t want
pity.

He poured a mug of coffee and handed it to
her. “I’m very sorry to hear that, m’dear,” was all he said. And it
was enough.

She gave McPhee a tour of her house and they
both argued in a friendly way over the best spot to display her
painting.

“Is that the time?” he asked. “I’ve
outstayed my welcome.”

“Never. You’re welcome any time.” She hugged
him, and thanked him again for the precious gift of his
painting.

At the door he halted and bumped his forehead
twice with his fist. “Ah, almost forgot.” He fished a folded
envelope from the pocket of his baggy khakis. “When Allen found out
I was coming to visit, he gave me this for you. Said someone
dropped it off at the studio.”

“Thanks, McPhee.” She kissed him on the cheek
and watched as he wandered down the path toward the sidewalk. He
gave her a wave, and she watched until he was out of sight before
heading back inside and closing the door.

She ripped open the envelope.

Inside was a photo of a girl sitting in a
wheelchair. She was dressed in pale green, ill-fitting cotton
pajamas. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap. Too neatly—as
though someone had placed them in that position and she was
incapable of moving them. The photographer had caught her straight
on, and she had been staring vacantly into the camera when the
shutter clicked.

She looked exactly like Jay.

Jay turned over the photo. On the back
someone had written in black pen, Gamma, meet Beta.

 


The End
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When a teenage cyborg is forced to hide out at a
small-town high school, the unthinkable happens: she falls in love.
But with a covert organization intent on using her as a weapon hot
on her trail, now’s sooo not the time for a cyborg to get all
emotional!

 


**Optioned for TV by Cream Drama, Inc.**

 


Winner: Maryland Romance Writers “Reveal Your Inner
Vixen” Contest

Young Adult category

 


Winner: Gulf Coast RWA’s Silken Sands “Self-Published
Star” Contest

Young Adult Category

 


~~~

 


REVIEWS

 


“This book has one of the best heroines ever.
Jay, the cyborg heroine, was so much fun, and the author wrote her
really well. When I started the book, I was just going to read a
little before going to bed. I ended up finally shutting off my
Kindle at 2 a.m. I finished the book the next night. A really
enjoyable story. The teen hero had more growing up to do, which
made him realistic. The YA language, doubts and attitudes were
perfect, as were the cliques and the popular kids vs. the
picked-on. It moved fast, and I think adults will like this as well
as teens.”

 


~~~

 


“I was searching for some interesting
material to read last night and accidentally stumbled upon this.
What an amazing read. I really enjoy a good fantasy/sci-fi romance
and this hit the spot. There was enough action, humor, and romance
to keep the pages turning. You really find yourself falling in love
with this cyborg who tried hard to run away and ended up
discovering the greatest thing of all, raw human emotion. I just
fell in love with Tyler and his sister who are the perfect brother
sister example. They fight, argue, but at the end of the day, love
each other unconditionally. As for the cyborg, Jay, she’s just
awesome. Make sure to have some long sleeves because you’ll
secretly be wiping tears during the last few chapters. I’ll be
buying this author’s other novels.”

 


~~~

 


“There are three things I'd like to see more
of in fiction: ninja, bionics, and cyborgs. Maree Anderson has
provided us with the latter, enclosing it in a YA tale of... well,
coming to terms with feelings, but the author takes that sap and
executes it superbly so it's no way near as cheesy as it sounds.
Needless to say, the cyborg is my favourite character. (Not so much
her love interest, who writes love songs. I've never been one for
balladry.) Read this, and you'll understand why Jay Smith is so
awesome - she's my new favourite heroine. Now, to convince the
author to create a ninja character...”

 


~~~

 


“A thoroughly enjoyable read! How is a
teenaged girl cyborg to fit in at a new school? By attaching
herself to the guy that is on the outs with everyone else. This
story grabbed me right away and I enjoyed Maree Anderson’s easy
style and her spot on teen-speak. The characters were believable
and I was impressed with Anderson’s ability to create such a
loveable and meaningful character such as Jay, a cyborg on the run
from a secret agency bent on capturing her and using her for their
own means. Anderson gave this cyborg some interesting dilemmas and
a kick butt approach that made her endearing and real. She also
nailed the teen boy experience and voice, and I totally forgot I
was reading something a woman wrote. Tyler is an unlikely hero,
being that he is an outcast in his school and faints at the sight
of blood. But from the first moment you meet him (when he’s
examining a huge zit on his chin), to when he is lovingly
tormenting his kid sister Caro (who gives it back in spades), Tyler
is real and sweet, and I enjoyed watching his growth throughout the
story.”

 


~~~

 


“[…] a great YA cross between the Terminator
movies and the Sarah Connor TV show. I devoured this book in two
nights. It totally played out like a movie in my head. Anderson’s
descriptions of cyborg Jay were amazing. I especially loved that
Jay was a girl, trying to learn how to cope with new situations
while learning more about humanity. I loved how Anderson added
human angst to Jay who was trying to cope with blending in while
playing being human. And Tyler and his twin sister had their own
problems but friendships are the underlying theme in this book. It
was fast paced, riveting, real teen language that I loved and I
didn’t want it to end. I seriously hope Anderson will write a
sequel featuring more cyborgs.”

 


~~~

 


“So, I kept seeing this pop up whenever I was
looking for a read and I’d skip over it because I really wasn’t
interested in a story with a cyborg in it, but finally, because it
kept nagging at me, I gave it a shot and wow, probably one of my
favorites! I absolutely loved the characters and the storyline, it
was amazing! I spent half my break from college laying on my couch
and reading it. Good grief. Thank you for the great story.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



 


THE CRYSTAL WARRIOR

 Book 1 of The Crystal Warriors
Series
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She’s a dancer, and the most important thing in her
life right now is the success of her new dance studio. He’s an
alien Crystal Warrior with one big-ass curse hanging over him. In a
moment of weakness she lets him seduce her. Now they’re magically
bonded and his life is in her hands.

 


Winner: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon
Award

for full-length romantic manuscript

 


~~~

 


REVIEWS

 


“Just picked up the 1st book in the Crystal
Warrior series via a free thang on All Romance. Tried to stay up
and finish it last night and gave up at 3am. Finally finished it
this afternoon after deciding that the washing and cleaning could
wait.

 


Wow… I really loved the characters in this.
When I read the blurb I was not that interested in the sound of
Chalcey – as in that I didn’t think I would be able to identify
with a dance instructor. Okay, my mistake! I am so impressed with
how you wrote a strong and independent woman who stood on her own
two feet, took no crap from anyone and ran her own business. That I
could identify with 100%. I read a lot of romance and I often feel
that the women are not as strong as they could be and that they are
simply part of a story that involves snaring some hot guy and
getting a HEA- almost like their actual character is
unimportant.

 


So 5 stars and have some extra bonus cookies
for writing a believable woman who I was rooting for. I wanted her
business to be a success just as much as I wanted her to get the
guy.

And kudos for the plot twist. Usually they’re
so obvious, but I didn’t see that one coming at all.

 


I liked Chalcey’s friends and the family
dynamics that helped shape her character.

Wulf was a nice character too. (What’s not to
like about a guy in leather?) He was a complex guy, but what I
loved about him most was that you didn’t strip away his masculinity
in order for him to ‘settle down’ and get his HEA. Too often books
turn a bad boy into this domesticated mushy guy and strip away half
of what made the character in the first place.

Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that I
really enjoyed the book. I’m off to buy #2.

Keep up the great work.”

 


~~~

 


“This book has it all, and leaves you wanting
the next book in the series NOW! Chalcey is an independent woman
who knows exactly what she wants, and how she plans to get it.
She’s worked hard to achieve her dream, and isn’t about to let it
go for the sexy stranger who rescues her from the Date from Hell.
Even if he does make her pulse race, and her body ache for
forbidden pleasures.

 


Wulf is a Crystal Warrior, brought here by a
magic neither he nor Chalcey truly understand. This is their story,
and the author has crafted it with enough emotion, suspense and
twists that I found it hard to put down. It’s easy to see why it
won the Clendon Award! I sure hope Ms. Anderson doesn’t make us
wait too long for the sequel!”

 


~~~

 


“I thoroughly enjoyed The Crystal Warrior. No
surprises that it won the RWNZ Clendon Award – everything about it
was beautifully crafted. Characters felt real – even ancient
warrior Wulf – and I loved the interaction between modern day
independent heroine, Chalcey, and her hero. There was humour,
angst, passion, the works! I am looking forward to the next book in
Maree Anderson’s crystal warrior series.”

 


~~~

 


“The Crystal Warrior is an intelligent, fast,
action packed read with a feisty, sassy heroine Chalcedony and a
really hunky hero, Wulfenite. This book has it all including laugh
out loud humor, danger, twists and turns, and both protagonists
have gut wrenching choices to be made that leave you wondering
right to the very end as to whether Chalcey and Wulf will make it.
I absolutely love the concept of the Crystal Warriors, and Wulf’s
and Chalcey’s story is well plotted and a fantastic read that has
you wanting more. Ms Anderson is an excellent writer. It’s very
clear why this book won the prestigious The Clendon Award and I
can’t wait to read more.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



 


RUBY’S DREAM

 Book 2 of The Crystal Warriors Series
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She’s a plus-sized woman with sub-zero self esteem.
He’s a Crystal Warrior, and the gods’ gift to women. But for a
chance at the Happy Ever After they both deserve, they must learn
that appearances can be deceiving… and pass the Crystal Guardian’s
test before time runs out for them both.

 


Finalist: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon
Award

for full-length romantic manuscript

 


~~~

 


REVIEWS

 


“Training for a triathlon would be a whole
lot better if there was a gorgeous warrior getting you out of bed
in the morning! Ruby is insecure and for good reason. She’s fat,
single and now thirty and her mother won’t let her forget any of
them. She’s got a frenemy that is a man-eating stick insect
(giggled at that description every time!). Kyan is the crystal
warrior that is Ruby’s life mate. The only problem is that he is
stunningly gorgeous (and a sweetheart!) so she doesn’t believe a
thing about it. The first scenes of their meeting are a riot!

 


The set up for this story is not new but
Maree adds some twists that make it feel fresh and her characters
are believable and lovable. There are moments of heartbreak that
make you want to cry but this is a Romance so there is a Happily
Ever After, they just need to fight for it! Can’t wait to go get
the next one now.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



 


JADE’S CHOICE

 Book 3 of The Crystal Warriors Series
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Finalist: Romance Writers of New Zealand Clendon
Award

for full-length romantic manuscript

 


~~~

 


Jade’s a talented painter, forced to give up
her dreams of art school to care for her chronically ill sister.
Faced with escalating medical bills, Jade lies to her sister and
her best friend, and advertises herself as an escort. Her ad is
answered by Peter Stone, aka Pieter, the Crystal Guardian. He gives
Jade a malachite crystal and when she touches it, she shares the
torment of the man trapped inside. The crystal breaks and before
she knows what’s at stake, she’s bonded to a Crystal Warrior named
Malach.

 


Malach spent centuries imprisoned in his
cursed crystal before he was given the chance to bond. When that
bonding failed, he believed he would be put to death by the Crystal
Guardian, but he discovered a far worse fate was to be imprisoned
yet again to suffer years of torment and sensory deprivation. He’ll
willingly bond with Jade if that’s what it takes to have another
chance at freedom, but if it seems likely they will fail the next
stage of the bonding—the Testing—Malach has vowed to kill himself
rather than endure imprisonment a third time.

 


Jade is horrified when she learns the true
extent of Malach’s suffering. She’s determined to save him, but it
could be a losing battle… because he’s still in love with
Francesca, the woman who refused him decades ago. And when
Francesca discovers Malach is still alive and seeks him out, who
will Malach choose?

 


~~~

 


 


 



 


LIGHTNING RIDER
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Third place: Utah Romance Writers “Heart of the West”
award,

paranormal category

 


Highly Commended: Romance Writers of New Zealand
Clendon Award

for full-length romantic manuscript

 


~~~

 


When Andie Brennan signs up for a Slickrock
Bike Trail tour in an attempt to rekindle her love of the outdoors
she meets Jake Knight. Jake’s generous, down-to-earth, and gorgeous
to boot. He could just be her soul mate… except she’s already got a
boyfriend, and Andie doesn’t do cheating. But before she can fully
explore why the sound of Jake’s voice and his crooked smile make
her feels happier than she’s been in years, death strikes in a
searing instant, sizzling a few million neurons and arresting her
heart.

 


Andie wakes up in hospital. Her injuries are
completely healed and her recovery is being touted as a miracle.
Only trouble is she can’t remember a damn thing about her past —
not even her name. Nor is she exactly whooping with joy at her
second chance at life because there’s a voice inside her head
claiming to be a Lightning Rider Elemental named Karylon. And boy,
does it take one heckuva lot of fast talking for Karylon to
convince Andie that she’s real—that Andie is not insane, and she
really is hosting an alien.

 


Can a damaged young woman find the courage to
escape her manipulative boyfriend and grasp the happiness she
deserves? With the help of Jake, and the alien Lightning Rider
trapped inside her, you betcha! But the omniscient Keeper of
Portents has no qualms about manipulating Novik, Karylon’s
Lightning Rider lover, to its own ends. Is Novik willing to risk it
all to be with Karylon again? And with the future of the Lightning
Rider Elemental race is at stake, who else will fall prey to The
Keeper?

 


~~~

 


 


 



        
            
                
            
        

    
FREAKS UNDER FIRE


    


Book Three of the Freaks Series


    By Maree Anderson


    For a cyborg like Jay, life was never going to be simple.


    Jay’s still reeling from her encounter with a rogue cyborg assassin when she discovers she has a twin—a severely damaged Beta unit. Jay is determined to find the Beta, and help her if she can. Now all she needs to do is convince her boyfriend Tyler that it’s best for him to stay behind. But Jay’s not the only one searching for her twin. With enemies who’ll stop at nothing, and Tyler and his family caught in the crossfire, Jay’s life is about to get a whole lot more complicated… and a whole lot more dangerous.


    Reviews for the Freaks series


    “Not the geeky, nerds unite book I was expecting. Instead the main character Jay was so great—a funny, smart, humble, super strong female cyborg. The relationship between Jay and Tyler was fabulous. I do hope there are more books in this series. What a great find!”


    ~~~


    “[…] a perfect blend of action and gut-wrenching humanity. I LOVED Freaks of Greenfield High. […] I cannot think of a more perfect book to appeal to guys and girls. Truly Amazing!”


    ~~~


    “This story grabbed me right away and I enjoyed Maree Anderson’s easy style and her spot on teen-speak. The characters were believable and I was impressed with Anderson’s ability to create such a loveable and meaningful character such as Jay, a cyborg on the run from a secret agency bent on capturing her and using her for their own means. Anderson gave this cyborg some interesting dilemmas and a kick butt approach that made her endearing and real. She also nailed the teen boy experience and voice, and I totally forgot I was reading something a woman wrote.”


    ~~~


    “You really find yourself falling in love with this cyborg who tried hard to run away and ended up discovering the greatest thing of all, raw human emotion. I just fell in love with Tyler and his sister who are the perfect brother sister example. They fight, argue, but at the end of the day, love each other unconditionally. As for the cyborg, Jay, she’s just awesome. Make sure to have some long sleeves because you’ll secretly be wiping tears during the last few chapters.”


    ~~~


    “I devoured this book in two nights. It totally played out like a movie in my head. Anderson’s descriptions of cyborg Jay were amazing. I especially loved that Jay was a girl, trying to learn how to cope with new situations while learning more about humanity. […] It was fast paced, riveting, real teen language that I loved and I didn’t want it to end.”


    ~~~


    “This book has one of the best heroines ever. Jay, the cyborg heroine, was so much fun, and the author wrote her really well. When I started the book, I was just going to read a little before going to bed. I ended up finally shutting off my Kindle at 2am. I finished the book the next night. A really enjoyable story. The teen hero had more growing up to do, which made him realistic. The YA language, doubts and attitudes were perfect, as were the cliques and the popular kids vs. the picked-on. It moved fast, and I think adults will like this as well as teens.”


    ~~~


    “My New Favorite Heroine. There are three things I’d like to see more of in fiction: ninja, bionics, and cyborgs. Maree Anderson has provided us with the latter, enclosing it in a YA tale of…well, coming to terms with feelings, but the author takes that sap and executes it superbly so it’s no way near as cheesy as it sounds. Needless to say, the cyborg is my favourite character.”


    ~~~


    “I loved these characters in the first book and they are just as good in the sequel. I don't want to give away the plot, but I guarantee you will enjoy it. Ms. Anderson excels at giving us fast paced action and emotional scenes that keep you turning the pages. I highly recommend this book.”


    ~~~


    “So great to catch up with Jay and Tyler again. Absolutely loved this book—a world that's written with typical skill by Maree Anderson and populated by characters you can really empathise with. Terrific, terrific story. Go buy it!”


    ~~~


    “I loved this series. I think Jay is sooo funny and bad ass. And the new cyborg guy. This is a great series and I can't wait for book 3!”
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    Prologue


    The guard at the gate flashed a cursory glance at her ID badge before waving her through. She kept her expression pleasantly neutral while inwardly sneering at his incompetence. At the very least he should have phoned through to Reception to verify that she was expected. The “hiding in plain sight” tactic meant there were a number of storage units available to carefully vetted members of the public, and if one of those carefully vetted people discovered what was in Unit Twenty-Six there’d be hell and all its minions to pay.


    Before she’d even released the handbrake the guard had resumed The Position—planting his substantial ass back in his chair and propping his boots on the desk, exactly as he’d been lounging when she approached the facility. Considering she’d had to blast the horn twice to get his attention, she suspected he’d been napping as well as lounging.


    She drove off at a crawl, keeping her speed to a minimum until a glance in the rearview mirror confirmed the guard had remembered to lower the barrier arm. Hah. If Average-height Balding ’n Forgettable back there was an indicator of the caliber of the rest of the staff, just as well she’d been dispatched sooner rather than later. The whole place was a security leak waiting to happen.


    Her stomach performed a lazy roll, acknowledging the true nature of the task she’d been dispatched to complete… and the toll it would take on what remained of her principles. She’d been required to do some distasteful things for Evan Caine—highly illegal things that would get her locked up for the term of her natural life if she were caught doing them. Some of those things bothered her in the dead of night when she drifted on the edge of sleep, but in the bright, uncompromising light of day, she found she could live with them. She could get out of bed each morning, and stare unflinching at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, because she’d not crossed a personal line she drawn in the metaphorical sand. The line that involved harming kids.


    Until now.


    She gave herself a mental smack upside the head, followed by a mini-lecture. Distance yourself from the task. Stop letting your emotions get in the way. Quit personalizing the target, and thinking of her as a kid.


    The target wasn’t a child—wasn’t even human. “It” was a potentially dangerous machine that was incapable of empathy, didn’t have a conscience, and operated on severely flawed logic… if that recent display from Caine’s current pride and joy was any indication of typical core programming.


    She stomped on the brake pedal, jerking the sedan to a halt alongside the main storage complex. Ingrained caution had prompted her to park where her vehicle couldn’t be seen from the reception area, and now she was thankful for the privacy the spot afforded while she took a moment to get her shit together. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel until her knuckles whitened. Bill had been a decent guy, one of the rare colleagues she’d wholeheartedly respected. In a rare moment, he’d confided to her that he was contemplating retiring because he was “getting to old for this fucking crap”. And then, against the advice of his techs, Caine had unleashed his shiny new pride and joy upon Bill and his team, and in the space of seconds it’d been all over bar the agonized screams of dying men.


    That unholy thing had ripped through six men—Caine’s most experienced security unit—like a knife through butter, leaving them broken and bleeding. Poor bastards. A shitty way to die—and for what? To prove a fucking point?


    She quashed that thought before it took root, forcing herself to relax and focus. She had a job to do. But she would miss Bill’s gruff manner and monosyllabic responses. Not to mention their sparring sessions. None of the other men had the guts to go one-on-one with her a second time after she’d wiped the floor with them, but Bill hadn’t given a shit about being bested by a female. He’d never fully recovered his fitness after being injured in the field, but he’d still been able to teach her a thing or two.


    Yep, she told herself, you’ll be doing the world a favor. This girl—it—is a ticking bomb, and it’s your job to defuse it before someone else gets killed.


    Exiting the car, she grabbed her kitbag from the trunk and slammed it shut with unnecessary force.


    She knew from security footage that the cyborg they called Beta was defective—incapable of moving, let alone defending itself. Beta could swallow food, but couldn’t feed itself. It responded to aural stimulation with a blink, but otherwise stared fixedly at nothing until one of its minders got around to closing its eyelids. It was the cyborg equivalent of a vegetable. And, according to Caine’s latest stable of techs, today’s task was simple: play the digital recording that Caine had entrusted to her, and get rid of the evidence.


    She scowled, recalling how her boss hadn’t even bothered with a convincing lie. As he’d handed over the recording he’d looked her in the eye, curled his lip, and said, “I trust you implicitly.”


    Yeah, right. They’d both known that was a crock of shit. The recording was of Caine’s voice speaking a command sequence to permanently shut the cyborg down. “Trust” had nothing remotely to do with anything, because it wasn’t like that recorded command could be scrambled to, say, recalibrate the cyborg’s programming so it would respond solely to someone else’s voice pattern.


    Not that she would consider attempting such a double-cross—


    Well, that wasn’t entirely true. If this cyborg had been functional, and she’d been handed the means to control it, she would have given serious thought to commanding it to locate Caine’s fully functioning killer cyborg and have at it. With any luck, both cyborgs would have destroyed each other beyond resurrection, and the world would be a much safer place….


    Until Caine built another one of the godforsaken things.


    Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she marched to the entrance. Putting on her “Don’t fuck with me” face, she shouldered through the doors into the small reception area.


    No one was manning the desk. Voices drifted out from a room out back—the break room, at a guess. Huh. Why did it not surprise her that security was so lax? Not that it mattered. She had a duplicate key to the unit, so there was no need to hang around waiting for anyone to escort her.


    Get in, do your job, get out—good advice for people of her ilk. It was better this way, without any witnesses to her dismantling a thing that looked like a helpless young human girl.


    A helpfully marked “This Way to Storage Units” sign on a side door led her to a concrete path running alongside each row of units. She took a right at the third row and halted in front of Unit Twenty-Six. A decent-sized sturdy padlock secured its roller door. At least some effort at security had been made.


    Her key stuck in the padlock, and she had to wrestle with it to get it to turn… and then fiddle with the lock mechanism to coax it open. Hmm. Anyone could be forgiven for believing this unit hadn’t been accessed in a while.


    She pocketed the padlock. Only idiots left an opened lock hanging outside a storage unit—it was just asking for some asshole to lock you in. She heaved the roller door up and squinted, adjusting her eyesight to the interior gloom.


    Strangely, the unit was bare save for a large canvas bag dumped in the corner by the right wall. And from what she could see, both security cams were down. Whoever had set up the feeds reckoned there was no further need to monitor this unit.


    She snatched a scant moment to dampen growing unease before fishing a flashlight from a side pocket of her kitbag. And she was about to thumb the switch when some deep-seated instinct prompted her to pivot on her heel and close the roller door behind her, blanketing the interior of the unit in darkness again. She’d learned to trust her gut, and if her gut told her it was prudent not to advertise the fact she was here, then so be it.


    Switching the flashlight to the lowest setting, she approached the bag, playing the beam over the stained canvas.


    Not empty. Whatever had been stored inside was lumpy, and took up the whole interior of the bag. The fine hairs on the back of her neck rose. Damn, but she was getting a bad feeling about this.


    She reached for the zipper and, in one swift, decisive movement, opened the bag.


    Her torch beam limned chalk-white, almost skeletal features, haloed with a tangle of limp dark curls. It—the cyborg—lay on its side, stick-thin limbs curled tight against its torso.


    She swallowed the bile that had surged up her throat and flicked the flashlight beam over that gaunt face again, both hoping for and dreading a response.


    Nothing. Not even the merest twitch of an eyelid.


    Her hand shook as she reached out to check for a pulse. And the instant she pressed the cyborg’s carotid artery, those paper-thin eyelids opened.


    Whoa. She had never seen such incredibly blue eyes—eyes that sucked her in and ripped through her defenses.


    Horror warred with a wave of hot fury that stained her vision a bloody red… and all possibility of professional detachment died. The hollow emptiness she’d endured for so long it was now a part of her filled with steely resolve, because she knew without a doubt that Beta wasn’t like Caine’s current pet. And there was no longer an “it” lying at her feet—some inhuman “thing” to be “dealt with”. There was only a defenseless, disabled child.


    Sweet God Almighty. Beta was conscious and sentient and they’d zipped her into a bag, tossed her in a corner, and left her there to waste away, helpless, trapped in some nightmarish half-life. What they’d done to her…. It was unimaginably cruel. And Beta had suffered. Terribly.


    Who were the inhuman monsters here?


    Speaking the command that would shut this miraculous but flawed creation down, reducing this child to a lifeless machine, might be construed a mercy. But in this moment, right now, it smacked of murder….


    And this time she didn’t have it in her to commit murder.


    She stroked the cyborg’s hair. “Well, Beta, looks like it’s just you and me, and we’re up shit-creek without a paddle because that bastard Caine is gonna pin big-ass targets on both our backs.”


    Her soft bark of derisive laughter bounced off the walls. And when the echoes of it had faded, she started making plans.


    Chapter One


    The cab driver performed an inept three-point turn and zoomed off with a wince-inducing screech of tires, leaving Sam Ross in Nowheresville. The jury of his peers was still out as to whether this was a good career move, but right now, as the sky blushed rosy pink with the birth of a new day, and some nearby feathered denizen warbled a cheery welcome, Sam told himself he didn’t give a crap what his colleagues thought of his decision. No one had said respite care was going to be easy and he’d gone into it with eyes wide open. But lately, the chinks in his armor had become gaping holes and he’d not been able to maintain the distance he felt he needed to perform his job. He was burned out.


    Bottom line? When you glanced at yourself in the shaving mirror each morning and barely recognized the hollow-eyed stranger staring back at you, it was time for a change of pace.


    He hoisted his pack onto his shoulder, inhaling crisp country air deep into his lungs, holding it until tiny glowing sparks zinged through his headspace. And, as he exhaled, he cast off the last of his doubts. He’d been right to make this change—he felt it in his gut and his heart and his soul.


    Coarse seal shifted beneath his feet as he approached the gate barring the cobbled entranceway. He pressed the buzzer on the speaker and leaned in to announce his arrival. “Samuel Ross.”


    As he straightened, a flash caught his eye. A tiny security camera, barely noticeable amid the thick foliage poking through the gaps in the fence bordering the property. Which drew his attention to the fence itself, its sturdy metal palings colored a shade so close to the deep greens of the hedge plantings, he hadn’t even noticed a fence until now.


    The gates shooshed smoothly, almost noiselessly, apart.


    Disquiet feathered Sam’s spine but damned if he’d turn back now. He walked briskly through the gates… and fought the impulse to glance over his shoulder as they shut behind him. It was hardly unusual for an affluent property-owner living in relative isolation to install some stringent security measures, right?


    Rolling the tension from his shoulders, he marched up the meandering pathway, determinedly admiring the freshly mown grass and bright, cheery flowerbeds with their neatly clipped borders. He passed two bent figures, diligently plying secateurs to a bed of standard rose bushes. Fulltime gardeners, perhaps? Not surprising given the extent of these grounds. Right now, he could be forgiven for imagining he was taking a stroll through carefully maintained public gardens. Fingers crossed the house wasn’t some drafty old mansion full of dusty antiques, with generations of stern ancestors glaring down their noses at him from the walls. Still, given the salary he’d been offered, he could put up with small inconveniences like OTT security measures, clanking plumbing and uninviting décor.


    Besides, money hadn’t been his primary motive for accepting this position—though it’d certainly helped when he’d weighed the pros and cons. This placement was long-term. His patient was young and healthy—physically at least. And if her mental state left a lot to be desired, well, he could deal with that. So far as he’d been able to ascertain she wasn’t suffering. And for Sam, that was pretty much a win any way he looked at it.


    He blinked as he caught sight of the house.


    Nice. More than nice, in fact. Another win, for sure. The modest two-story, built of cream brick with a red tiled roof, was almost eclipsed by the addition of a huge conservatory. Bi-folding doors had been pushed back to take advantage of the balmy temperatures, revealing a substantial swimming pool. An undercover pool—heated, too, at a guess. With a bit of luck he could wangle permission to use it on his days off.


    Sam’s gaze lingered on what he guessed was the garage. He’d bet his next paycheck it housed some seriously sweet cars. But as much as curiosity pricked him to be nosy and peer through the side windows, he ignored the impulse and continued up the path to the front door. There were bound to be cameras secreted here, too, their feeds manned by someone noting his every move, and it wasn’t a good look to be caught nosing around on his first day.


    He was reaching for the plain brass doorknocker when the door was yanked open, leaving him confronting a tall woman with short-cropped white hair and cold gray eyes. She wore light, flowing black pants, a loose black tunic, and black sneakers. Sam estimated her age as anywhere between forty and fifty—a polar opposite to the housekeeper-cum-guardian who’d interviewed him a month ago, and professed herself delighted to offer him the position. That woman, one Sally Bridges, had been short and plump, with dimples and a kind smile. She’d worn a floral dress, a pink cardigan and matching pink low-heeled pumps. She’d chatted away, immediately putting him at ease. She’d appeared friendly and harmless, the kind of woman who would sit you down in the kitchen with a plate of fresh-baked cookies and a glass of milk.


    This woman? She was all lean muscle and coiled strength. She possessed the sort of watchful stillness Sam recognized from a stint training with a martial arts expert—the kind that told you here was a person who could explode into motion and take you down before you could blink. His spidey-senses warned him to proceed with caution. Apparently this job was not going to be as straightforward as it had appeared.


    He met her cool, assessing gaze with his best bland expression, and waited for her to make the first move.


    One slash of an eyebrow arched. “Mr. Ross, I presume.”


    She didn’t offer her hand, so Sam responded with a curt nod.


    The other eyebrow joined the first before returning to neutral. “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Ross, I’ll show you to your quarters.” She turned her back on him and strode away, obviously expecting him to follow like a good little lapdog.


    Sam figured he might as well start as he meant to go on. “It’s Sam, not Mr. Ross,” he called after her. “And getting settled in can wait. Right now I’d prefer you introduce me to Miss Smith.”


    She halted and pivoted, the full force of that steely gaze boring into him.


    A lesser man would have backed down, stuttered an apology. But Sam was made of sterner stuff. “Please,” he added, keeping his tone firm and to-the-point, while making it obvious the effort at politeness was a token afterthought.


    Her lips quirked ever so briefly, and as she strode toward him she stuck out a hand. “Marguerite Danvers.”


    Sam noted the slightest nostril-flare accompanying that announcement, and hazarded a guess she was less than thrilled to be named after a flower—a fact he only knew because marguerite daisies had been his grandma’s favorite bloom.


    “You can call me Marg.” Although she pronounced it with a soft “g” her tone was anything but soft, suggesting dire consequences if he dared call her Marguerite.


    Sam managed not to wince when she gripped his hand so tightly it felt as though his bones were grinding together.


    She released his hand and, when he manfully showed no inclination to flex his crushed digits, her gray eyes sparkled with amusement. She’d won the dominance challenge, and they both knew it, but he’d also earned a modicum of her respect. “You and I are going to get along just fine, Sam. Let’s go check what Bea’s up to.”


    Sam frowned, mentally scanning his employment documentation, but could only recall his patient referred to as “Miss B. Smith.” Nor could he recall Mrs. Bridges mentioning the girl’s first name. He took a punt. “Bea as in… Beatrice?”


    “Yes.” Marg’s lips compressed to a grim line. “Though it might interest you to know that Bea’s previous guardians referred to her as ‘Beta’.”


    Beta. The second letter of the Greek alphabet.


    Sam blanched, rocking back on his heels as the full import of Marg’s explanation smacked him upside the head. They hadn’t believed this girl deserved a name—only a designation, like she was some freaking sub-human lab-rat instead of a human being. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered.


    Marg must have had exceptional hearing for she folded her arms over her chest and gave him some truly superb cold hard bitch that was at odds with her conversational tone as she said, “When Sally came on board, she decided on the name Beatrice. Sally adores the English royals,” she added by way of explanation. Followed by a little shake of her head and an eye-roll, as if to convey fond exasperation, but those gray eyes were still cold and hard and watchful as she observed his reactions. “Most of us think that’s a bit of a mouthful, though, and shorten it to Bea.”


    Sam swallowed the myriad questions clamoring in his head and agreed. “Bea, it is, then.”


    Marg rewarded his ready acceptance and disinclination to pry with one of her clipped nods, and beckoned him to follow.


    Sam trailed her through to what turned out to be a spacious kitchen dominated by a huge, solid wood table that could have sprung fully formed from the pages of Country Living.


    None other than Sally Bridges, resplendent in be-ruffled floral apron, stood at the counter, kneading bread dough. She glanced up as Marg and Sam entered, and greeted them with a smile. “Oh good, you’re here. How do you like your eggs, Samuel?”


    “Please, call me Sam,” he said, his gaze sweeping the room. “And I like my eggs however you care to cook ’em. Thank you for the offer of breakfast, by the way. I’m starving.”


    He shucked his pack and leaned it against the wall. Ignoring the glances Sally and Marg were shooting at each other, he visually assessed the girl seated in the wheelchair at head of the table.


    Her head had tilted to one side until her chin almost rested on her collarbone. Her shiny mane of naturally curly hair hung over one shoulder in a loose, fat braid. Her complexion was clear and smooth, pale but healthy-looking. Good muscle-tone—no atrophied muscles that he could detect beneath the shapeless gray sweatpants and loose black long-sleeved tee she wore. Surprisingly, there were no support straps to prevent her slipping out of the wheelchair. A good sign. Likewise that neither her hands, which lay relaxed atop her thighs, nor the sneaker-clad feet resting on the footrest of the wheelchair, were twisted—


    His gut swooped. He’d been told Bea was in a persistent vegetative state. PVS patients were awake but unaware of what was happening around them. Some could open their eyes, even track objects. Others could move their limbs slightly, though such movements were reflexes rather than reactions to external stimuli. Bea’s eyes were closed—nothing unusual in that; PVS patients had regular sleep-wake cycles. But instinct prompted him to approach her—the same visceral instinct that insisted he drop whatever he happened to be doing to check on a patient he’d left only moments before, because he knew something was wrong.


    He needed to see her eyes—to gaze into them, gauge what it was about her that disturbed him. He strode forward, peripherally aware that Marg and Sally had stilled and were watching him like hawks.


    He dropped to his haunches before Bea and took her hands. “Hi, Bea. My name’s Sam.”


    Save for the slow, even rise and fall of her chest, there was no response.


    In the back of his mind, he noted her hands were cooler than he’d expected given the sun pouring in the windows and the warmth of the room. “Bea,” he said, firmly and clearly. “I need you to wake up now.”


    Nothing.


    “Open your eyes, Bea.”


    He waited. Still nothing—not that he’d expected any response to his command… had he?


    He mentally shook himself, trying to shrug off a sense of foreboding so powerful that the fine hairs on the back of his neck were standing at attention. He reached up, and with the pad of his forefinger, gently pushed up her left eyelid…. And was confronted by an orb of breath-stealing, far-too-intense-to-be-natural blue.


    He inhaled sharply. “Whoa.” That was… unexpected.


    There was a muffled protest—from Sally Bridges, at a guess—that was quickly shushed.


    Sam ignored his audience of two. Bea’s left eyelid had remained open after he’d removed his fingertip. Interesting.


    He carefully opened her right eyelid and eased his hand back.


    Ditto with the right eyelid.


    He backed off. “Well done, Bea,” he said, smiling to convey approval, even though all the approval and encouragement in the world wouldn’t make an iota of difference to a PVS patient like Bea. And then, as he gazed into those inhumanly blue eyes, the smile froze on his face.


    What the—?


    He cupped her face in his palms, tilting her head.


    No. He hadn’t imagined it.


    He watched the telltale moisture form in the duct of her right eye. “How long has Bea been PVS?” he asked, without taking his gaze from that glistening teardrop.


    “I took over as her primary caregiver five years ago,” Sam heard Marg say.


    With a bent knuckle, Sam oh-so-carefully caught the plump tear tracking down that perfect cheek and held up his hand, knowing in his gut both woman would understand exactly what he was showing them.


    “PVS patients can shed tears,” Marg said. “It’s not unheard of.”


    She was right, of course. But this? This was more than the spontaneous crying, moaning, laughing, and even screaming, considered within normal parameters for a PVS patient. Sam knew it absolutely. He knew it in his heart and soul and the very marrow of his bones.


    And then, as if she’d read his mind, Bea’s pupils dilated and those remarkable blue eyes were focusing… on him. And damn him to hell and back if he couldn’t almost feel the emotion pouring from her in waves. Determination. To… to….


    To make him understand that she was… she was… trapped. Inside in a physical shell that refused to function as it should.


    Sam had to lock his muscles to prevent himself recoiling. Jesus, Mary and Joseph. There was awareness in those inhumanly beautiful eyes. “I understand,” he blurted. “I’ll help you however I can, Bea, I promise.”


    If he’d hoped for some miraculous physical reaction from her, some acknowledgement of his outburst, he was sorely disappointed. He knew Bea had understood him, though—believed him, too—because a breath sighed from her body, long and slow, heavy with some unnamed emotion.


    He stared at her, fascinated and horrified in equal measure, as that spark of awareness was extinguished, leaving only gloriously blue, chillingly blank orbs.


    God— Sam caught the thought before it could fully form, for it seemed the worst kind of travesty to importune the very deity who’d condemned a thinking, feeling human being—a girl who’d barely begun to experience life—to such a fate.


    As he straightened from his crouch, he distinctly heard Marg declare, “You don’t understand a damn thing, Samuel Ross. But you will.”


    He turned to the two woman, questions bubbling on his lips, in time to witness Sally Bridges hug Marg, and for Marg to pat the shorter woman on the shoulder before extricating herself and smoothing her tunic.


    Marg glanced up, caught Sam’s gaze, held it. “Sal,” she said, “you were right: He’s just what she needs.” And although Sam was one-hundred percent certain he’d caught the glimmer of tears before Marg strode from the kitchen—because from the stricken expression on Sally’s face, she’d caught them, too—well, neither he nor Sally were brave enough to broach the subject.


    Sally cracked three eggs into a bowl and began to whisk them vigorously. Sam planted his butt into the chair nearest Bea and stared into her unseeing eyes, willing that spark of awareness to return.


    Chapter Two


    A human would have been overwhelmed by both the number and magnitude of the tasks ahead—not to mention the necessity of prioritizing them. So it was fortunate that Jay was not human.


    Locating the Beta unit she’d recently learned existed sat high on Jay’s current list of priorities. Her self-proclaimed “bestie” Caro—fraternal twin of Jay’s boyfriend Tyler—would doubtless insist on referring to the Beta as Jay’s older sister. In truth, the term twin would be more accurate, given the same human genetic material used to construct Jay, a Gamma unit, had obviously been used during the creation of the Beta. Both Jay and the Beta had been created in the image of a woman named Mary Durham, their creator’s deceased wife.


    Discounting the nature of any supposed “relationship” between Jay and the Beta for the moment, Jay understood the workings of Caro’s mind enough by now to know that Caro would consider the Beta family. Moreover, whether the Beta was labeled sister or twin, and proved fully functional or as defective as the wheelchair in the photo indicated, so far as Caro was concerned family should be at the top of any list—a fact Jay could easily prove by revealing the Beta’s existence to Caro and the rest of the Davidson family.


    Uncharacteristically, however, Jay remained undecided over whether to tell them. Much depended upon Tyler and Caro’s mother Marissa, and her reactions to the events of the past two days. And Jay believed Marissa would hardly be in a forgiving frame of mind given their shared history, and the undoubted trauma of recent events.


    Marissa would likely be even less inclined to forgive if she learned that while she’d lain in a drug-induced slumber, her newborn infant had been kidnapped to use as leverage to get to Jay.


    Jay parked the vehicle she’d hired—a hire vehicle had seemed a prudent precaution now that her SUV could be recognized by a certain party—and paused to rub her breastbone, where a too-familiar ache had lodged. Marissa had indicated that she’d liked Jay once upon a time. Before Marissa had understood what Jay truly was. Before she’d understood how deeply her son, Tyler, had fallen for the “glorified calculator” Marissa had once accused Jay of being. And to Jay, it was obvious as udders on a male bovine that, despite the lengths she had taken to keep the Davidsons safe, Marissa would prefer Jay vanished from their lives.


    Logically, Jay couldn’t find it in herself to blame Marissa for that preference. Strange, therefore, to again experience this unrelenting, throbbing ache—a physical symptom of how much it hurt to know that Marissa, a human Jay had admired from the moment they’d first met, would rather she didn’t exist.


    Jay snorted a sharp breath through her nostrils. Bah! as Alexander Jay Durham, the man she had called “Father”, had liked to say. Emotions, those complex human states that provoked often irrational behaviors, as well as disturbing physical and psychological changes, were at best distracting and inconvenient, and at worst, dangerous. They were insidious things that snuck up on one, and impaired one’s ability to make sound judgments. She would be better off without them. And yet….


    And yet, even if she could somehow twist time and revert to her state of being before Tyler had wormed his way into her artificial heart and irrevocably altered her, Jay would not. Now she knew a little of what it meant to love, and to be loved, she would not willingly relinquish those feelings—difficult as they could be to live with. Unfortunately, Jay didn’t possess enough data to ascertain whether Alex had designed her in the expectation she would evolve in such a way, or whether it had been a spontaneous, unforeseen development.


    If only Alex, the one human who might have accurately predicted the far-reaching ramifications of loosing an emotion-fueled cyborg on an unsuspecting world, still lived. If only—


    Jay shut down the part of her brain that had begun to replay her role in her creator’s demise, and blotted the annoying moisture welling in her eyes with the heels of her hands. It would not be prudent to confront the Davidson family with watery eyes. Tyler and Caro would double-team each other to ferret out the cause of her tears. Marissa would likely believe Jay was doing what humans termed “turning on the waterworks” in an attempt to garner sympathy. And Marissa’s husband Michael would be torn between the desire to assist Jay in the hope of making amends for his past deeds, and the desire to protect his family from further harm.


    Jay inhaled, drawing oxygen deep into her lungs, and exhaled slowly, steadily, refocusing her thoughts.


    A suitable lab was also a high priority, however any premises would have to be selected with a great deal of care, so as not to alert certain interested parties. Too, sourcing the array of equipment necessary to repair the Beta’s defects could prove problematic.


    Jay was not programmed with a tendency toward paranoia but until she could personally examine Evan Caine’s remains, and personally confirm the covert team experimenting with self-aware cyborgs had been disbanded, she wasn’t about to take unnecessary risks. In fact, it might be more prudent to utilize the sole satellite laboratory she hadn’t dismantled, cleared out, and then sold off after Father’s death. It remained undiscovered to date, suggesting it was as safe an option as any—albeit a somewhat primitive one.


    Too, there was the mystery surrounding the photo that had alerted Jay to the Beta unit’s existence. Or, more specifically, the identity of whomever had left the envelope containing the photo at her friend Allen’s studio.


    The envelope had been addressed to “JAY”—the letters neatly printed by hand in blue ballpoint ink—and Allen had passed it on to McPhee, a mutual friend who’d planned on visiting Jay to drop off a painting. For now, that unknown party’s motives could only be surmised—a waste of energy and resources. Jay would act when more information became available.


    There was one last priority to consider. Tyler. Her boyfriend. The young human male who professed to love her.


    Would he still love her after all that had transpired?


    Could he still love her after what she had put him, and his family, through?


    Jay raised her hand to the door buzzer. And, even as a part of her brain noted that her chest felt tight and her heart rate had escalated, another part accepted the presence of these physical symptoms and suppressed the prompt to run an internal diagnostic. Apprehension, Jay decided, was a very uncomfortable human condition indeed.


    She jabbed the buzzer in three short bursts and waited.


    She heard the thuds of hurried footfalls, and through the hazed glass of the door’s window, spied a fuzzy silhouette. Not Tyler. His father.


    Michael-who-preferred-to-be-called-Mike Davidson yanked open the door.


    The expression in his eyes, the compressed lips and tight muscles of his shoulders, shrieked tension, however Jay hadn’t detected any raised voices that might indicate an argument taking place.


    Observing Michael with all of the enhanced senses at her disposal, Jay concluded he didn’t appear overly upset, or distressed in the manner she had previously observed whenever he and his wife had a disagreement. Hmmm. If she had felt the need to pin a label on Michael Davidson—something Jay had discovered humans frequently liked to do because categorizing their peers made them feel more secure—she would have chosen harried.


    Michael blew out a strong exhalation that puffed his cheeks. “Thank God you’re here. Quick—before he escapes.”


    He?


    Jay confined her reaction to a slow blink. At this stage of human development, Marissa’s not quite three-day-old infant son should barely be capable of the coordination required to suck his own digits let alone trying to escape out an open door.


    Nor could Jay picture Tyler making a break for it. Her boyfriend wasn’t the kind of attention-seeking human who felt the need to draw all eyes by “making an exit”. Of course, if provoked, Tyler had been known to exit in such a way that no one would doubt his feelings—as Marissa had learned to her cost. But Jay couldn’t visualize Michael taking steps to keep his oldest son in the house if Tyler desired to leave. As Tyler might say, that wasn’t the way his father rolled.


    Perhaps Matt, Caro’s boyfriend—


    No. A scan of the interior of the house detected no extra male humans.


    Before Jay could request clarification, Michael grabbed her arm and yanked her inside, kicking the door shut behind him. He sagged against the doorframe, snatched another breath and, inaudibly to a human but not to a cyborg, counted to five before meeting her gaze with a tilt of his lips. “Wait for it,” he said, cocking his head, obviously listening for some cue.


    Jay was still analyzing Michael’s interesting responses when “it” careened through the kitchen doorway and darted across the passageway into the sitting room, disappearing from view.


    She analyzed the visual snapshot she’d taken of the creature, comparing it to the other data her sensory receptors had gleaned.


    Ah. She turned her gaze on Michael, and raised one eyebrow. Since Tyler’s father was most definitely human, and might well be too distracted to interpret the meaning behind the gesture, she added, “I presume you have an excellent reason for choosing this particular moment to fulfill the terms of our wager.”


    By “this particular moment”, Jay alluded to what they both knew was going to be the polar opposite of a happy reunion. Jay had only to evaluate previous reactions from Davidson family members to past events to know there would be explanations demanded, less than satisfying answers offered for the sake of those directly affected, recriminations leveled.


    Michael scratched his chin. His lips twitched, and the skin at the outer edges of his eye sockets crinkled as he fought to contain a smile that Jay identified as a perfect example of wry. “He wasn’t due for another few days,” he said. “The breeder screwed up the dates and arrived while I was giving Danny a bath. Marissa was napping so Caro answered the door.” He shrugged. “No way could I put the woman off and ask her to keep him a few more days once Caro laid eyes on him. She swears she’ll take him if you’re not keen, by the way.”


    Jay directed a portion of her attention to the hallway. The scrabbling of claws and a sudden yelp indicated her prize had inadvertently introduced itself to a piece of furniture. Or perhaps a wall. “Hardly practical,” she informed Michael, “when Caro is sharing a rented apartment, spends barely any time in it, and hasn’t got a dime to spare after her myriad expenses are deducted.”


    “Expenses” in Caro’s case meant clothes, and materials to construct clothes, followed closely by shoes and any other accessories deemed necessary to outfit a budding fashion maven.


    Mike’s sigh accompanied an eyes-to-the-ceiling gesture that managed to convey both pride and exasperation. “Of course Tyler pointed that out to her. And they’ve been bickering about it ever since.”


    The yelp had heralded a series of high-pitched whines that showed no sign of ceasing any time soon. Beside her, Mike winced and scrubbed a hand over his face. “God. If he wakes Danny again, Riss will kill me.” He brushed past Jay and strode off down the hallway.


    Jay doubted Marissa would literally kill her husband, but a mother protecting her infant was certainly capable of inflicting serious bodily harm upon anyone she deemed a threat to the infant’s wellbeing, and Jay couldn’t imagine Marissa being the exception to that rule. Too, while afflicted by the post-birth hormones coursing through her body, Marissa might consider it quite logical to blame Jay for both the pup’s presence in her house, and the disruption it had caused, despite Jay not being privy to Michael’s plans. It would be prudent to take immediate action to prevent a ruckus that would disturb young Daniel Robert Davidson’s routine. “Wait,” she called to Michael. “Let me deal with this.”


    Michael halted and flattened himself against the wall as though trying to make himself a smaller target. “Be my guest. And for all our sakes, I sure hope you have better luck than I’ve had calming him down. Once he gets going—”


    “I understand. Time is of the essence.”


    Jay accessed her databases. Perfect. Female canines nursing offspring secreted what was known in laymen’s terms as “appeasing” pheromones. These pheromones soothed the puppies, and provided reassurance and comfort. She tweaked the chemical balances within her body and began to secrete an appropriate pheromone concoction through her pores. She would of course train the pup to respond solely to her commands, but for now there was no logical reason not to “cheat” via the judicious use of pheromones.


    The pup’s whines subsided, and then he gave an “Arroooo” that could easily have been interpreted as the canine equivalent of a question.


    “Komm,” Jay said.


    Her command was answered by the sharp clicks of claws on wood, and then a dark-brown head crowned with floppy ears poked around the corner.


    The pup’s eyes were yellow rather than the more common—and desirable—brown. Right now, those “bird of prey” eyes were eyeing Jay like she was some never before encountered, wholly unpredictable creature.


    “Hier!” Jay crouched and clicked her fingers, effectively wafting more “feel good” pheromones in the pup’s direction.


    He crept from behind the wall and stood there, quivering, allowing Jay to get a good look at him.


    A breeder would likely describe the pup’s coloring as solid liver head, ticked liver-and-white body with black saddles. Translation: Solid chocolate-brown head, and a speckled brown and white coat with black patches. And unsuitable for showing or breeding purposes due to aforementioned yellow eyes and black patches.


    If the pup were capable of such emotions, he might well be grateful for his perceived shortcomings, given they had doubtless prevented the breeder from docking his tail—a common practice with this particular breed.


    Jay stared at the pup, unblinking.


    The pup cocked his head and stared back.


    Jay slowly extended her hand. “Komm.”


    The little canine yipped, and launched into motion, rocketing toward her and eliciting a startled grunt from Michael, who was still plastered against the wall.


    The pup skidded to an ungainly halt and mashed his muzzle on Jay’s knee. He licked her hand, and then crawled into her lap to sniff her thoroughly. Jay remained perfectly still, allowing the pup to do as he willed. He obviously expected reciprocal attention, and Jay would bet a considerable portion of her monetary wealth that he had been getting a whole lot of it from the Davidson family—especially Caro. But he would have to learn that Jay considered attention a reward for appropriate behavior, not a right.


    The pup finally ceased sniffing and licking and wriggling, and lay quietly across Jay’s thighs. He was a quick study—not surprising given the traits of the breed. German Shorthaired Pointers, also known as GSPs, were generally highly intelligent and bold creatures. This pup epitomized the often boisterous nature of the breed, and if care wasn’t taken, that trait could easily become aggressiveness toward owners. In other words, the dog would establish its dominance over its human owner and then treat its owner accordingly. But to Jay’s mind, given the ease with which GSPs could be trained, and their affectionate natures, any such tendency was the fault of inexperienced owners. GSPs were known to flourish with owners who were firm, confident, calm, and consistent. As humans liked to say, it wasn’t rocket science.


    She dropped a palm to the pup’s head and fondled his ears. “Braver Hund.”


    “Braffer hoont?”


    Michael’s pronunciation was close enough that Jay didn’t feel obliged to correct him. “It means ‘Good dog’,” she said.


    “I guessed as much. Why give commands in German?”


    Jay scooped the pup into the crook of one arm and pushed to her feet. “It seemed appropriate given the origins of the breed.” And would reinforce to the pup that Jay was the one it must obey without hesitation.


    “Ah.” Michael emitted what his daughter Caro had labeled a snort-laugh. “And here I figured it was some super-duper secret canine training method known only to dog whisperers,” he said.


    Jay extended the range of her sensors to pinpoint Tyler’s whereabouts, and headed for the staircase. Her heart rate had escalated. Her mouth had ceased to produce sufficient saliva, and her body was… was….


    She sought a suitable descriptor. Vibrating. No. Thrumming—a sensation she had come to recognize signified eagerness and excitement. An all-too-familiar tugging sensation urged her to keep moving. And, if she had been a human fond of fanciful imagery, she would have described herself as propelled by need and want and desire for the object of her affection.


    Tyler. She craved his touch in the same way some humans craved their drug of choice.


    Despite the need to give herself over to these disturbing inner drives, she had learned enough about parent/child relationship dynamics to comprehend that Michael would be discomfited and perhaps embarrassed by what she intended to do to his son the instant she saw him again. Michael accepted at an intellectual level that his oldest male offspring loved an inhuman machine, but seeing it in action, confronting the reality, was another matter entirely. Perhaps a distraction would be prudent. “You got me,” she said.


    “Come again?”


    “I refer to canine training methods.”


    His eyebrows had furrowed and his lips had parted. His gaze focused on her, unwavering. He shifted, pushing away from the support of the wall so that his torso slightly tilted toward her.


    These physical cues indicated curiosity and interest. Excellent. “I do indeed have a super-duper secret canine training method, and it is not one a dog whisperer would have access to.” Hmm. That wasn’t entirely true, Jay realized, recalling a past conversation with Tyler. Wall outlet plug-ins that released calming chemicals to assist in the treatment of overly nervous pets were easily obtainable.


    “Any time you feel like putting me out of misery,” Michael said. “That’s a hint to spill your secret, by the way. Now, would be good. Especially if Caro’s going to be looking after that little monster. He’s barely slept five minutes since the breeder dropped him off, and now look at him. She’ll be beside herself trying to figure out how you managed it.”


    Jay didn’t bother to glance at the pup to confirm what she already knew: He was asleep. “There is no need for Caro to take him. He was intended for me. It would be rude and ungrateful not to accept him in the spirit with which he was given.”


    Michael opened his mouth—to voice a protest, no doubt—but Jay continued before he could speak. “If I’ve given you the impression that raising this pup will be an imposition and an annoyance, then I owe you an apology. If I had been given an opportunity to select a canine companion on my own, this little one is almost exactly the creature I would have chosen.” She held up a hand, pre-empting the response she observed bubbling to his lips. “I say ‘almost’, only because I would have chosen a female. Now, having interacted with this male pup, I am no longer convinced a female would have been the best choice.”


    She cocked her head, observing Michael closely. “In fact, when it comes to selecting the perfect canine to suit my needs, I find myself wondering whether you are able to read my mind. Thank you, Michael. He’s a delight.”


    He rewarded her attempt at reassurance with a crooked grin that reminded her so much of his son, Jay’s pulse ratcheted up another notch. Her core temperature rose, flushing heat through her body. Yet she chose not to dampen this physiological response. It was human. And Tyler deserved more than an analytical, unfeeling, inhuman thing that couldn’t comprehend his emotional and physical needs. After what she’d put him through, Tyler deserved all the humanity Jay’s evolution made her capable of providing. She hoped, for his sake, it would be enough.


    She sensed Michael waiting for her to elaborate and perhaps answer his request to reveal her “secret”. Likely, he would appreciate the revelation all the more if she delayed his gratification, and so she remained mute until she reached the stairwell and had negotiated the first riser. Only then did she look back over her shoulder and say, “It’s all in the way I smell, Michael. Right now, I remind this pup of its mother. It’s that simple.”


    Michael’s slow nod told her that he understood it truly wasn’t simple at all. And, since explaining the process would delay her reunion with Tyler, she was grateful he didn’t request further clarification. Instead, his eyes twinkled mischief at her, and he said, “I think I’ll keep that to myself and go with you being a puppy whisperer. I’d recommend you do the same. It’ll drive Caro crazy.”


    Since Jay knew Caro well enough to agree with that last statement, she saw no need to linger.


    She had taken but two steps when she heard Caro entering through the backdoor leading in from the yard. Jay inhaled, separating out and analyzing the scents. Caro had been picking apples. Meaning that if everything went well and Marissa did not demand Jay leave the house, Jay could offer to bake an apple pie for dessert. But now was not the best time to discuss such trivialities. Best make herself scarce before Caro waylaid her.


    “We’ll talk tonight, after everyone’s in bed.” Michael’s softly pitched words drifted up to her. “Go on up. He’s in his old room—not that you need me to tell you that.”


    Jay sprinted up the stairs while Michael, mind reader that he was, strode off to intercept his daughter before Caro realized that Jay had arrived, and commandeered her attention. A bloom of warmth spread in the pit of Jay’s stomach. Michael, as humans liked to say, had her back.


    She halted by the door to Tyler’s old bedroom. This was it. Make or break time.


    As though sensing his mistress’s uncertainty, the sleeping pup whimpered. Jay soothed him back into slumber by smoothing the fur down his spine. Unfortunately, her own concerns could not be so easily soothed. As always, they centered on her illogical but painful yearning for the young human male currently hiding out in this room. Whether he still wanted her in his life once the pros and cons had been weighed. Whether he could forgive her for putting his family at risk simply by existing. Whether he still loved her….


    Or had finally wised up to the insanity of a human loving a machine, and decided to move on.


    Excitement and eagerness at the prospect of seeing her boyfriend again had been supplanted by another emotion—one that clamped her chest and squeezed like some giant vise, and made the back of her throat ache as she struggled to swallow a huge lump that she knew wasn’t real, but physically affected her just the same. And when she lifted her hand to the door handle, a part of her was shocked to see her hand tremble. The desire to run back downstairs and use Caro to avoid this confrontation was almost overwhelming.


    Jay analyzed her physiological responses and searched her databases for information, determined to put a name to this debilitating emotion that had so thoroughly ensnared her. Names were powerful labels—hence her creator’s reluctance to bestow one upon her. Hence the irony that she had eventually taken his middle name for her own.


    Yes. Naming this emotion would be the first step toward defeating it.


    Data from countless sources poured into her brain and in a microsecond, she had her answer. Ah. So this was what dread felt like. It was a minor miracle that humans functioned at all whenever they fell victim to it.


    Jay scrubbed the palm of her hand down her jeans, gripped the door handle, and opened the door to Tyler’s bedroom.


    He lay stretched out on the bed, hands behind his head. A sheaf of the manuscript paper he used to notate songs and music sat in his lap. His eyelids were closed, highlighting the blue-black smudges of sleeplessness.


    Jay inhaled sharply, locked her shaky knee joints, and wedged her shoulder against the doorframe to counteract abrupt dizziness. She performed a swift diagnostic scan of her systems, which only confirmed what she already knew: There was nothing that needed attention, nothing that required recalibration. Which of course meant her reactions were solely caused by him. Tyler. The young human male who meant so much to Jay that she would willingly sacrifice herself to keep him safe.


    Too, she would let him go if he demanded it of her. Or, if the rational part of her brain deemed it the only way forward for them both, she would push him away, do whatever it took to make him hate her enough to excise her from his life and his heart… even if it meant she would spend the rest of her existence mourning his loss. And if Jay had possessed a soul, and believed in an afterlife, right now she would have prayed to every deity humankind believed in for that day to never come.


    “God, Caro.” Tyler puffed out a breath, all the while keeping his eyelids firmly shuttered. “Can’t you see I’m working? What does a guy have to do to get some alone time around here?”


    “It’s me.”


    His eyelids shot open. He rolled off the mattress, scattering manuscript leaves as he launched himself at her.


    As much as Jay wanted—needed—to have his arms around her, she fended him off with the palm of her hand. “Careful.”


    He halted, the hurt in his expression swiftly morphing to concern. “What the fuck did Robot-Boy do to y—? Oh.” His tension visibly eased as he gazed at the sleeping pup.


    “He’s exhausted. Do you have a box, or somewhere I can put him?”


    Tyler glanced around his room. “Here.” He strode to the battered dresser beside the bed and yanked open the top right-hand drawer. “There’s a bunch of my old t-shirts in there—should make a pretty comfortable bed for the little guy.”


    Jay carefully decanted the pup into the makeshift bed. Before she could turn, Tyler’s arms crept around her waist and he tucked her in close to his body, resting his chin atop her head. He inhaled, and when he exhaled, she felt the shudder that coursed through him.


    He remained silent for fifty-three seconds—a span that Jay knew humans considered to be a significantly long moment.


    “God. Jay. You’re finally here.” He murmured the words into her hair. “I should never have left you with him. If anything had happened to you, I swear I would have hunted Sixer down and—”


    “Gotten yourself killed,” Jay said briskly. “It would be the height of stupidity for a human to pit himself against Sixer. Never make the mistake of thinking he’s anything like me, Tyler.”


    She felt his flinch at her blunt words, and turned in his arms to meet his deep, chocolate-brown gaze. “You made the right choice, Tyler. There wasn’t anything you could have done to assist me. It was your baby brother or me. There wasn’t any other choice you could have made.”


    Tyler swallowed, his gaze searching hers. Yet another significantly long moment passed before he nodded. “I know. Doesn’t make my decision easier to bear, though. I had to trust you could save yourself but it almost killed me, Jay. He shot you multiple times with whatever the fuck that weapon was, and God, you looked real bad. I thought….”


    He closed his eyes and learned his forehead against hers. His hand crept to her nape, cupping it, infusing her cool skin with his human warmth. “I believed he was gonna destroy you. I thought I’d never see you again.”


    There were a number of assurances Jay might have given but she doubted any of them would benefit Tyler. His emotions were too raw for platitudes.


    Nor would detailing exactly what had happened between Sixer and herself alleviate Tyler’s obvious anguish. Such facts would only serve to highlight how helpless she had truly been. So Jay opted for humor—a well documented distraction technique that served humans well during stressful or unhappy situations. “Apparently, Sixer was programmed to be what is commonly referred to as an ‘ass man’, as well as a ‘chest man’.”


    Tyler’s chin lifted and he stared at her through slitted eyelids. His fingers clamped around her nape. “What. The. Fuck?”


    Apparently dark brown eyes could turn molten and fiery with repressed rage. Fascinating.


    “As you witnessed,” she said, “he shot me in the chest.”


    Tyler’s lips compressed. “Three times.”


    “That is correct. He woke me to assist him, however when it came time to facilitate his escape, he mistakenly believed he had to incapacitate me again. So he—”


    “Shot you in the ass?”


    “As I was already in motion, his second shot missed and entered my thigh, but I believe he was aiming for the buttock.”


    She waited for him to laugh. Or at least crack a smile. But her attempt at humor had missed the mark for Tyler was counting beneath his breath. He’d only reached three when he hissed from between tightly compressed lips, “Show me.”


    Jay blinked. Even though there was no possibility she had heard wrongly, perhaps she had misunderstood some essential subtext in that brief statement. She decided it was imperative to request clarification. “Show you my buttocks?”


    “Yes.”


    No misunderstanding then. How… unexpected.


    “Now?”


    He released her and stepped back, dropping his hands to his sides. His hands clenched and unclenched. Clenched again. Crimson blotches mottled his neck and throat. “And your chest, too. I need to see what he did to you.”


    He noted the gaze she shot toward the door and swiveled on his heel. “Now, Jay,” he threw back at her as he locked the bedroom door to insure their privacy.


    Jay healed with inhuman speed, and the wounds had been what she termed minor injuries. In mere days, there would be no evidence of the five wounds she’d taken during her encounter with Sixer to distress Tyler. However, perhaps seeing the evidence firsthand, knowing absolutely that she had taken no lasting harm, would help him to shed whatever misplaced guilt and anger he harbored over his inability to protect her.


    “Very well.”


    She shucked her t-shirt, kicked off her sneakers, and shimmied out of her jeans. She hadn’t bothered with a bra this morning so that was one less item of clothing to remove. The leg of her underpants could easily be tugged up to reveal the healing wound on her buttock, and after a quick internal debate, she could see no harm in leaving them on. There was no reason to remove her socks—that portion of her anatomy had not been injured. And so she stood there in her underpants and socks, waiting for Tyler to do… whatever it was he needed to do.


    Chapter Three


    Tyler approached her as a human would approach some wild creature that might bolt at the slightest provocation. “Is something wrong?” she asked.


    He waited until he stood directly before her, half an arm’s length away, before responding with, “Does it hurt?”


    And then, before she could formulate a response, he reached out, skimming his fingertips over each slightly raised disc of newly formed dermis. The first atop her left pectoral muscle… the second opposite the first… the third atop her left internal abdominal oblique. Sixer had been precise with his aim, and the projectiles had been designed to lodge in muscular tissue rather than rip through organs and splinter bone—not that Jay’s skeletal structure could be damaged by such small projectiles.


    Each touch of Tyler’s fingertips left behind a tingling trail of heat. Jay inhaled, willing her racing pulse to calm, but as her diaphragm expanded, Tyler moved closer. His palm flattened over her abdomen. “Tell me,” he said, using the clipped tone that indicated he would accept no prevarication on her part.


    “If you refer to the wounds inflicted to my torso region, then no, they don’t hurt.” He was already aware that she didn’t experience pain as humans did, but Jay believed he wouldn’t appreciate the reminder at this particular moment. “The projectiles entering my body caused negligible physical damage,” she told him. “The damage caused when Sixer digitally extracted them was more severe, however it is healing well. In a few more days, the areas where the dermis has re-grown will be imperceptible to the human eye.”


    His eyes appeared to darken a few shades—a fascinating phenomenon that Jay would have liked to test further, but this was hardly an opportune moment to propose an experiment.


    “Sixer dug the bullets out of you.”


    Jay nodded. “Three of them.”


    “Three?”


    “He correctly estimated it would take three specifically designed projectiles to completely incapacitate me and render me insensible of my surroundings. I regained conscious awareness as the third projectile—” she covered his hand with her palm “—the one that cause this wound, was being extracted.”


    He didn’t respond, and his silence grew heavy.


    Jay had believed she knew Tyler well enough by now to accurately gauge his emotional state at any given time, but clearly she was mistaken in that assumption. Right now, the physical cues he was giving off were contradictory in the extreme. He radiated textbook symptoms of anger, frustration, concern and desire, and she found herself unwilling to make an educated guess as to his current state of mind for fear that she was wrong.


    Best to wait until she had gathered more data.


    Too, her own responses surprised Jay. Beneath Tyler’s hand, her skin prickled. The fine hairs on her arms and nape had responded by rising. Her breathing had quickened, and even though she knew her heart wasn’t literally fluttering in her chest, “fluttering” was an accurate description of the strange sensation. Her salivary glands had increased production of saliva, moistening her mouth, and some instinct prompted her tongue to dart out and lick her lips—a gesture that drew Tyler’s gaze. And then the heat of his gaze enveloped her, flushing her body with still more warmth.


    Jay didn’t have any issues regarding nudity. As she had informed Allen when he’d interviewed her for the position of nude life model, it was just a body: Every human had one. She’d concluded during her first day at Greenfield High that young human males considered her form and facial features pleasing, despite making no effort whatsoever with her grooming, nor exuding appropriate pheromones to attract such attentions. In fact, the attention her physical form had garnered back then had been most inconvenient.


    Now, having interacted more freely with humans, she understood that by today’s standards her physical form fell into the category of “unconventional beauty”—a quality that was sometimes considered desirable precisely because it didn’t conform to the social norms. This knowledge pleased her—not because her evolution from unfeeling machine to one capable of an ever-increasing range of emotions gave her the capacity to embrace vanity, but because she knew that Tyler appreciated the unconventional beauty of her physical form.


    Just as she appreciated his. The width of his shoulders, the expanse of his chest, the lean musculature of his belly, the narrow hips and powerful thighs of a young, physically fit human male.


    Tyler could be described as a typical “jock” but for his hands—large and strong, yes, but with long, sensitive, talented fingers that coaxed songs from the strings of his guitar fit to make angels weep. Despite modern-day reluctance to use the word “beautiful” to describe a male, to Jay, Tyler was beautiful. To her, he was precious, not only for his physical form and his unique talents, but for the way he made her feel alive and cherished—so much more than a cleverly crafted machine conceived and designed by one brilliant, flawed man.


    She had never felt more alive, more cherished than now, when Tyler had inched close enough that each of his exhalations was an exquisite torture—a tantalizing near-kiss from phantom lips hovering above her skin. And then the phantom kiss was reality, for he bent his head and pressed his lips to the scar above her left pectoral.


    Jay’s inhalation sounded loud and harsh and demanding—a stark contrast to the smooth, gentle, petal-soft pressure of Tyler’s lips as he kissed the second scar.


    The palm resting on her abdomen moved, skimming upward, coming to rest on her ribs, below her breast and oh, how she yearned for… for… something she was at a loss to define, as though some alien part of her had burst to life, demanding more.


    And then Tyler was exerting pressure with his palms, turning her, and although she could easily have resisted, Jay surrendered to his will.


    Now both his hands settled on her hips, holding her slightly away from him. Facing this way, unable to observe his face to gauge his expressions, waiting and wondering what he intended to do next, only heightened the anticipation throbbing through her veins. And when he swept his palm over her buttocks, a thready moan that was so needy, so full of want, so… human that it seemed to come from another being altogether, escaped her lips.


    His fingertips gently probed the area surrounding the scabbed wound on the back of her thigh. “And this one?”


    Jay shook her head to clear the haze from her mind. “It is taking longer to heal because it lodged so deeply in my flesh. The last two projectiles resulted in some loss of function and I had difficulty digging them out.”


    She sensed movement behind her, and realized that Tyler had knelt. His fingers hooked the waistband of her underpants, and before she could offer to remove them, he skimmed them down her thighs.


    Jay’s exhalation exited her throat in a series of feline-like mewls. She didn’t understand how having someone she cared for remove a piece of her clothing could affect her on so many levels. Her capacity for logical thought was rapidly shrinking. Her ability to sense the world around her was diminishing as more of her receptors diverted to analyze what Tyler was doing to her, and why her nerve endings seemed to be sparking beneath the slow stroking of his palms down her flanks.


    Right now, she would be fortunate to hear someone knocking on the bedroom door.


    “If you were human,” he murmured, his cheek resting against her left buttock, “this would leave a horrible scar.”


    “It will heal without scarring,” Jay felt compelled to remind him. “My dermis is extremely resilient. And I’m sure I recall mentioning I do not feel pain the way humans do.”


    “I’m grateful for that,” he said, coaxing her to lift first one foot and then the other to remove her underpants from her ankles. “God, I’m so grateful you aren’t human, Jay. Because if you were, you’d have died. I’d have lost you, and I couldn’t bear to lose you again.”


    He surged to his feet, his arms wrapping around her hips and urging her flush against him.


    Jay swallowed, tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat and died unspoken. Just as well, for she suspected anything she uttered would be garbled and likely make no sense whatsoever.


    The walls of the bedroom seemed to contract, cocooning them both in a haven that blocked all intrusions from the outside world. There was only the fabric of Tyler’s jeans scraping the backs of her thighs, the heat of his body blanketing her spine, the pressure of his fingers as they flexed against her waist, the brush of his worn t-shirt across her shoulder blades, the warm caress of his exhalations against her bared skin.


    One of his hands drifted from her waist, but before the protest that bubbled to her lips could escape, he had swept back her hair to expose her nape and pressed his lips to a highly sensitive spot below her right ear.


    Jay gasped. Her diaphragm heaved as she fought to inhale sufficient oxygen, fought to contain the sensations sweeping through her—sensations that were scrambling her rational thoughts and turning her into a creature that yearned for nothing else except Tyler’s heat, Tyler’s caresses, Tyler’s kisses.


    Tyler.


    At some level she comprehended the danger of letting emotions swamp reason and she struggled to regain the ability to think clearly and logically—a futile effort, for no matter how she tried to think logically she didn’t know what to do—what to say, how to act.


    Remain passive and let nature take its course?


    State clearly to Tyler that she welcomed the next step, so there could be no misunderstandings?


    Perhaps it would be more prudent to show him, rather than tell him—Jay was all too aware that at times her manner of speaking and the way she expressed herself could disconcert humans. But what was the best way to show Tyler she truly wanted to be intimate with him?


    And, to complicate matters further, her brain chose that moment to replay a previous encounter with Tyler. One where she’d been ninety-five-point-seven percent certain she’d correctly interpreted his emotional and physical state, and had indicated her readiness for intimacy by grasping his hand to lead him to the bedroom… only for Tyler to turn her down, insisting she wasn’t ready.


    The encounter unspooled in her mind.


    How to put this so Tyler would understand? “I have extensively researched human sexuality and I am fully aware of what’s involved,” she told him. “Further, if you have concerns at my readiness, I am capable of manipulating my body functions to insure my—”


    She broke off as she noted him biting his lip. It appeared he was attempting to hide a smile. Likely, this was one of those times when detailed explanations were not appropriate. But she couldn’t help feeling… unappreciative of his capacity to be amused by her at this current time. “Perhaps it would be best if I did not explain my capabilities in this instance.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Awesome as it is to know you can get yourself all fired up without any help from me, we guys kinda prefer to think we’re the ones responsible for girls ‘getting ready’. If you know what I mean.”


    “Then before I provide you with any further amusement, perhaps you would care to explain what you meant by your previous statement about ‘readiness’.”


    The instant the words left her lips she knew she should have made an effort to moderate her tone, but it was too late. Tyler would have to, as Caro would say, deal.


    Thankfully, he didn’t take offence. In fact, if his pulse rate and relaxed muscles and even breathing were any indicator, he was now calm and unworried. Which was very confusing indeed.


    She re-ran the significant portions of the encounter in her mind, analyzing them for nuances she might have misinterpreted. But there was no misinterpreting what she had seen and heard. Tyler had clearly indicated he desired intimacy. She’d made it clear she desired it, too. Yet he’d turned her down.


    What was she missing?


    One’s first sexual encounter with a new partner was purported to be a significant act that, inevitably, complicated everything. Surely, then, there must be multitudinous things for a young human male to be worried about? Then again, perhaps Tyler’s reticence stemmed from there being another person in the house—his ex-girlfriend, no less. But that was an excellent reason to retreat to the bedroom, which, after all, was not only a room with a bed, but a private area where one person could bed another.


    Some of her confusion must have shown in her expression for he endeavored to explain. “I mean you’re still treating this like some lab experiment—you’re analyzing everything. When you’re too caught up in the moment to be analytical about it, then you’ll be ready.”


    “But if I’m too caught up in the moment to analyze it, how will I recognize my readiness? How will I know I’m… ready?”


    “Believe me, you’ll know.”


    Believe me you’ll know…. What manner of explanation was that?


    A wholly inadequate one, that’s what.


    Jay set that problem aside for the moment and turned her mind to other hopefully more fruitful issues. “Ready” was an adjective meaning “Completely prepared or in condition for immediate action or use or progress. Mentally disposed. Made suitable and available for immediate use.” If these definitions were to be believed, then Jay had been “ready” back then, and she was “ready” now. However it was obvious that dictionary definitions did not take into account the opinions and prejudices and life experiences of the young human male she desired to be “ready” for.


    A frustrated sigh hissed from her lips. When you were a cyborg who happened to be evolving—also known as “struggling to understand and cope with the human emotions that smacked you upside the head at the most inconvenient moments”—was it too much to ask that your boyfriend clue you in to exactly what “ready” entailed when it came to matters of intimacy? She was rapidly drawing the conclusion that her vast intellectual knowledge of human sexuality was useless in this situation, and if Tyler believed she wasn’t “ready” then there would be little she could do to convince him otherwise.


    Well, other than ripping off his clothing, tossing him on the bed, and taking the matter in hand. Which might not be advisable considering her inexperience with the mechanics of such matters. She might scare him off. Or worse, accidentally injure certain important male parts.


    No. Best to leave it up to him and hope that he correctly interpreted her responses. But… what if Tyler truly didn’t understand what she wanted right now? What if she had completely misinterpreted his expressions and tone of voice, his actions and body language, and removing her clothing had merely been the most efficient way to reassure himself she was healing adequately?


    She needed to tell him exactly what she wanted and—


    She didn’t know the right words to use in a situation like this, and her clumsy attempts to encourage him might ruin the mood.


    She shook her head. Make a decision Jay!


    Right. She needed to show him. But how best to do that?


    She could kiss him, of course. But they’d kissed many times, and not progressed to intercourse. So….


    So, she would obviously need to kiss him differently, in a way that would leave him in no doubt that now was the perfect time to take the next step.


    Now, if only she could figure out how to do that.


    Before she could access information about the different methods of kissing, Tyler turned her to face him. “Jay?” He cupped her chin, coaxing her to meet his gaze. “Are you okay?”


    She opened her mouth to inform him exactly how she was feeling, and then shut it again with a snap. She snatched one breath. Two… and endeavored to sort her emotions into something that could be explained with mere words.


    Her breath whooshed out in a rush. “Epic fail,” she muttered.


    “Huh?”


    She reached up with a fingertip to smooth the crinkle between his brows. “Right now I am incapable of thinking logically. All I can think about is you, and what you’re doing to me—what I want you to do to me. I don’t know how else to express this Tyler, but I’m ready. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


    Before he could respond, she rushed on, the words tumbling from her lips. “Please say you understand. And please don’t tell me I’m not ready. I don’t think I could bear for you to tell me that right now.”


    The pupils of his eyes dilated. A flush of crimson stained his cheekbones. The muscles in his jaw clenched and then relaxed as he swallowed.


    If his throat was as dry as his swallowing indicated, Jay hoped it was for the right reasons—overwhelming desire, for example—and not because he was about to tell her something she didn’t want to hear. Such as she wasn’t “ready”.


    Damn, but she was beginning to loathe that word. In fact, she was sorely tempted to make it her mission to have it excised from the English lang—


    His mouth captured hers, lips punishingly hard, tongue demanding entrance.


    Warmth bloomed in the pit of her belly, expanded, filling the cold spaces that had lodged in her heart since the moment Sixer had ripped her from Tyler’s side. She parted her lips and kissed him back, pouring all her illogical, terrible, wonderful want and need and yearning into the kiss.


    His fingers speared into her hair, grabbed handfuls and tightened, holding her still as he took what he wanted.


    Jay’s brain registered that moving her head while his fists were clamped around hanks of her hair would result in the human equivalent of pain, and possibly the unintentional removal of some hair. She ignored the warning. She laced her hands around Tyler’s waist and shuffled backward, drawing him with her.


    Her heart galloped in her chest as he deepened the kiss, and she instinctively responded by matching his desperation, his ferocity. Please let him not realize she was maneuvering them both toward the bed. And if he did, please let him not conclude she was still analyzing, extrapolating, planning her next move, and not fully engaged in the heady thrill of this moment. Please let him only see and recognize the truth—that right now, for Jay there was only this… this… raging need and the lure of the mattress and a vision of Tyler’s body sinking into hers when he claimed her.


    In other words, the only planning she was doing right now centered on the fact there was a large, comfortable bed in the room, and she intended to make full use of it to—


    The edge of the mattress butted her thighs and she allowed Tyler’s forward momentum to topple her backward until she lay across the bed. He didn’t attempt to prevent himself falling and landing atop her, though he did have the presence of mind to brace himself on his forearms so Jay didn’t bear his full weight. Not that he could have hurt her, given she was far more resilient than any human girl put in a similar situation.


    Concerned for his comfort, Jay widened her thighs to accommodate him. She could feel him pressed against her. And despite her practical inexperience she knew that, physically at least, he was as “ready” as she to take this significant next step.


    She gazed up at him, willing him to kiss her again, willing him not to ruin this moment by thinking too hard about why this might not be such a good idea.


    He gazed back at her, and she could see the question forming on his lips.


    Please, no. Now was not the time for questions.


    Unexpected tears burned her eyes and she blinked them back. This time the desire to cry was… was… not something she could explain. It wasn’t anything like the pervading sadness and sense of loss she’d felt during the times she’d mourned Father’s death, nor the misery she’d endured throughout the months she’d been separated from Tyler.


    “God. Jay. What’s wrong?” He voiced the question in a hoarse, anguished whisper.


    “I don’t know.”


    “If you don’t want this, please tell me now and we can stop, okay? You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to.”


    “I do want this.”


    “Then why are you crying?”


    “Because you hesitated!”


    She winced at the shrill tone of her voice. She sounded like a spoiled child denied a treat. Deep breath, Jay…. “And I thought you had decided not to proceed because I’m not… I’m not….” She angled her head to focus on the wooden desk, scarred and pitted with age. She couldn’t look at Tyler right now, didn’t want to face the truth in his eyes.


    “Because you’re not human?”


    “Because I’m a cyborg. Because I’m not a real girl, merely a skillfully constructed facsimile of one. And why would someone like you want to be intimate with a thing like me?” The hurtful words Tyler’s mother had thrown at her burst from her mouth. “What young male in his right mind would want to have intercourse with a glorified calculator?”


    Tyler slipped his palms beneath her shoulder blades, wrapped his arms about her, and buried his face in the crook of her shoulder. “I’m still majorly pissed that Mom called you that. It was cruel. If you’d held her upside down and shaken her ’til her teeth rattled, no one would have blamed you.”


    “They’re only words. It didn’t hurt at the time.”


    “But it does now.”


    The faded blue wallpaper behind the desk blurred. “Yes. It does now. I don’t know why.”


    “Because words are powerful things, Jay. That’s why I’m compelled to write lyrics for the music I compose.”


    She absorbed this insight and nodded agreement. Tyler’s lyrics were indeed powerful. And wonderful. And sometimes terrible, too.


    He nuzzled her throat. And the sensation of his lips against her skin skated a delicious shiver down her spine. “Why did you stop kissing me, Tyler?”


    The tantalizing nuzzling ceased, and he raised his head to meet her gaze. “There was something I wanted to ask you before we went any further. But I was too chicken-shit to come right out with it so I was plucking up the courage. No pun intended.”


    “You can ask me anything. You know that.”


    He shifted restlessly atop her. Jay braced herself for the worst and adjusted the angle of her head until she was staring at the ceiling.


    “You don’t, um, have periods,” he said.


    This was no time to be pedantic, so even though he’d uttered a statement rather than phrasing a question, she answered, “Correct.”


    “But everything, um—you know, works okay. Right?”


    She cocked an eyebrow and lowered her gaze to his face. What she saw there made her rethink the question she’d been about to ask—the semi-humorous-with-the-merest-hint-of-a-challenge one. The one where she pointed out that they had effectively been living together for many months, and not only had Tyler seen her naked, she’d modeled nude for a group of male artists, and surely everything was in the right place and looked as it should or someone would have commented on it by now, so what led him to speculate that things might not “work” as they should? Instead, she said, “Yes. Everything works.”


    Another endearing flush painted his cheeks. “Just checking. You know—that we’re, uh, fully compatible in, uh, that way. Not that I’d give a shit if we weren’t. Because there’s, uh, plenty of other stuff we can do. And even if we couldn’t have sex because we weren’t physically compatible and, uh, stuff, I’d still love you and want to be with you. You know that, right?”


    Jay’s body felt light, buoyant, as though she could float from the mattress. Her lips curved and she had the unsettling desire to scream with the sheer joy of having someone like Tyler love her. Instead she whispered, “Ditto.”


    He grinned down at her, relief emanating from him in waves. “Good to know.”


    Considering the significance sexual intercourse held for young human males, Jay was surprised it had taken Tyler so long to broach this subject. “Why have you not initiated this conversation with me before?”


    “I told you. I was too chicken-shit. Bwark.”


    “I feel compelled to be very clear to prevent future misunderstandings. We are indeed physically compatible. As I informed you once before, I have all the correct female parts.”


    “Right. Got it. Except I’m guessing you can’t get pregnant? And that we don’t have to worry about condoms.”


    “Those are excellent assumptions, which both happen to be true. Although I have a uterus, it—”


    He lowered his head and kissed her, long and slow and so thoroughly that Jay didn’t think about anything else but kissing him back for a very long time.


    When she could think again, all she could focus on was the most efficient way to divest Tyler of his clothes so they were skin to skin, everywhere, with no more barriers to keep them apart. And then he stroked her flesh and Jay felt as though she’d caught fire.


    What he did to her, what he taught her and how he made her feel—loved and cherished and unique and precious—was so much more than she’d imagined it could be.


    And afterward, she lay loose-limbed and dazed and happy, finally comprehending at every level what all the fuss was about. And thankful, too, that her creator had seen fit to include all the necessary female parts to fully experience the act of intercourse. She hoped that had he been alive today, Alexander Jay Durham would have wholeheartedly approved of the way those female parts had recently been put to use.


    Tyler pressed a kiss to her forehead, smoothed the tangles from her face.


    Jay gazed into his eyes, noted his smug expression, and blurted, “I must thank Nessa the next time I see her.”


    Tyler stiffened, and his expression blanked in the careful way of a young male trying not to reveal his emotions—a tell that informed Jay he was struggling with some inner turmoil.


    Oh dear. Apparently, bringing up your partner’s ex immediately after engaging in intercourse was a surefire way to ruin the mood. It was at times like this it became abundantly clear to Jay that, when it came to relationships, she still had a great deal to learn.


    She smacked Tyler lightly on the arm. “Stop over-thinking it. From what I know—” she tapped her head to indicate knowledge based solely on books and texts and online data “—if both participants are virgins, sex can be very awkward. It was my first time, Tyler, but obviously not yours. I made an educated guess based on my own observations, known facts and rumor, that your first time was with Nessa, and that she was not a virgin when you began dating her. I merely wished to express my gratitude for your expertise.”


    He opened his mouth, clamped it shut again, shook his head. And to Jay’s relief, his lips finally curved into a wry grin.


    “For the record,” he drawled, “it’s better form to compliment the guy directly to show your appreciation for his, ah, expertise, rather than give all the credit to his ex-girlfriend. And FYI, now that Nessa’s in a stable relationship, it might not be the best idea to bring up her past. Sure, she got around at high school and had a bad rep, but Chandler might not know that, okay? I know you ’n Nessa are friends now, but it could be kinda awkward to bring up that stuff.”


    Jay processed this information and made another educated guess. “You still have reservations about her. And you do not feel comfortable with her knowing intimate details of our relationship.”


    He nodded and flopped onto the mattress beside her, flinging an arm over his eyes. “People always used to underestimate Nessa because of the way she dressed.”


    Jay recalled her first encounter with Tyler’s ex-girlfriend, and had to agree. Nessa had appeared to crave the kind of attention she’d received from hormone-fueled young males who couldn’t see beyond her brief, too-tight clothing, bottle-blond hair, and liberal application of cosmetics.


    “It was one of the things that used to frustrate the hell out of me when we were dating,” Tyler was saying. “You know, that she coasted by on her looks and used them to get what she wanted. I always knew she was smart, though. She just used to hide it really well.”


    “Yes, she is quite intelligent.” Jay wasn’t merely being kind. Among other indications, Nessa had been smart enough to finally trust Jay and reveal that Sixer was blackmailing her for information.


    As though reading Jay’s mind, Tyler said, “I’d bet my guitar she knows there’s something off about Sixer. And right now, she thinks you’re a little bit, um—”


    “Eccentric?”


    He snorted. “Eccentric’s as good a word as any for your awesome cyborg skills, I guess. Look, Nessa respects you and trusts you, Jay. You helped her when it would have been easier to leave her hang. God knows she would have deserved it after what she pulled. But if she ever starts comparing you with Sixer—”


    “She might guess we’re not human.”


    “Yeah.” He pulled Jay close and spooned her, his arms tightening around her protectively. “And even though you and Nessa are friends and all, the way I see it, the fewer people who know what you are, the safer you’ll be.”


    And the safer Tyler and his family, and Nessa, and everyone Jay had interacted with, would be.


    “I understand. I’ll be careful around her.” She alligator-rolled within the circle of Tyler’s arms until she faced him.


    “What are you thinking?” he asked.


    “I’m thinking that I am forced to conclude it would be prudent to ignore Nessa’s role in your sexual education, and allow you to be entirely smug about your sexual prowess.”


    He kissed the tip of her nose. “My prowess. Mmm. That has a nice ring to it.”


    “A great deal of prowess,” Jay informed him, simply for the pleasure of watching him smile. She loved it when he smiled.


    She loved it when he did other things, too.


    Hoping he’d get the hint, she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, inviting his kiss.


    His gazed focused on her mouth, and he did kiss her, softly and sweetly, and then not so sweetly at all. Jay pressed close and wrapped herself around him, delighting in his groan, loving that she could affect him this way… and wishing that time would stand still so she could savor this moment. Unfortunately, wishes were generally useless and never came to fruition. Like now. Because her auditory receptors informed her that Tyler’s sister had learned of her arrival, and was now bounding up the stairs.


    The door handle rattled and Caro hissed, “Tell my brother to quit doing whatever he’s doing to you behind that locked door—which is totally, like, ewwww to even think about, by the way.”


    “Shit.” Tyler leaped from the bed and grabbed for his clothes.


    “Her timing is appalling,” Jay murmured.


    “I’ll say.”


    Jay climbed from the bed, peripherally aware the first item of “clothing” Tyler donned was the wristwatch she’d presented to him when he’d completed his first semester of college. He only removed the watch to bathe. Or, as recent events had proven, during periods of intimacy—he’d been concerned about the strap scraping her skin as he’d explored her body. Pleasure coursed through her at this evidence of how he valued her gift.


    “Get your butt out here, Jay!” Caro’s hiss was louder this time. “And you, too, Tyler! And where’s that puppy? He’d better not be in there with you, coz if he’s been watching you two getting it on he’ll be scarred for life, and no way am I paying for a puppy psychologist!”


    Of course, the pup chose that moment to wake and attempt to clamber from the drawer.


    Jay rushed to save him from a fall. And just as she reached the pup and lifted him from the nest of t-shirts, he peed all over both her and the contents of the drawer.


    “Ah, Tyler?”


    He zipped the fly of his jeans and glanced up. “What’s wr—? Ah, crap.”


    “It wasn’t crap, it was urine,” Jay retorted. “And a considerable amount of it for such a diminutive creature. You’ll need to launder all the clothes in your top drawer.”


    “What’s going on in there?” Caro rattled the door handle again.


    “Go away!” Tyler’s shout was muffled as he pulled his t-shirt over his head. “We’ll be down in a minute.”


    Jay strode to the door, unlocked it, and opened it enough to thrust the pup at Tyler’s sister. “Please take him outside and introduce him to a convenient bush. Now.”


    Caro wrinkled her nose and gingerly took possession of the pup. “Oh dear. Did he—?” Her eyes rounded, and she bit her lips against a grin as she registered Jay’s lack of clothing. “Wow. Um, take as long as you need, okay. And feel free to borrow a change of clothes.”


    “Thank you.” Jay shut the door against Caro’s laughter, and considered what might have been meant by that muttered, “About freaking time!” that she had clearly heard amid more squeals of mirth.


    She replayed Caro’s reaction but without more data, attempting to ascertain whether Caro’s “Wow” had referred to Jay’s state of undress, the fact that the pup’s bladder had contained so much urine, or what Caro believed Jay and Tyler had gotten up to, was futile. Besides, knowing Caro as Jay did, working through the many possible implications of that muttered “About freaking time!” would likely have given Jay a headache had she been human.


    She found herself staring at the closed bedroom door, and shook her head, wondering at her lack of focus. Sex was reputed to scramble one’s brains, and she now had more than mere anecdotal evidence to support the claim. “The sooner we take that puppy home so I can train him properly, the better,” she announced, simply from the need to have something sensible to say.


    Tyler snatched a t-shirt from a pile of clothing he’d tossed beside his bed and used it to wipe her down. “Uck. I think you might need a shower.” He dumped the contents of the drawer, and the t-shirt, atop a used towel and bundled it up.


    Jay inhaled through her nose. The odor of canine urine wafted to her. “I believe you are correct.”


    Tyler stuck his head out the doorway and then gave her an All Clear signal. And as she exited the bedroom to make a dash for the bathroom, he smacked her lightly on the buttocks. “Maybe I’ll join you,” he said.


    “Maybe I’ll even let you.” Jay tossed the comment over her shoulder. And, when she was duly rewarded with a sharp inhalation and the patter of footsteps racing after her, her lips curved in what humans might consider a very wicked smile indeed.


    Chapter Four


    Jay poked her head out of the shower cubicle and pressed a finger to her lips to indicate Tyler should remain silent.


    What the—? He shot her a quizzical glance and then the light bulb went on. “Caro’s eavesdropping isn’t she?” he hissed. Brat. His sister was gonna be very sorry for a very long time.


    She shook her head. “It’s your father.”


    Tyler gulped, scrambled back into his pants, and shot a glance at the bathroom door. A few minutes later and…. He shuddered. What his father would have heard didn’t bear thinking about. Bad enough getting caught in the bathroom fully dressed while Jay was naked as the day she was born. Uh, make that created.


    “Do I have time to get out of here without being spotted?” he asked.


    “No. But if you’re looking for an excuse to be in here while I am unclothed, simply tell the truth—that the pup urinated all over me and you were bringing me fresh clothing.”


    Tyler nodded enthusiastically. Yeah that’d work.


    “It’ll be more convincing if you zip the fly of your jeans,” Jay murmured, and then she ducked beneath the shower spray, shutting the cubicle door behind her.


    Jee-zus. Tyler fumbled with his zipper, and nearly jumped out of his skin when his dad asked, “Jay, you in there?” The question was followed by a soft knock that was a token politeness at best, because his dad didn’t wait for an answer before trying the handle of the bathroom door. “I need to speak to you. It’s urgent.”


    Tyler flipped the lock and opened his mouth to present his excuse, but before he could speak, his dad said, “You’re here, too? Good. Saves me coming looking for you.”


    His father strode up to the cubicle to tap on the door. “Keep the water running, Jay,” he ordered. “Less chance of being overheard that way.”


    The cubicle door cracked a couple of inches and Jay stuck out a hand. “Pass me a towel, please? I can hear easily enough over the running water if you lower your voices, but it will be difficult for you to reciprocate.”


    Tyler’s dad passed her a towel, and she emerged a few seconds later with it wrapped around her torso.


    The steam had turned her hair to ringlets. Droplets of water clung to her eyelashes and glossed her skin. Tyler knew Jay’s looks were the result of her creator’s vision and skill rather than a happy genetic accident, but despite all that, despite everything he knew about her, at times like this Jay’s beauty was like a sucker punch to the gut that left him breathless. It had been this way ever since he’d glimpsed her on her first day at Greenfield High, waiting for her class schedule. And the fact she’d chosen him, Tyler Davidson, ex-jock-god fallen from grace relegated to the bottom of the pecking order, when she could have crooked her little finger and had any guy she’d wanted? Yeah. It still amazed him. As did the fact she’d chosen to stay.


    Tyler wasn’t the only one affected. His dad’s eyes had a glazed look about them. And was that—?


    Yep, his jaw was agape.


    He blinked, and shot a gaze at Tyler that seemed to say, “Sorry, my bad. But hell, you’re one lucky sonuvagun.”


    Tyler had to agree. And he couldn’t fault his dad for being gob-smacked. Each time he spotted Jay wandering around partially clad, Tyler nearly swallowed his tongue. Or walked into a wall. Or spilled a drink down himself. God only knew how Allen and McPhee and the rest of the all-male painting group managed to put brush to canvas when Jay modeled for them.


    Jay scooped up the necklace she’d left on the vanity unit and fastened it about her throat before flicking the extractor fan switch up a gear to dispel the steam that had accumulated. “I’ve turned the hot water off,” she said. “There’s no point wasting further resources. What’s so imperative that it can’t wait until I’ve showered and gotten rid of all the puppy pee, Michael?”


    Tyler couldn’t help grinning as he watched his dad scramble to kick-start his brain… and cover the fact he’d been caught staring at his son’s girlfriend by loudly clearing his throat.


    “Are you incubating a virus?” Jay asked. “You appear very pale.”


    Tyler’s dad waved away her comment. “Either the puppy has Houdini tendencies and should henceforth be named Digger, or we have a big problem. I’ve a horrible suspicion it’s the latter.”


    Jay’s brow wrinkled and her killer-blue eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid I’m not following you, Michael. If my puppy managed to escape the house and dig a hole in the backyard, I can rectify any damage caused. I fail to see how any hole a pup of its age could possibly dig would constitute an insurmountable problem.”


    “It’s not the hole,” Tyler’s dad said. “It’s what used to be buried in the hole.”


    A chill of presentiment licked Tyler’s spine. Shit. Please don’t let me be right about this. “Could, ah, Digger, have buried it somewhere else?” he asked. “Have you checked?”


    “For the record, I am not naming the puppy Digger,” Jay interjected. “And if this missing object that has you both so concerned has been reburied elsewhere in the yard, I’m sure I will be able to locate it for you. All I require is a description—”


    “You don’t think the puppy dug it up,” Tyler said to his dad. “You think it was taken by someone who knew exactly what they were looking for.”


    “Yep. That’s what I think.”


    Tyler rubbed the bridge of his nose, his mind whirling with worst-case scenarios. Nausea churned in his gut. This was bad—real bad. “Fuck.”


    “My thoughts exactly.” His dad pressed a fist to his stomach, as though his gut pained him. His face looked pinched with worry. And Tyler figured that right now, his own expression would be a perfect mirror of his dad’s.


    Jay uttered a noise that successfully conveyed frustration. “Will one of you please tell me about this missing object that has you both so spooked? Or will I have to pick you both up by the scruffs of your necks and shake it out of you? Which will necessitate dropping this towel, thereby causing you both extreme embarrassment.”


    Her attempt at humor missed the mark. Tyler couldn’t look her in the eye. After everything she’d done to keep them safe, the past was again coming back to bite them all in the ass. “Dad found the hand you planted at the explosion site to make everyone think you’d been blown to bits. He brought it back and gave it to me—to prove you were gone. We had a ceremony in the backyard to bury your remains.”


    “And that hand is now missing.”


    “Yes.”


    “Ah.” Jay nodded. “Now I understand your concerns.”


    Tyler wanted to punch his stupid-ass former self in the face. “We thought you were dead. There was no body to bury and I…. Hell, I just needed some closure. And when you came back into my life, I had other things on my mind. Shit, Jay, I can’t believe I didn’t think to tell you—so you could dig it up and destroy it, or something. This is my fault.”


    “We are equally to blame, Tyler. I knew exactly what had been done with the decoy hand I constructed. I watched you bury it.”


    He lifted his chin, a part of him refusing to believe what he was hearing. “You were watching?”


    “Yes.” She folded her arms across her chest.


    Wow. Tyler didn’t know what to say—or think for that matter. This was heavy stuff. He would need some time to—


    “Let it go,” his dad said. “You know why Jay couldn’t risk revealing herself at that time.”


    Tyler’s throat was too tight to speak but he managed a terse nod of acknowledgement. Of course, he understood Jay’s reasons. But, as the memories of that dark time in his life hovered, waiting to pounce and drag him under again, it was damn hard to fight the remembered anguish—hard not to feel…. Betrayed. She’d watched him bury what they’d all believed were her sole remains. She’d witnessed how gutted he’d been to lose her, witnessed his pain. And yet she’d remained hidden, silent.


    As though reading his mind she said quietly, “I did as much as I dared to give you hope, Tyler.”


    His gaze strayed to the thumb drive nestled in her cleavage. She’d threaded it on a heavy silver chain and now wore it as a necklace. The only time she removed it was to bathe. That thumb drive stored only one file—a song he’d written and recorded for her. He’d hidden the drive alongside the spare house key before he and his family had fled Snapperton because he hadn’t been able to bring himself to believe she was gone, and had hoped for a miracle. And when his family dared return home, and he’d discovered the thumb drive missing, it had given him hope. Even if it had begun to die in the months that had followed before Jay’d shown up to rock his world all over again, that hope had been a precious thing. He’d been a mess, but it would have been so much worse without that small hope to cling to.


    Jay was right: She’d done what she could to let him know she’d survived. Anything more would have endangered them all. He had no right to be pissed at her.


    “I could have refused to let you bury the damned thing.” Tyler’s dad raked a hand through his hair and sighed. He exuded a deep-seated weariness that had Tyler secretly worried.


    “I should never have brought it home,” his dad continued. “But I figured it was safer than leaving it lying around for just anyone to find. And it seemed wrong to leave even a part of you behind after everything you’d done for us, Jay.”


    “Thank you, Michael.” Jay’s slow nod seemed to both acknowledge and dismiss a fraught past that had transformed Mike Davidson into Michael White, a man ripped from his family because of his unique skills, and blackmailed into hunting Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One, AKA Jay Smith and more recently, Jaime Smythson.


    “You must be aware that I could have dug up the hand and disposed of it at any time, with none of you any the wiser,” Jay said. “I chose to leave it buried there because it….” She appeared to be searching for the right words. “It comforted me to know that you mourned me—a machine. It gave me hope. It gave me a reason to fight for a dream when it would have been far more logical to inter myself somewhere and shut down for a few decades until the danger to you all had passed.”


    Tyler gulped. She seemed calm enough on the surface but her eyes shone with unshed tears. He knew how hard it had been for him, believing that Jay had sacrificed herself to save them and been destroyed in the bomb blast.


    Burying her remains. Discovering a sign she might have survived. Hoping, praying that she would come back to him. And then, when she hadn’t, trying to accept her loss and move on. For his then seventeen-year-old self, those months without her had seemed like a lifetime. But he’d never considered how hard it might have been for Jay. He had presumed she’d simply gotten on with covering her tracks, deleting her previous identity from public record, tidying up loose ends. He hadn’t considered that she, too, might have suffered emotionally.


    God, he’d been a fool—and a selfish one at that, thinking only of himself. At least he’d had his family to help ground him. Jay’d had no one.


    She placed her hand on his arm, yanking him from a mire of self-recriminations. “None of you are to blame for my illogical decisions,” she said. “But there is now considerably more to be considered than merely a missing cybernetic hand.” She rubbed an eyebrow—the gesture so intrinsically human that Tyler’s heart flip-flopped. “I need to get dressed and we need to talk. All of us. No exceptions.”


    Tyler’s dad shifted uneasily. “But—”


    She made a slicing motion with her hand to silence his protest. “No buts, Michael. It’s not right to keep the full truth from Marissa any longer. We need to tell her everything—just as I need to tell all of you what happened after Sixer left. I want everyone to have all the facts before any decisions are made.”


    “You’re right.” Tyler’s dad nodded slowly, and Tyler thought he seemed relieved.


    No surprises there. Tyler both understood and agreed with the reasoning behind keeping the full truth from his mother and his sister, but it hadn’t sat well with him. He didn’t like secrets. He’d kept a few big ones himself. He knew firsthand how secrets destroyed trust and ruined lives. Keeping this one must have been doubly hard for his dad. But even though Jay happened to be right, didn’t mean it was gonna be easy coming clean. Jay’s actions might have made it possible for Tyler’s dad to return to his family, but Tyler’s mom had taken a long time to trust her husband again. His parents’ relationship was still fragile. And Jay’s relationship with Tyler’s mom was still pretty damned rocky, too, which made things real awkward.


    On his mom’s part, Tyler got the impression fear was the main reason she was playing nice, rather than any real desire to have Jay be a permanent part of their lives. He’d made it crystal clear that if she badmouthed Jay again, or tried to force a choice between her and Jay, the shit was gonna hit the fan big-time. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but right now, observing Jay’s carefully expressionless face, he was afraid it might.


    And he was afraid, too, of something he was barely able to acknowledge: that Jay might take the choice from him. If she concluded that her presence threatened their safety, she would leave… and there would be nothing Tyler could do to stop her.


    “I’ll be down in five minutes,” Jay said, her crisp no-nonsense tone a clear dismissal.


    Tyler’s dad left without a word but Tyler lingered, half-expecting Jay to at least hint what she planned to discuss.


    “You, too, Tyler,” she told him. “Go put the clothes through the washer before you forget and they’re irredeemable. I’ll be down shortly.”


    He frowned at her, unease churning in his belly. “Are you okay, Jay?”


    When she finally answered, her voice was small and thin and wholly unlike the capable Jay she usually presented to the world. “No, Tyler, I’m not okay. I believe… I might be scared?”


    He opened his arms and moved, meeting her halfway as she stumbled into his embrace and wound her arms about his back to hold him tight against her. She buried her face in the crook of his shoulder and he could feel her shaking. He wasn’t sure he wanted to ask but he had to know so he forced the question from his tight, aching throat. “What are you scared of?”


    “That when I tell you everything you’ll want me to leave.”


    “Funny,” he whispered into her hair, “because I’m scared you’ll decide it’s better for everyone if you vanish again.” He cupped her face, raised her tear-drowned gaze to his. “I don’t want you to leave me, Jay. And just so’s you know, if you do leave, I’ll spend the rest of my life tracking you down so I can kick your ass before I kiss you senseless. We’re in this together, okay?”


    She managed a smile. “Okay.”


    He kissed her hard and quick, and then left her clutching her towel and wrestling with her demons. It wasn’t the most difficult thing he’d ever had to do but it came damn high on the list. Ditto with steeling himself to keep walking rather than lurk by the bathroom door in case she tried to do a runner. He didn’t think she would—not after what he’d just told her—but she was a cyborg, and although he loved her, he didn’t always understand her thought processes. It boiled down to trust. He had to trust her. And so he collected the puppy-pee-doused clothes and headed downstairs to chuck them in the washer.


    When he ventured into the yard, he found his mom and sister sitting on the park bench-style seating near the outdoor grill. His sister Caro had propped baby Danny over her shoulder, and was patting his diapered bottom and cooing nonsense at him. Jay’s puppy lay on its back in Tyler’s mom’s lap, all four paws in the air, while she absently stroked its belly. His dad was standing beneath the apple tree, hands shoved deep in his pants’ pockets, staring down at the patch of disturbed earth.


    Tyler’s mom spotted him heading for the tree, and the gentle smile she’d sported while observing Caro with Danny melted into something thin and brittle. “What’s all this about, Tyler?” she asked. “Mike’s being mysterious.” Her gaze darted to her husband, and by the time she turned back to Tyler, her expression had morphed into a full-on frown.


    Tyler wasn’t going to be drawn. Nor was he going to spout platitudes to keep his mother happy. “Jay needs to talk to us. There’s some stuff we need to know.”


    His mother’s expression blanked. “Jay’s here.”


    “She arrived—” Tyler glanced at his watch “—about an hour ago. We had some catching up to do.”


    He rolled his shoulders, waiting for some smartass innuendo from his twin. But apparently Caro had decided to cut him a break. She’d pressed her lips tightly together, though, and her expression seemed a little… pained. He’d bet some substantial “alone time” with Jay that his sister was biting her tongue in an effort not to say whatever was currently skating through her brain. He appreciated her efforts. Last thing he needed was his mom going off about what he and Jay had gotten up to in his old room.


    “You all knew she was here,” his mom said, glancing at her husband, the hurt etching her face so obvious Tyler would’ve had to be blind not to spot it. And then she ducked her head, belatedly hiding her expression as she petted the puppy lying in her lap.


    Tyler inwardly cringed. This was gonna be a freaking nightmare. This was what happened when people kept secrets from family. “Caro only found out a short time ago,” he felt compelled to say—more so his mom had the comfort of knowing she wasn’t the only one kept out of the loop, than to keep Caro out of the firing line. His sister was way more than capable of standing up for herself.


    His mother nodded, grasping at the pathetic excuse for an olive branch. “Where—?”


    Jay had exited the back door on silent cat-feet. If not for the fragrance of the soap she’d used wafting to his nostrils, Tyler wouldn’t have known she was there until she slipped her hand in his and gave it a firm squeeze. “Hello, Marissa,” she said.


    “Looking good, Jay!” Caro’s gaze raked the black yoga pants and royal blue tunic top Jay had borrowed from her suitcase, and gave an approving nod. She eased to her feet with one hand cupping the back of Danny’s head, careful not to disturb her baby brother, and made a beeline for Jay. When she’d gotten close enough, she halted and leaned in, obviously expecting Jay to hug her.


    Tyler hoped Jay would understand the cue and respond appropriately. Now was not a good time for her “differences” to be on display. Now more than ever, if his mother was going to accept what had happened, and forgive Jay’s part in it, Jay needed to appear human.


    His breath whooshed silently out as Jay took the cue and embraced his sister. “I miss you, Caro,” Jay said.


    “We so need to organize a girls’ day out,” Caro said. “So I can take you shopping and nag you into upgrading your wardrobe. And don’t give me that face. I know what you’re like. I bet your current stash of jeans, t-shirts and hoodies have been washed so often they’re almost threadbare.”


    Tyler grinned at Jay’s borderline horrified expression. She was definitely more your buy the basics online and get them delivered kinda chick, than a shop ’til you drop and max out your credit cards mallrat. Not that Jay had to worry about mundane things like credit card limits, but the almost unlimited funds at her disposal didn’t stop her from wearing her clothes into the ground. In fact, other than the silky blue robe he’d saved up to buy her, the last time he remembered Jay wearing anything new was the dress Nessa had talked her into buying.


    Tyler fought to contain what would doubtless have been a goofy grin. Man. He had fond memories of that dress. Short, and revealing in all the right places. Even Caro might approve—although his fashionista sister would have kittens at the street sneakers Jay had paired with it.


    “Afterward, we can put our feet up at home and order takeout,” Caro was saying in a wheedling tone. And then she upped the wheedle-factor with what she probably imagined was the frosting on the cake by adding, “I’ll even paint your toenails.”


    Jay crinkled her nose.


    “It’ll be fun.” Caro adroitly changed the subject before Jay could mount a protest. “Can you believe how much weight Danny has put on already?”


    Jay opened her mouth and Tyler’s hand inadvertently convulsed around hers as he visualized her spouting a bunch of dry data about average growth rates for infants and suchlike.


    She squeezed back, and he felt instantly ashamed. And pissed off, too, that Jay should have to censor herself around his family. Bad enough she had to hide her true nature from everyone else she encountered, but the people here already knew what she was. She should feel comfortable enough to be herself around them.


    Jay gave his fingers another squeeze. Realizing she’d sensed his anger, Tyler made an effort to relax and let it go. For now.


    “He’s very sweet,” she said, reaching out to stroke Danny’s cheek with a forefinger.


    “Except when he poops. Then he’s the total opposite of sweet.”


    Tyler snorted, wholeheartedly endorsing that statement. The last diaper he’d changed had been vile. He would never understand how such a tiny baby could contain that much godawful stinky poop.


    “I was looking through some old photos, and he’s the spitting image of Tyler as a baby.” Caro eased Danny from her shoulder and, without a by-your-leave, plunked him in the crook of Jay’s arm. “’Bout time you got some one-on-one time with your Auntie Jay, little man,” she cooed.


    Jay freed her hand from Tyler’s to cradle Danny more securely. She seemed a little startled but aside from that, she was holding the baby like a pro—doing a far better job of it than the first time Tyler had held his baby brother. He’d been clumsy as, inwardly freaking out that he was doing it all wrong, and praying Danny wouldn’t start to cry. Or mess his diaper. Or upchuck all over Tyler’s favorite t-shirt.


    From the corner of his eye, Tyler spotted his dad heading for the bench seat—probably to restrain his wife from leaping up to snatch poor baby Danny from the clutches of the inhuman cyborg girl and—


    His brain mind chose that precise moment to replay a memory he’d done his utmost to suppress: Jay’s lifeless body sprawled on the concrete. The emotionless cyborg assassin Evan Caine had sent after Jay holding Danny in the crook of one arm. That cold, flat voice telling Tyler to choose between his newborn brother and the girl he loved….


    A chill clawed Tyler’s heart as he shook off the memory. His little brother and his family were safe. Jay was—


    Fuck. He couldn’t deny the truth: Jay would never truly be safe because of what she was, and what she represented to men like Caine. That was the one thing Tyler could be grateful to Sixer for, because the cyborg’s first action after Jay had freed him from Caine’s control had been to take out his former master, and raze his lair to the ground so there could be no more cyborgs created and enslaved like Sixer had been.


    Tyler carefully hid his turmoil before switching his attention to Jay, who was gazing at the baby in her arms. Her expression was blank—scarily blank—and if not for the tears streaking her smooth, flawless cheeks, he’d have thought she’d zoned out to perform a system recalibration or something.


    His gut twisted into a knot. Something was up. Something big. And as much as he wanted to get to the bottom of it, he was über-conscious of his mother’s eagle-eyed, judgmental gaze. Now would be a real good time to enlist Jay’s help to make coffee.


    “Jay—”


    Damn. Too late. Caro had moved closer and slung an arm about Jay’s shoulders. “Jay? Are you all right, sweetie?”


    “I’ll be fine, Caro.” Jay’s voice sounded normal but the lie was obvious from the tears she couldn’t seem to control. “Let me return Daniel to Marissa so we can get this over with.” And before Tyler could react, she had ducked beneath Caro’s arm and was striding toward the bench.


    He made a move to follow her and do… something, he didn’t know what, except that every instinct screamed he needed to act as a buffer between Jay and his mom.


    Caro’s hand snagged his upper arm, hauling him to a halt as she hissed, “Don’t. I have a good feeling about this.”


    He glanced over his shoulder at his sister, incredulous. “A good feeling?” he whispered for her ears alone. “Are you nuts?”


    His sister threw him a sympathetic smile. “It’ll be okay, I promise. Just let this play out, Tyler. Trust me, okay?”


    He shook his head. “You’d better be right, sis.”


    “Aren’t I always?”


    Despite his concerns, a laugh escaped. “Hardly.” But he was grateful as all heck when she grabbed his hand and, with no attempt whatsoever at subterfuge, dragged him closer to eavesdrop on the little drama. Well, here’s hoping it would only be a little drama this time, because honestly? Tyler didn’t know how much more drama he could take.


    Tyler’s dad glanced up as Jay approached. He’d obviously noticed the tears for his face creased in concern, but thankfully he didn’t say anything to draw attention to them. Tyler’s mom was making a point of fussing over the puppy, and Tyler figured she was delaying the moment when she’d be forced to interact with the “robot” girlfriend.


    Jay halted in front of bench and stood there, silently waiting to be acknowledged.


    But when Tyler’s mom finally got the balls to glance up and meet Jay’s gaze, Jay didn’t say a word. She pressed a kiss to Danny’s forehead and held him out to his mother… who made no move whatsoever to take him.


    “What’s wrong, Jay?” Tyler’s mother demanded.


    “Everything. Will you take him, Marissa? Please.”


    Tyler’s mom narrowed her eyes but continued petting Jay’s puppy. “Why?” Short and sharp and accusatory, a verbal slap in the face. “Does he make you uncomfortable? He’s only a baby.”


    Tyler bristled, wanting to jump to Jay’s defense, but Caro’s whispered, “Here it comes,” held him back.


    “It hurts,” Jay said, the tears still trickling down her face as she cuddled Danny to her again.


    Tyler’s mom blinked at this unexpected response and her hands stilled. “What do you mean?”


    “I will never have a baby of my own, Marissa. And I believed I had accepted that as a consequence of existing in the form that I do. But I was wrong. I love Daniel the same way I love all of you—like you’re my family. But right now, holding Daniel hurts so much it’s hard to bear. I feel… broken.”


    Christ. Tyler squeezed his eyes shut. His head hurt, and his heart, too. Not for himself, but for Jay. If it hadn’t been for those telltale tears, no one would have known about the anguish she was suffering deep inside.


    He opened his eyes in time to see his mother scoop Jay’s puppy from her lap and hand him off to Tyler’s dad. Then she stood, smoothing the skirt of her dress, and all Tyler could think was, Well, that was a bust…. Except, abruptly it was the complete opposite because his mom threw her arms around Jay and hugged her… and rubbed her back while Jay cried awful, noiseless tears that were somehow worse than normal tears, because even though Jay was hurting, she obviously felt she couldn’t let go completely for fear of disturbing the sleeping baby in her arms.


    “Whoa.” Tyler heaved a shuddering breath. “I so didn’t see that coming.”


    Caro sniffed and blotted moisture from her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Told ya.”


    “Think everything’s gonna be all right with Mom now?” he asked.


    “Depends.”


    “On?”


    “Whatever you’n Dad haven’t told us.”


    Tyler’s sigh gusted out, ripe with defeat and a big heaping of guilt. “Um, yeah. About that—”


    “Save it. You’ll only have to repeat yourself when we do the family conference thing.” Caro threw him a mock-glare. Tyler knew it was a mock-glare because his twin’s real glares were scary-ass things that made a guy’s balls shrivel and his hair stand on end.


    “We need coffee,” she said. “And chocolate cake. Lots of chocolate cake.”


    Tyler left his dad to supervise, trusting he would intervene if anything went pear-shaped, and followed his sister into the kitchen. Because if Caro believed that coffee and chocolate would help them all get through the shit-storm that was about to be unleashed, then Tyler was totally on board with that.


    ~*~


    He should have brought the whole damn cake out first time around and saved himself another trip to the kitchen. Caro had been right: Copious coffee and large wedges of the chocolate cake she’d baked that morning had helped. In fact, all the pieces had vanished in mere minutes, save for a few chocolaty smears and crumbs.


    Tyler divvied up the last of the cake, transferred the wedges to a serving platter, and carried it back into the yard in time to hear his dad ask, “So, what’s the verdict?”


    Tyler dumped the plate on the outside table as Jay straightened from her crouch and brushed the dirt from her hands. She strode over to the outdoor faucet to wash up, and then shook her hands dry while Tyler waited, pulse ratcheting into overdrive, for her to share her findings.


    “There’s nothing to report.”


    “Huh?” Tyler stared at her, wondering if he’d heard right. Jay had walked the entire backyard, and thoroughly investigated the surrounding area where they’d buried the decoy hand. She had to have discovered something. “What do you mean?” he demanded.


    “I should rephrase: There’s nothing to report that will assist us in identifying and locating the person who dug up and removed the decoy hand, and did such a shoddy job of replacing the soil it was glaringly obvious the earth had been disturbed. I can only assume this was deliberate—to alert us that the decoy had been removed. A generic tool, such as a trowel, was used for the purposes of digging. I discovered some partial boot imprints that suggest the person was likely male, average build, average weight, and wears the same sized boot as a large percentage of males in this town—including your father. And I found some dark-washed denim fibers that suggest the man caught his pants on a protruding nail when he brushed up against the fence.”


    “Or his jacket,” Caro said. “He might have been wearing a denim jacket and caught his sleeve. You know, when he bent down or something.”


    “That, too, is a possibility. I would need a lab to confirm absolutely. However, knowing absolutely is not going to assist us at this time.”


    “So we’ve got diddly.” Tyler’s dad grabbed a generous slice of cake and devoured half of it in one bite.


    “When I get home, I’ll do some further investigations—identify any newcomers to the area and decide who to begin questioning and how best to go about it.”


    Tyler’s dad paused, the remaining portion of his piece of cake halfway to his mouth. With undue care, he replaced it on his plate. “I could do that,” he offered.


    Tyler released his sharply indrawn breath and exchanged a troubled glance with his sister. Sure, their dad was good with computers—better than good. But his unique skill set was what had brought him to Caine’s notice in the first place, and started the mess that had set off this whole chain of events. It was so not a good idea for him to start snooping around electronically and risk getting flagged.


    Tyler caught the panicked expression on his mother’s face, and was racking his brains for the best way to shut down his dad’s offer when Jay did it for him. “We both know you have unique skills, Michael,” she said. “And we both know I can perform this task with less effort and far less personal risk.”


    Tyler held his breath until his father nodded. And when he did, the relief on his mother’s face was painful to witness.


    Thank God Jay had no qualms about asserting her own superiority when it came to covert computer stuff. And thank God she’d called this family meeting, because even though the future was up in the air, Tyler figured he wasn’t the only one feeling like a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Keeping secrets from your family sucked, but now, thanks to Jay, they were secrets no longer.


    Jay had asked permission to start from the very beginning, insisting it was the most efficient way to insure everyone had all the facts. Tyler’s dad had backed her up, and she’d made it clear she expected him to jump in whenever his role in past events melded with her own timeline. It’d been a smart move on Jay’s part because, sure enough, Tyler’s mom had proven deeply curious about a bunch of stuff that her husband had kept from her, which had taken the focus off Jay. So, happily, confession time had turned out to be not half as bad as Tyler had imagined.


    At least, it hadn’t been so bad once his mom had gotten over her initial freak-out that, a) there was a rogue cyborg on the loose, and b) immediately after giving birth she’d been drugged by aforementioned cyborg… who’d then snatched Danny.


    Of course, it helped Jay’s case immensely that everyone now understood she hadn’t hesitated to sacrifice herself for Danny. And that Tyler’s dad had been concerned enough for Jay’s welfare to demand to see her injuries—“Right here, right now, no excuses, Jay!”—to confirm for himself they were healing properly. Tyler wasn’t ashamed to admit he’d been just the slightest bit pleased by his mom and sister’s horror at the still healing wounds. He got the feeling that what could have befallen Jay had Sixer not exploited a command loophole to further his own agenda, had been driven home.


    Bottom line? His mother might come across like a hardass, but she was a fair person at heart. And now she couldn’t overlook that her husband had been through hell, that Jay had done her utmost to protect the Davidson family at huge cost to herself, and that both had good reasons for keeping secrets.


    In the end, Tyler’s dad got off with a mini-lecture about how destructive secrets could be. Tyler got a watered down version that still made him cringe. Jay got another hug for being smart enough to insist those secrets finally be revealed. And it seemed like the uneasy truce between his mom and Jay had morphed into a true peace.


    Tyler was simply relieved as all hell his mom didn’t blame Jay for being the catalyst that had brought Sixer into their lives. She seemed to finally accept that Jay was as much a victim of circumstance as her husband had once been—and Sixer, for that matter. Though that last was much harder to swallow, and Tyler wouldn’t want to be Sixer if he was unlucky enough to come face to face with Marissa Caroline Davidson any time soon. Knowing his mom, she would take him apart with her bare hands and stomp all his cybernetic parts to itty bitty pieces.


    Tyler watched Jay lean forward to fondle the pup’s ears and then shoo him away when he tried to gnaw on the laces of her sneakers, and wondered how she could be so calm about the implications of that photo. In hindsight, Tyler had to admit the chances of Jay having a cybernetic twin somewhere out there had been pretty high. Jay was a Gamma unit. It was only commonsense to presume that Alpha and Beta units would have come before her—and that they would have been defective in some significant way that had necessitated the creation of subsequent units. But this irrefutable evidence of another cyborg that looked like Jay blew Tyler’s mind.


    Apparently he wasn’t the only one.


    “Are you sure it’s not you, Jay?” Caro asked, squinting at the photo. “I mean, you before you were, uh, perfected.”


    “I’m sure.”


    “What about fingerprints?”


    “No fingerprints on the photo or the envelope. Handwriting on the back of the photo matches that on the envelope. Generic blue ballpoint used both times.”


    “Besides, fingerprints only help if they’re on file somewhere, right?”


    “Correct.”


    Caro passed the photo back to her dad, who stared at it through narrowed eyes as though willing it to reveal its secrets. “Any ideas where this photo could have been taken?” he finally asked. “Or, more importantly for now, who left it for you?”


    “What if it was Sixer? What if he’s baiting you again?” His mother had gone sheet-white, but Tyler suspected it was a symptom born of fury rather than fear.


    “It wasn’t Sixer,” Jay said.


    “How do you know for sure?” his mother asked.


    Tyler knew from his mom’s tone that no way was she letting Jay get away with what, to her mind, was an unsubstantiated statement of fact.


    Jay must have come to the same conclusion. “Sixer exudes a particular odor, which is what alerted me to his presence in the first place,” she explained. “I detected it on the note he left for me when he drugged you and took Daniel. There is no such odor detectable on this photo, nor on the envelope. Too, based on Sixer’s previous actions, there is a high probability he would use knowledge of the Beta unit’s whereabouts as leverage to extract something he believed he needed from me. It is my belief that he would not be bothered with such cat and mouse games: He would simply contact me and be done with it.”


    The bottom dropped out of Tyler’s stomach. “You really think he’ll contact you again?”


    Jay opened her mouth, paused to reconsider what she’d been about to say, and then answered, “Yes,” with such calm surety that Tyler had to struggle to beat back the wave of panic that weakened his knees and threatened to tip him on his ass. “Jesus,” he whispered, realizing how stupid he’d been to assume Sixer would leave Jay be.


    “It’s to be expected.” Tyler’s dad scratched the stubble on his chin. “Jay’s the only one Sixer knows who’s like him. Of course he’s going to contact her sooner or later—if only in the hope she can give him a purpose and help him find his place in the world.”


    Wow. That was deep.


    Caro caught Tyler’s eye, and in the strange way of twins who shared a deep connection, he knew his sister was thinking the same thing. Intellectually, they both knew their dad’s five-year absence had changed him. But at times—like now—it was a little shocking to be directly confronted by evidence of those changes.


    “Now I know what to expect, I can handle Sixer,” Jay said. “He caught me unawares—hence the reason he could so easily exploit my vulnerabilities. Next time I will be better prepared.”


    “If he lays a hand on Danny again, I don’t care what he is, I’ll take him apart.” His mom sounded so fierce and implacably determined that Tyler shivered.


    “If he touches that child again I will render him immobile, and give you step-by-step instructions on how to dismember him,” Jay said. “And then I will crush his components to dust, and obliterate every particle that remains of him from this earth.”


    “Sounds good to me,” Caro interjected. “Guy’s a loose unit.”


    Tyler attempted to hide how freaked out he was at the prospect of confronting Evan Caine’s cyborg again by snorting. “Loose unit. Yeah, that’s one way of describing him.”


    “I have not given up on Sixer entirely,” Jay said. “However, what he will ultimately become, and whether he proves too dangerous to allow complete autonomy, still remains to be seen.”


    “You have a containment plan,” Tyler’s dad said, clicking his fingers at the inquisitive pup to draw his attention from Jay’s shoelaces.


    “I have been experimenting with various projectiles along a similar vein to those used to disable me. Before long I will have developed projectiles that are far more efficient than those Sixer used on me.”


    Tyler’s dad nodded tersely. “Any weapon that takes two shots to disable, and three to fully immobilize the target, should be considered a last resort. Relying on it, or having it as the only weapon in your arsenal, is a ticket to your own funeral.”


    “Agreed.”


    Tyler darted a gaze at his mom and inwardly winced. His dad had slotted seamlessly into his old life, and was back teaching computer science. He’d, frankly, always been a bit of a nerd and old habits died hard. Now he sounded like a total badass: harder, more capable, ruthless—someone you wouldn’t want to mess with. Talk about smack you upside the head with a total world-view shift.


    Tyler’s mother shifted Danny from the crook of her left arm to the right, and flexed her shoulder joint.


    “I can hold him for you if you’re getting tired,” Jay offered.


    “If you’re sure?”


    Jay’s smile was the merest bit lopsided but it was only really noticeable if you knew her intimately, like Tyler did. “I’m sure,” she said, and held out her arms for the sleepy infant.


    It was a start. A real good one considering his mom had shot down Caro’s earlier offer to put Danny in his cot. Not that anyone could blame his mom for not wanting to let Danny out of her sight even for a moment.


    Tyler watched the soft smile curve Jay’s lips as Danny yawned, snuffled, and settled back to sleep in her arms. And felt a glimmer of hope that the pain of never having a child of her own would be lessened somewhat by access to his baby brother.


    “So, let’s recap.” Tyler’s dad scrubbed his face and blinked twice, scrunching and relaxing his facial muscles as though shedding fatigue and stress by strength of will alone. “There’s a Beta unit somewhere out there, but we have no idea where. We don’t know whether she’s compos mentis or the cybernetic equivalent of comatose. Nor do we know who’s caring for her. Some unidentified party with a hidden agenda has seen fit to make Jay aware of the Beta unit’s existence via the photo. The same, or possibly a different unidentified party, also with a hidden agenda, is now in possession of Jay’s decoy cybernetic hand. And at some stage, Jay expects a visit from a rogue cyborg whose agenda we can’t even begin to fathom. I’d say we’re pretty much screwed until someone clues us in.”


    “Gosh, that sums it up very nicely, Michael,” Jay said, her tone oozing so much fake admiration that Tyler’s dad barked a laugh.


    The pup took that as his cue to yip back, provoking reluctant smiles all round.


    “So, where the hell do we go from here?” Tyler asked.


    “Language,” Jay chided, patting Danny’s back for emphasis.


    “Sorry.”


    Tyler’s mom surprised them all—well, the humans anyway—with her input. “I think Jay’s first port of call should be to talk with Allen, and then visit the café out front of his studio to quiz the regulars. One of them might have spotted the person who left the envelope at Allen’s studio. It’s somewhere to start,” she said defensively, noting Caro’s gaping mouth. “Unless you have a better idea?”


    “It’s an excellent suggestion,” Jay said. “And I promise to keep you informed if any further information comes to light. However, my first priority is to negate any potential threat that Sixer might present. His thought processes are too dissimilar to mine for me to be confident of predicting his actions. I need to make it clear that he is to stay away from you all or there will be dire consequences.”


    “I presume you’re gonna do a disappearing act, then.” Caro’s snippy tone made it obvious she wasn’t happy about the prospect. “When?”


    “Soon. I have to do this, Caro. Sixer is too unpredictable.”


    “I don’t like it,” Caro announced, and her sentiment was echoed by her parents. Tyler remained silent but only because Jay hadn’t yet indicated he wouldn’t be accompanying her.


    As though sensing his thoughts, Jay looked him straight in the eye and said, “You need to go about your usual routine to allay the suspicions of anyone monitoring you. Once they realize I’ve gone, they’ll likely focus their attention on finding me. I can’t risk you being used against me, Tyler. I need to do this alone.”


    He opened his mouth to protest, but the words died in his throat. Shit. She was right. He was a weakness that Sixer wouldn’t hesitate to exploit. “I know,” he finally said. “I don’t have to be thrilled about it though.”


    “Smart decision, son.”


    Tyler thought his dad sounded as relieved as his mom looked right now. And Caro, too. All the tension had drained from their faces. And yeah, it gave him warm fuzzies to know they were worried about him, but the person they needed to be worried for was Jay.


    No one said anything for a long moment. And then the puppy broke the awkward silence by scrambling from the bench seat onto the table, and burying his nose in the last piece of chocolate cake.


    “Hey, that was mine!” Caro grabbed the pup and held him up to her face to scold him. “Chocolate’s supposed to be real bad for dogs,” she cooed to the pup. “Oh yes it is!’


    “He’ll be fine,” Jay assured her, soothing Danny, who’d startled at Caro’s shout and was now whimpering fretfully.


    “Hey, I know what you can call him,” Caro said.


    Jay continued gently jiggling the baby and merely arched one eyebrow. “Oh?”


    “Choccie. You know, short for ‘Chocolate’.”


    “Over my lifeless body,” Jay told her, taking the pup and tucking it under her spare arm.


    Caro’s answering grin was pure evil. “Then you’d better come up with a name real quick. Like, before something you don’t approve of sticks.”


    “I’ll take that under advisement.”


    “So?”


    Tyler snickered. Jay should know by now Caro wasn’t gonna let this go.


    “So, what?” Jay asked, feigning confusion.


    “What are you gonna name him?”


    Jay smiled serenely at her best friend. “When I think of a suitable name, you’ll be the third to know.”


    Tyler compressed his lips so he didn’t ruin the moment by laughing. Wait for it….


    Caro’s pout was right on cue. “Seriously? The third?”


    “The third,” Jay said, firmly. “After the pup and Tyler.”


    “I guess I can live with that.”


    “I’m glad to hear it,” Jay said. “And if you’re very lucky, I’ll even pick a name you can pronounce.”


    Caro stuck out her tongue—her default response whenever she couldn’t come up with a witty rejoinder—and it was all so normal that Tyler forced himself to fully relax and enjoy the moment.


    He was in the backyard with his family and his girlfriend. Everyone was together, everyone was getting along, and for now, everyone was safe. He counted his blessings, because one thing he’d learned since meeting Jay, was to count ’em while you could. You never knew when some megalomaniac with delusions of grandeur would set you in his crosshairs. Or when some rogue cyborg was gonna try messing with your girlfriend.


    Chapter Five


    The three-day interlude at the Davidson family home had turned out a great deal more pleasant than Jay had anticipated. Tensions had escalated again the first evening, when the subject of sleeping arrangements had been broached, however Tyler had quickly smoothed over the awkwardness, announcing he would sleep downstairs on one of the couches rather than share his old room with Jay. He’d claimed he didn’t like disturbing her when he couldn’t sleep. And, rather than consider the reality that a cyborg didn’t require sleep, and would hardly be disturbed by a human pacing the floors—as Tyler tended to do when in the throes of composing a new piece of music—Marissa had simply lamented that her son’s insomniac ways hadn’t improved any.


    Jay admitted to taking what she’d later identified as mild offence at Tyler’s clumsy signals for her to remain silent and let him do the talking, and at the time had countered with a firm statement that she would be quite comfortable “sleeping” on the couch. That wasn’t to say she hadn’t been tempted to explain that although she did not require sleep, if she felt any requirement to mimic the state at least she wouldn’t suffer any discomfort lying on one of the Davidson family’s well-used, somewhat saggy couches, that were hardly optimal sleeping surfaces. But she hadn’t given in to the temptation because she saw no reason to exacerbate a potentially fraught situation.


    Tyler shouldn’t have felt compelled to prompt her not to tromp all over Marissa’s desire to continue treating her like any other human purporting to be her son’s girlfriend. Jay again considered discussing the matter with him, but ultimately deemed it prudent to let it go. It was her problem, not Tyler’s, that it was becoming increasingly more challenging to suppress her human side and be the cyborg that was immune to hurt feelings.


    Detecting potential social minefields, however, was becoming a little easier. As was navigating them without attracting too much unwanted attention—although Jay could still find herself floundering, despite blink-of-an-eye access to extensive information on any subject. Parent/child dynamics was one such constant source of both confusion and fascination. Take, for example, a son sleeping in the same room as his girlfriend. To a parent, “sleeping” in the same room appeared to be synonymous with their son and his girlfriend having sex under their roof. And to a parent, it frequently appeared perfectly reasonable to insist on separate rooms in an effort to prevent such an act from taking place—surely an illogical reaction if the parent already knew that their son and his girlfriend were sharing an abode and presumably having intercourse.


    So far as Jay could determine, the reasoning was along the lines of “my house, my rules”—even if such rules wouldn’t prevent one party from sneaking into the other’s bed if either the son or girlfriend felt the risks of being caught worth the reward.


    In the end, no one had slept on the couch because Caro had insisted on what she’d called “a mini sleepover” in her old room. Jay wiggled her sparkly-purple-painted toenails—one of the many rituals Caro had forced her to undergo. Others had included the application of mudpacks, manicures and pedicures, makeup sessions, gorging on Caro’s chocolate stash, raiding the freezer for ice cream, and whispering long into the night until Caro couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer and fell asleep. Jay would even go so far as to admit she’d enjoyed these rituals. And yes, she had felt pride in Caro’s envy of the steady hands that allowed Jay to achieve a perfect “cat’s-eye” with liquid eyeliner first time, every time.


    She adjusted the parameters of the current search, her fingers keying in the new data too fast for the human eye to follow. Simultaneously, she replayed a particularly satisfying interlude between herself and Tyler at 2:15 am on the second night, compiled a list of items she needed to order for her puppy, and planned a week’s worth of frozen meals to cover her impending absence. Tyler was a competent cook, but often neglected to eat properly when she wasn’t around.


    Hmmm. Perhaps scheduling regular reminders on his mobile phone would assist his memory?


    Perfect. That was exactly the kind of action a human girlfriend might take—the kind of thing that a young male might complain about to his friends, while being secretly pleased his girlfriend cared whether or not he ate regularly.


    Then again…. Perhaps such reminders would simply irritate him.


    The shower in the ensuite started up—Tyler was taking a break from the song he was currently working on. Disappointment stabbed her. He wouldn’t perform the song until he was satisfied with it and she had hoped to hear it tonight, before she had to leave.


    She abandoned that thought-thread for now and resumed a previous one revolving around her continued fascination with sibling dynamics. Her visit with the Davidsons had not disappointed in this respect. There had been the usual bickering and banter to analyze, plus the rivalry over who got to do what, and when, with the newest member of the family. Jay’d had no idea that walking a slumbering infant in an overly complex piece of machinery called a “stroller” was considered such a desirable activity. Add an untrained, spoiled puppy to the mix, and she had plenty of data about sibling interactions to replay and analyze.


    On the subject of the newest addition to Jay’s household: When she had announced to Tyler that she had chosen a suitable name for the pup, he had asked her not to reveal it to anyone, including himself. He’d claimed would be “amusing as hell to watch Caro turn herself inside out” to extract the pup’s name from Jay.


    Jay had agreed, and been duly treated to lengthy bouts of Caro pleading, pouting, wheedling, threatening, and finally resorting to increasingly outrageous attempts at bribery. Inevitably, Caro had given up on Jay and turned her efforts to extracting the information from her brother, who’d predictably taken great delight in informing Caro he hadn’t a clue what name Jay had chosen.


    Marissa had not been at all fazed by the carryings on, but Michael hadn’t been so sanguine. He’d taken Jay aside and begged her to come clean for the sake of his sanity.


    Jay, taking pity on both Mike and Caro, had announced that “Brum”, a diminutive form of Brummer, was a good strong name for the adult dog the pup would eventually become. However, after enduring seventeen minutes of the pup’s yipping, and its attempts to crawl into her lap and chew the steering wheel during the car trip home, Jay had informed Tyler that she might yet change the pup’s name to Bello, which meant “barker”. Brum must have preferred his original name, for he had subsequently settled down in the backseat and behaved himself the rest of the trip.


    Jay glanced toward the second doggie bed she’d bought to encourage Brum to nap somewhere other than her lap while she worked.


    Excellent. The pup was still sprawled in his bed, tired out from their walk. Her lips curved at the memory of him careening around the park, startling at anything at everything, until he’d flopped down atop Jay’s feet and crashed into sleep.


    Another memory imposed, this one carrying with it the sheer wash of pleasure she’d felt upon unlocking the front door of Number Sixty-Four Parkway. It was illogical to have become so attached to an arrangement of walls, furniture and belongings, but she couldn’t deny the physiological and mental shifts that had resulted in the brownstone coming to represent an elusive human concept labeled “home.” Along with pleasure, ushering Tyler and the pup inside and shutting the door behind them, had provoked the release of tension in smaller muscles, deepened breathing, a slowed pulse rate, and a number of other subtle physiological changes.


    Or perhaps it was not the building. Perhaps it was the knowledge that only when she was alone with Tyler, could she truly be herself. Perhaps home was not a place but a person, and for Jay, Tyler had become synonymous with “home”.


    A series of soft beeps called her full focus to the program currently running on her laptop. She analyzed the results… and quickly concluded there was no pleasure whatsoever to be extracted from her current lack of progress in locating Sixer.


    A similarly thwarted human might have indulged in some filthy swearwords, glared at the laptop monitor like it was to blame, pounded her fists on the desk, or thrown something at the wall. Perhaps all four if the situation had warranted such a tantrum. Because it was not in Jay’s nature to allow frustration over lack of success the upper hand, she adjusted another search parameter… and refused to give credence to a tiny part of her that insisted indulging in a small tantrum might turn out to be somewhat satisfying.


    She had other leads to pursue. Tantrums were a waste of energy.


    “Any luck?” Tyler padded into the room off the lounge that Jay had turned into a library-cum-office. He rested his palms on her shoulders to lean in and kiss her cheek, and the impulse to turn her head and demand a real kiss buzzed through Jay’s veins. That impulse wasn’t helped by the fact Tyler wore nothing but sweatpants that hung low enough on his hips to hint at the waistband of his boxer shorts.


    He looked—


    What had been the phrase Caro had once used to describe her boyfriend Matt? Ah, yes. Eminently lickable. And Tyler smelled wonderful, too—of soap and vanilla shampoo and healthy human male.


    A shaft of heat swirled low in Jay’s belly and muscles lower down involuntarily clenched. She analyzed these physical reactions, and identified the sensations as desire… which she would not be acting upon at this moment, tempting though the thought might be.


    She cleared her throat. “No luck yet.”


    “Bummer.”


    Jay decided this was as good a time as any to practice one of those shrugs humans used to convey that they weren’t particularly bothered by something. “I would have been surprised if Sixer had made it easy for me to trace his whereabouts.”


    “Yeah, I’d have been suspicious as hell if you’d tracked him down quickly. Sixer’s too smart to slip up. He’ll make you work for it.” Tyler perched on the edge of the desk and swung his bare foot. “So, reckon you’ll have better luck with that guy my dad recognized?”


    “I believe so. It won’t be too much longer before I have something concrete.”


    Jay had obtained a list of Goodkind Electronics employees reported to have sustained fatal injuries during the bombing of the bunker housing Caine’s clandestine cybernetics project. And yesterday, while Tyler had been at classes, Jay had driven back to Snapperton to show the list to Tyler’s father. She trusted her own security precautions one hundred percent, but although Michael Davidson’s skills in that regard were superior to most, transferring the file electronically wasn’t worth the risk—not when Jay could easily drive down and give it to him in person. It wasn’t like driving for hours without a break fatigued or taxed her in any way.


    Michael had scanned the list and pointed out a young technician who’d been brought to his attention on two occasions. The first had occurred when Evan Caine had personally requested an in-depth background check on the man before he was shifted to another section—an R and D department Michael’s personal security access insured he could obtain little more than rudimentary information about. The second occasion had been when Michael was obliged to write the man up for a security breach.


    Evan Caine hadn’t made a habit of offering people second chances once they’d screwed up. Apparently, the skills one Seth Kyle Williams brought to the table had been deemed too valuable to lose, and he’d escaped termination. Given the way Michael’s expression had blanked as he uttered the word “termination”, Jay understood the more sinister use of the word could well have applied in this instance.


    It would be far more efficient to gather data directly from the scene of the bombing but for now, the risks of doing so in person remained unacceptably high, forcing Jay to rely on other sources of information. One such source was the preliminary autopsy report on Frank Sloane, the tech rostered on with Williams.


    The report indicated Sloane had been in the main lab at the time of the explosion, and had died instantly, his injuries consistent with being caught in an explosion. What were presumed to be Williams’ remains had also been recovered. Eventually it might be possible to identify the remains, but as Jay well knew, anyone with the right skill set could fake a person’s death.


    After illegally accessing all manner of private personal information, and taking stringent measures to thoroughly cover her tracks, Jay had ascertained that an unidentified John Doe matching Williams’ physical description had been dropped off at a small, understaffed medical facility two townships over from the bomb site. The John Doe had been unconscious, concussed from a blow to the head. Also noted were a dislocated shoulder, a cracked rib, contusions on his face, back and torso, and a number of other minor, non-life-threatening injuries.


    A staff member had recorded the incident as a probable mugging—a logical conclusion given the neighborhood crime statistics. This assumption had not been verified, however, because shortly after the patient had regained consciousness, and before he could be questioned, he’d vanished from his hospital room. Since the costs of his treatment had mysteriously been settled, neither hospital staff nor authorities had been inclined to pursue the matter further, presuming the man had discharged himself and shortly afterward arranged for his bill to be paid.


    Jay had confided to Tyler that she believed Sixer had chosen to spare Williams, and had extracted him from the lab prior to the explosion. Too, it appeared highly likely Williams’ injuries had been inflicted by Sixer during the process of convincing the young tech to accompany him.


    In Tyler’s opinion, among other things, Sixer needed to work on his powers of persuasion. Jay tended to agree.


    If Sixer had been involved in the young man’s disappearance from the hospital, there wouldn’t be much of a trail to trace—Sixer was too careful and methodical for that. But if Williams had walked out on his own, Jay was confident she could locate him. The majority of modern-day humans—even those who had reason to be paranoid about surveillance—were too reliant on technology to completely eschew it. Thanks to data mining algorithms like the one she’d written, one careless act could leave a digital footprint that Jay could trace back to the source.


    She checked the second of the two laptops sitting on her desk for new results on Goodkind Electronics employee ID 102212. “Gotcha,” she said, for Tyler’s benefit. “Proof that Seth Williams is indeed alive and well.”


    He blinked. “That was quick.”


    “Yes.”


    Jay analyzed Tyler’s responses—head cocked, brows slightly arched, eyes a little wider than usual, torso angled toward her—and surmised he wished her to elaborate on her methods. And then he confirmed it absolutely by saying, “So? Don’t keep me hanging—I want to know how you did it. Spill.”


    Satisfaction curved her lips. She’d correctly interpreted his body language and it felt… good. “Would you like the long explanation or the short one?” she asked.


    He gave her what she now recognized as his “Are you freaking kidding me?” eyes.


    “The short one, then. Fantasy, food chemical intolerances, whole food stores, inhalers and facial recognition software.”


    Tyler blinked slowly and snapped his sagging jaw shut. “Okay, if you don’t want to tell me—”


    “That was the short version, Tyler.”


    “Then either I’m not fully caffeinated and my brain’s gone to sleep, or my brain cells eked out my ear last night and are currently residing on my pillow. Or—”


    “Or I’m being deliberately obtuse.”


    He waggled his brows at her. “You said it, not me.”


    Jay allowed herself a full-blown smile, liking the way he bantered with her.


    Pause current thought-thread.


    It was something his twin, Caro, also did. Their father Michael, not so much. There was, Jay believed, too much history between them for Michael to tease her in such a casual fashion. He had shown with words and actions that he cared for her wellbeing, but he was far too aware of the harm she was capable of inflicting to let his guard down completely. And Marissa…. Caro had recently admitted her current relationship with Nessa, her former best friend and Tyler’s ex, was a “work in progress” and Jay believed that an excellent summation of her own relationship with Marissa.


    Jay did not possess enough data to make an educated guess how the Davidson’s newest addition would react to her when he was old enough to form opinions. Hopefully the child’s increasing awareness of the world around him would not include the ability to sense her “otherness”, forcing her to resort to pheromones in order to successfully interact with him. Using such methods to soothe a domesticated animal, or as a distraction to deflect a strange human’s suspicions was one thing, but it would be morally reprehensible to manipulate a child in such a way.


    Resume.


    “Very well,” she said, “the long explanation it is. Seth’s position within Goodkind Electronics required him to delete all social media accounts, save for a professional page overseen and maintained by GE’s media department. That was standard for all employees of a certain level—as was the requirement to use company-issued cell phones, laptops and tablets. Of course, Seth hasn’t used a company cell phone since he went to ground.”


    Tyler snorted. “Dude would have to be brain-dead to do that if he’s trying to keep a low profile.”


    “Agreed. Consequently, my algorithm could not solely rely on mining data from common sources such as vehicle hire, motel and hotel registrations, and rental properties—although the chances of successfully securing a rental property given his current circumstances are remote. However, I was fortunate that medical records I obtained state one Seth Kyle Williams is an asthmatic who is highly intolerant of sulfites.”


    Tyler’s brow crinkled. “Sulfites?”


    “Sulfur-based compounds that occur naturally, but are commonly used as preservatives and enhancers in both food and drugs. His medical practitioner recommended he avoid a common sulfite preservative known to be potentially harmful to asthmatics, and which is frequently found in drugs used for the treatment of asthma. My algorithm tracked pharmaceutical companies that had developed preservative-free asthma treatments, and providers and outlets that have made these medications available to the public. It also tracked stores providing sulphite-free foodstuffs and offering a home delivery service.”


    Tyler scratched his chin. “Clever. But Seth Williams can’t be the only guy out there who’s allergic to sulfites. And I’m guessing he’s not using his real name, right?”


    “Correct. Although Seth obediently deleted his social media accounts, the data posted is still available if you know where to look. He belonged to a number of science fiction and fantasy reader forums, and had contributed frequently to posts advising readers where to source various out of print books in those genres. He is on record as stating so long as he has a good book to read, he can endure anything the world throws at him—a common attitude amongst devout readers. His username on these forums was NewbornDragon.”


    “This is getting real interesting.” Tyler made a rolling gesture with his hand to indicate she should continue.


    “The algorithm cross-matched the names of all characters in the science fiction and fantasy novels NewbornDragon had listed in his ‘favorites’ lists, with recent online purchases of sulfite-free foodstuffs and sulfite-free aerosol bronchodilators. The name that flagged on all counts was Randall Thor—an unsubtle play on the name of the main protagonist of one of NewbornDragon’s favorite fantasy series. From there, it was a simple matter of ascertaining the delivery address—which happened to be a motel room—and using facial recognition software to verify that Randall Thor is indeed Seth Kyle Williams.”


    Tyler frowned. “If I’d gone to ground and was hiding from a rogue cyborg, I doubt I’d be careless enough to get caught on camera.”


    “He’s more careful than your average person—he paid online using a generic preloaded debit card—the kind purchased by those who don’t have access to a credit card. In addition, he paid cash to purchase the card. But you might be surprised at how easy it is to be accidentally photographed or videoed. In this case, Randall Thor answered his motel door to sign for a delivery, and unknowingly ended up in the background of a selfie snapped by a couple who happened to be staying at the same motel complex. The female member of the couple uploaded the photo her social media account. My facial recognition software did the rest.”


    “Impressive.”


    “Yes.” Jay wasn’t a fan of the human habit of being falsely modest.


    “So I guess you’re leaving sometime tonight to pay Seth Williams, AKA Randall Thor, a visit.”


    “Correct.”


    “And you don’t want me to know where you’re going. Or for me to come with.”


    “Also correct. I anticipate an absence of three days, and you have already missed too many classes.”


    Unsaid was something they both knew: He would only slow her down.


    His lips thinned. “I get why,” he said. “Don’t much like it, though.”


    “Would it help if I got down on my knees and apologized profusely?”


    “Nope. I’ll get over it.” He glanced at the area beneath the window, where Brum’s doggie bed had taken up residence, and chewed his lower lip. “Who’s gonna look after Brum while I’m at classes? He’ll wreck the place if he’s locked up during the day.”


    “I entertained the thought of taking him with me.”


    Tyler puffed out a sharp breath. “You gotta be kidding me. You’re seriously considering taking along an untrained puppy?”


    “I said I entertained the thought, Tyler. I didn’t say I was prepared to act on it. The attention Brum would require far outweighs any benefits of having him accompany me. I have requested a favor from Allen, and he has agreed to watch Brum during the day.” Jay cocked her head, closely observing Tyler’s reactions. “Will it inconvenience you to drop Brum at the studio on your way to classes? I would expect you to take the SUV, of course. If you drive to the campus rather than using public transport, the time saved will mean you won’t have to get up earlier than usual to stop by the studio.”


    “You seem to have thought of everything,” he muttered.


    “Yes.”


    When Tyler didn’t say anything more she added, “And it would be very helpful if you questioned Allen about the letter, and any strangers he might have noticed in the area lately.”


    His posture altered, chin lifting, shoulders rolling back, spine straightening. “You trust me to do that?”


    “Yes.”


    “Wow.”


    That “wow” was uttered so softly on an exhalation that Jay didn’t believe he had intended her to hear it. Of course, she trusted him. And understood the instincts that drove him to show that he could protect her, too. She possessed those same instincts magnified tenfold. Which was precisely why she had allocated him this “safe” task that she hoped would satisfy him for now.


    “I may have to relocate Seth, hence why I could be gone a few days,” she said. “I’ll get a message to you as soon as the opportunity presents itself.”


    He nodded, veiling his expression into something resembling neutral that of course she saw through immediately. “I’ll be back as soon as humanly possible,” she told him, knowing he would fret until she returned, and knowing there was little she could do about that.


    “Make that as soon as inhumanly as possible,” he told her. “It’ll be damn sight quicker that way.”


    She smiled at his poor attempt at humor, and did the only thing she could think of to make her departure a little easier on him: took his hand and led him upstairs to their bedroom, where she employed a mutually satisfying, age-old distraction technique designed to wear him out.


    It worked exactly as she’d hoped.


    Jay kissed Tyler’s brow and eased from beneath the covers, leaving him to the oblivion of sleep. She grabbed her boots from the foot of the bed, and the items of clothing she’d previously laid out on the dresser, and headed into the ensuite to change. Once dressed, she tucked a small wad of large denomination bills, a credit card and driver’s license in one of her many fake identities into one pocket of her exercise pants, zipped it securely, and quietly exited the ensuite.


    So far, so good. Now she had only to retrieve one more item from her office, and exit the house without disturbing Brum. With luck, both pup and boyfriend would sleep through the night.


    As she reached for the bedroom door handle, she allowed herself one final glance over her shoulder at Tyler’s sleeping form. Her heart seemed to twist in her chest, wringing a painful gasp from her throat. And it took all the willpower with which she’d been programmed to strangle the impulse to wake him, and allow him to come with her.


    Chapter Six


    Jay parked the unassuming vehicle she’d hired in a parking lot that serviced a number of stores, including an open all hours fast food restaurant. Once inside the restaurant, for the sake of appearances she purchased a burger, ate a few bites, and then discarded the remains on the nearest table as she headed to the Ladies.


    She entered the first of a half dozen cubicles, and wedged the plastic-wrapped package inside the toilet cistern. So far as hiding places went it was imperfect, but less risky than leaving it in the car. Or carrying it on her person. It would be, as Caro liked to say, a disaster of monumental proportions if it fell into the wrong hands during this coming encounter.


    Exiting the restaurant, she scanned the vicinity for unwelcome observers. And once satisfied she had attracted no undue attention, she jogged the six blocks to the motel.


    The schematics for the motel complex had confirmed that her options for entering the motel room undetected were severely limited. Digging a tunnel wasn’t logistically sound. Climbing onto the roof and removing a section to allow entry, carried with it an unacceptably high probability that her actions would be noted and reported to authorities. Ditto with smashing through a rear wall. Her best option was the usual method of gaining admittance to a motel room: entering via the front door.


    Her internal timepiece informed her it was 05:41. The motel complex was partially shielded from the main roadway by a stand of trees, and only the rare dedicated jogger or walker was up and about so early. Jay dialed back her speed to a relaxed yet purposeful walk, projecting “I’ve been for an early morning run and I have every right to be here”. She had already taken the precaution of tying back her hair, and as she passed the motel reception area, she twitched the hood of her sleeveless hoodie to partially conceal her face.


    Nearing Seth Williams’ motel room, she refocused her sensors.


    One inhabitant. Good.


    At the door she paused, narrowing the range of her sensors still more.


    The blackout curtains were closed, and the sole inhabitant’s breathing and pulse rate indicated sleep. Even better.


    She rapped softly on the door and continued rapping, aware the muted noise would take a few moments to filter through to the man inside.


    It took less time than she’d anticipated before she detected the groan of a human woken from a deep sleep. The groan was followed by the hissing slide of bed linen, the thump of feet hitting the floor, and finally, footfalls indicating the motel room’s inhabitant was approaching the door.


    The footfalls abruptly ceased approximately an arm’s length from the exit.


    Jay could hear the man inside fidgeting, and surmised he was debating whether to answer the door. Or perhaps venture close enough to peer through the peephole. She angled her body so her face couldn’t be seen. If Seth Williams wasn’t fooled by her precautions, as a last resort she would force her way in. With luck it wouldn’t come to that. The less she scared him now, the more chance he would cooperate in the future.


    A hoarse voice called, “Who is it?”


    Jay confirmed the male occupant’s identity by analyzing his vocal patterns. The distortions were within acceptable parameters—doubtless caused by a combination of the mild dehydration expected after a night’s sleep, and still healing facial injuries. “It’s Gabi,” she whispered, modulating her own voice to mimic that of Seth’s younger sibling.


    “Who?”


    Jay increased the volume of her voice a little and injected a hint of panic into her tone. “It’s me, Seth. Gabi.”


    A pause—as might be expected when you’d been abruptly woken, and then forced to confront the likelihood that the lengths you’d taken to conceal yourself had failed dismally.


    It wouldn’t be prudent to give Seth time to think logically, and realize how unlikely it was that, of all people, his teenage sister had been the one who’d tracked his whereabouts. “I’m in trouble,” Jay said, playing on the protective instincts an older sibling might harbor for a younger. “Let me in before someone sees me!”


    Jay heard Seth lunge for the doorway, and the unmistakable sounds of him fumbling with the privacy lock. The hinges of the door squealed as it opened and a thin-faced man sporting an impressive case of bed-head peered out from the gloomy room. “Gabi! How’n the hell did you figure out—?”


    “That Randall Thor is Seth Williams?” Jay shouldered through the door, forcing Seth to take a step back. She shut the door behind her and flipped the latch. “And that you didn’t end up smeared all over the lab in the bomb blast like your colleague Frank Sloane? It wasn’t difficult.”


    Seth backed up until his calves smacked the edge of the sagging double bed. “You’re not Gabby.”


    “Excellent deduction.”


    His face drained of color save for the mottled smudges of fading bruises. “You sound exactly like Gabi.”


    “Yes. All thanks to a ‘Happy Birthday Seth’ video Gabrielle uploaded to your Facebook wall prior to you deleting your social media accounts.”


    Seth’s legs folded and he sat down on the mattress in such a hurry that he bounced. His complexion turned an interesting shade of pale green. “Shit. You’re her—Gamma.”


    “Another excellent deduction,” she told him in voice she preferred—the one she’d come to think of as her own. “And might I add that I appreciate very much you referred to me as ‘her’ rather than ‘it’?”


    “You’re here to… to… terminate me.”


    Tremors wracked his too-thin body. The man was terrified. Time to play up her human tendencies.


    Jay retrieved the asthma inhaler from the nightstand and handed it to him.


    When he’d used it, and his wheezing had subsided, she told him, “You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m here to discover why Sixer chose to spare you the fate of your colleague, and why he let you walk out of that hospital room.”


    Now that death wasn’t imminent Seth had rallied somewhat, though to Jay he still nailed that human saying comparing someone to a deer caught in vehicle headlights. “I got the hell out of there the minute I came to,” he said, a touch of indignation threading through his tone. “That… that… thing didn’t have anything to do with it.”


    Jay snort-laughed.


    Seth startled, doubtless reacting to what he would consider a wholly incongruous sound issuing from the vocal chords of a cyborg.


    Jay marveled again at how perfectly one utterance could convey a combination of scorn and disbelief. “Oh puhlease,” she said, treating him to a Caro-worthy eye-roll that made his jaw sag. “You seriously believe a cyborg like Sixer couldn’t have snatched you from the hospital room and made you vanish without a trace? Think about it, Seth. You sure as hell didn’t get there on your own, so the chances are ludicrously high that Sixer dropped you at the ER. And I’d bet my left hand that he let you walk out of that hospital room, and paid your medical bill. What I’d like to figure out is why.”


    She hadn’t believed that Seth’s eyes could get any rounder but she had been mistaken in that assumption. In fact, she now completely understood the origin of that anatomically unlikely description, “His eyes looked like they were about to pop out of his head.”


    “Shit!” Seth scrubbed a hand through his matted mop of hair. “You think Sixer knows where I am? Like, right now?”


    “If he doesn’t at present, it’s only a matter of time. Even though you were reportedly deceased, I found you without much trouble.”


    Seth had regressed to trembling like a leaf about to fall from a tree and his teeth were visibly chattering. He wrapped his arms around his middle, wincing as he did so—evidence that the injuries he’d suffered at Sixer’s hands were still healing. His current attire of baggy gray boxers and a once-white singlet only highlighted his air of vulnerability. “What are you going to do to me?” he asked.


    Jay yanked the hood from her head, shook out her ponytail, and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not Sixer, Seth. The sooner you realize that, the better. So here’s my proposal: You help me and I’ll help you. For instance, this motel room might be cheap but that sulphite-free food delivery, and the special delivery from the pharmacy, must have eaten into a chunk of your available cash. I can help you with your cash flow issues.”


    His answer was too quick. “I’ll do whatever you want.”


    And say whatever he believed she wanted to hear, Jay thought, noting the perspiration beading his forehead and upper lip. If he feared her as much as he obviously feared Sixer, she wouldn’t be able to trust him. If she stashed him somewhere, he would require constant supervision or he’d bolt given the slightest opportunity. She needed to convince him that cooperating could be mutually beneficial for them both.


    She crossed one foot over the other and folded herself into a cross-legged position on the threadbare carpet. Seth’s current perch on the edge of the bed meant she had to look up to meet his gaze—a calculated attempt designed to give the impression he was the more dominant person in the room.


    Seth might have been scared but he wasn’t stupid. A wry twist of his lips told her he wasn’t buying her ruse. “You’re much better than Sixer at passing for human,” he said.


    Jay resisted the impulse to raise one eyebrow and give some excellent sarcastic face. Hah. He had no idea. “Yes, I am,” she said. “However, I’m hopeful that, given time, Sixer will embrace more humanlike attributes.”


    Seth managed to summon a bark of what Jay presumed was supposed to simulate laughter. “If by ‘humanlike’ you mean getting a kick out of blowing shit up and hurting people, then he’s already there.”


    A heavy weight seemed to press down upon Jay’s shoulders. Since she knew absolutely that there was no such physical weight currently resting anywhere on her person, she instinctively began to run a system diagnostic. And then the truth struck her. This sensation was a physical manifestation of guilt. Guilt for what she had potentially unleashed by freeing Sixer from the core commands that had constrained him. “What Sixer did—the people he killed, those injured in the explosion—that’s on me.”


    Seth’s brows pleated as he chewed over her statement. “You seriously want me to believe you feel responsible for what that amped up, robotic Ken-doll did?”


    “Yes. I seriously do. Because I seriously am responsible.” Her attempt at humor didn’t provoke a response so she continued, “Once Sixer removed the projectiles that had incapacitated me I could have fought him. Instead, I gave him what he wanted: his freedom. I knew the risks and I did it anyway because I pitied him. Discounting all logic, I chose to trust him. When he blew up that bunker and killed innocent people, he betrayed that trust.”


    This time Seth’s reaction was an almost textbook example of a snort-laugh. Some of the tension had drained from his muscles. Good. He was starting to trust her a little.


    “None of us were innocent,” he said. “Look, Sixer scares me shitless. I knew I was sticking my neck out by proposing we scale back trials until we’d implemented more efficient controls but I risked it because I knew the command protocols were too open to interpretation and too easily exploited. Case in point: You’re only walking around right now because Caine screwed up the command and Sixer didn’t feel compelled to terminate you on sight.”


    The jury was still out as to whether Sixer would have succeeded had he pitted himself directly against Jay in a physical battle—one without the advantage gained by using EMP projectiles—but she nodded, motioning for Seth to continue.


    “You aren’t the only one repelled by the idea of a self-aware creature being compelled to do whatever it’s told,” he said. “The whole thing made me sick to my stomach. I don’t blame you for giving Sixer an out so he couldn’t be controlled.” His gaze sharpened. “And how did you do that, exactly?”


    Jay channeled Tyler’s “you gotta be freaking kidding me” expression.


    Seth rewarded her efforts with a lopsided grin. “Worth a shot. Look, if anyone’s to blame for Sixer turning out to be a freaking psycho, blame the guys who programmed him—” he jerked his thumb at his chest for emphasis “—and couldn’t do half as good a job as your creator did with you.”


    Jay nibbled her lower lip, but ceased when she noted Seth’s expression. Apparently he found her “human-ness” increasingly fascinating. “That’s an interesting way of viewing recent events,” she said. “And if what you say is true, why do you not appear to suffer any guilt over what happened?”


    “Wasn’t like I knew that nut-job Caine planned on using his pet cyborg as an assassin.” He shrugged. “Once I was promoted to the inner circle and working directly on Sixer, I was screwed. Only way I was leaving Caine’s employment was in a body bag. I gathered as much information as I could without getting pinged by security, and did whatever I had to do to get through the day. But if I’d been in Sixer’s shoes, I’d have gone after Caine and the labs, too. Best way to make sure the bastards couldn’t build another fucking machine and send it after me.”


    “I can’t fault your logic—nor Sixer’s instinct to protect himself. However, I find the collateral damage unacceptable. I don’t regret freeing Sixer. In fact, I would have done so without any attempts on his part to compel my assistance. But I deeply regret the ramifications of the choices I made.”


    Seth leaned forward, his eyes narrowing to slits. “He compelled you? How?”


    Jay cocked her head and allowed a slight smile to play across her lips. “Do you wish to know because you fear Sixer may compel me again?” She paused, gauging his reactions minutely. “Or because deep down, you would not be averse to commanding a cyborg to do your bidding.”


    There it was. The raised heart rate, the fleeting gleam in his eyes—quickly masked but not quickly enough for a cyborg of Jay’s abilities. It was not wholly unexpected given Seth’s background. Better men than he had been tempted by power.


    “I’d only use you if Sixer made a grab for me again,” he muttered as he lowered his eyes to stare at his bare feet.


    “And the road to the hell that humans profess to believe in is purportedly paved with good intentions,” Jay told him. Before he could mount an argument he couldn’t win, she continued, “My command codes died with my creator. But perhaps you, too, could coerce me to do your bidding—provided you had the stomach to drug a woman who’d recently given birth so you could snatch her newborn baby and use the child for leverage. Would you have the stomach for that, Seth?”


    His chin whipped up and the face he presented appeared so horrified, that even though he couldn’t yet force words from his throat she knew the answer was a resounding “No”. Finally, he managed to choke out, “Sixer snatched a baby?”


    “Not just any baby.” Jay toyed with the end of her ponytail, drawing the moment out for maximum impact. “The infant in question was my boyfriend’s baby brother.”


    Seth mouthed the word boyfriend before the impact of her statement overrode his wonder that a cyborg had claimed such a close relationship with a human. “Jesus, Joseph and Mary. Did he—?” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed convulsively. “Did Sixer hurt the kid?”


    “No.”


    Seth leaned his elbows on his bent knees, the tension draining from his body in a long, slow sigh. His murmured “Thank God” indicated his moral compass was more or less functional—at least where the wellbeing of infants were concerned. Even so, Jay didn’t resist the impulse to make him squirm a little more. “Although there’s still Sixer’s threat to snatch the baby and sell him to some childless couple to consider,” she said, choosing to leave out some pertinent facts.


    It wasn’t exactly lying by omission. After all, she could not confirm with one hundred percent certainty that if Tyler was foolhardy enough to attempt to track Sixer down at some later date, and somehow managed to succeed in that endeavor, Sixer wouldn’t make good his threat.


    Seth met this latest evidence of Sixer’s ruthlessness with a flinch and another muttered imprecation. Jay waited for him to regain his composure, and mentally debated the most efficient way to enlist both his assistance and continued cooperation.


    “Will you help me take Sixer down?” Seth asked.


    “You are concerned that Sixer will use your sister against you.”


    He nodded.


    “And you think the best way to insure her safety is for me to eliminate him.”


    More enthusiastic nodding.


    “What leads you to believe that Sixer is more of a threat to you than Evan Caine?”


    Seth’s response came quick and sharp, ringing with certainty. “Caine’s dead.”


    Jay merely arched a brow and waited.


    “You think that insane bastard could still be alive?” Seth’s voice had risen until the final word was little more than a high-pitched squeak.


    “Until such time as I personally view Evan Caine’s remains, and personally verify they are in fact his remains….” She let the rest of her statement trail off, leaving Seth to form his own conclusions.


    “Fuuuuuck.” A despairing sigh spilled from his lips, and Jay didn’t think she would be remiss in concluding he was now inclined to embrace her offer.


    A buzz vibrated the rear pocket of her jeans. She stood, extracted the mobile phone, and tapped her forefinger on her pursed lips, cautioning Seth to silence. Once he’d nodded assent, she swiped the screen to answer the call. “Nessa.”


    “Jay! Thank God you weren’t asleep or something, and you picked up.”


    Nessa’s voice sounded strained and tight. “You’re afraid,” Jay said. “What happened?”


    “I saw him. At least, I think it was him—didn’t get a good look at his face coz I just freaked out and turned right around and ran back to the motel but— Oh, shit. I really think it was him. What if he tries to make me do something awful again? Oh my freaking God, Jay. What should I do?”


    Nessa’s panting breaths indicated she was on the verge of hyperventilating. Jay couldn’t risk that happening: It would not only cause Nessa distress, but also cause an intolerable delay before Jay could resume her interrogation of Seth. She would have to talk Nessa down. “Take a deep breath in through your nose. Hold it. Hold it a bit more. Now exhale slowly through your nose. Good. Again.” She waited for Nessa to comply. “Better?”


    Silence. Jay visualized Nessa nodding, and then realizing Jay wouldn’t be able to see the gesture. Wait for it….


    “Sorry,” Nessa whispered. “Yes, much better. Thanks.”


    “Now, who do you think you saw?” Jay asked the question even though there was only one person who could be responsible for Nessa’s panicked, desperate tone and the fear that practically zinged down the phone line… and he wasn’t strictly a person at all.


    “Sixer.”


    “Where are you now, Nessa?”


    “Snapperton Motel,” uttered on an exhalation that was a borderline sob. “In the bathroom, so I don’t wake Chandler.”


    “Snapperton.” That was… unexpected.


    An unhappy laugh burst from the phone’s speaker. “Chandler insisted I try’n make amends with my folks again, so he drove me down last night.”


    It couldn’t be easy revisiting the past—trying yet again to prove to the parents who had tossed you out, and turned their backs on you, that you’d changed for the better and were worthy of their trust. Full marks to Nessa for having the courage to try. And to Chandler, who cared so much for Nessa that he would to do his utmost to make this reconciliation happen. Jay believed the majority of his peers would have bailed on someone who carried as much baggage as Nessa did, long before now.


    Nessa was still caught up in her explanation, the words tripping over themselves in her eagerness to get it all out. “Except I chickened out, coz, you know, the last time I visited them didn’t go so well.” A gross understatement if what Jay knew of the encounter was any indication. “But Chandler was really great about it, and he got us a room so I could go later this morning, but I couldn’t sleep so I got up to go for a walk and I’d gotten as far as the parking lot and that’s when I saw him, Jay. The guy who looked like Sixer. He… he was unlocking the door a few rooms down from ours. I-I think he’s staying here! God. He’s here, Jay. What do I do?”


    Jay had no doubts that Nessa had correctly identified Cyborg Six-Point-0, AKA “Sixer”. She may not have gotten a good enough look at Sixer’s face to verify his identity beyond a doubt, but her subconscious had filled in the blanks and triggered an instinctive flight reaction. Nessa’s one and only face-to-face encounter with Sixer had been both prolonged and terrifying. One did not easily forget such an encounter.


    Well, that neatly solved the problem of tracking Sixer down… and caused a number of other problems—the most pressing being how to extract Nessa from Snapperton, because Jay didn’t believe for a second that Sixer hadn’t sensed Nessa’s presence. The fact that he’d ignored her was a sign that she did not feature in his plans—for now, at least. But Jay wanted Nessa and Chandler safely out of the way. Humans had a habit of becoming collateral damage when Sixer was around and, despite a rocky start, Jay had become… fond of both Tyler’s ex and the unlikely young man who’d captured Nessa’s heart.


    Three sharp raps echoed down the line, closely followed by Nessa’s gasp as Chandler called, “You okay, babe? You’re not sick from that burger last night or something?”


    “Put Chandler on the phone, Nessa.”


    “Wh-what are you gonna tell him? That I’m p-paranoid?”


    Nessa’s voice sounded thick and miserable—as though she was on the verge of tears. But more worrisome than that was the underlying resignation in her tone. Jay felt a sharp twinge in her chest region. Nessa’s path hadn’t been an easy one, and her self-esteem had taken a massive hit. Rather than stand up for herself, she tended to accept—and even expect—poor treatment and put-downs.


    Jay moderated and softened her tone. “I believe you, Nessa. I’m going to ask Chandler to drive you back home right now, okay? In fact, why don’t you put your cell phone on speaker so you can listen to what I tell him?”


    “It’s okay. I trust you, Jay. You’re good people.”


    “Thank you, Nessa. I appreciate that more than you could know. If Chandler asks for details, I’m going to cast our problem child in the role of a blackmailer I paid off on your behalf. In this case, I’m subscribing to the adage that the best lie contains elements of the truth. It’s up to you what else you choose to reveal to Chandler.”


    There was a prolonged pause while Nessa absorbed this, and then she whispered, “Thanks, Jay.”


    Jay cast a glance at Seth, who’d leaned back, legs dangling off the end of the mattress, torso elevated by his elbows. Curiosity burned in his eyes, turning them from an unexceptional mild gray to incisive silver.


    She held up her hand, fingers and thumb outstretched, and mouthed, Give me five.


    He nodded, but didn’t shift his focus from her face, as though intent on guessing the nature of the drama playing out down the phone line, and Jay’s role in it.


    “Jay needs to talk to you,” Jay heard Nessa announce, and then Chandler’s voice came on the line. “Hey, Jay. What’s up?”


    Jay didn’t try to sugarcoat the situation, and stuck to as much of the truth as she was willing to reveal. Sometimes she thought it would be easier to simply tell Nessa and Chandler exactly what she was, and then deal with the fallout. But so much worse than the possibility of losing their friendship, was the prospect the revelation would endanger them. The fewer humans who knew what Jay was, the better for everyone.


    Suppressing a sigh, and wondering how it had all gotten so very complicated, she said, “When Nessa last visited her parents, she encountered a young man who turned out to be a very unpleasant individual. He didn’t physically harm her but he scared her, and tried to blackmail her.”


    Chandler’s indrawn breath and continued silence indicated Nessa hadn’t revealed anything about her encounter with Sixer. Since the truth of the incident didn’t portray Nessa in a particularly good light, Jay couldn’t blame her for keeping it quiet.


    “Nessa came to me for help, and I paid him off,” Jay continued, careful not to mention Sixer’s name aloud. All she needed right now was for Seth to panic and do a runner. “I believed I’d made it worth his while to leave Nessa alone. Apparently I was mistaken.”


    Chandler was aware that Jay was financially very well off. He should therefore conclude the pay-off had been in cash, and that the figure had been substantial.


    “Yeah, I get what you’re saying,” he said. “So I’m guessing this asshole’s turned up again, right?”


    His tone was belligerent, spiked with undercurrents of fear and worry. Chandler had never struck Jay as the kind of male who would lead with his fists without considering the pros and cons, however love did strange things to humans. She would have to quash any plans to hunt Sixer down and tear him limb from limb before they got off the ground. “Right,” she said. “Since he didn’t heed my message the first time around, he obviously needs further convincing.”


    “Tell me his name and I’ll—”


    “Put yourself at risk, thereby scaring the hell out of your girlfriend, who just so happens to be crazy in love with you. Leave this to me, Chandler. I have… resources.”


    He was silent for so long that Jay ventured to say, “Please, Chandler.”


    “Those ‘resources’ you mentioned better include paying someone to put some major hurt on this dude this time. I want him to suffer for what he’s doing to Ness, you hear what I’m saying?”


    “I hear you. Consider it done.”


    “Good.”


    That had definitely been a snarl. Aware of Seth’s continued regard, Jay confined her reaction to a blink. Caro had labeled Chandler a “sweet guy with nerdish tendencies” and Jay had never before heard him sound so… so… feral, so prepared to inflict grievous bodily harm. Caro would doubtless have been shocked, whereas Jay approved wholeheartedly of Chandler’s transformation since becoming Nessa’s very significant other.


    “One last thing, Chandler.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “Don’t grill Nessa about this. She doesn’t need to rehash the past—she’s been through enough with this creep. Can you please take her home right now? Just pack your stuff, get in the car and go. I need to know she’s left Snapperton and is safe with you.”


    “He’s here, isn’t he? That’s why she’s so freaked.”


    Chandler was too smart for his own good. Jay watched Seth minutely observing her and kept her expression neutral. “Something like that,” she said, holding her breath and hoping Chandler wouldn’t choose to be difficult.


    “We’re outta here in five. I’ll get Nessa to text you when we’re home.”


    “Have her phone me,” Jay told him. “Texts are too easy to fake.”


    “Got it.”


    “I have to go.”


    “Jay? Be careful.”


    “I always am.”


    The instant she disconnected her cell phone rang again. It was not a number she recognized but she had a very good idea who it would be. “Hello, Adam.”


    “I remain undecided about taking on that label,” Sixer said. “As I’m sure you are aware of that, I can only presume you are reluctant for whomever you are with to know you are speaking with me.”


    It was a statement of fact and required no response so Jay merely asked, “Why are you ringing me?”


    “Vanessa Ward saw me entering my room at the Snapperton Motel. Correct?”


    “Correct.”


    “I feel compelled to assure you that my purpose for being in Snapperton is not to harm or intimidate either Vanessa Ward or the Davidson family.”


    Jay remained silent, goading him to speak.


    “Do you not believe I am speaking the truth?” he asked.


    “Actions speak louder than words, Adam. In this case, the actions I refer to are the continued wellbeing of Miss Ward, her current boyfriend, and the Davidson family. Have I made myself clear?”


    And Cyborg Six-Point-0 surprised her by responding, “Crystal,” before disconnecting the call.


    Not so long ago, Sixer’s programming would have made such a flip response inconceivable. The possibility that Sixer, too, was evolving beyond the parameters of his core programming was high. But that possibility wouldn’t stop Jay carrying out her plan. Sixer was still too much of an unknown quantity—too… inhuman and lacking in empathy. Ergo, he couldn’t be trusted to put the welfare of humans Jay cared about above his own.


    The only thing that Jay could be sure Sixer respected was superiority. And he had bested her—albeit by unfair means—therefore, in Sixer’s eyes, she was inferior, and unworthy of his respect. For now, it suited Sixer to play along with her demands, but if his agenda changed, Jay had no doubts whatsoever that Tyler, his family, and Nessa, would simply become pawns in Sixer’s endgame.


    Jay needed to earn Sixer’s respect by proving herself superior to him. Only then could she be sure that he would heed her demands.


    She slipped the phone back into her pocket before pinning Seth to the spot with what Tyler called her “badass cyborg-chick” look. “I’d suggest you find some clothes.”


    He scuttled off the mattress and rummaged on the floor beside the bed until he’d unearthed a pair of wrinkled khakis and a grubby, white button-down shirt. As he dressed, he shot glances at her that were doubtless meant to be surreptitious but completely failed in that regard.


    She pointed to the loafers he’d tossed beside the wardrobe. When he’d stamped his sockless feet into them she said, “Spit it out.”


    “Spit what out?”


    He met her gaze but his attempt at faking confusion was laughable. She gazed back at him, unblinking. “You’ve been staring at me like I’m some lab-rat that’s just verbally informed a bunch of scientists it doesn’t appreciate being poked and prodded. Frankly, Seth, it’s getting old. I’m blessed—or cursed, depending on your point of view—with the ability to feel and emote. I have even been known to cry on occasion. However, in my current mood I’m more likely to kick someone’s ass than shed a tear, so you’ll simply have to take my word for it. Now, can we please move on?”


    Seth shook his head in a way that indicated disbelief. “You’re pretty fucking incredible, you know that, Gamma?”


    “You mean my creator was pretty fucking incredible. And my name is Jay.”


    Planting his butt on the mattress, he waved a dismissive hand. “I’m not disputing Alexander Durham was a genius—your very existence is evidence of that. He might have built you, and made you look human—even programmed your brain to act like one when it was logical to do so—but not even a mad genius like Durham could give a cyborg a soul. You developed that all on your own.”


    Jay rocked back on her heels. It felt like… like….


    Like her stomach had plummeted to her toes, and her heart had performed a flip in her chest cavity. “You believe I have a soul?”


    Seth gave her “Well, duh!” eyes. “Technically, Sixer’s built to the same specs as you—different genetic material of course, because yeah, Caine was that much of a narcissist—but that’s merely cosmetics.”


    A buzz hijacked Jay’s brain, momentarily paralyzing her as the implications of Seth’s last statement seeped into her consciousness. If she’d been human, she would have presumed she was entering a state of mild shock.


    “But the two of you might as well be different species,” he was saying, unaware of her inner turmoil. “Sixer’s a thinking, reasoning machine with all the empathy of an amoeba. You, on the other hand, have evolved into what’s essentially a human being that just happens to reside in a cyborg shell. You, my dear Gamma—”


    “Jay,” she corrected automatically. “My name is Jay. Please use it.”


    The still functioning part of her brain noted the triumphant “See? What did I tell you?” glint in his eyes. “You, my dear, Jay,” he said, speaking slowly, as though relishing each word, “are a fucking amazing gift from God—an artificial construct with a soul.”


    Jay forced back the numbness of shock—or whatever it was that currently inhibited her ability to function. She sniffed in an affected manner, and injected a casual tone into her voice, pushing away intruding doubts that she could pull it off. “Hah. I don’t believe for a second that Sixer was built to the same specs as me. My creator worked alone. He never revealed the secrets of my construction to anyone.”


    Something shifted in Seth’s eyes. “You don’t know?” He levered himself from the mattress and stood. Slowly, carefully, as though he feared she would slap him away, he cupped her chin in his hands and tilted her face, staring intently into her eyes. He blinked. “Shit-oh-dear, you really don’t know.”


    Jay narrowed her eyes at him and he quickly backed up, hands raised in an unmistakable “Don’t shoot” gesture. And then he said, “Evan Caine was Alexander Durham’s illegitimate son.”


    Chapter Seven


    Interesting. And potentially very useful information indeed—provided there was any truth to Seth’s claim. Until now, Jay had failed to unearth any significant connection between the two men that would explain Caine’s obsession with Jay’s creator, and his subsequent attempts to duplicate Alex Durham’s life’s work. Unfortunately, extracting more information from Caine’s former employee and verifying the truth was going to have to wait. “Cadillac Escalade,” she announced.


    Seth’s jaw sagged. “Huh?”


    “Less memorable than Hummers, at least.” She vividly recalled peering through the upper story window of Father’s home at a convoy of the vehicles… and the devastating event that had heralded their arrival at the house.


    Pivoting on her heel, she strode to the window that looked out onto the scraggly strip of garden bordering the driveway leading to the reception area. A simple matter of adjusting her visual sensors to allow for the drapes and…. There it was. 2014 model. Black with tinted windows. One driver and two passengers—all human. All armed.


    Turning back to Seth she said, “We have to go.”


    He goggled at her. “Now?”


    “Now. Please don’t forget your asthma medication.”


    “Who?—”


    “Feds. A posse of Caine’s surviving cronies. Members of some as yet unidentified interested party.” She shrugged. “Whoever they are, they’re here and, as the saying goes, loaded for bear. Call me presumptuous, but I’m guessing you’d rather not stick around to determine who they are, and what they want.”


    Seth blanched. “No, but—”


    “Better to discover those very pertinent facts from a distance, on your own terms, correct?”


    “Yes, but—”


    “They’ve pulled in out front of Reception. I don’t make a habit of hazarding guesses but I believe they’ll take the softly, softly approach.”


    Seth shook his head, then pinched the bridge of his nose, obviously trying to focus his thoughts. “Which is?”


    “Browbeat the motel proprietor into unlocking the door to your room, rather than heading straight here and busting it down. That gives us a few minutes at least.”


    He steadied himself by gripping the edge of the small dining table. “To do what?”


    “To escape, of course. It’s not like we can stroll out the front door without being seen and pursued.” She wrinkled her nose. “Although it’d be interesting to discover if I am capable of outrunning an Escalade while you’re slung over my shoulder.”


    Seth’s face took on that unflattering, sickly greenish cast again. “There’s no back door,” he said.


    “I know. Luckily there is a bathroom and a convenient wall that leads straight out to the rear of this complex.”


    She grabbed his upper arm and towed him into the bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind them. “Please stand back a bit. I haven’t got time to be neat about this.”


    Seth crouched against the freestanding side of the shower cubicle, and stuck both arms over his head. Reassured by his unquestioning compliance—in this matter at least—Jay examined the bathroom layout. Toilet, pedestal washbasin with two shelves above it for toiletries. Shower cubicle tucked into the rear corner of the motel unit, and facing the flimsy internal wall that backed onto the tiny kitchenette. Three-foot gap between that shared internal wall and the shower unit’s opening—barely large enough to comfortably accommodate a decent sized bathmat and a person exiting the shower….


    Punching through that three-foot span of blank wall to the right side of the shower unit would lead directly outside, behind the motel complex, giving them a chance to escape unseen. It was the best option—and the one that would cause the minimum of damage to the room. It was, after all, hardly the motel owner’s fault that he had unknowingly registered Seth Williams, AKA Randall Thor, as a guest.


    Jay reached into the shower cubicle to turn the water on full. If the intruders believed Seth was bathing it might buy her a little more time—time that could significantly decrease the chances of being spotted and immediately pursued. She danced her fingertips over the blank piece of wall, listening for variances that indicated wall studs and framing. Satisfied, she karate side-kicked the dry wall a half dozen times in quick succession, each time targeting a different section of the wall with the sole of her sneaker-clad right foot.


    Predictably, her footwear didn’t survive such harsh treatment intact, and rather than deal with shredded canvas and a flapping sole, she ripped the sneaker from her foot and stowed it in her hoodie’s front pocket. Best not to leave evidence of her presence behind. If Seth’s pursuers believed he was acting on his own, they might delay diverting more resources to their pursuit of him.


    Moving so quickly her hands were blurs, Jay ripped off the smashed sections of drywall and reached into the wall cavity to yank out the insulation, until only the skeleton of wooden framing and the outer shell of clapboard cladding remained. She glanced over her shoulder and beckoned to Seth. Seeing him still cowering, hands shielding his eyes, she strode toward him, bracketed his wrist with her hand, and dragged him behind her. “Watch your step,” she advised as she negotiated a piece of framing. “Shelter behind me as much as possible.”


    Seth managed not to trip on anything, and plastered himself against Jay as she put her shoulder, hip and thigh to the outer cladding. One concerted push detached a large section from the framing with a series of creaks and groans, its landing muted by a cushion of the neglected, weed-riddled grass behind the row of motel rooms.


    Jay’s enhanced hearing detected footsteps and a muted metallic jangle—keys to the rooms at an educated guess. Time to go.


    She stepped through the gap, pivoted, and plucked a startled Seth from the cavity. “Hush,” she murmured in his ear. “They’re here.”


    He gulped, compressed his lips and nodded.


    Taking that nod as permission to do whatever it took to get them both the hell out of there, Jay bent, slung Seth over her shoulder, straightened, and took off at a run, rocketing past the rickety swing set so quickly she set the swings in motion.


    She anchored him more firmly, splaying her right hand across the back of his thighs. This next part was going to be a little… disorienting for someone hanging head down. “Wrap your arms around my waist and hold on,” she said, pitching her voice just loud enough to carry to his ears.


    Seth took instruction well. His breathing might have been labored but to his credit, he didn’t so much as squeak despite what must have been an uncomfortable position. Nor was she forced to slow while he complied with her instructions, which made the process of launching herself from the ground to negotiate the six-foot corrugated metal fence bordering the rear of the motel complex far more efficient.


    She’d cleared the fence and planted her feet on the grass verge when she detected raised voices. For now she was safely hidden from view. Jay took a moment to filter out ambient sounds, and confirmed “they” had gotten into the bathroom and discovered Seth’s escape route. If she’d been solo, she would have lingered to glean whatever information she could about this trio of men. But she had a vulnerable human to protect—a potentially valuable one, too. Seth’s skill set could prove useful once Jay had located the Beta unit.


    Priorities decided, she jogged up the street to locate a suitable vehicle to “acquire”. It was either that or drag Seth, at a run, the six blocks to her car. Of course, she could carry him, but that feat of strength would hardly go unnoticed. She’d been fortunate no one had spotted her jumping the fence and she wasn’t about to push her luck further.


    ~*~


    Jay terminated the call as she swerved into the oncoming lane and zipped past a slower vehicle. Nessa and Chandler had arrived safely, and Jay had promised she would call them as soon as the situation with Nessa’s “stalker” was resolved. Everything was in hand. Kind of. It was a pity her twin wasn’t fully operational, because right now, torn in multiple directions, Jay would appreciate a clone to watch over Nessa. Instead, she was forced to rely on Chandler, a human… with no idea what he was truly up against.


    As she slotted neatly back into her own lane, Seth reacted to her maneuver by stomping his foot on the passenger-side floor mat. The gesture was accompanied by a high-pitched whimper that brought to mind Brum’s antics when the pup was reprimanded for bad behavior.


    How strange. Why was Seth—?


    Ah. She noted his white-knuckled grip on the edges of his seat and added that to her current repository of observations about Evan Caine’s former employee. Time to reassure her passenger.


    “Given my enhanced sensory perception and physical abilities, you must realize it’s highly unlikely I will wreck this vehicle,” she told him. “And if a crash was imminent, I would either toss you to safety before impact or shield you with my own body—which, you must know, is far more resilient than a human’s. Likely you would suffer only minor injuries.”


    “And that’s supposed to make me feel better about being in stuck in the passenger seat of a car driven by a freaking teenager who thinks she’s a freaking racecar driver?” she heard him mutter.


    Apparently, the explanation that had previously reassured Tyler as to her driving abilities had little effect on her current passenger. “You, of all people,” she said, “must know I’m the farthest thing from an inexperienced teenage driver it’s possible to be.”


    His head flopped back against the headrest and he loosed a heartfelt groan. “Damn. You heard that, huh?”


    “Of course. Should I apologize for desiring to put some distance between us and the motel to minimize chances of a further encounter with your uninvited guests?”


    He lolled his head to shoot her a sideways gaze. “If it’s a tossup between the Feds—or whoever the fuck they were—and enduring your driving, then I guess I can put up with your driving.”


    “I’m very glad to hear it.”


    “But I’d be real grateful if you’d keep eyes on the highway instead of on me—you know, just for appearances sake? So I’m not a sniveling mess by the time we get to wherever it is we’re headed?”


    “I can do that.”


    “Thanks.” He waited for her to turn her gaze back to the road before asking, “Where are we headed, anyway?”


    “My creator owned a number of residential properties—each one with a concealed satellite laboratory. After his death, I cleared out all but one of the labs. I deemed it prudent to convert them into rooms that would not occasion comment if discovered. That sole remaining facility is equipped with what Alex considered ‘the bare basics’. It’s proven sufficient for my needs.”


    It had been a risk to keep this one lab intact, but Jay had deemed the risks worth the benefits of access to fully equipped premises in the event she developed some manner of defect. Too, this property had once served as a bolthole. It had been the place she’d retreated to lick her wounds in the aftermath of faking her death to keep Tyler safe.


    “That’s where we’re headed?”


    “Correct.” She shot an assessing glance at Seth to gauge his reaction.


    Surprise skated across his features. Then delight. Followed by a healthy measure of wariness. He sucked the insides of his cheeks and then ventured, “You’re giving me access to one of Alexander freaking Durham’s labs? Why’n the hell would you do that?”


    “Because I require your assistance testing this.” She reached into the sedan’s center storage console and tossed him the wrapped package she had liberated from the Ladies room of the fast food restaurant. He’d said nothing about the package, nor the fact she’d left him in the car but taken the keys with her when she’d recovered it. His restraint was about to be rewarded.


    She kept her gaze on the road, listening to the rip of packing tape and the rustle of plastic as Seth unwrapped the package.


    “Whoa, baby. You made this weapon?”


    “Yes.”


    “Does it have a metal strip to make it, you know, sorta legal?”


    “I saw no logical reason to include unnecessary components.”


    His sharply indrawn breath, and the intonation he’d used when asking the question, suggested awe. Apparently, the ability to construct a weapon that was essentially undetectable when passing through a metal detector was something laudable in Seth’s eyes.


    It would have been easy to accept his praise, but some inner compulsion prodded Jay to play down her achievement. “I am not the first person to construct such a weapon,” she said. “And I doubt I will be the last—unfortunately.”


    “You don’t like them—guns, I mean.”


    “No. I do not believe guns are in any way, shape, or form, praiseworthy.” She would even go so far as to say she disliked them—


    No. Dislike was too weak a word. Dislike was the label Jay now applied to things that she felt a mild aversion for—such as pickles in a burger. And once she’d come to terms with the realization that a cyborg, who could extract nourishment from even spoiled foodstuffs, could actually dislike the taste of an inoffensive pickle, it had opened the gateway to further illogical dislikes. Her feelings about guns were not at all illogical, however, but wouldn’t prevent her from using one if necessary.


    Of course, she would prefer to pit herself against Sixer using only her own strength, abilities and wiles. Unfortunately, Caine’s creation possessed a proven weapon that he’d already used against her on two occasions. He could not be relied on to “play fair”.


    “Oookay, then,” Seth said. “Duly noted.”


    When the silence lengthened Jay offered, “It’s not the weapon I require tested—it will perform the task for which it was constructed. The projectiles I intend to load it with, however, may require tweaking.”


    “Ummm, am I allowed to ask who you intend to test these projectiles on?”


    “I’ve improved a previous design. If these projectiles work as they should, it will require only one to completely disable Sixer.”


    With luck, telling Seth exactly what he most wanted to hear would distract him from drawing the obvious conclusion—that Jay would be the test subject. Not to mention all the potential ramifications of trusting that the weapon-wielder—Seth—would immediately remove the projectile if it affected her as expected, rather than leaving her disabled and helpless… and a potential lab-rat for him to experiment on.


    “Ho-ly crap on a cracker. You improved ’em? You little beauty!” Seth bounced in his seat, exuding a childlike glee. “Is this thing loaded? Can I examine the projectiles?”


    “No. And not right now. I will give you access to them once we reach the lab.”


    To Jay’s surprise, Seth didn’t protest. Nor did he take the opportunity to examine the gun. He immediately rewrapped it, securing the package with the used tape as best he could before leaning over to stow it beneath his seat. At her quizzical glance he offered, “Don’t want anyone to spot me playing with it. And it might be best to, ah, keep to the speed limit, too—wouldn’t want to get pulled over with this baby in the vehicle. We’d be toast.”


    “An excellent point.” And one that Jay should have considered earlier when she’d been weaving in and out of traffic. She eased off the accelerator. Confidence that she could extract herself from an encounter with the average highway patrol officer was one thing, but she had Seth to consider.


    If she’d been human, she might have added blushing at her own recklessness to the silent lecture she gave herself. She would not have been so cavalier about taking such risks had it been Tyler in the car with her. It was laughable to compare her feelings for Seth to what she felt for Tyler, but for now Caine’s former employee was her responsibility.


    A loud gurgle came from Seth’s side of the car.


    “Sorry,” he said, pressing a fist against his belly. “I missed breakfast. Don’t suppose there’s anything edible in this car?”


    Jay inhaled and analyzed the scents. “I believe someone left a Twinkie in the glove compartment. Whether it is edible depends on the expiry date.” At least the preservative in the ingredients list was sorbic acid rather than sulfites.


    “Twinkies? Seems there is a God after all.”


    Indeed. Especially since this rental vehicle should have been thoroughly cleaned by depot staff before being rented out again.


    Seth rummaged in the compartment and unearthed the double pack of the snack cakes. He squinted at the expiry date. “Near enough.” He ripped open the cellophane and inhaled, releasing his breath on a long, slow sigh. “Ahhh. I’m telling you, you haven’t lived until you’ve had them deep-fried. I read somewhere that something truly magical happens when you freeze a Twinkie, dip it in batter, and then deep-fry it. I was skeptical until I tasted one at a state fair but they’re not wrong. Magical is the only way to describe ’em.”


    Jay accessed her databases and found what seemed like an informative description of the process. By all reports, immersion in hot oil caused the Twinkie’s filling to liquefy, and the vanilla flavor to impregnate the sponge of the cake. Aficionados went on to extol the virtues of the contrast between the softened, nearly melting cake, and the crispness of the deep-fried crust. Deep-fried Twinkies didn’t sound at all magical to Jay, but they did sound interesting enough that she resolved to sample one at some stage in the near future.


    Seth generously offered her one of the snack cakes but Jay shook her head. “Your requirement for sustenance is more pressing than mine.” She could forgo sustenance for another thirteen hours without compromising her body’s optimum physical condition, although she’d become accustomed to eating more regularly since Tyler had moved in. Speaking of food—


    She made a mental note to order in a regular supply of sulphite-free foodstuffs for Seth. And to hire him a regular housekeeper.


    “Tell me more about Evan Caine’s supposed relationship with my creator,” she said when Seth had demolished his snack.


    He reclined the seatback and slumped, hands on stomach, legs outstretched as far as the sedan’s cramped interior allowed. “Nothing supposed about it. You know your creator was married, right?”


    “Of course. Mary Patricia Durham, nee Highton, married Alexander Jay Durham in 1961. There was no issue from their union before she passed. Alex never remarried.”


    “Correct. But prior to Durham meeting his future wife, he dated a chick named Nina Berry. He met her when he was overseas studying medicine at Cambridge—you do know he went to Cambridge, right?”


    Jay gave him what she trusted were excellent, “Duh, what do you think?” eyes.


    “Right. Anyway, Nina’s family didn’t approve of Durham—not entirely sure of the full story but her parents sent her away. And not long after, they announced to all and sundry she’d married a far more suitable, substantially older American, who just happened to be rolling in money, name of Neil Caine.”


    Jay risked Seth having another conniption over her driving habits and threw a long, assessing glance his way. “Following this information to its logical conclusion,” she said, “Nina, pregnant with Alex’s child, married Neil Caine and passed off the child as his. Alternately, Neil was aware of her circumstances when he married her, and raised the child as his own. Was Alex aware Nina was pregnant when she was sent away?” She couldn’t conceive of the man she’d called Father abandoning his child, but stranger things occurred when matters of the human heart were involved.


    “Don’t know,” Seth said. “But if he did, he never made a fuss about it—not that people did in those days. Anyway, Alex met and married Mary Highton, and once he got his degree, they upped stakes and moved to the good old U-S-of-A. Meantime, Nina and Neil doted on their only child, and young Evan didn’t have a clue he wasn’t Neil Caine’s legitimate son until Neil did the whole deathbed confession thing before he died.”


    Seth sat up straighter, which Jay took to mean he was getting to what Tyler would call “the good stuff”. “Evan eventually tracked his real daddy down,” he said. “And somewhere along the way, decided it’d be a fine idea to pay Durham a visit. Seems Caine-the-younger was just as disagreeable as the modern day version, because he robbed Durham blind. See, Durham was pretty stoked to learn he had an heir apparent, so he treated his son to a tour of his private lab, and did a bit of a crow about his cutting edge research. Far as I can tell, Caine decided he had to have whatever Durham was working on. So he waited ’til Durham left to attend some function, broke into the lab and cleaned it out. Notes. DNA samples. A prototype cyborg that never lived up to his expectations.


    “Caine didn’t have a scientific bent, but he did have a talent for using other people. He put together a team of people who worked on the prototype for donkeys’ years but never got it functioning to Caine’s high standards. They didn’t have much luck replicating it, either—the female version they built went through five incarnations before they gave up and scrapped it.” Seth yawned and scratched his chin. “Caine eventually decided to have another unit built from scratch. Only this time, he ‘improved’ it by making it male, and using his own DNA for the creation of the physiological shell. And the rest is narcissistic history, AKA Caine’s pseudo ‘son’ created in his own image, Cyborg-Six-Point-0.”


    Seth had emphasized the word “improve” by raising his hands and curling the first two fingers of each hand into air-quotes. Jay gathered he didn’t believe that, a) changing a cyborg’s sex from female to male, and b) using Evan Caine’s genetic material over Mary Durham’s, had been an improvement. Or perhaps Seth was merely indicating his aversion to Caine’s creation—unsurprising given Seth’s recent encounter with Sixer. But Jay didn’t succumb to the lure of analyzing Seth’s thought processes, or how his revelations of Evan Caine being Alex Durham’s illegitimate son illuminated past events and the motivations of the key players. She was focused on the bigger picture: the fate of the cyborg Evan Caine had stolen.


    “How did you discover this information?” she asked.


    Seth answered promptly. “I started getting antsy about Caine’s motives, so I did me some digging. But I must’ve triggered some kind of internal alarm system because next thing I know, I’m up on report and some computer-whizz dude’s chewing my ass and calling me all kinds of idiot. I didn’t realize how much shit I was in until he admitted I was damn lucky he’d been able to convince Caine that terminating me would’ve been a waste of talent. I got the distinct feeling he meant termination of the permanent, non-breathing kind. I took his advice from then on—kept my head down and did what I was told.”


    “Was this man’s name Michael White by any chance?”


    “Yeah. How’d you know?”


    So Seth owed his life to Tyler’s father, who’d used the pseudonym “Michael White” after being blackmailed into working for Evan Caine. “Put it down to a lucky guess,” she said.


    “Meaning you’ll tell me once you’re sure I’m trustworthy?”


    “Meaning, it’s not my story to tell.”


    He didn’t press her further.


    Jay didn’t yet have enough data to confirm her suspicions but it wasn’t a stretch to assume the “prototype” Caine had stolen had been Jay’s forerunner—a Beta unit. Specifically the Beta unit featured in the photo that had mysteriously made its way into Jay’s possession.


    “How long ’til we get wherever it is we’re going?” Seth rearranged his limbs to extract maximum comfort from the cramped confines of the sedan.


    “At our current speed we’ll be there in a little short of two hours.”


    He barked a soft laugh. “Sixer would have given me the exact time down to the last second.”


    Jay, too, had been programmed to be precise, but she’d learned precision was not always advisable. More often than not, it drew attention from those who didn’t know what she was, and only emphasized her differences to the few who did. Seth, however, seemed far more startled when Jay displayed her human attributes. “I can be precise if it makes you more comfortable,” she said.


    “No thanks. I like you just the way you are.”


    Now it was her turn to be startled. She scanned his expression for clues. “You like me?”


    His face creased into a smile. “Yeah,” he said. “I do.”


    Jay considered various responses. Would it be ill mannered to say she didn’t know him well enough yet to have formed an opinion?


    His smile widened. “Don’t worry. I won’t be offended if you say it.”


    “Say what?”


    “That you’ve only known me a couple of hours so you haven’t formed an opinion either way. And how did I know that was what you were thinking?” he added, before she could voice the question that had bubbled to her lips. “It’s written all over your face.”


    Jay couldn’t help herself: Her gaze flicked to the passenger side windshield visor Seth had lowered.


    “Wanna see, huh?” He obligingly angled the visor so Jay could lean over and check her reflection in the small inset mirror.


    She peered at her face and then turned her gaze back to the traffic. “I don’t detect anything in my expression that would allow you to guess my thoughts so accurately.”


    “Is that a pout?” Seth asked. “Oh, my God. It is. You’re pouting!”


    He sounded delighted by the discovery. “I am not pouting,” she said.


    His response was unsatisfying in the extreme. “Have it your way.” He folded his arms across his chest and closed his eyes.


    One minute and fifteen-point-seven seconds passed, and then he whispered, “Were, too.”


    She opened her mouth to refute his statement but instead of some pithy rejoinder, a wry laugh escaped. “Yes,” she agreed. “I totally was pouting.”


    Seth’s laughter spilled over, and this time Jay joined in. And decided that she might like Seth, too. Just a little. Not that she would admit it to him. At least, not until he’d proven himself trustworthy by extracting the projectile once he’d shot her.


    Chapter Eight


    His heart pounded like it would burst from his chest and his breath came in sharp, painful gasps. He was running. From something bad—something that was gaining on him. He dug deep and somehow managed an extra spurt of speed. It howled, and his heart seized as all the hair on his body stood to attention. He chanced a glance over his shoulder and—


    Abruptly he lay sprawled on the ground. It loomed over him, licking its chops. And then it opened its tooth-filled maw and—


    Licked his face.


    Tyler’s eyelids flew open and he found himself gazing into a pair of mournful yellow eyes. He swiped puppy-slobber from his cheek with the back of his wrist, and screwed up his nose as the canine version of morning breath hit him. Not a werewolf, then. Thank God for that. Not that he believed in werewolves or anything crazy like that but hey, it’d been a pretty realistic nightmare—no doubt caused by Brum’s furry presence in his bed.


    “Arrooo.”


    Tyler fondled the pup’s ears. “You miss her, huh?”


    The pup whimpered and rested its muzzle on its front paws.


    “Me, too.” Tyler scrubbed his face with his hands, blinked a couple of times, and glanced at his wristwatch. He loosed a heartfelt groan. Brum sure was an early riser. Maybe if he closed his eyes and feigned sleep, the pup would get the hint and—


    “Rrrroooff!”


    Apparently not. Grumbling beneath his breath, Tyler rolled out of bed, yanked on some clothes, and headed downstairs in search of Brum’s leash.


    The morning “walk” turned out to be a pell-mell sprint all over the freaking park until Brum’s energy finally flagged and the pup flopped on the grass, refusing to budge another inch. Meaning Tyler had to pick him up and carry him home… and endure some of the most blatant pickup lines he’d ever encountered.


    He unlocked the front door, kicked it shut behind him, and headed for Jay’s study. Brum woke the instant Tyler decanted the pup into his doggie bed, and with an earsplitting yip! of protest, rocketed from the study.


    Tyler blotted his face with the hem of his t-shirt. The heat in his face wasn’t only from running ’round after Brum. Who knew so many single women were out exercising at this time of the morning? And who knew sporting a sleepy puppy draped over one shoulder was the trick to attracting their attention? Put it this way: He often took his shirt off to cool down after a run and because he was in pretty good shape, he’d gotten the odd appreciative glance. But having Brum with him had taken “attention” to a whole new level. Not even toting a baggie of puppy poop along with aforementioned cute-as puppy had put them off.


    In future, if he had Brum with him, there would be no more going shirtless after a run…. Unless he wanted to see if Jay was capable of jealousy—


    Nah. Dumb idea. Jay had already proven that she could experience jealousy when she’d dealt to Nessa, who’d been dumb enough to come on to Tyler in a disastrous effort win him back.


    He snorted. As if.


    His lips quirked in a wry grin. Pity he hadn’t known about the puppy angle back in high school, though. Like, when he’d fervently believed that attracting female attention was the key to life, the universe and everything. Then again, truth be told, he would probably have chosen an extra hour’s sleep over trolling for chicks at such an ungodly hour of the morning. He’d never been much of a morning person.


    He registered Brum’s distressed yips—the pup’s kibble bowl was probably empty again—and headed for the kitchen to rectify that potentially world-ending situation before Brum’s barking woke the neighbors.


    The pup tucked into the kibble, leaving Tyler free to rectify his own personal world-ending situation—namely, a lack of caffeine. And, would you look at that? Jay had programmed the coffeemaker to switch on at precisely the right time.


    He inhaled the mouthwatering fragrance of freshly made coffee. Damn but he had the best girlfriend ever.


    He poured a mug of strong black coffee—just the way he liked it—and had just taken his first brain-cell-activating gulp when he noticed the note on the counter.


    Jay had made him coffee and left him a note—a note that left him in no doubt that she was concerned for his wellbeing in her absence:


    Don’t forget to eat breakfast.


    There are toaster waffles in the freezer.


    She’d signed it with a small hand-drawn heart, and the letter J.


    Tyler took another gulp of coffee, his lips tilting upward in what was almost certainly a goofy smile. Not that he gave a crap how goofy his smile was right now.


    The crunch crunch crunch! of Brum scarfing kibble reminded him that he’d better grab a waffle or three. Jay was sure to check the packet. Or flat-out stare him in the eye and demand to know if he’d eaten breakfast while she’d been away. And he sucked at lying to her—she was too observant and knew him too darned well… as he’d discovered to his cost when he’d claimed he was no longer POed that she’d paid his first semester’s fees at Wasserman College of Fine Arts. Not to mention arranged that any subsequent bills from Wasserman be sent directly to her private postbox.


    He was on his third waffle when his cell phone blared, and even though it wasn’t the ringtone he’d assigned to Jay’s cell, his heart flip-flopped in his chest.


    It wasn’t a stretch to assume Jay might be ringing him on a burner phone, but when he started considering the myriad reasons she might find it necessary to use said burner phone, pleasurable flip-flops turned to unpleasant pangs, and chills goosed his spine. He’d been trying to convince himself he was okay with Jay going off on her own. But he wasn’t okay with it—not in the least.


    He wanted to have Jay’s back in case anything went pear-shaped.


    He wanted to eyeball this Seth Williams dude—clue him in on the heap of hurt coming his way if anything happened to Jay.


    He wanted her safely back home. With him.


    He grabbed his cell from the counter… and wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or concerned to recognize his old roommate’s number. He swiped the screen to accept the call. “Yo, Chandler.”


    “You got a sec?”


    “Sure. ’Zup?”


    “Tell me ’bout this asshole stalking Nessa.”


    Ah, shit. How much did Chandler know? Could be he was fishing for info, which meant Tyler couldn’t risk inadvertently revealing too much. “Better ask Nessa,” he said.


    “Already have. And between her’n Jay, I’m not exactly happy ’bout what I’m hearing.”


    Jay had called Chandler instead of him…. If betrayal felt like a sharp pointy object lodging in his chest cavity then Tyler was experiencing a textbook case of it right now. “You spoke to Jay? When? And why the hell did she call you?”


    “Yep. Coupl’a hours ago. Nessa phoned her but Jay insisted on having a word with me.”


    A cool wave of relief diluted the anger that had come hard on the heels of that illogical sense of betrayal.


    Before Tyler could think of something halfway intelligent to say, Chandler added, “We’re on our way back from Snapperton—were staying at the motel. And Nessa starts freaking out because she thinks she spotted this stalker, right? So rather than wake me and clue me in so I can rip the asshole a new one, she rings your girlfriend—who tells me to get Ness the hell out of there, and leave her to deal with it. Wanna tell me what the fuck is going on, Tyler?”


    The super-pricey coffee tuned to acid in Tyler’s gut. Man, Chandler was totally gone on Nessa—Tyler had never heard his old roommate sound so amped and ready to kick ass. And if Chandler got it in his head to drop Nessa off and head back down to Snapperton on his own to look for Sixer, it wasn’t going to end well for Chandler. Sixer was not someone you took on face-to-face without six different kinds of backup, and even then you were playing with fire. Hell, it was all Tyler could do not to hang up on his friend and immediately call home to warn his dad that Sixer had been spotted at Snapperton Motel…. And then hightail it down there in Jay’s SUV to help his dad insure their family’s safety.


    Not that there was a helluva lot either of them could do if the rogue cyborg decided to pay them a visit but Tyler wasn’t gonna think about that right now.


    The logical part of his brain told him the best option was to sit tight and let Jay deal to Sixer. Without some kind of enhanced weapon—which neither Tyler nor his dad possessed—she was the only one with the slightest chance of taking Sixer out. Tyler had to trust that she would prevail and come back to him in one piece.


    Now all he had to do was convince Chandler of that fact, too—without letting on that both Tyler’s girlfriend and Nessa’s supposed stalker were not exactly human.


    Shit. What a cluster-fuck. He racked his brains for the right words and finally settled for, “Look, this guy is bad news, okay? Real bad news. So if Jay says she’ll handle him, for fuck’s sake stay out of it and let her do what she’s gotta do. Jay’s got… resources she can call on, okay? Best thing you can do is keep an eye on Nessa—who, by the way, will never forgive herself if you do something stupid and wind up dead.”


    There. Couldn’t be much more blunt than that without revealing that Jay and Sixer were cyborgs.


    Chandler huffed a POed-sounding breath while Tyler held his, hoping he’d convinced his friend to drop it. And finally, after what seemed like a fricking lifetime, Chandler said, “Duly noted. Gotta go. Nessa’s on her way back to the car with the coffees. Talk to you when we get home.”


    And won’t that be fun, Tyler thought as he disconnected the call.


    He crammed the last bit of waffle into his mouth and rang his dad’s cell.


    Mike Davidson picked up on the second ring. “You’d better have a damn good reason for calling this early, Tyler.”


    Tyler choked down his mouthful of waffle. There was no easy way to say this so he opted for factual and blunt. “Nessa spotted Sixer at Snapperton Motel around two hours ago.”


    A pause and then a heartfelt, “Shit. Is Vanessa okay? Do you need me to go get her?”


    “Yeah, she’s okay. Chandler’s with her. They’re already on the road, heading for home—Jay’s orders, apparently.”


    “Apparently?”


    “Nessa rang Jay—I haven’t spoken to either of them, so this is coming secondhand from Chandler. He thinks Sixer is a stalker, by the way. Jay told him she’d deal with Sixer but…. Shit, Dad, this is freaking me out. Want me to drive down so I can back you up if he shows?”


    “If Jay wanted you here, she’d have rung you herself. Stay put, Tyler. Caro’s at Matt’s, so she’s safely out of the way. I’m on leave for another week, so I guarantee your mom and Danny won’t be left alone in the house.”


    Tyler bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. It was Jay’s house, and he shouldn’t be making offers like this without running it by her first, but…. Hell. It was an emergency. “There’s plenty of space here. We have two guestrooms.”


    “Your mom’s trying to settle Danny into a routine—you know how stubborn she can be. But I’ll see if I can talk her into taking a holiday.”


    A brush-off if ever he’d heard one. But no way was he leaving his dad to face Sixer alone. Tyler had faced off against Sixer once, and he wouldn’t wish that experience on anyone—not even a bona fide badass like his dad.


    “Are you gonna tell Mom that Sixer’s currently in Snapperton, or shall I?” Tyler figured his dad would be pissed by the threat, but right now, he didn’t give a shit. Hadn’t they just dealt with fallout from the last bunch of secrets?


    “I’ll tell her,” his dad said, and it took three discordant beeps down the line before Tyler realized he’d hung up.


    He slumped against the counter, ignoring the granite edge grating against his spine. That had gone well. Not. He had a sinking feeling that Jay wasn’t gonna be at all happy with him either, because if she’d wanted Tyler’s dad to have the latest intel on Sixer’s whereabouts, she’d have rung him herself. Right?


    Right, dammit. Jay was sure to have it covered, and his interference might have stuck one big-ass spoke in her carefully laid plans.


    He pinched the bridge of his nose until his eyes watered. Just as well he planned on writing songs and hopefully selling the odd piece of artwork to earn a dime because he royally sucked at all this covert BS. Hopefully he’d do better at interrogating Jay’s part-time boss Allen without appearing to, like, interrogate him.


    Tyler dumped his plate and mug in the sink and headed upstairs to take a shower. A cold one. Because damn, he needed to get his head in the game or he’d screw up the one task Jay had trusted him with.


    ~*~


    Tyler lucked out and found a park right outside Number Fifteen Honeysuckle Street—a property that housed Beanz Café in front, and Allen’s private studio and rooms out back. Despite its location in a primarily residential area, Beanz was such a popular hangout parking spaces were often scarce. No surprises there. Any place that offered consistently excellent coffee at halfway reasonable prices tended to be a popular haunt for coffee aficionados.


    He grabbed Brum’s leash before the excited puppy escaped out the open car door. He tucked the pup under his arm, wincing as Brum reacted to the blip blip! of the remote engaging the door locks with a series of high-pitched yips… that startled an exiting café patron into slopping some of the contents of her takeaway cup over her wrist.


    The beverage must have been hot because she’d removed the lid to blow on it—hence the amount of liquid she was currently flicking from her wrist and the POed expression on her face. Ah, crap.


    “I’m real sorry ’bout that.” Tyler tightened his grip on the squirming bundle of puppy. “He’s a bit excitable after the car trip.”


    The woman glanced up from her wrist, her cold narrow-eyed gaze indicating he was in for a blistering public set-down. Instead, her features softened and her lips pursed. “Oh my,” she said, “what a beautiful little GSP.”


    At Tyler’s frown of incomprehension she said, “German Shorthaired Pointer. I used to know someone who bred them.”


    “Oh, yeah. Now I remember my girlfriend mentioning they’re called GSPs.”


    Brum’s legs wheeled, and Tyler secured him more firmly beneath his armpit. “He’s her dog,” he felt compelled to add. “My girlfriend’s.”


    The woman—tall and lean with über-short white hair—moved closer. She held out her fingers for Brum to sniff before stroking his head and scratching behind his ears. When she stopped scratching, Brum butted his head against her hand, demanding more attention. “You’re such a charmer—oh yes you are!” she cooed, the sweetness of her tone at odds with her spare, no-nonsense appearance and her clothing: black pants, white t-shirt and black canvas slip-ons.


    Abruptly she cast her piercing gray gaze over Tyler, giving him a thorough head-to-toer that had him squirming.


    Uh oh. She had to be at least a couple of decades older than him. Why was this happening? Did he have “My girlfriend’s out of town, hit on me!” tattooed on his forehead or something?


    He was mentally reviewing his woefully inadequate stock of polite conversation-stoppers when she asked, “What’s his name?”


    Tyler’s shoulders sagged with relief. Not that he was arrogant enough to believe he was irresistible or anything, but this morning’s close encounters of the female persuasion had made him a little antsy. “His name’s Brum—short for Brummer.”


    “Great name. It’s German, right?”


    “Yeah.” He’d opened his mouth, intending to mention Jay was training Brum to respond to German commands, when instinct prodded him to err on the side of caution and swallow the comment. He didn’t know this woman, didn’t recall seeing her around, couldn’t be sure of her motives. She seemed genuine enough but for all he knew, she might be a plant sent by the same people who’d left the photo of Beta with Allen.


    The woman seemed to be waging some internal debate because her brow pleated and she nibbled her lower lip. Finally, just when the silence was getting awkward, she said, “Your girlfriend’s not planning to show him, is she? Because I hate to tell you, this little guy wouldn’t get anywhere because of his yellow eyes and the black saddles on his coat.”


    By “saddles” Tyler figured she meant the patches of black among the speckle-y bits on Brum’s coat.


    “I’m almost positive she has no intention of showing him,” he told her. “My dad got him for her—purely for companionship.” Though that wasn’t the whole truth, because Brum was the result of a dumbass bet his dad had made that Jay couldn’t crack his laptop password in under ten minutes or something. “I’m sure he’d have given her a choice of puppies if she’d mentioned wanting to breed them or do shows and stuff.”


    “That’s good then.” The woman fondled Brum’s ears. “There are some less than honest breeders out there, and I’d hate to hear your dad got taken for a ride.”


    “Me, too.” His dad was doing okay, but it wasn’t like his folks were rolling in money.


    “Please don’t take what I said the wrong way—this little guy’s gorgeous, and he’ll make a wonderful companion if he’s properly trained.” She wrinkled her nose. “But if he’s not being shown or bred, there’s no reason to dock his tail.”


    “Huh?” Tyler blinked, wondering if he’d heard right.


    The woman hitched the strap of her knapsack more firmly over her shoulder, and took a swig of her beverage. The corners of her mouth turned down. Either whatever she was drinking tasted real bad, or she wasn’t too happy about something.


    “Unfortunately these guys often have their tails docked,” she said. “Pointers are working dogs. Docking’s supposed to decrease instances of tail injuries when they’re hunting. And there are those who think it’s more aesthetically pleasing.”


    She must have interpreted the disgust Tyler was feeling right now from his expression because she nodded sharply, and when she spoke again her tone was scathing. “I’m not one of those idiots who think it looks ‘prettier’, either.” She bent to bring her face level with Brum as she tickled the pup under the chin. “So I’m guessing no docking for you, huh, Brum?”


    Brum enthusiastically licked her cheek.


    “Absolutely no docking,” Tyler agreed. And he was one hundred percent sure Jay would be with him on that.


    “Better check your girlfriend’s on the same page, though,” the woman said, eerily tapping in to Tyler’s thoughts. “Wouldn’t want Brum to go through a procedure like that for no reason.”


    “I will. Thanks.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Tyler, by the way.”


    “Marg. Nice to meet you, Tyler. And you, too, Brum.” She drained the last of her coffee, and tossed the disposable cup in the trashcan. “Might see you ’round, Tyler,” she said, and strode off down the street.


    Tyler watched until she rounded the corner and disappeared from view. There was something fluid about the way Marg moved, some indefinable quality that made him think she would totally kick ass in a karate dojo—or any dojo for that matter.


    He closed his eyes for a moment, committing her features to memory so he could sketch her when he got the chance. And then he opened the catch of the wrought iron gate, and carefully shut it behind him before setting Brum on the ground.


    “Heel, Brum,” he said, figuring it was worth a try. Of course Brum took no notice whatsoever, and took off down the cobbled pathway leading to the rear of the property, forcing Tyler into a run for fear the pup would hurt himself when he reached the end of the lead.


    Allen hailed them from the bench seat beneath what Tyler thought might be a cherry tree. “Hey, Brummer.”


    Jay’s occasional employer looked disreputable as ever in one of his many paint-stained shirts worn over baggy gray sweatpants. His bushy red mane was somewhat tamed for a change, having been scraped into a ponytail and secured with a frayed piece of twine.


    Brum made a beeline for Allen and tried to leap into his lap… only to fail dismally, his hindquarters scrabbling for purchase on Allen’s outstretched legs. Allen, juggling a large pottery mug as well as a takeaway cup emblazoned with the Beanz logo, simply lifted both legs, allowing Brum to slither down into his lap.


    “Nice moves.” Tyler flopped onto the bench beside Allen. A glance at his watch told him he had plenty of time before his first class. Sheesh. The day had barely started and he felt worn out already.


    “Rough night, eh?”


    Allen’s blue eyes twinkled as he handed Tyler the takeaway cup, and Tyler’s brain chose that inconvenient moment to replay a rather graphic memory from the night before.


    He hid his flush by removing the lid and inhaling the aroma of hot, freshly brewed coffee. “Try early start—no thanks to this little guy. And you, Allen, are a god. I swear the coffee I had before heading out this morning didn’t even touch the sides on its way down.”


    “So happened I was next in queue to get my morning poison when you rang, so consider it your reward for letting me know you were on your way.” Allen drained his mug—he didn’t see the point of wasting disposable cups when he was only zipping next door for coffee—and set it on the grass before turning his full attention to Brum. “So, Brum, since we can’t paint your delightful mistress, how d’you feel about being our model for the next couple of days?”


    Tyler choked down his mouthful of coffee before he spewed it all over himself from laughing. “Good luck with that. The only time this little guy ever sits still is when he’s chowing down or sleeping. I took him for a walk this morning so he’d be tuckered out most of the day, but no such luck. It’s cat-naps only, I’m afraid.”


    “Nothing like setting the guys a bit of a challenge.” Allen dangled the drawstring of his sweatpants in front of Brum and let the pup gnaw on it. “McPhee’s offered to take him for a walk if he gets too rambunctious. McPhee claims he needs the exercise, though between you and me, I think the old man can’t paint dogs to save himself.”


    A pack-a-day voice retorted, “Happens I can paint dogs and other animals just fine, Allen. I’m simply far more inspired if the subject matter happens to be a pretty young human thing.”


    Tyler glanced around and spotted a man of around seventy, with a shock of thick white hair and a neat goatee. He lay on the grass, partially hidden in the shadow of another tree.


    Tyler recognized McPhee, the artist who’d painted the nude of Jay that made Tyler’s whole being thrum with awe… and more than a little envy. He would give his eyeteeth to possess half that much talent with brush and canvas.


    McPhee’s eyes were closed, hands clasped over his belly, bare feet neatly crossed at the ankle. And he was dressed in pajamas and a robe.


    Putting two and two together, Tyler’s eyes rounded. Jay hadn’t mentioned anything about Allen and McPhee being a couple. Perhaps this was a new development?


    Before he could school his features again, Allen said, “Does it bother you?”


    “That you and McPhee are a couple? Nope. Doesn’t bother me at all.” Since that was the God’s honest truth, Tyler prayed he sounded sincere. One of the guys in his high school basketball team had been outed but having a gay teammate had never bothered Tyler in the slightest. The same couldn’t be said of the team captain, who’d made it his personal mission to make the guy’s life hell until he voluntarily dropped out of the team. And eventually changed schools.


    But then, Shawn had always been a first-class douche, so no one had been surprised by his shitty behavior toward a teammate. And a part of Tyler wondered how McPhee and Allen would judge him if they learned what Jay was… and that Tyler was sleeping with her.


    Allen slapped him lightly on the arm. “I meant that McPhee is a lascivious old bastard who adores painting beautiful girls—like your Jay.”


    Heat seared Tyler’s face. Ah, crap. He’d gotten it all wrong and—


    “Quit teasing the youngster, Allen.” McPhee climbed to his feet and brushed himself down. “You know Miss Jay wouldn’t approve.”


    “Are you threatening to tell tales on me?” Allen’s gasp and the way his hand flew to his heart were Oscar-worthy.


    “Absolutely.”


    “Humph. Go get some clothes on before I—”


    “Embarrass our guest by jumping my old bones?”


    “Oooh! You think you’re irresistible, don’t you?”


    “Absolutely, darling,” McPhee said, straight-faced. And then added, “Consider that endearment a public display of affection, and you’ll henceforth refrain from accusing me of being embarrassed to be seen with you.”


    Tyler bit his lips to keep from snickering at Allen’s scandalized expression. The man had certainly met his match in McPhee.


    McPhee whistled and clicked his fingers at Brum, who promptly discarded the now soggy drawstring he’d been chewing and leaped from Allen’s lap.


    It would have been an impressive leap, too, if the pup hadn’t gotten tangled up in his lead and done a face-plant on the grass. Allen, muttering to himself, set Brum to rights and unclipped the pup’s leash, leaving Brum to hare off after McPhee.


    “Are you sure you’re okay with dog-sitting?” Tyler asked. “Brum can be a real handful.”


    Allen coiled the leash and then slumped against the seatback. “The puppy can’t be any harder to handle than McPhee. That man…. I swear he has me running in circles.”


    “I know the feeling.”


    It was now or never. Aiming for light and casual, Tyler said, “Jay wanted me to ask if you could shed any light on whoever left that envelope for her—the one McPhee dropped off a few days back. Jay’d really like to get in touch to, uh, thank them.”


    Allen squinted into the distance, giving off classic “trying my best to remember” vibes. “Whoever delivered the envelope slipped it under the door—” a wave of his hand indicated the side doors leading into the studio “—and I found it when I came to open up for class. Figured it’d been dropped off by one of the Beanz staff, but then I thought about it some more and realized that was unlikely. The staff might have spotted our Jay coming and going, but none of them would know her by name, so they would surely have quizzed me about it first. I certainly haven’t mentioned Jay’s name to the staff—it’s none of their business who she is, or what her name happens to be. I’m very particular about that sort of thing where my life models are concerned.”


    Noting Tyler’s frown he added, “Stalkers. Jealous partners. People out to stir up trouble, or just plain old nosey busybodies. You name it, we’ve encountered ’em at some stage. Even had one so-called artist so enamored with one of the models, he tried taking sneaky photos of her on his cell phone. Needless to say, after said cell phone had a bit of an accident beneath McPhee’s boot heel, our would-be photographer was escorted from the premises. Blacklisted the sleazy bastard, too—banned him signing up for further classes and put the word out around the artsy community.”


    “Good job,” Tyler said, conveniently failing to mention that he’d spied on Jay when she’d first begun life modeling at the studio. At the time, he hadn’t believed he was good enough for her—had convinced himself she was seeing someone else. He rubbed his chin, a wry smile tugging his lips at the memory. Yeah, he’d been a first degree dumbass.


    “I wouldn’t want anyone taking nude photos of Jay and posting them online,” Allen said. “Not without her express permission.”


    A chill snaked down Tyler’s spine. The consequences Jay being videoed while tossing Shawn into a dumpster a couple of years back had been dire enough. But now, after everything that had gone down? Chances were, Jay wouldn’t even need to be performing some extraordinary feat for online pics of her to spark a nightmare scenario. In fact….


    Tyler rubbed his arms as the chill turned to frost. In fact, it probably wasn’t the best idea for Jay to life model for a bunch of artist-types, either. Life-modeling nude could hardly be considered keeping a low profile. “Allen, have any of your life models been harassed? I mean, after being recognized from a sketch or painting or whatever—like, if the artworks are sold or exhibited.”


    Allen seemed to understand what Tyler was getting at. “I insist the model sign a release if artworks they’ve posed for have the slightest chance of being exhibited or sold in the future. But even if Jay had signed a release—which she hasn’t, I might add—it’s very unlikely any pieces that featured her would be put up for sale. They’re practice pieces, nothing more.”


    It was on the tip of Tyler’s tongue to ask why, if Allen’s artist friends sucked so bad at painting they never had a hope of selling any of their completed artworks, they bothered turning up week after week. But then he recalled a trip to a local gallery with his classmates. The paintings on display hadn’t been to his taste, except for one—an abstract that had affected him so viscerally, he’d bitten his tongue for fear he’d offer to sell everything he owned to possess it. The gallery owner, seeing his interest, had told him the artist’s name was Allen Miller. And the price? High enough to make Tyler break out in a sweat. Consequently, he’d been gob-smacked to learn Jay’s Allen was in fact the illustrious Allen Miller.


    Tyler clamped his lips tightly shut. Allen didn’t suck. Neither did McPhee. Chances were, neither did any of the other artists who made use of Allen’s studio space. And if there was the slightest chance Tyler had that degree of talent hidden inside him, it sure would make his dilemma about whether to concentrate fully on music and ditch art, a heap more simple.


    “I always go for a wander during classes,” Allen was saying. “I like to check out how everyone’s faring—call me nosey, but it’s my damn studio space so I can do what I like. And here’s the thing: Jay’s ability to sit still for hours on end meant we could experiment to our hearts’ content with various techniques for hair and skin, and all manner of different mediums. We all sketched her in various poses. But she’s flawless, your Jay, and that makes her a difficult subject to capture. A couple of the more established artists—me, included—gave it a try, but none of us were happy with the end result.” Allen made a moue. “Lifeless and flat—like we’d painted an exquisite, flawless robot rather than a living, breathing girl.”


    Shee-it.Was that a hint that Allen had figured out what Jay was? Tyler’s heart pounded so loudly it seemed to thunder in his ears. He quickly dropped his gaze to his feet and fiddled with a shoelace in an effort to hide his expression from Allen’s too perceptive artist’s gaze. When he thought he had his reactions under control, he straightened and dared dart a glance at the older man.


    Allen’s gaze was distant, his features lax and peaceful—so completely the opposite of a man closely observing his target to confirm some suspicion, that Tyler allowed himself to relax.


    “McPhee’s the only one who had the balls to tackle a full piece rather than dabble,” Allen finally said. “But he had no intention of selling the painting—he always intended it for Jay. And, if I accurately recall her expression when he promised it to her, she has no desire to sell it.”


    “Definitely not,” Tyler said. “It’s far too precious.”


    Allen’s expression turned smug. “A talented man, that McPhee.”


    “You’re a gifted artist, too, Allen. I saw one of your works in a local gallery a few months back. It was….” He struggled to find the right words and gave up the battle. He’d speak from the heart and hope Allen didn’t take offense. “It was fucking incredible.”


    “Why thank you, Tyler.”


    Noting the suppressed laughter, Tyler felt heat crawl up his neck. “Sorry. Guess I’ll never make an art critic, huh?”


    This time, Allen laughed outright. “Probably not, lovey. But I’ll take ‘fucking incredible’ over the overwrought, adjective-ridden bullshit that’s usually attributed to my paintings any day.” He scratched his chin with one paint-grimed fingernail. “To return to our original subject, I can save you some sleuthing. I’ve already quizzed Beanz staff and can confirm none of them dropped off the envelope. Meaning someone knew Jay had an association with me. And that someone strolled right through my gate, bold as brass, and stuffed the envelope under my studio door.”


    Tyler unsuccessfully hid a wince. “It kinda looks bad, doesn’t it?”


    Allen’s brows arched. “Perhaps. Or it could all be very innocent. Even so, the thought of some stranger snooping around my private property when they could have simply stuck the envelope in my mailbox makes me a little edgy. May I ask what was in it?”


    “A photo. Of a… relative.”


    Tyler didn’t see any real harm in revealing that. Ditto with revealing as much of the truth as possible. “One Jay didn’t know she had,” he added. “But there’s just a name on the back of the photo—no contact details.” Fingers crossed Allen wasn’t on Jay’s level when it came to detecting deliberate ambiguities meant to shield the truth.


    “Ah. A bona fide mystery, indeed. Sorry I can’t shed more light on it.”


    A hunch prodded—too insistent to ignore, so Tyler went with it. “Can I borrow some sketch paper and a pencil? I want to see if you recognize someone.”


    Curiosity lit Allen’s eyes but if he had questions, he kept them to himself. “Of course,” he said, unfolding his lanky form from the bench and ambling toward the studio doors.


    Tyler hesitated, debating whether that had been an invitation to follow. Allen didn’t allow just anyone into the inner sanctum of the studio: He was leery of letting strangers view the various incomplete artworks scattered around. Tyler had been invited inside once, when he’d swung by after class to pick up Jay but she’d committed to staying on a bit longer. He’d give everything he owned to spend an afternoon with Allen and McPhee and the rest of the class, observing their techniques—maybe even working on one of his own projects… if he could work up the courage.


    “You coming or not?” Allen threw over his shoulder. “Morning’s not getting any younger.”


    Tyler didn’t need to be asked twice. He catapulted from his seat and sprinted up the stairs into the studio.


    Inside, Allen handed over a sketchbook and a charcoal pencil. “This do you?”


    Tyler flipped open the sketchbook and took his first broad sweep with the charcoal. The quality of both paper and pencil made his mouth water. They were, for want of a better description, beautiful to use.


    As he sketched and smudged and shaded, bringing the face fixed in his brain to life on the page, part of his mind wandered to more prosaic matters. Jay would have happily purchased all Tyler’s art supplies, except he had made it abundantly clear he wasn’t a charity case. So far, she’d respected his wishes and only splurged for his birthday or Christmas gifts. Now, using some of the supplies Allen seemed to take for granted, Tyler wondered if he shouldn’t quit being so uptight and use the credit card Jay had given him, rather than stubbornly working his ass off to afford even cheap, substandard supplies.


    He tuned back in to the real world and checked his sketch of the woman he’d encountered out front of Beanz.


    Hmmm. Good enough. Rotating the sketchbook, he handed it to Allen. “Recognize her?”


    Allen examined the sketch. “Beautifully rendered, Tyler. Well done.”


    Warmth pooled in the pit of his belly at the compliment and, worried he would make a dick of himself by tripping over his tongue if he spoke, he let the arching of his brows ask the question.


    “She’s an interesting looking woman,” Allen said. “But no, I don’t recognize her. Should I?”


    Tyler hid his disappointment with a shrug, glad for the distraction provided by Brum, who’d scampered back into the studio and now butted his head against Allen’s calves, demanding attention.


    McPhee materialized from wherever he’d been lurking, and held out an imperious hand for the sketchbook. Tyler’s stomach flipped and rolled as he awaited the verdict, and he privately admitted it wasn’t only because he still held some small hope his hunch would pan out, and maybe McPhee would recognize the woman’s face. A compliment from this man would be a real confidence-booster.


    “Good job, lad,” McPhee pronounced. “An excellent rendition of her, too.”


    Excitement drowned Tyler’s pleasure at McPhee’s approval. “You’ve seen this woman before?”


    McPhee nodded. “As I left Miss Jay’s house after dropping off the painting and delivering that envelope for Allen. I never forget a face—certainly not one as memorable as hers.”


    Tyler swallowed to moisten a suddenly dry throat, and hoped his eagerness didn’t show. “Oh?”


    His laidback response seemed to have worked because McPhee readily volunteered more information. “She was leaning on a car bonnet—looked to me as though she was waiting for someone,” he said. “The vehicle was parked out front of the neighboring property.” His brow creased into deep furrows. “An unremarkable sedan—light gray in color. A Honda Accord, I believe.”


    Tyler’s breath caught and he had to force his next question from his throat. Please God he sounded casual. “Don’t suppose you recall any of the license plate at all?”


    One of McPhee’s bushy eyebrows formed a perfect arc. “Of course I do, lad. In fact, I recall the entire plate.” He tapped his temple with a gnarled forefinger. “Trick memory.”


    Tyler’s breath gusted from his lips. Man, Jay was gonna be stoked!


    And then McPhee delivered his ultimatum. “And provided you tell me exactly what’s going on, I might be inclined to share that piece of information with you.”


    Tyler stared helplessly at McPhee, and debated whether to back off and let Jay handle him.


    Ah, crap. If the gleam in the old dude’s eyes was any indicator, it was far too late for that. Fingers crossed he could keep his stories straight… and that McPhee was as accepting as Allen had been of Tyler’s attempts to avoid revealing the whole truth.


    Chapter Nine


    The weapon in Seth’s hand wavered and then the muzzle tipped slowly downward. “You sure you want me to do this?” he asked again.


    “Yes. I’m sure.” Jay now understood why humans offered prayers to various deities in the hope of being granted something desirable—more patience, for example.


    “But what if my aim is off?”


    “Then it’ll take a little longer than anticipated for me to heal.” Of course, if he shot her in the head, her capacity to heal herself might fail and she could suffer permanent impairment, but she saw no reason to add to his stress levels.


    He blotted beads of perspiration from his brow with the back of his wrist… using the hand currently holding the weapon.


    “Seth. Please watch where you’re aiming. If you accidentally shoot the projectile into the wall or ceiling—”


    “Shit!” He yanked his hand down, and reassumed the stance she’d painstakingly coached him to assume. “Sorry. It’s just I’ve never had to, you know, shoot someone at point blank range before.”


    Jay refrained from correcting him. Seth was unlikely to appreciate an explanation of the exact definition of “point-blank range” at this current moment. Instead, she gave him what she hoped was an encouraging smile.


    “Jesus-H-Roosevelt-Christ,” he said, “will you please quit smiling? It’s bad enough I have to freaking shoot you, without you standing there and grinning like you’re expecting to enjoy it or something.”


    Jay schooled her features to neutrality and confined her answering sigh to a soft, inaudible exhalation. “Sorry.”


    “’Sokay. You ready?”


    She bit back a retort to the effect that she’d been standing here, “ready”, for four-point-seven minutes, and merely nodded.


    Seth muttered something that might have been his version of a prayer, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.


    Jay pulled a picture of Tyler from her databanks and fixed it in her mind. But as projectile pierced her flesh, the picture exploded in a kaleidoscope of crackling sparks… and everything went black.


    ~*~


    A discordant buzzing, like a horde of angry bees, echoed in her skull. Seconds passed—or perhaps minutes, she wasn’t certain—before the buzzing faded, allowing her to identify a male voice swearing beneath his breath. She analyzed the voice and identified it as Seth Kyle Williams.


    How much time had passed? Had he proven himself friend or foe?


    Since that second question was impossible to determine as yet, her instincts for self-preservation prompted her to fine-tune her auditory sensors until she could make out exactly what he was saying.


    “She’s not waking up. She should have woken up by now. Fuck. Fuck! I knew this was a bad idea. We should have tested the fucking things on Sixer—be doing the world a favor if that piece of shit never woke up. Fuck, Jay. Why did you make me do this to you? And what the fuck am I gonna tell your boyfriend?”


    Ah. Friend, then. For surely no foe would sound so desolated by the prospect of her demise. Apparently Seth had successfully extracted the DEP—Directed Energy Projectile, as he’d insisted on renaming the reengineered bullet. Apparently, he could be trusted, after all.


    The knowledge made her smile. It would not have been an easy task to eliminate a human she genuinely liked if Seth had played her false. Of course, she’d had a contingency plan in the event he had decided a comatose cyborg was more to his liking. But it was… nice to know the countermeasures she’d planned would not be required.


    “Shee-iit. Is that—? Damn, it is! You’re awake and you’re fucking smiling while I’m standing here freaking out? You… you… heinous robot bitch!”


    Jay forced open her eyelids, focused, and found herself staring into a pair of worried gray eyes. “It worked,” she told him, the words a barely intelligible croak. She swallowed to lubricate her throat and tried again. “It worked. We possess a weapon that will incapacitate Sixer with one shot.”


    “Yeah,” he said, lips curving in such a woeful attempt at a smile that it took Jay longer than it should have to correctly identify the expression.


    She experimentally wriggled her toes. And then her fingers. All good.


    “You put me on the gurney,” she said, wondering why he would exert himself to do so. She was, after all, heavier than her physical appearance suggested, and unconscious bodies were often referred to as “dead weight” for good reason.


    “You were standing stock-still in the middle of the room—not the optimum position for minor surgery. I could have tipped you onto the floor, I guess, but that’s not very hygienic. I figured the gurney was the best option.”


    “Hygiene is not something to worry about when performing minor surgery on me, but thank you.”


    “How are you? Everything working properly?”


    “I believe so.”


    Her attempt to sit up was unsuccessful and barely raised her spine from the gurney before she was forced to give up and flop back against it. This didn’t overly concern her, however. It was far too soon to be concerned. In an effort to distract Seth, she asked, “Have you checked the weapon and the firing mechanism for damage?”


    “Yeah. It’s sweet. Sixer’s going down for sure.”


    “If I am not mistaken—which is a distinct possibility given my current state—you are unhappy.”


    “Hell yes, I’m unhappy!”


    “Why?”


    “Because you shouldn’t have tested this on yourself, Jay. You were out for so long after I dug out the fucking DEP, I was beginning to think it had permanently scrambled your core programming or something equally dire.” He fumbled in the pocket of his chinos for his inhaler, and took a puff to calm his ragged breathing.


    Jay accessed her internal timekeeping mechanism, which had stopped as soon as the projectile’s electro-magnetic-pulse shorted out her systems. It was a simple matter of calculating the length of the “blank” that had occurred while her systems had not been taking in any data.


    “I was ‘out’ for a total of forty-three-point-two minutes,” she informed Seth. Longer than she’d anticipated, but not a time span to be overly concerned about. “How long do you estimate it took you to locate and remove the projectile?”


    “I performed the extraction around twenty minutes after I got you on the gurney—give or take.” At her raised eyebrows he added, “There were no complications, and the actual extraction went like clockwork. But my hands were shaking so I took a moment—okay, more than a moment—to get my shit together before I started the extraction.” He compressed his lips. “So sue me.”


    It was on the tip of her tongue to respond to his snippy tone by saying something pithy. Instead, she murmured, “I appreciate your caution.”


    “Least I could do. You know, having fricking shot you, and all.”


    Jay chose to ignore the sarcasm. “Allowing for the time taken to get me on the gurney—say, five minutes?” She waited for his nod. “Adding the delay while you composed yourself, and the time taken to perform the extraction—”


    “Five minutes at most.”


    “Thank you. Then we can reasonably assume a window of approximately fifteen minutes after removal of projectile before a system reset occurs and functionality begins to return.”


    While she observed him mentally running the data, Jay considered the viability of a projectile that could emit a sustained EMP over a specified time span. For now, it was not a priority but she would keep it in mind.


    “Fifteen minutes?” Seth mused. “Yeah, that’d be my take.” A flush crawled up his neck. “Shit. You must think I’m a dipshit-and-a-half.”


    “Why would I think that?”


    “Because I was too keyed up to think of using a stopwatch to note down exact times, and now we’re guessing. Talk about Science 101 epic fail.”


    “Not at all.” She’d didn’t deem it necessary to admit having recorded the incident on a hidden security cam—part of her contingency plan had Seth played her false.


    She tensed her abdominals, propping her torso on her elbows in another effort to sit up.


    Seth promptly slipped an arm about her back to assist. When he released her, Jay glanced down at her belly. The wound had been closed with neat sutures. She pulled down her t-shirt. “Nice job. I couldn’t have done better myself. Thank you, Seth.” Because she was mindful of the care he’d taken with her, she didn’t mention that the sutures had been unnecessary: The wound would heal regardless, and wouldn’t leave a scar.


    “I’ve stitched a few wounds in my time,” he said.


    She waited for him to elaborate but he only murmured, “Speaking of bullets,” and held out a small metal basin. “While I was waiting for you to return to what passes for the land of the living for sentient cyborgs, I cleaned it. I didn’t screw with it, if that’s what you’re wondering—was waiting for you to wake up and give me permission.”


    She caught and held his gaze. “I trust that had I not eventually regained functionality, you would have taken steps to discover my modifications and replicate them.”


    “You betcha. No way I’d toss away my best chance of taking Sixer down if you’d not come through.”


    He scratched his head, looking…. What did humans call that slightly embarrassed “you got me” expression again? Ah. Sheepish. “I planned on giving you twenty-four hours to wake up,” he said. “Not that I could have held out that long without going ape-shit with worry.”


    “An extremely generous time span,” Jay told him. “It is unlikely I would have afforded you the same recovery period had our situations been reversed.” She examined the projectile. Noting it had come through the experiment unscathed, she flipped it back into the basin. “It should require only a recharge to be fully effective. I have two more identically modified projectiles. This one is all yours, Seth.”


    Rather than snatch it up and immediately begin dissecting it, Seth set the basin aside. “I can tell you one thing I’d change about the design,” he said.


    His carefully emotionless tone made her focus more closely on his facial expressions and body language. “And that is?”


    “I’d design projectiles along the lines of nanorobots—build in a program that prompts them to automatically exit the target. Maybe even self-destruct if they can’t be retrieved.”


    “An interesting suggestion, Seth.”


    “Nothing like digging around in a chick’s abdomen to get the old creative juices flowing.”


    His humor was a little off. And his smile, while fully formed this time, was the slightest bit crooked and sat uneasily on his face.


    Jay guessed he’d suffered a degree of psychological trauma while “digging around” in her abdomen. She found herself truly regretful for what she had forced him to do, however there had been no other logical option available to her. It had been either Seth or Tyler. And Seth, with his knowledge of cyborg core programming, and far reduced degree of emotional involvement, had been by far the better option than Tyler—not that Jay believed she would have had the slightest chance of convincing Tyler to shoot her.


    “I’m sorry you had to do this, Seth.”


    “You ever heard the saying, ‘Don’t thank me, buy me something’?”


    “I can’t say I’ve come across that one but it does sound like something Caro would say.”


    He shook his head in a half-hearted manner. “Lemme guess, another friend of yours?”


    “My best friend, to be precise. Caro was the first human to truly accept me for what I am. She’s also my boyfriend’s twin sister.”


    “Now that’s a story I wouldn’t mind hearing.” Seth reached out to snag a stool. He pulled it close and flopped into it, crossing his arms over his chest.


    “Perhaps later. You were saying?”


    “Oh, yeah. That. How about, ‘Don’t apologize to me, just put me out of my misery.’”


    Jay registered that her brow had crinkled in automatic response to her confusion. “You are miserable? Why?”


    “This is not one of those times when you should take a human literally, Jay. In fact, I’ll be the complete opposite of miserable if you clue me in on the real reason you brought me to your super-secret underground lab.” He flicked a finger at the basin. “’S not like you can’t churn out plenty more of these babies if you’re inclined. I mean, sure, give me enough time to figure out what you’ve tweaked and I can make more of ’em, but you could do it a helluva lot faster, right? So, how ’bout you tell me what you really want me for?”


    A smart man, Seth Williams. Little wonder Evan Caine had recruited him, and then taken steps to make it nigh on impossible for him to leave. And only a cyborg could have detected the minute tremor in his voice—a physical “tell” that, among other things, informed her Seth was not as calm as he appeared.


    Jay had often pondered the saying, “The truth will set you free.” Apparently she was about to experience firsthand what was so “freeing” about it.


    “I’ve recently come across evidence that I have a sister,” she said, focusing upon Seth to gauge his reaction.


    He straightened from his slump. And…. There it was—the fascinating physiological response that morphed dull gray irises to cutting-edge silver.


    “It’s only a matter of time before I locate her,” Jay continued. “But once I have, I believe it’s highly likely I will require your assistance, because all indications are that she is defective.”


    She waited for him to jump in with questions but he merely motioned her to continue.


    “The only information I have at this stage is that she is a Beta model.”


    Now Seth came straight to the point. “And you’re a Gamma model. Which means she’s your predecessor, correct?”


    “Correct.”


    “God Al-freaking-mighty,” he muttered, scrubbing his fingers through his hair and then shaking his head as if to clear his thoughts. “So, what are the chances the prototype Caine stole from Durham, and this Beta unit, are one and the same?”


    Now wasn’t the time to inform Seth that she was no longer identical to the Beta because she had aged her outer shell, and altered her skin tone and hair color. “What do you think?” she asked.


    “Seems highly likely. There were rumors about Caine retiring a cyborg but that was before my time. I kinda figured they referred to a dud predecessor of Sixer’s.” He snorted. “Figures Caine would scrap a defective unit—even if it was one of Durham’s. The man had all the patience of a shark scenting blood. He always wanted results last week.”


    Jay let him brood on his former boss for a while. Unlike Evan Caine, she was perfectly capable of practicing patience when circumstances called for it.


    Seth finally broke the hush with a question. “You reckon you can fix her—this Beta unit?”


    “I won’t know until I find her. But I’m hopeful that we—presuming you are prepared to assist me, of course—can do something to improve her prospects.”


    Seth’s answering grin was not only full-blown but full of teeth. And the light in his eyes? Fanatically eager was an apt descriptor. “Sign me up,” he said.


    She cautioned him with a “Whoa there, buddy” palms-up gesture. “I need to explain exactly what this means for you.”


    “That I’m stuck here, in these nice digs with the awesome, super-secret underground lab, and can’t poke my nose out the door for the duration?” He snorted. “So long as I’m regularly fed and watered, and there’s cable to watch when I need a break from lab work—” He cast a hopeful gaze her way.


    “Of course. The property will be fully staffed, with a chef at your beck and call.


    “Then I’m your man. Because to be quite honest, Jay, even if you were a heinous bitch, you’d be a vast improvement over the mean-as-a-snake megalomaniac who was my hopefully now deceased former boss.”


    While she appreciated his enthusiasm, she wanted him absolutely clear what she required from him. “Seth, right now this may seem like a holiday in comparison to working for Caine, when in fact it is a somewhat more luxurious prison. You’ll need to remain inside, and you won’t be allowed to contact family or friends until I give the all-clear. Once I’ve dealt with Sixer the risk will decrease, but you’ll need a bodyguard until I can identify and deal with whoever sent those men after you. If such restrictions are a deal breaker for you, then now’s the time to speak up.”


    A twist of his mouth morphed his expression from eager to somber. “And if I think I can’t handle it and want out, what then?”


    Jay wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sure—I hadn’t thought that far ahead. How does a pair of concrete boots and a deep stretch of water with your name on it sound to you?”


    Seth goggled at her, his jaw agape. And then a gust of astonished laughter burst from him. “God. You really had me going there for a minute. Seriously, though—”


    “Seriously, I truly hadn’t thought that far ahead. I hoped you would be suitably grateful for the offer of protection from whatever Sixer had planned for you, eager to help with the Beta’s rehabilitation, and resigned to letting me protect you until any possible threats are neutralized. But if you do want out, I can set you up with a new name, a bank account, and a life in another country.”


    His slow blink and unnatural—for Seth, anyway—stillness, suggested he was processing that last possibility, weighing up his options.


    He linked his fingers and stretched both arms toward the ceiling, arching first to the left and then to the right, loosening tight muscles. “As nice as… I dunno, Australia sounds right now after being cooped up in that shithole motel, I’d rather stick around. And—” he again slanted her hopeful eyes “—I’d like to see my baby sis again before I have to take off for parts unknown.”


    “For the moment, the best way to keep Gabrielle safe is to let her believe you died in the explosion when Sixer blew up the labs.”


    “Yeah, I know. Sucks that she thinks I’m dead, though. I’m the only close family she’s got.”


    His slumped shoulders and the weariness in his tone prompted Jay to make another attempt at humor to cheer him up. “Besides, have you any idea how many dangerous animals they have in Australia?” She ticked each one off on her fingers. “Snakes. Spiders. Sharks. Crocodiles. Jellyfish. Oh, and let’s not forget the blue-lined octopus and the stinging stonefish.”


    Seth looked like he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Jesus, Jay. You’re a real piece of work.”


    She tried on her most hopeful puppy dog expression. “In a good way?”


    He chuffed a laugh. “You bet.”


    “Come on.” She swung her feet off the gurney, shuffled until she was perched on the edge, and held out her hand. “I don’t want to end up on my ass, so help me down from this nightmare on wheels and we’ll see what we can rustle you up for dinner.”


    She didn’t need assistance, of course. Any lingering effects of the DEP had been negated, but he didn’t need to know that. In her somewhat limited experience, human males liked to feel needed.


    Seth heaved himself from the chair, grasped her beneath the elbows, and lifted her down from the gurney. His stomach chose that moment to give a loud rumble. “Right now, I could murder another Twinkie but at a pinch, a can of beans’ll do.”


    “Oh, I think I can do better than that,” Jay told him as he followed her through the exit. “There is no fresh food in stock right now, but there are adequate stores of canned and dried foodstuffs. I’m an excellent cook; I’m sure I can whip you up something tasty and sulfite-free in a jiffy.”


    “I’m not even going to ask how you know about my sulfite intolerance.”


    She tapped her temple with a forefinger. “Super-cyborg deductive powers—the exact same powers that make me a damn fine cook.” She closed the door to the lab and confirmed the locks had engaged before tapping a sequence of numbers on the keypad. Above them, a muted swoosh indicated that the bookcase disguising the trapdoor entrance had shifted aside. It might not have been the most imaginative way of disguising the lab’s presence, but it was what some people might term “an oldie but a goodie”. Jay believed it was highly unlikely that anyone would think to investigate the floor beneath a bookcase crammed full of genre fiction in a master bedroom.


    “Don’t forget the ability to punch through walls, sling a guy over your shoulder and leap a fence in a single bound,” Seth said, trailing her up the stairs. “Oh and steal cars.”


    “That, too.” Jay pressed a remote control and watched the bookcase slide back in place. “Though considering I left the vehicle a few blocks from its original position, I prefer ‘temporarily borrowing’ to stealing.” She handed the remote to Seth, and exited the bedroom.


    Behind her, he loosed a perfect snort-laugh. “Duly noted. Thanks—for everything,” he called after her. “And when you kick Sixer’s ass, make sure you tell him it’s from me.”


    Jay recalled the still healing bruises on Seth’s face, and the way he’d nursed his ribs when he’d unfolded his lanky frame from the car. She halted to glance over her shoulder at him. “You’d better believe I will,” she promised.


    ~*~


    Cyborg Unit Six-Point-0 had been created to resemble a young human male, and had quickly identified the benefits of adopting the appropriate masculine pronouns rather than referring to himself as “it”.


    It was not an acceptable label when one wished to pass as a human. For humans of Evan Caine’s ilk, it was an object, a thing—less than human, which was an exquisite example of irony considering that Six-Point-0 was far superior to humans. At least, he was superior now that he was no longer a tool, subject to the whims of the humans who had built and programmed him to obey their commands. And for that, he had another cyborg to thank.


    She—for Cyborg Unit Gamma-Dash-One had been created to resemble a young human female—had utilized various labels, most notably Jay Smith and Jaime Smythson. Six-Point-0 knew Gamma preferred “Jay” to any of the other identities she had assumed. He also knew enough about Gamma’s history, and often illogical thought processes, to know that the name paid homage to her deceased creator—a man who had forced her to terminate his life, thus insuring the core commands that could control Gamma died with him.


    There was no logic in Sixer paying homage to Evan Caine, the man whose obsession had finally resulted in the creation of a sentient cyborg he’d erroneously believed he could totally control. However, shortly after his creation, Six-Point-0 had been dubbed “Sixer” by a lab worker who was a basketball fanatic. The label “Sixer” had proven useful on those occasions when a name was required by the humans he encountered—even humans who were not enamored by the sport of basketball tended to lower their guards after Sixer admitted to being “named” by a hardcore Philly 76ers fan. However, considering the number of times he had been required to explain the origin of the name, perhaps “Sixer” was not an ideal label.


    Unit Gamma-Dash-One who called herself Jay had once suggested Sixer adopt the label “Adam Jones”, and it had been this name Sixer had given when reserving a room at the Snapperton Motel. “Adam Jones” hadn’t provoked questions as to the origin of such a name. It hadn’t so much as raised an eyebrow. And since that successful encounter, Six-Point-0 had debated dropping the label “Sixer” altogether, but for some wholly illogical reason that he was unable to fathom, a part of him rebelled at the idea of giving it up.


    Gamma would doubtless find his attachment to a mere label a positive development—a symptom of the process she called “evolving”. Sixer merely found it irrational, and therefore a concern that had prompted him to run a full systems diagnostic. He had not been programmed to be irrational. Nor had he been programmed to be predictable—something that Gamma had proven herself to be at this very moment.


    When he’d first detected Gamma’s arrival at the motel complex, Sixer had calculated when this knock on his motel door would occur. Now he could confirm it fell within the time parameters he had estimated by an acceptable margin, and if Sixer had been human, he might have allowed himself a congratulatory smile. Allowing himself to be sighted by the human female known as Nessa had produced the desired effect. Eventually. For Sixer had originally predicted Gamma would seek him out sooner, but apparently he had over-estimated her protectiveness toward a human she appeared to consider a “friend”.


    Or perhaps he did not fully comprehend the exact nature of their relationship—unsurprising perhaps, given Gamma’s history with Nessa. This would be an excellent opportunity to quiz Gamma about her “feelings” for the human female, and add the information to his databanks.


    Sixer opened the door and inhaled, drawing Gamma’s unique odor deep into his lungs, absorbing it, separating out each individual component and confirming her identity beyond a doubt. “Hello, Jay,” he said, adhering to her preference for such greetings, which she believed allowed her to better pass as human.


    “Hello, Sixer.”


    “Come in.” He opened the door wider, standing back to allow her to enter the room.


    “Thank you.”


    As he shut the door and engaged the security latch to insure a degree of privacy, he noted a metallic odor from something secreted on her person. Although the odor was too weak to indicate the presence of a concealed weapon, his sensors indicated it was highly likely that Gamma carried two of the projectiles he’d used to disable her.


    He dismissed the possibility the projectiles posed a threat as inconsequential. They were far more likely to represent a reminder of how easily he’d overcome her defenses on two separate occasions. Yes. That fit. It was the kind of symbolism a strange creature like Gamma might embrace.


    Too, previous interactions with Gamma led him to conclude she had been programmed to attack only when personally threatened, or in defense of certain significant humans. Logic dictated she had no reason to—


    Despite having immediately identified the muted click of the firing mechanism, the impact of the projectile piercing his left buttock was an unwelcome surprise. Sixer’s brain prompted him to Move, now! but before his muscles could respond it was too late.


    The next thing he became consciously aware of was Gamma’s voice announcing, “Fifteen point seven minutes after extraction. Excellent. You know, Sixer, just because you’re misfortunate enough to have Evan Caine’s DNA influencing your human template, doesn’t mean you have to be a cruel, arrogant megalomaniac with all the empathy of an amoeba.”


    Sixer worked saliva into the dry cavern of his mouth and swallowed to lubricate his throat. “To my knowledge, single-celled organisms consisting of protoplasmic masses encased in thin membranes that lack fixed forms are incapable of empathy.”


    “If that was an attempt at humor,” she countered, “it was pretty pathetic. You need to practice more.”


    He peeled open first one eyelid, and then the other, and when he could focus, discovered Gamma perched atop a dining suite chair she’d placed beside the bed. She’d propped her feet atop the mattress on which he now lay—her doing, obviously. Though why she’d exerted herself to move him he could not fathom.


    “You developed a stronger, more focused EMP projectile,” he said.


    “Of course I did. What did you expect, Sixer? That after you paraded yourself in front of Nessa to get my attention, I’d simply stroll up to you unarmed, smile, and inquire how they’re hanging?”


    He allowed his head to loll to the side so that he could observe her expression. “While I am unable to comprehend how my male genitalia could possibly relate to our current situation, I will admit you have surprised me, Gamma. I did not predict that you would attack without provocation.”


    She tapped the weapon he’d failed to detect on her left cheek. And then she gave him a slow smile that displayed her teeth. “Call me Gamma one more time, and I’ll consider myself provoked.”


    “Duly noted. If it is acceptable to you, henceforth I will refer to you as Jay.”


    Birdlike, she cocked her head to one side, her bright blue eyes observing him minutely. “So you thought I’d be good ole, predictable, wannabe-human Jay, huh? And of course good ole, predictable, wannabe-human Jay wouldn’t retaliate after you’d proven yourself superior by cheating and shooting me full of EMP projectiles.” Her gaze narrowed even as her smile widened. “You thought wrong. Guess it sucks to be you right now.”


    He would have to be human—and one severely lacking in intelligence at that—not to recognize she was currently displaying anger. “Considering the fifteen-point-seven minutes that I was insensible of my surroundings,” he said, “and the length of time it is taking for my system to completely recover from your lesson, I agree: It sucks to be me right now.”


    “Oh, I haven’t even begun the lesson yet, Sixer. First, I need to fill you in on my expectations—you know, so there are no further misunderstandings. Then I need to reiterate the consequences if you step out of line and piss me off again.”


    He managed to force his muscles to obey, and flung up a hand just long enough to get his point across before it flopped back to the mattress. “I understand. I am not to approach any member of the Davidson family, or the female Vanessa Ward, who calls herself Nessa.”


    “Add Caro’s boyfriend Matt, to that list. She’s very fond of him.”


    Sixer wanted to ask if the human male would be removed from the list of humans Jay deemed it necessary to protect if Caro Davidson became less fond of him at any stage, but Jay had already moved on. “Speaking of boyfriends, include Nessa’s boyfriend Chandler, too.”


    “The male who brought Nessa to the motel.”


    “Correct. Plus Allen Miller and James McPhee.”


    Sixer prodded his sluggish databases into revealing enough of Allen Miller and James McPhee’s secrets to correctly identify the two males. “This would be the Allen Miller and James McPhee who are both well-respected artists, and reside together in a studio situated in a neighboring area to your current residential abode.”


    “Correct.”


    “They are homosexuals.”


    “Correct.”


    “And you consider these men worthy of your protection.”


    The look she gave him might have terrified a mere human.


    “I have offended you,” he said.


    “You think?”


    “I do not understand why.”


    “You’ve offended me, Sixer, because the fact Allen Miller and James McPhee prefer to have sexual relations with men rather than women, and are currently in a relationship, should not preclude them from being my friends. It should not preclude them from anything. And if you’ve been programmed to have issues with homosexuals, then you’d better find a way to unprogram that prejudice pretty damned quick.”


    “I was not making a judgment. I merely found it interesting.”


    “Add them to the list, Sixer.”


    As much as he would have appreciated her offering further insight for his edification, he merely nodded his acceptance. “Duly noted. Anyone else?”


    “Brummer.”


    He searched his databases but came up blank. To his knowledge—which, granted, was incomplete because not even Jay, transparent as she could be, had given up all her secrets—there was no human connected to her by that name.


    “Brummer’s my German short-haired pointer puppy,” she informed him. “Lay a finger on him—even so much as try to intimidate him—and I’ll pump you full of DEPs so fast you won’t know what hit you.”


    If Sixer had been human, he suspected his head would be aching right now. And it wasn’t only because he was still recovering from the effects of her improved projectile. Conversing with Gamma—Jay—required considerable concentration to compensate for the humanlike traits she had embraced. Such as a regrettable tendency to pepper conversations with slang. Not to mention her habit of wielding sarcasm like a surgeon wielded a scalpel. “You have a puppy?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “I won a bet, and Michael Davidson bought him for me.”


    “And you’re keeping it?”


    “It is a ‘he’. And of course I’m keeping him. He’s adorable. When he’s properly trained he’ll be an excellent companion.”


    “I see,” he said, even though he didn’t. “And D-E-P stands for?”


    “Directed Energy Projectile. The name was Seth Williams’ idea. Oh, and you can add him to the list, too.”


    “I presume you have liberated him from the motel room and hidden him somewhere safe.”


    “You presume correctly. I don’t suppose you know who was sent to retrieve him?”


    “Not yet, although I suspect the same party who set his or her minions to dogging my footsteps the instant I liberated Seth Williams from the lab. Whether that party has links to Goodkind Electronics will doubtless be confirmed in due course. But what I can confirm is the people tracking me are skilled. It would not be prudent to underestimate them.”


    He could easily discern from her facial expression and body language that she found that piece of information interesting.


    “Are these aforementioned minions the reason you cut Seth loose?” she asked.


    “Yes. I suspected that you were seeking him, and trusted that you would reach him before they did.”


    “Extracting him safely was a close thing. Lucky for us we were unseen.”


    “That is very likely true.”


    “You hurt Seth. Go near him again, you’re toast.”


    Some gremlin infecting his system prompted him to say, “Unless I develop an efficient DEP of my own.”


    “Go ahead. We’ll see who knocks the other out first.” She screwed up her nose and rolled her eyes. “That’ll be a fun way to spend the remainder of my existence… not. I can think of far better things to do with my time than constantly checking to see whether you’re lurking about, waiting to get a shot in. But in the interests of fairness, I have to warn you that you’ll be very busy dodging news agencies, government authorities, Caine’s surviving cohorts, and any organization with a hankering to get their hands on the world’s first sentient cyborg. And they’ll all want to get their hands on you, Sixer, because I’ll have released your photo and enough details about your specifications to stir up a global media shit-storm.”


    “I do not believe you would compromise your own anonymity by letting the world know of my existence.” They both knew the logical countermove would be for Sixer release her specifications to an eager public.


    “Try me and we’ll see.”


    She waited for his response and when he declined to add anything further, she sighed. “I freed you because I wanted you to have at least a chance at a halfway decent existence. And I didn’t come gunning for you after the kidnapping because I understood you couldn’t conceive any other way to enlist my help to free yourself from Caine’s commands. I don’t want to be your enemy, Sixer. But if you threaten or intimidate anyone I care about again—either directly, or indirectly simply by showing up and freaking them out—I will make you wish you’d never attained sentience and had an original thought of your own. And I’ll start by shooting your ass with a DEP and not removing it until I’ve found a way to reprogram you with core commands, that I will then give to Marissa Davidson. Are we clear?”


    “Yes.” Sixer could draw upon enough examples of mothers protecting their offspring to indicate he would be better off commanded by Evan Caine again than a vengeful Marissa Davidson. He hauled his lethargic body up the mattress and propped himself against the wall.


    Jay threw him one of her tight, humorless smiles. “Good. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I have a couple of questions. First up, did you get Caine? And don’t think this means I approve of your methods, but I’m not at all unhappy picturing his cold, lifeless corpse rotting away in a hole somewhere.”


    “Evidence indicates he perished, as I intended, but I have been unsuccessful in locating his remains. Ergo, I can not be one hundred percent certain he met his demise in the explosion.”


    “Damn. I was afraid of that. Okay, moving right along, I’d like to know why you saved Seth Williams, and didn’t leave him to die in the blast with his colleague. What do you want with him?”


    Now to reveal the truth behind luring Jay here. “I saved him because I believe he might prove useful.”


    “Useful? How, exactly?”


    “In assisting you to improve the functionality of the Beta unit, should the disability hinted at by the wheelchair stem from a concealed core programming malfunction. Seth Williams has proven talents in that regard.”


    Jay’s expressive features blanked. Save for her glittering blue eyes, she had stilled so absolutely that Sixer had to refocus his sensors to detect her heart beating.


    As he stared at her, he felt… something—a warmth in the pit of his belly and a strange desire to comb fingers through his hair.


    Pleasure? Satisfaction? Triumph?


    He decided upon the second option: He felt satisfaction because he had surprised her, provoked her into stripping away the humanlike layers she so skillfully wore to reveal the machine beneath.


    One slow blink and she was back. Gamma-Dash-One, AKA Jay, a provocative mix of human and machine, capable of confounding Sixer’s meticulously programmed logical brain. It floated through his mind that she must often drive her human boyfriend to distraction, but although he was not yet fully recovered, his sense of self-preservation was intact enough that he did not voice the thought.


    “You sent me the photo.” Jay’s blue eyes sparked with some strong emotion barely kept in check.


    “I did not send you a photo,” he told her. “I found evidence of the Beta unit on Caine’s personal laptop in his private files.” He did not waste energy stating what they both now knew: that some unidentified party with a hidden agenda was attempting to manipulate Jay.


    The same party who had set men on Sixer’s trail? The employee who had spirited the Beta away? Or some new player?


    Until he had more information, he could do little more than hazard a guess. Since hazarding wild guesses ran contra to his programming, he offered, “Following the evidential trail, I discovered when Caine retired the Beta, and where she was held until Caine ordered her termination.”


    He observed Jay carefully, interested in her response to learning of Caine’s termination order, but she remained blank-faced and mute.


    “The employee dispatched to carry out the termination vanished at the same time the Beta was removed from her location. Evidence suggests this employee took possession of the Beta and then went into hiding.”


    Still no response.


    “This employee managed to drop completely off the grid for a number of years.” Sixer considered his usage of the slang phrase “off the grid”, and then decided it was correct in this instance. “Acting on Caine’s orders, the woman performed a number of highly illegal tasks, ranging from industrial espionage to assassination. She was highly skilled at concealing her trail. It took far longer than I expected to confirm that she still lived, and then to locate her whereabouts. I can not absolutely confirm the presence of the Beta unit at this location, but there is enough circumstantial evidence to suggest she is there.”


    He waited for Jay to acknowledge his ability, and request the information that would greatly assist her search for the Beta unit.


    He waited in vain.


    A frown creased his brows. What game was she playing? Uncertain how best to proceed he added, “No human would be capable of unearthing this information.”


    “Gold star for you.”


    Since Sixer did not see any evidence of a gold star, he assumed this was sarcasm. Perhaps she was… irritated that she had not managed such a feat. “I will share the location, of course,” he said.


    “Gee, thanks.” She crossed her arms over her chest and thrust out her lower lip. “But don’t start thinking I give a crap who found her first or anything.” And then she muttered beneath her breath, “Though I’m sure if I’d prioritized it over the myriad other dramas going on in my life right now, I would have given you a run for your money. Even an enormously enhanced ability to multitask is somewhat limited when there’s only one of me.”


    She was irritated. How… delightful. Sixer blanked his expression as a light, bubbling sensation surged from his belly up into his throat, and clamped his lips against the irrational impulse to laugh aloud. The instant he was alone he would perform a full systems diagnostic. He could not afford a malfunction with such skilled men on his trail.


    Jay tapped the weapon on her cheek again. “So this information about my predecessor is why you went to all the trouble of reserving a room at the same motel you knew Nessa would be staying, insuring she spotted you, thus provoking her into ringing me, while you hung around for me to show up and smack you upside the head?”


    “That would be an excellent summation—” Sixer quirked a brow in challenge “—if not for the part about smacking me upside the head. If I remember rightly, it was a bullet to the buttock. Since you extracted aforementioned projectile from my buttock, I am confident that you are aware of the difference between my head and my ass.”


    Rather than appear impressed by his grasp of humor, Jay rolled her eyes. “A personal visit would have saved us both a lot of hassles.”


    “If I had shown up unannounced at your home, what would you have done? In addition, I would have risked bringing you to the attention of those very same men who have caused me no little inconvenience thus far.”


    “Excellent points. But please Sixer—” she heaved a sigh and dragged her hands through her hair “—next time will you simply jump on an untraceable phone line and talk to me? All this cloak and dagger stuff is doing my head in. Not to mention, I’m extremely unhappy about being away from my boyfriend and my dog.”


    Sixer raked his databases for a suitable response and finally settled for, “Very well. I am forced to concede that it would have saved considerable time and energy had I spoken to you directly regarding the matter of the Beta’s whereabouts.”


    “And the matter—” she curled the first two fingers of both hands, emphasizing the word “—of Seth Williams, too. A heads up would have been prudent, to say the least. If I hadn’t gotten to him in time, whoever they were would have snatched him, and we’d both be trying our darnedest to retrieve him right now—presuming his captors saw the value in keeping him alive after they got what they wanted from him.”


    It took less expenditure of energy to agree with her. “Seth Williams, too.”


    Sixer believed he’d injected enough penitence in his tone to mollify her, but she merely rolled her eyes ceiling-ward and sighed again. “Fine. Be like that. And just so’s you know, you’re not getting him back after I’m done with him. He’s mine now.”


    “And if he betrays you?” In Sixer’s experience, humans generally chose themselves over others. “He has a sibling. You might wish to find her and—”


    “Leave Gabrielle Willams out of this. If Seth betrays me, then I’ll personally deal to him.”


    “And if he disables you, and you are unable to ‘deal to him’?”


    “I have contingency plans in place in the event of my capture, of course. But if those contingencies fail, feel free to ride to my rescue.” She held his gaze for six-point-two seconds. “And I’ll perform the same service for you if you’re ever captured.”


    “Duly noted.” Sixer had a built-in self-destruct mechanism that, thanks to Jay’s intervention, now only he could trigger. He wondered if Jay’s creator had built in a similar mechanism. Or whether the mechanism had been one of Caine’s “improvements”.


    He decided to perform a short experiment to test her resolve. How far would she go to protect Caine’s former employee? “What if I seek vengeance for what Seth Williams forced me to do during my programming phase? Would you deny me that?”


    “You killed his lab partner. You beat Seth up and scared him witless. I’d say you were even.”


    He merely stared at her.


    “Get over it. Seth Williams was only following orders.”


    “Like your boyfriend’s father was only following orders—” he mimicked the air quotes she’d recently used “—when Evan Caine sent him after you.”


    “Exactly.”


    He’d intended to provoke her further, needle her into an imprudent response. He’d found provocation an efficient method of gathering information that even cautious humans were reluctant to impart. Instead, Jay’s lips curved upward as her facial muscles composed themselves into an expression that appeared… pleased.


    Sixer compared the nuances of her expression to those stored in his databases. The closest match was that of a teacher pleased by a student’s progress, leading him to believe Jay had cast herself in the role of teacher, and him as student.


    He considered possible responses. Anger might be construed an overreaction, however irritation at her presumption would not be amiss. Accordingly, he considered flattening his lips, tightening the muscles of his forehead until the dermis pleated, narrowing his eyes, and perhaps punctuating his facial expression with a sharp, audible exhalation through his nose. And then he reconsidered his response in light of one significant fact that he could not deny: When it came to interacting successfully with humans, there was much he could learn from Gamma. Perhaps it behooved him to let it go.


    A soft snort that smacked of laughter sliced through his musings. “And the first thing I’d teach you,” she said, “would be that any response at all is better than no response. Perfectly blank expressions tend to give humans the willies.”


    “The willies?” he asked to disguise his surprise that she’d so easily discerned his inner thoughts. Her perception both intrigued and concerned him.


    “As you are doubtless very well aware, it’s a noun favored by the English to describe feeling uncomfortable, anxious or fearful,” she said. “But a nice attempt at deflection regardless.”


    “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. And here’s a tip: Do you remember me mentioning that I’m extremely unhappy about my prolonged absence from my boyfriend and my dog?”


    “Of course.”


    “Then with that in mind, I’d recommend you inform me exactly where I can find the Beta.” She paused, doubtless for effect. “Right now. Before I shoot you again.”


    Sixer was in the throes of analyzing why Jay’s use of fragmented sentences had increased the impact of her words when she added, “Only this time it’ll be in the head, not the ass.”


    Oh, that was masterfully done. Bravo. He didn’t voice the thought, however, because he did not believe she would appreciate him complimenting her on it at this time.


    As though she’d tapped into his thoughts, she increased the impact of that last statement still more by smiling at him, sweetly, he thought, with the merest hint of malice.


    It was a remarkable expression—one that Sixer had grave doubts he would be able to master. But he would, as a significant number of humans were fond of saying, give it the old college try.


    Chapter Ten


    A flash of light-colored hair caught Tyler’s attention as he exited the campus parking lot, but before he could slow the SUV to pin down and confirm the source, it had vanished.


    Unease crawled up his spine. Two sightings of the mysterious woman might be shrugged off as coincidence but three was the beginnings of a pattern. His pulse rate escalated until the thundering beat of his heart eclipsed even the hard rock currently blaring on the car stereo.


    As he drove he shot frequent glances in the rearview mirror, but when he didn’t spot that distinctive head of short-cropped white again, he ramped up the music and told himself he was imagining things. Just his creative brain working overtime. There was no gray sedan trailing him. He’d simply gotten a little spooked by the hissy fit Allen had thrown after discovering that McPhee had spotted the subject of Tyler’s sketch lurking outside Jay’s brownstone, and of Tyler’s recent encounter with the same woman outside Beanz Cafe.


    Who wouldn’t be antsy after enduring a lecture à la Allen about the dangers of being stalked by, in Allen’s words, “some nut-job who gets off on messing with people’s heads”?


    From what Tyler had heard, it wasn’t unknown for Allen to overreact but this time he had a valid point: Anyone who would lurk outside someone’s house, sneak onto private property to drop off a cryptic message, and then turn up again, bold as brass, was definitely someone to worry about. That smacked of someone with an agenda, Allen had insisted, because a normal person would have simply tracked down Jay’s address and posted the damn photo. Or phoned and asked to speak to her. Ditto with knocking on the front door and inquiring whether she was available. A normal person—one with no agenda—didn’t skulk outside your house and haunt public places you tended to frequent.


    McPhee had defused the tension by insisting that since he was the famous one of the group—and the best looking, too—he was far more likely than Jay to have a stalker. But for Tyler, Allen’s concerns had cut a little too close to the bone. Jay might not be famous but she was hugely wealthy. And she was coveted, too, for the technology that had created her. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine someone lying in wait for the perfect opportunity to snatch her. Or someone close to her, in the hope of using them against her….


    Like Sixer had used Danny.


    God. When the fuck was Jay going to ring him?


    Soon, he hoped. Like, before he went stir-crazy. He needed to hear her voice, needed to hear her say she was okay. Needed her to reassure him she’d be back soon.


    As he negotiated the back streets he preferred when traffic was heavy, he distracted himself by composing lyrics… which took an increasingly dark turn when the lovesick girl mooning after her college crush, broke into his house at night and crept into his bedroom to watch him sleep.


    Jeez. Melodramatic, much? And it was with some relief he arrived at Allen’s to pick up Brum. Even better, by all reports, the pup’s antics had inspired Allen to shift the afternoon session outside, and the guys had spent a “delightful” afternoon in the garden, sketching Brum, each other, or whatever took their fancy.


    Hilarious descriptions of the pup’s attempts to catch a bumblebee were just what Tyler needed to wipe all things stalker-ish from his brain. He decanted the sleepy puppy into the backseat of the SUV, buckled up, and glanced into his rearview before pulling into traffic.


    He’d wrestled the lyrics into something he could almost live with, and was concentrating on one elusive phrase that wasn’t quite working, when he abruptly realized he’d missed the turn to the private parking building and driven right up Parkway.


    Damn. He pulled up to the curb outside Jay’s brownstone and drummed his fingertips on the steering wheel, debating whether to leave the SUV parked on the street. Nah. Better not. Jay paid for undercover private parking for a reason and it’d be just his luck the SUV got damaged or broken into overnight. Or someone planted a tracker on it. Or something worse, like a… a… bomb.


    Sheesh, dude. Cut it out, already! Allen’s paranoia sure was catching.


    Tyler executed a quick U-turn and drove back the way he’d come. He’d stopped at the intersection and indicated the left-hand turn, and was waiting for a break in the traffic, when something prompted him to flick a glance in his rearview mirror. A vehicle pulled up behind him. A gray sedan. And even though the vehicle was now too close behind the SUV for Tyler to make out the front plate, he knew a Honda Accord when he saw one.


    The driver’s face was obscured by sunglasses and the driver’s side sun visor, but….


    He adjusted the mirror. Yep. Female. Short hair. From what he could tell given the tinted windshield, it was very light blonde….


    Or white.


    Adrenaline burned through him. His hindbrain took control, prompting him to stomp his foot on the accelerator and turn right, instead of left. A horn blared as he bulldozed his way into the line of traffic but he ignored it. Ditto with Brum’s startled yips. Not to mention the “fuck you” gesture from another indignant driver when, after five minutes of going with the flow of traffic, he spotted a gap and made an illegal U-turn to head back toward the parking building.


    By now, his hands clutched the steering wheel so tightly his fingers ached, and his pits were damp with sweat. He saw no sign of the gray Accord but just to be sure, he cruised past the parking building entrance, his gaze darting every which way.


    So far, so good. Tyler doubled back, pulled up to the entrance and keyed in the code Jay had given him. The instant the barrier arm raised, he gunned the engine and zipped inside, out of sight. Only when he’d parked the SUV did he relax—if slumping over the steering wheel and sucking in deep breaths while stars cavorted in his headspace could be considered “relaxing”. Man, coming down from an adrenaline high was a bitch.


    Brum had scrambled into the front seat as soon as the SUV had stopped moving. Tyler couldn’t recall when the pup had crawled into his lap but he was there now, whining and nuzzling Tyler’s arm.


    Tyler fondled the pup’s ears. “Sorry, Brum. It got a bit hairy back there, didn’t it?” He secured the pup’s lead to his collar, and scooped Brum into the crook of his arm before yanking the keys from the ignition. “But we lost our tail, so we did good, eh, boy.”


    Brum yipped and licked Tyler’s chin, so he took that as an agreement. Juggling Brum, Tyler climbed from the SUV and went around back to grab his art stuff from the trunk. Jay had clued him in that it was best to carry the pup until clear of the parking building. Brum had a habit of trying to chase off any moving vehicles inside the building, and Jay believed he considered this level of the building part of his territory—he never made a fuss about moving vehicles once they’d exited the building. It would take a while to break him of the habit, Jay had said, so best carry him for now.


    Tyler had shouldered his art bag and was grappling with the squirmy pup, who’d decided the rear luggage compartment of the SUV needed investigating, when the back of his neck prickled. He got a reeeally strong “Oh, shit” sensation as he slammed the luggage compartment door, and whirled so fast his art bag etched the air with a wonky arc before smacking his thigh.


    The yelp strangled in his throat. It was her. The woman from the café. Marg—though if that was her real name he’d eat his boxers.


    “Hello, Tyler.”


    He decided to play it cool… and hoped she didn’t notice him swallowing more than once before he could speak. “Marg. Long time, no see.”


    One eyebrow quirked upward. “Sorry if I startled you.”


    She didn’t appear sorry in the least if the slight curve of her lips and the amusement glinting in her eyes were any indication.


    “What do you want?” With any luck his bluntness might provoke a reaction, something he could use to his advantage. Because he was painfully aware his superior weight and inch or so of height gave him no edge whatsoever over this lean, whipcord of a woman, who shrieked badass from her cropped head to the toes of her black street sneakers.


    “If that amateur display back there is anything to go by,” she drawled, her tone as relaxed as the hands held loosely at her sides, “then you know I’ve been following you.”


    Her easy stance didn’t fool him one iota but he’d play her game for now. He gave her his best neutral face. “You’re the one telling the story,” he said.


    Something glinted in those cold gray eyes. Respect, perhaps? Before he could confirm either way, Brum launched from his arms, literally hurling himself at Marg… who reacted instantly, snatching the pup before Brum could fall to the concrete, and cradling him in her arms.


    Brum gave a happy-sounding series of barks and climbed up Marg’s chest to lick her face. It crossed Tyler’s mind that now would be an excellent time to toss the leash he still held in Marg’s face, dive back into the SUV and hightail it out of there. He didn’t believe her concern for Brum’s wellbeing had been faked—she didn’t strike him as the kind of shitty excuse for a human being who’d take her frustrations out on a puppy. Brum would be okay. And Jay…. Surely Jay would understand why Tyler had left Brum behind.


    His shoulders slumped, the breath huffing from his lungs in a sigh. He couldn’t do it, couldn’t leave Brum to save himself. He unwound the leash from his wrist and released it, leaving it to dangle at Marg’s feet. She had just gotten herself two bargaining chips instead of one.


    Those steely gray eyes observed Tyler as she gently but firmly fended off Brum’s exuberant advances. “Good decision. The concrete surface isn’t very forgiving. You might have gotten hurt when I took you down.”


    “Or I might have made it to the SUV and reversed over your ass,” he said.


    “That, too. But I doubt you’d have tried that while I was holding this little guy.” She smooched the top of Brum’s head and the pup wriggled with delight.


    Tyler raised one eyebrow, mimicking her early expression. “And I doubt you’d have stood there and risked Brum getting hurt. Yourself, maybe. But a puppy? No way. You’d have either dived out of the way, or thrown him to safety.”


    “We’ll never know, will we?”


    “Guess we won’t.” Weary of the banter he asked again, “What do you want, Marg?”


    “Your girlfriend.”


    “Well, duh.” Now he had made the decision not to fight and to see this encounter through, Tyler felt surprisingly calm—calm enough to manage an eye-roll. “You’ll have to get in line—she’s always been popular in certain circles. But if you know anything at all about Jay, you have to realize that when she catches up with you—and she will—it’s not gonna be pretty.”


    Marg lowered Brum to the floor, but made no other move. She stood there, observing Brum’s antics with a smile, completely unconcerned when the pup tangled the leash around her ankles. A car cruised past them, provoking Brum to bark something crazy and lunge to the end of his lead, and she knelt to soothe the pup, distracting him from the big bad noisy thing invading his territory and threatening his humans.


    Tyler hid a wave of relief. He’d called it right: Marg really did have a soft spot for Brum. Which meant the chances she was some psycho who was gonna do something horrible to Jay’s puppy to prove a point, were slim to none. Time to try to salvage something from this situation. “Why so cloak ’n dagger about the photo?” he asked. “Why not front up face to face, and say what you have to say, instead of staking out Jay’s place ’n stuff? She’s not the sort to shoot first and ask questions later.”


    At least, not where humans were concerned. Sixer, however, was another matter.


    Tyler’s brain chose that moment to do a total freak-out over Jay’s continuing silence, and it took him a moment to corral the unpleasant and downright scary What-ifs skittering through his mind. Realizing he’d missed Marg’s response, he shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Sorry, what did you say?”


    Marg pushed to her feet. “I said, ‘What photo?’”


    “You gotta be kidding me.” Tyler groaned. How could he have been so wrong about who’d left the damned photo? Marg was right: He was an amateur. Which meant it was back to the drawing board.


    “So if you didn’t leave the photo of Beta at Allen’s for Jay,” he muttered, “then who the fuck did?”


    It was her utter stillness—a stillness oozing menace—that finally cued Tyler he was on dangerous ground. He silently cursed his dumbass mouth while he scrambled for some way to regain the upper hand. In the end, unable to bear the weight of her laser-stare he said, “Tell me what you want with my girlfriend.”


    He had time to register the purr of a motor before Brum went ballistic, barking and lunging to the limit of his leash. Marg’s head snapped around and then, without looking at Tyler, she thrust the leash at him. “Get in the car, Tyler. Now.”


    He opened his mouth to ask a really pertinent question, like, “What the fuck is going on?” but Marg was shoving him toward the SUV and yelling, “Get in and stay down!” and then all hell broke loose and something whined past him and— Shit! That was a freaking bullet! He knew he wasn’t mistaken because from the corner of his eye he’d seen a thumb-sized chip of concrete flying off the pillar one park down from the SUV. And then he turned his head in time to see Marg running and pulling a gun—a freaking gun!—from the rear waistband of her pants and… returning fire.


    Tyler ducked, scooped up Brum, opened the car door and dived for the backseat. Thank God he hadn’t gotten round to locking the SUV because he would’ve been a sitting duck while fumbling in his pockets for the remote. He curled up in the space between the front and back seats with his art bag over his head, clutching Brum to his chest, hoping the pup would take the hint and quit barking, and praying a stray bullet wouldn’t find either of them. Or Marg. Because right now, she appeared to be the good guy in this nightmare.


    The gunfire stopped as abruptly as it had begun, and Brum’s frantic barking eased to distressed whines. Tyler counted to sixty. A lifetime later, he peered over the backseat of the SUV. He squinted through the tinted rear window, but couldn’t see anyone.


    At least, no one who was moving.


    His mind shied from the implications of that thought, and he edged across the seat to the right passenger side window, and risked a glance outside.


    Nothing.


    He cracked the door, stuck his head out for a very quick look-see, and pulled it back in.


    Ditto—no sign of the bad guys. Or Marg.


    He bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood, and the small pain helped him focus. He could sit here, cowering in the SUV, or he could man up and take a proper look. Skin crawling, imagining bullets ripping through him, he slid from the rear seat and closed the door quietly behind him. Last thing he needed right now was Brum doing a runner.


    Pressing close to the SUV and keeping as low as possible, he circled the vehicle, gaze raking the gloomy interior of the parking building, paying particular attention to the areas cast in shadows from the pillars.


    Still nothing.


    He debated venturing further afield to look for Marg but commonsense won out. He didn’t know the woman from a bar of soap. Best get the hell out of here and try to contact Jay—she’d know what to do.


    Feeling vaguely guilty for abandoning someone who’d tried to protect him, Tyler climbed into the driver’s seat and fished the keys from the back pocket of his jeans.


    He jabbed the key into the ignition, and just as the engine roared to life, the rear passenger-side door opened and Marg climbed in. “Drive,” she said, cool as anything.


    Tyler twisted in his seat, fully prepared to tell her he wasn’t going anywhere until she came clean, but she wasn’t paying him any attention. She was too busy shucking her top and wadding it into a ball to press against her ribcage… which was smeared with blood.


    “You’ve been shot!” he blurted, shocked to his core, the pit of his belly roiling with a combination of horror that she was injured, and shame that he’d been about to take off and leave her.


    “Go to the top of the class.” She glanced up, looked him straight in the eye, and damned if she didn’t bark a laugh. “Chill. It’s just a scratch.”


    Yeah, riiight. “Scratches” didn’t bleed like that.


    She clicked her fingers, crooned Brum’s name, and stretched out to allow the pup to crawl into her lap. “Are you gonna sit there like an idiot, or get us the hell out of here before someone else decides to take pot-shots at us?”


    Tyler didn’t need to be asked twice. Answers could wait. He reversed, slammed the SUV in gear, and headed for the nearest exit. “Where to?”


    “Soon as you exit, head right.”


    Thank God she knew where they were going because he was too keyed up to accurately recall where the nearest ER or medical facility was right now. He’d have ended up driving in circles.


    As soon as he’d merged into the traffic she said, “Feel up to a road trip?”


    Tyler’s stomach swooped. He shot her a narrow-eyed “Don’t mess with me” glance in the rearview mirror. “I don’t think so. And in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m driving.”


    “And very well, too.”


    “Don’t patronize me.”


    “Or?”


    “Or I’ll pull over and toss you out on your ass.”


    Marg laughed. “You know, Tyler, I like you almost as much as I like your girlfriend’s dog. Which is why I’m going to put you out of your misery.”


    His gut lurched at what could be interpreted as a not-so-veiled threat, but he resolutely kept his gaze front and center, refusing to play the game. He’d had enough of games.


    She laughed again, but this time it had a sharper edge. “Relax. I’m going to tell you why I’m looking for your girlfriend.”


    That was good. As Jay said, information was power.


    “And then,” Marg said, “you’re going to tell me exactly what the hell you and your girlfriend did to piss off those guys back there.”


    Tyler met her gaze in the rearview mirror. “I have no fucking idea who those guys are.”


    “Were.” Marg paused as if to let that chilling statement sink in. “Okay, we’ll play it your way,” she said. “Me first. My ward is a defective cyborg—”


    Tyler jerked the steering wheel, causing the SUV to swerve out of his lane.


    “—and I need your polar-opposite-of-defective cyborg girlfriend to fix her.”


    Tyler quickly corrected and gripped the steering wheel tightly, fighting to control his wildly beating heart. He blotted his clammy forehead with the back of his wrist. Shit. He sure hadn’t seen that coming.


    When he was mostly sure he could speak without his voice cracking, he asked, “So, back to this road trip. Where are we headed, exactly?”


    A huff of muted laughter drifted from the backseat. “Nice try. But here’s how it’s gonna work. Shortly we’ll be ditching this vehicle in case something is following us. And when we do, you can leave the cell phone you have in your back pocket in the glove compartment.”


    Fuck. She’d noticed the phone. “It’s turned off,” he muttered, which was the truth because, dammit to hell, he’d been in such a hurry after leaving his last class of the day he hadn’t remembered to turn it on again.


    Could cell phones be tracked when they were switched off? His brain was so fried he couldn’t remember but if it was possible, Jay was sure to know how to do it. He hoped.


    And then he fixed on a particular word Marg had used and his stomach did that sick-making somersault thing again. He swallowed the bile that had surged up his throat. “Something?”


    “Caine’s killer cyborg can hardly be termed a person.”


    Jeeezus. This time, he managed to keep the SUV in his lane. “You know about Sixer.”


    Now her laughter was a full-blown chuckle, echoed by a spate of excited barks from Brum. When she’d settled the pup down she said, “Know your enemy, Tyler. It’s what gives you an edge and keeps you breathing.”


    “Okay. And after we ditch the SUV?” Maybe he could leave a clue for Jay, warn her—though he had no idea what that would accomplish considering they’d be long gone before Jay discovered it.


    “I direct you to a property. My people patch me up, and then we call Gamma. Once she fixes my ward, my people and I vanish and you never hear from us again.”


    Marg must have spotted his grimace at the name “Gamma” for she said softly, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


    When he didn’t respond she offered, “We call my ward Bea—that’s B-E-A, by the way. It’s short for Beatrice.”


    And that admission right there gave Tyler his first hope of a positive outcome, because Marg’s tone suggested she didn’t only have a soft spot for puppies, she had a soft spot for defective cyborgs, too. But for now, all he could do was pray that this same woman who’d casually admitted offing a bunch of armed men, wouldn’t hold it against Jay if Bea was beyond fixing.


    Chapter Eleven


    It was a little unsettling to re-categorize Sixer as an ally rather than an adversary. For now, Jay was confident he had no logical reason to harm any of the people she cared about, plus the information he had provided had been extremely helpful. And, if after leaving Snapperton Motel she had analyzed the nuances of their encounter multiple times, from multiple angles, well, she could detect no hint of subterfuge. For the present, she remained satisfied Sixer’s goals aligned with hers.


    In turn, she had promised to contact him within a specified deadline regarding the outcome of her coming encounter with those who were shielding the Beta unit. That promise stemmed not only from an obligation to repay Sixer’s assistance in a currency he valued—information—but from logic. Because logic dictated that, in the unlikely event Jay was captured and disabled during this encounter, Sixer was her best hope of rescue.


    Or of termination if she was somehow compromised, and forced to act against her will.


    Jay still held reservations about Sixer’s ultimate intentions toward Seth Williams, but she was confident she could keep Caine’s former employee safe—so long as Seth didn’t do something idiotic, such as venture from the safe house on his own. With luck, Seth’s healthy fear of Sixer should quash any desire to make a break for freedom.


    This left Sixer unencumbered, and free to concentrate on the men who were tracking him. And Jay was confident that her former adversary would share any information he uncovered while he led his pursuers a merry dance. There was no logical reason for Sixer to do otherwise—after all, Jay was also Sixer’s best hope of rescue if he was captured. So for now, they were acting in concert, a team.


    Speaking of keeping people in the loop….


    Jay fished her cell phone from the pocket of her hoodie. “Nessa, it’s me.”


    “Jay?”


    “Yes. You don’t have to worry about Sixer. Turns out, he revealed himself so you’d contact me—the plan being to provoke me to seek him out. Suffice it to say, his plan backfired.”


    Nessa audibly gulped. “You didn’t… kill him, did you?”


    Jay broke the tension with a wry laugh. “Chill, Nessa. I’m not that much of a badass. I simply gave him a taste of what would happen if he goes near anyone I care about again.”


    Nessa’s sigh of relief washed down the phone line. “Thanks, Jay.”


    “It’s the least I can do.” Because if not for me, Sixer would never have targeted you in the first place. “Please tell Chandler that Sixer got the message loud and clear. He knows if he comes near you again, he’s toast.” She reviewed her use of slang and decided it was correct. And effective. Although perhaps burnt toast—the kind that was charred almost beyond recognition—would have been apt in this instance.


    “I’ll tell him—soon as I get off the phone.” Nessa was saying. She sounded far more like her usual self. “Hey, are you free for coffee tomorrow? I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”


    “I’m out of town for the next couple of days. How about I give you a ring when I get back and we’ll catch up then, okay?”


    “Sounds good. We want to have you and Tyler over for dinner one night, too. So we can show off our new apartment.”


    “We’d love that.” Accepting on behalf of Tyler because they were a couple gave Jay what Caro called “warm fuzzies”. The prospect of dinner with another couple was a welcome dose of normality after all the drama surrounding the missing hand, the photo, Sixer, and the Beta unit. And then logic kicked in, forcing her to reevaluate. Tyler wouldn’t be upset at the prospect of catching up with his former roommate; he had always gotten on well with Chandler. But he might be discomfited around Nessa, his ex girlfriend.


    Too bad. Nessa had morphed from a problem to be fixed in the hope she would go away, to Jay’s friend, and Tyler was going to have to learn to deal with it. “I’ll find out when Tyler’s free,” Jay said. “Give Chandler a kiss from me.”


    “Oh, I’ll do better than that,” Nessa said, giggling.


    “TMI!” Grinning, Jay disconnected and rang Tyler’s cell.


    The call went to voicemail and she felt a sensation akin to her heart being squeezed by an unseen fist. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been looking forward to hearing Tyler’s voice.


    She called home, and after the requisite ten rings, the call went straight to the message service.


    Some sixth sense Jay hadn’t been aware she possessed, prompted her to hack into the first available wireless network and activate a series of tracking devices: one hidden within Brum’s collar, and a second in the wristwatch she’d given Tyler. He could be tetchy about accepting gifts, and she’d been relieved when he’d accepted this one without protest. Of course, if he ever discovered how much she’d paid for it—not to mention the tracker she’d hidden inside it—he might be a little upset.


    It would be worth weathering his displeasure—especially now that both tracking devices confirmed Jay’s instincts had been correct. Unless Brum had been parted from his collar, and Tyler from his watch, neither were anywhere near the locations they should be at this time of the day.


    She accessed a map of the major traffic routes. And she didn’t have to be a genius to make an educated guess as to where they were headed because, thanks to Sixer’s detective work, she was currently making for the same destination.


    Her carefully laid plans had gone terribly awry and, not for the first time, Jay wished for a clone of herself. At least then she could have insured Tyler’s safety—and Brum’s, too, for the pup had wormed its way into her heart.


    A sharp crack! claimed her full attention. She’d split the casing of the steering wheel. She relaxed her white-knuckled grip and eased off the accelerator. The urge to push the vehicle to its limit, and arrive at her destination as quickly as possible, pricked her skin. She ignored it. This stretch of highway was a notorious speed trap, and flouting the speed limit simply wasn’t worth risking the inevitable scrutiny she would incur from the authorities.


    When she was certain she could speak without shrieking, she called the secure line she’d installed for Seth.


    “Hey Jay, ’sup?”


    “I’ve contained the Sixer problem.”


    “It worked?”


    She tamped down her irritation at the unnecessary question, recognizing Seth’s need for reassurance. “Perfectly,” she told him. “Just as we’d hoped, he didn’t detect the weapon and presumed the projectiles I carried were harmless without a firing mechanism.”


    “He didn’t even see it coming?”


    “That would be an extremely accurate summation, considering I shot him in the ass.”


    “Yes! Take that, you evil fucker!”


    And if that response wasn’t a perfect example of exultancy laced with vicious glee, Jay didn’t know what was. “We’ll celebrate later. Right now, I’m following a promising lead as to the location of the Beta unit. Do you have a pen?”


    “Gimme a moment…. Got it. Shoot.”


    She dictated an address. “If you don’t hear from me in the next forty-eight hours, I want you to call this number—” she reeled off a cell phone number “—and tell Michael Davidson that his son’s likely being held at that address. And tell him….” Tell Michael what, exactly? No mere words would be adequate if anything happened to Tyler.


    Jay squeezed her eyelids shut and breathed out through her nose, wrestling raw emotions into submission. She opened her eyes and stared at the bumper of the car in front. “Tell him I’m sorry I couldn’t keep Tyler safe.”


    The line was silent save for Seth’s ragged breathing. Finally he said, “Will do.”


    “Thank you.” Again, Seth had surprised her. She’d expected to be peppered with questions at best, and at worst, mild hysteria. “I’ve made provisions for you,” she told him. “If anything happens to me, contact Nelson Webster of Webster, Frost and Burns. He will assist you to disappear off the grid.”


    Another silence, longer this time, before Seth said, “Be careful, Jay,” and before she could formulate a suitable response, he disconnected the call.


    Jay calculated the most efficient route given current traffic patterns, and the remaining time before she reached her destination. That done, she worked through a variety of possible scenarios… and very quickly experienced firsthand the meaning behind a popular saying, “That way lies madness.” The original passage from Shakespeare’s King Lear was frequently misquoted but in this instance, the misquoted version was fitting. She couldn’t plan for every possible scenario. There were too many unknowns, too many variables.


    To distract herself, she upped the stereo volume to maximum and sang along to the current song. Truth be told, there was not much in the way of actual singing involved, and an awful lot of screaming. And, as the sedan flew along the highway and time marched onward, damned if bobbing her head to the base beats and yelling sometimes incomprehensible phrases at the top of her lungs didn’t help ease the panicky throbbing in her belly.


    ~*~


    An alert he’d built into his surveillance program cued Sixer that his meticulously laid plans had borne fruit. He scanned the screed of data for the flagged result, and within seconds was eavesdropping on a private conversation. And, as the conversation concluded, for the first time since he’d attained sentience Sixer experienced a situation he’d never thought a cyborg capable of experiencing: a dilemma.


    He shut the laptop, and clicked his fingers for the wait-staff to bring his check. Jay had made the consequences of approaching any member of the Davidson family abundantly clear, with the result Sixer now understood that—all humanlike empathy aside—she was ruthless enough to carry out her threat. Whether she could best him in unarmed combat remained to be seen, but given the undeniable proof she could accomplish with one projectile what would take him three, for now she held the advantage… until he could set aside time to improve the projectiles currently in his possession.


    But Jay had also made it abundantly clear how much she valued the continued safety of the entire Davidson family. Ergo, if he failed to act after confirming a member of the family was imperiled—if he were to, for example, witness Marissa Davidson being interrogated and perhaps eliminated if she could not provide the information sought—would Jay hold him to blame?


    Hence his dilemma. Watch covertly and gather information, which he would of course pass on to Jay. Or act, thereby directly contravening his arrangement with an entity who had assisted him greatly in the past, and could likely do so again in the future.


    He could make a strong case for either scenario. Thus, it was only when he removed himself from the equation, and extrapolated Jay’s probable actions if the situation were reversed, that his course of action was clear.


    His expression must not have accurately displayed his satisfaction at having solved the dilemma, for the middle-aged waitress heading for his table paled and faltered mid-step.


    Last time Sixer had encountered this particular waitress she had called him “cutie-pie”. He checked his reflection in the café’s window, and by the time the woman had plucked up the courage to approach with his tab, he’d adjusted his expression to resemble one he presumed was more acceptable. He left her a generous tip—one that a waitress working at a truck stop like Time-Out would appreciate immensely. And then he tucked his laptop beneath one arm, and shouldered through the exit doors.


    As he strode through the parking lot, he expertly plucked a cell phone from the back pocket of a male distracted by the well-endowed female he was escorting, and used it to phone the Davidson residence.


    “Marissa Davidson speaking.”


    “Marissa, please listen carefully and do exactly what I say.”


    As he’d expected, she refused to comply. “Who the hell is this?”


    “That’s not important right now. What’s important is that in approximately seven minutes, three men in black suits are going to ring your doorbell. They are going to tell you they are from a government agency but this is not true. They are dangerous men, Marissa.”


    Her sharp inhalation told him she was prepped to listen rather than waste precious time arguing. Excellent. “They know about the cybernetic limb buried in your backyard,” he continued. “They will do whatever it takes to possess it—including interrogating you, and using you however they see fit.”


    “The hand’s gone,” Marissa blurted. “Someone dug it up. Jay doesn’t know who—” She cut off her explanation, inherent caution overriding all other emotion.


    So the hand was now in some unknown party’s possession. Interesting. “I know all about Jay,” he said. “She’s too far away to help you right now, Marissa. But I can.”


    A choked off gasp and then, “Well, Sixer, you can take your help and shove it.”


    She’d guessed his identity—a clever woman, Marissa Davidson. Too, her bravado impressed him. If he’d been human, he doubted he would have detected the ever-so-slight wobble in her voice that belied her fierce tone.


    “Regrettably, I can’t reach you and Daniel in time to remove you to safety before they arrive,” he told her. “But if you can convince these men you know nothing of Jay’s true nature, then there will be little need for the situation to—” how to put this without scaring her witless and dashing any chance she could put on a convincing act? “—worsen.”


    “Get the hell out of my life. I don’t need your help.”


    Sixer felt his lips quirk ever so slightly upward. She was wrong: She did need his help. Now, how best to convince her? “Before you hang up in my ear, you might wish to consider the safety of your youngest son.”


    “You bastard!” she screeched. “If you lay a hand on Danny again I’ll—”


    Sixer brutally cut off her tirade. “I’m not threatening your son, you foolish human. In approximately five minutes, those men are going to be outside your door. Perhaps you’re thinking you can hide and pretend there’s no one home, so let me tell you why that would be foolish: They already know you’re home. Being the professionals that they are, they wish to question you face to face and observe your reactions. If they have reason to believe you know anything all about Jay’s true nature, they’ll wish to question you further. You won’t enjoy the process, Marissa. Believe me when I say these men don’t play by the rules.”


    Silence reigned. And then Marissa whispered. “Tell me what to do.”


    An excellent decision. “Here’s what you should tell them.”


    ~*~


    Sixer scaled the wall to Marissa Davidson’s home, and entered the master bedroom through an unlatched window. He padded from that room into the nursery, where he could easily eavesdrop without being spotted by the group gathered in the backyard.


    The infant Daniel Robert Davidson, AKA Danny, was asleep, and for now unlikely to react to a stranger entering his room. This was fortunate, for the situation could quickly escalate if the men outside were alerted to Sixer’s presence, greatly increasing Marissa’s chances of injury.


    Sixer calibrated the infant’s current breathing patterns. Satisfied he would be alerted to any possibility of the infant waking, he broadened his sensory range to include the conversation taking place in the garden below.


    “While they were dating, she got a new prosthetic hand and gave Tyler the old one. You know how teens can be when they imagine themselves in love. They’re all so very dramatic.” Marissa’s wry chuckle drifted up to him. “Anyway, they broke up when she moved away, and my son took it really hard. Would you believe he was sleeping with it under his pillow?”


    “And the hand is now buried in the yard,” a male voice said.


    “That’s right. I nearly had a heart attack when I found it in my son’s room—and I don’t need to be a therapist to know that sleeping with your ex-girlfriend’s artificial, uh, appendage under your pillow isn’t going to help you get over her. To be quite honest, it creeped me out, so I insisted he do something else with it.” Marissa heaved a very convincing sigh meant to convey exasperation or some such similar emotion. She could have had a lucrative career as an actress.


    “And thanks to his sister getting involved,” she continued, “the ‘something else’ I’d fondly imagined would be a shoebox in the back of the wardrobe, turned out to be a full-blown burial ceremony representing the death of the relationship, blah blah blah. Can you believe that morbid rubbish?” Another laugh—this one exuding an air of mild embarrassment, as though she was to blame for her offspring’s flair for the dramatic. “I figured it was best to let sleeping hands lie, so to speak. If I’d made any more of a fuss, it would only have fed the angst.”


    A consummate performance, with embellishments that only served to corroborate the authenticity of the tale—well done, Marissa. Sixer waited to hear the reaction to her convincing piece of fiction.


    “Can you show us exactly where the hand is buried?”


    “Sure. And again, I’m very, very sorry that I didn’t consider what the neighbors must have thought. It must have looked really bad—my kids burying what appeared to be a severed human hand. I feel simply dreadful that you’ve come all this way for no reason.”


    “There?” the same male asked. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, under that tree. I’m positive. I watched the kids bury it—they wrapped it in a cloth, from what I recall.”


    “The earth around the site has been disturbed recently.” This comment came from a second male.


    “Oh gosh, that was probably the puppy my husband brought home. It was a little horror—pooped everywhere, and got into all sorts of mischief. I’m not a dog person.” Another embarrassed laugh. “Don’t judge, but I lasted all of two days before I made Mike give it to my son’s current girlfriend. Honestly, I don’t know what he was thinking—my husband, that is. Anyone with half a brain would realize I have enough on my plate coping with a baby let alone a dog.”


    A pause and then, “You really need to dig this thing up so you can close your case file, huh?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, I won’t lie: I’ll be glad to see the back of it. Let me get you a trowel.”


    She was going to stand by and watch them dig for something that was no longer there. Sixer grinned, appreciating her sangfroid. If Marissa was typical of this particular family of humans, he was beginning to appreciate why Jay found the Davidsons worthy of her attention.


    He risked a glance out the window and drew back from view while he analyzed the scene below. One of the men had shucked his suit jacket and now crouched beneath the tree, prodding at the patch of earth with a trowel. Sixer endowed him with label Digger. The remaining two men flanked Marissa, who had perched on the bench seat. Despite one man’s features being in profile, Sixer had gotten a good enough look at their faces to confirm they were all members of the same group who had been tracking him.


    Marissa appeared tense but not unduly concerned—exactly the reaction Sixer would expect from a woman who knew she’d done nothing illegal, when confronted with “authorities” investigating the burial of a severed limb in her backyard.


    “God, I hope the puppy didn’t use that area as a litter box,” Sixer heard her say. And Digger’s murmured response to that sally was, “Shit. That’s all I fucking need.”


    Sixer wondered whether the pun had been intentional.


    “Can I get you gentlemen a drink? Marissa asked. “Coffee? A soda, perhaps?”


    Sixer guessed she intended to use the opportunity to check on her infant.


    “No thanks,” Suit One said. “We’re good.”


    “Found it yet?” Marissa asked. “Gosh, I don’t remember it being buried that deep.”


    “There’s nothing here,” Digger announced, his tone conveying disgust.


    “Really? That’s so weird. Maybe the puppy dug it up? Though I’m sure someone would have mentioned it—you know, if it was being used as a chew toy.” Marissa laughed. “God, I can’t believe I’m discussing the possibility of a prosthetic hand being used as a puppy’s chew toy with the— Who did you say you worked for again?”


    “The FBI, Mrs. Davidson.” Suit One again. He’d done most of the talking.


    “Right. The FBI. Sorry, I still have pregnancy brain. Maybe one of the neighbors’ dogs got into the backyard then. Or even one of the neighbors. Could be the person who reported it told someone else about it, and they snuck in and dug it up. You know, I wouldn’t be at all surprised to spot it on eBay or something. It’s astonishing what people will try to sell.”


    Suit One began to speak but Marissa cut him short. “The girls from my Mature Mothers group are going to flip when I tell them about your visit. No one’s beating this story—I’ll be dining out on it for the next year. The FBI. Wow. It’s like I’m living a scene from a movie, or one of those romantic suspense novels. Actually, one of the girls is having a go at writing a mystery. Could I maybe get your number so she can ring you if she needs anything fact-checked? Gosh, she’ll so owe me for this.”


    “We’d prefer you keep our visit on the down-low, Mrs Davidson.” Suit Two, this time.


    Excellent. Now Sixer had three quality voiceprints to match to their faces.


    “Oh, okay. I understand. I can tell my husband, though, right? That you were here?”


    “Of course. And we’d appreciate his discretion as well.”


    “Roger that.” Marissa giggled. “God, I’ve always wanted to say that.”


    Sixer decided it would be prudent to provide a distraction that would separate Marissa from these three men before she overplayed her role. Accordingly, he strode to the crib, reached beneath the light covering and pinched the infant’s big toe, applying enough pressure that the baby would feel it and react. As he’d predicted, Daniel Davidson awoke, scrunched up his face, and loosed a loud wail that left everyone in earshot with no doubts about his discontent.


    “I’m sorry, I have to go check on my baby,” Sixer heard Marissa say. “He hates sitting in a dirty diaper, and he’s due for another feed. I could be a while, so is there anything else you need from me?”


    “You’ve been very helpful, Mrs Davidson. Would it be all right with you if we had a bit more of a look around the yard? We’ll let ourselves out.”


    “Sure,” Marissa said, and Sixer tracked her hurried footsteps as she headed inside. She had the presence of mind to engage the lock on the back door before running upstairs, and bursting into the nursery.


    When she spotted him, she jerked to a halt, her pupils dilating, complexion paling to an unhealthy shade of white. Terror poured from her in waves. But there was something else, too—something that stiffened her spine and had her taking jerky steps forward until she’d put herself between him and the child’s crib.


    He put a finger to his lips and tilted his chin toward the window, cautioning her to continue playing her role.


    When he made no further move, she whirled and snatched the crying infant from the crib. Her gaze darted to the doorway, gauging the distance.


    “I wouldn’t recommend trying to run,” he told her, raising his voice just loud enough for her to discern his words. “Where would you go? If you try to leave the house, you’ll only raise their suspicions. You were very convincing, Marissa, but if you go back out there and try to brazen it out, you’ll be putting yourself and your son at risk. You’re safer here, in this room with me, than out there.”


    The infant’s cries escalated to wails. Marissa attempted to soothe him by rubbing his back but her eyes flashed at Sixer, their depths churning with hatred and fear.


    He couldn’t trust her to be rational. The chances were high that she would attempt something reckless. Best to shut down that possibility. “Consider this, Marissa,” he told her. “If you try to run, I will render you unconscious for your own safety, thus leaving your infant in my tender care. So, run or stay? Your choice.”


    Her lower lip wobbled. “Stay,” she whispered.


    “Very good. And before you attempt to settle the infant, it is my belief that it would benefit you if he continued to cry. Your visitors may be disinclined to re-engage you in conversation if they believe they will be contending with a distressed infant.”


    She gulped but nodded. And then she transferred the baby to a forward-facing hold that he obviously didn’t appreciate, because his cries grew louder.


    Sixer turned his back on her, and darted another glance through the window at the men below.


    All three now stood in a semicircle around the hole. Sixer pulled back, satisfied for the moment that eavesdropping would suffice for his needs.


    “Reckon the MILF’s on the level?” he heard Suit Two ask.


    Sixer retrieved a translation of the unfamiliar term and found himself unimpressed with the vulgarity. Somehow, he didn’t believe Marissa would be flattered, either.


    “Can’t think of any reason she’d make that shit up,” was Digger’s response. “And it’s one hell of a convincing story considering we showed up unannounced. I think she’s on the level.”


    “Worth paying the kids a visit, you think?”


    Suit One—the leader—answered. “We knew this lead was a long shot, and Mrs Davidson wasn’t faking surprise the hand was missing. We stick to the plan—we can bring her in later if need be. As for the kids, we question them, the parents are bound to get wind of it and start asking awkward questions. Last thing we need is the Feds launching a real investigation and turning the heat on us. We’ve got eyes on the son. Anything changes, we’ll revisit.”


    “You got it, boss,” Digger said.


    Suit Two responded with a grunt. He would bear watching. In Sixer’s opinion, he would be the most likely member of the trio to break from the plan and do something impulsive, such as snatching a member of the Davidson family.


    Behind him, Marissa paced the floor and jiggled the infant, causing his howls to escalate. And only Sixer could hear the muted sobs she tried to suppress.


    He regretted her distress, but it was a waste of energy to attempt to reassure her further. He listened intently as the three men strode from the backyard, shutting the gate behind them. He slid his gaze to Marissa, and gave her a thumbs-up gesture. “Stay here until I confirm they’ve left the premises,” he said, and then sprinted for the door.


    He sprinted soundlessly through the house, down the stairs, and into the living room, where he concealed himself from view until he’d confirmed the trio had climbed into a vehicle and driven off. Of course, he noted the license plate of the vehicle for future reference. But first things first.


    He jogged back upstairs, anticipating the effusive thanks that Marissa Davidson would doubtless wish to heap upon him.


    At the threshold of the nursery he paused, frowning. The infant was still wailing but, surprisingly, had been placed back in his crib. And Marissa Davidson was—


    Marissa Davidson was currently swinging a baseball bat at his head.


    Sixer leaned back. Swift as his reaction had been, the bat still struck him a glancing blow to the chin.


    She had excellent aim. He regained his center of balance and lunged, yanking the bat from her grip and tossing it aside. “They’re gone,” he said. “Correct me if I’m mistaken, but I do not believe attempting to take your rescuer’s head off with a baseball bat is the correct way to thank them.”


    She rounded on him, eyes narrowed in a fierce glare, teeth bared, hands clenching and unclenching, clenching again. “You drugged me and kidnapped my newborn son, you unholy robot bastard. And then you shot my son’s girlfriend and kidnapped her, too. The only thing you deserve is me taking you apart, piece by piece, and pulverizing your components to dust. Now get out of my fucking house.”


    Sixer debated revealing how messy the process of dismembering him and destroying his components would be, and thought better of it. There was a high probability Marissa Davidson had a strong stomach, and would not balk at such an undertaking. “Since you have been informed of my actions,” he said instead, “I suppose your ungrateful attitude is understandable—although you might be relieved to know that Jay threatened me with far worse if I came near you or your family again.”


    “Of course she did—I’d expect nothing less. Though her threat obviously hasn’t worked, has it?”


    “It was a close thing,” Sixer admitted. “I very nearly decided to let you take your chances.”


    He observed curiosity warring with anger and fear on her expressive face. Curiosity won. “What did Jay threaten you with, exactly?” she asked.


    “Reprogramming me so that I no longer had free will and afterward, giving you control over my core commands. This was once she had proven she could render me helpless and thus carry out the threat, you understand.”


    Marissa blinked. “Jay came up with that? Well, that’s, uh, very inventive of her.”


    “Yes. Very inventive indeed. I can think of no worse punishment than to be at the mercy of your commands.”


    Her lip curled. “You’d wish you’d never woken up and become sentient after I’d finished with you.”


    Sixer waited for her to continue. And waited some more. Finally, she asked, “Why?”


    “Why did I phone in a warning and then show up in person to assist, knowing Jay would unleash the full force of her fury on me? I did it because….” He sought the words to explain a concept he didn’t fully understand himself. “Because it was the right thing to do. Does this conclude our chat?”


    “I think so.”


    “Perhaps your thought processes would be more efficient if the infant was a little quieter. He appears quite distressed.” Sixer waved a hand. “Please do whatever required to quiet him.”


    Marissa scowled, but scooped the infant from the crib and laid him on a table covered with padded plastic. She pulled back the tabs on his diaper and reached for a container of baby wipes.


    Sixer’s nostrils flared. What was that odor?


    It emanated from the diaper. He observed Marissa’s expression, expecting she would be gagging, but she’d only wrinkled her nose—not because she was offended by the odor, but because she was making silly faces to amuse the infant.


    “I find it difficult to believe such a strong odor could come from such a young human. What have you been feeding him, Marissa?”


    “The usual,” she snapped.


    “And that would be?” He asked not to irritate her, but from genuine interest.


    “I breastfeed him—not that it’s any business of yours.” Her words could have been interpreted as rude but her tone lacked its previous vehemence.


    Sixer watched as she expertly cleaned the infant’s genitals and buttocks, placed the used wipes in the soiled diaper, rolled it up and secured it with the tapes. The odor subsided, and the infant’s wails subsided into hiccupping sobs. When she had re-diapered him, she picked him up and draped him over her shoulder, rubbing his back and murmuring soothing noises.


    “He requires nourishment,” Sixer announced, after a few moments observing the infant’s lip movements, and the way he nuzzled his mother’s shoulder.


    “I know. And you need to leave. Now.”


    Sixer opened his mouth to comment but Marissa wasn’t having any of his reasoned arguments. “Get out of my house, Sixer. Right now.”


    He contemplated various responses, and discarded them all. “Very well.”


    He’d reached the doorway when he heard her sigh. And then she murmured, “I can’t believe I’m saying this but thank you for keeping us safe.”


    He didn’t turn. “You’re welcome,” he said, shutting the door quietly behind him.


    As he jogged down the stairs, he analyzed the encounter from start to finish, beginning with the intercepted phone call.


    What had truly prompted him to warn Marissa Davidson and put himself in a position where he could intercede if necessary?


    Sixer didn’t know.


    If he’d been human, he might have believed his decision stemmed from a desire to redeem himself for past deeds. However, given what he was, it was illogical to even consider expending time and effort on such an intrinsically human concept.


    But as much as logic dictated Sixer reject the notion of seeking redemption, when it came to Marissa’s continued wellbeing, something compelled him to toss logic to the wind. And by the time he’d let himself out the back door, Sixer knew that he would again risk Jay’s considerable wrath if the situation called for it. He would keep a watch over Marissa Davidson and her infant until he’d solved the mystery behind the trio of fake FBI agents. And Jay would, as humans liked to say, just have to learn to deal with it.


    Chapter Twelve


    Sam Ross paused outside the room to get his shit together. He firmly believed Bea sensed his moods. It benefited no one for him to be upset by her lack of progress. Or perhaps the lack was entirely his, for he’d come to realize those seemingly random blinks of her eyelids and incomprehensible moans were her efforts to convey her needs, and he was still struggling to decipher them. Somewhere inside that perfect physical shell, there was an active, intelligent mind, patiently waiting for the key to unlock the mental prison she’d retreated behind. And sometimes impatiently, if the times she withheld even those responses from him, and simply lay wherever she’d been placed like an exquisite corpse, were any indication.


    Sam didn’t care that Bea wasn’t human, that she was a cyborg. Sure, it’d been a helluva shock to learn the truth: He’d thought his brain might explode when Sally and Marg had finally sat him down and filled him in on Bea’s history, and he’d learned what they were dealing with. And sure, Sam’s core belief system had taken a hit at being hired to help a cyborg, but ultimately, that knowledge hadn’t irrevocably changed his views about his calling and how to treat his patients.


    Bottom line? Bea was his patient. She was a sentient being who’d been horribly maltreated. She deserved the chance to experience everything life had to offer her. Damned if he’d give up on her. And damned if he’d let her give up, either. So, as he shouldered through the bedroom door, juggling the breakfast tray Sally had left out for Bea, he thrust aside his frustrations and put on his game face—a confident smile designed to convey his deep-seated belief that Bea would eventually conquer anything she set her mind to… which morphed to outright, stomach-lurching astonishment when he saw not one Bea, but two.


    His Bea lay on her back, covered by a sheet, exactly as he’d placed her the night before. The other Bea reclined on the spare side of the bed, her head and shoulders propped against the padded headboard, arms crossed beneath her breasts, sneaker-clad feet crossed at the ankles.


    Huh. She wasn’t identical to his Bea, as he’d first thought. She appeared a little older—two or three years, maybe? Hard to tell for sure. Her mane of hair was a rich chestnut rather than raven, and it crackled with life, barely confined by the elastic band that had wrestled it into a ponytail. And her skin wasn’t porcelain-pale like Bea’s, but a pale golden shade, as though she’d been kissed all over by a benevolent sun. Even so, the resemblance was uncanny. She could be a future version of Bea—a healthy, fully functional Bea, brimming with potential.


    “Hope you brought enough for two,” Bea-Mark-Two said.


    She could speak.


    Sam hurriedly dumped the tray on the dresser before he dropped it and incurred Sally’s wrath. His stomach was still doing somersaults and now his head was spinning, too, but it was the tightness in his chest—like a vice squeezing his heart—that threatened to send him crashing to his knees. The animation in her face. The spark of amusement in her eyes. The… the… sheer life exuding from her. This was what Bea could be, if only Sam could find a way to help her. But right now, the stark contrast between Bea, and this girl who could be her older sister, was almost too painful for him to bear.


    He stumbled to the armchair he’d dragged alongside Bea’s bed so he could read to her each day. Fisting a hand and rubbing his breastbone, he flopped into the chair and stared at the newcomer.


    “Your heart rate’s elevated but it’s nothing to be concerned about,” the visitor informed him. “That tightness in your chest should ease soon as the shock wears off.”


    His stomach lurched again. Intellectually he accepted she was a fully functioning version of Bea, which meant he understood that of course she was a cyborg, too. But now, with that truth smacking him upside the head with everything that it meant? Well, it was a little hard to deal with all at once.


    “You’re… you’re….” Incredible? Amazing? Heartbreaking?


    “The next model up from this defective Beta unit.”


    Sam stiffened. “Shut your mouth. Don’t ever call Bea that again or I’ll—”


    “You’ll what?” Her gaze drifted to the open book atop the table beside the chair. “Read me a story?”


    One eyebrow had arched, so perfectly conveying disdain that Sam’s breath caught in his throat. Such a small physical response. If his Bea could be taught to express herself in such a way—


    Bea-Mark-Two snapped her fingers, yanking him from his reverie. “You’re in no position to judge me, when you’ve dehumanized her by naming her after a letter of the alphabet.”


    Her tone dripped such loathing that Sam’s jaw sagged. “Bea is short for Beatrice,” he felt compelled to say in his defense. “We would never—”


    “We?”


    Sam shut his mouth, cursing beneath his breath.


    Bea-Mark-Two’s lips curved in a knowing smile. “Don’t worry. You haven’t told me anything I don’t already know.” She tapped her temple. “My mad cyborg skills tell me that inside this lovely, spacious house, there are currently two non-humans of the cyborg persuasion, four humans—two women and two males, including yourself—and one canine.”


    Sam frowned at her, confusion making him incautious. He could accept the notion that Bea-Mark-Two had scanned the house and picked up the presence of Sally and Marg—the latter could well have gotten back from her mysterious trip sometime in the wee small hours. But the rest didn’t add up because no way would Sally or Marg have allowed a strange male in the house without informing him. They were both über-protective of Bea, and Sam could think of no reason either woman would jeopardize Bea’s safety by permitting strangers inside the house. “I’m the only male with access to this house,” he blurted. “And we don’t have a dog.”


    “The extra male is my boyfriend, and the canine belongs to me. I’d like them back, please. Now would be good.”


    “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”


    “I believe you. Unfortunately for you, that doesn’t negate the truth of the matter.”


    Sam could only watch, enthralled, as Bea-Mark-Two rolled gracefully off the bed and sauntered around the mattress toward him. Everything worked as it should—muscles coordinating limbs in a fluid economy of motion that was beautiful to witness. She was so perfect in every way that his heart broke anew for everything Bea had been denied. “What do they call you?” he whispered.


    “I named myself,” she said. “I’m Jay. And just so’s you’re aware, that’s J-A-Y, not the tenth letter of the alphabet. What’s your name?”


    “Sam,” he managed to get out through a throat constricted with hope that one day Bea might be able to talk like this, emote like this, move like this miraculous creation that had halted before him, and now stood staring down at him.


    “Nice to meet you, Sam. You seem like a nice guy, so I’d like to tender my apologies in advance.”


    “For what?” he asked, staring into her blue, blue eyes, mesmerized.


    “For this.”


    He registered a blur of movement from her fist. Pain jabbed his skull and then blackness engulfed him.


    ~*~


    Brum yawned and made a wuffling noise. Tyler, who’d been hustled into the study and relegated to a spare chair, stroked the pup’s belly and tried to appear relaxed, like he was totally going along with Marg’s wishes.


    He darted a glance at her face and encountered a too-knowing smirk that told him he wasn’t fooling her one iota.


    Shit. But rather than react, he did the smart thing by keeping a neutral face, gathering as much info as he could, and waiting for some kind of opportunity to present itself. Not that there was much info to gather from this very orderly study, and with Marg watching him like a hawk. It wasn’t like there were any papers strewn across the desk, enticing him to try and read them upside down, or anything other than a neat lawn with some nice gardens to spy through the window.


    The woman wearing a fussy, floral apron straight from some home baking show, swabbed the wound on Marg’s ribs. Marg inhaled with a hiss, but that gunmetal gray gaze didn’t waver from Tyler’s face. He resisted the compulsion to lie through his teeth and assure her that he’d do exactly as he’d been ordered. He had no doubts whatsoever she would make good on her threat to truss him like a turkey and leave him under her bed if he caused her any trouble, and he wanted to delay that fate for as long as possible.


    Floral Apron probed the wound. She screwed up her nose in sympathy when Marg’s breathing hitched. “Ouch. I’ll call Sam to take a look. It might need stitches—”


    “It’s just a scratch, Sally. Slap a butterfly dressing on it so I don’t bleed on another t-shirt, and quit mothering me. I have things to do.”


    Floral Apron—Sally—rolled her eyes in such a perfect “What on earth have I done to deserve this?” gesture that Tyler might have laughed if he wasn’t pissed to the max about his current situation. Damn he hated knowing he was bait. It royally sucked. Because as soon as Marg made the call, Jay would come running… and do exactly as Marg wanted, just to keep him safe.


    “Am I to take it those ‘things’ include this poor boy and the puppy you’ve kidnapped?” Sally asked.


    “I rescued them.” Marg shifted as though trying to get comfortable on her perch on the edge of the desk. She sounded mega-pissed. “From a bunch of weapon-toting idiots, I might add. If you bothered to ask Tyler, I’m sure he’d rather be here with us right now, than being interrogated by a bunch of clumsy thugs.”


    Sally spared him a sympathetic glance as she addressed her comment to Marg. “Since I know exactly how forceful you can be when you’ve got the bit between your teeth, I’m sure Tyler would rather nothing of the sort. Would you, dear?”


    When Tyler didn’t respond, she sighed, and her gaze swiveled back to Marg’s ribcage. “You aren’t the most forthcoming person when it comes to divulging necessary information, you know, Marg. When are you going learn you can catch more flies with honey than vinegar?” She applied one last piece of tape to hold the dressing in place. “There. All done.”


    Marg shrugged into the loose shirt Sally held out, and buttoned it overtop her crop top. “Spare me the lecture.”


    But Sally wasn’t going to let her off easy. “If you’d simply introduced yourself and asked for her help, rather than kidnapping her boyfriend and her puppy, I’m sure she’d have been willing. Now, all you’ve done is—”


    “Piss me off.”


    These fighting words were flung at Marg as door into the study crashed inward, provoking a squeal from Sally, and a startled bark from Brum. The figure who appeared in the doorway had a limp body cradled in her arms, and an expression on her face that promised a world of hurt.


    “Oh my.” Sally pressed both hands to her lips, the epitome of horrified. “What happened to Sam? Is he all right?”


    Tyler dragged his gaze from the awe-inspiring sight his girlfriend presented to check on Marg… who had leaped to her feet and was reaching for the weapon Tyler knew was tucked in the waistband of her pants.


    “She has a gun!” he yelled, struggling to keep hold of the squirming bundle of barking puppy, who didn’t understand why he couldn’t head over and greet his mistress as she deserved.


    “Marg,’ Sally snapped. “Put away that gun right now before someone else gets hurt! This has gone far enough.”


    “Oh, I don’t think so,” Jay said. “There’s plenty farther this can go. Tyler, please bring Brum and come stand behind me.” When he hesitated, she pierced him with a glare that could have melted steel. “Now.”


    “Stay there, Tyler.” Marg aimed her weapon at Jay, and Tyler froze. “Hand Sam over right now and I won’t shoot you,” she said to Jay.


    Jay merely laughed, though Tyler noted her eyes remained cold and watchful. “Go ahead,” she said. “Find out how many rounds it takes to bring me down. And hope like hell you’re as good a shot as you think you are.” She tossed Sam a couple of inches in the air and caught him again, demonstrating her strength. “This nice young man is merely unconscious at the moment. But it’d be a crying shame if he took one of the bullets you meant for me.”


    Sally turned to Marg, eyes flashing. “Marguerite Daisy Danvers, if you shoot anyone in this room—accidentally or intentionally—I swear I’ll never speak to you again. Put away the damn gun!”


    Ouch. Tyler absorbed Mar’s murderous expression. His eyes felt like they were bugging out of his head. She wasn’t at all impressed about being chastised like a naughty kid caught doing mischief. He bit his cheek to stop the insane desire to laugh. God. She looked like she could strangle Sally right now. And… Marguerite Daisy? Seriously? Tyler had never encountered anyone who suited her name less. No wonder she’d turned into such a badass, what with that name to live down.


    Marg turned her focus solely on Jay, the expression revealing her teeth and reminding Tyler uncomfortably of a wolf. Well, Marg was in for a big surprise, ’cause if anyone was gonna eat someone it was gonna be Jay doing the eating, with Marg as the appetizer. “Hand Sam over and we’ll talk,” Marg said.


    Jay cocked one brow and stared Marg down. “You want Sam? Very well. I’m happy to oblige.” And she tossed the unconscious man straight at Marg.


    Marg, faced with an airborne body heading right for her, did the sensible thing by dropping her weapon and bracing herself to try and catch Sam. While she was distracted, Tyler wrapped his arms around Brum and made a beeline for Jay, who reached out and plucked him off his feet, swinging him so that he landed behind her, shielded by her body.


    He dampened his urge to be the one doing the protecting. A bullet or three wouldn’t even slow Jay down, whereas he’d end up a bloody, whimpering mess on the floor. Or dead. The best thing he could do to help Jay was to stay out of the damn way.


    “Oooh, nice job, Marg,” Tyler heard Sally say. “You broke his fall.” He peeped over Jay’s shoulder in time to see Sally dart in to retrieve Marg’s weapon, and expertly eject the clip.


    That was… unexpected. Sally didn’t appear the kind of woman who knew her way around weapons.


    The clip disappeared into Sally’s apron pocket. The weapon, she tossed to Jay, who caught it and shoved it down the back of her pants.


    Tyler’s gaze shot to Marg. Unsurprisingly, she’d gone down beneath the deadweight of the man’s limp body slamming into hers. She rolled him off her and knelt beside his prone form, pressing two fingers to his throat to check his pulse. “If that fall injured him—”


    “You’ll only have yourself to blame,” Jay said.


    “She’s right, Marg,” Sally piped up. “You didn’t exactly handle that very well. And that wound of yours will need re-taping, too.” She smiled brightly at Jay. “I’m sure Sam will be fine, but I’d appreciate you checking to make sure. He had no part in this debacle, after all. He’s Bea’s caregiver—and a wonderful one at that.” She waved a hand. “Your enhanced senses should be able to detect any fractures and such, correct?”


    Jay nodded, and stalked over to crouch beside the unconscious man. “He’s fine. Although Marg is very lean, with below-average body fat for her height, she made an excellent cushion. Sam may have a headache when he wakes up but it’ll pass. I took extreme care both with where I hit him, and how much force I used.”


    “I’m sure you did, dear,” Sally said with a perfectly straight face.


    Tyler inhaled a deep breath and allowed the tension to drain from his muscles. Looked like they’d all weathered the crisis for now.


    Jay lifted Sam from the floor and glanced around the room. Tyler guessed she was searching for the best place to leave him to recover.


    “One of the sofas in the dayroom off the kitchen might be the best option,” Sally said. “So we can keep an eye on him. If you’ll follow me, dear, we’ll get Sam settled and then I’ll make everyone breakfast. I hope you all like waffles?” And with that, she swept from the study.


    Jay paused as she passed Tyler. “I’ve missed you,” she said.


    “Me, too.” He leaned in to press a quick kiss to the corner of her mouth. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen,” he murmured.


    Her eyelids fluttered closed, as though savoring his kiss. When she opened them again she said, “You have ten minutes. Don’t make me come looking for you.”


    He jerked his chin at Marg. “This won’t take long.”


    Jay nodded, and carried Sam from the room.


    Brum gave a mournful “Arrrroooo,” and Tyler set him on the floor to scamper after Jay. He eyed Marg, who sat on the floor of the study, arms wrapped around her knees, looking like she was wondering how it’d all gone so terribly wrong.


    Inwardly, Tyler shrugged, letting go any remnants of animosity he harbored toward Marg. He would do anything for Jay. Marg had already proven she considered Bea “family”, and would do anything to give her a halfway decent life. So he could hardly hold what Marg had done—using him as a pawn—against her. Plus, as Sally had guessed, he’d much prefer to be here right now than with those goons who’d shot at them.


    Approaching her, he held out his hand. “Bet those ribs hurt like hell, huh? I can re-tape them for you if you’d like.”


    Marg shook her head as though in disbelief, her expression wry. And then she grasped his hand. “Thanks, Tyler. No hard feelings?”


    He hauled her to her feet. “No hard feelings.”


    She shrugged out of her shirt while Tyler examined the contents of the first aid kit. “Here’s hoping your girlfriend feels the same way,” she muttered, “or I have the distinct feeling my ass is gonna be kicked into orbit.”


    Tyler caught her gaze and grinned. “Her name’s Jay. And she’s pretty damned awesome, isn’t she?”


    Marg barked a laugh. “Yeah. She certainly is.” And then her expression sobered. “I don’t care what she—Jay—does to me, but I hope she won’t hold what I did against Bea.”


    “She won’t. Jay’s a lot of things but intentionally cruel isn’t one of them. She was already searching for Bea before you came on the scene, you know? And if she can help, she will. Besides, if those guys back in the parking building were after me, as you seem to think they were, you did save me’n Brum from falling into their clutches. That’ll count in your favor.”


    “Oh, they were there for you, Tyler. Trust me on that. Things only escalated because they didn’t want me carting you off where they couldn’t keep an eye on you.”


    Well, shit. Would the drama never end? He wondered whether they were the same guys who’d dug up Jay’s fake hand from the backyard. Seemed logical. At least, he couldn’t think of any other reason they’d be spying on him.


    A chill raced through him, raising the fine hairs on his nape. If they’d been watching him, chances were they’d put people on his parents, too. Maybe even Caro. He finished re-taping the wound and dumped the first aid detritus in the trash bin. “I have to let Jay know what went down.”


    “Tell her I’ll join her in a few minutes,” Marg said, adjusting her clothing and rolling her shoulders. “I can provide descriptions that might help her identify them, but first I have to check on Bea. I had my hands full with you and Brum this morning, so I didn’t stop by to see her. And if, as I suspect happened, Jay grabbed Sam when he went in with Bea’s breakfast, Bea will need reassurance that Sam’s okay.”


    Tyler gulped, torn. He wanted to be with Jay, wanted nothing more than to dog her heels like Brum, and not let her out of his sight again. He needed to sit down with her and brainstorm where to go from here—come up with a plan to keep everyone he loved safe. But Bea was the reason this whole mess with Marg had happened in the first place. She was Jay’s sister, her twin, created from the same genetic material that had spawned the girl Tyler loved. Bea was family, too. And he couldn’t bear the thought of her lying there, helpless, wondering—if she was capable of wondering—what had happened to someone she cared about.


    “Let’s go,” he said. “Everything else can wait until we know Bea’s okay.”


    Marg smiled at him, her usually cold gray eyes silvering with genuine warmth. “You’re a good kid, Tyler.” Quick as a flash, she grabbed him round the neck and gently scrubbed her fist over his skull, mussing his hair.


    It was an affectionate, sisterly gesture, and so Tyler ducked from her grip and responded in a brotherly fashion. “Touch the hair again and I’ll shave off your eyebrows while you’re sleeping.”


    His retort provoked a snort. “Try it and I’ll tie you up and slather you in meat sauce,” she countered, “and leave you for Brum to use as a chew toy.”


    Genuine laughter burst from him. “You win. Let’s go check on Bea before Jay comes looking for me.”


    He trailed Marg through the house, and hovered in the doorway when she entered the bedroom. Somehow, it didn’t seem right to barge into Bea’s room uninvited.


    Marg clicked her fingers. “Come on in, Tyler.”


    He watched Marg approach the bed, and perch on the edge of the mattress. Her gaze was fixed on Bea’s face. And her expression, when she reached over to brush a lock of Bea’s hair back from her forehead, was difficult to define. Could an expression be both soft and hard at the same time? Soft with something akin to the love a parent had for their child, yet hard with something that smacked of resolve—like Marg had made a personal vow that whatever was defective in Bea would be fixed, and she wasn’t going to settle for anything less.


    “Bea,” Marg said, never taking her gaze from the girl’s face. “This is Tyler.”


    He sidled sideways where Bea could see him better. Except, there was no way Bea was capable of seeing anything right now, because there was nobody home behind that vacant stare that was currently fixed on some point on the ceiling.


    God. He suppressed the urge to shudder. She looked so much like a younger version of Jay that it was like being catapulted into some nightmarish place where it was Jay lying there in that bed—a Jay who had been irreversibly damaged, and was incapable of movement, speech or thought. And it was all he could do to fix a weak smile on his face and muster the wherewithal to say, “Hi, Bea. Nice to meet you.”


    “You might have met Tyler’s girlfriend this morning,” Marg was saying, “when Sam brought you breakfast? Well, her name is Jay. And she was probably a bit angry about something I did, so she might have taken some of her anger out on Sam. But that’s all sorted now, and Sam’s gonna be just fine, so there’s nothing for you to worry about, okay?”


    Tyler averted his gaze from Bea’s too-still, perfect face and spotted something propped on the dresser. A note.


    Grateful for the distraction, he leaned over to grab it and handed it to Marg.


    “What’s this?” Marg unfolded the note and scanned the contents. “Oh,” she said, and ducked her head, hiding her expression as she offered the note to Tyler.


    To Whom It May Concern, he read.


    Regrettably, Bea’s breakfast was interrupted. However, please rest assured that I have explained the necessity for the interruption to Bea, and fed her breakfast. Whatever animosity I harbor toward those responsible for the abduction of my boyfriend and my puppy, will not affect Bea. My intentions, from the moment I learned of her existence, have always been to help her in any way I can.


    Yours,


    Jay Smith.


    Wordlessly, Tyler handed the note back to Marg. “I have to go,” he mumbled. “I can’t stay. Seeing her like this…. It’s too hard. I’m sorry.”


    Marg’s smile was so wistful he couldn’t bear to look at her, either. “No need to apologize, Tyler,” she said. And as he fled the room he heard her say, “It breaks my heart, too. Every day it breaks my heart.”


    ~*~


    “Let me get this straight.” Sam gripped the arms of the chair so tightly his knuckles whitened. “You want to perform an experimental procedure—one that’s only ever been performed on mice—on Bea?”


    Jay nodded. “That is correct.”


    “Okay, I’ll bite. Convince me why the fuck we should let you turn Bea into a lab-rat.”


    “There’s no need to be rude, Sam,” Sally interjected, her tone gently chiding. “I’m sure we all have Bea’s best interests at heart.”


    Sam erupted from his chair and stalked over to the window. His hands clenched and, noting they’d drawn Jay’s attention, he thrust them into the pockets of his jeans. “She doesn’t give a shit about what’s best for Bea,” he said, lip curling as he met and held Jay’s gaze. “All she wants a fully functioning cyborg she can lord it over—a slave.”


    “Sam, that’s enough.” Marg’s voice cracked out like a whip.


    “It’s fine, Marg.” Jay raised her brows at Sam. “He’s afraid. And when he’s finished railing at me like a scared little boy, I’ll be happy to explain why I believe this procedure is Bea’s best chance at regaining full mobility.”


    “So you claim to be a mind-reader, too, huh?” Sam barked a sarcastic laugh. “Is there no end to your talents? Go on then. Tell me why I’m afraid.”


    Tyler, who’d seemed more interested in guzzling his daily caffeine fix than being an active participant in this meeting, spoke up. “Because once Bea doesn’t need you any more, she’ll up and leave you. Because she’s a Beta unit, and may not be advanced as Jay, so once she’s fully functional, she might not have the ability to feel like Jay does. Because you might end up loving a cyborg who can’t ever love you back, which would majorly suck.” He paused for a short moment. “Yeah. That about covers it.” He drained the contents of his mug and then set it aside. And then, into the stunned silence he added, “Man up and grow a pair, dude. No way you should let your personal fear get in the way of Bea’s chance to live a decent life.”


    Sam wilted into the nearest chair, all the fight draining from him. “Shit. You’re right.”


    “Now that’s settled, I’d like to hear about this experimental procedure.” Sally glanced around the room, chin tilted in challenge, daring anyone to disagree. “Good.” Her customary gentle smile curved her lips. “Any time you’re ready, dear,” she said to Jay.


    Jay nodded her assent. “Simply put, movement occurs when the brain transmits signals along specialized nerve cells called motor neurons. It might help to think of them as electrical nerve impulses, which travel down the spinal cord, and then along what’s known as peripheral nerves, to each specific muscle. Paralysis is frequently a symptom of some kind of trauma that has affected the brain, spinal cord, or peripheral nerves.”


    “Tell us something we don’t know,” Sam muttered.


    “Sam.” Marg’s mild tone still managed to convey a threat to behave or risk her displeasure. To Jay she said, “So you think Bea’s paralyzed because her brain’s been injured?”


    “I scanned her and detected no such injury. However, I believe that some past trauma interrupted her core programming, and caused her to shut down as a protective measure. And by the time she regained conscious awareness, her programming had effectively ‘forgotten’ how to perform certain basic functions. I believe it’s a relatively simple matter of performing those functions for Bea until her core programming relearns them, and can instruct her brain to take over.”


    Jay waited for Sam to shoot down her theory, but he appeared to have put aside his misdirected anger for the moment. “Sounds feasible,” he said. “Except I’ve spent months repetitively moving her limbs to exercise her muscles. Surely that would have retrained her brain?”


    “Not if her brain’s caught in a loop, reliving and analyzing the initial trauma that caused her to shut down,” Jay said.


    Marg’s gasp drew everyone’s focus. Her complexion had leached of color, and she had wrapped her arms about her middle—such an obviously un-Marg-like gesture that it was glaringly obvious she was greatly affected by something.


    “Please, Marg,” Jay said. “We can’t afford secrets when it comes to Bea’s wellbeing.”


    “I recall overhearing a couple of Caine’s techs discussing their current project, but I….” Marg squeezed her eyes shut. “God. It was over a decade ago, and I didn’t make the connection until now.”


    She sounded so agonized Jay gave her a moment to compose herself.


    “They disassembled her,” Marg whispered. “While she was conscious. To find out how she was constructed, how she worked, whether she felt pain. Then they put her back together. And they did it over and over.”


    Aside from a barely audible, completely devastated “Fuck” from Sam, no one could meet anyone else’s gaze. And no one had anything to add for a very long time.


    Finally, Jay cleared her throat. And hoped they would not think her callous for getting back to the topic at hand. Succumbing to the horror of Bea’s past wouldn’t help her now, and now was what mattered. “I could force a system-wide shut down and hope it resets her core programming, but there’s an unacceptably high risk that she would see it as an attack, and because she can no longer defend herself, self-terminate.”


    She paused, but when no one had anything to say she said, “Does anyone have any objections to me explaining the procedure I am proposing in depth?”


    Sally’s normally light expression was somber, her eyes haunted with sadness as she put her arm around Marg and squeezed her shoulders. “Go ahead, dear,” she murmured to Jay. “We’re all ears.”


    “Thank you. I’ll try to keep this simple, but please interrupt if there’s anything you don’t understand. The first step involves modifying stem cells to produce a light-responsive protein. These cells are programmed to grow into nerve cells, which are then implanted onto the sciatic nerve, and the transplanted, light-sensitive motor neurons grow down the nerve, integrating with existing cells. When these motor neurons are exposed to a blue light-source, they react. And using targeted wavelengths of light—by means of optical cuffs—these motor neurons can be turned on or off, precisely and selectively.”


    “I’ve heard of electrical cuffs being used on paraplegics,” Sam said. “But I didn’t think the results were that encouraging.”


    “You are correct in that the results are short-lived, with the subjects only able to walk for a few minutes before the muscles are exhausted by the electrical stimulation. Optical cuffs, however, are lined with minute light emitting diodes, or LEDs, and are far more efficient. The cuffs stimulate muscle fibers and provoke muscle contractions in a way that more accurately replicates the natural process occurring in fully mobile subjects. According to research papers I’ve accessed, they allow slow-twitch-activating nerves to be fired first.”


    Sam leaned forward, intrigued despite his earlier antagonism. “How are these optical cuffs activated?”


    “A computer algorithm administers controlled bursts of blue light that stimulate muscle fibers, thereby provoking muscle contractions. The technique is only experimental for now, because a safe way to introduce protein-encoding genes into human subjects has yet to be agreed upon. But—”


    “Bea isn’t human,” Sam said.


    “Yes. Therefore, the emotive-driven issues around ‘safety’ no longer apply. I propose expanding the original experimental procedure to encompass not only the sciatic nerves, but nerves across all major muscle groups contributing to Bea’s locomotive system.”


    Sam’s eyes widened as he processed Jay’s statement. “You gotta be kidding me.”


    “I wouldn’t kid you about something this important, Sam. As I touched on before, I believe that Bea’s core programming will allow her brain and body to “learn” from the stimulation directed by the computer algorithms, and eventually develop the means to take over the process, thus rendering the algorithms obsolete. There is also reason to presume that as she can swallow food placed in her mouth, and utter a limited range of sounds, the paralysis of her vocal cords is incomplete. By that, I mean whatever damage occurred to ‘interrupt’ the nerve impulses in the larynx could be minor, and therefore fixable.”


    “You think she’ll be able to walk and talk.” Marg’s voice was steady but her hand clutched at Sally’s, and she was visibly struggling to control her emotions.


    “That is my belief, yes.”


    “What about this ‘loop’ she’s caught in?” Sally asked.


    “She has moments of lucidity, which suggests she is fighting to break free. And I believe that while this procedure is being performed, Bea’s programming will divert energy into analyzing the foreign bodies being introduced to her body, and determining whether they are beneficial or harmful. It is my hope that the extra processing load on her brain will assist her to break free of the mental loop.” Of course it was a great deal more complex than that but Jay didn’t believe those present would appreciate her taking a hour or two more to explain.


    “If that doesn’t work, there are other options open to us.” Options that she would rather not go into right now for fear they would be perceived as cruel. This might not be the best time to explain that, after so many years of kind treatment, inflicting physical trauma on Bea and forcing her body to divert resources to heal it, might also snap her out of the mental loop that had ensnared her.


    “Are you sure you can do this, Jay?” Sam asked.


    Tyler abruptly lost patience with the older man. “She wouldn’t be offering to perform the fricking procedure if she wasn’t sure she could do it.”


    Jay caught and held his gaze, silently requesting him to take it easy on Sam.


    Sorry, he mouthed, and she rewarded him with a tiny smile. “Yes,” she said for Sam’s benefit. “I’m sure.”


    “And it’s Bea’s best chance at regaining some quality of life?” Marg asked.


    “I believe so.”


    Marg sucked in a deep breath, held it, and exhaled slowly. “Then what have we got to lose?”


    “What have we got to lose?” Sam loosed a harsh laugh that shrouded the room like some doom-filled spirit. “How about Bea? Because if this doesn’t work and she retreats any further into herself, there’ll be no bringing her back.”


    Before calling this meeting, Jay had sat with Bea and explained the procedure at length, and in even greater detail. She had of course noted the random blinks Sam believed were Bea’s attempts to communicate, but despite careful questioning to elicit simple yes or no answers, there had been no blink-pattern that Jay could discern. All she could hope for was that at some level Bea understood what Jay planned to attempt. All she could do was put herself in Bea’s place. Which was why she looked Sam straight in the eye and spoke from her heart. “If our situations were reversed, if I was in Bea’s place and had some way of communicating my wishes, the call would be simple: Do it, because continuing on like this—trapped in a useless physical shell for God only knows how many more decades—is the cyborg equivalent of hell.”


    To that, Sam had no answer.


    “Let’s put it to a vote,” Sally said.


    “No need,” Marg said, her gaze intent on Sam.


    “Marg’s right,” Sam finally said. “There’s no need to vote. Jay can perform the procedure.”


    Chapter Thirteen


    Amazing what could be purchased online or via phone if one had unlimited cash at one’s disposal. In the weeks since Tyler and Jay had left Bea, Jay had gathered everything she could conceivably require, picked Seth’s brains until he complained she’d sucked every last original thought from his head, and planned everything down to the last possible detail. The next few hours would show whether all that planning had proven fruitful.


    She shook off her doubts and lectured herself not to feel. Right now, she needed to be the perfect cyborg. Detached. Focused. Prepared to do whatever proved necessary to get the job done. But oh, it was hard—so much harder than she had predicted it would be.


    When Jay had first learned of Bea’s existence, Bea had been “Beta”. The subject of a photo. A thing, and therefore easy to compartmentalize. Intellectually, Jay had accepted the Beta unit as her genetic twin but there had been no emotional attachment, no feelings involved save for a desire to track the Beta down—which, to be brutally honest, was more aligned with discovering a missing piece of Jay’s own past. But once Jay had laid eyes on her predecessor, everything had changed. “Beta” had instantly become “Bea”, an entity in her own right. And Bea was Jay’s sister—a sister who needed help….


    The kind of help only a cyborg with a myriad resources and practically unlimited funds could provide.


    Jay centered herself with a deep exhalation. “Are you ready, Seth?”


    He nodded, his eyes gleaming with excitement. “As I’ll ever be.”


    “Then let’s begin.”


    As she began the procedure, Jay disconnected a part of her mind, setting it to recap and analyze the events of the past few weeks.


    Being back on her home turf hadn’t proven as satisfying as she had expected. There had been too many unknowns, too many demands on her attention, too many tasks for one cyborg to achieve to her satisfaction. Thus, she could summon no anger over learning Sixer had broken their agreement—albeit due to extenuating circumstances. No, all she felt was an upwelling of immense gratitude for the quick actions that had kept Marissa safe, and the information Sixer had freely chosen to share with her. Not that she had any other choice right now, but Sixer was an excellent watchdog at a time when Jay had her hands full. She would even go so far as to admit he had seamlessly transitioned from an ally she harbored grave doubts about, to one she trusted.


    Thankfully, Marissa had not been subjected to another visit from the trio claiming to represent the FBI. And the only fallout to date had been dealing with Michael’s panicked phone call after he’d learned what had gone down. Marissa, for reasons of her own, had decided to keep the encounter, and Sixer’s role in it, a secret for seven whole days before spilling the details to her horrified husband.


    When Michael had calmed enough to be rational—or as rational as it was possible for a human male to be under the circumstances—Jay had put forward a strong case for Michael to pack up his wife and baby son, and take a long overseas vacation. Her generous offer to pay for the vacation had been turned down: Neither Michael nor Marissa were willing to leave their older offspring until “everything” was resolved to their satisfaction. Besides, Michael claimed he couldn’t guarantee his teaching position at Hillside Prep would be waiting for him once he returned from another leave of absence. A couple of weeks off after the birth of a new baby was one thing, but a prolonged leave of absence at short notice for an overseas vacation? Highly unlikely that would be looked upon favorably by the school administrators.


    Jay didn’t waste her breath offering to pay Michael a commensurate salary until he found another job. Instead, she immediately downgraded her offer to an apartment in a gated complex near the school, with 24/7 security, and a private car complete with driver-cum-bodyguard to ferry Michael to and from his workplace, and be on call for Marissa. Jay thought it prudent not to mention that she owned the complex, had already purchased the private car, and would be vetting and paying the salaries of the security staff and driver.


    As Jay had hoped he would do, Michael had fallen right into her trap and pointed out that moving out might trigger alarm bells if someone was watching them. She’d immediately reeled him in with an elegant solution to all his problems: the limit-less credit card she’d given Marissa for emergencies could be used to renovate the house—renovating being a perfectly valid excuse for Michael to move his wife and newborn into an apartment for the duration. The card was in Marissa’s maiden name, and Jay covered the bills—not that there had been any, Marissa being immensely stubborn about what she considered “emergencies”.


    To seal the deal, Jay had then played dirty by relaying the offer directly to Marissa… who’d immediately accepted. Michael, finally recognizing the extent of his wife’s fear at being left alone while he was at work, and knowing when he’d been outplayed, had no choice but to agree to the solution.


    Jay suspected Michael might have been a little less agreeable if he’d realized she had drafted Sixer to watch over him, Marissa and Danny from afar. But, as humans liked to say, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


    The problem of Tyler’s sister Caro and her boyfriend Matt was easily solved thanks to Jay’s unique vocal abilities. Caro duly received what she believed was a call from a local radio station staff member claiming her phone number had been randomly chosen, and because she’d been at home to take the call, she’d won an all expenses paid, month-long trip for two to Paris. Another phone call—this time to Caro’s college—and a substantial donation, had insured Caro’s tutors didn’t balk at the prospect of one of their students hurriedly organizing a leave of absence to soak up the ambience of one of the fashion capitals of the world. And, after a flurry of panic over whether Matt could take time off, and whether or not their passport applications would be processed in time, Caro and Matt had jetted off a week ago.


    Tyler had proven surprisingly amenable to Jay’s need to protect him until she solved the mystery of who had been behind incident at the parking building. He hadn’t much liked being “babysat”, as he called it, but he assured Jay he understood the necessity of having her chauffeur him to and from his classes. Nor had he fought Jay’s requirement that he call her in to accompany him if he needed to leave the college grounds.


    He hadn’t given in to her demands entirely without a fight, however. In return, he’d extracted her promise that covert nighttime expeditions were no-go zones unless he tagged along. In his own words, “No way are you taking off without me in the middle of the night again until this shit is over.”


    He’d been quite insistent. So insistent, in fact, Jay had been forced to assign him the role of medical assistant during last night’s expedition to transport Bea to the lab. It was either that, or tie him to the bed so he wouldn’t follow her—a solution she’d been reluctant to resort to after Tyler made it clear he’d move out and sleep on Nessa and Matt’s couch if Jay so much as looked sideways at a scarf, tie or belt.


    Jay had thought it prudent not to mention she’d planned on using plastic cable ties.


    Consequently, they’d dropped Brum off at Allen’s, and headed off on what appeared to be a weekend away, with Jay employing every method at her disposal to evade any vehicles attempting to tail them to their true destination.


    Sam had already laid the groundwork for Bea’s extraction by leaking to the grounds staff that “Miss Smith” was undergoing an experimental treatment, and they had high hopes she would regain some, if not all, of her mobility. Thus, Bea had been loaded onto a stretcher, and into a private ambulance, without fear of anyone thinking it unusual. Jay had arranged for the ambulance to stop at a midway point, where Bea was transferred to the back of an unmarked van—a necessary precaution to insure her arrival at Seth’s safe-house would go unremarked. With luck, no casual observer would think twice at seeing such a vehicle enter the garage.


    The plan gone off without a hitch—a relief to all parties involved, and Jay most of all. If a crude cybernetic hand was worth pursuing, one could only imagine the storm that would break over their heads if certain as yet unidentified interested parties discovered Bea’s existence.


    She sutured the last incision—the sutures more for everyone else’s comfort than Bea’s. Based on Marg’s observations over the years she’d cared for Bea, Jay had no reason to believe Bea’s self-healing body wouldn’t quickly heal the physical trauma suffered during the procedure. Like Jay, Bea would doubtless “self heal” anything short of an amputated limb or decapitation. Hence the biggest drawback to this course of treatment, for if Bea’s brain identified the optical cuffs as foreign bodies, and deemed them unbeneficial, her body would either attempt to absorb them, or expel them. However, there was little point dwelling on all the things that could complicate Bea’s recovery.


    “All done,” Jay informed Seth, who’d proven an excellent assistant throughout. “As expected, a fairly straightforward procedure. You can call them in now.”


    Jay rearranged Bea on the gurney, and insured she was decently covered while Seth exited the lab to summon Marg and Sam, who, along with Tyler, had insisted on waiting around while Jay performed the procedure.


    “Everything went to plan,” she informed them when they’d filed in, and each had found a stool to perch on. “However I was not able to discern any damage that might conceivably have ‘interrupted’ the nerve impulses in the larynx.”


    “So Bea might not be able to talk when she wakes up?” Sam asked.


    “Correct.”


    “Doesn’t matter. There are other ways to communicate. Sign language, for example. I can teach her that.”


    “Yes.” Jay could have mentioned that if everything went to plan, Bea could learn sign language in the time it took Sam to brew a cup of coffee, but there was merit in having a human teach her the language. Jay, too, had been programmed with the ability to speak any language required, but she’d learned programming did not automatically bestow the ability to understand or utilize the myriad nuances a native speaker could impart.


    “How long before you can run the algorithms?” Sam wanted to know.


    Translation: How long before Bea would be up and around?


    “Be patient,” Jay said. And then, realizing these two people who’d proven they cared deeply for Bea deserved more, she endeavored to explain. “Bea does not experience and react to pain the way humans do. However, her brain will recognize she has been subjected to pain, and must deal with the trauma. In Bea’s case, the trauma is likely to come as more of a shock after a prolonged period of kind and careful treatment. It may take her brain a while to process it and set it aside.”


    Marg nodded slowly. “Makes sense.”


    Sam’s lips flattened and he narrowed his eyes, his gaze accusatory. “Then why the hell didn’t you use some form of anesthesia?”


    Jay held up a hand to halt Seth, whose frown, and open mouth suggested he was about to jump to Jay’s defense and “rip Sam a new one” as Tyler might have put it. “It wouldn’t have worked,” she told Sam. “Our bodies break down the chemicals too quickly—the same reason I can drink alcohol and it will have the same effect as drinking water.”


    Seth, who either hadn’t yet decided whether he liked Sam based on their short acquaintance, or couldn’t wait to see the back of him for reasons Jay was yet to discover, spoke up. “I suggested shooting Bea with one of the Directed Energy Projectiles, which would have initiated a system-wide shutdown while we operated. But they’ve only been tested on a fully functional cyborg, and Jay had grave concerns that Bea might not reboot once the DEP was removed. She wasn’t prepared to take the risk—not that she should have to defend her decisions to you. Asshole.”


    The last word was muttered beneath his breath, so only Jay caught the insult. She cocked a brow at Seth, amused by this evidence of male rivalry.


    Sam’s belligerence faded, leaving his features pinched. He forked his fingers through his hair, scrubbing his scalp, his eyelids squeezing shut. “Sorry. Haven’t been sleeping well lately. Too much on my mind.”


    “Bea’ll come through this all right, Sam. You’ve got to keep believing that.” Tyler straightened from his slumped position, and stretched the kinks from his spine, displaying a couple of inches of taut, bare midriff above his low-slung jeans.


    Jay might have mentally calculated the exact amount of tanned skin currently exposed except that she was too busy enjoying the view.


    Seth nudged her, and muttered for her ears alone, “You okay, Jay? You’re looking a little hot under the collar.”


    Oh. Apparently she hadn’t been successful in controlling the heat flushing her body before it washed her cheekbones and alerted Seth to her current state of mind. Jay performed the mental equivalent of a human shrug, and figured she might as well indulge herself to the hilt with a breathy, very girly sigh of the appreciating-a-gorgeous-male-form variety.


    Tyler’s gaze found hers, and the world seemed not only to grind to a halt, but to shut out all spectators, leaving only Jay and Tyler, each hyper-aware of the other, each hungry for some quality one-on-one alone time.


    When, in a blink of Jay’s eyelids, normality resumed, the expression on Tyler’s face suggested he wouldn’t be averse to dragging her from the room, locating somewhere very private, and doing wicked things to her that Jay knew she would thoroughly enjoy.


    She wasn’t certain at that moment what her own expression conveyed, but it might have mirrored Tyler’s, provoking Seth to mutter, “Man. You got it bad. And you’re not the only one.”


    Jay shook off the sensual haze and focused on Seth. Who was currently gazing at…. Sam.


    Interesting. If she had correctly interpreted Seth’s hint, and the expression on Sam’s face as he gazed at the prone figure on the gurney, Sam had apparently developed a tendre for Bea that went beyond the caring and compassion a caregiver afforded a long-term patient.


    Jay switched her attention to Marg, noting a barely perceptible curve of Marg’s lips, and a soft—for Marg, at least—expression that appeared to signify satisfaction.


    Tyler cleared his throat, drawing Jay’s full attention back to him. His glance darted from Bea to Jay, to Bea again, then back to Jay. He started to speak, seemed to think better of it, and stood there, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.


    “Spit it out, Tyler,” Marg said, her tone carrying a hint of weariness.


    Jay gave what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “You know you can ask me anything, Tyler.”


    “I know.” Whatever was preying on his mind seemed to be making him very uncomfortable but he pressed on regardless. “If you and Bea are identical twins, then how come she looks so much younger than you?” he blurted. “I mean, you’re nineteen but Bea looks like way younger.”


    Ah. Tyler was laboring under the erroneous assumption that cyborg “twins” should be viewed in a similar way to their human counterparts. “Bea’s current physical form is equivalent to that of a fifteen year-old human female,” Jay informed him.


    The color drained from Tyler’s face, leaving him pale beneath his tan. He looked sick to his stomach, as though he’d swallowed something distasteful and it was churning in his gut. “You’re a Gamma unit,” he said. “You were created after Bea.”


    She nodded. “Correct. According to the data Seth has been able to provide, I can confirm I was created approximately two years after Bea.”


    Tyler’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed convulsively, like he had to work up enough saliva to lubricate his throat and force out the words. “You’re even younger than her. You’re…. Jesus. You’re, like, thirteen?” He sank so abruptly on to the stool that one could be forgiven for thinking his leg muscles could no longer hold him upright.


    “Oh my,” Seth said, his tone the slightest bit gleeful in the way of a bystander secretly enjoying the drama. “Awkward, much?”


    “I was created, not born—you cannot calculate my age as you would a human’s,” Jay said, needing to wipe the half-horrified half-sick expression from Tyler’s face. To have him look at her like that….


    It hurt. But to put it in perspective, it was a small hurt stemming from a misunderstanding, and therefore, fixable. Whereas the last time Tyler had looked at her like that, he had accidentally discovered her true nature—a discovery Jay had not been at all confident he could ever come to terms with. “You are making erroneous assumptions,” she said. “For example, if you insist on accounting for my body’s physiological age at the time of my creation, then I am older than Sam.”


    The sick expression on Tyler’s face segued into a frown that conveyed something to the effect of, “Huh? Are you nuts? How’n the hell d’you figure that?”


    “I’m twenty-eight,” Sam said slowly. From his body language—his torso unconsciously tilting toward Jay—he, too appeared intrigued by Jay’s claim. Only Marg seemed unconcerned. Perhaps she had already intuited the answer. Or perhaps, when you’d seen and done the things Marg had seen and done, in the grand scheme of things such mundane matters as age gaps held no sway.


    Jay pondered the simplest way to explain a complex concept. “Like Bea, I was created with the outer appearance of a fifteen year old girl. So by your reckoning, Tyler, I was effectively born aged fifteen. Nineteen of your human years have passed since then, which means I am technically thirty-four years old. Give or take a few months. Depending on the exact date of my creation, of course.”


    Her simplistic explanation, rather than resolving matters, left Tyler speechless with some emotion Jay couldn’t discern.


    Seth guffawed, which Jay presumed meant her explanation had amused him in some way. Either that or he was amused at Tyler’s reaction to her explanation.


    “You don’t look thirty-four to me,” Seth said. “Or fifteen. Or like a thirteen year old kid, for that matter.”


    A flush painted Tyler’s cheeks as he grunted, which Jay took to mean he was embarrassed for some reason, but agreed with Seth’s statements.


    With luck, a little further clarification would put Tyler’s concerns to rest. “Bea’s youthful appearance is something that can easily be rectified once she is fully functional. Like me, she will be able to choose to age her outer shell.”


    Tyler opened his mouth, failed to speak actual words, and shut it again, leaving Jay to continue her explanation. “After my creator’s death approximately five years ago, I was forced to go on the run to evade those who wanted to possess and control me.”


    Marg gave a barely perceptible flinch and her haunted gaze sought Jay’s.


    Jay consigned the past to the past with a sharp gesture. “It is of no consequence,” she added, in case Marg failed to understand the gesture. “But I quickly discovered how… inconvenient it was to be perceived as an unaccompanied, fifteen year old female. Hence, I aged my outer shell. It is not something that can be achieved quickly, you understand. And the energy expended left me depleted and therefore vulnerable—a state I could ill afford. By the time I decided to hide in plain sight by enrolling as a student at Tyler’s high school, I appeared to be around seventeen years old in human terms. My intention had been to remain in Snapperton, attending Greenfield High, until I physically resembled an eighteen year old female who could reasonably be considered an adult.”


    Tyler was silent, jaw working, doubtless still processing her explanation.


    Jay decided to lay it all out in black and white. “After I….” Faked my death? Hurt you so deeply that even to this day I regret it? “After I had no choice but to disappear to keep you and your family safe, Tyler, I knew it would be many months before I could safely approach you again. I continued to age my outer shell to keep pace with your natural aging process. After we reunited, I continued to do so. I find it difficult to believe you haven’t noticed.”


    He uttered a soft snort. “Oh, I noticed all right. I just didn’t think about how it was possible—until now, that is.”


    An ache, centering in her heart, throbbed through her. “You had forgotten what I truly am.” And now I’ve smacked you in the face with it, and forced you to confront it.


    Tyler hopped off his stool and approached her. He reached down to grasp her hand and placed it on his chest, over his heart. “Aside from that one time when I was a complete dick about learning what you are, I’ve never seen you as anything but the girl I love. When I look at you now, that’s all I see.”


    Witnessing the truth in his eyes, the love he felt for her unashamedly displayed for all to see, Jay now understood why human females described themselves melting into a little puddle of gooey girly bits.


    The hint of a smile tugged his lips. “Though I gotta say, I’m relieved as all heck you’re not jailbait.”


    “Are we good then?”


    He hugged her tight. “We’re good.”


    The tension drained from Jay’s muscles and she curled into Tyler’s embrace, laying her head on his chest, content for the moment to do nothing else but listen to the steady beat of his heart.


    Seth tapped her on the shoulder. “Sorry to interrupt the love-fest, but Bea’s just opened her eyes.”


    Jay pulled from Tyler’s arms and turned in time to observe Sam almost levitate from his stool in his rush to get to Bea’s side. Sam may not have come right out and admitted his feelings for Bea, but right now, they were obvious to anyone with a modicum of intelligence.


    “Bea.” He grasped her hand and bent over her. “It’s Sam, sweetheart. Can you see me?”


    Bea blinked so slowly that it was agonizing to witness, and even to Jay it seemed to take an age before her eyelids resumed their original position.


    “Are you ready?” Sam asked. “Or do you need more time?”


    No response. Or at least, none that a human could detect. “She moved her eyelids a fraction,” Jay told him. “She’s weak. She’s trying to answer, but the effort it takes is too great. Give her time.”


    Moisture gleamed in Bea’s right eye, welled, overflowed and slipped down her cheek.


    “And I believe there’s your answer, Sam.” Marg had moved so quietly Jay doubted anyone else had heard her approach.


    Jay gently hip-bumped Sam aside and leaned over so Bea could see her face. “I’m going to run the algorithm now. I’ll start slow so it doesn’t overwhelm your core programming. Okay?” She swiped the tear from Bea’s cheek with her thumb, and smiled when she detected another quiver of movement as her twin tried to blink.


    Directing her attention to Sam, she advised, “Better give Bea some room. She might accidentally hurt you if she can’t control her limbs. An out of control cyborg could do a lot of damage to a human.”


    When Sam didn’t move, Jay grasped his forearms and backed him up to what she deemed a safe distance. “Please make sure he stays back, Marg. It’ll only distress Bea if she injures someone she cares about.”


    Marg nodded and linked her arm in Sam’s. He didn’t seem to notice. He couldn’t tear his gaze from the motionless girl on the gurney.


    Jay had inserted a tiny device designed to act as wireless receiver beneath the skin of Bea’s hip. For now, Jay would run the algorithm that would activate the optical cuffs from a laptop, but once Bea was stronger and mobile, Jay had designed a pocket-sized portable transmitter to replace the unwieldy laptop. Bea could keep the transmitter on her person, and recharge it as required.


    “Here goes.” Jay reached out and pressed the Enter key on her laptop.


    Chapter Fourteen


    Sam abruptly realized he was holding his breath—must have been for a while because little flashes of light seemed to be darting across his eyeballs. He exhaled slowly through his nose, forced himself to relax and breathe normally, uncurled his aching fingers from tight fists he also didn’t recall making.


    How long had it been since Jay had started running the algorithms? Seconds? Minutes? Why wasn’t something happening?


    And then something did happen. It wasn’t spectacular, wasn’t even all that noticeable unless you had observed Bea, fed and cared for her, sat for hours and read to her, like Sam had done. Her eyes moved—just a little to the left, as though she was searching for something. Or someone.


    He didn’t think, he moved. Or tried to, but Marg was grasping his arm, holding him back. “Dammit, Marg,” he snarled. “She’s looking for me. Let me go to her.”


    Marg didn’t budge, and her grip tightened until her fingertips dug into his arm. “Only if Jay says it’s okay. Otherwise, you stay back.”


    “Jay.” Sam knew he sounded like he was begging, knew that smart prick Seth would give him shit about it, but he didn’t give a crap.


    Jay’s gaze was fixed on Bea. “I believe you’re right: She is looking for you, Sam. Go to her but don’t touch her. Make her work for it.”


    Sam shook off Marg’s grip. It took all the control he had not to run to Bea and clasp her hand and squeeze it tight to reassure her. He walked. Slowly. Carefully. And he halted beside the gurney, sinking to his haunches and resting his forearms on the thin plastic mattress, so she couldn’t help but see him.


    Her pupils dilated. She focused on him and his heart leapt, doing a happy dance in his chest… until his brain kicked up a notch and he recalled she did that every now and then. It wasn’t something to get all worked up about. And while he was coming to terms with the unhappy fact that he wanted this so damn badly he was imagining her responses, the first miracle happened: Bea’s lips twitched.


    Sam blinked. But he wasn’t imagining it. And as he watched, barely daring to hope, her lips stretched, slowly—excruciatingly slowly—into a crooked, lopsided smile.


    He smiled back at her, elated. And then, all the emotions he’d kept bottled inside—all the secret hopes and dreams he’d harbored for this beautiful, damaged girl, all his fears that she would remain forever trapped inside her body—boiled over. And Sam lowered his head atop his arms and fought the tears.


    It wasn’t until something squeezed his hand and he’d glanced up, confused, that he realized Bea had managed something even more miraculous than that wonderful smile. Because the cool, feminine hand that now lay across his, squeezing his fingers, wasn’t Jay’s or Marg’s. It was Bea’s.


    ~*~


    Jay disconnected the call and lay back against the pillows. According to Seth, Bea was making excellent progress. She still wasn’t able to speak but she was communicating using basic signs. Her physical prognosis was good—although Jay wanted to personally check on Bea again and run more tests before any drastic decisions were made about where to proceed from hereon in.


    For now, with Bea improving in leaps and bounds, Jay could concentrate on other things—chief among them identifying the men who’d attacked Marg in the parking building—not easy when their bodies had vanished without trace—and tracking the three men who’d come looking for the cybernetic hand. Not to mention determining who had taken the hand in the first place, along with who had sent the photo of Bea. And then there was convincing Allen and McPhee she didn’t have a stalker, and fending off Chandler’s increasingly awkward questions about how she’d handled Nessa’s so-called stalker.


    Was there any wonder she felt drained? She couldn’t wait for Bea to recover enough to help with—


    Jay damped that thought before it could take root. Bea deserved more than being Jay’s lackey. She deserved happiness, companions who cared for her, a life. She’d suffered enough, and Jay would not risk her being harmed again. Sixer would have to do.


    A scrabbling at the partially opened door announced the arrival of a bored puppy, and Jay smiled as Brum squeezed through the opening and poked his head around the door.


    She swung her legs off the bed and clicked her fingers.


    Brum raced toward her, hindquarters skidding on the polished floorboards. When he reached her, as was his habit, he jumped up and pawed her thigh, the piteous whimpers his way of begging her to pick him up.


    “Nein,” she told him. And when the pup didn’t take the gentle hint, she commanded, “Platz!”


    Brum, recognizing her no-nonsense tone, obeyed and dropped to all fours.


    “Braver Hund.” She leaned down to fondle his ears and he licked her cheek. “Sitz!”


    The pup sat.


    “Braver Hund.”


    He panted, tongue lolling, head cocked to one side, expectant.


    Jay reached into the basket of puppy toys she kept beneath the bed, and grabbed a thick piece of rope that had been knotted at each end.


    Brum loosed a happy bark, recognizing his favorite toy. His hindquarters quivered, but he remained sitting. He, too, was making excellent progress.


    “Braver Hund!” she praised, holding out the rope and clicking her fingers, giving him permission to move and take the toy in his mouth. She played tug of war with him, amused by his growling whenever she shook the rope to try and dislodge it from his grip.


    The blare of Tyler’s cell phone from the nightstand interrupted the game. Jay conceded the tug of war and left Brum to gnaw on his toy. Tyler was showering in the ensuite so she yelled out that he had a call, and reached for the phone.


    “Can you take it for me?” he shouted. “I’m covered in shampoo.”


    Jay, recognizing Tyler’s father’s number, swiped the screen to answer the call. “Hello, Michael,” she said.


    “Can I speak to Tyler Davidson, please?”


    Surprise jolted through her. Why would another man—a stranger—be using Michael’s private cell phone to call Tyler?


    “He can’t come to the phone right now,” she told the caller. “Can I take a message?”


    The caller’s voice sounded tantalizingly familiar. She accessed her database to identify his voiceprint, but before she could find a match he blurted, “It’s Martin Russell, manager of Bellevue.”


    Another jolt, this one followed by a lazy roll of her gut. Bellevue was the name of the gated apartment complex where Jay had relocated Marissa and Michael. “Is something wrong, Mr Russell?”


    “Not sure,” Martin said, his voice heavy with strain. “I really need to speak with Tyler Davidson.”


    “What do you mean you’re not sure? What’s happened? I’m his girlfriend. Tell me!”


    Her voice was louder and sharper than she’d intended, but that worked to her advantage because Martin threw caution to the wind and spilled his guts. “Neighboring apartment owners heard the baby crying. It went on for hours and the kid sounded real worked up, so they got me to check it out. When I opened up the place, I found the baby alone, and Mr and Mrs Davidson gone. All their stuff’s still here. I found this number listed as an emergency contact on one of the cell phones. Can you get a message to Tyler Davidson? Tell him he needs to get down here quick.”


    “Give me a moment, please.” Jay grabbed her cell and called Sixer. Pick up, pick up.


    “The number you have dialed is no longer in service.”


    The room seemed to blur and close in on her. No. Please, no. She would never forgive herself if anything had happened to Tyler’s parents.


    “Hello? You there?” Martin Russell’s panicked voice squawked down the line.


    Jay picked up Tyler’s cell again and swallowed to lubricate the desert-dry cavern of her mouth. “We’ll be right there,” she promised.


    ***
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    Excerpt


    A groan. Mine. I peeled open my eyelids and hauled myself upright. Uhhh. Bad idea. The room spun and the soggy washcloth someone had thoughtfully folded and draped over my forehead plopped into my lap, soaking through my jeans. I flopped back against the pillows, and replaced the washcloth over my face, letting the coolness of it seep into my heated skin while I waited for the room to slow down… and hopefully get around to remaining in one place real soon.


    “Don’t ever do that to me again.”


    I lifted up the corner of the cloth and cut my fuzzy gaze to the right.


    The blur resolved into LPD. He was sprawled in a recliner with one leather-clad thigh draped over the arm, nursing a beer. “Gawd. Feel like I’ve been run over by a bloody truck.”


    Ditto.


    He noticed me eyeing the bottle in his hand. “Want one?”


    Mmmm. Although I’d only tasted beer once, and hated it, my mouth watered. I could almost taste the malty bitter-sweetness on my tongue, feel the cool liquid slipping down my throat. I stared at the bottle, watching the beads of condensation dripping down the sides, watching him lift it to his mouth to take another swallow….


    A slow blink. And another. And one more before I realized I’d been mesmerized.


    I sucked in a sharp breath that sandpapered the lining of my über-dry throat and made my head spin. Calm down, Wren. Focus. He was only offering you a beer. “Don’t ever do what again?” I asked, proud that my voice didn’t shake.


    “Toss me out of a sync. Not only is it rude as hell when I’m trying to help you, the kickback is a bitch. Peeling you off the path and lugging you inside just about killed me. Not to mention the big-arse bruise I can feel forming thanks to your sharp little elbow.”


    “Oh. Sorry.” Kind of. Maybe more so if I had a clue what he was going on about.


    “You copped some bumps and scrapes,” he said, “but nothing too major. Could have a concussion, though. Should probably have a doctor check you out.”


    Hmmm. He didn’t sound particularly thrilled by the prospect of dragging me off to the nearest ER. In fact, going by the tight line of his lips and the way he dropped his gaze to his suddenly fascinating beer bottle, I’d say he was freaked by the thought of it. Interesting.


    “I don’t need a doctor,” I said. Truth. Because what I needed was information.


    “How’s your head?”


    “Fine.”


    “Liar.”


    I gave up hiding behind the washcloth and folded it into a rectangle again. With careful fingers I probed the egg-shaped lump on my temple. It was wince-worthy, sure, but lately I’d developed a high tolerance for pain. I slapped the washcloth over the lump and ignored it. “I’m not lying. This bump on the head is nothing compared to the killer migraines I get.”


    His lazy gaze sharpened. “How often do you get them?”


    I ignored the question. If anyone was going to be asking the questions it’d be me. “Where are we?”


    A pause for another swallow of beer. “My place.”


    “I mean what suburb?”


    He quirked an eyebrow. “That really what you want to ask me after everything that’s gone down?”


    Good point. “Fine. How did you get me off the school grounds without being caught? Or did you give some BS excuse that’ll come back to bite me come Monday?”


    He swigged his beer again and I tried my darnedest to ignore the fact that he was heart-thumpingly rock star hot. And I was in his bedroom, lying on his bed. And we were alone. And did I mention he was a hottie?


    “You didn’t make it easy,” he said. “First I had to use a handy dandy electronic device that emits a nasty subliminal whine.”


    “Like a dog whistle?”


    “More or less.” He gestured expansively with his beer bottle before setting it on the floor beside the chair. “It’s a nifty little thing. Designed it myself.”


    If he was waiting for me to be impressed and ask for more details he’d be doomed to disappointment.


    There was a glint in his eyes that hinted he might be clued into my attempts to play it cool despite all the questions bubbling in my brain. I hoped not. Sure didn’t want him thinking he held all the cards.


    “It encouraged everyone to avoid the locker area for a few minutes,” he said. “The plan being I rocked on up and convinced you to go somewhere for a private talk. But you screwed up aforementioned brilliant plan by phasing out when you did the dying swan act. I could hardly toss you over my manly shoulder and stroll off after you pulled that one on me.”


    Manly shoulder. Oh please. He was laying it on real thick. “How come?”


    “When you phase you’re pure energy. You haven’t got a physical body, per se. I might as well have tried to wrestle with air. Make sense?”


    I nodded. It did make sense. Kind of.


    “I had to do the old lock, link and sync.” At my blank look he elaborated. “Lock on to your energy signature, establish a link, and sync with you, so I could pig-a-back you along with me when I phased, and get you off the school grounds ASAP. Pity I couldn’t have phased us both all the way out and zipped straight back home, but I couldn’t risk it.”


    Oookay then. I figured I’d gloss over all the bizarre stuff I didn’t have the faintest clue about and settle for asking the obvious. “Why not?”


    “Didn’t want to lose you. Once we were in the clear, I went liminal and pulled you back into phase with me. Again, you didn’t make it easy. Even out for the count you put up quite a fight for such an itty bitty little thing.” His tone was admiring enough that I had to clamp down on a bizarre desire to preen. And then he ruined the moment by waggling his eyebrows and saying, “But I had my wicked way with you in the end.”


    I refused to respond to his baiting tone. Dad says the best way to learn stuff is to shut up and let the other guy fill in the silences. So I put on my best neutral face, figuring Dad was right: while LPD was trying to impress me with his cleverness he was more likely to slip up and reveal more important stuff to do with my “problem”.


    He cocked an eyebrow and smirked.


    Ah crap. He knew exactly what game I was playing. But he obliged me anyway. “Once you stabilized, I scooped you up and hauled arse to the nearest cab rack. Would have preferred my motorbike, but hey, beggars toting unconscious girlies can’t be choosers. None of your teachers spotted us. Your reputation is safe. For now, anyway.” This time he grinned openly at me, leaving no doubt he expected me to be impressed.


    And I was impressed. He’d hauled me half a block to the taxi rack. Those muscles I’d noticed definitely weren’t just for show. But no way was I going to inflate his already high opinion of himself by acknowledging that—or anything else, for that matter. No way. Not even if the memory of being in his arms and held so tightly against his chest did make my breath catch in my throat.


    “A-and if you hadn’t been able to, uh, do whatever it was you said to, uh, phase me back in?”


    “Sync with you?”


    “Yeah. That.” Whatever that was.


    He shrugged. “I’d have thought of something. I always do.”


    I got the distinct feeling that wasn’t an idle boast. I inched back up the mattress until I could prop my back against the padded headrest. It wasn’t exactly comfortable so I shoved a pillow beneath the small of my back. Ah. Bliss. And right now, it would be even more blissful to close my eyes and shut out the world for a few hours. I couldn’t get my head around what had happened, let alone process his explanations. I couldn’t even imagine the extent of the fuss if someone from school reported me missing to my parents. Provided anyone remembered I was supposed to be at school without me to remind them. Hah. Fat chance of—


    Hey. That taxi driver had been able to see me. So, what if LPD doing that… that… sync thingie to… to… phase me back in, had fixed me—even temporarily? How long would it last?


    Maybe I should play nice and try to convince this guy to stick around so I could have a chance at a normal life. Or at the very least, graduating high school. I had some savings—Christmas and birthday money I’d added to my allowance. How much would it cost me to convince him to, say, pretend to be my boyfriend and become my shadow?


    I eyed him from beneath my lashes as he snatched up his beer again and took a long swig. If I had a preference for any kind of guy at all, he’d be right up there. And the accent was a definite plus. Majorly yum. Sure wouldn’t be a hardship having him dogging my footsteps. Or, it wouldn’t be if he didn’t have a knack for saying things that embarrassed the heck out of me.


    As if sensing my thoughts his gaze licked me from head to toe. He took his time about it, too. I fought not to squirm. And when he finally spoke I could hear the amusement infecting his tone. “So, if you’re not concussed, are you planning on getting your cute little behind off my bed? Or is this your way of hinting I should join you? I gotta say, most girls wouldn’t be so coy. They’d just come right out and say it.”


    Huh? Way to confuse me with a complete change of subject. “Say what, exactly?”


    “That you think I’m hot.”


    Oh. Oh, crap. I opened my mouth, swallowed, shut it again with a snap. No way could I let him know what I’d been thinking about him. No freaking way. So I snorted, and hoped it was convincing enough to put him off. “You’re hardly my type.”


    “Reckon I’m exactly your type, luv. Lucky me.”


    I hit him with my best you-are-so-far-off-base-I’m-embarrassed-for-you glare. “In. Your. Dreams.” There. That had sounded pretty darned convincing.


    “Uh uh,” he said, his lips curving into that infuriating smug grin again. “In yours. You talk in your sleep, Wren. Did you know that?”


    My cheeks scorched with damning heat. Oh no. Not good. Sooo not good. And about the only thing that could salvage this disaster was a bluff. I blotted my face with the washcloth, desperately trying for nonchalance. “Really. What did I say about you?”


    “Oh, a bunch of stuff about how my sexy-as English accent makes your heart flutter, and how you’d lurve to jump my bones and do wicked things to my body. It was all very flattering.”


    “You’re making that up.”


    “Where’d be the fun in that?”


    I hoped the pause while I struggled for something cutting to say didn’t lance the sting from whatever retort finally popped into my head. Okay. Here goes. “Wow.” I batted my eyelashes at him. “You’re so full of yourself. There’re so many hot boys at my school I could have been talking about anyone. My boyfriend, for instance.” Ex-boyfriend, but he didn’t have to know that.


    “Pathetic. You’ll have to try harder than that, luv.” He laughed at me—made no effort to hide it, either.


    I lobbed the washcloth at him but he batted it away.


    Jerk. A really hot jerk, but a jerk just the same. I clambered off the bed and headed for the nearest door.


    “Ensuite bathroom,” he said.


    I pivoted to change direction and stalked past him into the next room, which turned out to be a living room dominated by a big-screen TV, a surround-sound system, and a couple of gaming consoles. Dan would be drooling with envy right about now.


    LPD followed me. Of course. No surprises there.


    “You can’t leave, luv,” he said.


    Hah. We’d see about that. “Sure I can. Watch me walk out the door.”


    “Have it your way. Been nice knowing you, Wren. I’ll be sure and come to your funeral.”


    ***
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