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        Only love can tame the beast.

        

      

      A prisoner to a mad scientist, Luke knows he shouldn’t get involved with anyone, especially a nurse working for the doctor who messed up his genetics. Tell that to his wild side.

      The beast within is growling and howling for a taste of the delicious smelling woman. It wants to claim her as his mate. But first, this wolfman must escape his captors.
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      The ambush came out of nowhere. Enemy soldiers rose from hidden trenches, their guns rapidly firing at the convoy on a mission to deliver goods—clothing and medical equipment to a refugee camp.

      Luke’s training took over. He immediately jumped out of the back of the truck and rolled under it for cover. He poked the muzzle of his gun out and began shooting in the general direction of the attackers.

      For a while the rapid staccato of gunfire filled the air, along with the sharp yells, screams, and sobs of those injured. He couldn’t tell if they were winning or about to be overrun. In that moment, only survival counted. And Luke was good at surviving against the odds.

      A kid bounced around in the foster system because of druggie parents quickly learned how to evade danger. He might not have gotten good grades in school, but he graduated with life skills. With graduation came his ticket out of foster care, but unlike many, he didn’t end up on the streets, turning tricks or doing petty crimes to survive. He joined the army. A steady paycheck, medical benefits, and a chance to serve his country. Smartest thing he ever did.

      Problem was all those fancy recruitment posters didn’t mention the part he’d be serving it on foreign soil fighting the very people they’d been tasked with saving.

      But it wasn’t up to him to figure out the politics, or even if he fought on the right side. Luke went where he was told. Served like a good soldier. Learned to kill, too, which proved easier than expected.

      As the gunfire died, he rolled in the dust and dirt and popped to his feet. Rifle aimed, looking for movement. The air held a haze that stung the eyes and tickled the lungs.

      He ignored the moans of his injured comrades as he took slow and measured steps toward the hump of rock and packed dirt that hid one of the shooters. He learned early on to never assume the enemy was dead and done.

      As Luke approached, he kept his gaze focused, his gun held upright, finger on the trigger. He prepared to fire as he neared the outcropping, only to ease out a breath when he saw the body on the other side. The third eye rimmed in red meant the man wouldn’t rise again.

      Turning, he saw his buddy, Jorge, nudging another corpse—a rather corpulent one—with the toe of his boot. “This one doesn’t have a gun.”

      “Maybe he was throwing rocks,” joked Luke. It did seem odd, which should have been the first clue. “How—”

      He never did finish his sentence. The voluminous robes suddenly birthed a smaller figure, just a boy. Which meant they both hesitated.

      They knew better.

      The missing gun was in the child’s hand. Before Jorge or Luke could react, the child was screaming and firing, spraying bullets wildly.

      Luke knew he was fucked the moment the bullet shattered his hip. A soldier who couldn’t run wasn’t much good on the battlefield. He almost welcomed the second and third bullets. They took him from searing into darkness, a darkness that spat him back out into painful reality.

      He regained consciousness as medics swarmed the area, quickly rolling him onto a stretcher, carrying him to safety.

      How am I not dead? A miracle surely. Despite his lower body not responding at all, except to hurt, he held on to a shred of hope. The doctor dashed it with one look.

      “His entire pelvis is fucked. His arm is hanging by a tendril of muscle. We can’t fix him. Clean and wrap his wounds then get him prepped for shipment back to the States.” The fate of those no longer suitable for fighting.

      Still, they’d made great strides in medicine.

      The doctors back home did their best. Stitched his arm back together and kept him from losing it. His thumb and one finger still worked. Swapped out his broken pelvis for an artificial one. But they couldn’t repair the nerve damage. All the rehab in the world didn’t get rid of his pronounced limp, his crippled fingers, the pain.

      He began to pop pills. What else did he have to do all day? The military gave him an honorable discharge and not much else.

      Fuck you very much.

      He wished he’d died in the fight like Jorge had. His friend never made it out of the hospital, and there were days Luke thought him the lucky one. What did he have to live for? The nightmares of that day played over and over again. The faces of those he’d killed haunting him, fingers pointing, saying, ”You deserve this.”

      Maybe he did. Maybe living was his punishment.

      About a year after his return, the knock on his shitty apartment door barely roused him from his drunken stupor.

      When the pounding continued, he managed a slurred, “Fuck off and go away.”

      Instead, the door was kicked open and a beast of a guy in a suit two sizes too small, wearing shades and a scowl, entered.

      “What the fuck?” Luke exclaimed.

      “Are you Luke Harris?”

      “So what if I am? You ain’t got the right to come busting in here.” Especially since the guy didn’t have a badge.

      The fellow stepped aside so that another man in a suit could enter.

      Luke immediately disliked him, with his perfectly cut hair and smooth-shaven jaw. “Hello, Private Harris.”

      “Don’t ‘hello’ me. What the hell you thinking, busting into my place?” he snarled.

      “Excuse my employee’s enthusiasm. Bruno can be a little impatient.”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what Bruno is. You can both get the fuck out.”

      “Don’t be too hasty, Private Harris.”

      “How do you know my name? You work for the government? Come to evaluate me and see how much more of my disability you can cut?”

      “I’m not a state or federal employee. My name is Doctor Chimera.”

      A doctor? Here? Why? Luke’s gaze narrowed. “You going to fake a report saying I’m not crippled so the military cuts me off?” It wouldn’t surprise him. He had a hard enough time getting the benefits he was entitled to. Agencies kept trying to claw them back.

      “Again, I don’t work for the government, or the military. I am here because I read your file. I think we can help each other.”

      Luke snorted. “Now I know you’re full of shit. What do you want?”

      “To offer you a second chance.”

      “Chance for what? If you read my file, then you know I’m a cripple.” He slapped his thigh and barely felt it. Some days, he could barely drag himself across his apartment to grab another beer.

      “What if I said we could fix your injuries? Make you better than before.”

      “I’d say you’re full of shit.”

      The man in the suit smiled. “Five years ago, I was in a wheelchair with even less mobility than you.” He turned and did a two-step. “That changed after my treatment.”

      “You got robot legs under there?” Luke asked, his interest piqued. A cyborg body wasn’t his first choice, but he wouldn’t say no either.

      “Flesh and blood,” the doctor assured. “We don’t replace the damage; we actually fix it. And our treatment can fix you, too.”

      Suspicion was part of his nature, hence why Luke frowned and said, “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch and no cost to you. We require suitable subjects who wouldn’t mind experimental treatment.”

      “Not FDA approved, eh?” He snorted. “Neither is half the shit I snort. So what do you need from me?”

      “Permission. Sign these forms authorizing us to handle your medical care.”

      Luke eyed the several-page document Bruno handed him. “For how long?”

      “As long as it takes to make you whole again.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      The doctor shrugged. “Yes. But no worse than you’ve suffered. And really, with these kinds of result…” The guy glanced down at his legs.

      To be able to walk again and not drag. To taste freedom rather than the cloying closeness of these four walls.

      “Can I have time to think about it and look this over?” He waved the thick sheaf of paper.

      “No. This is a one-time offer, my friend. If you don’t want it, then there are plenty of others who will.”

      “Why me?” Luke wasn’t a person whom luck shone upon. In his experience, things usually went from bad to worse.

      “You are a healthy male of prime age.”

      “I’ll grant you the age part, but I don’t know about healthy.” No point in lying about his vices. It would suck to say yes and then get kicked out of the program for the drugs in his blood.

      “The narcotics and alcohol in your system can be flushed. You haven’t been doing them long enough to do serious damage to your organs.”

      “Do I have to stay in a hospital?”

      “A clinic, yes. In the mountains. You’ll have your own room. Three meals a day plus snacks.”

      “Hot nurses?”

      Dr. Chimera’s lips quirked. “Some are attractive, yes.”

      “I don’t know.” It sounded all too good to be true. “If I go, what about my apartment, my stuff?”

      “Your things can be put in storage. And you’re making excuses. Do you want to walk again?”

      “Yes.” With every fiber of his being.

      “Then accept my offer now or stay here.” The curled lip as the man looked around filled Luke with anger—and shame. He knew what Chimera saw. Filth. Squalor. The apartment of a guy who’d given up.

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      Again, the small tight smile. “It will work. Do we have a deal, Private Harris?”

      Given the choice, a chance to return to the man he was or drink himself to death, he chose hope.

      Luke held out his hand. “Let’s do this.”

      It was the worst decision he ever made.
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      I hope I made the right decision. Today Margaret started a new job, one that would take her away from the city she knew. Away from everything, including civilization.

      A helicopter was required to reach the remote clinic she’d been hired to work for. How situating an establishment out of reach by normal means made sense, she couldn’t have said. Usually clinics were places of healing, accessible to all who might need them.

      Then again, this was a special place. A place that required her signature on page after page of contracts and legal jargon about non-disclosures, enough writing her hand cramped. The smudge of ink as Chimaeram Clinic’s human resources fingerprinted her and ran a background check told of the seriousness of the job. But all the inconveniences in the world didn’t matter, not when she saw what they offered.

      Six figures for six months work, with the possibility of extending the contract if things worked out.

      Only an idiot would say no. Nurses didn’t make big bucks in publicly funded hospitals. Not in Canada at least. Depending on the promises the government in power made, nursing hours could be cut. She might find herself scrambling to make ends meet with no notice.

      Margaret jumped at the chance of real money, and to embark on a new start. Having recently come out of a nasty relationship where her ex-boyfriend had the nerve to accuse her—rather than the fact he slept with his coworker—of being the problem, Margaret found herself wanting some peace and quiet. Especially since Jeremy wouldn’t leave her alone. Apparently, she wasn’t supposed to dump him. She was being unreasonable. A bitch.

      She couldn’t disagree with the latter. She had no time or use for cheaters. But the asshole just wouldn’t go away. So she would.

      Given the length of time she’d be gone, Margaret packed up the things she wanted to keep and put them in storage. She sold and gave away the accumulated crap she didn’t care about. The only things she brought with her to the clinic were two large suitcases and a purse. Not a ton of clothes, given she’d packed a warm winter jacket, which took up a lot of space; however, she wouldn’t have to worry about work apparel. Apparently, the clinic provided a uniform—and laundry services. Another perk.

      With her on this voyage to the unknown was another woman, Becky—also a nurse—with a much more loquacious personality and the type of bubbly chatter that made Margaret wish for duct tape. A good thing the headsets provided allowed her some relief from the talking.

      As the helicopter slipped between two mountain peaks, she was struck anew at the stark beauty of the location. The Rockies were a wild and untamed place for the most part. Sure, there were a few scattered towns, small settlements with limited populations. But they at least had roads and stores to reach them.

      The clinic didn’t.

      It worried her a little that she wouldn’t be able to leave. There was no calling a cab if things sucked. No ordering in pizza or hitting a movie or even a bar for alcoholic relaxation. The clinic would be her everything for the next little while. It seemed crazy when she thought too long about it. She kept reminding herself it was only for six months.

      Despite all the paperwork and questions she’d answered, Margaret still had no idea what to expect. Just an assurance that all her needs would be met. Given the lack of information on the internet about the Chimaeram Clinic, and given the security around it, she assumed it was some kind of government-run, top-secret facility. Which made it rather exciting. Perhaps she’d be witness to a great stride in medical science. Or perhaps it was some kind of rehab center for the rich. She might meet a movie star!

      The helicopter swooped into a valley formed by towering peaks, the tops of them white with snow, and yet as they dipped, the frigid temperatures and barren rock changed to lush green with flourishing trees, their tops tall and bushy, with occasional open patches filled with bushes and long grass.

      The helicopter swept past the woods into a massive clearing, obviously regularly mown given the scrub on the ground remained low and there wasn’t a single sapling to be seen.

      The uneven terrain turned into a field of green that appeared to be grass with a dirt track ringing it. Man-made for sure.

      A poke in her arm had her turning to see her companion gesturing, her lips moving.

      Margaret frowned. Becky grinned and tapped her window.

      Craning to peek via the window opposite her, Margaret noticed the crystal-clear waters of a lake with moving shapes. Fish that darted erratically as the shadow of the helicopter darkened their habitat and stirred up waves. On the other side of the lake, a concrete pad with a giant X for landing awaited. Farther beyond, a squat building of only two stories ringed by concrete, a few all-terrain vehicles parked next to it.

      The chopper alighted with only a slight jolt, and while her companion immediately unbuckled, Margaret waited for the pilot to speak through their headset. “You may disembark.”

      Only then did she remove the earpieces that protected her from the sound of the blades and unclip her harness. The door popped open, and Becky hopped out with no fear or regard for the still spinning blades. The fact they were well overhead didn’t reassure. Margaret kept a wary eye on the moving metal as she emerged more slowly, the tube rails providing steps down to the ground.

      Now what? As Margaret stood there, hugging herself, noticing the chilly bite of wind, she felt some trepidation. This place was literally in the middle of nowhere. No roads. No power lines. A single building, surely not large enough to do everything it promised.

      What had she gotten herself into?

      The pilot emerged on the opposite side of the chopper, and she heard thumping as he removed their baggage. She clutched her purse tight, only partially comforted by the cell phone inside. It wouldn’t have any signal, and yet she couldn’t leave it behind.

      A vehicle zipped toward them, similar to a golf cart but with a more rugged appearance and painted black.

      The driver appeared very soldier-like with his dark uniform, shaded sunglasses, and granite countenance. When he exited the vehicle, she noted the gun holstered by his side.

      It didn’t help her anxiety. Why did he need a gun?

      What did ease her somewhat was the man in the suit accompanying the guard. The same man who’d interviewed her a few weeks ago. Mr. Lowry, company lawyer and the one lugging around several inches of paperwork for hiring new staff.

      “Miss Henley and Miss Frederickson. Delighted to see you again and so glad you chose to join our establishment.

      “As if I’d say no,” Becky gushed with enthusiasm. “This place is just gorgeous.

      Margaret remained more reserved. A woman in her thirties shouldn’t be bouncing around like a sugar-intoxicated child. “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Lowry.” In his late forties, possibly even his fifties, Lowry was tall, trim, and wore his white hair in a short cut that gave him a scholarly appearance when matched with his small round glasses.

      “I trust the trip in was uneventful.”

      “Epic ride,” Becky enthused, her red hair bouncing in time to the syllables. “The air up here is so crisp and fresh.”

      “Brisk too,” he advised. “I do hope you both brought sweaters.”

      Along with a warm winter coat, boots, gloves, hat, and even a scarf. Margaret’s tenure here would end mid-February, so she came prepared.

      “I’m sure I’ll find a way to keep warm.” Becky giggled.

      It took effort not to roll her eyes. Margaret had heard enough chatter before boarding the helicopter to realize Becky was the type who thrived on fraternization.

      “If you ladies will accompany me, I’ll show you the facility and your quarters.”

      They climbed into the utility vehicle and sped off toward the only building in sight. A building that better have magical properties when it came to parsing out space given what it supposedly held. Cafeteria, lounge with pool table and televisions for viewing and others for gaming. Suites with private bathrooms. That was just for the staff. Then there were the actual patients themselves.

      As if sensing her question, Lowry pointed. “Don’t let this building fool you. Most of our facility is underground in order to preserve the natural beauty of this place. We were fortunate that we found a series of interlinked caverns that provided a controlled temperature environment.”

      “We’ll be living in caves?” Margaret’s nose wrinkled. She was a person who thrived on daylight.

      “Caves only in the basest of terms. I assure you the accommodations are spacious and well appointed.”

      “With no windows?” Or escape. What if there was a fire?

      “Unfortunately, no, however on your off time you are more than welcome to roam the grounds. While we don’t recommend swimming in the lake, given the frigid temperature caused by the ice melt, there is an outdoor track if you like to run and an area set up with picnic tables if you wish to take some meals outside.”

      “What about the woods? Any trails? I am a huge bird watcher,” Becky remarked. “I brought my camera to see if I could add to my montage.” A surprising hobby given what Margaret knew of her thus far.

      “We don’t recommend entering them given the ease with which you can get lost. You might also want to restrict your outdoor time to daylight hours.”

      “Why can’t we pop out at night?” Margaret asked.

      “What she said,” Becky added. “I totally want to check the stars. Can we see the Northern Lights from here?”

      “Again, it’s not recommended, as it is more difficult to protect you at night.”

      “Protect us from what?” asked Margaret.

      “Wild animals, of course.” Lowry partially turned to reply over his shoulder. “Given this location is too remote for most hunters, the natural predators are plentiful. Wolves. Bears. Mountain cats can be dangerous as well.” Lowry gestured in the distance.

      “They attack people?” It surprised her. Then again, as a city girl, she’d not ever done much with nature.

      “This valley is a bit of locked-in ecosystem, so their menu choices are limited. We keep a lookout posted to watch for any that might stray close to the clinic.” Lowry pointed to a man on the rooftop of the building.

      “Why not cull them if they’re dangerous?” Becky asked with blithe ignorance.

      Lowry shot her a sharp look. “We don’t kill things around here unless there is no other choice.”

      “Yet your driver is armed with a gun.”

      “Which is loaded with tranquilizers. Not bullets. Man or beast, our clinic is a place for healing.”

      Now that they were actually here, Margaret felt comfortable asking, “Healing what and who?”

      “You’ll soon see,” was the cryptic reply as they reached the metal door into the building. Mr. Lowry held up a black card with a golden lion on it. “You’ll each receive one of these programmed to access your specific quarters, the common areas, and whatever section you’re assigned to work.”

      “You keep everything locked?” Margaret asked.

      “Given industrial espionage is a concern, and the value of the equipment, we feel it is best if we remove temptation.”

      Margaret didn’t point out the fact there was no way to sell information or equipment. Not to mention, she had no interest in snooping. She was here to work and earn a living the honest way.

      Lowry ran his access card over a plain black panel. There was a click, and he opened the door. “Ladies.” He gestured for them to precede him.

      Becky went first with Margaret following, frowning as she noted the square antechamber with its plain gray walls and another door ahead of them. There were ventilation grills in the ceiling and on the walls close to the floor. She also spotted the iris of a camera watching.

      But no security guard to sign them in, which surprised her. Then again, who would come here and walk in unannounced?

      It took the keycard to get past the next door, and then they were in a hallway with an elevator in front of them and nothing else. Not even doors. Why have a hall? Perhaps to allow the windows at either end to spill in natural daylight?

      The elevator proved a decent size, allowing her to move to the back while Becky yapped at Lowry. “How many levels is this place?” Because there were no buttons inside. Just the use of the keycard and Lowry saying, “Habitat level.”

      “There are two floors above ground and six below,” he replied.

      “Six?” Margaret queried. “How deep are those caverns?”

      “Pretty deep,” Lowry admitted as the cabin slowed and the doors slid open. “Welcome to the first level. This is where you’ll be housed during your stay.”

      Exiting, they found themselves in a vast space. To the left, a bunch of trestle tables with benches. Empty for the moment, but the stainless-steel counters beyond them with plastic hoods showed where the buffet started. To the right, scattered couches around a massive television currently playing the latest Marvel superhero movie—still in theatres she should add, yet they were screening it in this remote place. A few people lounged watching it, the silence kind of uncanny given they all wore headsets. Only the occasional chuckle emerged as someone laughed at the antics on screen.

      Lowry noted her gaze. “Rather than create a series of closed-in spaces, we felt it easier to provide headsets to control some of the noise.” He waved to a farther screen with La-Z-Boy-type seats and more people concentrating on screens, remotes in hand. “We do our best to provide entertainment. Food as well. You’ll find our selection to be varied and excellent. Breakfast is from six a.m. until nine, lunch from eleven until two. And dinner is five to eight.”

      “What if you need a midnight snack?” Becky added. “I’m a chip-aholic myself.”

      “There are dispensing machines with snacks and beverages in the corridors where your rooms are situated. They don’t actually require any money to use, just make a selection.”

      “You seem to have thought of everything,” Margaret remarked.

      “We had to,” Lowry confided, giving them a smile. “When confining a large number of people to an area, keeping them content is paramount. It leads to less conflict. Which reminds me, while we don’t condone fraternization, we also don’t prohibit it. We are conscious that sexual needs require an outlet. But that doesn’t mean you have to say yes to anyone who asks. If someone makes unwanted advances and persists after being asked to cease, then please notify me or Mr. Dillinger, who is the human resources manager in charge of dealing with situations.”

      “How is it dealt with?” Margaret asked.

      “A first offense will receive a strongly worded warning. A second will see the offender fired and removed from the establishment.”

      Good to know they didn’t screw around and reassuring since Margaret had no intention of getting involved with anyone.

      As they strode through the room, a few sets of eyes glanced their way. Hands raised in a welcoming salute.

      Becky waved enthusiastically back. “You have a lot of hot-looking guys,” she noted with absolutely no shame.

      “Coincidence, I’m sure,” Lowry stated with a smile. “Could also be the fresh air and regular exercise we encourage from all our staff. Healthy minds start with healthy bodies.”

      Given Margaret was a jogger, she totally agreed. Nothing better than a morning run with crisp morning air filling the lungs.

      Exiting the common area, they found themselves at a literal crossroad. Lowry paused and pointed. “To the left are the male quarters. And to our right, female. It should be noted that for the comfort of others, you are restricted to your wing and cannot have guests from the other sections.”

      “What about the hanky-panky you said we could have?” Becky asked.

      A groan remained caught behind the tongue Margaret bit. Did the girl have no shame?

      Lowry didn’t seem to mind. “We have rooms set aside off the main chamber that can be used.”

      Sex rooms? Margaret couldn’t help a wrinkle of her nose. Kind of gross, however Becky beamed and clapped her hands. “Epic.”

      Figured.

      “What’s straight ahead?” Margaret asked, noticing the third hallway.

      “Nothing. The area is undeveloped.”

      A man with auburn hair and freckles against a tan—that belied the common rule of thumb regarding redheads and sun—approached in track pants and a form-fitting shirt. He gave them a nod of acknowledgement as he moved to head around them, only to halt as Lowry said, “Beckett, do you have a moment?”

      “Sure thing, boss.” The guy paused by them.

      “Do you mind showing what happens when unauthorized personnel attempt to enter the wrong wing?”

      “So long as it doesn’t get put on my record.”

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t,” Lowry promised.

      The handsome fellow stepped into the woman’s corridor, and the light overhead turned red. A female voice emerged from a speaker the ceiling saying, “Warning. Warning. You are entering a restricted area. Please exit the area immediately.”

      “They get a warning?” Margaret’s voice might have held a hint of mockery.

      “The first time. Beckett?” Lowry inclined his head, and the guy sighed.

      “Ah, boss, seriously? You know that shit sucks, right?”

      “I know, but I want to reassure these ladies that their virtue is safe while they work here. I’ll arrange for a bonus on your next check.”

      “It better be a good one,” Beckett grumbled as he stepped back into the corridor. This time while the light flashed red, there was no verbal warning. Just a buzzing sound and then the big man hit the floor.

      It took Margaret a long stare before she blinked and said to Lowry, “What just happened?”

      Becky understood. “He was zapped.” She made a buzzing sound.

      “Indeed, he was. Given we take the safety of our staff—especially the sometimes more vulnerable female members—seriously, we have measures in place to ensure the rules are followed. As you noted, a warning is only good if obeyed. We wanted something for the more stubborn rule breakers.”

      “Seems kind of drastic,” Margaret remarked. “How often do you zap your employees?”

      A faint smile curved Lowry’s lips. “Not often. Usually the infractions we see are more a result of a few too many alcoholic beverages leading people in the wrong direction than actual intent.”

      “You serve booze?” Becky exclaimed. “Sweet.”

      “Surprising, I would have said,” Margaret added. “Isn’t it usually protocol in confined populations to limit or outright prohibit alcohol?”

      “Again, this is not a prison. We want our staff to be happy and feel at home. Nothing wrong with a few beers or a glass of wine after a day’s work.” Lowry had a smooth answer for everything.

      This place sounded a little too good to be true. “Do those rules also apply to drugs?”

      “Given Canada’s stance on marijuana, we do allow its use when off duty but nothing else, as we don’t want people to be experiencing psychedelic episodes or dealing with truly addictive substances.”

      “Is there a manual we can read with all the do’s and don’ts?” Margaret planned to read up on the place.

      Whereas Becky scoffed. “I just follow one general rule. Don’t be a dick.”

      “Um…” Was there really a reply to that?

      Becky laughed. “Oh, your face, girl. It is priceless.” She snickered. “My aunt used to say it all the time.”

      “And it’s probably the most encompassing way of saying it. Don’t be a dick and you’ll be fine. ” Lowry chuckled. “Shall we continue? While we don’t have a manual per se, we do have a forum you can access that will help you find your way around.  The console to access it is in your room which is next on the tour.” He waved them ahead once more.

      Margaret let Becky skip ahead first, and when she didn’t hit the floor beside the still passed out Beckett, she followed, eyeing him as she passed.

      “Will he be okay?”

      “He’ll be fine. Someone will be along shortly to put him to bed. He’ll wake in a few hours with no ill effects.”

      A peek behind showed Lowry following them without setting off the alarm. The rule restricting entry didn’t apply to him it seemed. Who else had special dispensation?

      The hallway went for quite a distance and branched off a few times. The place was massive. It made her wonder how it got built. Did they fly in all the supplies and equipment? It must have taken years. How did no one notice? Or maybe they did but didn’t care.

      Lowry stopped in front of a white door marked W21. “This is Miss Frederickson’s room.” He handed Becky a card. “Your key.”

      “Sweet.” She slapped it on the console and popped in once the door opened. “This is huge,” she exclaimed. “And a bed big enough for two.”

      For a moment, Margaret feared they’d be roommates, but Lowry pressed a card into her hand. “You are in the next room. Take a moment to look inside.”

      The door opened onto a bigger space than expected. Large enough to handle a full-sized bed with a nightstand on one side. An oversized plush chair. Even a desk with a stool equipped with a monitor and keyboard.

      Lowry pointed. “Your connection to the outside world. We have internet access, so you can check and reply to email. There is also a hookup to the Chimaeram Clinic forum. Ask questions, make friends. Read the rules.” Said with a teasing smile.

      The fact she could use the internet surprised her. Especially given the security. “Is our usage monitored?”

      “Everything on company property is monitored; however, that is only to ensure no one is stealing secrets.”

      “So don’t expect privacy,” she murmured, yet couldn’t complain. The contract did warn they’d be supervised closely.

      “There are no cameras inside the bedrooms or bathrooms. The only things we access when employees are in the privacy of their quarters are messages sent and received.”

      Seemed fair enough. She wandered deeper into the room and felt a slight huffing breeze. She noted the grill in the ceiling and another by the bottom of the floor. So long as there was power, she wouldn’t asphyxiate. Not a good thought to have underground.

      Margaret pointed to the bed. “Fresh bedding is…”

      “Taken care for you once a week. More often if you request it. We also provide laundry services.” Lowry pointed to his left. “That is your bathroom. You’ll find basic toiletries in the cabinet under the sink. More are available via the dispensers we passed in the hall.” Which were inset into the walls and comprised of a window showing their wares and a dispensing slot at the bottom. “You can also place an order with Marsha, who is in charge of supply management. She is the first door when you enter the women’s wing. But it’s probably easier to send her a message via the terminal.” He waved to the screen.

      “What happens if there’s an emergency? A fire or something else?” Margaret did her best to not think about the fact there was no window. No easy escape.

      “The whole place is equipped with fire extinguishers.” He pointed to the ceiling. “Smoke and extreme heat will trigger them. Needless to say, no lighting any joints or cigarettes inside.”

      “I don’t smoke.”

      “Not many here do. In the case of an emergency, an alarm will sound. You’ll be asked to exit your room. Depending on the area of the problem, there are different exits. A series of light strips will activate and show you the way to go.”

      “If there’s power.”

      Again, he smiled. “You should have been part of our design team. Given the concern about that, the emergency services have two backup power sources. A generator and also solar power run off already full batteries.”

      “That is good to know.” If true. She had a hard time believing someone spent that kind of extra money and time building in multiple failsafes. “Do you have a lot of people working here?” she asked.

      To her surprise he gave an exact number. “One hundred and twenty-three at the moment.”

      Her eyes widened. “That many?”

      “A facility such as this requires more staff than you’d think.”

      Guards, too, given how many she’d noticed thus far. “How many patients does the clinic serve?”

      “That varies. Currently we have almost fifty, but that number can go as high as seventy.”

      Becky bounced into the room. “Nice digs. Where’s our stuff so we can unpack?”

      “Your luggage will be brought within the next hour while we continue our tour.” Lowry led the way back to the elevators and this time he said, “Supply level.”

      Which was pretty self-explanatory. They didn’t actually get their own supplies, but if they had to, there was a guy behind a desk who would dole it out with the proper requisition submitted.

      The next level was labs. So many labs with massive viewing windows allowing those who didn’t want to suit up and go through the decontamination process to watch.

      Levels four and five were the patient levels. Each level was divided into four wings, each wing with eight patient rooms.

      Starting in the morning, Margaret would be handling Level Four, Wing B, whereas Becky got assigned Level Four D. At least they wouldn’t be working together. Margaret might just put the talkative girl in a coma if she didn’t shut up.

      “Both wards are under capacity at the moment,” Lowry explained as he gave them a peek inside at a few.

      “Are they sleeping?” Becky asked, as it seemed every room they glanced in had a prone figure on a bed.

      “Sleeping in a sense. This is our coma unit.”

      “So everyone on this floor is in a coma?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And level five?” she asked.

      “Is for recovery.”

      “So you expect them all to wake up?”

      “That is the hope, but…” Lowry shrugged. “Not everyone reacts to treatment the same way.”

      “What kind of treatment are they getting?” Becky asked.

      At the query, Lowry smiled and shook his head. “That part is the secret. We’re working on some very advanced medicines and techniques here, which is why we ask for complete confidentiality.”

      “So long as it’s working, it doesn’t really matter what you’re doing,” Margaret murmured. Healing was the most important thing.

      “Delighted to hear you say that, Miss Henley. You’ll both begin in the morning. Tasks will be noted in the individual patient files.” Which were stored on tablets bolted to the foot of their beds.

      “What do we do if one of them wakes up?”

      Lowry turned a serious gaze on them. “If they so much as twitch, you are to notify us immediately. There is a red button. Press it and vacate the room.”

      “Shouldn’t we stick around in case they wake up with questions?” It would be scary to regain consciousness in a strange place, or so Margaret thought.

      “Patients exiting a coma can sometimes exhibit violent outbursts caused by disorientation. We do not want any of our staff injured. We have people trained to handle this.”

      As a nurse, wasn’t Margaret one of those people, though?

      Entering the elevator, Lowry said, “And that concludes the tour.”

      “I thought you said there were six levels.” Becky twirled her hair. “What’s below us?”

      “Another patient level. But there’s only one currently being held there, so you won’t have to deal with it.”

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense to have that person in one of the empty rooms on levels four and five?” Margaret asked.

      “Level six is where we keep those who are a tad more volatile during recovery.” Lowry placed his keycard on the pad and was about to speak when the elevator began to move.

      “Um, where is it taking us?” Becky asked. “Is it haunted?”

      “More like we took too long to give it a destination and someone else called it.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened, revealing a huge number six on the wall. A man in a white coat with a dark complexion stood waiting and smiled upon seeing them. “Hey Gary. We still on for that beer and watching the game tonight?”

      “You bet.” Lowry gestured for them to emerge from the elevator. “I’d like you to meet our newest nursing staff additions, Miss Frederickson and Miss Henley. This is Doctor Cerberus.”

      “The demon dog from Hell. Cool name,” Becky blurted out.

      “Thank you. I think,” the doctor replied, looking somewhat bemused. He appeared about Lowry’s age, the silver at his temples aging him despite his smooth mahogany skin.

      “Are you done with him for the day?” Lowry asked, glancing at a closed door into Wing A.

      “Quite done. He’s not cooperating at all. I’d even say it’s gotten worse.” Cerberus shook his head.

      “Shame,” Lowry remarked and might have said more except the door behind the doctor opened and a man stuck his head out. “Dr. Cerberus. Thank God you’re still here. He’s doing something weird.”

      “Weird how, Shane?” asked the doctor as he grabbed the door and opened it wide, giving them a peek of a long hall with a guard standing in it, talking into a walkie.

      Eyes shifted to Margaret and Becky. The young man fidgeted and shoved his glasses firmly on his nose. “You have to see.”

      “Where is Ivan?” asked Cerberus.

      “In the room.”

      “You left him alone?”

      “Sorry. I was trying to make sure I caught you.”

      “Dammit.” Cerberus shoved past the guy, and Lowry stepped forward, his frame keeping the door open. His bulk blocked part of the view, but peeking around his shape, Margaret saw the doctor walking quickly up the hall while the guy who fetched him ran. Shane slapped his hand by a door and wrenched it open, despite Cerberus yelling, “Stop, you idiot.”

      But the idiot didn’t listen. Shane stood in the open doorway and uttered a questioning, “Ivan?” followed by a squeak as he disappeared suddenly, hauled into the room. There was much crashing, accompanied by the sound of things breaking. The doctor yelled, “Seal the room. Don’t let him”—a body flew out and hit the wall—“breach it.”

      An alarm sounded, and the door in the hall slammed shut. Just in time given something slammed into the portal. Hard.

      Lowry barked into the watch on his wrist, “Security to level six.”

      Something hurtled against the other side of the door again and again. Despite it being made of steel, it dented in more than one spot.

      “What is happening?” Margaret asked in a soft whisper, eyes wide.

      “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      Which might have been more reassuring had numerous guards not emerged from the elevator she and Becky had abandoned. They jogged down the hall, their boots a thundering cadence to go with the alarm.

      “What are they going to do?” Margaret asked, noticing them pulling the guns by their sides.

      “Nothing to worry about, ladies. Tour is over. You can head to your quarters now.” Lowry waved them to the elevator, and Becky wasted no time getting in and slapping her card on the reader. “Habitat level,” she said as Lowry continued to watch from the hall.

      The banging continued as guards lined up in front of the door, whereas Cerberus stood midway in the hall. She caught a glimpse of the metal portal buckling and the guards raising their weapons.

      Were they seriously going to shoot a patient? The door banged open, and something hurtled into the hall. Something that was hunched and hairy and…snarling?

      Then her chance to really grasp what happened disappeared as the elevator doors slid shut.

      Becky blew out a breath. “Wow. Am I ever glad we’re working with the coma patients.”

      “I wonder what was wrong with him.”

      “Probably brain damage. If he was in a coma, then it stands to reason he had head trauma. Could have rattled his mind.” Becky swirled a finger by her temple.

      “Do you think they shot him?” Margaret gnawed at her lower lip.

      She expected Becky to laugh and make light of her comment. To her surprise, the girl took on a serious mien. “I think this place isn’t like the hospitals we’re used to.”

      That turned out to be an understatement.
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      Luke awoke strapped once more to a medical gurney. He’d yet to get used to it despite it being a common occurrence since saying yes to that prick Chimera all those years ago.

      The weight at his wrists let him know he wouldn’t be going anywhere. He pulled at the restraints with no result. After his most recent attempt to escape, the tethers were reinforced. All the better to keep him prisoner.

      Who knew when Luke agreed to get help he would end up regretting it?

      A long sigh heaved from him as he stared at the ceiling. The overhead light was set to dim, enough for those watching to see him. If he could have, he would have flipped them the bird or grabbed his junk and made a kissing noise. Riling his captors was the only enjoyment he got these days. It bugged him to no end that they constantly watched. Took notes. Judged. And mocked.

      Mocked his attempts to escape. Made fun of his status.

      About the only thing they couldn’t make fun of was his cock size. But a big dick was only a prize when it could be used. His had been gathering dust for a while.

      He closed his eyes against the dim lighting. How he missed pure dark. The kind that enveloped you like a blanket and hid the ugliness of the world. Such an ugly, ugly world.

      In direct contrast, he also missed sunlight. He’d not earned the right to go outside like some of the other patients. Luke wasn’t a good boy.

      “How many times will it take before you realize we’re only trying to help you?” The voice emerged from a speaker, as if Dr. Sphinx would deign to be in the same room. Not since the incident.

      “Speaking of help, how is your arm?” Luke broke it when the man thought him unconscious and tried to inject him with some new kind of poison.

      “This kind of attitude is why you spend more time asleep than awake,” Sphinx chided.

      “Ass-kissing was never my forte.”

      “We simply ask that you respect basic rules.”

      “How about respecting my right to live free instead of as some kind of guinea pig in your lab?”

      “We saved your life.”

      The clinic had. Yet that didn’t mean they owned it. Especially since the doctors weren’t content with just healing. They’d healed him many treatments ago. Now…

      Now they were playing God.

      “Let me go.”

      “You know we can’t do that. You know too much, Luke. Our fault, we should have been more careful around you.” But they weren’t. He’d heard everything. Even pretended for a while that he was on their side. Part of their team. Hell, he actually was for a bit until he truly grasped their depravity.

      “I won’t tell anyone about your illegal experiments.” Who would believe him? And if he showed them proof? He’d end up strapped to another bed. Or dead with a bullet in his brain.

      “You can’t leave. Not yet. You’re not ready. And we’re within our rights to keep you until we deem you fit for society. You signed the papers.”

      Because Chimera had fooled him. “I never agreed to this.” He strained at the straps. Never agreed to being a prisoner for years with his only crime wanting to be whole again.

      “If you controlled your temper—”

      Luke roared, the sound more beast than man. “I didn’t have a problem with my temper until you made me a monster.” Not entirely true, then again, the truth wasn’t something they cared about much around here.

      “You will remain restrained until we trust that you can behave yourself.”

      That day would never come. Especially since he couldn’t fake it. Luke hated Sphinx with a passion. The so-called doctor thought himself above laws and played God with people’s lives.

      Some days Luke wondered if he’d have been better dying that day in the desert or resigning himself to a life in a wheelchair. At least then he would have his freedom—and pizza. How he fucking missed pizza.

      “One day I will kill you.” It was the one thing that kept him going.

      “More like one day you will get on your knees to thank me for making you better than you were.”

      Highly unlikely. “So what’s on the agenda today? Gonna suck me dry of blood? Stick needles in my bones?” To draw out his marrow. “Is it hamster treadmill day?” As they tested his stamina and monitored his vitals.

      “Given your escapade yesterday? Today you get to do nothing. Same tomorrow. As a matter of fact, I don’t foresee needing you the rest of this week. Enjoy the bed rest.”

      The asshole planned to leave him tied to the bed for a week?

      The very idea slipped past his nonchalant shield. “You can’t do this.”

      “I can and will. Enjoy the break. I know I will.”

      “Let me go.” He strained against his tethers.

      “No. I think it’s time you understood what it means to truly be a prisoner. With no freedom at all. I’ve been nice up to now. But you…” Dr. Sphinx sighed. “You just can’t behave yourself. So let this be a lesson that your life can be much, much worse.”

      “Asshole. You can’t do this,” Luke yelled. “I’ll tell Chimera you’re mistreating his star patient.”

      “Chimera won’t do a thing. And neither will your precious Dr. Cerberus. He’s gone, for a few weeks at least. Off securing investors and wowing them with our progress.”

      Not good news. At least Cerberus respected the lives of his patients. To Sphinx, Luke and the others like him were just test subjects. He really didn’t care if they lived or died. Or in this case went insane.

      “You can’t leave me tied up.” The panic in him built. A beast inside his chest, pushing to get out.

      “I can. I will. Think about your behavior. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      “Bastard,” he yelled. He struggled, but it changed nothing. Sphinx kept his word. No one came to release him.

      Not that day.

      Or the next.

      As time passed, hour upon hour, he began to struggle in earnest. Yanking at the straps, cursing, foaming. The rage filling him with bloody thoughts.

      The primal need to escape filled him, and he bucked as he roared. And kept roaring, hearing the satisfying sound of metal bending.

      Yes. Just a little more. The adrenaline made him strong. The bars on his bed groaned louder.

      The hiss of gas couldn’t be ignored, and his lungs filled with the noxious cloud. The drug knocked him out. He awoke strapped to a new bed with even tougher restraints he discovered as he fought to free himself.

      The cycle repeated itself, with the only change being the IVs in his body feeding him, draining waste. Making him into nothing.

      Less than nothing.

      He felt even more invalid now than after his injury.

      Which was why he stopped fighting. Stopped everything.

      Caring.

      Surviving.

      He let his body shut down.

      Let it end.

      Set me free.
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      Almost a month here and Margaret was no closer to figuring this place out. While Chimaeram made a specific request to hire nurses, she soon realized they could have employed just about anybody, given she’d not done anything truly medical thus far apart from drawing blood and oral swabs.

      The ward she’d been assigned contained eight rooms but only six patients. All in a coma. Four men and two women. Her job? Drawing blood once in the morning then again at night. Ensuring their feeding tubes remained unclogged, their hydrating saline drips remained full. Massaging their bodies to keep their muscles from atrophying. And flipping them to prevent bedsores.

      Then there was the less pleasant aspect of changing their bodily waste bags. Bathing them was done with an averted gaze because it felt wrong to denude someone and wash them without permission.

      Given their comatose state, she had difficulty understanding why these men and women were kept in separate rooms instead of a ward. It would have made more sense. Then there was the question of, how did their families visit them? In all the time she’d been here, not one had received a visitor. It seemed odd to say the least.

      Also odd was the cause of the deep sleep. The patient files she was given access to didn’t mention any accidents or give a viral excuse—nor did it provide names, instead assigning the patients identification numbers. How impersonal.

      While a few in her care had the lingering remains of scarring from an injury, two of them didn’t have any kind of marks. So why did they sleep?

      Was it even a natural slumber?

      These questions led to her wonder what was in the third IV. The one she wasn’t supposed to touch. Yet it intrigued her, especially given the liquid in the clear tube and bag changed color from room to room. A pale glowing green for Patient RP351. Pink for the female patient SC129. Two variations of blue for the next two guys, red for the fourth fellow, and then a black fluid for the last woman.

      What kind of medicine did these patients receive? Was it even legal?

      She wondered and yet didn’t dare ask. Her contract specifically stated no discussing her employment or what she saw, not even with other staff.

      Becky didn’t let the warning deter her. When she joined Margaret outside for one of their rare matching breaks, she tried to talk shop. “I lost one of my patients overnight.”

      “I’m sorry. That must be hard.”

      The other woman waved a hand. “I don’t mean he died, silly. At least I don’t think he did. But JR”—the name she’d assigned the big, burly dude with short-cropped hair—“was gone when I went in this morning.”

      “Perhaps he recovered and was moved to another wing.”

      Becky shrugged. “Could be. Although I asked some of the nurses on level five and they said they hadn’t gotten anyone new.”

      “Then maybe he was on the helicopter that left last night.” Margaret really wished Becky would stop talking about it. It wasn’t any of their business. She’d signed a contract. She had the balance with four zeroes in her bank account to protect.

      “Maybe he left. It is super weird, though. You’d think they’d put him in recovery. You know, to make sure he doesn’t lapse.”

      “I didn’t think coma patients lapsed.”

      Becky shrugged. “No idea. These are my first. You haven’t lost any of yours yet, have you?”

      Margaret shook her head. “Nope.” Not a twitch from any of them. At times it felt like she cared for corpses.

      “Janey says they’ve been prepping her two empty rooms. She thinks she’s getting some new ones.”

      From where? How did Chimaeram select its patients? “I think it’s good they’re filling the empty beds. I can tell you right now, most coma wards don’t get the personalized care these guys get.”

      “True, but still, I’ve got to wonder.” Becky leaned close and whispered in a voice that nonetheless carried, “What do you think they’re pumping them with?”

      Rather than speculate, Margaret shrugged. “None of my business.”

      “I think it’s experimental shit.”

      Margaret thought so, too, but she ate her sandwich rather than agree.

      “And I don’t think their comas were caused by an accident.”

      “Some were.” No denying patient DG41 bore scars, some on his face and many more on his body. Although those scars had faded since her arrival. Perhaps the fluid in the IV acted as a super-healing agent.

      “Yeah, I’ll give you a couple look like they did a few rounds with a meat grinder, but Pixie Girl, she is like perfect. Not a single mark on her. I swear, she’s like a sleeping beauty waiting for true love’s kiss.” Becky puckered up and made smooching noises.

      “Don’t do it.”

      “I won’t. I’m not that desperate.” Becky rolled her eyes. “But she is hot.”

      “I should get back to work.” Margaret gathered her things.

      “I’m going to pop in and check on Larry. He was sweating earlier. Then I want to grab a nap before my next shift starts.” She wrinkled her nose. “Still don’t get why they need so much care. It’s not like they’re going anywhere.”

      Margaret didn’t understand either, but the job was easy enough, if boring. Becky waved as she skipped off. Margaret spent the fifteen minutes she had left face turned to the sun. She wasn’t in any hurry to return underground.

      Eventually her break ended, and she had to go back to work. She disposed of her trash on her way back in and made her way to level four, her key card giving her access through the various locked doors until she reached the one for her ward. A press of her card against the reader didn’t activate the lock. She tugged on the handle anyhow. The door refused to open. She frowned.

      Slapped the card again. And again. When it continued to refuse to work, she pressed a button beside a speaker.

      The intercom hissed with static. “State your name and issue.”

      “Hi, this is Nurse Henley. My card’s not working. I can’t get into my ward.”

      “One moment please.” The static cut off, and she waited as he checked on his end. This had happened once before. The magnetic stripe on her card failed, a problem which was easily fixed.

      The speaker crackled. “Ward Four, all sections are off-limits until further notice.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s classified.”

      Classified? What kind of answer was that? “Have I been reassigned elsewhere?” Or was she being sent home? That would suck. The job might bore her to tears, but it paid really well.

      “Hold on while I check.”

      It took several minutes before the voice returned. “You’re being assigned a new patient. Level six. Ward B, room six oh two.”

      Level six? That was where the patient supposedly woke up and went crazy. Crazy enough to smash open a door.

      Fear dried her mouth, but curiosity found the words needed. “When do I start?”

      “Now.”

      She wondered if the other nurses on this floor, including Becky, had been reassigned elsewhere. Taking the elevator down, she felt some trepidation as it jolted to a stop and the doors slid open. The last time she’d been here, someone had gone nuts. Nuts enough the guards that usually just stood around had gathered.

      With guns.

      The reminder she didn’t hear them fire only partially reassured. Would she have to worry about another patient going crazy? Was it an isolated instance? Lowry himself said level six was for the more dangerous elements.

      Kind of scary. However, dealing with erratic patients wasn’t a new thing for her. Time in the ER had brought in more than a few people spaced out on drugs. And if things got a little out of control…then she would scream loud enough to bring some guards.

      Her pep talk only partially worked. Exiting the elevator, she was faced with a few locked doors. The B Ward was to her left, not straight ahead where the crazy guy was kept.

      The key card worked on the access pad, and the heavy door opened.  The hallway only had two doors, and want to guess which one had the guard stationed outside it?

      She paused, staring at the number painted on the concrete wall.

      “Ma’am, can I help you?” The guard put his hand on his weapon and positioned himself in front of the door.

      “I was told to come to room six oh two and provide care for the patient inside.”

      “Card please.” He held out his hand, and she unclipped it from her white blouse, handing it to him.

      He scanned it against a portable tablet and perused the screen before handing it back. “You are cleared to proceed. If the patient shows any signs of movement, please exit the room immediately.”

      Not exactly the most reassuring thing to hear. “Is he sleeping?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that, ma’am.”

      She turned before rolling her eyes. Idiot. As if telling her whether the guy was awake or not was some kind of secret. She placed her card against the access panel. The snick of the lock disengaging, numerous locks she might add, didn’t help the trepidation.

      The soldier held himself across from the door, tense, hand still on his gun.

      Really, really not reassuring.

      Still, she’d not heard of any of the nurses being injured since her arrival. Two had left, but that was normal given they were only here on limited time contracts.

      Holding on to her fear, she entered the room. The dimly lit room. Different than the coma patient rooms on Ward Four where the lights remained on at all times.

      She reached for the dimmer switch by the door, increasing the brightness until she could see. Plain gray walls made of almost seamless concrete, unlike the plaster on the other levels. Equipment lined them, some with blinking lights, all of them humming. The floor was more concrete with a drain to the side. Strange since she’d not seen the like elsewhere. Then again, as the lowermost floor, perhaps it was necessary for flooding issues.

      Not exactly a great thought to have so far underground.

      While the concrete space proved different, there were similarities to her previous ward. The IV poles standing in a corner, unused. Only a pair. The third that usually hung with a colored bag of fluid appeared to be missing.

      She took in all those details before looking at the patient himself, a rather large man strapped to a bed.

      Approaching, she took note of his handsome appearance. Hair a golden brown and thick. His face bearing stubble. His lashes long and hitting his cheeks as he slept.

      Unlike the patients upstairs, there were no IVs marring the skin of his arms. Not even one for hydration. Obviously not in a coma, which explained the guard outside. Was he the same one who went crazy the day she arrived?

      Did it matter? A patient was a patient.

      She cleared her throat. “Excuse me.”

      No movement.

      She placed her hand on his skin, felt the feverish heat of it and recoiled.

      Not a single change in the cadence of his breathing. Yet…every hair on her body lifted.

      She reached out again and shook his arm. “Excuse me, I don’t mean to wake you, but I’m here to take some vitals.”

      While there was no reply, she could have sworn he listened. Which was crazy. Why would he fake sleep? And why did she see cuffs around his wrists?

      She noted the metal link going over both wrists. A flip of the sheet by his feet showed his ankles similarly tethered.

      Very curious. While restraints were sometimes used in hospitals, it was only as a last resort.

      “What did you do to deserve this?” she murmured aloud.

      She moved to the tablet inset on the foot of his bed. A tap of the screen drew up the basics. His name was missing, no surprise. The ID given was WF007. Like the other charts, it didn’t list any medical condition. No treatment. Nothing. Just instructions on his care.

      First item on the list: drawing samples. Easy enough. She rolled over a trolley tray with all the needed items ready for her use. The only problem was the empty box of gloves.

      A search of the cabinets didn’t reveal any other boxes. She eyed the door. Would the guard fetch her some if she asked?

      She poked her head out the door and stared wide eyed at the gun pointing at her face. “Eep.”

      “Sorry, ma’am. You’re supposed to give warning before exiting the room.”

      “I didn’t know that. I’ll remember for next time.” Because she didn’t want to soil herself by accident if the trigger-happy guard did it again.

      “Are you done?” he asked.

      “No. I need gloves. Can I grab some from another room?”

      “Sorry, ma’am. You’re only authorized for entry into this one.”

      “Can you get me some?”

      “I am not allowed to leave my post.”

      She held in a sigh. “Then what are you allowed to do? I’m supposed to wear them.”

      “I will put in a call and see if Supply can send some down.”

      Which was obviously the best she was going to get.

      Returning to the room, she eyed her patient’s prone body. She didn’t really need gloves to draw blood. So long as she didn’t get any of his blood in an open wound, she would avoid contamination. Since her hands were injury free, she quickly set the tourniquet over his upper arm, noticing the thick muscle. Thicker than expected given his coma.

      Perhaps he was more recently afflicted, and his muscles hadn’t had time to atrophy.

      The blood filled the tubes, a dark red, thick and sluggish. She unwound the rubber band around his arm and got her quota. When she withdrew the needle, she had the cotton ball ready. But he didn’t bleed. She couldn’t even see the hole the needle left behind.

      “Guess you don’t need a Band-Aid.” She left his side and placed the vials of blood in a refrigerated compartment on the wall. The moment the door closed, she heard a whirring sound. Curious, she pulled at the door and gaped at the empty spot where she’d put the samples.

      “Well, that saves running them around to the lab,” she muttered.

      Next on her list, blood pressure, which was low, probably on account he slept. Listening to his heart, which beat strong and slow, she noted all the numbers on the tablet, entering them in along with the time.

      With all the vitals handled, it was time to bathe him. She prepared a warm basin of water and grabbed a cloth from the cupboard. She hesitated beside it because she’d yet to receive the gloves she’d asked for.

      Would someone be arriving with them soon? Should she ask the guard again?

      Or should she just get the bathing over with? Bathing and a massage were the last things she needed to do before punching out.

      It wouldn’t kill her to use her bare hands. The patient obviously didn’t have anything contagious, or she wouldn’t be allowed in the room.

      Still, there was something intimate about taking a damp cloth and running it over his bare skin. The facecloth covering her hand should have been a barrier, and yet she was acutely aware of him. Aware of his body. His very attractive body.

      She averted her gaze and washed blind, running the cloth over the many ridges of his stomach. Rinsed it and then started again on a new section. With his upper body clean, she had to start on the lower half. She placed the sheet over his torso so that he wouldn’t catch a chill and then commenced on his legs. Moved up to the thighs.

      Last, the groin. She averted her gaze as she moved the sheet high enough for her to wash him. She swirled the cloth around his penis, a penis that was rather sizeable,, she noted, despite it being dormant. She scrubbed over his sac and, in the process, ended up with his shaft flopping onto her hand.

      Direct skin contact. With a strange, sleeping man’s penis! But that wasn’t the worst part.

      It can’t be…

      She glanced over to see his shaft inflating, getting bigger and bigger. Her eyes got wider in equal measure.

      But it was the, “Go ahead and touch it again,” that had her squeaking.

      “You’re awake!”
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      Luke had actually been awake for a while, but feigned sleep. No point in letting the doctors know he was metabolizing the drugs quicker than expected. Fuckers would increase his dose, otherwise.

      From the moment the nurse entered, he’d discerned she was new. Easily noticeable in the hesitation in her movements, a gentleness that wasn’t present with those who’d been around for a while.

      He’d hoped she would ignore instructions and undo one of his restraints, but she did her job without even loosening them. A shame. Not that one free arm would help him much. His last attempt to escape he’d only made it to the hall before the tranquilizer darts dropped him.

      The good news was the drugs took longer to act. That was the problem when you used them too often; the body got used to them. He’d managed to take down a few of the guards before they pumped enough of the stuff into his veins to make him face plant.

      He’d yet to see himself in a mirror and catalogue the damage to his nose. He remembered hearing it crunch as he fell. He could breathe just fine, though. Perhaps they’d set it while he was out. Not that the doctors cared how he looked. Luke was no longer their poster boy for what the treatment could do.

      Once upon a time he would have shouted their praises from the mountaintops. Now he wanted to paint the snow on those peaks with their blood.

      Did they know just how violent his thoughts had become? Was this why they sent fresh meat to care for him? Send in the lamb to see if he would slaughter.

      Or did they really not realize he was awake? Possible because Luke faked sleep well. Modulating his heart rate, his breathing. Even managing to not flinch when a penlight was shone in his eyes.

      Usually he ignored those puttering around him. However, something about the new nurse drew him. Intrigued him.

      She smelled nice. Very nice. Certainly nicer than those fucking doctors. Especially Sphinx who always had to have a cigarette before coming to see him. Gag me with a spoon. He hated fucking stale nicotine smoke.

      Sphinx would be the only one he wouldn’t take a bite of when he escaped. He’d never get the taste off his tongue. With that asshole, he’d use his bare hands. Squeeze the life out of him. Watch as his eyes went blank.

      Goals.

      Goals he’d given up on since his decision to let it all go.

      If only that didn’t feel like the cowardly route. Giving up wasn’t easy. He wanted to fight. He had been fighting, but eventually Luke had to admit there was no escape. No way out of this nightmare he’d signed up for.

      “Sorry if this is cold.”

      What? He almost opened his eyes to ask her what she meant, only to feel the wet swipe of a cloth by his neck where it met his shoulder. It slid down his arm, in between his fingers, then disappeared. He heard the slosh of water as she rinsed the cloth then tackled the other shoulder and arm.

      Usually being helpless and washed like a child bothered him. More than one nurse had gotten growled at and scared off. But there was a certain sensuality to having her do it. The slow drag of cloth over skin, the fleeting touch of her flesh.

      A touch that affected him more than it should have.

      He controlled himself, though, even as each stroke of the wet cloth titillated. However, he wasn’t about to get a boner for a woman who could be a hundred years old for all he knew.

      Except, he had a feeling she was young. Not super young, but nubile enough to make a man have thoughts. Thoughts that would lead nowhere. When was the last time he’d had sex?

      Certainly not since he’d been taken prisoner—the second time. Once he caught on to what was happening, he’d rebelled and lost all privileges, including that of pussy.

      He’d lost track of how many days, weeks, months, or was it now years since that happened. Couldn’t even remember the last time he jacked one off. The funny part was the doctors in this place asked for samples. More like demanded. Even offered him a woman if he didn’t want to use his hand.

      He wasn’t about to give them anything, especially not his seed. The fact they might have milked him while he slept bothered. He could only hope the act of taking it by medical means rendered it useless.

      Which made him wonder, was this part of a new plan? Send in a fresh nurse, one with a gentle touch. Who smelled good. Who conveniently had no gloves to use.

      It shouldn’t have mattered. He’d been touched and prodded so much that he’d learned to control every reaction. It was the only way to defy them.

      Yet, his control failed him today. Her bare skin touching him ignited his blood, and when her flesh came in contact with his cock? His body reacted. He got hard. He got vulgar. Touch me again, indeed. No wonder the nurse with her perky little cap eyed him as if he’d said something dirty. Because he totally had.

      And now that he’d seen her, he kind of wished she’d come back over with that cloth and continue. She was young. Late twenties, maybe early thirties, with a trim figure, clear skin, and dark hair pulled back from her face. She wore the usual company uniform consisting of a white blouse, dark slacks, and a white cap on her head replete with a red cross. A strange uniform choice that served no real purpose, and yet all the nurses wore them.

      Just like all the guards wore black combat outfits and carried guns.

      It made him wonder why the villains in charge of the operation didn’t sport little mustaches that they twirled when making up their devious plots. Alas, the bad guys in his life story were clean cut, intelligent, and well dressed, which, in some respects, made it worse.

      “You’re awake,” she repeated, still staring at him with the biggest brownest eyes.

      “Your power of observation is astounding,” was his sarcastic reply.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “Awhile.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Didn’t want to miss the show. Don’t mind me. Go ahead and finish the job.” He jerked his hips—the only thing he could move—this time being intentionally crude in the hopes she’d leave and his body could calm down. Because his erection wasn’t getting any smaller. On the contrary, the more he inhaled her scent, the more he looked upon her, the hornier he got.

      Rather than stomp off, railing about sexual harassment, she slapped him with the washcloth.

      A wet cloth snapped onto his dick and balls.

      He might have let out an unmanly yodel. “Jeezus, lady, what the fuck?”

      “I thought you wanted me touching you,” she said a tad too sweetly. “Too rough? So sorry. Now that I’m done cleaning your ball sac, let me finish by wiping your face.” She brought the cloth close to his mouth, and he yelled.

      “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      “Or what? According to my epic powers of observation you’re in no position to do a damned thing.”

      He glared. “You’re mean.” And adorable at the same time given she didn’t cower. If she only knew who she teased. What he was capable of. She’d run screaming from the room.

      “I’m mean?” she choked the query out. “You’re the one asking for a hand job. I’m a nurse, not a prostitute.”

      “Sexual healing is as important as the rest.” He just couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Abstinence strengthens the body for healing. Obviously, you need to regain your strength, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m here because of some sick fuck—"

      “Nurse Henley,” a speaker crackled. “Your duties are done for the day. Please exit the room.”

      “What the heck?” She stared at the ceiling. “Is someone watching?”

      “They’re always watching,” Luke muttered.

      “I wasn’t quite done with the patient.” Spoken aloud even as she walked over to the sink to rinse her hands.

      The disembodied voice replied, “Someone else will see to the patient. Please exit the room and proceed to the first level. You are to see Doctor Chimera in his office.”

      “How’s it going, Sphincter?” Luke deliberately mispronounced the name. One of his many ways to needle the doctor who spied yet again.

      “Ready for your next nap already? That can be arranged,” was the ominous threat.

      The nurse caught the exchange and frowned as she dried her hands. “Are you sure—”

      Sphinx cut her off. “Now, Miss Henley.” The microphone cut out, and yet Luke knew someone still listened. They always listened.

      He wanted to tell her, Don’t go. Having her near was a pleasure he didn’t understand. It also posed a danger. “Listen, you seem like a nice lady. So I’m going to give you a friendly piece of advice. You need to go. Run. As far and fast away from this place as you can.”

      “Why?”

      He sealed his lips. Was it fair to burden this woman with the secrets he knew? Secrets that might kill her?

      “Just trust me when I say you need to get out of here.” Before it was too late.

      The door opened, and the guard stepped inside. “Ma’am, I have orders to ensure you vacate the room.” The guard’s hand sat on the grip of his weapon. So afraid, even though Luke was all tied up. It brought a smile to his lips.

      Nice to know my reputation lingers.

      She noticed the wariness in the guard and yet didn’t run from the room. Brave and foolish all at once.

      “A second, please, while I toss this out.” She turned and took the paper towel she’d used to dry her hands to the waste receptacle, the stiff silence in the room fraught with restrained violence. And not just from the guard.

      He didn’t like the way the fellow eyed her then smirked at Luke. His lip curled into a snarl that practically dared the guy.

      The nurse didn’t glance at him, not once as she scurried from the room.

      Good riddance.

      He didn’t need the complication.

      Problem was he forgot nothing he ever did was unseen. Every move he made. Every word he spoke…Every erection. Catalogued.

      Sphinx returned to chat the moment the door slammed shut. “I see you’ve been fooling us with your extended naps. It must be time to increase your dose again.”

      “Suck my dick.” The mature thing to say when a prisoner of mad scientists.

      “Me? Wouldn’t you rather Nurse Henley put her lips on you? You showed quite the interest in her.”

      He inadvertently had and now pretended it meant nothing. “She’s a woman. I’m a man. It happens.”

      “It’s never happened before.”

      True, and Luke still didn’t understand why it happened now. “I got a boner. Big fucking deal.”

      “It is as a matter of fact.”

      “Won’t happen again. I can promise you that.” The nurse took him by surprise. He’d be better prepared next time. If there was a next time. He found it interesting the way they yanked her so quickly. And sending her to Chimera? Had she done something she shouldn’t have?

      Like wake the sleeping beast…

      “You still haven’t learned, have you?” The doctor’s voice dropped low. “We are giving you a chance here, a chance to become something bigger and better.”

      “I’m your guinea pig and prisoner. What does being agreeable get me? More needles? Gee, sign me the fuck up.”

      “Those who toe the line get privileges.”

      “You mean those who shove their nose up your ass get to go outside on a leash.” He sneered. “Been there. Done that.” And those small tastes of freedom proved even more cruel than the restraints.

      “The leash is for those who still have an urge to run. If you would prove yourself loyal—”

      “Won’t happen, asshole. Chimera lied to me. You used me. Abused me. And now you want me to agree to more of your bullshit? I’d rather die.” Luke thought about it. A lot. What was the point of living?

      A pair of glinting eyes and sassy lips suddenly came to mind.

      He closed his mind against them. There was no hope for him. No chance even if he broke these chains. Sphinx and his doctor pals had made sure of that. He could never have a normal life.

      Never be with a woman. Would never dare.

      Which was why he wanted to die. Why he’d willed his body to reject everything they tried to inject him with. Drugs. Food. Water. His body said no to them all.

      Despite his intrigue with the nurse, he wouldn’t be swayed from his course. He took charge of the only thing he could control.

      His demise.

      Sphinx uttered a disdainful chuckle. “Die? Such melodrama. You won’t die. We won’t let you.”

      “Let?” Luke snorted. “You don’t control me.”

      “Yet. We’ve just got to find the right combination. Now say good night, Luke. I’m tripling your dose.”

      For once, he didn’t want to sleep. Didn’t want to succumb. He needed to stay awake to stop them from doing things that kept him alive.

      Closing his eyes, he drew from deep within and struggled. Roared. Bucked. Rampaged like a beast, to no avail. The hiss of gas filled the room, and sweet oblivion took him.
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      The guard didn’t leave Margaret’s side until he’d seen her to the elevator. Even then, he told the computer which floor and waited for the doors to close.

      Such caution in escorting her away from the man in 602. Who was he? Certainly not a coma patient. Nor did she see any sign of injury. So why did the clinic have him? The restraints obviously meant they thought him dangerous. To himself or others?

      With his sarcastic manner, she tended to think the latter.  He had too much arrogance to harm himself.

      Which again begged the question, what were they treating him for? While she’d bathed him, she’d not paid close attention to his body, but the parts she’d seen appeared unblemished. Perfect.

      Sexy.

      Such an inappropriate thought to have about a patient. Especially one with problems.

      What was wrong with him? Doubtful she’d find out. Getting called into Doctor Chimera’s office—the man who’d founded the Chimaeram clinic—couldn’t bode well. Given she’d never met him, she wondered if she was about to get fired, which was totally unfair. She’d not done anything wrong. Mostly.

      I did intentionally snap him with the damp cloth.

      Then again, the patient started it with his rudeness. Asking her to take care of his erection. He totally deserved what he got.

      However, her actions might have crossed a line. She should have walked away rather than let her temper get the best of her. What did it say about her that she abused a man who couldn’t protect himself?

      She’d soon find out. Obviously, someone watching reported her actions, and now she’d probably be told to leave. The very idea made her stomach sink. She’d never been reprimanded before, let alone fired.

      The elevator stopped at the first floor above ground, spilling her into the long hallway that Margaret used to think went nowhere. Wrong.

      The doors to the offices of those highly positioned in the clinic were simply well hidden, blending seamlessly into the wall. She wouldn’t have even known where to go if the opening hadn’t suddenly appeared, a section of the wall sliding into a recess, startling her.

      She peeked inside and noticed an antechamber with polished wood floors, pale blue walls, a small window showing the slanting late afternoon daylight, and a desk behind which sat an older woman.

      “Um, hello. I’m looking for Dr. Chimera’s office?”

      The woman raised her gaze, stern behind glasses perched low on her nose. “Sit. He’ll be with you in a moment.” The head then ducked again and continued to peruse a computer screen while fingers tapped at a keyboard.

      Feeling like a rebuked child, she dropped into a chair. Hands tucked in her lap, Margaret glanced around the sterile space, which lacked wall décor of any kind. It could use a splash of color. Even elevator music would have done something to improve the ambiance of the place.

      Then again, when being called in, probably for a dress-down, one shouldn’t get too comfortable.

      After what seemed an interminable moment, the secretary lifted her head and said, “You may go in.”

      Having never met the elusive Dr. Chimera—because the doctors had their living quarters on the second floor of the above-ground structure—Margaret had nonetheless formed an image in her mind. An older gent, probably short and balding, a real scientific type, who preferred books to the outdoors.

      She couldn’t have been more wrong.

      First off, Dr. Chimera was young, thirties, maybe forties at the most. Tall too, well over six feet, with dark hair swept back from his brow and piercing blue eyes. He filled out his casual polo shirt well, his tanned arms muscled, his hands large.

      His smile stretched wide and welcoming. “Nurse Henley, sorry to keep you waiting. I was dealing with a patient issue. Please, have a seat.”

      She perched on the edge of the club chair facing his desk and was treated to a panorama of the mountains at his back. The perks of being in charge.

      “You wished to speak with me, sir.”

      “I did. I hear you’ve been doing excellent work.”

      She almost blurted out, “You have?” but managed instead to reply, “Thank you, sir.”

      “I trust you’re enjoying your employment with us.”

      “Yes.” She stuck to simple answers.

      “Excellent. We value those who work for us, which is why I wanted to personally apologize for the crassness of your last patient.”

      “You do?” Her surprise appeared in her query.

      “He is quite vulgar. But you handled yourself very well.”

      She blinked and like an idiot said, “I slapped him in his man parts with a washcloth.”

      “Which he deserved.” She was treated to a Colgate-white smile. “You are obviously a woman who knows how to handle someone difficult like Luke.”

      Luke? The man had a name. She had begun to wonder if any of the patients did. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “War wounds. A bullet shattered his hip. Another pierced his spleen. He almost lost his arm. He spilled a lot of blood before the medics got to him and went into cardiac arrest during transport a few times. He’s technically died twice.”

      “He seemed rather alive to me.”

      “The miracle of medicine,” Chimera said with a smile. “However, I’m afraid his injuries left him a tad damaged up here.” He tapped at his temple.

      “Is that why he’s in restraints?”

      “He’s proven unfortunately violent since his recovery. But here at Chimaeram, we specialize in difficult cases. We are working on a solution for his violent outbursts.”

      “How?” she couldn’t help asking.

      “I’m afraid that part of it is confidential. Can’t be giving away our trade secrets.” Dr. Chimera winked. “However, rest assured we are working on some cutting-edge treatments. Things that will revolutionize medical care for everyone.”

      “That sounds great.”

      “It is, but I didn’t call you here to give you a sales pitch. Given how well you acquitted yourself, I’d like you to take on Luke as your primary patient.”

      “I don’t understand.” She truly didn’t. She’d come here expecting a dressing-down or even firing.

      “I mean I’d like you to care for him exclusively. I’m afraid he’s intimidated the others on staff. But I think you’re made of sterner stuff.”

      “Sure. I mean I’m here to do whatever the company needs.” So long as those checks kept coming. “What would I have to do?”

      “On top of the things you’ve done today, we’d also like you to take care of his feeding, since he doesn’t thrive on intravenous. Bathing, of course. We’ll let you know what samples we require and when.”

      “Will he be restrained at all times?”

      “Yes. He really shouldn’t be let loose. For your safety. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.” Said with another smile and yet she sensed a strange undercurrent.

      “It could be some of his outbursts are because of the fact he’s tied down.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, and I wish we didn’t have to use them. Perhaps you can help us get him to a place where he realizes we’re here to help. Not harm.”

      “I’m not a psychiatrist.”

      “No, but you have compassion tempered with steel.” Chimera leaned forward. “He spoke to you, which is more than he’s done with previous nurses.”

      Which would be flattering if… “I hardly think asking for sexual favors is a conversation.”

      “He also told you to flee, did he not?” Chimera remarked, proving he had listened or someone had informed him.

      “Yeah. He said to run as far and fast as I could. He didn’t say why.”

      The doctor waved a hand. “The why is obvious. He thinks he can protect you.”

      “From who?”

      “The big bad doctors.” He winked. “He’s yet to realize we’re not the enemy. But given he’s shown an interest in you, perhaps he’ll listen.”

      “I’m a stranger.”

      “For now. As his full-time nurse, you’ll be able to develop a bond with him. Form some trust. Make him realize that by working with us, he is working for himself.”

      The fact that this man hadn’t given up on his patient fired something in her, reminded her of the reason she’d gotten into nursing in the first place. “When do I start?”

      “First thing in the morning. Say eight a.m. until eleven. Then resuming at one until three. Then a quick evening shift at six until eight to give him his supper and prepare him for bed.”

      Seven hours split. Not bad. “Sounds good, sir.”

      “No need to be so formal. We’re colleagues. Call me Adrian.”

      He already probably knew but she said, “Margaret.”

      “Lovely name for a lovely lady. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, sir.”

      “Good luck with your new duties, and if you have any concerns about Luke, don’t hesitate to come see me.”

      She left his office somewhat bemused. To have gone in expecting a scolding and come out with what almost felt like a promotion. Odd.

      She made her way to her quarters, wondering about her new patient. Curious about Dr. Chimera—because how did a man that young get put in charge of what was obviously a big and expensive project?

      The cafeteria was serving dinner, and she grabbed a tray of food, choosing one of the single tables despite the invitation by some guards to join them. She wasn’t quite at the point yet where she wanted to get involved with anyone. It proved a quiet dinner given Becky didn’t join her.

      Speaking of whom, she noted Becky’s door was closed as she made her way to her room. Usually the talkative nurse kept it open when she was off shift, blasting music or chatting anyone up on their way through the hall. Not that she had many people to accost for conversation. The wing was for females only, and not only were many of the rooms lacking occupants, a good number of the women were rather standoffish, like Adrian’s secretary. Margaret had only rarely seen her in the halls and never at the cafeteria.

      With the hour still being early, she spent a moment on the computer in her room using the internet. She knew everything she did online was monitored; however, she didn’t see anything wrong with checking out her boss.

      She’d just met him, making her curiosity normal. Typing in “Doctor Chimera“ didn’t get her any hits, not real ones at any rate. Lots of listings about mythical monsters and science involving the hybrid splicing of genes.

      Crazy stuff that was thankfully only a theory. Science fiction novels made it seem feasible. The mix of man and animal. Good thing humanity knew better than to play God.

      Since her search proved too vague, she did more searches, all of them leading to more dead ends and a disturbing image on one website of a dog spliced with a cat. Not as cute as you’d expect and obviously Photoshopped.

      She idly typed in the word Luke.

      That proved useless with a gazillion hits.

      Then Luke injury. Luke shattered hip.

      Nothing. No surprise. Without a last name it was worse than finding the very tiny tip of a needle in a haystack.

      Shutting down the computer, she went to bed, but lay awake. Thinking of her new patient.

      Which might be why, when she fell asleep, she dreamt of him.

      She was in a field. Lush and green. The grass verdant and soft, tickling her bare feet. She glanced down at her toes. Wiggled them. How real it felt. Real and yet surreal given no grass ever looked so perfect, each strand the same height. The green hue uniform. When she brushed it with her toes, the stalks immediately returned to a standing position.

      “Softer than any carpet.” The deep rumble drew her gaze ahead of her, and she blinked.

      Gaped, as well, for Luke stood in the field. Nude. And looking mighty fine.

      Margaret eyed him, the width of his shoulders, the toned strength of his arms, the ridge of his abs, the vee…

      She averted her gaze. “You’re naked.”

      “So are you.”

      At his reply, she glanced down and squeaked, threw her hands over the obvious bits, but that did little to hide the goodies. Her cheeks heated, and he chuckled. “Why hide it, Florence?”

      “My name isn’t Florence.”

      He shrugged, a roll of those big bare shoulders that caused moist heat to blossom between her legs. “You look like a Florence Nightingale, especially in that hot cap.” He gave a jerk of his head.

      She didn’t dare let go of her cooch or her boobs, but a bob of her head showed the damned hat perched on her head. She sighed. “It is the most ridiculous thing.”

      “I think it’s cute.”

      “Said by a man who doesn’t deal with bobby pins every morning. Any idea where I am?”

      “In a field.”

      She cast him a glare. “Duh. I see that. I just don’t recognize it.”

      He looked around. “Probably because it isn’t a real place but a construct.”

      Construct as in a dream. “I wonder why a field, though.” And where were her clothes? She’d given up on hiding her body. Stupid to be embarrassed considering none of this was real.

      “Makes sense to me. Field of dreams.”

      “That’s the title of a movie.”

      “It started out as a quote first.”

      “I can’t believe I’m arguing with you.” He wasn’t real. “This is crazy.” She shook her head.

      “Here I would have called it the most fun I’ve had in a while. Usually when those fucktards drug me, I sink into a black hole. You’re an unexpected treat.”

      She snickered. “Oh, that’s priceless. Dream-you thinks he’s dreaming me. Sorry to break it to you, but this is my subconscious screwing around.”

      “Oh really?” The hint of a smile hovered on his lips. “And why exactly would your subconscious be dreaming of me?”

      Her turn to shrug. “Because you’re hot, and I haven’t had sex in a bit.”

      “So you want to screw me? I’m game.”

      Her cheeks flamed as dream Luke spread his arms wide in invitation. “I do not want to screw you.”

      “Are you sure? Because I’m totally willing.”

      “I would never sleep with a patient.”

      “But you said it yourself, this is a dream.”

      A dream that felt real and she probably wouldn’t remember when she woke. “I don’t know you.”

      “Is that a prerequisite for good sex?” He stepped closer, and she could have sworn she felt heat radiating off of him, scorching her skin.

      “This is nuts.”

      “Totally.” His hand cupped the back of her head, fingers threading through her hair, drawing her near.

      “I don’t kiss strangers.”

      “How can I be a stranger when I’ve seen you naked?” he whispered against her lips.

      She closed her eyes as his mouth slanted over hers. Her breath caught at the soft sensuality of the kiss. A kiss that ignited a fire.

      Their naked bodies touched, and while it wasn’t the same electric shock as in person, she leaned into the warmth of him, the sleek smoothness and hardness of his body. The hair on his chest, thick and golden, tickled. His free hand curled around her waist and pulled her close. Close enough his erection became trapped between them.

      She moaned as sensations hit her. When his tongue probed at her mouth, she opened it, sucked it in, and trembled at the growing arousal.

      He growled against her, a soft rumble with only three syllables, “I want you.”

      She wanted him, too, and this was a dream, which meant she could have him.

      Margaret pushed away from him only so she could lay herself down on the plush grass. She opened her arms.

      “Take me.” Trite and yet his eyes glowed, like literally glowed, green and primal. In that moment, it was if he wasn’t just a man but an animal.

      Fear made her tremble, but as his body covered hers, she forgot it. Forgot it with the burgeoning passion that begged for relief.

      His thigh inserted itself between her legs, and she rubbed against it as his mouth blazed a path from her lips down her neck to her breasts.

      As he sucked the taut peak of one, her back arched and she gasped.

      “Yes.”

      He kept suckling at her nipple, and his hand took the place of his thigh, rubbing between her legs, stroking the wet folds of her sex. Thrusting into her. And she cried out, clawed at the ground, tearing at the grass, her hips rising to meet his fingers. His mouth ravaging her taut buds.

      Her climax roared close and—

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      The alarm rudely jolted her awake, and disorientation hit her hard. Along with frustration, as her body throbbed. Aching. Needing.

      As she caught her breath, she thought of reaching under the covers and finishing herself. Then wondered, did the cameras extend to the private quarters? Lowry claimed they didn’t; however, this place held secrets. Secrets they obviously wanted kept. How far would they go to keep an eye on their staff?

      She glanced at the ceiling made of suspended pristine white squares with the perforated holes. So many holes, any of which could hide a lens.

      Nuts. The company wasn’t spying on its employees. The privacy laws they’d be breaking would cost them a fortune in lawsuits.

      Or had she signed something indemnifying them?

      She’d skimmed through the contracts. For all she knew, somewhere in the mumbo-jumbo legalese she’d agreed to them cataloguing her ever move, her every bowel movement.

      Ugh.

      Now she didn’t even want to use the bathroom, except she didn’t have a choice.

      The one good thing about wondering if someone watched her pee was it cured her lingering arousal. She managed to keep it under control and thought she’d done a great job until she walked into Luke’s room and he said, “Hello, Florence.”
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      A shitty sleep left Luke crankier than usual. It didn’t help he was hungry. But he refused to eat. Eating would keep him strong. A perfect subject for their tests.

      He wasn’t about to make it easy for them. He’d already mastered getting his body to ignore the IV nutrients. He could ignore the hunger pangs hitting him as well.

      Now if he could only control his dick. He’d woken with a hard-on and not a hand to stroke it.

      Down, boy. He couldn’t afford to have Sphinx or his cronies noticing his sudden interest in sex. Or was this their fault?

      Had they injected him with some kind of erectile stimulator? Given he’d not had issues before now, it seemed plausible.

      Well, they wouldn’t get away with it. Bad enough he was a guinea pig for treatment, he wasn’t about to stud for them as well.

      He willed his cock to wilt. Glared at it until the sheet lay flat once more. A situation that didn’t last five seconds when she entered the room, and for some reason, he said, “Hello, Florence.”

      She recoiled. “What did you call me?”

      “Florence, as in Nightingale. If you don’t like it, then blame the stupid hat.”

      For some reason she frowned. “My name is Nurse Henley.”

      “I don’t give a fuck who you are. What are you doing here?” he snapped, pleasure at her appearance drawing irritation, too.

      “I work here.”

      “I told you to leave.”

      “You did,” she agreed, moving to the sink and washing her hands.

      “And?”

      “And what?” she asked, looking deliciously fresh in a pressed white blouse, trim slacks, and that damnable cap.

      “You need to get out of here. This place is dangerous.”

      “Only if you wander outside after dark. I hear there are beasts in the woods.” She dried her hands on a paper towel.

      “Did they warn you of the monsters in suits?” They were the more dangerous ones.

      “The doctors aren’t your enemy. I understand you’re frustrated, but everyone here wants you to get better.”

      He uttered a short barking laugh. “Don’t tell me you believe that shit.” She was behind him, out of his line of sight. He couldn’t see her, but he sensed her with an uncanny awareness.

      “I believe that you’re a sick man in need of treatment, and part of that illness is the lack of recognition that there is a problem.”

      He chuckled. “I know what the problem is, Flo, and it ain’t the fact I’m blind to my situation. There are things happening here you don’t understand.”

      “Then explain it to me.” She reappeared with a stethoscope and blood pressure gauge.

      “If I do, then you’ll be in danger.”

      “From who?” she asked, wrapping the band around his forearm.

      “The people keeping me locked up. They’ll kill you if they think you know too much.”

      “Do you realize how crazy that sounds?” She pumped the band and watched the gauge.

      “It’s only crazy if I’m lying. Which I’m not.”

      She pressed the stethoscope against his arm instead of replying.

      “Nothing wrong with my heart rate,” he said as she pressed her fingers to his wrist and glanced at her watch.

      “You’re right. It’s fine.” She tapped the results into the tablet then proceeded to grab a penlight from her pocket.

      “Must you?” Luke sighed as she shone it in his eyes.

      “Your pupils appear fine. Your eyes are brown?” she said almost in a query.

      “Most of the time.”

      She cast him a sharp look. “They change depending on lighting?”

      “More like mood.” He grinned. “Want to see what color they are when I’m happy?” A waggled brow pursed her lips.

      “Do I need to get another wet washcloth?”

      The rejoinder brought a bark of laughter. Unexpected and genuine. “Nice one, Flo.”

      “How did you sleep?” she asked.

      “Great.”

      “Dreams?” she asked, still taking notes.

      “Oh yes. A very nice one.” Said in a low timbre. “What about you? How did you sleep, Flo?”

      For some reason the question brought a blush to her cheek, which caused a chain reaction in his own body.

      “Fine.” She slapped the tablet back on its perch. “No dreams at all.”

      An odd statement to make. “What did Chimera want with you?”

      She glanced at him for a moment. “To excuse your behavior and then ask me to become your personal caretaker.”

      “I don’t need a fucking nanny,” he growled. Especially one like her, who made him feel. He didn’t want to feel.

      “Maybe you wouldn’t need a full-time nurse if you weren’t so grouchy all the time,” she sassed, heading for the wall. He heard the hiss of the refrigerator seal being broken then the door being shut.

      “You try being tied to a bed twenty-four-seven.”

      “Try not being a dick and maybe they’ll let you go.” She returned to his view, holding a container with a spoon.

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

      “True.” She placed the bowl on the tray beside him. “But I’ve met you, and you’re not exactly Mr. Congeniality.”

      “Because—”

      He couldn’t say more because she shoved a spoon full of tepid porridge into his mouth. He sputtered. Choked. Spat some out and scowled.

      “No food.”

      “You have to eat,” she insisted.

      “I’m on a hunger strike.”

      “How are you supposed to get better if you don’t eat?”

      “There is nothing wrong with me.” A lie. There was plenty wrong, but nothing that could be fixed.

      “Oh, I’d say there’s plenty wrong, starting with your attitude. Now open wide.” She zoomed the spoon, and he clamped his mouth shut.

      Glared.

      She shook her head and sighed. “Are you really going to make this hard?”

      Yes, because he needed her to leave. Now. He resorted to crudity in the hopes of making her flee. “Hard is what I do best, Flo. Pull back the sheet and you’ll see.”

      Her lips pressed into a tight line. Disapproval, with a hint of color in her cheeks. “That is totally inappropriate.”

      “It is. So, quit. Run crying to Sphincter or Chimera or whoever the fuck makes your schedule and ask to be reassigned.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “What I’d like is to die in peace.”

      “Well, that isn’t going to happen, so open up for the airplane.” She zoomed it.

      He glared some more. “I am not a—” He would have said child, but she jammed the spoon in his mouth. He clamped his teeth on it so she couldn’t yank it out.

      She pulled. “Be a good boy.”

      Instead he growled and held on.

      “Are you really going to make me do it?”

      Do what? he wondered but couldn’t say anything if he wanted to hold on to the spoon.

      She ripped down the sheet, baring his upper chest, which seemed rather promising until she grabbed hold of his nipple and twisted.

      “Ow!” he yelled, and she pulled the spoon loose.

      “Aha.” She dabbed it back in the container while he gave her the evil eye.

      She was sly.

      Adorable.

      And she was waving that spoon again.

      “This is abuse,” Luke declared.

      “As is most of what comes out of your mouth, so I’d say that makes us even.”

      “Hardly eve—”

      More porridge hit his mouth, and this time he spat it out. Then gave her a triumphant look.

      She sighed. “Really? You know I’m not leaving until you eat.”

      “Then you’d better get comfy, Flo.”

      But his hot nurse wouldn’t give in. “Would you prefer a nutrient drip? Because I can hook one up.”

      “Go ahead and try. It won’t work.”

      “Dr. Chimera said you weren’t doing well on them.” She gnawed her lower lip.

      “Dr. Chimera says a lot of shit. But that happens to be true.”

      “Well, I am not leaving until you eat.”

      “Then I hope you brought a change of clothes and a bed because it won’t happen anytime soon.”

      “Surely we can strike a deal,” she offered.

      “Get me out of here.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Then there’s nothing to say.”

      “I’m not giving up.”

      And she did her best for the next two hours to feed him. Tried to cajole him into opening his mouth. But he was wise to her games.

      He didn’t reply, and it appeared that by not baiting her, she didn’t resort to torture. In other words, she didn’t tweak his nipple or tease him in any way.

      Kind of disappointing.

      Even more disheartening when she left with a cheery, “See you in a few hours.”

      No. She couldn’t return. He wasn’t sure if he could take another bout with her. He’d end up giving in. Eating. Wanting to live. Which would be cruel.

      Knowing someone watched, he snapped, “I want a new nurse.”

      This time it wasn’t Sphinx who replied, but Chimera himself, his voice smooth and modulated. “Already? She’s just begun caring for you.”

      “She’s mean.” And sexy. Not to mention her scent did something to him.

      “She is rather assertive and unorthodox in her methods. But I like it.”

      “You would.” Chimera must take pleasure in torture given how he condoned it.

      “Why so miserable? I would think you’d be happy I entrusted you into Margaret’s capable hands.”

      Her name was Margaret? He’d only heard her referred to as Nurse Henley. Margaret. A nice name. Did she shorten it to Margie or Maggie? Not that he gave a shit.

      “Look at you, thinking about the lovely Margaret. I can see why. She is quite attractive.”

      “Hadn’t really noticed.” A lie so big Chimera couldn’t fail to spot it.

      “Really, Luke, how you could not? Those fine features. Thick hair. For a woman who just hit thirty, she’s aging well.”

      “Thirty isn’t old.” Look at him, almost thirty-five and fitter than he was at twenty. And that was with no actual physical activity. Imagine if he got free and truly pushed the limits of his body.

      “True. Age can be transcended with a bit of help. Science is a wonderful thing. We can cure and fix almost anything.”

      “For the right price.” Because Chimera didn’t share his secrets for the greater good. He sold it to the highest bidders. There were plenty. The rich would do anything to extend their lives. To cheat old age. To make themselves better.

      They didn’t always grasp what a curse longevity and better health came with. Or they did know and just didn’t care.

      “This kind of research takes money,” Chimera replied. “And you and I both know it’s not something that should be given with impunity. Can you imagine if everyone received your gifts?”

      “Society would implode.” In a bloodshed of epic proportions because, for all those who could handle the change in their bodies, their psyches, the essence that made them human, there were those who gave in to the primal beat that thrummed so strongly inside them.

      More than a few times he’d given in to his beast, that monster that lived inside him. The elation proved to be addictive, as was the power and sense of invincibility. But it came at a cost to his humanity.

      “I am working on solutions that curtail some of the treatment’s more volatile aspects. We’re very close to a cure for leukemia.”

      “Which you’ll sell to a drug company for a tidy amount.”

      “We are no worse than others.”

      “Does that really help you sleep at night?” was Luke’s sarcastic retort.

      “I sleep like a man who is next to God.”

      The worst part? Chimera truly believed it.

      “You say you’re like other companies.” Luke barked a laugh. “Do other companies keep people chained in their basement?”

      “We let you walk above ground once upon a time. You could do so again.”

      “If I behave and swallow the company bullshit. Fuck you.” He closed his eyes, as if pretending to sleep would send Chimera away. The man wouldn’t be in a hurry to go. He probably sat in a comfortable chair in his office, watching on one of his many screens. He watched everything. No one so much as farted without him knowing how long and how smelly.

      Chimera wasn’t done taunting. “A shame you’re so stubborn. A free man would be able to pursue the lovely Margaret.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Your noticeable erections were due to what, then?”

      “Urge to pee.”

      “You were voided during the night when we knocked you out.” A reminder that burned. To be so helpless someone shoved a catheter in him and drained him. Then again that was preferable to wearing a bag and having Flo change him.

      “Then maybe it was the breeze from the vents blowing the right way,” Luke suggested.

      “Good to hear you’re not interested after all. Then you’ll have no issue with me offering her to another.”

      Anger burned quick and hit within. “She’s not a whore to be passed around.”

      “No, but she does have excellent birthing hips. Did you know that a uterus is still the one thing we cannot recreate?”

      The nonchalance of the statement sent a chill. “You are one sick fuck.”

      “Not sick anymore. I’ve never felt better as a matter of fact.”

      Give the bastard one thing, he didn’t do to others what he wasn’t willing to do on himself. Chimera was his own first patient. What kind of psycho experimented on himself?

      One with nothing to lose. Wasn’t that why Luke had said yes?

      “Blah. Blah. Are you done patting yourself on the back? Because I really don’t care. Not about you, your precious treatments, or that nurse,” Luke snarled, doing his best to not rise to Chimera’s bait.

      “You care. Which is why your request to remove Nurse Henley is so amusing. She stays.”

      “I won’t eat for her.”

      “That is your choice. But each day you refuse, we will slip fertility drugs into her food and drink. When she reaches an optimum point…” Chimera didn’t finish his sentence.

      He didn’t have to.

      “I will tell her about your sick fucking operation.”

      “Then she’ll die.”

      The remark, a chilling one, put an end to the conversation, leaving Luke with a choice when she returned.

      Continue on his path to die and make her a victim.

      Eat but ignore her charms.

      Or the third option, the strange one that appealed to the more primal side of him?

      Take the woman and run.

      Far. Far. Away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      During her break, Margaret headed back to her room, noticing Becky’s door was only partially closed.

      She gave it a light knock.

      No reply.

      Perhaps she was in the shower. Margaret entered her own room and dropped the plate with the fruit and cold cuts she’d grabbed for lunch on the desk. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with the overcast and rainy day outside. Nor was she in the mood to deal with people. Especially the guards who, with the absence of Becky, were chatting her up more than usual.

      She’d had enough with pushy men today. Luke had pushed her to the limits of her patience that morning. Acting like a spoiled child. Complaining about his treatment.

      Can I really blame him? The man is tied to a bed.

      For his safety and that of others.

      He didn’t seem that dangerous.

      Until he smiled. Even a sarcastic smirk had the power to steal her breath.

      She wondered if she’d gone too far again with him. Dr. Chimera seemed to approve of her firm approach. Still there was firm, and then there was taking advantage.

      Abusing his nipple wasn’t in any nursing procedural manual. Anywhere else she’d be fired.

      In her defense, she didn’t do it hard, despite his surprised yell, and it was for the greater good.

      The man had to eat.

      Apparently, he’d been refusing. Given what she knew about his diet, she’d studied him more closely this time. Seen a gauntness to his features, an unnatural leanness to his physique.

      He appeared to be starving. How long since he’d eaten?

      Why did he refuse? A hunger strike, he stated. A form of blackmail to force removal of the restraints. It obviously wasn’t working and made her wonder why they didn’t keep him hooked to a nutrient and hydration line. He might not thrive with them, but they’d keep his body fed.

      Perhaps by forcing him to eat by mouth, they hoped to stimulate his will to live. Because he did have a rather pessimistic outlook.

      How long had he been a patient?

      She wished she could access the entire file. Dr. Chimera said he’d been injured in a war, which made him a soldier.  A man scarred not only by bullets but possibly his experience. Knowing his history might help her understand the man in the present.

      I don’t need to understand him to do my job.

      She wasn’t here to make friends with him or to help his mental state. That wasn’t her specialty. Caring for him, that was the only thing she had to do.

      It would help, though, if every time she looked at him, she didn’t remember the dream. If she didn’t flush with heat—and desire.

      The immorality of lusting after him didn’t stop it. Even now, the reminder had her squirming, pressing her thighs tight together. She distracted herself by finishing her lunch, gathering her laundry, and setting her room to right.

      Finally, she could delay no longer. Her next shift was about to begin. Exiting her room, she noted Becky’s door shut and might have passed by but for the thumping sound.

      She knocked. The motion inside ceased.

      “Becky?” She lightly tapped again. Worried, given how out of character this all seemed.

      “Go away,” were the muffled words.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. Just healing.”

      “Healing from what?” was Margaret’s startled reply.

      The door inched open, just a bit. Enough for her to see Becky’s left eye. “I had a problem with a patient. It’s all cool now.”

      “What kind of problem?” She shoved at the door, and while Becky initially resisted, she stepped out of the way and Margaret walked in. Gasped.

      “Your poor face.” Face, neck, and who knew how many bruises under her clothes. “What happened?”

      “One of the coma patients woke up. He was a little erratic.”

      “A little?” was her incredulous reply. “He beat the hell out of you.”

      “Not his fault. He had no idea who I was. I’ll be okay.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Margaret truly was. Had it been Luke? She almost feared asking. He was the only patient she knew in tethers for not being safe. Was this the incident that precipitated it?

      “Don’t be sorry. This is a good thing. Dr. Chimera gave me a promotion. Said I was wasting my time on the wards. I start in his secret lab tomorrow as his personal assistant.”

      The acrid jealousy might burn, but Margaret held it in. She wouldn’t dwell on the unfairness of Becky getting such a promotion while she got stuck with the hot, angry guy. “That sounds amazing.”

      “It is.”  A faint smile.

      The watch on her wrist vibrated with a five-minute warning. “Shoot I have to run. My shift is about to start.”

      “Have fun.” Becky waved, and Margaret, anew, had to restrain herself from wincing at the mottled colors marring her friend’s complexion.

      She walked quickly to the elevator, a bit miffed at Becky’s good luck, then feeling guilty. The poor girl had gotten beaten, and only a jealous cow would envy her good fortune as a result.

      Rather than jump in the next open cab, Margaret paused and grabbed a few things from the buffet line, packing them quickly in a bag before heading to her shift with only a minute to spare.

      The guard had changed since the morning. The man with dark skin and a bright smile— “Just call me Travis, ma’am” with a sexy drawl—didn’t take long to check her in. She entered room 602 to find Luke feigning sleep.

      She felt certain of it, hence why she ignored him as she bustled around.

      Kept banging and moving stuff behind him, where he couldn’t see. Purposely making noise. Humming. Heating the food she’d filched from the cafeteria until the aroma filled the room. She’d seen how bland the meal they’d provided for breakfast was. How did they expect to tempt him?

      She’d brought a bowl of soup— thick and savory—along with a banana.

      She had plans for that banana if he refused to cooperate. Evil plans that weren’t part of any rulebook, but then again, nothing about this clinic or situation was normal.

      Since he’d yet to twitch or say a word, she moved to stand right behind his head, silently staring at him.

      Waiting.

      Waiting…

      He opened his eyes and met her gaze. Sighed.

      “You’re a pain in my ass, Flo.”

      “Not yet, but I’m sure I could manage to find a thermometer.”

      His lips twitched. “You’re not supposed to threaten me with rectal probes.”

      “You’re not supposed to pretend I’m not here.”

      “Thought I’d spare you a repeat of this morning.”

      “And here I thought we were having fun,” she said as she clicked the button to bring him to a seated position.

      “Do you always hurt the people you play with?”

      “Only the cute ones.”

      He blinked in surprise.

      Margaret moved, forcing him to find her. He unerringly tracked her with his gaze.

      “Buttering me up won’t make me eat,” he stated.

      “Then don’t eat. I, on the other hand, didn’t finish my lunch, so if you don’t mind…” She grabbed the banana and chose to perch herself on the edge of his bed. She made sure her butt wiggled against his legs.

      “Can’t find a chair?”

      “I guess I could use the stool, but this is comfier.” She peeled the banana, revealing the pale-yellow fruit. Then she ate it.

      She didn’t do anything obscene with the banana. Just parted her lips, tore off a chunk, and chewed with happy noises.

      He watched her. His gaze fixated on her lips.

      Halfway through, she offered it to him. “Want some?” Rather than wait for a reply, she pressed it against his lips.

      For a moment, he held firm, and then he parted them. Bit a good inch off. Chewed. She brought it back to her mouth for a small nibble.

      His lips parted. She fed him again.

      And again, back and forth, their eyes trained on each other, and while nothing untoward happened, she understood she’d crossed some ethical line.

      Worst part? She didn’t care. Something about Luke demanded more of her.

      When the banana was finished, she tossed the peel and returned with the chunky loaded potato soup.

      It smelled divine, the bacon and cheese flavoring the air. His nose twitched, but it was his rumbling stomach that betrayed him. She grinned as she sat down, balancing the bowl on her lap. She dipped the spoon and blew on it. Touched it to her lip to test the temperature. Blew on it again.

      He opened his mouth.

      She ate the first bite.

      His eyes widened in surprise then crinkled in amusement. “You don’t play fair.”

      “I didn’t realize fairness was involved in sharing my lunch. If you’re hungry, I can heat the nutritious meal in the fridge.”

      A grimace pulled his features. “That’s just cruel.”

      She laughed. “You’re right. It is. Here.” She filled another spoonful, blew on it, touched it with her upper lip to test the temperature before feeding it to him. He sucked it off the spoon.

      The next bite, he shook his head. “Your turn.”

      She quickly spilled it into her mouth and licked the spoon. His breath might have hitched.

      Back and forth they made quick work of it, and before she knew it, the bowl was in the sink and she was washing her hands under cold water and wishing she could have a shower. A cold one.

      Because, dammit, she’d only meant to cajole him into eating, not turn the event into some kind of foreplay.

      Or was she imagining it, the heat simmering between them? She could easily check. A peek over her shoulder and she’d spot the bulge, if it was there, in the sheet.

      Instead, she kept her gaze trained on him the entire time.

      With his lunch done, she then found him a drink, the electrolyte beverage in the fridge sipped to the very bottom by her suddenly behaving patient.

      She turned to taking his vitals and couldn’t help asking questions. “How long have you been a patient of Chimaeram?”

      “What year is it?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      He shrugged. “Time moves oddly when you don’t have anything to measure it by.”

      “Twenty twenty-five.”

      “Wow. Shit.” His brow knit. “I’ve been here longer than I thought.”

      “Which is?”

      “Not something you should know. How long have you been here?”

      “About a month.”

      “I don’t suppose your contract is up soon?”

      “Not for another five months. With an option to renew if it works out.”

      “You should break the contract.”

      Pausing to listen to his heart, she glanced at him. “Why would I break it?”

      “Because.”

      “Because is not an answer.”

      “I can’t tell you why,” he said, blowing out a frustrated breath.

      “But on the basis of your word, I’m supposed to just obey.” She laughed as she put away the stethoscope. “Yeah, you’ll have to do better than that.”

      “This isn’t about obeying; it’s about keeping you safe.”

      “From who? You? Would you really hurt me?” She held his gaze.

      “No.” Spoken through gritted teeth. “But they will.”

      “Who is this they?” She lifted the bottom of the blanket and ran her finger over the sole of his bare foot, watching his toes curl.

      “Chimera, Sphinx, all of them. They see you as a tool they can use.”

      “Of course, they’re using me.” She rolled her eyes. “They hired me. As a nurse.” She pointed to her cap.

      “You’re in danger. And I lied before. You should worry about me. I’m dangerous, Flo.”

      “There are guards all around. I hardly think I need to worry.”

      He growled, the sound low and frustrated. Also, more rumbly and primal than she was used to hearing. “You’re not listening.”

      “I am listening to your paranoid delusions. I’m just not taking them seriously. The clinic is here to heal you. Not hurt you or me. Or anyone else. Why just yesterday one of the coma patients woke up.

      “Anyone die?”

      She blinked at his sarcasm. “No.” The one syllable emerged slowly.

      “But?” he prodded.

      “Poor Becky, another nurse, got hurt pretty bad.”

      “Another monster for the menagerie. Great.” Said in a dull monotone.

      “You’re not a monster.”

      “That’s because you haven’t seen all of me yet, Flo.”

      “I’ve seen you naked,” she said, and for a minute flashed back to that moment in the dream. Flushed, and suddenly aroused, she glanced at her wristwatch. “Look at the time. Gotta go. See you in a bit.”

      She moved quickly for the door, but still managed to hear him say, “I saw you naked, too.”

      The words haunted her until the start of her next shift.
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