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“Time to dance, Number Five. Let’s go.”

Chase stared up at the blank ceiling above his cot and didn’t move a muscle. They’d been through this same routine too many times to count, but damned if he’d respond to a number when he had a perfectly good name they could use. No matter what they thought, he was a man, not a lab specimen. The small act of defiance might cost him some additional pain, but what the hell. Everybody needed a hobby.

The guards and the woman remained lined up on the other side of the glass just like visitors at a zoo watching to see what the predator inside the cage would do next. It was notable that although the guards outnumbered him three to one, they made no move to open the door to his cell. They’d learned early on that he was far more dangerous than they were even when they came at him armed with Tasers and batons.

The guard in charge rapped his knuckles on the thick glass. “You know, Mr. Mosely, you could make it easier on everyone concerned and walk out on your own.”

Okay, even Chase had to laugh at that. They all knew that wasn’t going to happen. Besides, even if he did try to cooperate with them, he was in for a lot of pain the second he left this cage. At least if he forced them to come in after him, he might have a chance to inflict his own special brand of hurt on them. That only seemed fair, but it wasn’t how they liked to play this game.

An instant later, a familiar hiss filled the silence. As soon as he heard the sound, Chase’s heart kicked into hyperdrive. No matter how many times he’d survived this same routine more or less intact, it was impossible not to panic as the gas began to fill his cell and then his lungs.

Damn, he hated this.

He finally turned his head to face the glass wall that separated him from the men who took such pleasure in torturing him. The woman was gone. No surprise there. His keeper never stuck around when the going got rough. There was no telling if they made her leave or if she walked out of her own volition. Regardless, he wouldn’t see her pretty face again until after they dragged his bruised and battered ass back from whatever little party they were throwing for him.

For now, he focused all his attention on the clock on the far wall of the lab to see how long he lasted this time. When his lungs finally rebelled and forced him to draw in the tainted air, he smiled. Two minutes, forty-seven seconds. Whoo-hoo, a new personal best.

Before he could celebrate, the world went black.

•  •  •

MARISOL RIGGS WAS many things—a woman, a scientist, a physician. She was proud of those particular attributes in her life. Unfortunately, she’d recently come to the realization that she was also a coward. When the guards ordered her to leave her lab yesterday, she should’ve protested. Should have found some way to stop what she knew was going to come next, but she hadn’t even tried. Once again she’d failed to protect her patient from harm.

Thanks to the type of childhood she’d had, she was well acquainted with the flavor and texture of shame. It wasn’t the secondhand clothes and food bank meals. Lots of people were poor. No, it was knowing she never mattered to anyone, despite how much she tried to earn their love. She’d worked so damn hard to put the effects of that pain behind her, but maybe she’d lived with the mistrust it had engendered so long that it had become embedded in her very bones. Because her family had failed her, she had failed Chase Mosely.

During the night, sleep had been hard to come by. Now it was finally morning and time to drag herself out of bed. Even if she felt like a slug, there was no telling what the guards had done to Chase in the hours they’d had him. No doubt it had been brutal; it always was. Now she needed to see what could be done about his latest crop of wounds. Banished to her quarters, she’d spent the previous afternoon and evening reviewing his latest battery of tests.

There were specific operational protocols she was obligated to follow if the study she’d been hired to do was to have any real scientific value. She’d draw more of his blood today and start the testing process all over again. Otherwise his suffering and her living every day in never-ending fear would have been all for nothing.

It was time to get her day started. She ate a bowl of microwaved oatmeal and washed it down with two cups of black coffee. After a quick shower, she dressed in her usual sensible blouse, black slacks, and a freshly laundered lab coat. After taking one more deep breath, she walked out of her quarters and immediately spotted two guards headed her way. Half expecting to be ordered back inside her room, she forced herself to meet their gaze head-on and prayed they wouldn’t see past her pure bravado to the fear beneath. Neither one acknowledged her by so much as a nod, but at least they didn’t try to stop her from returning to her lab, the closest thing she had to a sanctuary in this godforsaken place.

It was a relief to cross the threshold into her personal domain, pausing just inside the lab door to study her surroundings. Nothing appeared to be out of place this time. That didn’t guarantee no one had invaded her space during the time she’d been banished to her quarters. Just last week, her notes had been rifled through and left out of order. She also strongly suspected her computer files were being monitored constantly. While her employer paid the bills and therefore had a right to know how things were going, she would prefer to provide formal reports that included both her data and her interpretation of what it all meant. Instead, it was as if they didn’t trust her and felt the need to spy on her every move.

There was one positive change since she’d been ordered to leave yesterday: Subject Number Five was back in his cell. On several previous occasions, the guards had tossed his unconscious body through the door and left him lying wherever he happened to land. At least this time he was stretched out on his cot. Unmoving, but breathing. That much was clear even from where she stood on the other side of the room. Something inside her chest loosened and eased the tight band of fear there as she edged closer to Chase’s cell.

Right now he was resting easily, so she moved slowly and as quietly as she could to avoid disturbing his slumber. Coasting to a stop about a foot from the thick glass that separated the two of them, she studied the man who’d become the sole reason for her existence in this place. Even sound asleep, he radiated an intensity unlike anyone else she’d ever known. Nothing the guards did to him ever diminished that in the least.

She noted his shirt was torn and bloody, and his sweatpants were ripped in places. Based on past experience, there would be an injury corresponding to each hole in his clothes: burns, cuts, bruises, even bullet wounds. She clenched her fists hard enough that her nails dug into her skin. What kind of people did that to another human being?

It was a stupid question with an easy answer. She knew exactly who was responsible for the damage that had been done to him. They prowled the halls and walked the perimeter of the compound twenty-four/seven. Back when she’d first arrived on-site, the guards had been a mix of men and women. A few had been friendly, and the rest had at least been respectful. Shortly before Chase Mosely had appeared in the cell with no warning, all of the original guards disappeared, replaced overnight with the current all-male crew. Thugs, every last one of them. They might style themselves as soldiers, but their cold eyes and vicious natures gave them away.

They liked hurting people. To date, they’d left her alone, but she didn’t fool herself. It was only because whoever held their leashes needed her specialized skill set. The minute that changed, she would become a liability and therefore fair game just like Chase.

Any other man would’ve died the first time the bastards played their vicious games with him. Well, maybe not the first time, but the level of violence had escalated with each new session as if they were testing the limits of his endurance. In all of her years in medical training, she’d never seen anything like his body’s amazing ability to heal.

The scientist in her wanted to know what about his genetic makeup made it possible. The doctor in her wanted to ease his suffering. And what the woman in her wanted . . . well, she didn’t let herself think about that part. There was no denying he was a handsome man, big and ruggedly built. An alpha male in all his glory.

Her accelerated pace through school hadn’t left much time for a social life, but she’d dated a few men along the way, most of the time other medical students. They’d all been bright, reasonably good-looking, and physically fit. The relationships had been short and not particularly intense. She’d always thought that was because school sucked up most of her time and focus. Neither she nor the individual men involved had much energy left over for building long-term relationships. They’d shared a few meals, maybe gone to a movie or two, and sometimes scratched a mutual itch. When it was over, they’d each walked away with few regrets. The bottom line was that their careers had been more important than emotional entanglements; at least that had been true for her.

She could barely recall the names of the men she’d dated, and their images had faded to the point that the specific details had blurred into a sort of mishmash of hairstyles and eye colors. Maybe it was because of the dangerous circumstances that had brought her and Chase together, but she knew she’d never forget a single detail about him. That warrior’s body. Those odd calluses on his hands that nothing in her training or experience could explain. The predatory way he moved. Those intensely intelligent blue eyes, which were currently full of ice-cold fury.

He was awake and glaring at her from his cot.

“I’m coming in. If you give me your word that you won’t attack, I won’t call for the guards.”

Chase’s temperament was unpredictable, especially when he first returned from his sessions with the guards, but he’d never tried to hurt her. Not so far, anyway. Still, it wasn’t as if their relationship was based on mutual trust. Calling in the guards for support might guarantee her safety, but she was reluctant to do that again having learned early on their presence only complicated the situation.

He jerked his head in a quick nod. Good. “Are you hungry?”

When he nodded a second time, she pulled a box of breakfast sandwiches out of the freezer and put them into the microwave to heat up. When they were ready, she arranged the four sandwiches on a paper plate and grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the refrigerator for each of them.

It took some careful juggling to hold on to all of it while she keyed her access code to open the cell door. By the time she stepped inside, Chase had pushed himself up into a sitting position. She handed him the plate and the orange juice and then stepped back out of reach. They both knew the small amount of distance wouldn’t keep her safe if he ever decided to go on the attack, but she needed that little bit of space right now. His mouth quirked up in a hint of a smile as if he liked knowing that he scared her even when he was at his weakest.

He devoured the sandwiches in a matter of minutes. The orange juice didn’t last much longer. She held out her hand for the plate. “Do you want seconds?”

“Not yet. Shower first.”

His voice sounded as if he’d swallowed broken glass, another sign of how rough his night had been. She didn’t blame him for wanting to wash away the stench of sweat and blood that permeated the small room. “I’ll get you some clean clothes and towels.”

The cell had been designed to afford its occupant very little in the way of privacy. At least the combination toilet and sink unit sat behind a half wall. The shower in the back corner was separated from the toilet by a slightly higher partial divider. As a doctor, she was used to seeing the naked human body, but only in a clinical situation. It bothered her that so much of Chase’s day-to-day life was on open display for anyone who cared to watch.

She made a point of focusing all of her attention on paperwork or her computer whenever he needed a few minutes of privacy.

After setting the clothes and towels on the end of his cot, she beat a hasty retreat and locked the door on her way out. So far, he’d never attempted to leave his cell except when ordered to by the guards or when she needed to run some tests. It was easy to tell when he was feeling claustrophobic from the way he’d pace back and forth in the small amount of open space in his cell. When that happened, she would put him through another round of tests on the gym equipment in the corner of her lab. Although she dutifully recorded the results in case anyone were to check, the real purpose was to give him a chance to burn off some energy the only way she could.

The thick glass didn’t muffle the sounds coming from the cell all that much. Even so, she found herself leaning in the direction of Chase’s cell as if those few additional inches would help her assess how badly he was hurt from the way he moved as he showered and dressed. It took longer than normal for him to strip off his clothes and turn on the shower, and there was no missing his sharp intake of breath when the hot spray first hit his skin.

The water ran for a long while, the heat probably doing a lot to ease his aches and pains. She’d give him as much time as she could before she started putting him through his paces. But based on prior occasions, one of the guards would likely come strolling in uninvited and unwanted at some point to check up on Chase or maybe her. She was never quite sure which one of them was under such close scrutiny.

With that in mind, she listened to see if the water was still running. No, he’d shut it off. Time to get busy. She quickly zapped another box of sandwiches for him. He normally ate seven all by himself, sometimes more after one of his sessions with the guards. Just in case, she heated all four. If he didn’t want the last one, she’d eat it herself. It would be nice if she had something more nutritious to offer him to go along with the sandwiches, maybe a big salad. When she’d said that to him one time, he’d laughed and told her he didn’t much care for greens. Evidently he was a carnivore at heart.

He tapped on the glass to let her know he was dressed just as the microwave dinged. She grabbed the sandwiches and headed back to open his cell door.

“You might as well eat these out here. I need to check you over for injuries.”

It was hard not to wince to see how he grabbed his side as he climbed up on the step at the end of the examination table and turned around to sit down. She looked away to give him a few seconds to catch his breath while she picked up the pad of paper she used to jot down brief notes during the exam. Once he was back in his cell, she’d transfer it all to his computer records.

When she returned, she noted his face was pale and his skin looked clammy. “Can I get you anything for pain? At least a couple of ibuprofen?”

Chase rarely accepted even that much no matter how badly he was hurting, but he didn’t hesitate this time. “Sounds good.”

Translation: He was in worse shape than usual.

She fetched the tablets and another bottle of orange juice to wash them down. He’d already eaten two of the sandwiches and was starting on the third. He held out the plate. “Eat yours, Keeper, before it gets cold.”

She hated when he called her that and corrected him automatically. “We’ve had this discussion before. My name is Dr. Riggs.”

It’s not like he could forget it when her name was embroidered right there on her lab coat for him to see every day they spent in this hellhole together. On the other hand, she couldn’t quite blame him for striking back in any little way he could, and he’d made it clear why he considered her his keeper. After all, they treated him like a cross between a lab specimen and an animal on display at the local zoo.

Rather than argue the point any longer, she accepted the sandwich and sat down on the rolling stool she’d pulled over by the table. The croissant, bacon, and egg combination tasted better than the oatmeal she’d had earlier. It didn’t take long for them to finish off their makeshift meal.

“Can you take off your shirt by yourself or do you need help?”

He managed it on his own, most likely out of stubborn pride. Just as she’d suspected, he had a whole new crop of bruises and lacerations scattered across his broad chest and back. “Does it hurt to breathe?”

“A little.”

Translation: a lot.

“I’ll get you an ice pack for your ribs when we’re done here.”

“If it makes you happy.”

Translation: anything that will make the pain go away.

She checked each cut. Most were pretty minor, but even the larger ones were scabbed over and healing. The smaller bruises had already faded to green and yellow. Next, she took pictures to document his condition. She’d take more over the next few days to track the progression of his recovery. “The good news is I don’t think you’ll need any stitches this time.”

That took care of his upper body, but the condition of his sweats made it clear that his legs had also sustained damage. “I’m sorry, but I should’ve reminded you to take your pants off before climbing up on the table.”

“No need.”

Translation: The bleeding has already stopped and nothing was broken this time.

“I’d rather be the judge of that. I don’t want to risk infection setting in.”

The jerk actually snickered. “Come on, Doc. You know as well as I do that I don’t get infections.”

And if she didn’t at least get a look at his wounds, her records would be incomplete. She suspected he wouldn’t give a damn about that. “At least tell me how bad the injuries were.”

His face was a blank slate as he stared at her for several seconds before finally answering. “Fine. They used a fixed-blade combat knife to slice open my right thigh. The cut was about six inches long. For the record, it hurt like hell, but they didn’t nick any major blood vessels or do much muscle damage. Otherwise, nothing else noteworthy besides the usual assortment of bruises and minor cuts.”

Those bastards. What kind of men did stuff like that to a fellow human being?

Some of the anger Chase had to be feeling finally leeched into his expression. “The kind that get paid a lot of money. Of course, I’m sure some of those guys would do it free of charge just for shits and grins. Don’t let it upset you. I’ll be fine.”

Her face flushed hot with embarrassment when he spoke. Had she actually asked that question out loud? Well, duh, obviously since he’d answered her. What could she say to that? It wouldn’t help either of them to admit how scared she was. “And you’re sure you don’t need stitches or at least some butterfly bandages to make sure that wound stays closed?”

“No, the gash is already healing, and the ibuprofen will help with everything else. Just give me the ice pack for my ribs, and I’ll be good to go.”

“Fine.” While she got the pack out of the freezer, she gave him the rest of his instructions for the time being. “Let me know if you want more ibuprofen or even something stronger. Rest will help more than anything.”

She stepped back to give him room to slide down off the exam table but stayed close enough to offer assistance if he wasn’t steady on his feet. Even though she knew he never appreciated her hovering, she trailed after him to make sure he made it all the way back to his cot safely. While he got settled, she debated whether or not to lock the cell door. The guards wouldn’t like it, but each second’s delay could be critical if his condition took a sudden turn for the worse.

Chase rolled over on his other side to face the back wall. “Just close the damn door on my cage. I’ll be fine.”

She did as he ordered even though he was wrong about that last part. The truth was neither of them would ever be fine again.
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“I’m leaving for the day. Press the button by the door if you need anything at all, and one of the guards will come. I’d rather be the one to dispense medications, so don’t hesitate to ask for me even if all you need is more ibuprofen.”

His pretty doctor knew he was well aware of how the button worked, but she waited patiently for him to answer. While it was tempting to ignore her, that would only make him feel as if he was kicking a puppy. “I will.”

He waited until after she was gone and the lab lights dimmed to add “not” to his statement. The one time he’d done as she’d suggested had resulted in another “Let’s kick Chase’s ass” party courtesy of the guards on duty. Evidently they’d been watching a highly contested college basketball game, and he’d interrupted their fun.

Once he was sure she was gone, he rolled up to sit on the side of his cot and tossed the now warm ice pack onto the bedside table. Not for the first time he was grateful for his weird DNA, which gifted him with the accelerated healing that all Paladins shared. The pain in his cracked ribs had faded to a mere echo of what it had been when they’d dragged him back to his cell last night. Maybe he’d fallen asleep when he crawled up onto his cot, but it was more likely he’d simply passed out.

At least he hadn’t died this time. Lately he was growing less sure if that was actually something to celebrate. If he had died and managed to stay that way, all of this crap would finally be over with for good. It was getting harder and harder to fight his way back from the pain and his despair of ever finding a way out of this place. The only thing that kept him going was knowing his permanent death would destroy his sister, who had raised him single-handedly after their mother died. After Gwen had sacrificed so much for him, he wouldn’t fail her now.

He knew in his heart that she and his friends were hunting for him, but he had no idea what kind of clues, if any, his captors might have left behind for them to follow. For one thing, the last known location they had for him was in southern Missouri, so that was most likely where they were concentrating their search.

Unfortunately, the few glimpses he’d had of the area surrounding this place looked nothing at all like the Ozarks. Damn, he hated the worry and grief his sister and brother-in-law had to be going through right now. There wasn’t much he could do about that until he figured out a way to escape from wherever the hell he was.

No matter how hard he’d tried to piece it all back together, the details of his last day of normal remained fractured in his mind. When he thought back to when he’d been taken, it was like watching his life play out through a curtain of mist that blurred all the sharp edges of the world around him. Some things, a precious few, remain crystal clear in his head from the last day he could claim as his own. The shirt he’d worn. The phone call from his sister. The muffin and coffee he’d picked up on the way to the county airport. He’d been about to catch a chartered flight back to headquarters in St. Louis. A meeting of some sort. He couldn’t remember what it was about, not that it mattered anymore.

The real problem was that everything after that stubbornly remained a thick fog. There might have been a car accident on a twisting Ozark road; sometimes he could almost hear the screech of tires and feel the jolt of pain as his car went spinning out of control.

But then again, maybe none of that had actually happened.

All he knew for sure was that he’d never made it to the airport, and there was nothing but a big, gaping hole of darkness in his memory until he woke up in this cell. No longer able to sit still, he lurched up off the cot, his head spinning in circles that were part dizziness and part frustration with never finding any solutions to this predicament.

He stuck his hand out to lean against the wall until his mind cleared. Once he could stand without wobbling, he took a few slow steps across the cell and then turned back again. When he returned to his starting point, he did a few leg stretches to assess his current condition. The skin where they’d stabbed his thigh pulled tight, but no new rush of warm blood poured out of the wound.

Chase tugged his shirt up and did a quick visual inspection of the various bruises and cuts he could see. Most were all but gone. That left his ribs. A slow twist from right to left and back again hurt enough that he had to stop and breathe slowly until the pain faded away. Leaning forward and back didn’t cause him any problems. Progress was being made.

By morning, he should be pretty much back to normal. For now, he’d pace the small open area in the cell for a while to burn off some energy and a lot of his frustration and then try to sleep.

As he walked, he thought about Marisol Riggs, MD. Did the woman realize that she was just as much a prisoner here as he was? She might not be subject to the same abuse, but she suffered, too. Chase wasn’t naïve enough to think he’d ever be allowed to walk out of this place alive. The fact that the guards made no effort to hide their identities from him had put that dream to rest pretty damn quickly. The only real surprise was that the sadistic bastards had kept their hands off Marisol, at least so far.

He’d caught a few glimpses of the surrounding area as they dragged him back and forth from the gym where they heaped their abuse on him. No sign of civilization as far as he could see, which meant they were isolated from the outside world. While that made it easier for the powers that be to keep a lid on what they were up to, it also meant the assholes who worked for them had no handy place to blow off steam.

Well, except when they dragged Chase to the big gym on the other side of the building for another round of fun and games. Eventually, though, someone would decide he’d outlived his usefulness. Once that happened, perhaps they’d bring in another poor SOB to take his place. If so, then Chase wouldn’t be the only one whose final resting place would be out in the middle of the forest that surrounded this facility. He hated knowing Marisol would likely be shoved into a shallow grave right next to his.

The thought of what they might do to her first made him want to punch the wall. He might have even given in to the temptation, except he couldn’t risk any more injuries right now. The chances of escaping were pretty minimal. But if the opportunity ever presented itself, he needed to be ready.

He’d walked enough. It was time to sleep. With luck, he’d dream of better times, maybe a night spent in the arms of a beautiful woman, no doubt one with long blond hair and intelligent dark eyes. He’d told himself repeatedly that he had no business having such hot thoughts about his keeper. But considering how many nights Marisol haunted his dreams, his subconscious wasn’t listening. As long as she didn’t find out, no harm, no foul.

Another lesson he’d learned early on was to sleep in his clothes. There didn’t seem to be any set schedule for when his captors would show up at his door. Sweats and a T-shirt didn’t provide much in the way of protection, but fighting in just his underwear put him at a definite disadvantage.

He’d even given up using the thin blanket on his cot. Sleeping cold was better than getting tangled up in his covers while trying to fight off his attackers. They’d quickly learned the hard way it went better for them if they gassed him first, but he’d rather be prepared.

Staring up at the ceiling, he deliberately pictured his sister and her husband standing on the front porch of the rustic farmhouse where he’d grown up. Right now, he needed that reminder of better times and the world that still existed somewhere beyond these walls. After a bit, the last of his tension drained away and sleep finally came.

•  •  •

“WHY ARE YOU here?”

It wasn’t the first time her patient had asked that question, but it was the first time Marisol felt inclined to answer. Instead, she concentrated on sticking the needle into his vein and watched as his blood poured into the tube. When it was nearly full, she switched it out for the next one. Halfway through the third tube, she released the tourniquet. After setting the blood sample aside with the others, she removed the needle, put a clean cotton ball on the spot, and bent Chase’s arm up to hold pressure on the small wound to make sure the bleeding stopped quickly.

“I got the job in the usual way. I’d just finished my residency and was interviewing for various positions around the country. This one had the best benefit package, so I accepted the offer.”

As it turned out, the benefits had been a little too good, especially for someone right out of school. For sure, she should’ve asked a whole lot more questions about what the job would entail. She checked Chase’s arm for bruising before covering the cotton ball with a small bandage. As she inverted each of the tubes of blood several times, he continued to study her.

“Are you the only keeper in this place?”

She managed not to wince at his derogatory description of her job. “As far as I know. Why do you ask?”

He shrugged. “Because you’re the only person I’ve seen other than the guards. Does that mean you are in charge of tormenting the other four inmates of this lovely zoo?”

What on earth was he talking about now? She labeled the tubes and set them aside until she had time to finish processing them. “You’re the only . . . resident.”

Prisoner, really, but she couldn’t bring herself to call him that. From the way he sneered right then, he knew exactly what she was thinking. “Inmate, resident. Po-tay-to, po-tah-to. I’m just curious about who watches over the other ones.”

She’d tried not to think very hard about what his designated number meant. “You’re the only one I’ve actually met.”

The stubborn man wouldn’t let up. “Then what happened to the other four? I mean, the guards call me Number Five. I’m assuming that means there are or at least were four other inmates before I got invited to the party.”

He pointed at the tubes of blood. “I have no idea what kind of tests you’re running on me all the time, but it doesn’t make sense that I’m the only guinea pig in this place. What can you learn from one man’s blood?”

No one had ever told her that she had to keep secrets from her one test subject. “I’m continuing the work begun by my predecessor.”

She stopped to hold up her hand to forestall any more questions. “And before you ask, I don’t even know what his or her name was. I never met the person or heard why they left. When I came here, I was given access to the previous data and told to pick up where they’d left off. All I know about the long-term project is that I’m supposed to run specific tests and compare them to several others already in the records.”

“What kind of tests?”

“The usual chemistry tests like blood sugar levels and ones that monitor kidney, cardiac, and liver functions. Others check for signs of anemia or infections.” She hesitated and then added the last major one. “I’m also studying certain markers found in the DNA of all the test subjects.”

She was pretty sure that Chase flinched when she mentioned the genetic portion of the study. His expression went totally blank as if he’d withdrawn into a world of his own. Maybe she should be glad that he’d quit asking all those uncomfortable questions, but seeing him shut down like that was worrisome. Did he already know the answers she was looking for in his genetic code? Not that it mattered. Her gut feeling was that he wouldn’t share the information even if he did.

After a few more seconds of chilly silence, he blinked and was back from whatever dark trip he’d gone on in his head. She nodded toward the small gym set up in the far corner.

“It’s been a couple of days since we checked your cardiac readings. I’d like you to start on the treadmill, then move to the bike, and finally the weights.”

Chase automatically peeled off his T-shirt to let her apply the sensors that would allow her to monitor his heart as he made the rounds of the exercise equipment. Even after she attached the last one, he made no effort to get started. His vivid blue eyes had a hard edge to them now. “So tell me, Doc, was the benefit package worth living out here in the middle of nowhere with no one but asshole guards and me for company?”

The honest answer would be no to the guards, but maybe when it came to working with Chase. No way she was going to admit that to him, though. “I’m sure you’re aware how expensive medical school is. When they offered to pay off my student debt in exchange for working in a remote location for a year, I couldn’t say no.”

Although God knows she should have.

“I figured it was something like that.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not like them.”

He finally stood up, deliberately crowding her. It wasn’t hard considering the difference in their size. She wasn’t particularly short for a woman, but he had at least eight inches on her in height and eighty pounds in muscle. Oddly enough, his sheer physical presence made her feel protected, not threatened. If a guard had stood that close to her, she doubted she would’ve been able to stand her ground. Rather than acknowledge what he was doing—and the effect it was having on her—she focused on his comment.

“How am I different? I’m part of the group holding you prisoner here.”

“You don’t like seeing me hurt. The guards love it.”

Before he walked away, he traced the side of her face with his fingertips. His touch was so light and fleeting that she might have imagined it. Maybe she had, because what she saw in his eyes was cold anger. When his hand dropped back down to his side, it was curled into a tight fist. “Of course, I could be just imagining how you feel about me. I hear Stockholm Syndrome does some really weird shit to its victims.”

All she could do was sputter in frustration as he plugged in the sensors himself before setting the controls on the treadmill. When everything was ready, he dutifully began a slow jog before gradually picking up speed. She knew from past experience that he could maintain that fast pace for far longer than a typical male of his age in good physical condition should be able to, the emphasis on the word typical. There was much about Chase Mosely that didn’t fit any known parameters.

His ability to heal was absolutely mind-boggling. His reflexes were off the chart, not to mention his endurance, speed, and overall strength. If the whole idea wasn’t a tale right out of some science fiction movie, she would’ve thought someone somewhere had been experimenting in how to create a super soldier. But if the science had already been done, they wouldn’t be paying her the big bucks to unlock the secrets of his DNA.

Early on, she’d tried asking him about his mysterious abilities. She’d gotten as far with that line of questioning as he had when he’d asked about her motivations for being part of the team that tormented him on a daily basis.

She kept a wary eye on him as she started running the tests on his blood. After putting two tubes in the centrifuge to separate the serum from the cells, she used blood from the third tube to make several slides to study under the microscope. As usual, everything looked perfectly normal. She recorded the results and then labeled and dated the slides before filing them with the earlier examples.

It would take longer to get the results from the chemistry tests, but she suspected they would be just like all of the others she’d run. It would be helpful if she knew whether this stream of nearly identical results was expected or if her employer was hoping for something different. Regardless, she was a scientist trained to follow a trail of facts, wherever it might lead her. The markers in Chase’s DNA had to be the key to the puzzle she was supposed to unlock. That much was obvious. Although no one had said as much in so many words, her mysterious employer clearly thought that those specific markers were responsible for his unique abilities.

Well, not necessarily unique. After all, he shared them with at least ten other test subjects according to the data she’d inherited along with the lab. How had her predecessor managed to find so many others who had the same rare markers in their blood? With her area of specialty, she should’ve heard about any ongoing studies on the subject.

As she waited for the centrifuge to finish its cycle, it crossed her mind that maybe the project was classified. That would certainly account for the secrecy. But if that were the case, wouldn’t she have had to go through an in-depth security clearance protocol before being hired and given access to the data? So many questions without answers. And the truth was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to figure it all out. Denial might be cowardly, but she needed some way to control the fear that was her constant companion.

For a few seconds, she turned her attention away from the rows of neat and tidy numbers on her computer screen to study the man they represented. His tan skin had developed a sheen of sweat as he pounded along on the treadmill. There was such power and predatory grace in the way he moved. This wasn’t the time for her hormones to kick in, but he was so quintessentially male that she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have all that strength and intensity focused on her. Even now, her cheek tingled from his touch. Such gentle power.

A doctor wasn’t supposed to lust after her patient, not to mention that Chase was there against his will. Luckily for her, he seemed blissfully unaware of her scrutiny as he kept pounding along. Did he think he could somehow outdistance his demons while running in place? She hoped it worked for him.

But now he was slowing down, taking a cooldown lap or two before moving on to the exercise bike. She immediately dragged her attention back to her computer screen. A real live man couldn’t really be reduced to rows of numbers. Regardless, she tried to pretend it was possible. Anything to maintain some measure of emotional distance from him and the predicament they were both trapped in.

She might have been naïve to take this job without looking beyond the glitter of the offer, but that didn’t mean she was always a fool. It was doubtful their captors would ever lower their guard long enough for Chase to escape. They couldn’t risk him getting free to testify against them for kidnapping him in the first place, not to mention the multiple assaults that might have killed a lesser man. Following that logic, they couldn’t afford to let her walk away at the end of her year’s employment for all those same reasons.

As if her dark thoughts summoned them, the lab door slid open and six of the guards filed in. Chase had just stepped off the treadmill, barely breathing hard. He glanced at her and then at the men forming a semicircle around him. She set down her clipboard and started to position herself between him and the guards. Chase shook his head, telling her without words to stay out of it. When she did, he gave her a look of approval before calmly walking toward his escort.

“Don’t wait up, Doc. I’m guessing my dance card is pretty full today.”

The closest guard gave him a hard shove toward the door. “Shut up, Number Five.”
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