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      Meri’s a forensic pathologist with a spectacular arrangement with Notre Dame University—practically unlimited access to funds and a paid position to perform her dream research.

      

      The price she has to pay for this arrangement? Notre Dame occasionally loans out her highly specialized skills. Other than pose an occasional disruption to her research schedule, this arrangement works well. She’s got no problem with sinking herself into her work, especially now that philandering Josh Monroe is out of the picture.

      

      Deathbending bear shifter Dunnigan Youngblood’s got a hell of a problem. He’s got to sneak out of a morgue before someone decides to cut into him. Too late.
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      “Meredith?”

      Meredith Morales—Associate Director of Forensic Sciences at Notre Dame—looked up from her computer screen. She was young for the position, but it came with a price. Meredith—Meri to most of her friends, but not to her boss, who was the one on the other side of the monitor, calling her name—put on a smile, though she wasn’t appreciative of the interruption. This was sacred research time. But, as a fairly renowned forensic pathologist in her field, she’d made a deal with the devil. And today, the devil—Doctor Felton Broussard—was calling her name.

      “Doctor Broussard?” She took note of the pencil marks on his chest where he’d missed his pocket protector, the black rims on his thick glasses, and the receding hairline, but mostly, she noted the harassed expression on his face. She’d seen that expression before, and she knew it meant someone important had called, requesting her services. “What can I do for you, Doctor Broussard?”

      He cleared his throat with a raspy hack. Another harbinger of bad news. “Your services have been requested.”

      The very words she feared she’d hear. She kept the smile plastered on her face but wondered if her eyes reflected her irritation. Maybe this would be an easy request. One that would allow her to get back to her work quickly, but like she already figured, the man’s expression did not bode well.

      The deal with the devil she’d made? Yeah, she’d made it willingly, but…damn. So here it was. The deal. A fancy title, Associate Director of Forensic Sciences at Notre Dame, ooh la! A steady paycheck. Unlimited access—practically—to research at Notre Dame. Unlimited funds—also, practically—to pay for that research. The tradeoff? She could be outsourced to any government—or private entity with enough cash to satisfy Notre Dame’s coffers. The projects almost always involved cutting into people because—hello!—forensic pathologist. It most often involved dead people, though Meri had assisted with an occasional project involving live specimens…erm, people. Not specimens, she reminded herself.

      So now, again, it was time to pay the piper. She bit back a grumble because, let’s be real, it was not as though she was called upon more than a couple of times per year.

      “Who am I working for this time?”

      Confoundment crossed his face. “That’s just it. This came down from one of the Board of Fellows—Agnes Gaston.”

      She sat back in her chair. The Board of Fellows. This was a new one on her. Usually it was the Department of Defense or a specific four-star general at the Pentagon or the Center of Disease Control. But for something to come directly from the Board of Fellows? That didn’t—hadn’t ever—happened. That she knew of, anyway.

      “So, this is for the Board of Fellows.”

      He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “All I know is one of them conveyed the request. I don’t know who is behind it or anything more than that. And it’s a top priority. You’re to pack for five days. That’s what they said.”

      “Where am I going?”

      His blue eyes, with the filminess of one who’d reached a certain elderly age, locked gazes with hers. “I have no idea. Can you leave your research for a few days? Will the samples you’re working on deteriorate?”

      Clearly, Doctor Broussard knew about the finer points of cytopathology, and though he never pressured Meri for details about her work prematurely, she was appreciative to have a boss who got it. She clicked to save the program then shut down the computer. “It will be okay. I’ll leave some directions with the lab.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll tell Agnes Gaston you’ll be ready to go in…?” He waited for her.

      “An hour.” Enough time to run to her apartment and pack a couple things, water her plants—thank goodness she had no pets, who could with this kind of demand on her time?—and be ready to go. Which reminded her… “Where should I go when I’m packed?”

      “She said they’ll pick you up at your place. I’ll give them the address.”

      “Alright. An hour, then.”
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      “Holy crap.” Meri whistled beneath her breath as she stepped out of her apartment building off Notre Dame Avenue. A limo perched on the sidewalk, definitely waiting for someone. And when she opened the building door to step into a pleasant, sunny late afternoon, the door to the limo opened. Not a coincidence, was it? This was her ride?

      The man who’d exited the limo was in uniform. No, not a chauffeur’s uniform. A military one. Tan. Army? She studied rank and ribbons. Didn’t seem like any Army uniform she was familiar with—not that she was an expert on military uniforms. Not by a long stretch. She wasn’t one of the uniform groupie girls. Definitely not one to flock to any man in a uniform. Give her a guy that filled out a pair of Levi’s and a tee any day of the week. Preferably with just enough stubble to leave her face raw after a good make-out sesh.

      Now, why the hell was she thinking about that? Two weeks post-Josh and here she was dreaming about making out. So much for swearing off men for a while.

      “Ms. Morales?” Uniform said.

      Doctor Morales, but she wasn’t going to correct him. Though it had taken her a hell of a long time to earn that title. That aside, clearly, the limo was here for her. Well, damn. “That’s me. Meredith, please.”

      “Right.” He stepped forward. “I’ll take your bag.” The trunk popped open. Which meant the driver hadn’t come out—didn’t the driver usually come out for taking the bags and getting the doors? Weird, already. Plus, the fact it opened when Uniform said he’d take the bag, without even talking to the driver. He placed her bag in an immaculate, empty trunk then held the door for her.

      Meri climbed in and took a spot in the seat facing forward. Uniform folded his tall frame into the limo in the seat in front of her and shut the door.

      No communication was shared with the driver, but the vehicle crawled away from the building.

      Meri checked out the inside of the limo, pretty standard, not that she’d ever been in one, but she’d seen plenty in movies and on TV. She glanced toward the windows. A strange sensation—not panic, but maybe panic’s distant cousin—sank in.

      She turned to Uniform. “Seriously? What kind of ride is this?”

      From the outside, before she’d gotten in, the vehicle had appeared to be your average black limousine with dark-tinted windows. But from the inside, she couldn’t see out. And the glass partition between the driver and the passenger was the same opaque shade. She couldn’t see the driver.

      “Ms. Morales. The nature of this project is—”

      “What is your name?”

      “Wheeler, ma’am.”

      “Just Wheeler?” She glanced at the name tag. It did indeed read Wheeler. Could just anyone buy a uniform? And a tag? And commendations, ribbons, whatever those things on his chest were? Why was she suddenly suffering from a paranoid-conspiracy-theorist attack? You know why, an inner voice said.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She refocused herself, coming back to the situation at hand, and breathed out slowly. “Why can’t I see out these windows?”

      “You don’t have security clearance for the location we’re going to.”

      “W-what?” Meri sank back into the plush interior. “Where are we going?” No sooner had she voiced the words than she realized the futility of asking the question. Of course, they—he—wouldn’t tell her. Not when they’d gone to such lengths to hide their route. “Scratch that.”

      Wheeler gave a sharp chin-down, one-time head snap downward. One hell of a nod.

      “What can you tell me?”

      “That we’ll be there in a few hours. I’ll need your cell phone, please.”

      “What the hell? Why would you need my cell?”

      “You could check GPS coordinates, see where we are on a map app. That sort of thing. Be tracked.”

      Shit. Exactly what she’d been planning to do—check the GPS—under the guise of sending a text. She smoothed her hand over the soft leather seat, stalling, thinking. Would Broussard have sent her into danger? Not knowingly, that she believed firmly. Should she be concerned? Well, aside from the control-freak tendencies of her personality, probably not, she supposed. It wasn’t as though the Board of Fellows would send her to anything— Whoa! Back the fuck up. Was I really about to say that an organization wasn’t going to do something shady or undercover? She knew better. Knew damned better.

      But still, she knew Broussard. She knew the university. They wouldn’t involve her in something… She shivered. Of course, they wouldn’t.

      “Your phone, please, ma’am.”

      She fished around in her purse. “I need to call…to let someone know I’m out of town.”

      He smirked. “You have no siblings. You haven’t spoken to your father in years. Your mother has passed and…” He scratched his clean-shaven chin, as though thinking. “You’ve recently broken up with your boyfriend.”

      Meri grabbed on to the woodgrain console next to her leg and squeezed it then turned her head to peer out the window. The not-window, because she couldn’t see through it. “It seems you’ve done your homework.”

      “We have to do background checks on everyone before they enter the facility.”

      “What facility is that?” No harm in trying to catch him off-guard.

      He regarded her coolly. “The one I’m taking you to.” He held out his hand. “The phone, Ms. Morales.”

      “That’s Doctor Morales.” She weighed the options. She was in prison or in a country where citizens didn’t have rights. This was a free country. She could turn this down, couldn’t she? She thought of Notre Dame. Her work there. The studies and hours spent on cytology. She was doing groundbreaking work. She’d have her name on a patent, possibly receive a Lasker Award. Maybe one day a Nobel Prize.

      And all she had to do were these projects every so often. An occasional post-mortem of soldiers after an incident in the Middle East. A biometric analysis of the victims involved an explosion. Occasional casework for the Federal DNA database. Come on, she could do these little assignments. Just because this one was a bit different than the others in terms of security, that didn’t mean anything, did it?

      She thought of her lab. Imagined the lives she could save if she was successful. Not to mention the prestige. In your face, Josh Monroe. In your face. Cheating bastard. Living her dream would be the best revenge. And she couldn’t have that dream without the funding and the lab and the time to pursue it.

      She handed the phone over and watched as Wheeler took her phone apart. He pulled the SIM card then put the tiny card in a metal box and her phone in a different metal box. Then he put both of them in a larger box with a combination lock on it.

      “Jeez. Was this really necessary?”

      “I have my instructions.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Wheeler had offered her a drink from a thermos. Hot chai. Her favorite, her weakness. Before she knew it, she’d fallen asleep.

      At some point in time, much later, Meri sensed they’d arrived somewhere. She could hear the road noise. And she could sense the speed. Both had changed. They’d gotten off a freeway, for starters. The roadway they were on was bumpy. Probably unpaved, if she had to guess. And they’d slowed down. She had no clue how much time had lapsed. Hours, yes, of that she was sure. But how many? She wished she had a phone now. Or a watch.

      She looked around the limo.

      What the hell?

      She wasn’t in a limo anymore. What kind of vehicle was this? A large Jeep? A Hummer perhaps? How did that happen? She tried to calm her breathing. To get her pulse to not race. There’d been something in that chai. Damn him. Damn them.

      I’m not freaking out. I’m not freaking out. I’m not freaking out. Who was she kidding? Of course, she was. On the inside. She wasn’t so much scared as she was out of sorts about not knowing. Yep, she was a self-avowed control freak. Meri noticed she was tapping the plastic. And worse, she noticed he’d noticed.

      At least the windows in this vehicle weren’t blacked out. She could see the night sky. The stars. All the stars. No city lights, no civilization, nothing like that. Where were they?

      Wheeler watched her, still expressionless. Would it kill the man to be comforting? “Not far, Doctor Morales.”

      Wow. Condescending much?

      She nodded. Hopefully, he was some lackey delivery guy who was taking her to the place and she’d never have to interact with him again.

      Sure enough, not much later, the vehicle stopped. The sound of a door—like a garage door but bigger, louder—came through.

      She thought she heard voices, too. Nonchalantly, she leaned closer to the window, hoping to catch some information. The mechanized sound of a door being closed—Risen? Pushed?—stopped. Still dark outside. The vehicle started moving again.

      She glanced at Wheeler. “We there?”

      A clipped nod. That seemed to be his thing. “Just a few and we’ll be able to stretch our legs.”

      And pee. She’d been holding it for too long. If she got a bladder infection, she was billing them. Whoever them was.

      Sure enough, moments later, they’d stopped, and the doors were being opened. A man in a dark suit—federal agent of some sort, she’d bet—stepped forward, offering his hand for her to shake. Dark suit. Dark hair. Olive skin. Muscles beneath the suit. “Doctor Morales. So thankful you made it. I’m sure you’d like to use the facilities.”

      “Thank you. Yes. Mister…?”

      “Agent. Dorian Grisham.” He released her hand and turned around. “Follow me, please.” He started at brisk pace, toward the right.

      Meri followed him, studying their surroundings, thankful Wheeler was still standing by the limo. A large area, the ceiling of which was a corrugated metal half-circle. A Quonset hut. How she knew that name was another matter, altogether. Credit—or blame—her father for that bit of knowledge.

      The area wasn’t actually what she’d call a building. More like a passage. A very long, concrete-paved passage, the corrugated gray metal above and on all sides, with nary a window in sight. Naked bulbs hung suspended from long stretches of wire, dangling way above head. It was surreal. And it lent to her conspiracy theory, reminding her of an underground silo where military shit happened. Secret military shit. Like the Roswell, New Mexico business she didn’t know much about.

      But nah, she knew she wasn’t in New Mexico. They hadn’t traveled far enough. Had they? Then again, she’d been in a drugged sleep and moved from one vehicle to another. Could they have put her on a plane or a helicopter? Was NORAD a possibility? She knew the location was somewhere near Colorado Springs or maybe Denver. Damn, Josh would love to hear she’d been taken to NORAD. Wait. There was no Josh. Fuck Josh. Yeah, fuck him. But still, this couldn’t be NORAD, could it? They hadn’t gone far enough for that. Had they?

      So, where? For the millionth time, she thought of her phone, in the clutches of that damned Wheeler. The agent headed toward one of the corrugated walls.

      Meri noticed the scatterings of doors every twenty or thirty feet. “Agent Grisham.”

      Reaching the door, hand on the knob, he glanced over his shoulder. “Doctor?”

      “These circumstances are highly unusual.” God, she wanted to say they were highly suspect but bit that back. For now. “I’m not accustomed to being shuttled in a vehicle—not even a classy limo. Or being knocked unconscious. Not to mention, all the secrecy. I mean, if you don’t trust me…”

      Grisham fixed her with a steady gaze. “I understand your concern. I’m not the one to ask questions, though. Maybe you’d like to save them for the briefing.” He glanced at his watch. “That’ll be at oh-eight- hundred, tomorrow. For now, restroom? Then a quick meal at the canteen. After, I’ll show you to your quarters.”

      “Yes, the restroom.” She squeezed her legs. Because really, was this a good time to have started a conversation? In the next few moments, she might make an embarrassing puddle on their concrete floor.

      Inside the steel door, a passage that reminded her of an office building awaited. Granted, a stark, no-nonsense office building, but still, at least it didn’t look so military-austere as the passageway—more like a super-large tunnel, actually—they’d just left. There was carpeting. If you wanted to call low-pile, low-grade, navy-blue tiles carpeting.

      On the left, a sign depicting the ladies’ restroom. Not saying a word, Meri hustled in and barely had time to drop trou before beginning to drain her bladder. Seems the second her body sensed she was at a restroom, it had set off the evacuation process. She released a long exhale of relief through her nose and checked out her panties to be sure she hadn’t leaked before she’d lowered them.

      Whew. Lucky. Not a drop. She really should have pressed the issue and told Wheeler to stop mid-trip. Or the rude bastard could have offered. Right. He didn’t seem the type to think of anyone’s needs.

      Business done, hands washed, she glanced in the mirror.

      Tugging the band out of her hair, she released dark curls and fluffed them. Looping the band around her wrist for safekeeping. Damn, she looked pale, green around the gills, even. Probably from thinking about Josh. Well, she told herself, quit that. Quit giving him headspace.

      Yeah, a chorus of voices that sounded like no one she knew cheered in her head, quit that.

      Plastering a grim smile on, she opened the door to find Agent Grisham leaning against the opposite wall. Silent. Next to him, her least favorite person—next to Josh!—watched her as she joined them.

      “Hungry?” Wheeler asked. As if he cared.

      Agent Grisham gave him a look. “The canteen closes in thirty minutes, Doctor Morales. Let’s go get you something to eat because it doesn’t open until oh-six-hundred again.”

      “Sounds like we’re going to dinner, then.” What choice did she have? She should eat.

      “I’m not going to make it,” Agent Grisham said. “I’ve got to ensure everything is set up for the briefing.”

      “Joy.” She didn’t realize she’d said it out loud until Wheeler smirked.

      “It will be my pleasure to escort the doctor to dinner,” he said. The note of sincerity clearly lacking, though there was a tinge of amusement in his tone.

      The walk to the canteen was more of the same. Non-descript gray bland walls, navy carpet tiles that weren’t really carpet, office doors without windows, occasional locks on some doors. A left turn, a right one, then a lobby—for lack of a better word—that was more like a large area—football-field-sized—for congregating. High-ceilinged Quonset again, with bare bulbs. Large, thick metal doors, big enough for vehicles to travel through, at different spots against the walls.

      People milled around. Some in uniform, others in suits, a few in scrubs.

      “This is the Quad. That”—he pointed to one of the large doors—“leads to quarters. This one”—more pointing—“leads to the hospital. That one”—he inclined his head—“goes to the canteen. The rest of the doors are off-limits to you.”

      Meri studied the entrances. “How am I supposed to tell them apart? They aren’t even labeled.”

      “You won’t need you. You’ll be escorted at all times. No wandering, no exploring, no trespassing. It’s a criminal offense if you do. Federal.”

      “Got it.”

      With a wave, he indicated a direction and for her to precede him. “The canteen.”

      She stepped under the arched doorway, studying the steel door that could seal it off from the Quad. It was a foot thick. Looked like solid steel. “Why so thick? Why so many security measures? What do you have here? Nuclear weapons?”

      No reply from Wheeler. She glanced back. He was watching her, his expression absent.

      Seemed she couldn’t get answers, nor could she bait him. She led the way, heading down the passageway of more corrugated steel and hanging lightbulbs, but not as large as the area they’d been in when they’d gotten out of the limo.

      The passageway came to a dead end at a large, brightly lit building with white drywall. The front of the building was wide open, with roll-down grill gates you could see through but not get through, presumably when the canteen closed, Meri assumed. With the exception of those roll-down doors, the canteen reminded her of a hospital cafeteria. An unadorned, sanitized version of a Luby’s restaurant.

      She reached in her purse for her wallet.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Wheeler said from behind her. “All meals are part of the arrangement.”

      “Will you be dining?” She —grabbed a tray and silverware—not relishing the thought of his staring at her while she ate.

      He seemed caught unaware and paused. “If you would feel more comfortable.” She nodded, then he added. “I haven’t had anything since breakfast.”

      “We could have stopped along the way.” Meri strived for niceness.

      “Not part of the mandate.”

      “Right, we have rules.” She shuttled the tray along the metal tube tray rails, stopping in front of the entrée station. She offered a cordial smile to the attendant, dressed in white, actually appearing more like a Luby’s employee than a part of a secret government installation. “Roast chicken, please.” Moving along, at the sides station. “Mashed potatoes, corn, green beans.” She took the plate. “Thank you.” At the dessert station, she paused. Oh, to hell with it. It wasn’t as though she was trying to watch her figure for Josh—or anyone.

      Food was her comfort. Especially at a stressful time. Which this part of her life was proving to be. Cheating boyfriends, under-wraps missions, what was next? “Chocolate cake, please.” The attendant pointed to a large slice. “Yes, thank you.”

      A glass of water and one iced tea, then she was at the register.

      The cashier smiled at her, clearly waiting.

      “She’s with me,” Wheeler said, catching up, his tray full of food, no dessert.

      Hardly. But she didn’t bother to correct him.

      He handed the cashier a badge, which she swiped then handed back. “Pick a table,” he instructed Meri.

      “Don’t want to go somewhere I don’t have clearance for,” she popped off, walking toward a nearby table.

      “That’s smart,” he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-4-illusion.jpg
" SHIFTERS FOREVER MORE

ILISION

ELLE THORNE






OEBPS/images/logo-03-2.jpg
WORLDS,





OEBPS/images/logo-03.jpg
WORLDS,





