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CHAPTER ONE
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"You might be onto something with this," Dr. Wiley said as she picked up the snub-nosed monkey. "It'll be interesting to see if it's viable. Perhaps introducing the changes more gradually is what we'll have to do."

"Dr. Wiley, you need to come with us," a man said as he took hold of her elbow. She startled and so did the monkey latching onto her wrist with its teeth. 

She turned to look into the face of a stranger. He was dressed in black and another man dressed identically stood behind him. 

"Who let you in here?" Gretchen asked as her assistant gave the monkey a shot of sedative and helped release the animal’s grasp on the doctor’s wrist. 

Just then the doors opened, and two security guards entered wearing the required masks. "Are you OK, Dr. Wiley?" one of the guards asked as he pointed his weapon at one of the strangers.

"You need to come with us, Dr. Wiley," the man holding her elbow said as he raised his weapon with his other hand and his partner followed suit. 

"All of you, lower your weapons," Gretchen said. "I don't know what's going on, but we can discuss it outside the lab. I need to clean and bandage this wound." None of them lowered their weapons. Gretchen turned and picked up a test tube from the work table behind her with her uninjured hand. "Do any of you know what will happen if I drop this?" No one responded, but she saw the MASS security guards take a step back. "Let's just say that we'll all die a horrible death that won't leave enough of a body to bury. Now, lower your weapons," she said, holding the tube in the air between her thumb and forefinger.

"Ma'am, we really need to go now. You need to come with us," the man holding her elbow said.

"Lower your weapons, and I'll come with you once my wound has been bandaged."

The four -armed men lowered their weapons. Dr. Wiley returned the test tube to its stand on the table and led them out of the lab. She continued walking, and the four men followed her to her office. Gretchen walked around behind her desk, leaving the four men to stand in the small space in front of her. "Now, what's this all about?" she asked.

"You're needed at SBD immediately," one of the strangers said.

"I'm sorry. There must be some confusion. I no longer work for SBD." She left Survival by Design nearly two years earlier when she realized its owner, billionaire Garrett McGowan, believed he was wealthy enough to skip certain testing requirements Gretchen felt were necessary when you worked in the field of genetics. There was a time she thought she was in love with Garrett, but it wasn't enough to change his mind and Gretchen wasn't willing to risk her career or her heart. She accepted a position working for the US government as part of an international research project called MASS—Mutually Assured Species Survival. 

MASS and SBD were both trying to ensure the survival of the human race. The research at both facilities was divided into two sections—one was working on enhancements to humans and some animals that would make it likely those species could survive an apocalyptic event on Earth, the other was researching modifications to humans that would make them more suitable for life on other planets.

MASS was working on the same research as SBD, but the differences between working for the government versus a privately funded organization were huge. Gretchen strongly believed in the significance of her research, but she wasn't any happier with how MASS was run than she'd been at SBD. 

"Mr. McGowan sent us to get you. He said to tell you that he needs your help. There's been an accident with Yogi."

"Crap. I need to talk to Garrett," she said. She dismissed the MASS Security guards and told the other two to wait in the lobby while she made a call. She pulled her cell phone from her purse and selected a contact she hadn't used in nearly two years.

Five minutes later, Dr. Wiley left her office after explaining to her assistant that she would be away for a few days and assuring him that she was not being kidnapped. The two armed men, hustled her out the door to a helicopter waiting on MASS's helipad. In minutes they were in the air on the first leg of a very long journey.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


"You paid me good money to help you bag a polar bear. That's not going to happen unless you're willing to stay sober, gear up, and actually head out on the ice," Boyd explained to the trio of hungover men sprawled on the furniture around the rented cabin. 

"Once we get some coffee and breakfast, we'll be good to go," Bob, the oldest of the three, said. 

"No. You won't. You need to be hydrated and alert before I'll even consider taking you out on the ice. You've already lost the opportunity today. If you want to hunt tomorrow, I suggest you spend today drinking lots of water, no alcohol, and resting. I'll be here at six tomorrow morning."

"Come on, Harper. We paid a lot of money for this."

"Yes, you did, so act like it. Get your shit together. This isn't like deer hunting. If you just wanted to hang out and drink with your friends, you could have done that anywhere. Hunting in this environment is serious business. I'll see you in the..."

There was a loud knock on the door. "Please tell me you didn't find a way to order hookers up here," Bo said as he headed for the door. When he opened it, he was face-to-face with a stranger dressed in military-style cold weather gear. A rifle hung from a strap slung over the man's shoulder. Another man, identically dressed and armed, stood behind the first.

"Are you Major Boyd Harper?" the man asked with a British accent.

"Who's asking?" 

"You need to come with us, Major."

"I don't think so," Harper said and shut the door. 

"What's going on Harper?" one of the hunters asked. 

Thuds echoed around the cabin as a heavy fist connected repeatedly with the door. "Open up or we'll bust it down," the voice said. 

"Who sent you?" Boyd shouted through the closed door. 

"Garrett McGowan. He needs your help. There's a problem at SBD. Mr. McGowan said to tell you, Gretchen will meet you there."

"Dammit. Give me a minute." There was no love lost between Harper and Garrett McGowan, the billionaire owner of SBD. The man had relentlessly pursued Bo's wife once she went to work for him. Harper wanted to send these guys packing, but the minute they mentioned her name, he knew he wouldn't be able to refuse. His vow to protect her didn't end with the divorce degree.

"I'll send someone to take you hunting tomorrow," Boyd said to the men who were watching him intently.

"Wait. You can't just leave us. What the hell is this all about? We paid for the great Boyd Harper not some second-rate stand in."

"You'll get your bear," Bo said as he walked out the door. 

He opened the door and stepped outside. "I need to pick up my bag and make a couple of calls," he told the two men in white. 

"No time."

"I don't go without my bag," Boyd said, stopping where he stood. 

"Make it quick," one of them said as they followed along behind him. He ducked into his room at the local guest house, threw his gear into his bag, and headed back out the door. 

Five minutes later he was aboard a float plane flying over the endless blanket of white. Bo wondered why, after all that happened, he was willing to drop everything to run to Gretchen's aid. He realized this might all be a ruse by McGowan to get him involved in something dangerous. If that was the case, Harper would be on the next plane home. 

"Where are we headed," Bo shouted to be heard over the plane's engines.

"SBD."

When Boyd transferred from the float plane to a larger aircraft, he called Gretchen but got no answer. If she was the reason he was headed to SBD, he figured she would answer his calls if she could. She didn't even work for SBD any more as far as he knew. From everything he noticed as the two guards hustled him from the float plane to a regular plane, to a helicopter, he was on his way to the SBD Research Center which was on a privately-owned island off the northern coast of Scotland. Gretchen was currently working at the MASS project research station on an island in the Falklands. It was basically on the opposite side of the planet. By the time the helicopter touched down at SBD he convinced himself he'd been duped by Garrett McGowan.
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CHAPTER THREE
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"Are you sure about this?" Gavin asked. "I'm surprised they agreed to work together."

"I didn't really give them much choice," Garrett said. "We need both of them to salvage this."

"With all the security we have, how did this happen?" Gavin asked. 

"Security is analyzing the incident now, but recapturing M9B is the priority."

"Do you have a plan?" Gavin asked.

"Containment first. I've called in the Coastguard to ring the island. We'll make a plan as soon as Gretchen gets here. In the meantime, I've put the facility on lockdown."

"Do you think M9B can survive in the real world?"

"That's what it was designed for."

"Tell me you didn't arrange this little escape as some sort of real-world test," Gavin said.

"I didn't but, you have to admit, it's a hell of a way to prove that we're on the right track."

"You going to be able to handle seeing her again?"

"I can handle it," Garrett said.

"Is this some ill-advised scheme to try to win her back?"

"SBD needs her."

"I wasn't talking about SBD." 

After Gavin left, Garrett pulled open the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a framed picture. "Maybe this time I can convince you to stay," he said to the dark-haired beauty in the photo.

Garrett spent the rest of the day making calls and running his billion-dollar company from his office in the SBD center. In the early days, when Survival by Design was just a start up, he spent as much time as he could on the island. Once Gretchen joined the staff, he didn't care if he ever left. Everything he needed was there. When his relationship with her ended, he didn't care if he ever spent another day at SBD. He thought about selling the company, but their contracts were too lucrative to just toss aside. 

The phone on his desk rang. "Yes, Chloe?"

"The chopper carrying Dr. Wiley is 15 minutes out."

"Great. Thanks."

After a stop in his private bathroom to make sure he was presentable, he made his way to the front entrance. He hoped Gretchen might no longer have a hold on him. He knew he was wrong the minute she stepped off the helicopter. She still took his breath away. Her dark hair was shorter than the last time he saw her, but it suited her. He was pleased when her eyes found his, and she headed straight for him. 

She didn't stop until her face was an inch from his. He thought she was going to kiss him. She grabbed hold of his necktie, pulling him even closer. "What the hell did you think you were doing sending your goons to drag me back here?"

Garrett put his hand on her upper arm. "I need your help, Gretchen. Yogi escaped."

"You could have called and asked like a normal human being."

"We both know I'm not just a normal human being."

"That's right. To reach that level would require you to have a heart and soul."

It was Gretchen's spirit—her willingness to fight him on anything she felt strongly about, that first attracted him. She was beautiful, but it was her fire he couldn't forget. Most people agreed with McGowan because of his money and power. If he told a room full of people that he had decided the Earth was flat, most of them would nod in agreement. Gretchen would be in his face telling him what an idiot he was. He grinned at the thought. "Show Dr. Wiley to her quarters and then bring her to the conference room after she's unpacked."
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"Let's make this as quick as possible so I can get back to the MASS station," Gretchen said when she was seated at the conference table with a cup of fresh-brewed tea in hand. 

Gavin pushed a thumb-drive across the table to her. "Hello, Dr. Wiley. Nice to see you again. All the video footage is on there."

"How long has Yogi been gone?" she asked.

"Yogi?" Gavin asked.

"M9B. When did he exit the building?"

"It's been 48 hours," Gavin said.

"I'm going to need some time to look over this and come up..."

Just then the conference room door opened, and Boyd Harper stepped in. Gretchen put her hand over her mouth to silence the gasp that escaped her lips at the sight of him. 

Boyd quickly walked over to Garrett and put both his hands on the arms of the chair the billionaire was sitting in.

"What makes you think I have any interest in helping you? We're not exactly BFFs."

"I needed the best people to deal with this problem. Now that that two of you are..."

Boyd kept his arms on Garrett's chair with his body leaning over the man while he turned his head to look over his shoulder. "No. Fuckin'. Way," he said. He stood up and headed for the door.

"What the hell is he doing here?" Gretchen asked.

"Harper, you've traveled a long way," Gavin said. "At least sit down and let Garrett explain. If you still want to leave when he's finished, I'll have Chloe make arrangements to get you home."

Boyd looked around the conference table. Garrett McGowan—the guy who stole his wife, sat at one end. His brother Gavin sat in the chair to his left. Boyd didn't recognize the man to Garrett's left but, from his attire, Boyd pegged him as security. A scientist in a lab coat sat beside the security guy, and Gretchen, Bo's ex-wife and Garrett's ex-lover, sat across the table. Boyd took the seat at the other end.

"Can I get a cup of coffee?" Harper asked. Garrett nodded to one of the security guards standing just inside the door. 

"Once Mr. Harper has his coffee, I'll explain the situation," Garrett said. 

The guard returned a moment later and set a cup of coffee on the table in front of Boyd. "Now, can someone explain why I'm here?" Boyd asked.

"Since you knew Gretchen when she accepted the job here at SBD," Garrett said...

"Knew her? I was married to her," Boyd said.

Garrett continued. "I assume you have a basic idea about the work we do here. It's very similar to what's being done at the MASS project in the Falklands except SBD is privately funded and not forced to untangle so much red tape." 

"Boyd, one of their experiments escaped," Gretchen said. "They brought us here to help them recapture it. I had no idea they involved you until you walked into the conference room."

"I can understand why they might need your help," Boyd told Gretchen, "but why me?"

"Because Gretchen always said you were the best hunter she knew," Garrett said, "I needed the best."

After that, they all got lost in the details—how large was the island, how many men did they have, what kind of weapons. 

"What mods have you made to Yogi since I left?" Gretchen asked. 

"Yogi?" Boyd asked.

"Yogi is a black bear with augmented DNA." Gretchen said.

"Augmented how?" Boyd asked.

"From what I remember, it has armor-plated skin, increased endurance, less need for oxygen," Gretchen said. 

"That doesn't sound too bad," Bo said.

"We've made a few changes since you left, Dr. Wiley," the scientist in the lab coat said. 

"Wiley? Geez," Bo said. "You really did try to erase any evidence that we were ever married."
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After watching the video of the creature's escape numerous times, Boyd and Gretchen came up with a plan. Neither of them was confident it would work.

"For all intent and purposes, we're hunting a creature that doesn't exist," Boyd said. 

Gretchen looked around the room and noticed everyone else had left. "When did that happen?" she asked.

"When we got so engrossed we didn't notice them leaving," Boyd said. 

"I'll go find Garrett and have him round everyone up so we can review the plan." 

After everyone had been briefed, Boyd turned to Garrett, "How soon can you have the gear ready?"

"With the island surrounded and this place locked down, there's no reason to make this more difficult. Let's leave at first light."

"You were concerned enough to pull me away from paying clients, but now you're not in any hurry?" Boyd asked.

"He's right We'll have a better chance of success in the morning," Gretchen said. 

"Eat a good meal and relax," Gavin said. "We'll leave at first light."

Boyd wanted to argue, but why bother. As they walked out of the conference room, he waited for Gretchen to catch up. "Is there someplace we can talk for a few minutes?" he asked.

"Sure. We can go to the lounge. I'll give you a tour of the place. Follow me."

Gretchen led him through the various levels of the SBD building introducing him to people she had worked with during her time there. 

On Level 2, Gretchen was stopped by a pair of locked doubled doors. She seemed surprised to find the doors locked and the hallway beyond dark. "This was the Xteres section, my section, when I was here. I guess Garrett really has shut that part down."

There were a few other areas that required palm scans for access. Gretchen tried one but wasn't surprised her access had been removed since she'd been gone nearly two years. She took him to a viewing catwalk where they could see some of the animals that were being used as test subjects. Most of them still looked like normal animals though some had obvious changes.  

They sat down at a small table after fixing what they wanted to drink—tea for her, coffee for him. "Why did you agree to help McGowan?" Boyd asked. "I know you broke up with him and went to work for MASS. Why help him now?"

She didn't answer right away. "I know you don't approve of my work, but this is serious science. If a mutated creature got out it could cause a lot of problems. If it had a chance to interbred with a local species there could be unimagined consequences. I couldn't refuse to help contain this. Why are you here?"

Boyd hated to admit it. "They told me you needed my help."

Gretchen wasn't sure what to do with that information. "We're both here now, so let's get this problem resolved so we can get back to our lives."

"Do you trust McGowan?"

"To a point."

Before Bo could ask what that point was, Garrett walked in and put his hands on her shoulders. "I wondered where you'd gone," he said. He bent down and kissed her cheek. "Would you have dinner with me tonight?" When she hesitated, he continued. "I'd like to discuss our current research."

In the past, he regularly used her dedication to her work to manipulate her, but she couldn't refuse. She wanted to know what progress they'd made and what avenues SBD was pursuing that were different than the approach at MASS. "Sure Garrett. That would be nice."

Boyd watched their interaction with interest. Garrett placed another kiss on Gretchen's cheek, before turning to Boyd. "Did you enjoy your tour?"

"Yeah," Boyd said. "That's quite a freak show you've created. Thinking of opening a circus?"

"There's a cafeteria on the lower level, Mr. Harper. Enjoy your dinner."

"Swell guy," Boyd said. "I totally get why you choose him over me." He stood up to leave. "I'll see you in the morning. You two have a fun night."

Boyd asked the nearest security guard for directions to his room. He took a shower then found the cafeteria. A big part of him wanted to go home. He didn't feel any need to help Garrett McGowan. He motioned to the security guard who stood near the cafeteria door. When the man approached, he said, "Let your boss know I need to talk to him tonight."

The man nodded and walked off talking into his mic. Boyd refilled his coffee cup and grabbed a piece of pie. The food was pretty good. He figured that was important if all the staff had to live on the island. They needed access to decent food or no one would want to work at SBD. 

Boyd finished eating and headed to his room to prep his gear for the hunt. He was pissed that he hadn't heard from McGowan, but it wasn't because he cared so much about what he wanted to say to the guy. He was angry because he figured McGowan was having a long dinner with Gretchen. 

He was about to turn out the light and get some sleep when there was a knock on the door. "Security said you needed to talk to me tonight," Harper said. "Sorry I'm a little late. I had a dinner date."

Boyd really wanted to punch the guy, but he wouldn't give Garrett the satisfaction. "We haven't discussed compensation," Boyd said. "I figured that was something we should agree on before I invest any more of my time in this endeavor."

"You really think I'll stiff you on your fee. What is it you do for work now that you’re not in the military?"

"I run a successful guide business for people who like to hunt animals rather than experiment on them."

"Charge me what you charge for a hunt then. I'm sure it will be an amount that will be of no consequence to me."

"No matter how big your bank account, just remember, she left you too," Boyd said and closed the door.
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Boyd woke up in a foul mood. He couldn't decide if he was angry at McGowan for tricking him into this, or at Gretchen for expecting him to help, or with himself for dropping everything for a chance to help her. No matter the reason, now it was time to concentrate on a hunt which could well prove to be the most unique of his life. 

The cafeteria was noisy with everyone eating before heading out to hunt the runaway experiment. As he carried his tray to an empty table, Bo noticed everyone's attention was on the large video screens around the room. He was surprised when he looked up and realized they were replaying the creature's escape on a loop over and over. It made sense as a way to remind everyone of what they were hunting and its capabilities. 

The creature was unique though it still looked like a normal black bear only significantly larger. There were lots of stories about bears getting into cabins and even cars, so it wasn't surprising that M9B had little problem manipulating things like door handles. Boyd had hunted grizzly, black, and polar bears. They were smart, fast, and could be aggressive. The weakness of a bear that Bo usually exploited on his hunts was endurance. A bear could run fast but not for very long. According to McGowan, this bear had been altered to improve its endurance. No one had been willing to give him specifics. A lot of the discussion about the science involved had been over his head, and he'd lapsed into watching the exchanges between Gretchen and McGowan rather than listening. Now he wished he'd tried a little harder to grasp just what "enhancements" they'd made to this bear. He'd been engrossed in the video until someone sat their tray on the table across from him. 

Good morning," Gretchen said. "Are you ready for this?"

"I'm always ready," he quipped. "Don't you remember?"

She looked at him and rolled her eyes. 

"Can you tell me again what sort of changes you made to this guy?" he asked, nodding to the video screen.

"His skin is thicker and tougher than a normal black bear. We tried to improve his endurance, though the testing on that was still going on when I left. SBD has continued its program to enhance the black bear base."

"Do you believe that McGowan is telling us the truth about what's been done to this animal?"

"Of course," she said. "We're here at his request. He'd have no reason not to be honest with us."

"But doesn't your work at the MASS make you SBD's competition?"

"I suppose you could look at it that way, but we all want to see the science of what we're doing advance."

Bo tried hard not to roll his eyes. They always disagreed about Gretchen's belief in the altruism of science. 

"Is it possible this is some scheme of McGowan's to get you back?"

"If that were true, why are you here?"

He couldn't think of a good reply. He pulled his attention back to the upcoming hunt. What made him a great hunter was his commitment to knowing his prey. In this case, he feared the prey he was after might not be what it looked like.

"We should get going," Gretchen said.

"You don't need to go." Bo said.

"I may not be a great hunter, but I know more about this animal than anyone else. I can help."

"You're on my team. You stay behind me. If I give you an order, you don't argue. Got it?"

"Back off the protector crap, Bo. I understand the risks, and I'll be armed like the rest of you."

He wanted to argue, but he knew it was pointless. As long as Gretchen was with him, he'd keep her safe even if he had to hogtie her and stash her someplace until the hunt was over.
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