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Chapter One

Natalie gritted her teeth as the noise
level increased until it was deafening. The rattle and shake of the
helicopter was making her vision blur. Abruptly, the helicopter
rose and as it did, her stomach seemed to drop like a rock and land
on the pad they’d just left.

It was a very unpleasant
sensation.

Not that she’d expected it to be
anything else. This was no joy ride—regardless of what Donald
seemed to think—and his patronizing attitude was starting to
seriously grate on her nerves! But one had to make sacrifices for
the things one found really important.

At least she did and she was fairly
certain anyone in the same boat—meaning broke—would find sacrifice
necessary to reach their goals.

Donald Fillmore, for
instance.

Dealing with him was starting to feel
more like a job, or an obligation, than a desire.

She supposed most people would think
she was out of her mind for complaining, for contemplating breaking
things off with Donald. It just so happened that he was one of the
fortunate few. He belonged among the upper echelon—maybe lower
tier, but still among the obscenely rich.

She should just count her blessings
and ignore the damned ‘vibes’!

But there was no getting
around the fact that she was more uneasy now than enthralled or
enchanted—which she had
been when he had first swept her off her
feet.

Well, she had begun to
feel that way before the FEDS had approached her. Needless to say
that hadn’t increased
her trust in the man. Given their relationship, she thought she
owed him enough loyalty to at least give him the benefit of the
doubt where the government suspicions were concerned, but she’d had
personal concerns regarding their relationship before the Feds had
approached her—and made her an offer she couldn’t
refuse.

Donald was manipulating her. Either
consciously, or unconsciously, he was ‘handling’ her. Natalie was
becoming more and more certain of that.

She’d told herself in the
beginning—when she first started getting uncomfortable ‘vibes’—that
it was just coincidence. That it was her imagination manufacturing
a conspiracy against her. But she’d been with him for almost a year
now and even for someone like her that wasn’t especially observant
when it came to other people, it seemed there were just too many
coincidences for them to actually be coincidence.

In all honesty, she didn’t know why he
was interested in her at all—never had understood and she supposed
that was a good part of the problem. She might have trusted him
more if she’d had more self-confidence.

The man could pretty well have
anything he wanted—up to and including the most beautiful women
that were available—or even unavailable.

So why pick her? What was his
motive?

She thought she might be above average
in the looks department—maybe. Beauty was in the eye of the
beholder so that was a gray area, not something one could really
pin down or actually count on a hundred percent.

She was convinced her figure was above
average. It should have been drool worthy considering how long and
hard she’d worked to conquer all of those ‘problem’ areas, and she
thought it fell short of that, but … above average. Good to very
good.

Otherwise, well there was no getting
around the fact that she was on the nerdy side and didn’t exactly
have a sparkling personality.

She wasn’t shy. She just didn’t carry
on frivolous conversations with people she barely knew.

And she had an I.Q. that was
borderline genius. She couldn’t pretend to be an
airhead.

She didn’t have to, actually.
Unfortunately, her preoccupation with her research often gave
people that impression.

And she had the distinct feeling that
Donald thought she was a bimbo, so maybe he thought she was just
too dumb to notice the things he said and did to manipulate her? Or
too absentminded?

But that still didn’t explain why he
was interested.

She’d almost managed to convince
herself that he spent money on her with wild abandon just because
he had so much he hardly noticed the expenditures—kind of like
someone on her level spending quarters in a slot
machine.

Except she counted her
quarters.

And she hadn’t managed to convince
herself that it was ‘nothing’ to Donald Fillmore either.

He had an agenda.

She just wasn’t certain of what it
was.

That uncertainty made it
hard to enjoy the money he did
spend on her.

Not that she encouraged him—or asked
for money. She’d been brought up better than that! And she wasn’t
comfortable even if it was in the form of a date—or investment in
her research.

In all honesty, she thought it was
stupid to take a damned helicopter up the mountain, to say nothing
of the danger when there were horrendous cross-currents that swept
over the mountains and through the passes. She’d tried to argue her
way out of going up that way, but Donald had made it clear he had
no intention of hanging around twiddling his thumbs while he waited
for her to climb the mountain with a guide.

That irritated her. As if she’d begged him to come along! It was a
research expedition, not a damned date!

A sudden dip and tilt by the
helicopter abruptly ripped her from her musings. She clawed a
little frantically for something substantial to grip and finally
managed to get one solid handhold. She felt faint and nauseated
when the chopper leveled out, though, and sent a deeply suspicious
glare at the pilot.

He grinned at her in the rearview
mirror.

It she’d known how to land the damned
thing she thought she might have been tempted to beat his brains in
with something. “Funny—asshole.”

She’d barely muttered the last above a
whisper and the man hadn’t convinced her he could actually speak or
understand English, but he sent her a glare that made it clear that
he could, probably perfectly well.

Unless it was just a reaction to the
tone?

Pollyanna, she told herself
derisively. She just couldn’t shake the tendency to make excuses
for people that didn’t deserve them.

It was going to be the death of her
one day.

She’d hardly completed the thought
when something hit the helicopter—or flew off it—and the engine
coughed and sent up a billow of smoke.

Almost instantly, the helicopter body
began to swing around the blades instead of the other way around,
spiraling toward a rocky crag that was zooming toward her so fast,
it felt like she was blinking in slow motion.

* * * *

Raphael was peripherally aware of the
mechanical hum in the distance. He’d identified the sound of an air
machine, a helicopter to be exact, but since they rarely presented
any sort of threat, he dismissed it to the back of his mind. His
stomach had most of his attention. He was hungry and he had dinner
in his sights—a young ram that had been steadily moving toward him
along the ridge. He was still trying to decide whether it would be
better to wait where he was and see if the ram would make the kill
easier by approaching close enough he could simply drop on top of
him or if he should chance moving a little closer himself when the
background noise changed abruptly from a distant hum to a far
louder, and closer, threat as the machine suddenly rounded the
peak. He glanced toward the sound instinctively. When he whipped
his head back toward his dinner it was just in time to see the ram
bolting down the side of the mountain.

Uttering a roar of rage, he bounded
from his perch and gave chase, but he knew even as he launched
himself toward his rapidly retreating prey that he’d lost his kill.
He was hungry enough to pursue it doggedly regardless until he was
distracted again by the helicopter overhead. He whipped a quick
glance toward it as it swooped lower, abruptly realizing that the
humans in it had spotted him and might even at that moment have him
in the crosshairs of the sights of a rifle.

He saw the rear door of the helicopter
was indeed open and abruptly broke off his chase and changed
directions, heading for cover. The flesh along his back rippled
with anticipation of pain, the hair along his spine prickling as he
clambered over boulders, heading toward the nearest outcropping
that would give him cover. Instead of the crack of a rifle,
however, he heard the sound of the engine change yet again. When he
spared another glance upward, he discovered the helicopter had
veered sharply away. It occurred to him that the pilot had either
veered off because of some hazard he’d spotted or been diverted,
possibly, by the hard wind currents that whipped around the
mountain. He decided not to chance the possibility that the pilot
had simply turned to make another approach to give the hunter a
better angle for his shot, however, and focused on reaching the
overhang with as much speed as he could manage.

A cave would’ve been far better. If
there’d been one close enough, he could’ve taken cover inside and
they would’ve had to land the helicopter and come after him—which
would give him the advantage, supposing they could find a place
suitable to set the helicopter down, or even lower it close enough
for the hunter to jump out. The outcropping would still make a shot
difficult, though, and it was the best he could do.

He’d almost reached his goal when he
heard a sound that startled him and brought him to a dead halt. The
scream of metal against rock echoed across the mountain and was
followed by a series of hammering thuds. Sounds were deceptive in
the mountains, however, and by the time he managed to pinpoint the
exact direction all he could see was a plume of smoke. It was still
enough to alert him to the fact that the pilot had lost control and
the helicopter was down.

Breathing a little heavily from his
race down the mountain in pursuit of his quarry and then back up in
search of cover, Raphael narrowed his eyes at the plume of smoke,
waiting for the explosion he fully expected. As he waited, his mind
was busy assessing the situation.

Unless no one had known they were
taking the trip, there would be searchers before long, and it
seemed doubtful that that would be the case. He hadn’t always lived
on the mountain. He’d grown up among men. He knew the ways of their
world, and airborne vehicles, unless they were operating illegally,
had to report flights. The question was, had they managed to get
out a call for help before they’d gone down and whether or not the
chopper had a tracking device and whether or not it was
functioning?

There would be a rescue attempt
launched, he had no doubt. The question was how long before they
arrived and how many could he expect and would they be arriving by
air or swarming up the mountain?

After a brief debate, he decided to
investigate to see what he might determine from a closer look. It
flickered through his mind as he started in the direction of the
crash that there might be survivors. Their fate was their own
problem. He’d made it a policy to steer clear of mankind after the
death of his mate and leave human matters in human hands, but the
hunter might still be alive.

He didn’t want to get shot. He
particularly didn’t want to get his head blown off. Even his kind
didn’t recover from head wounds easily or often.

He paused, reassessing the situation
and mentally calculating the time it would take him to retrieve man
clothing from his cave and finally decided that he didn’t want to
take the time. The sooner he reached the chopper and investigated
it the better.

Well, a naked man was less likely to
get shot than a snow leopard, he thought wryly.

It was damned cold, though, and he
decided to wait until he was in sight of the crash before he
shifted. Man skin didn’t keep the cold out particularly
well.

He began seeing pieces of the
helicopter before he reached the area where the largest pieces had
come to rest. There was no sign of bodies, or body parts, but he
began to catch the faintest scent of blood beneath the overwhelming
scents of smoke, and fuel, and the chemical stench of melting and
burning plastics.

His stomach rumbled, reminding him
that the bastards in the wreckage had deprived him of his dinner.
Ignoring it with an effort and the stirring in his own veins from
the scent of fresh blood, he paused just below the spot where he
expected to find the bulk of the downed helicopter and focused on
shifting into man form. The transition took longer than he’d
expected.

It wasn’t from lack of practice. He
spent far more time in his natural form than in human skin now that
he had abandoned the human world but, as loathe as he was to admit
it, the human form had its advantages and he wasn’t inclined to
ignore those benefits merely because he’d hated humans since they’d
killed his mate.

It was the smell of blood, stronger
now, that called to his beast side and made the shift far harder
than it usually was. Ordinarily, he had only to think of it and he
began to transform. It was almost as natural to him as breathing,
or reaching for something. He didn’t have to command it.

Closing his mind to the scent with an
effort, he completed his metamorphosis and struggled up the last
rise, slipping in the snow because he was far less surefooted in
man form. He was somewhat breathless from the climb and the
altitude by the time he reached the ridge and straightened to
survey the wreckage that lay before him. Gritting his teeth against
the cold he could feel penetrating his skin and sinking deeper
within his flesh, he narrowed his eyes against the wind and
searched for any sign of movement, any sign of a body lying in the
snow. There were small fires here and there, chunks of what had
once been whole.

Not much fuel, he decided, which
explained, in part, why there’d been no explosion like he’d
expected. The impact with the side of the mountain must have been
hard enough to break the chopper into pieces and the momentum had
slung those pieces in every direction. The front of the helicopter
was closest and he made his way toward it. He could see before he
reached it that the pilot was still strapped in his seat. Dead, he
realized long before he reached the man and confirmed his
suspicions, and the source of most of the scent of blood. Pausing
only long to see that the man wasn’t wearing any sort of uniform
that would identify him as either military or a commercial pilot,
but rather a civilian, possibly an independent tour guide, Raphael
turned to survey the wreckage again and headed toward the largest
segment that was still intact.
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