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CHAPTER ONE

 

RAFE GARRETT’S VISION swam as his stomach took a dive south—the usual byproducts of time travel. Tripping in human form had its disadvantages. But four leather-clad hunters materializing in downtown Seattle were far easier to explain than three stray wolves and a vampire.

Blaez, their team leader, looked around, the whites of his eyes bright against the dark background of his skin. Despite his years, Blaez’s vision remained excellent, his muscles hard and his tracking abilities unsurpassed. He sniffed the air. “No humans. Good. We’re clear.”

Rafe allowed himself to relax a fraction, as he checked the zeitmeter on his wrist. “One-twenty hours before Zero Time. Right on schedule.”

He scanned the deserted warehouse, one of their regular base camps when visiting the twenty-first century. It was past dawn, but little sun filtered through the cracked, grease-smeared windows. Shards of broken glass crunched under his heavy boots.

So fragile. So easily broken. Just like the humans whose lives they were about to invade.

“Our target rents an apartment within walking distance,” Tala reported, her pimped-up GPS in her right hand, while she indicated the direction with her left.

Then her sultry gaze fell on him.

Rafe busied himself, checking his weapons, avoiding her eyes. Sure, she was attractive. Gorgeous, in fact. With long red hair and a body made for sin. The view from behind was enough to make most guys take a second and third look.

Not Rafe. He still missed Daciana, and wasn’t in the market for another mate. First Pack approved, or otherwise.

And Tala would be a definite otherwise.

A quickie with no strings attached, now that would have suited him fine. But he liked his women with a pulse. Behind Tala’s brown contacts, her eyes were red. And under her special sun block, she had the kind of skin that would burn to soot if exposed to daylight for too long. No wonder the cloudy West Coast was a vampire haven.

“An apartment, huh?” the fourth member of their group remarked. “Whadda we do? Go up and knock?”

Caleb was the youngest of the group, barely out of puberty and the joker of the team. There was nothing funny about being on the other end of one of his punches, however. The kid could fight his way out of any battle—with human, lycan, or vamp. Rafe was grateful to have his adopted brother at his back.

“We’re too conspicuous trolling the neighborhood together. We’ll meet there. Caleb and I will stake out the front of the apartment building. Rafe—you and Tala cover the back.” Blaez topped off the command with a smirk.

Rafe cringed. Being under the scrutiny of the über boss’s daughter made them all as ornery as a pack of sharks with free-riding remora fish stuck to their sides. With his order, Blaez had earned himself and Caleb a few minutes reprieve from Tala’s watchful eye, and slapped Rafe with the job of keeping her entertained. Blaez winked and headed off, Caleb trotting behind like the good pup he was.

Tala smiled. “Paired again. I could get used to that.” With her fangs retracted she could almost pass as a living being.

Almost.

“Don’t.” Rafe added a growl for punctuation and stalked off. He didn’t want to be harsh but so far nothing else had deterred her. He followed the other males through the warehouse to the nearest exit, picking up speed until Tala’s footsteps became a distant memory. She was well able to find the apartment on her own.

Besides, he needed some time away from everyone. To think and plan.

Alone, he walked the street, the old monorail gliding along above his head. Beyond it, the sky was overcast, the air around him slightly cool. Typical August weather for Seattle, the city of his birth—though that wouldn’t happen for another two centuries.

He knew where he was headed. As prep for the mission, he’d walked these same streets weeks before—in his time and without a jacket, thanks to global warming. Now he passed a coffee shop, still popular in his era. And a hotel, the future site of Were War Memorial Park. Rafe marveled at the differences, smiled at the similarities.

He checked out vehicles cruising down the road beside him—brand new models to their owners, museum pieces to him. He glanced up an alley and sighed. A blood-red Ferrari Enzo shimmered with a light of its own. Rafe allowed himself two seconds of envy, before flattening his body against the wall.

The car didn’t fit the neighborhood. Not the style, not the color. He picked up a scent, stale flesh splashed with expensive cologne.

The stench of a hungry vampire.

Rafe touched the communications device on his belt, sending the coordinates to his team members. Then he tossed his leather jacket to the ground and peeled off his shirt.

Fighting a vamp in human form would put him on the losing end. Vein Drains were too fast, too strong. And the older they were, the more powerful. Rafe would have to wolf-it if he had any hope of staying alive, and he didn’t want to wrestle with the extra clothing when he morphed.

He stuck his zeitmeter in his pocket, then slung his jacket casually over one shoulder and made his way down the narrow alley. Just your average, everyday, bare-chested assassin.

The place was a death trap, tight passageways between towering buildings that surrounded him like a maze. He came to a corner where a cement-filled wheelbarrow rested near a pile of multi-colored bricks, evidence that someone was attempting to jazz up the frontage of an office space. He scanned the area, side to side, eyes alert, nostrils tingling.

A woman’s scream pierced the drone of city traffic.

Rafe broke into a run, slowing only to pick up a brick before skulking around the red car. He peered across it to see two vampires. One betrayed the wild, glassy-eyed hunger of a recent convert. Rafe pegged the other vamp as a supercentenarian, and he was closing in on a petite blonde, his fangs poised over her neck, ready for a snack.

Rafe set the brick on the hood of the car for easy access. From his jacket, he withdrew a stake—silver inlaid with strips of ebony. He snuck up behind the fledgling and tapped him on the shoulder. As the vamp turned, Rafe drove the spike into his chest, crunching bone and piercing his heart. The bloodsucker had enough time to look at the damage before decomposing into a pile of ash.

Rafe stepped aside. No point getting dust on his boots.

One down. 

His next target wouldn’t be so easy. He reached for the brick, took aim, and whipped it at the older vampire’s head. Counting on a few seconds of distraction, he dumped his jacket, shed his jeans, and transformed—claws flexed, teeth bared.

* * *

Moments earlier…

STACY CADELL’S HEART beat in double time as another scream crawled up her throat. On legs as sturdy as cooked spaghetti, she backed away from the murder scene concealed behind the dumpster and plowed into solid flesh.

Steel-like flesh, cold and unyielding.

She turned to see the…prankster? Surely the man wrenching her arm was someone’s idea of a gag—his face as hard and pale as marble, and slathered with coconut-scented sunscreen, by the smell of it.

A ghoulish pina colada.

The guy had to be part of an elaborate practical joke, concocted by her friend, Perry, and his geeky comic book buddies.

Stacy looked for her pal, ready to laugh along with him and admit she’d fallen for his joke—walked right into a fake murder scene, perpetrated by a dude with a fondness for all things Transylvanian.

But she was alone, save for the Dracula groupie with the bloodshot eyes. Sickly sweet breath enveloped her as he bared his inch-long fangs.

Not plastic ones. These teeth were legit. And the fella’s strength? Superhuman. However bizarre, this madman’s attack was real. It was happening. If she spent another second trying to deny her situation, she’d be dead.

She swallowed her terror and yelled, “Fire!” Then thrust the heel of her free hand into her attacker’s nose, as she’d been taught in self-defense class. She may as well have smacked the head of a hammer, for all the good it did her. The fancy move didn’t even slow him down.

She was about to try a knee to the groin, when her adversary’s head snapped forward, a large brick bouncing off his skull.

Unprepared for her attacker’s sudden release, Stacy fell to the pavement butt first. Her teeth rattled, the impact shooting pain through her jaw. Sharp stones cut into her palms as she crawled toward her savior.

She expected a police officer. Maybe a pitcher for the Mariners. Not a naked man with the body of a mixed martial arts champion. Tanned and ripped, all six foot plus of him.

If she wasn’t scared spitless, she would have stopped to salivate.

The guy could move, too. Before Stacy could draw a breath to call out to him, he’d dropped down on the other side of the car, out of sight. An instant later, another figure emerged. Not her rescuer but a huge dog—black and tan, like a German Shepherd, but twice the size. Its fur thick, its amber eyes glowing.

A new fear jangled up her spine as she realized the truth. It wasn’t a dog, at all, but a giant wolf. Wild and dangerous.

Looked like she was still on the menu.

Growling, the beast reared back on its haunches, then sprang at her attacker, teeth snapping inches from the bad guy’s throat.

How a wolf had maneuvered downtown traffic to appear in her hour of need, she didn’t know. And she damn well didn’t care. She had to take advantage of the diversion and get the hell out of here.

She looked for the naked man, hoping he was okay, but couldn’t see him anywhere. Was he dead? Gone for help? Popped off to Macy’s for some pants? Maybe he’d made a run for it. Just as she planned to do.

Vibrating like a caffeine addict on a Red Bull high, she backed away, keeping her distance from both adversaries as they snarled and grappled, slamming into buildings on either side of the alley. Whenever she saw an opening for escape, they changed direction, their struggles blocking her path.

They shifted again, giving her a chance to dart to the mouth of the alley and freedom. She heard a heavy thud and glanced back to see them rolling across the top of the flashy red sports car. A reeling mass of fur, arms, and legs, locked together in mortal combat.

Blood smeared the wolf’s fur. Whether it came from the animal, or Pasty Face, Stacy couldn’t tell. She feared it was the wolf’s and told herself it wasn’t her problem. But when it came time to make her feet move, her heart kept them locked in place.

The wolf had saved her. She couldn’t leave it to die.

Stacy checked the street. There was no one in sight. Odd for this time of day when people were scrambling to get to work. Either her cries for help had sent someone off to gather reinforcements, or everyone had turned tail and run in the opposite direction.

And the naked man? He could be lying on the pavement bleeding. She had to help him, at least buy him some time—since she couldn’t rely on the cavalry showing up.

Shaking, she picked up a brick and hurled it at Ol’ Red Eyes. It clipped his head with an audible thwack, and she thanked the years she’d spent playing girls’ softball.

Until he turned and glared at her, his mouth curved down with... annoyance. As if she were a bothersome fly.

Stacy ran for her life.

Even with a head start of several yards, the thing was on her in seconds. Vice-like hands grabbed her, lifted her five feet off the ground, and sent her hurling through the air. She crashed sidelong against the steel dumpster, her lungs on fire, unable to draw a breath.

She lay crumpled on the ground, sure her ribs were cracked, if not broken. Sounds faded, as though she were underwater.

She opened her eyes, but saw only blackness. That scared Stacy more than the thing that attacked her. A slideshow of childhood memories flipped through her mind, fear zapping her with the force of an electric current making her body shudder. No way was she going to die in the dark.

No way. 

Stacy stretched out her hand, only to feel a sharp stab at her side. She bit down and forced herself to move, prepared to crawl all the way to Lake Union if she had to.

Slowly, her hearing returned to take in more growling, more crashing. Her vision, still foggy around the edges, was clear enough to see a black leather jacket, a mere fingertip away.

As she reached out, a metal object rolled from one of the pockets—a rod.

No. A stake.

Thankful for any weapon, she snatched it then looked up to get her bearings.

Mr. Long-in-the-tooth backed the wolf into a corner and stood towering over it. Undaunted, the animal rose up on its hind legs and tore at its attacker. The man wrapped his hands around the wolf’s neck, his fingers disappearing beneath the creature’s heavy fur.

For a while, the wolf kept lashing, reaching for the man’s face. As its efforts weakened, those amber eyes turned to focus on Stacy.

They spoke to her. Asking for help.

She heard sirens in the distance and hoped to God the emergency crews were coming to her rescue. But they wouldn’t arrive fast enough. She stood, supporting herself against the wall. Stumbling the distance, stake raised above her head, she reached her enemy and thrust the weapon into his back.

The wolf fell to the ground, hacking. The flesh and blood man who’d held the animal was gone. Only his clothes remained, smoke spiraling up from the pile.

What the hell? 

Had the baddie crawled into a manhole? Nothing else could explain his Wicked Witch of the West exit but, when Stacy gave the area a visual search, she didn’t see anything except solid asphalt.

And there was no time to worry about it. Just ahead, Stacy saw another powder-white man—leaner, meaner, and uglier than the first. His bleached hair was slicked back as though he’d come from a Grease audition, though his clothes wouldn’t have matched the fifties-style musical. He wore a rust-colored suit with a European cut—expensive but tacky—the shade doing nothing to enhance his red eyes.

The wolf let out a sigh along with Stacy, as if experiencing the same oh-shit moment. In a heartbeat, the animal summoned its strength and dove between her and the rusty-draped man, protecting her once again. Its low growl, amplified in the enclosed space, vibrated in Stacy’s chest.

The approaching wail of sirens failed to deter their new foe on his march toward them. However, the appearance of two more wolves and a tall redhead did.

Was the woman a rep from the Woodland Park Zoo rounding up escapees? Or a trainer taking her circus animals for a walk? Whatever the case, the newly arrived trio made an imposing sight. Rusty took one look at them and vanished in a blur of speed.

Stacy felt a tug on her sleeve. Her wolf hero held the fabric between his teeth. He gave it another yank, urging her from the scene.

“The police are on their way. I have to stay.”

Why was she explaining this to an animal? One she should be backing away from in fear? Only she didn’t feel frightened at all. This creature had saved her. She trusted it. Plus, it was about the most gorgeous thing she’d ever seen.

Boy, she needed a stiff drink. Maybe two. Or four. Especially when she saw the police cars race by, overshooting their mark.

She turned back to the wolf. “You see, the cops—”

Only the wolf was gone. The man, who’d first come to her rescue, now half-dressed, bruised and bloody, sagged against the wall, his leather jacket in his hand.

This guy had it all going on. Bulging biceps, sure. Six-pack abs, check. But it was the intensity of his copper-colored eyes that glued her to the spot.

While her mouth hung open, the bleeding man took a step toward her and clutched her arm. “We have to get out of here. Now.”

She dug in her heels. “I can’t leave. I’m a witness.”

“To what? An attack from a bunch of clothes?”

Stacy looked at the still smoldering material and shook her head. “No. To a murder.”

She pointed to the place behind the dumpster, her hand trembling. She didn’t want to see it again—an older man, his throat ripped out, his unseeing eyes staring up at the cloudy sky.

* * *

RAFE RECOGNIZED THE corpse. It belonged to Paul Smiley. The man his team had been sent to find. The one they’d been told to protect.

They were too late. The renegade vampires had already changed history.

And the woman at his side? Not since Daciana had he felt such spirit in a female, such courage, and never before in a human.

She’d saved his life.

And compromised his mission.

An experienced time tripper, Rafe knew history didn’t happen by chance. This woman’s presence at Smiley’s death scene was too coincidental. She was connected somehow, which meant trouble. The kind that gave Rafe a bellyache.

She’d seen too much. Knew too much. She was as great a threat to the future as the first two vampires had been.

As the third vampire would be.

Red lights flickered and sirens screamed as the police finally arrived on the scene. With no time to think of a better alternative, Rafe tossed the woman onto his shoulder and ran full speed down the alley—his teammates, Blaez and Caleb, still in wereform, ripping up the pavement behind him.


CHAPTER TWO

 

TOMAS YANKED ON the padded stage door and slipped into his Maker’s studio with little regard to the sound his entrance produced. On most movie sets, undue clatter could ruin a perfectly good take—drowning out dialogue and breaking the actors’ concentration.

Andrion’s films, however, contained few words.

And, with a quick perusal of the action before him, Tomas concluded a sonic boom would have done little to interrupt the two human women and the one male vampire as they writhed for the camera. All three wore police caps. Nothing else. They kept themselves occupied, sprawled over a detective’s desk while exploring innovative ways to use a nightstick.

Tomas’ Maker tossed an annoyed glance his way, then swung the beam of a Fresnel light in his face.

“Where’s the girl? And what the fuck are you wearing?”

Tomas squinted, then bristled. Rust was the new black. At least in Europe. Andrion may have possessed the beauty of a renaissance painting and the grace of a chiseled Fred Astaire, but the vampire was a fashion neophyte. Luckily, Andrion looked stunning in everything. Tomas’ Maker could have rocked a pink tutu.

“It’s an Alexander McQueen. And the girl’s gone.”

In an instant, Andrion bolted across the soundstage, his directing project abandoned. “Gone? You mean dead? I told Teddy not to drink her.”

“He tried. The girl staked him.”

The roar that came from Andrion was actually enough to startle the ménage. The nightstick fell to the floor with a clatter. The male’s erection took a similar topple, sans the noise.

“What about his apprentice?”

“Dusted, as well.”

“That’s impossible.”

Tomas would have thought so too, since they’d gone back in time BBR. Before the Big Reveal. The average human lived in ignorant bliss of vampires and weres. They had no knowledge that otherworldly creatures roamed incognito among them, and wouldn’t have the speed or expertise to kill one.

Yet this girl did.

“She had help.” Tomas paused for dramatic effect. The naked trio weren’t the only ones in the room with acting talents. “Rafe Garrett was there.”

A nerve near Andrion’s left eye pulsed. Other than that, he gave no indication of concern. But Tomas knew better. When Rafe tracked them down before, Andrion ran. To the past.

Tomas didn’t want to uproot again. He liked it here. Liked the freedom, and the fashions, and the fast cash he was making on Wall Street. He liked it all too much to abandon his new digs without a fight. Unfortunately, Andrion wasn’t the kind of Maker you bossed around. You had to plant seeds. Throw out an idea and let him take credit for it. Tomas spent most of his day feeling like a housewife from the fifties, developing the fine art of manipulation into an Olympic sport.

“We should get rid of that wolf, once and for all.” Tomas waited for his words to germinate, watched Andrion’s mind at work. His striking eyes, with those ridiculously long lashes, calculated the tactical risks the way Tomas analyzed the Dow.

“The girl’s with Garrett? Did you see where they went?”

After the carnage in the alley, Tomas had watched Rafe and his colleagues from the safety of a rooftop and noted the direction of their retreat. “I’ll find them.”

“Good. Then deal with it, T.J.”

Tomas sneered inwardly at the diminutive form of his name. A diminutive to diminish. Hardly a worthy tactic for a Maker. Tomas already knew his place, knew he got all the dirty work. Only this job would bring huge gains, as well—earning him the admiration and loyalty of the vampires in Andrion’s nest. And put Tomas in a good position when it came to choosing sides.

Before his Maker could wander off, Tomas dropped the bomb. “Rafe brought a team. One that includes Tala Lamoureux.”

Instead of balking, Andrion grinned. “That must fry his ass. Good. He’ll be distracted.” Then Andrion walked away, leaving Tomas to scamper after him, reduced in stature with each degrading step.

“I’ll need a team of my own.”

Andrion paused, his gaze sweeping over the cast and crew. “Use whomever you like,” he said at last, flicking his hand as though bored with the triviality of it all. Though once out of the light where no one else could see, he seized Tomas by the lapels and pulled him close. “Just get the girl. Squash the others.”

After Andrion sashayed back to the performers, Tomas used his palms to iron his suit coat and shrugged off the encounter. He may have lost face with some of the nest. But his garden had begun to grow.

* * *

Rafe didn’t stop until he was safely inside the warehouse with his comrades.

And the woman.

He bolted the door and barked his intentions. “I’ll be in sickbay. Tala, get ready to do your thing.”

The infirmary was hidden behind a faux brick wall. As he neared it, he set the woman on her feet and turned her to face him, blocking her view as he opened the portal. He kept his hand on her arm, in case she fainted. Or tried to bolt.

“What’s going on? Who are you?”

Strike fainting. This woman was demanding answers. Even with a broken rib, if his hunch proved correct.

He smiled. The female had spunk. Again, she reminded him of Daciana, in that way. But she was wholly different in every other—delicate and sugary on the outside with a fiery core, like a daub of meringue with a jalapeño center. Aur-moot, they called it, among his kind. And he longed to feel the sweet burn.

“Believe me, the less you know the better,” he told her, as he guided her into the room.

Where the rest of the abandoned warehouse looked as an outsider would expect—with dust and debris on the uneven cement floors—sickbay was a germ’s nightmare. High-tech and antiseptic, gleaming in white and chrome.

He secured the door behind him to prevent her escape, then lifted her onto the examination table.

She sat on the edge of it, her face pinched, as if every inch of her body screamed with pain. During the fight, the flow of adrenaline would have kept some of her discomfort at bay. Not anymore. He winced in sympathy and gave her a visual check.

She had a gash on her cheek and a swollen, bloody lip. Her short, dirt-smeared skirt exposed her knees. Both were scraped and bleeding. All injuries that could wait. He’d tend to any broken bones first.

“Take off your shirt,” he ordered. When she hesitated he added, “Or I’ll do it for you.”

“Why should I let you touch me?”

Damn. That’s all he wanted to do. Run his fingers through that mess of blond hair.

He gave himself a virtual rap on the knuckles. Were most humans so tempting? He hadn’t dealt with the species enough to know. First Pack mixed with their own kind. That’s how they stayed First Pack. Now this human, this woman, had him wondering about the motives behind that segregation.

Maybe it was their shared experience in the alleyway. Or maybe he’d gone too long without a female in his bed. Whatever the reason, he was drawn to her. Like a compass needle to magnetic north.

He cleared the erotic fur ball from his throat and reminded himself she was a patient. “Suffer through the pain, if you want. Your choice.”

Her eyes searched his, those baby blues filling with moisture. “What’re you going to do to me?”

Rafe got the message. Her fear was far greater than her pain. Time for him to back off and give her some space.

He leaned against the cabinet opposite her, arms over his chest, ankles crossed. Mr. Casual.

“Sorry. I forgot my first aid etiquette.” He used his most persuasive smile. “I have emergency medical training. I’d like to help you. If you’ll let me.”

Even from the other side of the room, he could smell her mistrust, see it quaking through her body. Still, she was defiant. “Why didn’t you just... take me to a hospital?”

She had him there. They were only blocks away from a medical center. “I didn’t want you to have to wait in line at emergency. Didn’t know if you had insurance.” He rested his hands on the counter behind him, opening his chest to her in what he hoped was a non-threatening pose. “Will you let me help you?”

She contemplated him a moment longer. Then reached for the buttons on her blouse, flinched, and let her arms flutter to her sides. “I can’t.”

He crossed the room in one step, behaving like a high school kid on his first date. Again, Rafe reminded himself he was an emergency medic.

He reached for the top button on her blouse and undid it. Then moved lower. Each release revealed more of her silky camisole, more of her skin. Her perfume—a crazy mix of lavender and apple—reached out and squeezed his lungs. But it was her personal aroma, the one concealed beneath the bottled stuff that imprinted on his senses—warm and earthy, like the forest after a sun shower.

On the fourth button, the heels of his hands brushed against her nipples, which pebbled beneath his touch.

This was such a bad idea. He should have let Blaez see to her injuries. He was older and more disciplined. He would be able to control himself.

“Why were you in that alley?” Rafe had to question her at some point. Doing it now might take his mind off her body. And his.

“Work.”

A vague answer and spoken through gritted teeth. Until she was out of pain, getting information from her was going to be slow.

“What kind?” Rafe prayed her occupation had nothing to do with helping the renegade vamps. Killing her would be a damn shame.

“I design computer programs and web pages. I was meeting...” She gulped in air—a mistake given her condition. A grimace followed before she continued. “...a new client. At his office.”

“The place getting a new brick facelift?”

“Yes.”

“How’d it go?”

She shook her head. “He was a no-show.”

Her lame explanation raised Rafe’s suspicions. However, she didn’t appear to be lying. Sure, her voice wavered, but she was hurt. Her eye contact held steady.

Rafe slipped the blouse from her shoulders, letting out a breath as she sucked in one. Gently, he felt her sides. The tips of her breasts, hard and pink beneath the sheer silk, made his mouth water.

He licked his lips. “What about the guy who attacked you?”

“I went to throw... some garbage in the dumpster. That’s when I saw... the dead man. Then that psycho... grabbed me. If it wasn’t for you... and that wolf—”

A hint of recognition glimmered in her eyes. Had she realized the truth? That he and the wolf were one and the same? Distraction was his best weapon.

He pulled away and pressed the control panel on the examination table. The artwork behind the woman shifted to one side and revealed the sickbay monitor. He hit a series of buttons and performed a quick scan. When the machine whirled, the woman tried to swivel around toward it.

“Hold still.” Rafe looked at the screen and frowned.

“Is it bad?”

“A broken rib.” He went to the far cupboard and returned with a portable heilen, a wallet-sized device they used in the treatment of breaks and abrasions.

Normally, he wouldn’t have revealed it to a civilian. Nature could heal their cuts and scrapes. However, in this case, even after Tala erased the woman’s short-term memories, she’d still have a broken rib. Difficult to explain, no matter how you sliced it.

He held the machine to her side and let it do its magic.

A half-minute later, her eyes widened. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.” She took a deep breath. “Well, hardly.”

“The break’s mended. But it’ll be tender for a few days. Breathe normally, though. Otherwise fluid can build up in your lungs.”

“That device—I didn’t realize something like that even existed. Is it experimental? Something invented for the military? When’s it going to be available to the public?”

Not for a hundred and fifty years. “Not till we figure out how to mass produce it,” he said, pleased that she’d assumed he was with one of her government’s agencies, and that she’d accepted his makeshift answer. At least, she didn’t ask any more questions about it.

Now for the rest of her.

Bruises were to be expected. Humans managed to bang themselves up all the time, never remembering when or how. What concerned him most were those two visible gashes on her face. He retrieved a bottle from another cupboard and a couple of cotton balls from a drawer.

“What’s that?”

“Antiseptic. I need to clean your cuts before I close ‘em.” He dampened the cotton and held it just above her cheek. “It’s going to sting.”

“I’m ready.”

He dabbed her wounds. She responded with a hiss. Once both cuts were clear of dirt, he reprogrammed the heilen and placed it close to her head.

She reached up and touched her cheek where the cut had been. “Oh, my God. It’s like nothing happened.”

“Looks that way, too.” He completed the same treatment on her mouth.

She traced it with her index finger, the exact move he’d like to perform with his tongue. “That’s incredible.”

As was she.

He figured she was in her mid-twenties—younger than him though his lifespan was quite different than a human’s. Rafe could tell she was scared, but she’d overcome it and fought like hell in that alley to save herself... and him. Now, her eyes shone with wonder as she smoothed a finger over her lips. Did she have any idea what that did to him? Or how her creamy skin looked so darn touchable? And, framed with that blond hair, it gave her a luminescence—the first light to pierce the dark tunnel he’d fallen into a year ago.

“You’re all set for kissing.” Rafe swore under his breath. What a stupid thing to say. Seducing a twenty-first century human, was the most appealing idea he’d had in months, but not one he could pursue. He hoped she’d taken his comment as a joke.

She smiled and parted her lips. “Is that a promise?”

* * *

Stacy watched his brows rise. Okay, maybe she’d been bold. When was the last time she’d flirted so openly with a stranger?

Besides never.

But she’d never longed for a man’s touch so much.

His eyes narrowed as he gave her a silent appraisal. “Feeling good?”

“Fantastic.” Never better, in fact. A strange euphoria swept over her, as if she’d just thrown a ceremonial pitch at Safeco Field, right after accepting the Nobel Peace Prize.

“It’s a side-effect of the treatment. Your brain wasn’t prepared for the sudden release of pain so it’s still producing endorphins. That I-wanna-go-hug-a-tree-feeling will wear off in a few minutes.”

Except Stacy wasn’t thinking about foliage. She was thinking more along the lines of I-wanna-hug-from-you, big boy. After her brush with death, she needed—craved—his arms around her. To feel alive and protected. And she was sure this one-man powerhouse could deliver.

Maybe they could consider it physio.

Stacy fidgeted, worried the gadgets behind her could read her thoughts as well as they diagnosed her injuries. “Who are you?”

He hesitated for a moment before answering, as if the information was top secret. “Rafe. I’m Rafe.”

The way he said it, a half-smile on his lips, made her skin ripple. Rrrrrafe. As in rrrrrough and rrrrready. If a man’s grin could be bottled and marketed as an aphrodisiac, this guy would be a zillionaire. Only she couldn’t keep her eyes focused on his mouth.

Not while he was still shirtless.

Magnificent wasn’t a word she used lightly. She reserved it for art museums, when strolling through their ancient Greek and Roman statues, from the collections displayed in her hometown to the Louvre in Paris. There she’d observed human perfection, the exquisite balance of form and function, beauty and strength.

This man had it in spades. She wanted to run her fingers over his oh-so-touchable skin... trace the flawless V of his torso to its base, hidden beneath the low-riding waistband of his faded jeans... and lick her way across his rippled obliques.

She couldn’t wait till he turned around, convinced the rear view would be just as... 

Magnificent.

And that’s not all his body revealed. It showed every injury he’d endured protecting her. He must have stepped in after that thing threw her against the dumpster and left her semiconscious. No wonder she’d missed seeing him in action.

She sobered. Remembering the alley and all that had happened there cooled her desires faster than a dip in the waters around Antarctica.

“Why don’t you show me how to use that little machine? Then I could heal you, too.”

“I’ll doctor myself up later, thanks...”

She filled in the missing word. “Stacy.”

He leaned against the table, his hands on either side of her hips, his mouth within inches of hers. He looked away from her for a moment, before meeting her eyes again.

“Stacy…today you saw something you weren’t meant to.”

“The thing…the way it killed that man.” Her voice caught in her throat. She lowered her gaze, ashamed that she hadn’t insisted on talking to the police. Whoever the dead man was, he deserved justice.

Rafe slipped two fingers under her chin and lifted her head until their eyes met. “Don’t beat yourself up. Not over him. He was an assassin. He would have been dead by the end of the week. You don’t owe him a thing.”

Stacy wrapped her hand partway around Rafe’s thick wrist, needing to hang on to something. “How do you know that? Do you work for a government agency?”

She ate the last word as a loud bang obliterated the rest of her question. When Rafe pulled away, Stacy could see the red-haired woman standing at the flung-back door.

Up close, it was clear the tall beauty was no zookeeper. With her pale skin, she looked very much like the crazy guy that attacked Stacy in the alley. Only much prettier. And mighty pissed.

Stacy jumped off the table, positioning it between her and the newcomer. Without taking her eyes off the woman, Stacy reached out, searching for something to use as a weapon.

Rafe’s strong hands cradled her forearms, holding her still. “Stacy, it’s okay. She’s on our side.”

His voice was calm, soothing. Only Stacy didn’t buy into it. “What side is that?”

He gave her a tired smile. “The one that helped you.”

She couldn’t argue that point. He had helped. More than once. But everything about him left her with more questions than answers.

“Blaez wants your report,” the woman said, directing her words at Rafe, her jaw rigid as if it had been wired shut.

“This is Tala. She’ll be giving you a further treatment.” The pause before Rafe’s last word was subtle, but there. Stacy knew, whatever was involved with this treatment, she wasn’t going to like it. Especially coming from Tala, whose mouth flatlined as she glanced at Stacy’s open blouse.

Stacy took the hint and covered herself. When she looked up again, there was murder in the redhead’s crimson eyes.


CHAPTER THREE

 

TALA GAVE STACY the once-over. And disliked her immediately.

It wasn’t entirely the human’s fault. Tripping always set Tala on edge. It was okay for the weres. Though generally long-lived, their existence wasn’t nearly as enduring as vampires. So Tala had the extra challenge of avoiding her past self. Scientists from their time bandied several theories about world consequences if a tripper entered the same space as their earlier incarnation. None of them good. Tala sure didn’t want to end up as the individual who brought on the apocalypse.

At least that was her official answer for the cold, definitely unfuzzy feelings she had toward the human.

Unofficially, the reasons were more complicated. Rafe figuring prominently in all of them.

“What are you going to do to me?”

Tala had a vindictive urge to let the female stew. And might have. Except for her oath to safeguard humans. One she took seriously, in spite of her predatory nature.

Less nobly, a stewing subject made Tala’s job more difficult. Erasing short-term memory was far easier with a calm, cooperative patient.

“I’m just going to check your vitals. You’ve been through a lot and we want to make sure you’re okay before we send you on your way.” Tala plastered on a bedside smile.

“I don’t believe you.”

Another reason to dislike the human. She could sniff out a lie as surely as a vampire sniffed out blood.

Tala’s smile cracked. “Relax, this won’t hurt a bit.”

* * *

HEAD BENT, RAFE beat tracks away from sickbay. What the hell had he been thinking?

Never before had he revealed a future happening to ease the troubled conscience of a human. Never before had he fought so hard to keep from kissing one.

Thank God his redheaded colleague was set to perform her magic and erase all memory of the afternoon’s events from the human’s mind. Stacy would forget about the dead guy, the vampires, and him.

It would be good. For their mission, and for her. So why did he feel like a starving man holding a bowlful of plastic fruit?

Not a question he needed to be asking right now. He pushed it to the back of his mind as Blaez approached.

“How’s the human?” Typical Blaez, always straight to the chase.

“Fine. Injuries healed. Tala’s with her now.”

“Good. Fill me in on what I missed.”

Rafe recapped everything he knew. When he told Blaez that Stacy staked one of the vampires, his team leader let loose with an appreciative whistle.

“I didn’t recognize the guy she dusted. But T.J. was in that alley, too.”

Blaez scratched the stubble on his chin. “I saw. He was hard to miss in that suit.”

“If T.J. made the trip back to this time... then Andrion isn’t far away.”

Blaez clamped a hand on Rafe’s shoulder and drew him closer. “I know what you’re thinking. You need to let it go. The mission comes first. Before any personal vendetta.”

Rafe tensed. Was he that transparent?

He’d spent the last year looking for the scumball—signing up for any shit-mission he could, sure the bastard had escaped to the past. But Andrion was elusive, always on the move, and forever out of reach. Now that Rafe had seen one of the bloodsucker’s henchmen, he could almost taste the cold, meaty tang of revenge. “Andrion’s dangerous.”

“Agreed. He’s also smart. Still, he doesn’t have the technical know-how to make the jump from our time back to this one.” Blaez’s features hardened. “Someone else got him here. That’s the person we need to find. So we can stop this history tampering. Permanently.”

Rafe shirked off his team leader’s grasp, needing some distance. “What if Andrion gets in our way?”

“Then we cut him down. Unfortunately, the stakes here, excuse the pun, are bigger than any of us.” He shifted to stand in front of Rafe, a deep line etched between his brows. “Millions of innocent people will die, if we don’t put things back the way they were. And forget about going home to our time. We’ll be stuck here to witness the destruction of the country we love. I need to know I can count on you, Rafe. If you can’t keep your cool and follow orders, I’d rather you sit here at base camp and do crosswords.”

“Killer Sudoku’s more my style.”

Blaez shot him a side glance. “Smartass. You know what I mean.” He switched his tone to a fatherly one. “You’re an important member of the team, Rafe. Vital to our mission. But I won’t have you jeopardizing it because you’re thinking with your heart and not your head.”

“It won’t happen,” he promised Blaez, pretty sure he could keep his word, since he didn’t have much of a heart left. “So what’s next?”

“Plan B.”

Rafe nodded, ready to hear it.

“The man we were sent to protect is lying dead in that alleyway. The renegades struck earlier than expected and have already altered the future. That leaves us with five days to restore history before our pickup, ‘cause we sure as hell don’t want to risk another trip back for this breach. So we move on to the focal point of our mission—the governor.” Blaez walked over to the well-used map of twenty-first century Seattle they’d slapped on a wall and pointed to one of the harbors.

“There’s a yacht party in his honor, here, Saturday afternoon. That’s when the key event of our mission took place historically. So the vamps are sure to attend. We’ll be there to intercept and crush them. With as few human casualties as possible.”

Blaez directed the last line to Caleb, who’d joined them and was busy flexing his muscles. Some of the puffiness in the young lycan’s chest deflated and wariness curved his upper lip. Was he reacting to the odor that curled around Rafe’s nose?

He sniffed the air. Stale, rank... dead.

Vampires. 

Rafe’s heart kicked into overdrive. He took a wide stance, his hands fisting, as he checked every direction. Their scent was all around him. They were nearby. But where?

A shadow passed over the grime-covered skylights. Before Rafe could issue a warning, they were under attack, glass shards showering down around them like knives.

Shielding his eyes, Rafe shot a look upward. Four vampires, two on either side of the room, crashed through the skylights. Within seconds, they’d be at ground level.

Rafe ran toward the biggest vamp’s projected landing site, casting off his clothes as he wolfed-it. That would leave Blaez to deal with the youngest and least powerful. Caleb could amuse the other two until Rafe finished with his.

Unless the big vamp finished Rafe first.

He was able to get in the opening blow, ripping a chunk out of the undead man’s leg, before the bastard had time to recover from his leap.

Behind him, the grunts and growls of a life and death struggle echoed off the walls, imitating the sound of rolling thunder. The air thickened with the heat of hand-to-hand combat and the metallic odor of spilled blood.

Like a dancer leading his partner on a ballroom floor, Rafe began maneuvering his opponent around, so the vamp’s back faced the rest of the room. Rafe wanted a clear vision of the battleground. He wasn’t about to let one of those leeches sneak up on him.

Above the din, he heard Blaez shout his name. He turned in time to see one of Caleb’s adversaries pointing a zilva-kieg, the barrel aimed straight at Rafe.

He dodged left. Silver bullets screamed past his ear and ricocheted off the brick wall with a high-pitched crack.

He let go a howl and charged across the room, shedding his wolf-form mid-stride. Another bullet whizzed by, parting his hair as he scooped up a section of the skylight’s broken frame, and plunged the wooden piece into the gun-toting vamp’s chest.

Naked and vulnerable in human form, Rafe rolled to his left and landed in a low crouch. Panting, he scanned the room and prepared for the next attack.

Caleb was dripping blood from a head wound, but stood triumphantly above the smoldering remains of the largest vampire. Tala, who’d joined in the fight, helped Blaez finish off his assailant with a dropkick and a spike.

That left one vamp on the loose, and long gone.

Rafe dragged in a breath and forced his battle-weary legs into a standing position. He wanted to collapse onto a bed and sleep for twelve hours. But their base camp was breached. There’d be no rest for them now. They needed to move. Fast. Before the vamps brought in reinforcements.

“Take whatever supplies you can carry,” Blaez ordered. “Destroy everything else.” Then he approached Tala, asking the question on Rafe’s mind. “How did it go with the human?”

“I tried hypnosis, psychic touch, even brainwave treatment. She still remembers everything.” Tala’s eyes darkened. “Especially Rafe.”

Caleb smacked him on the arm. “Way to go, buddy.”

Rafe ignored him and focused on Tala. He’d hoped his colleague would uncover the truth behind Stacy’s involvement in Smiley’s death. That information was locked up tight in the human’s mind, along with the rest of her memories. “Where’s Stacy now?”

The redhead looked over at the sickbay portal, her mouth opening in a silent O. “She was right behind me.”

“Which means she either escaped during the fight,” Blaez concluded, “or the vamp that got away snatched her.”

Alarm, hot and swift, surged through Rafe’s body, obliterating his weariness. Had the vampire renegades infiltrated the warehouse hideout with the sole purpose of kidnapping Stacy? If so, why?

The wolves kept their missions covert. Their adversaries weren’t so careful. Ensuring Stacy’s silence wouldn’t have been a motive.

Unless she was a threat to them in some other way.

Rafe clenched his fists. He’d brought her into his world. It was his duty to safeguard her. He’d track her, by scent alone, if he had to. Because the thought of those bloodsuckers harming her—even so much as touching her—made his skin crawl.

But...

If Stacy had escaped on her own, then he had something even greater to protect—the future. She’d seen a piece of it and that made her more dangerous than Rafe dared to imagine.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

STACY WRAPPED HER arms around her middle, holding in a bad case of the shakes, as she fled the warehouse. She stumbled over cracked pavement—muscles quivering, brain on overload.

Oh. My. God.

She faltered, the pavement slanting as images of the afternoon bombarded her. 

Stacy flung out one hand to steady herself, used the other to claw at the neckline of her blouse, which felt like a noose tightening around her throat.

Since finding the dead man behind the dumpster, she’d been in a near-constant state of fear—threatened and held against her will. But, through it all, she’d believed there was a rational explanation for everything. Even fanged creatures that drank blood.

Then, in the warehouse, she’d seen a man transform into a wolf. A man she knew as Rafe.

Tears streamed down her face, while her heart drummed out a military beat. When she’d first met her rugged savior, she’d thought he and the wolf were separate entities, both struggling to rescue her.

Now she knew the truth. Hard as she tried, she couldn’t deny what she’d witnessed firsthand.

Nothing in her daily life had prepared her for the sight of a person morphing into an animal. Conjuring computer magic for politicians didn’t come with supernatural hazards. Public officials didn’t like controversy. Which made her perfect for the job. In spite of her dad’s profession, she’d managed to stay anonymous, invisible, and had always planned to keep it that way.

She needed to fight her way back to that life now. Or risk losing her sanity. So she focused on the practical, the tangible, the familiar.

Stacy started by taking control of her panic attack. She wiped her cheeks and employed her usual distractions—stamping her feet, clenching and unclenching her fists. Able to run again, she took off at a jog to the alley where all the craziness began, bent on retrieving her purse, laptop and offering the police whatever information she could to aid their investigation—without disclosing anything that would land her in a padded room.

She hoped the police hadn't contacted her father yet, and needed to get to a phone to let him know she was all right. Before he sent out the National Guard.

Thank goodness she’d slipped a few dollars and a credit card in the pocket of her skirt. At least she could find a cab and get home after collecting her belongings. Just as she settled on her plan of action, she heard footsteps coming up alongside her. A hand fell on her arm.

She was ready to swing and bust a nose. Then she saw the cop’s uniform, and the tall officer inside the outfit. Stacy was so relieved to see him, she almost wept again.

“Excuse me, Miss.” His gaze traveled down her body. “Are you okay?”

Stacy snuck a peek at her clothes, stained with dirt and blood. She’d seen dressier roadkill.

“I’m fine. I—” Her words dried up mid-thought as she spied the items in his hand—her laptop and purse. “You found my stuff.”

His brows reached for each other, doing the skeptic’s dance. “Your name?”

“Anastasia Cadell.”

“Same as on the ID in the purse. Good.” He nodded and passed the items to her. “We’ve been looking for you, following up an incident that occurred nearby. In an alley. That’s where we recovered your belongings. Did you witness anything unusual there, Ms Cadell?”

Stacy played with the strap on her bag, stalling. What was she going to tell the policeman? A tale filled with vampires and werewolves? Till now, she hadn’t let herself say the words. Avoided thinking them. How could she begin to explain the existence of these fantastical creatures when she couldn’t work her own brain around it?

The officer pushed his mirrored sunglasses higher on his nose. “I need to record your statement, while everything’s fresh in your mind. My partner’s investigating a related disturbance in a warehouse one block over. We can interview you there, or drive you to the station.”

Chewing her bottom lip, Stacy weighed her options. How best to keep a low profile? “I’d really like to go home and clean up—”

“Understood. We’ll interview you at the scene then, and get you on your way. Follow me, please.”

He pulled out a walkie-talkie and spoke into it as he led the way, reporting that he’d discovered a witness. Stacy tagged along at his side, mentally rehearsing her statement.

Within minutes, they found a squad car parked outside a large brick structure, the windows of which were covered with black plywood. The officer reached for the door on the building. “After you.”

Stacy stood at the threshold, blinking as her eyes adjusted.

Large, bright movie lights illuminated a couple of set pieces. One was decorated as an office, the other as a jail cell, where two topless women were fondling each other, their tongues intertwining.

Several men operated equipment, none looking terribly interested in the action in front of them. In fact, the cameraman yawned. Another forty-odd people meandered about the set—some human, some most definitely not.

No one alive was that pale.

Stacy grabbed the door frame, determined to stay on the sane side of the entrance. Before she could make a break for it, the officer pushed her into the warehouse and closed the door behind them.

He came up beside her and bared his Chiclets-white teeth. “Okay, I’m not really a cop. Just an actor. Johnny Hardbit. Maybe you’ve seen some of my movies.”

“I don’t think so.” She attempted a casual smile, as she went into reverse and made her way for the exit, praying for a quick end to the terror-filled day that had just got a whole lot worse.

She took two steps and collided with something solid. The door, she hoped. She reached behind her, feeling for the handle.

A voice with a faint German accent hissed in her ear. “A little lower and you might get my attention.”

She jerked her arm to her chest as she spun around. There, in front of the door, was Rusty, her nemesis from the alley, fangs in full view.

“With hand action like that, this little girl could be your new costar, Johnny.”

The would-be actor took off his sunglasses, revealing a pair of brake-light red eyes. Stacy now saw where his tanned pancake makeup ended and his alabaster skin began.

Both men inched closer, salivating. A choked scream burned up the back of Stacy’s throat. She lashed out with the only weapons she had, her purse and laptop. She whirled them around, becoming a human propeller, as she aimed for flesh.

“Stop playing with your food, boys,” a booming voice chastised over a loudspeaker. Both Rusty and Johnny took a step back and damn near genuflected. She almost did too, happy for the reprieve, however short-lived.

Stacy looked in the direction of the voice. A darkly beautiful man, with glowing scarlet eyes, emerged from the shadows and drifted toward her. She couldn’t say walked, as he seemed to glide over the floor.

He’d forfeited the hair on his head in favor of a neat chin-strip goatee. Beefy arms ended in giant hands that flowed out of an incongruent pink T-shirt. Though Stacy suspected the wording on it suited him perfectly. It proclaimed, I eat vegetarians.

She registered it all in a few seconds. In a blind panic, heart and lungs pumping, she launched herself at the door, praying she’d strike it lucky.

She didn’t.

Stacy let out a wail as strong arms caught her—Johnny’s and Rusty’s. With one on either side, they suspended her in mid-air. She kicked at their legs, connecting with bone, which brought only snickers.

No matter how hard she fought against her captors, their grip remained the same. Solid and sure. Physically she was no match for them. She had to use her brain, and fast, if she was going to make it out alive.

She bit back tears and forced herself to stop struggling, though she couldn’t stop trembling. It started at her knees and worked its way up to her teeth, which chattered away like the windup dentures in a joke shop. Her only hope was to conserve her strength, wait for another opportunity to escape, and be ready when they let their guard down.

She looked up at the man with the goatee. “What do you want with me?”

“You impress me, Stacy—rational in the face of adversity. I must send my compliments to your father on his parenting skills.”

Her father? Is that why they’d taken her hostage? Did they expect a ransom?

She kept her mouth shut. Maybe they hadn’t made the connection yet. Perhaps that was in her
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