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    For my early readers, all of you.


    For saying, Hey, this just doesn’t work. Or, OMG this is working so great. For telling me when it’s going wrong and when it’s going right.


    Each book is a combined effort, a creation of my imagination, my early readers’ imaginations, and all the hard work my editors put into it.


    You all make the difference.


    And I couldn’t do it without you.

  


  
    •FOREWORD•


    They were created, they weren’t born.


    They were trained, they weren’t raised.


    They were taught to kill, and now they’ll use their training to ensure their freedom.


    They are Breeds. Genetically altered with the DNA of the predators of the earth. The wolf, the lion, the cougar, the Bengal tiger; the killers of the world. They were to be the weapons of a fanatical society intent on building its own personal army.


    Until the world learned of their existence. Until the council lost control of their creations, and their creations began to change the world.


    Now they’re loose. Banding together, creating their own communities, their own society, and their own safety, and fighting to hide the one secret that could destroy them.


    The secret of mating heat. The chemical, biological, emotional reaction of one Breed to the man or woman meant to be his or hers forever. A reaction that binds physically. A reaction that alters more than just the physical responses or heightens the sensuality. Nature has turned mating heat into the Breeds’ Achilles’ heel. It’s their strength, and yet their weakness. And Mother Nature isn’t finished playing yet.


    Man had attempted to mess with her creations. Now, she’s going to show man exactly how she can refine them.


    Killers will become lovers, lawyers, statesmen, and heroes. And through it all they will each cleave to one mate, one heart, and create a dynasty.


    

  


  
    •PROLOGUE•


    Haley McQuire was hiding in Sanctuary’s extensive, beautiful library the night of the pre-Thanksgiving party. She didn’t do parties well, and she didn’t enjoy them. Jonas Wyatt, Director of Breed Affairs, had given her permission to peruse the extensive collection of first-edition classics, but he had warned her that if one of his enforcers caught her there, they would drag her back to the party.


    If she was found, she hoped that it wasn’t by Noble Chavin. She smiled a bit at that thought. Noble loved books too, though. He would understand.


    He was always at the library, choosing books she would never have expected him to read. Carpentry books, books on world history. He devoured them, it sometimes seemed. And when he returned them, she could quiz him playfully, and he always had the answers.


    And he talked to her about the books. She liked that. Perhaps too much. And though he would probably talk to her, she doubted he would let her stay.


    So when the door opened, she hid quickly. She expected the Breed entering the room to smell her instantly. She was a human, and fairly easy for a Breed to detect. Haley didn’t understand why she didn’t.


    Maydene Brock was a Breed older, a nurse in the labs. With her graying brown hair and pinched expression, Haley had never really seen her as much of a caregiver.


    And perhaps she might have sensed Haley if the men following her hadn’t overpowered the room with the scent of cologne.


    Haley wrinkled her nose at the smell. Even across the room, hidden behind a low shelf as she peeked between the books, she could smell the obnoxious scents.


    “Do you have payment ready?” Maydene snapped.


    “We need the code,” Phillip Brackenmore, the head of Brackenmore Pharmaceutical Research, informed the nurse dangerously. “No code, no payment, Breed.”


    Maydene sniffed. “We’ll meet you at the hotel with the code. We’ll slip it out when Dr. Morrey arrives at the party. Everyone will be busy with her,” she told them smugly. “When you transfer payment, we’ll hand you the code. I don’t trust the two of you as much as you would like to think I should.”


    “As long as you’re there,” Horace Engalls, president and CEO of Engalls Pharmaceuticals, replied. “Don’t bother trying to betray us. We have our own spies watching you, Maydene.”


    Maydene growled at that. “I know who your little bitch is. She can watch until hell freezes over. All we care about is the cash.”


    “And all we care about is the information to complete our own research. The live trials on the Breeds you suggested aren’t working out as well as we had hoped.”


    “I warned you.” Maydene’s voice was smug as Haley felt chills race up her spine. “Even Morrey isn’t responding as well as you had hoped, is she? I told you, you need us.”


    “So we do,” Brackenmore drawled. “We’ll meet you at the hotel and transfer the money to your account, but we’ll see what we’re paying for first. Understood?”


    “Quite well,” Maydene sneered. “Return to the party now, before you’re missed.”


    Haley peeked over the top of the books that lined the shelf she was hiding behind. She could barely see them, and as the door opened, she eased back down carefully, certain that if Maydene looked back, she would sense her.


    She waited. She waited so long. She could feel her muscles cramping, feel the sweat that eased along her spine, but she could still feel the danger.


    She looked up at the vent above her and inhaled slowly. Was that why Maydene hadn’t smelled her? The vent pulled the air out of the library and circulated it, while another vent fed dry air into the library to protect the expensive books. That combined with the scent of men’s cologne must have hidden Haley’s scent.


    But Maydene must have suspected that someone was in the room. As Haley began to consider the risk of peeking over the books again, she heard movement, a doorknob turning, a muttered curse.


    She took a chance and watched as the Breed made her way from the library.


    Just a few more minutes, she told herself. If Maydene was suspicious, she might watch the door from outside. She might be waiting for whoever she had sensed.


    My God, what were they talking about? Drugging Breeds? Selling information? She had to find Noble. The Breed enforcer would know what to do—he would know how to handle this. She had to find him before Maydene and whoever was helping her managed to slip from the estate.


    Carefully, she moved from behind the shelf, thankful that someone had made the little hidden reading nook that Merinus had shown her a few weeks before. It had possibly saved her life.


    Now, to sneak out of the library and get to Noble.


    •••


    There was something about librarian Haley McQuire and her staid little outfits that just made Jaguar Breed enforcer Noble Chavin insane.


    He should be watching the ballroom, keeping his eyes trained on the two men they knew would make an attempt tonight to gain confidential Breed information from a source within Sanctuary.


    Breeds betraying Breeds, for money. For greed. And the humans determined to destroy them. Several Breeds had already been killed in the past day, and if they didn’t stop that information from going out, then more would die.


    It had to be insanity, he decided again, as Haley stepped into the ballroom from the direction of the ladies’ room down the hall, because nothing else could describe his reaction to how completely luscious she looked in the simple black, long-sleeved ball gown. Or how she snagged his attention against all his best efforts.


    The gown swept the floor, the hem floating around her like a dark, sexy dream as he tried to keep his eyes off her. He was there to increase security, not to ogle the little librarian, who seemed to hug the wall more than she danced.


    But his eyes had a will of their own. His gaze swept over the full skirt of the gown, lifted to her curved hips and trim waist, and he had to swallow as he came to where the material draped from her shoulders and barely hid the hint of curvy, sweet breasts beneath. She might have believed she had succeeded in hiding those curves with the folds of material that draped over them, but he could have assured her, nothing was further from the truth.


    He should have stopped there. Dammit, he had no business looking further. But he did anyway. He let his eyes caress the smooth, creamy flesh above the material, the graceful arch of her throat.


    A stubborn chin. There was fire in her. Soft rosebud lips, a pert nose, and eyes that mesmerized. Dammit to hell, he knew better, but there he was, staring into eyes that seemed to be looking right back at him. Dove gray and ringed with the merest hint of blue. Thick chestnut lashes surrounded them, and they stared back at him as though as helpless as he to break the connection.


    Fiery red hair surrounding a gently sculpted face, added spark and fire to her eyes, and the look of her had his back teeth clenching as he fought unsuccessfully to drag his gaze away.


    Back to her feet. Where the tip of one small black shoe peeked out beneath her dress. The dress flowed around her, drifted and moved like a whisper as though teasing him, tempting him to brush it from her legs to see all the pale, beautiful flesh he knew it hid.


    Damn, if she didn’t draw his gaze like a hidden flame, one he was certain would erupt into a conflagration.


    He forced his gaze away then, far away, not even looking at her feet but at her slender, graceful fingers. She wore no rings. No adornments. As though proclaiming to the world no ties and no bonds. She was as free as the wind yet restrained by some force inside her.


    And she was moving toward him.


    Noble let his gaze move to her face once again, a frown edging at his brows, a sense of foreboding rasping at the back of his neck at the look on her face.


    Perhaps he should have paid more attention to her face. Because there was an edge of fear in those odd, blue-ringed gray eyes and the pinched line of her lips. Her face was pale, but her chin was lifted in determination and purpose.


    His gaze moved around the room then. She had come out of the hall and into the ballroom no more than minutes after Phillip Brackenmore and Horace Engalls had entered, the two pharmaceutical and drug-research magnates.


    “Noble.” She all but whispered his name, and he heard the sound, that soft hint of longing he wondered if she even knew was in her voice, at the same moment he glimpsed the entrance of the ballroom from his peripheral vision.


    He gripped her arm and jerked her behind him, ignoring her soft little cry as orders began to snap into the communications link at his ear.


    “You stay!” He jerked her to the corner and pushed her into the little alcove created by the fronds of several potted plants. He pushed her to the floor and pointed his finger to her pale face. “Stay till I come for you. Understand?”


    She nodded quickly even as he turned away and began snapping orders to other guests, herding them quickly from the confrontation brewing at the ballroom’s entrance and into the buffet room.


    Why he hadn’t pushed little Miss Haley McQuire into the more secure room, he couldn’t explain. It was something about her eyes, that edge of fear, and the fact that she had entered after Brackenmore and Engalls more than anything else.


    Or it could have been that niggle of insanity that he had been trying to ignore for months.


    “Librarian Haley McQuire is secured in the far left corner of the ballroom, leave her in place,” he spoke into the small mic that curved along his cheek as he helped secure the ballroom.


    “She’s a hazard in the ballroom,” he was told, Rule’s voice cold. “Get her with the others.”


    “Negative,” he refused the order. “Something isn’t right with that, Rule. I want her separated for her own safety.”


    He heard the tension in the line. “For now,” Rule finally snapped.


    Moments later, several things happened at once. A Breed female enforcer distracted Dr. Ely Morrey, and Jonas jerked the gun from Ely.


    “Move in on Brackenmore and Engalls,” Rule ordered through the comm link. “Secure them and get ready to move them out.”


    Noble moved toward the two, staring back at them with cold, brutal determination. They were involved with whatever was going on. Involved in trying to control and kill Breeds. The bastards needed to die now, not later.


    “Please come with me, Mr. Brackenmore, Mr. Engalls,” he requested, his voice carefully bland, unemotional. He wanted to kill rather than react politely.


    Those damned animal genetics. He could feel the blood he needed to spill for the threat this man represented to the Breeds.


    “What the hell is going on here?” Brackenmore blustered, as Noble gripped his arm and began to move him, his wife, and Engalls to the entrance, waiting for the final go-ahead from Rule to escort them from the estate.


    “Director Wyatt will discuss this with you soon, I’m certain.” Noble flashed his canines in a tight, hard smile as he watched the other Breeds filling the room, keeping a careful barrier between the guests and the clean-up of the situation that had just arisen.


    Felines weren’t the only ones in attendance. Noble watched as Wolf Gunnar, pack leader of the wolves, conferred with Del-Rey, pack leader of the coyotes, to direct their own security forces in concert with the felines’.


    The pre-Thanksgiving party Sanctuary hosted every year had never been so exciting. Now if they could just make certain they kept the damned journalists contained.


    “Noble, give Brackenmore and the others to Mordecai. I want you to contain your librarian and get her sequestered,” Jonas said into the link seconds later. “We have a security report from surveillance that she may have been close to a meeting between Brackenmore, Engalls, and one of the lab assistants earlier in the hallway.”


    Noble’s head jerked in her direction. He could still see the very edge of her skirt peeking out from where he had pushed her.


    The Coyote Breed, Mordecai, his face scarred, his icy blue eyes filled with death, took Brackenmore and the others, and Noble strode across the ballroom quickly.


    Haley was still huddled there and stared back at him, her eyes wide and touched with courage and trepidation. He held his hand out to her and watched as she lifted hers, her fingers trembling as he gripped them.


    “They’re monsters,” she whispered, and though her eyes were dry, sorrow filled them. “Noble, they’re monsters.”


    The fine hairs along his body lifted in warning, but even worse, the spots along his shoulders began to tingle in foreboding. She knew something. In that moment he knew she had seen or heard something that could possibly get her killed.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 1•


    THREE WEEKS LATER

    DECEMBER 7


    “The winter storm heading for the Virginia mountains is slated to pile on the snow. We’re looking at up to ten inches possible before nightfall, with another ten to fifteen over the next two days. The moisture we’re tracking...”


    Haley turned off the television and stared at the black screen in satisfaction as she forced herself not to smile in glee at the thought of snow.


    She tugged at the snug cuffs of her cheery red cotton blouse instead and turned to her assistant, Patricia.


    Nearing fifty, but as spry as a woman fifteen years younger, Patricia looked displeased over the weather forecast. Dressed in dark brown tailored slacks and a matching sweater, Patricia had a smile that always brightened the darker hues of the clothing she wore.


    “I’ll never get out of that damned lane the county refuses to pave with that kind of accumulation,” Patricia pouted, her brown eyes sorrowful. “I hate being stuck.”


    Haley frowned. Patricia’s little sedan would never handle such a heavy snowfall, nor was it equipped with the same traction sensors and tires that Haley’s four-wheel-drive truck had.


    Living in town, Haley didn’t worry as much about getting out as she did about the inconvenience of the snow itself. They hadn’t had a storm like this move in for years, and the dump of fluffy white stuff almost had her rubbing her hands in glee.


    But she knew Patricia, and her friend hated the snow, just as she hated the way it confined her in her little house outside of Buffalo Gap.


    “Take my truck.” Haley moved to the counter behind which she and Patricia worked and lifted her purse from the floor.


    She pulled the car keys from the inside and tossed them to her friend.


    “Are you serious?” Patricia stared back at her in surprise.


    “They’ll have the roads here in town clear before noon, and Sanctuary will make certain the main road is clear before then. All you’ll have to worry about is getting out of that little hole you live in.”


    She almost shuddered. Patricia lived in one of the small hollows that dotted the mountain terrain. The mile-long track between her house and the main road was rough at all times. Filled with snow, it would be impossible for Patricia to navigate in her little car.


    “You’ll take my car then?” Patricia worried. “I’d hate to leave it just sitting in the parking lot.” She gripped Haley’s keys like a lifeline.


    “The car will be fine for me until they get the snow cleared to your house.” Haley shrugged, then stared back at Patricia worriedly. “But please be careful. I just bought her, and she’s still unscratched.”


    The pristine cherry red pickup had been her dream vehicle, with big tires, the standard shift—and the advanced electronics was her pride and joy.


    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of your baby.” Patricia was almost as gleeful over driving the truck as Haley was over the coming snow.


    Haley looked around the nearly deserted library. The two-story glass-and-metal building was incredibly beautiful. Donated by an effort between Sanctuary and several of its supporting companies, the building had the look and feel of beautiful wood, without the cost. Even the metal-and-steel shelves had that old-wood look, and housed the thousands of paperback and hardback books beautifully.


    The electronic books were housed in the main data boards and e-readers were plentiful for those who needed to check them out if they didn’t have their own. But it was the paper feel of the books that Haley cherished. The history and the bridge between the past and the present that always drew her.


    The library was deserted this evening. The last college student had left more than an hour before, and no one else had come through the heavy glass doors.


    “Why don’t you go home, before the storm hits,” Haley suggested. “It’s only another hour before closing, and I can take care of that myself.”


    “Or that handsome Noble Chavin, should he arrive before closing,” Patricia teased her. “When do you think he’s going to get up the nerve actually to do more than follow you home every night?”


    “With Noble, who knows.” Haley turned away from her friend, tucked the keys to Patricia’s car in her purse, and hid her expression.


    Noble, unknown to the curious, wasn’t courting her in any way, and she knew it. He was watching her, just as Breeds from Sanctuary often watched her. Just to be on the safe side, she had been told after she had told Callan Lyons and Jonas Wyatt about the meeting that had taken place in the library room of Sanctuary the month before.


    Jonas had promised her it was a precaution only, but that precaution still had the power to make her mouth dry with fear.


    “I think I’ll head home early then,” Patricia decided, as she moved behind the counter and pulled her coat on. She flipped her shoulder-length gray-and-brown hair over the stiff black collar and stared back at Haley worriedly. “You’re sure you don’t mind about the truck?”


    “As long as you don’t scratch her,” Haley reminded her, but her smile was quick. Patricia was excessively careful with everything, no matter to whom it belonged.


    “Should I throw a quilt over her before I go to bed?” Patricia laughed.


    “If you don’t mind. And don’t forget the pillows for her tires,” she reminded her playfully.


    Patricia rolled her eyes as she grabbed her purse and headed for the door. “I’ll be sure to remember both,” the assistant teased her. “Perhaps I should park her where she can watch television as well.”


    Haley laughed. Okay, so she loved her truck. Everyone teased her about it.


    As Patricia left the library, Haley moved from behind the counter, picked up the remote, and flipped the news on again. There was all that fat fluffy stuff headed her way. Piles and piles of snow. A snowman in her yard, the Christmas lights around her house twinkling against it, it was going to be the best Christmas ever.


    A smile was curving her lips when the world exploded around her. The blast filled the air, glass shattered as a wave of heat knocked her from her feet and flung her several feet away to where the children’s reading nook was sectioned off. She bounced over the low shelves, cried out in shock and pain, and crumpled on the floor as a wash of red seemed to fill the library.


    Sirens were howling. Something red was flashing, flickering and the scent of burning paper filled the air. It was hell on earth.


    Haley dragged herself to her knees, shaking her head as she felt the ground shake again, and another explosion rock the air.


    She cried out, covering her head with her hands as more glass exploded, and the cold seemed to battle with a surge of heat.


    She staggered to her feet, shock, disbelief and horror filling her as she realized the books were burning. Piles of books. Flames licked at them, consumed them. The tables, counters, and much of the interior of the library was wood or a facsimile of it, and it was all burning.


    Smoke poured around her, choking her, making it nearly impossible to see as she fought to get her bearings. She stumbled through the debris-littered section, nearly falling as another, smaller explosion ripped across the earth.


    What was happening? A strike? Some sort of attack? Sanctuary wasn’t far from Buffalo Gap, and she knew that it was prone to attacks from several different racist societies, but no one had ever attacked Buffalo Gap.


    She choked and stumbled again, falling to her knees as her eyes burned, and she fought for breath. She wasn’t going to get out of here. Tears filled her eyes, and fear filled her mind as she tried to crawl, fighting to figure out which way to move, which way to go.


    “I have her!” someone yelled, a second before strong arms wrapped around her and dragged her to her feet.


    A moment later she was slung over a broad shoulder.


    “Was anyone else in there?” another voice called out.


    “No one,” she choked. She couldn’t breathe, even as the cold outside wrapped around her, and she tried to blink the stinging pain from her eyes, still fighting to breathe.


    “Haley, where’s Patricia?” She was deposited on the hood of a car as someone shook her shoulders. “Is Pat in there, Haley?”


    Haley shook her head, blinking as the fierce visage of the sheriff filled her vision. She shook her head again.


    “Gone,” she coughed. “She left.”


    “Her car is still here,” Sheriff Zane Taggart barked into her face.


    “My truck,” she coughed again. “Gave her my truck.”


    Silence met the information. She coughed again, blinking, gazing around frantically until her eyes found where her truck had been parked. Right there, in front of where the big windows had been, where a fiery blazing hulk sat in the middle of melted pavement and the burning vehicles left in the parking lot by several city workers that worked nearby.


    Her truck. Her truck had sat right there. And Patricia had been in her truck.


    “No,” she whispered, horror filling her, streaking across her mind. “No!” she screamed. “Oh God, Patricia.”


    She tried to jump to her feet and ended on the ground. Her legs folded beneath her as the sheriff tried to catch her.


    Her nails dug into the frozen earth, and she stared at the blazing vehicle in disbelief and agony. Oh God, Patricia had been in her truck.


    •••


    The report came across the radios within seconds of the blast. Noble was just coming off a twenty-four-hour shift and heading to the barracks when it crackled across the comm links.


    “All available enforcers, be aware. Explosion at the Buffalo Gap Library. One dead, one injured. Officers en route. Sheriff Taggart requesting enforcer backup.”


    He didn’t wait for the order. He heard the names called to backup, the enforcers being pulled in to head to Buffalo Gap, and he didn’t care if his name was on the list or not.


    “Comm one, this is Chavin,” he reported to the dispatcher. “I’m heading from Sanctuary en route now.” He jumped on his motorcycle, revved the motor, and shot out of the driveway next to the barracks. “Advise Alpha leaders one through four, we have a compromise.”


    “Enforcer Chavin, order received and being forwarded. You’ll be met by enforcers Warrant, Savant, and Crayven. Be advised, Director Wyatt will be en route.”


    Sanctuary’s heavy metal gates swung open as he approached, the headlights of his motorcycle piercing the darkness and highlighting the faces of the ever-present protesters.


    He shot through the opening, hit the gas, and tore through the press of bodies that threatened to surge against him.


    “Heli-jet is being prepped and en route,” the dispatcher reported.


    “Any report of the casualty?” he yelled into the link.


    “No report as of yet,” he was informed.


    He hit the accelerator with one hand, felt the power surge beneath him and, with the thumb of his other hand, hit the integrated traction control and advanced speed protocols before he pushed the specially designed all-terrain cycle to its limits.


    Thankfully, the curvy mountain road was more or less free of traffic. The cycle’s warning system alerted him to traffic and allowed him to streak around it safely.


    As he sped to the town, all he could see were Haley’s wary gray eyes and pale, worried face the night she had overheard the plans Brackenmore and Engalls had discussed with the Breed attempting to sell them information. All he felt was the echo of the knowledge that there was the chance that someone besides himself and the Breed Cabinet would find out what she had overheard before the hearing she was due to testify at.


    He powered down as he hit the city limits, though he still pushed the cycle faster than the posted speed limits allowed.


    Haley, with her bright red hair, her soft scent of desire, couldn’t be gone. He knew he should have never left her protection to any other Breed. Something had warned him, some strange foreboding had told him that her life would be in more danger than one silent bodyguard could defend her against.


    Damn Jonas. Noble had warned him they couldn’t keep her safe like this. She needed to be sequestered, at the very least pulled into Sanctuary until the hearing next month against Brackenmore and Engalls.


    The bastards. The drug they had created to attempt to control Breeds had resulted in two deaths in the past few weeks, and they had nearly lost Dr. Morrey as well.


    And now, they could have lost Haley.


    He couldn’t imagine a world without Haley in it. He refused to imagine such a thing. It was impossible, it couldn’t happen.


    He hadn’t kissed her yet. He had barely even touched her. He hadn’t yet figured out why she drew him as no other woman ever had, though in the past week, he had begun to suspect exactly why.


    He hadn’t yet had a chance to decide if he could risk taking her, making her his, or if he should force himself to leave the situation as it stood.


    The hunger eating at him was still controllable. The need driving him could still be buried in another woman. The heated lust could still be pumped from his body, and though satiation was never complete, it was satisfying.


    He was still his own man.


    For the moment.


    Once he knew Haley was safe, once he made her life his primary objective, he would no longer be able to claim that singular independence. And he knew it.


    He raced into town, slowing the cycle and easing it around traffic, bending over the padded chest rest and gearing down as he glimpsed the flames that blazed around the library.


    And he felt the roar that discharged from his chest at the sight of the twisted, ruined, blazing hulk of Haley’s truck. A roar of bloodlust and animalistic rage. Someone was going to pay. Dear God, if she was in that truck, if she was gone forever, then blood would flow.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 2•


    Haley shuddered in the blanket Zane Taggart had wrapped around her. The sheriff was kneeling in front of her as she sat sideways in his cruiser, her feet on the ground, the heat from the vents blasting over her upper body. Still, she shuddered from the cold and the fear.


    Zane was one of those men in Buffalo Gap Haley had known almost since the cradle. He was a few years older than she, so he had always been a little protective of her. Zane was protective of all women though. He wasn’t in uniform, so he must have been off duty when the explosion happened. He was dressed in jeans¸ a dark flannel shirt, and a heavy quilted overshirt.


    He was staring at her silently as she gripped the cup of hot coffee he had pressed into her hands seconds ago, his expression concerned.


    “You should let the paramedics look at you, Haley.” He reached out and brushed her hair gently off her forehead.


    “I’m fine.” A sob hitched her breath, shuddered through her body. “Patricia’s not okay, Zane.” More tears leaked from her eyes.


    She couldn’t seem to hold them back. Patricia was gone, and it was all her fault. Because she had let Patricia borrow her truck, had given her the keys because it was going to snow.


    Lazy fluffy flakes were already drifting through the air, but they no longer held the magical appeal they had only a few hours ago.


    Flames still burned inside the library. The fire blazing around the building and the vehicles that had caught fire were more important than the books inside a building that would contain its own flames.


    “No, Patricia’s not okay, Haley.” Zane sighed and stared through the windshield before turning back to her. “You have to tell me what happened, honey.”


    “I don’t know.” She stared back at Zane in shock. “It was going to snow. You know how pitiful Patricia’s car is in the snow.” Another sob tore free. How pitiful it had been. The explosion had destroyed several other vehicles as well¸ Patricia’s being one of them.


    She lowered her head, fighting the sobs that shook her shoulders as Zane patted her knee.


    “Come on, Haley.” He lifted her chin until he was staring back at her. “You gave Patricia your keys, right?”


    She nodded unsteadily. “So she could get to town after the snow. She hates being snowed in.”


    “Yes, she hates that.” Zane nodded. “Go on.”


    “That’s all,” she whispered. “She went out to leave. I turned the television back on. I wanted to see the snow.” Her lips trembled. “They were showing the snow in other states, and I wanted to see it. And then...” She blinked and shook her head.


    She had to stop crying. She had to remember what Jonas Wyatt and Noble had told her. She couldn’t tell anyone what had happened at Sanctuary until the hearing. But she knew, oh God, she knew Patricia had died because of it. Somehow, some way, the Breeds’ enemies knew what she had seen and overheard. She knew it. She could feel it crawling over her skin, digging its way inside her brain.


    “Haley.” Zane stared up at her, his blue eyes sharp, concerned, but knowing. “You have to tell me what’s going on here, honey. Someone blew up your truck. That wasn’t an accident. You and I both know it wasn’t an accident. Now, you have to tell me why.”


    She shook her head. She couldn’t lie to Zane. She was a horrible liar, and she knew it. And she couldn’t look him in the eye when he was staring at her like that. Determined and worried, compassion and pain glittering in his eyes.


    She looked at her truck, and her stomach ached with the sobs and the fear she was holding in. Her chest felt constricted, tight, and filled with pain.


    There was nothing left of Patricia. She was gone, while the snow drifted through the air, and the flames billowed around them.


    Firefighters were working to put out the blazes, several twisted hunks of vehicles were nothing but charred skeletal remains of what they had been.


    “We found a Breed, Haley,” Zane told her then.


    Her head jerked around in terror. Haley could feel the rest of the blood leeching from her body, agony tearing through her.


    “No.” Sometimes Noble came in late. Returned books, helped her lock up.


    “He was shot behind the library. Someone killed him. Now tell me what the hell is going on, or I’m taking you in for your own protection.”


    “Who?” The word wheezed out of her as her stomach churned sickeningly. She was rocking, slowly, back and forth, and didn’t notice as the coffee cup slipped from her grip and crashed to the ground.


    She was going to throw up.


    “Who was the Breed?” She nearly pushed Zane back as she forced herself to her feet. The quilt dropped behind her. “Where is he?”


    She was shaking so hard she had to grip the open door as Zane grabbed her shoulder.


    “Haley, dammit, tell me what the hell is going on.”


    “Was it Noble?” she screamed back at him. “Tell me, damn you. Who was the Breed?”


    She tried to tear away from him, the sickening fear of Noble, gone, dead. No, it couldn’t be Noble.


    But it had been time for Noble. It had been. She had been waiting for him.


    She stared around and jerked away from Zane.


    “Where is he?” She sobbed again, stumbling around the door and gripping the side of the car as she tried to force her legs to move.


    He had said behind the library. Dead behind the library. She wasn’t crying now. The fear and the pain was going too deep for tears. If Noble was gone, she couldn’t bear it. Not Patricia and Noble. It couldn’t happen. Not like this. Not because of her.


    As she forced herself around the front of the vehicle, she heard a sound so wild, so animalistic, her head jerked up. It was Noble. She knew it was. She couldn’t accept anything else.


    “Noble!” She screamed his name and heard the sound again.


    It rocked the night. Like the wild lions that patrolled the borders of Sanctuary. If the night was quiet, sometimes, you could hear them. And now, it sounded as though one had stepped into the city itself.


    Her head jerked around, staring into the parking lot, watching as the flames flickered around it. And she saw him. All that wild black hair blowing back from his savage face. His lips were pulled back into a snarl as he pushed a police officer attempting to hold him back to the side.


    Black-leather pants and heavy motorcycle boots. A leather jacket that he was unzipping as his gaze caught hers. He moved like the jaguar he was bred from, a hard, graceful shift of muscle, a ripple of danger.


    “Noble.” His name tore from her lips again as he snarled. The sight of it, the sound of it, should have been frightening. The flash of his canines, the hard edge to his black eyes, should have frightened her as much as it did the officers and bystanders.


    She tried to make her legs move. Tried to run to him but they weren’t functioning as they should. She stumbled again and heard his throttled growl a second before he jerked her into his arms.


    Warmth covered her. She was only barely aware of his jacket going around her shoulders, because he was holding her, jerking her against his chest and swinging her off her feet.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face against him to block out the sounds, the sight, and the smell of the fire.


    He smelled like the night. Like winter. Like the snow that was drifting around them. There was no death around him. There was nothing of the nightmare and chaos around her.


    For the first time since the night had turned into hell, Haley finally felt safe.


    •••


    “Chavin, be advised of reinforcements landing,” the comm link crackled with the information as Noble buried his face in Haley’s hair and held on to her. His arms tightened around her as he let himself rest against the hood of the sheriff’s cruiser and let himself soak up the knowledge that she was alive.


    As he held her, he was aware of the Breed heli-jet landing on the other side of the parking lot, and of the sheriff moving closer to them.


    His head jerked up as Sheriff Taggart pulled the edge of Noble’s jacket over her shoulder. He flashed a feral snarl at him, the thought of the man touching her finally sending him past the limits of what little control he felt he possessed.


    Taggart lifted his hands, his eyebrows arching.


    “She was afraid the dead Breed behind the library was you,” the sheriff told him, his blue eyes knowing as he watched Noble.


    Noble tensed and let go of Haley just enough to activate his communicator.


    “Jonas?”


    “I have you. We’re on scene.”


    “There’s a Breed behind the library, apparently dead.”


    Silence filled the line for long seconds.


    “Fuck. We had Jason covering her.”


    Jason was young, but fully trained. He wasn’t inexperienced.


    “I want her out of the open. I’m bringing her to the heli.”


    “Negative. We have vehicles coming in and a civilian in the heli. Transfer her to one of the secured SUVs.”


    Noble grimaced. No doubt, the first Leo was in the helijet, the Breed who only a few knew was a Breed, and an interfering bastard at the moment, had decided to check things out himself.


    That meant there was no way to transfer Haley to Sanctuary. Not and preserve the secrecy of Leo’s identity from her.


    He listened through the link as Jonas sent Mordecai Savant and Mercury Warrant to check the body and prepare it for transfer.


    “You guys are going to fuck with my investigation, rather than just helping me secure the scene, aren’t you, Noble.” Zane tucked his fingers in the belt of his jeans and rocked back on his heels. “You know that’s not going to go over with me. Right?”


    “Talk to Jonas about it,” he snapped. “My concern is Haley right now, Taggart, and where she’s concerned, then your best bet is just staying the hell out of my way.”


    He turned and carried her to the vehicles pulling into the outer edges of the parking lot. The library was pretty much lost. The books had fed the flames that had whipped through the windows as they burst. It was a wonder she was still alive and relatively unharmed.


    Relatively. He could smell her blood, her pain. He could feel her fear and her disbelief, and it was enraging him.


    Clamping a firm hold on his control wasn’t easy. As he carried her to the SUVs and slid with her into the backseat of the nearest one, he could feel that rage pumping through him.


    Someone had dared to harm her. To attempt to kill her? The attempt was against her; otherwise, the young lion Breed, Jason, wouldn’t be dead, and her beautiful truck she so loved wouldn’t be a hunk of twisted metal.


    “They killed Patricia.” Her head lifted from his shoulder as the door closed behind them. Her eyes, that dark ring of blue spreading into the gray, darkening them further.


    He saw the pain and tears in her eyes. Noble let his arms tighten around her for long seconds as he watched Jonas stride to the SUV. Beside him, was the taller, broader form of the Leo, barely disguised in a hooded jacket, and his son Dane Vanderale. Evidently, neither of them were content to wait in the heli or at Sanctuary.


    Behind them, the sheriff followed more slowly, his rugged face set in a scowl as Breeds moved between them. That damned sheriff wasn’t going to be content to let this go, he thought, as the others moved into the long seat across from Noble and Haley, and the doors closed behind them.


    The combined stares of the three powerful men didn’t bother Noble, but evidently, there was something about them that made Haley self-conscious.


    Her head lifted, her expression flickering with wariness.


    “Someone found out, didn’t they?”


    Haley stared back at Jonas Wyatt, knowing exactly what had happened. Brackenmore and Engalls had somehow learned that she would be testifying against them during the January hearing.


    “We don’t know that, Ms. McQuire,” Jonas answered carefully, his expression carefully blank.


    She moved, forcing herself from Noble’s lap and sliding onto the seat beside him.


    “She hasn’t been seen by a medical professional, Jonas.”


    The younger of the other two men leaned forward. She knew him. The vice president of Vanderale Industries and beside him was the president, CEO, major shareholder, and whatever other title anyone had ever found to attach to him. Leo Vanderale.


    And she had a feeling she knew why they were there.


    She glanced out the front window to where the flames were finally dying down within the library.


    “All the books are ruined,” she whispered, looking back to the elder Vanderale. “You were so kind, Mr. Vanderale, to help donate all those lovely books.” Her breathing hitched. “I’m very sorry.”


    His head tilted just slightly, his amber eyes staring back at her curiously. “Why would you apologize to me, Miss McQuire?” he asked her.


    She sniffed back her tears, aware of Noble brushing back the side of her hair to examine the gash she could feel against her temple.


    “Because it was my fault. Someone killed Patricia and destroyed the library because of me.”


    “Ridiculous,” Dane Vanderale snapped, a frown veeing his brows.


    “My dear, the choices others make because of your kindness is not your responsibility.” Leo sighed. “And Dane is right, you need to be attended to. You’re bleeding, my dear.” He turned to Jonas. “Have her taken to Sanctuary.”


    “That’s not possible.” Jonas shook his head sharply.


    “And why would this be?” Leo’s tone was dangerously smooth.


    “Leo, you know exactly why.” Jonas bit out. “Let’s not air our disagreements in front of Ms. McQuire and see what we can do to help her out here.”


    There was a tension brewing in the vehicle now, wrapping around her, tightening her nerves to breaking point.


    “She’s obviously in danger because of her courage in coming to you about what she saw and heard,” Leo pointed out imperiously. “She should be taken to Sanctuary.”


    “No one is asking me,” Haley pointed out, watching as the two Vanderale men glared back at Jonas.


    “I don’t think they believe you should have an opinion.” Dane leaned back in his seat with a grin.


    Haley ignored him, glancing to Noble instead as he spoke into the mic that curved around his tough, angled cheek bone.


    “We need to get her to a secured site, one way or the other,” Noble growled. “She’s bleeding, Jonas, and she’s scared out of her damned mind. Sitting here glaring at her isn’t helping the situation.”


    “And you think taking her to Sanctuary will?”


    “No,” Noble snapped. “Her home will be easier to control. I want a team under my command, men I choose. I want the area declared off-limits to any other Breeds, and I want full security protocols placed around it.”


    Jonas stared back at him blandly. “Those are a lot of wants for an enforcer,” he said softly. “A low-ranking one at that, Noble. You’ve barely been within the hierarchy a year now.”


    “And I was invited in,” Noble reminded him. “I didn’t apply.”


    Haley blinked as Jonas grunted. She felt light-headed, uncertain. She lifted her hand to her temple, where the pain seemed worse, and touched dampness. Drawing it back, she saw her own blood.


    “Choose your team,” Jonas suddenly stated. “We’ll cover you until they get there.” He pulled the mic wand to his cheek. “Lawe, Rule, pull everyone to Haley McQuire’s home. I need a medical attendant and the sheriff to follow.”


    Immediately, three of the Breeds standing outside were sliding into the front of the SUV limo. The engine started, and the vehicle was pulling out as the snow began to fall faster.


    Haley stared at her bloodstained fingers before lifting her eyes to Noble. “I’m bleeding,” she whispered.


    “Not bad.” He laid a folded gauze pad that Dane handed him from a first-aid box he had acquired from beneath one of the seats over the wound. “Everything’s okay, Haley.”


    “It’s not okay,” she whispered, staring into his dark eyes, his savage face. “Everything’s not okay anymore, Noble.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 3•


    Haley’s little brick house was strung with multicolored Christmas lights outside. In the front yard sat two wire deer covered in white lights. The two conical evergreen trees at each side of the front of the house were well lit, and there was a large fir wreath on the door.


    Inside the large living room, across from the fireplace, was a six-foot Christmas tree that glowed with lights reflecting every color in the rainbow. An angel perched at the top, a small light in her folded hands, her wings spread, a serene expression on her face.


    The fireplace was laid with fresh logs and ready to light, and four stockings dangled, two on each corner of the mantel.


    A television screen hung on one wall, a coffee table between it and the couch, and two chairs sat to the side.


    It was a large, simple room. It led into a large kitchen and a smaller dining room. There were two bedrooms down a short hall, each with an attached bath, and a cramped attic above.


    The house seemed to reflect her. Gently welcoming, a sense of restrained excitement filling it with all the Christmas decorations. As though someone here truly believed in the Santa nonsense.


    Noble stood in the entrance to the kitchen, his eyes narrowed as a female Breed, Shiloh Gage, checked Haley’s injuries where she sat in the living room. Shiloh was the closest thing they had to a medic outside Sanctuary’s labs. But with Dr. Morrey still recovering from the attempt to destroy her with the drugs Brackenmore and Engalls had tried to develop, that left only the council scientist, Amburg, whom Jonas had kidnapped months before, to treat injuries. And Noble knew he would rip Amburg’s throat out before he allowed that bastard to touch Haley.


    “I think I’m okay.” Haley had her head turned as Shiloh treated the narrow gash at her temple.


    The once-white blouse Haley had worn was torn and stained with blood. There were scratches on her arm, one of which looked deep. Her hands were red, almost blistered. The dark pants she wore were in the same condition as the blouse. Her bright red hair was mussed around her face, singed in places and darkened with her blood.


    “You’re fine.” Shiloh patted her knee kindly, her round face filled with sympathy as she lifted a piece of gauze and taped it to Haley’s temple. “You’ll be good as new in a few days.”


    Shiloh pulled the surgical gloves from her hands and dropped them into the small waste can that sat beside her. Rising, she adjusted her black uniform pants and turned back to Noble.


    Dressed in the enforcer uniform, her dark auburn hair secured in a French braid, Shiloh looked more like a playful teenager than a full-grown, fully trained Breed enforcer.


    “I need to clean up.” Haley came to her feet, and Noble barely caught himself before jumping for her.


    She swayed a bit, and he had to force himself to remain in place as she moved to the hallway.


    “You should rest a bit more, Haley,” Shiloh warned her, following her.


    Haley held up one hand, waving her back. “No. I have to clean up, Shiloh. Just... Just let me clean up.”


    Her voice was stronger than it had been earlier. The shock was wearing off. He could see the anger flickering in her gaze even before Shiloh had finished.


    When the enforcer looked back at him, he nodded toward Haley, indicating that she should follow and cover her until Jonas, Leo, and Dane were finished with the meeting in the kitchen. Noble then joined the others in the kitchen.


    The sheriff wasn’t exactly pleased with the information he was getting. He didn’t like being excluded from the investigation, and if Noble could read the man, and he liked to think he could, then he was guessing Zane Taggart wasn’t going to be as easy to control as Jonas was hoping.


    “Wyatt, you’re pissing me off,” Taggart retorted at Jonas’s suggestion that the sheriff leave the investigation in their hands. “A friend of mine was just killed, and you want me to just back off?”


    “Your friend has just lost one friend,” Jonas reminded him. “Let’s not add to the count. The further you stay away from this, the safer it will be for her.”


    There was taut silence as Noble turned back to the meeting taking place at the kitchen table.


    Jonas stared at the sheriff coolly, while Leo and Dane watched the confrontation silently. Leo hadn’t said much, nor did his expressions show his opinion either way as to how the meeting was going.


    “Forget it.” Taggart crossed his arms over his chest and stared back at Jonas with steely determination.


    “The agreement Buffalo Gap has with Sanctuary requires you to step aside in this investigation,” Jonas reminded him.


    The sheriff snorted at that. “Look, Wyatt, we both know the city council. They’re gonna talk out of both sides of their mouths and smile real pretty for both of us. They’ll tell you they’ll restrain me, they’ll tell me they’ll cover for me. So let’s just cut the shit here and come to an understanding. This is my county, like it or not, hate me or whatever. I’m sheriff, that makes it, and the people living in it, mine. And that includes Breeds. I have two of my people dead tonight. From all appearances, it was a professional hit. Your boy was shot in the back of the head at close range. An explosive device large enough to blow a hole in the parking lot and take out the library went off no more than half an hour later. Now you want to tell me what the hell is going on, or do I want to find the answers myself?”


    “You want to let this go, Zane.” Haley stepped into the kitchen from the washroom.


    Damn, he’d forgotten about the door that led from her bathroom and into a small washroom, then the kitchen that he’d found earlier while securing the house. Shiloh was moving through the hall from Haley’s bedroom, a scowl on her face.


    “Miss McQuire, this meeting can be conducted without you,” Jonas told her, his frown fierce as Noble moved towards her.


    “Like hell,” she told him.


    She had changed clothes and washed her face and arms. She was dressed in soft cotton pants resembling pajama bottoms and a long T-shirt. She looked like a kid. A hurt, frightened, angry kid.


    “Haley.” The sheriff came out of his chair as Noble passed him and shot him a warning glare. “Honey, are you ready to talk to me now?”


    Honey? Noble’s head jerked around as he barely caught the growl in his throat. What the hell was the sheriff doing calling Haley, “honey”? She wasn’t his honey, period.


    “I’m obviously in a bit of trouble, Zane.” Her lips trembled for a second before she tightened them, seeming to ignore Noble as he moved behind her.


    “No shit, little girl.” Zane sighed. “Come on, tell me about it, so I can fix it.”


    “You can’t fix this.” She shook her head. “I want you to do what Jonas suggests. Let him handle it. I couldn’t bear it if I lost you, too.”


    Noble could feel his jaw tighten at the emotion in her voice, at the statement. As though that damned sheriff was something to her. He wasn’t. Noble watched her, he knew her. She wasn’t dating anyone. She wasn’t sleeping with anyone. She was free. He knew she was because if another man had fucked her recently, he would have smelled the bastard on her.


    Noble stared over her head at the other man, his lip twitching as he fought to hold back a silent snarl.


    “Haley.” Sheriff Taggart shook his head. “You know I’m not going to do that. And what’s going to happen when your brothers find out about this? Your daddy? The McQuires are going to descend on Buffalo Gap like a Scottish hunting party, sweetie, and they’ll likely bring reinforcements. Do we really want that to happen? They’ll talk to me first. If I have answers, they might listen and stay home.”


    It was a bribe, and a warning. Noble heard it, but he didn’t appreciate it. He could feel the worry rising inside her now. She needed rest. She needed to put some distance between her and the events of the night, to allow her to deal with the loss she had suffered.


    “The boys are still in California,” she said. “And Daddy flew to France last night to help broker a deal with the airlines. I have a few days before I have to deal with them.”


    “And then?” Zane asked.


    “And then, perhaps Mr. Wyatt will have the answers you need. But I can’t give them to you right now, Zane. Right now, they aren’t my answers to give.”


    “But it’s your life to give?” Zane suddenly snapped, despite Noble’s warning growl at the tone of his voice. “Son of a bitch, Haley, you were nearly killed. Don’t tell me they aren’t your answers to give.”


    “Son of a bitch, Zane.” She was in his face, anger pouring from her. “I’ve already lost one friend tonight. Do you think I need nightmares of losing another?” She pushed against his shoulders, as broad as they were, even despite the height he had on her. “Go home. I can’t deal with you.”


    “I’ll call your daddy myself,” he bit out furiously at that point.


    “And risk his life? Or my brothers’? I don’t think you will, Zane. But you will leave this alone for now. And so will you.” She swung around to Noble. “Get the hell out of my house and out of my life. I don’t need you here.”


    Silence filled the kitchen. Noble was aware of Jonas, Leo, and Dane coming warily to their feet. Tension spiked hard and fast, thick enough to cut with a knife as her gray-blue eyes pierced his.


    Noble smiled at the demand, the angry exclamation. He was aware that it wasn’t a pretty smile. He didn’t do smiles well, unless they were the sort that came seconds before killing.


    “You must have mistaken me for someone who obeys your orders,” he told her softly. “Sorry about your luck there, sweetheart, but it’s not happening. You’re stuck with me, whether you want to be or not.”


    Haley stared back at him furiously before swinging around to Jonas.


    “He’s your enforcer.” She shoved a trembling finger in his direction. “I don’t want him in my home, period. Get him out of here.”


    Jonas dragged his hand over his face, muttered something about women and heat that made absolutely no sense whatsoever before staring back at her.


    “It’s not that simple, Miss McQuire.”


    “Don’t you ‘Miss McQuire’ me,” she snapped back at him, ignoring Noble as well as Zane. “This is your mess, now you can fix it. And you can fix it without him being here.”


    She couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to Noble. For one blinding minute tonight, she had felt the overwhelming pain of believing he was dead, because of her. She knew what that would have meant—a sorrow so bleak, so deep that she had almost sunk beneath the waves of pain.


    “Well, looks like you’re being thrown out in the cold too, lover boy.” Zane’s laughter was mocking. “We can share a beer and discuss her stubbornness, then we can get to the best way to protect her,” he suggested.


    “Stop being a smart-ass, Zane,” she ordered him roughly, her eyes still on Jonas. “I helped you,” she reminded Jonas. “You know I did. You owe me.”


    “Yes, ma’am, I owe you.” He nodded. “But I don’t owe you the chance to die. And Noble won’t walk away from this. He has his team, and he knows what the hell he’s doing. He’s your best protection.”


    “And the Breed that died tonight,” she yelled back at him. “Did he know what he was doing? Did you have an untrained man watching me, Jonas? Did you send a boy to do a man’s job?” She knew better. “I knew him. Jason Lincoln. Do you know why he chose that name? Do you know he picked the name Lincoln because of a president who died before any of us was ever born? Did you know he liked comics? That he was flirting with one of the college girls who comes to the library?” Tears were filling her eyes. “Did you know that he wanted a Christmas present?” she whispered painfully. “I bought him a Christmas present.” She wrapped her arms around herself and turned away from all of them.


    Lifting her hand, she covered her lips and shook her head.


    “Patricia has a grandson. He was coming for Christmas. Now he’ll be coming to bury his grandmother.” She wanted to scream with the rage filling her. “I have to see two friends buried because of me.” She turned back to all of them. “I won’t see any more. I won’t bury more friends. Now get the hell out of my house. All of you.”


    She stalked out of the kitchen, knowing none of them would pay any attention to her, and that only made her madder. The helplessness that rose inside her was like a tide of red, bleak fury. Whoever wanted her dead knew what the hell they were doing. They knew how to get to her. How to hurt her friends, how to make her suffer.


    That bomb that killed Patricia would have killed her if she had gotten into that truck herself. Patricia always parked right beside Haley because she didn’t like walking to her car alone in the dark. And Jason. She shook her head as she slammed her bedroom door and locked it.


    Jason Lincoln. And he had chosen that name because he’d admired all he knew about Abraham Lincoln.


    Jason had asked her once if she saw Breeds as mankind. Haley had told him she saw them as the best of what man could accomplish, and the best of humanity. His brown eyes had lit with pleasure as he nodded, took his books, and left the library.


    And now, she would never see him again. His shy smile would never touch her heart again, just as Patricia’s laughter would never again fill her day.


    She couldn’t bear the thought of never hearing Zane give her another smart-ass comment, or of Noble never reading another carpentry book, or never reading another book of “mistakes” as he always called them. Because history was filled with mistakes, had been his reasoning. And he wanted to learn from them.


    She sat down on her bed and stared around the neat, pretty room. The canopied bed, with its thick, heavy curtains that she could draw around her when it was really cold. The bedroom set, which had been given to her by her father’s parents. The writing desk across the room, which her mother’s parents had given her. Bridges to the past, just as her precious books had been.


    The thought of dying filled her with terror. The thought of Noble dying, especially for her, filled her with cold, bleak agony.


    She couldn’t bear it. He would have to leave. She would make certain they all left. The Breeds didn’t have enough power to invade her home, or her life, without her permission. If they weren’t out of her house by dawn, she would call the state police. She would pack her bags and leave town. And then she would figure out exactly what it was going to take to survive.


    Because dying wasn’t in her plans. At least not for a while. Living was. And there had to be a way to live without risking everyone she loved.


    •••


    Noble stared at the closed washroom door and silently opened it a crack to make certain Haley wasn’t there. Motioning to Shiloh, he sent her inside to watch for the fiery little librarian before he turned back to the others.


    “Well, that was interesting,” Dane commented as he turned to Noble. “She does do orders quite well. Too bad she wasn’t born a Breed.”


    He smiled, a mocking little smile at odds with the cold fury in his brown eyes.


    “Contact the state police,” Noble warned Jonas. “Inform them we have a situation here. I want Haley placed under the Bureau’s ‘persons of interest’ mandates.”


    Persons of interest, meaning anyone, Breed or human, who might have information pertaining to or involving an open Breed case under investigation.


    “That’s pushing it,” Jonas pointed out. “If she gets a lawyer, she could beat it within forty-eight hours.”


    “Then let’s not tell her that,” Zane warned them before Noble could speak up. “Listen up, boys, let me tell you a little something about Haley. She’s more stubborn than those mountains out there, and she’s sure as hell got more fire in her than that explosion that nearly killed her tonight. You’re not going to bully her as easily as you think you can.”


    “I have no intentions of bullying her,” Noble ground out. “I’ll protect her. With your help.”


    “Noble,” Jonas’s voice was warning.


    “Do you believe you’re going to keep him out of it?” Noble stared back at him coolly. “You’re not. And you’re not going to keep him from trying to protect her. Let’s at least use him wisely.”


    Man or Breed, sometimes one had to go with gut instinct. Gut instinct warned him that Zane Taggart would walk through fire for someone he cared for, and for whatever reason, he cared for Haley.


    “Smart boy.” Zane’s smile was hard.


    “Jonas will give you details, you will stay out of the perimeter he lays out to you. This house is fairly sheltered. No neighbors too close, no reason for them to be on her property. Anyone moving within her property line is fair game. Do we understand each other?”


    Gut instinct and trust were two different things. The sheriff might get information, but he wouldn’t be aware of the security protocols Noble intended to set up.


    Haley’s home sat at the end of a block. She owned a little over an acre, the boundary of which was fenced and thick with trees. Across the street were several clear lots, the street that ran by the side of the house was an occupied lot, enclosed by a privacy fence. Behind her property were more homes, closer together.


    Protecting her might not be easy, but at least here he would know the Breeds who should be in place. In Sanctuary, at the moment, there were too many suspects and not enough space to ensure no Breed but those he trusted were within sight of her.


    “We’ll have the information we need on this soon, Noble,” Jonas promised, his voice hard now.


    And they would. Noble knew that the number of people with the information of the witness who had overheard that meeting was small. One of them told someone, or had personally done the killing. Either way, they would be found.


    “You have two weeks,” Noble warned him. “After that, she disappears.” He stared back at Jonas, knowing the director understood exactly what Noble was telling him.


    “That won’t be enough time,” Jonas growled.


    “It’s all the time you have.” Noble shrugged before turning to the sheriff. “As of tonight, call before you arrive here. Call before your deputies arrive here. Don’t try to surprise me, Sheriff Taggart, and don’t try to piss me off. I get mean when I’m pissed off. And trust me, you don’t want to see that side of me.”


    The sheriff’s gaze locked with his for long moments before the other man cursed and scowled. He got the message. He wasn’t just dealing with a Breed, he was dealing with one that didn’t mind killing someone for stupidity. If the sheriff was stupid enough to try to blindside him, then he would die. Nothing mattered at this point but protecting Haley. No matter from whom he had to protect her.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 4•


    Haley’s bedroom door opened slowly, and Noble stepped into the room.


    She stared at him from her bed, watched the way the dim light from her lamp followed and loved the hard, strong angles of his face.


    His thick black hair fell to his shoulders and framed the hard, sharp contours of his face. High cheekbones, deep-set, slightly tilted eyes, and a strong, sharp nose. He could never be called handsome, not really. Noble was anything but a pretty boy. He was a man, rugged, tough, certain of himself and his abilities to the point that his confidence gleamed in his black eyes.


    She remembered, several months before, the report that he had been wounded on a mission. He had been away from Sanctuary for several long weeks. She had waited, and she had worried, and she had promised herself that the next time she saw him, she would push past the wariness inside herself and do something about this “almost” relationship they seemed to share.


    Yet, when he had returned, she had retreated again. And it wasn’t that she lacked confidence, or even daring. Everyone knew Haley could be daring. No, there was something else that had held her back, a certainty, a knowledge that any woman who took Noble on would be taking on much more than a lover.


    And there was always the chance that the “mating-heat” rumors and gossip trash stories in the rags had enough truth to them to be dangerous. Haley was a great believer that where there was smoke, there was fire. And where there was Noble, things would naturally get hot.


    She flinched as he closed the door quietly behind him, still watching her, his black gaze cool and shuttered.


    “You’re not supposed to be here,” she told him. “I asked you to leave.”


    “Are you that anxious to die, Haley?” He leaned against the door and crossed his arms over his chest. “Strange, I never saw you as a quitter.”


    His lips quirked at one corner as she stared back at him silently.


    “You can’t run, and you can’t hide. Not from this.”


    She was already realizing that. That didn’t mean it was any easier to accept.


    “Jonas can assign someone else to protect me then,” she told him. “I don’t want you here.”


    She wanted him with a need that sometimes bordered on a craving. From that first meeting a year before, when he had walked into the library, she had known a need for him unlike anything she had known for anyone else.


    And her need was going to cause complications, she could feel it. She had made the mistake years before of having a short affair with Zane until he realized his need for the job was stronger than his need for a woman. But that relationship had taught her how to spot a problem male. And Noble was definitely a problem male.


    “I’m your best bet to stay alive,” he told her.


    “And what was Jason?” she asked, her tone biting. “You didn’t even warn me you had anyone else watching me. He died needlessly.”


    “All Breeds die needlessly,” he informed her roughly. “It’s a war out there, Haley, and you’re smack in the middle of it now. Get that in your head. You will not survive alone. You will not survive without me. Period. Until we figure out what the hell happened, you’re stuck with me.”


    She came off the bed, denial raging inside her.


    “Find someone else. I told you, I don’t want you here.”


    “And I told you, sorry ’bout your luck,” he snarled, those wicked, wicked canines flashing at the sides of his mouth.


    Haley fantasized about those teeth sometimes. Fantasized about watching them rake over her breasts, nip at them. Sometimes she dreamed of them at her neck, her shoulder, biting against her, holding her in place as he took her.


    The animalistic quality of those dreams had always shocked her to her core and left her wet and hungry for days on end.


    As she faced him, she felt that arousal, a constant companion anytime he was near, and forced herself to back away from him.


    “You act as though all you need to do is place distance between us to alleviate the sweet smell of your hunger for me,” he bit out, shocking her. “Do you think I can’t smell your desire a mile away?”


    She shook her head. She couldn’t face this tonight, not on top of the blood and death that surrounded her. She felt as though her body and her soul were stained with guilt.


    “This is why you can’t be here,” she whispered. “I’m not stupid, Noble. I’ll distract you, and you’ll end up dead.”


    He shook his head and moved closer. Just a few steps, just enough to warn her that he wasn’t going to pay attention to her.


    “We’ll definitely distract each other,” he promised her, his voice low, vibrating with lust. “There’s no help for it. And that will be our advantage.”


    She shook her head fiercely. “It’s not an advantage. You know better than that.”


    She backed farther away from him, jerking in surprise as she came against the wall behind her. She watched, her breathing harsh, heavy as he came closer, stalking her, his expression becoming intent, heavy with hunger.


    “You’re my mate, Haley,” he told her, his voice heavy. And it didn’t sound like a good thing. It sounded much too close to the stories that were devoured in the magazines that featured the Breeds prominently, with stories of lust-crazed hungers and desires that defied believability.


    “I can’t handle this from you,” she whispered, as he came closer, almost touching her, his chest inches from the rapid rise and fall of her breasts as she stared up at him beseechingly. “Can’t you see that, Noble? I can’t deal with fairy tales tonight, or with you here.”


    “And I can’t deal with another man watching over you.” He reached out and touched her cheek, his knuckles rasping over it.


    He rarely touched her. In the year he had been coming to the library, she could count on one hand how many times his skin had actually touched hers.


    “Do you know what a mating is?” His head lowered until his lips caressed her ear.


    Haley let her head rest against the wall, her body feeling weak now while the blood began to pump hard and heavy through her body.


    “The tabloids,” she whispered. “They’re not true.”


    “Not precisely.” He rubbed his cheek against her.


    The curiously gentle stroke of his cheek against hers did more to her than she could have imagined possible. Her lashes drifted closed, sensual weakness invaded her body as her sex began to heat, to clench with empty need.


    “Not precisely?” she whispered, as his head lifted, and he stepped back slowly. “What does ‘not precisely’ mean, exactly?”


    “It means, soon, you’ll find out, there’s no escaping me, Haley. And there’s no escaping what you need from me. Soon.”


    He stepped back farther. “You need to rest. The next few days won’t be easy for you, and I don’t want to complicate that. But there’s no forcing me out of here, there’s no running from me any longer. We will see this through together.”


    Haley bit back her protests. She had been raised by her Scottish father and two older brothers, she knew male determination and arrogance, and if she wasn’t mistaken, then Noble had more than his fair share of both.


    As he left the bedroom, she slumped against the wall and breathed out wearily. Fear was like an animal trapped inside her, as was her grief. And like the desire she felt for Noble, she had no idea how to handle either emotion.


    •••


    Noble stepped from the kitchen hours later, after Haley slipped silently through the house, like a wraith in her long white gown and robe, her soft red hair a fiery cloud around her pale face.


    He watched as she moved to the huge Christmas tree and slowly, silently, collected two presents from beneath it and walked to the couch.


    He was careful to stay within the shadows. He knew grief. Sometimes, a person had to be alone with it, and sometimes a woman needed to be alone with her tears.


    She opened the first, which he knew must have been Patricia’s. The finely made wrap was a blend of russets and dark golds. He remembered that Patricia liked darker colors.


    Haley brought the wrap to her cheek, closed her eyes, and let her tears fall. They fell to the material as her shoulders shook, and she whispered her sorrow against it.


    Long minutes later, she smoothed the wrap over her lap and stared at the other, smaller present in front of her. Regret sliced across his chest. He wanted to go to her. He needed to hold her through her pain. Yet, a part of him sensed, knew, that for Haley to survive, she had to say good-bye in her own way.


    She reached for the box and set it on her knee as she opened it slowly. She lifted the lid of the wide, black jeweler’s box and stared at what she had revealed for long, silent moments.


    “I’ll miss you, Jason Lincoln,” she whispered. “I’m sorry you never found out what freedom truly was.”


    Then she set the box on the table, pulled the wrap around her, and curled herself onto the cushions of the couch. She stared at that box as the tears whispered over her cheeks, and finally, just before dawn peeked over the horizon, Haley drifted into sleep.


    Noble stepped farther into the room, moved to the table, and stared down at what she had bought Jason Lincoln. It was a bracelet. Hammered silver and engraved with a single word. FREEDOM. Beside the word was a lion’s paw print.


    She’d known Jason wanted a Christmas present. He wondered if she knew that the women of Sanctuary made certain every Breed had a Christmas present at Christmas whether they wanted one or not, whether they believed in the holiday or not.


    He bent his knees, resting on the pads of his feet as he stared at the present and at the woman. The wrap she had bought Patricia was snug around her shoulders, and the tracks of her tears still dampened her cheeks.


    He would give her her time to grieve because he knew she needed it. If he allowed that to be stolen from her, she would never walk into his arms as he needed her to. And he needed her to do that. To come to him. To need him. To ache as he ached and to want as he wanted.


    Shaking his head he straightened, drew the light blanket from the back of the couch, and spread it over her before moving to the chair beside her.


    He needed a few hours to doze himself. He would catch sleep as he could, and as a Breed, he would adapt until they caught the person who had wounded her so deeply. And when they caught him, Noble promised himself, he would exact vengeance for her.


    •••


    Three days later, they laid Patricia to rest next to her husband and the daughter who had gone before her. Noble stood behind Haley through the service and the burial, and as her pain overwhelmed his senses, he pulled her against his chest.


    Her tears soaked into his shirt, branded his flesh, and broke his heart. He rubbed his cheek against the top of her hair, and across the small area his gaze met that of the sheriff’s. Noble’s eyes narrowed at the flash of jealousy in the sheriff’s gaze and the anger when he looked at Noble.


    There was more than friendship in that sheriff’s eyes when he stared at Haley. And perhaps hatred when he looked at Noble.


    Later, as they attended the small service held at Sanctuary for Jason, Noble found himself frowning. The priest who presided over the funeral was compassionate, he didn’t judge, and he spoke of Jason’s love for books and his abiding need for freedom. The priest assured them, Jason was free now.


    As they approached the casket, Noble watched as Haley slipped the silver bracelet in beside the young Breed, and his heart clenched.


    Until Sanctuary, Breeds had never had a burial. They were incinerated, turned to dust and ashes and, in the minds of their creators, forgotten.


    This ritual that nonBreeds practiced made little sense to him, just as the ritual of Christmas still confused him. Breeds participating in either ritual almost seemed against the laws of nature to him. They weren’t human. They hadn’t been born, and the God that sanctioned the lives of others hadn’t sanctioned the lives of Breeds.


    If their lives hadn’t been sanctioned, could they still claim His benevolence?


    Noble shook his head and followed Haley as she left the small chapel. He kept his arm around her, kept her to his chest as his team surrounded her and led her back to the black SUV limo that would return her to the warmth of the home she had made for herself.


    Her grief was easing, but he had felt her determination rising. She had been quiet the past few days, but something was strengthening inside her. He could sense it. He could feel it. And the animal part of him stretched in anticipation.


    “We need groceries,” Haley stated later, as they neared the outskirts of Buffalo Gap.


    She was aware of the six Breeds who rode with them, their silence, their watchfulness. Just as she was aware of their suspicion each time they checked to see if Zane Taggart was still following them.


    Zane wouldn’t let go easy. He had imagined himself in love with her years before, and during that brief affair, he had driven her crazy with his protectiveness. It was always very subtle, very warm, but he would have tried to wrap her in cotton if they had stayed together.


    And as much as she cared for Zane, the rest just hadn’t come as she had hoped it would. As he had been certain it would. Breaking off their relationship had hurt both of them, and she had tried to ensure that she never placed herself in that position again.


    “You can make out a list when we get to the house,” Noble stated. “Someone will deliver the items you need.”


    Of course, why hadn’t she thought of that?


    Her fists clenched in her lap. She couldn’t even risk going to the grocery store.


    “Jonas will be waiting for us at the house,” he continued. “We need to discuss what he’s learned in the past few days. He’s finally managed to gather enough information to give us an idea of what we’re looking at.”


    She looked up at him in surprise. “He’s going to tell me?”


    “It’s your life.” His sensual lips tightened, and his black eyes flared with anger. “I need you to help me protect you, Haley. To do that, you need the same information I do.”


    “At least you’re not going to try to lock me in a box then.” She sighed.


    The past three days had been hell. Of course her brothers as well as her father had eventually learned something was going on. Concerned neighbors, nosy citizens, someone had made certain they got hold of them.


    Her father was screaming on the phone the night before as her brothers vied to be heard over him during the four-way call.


    She still had a headache and she doubted Noble’s conversation with them had done much to allay their concerns or their threats to head straight to Buffalo Gap.


    “It wouldn’t do any good to lock you in a box, would it?” He sounded mildly interested at the prospect, enough so that she shot him a warning glare.


    “I know how to pick locks.”


    His lips quirked. “Now, why didn’t I guess that?”


    “Probably because you were considering the box,” she muttered.


    She ignored the amusement in the Breeds across from her.


    They were an interesting lot. The three in the driver’s area and the three sitting across from them. They were hard-eyed, tough, and strong. Long hair, numerous scars, and all of them looked like men who could fight their way through an army single-handedly.


    And they had all put their lives on the line for her. It was a terrifying thought. It was the reason she had promised herself that whatever Noble needed her to do, she would do. Because it was apparent he wasn’t going to leave. Nor would he let her leave. That didn’t mean she had to like it. And it didn’t mean she had to accept the very sensual invitation he extended each time their eyes met.


    “A box was never under consideration,” he finally admitted. “We’ll find out who is behind the bombing soon. We know the why of it, we just have to identify the who. Once we’ve done that, you’ll be safe. And once you’ve testified at the hearing against Brackenmore and Engalls next month, then they’ll no longer have a reason to want you dead. They’ll be too busy trying to save their own skins.”


    She didn’t know if she agreed with him on that one. It seemed to her that the hatred Brackenmore and Engalls would feel toward her would be reason enough to kill her. Thankfully for the Breeds, she wasn’t the only proof they had against the pair.


    “Jonas has arrived at the house,” Mordecai Savant, the Coyote Breed enforcer who had arrived at Sanctuary six months before, told Noble as he glanced at the handheld PDA he pulled from the heavy uniform pocket at his thigh. “It’s clear. No signs of unwanted visitors. The lions have canvassed the area, and everything’s clear.”


    “The lions?” She glanced at Noble again. “You have lions at my house?”


    “The natural lions can sense things we don’t,” he told her. “If they hesitate, then we know there’s a problem. They’re our best first defense.”


    “Proceed in,” Mordecai told him. “Jonas is waiting in the kitchen.”


    Haley had to bite her tongue to keep from commenting on that one. No doubt he had sniffed out her stash of cookies again. She was going to have to bake more before long. Breeds could find the cookies faster than her brothers could.


    “Is he eating all the cookies?” Blade Travers could never, in anyone’s imagination, look boyish. But the anxiety in his eyes reminded her of just that. A kid’s concern that he wouldn’t get his share.


    “If there are cookies around, then Jonas is going to find them,” the Breed simply known as Crayven snorted from the front seat. “And I bet Mercury, Lawe, and Rule are taking more than their share, too.”


    Yes, she was going to be making more cookies soon, she thought as she heard Noble sigh, almost with longing beside her.


    “I know how to bake more,” she finally gritted out between clenched teeth.


    And why she was that insane, she couldn’t imagine.


    “You would bake us more?” Mordecai’s eyes narrowed on her, as though he suspected her of lying.


    She was definitely going to have to add to that grocery list.


    “I always bake at Christmas.” And it seemed this year, she was going to be baking a hell of a lot more than she imagined.


    Breeds. Why hadn’t anyone warned her it wasn’t just their sharp teeth, biting words, or flare for killing that she needed to watch out for? Someone should have warned her to watch out for their craving for sweets as well.


    She wondered if it went to their hips as fast as it did to hers.


    She glanced at each one, then grimaced. She couldn’t get that lucky.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 5•


    Hours later, Haley was baking cookies out of sheer desperation. Chocolate chip cookies, chocolate oatmeal cookies, and chocolate drop sugar cookies.


    Haley baked to feel good, to think, and to hide. Tonight she was hiding.


    Uriel. She’d heard that name before, she’d read that name before. One of the names associated with a god of death. The Grim Reaper. The taker of life. In this case an assassin.


    According to Jonas, the assassin was suspected to be a Breed still under the control of the Genetics Council that had created him.


    The explosion had all his signatures, but the really telling mark was the so-far-untraceable e-mail sent to Jonas at his Bureau of Breed Affairs e-mail address. It stated that he really didn’t want to kill more Breeds to get to her, but he would if he had to. And it was signed Uriel.


    She had a professional assassin out to kill her. So what was she doing? She was baking.


    The moment Jonas had given Noble the information the demeanor of the Breeds guarding her had changed. The six under Noble’s command turned hard and cold.


    Mordecai had demanded Jonas have his pet released from Sanctuary. So, a full-grown, malevolent-eyed natural coyote was now on her property. Great. Just what she needed.


    Weren’t they supposed to be impossible to tame?


    Noble had changed as well, and that change made her more nervous than the others. The look he had given her had held a promise, a dark, almost forbidden promise, that shook her to her core.


    As he and Jonas retreated to the living room to discuss security, Haley retreated to the kitchen to bake. And to try to forget that look she had seen in Noble’s eyes. The one that promised her he had given her enough space, and that soon, he would be crowding in even closer.


    “Jonas is leaving, Haley.” Noble stepped into the kitchen, his black gaze hooded as he flicked over the last sheet of cookies she was pulling from the oven.


    Haley nodded slowly. “Fine.”


    She turned and faced Jonas as he moved into the kitchen.


    “We’ll have this taken care of soon,” Jonas promised her. “We have several leads. Uriel was careless this time. Uriel has been erratic in the past few years anyway, so the successes could barely be counted because of it.”


    “But someone still ended up dead, right?” she pointed out.


    “Only because the victims didn’t know they were targets,” Jonas stated. “We know. Now, I’ll leave you with Noble. You have six men guarding you outside as well as that bloodthirsty animal Mordecai carts around with him. Nothing gets past any of them.”


    He moved to the back door, shrugging his suit jacket on over the white dress shirt and shoulder holster he wore. Once he had the jacket on, he seemed like any other powerful businessman, until you looked in his eyes.


    “Noble, I’d wish you luck with the other thing,” Jonas suddenly turned back to them, his gaze amused, his hard face almost smiling. “But I have a feeling you have that covered as well.”


    He left the house, and Noble secured the door behind him before Haley could comment.


    “What’s the other thing?” she asked, as he turned back to face her.


    “Something more personal,” he finally stated.


    His voice was different. There was a rasp to it, a brief roughness that sent a chill up her spine.


    She rubbed her hands together, ignoring the tingling warmth that filled her palms. Her hands tingled every damned time he was around her. The need, the desire to touch him often nearly overcame her common sense.


    She nodded rather than asking about it. For a few minutes anyway—while she transferred the cookies from the baking sheet to the wire rack for them to cool.


    “What is something more personal?” She laid the spatula down beside the rack and turned to him.


    Facing him across the distance of the kitchen, she somehow feltbraver than she had in days. Someone was trying to kill her. Someone who knew how to kill. Excuse me for taking a little initiative here.


    “Are you sure you want to know?” Sensually curved lips quirked knowingly.


    “Is it about that mating crap you tried to pull on me the other night?”


    She hadn’t forgotten. It had been in the back of her mind, teasing her, taunting her, and following her into her dreams when she managed to sleep.


    His brow arched. “Mating crap?”


    She lifted her hand, indicating he should stay in place, then stomped to her bedroom, jerked several tabloids from beneath her bedstand, and moved back into the kitchen and slapped them on the table.


    MATING HEAT SWEEPS THROUGH


    THE BREED COMMUNITIES.


    BREED APHRODISIAC RUMORED


    TO CAUSE UNSTOPPABLE LUSTS.


    ARE THEY MORE ANIMAL THAN WE IMAGINED?


    MATING HEAT RUMORED


    TO PRODUCE ANIMALISTIC RESULTS.


    The headlines were ridiculous, but they all reported nearly the same phenomenon.


    “You read this trash?” he asked her, flipping his fingers over the magazines.


    She crossed her arms over her breasts. “How much of it is true?”


    He flipped through the magazines one by one. His brows arched a few times. Mockery tugged at his lips before he tossed the last one back to the stop.


    “I’d say ninety percent of it is fairly accurate.”


    She blinked, then narrowed her eyes suspiciously.


    “You’re lying to me.”


    His grin was slow, and did nothing to still the nervous feelings rising inside her.


    “Yeah, I am.” He shrugged. “Probably more like eighty percent.”


    He pushed his hand into the pocket of his jeans and withdrew a vial. Within it were several oddly colored pinkish pills. He tossed the vial to the table and stated. “One a day, starting tonight.”


    She stared at it, wondering if the Breeds were into poison.


    “For what?”


    He moved around the kitchen then, stalking closer as she refused to retreat. He came behind her, brushed the hair from her shoulder, and his head lowered, his lips brushing her ear.


    “When I kiss you, the taste of that kiss is going to make you crazy for more. The hormone in the small glands beneath my tongue will be released into your system, and the mating hormone will begin to fill your senses. It’s like a drug for sex. It’s like a need that only one thing will ease, and that’s my semen pumping inside you. When that happens, a small, thumb-shaped extension will become erect from beneath the head of my cock. It will lock me inside you, spill another hormone into you, then, together, they’ll prepare your body for the few viable sperm Breeds possess. That pill will ease the effects of the heat. It might even ward off the pregnancy that will come, eventually. It takes a while sometimes for fertilization, for a child to be created. But it always happens, eventually. And the heat never goes away entirely. It grows, day by day, year by year, until mates are bound so closely together that life without each other is unimaginable.


    “Breeds only mate once, Haley. One time only. A Breed has one chance, and one chance only to claim something in this world that belongs to him and to him alone. And my body is claiming yours.”


    “You’re crazy.” She forced herself away from him, rounded on him incredulously, and stared back at him in shock. “That’s not true.”


    “Why do you think I kept such a careful distance between us?” he asked her, his expression imposing, his black eyes gleaming, glittering with hunger. “A year. I’ve tasted the need to kiss you, to fuck you, for a year. I’ve tried to drown my lust, ignore it, fight it. Nothing works, Haley. Nothing is going to work until I share it. With you.”


    Her eyes were wide, shock resounding through her. His expression was tortured, almost agonized, almost convincing.


    “Why are you doing this?” She stared back at him furiously. “I like you, Noble. Have I ever been cruel to you? Why would you do this to me?”


    She was hurt. She stared back at him painfully, wondering why he would want to play with her in such a way. Okay, she gave the tabloids credit, there might be a glimmer of truth to some of it. But what he was saying was unreal.


    Noble stared back at her, his jaw clenching furiously, the muscle at the side ticking in a resounding rhythm of restraint.


    “You want me,” he growled. “I can smell it. More than you’ve ever wanted another man, Haley. I’m betting on it.”


    She pushed her fingers through her hair and fought back her embarrassment.


    “I know you can smell that I want you,” she said uncomfortably, feeling the flush that worked up her neck and face. “I don’t expect anything from you, but you don’t have to lie to me.”


    His expression tightened, the flesh seemed stretched over the bones and angles of his face, giving him a darker, more animal-like appearance.


    “Come here.” He reached out for her.


    Haley stared at his hand suspiciously. It was broad, darkly tanned, strong. His fingers were powerful and graceful, and she couldn’t stop the clenching of her stomach at the thought of his touching her.


    “Give me your hand, Haley.” His voice hardened.


    She lifted her hand to him. Slowly, he took the tip of her finger and brought it to his mouth. “Let me show you.”


    His lips parted, the heat of his mouth flushed over the tip of her finger and seemed to wash into her flesh. Then his tongue was curling around it, and there, beneath it, she felt the small, enflamed glands. They were hard, pulsing against her finger, hot and rasping against her.


    His thick, black lashes lowered, sensuality and hunger suffused his face. And all he was doing was suckling at her finger, licking it.


    Her finger heated, and she swore she felt a tingle of something more than simple pleasure move into her flesh. When he pulled her hand back, she stared at the dampened flesh, then back to him.


    “Give it an hour,” he told her then, his voice rasping. “It doesn’t take a kiss to make the hormone move into you, Haley. Something that simple.” He nodded to her finger, and in his expression she could see a need for more of her. “A kiss to your neck. A gentle taste of your flesh, and it will burn inside you, it will warm your desire more than ever before. And the sweet, sensual smell of your cream will make me crazier.” His hands clenched into fists at his side. “I want you. I’ve wanted you since the moment I laid eyes on you a year ago. Want you until the need for you overwhelms everything else. That’s why your security team is so large. Why you have six Breeds rather than two working to make certain you’re safe. Because here, in this house, the world outside isn’t going to exist for either of us soon. Soon, nothing is going to exist except the hunger.”


    She stared at her finger and back to him. She licked her lips nervously, her breath catching as his gaze sliced to the action.


    “I want to lick your lips, too.” His voice sounded torn from his throat. “I want to lick your lips, your breasts, and the sweet wet heat between your thighs. I want to take you until you can’t deny me, or deny the hunger feeding us both. And it’s going to happen, Haley. Very very soon. The only question is, can you accept it?”


    Could she accept it?


    She stared back at him. “I’m not in love with you.”


    She wanted him. She had wanted him for a year. She was fascinated with him, fantasized about him constantly, but that wasn’t love.


    “Then we’re in for a rocky ride, Haley.” He sighed regretfully. “But it’s very possible that I am in love with you. And I’ve never in my life had anything or anyone that belonged to me. Knowing you’re my mate makes it damned hard to give you a warning, or a choice. But I’m trying to do that. In the next few hours, I want you to remember that. I’m trying, and for me, that’s a hell of a concession.”


    He turned and walked away from her then, his broad shoulders straight, his head held high as he moved back into the living room.


    There was so much pride in every movement of his body. Strength and determination, confidence definitely.


    Haley collapsed into one of the kitchen chairs beside her and stared at her finger.


    Was it a virus? Whatever that mating thing was? Just a hormone surely couldn’t do what he said it could. She turned her gaze to the vial of pills on the table. There weren’t a lot of them. One a day, he had said. To help minimize the effects?


    There were so many questions pouring through her mind now. And so many sensations filling her. It wasn’t the hormone he had licked onto her finger that had her heart racing. And it couldn’t be causing her thighs to tingle. It was a mind game. And she wasn’t so simple that she was going to allow herself to be played so easily.


    She rose from the table and moved quickly, angrily into the living room. He wasn’t there. His bedroom door was open, and she moved there, determined to question him, to get the answers she needed. She stepped into the bedroom, where she came to a halt just inside the doorway.


    For some reason, he had pulled his shirt off. God, why had he pulled his shirt off? Because before he could turn to face her, she had glimpsed his back. There, across his shoulders, were spots. Not freckles. Not scarring, but a unique, fascinating pattern of dark rings, rather like the spots of the Jaguar whose DNA she knew he shared.


    She stepped forward. Her hands were tingling again, more strongly, the need to touch him almost driving her past common sense.


    “I need a shower.” He faced her, and across his shoulders and upper chest those spots continued. They were faint, patterned across his chest and arrowing down into his jeans.


    She stepped forward and stopped. Then moved again. She had to touch them.


    As she got closer, she could see that it was more than just spots. It was a pattern of the fine, almost invisible hairs she knew covered the Breed bodies. But they were darker in areas, creating the pattern of spots.


    Breeds appeared hairless, except for their eyebrows and the hair on their heads. Actually, according to her research they were covered in a thin, fine pelt almost undetectable, even to touch.


    “Haley, you don’t want to touch me right now,” he told her softly.


    She couldn’t help it. She touched. She reached out, letting her palm smooth over his chest and feeling her breath catching in her chest as she felt the heat, the hard muscle rippling beneath his tough skin, and the ultrasoft feel of that darker pelt against her flesh.


    “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, lifting her gaze to his as she lifted her other hand and touched him more.


    “Don’t. Haley, please.” His hands gripped her wrists, but he held her in place, he didn’t move her, didn’t pull her from him. “You don’t understand what that hormone does to me. You don’t know how I burn for you.”


    “Why me?” she whispered. “Why did you choose me?”


    His gaze was heavy, black eyes that swirled with dark color and hints of emotion. They gleamed with life, with hunger, and with more than lust.


    “I saw you,” he said. “A smile on your face, your pretty eyes lit with laughter and hope and joy. And you dazzled me, Haley. You always dazzle me. Confuse me. Draw me. It doesn’t take love for mating heat to begin, but if love truly does exist, then I knew that feeling the first moment I saw your smile. I claimed you, when I never meant to claim anything or anyone that could be taken from me. I claimed you, Haley. Now if you don’t get the hell away from me, all choice I would have given you is going to be taken from you.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 6•


    Noble never would have believed that he had the strength to hold back as he did. To allow Haley to touch him, despite his hold on her wrists, to allow her to pet him.


    And she was petting him. Stroking her palms over his flesh, feeling the slight rasp of the darker hairs that made the spots covering his chest and arrowing down his abdomen before spreading out over his thighs.


    They weren’t large spots. Some were oddly shaped, some smaller than others. They were not human, a glaring reminder of what he was. Part animal. Bred from the DNA of the jaguar.


    And at the moment he had never felt more like an animal. His cock was swollen in his jeans, thick and hard, throbbing in a hunger unlike anything he had known before he hungered for Haley.


    His fingers circled her wrists as he forced himself to watch her, to stare down at her. Watching the latent sensuality in her expression as she touched him. She was enjoying it. Touching him with stark innocence, discovery, and joy.


    “You’re so warm,” she whispered.


    “Haley, I’m burning,” he warned her roughly.


    He didn’t want her to stop touching him. He wanted it to continue forever. But he knew that wasn’t possible. Not yet. He couldn’t let her strip his control, because if she did, then he would take the choice from her. He would mate her, even knowing it was possible she didn’t love him.


    She said she didn’t. But he could smell her. He had smelled the emotions, the pheromones Breeds and mates created together, and he could smell the subtle scent of it on her. It made him crazy, smelling it, knowing he couldn’t have her, that she wouldn’t understand the animal he was and that he couldn’t force her into the mating.


    The animal that stretched inside him didn’t care though. It wanted. It ached. It snarled relentlessly for the taste of her.


    “If you keep stroking me, you know what’s going to happen,” he told her.


    “Maybe I don’t believe you.” She looked up at him through her lashes, her gray eyes nearly blue as her features flushed with arousal.


    With true, pure arousal. This wasn’t heat-induced. It wasn’t hormone-induced. It was her hunger for him. Pure and sweet and filling his senses.


    “You believe me, Haley.” He could see it in her eyes, in her expression. She didn’t want to believe him, but she knew it was there. “You think I’ll hold back. That I’ll let you pet and stroke me and keep the need I have for you under control. What happens when I break? When I take that choice from you?”


    And he didn’t want to. He wanted to luxuriate in the sensations of her hands on his flesh, touching him, stroking him. If only this.


    She stared up at him. “Is it that bad?” Worry filled her eyes and he saw her intentions to draw back, to move from him, to leave him.


    “I’ll warn you when it gets that bad.” Ah hell. He was insane. He had passed that point minutes ago, and he was encouraging her to go further?


    “Are you sure?” Hesitation filled her now, and he didn’t want her hesitation.


    “I’m sure.” He was crazy. That was exactly what he was, insane. The need for her touch outweighed everything else and made him insane to think he could control his response.


    “I’ve been dying to touch you,” she whispered as he released her hands and reached behind him to the footboard of the bed, gripping the wood tightly with desperate fingers.


    He tipped his head back. He wasn’t going to watch. He couldn’t watch her.


    “Touch me then.” He could feel the sweat gathering on his back.


    Her touch was like electric pleasure. It shimmered over his flesh, dug talons of exquisite need beneath it, and left him tight, tense, torn between stopping her and begging her for more. He would probably end up begging her for more, that was how damned crazy he was, a true glutton for punishment. Or for pleasure.


    “Tell me when it’s too much,” she whispered.


    “Gotcha.” He gave her a sharp nod.


    Too much had already been done and gone. Too much was the feel of his balls drawn excruciatingly tight and the head of his cock flaring thick and hard, and throbbing like a damned wound.


    Too much was when he felt her lips touch his chest and her hot little tongue licking over a spot. That was too damned much.


    Haley let her senses become immersed in the need to just touch him. Touching should be okay, she told herself. It wasn’t a kiss, at least, not his kiss. It was just his flesh, just those intriguing little spots and the dampness as she felt his flesh heat.


    It was moving slowly, hesitantly into the desires that had never made sense where he was concerned. As though without even trying he touched a hidden part of her, drawing it free, and teasing it to be wild with him.


    Without saying a word. Without touching her, without tempting her with anything more than a look or the quirk of his lips. He tempted that unknown something inside her.


    “I love how you feel.” She touched his hard, rippling abs with her hands, smoothed over them to the band of his jeans and back up.


    She tasted him. She kissed his chest, licked at several spots, feeling the ultrasoftness of the tiny hairs against her tongue. Then, in a move more daring than she had ever considered, she raked her teeth over the flesh beside a stiff, hard male nipple.


    As though she had flayed him with fire he jerked, a hard, primal growl tearing from his chest as his head jerked up, and he stared down at her.


    His eyes were like black velvet, studded with even darker glimmer of lights. How could anything be darker than black? But something was, and it flickered in his eyes, the color overtaking the pupil and giving him a primal, primitive look.


    As though the animal were so close to the surface that it would be hard to tell where human and jaguar separated. And she was tempting it. She knew she was.


    “Is it too much?” She didn’t want to torture him. She just needed to touch him.


    “No.” The word was short, the rasp in his voice was deep as his hands moved from behind him. “But if you can bite, then I can touch you as well.”


    She hadn’t counted on that. Just as she hadn’t counted on the throbbing growl in his voice as he said the words.


    “How?” She needed to know. “No kisses.”


    “No kisses. No little bites.” He bared his teeth, and she should have been frightened of those canines, which flashed at the sides of his mouth. Instead, they intrigued her.


    How would they feel on her flesh? Raking over it, creating a flash point of pleasure and heat?


    She swallowed tightly as he gripped the hem of her shirt.


    “Let me take it off.”


    Her breath caught in her throat. “Is that a good idea?”


    “Is any of it?” He tugged the hem upward. “Take it off or walk out of here. I can’t stand here and not touch you as well, Haley. That’s asking too much.”


    “No kisses?” She was almost whimpering with the need for his kiss though. Her lips tingled, her tongue ached to twine with his.


    “No kisses,” he promised.


    She lifted her hands from his chest and raised her arms slowly, allowing him to draw the shirt from her. Sensuality wrapped around them heavily, saturating the air with lust and hunger as he tossed the material aside and stared down at her.


    The white lace camisole she wore in place of a bra adequately covered her, sort of.


    “That’s cheating.” There was no grin, there was only need in his eyes to see her. “Let me take it off, too.”


    She could feel her nipples rasping against the lace, urging him to do just that. She licked her lips nervously and lifted her arms for him again.


    He drew the lace covering from her, the material stroking over her nipples drawing a ragged groan from her. As he tossed the material aside, his hands caught her wrists, holding them over her head as he stared down at her.


    “I want to suck your nipples.” The blunt, blatant hunger in the words caused her womb to clench in response. Like a punch to her stomach, firing her nerve endings and sending pleasure streaking through her body.


    She wanted him to suck her nipples. Her nipples wanted his mouth on them. She ached for it. The flesh between her thighs heated for it. She felt weak, dazed, arousal pouring into every cell and whipping over her nerve endings.


    “If I weren’t a Breed,” he told her then, “if I were just a man, I’d lay you down and tempt you with my mouth. I’d suck your pretty nipples until the dark pink blushed a pretty rose. Then I’d go between your thighs and lick the sweetest cream, and know your arousal is just for the pleasure I can give you.”


    Haley watched the regret that filled him as he stared down at her. He held her wrists easily in one hand. With the other, he cupped the rounded mound of a breast, the tip of a finger stroking over the ultrasensitive, hardened peak.


    Haley shuddered. She leaned her head against one of her arms as he held them both over her head and stared up at him.


    “I’m going to melt to the floor,” she whispered. “We need to stop this.”


    “I’m still in control,” he rasped.


    “But maybe I’m not,” she gasped.


    “I’ll keep you in control.”


    His hand lowered from her breast to the elastic band of her lounging pants.


    “Let me.” He pushed them over her hips.


    Haley stared up at his face. No man had ever stared at her with such need. Even in the height of sex, the few lovers she’d had hadn’t looked at her like this.


    She trembled as she let him push the loose material over her hips. She watched his face as he stared at the white-lace panties she wore. The French-cut, hip-high panties matched her camisole, and they were damp, wet with her need.


    “Ah, Haley.” His tone was guttural as she watched in shock as he knelt in front of her.


    He had released her hands, but what the hell was she supposed to do with them? The bed. She gripped the footboard as his hands clasped her hips. His face was only inches from her, her flesh covered only by the lace of the panties.


    “You don’t shave here?” One hand lowered, the backs of his fingers stroking over her mound.


    “No.” Shock gathered in her voice that he would ask her.


    She had tried it, once, and hadn’t liked the sensation.


    “Good.” He crooned, his fingers stroking over her again. “So good. I want to feel your soft curls against my face. Can I do that, Haley? Can I feel your sweet damp curls against my lips? I promise, no tongue.”


    And she stood there. Stared down at him. And like a woman who enjoyed walking the edge of insanity, she let him draw the panties down her legs.


    “You have spots, too.” His voice was nearly strangled as he stared at her. And she did have. Freckles over the tops of her thighs and her hips. Not many, a few here and there. But enough.


    “I want to lick them.”


    She watched his jaw bunch.


    “I want to taste you.”


    He leaned closer, both hands gripping her hips now as he neared the dark red curls between her thighs. Haley had forgotten how to breathe, she was certain of it. Why else did she feel so light-headed, so dazed? So aroused. It was like a fire burning beneath her flesh now, searing her, destroying her senses.


    “Haley,” he breathed her name against the damp curls, against the engorged bud of her clit, and she jerked, much as he had when she rasped her teeth over his chest.


    She knew that pleasure now. Like a strike of brilliant, white-hot heat tearing through her.


    “Haley,” he breathed again. “Get the hell out of here.”


    It took long, disbelieving seconds to understand what he was saying.


    “What?”


    “Go,” he growled, his eyes still on her as he licked his lips, his tongue swiping over them. “Get away from me, Haley.”


    “Noble.”


    “I’m going to lick that sweet cream. I’m going to bury my tongue inside your pussy and to hell with your anger or your hatred later. Get the fuck away from me.”


    She shuddered, shaking with the need she couldn’t seem to control. She couldn’t move. How the hell was she supposed to get away from him?


    “Go!” His voice hardened.


    The deliberate control in his movements as he released his hands from her hips was frightening. His expression, his eyes as he stared up at her, sent her stumbling back from him.


    There was lust and hunger, then there was the pure, unbridled desperation she saw in his face. He would do it. And he was close, so close.


    What had she done to him?


    She jerked back farther, bending to snatch her clothes when he crouched over them, his gaze brimming with fiery, intent lust.


    At that point, Haley all but ran from his bedroom. As she glanced back at the doorway, she nearly changed her mind. Nearly went to her knees in front of him and took everything he had to give her.


    In one hand he held her lace panties to his mouth and nose, his eyes were closed, and his expression, his expression was pure, wicked pleasure.


    She had to force herself to turn and go to her own room. Had to force herself away from him. And she had a feeling running was only delaying the inevitable. He was going to end up in her bed. And he was going to be there soon.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 7•


    The night was hell. The next morning was an exercise in restraint that had Noble’s control stretched to its limits. The day was gray, the clouds lying heavy as more snow drifted over the mountains.


    There was more than two feet out there, and the city was struggling to keep up as more snow was forecast. Winter was driving in hard and heavy, unlike anything they had seen in years. The winds swirled and moaned as the icy cold tried to penetrate every crack and pore of the house.


    Haley had lit the fire that morning. Noble had carried in the firewood from the back porch and watched as she efficiently set fire to the tinder, building the coal bed with the smallest logs before placing the larger ones on it.


    She did it the old-fashioned way. She used untreated firewood, preferring, she said, the scent of the wood over the fumes of the chemicals.


    And as the afternoon progressed, he found her more and more often in front of the fire, her legs curled beside her as she sat on the thick, heavy rug before the hearth and leaned into the fat, fluffy pillows she’d had stored beside the couch.


    She watched the fire as though it held the answers to every question she had ever asked.


    Behind her, the Christmas tree twinkled with a million lights, the gaily wrapped presents beneath it gleaming with brilliant colors.


    He’d never experienced Christmas. He’d been out of the labs for ten years, but it had been ten years struggling to aid the survival of the Breed communities. The feline compound of Sanctuary as well as the Colorado-based wolf Breed compound, Haven.


    Christmas had been just another day for him, until now. Until he saw all the careful planning and the joy that would have gone into it for Haley.


    Decorations filled the kitchen and living room as well as the outside of the house. From the groceries that were delivered that morning, he knew she planned to bake. He knew she was praying the danger would all be over before her family arrived on the twenty-third. He knew there were more presents in her bedroom to be wrapped. A pile of them. And he knew she was fighting the same needs, the same hungers he was fighting.


    He stood just inside the living room, having just finished a call from Jonas. They were moving in on the person responsible for the leak in Haley’s identity. The information they were tracking through their own servers as well as spyware slipped into Brackenmore’s and Engalls’s computers was turning up some interesting information.


    Information that might end this sooner than any of them imagined.


    There was a reason why Uriel had been so erratic in the past years. A reason why Brackenmore and Engalls had found the information about mating heat and ultimately the aging decrease. Mating heat always slowed aging in mates. Because Uriel was definitely a Breed, and obviously in mating heat. That damned phenomenon was enough to make any Breed slightly off center, but for a hired killer, it could be more dangerous than to most.


    “They’ve had a break in the investigation.” He kept his voice low, kept a careful distance between them. “Jonas is certain he’ll have the identity of the person behind this within days.”


    She tensed. The fiery scent of her arousal seemed to intensify as he spoke to her.


    As she turned, her hair fell over her shoulder, the flames gleaming over it, turning it to fire as well. The sight of it was nearly mesmerizing. Dazzling.


    “Within days,” she said softly. “That’s pretty fast.”


    Jonas was pushing. He was breaking mandates and laws and working silently to identify Uriel, the hired assassin who had attempted to kill her. Not that he would get caught, even if the spyware was eventually detected.


    “Jonas made you a promise to protect you, Haley. He’ll keep it.”


    She lowered her head, staring down at her fingers as she twined them together.


    “And when it’s over?” She lifted her head and stared back at him somberly. “What then?”


    “Sanctuary and its backers rebuild the library, restock it, and you get your life back,” he told her.


    “The way it was?”


    He inhaled heavily, staring back at her, uncertain how to ease the pain he could sense inside her.


    “That’s up to you,” he finally told her.


    The memory of her touching him seared him then—a flash of heat hotter than the flames as the glands beneath his tongue made it feel thick, unruly. The hormone was growing more potent, torturing him. The arousal was building inside him, and he knew he had only a short amount of time before he was forced to walk away from her or risk destroying her trust in him.


    Trust was such a fragile commodity, especially for a woman. He’d known of matings that had worked when that choice was removed. Love had grown, and it had thrived. But he had sworn he would never take that choice from his mate. That he would never take that choice from Haley. But time was running out for him.


    The choice had been taken from him a year before, when he first saw that smile. When he first scented her, first felt the glands swelling beneath his tongue and realized what was going on. And he hadn’t left. He had stayed. If he had left, he might have had a choice.


    “My choice,” she whispered before shaking her head and lowering it again. “You don’t make things easy do you, Noble.”


    “Was I supposed to make it easy?” he asked her, feeling the growing tension rising inside him. “Did you want me to take the choice from you, Haley? Would you have hated me for it?”


    Haley stared back at him, having no answers. All she knew was the need that didn’t go away, the knowledge it was never going to go away. She had somehow always sensed that. That Noble would be the one man she would never be able to forget, never be able to get over if she fell in love with him.


    And that had been what had held her back.


    “I wouldn’t have hated you,” she finally whispered. “But it’s too late for that, anyway. I do know. And knowing changes things.”


    “It didn’t change anything last night,” he bit out. “You loved touching me, Haley. Tasting me. I saw it in your face.”


    And she had seen it in his as well. The pure pleasure, the hunger and the overriding primal lust that had filled him. A part of her was drawn to it. A part of her was terrified by it. And she knew, she couldn’t walk away from it again.


    He pushed his fingers through his hair before gripping his neck and glaring over at her. She stared at him with those solemn, stormy eyes, and he knew that the same torments plagued her. Not as intently, not as strong. But she needed him, she ached for him.


    “I want you until I don’t know how to breathe without thinking of it anymore,” she finally whispered, her voice echoing with the ache he felt inside his chest. “And I don’t know what to do, Noble. I never expected this. And now, I don’t know how to handle it.”


    “I’m not asking you to handle anything,” he stated harshly. “Look, don’t worry about it.” He forced a tight, hard smile to his lips. “I’ve lived with it for a year now and survived. It won’t kill me.”


    Maybe.


    He moved through the living room into the spare bedroom he used. The communications and sensor equipment was set up there. Thankfully, the snow wasn’t interfering with it too severely.


    The satellite imagery was a little corrupted, but it still pinpointed his team’s position. Three Breeds on twelve-hour shifts, three resting but prepared for backup. Mordecai’s coyote paced the grounds, and there was nothing in the immediate vicinity to cause any alarms.


    Even more, whoever the Breed was that had targeted her for Brackenmore and Engalls, they had no idea that Jonas was moving in. That would make it easier. And none besides himself, Jonas, and Callan were aware that there was a six-man force on constant detail.


    The mission rosters were listed and Blake, Shiloh, and Flint were listed as operational and out of country. Mordecai was listed as patrolling Buffalo Gap, which he did, sometimes. And John Talon and Micah Jones were listed as Noble’s outside security team only.


    The careful deception wouldn’t last for long, but perhaps long enough for the assassin to feel safe and confident enough to move in for the kill. Because Noble was also listed as “compromised,” the term used for a Breed entering mating heat.


    Mating heat was known to compromise a Breed’s ability to detect more subtle scents. The senses were so involved with the scent, the taste, and the need for the mate, that most Breeds weren’t even operational during the first months of the phenomenon. Only after the mating heat had leveled off, allowing both mates to function without the near-constant need for sex, were mated Breeds returned to operational status.


    They had laid the groundwork, and the opportunity for the assassin to show up. And he would, soon. Noble could feel it. And when the bastard made the move, they would be ready for it.


    “How bad is it for you?”


    He tensed as she stepped into the bedroom. He had been aware of her movement through the house, the scent of her, like summer in the mountains, flowing toward him.


    “Like I said, I’ll survive.” He shrugged.


    “Can I touch you then?”


    Agony ripped through him.


    “No.” He had to force the word out. “Not yet, Haley.”


    “If it’s not that bad, then you could stand for me to touch you,” she whispered. “Why are you lying to me, Noble?”


    He clenched his jaw as she moved closer.


    “Wrong time to push this,” he growled, turning on her, glaring down at her.


    There was no fear in her eyes, though he knew he must look more like an animal than the man he tried to be. The hunger was nearly out of control. As long as he kept a careful distance between them, then he survived it, but Haley wasn’t keeping that distance.


    She flowed toward him, dressed in soft pants and a softer sweater. She looked like an angel coming toward him, and he wanted her with a force that had nothing to do with innocence.


    “The wrong time to push it?” she asked him then. “You’re hurting, aren’t you?”


    He’d gone past hurting last night. He was to the point that if she touched him, if she pushed him, he was going to take. And he wouldn’t stop taking until all the need burning inside him was sated.


    “Do I look like I’m hurting?” He wanted her, not her pity.


    “You look just as arrogant and as forceful as you ever have,” she told him as she trailed her fingers over the footboard of the bed and stared back at him. “Maybe I’m the one hurting, and I need to know if it’s the same for you.”


    He could smell her arousal. It wasn’t yet scented with mating heat, but the alluring scent of her, the scent of her need, the pulsing tension that seemed to throb through her body snared his senses like a carefully laid trap.


    “I ache to my back teeth to touch you,” he snarled back at her. “Is that what you want to hear? My cock feels like someone’s sliced it open I want you so damned bad. Is that hurting enough for you, Haley?”


    Her stormy eyes darkened, her breathing hitched. “I need...” she swallowed tightly. “I need you, Noble, and that need terrifies me. I’ve never ached for anyone like this. I’ve never wanted anyone like this. And I’m scared. I’m terrified you’ll walk away, be taken away, or decide later this wasn’t what you wanted, despite what you say about the hormone. I’m scared of reaching out to someone who might only want me because he has to protect me, or who may grow tired of having a woman weaker than he is. I’m not a Breed.” She shook her head as her eyes glittered with dampness. “I’m not strong like a Breed woman is, and I’m not as courageous, or as adventurous.”


    He jerked her to him. “Not courageous or adventurous?” he rasped. “What the hell are you then? You risked your life for Sanctuary, and now you’re standing here with me, knowing what I could do to you. What is that, Haley?”


    Her lips trembled. “Insanity. And I’ve been crazy about you since the moment you walked in the library and stared at me as though you knew me. As though you felt that same sense of knowledge that I did.”


    He stared back at her in shock.


    “I’ve never wanted anything, never needed anyone like I need you,” she told him, reaching up, her fingers touching his lips. “Show me, Noble. Show me how to be your mate.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 8•


    She had spent the day going over it. She had thought it to death, reasoned it around every corner and curve she could reason it around, and come to the same ending each time. If she walked away from this, if she let him walk away, she would never forgive herself.


    Like Noble, she had feared for so long that she would never find that feeling that something or someone belonged just to her. That one heart beat for her, her heart for him.


    For a year she had kept her distance, but only because Noble had kept his. It would have taken very little for her to go into his arms.


    The mating heat was a frightening prospect. The tabloid stories, if they were even 80 percent true, were enough to make any woman pause. But at least she had an idea what to expect, she told herself as she stared back at him. At least she had a chance of finding that unknown something she had been waiting for, for so long.


    “This isn’t like last night, Haley,” he warned her. “There’s no stepping into this and pulling back. Do you understand me? Once I kiss you, it starts. I promise you, stopping won’t be a part of what comes later.”


    “I understand that.” She nodded. And she did, she hoped. Yet he still stood there, staring at her, his expression tight, arrogant, fierce.


    She gripped the hem of her sweater and, as he watched, pulled it over her head and dropped it to the floor. She wasn’t wearing a camisole today. She wasn’t even wearing a bra. Her breasts were swollen with need though, her nipples standing out, hard and desperate for his touch.


    She licked her lips and gripped the elastic band of her cotton pants.


    “Not the panties,” he growled. “Leave them on.”


    Her heart raced in her chest as she remembered the sight of him holding her panties to his face, inhaling the scent of her the night before.


    Gripping just the waist of the pants, she eased them over her legs and stood before him in nothing but the thin silk-and-lace panties she wore now.


    She shivered as the winds howled outside, and inside, the bedroom filled with steamy, erotic lust. His black eyes moved over her body as he sat down in the chair next to him slowly and lifted one booted foot to his knee.


    He unlaced his boots slowly, watching her, simply staring at her, stroking her body with his gaze as she felt her breathing constrict in her chest.


    No, no man had ever stared at her like Noble did.


    His boots thumped to the floor.


    “Do you ever touch yourself?” he asked her as he began unbuttoning his shirt, obviously forcing himself to do the chore slowly.


    Haley flushed at the question. “Sometimes.”


    “Do you think of me?”


    She licked her lips nervously. “Yes.”


    “You play with your nipples?”


    Oh Lord, she was going to melt to the floor. Each time he spoke, his voice was thicker, rougher.


    “I do,” she whispered through a moan.


    “Gently or rough?”


    She was going to turn into one huge blush at this rate. But she answered him, her breathless, “Both,” filling the room with another layer of tension.


    “Show me.” He shrugged the shirt from his shoulders, and she wanted to lick his spots rather than touch herself. “Let me see you touch your breasts, Haley.”


    She stared at his body as he slowly undressed, watching avidly as her hands lifted to her breasts. She cupped the mounds and imagined his hands. She fluttered her fingers on her nipples, rubbed against them, pinched them lightly as he loosened his belt and pulled the metal buttons of his jeans loose.


    She saw his cock before he shed his pants. It eased from between the flaps of his jeans, the flesh dark, thick veins raised along the shaft as the mushroomed head throbbed fiercely.


    She pinched her nipples and moaned. Between her thighs she felt her moisture gathering, saturating her flesh, dampening her panties.


    She wanted that. Wanted him. She could feel the ache in her sex growing now, the heat and the need almost painful as he quickly shed his jeans and socks.


    Another moan slipped past her lips as his fingers wrapped around the shaft, stroked it, once, twice.


    “I want to do that.” She couldn’t hold back the breathless words. “I want to feel you in my hands.”


    The need rising inside her was unlike any other she had ever felt. She had never wanted anything as she wanted to feel Noble inside her now.


    “On the mattress.” He nodded to the bed. “I’m not going to take you standing up, Haley. And if I touch you before you get in that bed, then that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”


    “I want to touch you.” She moved to the bed, staring at him as she eased onto the mattress. “Just for a minute, Noble. I need to touch you.”


    She had to be kidding. Noble stared back at her, feeling the wash of white-hot arousal tearing through his system, and prayed to God she wasn’t a virgin. He couldn’t handle it. Right now, he wasn’t a fitting lover for a virgin.


    “Have you had a lover?” he asked moving closer to the bed.


    She blinked back at him. “I’m not a virgin.” She frowned then. “Does that matter?”


    “Thank God,” he muttered. “Move onto the bed. The middle of it.”


    “You’re not just going to take me, are you?” she whispered though she did as he asked.


    “Get real, Haley,” he growled. “I’ve waited a year for this. Do you think I’m going to do anything but take hours loving that sweet, hot little body of yours?”


    “First, I get to touch.” She reached out to him, her hands touching his hard abs, feeling them tighten painfully against her palms. As he knelt beside her, she ran them to his thighs and stared at the thick, heavy length of his cock.


    It only made sense that the dark flesh, fully engorged and ready for her, would be so damned sexy. He was sexy all over. He just couldn’t help himself.


    “Haley, the edge is close,” he warned her. “Trust me, you want me to love you before I do this.”


    “Yeah, I do,” she murmured absently, sitting up, her hands moving to touch him.


    “Fuck. You’re not listening to me.” His voice was strangled. She couldn’t breathe.


    She looked up at him, opened her lips and licked over the thick cock head.


    His response was almost violent. A primal growl tore from his throat as his hands went to her head, fingers threading through the strands of her hair, and he leaned his head back.


    She parted her lips farther, sucked him inside, and moaned again. Because his taste could be addictive. He tasted like a mountain storm. And she loved mountain storms. Like the lightning rolling over the forest and the wind picking up through the trees. Earthy and clean, natural.


    “Damn you.” He breathed out the curse, his voice harsh as his hips jerked. He buried the head inside her mouth as she sucked him, tasted him, and loved every second of it.


    She licked and consumed, sucked and moaned around his flesh and never knew a pleasure so great. As she sucked, she felt, tasted, the drops of pre-cum that beaded on the head. She consumed them eagerly. If it felt as though each taste warmed against her tongue, then she ignored it. If after a few minutes she could feel the need inside her raging hotter, then she went with it. Whatever his touch brought her, she would accept.


    “Touch yourself,” he snarled above her.


    Haley lifted her lashes and stared up at him. He was watching her, his gaze fierce, demanding.


    “Let me watch,” he groaned roughly. “Give me something to hold on to, Haley, or I’m going to lose control here.”


    Her hand lifted to her breast.


    “No,” the word snapped from between his teeth. “Not your breasts. Your pussy. Spread your legs. Let me watch you touch yourself.”


    She had never done that. Never allowed a lover to see her touch herself.


    “Lean back.”


    She moaned around his cock. She didn’t want to stop tasting him.


    “Lean back, Haley. So I can watch you. I promise, I won’t take away your pleasure.”


    The skin was stretched tight over his face, and as she leaned back, she realized the pillows of the bed cushioned her shoulders and head perfectly. She was elevated enough that she could still pleasure him, still touch him, and he could watch her touch herself.


    The eroticism of the act was nearly too much for her. Her fingers moved over the fabric of her panties as she touched herself through the silk and lace. She stared up at him, caught by his expression, held suspended by the hard jerk of his hips as he buried the head of his cock in her mouth.


    “Yeah. Stroke yourself,” he snarled, lust tightening his expression further as she stroked her fingers over her panties. “I can smell how hot that makes you. You’re wet, Haley. So wet and so sweet I can almost taste you on the air.”


    He held her head with one hand, moving against her, his eyes trained on her fingers.


    She gripped the elastic that circled her thigh, pulled it to the side, and touched her flesh. The tips of her fingers eased over the narrow slit as she pulled her panties farther to the side to allow for the careful circular strokes around her clit.


    It was too much. Noble nearly roared with the surge of lust that shot into his system. He pulled back from her, forcing her mouth from his cock, his other hand pulling her fingers from between her thighs and pushing those glistening tips to his lips.


    And he tasted. Soft, sweet cream. Haley’s cream.


    He tore the pillows from beneath her head and lowered his head to her as he pushed her arms over her head. His lips covered hers, his tongue sinking into her mouth.


    He heard her soft cry in a distant part of his brain. The cry of a woman who knows she has no more room to run. The cry of a woman immersing herself in the hunger feeding into her system.


    Her lips closed over his tongue, as though instinct guided her. Her tongue stroked against his, rubbed against it, and then, the soft, sweet suction as the taste of the hormone began to fill her senses.


    His cum nearly pumped from his body as she began to suck his tongue. He felt his balls clench, spasm, and wrapped his fingers tight around the base of his cock to hold it back.


    Not yet. He wasn’t coming yet. Not until he could spill inside her. Not until he could feel the barb locking him to his mate, marking her, making her his. Just his. No matter what happened after tonight, she would always be his.


    Haley paused as the taste of his kiss hit her tongue. A wild, lust-filled taste, dark and potent, spicy and filled with heat. And tempting. Tempting her to sate the sudden need for more that whipped through her senses.


    She drew on his tongue, feeling his lips slant over hers, the hard, drawn contours of his larger body moving over her. Had he just ripped her panties off her?


    He had, and she moaned at the sheer eroticism of the knowledge.


    He held her hands over her head as he kissed her, refusing to allow her to touch him. But that was okay, the taste of him was making her insane. She couldn’t think past the need for more of his kiss.


    To say the hormone pumping into her system now was potent was an understatement. She could feel it sinking into her, digging talons of need inside her and stoking the flames of arousal past an incendiary point.


    “Ah, Haley.” When he finally drew back, she was writhing beneath him, her legs clamped around the hard knee pressing between her legs as she moved against it. “I can feel you burning for me now.”


    “I’ve always burned for you,” she whimpered. “For too long, Noble.”


    And that had been the deciding factor in her decision. Noble had fascinated, drawn her, and held her attention, solely, for a year now. Each day, each time he spoke to her, each time she saw him, the fascination had only grown. She couldn’t walk away, not when so much of her had already become invested in this one man.


    Was it love? At this point, she suspected she had been wrong the night she told him she didn’t love him. What she felt for him went so far beyond what she knew love to be that she just hadn’t recognized it.


    And the night she thought she had lost him? Had anything ever been more agonizing in her life? She knew it hadn’t been.


    But nothing could have prepared her for the hard pulse that shook her moments later. Her eyes widened, her gaze locking with Noble’s as he pushed her thighs apart with his leg and moved between them.


    She licked her lips slowly, a hard groan shaking her as the next pulse of need shuddered through her body. She could feel her juices spilling between her thighs. Felt her nipples aching and throbbing, her clit swelling tighter, harder.


    “Oh. This is different,” she moaned, arching against him as the broad contours of his chest lowered and stroked across her nipples.


    “It’s different?” His voice was strained, his expression tense as she stared up at him. “How’s it different?”


    His hips settled between hers, the thick length of his erection pressing into her sex, rubbing against her clit. His cock was hard and hot, like living iron throbbing against her.


    “It’s like...” she gasped, arched again as sensation speared through her womb. “Like pleasure and hunger all mixed up.” She could feel perspiration beading on her body. “It’s like being... like becoming, a living flame.”


    She arched again, gasped, and felt the sensual contractions in her vagina tightening and building into her womb as Noble gave a low, ragged groan and lowered his lips to her neck.


    She shuddered at the sensation of his rough kiss there. The light nip of his teeth, she had so wondered what that would feel like. His tongue stroked over the arch of her neck, her collarbone, then his body shifted against her, moving lower as his lips caressed over the rise of a breast.


    “I’ve been dying to suck your nipples,” he groaned, his hair falling over his face to caress her skin along with his lips.


    Silken, feather-soft, his hair brushed against her skin, adding to the harsh strike of pure pleasure that raced there when his mouth covered the hard tip of her breast.


    He sucked her into his mouth. His tongue rasped against the ultrasensitive tip, and Haley felt herself sinking beneath a tidal wave of pure sensation. Pleasure was a haze of exquisite agony and ecstasy.


    It raced over her flesh, filled her with heat and, long before his lips began to spread a path of burning kisses down her stomach, she was begging him for more.


    “God how I’ve wanted to taste you.” His voice was a growling purr, dark and rough, as he pushed her thighs wider apart, and his kisses moved closer to the burning, tight center of her body. “I’ve wanted my tongue inside you, Haley. Licking all your sweet cream. Loving you and tasting you.”


    He rubbed his cheek against her curls and she nearly orgasmed from the sensual, erotic expression on his face.


    He had released her hands, but she kept them above her head and stretched against him. She couldn’t touch him yet. She didn’t dare. If she touched him, she was going to beg. She was going to sink completely beneath the waves.


    But her body and her need had minds of their own. Within seconds, her fingers were tangled in his hair, her thighs opened wide, hips arching, and she was pressing his lips into her.


    “Oh yes!” Her fractured wail filled the room as he kissed her clit. Kissed it, as though he were kissing her lips. Soft, gentle, sucking little kisses that had her head thrashing against the bed and any thought of control or restraint dissolving beneath the pleasure.


    They were wild together. She could feel it, their pleasure and their need blending and merging, creating something she couldn’t have imagined as he began to devour her flesh.


    He licked and stroked with his amazingly adept tongue. It flickered along the tender slit, circled the entrance to her body, then plunged inside her with destructive results.


    She had burned before. But now, as his tongue licked and thrust inside her, she was blazing, consumed, arching, and crying out at the exquisite agony of pleasure. It tightened inside her, expanded, and before she could draw breath or prepare for it, the explosion of exquisite sensation tore through her.


    Haley felt her shoulders jerk from the bed. Her eyes opened, widened, unseeing, her senses dazed as the most exquisite feelings tore through her. Sharp and vibrant, a race of liquid flames, white-hot destruction and dark, primal pleasure.


    Noble snarled as he felt her release tearing through her. A year. He had waited a year. He couldn’t wait any longer. He straightened between her spread thighs, stared into her dazed feature as he lifted her hips, bracing her rear on his thighs, and tucked the head of his cock into the tiny, spasming entrance to her pussy.


    Fiery damp curls surrounded the engorged head as he watched, holding her hips still, determined to see this. To watch her body take him, open for him.


    His teeth clenched as he pressed inside her. Sweat ran down his face, burned his eyes, and dampened both their bodies.


    He had to hold on just a few more seconds. Just a little bit of control. He had to watch. Watch as he worked his cock into the furnace heat of her rippling pussy and felt his senses incinerate with the sensations.


    She clenched around the throbbing head, so tight, so hot he wondered if he would survive taking her. Or if he could hold back his own release until he had felt hers once again.


    Beneath the head of his cock he felt the ache of the barb pressing beneath the skin. It matched the ache in his balls as he pulled back, worked in farther, then in one involuntary thrust, the pleasure dimming every thought of control, he impaled himself within her to the hilt.


    Her scream of pleasure rocked his soul. It was ragged, feminine, throttled. As though she could barely draw in the air to cry out.


    Noble shook his head and fought. He tried logic and reasoning, he thought of fishing and cleaning his weapon, but the thoughts disintegrated even as he tried to concentrate on them.


    He came over her, feeling her legs cross above his hips, and gave in to the need striking hard and heavy to the painful erection buried inside her.


    Nothing mattered but this. He had to fuck her. He had to take her. Hard and deep. And he took her hard and deep. His arms slid beneath her shoulders, his lips covered hers, and his hips jacked against her, burying his cock inside her with rapid, delirious strokes as she sucked at his tongue and moaned into his kiss.


    Her nails were raking his shoulders, biting in and creating an ecstatic burn. Like a cat, clawing at him, demanding more. And he gave her more. He gave her everything he had as he felt her exploding beneath him.


    Burying inside her once, twice, he let his release pour from him. Pumping into her, his semen spurted hot and thick as the barb stretched from beneath the head of his cock, locked inside the fluttering muscles of her pussy, and spilled its own, tremulous release into her.


    He was shuddering with the pleasure. Jerking against her as his head lifted from her kiss, his lips lowered to her shoulder, and before he could still the need, his teeth bit into her tender flesh.


    He tasted blood and heard her scream. He couldn’t pull back. His tongue raced over the little wound, licking and spilling the hormone into the marks, sucking at them as he felt another, shuddering orgasm tear through her.


    He had marked her. He had promised himself he would hold back, that he wouldn’t mar her creamy flesh, that he wouldn’t leave that telltale animalistic wound on her. But even as he remembered that promise, his teeth remained in her flesh. The violence of his need rocked inside him, the primal possessiveness tearing through him until nothing mattered, nothing eased it, until he was taking her again.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 9•


    “What happened here?” It was dark, the faint light that spilled into the room was courtesy of the bathroom light Haley had left on earlier. Just enough to allow her to see the amazing spots on his body, and the scars.


    The scars made her ache. Especially the one on his chest. It wasn’t very old, the healing flesh still looked tender to the touch.


    “Bullet.” He yawned as though it were nothing. “We were on the Lawrence estate a few months ago, and I took a bullet covering one of our enforcers.”


    She remembered the news reports of that. Callan Lyons had been wounded as well, and Cassie Sinclair, one of the wolf Breeds who was often in Sanctuary.


    The emergence of the wolf Breeds and their Colorado compound had aligned two powerful forces. Journalists were forever covering the compounds, the strikes against them, and the struggle for freedom in the two areas.


    “What about here?” There was a long, jagged scar on his side.


    “Knife.” His tone was lazy, still unconcerned. “Council soldier almost managed to gut me there.”


    She flinched.


    Noble opened one eye and stared down at her. “I’m more careful now than I used to be.”


    She stared back at him in disbelief. “Why don’t I believe you? You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Noble?”


    “Course not.” His hand stroked down her back, his fingers playing against the rounded curves of her rear as his lips twitched playfully.


    “Uh-huh.” She rolled from him, aware of his gaze on her, the lazy sprawl of his naked body, and the erect length of his cock.


    She glanced at the clock. It was nearly midnight.


    “I’m hungry.” She was starving. “There’s a roast in the slow cooker, if I throw some cut-up potatoes and stuff in, we could have a meal within the hour.”


    “Let me check the house first.”


    He was out of the bed in a bound. Smooth dark flesh rippled with muscle as he moved to the surveillance equipment. He checked the screens, then grabbed his weapon, and moved from the bedroom naked to make his rounds through the house.


    Haley pulled on the gown and robe that he had collected for her earlier, when she had meant to finish dinner. He had distracted her that time. When he returned, she was belting the robe and pushing her feet into warm house shoes.


    “I’ll shower.” He entered the bedroom moments later.


    She almost grinned at his decisive statement. She had showered earlier, then had allowed him to convince her to lie beside him a little while longer.


    While he petted her. Just stroked and touched her. For the moment, the incredible biting need that had filled her had eased, leaving her warm and languorous, a glow of satiation filling her.


    Another unfamiliar feeling she thought as she moved into the kitchen and checked the roast in the slow cooker. Opening the refrigerator she pulled out the potatoes and carrots she had cut earlier that day. Emptying the water from them, she rinsed them and placed them in the pot.


    Half an hour, she decided as she turned the heat up on the food.


    She moved into the living room and refueled the glowing embers of the fire, watching as the smaller logs caught, and the flames began to lick over them greedily.


    She turned and stared at the brightly lit Christmas tree before moving and rearranging a few of the presents beneath it. The bottom of the tree was surrounded by gaily wrapped boxes. Hanging on the limbs were small, Christmas-patterned bags that held much smaller presents. A silver ring for her mother. A necklace for one of her sisters-in-law, a bracelet for another. There were earrings for several of the college students who helped out at the library and almost always joined Haley and her family for a few hours on Christmas Eve.


    The house was always filled on Christmas Eve. Her parents, brothers, and their families would arrive a day or two before, and laughter and joy always filled the air as they dragged mattresses from the attic and made room for ten extra people in the small house.


    A smile tipped her lips at the thought of Noble’s reaction to that. If he was even here.


    She straightened one of the bags and frowned at that thought. Breeds weren’t known for their Christmas spirit; she wondered if Noble would at least be patient with the friends and family who piled into her house that holiday week.


    “What are you thinking of so hard?” His arms came around her as he pulled her against his bare chest. He’d donned jeans, but he was barefoot and sexy and tough and hard.


    “Christmas.” Her fingers curled around his wrists. “I bought you a present, you know?”


    She looked back at him in time to see his surprise.


    “Why would you do that?” he asked her, as though he truly didn’t know the reason why.


    “Because it brings me joy and always reminds me what Christmas is all about.”


    “It’s all about giving presents?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.


    “No, it’s not about giving presents. Giving presents reminds me of what the season is all about.”


    “And what’s it all about for you?” he asked her, still staring at the tree, his eyes narrowed, his expression thoughtful.


    “It’s about life. About celebrating my beliefs and my family. About the connections we don’t always consider through the rest of the year. And it’s about love. Our love for those who fill our lives.”


    “So you buy presents?”


    “Or make them.” She grinned. “Or bake them or cook them. Or simply stopping by to wish them a happy holiday and showing you care. For me, it’s the joy in the giving, Noble. In remembering all the joys that have been given to me throughout the year.”


    He was strangely quiet then. He stared at the tree, then back at her. His gaze flickered. “What did you get me?”


    She almost laughed. For the slightest moment, just the briefest breath of time, she might have glimpsed an almost boyish eagerness in his face.


    “It’s a surprise,” she whispered teasingly.


    He glanced down at her. “It’s about tormenting those who receive, isn’t it, Haley?” He growled. “Do you have any idea how curious a cat can get?”


    “If you peek, then all you’ll get is coal in your stocking.”


    Noble’s head swung around, a completely involuntary act to stare at the mantel. And there was another stocking. One that hadn’t been there the day before.


    Something in his chest constricted as he turned back to her.


    “Why did you do that?” he asked her then. “I’ve not bought you anything.”


    “You gave me yourself.” She stared back as though there were a question in her statement.


    Noble nodded slowly. “Every part of me.” And every part of him reached out to her.


    “Then I don’t need anything else.”


    “But you gave me yourself as well,” he stated confidently. He knew she belonged to him. The mating had been strong, already she carried the scent of him mixed with her own, just as he carried her scent within him. They were bonding, perhaps now, only physically, but she would bond with him emotionally he knew, if she hadn’t already.


    He saw things in her. In her eyes, in her expressions, in her touch. Perhaps his little librarian just hadn’t wanted to admit to what she felt for him. But he knew she did indeed feel for him.


    “And I love giving presents.” Her smile was soft and filled with happiness. “That’s part of the fun, Noble. Knowing there’s a present and wondering what it is.”


    He stared back down at her, faintly confused by that.


    “Breeds never celebrate Christmas.”


    “I celebrate Christmas every year,” she whispered. “And on Christmas Eve, my entire family descends. My brothers and their families, my parents, and on holiday nights friends and neighbors are always dropping in. Every Christmas Eve we go caroling in the park, and we laugh and drink hot chocolate and freeze our butts off walking back.”


    “And you do this why?” He fought the feeling of confusion that swept through him.


    She was quiet then. The Christmas lights flickered over her face, multihued and giving her expression an almost otherworldly hue.


    “Because I love doing it,” she finally said, sighing. “Because I feel close to my family, my friends, and to my beliefs.”


    He nodded slowly. “You feel closer to your God,” he said.


    And she smiled.


    “Dinner should be ready.” She pulled from him slowly, catching his hand and drawing him to the kitchen. “And we have all these cookies. After we eat, I have about ten million paper Christmas bags to start filling with chocolate chip cookies.”


    “And those are for?” But he followed her, because her smile was teasing, warm and filled with joy.


    “For the Breeds at Sanctuary. Cassie Sinclair told me once that they go nuts for chocolate chip cookies. So Callan Lyons was kind enough to give me a number for the bags I needed, and I’ve been filling them for weeks.”


    He paused, ignoring the tug on his hand. “That’s over three hundred Breeds at the moment, Haley.”


    “And just think, over three hundred smiles when they taste my delicious cookies. I make very good cookies.”


    She did indeed. She made cookies that melted in the mouth and made a Breed think of chocolate ecstasy. But Noble wasn’t certain if he wanted to share those cookies, and her smiles, with other Breeds. But one thing was certain, he wasn’t about to dim the pleasure the thought of it brought to her eyes.


    As they shared the late dinner, she managed to convince him, and how she did it he wasn’t certain, to make sure those on duty were fed as well.


    One by one they came in, ate a plate of heaping roast, potatoes, and carrots, with fresh-baked bread. They were sent off with a handful of cookies.


    Even that damned mongrel coyote that trotted at Mordecai’s heels was given a bowl of fragrant roast. And he stared at Haley with adoration as he stuck his snout in the bowl and lapped it up.


    It was nearly four in the morning before she loaded the dishwasher, and Noble noticed her hands were shaking. He’d smelled the heat building in her, surprised it had taken so long. Normally, the second phase struck must faster, and burned hotter.


    “Enough.” He closed the dishwasher and took the dish towel she held from her hand.


    A fine film of perspiration dotted her upper lip, and the light sprinkling of freckles glared out from across the bridge of her nose, her face was so pale.


    “I think I might need you.” She was almost panting, her nipples so hard they were pointed into the material of her robe and the sweet scent of her desire filling the air.


    The need had lain dormant inside her for nearly four hours, only to strike in a matter of minutes. Which was unusual.


    “Have you taken the pills I gave you?” He pushed her hair back from her face.


    Haley shook her head. “The first one made me feel funny. I didn’t like it.”


    “Funny how?”


    She shook her head. “It gave me a headache. I don’t like headaches.”


    “It shouldn’t have given you a headache.” He frowned.


    “Can we discuss this later.” Her arm curled around his bare shoulders, her lips pressed into his flesh. “I’m tired of waiting.”


    “Why did you wait?” He glared down at her. “You fed every Breed in the city rather than taking care of yourself.”


    She stared up at him somberly. “I wanted to know what you felt for the past year. You held back, even after you moved in here. I needed to see how it hurt you.”


    Noble stared back at her in shock. “Haley, it isn’t the same for the males, sweetheart,” he groaned, clasping her face with his hands. “The physical symptoms aren’t as severe. Baby, why didn’t you say something?”


    The endearments slipped out naturally. He barely realized he had spoken them, concern filled him, driving past his lust as he stared into her nearly blue eyes. The gray had almost disappeared, to be replaced by a grayish blue that fascinated him.


    “Noble, kiss me before I have to kill you,” she groaned. “If you’d just kiss me, I’d be okay.”


    “It’s the kiss that makes it burn,” he reminded her, clasping her face and holding her still.


    “Then make it burn.”


    He took her lips with a groan. He licked over the sweet curves and picked her up in his arms. Stilling her heat was the greatest pleasure he could know. But this time, it wasn’t the bed he wanted to use to still that fire.


    Still kissing her, he stumbled his way to the living room. There, in front of the light of the fire, he laid her down on the large rug.


    “What are you doing?” She stared up at him as he stripped his jeans, then knelt beside her and eased her robe from her shoulders.


    “I want to take you in the firelight,” he growled. “With your Christmas lights shimmering around you and the light of the fire warming you. I want to see you right here, watching me as I take you.”


    She touched his hair, her graceful fingers threading into it before caressing the nape of his neck.


    Her arms arched gracefully moments later as he pulled the gown from her, then she lay there, naked, wanting him, her gaze languorous and filled with desire.


    “I used to fantasize about you right here,” she told him, her voice low, throbbing with the power of her need. “I imagined you taking me while the fire burned beside us.”


    He knelt between her thighs, his cock pounding a desperate beat of hunger as he let his hands cup her breasts, let his lips and tongue lick over them.


    Her nails bit into his shoulders, and he felt the purr that suddenly dug through his chest.


    He had never purred in his life. But as her sharp little nails raked over his shoulders, the sound exploded from him.


    And Haley shuddered beneath him.


    Noble’s head jerked up, his eyes narrowed.


    “Just a little one,” she panted, describing the orgasm he knew had just exploded within her. Yes, just a little one, but spurred by the sound of his purr.


    “You liked that?” He pressed her breasts together and lowered his head again, licking over her nipples as she arched to him.


    “A little bit maybe,” she breathed.


    He drew one of the ripe little points of flesh into his mouth again, restrained the grumble, and watched her face.


    She was drifting in her pleasure, dazed by it. Exaltation filled him at that look. This was his woman. She carried his mark, his scent, she hungered for him. Only for him.


    He dropped a scattering of kisses down her stomach, moved to the swollen bud of her clit, and drew it into his mouth. He suckled her gently, sweetly. He licked it, pursed his lips around it, and purred again.


    And he watched her unravel for him. The sweetest expression he had ever seen in his life filled her face. She stared back at him, her eyes dazed and filled with emotion. Her expression almost serene.


    “My Christmas present is right here,” he whispered. He kissed her thigh, lifted his hand, and touched her face.


    She surprised him then. Her lips parted, and she drew his finger in, suckling at it, nipping as he watched her.


    The pleasure streaked from the tip of his finger to the head of his cock. Something that simple, a caress that should have never shaken him as it did. Yet it did.


    Rising to his knees he pulled his finger back, then stroked his thumb over her lips. He smiled as he moved between her thighs, came over her, and felt the folds of slick, sweet flesh enclosing the thick crest of his cock.


    “Watch.” He glanced down along their bodies, holding himself up, allowing her to see.


    Haley watched as he took her. She hadn’t been able to watch the first time, only feel. She wanted to watch this time. Watch as he parted the sensitive folds, his thick flesh pressing into her.


    She saw him and felt him. Felt him stretching her, burning her. She watched as he worked inside her, stroking her, pleasure tearing through her with each inch she took.


    She couldn’t breathe, and she needed to breathe. She needed to focus, to watch the penetration, to feel him possessing her.


    “I dreamed this,” she moaned, her thighs opening wider, her hips arching to him. “Dreamed of you taking me like this, Noble.”


    “I dreamed too, Haley,” he groaned, his hips surging slow and easy, impaling her inch by inch with fiery destruction.


    Pleasure whipped and tore through her. It burned with a white-hot intensity, cramped her womb, spasmed through her sex, and had her crying out his name. Her hips lifted with his, burying him deeper inside her, feeling the pleasure and something deeper, something binding and all-consuming tightening between them.


    “Hard,” she whispered, staring, watching her juices gleam on his heavy erection as he pulled back, only to press deeper inside her once again.


    In his arms, that wild uninhibited woman she always dreamed of being fought to be free.


    “Fuck me.” The words passed her lips, words she had longed to whisper to a lover and had never had the courage. “Hard, Noble. Fuck me hard. Fast.”


    He surged inside her as she cried out at the pleasure. One hand clamped on her hip as she watched his cock draw back, penetrate, over and over, hard and deep, creating a friction, a pleasure she couldn’t fight.


    “Oh God yes.” She writhed beneath him, pulling him to her, her lips at his neck, her nails on his shoulders as she scratched him in her need.


    She tried to hold back, not to rake her fingers across his back. God knew, he had enough scars. But he marked her. He bit her. She could scratch. She could cry out his name, and when the rolling, rocking waves of pleasure began to cascade inside her, she could give herself to it, knowing he was there. Holding her, stilling the fear as she felt the extension becoming erect, the barb of the male Breed pressing into her, locking her in place and spilling a fiery sensation inside her that flung her into another strong, deeper orgasm as his semen pumped into her, and his teeth pierced her shoulder.


    And he held her. He held her close to his heart, his arms tight beneath her as he shuddered above her, growls rumbling in his throat as she felt something in her chest break free. As though her heart had expanded, as though heat burned from her very spirit, and Haley knew, in that moment, she had loved Noble Chavin far longer than she had ever realized she had.


    The first time she saw his black eyes gleam with almost confused amusement. The way she felt when he watched her, the way she watched for him each night. The way her heart had shattered when she feared he had been lost to her.


    “I love you,” she whispered, and felt the tears that burned in her eyes. “Oh God, Noble, please don’t be lying to me about this ‘belonging’ to you stuff, because I love you.”


    He jerked against her again, causing her breath to catch as the barb caressed nerve endings rarely subjected to touch. Miniexplosions cascaded through her, little releases that rocked her to the core. There should never be pleasure like this. Pleasure like this was addictive, it could become necessary.


    “Mine,” he growled at her ear then. “Always mine, Haley. My heart, my love, my soul.”


    And that was more than love, and why she hadn’t known what had been staring her in the face for the past year.


    “Mine,” she whispered back.


    More than love.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 10•


    “Aww, how sweet.” The menacing drawl had Noble tensing as he pulled away from Haley, the air of danger, of death, filling the room as he turned his head and snarled.


    Alaiya Jennings was propped against the doorway between the living room and kitchen. She wore her black Breed mission uniform, which she had obviously not turned in when Jonas revoked her position as Enforcer. The utility-and-weapons belt was strapped to her hips and secured to her thigh. She was dressed to kill. And he knew, she intended to kill Haley. As well as him.


    Noble felt Haley’s nails pierce his side, felt the fear that began to flow through her, and the anger. She turned her head and stared at the Breed watching them.


    Smiling, Alaiya lifted a cookie and bit into it while she held the imposing, snub-barreled high-powered rifle she carried in one arm.


    “The cookies are really good.” She lifted her brows. “Such a shame. Not many people can make good homemade cookies anymore. And now we’re going to lose another fine homemaker.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Pity.”


    “How did you manage to get into the house?” he snarled.


    Noble eased up until he was sitting in front of Haley, watching the barrel of the powerful short rifle carefully. He knew the mark of that weapon, though it had only been seen rarely. When explosives didn’t work, Uriel always found a way in, and the hole that gun made was not something men survived.


    “Now, Noble, that would be revealing trade secrets. Assassins never do that.”


    “Uriel,” he muttered, disgust filling his tone.


    Alaiya smiled.


    “Are my men still alive?”


    “Alive. Sleeping, but alive. I’m not a total monster, you know. Jason wouldn’t have died if he hadn’t seen me.” Her giggle was maniacal. The girlish sound scraped across Noble’s nerve endings and lifted the hairs at the back of his neck. “Oh and your security system.” She waved her hand negligently. “So trite Noble. Did you think any professional assassin would have missed the buried cameras? Really, darling. I thought you better than that.”


    He was better than that. The cameras inside the house were still working, and the moment another heat signature had been detected, the information would have been sent to Sanctuary.


    The cavalry would be coming, but it could be too late if he wasn’t careful.


    “You’re not saying anything.” Alaiya frowned as Noble felt Haley’s forehead press against his shoulder. “You should be congratulating me on how I managed to outsmart you.”


    “Yeah, congrats,” he muttered, and she giggled again.


    Noble could feel Haley behind him, shuddering. Fear was whipping through her, but not panic. She wasn’t breaking down on him, she was sitting strong, staying behind him, not distracting him. And son of a bitch, he felt a gun press against his back. Where the hell had she come up with a weapon?


    “What do you want me to say, Alaiya?” he asked her, keeping his hands in sight as he watched her. “We knew it was a Breed, we just weren’t certain who.”


    “Poor Jonas.” She sighed. “He’s been racing around Sanctuary, trying so hard to figure out who it is. I even helped him a time or two.” Amusement gleamed in her brown eyes. “That was so funny. I, of course, played the distraught mateless mate. Very irritated, very saddened that I had lost Mercury to that bitch Rio. He never guessed, of course, that he was being played.”


    “He’ll figure it out,” Noble asserted. “Did you figure out who your mate is?”


    Supposedly, she had believed another Breed, Mercury, was her mate weeks before.


    She stared back at him blandly then. “I’ve always known who my mate was. The act was merely that, an act to throw Jonas and his enforcers off-balance. To allay suspicion, it was much easier to walk into Sanctuary demanding a mate.”


    He felt Haley whisper I love you against his back.


    He felt his heart pick up, race in his chest as she began to tense.


    “Come on now, Noble, let’s finish this quickly.” Alaiya straightened from the doorway, finished her cookie, then gripped the rifle with both hands. “I do want you to know this wasn’t easy for me. If the little bitch had just taken her pills as she was supposed to, then she would have been dead by now.”


    The pills. Noble tightened. “You messed with the hormonal supplement?”


    “Of course I had it messed with.” She smiled. “Ely Morrey made quite a few toxic batches for us while under the influence of those drugs, you know. It was easy to exchange them for the ones Amburg made up for your mate.” She grimaced. “The Breed butcher is determined to become the Breed savior. I believe he just might find a way to help all that nasty mating stuff.” Her lips tightened at the thought of it.


    “Don’t like being a mate, Alaiya? How sad.”


    She grimaced. “Such a nasty exercise, that mating shit. And disposing of the pregnancy is a pain in the ass. Those hybrid bastards don’t want to die, and I’ll be damned if I’ll carry one of them.”


    The evil that poured from her sickened him.


    “You’re going to die with her, you know,” Alaiya stated then, the barrel of the gun lining up with them. “And killing you will be a treasured memory, Noble. No other Breed has kept up with me nearly so well.”


    He stared at the gun, careful not to tense before he moved.


    When he moved, the rifle exploded. The blast tore into the fireplace as he threw Haley to the side, jerking the gun from her grip and firing.


    There was no time to aim. He hit Alaiya’s arm as she cocked the rifle to reload, throwing her back, causing her to lose her grip on it.


    “You bastard!” she screamed, launching herself at him.


    Noble fired again, and again. He could hear the coyote howling outside as Alaiya dropped to the floor, her gaze filled with shock.


    “It’s not over,” she wheezed.


    “For you it is,” he stated, watching the life disappear from her eyes a second before an enraged snarl rent the air.


    The attic. How the hell had they gotten in through the attic.


    The ladder dropped nearly on his head as a shadow dropped from the opening into the living room. Noble was thrown to the side, ending in a crouch, his leg swinging out in front of him, lashing at his assailant’s feet.


    He wasn’t dealing with a Breed this time. But he knew who he was dealing with. Alaiya’s mate. A human male and, from his moves, obviously a former council trainer.


    Noble came to his feet, his eyes narrowing as he found Haley crawling into the kitchen. Somehow, she had managed to jerk her gown on and was finding safety. Good. If she could just get out of the house. Just get to safety.


    Hazel eyes narrowed on him as the man crouched beside the body of his dead mate. He screamed again, rage and anger, insanity burning inside him as a knife cleared the sheath at his thigh and he jumped for Noble again.


    The fiery slash against his thigh had Noble cursing, but not pausing. His fist cracked into the trainer’s shoulder, his arm blocking the knife as he pulled back quickly.


    He jerked Haley’s robe from the floor, twisted it, and used it to deflect the blade as he fought for an opening in the man’s defenses.


    Alaiya’s trainer had been one of the best the council had, he remembered that. Mark English was a former black ops agent before the Council recruited him. He was well trained and had a taste for blood.


    “You killed her.” Mark jumped back, glaring at Noble.


    “She would have killed my mate,” Noble snarled back at him. “Get a grip, English. You’ll die tonight, too.”


    English rushed him. At the last second, Noble knocked the knife from his grip, twisted his arm, and threw him into the wall.


    A hard kick to his stomach had Noble flying back, then the sound of an explosion had him freezing.


    He saw the shock on the other man’s face, the hole in his chest, blood splattering the walls around him as he slowly sank to the floor.


    Noble swung around, expecting to see Mordecai, perhaps even Shiloh.


    Instead, he saw his mate. Her gray eyes were wide, her face white. She held the short rifle in her hands and stared at the body of the trainer she had killed without pity, then turned back to Noble.


    Noble looked back at English, then back to his mate. Son of a bitch. She was holding that gun like a pro.


    “My daddy is a former soldier,” she reminded him.


    Noble nodded. Hell, he had to be in shock. “He taught me to shoot first, worry about the fallout later. If you’re falling out, then at least you’re alive.”


    She was shaking.


    Noble moved to her and took the gun. “I could have taken him.”


    She frowned and looked at the gashes on his waist, thigh, his arms. “Yeah, no doubt.” She breathed out roughly. “But he was making you bleed. I didn’t like that. He was going to cut something important.” She stared down in disbelief. “God, Noble, you really need to get some jeans on. I don’t want all those female Breeds that I know will be here soon seeing you like that.”


    He looked down, his lips twisting in amusement. He was still more than semiaroused. Mating heat could be a wicked bitch.


    He moved back to the couch and grabbed his jeans before jerking them on. Just in time to hear the kitchen door crash in and all those Breeds she was talking about pouring into the house.


    He jerked her robe up. Some of his blood was on it, and wrapped her in it as she leaned against him.


    Jonas didn’t bother asking questions. He stared at Alaiya, then at English, and Noble saw the heaviness in his expression.


    “I should have known it was her,” he finally said, sighing. “She managed to slip away from me. Stayed just out of range. But I should have known.”


    And Noble knew he should have suspected. They had all known she was lying about having mated a Breed the month before when she arrived at Sanctuary. They had known she had influenced several of the tests that indicated she had mated a Breed.


    “She was good.” Noble exhaled as he held Haley closer, his nerves still taut, still amazed by the sheer courage his mate possessed.


    “Yes...”


    “Don’t you tell me I can’t come in here!” A booming voice filled the house as Haley jerked in Noble’s arms. “Son, you want to get out of my way before we jerk your head off your shoulders and rip your guts out your throat.”


    “Oh God. It’s Daddy.”


    Noble stared down at her, then into the kitchen. Flaming-haired, gray eyes dark in anger, and followed by two more just like him, it appeared the McQuires had finally made it back to Buffalo Gap. All six-foot-five or better, powerful, red-haired, with blazing eyes and furious expressions. The three warriors stood glaring at him as his arms tightened around her.


    Haley turned in his arms and faced her father as he shoved his way past the Breeds filling the kitchen. He stopped in the doorway, stared at the carnage, then at his daughter.


    His expression twisted in pain before it smoothed out.


    “Are we going to have fallout?” he asked Haley, as she turned to him.


    Noble stared down at her, expecting her to leave him, to rush to her father, the man who stared at her now with such paternal love that for a moment, Noble wondered how the other man bore the cost of having ever let his daughter out of his sight.


    Haley sighed. “Noble will catch me, Daddy,” she said then, shocking Noble, as well as her father and brothers. “Don’t worry. Noble will catch me.”

  


  
    •EPILOGUE•


    Christmas with Haley was... different. For a Breed who had never experienced Christmas, it was frankly terrifying. A terrified Breed.


    He did fine through all the visits, Christmas presents, cookie giving, and more food than he had seen in his entire life.


    They went that morning to Sanctuary and delivered cookies. Other Breeds smirked as he helped her hand them out. That didn’t bother him. Breeds were always smirking. Until they mated.


    They exchanged presents with Callan and Merinus, and Haley even gave Jonas a present. After all, she said, Jonas had ensured that plans to rebuild the library were moving quickly.


    They visited the elderly, they visited a children’s hospital. Not just he and Haley. He could have handled that. No, it was the whole damned McQuire clan, with her father glaring at him and her brothers dropping hints about wedding ceremonies and dates.


    Even that damned sheriff got a present, and gave his own version of a warning.


    As he had told all three McQuire males: date, time and location were her decision. She was his. No ceremony could make or break that claim. And then the older brother had arched his brow and asked about the engagement ring. Little things, the brother sneered, like asking a woman to marry him.


    Hell, he’d heard of it. He just hadn’t thought of it. And slipping away from her long enough to find a jewelry store had been hell. Mating a nonBreed was complicated, he decided. It had its perks. Of course, the perk part was being severely limited by family. Thank God the new hormonal treatments he had gotten for Haley were making it bearable for her. Bearable for him was another story.


    But when she asked him—she didn’t demand, she asked—that he attend church with her, he nearly backed out.


    “I celebrate Christmas because of my beliefs,” he remembered her saying. “I give gifts in remembrance.”


    This was her life. This was what made Haley Haley, and he wanted to know all of her. So he went. A Breed, his hands stained by blood, his soul in question, and he stepped into a church and found a beauty he hadn’t expected.


    The entire McQuire clan celebrated. Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. They ate and laughed, visited and shed tears, and Haley’s tiny mother bustled around everyone with a smile and drinks.


    And on Christmas Day, they left. They were all glaring at him. The warnings were coming more often. Hell, he’d faced scarier sights than three red-haired Scottish soldiers in his life. They didn’t scare him. Yet.


    And finally, midnight came.


    The tree was devoid of presents now, but it still twinkled merrily. The fire in the fireplace glowed cheerily, and Noble thought he might have had one too many shots of that homemade moonshine the McQuires had acquired.


    There was a definite glow burning in him. And when he looked at Haley, curled on the couch watching him, that glow only heated.


    And in her lap she held a small, gaily wrapped present. His present he knew.


    In his hand, he held hers.


    He swallowed tightly as he moved across the room, knelt in front of her, and handed her the little bag the jeweler had put the ring box in.


    “You bought me a present?” Joy lit her eyes as she took the bag.


    Noble swore he could feel nerves rising inside him, but Breeds were taught never to be nervous. It couldn’t be nerves.


    “Open mine first.” Her eyes were bright with excitement. “I want you to see it. I’ve been dying of anticipation.”


    He took her present. He’d watched her unwrap presents all day. She did it slowly, she savored it.


    He unwrapped his present slowly and savored her excitement.


    The long jeweler’s box surprised him. When he lifted the lid, he had to blink back a surprising hint of moisture.


    There were few things religious that he knew or understood. But this one, he knew. His trainer had, surprisingly, been a religious man. He’d told them once about St. Michael. That if they were honorable warriors, if they were good soldiers, then the saint would look upon them benevolently. No matter their lack of soul, he seemed to think.


    Inside the box was a silver chain and medallion. St. Michael, the patron saint of warriors. To wear his medallion was to call upon his benevolence.


    He licked his lips nervously as she lifted the chain from its bed of velvet and released the catch. He leaned into her and let her secure it around his neck before lifting it, turning it.


    ALL MINE. LOVE, HALEY. His heart nearly burst at the words, his throat thickening as he stared back at her.


    “Open yours,” he whispered.


    She opened the bag and froze. Her eyes lifted to his, and he saw the hope that filled them.


    She drew the little box out, her hands shaking, and opened it slowly.


    A single tear fell from her eye.


    “Will you marry me, Haley?”


    She covered her lips with her fingers as he drew the diamond solitaire from its place, lifted her left hand, and pushed it onto her finger. The fit was perfect. The diamond glowed with a rich cascade of color, just like her tree.


    “Are you sure?” she finally whispered. “You want to marry me?”


    “Haley, you’re mine,” he told her softly. “My heart, my soul. Your laughter, your tears, your sorrow and joy. And your beliefs. I want every tie I can put around us, so everyone knows that you’re always mine.”


    She kissed him. A hard, tearful kiss before she jumped from the couch and ran to her room.


    Noble blinked in surprise. He stood up and followed her, stepping into her bedroom and following to the open bathroom door.


    She was digging through a little cardboard box. Tears were dampening her face, worrying him, until she evidently found exactly what she was looking for.


    She turned and held them out to him.


    Wedding bands. One thick gold band. The other smaller.


    “My grandparents’.” She looked back at him uncertainly. “Can we wear them?”


    He touched the rings and stared back at her before sighing. “Haley, you could put a collar on me, and I’d wear the damned thing with pride. These? Baby, these I’ll wear with joy.”


    She laid the rings carefully back into place, closed the box, and turned back to him.


    “I love you.”


    And nothing had ever sounded sweeter.


    He touched her cheek, lowered his lips to hers, and let himself feel her kiss, the love, the acceptance, the joy she found in him. The joy he found in her.


    Haley parted her lips beneath his, licked at his, pressed until he gave her what she needed. What she craved. The mating heat was just a low simmer inside her, but his kiss, his taste was something she would always crave. The wild, hot taste of him fed her senses. His touch as he pulled her dress from her body fed her lust. His need for her fed her love.


    She pushed his shirt from his shoulders, tore at his belt, at the buttons of his jeans until she released the weight of his cock into her hand.


    It throbbed, fierce and proud, as she stroked it. The engorged head pulsed at her touch, and his groan fed her need for him.


    “The bed,” she whispered.


    “Not moving.” He nipped at her lips. “I’ve waited too fucking long now.”


    He turned her, and Haley found herself staring into the mirror, watching his face as he moved behind her. He bent her over the cabinet, holding her hips as he bent his knees and tucked the head of his fierce erection between her thighs.


    He’d only pushed his jeans to his thighs, she felt the scrape of the fabric against the backs of her legs. She stared into the mirror, saw the gleam of the medallion she had given him against one of the dark spots across his chest.


    Then her gaze lifted to his, and she was caught, snared, trapped within the heated black depths of his eyes. There, emotion swirled. Love, tenderness, sometimes confusion, and through it all was possessiveness.


    Her back arched as he moved inside her. Slow, easy strokes, stretching her internal muscles, burning them, raking across tender nerve endings with exquisite pleasure.


    His hands slid from her hips to her breasts, stroking them, playing with her nipples as they watched each other, loved each other.


    Haley curled her arms behind her, held on to his neck and tilted her head, baring her shoulder. She knew what he needed when he looked at her like that. When the pleasure was growing between them like a ravening hunger, tearing at their senses, at their control.


    “Haley.” He groaned her name, his head dipping, his tongue stroking over the small mark at her shoulder. His tongue laved it, his lips caressed it.


    His strokes inside her became harder, deeper, the slap of flesh, the moans that filled the bathroom gaining in volume until Haley felt herself come alive in his arms.


    This wasn’t a little death, as the French called it. It was life. It exploded within her. It lit her senses with a rainbow hue of colors to rival the brightest Christmas tree and filled her with an ecstasy that she knew she could no longer live without.


    It completed her.


    And when the barb locked him to her, and his release spilled into her, it finished that completion in a round of fireworks that she knew even the Fourth of July couldn’t compare to.


    When she could see again, when she could think again, it was to watch his head lift from her shoulder, to see his face relaxed and infused with pleasure.


    “Merry Christmas, Noble,” she whispered, touching his cheek, their gazes meeting in the mirror once more.


    “Merry Christmas, Haley,” he whispered back. “And thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “For being the most precious present a Breed could ever receive.”

  


  
    A CHRISTMAS KISS


    •••
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    •CHAPTER 1•


    WOLF MOUNTAIN, COLORADO

    WOLF BREED COMPOUND, HAVEN


    There was something about a winter snowfall that Jessica Raines had always loved. A sense of warmth, despite the cold. A sense of wonder, a remnant of her childhood that she had never lost.


    Now, as she moved through the soft, heavy winter white that fell around her, she had never felt less like a child. At twenty-four, she felt old, worn and tired.


    Christmas was coming. Lights were strung around the Wolf Breed Compound of Haven and windows were lit up with the festive colors of the season as lavishly decorated trees twinkled merrily into the winter night.


    Christmas was coming and Jessica had never felt less festive.


    The snow was beautiful though. She had missed it last year during her imprisonment in the underground cells to which the Wolf Breeds had kept her confined. Because she had been a traitor. No matter how reluctantly, still, she had betrayed the very people she had believed in so deeply. Even as she had done it, helpless against the compulsions rising inside her, Jessica had raged, fought, screamed silently. But still, she had hidden information, relayed defense maneuvers and revealed the residences of the Wolf Breed alpha and his mate, as well as their second-in-command, to her father.


    The pure blood society he had worked with had nearly killed them. If she hadn’t found the strength to pull two of the mates from their homes before the attack, then they would have been killed.


    She pushed her fingers through her hair, tugging at the tender roots as she fought to make sense of the betrayal her father had dealt her. He had been sending her to certain death. He had to have known it. The drug he had slipped into her food and drinks when she visited, the orders he had given her—he had known beyond a shadow of a doubt that she would be caught, and that she would die. And still, he had done it.


    She couldn’t even ask him why he had done it. He was dead now. The society he had been a part of was disbanded. Advert, the small town outside the Breed compound was under Wolf Breed control, but still, Jessica suffered.


    She had lost everything because of his hatred for a species that hadn’t asked to be created. One that was determined to survive now that it existed. He had sacrificed his daughter, and then his own life, for nothing.


    She lifted her face to the falling snow and imagined the dampness on her skin was the moisture of the melting ice. It wasn’t. It was tears, and she knew it. Her father wasn’t the only one who had lost in his bid to destroy the Breeds; Jessica had lost as well, much more than anyone could imagine.


    Pausing, she leaned against the large trunk of a towering oak and gazed up at the close canopy of thick, dark clouds. The snow was flying thicker, harder. It suddenly had a heavy, ominous feel to it, as though nature were moving in to exact vengeance for crimes untold.


    Or perhaps against her.


    Grimacing at the flight of fancy, she shook her head before moving quickly to turn back to the cabin she had left. That sudden movement was followed by a loud retort and a chunk of bark striking her in the face.


    There was a second of disbelief, a pause as the realization that someone was shooting at her filtered through her system, before Jessica jumped behind the tree, heart racing, fear pounding within her.


    Someone had just fired on her.


    She was in the middle of the forest with no coat, no weapon, no guards. She was undefended in a place where she shouldn’t have needed defending.


    Now what?


    She stared around the bleak winter landscape, fighting to catch her breath through the pounding of her heart as she tried to think quickly. Logically.


    She couldn’t see anyone, couldn’t sense anyone. Right now she would give her eyeteeth for those nifty super-senses the Breeds possessed. Advanced hearing, seeing and sense of smell would come in handy right now.


    She couldn’t stand there much longer, she told herself. She was going to have to move soon or the shooter could work his way around until he had a line of sight on her that she couldn’t escape.


    There was only one course of action. She gripped the rough trunk of the tree, hard, before throwing herself past it and racing for the large rocks and boulders a short distance away.


    Shots fired behind her. Clumps of dirt flew up, striking against her as she ran. She slid into the snug embrace of the boulders, flinching on a hard shudder as another bullet exploded against the side of a huge rock.


    “Cowards,” she bit out furiously, pushing herself as close against the rock as she could. “Bastards.”


    Surely to God one of the Breeds would have heard the gunshots by now. Haven, the Wolf Breed Compound, was patrolled by one of the best Breed security forces in the world. So where were they now? Maybe it hadn’t really been such a good idea to slip away from her bodyguard.


    On hands and knees she crawled through the mess of boulders lying around like a child’s toys tossed about haphazardly.


    The sharp retort sounded again, this time sending chips of stone flying over her head as she wedged herself between upright columns and fought to make herself as small as possible.


    She was dead. The Breeds should have just killed her a year ago when they were debating the action, because she was definitely going to die now.


    Where the hell were the Breed patrols? Or was that who was shooting at her?


    Fear rushed through her system in a surge of adrenaline as the next shot sent a bullet tearing into the stone above her head. They were getting closer. She wasn’t going to survive. She would die here, in the cold and the snow, and it would probably take a while for someone to find her body. Evidently no one was too concerned with her now that she had been released, though she was confined to Haven. It was probably a Breed trying to kill her.


    “Jess.” A hand clamped over her mouth and strong arms jerked her behind the rocks as another shot struck beside her shoulder.


    Heated, hard and male, the large body she was suddenly cushioned against was a welcome relief, a place of security as she recognized the voice at her ear.


    Hawke Esteban.


    Relief poured through her system with enough force to leave her dizzy. One arm curled around her waist, dragging her backward to the security of another outcropping of the large rocks she had been using for protection.


    “What the hell are you doing out here?” he hissed in her ear, his dark, brooding voice sizzling with anger.


    She tried to shake her head. How the hell was she supposed to talk with his calloused palm clapped over her lips?


    “Stay still,” he ordered as she struggled against him. “Mordecai and Rule are moving in on the shooter.”


    Mordecai, the cold, steel-hard Coyote assigned to Haven from the Coyote pack in the cliffs above, and Rule, the Lion Breed who normally worked as personal security for the Director of Breed Affairs, Jonas Wyatt.


    Both men were killers, true stone-cold Breeds bred to shed blood.


    “Let’s get you out of here.” His hand slid away from her mouth. “Stay behind me. We’ll work our way back to the cabin and let them take care of business here.”


    •••


    Hawke could feel fear crawling through his system as he gripped Jessica’s hand, and following Rule’s directions, began to lead her along the most secure path back to the cabin she had been assigned.


    Fear was an unknown emotion to him, until now. Until he had faced the realization that someone was shooting at his mate. That he could lose her. That everything he had fought for over the past year could end in her death.


    He couldn’t face it, he realized in the moments that he, Mordecai and Rule had raced to her rescue. He couldn’t face Jess’s death. In the past year she had already faced more than any woman should have had to endure; to lose her this way was more than he could contemplate.


    Lifting his head, he pulled the scents of the forests into his nostrils, drawing farther away from the sharp tang of evil and gunfire. He could literally smell the intent of the man stalking Jess. The murderous anger; the determination to kill her.


    “He’s drawing away, Hawke.” Mordecai’s voice came over the communication link. “We don’t have an ID yet, just scent. Rule is moving in place to capture.”


    “Capture, don’t kill,” Hawke warned the Coyote Breed, his voice hard. “I want enough left to question.”


    “If I have to,” Mordecai drawled.


    “You’re dragging me, Hawke,” Jess protested behind him.


    He was dragging her. He was pulling her through the forests at a quick pace, forcing her to keep up with him as he rushed her back to safety.


    There had been no report that she had left her cabin, though there were strict orders that he was to know each time she so much as stepped out on the porch.


    “We have to get back to the cabin.” He slowed his steps marginally though, knowing she didn’t have the endurance that he himself had. “Did you let anyone know you were leaving the cabin?”


    “No,” she stated mutinously behind him. “I didn’t want company.”


    “Well, you had company anyway,” he growled. “The wrong sort.”


    “Story of my life,” she muttered.


    He glared back at her before jerking his head forward again and concentrating on getting her to safety.


    He should have known better than to look back at her. Each time he looked at her he was struck by a rush of arousal that bordered on painful, just as he had been the first time he saw her two years ago.


    With her red-gold hair falling behind her shoulders in heavy, ribbon-straight curtains, her wide blue eyes and porcelain perfect skin, she was like a vision of angelic innocence. Cupid’s bow lips, finely arched brows, high cheekbones. Her slender body was sleek and compact; at five feet and six inches, a little on the short side compared to Breeds, but with generous breasts and tempting hips.


    She made a man think of all the nasty things he could do to that perfect body even as he felt like a perverted monster whenever he looked into her innocent face.


    The innocence was real. Jessica Raines was still a virgin, as medical reports attested. And she was his mate.


    “What the hell were you doing out here by yourself?” He snarled at her, angry at himself for the overriding lust tormenting him; angry at her for being the innocent, delicate creature she was.


    “I’m always by myself,” she snapped back. “Why should a walk in the woods be any different?”


    He almost winced at the statement, because it was the truth. She’d been imprisoned for a year, seeing only the doctor, a few of the higher ranking Breed female mates and her interrogators until they managed to figure out why Jessica had betrayed them. When she had been released, it had been into Haven only. She wasn’t allowed off the compound. She was given her own cabin, and most Breeds steered well clear of her because she was his mate.


    “You have bodyguards,” he reminded her coldly. “Sharone and Emma were assigned to you when you were released. They’re not exactly unfriendly, so why weren’t they with you?”


    Sharone and Emma, two of the rare Coyote Breed females, loved trouble. He’d expected any day to have to deal with a situation they had orchestrated where Jess was concerned.


    “They have two days off.” She shrugged. “I imagine today was one of those days.”


    “Ashley?” He barked out the name of the other coyote female. “She’s on backup.”


    She shrugged again. He felt the movement through her arm as they cleared the woods and headed for the cabin. The compound was on red alert. Breeds were rushing through the woods now, the main gates were closed and the entire compound on lockdown.


    Hawke’s lips thinned. Jess was to be protected at all costs. She was to have a guard twenty-four/seven and he would be damned if he wouldn’t know, and know fast, exactly why one of those guards hadn’t been present.


    God help Ashley if she had deserted his mate. Coyote females were rare, and they would be one less if he found out the flighty, girlish little Coyote had literally thrown his mate to the enemy.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 2•


    Jessica had a feeling she was getting ready to see Hawke explode when they entered the roomy cabin and heard the muffled thump against the basement door.


    Her lips set mutinously as Hawke turned, stared back at her narrowly, then strode to the door that led to the basement below.


    He jerked it open, his expression freezing as Ashley True sprawled to the wood floor of the living room. Her delicately streaked long blonde hair fell over her face for a brief moment before she swiped it out of her way and jumped gracefully to her feet to glare at Jessica.


    Hawke was staring at her too, with that frozen, immobile expression she so hated. It would almost be worth sharing a kiss with the son of a bitch just to see some emotion cross his face.


    “She locked me in,” Ashley gritted out as she pointed an accusing finger at Jessica. “I broke a nail.” She turned to Hawke, her voice raising. “Do you even have a clue how hard it is to get my alpha to approve a trip to the salon? Let alone pay for it? I have to actually be hurt. If I have to take another bullet to get my nails done, we’re going to fight, Hawke.”


    Jessica crossed her arms over her breasts. “Do like the rest of us mortals. Clip them down and file them yourself,” she told her, her voice laden with sarcasm.


    It had been over a year since Jessica had been to a salon. She had no sympathy whatsoever for the girl.


    “And I tore my jeans.” Ashley glared down at her jeans as though Jessica hadn’t spoken.


    “Give it another year and the ripped jeans will be in style again.” Jessica shrugged, refusing to show even a hint of nervousness at the silent, dark look Hawke was shooting across the room at her.


    “She is a menace.” Ashley stabbed her finger in Jessica’s direction again. “She refuses to stay put. She tries to sneak off. She never takes orders and she will not, under any circumstances, share her soda with me.”


    Jessica smirked. She liked her soda, and getting it wasn’t easy. Most Breeds refused to pick anything up for her in town, and when she did manage to get it, she tended to hoard it. Especially considering the fact that the few times she had shared her soda with Ashley, the other girl had never returned with more.


    She had been highly inconsiderate, Jessica deduced. Therefore, she refused to share any longer.


    “You’re relieved for the day, Ash,” Hawke growled, though he continued to stare back at Jessica as though he were doom and gloom coming to set up permanent residence.


    Ashley’s nostrils flared in annoyance as her gaze slid to Hawke before returning to Jessica.


    “Someone should just shoot her and put us out of our misery,” she stated with another glare in Jessica’s direction.


    “Someone nearly did,” Hawke informed her.


    The statement made Ashley pause, her gaze narrowing on Jessica as the pouting, spoiled features transformed to cool, dangerous intent.


    “Orders?” she asked Hawke. “Orders other than simply leaving?”


    “Stand by,” he ordered without taking his gaze from Jessica. “I’m sure you’ll have the privilege of spending more time here soon.”


    There were no smart-assed comebacks. Ashley gave a quick, somber nod before striding to the front door, opening it and leaving the cabin as quickly as Hawke had dragged Jessica back into it.


    “Ashley’s not easily duped,” he stated with an air of lazy interest as his gaze flicked over her. “How did you get her in the basement?”


    Cocking her hip, Jessica stared back at him mockingly. “Soda. I told her I had the extras stored downstairs and I wasn’t going after them.”


    “Soda.” He gave a quick, hard shake of his head. “That girl is going to end up rotting her stomach with that crap. Or shooting you to get one. How did you get them this time?”


    She kept her lips shut tight. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was betraying her source this time. The last time she had so unwisely told anyone who was sneaking her soda, that Breed had been transferred to parts unknown.


    “You have no right to restrict them.” Dropping her arms from her breasts, she stalked into the kitchen where she moved to the coffeepot and the decaffeinated coffee sitting on the counter.


    Another no-no. Coffee with caffeine.


    “You have no right to risk your health with them.” He followed her, of course. “Dr. Armani warned you that the drinks could have an adverse affect on you and yet you still drink them.”


    “And still, no adverse affects.” She turned back to him with a tight smile as she gripped the counter behind her. “You limit my sodas, my coffee and my chocolate. I can’t leave Haven and I can’t contact friends on the outside. I thought I was free, Hawke?”


    That had been the ruling of the Breed Tribunal three months ago. She had been drugged, forced to follow the orders she had been given, and still she had managed to save the women that the pure blood society had tried to strike against. They had given her freedom, but it was so limited that sometimes she wondered if it was any different from the imprisonment she had suffered before.


    “You are free.” But even in his voice she could hear the truth that she was anything but.


    Shaking her head, she tossed him a mocking smile before pushing away from the counter and heading back to the living room.


    “You can leave now,” she told him. “I’m safe and sound, as you can see. I don’t need you anymore.”


    “Did you ever?”


    There was a dangerous, warning quality to his voice that brought her to a stop in the doorway. She stared across the room at the fireplace, forcing herself not to turn back to him. Jess reminded herself that the pain she felt in her chest was a side effect of the fear and not any other emotion.


    “I did, once,” she finally answered. “Did it do me any good?”


    She didn’t give him a chance to answer. Moving from the doorway, she walked through the living room and into her bedroom beyond, where she closed the door quietly behind her.


    Once, she had cried for him. She had lain on a metal cot, sobbed into her pillow and prayed that he would help her, that he’d at least visit her, that he would give her a chance to explain. That he would just talk to her.


    It hadn’t happened. For twelve months she had lived in near isolation. Month by month the hope that she had clung to at first slowly receded until there had been nothing left.


    As she moved across the room the door behind her squeaked open, causing her to turn on her heel and stare back at Hawke in surprise.


    Thick black hair fell over his brow despite his attempts to push it back with his fingers. Golden brown eyes—not quite amber, not quite yellow gold—stared back at her with brooding intensity while the savage planes and angles of his face were more defined by the day’s growth of beard that darkened his expression.


    Snug jeans conformed to powerful legs and thighs, spanned lean hips and tight lower abs. A denim shirt was buttoned over his chest, but did nothing to hide the muscular breadth of it.


    He was so handsome he stole her breath. But that was normal for a Breed, she told herself. They were all incredibly good-looking in a rough and alluring way. They had been created for strength, endurance and killing. But they had also been created to please the senses of those who had created them.


    As well as those who would see them. Hawke was the epitome of the rough and tough male. His gaze was brooding, his expression hardened, his body muscular and well formed. He was every woman’s waking fantasy.


    He was the man she had dreamed about, ached for, and had finally given up on.


    “I stayed away for a reason.”


    She’d been out of the underground cell for nearly three months, and this was the first time he had broached the subject. She hadn’t dared mention it. She didn’t want to discuss it, didn’t want to deal with the emotions she knew would rush through her.


    “You made the right decision.” Jessica stared back at him, refusing to back down, refusing to let him know how much his defection had hurt her.


    Of all the Breeds she had known, he alone should have understood that she would have never betrayed them willingly.


    “It was the right decision.” His nod was short, perfunctory. It was an agreement that sliced at her soul.


    “So why bring it up?” And why hadn’t she just let the subject drop? Why bring it up when it really didn’t matter anymore?


    “We’ve been playing this game since you were released,” he stated, his voice quiet though dark with some hidden emotion that she wasn’t certain she wanted to name.


    “And what game would that be? The one where I don’t want to be here? Or the one where you insist I stay? Go, do whatever you do, Hawke, and leave me in peace. And while you’re at it, keep the babysitters at home, if you don’t mind.”


    “If you’d had a babysitter today you wouldn’t have nearly been killed.” There was an edge to his voice, an underlying anger that she knew burned inside her as well.


    “I survived it.” She shrugged, though the fear at the thought of what had nearly happened couldn’t be shut off as effectively as she would have preferred.


    “You survived it?” Male outrage dominated his features now. His eyes glittered with it; his expression was filled with it. “Son of a bitch, Jess, you were nearly killed.”


    “Nearly doesn’t count. Would you leave now? I’d like to shower.”


    She turned away from him, trying to appear nonchalant, uncaring. She very much wanted to live, but she had learned in the past year that the rules to her life had changed. Now if someone would just tell her what the new rules were, then she might have a chance at living.


    The amazement slowly left his expression, but what replaced it sent a surge of feminine weakness racing through her system. A look alone shouldn’t have the power to weaken a woman’s knees and send arousal flooding through her system. It shouldn’t be bold enough, hot enough, that she could feel her sex flushing, swelling, instantly growing damp.


    And a man shouldn’t have the senses to detect it. She watched as his nostrils flared, his gaze darkening as he recognized the scent of her arousal. It wasn’t fair, because she couldn’t sense his emotions, his arousal.


    Her gaze flicked uncontrollably to the crotch of his jeans and she found herself swallowing tightly at the sight of a bulge that hadn’t been there before.


    The front of his jeans were full, the proof of his arousal pressing against the material and filling her head with erotic imagery.


    She had to force her gaze back to his face, only to see the heavy-lidded, hungry look in eyes that assured her that he knew exactly where she had been looking.


    “We’re fighting a losing battle,” he told her, his voice darker, deeper. “It’s going to happen, Jess, and when it does, there will be no turning back. You know that.”


    Yes, she knew that. She knew well what mating heat was, and what it would do to her, as well as to him. She knew that once it happened, she was tied to him forever.


    But wasn’t she already tied to him forever? a little voice questioned her. It wasn’t as though she could get him out of her mind, out of her fantasies. He’d been there before her confinement, and thoughts of him had filled her dreams and her thoughts during the entire time she had been there.


    The days and nights that she had longed to see him, ached to lay her head against his chest and feel his arms around her. She’d cried for him. They hadn’t kissed, hadn’t touched, but the time they had spent together had cemented him in her heart.


    She didn’t understand why. She didn’t question it. She knew he was there. It was that love-at-first-sight crap, she thought with self-directed fury. That instant attraction, that instant need, which went far beyond the chemical and biological mating heat that the Breeds experienced.


    “I want you to leave,” she whispered, though in her heart she knew that wasn’t what she really wanted. She wanted him to hold her, to touch her, to ease the burning ache that filled her soul.


    He stared back at her for long, bleak moments before nodding sharply.


    “This time,” he stated with a hint of anger. “This time I will, Jess. Don’t expect it next time.”


    He turned on his heel and left the room. Seconds later she heard the front door close.


    She collapsed on the pretty quilted bedspread covering her bed and breathed out with a long, weary sigh. He wouldn’t promise he would leave the next time. She was living on borrowed time where the mating heat was concerned, and she knew it. The problem was, she had a feeling that after today’s attack, she was living on borrowed time, period.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 3•


    “It’s escalating.” Hawke stepped into Alpha Gunnar’s office and faced off with not just his own alpha, Wolfe, but his second-in-command, Jacob Arlington, and Haven’s head of security, Aiden Chance.


    The three powerful Wolf Breeds were a force to be reckoned with. They were perhaps the most powerful men Hawke knew, Breed or human. They had gathered together the Wolf Breeds, fought for a home, secured it, ensured it before ever revealing who they were or what they intended within their own community.


    They had brought peace and safety to the people who followed him.


    “We knew it would eventually.” Wolfe leaned back in his chair as he breathed out a hard sigh. “I’m surprised it’s taken them this long.”


    “She locked her bodyguard in the basement before going out this afternoon,” Hawke revealed. “We can’t depend on her to watch her own back.”


    “Telling her the truth might work.” Jacob Arlington, one of the few Breeds with the coloring of the red wolf rather than the gray or black, spoke up then. “She might care more about her own life if she was aware that it was actually in danger.”


    Hawke threw him a hard glare. “I believe I was ordered to keep that information to myself for the time being.” He turned back to Wolfe. “That time is up, Wolfe. It’s now time for a measure of honesty with her. I’ll lose her otherwise.”


    Wolfe stared back at him silently for long moments before he began to shake his head.


    “Don’t make me ignore a direct order, Wolfe,” Hawke suggested, feeling the animal he was inside rising to the surface. “We’ll all regret it.”


    He’d followed medical as well as security advice for a year now. He’d stayed away from his mate while she was confined, did nothing to risk the mating heat that would have demanded her release. He gave the pack a chance to secure itself, to determine the extent of damage that had been caused by her treason. When it was discovered that she had been drugged, he had heeded medical advice and kept his distance even after her release to ensure that all the drug was out of her system before the mating heat began.


    He had taken all measures to protect his mate. He himself had stood at her door countless days and nights to make certain that her security wasn’t compromised. To make sure that she was safe. He had listened to her cry, listened to her whisper his name; he had listened to her pray to God for answers when she couldn’t figure out why she had betrayed the people she had sworn to protect.


    He had ached with her. His eyes had grown damp with her tears; rage had eaten him alive through those months. And now, to think his alpha would suggest he stay away from her longer, when a threat to her life was clear, caused the wolf he was created from to snarl in fury.


    “I would never suggest you refrain from giving her the truth that will protect her now, Hawke.” Wolfe surprised him with the statement. “I was merely going to say that perhaps a mistake has been made in keeping the information from her this long. She’s clearly in danger, just as we’ve suspected. Arm her with the truth and perhaps we can regain the loyalty we lost in her when we had her confined.”


    Hawke’s lips thinned at the continuance. It was the Tribunal’s belief that they had lost Jessica’s loyalty because of their need to confine her, to lock her away from the Breeds as well as from her own people. Hawke didn’t believe that. Not once had Jessica tried to escape in the months that she had been free. She had sought solitude. She had sought moments when eyes weren’t watching her. But she had never indicated a need to escape, or indicated anger with the Breeds in general. It was more an anger directed toward Hawke.


    “I’m pulling in a team from the Coyote base,” Aiden informed him. “It will be done quietly, and they’ll be placed on protective covert detail around her. We know Haven is being watched. This way, whoever is watching will believe we’ve become lax about her safety.” Aiden leaned forward intently. “We need to capture her would-be assassin, Hawke. There were men we didn’t catch earlier this year with the pure blood society we disbanded. We need the information they have, as well as the resources they’re using. She’s our only link to them.”


    “Her safety will not be compromised in this quest of yours, Aiden,” Hawke growled, the animalistic rumble of his voice burring his words. “I’ve held back the mating heat, but nothing will change the fact that she is my mate.”


    Aiden nodded at the statement as he turned back to Wolfe.


    “I’m claiming my mate.” Hawke stared his alpha down then. “I’ve given you the time you needed, Wolfe. Jessica Raines is my mate. I’ll go without her no longer.”


    Wolfe shared a look with his second-in-command before turning back to Hawke with a short nod. “I appreciate your trust in me, Hawke. You’ve denied yourself when others wouldn’t have, and given us the time we needed to find answers rather than giving her her freedom based on law. It tells me more than words can say about the loyalty you give to the Breeds.”


    “My loyalty was to her,” Hawke snapped. “My mate was no traitor. There was only one way to prove it. It’s been proven. Now, I’ll have what’s mine.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 4•


    She should have known Hawke wouldn’t stay away long. The bodyguard he had left outside the house was male. She had noticed both during and after her release that it was a very rare occurrence for a male of either Breed or human persuasion to come around her.


    She had female bodyguards. Her doctor was female. Her visitors, namely the alpha’s mate, Hope, or his second-in-command’s wife, Faith. Occasionally, Charity Chance visited, but since the birth of her and Aiden’s son, she hadn’t been by.


    She watched the Range Rover pull into the small graveled driveway in front of the cabin she had been given, and Hawke stepped out. As arrogant as any man could be, as handsome as sin, he stood beneath the falling snow like a force of nature daring the elements to come after him.


    Daring anyone to come after him or to oppose him.


    He was an integral part of Haven’s security team. He had been an advisor and security leader in the security and communications station where she had worked a little more than a year ago. He had been firm and honest, but he hadn’t always been easy to work with. He didn’t suffer fools easily¸ and he didn’t think twice about physically throwing out anyone not performing up to standards.


    Did he still oversee security there? she wondered. She realized she had no idea what he did now. She saw him driving through the compound often, stopping, talking to the security teams, directing them to different areas or joking with them. Though she realized she hadn’t seen a smile on his face since she had been released.


    He had often smiled at her when she worked security for the Breeds. Cautious little half smiles, as though he hadn’t known how to express his amusement with her shy jokes or at her attempts to flirt with him.


    God, she had so fallen in love with him, she realized. Those months she had spent working with him, sharing the quiet lunches in the small garden behind the security center, she had fallen irrevocably in love.


    He hadn’t kissed her. He hadn’t touched her. He had been courteous, chivalrous. Something she had never known with anyone else. He was larger than life, and the wound she had inflicted on the fragile relationship they had been building had gone deep. In both of them.


    She had known, even then, about mating heat. It was hard not to know when working so closely with the Breeds. And she had known the signs of it. It had been building between them. It would have taken no more than a kiss, perhaps a touch, and it would have flamed to life like a wildfire out of control, as Faith had described it.


    Faith, Hope and Charity had been brutally honest with her about the mating heat. Despite the fact that she had been called a traitor, they hadn’t held back when she had questioned them about it.


    As Hawke walked to her front door, she folded her arms over the thick sweater that covered her breasts and wondered about that. Why had they been so honest with her when she was suspected to be a traitor?


    Of course, if she had been convicted of her crimes, it wasn’t as though the world would have had a chance to hear her side of the story. There would have been no lawyers, and no defense. Breed Law was brutally clear. The papers she had signed in agreeing to it had laid it out in succinct layman’s terms. She had agreed to an execution if she ever betrayed the Breeds. And she had signed it, knowing she would never willingly betray them.


    She had learned that there was that one little factor though. Unwillingness. The drug her father had slipped into her system had given her little choice.


    The front door opened with an air of arrogance and purpose that personified the man that stepped inside.


    He carried a bag under one arm. Shifting it in his grip, he turned to close and lock the door.


    Jessica cocked her head to the side. More gifts? He had sent her clothes, shoes, boots and coats since her release. During her captivity he had sent her food from her favorite fast-food restaurant, and soft outfits that had kept her warm in the sterile cell in which she had been confined.


    He was always sending gifts. This was the first time he had brought any with him.


    “We need to talk.”


    Her brows lifted as he turned and walked into the kitchen after making the brusque statement.


    She followed him anyway, despite the arrogance that had her hackles rising.


    Stepping into the kitchen, she watched as he sat the bag on the kitchen table and pulled the contents free. A bag of regular coffee, a six-pack of soda, her favorite chocolate cookies and a small clear bottle of what appeared to be capsules, a drug of some sort.


    “What exactly do we need to talk about?” She was almost salivating for that coffee. It was her favorite brand.


    “These.” He sat the bottle of pills prominently in front of the enticing caffeine and chocolate-laced goodies.


    Her brows lifted again. “And they are?”


    “Hormonal treatments for mating heat,” he stated, his expression hard, almost forbidding, as he stared back at her with those odd, yellowish brown eyes. “They’re for the more uncomfortable symptoms. You also need to decide if you want to take the additional treatment to prevent pregnancy.” He pulled another bottle from his shirt pocket and sat it beside the first.


    Jessica felt her heart rate increase. Suddenly, it was pounding against her chest, blood racing through her system and need beginning to burn in areas that she normally tried to ignore.


    Between her thighs her clit became swollen and her juices began to dampen the folds of her sex. She could feel lust pouring into her system and emotions she didn’t want to face tearing through her mind.


    “Have it all figured out, don’t you?” she whispered as she stared back at him. “Whether I want this or not, it’s going to happen?”


    He breathed in slowly, deeply. “You’re my mate, Jessica. We both know what that means. I’ve tried to stay away from you. I’ve tried to wait until the time was right to court you, to give you a chance to accept what it means.”


    “Time?” She gave a hard, bitter laugh. “I was jailed, Hawke. You didn’t even visit. I’ve rarely seen you since my release. Perhaps you need to figure out exactly what it means to court a woman before you decide to do it.”


    His jaw tightened, the muscle bunching almost violently as she watched him clench his teeth.


    “I would have given us more time.” He seemed to push the words past his throat. “Before I began to court you, I wanted to ensure your protection, your safety. And your freedom.” He bit the last word out almost angrily. “I wanted you to choose me. I didn’t want to force the heat.”


    “And that’s changed. Why?” She almost softened at the words, at the need she could see in his eyes and the fact that, unlike the circumstances of other mates, hers had tried to give her a choice, a chance to turn her back on it if it wasn’t what she wanted.


    “Because I can’t find the man that’s been shadowing you since your release,” he revealed.


    Jessica froze at the statement.


    “What do you mean, shadowing me? How can anyone but a Breed shadow me, Hawke? Especially here in Haven?”


    He glanced away for a long second, his lips tightening, before turning his gaze back to her. “Certain factions of the pure blood societies have found a drug that can disguise individual scent for a short period of time. Since your release, we’ve seen signs of a stalker. We can scent his weapons, the fact that he’s male, and his intent to kill. He’s managing to slip inside Haven and get past our security using this drug. And he’s after you.”


    Fear knotted in her stomach. Turning away from him, she pushed her fingers through her unbound hair before pacing to the window and staring out into the snow that seemed to fall harder now, faster.


    “To kill me,” she stated softly. “Because I was able to save the mates that they would have killed during that attack.”


    The attack for which she had given vital information that aided in it’s coordination.


    “That’s what we’ve learned,” he said softly. “Your father had given the orders before his death that once you were released, you were to be killed.”


    “I betrayed him.” She smiled bitterly as she turned back to him. “Father never looked kindly on someone who turned his back on what he wanted.”


    “There are still several key members who weren’t identified before your release. Most of the members of that group were at the party where the Breeds were attacked, but certain players weren’t there. We’ve been trying to learn their identities, but so far we haven’t managed to do so.”


    Jessica nodded slowly. The Breeds had brought pictures to her just before her release, asking her to identify men that she knew her father associated with. She had been asked to name anyone who hadn’t been in those pictures. The Breeds had been thorough. She recognized all of her father’s friends in those pictures, as well as a few that she hadn’t known.


    “What does all this have to do with mating heat?” She glanced at the bottles of pills again.


    “You’re my mate.” His voice was suddenly guttural, a primal growl that had every nerve ending in her body suddenly violently sensitive and aware of the man standing in front of her. “I’ve waited fifteen months, Jessica. I wanted to court you. I wanted this to be your choice, to be what you needed, not just what I ached for. But the danger is escalating now, and I refuse to take chances with your life.” His fists clenched at his sides as his eyes seemed to glow with hunger. “I won’t let you die. I won’t let you be harmed.” He moved to her, a slow, steady, stalking movement that made her mouth dry and her lips part in anticipation.


    Hard male hands clasped her upper arms as she stared up at him, mesmerized by the man and the intensity of his gaze.


    “I protect what’s mine.” His eyes moved over her face, paused at her lips, before moving up and locking with her gaze. “You’re mine, Jessica. You’ve been mine since the day I saw you. I can’t help the animal inside me that claims you. I can’t stop the need to protect you. And I would give my life to ensure that you had the time and the freedom to make this choice on your own. But I’ll be with you now, day in and day out. I will protect you. And holding back the hunger that will draw us closer will be impossible.”


    Which was why he had brought her the hormones as well as the goodies. The new hormonal treatments had given the female mates the freedom to enjoy their treats without the adverse affects that came with them. Caffeine and chocolate were known to make the symptoms of mating heat worse. The arousal, the need to mate, to touch, kiss and stroke, were nearly impossible to deny as it was. It could become painful. Jessica knew that the need for sex could become agonizing if a female was parted from her mate, unable to feel his touch, take his sex, or know his body.


    She inhaled, almost shuddering, as she fought to breathe through those realizations.


    “And if I don’t want this mating?” she asked him.


    His hands rubbed down her arms, then back up again.


    “Then you’d be lying to both of us,” he said softly. “There’s anger in you, and I don’t blame you for that anger. But there’s need, Jess, and there’s emotion. If you hadn’t been confined for a year, you would have come to my arms. We both know that.”


    “But I was confined, Hawke.” She moved away, rubbing at her upper arms as she glanced back at him before turning and facing him directly. “You stayed away from me. You never came to me.”


    “I would have mated you.” The words were ripped from him. “I would have taken you, Jess. We needed time to prove your innocence. I knew you would never willingly betray us. I had to prove it.”


    Surprise filtered through the arousal, surprise that she couldn’t ignore.


    “You were trying to prove my innocence?” She frowned. “But, Hawke, I wasn’t innocent. We both know that.”


    She had betrayed the Breeds. She had nearly gotten Hope, Faith and Charity killed. She had been responsible for an attack on Haven that could have killed so many of them.


    “You were innocent,” he stated, his voice filled with determination. “Jessica, whatever happened, you were not a willing party. We have proof of it now. I knew it then.”


    “Yet you never bothered to tell me that?” she asked with a small hint of mockery. “Wow, Hawke. What would it have taken? A note? A phone call? You could have said that and still given me a choice.” The arousal fueled the anger. Need versus pain, the knowledge she had been alone, that he hadn’t come to her, pouring through her. “You could have done something, damn you!” Her voice rose as the hurt overshadowed every other emotion.


    “In doing it, I would have risked the very investigation I instigated to prove your innocence,” he fired back. And though his voice stayed low, calm, there was a power throbbing in it that gave her pause. “If I had done anything, it would have risked your life as well as the confidence our enemies had that you were going to die and take their secrets with them.”


    “And because you think you had a good reason for what you were doing, then I should just lay down and accept this mating heat as though I have no other choice?” she parried angrily. “Excuse me, Hawke, but doesn’t that sound just a little arrogant, even for you?”


    One heavy black brow arched over golden eyes in mocking disbelief as he stared back at her.


    “Oh, yeah, how stupid of me to have forgotten Breed arrogance,” she snorted. “You guys just don’t understand limits at all, do you?”


    His expression stilled at the comment. “The animal is too close to the surface sometimes, Jess.” He finally sighed. “My need to protect you, to hold you close to me, goes beyond anything you might understand at the moment.” He grimaced, the heavy canines at the sides of his mouth flashing, reminding her that he was indeed very close to his animal cousins. “You’re my mate. Everything inside me demands that I ensure our bond. I’m trying to be reasonable. I’m trying to be human about this, but it’s damned hard.”


    He was trying to be human about it?


    Jessica tipped her head and gazed up at him, suddenly curious at this compulsion that urged him to ensure that she belonged to him, no one else.


    It was at once frightening and arousing. This man, so big and bold, so unique, wanted her. Just her. Once mating heat was started he could never have another woman. That mating instinct would keep him from even desiring another woman. He would belong to her and to her alone.


    Had anyone or anything ever been just hers?


    “Jessica.” His voice had a soft, mesmerizing quality as he moved closer to her, his big body shielding hers, sheltering it as he lifted his hand to run the backs of his fingers over her cheek.


    The gesture was so gentle, so overwhelmingly tender, that she nearly lost her breath.


    “I can’t leave your protection to others now,” he warned her, the brooding, tormented sound of his voice striking at her heart. “You’re too important to me. You mean too much to me. And the part of my soul that has claimed you trembles in fear at the thought of losing you.”


    “Hawke.” She wanted to shake her head, to protest his claim.


    She didn’t know if she was ready for this. Didn’t know if she could handle the mating heat as well as the sudden threat against her life.


    “I’ll be with you, day in and day out,” he told her as she stared back at him, silent, confused. “I’ll guard you with my life, Jessica, but you know as well as I do that the arousal burning between us won’t ease. It’s not a product simply of the mating heat; it’s a product of what we both wanted before we ever knew that was a factor. We belong to each other.”


    We belong to each other. Her lips parted as she fought to find a way to deny it and couldn’t. Before she had betrayed the Breeds, before she had been confined, she had dreamed of the mating heat. She had dreamed of belonging to him.


    Before the betrayal. Before she had lost herself in her father’s relentless quest to destroy Haven and everyone who lived there.


    “This won’t work,” she whispered, though she couldn’t keep from leaning into his touch for just a moment. “It won’t work, Hawke.”


    She had to force herself away from him. It was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. When several feet separated them she turned back to him, miserable with the awareness of exactly what she was turning her back on.


    “If something happens to me, you’ll be alone.” She swallowed tightly at the thought. “You won’t find another mate. You won’t have the comfort of another woman.”


    “Don’t, Jessica...”


    “You’ll be alone,” she cried out furiously. “I know what alone is like, Hawke. I know how empty and bleak it can be and I don’t want that for you.”


    Endless nights curled on the cot she had slept in. Months of agony, dreaming, wishing, crying for someone she couldn’t have.


    “That won’t happen,” he gritted out, determination marking his face now.


    “You can’t be sure of that.” She stepped back as he paced closer. “I won’t risk it. Not now. Not until we have a chance to clear things between us. Until we know if there’s even a future.”


    “Oh, there’s definitely a future.”


    Before she could evade him she was pressed against the side of the refrigerator, his body so warm, so inviting, touching hers. Heat seemed to surround her, to sink into her.


    Pressing her hands against his chest, a breath lodged in her throat as she stared up into his dominant, hungry features.


    “There’s a future, Jess.” One hand slid into her hair, the other gripped her hip. “And it starts now.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 5•


    Jessica expected a kiss. She’d waited on his kiss for what seemed like forever. Her lips parted as his head lowered; her breath stopped in her chest in anticipation of the pleasure to come.


    Once his lips covered hers, once his tongue slid against hers, she knew exactly what was going to happen. The mating hormone that filled the small glands beneath his tongue would release into her system. That hormone would spark a fire to her arousal that couldn’t be quenched. It would be an adventure in her own sexuality, as well as his. She knew what to expect. She had dreamed about it, fantasized about it. But it wasn’t what happened.


    At the last second his lips pressed to the corner of hers rather than covering them. Breathing harshly, his heart beat heavy against her palms as they pressed against his chest. He stood stiff against her, obviously fighting for control.


    She was having to fight for her own, and she was failing miserably.


    Her hands moved from his chest to his shoulders. As he stood there with her in his grip, she let her hands slide into his hair, let them grip the thick, heavy strands and relish the feel of it. Finally.


    How often had she dreamed of simply touching him? Just feeling him against her?


    “I don’t want to take from you,” he growled as he turned his head, his cheek pressing against hers. “I don’t want to force this, Jess.”


    “Then don’t,” she whispered.


    There was no force needed. She let her fingers clench in his hair, rubbing it against her fingertips as she felt the heavy proof of his erection against her lower stomach.


    She wanted. Oh, Lord, she wanted him. She shouldn’t. He had left her alone for over a year. He had turned his back on her. But he’s here now, another voice protested. The voice of hunger, of a need, that had whipped through her the first day she met him.


    She’d scoffed at the idea of love at first sight until she met Hawke.


    “Jess.” His voice was rough, rich with wanting. It was primal and brooding and sent a shiver down her back as it caressed her senses. The moment she set eyes on him she had known she would never want another man as she wanted him.


    “Touch me, Hawke.”


    Oh God, who had dared to voice that plea? Surely not her. Didn’t she know better? Hadn’t she promised herself that she would never make that request awake as she asked for it in her sleep?


    She stared up at him as his head moved back. Fierce golden eyes narrowed on her as she fought to breathe.


    “You don’t have to kiss me,” she whispered. “Just touch me.”


    Let her touch him. There were surely ways to do this without starting something that they couldn’t turn the tide back on. It wasn’t as though a simple touch was going to turn into a full-fledged wildfire, was it?


    “You’ll kill me,” he growled, but his hand moved from her hair, his fingertips touching her cheek as she pulled hers from his hair and slid them down his chest.


    She could touch as well, couldn’t she?


    “Jess?” He groaned her name as she pulled the hem of his denim shirt from his jeans.


    “Maybe we won’t even like each other’s touch,” she suggested, feeling almost playful in his arms now. “We could be totally disgusted by each other. I think we should be sure before you kiss me.”


    And maybe it would give her time, just a little time, to figure out what she wanted, or how she was going to handle this big, hardened male.


    “Jess, I kind of doubt that your touch is going to disgust me.” He groaned, but she sensed an edge of lightness in him as well now. Almost playfulness.


    Did he even know how to play? she wondered. Or was his playfulness as cautious as his half smiles used to be?


    “You never know,” she whispered.


    Pushing her hands beneath his shirt, she was rewarded by his sharply drawn breath. A second later he found retaliation by edging the hem of her shirt higher, his fingertips, just his fingertips, touching her sensitive stomach.


    “And I can touch you,” she whispered. “I’ve so wanted to touch you, Hawke.”


    She could feel her juices flooding her pussy now. She was wet and heated, her clit throbbing erratically as she tried to find her breath.


    She had waited so long for his touch. Maybe she had waited too long, she thought hazily. Too much anticipation. It was making her dizzy.


    “We should be lying down for this,” he suggested as he drew back, caught her hand and stared down at her. “We could touch where we wanted to then, Jess. I’d be right there, laid out for you.”


    “To do with as I wish?” Her heart skipped a beat at the thought.


    “Whatever you wish,” he promised, his voice low and rough as he drew her from the kitchen toward the bedroom. “However you wish.”


    However she wished? She had a lot of wishes where touching him was concerned. She could do a lot of things and never kiss him. Things that could burn through her soul and tie her tighter to him, she thought hazily. Then she disregarded the idea.


    Could she really be tied tighter to him? she wondered. She didn’t think it was possible. She had thought of no other man, dreamed of no other man, wanted no other man but this one since the day she had seen him.


    And she could have him, she assured herself. However she wanted him.


    She let him lead her to the bedroom, staring back at him as he guided her easily through the living room and past the opened bedroom door.


    As she stopped at the side of the bed she stood, uncertain, watching as he drew his boots off, then slowly unbuttoned his shirt. Long, graceful male fingers released the buttons with confidence as he watched her. He drew the shirt from his body, and she was rewarded with the sight of broad, heavily tanned shoulders. Muscle shifted and rippled beneath the tight, firm flesh. The strong breadth of his chest was bare of hair, but there was nothing immature about it.


    Her gaze was drawn to flat, hard male nipples before being dragged lower to tight, rippling abs. His belted jeans hung low on his hips, the heavy wedge of his cock pressing tight against the zipper.


    She felt weak, light-headed, as he let the shirt fall to the floor before moving to the bed and dropping on it, lying on his back, his arms splayed at his sides.


    His grin was wicked. A true, playful grin despite the hunger that filled his gaze.


    “Here I am,” he invited her. “Take me as you will, Jess.”


    Take him as she willed? Sweet Lord have mercy on her, she might not survive this one.


    She kicked off the sneakers she wore, and watched as his eyes widened when she gripped the hem of her sweater. She tossed back a grin before pulling it up her body and over her head to reveal the light undershirt she wore beneath it.


    She didn’t wear a bra. She hated them. The sleeveless undershirt was stretchy and snug and clearly revealed the hardened state of her nipples as she crawled up on the mattress beside him.


    Damn, he was like this vision of male perfection. Whichever scientists had decided his genetics had known exactly what they were doing, Jessica thought in satisfaction as she sat on her knees and just stared at him.


    She looked her fill, because looking at him could be as erotic as touching him. She could watch his muscles flex as though she were actually touching him. His face creased with a grimace, his jaw was clenched. He was so aroused. Ready for her.


    It was a turn-on, she realized. Every move this man made, every word that passed his lips, was a definite turn-on.


    “Are you going to stare all day?” he snapped. Not angrily. There was an edge of anticipation and impatience in his tone rather than anger.


    “Maybe,” she drawled, though her hand lifted, almost of its own accord, her fingers trailing down the center of his chest to his hard stomach.


    If she went much further, she’d be in his pants. It wouldn’t take more than a breath to touch the hard crest of his cock. She could undo his jeans...


    Jessica shook the thought off. That would be cruel. She didn’t want to be cruel.


    “Lie down beside me, baby.” He turned, moving to his side as he drew her to the bed. “Let me touch you as well.”


    Without kisses.


    She would die for that kiss, she thought a second later as he rubbed his hard, bearded jaw against skin and moved over her as she lay back.


    Her hands had a will of their own, touching his back, his shoulders, sliding over the tough, hard flesh and relishing the feel of strength beneath it.


    She ached for the kiss she was denying herself, almost as though the mating heat had begun without it.


    But that wasn’t possible.


    Her eyes closed as he dragged the rough rasp of his beard over her neck, his heated breath a caress against her bare skin as she arched beneath him, her body demanding more.


    This might not have been such a good idea, she thought. Maybe she should have given it more consideration. She was becoming lost in touching him, her hands moving down his back to the edge of his jeans, the temptation to delve beneath the snug band almost more than she could handle.


    “I can’t kiss you. I can’t lick you,” he whispered against her shoulder, his lips barely feathering the sensitive skin there. “If I touch you with my tongue, the hormone will touch your skin. I could suck your nipples, and the need for more would burn inside you. I could lick down your soft belly, and your flesh would grow hot, your arousal would build.”


    The whispered enticement as he brushed his beard against the exposed flesh above her breasts was almost more than she could bear.


    “Can I kiss you?” Her nails scraped over his belt before she gripped his hip with one hand, forcing herself not to go lower.


    Hawke paused. The thought of her lips against his flesh was both Heaven and Hell. The thought of her caressing him, licking him, had his dick throbbing like an open wound.


    Sweet merciful Heaven, give him strength, he thought.


    “Yes.” He almost hissed the word, because her lips were already at his shoulder, her teeth scraping over the flesh as he bit back a groan. Maybe it was a mistake to give her leave to caress him with her lips, because the pleasure was tearing through him, ripping through his senses and leaving him weak.


    She bit him. The rounded curve of his shoulder throbbed as she nipped at it. Then she licked it. His hips jerked, grinding his cock against her thigh as he fought just to breathe.


    How insane had he been to agree to this?


    She panted against his shoulder. “It takes the hormone to start the heat, right?”


    “Yes.” His damned tongue was filled with it, the glands so swollen they were painful, filling his own mouth with the erotic heat, making him crazy with the hunger that flooded his system for her.


    “The hormone is in your kiss and your semen.” Her nails were raking his back.


    Hawke stretched into the burning caress. God, he didn’t know how much more he could bear.


    “I can kiss you.” She kissed his shoulder before her lips moved lower.


    “God, yes.” He cupped the back of her head, holding her closer as her lips moved down his chest, her hot little tongue raking over a distended nipple as he felt his senses catch fire.


    “We could play around for a while.” Her voice sounded desperate, almost as desperate as he himself was. “Help me, Hawke,” she panted. “Please.”


    She arched to him, her thighs gripping one of his as she rubbed herself against him. The heat of her pussy through her jeans was destructive. He could sense the warmth, the slick dampness. She was so damned ready for him that the scent of her filled the air and left him feeling drunk on it.


    “You’ll kill me like this,” he groaned, but he couldn’t stop himself.


    Easing the undershirt up over her breasts, he revealed the delicate curves and the candy pink, spike-hard tips of her nipples. He wanted to lick them, suck them. He wanted to draw them into his mouth and fill his senses with the taste of her.


    He used his fingers instead. Gripping the hardened little points between his index fingers and thumbs, he rolled them, stroked them, plumped them.


    He watched, amazed, as she flushed from her breasts to her forehead. Red-gold hair spilled around her delicate features as her lashes closed over her eyes and her lips parted to draw in more air.


    She was lost in the pleasure he was giving her. This was exactly where he wanted her, how he wanted her. He wanted her senses consumed by him, filled with his touch.


    And Hawke realized he loved watching her reaction to him. If he had given in to the mating heat and taken her kiss, then he would have been denied the sight of her relishing his touch.


    The mating hormone was pumping into his system, spilling from beneath his tongue as he fought to hold back his own lust for her. She wanted to touch. She wanted to love, he thought. But Jessica didn’t just want to be touched. She wanted to feel him, sense him. She wanted an assurance that what she would have with him would be enough to sustain a future together.


    She had no idea. Mother Nature hadn’t made an imperfect mating yet. In all the years that the Breeds had been in existence, she hadn’t once created a pairing that hadn’t sustained, that hadn’t loved.


    It was killing him, simply touching her like this, but he knew this was for their future. He couldn’t take from her. He couldn’t force the mating on her. Everything inside his soul rejected the thought. But he could tease her. He could entice her.


    He stroked her nipples with his fingers, plumped them with his fingers. He cupped them, raked his palms over the tips, watched her face and the pleasure that suffused it.


    It was almost innocent. Hell, it was innocent. She was a virgin. She came to him untouched by another man’s caresses, and he knew it. He knew her background, her history. She hadn’t played with boys. His serious, sober Jess had worked hard for a career, worked to escape the legacy her father would have drawn her into.


    “So beautiful.” He sighed as his fingers trailed from her nipples to her rounded little tummy. “You make me crazy for you, Jess.”


    She pressed her head deeper into the pillow as he played with the clasp of her jeans, a whimpering little moan leaving her lips.


    “I can pleasure you without kissing you,” he promised her as he flicked the metal tab of her jeans open. “With just my fingers, I could make you come for me, Jess. Let me make you come.”


    Hawke watched as she dragged her eyes open, her gaze going to his fingers as he pulled the zipper down.


    “Let’s get these off, baby.” He lowered the material, dragging it from her hips, down her thighs.


    He almost came himself when he saw the delicate violet silk of the low-rise panties she wore. They barely covered the fiery triangle of curls beneath, and did nothing to hide the fact that they were wet from her juices.


    The scent of her filled his nostrils. Sweet, feminine, fresh. Like a mountain brook, he thought. That was what the scent reminded him of. Pure and clean; untouched.


    “Jess.” He pulled the jeans from her legs and tossed them to the side of the bed as he fought for control.


    She needed to see, needed to know. She needed this moment in time, he realized.


    Moving to her side, he laid beside her, his hand covering the small mound between her thighs as he propped himself on his elbow to watch.


    His fingers edged beneath her panties and her hips arched closer to him. A gasp, then a hard breath of need parted her lips as he let one finger slide into the narrow slit, feeling the slick wetness, the clench of her folds around his fingers.


    His dick was in agony. His balls were drawn tight to the base of the agonized shaft as the crest throbbed in despair. A dark, spicy heat filled his mouth as the powerful hormone spilled into his system from the tight glands beneath his tongue.


    Never had he imagined such agony, such need that he couldn’t relieve. Relief was the sweet, fiery heat his fingers were caressing; the delicate, plump folds; the taut, throbbing pearl of her clit.


    He wanted his lips there, his tongue. He wanted to taste her as he was touching her, to spear his tongue inside her and feel her coming for him.


    He had to end this soon, he realized. His control was shaky now, his hands trembling with the hunger racing through him.


    Jessica was breathing hard and fast beside him, little moans breaking past her lips as he circled the entrance to her vagina, dipped his finger inside, then massaged her clit with his thumb.


    Her hips arched, a cry throttled from her throat as he felt her clench around his finger.


    She was close. So close.


    •••


    Jessica felt as though the world were burning around her. Pleasure surrounded her, filled her. His finger caressed the opening to her sex, thrusting inside just enough to stroke nerve endings she hadn’t known she possessed, while his thumb raked across her clit before finding a spot that sent her flying.


    He stroked it, rubbed it. His finger thrust lightly inside her, his thumb ground against her clit and she felt her mind explode. Her senses disintegrated. Her orgasm was an explosion of sensation and light that tore through her, tightened her muscles and had her arching, crying, fighting to breathe.


    She was gasping for breath, short, startled cries leaving her lips as he jerked her to him, holding her close, tight, as shudders tore through her body.


    This was pleasure. It was flying in another’s arms. It was racing to the sun and exploding in the center of it even as she knew it could have been better, brighter, hotter.


    It could have been pure, unfettered sensation with his kiss.


    A kiss she now knew she wouldn’t be able to live without.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 6•


    Hawke was in agony.


    The next morning he slid slowly from the bed, grimacing at the violent sensitivity of his dick as he eased away from Jessica’s warm, naked body.


    She was sleeping deeply, one arm thrown over her head, the silken, tangled mass of red-gold hair spilling around her face to her shoulders.


    Fiery lashes feathered her cheeks. A light flush suffused her face and her soft pink lips were parted as she breathed in and out slowly.


    Perfectly curved ripe breasts lifted and fell with each breath and, God knew, they tempted him almost past bearing. It would take so very little to begin the mating heat right now. He could lower his head, take one of her soft nipples into his mouth and suckle her slow and sweet, never waking her.


    The mating hormone would lave the sensitive flesh, sink into it and slowly enter her system. Twelve to twenty-four hours and she would need his touch like she needed the air she was now breathing.


    As much as he wanted her, as much as he needed her, he couldn’t do that to her.


    Shaking his head, he turned and moved to the bathroom. A cold shower wouldn’t help his hard dick, and he knew it. The spray of the water would only torment already sensitive flesh, but he needed to get ready for the day ahead.


    He stepped under the spray and almost moaned at the feel of the water over the flesh. Hell, he was going to have to make this the quickest shower on record.


    Grabbing the bottle of liquid soap, he quickly lathered his hair and rinsed it before soaping a rag and going to work on his body.


    The quick, hard strokes of the rag were torture to his aroused body. The silky slide of suds over his cock and down his thighs were hell.


    He rinsed quickly and gave a sigh of relief as he turned off the shower, grabbed a dry towel and grimaced at the thought of drying. Damn, no man should have to go through this, he thought. But neither should a female. He knew what Jessica would suffer once the mating heat started. A sensitivity of flesh that wouldn’t allow for the lightest touch of anything but his hands, his body, his possession.


    It was harder for their women, and so far, Breed males were very aware of this. They were selective in their choice of lovers, ensuring that when they went out in public they paid attention to even the smallest signs that mating heat could occur. Enough had been forced on them; they had no desire to force the sometimes painful arousals on a female, whether she was Breed or not.


    Wrapping the towel around his waist, he pulled the shower doors back and came face-to-face with Jessica from where she sat on the bathroom counter, watching him.


    Her somber blue eyes regarded him quizzically as her gaze flicked to the obvious arousal beneath the cotton.


    “You were hard all night,” she said softly.


    Glancing away from her, Hawke paced to the sink, where he’d placed a clean change of clothes.


    “No answer?” she asked.


    “What does it matter, Jess?” He let himself watch her in the mirror, saw the suspicion in her face and almost groaned at the next question.


    “The mating heat affects you anyway, doesn’t it?” There was a knowing tone to her voice, an edge of regret.


    “It’s not as bad for me as it would be for you.” He shrugged as though it didn’t matter, when he knew damned good and well that the need was eating him alive. Like acid in his gut, it was tearing at the very fiber of his control.


    “Because you were trained to endure pain.” That wasn’t a question. It was an observation, and more or less the truth.


    “Pretty much.” He cast her a look of self-mockery. Hell, he might as well try to laugh about it, since raging over it would only make it worse. “We were trained to endure a lot of things. Maybe it’s just second nature now.”


    She ducked her head for a moment before looking to the shower as though desperately seeking a way to change the subject.


    “Will it hurt me?” When she lifted her head there was a hint of nervousness in her gaze. “Hope, Faith and Charity didn’t say anything about pain.”


    He’d cut off his own dick before he’d hurt her.


    “It’s the lack of sex that hurts, Jess,” he promised her. “Once mating heat starts with you, I’ll ensure you never have to worry about hurting.” He shot her a teasing wink as he tried to lighten the information for her.


    It didn’t work.


    Her head lowered as she stared at the pretty ceramic floor of the bathroom.


    “Hey.” He nudged at her arm with his. “It’s Christmas Eve, you know.”


    She looked up, nibbling at her lower lip as she watched him.


    “Wolfe and Hope are throwing a Christmas party for Haven in the community center this evening. Lots of good food, some dancing, a little bit of drinking.” He waggled his brows at her. “Want to go with me?”


    “I’d like that.” A slow, blooming smile lit her face. “I’d really like that, Hawke.”


    He bent, kissed the crown of her head and then pulled back quickly. “Good. Then we’ll leave here about six. Until then, get some warm clothes on. I have some things I need to do today and I thought you might enjoy going with me.”


    “What kind of things?” She tilted her head, staring back at him with a natural curiosity he’d always been drawn to.


    “Oh. Things.” He shrugged as he spanned her waist with his hands and lifted her from the counter. “Now get out of here and let me get dressed. When I’m done you can get in here and shower while I fix breakfast.”


    He guided her to the bathroom door, pushed her through the opening and then closed it firmly. He almost locked it. Son of a bitch. If he wasn’t careful, then there would be no way in hell for him to be able to give her the time she needed to decide if this mating was what she truly wanted.


    It was all he could do to keep from kissing her now. To keep from taking her. The glands beneath his tongue were so swollen with the mating hormone that it was painful. His dick was as hard as stone and his flesh felt scorched each time he touched her.


    Some days it simply sucked to be a Breed.


    •••


    Jessica showered while Hawke fixed breakfast. Standing beneath the warmth of the spray, she let her hands travel over her body, remembering Hawke’s touch from the night before.


    He’d been gentle. There had been an air of desperate hunger that surrounded him, but never once had he done anything to start the mating heat that she knew he was craving.


    Not once had his lips touched hers, or touched bare skin, period. He hadn’t kissed her, hadn’t licked her. And she’d been dying for it.


    Dressed in jeans, an undershirt and a sweater, Jessica moved back to her bedroom where she sat on the bed and pulled on thick, heavy socks.


    Colorado winters had been particularly hard in the past few years. There was already a foot of snow on the ground from the night before and another foot predicted before the end of the night. And it was Christmas Eve. She had missed Christmas since leaving home at eighteen. Even before that, Christmas had lacked something. A sincerity, a sense of pure affection when the family had come together. During her years in the Army she had stayed in the barracks over the holidays, preferring the solitude to the fake laughter and endless parties her family had forced her to endure.


    She wondered if spending Christmas with the Breeds would be any better. She’d heard of the joyous celebrations of Christmases past. The presents the alpha and his mate, Hope, gave out, and the exchange of gifts that the other Breeds participated in.


    The Breeds had never had Christmas in the labs, so celebrating it now, as Hope had once told her, was an affirmation that they were indeed free to celebrate, to laugh, to love and to live.


    Slipping her feet into hiking boots, she tied them snugly before standing and moving to the closed door.


    Breakfast with Hawke wasn’t stilted, nor did she feel the old anger rising inside her that she had experienced over the past year.


    They ate a simple meal. Eggs, lots of bacon for Hawke, toast and her beloved caffeine-rich coffee. After the dishes were cleared away, he helped her into her coat and they left the house.


    There were Breeds with shovels clearing driveways around the compound. Others were stringing more lights. There was always something going on at Haven and there were always willing hands to help.


    There was never trash on the grounds, there was never disorderliness. The Breeds were oftentimes much neater than their human cousins, and had a much greater sense of cleanliness.


    The frigid winter morning was held at bay by the thermal lining of her coat, and if that hadn’t kept her warm there was always Hawke’s arm around her waist as he escorted her to the waiting Range Rover, which had been started with the remote ignition from the house.


    Helping her into the all-terrain vehicle, Hawke closed the door before loping to the driver’s side and sliding behind the wheel.


    She noticed he wasn’t wearing a coat. Thin leather gloves covered his hands, but other than that he wore only jeans, boots and a dark blue flannel shirt with a T-shirt beneath it.


    Breeds didn’t get as cold as easily as their human cousins either, she thought with a twinge of envy.


    “Where are we going?” she asked as he shifted the vehicle into reverse to turn around and head out of the driveway onto the main thoroughfare that led through the Wolf Breed Compound.


    “I’ll show you.” He flashed her a wicked grin before moving one hand from the steering wheel to grip her hand where it lay on her thigh.


    Jessica stared at his leather-gloved fingers as they covered hers and wondered at the warmth that she could feel through the gloves.


    It shouldn’t be like this, she thought. After a year without him, a year confined to a cool, boring little cell where she hadn’t seen him, hadn’t heard from him, it shouldn’t be like this. She shouldn’t feel these emotions shifting through her, racing in her bloodstream and heating her pussy like an internal fire she couldn’t put out.


    “You could just tell me.” Her heart was beating hard in her chest and she had no doubt he could scent the arousal burning inside her.


    “If I told you, then it wouldn’t be a surprise.” There was that smile again. A crooked upturn of his lips, his golden eyes filled with promise.


    She was reminded of those days before the attack on Haven over a year ago, when he would tease her with surprise lunches in the small park behind the communications shed, or with sweets to tease her taste buds.


    She hadn’t realized at the time that he had been courting her, and now she wondered how she could have missed it.


    “Close your eyes for me.”


    She turned to stare at him in surprise as he made the sudden request.


    “Close my eyes?” She was actually starting to have fun. “Why?”


    “So I can have my way with you?” He waggled his brows suggestively before chuckling, the sound a dark, erotic stroke against her senses. “Just close your eyes, Jess. I promise, you’ll like this.”


    She closed her eyes. She resisted the urge to peek, because she loved surprises. She always had.


    “What are you up to, Hawke?” she asked again as she felt the Range Rover make several turns. While she had once been pretty certain that she knew where they were, now she wasn’t so sure.


    “Just a few more minutes,” he urged her.


    With her eyes closed it seemed she could hear a more subtle nuance in his voice. Almost a sense of nervousness. She had to be hearing wrong, she decided. Hawke was never nervous. He was always confident and in charge, never anything less.


    “I’ve been working on something over the past year.” He finally cleared his throat as the Rover began to slow down. “While you were confined, when I had spare time, there was something I wanted, something I needed, to do.”


    The Rover came to a stop.


    “Hawke?” She whispered his name breathlessly.


    “Not yet.” His fingers touched her eyes with the utmost gentleness. “I knew you were my mate, Jess. I know it’s hard to forgive me for staying away. I know you’ve been angry, and I don’t blame you.”


    She parted her lips to speak, but his fingertips landed on them.


    “Just a minute, baby,” he urged her. “It was the only way to prove you were no traitor. I knew you weren’t. I believed in you, Jess, but I knew you’d never be accepted by the packs that are a part of Haven if you weren’t proven innocent.”


    That made sense. A part of her had even known that, struggled with the idea of it over the months that she had been in the cell.


    “I made certain you were comfortable.”


    She had been. She’d had warm blankets, home-cooked meals, warm clothes.


    “I made certain you weren’t too bored.”


    Magazines, books and a television had been brought to her. But even more, sketch pads, pencils and watercolors. Jess loved to sketch and draw, and the tools for that hobby had been brought to her.


    “I made certain everyone understood that I’d stand between you and any punishment of death.”


    She hadn’t known that.


    “I wanted to give you more though.” His voice softened further. “You can open your eyes now, Jess.”


    She opened her eyes. Her lips parted in shock. There, by the edge of a mountain lake that she had always loved to sketch beside, sat the vision of a house she had sketched so many times.


    The house wasn’t large. It wasn’t ostentatious like the one her parents had once possessed. The cabin-style home blended well with the other cabins in the compound, but with a few noticeable differences.


    There was a red tin roof rather than plain aluminum. It was a little larger, three bedrooms rather than one. For the children she had dreamed of having with Hawke. She’d dreamed of two. A boy and a girl. It was exactly as she had described it to him, as she had drawn it so many times.


    There was a porch swing on the front porch and areas for flowers along the edge of the porch, and it had been built between the gorgeous oak and pine trees that bordered the lake.


    It was breathtaking. Just as she had always envisioned it.


    “Hawke.” She turned to him, her lips trembling with emotion.


    “I didn’t just know you were my mate, Jessica.” His leather covered hand framed her face. “I knew I loved you. Just as I still love you.”


    And he had. Everything he had done, every sacrifice he had made, proved he loved her.


    “I never stopped loving you,” she whispered as a tear fell from her eye.


    She leaned forward, an irrevocable decision made, one she knew she couldn’t regret, would never regret. This was Hawke. She belonged to him. He belonged to her.


    Her lips touched his as his hands gripped her arms in surprise. Her tongue touched his lips as a flare of fear tore through her. What if this wasn’t what he wanted? What he meant?


    But it had to be. She couldn’t accept losing him now. She couldn’t accept never having taken this chance.


    She licked over his lips with her tongue. As they parted she turned her head, controlling the kiss with experimental passion, her tongue stroking tentatively against his, the spicy-sweet taste of wild lust and desperate hunger exploding against her tongue.


    As though the taste of him against her tongue exploded inside him as well, she felt his hand at the back of her head, his tongue pushing against hers as he groaned against her lips and pure erotic need began flashing between them.


    Within seconds he had pushed his seat back, pulled her across his lap and taken control of the kiss. His tongue pressed between her lips as she closed them around it, sucking it into her mouth. Her tongue stroked against his, the narcotic taste of him whipping through her system, sizzling through her senses.


    The taste of the kiss was as erotic as hell. It was the feel of the kiss, his hand pushing beneath her clothes, the feel of his erection beneath her rear, his tongue stroking against hers. Sensual, sexual. The feel of his body heating against hers, the feel of his heart racing in his chest, his heavy breathing, the deep, dark groan of male need.


    It all combined and mesmerized her even before the mating hormone sizzled into her system. She was captivated, arching to him, aching for him even before the sizzle and the heated flames of mating heat began to overtake her.


    And then things really got interesting.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 7•


    Jessica wasn’t certain how they made it into the house. She remembered him carrying her, his lips on hers, deep, desperate kisses filled with the spicy taste of the mating hormone and the even hotter hunger that had been flaring between them since the day they met.


    Love at first sight. And second. And third. And on and on. As though a part of her had known that they were meant to be together, that they were meant for this moment.


    She didn’t see much of the house. There were stairs. Most of the cabins were single story; this one was two. The upper story was a loft, she thought. In the center of it was a huge bed covered with a dark, quilted spread. A thick, heavy blanket that cushioned her back as he laid her against it.


    She could look at the house later, she told herself. Hopefully much later.


    Lying back, she watched as he rose from the bed, his expression dark and drawn with lust as he got to his feet.


    His boots were the first to go. He reached down, pulled them off, one after the other, and never took his eyes from her.


    Golden eyes locked with hers, eyes filled with promise and passion.


    His shirt came next. The buttons were undone quickly, efficiently, revealing his impressive chest as Jessica felt her heart rate increase.


    Her entire body was burning now. That was the mating hormone, that burn just under her flesh that only his touch, his kiss, would ease. It was a touch and a kiss that would soon be hers. All hers.


    Her heart raced harder at the thought. Blood pounded, rushed through her veins, surging through her system with tidal force as it spread the mating hormone through her system.


    When his fingers went to the heavy leather belt around his pants, loosening it before pulling at the metal buttons of his jeans, she swore she lost the ability to breathe for long, precious seconds.


    He pushed the denim past his hips, working it over the thick, heavy erection jutting out from his body. The wide crest of the dark shaft glistened damply as pre-come pearled at the tip. The flared head throbbed, spilled more of the dampness and had her lifting her hand as she rose from the bed.


    The urge to touch him, to taste him, was nearly overwhelming. She was going to blame it on the mating heat, though she knew the fantasies that had sizzled through her veins for more than a year.


    This was one of the fantasies.


    There was no need to be shy. No need to draw back or to hold back. He belonged to her now, just as she belonged to him. She could touch him, could taste him as she pleased.


    And this would so please her.


    “Jesus! Jess.” His hands speared into her hair as her tongue swiped over the head.


    The same spicy heat that filled his kiss was a subtle flavor on his cock. It exploded over her tongue as a little moan passed her lips, causing his hips to jerk at the feel of the sound against his cock.


    His fingers tightened in her hair as his thighs bunched and tightened while her tongue licked and laved over the heavy crest.


    She felt intoxicated, a feeling she knew couldn’t yet be attributed to the mating heat. Later, perhaps, but not right now. Not yet.


    Right now, it was her. Her need, her hunger, her fantasies, and she wanted every second of them to last forever.


    Parting her lips, she enveloped the engorged head, her tongue stroking over the heated flesh as she felt the spill of his pre-come against her tongue.


    Lubricating and heated, the fall of liquid had a purpose, and it wasn’t just the taste of the hormone or its arousing qualities.


    Breed males were very well endowed, especially in the width department. The pre-come that spilled from them had a special hormone, one that relaxed and eased delicate feminine tissue during mating heat to ensure that there was no pain.


    “God, Jess. Enough.” He pulled her away just when she was beginning to really enjoy the taste, the feel of him.


    Eyes narrowed, she rose more fully to her knees, gripped the hem of her sweater and undershirt and pulled them free before tossing them to the floor.


    She would have teased him further, but before she had time he pushed her back to the bed, gripped one leg and quickly unlaced a boot before drawing it from her. The second followed just as efficiently.


    She hadn’t drawn a breath before his hands were at the snap and zip of her jeans. Those were peeled down her legs within seconds, leaving her naked before him.


    She felt the flush that suffused her body as his gaze roved over her. From her face to the tips of her toes, he stared at her as though he could consume her.


    Hawke had never seen anything, anyone, as lovely as Jessica. Slender and compact, her breasts full and swollen, dark pink nipples tight and hard.


    Like candy he thought. Her nipples looked like the sweetest candy.


    Letting his gaze move lower, he tracked the pale perfection of her rounded belly, the smooth, pale thighs sprinkled with freckles and then the sweet, lush mound between them.


    Her clit peeked out from the swollen, glistening folds. Throbbing and damp, it tempted his lips, his tongue. He’d dreamed of tasting her, of burying his lips between her legs and taking her with his tongue.


    The realization that she was finally his, finally here for him to pleasure, had his cock throbbing, the rich essence of his pre-come dampening the shaft as he lowered his body alongside hers.


    God, he wanted to touch her all at once. Taste her all at once. His tongue licked over her nipples before he drew one into his mouth and sucked at it hungrily. The tight little bud grew harder, tighter, hotter between his lips before he moved to the other. Its reaction was the same.


    He loved them. He suckled at them with delicate sips of his lips, then with the rougher draws of his mouth. One at a time, pleasuring them as she writhed beneath him, her hands spearing into his hair, tightening in the strands as though to hold him to her.


    As he drew back, gazing down at the tightened nipples, the sweet, exotic scent of her pussy drew his attention down her body. The lightest layer of syrup glistened against the soft curls that covered her mound, gleaming like dew and tempting his taste buds.


    A hard groan left his lips as his head lowered. His lips whispered down her body and his tongue licked over her stomach as he urged her higher onto the bed and moved between her thighs.


    She was abandoned, losing herself to him with a trust and innate passion that at once humbled him and left him shaking with lust.


    Pressing her legs farther apart, he watched her face as he let his tongue lick through the narrow slit of her pussy. The taste of her ambrosia. It was sweet and wild, causing him to groan with a rumbled growl at the intoxicating essence.


    She was like nothing he had ever tasted before. A narcotic he couldn’t deny himself. A sweet, powerful drug. Drawing his tongue through the rich juices, he let it circle the hard little nub of her clit. He licked over it, flicking his tongue against it as she jerked and shuddered in pleasure beneath him.


    Shattered little moans tore from her lips as she watched him. Her gaze was heavy lidded, her blue eyes almost neon as she panted for air beneath the lash of his tongue.


    How long he had waited for her, he thought. And it was worth every agonizing month. It was worth the endless nights to have her now, wet and wild beneath him as he tasted her.


    Drawing the tight little bud of her clit into his mouth, he sucked it gently, firmly. She bucked beneath the caress, her hips arching as her hands buried in his hair again.


    With his hands beneath her knees he urged her legs higher, groaning in pleasure when her small feet rested against his shoulders. It left her open to him, defenseless. His tongue moved lower, circled the fluttering, snug entrance to her pussy before he tunneled inside it with a hard, hungry thrust.


    Her juices spilled against his tongue as the tender muscles of her pussy clenched around the invader. A high, desperate cry spilled from her lips and he forced himself to remain still, just for a second, just until the impending orgasm eased inside her.


    Then he licked her. With his tongue working slow and easy inside the gripping opening, he licked at the sweetness, drew ragged cries from her lips and tasted paradise.


    The more he had of her, the more he wanted. As she began to tighten, to burn for orgasm, he pushed her higher, harder. His tongue thrust inside her as his fingers gripped her rear, parting the curves as his fingers slid inside the narrow crevice and found the tiny, sensitive entrance there.


    He didn’t breach it. He massaged it, rubbed it. His tongue fucked inside her pussy with lightning strokes as he stimulated the nerve-laden area beyond.


    Within seconds he felt her orgasm blooming. Her body tightened. High, tight little cries tore from her lips and then she jerked, shuddered, and he felt her explode.


    •••


    Jessica swore she was dying. Pleasure exploded inside her in a wave of light and heat that rushed through her mind and over her nerve endings to detonate in her womb. Like fingers of electric energy it sped through her system, throwing her into the burning center of a sun that she couldn’t escape, that exploded on and on until she felt as though she were no more than fragments drifting on a wild wind.


    And still, Hawke wasn’t finished. As she fought to catch her breath his lips lifted from her sex and he was dragging his body along hers as her legs fell to his hips.


    The head of his cock tucked against the tender opening of her pussy as a whimper of impending ecstasy passed her lips.


    “Sweet Jess,” he groaned as he bent above her, his lips feathering over hers as the head of his cock pressed inside her. “Sweet love. Sweet mate.” The last words seemed torn from him as the head of his erection forged inside her, drawing a hard, surprised cry from her lips.


    It was pleasure and pain. A mix of sensations so violent, so lightning swift, that her nails dug into his shoulders as she fought to make sense of them.


    “Hawke.” There was a hint of fear. She heard it in her voice, felt it edge at her mind. She had never experienced anything like this. She had never known that pleasure could be so intense, so white hot.


    “Hold on to me, baby.” His lips lifted from hers after a sweet, gentle kiss. “Just hold on. It’s going to be okay.”


    It would be okay.


    She felt his lips move to her neck. There, he kissed, licked, rasped his teeth against the sensitive flesh and drove her insane with the sensations racing through her.


    As he pleasured her there, his cock began to work inside her. Back and forth, slow and easy, burying inside her until he came to the shield of virginity that she had never quite been able to rid herself of.


    She heard the growl at her neck a second before he drew back, the tip of his cock pausing at the tight entrance of her sex before he surged inside.


    Jessica screamed. Pleasure and pain erupted inside her as he broke that last veil of innocence. Still, he wasn’t fully inside her. He stroked back, drove forward. The wide crest of his cock caressed nerve endings so sensitive, so responsive, that she couldn’t help but arch her hips, driving him deeper even as a lance of fire streaked up her spine.


    It was so good. Oh God, nothing had ever been as good as this. So hot. So much pleasure.


    She was screaming out his name, trying to scream, the word was shattered, throttled as she fought to breathe, to accept the heavy, stiff flesh he was penetrating her with.


    Writhing beneath him, she cried out, clenched her thighs on his hips and then threw her head back with a hard, silent cry as he finally thrust fully inside her.


    “Sweet Jess.” His groan was a harsh growl. “My sweet Jess. My mate.”


    He was moving then. Hard, heavy thrusts tunneled inside her, parting her, stretching her until she burned, ached and yet begged for more. Nothing seemed enough. She wanted him harder, faster. She wanted his teeth raking her neck more, she wanted air to breathe and she wanted to die in his arms, just like this, immersed forever in pleasure.


    The deep, driving strokes were making her insane. Her orgasm was so close she could feel it, ached to dive into it. Her legs tightened around his thrusting hips as he fucked inside her with heavy shafting strokes.


    Each desperate thrust pushed her higher, pushed her harder, until Jess swore she met the sun. She exploded with such an intensity of ecstasy that when his teeth pierced her shoulder and she felt him thrust inside her with one last hard, deep stroke, she screamed.


    When she felt her pussy stretching more, felt the explosion of his semen inside her and the thick, hard swelling in the middle of his cock, she forgot the meaning of rapture. She didn’t just orgasm; she became pleasure.


    The rush of sensations that tore through her nerve endings was pure ecstasy. They were white hot, electrical, charged with such feeling, so much pleasure, that Jess felt as though she were flying beyond herself, sinking into an ocean of sensation that had no beginning and no end.


    She knew what it was. The swelling in the middle of his cock, locking him inside her, positioning the head of his erection flush against her womb, ensuring the maximum chance of his seed spilling to fertile ground.


    Knowing what it was and experiencing it were two different things. Experiencing it was fear, ecstasy, a rush of rapturous pleasure. A bonding. A melding of emotion, sensation and knowledge.


    She belonged to him, just as he was hers. She had known that before. But now... Now Jess felt it clear to her soul. And now she knew why Hawke had warned her that there was no going back. It wasn’t just the mating heat. It was this. A pleasure that would become addictive. A need she would never escape. A man she would love until her dying breath.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 8•


    Hours and one hormone capsule later, Jessica took a deep breath before smoothing her hands over her hips, luxuriating in the feel of the lightweight dark blue velvet dress she had chosen for the Christmas Eve party.


    The long, fluid lines of the garment flowed to the tips of the matching high heels she wore and the color brought out the blue in her eyes.


    She piled her hair on her head, held it in place with clips that glittered with crystal gems and applied a light application of makeup that Hawke had retrieved from the other cabin, along with her clothes.


    She hadn’t imagined attending the party, even though she had prepared for it. There was a small bag of gifts that she’d ordered over the Internet and wrapped carefully. On the stove in the kitchen sat the rolls, delicate breads and sweets that Hawke had had flown in earlier.


    She felt excited, flushed and filled with anticipation. She had always heard her mother say that Christmas was for kids, and Jessica had wondered as she grew older if that wasn’t the truth.


    Until tonight. She no longer wondered. The sense of excitement and anticipation that she could feel emanating from Haven was infectious.


    Moving from the bathroom, she walked across the bedroom to the wide windows that looked out over the front lawn and the cabins across the small paved road.


    There were two Breed soldiers standing at the side of the road, laughing with two others who had walked out of the cabin directly across from her and Hawke’s.


    There weren’t a lot of cabins in Haven’s small community. Perhaps two dozen, some one bedroom, some two. Many of the cabins were inhabited by two or more Breeds though. The pack mentality had survived outside the labs. Males and females often inhabited the same cabin, nonsexually, for the closeness it provided them.


    Strength in numbers, Dr. Armani had told her once. The Breeds so believed in strength in numbers that they made certain they were in packs or pairs at all times. Just as they were in the wild.


    Touching her hand to the glass, she watched as the soldiers lifted their hands in farewell, each moving away to whatever called them back. Two headed along the street, obviously on patrol, while the other two moved back into the cabin.


    Snow was still heaped along the streets, spread out in a pristine cloak around the compound where it seemed the Breeds hesitated to step except where necessary. Yards held no snowmen, the snow was largely untrampled, and she had yet to see a snowball fight. For what it lacked it did nothing to dim a Christmas spirit that Jessica hadn’t expected. She could have sworn she had even heard Christmas carols earlier.


    Shaking her head at the thought of some of the stern-faced Breeds singing Christmas carols she collected the small velvet purse from the bed, pulled a tiny five-shot .22 derringer from the duffel bag Hawke had brought from her cabin with the other items, and secured it inside the purse.


    The Breeds knew she had the derringer. At least, a few of them did. The tiny gun had been collected along with her other belongings when she was taken into custody.


    It was little more than a powerful peashooter, but at close range it could do some serious damage. She wasn’t allowed a regular weapon any longer, or at least, her military issue weapon hadn’t been returned to her, so she assumed, for the moment, it wasn’t allowed.


    For the moment. She had all intentions of making certain her weapon was returned, along with her job. Once Dr. Armani was certain there was no chance that the drug she had been given was still in her system, then she would request her post back.


    Until then, she had a home to decorate and furnish. Hawke had the basics. A large mattress and box spring, but no true bed. A closet to hang their clothes in, bar stools at the bar. The house was largely empty, and already she was coming up with ideas on how to fill it.


    “Damn, you look like an angel.”


    She turned around, feeling the skirt of the gown as it flared around her feet, to stare back at Hawke in surprise.


    His voice had been pitched low, dark with longing, with an element of need that seemed to cascade through her system.


    Dressed in dark jeans, black shirt and boots, with his hair still damp from the shower and brushed back, he looked like a dark angel himself. Sensual, sexual and wicked. A being so erotic that he made grown women melt in shameless hunger.


    She had seen that melting more than once. Breeds and non-Breeds alike, women took one look at Hawke’s roughly handsome face, corded muscular body and deep golden eyes, and they wept in need.


    “You look damn fine yourself.” She smiled, suddenly nervous, feeling her palms dampen as a surge of sensation seemed to erupt between her thighs.


    Wow. The hormonal treatment Dr. Armani had worked up for her evidently didn’t do the job the way it should. One look at Hawke and every feminine hormone in her body went nuts. It was a chaotic mixture of arousal, trepidation and pure excitement.


    She couldn’t blame it all on the mating heat. She’d felt this way before he’d ever touched her, before he’d ever kissed her.


    She’d talked to Dr. Armani in depth over the past year about mating heat, and she was beginning to wonder if the heat wasn’t just an advanced arousal. An advanced tie. If nature hadn’t simply ensured that those who fell in love were pushed together faster, held together more firmly, to guarantee the survival of this species.


    “Ready?” He held his hand out to her. A large, capable, strong hand. Calloused and dark, as though his entire body was permanently tanned.


    Jessica moved to him slowly, let him envelop her hand in his and draw her to the bedroom door.


    “Did you put the presents in the Rover?” she asked, trying to tone down the nervousness. She hadn’t been to a party in years. Not since her father had finally stopped forcing her to attend the boring little functions he and his friends had staged several times a year.


    “The presents are in the Rover,” he promised her. “The breads and desserts are packed snugly in the backseat alongside them.”


    “Good.” She swallowed tightly as they moved down the natural wood stairs to the foyer. “You’re certain I should go?”


    She wasn’t so certain. She was known as a traitor, no matter the reason. How could any of the Breeds trust her now?


    “I’m absolutely certain you should go.” He drew to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, collected the long dark blue and black cloak that went with her dress and drew it over her shoulders. “You’re worrying too much, Jess. Everything is going to be fine.”


    “Easy for you to say.” She licked her lips before raking the lower one with her teeth and staring up at him as worry began to tighten her chest. “I couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting me there, Hawke. You didn’t force this, did you?”


    The faint smile at his lips was chastising, and just a bit amused. “I can’t force something like this, mate,” he promised her. “If Wolfe didn’t trust you to be there, then you wouldn’t be.”


    That was true. She inhaled tightly before straightening her shoulders and forcing in courage for the evening ahead.


    She knew Hope, Wolfe’s mate. Just as she knew Faith and Charity, the mates of his closest friends. She also knew Amanda Bear, a former president’s daughter and mate to a Coyote Breed. She’d met Anya Delgado several times, mate to the Coyote Breed alpha. She knew the mates of those who were influential in this world. She had thought they might even be friends.


    “You’re worrying too much,” he promised her as they left the house and stepped into the cold night air.


    Hawke held on to her as he moved her quickly to the Rover, helped her in and then loped around to the driver’s side. Jessica kept her fingers laced tightly together and held in her lap.


    She knew Hawke could sense her nervousness; it wasn’t something she could help. She had always been denied acceptance until she had come here two years ago. During the year she had spent working with the Breeds she had thought she had begun to find that acceptance. Until she had unwillingly, unwittingly, given her father the information he had needed to attack Haven in the worst ways. She had given the location of the alpha’s home, as well as the homes of his second-in-command and his head of security. Locations that were kept hidden for a reason: because their lives were in such danger.


    The drive to the entrance of the community center was quick. Hawke drew the Rover to a stop at the large double doors where a young Breed stepped outside and moved to the driver’s side as Hawke stepped out of the vehicle and walked quickly to Jessica’s door.


    She took his hand, allowing him to help her to the paved entrance and draw her inside.


    The upper, aboveground portion of the community center was filled with large rooms, a kitchen and various work centers. Belowground, reinforced and nearly impenetrable, was the huge open gathering area.


    Joining ceremonies, as marriages were called in the Breed society, were often held there. It was there that mates were rushed if Haven was attacked, and this was where various dignitaries were brought for meetings.


    Hawke guided her into a large elevator and keyed in his security code. Instantly the doors closed and they were whisked several floors belowground where they were deposited into a wide hallway where both human and Breed guests were loitering. Several journalists were in attendance, though no photographers were allowed. Breeds highly valued their privacy, no matter their Feline or Canine designations.


    “You’re almost shaking,” Hawke accused her softly.


    “I don’t do well at parties.” She lifted her head and squared her shoulders as they passed several Breed soldiers who had escorted her to her cell the day she had been arrested.


    “You’re going to do wonderfully,” he promised her as they stepped inside the wide double doors to the main room and he helped her off with her cloak before handing it over to a helpful attendant. A human attendant.


    Coyote and Wolf Breeds mingled amid Christmas music and a display of bright, multicolored lights. At one end of the room was a huge fir tree that had been brought in, decorated lavishly and stacked with presents underneath.


    Wolfe Gunnar stood close to the brightly colored traditional tree with Hope, his mate. Hope, with her slightly Asian features and diminutive stature, was dressed in a gay, vivid Christmas green. Her shoulder-length black hair fell like silken ribbon and gave her an almost regal air.


    Wolfe, much taller and broader, stood with his arm around her shoulders as he laughed at something another Breed said. Coarse black hair was pulled back from his face to his nape and secured there. He was dressed in black as well, as were most of the males, with a dark silver silk ribbon stretching from his shoulder across his chest and to his waist that proclaimed his rank of Wolf Breed Alpha.


    There were other ribbons present on many of the males. Different colors, all muted blue or gray. His second-in-command wore cloudy gray; his head of security wore a navy blue. Communications wore silver blue.


    The women, guests and Breeds alike, were dressed extravagantly in long gowns. For the Breed females, this was their chance to be women rather than soldiers.


    “I see you finally got her to join the rest of us mortals.” Ashley True stepped up to them, her teasing smile catching Jessica off guard.


    “It was a trial,” Hawke admitted as he pulled Jessica closer.


    “He’s the trial,” Jessica teased back. She was actually glad to see Ashley now that she wasn’t her bodyguard.


    “Most male Breeds are.” Ashley sighed with exaggerated patience. “We put up with them the best we can.”


    “Be good brat, or I’ll have a talk with your alpha about giving in on those spa treatments,” Hawke warned her. “I hear you got the full go-round today.”


    Ashley’s smile brightened as she fluffed a head full of multihued blonde curls and flashed a perfect set of nails. “Del-Rey does so enjoy spoiling me, Hawke. He won’t listen to you.”


    “Brat.” Hawke laughed again.


    “Always,” Ashley agreed. “Now, go find Wolfe. He was asking where you were a little while ago. I’m off to find more punch.”


    She sped away on heels that should have been impossible to stand on.


    “That woman is a menace,” Hawke muttered as they continued through the throng of guests.


    “She’s nice though.” Ashley, her sisters Sharone and Emma, and the Coyote’s mate and Coya, the female Coyote alpha, Anya, had always been kind to her. She’d appreciated that, even as she had chafed under their protection.


    “She’s hell. A prissy little diva by day and when night falls, I swear, one of the sharpest, most lethal Coyote Breeds ever created.”


    But wasn’t that what all Breeds were created to be? They were trained to fit in when they had to, and to kill perfectly, efficiently, when they were ordered to.


    Moving to the tree, Hawke sat their large bag of gifts among the others before straightening and drawing Jessica to where Wolfe and Hope Gunnar and Jacob and Faith Arlington stood.


    “Wolfe, Hope, Jacob, Faith.” He nodded to the four as he drew Jessica closer. “May I present my mate and soon-to-be wife, Jessica Raines.”


    Jessica almost froze in shock as everyone around them became quiet. Dread began to fill her as Wolfe’s black gaze flickered over her. He was imposing, showing little emotion, no acceptance or rejection. His nostril’s flared and he drew in her scent.


    She knew he could smell the combination of her scent and Hawke’s as it merged in the mating heat. He would also smell her fear. But would he know her regret, her pain, and the wish that she had known what her parents were doing, how they had wanted to destroy the Breeds? Did all that come across in a scent? She highly doubted it.


    “You’ve chosen well, Hawke Esteban.” Wolfe’s arm moved from his mate’s shoulder so he could clasp Hawke’s hand. “A beautiful and loyal mate, and one I’m pleased to accept into our pack.”


    Jessica blinked. He couldn’t have been speaking of her, could he?


    “Jessica, had we not doubted that you could betray us, then you would have died before Hawke had time to declare you as his mate,” Wolfe told her softly as she stared back at him. “Questions needed answers, and your loyalty had to be proven rather than simply believed in despite the evidence. We thank you for your patience, and above all, for the grace you showed during your confinement to give us the time to prove your innocence, as well as your bond to your mate.”


    She shook her head slowly. “What grace, Alpha Gunnar?” she whispered in disbelief.


    A smile tugged at his lips. “You didn’t throw anything at us, despite months upon months of questioning. You never threatened to call in a representative, though you could have. And not once did you demand rights that were due you. The right of Tribunal rather than confinement during your interrogation. That was grace.”


    She shook her head again. “It was guilt,” she whispered back. “How could I deny what I had done, even though I couldn’t explain why I had done it, or stop the actions even as they happened?”


    “You saved my mate, as well as Jacob’s, despite the drug that enforced your will,” he said gently. “That was courage, and it was strength. We need that strength to survive our future. You’re part of Hawke’s future, and therefore, part of our own. Welcome to our pack.”


    He nodded with a slow dip of his head, a respectful air of acceptance. He wouldn’t hug her, nor shake her hand. No Breed alive would dare to even brush against her during mating heat, especially that first, strongest phase that she was in now.


    She had been accepted though. By his words and his actions, Wolfe had given her mating to Hawke his blessing, and therefore, the pack’s blessing.


    “Dance with me now.” Hawke drew her into his arms even though she was still reeling from Wolfe’s proclamation.


    She was part of the pack, a family. The pack was like an extended family, drawing together both Wolf and Coyote Breeds, extending an umbrella over each member, an acceptance they could find nowhere else.


    The sound of a slow ballad filled the huge room as Hawke led her to the dance floor. Instantly, heat, sizzling energy and a sense of warmth began to invade her. With her head against his chest, his hands settled low at her back, moving her against him, Jessica let the acceptance she had been given sink inside her.


    She had found a home; she had found a family. She had people who had believed in her even when it had appeared she had betrayed them.


    “I love you, Jessica Raines.”


    She almost froze in his arms as Hawke whispered the words at her ear.


    Jessica lifted her head and stared up at him, her lips parting, tears filling her eyes. “I’ve always loved you, Hawke Esteban,” she answered, her voice soft, trembling. “Since the moment I met you, I loved you.”


    He was her future, he was her heart.


    Lowering his head, he brushed his lips against hers, a sizzling caress that almost caused a moan to break from her throat. She could taste a hint of the spicy essence of his kiss. A taste of lust, need, desire and hunger. A taste that would only fuel her own.


    “Soon,” he promised, turning his head until he could brush his lips against her ear. “Soon, mate.”


    Soon. Tonight. When they stepped back into their home, when they stepped back into the heat waiting to flare between them.


    Soon. Until then, she had this. His touch, this dance and the incredible realization that she did indeed have a future.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 9•


    It was a night made for lovers. Even amid the party, Christmas cheer, exchange of gifts and laughter, there was an air of warmth and intimacy that bound her to Hawke.


    Quiet smiles, the touch of his hand, the knowledge that the sexual need was building inside both of them. When her skin was prickling with awareness and sensitivity, he took her hand and drew her back to Wolfe and Hope where they made their farewells.


    Anyone watching them would have known why they were leaving, what would be happening that night. Besides the fact that they were Breeds and they could smell the mating heat, Jessica knew that each touch, each look they stole at each other gave them away.


    The drive back to their home was made in silence. The short distance was filled with magic though. The twinkling of lights, the heated warmth spearing between them. When they pulled into the driveway, Hawke stepped around the vehicle, opened the door and then lifted her into his arms.


    She couldn’t speak. Her throat felt closed with emotion when he pushed the door open and, rather than moving upstairs, moved to the living room instead.


    Where once the room had been empty, there was now a Christmas tree and a lush silk-covered mattress awaiting them.


    The lights on the tree lit up as they stepped into the room. Blue and gold. The entire tree was lit with blue and gold. There were only lights, no ornaments, but at the base of a tree was a small, gaily wrapped box.


    “What is this?” she whispered as he carried her to the mattress and eased her to the thick silk comforter that covered it.


    “It’s our first Christmas.”


    •••


    Hawke stared into Jessica’s shining eyes. There were tears there. She stared at the tree as though she had never seen one before, much as he had stared at the first Christmas tree Wolfe and Hope had decorated for Haven’s first Christmas several years before.


    There, amid the colors he had chosen for their family—her blue eyes, his golden ones—he watched as she reached out, her fingers trembling, to touch the point of one tiny light. A golden one. His color.


    “Hawke.” She whispered his name again, her voice throbbing, as she turned back to him, staring at him as though he had just given her the most precious gift in the world.


    He swallowed tightly, his throat nearly closed with emotion. Hell, this was the hardest part to get used to, he thought. So much emotion, when before he had felt so very little. The labs had bred emotion out of the Breeds. The scientists and soldiers beat it out of them, froze it out of them, and in some cases, had killed to be rid of Breeds that couldn’t hide emotion.


    Hawke had survived. He had hidden all emotion, often even from himself. He had cared for nothing but the survival of the Breeds as a whole, and once he escaped, he had made certain that the survival of their race was all that mattered to him.


    Until Jessica.


    Now, staring into the velvety depths of her eyes, he knew that he would die, kill, forsake even his race, for this one woman.


    “This is my first present to you.” He lifted the small box from beneath the tree and handed it to her.


    The brush of her fingers against his was like fire. He could feel the tremble just beneath her flesh, smell the arousal and the hint of need that filled her. He could also sense the love that poured from her. He had never smelled love before, not in relation to himself.


    He could become addicted to it.


    Hawke watched as she took the gift from him and slowly pulled at the bow he had tied around the small decorated box. It came loose easily, allowing her to lift the flap open.


    Reaching in, she pulled free the angel that was inside. With red gold hair and blue eyes, the porcelain body was finely made. Dressed in jeans and a sweater, feet bare. Behind her back, delicate crystal wings were attached and a glistening halo circled her head.


    At her feet sat a great gray wolf, its golden eyes staring up at her in adoration. Finding an artist to create what he had needed hadn’t been easy. The delicate tree ornament had only been finished for a matter of weeks.


    “My God,” she whispered, her gaze lifting to his as she cradled the figurine in her palm. “Hawke, it’s beautiful.”


    “Not nearly as beautiful as you.” He had to clear his throat before he could speak further. “It’s our first ornament, Jess. Our first Christmas together.”


    Cupping her hand, he lifted free the gold tree ring in the back and helped her to her feet before guiding her hand to the tree.


    There, in the center, he attached the ring to a branch and watched as the blue and gold lights gleamed around it.


    Turning her to him, his hands on her shoulders, he lowered his lips, touched them to hers and whispered a prayer for their future.


    A second later, everything went black.


    Jessica heard Hawke’s muted groan. It wasn’t one of pleasure, nor of arousal. The sound was so odd, so animalistic, that her eyes jerked open, even as he pulled her to the mattress.


    It was a free fall. It wasn’t a man taking a woman down to continue the pleasure that filled both their minds. It was a complete, boneless fall, his arms still wrapped around her as he somehow managed to drag her beneath him even as she felt unconsciousness overtake him.


    “Hawke!” She screamed his name as she pushed at his much larger body, trying to get his weight off her, to figure out what was going on.


    After struggling from beneath him, she rose to her knees, her hands gripping his shoulders when a sudden, fiery tug at her scalp jerked her back and threw her to the floor.


    Bracing her fall with her hands, she lifted her head and tossed her hair from her face as she stared up at the dark, shadowed male form above her.


    A tight sneer pulled at his lips as he glared back at her from eyes that were familiar, and had once been warm and filled with friendship. His husky body was tight, tense with anger, and she swore she could feel the need to kill as it emanated from him.


    “Todd.” She whispered his name, her voice ragged with betrayal and pain.


    Todd shook his head, the close cut of his dark blond hair gleaming in the Christmas lights. “I thought better of you, Jess,” he snapped. “I never thought you’d become a dog’s bitch.” She almost flinched at the contempt in his tone, then cried out in despair as he kicked Hawke. A swift, hard jab to the ribs that brought no response from her mate, not so much as a harsh, indrawn breath.


    Jessica’s gaze moved from his eyes to the gun Todd held. The silenced Trigg Automatic Glacier was built on the old P-90 lines. Fully automatic, it used flesh-searing, armor-shredding ammunition. One bullet could take out an arm, a leg. A shot to the head, chest or back was fatal. It was so illegal that the United States had placed a ban on it more than ten years ago, and all previous sales of the weapon and ammunition were sought out and the owners reimbursed for the confiscation of the weapon.


    “What are you doing, Todd?” With her peripheral vision she sought for her handbag. The little derringer she carried was no match for the weapon he was using, but if she could get just one shot off, one to the head or to the chest, then she might have a chance. Hawke might have a chance.


    “You stupid bitch.” He sneered, his hazel eyes blazing with wrath as he kicked Hawke again before stalking around the edge of the mattress. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m making certain you pay for betraying God and your country. You stupid whore.”


    This time he kicked her.


    Before Jessica could evade the toe of his steel-lined boot, it connected with her stomach, throwing her back to the edge of the tree as she felt the air whoosh from her body.


    Gasping for oxygen, she tried to scramble out of the way of the next kick, crying out as he landed a blow against her hip.


    “Are you insane?” she cried out, barely escaping another kick. “The Breeds will kill you for this, Todd.”


    He had been her friend. They had worked together in the communications center; they had gone through basic training and Breed security together. He had always had a smile, always seemed loyal to the Breeds, always argued for their rights and their right to live with others.


    “They’ll have to figure out who did it first,” he laughed back at her. “How do you think I snuck up on him, bitch? How do you think I managed to hide in the house he spent every waking minute building for you?”


    She shook her hair from her eyes as she fought to find a way out of this. How had he managed to sneak up on Hawke? To disable him so easily?


    Todd laughed again, the sound ugly, brutal. It echoed with menace and a hunger to inflict pain.


    “Can’t figure it out, can you, Jessica?” He smirked. “I guess the Breeds didn’t tell you all about close proximity and association, did they?”


    Actually, she did know about it. Close proximity and association was when a human became so much a part of a particular pack or family that his scent began to blend in with those of surrounding family or pack members. The human began to carry not just his own scent, but also the scent of the areas and the Breeds that he was in close proximity with.


    “I made sure I stayed close here.” He stared around the living room. “I carried in lumber, I hung around and talked and laughed while it was being built. And afterward...” His smile became sly. “Afterward I came inside as much as possible, always certain to wear the same clothes, to make sure when they were cleaned they were washed with Breed uniforms.” He shook his head. “How easy it is sometimes to slip up on them. They tightened security on the rest of us after they suspected you betrayed them, but even then, it wasn’t enough. Because I knew how to fool them.”


    He wouldn’t fool them for long. Close proximity and close association only made his scent familiar to the Breeds. Hawke might have missed his individual scent mixed with those of his own as well as those of the other Breeds that had been inside the house to set up the tree and lights, but that wouldn’t mean he was safe.


    His scent now was mixed with that of the weapon, as well as the individual scent he carried that would be stronger because of the length of association with the room.


    Her knowledge of the subject was limited, but the Breeds’ knowledge wasn’t. They knew how to track their enemies, whether or not they had been in close proximity and association.


    “You won’t get away with it, Todd.” She shook her head, knowing she was running out of time. She could see in his expression, in the hardening of the flesh over his cheekbones and forehead, that he was preparing himself to make his next move.


    She couldn’t get to the derringer.


    “How did you manage to knock out Hawke?” She hadn’t sensed a blow to his head, and surely she would have.


    Todd grinned again. It was a smile of smug satisfaction and triumph. “The champagne I handed him at the party. It was drugged. A special little mix of cocktails that carries no scent, no taste, and takes several hours to react on the Breed senses. I took my chances on it.” He shrugged. “Look how well it paid off.”


    And it had paid off well for him.


    “You don’t want to do this, Todd,” she rasped, rising to her feet, swaying as though she were dizzy, as though the blows and the shock to her system were too much. “You can’t destroy the Breeds like this. It won’t work.”


    “I’ll get away with it,” he assured her. “They will never know it was me.”


    “You won’t listen any more than my father would,” she snapped back then, as though angry. “The way to destroy them isn’t through this sort of deception. It’s through the mating heat.”


    He paused. “The heat is a rumor.” There was an edge of suspicion in his voice though.


    Jessica gave a light laugh as she held her hand to her ribs. “I’m going to forgive the bruises for just a moment,” she told him. “I’m even going to try to forget that you’re a moron acting outside of orders.” He frowned at the insult. “Imagine, if you will, that the mating heat does exist. How do you destroy the Breeds?”


    His eyes narrowed on her. Oh yes, let that suspicion work through your teeny tiny little brain, she thought. She was the daughter of the man who had led the pure blood society he was obviously a part of. The daughter who had been imprisoned and betrayed her people. But he couldn’t be certain; not really. No one had heard from her in a year before her release.


    “You prove mating heat,” he ventured softly.


    “Father wouldn’t listen.” She shook her head furiously. “Killing the mates would only enrage them, but they’re too heavily backed by too many powerful political figures now. That’s not the way to take them down.”


    Todd nodded slowly. “You have to make people fear them.”


    She smiled in approval. “I didn’t betray my people or my country, Todd. You know I couldn’t do that. I loved my father. I love my country.”


    “You pulled Gunnar and Arlington’s mates out of harm’s way,” he accused her furiously, but the gun leveled off and his attention was no longer on Jessica.


    “I did what I had to do,” she snarled back at him. “Mating heat, Todd. Prove mating heat. How do you prove it?”


    He licked his lips, staring at her like he was beginning to see her point of view.


    “Let the heat run it’s course,” she suggested. “Then escape. Once I do that, and the heat is fully conditioned inside me, then we have what we need to destroy them. Proof.”


    There wasn’t a chance in hell.


    “You’re fully mated?”


    “Close.” She pushed her fingers through her hair as though frustrated. “Close, until you decided to play the moron. God, couldn’t you have given me just a few more days? That was all I needed.”


    Was it working? He was suspicious. He was still watching her as though he knew she was lying, knew she was playing him.


    “How can I believe you?” He wanted to though, because the thought of finally proving the Breeds were a threat was irresistible.


    “Don’t you ever pay attention to anything beyond your own inglorious little fantasies?” she scoffed. “Tell me, Todd. Have you ever shaken hands with one of the Breeds’ wives? Didn’t you ever pay attention to how you are never allowed to touch one of them? How only certain members of any department are allowed around them? They told me about mating heat within my first year there, because the alpha’s wife, as well as the second-in-command’s, was becoming friends with me. I had to sign waivers to hell and back and swear on everything under the sun that I would never reveal it. To prove it, I had to ensure one of them mated me.” She glanced at Hawke as though in disgust and caught the barest flicker of his eyelashes.


    Oh God, let him be waking up. Let him be okay. She had no idea how to get out of this other than running her mouth. Todd was too far away for her to jump him, and was too suspicious for her to get him out of the room.


    “Hawke still has to die,” Todd told her as she turned her gaze back to him.


    “Oh sure, kill the goose with the golden egg.” She rolled her eyes. “Where do you think the mating heat comes from? Don’t you read the papers? It’s a hormone, Todd. He has to do all these little ‘alive’ things, like kissing me, screwing me, trying to make little Breed babies with me. Do you understand yet?”


    She was going to throw up. She couldn’t believe she was saying these things, that Hawke was listening, that he could hear her. She had fought for so long to make amends for what she had done unwillingly. Now it would only appear as though she had willingly betrayed them.


    She could see her future draining away before her eyes. She could see her happiness dying, her life becoming forfeit. But, if Hawke lived, if he managed to save himself, then it would be worth it.


    Her Hawke was well worth dying for.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 10•


    Hawke could smell the lies coming off Jessica in waves. The desperation to make Todd Bennett believe her went clear to her soul. She sounded convincing, and when he snuck a brief look at her face, she looked convincing. His Jess was playing the role of her life and fighting to give him a chance to get his bearings.


    The animal inside him was slowly coming awake. He could feel his senses sharpening, his strength returning. His unique Breed genetics were slowly pushing past the barrier that had clouded his mind.


    What the fuck had happened? He felt like he had been hit by a two-by-four, but he knew there wasn’t a chance in hell anyone could have slipped up on him that easily.


    “I can’t believe whoever gave you the order to try anything this insane,” Jessica continued with a disgusted sigh. “Really, Todd. Didn’t your little attempted assassin inform your group how many times I’ve been out in that forest trying to escape this place?”


    There was a moment of silence.


    “The group doesn’t know about that,” Todd finally admitted. “I was the one shooting at you.”


    “Father would have had you killed if he were still alive,” she spat back at him. “Even he knew not to attempt to kill me. He knew what I was trying to do, he just didn’t agree with it. Do you think he would have risked drugging me if I had been truly totally against it? The drug was only there to give me a plausible escape, not because the damned thing actually worked. Use your brain for a change.”


    Hawke felt her move away from the tree as he opened his eyes just enough to focus, to see if his vision had fully returned yet.


    The first thing he saw was the porcelain figure on the floor, one tiny crystal wing lying in fragments against the hardwood.


    He had to grit his teeth to keep from growling in fury. That had been his first gift to her, a reflection of what he saw in her. His angel. The beauty that could tame the beast inside him.


    Todd Bennett was a dead man walking.


    “I wish I could believe you, Jessica.” Todd’s voice was filled with regret, with hope. “The story is good, I’ll give that to you. It’s enough to make me want to believe.”


    “Then kill me,” she laughed. “Go ahead, Todd. Make the worst mistake of your life. Because when you do, Uncle Craig will reach out from prison and snap your skinny little neck.”


    Craig Raines. His arrest had been made so quietly that it hadn’t even hit the papers. Only a few people could have known of his arrest. Jess knew, because she had given the Breeds the information that her uncle and her father both had ties to the pure blood groups.


    Hawke felt Todd pause then.


    “Craig wasn’t caught,” he said, but Hawke could hear the fear in his voice then.


    “Don’t be a fool,” Jessica snapped, and though the tone of her voice was confident, he could feel her fear increase. “Craig was the mastermind behind the plot to kill the Breeds at the Christmas party in Advert just before my release. He was also my contact.”


    Hawke was almost ready to move. He could feel his muscles unlocking, adrenaline coursing through his body as he tensed to attack. Just another few seconds. If Jess could just hold on a little longer, distract Todd just a bit more...


    “I can’t take the chance,” Todd said softly, his voice now filled with regret. “I’m sorry, Jess. I just can’t take a chance on you.”


    •••


    He was going to kill her.


    Jess watched as Todd lifted the weapon, aiming it at her stomach. Damn, that was going to hurt. He was going to make sure that he punished her, whether he believed it or not.


    “Uncle Craig will have you skinned alive for this,” she snapped.


    “Like the Breeds, Craig will have to figure out who did it first,” he informed her, his smile tight and hard. “Unlike some who are in the society, Jess, I believe that sometimes we have to take every opportunity we’re given to destroy the Breeds. You’re his mate. Alive, you still serve a purpose to the Breeds. Dead, you destroy him.”


    His arm stiffened.


    Jess threw herself across the room, diving for the floor, thankful that at least he was shooting at her, not at Hawke. At the same time, a vicious, enraged howl filled the house.


    The whine of the silenced weapon could be heard a second before his screams. A second before the sound of chaos tore through the room.


    Stumbling to her feet, she rushed for her purse, her head lifting as she stumbled on the mattress, her eyes widening at the sight that met her eyes.


    Animalistic, primal. Hawke had Todd’s neck in the powerful grip of his hand as he shook him. The weapon had fallen to the floor and Todd stared back in horror at the vision of Breed rage.


    Hawke’s lips were drawn back from his teeth, his canine’s flashing in the low glow of the tree lights. A howl tore from his lips again as Breed enforcers rushed into the room. Leading them was none other than Wolfe, his expression a mask of fury. Hawke shook Todd again before throwing him against the wall and burying his fist in the other man’s gut.


    The air expelled from Todd’s lungs with a gasp. As Hawke stepped back, he crumpled to the floor, gasping, short cries tearing from his throat as he tried to crawl away.


    “Hawke.” She moved to him, her hand lifting, shaking, as tears began to fall from her eyes.


    He turned on her then. Golden eyes flamed with his rage and a sob shook her entire body. He had heard everything. He had heard her speak of betraying him, of betraying him further. He had heard the lies she told to distract Todd, lies that would be her death sentence now.


    “My mate,” he snarled, suddenly jerking her to him, shocking her with the force of his hold and the snarled demand in his voice.


    “Hawke.” She whispered his name through her tears as one hand wrapped around the back of her neck, the other gripping her hip as he jerked her closer.


    “My mate,” he growled again. “Always mine.”


    Before she could affirm or deny, his head lowered, his lips covered hers and his tongue pushed forcefully between her lips.


    Immediately the taste of the mating hormone exploded through her senses. It was richer, spicier than ever before. She could feel the burn almost immediately, the explosion of sensation, hunger and need that lashed through her body and drove her to claw at his chest to get closer.


    As though the threat of death had pushed him past reason, he kissed her with a desperation she had never known before, a desperation she returned. Their tongues twined, mated, fought and surrendered in a dance as old as time.


    When he managed to jerk back she could only sway against him, dazed and uncertain, as she heard the men behind her, heard Todd’s frightened cries, his breathless accusations against her. The details of the plan she had given him, the plan that had never existed.


    “Get that bastard out of my mate’s home.” Hawke turned to Wolfe as Jess struggled to turn in his arms. “I want him dead.”


    “Quietly,” Wolfe stated, his dark eyes going between Hawke and Jessica. “He’s bringing some serious charges against Jess already, Hawke,” he warned.


    “Lies.” His arm tightened around Jess. “The bastard thought I was senseless from the drug he slipped me at the party. He didn’t give me near enough. I was weak, not unconscious. He lies. He bragged of his part in betraying the Breeds and his connections to the pure blood society that attacked in Advert before Jess’s release. I want him taken care of, Wolfe. Permanently. He knows Jess is my mate. He’s been deceitful enough that he’s put together the information on mating. He’s a risk we can’t afford.”


    Wolfe stared back at him for long seconds as Jess watched and fought to catch her breath. She felt as though she were falling, as though the strength had seeped from her limbs the moment she realized Todd was pulling the trigger.


    “He’ll be taken care of.” Wolfe nodded before turning back to the Breeds that had restrained Todd. “Take care of it, Jacob,” he ordered his second-in-command. “Quietly.”


    Todd would never be heard from again.


    She watched as he was dragged from the room, kicking, screaming, begging for mercy.


    There would be no mercy, she knew. If he hadn’t tried to kill Hawke, if he hadn’t admitted to being a part of drugging her, of attacking Haven, then he might have had a chance of escaping Breed law.


    “I’ll need your report in the morning.” Wolfe turned back to them.


    “How did you know?” Jess finally found her voice, her brain. “How did you know to be here?”


    Wolfe turned his gaze back to her, his eyes penetrating, as though he could see clear to her soul.


    “It’s a tradition,” he told her. “We came to hang a wreath on your door, to welcome your union into the pack. That was when we heard your screams and Hawke’s howls.”


    A tradition of acceptance. Her lips parted as emotion swamped her and the events of the day began to clash inside her.


    “Hawke, I expect your verbal report tomorrow after you turn in the written report,” Wolfe informed him. “Until then, I’ll clear your house out and leave you with your mate.”


    She could still hear Todd screaming outside. It was muted, distant, but the sound struck at her heart and left her shaking on the inside.


    He had been a friend. Tonight he had toasted to her union with Hawke; he had smiled and wished her every happiness. Hours later, he had tried to kill her.


    The door closed behind Wolfe and his enforcers, leaving them alone as Jess moved, pushed herself from Hawke’s embrace and went to the tree.


    Kneeling on the floor, she picked up the figurine that had fallen and touched her broken wing carefully.


    “She can’t be fixed,” Jess whispered as another tear slipped down her cheek.


    Taking the figure from her, Hawke wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her against him. She watched, silent, as he hung the ornament again, the broken wing sending fragments of light glittering around it.


    “She doesn’t need to be fixed.” Hawke’s voice was soft, his breath feathering along her temple as she stared at the wing. “She’ll always remind us of what we survived, Jess.”


    She bit her lip and tried not to cry.


    “I was lying,” she finally bit out desperately, another sob tearing from her chest. “What I told Todd...”


    Hawke swung her around, his finger pressing to her lips as she saw the surprising crooked grin on his lips.


    “Breeds can smell a lie, mate. Have you forgotten that?”


    Her lips parted. Yes, she had forgotten that. In the fear and the confusion, she had forgotten that Breeds could smell a lie.


    “You knew?” Her breathing hitched as happiness seemed to flood her. “You knew I was lying?”


    “I knew you were fighting to hold on until I could get my bearings.” He touched a tear on her cheek, wiped it away. “I knew you were saving both our lives the only way you could, baby. You didn’t hurt me. I never once believed otherwise.”


    •••


    Could he love anyone more than he loved her at that moment, Hawke wondered. Pure joy lit up her gaze; sweet heat and unconditional love filled the air around them. She was indeed a mate he could be proud of. One he knew would always walk at his side.


    Turning, he lifted her in his arms and bore her back to the mattress.


    “I believe we were in the middle of something when that bastard disturbed us,” he stated as he came over her, her arms wrapping around his neck as her lips curved into a tempting, loving smile.


    “We weren’t exactly in the middle,” she shot back saucily. “I believe we were just getting started. Don’t go missing steps there, mate.”


    He had to laugh at her. She’d always been able to make him smile, make him laugh. She had always lightened his heart even as she hardened his dick.


    “I love you, Jess,” he growled, the man and the animal speaking, the primal need and emotion that erupted inside him impossible to contain.


    “I love you, Hawke Esteban. With everything I am, I love you.”


    His lips covered hers then. Deep, sipping kisses kept them both drugged as they fought with their clothes, pulling them from each other, tossing them to the side, baring their flesh to the stroke and caress of the other.


    Her hands roved over his back, her nails rasping over his flesh as she arched against him, urging him with little moans and cries for the possession he couldn’t hold back.


    He had nearly lost her. So easily, she could have been taken away from him tonight. How the hell was he supposed to live if he ever lost his Jess? Not just his mate, but his woman, his lover. She was a part of his soul that he knew he never wanted to be free of.


    Sliding his hand along her side, he reached the ripe curve of her breast. He cupped the mound in his palm and lifted it, rolled his thumb over the distended peak of her nipple before lowering his head to taste it.


    Drawing the tight little nub into his mouth, he suckled at her as though he was dying for the taste of her. Actually, he had been dying before he tasted her. Frozen on the inside, locked in a loneliness he couldn’t bear. For a year he had fought to prove her innocence, fought for her release. And now she was here, in his arms, touching him, arching to him as he touched her.


    He moved down her body and relished each broken cry of pleasure as he fought the heated, slick folds of her pussy. Starving for the taste of her, for the heat of her, he licked through the narrow cleft, moaned at the slick essence of her and devoured her. With lips, tongue and sucking little kisses, he teased and tormented her silken flesh. Tasted her until there was no doubt in his mind that he could ever live without her, then drew in the tight little knot of her clit and sucked it, flicking his tongue over it until she erupted in pleasure.


    And it wasn’t enough. He could never get enough of her.


    He pressed her thighs farther apart, lifted her knees and opened her farther to his gaze.


    Soft pink flesh parted, revealing the snug little entrance he sought. Tucking the head of his cock against the fluttering, clenching entrance to her snug pussy, he shifted his hips, moved, penetrated until the crest was pressed firmly inside her.


    Tiny eruptions of the pre-seminal fluid jetted from the tip of his cock, filling her, easing the tender, delicate muscles, allowing her to take him without pain, without distress. It increased her pleasure while adding to her natural lubrication and allowing the wide width of his shaft to sink inside her.


    Hawke watched as he took her, listened to her excited little cries and knew he wasn’t going to last long. His balls had drawn up tight to the base of his cock, a sure indication that his release was only a few strokes away.


    Tunneling inside her slowly, working his way in by small degrees, he grimaced at the building rapture surging through his body.


    Sweet and so hot. Her pussy wrapped around his cock like the tightest, most silken glove. Each stroke of her intimate flesh against the crest and shaft of his erection was torturous ecstasy. Sizzling fingers of electric current wrapped around his balls, stroked along his cock and had him gritting his teeth to hold back until he was firmly seated inside her.


    Lifting his head, Hawke stared into her lovely face. She was flushed, perspiration standing out on her forehead as the tracks of her tears dampened her cheeks.


    “My precious Jess,” he whispered, leaning closer, pressing himself deeper inside her and moved to steal a kiss. “My beloved Jess.”


    “My heart.” She sobbed against his lip, and he lost it.


    The hitched, breathless quality of her voice tore through him. The devotion, the love in her soft whisper, destroyed him.


    Groaning her name, he began to thrust inside her. Heavy, probing thrusts that worked inside her, stroking him past pleasure, past ecstasy. He was surging through sensations that he didn’t have time to make sense of, sensations he had never known before.


    His mate. His woman.


    She cried out his name and his thrusts increased and he shafted inside her as he held her hip with one hand and braced himself above her on an elbow. His lips moved over her jaw, her neck.


    He could feel the intensity rising inside her as well. Her orgasm was coming closer, the sweet scent of it was wrapping around him, urging him to take her fast, to fuck inside her harder. Nothing mattered but taking her, marking her, blending their scents until they were one, until they were bound so irrevocably that they could never be parted.


    Gasping moans fell from her lips as his kiss moved to her neck, her shoulder. So close. She was tightening around him. Her legs lifted, wrapped around his hips, her pussy tightened, the muscles convulsing around his thrusting cock.


    One thrust. Two. And she exploded. He felt it. Like an eruption of fire clenching around his dick she clamped on him as she cried out his name.


    Hawke felt his own release follow hers. His teeth locked in her shoulder, the mark of their mating, as he thrust inside her again and let sensation tear through him.


    A growl tore from his throat as he felt his semen jetting from him, filling her. The fierce swelling in the center of his cock locked him inside her, creating another pleasure, another violent edge of sensation that rocked them both.


    Hawke fought to hold on to just enough of his senses to relish this, to memorize it, to know every emotion, every sensation that erupted around him. His and hers. Her pleasure, rising so hard and swift she lost her own senses. Her screams of ecstasy, his growls. The lick of fire across his flesh, the feel of her teeth in his shoulder.


    Shock almost tore away that last edge of control. She was biting him as he bit her. Two little canines pierced his flesh and she held on for dear life, just as he held on to her.


    Held on until the last pulses of pure rapture tore through their bodies then left them to float back to Earth on a peaceful, comforting cloud.


    They were fighting for breath. Holding on to each other like the survivors of a storm. Sweat damped their bodies, their hearts raced and Hawke could feel her, heart and soul, wrapping around him.


    Lifting his head from her shoulder, he opened his eyes and stared down at her. She was lax beneath him, her breasts rising and falling with hard breaths as her lashes fluttered open.


    “You’re my soul, Jess,” he stated simply. He knew no other way to say it. “I lose you, I lose all that I am.”


    Her hand lifted, touched his cheek, before her finger fluttered over his lips.


    “You’re every breath I take, Hawke,” she said, her voice drowsy but echoing with such love that he felt humbled. “Every breath I take, you’re a part of it.”


    They were a part of each other.


    Moving to her side, he dragged her coat over them for warmth, pulled her against his chest and let himself believe.


    It was Christmas morning, and he held his gift in his arms.


    Looking at the angel with the broken wing, he knew that next year there would be another. A perfect one to represent her perfect love. But this one was even more precious for the wing that had been shattered. This one had survived. Just as his own angel had. Survived and still retained its beauty and the essence of what it was meant to be. A reflection of love. Not always perfect, not without trials. But always there, surviving and enduring.


    Just as his Jess had survived, endured and loved.


    His own Christmas Angel, and he held her in his arms, knew her taste, the feel of her heartbeat, the touch of her body against his.


    A true gift from the heavens. His Jess.


    His mate.


    Always.

  


  
    PRIMAL KISS


    •••

  


  
    They draw us in.


    They fire our blood, make us dream.


    They give us comfort when the world turns dark.


    They warm us when we’re cold.


    They begin our fantasies, they end them,


    and when we dream, when we reach for the perfect


    fantasy, they’re always there.


    This book is for that ideal, that comfort, that


    fantasy, and that dream.


    This book is for,


    that perfect kiss.

  


  
    •PROLOGUE•


    FELINE BREED HOME BASE

    SANCTUARY

    BUFFALO GAP, VIRGINIA


    The secured communications and defense bunker sat inside the base of a mountain less than a quarter of a mile from the main family residence in the valley now known as Sanctuary.


    The main level was mission control, outfitted with the most technologically advanced electronics, satellite tracking equipment, and mission communications available.


    The main level was also the entry level, with the first entrance winding through the various workstations from which orders were transmitted and Breed missions tracked throughout the world.


    Sanctuary was the main mission base that the Breeds, the ultimate fighting machine, the balance between man and beast, were hired from and sent around the world to fight in the wars the non-Breeds began.


    They were extraction experts, the perfect spies, assassins, trainers, commanders, and the best logistics experts in the world, and they were in high demand.


    Mission control was never silent.


    The second entrance was further around the side of the mountain, hidden from the main house and sheltered by a thick grove of trees. It opened into a serene lobby that could have graced the most expensive, most exclusive resort but was actually the site of the single most state-of-the art security system ever created. Breed guards manned the entrance both inside and out, while advanced surveillance apparatus scanned, identified, and logged even the stray insects that managed to breech the glass and metal doors.


    The lobbylike setting was in fact the entrance to the Breed labs, and thus the security employed was even greater than that for mission control. In the past six months, the entrance had been all but welded closed and buried in an attempt to ensure an impenetrable defense against unauthorized access or exit by any Breed daring to betray the community fighting to save Breedkind.


    Breed traitors weren’t unheard of. There had been more than one in the fourteen years since the feline pride leader, Callan Lyons, had announced to the non-Breed world the existence of the Breeds.


    He was both cursed and revered for his decision. There were days he wondered if he had made a mistake that would eventually destroy them all, or if history would see him as a visionary who had taken the only path the Genetics Council had left him.


    Now, as he swiped the security card through the reader, then laid his palm on the electronic identification plate, he cursed himself.


    Leaning closer for the retinal scan, he waited.


    “Hello, Pride Leader Lyons, may I have your passcode?”


    “Lyons, alpha, niner six, point seven three eight.”


    “Thank you, Alpha Lyons. I detect you have guests. Please pass alone. Each guest must pass verification before being allowed access into the inner lobby.”


    The electronic security couldn’t be ordered, manipulated, or bribed. It could be programmed, but even that programming had so many damned safeguards that just setting the passcodes for today’s meeting had taken more than thirty-six hours. He almost grimaced at the necessity of it.


    As the doors slid open, he passed into the lobby, stood back, and waited as each of his “guests” went through the same security. Standing in the lobby, he could feel the faintest wash of heat over his flesh, a warmth most humans wouldn’t detect but any Breed would sense.


    To complete its verification function, the bio-scan system would compare his blood type, any unique internal anomalies, and the scan of his brain to the ones on file for him, just as it would for each of those coming behind him.


    Taking this entrance into the labs wasn’t the quickest way in, but it was the quietest. If they entered through the main house, family, Breeds, the human soldiers assigned to Sanctuary, and most especially any Breed spies still left within the base would be aware of it. Going through mission control held the same lack of discretion. And a few of those meeting today were men and women the feline, wolf, and coyote Breeds had gone to great lengths to hide.


    They were there for a job, to make decisions that none of them were truly prepared to make and the additional security allowed for this meeting, and would give the participants the ability to make the decisions needed based on a live scrutiny of the situation at hand.


    Feline Pride Leader Callan Lyons was certain that those with him today were, like him, unsure how to handle what they were about to face. The director of Breed affairs, Jonas Wyatt; the wolf Breed alpha, Wolfe Gunnar; and the coyote Breed alpha, Del-Rey Delgado, were accompanied by the scientist Jeffrey Amburg, a human Jonas had managed to capture nearly two years before. Others that must remain hidden included a human geneticist known for her advanced research in genetic anomalies, Amelia Trace. Alexi Chernov and Katya Sobolov, coyote genetic and physiological experts, stood next to her. Behind them stood Dr. Nikki Armani, council trained and human and one of the foremost experts on wolf biological, genetic, and physiological attributes. One by one they moved to the scanners, gave their passcodes, and stepped inside.


    The feline Breed genetic expert, Elyianna Morrey, waited in the labs below with Jonas Wyatt’s latest captive and the scourge of the Breeds.


    The arrival of the other alphas and scientists was a closely guarded secret. The heli-jet that had flown them in was listed as delivering medical supplies and had landed in the secure area outside the labs to offload the fictional medical supplies.


    Every precaution had been taken, but Callan had no doubt rumors of the visit were already swirling. No matter their attempts, it still seemed Sanctuary was plagued by too many eyes and ears that reported to either the Council fighting to destroy them, the pureblood groups determined to imprison them, or simply a host of other enemies that believed the Breeds were a sign of the destruction of humanity.


    The fact that there were Breeds still betraying their own was an acid eating at his soul. The cruelty the Breeds had suffered in the labs hadn’t been enough for some, it seemed. Compelled by bald-faced greed, the Breed traitors would send their fellow Breeds back to the labs and see them destroyed.


    Once the final member of the group had passed the entrance, Callan led everyone to the lobby’s large elevator and entered first. He stood at the back of the cubicle, his eyes narrowed, his gaze touching on each scientist as he prayed, God how he prayed, that despite the horror of what they were facing below, that some hope for the Breeds would come of it.


    His gaze lifted as the elevator lights dimmed and a hovering blue light began to swirl around each individual. Unlike the bio-scan upon entry into the lobby, this DNA scan was unconcealed, overt. This final scan would identify the members of the party once again and ensure each person matched the criteria and identity the computers had been given.


    Along with the automated check, a Breed enforcer of each pack as well as a feline would watch the monitors and compare the identities to known individuals before the elevator opened ten floors below the base of the mountain.


    “Welcome to Sanctuary’s labs, Alpha Lyons,” the wolf Breed on duty spoke through the intercom. “All identities have been verified and access granted.”


    The double doors to the elevator slid soundlessly open, revealing a silent, steel-lined hallway.


    Sanctuary had once been an unnamed lab in the control of the Genetics Council. The labs below ground had seen the countless births, tortures, and deaths of Breeds. Now, it was home to the hope-filled research that could possibly save them all.


    At least, that had been their hope when they had taken the compound after arguing successfully that the Genetics Council owed it to them. A small partial payment for the horrors they had suffered. Breed financial accounts were still being contributed to by the countries and financial empires that had been found to have contributed to the Genetics Council’s work.


    But who could they sue now for the horrors they were still suffering and the extreme prejudice building around them?


    “How is Ely doing, Callan?” Jonas asked, his voice quiet as they walked down the hall, scanners quietly humming as they did a final check for weapons, weapon components, or any conceivable manner of threat to the facility.


    “She’s doing better,” Callan stated. “The past year has been hard on her, but she’s coming out of it.”


    She had been used against the very Breeds who trusted her to ensure their health and well-being. A mind-control drug had been slipped into her system, creating in her an addiction and an inability to refuse the orders of those who had initiated the reprogramming of her delicate mind.


    She had almost died as a result. And she had almost taken Jonas and one of their best enforcers with her, and Callan knew she still suffered the guilt of it, a guilt that might torment her for the rest of her life.


    “The past year has been hard on us all.” Jonas sighed.


    For the past month, it had been especially hard on Jonas and his mate, Rachel, as they watched the changes in the child a monster had managed to get his hands on.


    Callan felt his chest tighten, felt the ever-present fury that rumbled just below the surface and the animal genetics that roared out in rage.


    Amber Broen Wyatt, the child Jonas had adopted after his mating to her mother, had been injected with a serum that was presently destroying the monster who had attempted to use Amber against Jonas.


    That serum was eroding Phillip Brandenmore’s mind, destroying it a cell at a time as it forced his body, his organs, his very cellular structure to change.


    The monster, Phillip Brandenmore. For decades he had conspired with the Council. He had destroyed Breeds, spilled their blood, filled them with such agony that they had begged to die, that they had bled out, howling with the need to escape.


    The same monster the Breeds were now fighting to save. That they were risking their own secrets to attempt to end his agony when he had never had a moment’s mercy for the agony he had caused.


    “Can she handle this?” Nikki Armani paused to glance at them, the long black braids she wore in her hair flowing around her as the dark chocolate brown of her eyes gleamed in concern. “Brandenmore is her own personal nightmare.”


    “She’s handling it.” Callan kept his expression calm, his gaze, if not serene, then at least, composed.


    What else could he say? Ely no longer talked to him as she once had. Hell, she no longer talked to anyone about anything but the most mundane topics these days. She was more reserved than ever, more focused on her research and, it seemed, more determined to cut herself off from everyone who cared for her.


    As they neared the end of the hall, the double doors there clicked open, and the stoic faces of the Breeds behind the heavy clear shield at the side of the doors watched them carefully.


    Wolf, lion, and coyote Breed enforcers worked together here as they did nowhere else except perhaps the labs in the wolf Breed base of Haven in Colorado. The enforcers, who were charged with the protection of the labs, the research, and their futures, were specially selected and rigorously tested before being assigned to the most sensitive areas of the Breed strongholds.


    Callan and his group passed through yet another sensor before heading down a shorter hallway to the observation room where Ely awaited them.


    It was a journey that seemed to take a lifetime. Each step of the way Callan was too aware of the fact that what they were doing here was a slap in the face of every Breed living and dead. Because the assignment charged to the scientists moving ahead of him was to save the life of a man who had taken so many Breed lives.


    As another enforcer stepped from his post in the hall and opened the doors to the observation room, Callan nodded back at him. This enforcer was human. The only human allowed into the compound, and this one only at Jonas’s insistence.


    Jackal had been a part of a specially trained Special Forces group when the Breeds had first revealed themselves. His loyalty to the Breeds stemmed from his commanders, Callan’s brother-in-law, Kane Tyler, the man who had saved Jackal’s life and the life of his sister.


    He was Ely’s personal guard, whether she liked it or not. And the fact that she didn’t like it was voiced by her often.


    Entering the meeting room, Callan moved to the far end and stood at the head of a long conference table. Chairs were placed around it, but no one sat. Instead, they turned and stared through the window that looked down on the padded cell Phillip Brandenmore had been confined to for more than a month now.


    What they saw was shocking, horrifying.


    He was a seventy-five-year-old man, but he now had the appearance of a man in his fifties. His hair had grown back; his skin had lost that dry, parchmentlike appearance. The dark age spots that had once covered his face had almost disappeared, and he wasn’t stooped as he had been the night he was taken captive after Jonas’s attack on his mountain cabin retreat.


    He sat against the wall, his head tilted back, staring up at the deceptive appearance of a mirror, a sneer on his face.


    He knew the mirror was more than a one-way reflection, that eyes watched from the other side. Someone was always watching, both from this room as well as from the room that the video cameras fed into.


    “My God, he looks ten years younger than he did the last time I saw him,” Dr. Armani breathed out roughly.


    Ely stepped from the shadowed corner of the room then. “As indeed, physically, he’s nearly thirteen years younger than he was the night Jonas brought him in,” she stated. “And the metabolic and cellular changes are only increasing. As is the degeneration of his brain. As his youth returns, we’re seeing parts of his brain actually dying off, and any sense of morality or right and wrong deteriorating. At the same time, his sense of cunning and self-preservation seems to be growing.”


    Drs. Chernov and Sobolov moved closer to the window, their expressions still and silent as they stared down at the deceptively unassuming man that stared back at them with hatred and demonic rage.


    “He came several times to the Chernov labs,” Katya Sobolov whispered, her gaze somber and filled with shadows. “We often had to hide our girls there for weeks to ensure he did not see them. The Council would have given him whatever, whoever he requested for his research.” Coyote females, one of the least created species of the Breeds. They were incredibly rare, and when found, usually killed.


    Breeds. Phillip Brandenmore’s research had been on Breeds.


    “True evil filled this one long before he took whatever serum he created from the mates he destroyed,” Chernov said then. “Better to let him die, to study him as he has studied those he tortured and killed. I would say it is no more, perhaps much less, than he would have done.”


    “But we’re not monsters, nor are we evil.” Ely stepped closer, her gaze tormented, large brown eyes so saddened they had the power to break Callan’s heart. “And Jonas’s daughter Amber isn’t a monster. If we don’t figure out what’s causing this, and how to reverse it before he dies, then Amber could potentially suffer the hell Phillip Brandenmore is suffering now.”


    Only Callan saw Jonas’s expression shift, saw the agony that pierced his icy, silver gray eyes. The infant was a sore point with Jonas. Greatly loved, treasured, and experiencing a subtle change within her own cellular makeup.


    “What do you need from us, Dr. Morrey?” It was Dr. Sobolov who finally spoke, her pretty face tightening, becoming cool and composed as the scientist emerged, dedicated and willing to find the answers she needed.


    Beside her, Alexi Chernov gave a tight nod, his expression less determined, but his gaze hardening as he too began to slip into the skin of the scientist he was.


    “We have weeks perhaps.” Ely sighed as she turned back to the sight of Phillip Brandenmore sneering up at them. “If we don’t have the rest of the puzzle by then, we face losing not only Amber but also the opportunity to find the answers we need to continue hiding mating heat. It’s our opinion the information has been contained so far. It’s better to contain the truth as long as possible.” To ensure world opinion and prejudice didn’t turn against them. Their positions, as well as their safety, were still in a precarious state where fickle human fears were concerned.


    “And his accomplice?” Chernov questioned. “This Horace Engalls the press has spoken of? What information might he have?”


    “Engalls has been able to avoid us so far,” Jonas drawled, and the look on his face had Callan making a mental note to press Jonas on whatever plans he might have with regard to Engalls. He had a feeling this was going to be one of those stories that would leave him with a very bad taste in his mouth.


    “Phillip claims Horace only has the results of the tests and the drugs the research arm developed,” Ely stated. “But, when he’s not as lucid, he’s very smug about the fact that Engalls is involved.” Ely gave a shake of her head. “It’s too hard to determine truth from lie with him, and even if we could, we can’t reveal he’s ever been here or use anything he’s said to prosecute Engalls.”


    “If he will not be leaving here, then why save him?” Chernov asked cynically. “Merely study his dead body for the answers.”


    Jeffrey Amburg gave a little snort. “Because, like me, the bastard is of more use alive to Wyatt than he is dead. We have an expertise, you see. An ability, information, or contacts that Director Wyatt would like to make use of.”


    Amburg had been one of the Genetic Council’s leading genetic scientists in regards to cellular and genetic mutations and manipulations. And he had practiced his craft well on the Breeds he created as well as those he was ordered to experiment upon.


    Jonas turned, his dark brow arching arrogantly as his gaze raked over the other man. “After three decades of creating and torturing Breeds, you owe us at least that much,” Jonas drawled as though amused. “And it seemed to me a better alternative than death.” Then Jonas smiled, all teeth, canines flashing dangerously. “Or worse.”


    “Worse” being a volcano on a remote Pacific island that was rumored to have already tasted the flesh of others whom Jonas had deemed critical threats to Breed society. What more would he do to save the daughter that the animal inside him had accepted as its own?


    Jeffrey stared back at him for long moments, in no way cowed by the look. Finally, though, he gave a small nod, realization seeming to cross his face. “I never considered the alternative perhaps.” His lips almost quirked. “But, I have considered what I owe the Breeds, Mr. Wyatt. I rather doubt Brandenmore or Engalls will see the subject in the same light, though.”


    “I guess it’s all according to the threats required to convince them to look at it from my perspective,” Jonas answered mockingly.


    Oh yes, Callan thought, he was definitely going to have to have a little chat with his little brother.


    “Dr. Morrey, could you give us a clearer timeline for completing our agenda of re-creating the serum and reversing it, should Engalls not cooperate?” Amelia Trace stepped forward, her exquisite, gamine features so void of human emotion that Callan could well imagine a robot existing beneath the living flesh.


    Ely breathed out roughly. “Best case scenario, perhaps a month,” she stated. “Worse case, less than fourteen days.” She gave her head a hard shake. “I can’t get any closer than that.”


    “Then we should begin, yes?” Amelia asked with a slow, uncaring blink of her eyes. “We have a child to save.”


    And Callan was certain the others missed it. That flicker in her eyes. That betraying spark in a wash of brilliant, explosive blue.


    For the first time, he saw emotion, and he sensed something more, something that was there, then gone, so quickly he couldn’t analyze it or decipher it.


    But still, it was emotion.


    “And I have Engalls to deal with.” Jonas turned to Callan, his lips quirking with cool mockery. “I need to discuss that with you.”


    Which meant the plan was already in motion.


    Better to apologize than to be told no. That was Jonas’s philosophy. Callan hoped it didn’t end up biting his brother on the ass. Better yet, he prayed it didn’t end up biting him on the ass.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 1•


    Every good girl loved a bad boy. It was a fact of life, a quirk of nature. Opposites attract, and the badder the boy, the more attractive he was to that good girl who couldn’t help but be drawn to him.


    Kita Claire Engalls had to admit that despite the fact that he was obviously a well-respected security specialist, Creed Raines was a definite bad boy. A wolf posing as a lamb, and that so wasn’t working for him.


    Six-four, cloudy gray eyes, thick black hair, and an oh-my-God body packed with muscle and covered with rich, darkly tanned flesh. At least, the flesh Kita had seen was rich and darkly tanned. She liked to fantasize the rest of it was too.


    Sensuality curved his lips, edged at his thickly lashed eyes, and sometimes, just sometimes, lit the dark gray irises of his eyes with a wicked hunger. A hunger she glimpsed when she had turned fast enough to catch it in that instant before it was gone.


    Brushing back a wisp of dark blonde hair as it fell over her shoulder, Kita couldn’t help but wonder at the attraction.


    He’d been with them far longer than any other security specialist. A few weeks past a year. She remembered marking the day, almost as though it were some inane anniversary. And it was all his fault. It was the bad boy corrupting the good girl she was.


    She had been a good girl all her life, but that didn’t mean she didn’t recognize that glint in a man’s eye. Just because she was a good girl didn’t mean she was stupid, and it sure as hell didn’t mean she wasn’t well aware of what the sensations spiking through her body meant.


    When her nipples hardened and throbbed and her clit swelled, aching for touch, she didn’t just know what it meant, but sometimes she was even smart enough to know how to take care of it. When her flesh felt too sensitive and she was so aware of the need for pressure against her lips that she was forced to press her teeth against the lower curve, she knew it was a hunger for his kiss.


    That didn’t mean he knew how to kiss. She had assumed any number of men knew how to kiss and had been sorely disappointed. No doubt he would disappoint her as well.


    She gave a small sigh as she pushed the sunglasses down her nose and watched as he stood at the other end of the pool. His hands clasped in front of him, the white shirt he wore bright beneath the brilliance of the afternoon sun.


    She noticed the other two security specialists, as they called themselves—they were nothing more than hired guns, really—appeared to be sweltering beneath the bright, late-spring sun.


    Creed Raines was anything but sweltering.


    From where she lay against the lounge chair, she couldn’t detect even a hint of sweat on his brow.


    She stared into the dark lenses of his glasses, wondering if he was even awake. He hadn’t changed position in an hour. He had to be asleep.


    Could a man actually sleep standing on his feet?


    Tilting her head, she watched him carefully.


    She had heard of it happening during times of war.


    Smiling, she mimicked a kiss toward him, then gave her lips a little flick with her tongue. And there wasn’t so much as a smile or a change of expression.


    So much for amusing herself by teasing him. It had become her favorite pastime over the past few years. Well, not teasing her bodyguards, but definitely torturing them in one way or another.


    “Kita, isn’t it a little cool yet for sunbathing?”


    Well, there went her fun for the day.


    Sitting up, she readjusted the chair before pulling on the thin wrap at her side and then glancing up at her father.


    “You didn’t bring the iced tea, Daddy,” she chided him with a smile as she curled her legs close to her body and allowed him to sit at the bottom of the chair.


    For a man nearing sixty, he was still in reasonably good shape. His hair was still thick, though it was more gray than brown now. Laugh lines were slowly being replaced by worry lines, and his once laughing brown eyes were somber and tired.


    The death of her mother last year had destroyed them both, but her father wasn’t recovering.


    “You should come in out of the sun.” He cleared his throat uneasily. “It’s still rather cool. You could become ill.”


    “I’m not a baby anymore, Daddy,” she told him gently. “I don’t get sick at the drop of a hat.”


    For a while she had, when she was younger. She was no stranger to pneumonia and no stranger to hospitals. Thankfully, she had grown out of it. But her father hadn’t grown out of his habit of worrying about her.


    “You’re getting restless.” His gaze sharpened on her. “Creed informed me he caught you trying to slip out of the estate last night.”


    She turned and stared back at the bodyguard. He had promised not to tell. The damned liar.


    She turned back to her father just as slowly. “I’m not twelve any longer,” she stated carefully. “I wasn’t trying to slip from the estate. I believe I calmly got into my vehicle and tried to drive away.”


    “From the back entrance?” His brow lifted.


    Kita wanted to roll her eyes; instead, she gave a little shrug. “I wasn’t allowed to leave, Daddy. I’m your daughter, not your prisoner...”


    “My daughter who is now in danger.” His voice tightened, the anger simmering behind his eyes coming through in his tone. “Your uncle is missing now, Kita. Phillip’s body has never been found since the bodies of his guards were discovered in that cabin.”


    Kita dropped her gaze to her lap. Twining her fingers together, she tried to think of a way to change the subject.


    She and her father didn’t see eye to eye on her uncle anymore than they saw eye to eye on her confinement.


    “Kita, stay close to the house.” His voice hardened. It wasn’t a request, it was an order.


    She tried, she truly tried to keep her head down, to pretend to acquiesce to his wishes. But there was this part of her that just couldn’t do it.


    She lifted her head. “It’s been two years, Daddy, since you and Uncle Phillip decided it was a good idea to attempt to walk into Sanctuary and abuse the Breeds’ hospitality by trying to collect your ill-gotten research. I’m tired of putting my life on hold.”


    She hadn’t agreed with them. She had remained silent over the years, she had tried to give her father the time he needed to fix the situation, but it was only growing worse.


    “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Surprisingly, his hand jerked out, his fingers curving around her arm as though he wanted to shake her.


    Shocked, Kita’s gaze flicked to where his fingers gripped her tightly before she turned and stared back at him. He too was staring at his hand as though it belonged to someone else.


    “Dad?” The quiver in her voice wasn’t fear. It was a reflection of the strike of betrayal she felt tightening her chest.


    In response, Horace Engalls uncurled his fingers and pulled his hand back, but the surprise on his face disappeared as the expression of anger returned.


    “What happened was beyond both our control.” His jaw clenched, flexed. “What’s done is done. It can’t be undone. But I won’t allow you to be used against me by the Breeds, Kita. I won’t allow you to be turned against me.”


    What an interesting turn of phrase.


    “No one could turn me against you, except you,” she assured him as she slowly swung her legs over the side of the lounge chair and rose. “I think I will go in now. It’s suddenly not as pleasant as it once was.”


    Her father rose as well, his hand gentler but no less firm as he once again gripped her arm and held her in place.


    “The Breeds are moving against us, Kita,” he bit out harshly, his once kind, gentle brown eyes now flinty with determination. “Phillip is missing, your mother is dead, your aunt Cara is under arrest, and there are rumors of Breeds targeting Phillip’s entire family. I won’t have them taking you.”


    “What are you so frightened of?” Kita could feel the nervousness, the sense of impending disaster suddenly tightening her stomach. “What have you done in the past two years? You swore.” Her breathing hitched. “You swore to me and Mom that you would never help Uncle Phillip in his schemes again.”


    Her mother was gone, but she had believed he would honor the promise he made to her, that he would ensure he did nothing further to enrage the Breeds.


    “Do you think I had to do more?” This time, he did shake her, just enough to shock her, to send a spurt of wariness pulsing through her. “Do you think, Kita, they wouldn’t use you if they could? That they wouldn’t take you?”


    “Why would they want me?” This time she jerked her arm out of his grip, the hurt and anger rising inside her as she fought to hold on to it. She didn’t want to argue with her father. She didn’t want to fight with him, but God help her, what had he done that he was now so frightened?


    It was enough to have fear edging past weariness. He had promised, and she had trusted him to keep that promise.


    “God, Kita, they want you as a bargaining tool; they believe that by threatening to harm you, they can force something from your uncle. Or that I know something I don’t and they can force it from me.” He raked his hands through his hair, a grimace twisting his face. “They have Phillip. They’ll come for me next.”


    “Only if they have a reason to,” she whispered painfully as she stared up at him, desperate to understand where her beloved father had gone. “What have you done, Daddy?”


    He shook his head slowly. “It isn’t what I’ve done, Kee,” he whispered then. “It’s what your uncle’s done. And it will destroy us all.”


    “No.” She knew better. “It’s not, Father. The only way I would be in danger is if you were involved.”


    His lips parted as though to speak, but no words came. It was in his gaze, though. It was in the guilt, the shame, and the pain in his eyes.


    What had he done?


    He had broken his promise to her and to her mother.


    “I’m glad Momma isn’t here,” she whispered tearfully. “I’m glad she didn’t live to see you betray her.”


    The blow against the side of her face caught her off guard. The shock of the burning pain, but even more, the horrible sense of betrayal was like a dagger shoved into her soul.


    “Mr. Engalls.” The voice was dark, low, and warning.


    Kita’s gaze jerked up to meet the dark lenses of Creed Raines’s sunglasses and the tight expression behind them.


    “What the hell do you want?” Her father turned on him then, enraged.


    “I think you want to back off,” Creed drawled. “I didn’t sign on to watch a father that supposedly loves his daughter suddenly begin abusing her, now, did I?”


    “Supposedly love,” Kita choked out as she backed away from both of them. “That’s a fairly apt description for a liar.”


    She didn’t wait for her father to turn back to her or to see Creed’s response. Kita all but ran from the two of them, the anger and the pain converging inside her to tear at her heart until she felt as though it were nothing but shreds.


    Rushing into the house, she moved quickly through the first floor, up the stairs, and into her bedroom where she slammed the door closed and locked it.


    Laying her head against the door, Kita blinked back her tears and knew the decision she had been on the verge of making for the past months had been made the second her father’s large hand had connected with her cheek.


    It was time to leave, no matter what it took.


    •••


    Creed hadn’t expected this. Staring into Horace Engalls’s eyes, he had to admit that even though he had sensed the tension and the anger building in Kita’s father, he never imagined Engalls would strike his daughter.


    Hell. Had he realized what was about to happen, he’d have stepped in sooner. The girl loved her father. She called him “Daddy” with that soft voice that bespoke a soul-deep affection.


    He never would have allowed Engalls to do anything to threaten that affection or damage the precious emotion his daughter felt for him.


    “Did I ask you to interfere?” The fear lay about Engalls like a particular stink, rancid to the senses.


    Creed inhaled slowly, his senses amplified for some odd reason, the animal genetics that shared his body rising to the fore as though a true animal paced within his soul.


    “You didn’t have to ask,” he assured the other man with the subtle Texas drawl that went with the identity he had stolen for this little adventure. “I offered. Do you really want to make her hate you? I’d say you’re riding that line with that slap to her delicate face.”


    He could see the imprint of her father’s hand on her creamy flesh, and he’d never had such trouble holding back the primal growl that edged at his throat.


    In that second he watched Horace Engalls’s lips tremble as emotion, a father’s love, overrode anger and fear.


    Engalls lowered his head, gave it a brief shake, then turned and stomped into the house, leaving Creed staring after his retreating back.


    Creed almost smiled; definitely he felt a flare of satisfaction. For the past year he’d been working as one of Engalls’s security specialists, slowly replacing the men that had originally come in with him with men he trusted himself. Men who would stand aside and ensure that when the time came, Creed would have a clear path to his objective.


    To Kita Claire Engalls, the reigning, mostly spoiled princess of what was left of the Engalls empire.


    He had been with her when her mother had died, just after he came to the estate. He’d been here each time she’d tried to slip from the estate for a bit of harmless feminine fun.


    Sometimes shopping. Sometimes a late dinner with friends. A few times a bit of dancing at the exclusive nightclubs she and her friends enjoyed.


    He knew her.


    He knew her habits, he knew her expressions, her scents, and her flirtatiousness.


    And he knew his dick was rock hard when she blew him those mocking kisses or watched him over the rim off her glasses as though he were a sensual treat and she wanted to lick him up a drop at a time.


    Blowing out a hard breath, he strode to the house and entered as well. Hell, he’d be more than happy to let her have a lick or two, then he’d have his turn.


    And he could well imagine the pleasure to be had there. A soft, delicate woman as heated as the hottest fire. Silken flesh. Sharp little nails.


    His dick was vicious hard as he moved up the steps. The scent of her reached out to him, drew him. Hell, it was all he could do to keep his senses intact at the scent of her fear and her pain.


    Betrayal was a bitter seed, and it was festering inside her. A father who had betrayed so many others surely would have no problem betraying one tender, trusting daughter.


    And when he betrayed her, Creed Raines would be there. To deliver the final betrayal.


    At that thought, he paused on the final step.


    A feeling of reluctance stirred within his chest. Suddenly, fleetingly, the idea of betraying her seemed so very wrong.


    Forcibly shaking the thought away, he took that last step, determination steeling him against these other emotions. He’d made a vow. He was a part of something far greater than a twinge of conscience.


    Moving to the closed bedroom door, he rapped his knuckles softly against the heavy wood and waited. She was in there. He could smell her tears, her pain. The delicate scent of a woman who had reached a limit.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 2•


    Kita swung the door open, expecting to find her father. Instead, she saw Creed Raines standing on the other side.


    He’d witnessed her humiliation, witnessed her running. God, she hated that.


    “What do you want?” For some unknown reason, she wanted to throw herself against him, to release the tears she was holding inside and feel his arms surround her.


    Comfort. She wanted his comfort, and she had never wanted or needed that with the same strength as she did now.


    He stepped inside, moving around her as though it was a foregone conclusion that he was welcome.


    As though he belonged there.


    “Close the door.”


    She turned and stared at him in mocking amazement.


    “Did someone call and inform you that you were in charge or something?” She gave the door a hard push, though, before turning to face him.


    Damn, she was just fucking pretty.


    Creed watched her brush back a stray strand of hair, tucking it into the rest of her shoulder-length, dark blonde waves as she glared back at him with soft, doe brown eyes.


    Damn, he loved her eyes. He also loved the way she pulled her lower lip between her teeth and pressed down, just a little bit. Just enough pressure to make his body tighten, his dick throb harder.


    She hadn’t changed out of the miniscule bikini she had worn by the pool, though it was somewhat obscured by the thin violet wrap she’d put on over it.


    She looked good in that dark purple color. Good enough to eat and come back for seconds.


    “Would you like to get away for a while?” Where the hell had that offer come from?


    She blinked back at him before her gaze narrowed. “Where?”


    “Does it matter?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Let me surprise you.”


    There was a part of him standing back in amazement and simply shaking his head in amused resignation. But the part of him inviting her out, that was standing there with his cock throbbing in anticipation, and his blood pounding in unusual excitement sent a sense of life burning through him.


    There were times when he had felt like a robot, like a man without a course. But that was before he had stepped into the Engalls’s home and met the princess he was to stay close to, close enough to gain her trust, her father’s trust, so he could turn her over to Jonas Wyatt if needed.


    “You’ll surprise me?” He watched those dark, doe brown eyes suddenly gleam with anticipation. “What if I don’t like your surprise?”


    Oh, that wasn’t happening. He knew her. He thought perhaps he knew her better than he knew himself.


    “You’ll love my surprise.” His voice dropped, became rougher, a growl barely hidden now.


    He moved toward her, the scent of her drawing him, the awareness of her feminine moisture gathering between her thighs, the subtle scent of it teasing his senses, intoxicating him.


    She wasn’t moving away from him either. She stared up at him, her breasts rising and falling heavily beneath the soft material of the wrap, her nipples pressing hard and tight beneath it.


    The top of her head barely came to his shoulder, and as she tilted her head back farther, the fragile line of her throat was revealed. Beneath the cosmetic dental work that had been done to hide his canines, Creed swore he could feel a hollow ache, a need to clench into her flesh, to hold her in place. To dominate her.


    His hand lifted, his fingers cupping the fragile curve of her neck, feeling the blood beating hard and heavy beneath the silken flesh.


    “Why are you doing this?”


    He almost smiled. No one could say Kita was stupid. She was flushed, aroused, and ready to fuck, but she was smart enough to realize he was acting out of character.


    “Because, you need to get out.” He stepped back, putting distance between them. “I don’t want you slipping out, Kita. I can’t protect you if I’m not with you.”


    Disappointment filled her eyes as she slowly shook her head. “I don’t need your pity, Creed. And I’m not a child to need a treat to obey the rules.”


    She turned back to the door, opened it, and stood aside in silent invitation.


    “Don’t try to slip away,” he warned her. “Your father is focused on the Breeds right now, but there are a lot scarier things in the world.” And he had been there, seen them.


    “What could be scarier than a Breed?” Doubt filled her tone. Like many non-Breeds, she had no true idea of the evil that could be found in the world.


    “The pureblood societies who believe your father is holding the research your uncle is rumored to have done on several drugs that they believe could destroy the Breeds,” he told her. “Those societies would take you if they had the chance, Kita. They would take you and use you against your father. If he doesn’t have what they want, they would punish you, Kita, in ways you can never imagine.”


    And he knew the horrors of it. He had seen the results of it.


    She didn’t speak. As she stared back at him, he saw the flicker in her gaze, and he knew she would do exactly as he suspected she was preparing to do.


    Kita was going to run.


    “Don’t do it.” Before he realized his intent, he was leaning forward, almost nose to nose with her, the dominance rising inside him and nearly overwhelming him.


    Creed was a perfect covert enforcer for a reason. He always kept his cool. He never gave in to his impulses. He kept them bottled, kept them hidden, only releasing the tension during sex. And he had partners for that. Women who didn’t mind the rough foreplay, women who didn’t mind fucking a Breed.


    But never had it risen so rampantly, so quickly as it did now.


    “Don’t do what, Creed? Don’t have a life?” she whispered bitterly. “Don’t have a desire to live or a desire to be more than Daddy’s little princess? Sorry, but the glitter wore off the princess act when I learned my father and my uncle had spent their adult lives torturing the Breeds.”


    “Don’t run.” He wasn’t going to touch the rest of it. Not here and not now. “If you run, Kita, I promise, I’ll find you. I’ll find you and I will ensure that you never fucking run again.”


    Her eyes widened incredulously. “Are you threatening me, Creed?”


    “Oh baby, I never threaten. I promise. And I promise you, you run from me, and you may end up regretting it.”


    It was all according to how she felt about fucking a Breed, he decided.


    He could have her. And he would have her.


    “I don’t like threats or your heavy-handed promises.” Her nose touched his as she all but went to her toes to glare back at him. “And you are not my keeper, Creed. You’re my father’s hired gun, nothing more and, I’m certain, most days, a hell of a lot worse.”


    Anger was driving her words. Anger and pain. Disillusionment was a hell of a journey to make, and she was making it in one of the most painful ways.


    “I’m worse than you’ll ever imagine,” he growled back at her. “Your worst fucking nightmare, sweetheart, if you run. Trust me on that. Because you don’t want to push me.”


    Because he was figuring something out himself, something he hadn’t thought possible. In the past hour, he had begun to suspect that Kita Claire Engalls, the willful, stubborn little princess to a pharmaceutical empire, was actually his mate.


    She eased back, her gaze still locked with his, eyes narrowed, her body almost trembling with anger. Anger and arousal. Hell, the subtle sweet scent of her pussy was making him crazed with the need to have her. To taste her.


    “This conversation is finished,” she informed him imperiously as her delicate little nose lifted, nostrils flaring in feminine offense. “You can leave now.”


    Oh, could he now? As though he were a dog to be ordered outside for disobeying its mistress? It so didn’t work that way for a feline Breed. At least, not for long.


    He knew her. He knew her expressions, her moods, her laughter, and her teasing. Until now, he hadn’t really known her anger, and he couldn’t say he was comfortable with it, but he could handle it.


    “Don’t push me, sweetheart,” he warned her softly. “Don’t force me into something we’ll both regret.”


    He had no doubt in his mind she wouldn’t hate him for life if he forced her into the mating heat, and he sure as hell couldn’t warn her about it first.


    Turning on his heel, he stalked from the bedroom without saying more. The problem was, he was so damned close to tasting her, he couldn’t trust himself. He wanted nothing more than to jerk her into his arms and take her lips in a kiss he knew would only fan the flames burning between them.


    Hell, he hadn’t expected to find his mate here, of all places.


    The Engalls princess? Heir to a pharmaceutical company that had worked with Phillip Brandenmore to create a line of drugs potentially fatal to Breeds?


    Brandenmore’s scent blocker had made its way into the hands of pureblood societies and the Council-loyal coyote Breed soldiers still desperate to capture the mates of high-ranking Breeds or, God forbid, one of the hybrid children that had been born.


    Especially the hybrids born of the wolves. The hybrid wolf-coyote Cassie Sinclair, as well as the child of Aiden and Charity Chance and the son of Dash and Elizabeth Sinclair. Children were so rare within the wolf Breeds that the Council scientists still operating would take any risk to acquire one.


    Added to that was the drug therapy created to control a Breed mind. Horrific, destructive, it had nearly driven Elyianna Morrey insane even as it allowed her traitorous lab techs to steal and manipulate valuable mating heat data in an attempt to sell it, to Phillip Brandenmore and Horace Engalls.


    Making his way back downstairs, Creed began moving to protect the delicate woman he suspected was his mate, especially from herself. She was in more danger than she knew.


    In past weeks Creed had found signs of someone watching the house, but he could detect no unusual scents. Her father was acting strangely out of character, and there were rumors that the pureblood societies were looking to Kita to force Engalls to turn over information he had on the drugs his brother-in-law had given him to manufacturer. Those sample drugs and the ability to produce them on a large scale had been destroyed in an as-yet unexplained explosion at Engalls’s manufacturing facility.


    The Breeds hadn’t done it. The information they had gathered said the pureblood societies hadn’t done it either. That left but a few suspect paramilitary groups, but the Breeds had no sources within those organizations who could help them reliably finger those responsible for the explosion.


    One thing was for certain: there were too many people looking to use Kita as leverage against her father. Get the girl, and the research could be theirs.


    The Breeds desperately needed that research to go along with information provided just weeks before by the daughter of a Breed scientist. Storme Montague had hidden certain research on mates, primal fever, and a vaccine created in a little known lab in the Andes before the Breed rescues had reach that area. The vaccine mimicked one created in Russia for the coyotes and the men and women who worked with them. The vaccine, originally intended as an anti-body against a feared contagion associated with feral fever, was now revealing itself as a much-needed component in the mating and ability to conceive within the Breed community.


    Piece by piece they were gaining answers to their questions about their own biology and the mysteries surrounding their creation and their abilities to procreate. They couldn’t afford to lose what little research hadn’t been destroyed because they hadn’t realized the danger it could later represent.


    And Creed couldn’t afford to lose the only woman who had made him feel. Who made him realize he was more than just a Breed. She made him realize there might be a chance, however small, that he could be a man as well.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 3•


    She managed to slip away from him.


    A growl slipped past his throat as one of his human partners gave a loud, exaggerated cough before turning to stare at him in shock. They were standing in the center of Kita’s bedroom as her father braced his arms on her opened balcony door.


    “I paid you to keep this from happening.” Horace Engalls turned on them as though it were their fault she had escaped. “You were to protect her.”


    “We were hired to keep anyone from getting to her. You didn’t inform us she would end up running away,” Creed pointed out.


    “She’s always slipping out,” Horace snarled back at him, his brown eyes flickering with red rage. “You knew that.”


    “And we’ve always been aware of the nights that was happening,” Creed replied with far more calm than he felt. “She’s obviously far quieter than her friends have been when they’ve picked her up.”


    When it came to stealth, those women were like children in a candy store. All big eyes, giggles, and feminine charm.


    “She’s been taken then.” A tremor vibrated through Horace’s voice as he wiped his hands over his face. “God, they’ve taken her.” He lifted his head, his eyes damp now with a father’s tears. “Who could have taken her?”


    To feel pity for this man went against everything Creed knew of him. Yet, the pity was there. In Horace Engalls’s face, his eyes, his scent, there was only love and fear for his child.


    “We’ll find out,” he promised, knowing she hadn’t been taken. She had run.


    The slap to her face the day before, two years of seclusion and fear, and she had had enough.


    It would no doubt relieve Horace’s mind to know this, but Creed had a far different agenda than bringing her home.


    “How will you find out?” Horace swallowed tightly, visibly shaking now as the fear began to coalesce inside him. “There’s no ransom note. There’s nothing.”


    “But there will be,” Creed assured him. He turned to the two men working with him. “Stay here, put a tap on the phone. I’ll see what I can find out and report back.” Turning back to Horace, he hardened his expression and his voice. “Stay here by the phones. Someone will call, and I doubt it will take long. The moment you hear something, one of my men will contact me.”


    He turned his back on the father and moved quickly down the hall to his own small suite and the leather bag he kept packed for emergencies.


    A change of clothes, weapons, ammo, and a small medical kit were included. Pulling leather riding pants, a black long-sleeve shirt, and a leather jacket out of the closet, he tossed them on the bed before reaching for the black riding boots.


    He was dressed and moving down the steps in five minutes flat. He ignored the three men walking into the study: Horace and the two human enforcers assigned to Covert Operations with the Bureau of Breed Affairs.


    The lethal black, specially designed motorcycle sat innocently in the drive. Its frame was based on one of the less powerful touring cycles, but every aspect of its functionality had been adapted with Breed technology. Straddling it quickly, Creed pulled the full-face helmet over his head, strapped it beneath his chin, then started the ignition with a flick of his fingers.


    Before pulling from the drive, he set the helmet to full security mode and then spoke into the voice-activated controls.


    “Activate Engalls, Kita, tracking protocol on all tags.”


    The digital display came up on the inside of the visor as the computer answered. “All vehicles presently accounted for, and all but one deactivated and located in the main garage. Vehicle three is being tracked through both automotive tracking as well as electronic tag detected in Engalls, Kita wallet. Location currently identified and highlighted on your screen.”


    The digital display reconfigured to show the small red dot identified as Kita’s vehicle at approximately five hours ahead of him.


    “Computer, display routes to intersect in quickest possible time.”


    The map reconfigured once again. He could shave two hours off his time and catch up with her well before evening.


    “Onboard navigation detected in vehicle,” the computer spoke unexpectedly. “GPS programmed and displaying onboard directions to destination.”


    God love her heart, Creed almost smiled. Kita liked to say she was directionally challenged. She loved that GPS, which was the reason he had tied the trackers into the navigation on each vehicle her father owned.


    The computer came back seconds later with the address of her destination, and this time, he couldn’t help but smile. She was driving right into the thick of Breed territory and didn’t even know it.


    He loved it. He couldn’t have asked for a better destination himself.


    “Call Wyatt,” he ordered the computer as he turned onto the interstate and began heading out of New York toward Virginia. The coordinates the computer laid out would have him arriving at her location before she did. A small Tennessee community that barely numbered in the hundreds during the tourist off season. And it was definitely not tourist season for that area right now.


    “Wyatt is currently unavailable,” the computer replied.


    “Call Wyatt. Verification pass, tango, seven.”


    The computer paused for long seconds before replying. “Verification pass approved, Enforcer Raines. Director Wyatt will be on the line momentarily.”


    He didn’t have to wait long.


    “Wyatt,” Jonas answered shortly.


    “She’s on the run,” Creed informed him immediately.


    “The Engalls brat?” Jonas growled. “Do we have a situation?”


    “We can make it a situation,” Creed replied before quickly launching into his explanation. He could almost hear Jonas thinking hard and fast on the other line.


    “I’ll have him contacted,” the director finally stated thoughtfully. “Keep her incommunicado until further notice. I’ll put the plan in effect and see if we can get Engalls to cooperate.”


    Which meant Brandenmore wasn’t cooperating. The deranged CEO of Brandenmore Research had become so twisted, so pure evil and cunning that even as his mind was being eaten away, he was still scheming to destroy the Breeds.


    The only hope left was the chance that Engalls could figure out where that research had been hidden. The Breeds had exhaustively searched every known location associated with Brandenmore and Engalls—corporate offices, research sites, private residences—but had found no trace of the research the Breeds knew Brandenmore had developed with Engalls’s help.


    “Do you know where she’s headed?” Jonas questioned.


    “I have her navigation system tagged as well as her wallet,” Creed answered. “Her location was punched into the nav, and I have it now.”


    “Excellent.” The satisfaction in Jonas’s voice had Creed’s lips tightening for a moment. “Keep her out of sight and out of communication, Creed. And pray.” For a moment, the agony Creed knew the other man was going through slipped into his voice. “Pray Engalls cooperates when he suspects the Genetics Council has kidnapped his daughter.”


    And he was praying. But, Creed admitted, he had been praying since he learned what Brandenmore had done to the three-month-old infant: injected with the same serum he had injected into himself. The serum that was quickly killing him. And he refused to give the information on it, refused to do more than give them the original serum and demand they learn why it was destroying him and not the child. As though he feared giving the Breeds his research would result in whatever was needed to save Amber only.


    Creed couldn’t swear that wouldn’t be the direction the Breeds took.


    Let him die, and Amber would die. By refusing to turn over the research, Brandenmore was ensuring they dug deeper into the ailment destroying his brain. Unfortunately, they weren’t going to find the answers in time to save him from death. And with him dead, the serum he had used, Ely had assured them, would no longer be of use without Brakenmore’s living body to test any cure on.


    A double-edged sword that Creed knew was putting not just the child at risk, but the entire Breed community as well.


    Jonas had known the only weakness in the Brandenmore and Engalls families was Kita, Horace Engalls’s daughter. He also knew other groups would be aware of that as well. Creed had been sent in to ensure she was safe, and to ensure that when the time was right, the Breeds would have possession of her.


    Simply kidnapping her wouldn’t convince her to transfer her loyalty from her father to them, though. Creed had been waiting, waiting, determined to take advantage of the slightest weakness where she was concerned.


    If the Breeds had Kita on their side, then they would have Horace.


    And Creed now had an ace.


    Mating heat.


    That twinge of guilt was only growing, though, tightening his chest and pricking at his soul. Because now, he knew her. And he knew, if she ever learned he had deceived her, she might end up being the only woman capable of turning her back on the phenomena.


    Now wouldn’t that just suck!


    •••


    She was home.


    Kita stepped into the small house, closed and carefully locked the door behind her, then let out a weary breath. The drive from New York wasn’t overly long, but this time it had seemed to take forever.


    Of course, if she had refrained from watching the rearview mirror, it might not have taken near as long, nor seemed so tiring. But she kept expecting to see Creed and that wicked black motorcycle of his riding behind her.


    She felt stalked. Like prey. Like a hare running from the wolf and unable to find a hole deep enough to hide within.


    She was safe now. She had to be. This hole had to be deep enough, because it was the only place she had left to escape to, the only place no one knew of.


    Deep in the mountains of Tennessee, hidden outside a tiny little community of only a few hundred. The house wasn’t in her name; it wasn’t tied to anyone or anything she was associated with.


    Her eyes closed, she ignored the sense that she had left something behind, or perhaps that something had followed her. She had been careful, and she had learned how to be careful.


    Creed had taught her that over the past year.


    She had watched him, she had listened and taken notes, and when she ran, she had remembered everything he’d told her about how to escape a possible enemy.


    He wasn’t the enemy, but he might as well be at the moment.


    “Did you have a nice drive?”


    A screech erupted from her throat as her eyes flew open, her hands jerking, scrambling for the doorknob and managing to do no more than turn before he was suddenly there.


    Kita cried out in shock as his hand flattened against the door, pushing it closed and pressing her against it.


    Full body contact.


    In the year he had been in her father’s employ, she had never felt the full effect of his hard, muscular body, or the heated warmth it generated.


    Her head jerked back, pressing against the wood, her gaze connecting with his as she breathed in a shocked gasp. Against her stomach, hard and engorged, his cock pressed into her.


    “Did you really think I’d let you get away so easily?”


    Dark, rough, so sexy she swore her knees weakened.


    Kita swallowed tightly. “How did you find me?”


    “Maybe I’m just smarter than your average hired gun,” he drawled.


    Kita felt her lips. She hated it when that happened around him. That need to be kissed. It was so intense, an ache that quickly struck to other, much more sensitive areas.


    “I’m sure you are,” she retorted, but her tone wasn’t snappish or shrewish as she would have wished. It was soft. It was a come-on and she knew it even if it was involuntary. She only wished she could sound like that on demand. “Now, tell me how you managed it.”


    The smile that quirked the corner of his lips suddenly had her heart racing, the blood pounding furiously through her veins. It was such a wicked look. Such an extreme bad-boy look.


    Her thighs clenched, her clit became hot, swollen, and achy as she pulled her lower lip between her teeth and pressed.


    “I could do that better. Every time I see that pretty lip clenched between your teeth, you make me want to take a bite too.”


    She felt herself melt. Her juices eased from her pussy, saturating the folds between her thighs as she barely, only barely, managed to hold back a whimper.


    “You haven’t even nibbled,” she whispered. “And I offered.”


    “Did you now?” His hand slid from where it was braced over her head, touched her shoulder, caressed to her elbow, then slid over the thin material of the sweater sleeve and gripped her wrist.


    Before Kita could grasp the meaning of what he was doing, he’d gripped both her wrists, pulled them quickly over her head, and secured them in one large hand.


    “Creed.” It was a protest. She was certain it was.


    It had to be a protest, she told herself. Dominance games really didn’t turn her on. She liked slow, easy touches. Foreplay that lasted forever. Or at least longer than three minutes.


    But she couldn’t help but realize her cunt was suddenly so sensitive that even the feel of her moisture easing from it was a caress.


    “Are you wet, Kita?” The dark male growl in his voice sent a shiver chasing up her spine.


    She realized then why she loved his voice. It was strong, fierce. A dark, heavy sound, like a great jungle cat prowling around her.


    Except Creed had a way of making her feel a hell of a lot more than that edge of fear she felt around the big cats. And so much more than the wariness she had felt around several of the Breeds she had come in contact with over the past years.


    He made her feel alive. He made her realize she was more sensual, and more alone, than she had ever realized before.


    “You’re not answering me.” His head lowered, his lips brushing against her cheek. “Are you wet?”


    She shook her head as she fought the mesmerizing cadence of his voice.


    “No?” The edge of amusement in his voice had her heart skipping a beat. “So, if I can manage to get my hand inside those snug jeans of yours, I won’t find you slick and hot for me?”


    His free hand moved to her waist, then to her hips before his fingers found the snap of her jeans and played with it teasingly.


    The backs of his fingers brushed against the bare flesh of her stomach beneath the short hem of her light sweater. The warm caress, as delicate as it was, had her nipples tightening, throbbing as she felt her lashes becoming heavy, a sensual drowsiness stealing over her.


    “Why are you doing this?” She needed to think right now. She had decisions to make, a life to build. “Why did you follow me?”


    “Why did you run from me?” His head lowered until his cheek was beside hers, his lips at her ear, the warmth of his breath caressing the delicate shell. “Didn’t I warn you not to run from me, Kita?”


    He had, she remembered it.


    “You’re dangerous to me,” she whimpered. “We both know it, Creed. I can’t handle you.”


    He would break her heart. She wasn’t the casual sex type; she’d learned that in college. She needed the commitment, the monogamy. She needed to feel as though she belonged, and she hadn’t found that yet. Or at least, she hadn’t felt it until Creed. From the moment she’d met him, something inside her had clicked, had opened a part of her sensuality that she hadn’t known existed.


    “How do you know you can’t handle me?” A gentle, heated nip at her ear caused her to jerk against him, a breathy little moan leaving her lips as she stared at the wall across from them and fought to steal back just a few of her senses.


    But it wasn’t happening. He wasn’t going to let it happen. In the next instant, the snap of her jeans parted.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 4•


    Creed watched her eyes and felt that irritating itch just beneath his tongue as the snap of her jeans parted under his fingertips. His palm flattened against her lower belly, his fingers tucked just above the warm pad of her pussy.


    Sweet, feminine heat wafted to his nostrils, intoxicated his senses. She made him almost drunk on the scent of her arousal, on the knowledge of the sweet, feminine hunger that assailed her.


    He’d never experienced anything like this. Mating heat was still a relatively mysterious phenomenon to those Breeds who hadn’t yet mated. They recognized the altered scents of mates. There was an awareness of certain unnatural changes, a lack of aging, or at the very least a slowing of the aging process. But the unusually heated scent of mates’ arousal was infused with something so deep, so emotional, the unmated found it impossible to process.


    Mated couples made the unmated highly uncomfortable because they exuded a sense of emotion wholly unknown to unmated Breeds, a sentiment that went far beyond loyalty or brotherhood.


    As Creed let his fingertips caress the soft flesh of Kita’s stomach, felt her heavy breathing, scented the sweet heat of her pussy, he now understood the deep emotion of the mated.


    Over the past year, he had come to know Kita, to sense her, growing ever closer to her, never realizing he was falling in love with her. Until now.


    Now, staring into her big brown eyes as his fingers moved slowly lower, aching to touch her slick head, Creed realized that in the past months, he had been placing Kita even above Jonas’s orders.


    “Creed.” The whispered plea on her lips tore through his senses as his lashes drifted to half-mast, her features flushing with a delicate pink of needy hunger.


    A second later he found the soft, delicate curls just above her clit. They were warm, and lower, God, lower, he swore he could already feel the moisture he knew was gathering on the soft folds.


    God, he wanted to kiss her.


    His gaze dropped to her soft lips, the way her tongue peeked out and flicked over them. He wanted to take her, taste her hunger and her need. Taste the delicacy of her mouth before running his tongue down her neck, along her breasts, her tight nipples, before finding the luscious heat awaiting him there.


    “Kita.” He pressed his forehead against hers, swallowing and tasting the hint of cinnamon that eased from the swollen glands beneath his tongue. “We need to go a little more slowly.”


    Yet his fingers were just a breath from her clit, pausing, aching to stroke the tight knot of nerves that hid within the soft curls and tender folds of the woman he held against him.


    “Okay,” she breathed, but she didn’t try to pull away. Instead, she pushed against him, her hands tightening on the material of his shirt as though to hold him to her.


    She had no idea who he was. She had no idea what he was. A Breed, an enemy of her father, and once he kissed her, there would be no way to hide it.


    His fingers slipped farther, touched the hot kernel of her clit, and he lost it.


    He was a Breed, he wasn’t a robot. He couldn’t touch her, couldn’t want her with such hunger and not take what was being offered to him so enticingly, so willingly.


    “Creed, kiss me.” The plea slipped from her lips and tore past what little control he had left.


    “Kita, you don’t know who I am.” He fought to breathe in something more than the hot scent of her.


    She moved against him, her clit stroking over his fingertips as he told himself he had to reveal the truth to her. Ordered himself.


    “I dream of you,” she whispered then. “Do you know how I fantasize about you, Creed? I touch myself and try to pretend it’s you. I’m tired of pretending. I know you’re the man I hurt for.”


    His head turned, his lips lowering to her ear where he nipped at it in sensual retaliation or in approval, he wasn’t certain which.


    “It may hurt worse,” he groaned, “if I kiss you.”


    “Nothing can hurt worse.”


    Her head tipped back as his moved. He told himself he had only wanted to see her face, to move from the too rich scent of her arousal where his had rested, too close to the heavy vein pounding at her neck.


    Her lips were there, brushing against his, sending a surge of lust tearing through him and a pulse of the hot, rich elixir held in the glands of his tongue.


    Jerking his head to the side, Creed lifted his free hand and quickly jerked the cosmetic disguise from the canines at the sides of his mouth.


    If she noticed what he had done, she didn’t give a sign of it. When he returned, his lips covering hers, she gave to him. Her lips parted, a soft moan passed her lips, and Creed took full advantage.


    The animal inside, repressed from far too many years of covert work, rose inside him with a savage, internal growl, and he gave her the kiss that a male Breed can only give to his mate.


    A dark, wicked, primal kiss intent on binding her, holding her, on mating her in the most savage sense.


    •••


    Kita had never been given a kiss that made her hungrier. She could be aroused. She had been aroused many times, by several men.


    Until this kiss.


    She hadn’t believed a kiss could be sexy, that it could fire the senses and pull her deeper into her arousal.


    Until this kiss.


    Creed’s head lowered, the thunderous gray of his eyes ensnaring her gaze as she felt a heavy, sensual lassitude overtake her. Her lips parted involuntarily, her lashes fluttered as she fought to keep them open, and her heart began to race in heavy, erotic excitement as the finger at her clit exerted just the slightest pressure at the moment his lips brushed against hers.


    The touch, though oh so subtle, was like heat lightning. A small gasp escaped her lips, giving him the perfect invitation to more fully lower his head and take possession in a way no other man ever had.


    Confidently, teasingly.


    With his tongue, he traced the curve of her lower lip, then drew it between his teeth, worrying it with sensual precision; after one last small nip, he bestowed a flicking lick that had her lifting closer to him.


    Between her thighs his index finger stroked, pressed, subtle in its destruction and sexual favors.


    Kita could feel herself shaking, trembling. There was such a sense of need, of hunger rising inside her, she wondered she wasn’t crying out from it.


    She wanted his kiss.


    A full, seductive, melting, lust-arousing kiss that would burn her to the tips of her toes.


    She had read about it.


    She had dreamed about it.


    She had sensed it had to be out there. After all, where there was smoke, there was surely fire, and even teenagers swore they had experienced the perfect kiss.


    One that was primal.


    One filled with hunger.


    A kiss they couldn’t resist.


    In that second, his lips covered hers. Parting the desperate curves, his tongue slipped inside in a teasing kiss against hers, retreated and came back, as her arms lifted to twine around his neck and hold him to her.


    His kiss became deeper still, and as a hungry growl vibrated against her lips and the arm slipping around her back tightened, Kita finally found that kiss she could lose herself within.


    A subtle hint of cinnamon met her taste buds as his tongue licked at hers once again, his lips stealing her senses and her control. This time, this kiss, was that intimate stroke of fire and ice, lightning flaring through her senses, heat wrapping around her body. It was everything she had ever heard a kiss should be.


    His arm wrapped around her, strong and warm, so strong. There was no breaking that grip. There was no way she wanted it broken.


    Tightening her arms around his neck, she tilted her hips, pressing the hardened bud of her clit more firmly into his fingers as she felt him pushing her tighter against the door.


    This should have happened sooner, she thought distantly. She would have never run if she had known she was running away from this.


    The deep drugging kisses burned like fire in her soul, obliterating any thought of protest, any need to protest. Sensation traveled through her nerve endings, exciting them as nothing in her life had before. Before Kita realized she was moving, she was rubbing against him, desperate to get his fingers lower, to fill the emptiness inside her.


    Nothing mattered but getting closer to him, to fulfilling the promises he made with his lips, with his tongue, with the hungry inhuman rumble of a growl that vibrated in his chest.


    That sound was a warning, and one she chose not to heed. To heed it would be to pull herself away from him. It would mean relinquishing the warmth and the tidal wave of sensations he’d unleashed within her.


    “Kita.” Marked. Hungry. That sound sent a shiver racing through her nerve endings.


    Digging her nails into the material of his shirt, she was on her tiptoes, arching into him. Feeling his cock pressing against her abdomen, she tried to get ever closer, his fingers curving, pressing lower, rimming the clenched opening of her pussy as she gasped and tried to draw more of the luscious, rich taste of his kiss to his tongue.


    “Kita.” The hard, dark groan as he pulled back from the kiss drew a protesting cry from her lips.


    Struggling to open her eyes, she stared up at him, her breathing hard and rough as she swore she could still taste him. She ran her tongue over the lower curve of his lip, almost moaning at the heated taste of cinnamon and spice to be found there.


    Then the breath whooshed from her lips. Her back arched. Pleasure became sharp, all-consuming, as she felt two, hard, broad fingers pierce the clenched, tightened opening of her pussy.


    Ecstasy began to build in her bloodstream, whipping through her system and spasming through the inner muscles of her vagina as it gripped his fingers in reflexive response.


    Hard fingers slid up her back, tangled in her hair, and dragged her head back as he stared down at her savagely.


    “Do you have any idea what I could do to you?” His voice was so dark, filled with the same hunger that gleamed in his eyes. “I could take you, Kita. I am going to take you. Every sweet, soft inch of that tight pussy.”


    Oh hell, she was going to come. Sensation slammed into her womb, through her pussy, tightening it further as she felt her juices surge between his fingers and her vaginal walls.


    “Why wait?”


    She’d managed to surprise him. She could see the surprise in his eyes.


    Then Kita got the surprise of her life.


    His lips pulled back in a grimace, flashing the very defined, wicked, animalistic canines at the side of his mouth that proclaimed his animal genetics.


    He was a Breed.


    Her eyes widened. His narrowed.


    A growl rumbled in his throat as his fingers surged deep inside her, curved, and pressed against a hidden, too sensitive spot with one, two little rubs that destroyed her senses.


    She was already primed for him.


    She was already ready to go over that edge into oblivion.


    She hadn’t expected this. Considering all she had heard about the Breeds, she shouldn’t have been anything but terrified. So terrified that fear should have been her only possible response.


    Instead, she felt ecstasy.


    Rapture.


    A hard, guttural cry tore from her lips as an orgasm tore through her body.


    It exploded in her clit, her pussy, then whipped through her womb and drew the rest of her body bow tight.


    The wailing, desperate cry that fell from her was a sound she had never made before. It came from the very core of her being, as though the pleasure, a pleasure like none she had ever experienced before, had taken control of her senses.


    Clamping her thighs around his hand, she tightened her pussy on the fingers that still caressed, still rubbed that primal spot inside her. Starburst radiated through her brain.


    “Creed.” His name was a sound of agonized pleasure as she felt the breath still in her chest for long, precious moments.


    She wanted to feel every sensation. She wanted to know it, to memorize it. She wanted to lock it inside her and keep it with her for the rest of her life.


    Because there was no way she could keep Creed. There was no way the Breed holding her could be the man she had longed for, the man she had ached for all these months. There were was no way her father’s enemy could ever love her.


    As the pleasure began to dim, reality took its place, forcing back the fantasy as she slowly regained her senses.


    His fingers eased from the grip she had on them.


    His cock still pressed against her hip, hard and fierce, the heat of his flesh seeming to radiate through the leather of his pants.


    Thunderous gray eyes were nearly black, perspiration dotted his forehead, and his chest rose and fell with his harsh breathing.


    And only one question could resonate through her mind.


    Why?

  


  
    •CHAPTER 5•


    “Don’t try to run again. You won’t make it far.”


    Kita stared at Creed, her father’s security specialist for the past year, and oh so obviously no more than a plant by the Bureau of Breed Affairs.


    Sitting in the chair across from him, she crossed her legs, propped her elbow on the padded arm, rested her head against her palm, and just stared at him as he sat on the couch across from her, leaning forward, forearms braced on his knees, his eyes locked on hers.


    “Now don’t you just look like the disgruntled kitty,” she drawled mockingly. “Or is that pooch? Feline, wolf, or coyote?”


    His eyes narrowed. “Feline. Lion.”


    Her lips pursed in a vague imitation of thoughtfulness. “I must be top priority if the director of the Bureau of Breed Affairs sent one of his lion enforcers to play babysitter for the past year.”


    His lips thinned. “I wasn’t your babysitter.”


    Her brows lifted. “Well, you weren’t parked on my father’s ass, so I rather doubt Jonas Wyatt had you babysitting him. So tell me, Creed, why were you there? Information? To simply keep tabs on us? Or were you there to kill one of us when the time was right?”


    He sat back slowly, his arms crossing over his chest as his expression became set in cool, unemotional lines.


    He wasn’t there to kill her, and he wasn’t there to kill her father.


    “Information.” She sighed. “That’s why you’re there, isn’t it?”


    “Then why am I here instead?”


    “Dad sent you?”


    “You were calling him ‘Daddy’ before,” he pointed out, and in the shadows that crossed his face, she could have sworn she saw a hint of anger in his gaze.


    He had no right to be angry with her. If anyone had a right to be angry, she did.


    “What I call him is none of your business,” she informed him with a mocking roll of her eyes. “He sent you?”


    He shrugged at the question, and she took that for a yes. It was the only reason he would have followed her.


    “When are we driving back? I can’t leave my car here.”


    “We’re not going back just yet.”


    How interesting.


    Kita continued to stare back at him, wondering at that feeling of heated moisture between her thighs.


    Damn him, he kissed like a fucking sex god. Like her greatest fantasy. He had done what others had failed to do. His kiss had only fueled her need. Then he had done what two other lovers hadn’t even managed to come close to. He’d sent her into orgasm. And he had managed it with only his kiss and his fingers. Other men hadn’t even been able to do it, no matter the grunting efforts they’d put into it.


    •••


    She was glaring at him.


    Creed narrowed his eyes as he tried to read her expression.


    It was impossible.


    For the first time since he had become her bodyguard, Creed could not tell, by her expression alone, what she was thinking. But there was enough emotion rolling off her for him to guess by scent alone. And there wasn’t enough anger to save her.


    She should be furious. Ahead of the subtle scent of arousal still coursing through her, she should be raging at him. Which would only make the arousal hotter, build higher.


    Instead, she was, first and foremost, aroused; behind that, he sensed irritation and confusion.


    The confused part, he shared. Because all things considered, she was truly rather rational. Especially considering the fact that she was now in mating heat.


    Just as he was. He’d had her kiss, he’d had her orgasm, but he was still vicious hard, his dick throbbing with furious hunger. It was the most intense need he had ever known. Since the moment his lips had touched her, since he had felt the warmth of her inner lips, the mating hormone had begun to build in the glands beneath his tongue.


    It was more than an itch now. It was a burn, an arousal far deeper than it had been before the mating heat had kicked in.


    “I don’t like that look on your face,” she muttered as he continued to watch her silently, to draw in the unique scents of her.


    He arched his brow, unwilling to allow her into his thoughts just yet. To give her a chance to learn how deep his need for her went when he was beginning to grow very concerned over what the next few days would bring.


    “And what do you mean, we’re not going back just yet? That’s why Dad sent you after me, correct?”


    She wasn’t calling her father “Daddy” any longer. And each time she said “Dad” instead, the scent of disillusionment drifted toward him.


    Every emotion had a scent, and to the Breed senses, they were easily detectable.


    Disillusionment was a scent that clashed with her innocence, her compassion. It was a dark scent of sulfur subtly underlying the sweetest, softest scent of a spring rain, the scent of her arousal. It was there, though, and it pissed him off.


    “Cabin fever does crazy things to a person.” He shrugged as he watched her carefully. “It’s my opinion that perhaps you need a few days’ vacation. A chance to relieve some tension.”


    It wasn’t exactly a lie, but it wasn’t exactly the truth either. But he wasn’t about to tell her that he and his boss were leading her father to believe she’d been kidnapped.


    “He doesn’t know you’re a Breed, does he?” Her lips pursed mockingly.


    Amusement joined the other scents, just the slightest hint of it.


    “No, he wasn’t aware of it.”


    “What about the men you were working with?”


    His brow arched. “I didn’t tell them.”


    He hadn’t had to tell them. They were part of the Bureau of Breed Affairs; Jonas had likely told them. If not, then it wouldn’t have been hard for them to guess simply because Creed had been working with them for so damned long.


    Kita shook her head in amusement, an amusement he could easily read on her expression this time.


    “You don’t hate Breeds,” he commented.


    She rose from her chair and moved languidly across the room before turning and leaning against the door frame and staring back at him. “I never hated Breeds, Creed. They didn’t ask for what was done to them. They were born into it.”


    Created into it, Creed corrected her silently. They had been created into this world, and trained rather than raised, to be killers.


    He nodded slowly. Over the year he’d been in her home, he had seen that in her. She’d been waiting, watching, neither trusting nor distrusting the Breeds. She had paid careful attention to news stories and discussions, and at odd times had seemed to be studying her father, essentially observing him in the act of just being a father.


    “And now you’ve kissed one,” he said softly. “Come in the arms of one. What do you think now?”


    “I think you’re just as savage and as determined as every report I’ve ever read says you are. And I highly doubt you’ve been in my home to protect me, no matter the danger. So why not tell me exactly why you were there.”


    “That was why I was there, Kita.” It just wasn’t the only reason he was there.


    She nodded again, her expression, her gaze thoughtful. It was then the scent of her reached him. The increased feminine heat. The arousal burning hotter, burning brighter inside her.


    “Time will tell why you’re here then, won’t it?” she whispered, breathing out deeply.


    “Will it?” He rose to his feet himself then, moving toward her slowly, feeling the hunger rising inside him as well. “Perhaps it’s an answer we should find now, Kita.”


    Her heat wasn’t as intense as it would be once he’d spilled his seed inside her, but the arousal was high enough to slowly become uncomfortable.


    Advances into the mating phenomena were coming in slowly, being researched to damned death, and only then was certain information being shared with the Breeds.


    It was still a subject considered NTK, Need To Know. And only Breeds showing visible signs of mating, or those involved in highly sensitive operations, were given the information.


    Creed had been given the information. He knew the suppositions, the small advances that had been made, the research the Breed scientists had done. And he knew the heat hadn’t reached its full pitch yet. And it wouldn’t until he released his seed inside her.


    Until then, the hormone he had released so far would irritate more than anything else.


    Unless he kissed her again.


    It was a one-kiss gig unless he wanted her to hate him.


    Condoms required.


    There were still the tiny hairs along his visibly hairless body that carried the hormone, but the quantities were so minute that as long as he didn’t kiss her again, then he could control it.


    As long as he didn’t fuck her without a condom, it would be a while before the ramifications were apparent.


    At least, to Kita. He, on the other hand, was already feeling the ramifications. He’d kissed her, and so the hormone was now infused with the genetic impulse to increase the heat and torture their bodies until conception occurred. To mutate the genetics in his sperm to be more compatible with her ova even as any hormone shared with her would make her likewise more compatible with him.


    Stopping in front of her, his hand reached out and gently lifted a heavy lock of hair. He felt almost mesmerized by that hair. So many shades of natural blonde shimmering against his fingers.


    He could feel the rumble of a growl in his throat.


    He could smell her arousal, her interest. He could smell emotion, tenderness, and yet a rising need for confrontation. A scent reminiscent of that detected within both mates and human couples alike. A scent that came close to love.


    Forcing his gaze from the heavy lock of hair he held, he took in the slumberous passion outlining Kita’s face.


    “You’ve entranced me, Kita Claire,” he whispered as he turned his head slightly, the need to kiss her barely held in restraint by the knowledge of the consequences.


    “Have I really?” A trace of breathlessness infused her tone. “Maybe you’ve done the same to me, Creed, even if you are being rather arrogant about it.”


    “It’s part of our genetics.” His gaze centered on her lips.


    No kiss, he told himself. He couldn’t kiss her, he couldn’t lick her, he couldn’t bite her. His eyes closed as he leaned his forehead against hers. He couldn’t taste the silken, saturated folds of her pussy no matter how his mouth watered for it.


    He had to keep his tongue in his mouth, his lips closed.


    He had to protect her, at least until he could tell her the truth.


    But that didn’t mean there weren’t other ways to play.


    There were many ways to play. Ways that would leave them both gasping, their bodies perspiring in release.


    He would make certain she didn’t miss the kiss. But he would. God help him, he would miss the taste of her wicked little tongue, the feel of her lips beneath his. And the taste of her soft pussy. That he was truly going to regret missing out on.


    “Promise me something, Creed,” she said.


    His lashes lifted to stare down at her as the hunger ate at him.


    “If I can,” he answered.


    “Promise me you aren’t doing this for some sort of Breed revenge. That you’re not sleeping with me in some attempt to make my father pay for whatever he and Uncle Phillip have done.”


    Uncle Phillip. Phillip Brandenmore was her uncle through Horace’s marriage to Phillip’s younger sister.


    “I can swear to you that I’m not going to sleep with you to make your father or your uncle pay for whatever crimes they committed against the Breeds.” That was easy enough. It was the truth.


    Her hand lifted, the tips of her fingers smoothing over his cheek as he watched her soft brown eyes melt with emotion.


    He’d encouraged emotion in her from that first day, from the first itch he’d felt beneath his tongue. He’d teased, flirted.


    “Kiss me, Creed,” she whispered the one plea he couldn’t satisfy. “Like you did earlier.”


    His head lowered. A little. God help him, let him be able to stop when he needed to.


    As his closed lips smoothed across her forehead to her temple, he let his hands drift up her hips, pushing beneath her light sweater to find her breasts.


    Smooth, firm globes fit his palms as her tight hard nipples met the pads of his fingers. He could survive without her kiss, he told himself. He could survive without releasing inside her. It wouldn’t kill him. Hell, other Breeds had gone without their mates for years before, and they had lived.


    He would live as well.


    But first, he would have to distract her. He would have to give her so much pleasure that she didn’t realize the kiss wasn’t there.


    Bending, he put his arms behind her knees and her back, lifting her against his chest as he carried her quickly to the bedroom he had found earlier.


    The bed was already turned down. She’d let someone know she was coming because the pantry as well as the refrigerator and bathroom were stocked with new items. Nothing had been used before.


    Laying her on the bed, Creed moved to her feet and carefully pulled off her sneakers, then the soft cotton socks. Undressing her became one of the most sensual chores he had ever undertaken.


    She arched to him as he pulled her jeans from her body. Free of those, she began to fumble with the buttons of her sweater.


    He watched. Watched those graceful fingers release each button as he hurriedly tore his own clothes from his body, carefully laying a condom aside.


    This would be agony. Agony and ecstasy. It would be the heights of rapture, and it would be the further depths of pain if what he’d heard was true.


    And it would be worth it.


    It would be worth every second of agony to feel her clenching and coming around his dick.


    As she tossed her sweater aside, Creed tossed aside his own shirt.


    Naked, so fucking hard each pulse of blood pounding through his cock was a pleasure so intense it was painful.


    Sitting up in the bed, her hair falling around her face in sunlit and shadowed blonde waves, she looked like a damned temptress come to haunt his fantasies.


    That was exactly what she was. His fantasy. That nameless woman he had dreamt of for years before Jonas had sent him to the Engalls estate.


    She was his mate.


    And she was reaching for him.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 6•


    Arousal, that hunger, unsated desire, the desperate longings and pulse-pounding aches. It was the need for touch, the body so hypersensitive, each nerve ending rising in attention as pleasure became the focal point of reality.


    It was also the need to touch, though.


    Rising to her knees, she flattened her palms against the hard muscles of his abdomen, feeling them flex in response to her touch, heated, alive. At first glance, the hard, bronzed flesh seemed completely free of male hair. But beneath her sensitive hands, she felt the ultrasoft down, almost like a pelt, smooth, warm, invisible to the eye, but detectable to the skin.


    Resting on her knees, the object of twelve months’ obsession right before her eyes, completely naked, completely aroused, the hard length of his cock jutting forward, she couldn’t help but compare it to her fantasies.


    And the fantasies paled in comparison.


    Nothing could have prepared her for the highly conditioned, fully aroused, steel-hard body of a male Breed in his prime.


    Her fingers curled against the flexing abs, nails rasping against his flesh as she felt his muscles harden further beneath her touch. The head of his cock was sheened with moisture, engorged and flushed dark with extreme arousal.


    Dragging her nails down his abs, she gloried in the hard male groan that met the caress as well as the visible throbbing in the heavy veins of the powerful, thick shaft.


    As her hands moved down, caressing, stroking to his thighs, his fingers buried in her hair. Blunt male nails scraped across her scalp, sending trails of exquisite sensation tearing down her spine.


    She needed to touch him, to taste him, to experience every sensual pleasure to be had in his arms. Every sensual, erotic touch, taste, and sound.


    Her head lowered, her lips moving to his chest, her tongue licking over a hard, flat male nipple as she heard the smothered groan vibrate in his chest.


    Part moan, part growl, the sound wrapped around her senses, stoked the sensations rising inside her as her teeth gripped the disk and she allowed her tongue to worry it with sharp little flicks.


    The taste of male desire and a hint of cinnamon hit her senses hard and burned through her veins. Between her thighs, her clit throbbed and ached, the need for touch riding her like a fever as her hands moved to his heavy, muscled legs.


    She felt as though she were growing drunk, intoxicated on the sheer wicked excitement. Fascination had followed her since the day she had met him, fantasy flowing through her mind as she fought to bring herself to relief when the need for his touch, his kiss, had grown out of control.


    And now, he was here. So obviously aroused, his hands in her hair, the pads of his fingers rubbing against her scalp as she began to lick her way down his torso.


    She had never touched a man as she was now touching Creed, with such freedom. There had always been hesitation, a sense of something just not quite right. The two men she had been with before had each been a disappointment, making her fear she would never realize the pleasure she sensed could be had in a man’s touch.


    In this man’s touch.


    In a Breed’s arms.


    A moan tore from her throat.


    Her Breed. The human species that had been a fascination for her since the day they had revealed themselves, and tonight, she would claim one for her own.


    Her lips moved down his abdomen, her tongue licked, stroked, until she came to the brutally hard length of his heavy cock.


    One hand curved around the base of it, the feel of the heavy pulse beneath sending the blood crashing through her veins. Pulling her head back, she moved to lick, to taste the engorged head when she suddenly found herself pushed back to the bed, and a second later, rolled to her stomach as Creed came behind her.


    “Oh God, Creed,” she cried out, her back arching as his arm curved beneath her hips, jerking them up and back until he pulled her to her knees.


    “Stay still.” Hard legs gripped her thighs as she felt him moving behind her, one hand smoothing over the curve of her rear. “Just like that, Kita. So sweet and ready for me. Trusting me. Do you trust me, sweetheart?”


    Did she trust him?


    Only with her life.


    “I trust you,” she cried out as his finger eased between her thighs, pressing against the entrance to her pussy, easing inside as the calloused tip rasped against oversensitive nerve endings.


    It was a fury of hunger. A craving. A need she didn’t know how to bear as her hips jerked back, desperate for more.


    “I need you,” she demanded, her voice ragged now. “Please, Creed. Please need me.”


    She hadn’t meant to sound so needy, so aching. She hadn’t meant to beg, but the yearning inside her refused to remain silent. She had waited too long for this, waited too long for him. God, he had to ache just as deeply for her.


    “I need you more than you know, Kita.” He came over her, his lips pressing against her shoulder, the heat of him like a fire at her back as she felt the thick width of his cock slide along the slick folds of her pussy.


    The pulsing flesh raked across her engorged clit, sent fire and ice rushing through her body as pleasure exploded at the back of her skull and sizzled through her brain.


    With trembling fingers, she pushed her hand between her thighs, gripping the hard strength of his cock as the sound of his harsh growl rumbled at her back.


    Her fingers stroked the length, lubricated by the heavy juices that eased from her pussy.


    The muscles of her vagina convulsed as her womb tightened. His cock throbbed in her hand, and the need to have him inside her was like a fever she couldn’t bear any longer.


    A distant part of her realized that somehow, as he’d paused behind her, he’d donned a condom. For a second, confusion filled her mind. It was so rare for a Breed to be able to impregnate a woman. They were genetically coded against it. A few had defied that rule, but only a very few.


    Then he was shifting, moving, following her grip as she tucked the thick head of his erection against the clenched, snug entrance to her body.


    “I need you,” she whispered, desperate for him now. “Oh God, Creed, I need you so desperately.”


    “Then take me, Kita,” he groaned, his lips moving to her ear, a warm breath of air stroking over the tender shell a second before his rough cheek caressed it. “Take me how you need me, baby. Every inch.”


    Every inch. Every steel-hard inch pulsing against her pussy as she began to press backward, feeling the flared head slowly part the tender opening.


    She was shaking, hard tremors racing through her body as she felt the entrance stretching, burning as she backed into his cock. Her head fell to the bed, pressing into the pillows, her fingers clenching into the blankets beneath her as she pushed back. Each thick, throbbing inch easing inside her made her feel taken, almost to the point of bruising, pleasure and pain combining until she was whimpering, smothered cries leaving her lips as he began to fill her.


    “Kita,” the growling whisper at her ear had her jerking, spiking pleasure raking through her body as the stretching burn amplified every touch of his chest against her back, his thighs gripping hers, his cock easing inside her. “Take me sweetheart. All of me. Push back, love. Fill yourself with me.”


    Her teeth clenched as her hips jerked back, burying him deeper inside her with a searing thrust.


    Panting, crying out from the sensations as her body struggled to accept the iron erection pressing inside her, Kita fought to just breathe. To make sense of the clenching, searing sensations striking from her pussy to her womb only to echo with eruptions of near ecstasy throughout the rest of her body.


    “More,” she gasped, struggling to ease back. “Creed, please...”


    “Take more of me, baby.” It sounded as though he were forcing the words between his teeth, and she felt the warmth of his perspiration in a heated drop along her shoulder. “Take what you want, Kita. It’s all yours, baby. As much as you want.”


    She wanted it all. She wanted to burn inside and out. She wanted to be taken by him, possessed, and flying through rapture as the agonizing pleasure building inside her released.


    She wanted to see the sun, the flames she could feel licking at her flesh.


    And she wanted his kiss. She could almost taste it. Cinnamon and a wicked brew of a storm infused with the ocean. Pure male. Pure iron-hard heat forging through her.


    “Creed.” She moaned his name again as her forehead dug into the pillow before her neck arched, pulling it back to rest against his shoulder as he braced himself behind her. “Fuck me. Please, I can’t do it alone.” She was to the point of sobbing now, the hunger tearing at her, building through her until she couldn’t fight it. “Take me, Creed. Make me belong to you.”


    As though that request were all he needed, a savage growl sounded behind her as he jerked back, rising to his knees, his hands gripping her hips, and he forged, surged inside her to the hilt, burying his cock full length and more. She jerked at the hard entrance and shuddered, shook as her senses threatened to detonate at the extremity of the sensations.


    There was no way to process it. No way to acclimate to the feel of him fully imbedded inside her before he began moving. Pulling back, the flared crest raking, rasping over exposed nerve endings before he was suddenly shafting forward once again and sending her reeling with the ecstatic preliminary explosions of release.


    Except, release didn’t come.


    A scream tore from her throat as he jerked back again, a second later thrusting forward, fucking her with a driving rhythm she couldn’t resist and had no intention of fighting. She could only accept. Only hold on for the ride as she felt the last threads of reality dissolve beneath the pleasure tearing through her.


    The sound of his thighs slapping against hers, the feel of his perspiration against her back, the sound of his growls in the air, and the feel of the steely length of his cock taking her, possessing her. Oh God, he was owning her.


    He was taking her outside herself with the excruciating pleasure and delightful agony. Blending sensations through her body, forcing them to melt together as his cock tunneled inside her, over and over again. It stroked, caressed hidden nerves endings she hadn’t known her body possessed, and left her screaming, begging for release.


    Each driving stroke was another painful pleasure, another step closer to the brilliant flames she could sense threatening to overtake her.


    He was pushing her toward a plane she had never known. A world where nothing existed but sensation, but the feel of his erection shafting, fucking inside her. There was nothing but sensation upon sensation, her clit swelling to a desperate point, her nipples burning as they rubbed against the sheet, her pussy blazing with pleasure.


    She was riding a high she couldn’t have known existed, and behind her, she could feel Creed tensing, feel the brutal sensations tightening through her, her womb clenching, her pussy gripping him tighter, milking his cock, fighting to hold him inside her, to achieve that final, all-consuming stroke that would throw her headlong into an abyss of sheer rapture.


    It was there.


    So close.


    It was burning around her, filling her senses, drawing her closer. He fucked her harder, faster, his hands tightening on her hips until finally, with a scream of suddenly ecstatic fear, she felt it possess her.


    Brutal, searing explosions began erupting through her body. Kita felt herself jerk beneath him, heard her strangled scream as her nails clawed at the blankets beneath her.


    Her pussy throbbed, tightened, quivered with the sudden upheaval tearing through it. She heard him give a desperate, animalistic growl before burying his cock deep and hard inside her just as that final blaze of ecstasy tore through her mind.


    She was aware of nothing but the sharp, all-consuming pleasure and Creed’s arms surrounding her. Knew nothing but the brutal, enveloping heat that radiated in a conflagration of building explosions that finally left her shuddering, limp in his arms as they both collapsed to the bed.


    It was exhausting.


    It drained her to the point that she wondered if she would ever have the strength or the will to pull herself from him. It bound her to him, even more so than she’d realized she already was.


    It was the reason she had run.


    This was the reason she had made that desperate, racing escape from her father’s home.


    Not just because her father had betrayed her.


    Not just because she didn’t know if she could trust him any longer.


    Because she hadn’t known if she could trust herself. If she could keep from begging, just as she had ended up begging, for this.


    For Creed Raines to tear through her senses, to burn past her reservations, and to steal the heart she knew, in that instant, she had saved for him.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 7•


    Creed was in hell. Agony. His cock was so damned hard it felt as though it would split open. His balls were drawn beneath the heavy length of his shaft, and he swore his blood was on fire as it pumped through his body.


    His release had drained him dry at first, rocking through his body and filling the condom. The lack of sensation against the underside, where the mating barb should have emerged, had kept that final release from triggering, though.


    He knew the basics of mating heat. He and several other covert enforcers had been given only the sketchiest information just before leaving Sanctuary a year before.


    He’d known, though, instinctually, of the mating heat; all Breeds did. It was the scent the mates shared, the sense of bonding that was a scent all its own. And the love.


    The animal inside Creed had acknowledged it, and a part of him had longed for it since the first day he’d sensed it just after he’d arrived at Sanctuary.


    The labs he’d been in hadn’t been as monstrous as most. Once rescues had begun, the scientists, soldiers, and trainers there had worked with the Breeds to see to their safe release and transport to Sanctuary.


    Not all the labs involved with the Genetics Council had subscribed to their methods of cruelty.


    Lying in the bed with his own mate, Creed had come to understand why the mated Breeds he’d talked to had told him it was something that couldn’t be denied.


    The urge to mark her, to bite her delicate skin just above her shoulder and allow the mating hormone into her system there, the need to kiss her, to spill inside her, it was all part of the bonding and all a part of the overwhelming heat tearing through his senses now.


    The agony was nothing compared to the sense of satisfaction and completion, though, as he sat, fully dressed, in the sheltered backyard of the small house Kita owned, holding her against him.


    The overlarge lounger was thickly padded and wide enough to allow for both his much larger body and that of the woman stretched out between his spread thighs, her back against his chest, the long waves of her sunlit dark blonde hair cascading over his arm.


    They had been there for hours, simply watching the sun rise until it was now beginning to warm the mountains that surrounded them and peek its golden trails of light into the shadowed grotto she’d created for a back deck.


    “When did you buy the house?” he asked as she snuggled closer, the quilt he’d wrapped around her earlier falling off one bare shoulder before he tucked it back.


    She was nice and warm, content and languorous as she lay against him.


    “A few years ago.” She sighed. “It took forever to figure out how to hide the purchase. My name isn’t associated with it anywhere other than a paper signed between myself and a lawyer in Charleston. That seemed the simplest way.”


    “Why did you need it?”


    She was right. Despite the thorough investigation the Breeds had done on her, this property hadn’t come to light. They’d checked every friend, schoolmate, and even enemies she had, prying into every nook and cranny of her life to find even the smallest detail about her. And still, this had escaped them.


    “I don’t know why it was so important at the time.” The note of bemusement in her voice couldn’t be hidden, nor could the fact that now she wondered if she had somehow sensed what was coming.


    The fact was, Creed was gaining a sense that Kita had known for years that her father was involved in something he shouldn’t have been. Likely, from the first release of the news that the Breeds existed, Kita had been picking up on her father’s subversion.


    She was an intuitive little thing, there was no doubt. He imagined that once she got to know him well, there would be very little he could pull off without her sensing it.


    “Tell me about you instead,” she demanded softly. “All we’ve talked about the last four days has been me. I want to know more about you.”


    “Like what?” He stared into the fenced backyard wishing he could put off any questions about himself. He wouldn’t lie to her, but he knew, at times, the truth was tricky.


    “Like, what’s it like at Sanctuary?” She tilted her head back against his arm as she shifted around to stare up at him. “I’ve read it’s like an armed camp, and then reports it’s one big orgy.” She gave a low, light laugh. “Beth is certain it’s the orgy. Though, if it is, she just lost her bet with Stacey.”


    Stacey was one of the girlfriends that came to the house often. A redheaded spitfire with more courage than good sense sometimes. Beth, on the other hand, was normally practical, though easygoing.


    “And what does Stacey say it is?” he asked.


    The amusement slowly filtered from her eyes. “An armed camp,” she said sadly. “A place filled with tension and combat-ready at all times.”


    It was interesting to hear the two had bet at opposite ends of their character spectrum.


    “Then they both lost.” He gave her a smile he hoped would comfort the distress he saw in her gaze. It was one of the things he loved about her, he realized. Her compassion. A compassion neither her father nor her uncle possessed.


    “Sanctuary is always prepared, it’s secured. We have teams of enforcers that are constantly on guard, but, for the most part, it’s more like a large community.”


    “Until it’s attacked,” she guessed.


    Creed gave a short nod. “Until it’s attacked. But we’re trained for this Kita. We know how to react, and we know how to fight back.”


    “And those you’ve brought in who don’t know how to fight?” she asked softly. “Your wives? What do they do, Creed?”


    Did she want to be a Breed wife? There was a flash of hope and concern in her gaze, as though she had given the question a lot of thought but needed more in-depth information.


    “They’re protected,” he promised her. “Every Breed in Sanctuary, whether it be male or female, feline, wolf, or coyote, dedicates his life to protecting the wives and children if an attack is launched.” He lifted his hand and cupped her cheek as his thumb caressed her lower lip. “Love is something we dare never take for granted, Kita. Even those who haven’t yet felt the fire of that emotion know that they long for it. They would give their lives to ensure that a Breed mate is completely protected.”


    “A mate,” she whispered. “What does it take, Creed, to be a Breed’s mate?”


    She spoke against his thumb, her dark brown eyes becoming sensual, slumberous as her body softened further against him.


    “Love. That’s all it takes, Kita. The only difference is, Breeds love the first time, for all time. Just as our genetic cousins do.” He was dying to kiss her. The hormone filled his mouth like a particularly spicy aphrodisiac, demanding he share. Until he kissed her, until he forced the hormone into her system, it would only grow worse.


    God, if it became worse, he didn’t know if he could bear it. It was an agony now. Like a brutal flame burning in his loins, threatening his self-control.


    And it wasn’t that he hadn’t had her. They’d spent the past two days fucking like minks. She’d been exhausted when he’d carried her to the porch after fixing the decaf coffee he thanked God she drank. The caffeinated brew was like an accelerant to mating heat in both males and females. He didn’t think he could bear to have anything intensify it. She wouldn’t be safe with him if it became worse.


    “Just love.” Her head turned, her lips pressing to the bare flesh the unbuttoned portion of his shirt revealed. “What if your mate doesn’t love for life, Creed? If they’re human? Some humans are very fickle, you know.”


    His lips quirked at the reminder. Ah yes, humans could be fickle, as could Breeds in some instances. They weren’t so different.


    But the question she posed was damned tricky for him.


    “There hasn’t been a problem yet,” was the only answer he could give her.


    And apparently, it was the wrong one. Suspicion darkened her eyes. “Is there any truth to the tabloid stories about a mating hormone?” There was no fear in her gaze, just curiosity, suspicion.


    “You know how the tabloids are, Kita,” he tried to scoff, but went no further.


    Creed refused to lie to his mate.


    As a covert enforcer, he was used to lying. He had to lie to maintain whatever façade was required for the job. At times, even his name changed, his eye color, his hair color. At times, he’d wondered if he even knew who he was anymore. But that was before he’d walked into Kita’s life.


    “I know how they are,” she admitted softly. “And I know you. You’re avoiding my question, Creed. What are you not telling me?”


    He almost smiled. As he’d said before, she was damned intuitive. And it appeared she had paid more attention to him over the past year than he would have perhaps wished.


    “There are differences with the Breeds,” he finally admitted. “Things I’d prefer we discuss later.”


    He felt her tense. An air of hurt descended around her as her gaze took on a wounded look.


    “Later as opposed to now in what way?” She was drawing away from him and he couldn’t bear that.


    The animal inside him was snarling in fury. First, he’d refused her the mating kiss more than once, then he’d sheathed his cock and prevented his body from locking inside her.


    He was defying every natural instinct that his species lived and breathed for. Mating. The bonding of his life to another, the gift that would come to him only once, as far as the Breeds knew. And now, he was allowing her to distance herself, to pull away.


    His arms tightened around her involuntarily, a part of his mind, his Breed senses, refusing to release her despite the fact that he knew it was best for both of them.


    She stared back at him for long moments, her gaze a silent accusation.


    “That’s why you haven’t kissed me again,” she finally stated knowingly. “Because it does exist, and for whatever reason you’ve decided I’m not good enough for whatever your mating is?”


    His eyes widened. “Have you fucking lost your mind?” Grating, filled with frustrated surprise, the question slipped past his lips.


    “Have you?” Her eyes narrowed back at him, heavy, thick lashes shadowing her cheeks as brown ire sparked back at him. “Do you think I’m so easy to manipulate and control that I wouldn’t notice you’ve not kissed me again? That despite the fact that conception only occurs with mates, you still use a condom. There are no STDs you can give me because Breeds are not susceptible to normal human diseases and viruses. Do you even fucking get a cold?” Her voice rose marginally.


    She was angry. He could feel it in her, see it in the spark in her eyes.


    “No, we don’t.” His head lowered until they were glaring at each other, nearly nose to nose now in a confrontation he hadn’t expected. “No colds, no STDs, no fucking flu. Anything else?”


    “Plenty,” she snapped. “But as you’re suddenly refusing to answer the important questions, then I’m only wasting my time.” Her nose lifted as though she were offended by some smell. “And I do have this thing about wasting my time.”


    She moved to rise from him, to leave his arms, to deny him the warmth of her, the comfort, when mating heat was like a fatal wound destroying him from the inside out.


    “Then you can waste a little more of it.” Wrapping one arm around her, he lifted, turned, flipped the lever that completely lowered the back of the padded lounger before trapping her beneath his much larger body.


    The chill of the fall air swirled around them as his hands gripped her wrists and pulled them above her head to clasp them with the fingers of one hand.


    Straining against him, she glared back at him, frustration now anger as she attempted to drive her knee between his thighs, only to have him twist and smoothly maneuver his heavier thighs between hers, opening her to him as he snarled down at her in a warning growl.


    It was a primal, desperate measure that slipped free of his control. The man and the animal trapped inside him warred, both savage in their determination to protect their mate in their way. To claim her as each felt she should be claimed.


    It was the curse of any Breed. Those two halves suddenly in conflict, fighting for supremacy.


    Rather than backing down in wariness, though, Kita bucked against him.


    “I can’t believe you dared to snarl at me like that,” she raged furiously, her features flushing, body stiffening, and a hint of feminine arrogance defining her expression. “I’m not one of your prissy little Breed groupies to be frightened of those damned teeth, Creed Raines. Find someone else to intimidate because you’re so not getting away with attempting to intimidate me.”


    His cock was on fire. It hardened further, a feat he would have considered impossible. It thickened further, his balls tighter, a lance of pure agony tearing at his mind in his need to mate her. To mark her. To claim her.


    “You stubborn little minx,” he snarled down at her as she bucked against him, the soft, wet curls of her pussy pressing into his cock as his hips bore down to hold her in place. “Stay still before you get more than you even realize you’re asking for.”


    “What? All of you?” She suddenly cried out. “Fuck you, Creed. You can have all of me, but all you give in return is what you think I might deserve? What little you want to allow me? You can go to hell, because I’ll be damned if I’ll accept less than what belongs to me.”


    He stilled. His muscles locked in place, holding her beneath him effortlessly as surprise—fuck no, it was pure shock—had him staring down at her intently.


    “Do I have all of you, Kita?” he growled back at her, knowing he should be wary of the sudden primal quality in his voice. “Because it will require your very soul, Kita, to accept the animal you’re tempting.”


    She snorted at that, censure gleaming her eyes. “You’re listening to your own Breed press too closely, Creed. You’re a man. A man with a few added qualities and a hell of a lot more primal arrogance, but you still bleed. You still hurt and hope.” Tears suddenly filled her eyes. “You can still love, can’t you?”


    And there was the crux of Kita’s fears. Staring back at her, Creed sensed, scented, felt all the emotions tearing through her for the first time. As though she had finally allowed a barrier of some sort between her and the world, between her and Creed, to slide open.


    Kita loved.


    She loved her father, and he wasn’t the hero she wanted to see him as. But still, she loved him, even though Creed knew there were times she wondered whether her father returned her love.


    She loved the sister that had disowned her family. She loved the mother she had lost and the friends that had deserted her when the press had revealed her father’s duplicity against the Breeds.


    And he knew now, she loved him.


    “I love you, Kita.” And he was damning her in the same sentence. Because he couldn’t tell her what his soul held without giving her the truth, all of the truth, and all of the creature he truly was.


    Part man, a primal animal, a creature that burned for her, that hurt clear to his spirit to give her the mating that would always mark her as his.


    His.


    She belonged to him, the same as he belonged to her.


    Nature was gifting him with a strength far greater than the superb male body he had been created to have. She had given him more than the advanced instincts man had coded into his genetics. She was giving him the woman who would stoke the fires to fight, to protect. A woman who would ease the horrors of battle, who would soothe the desperation when darkness strengthened it.


    Yet, at the same time, she was giving him his greatest weakness as well. A weakness that would pull him from covert duty to stay at her side. A weakness that would make him fear for the first time in his life. Creed had something far more important to fear than death. Now, fear of death would be a meager second to the fear of losing her.


    Breeds didn’t just mate for life. Couples mated for life. If he lost her, if she lost him, life would become a horrible, bleak existence he never wanted to face.


    “Do you love me, Creed?” A small tear slipped from the corner of her eye. “If you love me, then you won’t hide from me. You’ll give me who you are, the same as I give it to you. Isn’t that real love? You can’t love me if you’re willing to take from me the parts of you that make you a Breed.”


    He swallowed tightly. “And if those parts of me change you somehow?” he whispered, his teeth clenching as the demand to kiss her, to mate her, ripped at his senses, tearing at the control he was fighting so desperately to hold on to. “If I fear those changes will change that love to hate?”


    She licked her lips. Soft, silken, a pink temptation he was dying to taste, her tongue licked over her lips. “Love isn’t like that,” she whispered roughly, the movement of her hips suddenly far more than an attempt to escape. “If even part of the tabloid stories are true, Creed, then it seems to me you’ll only complete me.” For a second, her eyes flickered with shadowed pain. “You have all of me now. Shouldn’t I have the same from you?”


    Complete her? He remembered when he had first come to the Engalls estate, hearing her confide to her friend Beth that she felt incomplete. That she felt as though a part of her were detached, distant, unable to reach out and find what it was she could feel missing.


    He knew she was his mate. Knew she was his life. But he also knew his fear of turning that love to hate.


    God knew, she was the part of his life that had been missing until the day he stared into the pure, sweet, chocolate depths of her gaze. From that moment, he had centered his entire being on drawing her to him, fascinating her, teasing her, encouraging the most minute emotional and sensual responses short of actually allowing her to touch him.


    Because he knew once he touched her, holding back would be hell.


    And he was in hell.


    “Kiss me, Creed.” She strained against him, tempting him, destroying him. “Unless you don’t really want me?” For a second, fear flickered in her gaze.


    “Not want you?” he groaned. “Kita. God. Sweetheart. For the past year, I’ve lived for you.”

  


  
    •CHAPTER 8•


    The kiss, when it came, she hadn’t believed would be as good as the first. Surely it couldn’t have been as good as she remembered the first.


    But it was better.


    If possible, it was hotter, wilder, more all-consuming than any kiss before it, even that first kiss he had given her four days before.


    His lips parted hers, his tongue stroking inside, licking at hers, tempting her to lick back, to play, to tease in a sensual, wicked dance that combined lips and tongues in a manner far more wickedly erotic than she’d ever expected a kiss could be. So erotic it seriously should have been illegal.


    Creed didn’t just kiss her. He made love to her mouth.


    His lips captured hers, pleasured them with sipping, licking kisses that spread a fire through her senses she couldn’t control—didn’t want to control.


    He held her wrists easily above her head, restraining her gently as his free hand gripped her hips, holding her to him as his own hips shifted against the sensitive bundle of nerves between her thighs. Clasping his body with her knees, arching to him, rising against him, Kita felt the same brilliant conflagration exploding through her.


    Cinnamon and sweet spice filled her taste buds. The fragrance, the flavor infused her senses, lending an additional sensuality to the caress.


    Naked beneath him, vulnerable and aching, Kita hadn’t known a moment’s fear in his embrace. Each touch was delivered for her pleasure only. Bestowed with the greatest of care as the thin material of his shirt skimmed the tight buds of her nipples.


    She wanted. She wanted him as she had never wanted anything in her life. The desperation traveling through her body was primal, instinctive. It was like a hunger she couldn’t stop from raging through her system.


    When his lips pulled from hers, Kita had to admit she well understood why he had attempted to warn her that it may be something she didn’t want.


    She could feel an almost unnatural heat rising inside her, a furious demand resonating throughout her body, crying out for more, for more than his kiss, more than the feel of his denim-covered cock against her pussy. She wanted all of him. His full possession. That blinding, overwhelming fullness that tore her past the bonds of reality and threw her into a shimmering world of release and ultimate satisfaction.


    The heat, the demand, the need, was amplified. It wasn’t unnatural. It was sharper, the sensations clearer, cleaner. It was like having a veil of restraint torn away, any fear, uncertainties, or natural hesitancies washed from the senses as pure hunger overtook it.


    That was mating heat.


    A sense of wonder rose inside her as his lips pulled from hers and traveled along her jaw, leaving the taste of him against her tongue, tempting her.


    But it was only seconds later he returned.


    Her lashes drifted as he paused above her, his breathing harsh, rapid. Dark gray eyes were nearly black, his lips swollen, cheeks flushed a dark brick red as his gaze centered on her lips.


    She licked them slowly, teasingly.


    “Let me taste you again, Creed.” She strained against the hold he had on her. “Kiss me again. Do you know I dreamed of your kiss?”


    “The perfect kiss,” he answered.


    Her eyes widened, lips parting to drag in more air, to ease the sudden restriction in her chest, the emotion, the arousal beating through her heart.


    The perfect kiss.


    That was what she had searched for. That kiss that fed the need, the arousal. That could soothe or could burn. That could bring ease or bring hunger.


    “Creed’s kiss.” Her lips trembled, emotion nearly overwhelming her. “One more.”


    He shook his head slowly. “Not one more, Kita. A lifetime more.”


    This time, as his lips moved over hers, parted them, his tongue stroking inside, Kita took what she wanted. His taste. The pleasure to be found, the heat and the mark of the lion she’d believed could be no more than a rumor.


    Her teeth nipped at his tongue; her tongue stroked over it. She suckled at each penetration of her mouth, glorying in the growl that rumbled in his chest each time the taste of him intensified against her tongue.


    His kiss wasn’t all he used to destroy her senses, though.


    As one hand held her hands above her head, the other stroked her body. Caressing up her side, cupping her breast, his fingers toying with a nipple as she arched closer and strained to keep contact with his lips.


    With the perfect kiss.


    Their moans filled the air, swirling around their senses as heated flames licked at Kita’s body.


    It was exquisite. It was like being immersed in a world of pure sensuality and white hot pleasure. It whipped through her veins, tightened through her body, and had her gripping his hips with her knees as her body writhed against him.


    The heated length of his cock throbbed beneath the denim, pressing into her clit as she rubbed against it, tempting him, on the edge of begging him for the relief she was becoming desperate for.


    He tore his lips from hers, gasping for breath, perspiration dotting his brow, a rivulet running from his shoulder as she lifted her head to catch it with her tongue.


    The taste of male arousal and heated hunger exploded in her mouth. She moaned, her eyelids almost too heavy to keep open while her body vibrated with a languorous desperation she couldn’t control.


    “I want to touch you,” she moaned as his fingers cupped her breast, lifted it, and his head descended to the hard tip of her nipple.


    His tongue met the tight, hard bud first. Like a lash of pure electric sensation whipping over it, as she arched in a quick, reflexive jerk.


    “Creed. Suck it,” she demanded, suddenly so hungry for the feel of his mouth covering her that she couldn’t bear it. “Oh God, Creed. I need your mouth...”


    A cry tore from her lips as his lips surrounded it. Blistering, wicked. He sucked the bundle of nerve endings into his mouth, drawing it, his cheeks hollowing as his lashes lifted to stare back at her.


    His tongue lashed at the tender tip, his teeth gripped. He worried the tiny point, sucked it, loved it until she was arching and begging, crying out for more as he growled above her.


    He moved to the other, still holding her wrists above her head as he cupped the mound with his free hand and bent his head to it. He licked around the tip, licked over it. He sucked it inside, sending brutal slashes of pleasure racing from her nipple to her clit, clenching her womb and spilling heated moisture from between her thighs.


    With another hard growl, a last firm lick, his head lifted once again, his gaze intent, savagely predatory as that adventurous free hand slid down her stomach.


    “I can smell your sweet juices,” he whispered as his fingers rasped over the tender flesh of her stomach. “I want to lick your pussy, baby. I’m going to eat you until all you can do is come for me. Until every thrust of my tongue up your tight pussy has you screaming, Kita. Begging for more.”


    She was shaking, watching in fascination as he began to lick a path of fire down her body, releasing her wrists, though she barely realized it, spreading her thighs wide and finally kneeling on the wood deck beneath the edge of the lounger.


    The fingers of one hand smoothed through the slick folds as Kita whimpered in rising excitement.


    “I dreamed of tasting you. Of kissing you here. Of feeling your tight little pussy rippling around my tongue, your clit swelling against it. That’s what I’m going to have, Kita. I’m going to feel your pussy coming around my tongue.”


    His palms flattened on her thighs, pressing them farther apart as his head lowered, his heated breath caressing the intimate flesh a second before his tongue swiped through the saturated slit.


    Kita had to watch. She couldn’t help but watch. Watch as he devoured her pussy, licked around her clit, then slowly, oh so very slowly, sucked the swollen, tortured little knot of nerves into his mouth.


    Kita tried to scream. Her upper body jerked, nearly rising from the lounger before his palm pressed against her upper stomach and pushed her back to the thick pad. Her hips arched, her feet sliding from the edge of the reclining chaise and lifting closer, pushing her clit further against him.


    His tongue circled the swollen bud with flickering licks that had flashes of ecstasy nearly exploding inside her. His fingers parted the folds, two slipping inside her, rubbing, stroking in small thrusts until he was buried inside her and she swore she was dying from the pleasure.


    Her hands gripped the pad of the chair above her. Her eyes closed, too heavy to remain open, but the sensations so much sharper, hotter from the lack of sight.


    His fingers stretched the supersensitive tissue of her pussy. He thrust inside her, pulling back and pushing inside as he fucked her in controlled, easy penetrations that had her gasping from the pleasure.


    His tongue tormented her clit. His lips closed around it, his mouth drew on it. She could feel sizzling pulses of electric sensation beginning to build inside her. Like sparks of lightning shattering the sky, each stroke, each thrust, each lick sent sparks of sensation tearing through her body.


    It was so close. She could feel it. It was burning, tightening in her womb. The muscles of her vagina clamped down on his fingers as they pushed past with rasping thrusts. The hold his lips had on her clit was wicked, fiery, pulling each sensation through her clit before sending it racing hotter, harder through every nerve ending of her body.


    She could hear herself calling out his name, begging. Her hips lifted and fell, grinding against his lips as she felt rapture continuing to build inside her.


    She’d never known sensations like this. She’d always sensed they were there. Always sensed that the pleasure could be so much more, that the perfect kiss, the perfect touch, awaited her.


    She had known Creed was there, somewhere. Sensed him. Felt him. Known life held so much more if she could only find it.


    And she had found him. Or had he found her? But he was here now, his tongue lashing at the nerve-rich nubbin of her clit as his fingers pierced her pussy, fucking it with such slow, easy strokes that she could feel the heightened sensations building ever stronger.


    Pleasure lashed at her.


    Like bolts of quick-fire electricity zapping through her clitoris, her pussy, her womb, clenching, spasming through her until finally, with a desperate cry of broken control, she felt every nerve ending in her body rupture.


    The orgasm exploded through her system in a rush of such ecstasy, such soul-binding pleasure, she felt as though a part of herself had flown free, straight into Creed’s soul.


    Her eyes flew open, her lips parting in a soundless scream as he gave a harsh groan, pulled his fingers out of her, and a second later pressed the thick crest of his cock against the tender, convulsing entrance to her cunt and gave a hard, heavy thrust.


    Her feet dug into the wood of the deck, her hips arching from the padded lounge to force the thick flesh deeper, harder. The additional rush of sensation was like throwing gasoline to an already raging flame burning out of control, exploding into the night.


    Opening her eyes, her gaze moved, mesmerized, to where he was working the hard stalk of his cock inside her body. The dark flesh, heavily veined and throbbing, shimmered with her juices as he pulled back.


    Penetrating again, moving in further with the next thrust, he parted the folds, spreading her, finding nerve endings she was certain she hadn’t felt the times he had used the condom.


    He seemed harder, thicker, hotter. Almost bruising in its power and hardness, the engorged shaft forged inside as he straddled the lounge chair, his hands gripping her hips, her thighs lying over his, hips arched.


    Her cunt still flexed and gripped in echoes of the orgasm she had barely survived and still, she could feel it building again. It was rising inside her with each thrust, with each burning, stretching penetration until with a final, hard stroke he was buried to the hilt.


    Kita lifted her gaze.


    He was throbbing inside her, so thick, so heavy she felt overfilled, overly possessed. Her inner flesh flexed and spasmed around the intruder, stroking it, milking it as she fought to catch her breath.


    “When it happens,” he said, his voice guttural, “when I come, love, don’t be frightened.” His chest was moving with harsh breaths, the effort to maintain his control obvious.


    Kita shook her head. She had no idea what he was talking about. She had no intention of being frightened.


    “Fuck me, Creed,” she finally gasped when he didn’t move. “Don’t talk me to death.”


    His lashes drifted over his gaze for a moment. When they opened, his eyes had a dark, hungry look. Like a predator with its prey, determined now to enjoy every moment with it.


    “Fuck you?” He moved back slow and easy as her back arched, her hands jerking from the cushion above her to latch on to the wrists holding her hips. “Oh, Kita, I’ve dreamed of showing you exactly how I can fuck you.”


    The next hard, blinding thrust set the pace. Her cries filled the sheltered deck and yard as her body strained at the hard slamming thrusts. The rasp of his cock over the nerve-laden inner flesh was agony and ecstasy.


    She was being thrown into a world of pure sensation, and there was no escaping. She could feel every minute nerve ending as his cock burned across her inner flesh in a long, fierce stroke. Shafting inside her with powerful thrusts, he gripped her hips, holding her in place, forcing her to endure the brutal pleasure of it.


    Her pussy gripped him, milked him. As each sensation tore across the other, she finally felt herself exploding, melting around him even as her cunt locked down on his shuttling cock and her release began to spill around the heavy length screwing inside her, making her wonder if she would ever recover her sanity.


    Then, oh God. Her eyes jerked open as she felt it.


    In that final thrust, he buried deep, gave a harsh groan, and she felt the heavy length of an added erection suddenly emerging from his cock, pressing inside her, fluttering with firm little strokes against that secret, hidden bundle of nerves just beneath her clit.


    She died in his arms. There was no chance for fear to emerge. There was room for nothing but a rapture that stole each particle of her sanity and left her arched tight, her body straining, her gaze locked on his face.


    His features were savage, a grimace of male ecstasy. His head was thrown back, his corded neck, his straining biceps, his abdomen flexing spasmodically as she felt each eruption of his semen blasting inside her. Branding her. Searing that delicate, so sensitive little area and sending her into another convulsive, shuddering orgasm that strung her tight, left her gasping and shuddering before she collapsed against the cushions as Creed came over her.


    With small, furious beats, his cock went on releasing inside her as the hardened little extension continued to stimulate that aching bud, drawing sensation, forcing tiny explosions of pleasure through her even when she knew she was too exhausted to give more.


    Until finally, Creed collapsed on top of her, sweating, his body heaving for breath. Limp with exhaustion, he managed to pull them both to their sides while remaining locked inside her.


    Not that he had a choice, she realized distantly. He was literally locked inside her, the animalistic feline barb continuing to throb and jerk at intervals, drawing shattered cries from her lips.


    Long, long minutes later, it finally began to ease, and at last, after what felt like eons, the searing little pulses of the extension stopped, allowing her body to settle into a satiation she knew couldn’t be entirely natural.


    Physically, emotionally, for the first time in her life, Kita felt at peace.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 9•


    How much time had passed, Creed wasn’t certain. His first indication of danger, though, was the hollow vibration of the small satellite flip phone he carried in the front pocket of his jeans.


    He was moving immediately. Pulling himself from his exhausted mate, he jerked his jeans to his hips and gave a quick jerk to the zipper before quickly wrapping the blanket over Kita’s body. Her eyes jerked open in surprise.


    “Creed?”


    There was fear in her eyes; he saw it. But after that first shocked exclamation of his name, she was moving. Even before he could help her from the chaise, she was on her feet and rather than asking questions, following him quickly into the house.


    “We have trouble,” he growled as he pulled her into the bedroom. “Hurry and dress. Jeans and sneakers.” He was throwing jeans, a T-shirt, and a warm sweater from the closet as she pulled panties and socks from a dresser.


    She didn’t bother searching for a bra, he noticed. It wasn’t required to survive.


    She was dressed as he finished locating the small black leather weapons bag he had hidden in the back of her closet. Jerking it open, he quickly strapped on a handgun at his side and ankle, then within seconds had the powerful automatic rifle he carried with him, assembled and ready to fire.


    Who the hell thought they could sneak up on him like this? In broad daylight?


    It was either a moron or a man or Breed who thought he was better, smarter, and brighter than a lion Breed covert enforcer.


    There was no mistaking the alarm still vibrating at his waist, though, a clear indication that someone was coming into the rear of the property Kita owned.


    Another enforcer would have recognized the signs as well as the electronic traps laid and announced his presence. Jonas already suspected Kita was Creed’s mate; he’d surely know better than to try such a stunt. Especially on Creed.


    After pulling on a lightweight advanced-design jacket, Creed grabbed the extra one he carried with him and threw it to Kita with an order to put it on. He then slung the heavy leather pack of ammo over his back and the strap of the weapon over his shoulder.


    Taking her hand as she jerked the jacket on, he was moving through the house toward the front door, his senses on alert, screaming in warning.


    Behind him, he could sense Kita’s fear, but overlaying it was the scent of her determination and her trust.


    “Who knew you were here?” It was a question he should have asked days ago, damn it.


    “No one. I just ran. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.”


    Moving quickly through the silent kitchen, he threw open the door to the garage and pulled her inside. The motorcycle was their best bet, not as protected as a vehicle, but...


    He came to a hard stop.


    They were there. Their scents were neutralized, blocked, expressions hard, eyes flat and filled with danger. And standing behind them was the specter of death that had haunted the Breeds for as long as they could remember.


    “Uncle Phillip?” Uncertainty and rising fear filled Kita’s voice as she stared at the much, much younger version of the uncle she had known.


    Damn! Creed stared at the man, hiding his shock as he assessed how many decades the age regression had taken from Phillip Brandenmore. He looked as fit, as formidable as he had in his early forties, his face once again dark and roughly handsome, his brown eyes free of the dimness age had brought.


    His dark brown hair was once again thick and sporting only a bit of gray at the temples, while his shoulders were broad, his chest muscular. As though his body hadn’t forgotten its former shape, strength, and power, and had easily returned to it.


    Kita moved to slip to his side before Creed tightened his fingers on her wrist in warning.


    She stilled just that fast.


    He could smell her fear, though, as well as her uncertainty.


    Phillip Brandenmore smiled. Perfect, straight white teeth had replaced the aged, darkened ones Creed remembered from his last visit to Sanctuary, just after Brandenmore had been captured.


    The shock Kita was feeling scented the air as Creed kept a careful eye on the men flanking Brandenmore and the weapons trained on Kita and himself. He paid especially close attention to the woman on his far right, knowing when he killed her, there would be hell to pay.


    “Creed Raines, lion Breed enforcer,” Brandenmore drawled as he moved in line with the mercenaries that had obviously broken him out of Sanctuary’s cells. “Breed, you have balls to think you can kidnap my niece, fuck her, and not pay for it. She’s too damned good for the likes of a fucking animal.” His gaze flicked to Kita, and for a second, the smallest second, Creed could have sworn something painful, something filled with regret flickered in Brandenmore’s eyes.


    Could he get to his weapon in time? Could he throw Kita to the side and actually do any damage before they managed to hurt her?


    His gaze went over the men once more. He shouldn’t have felt disbelief at seeing them there, but damn if he had expected this. When he stared back at the woman, the commander these men followed, he was almost brought up short again by the small pendant she wore outside her T-shirt.


    His attention returned to Brandenmore.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” he growled, his fingers tightening once more on Kita’s wrist to hold her in place.


    “I came for my niece,” he snapped. “Wyatt thinks he’s so damned smart. So damned careful,” he sneered. “I heard him, just as I heard his plans to turn Kita Claire into a fucking breeder for one of his Breeds. A Breed that had managed to gain her trust.”


    Kita stiffened, her harshly indrawn breath attesting to her shock, and he feared, her belief in what Brandenmore was saying or what she was seeing.


    An uncle from the past, not the present. A man who now stared at her with reptilian eyes, a sneer on his lips when his attention turned to Creed.


    A man whose hired guns were pointed in her direction.


    •••


    Kita couldn’t believe what she was seeing, what was happening around her. He looked like her uncle before she had even been born. This was the man who had stood so proudly in his sister’s wedding pictures, the man who had held his newborn niece, his expression gentle and filled with love.


    Her uncle wasn’t this young, and it wasn’t possible to turn back time, to return to youth no matter how much one might want to.


    “Who are you?” she finally whispered. “You can’t be Uncle Phillip. It’s simply not possible.”


    But it was possible. She stared back at him as an odd smile tugged at his lips.


    There was no warmth or compassion in this man. There was no love, no gentleness as she had always seen in his face when her mother had been alive. There was none of the grief she had seen in his face when his beloved sister had died.


    “Of course it can be,” he said. “I must say, Kita Claire, I never expected this of you.” He waved his hand to Creed as a look of distaste crossed his face. “Sleeping with the enemy, child? And one of a different species? I’m very disappointed.”


    Kita was terrified.


    She shook her head. “I don’t know you.”


    Desperation laced her voice, a plea that someone explain, rationalize, that they assure her this really wasn’t the uncle she once loved so dearly.


    He clicked his tongue, a mocking sound that raked across her senses and sent fear racing through her.


    “Of course you do, child.” He smiled back at her. “You just don’t want to accept it. I’ve discovered the fountain of youth. The elixir of cures.” Excitement lit his eyes. “I’ve searched for it all my life, Kita. I dreamed of finding it before your mother died. Before the cancer killed her. I could have saved her.” For a moment, fanatical rage lit his eyes. “She could be alive today, young and whole, if I had found it sooner.”


    “It’s destroyed his mind, Kita,” Creed whispered softly.


    “Shut up!” Phillip’s furious scream made her flinch as her breath hitched painfully, fearfully. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. My mind isn’t destroyed. Those Breed doctors are crazy themselves. I’ve tested it before!” Spittle gathered at his lips as Kita forced back her tears. “I know what I’m doing.”


    His attention turned back to Kita. “You would have thanked me later if this bastard hadn’t mated you.” He flung his hand toward Creed in a gesture of fury. “Son of a bitch had to go ruin it. You could have kept your youth, Kita, without having to fuck this animal.”


    Kita shook her head, terrified now.


    “You haven’t told her?” Phillip suddenly became amused, calm. “Haven’t you told her, Breed, how that hormone you’ve infected her with will stop her aging? How she’ll remain young and beautiful, and you’ll remain in your prime, strong and fully able to fuck her?” he sneered the last.


    “Creed?” she whispered his name.


    “Later, baby, I promise.” It was only a breath of sound.


    “Unfortunately, not later.” Phillip gave a happy, satisfied little sigh as Kita watched him warily.


    This was a monster standing in her uncle’s skin.


    “Let Kita go, Brandenmore,” Creed stated, his voice dark, held tightly in control. “We’ll deal with this, just between the two of us.”


    Phillip shook his head. “Sorry, Breed, I can’t do that,” he snapped. “She chose to mate an animal, now she can choose to submit to the tests I’ll need.” He glared back at them. “I may have found the fountain of youth, but it does need a few adjustments. As mates, you can help me make those adjustments.” His gaze became harder as Kita slowly gripped Creed’s arm in terror. “Unfortunately, you won’t live past many of the experiments. But they should prove to be very helpful.”


    She knew the news reports had vilified her uncle and her father for using the Breeds as research subjects. For their cruelty, the deaths they had supposedly caused, the inhuman experiments and the drugs that had nearly killed several top-level members of the Breed community.


    She held on to Creed, barely able to breathe, feeling the horrible sense of unreality become reality as she realized this truly wasn’t the uncle who had spoiled her as a child, who had promised her he and her father would always protect her when they learned her mother had cancer.


    Her uncle’s head tilted as he saw the understanding dawn on her face. A frown marred his brow, and for just a second she thought, maybe, she glimpsed the beloved uncle he had once been.


    “Mother loved you.” Her breathing hitched, the accusation in her voice now filled with tears. “You lied to her.”


    His frown deepened as anger lit his gaze. “Never once did I lie to your mother,” he gritted out. “She was like my own child. I raised her.” He thumped his chest possessively. “I protected her.”


    “You swore to her you and my father would protect me,” she cried furiously. “Look at you. What would she do if she saw you right now, Uncle Phillip? She would cry.”


    He had once stated nothing destroyed him more than to see his sister cry. As the words left her lips, she finally saw a flash of humanity in those cold, dead eyes.


    He stared back at her, her brown irises shadowed, filled with agony as the tears she tried to hold back slipped free.


    “Don’t cry,” he whispered.


    “What have you done, Uncle Phillip?”


    His expression twisted. “The fountain of youth, Kita.” He looked around as though searching desperately for something. “I found it. The Breeds. They hold the fountain of youth.” His gaze swung back to her, his fingers clenching at his side, his body tense now, ramrod straight, strong and young again. “You hold the fountain of youth,” he whispered, his gaze, his expression shadowed with grief. “Why, Kita? Why did you let him touch you? You can’t live without your liver, Kita. It creates...” He stopped.


    His expression became frozen, his gaze laser sharp. “You’ll have to die, just as he will.”


    “For the fountain of youth.” Tears were rolling down her cheeks. “You stole my uncle for his youth.” This wasn’t her uncle Phillip any longer.


    Beside her, she felt Creed tense, his fingers rubbing against her wrist to get her attention. He wanted something.


    Again. He was scratching out the word on her arm.


    Again. She followed each curve his nail made.


    “Mother loved you. Do you remember?” Having grasped Creed’s meaning, Kita said the one thing she now knew would distract her uncle. “She cried for you when she died.”


    The monster who had stolen her uncle’s form swung his head away. His shoulders heaved, and then the world around her went to hell.


    The lights in the garage suddenly burst, throwing them all into darkness as pieces of the fluorescent bulbs rained down on them.


    Creed swung her around, pushed her beneath an old worktable she had never cleared out of the area, and suddenly, he was gone.


    Laser fire and gunfire began ricocheting around her, blasting into walls as screams filled her senses. She knew that, if she survived, they would echo in her nightmares.


    She couldn’t see anything through the flashes of light. She had no idea where anyone was, who they were, or if Creed was even still alive.


    “You bitch!”


    Kita screamed as the table toppled over and a flash of light exploded through the room, revealing her uncle, his expression demonic, his eyes burning red, a second before everything went dark again.

  


  
    •CHAPTER 10•


    Her father had saved her life. He just may have killed his brother-in-law.


    Kita sat in the corner of the garage as Breed enforcers swarmed around the area, each consulting with Jonas Wyatt. Next to him stood the woman who had betrayed her uncle. Diane Broen. A mercenary her uncle had hired, but who, Kita learned, had already given her loyalty and the loyalty of her team to Jonas Wyatt.


    Horace Engalls sat on an upended wooden box, his face in his hands, mourning the man who had betrayed them all.


    When her uncle had disappeared, despite rumors of his death, Horace and Kita had assumed the Breeds had captured him. They had been right. He had been imprisoned in Virginia as the Breed scientists attempted to learn how he created the serum that began turning back his age. A serum he had injected into an infant child.


    Kita was still in shock. Her uncle, her loving, doting uncle had done something that could potentially destroy an infant? He had let a baby go hungry. He had let her lie in her own waste without changing her diaper. He had attempted to kill her when he’d seen he couldn’t escape with her.


    For what?


    For the fountain of youth. Because he believed Amber’s reaction to the drug would answer the question of why the drug was killing him. Unfortunately, if it was going to answer anything, it wasn’t doing so yet. Amber’s body was only showing minute anomalies. Anomalies Kita hadn’t yet been given details on.


    “Kita.” Behind her, Creed still held her.


    He had caught her as her uncle fell, his blood spattering from a single gunshot wound to the shoulder, low, perhaps too close to his chest, inflicted by her father.


    Her father had also been the reason the lights had blown.


    As her uncle confronted Kita and Creed, Horace Engalls had done what he had always done best: he tinkered. This time, with the electric generator that fed the fluorescent lights in the garage.


    As the lights went out, he had rushed in just in time to save Kita from the injection her uncle had been preparing to shove into her arm.


    The one that would have destroyed her as it had destroyed him.


    “I’m okay,” she finally answered him.


    The answers hadn’t come quickly.


    Kita felt as though they had been there for hours.


    When the lights had been restored, Jonas Wyatt, a half dozen Breeds, Diane Broen, and the mercenary working with her were the only ones still standing.


    Phillip Brandenmore and the other three mercenaries he had hired were dead.


    “You’re not okay.” He was holding her against his chest, his hand at her head, and she was still crying.


    Not as hard as she had been, but the tears didn’t want to stop.


    “Creed, I need your weapon.” Diane loped over to them, a delicate hand extending, palm out, revealing a slash of scars emphasized by the blood on her hand. “Once the authorities arrive we don’t want to blow your cover.”


    Creed handed it over as Kita lifted her gaze and saw the compassion in the other woman’s expression.


    Diane tucked the weapon into the back of her jeans, then hesitated before slowly hunching down in front of Kita. “Nightmares begin like this,” Diane said softly, glancing up at Creed, then back to Kita. “Don’t blame yourself, Ms. Engalls, and they won’t be near as bad.”


    Kita could only shake her head as the other woman stood again and walked toward Jonas.


    “Come on. Dealing with the authorities isn’t something I’m in the mood for.” Creed didn’t give her a chance to answer; he picked her up in his arms and before she knew it, she knew she was holding on to him like the lifeline she needed, burying her face against his neck.


    Minutes later, he sat down on the bed, his hand stroking her hair.


    “I love you, Kita,” he whispered. “I loved you before that first month was out, and I love you even more now. Give us a chance to work through this.”


    She shook her head.


    “Don’t make me beg.” His voice was dark, tortured.


    Lifting her head, she stared at him. “You don’t have to beg, Creed,” she whispered tearfully. “If you left me now, I don’t know if I could handle it. Nothing seems real to me anymore except you. You are the only thing in my life in the past year that hasn’t changed.”


    Surprise lit his gaze. “You didn’t know I was a Breed.”


    “Didn’t I?” She couldn’t smile, even to comfort him. “I think a part of me did know. Subconsciously, I think I’ve always known. There’s nothing to forgive. As long as you hold me. As long as you kiss me.”


    He kissed her. Gently. His lips parted hers, his tongue stroked, but in comfort rather than in heat, in love rather than in that loving lust they had shared before.


    This was a kiss to warm, to comfort, to ease. It was a kiss to bind hearts and meld souls and build a foundation for the future on.


    When his head lifted, she touched his jaw, and this time, she managed a smile.


    “Uncle Phillip died a long time ago, didn’t he?”


    It was then her father entered the room. “He died the day your mother did.”


    Kita turned her head.


    He stood there, his shoulders straight, the grief in his eyes and on his face as heavy as the weight she knew he carried on his shoulders.


    “I was trying to protect you,” he whispered.


    “Your father is the one who has been feeding the Breeds information through the Engalls and Brandenmore companies for the past several years, though he remained anonymous until he contacted Jonas a few days ago,” Creed informed her. “He knew I was a Breed, Kita. Just as he knew the horror your uncle was attempting to create.”


    Her father swallowed tightly. “For your mother. For you.” He gave his head a hard shake. “I just wanted to protect you.”


    From the monsters of the world. Creed loosened his hold and helped Kita to her feet, rising as he watched father and daughter.


    Horace Engalls moved slowly across the room, his face lined, heavy with the decision he’d been forced to make.


    Even Creed hadn’t been aware of what Engalls was doing until after the chaos in the garage. Only then had Jonas revealed the full measure of the other man’s involvement and the information he held.


    Bastard. Marriage sure as hell hadn’t done anything to cure him of his manipulations.


    “Kita.” Horace paused in front of her. “I wanted you safe.”


    “You should have trusted me.”


    And Creed could do nothing but agree.


    Horace nodded. “I should have. But the father manual didn’t come with all the answers to the hard questions, sweetheart. It said follow your heart. And all I wanted to do was save you the knowledge of what your uncle was doing. Of how evil the world could be. That’s what fathers do for daughters, honey. Or at least, that’s what they want to do. Just protect them.”


    Kita trembled, and Creed could sense her tears. But these weren’t tears of anger or sadness; rather, they were tears of release, of reconciliation, and maybe even of joy.


    “I love you, Daddy.”


    Father and daughter.


    Creed stood back and gave Horace his moment. A chance to right any wrongs, to be the father, and for Kita to be the child.


    Tomorrow would be time enough for him to claim his mate again.


    Now, he gave the other man a nod and a smile. Now was the time to lay that foundation.


    A foundation on which to build a life.

  


  
    •EPILOGUE•


    THREE WEEKS LATER


    Tall, wide windows spilled brilliant light into the spacious bedroom of the Manhattan apartment Phillip Brandenmore had owned. A property his niece, Kita Claire Engalls, would soon possess once the courts ruled the missing owner as dead.


    Once the authorities had arrived at the cabin after Brandenmore’s attempt to kill Kita, her uncle had been transported back to Sanctuary, his mind almost broken. He’d been animalistic, incoherent growls and snarls leaving his lips as spittle gathered on his lips.


    “I found it.”


    Creed turned from the impressive view of upper Manhattan as Kita all but whispered the words.


    Her voice was filled with tears, the scent of her pain filling his senses and drawing him to her to stare at the files she had unlocked.


    They had been stored, innocuously, on a hidden hard drive inserted into a digital video frame of family videos at Brandenmore’s penthouse apartment.


    Sitting in clear view on his desk, it was a device Creed knew for a fact had been checked.


    “The hard drive was very cleverly hidden,” she sighed tiredly as they stared at the files continuing to pop up on the computer the device was attached to. “It didn’t show up with normal search parameters, or even those used to uncover hidden files. He was a genius.” She rubbed at her face wearily. “I remembered the file when he was talking about Mother and the fountain of youth. I came into the office and surprised him days before Jonas captured him. He had the frame, and he was muttering about the fountain of youth. That was the second password.”


    Creed stared at the files. They hadn’t even known there could be a second password.


    “How did he hide it?” Creed stared at the proof that he had indeed hid it, in amazement.


    “As I said, he was a genius.” She gave a small shrug, though he felt the disillusionment that tore through her. “And he told me how to find it. He told me to always remember my mother the day I was born.”


    Minimizing the files, she pointed to the picture of her mother holding a newborn child. With a roll of her finger over the mouse pad the little arrow touched the very tip of the corner of the picture, and there, a thumbnail appeared. The mouse then moved to her mother’s left eye.


    “He told me I was the apple of my mother’s eye.” She clicked, and there, the message showed up, a request for the password. “Type in a password that has been found on any other file, and this is what you get.” She typed in one of the more well known passwords the Breeds had uncovered.


    A series of hidden files came up documenting the life and death of Kita’s mother. Canceling those, she tried again.


    “Type in the right password, Fountain of Youth, and you get the files you were looking for.”


    And there they were. Labeled by date as well as Breed. Hundreds of files hidden on a hard drive so minute it had been overlooked, because it had never been done before.


    It was their last hope to learn what Brandenmore had done to the infant, Amber Broen. If the answers weren’t here, then they faced a future of losing her, as they were losing Brandenmore, if the serum reacted the same as she became older.


    He watched as she carefully copied each file to the epad Jonas had given him before disconnecting the frame and laying it carefully on top of the electronic pad used to connect enforcers with the bureau when needed.


    Creed sent a carefully worded, encrypted message to Jonas to pick up the package, then lifted his mate from the computer and turned her to face him.


    As he suspected, tears whispered down her cheeks. They were tears of regret, of acceptance. There was no longer any denial left inside her, no illusion of anything good left within her uncle.


    “He loved you,” Creed whispered. He was convinced of that. “Your uncle loved you and your mother, Kita. Loved you so much that the need to protect you from her fate drove him to the lengths he went to.”


    She nodded before laying her forehead against his chest, her breathing hitched from the sobs she tried to hold inside.


    “There was no life more important to him than the life of the daughter his sister loved more than anything on this earth.”


    During one of the few coherent moments Brandenmore had had over the weeks, that information had come out. It was easy to kill, he had screamed, sobbed. Easy to torture, to maim and to destroy if it meant finding the secret of the fountain of youth. An elixir that halted aging, that cured all diseases, that could save his sister from death. And later, nothing had mattered but saving his niece from the same fate.


    The experiments had begun the month Brandenmore had learned his sister had one of the few incurable cancers that still existed. Remission was possible, but the doctors had warned her family it would never last for long.


    He’d accepted an offer the Genetics Council had made him that week and begun his research. For massive amounts of money he was given the Breeds needed, then the few mated couples he had been able to acquire. From there, it had snowballed and a monster had been born.


    Then, he had learned he had the same cancer, years before his sister had died. Not the niece, but the brother was to be cursed with that fate. It had been more than Phillip Brandenmore could bear.


    “He was selfish,” she whispered. “A monster is born, Creed, they’re not created. He was born a monster.”


    Unfortunately, Creed agreed with her.


    The pain of realization was a strike of agony slashing at him as it tore through her.


    As she lifted her head, his head bent, his lips slanting over hers, the need to replace that agony with pleasure driving him to kiss her with a strength and hunger he hadn’t felt since that first kiss.


    Her kiss flamed beneath his lips. Arching against him, she twined her arms around his neck, a low moan of need passing her lips as he picked her up in his arms and bore her back to the bed.


    Her gown was removed easily. The soft cotton pants he wore pushed from his hips and down his legs with little thought to care.


    Thick and heavy, his cock pressed against her lower stomach, throbbing, demanding the heat he sensed rising between her thighs.


    Riding him as hard as the need for that pleasure was the need for her kiss though. Not just because of the mating heat that would intensify, or the pleasure he gained from that as well. It was a comfort mixed with a fiery hunger. It was an intimate dance of lips and tongues stroking against each other, loving, caressing as the taste of cinnamon and need filled both their senses.


    Creed let his hands stroke up her back, then down. They feathered over her hips, returned to her spine, the sensitive pads experiencing the silken heat of her flesh as she moved against him, stroking fire over his dick as the warmth of her belly stroked across it.


    Soft fingers stroked his neck, his shoulders as the kiss began to heat, to become hungrier, more intimate, more desperate.


    Forcing his hands from the soft caresses he was delivering to her back, Creed lifted her gently and placed her in the bed before coming over her, a growl vibrating in his chest as he slid between her thighs, pressing them wide with his knees as his lips covered hers once again.


    He wanted so much. He wanted every taste of her, each soft inch of flesh stroked with his tongue.


    The need rolling furiously within him wouldn’t allow that time. Later perhaps, he thought as his lips moved down her neck, laying a trail of kisses along the slender column as he moved inexorably to the swollen rise of her breasts.


    Tight, hard nipples drew him. The taste of them, a banquet of sweet heat as he rolled one against his tongue before pulling it into his mouth.


    Human instincts were urging him to hurry, to bury the hard length of his cock inside her, feel the ecstasy of tight, heated flesh enclosing it, milking it with hungry, convulsive strokes. There was another part though. A deep, primal instinct that demanded he reinforce the life commitment his heart, his very soul, had made to her.


    As his lips traveled down her body, his tongue peeked out to lick at sensitive flesh, the hunger to hear her cries of need echoing around him driving him to touch her, to taste her in the most intimate of ways.


    His tongue stroked over the silken curls surrounding her swollen clit, his fingers parting the moisture-laden folds as her hips arched to him.


    Fucking her was the most pleasure he had ever known in his life, but he was learning, discovering other pleasures, other ways to amplify that pleasure with each touch against her flesh.


    As he lowered his head, his tongue slid up the narrow slit, flicking against the snug entrance and teasing her with the promise to stretch that sweet flesh soon.


    His cock pulsed with burning hunger at the thought of working inside her, nearly obliterating any other need from his mind.


    That guiding instinct remained steadfast instead.


    To pleasure her.


    To ensure she knew, forever, to the depths of her heart and soul that no other man could ever pleasure her, could ever stroke her or satisfy her or fulfill the emotional needs he felt inside her.


    Emotion that had begun as fascination, then as attraction, and was only now easing into a fully developed devotion, a love that could span the decades they could have together.


    It was a love he was determined to encourage. A love the animal inside him seemed to understand, to crave, and was determined to encourage.


    He would argue with her, push her, challenge her. He would never allow what they had to become boring, stale, or predictable. The animal instincts inside him would always know which way to turn.


    The man would always know how to whisper the words; the animal would understand how to ensure them.


    As his tongue pressed into the tight center of her flexing pussy, a growl rumbled in his chest at the rain-sweet taste of her. The slide of silken juices and the sound of her rising moans beginning to fill his senses.


    This was what he had longed for.


    Her hands buried in his hair, fingers clenching in the strands as she fought to hold him in place as the pleasure began to tighten inside her. The slide of her heated moisture caressed his tongue as he fucked it inside her, tasting her, building her pleasure, determined to lock her soul to his as her release exploded.


    Seconds before she could melt into that oblivion he came over her, the throbbing, sensitive crest of his cock pressing against her, a growl escaping his lips as his head bent to her shoulder and the man he was lost himself to the animal as it rose inside him.


    •••


    Kita cried out in a pleasure so exquisite she swore she couldn’t bear it.


    Her lashes drifted open as she felt the head of his cock begging to press inside her as his teeth pressed against the curve of her shoulder, beneath her neck.


    She knew what was coming. She hadn’t carried his mark, despite the fact that mating heat had been driving them insane for weeks.


    Merinus Tyler and her sister-in-law, Sherra, had told her what to expect when it came, but nothing could have prepared her for it.


    His teeth raked over her flesh as he began to work the thickly engorged crest of his erection inside her. Tight, hard thrusts that forged a path of burning flames through her pussy, stretching the tender tissue, exposing nerve endings that screamed into life as the broad head parted them and the thick shaft caressed them.


    Aching, desperate sensations began to pulse through her vagina. A deep-seated torturous response that silently demanded more. Always more. Harder, stronger, deeper.


    She felt taken, possessed, and still, it wasn’t enough. She needed more.


    “Creed,” she gasped his name as she felt the next thrust, powerful and fierce bury the heavy flesh in to the hilt.


    Her legs lifted, wrapped around his hips. Her head arched back, grinding into the pillows as her hips lifted, demanding more.


    “Yes, Kita,” he groaned. “Press up, baby. Give me that sweet pussy. Every tight inch.”


    He was buried until he could go no farther before he pulled back and thrust in again, his hips shifting, plunging as he began to fuck her with hard lunges that sent a cry tearing past her lips.


    This was life, and it was living.


    The brutal ache building in her vagina had her writhing beneath him, her pussy tightening further, that ache coiling around her clit as she felt her womb tightening, an agony of pleasure beginning to burn, to ignite. The snug walls of her pussy milked the hard flesh thrusting inside her, sucking at him, stroking, drawing him deeper as each thrust became harder, faster, lightning striking over her clit, burying to her womb until it ignited a release that had her screaming his name as rapture began to lance through every nerve ending in her body.


    She felt his teeth sink home, the fact that he had broken the skin barely registering as she was swept away by sensations so brilliant, so exquisite there was no thought, no memory, no sense of self.


    There was only them. His cock flexing and pulsing inside her as he began to come, the feel of the thick, heated extension protruding from beneath his cock to lock him inside her, to stroke against a hidden bundle of nerves that only had her exploding again, harder, brighter, than ever before.


    She was crying his name, strangled sounds that she doubted made sense as she was carried away on a wave of pure, blinding sensation.


    She swore she felt not just his body, but something more. She felt him, wrapped around her soul, protecting her, his strength cushioning her heart should she need to find solace.


    She felt him holding her inside. Felt him bound to her as she had never been bound to another.


    In that moment, Kita felt him become her mate.


    “I love you.” Barely coherent, the words were torn from her lips. “Creed, I love you...”


    And that love was answered.


    A whisper at her ear as his teeth lifted from her flesh.


    “My soul,” he groaned, shuddering in his release. “Sweet God, Kita, you’re my soul.”


    And his lips covered hers again. His tongue took her mouth, his moan fed hers.


    A kiss as sweet as it was demanding. As binding as it was primal.


    It was the kiss that dreams were made of...
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