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For laughter, love and freedom.




PROLOGUE

Jonas Wyatt, Director of the Bureau of Breed Affairs, and a Lion Breed with secrets that could destroy him, stared at the door through which what was sure to be his greatest weakness had just stepped. He then turned to the mated wife of the Feline Breed leader, the Prima, Merinus Lyons.

She should have been showing her age, Jonas thought critically as he focused on her unlined face, her clear dark brown gaze and the youthful curve of her lips. There wasn’t a single strand of gray in the fall of long, dark brunette hair, nothing to indicate she was nearing forty with two children and a life that would have had any other woman in therapy.

Jonas knew for a fact that she hadn’t aged a day, physically, since the moment she had mated with the Feline Breed Pride leader, Callan Lyons, twelve years before. As far as her body was aware, time hadn’t passed.

She may not have aged physically, but Jonas could attest to the fact that Merinus had definitely grown in strength. Perhaps not in wisdom if this latest stunt was anything to go by, but there was no doubt she had developed a backbone of steel.

Only steel would have her sitting across from him, that victorious little smile tugging at her lips as she arched a brunette brow back at him challengingly.

If she weren’t already mated to his Pride leader, she would have been a woman Jonas would have definitely been interested in. At least, before today.

“She’s pregnant.” The words slipped past his lips in a frozen statement of disapproval. Not for her pregnancy, per se, but that Merinus would consider hiring her to work with him in her current condition. That she would bring a woman with such vulnerability into his life, into any Breed’s life, and expect her to survive it.

“Really?” Merinus’s brows arched as though in shock. “Why Jonas, I must have missed that. Do tell how I could have been so neglectful as to have not noticed.”

He didn’t wince, though he had watched Merinus’s husband mate, Callan, do just that whenever she got that tone, warning him to tread carefully. Jonas knew this woman for the subtly dangerous adversary she could be. She could make his life extremely difficult if she wanted to; she was his superior, at least in the hierarchy of the Pride. Which, on most days, was truly the only thing that mattered.

Jonas liked to tell himself over the years that her power didn’t reach here, to the Bureau, though. Based in D.C., the Bureau of Breed Affairs was his baby, his playground, his hobby and his lover. He’d tried to pretend she would never dare stick her too-curious, too-scheming little nose into the day-to-day running of the political law enforcement machine Jonas had built over the past ten years.

He had been so very wrong. And that knowledge had the power to prick his already testy temper.

Leaning forward, Jonas placed his arms on his desk and stared back at Merinus with cool determination. It wouldn’t do to let her see a weakness.

“She won’t work out, Merinus,” he informed her. “I’ll have her in hysterics in an hour. I don’t want to deal with another  overly emotional little girl, especially one so close to giving birth. And what about once she has that child? This is not a damned nursery, nor is it a nine-to-five job.”

He had to force the words past his lips. He forced his tongue to push them from his mouth even as he felt the tiny glands at the side of it itch in impending disaster.

Not just disaster, but mating heat. A catastrophe in the making where his life was concerned.

Already he could feel the rage brewing inside, the knowledge that another man had created life within her. That she had belonged to another. That perhaps, even now, another man shared her bed.

All that stayed the power of his rage was the fact that there had been no other man’s scent on her delicate body. There had been no mating mark, no hint of male possession spoiling the sweet, delicate woman scent of her.

Could he have borne it if there had been?

“She can deal with you.” Merinus rose to her feet as she stared back at him regally despite the ragged jeans and T-shirt that gave her the appearance of a teenaged waif. “What’s more, I’m fairly certain she can do so without a display of hysterics.”

Jonas swore he could feel his hands getting ready to shake to his Prima. A sense of certain panic began to fill him, tightening in his throat and threatening to steal his power to speak.

He’d never been frightened in his life. Hell, he had no idea what true fear was until Merinus turned her back on him and began walking to the door.

“Why?” The question was a subtle, feral growl that had Merinus pausing in offense before turning back to him slowly.

Jonas snapped his teeth together before a tight grimace contorted his face and he forced himself to turn away from her. She deserved the same respect he would give his Pride leader, and that growl had been the furthest thing from respect that he could come up with.

“Why?” Her tone was lethal now. “Because, Jonas, I’m sick of watching perfectly good secretaries become neurotic head cases because of your complete disregard for civility. I know Rachel. I know her abilities as well as her temperament.” Merinus’s triumphant smirk had his guts twisting in terror now. “And I know Rachel can handle you. If she could handle my brother Kane at the tender age of sixteen and actually keep his finances as well as his schedule in order, then I have no doubt she can put up with your diabolical, manipulating personality and perhaps even manage to lend a measure of respectability to the Bureau before you destroy the last shred of civility that it could possess.” She walked to the door before turning back to him with a mocking look of accomplishment. “Consider it a favor of sorts. And remember, Rachel is one of my dearest, best friends in the world. Hurt her, Wyatt, and it’s no different from hurting me.”

With that warning firmly in place, she pulled the door open and left the room. The panel closed behind her with a gentle click, sealing Jonas into the cool silence of his office as the murmur of voices could be heard in the other room.

She had just ensured that he couldn’t yell at Rachel, he couldn’t fire her. Merinus couldn’t have forced his hand more with that statement than if she had simply cut it off. She had made it clear he was stuck with his new secretary.

Jonas sat back down slowly. He laid his palms flat on his desk and took a deep, hard breath. He was a Breed. Grown men trembled in fear of him. Hell, his own species trembled in fear of him. He’d made certain of it. He’d worked to instill that fear, that driving wariness that wouldn’t allow for any possible rejection of any demand he made.

It seemed, though, that he hadn’t impressed upon Merinus just how dangerous he could be. That, or she really didn’t give a damn.

He wondered if it was too late to rectify that small detail?

A light knock at the door, a subtle, gentle scent that sliced through his senses and had him stiffening as the door opened.

“Mr. Wyatt, if you’d like to take a moment to discuss your itinerary with me, then I could get started.”

She stood there, the slight mound of her stomach smaller than he would have thought for the stage of her pregnancy. At five months, that little mound should have been larger. Long, long dark red hair was pulled up in a bun at the nape of her neck; delicate glasses were perched on her nose. Deep, deep green eyes stared back at him with chilling intensity.

Well-fitted black pants were paired with a white blouse, which flowed over the mound of her stomach to her hips. Flat, conservative black shoes covered tiny feet.

She was a fairy, he thought. A whimsical creature that no man dared touch for fear of inviting the wrath of some unknown dark force charged with her protection. That dark force being Merinus Lyons, the wicked ogre of his life, as far as he was concerned.

“Mr. Wyatt?” Her tone was even, polite. “Your itinerary, sir.”

His itinerary. Of course she would want that. How else could she effectively destroy his world unless she knew how he moved through it?

“Don’t worry about the itinerary,” he growled, not bothering to hold back the deep-throated rumble. “I’ll take care of that myself. Just . . .” He waved his hand toward the outer office. “Do the filing or something.”

A dark, winged brow lifted slowly.

Then she did the most amazing thing. She closed the door softly, all the while holding his gaze as she moved to the front of the desk.

Jonas watched her as he would a cobra preparing to strike. Hell, she was more dangerous than a cobra.

“Mr. Wyatt, I am not some glorified clerk who you need to patronize,” she said. Sweetly. So fucking sweet her voice dripped with honey while those wild green eyes glittered with a dare. “You will give me your itinerary, and you will do so in time for me to make sense of it, as well as to make any adjustments needed. All appointments will now go through  me, as well as all scheduled business trips and meetings. As I understand it, the last finance meeting at Sanctuary was a farce. Pride Leader Lyons and his Prima have ordered me to ensure the next one actually contains some viable numbers that at least come close to the amount used from the Bureau’s accounts. We can do this the easy way.” Her smile was gentle, benign. “Or we can be difficult about it.” That smile turned to ice.

Jonas rose slowly to his feet, his hands remaining planted on the desk. He ensured that he towered over her as he glared down at her.

“Good luck.” He kept it short and sweet, more because she had his tongue tied in so many fucking knots that he could barely think, let alone speak.

As she stood there, he closed the laptop he used, slid it into a protective case along with the slim external drive that contained the files he needed.

Rachel watched silently as he snapped the case closed, gripped the handle and strode from the office.

She felt as though she should be taking a deep, much-needed breath as the tension that filled the room slowly eased away. But with his departure was a strange sort of emptiness as well. As though the life had been sucked from the office. It was now no more than a shell.

Her lips quirked at the thought before she shook it off and strode back to her own office. Merinus had given her a new lease on life with this job—if she could stick it out.

She laid her hand on her stomach. She had to stick it out, she didn’t have a choice. Jonas might be the scariest man she had ever met, probably the most dangerous. With those quicksilver eyes and that hard, corded body that screamed sexy and lethal, he was by far the most fascinating man she had ever met.

Short black hair was just long enough that it lay against his scalp, giving the hard, sculpted planes of his face a savage, diabolical appearance. And those eyes.

Quicksilver. Mercury. Eyes that saw into a person’s soul.

Eyes that seared.

Eyes that had nearly mesmerized her.

If she wasn’t very, very careful, Jonas Wyatt would end up owning her soul, as it appeared he owned everyone else’s.

And that just wouldn’t do. She had a feeling Jonas might be a little bit spoiled. Which meant she was going to have to definitely break the habit.

Striding to the desk, she took her seat and called Merinus.

“He’s on the run,” she reported.

She could almost hear the smile that curled Merinus’s lips. “That’s okay. I know where he’s running to. Pack a bag and bring your laptop. It’s time to show Jonas the power of the Breed cabinet. And I can think of no better time than now.”

Rachel wondered if Jonas would ever look back and realize that Merinus was trying to save him, rather than piss him off. According to the Prima of the Feline Breeds, Jonas Wyatt was on a path of self-destruction where the Bureau was concerned.

“Do you think discussing this with him would do any good, Merinus?” Rachel asked, her tone wary now. Jonas didn’t seem like a good man to piss off.

“Callan and Dash have talked to him until they’re blue in the face.” Merinus sighed. “He can fight with them; that instinctive code of honor he has nearly dictates that he does. If he doesn’t stop stirring suspicion where the Bureau is concerned, he’ll be voted out of it. That’s something I don’t want to see happen. No, Rachel, we’re the only ones that can get through to Jonas now.”

“We are?” Rachel rather doubted that.

“You are,” Merinus amended. “Just treat him like you treated Kane. Trust me, he won’t know how to combat it. Jonas has always been the one doing the bulldozing. To my knowledge, no one has ever used the same tactics on him that he uses on others. Let’s see what happens when they do.”

“He takes a chunk out of their ass?” Rachel asked, a vision of those lethal canines flashing before her eyes.

To which Merinus’s laugh was soft, and suspiciously knowing.

“Now Rachel, do you really think he would bite you?”

“Only if I get close enough,” she murmured.

“Then don’t get close enough,” Merinus advised her with a heavy hint of amusement. “Be very careful, Rachel, not to get close enough.”




THREE MONTHS LATER

“Did I ask you to set up a meeting with Senator Racert?”

Jonas Wyatt stepped out of his office, coldly indignant to face the icy composure of his secretary’s porcelain face and frozen ocean green eyes.

There was a heartbeat of time when his entire system froze, his control shattered and the animal that lurked just beneath the skin jumped free. A single moment out of time when every cell in his body clamored to claim his mate.

Just as quickly he reined the animal back, jerked at the ragged edges of his control and fought the hunger tearing through his system.

As always, the battle was nearly lost in the face of Rachel’s perfect, mannequin-like composure. He had had more than one fantasy regarding breaking that composure.

Unfortunately, each time he thought about giving in to those fantasies he came smack up against the ripe appearance of motherhood. She was with child, but it didn’t stop him from wanting her, needing her. It didn’t stop him from doing everything he could do to make her life easier, to make her job easier, to give her the man he was inside—at least as much as possible.

He was gentle with her while he was harsh with others. He made a place for her in his life while he held others at bay. And still, she seemed as cool, as unemotional, as she had the day she began working with him.

“Actually, Senator Racert asked for the meeting,” Rachel answered with icy disdain. “You’ve put him off for over six  weeks now, and he does control the Bureau’s governmental purse strings as well as carry significant weight in the Breed Appropriations Committee.”

“Their governmental purse strings couldn’t concern me less.” He leaned against the doorframe as he crossed his arms over his chest and attempted to glare at her.

It was damned hard to glare at one’s mate, especially when the child she sheltered so protectively was listening, and reacting so closely to every word he said.

He could sense that. The girl child she carried paused whenever she heard his voice, just as she would pause when she heard her mother’s. No others. She flat out didn’t give a damn if anyone else spoke. Hell, he couldn’t even curse anymore. And that had been damned hard to do anything about. But he ensured that the child stayed calm. If the child was calm, then that meant the mother was calm. Keeping her settled during her pregnancy to ensure the child’s continued good health and, therefore, the mother’s happiness, was all that mattered to him.

“Senator Racert’s voice is important to the Breed community as a whole.” Rachel rose from her chair, still graceful and exquisitely beautiful as she moved across the room to the file cabinet.

He followed. He couldn’t help himself. The damned file cabinet was taller than she was.

He reached it before she did, pulled the top drawer free, then plucked the file out of her fingers and inserted it in its proper place.

He was more than aware of the look of narrow-eyed suspicion she shot him as he pushed the drawer closed before following her back to her desk.

“Cancel the appointment with Racert,” he demanded as she retook her seat.

There was an edge of suspicion in her gaze as she looked up at him.

“Stop hovering over me.” Ice dripped from her voice, as though his presence did nothing to affect her.

He may have believed it if the child, a perfect barometer for the mother’s feelings, didn’t choose that moment to let out a silent whimper of distress. Her mother was clearly upset, off balance, perhaps even frightened. Because whatever emotion her mother was feeling, so then was the child feeling.

Jonas backed up with three deliberate steps, waiting tensely for the child to regain the calm he wanted the mother to feel.

It happened slowly. One step at a time. Rachel turned back to the computer and that impossible itinerary she was working on.

“Racert is double-crossing us,” he finally told her, careful to keep his voice quiet. “He’s after information.”

“Which you give so rarely and with such perfect manners,” she mocked him.

He grunted at the comment. He would tell her anything she wanted to know; she only had to ask. Racert, however, was another thing entirely.

“Cancel the meeting,” he ordered her again.

“No.” There was pure stubborn refusal in her voice.

His lips thinned.

“Fine, I’ll leave the office.” He stalked back to the doorway.

“Go ahead.” He heard the shrug in her voice. “I’ll handle the meeting myself. I believe the meeting involves the latest projected budget, which you haven’t yet turned in. I’m certain I can handle that.”

Jonas assured himself he wasn’t paling at the very thought of Miss-Financial-Tight-Ass creating his budget.

A growl slipped free before he could hold it back.

Rachel’s brow arched as disdain filled her expression. But from the child, he felt something far different, something he was certain he should at least protest.

Amusement. The baby was amused, which meant her mother was much more amused.

“Are you laughing at me?” He paced back to her desk, flattened his hands on the dark wood and leaned forward. Close  enough that he could smell her unique scent. Close enough that the hunger ripping through his guts sharpened to a dagger’s stroke. “Be careful, little girl,” he warned her softly, holding her gaze, watching the wild green become darker, wilder. “Or you may well get far more than you’re bargaining for.”

The amusement drifted away and something far darker took its place.

Jonas eased back. He forced himself from the suddenly reckless anticipation that poured from the woman, despite the composed features, the iron will and stubborn determination. Slowly, he straightened, turned and forced himself back to his own office.

There was desire there, in the sweet scent of her, in the tension that tightened between them each time he went near her. There was hunger. The scent of it was like a soft summer rainfall. It was fresh, tinged with the scent of the earth itself, and a sweet moisture that he knew could become addictive as hell.

The woman was everything he could have wanted in a mate. She was the dream he’d never allowed himself to wish for. Because it was the greatest danger he could bring to his life, and the future of the Breeds.

This was a temptation he knew he could never allow himself to weaken to. It was a promise he had made to himself. It was a vow. And this small woman was shredding his determination one look, one word, one breath at a time.

His mate would never know mating heat.




CHAPTER 1




FOUR MONTHS LATER 

For the first time in her life, Rachel Broen was terrified. It wasn’t fear. It was soul-destroying, mind-numbing, silently screaming terror.

She couldn’t scream aloud, it would draw notice. Notice that her tears and ragged sobs wouldn’t draw, weren’t drawing as she slid her unassuming little Civic into the deserted parking lot of the Bureau of Breed Affairs.

The night guard on duty at the gate had taken her pass without much notice. He knew her car, had seen enough of her to know who she was. It wasn’t unusual for her to leave late, or to arrive early if she was commanded to do so by the autocratic Bureau director, Jonas Wyatt.

The guard had easily accepted her hasty excuse that she’d forgotten to update his memos and his morning schedule, and that it had to be done tonight.

He hadn’t noticed her torn blouse or the jacket she wore that covered it. He hadn’t seen the bruise she could feel spreading across the right side of her face, or the swollen condition of her right eye.

The blow had been carefully delivered.

Jumping from the car, she felt the rough asphalt bite into her bare feet as she stumbled before racing to the door. It took two attempts to get her electronic card pass to activate the doors and release the locks.

A thin sob tore from her chest as she nearly fell through the door and ran for the stairs that led to the third floor and the private offices of the director, Jonas Wyatt.

Jonas. The manipulating, calculating bastard. This was his fault. He’d played too many games. He’d pushed the wrong people and had so erroneously believed they would come after him.

She tripped, her knee slamming into a step, the skin breaking as a ragged scream of rage and pain tore from her lips.

She was paying for it.

Oh God. She was paying for it. She was paying for her stubbornness, her determination . . . No, she wasn’t paying for it. The bruises, the agony tearing through her leg, the ragged pain in her side from the fist she had taken earlier, the bruises on her face, they were nothing. She would suffer that pain a thousand times over. She would suffer the fires of hell if only her child was safe.

Jonas. He was here.

A strangled scream tore from her lips as she fought to breathe, to race up the second flight of stairs. One more flight. Dear God, she was almost there.

Jonas was here. She knew he was. He had warned her that evening not to come to work tomorrow. He had known his enemies were tracking him. He’d known, the son of a bitch, he’d known and just as she’d warned him months ago, when they struck, it wouldn’t be him they went after.

She had never believed they would come after her child.

“Jonas!” She tried to scream out his name as she fumbled with the electronic key at the door to the main offices.

Sliding it again, again, and still it wouldn’t work.

“Jonas, please . . .” she screamed out again, terrified he would ignore her, knowing he had to hear her.

He was a Breed.

The lock released, the heavy steel door flew open, nearly pitching her to the floor as the door to Jonas’s office jerked open across the room.

He was there, and he wasn’t alone. She barely saw the others though. She saw his face, hated and yet adored. His eyes, alive in his bronzed face, swirls of silver mercury as he jumped to her, barely catching her before she fell to the floor.

“You bastard!” An openhanded slap to his shocked face as sobs tore from her, tears making her vision cloudy as terror choked her, ripping the breath from her body. “I warned you! I warned you they wouldn’t strike you!”

“Rachel!” A horrible rumble of sound in fury, a muted roar left his lips as he gripped her arms, his fingers tight around her flesh as he gave her a firm shake.

“They have Amber!”

The strength left her legs, her body. Collapsing against his chest, she clawed at his arms, desperate for the strength she knew he possessed, fighting for sanity in a world that had suddenly exploded around her.

“They want those files. They’ll kill her.” Wild, terrified, she knew he would never do it. She knew he would never save her baby. “Please, Jonas. Give me the files. Save my baby. Oh God, save my baby.”

Jonas felt the life leave his body. For the first time in his life, Jonas Wyatt felt pure, unadulterated terror washing through him.

His unflappable, cool paragon of a secretary, the mate he refused to claim, stared up at him with tear-drenched dark green eyes, her pale face so horribly bruised.

The scent of her terror and her injuries were an affront to his senses, the knowledge that the child he had claimed as his own so many months ago was in the line of fire, had the animal inside him screaming in rage.

“Chimera.” His head jerked to the side as the Jaguar female stepped from her position in the office behind him, moving past the three men that were quickly pulling weapons from a once-hidden vault and strapping them on. “Take her.”

He pushed Rachel to the female Enforcer, seeing in the other woman’s clear, predatory gaze the need to fight rather than stand back.

“No! Jonas, no!” Rachel clutched at him, ripping his heart from his chest as the agonizing fury in her voice tore through his mind.

A scream of rage tore through his head, only years of patience, of strength, years of conditioning held back the instinctive response as his mate fought to be strong, fought to hold on to her sanity in the face of the danger her child now faced.

“Rachel, listen to me.” He shook her again, gently, staring into her beautiful dark green, velvet eyes. “I’ll get Amber. I swear to you.”

Panic filled her eyes. He hadn’t believed her face could become whiter, but it did. The scent of her terror tore through him like a ragged blade as her sobs ripped through his soul.

“They’ll kill her,” she tried to scream, but the hoarse desperation in her voice came out as a ragged plea. “I don’t have time.” She jerked at the hold he had on her. “Give me the files. Please. Oh God, please Jonas.”

“Jonas, we have to move.” Dane Vanderale, the son and heir of the Leo, the strongest Lion Breed ever created, moved to his side. “We have a location. Brandenmore’s limo is parked at her house. I have a unit heading there now.”

“Back off.” Jonas jerked around, snarling at the man whom genetics tied him to as a brother, as the other man made plans—not to save Amber, but to take the enemy instead. “Call your team back. Too many will be dangerous.” He turned to the men he knew he could trust. “Rule, have the Blazer brought around.” The specially modified city SUV would hold the team, as well as weapons. “Lawe, Mordecai, go ahead, recon only.”

The men moved out as Dane cursed behind him.

Jonas held Rachel as she pleaded. Her rejection of a team moving out was a ragged litany of desperation as she begged him to just give her the files.

“Chimera, the files are on my desk.”

He’d been waiting for Brandenmore’s men. The files had been in place, the information the bastard wanted lying in clear view as they’d laid the trap for him. A trap Brandenmore thought he could use a child to escape.

“Rachel, enough.” Her sobs were destroying him as she tried to pull away, to gain the files and escape with them, even though she knew he would never allow it.

“No, Jonas.” Her tear-drenched, bruised face destroyed him as her gentle voice, so often cool and yet tinged with amusement was now filled with rage. “You won’t play games with my child’s life.”

So many months she had worked for him, with him. Still, she hadn’t seen beyond what others called the games.

Releasing one of her arms, he let his fingers trail down her unbruised cheek. His throat was tight with the agony that this one person, whom he had been slowly allowing into that inner core of himself, still saw only his outer surface.

“Give me the files,” she begged, though he saw the fury in her eyes, the knowledge that he could never do that.

“Jonas, the files.” Chimera stopped at his side as Dane, Rule and Mordecai moved into place at the door, fully prepared, weapons stowed carefully under jackets and in the duffel bags they carried.

“Come on.” He made the decision quickly, his hard gaze connecting with Chimera’s in a silent order that he knew the other woman would understand.

She had sole responsibility for Rachel’s life once they arrived at the small home where the baby was being held. Jonas would move in with Dane and the others to secure the baby, to ensure that those who threatened her never threatened another living soul.

“Jonas?” Rachel stumbled again, only to find herself lifted into his arms, his broad, muscled chest beneath her, his hard, savagely hewn expression more animal than man at the moment.

There was rage swirling in the living depths of those  quicksilver eyes. Like a beast, separate from the man, raged inside him now.

“The files won’t save the child.” His voice was a hard, rasping growl. “You know it as well as I, Rachel. They’ll kill her, and they’ll kill you. I won’t allow it.”

She knew it. In her mother’s heart, she had seen it in Phillip Brandenmore’s eyes each time he struck her, his fist brutal, his gaze reflecting pleasure—and anticipation.

“He doesn’t know you were waiting on him.” She forced the words past her lips. “I didn’t tell him, Jonas.”

But she had known. Jonas hadn’t told her either, but she had gotten to know the man she worked for over the months. She’d learned to anticipate not just his needs, but also his actions, and to prepare accordingly.

“I know you didn’t tell him, Rachel.” They moved along the hall to a side door, inaccessible except for the highest level of security.

“We need to know what we’re driving into.” Dane Vanderale’s normally mocking, amused voice was now steel hard, icy with death. Rachel could almost believe he was a Breed as well, as those eerie emerald eyes of his narrowed on her. “What happened?”

The nightmare of the night thickened her voice as she told him.

She had gone home. Her babysitter wasn’t there. Amber had been crying. She was only three months old. She was hungry, she was wet and she was frightened. Rachel had heard the baby’s screams the second her feet hit the small back porch.

She hadn’t thought; she had reacted. She had rushed to get to her baby, and she had met the merciless eyes of the men who had been awaiting her instead.

“Is the baby unharmed?” Jonas questioned when she finished relating that evening’s horror, rushing from the elevator as it deposited them inside an underground garage she hadn’t even known existed.

“She was when I left.” Her voice quivered.

Jonas had never said Amber’s name. It was always “the child,” or “the baby.”

“She’s hungry,” she whispered, staring up at him. “And cold. They took her blankets. I know she hasn’t been changed.”

She was dying inside. Amber was such a good baby. She never cried unless she was cold or hungry. She loved to watch the world; she loved to watch her mother. The few times Rachel had defied Jonas’s orders and brought Amber to the office, the baby had always seemed mesmerized by his voice. She listened. She watched. And now she was alone, without warmth or comfort.

“I can’t stand it, Jonas.” Her stomach cramped with pain, both from the blow she had received earlier, as well as the knowledge that her child was hungry and cold. Confused. Frightened. “Please, Jonas, don’t let them hurt her.”

“No one is going to hurt her.” He stepped to the SUV and deposited her in the backseat.

Chimera jumped in the other side as Jonas slid in beside Rachel, cushioning her between them as Dane took the wheel and Lawe rode shotgun.

“Weapons.” Lawe turned, an opened bag at his feet as he pushed the weapons to Jonas.

Rachel watched, terror building inside her as she saw more than the lethal laser and explosive ammo-contained weapons Jonas strapped on.

She saw a small army preparing for battle, and her child, her three-month-old baby, so defenseless, so tiny, was going to be smack in the middle of the war.

“Jonas, please.” She couldn’t breathe. Her chest tightened with panic, with a sense of terror so overwhelming it threatened to cut the air from her lungs.

His head turned, those eerie silver eyes flashing with living rage as he stared back at her.

“I put that child’s life above my own,” he suddenly stated,  the growl in his voice a horrible thing to hear now. This was the animal she had heard whispers of: the Breed, whom so many feared.

Looking down, she watched as he quickly checked his weapon, his statement reverberating through her head. Jonas placed too many people above himself, she had often thought. He was a manipulator, he was calculating, but there was nothing cold, nothing cruel about him other than his demeanor.

“How many are there?” Dane Vanderale’s tone was harder, if possible, and colder. Rachel hadn’t imagined anyone could be harder and colder than Jonas, but Dane had him beat.

“There are four. Phillip Brandenmore is with them.”

Silence filled the vehicle for long moments.

“Lawe is in place,” Rule stated into the silence. “There are four men inside. Brandenmore has the child in a carrier next to him.”

“He’s prepared to take the baby with him,” Dane stated.

“Shut the fuck up, Dane,” Jonas snarled, and Rachel knew Jonas understood the implications of the report.

Rachel felt herself shaking from the inside out. She knew enough of the Breed history, the labs and the scientists to know that her baby would become no more than a research project.

Pain tore through her abdomen at the thought. A sob tightened in her throat, nearly choking her.

“Look at me.” The harsh sound of Jonas’s voice had her gaze lifting to him. “No one will hurt that child. Do you hear me?”

“Jonas.” Dane’s voice was warning. “Let’s concentrate on doing what we can.”

Don’t make promises that couldn’t be kept. She heard the underlying message as Jonas held her gaze, his eyes terrifying as the color shifted and swirled.

“No one will hurt that child.” His eyes raked over her, his expression turning savage as he reached out, a single finger whispering over the bruise on her face. “And they’ll die for this.”

The bruises on her face were an affront to the animal crouched and snarling within him. He could feel the beast, the savage wildness that he had always fought threatened to rise to the fore.

This was his mate. No matter that he hadn’t claimed her. No matter that he had no intentions of taking her. She was his, and God help the ones who had dared to lay a hand on her.

He could smell the scent of her blood, her pain. Even now, her body was drawn tight with the physical agony that raced through her system.

“Call Sanctuary,” he ordered Chimera. “Have the heli-jet waiting close to fly us home. I want Ely and the medical staff prepared and ready for us to fly in.”

Chimera gave a quick nod of her head.

“Lawe, Dane, give the order.” Dane glanced back at Jonas in the rearview mirror. “The child’s life is priority,” he ordered them. “Nothing else matters.”

Surprise flickered in Dane’s gaze before he turned back, just as Jonas felt it emanating from Chimera and Lawe.

He had been attempting the capture of Brandenmore and his cohorts for years now, before they had ever been aware who, or what, was stealing information from Sanctuary or why. For the past year, nothing had mattered but capturing the bastard, alive, in the act of attempting to steal the information he wanted.

They needed him alive. They needed the chance, the opportunity, as well as the reason to place him under Breed Law during interrogation.

The interrogation mattered little in the face of the child’s life.

His child.

God, how he wished that child was his rather than another’s. How he wished he had been the one to sire the babe, to hold Rachel, to bring her pleasure.

If the world were a different place, if he were a different man. If there wasn’t more risk in taking what was his than there was to maintaining a distance from it.

“We’re moving in,” Dane stated quietly.

“Jonas, please.” Rachel’s voice was ragged, her fingers gripping his arm, nails biting into the black sleeves of the black combat uniform he wore. “Please, Jonas, don’t let them hurt Amber. Please.”

Amber. The babe. His soul ripped apart at the thought of that child in danger.

“Stay in the vehicle, Rachel.” He glanced at Chimera once again and received a quick nod in reply.

Rachel’s life was in her hands. Her only responsibility was the protection of his mate.

The SUV drew to a stop, and Jonas let the animal free where he normally kept it leashed.

To every Breed there were two sides, alternate parts of their psyche that often worked together. But in certain instances, one became more dominant than the other.

The Lion that raged inside him now demanded dominance. His mate had been attacked, harmed. The child the animal and the man had claimed so many months ago was now in danger.

Not a single man would walk from that house without spilling precious life blood for his part in the bruises that marred his mate’s flesh. For his part in the fear that even now, Jonas could scent raging from the child.

Moving into the small yard, he used the shadows that reached out from the houses surrounding it. The block Rachel’s home sat on was small, quiet. Families lived and worked here. Children laughed, and parents watched after them.

Sliding in along the window that looked into the living room, Jonas caught a glimpse of Phillip Brandenmore, the owner of Brandenmore Research. The man who was determined to use the Breeds to create a drug that could decrease aging and could be sold for millions per user sat in front of the flat-screen television, a frown on his face as the babe whimpered at his side.

Amber was tired. The animal scented her weariness. She  had cried until she had exhausted herself. She was cold and hungry. No one had fed her. No one had changed her. No one had placed a blanket over her fragile body to block the slight chill in the room.

Her mother kept the house warm. The first thing these strangers had done was turn the heat down, taking away the warmth. Then they had stripped her comfort, her security.

The animal inside Jonas sensed Amber’s fear, and crouched with predatory intent inside him.

“They have a Coyote with them.” Rule spoke through the communications link at Jonas’s ear. “He’s currently in the kitchen with a pot of coffee. Stupid bastard.”

Coyotes could be lazy. They were savage in battle, merciless in a pack, but those that stayed with the council or moved into the less acceptable areas of the world were downright lazy.

“Take him out first,” Dane ordered as Jonas eased along the window, checking Brandenmore and the child’s position before pulling back.

“I’m going through the window,” he told the others. “Brandenmore is alone in the living room.”

“Coyote’s in the kitchen, we have a sentry on the front porch, we have one in the bedroom upstairs,” Rule reported. “They’re not expecting trouble.”

They hadn’t expected anyone at the office tonight. They had thought they could send Rachel back, force her to do their dirty work, then kill her. And only God knew what they had planned for the child.

“Jonas, he’ll use the baby.” Dane’s voice was matter-of-fact, regretful, but realistic.

“The child is priority,” Jonas repeated.

“There’s no way to get to Brandenmore before he gets to the baby,” Dane stated. “Think about it, Jonas.”

Jonas glanced in the window again. Brandenmore’s gun hand was within inches of Amber’s head, the small, snub-nosed laser elite in his hand.

The animal inside him was screaming. From the first moment that Jonas had realized Rachel was his mate, he’d had a connection to the child. Defenseless, and yet confident of her place in her mother’s world. She’d known no danger, no fear—until now.

Now she was experiencing sensations she should have never known. Exhaustion. Hunger. Drugs.

Jonas inhaled slowly. The baby was tired, but she was quiet because she had been drugged as well.

She was frightened.

He heard the tiny mewls, little squeaks of sound as her fists clenched and released. She wanted to cry, but she didn’t have the strength.

“Dane, if this child is harmed, we’re going to have problems.” Jonas heard the growl in his own voice, felt the hidden claws as they parted the tips of his fingers, shifting beneath the regular nail beds and tearing forth.

Blood tipped, curved and sharp. His fingers flexed, his senses became sharper, edged with the hunger for blood and vengeance.

The problem had already arrived. The Lion, always kept so carefully leashed, had slipped free. In a moment of weakness, an awareness of the danger the child—his child—faced and it was there.

A snarl molded his lips, canines flashed in the darkness, a growl rumbled in his chest, deep-throated, predatory.

“Boss, we’re in position.” Rule knew the sound. “I have the Coyote, Lawe has the sentry in front.”

“Dane converged on Brandenmore,” Mordecai, the Coyote team member, gave the final order as Jonas, man and animal, moved into action.

The Genetics Council that had created the Breeds had one purpose in mind: the ultimate killing machine. The Breeds were created, enhanced, and trained for any and every situation that could be conceived.

They hadn’t been created to save lives. They hadn’t been  trained to care, to mate or to love. But what they hadn’t been trained for had made them better, faster, stronger.

It had made them the most dangerous creatures on the face of the earth.

The ultimate weapon.
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Glass crashed, shattered.

It had taken precious minutes, patience Rachel had never believed she could have before she had the chance to tear open the door and fling herself from the SUV.

She made it to the side of the house, no farther. Hard, restraining fingers latched onto her arm, dragging her back as she watched the dark, snarling figure throw itself into the living room window.

The sound of glass breaking and an animal’s snarl were the only sounds in the night. A shadow moved on the front porch, and silhouettes twisted and churned against the curtains covering the kitchen window.

It was the broken glass that held her horrified attention.

Shards, dark tipped with blood, were jagged in the frame. There were no sounds, not even so much as a child’s whimper.

“Let me go.” Her voice was reed thin, hoarse as she felt the tears falling once again.

“He’ll kill me.” Chimera’s tone was regretful. “I’ve risked enough letting you this close.”

Rachel’s head jerked back to the other woman. “This close?”

Eerie green eyes glanced toward the house before coming back to rest on Rachel. Chimera’s shadowed features tightened with some unnamed emotion. “She’s your daughter. You have the right.”

As the final word passed Chimera’s lips, all hell seemed to break loose.

A roar, unlike anything Rachel had heard in her life, shattered the silence of the night.
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Jonas went through the window. He felt the glass biting across his shoulders, felt the animal rage that surged through his body, and went for the enemy.

Brandenmore hadn’t expected an attack. Rather than thinking to grab the child, he came to his feet instead. The weapon aimed and fired, the minute burst of explosive energy barely missing Jonas’s head before Brandenmore jumped for the door.

A roar tore from his throat. A sound Jonas knew had never escaped his body as the full scent of the child hit him then.

Jumping between the babe and the door, Jonas faced the other man, his own weapon ready, held firmly in claw-tipped fingers as he snarled back at Brandenmore.

His faced creased with cruelty and age, Brandenmore smiled, a cold, mocking sneer that had Jonas’s finger tightening on the trigger. Brandenmore held his weapon aimed in the direction of the babe.

“So much information.” Brandenmore shook his head with a cluck of his tongue. “So many experiments. We’ve learned a lot since you escaped, Alpha One.”

His eyes narrowed on the other man.

“That baby.” Brandenmore nodded to the too-silent babe. “She’s a test, no more than you were a test. No more than any other has been. It doesn’t take a lab to create an experiment, now does it, Alpha One?”

He’d shoot him, but the slightest movement of Brandenmore’s finger on that trigger and the laser burst would destroy Amber despite Jonas’s attempt to protect her.

“I’ll kill you,” Jonas promised him, staring into the cold, merciless cruelty of the other man’s gaze.

Brandenmore smiled again. “You’ve been trying for a while now, Alpha One. You haven’t succeeded yet.” He glanced to the cradle, which held the child. “And you won’t succeed now.”

Before Jonas could jump for him, Brandenmore dove through the doorway.

A roar of rage tore from Jonas’s lips. Adrenaline and pure animal fury had him starting for the door before he stopped, turned and went for the child instead.

Pulling the tiny body from the cradle, Jonas tucked her close against his chest. He launched himself through the window seconds before fire and heat exploded behind him, catapulting him through the air as the night seemed to go to hell around him.




CHAPTER 2




SANCTUARY, FELINE BREED HEADQUARTERS BUFFALO GAP, VIRGINIA  

The Breed heli-jet touched down in the main estate yard, an almost unheard-of occurrence. Teams of Breeds—Feline, Wolf and Coyote—surrounded the area, hard eyes, weapons ready as the outside entrance to the labs was flung open just as the doors to the heli-jet slid open.

Jonas Wyatt jumped from the black jet, his clothes singed, his dark face smeared with soot and blood as he clutched a small bundle to his chest and raced for the labs.

Behind him, Feline Breeds Lawe Justice and Rule Breaker stayed close on his heels, each gripping a fragile arm of Jonas’s secretary, Rachel Broen.

Tears and soot streaked down Rachel’s face. Her dark red hair was no longer in its carefully arranged, precise little bun. It flowed around her face, long waves cascading to the middle of her back as she was pulled into the bunker beneath the main house.

“I want Elizabeth and Ely immediately,” Jonas shouted as they raced through the steel- and cement-lined corridors to the main lab.

“They’re waiting in the labs.” Pride Leader Callan Lyons raced at his side as head of security Kane Tyler and Sanctuary’s Enforcer commander, Mercury Warrant, brought up the rear. “Elizabeth was still on-site when you called. She and Ely have everything ready.”

“Jonas, what’s going on?” Rachel could feel the dread tearing through her system.

The hair-raising ride from D.C. to Virginia hadn’t taken more than fifteen minutes in the heli-jets. It had raced to Sanctuary at full power with Jonas yelling at the pilot for more speed as Amber lay lax and limber in his arms.

He wouldn’t let her hold her child. Amber hadn’t whimpered, she hadn’t cried.

“Here’s the syringe. It was beside her in her carrier.” Jonas slapped the small pressure syringe that Rachel hadn’t even noticed in Callan’s hand. “I want a full analysis from Amburg ASAP.”

Callan passed the syringe off to Mercury, who took a quick turn down another corridor and disappeared.

Jeffrey Amburg, the scourge of the Breed community. He had been known as a butcher in the Breed labs before the rescues twelve years earlier.

Moving ahead, Kane Tyler, his dark hair cut military short, his icy blue gaze frozen with fury, flung open the doors to the main level of the labs where two women raced from a nearby office.

“We have everything prepped and ready.” Elizabeth Vanderale, her dark hair tied back in a close ponytail, a white lab coat flying out behind her, pushed open another door as Ely Morrey, the Breeds’ main scientist, moved quickly to an incubator set up in the middle of the room.

“Jonas.” She was pulled to a stop just inside the room, watching in horror as Amber’s small gown and diaper were pulled quickly from her before she was laid inside the incubator.

“We need blood, saliva and tissue samples immediately,” Elizabeth was barking out as she and Ely began to move quickly.

“What’s going on?” Jerking away from the two Breeds holding her Rachel latched onto Jonas’s arm, fury and fear tearing through her as she stared into the living fury that brewed in his gaze. “Damn you to hell, talk to me. What did that bastard do to my baby?”

Terror was tearing at her mind, digging into her soul. God help her, if anything happened to her baby, she couldn’t survive it.

She’d been begging Jonas to talk to her since the second he had rolled to his feet, just ahead of the fiery blast that had taken her house to the ground in an explosion of flames.

“Rachel, give him room.” Kane gripped her arm to pull her back, only to face the snarling, animalistic fury that Jonas turned on him.

Rachel almost stepped back herself as Jonas’s head lowered, his lips pulling back from his teeth to flash the predatory canines at the side of his mouth. One hand clamped on her arm, and Rachel jerked her gaze down in time to see the lethal curve of sharpened claws that had sliced from the flesh beneath his fingernails.

She lifted her gaze slowly. “Jonas, please. Tell me what happened.”

A growl tore from his throat.

“Miss Broen, my son is primal at the moment. He can think, he can react, but the beast is currently controlling the man.”

Rachel jerked around to face Leo Vanderale. He was a near replica of Callan Lyons, or perhaps it was more accurate to say Callan was a replica of the other man.

Long, flowing tawny hair was streaked with blacks and reds. Fierce features framed golden eyes, and power seemed to exude from his very pores and give lie to the civilized cut of his dark gray suit.

Jonas snarled back at Leo, only to receive a flash of canines as the other man came slowly forward.

He stopped and stared into the incubator for a long second  before turning to Jonas. “Will you trust me to oversee her safety as you oversee the child?”

Jonas’s jaw clenched. “No!” The sound was a rumble of rage.

Leo’s lips tightened. “Do you really want to take me on tonight, whelp?” he growled. “Or make this woman hate you?”

Jonas growled again as he finally allowed Rachel to jerk away from him.

“Get them out of here, Leo,” Elizabeth barked out at him as she moved back to the incubator with a syringe designed to draw blood.

The pressure-activated vial was quick, painless, but at the moment, it looked like a tool of death as it neared her baby’s tiny arm.

“Jonas, please.” Her nails dug into his arm as she gripped him. Anger and fear latched onto her with an inhuman grip. “What’s wrong with my baby?”

“Brandenmore,” he snarled down at her. “He injected her with something, Rachel. We have to find out what.”

The words were barely human. The implications were a nightmare.

She released him slowly. Rachel pressed her hands to her stomach as it cramped with a spasm of horror, threatening to heave what little contents she had taken in that day.

Her gaze flew to the unconscious form of her child as she began shuddering, shaking with such fear now that she wondered how she managed to stay on her feet.

Amber looked so tiny in the incubator. She’d been born underweight, not sickly but her slight weight had given Rachel months of worry.

Now she lay pale and unmoving, her mop of red-gold curls laying limp along her tiny head as Rachel slowly released Jonas’s arm and backed away from him.

“Amburg is testing the syringe,” Kane reported, a finger pressed against the small communications bud at his ear. “He expects an initial report within thirty minutes.”

“Five minutes or he dies.” Jonas turned on Kane, his dark face so much more savage than normal and filled with predatory mercilessness. Rachel had no doubt he meant what he said.

Coldly, Kane repeated the order.

Evidently, Amburg didn’t argue.

“Why?” Rachel turned to the only man willing to give answers, the man who had called Jonas his son. Rachel had no idea that Leo Vanderale was a Breed until this moment—until she had seen the wicked incisors at the side of his mouth that he normally kept hidden. “Why would he want to kill Amber?”

Leo shook his head. “I doubt seriously what he’s done was done with the intent to kill her. Anything Brandenmore does is done with the intent to experiment, nothing more. He simply doesn’t care if she lives.”

Jonas snarled at Leo again.

“Why?” Rachel cried again, her voice rising as terror began to steal her senses. “Why would he do it?”

“Because certain tests have proven that you, as well as your daughter, are viable Breed mates.” It was Callan Lyons who answered her, despite the rumble of fury that came from Jonas. “Brandenmore managed to steal certain information from Sanctuary last month, Ms. Broen. That information contained the results of several tests done for Breed mating. Your tests.”

Rachel shook her head. Breed mating was supposed to be nothing more than a rumor, though she had wondered at the truth of it often enough.

She stared at Callan. Neither he nor Merinus appeared to have aged in the twelve years they had been together. And Kane. She had once worked for Kane. He was in his mid-forties, but appeared to be a decade younger.

Good genetics; she had heard that given as an excuse.

There had been a multitude of reasons thrown at the press, as well as scientists who had questioned the phenomenon. No Breed had ever admitted to mating heat though.

“Tests,” she whispered as she tried to control the nausea welling inside her. “I was tested?”

“The blood, saliva and vaginal samples you were asked to give were to test for your viability as a mate with any Breed that you would come in contact with.” Callan nodded shortly as Jonas snarled silently before turning his back on them all. “You tested positive in that viability, which led us to suspect that Amber would be viable as well as she grew older. It was a precaution we had to take, Rachel.”

She shook her head slowly, denying the truth. Merinus hadn’t warned her of this. Surely she would have warned her if anything like this were possible.

“I need all of you out of here,” Elizabeth snapped, as she was forced to move around Jonas.

Blue eyes flashing with ire, she glared up at Jonas. “You and the mother can stay, but get the hell out of my way. The rest of you, clear out. That means you too, Leo.” Her tone brooked no refusal.

Rachel turned her head, stared at Jonas and suddenly the implication of those tests hit her.

“They think we’re somehow mated?” she asked as he kept his back to her.

“If you have questions, then get out with the rest of them,” Elizabeth ordered as she attached electrodes to Amber. “I can’t save this child if I have to listen to you berate Jonas at the moment.”

Rachel clamped her lips shut, but the look she directed at her boss was a promise. The questions would come, and once she had answers, then she would decide exactly where she and her daughter would relocate to.

She wouldn’t trust another Breed, not as long as she lived. She had trusted Jonas; she had trusted Merinus and Kane.

As the heart monitor began to beep, Rachel latched desperately onto the noise. Blood pressure and heart rate monitors, as well as several machines she’d never seen before in any hospital, began a life-saving symphony of sound as they surrounded the incubator.

Elizabeth Vanderale nodded slowly at the readings as she attached a nearby comm set to her ear and began to talk quietly into it.

“Rachel, we’ll be outside if you need to talk,” Kane promised as they passed her. “Merinus is on her way back from Colorado now. She flew out immediately when Callan called her with the report. We’ll answer what questions we can.”

The large lab emptied as Rachel crossed her arms over her breasts and fought back more tears as she stared at her daughter.

“She’s innocent,” she whispered. “You should have warned me she would be in danger.”

She would never forgive Jonas or Merinus for neglecting that warning.

“We had no reason to believe she would be in any danger.” Jonas’s voice was still an animalistic rasp. “We had no reason to believe you would be. It wasn’t the tests of viable mates that Brandenmore needed. It was the tests of current mates and certain hormonal shifts that occur with mating that he was interested in. There was no reason for him to go after potentials, because it’s been proven that those tests aren’t always reliable.”

Rachel rubbed at the chill that invaded her arms as she focused on the machines once again.

Elizabeth Vanderale was still talking softly. Jonas glanced her way several times, his more acute Breed hearing picking up the conversation when Rachel most likely couldn’t.

“Amburg has initial results back,” he told her softly as her lips parted to question him. “The syringe held certain Breed hormones, but in his estimation, nothing that should be harmful to her.”

“She’s not moving,” she whispered painfully.

Jonas jerked as though in pain before rubbing his hand along the back of his head. She’d seen him do that often over the past months she’d worked for him. The gesture normally indicated a sense of frustration.

“He believes it reacted as a sedative,” he related. “If so, then in a few hours, she should awaken her normal self.”

“If so, then we’re leaving . . .”

“Dream on.” The look he turned on her was almost terrifying. Or would have been, if she hadn’t already faced such an influx of fear in the past hours. Her system now seemed immune to his fierceness.

“I won’t stay here.” She shook her head fiercely.

“You won’t be leaving until I know for a fact that you and that child are safe.” He paced closer, his head lowering until her vision centered on the roiling mercury of his eyes. “Understand that, Rachel. If I have to place you under twenty-four-hour guard, you will go no place, make no move, not take so much as a breath that I don’t know about first.”

She stared back at him, shock winding through her system first before pure rage took over. Before she could stop herself, her hand lifted, flew, smacking open-palmed against the hard contours of his face.

Everything in the room seemed to freeze.

Elizabeth and Ely stared at them in shock, their expressions wary as they watched Jonas.

He could have stopped her. He was fast enough, instinctive enough that he could have prevented the blow. Instead, he stood still for it. He took it, his expression never changing, his eyes boiling with currents of emotion she couldn’t make sense of.

“That changes nothing,” he rasped. “Where it comes to you and that child, my word is law, sweetheart. Trust me on that. There’s not a man or a woman in Sanctuary who would dare defy me on this.”

“Kane . . .”

“Won’t risk his life for it.” His smile was tight, confident.

“Merinus won’t let you . . .”

“Merinus wouldn’t dare interfere,” he snarled.

“They won’t let you hold me here.” She shook her head, certain they would never betray her to that depth.

“Tell me, Rachel, the mating tests that were ran—who do you think they were run with?”

She couldn’t breathe now. She could feel her chest tightening with panic at the knowledge she hadn’t wanted to face.

“It doesn’t matter—”

“Oh, but it does,” he cut her off again. “It does matter, Rachel. Those tests were run against my samples. They wouldn’t dare interfere because they know the hell they’ll face. You’re my mate, Rachel. And I will protect you and my child with every last ounce of blood I possess. No one, but no one will do anything to harm either of you again. If I have to lock you in these labs to assure you don’t leave, then I swear to you on all I hold dear that is exactly what I’ll do.”

[image: 004]

Hours later, Jonas glanced at Rachel where she sat in the small chair beside the baby’s bed.

She hadn’t spoken since the promise he had made to her, since he’d revealed exactly whose mate she was. She’d backed slowly away from him, her expression never changing, the scent of her fury never abating.

At least he hadn’t scented her fear of him, he thought mockingly. That was the last thing the beast prowling inside him needed to sense.

The animal.

He rubbed at the back of his head, where his lab number and birth ranking had been tattooed into his skull. He hadn’t been branded as many of the other Breeds had been. He’d been tattooed instead while the woman who claimed to be his mother had looked on in pride.

His mother. What a job that bitch had been. Madame LaRue had carried him to term, but it hadn’t been her egg or the sperm of the male scientist that had created him, as she and the lab reports had claimed.

According to those reports his DNA had been enhanced with that of the first Leo, but that wasn’t entirely true. Just as  it wasn’t true that Callan Lyons was more the son of Elizabeth and Leo than he was.

He let them believe it. Callan, Leo, Elizabeth. Dane. He let them exist in that comfort zone they had that the bogeyman of the Breeds wasn’t really related by blood to any of them.

Not that they would believe it without proof. He didn’t carry their familial scent. His DNA had been fucked with too many times; his scent was unique, with few of the markers that other Breeds possessed.

There was just enough tint of the Leo’s familial scent that they had been assured Jonas carried his DNA, but nothing more. And he was certain the Leo wanted it no other way.

And Elizabeth.

He glanced at his mother. Hell, she stared at him as though he were an aberration most of the time. A puzzle she couldn’t quite figure out, and wasn’t certain she wanted to know.

That was how most people, Breeds and humans alike, stared at him.

Except Rachel. The few times he’d been able to draw any emotion from her at all, it had been colored with desire and laced with amusement. She tolerated him better than most. But then, she was his genetic mate. What else could she do? It wasn’t as though she could hate him. Not with any amount of true strength anyway.

Breathing out wearily, he paced the lab, his gaze going between Rachel and the child.

His child. He had claimed the babe, though he had no basis for it. He hadn’t helped create that life inside her. Over the months, he’d done nothing but attempt to watch over them both, and he’d failed miserably at that.

The beast inside him claimed the mother, and in turn claimed the babe.

Damn, Amber was too small.

He’d thought that the first time he’d seen her in the hospital, just after her birth. She’d been so small, underweight and yet feisty as hell. She’d screamed in rage each time the nurses  had taken her from her mother, demanding with everything inside her tiny body that they return her to the safety and security of her mother’s arms.

Unless Jonas had arrived.

How many times had he gone to the nursery and sworn the nurses to silence as he held her? Too many times for him to count.

Unlike adults, children’s emotions were an open book. He’d connected with the babe while she had still rested safely in her mother’s womb. The beast that was so much a part of him had bonded with the child. That animal sense reaching out on a plane that was mostly reserved for mother and child alone.

He had known the moment he’d seen Rachel Broen that she was his mate. The second he’d sensed she was with child, he had staked that claim as well. A solitary claim that he’d had no intention of informing Rachel of. And a claim he’d no intention of doing anything about.

What the hell was he supposed to do now?

“Blood pressure and heart rate are normal.” Elizabeth’s gaze went between the monitors and the incubator, one hand propped on her hip. A frown marred her brow as she turned to watch Ely, who worked silently on the samples of blood and saliva that had been taken.

“Initial blood readings are normal, as is saliva. There are no hormonal abnormalities thus far.” Ely turned back to Elizabeth, avoiding Jonas’s gaze before returning her attention to the tests results. “Everything is in range of the readings taken at birth.”

Jonas’s jaw tightened as he watched Rachel straighten, alert, rising slowly from the chair she had just sat in.

“What readings were taken at her birth?” Accusing eyes turned on Jonas.

“It’s normal, Ms. Broen.” Elizabeth’s smile was comforting as she moved to Rachel to lay a hand against her arm. “You work within the Breed society; that makes you a part of our world as a whole, as it does your daughter. It was simply a  precaution as well as a courtesy. You have the best doctors in the world overseeing your baby.”

That was such complete BS Jonas almost snorted. He had ordered those tests. He had fought the Breed ruling cabinet for them to ensure that this baby had the best start in life, health-wise, as possible.

Rachel was less than convinced. She watched Elizabeth and Ely suspiciously, while all her senses were held captive by Amber.

“Jonas, Callan needs to speak with you.” Kane stepped inside the lab, his icy blue gaze filled with a warning, a silent message.

Jonas turned back to the babe and mother, torn between staying to protect what belonged to him, and accepting that they were safe while he took care of the business waiting on the other side of the door.

He could smell that business. Dr. Jeffrey Amburg had a particular scent, was tinged with blood and Breed. How the hell the man had managed to become infused with Breed scent without Breed DNA, Jonas hadn’t yet figured out.

He turned and stared at Ely, waiting until he caught her eye before glancing at Rachel. He was leaving his mate in Ely’s care, none other.

Ely’s gaze shifted with uncertainty before she gave a short, quick nod, allowing him to stride quickly from the room to the small glass-walled meeting area that looked into the lab.

Amburg waited. He stood still and silent as he stared into the lab, a frown on his face, his arms crossed over his chest as he seemed to glare at the mother and child.

Jonas stepped into the room, closed the door behind him and waited.

“I’ll need fresh blood, saliva and urine samples,” Amburg stated. “You’ll want to ensure that the child stays here at Sanctuary for a while, and under close observation.”

“What was in the syringe?”

Jonas would kill Brandenmore for this night, he swore it. He would never have the chance to harm another child.

“I don’t know, Wyatt.” Amburg shook his head as he breathed out wearily. “Initial tests are showing sedative qualities, but I know Brandenmore. He’s a fucking genius when it comes to developing new drugs, and whatever he’s been working on where the Breeds are concerned has been going on for a while. You can’t trust him, you can’t trust that it was no more than a sedative. That would be foolish.”

“What was he working on?” Jonas had asked Amburg the same question for months.

“I wasn’t told what he was working on.” It was the same answer he had always given. No matter how Jonas tortured him, no matter the threats he made, Amburg always gave the same answer. And Jonas had smelled the lie on him each time.

Jonas stared into the lab; the two-way glass gave him the opportunity to watch Rachel where she was unaware of his presence.

“Then she’s safe? There’s nothing to worry about?” Jonas asked.

“I didn’t say that.” Amburg turned to him, his gaze heavy but clearly shielding his concern. It didn’t matter, because Jonas could sense each emotion on him.

“Then what are you saying?” Jonas leaned back against the door, crossed his arms over his chest and watched the scientist narrowly.

Amburg’s gaze flickered. “Just what I said. Where Brandenmore’s concerned, you should worry, and worry a lot. For the moment, it appears the child is fine. There was nothing more than a sedative in the syringe. I just want to be certain.”

And that was the truth. Jonas could accept it, though he knew there were still things he wasn’t being told. He could wait. For a short while.

“Return to your lab if that’s all you have.” Jonas moved back from the door. “Let me know if you learn anything further.”

Amburg nodded shortly before moving for the door.

“Jeffrey.” Jonas stopped him as he reached for the doorknob. “Betray me, and you know what I’ll do.”

Amburg swallowed tightly, his gaze flickering in fear. “She has nothing to do with any of this, Jonas. She’s innocent.”

“So were the Breeds, once,” Jonas countered. “Did that help us?”

It hadn’t.

Amburg lowered his head before pulling the door open and leaving the room. He would find the answers Jonas needed, assured that if he didn’t, his granddaughter would pay the price.

Jonas looked into the lab once again. Amber lay still and silent, her mother beside her, pacing, uncertain. Frightened.

Her fear dug sharpened claws of emotion into his soul, and left him questioning himself and decisions he had once felt were set in stone. It had him questioning the danger he had allowed into his life, and the danger he knew would now, always, be a part of it.

Rachel and Amber had become his life, and now he wondered how the hell he was ever going to protect them.
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