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  Chapter 1


  


  “Oh, thank God, a bathroom. Okay, baby. Get your clothes off while I start the shower. We have to hurry before whoever owns this house gets home.”


  What the hell? Mitch Ericson lifted his head from the spot where he had been sunning himself in the last of the evening sun on his bedroom floor. Still groggy from his nap, he watched as a woman entered his bathroom and started his shower. He was in too much shock to do anything else. The woman was either very brave or very stupid to have entered his home without permission. Anyone that knew him knew to stay away from his sanctuary. Mitch enjoyed his privacy, and he fought anyone with tooth and claw that threatened that privacy.


  “Kitty!”


  Mitch stared into the wide, ice-blue eyes of a little boy staring back at him. The boy looked to be about two years old and was dirty from head to toe. If he wasn’t mistaken, the little boy looked like he could use a good meal as well. In fact, the boy could have used a few good meals.


  “What did you say, baby? Do you have your clothes off?”


  Mitch heard the woman yell from the bathroom, but he was too busy focusing on the little boy now crawling toward him on his hands and knees.


  “Kitty.”


  He didn’t know whether to be angry at being called a kitty—he was a five-hundred-pound lion after all—or be awed that this little runt of a boy had no fear of him. All he could smell coming from the boy was curiosity and a strange scent that made him want to purr, but no fear. He made a chuffing noise when the boy got closer. He didn’t want to scare him, but Mitch definitely didn’t want to hear the ear-piercing scream the boy’s mother was sure to make when she walked into the room and got a look at her son petting a lion that could easily swallow him whole.


  “Kitty, kitty. Meow.” The boy continued crawling undeterred.


  Mitch would have laughed if he was in his human form. He was a mighty lion, king of the jungle, not that he actually lived in a jungle. He had been known to make men cry and wet themselves with just his roar. If that didn’t help, his job as a council enforcer had men running in the other direction, but the boy was meowing at him like he was some common house cat.


  “Okay, baby, I’m done. Come get in the—”


  And there goes the screaming. Mitch would have roared, but he didn’t want to make the situation worse. His ears already felt like they were bleeding from the earsplitting screams coming from the woman. The boy, startled from hearing his mother scream, started to cry, adding to the noise.


  “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” the woman chanted as she inched closer to the little boy. “Nico, don’t move. Just stay there and wait for Mommy to come and get you.”


  Now Mitch could smell fear, but it was only coming from the woman. The little boy just seemed confused. He watched as the woman, who was completely naked due to the fact that she had dropped her towel when she had first seen him, slowly crept toward him and the boy she called Nico. He knew what she was seeing. A five-hundred-pound lion lying on the floor of the house that she had broken into was probably the last thing she would have ever expected. Hell, seeing a lion in person and not behind a cage at a zoo was something that most people would never get to see in their lifetimes. This woman was looking directly into the eyes of one while her small child was sitting within touching distance of it. Mitch could have licked the boy without lifting his head if he wanted to.


  “Kitty, Mommy,” the boy said, pointing at him.


  “Yeah, baby. Mommy can see that. Nice kitty. Niiiice kitty.”


  The woman held her hands in front her as she inched toward Mitch. He wanted to protest being called a kitty. He was a mighty beast, not some puny house cat, but he was too mesmerized by the woman’s breasts as they slightly jiggled with each step she took. They were small and tipped with rosy nipples that were hard. He didn’t know if it was from the cool air or from fear, but Mitch didn’t care. Either way, they were spectacular. He watched as a bead of water dripped from her wet hair and rolled down her chest headed directly toward her left nipple. He wanted to trace the trail the water made with his tongue. After that, he wouldn’t mind licking the woman from head to toe. Once he was done with that, he would make both of them eat. Nico wasn’t the only one who looked like they had missed a few meals. The woman looked worse. He could see her ribs poking through her skin.


  The closer the woman got, the more of an urge Mitch had to purr and rub himself all over her, marking her with his scent. There was just something about the woman and the boy setting off his protective instincts that he couldn’t explain. He wanted to drag her and the boy close and tuck them under him, keeping them with him. That wouldn’t have been unusual for most lion shifters, but Mitch wasn’t most. He was unusual. While other lions chose to live in a pride and be surrounded by others of their kind, he preferred to be alone. He spent most days in his shifted form napping in the sun unless he was on a job. He did what he wanted when he wanted and answered to no one. Mitch wouldn’t have it any other way. So why was he tempted to claim both of these people that had broken into his home?


  Mitch was snapped out of his thoughts when the most mouthwatering smell hit him. The woman was right next to him now, slowly reaching for the boy. Beneath the fear, he smelled the sweet scent of vanilla and spring rain. Mate! That was the strange scent he had caught on the boy. He smelled his mate on him because he carried a small trace of his mother’s scent. Mitch reacted without thinking. He stood and licked his mate. He began purring as his tongue raked across her inner thigh. Mine!


  Unfortunately, his sudden movement set the woman off and she began screaming again. She snatched the boy in her arms and ran out of the room. There was no way Mitch was letting his mate get away from him. He gave chase, shifting smoothly as he ran. He was on two legs by the time he made it to the bedroom door.


  “Wait,” he yelled out, snatching a pair of old shorts from the chair next to the door. He stumbled trying to put the shorts on as he ran, but he didn’t want to frighten the woman any more than he already had by chasing after her naked.


  By the time he made it to the stairs, the woman was at the front door. She was still naked, gripping the boy on her hip as she struggled to open the door in her panic. There was no way he could let his mate run out of the house naked. Mitch lived in the middle of nowhere, and there was no one around for miles to see her, but that didn’t matter to him.


  Mate! Mine! His lion grumbled in his head. “Please stop. I won’t hurt you!” Mitch yelled as he ran down the steps after his mate.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa Palmer couldn’t get her fingers to work as she tried to get the front door open. It had been a stupid idea to break into the house in the first place, but she and Nico were so tired and hungry. She had watched the house for two hours without seeing any movement, so she had decided it was worth the risk.


  There were no cars in the drive, so she assumed no one was home. To her shock, the front door had been unlocked. At first she thought it was because the house was in the middle of nowhere, but now, Tessa knew exactly why. Instead of a guard dog, whoever lived in the house had a pet lion, a lion of all things. After everything her and Nico had been through, they were about to be eaten by a freaking jungle cat. She screamed when a hand landed on her shoulder.


  “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.” A deep raspy voice came from behind.


  Tessa turned and fell against the door, gripping her son tight in her arms. She thought her heart was about to beat out of her chest as she got a look at the man who had grabbed her. He was tall, about six foot five with long, golden hair. In fact, everything about the man was golden, from his hair to his strange gold eyes. Even his skin was a deep, gold color like the man spent most of his time out in the sun. The shorts the man was wearing hung low on his hips, and Tessa couldn’t help but stare at his chest and stomach. He was huge with bulging muscles on top of muscles. She gulped and pulled Nico closer to her. What have I gotten us into?


  “Hey,” the man said, holding his hands out as if he could sense her thoughts. “You’re safe here. I promise I won’t hurt you.”


  Tessa peeped around the man and sighed in relief when she didn’t see the lion standing there waiting to eat them. “It’s not you I’m worried about. I’m sorry we came in here without permission. We’ll leave and not bother you again.” She gripped the doorknob to leave when the man cleared his throat.


  “You aren’t going out there like that.”


  The command made Tessa stiffen. “Look, mister. It’s not like we stole anything. The door was unlocked, so we technically didn’t break in. All we wanted was a shower and food, but I would have left you money for whatever we took. No harm no foul. Now, we’ll be on our way.”


  “I meant you can’t leave because you don’t have any clothes on.”


  The smirk on the man’s face, as he looked her up and down, made Tessa want to smack him, but she was too embarrassed to move. She hadn’t even realized she was naked until he pointed it out. She hadn’t thought of anything but grabbing Nico and getting the hell out of there. Their bags with the money and everything they owned in the world were still lying on the floor in the bedroom upstairs. There was no way she was going back up there to get them with the lion just waiting to have her as a snack, so Tessa was screwed.


  “Look, you said you guys were hungry, so why don’t you get dressed while I fix you something to eat.”


  Nico’s stomach chose that moment to growl. Looking at her son’s slim, hollowed cheeks and dark circles under his eyes, there was no way she could turn down the offer of food for him. He needed to eat. “Okay, we won’t say no to a meal, but we’ll leave right after that.”


  The man frowned but didn’t say anything. He just nodded and turned toward what Tessa assumed was the kitchen. There was no way he was leaving them alone in that house, so she quickly followed.


  “Not that I mind or anything, but do you plan on eating naked?” The man grinned.


  “I left my bag upstairs.” Tessa assumed that would have explained things, but the man just stared at her. “I’m not going back up there. That beast you have almost ate me. Who has a pet lion anyway?”


  She didn’t get what was so funny, but evidently something she said was because the man about fell over himself laughing. He even had Nico giggling, although Tessa was pretty sure her son had no idea what he was laughing at. Not amused, she put her hand on her hip and stared at the stranger who had allowed them into his home. “Are you finished?” she asked when it looked like he was finally settling down.


  “Yeah.” The man chuckled. “I’ll go get your bags for you. Just wait right here.”


  He had nothing to worry about. Tessa had no plans of leaving the kitchen while the man was gone. She settled in a chair with Nico in her lap and sighed. She was exhausted. She had been on the run for over two weeks now, trying to distance herself from Chicago as much as possible, and she still had no clue what she was going to do. All she knew was that they couldn’t continue like they were. Every day, she watched Nico getting thinner and the circles under his eyes getting darker. That was no way for a two-year-old to look. He should still have baby fat on his rounded cheeks. She had to find some place safe where they could rest. The problem was that he found them no matter where they went. She had no idea how he was able to find them so easily either. Tessa had even stopped using her ATM and credit cards, thinking he was somehow able to track her and Nico with them. It was the reason they were half starved at the moment and desperate enough to break into someone’s home. With her cash running so low, she couldn’t afford even the cheapest dump for her and her son to stay in for the night. Tessa would have been tempted to use her credit cards again if she hadn’t left them behind in her panic to run the last time he had almost caught them. She was starting to believe the man chasing her was psychic or something.


  “Here you go.” The man came back in the kitchen and handed Tessa her bag. “There is a bathroom right down the hallway that you can get changed in.”


  The man pointed toward what she assumed was the bathroom door, but Tessa didn’t move. “I’m fine thank you. If you could just turn around, I can get dressed right here.” He really didn’t expect her to leave the kitchen alone, did he?


  The man laughed but didn’t say anything as he turned and began pulling things out of the refrigerator. Tessa sat Nico in the chair she had been in and pulled some clothes out of her bag. “I’m Tessa by the way,” she said as she dressed. “The little guy here is Nico.”


  “Mitch,” the guy introduced without turning around.


  Tessa had to wonder why the guy hadn’t called the police yet. They had broken into his home, and all he had done was offer them a meal and a promise that he wouldn’t hurt them. Mitch didn’t seem like the crazy type that suckered an unsuspecting woman in with false promises before he dragged her down to the basement for his version of “fun.” She couldn’t be too sure though. After all, he did have a man-eating beast as a pet.


  Once Tessa was dressed she pulled out a chair next to Nico and sat. She could tell that the poor boy was fading fast. He had his head down on the table as he swung his little legs back and forth. She knew if he was still for even a minute, he would fall fast asleep. Tessa felt tears prickle her eyes. Being on the run was no way for her two-year-old child to live. He was still a baby in her eyes. He should have been at home surrounded by all his toys with regular meals. The sad thing was Tessa had no idea why she was running. One minute she was living a normal life as a single parent and the next she and her son were running scared.


  She thought about the night it all started. She had just gotten off work and locked up for the night. Normally she got off before dark, but that night Tammy, her replacement, had called in sick. Tessa covered for her because she could always use the extra money. The night was warm, so Tessa thought nothing of walking the four blocks to her apartment. The screams were what drew her attention as she walked past a small stand of trees surrounding the park she frequented with her son. The image of a man bent over a woman with blood dripping from his mouth and fingers was the first thing she saw. It was her turn to scream when she looked down to see a woman lying in the grass with her chest and stomach ripped open. Tessa didn’t think after that. She just turned and ran as fast as she could until she was safely inside her apartment.


  “Here, go ahead and eat this because you look like you’re about to pass out.” Mitch slid a plate in front of her.


  Tessa had been so lost in memory that she hadn’t even seen Mitch come over. She looked over and was surprised to see Nico happily munching on a piece of bacon. She had to give it to the kid. No matter what she had put him through these past two weeks by dragging him around, he was still the same happy kid that he had always been. She wished she could go back and be just as oblivious to the dangers in the world as he was. Unfortunately for her, she would never forget the image of the dead woman seared into her brain. She would also never forget what else she saw that night. Something she had never even told the police. They already thought she was crazy. If she had told them what else she saw, they would have surely thrown her in the nuthouse and taken her son away from her. No, she would never tell another living soul. She was going to try her best to forget about it herself. At least she would pretend she would.


  Chapter 2


  


  “This is good. Thank you.” The simple meal of bacon, eggs, and toast had to be the best thing Tessa had eaten in what seemed like forever. Nico seemed to be enjoying his meal as well, judging by the fact that he had already finished his bacon and eggs and was almost done with his toast. Without thinking, she grabbed her last two pieces of bacon and a slice of toast and put them on his plate.


  “No,” Mitch grunted. He stood with an angry look on his face and headed over to the stove.


  She had no idea what his problem was, so Tessa ignored him and watched Nico as he ate. She wanted to make sure he got enough to eat because she had no idea when they would get a meal this good again. They were down to their last little bit of money, and it wasn’t like she had a way of making any more. Tessa’s head hurt just thinking about it.


  “Eat,” Mitch said, setting another full plate of food in front of her. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”


  “Why are you angry?” Tessa wasn’t sure what she had done in the past few minutes that seemed to piss the man off, but she could tell he was very unhappy at the moment. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him “thank you for the meal” and to gather their belongings and leave, but Mitch spoke before she could say anything.


  “You do that a lot, don’t you? How long has it been since you’ve eaten a full meal without giving half of it to you son?”


  Sharing with Nico was something that came naturally to Tessa. It didn’t even register that she was doing it anymore. All she cared was the he got enough to eat, and if that meant she had to go without to make that happen, then that was her problem. She could feel her anger spike. How dare Mitch think he deserved the right to say anything about how she took care of her son? He was a stranger to them and nothing more. “Look, we appreciate everything you’ve done for us, but we’ll be on our way now.”


  “Wait. Just wait.” Mitch stood with his hands out. “I didn’t mean any harm. I wasn’t judging you. I just meant it wasn’t hard to see that you guys haven’t been eating properly. I can tell that you’re obviously running from something by the way you keep trying to dash toward the exit every ten minutes, but I meant what I said. No harm will come to you here. You and your son can stay as long as you need. I give you my word that the both of you are safe.”


  Could she trust the word of a stranger? Mitch had been nothing but kind to them since they had broken in, but it was only a matter of time before whatever was chasing them caught up to her and Nico again. She didn’t want to put Mitch in danger, but then again, he did have a real-life lion protecting his home. Maybe she and Nico could stay just for the night. A good night’s sleep would do them some good, and they could get a fresh start in the morning. Tessa’s decision was cemented when she looked over at Nico. The poor boy had fallen asleep sitting up. He was in danger of getting a face full of eggs if his head drooped any further.


  “Okay, if it’s all right with you, then we will stay for the night.”


  “Just finish your food, we’ll talk about everything else later,” Mitch ordered.


  Tessa stared at Mitch as she shoveled the last of her eggs into her mouth. She hoped she wasn’t putting her trust in the wrong person. There was just something about him, though, that made her feel safe and protected. She didn’t think those were feelings she would ever feel again, but Mitch made her feel them just by being at her side for a little while.


  “Thank you, Mitch, for everything. I will pay you back. I promise.” Tessa stood to clear the table. It was the least she could do since he had cooked for them, but Mitch stopped her by wrapping his large hand around her wrist. Sparks surged up her arm from his touch. She wanted to moan at the heat coming from his firm grip, but she pulled her arm away instead. She looked up at Mitch to see if he felt anything, but he was already heading around the table toward Nico.


  “No need to thank me. I’ll clean this up later. Come on and I will show you where you two can get some sleep.”


  Mitch lifted Nico out of the chair and started out of the kitchen. Tessa had to bite her lip to hold her protest back. She didn’t want to sound like a bitch after everything he had done for them, but she wasn’t used to anyone taking care of her son but her. It had been just the two of them since she had found out she was pregnant with him, and it was hard to stand by and watch someone else do her job. Tessa somehow managed to keep her mouth shut and followed closely behind Mitch. Her eyes darted left and right as he led them back up the stairs and into a different bedroom from the one they had been in earlier. She was definitely glad of that.


  “This is the guest bedroom,” Mitch said as if reading her mind. “No one uses it, but you should still be able to find everything you need in here. The bathroom is through there.” He pointed after he had laid Nico on the bed and stepped back.


  “I can’t thank you enough for all of this. We’ll be out of your way in the morning.”


  “Can you do me one favor?” Mitch asked. “Just promise me you won’t run out in the morning without letting me know you’re leaving.”


  Damn. How did he know that was exactly what she was planning to do? Tessa could feel her cheeks heating as she blushed. “Okay,” she agreed. Mitch had already done so much for them without asking for anything in return. Letting him know when she was leaving was the least she could do.


  Seeming satisfied, Mitch left the room, closing the door behind him. Tessa quickly went over and flipped the lock. She may have been willing to trust Mitch, but she wasn’t going to be stupid about it. Plus, she wasn’t going to make it easy for Simba to sneak in and have himself a midnight snack.


  In all the confusion, Nico hadn’t been able to take a shower, so she went into the bathroom and soaped up a washcloth. Tessa cleaned him up as best she could without waking him. Once that was done, she crawled into bed and curled around her son. As she drifted off to sleep, Tessa thought about Mitch. She had meant to ask him about his choice in pet but never got the chance. He had obviously locked the lion in his room because she hadn’t seen it since she ran out of there naked and screaming, and she hoped it stayed wherever it was.


  Thinking of herself naked reminded her of how Mitch had looked at her. Tessa shivered thinking of how the man’s eyes traced every inch of her body. Too bad she was leaving in the morning. Her last thought was how she wanted to run her fingers through his wild, golden hair to see if it was as soft and silky as it looked.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch heard the lock click on the bedroom door and smiled. His mate was something else. Not only was she beautiful with the same ice-blue eyes and black hair her son had, but his mate had inner strength that called to him. He had seen her temper several times so far, mostly when she was protecting her son. She was like a momma bear with her back up, ready to charge at anyone she felt was a threat to Nico. It was a definite turn-on to him and made him want to throw her across the kitchen table and claim her right then and there. His gums and teeth itched just thinking about sinking them into her shoulder and cementing their bond.


  Too bad she didn’t know that she was no longer in charge of protecting Nico. Since Tessa was his mate, that automatically made Nico his cub. Both their protection and safety were now his responsibility. He had a bad feeling Tessa would fight him on that point, but he didn’t care. It was one issue he wouldn’t back down from.


  Mitch headed back downstairs and grabbed Tessa’s bags from the kitchen. He should have felt guilty for going through her things, but he didn’t. His mate was tight lipped about who she was running from, so he was going to find out the answers on his own. He was glad his mate had literally walked right into his life, but she wouldn’t have been on the run if someone wasn’t threatening her, so Mitch needed to find out who it was and eliminate the problem.


  He went through both bags noticing there was nothing but a few sets of dirty clothes between them and a few pictures. He gritted his teeth when he only found twenty-seven dollars, knowing Tessa wouldn’t have made it much farther. There was no way he was letting her leave, so the little bit of cash she had was no longer a problem. Once he had Tessa’s ID, Mitch headed to his office. Working as an enforcer, he had made a lot of contacts. Contacts that owed him a lot of favors. He planned to call in a few of those favors to find out everything he needed to know about his mate. He started first with his contact who worked at the police precinct closest to the address listed on Tessa’s driver’s license. The man was human, but his mate was a shifter who Mitch had saved from a member of her old pack who had become obsessed with her. He thought of his mate as he waited for the other line to pick up. According to her address, she was from a suburb of Chicago. If that was where she had run from, then she was a long way from home. He lived about thirty miles outside of Flagstaff, which meant that she had run halfway across the country.


  “This is Detective Reynolds,” the man announced when the line picked up.


  “Hey, Detective, this is Enforcer Ericson.” Mitch used the enforcer title to let the man know this wasn’t a social call. He knew enforcers were feared. They were the boogeymen that parents told their kids about to keep them in line. No one wanted a visit from an enforcer because, nine times out of ten, it meant instant death. It was a lonely life, but Mitch took his job seriously. He did it to protect his race, to keep their secret from getting out. They were judge, jury, and executioners all in one. The gasp of breath and quiver he could hear in the detective’s voice proved his point. Evidently the man’s wife had clued him in on the shifter world.


  “How can I help you, sir?”


  “I need some information on a Tessa Palmer. Her last known address is in that area.” He could hear the detective typing as he spoke.


  “I have a Tessa Palmer, age twenty-three, listed as missing along with her son, Nico Palmer, age two,” the detective read.


  “Does it say how long she has been missing or who reported her?”


  “Yes, it looks like she has been missing a little over two weeks. It was reported by her employer when she didn’t call or show up for work for a couple of days. Also—oh no.”


  “Also what?” Mitch didn’t like the pause he heard. He had a feeling whatever he heard next wouldn’t be good.


  “It says Tessa called in a murder at a park near her home one night before she disappeared. She said she saw a man ripping a woman’s chest open. The case had been flagged as one of ours, and a cleanup crew was sent to check it out. Tessa was informed that there was no body or blood found at the scene and she must have imagined things since it had been so late at night and she was walking home by herself.”


  “So you’re telling me she watched a rogue kill a woman and she was told that she must have imagined it because she was spooked?” Mitch could feel his fangs dropping and his claws lengthening at the thought of his mate coming into contact with a rogue.


  “Yes, sir,” the detective squeaked.


  “Was the rogue caught? For that matter, why wasn’t Tessa being monitored?” Whenever humans came across a rogue shifter, they were supposed to be watched to make sure they didn’t go telling everyone what they saw. If they did, then they were quickly dealt with. Tessa should have never made it out of the city if she was being monitored.


  “This was all reported to the council, sir. We did everything we were supposed to do on our end. I can tell you this isn’t the first attack we’ve had to deal with. Over the past three months we’ve had to send out containment units for over thirty rogue attacks, and it seems like it’s getting worse every day. It’s getting harder and harder to cover up everything.”


  That stunned Mitch. Why was he just now hearing about this? Even though Chicago was out of his territory, he should have still heard something if they were having that many attacks. Something was going on, and he didn’t like it one bit. “Was Tessa’s rogue ever caught?”


  “There is nothing here to indicate that it was.”


  “Thank you, Detective.” Mitch hung up before the man could respond. He logged onto the secure council website and tried to pull up Tessa’s case file. If she was witness to a rogue attack then she should have had one, but just as Mitch suspected, there was no trace of her. He tried to pull up any case files for the territory that she lived in but was met with the same issue, none existed.


  Mitch sat back, frowning. There should have been at least thirty files according to Detective Reynolds. Anytime a containment unit was sent out, a file was started. It wasn’t closed until the rogue was caught and handled and they were sure the witness wasn’t going to talk. Then and only then were the files closed and only by an enforcer. Still those files were archived, so he should have been able to pull them up. The fact that none existed completely contradicted the detective.


  Someone was covering for a rogue, and he had a feeling it was an enforcer. He didn’t like what he was thinking, but Mitch knew deep down in his gut that he was right. He just had to do a little more research and figure out who to trust with the information once he found it. The situation needed to be handled carefully and quietly. The fact that an enforcer could turn bad would have the whole shifter society in an uproar. Mitch had three enforcers that he trusted with his life, so once he gathered all his information to present to the council, he would bring them in. He had a feeling they would be hunting one of their own very soon.


  He still had to figure out what to do with Tessa. Mitch had a feeling he knew what was going on. Tessa witnessed a rogue killing a woman and reported it. In normal circumstances, she would have been protected until the rogue was caught, but Tessa hadn’t been and the rogue came after her. She had been smart enough to take her son and run, but Mitch knew she wouldn’t have lasted much longer. Hell, the fact that she had made it halfway across the country without being torn apart was a testament to Tessa’s strength. Once rogues locked onto a scent, they didn’t stop until their prey was caught. Tessa was prey at the moment, so all Mitch had to do was sit back and let the rogue come to him. His problem was going to be figuring out how to keep his little mate from running before that could happen.


  There was nothing Mitch could do but wait. He had his mate and cub safely tucked away upstairs with no plans of letting them out of his sight in the near future. In the meantime, he needed to get to work gathering all the evidence he needed to take down an enforcer.


  Chapter 3


  


  Tessa sighed as she turned over and blinked her eyes through the shining sun on her face. She felt relaxed and refreshed after the good night of sleep she had in the soft bed. She hadn’t slept that well since the night before she witnessed a woman being killed, and she had Mitch to thank for that. Tessa shuddered and squeezed her eyes closed trying to block out the memories. Instead, she focused on trying to make herself get up so that she could get her and Nico’s things together to leave.


  She was saddened at the thought of leaving, but if Tessa was honest with herself, she didn’t know if it was because she was leaving the first place she had felt safe since she had started running, or if it was the thought of leaving Mitch. Just thinking of the man sent shivers down her spine. Tessa couldn’t figure out what it was about Mitch, but there was some unexplainable connection drawing her to him. She wondered if it was all one-sided or if he felt the same strange pull as well. Judging by the way he had looked at her the day before, she would have said yes, but it could have been just because she was naked.


  Tessa rubbed her face with her hands and groaned. She didn’t need to be thinking about Mitch. She needed to think about what she was going to do to keep her and Nico safe. She knew they couldn’t keep running forever. It was only a matter of time before whatever was chasing them finally caught up to them. There had already been too many close calls as it was. Tessa feared she was going to have to do the one thing she didn’t want to do and that was find a place to leave Nico. Her heart broke just thinking about it, but that thing was after her, not him. She would die if something were to happen to her son because of her.


  The only problem with leaving Nico somewhere safe was that Tessa didn’t know where to take him. She had no family herself, and as bad as it was to say, she didn’t even know where Nico’s father was. Her son was a product of a brief fling she had when she was twenty-one, but Tessa had no regrets. She finally had something that she could call her own and would love her unconditionally. She had spent her entire life hopping from one foster home to the next until the system turned her out on the streets as soon as she turned eighteen. She had gone a little wild after that and partied most nights up until she had found out she was pregnant. From that point on she had gotten her life together because she had someone else that was going to depend on her. She never once thought of giving Nico up because she knew what life was like growing up in the system. Tessa was able to use her high school diploma to get a secretary position at a family-owned company and rented a small apartment. The pay wasn’t much and it was hard to make ends meet with rent and baby expenses, but somehow Tessa managed. It was the first time she had felt like an adult.


  Unfortunately, now Tessa had to contemplate giving her son up all because she had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She felt tears prickle her eyes but refused to give in to them. Crying wouldn’t solve anything. There had to be a way to fix the mess she was in without having to give up her son. She just had to figure it out. It would be so easy if we could just stay here forever. Mitch and his lion would keep us safe. Tessa laughed at the thought. If only it were that easy. She rolled over to shake her son awake and froze when she realized he wasn’t in the bed with her.


  “Oh no, Nico!” she yelled, feeling like her heart was about to beat out of her chest. Tessa dove out of the bed and ran to the bathroom but immediately knew he wasn’t there because the light was still off. Panicked, she raced to the bedroom door and flung it open. “Nico!”


  Tessa ran down the steps screaming her son’s name. By the time she reached the bottom, she was practically hyperventilating. It hadn’t slipped past her that the bedroom door had been unlocked although she had locked it before she went to bed. She didn’t know if Nico had unlocked it himself, which was highly unlikely, or if Mitch had come in during the night.


  “Nico!” she screamed again.


  “Hey, hey. Calm down. What’s wrong?”


  Mitch held his hands out as if he didn’t want to spook her, but Tessa wasn’t having it. “Where is he!” she yelled, slamming her hands into his chest. “What have you done with my son?”


  “Whoa. Calm down. He’s right in the kitchen.”


  Tessa didn’t wait for Mitch to finish. Instead, she ran past him into the kitchen.


  “Hi, Mommy.” Nico smiled as he sat on the counter stirring something in a bowl. His face was covered in flour.


  Bursting into tears, Tessa picked her son up and hugged him tight to her chest. She knew she probably looked like a crazy woman at the moment, but she didn’t care. Nico was all that mattered to her, and the thought that something had happened to him was more than she could bear. Holding Nico close to her and smelling his distinctive scent that was his alone, Tessa realized that she could never give him up. Even if it was for just a little while. She would die without him.


  “The little guy woke up early, so I figured I would let him help me make breakfast so he didn’t wake you. You looked like you could use the rest,” Mitch said warily.


  Tessa figured she had probably worn out her welcome by freaking out. By the way Mitch wouldn’t even come in his own kitchen he was probably already contemplating the fastest way to get them out the door. She knew she needed to apologize to him. “I’m sorry. I just woke up, and he wasn’t there. I didn’t know what happened to him, and I thought the worst. I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything.”


  “I understand. I probably should have woken you up. Anyway”—Mitch walked over to the stove—“breakfast is just about ready, so grab a chair.”


  Just like that, Mitch managed to wash away her guilt. She couldn’t believe he wasn’t angry at her for attacking him. Even though punching his chest was about as effective as hitting a brick wall, he still should have been at least a little upset with her. Nico squirmed in her arms, so she sat him back in his spot on the counter. He went back to stirring what looked like pancake batter although the majority of it was on the counter. Tessa held back a laugh when she realized Mitch had surrounded her son with what looked like every pot he owned, basically caging Nico in. She didn’t know how effective it was in keeping her son from falling, but it was the thought that counted.


  “You didn’t have to do all of this. We could have gotten something when we left this morning.”


  Mitch only acknowledged her comment with a grunt without even turning from the stove. Tessa admired the muscles in his back and arms as they flexed while he stirred whatever he was cooking. Each arm had to be as thick as one of her thighs. She went over to the table and took a seat to enjoy the show.


  Nico eventually grew bored of stirring and decided to use the pots and pans surrounding him as his own personal drum set. Laughing, he used the spoon to make as much noise as he could, slinging batter in the process. Tessa slapped her hand over her mouth and froze when a large chunk landed in Mitch’s hair. She saw his shoulders stiffen and worried that he was angry, but before she could rise out of her seat to get to Nico, Mitch turned and scooped him up, throwing him over his shoulder.


  “All right, cub, I think that’s enough cooking for you this morning. Come on, it’s time to eat anyway.”


  Tessa wasn’t surprised when Nico squealed and latched onto Mitch’s arm, giggling. In her son’s eyes, no one was a stranger. To him, everyone was a potential playmate. Mitch just happened to be a really big one that Nico could climb all over. What did surprise her, however, was how gentle Mitch was with her son. For someone of his size, he could have easily hurt Nico, but he handled him with surprising care as he sat him in a chair at the table.


  Tessa sighed in relief when she didn’t see any anger at what happened in Mitch’s face. Instead, he smiled and winked at her then went over to the stove to get the food. His smile had her clenching her thighs together. Mitch was already a gorgeous man, but when he smiled, his whole face lit up, making him breathtaking. Tessa wondered why a man with his looks didn’t have a harem of beautiful women throwing themselves at him. Mitch was too good looking to be single, and so far, nothing she had seen of the man would indicate that he was a douche bag or jerk that would turn women off. There had to be a flaw somewhere though. It’s not your job to find it. You’re leaving right after breakfast.


  She ignored the pain in her chest at the thought of leaving. Instead, Tessa focused on putting food on her and Nico’s plates. When she was finished, she looked up and stared openmouthedly at the amount of food Mitch had loaded onto his plate. Oblivious to her staring, he began to shovel the food into his mouth.


  “And I thought we were the ones starving.” Tessa slapped a hand over her mouth, not meaning to say that comment out loud.


  Mitch grinned. “As you can see, I’m not exactly a small guy. It takes a lot to fill me up.”


  Based on the amount of food he had cooked, she had to agree. Mitch was huge. He had soft, smooth, golden skin covering muscles that told Tessa they came natural to him. He didn’t have veins popping out everywhere that she associated with steroid use. She imagined feeling the pent-up strength his arms would have if he wrapped them around her like he had done with Nico and had to clench her teeth to hold back a moan. She could feel her panties begin to dampen at the thought.


  Tessa realized that if just the sight of a man’s arms had her on the verge of orgasm, then it had definitely been too long since she’d had sex. From the day she found out she was pregnant, her number one priority had been Nico. She had been too busy trying to get her life together to even think about sex and hadn’t missed it. Her hand had been good enough for her until now. It seemed that since meeting Mitch, her thoughts were consumed with him and his freakishly large body writhing against hers.


  “Are you ready to tell me who is chasing you?”


  Mitch’s question was like a splash of cold water instantly snapping her out of her thoughts and dousing her arousal. Did she want to tell him about what happened? The easy answer to that question was yes. Tessa hadn’t wanted to tell anyone about that night since she realized the police hadn’t believed her and thought she was crazy. If people in authority hadn’t believed her, then there was no point in telling anyone else. Now she had the option to tell the man that had opened his home up to her and her son and made them feel safe. Tessa’s only hesitation in telling Mitch was that she didn’t want to see the look in his eyes when he assumed she was crazy like all the rest had. For some reason, she couldn’t bear to have Mitch think that of her. Still, it would feel good to have someone on her side, and if he did think she was delusional, it would hurt, but she was leaving anyway.


  Deciding to take a chance, Tessa took a deep breath and answered. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but not in front of Nico. If I tell you, you have to believe that I’m not crazy or insane no matter how much it seems that way.”


  “I promise, no matter what you tell me, I won’t judge.”


  The sincerity she saw in Mitch’s eyes confirmed her decision and gave her the courage she needed. Tessa was silent while they finished eating, contemplating exactly how much she wanted to tell him. In the end, she decided to only tell him what she had told the police.


  When they were finished eating, Tessa insisted on washing the dishes. She knew it was just a stall tactic, but she didn’t care. Mitch had offered to get Nico cleaned up, and by the time she was done with the dishes, her son was napping on the couch and Mitch was sitting at the table waiting for her. Knowing she couldn’t delay any longer, Tessa sighed and sat across from him.


  “Nico’s okay in there right? Where is your lion? He isn’t going assume my son is some sort of snack, is he?”


  Mitch laughed. “I can assure you that your son is safe from being eaten.”


  She noticed he hadn’t answered her question about the location of the lion, but Tessa let it pass. She hadn’t even heard a peep out of the thing since it had licked her the day before. Instead of worrying about that, she told Mitch about how she had gotten off work late that night and came across a man ripping a woman’s chest open on her walk home. “I didn’t even think to stop to help the woman, I just ran. I didn’t even look back. As soon as I got home, I called the police and told them what I had seen.” Tessa still hadn’t gotten over the guilt of not helping the woman, although in her mind, she knew there was nothing she could have done.


  “About an hour later, the police knocked on my door and told me they couldn’t find anything and asked me would I show them. I took them to the exact spot, but when I got there, the area was clean. There wasn’t even a drop of blood or a crushed blade of grass to prove what I had seen. The police assumed I had just gotten spooked walking home so late and was seeing things.” She shuddered when flashes of blood dripping from fangs and claws flashed in her mind. “I know what I saw that night. I’m not crazy.”


  Mitch was quiet for a few moments before he spoke. “That explains what happened, but it still doesn’t tell me why you’re running. Something else must have happened to make you take your son and run.”


  Damn. She had hoped what she already told him was enough. Tessa didn’t want to tell Mitch that she was being chased by the same man she had seen killing the woman. She didn’t want to tell him that she suspected the man wasn’t completely human. She had no idea what he was, but the man had three-inch claws and fangs. His eyes had glowed yellow in the night like they were lit from within. No, that was information that Tessa would keep to herself.


  “The guy must have seen me and knows that I can identify him. Now he is stalking me. The police didn’t even believe a crime had been committed, so I couldn’t go to them and tell them that the killer was now after me. Instead, I just took Nico and left.” Tessa held her breath hoping Mitch accepted her story.


  Coming home one day from the grocery store and finding her apartment torn to pieces had been terrifying. When she realized the tears in her sofa had looked strangely like claw marks, Tessa didn’t even think before reacting. In the hour she had been gone, the man had invaded her personal space. Not only had he put her life in danger, but Nico’s as well. She had stuffed whatever clothes she could find that hadn’t been shredded into a bag and then they had run.


  “I believe you.”


  I believe you. I believe you. I believe you. The words replayed themselves over and over in Tessa’s head. She felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest when she heard Mitch say those three simple words. Did he have any idea how much hearing those words meant to her? She didn’t even realize she had tears streaming down her face until Mitch lifted her in his strong arms and carried her out of the kitchen. Tessa didn’t even think to protest. She just curled into his warm chest and accepted the comfort that she had given up hope of ever receiving again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch carried Tessa into the living room and sat in his favorite window seat with her in his lap. He hated seeing his mate upset. His first instinct was to find the rogue chasing her and rip him to pieces. His lion grumbled in agreement. Since he had no idea where the guy was at the moment, he went with what he really wanted to do, which was comfort his mate.


  He could smell Tessa’s fear when she’d told him why she was running and knew she was leaving things out. He had to figure out a way to get her to tell him what she saw. That wasn’t his most pressing concern though. Mitch had to figure out a way to convince Tessa that she had to stay with him. We could always tie her to the bed. Mitch’s cock twitched at the thought from his lion. He was tempted to agree but pushed the thought away. The last thing he needed was an erection with Tessa curled up in his lap. He was trying to get her to stay, not run her off.


  “I want you to stay here with me. I can protect you and Nico, I promise,” he whispered. Tessa didn’t say anything at first, just stared into his eyes. Mitch kept quiet, but in his head, he was pleading for her to say yes.


  “I don’t want to put you in danger if I stay. I don’t know how, but this guy has managed to find me every place I’ve gone. I stopped using my credit cards and I even abandoned my car thinking he had somehow put a tracking device on it.”


  “Then all the more reason for you to stay. You’ve been watching Nico’s back, but you need someone to watch yours. I’m willing to do that.” He knew Tessa had to be feeling the mating bond that was starting to grow between them, but it still made him feel good that she wanted to leave to protect him and no other reason.


  “Yeah, but—”


  “No buts.” Mitch cut Tessa off. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve been trained to take care of myself.”


  Tessa sighed. “Why would you do that? Why would you risk yourself for a woman and a kid that you don’t even know? We broke into your house. You should be calling the police, not offering us a place to stay.”


  Mitch didn’t know how to answer that question without telling Tessa that he was a shifter and she was his mate. She would assume he was like the man chasing her, and he had no doubt she would grab her son and be out of his house in a heartbeat. Instead, he went with as much truth as possible. “I’m sort of a policeman.”


  “Sort of?” Tessa gave him a wary look.


  “Yeah, let me finish. I can’t really tell you about my job right now. Like I said, I’m sort of a policeman. My job is to protect people like you. The way I see it, you couldn’t have picked a better house to break into.” He winked, causing Tessa to laugh like he had wanted. “Let me do my job and protect you guys.”


  Tessa laid her head back against his chest, and Mitch sat quietly waiting for her to answer. There was no way he was letting her leave, but he would rather her stay by choice than by force. His lion was pushing for him to claim Tessa, knowing that once the mating bond was in full effect, she wouldn’t want to leave. It would be almost physically impossible for her to leave him then. If she tried, she would feel like she was being torn in two before she made it to the end of the drive. Tessa could still go shopping or do regular everyday things, but she wouldn’t be able to leave him permanently. Mitch didn’t know the science behind the mating bond, but once it was in place, it couldn’t be broken. It was just some mystical thing that no shifter could explain but all believed in and prayed that they would one day get to experience it. Still, Mitch didn’t want to force the bond on Tessa without her permission. He already had a feeling that convincing her he was harmless after what she had seen was going to be an uphill battle.


  Finally Tessa looked back up at him. “You had no reason to trust me, but you did anyway. I’m willing to trust you.”


  “So you’ll stay?” He was afraid to hope.


  “Yes. I hope I’m not making a big mistake, but I’m tired of running, so yes, we’ll stay.”


  Mitch couldn’t keep the smile off his face. He had his mate in his arms, and she had just told him she was willing to stay with him. He couldn’t have been any happier if he tried. Staring down at his little mate in his arms, Mitch knew that he was one lucky guy. Some shifters went their whole lifetimes without finding their other half. His had broken into his home to take a shower. That was a story he couldn’t wait to tell his cubs and grandcubs.


  Tessa reached up and ran her fingers through his hair and Mitch wanted to purr from the sensation of her tiny fingers stoking him.


  “There, all clean.” She showed him a clump of pancake batter that she had removed. “You have really beautiful hair. It’s so golden and shiny.”


  “Thank you.” Mitch felt his lion shift like he was preening for their mate. Tessa had no idea how much she was stoking his lion’s ego. His mane was his lion’s pride and joy, and to have her compliment it made his lion want to lick her from head to toe and purr. Mitch and his lion were on the same page with the licking part.


  Tessa seemed in no hurry to get up and laid her head back on Mitch’s chest. The sun was shining perfectly through the window, warming them, and he yawned. It seemed that Nico wasn’t the only one that could use a nap. He wrapped his arms tighter around Tessa and slid down so that he was comfortable and closed his eyes. He decided that he would take a short nap and then he would let Tessa know exactly how he planned on protecting her and Nico. That was going to be the easy part. The hard part was going to be figuring out how to tell her he wasn’t completely human and that she belonged to him. At that moment though, just having her in his arms with her sweet scent was enough.


  Chapter 4


  


  Mitch woke from his nap to the sound of giggling and decided that he would like to wake up to the sound every day. He looked out the window and saw Nico running across the front lawn with Tessa chasing after him. She caught the cub and spun him around in the air before sitting him back down only to do it all over again. Mitch walked out on the porch and watched them for a few minutes. He wanted to join in the chase, but for completely different reasons. He imagined his mate naked running through the woods and him chasing her down. Once he caught her, he would claim her right then and there. His lion roared in approval at the thought, but Mitch held back. It’s too soon, and we have Nico to think about. We can’t do that in front of the cub. Soon though. Mitch was going to have Tessa under him as soon as he could convince her.


  In the meantime, he needed to make a few calls. With one last look at his mate and cub, Mitch headed to his office. After what Tessa told him and the reports he had read the night before, there was no doubt in his mind they were dealing with a rogue. That was an easy problem to fix. All Mitch had to do was wait for the rogue to track Tessa to his home and then take him out, problem solved.


  What Mitch was going to have a hard time with was figuring out how deep the rogue problem ran and if there was a deeper conspiracy going on. His gut told him yes. Something wasn’t right, and he needed to look into it before the problem got worse and they were all exposed to the world. He was going to need help, so he called the only three enforcers he trusted with his life on a secure line. Once he had them all conference in, he began.


  “Okay, Ben, Ryan, Ken, first off thanks for taking my call. I’ll start off by saying that what I’m about to tell you stays between the four of us until we can figure out what’s going on.” After a chorus of agreements, he continued, “This involves my mate—”


  Mitch was cut off when all three guys congratulated him. Once they had finished, he explained what happened to Tessa and how she had come to be in his home. He then explained all the evidence he pulled up about numerous rogue incidents that went unreported to the council. Once he had hung up from the detective last night, Mitch had called a few other contacts all over the country, and the information he gathered had been shocking. Chicago hadn’t been the only city with increased rogue attacks. They were happening all over the country, and somehow, the reports were slipping through the cracks. One or two attacks could have been written off, but hundreds in such a widespread area was dangerous to all their kind.


  Rogues were shifters that had let their animal side take over and had gone feral. There was very little human left in them, turning them into the predators they had lurking inside of them. There was no reasoning with a shifter that had turned rogue, and it was Mitch’s job as an enforcer to track them and put them down. It sounded brutal, but it was for the good of their race. Rogues were killing machines, not caring of the disasters they left in their wake, and they threatened exposure for their kind. Mitch’s job was to keep that from happening. Now, it seemed shifters were going rogue all over the country and nothing was being done about it.


  When he was finished explaining the purpose of his call, there was complete silence on the line. He didn’t have to explain how serious the situation was. Kenneth, Benjamin, and Ryan all understood that. “If it’s possible, I need you guys to come here so we can figure out how to approach the council with this information. I have a feeling someone on the council or an enforcer is involved, so we need to figure out who we can trust.”


  After getting their agreement, Mitch hung up and sighed. He pinched the bridge of his nose trying to fight off a tension headache. It was rare that shifters got sick, but for him personally, the headaches seemed to come with the stress of the job. It was the reason he lived in seclusion and not part of a pride. He had tried once, but Mitch had enough to deal with. He didn’t need to add the stress of all the available females and their literal cat fights over him. It seemed that while he was a feared enforcer, in the eyes of the females in his former pride, he was a wild lion that they thought they could tame.


  Mitch snorted. As if anyone thought they could tame his mighty beast. Not true, I would happily roll over and purr for our mate. His lion spoke, and his purr filled Mitch’s head. He had to adjust himself as his lion sent him images of exactly what Tessa could do to make him purr.


  Mitch laughed. “I have a feeling she could turn you into a house cat and you would be happy.”


  His lion scoffed. Please, have you seen me? There is no way our mate can mistake me for one of those puny, little things. She has already seen my mighty mane, and she even groomed yours herself. She’s already in love with us.


  Mitch couldn’t help but laugh at his lion. He didn’t think he had ever met anyone more arrogant. If only it were that easy to make Tessa love them. He had a feeling it was going to be damn near impossible considering what she had already been through. She was already running from one of his kind. He was scared to tell her what he was, but Mitch refused to claim her without her knowing everything. He wanted her to choose him because she was in love with him and wanted to spend her life with him. Not because the mating bond forced her. Shifters lived a long life. They weren’t immortal, but they could live forever barring a tragic accident or someone killing them. Once the mating bond was in place, his mate’s life span would change to fit his. An eternity of Tessa hating him because he had forced a decision on her was something he couldn’t even consider. The decision had to be hers, Mitch just had to be delicate about the situation and make her see that not all shifters were bad before he revealed himself to her.


  In order to do that, he had to get Tessa to open up and tell him everything she saw that night. She had to trust him so that they could move forward. A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Tessa was standing there looking flushed from playing outside with Nico. He had to hold back his grimace as he adjusted himself under his desk. What he wouldn’t give to sniff her at that moment. He bet she smelled like sunshine. It was his favorite scent, but combined with his mate’s scent, he bet it smelled heavenly.


  He didn’t realize he hadn’t answered Tessa’s knock until she frowned. “Yes.” He cleared his throat, unable to say more than that.


  Tessa hesitated. “Uh, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but Nico got a little hungry. I was wondering if it would be okay if I could fix him some lunch.”


  “You didn’t have to come in here and ask me that. You and Nico are welcomed to anything in this house. I want you to treat it like your own.” He didn’t say it was already hers. Mitch didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. “In fact, I’m done here. I’ll join you.”


  Mitch stood and walked over to Tessa. He placed his hand on the small of her back and led her toward the kitchen. A purr rumbled in his chest as he subtly leaned over and sniffed his mate. He had been right about her scent. It was the best thing he and his lion had ever smelled. It took all his strength to keep walking and not throw her against the wall and fuck them both into exhaustion. The only thing that kept him from making the biggest mistake of his life was Nico’s giggles as the boy amused himself with his shoestrings.


  “Come on, buddy.” He picked Nico up as an excuse to put a little distance between him and his mate. “Momma says you’re hungry. Let’s get you fed.”


  Nico squealed, which seemed to be something he did fairly often. What surprised Mitch the most though was his lion. If Mitch had been in his shifted form at the moment, he had no doubt his lion would be in a play bow, eager to pounce and play with Nico. It was shocking because his lion did not play. Even when they were kids, his lion was content to lie in the sun and nap the day away. As adults, if they weren’t lounging, they were working. It was what made them such good enforcers. Now, his lion was ready to pounce and tussle with his cub. “Like I said, house cat,” Mitch murmured under his breath.


  The silence was comfortable as Tessa helped him get lunch ready. They made simple sandwiches, but the way they worked and moved smoothly around each other, it was like they had been making meals together for years. As they prepared the food, Mitch had to wonder why he ever preferred to be alone. Because we didn’t have our mate. He knew his lion was right. Mitch didn’t think the simple act of preparing food would have been as much fun with anyone else. Now Mitch had his mate and a cub. He looked forward to spending the rest of his days cooking together with them.


  As he ate lunch, Mitch was determined to enjoy as much time with his new family as possible because he knew the coming days would be the hardest he ever had to deal with. Not only did Mitch have to find a rogue stalking his mate, but if his gut was correct, he was about to open a can of worms with the council and he had no idea how deep that can was. It must be done to protect our mate and cub. He and his lion were on the same page about that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa’s bare feet stung as she ran as fast as she could. Her throat and chest burned whenever she tried to take a breath, but she kept on running. She had no choice. The monster had somehow found her again, and now she was running not only for her life, but Nico’s as well. Tessa didn’t know how long she had been running through the strange woods. With each step, her suspicion grew that her attacker could have caught her at any time. He was playing with her. Herding her in circles, still, Tessa ran. She had no intention of making her capture easier.


  A whimper from her arms reminded her of why she couldn’t be caught. Nico clung to her in a death grip as she ran. Tessa had a feeling he had no idea what was going on since she had woken him up to run, but he was afraid, and it was all because she was afraid herself. His wide eyes and whimpers proved that. Nico was feeding off her fear, and there was nothing she could do about it.


  An eerie howl pierced the air, and the woods became deathly silent. Even the animals knew there was danger lurking nearby, and they were hiding. The hair on Tessa’s arms and the back of her neck stood on end, and she knew the time had come for her to do what she had been dreading the most. She was going to have to hide her baby somewhere and pray she could lead the monster off. She could only hope she made it back to him before the night was over.


  She ran on ignoring the leaves and twigs stabbing the soles of her feet. Finally, Tessa came across a dead, hollowed-out tree. The hole in the bottom was just big enough for Nico to squeeze into and deep enough that he wouldn’t be seen by someone walking by. It took a minute for her to get her son to stop clinging to her to get him in the hole. Tessa was aware of every precious second, knowing it was one more second her stalker had to catch up with her.


  “Stay here and try not to make any noise,” she whispered to Nico. “Momma will be back, I promise.”


  Tessa started having second thoughts when she saw the silent tears streaming down her son’s face. They tore her heart up, and she hoped she wasn’t making a bad decision by leaving him there. If something happened to her and she couldn’t make it back to him, no one would know where Nico was hidden. She knew she had no choice though, there was no way she could fight off the monster with her son in her arms. Wiping away tears as she stood and took off running again, Tessa made a silent vow to herself to do whatever possible to keep her promise to Nico.


  The whole time she ran Tessa fought the need to constantly look over her shoulder. She was scared that if she looked, she would end up tripping and then he would be on her. She couldn’t let that happen, so she ran trying to lead him as far away from Nico as she could. Tessa kept half of her attention on her surroundings so she could know the way back to her son. The other half was looking for a weapon and a place to hide.


  “Oh thank God.” Tessa dove behind a tree. It wasn’t the perfect hiding place, but she was surrounded on all sides. She had her back to the tree, and in front of her were bushes. She frantically searched for a stick or rock or something and ended up with a short branch about as wide as a baseball bat with a nice, sharp tip. Tessa clutched the branch to her chest and tried to quiet her panting so she could listen. The woods were completely silent, and all she could hear was her own heartbeat.


  Tessa tried her best not to run again when she heard a growl. She knew she was being watched, but she still had no idea where the monster was. She had to force herself to sit still and let him come to her. There was no way she could continue to outrun him. If she wanted to have a chance, she knew that she had to stand her ground and fight.


  The sound of a twig snapping turned Tessa’s attention to the bushes in front of her. She squinted, trying to see if she could spot anything as she held her breath, waiting for the attack. When it came, it didn’t come from the direction that Tessa had been expecting. She saw the monster out of the corner of her eye before he slammed into her, but it was too late for her to do anything. She didn’t even have time to brace herself from the impact of him barreling into her side. The impact took her breath as pain radiated through her ribs. Tessa’s head hit the ground, and she saw spots. Rough hands turned her, and when her vision cleared, Tessa realized that her worst nightmare was straddling her chest.


  The monster’s eyes glowed yellow, and she could see drool glistening on his fangs. Tessa wanted to scream, but she barely had enough breath to even breathe. The monster growled and leaned down into her face, and she gagged at his rancid breath. She could still see rotted meat in between his teeth and wondered if she would be the next person he ate. Tessa knew she didn’t stand a chance against him. She was stupid to even think she could have outsmarted the animal in the first place. Resigning herself to her fate, she watched the monster raise those wicked claws and swing them toward her chest. She sent a prayer out to whatever god or deity willing to listen to keep her son safe and let someone find him.


  Fire roared through her shoulder as his claws dragged across it leaving blinding pain in their wake. Then his weight was lifted off Tessa’s chest, allowing her to scream. There was no way she could hold back, and she cried out at the top of her lungs. Distantly she could hear her name being called, but Tessa could only focus on the white-hot pain as she continued to scream and her brain began to get foggy.


  “Tessa! Baby, wake up.”


  She felt her shoulders being shaken and frowned. Was she dead? Why was Mitch yelling at her instead of fighting off the monster?


  “Tessa, honey, come on, open your eyes.”


  She didn’t want to. She was warm and the pain was gone. Tessa didn’t want to open her eyes and see her attacker growling over her again. She would rather just lie there for as long as possible, but a whimper broke through the fog in her brain, and she opened her eyes. It took a moment for Tessa to figure out where she was. Mitch was sitting on the side of the bed staring at her with concern in his eyes, and Nico was curled up in his lap crying. It was just a dream. The thought hit her, and Tessa squeezed her eyes to keep the memories at bay.


  “Nico, come here, baby.” She reached for him, and he instantly climbed in her lap and wrapped his little arms around her neck. “Mommy just had a bad dream, baby. I’m okay now though, and I’m sorry for scaring you.”


  If Mitch being in her room and Nico scared to death wasn’t proof that she had been screaming out loud, Tessa’s raw throat was. The dream had been too real and played on her biggest fear of having to leave Nico behind.


  “You wanna talk about it?” Mitch asked quietly.


  Tessa didn’t want to, but it was time. If her dream was anything to go by, then she needed someone on her side. If not for her, then at least for Nico. If something were to happen to her, then she needed someone to be there for her son so that he wasn’t alone. Looking at Mitch, Tessa knew she wanted him to be the one to protect Nico. The man had opened his home to them, no questions asked, and had been there for them. He was good with Nico, and her son seemed to love Mitch even though they had only known him for such a short amount of time. In her opinion, kids were a good judge of character, so if Nico approved of him and trusted him, then she would put her trust in him as well. Tessa just hoped her telling him what she truly saw didn’t backfire in her face.


  Taking a deep breath, she started talking before she chickened out. “I need to tell you what else I saw that night, but I don’t want you to think I’m crazy. I’m not doing this for me though. I’m doing it for Nico. I can’t protect him, and I need help.”


  “Baby, you can tell me anything, and I promise I won’t think you’re crazy.” Mitch took her hand into his large one and gently squeezed it. “You believe in whatever you saw that night, and that’s good enough for me.”


  Mitch’s sincerity was exactly what Tessa needed to convince her to open up to him. Once she started, the whole story came pouring out. She repeated what she had already told him about getting off from work late and walking home alone. She explained what she had told the police. Then she told him what she hadn’t told anyone else. She watched Mitch’s face as she explained that the man she saw wasn’t human and how his eyes glowed and he had fangs and claws.


  Mitch never flinched the whole time she was talking. His face stayed blank, and Tessa was glad. She didn’t want to see the look of pity or even worse, for him to look at her like she was crazy. She didn’t think she would be able to stand it coming from him. When she was done, Tessa felt relief like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. It seemed that all her strength and energy drained out of her as well. She had been running on her own for over two weeks. She had no support or help. It didn’t even matter if Mitch believed her or not, just knowing that someone else was in her corner was enough for her.


  Mitch was still holding her hand, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he pulled Tessa down in the bed and curled up behind her. “Sleep, baby. We’ll talk in the morning and figure out what we need to do.”


  It was all the permission she needed. Curled up with Nico tucked in front of her and Mitch behind, Tessa had never felt safer. She was warm, and for the first time in two weeks, she wasn’t worried about what the next day would bring. She had Mitch to help her keep Nico safe, and that was all that mattered. Tessa sighed into her son’s hair and closed her eyes.


  Chapter 5


  


  Mitch held Tessa and Nico for most of the night. His lion refused to let him sleep, grumbling about how they needed to stay on guard to protect their pride. Mitch wasn’t about to argue. Tessa and Nico were his family now. He hadn’t been a member of a pride for a very long time, but now he had his own. It was small, but Mitch and his lion would protect it with their lives.


  Breathing in Tessa’s sweet scent went a long way in soothing him and his beast, but Mitch was still on edge. After what Tessa had just told him, he wondered how she had managed to get away from the rogue in the first place. He knew the rogue had to be playing with her. To think he could have lost his mate before he had even met her was something he didn’t even want to consider.


  Let’s hunt him down and tear him apart.


  Mitch agreed with his lion. He wanted nothing more than to go out and hunt the rogue shifter down at that moment, but he refused to leave his mate and cub alone. He never again wanted to smell Tessa’s fear and hear her scream like she had. His fangs and claws had popped out as he ran to fight off the danger. After what Tessa had seen, he was glad that she had been asleep when he busted in the room. He didn’t even want to think about how she would have reacted if she had seen him partially shifted. As it was, Nico had seen him. When Mitch ran into the room, Nico had been sitting up in the bed crying as he watched his momma scream in her sleep. He turned those wide eyes on Mitch and hesitated all of two seconds before throwing himself in Mitch’s arms.


  It made him feel good to know that Nico wasn’t scared of him. If he could convince the cub that he was safe, then maybe he had a chance with Tessa. She was running scared from one of his kind, but he had to find a way to convince her that he wasn’t the same as the rogue. She needed to see that he would never hurt her or Nico. Mitch just had to find a way to prove that.


  Hopefully you’ll do it soon. I want my mate.


  His lion was riding him hard to claim Tessa, and Mitch refused to until she knew the truth about him. He knew if he didn’t confess sooner rather than later, then his lion would take things into his own hands. There was no way he could bind her to him without her permission.


  Settle down. I will tell her tomorrow, but you still have to give her time once she knows. We can’t show her what we are and expect her to let us claim her right then and there. We have to give it time to sink in. Mitch hoped his lion would listen to reason.


  Fine. His lion pouted but settled down after agreeing.


  Mitch settled down as well. He closed his eyes and tried to get some sleep. Although he knew he would hear anyone as soon as they set foot in his territory, sleep was a long time coming.


  It seemed that he had just closed his eyes when he felt the bed move. Mitch cracked an eye open and looked up to see Nico hovering over him.


  “I wanna play with kitty.”


  At first Mitch wondered how a two-year-old child put two and two together and realized he was the lion the boy had seen. Sure Nico had seen his claws and fangs the night before, but it shouldn’t have been that obvious. When Nico kept looking over at the door like he expected the lion to walk through it at any time, Mitch realized the cub was asking him for permission to play with the “kitty.”


  Mitch almost denied the boy outright, but he caught himself. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to let the cub get used to his lion. If Tessa could see Nico playing with him in lion form and him not hurting the cub, then maybe she would accept him a little easier. His normally stubborn and surly lion shocked him by pouncing around in his head ready to play.


  Sighing, Mitch got off the bed and picked Nico up. “Come on, cub. Let’s get you some breakfast, and then we’ll see if we can find the kitty.” He smirked when his lion roared in his head over being called a kitty by him. Mitch thought it was funny that his lion hadn’t made one peep about the cub calling him kitty.


  That’s because he doesn’t know any better. Give him time and he will soon learn that I am a magnificent beast. There is no other lion out there with my looks or hunting skills.


  Mitch agreed. They weren’t one of the best enforcers by accident. Still he couldn’t help teasing his animal as they headed down the stairs. “I think ego is what’s holding up that mighty mane of yours.” He got a rumble that he considered a laugh from his lion as he sat Nico in a chair at the table and began to fix breakfast.


  After the cub finished eating, Mitch had to clean him up since it seemed like he was wearing most of his breakfast. Once that was done, he took the cub outside. He figured the best place to let his lion out to play was in the yard because it gave him more room to move. He couldn’t bear it if he accidentally knocked Nico over or hurt him because he didn’t have much room. This way, they could run and play and the cub could make as much noise as he wanted without waking Tessa.


  He still wasn’t sure if he was making the right decision by shifting in front of Nico. Mitch had a feeling it was either going to be the best decision he ever made or the worst. He was leaning toward the latter.


  Quit stalling.


  Mitch sighed and knelt down to talk to Nico. “Okay, little man. I’m going to let you play with the kitty. You don’t have to be scared.”


  He stood and began stripping off his clothes and watched as Nico frowned and looked around the yard. Mitch had a feeling the boy wasn’t worried about his weird behavior. He was focused on where the lion was. By the time Nico turned back to him, Mitch had smoothly shifted into his lion form. Being able to shift easily and quietly was one of the reasons the council recruited him. For most shifters, shifting took a while and was not a very quiet event because of bones popping as they reformed. For adolescent shifters first learning, shifting could be painful due to lack of concentration, and oftentimes they could be heard crying out when they changed.


  For Mitch, he had never had a problem shifting. Even his first shift was silent. He got a tingly feeling like he had electricity running through his body, and then one second he was human, the next he was a lion.


  Once he had shifted, Mitch lay down in the grass and waited for Nico to come to him. Of course it didn’t take but a second for him to yell “kitty” and throw his arms around Mitch’s neck. While Nico stroked and petted him, Mitch let his senses out and checked his territory for danger. He smelled the tall grass coming from the back of the house and the animals scurrying for a hiding place in the woods at the edge of his yard, but no threat coming from any direction.


  Mitch laughed which sounded more like he was choking on a hairball when Nico suddenly climbed on his back like he was playing with a horse instead of a lion and wrapped his tiny fist in Mitch’s mane.


  “I wanna ride!” the cub squealed.


  He figured his lion would balk at having his mane crumpled, but he said nothing. Instead, he stood and began trotting around the yard with the cub on his back. Nico laughed and screamed the whole time, amazing Mitch. The boy was fearless. Not once had Mitch smelled fear coming from the tiny boy. Even though he barely knew Nico, Mitch couldn’t help feeling a sense of pride.


  Of course he would be strong. He was meant to be our cub. I wouldn’t expect anything less.


  After several laps around the yard, Mitch lay down again and Nico climbed off his back. It was then that his lion took over and did what he had wanted to do since the cub had arrived. He stood then lowered down on his front legs with his rear end in the air like he was about to pounce. He made a couple bouncing motions toward Nico, who, being as smart as he was, immediately got the point and took off running. Mitch gave him a head start then began to chase. Each time he caught up to the boy, he would give a small growl then lick him before Nico would take off again laughing and screaming. Mitch had a feeling he would never get enough of hearing the sounds of happiness coming from his cub and vowed to always keep him that way.


  Evidently tired, Nico collapsed in the grass giggling and Mitch lay down beside him, half covering the boy up. He began purring as Nico stroked his fur and laid his lead down. Of course, that was the moment Tessa chose to wake up and come outside looking for her son.


  Tessa screamed at the top of her lungs and started running toward them. In hindsight, Mitch realized how bad the scene looked. From her point of view on the porch, all she would have been able to see was his lion covering up her son on the ground. The only part of Nico she would have been able to see were his little legs sticking out which, of course, weren’t moving. Mitch had to admit that if he didn’t know any better, the scene looked exactly like he was about to eat the cub.


  As Tessa got closer to them, he could see that she had tears streaming down her face and sounded like she was about to hyperventilate. Her chant of “no, no, no” reached them before she did, and Mitch knew he had to do something to ease her worries. Taking a deep breath, he shifted and caught Tessa in his arms just as she reached them. He stared into her wide eyes and saw the shock on her face just as they rolled into the back of her head.


  Well, that went well.


  “Yeah, hopefully she doesn’t hate us when she wakes up,” Mitch told his lion as he lifted Tessa in his arms. “Come on, Nico. Let’s go get your momma taken care of.”


  “Aww, come back, kitty,” Nico complained, but he did as told and followed Mitch into the house.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa rushed to awareness at the sound of her son’s voice. He was laughing and giggling at something Mitch was saying. They were both in the same room with her, so Tessa took a peek. She didn’t want Mitch to know that she had regained consciousness yet. She needed time to think. It was taking all of her power to not leap across the room and snatch Nico from his arms, but her son seemed safe at the moment. The fact that Mitch had only ever been gentle and attentive to Nico kept her still.


  The night before when she had told Mitch about the man she had seen having claws and fangs, he never flinched. He never showed surprise and shock at what she was saying, which she thought was weird but was too tired to question. Now, she knew why. He was one of them. Tessa didn’t know what to think about that. On one hand he wasn’t human. Mitch was the same as the man she had seen murder a woman and who was now after her. On the other hand, Mitch had opened his home to her and Nico even after they had broken in. He had been nothing but caring and concerned and never even showed a hint of being violent or deranged.


  “I know you’re up. Your breathing changed. Please don’t be scared of me,” Mitch interrupted her thoughts.


  Tessa sighed. If her son could be brave and still be willing to climb all over Mitch after seeing him change into a huge lion, then she could suck it up and at least listen to the man. There was just one thing she needed to know first. “Did you try to eat my son?”


  Mitch laughed and ran his hands over his face. “No. I had been chasing him, and we both collapsed. My lion was covering him up to protect him. If you had seen us from another angle, you would have seen Nico laying there laughing and petting me.”


  In Tessa’s heart, she knew he was telling the truth. “I’m sorry I got hysterical, but in my defense, it’s not every day you walk out of the house and see a lion cuddling your two-year-old son.”


  “No need to apologize. It was my fault. After what you told me last night about the rogue chasing you, I figured you would think I was the same. I didn’t know how to tell you that I was a shifter also, so when Nico woke me up this morning and asked if he could play with the kitty, I thought it was a good idea. I thought if I got him used to me and you saw that I wasn’t going to harm him, then you would be comfortable around me as well.” Mitch laughed again. “We see how well that idea turned out.”


  Yeah, she didn’t know the man well, but she could have figured out that it wasn’t one of his best ideas. Any mother would have done the same as her and freaked. Surprisingly though, Tessa realized that she wasn’t scared of Mitch. She was curious but not afraid.


  “You said a rogue was after me. What does that mean? Is a lion the only thing you can change into? Do you have to wait until the full moon? Wait, don’t answer that. You changed during the day, so I guess I know the answer to that. Are you still you when you change? How is any of this possible?” The questions just started spewing out of Tessa’s mouth.


  “Whoa, whoa, slow down. I’ll answer all of your questions. Just give me a moment to catch up.” Mitch laughed. “Does this mean you aren’t scared of me?”


  Tessa took her time answering. She didn’t know what it was about Mitch, but she felt drawn to him. There was a connection between them that had been growing stronger the more she was around him. She had a feeling that her answer to his question would not only change her and Nico’s life, but his as well. “I’m not afraid of you. In fact, I feel safest when I’m with you.”


  The smile that lit up Mitch’s face made him go from handsome to drop-dead gorgeous. Tessa had the urge to straddle his lap and kiss him at that moment. She could feel her panties dampening just thinking about rubbing herself all over his erection. She had caught a glimpse of his soft cock right before she had passed out, and it had been pretty big even flaccid. She had no doubt that, when he was hard, it would be huge. She held back a groan at the thought.


  Mitch cleared his throat, catching her attention. Dear lord, I was staring at the man’s crotch. She could feel her cheeks heating as she looked up at him. Mitch gave her a knowing smirk before shifting Nico to lay him on the couch. Her son had fallen asleep in his arms. If that didn’t prove that he wasn’t frightened of Mitch, then nothing would.


  “To answer your first question, which is why I was scared to tell you about myself, a rogue is a shifter that has, in simple terms, gone bad. Just like humans are good and bad, so are shifters. When a shifter turns rogue, they let their animal take over to the point that they are no longer human. They are all animal with the same instincts of their beast. They hunt and kill when they are hungry or feel threatened and are very territorial.”


  “So that’s what’s after me? How do I stop it, and why is it still following me?” Tessa thought about the poor woman in the park with her chest and stomach ripped open. She wondered if that was going to be her fate.


  “I’m not exactly sure why the rogue is after you. Like I said, they don’t think rationally. My best guess is that he picked up on your scent. Maybe your fear and it triggered something in him. It could be that you just simply smell like prey and the more you run, the more he is willing to chase you. Predatory animals love a good chase, and all shifters are definitely predatory.


  “You don’t have to worry though,” Mitch said as he walked across the room to sit next to her. He took her hand and squeezed. “Remember when I told you I was sort of a policeman?”


  Tessa nodded.


  “What I meant was I am a council enforcer which is basically shifter police. It is my job to catch rogues and keep humans from finding out the truth about us. It’s my job to protect you and Nico and keep you safe. I have wanted to tell you so bad to keep you from thinking you weren’t safe here.”


  Tessa leaned into Mitch’s side. Everything he told her was a lot to take in, and she still had hundreds of questions floating in her head that she wanted to ask him. Her stomach decided to growl at that moment, and Tessa was glad. She wanted their conversation to continue, but she needed a moment to absorb what he had already told her. There was another whole world out there that existed right alongside hers, and humans were walking around without a clue. It was enough to make a person go insane just thinking about it.


  “Come on.” Mitch stood and pulled her up with him. “I set you some lunch aside. We can finish talking while you eat.”


  She followed him into the kitchen and sat at the table while Mitch warmed her lunch in the microwave. Tessa stayed silent just thinking about everything he had already told her. She believed him about there being good and bad shifters. Most humans weren’t exactly model citizens, so she had no room to judge his race. Is race the right word, or should I say species? Either way, Mitch couldn’t expect her to be politically correct at the moment.


  As she began to eat the food he sat in front of her, something Mitch said popped in her head. “You said it was part of your job to keep shifters a secret from humans, right?” After he nodded his head, she continued, “Will you get in trouble for telling me all of this?” The thought of him being hurt or worse because he shared too much information with her made her stomach turn.


  “No, as long as you don’t go running to the media or shouting it in the streets that shifters exist, then we should be fine.”


  Tessa laughed. “It’s not like anyone would beli—” She paused when her statement made her remember the woman in the park. Things were suddenly starting to make sense. “Mitch, what happened to the woman’s body in the park? Who moved it, and how did they get the area clean so fast?”


  Mitch grimaced. “We have shifters working as human police to be lookouts. When you called the police and told them what you saw, certain things you said caused your report to get flagged as potentially being shifter related. A containment unit was sent out to check the scene. If it hadn’t been shifter related, they wouldn’t have touched it and let the human police handle it when they arrived. In your case, it was a rogue attack so the scene was cleaned and the body removed. I’m sorry it made you feel like you had gone crazy, but it’s just one of the ways we keep our secret.”


  “Believe it or not, I understand. If the police had actually seen what I had reported, it wouldn’t have been a secret for long. Reporters would have been all over the place, and conspiracy theories would have started flying.”


  Mitch just stared, and Tessa began to get self-conscious. When the silence got too much for her, she asked, “What, did I say something wrong?”


  “No, nothing is wrong.” Mitch smiled. “It’s just that, after everything you’ve been through, you’re taking everything I just told you surprisingly well. I guess I’m just waiting for it all to sink in and for you to go grab Nico and run out of here screaming.”


  Tessa laughed. “I won’t run. You actually have no idea what a relief it is to hear all of this. It means I’m not crazy. I thought last night was a relief just to have you listen to me and not think I was psycho, but to know you actually believed me is something else.”


  It was the truth. What she had seen that night actually made sense now that Mitch had filled in the blanks for her. He had opened her eyes to more possibilities than she had ever considered possible.


  “Okay, I’m sure there’s a lot more information you haven’t told me, but enough serious stuff for right now,” Tessa told Mitch as she pushed her plate away and stood. She held out her hand, and he eagerly took it.


  “Where are we going?” Mitch asked.


  “Well, Nico got to see your lion. I figured it was only fair that I got to as well. The day I broke in and earlier don’t count. I want to be able to see you close-up and pet you.”


  “Baby, I’m not sure I can handle that.”


  “Why? What’s wrong?” Tessa was confused. Why had it been okay for Nico to touch him, but not her?


  Mitch sighed. “Nothing’s wrong. I just don’t want to scare you off.”


  “Don’t worry. I won’t run screaming again.” Tessa had a feeling there was more to his hesitation, but she ignored it and pulled him into the living room. She figured he would tell her what was bothering him when he was ready.


  Tessa returned to the couch she had been lying on earlier and sat. She waited patiently for Mitch to finish whatever argument he had going on in his head. When he suddenly pulled his T-shirt off, she gulped and almost choked herself. Mitch only smirked and continued. He slid his hands along his waistband of his shorts a couple times, and her eyes tracked every movement. She had a feeling he was playing with her as he slowly slid his shorts down his thighs. Tessa felt like she was watching a sexy striptease and reached up to make sure she didn’t have drool running down her chin.


  Unfortunately, Mitch bent over, blocking his cock before she could get a good view of it. Her disappointment was quickly forgotten when, in a blink of an eye, Mitch was gone and a huge lion was standing in his place. Tessa wasn’t sure what she expected the change to be like, but she certainly hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly and easily.


  “Mitch?” She hesitated before standing and taking a step toward him. The lion nodded its head and then lay down on the floor. She took it to mean that it was still Mitch in there. Slowly, she finished walking toward him chanting nice kitty over and over again in her head. When she got close, Tessa reached her hand out and ran it through the golden fur around his head.


  “Wow, it’s so much softer than I expected.”


  Mitch just purred and closed his eyes. Tessa wanted to laugh. If someone had told her three weeks ago she was going to end up running for her life right into the arms of a man that could transform into a lion, Tessa would have run the other direction thinking they had lost their minds.


  “You’re beautiful,” she told Mitch as she sat down beside him.


  Tessa squeaked when Mitch’s paw landed on her leg and he easily pulled her closer to him like she weighed nothing. She could feel the strength and muscles under his fur, but she could tell that he was taking care not to hurt her.


  “I’ve never even seen a lion at the zoo, and now I’m actually petting one.” Tessa laid her head on his side and listened as his purring got louder. Obviously Mitch was satisfied that she was close to him and not running. She was content to just sit quietly and listen to his purring as it soothed her. For the moment she was happy just to be able to sit with him and relax.


  Chapter 6


  


  The sound of a car turning into his drive pulled Mitch from his nap he had been having with Tessa. As his ears perked up and he listened to see who had entered his territory, he glanced down at his mate curled into his side. She was perfect. The way she had taken all the information he gave her and not had a complete meltdown showed how strong she was.


  Mitch could only hope that when he told her she was his mate and what that meant to him, she would take that easily as well. We should have told her while we were naked. You saw how she was drooling over us. She would have done anything at that moment. Yeah, his lion did have a point. As Mitch had undressed, the smell of Tessa’s arousal had grown stronger and stronger, causing him to battle with his self-control and the urge to rush over and bury his face in her lap. Instead, he took his clothes off slowly, teasing her at first, but it became a double-edged sword when he went to pull his pants down and barely got them over his aching hard-on. Not wanting his mate to see how much she had affected him, he had quickly bent over and shifted at the same time.


  Now, he was lying in the sun in his shifted form with his mate securely at his side and Nico, who at some point had woken up and crawled over to them, lying on his back stroking his fur. Nothing could have been better. If he could freeze time, he would have chosen to stay in that moment forever.


  Unfortunately, the world still went on and the footsteps he heard coming up his front porch intruded into his fantasy, reminding Mitch that he had a job to do if he wanted to continue keeping his new family safe. Sighing, he shifted, causing Nico to giggle when he was suddenly clinging to Mitch’s back instead of his lion’s.


  “Come on, little man. Let’s go see who’s here.” He pulled his pants on and lifted the cub in his arms. They left Tessa, who hadn’t even stirred, lying curled up in the patch of warm sun. Mitch smelled Benjamin before he even got to the door. Benjamin was one of the closest things he had to a brother and the biggest bachelor there was. He loved women no matter the color, size, species, or race. Mitch couldn’t wait to see his reaction when he saw his mate and cub. Benjamin claimed that he was allergic to settling down and mating.


  Opening the door for the wolf shifter who hadn’t bothered knocking, Mitch pulled him into a one-armed hug and received a thump on the back from Benjamin. “Hey, man, thanks for coming,” he told Ben.


  “No need to thank me. You’ve had my back too many times to even count, so you know all you had to do was ask and I would be here.” Ben raised an eyebrow and looked at Nico. “You think maybe you left something out when you called?”


  Mitch had to think back to his conversation with Ben and the rest of the guys. He was sure he had told them about his mate, but he couldn’t remember mentioning the cub. “This is Nico. He’s my mate’s son. My cub now.”


  Ben ignored the growl coming from Mitch and quickly pulled Nico out of his arms. “Hey, little guy, I’m your Uncle Ben.” He threw Nico over his shoulder and started tickling him. He winked at Mitch and carried the boy into the house.


  Mitch laughed and followed. He swore sometimes that Ben was still a pup himself. He knew Nico couldn’t have been in better hands other than his though. Ben protected women and children fiercely, and if it came down to it, he knew Ben would protect the cub with his life.


  The noise of Nico laughing must have woken Tessa up. She stuck her head around the corner, wide-eyed at the sight of Ben who was tossing Nico in the air at that moment. Pulling her to his side, Mitch kissed her on the forehead. When she snuggled into his side without hesitation, a purr rumbled through his chest.


  “Ben, I would like you to meet my mate,” he said, wincing at the slipup as he got Ben’s attention. The wolf tucked Nico under his arm like a football and came over to them. “Tessa, this is Benjamin. Ben, this is Tessa.”


  “Hi, pretty lady.” Ben kissed Tessa’s hand when she held it out for him to shake. “Now I see why you’ve got such a cute cub here. He certainly takes after his mother.”


  Mitch had seen Ben’s slow drawl work on many women, and he had to bite back his frustration when he turned it on his mate. Mitch knew Ben would never poach another man’s mate, but that didn’t stop him from turning on his charm and flirting. Tessa laughed, but she stayed pressed next to him. The action helped calm him and his lion.


  Ben is playing with fire by even touching Tessa.


  Since Mitch hadn’t claimed her yet, he knew that, until the mating bond was in place, he and his lion would be overprotective and ready to fight any male who dared try to take their mate. The smirk coming from Ben told Mitch that the bastard knew exactly what he was doing. We should hurt him. Make him think twice about touching our mate. If we can’t claim her, then let’s feel better by tearing something apart. Mitch was finding it hard to disagree with his lion. A roar began to make its way out of his chest as he stepped toward Ben.


  The sound of another car in the drive snapped Mitch back to reality and brought the tension down in the room. A tilt of the head from Ben signaled his apology, and Mitch took a deep breath. He had just been about to tear one of his oldest friends apart for kidding around with his mate, and now he had two more male shifters about to show up at his home. He knew he had no choice but to let Tessa know she was his mate and claim her before the day was gone or one of his friends wouldn’t live through the night. Once he had his mark on Tessa and the bond in place, then he and his lion could relax around the other shifters.


  “Come on, squirt. It sounds like your other uncles are here.”


  “Uncle? Is he one of you?” Tessa whispered when Ben headed toward the front door.


  Mitch had no doubt the man was giving him time alone with his mate to calm his lion. “If you mean shifter, then yes. He’s not a lion though. Ben is a wolf shifter and an enforcer like me. He’s one of my oldest friends. The other two will be here now.”


  He let out a deep breath when Tessa didn’t realize he hadn’t answered her first question. That was a conversation he wanted to wait until they were alone to have. She would soon enough learn that she was his mate and by extension that made Nico his cub. Ben, Ken, and Ryan were like his brothers, and they would consider her and Nico family no questions asked.


  “Come on. Let’s go meet my other two friends.” He led Tessa to the door.


  Mitch knew Kenneth and Ryan would be together. If Ben was a devout bachelor, then Ken and Ry were the poster boys for monogamy. Their relationship was a little different though. Neither had ever been interested in men until they discovered they were each other’s mates. They had been inseparable ever since, but if either one was asked, they would say they were waiting for their third. They both believed they were meant to be in a triad, which was a rare three-way mating, and their intended mate was going to be a woman that completed them. Having seen every possible aspect of shifter society being an enforcer, Mitch learned that anything was possible.


  After greeting the other two enforcers and introducing them to his mate and cub, Tessa hurried off to the kitchen to fix everyone a snack and give them a chance to talk in private. Mitch wanted to tell her from now on his business was her business and that he would never keep anything from her, but he was grateful for the privacy. They were about to start chaos in the council, and he didn’t want her involved in that.


  “You have a beautiful mate,” Ken told him as they entered his office.


  “Yeah, I can’t wait until we meet our mate. I hope she is as gorgeous as yours,” Ry agreed as his mate pulled him onto his lap. “You are so lucky, Mitch. You meet your mate and gain a cub all in the same day.”


  Mitch laughed when Ben scoffed and rolled his eyes. The family and mate talk was getting to him. Probably causing him hives since he was allergic to commitment. It was going to take a special woman to tame the legendary Benjamin Sullivan.


  “Okay, guys, time to get serious.” Mitch pulled out the file that he had collected on the council and the unreported rogue attacks he had found. “You all know why I called you, and the evidence I found is not looking good.” The grim faces of his three friends told him that whatever information they had wasn’t going to be any better.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch sighed and rubbed his shoulders. They had been in his office poring over information for hours and still had no idea what council member was hiding rogue attacks or why. Tessa had brought them snacks a few hours before, but that was the last he had seen of her. He wanted his mate. He wanted to relieve the tension that had been building in his body by burying himself balls deep in her. Sounds like a plan to me. Let’s go find our Tessa. His lion perked up at the thought of claiming their mate. Too bad he still needed to have a talk with her about being his mate and what it meant.


  He found Tessa curled up on his couch with Nico in her lap. They were both sound asleep. Mitch lifted Nico from her arms and lay him back down on the couch. After covering him with a blanket, he found Ry standing behind him silently watching.


  “Can you keep an eye on him for a little while?” Mitch asked.


  “No problem. I’ll watch the little guy while you talk to your mate.” He patted Mitch on the back. “Good luck.”


  Mitch had already told his friends that he planned on informing Tessa they were mates. They all knew how special mates were, even Ben, and they all wished him the best. He lifted Tessa in his arms and carried her to his bedroom. He wanted her in his bed so that his scent could surround her. Having his scent covering her was the next best thing to marking her and soothed his beast for a little while.


  Tessa hadn’t woken yet, so Mitch sat beside her and watched her sleep. She was beautiful, the way her long, black lashes fanned her rosy cheeks. Her lips were parted in sleep with the bottom one slightly pushed forward. Mitch had the urge to run his tongue along her lip and suck it into his mouth. His lion was pushing him hard, but he was able to deny the urge, barely. He knew if he started, there would be no stopping until he had Tessa under him and he had come no less than a few times deep inside her body.


  Somehow, I don’t see her complaining if we do it right.


  “Shut up.” Mitch growled at his lion.


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  Mitch groaned when Tessa yawned and stretched revealing a narrow strip of skin between the bottom of her T-shirt and the waistband of her jeans. He wanted to taste the bit of flesh showing there before heading further south with his mouth. “I’m sorry, baby. I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to my lion.”


  “How does that work?” Tessa asked, sitting up. “I thought you and your lion were one in the same.”


  “It’s kind of complicated. We are technically two different beings, but I’m still me no matter if I’m human or beast. My lion and I can communicate with each other in either form, and while I remain dominant, for lack of a better word, I can give total control over to my lion when needed. I don’t do that very often though.”


  “Why not?”


  Mitch thought for a moment before answering. “Remember when I told you rogues are shifters that had let their beasts take over their human side?” When Tessa nodded, he continued. “They are that way because they let their animal have too much control too many times. For some reason, the more you let your beast take over, the harder it becomes for your human side to take the reins again. All shifters are taught as kids to only let their animals take over in times of extreme danger.”


  Tessa was quiet for a few minutes before speaking. “This is all just so much to take in. I feel like I should be pinching myself right now to get myself to wake up from this crazy dream.”


  If she felt that way by all the information he had already given her, Mitch wondered if he was doing the right thing by telling her they were mates. He didn’t want to push Tessa too far too soon.


  Maybe we should give her more time, he told his lion.


  No, no more waiting. I want my mate. If you can’t claim her, then I will do it myself.


  Mitch felt his fangs begin to lengthen as the hair on his arms began to change from wiry hair to a soft pelt. His lion was fighting him, and it was taking all Mitch’s strength to keep from shifting.


  “Mitch? What’s wrong?” Tessa climbed to her knees and laid her palm on his face.


  Her scent washed over him, bringing with it a sense of calm, and Mitch breathed deep. He hadn’t realized he had closed his eyes until he opened them and stared into Tessa’s concerned face. He could see the reflection of his eyes glowing in hers. Mitch knew she was seeing him in a partial shift, but she never took her hands off his face. He didn’t smell fear coming from her, and it gave him to courage to tell her. His mate was a strong woman. He just hoped she was strong enough to hear what he had to say.


  “Mitch, answer me. Is everything okay? You look like you’re in pain.”


  “I’m okay.” His voice had a growl to it proving how close his lion was to the surface. “I need to tell you something, and I need you to listen. Whatever you do, promise that you won’t run. My lion is too close to taking over, and I don’t think I can hold him back if I had to chase you.”


  Tessa didn’t even hesitate giving him an answer. “I promise I won’t go anywhere. You haven’t given me a reason to not trust you, so whatever you say can’t be that bad.”


  Mitch spoke before he could talk himself out of it. “There is no easy way to explain this, so I’m just going to come out and say it. You are my mate, Tessa.”


  “Like wolves? Not you guys but real ones? I mean not that you guys aren’t real or anything but…you know what I mean.”


  Mitch laughed at Tessa’s babbling. He could tell she was trying her best not to offend him. “Yeah, baby. Just like real wolves. All shifters believe that there is one person out there that fate has decided is perfect for them. We believe there is one person out there meant to complete us and end our loneliness.”


  Mitch paused and gauged Tessa’s reaction. She didn’t look like she was about to bolt. Instead, she looked truly interested in what he had to say, so he continued, “Like I told you before, we don’t get sick. We can’t catch human diseases, and we heal pretty much instantly. Because of that, we can live for a really long time. We aren’t immortal, but barring a horrific accident or someone killing us, we can live practically forever. Knowing there is someone out there specifically meant for us gives shifters something to look forward to rather than the burden of living forever alone.”


  “And you think I’m your mate?” Tessa whispered.


  “Yes. The day you showed up, I smelled your scent on Nico, and all I wanted to do was pull him under me and purr. He set off my protective instincts, and I didn’t know why until you came out of the bathroom screaming. When you bent down to pick him up, your scent hit me like a ton of bricks. I knew instantly you were my mate.”


  He watched as Tessa gulped. She still hadn’t taken her hand off his face, and she kept running her thumb up and down his jaw. He had a feeling she didn’t even realize she was doing it, and he was scared to move in case she stopped. Mitch became distracted when he saw her tiny, pink tongue glide across her bottom lip, leaving a trail of moisture behind. Without thinking, he leaned in and took the same path with his own tongue. Her sweet taste exploded in his mouth, causing him to growl and grab the back of her head. He fisted both hands in her hair, using it to position her where he wanted. His little mate gasped, and Mitch took full advantage by thrusting his tongue in her mouth. The kiss was brutal and wild. He surged his tongue in and out mimicking what he hoped he would soon be doing with his cock.


  Mitch traced every inch of her mouth leaving no surface unexplored. Only when the need to breathe became too much did he loosen his grip and pull back. Tessa’s eyes were glazed over, and she looked dazed as she panted for breath. He could feel the sense of pride coming from his lion for making their mate look that way as he settled and let Mitch have full control.


  “Tessa,” he said when he could use his voice again. “Mates are meant to be cherished. Let me love you. Let me show you how good I can make life for you and Nico. I know we just met, but say yes and I will make you the happiest woman in the world. You and Nico will never want for anything.”


  “I don’t know what to say, Mitch. I’m still not completely sure what being a mate means. This all seems too good to be true, but what if you get tired of me? You don’t even know me. How can you already say you want to spend eternity with me?”


  “I can say it because you are my mate. I already feel love growing for you, and deep down, if you are willing to admit it, you can feel it, too. It’s not just attraction drawing us toward each other. It’s fate. We are meant to be together. When we mate, your body will change until you become more like me. You will inherit a few shifter traits. That’s all. Mating isn’t some hard, complicated process. It’s a simple bite to your shoulder that will bind us together, and you become mine.” He kissed her again long and hard. “Just say yes, and we can be together. I promise I won’t allow anything to tear us apart.”


  Mitch ran kisses along Tessa’s jaw while he waited for her answer. He knew it was a dirty move, but he didn’t want her thinking too hard. He had a feeling she was looking for the smallest excuse to say no, but he had no intentions of letting her. Now that he had his mate in his arms, he was not letting her go. She just needed to realize that. When he got to her ear, he swirled his tongue inside before gently nipping her lobe. He held back his smile when she shivered in his lap.


  “Oh, God. It may make me the craziest person alive, but yes!” The last word ended with a shout when Mitch bit down on the soft spot where her shoulder and neck met. The spot seemed to be already sensitive, but Mitch knew that, when he put his mark there, it would become an erogenous zone for her. He couldn’t wait, knowing he was going to have a lot of fun with that spot in the future.


  Without giving Tessa a chance to have second thoughts, he rolled her over so he was lying over her in the bed. “Thank you, baby, you have made me and my lion the happiest shifter in the world. I promise you won’t regret this decision.” Mitch kissed her softly and slowly this time, putting all of his gratitude into the kiss.


  Chapter 7


  


  Tessa had a feeling she had truly gone off the deep end, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Deep in her heart she knew Mitch was telling her the truth. She could feel it in her soul. To know that, after enduring a lifetime of loneliness, fate was finally giving her someone who was specifically made just for her was almost overwhelming. She loved her son to death, and he filled a void in her heart with unconditional love, but what Mitch was offering was totally different. He was offering her something that only a lover could. He filled something that she had no idea she had been missing until she had met him.


  As Mitch continued his assault on her neck, Tessa did what she had wanted to do since the first day he ran down the stairs after her shirtless. She lifted his T-shirt and ran her hands over the smooth, warm skin of his stomach. She could feel every ridge and groove of his six-pack, and her mouth watered to trace each line with her tongue.


  “That feels so good,” she moaned when Mitch made his way down her throat to her chest and took one of her nipples into his mouth. She could feel the moist heat of his mouth through her T-shirt and bra and wished at that moment that she was completely bare for him. Her need for him escalated, and she could feel moisture flooding her cunt, preparing herself to take him. Tessa wanted him inside her.


  “Please, Mitch. It’s been so long. Don’t make me wait.”


  Mitch didn’t respond. Instead, he lifted off her and grabbed the bottom of her T-shirt. Tessa sat up in the bed, eager to help him out. The sooner she got out of her clothes and helped him out of his, the sooner she could have him buried inside her. Her pussy clenched at the thought.


  “How long, baby?” Mitch asked before he latched onto her other nipple. Now that her breasts were bare, Tessa nearly came from the sensation. Normally her nipples weren’t very sensitive, but the rasp of Mitch’s rough tongue went straight to her pussy and had her close to orgasm in no time. She had a feeling the roughness was a feline trait due to his lion. Mitch let off her nipple with a pop, and she wanted to scream and jerk his head back down. The bastard grinned at her then, letting her know he knew exactly what he was doing.


  He trailed his tongue down her stomach and along the waistband of her jeans as he worked her button. “Tessa, answer my question. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  What? Hurt me? It took her mind a minute to catch up. She couldn’t focus when Mitch was slowly lowering her zipper. The sound seemed to echo in the room. “Oh, um, since I found out I was pregnant with Nico.”


  “You’re killing me, baby. Are you telling me you haven’t had sex in almost three years?”


  “Yeah.” Tessa panted and lifted her hips, hinting for him to continue. “Is that a problem?”


  “No, no problem. It just makes me want you even more to know that I’m going to be the first guy to give you pleasure in such a long time. I have a feeling I’m not going to last long once I’m inside you.”


  “If it helps, I barely remember the last guy. We were only together for a couple weeks, and he was long gone before I realized I was pregnant. I didn’t even bother trying to find him to tell him about Nico.” What the hell? Why did I just tell him that? Shut up! Don’t say anything else. Tessa berated herself. Mitch probably thought she was a slut and a bad mother. She had never felt guilty over keeping something as important as a child from someone until she had just confessed it to Mitch. It wasn’t like she had known how to locate her son’s father to tell him, but she had to admit that, even if she had, she still would have kept it to herself. What if Mitch didn’t want her anymore now that he knew?


  Her question was answered when he pulled her jeans and panties down her legs at the same time. His movements seemed frantic as he lifted himself off the bed and hurriedly ripped his own T-shirt and jeans off. Tossing his clothes across the room, he climbed back on Tessa and buried his nose in her crotch.


  “Damn,” Mitch moaned. “You smell and taste like heaven. I could stay down here and lick this sweet pussy all day.”


  He proved it by lapping at her clit with his rough tongue. Tessa screamed and lifted her hips off the bed. She buried her hands in his silky hair and held on as he swirled his tongue around her hole before thrusting it inside. She had been hovering on the edge of an orgasm, and each thrust of his tongue drew it closer and closer. Mitch replaced his tongue with one of his thick fingers while he sucked her clit into his mouth. One flick of his tongue against her clit while his finger stroked deep inside her was all it took to set Tessa off. She screamed her orgasm as her cunt clenched against his finger.


  When Tessa opened her eyes after she came down from her high, she expected to see fireworks or at least sparks. What she saw was even better. Mitch was hovering over her with a gorgeous grin on his face. Her juices glistened on his lips and chin, and without thinking, Tessa leaned up and licked his lips.


  Mitch groaned with a pained look on his face. “You keep doing things like that and I’m going to come before I get inside of you. It’s going to be fast and hard, Tessa. I can’t wait, but I promise to take it slow next time.”


  “I don’t care. I just want you in me.” Tessa slid her hand between their stomachs and wrapped it around his cock. She still hadn’t gotten a look at it, but from the feel of it in her hand, the man was huge. Her mouth watered at the thought of wrapping her lips around his length, and she vowed to do it, just not right then.


  She guided the head of his cock to her hole and moved her hands. She placed them on Mitch’s firm butt and pulled him to her, letting him know she was ready. He didn’t need any further encouragement and thrust his hips, burying half his length in her.


  Mitch gritted his teeth. “So tight. You feel so good wrapped around me.”


  Tessa panted for breath. She wanted to tell him that she felt the same way, but she was at a loss for words when he pulled his hips back and surged back inside her, burying his full length in her channel. Mitch set up a steady rhythm, and she lifted her hips, meeting him thrust for thrust. She could feel her body preparing for another orgasm and wanted him to come with her this time.


  “Tessa, do you accept me as your mate?” Mitch emphasized each word with a thrust of his hips. “There is no going back if you say yes.”


  There was no way she could say no. It would have been the biggest mistake of her life if she had. “Yes, Mitch. I want to be with you. Make me yours.”


  The words hadn’t had time to leave her mouth when he struck. Tessa saw a flash of fangs before he buried them in her neck. Her scream didn’t come from pain. It came from the pleasure coursing through her body as every muscle she had tensed. Her back bowed as her orgasm raced through her. Distantly, she heard Mitch shout and felt warm heat as he came deep inside her.


  Tessa had no idea how much time had passed when she was finally able to open her eyes. She had a feeling she may have passed out because Mitch was no longer in the bed with her, and she never felt him get up. She saw a light coming from the bathroom and heard the water turn off then he was strolling toward her with the grace of a cat. Now that she knew he was part feline, Tessa was starting to see signs that she hadn’t noticed before.


  He used the warm rag he was carrying to clean her up, and Tessa felt her cheeks heating. It was odd that the act had her blushing after he’d had his face buried there, but she couldn’t help it. The act was almost too intimate. She had never been taken care of like that before.


  “You feeling okay, baby?” Mitch tossed the rag toward the bathroom before climbing in bed and pulling her in his arms.


  Tessa sighed and snuggled closer to his warmth. “I’ve never been better. Where is Nico?”


  “I left him sleeping downstairs on the couch. Ry was watching him for me so that I could talk to you.”


  Tessa froze. “Mitch, please tell me they don’t know what we were doing up here.”


  Mitch laughed before responding. “Baby, with the way you were screaming, I’m pretty sure half the state knows what we were doing. Don’t worry. Ryan and Kenneth are mates, so they know what claiming is like. Ben is the biggest perv around, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he was listening at the door.”


  Masculine laughter sounded in the hall, and Tessa could only bury her face in Mitch’s chest and groan. She could feel his chest rumbling as he laughed. She had no idea how she was going to face his friends with a straight face ever again, but she couldn’t bring herself to be angry. She would do it all over again in a heartbeat. Mitch chose that moment to run his tongue over the bite mark on her neck, causing Tessa to scream.


  “Jesus, Mitch! What was that?” It felt like electricity was coursing from her neck straight down between her legs to her cunt. Tessa shivered and clenched her thighs.


  “That is my claiming mark. It will eventually heal, but the sensations will always be there. From now on the spot will be an erogenous zone for you.”


  “I knew there was a reason I allowed you to claim me,” Tessa joked. “Do it again.” Tessa spared a moment’s thought hoping Nico wasn’t frightened by her screams, but all rational thought flew out the window at the feel of his mouth on her shoulder again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa giggled when Mitch’s hair tickled her nose as she bent down to sniff him. “Why do you suddenly smell so good?” She had woken up that morning to the wonderful smell. It had taken her a moment to figure out where she was, but once she had regained her memories and realized she was in Mitch’s bed, it didn’t take her long to figure out the smell was coming from him.


  “It’s a part of the mating bond. You will gain a few shifter abilities like I told you last night.”


  “Will I be able to change like you?” Tessa wasn’t sure how she felt about that. On one hand the thought of being able to turn into an animal seemed kind of cool, but on the other it was truly frightening.


  “No, you won’t be able to shift, but you will get other things. You will have more strength. All of your senses will increase. It looks like you have already discovered your sense of smell has been magnified.”


  Tessa nodded. She was starting to smell more than just Mitch. It was almost overwhelming. “What else?”


  “Well, you will heal a lot faster now, and now that we are mates, your life span will increase to match mine.”


  That bit of information had Tessa sitting up. She remembered him explaining the night before that he was semi-immortal, but the thought never crossed her mind that she would be, too, after mating him. His comment also reminded her of what she had wanted to ask him the previous night before she had become too distracted by the thought of having sex with him. “How old are you, Mitch?”


  The man winced. “Keep in mind we can possibly live forever so age doesn’t really matter when it comes to mating. Also, my friends and I are new-generation enforcers, so we are younger than most.”


  Tessa held up her hand to stop him from stalling. “How old?”


  “I’m seventy-two.”


  In her opinion Mitch didn’t look a day over thirty. She must have spoken out loud because he confirmed her thoughts.


  “We stop aging in our late twenties and early thirties. It’s different for each shifter, but you won’t see a shifter that looks older than thirty-five. Now that you and I have mated, you will no longer age past today.”


  It was a lot to take in. Mitch had made her crazy the night before with all his kisses and touches, and she wondered if she hadn’t fully thought things through. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to regret mating with Mitch. To know that she would look forever young at the age of twenty-three and never have to grow old was a check mark in the plus column.


  All of Tessa’s enthusiasm deflated when she thought of her son. She felt tears in her eyes when she realized she hadn’t given him a single thought when she agreed to mate with Mitch. How could I have been so cruel and thoughtless? Her tears quickly turned into sobs when Mitch pulled her into his arms.


  “Hey, baby, what’s wrong? Tell me why you’re crying.”


  “You have to take it back.” She hiccupped.


  “Take what back? You’re scaring me, baby.” He rubbed her back, trying to soother her. “You have to calm down, Tessa, and tell me what’s wrong.”


  “You have to take the mating back!” Tessa shouted and tried to wiggle out of his arms. “How could I have been so stupid? I didn’t even think of what this would do to him. I can’t watch him die, Mitch, even if it’s a hundred years from now. There is no way I can sit and watch my baby grow old and die while I stay young.”


  Tessa gave up her struggle to stand when Mitch’s arms tightened around her, refusing to let her go. Instead she gave in to her sobs again when she heard her son’s giggles coming from downstairs with her heightened hearing. What have I done? How can I ever live without that sound?


  “Tessa.” Mitch gave her a shake to get her attention. “Listen to me. I was going to explain later. You don’t have to watch Nico grow old. I would never do that to you.”


  His words broke through her hysterical panic faster than anything else. “I don’t?” she asked, peering up at him. “Can you make him like you? Can you turn him into a shifter?”


  “No, baby.” Mitch laughed. “Shifters are born, not made, but there is something I can do for him. Since you’re my mate, that makes Nico mine as well. I can claim him just like I did for you. It’s not anything sexual, but I will bite him and mark him just like I did for you. He will gain the same abilities that you gain as my mate.”


  “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you.” Tessa climbed to her knees and punctuated each thank-you with kisses all over his face.


  “Like I said, I would never do that to you. You never have to live without your son.” Mitch grimaced and rubbed the back of his head. “I’m not going to lie though. When I bite Nico, it will hurt.”


  “You didn’t hurt me.”


  “It was different with you. You were distracted with sex, and I was able to turn the bite into pleasure. I can’t do that with the cub. Normally this is something that we would do when he was older, but I don’t want to wait. With the danger following you, I would rather know he had a few extra abilities making him safer.”


  “I understand, and we will figure something out. I feel the same way. I want him safe and protected, but knowing I don’t have to lose him is enough for now. I’m sorry I freaked out.”


  Mitch lifted Tessa in his arms and headed toward the bathroom. “Come on. There will be plenty of time to think later. Right now, I plan on cleaning every inch of my dirty little mate.”


  Tessa shivered and felt herself preparing to take Mitch again. She had a feeling damp panties were going to be an everyday occurrence whenever he was around. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to care.


  Chapter 8


  


  “I meant to ask you, are your other friends lions like you or are they different kinds of shifters as well?”


  Mitch looked up from where he had been running a soapy finger around one of Tessa’s nipples. “If you are asking questions, then that means I must not be doing something right.”


  He pinched the nipple he had been fondling, eliciting a moan from her. “To answer your question, Ben’s animal is a wolf, which you already know. Ryan is a lion like me, and Ken is a bear.”


  “Bear? Aww, a big, ole teddy bear, how cute. Is it wrong now that I know about him I want to give him a big hug and squeeze him?”


  “I’ll give you something to squeeze.” Mitch growled and nipped Tessa’s mating mark. “How about letting that tight pussy of yours squeeze my nice, hard cock?”


  He didn’t give Tessa a chance to respond. Her comment had set him off. He was fighting back jealousy at the thought of her touching another man. Mitch lifted Tessa against the shower wall and ran his hand along the folds of her cunt. His mate was already soaking wet. “I know I promised you slow and easy, and we will get to it, but just not this time.” He placed his cock at her entrance and looked up at her, seeking permission.


  Tessa met his lips with a kiss, thrusting her tongue in his mouth. Mitch moaned and flexed his hips, burying himself inside his mate with one deep thrust. “Damn, baby. You feel so good.”


  Tessa moaned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders pulling him to her. The bite of her nails in his back traveled straight to his cock, making it twitch. Mitch felt his balls drawing up tighter to his body with each thrust and knew he wasn’t going to last long. He angled his hips, giving him room to slip his hands between them. Mitch slid his finger along Tessa’s slit before circling her clit.


  “Harder, Mitch,” Tessa moaned against his ear and reached down to grab his butt. She pulled him against her, emphasizing her command. “I’m close.”


  He was close to coming as well. The tight velvet heat of her pussy wrapped around his cock as it clenched and pulsed, massaging his cock, was almost too much to bear. Mitch pinched Tessa’s clit between his forefinger and thumb at the same time as he bit down on her mark, causing her to scream as she came against him. The tingling at the base of his spine signified that Mitch was no longer able to hold back his own climax. He roared his release at the top of his lungs as he filled Tessa with his cum.


  By the time they had recovered, the water had turned cold. Their shower was fast, but Mitch still found ways to fondle his mate, and they dried off and dressed. Between kisses and small touches, they were finally able to make their way down to the kitchen. For the first time since Tessa had come into his life, his lion was fully sated and calm. There were no smart-ass comments coming from him, not that Mitch was complaining.


  “Kitty!”


  Mitch heard the yell before a small body launched itself toward him. He caught Nico and pulled him to his chest as he groaned. The kitchen was silent for about a second before erupting in peals of laughter. He knew that his friends would never let him live the name down, especially when he heard meows coming from Ben.


  “Hey, little man. Have you been a good cub for your uncles?” he asked, ignoring the laughter.


  Nico nodded his head hard enough to shake his whole body before reaching out for his momma. Tessa took the boy and hugged him before kissing Mitch and taking her seat at the table. Once she was seated, Mitch finally looked up at his friends. They all had smirks on their faces that let him know they had every intention of teasing him later on. He knew the teasing would all be in good fun, but he could also see a little jealousy in their eyes as well, including Ben. Even though Ben often preached that he was against monogamy, there was a small part of him that wanted his own mate. That sentiment existed in all shifters.


  “Hey, Nico, not only do you have a kitty to play with, Ryan over there is another kitty, Ben is a puppy, and Ken is a big, ole teddy bear.” Tessa never looked up from buttering her toast as she explained to her son what kind of shifter everyone was.


  For the second time since they had entered the kitchen there was complete silence. It took all of his strength to hold his laugh in, but when his feisty little mate looked up at him and winked letting him know exactly what she had been doing, Mitch lost it. He doubled over on the table laughing until he had tears streaming down his face. He looked over to see Ken and Ry laughing as well and Ben looking over at Tessa with a look of awe on his face.


  “I don’t know whether to be scared of you right now for putting us in our place so fast or a little turned on,” Ben told Tessa, who laughed.


  Mitch had to agree with the second part of Ben’s statement. Even after recently coming so hard in the shower, his cock was rock hard at the thought of his mate taking up for him. He felt pride that Tessa was willing to protect him even from something as simple as his friends making a joke at his expense.


  Tessa just smirked and lifted her eyebrow but otherwise ignored Ben’s comment. “Mitch told me you guys were mated,” she said, referring to Ken and Ryan. “Do your mates not travel with you?”


  Ken frowned, confused, but Ryan answered, “Kenneth is my mate.”


  “Oh…ohhh.” Tessa blushed.


  “Is that a problem?” Ken asked.


  Mitch held back the urge to growl at Ken’s tone toward his mate. Same-sex matings were rare, but not unheard of. Still, there were a lot of older shifters who had a problem with it. Ken was very defensive when it came to anyone insulting his mate.


  “No. God, no. I didn’t mean any offense. Mitch just said you were both mated, he didn’t say to each other. I was just confused.”


  “It’s okay,” Ryan answered as he rubbed Ken’s arm, trying to soothe him. “We just normally get a negative reaction when people find out we’re together. Hopefully when we find our third things will be different, but I doubt it.”


  “Your third?”


  Mitch answered for Ryan while he continued to soothe Ken. “Baby, neither Ken nor Ryan was gay when they met. They didn’t deny each other, but both believe there is a woman out there meant for the both of them.”


  “Wow.” She covered Nico’s ears before looking over at Ryan. “I can promise that whatever woman you end up with will be very lucky. There is not a woman out there that has not had a fantasy of being sandwiched between two gorgeous men. If they deny it, then they’re lying.”


  Ben laughed. “Yep, I am definitely in love with your mate, Mitch.”


  Mitch growled but laughed to let Ben know that he wasn’t truly mad. He knew he had nothing to worry about when it came to his best friends and his mate. He was happy that Tessa seemed to fit in so well with his family.


  Breakfast went well, and Mitch was starting to notice that Ben and Tessa had the same sense of humor. They easily traded barbs back and forth across the table that ended with everyone cracking up. He didn’t remember ever laughing so hard or so much.


  Unfortunately, all too soon, reality came crashing in. The phone rang, and Mitch’s stomach turned. His gut was telling him not to answer, but Mitch knew he had no choice. He couldn’t deny his job. He stood and walked over to the phone, willing it to stop ringing the whole way there. Of course his wish didn’t come true.


  “Ericson speaking,” he answered.


  “Uh, Enforcer Ericson, this is Detective Reynolds.”


  “What can I do for you, Detective?”


  “Well, I know you were looking into rogue attacks, so I was calling to let you know we had another one last night.”


  “Did you report it to the council?” he asked the detective.


  “I reported like normal, but they didn’t even respond. A containment team wasn’t even sent out.”


  “What do you mean a unit wasn’t sent out?” Mitch couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Did the human police take over the scene? What are their reports saying?”


  “The containment unit was informed of the attack, but just as they were leaving, they received a call telling them to stand down because it was a human matter. That isn’t even the worst of it. The attack itself seems weird.”


  “Weird how?” The detective had the attention of everyone in the room aside from Nico. He knew the others could hear every word of the conversation.


  “Well, I’ve personally looked at the crime scene photos and there is no denying the attack was from a rogue. As a matter of fact, the damage done to the bodies couldn’t have been done by just one rogue. There had to be at least three of them. They decimated a campsite and left no one alive. Ten members of a family including three children were all literally torn apart. The press is already having a field day over this. Somehow, they are attributing the attack to a cult of devil worshipers, but we all know there is someone out there that will start putting the pieces together.”


  Mitch was stunned at what he heard. Rogues never worked together. If they were now, then that meant the problem was bigger than he had imagined. One rogue was enough of a problem to deal with and keep from the public, but a pack working together was something even Mitch didn’t want to ever imagine. He could feel Tessa’s distress at what she was hearing, but he ignored his instinct to hang up and comfort her. He hated that she had to see the dangerous side of his species, but the irony was, it was what brought her to him.


  “Listen, I want you to try your best to run with the devil worshipping story. Do whatever you need to in order to keep the press thinking that. Falsify reports, plant evidence. I don’t care what you have to do, just do it.” Mitch looked over at his friends who each nodded, letting him know they already knew what he was thinking and they were on the same page. “This stays between you and me, Detective. No one is to know about this, not even the council. A few enforcers and I are heading your way as soon as this call is over, but I need you to maintain control of the situation until we get there. Can you do that?”


  Detective Reynolds swallowed loudly before answering. “This goes deeper than just rogues if you are asking me to keep this from the council, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes.” There was no need for Mitch to say more than that.


  After hanging up with the detective, Mitch hung his head and rubbed the back of his neck. All he wanted to do was drag his mate upstairs and not come down for a couple days. Instead, he was about to leave her the day after their mating.


  “Ben,” he called without turning around.


  “Don’t worry, man. I won’t let them out of my sight.” His best friend already knew what he was asking. “Go handle things in Chicago. Your mate and cub will be safe with me until you return.”


  “Tessa.” Mitch finally turned to find her staring at him with tears in her eyes. “Come on, baby, I need to talk to you.”


  He waited until Ben lifted Nico out of her lap then grabbed her hand and led her to his office. Once inside, he sat in his chair and pulled her into his lap. He didn’t say anything for a while, just breathed in her scent, letting it soothe him and his lion, who hadn’t stopped growling since the phone rang. I want to find these rogues and kill them for forcing me away from my mate. Mitch agreed. The sooner they figured out what was going on, the faster they could get back.


  “I know you have to leave.” Tessa sighed. “Everything in me is screaming for me to beg you not to go, but all I can think about is that poor family and those babies. That could have easily been me and Nico. Just promise me that you will take care of yourself and return home.”


  Mitch kissed her then. “I’ll be back as soon as possible. Ben will be here, and he won’t let anything happen to you. There is no one else I would rather have protecting you other than me.”


  “Don’t worry about us, Mitch. We will be here when you get back. Just hurry.”


  That was a command he was willing to follow. Mitch pulled Tessa into a hug before releasing her and standing. Once he sat her on her feet, he went about his office gathering what he needed. He pushed a button under his desk that revealed a secret closet when his bookshelf slid over. Grabbing a duffel bag, he quickly loaded it with whatever weapons he may need and then pushed the button again, closing the closet.


  “Just in case, the button is underneath the right-hand corner of my desk. All you have to do is slide your finger back until you feel it and push. Ben knows about it, but in case you get separated, now you know, too.”


  Tessa’s face was pale, but she nodded and followed him out of the office. His little mate was stronger than he ever imagined. By the time they made it to the front door, Ryan and Ken were already there with their bags over their shoulders. Ben was there holding Nico.


  Mitch lifted the boy into his arms and hugged him. “You be good for your momma and Uncle Ben while I’m gone, and when I get back I will let the kitty out so you can play with him.” Nico agreed, and Mitch handed him over to Tessa. He quickly kissed his mate, not lingering so that he wouldn’t give in to the urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her to bed, and headed out the door, ignoring the clawing in his gut telling him to not leave his family.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa held back tears as she watched Mitch walk out the door. She was trying to be strong for him, but with each step he took away from her, it felt like her heart was tearing in two. Not all of it was coming from her. Mitch hadn’t explained it to her, but she had a feeling part of what she was feeling was coming from him. She was feeling his emotions as well as her own.


  “Come on, honey. He will be back as soon as he can.” Ben led her and Nico into the living room. “Did Mitch explain to you what his job was?”


  “Yes, he told me he was an enforcer and what that meant.”


  “Then you know how dangerous what he does is.”


  Tessa had no clue what Ben was getting at, but if he was trying to make her feel better, he was doing a poor job of it. She frowned when he started moving the furniture around.


  “Have you ever had any kind of self-defense training?” Ben asked as he lifted the couch single-handedly and moved it over to the far wall.


  She stared, openmouthed. Being told a person had super strength and seeing it were two completely different things. Even Nico stared up at him with wide eyes before following behind Ben and trying to lift the couch himself. “Um no. I’ve always wanted to take a martial arts class, but growing up in foster care, I never had the money. When Nico was born, it became a matter of never having the time.”


  “Well then, today is your lucky day. You need a distraction, and you also need to learn at least a little self-defense. I’m not trying to scare you, but now that you have mated Mitch, who is one of the most feared enforcers there is, the fastest way to bring him down is through you.” He pointed to the mark on her shoulder even though her shirt was covering it. “The moment Mitch put that there, you became his biggest weakness.”


  Tessa knew Ben was right, but it still hurt to hear it. Something on her face must have given away her feelings, because he pulled her in a hug. Tessa sighed against his chest. She noticed shifters were a touchy-feely bunch, but she wasn’t complaining.


  “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. I’m just showing you what you are up against. Hell, you already experienced what our kind can do. I just want you to be prepared to at least defend yourself and Nico until backup arrives. In our world, even one second can mean the difference between life and death.”


  Ben had a point, and at the mention of her son’s name, Tessa knew she needed to do whatever it took to keep him safe. “Okay, show me what you got.”


  “Good girl.” Ben grinned and rubbed his palms together.


  She had a moment to think about what she had just agreed to then she blinked and Tessa realized she was staring at the ceiling. She couldn’t even begin to explain how he had gotten her on her back. Ben helped her up with a laugh as her son laughed and clapped his hands from his seat on the sofa. At least he was enjoying himself. Lord, what have I gotten myself into?


  “I did that to show you how fast we can move. Eventually you will be able to move fast, but you will always be slower and weaker than a full shifter. You have to always be on your guard and be ready for anything.”


  Tessa thought about the nightmare she had about the man chasing her. Every time she had the dream, she never saw the man before he struck. Her subconscious had been trying to warn her about what she was up against even before she knew the truth about what was chasing her.


  Ben came at her over and over again, and each time Tessa ended up on her back. He took care to never hurt her, and each time he knocked her down he made sure to somehow cushion her landing, but she knew she would still be sore before the night was gone.


  “I think we’ve had enough for today,” he said when Tess was a little too slow getting up.


  Frustrated, she bent over with her hands against her knees. “One more time,” she gasped between breaths.


  “Are you sure? I didn’t expect you to get it all in one day. Learning to fight takes time.”


  “I’m sure.” The words were barely out of her mouth when he came at her again, but this time she was ready for him. She noticed that each time he ran at her, she was able to track more and more of his movement. It was like her mind was slowing the action down so she could see it even though he was still moving at full speed. This time when he came at her, she waited until he was right on her then she suddenly jumped out of the way, letting his full momentum carry him crashing into the wall behind her. She didn’t stop to see if he was okay. Tessa leaped on his back and wrapped her arms around his neck.


  Ben froze for all of two seconds before laughing and standing with her still attached to his back. She dangled there like a hundred-and-twenty-five-pound human cape as he easily walked back to the middle of the room. She had no illusions that she had won that round by the show of strength he had just used to stand, but she was still proud of herself.


  She let go of his neck and slid down to the floor. “I did it!”


  “That was exactly what I’ve been trying to get you to do. Just because a person is bigger and stronger or faster than you, doesn’t mean they are smarter than you. Brains count just as much in a fight as all the rest combined.”


  Tessa knew her smile was stretched across most of her face. “Thank you, Ben.” Her thanks seemed small compared to the confidence he had just given her in such a small amount of time. “Can we do this again tomorrow?”


  “Sure, whenever you’re ready.”


  Nico took that moment to let out a roar that Mitch would have been proud of before leaping off the couch and latching on to Ben’s leg. He made it clear that her sparring time with Ben was over and it was his turn. Ben lifted him into the air upside down and began tickling him.


  Laughing, Tessa headed for the stairs. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”


  Ben waved her off and tossed her son in the air. Knowing he was in good hands, she headed to the bathroom.


  Chapter 9


  


  Three days had passed, and there was still no sign of Mitch. He hadn’t called or showed up, and Tessa was beyond worried. She could still feel him through her bond. He was too far away for her to know exactly what he was feeling at the moment, but the bond let her know he was okay. Ben had explained that if he was hurt or worse, she would know it, but that still didn’t stop her worry.


  Even sparring with Ben wasn’t helping anymore. She had fought with him several times since Mitch left and had learned a lot, but after the last time when he swung at her and she failed to move, causing him to black her eye, he refused to train her anymore. He told her she was too distracted to focus, and he wasn’t going to have Mitch trying to kill him because she got hurt on his watch.


  The sun was almost setting as Tessa sat on the porch swing and slowly rocked. She watched Nico chase after Ben’s wolf and laughed when Ben howled and Nico joined in. He had taught her son to howl as a joke when Mitch came home so that he could tease him. Nico had taken to roaring every few minutes, and she had a feeling it was because he was missing her mate. Now he was doing both. If he wasn’t doing one, he was doing the other.


  She shook her head. Tessa and Nico were no longer normal. Nico was running around pretending to be some sort of wolf/lion hybrid, and she had a feeling it was going to get worse when they added Ken’s bear to the mix. She was mated to a lion and missing him like crazy even though she had technically only known him for almost three days. Yep, definitely not normal anymore.


  Tessa sighed. If only Mitch would call and let her know he was all right, she would be okay. She knew he would have called as soon as he could have, and the fact that he hadn’t was what worried her the most. She had to constantly tell herself everything was okay and nothing was wrong, but the longer she went without hearing from him, the less convinced she became that everything was all right.


  A howl pierced the air, and Tessa immediately knew it hadn’t come from Ben. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as goose bumps rose on her arms. She ran to the porch steps and watched as Ben gripped Nico’s wrist between his teeth and tugged him toward the house. Only when she met up with them and lifted her son in her arms did he change back to human.


  “It’s him, isn’t it?” Even without Ben’s answer, Tessa knew the rogue that had been after her had finally found her.


  “I’m not sure who it is. Whoever is out there is on Mitch’s territory without permission.”


  Tessa could feel the tension in his body as he led them back up the porch and into the house. Gone was the playful, carefree man of a few moments ago who had just been playing chase with her son. In his place stood a hardened warrior who looked ready for war. He took them straight to Mitch’s office and sat them in the chair. He reached under the desk, and she knew he was opening the weapons closet. Ben disappeared inside for a moment and then came back out dressed, carrying some type of large hunting knife with a serrated edge and a handgun. He walked over and held the gun out for her to take.


  “Stay in here while I go make sure all of the windows and doors are secure. This is the safety.” He pointed to a button on the gun. “If anything comes at you while I’m gone, just push the safety off, point, and shoot. It won’t kill anything, but it will stop them long enough for me to get back here.”


  Tessa nodded, paying attention to Ben’s exact words. She was surprisingly calm and seemed to be getting calmer with each passing moment. She took the gun Ben offered and tested its weight in her hand. She gave herself a mental pep talk. Telling herself that she could do what she needed to keep Nico safe. Ben seemed satisfied and left the room, shutting the door behind him.


  She hugged her son then whispered in his ear. “Mommy needs you to get under Mitch’s desk and hide. Don’t come out until I get you. Okay?”


  Nico nodded and climbed down from her lap. When he ducked under the desk, Tessa had a sense of déjà vu and the memory of him hiding in the tree stump in her dream popped into her head. Shaking it off, she pushed the chair back up to the desk and stepped back. She couldn’t see him any longer. If she hadn’t sent him under there, she would have had no idea he was there. Satisfied that he was in a good hiding place, she went around to the front of the desk and stood guard facing the door.


  Tessa examined her emotions as she waited. The strange sense of calm was still growing. Added to that was a sense that a weight was being lifted off her chest. She was able to breathe deeper and easier with each minute that passed. She hadn’t realized what a struggle it had been to breathe until she could do it again. Something was going on, and she had no idea what it was.


  The knob on the door began to turn, and Tessa lifted the gun, ready to shoot whatever came through the door. She waited as the door slowly creaked open.


  “Tessa, don’t shoot, baby, it’s me.”


  The sound of Mitch’s voice had her running across the room and throwing the door open. She leaped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist, and buried her face into his neck. His smell hit her, and she groaned. The scent of his expensive shampoo and masculine musk that was all him acted as a balm, soothing her tight muscles and relaxing them for the first time since he had walked out the door.


  “I’ve missed you so much.” Tessa trailed kisses along his neck and jawline. “Don’t ever leave me like that again without calling to let me know you were okay. I was so worried about you.”


  “I’m sorry, baby. I’ll explain everything later. But first”—he took the gun out of her hand and handed it to Ben, who had come in the office behind him—“that’s better. I need you to stay in here with Ben for a moment longer while I try and track the rogue trespassing on my land. We smelled him as we drove up, and Ben explained what was going on. I have a feeling he’s long gone by now, but I’m not taking any chances.”


  Tessa was reluctant to let him go since she had just gotten him back, but she slid down from his arms without complaining. She didn’t miss his erection, and she brushed against it and felt her panties growing wet at the thought of finally having him inside her again.


  “Hurry back,” she whispered.


  Mitch hesitated a moment before adjusting his crotch through his jeans and hurrying out of the room. Tessa hurried back over to the desk and moved the chair. She peered under the desk and smiled when she saw that Nico was curled up fast asleep. It seemed that all of the running and playing he did with Ben had worn him out. She was glad the mess she had gotten herself into hadn’t affected his sleep one bit.


  She stood and answered Ben’s frown when she moved away from the desk. “He’s sleeping. There’s nowhere to put him if I move him, so I’ll wait until Mitch gives the all clear then take him up to his bed.”


  Ben nodded and turned back toward the door to stand guard. Without anything to do, Tessa sat in Mitch’s chair to wait. If she hadn’t believed in what Mitch had said about mates before, she was a firm believer now. Everything she was feeling up until Mitch had walked through the door was from the mating bond. She knew without anyone having to explain it to her that the calm she felt and being able to breathe easy was the bond’s way of letting her know her mate had been on his way.


  The feeling of being in his arms again was indescribable, but also gave Tessa something to fear. If she felt that way about him after just three days, how would she feel a month or even years from now? Would she be obsessed with him? She knew without a doubt that she was coming to love the man, but how much of it was the bond and how much of it was truly her? Tons of questions swirled through her head, but Tessa knew one thing was certain. She didn’t want to live without Mitch, but she also didn’t want the mating bond to control her life. So far, she enjoyed being mated to Mitch, but she refused to lose herself to the bond.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch ran silently through the trees. He had Ken on his right and Ryan on his left as they tracked the rogue that dared enter his territory. He was so tired that all he wanted to do was find his mate and cub and curl up with them and sleep. He had been looking forward to doing just that. Instead he came home just to find his pride being threatened.


  Mitch padded softly to the edge of his property. The rogue had come through there, but the scent was fading. He had been gone almost as soon as he set foot on Mitch’s property. He had a feeling the rogue wasn’t quite ready to give up the chase. He was toying with Tessa, trying to get her to run again so he could continue chasing her. Too bad the rogue didn’t know he was marked for death. A growl rumbled through his chest at the thought of tearing the rogue’s throat out.


  He turned toward home then knowing Ken and Ry would run the rest of his territory to make sure there wasn’t anyone else waiting out there. Mitch just wanted to get back to his mate. He shifted as he climbed the front stairs and grabbed his pants lying by the door. When he was dressed, he headed straight for his office.


  He could feel Tessa’s worry, but it wasn’t like it had been earlier. As he drove closer to home, he knew Tessa had to have felt him coming through their bond. It was something he hadn’t had time to explain to her before he rushed out of town. When he had felt her panic slice through him, he knew something was wrong and he rushed home as fast as he could. His relief when he walked in his office and she had wrapped her legs around him safe and sound almost brought him to his knees.


  Walking into his office now, he saw his little mate sitting in his chair. He looked over at Ben and nodded, thanking the man. He would thank him properly for keeping his family safe later, but first, he did what he had wanted to do for days. Mitch stalked around his desk and pulled Tessa into his arms. He slanted his mouth over hers and traced her lips with his tongue. Tessa sighed, and he thrust his tongue in her mouth, taking advantage of her parted lips.


  Her sweet taste exploded on his tongue, and Mitch tried his best to taste every inch of her mouth. Tessa moaned, and he could feel her bury her fingers in his hair. He couldn’t stop the purr in his chest at having his mate back in his arms.


  “I love that you purr,” Tessa told him once they broke apart.


  “It’s my lion. He missed you just as much as I did. I had to put up with his smart-ass comments for three days while he pouted.”


  Mitch’s lion scoffed. I do not pout. I am a superior beast. I have more dignity than that.


  He also had a superior ego, but Mitch held his tongue. “Where is Nico?” He knew the cub was in the room, but he didn’t see him anywhere.


  Tessa laughed before bending over and ducking under his desk. Mitch moaned at the sight of her bottom turned up in the air. He wished it was bare instead of the jeans she had covering it. He was reaching out to caress one of her round cheeks before he even realized what he was doing, but Tessa stood all too soon, moving away from his grasp. She pulled a sleeping Nico from under his desk, and he frowned.


  Tessa waved off his question. “Don’t ask. He’s been playing with Ben all day and fell asleep. I didn’t want to move him until I could get him to a bed.”


  “Well come on. I could use a nap, too, but I want you with me. I want to hold both of you.”


  Mitch took Nico from Tessa and led them upstairs to his bedroom. He placed the cub in the bed, and Tessa climbed in behind him. “I’m going to take a fast shower, and I’ll be right back.”


  He took the fastest shower in his history, ignoring his aching hard-on. He got rid of dirt, blood, and other things he wouldn’t even mention, before dressing in a pair of shorts and joining his mate in the bed. Mitch relaxed for the first time in what seemed like forever.


  “God, I’ve missed you, baby,” he told Tessa, pulling her closer against him. “There is a lot we need to talk about, but first, I just want to sleep for a little while and hold you.”


  Tessa nodded, and he closed his eyes. Sleep didn’t come as fast as he wanted. Memories of everything he, Ry, and Ken had been through over the past three days flashed through his head. Mitch had no exact number of how many rogues they had killed, but it had been way too many. The rogues were following orders. They were attacking in packs which had never happened before, and someone was leading them. They needed to find whoever the leader was and fast before their whole race was exposed.


  Mitch’s last thought as he drifted off to sleep was of Enforcer Donovan. Chicago had been his territory. They were able to track the man and had found his body. He had been torn apart no doubt by the same rogues. What made his death so bad was the fact that he hadn’t even been reported missing. Mitch hadn’t been close to the enforcer, but he knew someone should have at least realized the man was gone. Mitch had no choice now but to take all of his evidence to the council. The madman controlling the rogues needed to be stopped. He just hoped it all didn’t blow up in his face or expose his family to more danger.


  Mitch woke with a moan. Wet heat surrounded the head of his cock, which was rock hard. A palm wrapped around his shaft, and he opened his eyes and stared down at his mate. She had a wicked grin on her face. Once she had his full attention, she lowered her mouth, taking his cock to the back of her throat.


  He spared a moment to look over and make sure Nico wasn’t still in the bed and he was having some sort of dream. Once he realized the cub was no longer in the room, Mitch growled and wrapped his hand around the back of Tessa’s head. He guided her mouth up and down his length as he gently lifted his hips from the bed. His mate kept her hand wrapped around the base of his cock and lifted her other to massage his balls, sending shards of pleasure shooting up his body.


  Mitch had dreamed of receiving a blow job from his mate, but he never thought it would feel so damn good. He was about to come like some horny teenager who couldn’t last. This was his mate though. She was the only woman who could send him up in flames with just a look and a crook of her tiny finger. When he felt the tip of Tessa’s tongue flick against his slit, Mitch bucked and shouted. He threw his head back as he held hers in place and rapidly slid his cock in and out, fucking her mouth.


  “Oh, fuck, baby. So good.” Tessa tightened her hand on his shaft as she gently tugged on his balls. That was all it took. Mitch pulled out of her mouth and shouted her name as he spurted long ropes of cum against her breast.


  As he lay panting, Mitch reached out and fingered a drop of cum hanging from one of her nipples. He rubbed it into the tight, rosy nub, marking her with his scent. The caveman in him wanted her to smell like him, letting everyone know she was taken. Tessa moaned and pressed her breast further into his finger as he watched her own finger snake down her stomach and disappear into her cunt.


  There was no way he could resist getting a better view of that show. Tessa squeaked when Mitch moved quickly and tossed her to the bed on her back. “Let me see you play with that pretty pussy of yours. Show me how you get yourself off.” The growl he could hear in his own voice let him know that his lion was enjoying the show as well.


  Tessa seemed hesitant at first, but then she just smiled that same wicked smile she had woken him up with and parted her legs. Her wet cunt was flushed pink. Moisture glistened on her swollen lips, and Mitch had to fight for control to not dive right in and lick that moisture away with his tongue. His urge to see his mate make herself come won out, and he sat back on his heels to watch.


  She started by running her fingers through his cum on her chest then licked it. Tessa moaned and arched her back as the other hand worried one of her nipples. She pinched and pulled the nub until it was drawn up and standing at attention. Her attention to it had turned the nipple red almost like a ripe raspberry. He wanted to suck it into his mouth to see if it tasted just as sweet.


  The hand not fondling her breast trailed down her chest and stomach, dragging his fluid with it. Tessa stopped when she got to her mound. Mitch snapped his eyes up to hers. “What’s wrong, baby? Why did you stop?”


  Tessa swallowed before answering. “Just wanted to make sure I had your full attention.”


  The tease! She was just torturing him, but Mitch wasn’t complaining. He waited on pins and needles for her to continue. His mate didn’t disappoint. She circled her clit with two fingers and threw her head back and moaned. She pinched, pulled, and tugged the bud until it flushed just as red as her nipple.


  “Fuck yourself with your fingers. Imagine it’s my cock in you stroking you deep and long.” Hell, he was definitely imagining it.


  Tessa complied and let go of her nipple. She used one hand to massage her clit while she used the other to thrust two fingers deep into her pussy with no hesitation. The wet sound of her juices as she pumped her fingers in and out of her cunt had Mitch’s mouth watering. His mate was enjoying her display just as much as she was by the sounds of it.


  “I’m close, Mitch.” Tessa panted.


  Her hand sped up, and she pinched her clit between her forefinger and thumb. He watched as Tessa’s back bowed and a scream bubbled up from her throat as she climaxed. Mitch couldn’t hold off any longer. His cock had grown so hard watching Tessa’s show that he had pre-cum dribbling down the tip. He snatched his mate’s hands away and sank himself balls deep into her tight pussy. Mitch groaned when he felt Tessa’s cunt still fluttering from her orgasm. The muscles in her channel clenching and releasing his shaft.


  Tessa mewled and locked her legs around his waist, doing her best to hold him in place, but Mitch used his strength to pull out slowly before slamming back inside her. He did it several times until the pleasure threatened to cross his eyes. When he couldn’t hold off anymore, Mitch reached back and pulled Tessa’s legs from his waist. He placed them over his shoulders, opening her further to him. His cock sank deep, drawing a moan from the both of them. Without any other thought, Mitch began powering into Tessa over and over again until he felt sweat dripping down his face. Tessa had given up trying to hold on to him and instead balled the sheet in her fists.


  Her screams urged him on, and with each pump of his hips he felt his orgasm growing closer and closer. He needed Tessa to come before he could let himself go. Mitch reached down and pinched her clit just like she had done, and his mate went off like a rocket.


  “Yes, Mitch. Yes!”


  Mitch joined Tessa’s screams as he came. He held himself in place as his cum pulsed deep inside her pussy, marking her on the inside as he had already done on the outside. He finally gathered up enough strength to fling himself on the bed next to his mate.


  “That was freaking awesome.” Mitch panted for breath before continuing, “I’ve never felt something that intense before. Thank you, baby.”


  “I’m the one who should be thanking you. I’ve never touched myself like that in front of someone before. It made me feel daring, and the way you looked at me while I was doing it made me feel sexy.” Tessa giggled and buried her face in his chest.


  “Baby, if all of our naps end like that, you can wake me up anytime you want.”


  Let’s take a nap right now.


  “Why do I get the feeling there are going to be a lot of naps in our future?”


  Mitch laughed at Tessa’s question. She already knew him and his lion well.


  Chapter 10


  


  Mitch rubbed his faced in frustration as he listened to the phone ringing in his ear. It had been two weeks since he had gotten home from cleaning up the mess in Chicago. Two long, frustrating weeks and he was bone tired. He was growing more and more in love with Tessa each day, and Nico had managed to wrap everyone around his little finger, but it was his mate’s damn rogue that was the problem.


  The man had managed to somehow find a way onto Mitch’s territory every single day, normally when they were sleeping, and then escaped before anyone could catch him. The man was a damn magician with how he seemed to disappear so fast. He had everyone, even Nico, ready to tear his head off. Mitch wanted to go further and rip his arms off and beat him with them before ripping out his throat. That would at least stop his damn howling. Mitch agreed.


  “Hello?”


  Tessa’s rogue was a problem that Mitch couldn’t fix at the moment, but hopefully, the man answering the other line had good news. “Please tell me you have something, Councilman Percival.”


  “Well, hello to you, too, Enforcer Ericson. I’m doing well, how about you?”


  Mitch couldn’t stand the arrogant prick. All the councilmen seemed to be the same pompous jerks, but Councilman Percival seemed to be the worst of the bunch. He was the oldest at three hundred and twenty-seven and set in his ways, but so far, he was the only one that seemed to be on the same page as Mitch and the rest of his friends. Plus, the enforcer they had found dead in Chicago had been his grandson. The councilman had a reason to see the situation through to the end as well.


  “Forgive me, sir. I’m just a little tired right now. I wasn’t thinking very clearly.” It ate at Mitch to apologize to the man, but he did it anyway. “Are you closer to figuring out if there is a traitor in the council?”


  “I’m afraid my news isn’t good. It seems the entire council has decided to go public.”


  Mitch’s blood ran cold at the news. “What do you mean go public?”


  “I mean there are a certain few on the council who believe that we are superior to humans and should no longer have to hide from them. Those few have convinced the less-than-willing councilmen to join their cause.”


  “If all of the council is in on it, how come you didn’t know anything about it?” Something wasn’t adding up for Mitch. He didn’t miss the hint of irritation in Councilman Percival’s voice when he answered.


  “Unfortunately, I have been away for quite some time and have neglected my duties. The council has taken advantage of my absence, but I can assure you, I mean to never let this happen again.”


  “So what’s our next move?” Mitch wasn’t satisfied with the man’s answer, but he moved on.


  “I’m afraid I only see one solution.” He paused. “You and your enforcers must eliminate the members of the council.”


  Dread ran through Mitch. “That will start a war.”


  “Not if it’s done quietly. Kill them and find a way to blame it on the rogue problem. We take out the council member creating rogues, squash an uprising before it begins, and keep our secret safe from the humans. I know it sounds harsh, but it’s really the best solution for us all in the end.”


  “I will talk it over with my enforcers and get back with you.”


  “Don’t take too long, Enforcer Ericson. I don’t have to tell you how time sensitive this issue is.”


  Mitch made the appropriate agreement noises before hanging up the phone. His gut was screaming at him that nothing was right anymore. The whole situation was fucked, and somehow he had managed to find himself right in the middle of it. He took a moment to collect himself before turning around to face the three men that had entered the room during the call.


  “That guy is fucked in the head if he expected us to believe all of that bullshit he was spouting.”


  Mitch laughed and so did the others. Leave it to Ben to lighten the mood with a wisecrack. He was correct though. “So I’m not the only one who sees that none of this is adding up?”


  The three men all shook their heads. “It’s a setup,” Ken spoke.


  The man rarely spoke, usually content to let Ryan do all the talking, so when he said something, everyone listened. “I was thinking the same thing,” Mitch confirmed. “Send in a few enforcers to do the dirty work for you, and poof, you are the sole member of the council standing.”


  “Yeah,” Ben chimed in, “then you blame it all on the lowly enforcers who just suddenly snapped because their jobs became too overwhelming.”


  “Damn, it all makes sense.” Ryan sat forward in his chair. “Haven’t you wondered why Percival was the only councilman that we could get in contact with and that was because he contacted us distraught over his grandson’s death? I bet if we could speak to another council member, they would point the finger at Percival as the one with the grand ideas of ruling the world.”


  Mitch just wanted it all to end. He wanted to be able to enjoy his mating and not have it marred by rogue killings and traitors with their sights set on taking over the world. Unfortunately, in order to do that, he had to take care of the councilman.


  “We need a plan. I don’t want Councilman Percival to know that we suspect he isn’t being truthful. I want him to keep thinking we’re working for him.”


  “Do you think he is working with the other council members, or is he working alone?” Ben questioned.


  Mitch wondered that himself. “He claimed he had been away, and I have a feeling I know exactly what he has been away doing. The question is, how was he able to make so many shifters go rogue?”


  The group was silent. Mitch’s lion paced back and forth ready to kill someone. Councilman Percival sounds like the perfect person to kill. Can you believe he insulted our intelligence? As if we would fall for his schemes. Mitch let out a snort, but he was far from amused.


  “Okay, guys. I have no plans to take the fall for this guy. I plan on spending a long and happy life with my mate.” Mitch sat up in his chair ready to take action. “The first thing we need to do is gather all the information about the councilman that we can. He said he was away. Ben, find out where he’s been. See if we can tie him to any property in Chicago. Maybe we can find out where the rogues are staying. Ryan and Ken, I need you guys tracking down the other council members. Track their movements and see if you can figure out if any of them are in on this plot.”


  “What will you be doing?” Ry asked him.


  “I will stay in contact with the asshole, Percival, to keep him distracted and thinking we are doing exactly what he wants us to. In the meantime, I plan to set a trap for this damn jackass that keeps tormenting my mate and keeping me up at night. Yeah, and I haven’t had a nice, long nap in the sun in forever.


  Their meeting broke up after that, and Mitch headed straight for his mate. He found Tessa lying on the floor playing with Nico. He had a feeling they both were suffering from a little cabin fever. He hadn’t let either of them go further than the front porch since they heard the first howl.


  “Hey, baby.” Mitch put a smile on his face so he wouldn’t worry her. He lay on the floor and laughed when he was immediately attacked by Nico.


  Mitch had finally marked the cub a few days before by sedating him. It had been Ken’s idea to put him to sleep, and it worked perfectly. Nico had no idea that he had been bitten while he was asleep. He shoulder was sore for a few days, but once his healing kicked in, that had quickly gone away. Now, he was acting like a typical cub. He was full of playful aggression and willing to take it out on anyone who was willing to get on the floor with him. The growling is cute. With my help, he may have a mighty roar like mine someday.


  Ignoring his lion, Mitch lifted the cub off his back and sat him back on the floor. “Why don’t you go find Uncle Ry and Uncle Ken and help them pack?”


  Once Nico was out of the room, he leaned over and kissed his mate who had been smiling at the two of them. “I need to talk to you.” What he was about to ask her went against every protective instinct he had for his mate, but for his plan to work, he needed to have Tessa on board. “I have a plan to catch this rogue, but I need your help.”


  “You know I’ll do whatever I can.”


  “I have a feeling that keeping you locked up is not going to bring the rogue any closer for us to be able to catch him. We need to lure him out, and the only way to do that—”


  Tessa cut him off, “Is to use me as bait.”


  “As much as I hate it, yes. That’s exactly what I want to do.” It went against everything he knew. Mates were meant to be cherished and protected, not offered up like a prize.


  Mitch expected his lion to be foaming at the mouth and going crazy over his decision, but he had been strangely silent since Mitch had come up with the plan in his head. That worried him. His lion was a smart, sarcastic asshole at best, but never silent. When his lion went quiet, bad things happened.


  Still, Mitch went forward with his plan. “Ken and Ry are heading out, but Ben is staying. The rogue hasn’t bothered us in a few days, so we will make him think we are starting to relax. We will start going outside again and letting Nico play, and in a few nights, you and I will sneak out of the house to take a midnight walk through the woods.”


  “Do you think this guy will try to attack us?”


  “No, I don’t think so, at least not with me there. Ben will stay behind to guard Nico. A few minutes into our walk, he will call my cell and let me know there is an emergency. I’ll run off, leaving you alone.” Mitch could hear Tessa’s heart racing and pulled her into his lap. “Hey, you have nothing to worry about. I won’t go far. My scent is all over my territory, so the rogue shouldn’t even know I’m still there. He will never get near enough to touch you. I just need him out in the open so I can take him down.”


  It took a moment for Tessa to respond. “Okay. I trust you, and I want this over just as much as you do. Just promise me if something happens, you will take care of Nico. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to him.”


  Mitch didn’t respond to that. He would definitely take care of Nico no matter what, but he didn’t even want to imagine something happening to his mate where she wouldn’t be there to care for the cub herself. Instead of answering, he sealed his lips over hers. Tessa moaned into his mouth and turned to straddle his lap. He didn’t think the sweet taste of her mouth was something he was ever going to get used to. It was something he was going to crave always.


  The kiss was short but hot enough to have him grinding his erection against the heat of her pussy. Mitch’s lion purred at the contact. Oh, now you want to make noises?


  Can’t help it. Our mate feels too good. We should get her naked.


  Mitch agreed, but he wasn’t going to let his lion change the subject. I take it you’re mad at me about what I plan to do.


  No, I’m not mad. As much as I hate to say this, you actually came up with a good plan on your own.


  Mitch was surprised at the backhanded compliment until his lion’s next words.


  Not as good as the many great plans I’ve come up with, but still good.


  A throat clearing broke them out of their kiss, and Mitch turned to see Ken and Ryan at the door with their bags with Ben holding Nico right behind them.


  “Not that we weren’t enjoying the show, but we need to be leaving.” Ryan smiled.


  Tessa moved off his lap, and Mitch groaned when he caught a whiff of her hot pussy. She was wet and ready for him. His mouth watered at the thought of ripping her pants and panties down and burying his tongue in her cunt to lap up her sweet cream. If possible, his cock hardened even further. If it wasn’t for his jeans keeping his erection down, Mitch had no doubt his cock would be standing straight up.


  Denying the urge, Mitch stood and placed Tessa on her feet next to him. “That was about as much of the show as you will ever get to see,” he teased Ryan. He wrapped his arm around his mate’s waist as they followed his two friends out the door. After a few good-byes, Ryan and Ken pulled down the drive. Mitch decided there was no time like the present to put his plan into action.


  “I think my kitty needs to run for a while.” He ignored Ben’s snicker and directed his question to Nico. “What do you think, cub? You think you can help him out?”


  Nico’s wiggle to get out of Ben’s arms was answer enough. He needed to let Ben know about his plan, but after they played would be soon enough.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa didn’t have any more nails to bite. If she went any further, she would draw blood. She couldn’t help it though. Her nerves were about to get the best of her. She had felt twitchy and sick to her stomach all day.


  She snorted. Who am I trying to fool? I’ve felt like this ever since Mitch told me his crazy plan.


  That was three days ago, and they hadn’t heard one peep out of the rogue. Tessa could feel him. She knew he was out there watching her. She was just ready to get everything over with. They were about to go for their walk, and she was hoping the rogue would take the bait. Not literally though, seeing as how she was said bait. A warm hand to her thigh stopped her leg from bouncing. She hadn’t even realized she had been doing it.


  “Tessa, baby, you need to calm down. I can smell your fear. If I can, then the rogue will be able to as well. We need him to think everything is okay and there is nothing wrong. He needs to think we are just taking a casual stroll through the woods.”


  Yeah, just a casual stroll at night, in the woods, with a crazy, man-eating half-man, half-animal waiting to tear me open. Right, no reason to be scared of that. Tessa ignored the cynical voice in her mind and leaned her head on Mitch’s shoulder as they stood and headed toward the woods. She took a deep breath taking in his musky male scent. She let it wash over her and immediately felt the tension leaving her muscles.


  “I know you said everything will be okay, and I trust you, but I can’t help being scared. You didn’t see what this guy did to that poor woman. You don’t see her chest and stomach ripped open and her lying in a pool of her own blood every time you close your eyes. I do. I can’t help but to think that is my fate.”


  “No way.” Mitch’s voice was deep, almost growling. “There is no way that I would ever let that happen. You mean the world to me, and I can’t believe fate would bring you to me only to snatch you away so quickly. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you. I plan on living a long, happy life with you and Nico by my side. Hopefully there will be plenty more cubs beside us as well.”


  “More cubs?” The thought stunned Tessa.


  “What, you don’t want more?”


  “Wow. I guess it never crossed my mind to have more children. Nico has been my only focus for so long.”


  “I know we have only known each other for a short while”—Mitch stopped her and turned her to face him—“but I love you, Tessa. This probably isn’t the best time to tell you that. I had planned to tell you later, but I think you need to hear that now. I love you, and I already love Nico like he was my own. We have the rest of eternity to spend together, and I wouldn’t mind having tons of cubs filling that time.”


  Tessa could only gape at him. He loved her? She figured she had to be dreaming because hearing those words from Mitch sounded too good to be true. No one had ever told her they loved her besides Nico. His love for her was the unconditional love a child had for its mother. What Mitch was offering her was different. He was offering love that came with lust and passion so hot she thought he would consume her. It was something she had only ever dreamed existed.


  Mitch must have seen something in her face that showed what she was feeling. One moment Tessa was standing there staring up at the man and the next she felt her back slamming against a tree and Mitch hovering above her face.


  “You don’t believe me? Then let me show you. I will spend the rest of my life proving it to you if that’s what it takes.”


  He didn’t give her a chance to respond. Mitch pressed his lips against hers, trapping whatever she had been about to say. Tessa moaned gratefully at his method of shutting her up. She sank into the kiss, sucking his full bottom lip into her mouth and flicking it with her tongue. She released it with a pop and gasped when he pressed his hands into her waist and lifted her. Tessa wasted no time wrapping her legs around his hips and crossing her ankles against his back. She wanted to trap him against her.


  She may not have been able to voice how she felt toward the man, but she was determined to put everything she was feeling into the kiss. Hopefully he could feel everything through their bond. As Mitch licked a hot trail down the side of her neck, Tessa threw her head back, giving him further access. She gripped his shoulders and used the hold as leverage so she could grind her pussy against the erection tenting his pants. With each flex of her hips, his cock bumped against her clit, sending pleasure shooting through her body. The muscles in her cunt pulsed and fluttered as if searching for something to hold on to, and Tessa wished she had magical powers at the moment. If she did, she would have them naked in an instant and Mitch’s cock buried deep inside her.


  Instead, Tessa screamed when Mitch bit down on the sensitive spot on her neck, causing her to climax. She clenched her teeth as she rode out the wave. The orgasm was almost too much to handle, and she had to stop rocking her hips when her clit got too sensitive to touch.


  Panting, Tessa held tight to Mitch’s shoulders as she recovered. The ringing of the phone didn’t register until she heard him answer. Just like that, reality came crashing in. Tessa unhooked her ankles and lowered her legs to the ground. The sounds of insects and trees rustling all came back to her as if they had been suddenly turned off mute, making her aware of where they were and what they were there to do. She had to give Mitch credit. He had a way of making her lose herself in him. When he was around and touching her body, no one else or anything existed but him.


  “What? Is he okay?” Mitch yelled a little too loud. “Okay, I will be right there.”


  “What is it, what’s wrong?” Tessa asked, playing her part when Mitch hung up.


  “It’s Nico, Ben said he fell and thinks he may have broken his arm.”


  Tessa knew this was what they had rehearsed, but even pretending that her son was hurt was painful. “Go, Mitch. I can’t run as fast as you. I’ll catch up.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, just hurry. Make sure my son is all right.” Tessa’s voice quivered in fear, knowing Mitch was about to leave her alone in the woods. She just hoped the rogue thought it was because of her son and not him.


  Mitch leaned down like he was kissing her and whispered. “Wander around like you can’t find your way. I will be watching every step.”


  With that he kissed her and took off. Tessa had to go against every instinct not to call him back and keep him there with her. You can do this. You can do this. She took a deep breath and headed in the direction Mitch had gone. Tessa walked a little slowly on purpose, and when she got to where the trail split, she forced herself to stop. If she went right, she would be back at Mitch’s house in a matter of minutes. Tessa looked in that direction then deliberately took the left trail leading her deeper into the woods.


  If Mitch could be brave, then so could Tessa. She simply ignored the fact that her nightmare was coming to life with each step. Branches cracked under her feet as she turned her head looking all around her. She expected the rogue to leap out of every shadow. Each time she passed a tree, she let out a sigh of relief when nothing came flying out at her.


  Tessa’s relief was short lived when the woods suddenly became silent. The only sound she could hear was her harsh breaths as she panted, trying to hold back her panic. She wasn’t dumb. Just like in her dream, Tessa knew what the lack of sound meant. There was a predator in the area. She knew deep down it wasn’t Mitch. He had never made her hair stand on end or her knees tremble so badly they knocked together. No, this was the rogue, and he was stalking her. He had her in his sights, but Tessa couldn’t see him.


  The noise of a branch cracking behind her had Tessa spinning in that direction, but there was nothing there. When the same sound came from her left, she knew he was playing with her then. Moving too fast for her to track, he was circling her. “Where are you, Mitch?” she mumbled almost silently. She had a feeling the rogue would run in for the kill only when he grew bored with his little game.


  Well fuck that! I’m not going to stand here and play some damsel in distress. Tessa knew there was a fine line between being brave and doing something stupid, but she had to do something more than just stand there twirling in a circle. Ben had taught her to fight. It was time she tried and put what she had learned into action. A growl from behind her made her decision for her. Quickly abandoning the intentions she had just had of standing her ground and fighting, Tessa ran to a thick tree in front of her with low-hanging branches and began to climb. She prayed each branch would hold her weight. When she was high enough, Tessa peered through the leaves. She could see the ground, but she hoped the rogue wouldn’t be able to see her.


  Tessa took deep breaths and held them before letting them out in an effort to quiet her breathing. She listened to the silence for any sign of where the man or Mitch may have been. She expected to hear twigs snapping or footsteps. What Tessa didn’t expect to hear was laughing. It wasn’t a laugh of joy. It was a deep, maniacal cackle of someone who was insane.


  “You really think you can hide from me?”


  The raspy voice sounded like it hadn’t been used in a while. Tessa swung her head in the direction it was coming from and almost fell off her perch when she spotted the man with glowing eyes and claws staring directly at her through the leaves. Just like when she had first seen him, he was shirtless and barefoot with only a pair of tattered pants on. He was covered with filth and what she was pretty sure was caked-on dried blood. He was her worst nightmare, and he was grinning at her like she was a Thanksgiving meal that he had been looking forward to all year.


  The man made a move toward the tree, and Tessa whimpered. She had been too stupid to trust Mitch and stick to the plan. Now, she was trapped with no place to go and Mitch nowhere in sight. She couldn’t climb higher because the branches were too thin to hold her, and if she jumped, the man would be on her before she could even pick herself up off the ground.


  The moon gave off enough light for Tessa to see drool glinting off the man’s fangs, and she knew there was no way she wanted to come in contact with those things. Tessa cursed herself for climbing the tree and decided to jump and take her chances on the ground. Either way, she was screwed, but at least she would go down fighting. She inched around to the other side of the tree and down a couple of branches, keeping her eye on the rogue the whole time. He had his head cocked to the side as if he was confused at her actions. He’s probably wondering why his dinner is coming to him instead of him having to chase it down.


  Tessa spared a stray thought and wondered if the man was a wolf or some type of dog shifter the way he was looking at her. She could picture his tail practically wagging and his tongue hanging out at the thought of finally catching his prey. Too bad she wasn’t going to make it easy on him. She leaped the last few feet from the tree and hit the ground running before he even realized what she was doing. Being mated to Mitch had made her a lot faster than she used to be, but she was nowhere near as fast as the rogue. She hadn’t made it a few feet before she could feel his hot rancid breath on the back of her neck.


  “Mitch!” Tessa screamed at the top of her lungs just as she felt claws slice her back as they gripped the back of her shirt.


  One second she was running, and the next Tessa was flying through the air as a blur of gold came barreling into them. She landed in a heap gasping desperately to get the air back in her lungs that had been knocked out. Shards of pain shot up her arm when Tessa rolled to her hands and knees, but she ignored it and tried to focus on the fight between Mitch and the rogue, who had shifted to full wolf. She could hear snapping and growling behind her and turned to see Mitch and the rogue tearing into each other. Both had blood dripping from various tears and bite marks.


  Tessa stood on shaky legs and was shocked at the vicious way Mitch attacked the rogue wolf. While Mitch had size, the wolf had speed. It was clear that the rogue was no match for Mitch, but that didn’t stop him from dashing in, time and time again, trying to find an opening to take the lion down. Several times the wolf went for Mitch’s throat, but he couldn’t get a grip through the lion’s mane. Mitch just shook him off each time and batted him away.


  Tessa held in her screams each time the rogue got a bite or a scratch in on Mitch. She couldn’t stand the fact that he was getting hurt while she was standing there doing nothing, but there wasn’t anything she could do. She felt helpless just watching from the sidelines.


  One of Mitch’s massive paws came down on the wolf’s back at that moment, and Tessa heard a sickening crack as he hit the ground. She held her breath and waited to see if the wolf would get up. Instead, he whimpered and laid his head down. She didn’t wait any longer to run to Mitch’s side.


  “Mitch!” she yelled as she ran toward him.


  Unfortunately, the rogue used her distraction to attack Mitch from behind. He leaped onto the lion’s back and sunk his teeth into his shoulder. Tessa could feel Mitch’s roar vibrate through her body because it was so loud. It was a sound of anger and pain all mixed together. Mitch rolled and swatted at the wolf, doing everything he could to get the rogue off him, but nothing he did worked. The wolf just sunk his teeth in further and added his claws to hold on tight.


  Tessa was only thinking of Mitch’s safety when she reacted. She reached down and picked up a fallen branch, ignoring the pain in her wrist. Using all the strength she possessed, she lifted the branch over her head and brought it down on the back of the wolf’s head. That seemed to get the wolf’s attention as he lifted his head to growl at Tessa. She could see Mitch’s blood coating his mouth as he lifted his muzzle and flashed his fangs.


  Tessa never saw the wolf move as she felt claws rake across her cheek carving deep grooves. She gasped at the searing pain. Her cheek felt like it was on fire, but she had to ignore it when the rogue suddenly leaped off Mitch’s back, coming directly at her. Not thinking and going purely on instinct, Tessa lifted the branch she still had in her grip and held it in front of her. She felt the impact of the wolf landing on the branch as he took them both to the ground and a wet squishing sound as it impaled his stomach. For a moment, the wolf seemed to hover in midair above her before Tessa let go of the stick and he fell to the side, taking it with him. Feeling sick, Tessa rolled over and lost the contents of her stomach. She didn’t know if it was from the pain or the fact that she had just killed someone, but it didn’t matter.


  Hot breath on the back of her neck had Tessa screaming at the top of her lungs as she rolled over and scrambled to get up. It took a few screams before she realized it was Mitch and not the rogue. The feral look in his eyes told her that she was dealing with the lion and not the man. Mitch had let his animal completely take over probably for the fight. Remembering what he had told her about how shifters turned rogue, she knew she couldn’t let that happen to him.


  “Thank you for helping me.” She ran her hands through the lion’s mane and placed a kiss on his nose, ignoring the pain searing her face. “You need to let Mitch come back now.”


  The lion growled and licked the side of Tessa’s face that the wolf had clawed. She held in her whimper at the pain his rough tongue caused, not wanting to provoke him any further. She needed him to give control back to Mitch, and she had a feeling he wouldn’t do it if he knew how much she was hurting at the moment.


  “I’m okay. It’s just a scratch. I promise. Just let Mitch come back so he can get me back to the house.”


  She hoped she was convincing enough because she didn’t have the strength to plead with him anymore. Black spots had started dancing in her vision, and she didn’t think she would be conscious much longer.


  The lion lay down beside her, and Tessa happily curled up right next to him, soaking in his warmth. She didn’t even realize she was shivering until she got next to his heat. Gripping his mane with one hand and holding tight was the last thing Tessa remembered before she closed her eyes and let the darkness take her.


  Chapter 11


  


  Getting control back from his lion was almost impossible. The stubborn beast refused at first, not wanting to leave his hurt mate’s side. His lion finally gave him back control when Tessa passed out. After shifting, Mitch ignored the pain in his shoulder and lifted Tessa in his arms. She hadn’t stopped shaking, and he didn’t know if it was from shock or blood loss.


  The cuts on her face were deep enough that Mitch could see bone. He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to snatch the branch out of the wolf’s stomach and stab him over and over again with it for what he had done to his mate. Instead, he ignored the urge and made his way back to his house as fast as he could.


  He couldn’t believe what his little mate had done. She had been incredibly brave and stupid at the same time. He wanted to kiss her for saving his life, but he seriously considered paddling her behind for putting herself in harm’s way. He was supposed to be the one to save the day. Mitch never imagined that he, the trained enforcer, would be the one getting his butt saved by a tiny slip of a woman who had probably never been in a fight a day in her life. Mitch wasn’t so macho that he couldn’t accept having to be saved by a girl. He just thanked fate that Tessa had enough strength and courage to step up and do what needed to be done.


  When Mitch got to the porch, Ben was already waiting for him. “Where is Nico? I don’t want him to see his momma like this.”


  “I put him to bed. He’s fast asleep.” Ben opened the door for them and followed him into the house. “Is she okay? What happened?”


  “She saved my life.” It was the only thing Mitch could say as he carried Tessa over to the couch and laid her down. Blood still seeped out of the gashes on her face, and he worried that her increased healing hadn’t kicked in yet. She would have gained the ability when he mated her, but they all didn’t come in at one time. He knew she had already gained a few extra traits of his, but it looked like healing hadn’t been one of them yet. Mitch looked up and growled when a wet cloth was pressed onto Tessa’s face.


  “We need to get the bleeding stopped.” Ben ignored his growl and continued to hold the cloth to her wounds.


  Mitch was glad to have his best friend there with him. At least one of them was thinking calmly and rationally. The only thing he could do was hold his mate’s hand and hope that fate wouldn’t take her away from him so soon after bringing her into his life. He regretted his decision to use her as bait and hoped losing his mate wasn’t his punishment for willingly putting her in harm’s way.


  “She’s not healing. Should we try to stitch her up or leave them alone?” Ben questioned. “If we leave it alone and her healing doesn’t kick in soon, I’m afraid she is going to have some nasty scars.”


  Mitch didn’t care about scars. All he wanted was for his mate to wake up and be okay. To him she would still be the most beautiful woman in the world, scars or not. “Can you stitch her up?” he asked Ben, making his decision. “Either way, we have to get the bleeding stopped and her wounds closed.”


  He was grateful when Ben didn’t say anything else and got to work. He cleaned Tessa’s face first and Mitch winced at the deep, jagged furrows. One had come dangerously close to her eye. He knew she had been lucky not to have lost it. Shifters may have had accelerated healing, but even they couldn’t grow body parts back. As Ben got to work, Mitch held his mate’s hand and listened to the beat of her heart. Each thump comforted him and let him know that his mate was still alive. He could feel his lion growing calmer and calmer with each beat as well.


  When Ben was finished, Mitch thanked him and gathered his mate in his arms. He carried her up the stairs and straight to his bathroom. He needed to wash the scent of the rogue off Tessa before he could rest. His lion was in full agreement. As gently as he could, Mitch stripped her clothes off and made sure the water was warm before he stepped into the shower holding his mate.


  Tessa never stirred the whole time he cleaned her and then dried her. He placed her in the center of his bed then climbed in and pulled her next to him. Mitch needed to feel her as close as possible. Her warm body pressed up against the length of his allowed him to relax for the first time since he had run off and left his mate standing alone against a tree.


  Even though his plan had worked, in hindsight, Mitch knew that if he had to do it all over again, there was no way he would ever put his mate up as bait again. Too many things had the potential of going wrong and had. Everything worked out this time, but he may not get as lucky next time. No, he would never do it again. As far as he was concerned, Tessa was going to be the safest mate in the world. Even if he had to quit his job and move to some remote, uninhabited place to make that happen.


  After a few hours had passed, Tessa’s moan broke him out of his thoughts and he brought his attention up to her face. “Come on, baby, open your eyes for me. Let me know you’re okay.”


  He waited and watched as her eyes shifted behind her lids before they finally cracked open a bit. His mate moaned and stiffened a little before her eyes finally widened and she gasped and sat up.


  “Hey, hey,” he said, pulling her to him. “Shh, you’re safe now. Everything is okay.”


  “Is he dead?”


  “Yeah, baby. You did really well. The rogue won’t ever bother you again.”


  “I killed him, didn’t I?” Tessa whispered.


  Mitch didn’t want his mate upset, but she needed to know the truth. He pulled her into a hug and rested her head on his chest, mindful of her wounds. “Yes, honey,” he sighed. “You killed him. You did what you had to do. There is no reason for you to feel guilty. As a matter of fact, you saved my life, so thank you.” When Mitch pulled away from her, he expected to see tears. What he didn’t expect was the fierce, determined look she gave him.


  “I’m glad I killed him, and I don’t feel guilty about it.”


  “You don’t?” Mitch frowned.


  “No. Why should I? I wasn’t actually trying to stab him when he jumped at me, but like I said I’m glad I did it. He was going to kill me and then possibly you. I didn’t want that to happen. Plus, I couldn’t do anything to help that woman in the park. At least this way, she got a little justice for her death.”


  “You have no idea how much I love you.” If he hadn’t already been in love with her, he would have fallen deeply at that point. Tessa was a true shifter’s mate. She was brave, loyal, and willing to do what it took to protect her own. He couldn’t have asked for better. His mate was perfect. Mitch leaned in to kiss Tessa, but she slapped her hand over her mouth, blocking his lips.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I threw up out there. My breath is probably horrible,” she mumbled through her fingers.


  Mitch laughed. “Do you think I care? A little bad breath is not enough to scare me off. You’re stuck with me, mate, mine for eternity.”


  His mate shook her head back and forth, so he placed a peck on her forehead. “Go brush your teeth so I can thank you properly for saving my life.”


  He watched his mate slide out of the bed and stand on steady feet. She winked at him and headed toward the bathroom. Mitch watched her ass sway as she walked away from him and felt his cock harden. He couldn’t wait to show her all the ways he had come up with to show his appreciation.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tessa kept her eyes down as she brushed her teeth. She was too afraid to look up and see herself in the mirror. There was no pain, but she could feel the stitches pulling at her skin and itching. She knew the claw marks on her face had to be bad if someone took the time to stitch her up.


  She thought about Mitch as she spit the toothpaste out and rinsed her mouth. She had lied to him when she told him that she was okay with killing someone. On the outside, she was calm, but on the inside her emotions were in turmoil. She meant everything she had said to him. Still, to know she had taken a life was something that was going to take some time to get over. With Mitch’s help and support, she knew it was possible.


  Tessa smiled at the thought of what kind of support Mitch would offer. She had a feeling it would involve her naked and the closest flat surface he could find. That was fine with her. The man had told her he loved her twice, and Tessa hadn’t said it back either time. She planned on correcting that as soon as she left the bathroom. She was in love with Mitch. There was no doubt in her mind. When she had seen the wolf jump on his back, the possibility of losing him was too much to handle. That alone had given her the courage to do what she did to defend her mate. She loved him enough to kill to protect him.


  Taking a deep breath, Tessa gathered her courage and looked up. Mitch hadn’t even flinched when he had looked at her. Staring in the mirror, she understood why. Shocked, she gasped and brought her hand up to her cheek to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. Tessa could see where the claw marks should have been. Not because of the gruesome scars that she expected to see. There were no scars. The neat rows of tiny, black stitching were the only thing that indicated there had been an injury. Other than that, her skin was smooth and blemish-free.


  She didn’t know how long she stared at her reflection with her mouth hanging open. The sound of the door opening behind her and Mitch wrapping his arms around her was her only indication that it had been a long time.


  “Are you okay, baby?”


  Tessa found her voice. “Yeah, I’m just fine. I just didn’t expect this when I looked in the mirror.”


  “We need to get the stitches out before your skin starts to grow over them.”


  He turned her, and Tessa let him lift her to sit on the sink. “How is this possible, Mitch? I should be in pain right now with half my face peeled off.”


  “I told you that you would inherit my abilities. Accelerated healing is one of them. You have Ben to thank for the stitches. He sewed you up when you didn’t seem to be healing. It wasn’t until I got you cleaned up and in the bed that you started to heal. I guess it had to do with the fact that you actually went into a deep sleep rather than just being unconscious.”


  Tessa sat quietly while she listened to each snip of the scissors as Mitch worked. When he was finished, he lifted her in his arms and carried her back to bed. She waited until he climbed in next to her and then climbed on his lap with her knees straddling his hips. She was reminded of the fact that they were both naked when she felt his cock nestle against the slit of her pussy. He was stiff, and she could feel him growing harder beneath her when she teased him by wiggling her hips. Tessa smirked when Mitch groaned and gripped her hips. He started to move her against him, but she placed her hands on his to stop him.


  “There are some things I need to say to you, and I can’t think with you doing that.”


  “We can talk later.”


  Tessa was already panting at the deep growl in his voice that turned her on so much, but she refused to give in. “No, I need to tell you this.” She placed both her hands on his cheeks and looked into his eyes. “I love you, Mitch Ericson. My world was turned upside down the night I saw that rogue kill a woman. It didn’t turn right side up again until you chased me down the stairs and asked me to stay for lunch after I broke into your house. Not only did you take me in, but you took my son in as well. Not only am I yours, but you are mine for eternity as well.”


  Mitch kissed both her eyelids as he wiped away the tears streaming down her face. “For a man that was happy living his life alone, you gave me a pride and a family. I can’t imagine my life without you.”


  No more words were said as Mitch sealed his lips over hers. The kiss was gentle and slow, different from their usual frantic pace, but no less good. Tessa ran her tongue along his top lip until he opened, letting her have control of the kiss. She used the tip of her tongue to trace the roof of his mouth before sucking his tongue into her mouth and clamping down on it with her lips.


  A growl was the only warning she got before the room spun and Tessa found herself on her back in the bed. Mitch hovered over her, never removing his mouth from hers as she felt the head of his cock at her entrance. She opened her legs and wrapped them around his hips, giving him full access to her cunt.


  Mitch took her permission and surged into her with one thrust. He held still inside her, and Tessa could feel the pulse of his cock throbbing in her sheath. She was soaking wet, and her clit pulsed just begging for attention. She released Mitch’s mouth when air became a necessity and trailed kisses down his jaw and neck. Tessa nipped his throat and then bit down on the tendon in his neck. That seemed to shred Mitch’s control. With a roar, he pulled out and surged back into her. Tessa closed her eyes and threw her head back with a moan.


  “Look at me, baby,” Mitch ordered. “Watch me. Don’t take your eyes off me.”


  Tessa complied. She stared into the eyes of the man she loved as he rested his forehead against hers. The sounds of their harsh breaths and bodies slapping together was the most erotic thing she had ever heard. With each thrust, Mitch flexed his hips upward, rubbing against her clit. Tessa whimpered as her clit tingled, signaling her release. She had a feeling it was going to be huge. She wasn’t disappointed when Mitch thrust one last time then ground his hips against her as he came. The combination of pressure against her clit and the heat of his release in her pussy was enough to set Tessa off. She yelled as she climaxed with Mitch deep inside her.


  Mitch’s arms finally gave out, and he collapsed on top of her. Tessa welcomed his weight and tightened her arms around his back. She held on to him, never wanting to let him go. They had just made love, but it was no less explosive than all the other times they’d had sex. Tessa had a feeling that no matter if sex was slow and easy or hard and fast with Mitch, either way was going to leave her breathless and panting for more. She couldn’t wait. Just like she had told him, he was hers for the rest of eternity. He rolled them to their side, and Tessa rested her head against his warm chest. His soft purrs were enough to lull her into sleep.


  Chapter 12


  


  “It’s bad news.”


  Mitch braced himself as he and Ben listened to Ryan on speakerphone. All Mitch wanted to do was go curl back up in his bed with his mate. Instead, he was woken up when Ben had come in his room to inform him that Ry and Ken were on the phone. Now, he was sitting in his office and waiting for Ryan to deliver his news which, based on what the man had just said, wasn’t going to be good. At least he hadn’t expected it to be.


  “Well, go ahead and tell us,” Ben said when it was clear Mitch wasn’t going to respond.


  “We found the council members. It seems they were all oblivious to what has been going on just like we suspected.” Ryan snorted. “Get this. They voted and removed Percival from his seat in the council three years ago when he came to them with his plans of world domination. They haven’t heard from him since then.”


  Nothing made sense anymore. “Then why haven’t they let any of the enforcers know about this? Why keep it a secret from us? And for that matter, why haven’t they been addressing the rogue problem and sending us out on missions?”


  Mitch could hear Ryan sighing. “Those are all questions I had myself and asked the council.” He laughed. “They didn’t take too kindly to us questioning them, but they answered anyway. It seems they let their pride get in the way. They didn’t want the shifter world to know they lost control of one of their own for fear that we would rebel against them. As for the rogue problem, they didn’t even know about it. Councilman—or I should say former Councilman—Percival was clever enough to have shifters that believed in his cause working for him on the inside. They have been covering everything up.”


  “I take it those wolves have been handled?” Mitch knew he didn’t need to ask, but he couldn’t help himself.


  “Of course,” Ryan told him. “There is no way to make sure we got them all though. We will have to just wait and see if any more surface. In the meantime, we have been ordered to keep this quiet and they gave us free rein to handle the situation. No one other than us four are to be involved in the takedown of Percival.”


  Mitch finally grinned. “That is the best news I’ve heard all day. We finally get to take this bastard down.”


  Ben shared his grin, rubbing his palms together. “I have a clue where he might be. He owns a large plot of land close to Chicago. With him and the rogues being connected I have a feeling that’s where he’ll be. He will want to stay close so he can watch his handiwork.”


  “How soon can you get to Chicago?” Mitch asked Ryan and Ken.


  “We can be there in three hours.”


  Mitch looked at the clock. It was 7:00 a.m., and if they used the council private jet, it would take him and Ben only a couple hours to get there as well. That gave them plenty of time to meet up and plan. “We will meet you there then. We take this bastard down tonight before he even realizes we are coming for him.”


  He received a grunt from Ry before the call was disconnected. Mitch knew his two friends would be there. Ben’s eyes gleamed as he stood and left the room, leaving Mitch alone. He rubbed his face. Might as well just go tell her and get it over with. The sooner we leave, the sooner I get to kill something and then come home to my mate. I wanna play with Nico, too. Mitch laughed. Leave it up to his lion to talk about killing someone and playing with a cub in the same sentence.


  “If I didn’t know any better,” he told his lion as he stood and headed to talk to his mate, “I would say you are turning into the big, cuddly kitty Nico thinks you are.” A growl was the only response he got.


  His mate was still asleep in bed where he left her. The sheet had slipped down to her legs leaving Tessa’s naked body bared to him. She was on her back with one leg slightly bent up giving him a tantalizing peek at her cunt. Mitch grinned. It was time he repaid the favor and woke his mate up the same way she had woken him up.


  So much had happened since that morning that it seemed ages ago rather than a few days. Hopefully after the mission he was about to go on, things would calm down and he could get some nice, quiet, danger-free time with his mate.


  He slowly pulled the sheet the rest of the way off her and eased himself on the foot of the bed. Tessa stirred and shifted her knee higher, baring her further to him, and Mitch’s mouth watered at getting to taste her sweet cream again. He hated that he was going to have to leave his mate, but if he had to go, he wanted her scent covering him. He wanted every breath he took to be filled with her as a reminder of what he had waiting at home for him. It was an incentive to make sure he came back alive.


  Please, like we have ever needed an incentive. We haven’t lost a fight yet, and I certainly don’t plan on losing this one. Now, stop stalling and please our mate.


  Complying with the order, Mitch leaned over and traced the tip of his tongue down the slit of her pussy. Her taste exploded on his tongue, and he groaned. Eating her cunt was something he could do all day.


  Put it on our to-do list.


  He ignored his lion and used his fingers to part her nether lips. Her plump, little clit was standing at attention just begging for his touch, so he reached out and rubbed it with his thumb. Tessa’s hips shifted, but her breathing remained steady, showing she was still asleep. He couldn’t stop his smile. Even in her sleep, Mitch’s mate was seeking his pleasure. Not one to deny her, he leaned over and took her clit into his mouth. He sucked on the bud as he flicked it with the tip of his tongue.


  The smell of her moisture increasing and her gasp indicated that Tessa was awake. The feel of her small fingers grasping his hair proved it. Mitch gently let go of her clit with a small pop and lifted his head. Tessa stared down at him with sleepy eyes and flushed cheeks. “Morning, baby.” He grinned before going back to what he was doing.


  Tessa squeaked and raked her nails across his scalp. Now that she was awake, Mitch got more comfortable. He lay on his stomach between her legs and placed her feet on his shoulders. He then pushed her knees toward the bed, opening his mate up to him fully. Satisfied, he blew a hot breath on her pussy and watched as Tessa quivered beneath him. “When I get back, I plan to explore every inch of you.”


  Not giving her time to respond, Mitch lapped at her cunt, tracing her from her clit down to her entrance. He circled his tongue around her hole before inserting it inside. His mate was wet, and he could feel her slick juices coating his chin. He surged his tongue in and out a few times until Tessa’s hips began to lift off the bed then removed it to lick up the moisture that had escaped. He followed the trail down to the tight rosette of her bottom, and she bucked, nearly throwing him off when he licked her there. Her moan told him she liked what he had done, so he did it again. The thought of taking her there had Mitch humping his cock against the bed. He made a mental note to put that on the to-do list that his lion had mentioned.


  In the meantime, Mitch returned his attention to Tessa’s cunt. He inserted two fingers inside her and felt her silky walls fluttering against him. He could tell by the little whimpers she was making that she was close to coming, so he leaned down and took her clit back into his mouth as he thrust his fingers in and out. Mitch wasn’t surprised when his lion began to purr in an effort to help his mate climax. The vibrations seemed to set Tessa off, and her pussy clamped around his fingers as she screamed her orgasm to the ceiling.


  Mitch was barely able to wait until she came down from her high before he pulled his fingers out of her and climbed to his knees between her legs. He gripped his aching cock and began to tug on it. His hands were slick from Tessa’s wet pussy, and he used them to ease his way as he jacked off in front of his mate. A couple strokes on his stiff cock was all it took before he threw his head back and roared while his seed was spurting all over his mate’s stomach.


  When he returned back to reality, Mitch collapsed next to Tessa and wrapped his arm around her waist. Their pants mingled when he lifted enough to kiss her, running his tongue over her lips before slipping it into her mouth. He moaned at the thought of her tasting herself on his lips, and his cock began to perk back up. Mitch quickly pulled back, not wanting to start something he couldn’t finish. He needed to let his mate know that he was leaving.


  “Baby, if all of our naps end like that, you can wake me up anytime you want.”


  Mitch laughed at Tessa throwing his own words back at him. He sighed, knowing it was time to quit stalling. He knew she wasn’t going to like what he had to say, but he had no choice. “Tessa, I have to leave for a little while.”


  Tessa stiffened. “What? Why?”


  “We figured out what’s been going on with the council and who the traitor is.” He had kept no secrets from his mate, so she knew exactly what he was talking about and what that meant. “Ben and I are meeting up with Ryan and Ken. We’ve been ordered to handle the problem discreetly. We plan on handling it tonight.”


  “So soon? What about me and Nico?” Tessa sat up in the bed as she questioned him.


  “You and Nico will be safe here now that the rogue had been handled. I hate leaving you alone, but this is something that I have to do. Not only does your safety depend on this, but the whole shifter species is depending on us.”


  “I know,” Tessa sighed. “I understand, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Just promise me that you will come back to me safe and sound. If you plan on being gone longer, call me. I can’t go three days without hearing from you again like last time. I’ll go crazy.”


  “Nothing will keep me from coming back to you and Nico. You have my word.” He kissed her, putting everything he had into it, letting her know how sincere he was. Not even death will keep us from our mate and cub. I won’t allow it. Mitch let his lion’s determination comfort him as he pulled away from Tessa and started to gather everything he needed to carry out his mission.


  I want to say good-bye to the cub before we go. Mitch rolled his eyes knowing what his lion meant. For some reason his animal had a huge soft spot for the cub. “I’ll shift once I’m done packing, and then you can tell him.”


  Tessa followed Mitch as he left the bedroom and headed to his office. He opened the hidden door to his weapons cabinet and loaded everything he needed into a duffel bag. Once he was done, he turned to his mate and pulled her into his arms. “I love you, Tessa. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  Mitch placed his bags by the door next to Ben’s and threaded his fingers through Tessa’s as they headed to the living room where they could hear Nico’s laughs. He had a feeling Ben was telling the boy good-bye as well.


  Tessa let go of his hand and headed over to Ben. He stood when she got close, and she hugged him. “Thank you, Ben, for everything.”


  She kissed him on his cheek, and if Mitch hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he would have never believed that Ben would be capable of blushing. He knew the man could make any female he came into contact with blush with a few simple words, but not the man whose reputation preceded him. He couldn’t wait to tease Ben about it.


  While Tessa talked to Ben, Mitch lifted Nico into his arms. “I have to leave for a little while. I need you to take care of your momma for me while I’m gone. Can you do that for me?”


  Nico nodded. “Yep.”


  “Good.” Mitch sat the cub down. “Kitty wants to see you before we go.” Mitch quickly stripped off his clothes and shifted. He nudged his head against the cub’s chest and purred when Nico wrapped his tiny arms around his neck and hugged him.


  Once his lion was satisfied, Mitch shifted back and handed the boy over to his mother. He dressed again, dreading leaving his mate behind, but he knew it had to be done. Mitch kissed Tessa one more time and followed Ben out the door before he talked himself into backing out of the fight and staying home with his family.


  “Do you remember what I taught you, cub?” Ben yelled over his shoulder.


  Mitch turned just in time to see Nico nod as Tessa carried him out to the porch.


  “Good. Let me hear it one time before we go?”


  Confused, Mitch paused to see what was going on. He didn’t have to wait long until a tiny howl pierced the air. “Damn it, Ben! What have you been teaching my boy?”


  Ben doubled over laughing. Even his little mate covered her mouth to stifle her giggles. Nico just grinned with pride at what he had done. When we get back, I will teach him a roar that will put that pathetic, little howl to shame.


  Mitch got in the car and waited until Ben closed his door. “When this is over, remind me to kick your ass.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Everyone knows what to do, right?” Mitch only received eye rolls as answers from Ryan and Ben and a slight nod from Ken. They had arrived hours ago at Councilman Percival’s property which had turned out to be an actual mansion. It was a little rundown and had seen better days, but still. How could they have missed a property that big when they had searched for the rogues the first time?


  What bothered Mitch the most was that the councilman was not trying to hide. They had seen him several times entering and exiting the house as he ordered the rogues around. Either the man was completely arrogant in his abilities to not get caught, or he had something up his sleeve guaranteeing his safety and making him sleep easier at night.


  What Mitch didn’t know was how the man was getting the rogues to follow his orders. He knew they were rogues based off the stench covering the area, but from what he saw, they weren’t the mindless, murdering beasts that he was used to dealing with.


  “Their animals are still in control from what I can tell, but it’s like they’ve been trained to do simple tricks like dogs. Sit, stay, and kill, things like that,” Ken whispered as if he was reading Mitch’s mind.


  He had to agree. “Okay, let’s get this over with. I have a mate to get back to.” They all grunted and split up, each heading in their own direction.


  Ryan and Ken were handling the rogues. Their job was to make sure no one escaped. While they handled that, Ben was going to handle demolition, something the man did with glee. Mitch’s task was to find Councilman Percival and take him out. It seemed simple enough, but experience told him that the simplest tasks always had the potential of turning into a huge clusterfuck at the worst moment possible. As he ran through the shadows headed for an open window he had spotted, he hoped today wasn’t one of those days.


  Mitch paused with his back against the house as he listened for any sound of movement coming from the window. The room was dark when he had taken a look, but he made sure it was empty before climbing through. Once inside of what was some sort of office or library, he had no problem seeing in the dark to silently make his way over to the closed door. He glanced at his watch as he listened.


  In ten more minutes, Ben was going to bring the whole place down. That meant Mitch had around seven minutes to kill Percival and get his ass out of the blast zone. Piece of cake. We only need about four.


  You seem pretty sure of yourself. Mitch spoke in his head, not wanting to alert anyone to his presence.


  His lion snorted. This is what we do. If we can’t handle some sniveling little councilman with delusions of grandeur, then we don’t deserve to call ourselves enforcers. Now let’s move.


  Mitch obeyed and eased the door open. He breathed a sigh of relief when he found the hallway empty. He still had the element of surprise at least for a few more minutes. Ben had been able to pull up the blueprints of the place, so they were able to familiarize themselves with the entrance and exit points. Neither of them had ever been inside, so he had no idea where to find the councilman.


  Deciding the sound of voices was his best bet, Mitch headed in the direction the voices were coming from. He paused when he heard shouting coming from a closed door.


  “I told you to increase the formula!”


  “But, sir, if we raise it anymore, it could kill them.”


  The voice was female, and Mitch had a hard time hearing her. The quiver in her voice told him that she was scared of whoever she was talking to.


  “I don’t care what you have to do. Just get it right. I’m tired of these pathetic little pets you created. I don’t want lapdogs. I want mindless beasts.”


  Mitch had a feeling the man he was searching for was behind the door based on the conversation. He gripped the doorknob with one hand, and he placed his other on the butt of the gun he had tucked against his back. Despite the shifter belief that a fair fight was fighting with teeth and claws, for jobs that needed to be done quick, Mitch preferred to use his gun and hollow points. They made a nice, clean entry in the head, but the exit could take nearly the entire back of the head off. No shifter could come back from that no matter how rapid their healing.


  Just as Mitch turned the knob, he heard booted feet stomping down the hall in his direction. Cursing the interruption, he ducked into a little alcove just in time for his heart to sink as he watched two men drag an unconscious Ben between them. He held back a growl as they headed directly for the door he had just been at and opened it.


  “Look what we found lurking outside, boss,” one of the men said, confirming Mitch’s target was in the room.


  “Well, well, what do we have here? Jacqueline, go pack up. It looks like the council has finally caught on to our little plan. Joe, go warn the men that there may be more enforcers out there. Jerry, take him with us. I can use someone fresh to work with.”


  Mitch watched as the man he assumed was Joe ran past. He had no idea if Ben was able to set his explosives before he was captured or not, so Mitch assumed he had and decided to stop wasting time. He pulled his gun and ran into the room. He stopped in his tracks at the sight of the other man he had seen dragging Ben. He was standing there holding Ben in front of him. It seemed Mitch wasn’t the only one that liked to use guns. The shifter had one pressed to Ben’s temple.


  “Enforcer Ericson, I’m delighted you dropped in for a visit. Unfortunately, we can’t be staying.”


  Mitch growled at the man speaking. He was exactly like his lion described, a short, sniveling weasel of a man. He had no idea what type of shifter Percival was, but if he had to guess, Mitch would say he was some type of rodent based on the beady little eyes and slightly bucked teeth.


  “Tell your friend here to let Ben go, and I’ll make it quick and painless. You hurt him and I will make sure you end up begging me to kill you.” Mitch kept his voice even, hiding his fear for his friend.


  Percival laughed as he moved around the room pointing at things. The woman he assumed the councilman had been talking to earlier trailed behind him stuffing each thing he pointed out into a bag. “It looks to me like you aren’t in the position to be making demands. There are two of us and one of you. We have your enforcer as hostage, so it seems we have the upper hand.”


  Mitch felt helpless. He stood there watching as Percival strolled around the room like he didn’t have a care in the world while he was at a loss of what to do. He couldn’t see the woman’s face due to the fact that she kept her head down and her stringy, lank hair fell in the way, but he could smell her terror from across the room.


  “I would say this visit had been nice, but that wouldn’t be the case for you. Either way, I must go.” Percival walked over to a bookshelf and pulled it away from the wall revealing a set of stone steps leading down.


  Mitch’s watch alarm chose that moment to beep, signaling him it was time to get out. The noise seemed to set everyone off, and everything went crazy. Ben’s eyes snapped open and stared directly into his. He didn’t have that dazed and confused look of a man who had just regained consciousness, letting Mitch know he had been faking the whole time just waiting for the perfect moment to attack. He watched as Ben’s clawed hand came up and raked across Jerry’s wrist, shredding it to the bone. The gun he had been holding clattered to the ground.


  With the threat of Ben’s life taken care of, and a roar from his lion, Mitch lunged for Percival, intent on finishing the man. Before he could get there, the little weasel grabbed the woman and yanked her in front of him.


  “Stay where you are, or I will rip her throat out.” Percival’s hand sported three-inch claws to back up his threat.


  Before he could react to the tear-filled eyes of the woman staring up at him, there was a deafening boom as the floors began to shake, nearly bringing Mitch to his knees. A howl sounded behind him, and he turned just in time to see Ben dive at Percival and the woman. All three lost their balance and tumbled through the darkened stairwell that Percival had revealed.


  “Ben!” Mitch shouted and ran over to the doorway just as another explosion sounded. Debris began to rain down from the ceiling.


  “I’m okay!” Ben yelled. “Go, get out. I will find another way.”


  “No, I’m not leaving you here. Can you get back up the stairs?”


  “No. It’s blocked down here.”


  “Stay there, I’ll figure somethi—” Another explosion cut him off, throwing him to the ground. He was barely able to roll out of the way before a large chunk of the ceiling came crashing down in the spot he had just been in. Mitch coughed from the dust and smoke choking him.


  “Mitch! You have to get out now. That was the third bomb going off. The last one will bring the entire house down. Get out now! I will find another way.”


  Mitch hesitated not wanting to leave his friend behind, but Ben’s next words cut him off.


  “Think of Tessa and Nico. They need you. Run, Mitch!”


  That got him moving. “Don’t you dare die on me, Ben!” Mitch shouted as he stood and ran for the closest window. He dove through ignoring the pain of the glass slicing into him. The last bomb exploded before he hit the ground, sending a rush of heated air his way and throwing him about twenty feet across the lawn.


  Mitch landed with a grunt as pain radiated down his spine. He could smell burning skin, but what worried him the most was the smell of singed hair. His last thought before darkness took him was of how pissed his lion was going to be to lose his mane.


  Chapter 13


  


  Tessa ran her hands through her hair for what felt like the hundredth time. She knew it was probably standing on end, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Mitch hadn’t woken up in over forty-eight hours since Ken and Ryan had brought him home covered in burns all the way down his back and legs. At some point he had shifted into his lion and Nico hadn’t moved from his side since. While she paced, he just lay there and stroked Mitch’s fur. The guys had told her the sleep was helping him heal and that he would be okay, but Tessa wanted to hear that from Mitch. She wanted to see his eyes open and hear his deep, growly voice before she could let herself believe that he was going to be fine.


  To make matters worse, Ben was missing. Ryan and Ken had tried to search for him until they had no choice but to get Mitch help. They had gone back out to search for him once they had Mitch home, but they had come back looking dejected and empty-handed. They said not finding his body was a good thing, but it hadn’t made any of them feel better. She had a feeling Mitch was going to be carrying a lot of guilt when he woke up. If he wakes up. No, don’t think like that. Stay Positive. Tessa admonished herself for the negative thoughts.


  In the short amount of time she had known Mitch, he had become her other half. It would rip her heart out to lose him. She would carry on because she had to for Nico’s sake, but half of her soul would be gone. Tessa couldn’t imagine life without her golden lion in it.


  “If you keep pacing like that, I’m going to have to sand the rest of the floor to make it even with the hole you’re carving,” Mitch rasped.


  Tessa spun and looked at Mitch lying on the bed smiling up at her. She couldn’t have stopped the tears if she had tried as she threw herself at him. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight, placing kisses all over his face.


  Mitch grunted. “Easy, baby.”


  His voice was tinged with pain that he was trying to hide, and it brought Tessa back to reality. Mitch was hurt, and she was climbing him like he was some kind of jungle gym. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” She tried to climb off his lap, but he just held her tight.


  “I’m okay, just a little sore. It will go away soon enough.” Mitch held her face between his palms. “I missed you, baby.”


  Tessa didn’t respond as his lips covered hers. She kept the kiss tender and gentle, mindful of the fact that Mitch was hurting. She ignored the heat building between her thighs and held herself still to keep from wiggling her hips against his lap. When the kiss became too much, Tessa pulled back, panting. She stood and moved away from him.


  “Tessa? What’s wrong?”


  Ignoring Mitch’s concerned look, she pasted a smile on her face. He was hurt, and he didn’t need her attacking him while he was still recovering. “Nothing’s wrong. I just don’t want to hurt you. I’m glad you’re awake though. You had us worried.”


  Mitch looked over at Nico sitting quietly beside him. He held out his hand, and Nico didn’t hesitate before leaping onto his lap. “Did you take care of your momma while I was gone?”


  Her son smiled and nodded. Just like that, Tessa watched as Nico’s frown and worry lines disappeared. With one simple question, Mitch had banished his fears. It seemed that was good enough as proof for Nico that Mitch was going to be okay. He laid his head on Mitch’s chest and sighed.


  “Come here, Tessa.” Mitch held out his hand to her.


  “Are you sure it’s okay? I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Yes, I’m sure. Just come here. I want to hold you both.”


  Tessa did exactly as he asked and climbed on the bed. She curled up beside him as he wrapped his arm around her. She had missed his warmth and snuggled even closer to him. “I love you, Mitch.”


  “And I you.”


  Nothing else was said as they lay in bed together. Nothing else was needed. Mitch was home safe, they were together, and they were a family. Tessa vowed that she would kill anyone or anything that came between them or tried to tear them apart.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mitch stared at the singed strands of hair littering the sink. They had once been long, golden, and silky. Now they were shriveled, dark lumps. We will just have to grow a bigger and better mane.


  “You’re taking this surprisingly well.” Mitch was impressed at how well his lion was taking him having to shave his head.


  How else am I supposed to take it?


  “I figured you would be growling and ready to tear someone’s head off.”


  Please. His lion sniffed, and Mitch could see him turning up his nose. As if I would lower myself to such childish behavior. I am a mighty lion.


  It seemed mating had matured them both. Mitch couldn’t imagine his life without Tessa or Nico in it. It was hard for him to even remember a time before them. His mate walking into his life was the best thing that ever happened to him.


  Mitch stared in the mirror at his shaved head, and his happiness dimmed a little at the reminder of his friend. They still hadn’t found any sign of Ben. He carried the guilt of leaving his friend behind and not knowing what happened to him. He knew Ben was a genius when it came to demolition and he knew the layout of the estate. If there was one person who knew what to do to survive that blast, it was Ben. The fact that they hadn’t found his body was good news. The bad news was they hadn’t found the bodies of Percival or the woman that had been with him either. Mitch wouldn’t give up looking for them until he found them alive or the bodies. It was the least he could do for Ben and to make sure Percival’s evil was eradicated.


  In the meantime, Mitch needed to find his little mate and convince her that he was healthy enough to participate in a few “extracurricular” activities. The burnt skin on his back had peeled in the shower leaving pink, healthy skin behind. The pain was gone, and he was determined to get his mate to stop running from him.


  Since he woke up, chaste kisses were all she had given him before running like the room was on fire. He was tired of it. Mitch was going to prove that he was fine, and he had an idea of how. Stalking out of the bathroom, he sniffed and followed his mate’s scent. The trail led him to the kitchen where his mate was washing dishes with her back to him.


  Tessa gasped when he leaned against her back and pinned her hips to the counter with his. “Where’s Nico?” he whispered in her ear, rubbing his erection into the crease of her bottom to let her know exactly what his intentions were.


  She swallowed before answering. “Outside, I think he was missing Ben, so Ken and Ryan took him out to play and distract him.”


  Mitch grunted not letting the mention of his friend distract him from what he was about to do. “Put your hands on the counter and bend over.”


  “Mitch, I don’t—”


  “I didn’t tell you to speak,” he said, smacking her bottom.


  Tessa moaned as she followed his orders. Mitch smiled when he smelled her arousal flooding her cunt. It seemed his little mate liked the fact that he was taking charge and bossing her around. He spanked each of her cheeks again for good measure.


  “This is going to be hard and fast, Tessa.” Mitch reached around until he found the button of her jeans. “I blame you for having me on the edge of control. You’ve held yourself back from me, and I don’t like it. Don’t worry though. I’m going to fix the problem right now.”


  A deep moan and Tessa’s hips pushing back into his was the only response he got from her. That was fine with Mitch. He didn’t need words to prove his point. He ripped her jeans and panties down to her knees. Keeping one hand on her lower back to keep her bent over the sink, Mitch used his other to lower his sweats and guide his cock to Tessa’s entrance. He pressed the tip of his cock inside and held still.


  “You’re mine, Tessa. Never again will you hold yourself back from me. I want all of you.” He plunged his cock inside her then and held still waiting for her to adjust to him. Her tight, silky walls held him in a vice grip, and he gritted his teeth to keep from coming.


  Tessa mewled before finding her voice. “I promise. I’ll do anything you want. Just fuck me, Mitch.”


  The husky tone of her voice sapped all of his self-control, and Mitch pulled out before slamming into her. He gripped her hips to keep them from banging into the counter as he powered into her over and over again. Tessa’s yells as he thrust into her cheered him on as his mate took everything he had to give.


  Mitch’s rhythm faltered when he felt the tingle at the base of his spine, and his balls draw closer to his body signaling his coming orgasm. Tessa chose that moment to tilt her head to the side baring his mark on her shoulder. He struck without thinking and sunk his fangs into her mating mark, reclaiming her. Tessa screamed and shuddered. The feel of her pussy clenching around his cock as she came was more than Mitch could handle. He released her shoulder and threw his head back, roaring as he shot his cum deep inside her.


  They both panted as Mitch laid his forehead against Tessa’s back trying to recover. He felt drained as if all his energy had gone out the tip of his cock along with his cum. Once he gathered enough strength, he lifted Tessa in his arms and carried her up to his bed. The sun was shining through the window at just the right angle to hit the bed, making his beast happy about curling up in it to take a nap. That’s not why I’m happy.


  Oh yeah? Then why are you so happy? Mitch asked.


  Don’t play dumb. It’s beneath even you. When do we get to tell our mate that she is carrying our cub?


  Mitch grinned. He had smelled Tessa’s scent change as he rested his forehead on her back. His mate was pregnant with his first cub. Soon, he told his lion. They would tell her just as soon as they woke up from their nap.


  Epilogue


  


  Ben tried to roll over, but fire shot through his limbs, stopping him from moving. He moaned and opened his eyes, blinking through the haze that covered them. Each time he opened his eyes, he prayed that he would wake up from his nightmare. Each time, he had been disappointed when he opened them and saw the same stone ceiling he had been staring at since he had been strapped to the bed.


  He had no idea how long ago that had been. Time didn’t seem to mean anything to him anymore. All Ben had to measure time by was the scent that had kept him going. His mate. Her scent was tinged with fear and regret each time she stepped in the room, but he couldn’t stop himself from looking forward to it.


  Ben had first smelled her scent through an open window when he was setting the charges at Percival’s estate. He had frozen in his tracks and sniffed deeper to make sure of what he smelled. All of the hair on his body had stood on end, and he had instantly become hard. His mate was inside, and he had just set charges to level the place.


  That small distraction had allowed the rogues to get the jump on Ben. He allowed them to think they had knocked him out so that they would take him inside and closer to his mate. Imagine his surprise when they led him directly to her and he found out she worked for the scum Percival. From there things had gone to shit leading him up to where he was now. Strapped to a bed and being continuously pumped full of God knew what drugs.


  All Ben knew was that he had to fight whatever drugs they were giving him. He had been cut off from his wolf since the first injection, and he had never felt so alone. He could feel his wolf trying to claw its way out of his body, but he wouldn’t respond whenever Ben tried to speak to him. It took all his strength to hold his wolf back and not let him take over. It became harder and harder to fight each time his mate stepped into the room with a syringe in her hand. He tried to tell himself that his mate was human and had no idea what they meant to each other, but the betrayal cut deep each time she injected him without a word or a glance at him and then left the room.


  Ben smelled her coming and stilled himself to fight whatever she was about to give him. His mate entered the room and closed the door behind her. He could hear her heart rapidly beating from across the room. He watched as her shoulders tensed before she turned from the door and headed his way.


  Not once had he seen his mate’s face, and it was killing him. He was a man used to getting what he wanted, and a mate was something he never wanted. Now, he was willing to give his last breath if she would just look up from behind her hair once and show him her eyes.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  Ben froze and stiffened at his mate’s touch on his arm. Her voice had been so low, he was sure if he hadn’t been a shifter, he wouldn’t have heard her. It was the first time she had ever spoken to him.


  “Just fight it a little while longer. I’m trying to find a way to get you out of here,” she whispered as she injected him.


  Relief flooded his body. His mate was trying to help him. She wasn’t betraying him. The last thing he saw before everything went black was a pair of large, almost violet eyes swimming with tears staring back at him.
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