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  Chapter 1


  


  “Everyone knows what to do, right?” Mitch Ericson asked.


  Benjamin Sullivan answered the question with an eye roll. They were there to take out one of the oldest living shifters and the head of the Shifter Council. No one really knew exactly how old Councilman Edmund Percival was, but everyone knew the man had a personal hand in creating the council in order to police shifters to keep them safe and to keep their secret from the humans. Somewhere through time, the councilman had decided that shifters were superior to humans and that he would rather rule over them than hide from them.


  Percival had decided the best way to make his dream happen was to somehow create rogue shifters to do his dirty work for him. 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 completely into the predators lurking inside of them. There was no reasoning with a shifter that had turned rogue, and it was Ben’s job as a council enforcer to track them and put them down. It sounded brutal, but it was for the good of their species. Rogues were killing machines, not caring about the disasters they left in their wake, and they threatened exposure for their kind. The enforcer’s job was to keep that from happening.


  Now, it seemed shifters were going rogue across the country, and nothing was being done about it. Percival had friends all over helping him cover up the attacks from the council. So far, the human media was going crazy over so many “wild animal” attacks. It was only a matter of time before they figured out the truth.


  The only reason Ben and his friends had caught on to the situation was because of Tessa. She was Mitch’s mate and had witnessed a rogue attack one night on her way home from work. Whenever humans came across a rogue shifter, they were supposed to be watched. For one, to make sure the rogue was hunted down and taken care of so that it didn’t come after the witness, and two, to make sure the witness didn’t go telling everyone what they’d seen. If they did, then they were quickly dealt with. Tessa should have never made it out of the city if she was being monitored. Instead, the rogue was never hunted down and had caught her scent. It had literally chased her and her son to Mitch’s front door. Through research and friends of their own, they had come across Percival’s plan. Ben just hoped it was in time to take him out and do damage control. He hated to think what would happen if their secret was revealed.


  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?


  The councilman hadn’t even been trying to hide either. 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. The man had plenty of rogues guarding his house based off the stench covering the area, but from what Ben had observed, they weren’t the mindless, murdering beasts 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, confirming his thoughts.


  “Okay, let’s get this over with. I have a mate to get back to,” Mitch growled.


  They all grunted and split up, each heading in his own direction. Ryan and Ken were handling the rogues. Their job was to make sure no one escaped. Mitch’s task was to find Councilman Percival and take him out. While they handled their tasks, Ben was going to handle demolition, something he did with glee. The plan 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 the house, Ben prayed he didn’t blow himself or his friends up along with the house.


  He paused with his back against the house as he listened for any sound of movement coming from the window. 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.


  Ben moved silently, placing charges at strategic points he had already mapped out earlier. As he passed an open window, he paused when the smell of warm cinnamon hit him. He had never smelled anything better in his sixty-five-year existence. The hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood on end and Ben could feel his wolf’s excitement grow to match his own.


  Mate!


  Calm down, pup, I smell it too.


  Ben’s wolf was literally pouncing around in his head. He distracted Ben enough that he was hit over the head before he even realized he was no longer alone. Deciding to pretend he was unconscious, Ben slumped down. Hands gripped his arms and started dragging him toward the door of the house. With each step the guards took, he smelled his mate even more. It seemed they were taking him directly to her. He also smelled Mitch nearby, which he was grateful for. He had backup if he needed it. He heard shouting coming from a closed door as they neared it.


  “I told you to increase the formula!”


  “But, sir, if we increase the dose anymore, it could kill them.”


  The voice was female and Ben felt his fangs threatening to punch through his gums at the fear he heard in her voice. It was his mate. The quiver in her voice told him she was scared of whomever 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.”


  Ben knew the man they had been searching for was behind the door based on the conversation. The two men dragged Ben between them, headed directly for the door the voices were behind, and opened it.


  “Look what we found lurking outside, boss,” one of the men said, confirming the 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 there may be more enforcers out there. Jerry, take him with us. I can use someone fresh to work with.”


  Jacqueline, his mate’s name was Jacqueline. Ben wished he could open his eyes and look at her, but at the moment, he was supposed to be unconscious. He didn’t want to give away his element of surprise. Shortly after one of the guards left, Ben not only heard, but smelled Mitch as he entered the room. He stayed loose and relaxed as one of the guards lifted him up and pulled him in front of him. The shifter then pressed a gun to Ben’s temple, and he had to force himself to stay relaxed and fight the urge to act.


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


  Ben heard Mitch growl at the man speaking. “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.”


  Ben cracked his eyes open just in time to see Percival laugh as he moved around the room, pointing at things. The woman he assumed was his mate, and who 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. We have your enforcer as a hostage, so it seems we have the upper hand.”


  Ben watched as Percival strolled around the room like he didn’t have a care in the world while his mate trailed behind the man, grabbing everything he pointed to. He couldn’t see the woman’s face due to the fact that she kept her head down and her stringy hair fell in the way, but he could smell her terror from across the room. It made him want to shred every man in that room to pieces and then take her someplace safe.


  “I would say this visit has 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 the explosives Ben had set were about to detonate. The noise seemed to set everyone off, and everything went crazy. Ben snapped his eyes open and stared directly at Mitch to let him know that his unconsciousness had all been an act. He didn’t want Mitch distracted from killing Percival by trying to save him. Ben let himself partially shift and brought his clawed hand up and raked it across Jerry’s wrist, shredding it to the bone. The gun he had been holding clattered to the ground.


  With the threat against Ben’s life taken care of, he watched Mitch lunge for Percival, intent on finishing the man. Before he could get there, the little weasel grabbed Jacqueline 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.


  Ben stared into the tear-filled eyes of the woman staring up at him just as a deafening boom sounded and the floors began to shake, nearly bringing them all to their knees. Ben knew their time had run out, and he needed to save his mate. He let out a howl and dove at Percival and the woman. All three lost their balance and tumbled through the darkened stairwell that Percival had revealed.


  “Ben!” He heard Mitch shout from the doorway just as another explosion sounded. Debris began to rain down from the ceiling.


  “I’m okay!” Ben yelled, not wanting his friend to risk his life to save them. “Go, get out. I’ll find another way.”


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


  “No. It’s blocked down here.” Ben tried to look around, but there was hardly any light. Even with his enhanced vision, he could barely see. He knew there was no way Mitch would make it in time to save him.


  “Stay there, I’ll figure somethi—” Another explosion cut Mitch off.


  Ben fell, cradling his mate in his arms, and huddled down to keep the falling chunks of ceiling from hitting them in the head. “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’ll find another way.”


  Ben knew Mitch was hesitating, not wanting to leave him behind, but Ben needed him to get out. He knew exactly what the next explosives were going to do, and he couldn’t have his friend dying on his conscience. “Think of Tessa and Nico. They need you. Run, Mitch!” That seemed to get him moving, and Ben sighed in relief as he heard Mitch’s footsteps leading away from the doorway.


  “Don’t you dare die on me, Ben!” Mitch shouted.


  Ben lifted Jacqueline and move into a little alcove he’d caught a glimpse of. He had just enough time to tuck his mate under him and curl over her before the last bomb went off. Ben felt searing heat on his back and a large chunk of the ceiling struck him in the head. The last thing he remembered before he passed out was the strong smell of cinnamon and fear coming from his mate.


  


  * * * *


  


  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 felt disappointment when he opened them and saw the same stone ceiling he had been staring at since being strapped to the bed.


  He had no idea how long ago that had been. Time didn’t seem to mean anything to him anymore. Ben’s only measure of time was the scent that had kept him going. His mate. Her scent was tinged with fear and regret each time she stepped into the room, but he couldn’t stop himself from looking forward to it. Since first catching her scent, things had gone to shit pretty fast, leading up to where he was now, strapped to a bed and being continuously pumped full of god-knows-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 felt 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 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 heard her heart rapidly beating and 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’d 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 that 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 violet eyes swimming with tears staring back at him.


  Chapter 2


  


  Jacqueline Percival hung her head to hide the tears streaming down her face as she slowly closed the door to the room. She had no idea who the man being held captive inside was, but her heart literally hurt every time she had to walk away from him. The guilt of what she was doing to him weighed heavily on her chest and threatened to steal her breath. Unfortunately, she had no choice but to obey her father even if she didn’t agree with the man. He was beyond cruel, and to disobey him meant pain and suffering even for his own daughter.


  Wiping the tears away, Jacqueline took a deep breath to gather her composure before heading back to the lab. She didn’t want any of her father’s mindless minions to see her upset. They wouldn’t hesitate to run and tattle to her father, and then she would have to explain herself. That was a conversation she wanted to avoid at all cost. There was no lying to her father, and there was no way she would be able to tell him she was crying because she felt some strange emotional pull to one of his prisoners. That would be an immediate death sentence for the man, and she couldn’t live with that.


  “Did you give it to him?”


  Jacqueline jumped when she heard her father’s voice as she entered the lab. He had caught her off guard, and that was a bad thing. She swallowed the lump in her throat before speaking. “Yes, Father. I did as you asked. He passed out as soon as I injected him.”


  “Hmm,” her father said as he slowly strolled around the room.


  Oh God. Does suspect something? She shoved her hand into her lab coat and gripped the syringe she’d just used on the prisoner. The slim plastic tube slid against her wet palm, reminding her of what she had just done. Had she just signed her own death warrant?


  “And how did the prisoner react to this latest round of treatments?” her father asked as he fondled a few sheets of paper on her desk before perching himself on it.


  Jacqueline took a moment to gather her thoughts before answering. “He’s strong. He is fighting the drugs, but this latest round knocked him out almost immediately. I think he is wearing down.” It was mostly the truth. Her father didn’t need to know that the reason the prisoner had passed out so quickly was because she’d given him a sedative instead of the drug.


  Her father’s face lit up at her news. “Great.” He stood rubbing his palms together. “I want you working around the clock to turn him. Nothing else matters but making him mine. Those council bastards won’t know what hit them when they find out I have one of their precious enforcers in my back pocket.”


  She let out a breath when he passed, only to have it turn into a muffled scream when he gripped her arm, squeezing hard as he leaned down and whispered in her ear.


  “If you mess this up, Jacqueline, I swear I will kill you with my bare hands. That will be after I let my guards have you for a few days. By the time they’re through with you, you will be begging for my hands to wrap around your throat.”


  With that last menacing statement, her father casually strolled out of the room with his hands in his pockets as though he hadn’t just threatened his own daughter with rape and murder just to keep her in line. Jacqueline walked over and slumped into her chair and laid her head on her desk. She balled her fists in her lap to keep them from shaking. Her father was a cruel, brutal man, and she knew she had to get away from him or she would eventually die. She had no doubts the man would follow through on his threats if he felt she was no longer useful to him. She was his daughter, but that meant nothing to Edmund Percival. To him, she was just another tool he had at his disposal in his never-ending quest for power.


  There would be hell to pay when he found out what she had done, but Jacqueline was tired of mindlessly following her father’s orders. She wanted out, and she hoped her way was lying down the hallway in a healing sleep. Along with the sedative she had given him, Jacqueline had added in a few things she had created herself. If all went well, the new drugs she had introduced into his system would attack the rogue drug and force it out of him for the most part. When the man woke, hopefully, he would be back to normal. She had no idea if it would work, but he was her only hope. He was the first shifter that she had ever seen fight the rogue drug. In her book, that meant he was beyond strong. She had created the drug herself and knew it shouldn’t have been possible for him to withstand it. The fact he did it not once, but multiple times, told her everything she needed to know. If there was anyone strong enough to stand up against her father, it would be him.


  Jacqueline just hoped the man didn’t kill her before she could explain herself and ask for his help. Either way she had already started the ball rolling, and there was no turning back. One way or another she was going to be free of her father. She just hoped she was still breathing in the end.


  After setting her timer, Jacqueline started up her computer. She had at least three hours before her possible savior woke up. In the meantime, she grabbed a couple flash drives and set about saving all of her work to them. She also saved the files she had stolen from her father’s computer. She was close to creating an antidote for the rogue drug she had created. It was her way of absolving herself of some of her guilt for having made it in the first place, and she didn’t want to lose any ground by having to start over from scratch. Once all of her files were saved, she set about packing the samples she had already created and whatever else she needed.


  As far as personal belongings, she had nothing but a few changes of clothes, which she quickly packed. Jacqueline’s father had never allowed her to have any material things, telling her they were pointless and trivial. For as long as she could remember, they had lived life on the run, moving from place to place at a moment’s notice. She had to be ready to go when he commanded or suffer his wrath. Needless to say, she became very efficient at deciding what was important and what could be left behind.


  Once she had everything she needed, Jacqueline hid it all behind her filing cabinet, making sure it was out of sight. She doubted her father would pay her another visit, but just in case, she didn’t want to give him any reason to suspect something was going on, and packed bags sitting by the door would be a definite clue.


  Nerves began to creep in once she had everything ready. Jacqueline sat at her desk and took a deep breath. It did nothing to calm her nerves so she took several more until she began to feel the tension leave her shoulders. There was nothing more she could do. It was all a waiting game now, and her future depended on a stranger that she hoped and prayed would help her, instead of killing her, when he woke up.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Please…come…please…wake…”


  Ben groaned as he slowly became conscious. His head pounded as though someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. Every muscle in his body screamed in pain when he tried to sit up so he gave up and lay back down, hoping to go back into the blissful state of unconsciousness again.


  “Oh, no you don’t. Come on. Wake up.”


  Ben froze as the soft voice caused memories to come flooding back to him. He was being held captive by his own mate. The pain caused by whatever she kept injecting him with was nothing compared to the pain in his heart at being betrayed by the one person fate had chosen for him. He’d had no idea a heart could literally break until he met his mate.


  Mine.


  Ben stilled, afraid he was imagining things. Pup?


  His wolf let out a weak whimper. Our mate did this?


  Yeah, buddy. She did this. Ben felt his wolf’s pain when the realization hit that their own mate had betrayed them. He had no idea how he was able to get his wolf back, but he was glad. He never wanted to feel the loneliness of not having him there ever again. Don’t worry, pup. I will figure out a way to get us out of this.


  It would go against everything he believed in, but there was no way he would let his little mate inject him again. He knew what it felt like to be cut off from his wolf, and he would fight tooth and claw to keep that from ever happening again. Ben knew mates were meant to be cherished. Not only that, he believed women and children were meant to be protected and kept safe. Unfortunately, his mate was the enemy. It would kill him to attack her, but she had left him no choice. His wolf whimpered at the thought, but Ben ignored him. He would do whatever he had to do to keep them safe.


  “Please, mister, you have to get—”


  The moment his mate laid her hand on his arm, Ben pounced. Whatever she had been about to say was cut off by his hand around her throat as he leaped off the bed and slammed her into the wall. It took all of his strength to hold her there, but he didn’t show it.


  “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t just snap your neck right now.” Ben growled to let her know how serious he was as he warred with himself about roughing his mate up. Her face was turning from red to purple as she clawed at his hands, trying to remove them from her throat. It took all of his willpower to not let her go. He could feel his wolf’s displeasure, but he was too weak to put up any kind of protest so it was all up to Ben to decide the next step.


  When a pair of violet eyes looked into his, Ben gasped as a memory of seeing those same eyes swimming with tears invaded his mind. He heard her voice in his head telling him to hold on a little longer. He immediately released his grip on her throat. Their mate had been trying to help them.


  The woman fell to the ground, gasping for air and it killed Ben to know he’d been the one to put the look of fear into his mate’s eyes. His wolf whimpered, too weak to do anything else.


  “Why?” It was the one question Ben desperately wanted to know the answer to. He knew nothing about the woman, but from what he saw, she did not seem like the type to willingly go along with Councilman Percival’s plans to take over the world.


  “I had no choice,” his mate rasped out. “My father would have killed me if I had disobeyed him.”


  The tears streaming down his mate’s face threatened to bring Ben to his knees, but he held on by a thread. He needed answers, and he had a feeling the woman crouched on the floor had them all.


  “Why are you helping me now?”


  His mate opened her mouth a few times to answer, only to close it again before anything came out. When it seemed as though she had finally decided, she answered. “Because you are the only one who has been able to fight the drugs. That makes you unbelievably strong.”


  Ben smelled the scent of his mate’s fear receding as she slowly climbed to her feet before she continued.


  “Everything you need to know about my father and all of his plans are in that bag,” she said, pointing to a bag next to the door. “You are strong enough to stand a chance at escaping this place, and I want you to take me with you.”


  What do you think, pup? Do you think this is some kind of trap?


  Maybe, I just want to go home.


  Ben agreed with his wolf. They had to get out of there, and their mate was offering them a chance to escape.


  “Please. I can’t do this anymore. You saw what he did to me. I’m his daughter and the man didn’t hesitate to use me as a human shield so he could get away.”


  The scent of despair coming from his mate helped Ben to make up his mind. “When we get someplace safe, you have a lot of explaining to do.”


  Not waiting for a response, Ben ignored his mate’s flinch as he reached toward her and gripped her arm. He pulled her over to the door and slung her bag over his shoulder.


  “Before I open this door, I need to know everything about this place. How many guards, exits, anything you think is important to helping us escape.”


  Ben leaned against the door and waited for his little mate to answer. He tried to keep the panic he felt off his face so he didn’t scare her, but he had a feeling he wasn’t very successful. The rush of adrenaline he had felt when he woke up to find his mate standing over him was slowly starting to wear off, and he felt his body starting to shut down again. Each breath seemed to become harder and harder to take, and Ben felt sweat starting to slick his skin. He knew there would be no help coming from his wolf, who could barely manage a whimper, so it was all up to Ben to get them out of wherever they were and someplace safe until he could call his friends in to help.


  “We’re in an underground bunker that my father had built. There is only one known way in or out of here, but my father had several secret escape tunnels built that only he is supposed to know about. There’s one about thirty feet down the hall inside a supply closet. We just need to make it that far, and I can get us out.”


  “What’s the catch? There has to be one because that seems too easy. It you knew all about these escape tunnels, then why haven’t you left already? Why come back for me?” Ben wanted to believe his mate, but nothing he had seen in his line of work as a council enforcer was ever quite that simple. In his experience, just when everyone thought the battle was over, there was always someone hiding around the corner waiting to take their heads off. It was just the way things went.


  Ben watched his mate sigh and hang her head at his question. She began wringing her hands so hard they were turning red, and it took all of his strength to keep from reaching out to hold them. He wanted to comfort his mate and tell her that everything was going to be okay. It was killing him to not put her at ease, but he couldn’t do that. It would be a lie if he did. From what his mate had already told him, she was depending on him to get them out of this situation, and he didn’t know if he had the strength to walk, let alone fight. If they did make it out, they still had to deal with the issue of his mate betraying him and cutting him off from his wolf, so keeping his hands to himself was the easiest decision he had to make at the moment.


  “There are guards out there. I have no idea how many we have to get past. My father just has them roaming. It could be none, or it could be a hundred. What I do know, they are all loyal to my father, and they will try to stop us if they see us.”


  Ben sighed. “What type of weapons do they have?”


  “They don’t have any weapons. My father says that if they can’t fight using tooth and claw then they don’t deserve to be a part of his guard. The real reason, that he would never admit, is that he is a very paranoid man. My father controls through fear rather than loyalty, and he won’t give them any weapons for fear they will turn them on him.”


  From what Ben had learned of the little weasel, he had no doubt that his little mate was right about the man. He ignored the fact that his mate kept calling the man her father. Ben could smell only human on his mate. She was no shifter, so there was no possible way Percival was her father, but he decided to save that conversation for later. At the moment, he needed to focus on them escaping before he lost all his strength completely.


  “Okay, this is how things are going to go. When we walk out of this room, you will stay behind me at all times. You do what I say when I say it, no questions asked, no hesitation. The only thing I need from you is directions.” Ben gripped the front of his mate’s shirt and lifted her until their faces were inches apart. He ignored the spicy scent of cinnamon and the underlying bitter scent of fear. “If you do anything to betray me, I won’t hesitate to kill you.”


  He growled to get his point across before setting his mate back on her feet. It would kill him to do it, but he refused to let his mate betray him again. He would do what he had to do to survive and keep his friends safe. Ben thought of Nico. When one of his best friends and fellow enforcer Mitch had mated, not only had the man gained a mate, but he gained a new cub. After spending time guarding Nico, Ben considered him his nephew. He knew he would do anything to protect the pup, and as long as Percival was alive and trying to carry out his plan of outing all shifters, then no one was safe. If that meant trusting his mate to help him escape, then he would do that for Nico’s sake. Once he was free, he would decide how to handle her and her “father.”


  Chapter 3


  


  Jacqueline tried not to show the fear she was feeling at the moment. She should have been used to being threatened with death. She had heard the threat in some form at least once a day for the majority of her life, but for some reason, when this man said it, it sent fear skating down her spine. She believed the man wouldn’t think twice about following through on his threat.


  “I have no reason to betray you. I want out of here as much as you do.” She stared into the man’s eyes, hoping he saw the truth in hers, and held her breath. Their escape hinged on him believing her. When the man nodded, Jacqueline dropped her eyes and released the breath she had been holding. She had expected to have to put up a fight to convince him to trust her, but it seemed he wanted out just as much, if not more, than she did.


  “Okay. If we are leaving, then we need to go now. We have about an hour before my father is supposed to be back from his meeting and notices I’m gone. We need to be as far away from here as possible before that happens.”


  Jacqueline didn’t wait for him to answer. Instead, she cracked the door open. She let out a sigh of relief when she saw only one guard coming down the hall at the moment. Reaching into her pocket, she gripped the syringe she had hidden before calling him over.


  “Hey, you,” she called out to the guard to get his attention. Jacqueline ignored the growl coming from behind her. “Can you come help me with this guy? I gave him an injection, and he just dropped like a stone. The bastard is too heavy for me to lift to get him back in the bed.”


  She let out a laugh that she was far from feeling while motioning with her hand behind her for her partner in crime to get on the floor. She could only hope he was listening as she opened the door wider and stepped back into the room. She didn’t take her eyes off the guard for a second as he began walking toward her. Once he was in the room and stepped past her, she turned and let out a sigh of relief when she saw that the man had listened and was lying in the middle of the floor.


  Unfortunately, the guard obviously believed the man to be passed out and no harm to him so he turned his attention on Jacqueline. “Looks like I have you all alone.”


  Jacqueline backed up until she felt the wall behind her and hoped her face showed a bravery she was definitely not feeling at the moment. “You know you can’t touch me. My father will kill you if you do.”


  “I don’t see daddy or anyone else around right now,” the guard said as he leaned into her.


  She waited until she felt his breath on her neck before moving. Over the guard’s shoulder, Jacqueline saw the man getting up to come to her rescue, and she knew she had to move fast. The last thing she needed was for the two men to fight and draw attention their way. At the moment the halls were clear of guards, and she wanted to keep it that way. Lifting the syringe out of her pocket, she quickly jabbed it into the guard’s neck and pressed the plunger. The guard pulled back and stared at her, his eyes wide just before they rolled into the back of his head, and he fell, unconscious before he hit the floor.


  “What the hell was that?” the man whispered furiously as he pressed her back against the wall.


  Jacqueline was so caught off guard by the man moving so fast that it took her a moment to figure out that he was upset with her. “What did I do?”


  “You put yourself in danger. You will never do that again. Do you understand me?”


  “Yeah, but—” Her words were cut off when the man shook her.


  “No exception. You will never put yourself in danger again. You stay behind me from now on and let me handle it. It’s what I’m trained to do.”


  She was about to open her mouth and let the man know she was twenty-six years old and had been taking care of herself for most of her life. She wanted to tell him that she wasn’t a child until she felt him trembling and saw the look on his face. The man wasn’t angry with her. Instead, if she wasn’t mistaken, it was fear she saw on his face. He had been worried about her. No one had ever cared for her well-being, and Jacqueline didn’t know how to handle it. At the moment, she decided ignoring it was the best option. She needed to focus on what was important, and that was getting out of what she thought was hell in one piece.


  “We need to go.”


  The man nodded and headed to the door. He looked out before turning back to her. “Which way?”


  “We need to go left. There will be a hall on your right about twenty feet down. From there, the supply closet will be the third door on the left. Inside there should be a fuse box on the wall. Inside, there will be a switch marked Ostium.” Jacqueline paused and giggled when the man snorted. It was the exact response she expected. “I know. My father is a very conceited and arrogant man. Somewhere along the way he got it in his head there was no one smarter than him, hence the switch that opens the secret passage marked with the Latin word for door.”


  “Okay, let’s move.” The man turned her and placed her bag on her shoulders. “Grab the belt loop on the back of my pants and don’t let go. Stay on my back.”


  Jacqueline nodded and tried to keep her knees from shaking as she did exactly what the guy asked when he turned toward the door. She practically plastered herself to his back and clenched his pants in a death grip. There was no way she was getting left behind. As they left the room, she spared a glance for the guard they had left lying on the floor. He wasn’t dead, just unconscious. Jacqueline didn’t have the heart to kill the man when she was the one who’d made him the way he was in the first place. Still, the guilt ate at her because she knew the man’s death warrant had been signed as soon as he had failed her father by letting them escape. Her father tolerated no mistakes, and he would make an example of the guard.


  The prisoner moved swiftly, and she had to jog to keep up with him. When they neared the next hallway, the man paused before peeping around the corner. The curse she heard rumble from him let her know that whatever he saw wasn’t good. It seemed their luck had just run out.


  “Three guards are headed this way,” the man whispered. “When I move, I want you to stay behind me and move as fast as you can to that supply closet. Get inside and get that tunnel open. Something tells me we’re going to have to run for it.”


  Jacqueline could only nod for fear that if she opened her mouth hysterical screams would come out and she wouldn’t be able to stop them. Danger was not her friend. She wasn’t the type who went out and looked for trouble. Every day of her life, she followed her father’s commands without question for fear of what would happen if she didn’t. It didn’t matter that she died a little each time he brought someone in off the street for her to inject. All that mattered was that she lived to see another day. What have I done? Not only am I going to get myself killed, but I’m going to get this man killed as well.


  Her thoughts were interrupted when the man started to move. Jacqueline had no choice but to move with him since her fingers were still tangled in his belt loop. She let go as they neared the supply closet and ran to the door. To her relief, the door was unlocked and came open as soon as she pulled. She ignored the sounds of fists hitting flesh and grunts coming from behind her as she spotted the fuse box on the wall and ran over to it. Jacqueline prayed the file she had found on her father’s computer was correct and there was really a secret passage, or they were screwed.


  As she scanned the labels on the panel, her heart beat frantically in her chest when she didn’t see the one she was looking for. Forcing herself to calm down and not panic, Jacqueline started at the top and slowly read each switch again. Just as she was about to give up and admit defeat, she spotted a tiny switch off to the side. It didn’t have a label, but when Jacqueline leaned forward and looked closer, she could see the word Ostium etched into the metal.


  Afraid to get her hopes up, Jacqueline crossed her fingers and flipped the switch. She stepped back when she heard something behind the wall click and watched in awe as a small section of the wall next to the fuse box detached itself and swung outward. The opening was about three feet wide and about five feet tall. She tried to peer into it, but it was pitch black as far as she could see.


  Jacqueline felt a hand on her shoulder and opened her mouth to scream. Before anything could come out, another hand covered her mouth. Panic set in, and she decided if she was going to die she would die fighting. She began clawing at the hand covering her mouth, all the while thrashing to get out of the grip the guard had on her shoulder.


  “Shh, calm down. It’s just me,” the man whispered in her ear.


  He grunted in pain when Jacqueline caught him in the ribs with her elbow. That sound was enough to snap her out of her blind panic. She turned and looked at the prisoner trying to escape with her. He had cuts and bruises on his face, and one eye was already turning purple and beginning to swell. He also had several scratches going down his bare chest, but what worried her the most was the deep set of claw marks that he had going down his side. They started just under his armpit and led all the way down to just above the waist of his pants.


  “Oh, God, you’re hurt.” Jacqueline reached out to touch him but stopped herself, not wanting to hurt him further. The sight of blood running freely down his side scared her more than anything.


  “I’m okay.” He waved off her concern. “We need to move before any more guards come and see the bodies out there.”


  Jacqueline nodded, ran over, and shut the closet door. Hopefully it would buy them a little time before the guards figured out they had come into this room, but the way the man was bleeding, she doubted it. All they had to do was follow the blood trail. She closed the door to the fuse box as well. No need to make it easy for them. Once she was done she went back to the opening.


  The man looked as though he was barely on his feet and would pass out at any time. He was losing too much blood, and Jacqueline had no idea what to do. She wasn’t a doctor. She was a scientist. She was used to spending her time in a lab alone with her chemicals and computer. She took her bag off her shoulders and quickly pulled her jacket and shirt off.


  Pressing the shirt to the man’s side, she grabbed his hand and placed it on top. “You need to hold this in place.” Once the man did as she asked, she put her jacket back on and continued speaking. “This tunnel should go on for about a mile. The end should come out in the woods that surround the bunker. From there, we have to go about another mile to a service road where I left a car. Do you think you can make it that far?”


  The man stared at her a moment before speaking. “I can’t remember your name.”


  The question caught Jacqueline off guard. Here she was worried about how she was going to carry this gigantic man when he passed out because there was no way she could leave him behind, and he wanted to know her name. “My name is Jacqueline.”


  “Okay, Jacqi—”


  “No, Jacqueline,” she said, cutting him off.


  “Jacqi, I’m Benjamin, but my friends call me Ben. I’m trusting you, so let’s go. A mile of tunnels and then a mile of woods. I can make it.”


  Jacqueline had her doubts on whether he could make it or not judging by his grayish, pale complexion, but she didn’t say anything as she followed him into the tunnel. Once inside, she rubbed her hands along the walls next to the entrance until she felt the switch to close the door. As soon as the door slid shut, dim lights came on in the tunnel, making her want to jump with joy. She hadn’t been looking forward to feeling her way through it in the dark.


  “Do you have a cell phone, Jacqi?” Ben asked as he began walking.


  She was tempted to ignore him since he insisted on calling her that ridiculous nickname, but Jacqueline couldn’t bring herself to do it. Ben was in pain and getting weaker by the moment. He had one hand gripping the shirt on his side, and he used the other to support himself on the wall as he walked.


  “I have one hidden in the car. You can use it to call whoever you need to once we get there.”


  A grunt was his only response. As they walked in silence, Jacqueline realized she had never been able to take the time to look at the man in front of her. Every time she had seen him, she was in and out of his room as fast as she could. Now, nothing was stopping her from admiring the back side of Ben, and it was definitely a nice back side. He was shirtless, and she saw each muscle in his back move with each step he took. The fact that Ben had been down there so long and still had muscle definition was a testament to the man’s size. He was wide at the shoulders, but his back tapered down to his narrow hips. He wore a pair of what looked like black military pants that cupped his ass nicely. Jacqueline had no idea what his legs looked like, but she could tell they were long, and she’d bet they were just as muscular as his top half.


  Her admirations were cut short when she slammed into the back she had been admiring and bounced off. Ben didn’t even budge, but she almost went flying backward. “What’s wrong? Why are we stopping?”


  “We’re at the end of the tunnel. There is a hatch here, but before I open it, I need to know what I will find on the other side. Will there be cover? Any guards that I’m going to have to deal with?”


  Jacqueline hadn’t thought of any of that. Her main goal had been just making it that far. “As far as I know, there shouldn’t be any guards. No one is supposed to know about these tunnels except for my father, so they don’t need guarding. I didn’t even know about them until I hacked his computer. As far as cover goes… We should be in the woods so hopefully there are plenty of trees around.”


  Ben turned and opened the hatch, and Jacqueline had to throw her arm over her eyes as the bright sunlight flooded in. Ben yelled and covered his own eyes. If the sunlight was bright to her, she knew Ben had to have been in pain from it. He had been locked in that bunker for almost three months without seeing daylight.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t think to tell you to shield your eyes.” She hovered over Ben, afraid to touch him.


  “It’s okay. I just needed a moment to let them adjust.”


  Jacqueline didn’t believe that Ben was all right, but she didn’t say anything as she followed him out of the exit and into the woods. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw they were completely surrounded by trees and no guards. “We need to walk straight ahead about a mile to get to the car.”


  Before Ben could answer, he collapsed on the ground. She ran over to him and had to use all of her strength to roll him over on his back. “Ben, come on, you have to get up. There is no way I can carry you.”


  Ben’s face was pale and covered in sweat. His lips were tinted blue, and Jacqueline knew he wasn’t moving any farther on his own. She knew he was going to hate her and probably try to kill her, but she had no choice. She had to get him up and moving. Pulling the last syringe out of her pocket, she yanked the safety cap off the needle with her teeth.


  She hesitated when she heard a growl rumble from Ben’s chest and looked up to see his half-closed eyes glowing amber through his lashes. “I’m so sorry, Ben, but I have to. I can’t carry you, and I can’t leave you here.” Ignoring the tears running down her face, she lifted her arms and slammed the needle into his chest as hard as she could.


  When Ben’s back bowed off the ground and a deep growl began to vibrate through his body, Jacqueline quickly stood and backed away as fast as she could. She held her hands out in front of her when Ben stood and began to stalk toward her. Her back slammed into a tree and she closed her eyes. She had no doubt he would follow through on his threat to kill her. Jacqueline gasped when she felt his breath against her cheek.


  Chapter 4


  


  “What the hell did you just do to me?” Ben tried to keep the growl out of his voice, but he was tired and in pain. He was also tired of his mate injecting him with god knows what, although whatever was in that last injection had worked wonders on his body.


  “I basically gave you a shot of adrenaline that I designed for shifters,” his little mate squeaked out.


  “When this is over, and we are someplace safe, you and I are going to have a long talk about this needle fetish and the need to stab people with them that you seem to have.”


  Ben heard his mate gasp, but he ignored her as he pinned her against the tree with his body. He ran the tip of his nose along her neck and took a deep breath of her scent. She smelled like warm cinnamon, and it was enough to make his mouth water.


  “If you aren’t going to kill me, then we really need to go. That drug won’t last long. Your body will burn through it fast, and then we will be right back where we started with you on the ground. We need to be in the car before that happens.”


  Ben knew his little mate was right, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. Her warm body felt too good against his. He felt the drugs coursing through his veins, giving him strength he hadn’t felt since before he was captured. Unfortunately, along with that much-needed energy came one hell of a hard-on, and his mate’s scent was not helping.


  “Can you run, little mate?” he asked as he stepped back. Jacqueline paused and frowned at him. When she finally nodded, he grabbed her hand and took off in the direction of the car.


  Ben felt his strength leaving him with each step he took. The pain in his side was almost unbearable, but he kept moving. His wolf was no longer responding, so shifting to heal himself was not an option. He would have been worried if he hadn’t been able to feel his wolf, but he felt the pup in the back of his mind. It seemed he was just as weak as Ben at the moment. The fact that he could still feel his wolf was the only thing that had kept him from killing his mate when she had injected him.


  The helplessness he’d felt as he watched her plunge the needle into his chest was something he never wanted to feel again. Instead, his mate had been trying to save his life. She probably had. Now, it was his turn to do everything possible to save hers, starting with giving her all the information she needed to get in contact with his friends. With Percival being a traitor and not knowing if he still had any followers in the Council, they were the only ones he could trust with his life as well as his mates.


  “Listen.” Ben panted for breath as they ran. “When we get to the car, I need you to drive and get as far away from here as possible. Once you’re sure you’re safe and no one followed, I need you to call Mitch Ericson. He’s a council enforcer and one of my best friends. He will help us.”


  “Why are you telling me all of this? Where are you going to be?”


  Ben heard the panic in his mate’s voice and smelled the fear coming from her. Unfortunately, he needed to tell her the information because he felt his body starting to shut down. The drug she had given him was rapidly wearing off. His goal was to get his mate to the car. From there, he hoped she could handle everything else.


  “For some reason, I can’t shift to heal myself. I don’t think I’m going to be conscious much longer, so I need to know you can handle all of this. The only person you can trust is Mitch until we get to safety. Do you understand?”


  Before he could get Jacqi to answer, Ben led them out of the woods and into a clearing. There was a narrow lane of gravel that he assumed was the service road his mate had been talking about. He looked around and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw a small silver SUV parked about two hundred feet to his right. Just a little farther, he chanted in his head as he ran toward the car.


  Once there, Ben opened the driver’s door and sat his mate in the seat. He kneeled down in the gravel and grabbed her hand. “I need you to trust no one but Mitch. Don’t talk to anyone and don’t stop until you’re sure we’re safe. Once you call Mitch, do exactly what he says. Promise me, Jacqi.”


  His mate nodded, and Ben had to accept that was the most he could do. For someone who didn’t hesitate to tell anyone who would listen to him that he’d never wanted a mate, it killed him that he wasn’t capable of taking care of her now that he’d found her. It took every ounce of his strength to stand and open the back door. He lay on his uninjured side and shut the door. He watched as Jacqi put her seatbelt on and started the car. The last thing he remembered was staring at the white knuckles on her tiny hands as they tightly gripped the steering wheel.


  


  * * * *


  


  Their escape had been way too easy, and with each mile they covered, Jacqueline grew more and more paranoid waiting for their luck to run out. She couldn’t stop looking in her rearview mirror as she drove. If she wasn’t looking behind her to make sure no one was following them, she was looking behind her to check on Ben. The man had passed out as soon as his body hit the seat, and he hadn’t moved once in the hour they had been on the road. If it wasn’t for her being able to see his chest move up and down with each breath he took, she would have pulled over several times to make sure he was still alive. She didn’t like his color at all, and judging by the amount of blood on the car seat, his wounds weren’t healing like they should have been.


  The fact that his wounds weren’t healing scared her the most. Jacqueline had grown up surrounded by shifters. She had seen injuries that would have killed a human healed in less than a day in shifters. If Ben wasn’t healing, then that meant something was wrong with him.


  Checking the mirror one more time, Jacqueline pulled off the highway and into the back parking lot of a gas station. She pulled some cash out of her bag and ran inside. Once she found the first aid section and its pitiful selection, she grabbed every bottle of peroxide off the shelf and all the gauze and bandages they had. Luckily the clerk didn’t ask any questions. Jacqueline wasn’t sure she could have come up with any answers if he had.


  Back in the car, Jacqueline climbed into the back seat and got to work cleaning Ben’s wounds. It worried her when he didn’t even flinch the whole time. Once she had him cleaned and bandaged the best she could, she climbed into the front seat and got her phone from the glove box. Thanks to her father and her hacking his files, Jacqueline had the phone number of every council member and enforcer. She scanned through her list until she got to Mitch Ericson’s number and dialed before she could talk herself out of it.


  “Enforcer Ericson speaking,” the deep voice on the other line answered.


  Jacqueline paused, unsure of what to say. Did she tell this man that the former Councilman Percival was her father? Was she supposed to tell him it was drugs created by her that had put them all in the situation they were in now? Ben had told her to trust this Mitch guy, but she had a feeling not even Ben would want to save her once he found out the biggest secret she had been keeping. Not even her father knew what she had done. Now that secret was affecting Ben, and he had no idea.


  “Hello, who’s there?”


  “Oh, umm…” Jacqueline stuttered, trying to come up with something to say. “Hi, Ben told me to call you and you would come and get us..”


  “Who is this? Do you know where Ben is?”


  She had to pull the phone away from her ear as Mitch shouted his questions. Jacqueline decided to ignore his first question for the moment and focus on the second one. There would be plenty of time for her to explain who she was once she and Ben were someplace safe.


  “Ben is right here with me. We got away, but he’s hurt really bad. He’s unconscious in the back seat, but before he passed out, he told me to trust no one but you. He told me you would keep us safe.” She truly hoped that was true.


  “Tell me where you are,” Mitch demanded. “I will come get you myself.”


  Jacqueline had a feeling he was the type of guy who always got what he wanted without question. He ordered, and people followed. Normally, she would have followed his order, but for some reason, as she looked at Ben lying in the back seat, she felt very protective of him. Something she couldn’t describe, but was more powerful than her own guilt for what she’d done to him, kept her from telling Mitch where they were.


  “How do I know I’m speaking to the real Mitch Ericson? I don’t even know what you look like. How do I know the real you will even show up here?” The growl on the other end of the phone raised the hair on the back of her neck and effectively stopped her from asking any more questions.


  “Listen, lady, I don’t know who you are, nor do I care. All I care about is Ben. He is the closest thing I have to a brother. I have been searching for him for almost three months now, so if you have any clue as to where he is, I suggest you tell me now, or I will hunt you down and—”


  Mitch’s threat was cut off when Jacqueline heard him arguing with a woman in the background. She was tempted to hang up, but the thought of having to keep Ben safe on her own stopped her.


  “Okay, lady,” Mitch said, sounding irritated. “My mate says to see if you’re willing to drive here to our home. She seems to think you’ll feel safer knowing I’m allowing you into my home with my pregnant mate and cub here.”


  Jacqueline thought about it for a moment. From what she knew about shifters, they were very territorial and protective when it came to their mates and children. If Mitch was willing to let her into his home while they were there, then he must be telling the truth. “Okay. Tell me where you are, and we will come to you.”


  She pulled out a map as she listened to Mitch tell her his address. His home was just outside of Flagstaff. The particular bunker they had been staying in was located in southern Colorado. Even with the hour she had already driven—luckily in the right direction— she was still looking at a three-hour drive at least. Jacqueline looked over at Ben. He was still pale, but his breathing was normal. She had managed to get the claw marks on his side to stop bleeding, so at the moment, he wasn’t in danger of bleeding to death. He still needed medical help though, and he had made her promise to trust Mitch.


  Taking a breath, she finally answered. “Okay. We should be there in about three hours if all goes well. I will call you back if something happens.” She hung up before Mitch could respond and she broke down and begged him to come get her.


  As Jacqueline pulled out of the parking lot, she hoped she wasn’t making a mistake in trusting Ben and Mitch. She had learned at a very young age to depend only on herself. According to her father, her mother had died when she was too young to remember, and her father himself was too caught up in trying to take over the world to pay any attention to her. Whenever he did show her any attention, it was usually to berate her or to yell at her because he wasn’t getting the results he expected. Those rants usually ended with him threatening her life. Needless to say, instead of craving his attention, Jacqueline had learned to stay as far away from it as possible.


  Now, she had placed her trust in the hands of a man she knew nothing about all because he had saved her life. No one had ever cared enough about her to do something like that. Even her own father had used her as a human shield. That was the moment she knew she would die at the hands of the man if she didn’t do something to help herself. She was tired of feeling helpless and not in control. She was tired of following orders she knew were wrong and went against everything she believed in, all because she was afraid of what her father would do to her.


  Because of the drug she had created for her father, innocent shifters had been turned into nothing more than animals. All of that was on Jacqueline’s hands. The only way to make it right was to find a cure or antidote to the rogue drug. She knew she would never forgive herself for what she had done, but at least she could make it right, and in order to do that, she had to get away from her father. So far, so good. They had managed to escape the bunker without much incident. Now she had to get them to Arizona before her father caught up with them. She had no doubt the man knew they were gone by now and was tearing up the state looking for them.


  Jacqueline winced as she drove. She felt bad for the guards they had left behind because she knew her father would take his wrath out on them. They would suffer greatly before they died. She didn’t even want to think of what he would do to her if he caught her. His own daughter betraying him was something, she had a feeling, he never expected to happen. She knew the slaps across the face she was used to would feel like love taps compared to the torture he had planned for her if he ever caught her.


  Determined to not end up in his control again, Jacqueline drove toward her destination as fast as she could without drawing any attention to herself. The last thing she needed was to be stopped by the police. She constantly checked the rearview mirror as she drove, not only making sure they weren’t followed, but keeping an eye on Ben as well.


  She was beginning to worry about him. He hadn’t moved an inch since he had passed out, but at some point, as she was driving, his eyes had opened slightly. Jacqueline saw the amber glow coming from between his dark lashes and felt his stare. From what she knew about shifters, when their eyes glowed like that, it meant their animal was close to the surface. She didn’t know what kind of animal Ben was, but whatever it was, it had been watching her for the past hour and a half. Although it freaked her out a little, for some reason, she didn’t feel threatened or in danger from Ben or his animal.


  Jacqueline was beginning to think she was lost when she finally found the turnoff to Mitch’s house. “Whoever the guy is, he certainly likes his privacy,” she mumbled as she followed the narrow drive. It was over a mile long and surrounded by dense trees, and she was tempted to turn on her headlights, even though it was broad daylight outside. The driveway finally opened up into a clearing where a large house sat. She pulled up to the front and turned the engine off. Her nerves were starting to get the best of her, and Jacqueline rubbed her palms against her thighs in an attempt to wipe the sweat from them.


  She turned to look at Ben. “It would be real nice if you could wake up and talk to me right now. I don’t know if I can do this by myself.”


  Ben didn’t respond, but his amber eyes never left hers. Jacqueline took a deep breath and forced herself to get out of the car. Just as she closed her door and moved toward the back door to open it, she heard the door to the house open. Her eyes widened in instant recognition of the large blond man who stepped out onto the porch.


  “You!” the man shouted as he launched himself off the porch.


  “Oh, damn,” was all Jacqueline could get out before his large body slammed into her. All the breath left her body as they hit the ground, leaving her unable to explain anything to the man she assumed was Mitch. She wondered how she could have been so stupid to have forgotten there had been other people there with Ben the night they had attacked her father and he had been captured. This man in particular had been there, and he had seen Jacqueline with her father. As far as he knew, she worked for Percival and couldn’t be trusted. He had no idea that she’d helped Ben escape. Now, as black spots invaded her vision, Jacqueline could only hope he didn’t kill her before she had the chance to explain.


  Chapter 5


  


  Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. Ben’s wolf pounced around in his head.


  “Not now, pup. Just let me sleep a little longer. I hurt too much.” Ben tried to turn over, but he was in too much pain to move. Plus, the weight on his chest was stopping him. Cracking his eyes open, he came face to face with a pair of small ice-blue eyes staring back at him.


  “Hey, Nico.” Nico smiled and leaned down to hug him. Ben held back his grunt of pain and squeezed the boy tight. He had become close to Nico and his mom when he guarded them, and it felt good to see the boy again. He’d never thought it would happen again once he’d been captured by Percival. “I missed you too, little man.”


  “Nico, what did I tell you about waking your Uncle Ben up?” Tessa, Mitch’s mate and Nico’s mother, fussed as she came in the room. Instead of moving Nico, she came over and sat on the side of the bed and wrapped her arms around them both. “Oh God, Ben. I’m so glad you’re back and safe. We were so worried about you.”


  When she pulled back, Ben wiped the tears from her cheek. It felt good to know someone cared enough to be concerned about him. He wasn’t used to that. Aside from Mitch, Ken, and Ryan, Ben had no other family. He had left his pack and family a long time ago when he realized they would never understand him. They considered him defective because of the relationship he had with his wolf. They didn’t think it was natural that his wolf would rather play chase than hunt and kill. The fact that Ben didn’t see anything wrong with it, and even encouraged the playfulness in his wolf, made him an embarrassment to his family. They had asked him to leave the pack because it was making them look bad. Ben had been hurt that they didn’t stand up for him, but he’d left and never looked back.


  “What the hell do you think you are doing to my mate? Why is she crying?”


  Ben rolled his eyes at Mitch’s statement. The man was always in a bad mood. “Jeez, a guy goes missing then returns home injured and he doesn’t even get a hello. Speaking of mates, where is mine?” He knew she hadn’t been in the room because her scent wasn’t there, but he needed to see her with his own eyes to make sure she was safe.


  “You mated the enemy?”


  “Well, we haven’t technically mated yet, but she is my mate, and she saved my life.” He had forgotten that Mitch had been there the night he’d met his mate. “Her father is Percival, but she went against him to help me escape, and she kept me safe until we got here. Now, where is she?”


  “Wait, how is she that asshole’s daughter? She smelled completely human, not shifter,” Mitch asked, completely ignoring Ben’s question.


  Ben stopped the growl starting in his chest. “I didn’t get a chance to ask that question while I was fighting and running for my life. Now, tell me where my mate is.”


  They locked her up. I watched her for you while you were sleeping, but when we got here, the big cat knocked her down, and the bear took her away.


  Ben felt his wolf’s irritation. He wasn’t angry, just annoyed at being separated from his mate. The anger came from Ben. He was angry at the fact that someone had dared to touch his mate, even if that someone was his best friend, who was only trying to protect him. He gently lifted Nico from his chest, ignoring the pain in his side, and sat him on the bed.


  “Where are you going? You need to stay in bed until you finish healing,” Tessa said as she tried to get him to lie back down.


  “I need to see my mate.”


  “Well, if you insist on being stubborn, then at least let Mitch help you.” Tessa stepped back and motioned for her mate to move to Ben’s side.


  Ben wanted to laugh at the annoyed look on Mitch’s face as he did exactly what his mate wanted. For someone who had been so solitary for most of his life, Mitch had become a completely changed man when Tessa had come into his life. For once he was following orders instead of barking them out. Ben kept his mouth shut though. He valued his head too much to point that out to Mitch.


  He let Mitch help him down the hall and followed his mate’s scent to the guest bedroom door his friend Ken was currently blocking. The big man nodded at him then stepped away, more than likely off to find his own mate. Ken was a man of few words, so Ben knew that was his way of saying welcome home. He vowed he would talk to each of his friends later and thank them. He had no doubt they’d done everything they could to find him. First though, he needed to see Jacqi.


  Ben took a breath and opened the door. His mate was in the middle of the room pacing but stopped when she heard the door open. He watched as those large violet eyes scanned him from head to toe before she smiled and threw herself at him.


  “Thank God you’re all right. I was so worried about you.”


  Jacqi pulled back and began rubbing her hands up and down his chest and side, checking his injuries. Ben had to hold back a moan at how good her hot hands felt on him. He imagined how good those hands would feel rubbing his cock and felt himself starting to get hard.


  Now that he wasn’t delirious from the drugs she was constantly injecting him with or running for his life, Ben was finally able to take the time to really look at his mate. What he saw amazed him. He had never seen a woman as beautiful as Jacqueline, and that was saying something. Ben knew beautiful women. They threw themselves at him every day, and he had no problem getting any of them into his bed. It was what he was known for. He was always the guy who vowed to never mate because there were too many women out there to waste his time with just one.


  Looking at Jacqi, he saw that for the lie it was. She stood about five feet five, which, compared to his six feet, seemed small and fragile, but when she had hugged him, they had fit together perfectly. Her petite curvy body molding against his. Add in the long dark chocolate hair and those stunning violet eyes of hers and his mate made all the other women in his past seem like trolls.


  Pulling Jacqi back into a hug, Ben buried his face in her hair and took a deep breath. Her spicy cinnamon scent did more to calm him than anything he could remember. He knew he had to brief the guys and let them know everything that had happened to him, but at the moment, he couldn’t think of anything more he wanted to do than to hold his mate.


  She could be rubbing my belly.


  Let’s not get carried away, pup. She still doesn’t know that she is our mate yet, and something tells me she isn’t too comfortable around shifters.


  She will love me. Everyone loves me.


  Ben held back a laugh. He knew his wolf wasn’t being arrogant. It was just his playful nature that assumed since he loved everyone then they automatically loved him as well. If he let his wolf out now, he had no doubt his tail would be wagging and his tongue would be hanging out of his mouth in a big wolfy smile. What he said about everyone loving him was true also. In some ways his wolf was like an overgrown puppy. He was always ready to play or receive a good belly rub. Most people couldn’t help but fall in love with him.


  “I’m fine.” Ben pulled Jacqi away from him and held her by the shoulders. “Are you okay? You aren’t hurt or anything, are you?”


  “I’m a little sore, but that’s to be expected when a hundred-and-thirty-pound girl gets tackled by an eight-hundred-pound, ten-foot man.” Jacqi glared at Mitch.


  “Hey, I don’t weigh that much!” Mitch yelled.


  Tessa snorted and walked over to Ben’s little mate. “I’m Tessa, and the giant over there is my mate, Mitch. He’s sorry for tackling you, by the way, but we’ve all been just a little high strung with this whole rogue thing and Percival trying to take over the world. Not to mention Ben being missing for almost three months.”


  Had it been only three months? To Ben it had seemed like ages ago since the night he blew up Percival’s home and became a prisoner in the process. Granted most of that time he had spent either unconscious or out of his mind. Still, to Ben, that was a lifetime ago.


  He wasn’t oblivious to the wince his little mate gave when her father’s name was mentioned. He needed to let the guys in on the fact that Jacqi somehow believed the man was her father and that she worked for the bastard. He had a feeling they had trouble headed their way, and he needed to prepare his friends.


  “Listen, guys, we need to have a meeting. First, I need a long, hot shower and something to eat. Then we can talk.”


  “Finally. I thought I was going to have to hold my breath forever.”


  Ignoring Mitch’s grunt as his mate elbowed him in the stomach for his comment, Ben turned to Tessa. “Do you think you can find something for Jacqi to wear so she can get cleaned up as well?”


  “No problem. While you guys get cleaned up, I’ll fix us some lunch. We can all talk while we eat.”


  Mitch and Tessa left the room, leaving Ben alone with his little mate. “Are you really okay?”


  “Yes.” Jacqi sat on the edge of the bed. “I have to admit, though, your friend scares the crap out of me the way he just glares at everyone. And the other one who guards the door is so huge. I’ve never seen another person as big as he is, shifter or human.”


  Ben laughed. “Yeah, Ken is pretty big, but he’s harmless unless you threaten his mate.” He sat next to Jacqi and wrapped his arm around her. He wanted to skip along with his wolf, who was prancing in his head at the moment, when she laid her head on his shoulder and sighed. “You don’t have to be afraid of anyone in this house. Everyone here would die to keep me safe, and if I tell them you can be trusted, they would do the same for you.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “No buts. Do you trust me?” He held his breath and waited for his mate’s answer. He had no idea why her answer meant so much to him, but he needed to hear her say it.


  Jacqueline stared at him for a few moments before she finally nodded. That small movement made the last three months of his life worth it. Ben would have gladly done it over and over again if it always brought him and his little mate back to that exact moment. Later on in life, when his pups asked him about how he’d met their mother, he wouldn’t tell them the bad stuff. He would tell them their relationship began on the side of the bed when their mother put her trust in his hands.


  “Get your shower and we will sort everything else out later. It’ll all work out, I promise.” Ben kissed his mate’s forehead and left the room before he lost his head and threw her to the bed and ripped her clothes off. He had to keep reminding himself that he needed to take things slow with her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jacqueline shook her head as she stood under the hot water. Her life was too weird at the moment. She has gone from living in terror to being utterly confused all in a matter of hours. She looked down and rubbed the bruise that was developing on her hip. Even though it was painful, she couldn’t find it in her heart to be mad at Mitch for knocking her to the ground. He had just been protecting his home and family from what he’d thought was the enemy. She had no doubt he could have killed her without even trying, but even as he was tackling her, Mitch had made sure not to put his full weight into it. A shifter being protective was something she wasn’t used to.


  Even though Mitch and the other large shifter had scowled and glared at her, they hadn’t touched or threatened her, which confused her. She was used to her life being threatened several times a day. She was used to the shifters who worked for her father looking at her with lust in their eyes as they described in detail what they would do to her if her father hadn’t declared her off limits. And her father hadn’t declared her off limits because he was concerned for his daughter’s innocence. No, he just didn’t want her to distract any of his guards from their mission. From what she had seen so far, the shifters she had grown up around were completely different from the ones Ben had brought her to.


  Jacqueline thought of Ben as she soaped herself. She had no idea what had possessed her to throw herself in his arms when he had walked into her room. She was just so relieved to see he was okay that she had done it without thinking. Something about him made her want to be around him. She didn’t even know the man, but ever since she’d laid eyes on him the night her father’s guards dragged him into his office unconscious, Jacqueline had felt the need to be next to him. If she was honest with herself, she needed to touch him. That need scared her more than anything. For someone who had never even been attracted to a man in her life, Jacqueline had the urge to rub herself against Ben whenever she saw him.


  She barely knew anything about Ben, but what she had seen of him so far had made her answer his question when he asked. She did trust him. So far, he was the only man who had given her a reason to trust in him, and she hoped it stayed that way.


  Cold water snapped her out of her thoughts, and Jacqueline quickly got out of the shower and dried herself. She found a pair of sweats and a T-shirt on the bed and put them on. After putting her wet hair in a ponytail, she opened the bedroom door and was relieved to see the large guard was no longer there. She wasn’t ashamed to admit the man scared her with his size. He could really hurt her if he wanted to.


  Following the sound of voices, Jacqueline made her way to the kitchen. When she entered, all conversation stopped, and every head turned in her direction. The attention was very uncomfortable to say the least until Ben stepped up beside her and threw his arm around her.


  “Everyone, I would like you to meet the woman who saved my life. This is Jacqi Percival.”


  “It’s Jacqueline actually.” She felt her cheeks heat as she blushed.


  “Did you say Percival?” a man who she had never seen before asked. He was gorgeous, but every man in the room was.


  “Jacqi, you’ve already met Mitch and his mate Tessa. This is Ken and his mate Ryan.” Ben pointed to each man. “This little guy is Nico, Tessa and Mitch’s son.”


  Jacqueline watched as Ben let her go to lean down and lift Nico up. He threw the little boy over his shoulder and tickled him as the boy squealed and laughed. She couldn’t help but smile. Nico looked to be about two or three, and he was beautiful, just like his mother. She could tell Nico was happy and not afraid of anything Ben was doing to him. That went a long way in calming her nerves and making her feel safe. She had a feeling she could get attached to these people very quickly, so she decided to get everything out in the open as soon as possible. She couldn’t get close to these guys only to have them hate her and throw her out as soon as they found out who she truly was.


  “It’s nice to meet you all, and, yes, Ben said Percival. He is my father.”


  “What?” Ryan said.


  “Why the hell did you bring her here, Ben?” Mitch growled.


  “No, he isn’t,” Ken quietly mumbled.


  Jacqueline ignored Ben’s growl as he came up behind her with Nico still in his arm and wrapped his other around her. The comments from the other two were exactly what she expected to hear, but it was Ken’s statement that had caught her off guard.


  “What do you mean he isn’t my father?” she asked Ken.


  “You don’t smell of shifter. You’re one hundred percent human. There is no way that man can be your father.”


  Jacqueline sat dawn heavily in her chair. “I don’t understand. How can he not be my father? He’s all I’ve ever known.”


  “Where’s your mother?” Tessa rubbed her back as she asked the question.


  “Dead. My father told me she died when I was two. I’ve never even seen a picture of her.”


  “Jacqi, don’t you think that’s strange? Why wouldn’t Percival at least have one picture of your mother?”


  Jacqueline laughed. “You don’t know my father. The man is beyond cruel. He made it a point of letting me know growing up how much he hated my mother and how lucky I was that he kept me instead of giving me away. The man is not, nor has he ever been, sentimental, so, no, I don’t think it’s strange he doesn’t have any pictures.”


  A growl had her snapping her head up. She knew it came from Ken, but it hadn’t been directed at her. He was looking at her with sympathy on his face. His mate, Ryan, was rubbing his arm, comforting him. Mitch sat staring at her with an annoyed look that she was starting to believe he used on everyone except his mate and cub.


  “I’m starved. Let’s eat.”


  She was glad when Ben changed the subject then sat next to her and squeezed her hand. Jacqueline wasn’t used to all the attention being focused on her. In her world, attention was not a good thing. Flying under the radar and going unnoticed was the safest way to stay alive.


  Jacqueline ate lunch in silence as she watched everyone at the table interact with each other. They teased and joked, but it was all in fun and not meant to be cruel. She didn’t think she had ever heard so much laughter in one place. Even little Nico laughed along, although she had a feeling he didn’t have a clue what they were laughing at. They all showed concern for Ben and his health. Tessa made sure he had enough to eat as she fussed over him, and even Mitch took the time to ask him if he was okay. Her guilt rose a notch each time Ben brushed off their concerns and didn’t mention what she had done to him. She didn’t understand how he could even be in the same room with her, let alone sit next to her after what she had done.


  “Jacqi, are you okay?”


  She smiled and nodded at Ben, not wanting to tell him what she was thinking. “It’s Jacqueline, by the way, not Jacqi.” Ben just waved off her comment and smirked. She had to fight to keep from rolling her eyes at the man. It seemed he refused to call her by her correct name.


  “What’s wrong? I smelled sadness and despair.”


  “You can smell that?” she asked in shock. “What else can you smell?”


  “Shifters have a very acute sense of smell. We can smell just about anything.” Ben frowned. “You don’t know very much about shifters, do you?”


  “All I know is what my father taught me—which wasn’t much because I tried to stay as far away from the man as possible—and what I observed for myself from his guards.” The group at the table were staring at her as though waiting for her to explain herself, and Jacqueline had a feeling lunch was over. Ben grabbed her hand and squeezed, and she accepted the comfort he was trying to give.


  “First off, I should tell you the drug that turns shifters rogue… that came from me. I created it.” Jacqueline waited for the fangs and claws to come out and for them to attack, but no one moved or said anything. No one looked angry or ready to kill her, so she continued. “For as long as I can remember, my father and I constantly moved around. One minute we would be somewhere, and without warning, we would pack up and move halfway around the world. Wherever we moved, my father always set up a lab when we got there. It was usually the first thing he did.


  “When I was about sixteen, I got curious about why it was so important to my father, so I went into the lab. I watched the guys working for hours and didn’t even know what they were doing, but I was fascinated. When they all left for the night, I snuck in and began messing around. Unfortunately, my father caught me. Needless to say, he was beyond angry, but after he eventually calmed down, he told me that if I was going to be there then I needed to be taught properly.”


  Jacqueline thought back on that day. She had been so eager to do anything to gain a few moments of her father’s attention and approval. For the longest time, she’d felt as though she had signed her soul over to the devil that day, and she didn’t even have a clue what she was selling it for.


  “For some insane reason, I excelled at chemistry. My father was so proud of me I didn’t even question him when he asked me to create a serum that would make shifters stronger. I would have done anything to continue receiving his praises rather than slaps across the face.” She didn’t even realize she was crying until Tessa handed her a tissue. After wiping her eyes and blowing her nose, Jacqueline continued. “With each test run, my father would send me back to the lab and demand me to make them even stronger, and I would go back and rework the formula. One night I overheard my father talking on the phone. He was telling someone about his plan to turn shifters rogue using my formula as soon as I perfected it. He was saying how he wanted them super strong but also mindless beasts that only answered to him.”


  “Wait.” Ben stopped her. “I don’t understand how you went from increased strength to mindless killing machines.”


  “After what I heard, I went back to the lab, and I worked day and night. I realized my father had been using me all along, so I decided to give him exactly what he wanted, but on my terms.”


  “What does that mean, on your terms?” Mitch asked.


  “I gave him the mindless beast he wanted. They answered only to him, but I made them docile. They weren’t the rogue killing machines he expected. I made them like dogs. They did his bidding, but they had to be trained. Instead of go fetch, they had to be trained to kill.”


  Ben doubled over laughing, which confused Jacqueline. The last thing she had expected when she told her story was laughter. The yelling and name-calling she could have handled, but laughing? She didn’t have a clue about how to handle that, so she waited patiently until he was finished.


  “Damn, I would have loved to see that little weasel’s face when he finally got his rogue serum. I bet it was priceless,” Ben said in between laughter.


  “I remember running into a few of the rogues the night we blew up your father’s mansion. At the time, I remember wondering why they were acting so strange. Now, it all makes sense.” Ben squeezed her hand again. “You have one devious little mind.”


  Jacqueline wondered if he would think that or find it so funny when he found out the secret she was keeping. Unless she found a way to finish the antidote, Ben was going to die. The rogue serum she created was engineered to self-destruct. It was a failsafe she had designed just in case her father decided she wasn’t useful anymore and turned to someone else to perfect her serum. If that happened, she couldn’t let her creation be unleashed into the world. Without the antidote, the shifters who took the rogue serum would die within six months of taking it. Ben had three months left and he would hate her when he found out.


  Looking around the table at everyone and seeing the love they all had for each other, Jacqueline knew they would all hate her once they found out. Knowing she was taking Ben away from his family devastated her. She looked at Ben just as the first sob escaped. “I’m so sorry.” That was all she could get out before Ben pulled her into his arms, and then the sobs took over.


  Chapter 6


  


  Ben sat his little mate in his lap and held her as she cried. The sound of her sobs and the smell of her despair were killing him, but he was powerless to do anything about them. He had no idea why she was crying. From what she had just told them, Jacqi’s life had been hell, but he had a feeling that wasn’t what had upset her. His mate was strong to go through all of that and not come out just as crazy and devious as the man she called her father. Whatever was upsetting her now was something huge, but he decided not to push it. He just hoped his mate would eventually tell them what it was.


  Maybe I should lick her face.


  Ben kept his laugh to himself not wanting to hurt his wolf’s feelings. I don’t think many people like being slobbered on, pup. Sorry.


  But she’s our mate. She should like anything we do to her.


  Ben hoped his wolf was right. Holding Jacqi in his arms and breathing in her sweet scent, he shared his wolf’s urge to lick her from head to toe as well. Instead, he held her until her breathing evened out and she drifted off to sleep. His little mate was obviously worn out if she was able to fall asleep in a room full of strangers. But, based on the responsibilities she had taken on from her father and the huge amount of guilt she was carrying around, he was surprised she hadn’t collapsed sooner.


  Ben leaned down and kissed her forehead. When he looked up, he froze when he saw everyone at the table was staring at him. “What?”


  “I never thought I would see the day when Benjamin Sullivan became a whipped man.” Ryan leaned back against his overly large mate’s chest and smirked as he said it.


  Ben scoffed and hoped his friends didn’t smell his lie. “I’m not whipped. I just didn’t know having a mate would feel like this.” He looked down at his mate. For someone who had vowed never to mate, he couldn’t imagine going back to his life without her, even considering the short amount of time they’d been together.


  “You’re stuck with her now, buddy, so get used to it.” Mitch grumbled when Tessa jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. “They come in and eat all of your food, they wake you up from your naps at all hours of the day, and then they steal your spot in the sunshine.”


  Ben laughed at Mitch. The lion was always in a bad mood. He preferred to be alone rather than in a pride, but Ben knew he wouldn’t give up his mate or cub for anything in the world. “For someone who ran away from home to get away from being in a pride, you sure are adding to yours awfully fast. When were you going to tell me Tessa was pregnant?”


  That got a huge grin out of Mitch. “It was my glorious mane. She couldn’t resist it.”


  Tessa snorted, but Ben noticed her rubbing her fingers through Mitch’s hair at the nape of his neck. “Congrats to you guys. I’m truly happy for you.”


  Ben looked down at his mate cradled in his arms. What would it be like if she was carrying my pups?


  His wolf agreed. Yeah, let’s do that. Then I could have lots of little wolves to play with.


  The thought didn’t send Ben running and screaming from commitment like he’d thought it would. His mate was beautiful, and he could only imagine a daughter with the dark chocolate hair and thick eyelashes fanning her cheeks. He hoped she would have her mother’s violet eyes as well. Ben could imagine himself and all his friends standing around growling and glaring at any male who thought he was worthy of dating his daughter.


  Smiling, Ben decided that was what he wanted. He wanted to go out on missions and then return home to his mate and pups waiting for him at the door. In order to do that, he needed to eliminate Percival. “Okay, guys, we need to figure out Percival’s next move. I have a feeling he is going to stop at nothing to get his top chemist back, and I can’t let that happen. I’m not letting my mate go without a fight.”


  His wolf agreed. She’s ours. Nobody can have her.


  “You know we’ll do anything we can to help.” Mitch looked him directly in the eyes. “You protected my mate without question when I needed you to. I would do the same for you in a heartbeat.”


  Ben nodded. Mitch was known as a notoriously selfish bastard in the shifter world, but there was no one else Ben would have rather had by his side. Ken and Ryan were a close second. “Okay, first off, we need to find out if we can track Percival to where he’s hiding now. He’s more than likely moved from the bunker he held me in by now because he wouldn’t risk me coming back with more enforcers. Ryan, do you think you can get on the computer and pull up any records of land he owns or bought recently? The file from all the information I found on him should still be there.” When Ryan nodded, Ben continued. “Mitch, I need you to go through the information in Jacqi’s bag. She said she had flash drives in there with all of her work saved on them and files from Percival’s computer. See if you can find out what his next big plan is.”


  Ben looked at Ken. He was more of the silent warrior type. He never said much, but the man was a genius. If anyone could do this next task it would be him. “We all know there is no way Jacqueline is Percival’s daughter. The question is how did he get her? Something tells me we aren’t going to like the answer, but I still need you to find out what you can.”


  When Ken nodded, Ben stood with his mate in his arms. “I’m going to go put her in bed. When I get back, we will come up with a plan to take this bastard down.” He carried her up the stairs, amazed at how small she felt in his arms. Compared to him she was tiny, but she fit perfectly. If he had his way, he would never put her down.


  Instead of taking Jacqi to the bedroom he had found her in earlier, Ben took her to his room and placed her in the center of his bed. He stood back and admired the way her long dark hair fanned over his pillow. When he went to bed that night, he would be surrounded by her sweet scent. Unable to resist touching her, Ben eased himself on the bed and stretched out beside his mate. He ran the tips of his fingers across her smooth jaw, admiring how soft her skin was. At his touch, Jacqi moaned and rolled over on her side. When she curled into his chest and sighed, Ben’s cock went from semi-hard to fully erect in an instant. It seemed, even in sleep, his mate recognized him. She was beautiful, and Ben felt a swell of pride that she was all his.


  Laying an arm across her waist, Ben pulled Jacqueline closer until their bodies were molded together. He ignored his cock and just lay there enjoying the feeling of having his mate next to him and being able to hold her. For three months, he hadn’t been able to touch her. Her scent had teased him each time she had stepped into his cell to inject him with drugs. Her scent had meant betrayal, and he had been disgusted with himself that he still looked forward to that scent, even after what she had done to him. Now that they were safe, and he realized his mate had been trying to help him, there was nothing stopping Ben from doing what he had wanted to do all those lonely nights in his cell.


  His intention was to hold her for a few minutes before going back downstairs to work on the plan with the guys, but Ben must not have been as fully recovered as he’d thought. Almost three months of captivity and then the injury to his side caught up with him as his eyes slowly shut and he drifted off to sleep next to his mate.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jacqueline snuggled deeper into the heat surrounding her, not wanting to move. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she had slept deeply. Normally, she slept with one eye open for fear of her father finding out what she had done or one of his men thinking he would be the one she let into her bed. There had been plenty of times she had been woken up from her light sleep by the sound of her bedroom door opening and one of his guards easing in. Once her father found out, that guard was never seen again, but with new rogues constantly coming in, word that she was off limits didn’t get around fast enough, and there was always someone new willing to try.


  Now, she knew the warm, hard chest she was pressed up against was Ben’s, and it didn’t frighten her to wake up with the large guy in her bed next to her. He wasn’t the largest man she had ever seen, but compared to her petite stature, Ben was huge. Even with her head resting on his muscular chest, her feet only reached the middle of his calves. His size should have frightened her, but for some reason, Jacqueline wasn’t scared of this shifter. In fact, Ben made her feel safe, safe enough that she was willingly curled in his arms. Being next to him made it seem as though the outside world didn’t exist. There was no man hell-bent on taking over the world, no shifters going wild, and no drugs meant to turn innocent men into raving mad lunatics. There was no guilt, just the two of them in bed together, happy and relaxed.


  Jacqueline opened her eyes and came face to face with the most handsome man she had ever seen. In sleep, Ben’s face was relaxed. She studied his thick, long brown lashes as they fanned out against his cheeks down to his thick lips, slightly parted. In her twenty-six years, she had never had the urge to kiss anyone, but suddenly, Jacqueline barely held back the urge to lean over and press her mouth against Ben’s. She traced the lines on each side of his mouth and the corner of his eyes with her finger. They were laugh lines, and to her, they were his best feature. In her eyes, the instant he smiled and the lines appeared, they made him go from handsome to devastating.


  Laughter was something she had rarely seen or heard in her life. At lunch, Jacqueline had seen how the guys, and even Tessa and Nico, had joked and laughed with each other. She could tell they all loved each other in some way. They had the kind of life she had only ever dreamed of. She wondered if that was what her life would have been like if her mother hadn’t died. Was her father the way he was because he missed his mate? Or had he always been so evil and determined to take over the world? Sadly, there was no way for Jacqueline to know the answers to those questions.


  “You keep staring at me like that and I won’t be held responsible for what I do next.”


  Jacqueline jumped at the sound of Ben’s voice, rough from sleep. “I wasn’t staring. I was just admiring the view and wondering how we ended up in bed together.”


  “The view is nice, isn’t it?”


  A shiver run down her spine from the way Ben was looking at her. She was used to her father’s men staring at her with lust in their eyes and was able to ignore it with no problem. With Ben, she didn’t want to ignore the lust. In fact, she welcomed it, which was a first for her.


  Their faces were inches apart, and all Jacqueline could think of was if she leaned in those last few inches their lips would touch. She wondered if his lips would be soft. Her breath hitched from the thought.


  Ben groaned. “You’re killing me, Jacqi. I’m trying to be good, but your scent is making it hard.”


  Jacqueline giggled and shifted her hips. “I can tell.” Not only was she shocked at herself for being so bold, she was surprised at Ben as she watched the blush slowly creep up his neck and into his face as he tried to move away from her.


  “I didn’t…I wasn’t…”


  His stammering made her laugh even harder. “I know what you meant, Ben. It’s okay. I was just joking with you.” She held on to him, not ready for him to move yet. She didn’t know what it was about Ben that made her want to be next to him, but she wasn’t going to question it. For the first time in her life, she was attracted to a man, and she was going to do something about it. Not giving herself time to chicken out, she closed the distance between them and pressed her lips to his.


  At first, Ben was stiff in her arms, and she wondered if she was doing something wrong, but then Jacqueline heard him groan and felt his hands in her hair. He tilted her head to the side, as his tongue brushed against the seam of her mouth. Although she was innocent when it came to anything sexual, she wasn’t naive. She knew what he wanted and happily obliged by parting her lips. It was her turn to moan when Ben thrust his tongue into her mouth.


  Jacqueline became more and more aroused with each thrust. She felt her panties dampening and couldn’t stop her hips from shifting forward as she rubbed herself against Ben. She felt his erection pressing against her stomach and wondered what it would feel like inside of her. When Ben slid his tongue back, she followed with her own, tangling it with his before she let it go. She licked his bottom lip before sucking it into her mouth and releasing it with a pop.


  Panting for breath, Jacqueline pulled back and stared at Ben. “That kiss was beyond anything I’ve ever imagined. Thank you.”


  “I should be thanking you, little mate, for allowing me to kiss you.” Ben trailed his lips down her neck as he spoke. “I’ve wanted to do that since I first laid eyes on you.”


  “Why? After what I did to you, how could you be so forgiving? I don’t understand why you even tried to save my life in the first place.” Pulling away from him, Jacqueline sat up. She knew it wasn’t the time or place to get into the conversation they were about to have. She was ruining the mood, but she needed answers. She also needed to know what she was feeling wasn’t one-sided. “Also why do you keep calling me little mate?” The first time he had called her that, she had been able to ignore it. Not this time, though. There was no way she could brush it off as something said in the heat of the moment. From everything she had heard from her father and hearing his men talk, shifters didn’t just throw the word mate around at random.


  Ben sighed and propped his head on his hand. “I know you don’t know much about shifters, but do you know what mates are?”


  Jacqueline felt her stomach knot. “I’ve heard a few of my father’s men talking about them. They are supposed to be the one person fate chooses for each shifter. Once they meet, they won’t be able to live without each other. That is about all I know. “


  Ben nodded. “That’s close. Mates are chosen for each other by fate. They are perfect and complement each other in every way. Once a shifter meets their mate, they never want another for as long as they live. I’m sure you already know, but 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.” He paused before continuing, “The night I met you, I scented you before I ever even saw you. I knew then you were my mate. That’s why I saved your life that night.”


  Jacqueline was stunned silent. She didn’t know whether to jump for joy at him confirming she was his mate or to run from the room screaming and crying because of what she had done to him. “If what you say is true, then you should hate me.” If he didn’t hate her now, then he definitely would once he found out he was dying because of her. All his talk about not getting sick and shifters being hard to kill meant little because he would soon see just how untrue that was unless she found a way to cure him.


  “I don’t hate you, little mate. From what you’ve told me, you did what you had to do to stay alive. How can I be mad about that? Besides”—he brushed the hair back from her forehead—“you made the right decision when it counted the most. You went against your father to help me escape. You more than likely saved my life.”


  Jacqueline jumped from the bed and began pacing. She didn’t want or need Ben’s praise. “You say all of that now, but when you find out what I’ve done, I wouldn’t be surprised if you never wanted to see me again.” She wanted to scream at fate for being such a cruel bitch. It wasn’t fair. He was the first man she’d had a connection with in her life, and she had to go and try to kill him.


  She sat on the side of the bed and covered her face with her hands. Tears burned her eyes, and she didn’t want Ben to see them. The last thing she needed at the moment was his pity. Jacqueline bit her lip to keep from sobbing, when she felt Ben’s warm hand on her back trying to comfort her.


  “Tell me what’s bothering you, little mate. I can’t help you unless you tell me.”


  “There is nothing you can do to help,” she mumbled through her hands. She was the only one who could do something, and she was sitting on the side of the bed throwing herself a pity party.


  “Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.”


  Jacqueline couldn’t hold back the hysterical laugh. “Can’t be that bad? You have no idea.” She made the decision then to tell Ben exactly what was going on. He deserved to know the truth. He would hate her, but at least he would know. She also knew there was no way she could have a relationship with him with the secret hanging over her head. She took a deep breath before speaking. “When I found out about my father’s plans for the rogues he was creating, I was so upset. I couldn’t believe he would do something like that, and I was hurt he would use me to do it. I wanted to make him pay for what he had done. When I sabotaged to rogue drug to make them more docile, I also did something else.”


  “Just tell me what it is, little mate. It’s okay.”


  “I didn’t want my father to be able to take the formula to another scientist to fix what I had done. I didn’t want the blood on my hands if they succeeded in creating the killing machines my father wanted, so I added something to the drug to kill the rogues. They’re meant to die six months after the drug is injected unless they’re given the antidote.” Jacqueline waited for the yelling and name-calling to begin. Whatever he said, she deserved it and so much more.


  “I’m going to kill your father,” Ben growled.


  “What?” Jacqueline asked, confused. That was the last thing she had expected to hear.


  “I said I’m going to kill your father when I get my hands on him. The man should have never put you in that position. You were his child, and he failed you.”


  “Wait, so you’re mad at him and not me?”


  “How could I ever be mad at you for doing what you needed to do to keep people safe? It wasn’t your job, yet you took it on at a young age with no questions asked. How can I be mad at that?”


  “You don’t understand. I just told you that you were going to die because of me. I didn’t have time to finish the antidote.”


  Jacqueline didn’t fight when Ben pulled her into his lap. It felt good being wrapped in his arms, and she accepted the comfort he was trying to give her. She was amazed at the man. He was the complete opposite of her father. Where her father was cruel, vindictive, and mean spirited, Ben was kind, good natured, and forgiving.


  “Listen to me, little mate,” Ben said as he lifted her chin with his finger. “You just told me I’ll die if you don’t find a cure in time. Of course, I’m scared to death. I don’t want to die anytime soon. I want to spend a long happy and healthy life with you. And yes, I’m angry, but like I said, not at you. None of this is your fault. Your father is to blame for all of this, and I plan on making him pay.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “No buts. You told me you brought all of your work with you, so the way I see it, instead of sitting here talking about not having the antidote, you could be using that time working to finish it. Tell me what you need, and I’ll make sure you have it.”


  Properly put in her place, Jacqueline nodded. Ben said she was his mate, and she believed him. She had felt a connection to the man since the day she met him and she was determined to see where it lead. That meant she had three months to save Ben’s life, and she had no plans of wasting a second of that time. If Ben could forgive her for what she had done, then she could find a way to forgive herself and fix her mistake.


  Chapter 7


  


  Edmund Percival paced his office, ignoring the blood he was dripping all over the floor. He was trying to calm his anger before he killed someone else. The way he was feeling at the moment he wanted to tear the next person he saw into shreds. Unfortunately, he couldn’t afford to lose any more of his pathetic excuses for rogues. He didn’t have any more serum to make new ones, and with the little traitor gone, he had no way of making any more.


  He couldn’t believe she had deceived him like that. He, the great Edmund Percival, should not have been bested by a whiny little brat he had taken in out of the kindness of his own heart. It was not supposed to happen. And, now, the evil little cunt had taken all of her research with her, so he had to start from scratch. All of that made Edmund angry, but what had sent him into a murderous rage was the fact that the little bitch had taken his greatest weapon with her.


  Turning that enforcer rogue and setting him loose on the other council members would have been the ultimate victory in his plan. The enforcer would have been unstoppable, and Edmund would have had his revenge on those bastards for not listening to reason and seeing how genius his plan was. Shifters were far superior to humans. There was no reason for them to hide and pretend to be weak and pathetic like the humans when they could live free and rule over the measly beings.


  Edmund’s plan was simple yet brilliant. All they had to do was turn a few rogues loose on society and watch as they proved how superior shifters were. Once they had the humans fearing them and knowing they could be exterminated at any time, the pathetic creatures would be falling all over themselves to keep shifters happy.


  Instead of going along with his plans, the cowards in the council had kicked him out. At eight hundred and seventeen years old, Edmund had not only been one of the oldest shifters in existence, but the oldest and longest standing member of the council. He had helped create the council, and those idiots had the audacity to kick him out. Edmund wouldn’t stand for it. He would find a way to get revenge on everyone. They were all going to pay for what they’d done to him, including his traitor of a daughter. He rubbed his hands together and smiled. The little bitch didn’t know what was in store for her. He had an extra special way of taking care of traitors, and Jacqueline would have the honor of finding out just what that was.


  Edmund walked over and opened his office door. “You there”—he pointed to one of his men—“clean this mess up.” The smell of blood was starting to get to him, and Edmund needed his wits so that he could come up with a new plan. He had to admit, though, killing the men who had failed him by letting his daughter and the enforcer escape had been a great stress reliever.


  Now, he needed to get to work, and the first order of business was tracking his daughter down. He had a feeling she would keep all of her research and work with her, so if he got her back, then he would have his serum back as well. Edmund also needed to find another chemist, someone who feared him too much to betray him. Once he had that, then he would have no use for his daughter anymore.


  Turning on the computer, Edmund pulled up the program that only he knew about. He put in his password and smiled when the little red dot started blinking on the screen. He mentally patted himself on the back for having the foresight of implanting his daughter with a tracker when she was little and too young to even remember. Now, all he had to do was make a phone call to let her know he could find her wherever she ran. He knew his daughter, all he had to do was threaten to kill the people helping her and she would come running straight to him. There was no way she could stand back and allow someone to die for her. With any luck, she would bring those enforcers that had tried to kill him with her as well.


  Edmund sat back in his chair and grinned. Things seemed to be working out in his favor. Soon, he would have his formula back. If he played his cards right, he would not only have his enforcer back, but three more to go along with him. Add in a little torture a certain traitor had coming her way at his hands and things in his world were definitely looking up. Edmund whistled as he picked up the phone and dialed Mitch Ericson’s home phone number.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben felt his mate’s nerves and smelled her fear as they headed down the steps toward the others. He had finally convinced Jacqi to tell the others what she had done. They needed to know what they were dealing with, and there was no way Ben could ask his friends for help while keeping them in the dark about something as important as him possibly dying.


  His little mate feared they would hate her after she told them, but there was no way Ben could convince her they would understand with words. The only way she would believe no one blamed her for not only protecting shifters, but humans as well, was to let the actions speak for themselves. Once she told his friends about the failsafe in the serum, then hopefully she’d see from their reactions they didn’t blame her for anything. He needed his mate to see that in order to get her mind focused on creating the antidote.


  “Everything will be okay. You’ll see.” Ben lifted his mate’s hand and kissed it. “Trust me, I have very understanding friends.”


  Before they could go any farther, something latched itself to Ben’s leg. Laughing, he bent down and lifted Nico by one leg and held him upside down. “Hey, little man.”


  It amazed him how far the boy’s giggles went in making him feel better. It seemed that his wolf had missed Nico just as much as he had because Ben could feel his excitement as he pounced in his head


  We should shift and go play with the boy. I think he wants to.


  Soon, pup. As soon as we make sure our mate is safe, you can play all you want.


  “Are you going to go away again, Uncle Ben?”


  Ben pulled Nico in his arms and hugged him. “No, little buddy. I don’t plan on leaving you again.” Wanting to cheer him up, Ben asked, “Do you still remember what I taught you?”


  At Nico’s nod, Ben grinned. He considered Mitch an older brother, and in his opinion, he wouldn’t be a good little brother if he didn’t do his duty to annoy the man. “Let me hear it then,” he told Nico.


  Nico threw his head back and attempted to howl as loud as he could. “That’s my boy,” he told the cub as a loud roar came from the other room.


  “Damn it, Ben, I finally got him to stop doing that.” Mitch stormed into the room and pulled Nico out of his arms and walked off again.


  Ben turned to see his mate with her hand over her mouth, trying to hold in her laughter. He winked at her and smiled. “He really hates that.”


  “I can tell. Mitch looked like he wanted to rip your head off. I take it your animal is a wolf?”


  “I’m sorry. I thought you knew that already. It’s hard to remember that, even though you grew up in the shifter world, you don’t know much about us.” He sat on the bottom step and pulled Jacqi onto his lap. “Yes, my animal is a wolf. Mitch and Ryan are both lion shifters, and Ken is a bear.”


  “Aww, a bear? How cute.”


  “Why do you women do that?” Ben asked confused.


  “Do what?”


  “Why is it that whenever a woman finds out Ken is a bear, their eyes glaze over and they get this look on their face like they want nothing more than to run over and hug the man. Would you still feel the same way if I told you his animal was a grizzly and not the cuddly teddy bear you’re imagining?”


  He is fluffy though.


  He ignored his wolf as Jacqi turned in his arms and wrapped her arms around Ben’s neck. “It sounds to me like somebody’s jealous,” she said as she kissed the corner of his mouth.


  Ben groaned and shifted his little mate so that she was straddling his lap. “You’re damn right I’m jealous.” He grabbed his mate’s hips and pressed her down against his cock that had been rock hard since their kiss in the bedroom. Jacqi moaned from the contact, and Ben smelled her arousal as moisture flooded her pussy. With each shift of her hips, Ben’s cock was begging to be buried in her warmth. “When I finally take you, I will be the only one you’ll be looking at with those dreamy, glazed-over eyes.”


  His mate’s moan was cut off when the phone rang. They both jumped apart, realizing where they were. With just one touch from his mate, everything else had ceased to exist for Ben. He had come close to taking Jacqi on the stairs with everyone else in the next room. That wasn’t the way he wanted his first time with his mate to go, so Ben was glad for the interruption.


  “Come on, let’s get this over with so I can take you back to bed and finish what we started.” He hoped by his little mate’s flushed cheeks she was feeling the same way and agreed with him.


  Before they could make it into the room, Ryan opened the door to Mitch’s office and motioned for them. “You guys might want to get in here.”


  From the look on his face, Ben knew whatever it was it wasn’t good. He grabbed Jacqi’s hand and pulled her with him into the office. He was met with growls and roars coming from his friends.


  “What the hell do you want?”


  “It’s so nice to speak to you again, Enforcer Ericson,” Percival said as if he was calling an old friend for an afternoon chat.


  “Cut the shit, you bastard, and tell us what you want.”


  “Now now, name calling is unnecessary. I’m just calling to speak to my daughter. I’m assuming she’s there.”


  Ben felt Jacqi go stiff next to him as she started trembling. He felt his anger rise at the fact that the bastard still had the ability to scare his mate even through the phone. He wondered how the man had even found them in the first place.


  “I don’t know what you’re talki—” Mitch was cut off before he could finish.


  “Now it’s your turn to, how did you put it? Oh yes, cut the shit, Enforcer Ericson. I know she’s there with you. In fact, she’s probably standing right next to you listening at the moment. My dear daughter, I have only one thing to say to you.” Percival paused and Ben held his breath. “I’m coming for you.”


  The line went dead at the same time Jacqi gasped. Ben had the urged to go hunt Percival down and rip his throat out for what he was putting his mate through.


  “Where’s my bag? I need to go.” Jacqi tried to pull away from him.


  Ben held on tight. There was no way he was letting her go. “You can’t run, little mate. That’s exactly what you father wants you to do.”


  “No, he said he’s coming for me. He called here. That means he knows exactly where I am. I have to leave. I can’t put any of you in danger. My father won’t care that Tessa is pregnant or that there is a child here. He will come for me, and if any of you stand in his way, then he won’t hesitate to kill you.”


  “That’s exactly why you need to stay. You have four of the best enforcers guarding you here. Your father called and threatened you because he knows exactly what you will do. He wants you to run so he can be waiting to catch you. If he knows you’re here, then that means he has a way of tracking you. It won’t matter if you stay here or go somewhere else, he will find you.”


  “Ben is right,” Ken said as he came up behind them. “Let Percival come to us. Here, we know the land, and we can be ready for him. Out there, we would be constantly on guard, not knowing when or where he would attack us.”


  “There is no we. I’ll go, and you guys can stay here.”


  Ken crossed his large arms over his chest and glared at Jacqi. “If you go, then we go. We aren’t letting you go alone.”


  “Why?” Jacqueline asked, confused.


  Ben pulled his mate into his arms and hugged her. “You are my mate. That means you’re family, and it makes everyone in this room your family as well. The guys will protect you with their lives now, just as I would Tessa and Nico or Ken and Ryan’s mate when they find her.”


  Jacqi looked over at Ken and Ryan and frowned. “I thought they were mated to each other.”


  Ben chuckled and lifted his brow at the pair waiting for them to explain.


  “We are, but Ken and I both feel there is a third out there for us. Neither of us had ever been with a man when we met and realized we were mates, and we both feel like there is a woman out there meant for the both of us. Or mating is incomplete until we find her.”


  Ben could tell his mate wanted to ask more questions, instead Jacqi nodded. “Okay, I’ll stay, but the instant it looks like one of you could get hurt on my behalf, then I’m out the door.”


  There was no way Ben was letting her go anywhere without him, but he kept quiet. His little mate would soon find out that family stuck together, no matter what. He looked over at the guys, and they all nodded, knowing exactly what he was thinking and all agreeing. He led Jacqi over to a chair and pulled her into his lap.


  “Okay, first, my mate has something to discuss, then we need to come up with a plan to guard this place. We also need to figure out how Percival even knew we were here. Either he is a really good bluffer or my guess is he has a way of tracking Jacqi.” Ben ignored the elbow to his ribs and his mate muttering Jacqueline under her breath.


  Mitch and Ryan started joking about how they’d bet Ben couldn’t wait to perform a strip search on his mate to find the tracker while Ken sat back and watched them all quietly. Ben wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he was looking forward to searching every inch of his mate’s body as well. He would definitely be the one to do it because there was no way he was letting one of the other guys lay a finger on Jacqi. Ben’s thoughts and the joking were interrupted when his mate suddenly sat forward on his lap.


  “Ben is going to die in less than three months if I don’t find a way to finish the antidote to the rogue serum.”


  The room was silent for about thirty seconds before everyone started shouting all at once.


  Chapter 8


  


  Jacqueline was pleasantly surprised as she sat down at the dinner table next to Ben. The meeting had gone well once all of the shouting had ended and she was able to explain. What had shocked her was that none of the yelling had been directed at her personally. That was something she wasn’t used to. She had expected them all to hate her, but no one was even angry with her for what she had done or that their friend could possibly die.


  Instead, in the three hours since the meeting had ended, not only did she have everything she needed to continue her research, but the guys had managed to turn a section of Mitch’s basement into her own personal lab. It amazed Jacqueline how fast everything was moving.


  She felt herself blush as Ben winked and began putting food on her plate. That man had been by her side through everything, and if Jacqueline had to admit it, she was falling fast for him. She barely knew him, but she could literally feel the bond forming between them. She made a mental note to ask him more about mating and if that was a part of it when they were alone.


  Her nerves started to kick in at the thought of them being alone together. She rubbed her lips, remembering what had happened the last time they were alone and wondered if he would touch her again.


  “If you don’t stop that, everyone here will know what you’re thinking at the moment,” Ben whispered in her ear.


  His hot breath against her neck made her shiver. “How do you know what I’m thinking?”


  “I can smell your arousal, little mate.”


  Jacqueline should have been embarrassed at Ben’s comment, but it just made her even hornier. She felt her panties dampening and clenched her thighs together. She gripped the table and held back a moan when she felt Ben’s hand slide up her leg. She was seconds away from coming, all from his one touch. She could only imagine what would happen when Ben touched her all over.


  The sound of someone clearing her throat snapped her out of the sexual haze she was in. Jacqueline hadn’t realized she had moved so close to Ben that she was practically in his lap. Much to her embarrassment, amused eyes around the table stared at her. The only one whose attention was not focused on her was Nico, who was happily munching away at his meal with his legs swinging in his chair.


  Tessa patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, honey, it’s the mating pull. I went through the same thing.”


  “Mating pull had nothing to do with it. She just couldn’t resist my golden glory,” Mitch grumbled.


  Ben snorted beside her as a dinner roll bounced off Mitch’s head, thrown by his mate. Jacqueline giggled, glad the attention was off her. She silently agreed with Mitch. He was gorgeous with his gold hair and tanned skin. He did nothing for her though. Neither did Ken or Ryan, who were equally as beautiful in her opinion. Ben had been the only man she had ever had any interest in, and she had been attracted to him since she’d laid eyes on him. She had lain awake at night imagining what it would be like if her life was different when she’d met him. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined the man would forgive her for what she had done to him and they would be sitting and laughing at dinner together.


  After dinner, Jacqueline headed for the basement to get started on her antidote, but it seemed Ben had other ideas. She squealed as he threw her over his shoulder and headed toward the stairs. She latched on to his waist and prayed he didn’t drop her as he climbed.


  “What are you doing, Ben? I need to get started on my work. We only have a little time left.”


  “I plan on spending a little alone time with my mate. Plus, we need to find that tracker.”


  “But—”


  Ben swatted her behind, causing Jacqueline to clench him tighter to keep from falling as she jumped. “No buts, little mate. Your work can wait a little longer.”


  Her protest was effectively ended when Ben began to caress the spot he had just hit. Jacqueline moaned and gave in to the fact that he was going to get his way. She couldn’t find it in herself to be upset. His caress felt way too good to care about anything else at the moment. Returning the favor, she let go of his waist and reached down and squeezed his tight bottom. She felt his growl rumble up his back as his pace quickened and smiled. It was good to know she affected his just as much as he affected her.


  Ben carried her into the bedroom and kicked the door closed behind him. He sat her on her feet at the end of the bed, and she gasped when she looked up into the amber eyes staring back at her. His wolf was close to the surface, and she had no clue what that meant for her, but Jacqueline wasn’t afraid. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her. Reaching up with trembling fingers, she ran them across his cheeks then up to his eyelids when he closed them. She slowly rubbed until Ben finally sighed and opened his eyes again. This time his brown eyes stared back at her.


  “You make me lose control, little mate. One touch and I go crazy.” Ben closed his eyes and swallowed. “I can smell your fear. Please don’t be scared.”


  Jacqueline realized her hand had slid into Ben’s hair, and she was petting him, but he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he leaned into her touch. “It’s okay. I’m not scared of you. I know you won’t hurt me. I’m just a little nervous. I’m a virgin. I’ve never done any of this before. The kissing earlier, the touching at dinner, and now whatever this is… It’s all new to me. I just don’t want to mess it up.”


  Ben’s body seemed to relax at her statement as he pulled her into a hug. “You have nothing to worry about. We’ll go as slow as you need, and if you begin to feel overwhelmed, all you have to do is say stop, and I will.”


  The sincerity in his eyes told her more truth than anything. She knew if she asked him to walk out of the bedroom at that moment he would, and there would be no anger. Jacqueline nodded her consent, unable to say anything past the knot in her throat. She swallowed when Ben gripped the bottom of her T-shirt and lifted it over her head. She heard his hiss when her breasts were revealed. She had no bra on, and she didn’t know if it was the cold air or his stare that had her nipples pebbling.


  Jacqueline looked up just in time to see Ben’s eyes flash from brown to amber and back as he reached for her. It was her turn to gasp and hiss when his hot hands landed on her skin. Her knees buckled and she thought she was going to pass out from the sensations shooting through her body and ending between her thighs.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben caught his little mate at the waist when her knees gave out and lifted her. He gently laid her back on the bed and stared down at her. Jacqi was beautiful, and it was taking all of his control to not rip her sweats off and plunge himself deep inside her. His rock-hard cock twitched at the thought and began to throb, but there was no way Ben would do it. His little mate had admitted that, not only was she a virgin, but that he was the only man to ever lay a hand on her. He had to admit it made him feel good to know he was the first and was definitely going to be the last.


  He looked down at her small breasts tipped with rosy pink nipples and groaned. When he had taken off her shirt, the last thing he expected was for her to be bare underneath. He nearly came in his jeans at what he saw. Reaching out, Ben trailed his finger down the silky skin of her neck and across her collarbone. He ignored her gasps and whimpers as he circled her breast, moving closer and closer to her hard nipple with each loop. He was mesmerized at the trail of goose bumps he left in his wake. Leaning down, Ben followed the same path with his mouth. He placed tiny, open-mouthed kisses and nipped at the cords of her neck when she lifted her head to give him better access. The scent of her arousal growing and Jacqi’s moans spurred him on as he slowly made his way to her breast.


  The feel of his little mate’s hands in his hair had Ben moaning as he continued his assault on her skin. When he got to her nipple, just begging for him to take it into his mouth, Ben resisted. Instead, he blew his hot breath on it and listened as his mate keened out loud and nearly shot off the bed. Ben chuckled and moved to the other side to repeat the same moves. By the time he reached her nipple on that side, Jacqi’s mutterings were incoherent, and she nearly ripped his hair out of his scalp. Deciding to put them both of them out of their misery and end their torture, Ben latched onto her nipple and sucked. He groaned and nearly came when her flavor exploded on his tongue. She tasted as sweet as she smelled, and he wanted to lick her from head to toe. Instead, Ben released her nipple with a slight pop and leaned over to take the other into his mouth.


  He trailed his hand down her stomach, stopping to massage the tight muscles there before continuing down toward her sweats. Ben ran his fingers along her waistband a couple of times then slipped them inside. The feel of her soft curls against his fingers was enough to make him gasp as he lifted his head to stare at his mate. Not only had she not been wearing a bra, but she wasn’t wearing any panties either. The feel of her warm heat had him itching to go further, but Ben watched the emotions play out on Jacqi’s face first and waited to see if she would tell him to stop. Her eyes were barely open as she stared up at him with a look of confusion. He had a feeling that was due to the fact that he had stopped what he was doing. What Ben didn’t see was fear. That gave him the green light to continue.


  Ben lifted up a little, grabbed her sweats in both hands, and slowly slid them down his little mate’s legs. She didn’t protest the move. Instead, she lifted her hips to help him. The scent of warm, spicy cinnamon filled the room, and Ben took a deep breath and growled. He loved the smell of his mate. He tossed the pants over his shoulder and looked down at his mate spread out on the bed before him. His eyes were drawn to her thighs, slick from her juices. Without thinking any further, Ben lay down on his stomach between her legs and began lapping at the liquid. He cleaned one thigh then the other before turning his attention to her pussy that was soaked with moisture. Using his fingers, he spread her lips apart and ran his tongue along the pink glistening flesh that he had exposed.


  Jacqi cried out and lifted her hips off the bed, bringing them closer to his face, and Ben happily gave her what she wanted. He ran his tongue along her entrance before trailing it up to the red swollen bud begging for his touch. Holding her hips down, Ben clamped his lips around her clit and sucked. He shifted his hips against the bed, rubbing his throbbing cock through his jeans as he flicked the tip of his tongue against her sensitive bud. His mate’s whimpers spurred him on as he laid one arm across her belly to hold her still and used his other hand to gather her juices. Once he had enough, he circled her hole with one finger before slipping it in to the first knuckle. Her wet heat greeted him as her walls clenched around his finger, holding him tight.


  Ben’s cock twitched and released a spurt of fluid at the thought of her tight pussy squeezing his cock the way it was doing to his finger as he slowly slid it inside her. He had a feeling he would come before he ever fully got inside her. As it was now, he couldn’t stop himself from humping the bed as he continued to lick Jacqi’s sweet pussy.


  When she finally loosened up enough for him to move, Ben pulled his finger out and slowly slid it back in, only to have her muscles clamp back down on it as his mate grabbed fistfuls of his hair and screamed as she came. The thought of her coming from something as simple as one stroke of his finger was enough to set Ben off as his hips grinded against the bed one last time before he came as well. He gritted his teeth to keep from biting her thigh and marking her as he felt spurt after spurt of cum jet into his jeans, and he shuddered.


  Ben felt his canine’s poking from between his lips and laid his head on his mate’s thigh to keep her from seeing as he caught his breath. He didn’t want to scare her as he fought to keep his wolf under control. He heard his wolf’s whimpers in his head at the fact that he hadn’t mated with her. Soon, pup. She’s ours now, but we have to wait just a little longer to mark her. Ben tried to soothe his wolf, knowing he didn’t understand why Ben wanted to wait. Jacqi was innocent, and with the craziness going on with her father, Ben knew she was still a little leery of shifters. Plus, even if she grew up around them, her knowledge about them was miniscule. There was no way he could fully mate her until he knew she understood everything that came with mating a shifter. Until then, Ben planned on seeing just how strong his self-control truly was because, even though he couldn’t fully mate with Jacqi, there was no way he was going to keep his hands off of her.


  Ben lifted his head to look at his mate and held back a laugh. She was sprawled out on her back with her mouth wide open as she panted. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride at the fact that his mate was beautiful. Even the night he had first seen her and she looked as though she hadn’t bathed in days, there was something about her that had drawn him to her. Ben silently thanked fate for his mate as he rose and went into the bathroom. He realized they had never gotten around to looking for the tracker, and he grinned. It looked as though he was going to have to get his hands all over Jacqi again.


  Wetting a washcloth with warm water, Ben brought it back out to clean his little mate who was nearly asleep. She didn’t even stir until he had finished and climbed into bed beside her. With a moan, she rolled over and tucked herself against his side as though it was something she had done all her life. Ben wrapped his arm around her and held her tight, vowing he would never let another night go past that she wouldn’t sleep curled against him.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Sir, they haven’t made any moves to leave.”


  Edmund slammed his fist on his desk. His plan hinged on his daughter running from the Enforcers house, and she couldn’t even do that right. He didn’t even want to think about the idiots she’d called rogues roaming his property.


  Edmund sighed. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. “Very well, don’t do anything. Just watch the house until I get there and call me if anything changes.”


  He hung up before he got a response. Edmund didn’t even know the man’s name that he had just talked to, nor did he care. He had no doubt the man would follow his orders. It was the one thing he could give his sniveling daughter credit for. Although it was obvious she had no idea what a rogue was or how to create one, she’d done a great job at making mindless puppets that followed orders no matter what they were.


  Edmund threw his ink pen against the wall. The problem was he didn’t want puppets. He wanted mindless beasts that wanted nothing more than to bathe in the blood of their kill. He wanted shifters who went out and terrorized anyone unlucky enough to get caught in their path. He wanted people scared to leave their homes for fear they might be torn to pieces before they made it to the end of their driveways. That’s what Edmund wanted, and that’s what he was determined to have.


  He stood and headed out of his office. He needed his daughter back so she could fix her serum, and if it meant he had to go get her himself, then so be it. He was way smarter than a few enforcers, and he would figure out a way to get her out of that house. This time he wouldn’t let her out of his sight until she had done her job. Once she gave him the perfect rogue, then he would teach her a lesson about stealing and running from him that she would never forget. Edmund rubbed his hands together in anticipation as he made plans to leave. His daughter had no idea of the punishment he had in store for her.


  Chapter 9


  


  Jacqueline groaned and rubbed her temples. She bit back a smile when she heard a tiny moan from the corner of the room and looked over to see Nico, rubbing his own temples. Ever since the first day she had come down to the basement to work on the antidote and looked up to see those ice-blue eyes watching her, she hadn’t had the heart to kick him out. Instead, she had found a small table and chair and sat it in the corner. She set up a few plastic vials and tubes with colored water in them. Once she explained they were his, and he could only use them if she was down there with him, Nico had been ecstatic.


  Now, three weeks later, it seemed he had yet to grow bored with pouring the water from one tube to the other, mimicking her as she worked. Jacqueline, on the other hand, felt the urge to scream in frustration. Three weeks of what was left of Ben’s life had gone by, and there was still no progress on finding an antidote. With each day, she felt herself getting more and more desperate. She wasn’t sure when she had fallen in love with Ben, but she knew she loved him with all her heart, and there was no way she could live without him. She needed a breakthrough, and time was quickly running out.


  Jacqueline’s thoughts were interrupted, and she frowned as she watched Nico jump out of his seat and run toward her. He grabbed her hand in his tiny one and began to pull her toward the back of the basement.


  “What’s wrong, honey? Where are we going?”


  “Lots of people are here,” Nico whispered, pulling her along.


  Jacqueline followed as she tried to listen. As far as she could hear, the house was silent, but Nico’s urgency and the fear on his face had her going along with him. When they reached the back wall, she noticed he had led her to a metal door that looked as though it belonged on a bank vault somewhere. Jacqueline was amazed that she’d had no clue it had been there the whole time she had been working down there.


  Nico was struggling to open the large door. “Daddy says we have to get in here if bad men come.”


  “How do you know there are bad men here?”


  The sudden sound of breaking glass and the blaring of an alarm answered Jacqueline’s confused question before Nico could. That was all it took for her to move the boy aside and pull the door open. It took all of her strength to get it opened, and she knew there was no way he would have been able to if he had been alone. Once the door was opened, Nico didn’t hesitate to go into the dark room, pulling her in with him. He let go of her hand as she blinked into the dark, praying her eyes would adjust because she couldn’t see a thing.


  “Nico, honey, don’t move too far away from me,” she said as she waved her arms in front of her and slowly stepped, trying to feel for him. She heard a click and then blinked as a dim light came on.


  Nico was standing by the switch, smiling at her. “Why are you dancing?”


  Jacqueline frowned at him wondering what he was talking about until she realized he was talking about her feeling for him in the dark. She was about to ask him how he was able to see her, but the sound of feet thundering on the floor overhead had her turning back toward the door and pulling it shut.


  The inside of the door had a large spinning wheel on it, similar to what she’d seen on a ship door, and Jacqueline hesitated before spinning it. What if Ben or any of the guys needed to get in? Where was Tessa? She needed to be down here as well. The woman was pregnant. If anyone needed to be in the safe room along with Nico, it was her.


  “Daddy says you have to shut the door and lock it when you get inside.”


  Jacqueline wondered how he could be so calm. Nico was only three, and he was taking things better than her. “What about your momma? Maybe I should lock you in and go help her down here.”


  “Daddy says not to come looking for him. He will come and get me when it’s safe. Mommy has another room upstairs.”


  Jacqueline stared into Nico’s eerie blue eyes before finally nodding and turning the wheel on the door. She spun it until she heard the loud thumps of several giant bolts slamming into place. She had no doubt anyone was getting in unless she allowed it. She turned and followed Nico over to two large chairs in the middle of the room and sat down. She looked around the room, surprised at how comfortable it seemed. There was a bookshelf full of books behind the chairs with an open door next to it. She could tell it was a bathroom. To her right was a large bed covered with huge pillows and a smaller bed next to it. The chairs they were seated in divided the room in half and to her left was what looked to be a full-sized kitchen, complete with fully stocked shelves and refrigerator. If she had to guess, they could probably live in the room for quite a long time. Jacqueline shivered at the thought. Mitch had spared no expense when it came to keeping his family safe.


  Nico climbed in her lap and laid his head on her chest. “Don’t worry. The kitty will eat the bad men.”


  Jacqueline had no doubt Nico was telling the truth. When she had first got there, she’d thought Mitch was arrogant, but after getting to know him, she realized he just saw the world differently. He didn’t hold back or censor what he said. He told the truth without sugarcoating it, and she had grown to like his dry sense of humor. He was also loyal to the ones he considered family. What Jacqueline had also learned about Mitch was that he treated Nico as his own, and he was fiercely protective of his mate and child. She wanted to feel bad for whoever it was that had come to the man’s home, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Whoever had come and brought danger to Mitch’s home and family deserved everything he did to them.


  Stroking Nico’s hair as he lay against her, Jacqueline wondered if it was her father upstairs. Had he come after her and Ben? Was she the one who had brought danger to this family? Her gut screamed yes. Everything happening was all because of her. She wondered if Mitch would have been so quick to let her stay here if he’d known this would happen.


  Jacqueline stopped that line of thought before it could spiral out of control and the guilt began to eat her alive. There was nothing she could do to change the past. She needed to focus on the future, and that meant finding the antidote for Ben. Without it, she and Ben had no future. She wished she had thought to bring some of her work in the safe room with her, but Jacqueline hadn’t been thinking at the moment. Instead, she leaned back in the chair and watched the boy in her lap. She had thought Nico was fully human like herself, but after everything that had happened, she wasn’t so sure anymore. Jacqueline made a mental note to ask Ben about it once they were out of the safe room.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben heard them the minute they had set foot in Mitch’s territory. He wasn’t the only one who had heard. As he leaped off the couch, Ryan and Ken came running down the steps at the same time Mitch came running out of his office and headed up the stairs. Ben knew he was headed to wake Tessa up. She had gone up to take a nap when Jacqi had taken Nico with her to the basement. Ben tilted his head to listen and sighed in relief when he heard the cub leading his mate toward the safe room down there. He heard his little mate questioning Nico, but she was following him. That’s all that mattered to Ben. It was taking everything in him to not leap down the steps and make sure she was all right, but the sound of pounding feet coming through the trees stopped him.


  He moved toward Mitch’s office instead and entered just as Ryan pressed the button under his desk to open the hidden door to the weapons closet. Mitch came in as they were gearing up.


  “Tessa in the safe room?”


  Mitch grunted. “I had to practically carry her in there and strap her down to get her to stay. I finally got her locked in when she calmed down enough to listen and hear that Nico and Jacqi were headed to the safe room in the basement.”


  Ben was glad Mitch was so paranoid. Having two fully stocked safe rooms and a secret weapons closet that could be turned into one in a pinch helped make things easier when there was danger. Now that his mate and Mitch’s family were safe, nothing was holding them back from doing what they had to do to take care of the threat currently running up the drive and surrounding the house.


  By now they knew their presence was known so they weren’t trying to keep quiet. The sound of breaking glass at the back of house proved that. Ken, who had shifted rather than use weapons, roared and lumbered off in that direction with his mate following in human form.


  Ben focused on the threat at the front of the house because it was closest to the stairs that led to the basement. He was determined to protect them at all cost, and nothing was getting past him to his mate and Nico as long as he had breath in his body. He had a feeling Mitch felt the same because he positioned himself in front of the steps leading up to Tessa. Ben wished he was out in the open with a few hand grenades or homemade bombs, weapons he was known for, but they were too dangerous for tight quarters. Instead, he readied himself with the blade he had chosen when he heard booted feet pounding up the front steps.


  He and Mitch both moved at the same time just as the first rogue came through the front door. The man’s stench preceded him, but Ben ignored it as he and Mitch moved in tandem, cutting the man down before he ever knew what hit him. Because they had fought together so many times, it was as though their moves were choreographed and rehearsed ahead of time as they took down the rogues one by one when they came through the door.


  Ben moved as if on autopilot. His only goal as he fought was making sure no rogue got past him. The blade in his hand seemed like an extension of his arm as he wielded it against anyone stupid enough to come near him. He was protecting his mate and that meant anyone that came within his range who wasn’t friendly would die at his hands. The fact that it was quite obvious the rogues they were fighting weren’t the least bit trained, made Ben’s job easier.


  It seemed the fighting ended just as fast as it had all began. Ben paused long enough to make sure there was no one else coming through the door before stepping outside to make sure no one else was hiding out there. He tried to scent any intruders still in the woods, but with the stench coming from the pile of bodies in the doorway, it was impossible.


  “One of us is going to have to shift to make sure no one else is out there.” Mitch sighed as he stepped up next to him.


  Ben sighed as well. He knew his mate was safe and sound locked in the basement, but he didn’t want to leave her. He also didn’t want her coming out until he was positive the threat was gone.”I’ll go,” he told Mitch. “I’m faster than you. If you go, it will be months before I see my mate again.”


  Mitch grunted, but the corner of his mouth tilted up as though he was trying not to laugh. “You’re just jealous. An animal as marvelous as mine doesn’t need to run. He deserves to slowly lope, allowing others the time to marvel at such a magnificent creature.”


  Ben snorted as he began taking off his clothes. “You are so full of shit sometimes,” he said, laughing. He shifted into his wolf and shook his head as he leapt off the porch and headed toward the woods. The sad thing was Mitch had been completely serious. Sometimes Ben found it shocking Mitch was such a fierce enforcer. The man was known to stop whenever he came across a mirror and adjust his “mighty mane” and smile at himself before continuing on, but there was no one Ben would have rather had at his back.


  His lion is really pretty.


  Ben laughed at his wolf. Yeah, he is, pup.


  He never wants to play though. All he seems to do is lie in the sun and sleep. That’s no fun.


  Ben ignored his wolf as he ran through the woods, scanning for more intruders. He circled the perimeter several times to make sure he hadn’t missed anything before finally heading back to the house. Mitch was still on the porch when he got back along with Ryan and Ken.


  “Does anyone else think this was too easy?” Ryan asked when Ben had shifted back to human.


  Ben grabbed his clothes and began putting them on. “This was way too easy,” he agreed. “We didn’t even break a sweat taking the ones down that came through the front.”


  Mitch nodded in agreement. “This was all a test. That bastard was testing our defenses, seeing what we would do so he could go back and plan the real strike.”


  Ben had a feeling Mitch was right. “It wouldn’t surprise me if that sniveling little coward was outside watching the whole thing as he sent his rogues in on a suicide mission.” It angered him that Percival could be so callous and cruel when it came to sacrificing lives for his cause. The man was a danger to everyone and needed to be put down as soon as possible.


  They worked in silence as they all dragged the bodies out of the house and piled them in the clearing at the back of the house. Once all the bodies were gathered, Mitch poured gasoline on the pile and set it on fire. As Ben stared at the flames, he felt bad there would be no memorial service for these men. He didn’t know the circumstances surrounding them or how they’d become involved with Percival, but he felt everyone’s life deserved to be remembered. Unfortunately, they had to do it.


  Once the fire was going good, Mitch turned and headed toward the house. “After I get my mate and cub out of the safe rooms, we need to sit down and come up with a strategy of our own. It’s safe to assume this was just the first wave, and we need to be ready when the next one comes.”


  Leaving Ken and Ryan to watch the fire, Ben followed Mitch into the house. He let out a sigh of relief as they headed to the basement first.


  Chapter 10


  


  Jacqueline was starting to wear a hole in the floor with her pacing. She had no idea how long she had been trapped in the room because, for all of Mitch’s preparedness, he had forgotten one thing. The one thing, which in her opinion seemed like a good idea to have, was a freaking clock. She didn’t even have Nico to keep her company because the boy was currently curled up on his bed taking a nap. She couldn’t concentrate on reading a book, so Jacqueline was stuck pacing.


  A tapping noise on the door had her whirling around. Before she could rush over to the door, Nico was there, grabbing her hand. “Daddy says you have to listen for the code.”


  It made sense, but she had no idea what the code was. Apparently Nico did because, after a few more taps, he smiled up at her and ran over to the door. Jacqueline followed. She had trusted him so far, so she helped him turn the lock. As soon as she heard the locks thudding, the door was wrenched open. She heard Nico’s squeal as he rushed past her and leaped into Mich’s arms. She could have sworn she heard purring coming from Mitch, but her focus was on Ben. She wanted to run and throw herself into his arms like Nico had done, but she stood frozen in place, scanning him from head to toe, making sure he wasn’t hurt anywhere.


  “I did good. Didn’t I, Daddy?”


  “You did awesome, little man. Come on. Let’s go let your momma out. If I hold you out in front of me, she won’t hit me.” Nico giggled as Mitch carried him out of the basement on his shoulder.


  “He’s not serious, is he?” Jacqueline asked when she found her voice.


  Ben grinned. “Sadly, yes.”


  At the sound of his voice, she threw herself in his arms and wrapped her legs around his waist. Ben caught her just as she knew he would. “I was so worried about you. I had no idea what was going on.” She placed kisses along his jaw line and nipped his collarbone, causing him to groan.


  Ben’s hands slid inside the back of her jeans and begin to squeeze, just as she felt her back press against the wall. She gasped at the shock of the cold wall compared to the heat of his hands on her skin. The twin sensations had her thighs clenching as she ground her pussy against his stomach. When he pressed his lips against hers, she opened to him and moaned as his tongue caressed hers. They fought for dominance of the kiss until Jacqueline finally had to pull away, gasping for breath. She was desperate to let him know how she was feeling.


  “You scared me to death, Ben. Don’t ever do that to me again. I love you too much to lose you.” She felt the moment the words penetrated the sexual haze he was in. Ben’s whole body stiffened as he lifted his head and stared down at her with wide eyes.


  “Finally,” he breathed.


  It was Jacqueline’s turn to stiffen then for purely different reasons. “Finally? What’s that supposed to mean?” She was outraged and pressed against his chest to make him let her down, but the man didn’t budge.


  Ben laughed, angering her further. “Calm down, little mate. I just meant I have been waiting forever to hear you say those words to me.”


  She huffed. “It’s only been three weeks, and besides, it’s not like you said them to me.”


  “Little mate, I have loved you since the day I saved your life by tackling you down those stairs. I haven’t said it yet because I didn’t want to scare you off.”


  Jacqueline felt her eyes prickling as the tears gathered. She couldn’t remember ever hearing someone say those words to her. She used to imagine her mother saying them, but she’d been just too young to remember. Wrapping her arms back around Ben’s neck, she pulled him closer and whispered in his ear. “Make love to me, Ben. I want to be your mate.”


  Ben froze. “I’ve been waiting forever to hear you say that as well, but are you sure this is what you want? Once we mate there is no going back.”


  Jacqueline nodded. It was what she wanted.


  Ben moved away from the wall with her still in his arms and carried her back inside the safe room. He held on to her with one hand while he used the other to pull the door closed, not bothering to lock it. He carried Jacqueline over to the bed and lay her down on it. Her body shivered in anticipation from the look in Ben’s eyes as he lifted away from her and stared.


  “Claim me, Ben,” she told him. “Make me yours forever.”


  “Forever is not enough, little mate. You will be mine for eternity.”


  Before Jacqueline could respond to his declaration, Ben removed his shirt. The words stuck in her throat at the sight of the smooth, tan chest he revealed. His muscles bunched and flexed with each movement, making her mouth water and her tongue itch to trace each ridge and groove.


  Not wanting him to be the only one undressing, Jacqueline sat up and quickly pulled her T-shirt over her head as well. The bed dipped as she reached back to unhook her bra and looked up to see Ben straddling her lap with a knee on either side.


  His hands stilled hers. “Slowly, we have no reason to rush.”


  Jacqueline leaned her head against Ben’s chest and sucked in a deep breath. She didn’t want slow. She was feeling desperate and frantic at the moment. Her body was heating up at the thought of having him inside of her, and she felt as if she would combust if that didn’t happen in the next few seconds.


  Bringing her hands up, she ran them along his stomach and marveled at the feel of the smooth, hot skin. His muscles flexed as she trailed her hands lower toward the waistband of his jeans. When she reached the snap and released it, Ben grunted.


  “Easy, little mate. I’m barely holding on to my control.”


  The rough, gravely tone of his voice had her smiling. She wanted him just as much out of control as she was, and by the sound of his voice, he was almost there. Ignoring his comment, she grabbed the tab of his zipper and slowly pulled it down. The sound of the metal teeth releasing seemed to echo off the walls in the silence of the room.


  In the three weeks they had been intimate together, Jacqueline had never initiated anything. Ben was always the first to touch her, and usually, she was too lost in pleasure to remember to touch him back. By the time she was coherent enough to think of his needs, Ben had taken care of himself. He never seemed to mind. This time, though, she wanted to be the one to take care of him. She needed to touch him and bring him pleasure before she lost her mind.


  “Take off your pants,” Jacqueline said, her own voice husky. “I want to see all of you. To feel you.”


  Ben pulled back to look at her, bringing her bra with him. She lifted her arms to remove it the rest of the way and tossed it to the side. Her breasts felt heavy and swollen, and she felt her nipples hardening as Ben stared down at them as if they were begging for his attention. Jacqueline watched the muscles in his throat move up and down as he swallowed and started to lean toward her as if hypnotized. She knew if she let his mouth get anywhere near her she would be lost. Instead, she pressed her hand to the center of his chest and pushed him over to the side. He landed on the bed, and she scrambled up to her knees before he could recover. She knew she would have never been able to move him if he hadn’t been so caught up in her breast.


  Holding back a giggle at the thought, Jacqueline took the position Ben had just been in and straddled his legs. His eyes flashed from brown to amber as she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. Her nipples grazed his chest and she moaned into his mouth. Ben seemed to recover quickly and threaded his fingers through her hair as he deepened the kiss by slipping his tongue into her mouth. Jacqueline wanted to get lost in the kiss, but when she felt Ben tense and start to roll her underneath him, she pulled back, gasping. She needed to stay in control.


  With this being her first time taking the lead, she felt at a loss when she stared down at her mate. He was the man she would spend the rest of her life with, and she knew she had plenty of time to learn, but she wanted to make sure he enjoyed their mating. After everything she had done to him, he was still able to look at her with love shining in his eyes. Jacqueline needed to do this for him. She decided to do to him what he had done to make her feel good. It wasn’t hard because the slightest touch from the man always sent her pulse racing and pleasure tingling up her spine.


  She started by trailing tiny kisses down his neck. She knew his neck was sensitive, and the way he growled as she did it proved that. When she got to his collarbone, she ran her tongue along it before nipping it with her teeth. She smiled as Ben wrapped his hands around her waist and pressed her down to him. It was her turn to moan when he lifted his hips and ground his erection against her center. Jacqueline felt the moisture flooding her panties with each thrust of his hips, but she ignored her clenching thighs and focused on Ben’s chest.


  His mouth on her nipples had always sent sparks shooting down her spine and straight to her cunt, so she decided to see if the same worked for him. Jacqueline leaned down and traced one of his pebbled nipples with the tip of her tongue. She circled the small bead several times before trailing her tongue across his chest to the other and giving it the same treatment. The feel of Ben’s hips lifting higher and higher off the bed let her know the outcome of her little experiment was the same for him as it had been for her. His nipples were just as sensitive.


  “You’re killing me here, Jacqi.” Ben moaned, sounding in pain.


  She nipped the skin around his belly button before looking up. “It’s Jacqueline,” she said without much heat. She was growing used to his nickname for her, but she didn’t want him to know that. She grabbed the waistband of his jeans and pulled them down when he lifted his hips to help. Once she got them off, she saw he didn’t have any underwear on. Jacqueline couldn’t help but stare at Ben’s hard cock as it lay against his stomach with the tip glistening. The sheer size of his enormous cock had her cunt pulsing to have him inside her. She didn’t even wonder if he would fit because she was determined to make him if she needed to.


  Ignoring the sight of his cock for the moment, Jacqueline started with her hands at Ben’s feet. She felt the crisp hairs tickle her palms as she slowly moved them up his legs. She felt the muscles in his thighs tremble when she crawled between them and moved her hands closer and closer to his shaft. When she got to the juncture of his thighs, Jacqueline noticed for the first time that Ben had no pubic hair. The smooth skin was a complete contrast to the dark hair on his legs and arms. For some reason, the lack of hair turned her on. It drew her eye directly to his cock and the heavy sac that rested between his legs. She leaned down and let out a puff of hot breath against his sac and watched, amazed, when it drew closer to his body and his cock twitched without her ever touching it.


  Taking a breath, Jacqueline did what she had wanted to do for a while now. She gently wrapped her palm around Ben’s shaft and lifted it away from his stomach. She marveled at the heavy feel of it in her hand. When he shifted, she looked up to see Ben tucking his arms underneath his head. He tried to smirk at her, but Jacqueline saw the need shining in his eyes. By the way the muscles clenched in his arms, she knew he hadn’t tucked them behind his head to give her more space. He had placed them there to keep himself in control. That went a long way in calming her nerves and giving her the courage to lean over and flick the tip of his cock with her tongue. She moaned at the same time Ben did. His moan was from the sensation. Her moan was for the taste of the fluid she had gathered. He tasted slightly salty and musky, but not bad at all.


  Jacqueline flattened her tongue at the base of his cock and slid it all the way up his shaft until she got to the tip. She closed her mouth over the head and sucked gently, not wanting to hurt him. As she bobbed her head up and down, sliding him in and out of her mouth, Ben’s moans turned into groans then eventually growls, letting her know he liked what she was doing. She felt hands in her hair just before his hips began to shift, and she held herself still to allow Ben to move as he wanted. After a few thrusts of Ben’s hips, Jacqueline gasped as his cock was suddenly pulled from her mouth, and she was flying through the air. She opened her eyes when she landed on the bed to find Ben staring down at her. His eyes had gone completely amber, backed by a glow. The set of canine teeth she saw protruding from his mouth should have scared her, but they only succeeded in turning her on ever more.


  Ben was out of control and exactly how she wanted him. With a growl, he leaned down and captured her mouth. His extended teeth poked at her lips as she traced each one with her tongue. Jacqueline felt Ben’s hands at her thighs and happily opened them for him. She wrapped them around his waist, locking them behind his back, and used her calves to pull him closer.


  “Oh God, yes!” Jacqueline shouted when she felt one of his thick fingers enter her suddenly. She was already wet, and he slipped it in easily.


  “This is going to be fast and hard,” Ben’s gruff voice whispered in her ear. “When it comes to you, I am truly a mindless beast.”


  Jacqueline was too caught up in the feel of the second finger Ben had slipped inside her to understand what he was saying. The tight squeeze of his fingers deep inside her was mind-blowing. She felt the orgasm coming and knew it was going to be powerful. As Ben pulled his fingers out, dragging them along her inner walls, she shattered. Jacqueline threw her head back as she came, shifting her hips to ride out the pleasure.


  She whimpered when Ben removed his fingers completely, leaving her empty, only to moan and open her eyes when she felt the head of his cock press against her entrance. Jacqueline stared into his eyes as he slowly pressed forward. She ignored the slight burn and pinch as he stretched her farther than she had ever been. When he was fully inside of her, Ben pressed his forehead against her as they both breathed heavily.


  “You feel so good, little mate. Like warm silk against me.”


  Jacqueline nodded, unable to speak. There were no words to describe how good he felt buried deep inside her. She finally understood what he’d meant when he said fate had made them for each other. They fit together perfectly. She arched her back and exhaled quickly when Ben rotated his hip.


  Ben chuckled. “Ready, little mate?”


  “Make me yours.”


  With her permission given, Ben shifted his hips, pulling his cock out, only to slam it back into her pussy. Jacqueline let out a choked moan as he repeated the process over and over again. All she could do was wrap her arms around him and hold on. She felt her orgasm building as she trailed her hands up Ben’s back, memorizing the feel of his muscles flexing as he moved against her. He nipped her lightly just before Jacqueline felt the sting of his teeth as they entered her shoulder. There was pain at first, but it quickly gave way to pleasure as she bit down on Ben’s shoulder to muffle her scream. She flinched as her teeth sank into his skin but forgot about it when her orgasm came out of nowhere. The intensity of her release had black spots swimming before her eyes. The last thing Jacqueline remembered was Ben’s howl in her ear and the feel of hot fluid jetting into her channel before everything went dark.


  Chapter 11


  


  “Welcome back.”


  Jacqueline smiled at the comment. She heard the smug tone in Ben’s voice over the fact that she had passed out. She couldn’t blame him for being proud he had given her too much pleasure. It was something she’d never thought possible.


  She opened her eyes and smiled up at her mate lying on his side next to her with his head propped up on his palm. “Thank you.” Those two words held a world of meaning for her. She wanted to tell him thank you for trusting her, for giving her a second chance and not hating her, for being strong enough to take her away from her father.


  “Believe me, little mate, the pleasure was all mine.” Ben grinned.


  Jacqueline shivered. She didn’t think she would ever get enough of the man. She wished they could stay locked in the safe room away from the outside world, but the problems would still find them. They had already started creeping back into her head. “So what now?”


  Ben seemed to know exactly what she was thinking because he flopped his head back on the bed and sighed. “Now we get up and go on. I’m sure Mitch is pacing the floors in his office right now waiting on me. As much as I would love to stay in this bed making love to you over and over again, we have work to do.”


  As Ben leaned over to kiss her, Jacqueline caught a whiff of the most wonderful smell. It was the best thing she had ever smelled and made her mouth water for more. The scent was a mix between maple syrup and sugar cookies. “What is that smell?” she asked as she took a deeper breath, taking it in. She didn’t know if she wanted to drench herself in it or to eat it.


  Ben frowned down at her, and she realized the scent was coming from him. “Oh, God, it’s you. Umm, you smell so good.” She buried her face in his neck and ran her tongue over his skin to see if he tasted as good as he smelled.


  Ben laughed. “I take it you like my scent.”


  His statement had Jacqueline pulling back and the scientist in her taking over. “How come I’ve never smelled you before?”


  “It’s because we mated.”


  “What do you mean because we mated?” Jacqueline asked, confused.


  Ben frowned at her again. “You don’t know, do you?”


  She could only shake her head as he pulled her closer and hugged her. “I’m so sorry, Jacqi. When you asked me to mate with you, I thought you knew everything that comes with the mating. I figured maybe you had gone to Tessa for advice or something. It’s hard to remember that you don’t know everything. If I had known, I would never have mated you without explaining first.”


  Now, Jacqueline was starting to get scared. Ben didn’t sound as though he already regretted mating her, but he had a look of guilt on his face. “Explain what, Ben?”


  Ben sighed and sat up. “When we bite our mate during sex, it binds them to us. If they’re already a shifter, then not much happens besides a bond forming between the two. In your case, since you’re human, you begin to change.” He held up his hand to stop her question before continuing. “You won’t become a shifter, but over time, you will start to develop most of our traits, heightened senses, rapid healing, and increased strength. Your life span will also change to match mine.”


  Jacqueline swallowed as she tried to process the information. “Is there anything else?”


  “You won’t want to be away from me for long periods of time. The longer we stay apart, the more anxious you’ll get.”


  She thought over everything Ben had just told her, and none of it seemed like a deal breaker. She loved the man and nothing he’d just told her would have changed her decision if she had known before mating him. Another thought struck her, “What about Nico?”


  “What about him?”


  “I was confused at first, but after everything you just told me, it all makes sense. He heard the rogues long before I did. At one point, he was next to me so fast I never saw him move.”


  Ben smiled. “Most people would never notice, but leave it up to my little scientist to figure it out. Mitch bit Nico after he mated Tessa. It’s rare, but it happens when a shifter mates a human that already has a child. Normally, a shifter waits until the child is old enough to make the choice on their own, but Tessa had a panic attack when she realized she could possibly out live her son. With the rogue situation and the danger from your father, Mitch went ahead and marked him.”


  “I can understand that. It’s something I would do as well.” Jacqueline smoothed the lines on Ben’s forehead. “I’m not upset. I would have still decided to mate with you. I love you.”


  Ben breathed a sigh of relief before giving her a wide grin. It was Jacqueline’s turn to sigh like a teenaged schoolgirl who had just spotted her crush. When Ben smiled, he was gorgeous. Add that to his scent, that was quickly becoming her favorite in the world, and the combination was devastating. She wanted to throw him back to the bed and climb on top of him.


  “Stop thinking whatever it is you’re thinking,” Ben groaned. “I can smell the lust coming off you.”


  After what they had just done, Jacqueline was surprised she felt herself blush at his comment. She kissed him on the cheek and quickly got out of bed, putting him out of his misery. Ben followed, and they dressed in silence. Jacqueline winced when she saw the bite mark she left on Ben’s shoulder, but he didn’t seem to mind it as he threw his shirt over his head. Once they were done, he took her hand in his and led her out of the basement.


  Jacqueline slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming as they rounded the corner to the living room, and she skidded to a stop. It was one thing to know Mitch was a lion, but it was completely different to actually see it up close and personal. The gigantic lion was lying on the floor in a patch of sun with his eyes closed. She knew he wasn’t asleep by the fact that his tail kept slowly flicking. What stunned her the most was Nico crawling over the lion’s back, trying to catch the tail.


  “He’s not going to eat him, is he?” she whispered to Ben as she watched the lion’s eyes lazily blink open.


  Ben laughed. “No, aside from the safe room, on the back of Mitch’s lion is probably the safest place Nico could be. Mitch would protect him with his life if he had to.” He turned to Mitch. “If you’re done, Your Highness, we need to make plans before we’re attacked again.”


  The roar that came from the lion had Jacqueline releasing the death grip she had on Ben’s arm to cover her ears. She was stunned when Ben and Nico both started laughing. Neither of them was fazed by Mitch’s roar. She, on the other hand, was grateful she had emptied her bladder before coming upstairs. If not, she would have definitely been standing in a puddle at the moment.


  “Don’t let him scare you, little mate,” Ben said as he led her to Mitch’s office. “He’s always a little cranky right after his nap.”


  He must take an awful lot of naps then. Jacqueline kept that thought to herself. It seemed Mitch was always cranky.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ken and Ryan were already in the office when they arrived. Ben watched as they both sniffed the air then turned toward him and Jacqi at the same time. Ryan grinned and stood first. He came over and pulled Ben into a one-armed man hug, thumping him on the back. A deep growl had him smiling as Ben watched Ken pull Ryan away from him and wrap his arm around Ryan’s waist. Ben hadn’t known the big man could move so fast.


  Once Ken had Ryan in his arms, the scowl on his face changed into a huge smile. “Congrats,” he said, thumping Ben on the shoulder and nearly sending him to the floor.


  Ben grimaced and rubbed his arm. “Thanks, guys,” he said as he led Jacqi over to the loveseat and pulled her down beside him. It felt good to show his mate off. For someone who had been so adamant about never having a mate, he could barely remember back to the time before he’d met Jacqueline. If he had known then what he knew now, Ben would have combed the earth searching for her. He kissed her forehead as Mitch finally came through the door, fully dressed.


  “Let’s get this over with. My mate is about to take a nap, and I wouldn’t mind joining her since mine was rudely interrupted.” Mitch glared over at Ben.


  He had a feeling Mitch’s nap involved a lot more than just going to sleep with his mate. “Is that what they’re calling it these days? In that case, let’s proceed,” Ben joked. “I wouldn’t mind taking a nap with my mate as well.”


  The grunt from Mitch was exactly what Ben had expected. “Are we any closer to finding out where the asshole is hiding? Maybe we can take the fight to him.”


  “No,” Mitch answered. “The man owns multiple properties all over the world. At this point, unless he offers us an invite to his front door, it’s going to be pretty much impossible to find him.”


  Ben agreed, but he hated to sit and wait on Percival to come to them. He had a feeling that as long as the man sent his minions to do his dirty work for him, they were going to be waiting a long time.


  “Okay, we all agree the attack was just the first wave. I called the council and let them know what happened,” Mitch said. “They wanted to send out more enforcers to help, but I told them no. We don’t know if there are still people on the council working for Percival, so I trust no one but the people already in this house. We can handle our own.”


  Ben agreed. Everyone he trusted to guard his back was already in the room with him. They didn’t need the extra help. “Something tells me they won’t be so loud when they come back. They will try to sneak up on us. I can set charges around the perimeter and farther into the woods. It’ll weed a few out and let us know they’re coming at the same time.”


  Mitch nodded before turning to Ryan. “Once those charges have gone off, I need you and Ben up on the roof with the rifles. They won’t be expecting guns, so if you use a silencer, you can pick them off one by one.”


  Ben thought Mitch’s idea was a good one. Most shifters despised guns, preferring to fight with tooth and claw. It would take them a while to figure out their pack was getting gunned down and where it was coming from.


  Mitch continued. “If any of the rogues make it past that, then they will have Ken and me waiting for them in shifted form.”


  Ben felt sorry for any rogue that made it that far. There would only be little pieces to scrape up by the time Mitch and Ken were done with them.


  “What about Tessa and me? What are we supposed to do?” Jacqi asked quietly.


  Ben felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up at the thought of his mate putting herself in danger. “You won’t be doing anything. You’ll be in the safe room, along with Tessa and Nico.”


  “Surely there is something I can do. I want to help. The only reason my father is coming here is because of me and what I did. I just can’t sit back and let you all risk your lives for me.”


  Ben turned to Ken. “Have you found anything on Jacqi’s mother?”


  “No,” Ken rumbled. “It’s like the woman never existed. I need more information if I’m going to continue to search. What I have now just isn’t enough.”


  “Then that’s what you can do, little mate. While you’re working on finding the cure, you can be thinking of anything that can help Ken find out who your mother was. I know you were young, but anything you can remember, no matter how silly it seems, could help.”


  “I can do that, but that isn’t the kind of help I was offering and you know it.”Jacqi frowned at him. “I can’t just sit back and watch while you guys risk your lives for me.”


  Ben looked over at Mitch, who nodded, signaling the meeting was over. Lifting Jacqi in his arms, he carried her out of the office and straight up the stairs to the room they had been sharing. He needed to have a talk with his little mate about her idea that she could put herself in unnecessary danger. Once in the room, he sat on the bed with her in his lap, not ready to let her go just yet.


  “I already know what you’re going to say,” Jacqi said, her face determined. “Could you at least listen to my idea?”


  “No.”


  “But—”


  “No buts, little mate.”


  His mate sighed and laid her head on his shoulder. “You have a bad habit of cutting me off.”


  “I only do it when I’m right.” Ben laughed. “Which is usually most of the time.” He turned Jacqi so he could see her face. “None of this is your fault. Your father knew we were after him. How could he not? We actually blew up the man’s house, so it was only a matter of time before he came after us here.


  “As far as you helping out, the best way you can help is by being in that safe room when the attack comes. If I know you’re anywhere close to the danger, then I won’t be able to concentrate. My focus would be on you and not on my job. It’s the fastest way to get myself or one of the guys killed. I can’t let that happen. Please tell me you understand,” Ben pleaded with his mate. He couldn’t stand her being angry with him or hurt, but making sure she was in that safe room was something he wasn’t budging on.


  Finally, Jacqi nodded, and Ben felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. “Thank you,” he said and kissed her. His mate moaned against his mouth when he slid his tongue against hers. The sound sent shivers down his spine and straight to his cock, which had been rock hard since the moment he’d pulled her onto his lap. It seemed he couldn’t get enough of Jacqi, and he had a feeling it would always be that way. Walking around with a constant hard-on was something he was willing to endure as long as he had his mate by his side.


  Grabbing Jacqi’s hips, he turned her so that she straddled his lap and pressed her down against the erection tenting his jeans. He moaned at the feel of her against him. Ben trailed kisses down her neck, and his mate craned her head back, giving him room. He grinned when he got close to his mating bite on her shoulder and paused. When he had explained the benefits of mating to her, Ben had purposely left out one detail. He wanted it to be a surprise when she found out. Now, he looked up at his mate. She had her head thrown back and her eyes closed with a look of bliss on her face. Keeping his eyes trained up at her, Ben leaned down and gently grazed his teeth across the mark.


  His mate’s reaction was instant as she yelled out. Her eyes shot wide open, and her knees clamped tightly around his waist. “What was that?” she asked, panting for breath.


  Ben grinned at her and rubbed his finger over the mark, drawing a whimper from her. “That’s my mating mark. The redness and swelling will go away, but the scar will never fade. When I bit you, it became an erogenous zone, but only in response to me. Any time I touch you here”—he rubbed the spot again to make his point—“it will be a turn-on for you. If any other male were to touch you there, you would feel uncomfortable, almost like you were sick to your stomach.”


  Jacqi moaned and pressed her shoulder harder against his finger. “I knew I mated you for a reason.”


  Ben laughed at his mate and tossed her to the bed. “I hope that’s not the only reason,” he said, hovering over her.


  Jacqi looked up at him through half-closed eyes and grinned wickedly. “At the moment, it’s the only reason I can think of.” She squealed and laughed when Ben dove on top of her.


  “That wasn’t nice, little mate,” he said then tsked. “I think you deserve to be punished for that. I wonder how many times I can make you come by just touching my mark.”


  Jacqi’s voice was husky when she spoke. “Do your worst.”


  Ben grinned. That was a challenge he wasn’t willing to pass up.


  Chapter 12


  


  Jacqueline lay in bed next to Ben, wide-awake. The man had proven his point about her mating mark until she had lost count and finally passed out. She should have still been asleep, but her brain wouldn’t stop working. An idea was right on the edge of her mind, and the scientist in her wouldn’t let her go back to sleep until she explored the thought thoroughly.


  Giving up on getting back to sleep, she eased out of the bed, careful not to wake Ben, and slipped on her clothes. Jacqueline tiptoed out of the room and headed down to her lab in the basement. On the way, she heard sound coming from the kitchen and saw Tessa sitting at the table eating ice cream.


  “I didn’t wake you, did I?” Tessa asked as Jacqueline walked into the kitchen.


  “No. I couldn’t sleep.”


  “As much screaming as you did, I figured you would be out for the night.” Tessa winked.


  Jacqueline felt the heat creeping up her neck as she blushed. She opened her mouth a few times, but nothing came out.


  Tessa patted her on the hand. “Don’t worry about it.” She tapped her ears. “It’s the hearing. You get used to it after a while. The only downside is that nothing is really private anymore.”


  “Oh God. Did Nico hear us?” She could only wonder how much she had probably traumatized the boy.


  “No, he was in his room. A few days after Mitch and I mated, I was in the kitchen fixing lunch when Nico came and stood in front of me just staring. When I asked him what was wrong, he wanted to know where my “boo boo” was because he thought I had hurt myself with all the screaming I had been doing. After that, I refused to let my mate touch me again until he had Nico’s room soundproofed. It was one thing for other shifters to hear me having sex, but I was mortified to know that my baby could as well.”


  Jacqueline laughed. She couldn’t imagine how embarrassed Tessa had been. “Do I even want to know the explanation you gave him?”


  “I was so shocked I couldn’t think of anything to say.” Tessa covered her mouth and giggled. “There was no way I was explaining sex to my two-year-old son, so I did the first thing that came to mind. I stood and limped out of the room pretending I had twisted my ankle. Once I was out of sight, I took off running, screaming for Mitch.”


  Jacqueline busted out laughing and slapped her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound. She shook her head when Tessa tilted the ice cream carton toward, her offering her some. “No thanks. I was actually headed down to the lab.”


  “Would you like some company? I’m not very sleepy myself.”


  Jacqueline paused. Growing up with her father, she had never had the opportunity to have any friends. Tessa was the closest thing she ever had to one, and she didn’t know how to handle it. In the lab, she was normally in her own zone, tuning everything out, and she didn’t want to offend the woman by ignoring her. In the end, she decided to take a chance. “Sure, you can come on down. I’ll warn you though. You’ll probably be bored to tears.” Tessa waved her comment away and followed her toward the stairs.


  In the lab, Jacqueline thought over everything Ben had told her about mating and the changes she would go through. The first thing she wanted to do was get a blood sample from herself. She already had samples from Ben and the other shifters and one from herself before she mated. At the time, she had taken the sample because she had wanted to compare her human blood to theirs to see the differences. She had hoped it gave her some new ideas for the antidote because she was grasping at straws. Now she was a little curious to see the changes to her blood, if there were any, since she had mated.


  Gathering the supplies she needed, Jacqueline set them all on the table and grabbed the tourniquet. Without even being asked, Tessa took it from her and tied it on her arm. She decided that maybe having Tessa in the lab with her wasn’t so bad.


  “What are you doing?” Tessa asked.


  Jacqueline inserted the needle into her arm and connected vial before answering. “Ben explained the mating process, and I already drew my blood before we mated, so I just wanted to look at the two samples and compare them. Maybe if I can see the difference in the before and after, then I will understand the shifter blood better.”


  “Do you think that will help you with the antidote?”


  She nodded as Tessa bandaged her arm for her when she removed the needle. “I hope so. At this point, I’ll do just about anything.” She looked up at Tessa. “I can’t lose him.”


  Tessa rubbed her shoulder. “I know, honey. I don’t want to lose him either. He was the one who taught me to fight. If it hadn’t been for him, I would have never had the guts to stand up to the rogue that attacked me and Mitch. We would both be dead. For that, Ben will always hold a special place in my heart.”


  Jacqueline couldn’t say anything past the lump in her throat. Instead, she got to work, placing a drop of her mated blood on a slide. She set up two microscopes and placed her human slide on one and the mated slide on the other. Once she had the microscopes focused correctly, she looked at her human slide first. There was nothing out of the ordinary with the slide. Her blood cells looked like normal healthy human cells. It was exactly what Jacqueline had expected. When she looked at the slide with her mated blood, she gasped.


  “What? What do you see?” Tessa hovered over her anxiously.


  “I expected there to be some changes, but I didn’t expect them to be that drastic.” The blood cells in her mated blood looked to be about three times the size of the human ones. They were a bright shade of red, so bright it looked almost as if they were glowing. There was also about ten times as many cells in her mated blood as there were in her human sample. “This is incredible,” Jacqueline said, awed at what she was seeing.


  Moving the slide over a little to see more of the sample, she frowned. “That’s odd.” Jacqueline stood and blinked. She rubbed her eyes to make sure she wasn’t seeing things before she peered back into the microscope. Mixed in with the red cells, there were a few cells that looked almost black, like they were dead or diseased. She watched, mesmerized as her healthy cells surrounded the black ones. Once they had each cell surrounded, the dead cell seemed to get absorbed until there was nothing left of it. Jacqueline watched this happen several times until there was nothing but healthy red blood cells left in the sample.


  She sat back and stared into space. She was aware of Tessa hovering behind her, but Jacqueline’s mind was spinning too much to say anything to her. She kept going over everything she had just seen. What she didn’t understand was where the black cells had come from. She knew she wasn’t sick, and her human sample had proven that. There were only healthy blood cells in that sample. Between the time she had mated and taken the new sample, Jacqueline had somehow been contaminated with something. She just had to figure out with what.


  “I bit him!” Jacqueline shouted. She sat forward and grabbed Tessa’s hand. The woman had jumped when she yelled.


  “I have no idea what you are talking about.”


  Jacqueline ignored Tessa and jumped up. She grabbed Ben’s blood sample. “When we mated, and Ben bit me, I bit him as well.” She was too excited to be embarrassed to explain. “It wasn’t intentional, but when I came, it was so strong that I clamped down on his shoulder hard enough to draw blood. I swallowed some of that blood. I contaminated myself and didn’t even realize it.”


  “Is that a good thing? The way you’re smiling I’m hoping it’s a good thing.”


  “Let’s find out.” Jacqueline took a drop of Ben’s blood and placed it on the slide. She then took a drop of her blood and put it on top of Ben’s. She put the slide on the microscope and took a breath to calm herself before peering down into it. Afraid to move in case her eyes were playing tricks on her, she watched as her blood repeated the same process with Ben’s unhealthy blood cells over and over again until there was nothing left but bright red blood cells.


  Jacqueline looked up at Tessa and grinned. Her heart was pounding at what she discovered. “I need your blood.”


  Tessa looked startled at first, but she recovered quickly. “Okay, but can you explain to me why?”


  “I think I may have just found a way to cure Ben. I need your blood to test my theory. I don’t want to say any more than that right now because I don’t want to jinx it.” Jacqueline expected Tessa to demand more answers, but the woman simply rolled up her sleeve and stuck her arm out.


  Working on the theory that her blood had cured Ben’s because of the changes due to mating him, Jacqueline grabbed a fresh slide and combined a drop of Ben’s blood to Tessa’s. Instead of her blood surrounding his, the reaction was the complete opposite. His blood completely contaminated hers.


  For the first time in three weeks, Jacqueline felt hope. She was closer than she had ever been to making sure her mate stayed with her. Wanting to try one last test, she contaminated Mitch’s blood with Ben’s. Once Ben’s blood cells took over the sample, she added a drop of Tessa’s blood to Mitch’s sample. She literally felt like her heart stopped beating as she held her breath and waited for the results.


  When Tessa’s blood cells started destroying the contaminated cells in Mitch’s sample, Jacqueline let out a scream and began jumping up and down. She grabbed Tessa and pulled her into a hug. “We did it!” She felt tears streaming down her face but didn’t bother to wipe them.


  “I take it you got good results?” Tessa’s excitement showed on her face.


  “Yes!” Jacqueline practically screamed. “It’s the mated blood. My blood cured Ben, and yours cured Mitch’s when I contaminated it. It’s not a complete cure since those infected would have to have mates, but it’s a start.”


  Jacqueline knew she had a lot more work to do, but at the moment, she was too happy to care. There was no way she could just give Ben a complete blood transfusion because their blood types didn’t match. She needed to come up with a serum using her blood to create it. Knowing she wasn’t going to get any sleep until she had the antidote completed, Jacqueline set about gathering all the supplies she needed.


  “Tell me what I can do to help.”


  Jacqueline felt bad. With her mind on her task, she had already forgotten Tessa was in the room. “I’m going to need coffee and lots of it,” she told her. As Tessa nodded and headed for the stairs, Jacqueline smiled at the woman she considered her first real friend before turning her attention to her work.


  


  * * * *


  


  Wake up! She’s doing it again!


  Ben cracked his eyelids open and froze. The sight of his mate standing over him holding a huge syringe and grinning was not what he expected to see first thing in the morning. “Do you remember that little talk we were supposed to have about this needle fetish of yours? I think now would be a good time to have that.”


  From the scents in the room, he realized they weren’t alone. It seemed everyone was in his room, and they were all grinning like idiots.


  Maybe they want to play, his wolf told him, sounding eager.


  Games that involve huge needles aren’t my idea of fun, pup. You can count me out.


  “What’s going on?” Ben swallowed and resisted the urge to scoot away from his mate as she sat down on the bed next to him.


  “Tessa and I have been working all night, and we finally did it.”


  “I didn’t do anything,” Tessa said from Mitch’s arms. “Your mate is the genius. All I did was keep the coffee hot and hand her things when she asked.”


  Ben sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Okay. Does someone want to put me out of my misery and explain to me what it is?” He eyed the needle warily as Jacqi held it up. Ben recalled the last time Jacqi had held a needle. She’d been slamming it down into his chest. He wanted to protest now, but he was momentarily distracted by his little mate’s beauty as her face lit up and her smile got even bigger. It was as though she were glowing. Ben decided that he would do whatever he could to always keep that look on her face.


  “Do you remember when I bit you?”


  Ben felt himself getting hard at the thought of her tiny teeth sinking in his shoulder as he had marked her. He pulled a pillow onto his lap, ignoring the snickers coming from the guys. “Yeah, I remember.”


  Jacqueline continued. “I couldn’t sleep last night, so I went down to the lab. I got curious and wanted to see if there was a difference in my blood now that I was mated to you. When I looked, I realized that I had contaminated myself without even knowing it when I bit you.”


  Ben felt his blood run cold and sat forward. He opened his mouth to say something, but his mate held up her hand.


  “Don’t worry, I’m fine. My biting you was a good thing. If I hadn’t done that, then I never would have been able to create this.” Jacqi held up the needle again. “It’s the antidote.”


  As Ben listened to his mate explain how she had created the cure, he had to agree with Tessa. His little mate was a genius. He didn’t understand half of what she said, and he didn’t care. He had never doubted she would eventually figure it out, but he winced at the thought it had taken him contaminating her to get it. He was just glad she was okay.


  “Thank you.” If it wasn’t for the audience they currently had, Ben would have ripped his little mate’s clothes off and roll her under him to show his gratitude. Instead, he gently took the syringe out of her hand and set it on the nightstand before pulling his mate into his lap and kissing her. “I know those words aren’t nearly enough for what you’ve done for me, but I promise to spend the rest of my life showing you how much I love you.”


  “If it wasn’t for me, neither you or your friends would be in this mess. This was the least I could do to try and make up for my father and myself. The antidote still isn’t perfect. It will only work on mated shifters, but it’s a start.”


  Ben hated seeing the guilty look on Jacqi’s face and vowed that he wouldn’t stop until he convinced her that she had nothing to feel guilty for. Her father should have never put her in that position in the first place. No child should ever have to fight for a parent’s affection. It should have been freely given.


  As he rolled her underneath him and deepened the kiss, Ben was aware of footsteps leaving the room and the bedroom door easing closed. He released her mouth and nuzzled her jaw, trailing kisses down the side of her neck until he got to his mark on her shoulder. Ben blew gently on the now healed bite and felt Jacqi shiver underneath him at the same time he heard her moan. He smiled. Causing that reaction in her could quickly become his new favorite hobby.


  The smell of her arousal was quickly filling the room, and it was driving Ben crazy. He felt his body heating up as he ground his erection between her thighs. She had on too many clothes, and he was desperate to feel her bare skin against him. Using his enhanced strength, Ben gripped the collar of Jacqi’s T-shirt and ripped it down the middle. The treatment he gave her jeans wasn’t any better. Ben let his nails shift into claws and shredded them. When his little mate was finally bare, he spread her legs. He saw the fluid glistening on her thighs, proof that she was just as ready as he was.


  Lining up his cock, Ben thrust inside her in one swift movement. He didn’t stop until he was buried deep. He resisted the urge to cross his eyes from the tight squeeze her pussy gave his cock. Jacqi had him in a vise grip as the muscles in her channel clamped down on him. He rested his forehead against hers and breathed in her spicy cinnamon scent as he fought to get his control back. It seemed when it came to his mate he was like an untried virgin all over again, ready to blow at the first touch from a girl.


  “Damn, little mate.” Ben wanted to whimper when she wrapped her legs around his back, pulling him impossibly deeper. “You’re killing me here. I want to pound into you so hard right now that it’s taking all my strength to stay still.”


  “Do it.”


  Those two words were like a checkered flag being waved in front of him. Ben hissed through his teeth as he pulled out and plunged back into her. The silky walls of her channel fluttered as Jacqi threw her head back and moaned in pleasure. Ben gritted his teeth as he built up a steady rhythm. He felt the familiar tingle building at the base of his spine that let him know he was close to coming. He needed his mate to go over the edge first, so Ben slid his hand between them and down into her moist heat. He circled her clit several times before pinching the swollen bud between two fingers. At the same time, Ben nipped her mating mark, assaulting her body with pleasure from top to bottom.


  Jacqi screamed, and Ben sealed her lips with his to muffle the sound as she came, writhing against him. The muscles in her pussy contracted and released against his cock as if they were massaging him. Ben felt his sac draw up tight moments before he came, spurting hot ropes of cum deep inside her.


  Feeling weak and drained, Ben sagged against his little mate as he caught his breath.


  How long do I have to wait before I can play with the pups?


  Ben frowned, trying to figure out what his wolf was talking about. It seemed he had lost a few brain cells when he came but could feel his wolf pouncing around in his head.


  Don’t you smell it?


  Ben took a deep breath. The smell of Jacqi’s arousal was almost overwhelming and took him a while to filter it out. He also filtered out the fading scents of all his friends until he got down to his mate’s cinnamon scent. He was about to question’s his wolf’s sanity when the scent finally hit him. It was so faint he would have never noticed it if he hadn’t been looking for it. Ben gasped and opened his eyes, only to find Jacqi staring at him and frowning.


  “What? What’s wrong?” Jacqi asked.


  Ben opened his mouth a few times to answer, but before he could say anything, there was the sound of explosions in the distance and the alarms in the house started blaring.


  Chapter 13


  


  Jacqueline slapped her hands over her ears when the alarms started going off. With her new sensitive hearing, the harsh sound felt as though it was going to make her eardrums burst as it bounced around in her head. She saw Ben’s lips moving as he told her something, but there was no way she could hear what he was saying over the alarm. Finally, he scrambled out of bed and tossed her clothes to her before getting dressed himself.


  Jacqueline stared down at the rags in her lap that had formerly been her clothes and shook her head. She knew they were under attack and that she should have a sense of urgency about her, but for some reason, she was having trouble concentrating with the noise. She felt as though her skull was going to explode and wondered how Ben was able to ignore it.


  He was suddenly on the bed and shaking her shoulders. Jacqueline could tell he was shouting at her, but his voice sounded as though it were underwater. Thankfully, the sound was cut off, leaving her ears ringing.


  “You have to move, little mate. That alarm signaled a perimeter breach, which means we only have a few minutes to get into position.”


  She noticed he was fully dressed and nodded. Jacqueline shook off the last of the effects of the noise and climbed out of bed. “Go. I’ll be fine.” She knew the plan and how important his part in it was. “The noise just got to me for a moment. I’m fine now. I promise.”


  Ben stood and stared at her, concerned. “Get to the safe room. I’ll come for you as soon as this is over.” When Jacqueline nodded, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “I love you, little mate.”


  “I love you, too.” She watched Ben head to the bedroom door and remembered the whole reason she had woke him up in the first place. “Wait,” she yelled and grabbed the syringe off the nightstand. She ran over to him and lifted the arm of his T-shirt and injected the antidote before he could say anything. “Now, you can go.” Ben just nodded and turned to look at her one last time before he left, closing the door behind him. Ignoring the sudden feeling of loss, she ran to the dresser and pulled out a pair of jeans and a T-shirt.


  Jacqueline heard the next round of Ben’s explosives going off just as she was zipping up her jeans, letting her know she only had minutes to get herself in the safe room. She ran down the hall and headed for the stairs, cursing the fact that she had forgotten to ask Ben to show her where the safe room upstairs was hidden. It would have certainly been faster to go to that one where she assumed Tessa and Nico were than the one all the way in the basement.


  At the bottom of the stairs, Jacqueline gasped. Through the large picture window Mitch loved sunning himself in front of so much, she saw dozens of her father’s men out in the yard. Some were in their shifted form, and some were human with claws and fangs, but they were all surrounding Mitch and Ken, who had both shifted. Mitch had shifted into his large golden lion, and Ken into a very frightening grizzly bear. They were all standing still as if they were under a spell, waiting to see who made the first move. Jacqueline seemed to be under the same spell as she stood rooted at the bottom of the steps, holding her breath, waiting to see what would happen.


  All of a sudden, the rogue shifters started dropping one at a time to the ground, and Jacqueline frowned until she saw blood starting to bloom on each of their foreheads, letting her know her mate and Ryan were carrying out their part of the plan. It didn’t take long for the rogues to realize what was happening. They all moved at once, attacking Mitch and Ken, who seemed to have no problem handling themselves with the large number of rogues. With one last look, Jacqueline turned and headed for the basement.


  “Wait,” she yelled at the bottom of the basement stairs when she saw the safe room door slowly closing. She had assumed Tessa and Nico were in the room upstairs, but she let out a sigh of relief when the woman peeped around the door with those eerie ice-blue eyes that matched her son’s. Jacqueline was glad she wouldn’t be alone waiting and wondering what was going on outside.


  She skirted around Nico’s tiny table and then her own. She was about ten feet from the door when she saw Tessa’s eyes go wide and her mouth open to scream. Before Jacqueline could turn to see what Tessa was looking at, her hair was caught in a vise grip, and she was yanked to a complete stop.


  “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.”


  Jacqueline started to shake in fear from the playful voice coming from behind her. She shouldn’t have been surprised her father had found a way into the house without anyone knowing, but the man had definitely caught her off guard this time.


  Percival tsked in her ear. “You’ve been a naughty, naughty child, haven’t you?”


  She didn’t bother to answer. Although the tone in her father’s voice sounded as though he was in a good mood, Jacqueline knew it was just the calm before the storm. All it would take was something small to send her father into a murderous rage. She looked over at Tessa, whose knuckles had gone white from her grip on the door. She trailed her eyes down to the pregnant woman’s belly and the small bump that held a tiny life in it then to Nico, who was peeping out from behind his mother. She knew she needed to do something to keep them safe. She had brought this all on them, and she was the only one who could take it away.


  “I’m so sorry, Father. I had no choice. Please forgive me.” Jacqueline stared directly into Tessa’s wide eyes trying to silently communicate and hoping the woman could forgive her for what she was about to do. “The shifter attacked me and forced me to help him. He was going to kill me if I didn’t.” The lies tasted bad as they rolled off her tongue. With her hands, she made a tiny shooing motion toward Tessa, trying to tell her to get into the safe room.


  Percival snarled and yanked the hair in his grip. When Jacqueline cried, Nico let out a roar that would have done Mitch and his lion proud.


  “You expect me to believe you’re here because they forced you?”


  “It’s true. I didn’t want to come. I just couldn’t stand up to the shifter. He was too strong.” She began to babble to take her father’s attention off the safe room door. “They haven’t been mean to me, but they’ve kept me in this basement, forcing me to find a cure for the rogue formula.”


  Jacqueline motioned for Tessa to go into the room again, but the tiny shake of the stubborn woman’s head caused Jacqueline’s stomach to drop. Tessa had no idea what Jacqueline’s father was capable of, but she did. She knew Tessa and Nico’s blood would be on her hands if she didn’t somehow get them to go into that room and lock the door. She couldn’t let that happen. “Take me with you, Father. I want to go home.”


  “Why should I? You ran from me. You betrayed me. What do you have to offer me to let you back in my graces?”


  This was it. If what she said next couldn’t get Tessa into that safe room without her, then nothing would. “I can give you Enforcer Ericson’s pregnant mate and cub,” she said, pointing toward Tessa.


  Tessa gasped, and Jacqueline saw tears welling up in her eyes. Percival snarled from behind her, and the grip in her hair was suddenly gone as he lunged for the door. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion as Jacqueline watched Tessa shove Nico into the room behind her and pull the door shut. It closed with a thud just as Percival reached the handle, and Jacqueline held her breath until she heard the muffled thumps in the large door signaling the locks sliding home.


  Jacqueline stood tense as her father beat and raged against the door before finally turning around and focusing his attention on her. It was the first time she had laid eyes on him since she’d run, and what she saw shocked her. Her normally impeccably dressed, never-a-hair-out-of-place father looked as if he hadn’t slept or showered in days. His hair was disheveled, and she saw dirt, leaves, and bits of twigs in it as if he had been rolling in the woods.


  As her father stalked toward her, seething, Jacqueline closed her eyes, knowing he was going to kill her right where she stood. Instead, he continued past her and muttered one word, “Come.”


  The man didn’t even turn to see if she was following as he headed up the basement stairs. Jacqueline hurried behind him, unwilling to risk his wrath. At the top of the stairs, they turned toward the back of the house, and Percival led her to an open window. She realized he must have used the alarms going off as cover to get the window open without anyone knowing and shook her head. If her father had used even a tenth of his genius criminal mind for good, he could have made the world a much better place instead of constantly bringing misery to everyone he encountered.


  Jacqueline climbed out the window when her father motioned for her to and waited for him to come through. They were at the back of the house, which meant they were closer to the woods and escaping. She looked up to the roof where she knew Ben was and felt her heart being torn in two at the thought of never seeing him again.


  “Don’t do anything stupid, Jacqueline. I will kill you if I have to.” Percival grabbed her arm in a painfully tight grip and began leading her toward the woods. Jacqueline rubbed her chest over her heart when it felt as though it was being squeezed with each step she took away from the house and Ben.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben grinned as Ryan moaned next to him. They were both watching Ken finish off the last of the rogues, and it seemed watching his mate fight had turned Ryan on, judging by the smell of lust the wind was blowing his way.


  “Damn, that’s sexy,” Ryan whispered, confirming Ben’s guess.


  Ben laughed and looked down to see Ken, who had been toying with the rogue, deliver the killing blow. The fight had been too easy in his opinion. Mitch had been right about the shifters never suspecting they would be on the roof sniping. He and Ryan had taken out quite a few before they had even known what hit them, allowing Mitch and Ken to take out the rest in record time. Now, all they were waiting on was Mitch to give the all-clear. The lion had run off through the woods to make sure there were no stragglers left behind.


  Ben reached down to rub his chest. Now that the fight was over and the adrenaline was wearing off, he was starting to feel strange. He frowned as he felt his heart beat speed up. He started to pant because it was getting harder and harder to breathe.


  “Ben!” Ryan shouted, shaking his shoulders. “What’s going on? Are you all right?”


  All he could think was that something was really wrong, and he had no idea what. At first he thought something had happened to Mitch, but his wolf’s snarl caused him to freeze. In his sixty-five years, Ben had never heard his normally easygoing wolf make that noise. There was a reason he called the wolf pup.


  Mate! His wolf shouted louder, and Ben knew he was correct. The hair on the back of his neck and arms started to stand, and his nails started to lengthen into claws as his wolf tried to force his way out. Everything Ben had been feeling and his wolf’s unusual behavior was a warning that something was wrong with his mate.


  Ben ran to the trap door leading to the roof. “Something’s wrong with Jacqi,” he yelled over his shoulder as he jumped down into the opening, not bothering with the ladder. The thud behind him let him know Ryan was following, and Ben was grateful. He had no idea what he was about to walk into as he headed for the basement safe room. All he knew was his mate was in danger, and he appreciated all the help he could get.


  Ben’s agitated wolf paced and snarled in his head. Calm down, pup. We need to stay clear-headed. Ben tried to soothe his wolf, but in the back of his mind, he was blaming himself for not personally escorting his little mate to the safe room and locking her in himself. If something had happened to her, he knew he would never forgive himself.


  Nothing seemed out of place when they reached the basement, but Ben’s sense of urgency increased. There was a strange scent in the room that didn’t belong there. He hurried over to the door and tapped the code on it. The click of the locks being released seemed to take forever, and as soon as he heard the last one, he grabbed the handle of the door and wrenched it open. Tessa’s tear-stained face was the first thing he saw, and Ben knew Jacqi wasn’t in the safe room with her.


  “Her father took her,” Tessa answered before he could even ask the question. “Nico and I had made it to the safe room, but he caught Jacqueline before she could make it in. She gave herself up to save us.”


  Ben sagged to his knees, threw back his head, and allowed his wolf to let out the howl it had been holding in since he’d first felt something was wrong. He felt hands on his shoulders trying to lift him, but he couldn’t be bothered because his world was crashing down around him. He had failed his mate.


  I want her back. Get up, Ben. She’s ours, and we have to get her back.


  The calm, serious tone of his wolf broke through the fog in Ben’s brain. He was normally the one comforting his wolf and calming him down. This was the first time the roles had been reversed. His wolf was right though. He could sit there and wallow in his grief, or he could get up and go get his mate back.


  Ben chose the latter. He climbed to his feet and wiped the tears that he hadn’t even known he shed from his face and turned to his friends. “I’m getting her back.”


  Mitch looked grim as he held his mate in his arms and comforted her as she cried. “This is your mission. Tell us what you need, and we’ll do it.”


  The fact that Mitch was giving up control meant everything to him. The lion shifter was their leader, but he knew Ben needed this. He needed to be the one to give the orders to save his mate. “There’s something you need to know.” He looked each of his friends in the eyes to let them know how important what he said next was. “Jacqi’s pregnant.”


  There was no need to say anything else as Ben turned to leave the basement. He was going to kill Percival with his bare hands if he had hurt a hair on his mate’s head. His wolf let out a growl, signaling he agreed.


  Chapter 14


  


  Edmund felt joy surge through his body when he slammed Jacqueline against the wall and heard her cry out. The scent of old blood and despair coming from the cell smelled like home to him as he took a deep breath. This was what he lived for, proving how superior he was to the pathetic humans that thought they were the top of the food chain.


  “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” he told his daughter. “I’ve been watching you for days. I know what you have been up to. The stench of Enforcer Sullivan rolling off you proves that. Did you think I was dumb enough to believe you were there because they forced you to be? Did Enforcer Sullivan force you into his bed as well?”


  Edmund knew the answers to all of his questions, just as he knew the mating mark on Jacqueline’s neck meant that Benjamin would suffer. It was the only reason he had taken his daughter with him rather than killing her on the spot for betraying him. Her death would have been a nice parting gift to let the other enforcers know he could get to them anytime he wanted. Instead, he had decided to take her with him. Any excuse to make the enforcers suffer for derailing his plans was worth delaying her death in his opinion.


  “Nothing to say for yourself?” he taunted. Edmund loved seeing Jacqueline squirm. He smelled the fear rolling off her in waves. “Okay, if you don’t want to talk about that, then let’s talk about what you did to my rogues.” He lost the playful act and snarled in his daughter’s face.


  His rogues were dropping like flies. Shifters didn’t normally get sick, but his seemed to, and it all had started right after his own daughter had run off with his prisoner. At first, it seemed like they were all suffering from the flu, which was supposed to be impossible for their kind. After a few days, their temperatures started climbing nonstop until his rogues had literally roasted to death from the inside out. The only thing the shifters had in common was that they had all received the last round of the rogue serum about six months ago. That put the blame squarely on his daughter’s shoulders.


  “How long have you been planning on betraying me?” Edmund let the growl rumble deep in his chest as he stared at Jacqueline. “I don’t know whether to kill you or congratulate you. No one has ever gotten the best of me, but you did. I never suspected the child I raised as my own would turn her back on me.”


  Jacqueline gasped, and Edmund grinned. Now he had her attention. “I’m not going to kill you for betraying me. Yet…” He let the word hang before continuing. “You look just like her, you know? You both have the same frightened expressions. The last time I saw that look on your mother’s face was when I was tearing her baby from her stomach.” Edmund held up his hands, letting his claws click together. “I delivered you with my own two hands after I found out the bitch had planned on betraying me. Her punishment was seeing her daughter in my arms and knowing that I was going to raise her as my own as the life slowly left her eyes.”


  “You’re a monster!” Jacqueline shouted and spat in his face.


  Edmund backhanded her across the cheek and laughed when he heard her head bounce off the wall behind her. “I never said I wasn’t. I never pretended to be anything else, but I can’t say the same for you.”


  “What did my mother do to you that was so bad? No one deserves to have their child ripped from them.”


  Jacqueline was crying now, and Edmund had to clench his hands into fists to keep from raking his claws across her throat to shut her up. The one thing he hated more than humans was a sniveling crier. Crying was a sign of weakness, and it wasn’t something he tolerated. His father had taught him that lesson every day as he beat him up until Percival killed the man by ripping his throat out.


  “Your mother was human, but she knew about shifters. Adrian’s family had been attacked by rogues and all killed except for her. She was about thirteen at the time she came to live in my pack. The council had decided it was best for her to be raised by shifters rather than be put into foster care because she was too old to be convinced that she had been imagining things. That way they could keep an eye on her and make sure she didn’t reveal our existence. I wanted to argue with the council about letting a filthy human into our world, but I couldn’t. To do so would have given away my position and ruin all of my plans. I had to look like a sympathizer, so I befriended your mother and treated her like a daughter.” Edmund paused to let what he was telling Jacqueline sink in. “She grew up following me around, and I allowed it, but I hated it. I thought I had your mother wrapped around my finger until she fell in love with a human, and I started seeing her less and less.


  “The night I killed her, she’d come to me and told me she knew all about my plans, and she was going to the council to tell them. I have no idea how she found out about my plans, but she said the reason she was telling was because she was pregnant, and she needed to keep her baby safe. My ideas of a world where humans were basically slaves wouldn’t let that happen.” He laughed at the thought of Adrian thinking she could intimidate him. “All I kept thinking to myself was, ‘How dare this pathetic human think she can threaten me? How dare she think she can ruin everything that I’ve worked for?’ I proved to her that night that a worthless human would never get the best of me. I took the one thing from Adrian she was willing to betray me to protect. I took the precious child she was carrying.”


  Edmund looked over to Jacqueline as she silently sobbed with her face buried in her hands. “It seems the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. You betrayed me just like your mother did. It seems fitting your punishments should be the same.” When her head shot up and she stared at him with a confused look on her face, Edmund knew then she didn’t know. “He didn’t tell you, did he? Your mate didn’t tell you that you were carrying his pup.”


  Jacqueline wrapped her hands protectively around her stomach, causing Edmund to laugh. “Benjamin will never find you, and when it’s time, I’ll do to you as I did to your mother. As your eyes glaze over in death, you’ll watch as I cradle your pup in my arms.” He whistled as he headed toward the door to the room. It seemed things were looking up. He had lost most of his rogues, but the revenge he was going to get on the enforcers using his daughter was going to make it all worthwhile.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jacqueline realized she had made the dumbest mistake of her life the moment she climbed out the window behind the man she had thought of as her father. She’d been thinking only of saving Tessa and Nico at the time, but the minute the window shut behind her, Ben was the only person in her thoughts. She wanted to turn and run back inside to him immediately, but she knew there was no way. She’d given up her life to save three, and she was okay with that, but she knew Ben would be devastated. Now, she knew it wasn’t just her life she had given up. Jacqueline cradled her stomach. She had a tiny life growing inside of her, and there was no way she would sacrifice herself now.


  She had no doubt the man had been telling the truth about her being pregnant. Edmund Percival was a man who loved to hurt people in the most awful ways possible. Telling her he was going to kill her and take her child, exactly as he had done to her mother, was something he knew would destroy her.


  “I can fix the formula. I can give you the rogues you’ve always wanted.” Jacqueline shouted the first thing that came to mind to keep Percival from leaving the room. She didn’t have only herself to think about anymore.


  Percival paused at the door before turning back to her. “I’m listening.”


  “Not only did I do something to the previous formula to kill the rogues, but I also adjusted it to make them more docile.”


  “My dear, I already know everything you did. At this moment, I have a team of scientists working to reverse what you’ve done and give me the formula I was supposed to have in the first place.”


  “They’ll never figure it out.” Jacqueline held her breath as she stared at Percival. She prayed he saw the truth in her eyes. “I made sure no one would ever figure out what I did. I covered my tracks well. You need me. I can do this for you.”


  Percival smiled, and Jacqueline was reminded of a cat toying with a mouse just before it killed the mouse.


  “I’m guessing there is a price.”


  “Yes. I’ll stay here and work on the formula for you. You guarantee my safety while I’m here, and once you have your proof that the formula works, I get to walk out of here unharmed with my child.” Jacqueline tried to put on a brave front, but underneath, it was all an act. Her knees were shaking so hard she was sure he could hear them knocking together.


  Instead of responding to her offer, Percival started laughing as he turned and left the room without saying anything. Jacqueline leaned her back against the wall and slid down until she was seated on the floor. She held her head in her hands and couldn’t stop herself from replaying the sound of Ben’s howl. When she had heard the howl as she stumbled through the woods behind Percival, she’d had no doubt it came from Ben. The sound had caused the hair on the back of her neck and arms to stand on end. Her eyes had immediately welled up with tears from the mournful sound, but Jacqueline had held them back, not wanting to show weakness in front of Percival.


  Now, she had nothing holding her back. Jacqueline let the hot tears flow as she sat there. The ache in her chest grew with each passing minute away from the man she loved. She also cried for the mother she had never known and the pain she had gone through.


  Jacqueline allowed herself to wallow in her grief, but only for a few moments. That was all she could spare as she wiped her face and ended her pity party. There was no way she was going to let Percival have her baby. She would fight to the bitter end to keep it safe. Jacqueline also knew Ben would come for her. He would search every inch of the earth until he found her. When he did, Jacqueline planned to be alive and waiting on him.


  She paced as she thought. Jacqueline didn’t know how long shifter pregnancies were, but based on a human, she had nine months, and if she had to, she planned on using every bit of that time to find a way to escape or at least make it easier for Ben to find her. She had no idea how long she had been pacing when the door to her cell opened.


  “I’ve been thinking about your offer,” Percival said as he strolled in with his hands laced behind his back. “You make me happy by giving me my rogues and I’ll let you live and keep your child, but you’ll stay here with me. I think I like the fact that your mate will suffer knowing you and his child are out there somewhere, yet he can’t find you. Maybe I will send him videos of you and the whelp from time to time just to let him know what he’s missing. I think that is a fitting punishment.”


  Jacqueline wondered what had happened to Percival in the past to cause him to become so sick and twisted. The man was cruel beyond belief. She forced herself not to cringe as he came near, only to scream out when he grabbed her hair and wrenched her head back.


  “Make no mistake about it. If you betray me again or do anything to the formula that I don’t approve of, I will kill you.” He hissed in her ear. “Instead of your precious mate wondering when he will receive the next video, he will fear when the next piece of your body will turn up.” Percival yanked on her hair one last time as if to drive his point home before placing his hands behind his back again and whistling as he strolled out of the room.


  Jacqueline shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. She had been given a reprieve it seemed, and it wasn’t one she was going to take for granted. She would make Percival think she was working on his precious serum, but in the meantime, she was already formulating a cocktail in her mind just for him. Someone needed to rid the earth of Edmund Percival, and if that someone was her, then so be it. She deserved a little revenge for what he had done to her mother.


  Chapter 15


  


  Four Months Later


  


  The phone ringing caused Ben to growl. He’d barely slept at all lately, but it seemed that, when he finally did fall asleep, there was always something to wake him right back up. Snatching the phone up, he stabbed at the button to answer. “Who is this and what do you want?” He couldn’t be bothered to care if he was being rude.


  “Ben?” the voice on the other line whispered.


  Ben froze. If it wasn’t for his shifter hearing, he would have never heard the voice. “Jacqi?”


  “Yes, it’s me. I need you to listen because I don’t know if I’ll get another chance to call you. He keeps me so guarded this is the first chance I’ve had in four months. Percival is keeping me prisoner at the old estate you blew up. There’s an underground bunker there about a mile behind the old mansion. I need you to hurry because he thinks I’ve been creating a new rogue serum. I’ve been putting him off, but if I don’t show Percival results today, he’ll kill me.”


  “God, little mate, I’ve missed you so much.” Ben swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Just hold on a little longer. I’ll be there to get you.”


  “I know you will. I have to go, but I wanted you to know that I love you, and I’m sorry for everything.”


  The click on the other end of the line let Ben know his mate had hung up, but that didn’t stop him from holding the phone up to his ear, desperate to hear her voice again. It had been four long months without Jacqi. Four months of not knowing where she was or if she was being taken care of. The only thing that kept him sane was his family. He considered Mitch, Tessa, Ken, Ryan, and Nico his family, and they had all helped him cope.


  Jumping up from the bed, Ben yelled for Mitch as he began to throw on clothes.


  When we find Percival, I want to be the one to tear him apart.


  Ben felt his wolf pacing in his head, anxious to get to their mate. Ever since Jacqi had disappeared, his wolf had lost his playful side. There was no more wanting to have fun, and Ben regretted the loss. He’d loved that his wolf had been so carefree because it kept Ben from being too serious. He hoped when they got their mate back safe and sound, his wolf would get his playful nature back because Ben really missed it.


  “What’s all the yelling about?” Mitch asked as he rushed into the bedroom.


  “My mate just called. We leave in ten minutes.”


  Mitch looked as though he wanted to ask questions, but he just nodded. “I’ll let Ken know. Ryan will stay here to guard Tessa and Nico.” He left the room, leaving Ben alone again.


  Ben went to Mitch’s office, where he and Ken were already there loading up on weapons. Ben grabbed a bag off the floor and began stuffing it with explosives. If he had to blow up the whole forest to find Jacqi, then that’s what he would do.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Stop stalling and show it to me,” Percival growled as he stalked into the room.


  Jacqueline knew his patience was wearing thin and there was no way she could put him off anymore. One of his guards had followed in behind him, and she knew the wary-looking man was her guinea pig. She couldn’t blame him for his reluctance.


  Over the past four months, all of the guards had made it clear how much they had despised her. They all knew what she had done and she was the reason why almost all of Percival’s rogues had died already.


  “The formula better be ready, or I’ll make sure you suffer before I kill you.”


  Jacqueline had grown used to Percival’s threats, but she knew today he meant it. Her time had run out. With shaking hands, she grabbed the two syringes with clear fluid she had already set aside and shoved them into her pocket.


  “Lie there,” she told the guard and motioned toward the gurney set up in the middle of the room. She looked over at Percival. “I have to strap him down so he doesn’t kill me when I turn him rogue. Can you help with the straps?”


  Jacqueline let out a sigh of relief when the man stormed across the room. She needed him distracted for her plan to work. “Make sure the straps are good and tight.” She needed the guard out of the way so he couldn’t stop her when she made her escape.


  When the guard was strapped down, Percival turned toward her with a look of anticipation on his face. Jacqueline pulled a tray close to her and picked up a vial containing a light brown liquid. She stuck a needle down into the top and filled a syringe with the fluid. Percival rubbed his hands together and grinned.


  “When I inject him, he will have what looks like a seizure before passing out. When he wakes, he will be everything you’ve asked for.”


  “Well, don’t just stand there like an idiot. Give it to him.”


  Not wanting to anger the man, Jacqueline did as she was told. She stared into the wide, panicked eyes of the guard as she lowered the needle to his arm and injected him. Just as planned, the man’s eyes rolled back into his head as his body began to jerk. The serum was a cocktail of three drugs she had combined together. The first caused the seizure, the second was a sedative that should have knocked him out for hours, but with enhanced shifter healing, it would only be minutes. The final medicine was a hallucinogenic just in case her plan took a little longer. If the guard woke up before she could act, then she needed his behavior to be altered enough for Percival to think the serum had worked.


  While Percival’s attention was solely on the guard, Jacqueline slowly made her way around the gurney toward him. She reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the syringes. It contained a cocktail she had made just for Percival and was intended to kill the man. The lethal combination in the syringe would kill him quickly, which was more than he deserved, but Jacqueline didn’t care, as long as she was free of him for good.


  Taking a breath to calm her nerves, Jacqueline lifted the syringe and stabbed it into Percival’s neck. She had her thumb on the plunger and had started pressing it down just as a large explosion shook the ground. Jacqueline was thrown away from Percival and lost her hold on the needle. She was unable to brace herself because she used her hands to cradle her stomach, which caused her head to bounce against the floor several times before she came to a stop against something solid.


  The room had gone dark, and Jacqueline wasn’t sure if it was from the explosion or the head injury she surely had. She smiled, not caring either way because her mate was there. She felt Ben coming, getting closer and closer with each rapid beat of her heart.


  “You bitch! I will kill you for this.”


  She heard Percival groan and saw him staggering to his feet through the smoke filling the room. Jacqueline gasped as every nerve in her body felt as though it had begun to vibrate at the closeness of her mate. She couldn’t see him yet, but she could hear booted steps getting closer and closer. Percival must have heard them as well because he paused his steps toward her and hesitated as if trying to decide if he had enough time to kill her. Evidently, he decided she wasn’t worth it because he turned and ran into the other direction.


  “Don’t worry, little one,” Jacqueline whispered to her baby. “Daddy is here to take us home.”


  Ben came into the room just then, and Jacqueline felt her pulse soar at the sight of seeing him. She watched as he scanned the room until those chocolate eyes of his finally landed on her. When he saw her, he rushed over and dropped to his knees. He gently lifted her into his arms and cradled her.


  Jacqueline felt safe and protected for the first time in four months. “Hi,” she whispered as she smiled up at him. Now that she knew he was there and wouldn’t let anything happen to her, she gave in to the throbbing of her head and let the darkness wash over her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben pulled his little mate against his chest and held her as tight as he could. He hadn’t been able to let her go since he had found her lying on the floor in Percival’s bunker. They’d gone back to Mitch’s home, and he had immediately carried her up to his bedroom. After gently undressing her, he put her in his bed and climbed in behind her. He needed to feel her skin against his, to feel her warmth, and to smell her spicy cinnamon scent. Ben needed all of those things to let him know his mate was really there and it wasn’t some dream.


  He ran his hand down to her stomach and rested it on the swell of her belly and smiled. When Jacqi had gone away, her stomach had been flat. He hadn’t even gotten the chance to tell her she was pregnant. Now, his pup was resting there, safe and sound.


  “We both missed you.”


  Ben lifted his head at the sound of Jacqi’s voice. “You have no idea how much I missed the both of you. I thought I was going to go crazy.”


  Jacqi turned over on her back so that he was above her. “I’m so sorry, Ben. He got into the house somehow, and all I could think was that he was there because of me. I couldn’t let Tessa and Nico be hurt because of that. You have to believe me. If I had known I was pregnant, I would have never risked my life like that.”


  Ben kissed the tears from his mate’s eyes. “Shh, little mate. You did nothing wrong. From what Tessa told us, you saved their lives.”


  “Does she hate me for what I did? I said some awful things to get her to go into that safe room and close the door without me.”


  “No one blames you for what you did. Tessa understands, and so do I. I’m just glad I have you back.” Not able to resist any longer, Ben leaned down and kissed her. He meant to take it slow, but as his mate’s scent surrounded him and her taste exploded on his tongue, four months of longing for her caught up with him. Ben lost control. As he deepened the kiss, his mind told him to take it easy and slow down, but her moan and the way she writhed against him spurred Ben on.


  He pulled back, panting when breathing became absolutely necessary. “I need you, little mate. I’ve missed you so much. I thought of nothing but you every second you were gone, wondering if you were hurt, if you were cold or hungry. I was in hell not having you by my side.” He didn’t give Jacqi a chance to respond. He wasn’t trying to make her feel guilty. He just wanted to her know why he was desperate to have her. His skin was crawling with need.


  Ben rested his forehead against her as he stared down into her eyes. They were shining with unshed tears, but he didn’t smell any sadness or despair coming from his mate. All he smelled was her arousal growing stronger as he trailed his fingers down her chest, lightly circling her breast until he got to her nipple, which was already standing at attention for him. Taking it between his forefinger and thumb, he pinched it and grinned when Jacqi shuddered and moaned. She arched her back, pressing her breast further into his hand, and Ben stared at the column of her neck that was revealed to him.


  He saw his mating mark on her shoulder. The scar had been red and swollen the last time he had seen her. Now, he still saw the mark, but it had faded. Ben’s mouth watered to mark her again, to let her know she was still his. He felt his teeth begin to lengthen at the thought and felt his control slipping even further.


  Leaning down, Ben clamped his mouth on her shoulder and flicked his tongue over her mark. His mate cried out in his ear as she spread her legs and wrapped them tightly around his waist. He felt the moist heat from her as his cock lined up perfectly with her pussy from the move. Ben flexed his hips several times, making his cock slide easily along her wet cunt. He made sure the tip of his cock bumped her swollen clit several times while he assaulted her mark with his tongue.


  Jacqi finally threaded her fingers through his hair and held his head against her as she shouted her orgasm to the ceiling. That was all Ben could take. Gripping her thighs, he pulled until she released her hold on his waist. He rolled his mate to her stomach and lifted her so she was on all fours with her perfect ass swaying in his face. Ben bent down and lapped at the fluid that had gathered on her thighs before straightening.


  Ben gripped his cock in his hand and gave it a tight squeeze, trying to gain some control back. He wanted nothing more than to plunge into her waiting pussy until they both passed out, but he didn’t want to hurt her or the baby. He placed the head of his cock against her entrance and paused.


  “What are you waiting for?” Jacqueline panted. Her small hands were fisted into the bed sheets as if she was bracing herself for him. She looked over her shoulder at him. “Do it.”


  That was all the permission Ben needed. Placing his hands on her hips, he pressed forward and gritted his teeth as his cock slowly slid deep into her pussy. Her channel was like a vise grip squeezing him tight, and he thanked fate for bringing his mate back. They were made for each other like two pieces of a puzzle that fit together perfectly.


  When Ben was buried as far as he could go, he held himself still. Smoothing his hands up her back, he brushed her hair aside so he could see his mark and leaned over, molding himself to her back. “I love you, Jacqueline,” was all he said before he allowed his teeth to fully lengthen, sinking them into her shoulder. Ben clamped down tight and held on as he shifted his hips, pulling his cock out of her pulsing pussy before slamming it back in again. He did this over and over, never losing his grip on her shoulder until he finally felt the tingle at the base of his spine, signaling he was about to come.


  He needed his mate to go over the edge with him, so Ben reached beneath her and used his fingers to massage her clit. He knew he was being rough, but he couldn’t help himself. Evidently, Jacqi had no problem with it because she was rocking back and forth beneath him, matching his rhythm as she slammed her ass against him with each stroke. Ben felt his rhythm begin to falter just as the walls of her pussy began to flutter and then clamp down on his cock. Jacqi threw her head back and screamed while Ben released his grip on her neck and howled as he shot deep inside her.


  By the time he was aware of his surroundings again, Jacqi’s shoulder had already healed, but there was a trail of blood there. He forced his limbs to work and climbed out of the bed with a groan. He wanted nothing more than to collapse beside his little mate and pass out, but first, he needed to take care of her.


  In the bathroom, Ben wet a washcloth with warm water before padding back out to Jacqi, who was still in the same position he had left her in. Gently rolling her over, he cleaned the blood off her shoulder before washing between her legs. Ben gave his cock a swipe before tossing the cloth across the room, not caring where it landed. All he cared about was holding his mate. As he climbed into bed and pulled Jacqi against him, he had a feeling it would be a long time before he was able to go longer than a few seconds without touching her in some way. He knew what it felt like to have his mate taken from him, and Ben vowed he would do anything in his power to never let that happen again. He placed his hand on her stomach and sighed. He had her back, and they had a pup on the way. That was all that mattered to him as he snuggled against her. The outside world and all its problems could wait a little longer.


  Epilogue


  


  “Do you think it’s wise to bring a stranger there?” Ryan asked Mitch. He was concerned for his friend. It had been a month since they had gotten Jacqueline back, and they’d still had no sign of Percival. The sniveling coward had somehow escaped them again. The last thing they needed was to be on guard because a stranger was in the house.


  “I have to, Ry,” Mitch grumbled. “As much as I don’t like it, Tessa is eight months pregnant. We have no idea when she will deliver, and I have no plans of taking her to a hospital where it isn’t safe. The midwife coming here is the best solution for everyone. If it works out, then we already have someone lined up for Jacqueline when it’s her turn.”


  “Did you at least check this woman out?” Ryan knew it was a dumb question the moment it left his mouth. The snort Mitch gave him through the phone proved that.


  Mitch scoffed. “As if I would let someone into my home that I haven’t personally checked? National Security and the Secret Service have nothing on my background checks. I know everything from what this woman had for breakfast on her first day of school down to the diary entry about her secret crush in the tenth grade.”


  Despite his arrogance, Ryan knew Mitch wasn’t lying. The man loved his naps in the sun and lying around generally being lazy, but when it came to his family and friends, he stopped at nothing to keep them safe.


  Ryan sighed into the phone. He and Ken had come home for a little privacy. They had only been there about two weeks, and now it looked as though they were about to pack up and leave again. There was no way he could rest knowing there was a stranger in Mitch’s home when they weren’t there to watch his back. “When will she be there?”


  “Three days,” Mitch grunted.


  “We will be there in two.”


  Ryan held the phone away from his ear and stared at it when he realized Mitch had hung up without saying goodbye. He shook his head as he went to find his mate and wondered how Mitch had any friends at all. Ryan found Ken in his “den,” as he liked to call it. The living room was his mate’s favorite room besides the bedroom. Ken was lounging on the custom couch. They’d had it made so it was large enough for him to be comfortable on. He was surrounded by dozens of fluffy pillows.


  When Ryan sat on the couch, he sank down into all of the cushions until he was almost swallowed up. He heard Ken’s deep chuckle before he was plucked up and placed on the man’s lap. Ryan wiggled until he was comfortable then rested his head against his mate’s chest. This was hands-down his favorite spot. “We have to go back to Mitch’s.”


  Ken wrapped his arms around him. “I heard.”


  Ryan closed his eyes and relaxed against his mate. Before he’d met Ken, he had never even looked at another man romantically. It had been the same for Ken. Now he couldn’t imagine not being able to touch his mate or feel his touch every day. Being with each other had never felt strange or weird for either of them. They simply accepted the fact that they were mates and had learned to adapt. They both agreed, though, their mating didn’t feel complete. There was a part of them still missing, and that part was the female who was meant for the both of them. They both had faith they would find her, but until then, they enjoyed being in each other’s arms.


  “She gets there in three days, so I told Mitch we would be there in two.”


  “That gives us plenty of time.”


  Ryan lifted his head and looked at Ken. He knew the answer from the tone in the man’s voice, but he still asked, “For what?”


  Ken’s answer was a growl before he leaned down and kissed him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Talia Westin cursed for what seemed like the hundredth time as she peered into the dark. She was already starting to regret her rash decision to agree to go to a perfect stranger’s home and stay for at least a month. The only reason she was doing it was because she knew Enforcer Ericson was a good man. Her mate had talked about him all the time with what seemed like hero worship to her. According to her mate, the man was trustworthy and honorable.


  Talia dashed the tears welling up in her eyes and took a breath. It had been three years since she had lost her mate, and thinking about him still brought her to tears. There were days when she couldn’t even be bothered to get out of bed because she missed him so much. That was why she’d agreed to take the job. Talia knew she faced an eternity without her mate, and if she didn’t do something about the crushing loneliness she felt, she was going to do something stupid.


  She slowed her car to a crawl and squinted at what looked like a turnoff into the woods. It was dark out, and considering she was in the middle of nowhere with no streetlights, it was hard to see anything beyond her headlights even with her enhanced vision. Talia took the turn and prayed she had finally found the house. She was already three hours late and hoped Mitch would understand.


  Bumping along the unpaved road, she reached over and pressed the lock button several times. Talia knew she was being silly, but the woods were scary, and since being introduced to a world she’d never known existed until five years ago, she knew there were truly things that went bump in the night. She saw a glow up ahead as her headlights reflected off something, and she slammed on her brakes. She knew her mouth was hanging open, but she couldn’t bring herself to close it. Sitting in the middle of the road was a giant grizzly bear. It was staring at her with intelligence in its glowing amber eyes, but she had no idea if it was a shifter or a real animal, and she wasn’t about to get out of the car to ask.


  The bear was huge. It was easily bigger than her small car, and its claws looked as though they could easily sink into the metal like butter. Talia hesitated before tapping on her horn. She didn’t want to scare the beast, but she needed it to move. Finally, the bear gave her one last look before turning and slowly making his way back into the trees.


  Talia sighed as she stared into the rear view mirror. Her own dull blue eyes stared back at her. They seemed to have lost their glow three years ago and she had no idea how to even begin getting it back. She was normally pale, but her pasty skin was almost sickly looking. Add that to her frizzy red hair she couldn’t be bothered with, her sunken cheek bones, and the dark circles under her eyes, and she looked something drug out of a third world country. She had the protruding ribs and hip bones to prove it. The sad thing was, Talia knew she had let herself go over the years, but she didn’t care. To her, her looks didn’t matter. Nothing had mattered from the moment she felt her bond to her mate break.


  She sighed and stepped on the gas pedal getting out of there before either the bear decided to change its mind and come back or she broke down crying on the side of the road. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the trees thinning out and lights up ahead. The house was sitting in the middle of the clearing, and she saw a tall, lean man leaning against the railing of the porch.


  She parked and looked around her to make sure the bear hadn’t followed her before getting out of the car. The blond man who had been standing on the porch when she arrived was suddenly at her door when she opened it, and Talia gasped at how fast he had moved. As she sucked in a breath, his scent surrounded her and nearly brought her to her knees. It was a mixture of crisp green apples and something else. In her mind, she pictured a warm spring day just before it rained. If it was possible, then that’s what the man standing in front of her smelled like. Talia found herself leaning toward him before she even realized what she was doing.


  “I’m Ryan Dent—” The man cut himself off then snarled and sniffed the air. “Mate!”


  Talia felt her blood run cold. Coming here had been a mistake because there was no way she could go through that again. Her heart still hurt from losing one mate. There was no way she could open it up to another, only to lose him as well.


  She knew this wasn’t the man who had hired her based on the name he’d been about to say, and she wondered if he knew who she was. She was tempted to close her car door and leave, but she had made a commitment to Enforcer Ericson. As much as she wanted to get back in her car and run until she was safely back in her bed, she couldn’t. Squaring her shoulders, she looked at the man who was claiming she was his mate. “I already had a mate, and I certainly don’t want another.”


  With that, she turned and practically ran up the steps to the house, regretting having ever gotten out of bed that morning.
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