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Lenny is convinced that his cousin was kidnapped and brainwashed by some rich guy. When he shows up at the mansion to save Winnie, Lenny runs into the bodyguard, Chavez Fernando. No way was Lenny sticking around. He hightails it back to Maple Grove, but Chavez follows him, telling Lenny that he’s in grave danger. Lenny learns firsthand that Chavez is telling truth when someone shoots him through his own window. 
Chavez is stunned to learn Winnie’s cousin is his mate. When he gets a call from an old team member, Chavez is determined to keep Lenny out of harm’s way. They rent a safe house, but their troubles are just starting. A strange, oversized dog shows up, refusing to leave. One of Chavez’s team members is acting weird, and an assassin is sent to kill them all. Danger, mystery, and betrayal has Chavez on edge, but with a feisty mate at his side, Chavez is ready for whatever is thrown his way. 
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Chapter One
 
“You don’t call. You don’t write. You don’t send a postcard from the location of your cult to tell me you’re still drinking the brainwashing Kool-Aid.” 
Winnie rolled his eyes and waved a hand behind him. “Why don’t we go into the kitchen and grab something to eat while we talk about this?”
“Oh no.” Lenny shook his hands in front of him. “You’re not getting me deeper into the liar so I can be brainwashed, too.” Although he had to admit, the mansion was one fancy place. “You called me weeks ago and told me you were kidnapped. I tried to rescue you, and Mr. Cult himself wasn’t even arrested. Now you’re blissfully happy?”
Lenny glanced at Mr. Cult, who was behind Winnie, looking at something on his phone. The guy’s jaw was clenched, and every so often he looked at Lenny with narrowed eyes. 
“Does he always shadow you?” Lenny pressed his hand to the side of his mouth as he whispered, “Can’t he go away?”
“You’re being unreasonable,” Winnie said. “My life is normal. I’m not brainwashed. I just jumped the gun when I called you.” He gave a nervous laugh. “I was afraid of falling in love.” 
Lenny didn’t buy a word of what his cousin was saying. Mr. Cult’s gray-green eyes were cold and flat as he glanced at Lenny. 
“Just come into the kitchen.” Winnie grabbed Lenny’s hand and dragged him through the gorgeous house. He kept waiting for someone to grab him and strap him down to a chair so they could mess with his mind. 
“Five minutes.” Lenny snatched his hand free. “And if anyone comes near me, I’m kicking them in the balls.”
He wanted to believe that Winnie was happy. Lenny truly did. But there was something about Mr. Cult that set off Lenny’s warning bells. 
“Trust me,” Winnie said as he headed to the fridge. “Wallace got rid of the trash around here. He’s looking for a new butler but decided one bodyguard was all he needed.”
Wallace. That was Mr. Cult’s name. Lenny didn’t care if Winnie’s new boyfriend was drop-dead gorgeous. He still didn’t like him. Lenny could tell that no amount of talking to Winnie would work. His cousin was fully enmeshed in this situation. 
He’d been hardcore trying to get Winnie out of this, had even gone to the cops and convinced them that his cousin had been kidnapped. What he hadn’t told Winnie was that he’d even put up missing fliers around Maple Grove in hopes someone spotted his cousin. 
And there he stood, pouring what looked like lemonade. Lenny shook his head when Winnie offered him a glass. He wasn’t eating or drinking anything in this house. 
“You’re welcome to come by anytime to check on me.” Winnie took a sip of his drink. “You know, to make sure I’m still alive and brainwashed.”
His cousin was teasing him but had no clue just how worried Lenny had been. Still was. “That’s not funny.”
“Lighten up,” Winnie said. “I promise you everything is fine.”
His cousin could say that until the cows came home, but Lenny wouldn’t one hundred percent believe him. 
Lenny felt really annoyed when someone entered the room from behind him. Wallace needed to stop hovering. It wasn’t as if Lenny would grab Winnie and haul him out of there. 
Well, he would if Winnie had been willing. 
When Lenny looked over his shoulder, it wasn’t Wallace entering the kitchen. It was the hottest guy to walk the earth. Sexy was super tall, thick with muscles, and had the prettiest green eyes. Lenny was in instant lust. 
“Wallace wanted me to remind you that we’re heading out in twenty minutes,” Sexy said to Winnie. 
Lenny’s lips parted as he took a deep and shuddering breath. All his nerves seemed to fire at once as Sexy walked across the room and grabbed a bottled water from the fridge. 
He twisted around and locked gazes with Lenny. “This must be the cousin you keep talking about,” he said to Winnie, but Sexy’s eyes never left Lenny’s. 
The guy walked over and stuck out his hand. “I’m Chavez Fernando.”
“Your name is Chavez?” Winnie frowned. “I guess you do have a first name, although I’ve never heard anyone use it.”
Lenny’s body went up in flames as he extended his hand. Instead of Chavez shaking it, he kissed Lenny’s knuckles. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, novio.” 
Lenny sucked in a breath and grinned like a complete idiot. Until he remembered where he was. He snatched his hand back and glared at Chavez. “I ain’t drinking the Kool-Aid, no matter how gorgeous you are.”
Chavez looked at Winnie.
His cousin rolled his eyes. “He thinks I was brainwashed when I got here and I’m staying because of Stockholm syndrome.”
Chavez’s brows rose. “Ah, yes. Chapman hijacked you from work. I remember.”
“He was fired,” Winnie said to Lenny. “Just so you know. He was supposed to ask me to come here, not kidnap me. Wallace got rid of him.”
Winnie and Chavez exchanged a look, and Lenny was dying to know what it was about. But he didn’t ask. He needed to get out of there before he fell under Chavez’s spell and was never seen again. 
“Well, you guys have things to do, so I’m gonna head out.” Lenny slid off the stool he’d been seated on at the gorgeous marble island. Wallace’s house really was fancy and nice. 
“I’ll walk you out.” Chavez joined him as Lenny walked toward the front door. 
“So what was that word you used?” Lenny asked. “A secret code that means you’re gonna drag me to some dungeon so you can reprogram my brain?”
Chavez’s hearty laugh was heart-stopping. Pretty white teeth. A shine in his green eyes. Laugh lines that made him look ten times more handsome. Lenny was mentally swooning. 
“Winnie did tell me about your notions. There has been no brainwashing. Just fate intervening.” He winked. “Novio means sweetheart.”
Lenny laid his hand on the doorknob. “You’re flirting with me?” 
“And if I was?” Chavez’s voice had grown husky and deep, making Lenny’s cock twitch. 
They stepped outside to the bright, sunny day. There was a slight breeze that lifted some of Chavez’s dark, silky strands of hair and toyed with them. Lenny was so jealous of the wind. 
“Then I would say fat chance.” That was not what Lenny wanted to say. He was ready to jump Chavez’s bones but still didn’t trust what was going on inside the mansion.
Even if Winnie had cleared things up about a rogue bodyguard. 
Chavez pressed his hand to his heart. “You’ve wounded me, novio.”
God, the guy was charming. Lenny had to fight not to smile. He also had to fight not to reach out and touch Chavez. “Stop calling me your sweetheart. Everyone in your house is off-limits to me.”
Chavez followed Lenny to his car and rested an arm on the roof. “Half the fun is in the chase.”
“Well, I’m heading to Maple Grove. That’s a long chase. See you around, not my novio.” Only Lenny hadn’t said the word with the sultry accent Chavez had. 
He got in, and Chavez took a step back, watching Lenny as he drove around the circular driveway and made a right. He’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t want to turn around and go back. Who wasn’t turned on by a sexy Latin guy? 
Lenny sighed, wondering if Winnie was right and he was making something out of nothing. It could’ve been the ex-bodyguard’s fault and Wallace had nothing to do with Winnie’s kidnapping. Maybe he should let it go. 
“You’re only saying that because you want to see Chavez again.” He wasn’t going to let his dick lead the way. Lenny had gotten into a lot of trouble allowing his little head to do all the thinking. 
But what a man. He sighed, smiled, and then chuckled. He just might have to check on Winnie again because he couldn’t get Chavez’s handsome face out of his mind. 
 
* * * *
 
“You’re kidding,” Winnie said as he sat at the island and sipped on his lemonade. “Lenny is your mate? You’ve got an uphill battle on your hands. He really thinks some cult kidnapped me and fiddled with my mind. He also thinks I’m suffering from Stockholm syndrome. Good luck convincing him otherwise.”
Wallace had joined them in the kitchen and didn’t look too happy. “Great, I’m about to lose the one person I trust besides Winnie. Now I have to hire a new butler and bodyguard?”
“But you have three on retainer,” Chavez reminded his boss. He was loyal to Wallace Winter, especially after Wallace’s former butler, bodyguard, and brother had plotted to kill both Wallace and Winnie. Chavez was still reeling from that revelation. 
Winnie hadn’t been telling the entire truth to his cousin, either. Wallace hadn’t fired Chapman. Wallace’s brother had shot and killed him in an attempt to shut the guy up before Chapman told Winnie their plans. 
It had been a fucked-up mess that night, and all Chavez wanted to do was forget about it. But his wolf was howling to go after Lenny and claim the guy. 
He couldn’t even say that Lenny was human, either. His mate had had an odd scent that Chavez couldn’t quite put his finger on. Winnie was human. He had no doubt about that. “What is Lenny?”
Winnie frowned. “I don’t understand.”
Chavez tapped the side of his nose. “He didn’t smell human. Not fully, anyway.”
The skin between Wallace’s eyes puckered. “Are you sure?”
“You didn’t notice?” Chavez asked.
“The one time I was around him we were surrounded by shifters. I just assumed he was human because Winnie is.”
“Wait.” Winnie held up a hand. “What’re you saying, Fernando? You’re telling me my cousin isn’t human? I used to live with him, and I think I would’ve noticed if he could shift into an animal.”
“You do realize there’re more than shifters in our mystical world, right?” 
Winnie stiffened. “There are?”
Chavez looked at Wallace. “You never told him?”
“The subject never came up.” Wallace glowered at Chavez. “I guess it has now.”
“Give me Lenny’s address and phone number,” Chavez said. “You two can discuss vampires, demons, and everything else as soon as I’m outta here.”
“Did you just say…” Winnie’s hand trembled as he set his glass down.
“Stop scaring my mate,” Wallace snarled. 
“My lips are sealed just as soon as I get Lenny’s info.” Like his mate’s last name. 
“Your lips should’ve been sealed before you ran your mouth,” Wallace said. 
Winnie went into his phone and screenshot Lenny’s contact information and then sent it to Chavez. Lenard Daniels. Chavez now had his mate’s address, phone number, date of birth, and workplace. Winnie was a thorough guy when it came to his contacts. 
“Thanks.” He looked at his boss. “Can you drive yourself, or do you need me to call one of the fill-ins?” 
“I got this.” Wallace moved to Winnie’s side. “I think clothes shopping can wait now that you’ve opened up this can of worms.”
With a nod, Chavez headed for his Hummer. He was pretty sure Winnie would be okay. The guy might look soft and fragile, but he’d already proven to be a badass under pressure. 
It might take him a moment to digest what Chavez had revealed, but Winnie would be fine.
It was Lenny who was on Chavez’s mind. What would he say to his mate when he showed up at the guy’s door? “Hey, babe. I know it’s creepy that I tracked you down, but since I’m here, do you wanna have sex so our souls can bind together?”
That sounded insane even to Chavez. He needed to come up with a plan so he didn’t look like some deranged unstable guy. He also needed to find out exactly what Lenny was. Winnie hadn’t a clue, which was of no help. 
As he drove, Chavez got a text. He pulled over to the soft shoulder and read it. The text was from an old team member when Chavez worked for a covert black ops company. Frank Reno. 
Got a lead on Jack Frost. Spotted close to Falls Bend. We’re on our way.
Jack Frost was a code name for Benjamin Trails, a gunrunner and all-around bad guy who had gotten away when Chavez and his teammates had made the bust that should’ve sent Trails away for the rest of his life. He was a mean son of a bitch, and Chavez knew one day the guy would resurface. He just hadn’t expected Trails to show up in his neck of the woods. 
ETA? Chavez texted back. 
Twenty-four hours. We’ll find you when we get there.
This was not news Chavez wanted to get. Not when he’d just found his mate. That op had taken place ten years ago, and since then, he had left the company and started working for Wallace Winter. His current boss knew nothing of Chavez’s old life. 
A life Chavez never wanted to be a part of ever again. He should’ve never given Reno his contact information. Now the team was on their way and would pull Chavez back into that mess. 
He slammed his fist against the steering wheel and cursed. Now more than ever he had to protect Lenny, because if Jack Frost could find out where Chavez was, he could find out what Lenny was to him. 
Chavez sat on the side of the road and debated about what he should do. If Trails had eyes on him, then he would’ve seen Lenny leaving the mansion. If Chavez stayed away from his mate, then maybe Lenny had half a chance of being left out of this.
But his wolf wouldn’t allow him to stay away, and he knew it wasn’t an option. Finding one’s mate was rare, and there was a deep-seated drive in Chavez’s gut to claim Lenny, a need that wouldn’t let up until he did. 
After tossing his phone onto the passenger seat, Chavez pulled back onto the road and headed toward Maple Grove. 
 
* * * *
 
“This is so good.” Lenny licked his fingers after he set his piece of fried chicken down. This was why he went to the local diner instead of cooking at home.
His cooking skills sucked.
“Glad you like it.” Moose grinned. “Did you need anything else?”
“Napkins, if you don’t mind.” He smiled up at the waiter then looked toward the window. Lenny’s heart accelerated when he spotted Chavez getting out of his Hummer. “Seriously?”
“Something wrong?” Moose asked.
Lenny’s first instinct was to duck under the table when Chavez stepped onto the sidewalk and looked around. There was no way this was a coincidence. They’d just met earlier and now the bodyguard was standing in front of The Diner Train.
“No, nothing,” Lenny said. He picked up the piece of chicken he’d been eating and took a bite, chewing as he waited to see if Chavez noticed him. 
He shouldn’t treat this like a game. Chavez hunting him down was fucked all the way up, even if Lenny had thoroughly enjoyed the earlier flirting. He would have to remember to thank his cousin, because that was the only way Chavez would know where to find him.
While he still hadn’t noticed Lenny, Chavez pulled out his phone and dialed. Seconds later Lenny’s phone rang.
No way.
Lenny’s screen showed a phone number he didn’t recognize. He used his pinky to tap the Answer button since his other fingers were greasy. He put the call on speaker. “YOLO.”
“Unless you believe in reincarnation.”
Damn it. There he went again being charming. Lenny didn’t have to hide his grin since Sexy couldn’t see it. “I’m gonna strangle Winnie. What do you want?”
Lenny smiled his thanks when Moose set down a stack of napkins. He used a few to wipe his hands. He tossed them aside, grabbed his phone, and took it off speaker before pressing it to his ear. 
“I wanted another chance to talk to you.”
Lenny leaned back and crossed an arm over his stomach. “Where’re you at?”
“Does it matter?”
He leaned sideways and checked out Chavez’s ass encased in dark jeans. He sank his teeth into his bottom lip and sighed. “It matters.”
“In your town wondering where you are.” Chavez took a few steps away from the window, almost moving out of Lenny’s sight. He was shocked the guy had told the truth. Lenny wasn’t sure why that meant a lot to him. 
“Why’re you looking for me?” 
“I told you.” Chavez paced back toward the window but had yet to notice Lenny. “I just want to talk to you again.”
“Dude, you need a role model. You’re doubling down on the creep factor. We just met and talked for five minutes, and now you’re in my town looking for me. I should call the cops on you.”
He watched Chavez’s shoulders stiffen. Lenny really needed to stop doing that. He’d called the police on Wallace. It was becoming a habit. 
“Give me one good reason I should meet with you.” Lenny waved at Moose for his check. He’d had enough of this game. Chavez was gonna explain why he’d tracked Lenny down, or he was sicing Moose on the guy. 
The waiter would eat Chavez up and spit him out. 
“You’re in danger.” 
Those words froze Lenny. He looked toward the window, but there wasn’t a smile on Chavez’s face. The guy wasn’t kidding.
Lenny hopped up and went to the register. He paid his bill, tipped Moose, and hurried out the door. “What do you mean I’m in trouble? Did something happen to Winnie? What’s going on?”
Chavez’s green eyes darkened when he turned and looked at Lenny. Lust shot through them, making Lenny think that maybe the guy had made that shit up. 
“Get into my truck and I’ll explain it to you.”
“Do I look like boo-boo the fool to you?” Lenny was seconds away from going in to get Moose. “I’m not taking candy from you, helping you look for a lost pet, or giving you directions. If you wanna talk, we can do it right here on the sidewalk.”
Winnie might think that Chavez was okay, but his cousin had his brain twisted. For all Lenny knew, Chavez could be a serial killer. Those types of people always had everyone fooled, and Winnie was too damn gullible for his own good. 
Chavez ran his hands over his head. “Goddamn, you’re a suspicious little shit. What do I have to say or do to convince you I’m not a bad guy?”
“We can go to the coffee shop.” Lenny had just eaten, but Bistro should be a safe enough place to talk. There were plenty of people in there all the time, so if Chavez had ill intentions, Lenny should be safe. 
He didn’t want to go back into the diner. Moose might know something was up, and as much as Lenny wanted to walk away from Chavez, he was also interested in what Sexy had to say.
Just not enough to get into the man’s vehicle. His mama hadn’t raised a fool. 
 
Chapter Two
 
Chavez looked up and down the street before he held the door open for Lenny so his mate could enter the coffee shop. At least Lenny was willing to listen instead of calling the cops on him. Even so, Chavez saw now that his mate would be a handful. 
He was on high alert as they went to the counter and ordered their drinks. Chavez scanned the coffee shop, looking for Benjamin Trails or anyone else who might be studying him a little too closely. Being with Lenny out in the open wasn’t a wise idea, but Chavez needed to get it through his mate’s thick head about how much danger he truly was in. 
“They have the best hot chocolate here.” Lenny dumped half the container of artificial marshmallows bits into his cup. The tall pile looked like it would topple over at any second. His mate walked carefully to a table, trying to sip his drink.
As predicted, a few tumbled and hit the floor. 
Chavez grabbed a straw for Lenny before joining him. “This might work better for you.”
Lenny had a chocolate mustache as he smiled at Chavez. “Thanks. Now what’s all this danger you’re talking about?” 
“Can’t we do this in a more private setting? I don’t want anyone hearing us.” Chavez sipped his hot chocolate. He had to agree with Lenny. It was amazing, although it was too damn warm outside to indulge in the hot drink. 
Lenny leaned in and lowered his voice. If it weren’t for Chavez’s superior hearing, he wouldn’t have heard a word his mate said. “Are you about to tell me some government secrets?”
Chavez leaned in until their shoulders touched. “In a way, yes.”
Chavez and his teammates had been working for Uncle Sam when they tried to take Jack Frost down. He wasn’t going to give his mate all the details, though. Chavez was forbidden from doing that since it had been a top-clearance black ops mission. 
“Seriously?” Lenny said a little too loudly then curled his lips in as he looked around. “Are you pulling my chain?” 
“No.”
Lenny squinted at Chavez, as if he were trying to determine if Chavez was really telling him the truth. He ran his tongue along his upper lip, swiping away the chocolate mustache. Chavez wanted to taste his mate so badly that his wolf growled. 
“Okay, but I’m warning you, if you try anything, I’ll remove your balls.” Lenny got up. “We can go to my apartment.”
Thank fuck. Chavez wanted out of the public eye. Until Trails was taken down, he wouldn’t feel comfortable with Lenny being so exposed. 
“No funny business.” Chavez crossed his heart with his finger. But if given the chance, he would be all over Lenny. His wolf was snarling to claim the guy. 
He was also going to find out exactly what Lenny was. The guy smelled human, but didn’t. Chavez was more than curious to know why Lenny’s scent confused him. 
They headed out the door. Chavez led his mate to his Hummer. Lenny looked it over. “I’ll take my car,” he said. “I don’t want to leave it in town.”
Chavez was on edge. He didn’t want Lenny two feet from him, let alone in another vehicle. “Fine, but I’ll be right behind you.”
Lenny crossed his arms. “Don’t trust me? Think I’ll race through town to shake you from my tail?”
Chavez chuckled. “I have your home address. Run if you want.”
The chase would only thrill him. He was half hoping his mate gave him a run for his money. 
“I’m really gonna kill Winnie,” Lenny grumbled as he went to his sedan and climbed in. 
The ride was uneventful. His mate went straight home instead of making Chavez chase him all over the county. It was kind of disappointing. 
Chavez was at Lenny’s car door before his mate could get out. Lenny pursed his lips as he looked Chavez over. “Okay, what the hell is going on? You’re hovering way too much. Are there bad guys after you?” His brows shot up. “Has the government sent an assassin after you for going rogue?” 
“You’ve been watching too much TV.” Lenny wasn’t too far off the mark. It wasn’t the government sending anyone after Chavez, but Trails was an efficient assassin. He could be watching them at this very moment or have the scope of a rifle trained on them. 
A shiver trickled down his spine. Chavez pressed his hand on the small of Lenny’s back and led him through the back door of the building. 
He didn’t like the fact that his mate lived on the first floor. That would make it a lot easier to crawl through a window. Chavez had to stop himself from checking the windows to make sure they were locked.
He’d do that after their conversation. 
“Okay,” Chavez said. “I’ll tell you everything just as soon as you tell me what you are.”
Lenny didn’t react. The guy was good. He squinted at Chavez. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Bullshit.” Chavez tapped the side of his nose. “I can smell that you’re not fully human. You’re out in sunlight, so you’re not a vampire, though I know how a bloodsucker smells. You’re also not a demon, because, again, I know how they smell. What exactly are you?”
Lenny’s eyes widened as he looked toward the door. 
“Don’t,” Chavez warned. “My wolf would love nothing more than to chase you.”
Revealing that he was a wolf shifter should’ve scared Lenny. Instead, he looked relieved. So the guy knew about the preternatural world. That was interesting. 
“You’re talking nonsense.” Lenny gave a nervous chuckle. “You should stop reading all those crazy books.”
Chavez slowly shook his head. “Not buying it, novio. You’re not some clueless male. You know exactly what I’m talking about.” He advanced toward Lenny. “Confess and things will go much more smoothly.”
The short shit squared his shoulders and glared at Chavez. “I knew I shouldn’t have brought you home. You’re a nutjob, not my novio.”
Chavez would be lying if he said he wasn’t getting a slight kick out of this. The pipsqueak acting tough was endearing. 
“But you did bring me home,” Chavez reminded him. “I’ll not have my mate keeping secrets from me.”
Lenny’s brows shot up as he gasped. “You’re lying.”
“I’m standing.” Chavez folded his arms over his chest. “Now tell me what you are so I can tell you why you’re in danger.”
“Winnie doesn’t know,” Lenny said. “My mother and his mother are sisters, but it was my dad who…” He held a hand up. “Nice try. I almost fell for it. I’m not really in danger, am I? You just said that shit so I’d talk to you.”
Chavez cursed up a storm in his native tongue. He waggled a finger at Lenny. “You’re the most non-trusting person I’ve ever met.” He let his canines descend. “I’m a wolf shifter. Now what are you?”
Instead of seeming frightened, Lenny looked curious. “My dad’s are much more impressive.”
“So your father is a shifter.” Chavez nodded. “Since I can’t tell what you are, I’m gonna assume your mom wasn’t. You’re a half-breed.”
“Don’t you call me that!” Lenny’s nostrils flared as he glared at Chavez. 
Note to self, don’t mention half-breed again. Chavez wasn’t sure why Lenny was ashamed of who he was. There was nothing wrong with it. 
“I used to work covert ops.” Chavez took a seat on the couch, satisfied they’d gotten Lenny’s secret out of the way. “A decade ago, my team and I went after a guy known as Jack Frost. He’s as bad as they come. Cleaver, cutthroat, and if you ask me, he has a black soul. When the sting went down, Jack Frost got away. He saw me, though. Saw my face as plain as day. Got a call from one of my team members telling me Frost, his real name being Benjamin Trail, was seen near Falls Bend.”
Lenny gaped at him. “So you pulled me into this bullshit? He didn’t know anything about me and now you’ve put me at risk?”
“He’s good, novio. He would’ve figured it out anyway. I wanted to get to you before he did. For all I know he saw you leaving Wallace’s house and tracked you here.”
“So now what? We sit on our asses and wait to be killed?” 
“My team is on its way.” Chavez patted the cushion next to him. “They’ll be here tomorrow. We’ll find him and take him down. You have nothing to worry about.”
“Famous last words.” Lenny paced the living room, his arms wrapped around his stomach. “I have a job, you know. A life. I can’t just go into hiding. I have bills to pay, responsibilities.”
“You won’t have any of that if Trails finds you,” Chavez pointed out. “A job can be replaced. You can’t.” 
Chavez felt bad for Lenny. His mate hadn’t asked for any of this, but Chavez’s past was coming back to bite him on the ass. It didn’t matter if Trails may or may not have found out about Lenny. Chavez wasn’t taking that chance. Not when it came to his mate.
He watched Lenny pace and didn’t stop him. Chavez was pretty sure his mate had a lot of pent-up energy and needed to work things out in his handsome head. Though Chavez wouldn’t have minded pulling Lenny onto his lap and finding more exciting ways to pass the time. 
Lenny paced by the window. Chavez had opened his mouth to tell Lenny to close the curtains when he heard something splinter. “Get down!” 
Lenny was already on the floor, crying out as he gripped his shoulder. Blood seeped through his fingers. Chavez leaped from the couch and hit the floor next to his mate. 
He dragged Lenny to the kitchen and grabbed a hand towel, pressing it against his mate’s wound. “Don’t move, got it?” 
Lenny, wide-eyed, nodded.
Chavez pulled his Glock, hidden under his shirt, from his waistband and crawled to the door. If Trails tried to get in, Chavez would blow the son of a bitch’s brains out. Too bad he couldn’t go after the scum. Chavez wanted to tear the guy apart for shooting his mate. 
After ten minutes and nothing, Chavez rushed back to the kitchen. Lenny had pulled himself into a sitting position and was leaning against the lower cupboards. He still had the towel against his shoulder.
“Let me take a look.”
“Thought you left me,” Lenny panted.
“Never.” Chavez peeled back the towel and grimaced. There was a hole, but he checked Lenny’s back and was grateful it was a through-and-through wound. Still, he needed to get Lenny to a doctor.
“What’s the name of your town doctor?” Chavez asked. He recalled Winnie mentioning the guy. Had said that the doctor cured him of his poisoning when he’d just “popped” into the room.
“Dr. Bjord.”
“Give him a call.” Chavez patted Lenny’s pockets and pulled out his mate’s phone. “I don’t want to take a chance and leave the apartment. Trails might still be out there.”
Lenny shoved the phone away. “How the hell would I know his number? Just call the clinic.”
“How the hell should I know the clinic’s number?” Chavez countered. “If you’ve forgotten, I’m not from Maple Grove.”
“Dude, I’m shot and you’re arguing with me?” 
With a growl, Chavez used his mate’s phone to call Winnie, since he didn’t have the doctor’s number. 
“For the record,” Lenny said between clenched teeth, “I hate you right now.”
“Don’t blame you,” Chavez said before Winnie answered the phone. He didn’t go into details. They didn’t have time for that. He just asked Winnie for Dr. Bjord’s number and said he would explain things later.
Winnie was going to turn Chavez into a eunuch for getting his cousin shot. When he got what he wanted, Chavez hung up and called the clinic. 
The doctor was out on a call. Just fucking perfect. “The doctor’s not in, so I’m gonna have to stitch you up myself.”
“Do you know what you’re doing?” Lenny’s hand holding the towel kept slipping. He wasn’t applying enough pressing, and his shirt was getting redder. 
Chavez had to stop the bleeding. 
God, he wasn’t thinking. His mind wasn’t focused. He had healing powers in his saliva but wasn’t sure Lenny would be happy with Chavez licking him. 
“I need to get your shirt off.”
“You didn’t answer me.” Lenny grimaced. “Do you know what you’re doing? I’m not gonna have you making things worse.” His mate let out a hysterical laugh. “Like things could get any worse. I’ve been shot! That’s never happened to me before.”
“Stick around me and you’ll become a pro at it.” Chavez was trying to lighten the mood. Lenny didn’t look impressed. He helped his mate get his shirt off then held up his hands. “I gotta lick your wound.”
The skin around Lenny’s eyes bunched. “You gotta do what?” 
“Didn’t your dad ever lick any of your wounds?” 
Now Lenny looked like he was gonna throw up. “God no. That’s just sick. I’m not letting you lick me.”
Chavez rolled his eyes. “We don’t have time for your prudish ways. My saliva has a healing compound in it.”
“And germs,” Lenny said. “A dog’s mouth is the most inhospitable place.”
Chavez growled but let the rude comment go. “Just for that, I’m not gonna be gentle.” He grabbed Lenny and pulled his mate close. “It’s not like I’m getting any enjoyment out of this, wiseass.”
“Okay.” Lenny closed his eyes. “Go ahead, lick me.”
“So damn dramatic.” Chavez licked Lenny’s wounds, front and back. He’d been telling the truth about not getting any enjoyment out of this. If they’d been having sex, that would’ve been different. 
When he pulled back, Chavez was satisfied that the holes had closed, though there were scars left behind. He touched one with his fingertips, thankful Trails hadn’t been more accurate. 
“Are you done?” Lenny peeked out from under his thick lashes. “How does it look?” 
His mate was still gonna be sore, but at least the wound was closed. “Like you got shot.”
Lenny shoved at him and winced. “You’re not funny.” 
Lenny picked up his phone and turned the camera on, examining Chavez’s work. “Oh my god! It really worked.”
“Did you think I was lying? That I was trying to get my freak on while you were bleeding?” Chavez sat on his ass, relief flooding him. “I need some mouthwash. There’s no telling what kind of germs you have.”
Lenny blushed. “Sorry about that comment. I was delirious.”
“Whatever.” Chavez leaned against the cupboards next to Lenny. “Tell me you know everything about mates, or did your parents keep that from you?”
“No, I know.” Lenny grabbed for his bloody shirt. “But my dad said I might not know who my mate is since I’m not…you know.”
“Full-blooded?” Chavez threw his arm around Lenny’s shoulders. “It’s no big deal.”
Lenny shrugged Chavez’s arm off and got up. “That’s easy for you to say. You can shift. All I can do is bare my small canines and sprout some hair. I’m a freak.”
Chavez got to his feet and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t ever want to hear you say that again.”
Lenny left the kitchen. Chavez followed his mate to his bedroom, where he grabbed a clean shirt and slid it on. “So we just wait it out until your friends get here?” 
For now Chavez would drop their previous discussion. He wasn’t going to force Lenny to talk about what was clearly a touchy subject. He wasn’t even going to ask Lenny what he felt about them being mates. 
“Yeah, we wait it out. I’ll keep watch until they get here and tape up that hole in your window until I can get it fixed.”
He left the bedroom, giving Lenny the space the guy obviously needed. Chavez needed some, too. He needed to calm his nerves after seeing all that blood and knowing he could’ve lost his mate today.
One way or another, Trails would pay for what he’d done. 
 
Chapter Three
 
“We need to order something to eat.” Lenny pressed a hand to his stomach. “I’m starving, and all I have in the kitchen is some crackers and a can of green beans that has probably been in my cupboard for years.”
“How can you think about food right now?” 
“Getting shot tends to make you ravenous.” Lenny wasn’t sure if that was true, but his stomach was trying to eat its way out. He still couldn’t believe some lunatic had shot him. Even more bizarre was the fact that Chavez had licked him. 
And Lenny had gotten hard when Chavez had done that. 
Mates. His mind was sufficiently blown. His dad had sat him down when Lenny was still a teenager and explained that to him, had warned Lenny that he might not have a mate because he wasn’t a full-blooded wolf. 
But he did have a mate, and truth be told, Lenny had hit the jackpot. Chavez was not only sexy as fuck but built like a linebacker and seemed really sweet. 
Lenny no longer thought Chavez was part of some cult. No, Chavez was part of some scary military group with a psychopath after him. He guessed he owed Winnie an apology for accusing his cousin of being brainwashed. 
A thought struck him. “Is Wallace Winnie’s mate?”
They were sitting on their asses in the hallway outside the bathroom door, their backs pressed against the wall. Chavez had argued that any room with windows wasn’t safe, and now Lenny’s butt was numb.
And he was bored out of his skull. 
“Yep.” Chavez had his legs bent, his arm dangling off his knees. Even sitting, the guy was bigger and taller than Lenny. 
“And was that bodyguard really fired?” 
Things were starting to make sense now. His dad had told him that nothing would keep mates apart and that a shifter was a lethal beast when it came to his mate. 
“Chapman did kidnap Winnie,” Chavez said. “Mr. Winter hadn’t known about that. It was discovered that my boss’s brother, his butler, and Chapman were conspiring against him. One of them poisoned Winnie, but some doctor cured him. All three were killed.”
Lenny jerked forward. “Winnie was poisoned?”
Why hadn’t his cousin told him about that? All that had gone on in that house? And here Lenny thought it was some crazy cult, when in fact it was crazy people out to… “Why’d they conspire against him?”
Chavez snorted. “Why else? Money. Mr. Winter’s brother had taken out a huge insurance policy on him. Lucky figured since his brother was about to cut him out of the will, he would find another way to keep living the lavish life. I just don’t get it. My boss didn’t plan on stopping his financial support for Lucky. But can anyone really understand greed?”
From the looks of that mansion, Wallace was loaded. “Is Winnie safe now?” 
“He’s safe.” Chavez pulled out his phone. “I am a bit peckish.” He grinned. “I like that word. It isn’t used enough. Peckish. It means not satisfied, but not starving. Kind of in between.”
Lenny rolled his eyes. “I know what it means. Hungry. You can say hungry.” He patted his stomach. “But I’m starving. Can we order some Chinese?”
“Say it,” Chavez said. “Peckish.”
Lenny groaned and fell to his side onto the floor. “I’m gonna starve and you want me to say your favorite word?”
“You know the number to the Chinese place?” 
After checking his phone and rattling off the number, Lenny listened as Chavez ordered half the menu. 
Lenny arched a brow. “That’s more than a bit peckish.”
Chavez chuckled. “You said the word.”
“You’re a big kid,” Lenny said. Only Chavez wasn’t a kid. He was gorgeous, with pretty green eyes and muscles that went on for miles. Lenny sat there trying to picture the guy naked, which he needed to stop doing because he was getting hard. 
“How long did they say?” Lenny sat back up, accidently bumping shoulders with Chavez. The contact sent ripples of excitement through him.
“Half-hour to forty minutes.” 
Lenny pressed a hand over his stomach. “I’m gonna faint from starvation before then.”
“And you call me the big kid?” Chavez laughed. “You won’t whither up and die before then.”
The word die made Lenny think of getting shot. His shoulder started to throb, reminding him that he was still in pain. He’d completely forgotten about his wound while he’d been having light banter with Chavez. 
But now the pain was back. Lenny rubbed the wound, wishing he had some ibuprofen or maybe something stronger that would ease the throbbing ache. 
“I’m sorry.” Chavez scooted until he was across from Lenny. He moved Lenny’s hand aside and massaged his shoulder. “I’m sorry you got involved in this.” His fingers worked in gentle circular patterns. “Is this helping?”
Lenny lowered his head and closed his eyes, willing his cock to behave. He was in pain, in danger, and he was getting a freaking boner. 
“Yeah, it’s working.” But not how Chavez thought. The guy’s hands were wreaking havoc on Lenny’s body. 
“It would work better if you turned around.” Chavez let his hands fall away. Lenny didn’t want his mate to stop touching him, so he rotated his body, giving Chavez his back.
The massage started again, and Lenny was glad Chavez couldn’t see the effect the guy was having on him. He wasn’t ready for what he knew the wolf shifter wanted to do. Lenny needed time to think, time to get to know the guy before their souls were bound together. 
Lenny wasn’t the type to jump into situations, although he’d been thrust into this one. 
But damn if Chavez didn’t have magical fingers. A groan slipped from Lenny’s lips as he sagged forward. 
“That good, huh?” Lenny heard the smile in Chavez’s voice. “That’s ’cause I got meaty fingers that can really dig in.”
Lenny bit his lower lip, telling himself not to think about where Chavez’s meaty fingers could be of better use. He could honestly orgasm just from the guy’s fingers alone. 
As badly as he wanted his mate to keep going, Lenny pulled away. 
“Thanks.” He rolled his shoulder, which was still throbbing. “Much better.”
Their heads swiveled toward the door when the doorbell rang. Chavez pressed his finger against his lips as he got up. Lenny sighed, staring at Chavez’s ass as the man walked toward the living room.
What a man. Chavez’s absence also gave Lenny time to think about other things, like baseball—which, by the way, never worked—the trouble he would be in for not going to work, and his grandmother’s peach cobbler recipe, listing every ingredient in his head. 
By the time Chavez came back with the bags in hand, Lenny’s boner was gone. “Smells great.”
They had a picnic in the hallway, the food laid out in front of them. Chavez had enough to feed an army. Lenny stole some of his fortune cookies, some extra noodles, and some of his soup. By the time the containers were empty, Lenny felt himself falling into a food coma. 
He yawned and curled up on the floor. 
“I’ll be right back.” Chavez got up and went into Lenny’s bedroom. He came back with pillows and a blanket. “No sense being uncomfortable.”
Clearly chivalry wasn’t dead. “You’re really nice…for a bodyguard.”
Chavez chuckled. “What’re bodyguards supposed to be like?” 
“Mean, tough…” Lenny shrugged. “Just not very friendly.”
“Besides me, have you ever met one?” Chavez reached over and took Lenny’s hand in his, creating chaos in Lenny’s body. That single touch lit a fire in Lenny’s belly. 
“I’ve seen plenty on TV, and they’re never nice.” In truth, Lenny hardly ever turned his television on. He preferred to spend his free time reading. He loved science fiction and detective novels, but he wasn’t averse to an occasional romance story, though he doubted the men in his books truly existed. 
Chavez opened his mouth and then closed it. He narrowed his eyes as he looked toward the living room. Now Lenny was on full alert. He snatched his hand away and got to his feet, ready to rabbit out of there at the first sign of trouble. 
“What is it?” Lenny’s muscles were coiled.
“Get into the bathroom,” Chavez said as he got up. “And don’t come out until I come get you.”
Lenny didn’t argue. He hurried into the bathroom, silently closing the door behind him. 
 
* * * *
 
Chavez pulled his handgun from his waistband and crept toward the door. If Trails was ballsy enough to break into the apartment, Chavez was going to lay waste to the bastard. 
He pressed himself against the wall by the side of the door and waited, holding his breath. He’d heard the floorboards outside creak, something he doubted his mate heard. Lenny might have wolf in his blood, but he wasn’t a full-blooded shifter.
That was something he needed to talk to Lenny about. Chavez couldn’t understand why his mate didn’t embrace who he was. Being a half-breed was nothing to be ashamed of. 
Chavez was pulled from his thoughts when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and read the text. With a growl, he shoved his gun back into his waistband and opened the door.
His three-member team was on the other side. “I thought you guys weren’t getting here until tomorrow.”
Reno, Nelson, and Korby. They entered the apartment, making the place seem smaller with their presence. Chavez hadn’t told Reno where he was. His team was that good, and he was glad they were there. 
“Got here earlier than expected,” Reno said. His gaze instantly went to the window. “Had trouble?”
“My mate got shot,” he said. “Trails must’ve had eyes on us.”
“How is he?” Nelson asked. 
“Better.” Chavez wasn’t about to explain that he’d healed the wound with his saliva. That was too personal to share, though he suspected they already knew. The three were highly intelligent.
“So Frost is in Maple Grove,” Korby said. “We need to find a new place to lay low until we catch him. This apartment is on the ground floor and too exposed.”
Chavez couldn’t agree more. He would’ve suggested going to Mr. Winter’s mansion, but the less his current boss was involved, the better. The guy had been through too much already. 
“Saw a rental sign on a house on the outskirts of town,” Reno said. “That would be good considering it isn’t smack-dab in the middle of town. Less civilians to deal with.”
“You and Nelson can go check it out first thing in the morning.” Chavez didn’t like the fact that he fell right back into the leadership role he’d walked away from. 
There were days, even if he only admitted it to himself, that he missed this group of men. They’d been like family to him, but when you had a kill count as high as Chavez, after a while that started to fuck with your head. 
Chavez had gotten out before he’d lost all his humanity. And now he had a mate to think of. And speaking of…Chavez looked toward the bathroom, feeling edgy that other males were around Lenny. They were newly mated, although they hadn’t soldered their souls yet, but Chavez’s wolf still wanted to rip these men apart.
“Where is he?” Reno had a knowing look in his cobalt-blue eyes. 
“Bathroom.” 
With a nod, Reno said, “Keep him in there for now, or tell him to go to his bedroom. We don’t need a brawl up in here.”
Nelson and Korby looked toward the hallway, which put Chavez even more on edge. He went to the bathroom and stopped when he heard Lenny talking. Who was his mate talking to?
Not wanting to eavesdrop, Chavez gave the door a light tap before he opened it.
“Jeez,” Lenny said. “I could’ve been on the toilet.” He looked toward the door. “I take it that wasn’t Trails at the door?”
“First, don’t care if you were indisposed. Second, no, it was my team.” He nodded toward the phone still in Lenny’s hand. “Who were you talking to?” 
“Nosy much?” Lenny tucked his phone into his back pocket. “It was my job, since you need to know. I told my boss I was sick and needed to call off.”
Chavez wasn’t sure Lenny would keep his job since they were moving to a safe house. There was no way he was letting his mate out of his sight until Trails was taken care of. 
“Do you want me to meet them?” Lenny headed toward the door, but Chavez blocked him. His wolf snarled at the idea of Lenny being around all those alpha-type males. Deep down, he knew none of them would make a move on Lenny, but when newly mated—hopefully soon—Chavez was more animal than man. His basic instincts were all he was going on at the moment, and they told him to keep his mate away from the other males. 
Territorial. Aggressive. Possessive. That was all he knew right now and wouldn’t apologize for it. 
“I’d rather you go into the bedroom,” he said. “We’ll talk in a minute.”
“If they’re here to help, then I need to know who they are.” Lenny tried to walk past him, but Chavez moved until he was blocking his mate again.
His canines emerged, even if Chavez didn’t want them to. His skin felt too tight for his body, which told him his wolf was close to the surface, ready to attack to keep his mate away from his team. He knew he wasn’t thinking rationally. 
“Bedroom.” There was a deep snarl to his voice. 
Defiance sparked in Lenny’s eyes. “That’s the kind of bodyguard I was talking about. Why don’t you want me to meet them?” 
The other men would be able to hear their conversation, and Chavez was willing to bet one or more were snickering. A submissive mate Lenny was not. 
“I told you we’ll talk in a minute.” He brushed his knuckles over Lenny’s soft cheek and switched tactics. “Okay, novio? Can you please do me this one thing, por favor?”
Lenny looked like he wanted to argue but threw his arms up and sighed. “Fine, I’ll go find something to do. I’ve been meaning to get all those dust bunnies from under my bed.”
Thank fuck his mate didn’t press the matter. “Thanks.”
“Yeah, yeah.” When Lenny tried to brush past him, Chavez couldn’t help himself. He pulled his mate into his arms and laid a blazing kiss on Lenny’s lips. 
His mate instantly melted into him. Chavez meant for the kiss to be short but sweet, but it turned into an inferno. He trapped Lenny against the door, inserting his knee between the man’s legs. His mate rode Chavez’s thigh, gripping Chavez’s biceps. 
They were seconds away from slamming the door closed and fucking, but Lenny pulled back, blinking up at him with a glazed look in his eyes. 
Chavez pressed a kiss to Lenny’s forehead. “I’ll be in there shortly.”
Lenny seemed to be in a daze as he walked away. Chavez wasn’t too far from telling his team he needed time so he could follow Lenny, but his mate’s protection was his number-one priority for now. 
Maybe later they could pick up where they’d just left off. 
Chavez swiped a hand over his jaw, trying his best to calm his raging hormones before joining the others. 
Reno smirked. “You handled that like a boss.”
Chavez flipped him off. “You guys can stay here for the night. The more, the better. Just keep your eavesdropping to a minimum.” 
Because if Chavez had his way, he would claim Lenny tonight. He went back to the bathroom and closed the door before sitting on the side of the tub. It might be great to see his old teammates again, but their return had brought back that dark hole that had been a constant inside Chavez. 
He rubbed his chest as he closed his eyes, far from okay. Very far from it. Chavez had battled inner demons even before he’d joined the covert group. His family had been the very definition of dysfunctional, never showing any love toward each other, infighting, and seeking isolation from the rest of the world. 
It was a miracle Chavez hadn’t turned out to be a serial killer instead of guarding lives. 
The bathroom door opened, and Reno stepped in, taking a seat on the closed toilet lid. “How you holding up?” 
Chavez sat up straight. “Trying to head-shrink me?” 
“Nah, you know I’d never do that. I got too much shit of my own to try and analyze someone else’s. But if you need to take a backseat this one time, then—”
“Are you serious with that bullshit?” Chavez stood and glared at Reno. He knew his friend was just trying to help, but he didn’t like how Reno was looking at him.
With pity.
That was the last thing Chavez needed. His past was what it was, and there was nothing he could do to change that. All Chavez could do was move forward, which was easier said than done. 
“This is my mate we’re talking about. I don’t take a backseat to shit.” Chavez walked out, heading toward the bedroom. When Reno exited the bathroom, Chavez said, “Ya’ll find a spot to bunk down. We’ll regroup in the morning.”
 
Chapter Four
 
Lenny had fallen asleep waiting on Chavez to return. Now his eyes were open and it was dark in the room. He looked at the clock on his nightstand and saw it was past midnight. 
He started to get out of bed and realized he was about to step on someone. The moonlight showed him it was Chavez, sleeping on the floor. Lenny pulled his legs back and stared down at the guy, unable to stop drinking him in. 
All six feet three inches of pure muscle. Chavez had his arms tucked under his head, his lips slightly parted, still fully clothed. His handgun was even still tucked in the back of his waistband. 
Lenny just bet the guy could jump into action in the blink of an eye. He also felt like a pervert for watching Chavez sleep, but it was the only time he could drink his fill without his mate knowing he was ogling him. 
His heart stuttered in his chest at the knowledge that his guy was his mate. Honestly, Lenny never thought he’d have one, according to his dad who’d said it might not be a possibility. 
What was holding Lenny back from giving himself over? His self-esteem. Oh, he could be downright indignant when the situation called for his wrath. But his cousins on his father’s side had constantly reminded Lenny when they were growing up that he was a half-breed, a mutt, unworthy of a mate. 
The taunts had stuck with Lenny, destroying his self-worth. It was amazing how nasty comments from juveniles took root and grew in one’s head. 
And now, as he stared at Chavez, Lenny wished he could be the mate the guy deserved. The mate his strong, confident, and amazing father had been to his mother. 
Lenny wiped at his eyes, wishing his dad were still alive. But he’d gotten into some trouble with a few demons and they had killed him, depriving the world of such a wonderful man. 
As far as Winnie knew, Drake Daniels had died in a car accident. It had been a necessary, bitter lie that Lenny had gone along with. He still didn’t know who the demons had been, but even if Lenny knew, what was he going to do, seek vengeance?
That was laughable considering he couldn’t even shift and was all of five feet two inches and one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. 
Lenny scooted to the foot of the bed. Nature was calling, and he didn’t want to take the chance of stepping over Chavez, only to step on the guy. 
He’d started for the door when his ankle was grabbed. Lenny suppressed the gasp when he realized it was Chavez holding him back. 
“Where’re you going?” His voice was filled with sleep, deeper, gravelly, sending Lenny’s body into overdrive. 
“Bathroom,” he whispered. 
Chavez rolled over and sat up, stretched, and yawned.
“You don’t have to shadow me.” Lenny waved a hand at the door. “There’re three bodyguards in my living room.”
“And you live on the first floor. Anyone could sneak in through the bathroom window.”
Like Chavez wouldn’t hear that. Lenny suspected his mate’s need to follow him had nothing to do with someone breaking in and everything to do with his friends in the other room. 
His dad had told him how possessive a mate was, especially when first finding him or her. What did Chavez expect, one of his friends to jump Lenny’s bones in the hallway?
Lenny was too tired to argue as Chavez got up and headed for the door. He just wanted to use the bathroom and crawl back into bed. 
Chavez checked the bathroom before nodding. “I’ll wait in the hallway for you.”
The need to roll his eyes was strong, but Lenny held back. “Are you sure you don’t want to pat me down for contraband?” 
The side of Chavez’s mouth twitched. “Unless you’re smuggling something in your ass, you don’t have anywhere else to hide smuggled goods. Unless you’re in the mood to get patted down just for the thrill of it.”
Lenny was in his boxers and a T-shirt. He felt his face heat up as he slipped into the bathroom. Why did Chavez always have a way of making him blush? 
Knowing his mate was right outside the door, Lenny turned the faucet on. When he was finished and his hands were washed, he cracked the door open. “Is it safe to come out, or was the hallway invaded in the last three minutes?”
Chavez looked around and took a step away from the door, like he was really concerned for Lenny’s safety against some invisible burglar. “If we hurry, we might make it back to your room before a battle ensues.”
Lenny chuckled. He really did like his mate’s sense of humor. “You’ll protect me, not my novio.”
“With my life.” But Chavez wasn’t smiling. His face was a mask of stone as he said those three words. All seriousness, the humor gone. 
Lenny edged past Chavez’s large frame, his body brushing against his mate’s. He returned to his bedroom and felt Chavez right behind him, almost breathing down Lenny’s neck. 
He stood where Chavez had been sleeping. Lenny twisted his hands in front of him. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor.”
“I don’t mind.” Chavez closed the door. “I’ve slept on worse.”
“You could…um, sleep in my bed. It’s a lot more comfortable than a hardwood floor.” Lenny felt his cheeks heat up again. If he kept blushing this badly, his head would catch fire. He had a queen-sized bed and still doubted the two of them could fit comfortably in it. Chavez really was a big guy. 
Chavez’s smile was genuine and sweet in the light of the moon. Lenny saw himself totally falling for this guy. It wouldn’t be a hard thing to do. “I promise to keep my hands to myself.”
And Lenny’s head just caught fire. His blush was so hot that he pressed a hand to his face to make sure tiny sparks weren’t erupting. 
“You get in first,” Chavez said. “I’d prefer to sleep closest to the door.”
Lenny’s bed was against the wall, which cocooned him in when Chavez joined him. He pressed his back against the wall, trying to give his mate as much space as his broad physique needed. 
“If you hug that wall any closer, you’ll become a part of it.” Chavez pulled Lenny close and curled around him. “Much better.”
Maybe for Chavez, but the way the guy was wrapped around him had Lenny thinking about nakedness and fucking. 
And the damn guy let off a lot of heat. In no time Lenny was sweating his ass off. He wished he’d turned the central air on before they’d gotten into bed. 
He wiggled, trying to put some space between them so he could cool off, but every time he slid a little away, Chavez pulled him right back against his hard body. 
“I’m gonna drown in my own sweat,” Lenny complained. “You’re a freaking furnace.”
He also wanted to get away because he was getting a boner being so close to Chavez. Lenny turned onto his stomach and stared at Chavez, although it wasn’t easy to fully see him in the dark, even with the help of the moon casting its glow into the room. 
“We need a fan on us.” 
Chavez waved his hand in front of Lenny’s face. “Better?”
“I’ll let you know after I’m finished drowning.” He batted Chavez’s hand away. His mate caught Lenny’s fingers and entwined their hands together. 
Lenny’s heart went into overdrive as Chavez caressed Lenny’s hand with his thumb. The gentle circling action did nothing to relieve the ache in Lenny’s groin, and made it extremely hard to think. It was like Chavez was gravity and Lenny found himself moving back toward his mate, a magnetic pull.
Lenny couldn’t have dragged himself away even if he’d wanted to. And he didn’t want to. He’d told himself that he wanted to get to know the wolf shifter better before committing to anything, before binding their souls together, but that decision was being tested. 
His lips parted and his eyes widened when his mate untangled their hands and cupped the back of Lenny’s head, drawing his face closer to his. 
“I can think of a few ways to cool off,” Chavez said quietly. 
Lenny couldn’t help it. A tiny laugh worked its way up his throat. “That’s not cooling off. That produces more body heat.”
“Semantics.” 
Their lips touched, and a spark ignited inside Lenny. He could no more resist than he could stop breathing. They rolled, and Chavez hovered over him, taking the kiss deeper as the two tried their best to get undressed while their lips were still locked together. 
Lenny felt insane, giddy, and terrified. Chavez was passionate, his tongue taking over, dominating the kiss, placing ownership on Lenny in ways Lenny thoroughly enjoyed. 
Their clothes were gone, nothing but skin gliding over skin. Lenny was losing the ability to breathe from Chavez’s deep kisses. If he died because he no longer had air in his lungs, he wouldn’t care. 
Then Chavez started talking in his native tongue. The words sounded sensual and erotic, making Lenny wish he’d paid attention in Spanish class. For all he knew, Chavez could’ve been telling him what he wanted for breakfast or how Trails was gonna kill them all. 
Lenny’s body didn’t care what his mate was saying. The more Chavez talked, the more fire filled his blood. His mate was dangerous in so many ways, yet all Lenny could think about was belonging to the wolf shifter. 
Lenny gasped and groaned when Chavez kissed his way down his body, lingering at his nipples. It was sweet, teasing heat against his body. Lenny writhed, spreading his legs farther apart, his muscles spasming and jerking. 
The way Chavez was working his body had Lenny ready to give the guy any damn thing he wanted. They hadn’t even had sex yet, and Lenny was close to coming. 
Chavez nipped Lenny’s left nipple then bathed the hard pebble with his tongue, lashing it across Lenny’s skin. The way Chavez leaned over him, his stomach rubbed over Lenny’s cock, trapping the hard flesh, adding pressure, but not friction. 
Chavez gave Lenny a wicked grin before he moved lower, kissing each of Lenny’s hips, and then he engulfed Lenny’s cock, swallowing him to the root as he held Lenny’s hips down. 
In the back of Lenny’s mind he knew they weren’t alone, that Chavez’s friends were in the living room, but he couldn’t stop the keening wail from escaping. He thrashed his head from side to side as he thrust deep into Chavez’s mouth. 
Lenny’s lips parted as he drew in shallow breaths, arching his back as he groaned. He was overwhelmed by Chavez’s talented skills, and within moments, his orgasm crested and pulled him under, his cum erupting down Chavez’s throat. 
As Lenny tried to refocus, Chavez crawled up his body, licking his lips as he settled between Lenny’s legs. “Lube?”
“Nightstand.” Lenny threw a limp arm out toward the drawer. 
Chavez mouth covered Lenny’s hungrily, his tongue sweeping inside. He sucked on Chavez’s tongue as his mate reached for the drawer. 
Lenny heard the snick of the cap, and then a thick finger was probing between his cheeks. Lenny pulled his legs back, pressing his thighs against Chavez’s sides. 
Lenny almost couldn’t breathe through the pleasure as he gripped Chavez’s arm and held it there, mewling when his mate crooked his finger and grazed Lenny’s prostate, his ring of muscles squeezing down on the invasion. 
Chavez wiggled his finger in Lenny’s ass, stretching his opening to force in another digit. Just that fast, Lenny’s cock thickened again, his erection pulsing against his stomach. 
A flame of desire entered Chavez’s green eyes as he pulled his fingers free. 
One hard thrust buried the thick, steel-hard erection into Lenny’s ass to the hilt. They both paused and sucked in a deep breath, frozen for a moment, thrilling in those first few seconds of being joined together. 
“Pure heaven,” Chavez whispered against Lenny’s lips. 
The rumble of pleasure echoed through Lenny’s chest, making him shiver. He slid his legs around Chavez’s waist, resting the heels of his feet at the small of his mate’s back.
Chavez rested his forearms on either side of Lenny’s head, kissing him. Lenny raised himself to meet Chavez mouth, devouring his mate’s lips as Chavez pulled back until only the head of his cock remained inside Lenny’s body. 
Chavez slammed forward, his balls slapping against Lenny’s ass. Lenny closed his eyes, braced his hands against the headboard, and pushed back.
He’d resisted being with Chavez, of letting his mate anywhere near him, but Lenny was so fucking glad he’d caved, so glad he hadn’t missed out on this mind-blowing experience that put his other sexual encounters to shame. 
Chavez reared back, gripped Lenny’s thighs, and pistoned into Lenny’s ass, rattling Lenny’s brain. All Lenny could do was keep his hands pressed into the headboard and hang on for the ride. 
He watched as Chavez’s canines lengthened and knew the claiming part was near. Lenny’s heart thundered, and for a moment, he felt panicked. He was about to tether his soul to this wild, beautiful warrior. 
As he looked up at the sexy god, watching his facial expressions, the rapture, the way his green eyes turned so dark with pleasure, Lenny’s nervousness evaporated.
He wanted to belong to Chavez. Lenny craved someone in his life besides himself and his now-absent cousin. He didn’t want to go this alone, not when he had this magnificent man who would do everything in his powers to make Lenny happy.
Chavez swept downward, slid his arm under Lenny’s shoulders, and lifted him slightly. His mate sank his canines into Lenny’s soft flesh, sealing their fate, soldering their souls as Lenny cried out. 
His second orgasm shook him harder than his first. Lenny tossed beneath his mate as Chavez thrust harder, deeper, and then buried himself as he came. Chavez licked the wound and sucked in a breath, his movements slowing to a leisurely rock. 
They hissed when Chavez eased out of Lenny. Chavez dropped to his back and pulled Lenny until he was resting on Chavez’s chest, listening to his mate’s heartbeat as the sound soothed him to sleep. 
 
* * * *
 
Lenny wandered around the house, poking his head in closets and checking out each bedroom. He liked the shiny wood floors, and the kitchen had a gazillion cupboards. “Why doesn’t the safe house have any furniture or dishes? There isn’t even a potted plant here.”
“Because the owner doesn’t know we’re using it as a safe house,” Chavez said. “He thinks you and I are renting it.”
The house was pretty big, maybe around sixteen hundred square feet. Lenny wished he could afford a place like this. 
The house he’d grown up in hadn’t been this big or this nice. It didn’t have four bedrooms, either. Lenny had had to share a room with Winnie, which he hadn’t minded. They’d stayed up late at night, dreaming about their futures and how Winnie wanted to do interior design and Lenny wanted to own a sanctuary for strays. 
Maybe now that Winnie was mated to a wealthy man, his dream could come true. Lenny’s never would. Not when he was broke and lived in an apartment. 
He’d loved animals since he was a kid, but his parents never allowed him to have one. They’d barely been able to feed the family. 
“We got our gear in my Jeep,” Reno said. “Bedrolls and pillows. We can grab some paper products from the local grocery store.”
“I’ll make that run,” Nelson volunteered. “It’ll give me a chance to check things out and see if Frost is anywhere close by.”
“Lunch?” Lenny asked. “Can anyone grab some lunch?”
He knew the menu at The Diner Train by heart. Nelson pulled out his phone and jotted down everyone’s order after Lenny rattled of what they had. He started to pull out his wallet, but Nelson shook his head. 
“I got this. My treat.” 
Reno and Korby went into the backyard to have a look around. They’d had to go into the den and out the sliding glass doors to get there, and Lenny was in love with the den. 
There was a fireplace. A real freaking fireplace, which he’d always wanted to have. On either side of the fireplace were built-in bookshelves. The carpeting was a wine color and plush, and Lenny was dying to walk over it in his bare feet. 
When you came from a poor background, a house like this felt more like a mansion. Lenny couldn’t believe he would be able to spend some time in it, even if there wasn’t any furniture.
“What do you think?” Chavez asked.
“About?” Lenny spun around to look at his mate, still blushing from what they’d done last night. Even now, Lenny wanted to sneak off to one of the bedrooms and strip Chavez down. 
“This house.” Chavez walked to the kitchen, and Lenny followed.
The space was open and wide, and he loved every inch of it. The counters were made of a dark marble and the cupboards were a dark wood, but it was the stone flooring that he loved the most. And the breakfast nook. The large windows he could look out of when he was enjoying a meal. 
“It’s beautiful.” Too bad it wasn’t theirs. Lenny needed to stop drooling over it. Soon he would return to his apartment in the downtown area, and this place would be rented out to people who could actually make it a home. 
“Well…” Chavez rubbed his jaw. “I did sign a lease, and although I like your apartment, I’m kinda digging this place.”
Lenny’s heart leaped into his throat. “What’re you saying?”
Chavez pulled Lenny into his arms and kissed the tip of his nose. “I’m saying that we could make this home ours if you wanted to.”
“But—” Lenny bit his lip. “I can’t afford a place like this. Hell, I might not be able to afford my apartment if I don’t get back to work.”
Even so, Lenny let himself hope, allowed himself to dream that this house could actually be theirs. Lenny was also feeling overwhelmed. So much was going on, and for a guy who didn’t like change, a part of him wanted to bolt out the door and race back to his apartment. 
Then again, he’d been shot in his apartment, so no place felt truly safe to him right now. 
“Hey.” Chavez cupped his face. “Are you okay, novio?” 
Lenny gripped his mate’s wrists and nodded then shook his head. “Having a tiny crisis right now.”
“I get it.” Chavez curled a muscled arm around him. “When I first left my pack, no matter how dysfunctional it was, it was familiar to me. Striking out on my own felt overwhelming.”
“That’s the word.” Lenny blew out a few breaths. “Overwhelming.” He looked into Chavez’s pretty green eyes. “I never do well with change. That’s why I tried to get Winnie back. Well, one reason. I needed things to go back to normal but things’ll never go back to the way they were.”
Chavez tilted Lenny’s head back until they were staring at one another. “Change can also be new and exciting, can take your very breath away, and bring you happiness you never knew existed before.”
With his hands still wrapped around Chavez’s wrists, Lenny nodded. “I know. Meeting you was one of those moments.”
Chavez chuckled. “But you ran when you met me.”
“Stop poking holes in my logic.” Lenny leaned up and slid his tongue across his mate’s lips. “But I’m starting to feel better. I just needed to have a quick meltdown before I felt grounded again.”
Lenny really was. When it had been just him, with Winnie gone, he’d been lost and adrift, like he had when his father was killed. But with Chavez in his life acting as Lenny’s anchor, his chest didn’t feel so tight with anxiety.
“So what do you say?” Chavez waved a hand to encompass the room. “Shall we make this our home?” 
Before Lenny could answer, Nelson returned with lunch. The kitchen became crowded as everyone grabbed their food and settled in the empty den. 
It was Lenny’s mate who was asking to build a life together, not a boyfriend or husband who could up and leave him. Chavez was it for him, his entire world, and the more Lenny thought about it, the more the idea took root and began to blossom.
 
Chapter Five
 
The rental house was located on the outskirts of town. There were other houses around them, but they were spread far enough apart to give a modicum of privacy.  
Chavez was in the backyard, phone pressed against his ear as he scanned surrounding trees. Reno and Korby were in their wolf forms, walking the perimeter, keeping an eye on things as Chavez talked to his boss.
“Did you have to check on me at two in the morning?” Mr. Winter said in a sleepy voice. “Things are fine here.”
“Sorry,” Chavez said, hating that he’d woken the guy. “I’m on leave for my mating, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t worry about you and Winnie.”
“And I’m not an idiot.” Sheets rustled on the other end. “I have a lot of connections, and some of them are telling me you’re in trouble.”
The Bengal tiger’s reach always astonished Chavez. The guy wasn’t exaggerating when he said he knew a lot of people. Before Mr. Winter retired, his business dealings hadn’t exactly been legit. And just because he was no longer in that game didn’t mean he’d cut all ties with the shady men he’d dealt with over the years.
Chavez didn’t have that kind of reach. He’d always stayed in the background, blended in while guarding his boss. Even when working black ops, Chavez had stayed in the shadows while his teammates made connections all over the world. 
“Tell me what’s going on.” Mr. Winter’s tone had grown serious, deadly, reminding Chavez of who he was dealing with. 
“It’s complicated.” He didn’t want to get the tiger involved. Mr. Winter wanted a quiet life with his mate and pulling him into this bullshit wouldn’t be doing the guy any favors. 
Chavez also planned on taking a page from his boss’s book. Once Benjamin Trails was taken care of, Chavez planned on retiring. Being a bodyguard was full-time work, at least working for the tiger, and Chavez didn’t have that kind of time to devote to the job anymore. 
Not when he had Lenny to take care of. 
“It’s always fucking complicated,” Mr. Winter said with a long sigh. “When is life ever that easy? But I consider you a friend, your loyalty proven time and again. Now tell me what I can do to help you out.”
“There’s nothing to help me out with.” Chavez still refused to get the guy involved. “Sorry I woke you. I’ll check in on you in a few days. If you need anything, you have my number.”
Chavez ended the call before his boss could strong-arm him into telling him everything. He had his team here, and if that wasn’t enough, then they were screwed. 
Chavez had started back into the house when the hairs along his body stood on end. He gazed around the yard but didn’t see anyone. That didn’t mean no one was there. Covertly, he sniffed and smelled a human close by. 
Tucking his fingers into his lips, he gave a short, loud whistle. Seconds later two wolves were crossing the yard. Chavez tapped his nose. The wolves spread out. Lenny appeared at the back door, but Chavez gave an imperceptible shake of his head, and his mate moved away from the door. 
One of the wolves snarled, and a moment later, a very naked Reno was hauling some guy toward them, his hand a vise grip around the stranger’s slim bicep.
This had to be one of Trails’s men. As Reno pulled the guy forward, Chavez noticed a gun in his friend’s hand. Reno had confiscated it from whoever this person was. 
It didn’t take a genius to figure out what the stranger was about to do with it. 
Chavez opened the patio door and stepped aside so Reno could take him inside.  Korby shifted and joined Chavez as they entered the den. 
The stranger appeared pale as he glanced between Reno and Korby. “What are you?” 
“The more important question is who are you?” Chavez towered over the guy. “Talk or my friends will shift and play with you, but not in a pleasurable way.”
The man paled even further. Chavez grabbed the gun from Reno and pressed the end at the man’s forehead. “Talk.”
Chavez became acutely aware of someone behind him. He twisted his head just enough to see that it was Lenny. His mate’s gaze bounced between everyone before settling on Chavez. 
Lenny didn’t need to see the ugly side of this. He was sweet and innocent, and Chavez didn’t want his view of life jaded. 
“Go to our room,” Chavez said. 
Lenny did no such thing. He was as stubborn as ever, just like when Chavez had been trying to get his mate go to his bedroom when the team arrived. 
That resolute look was back as Lenny marched forward. His eyes narrowed as he approached. “Are we interrogating this scumbag?” 
Reno smirked, and Korby looked stunned. Chavez knew how Korby felt. “There is no we when it comes to this,” he said. “Now go back to our room.”
“He’s not gonna listen,” Reno said under his breath, that fucking smirk still stuck on his face. Chavez wanted to punch it right off. The guy’s humor wasn’t helping matters.
“I got pulled into this mess,” Lenny argued. “And I might’ve had a mini meltdown earlier, but we’re in this together. Should we waterboard him, or should I go get the battery out of the car so you can shock him?”
“Damn.” Korby snickered. “Your mate’s bloodthirsty.”
Chavez growled and glanced between his two teammates. “You two go get some damn clothes on.” Chavez turned to his mate. “You’re not sticking around for this.”
Lenny walked around to the stranger’s back, damn near giving Chavez a heart attack at how close he was to the guy. Lenny reached into the man’s back pocket and took out his wallet.
“Or we can do this the easy way.” He dug into the leather billfold and extracted the guy’s driver’s license. “Wylliam Roach.” Lenny waved the piece of plastic at the stranger. “Who the hell spells William with a Y? Or do you say your name like Wyle am?” 
He tossed the wallet and ID aside. Chavez was too stunned, and a bit curious, to stop Lenny. He still had the gun trained on Wylliam, ready to blow the guy’s head off if he made a single move.
Reno and Korby came back into the room, fully clothed. “Did we miss the waterboarding?” Reno asked. 
Lenny jabbed a finger at Wylliam. “His name is Wylliam Roach.”
“Wyle am?” Reno’s brows furrowed. “Don’t you mean William?”
“That’s what I said!” Lenny turned back to Wylliam. “Did Jack Frost send you?” He raised his hand but kept it midair. “I’m gonna smack the taste out of your mouth if you don’t answer me.”
The guy glared at Lenny. “About my name? Because that was the only question you asked.” Wylliam’s gaze swept over Lenny. “I highly doubt your slap will induce me into talking, though it might help the itch I have on my face.”
Lenny’s eyes became slits. “Are all bad guys this uncooperative?” 
Reno let his claws slide free and shoved them against Wylliam’s neck. “Sooner or later, they break.”
Wylliam didn’t look so smug anymore. His gaze rose to Reno as he visibly swallowed. 
Korby shrugged. “We already know Benjamin Trails sent you. We could kill you and bury your body.” He leaned in close to Wylliam’s ear. “For one, I hope you resist. I’m all for digging a deep hole and dumping your carcass into it.”
“Where is Benjamin Trails?” Chavez asked. “Where is the bastard hiding out?” 
No way would Trails be in town and not secure a place to lay low. If they could get an address, they could turn the tables and become the hunters instead of the hunted. 
“I’m more afraid of Jack Frost,” Wylliam said. “So go ahead and kill me. I’m not telling you shit.”
Chavez really wanted to work this guy over, but with Lenny standing there, he didn’t want his mate to look at him as if he were a monster. They’d finally gotten past the whole brainwashed/cult thing, and Chavez couldn’t chance his mate having another meltdown and leaving. 
“Either kill me or let me go. I don’t have all night,” Wylliam said. “I gotta take my nana to the doctor in a few hours.”
“I’ll go get the water,” Lenny said as he headed out of the den, but Chavez grabbed his mate’s wrist and hauled him back. 
“Stay put.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off Wylliam. Chavez didn’t trust the prick. 
Reno leaned in again. “Trust me when I tell you we’re a hundred times worse than Frost could ever be, Mr. Roach.”
“Oh my god.” Lenny ground his teeth. “How do you say your damn name? It’s driving me crazy!”
“Can I talk to you in the kitchen for a second?” Korby asked Lenny. 
Chavez gave an appreciative nod when the two walked out. When his mate was gone, Chavez turned to Wylliam. “I don’t give a fuck how you say your name or that you have obligations in a few hours. Tell me where Trails is, or I’m tearing your throat out.”
When Chavez let his canines show and his claws slide free, he grabbed Wylliam by the throat and shoved him against the wall. He let the tips of his claws penetrate the human’s skin, drawing blood. 
Wylliam’s eyes went big as his gaze darted between Chavez and Reno. “I don’t know where he is. He just paid me to do a job. I swear!” 
“Who were you sent to kill?” Reno asked. 
Wylliam swallowed. “All of you, including that bloodthirsty little guy.”
If Chavez let Wylliam go, the guy would only be back to finish the job. Benjamin Trails didn’t accept failure and would have Wylliam killed if the guy just walked away. 
Besides, Chavez didn’t trust that Wylliam would simply leave. He had his mate and team to think about. He shoved Wylliam toward Reno. “Dispose of the body.”
“No.” Wylliam fought to get free. He shoved his elbow into Reno’s gut and spun, diving for the gun in Chavez’s hand. He grabbed it, and Chavez jerked back, refusing to let Wylliam get his hands on it.
The gun went off. Wylliam fell to the carpet. Chavez cursed. He hadn’t been in the house a full day and he had blood on the carpet. It was gonna be a bitch to get it out.
Reno stood there staring down at Wylliam. “Guess his nana is gonna have to find another ride.”
Chavez glared at him.
“Too soon?” Reno picked the body up and walked out the back door just as Lenny ran into the room, Korby right behind him. 
“You shot him?” Lenny’s eyes were bulging. 
“He shot himself.” Chavez tucked the gun into his waistband. “Idiot tried to wrestle me for the weapon, and it went off.” He left out the part where he’d just told Reno to take the guy outside and kill him. Lenny didn’t need to know that detail.
Unfortunately, they weren’t out of the woods. When Trails found out that Wylliam had failed, he’d send someone else. But how had Trails found out about their safe house? 
He was watching them, which meant he was close by. Real close. Chavez and his team needed to find the bastard before Trails sent another thug to take them all out. 
 
* * * *
 
Lenny had no idea what had gotten into him. He wasn’t the bloodthirsty type. He hadn’t wanted to be excluded from what was going on, but…shit. Some guy had just died in the den. 
He walked out of the room and headed upstairs, feeling a bit queasy. Lenny had never seen a dead body and was thankful Wylliam had been taken from the house before he caught a glimpse. 
What the hell had he gotten himself into? What madness was he being swallowed up by? It was one thing to find his mate, but the baggage that came with Chavez? Lenny wasn’t so sure anymore that he could handle this. 
Some guy had just been shot in the next room over from him. The sound of the gun being fired still echoed in his ears. Wylliam’s face kept popping up in his mind. True, Lenny had just been shot himself, but it was different when you knew a life had been taken. 
Lenny ran to the bathroom and dropped to his knees, throwing up his lunch as tears sprang to his eyes. He didn’t even care when the bathroom door opened and Chavez walked in. 
“Shit.” Chavez rubbed his hand up and down Lenny’s back. “I’m so sorry you’re involved in this. I swear I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”
With no towel or toilet paper in the bathroom, Lenny used the hem of his shirt to wipe his mouth. He flushed the toilet and got to his shaky legs. “You didn’t mean for any of this to happen?” Lenny balled his hands into fists. “If you hadn’t tracked me down, I wouldn’t be involved. I wouldn’t have witnessed a guy being killed. I wouldn’t have some lunatic after me!” 
Lenny was losing his shit. He thought he could play the tough role, but he wasn’t built that way. It was the dead body. That was what was freaking him out the most. 
He sucked air in through his nose and slowly let it out through his mouth. That wasn’t helping. The only thing he was doing was making himself dizzy. 
“Whoa.” Chavez got onto the floor with him and sat with his legs crossed, taking Lenny’s hands. “You’re doing it too fast. You’re gonna hyperventilate.”
“Is this what you do for a living?” Lenny’s stomach hurt from throwing up. He wished he had some mouthwash, but it was packed in his bag in the bedroom, and he wasn’t sure his legs would support him right now. 
“Watch someone shoot themselves?” Chavez ran his hands up and down Lenny’s arms. “That was a first for me.”
His mate’s touch soothed Lenny in ways nothing else could. His posture slumped, and all he wanted was to be held, to feel Chavez’s strong arms curled around him. 
Lenny scooted closer then inserted himself onto his mate’s lap. Chavez held him close, kissing his jaw and neck. 
“Don’t even think about kissing my lips.” Lenny held a hand to his mouth. “I have dragon breath.”
Chavez nuzzled Lenny’s neck. “Will probably singe my face off.”
“Rude!” Lenny elbowed him. “I got stank on my breath, but you don’t have to agree. Every once in a while you can sugarcoat things for me.”
“Okay.” Chavez kissed his skin. “Your breath is as fresh as the dragon’s anus.”
“Oh my god! I’m gonna kill you.” Lenny tried to tackle Chavez, but the guy was just too damn big and didn’t go down. They laughed then sighed before pressing their foreheads together. 
“No,” Chavez said. “That’s not what I do for a living. I believe in keeping the casualties as low as possible, but sometimes that’s not my reality.”
“Do you think we can defeat Jack Frost?” Lenny asked. 
Chavez tightened his arms around Lenny. “With you at my side, I think anything’s possible.”
“Then let’s take him down.” Lenny pursed his lips. “But I think I’ll take a backseat to the violence. How about I just hold down the fort and make sure everyone is well fed and their laundry is clean.” Lenny’s eyes widened as he waved a hand at the bathroom door. “Did you see the laundry room? There’s already a washer and dryer in there, and they look brand-new!”
“Are you that easy to please?” Chavez asked with wonderment in his eyes. 
“Just feed me, fuck me, and love me. I’m not a complicated guy,” Lenny said with a smile, and then realized what he’d said. “I mean I know the loving part will take a while. I just meant—”
“You said it perfectly.” Chavez kissed the tip of Lenny’s nose.
Damn it. Now more than ever he wished he could brush his teeth. Lenny wanted a blazing kiss, not a toddler-style show of affection. 
“And just so you know, I’m already falling in love with you, novio.”
Lenny let out a happy gasp before an unrestrained smile spread across his face. He felt weightless as warmth infused his body. “I fell in lust with you as soon as I laid eyes on you,” he admitted with a chuckle. “But that feeling has definitely grown into something more.”
“Come on, not my novio. Let’s get out of the bathroom.”
“Hey, that’s my line! You can’t steal it from me.” Lenny got up, and they exited the bathroom. He went straight to his bag and dug out his mouthwash, toothbrush, and toothpaste, feeling way better than when he first came upstairs. 
Lenny just hoped they could soon put all this insanity behind them and start building their lives together without all the drama. 
“For the record,” Lenny said, “I feel like total crap that Wylliam’s nana doesn’t have a ride now. I want to find out who she is so I can take her to that appointment.”
Chavez rolled his eyes as he sighed. “Babe, you’ve got a really big heart, but what’re you gonna tell her? That her grandson was paid to execute all of us but accidently shot and killed himself? You have to learn when to walk away.”
His mate was right, even if Lenny didn’t like it. 
Chapter Six
 
When Chavez opened his eyes the following morning and Lenny wasn’t in the room, panic tried to set in. He shot from the floor and raced down the stairs, curious when he smelled bacon and eggs. 
“Lazybones,” Reno said when Chavez entered the kitchen. “Thought you would sleep the day away.” 
“It’s seven in the morning,” Chavez groused. “Where’s Lenny?”
Chavez had always been an early riser, but since he wasn’t working for Mr. Winter at the moment, and as fucked up as this situation was, this was also like a mini vacation for him. And when was the last time he had one of those? Years. 
Reno nodded toward the back of the house. “Outside. Korby is keeping an eye on him.”
Chavez was starving, but he wanted to know why his mate was out there. He crossed through the den and slid the glass door aside. The fresh morning air smelled even better than breakfast. Chavez sucked in a lungful as he looked around for Lenny.
His brows furrowed when he saw his mate. “What the fuck?” 
Korby’s soft chuckle almost made Chavez jump. He hadn’t seen the wolf shifter to his right. “The beast wandered into the yard, and your mate hasn’t stopped playing with him.”
Chavez crossed the yard and stopped a foot from Lenny. The large mutt growled at him. Lenny’s head snapped up, and he stared wide-eyed at Chavez. 
“He just came into the yard,” Lenny said. “I’ve checked him for some kind of dog tag, but he doesn’t have one.”
The fucking dog looked bigger than Lenny. It appeared to be a mixture between a Rottweiler and something else. Its tail was long and fluffy, but it had the pronounced face of a Rottweiler and the shiny black coat. Its ears were pinned back, as though ready to defend Lenny.
Chavez gave a louder, deeper growl, showing his canines. 
“You better not be trying to frighten him.” Lenny got to his feet, indignation in his eyes. “He’s just scared.”
Chavez jerked a hand at the dog. “That big fucker is scared? He looks like he can eat you in one bite. No, no way. He’s not sticking around. We’re taking him to the vet to see if he’s got a tracking chip. If he doesn’t, we’ll find out what to do with him, but he’s not staying here.”
“Thor is lost and scared. You need to be nice.”
“Thor?” Chavez nearly choked on the word. “You’ve already fucking named him?”
Lenny narrowed his eyes. “Well, what did you want me to call him?” 
“A cab.” Chavez wanted to walk away so he could compose himself, but no damn way was he leaving his mate with that beast. If “Thor” hadn’t had the Rottweiler features, Chavez would’ve sworn he was a mix between a Cane Corso and an English Mastiff. The fucker was the size of a pony. 
Lenny threw his hands up. “You’re being impossible!” 
Impossible would’ve been taking that beast down if Chavez had to. Even though his wolf was much larger than his counterpart in the wild, the dog was still humungous. Thor had to be infused with a little Hulk. 
“Impossible?” Chavez grunted as he ran a hand over his jaw. “You don’t even know his temperament. Sure, he’s sitting all pretty now, but he looks like he eats people for breakfast.”
Thor’s tongue hung from the side of his mouth as he used one of his back paws to scratch at his ear. He licked his own nose while looking at Lenny. 
The fucker was probably trying to decide how yummy Lenny would taste. 
“It’s not safe out here. We need to get inside.” Chavez pointed toward the back door. Lenny started away, and Thor followed him.
“No ho-ho-ho. He’s not going inside. Thor can stay out here and eat all the squirrels and other critters to his heart’s content. If that doesn’t satisfy him, I saw a farm a few miles down the road. He could go chomp on a side of beef.”
Chavez nearly had a heart attack when Lenny hugged the Sherman tank. “It’s okay, boy. He’ll grow to like you just like I do.” 
Thor licked Lenny, and Chavez thought he would take a bite out of Lenny’s delicious face. His nerves didn’t settle until his mate walked inside. 
Chavez glared at the dog, whose ginormous tongue was once again hanging out the side of his mouth. “I don’t care what Lenny says, you’re not staying.”
Korby chuckled. “Threatening a dog?” 
“Threatening a beast the size of Jupiter.” He jabbed a finger at Thor. “Keep an eye on him. If he shifts into a twenty-foot demon, shoot him.”
Thor whimpered, lay down, and tucked his paws over his eyes. Chavez scented the air, satisfied the dog didn’t smell like a shifter. 
“You’re just mean,” Korby said.
Was Chavez the only sane one around there? Didn’t Lenny and Korby see the devil in Shamu’s eyes? With a grunt, Chavez walked inside and closed the door. The barrier wouldn’t be enough. If Thor wanted to get inside, the dog would have no problem breaking the glass and finishing what Wylliam started. 
Chavez spotted Lenny sitting by the fireplace, his elbows resting on his bent knees, his face resting on his fists. Chavez sighed. “Fine, if you want a pet we can get a tank of goldfish.”
“I’m not talking to you.” 
Chavez hadn’t even had his cup of coffee yet. He started out of the room but looked back at the patio door. Thor stood there whimpering, brushing his paw over the glass. When he gave a thunderous bark, Chavez half expected the glass to shatter. 
Frustrated, he went back to the kitchen, thankful there was a pot of coffee already made. Reno always carried his coffeepot around, tucked in whatever vehicle he was driving. 
“Interesting morning.” Reno ate his breakfast out of a Styrofoam container. “Your food is on the counter.”
Chavez was no longer hungry. He just wanted that dog out of there. Not that he had anything against dogs. In fact, he loved the canine breeds. But damn, did Lenny have to find the biggest dog on the planet?
Reno arched a brow when Chavez poured a cup of coffee and took a sip, exhaling loudly. 
“That bad? It’s just a dog.” 
“You could’ve warned me what I was walking into.” 
Reno grinned. “And rob you of an organic reaction?” He shrugged. “After I eat, Nelson and I are doing some recon. We’ll grab some groceries on our way back.” 
“You do realize that that dog isn’t normal, right?” Chavez asked. “He’s a mix between a whale and the Hulk.”
Reno set his container down and hopped off the counter. He patted Chavez on his arm. “Don’t worry, Korby will protect you if Cujo attacks.”
“I’m really glad everyone is getting a kick out of this,” Chavez groused as Reno left the kitchen. When he heard Reno ask who was a good boy, Chavez nearly lost his shit.
He went into the den and found Thor lying by the unlit fireplace, showing his belly as Lenny scratched him. His mate looked up and backed away from the dog.
“He got in by himself. I swear! He used his snout to slide the door open. What was I supposed to do, kick him out?” Lenny patted Thor’s belly. “See, he’s so docile. He’s a real sweet boy.”
“He’s the size of a bear.” 
“And as cuddly as one.” Lenny scratched Thor’s belly. “You’re such a good boy. Aren’t you? Yes, you are. Chavez just needs to see that and stop comparing you to such big creatures. You’re not so big, are you?”
Chavez would go bankrupt feeding the goddamn thing. Even so, he couldn’t deny how much he loved seeing the happiness on Lenny’s face, especially after he’d been shot and freaked out when Wylliam had been killed. He couldn’t pull his gaze away from his mate, spellbound, amazed that such a small package had stolen his heart. 
This had to be more than the pull. There was something about Lenny that simply captivated Chavez. He found himself grinning despite his protests. 
Lenny gave him a big, sweet smile. “You’re caving, aren’t you? Thor’s making you melt.”
It was Lenny who was making Chavez melt. “I’m not caving. I just don’t feel like arguing right now. Reno and Nelson are heading out, and Korby is protecting the outside of the house.”
“And you and Thor are protecting the inside.” Lenny’s smile widened. 
“That’s not what I was about to say. I have to go do some things on my laptop. Since I won’t be in the room with you, Thor can help Korby outside.”
Chavez wasn’t leaving that beast with his mate. Even if Thor turned out not to be vicious, the dog was so big that he could accidently hurt Lenny. He said as much to his mate.
“He won’t hurt me,” Lenny argued. “He’s so gentle.”
Fuck, Chavez wasn’t going to win no matter he said. His frustration was mounting. “Please, novio. Just for now, let him help Korby outside.”
“Fine.” Lenny got up, shoulders slumped, and went to the glass door. “Come on, Thor. You gotta go to work.”
Thor got up and went outside when Lenny opened the door. Chavez was pretty impressed that the dog listened. He still didn’t like Thor’s size, but maybe there was hope for him. 
God, he was becoming the biggest sucker for his mate, doing shit he normally wouldn’t have done. He saw now that Lenny would get his way and Thor would become a part of their family.
He just hoped he didn’t have to pull Lenny from between the fucker’s teeth. 
 
* * * *
 
Lenny had been in the kitchen eating his breakfast when he heard the patio door sliding open. Shit. Chavez was gonna kill him if Thor was found back inside the house. 
He set his container down and hurried to the den. Sure enough, Thor was inside, walking toward Lenny. “You’re gonna get me into serious trouble if Chavez sees you in here.”
Lenny looked toward the stairs to make sure Chavez wasn’t coming down and then led the dog into the kitchen. “You can have everyone’s leftovers. Chavez hasn’t touched his yet, so leave that one alone.”
Lenny opened the Styrofoam boxes and set them on the floor, petting Thor’s head. “Go ahead, chow down. I don’t have a bowl for you, but I can fill one of the empty containers with water when you’re done.”
Thor sniffed at the leftovers and turned his head. He hadn’t even eaten the piece of bacon. 
“Don’t be bougie. You’re not a snob. Eat.” Lenny moved the containers closer. “I swear it’s good. It came from the diner in town, and that food is to die for.”
His head snapped up when he heard a noise. Lenny was hunched down while holding his breath, praying Chavez wasn’t heading their way. When he didn’t see anyone, he looked back at Thor. 
The dog licked his face. Lenny chuckled and scratched Thor under his chin. “You’ve got to behave, okay? If you do, Chavez will let me keep you.”
He knew the dog didn’t understand a word he said, but Lenny really wanted to have Thor as a pet. He’d never seen another dog like him, and he loved how big Thor was. In fact, Lenny had never met an animal he didn’t like. 
And that made him think of that long-ago dream he’d had to own his own sanctuary. With as big as his yard was, Lenny hoped Chavez let him have a few pets. 
One could only hope. 
When Lenny heard a floorboard creak, he rubbed his face against Thor’s. “Be a good boy and eat. I’m gonna go make sure Chavez isn’t coming downstairs. Let yourself out when you’re done.”
He gave Thor a few kisses on his muzzle, petted his neck, and then hurried upstairs. Lenny brushed as much fur as he could off his clothes before he entered the bedroom he and Chavez shared. 
“Busy?” Lenny was still in awe that Chavez was his. The guy was seated on his butt, his back against the wall, his ankles crossed and his laptop resting on his thighs. He had on a dark burgundy polo shirt that made his green eyes pop. And that tattoo sleeve still made Lenny drool. 
Chavez closed his laptop and pinched the bridge of his nose. The only thing that would’ve made him even more gorgeous would be reading glasses. Lenny always thought older men with reading glasses were sexy. 
“Come on in, novio.” He patted the floor next to him. “I was just looking up beds.”
“Furniture shopping without me?” Lenny pressed a hand to his chest. “Unforgivable.”
Lenny was just teasing. Since he didn’t have any money to contribute, he didn’t think he had a say. His dad had been a wonderful man, but he did have his flaws, and one of them was the fact that he’d had total say over their finances. Lenny’s mom had never argued about him controlling their money, although she would’ve been better at managing it. His dad was always spending it on things they didn’t need, like a large-screen television instead of paying the electric bill. 
The TV had been nice to look at in the dark. But to Lenny’s relief, Chavez didn’t look the type to throw his money away. 
Chavez curled an arm around Lenny’s shoulder and pulled him in for a kiss to the temple. “My apologies. I needed time to clear my head, too. There’s just something about Thor that…I don’t know. I’ve never seen a dog like that before, but that’s not what gives me a weird vibe. I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Because he knows how to open doors?” Lenny had his heart set on keeping Thor, but if Chavez really put his foot down, Lenny would relent. After all, this was his mate’s house, even if Chavez said it would be theirs. Lenny wasn’t contributing in any sort of way, and because of that, his opinion didn’t count.
“That is a cool trick,” Chavez admitted. “But…no. I just can’t figure it out.”
“I know he’s a nice dog because I’m not afraid of him.” Lenny didn’t tell his mate that no animal really scared him. Sure, there were a lot of dangerous ones out there, but Lenny never planned on petting a goddamn wild polar bear or a cheetah. 
“How about he stays outside until I can understand what’s bugging me about him.”
“And not just because he’s big?” 
“That’s part of it,” Chavez said. “But there’s more to it.”
That seemed fair enough to Lenny. He leaned up and kissed Chavez’s cheek. “I lucked out when it came to mates.”
“You got that right.” Lenny beamed, but he’d meant what he said. Chavez was the sweetest, sexiest guy he’d ever met, and he didn’t want to push his luck. “Do you know what Reno and Nelson are bringing back to eat? The breakfast was good, but I’m still hungry.”
“I’ll give them a call.” 
Lenny curled into Chavez’s side, sighing in contentment. “So, what kind of bed did you pick out?” 
“You’re gonna love it.” 
Lenny honestly didn’t care. Just as long as he could curl next to Chavez, he’d be happy with an inflatable one. 
 
Chapter Seven
 
“It’s like Elvis has left the building.” Reno unpacked the grocery bags and put the items away. He’d even bought stacks of plates, cups, and plastic cutlery. Nelson had come in with a few pots and pans he’d picked up at Goodwill, along with some cooking utensils. 
Chavez thought for a moment they were going to cook dinner, but Reno went back out to the SUV and grabbed white bags and brought them in. “There’s no sign of Frost anywhere,” he said as he unloaded the containers of food. “If he’s watching this house, then he’s a fucking ghost.”
The uneasy feeling that had settled in Chavez’s gut kept growing. “Something isn’t right,” he said as Korby joined them. 
“I left Thor outside to guard the house while we ate.” He grabbed one of the containers that Reno had set on the counter. “Too bad we don’t have a dining room table.”
“You haven’t found anything on your perimeter searches?” Chavez asked Korby.
“No, man. It’s all been good.”
It was like the quiet before the storm. That was how Chavez felt. Ever since Wylliam’s failed attempt at killing them, Trails hadn’t sent anyone else. 
Their team had tracked the guy for a year, infiltrating his inner circle. Chavez had gotten to know the criminal pretty damn well. Trails was a genius when it came to making money, but he didn’t have the best patience. He was the type that wanted things done right here, right now, no matter the price.
And now he’d gone radio silent. 
Chavez crossed the room and began to grab Lenny’s container to take to him when his mate walked into the room. He’d taken a nap, and now he looked like a zombie as he trailed into the room, his hair a mess.
“I smell food,” Lenny said. “The aroma lured me from my sleep. Gimme, gimme, gimme.”
When he reached out, Chavez handed his mate his food. 
“I’m gonna head back outside,” Korby said. “When you guys are rested, someone can take over my watch.”
Chavez was surprised. Normally Korby bitched and moaned about having to do watch for so many hours. The guy hadn’t given one complaint as he walked out of the kitchen. 
When Lenny walked out, Chavez followed. He didn’t trust his mate. Knowing Lenny, he was going to try and sneak Thor back into the house. They settled in front of the fireplace. 
“You seem to love this room.” Chavez flipped the lid and smiled at the dinner. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, buttered noodles, and a biscuit. It was the perfect meal. 
Lenny looked just as happy with his food. His smile lit up Chavez’s heart. Lenny’s eyes fluttered closed as he inhaled the aroma. Chavez’s gaze left the smile on Lenny’s lips and slid up to his mate’s eyes as Lenny’s eyelids open. Those crystal-blue eyes that had a spark of heaven in them exhilarated Chavez. 
If they’d been alone, Chavez would’ve pulled Lenny into his arms. That smile was so damn irresistible, making Chavez’s heart do somersaults. He’d never met anyone who made him feel that way. 
“I love The Diner Train. The food is never disappointing,” Lenny said before he began to eat, oblivious to how his simple smile destroyed Chavez. 
Trying not to molest his mate while others were in the room, Chavez looked toward the patio door and saw Cujo staring in at them. His tongue wasn’t dangling from his mouth. If Chavez wasn’t mistaken, or insane, the dog was looking at them with concern in his brown eyes. 
When their gazes locked, Thor padded away. 
Chavez put the dog from his mind when Reno and Nelson joined them. 
Nelson licked his fingers. “This food is amazing,” he said. “I’m gonna marry the cook. These mashed potatoes have to be homemade.”
“All the food is made from scratch,” Lenny said, singing the cook’s praise. “But he already has a mate. Sorry, Nelson.”
Nelson pressed his hand against his chest. “I’m so devastated. Crush my dreams of having an amazing cook as my boyfriend.”
Lenny chuckled, and so did everyone else. It was the best meal in the house so far, and that included the company. Chavez had missed his teammates. They’d been through a lot and were like family to him. 
He would hate when they had to leave. He had a bond with Reno and Nelson, and even Korby. The four of them had been through a lot together, and it had been hard to walk away from them. 
But the body count had gotten too high for Chavez. That was why he’d gotten into the bodyguard business. It was a slower pace, no secret ops where people died, even if some of the scum had deserved it. 
Chavez felt like his soul was finally healing, because those missions had always taken a part of him. And now he had Lenny—the best part of him—sitting right next to him getting to know Chavez’s family. 
Reno looked over his shoulder. “What exactly is Korby doing out there? I mean, besides perimeter watch? He’s not acting his usual self.”
“He seems preoccupied,” Nelson said. “By now he should’ve been bellyaching about being outside for so long.”
They’d spoken along the lines that Chavez had been thinking, but he had to account for the fact that he hadn’t seen Korby in a while and had no idea what was going on in the guy’s life. 
“I’ll relieve him,” Chavez volunteered, but Nelson shook his head. 
“Nah, I’ll do it. I could use the fresh air, and I need to let my wolf out.” He chucked a thumb at the door. “But that big son of a bitch has to go. Have any of you ever seen such a big dog before?”
“Be nice,” Lenny argued. “He’s a sweet and lovable dog.”
Chavez knew his mate would defend Thor, but Nelson was right. Thor was larger than any dog he’d ever seen, and that bothered him. Something just didn’t seem right about the mutt, and he still wasn’t comfortable with Lenny being around him. 
“I’ll ask him to go for the night,” Lenny said.
“You’ll ask him?” Reno furrowed his brows. 
“He’s very intelligent,” Lenny replied. “I fed him earlier.” Lenny looked at Chavez. “Sorry. He came into the house, and I gave him the breakfast leftovers. I told him when he was done to go back outside, and he did. Thor is so smart.”
Chavez, Nelson, and Reno looked at one another. Chavez got up. “Babe, can you go upstairs?” 
Lenny looked puzzled. “Why?” 
“It’s just a hunch I have,” Chavez said. “So please don’t argue. Just go upstairs.”
The only reason he wanted Lenny to leave was because his mate would’ve defended Thor and right now Chavez needed to hash out his thoughts. Clearly his teammates did, as well. He didn’t want Lenny arguing the whole time they were talking. 
Lenny looked as if he wanted to argue, but slowly got up and took his food with him. Before he disappeared from the den, he said, “Don’t you dare hurt Thor.”
If that was even possible. 
“Shifter?” Reno asked when Lenny was gone. 
Chavez shook his head. “That’s what I thought, but I sniffed him and he doesn’t smell like a shifter.”
“There’s definitely something off about him,” Nelson said. “I’ve had a strange feeling in my gut since that dog showed up.”
Reno and Nelson had been gone most of the day, but they’d seen Thor before they’d left. Chavez was confident in his teammates’ gut feelings, and trusted his own, too. 
They strode to the patio door and went outside, but Thor was nowhere to be found. Korby wasn’t there, either. But that wasn’t unusual. Korby was more than likely in his wolf form walking the perimeter. 
“We need to get to the bottom of this,” Chavez said as he scanned the backyard. The sun was slowly setting, giving off beautiful rays across the trees. The view was breathtaking, and Chavez was glad he’d decided to call this place his home. 
He just had to figure out what was going on with Thor, why Korby wasn’t acting himself, and where in the fuck Trails was. 
 
* * * *
 
Lenny stood by the bedroom window, wishing the room was furnished so he could sit in a chair and watch for Thor’s return. There was just something about that dog that made Lenny want to give him a good home and love him. 
None of the other guys liked Thor. Lenny guessed he could understand why. Thor truly was big and intimidating, but not to him. For Lenny, Thor was a big cuddle bunny with an even bigger heart. 
Chavez walked up behind him and curled his hands around Lenny’s biceps, resting his chin on Lenny’s head. He took comfort in his mate’s body pressed so close to his. 
The heat of his skin against Lenny’s. 
The intensely masculine scent. 
The love that swelled Lenny’s heart knowing Chavez was his. 
Lenny no longer felt unworthy of being his mate. Chavez never let him feel that way. Chavez showered Lenny with kisses, compliments, and made him feel wanted. 
At times Lenny felt like he was walking in a dream, that none of this was real, and that he’d wake up to find himself alone again in his apartment. He’d never known how lonely he was until he’d met Chavez and the guy had become an integral part of Lenny’s life. 
Now he couldn’t imagine Chavez not being there. 
“So why was I sent to my room?” Lenny leaned into his hard, muscled body, which started an ache in his own. Lenny was a young virile male, but lately, before Chavez, his sex drive hadn’t been at its peak. Lenny had been too worried about his cousin, too worried about paying bills, too worried about…everything. 
Stress could suck the fun out of life. 
“There’s something off about Thor.” Chavez’s hands gripped Lenny’s arms as if he were trying to stop Lenny from turning and giving him an earful. But he didn’t. Instead Lenny thought about Chavez’s statement. 
“How so?” 
“That’s what the fellas and I are trying to figure out. Thor is a little too intelligent, novio. In our world, that could mean something. We just want to make sure he’s not a threat.”
A small chuckle erupted from Lenny. “His size is already a threat to you guys.”
“No it’s not,” Chavez said a little too quickly. “No mere dog frightens me.”
There was pride in his voice, the need to show that he had plenty of machismo. Chavez didn’t need to prove that to him. Lenny already knew how strong and fierce he was. A true warrior. 
Unable to help himself, Lenny said, “Admit it. He has you shaking in your wolf boots.”
Chavez made a noise in the back of his throat but didn’t say anything else. The silence made Lenny stare out the window again, giving the backyard his full attention. 
“You seem tense.” Chavez pressed his fingers against Lenny’s shoulders and began to slowly massage them. “I know a lot of shit is going on, but we have to remember to take moments to enjoy.”
Lenny let out a low moan. “I’m enjoying the moment right now.”
Chavez was trying to ease the tension in Lenny’s shoulders, but Lenny’s cock was perking right up. 
His mate’s hands worked their way down Lenny’s body until he was massaging Lenny’s dick through his jeans. His fingers moved up and down, stroking him, but it wasn’t enough. 
Lenny arched his back and slid his hands around Chavez’s neck, groaning as he ground his erection into his mate’s hand. 
“Still enjoying the moment?” Chavez nipped the lobe of Lenny’s ear. 
“I’d enjoy it even better if you took my dick out and played with it.”
Chavez’s dark, low chuckle sent ripples of pleasure through Lenny. His body was jerking slightly from need as Chavez unfastened Lenny’s pants. 
“Like this?” Chavez shoved his hand down the front and curled his beefy hand around Lenny’s cock. 
“Oh my god! Yes.” Lenny was completely lost, hanging onto Chavez for dear life as he felt his orgasm cresting.  
Chavez let Lenny’s cock go long enough to spit on his hand, and then it was back, working magic.
He spun and released Chavez’s beast, dropping to his knees so he could suck his mate’s cock down his throat. Chavez grunted, grabbing Lenny’s hair as he thrust his hips. 
And Lenny took it all, relaxing his throat muscles so he could enjoy every last inch. 
“Close, novio.” Chavez punched his hips faster, driving his cock deeper. For a second Lenny didn’t think he would last much longer. His jaw was sore from stretching his mouth so wide.
Then Chavez came, groaning Lenny’s name as his spunk shot out in spurts down his throat. 
Lenny rocked back on his heels, licking his lips, and then rose so Chavez could finish jerking him off. When Chavez used the remaining cum from his release to wet his hand, Lenny nearly came right there.
“Turn, love.” Chavez spun Lenny, making him look back out the window as he stroked him to completion. Lenny shattered, crying out Chavez’s name as he decorated the window with his climax. 
“Best shoulder massage ever,” Lenny panted. 
It was dark out, and the moon was hidden behind thick clouds, but Lenny spotted movement down below. He struggled to make out the forms, then he recognized one of them as Thor. 
“Do you see that?” he whispered as he put his cock away and fixed his pants. “Who’s that with Thor?” 
The bedroom was bathed in darkness. Lenny had a weird thing about turning on lights at night without any window dressing. He felt like the entire world, some serial killers, or robbers could be standing down below, watching his every move. 
Although he was part wolf, he didn’t have their keen eyesight. Unless he went downstairs or the clouds drifted on, he wouldn’t be able to make out who the person was.
“That’s Korby,” Chavez said. “He’s talking to Thor.”
That didn’t seem unusual. People talked to animals all the time. Not that he would tell anyone, but Lenny even said hello to squirrels and birds.
He just steered clear of skunks, raccoons, and possums. Skunks for obvious reasons, raccoons were mean as hell, and possums just freaked Lenny out with their albino coloring and red eyes. 
“Stay right here.” Chavez hurried from the room. 
Lenny pressed himself against the wall on the side of the window so Korby or Thor didn’t see him. They took off before Chavez appeared outside. 
After opening the window, Lenny pointed toward the woods. “They went that way.” 
Christ, why did this have to happen? Lenny had wanted to cuddle with Chavez after that mind-blowing orgasm, not hang out a window and give his mate directions to chase a man and a dog down. 
They really needed to get a bed, because Lenny was exhausted and wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the floor again. 
Reno and Nelson appeared in the backyard. Lenny pointed and hollered the same thing he’d told Chavez. 
What in the blue blazes was going on? Was Thor really something more? Lenny didn’t want to believe that. He wanted Thor as his pet, but if he wasn’t really a dog…shit. 
He rushed downstairs and looked out the patio door, not daring to go outside. Something behind Lenny clicked. He turned and held his breath as he gazed at the entrance to the den.
Seconds later Thor appeared, his legs set apart, his ears pinned back. 
Lenny’s heart thundered as he licked his dry lips. “Good boy?” 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Chavez’s first instinct was to throw Korby against the tree and grill him, but technically his teammate and friend hadn’t done anything wrong except talk to a dog and take a walk in the woods with him.
Even so, he couldn’t dismiss his gut feeling that something was off. He couldn’t shake that feeling no matter how hard he tried to convince himself that Korby was a part of their team, had been for a long time. That the guy could be trusted, was trusted with their very lives more than once, and he’d never done anything to arouse their suspicion. 
Korby was already walking back to the house when Chavez spotted him. The guy’s eyes widened. “What’re you doing out here? I thought you were upstairs with your mate.”
“Just taking a walk.” His excuse might’ve worked if Reno and Nelson hadn’t joined him. 
“All of you?” Korby’s eyes tightened, and then his eyelids lowered to slits. “What’s really going on?” 
For a long, tense moment, Chavez, Nelson, and Reno remained quiet, like they were having a standoff. 
“Didn’t see you.” Reno shrugged in that laidback manner of his. “Thought we ought to find out what was going on. You’re safe, all is good.”
That was the most bullshit story Chavez had ever heard, and from the mistrust in Korby’s eyes, he thought so, too. In reality, Chavez wanted to grab the guy by his throat and force him to tell them what he was really doing out there. 
“Where’s Thor?” Nelson asked as he looked around. 
How had Chavez not realized the mountain-sized dog was gone? That should’ve been the first thing he noticed. If he thought something strange was going on with Korby, that was nothing compared to the ominous vibe he got from Thor. 
Korby shrugged. “I took a walk, and the mutt followed me. When we reached the woods, he took off.”
That story was filled with so many holes that Chavez could drive a truck through it. He spun and moved swiftly back toward the house. The patio door was wide open, making Chavez’s heart tie up into knots. 
If that beast had done anything to Chavez’s mate, he would skin the bastard from snout to tail. Reno was right behind him, but Chavez noticed that Nelson wasn’t. 
Good call to stay with Korby. That was what Chavez would’ve done if the roles were reversed. 
“Oh my god!” Lenny shouted. Chavez put on a burst of speed and raced toward their bedroom. When he entered, he found Lenny sitting on his ass, his legs crossed as Thor’s long, nasty tongue licked the side of Lenny’s face. “That’s so gross!” 
Thor whipped his head around as a deep, thundering growl vibrated in his chest. When he saw it was them, he sat on his haunches and his tongue dangled from the side of his mouth. 
“I just can’t quite put my finger on it,” Reno said in a low voice.
“Me, either.” Chavez snapped his fingers and pointed toward the door. “Thor. Out.”
“He was keeping me company,” Lenny complained. Thor rolled onto his back, showing his belly, but Chavez wasn’t fooled by the puppy-like behavior. He once again thought that there was too much intelligence in the dog’s eyes. 
Thor got to his feet and padded away when Nelson and Korby joined them. “What’s wrong?” Korby asked. 
“Out.” Chavez waved them away from his bedroom. He was irritated as fuck that he hadn’t caught Korby doing anything sinister. At least then he would know where his friend stood. This guessing shit was frustrating. 
“Don’t be mad at Thor,” Lenny said. 
Chavez had to count to ten. He was sick and tired of that dog. He’d prefer ten annoying ankle biters over one Thor. “And I told you I had a gut feeling there was something off about that dog, novio. He could’ve hurt you while I was gone. You don’t know anything about him.”
“It’s not like I snuck him into the house,” Lenny defended. He closed the door and turned toward Chavez, his voice now lowered. “I’m starting to get a bit freaked out by him, but he keeps finding ways to come back inside. What do you want me to do, shoot him?”
“No.” Chavez shook his head. “But we have to find a way to get rid of him. It’s strange that he shows up out of the blue, when we’re hiding from Trails.”
“You think the bad guy has something to do with Thor?” Lenny paled. “I never thought of that.”
Chavez’s head snapped toward the door when he heard gunfire and the deep, loud bark from Thor. That ominous feeling grew in the pit of Chavez’s stomach. 
“Stay right here.” Chavez swung the door open and paused. He didn’t want to leave his mate alone, but he had to find out what was going on. He turned back around and pointed at the closet. “Get in there.”
He was relieved when Lenny didn’t argue with him. His mate had a tendency to be stubborn at the wrong moments, but this wasn’t one of them. As soon as Lenny was tucked away, Chavez took off. 
The den was in total chaos. Nelson was lying on the floor with a head wound, and Reno was tussling with Korby. Thor was by the patio door snarling, his ears pinned back.
“What the fuck is going on?” Chavez shouted. Both men were his longtime friends, but he stormed across the room, ready to pull the men apart. But Thor snapped his jaws, moving closer, as if warning Chavez to stay out of it. 
Since it looked like Reno had the upper hand, Chavez hurried over to Nelson. His head was bleeding like crazy. “Come on, Keith.” Chavez shook him. “Shift for me.”
Chavez glanced to where the fighting was still taking place. Both men had shifted into their wolf forms and were trying to tear each other apart. The only way he could tell them apart was because Reno had a white patch on his front paw. Thor still stood there, his teeth bared, his stance ready for battle. 
That fucking dog was gonna die tonight if he attacked anyone. Chavez put his focus back on Nelson. “Shift for me.” 
The blood kept coming. Chavez knew head wounds, even if minor, bled. But that amount of loss worried him. Keith Nelson was mated and had a little girl at home. There was no fucking way Chavez was gonna let his friend die and leave them two alone. 
He pressed his hands against his knees and closed his eyes, relieved when Nelson shifted. Chavez checked the wolf’s head wound and was thankful he didn’t find any bullet holes. Either Nelson was shot or the bullet just crazed his skull. 
He spun, baring his canines as he stormed across the room, ignoring Thor’s vicious snarls as he grabbed Korby around his body and slammed him into the wall. 
That was when Chavez saw the gun on the floor by the fireplace. It was one of Korby’s. “Shift or I’ll fucking tear you apart.” When the wolf came at him, Chavez crushed his hand around his throat. “Do you think I’m fucking playing with you?” 
Korby shifted at the same time Reno did. “The son of a bitch tried to take us out. He got a shot off that hit Nelson but wasn’t fast enough to kill me.”
“Nelson isn’t dead,” Chavez snarled. “The bullet must’ve just grazed his head.”
Reno let out a fast breath. “Thank fuck.”
Chavez turned his attention to Korby. “What the fuck, man? Why would you try to kill them? We’re brothers. If you got a beef, use your fucking words, not your weapons.”
He still had his hand wrapped around Korby’s throat. Chavez lowered him to his feet and eased off a bit but not enough for Korby to take advantage of the lesser hold. 
Reno swiped the gun from the floor and walked over, pointing it at Korby. “Talk or I’ll do to you what you tried to do to Nelson. Only I won’t miss.”
From the corner of his eye, Chavez saw Thor pad over to Nelson. “Stop him!” he shouted at Reno. 
Thor slid his paw in the blood around Nelson and then limped, keeping the bloody paw off the floor, to the closest wall. He started scratching at it. 
“Didn’t I say to shoot him?” Chavez asked.
“Technically you said to stop him, but now I’m too damn curious to see what he’s doing.”
“You better not.” Korby growled the words at Thor. 
Chavez tightened his hold. “Shut the fuck up. I’m still ready to rip you apart.”
Thor completed a sloppy T. He went back to the blood then returned to the wall. A crooked R. 
“You’ll pay for this!” Korby struggled to free himself, but Chavez slammed him against the wall. For what he’d done to Nelson, Chavez cocked his arm back and clocked Korby’s jaw. 
“I said to shut the fuck up.” 
Korby’s head snapped back, and he appeared dazed. When Chavez looked back over at Thor, the dog had written what looked like an A, but could’ve been a rejected C. 
“This is beyond fucked up,” Reno said. “That dog ain’t no dog.”
“No shit,” Chavez said as he waited to see what Thor would spell out. When he finished his message, both Chavez’s and Reno’s jaws dropped. 
Trapped. 
Thor lowered himself to the floor, as if the exertion had exhausted him. 
“Trapped?” Reno looked from Thor to Chavez. “What does that mean?” 
Chavez gave Reno an exasperated look. “Dude, put two and two together. Thor isn’t a normal dog. Obviously he’s not a shifter. Either someone did brain surgery on him and made him super intelligent or someone is trapped in that dog’s body.”
Reno’s brows shot up. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. How? How do you trap someone in a dog’s body?” 
“Hell if I know.” Chavez glared at Korby. “But I have a feeling you do.”
“That’s it. I’m done,” Reno said. “Fuck trying to beat the answer out of Korby. I’m calling an expert.”
Reno walked to the other side of the room and sat next to Nelson. He rubbed his hand in the wolf’s fur while he pressed the phone to his ear. 
Chavez narrowed his eyes. “We’re gonna find out what’s going on. It would be in your best interest to cooperate.”
“Fuck. You.” Korby curled his lip. 
Chavez was truly taken aback by Korby’s acerbic attitude. They’d always been friends, counting on each other, and had many good times. What the hell had happened to Korby since Chavez had left the team?
This guy wasn’t the Korby Chavez had known and loved. This was a complete fucking stranger in his home. 
“You’re the one who’s gonna be fucked.” Chavez’s hand was cramping. He wanted to let go but didn’t trust Korby one bit. Chavez might have the upper hand, but Korby wasn’t without his own set of skills. 
When his fingers locked up, Chavez released him. He looked over at Thor. “Keep an eye on him. If he tries to escape, eat him.”
Thor got up and padded across the room. He sat on his haunches and stared at Korby. 
“You’re gonna wish you were dead,” Korby snarled at Thor. 
Chavez was dying to know who was trapped in there. They just might be trying to release an even deadlier enemy. 
“Thanks.” Reno hung up. “Help is on the way.”
“Who’s coming?” Chavez asked. If Thor was pure evil, they would need some powerful backup. 
“I am.”
Chavez jerked around and saw Panahasi and Christian standing in the den doorway. Talk about some heavyweights. Chavez wasn’t sure if he should bow or not with the demon leader and the prince of vampires in his home. 
“Is this the creature?” Christian asked as he approached Thor. 
Thor backed away, as though he was ready to bolt from the house. 
“Sorry I’m late. I had some reaping to do.” 
Chavez stared at the stranger who’d just arrived. Thor barked and backed himself into a corner. Did the guy just say he had souls to reap? Was Chavez looking at the Grim Reaper? What the hell had Reno just gotten them into?
The stranger cocked his head as a smirk appeared. “Basta. Finally the outside reflects the inside.” 
“Thanks for coming.” Reno got up and nodded his head toward Christian. “Knew we weren’t going to get any answers out of Korby, and after what he did to Nelson, I’ll gladly hand him over to you guys.”
“We were in the middle of a meeting,” Christian said. “I came along because I was truly curious.”
Chavez was fascinated with the vampire. Sure, he’d met plenty in his time, but Christian was over two thousand years old, the first vampire ever created. Or born. He was so old no one knew his true origin. But he was elegant, refined, wearing an expensive suit with dark hair that touched his shoulders in soft waves. 
From what Chavez knew, the guy had two mates and some grown children. He even had grandchildren. Then again, there had been a lot of men and women born into Christian’s lineage before he’d met his mates. 
Panahasi caught Chavez staring at the stranger.
“This is Jaden,” Panahasi said. “And yes, he is the Grim Reaper. He’s the Grand Reaper, daddy of them all. He commands legions of Reapers, but he’s the big kahuna in charge.”
Chavez took a step back, startled that the guy had read his mind. “Uh, my soul is just fine where it is, thank you very much.”
“So who is Basta?” Reno asked. 
“A demon,” Jaden said. “And not a very nice one.”
Was there such a thing as a nice demon? Chavez took that thought back. He’d met plenty of decent demons who just wanted to live their lives in peace. 
Just as long as he hadn’t said Thor was a hellhound. Then again, Chavez would’ve guessed that since hellhounds sucked out all the happiness wherever they went. 
Panahasi crossed the room and placed his hand on Korby’s forehead. Korby tried to struggle, but one look from the demon leader settled him. 
Moments later, Panahasi dropped his hand. “Greed. This was all about money.” He looked at Chavez. “Do you know anyone by the name of Benjamin Trails?” 
Chavez snarled. “We ran a covert op a decade ago. Trails or, as we called him, Jack Frost had his hands in many dirty pots. When the sting went down, Trails escaped.”
“He’s a warlock.” The words dripped like acid off Panahasi’s tongue. “A rare breed in this day and age. He cursed Basta into that body and forced him to come here to kill all of you. Korby was paid to make sure the job was done. Basta was promised freedom once you four were dead.” He looked around. “Your mate is upstairs at the landing listening to all this.”
“I told him to stay in the closet,” Chavez said between gritted teeth. He didn’t think his mate would ever fully listen to him. 
“We can deal with this scum.” Jaden nodded at Korby. 
“But reversing Trails’s curse might prove difficult,” Christian said. “I was raised around witches and warlocks. They have powerful magic in their blood.”
Christian had said the word magic like ma-sheek. 
“I will do some heavy research,” Christian offered. “Until then, I would prefer if Basta remained here, out of sight of humans.”
“Hell no,” Chavez barked. “Are you kidding me? The dog looks at you like he wants to know what the marrow in your bones tastes like.”
The side of Panahasi’s mouth curved into a smile. “I assure you, he’ll behave, or he’ll gain personal knowledge of what it’s like to spend time in the underworld.”
Damn, that had been pretty harsh, but Chavez was glad Thor…Basta…whatever had that threat hanging over his head. 
Lenny had eased his way down to the bottom of the steps and poked his head around the corner. 
Chavez sighed. “Come in, novio.”
Lenny shuffled in, his hands tucked behind his back. Chavez wasn’t fooled. He didn’t think there was a demure bone in his mate’s body. 
“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, little one.” Christian smiled at Lenny. 
Lenny gave a slight bow. “As is yours.”
Chavez smothered a smile with his hand. He was gonna tease the shit out of his mate later. 
Panahasi bent and placed a hand on Nelson’s wolf. He glared at Jaden when Jaden moved closer. “Back off. He doesn’t need his soul reaped.”
“I was just trying to help,” Jaden argued. “Just because you’re Life doesn’t mean you have to be a dick about it. I have learned new skills since I had to walk in your damn shoes.”
Panahasi was Life? Seriously? Chavez was blown away. He was aware that the demon leader had some mad skills, but…fuck. 
Nelson stirred and opened his eyes. He shifted and sat on his ass. “What the hell is going on?” 
“What about Trails?” Reno asked, ignoring Nelson’s question.
“I’ll send out my best men to track him down,” Christian said. “Unfortunately, warlocks are clever at hiding themselves. We might not be successful for some time.”
That wasn’t what Chavez wanted to hear. He was kind of hoping the demon leader could snap his fingers and turn Trails to dust. 
Jaden flashed from the room, taking Korby with him. As angry as Chavez was with his ex-friend, heaviness settled in his chest. At some point Korby had made the decision to betray them for money. Had he been that shady all along and had just hidden his true nature? Had he just been pretending to be a part of their team, a part of their family?
“Don’t,” Panahasi said. “You’ll drive yourself mad trying to figure out why.”
Chavez wanted to ask the guy to get out of his head but refrained from it. 
“Message received.” Panahasi and Christian walked out. 
“What the hell just happened?” Nelson asked. 
“We adopted Thor.” Chavez grabbed Lenny’s hand and headed out of the room. It had been a long fucking night, and all he wanted to do was get some shuteye.  
 
Chapter Nine
 
It had been weeks since some of the Ultionem leaders had left the demon in Thor’s body, and Lenny was so over the whole adopting-a-stray thing. At first Lenny thought Thor would be the best pet in the world. Seriously. Who wouldn’t want a dog that size who had been cuddly and fun?
“I don’t care if you’re bored or dying to be set free or pissed, they left you hanging,” Lenny snapped. “You chew another pair of my shoes and I’m gonna shove them up your ass. You’re being annoying as fuck on purpose.”
If Thor stood on his hind legs, he would doubtlessly reach the top of the doorframe. His size had been emphasized many, many times, but never more so than when Lenny stood in front of the behemoth and read him the riot act. 
Thor could nearly look him in the eyes just standing there. But Lenny wasn’t intimidated by the dumb mutt. He was annoyed, frustrated, downright pissed off, and was ready to make Thor sleep outside for however long it took to come up with a solution to his problem. 
The damn dog literally rolled his eyes and trotted downstairs, leaving Lenny fuming mad. “I can’t take it.” He threw his hands up. “I just can’t take it anymore.” Lenny gnashed his teeth as he joined the others in the kitchen. 
The one good thing about the passage of time was that they finally had some furniture. Lenny’s back was thankful for the comfortable bed, even though he had to constantly chase Thor out of it. 
They also had a dining room table and a couch in the den that had fur all over it thanks to the demon. Lenny still couldn’t think of him as Basta. The name Thor was stuck in Lenny’s head, and that was the name he used.
Besides asshole, jerk, inconsiderate fleabag, and many others. 
“What’s he done now?” Chavez asked as he cooked breakfast at the stove. Lenny took a seat at the kitchen table where Reno was seated, typing away on his laptop. 
After what had happened with Korby, Nelson had gone home to be with his family. Lenny suspected that after having such a close call with death that the guy needed to be with his mate and daughter. 
Who could blame him? If a bullet had grazed Lenny’s skull, he would’ve been out of there, too. Then again, he’d been shot and was still with Chavez. 
“He gnawed on my damn tennis shoes. Those were my favorite pair.” Lenny slapped his hand against the table. “I say we buy a huge grill and have demon dog for dinner.”
Reno gave a soft chuckle. “That sounds disgusting. If that’s what you’re eating, I’ll just make myself a plate of pizza rolls.”
“He’s doing all this shit on purpose because he’s frustrated. I totally get that. It would drive me insane to be trapped in another body. But fuck, we’ve been nothing but nice to him.”
“He’s a demon.” Chavez gave the needless reminder as he plated their food and brought it to the table. 
Lenny’s stomach rumbled loudly as he grabbed his fork and sliced into the soft pancakes with strawberry syrup. 
Lenny’s eyes rolled to the back of his head as he moaned. “This is so good that I’m gonna marry you.”
Chavez sat next to him and picked up a link sausage, feeding it to Lenny. Of course he thought of Chavez’s cock and sucked on the meat like he had his mate’s dick in his mouth.
Chavez’s green eyes darkened as he slid the sausage back and forth between Lenny’s lips. Lenny slipped his tongue out and swirled it around the piece of meat. If only Chavez’s cock really tasted like maple sausage when he sucked on it. Wouldn’t that be fabulous?
The flavor was robust, and Lenny grinned as he finally pulled it into his mouth and chewed. 
Reno grunted. “If you two are gonna have sex with your breakfast, can you do that upstairs? I, for one, don’t want to see you use a sausage that violates its terms of use.” He took a sip of his orange juice. “Some of us haven’t had sex in a while. You keep that up and Thor might start looking good.”
Lenny burst out laughing. “Sorry.”
Speaking of the asshole, Thor padded in and looked around, as if asking where his food was. To Lenny’s surprise, Chavez got up and grabbed a huge bowl from the counter and set it on the floor. 
It warmed Lenny’s heart that Chavez hadn’t forgotten about the jackass. Even if Thor wasn’t a true animal, Lenny still looked at him that way, and he really was an animal lover.
Just some more than others. “If the demon is trapped in Thor’s body, when he’s released, will Thor still exist?” Lenny asked. “Or did Trails just turn Basta into a dog?”
“I hadn’t given that any thought.” Chavez looked at Thor. “That’s a damn good question. Too bad we can’t ask him.”
Lenny waved his hands frantically in front of his mate. “Shut up. Don’t give him any ideas. Do you know how hard it was to wash that blood off the wall? The way he’s been acting, he might use his own shit to write us a message."
Lenny gagged at the thought. 
“Dude, I’m eating breakfast,” Reno complained but didn’t set his fork down. As hearty an appetite as Reno had, Lenny doubted anything short of death would stop the guy from finishing a meal. 
Chavez sat back down. “Hopefully the Ultionem leaders come up with a solution soon. That damn dog is gonna eat us out of house and home.”
With Reno’s help. Chavez was a huge guy, but he didn’t eat nearly as much as his friend did. Reno was always in the kitchen munching on something. If Lenny didn’t know any better, he would swear the guy had a stash of weed somewhere.   
Lenny looked at Thor’s bowl. It was piled high with pancakes, sausage, and scrambled eggs, but within seconds, it was empty and Thor was looking at the table like he wanted to eat their breakfast, too. 
“But you heard them,” Lenny said in a whisper, as if Thor wouldn’t be able to hear him. “It might take a while since Trails is a warlock and can stay hidden, like, forever.”
Lenny hoped not. Thor had overstayed his welcome already. If he wasn’t such a jerk, Lenny wouldn’t have minded letting him stay for as long as needed. 
Thor padded by the table. In one quick move he snatched the sausage off Lenny’s pate and bolted. 
“You asshole!” Lenny jumped up, but did he really want that sausage back after it had been in Thor’s slobbery mouth?
Chavez rested his elbow on the table, pinching the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes. “Do you think they’d send me to the underworld if I shot him?”
“I’m willing to find out,” Reno said. “That mutt touches my food and he’s dead.”
Lenny grabbed the spatula from the counter and stormed toward the kitchen entrance. “Do you think anyone has demon dog training classes? If he doesn’t get his act together, I’ll be the one going to the underworld.”
He went into the den where Thor was lying in front of the fireplace. He looked at Lenny as if Lenny wasn’t a threat. 
“I’m about to whoop your ass.” He raised the spatula. “You need some discipline in your life.”
Chavez came into the room and curled an arm around Lenny, hauling him off his feet. “If you were gonna discipline him, you should’ve grabbed something stronger than a flimsy spatula, novio.”
“Just give me five minutes with him.” Lenny struggled to get free. “Or at least put him in time-out!” 
Thor jumped up and ran to the door. If the dog could smile, Lenny was willing to bet he would be laughing as he opened the door and ran out. 
 
* * * *
 
Chavez wasn’t too happy about being in town, but if they hadn’t gotten out of the house and away from Basta, everyone would’ve cracked. 
The day was hot, and Lenny directed Chavez to Bistro, the local coffee shop. It felt good to be out, even if Chavez was scanning everything around him. If Trails was a warlock, there was no telling what he had up his sleeve. 
He held the door open for some lady, who ducked under his arm and gave him a smile of thanks. The aromatic scents filled his lungs as they walked toward the counter, sidestepping some people who were trying to hurry away. 
“Hey, I like this song,” Lenny said about the piped-in music as they got in line. 
Chavez curled his arms around his mate’s upper body, back to front, holding Lenny close and simply enjoying the feel of him. He’d never been one for public displays of affection, but then again, Chavez had never been mated before. 
He felt a deep connection toward Lenny and not just because of the pull. His mate might’ve freaked out a few times, but Lenny was adjusting, rising to the occasion. And even though Lenny threatened Thor’s life on a daily basis, his mate had a huge heart and still cared about the damn dog.
But most of all, it was the shine in Lenny’s blue eyes. A spark that ignited Chavez’s heart every time he saw it. 
Lenny rested his hands over Chavez’s arms, the top of his mate’s head coming only to Chavez’s shoulders. Lenny was small, but his personality packed a punch. 
“I think I’m gonna get something with ice.” They stepped forward like their legs were in sync. “Maybe some ice cream, too.”
“Now that sounds delicious.” Chavez kissed Lenny’s temple, though that gained the attention of a few people. Not all were as progressive as most. Chavez knew that. He accepted that fact. He was a tall, muscled, tattooed gay man with a deep voice and a violent streak when needed. 
On the other hand, Lenny was short, slim, and his sexuality was a little more noticeable with the way he talked and his mannerisms. His mate used his hands when he spoke, had a softer voice, and his facial expressions were hilarious at times. 
Chavez just gave those looking at him the stink eye, and they quickly spun around. 
When they reached the counter, Chavez and Lenny gave the barista their orders and then moved to the other side of the counter to wait. Chavez kept an arm draped over Lenny’s shoulders, because, for one, he liked touching Lenny. Two, Chavez liked pissing people off. 
He furrowed his brows when his chest grew tight. Chavez looked around at the customers and the people walking by the coffee shop. Something felt off. 
They took their drinks and Lenny’s ice cream when it came up, and walked outside, but Chavez still had that strange feeling stuck in the center of his chest, and it was getting worse. 
Lenny stopped on the sidewalk and stared at his cone. “Suddenly I no longer want this.”
The way he’d felt toward Lenny in Bistro was no longer there, that passion, the fire in his veins for his mate. He just wanted to go home and crawl into the bed, throwing the covers over his head as he thought about the fucked-up childhood he’d endured. 
Chavez looked up and down the street and noticed a guy lingering in front of a shop with a for-lease sign in the window. His head was down and his hands were shoved into his front pockets as he stared into the glass of the empty storefront. 
There was only one creature who could suck the happiness out of anyone. Who could make a person feel like they were having the worst day of their life, no hope of a future, make him want to just give up now and go cry in a corner. 
Chavez wasn’t sure if the hellhound was in Maple Grove for him, but if he was, then only one person would’ve sent him. 
Benjamin Trails. 
The stranger slowly turned his head as an evil smile curled the side of his mouth. He gave a slight nod and walked away. Chavez tried to catch up to him, but when the guy turned the corner, he disappeared. 
Chavez looked around, but the hellhound was nowhere in sight. 
“I’m sick and tired of that bastard’s games,” Chavez mumbled to himself as he walked back down the street. “He should just show up himself so we could end this.”
Then again, the guy was a warlock. Did Chavez really want a confrontation with him? When he got back to his mate, Lenny was frowning into the concrete trashcan. 
Lenny waved a hand at the can. “Why in the fuck did I throw my ice cream away? I really, really wanted it.”
“Hellhound,” Chavez said under his breath. 
“Is that who that guy was?” Lenny peered into the can one last time before twisting around. “At least I still have my drink.”
“Trails is playing games again.” He grabbed Lenny’s hand and led him to his Hummer. He and Reno needed to come up with a plan. He had a feeling that wouldn’t be the last time he saw that hellhound. 
“I’m not ready to go back yet.” Lenny pulled to free his hand as he sipped his drink. “We still have to go to the grocery store. If you haven’t forgotten, Thor’s eaten all the food.”
When this was over, Chavez was sending that demon a bill. 
They headed to the local grocery store, and Chavez started tossing things into their cart, ready to get out of there.
“Stop.” Lenny held up his hand. “You’re just tossing random crap into our cart.” He picked up a jar. “Do you really eat artichokes? Come on now. If you don’t want to shop, then leave it up to me. Go guard the produce or something while I get what we really need.”
Lenny pushed the cart through the store while Chavez looked for the hellhound. He was on edge, his skin tight as he forced his canines not to appear. The store was full of humans, and revealing that he wasn’t human would be frowned upon.
An hour later Chavez growled. “Are you done yet?” 
Their cart was only half full. What the hell had Lenny been doing all this time besides sniffing fresh herbs?
“I’m sorry if I’m a careful shopper,” Lenny argued. “I don’t buy junk.” 
“Can you even cook?” Since he’d known Lenny, Chavez hadn’t seen the man in the kitchen. It was Chavez or Reno who’d done all the cooking. 
“By the time I come into the kitchen, the food is already made,” Lenny said. “And you two buy way too much takeout. That shit will kill you.”
Chavez snorted. “No it won’t. I’m a shifter, remember?”
“That doesn’t excuse poor eating habits.” Lenny pointed at the food in his cart. “I’m gonna show you how food should really be cooked.”
Chavez smiled. “I’m ready for you to impress me. What’re you making for dinner?” 
“It’s a surprise.” Lenny walked away. “But I’ll make sure there’s enough for Thor.”
Fuck that damn dog. Basta could order takeout. Chavez didn’t care if the demon had to send up smoke signals to tell them what he wanted. 
When they finally reached the register, Lenny unloaded a full cart onto the belt. Chavez balked at the final cost. Jesus. How high-end was the food? 
It better be a damn good meal for the price he’d just paid. 
When they got back to the house, Chavez let Lenny put the groceries away while he looked for Reno. The guy was nowhere in sight. Frowning, Chavez went outside and found Basta out cold on the ground. 
He was instantly on alert. Chavez tried calling his friend, but the call dumped to voice mail. He tried two more times with the same results. 
Chavez rushed back inside, racing to the kitchen. His heart lodged in his throat when he found the room empty, the grocery bags still sitting on the table. 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Lenny whipped around, his hands up in a boxing pose, although he knew nothing about fighting. It was an instinctual reaction as he tried to figure out what in the blue blazes was going on. He was no longer standing in the kitchen.
He was in some open field, and a few feet away, Reno was lying prone and unmoving on the grass. Lenny ran over to him and dropped to his knees, shaking the unconscious man. 
“Reno, please wake up.” He kept shaking Reno as he looked around. Lenny’s body tingled, telling him they weren’t alone. Someone was watching them from the woods twenty feet in front of him. 
Tears sprang to Lenny’s eyes. “Reno, please.”
If someone was about to attack, Lenny needed the only man between them who knew how to fight and get them out of this alive. 
His head snapped up when he heard leaves rustling and twigs snap. Lenny shook Reno even harder, so hard and fast that his hands should’ve left friction burns on Reno’s chest. 
Then Lenny’s hand touched something hard at Reno’s waistband. He hoped it was a gun and not a boner. That would awkward. 
Lenny grabbed the gun and gripped it in both hands with no clue how to use it. Even so, he felt a little better now that he was armed. 
“Show yourself!” He raised his shaky hands and pointed the weapon at the trees, but all Lenny saw was some birds and the breeze tickling the leaves. 
His muscles were tense, and his arms were starting to hurt from being raised. The gun was surprisingly heavy in Lenny’s hands, or the burden of having to use it made it weigh a thousand pounds. 
Lenny shoved his foot at Reno’s hip. “Now would be a really good time to wake up.”
He heard a noise to his left. Lenny twisted around and squeezed the trigger. The report echoed in his ears, and his body jerked back, sending Lenny to his ass. 
Why did shooting guns on TV seem so easy? 
Lenny jumped to his feet and looked around, staying close to Reno’s body. He had to protect the guy while still trying to save his own life. 
Something moved to his right. Lenny swung around and fired again, only this time he’d dug his heels into the earth and braced his shoulders. 
A stranger walked out into the clearing, waving his hand like a fly was buzzing around him, but Lenny had a feeling the guy was batting the bullet away. 
In truth, Lenny had expected the stranger on the street. The hellhound. Not this tall, elegant-looking man who had a head full of silky black hair, piercing hazel eyes, and walked with such grace that Lenny had an urge to bow. 
“You must be Benjamin Trails.”
The guy smirked. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Daniels.”
“Can’t say I feel the same way.” Lenny raised the gun again, his hands trembling. “Step any closer and I’ll fill you full of lead.”
He needed to stop watching so many gangster movies, but it was the first thing that had popped into Lenny’s head. He had to admit that it did sound badass. 
“You have balls for a guy so small.” Trails took two steps closer. “Give it your best shot.”
Reno spun from his prone position, snatched the gun from Lenny’s hand, and fired while on one knee. Lenny gasped when he saw a bullet hole dead center in the man’s forehead.
A trickle of blood eased from the hole. 
Trails didn’t crumple. Lenny’s jaw dropped as he watched the bullet slowly work its way out then hit the ground. If a bullet didn’t stop this guy, what would? 
Reno got to his feet and took a stance in front of Lenny. “Jack Frost.”
“I detest that name.” Trails lip curled. “Do I look like some wintery prankster?”
“With the games you’ve been playing, I’d have to say it’s pretty accurate. An assassin, a demon trapped in a dog’s body, and turning my teammate against us. You’ve been a busy guy, although all your attempts have failed.”
“What did you plan on doing with that hellhound?” Lenny demanded from behind Reno. 
Trails looked genuinely puzzled. “I sent no hellhound after you, but I should have. I’ll have to remember that the next time I want to kill someone.”
Lenny swiveled his head around when he saw a wolf racing toward them. Was that Chavez? If so, how on earth had he found them? Lenny had no idea where they were, and his mate had come running in a matter of moments. 
“We’re in the clearing just beyond the woods in your backyard,” Reno said to Lenny without taking his eyes off Trails. 
They’d been that close this entire time? 
The wolf gave Trails a wide berth as he trotted to Lenny. He sat on his haunches at Lenny’s side. Where was Thor? Why hadn’t he joined them? Was he afraid of Trails and what the warlock could do? 
Lenny would be if the guy had trapped him in a dog’s body. He’d keep as much distance as possible between them. 
“Reno shot him in the forehead, but Trails didn’t die,” Lenny whispered to the wolf. “How are we going to defeat him?”
Trails walked forward, tucking his hands into the pockets of his slacks.  “I was enjoying the games.” He narrowed his eyes at Reno, as if admitting that he had been playing games rubbed him the wrong way. “But you involved the Ultionem. Nice counterstrike, but now I’m going to have to finish this and be on my way.”
The wolf tackled Lenny, taking him to the ground as lightning shot from Trails’s hand. The bolt whizzed past Lenny’s head, just missing him. 
Reno unloaded his gun into Trails as he, Lenny, and the wolf moved quickly backward. Trails jerked around from the impact but remained on his feet. 
“We could really use a Hail Mary,” Reno said, “or we’re fucked.”
Trails raised his hand again, but no lightning bolts shot free. Chavez dropped to the ground, shifted, and screamed in pain as he writhed around, his body contorting in funny angles. 
“Stop!” Lenny stared in horror at his mate. “You’re hurting him!” 
He raced forward, but before he could get to the warlock, Trails swished his other hand out and Lenny flew backward, hitting the ground and rolling farther away. 
“You shifters have interfered one too many times in my business,” Trails snarled. “That stops now!” 
Reno tried to run to Trails, but he was thrown, too. He landed a foot from Lenny as Chavez continued to let loose blood-curdling screams. 
Tears ran down Lenny’s cheeks. He couldn’t stop the warlock, and it was ripping Lenny’s heart apart to see his mate in so much pain. Even though he knew it was useless, and Trails just might kill him, Lenny raced back toward him. He had to stop the guy from hurting Chavez. 
A loud, thunderous bark rent the air. The bark was so deep that Lenny felt the sound vibrate his chest. Thor broke through the trees and raced toward Trails. 
Lenny couldn’t tear his gaze away from the magnificent sight of the mountainous-sized dog bearing down on the warlock. 
“Get him, Thor!” Lenny shouted, thankful he hadn’t left the dog on the fire station doorstep with a note tied to his fur. 
Trails twisted around and swung his arms to the right. Lenny screamed when a man and dog flew into the air. The demon and the dog were not completely separated. Lenny wasn’t sure if Trails had planned on freeing the demon, but he had, and fuck, Basta was gorgeous!
Had he really just thought that? 
Lenny ran to his mate and covered Chavez’s body with his own. Chavez was still jerking around, and his eyes weren’t focused. Lenny was afraid the warlock had scrambled Chavez’s brains. 
The ground shook, forcing Lenny to grip his mate’s body tighter as Reno ran toward them, shouting something Lenny couldn’t hear. The earth cracked and split. 
This was it. Trails’s power was so immense that he was about to let the earth swallow them up. But when Lenny looked Trails’s way, the warlock’s eyes were wide and he was flailing around, as if determined to stay on his feet. 
Even Basta looked stunned. Thor got to his feet and shook his head as his body swayed from the shaking earth. 
Panahasi and Jaden walked from the tree line, a third man between them. It wasn’t Christian. Lenny had no clue who the guy was. 
The air seemed to still all around them. The breeze halted, and the leaves settled. The quietness was deafening. 
“This doesn’t concern you,” Trails spat. “You have no business here.”
Lenny wanted to pump his arm and shout with joy for the reinforcements. Hell, he’d even do cartwheels to show his appreciation for that Hail Mary Reno had been praying for. 
“You’ve been causing devastation for far too long,” Panahasi said. “And not with just these men.”
“I’ve been looking for you,” Jaden said with a teasing smile. “Let’s get this over so I can get back to my mate.”
Trails appeared unfazed. “Do you think any one of you can defeat me?” 
The guy’s ego was as large as the field. Lenny hoped the guy was obliterated. From what Panahasi had just said, the warlock had been creating chaos wherever he went. 
He looked over at Basta, stunned when he saw the demon erupt into flames. He already had a scowl on his face, and his fists were balled as he glared at the warlock. 
Chavez stood naked, his arms wrapped around Lenny in a tight hold. Panahasi stood there with an almost bored look on his face, and the stranger yawned. 
“I think a monkey could defeat you,” the stranger said. 
“Who is that?” Lenny whispered.
“I have no idea,” Chavez replied. “But I’m feeling immense power bleeding off him.”
Lenny felt it, too. Like static electricity was scorching the air, making the hairs on his body stand on end. 
“Give it your best shot.” Trails lifted his arms and swung them outward just as Jaden did the same. 
Lenny screamed and shoved Chavez backward when corpses crawled out of the earth. They went after Trails, but with a swish of Trails’s hands, the corpses fell and didn’t move. 
Panahasi’s talons were as sharp as the finest blades and grew until they were twelve inches long, scaring the hell out of Lenny. A row of deadly teeth emerged, and his skin turned crimson as a tail grew four feet in length. Horns burst from his scalp, his body contorting into the likes of which no one had ever seen. 
Lenny had no clue what Panahasi was, but he prayed he never pissed the guy off. 
A scythe appeared in Jaden’s hand as if he were ready to do battle, but the stranger still hadn’t said a word, still hadn’t moved. Lenny was dying to know who the guy was. 
“Forgive my manners,” Jaden said as he looked at Lenny but nodded toward the stranger. “He is called Aldrin, but he goes by many names. Most often the Keeper.”
“The keeper?” Lenny said. “What does that even mean? The keeper of what?”
Aldrin flourished a hand. “Time, space, the universe. Everything in existence.”
Lenny’s attention was torn away when Panahasi went after Trails. The battle shook the ground as the two attacked each other. The demon leader roared as he shoved his talons into Trails’s gut, but the warlock once again didn’t go down. 
It was as if he were immune to death, which was odd considering Jaden was Death. Lenny only knew that because his father had told him. He’d told Lenny that he’d had a brush with Jaden many years ago and nearly lost his life. 
But the Keeper? Lenny couldn’t wrap his head around the revelation. 
When it looked like Panahasi wasn’t going to take Trails down, Jaden joined them. He sliced Trails with his scythe, tearing a hole in the guy’s stomach. 
Lenny spun around, burying his face in Chavez’s chest, unable to watch the carnage. But it was like a car crash that he couldn’t look away from. Lenny twisted his head and looked over his shoulder. 
Aldrin had joined them. He had his hand covering Trails’s forehead as Panahasi landed on the ground and Jaden backed away. The warlock was bloody, and the hole in his gut was still gaping wide open. He staggered back, gasped, looked wide-eyed at everyone, and then vanished. 
Aldrin glanced at Panahasi and Jaden. “I sent him somewhere he’ll never escape from, a place that renders his powers useless.”
“Why didn’t you just do that from the beginning?” Jaden groused. 
“And miss watching you two in action?” Aldrin’s smile was breathtaking. “Now I have to get back to Trey. We’re going on a picnic.” 
A man as powerful as Aldrin was going on a picnic? Lenny burst out laughing. He held his gut, tears in his eyes. The whole situation was insane! 
And here Lenny had been worried about his cousin being brainwashed. That wasn’t shit compared to what Lenny had just gone through. 
“Excuse me, Mr. Panahasi, sir,” Lenny said. There was no way he was on Trails’s side, but he had a burning question he wanted answered. “Can you guys just banish Trails like that? I mean, doesn’t he have to be tried in front of the Ultionem?” 
Lenny didn’t know how all of that worked, but he wanted to make sure Trails couldn’t be set free. 
Panahasi’s smile was soft. “When you’re the most powerful—”
Aldrin cleared his throat. 
Panahasi rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Fine, the second most powerful—”
Jaden cleared his throat and gave Panahasi a “bitch please” look. 
“Shut the fuck up.” Panahasi glared at Jaden. “I’m Life, and you’re Death. I think my powers supersede yours.”
“You wish,” Jaden argued. “I not only reap souls but command a whole legion of reapers. What do you command besides twelve warriors?”
“I’m not gonna argue with you on this,” Panahasi replied. “You’re third. Deal with it.” He turned back to Lenny. “I follow Ultionem rules, but Trails was a danger that didn’t need to walk free. Besides, you’re newly mated, and Trails interfered. So technically I didn’t break any Ultionem laws.”
Lenny wished he’d kept his trap shut. He didn’t like the way Jaden was still glaring at Panahasi. If those two fought, Lenny didn’t want to imagine the devastation they would leave behind. 
The three vanished as Lenny glanced at Thor, who was rolling around in the grass. Basta was already gone. Who could blame the demon for leaving? He was probably worried Trails would somehow trap him again. 
Reno looked their way. “Now that the threat is gone, I’m heading back to the house.” 
When Reno walked away, Lenny turned to his mate. “Are you okay?” 
Chavez rolled his shoulders and hissed. “It was like getting hit with lightning bolts. My body is still tingling all over.”
Lenny smiled when Thor ran toward them. He was now just an ordinary dog, but still huge. He wagged his enormous tail and licked the side of Lenny’s face.
“Eww!” Lenny wiped away the slobber then turned to Chavez. “Can we keep him since he no longer has a demon inside him?” 
When Chavez opened his mouth, Lenny feared his mate would say no. But Chavez scratched Thor behind his floppy ears. The dog was acting like an overgrown puppy as he took off and rolled around in the grass and then chased down a squirrel. 
Chavez chuckled. “Yeah, we can keep him.”
Lenny launched himself at his mate, fully aware that Chavez was naked. “Thank you!” He pulled back and furrowed his brows. “Trails seemed genuinely confused about the hellhound. He swears he didn’t send that guy after us.”
“Maybe he was just passing through town,” Chavez said. 
Lenny grinned when Chavez curled his arms around him. His mate was nude, so he knew exactly what the guy had in mind. 
“But Thor is watching,” Lenny whispered. 
“Thor, go home,” Chavez shouted.
The dog looked at them before trotting away through the trees. 
“Any more reasons I shouldn’t take you to the ground and fuck your brains out?” Chavez wiggled his brows, making Lenny laugh. 
“Unless Reno decides to come back, no.” 
Chavez gave a low growl as he helped Lenny out of his clothes. Lenny had never been naked outside and felt a bit exposed, but one hot and heavy kiss from Chavez made him forget his worries.
The ground was still cracked and uneven, a reminder of what had taken place there, of the fact that all of them could’ve been killed if the three powerful men hadn’t come to their defense. 
Lenny cupped Chavez face as they broke their kiss. “I love you,” Lenny said. 
“Love you, too.” Chavez gripped Lenny under his butt, and Lenny jumped up, circling his legs around the man who had won his heart. They sipped at each other’s lips as Chavez lowered them to the grass. 
He untangled Lenny’s legs and crawled backward on his hands and knees and then kissed the inside of Lenny’s thighs. 
Lenny was up on his elbows, watching every single move. Chavez stuck out his tongue and licked Lenny’s balls then took each one into his mouth and sucked them one by one. Chavez began to gently roll Lenny’s testicles and then reached up to pinch an innocent nipple.
“Oh god.” Lenny threw his head back and groaned. “I need to be doing something, too.”
Right there in the clearing, Chavez lay on his back and Lenny climbed atop him, reversing his position so they could enjoy each other’s cock. 
Lenny moved swiftly and engulfed his mate’s straining erection. The taste of pre-cum exploded on his tongue as he worked Chavez’s cock down his throat. 
He sucked and licked until his mate was shouting Lenny’s name. Talk about getting his ego stroked. Lenny smiled until Chavez attacked his cock with a vengeance. He worked his skills and had Lenny crying out his release. 
They lay there in the grass afterward, cuddling. When Chavez kissed him on his neck, Lenny finally felt as if he’d found his place in the world, as if he truly belonged. It no longer mattered that he was a half-breed. Lenny didn’t care. Chavez loved him deeply, and that was all Lenny cared about. 
“You know Thor’s gonna eat us out of house and home.” Chavez ran his fingers over Lenny’s cheek.
Lenny grinned. “I like the fact that he has a home.”
And Lenny had one too. His place was with Chavez, in their beautiful rental, building a life together, and facing each challenge as partners. 
“I love you,” Chavez said.
“I love you, too, always my novio.” 
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