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          I want to claim him as my mate.

        

      

    

    
      A throbbing pain drilled through my brain. Even this female's voice got on my nerves. I couldn't believe I'd fallen for this nonsense.

      It's speed dating, it won't take that long. Besides, do you really want to spend another Valentine's Day alone? Dante's persuasive voice echoed in my mind. Fifteen minutes had never lasted so long in my life.

      "So what do you like to do in your spare time?" The female I couldn't see because of the blindfold over my eyes, paused for half a second then without waiting for me to speak, answered her own question. "I love to go shopping. Sometimes I spend an entire day going from store to store, just trying on clothes to not find a single thing I like."

      I tuned her out. She definitely wasn't my mate. The whole blindfolded thing was weird. I guessed the privacy thing made sense, but it meant I couldn't check the clock. This had to be the longest night of my life. I never should have let Dante talk me into coming to this stupid speed dating event. My inner beast grumbled, telling me I was wrong. Our mate was here, somewhere. But it definitely wasn't this female.

      My reason kicked in. I wasn't here for my mate; I was here to meet my contact. I hadn't planned on attending the event, but Dante pushed, saying it was a once in a lifetime chance. Besides, Valentine's Day was approaching fast. I hated when he reminded me we'd send the holidays alone for another year.

      The door finally opened, and I heard the female move. "I want to claim him as my mate."

      Alarm bells screamed in my brain. Oh, hell no. I wouldn't survive being mated to this female, besides she wasn't my fated mate and I wouldn't settle for less. As rare as it might be, recently there were so many new mates finding each other. Knowing my luck, the day I settled for a female not fated to be mine would be the day my Tsigo walked into my life.

      I pulled off my blindfold and shook my head at the lion shifter standing in the doorway looking at me.

      "Look, I've told you several times tonight. It has to be a mutual desire. Shifters know when they've met their mate immediately. Just because you've tried to claim half the males that have come through here, doesn't make it so."

      I shouldn't have cared, but it still hurt my ego. Great, I was in the top fifty percent of males.

      The female sat back in her chair, giving me a hopeless look. "Are you sure? I could be a really good mate."

      I looked at the lion, who just shrugged and left the room.

      Not wanting to hurt her feelings, I tried to keep it polite. "I bet you would be the perfect mate, but not for me. One of these days, you'll find the soul that completes yours, and you'll be perfect for each other. That male is out there somewhere, so you have to keep looking for him instead of trying to settle. You'll know when you meet him."

      She wrapped her arms around herself and nodded. I left before she could say anything else.

      That deep feeling in my gut pulled at me, urging me towards another private area. A lion shifter stepped in my path. "This space is off limits. Everything you need is in the other direction."

      He didn't budge when I gave him my best get-the-hell-out-of-my-way glare. Rolling my eyes, I turned and headed back to the waiting area and bar I found the table where Dante was and dropped into a seat.

      "So?" Dante's questioning expression pissed me off.

      "Does it look like I'm carrying my mate off to all the fun, naughty things I can think of with? No, instead I have a headache, almost made a female cry, and something I can't figure out is irritating me."

      Dante shot Hattie and Cooper a look before he made a smartass remark. "What bug crawled up your butt?"

      "Hell if I know. Something just feels off." I grabbed a fresh bottle of beer from the bucket and twisted the lid off. Taking a swig, I slouched in my chair and ignored everyone around me. What was this feeling and why did I have this urge to go into that back room? There couldn't possibly be anything important in there… but what if there was?

      "There's a big event on Valentine's Day, you try again then." His suggestion only irritated me more. He was trying to be helpful. Since I wasn't a complete dick, I said nothing in response.

      "I'll be right back." Without waiting for them to acknowledge me, I headed to the bathroom.

      Stepping into a stall, I tried to talk myself out of this idiotic plan. Shifting was strictly against the rules inside the bar. Since the Northwestern Shifter Council had approved these events on a trial basis, the rules were extensive with the primary one protecting the human females who attended. If a shifter male refused to take no for an answer and put a female in danger, they would shut the whole thing down. And if they caught me, they might mistake my actions, but I had to know what was in that room.

      Letting go of my human form, I watched as everything grew around me. My clothes disappeared as I did, becoming a part of me while I was in this tiny animal form. It was the primary reason I'd carved out the special niche for myself. Selling information was a lucrative business, especially since most humans didn't have a clue about shifters.

      A beautiful scent, more delicious than any flower I'd ever smelled, enveloped me. Flapping my tiny wings, I launched into the air and flew over to the vent cover. I slipped right through and cruised through the air shaft, following the pull I felt. It matched the direction I smelled the flower. Anxiety rippled through me, I needed to get there. It was important.

      Finally arriving at the vent exit, I landed on a slant and looked over the room. Mine. My beast claimed the beautiful female sitting at the small table alone. She was typing on a laptop, then glanced right at me, before returning to her task. I watched her for several minutes as she worked, then paused and rubbed behind her ears. After a moment, she pulled a small device from behind both ears and dropped them on the table. Rubbing her face, she stretched her neck then rested her face in her hands.

      I shouldn't fly down there and shift into human form. Hell, I didn't even know if she knew about shifters. I should fly my ass back to the bathroom and go back to my beer, but what I did instead was fly down to the door leading into the room and shifted right there in front of her. She didn't look up when my human feet landed on the floor.

      Scratching my neck, I cleared my throat. "Hi." Well, that was lame as fuck. I was a dumbass. Standing here before my one true mate, the mate I'd waited for my entire life, and the first thing I said was that? I berated myself until I realized she hadn't even noticed me.

      I spoke a bit louder. "Sorry to bother you."

      Still the female didn't move. Taking a step closer, my shoe bumped the extra chair at her desk. She jumped, then glared at me. "Oh my god, you shouldn't sneak up on a woman like that!" Clutching her chest, she continued to stare at me.

      "I'm sorry. I said hi but I don't think you heard me."

      "You're sorry that you want to hurt me?" She jumped up from the table and looked around the room, probably for a weapon.

      "No, I don't want to hurt you."

      She waved her hand at me. "I suck at reading lips. Just hold on a second." Reaching down, she grabbed the small metal discs and put them behind her ears again. "What did you say?"

      "I said hi, do you need anything?" A smile crept across my face. I probably shouldn't pretend to be part of Felix's bar staff, but I was doing a lot of things I shouldn't tonight.

      "I'm good. The other guy checked on me not that long ago. The staff here is very attentive." Of course they were. Every unmated male here would devote all their attention to her until she found a mate. Not all shifters waited for their fated mates. Some opted to go for second best instead of spending their lives alone. Her eyes remained focused on me, and I prayed to the old gods that she felt the same thing I did.

      "My name is Buzz, what's yours?"

      Before she could answer, I heard the door behind me slam open and a lion shifter roared
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