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Dewi Bleacke is the Targhee wolf pack’s Head Enforcer. As little sister to the pack’s Alpha, her older brothers have demanded she has a froufrou formal wedding. Dewi’s only consolation is that it’ll be a double ceremony, with Beck and Nami saying their vows, too.




As they prepare to head to the pack’s compound in Idaho, Enforcer Joaquin Carlomarles shows up at Dewi’s front door. Dewi had assigned him to Mexico to get him out of her and Beck’s fur, but now he has the head of a drug cartel on his tail, looking for revenge.




With orders to bring Joaquin to Idaho, Dewi and the others set off. Then an unexpected mating throws yet another monkey wrench into the plans. That’s when danger finds the Targhee pack, forcing Ken to extremes he never dreamed for survival. Keeping himself and Nami alive in the Idaho wilderness might even require help from an unexpected source, as answers to old tragedies are delivered on…A Bleacke Wind.
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Author's Note




The events of this book take place immediately following Geek Chic (Bleacke Shifters, book 2). It is strongly recommended the books in this series be read in order.




The reading order is as follows:





  	Bleacke’s Geek

  	Geek Chic

  	A Bleacke Wind

  	Bleacke Spirit (Coming Soon)










Chapter One




 

Ken was enjoying a pleasant dream about his fiancée, Dewi. After showing Ken around her favorite secluded spot in the Targhee pack’s Idaho compound, they were now alone in the woods, lying on a blanket next to a serene, stream-fed pool, where he was busy making love to her.

He prepared to slowly slide inside her when he heard the annoying, repetitive quack of a duck call.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

That’s when his brain finally shook him awake as he heard Dewi answer her cell phone with a sleep-slurred voice.

“This better be good, Peyton,” she growled. “It’s three o’clock in the goddamned morning.”

Even awakened out of a deep slumber, she sounded like the Prime Alpha wolf shifter that she was.

Ken didn’t know about Dewi, but when the Targhee pack Alpha called, her older brother or not, Ken tended not to get snippy with him.

“What?” She sat up in bed, prompting Ken to sit up and turn on the bedside lamp on his side.

“What?” he asked.

She held up a staying hand, listening to whatever her brother was telling her.

Downstairs, the doorbell rang.

Apparently, that coincided with more bad news from Peyton. “What?” she yelled.

Now she sounded fully awake.

In less than six hours that Friday morning, they were slated to be on a flight to Spokane, Washington. From there, they would head to the Targhee pack’s Idaho compound by car.

That the pack Alpha was calling Dewi, the pack’s Head Enforcer and head of the extended pack council here in Florida, and that their doorbell was now ringing, couldn’t be a mere coincidence…or good news.

With her lupine reflexes, Dewi was already up and off the bed and heading for the bedroom door as she pulled on a robe while Ken was still trying to untangle himself from the bedsheets. She flung their bedroom door open and disappeared through it, heading downstairs.

By the time Ken reached the downstairs foyer, Beck and Badger had already arrived to back Dewi up. Nami, Beck’s mate and fiancée, hustled down the stairs behind Ken.

Ken wasn’t sure if Dewi was yelling at Peyton, or at the man now standing in their doorway.

“You’re farking kidding me, right?” she asked. “You realize we’re flying out to Spokane in a few hours, right?… Come on. This is low, even for you… Oh, for fuck’s sake, don’t just stand there. Get in here. You’re letting in bugs.” She stepped aside so the guy could walk in.

Beck, dressed only in a pair of boxers, flexed his considerable muscles and clenched his fists. “I’d rather toss him out,” he growled.

“Down, Beck,” Dewi ordered. “Peyton’s pulling rank.”

Now Ken spotted the motorcycle parked in their front yard, visible in the glow from the front porch lights.

“What the hell?” Beck asked. “What are you talking about?”

“Hold on,” Dewi said as she closed the front door behind the visitor.

Nami leaned in to whisper in Ken’s ear. “Who is that?”

“I have no clue,” Ken said, “but I have a feeling Beck’s not happy to see him, and neither is Dewi. That’s Peyton on the phone.”

“Hush,” Badger said over his shoulder to Ken and Nami. “And Beck, don’t make me Prime ye, lad,” he added in his thick Scottish brogue. “Show good form.”

“Good form?” Beck looked like Badger had just suggested he should go eat a porcupine. “Are you shitting me?”

Now that the guy had stepped all the way inside the foyer, Ken could tell the newcomer was obviously a wolf. An Alpha, if Ken had to guess. Slim and lithe, but in that deceptive way wolf shifters had, the stranger stood around five eleven, with brown eyes and shaggy brown hair, stubble shadowing his jowls.

He carried a battered backpack slung over one shoulder of his scuffed and worn leather bomber jacket, and he wore a black T-shirt, jeans, and motorcycle boots. He appeared to be maybe in his mid-twenties, but Ken knew better. If he had to guess, based on the lines around the wolf’s eyes, he’d bet the guy was forty or so.

Nami let out a snort of her own, her arms crossed over her ample chest as she looked the newcomer up and down with decidedly jaded side-eye. “Hey, sugar. The 1980s called. They want their look back.”

Dewi swiveled on her heel, grinned, and high-fived Beck’s mate. “Good one.”

That’s good, at least. The two of them are finally getting along.

Beck’s mate and Dewi had butted heads in the beginning. Nami, an older, gorgeous, voluptuous black woman who was probably two of Dewi in weight, couldn’t understand why Beck and Dewi had broken up to start with.

It wasn’t until they revealed to Nami the secret about the wolf shifters—and Dewi spearheaded the effort that rescued Nami’s younger sister, Malyah, from the clutches of their father and his nefarious plans—that the two women became close.

Now, Nami fell somewhere between older sister and adopted mom status as far as Dewi was concerned, even if the woman did conspire with Dewi’s brothers and sisters-in-law to get Dewi into a froufrou wedding dress.

“I wasn’t talking to you, Peyton,” Dewi said into the phone. “Fine, I’ll do it. He might have to go on a separate flight, th—okay, fine. We’ll Prime the damn ticket clerk and gate attendants if we have to. You owe me. I expect a full fricking report from you when I get there.”

She ended the call and glared at the stranger.

“How’d you get in here anyway?” Beck snarled at the guy. “The gate closed behind me last night.”

“I called Peyton when I reached the gate and he gave me the entry code.”

Dewi indicated Ken and Nami. “Joaquin Carlomarles, this is Ken Ethelbert and Nami Drexler.”

The stranger turned and finally studied Ken and Nami. Joaquin barely lifted his chin, but Ken knew they’d just been sniffed.

“Pleased to meet you. And congratulations to both of you,” Joaquin said to Dewi and Beck. He turned back to the two wolves. “Guess you’re both off the market now.”

Ken, a Tampa native, picked up a slight but unmistakeable Spanish accent in the man’s English. Barely perceptible, but noticeable to his ears.

Beck tried to step forward, practically bristling despite not being in wolf mode, but Dewi held out a staying arm.

“Don’t, Beck. Stop it. He’s an Enforcer.”

“He’s an annoyance.”

“He dated one of Beck’s little sisters,” Badger filled in before Ken or Nami could ask. “And it’s irrelevant,” he directed at Beck. “She was an adult who could date whom she damn well pleased.”

“It didn’t please me,” Beck said.

Nami snorted. “Ken, I don’t know about you, but I’m guessing we aren’t going back to sleep.” She turned. “Let’s go make coffee while they do their wolf stuff.”

“Okay.”

As they made their way to the kitchen Nami leaned in close to Ken. “I think that boy is trouble,” she said in a low voice.

“I think you’re absolutely right.”




* * * *




Dewi crossed her arms over her chest and glared at her Enforcer…who should be covering his assigned territory and not standing in her entryway in Florida.

“Spill it,” she ordered.

Joaquin tried for an abashed smile. “So, heading to the pack compound for your weddings, eh? Guess my timing’s perfect.”

“Don’t start that shit with me, Joaquin. What the hell? Why are you here? You’re supposed to be in Mexico. That’s your territory.”

He ran a hand through his shaggy hair. Yes, Joaquin Carlomarles was a handsome wolf. She was mated, not blind.

But even before meeting Ken, Dewi hadn’t been attracted to Joaquin like that. He was too arrogant and cocky for her liking, despite being handsome and good at his job.

Unfortunately, he’d been attracted to her. Not pinged-on-her-as-his-mate attracted, but combined with Beck’s desire to castrate the wolf with his bare hands after the guy dated Beck’s little sister, sending the Colombian-born wolf to Mexico as an Enforcer seemed like the best idea at the time.

Joaquin’s parents, distant cousins of Dewi’s father, had come to the Targhee pack compound in Idaho when Joaquin was only four. The drug cartel violence in their country had been too much for them to take.

When Joaquin grew older, since he was fluent in Spanish and they needed another Enforcer in Mexico, Peyton had made the wise choice to put a few thousand miles of distance between Dewi, Beck, and Joaquin before the pack ended up short an Enforcer. Joaquin’s parents had eventually moved up to Vancouver, Canada, where they now ran a chain of coffeeshops.

“It’s a long story,” Joaquin said.

Badger let out a disgusted sigh. “Didn’t think it’d be a short one, ye showing up this time of night. Eh, mornin’.”

“Can I have some of that coffee I heard them talking about?” Joaquin asked. “I really need it. Then can we stick the bike in the garage?” He tried for a bashful look. “And I’d kill for a shower before we head to the airport. I’m kind of ripe.”

“How about I toss him in the fucking pool?” Beck groused.

Dewi held up a palm at Beck. “Dude, please don’t make me Prime you. I’m not any happier about this than you are. Peyton said our orders are to get him to the compound safely. Then he’s Peyton and Trent’s problem.”

Although, technically, as Head Enforcer, Joaquin was Dewi’s problem.

“Good,” Beck said, flexing his fists. “Because if he’s our problem, I’ll make sure he’s no one’s problem for long.”

“The short version,” Joaquin said as he turned and headed for the kitchen and ignored Beck’s jibe, “is that I sort of pissed off the head of a drug cartel in Mexico City.”

“Sort of?” the other three wolves echoed in unified disbelief as they followed him to the kitchen.

“Yeah. Kind of.” He set his backpack on the floor by the counter island and slid onto one of the stools.

“How’d ye manage that feat?” Badger asked.

“Well, seems Manuel Segura didn’t take too kindly to me killing his little brother.”

Dewi blinked. “You did what to who?”

“To be fair, the scumwad kidnapped, raped, and killed the daughter of a wolf. Felicia Escobar. I didn’t know who the asshole was before I took blood. Had I known who he was, heh, I would have made sure I took him out without witnesses or announcing to a room full of people what was going on first.”

Beck leaned against the counter. “How many witnesses, exactly, are we talking?”

“Um, I killed the guy at his daughter’s wedding. Ten minutes before the ceremony was scheduled to start.” He scratched at the stubble on his chin. “About sixty people, give or take.”

Dewi groaned, grabbing the counter for support at that news. “Oh, you stupid fuck.”

Joaquin’s voice turned growly. “Hey, the girl he murdered was only fifteen years old, okay? She wasn’t a shifter. Her mother is human. He fucking abducted her off the street and raped her, then strangled her and bragged about it to his scumbag friends. I’m the one who found her body and then had to break the news to her family. So I wasn’t exactly in a generous mood when I caught up with the fucker.”

Dewi didn’t dare look up from where she was still holding on to the counter, head down and staring at her feet. “Please tell me it was a clean, confirmed kill.”

“I smelled the fucker on her body,” Joaquin said. “I have no doubts it was him. Combined with him bragging about it, I’m satisfied proof was given.”

“Why was I not called about this?” She finally straightened and turned to him. “I am Head Enforcer. When blood’s taken, I’m supposed to be notified.”

“Because you and Peyton gave me a standing order, based on the logistics, to take blood if necessary if I had no doubts. That I didn’t have to wait to get a pack edict to extract blood revenge for one of ours when I was certain. Well, I was certain. Did I mention she was fifteen?”

“You weren’t certain enough to know who the hell he was, apparently.”

Joaquin let out a sigh. “What I didn’t know until after the fact was that the guy was mobbed up. Or carteled up. Or whatever it’s called. It was less than twelve hours from when the father called me in a panic after one of the girl’s friends told him she was grabbed, until I found her body, and then I tracked the bastard down. It happened after some bachelor party celebration the night before the wedding.”

“Fuck.” Dewi leaned against the counter. “Why didn’t you just go right to Idaho from Mexico?”

“I couldn’t. My car died and I had to get out of there overland. Too many people are in the Seguras’ pocket locally, including some of the police and military. I ended up going south to Colombia and catching a ride to the States on a cargo flight out of Bogotá. I have a family friend who works for FedEx out of there. And I still have a valid passport there. Flew into Miami a few hours ago. First flight I could get out of the country. I was maybe an hour ahead of the Seguras when we went wheels-up. It all went down four days ago. Eh, five now, I guess. I’ve been on the run ever since. First bit of sleep I got since taking blood was on the flight from Colombia.”

“And you’re sure they could ID you?”

“Um, yeah. I was pretty pissed off when I took him out. I know at least a few people there heard me say my name when I took blood.” He cocked his fingers like a gun and pointed. “One in the balls, two in the brain.”

Dewi rubbed at her forehead. “Is the family in Mexico safe? The girl’s parents?”

“Doubtful, but Ramirez was going to guard and relocate them as soon as he could after the funeral. They were obviously distraught. She was their oldest of three daughters.”

Ramirez was another Enforcer in the area. He covered the northern half of Mexico and Baja California. Most of the wolves in that region had moved out in the late 70s and early 80s when the economy tanked and drug crime soared. The Targhee pack had relocated most of them to the US or Canada, depending on their circumstances and family connections.

But there were still a few wolves in Central and South America, enough that they needed to keep an Enforcer presence in the region. They were actually descendants from the Targhee pack, originally from the US territories when the pack’s forefathers came over from Europe and what was now the UK.

Dewi pinched the bridge of her nose, a tension headache threatening. “So who is covering your region now that you’re not?”

“Peyton said he’s going to pull Alvarez from Rio for right now. Things have been quiet there since the World Cup ended.”

“Shit.”

Nami had been listening quietly, but now she interrupted. “Wait. Rio de Janeiro? Brazil?”

“Yeah,” Dewi wearily said. “We’re worldwide. Well, not our pack. There are wolves worldwide. We’re the largest pack in the western hemisphere, third largest in the world. My grandfather allowed expansion territories. None of them have grown large enough, except here in Tampa, to require an expanded pack council. But we’ve got Enforcers scattered all over.”

Dewi worried if Beck’s voice grew any lower or growlier that he might pop a blood vessel in his forehead. “Why not just send you to Rio?” he said to Joaquin.

“The Segura Cartel has a lot of pull all over Central and South America,” Joaquin said. “Again, I didn’t realize who the asshat was at the time. I called Ramirez after I did it, when I went on the run so he knew what was going on, and that’s when he told me who the guy was. I was so focused on tracking the fucker right after I found her body, not letting the guy’s scent get away from me or losing him, that I didn’t look into his background before I took blood.”

“You’re thirty-nine, Joaquin,” Dewi said. “I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do your damn job, but you screwed up your damn job.”

“I know I did,” he said. “I’ll take whatever sanctions you and Peyton dish out.”

He let out a bone-weary sigh. “I haven’t had to deal with any shit like this in a while. I forgot how horrible it is. I’ve basically been little more than a glorified social director, keeping wolves in touch with one another, for the past few years. Or helping families out after natural disasters. The most serious enforcement issue I’ve had to deal with was settling a family quarrel between two brothers over a farking herd of cows, if you can believe it.”

Ken spoke up, his comment directed to Dewi. “Stupid question, but do you want me to fire up the laptop and see if I can get him a ticket on our flight?”

“Yeah,” Dewi said. “Thanks. His personal info is in the Enforcer personnel database.”

Ken took his mug of coffee and headed to the office.

Dewi stared at the wolf in front of her. Now that she was more awake and actually processing what was going on, she realized Joaquin did appear exhausted, weary. Mentally and physically. Probably emotionally, too. She’d had to deal with more than her fair share of horrible humans and wolves since being named Head Enforcer when she was only twelve.

It sucked to say she was used to it, because that was the cold, hard truth. It didn’t mean atrocities no longer shocked or impacted her, because they did.

She was apparently far better at compartmentalizing those horrors than this wolf was.

All this, on top of her wedding the following Saturday on the autumnal equinox, meant an even crazier week ahead of her when they reached Idaho.

As if reading Dewi’s mind, Nami spoke up. “If you think this is getting you out of your wedding, think again, kiddo.”

“Dammit,” Dewi muttered.








Chapter Two






No one went back to bed. Not when they had to be up soon anyway.

Joaquin started over and walked Dewi through the longer, detailed version of the events as daylight finally drifted across their property.

Badger and Ken cooked breakfast while Nami went upstairs with Beck, finishing the last-minute packing of her and Dewi’s formal dresses. She didn’t want them squished any longer than necessary, and they’d be heading out for Tampa International in less than two hours. Nami’s sisters, who’d stand as bridesmaids for both women, would bring their dresses with them.

Ken had managed to get Joaquin a ticket on their flight to Spokane without any special Prime powers needed, so that was one less worry. Nami’s brother, sisters, brother-in-law, and toddler niece were flying out to Spokane the next morning. Nami’s brother, Da’von, had college classes today. Sisters Lu’ana and Malyah had to work today, as did Lu’ana’s husband, Reggie.

The extra lead time would also give Ken and Nami a chance to settle in at the pack compound and get their feet under them there before Nami’s totally clueless human family arrived.

Nami’s family was unaware of the existence of wolf shifters.

Everyone knew it would be best to keep it that way. With a couple extra months of experience with wolves, Ken felt Nami’s anxiety over this. At least he didn’t have any family he had to worry about hiding this secret from.

Dewi’s family now was his family.

“The good news,” Ken told Dewi as he flipped pancakes in the electric skillet, “is that you probably won’t have to use your Prime juju on me to make the flight easier. I’m so exhausted I’ll likely fall asleep.”

As the sole “grazer” vegetarian in the bunch, Ken usually took on cooking the non-meat dishes during meals.

“I’m sorry,” she said, wrapping her arms around him from behind and laying her head against his back. “This caught me by surprise, too.”

“I know, sweetheart. Just trying to find the silver lining and all that.”

Joaquin sat at the counter. He’d grabbed a shower and changed clothes. His dirty clothes were currently finishing a cycle in the drier so he could repack.

Dewi glanced over at him. “What about your apartment in Mexico?”

“Peyton said they’ll deal with it. Once it’s safe, Ramirez will go grab my stuff for me and ship it to Idaho. I don’t really have a lot that I need. All my family pictures are scanned onto my laptop, with backups in the cloud and on a spare drive in my backpack. I have a few books I’d like to get back, but I’ve made a habit of living light and traveling lighter. I had my backpack with me. Always do. Grabbed it when I had to leave my car behind in Mexico.”

Badger, who was in charge of cooking the proteins for the wolf-heavy breakfast crowd, was frying thick ham steaks on the stove. “Well, at least that’s somethin’ ye did right, lad.”

“It’s going to look weird if you fly without any checked bags after getting a ticket at the last minute,” Dewi said. “Especially since you just returned from overseas. From Colombia, no less. We can stop at that Walmart down by the interstate on our way to the airport and get you a suitcase and new clothes and stuff.”

The wolf frowned, but nodded. “Okay, fine. I’m too exhausted to argue.”

“Hey, I’ll put it on the pack’s corporate card, if that’s any consolation.”

“Oh, heh, guess I can’t take weapons with me, can I?” He dug into his backpack and removed a 9mm handgun, two extra magazines for them, a couple of knives, and what looked like a collapsible baton.

“Uh, nooo,” Dewi said. “You can’t. How’d you get those on the plane?”

“Cargo flight. Like I said, I knew a guy. Friend of my dad’s from when they lived down there. Told him the basics of the story and he snuck me on board as crew.”

“The basics?” Dewi asked.

“He’s a non-shifter from non-shifter parents. Told him I was an Enforcer running from a drug cartel, which was the truth. And US Customs inbound on regular cargo flights, what a joke. They’re usually only checking crews for drugs, not weapons. And I was in a FedEx uniform. The drug dog passed me right over.”

He smiled, but it looked exhausted and didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s irony, I do believe.”

“So where’d the bike come from?” Dewi asked.

“In front of a bar not far from Miami International,” he said. “I knew if I looked long enough, I’d find one I could boost. I didn’t want to rent a car in case the Seguras somehow tracked me to Miami.”

Dewi let out an annoyed huff. “Great. A stolen motorcycle to deal with. You do remember the part of your Enforcer training where staying under the radar as much as possible is crucial, right?”

Badger spoke up. “It’s safe for now, Dewi. We’ll take care of it when we get home. No use worryin’ about it.”

“You know, we could—”

Badger spun around, brandishing the large fork he’d been poking the ham steaks with. “We’re not doin’ anythin’ about it now! I spoke my piece, and I meant it. Yer not gettin’ out of this froufrou weddin’ if I have to bundle ye up in a suitcase and ship ye cargo meself!”

“Okay, fine,” she grumbled, her grip around Ken’s waist tightening a little.

Ken tried—and failed—to hide his smile. Badger had raised Dewi after the murder of her parents when she was six months old. The Prime Alpha wolf looked like he was in his early sixties but was actually three hundred and ten.

Badger had wild, curly red hair liberally threaded with grey, and his stocky, grizzled face was crossed by a scar that started above his missing left eye and descended almost all the way to his chin. His remaining blue eye looked crystal clear and full of energy.

Rodney “Badger” Williams appeared ferocious, and he very well could be when needed. But his love for Dewi, and the way Badger had welcomed Ken into their family after Dewi claimed Ken, had cemented Badger’s place in Ken’s heart as an adopted father.

It was Dewi’s two older brothers, Peyton and Trent, who wanted the wedding far more than Dewi did. Dewi had been their parents’ miracle baby, the precious girl their mom had always dreamed about having and had wanted after being told she’d never have any more kids.

Peyton and Trent were going to make tomboy Dewi have a formal wedding—complete with froufrou dress—whether she liked it or not.

And she most decidedly did not like it.

Badger shook the fork in Ken’s direction. “Keep yer mate in line, lad,” he said. “She’ll listen to ye if to no one else.”

“What I am dying to know, while we’re on the subject,” Joaquin said, “is how a Prime Alpha wolf ended up mated to a grazer?”

“Long story,” Dewi, Badger, and Ken all said in unison.




* * * *




Ken didn’t need to be a wolf to sense the waves of animosity flowing from Beck toward Joaquin. Nami had already opted to be the friendly, welcoming voice of reason and corralled her stubborn wolf mate into quieting down during the ride to the airport.

She’d also scolded Beck to be nice to Joaquin, since he’d basically done his job despite the outcome. And she reminded Beck that Dewi had saved Malyah’s life by taking the lives of the rapist thugs who would have put Malyah through a similar fate.

Ken could tell Beck wasn’t happy about logic being used against him, but the Alpha wolf proved putty in his mate’s hands and quieted down.

Badger stayed out in the van with Beck and Nami while Dewi and Ken went inside the store with Joaquin. He needed everything from toiletries to a couple of pairs of shoes and miscellaneous clothes. Thirty minutes later, they were back on the road again, with Joaquin’s purchases neatly packed in his new suitcase—including the clothes from his backpack—and ready to check for the flight.

They passed through check-in and security with ease and were sitting at the airside gate nearly an hour before their flight was scheduled to leave.

Ken tried deep, slow breathing to calm his nerves, but the fact that he was about to fly still terrified him.

Dewi gently squeezed his hand. “Ready for Prime juju?”

He shook his head. “Believe it or not, I want to see if I can do this on my own.” He leaned in and kissed her. “But I’ll keep the option open.”

Beck’s dark glare would have killed Joaquin a thousand times over by now had he the power to do so.

Nami poked her mate in the shoulder. “Be. Nice. The boy’s not hurting you, and he’s not making eyes at me or Dewi.”

Joaquin held up his hands. “Oh, I’m no idiot, believe me. The last thing I’d do is interfere with someone’s mate.”

Beck huffed. “No, just their little sister.”

“She was way over eighteen, Dawson Beckett,” Badger said, keeping his voice low. “And yer about a breath away from getting Primed yerself if ye don’t settle down about it.”

Dewi let out a weighty sigh. “Guys, please.”

Ken worried about how weary she sounded. He knew it was due to far more than just the unexpected and too-early wake-up. Dewi’s Prime Alpha status meant she had the stamina and strength to easily outlast them all.

That she appeared so exhausted concerned him.

Ken slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Beck,” he gently said. “Please, let it go for now.”

“You don’t have three little sisters,” Beck shot back.

“An’ they were all well over legal age, too,” Badger reminded Beck. “They ‘re all older than Joaquin, if ye’ll recall.”

“Jacie’s his age,” Dawson said.

Dewi’s whisper cut through their banter. “Stop.” Ken looked at her. She’d pulled Prime.

She pointed a finger at Beck. “Until we’re off the plane in Spokane, you will not grumble about Joaquin. Got it?”

Beck nodded, still glaring at Joaquin. Beck was forty-nine and Dewi only twenty-five, but her Prime Alpha status meant she could easily overpower him.

Not that she needed the mental powers. Ken had witnessed her fling Beck into a wall as if he weighed nothing, and she’d held her own in a battle against the much older Prime Alpha wolf who’d killed her parents and injured her so many years ago.

“Well,” Badger said, settling back in his seat as he crossed his enormous arms over his chest. “Ye bloody well went and did it. I warned ye.”




* * * *




Fortunately, the flight was open seating. Badger opted to board with Joaquin ahead of the rest of them and sat in back, ensuring they were seated far enough apart from the other four to keep Joaquin out of Beck’s line of sight.

No use in poking the wolf, Dewi thought.

She felt badly about having to Prime Beck, but exhaustion had set in, she felt nervous, she was already stressed to the max by the wedding, and now…this.

A pissing contest between two Alpha wolf men, especially two Enforcers under her command, would not be tolerated.

As she and Ken settled into their seats, Ken by the window, Dewi laced fingers with him and gave him a smile. “This’ll be okay. If you change your mind and want me to Prime you, let me know.”

He squeezed her hand. “I appreciate it, babe. I want to try it on my own first. Maybe it won’t be as bad as I worried it might.”

Poor Ken. He didn’t fly. He hadn’t driven much, either, when she’d met him a few months earlier, because his stupid step-brother had “borrowed” and wrecked his car. He’d been down to riding a bicycle for transportation.

Ken had gone through a lot of changes since they’d mated. All of them positive, as far as Dewi could tell.

Considering he’d had the strength of will to disobey a direct order she’d given him to not pick up a gun, and then he’d shot and killed another Prime Alpha wolf trying to kill her and him both, and then he’d marked her…

Yeeeaaah.

Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert might look like a harmless geek to someone who didn’t know him, but Dewi knew the truth. So did Badger and Beck. She trusted Ken, knew he bore an inner furnace few would ever see, one that burned bright and strong when need be, even if he didn’t yet feel sure about it himself.

And boy, did she love the hell out of him.

Ken did okay on the takeoff, relaxing once they were out over the Gulf of Mexico. Their flight had a stop in Denver to take on fuel and passengers but they wouldn’t have to deplane.

“See?” she gently said. “Piece of cake.”

Nami reached over the back of Ken’s seat and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re doin’ real good there, hon.”

“I didn’t think you’d flown much before,” he said to Nami.

“I haven’t, but mostly because of economics, not because I was scared to. I’ve flown a couple of times in my life.”

Now that the seatbelt sign had been turned off, Nami wanted to talk Dewi’s ear off about the wedding preparations that still needed to be finalized. Peyton and Trent’s mates had been helping Nami arrange things long-distance on their end, but Nami wanted things just right.

Apparently, Peyton and Trent had instructed their mates to do whatever Nami asked. If it meant they got the wedding they wanted for their little sister, the brothers would make sure it happened regardless of the cost.

Dewi wasn’t happy with it but knew resistance was futile. She didn’t want the additional humiliation of Peyton Priming her, as both her big brother and as the pack’s Alpha, into going along with this.

She had a modicum of dignity remaining.

If left up to her, she and Ken would have been married already by a clerk of the court at the county courthouse.

Peyton had laid down the law to her in no uncertain terms that if she tried to elope like that there would be hell to pay.

She supposed the least she could do was appease the two of them.

No, she hadn’t had a normal upbringing, even by wolf standards. Badger, more or less an uncle by pack relations, had done a great job of rearing her, training her, and giving her fatherly love and affection despite there technically not being a blood tie. Beck, too, although when Dewi had turned eighteen she’d finally managed to get Beck to quit resisting her advances.

And then…

Then she’d met Ken. Of all times, while hunting down a wolf who’d sold his own daughter to be a sex slave in exchange for paying off a drug debt. She’d claimed Ken right there in the bathroom of the sports bar, executed her target, and then…

And then.

Life.

Got.

Crazy.

Well, crazier. Even by Dewi’s usually hectic standards.

Maybe things will slow down now.

A wolf could hope. 

Now they had another Enforcer, Martin Brunhaus, to help them out. He was staying behind in Tampa to keep an eye on things while they were all in Idaho. Peyton had authorized the formation of an expanded pack council in Tampa, comprised of Dewi, Badger, and Beck, to expedite pack business in this part of the country.

Yes, it was a lot of extra work. But now that she had Ken, she no longer resented the time she spent not out in the field. Before, field work had been a way to keep her mind off her crushing loneliness.

She wasn’t lonely anymore. Their little private pack was growing. First Ken, then Nami. Maybe Martin would eventually meet his mate, and then they’d add her to their widening circle.

Pups…

Dewi tried not to think about that right now. Yes, she did want kids. She’d never thought it’d be a reality before, not in any concrete way, until Ken tripped into her life.

Now…

She’d need a sit-down with Peyton. If he thought he would order her out of the field if she got pregnant, he had another think coming. She was damned good at what she did. Lives—literally—depended on her being good at what she did. Yes, Beck and the other Enforcers were good.

They were not, however, Prime Alphas. That huge advantage she and Badger had over the other Enforcers had pulled their asses from the fire more times than she cared to think about.

With her parents’ killer now mulching a wooded portion of land out behind their house, she could finally shift her focus to looking forward, toward the future.

On what she really wanted to do with the rest of her life.

Long overdue healing could begin without the idea of avenging her parents’ deaths always invisibly hovering in the back of her mind.

Their family had been fractured for years even before her parents were murdered. When Dewi’s maternal grandmother had died, killed in a tragic car accident just three months before her parents’ marriage, it had sent her grandfather, Duncan, into a depression.

The generally held theory never spoken aloud amongst their packmates was that Duncan had killed himself a year after Charles and Chelsea’s younger son was born. Prime Alpha Peyton ensured the pack had a Prime Alpha heir to follow in Charles’ footsteps.

Dewi’s father’s parents were already deceased, and her aunts on her mother’s side had moved away. She saw them from time to time at pack Musters, but not very often.

She’d had Badger…and Beck. She loved her sisters-in-law Gillian and Asia, but neither of them were Alphas. Dewi hadn’t exactly needed advice on how to put on makeup or how to style her hair when she was a teenager.

Making stealthy kills, improvised weapons, tracking, fighting techniques—those were the kinds of hands-on training she’d needed, which Badger and Beck had skillfully provided.

Dewi and Nami hadn’t exactly been buddies when Beck first brought Nami home. Mostly because Nami hadn’t understood about wolves and mating bonds. But now…

Now, Dewi loved Nami and knew those feelings were reciprocated. Sure, Dewi had grumbled and fussed during the dress fittings and other wedding planning sessions.

Secretly, it was also nice to have the attention. Normal, average, human kind of attention that she’d never received growing up. The kind of attention she couldn’t have had, not when at twelve she was already named the Head Enforcer and going up against fully-gown male wolves to keep the peace in the pack.

Her first kill had been five months after her twelfth birthday while on a mission with Beck. He’d told her to hang behind, and the wolf they’d been pursuing—who’d killed his own mate while in a drunken rage—had doubled back.

Dewi had shot him between the eyes, without hesitation or remorse.

They had a pack edict. The woman’s family had demanded blood, and Peyton had granted it.

Beck had wanted Dewi to talk to someone after the fact but Badger pointed out that there really wasn’t anyone for her to talk to. She was unique, a Prime Alpha female, and the Head Enforcer.

She already instilled fear in others, even at that young age.

That wasn’t exactly a quality which encouraged close personal relationships with many other people.

Now, at least, she had Nami.




* * * *




Ken did his best to relax. No, he didn’t like flying, and he could already tell the chances were he probably never would. Knowing that Dewi felt calm and relaxed about their flight went a long way toward relaxing him.

Well, it helped keep him from freaking out, which was nearly as good as “relaxed,” in this case.

He’d take the win.

After they landed in Denver and taxied to the gate, Dewi gently squeezed his hand before carefully prying his fingers from hers.

“How you doing?” she asked. “Still okay?”

He flexed his fingers. “If I survived this long, I guess can make it all the way.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind doing it.”

“No, I need to get used to this. I have a feeling we’ll be doing it a lot over the years, and you might not always be with me when I have to fly.”

“Thank you. I mean it. I know this was tough for you.”

He took a long, slow, deep breath and let it out again. “It’s tough, but it’s a lot easier than…what happened. If I lived through that, this should be a cakewalk.”

“What happened” was their euphemism for how, after Ken had been wounded, he managed to override Dewi’s standing Prime order, grabbed a gun, and killed a Prime Alpha wolf.

And yes, after surviving that, Ken figured he could handle pretty much anything life threw at him.




* * * *




Manuel Segura didn’t just want blood. He wanted the guts, nuts, and head of the fucking animal who’d had the nerve to kill his little brother, Raul, at Raul’s daughter’s wedding, and in front of their friends and family.

Including their mother, who was now bedridden with grief. Doctors thought the shock had induced a stroke.

The worst part of this was he didn’t know why the fucker had killed Raul. The people standing close by who’d heard Carlomarles swore he’d mentioned “taking blood,” but Manuel didn’t understand why. Never before in their dealings with any other cartel had they run across Carlomarles, or could find anyone who knew of him before that moment.

Ah, but he would learn all of that, when he tortured the information out of the beast.

His men had lost track of Joaquin Carlomarles in Bogotá, but it looked like he’d hopped a cargo flight to Miami. The man had shown up on US Customs lists there. Manuel’s contacts in the States were working on that angle now. Somehow, the guy had made it to the Tampa area, where he’d boarded a flight to Spokane, Washington.

Considering another contact of his had tracked ownership of the apartment the animal had been living in to a shell Mexican corporation controlled by an American corporation based in Idaho, he suspected he had an idea where the man was heading.

It wasn’t anything but a coincidence and a start, and a good one, but he wanted more.

Manuel wanted to listen to the man’s screams for mercy as he slowly killed him.

He would have his retribution, if it was the last thing he did.

He would take blood for blood.

And he would make sure the man knew terror before he died.








Chapter Three






They rented three vehicles upon their arrival at the airport in Spokane. Originally, they’d been slated to only have two large, all-wheel-drive SUVs. When Ken booked Joaquin’s last-minute plane ticket, he had the foresight to add another car.

Unfortunately, all that had been available when he made the additional reservation was a little two-door Honda. Still, Ken took it, knowing it was best to keep Joaquin as far from Beck as they could for now.

Ken liked Beck and didn’t want his friend to get in trouble for beating the crap out of Joaquin. Even though from the vibes he felt from Beck—and more than a few from Dewi, too—it seemed Joaquin had a habit of engendering those kinds of feelings in some people on a regular basis.

Beck, Nami, and Badger would return to Spokane tomorrow with the SUVs to pick up Nami’s family from the airport, leaving the other car at the compound in case Dewi or Ken needed it. So in the end, it worked out better than the original plan.

Badger and Joaquin took the little car and sped off ahead of the rest of them, with Badger behind the wheel. Dewi and Beck hung back in Spokane to enjoy a late lunch with Ken and Nami.

And to let Badger put a few miles between Joaquin and Beck. It would give the other wolf a chance to get settled out of sight in the compound before the rest of them arrived.

“Where does your family live?” Ken asked Beck. He realized that during the past couple of months, while he had grown close to the shifter, there was still a lot he didn’t know about the man. Ken had been so busy with pack business, and working on the new private secure computer network for the pack—and settling in as mates with Dewi—that they hadn’t had much time for small talk.

And then Beck had met Nami.

As a result, Beck had been rather busy and scarce in his own free time lately. Understandably so.

“They’re all over the place,” Beck said. “My parents live in Maine. One of my sisters lives over in Seattle.”

“That the one Joaquin slept with?” Nami gently teased.

Beck scowled. “No. Jacie lives in Seattle. Joaquin messed around with Sadie. She lives in Little Rock. Lucie lives in Maine, not far from my parents. They’ll all be flying in next Friday for the weekend festivities. Well, except for Jacie. I’m sure she’ll drive. It’s just a few hours from Seattle to the compound. They all have hotel rooms reserved in town, just outside the compound.”

“How long of a drive do we have?” Ken asked.

“Just over two hours,” Dewi said. “It can get a little hairy if the weather’s bad, but it’s warm and clear, no snow on the ground this time of year. It’ll be an easy drive.”

“Two hours?” Nami asked. “I thought it was closer than that.”

“If this was Florida,” Beck explained, “we’d probably be there in less than an hour. But the roads in there aren’t exactly highways, and there are mountains to get through. Many of the roads aren’t even paved. The compound is located inside the boundary of the Coeur D’Alene National Forest. We own a chunk of the land there.”

“How did that happen?” Nami asked.

“It’s not unusual,” Beck said. “As the government buys up land around parks, some people don’t sell, especially if it’s a large enough parcel. It’s not just a wolf thing. Then the private property is encompassed within the park boundaries.”

“So how many people live there?” Nami asked.

“Between there and in town just outside the compound, quite a few,” Dewi said. “Especially older pack members. Ones who are so old they can’t work anymore. The pack always takes care of its own. But there are families who live there, too. Some of them even work for the pack. Probably a couple hundred people who live there year-round. There’s also camping facilities inside the compound, for pack members who want to come in and run and hunt.”

“Shifted?” Ken asked.

Dewi smiled. “Yeah. Exactly. And for people who don’t want to stay in a hotel for a Muster or other get-togethers. Some people, they don’t get a chance to run and hunt shifted where they live, and they like to take every opportunity to do it while they’re here. Not everyone in the pack who’s local actually lives inside the compound. A lot of people do, but most of them live close by outside the compound. Some even live here in Spokane. Especially important in the winter when the roads are crap. It would make a daily commute from the compound nearly impossible on some days.”

“I’ve never driven in snow,” Ken said. “If we come here in the winter, I’m going to need a few lessons.”

“Peyton keeps the roads into town and the compound plowed and groomed so everything’s usually accessible,” Dewi said. “But if there’s a bad winter ice storm or something, it can get hairy.”

“I bet you were glad to move to Florida,” Ken said.

Beck snorted. “You ain’t kidding.” He hooked a thumb at Dewi. “This one, she was griping and moaning about how it didn’t feel like winter our first winter there.”

Dewi scowled. “I was twelve.”

Beck continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Badger and I told her she obviously hadn’t spent enough time up to her armpits in the cold, white stuff, trying to shovel the driveway out to the road. Then, the first time we come back here in the winter, she’s bitching how cold it is.”

“Again, I was a kid.” Ken couldn’t help but laugh as Dewi’s face pinked up a little. “Well, it was cold,” she mumbled. “An ice storm, if you’ll recall. One of the worst in like, oh, fifty years, according to the weather guy on TV. So it wasn’t just me bitching.”

“I was watching the weather before we left,” Nami said. “I hope we don’t get a storm this week. I saw where they thought there might be rain or even a snow shower or two coming through. Weather fronts from Canada dipping down into the area.”

Dewi perked up and started to say something.

Ken cut her off. “No, we are not postponing or canceling the weddings. Peyton said the great hall is large enough to fit nearly everyone if we have to move things indoors at the last minute.”

She scowled at him.

He leaned in and kissed her. “You are going to be a gorgeous bride. Think of it this way—you only have to do it once.”

That finally drew a smile from her. “True. Then Peyton and Trent will finally get off my case.”

“Well, about that, anyway,” Ken teased.




* * * *




Ken was more than happy to let Dewi drive. Now that they’d safely arrived in Spokane, he was thoroughly enjoying the scenery. He’d never been to this part of the country before. To the Florida native, it was like visiting a foreign land.

A few miles after crossing from Washington into Idaho, they got off I-90 and headed north, with Beck and Nami following them, winding through deep, thickly wooded valleys and past tall mountains that were nothing like he’d ever seen. With the sun dipping low in the western sky, it cast long, golden shadows through the rugged landscape.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Dewi asked.

“It is. Looks even prettier than it did on Google Earth.” He offered her a playful smile.

“I have to admit, I’m partial to Florida now,” she said.

“Why?”

“I’ve lived there a little longer than I did here. I sort of grew up in Florida. The years that really mattered the most. Yes, I love being able to come out here and literally let loose, to shift and run and hunt in a way I can’t at home, but I love the ocean and the beaches and the way the air smells in Florida. Florida’s my home now, and always will be.”

He sensed something else from her. “Will we go visit their graves?” he gently asked.

She blinked as she nodded. He hadn’t even needed the mental bond they shared as mates to know what she’d been thinking. “I wish Grandfather Duncan’s body had been found. I always felt bad that we only have his name on a headstone.”

Ken didn’t interrupt, his attention now focused fully on her and not the scenery.

“Sometimes after school,” she said, “when I was real little, I’d go there to the graveyard. I’d sit in the shade near my parents’ and my grandmother’s graves and talk to them. I’d do my homework there, read to them from my assignments, stuff like that.”

He could easily picture it, too. A younger Dewi, a girl who never smiled, who never laughed.

The serious girl who became an even more serious woman.

“Do you think that’s stupid?” she asked.

“No,” he softly said. “I don’t think it’s stupid at all. I think it’s very sweet in a sad kind of way.”

“Do you remember your father?” she asked.

This was a tricky question for him. “Sort of. I was only four when he died. I remember what my mom said about him more, I think, than actual memories of him. She’d sit with me and go through photo albums and tell me stories about stuff that happened. I remember his heart attack. I remember the ambulance coming and taking him. I remember a bunch of people, and I remember standing in the cemetery. I had Mom buried next to him after that fucker killed her. Dad was the love of her life, anyway. The only reason she married my step-father was because she thought she needed to so she could take care of me.”

“I’m sorry,” she quietly said.

“It’s not your fault. I feel awful that she stayed with the dick for as long as she did. If I’d known what he was doing to her, I would have begged for her to leave him sooner. She thought she was doing what was best for me. I had no idea he’d been abusing her like that. I spent a lot of time holed up in my room, studying and trying to hide from Dave.”

Ken hated his step-brother, who was five years older than him. Not only had Dewi put Dave in his place during an encounter at Ken’s office, but Ken had found the intestinal fortitude to beat the guy when Dave tried to ambush Ken a few days later.

“I wish I’d met you sooner,” she softly said. “Maybe I could have helped you out there.”

He reached across the seat to hold hands with her. “That’s all in the past,” he said. “I know your parents and mine would want us to be happy. We have the future together. That’s what I want to focus on, not the pain of our pasts.”

She glanced at him, her smile warming his heart and stirring interest below his belt. “We’re going to my special spot while we’re here,” she said.

“I know. You told me.”

“I’m really looking forward to that.”

“Believe me, so am I.” He stared at the passing landscape again. “I hope I don’t get lost while we’re out here.”

She snorted, amused. “I will always be able to find you. Wolf sniffer, remember? You ever get lost, just keep yourself alive and safe until I find you. That’s all you have to do.”

“Guess playing hide and seek would be useless against you, huh?”

She laughed. “Wolf pups don’t play that game. Tracking games and races, yes. But hide and seek is kind of stupid. Unless you’re playing with human kids, and then it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. It’s pointless and no fun.”




* * * *




It was just after dark when they rolled into Peyton’s front yard. Which was a misnomer, because as far as Ken could tell, there wasn’t anything to mark the boundary between their yard and the wilderness beyond.

When Dewi pulled in, Beck parking next to them, Peyton and a man Ken guessed was their eldest brother, Trent, stepped out onto the front porch, followed by several others.

Dewi climbed out and raced over to the unknown man, who caught her and swung her around in a playful hug as if she were a child and not twenty-five.

“There’s our Dewster. Welcome home, sis.”

Peyton smiled and extended his hand to Ken as he walked over to join them.

“Good to see you again,” Peyton said.

Ken shook with him. “Good to see you, too.”

Peyton quickly made the introductions. Yes, the man was Trent, the eldest of the three Bleacke siblings. Peyton also introduced their wives, and Trent’s kids, as well as a few assorted cousins.

Nami and Beck also received a warm reception. Once the introductions were completed, Nami spoke up.

“Sorry, not to be rude, but I have two dresses I need to get unpacked and hung up as soon as possible so they don’t get wrinkled.”

Peyton’s wife, Gillian, stepped forward. “I’ll show you to your guest house.”

Asia, Trent’s wife, followed. She waved her teenaged sons along. “Come on, be polite and help them with their bags. I didn’t raise you  wild creatures in a barn.”

“Beck,” Peyton called out when the man started to follow the group. “A moment, please.”

Ken sensed Beck’s change in demeanor as he stopped, turned, and returned to them, resignation now weighing down his considerably wide shoulders.

“Yes, Sir?”

Peyton glanced at Trent before speaking. “I know you’re not fond of Joaquin, but I would consider it a personal favor if you would please let your objections to the man drop, at least during the Muster. I still haven’t decided where to send him yet but he can’t return to Mexico. I know how you feel about him, and I can’t say that I blame you.

“But what happened is years in the past and your sister was an adult when they hooked up. If I banished everyone from the pack whose exes have family who have a problem with them, we wouldn’t have a pack.”

Beck’s heavy sigh nearly bowled Ken over. “Fine, I won’t get into it with him.”

“Thank you. That’s all I ask. Badger took him over to Jack and Moraine’s. He’ll be staying there this week. Their two oldest are away at college, so they offered him a room.”

“Thank you for that,” Beck said.

“I’m not an idiot.” Peyton then focused on Dewi. “I also need a sit-down with you four to discuss Joaquin’s disposition.”

“Four?” Ken asked.

“Yes,” Peyton said. “That includes you.”

“I’m assuming you mean discussing Joaquin’s new assignment and not his personality?” Dewi snarked.

“Yeah. We need to figure out where to send him once it’s safe. For now, he needs to stay here. Once the Muster’s over, I’ll probably give him one of the guest cottages to use for the remainder of his stay. I talked to Ramirez today. He said he got the Escobar family out of there and they’re safe for now with distant relatives in Texas, but there were people checking out Joaquin’s apartment and asking questions. We don’t know how far the cartel has managed to track him. I’d rather not send him back out unprotected. He’s going to need a full new identity, and that’ll take Gillian a while to put together.”

Ken sensed the immediate shift in Dewi from personally happy to be home and back with her family into full-on pack-business mode. “Why didn’t you call me when you found that out?”

Trent smirked, and Ken could clearly see some of Dewi in the expression. “Uh, maybe because you were on a plane?”

Now Ken saw where Dewi got her sarcasm. It apparently ran thick in the Bleacke family’s bloodline.

“If it involves one of my Enforcers, I need to know this stuff.”

It amazed Ken that Dewi could flash from aggravated at Joaquin and his unexpected arrival, to being worried about him because she also felt he was her responsibility. Especially considering Joaquin was older than her.

“Again, Dew,” Peyton said, “you were on. A. Plane.”

“We landed a couple of hours ago.”

“And as pack Alpha, I knew it was something that could wait until you got here. Yes, we have to deal with pack business while you’re here, but it’s not totally a work trip.” He pointed to Ken. “You’re here to get married.”

“By the way,” Trent said. “When do we get to see you in that dress?”

Peyton and Trent grinned.

“I hate you both,” she muttered, spinning on her heel and stomping off toward the SUV, presumably to grab their luggage.

Ken shook his head. “Guys, I know she’s your little sister, but cut me some slack, okay? Just like I told Beck and Badger, if you two wind her up, then I have to calm her down. And I’m not a shifter.”

“Sorry,” Trent said, grinning and looking anything but apologetic. “But you have nooo idea how long we’ve waited for this moment.”

“Literally her entire life,” Peyton added with a nearly identical grin. “Considering what we have been through, we are damn sure going to enjoy every second of it.”




* * * *




Peyton had seven guest houses on his property, all of them situated in a semi-circle behind the main house and connected by covered walkways to each other and the main house. Dewi explained it was because of him being the pack Alpha and needing to accommodate visitors, sometimes important ones.

In the nearby town thirty minutes away, there was also a hotel which was owned and run by the pack. The bulk of their usual business was composed of human hunting and fishing tourists, but they also did a brisk trade housing pack members during Musters and other get-togethers, as well as renting their facilities out to other wolf packs and shifter races who needed safe, discreet gathering places to hold their events.

Badger occupied the guest house in the middle, while the two couples had been given the guest houses at either end. Nami’s family, when they arrived, would get three more guest houses, with Reggie, Lu’ana, and their daughter in one, and siblings Malyah and Da’von each getting one of their own.

Plenty of room, with no one right on top of each other.

And the wolves didn’t have to worry about how much noise they and their mates made in bed without clueless humans bunking just a wall away from them.

With the vehicles unloaded, and once the newcomers had time to settle in and freshen up, everyone gathered in Peyton and Gillian’s huge dining room at their enormous table for dinner. Badger had returned to join them.

Sans Joaquin.

Gillian offered Ken a smile. “I hope what I made is okay. Dewi warned us you’re a grazer.” She said it kindly, without any hint of snark.

With a huge salad and vegetable side dishes aplenty, in addition to the pile of steaks for the rest of them, Ken knew he wouldn’t starve.

“It looks and smells wonderful, thank you.” That she’d actually taken the time to do that meant a lot to him.

“You’re pack,” she said. “Not to mention you’re family. We take care of our own. If there’s anything you like that I don’t have, feel free to add it to the grocery list on the fridge and I’ll get it when I’m in town.”

“And feel free to raid our fridge and pantry,” Peyton said. “Dewi will tell you I’m not even joking. Our home is your home.”

“That goes for you, too, Nami,” Gillian added. “If you’d like to add anything to the shopping list, I’ll be happy to get it.”

Nami wore a beaming smile. “I wouldn’t mind a chance to cook for y’all while I’m here.”

“We’d be honored,” Gillian said. “We’ve heard what a great cook you are. Or, if you want to come to the store with me, I’d be happy to have you along.”

Nami glanced at Beck. Ken didn’t miss the bashfully pleased smile she gave her mate. “Food is love,” Nami said. “At least it always was in my family. I love to cook. Even when times were rough and we had little, it was easy to stretch a dollar to cook a meal that could feed everyone. Momma used to make us have Sunday dinner together when we were growing up. After she died, I kept it up as a tradition. It helped keep us together.”

“Nami’s got us doing it now,” Dewi said, smiling. “It’s a nice tradition to have.”

Trent’s expression turned somber. “Well, as we all found out, family’s important. Especially when it can be ripped away from you in a heartbeat.”

“Amen,” Peyton said.

They all fell silent for a moment. Peyton held up his glass of iced tea. “To family, both here and fallen.”

“To family,” the rest of them echoed, everyone drinking a toast.

“So, Dewi,” Trent said when the somber mood broke. “When do we get to see you in that dress?”








Chapter Four






Once the dishes were done and the kitchen cleaned, Asia sent her four kids home. Charles, Kent, Arthur, and Chelsea were seventeen, fifteen, thirteen, and eleven. As much as they wanted to spend time with their Aunt Dewi—and their new Uncle Ken—they obediently said good night when Trent arched an Alpha eyebrow at them after they initially balked at their mother’s order.

Trent was the eldest of the three Bleacke siblings at fifty-one, twenty-six years older than Dewi. His mate, Asia, was forty-five. When Charles and Chelsea Bleacke—their parents, and two of Trent’s children’s namesakes—were murdered, Trent willingly took a knee so younger Prime Alpha brother Peyton could be named the Targhee pack Alpha. At forty-eight, Peyton was only a year older than his mate, Gillian. None of them looked much older than thirty.

Despite their roles, it didn’t mean Trent didn’t have influence or say or control in the pack’s matters. As Peyton’s right-hand man and the pack’s second in command, he worked every bit as hard as his brother to ensure the pack’s safety and successful future.

They gathered in Peyton and Gillian’s living room while Peyton played bartender and the adults sat back to breathe a collective sigh of relief.

Badger looked around. “Well? Should I be sayin’ it?”

“Say what?” Dewi asked.

Badger lifted the short glass he held filled with bourbon. “Charles and Chelsea would be proud of ye,” he said. “Of all three of ye kids. For keepin’ the pack together through its darkest hour and into a bright new day. I’m proud to welcome Ken and Nami both to the pack, growin’ our family in the process.”

The other wolves, including Dewi, held up their adult beverages of choice.

Ken held up his beer, which had been the strongest thing he’d wanted to try. The early morning and lack of sleep, combined with the stressful travel, had worn him out.

“Thank you,” he said.

Nami dabbed at her eyes, but she wore a smile as she also held up her glass. “I’m glad to be here,” she said. “Y’all have been very welcoming. I can’t wait for my—” She seemed to catch herself. “You know, I always want to call them my ‘kids’ even though they ain’t. It was just me for all those years. I felt like a single parent, even though I was only their sister.”

“Not only,” Trent said. “You were their parent.”

“Just like these guys were mine,” Dewi said.

“It’s nice not to be alone anymore,” Nami said. “To be part of a large family. I can’t wait for my brother and sisters to get here to meet all y’all.”

“They’re part of the pack now,” Peyton said. “Even though they can’t know about the wolf stuff, they’re still under our protection.”

“We take care of our own,” Dewi said. “As you already saw.”

“That reminds me,” Peyton said, turning to Dewi. “I hear you were a little…theatrical in how you handled that situation with Malyah’s father and his thug friends.”

“Who, me?” She flashed a toothy, wolfish smile. “I took care of the fuckers,” she said. “They deserved it. Hey, I left Jarome alive.”

Trent snorted in amusement. “Barely, from what we heard.”

“You can ask Beck and Martin,” Dewi continued. “Leaving him alive is more than he deserved. The other three assholes admitted they were going to rape Malyah, and two of the fuckers had committed rape in the past. And it would have been with Jarome’s blessing.” Her expression darkened, her voice turning growly. “I did what we always do with those kind.”

“We’re not questioning your judgment,” Peyton said. “Just making an observation.”

Ken slung his arm around Dewi’s shoulders and snuggled her closer to him. “You guys just love riling her up, don’t you?”

“Duh,” Trent and Peyton said together.

“What part of ‘little sister’ did you miss?” Peyton teased.

“Yeah,” Trent added. “Not like we get a chance to bust her chops in person very often.”

“And we didn’t bust her chops very often before now,” Peyton said.

“Then why the sudden change?” Ken asked.

The men grinned. “Because,” Peyton said, “she’s a lot lighter now. Emotionally. Less serious. Are you kidding me? None of us would have dared tease her like this before.”

“They’re right,” Dewi added, looking up at him with a smile. “I was pretty tightly wound.”

“This is you not tightly wound?”

Everyone else, except Nami, burst into gales of laughter.

“Believe it or not, lad,” Badger said once he regained his composure, “this is the most relaxed any of us have seen her…well, in her entire life, sad to say.”

Dewi rested her head on Ken’s shoulder. “You’re a good influence on me.”




* * * *




Ken felt completely exhausted by the time they left Peyton’s to retreat to their private guest cabin a little before eleven local time. Even he could tell the difference in the scent of the air—drier, piney, like a Christmas tree lot.

Cool with a crisp tang to it.

Dewi slipped her arm around his waist as they walked. “Think you might have a little energy left for me?”

“Maybe,” he said. “If it’s soon and doesn’t require a lot of movement on my part.”

She stepped in front of him, turning, making him stop. Rising up on her toes, she kissed him, nibbling on his lower lip as she did.

His cock instantly responded, thickening.

“I’ll do all the moving,” she promised, taking his hand and leading him the rest of the way to the cabin.

“Glad I didn’t need to seduce you our first time together,” he said. “I would have screwed that up.”

She opened the door, leading him inside. “It doesn’t matter how we met.” She turned to him again and draped her arms around his neck. “I would still be as madly and deeply in love with you as I am right now.”

“You would, huh?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Grazer and all?”

She rose onto her toes again to kiss him. “Grazer and all,” she assured him.

Taking his hand, she led him down the short hallway that passed through the small kitchen area to the bedroom. There, she started tugging his shirt free of his shorts.

“You’re stuck with me,” she said, staring up at him with those damned huge, mocha-colored eyes. “And I love you.”

Maybe he could manage a little energy for some movement. He turned, shoving her back and onto the bed, where she landed with a bounce and a giggle. He was, slowly but surely, getting over his reluctance to manhandle her.

Sometimes, Dewi didn’t just like it rough, she needed it that way. As he grew more comfortable with his role as her mate, it grew easier to reconcile her need to feel his strength with what he’d grown up learning “nice guys” didn’t do.

Like get rough with their women.

He crawled up the bed, straddling her, sitting up and pulling his shirt off and dropping it to the floor. “I love you so damn much, you have no idea.”

He leaned in, grabbed her by the wrists, and pulled her hands over her head where he pinned her to the mattress. Then he leaned in to take a crushing kiss, loving the soft, needy moans escaping her.

“Stay,” he whispered before sitting up again.

She remained in position, arms over her head, as he got out of bed, finished stripping, then reached down to unfasten her shorts.

Her lower lip caught under her teeth as she watched him. He didn’t need their psychic connection through their mate bond to know she was now hot and horny. That she practically squirmed on the bed, her hands still obediently held over her head, told him that.

Once he had her shorts and panties off her, he settled between her legs and buried his face in her pussy.

He managed a low, rumbling growl. “Come for me, mate,” he silently ordered.




* * * *




Dewi couldn’t have refused Ken even if she’d wanted to. The first orgasm swept through her like a tsunami with Ken’s tongue and lips eagerly, skillfully working her body.

She loved it when he got like this, she wouldn’t deny it. Yes, she could still snap him like a dried twig if she wanted to, but she didn’t want to. She wanted him to take control like this from time to time.

Especially when stress threatened to overwhelm her. It seemed she’d been more easily able to deal with crushing worries before she’d met him, able to detach and coldly take out her frustration on an exercise machine—or Beck, either in bed or the workout room—without it reaching her core.

Not now. Ken had opened her soul in ways she never realized were possible.

That also meant a vulnerability she’d never felt before. A good kind of vulnerability, but one she still struggled to incorporate into her life after years of independence and keeping both emotional and physical walls up against the entire world.

Trusting her instincts had kept her alive this long. 

Life now meant trusting herself to let go to this man who the Goddess had led her to. Dewi had never been much of a spiritual person before, but it seemed Fate was real, touching a finger to her life in ways she’d ignored before.

Her own survival of the attack as a baby. Meeting Ken. Beck meeting Nami, and being able to intervene and save Malyah’s life and keep Da’von from falling into a life of crime like their father.

Hell, looking back farther, Badger survived the attack that took his own mate, and he played a crucial role in raising her.

Fate.

The Goddess.

The blessed Universe or whatever someone wanted to call it.

She didn’t care. Heaven was here, with this man, and with all the delicious things he could do to her body, heart, mind, and soul.

And she’d enjoy every second of it.

He made her come a second time before he rose up, his cock easily sliding inside her. When he crushed his lips onto hers again, she tasted herself on him, loving that about him, that he’d quickly grown throughout this process, too. Learning things about himself.

He slipped his hands under her shoulders, his tongue plunging into her mouth. “Hold on to me.”

She lightly raked her nails down his back as she encircled him with her arms. He picked up the pace, harder, faster, driving her toward what she knew would be one last climax before they both collapsed for the night.

Ken could read her body every bit as well as she’d learned to read his. He slowed down, still thrusting hard and deep, timing it as she drew closer to that invisible ledge. With his body rubbing her in exactly the right ways, she rocked her hips in time with him.

So, sooo good.

When she felt her release start, he let out another of those little growls and sped up, faster, finishing with her before falling still and gentling his kisses.

He rested his forehead against her chest. “Please tell me we can sleep late tomorrow morning.”

She stroked his back. “As late as you want.”

“Good.”

He took his time rolling off her. Once he did she pulled off her shirt and bra before snuggling in his arms again with the comforting feel of his breath brushing against her scalp.

“Thought you didn’t want to move,” she gently teased.

“I didn’t honestly think I had the energy in me. You do crazy things to me, sweetheart.”

She smiled. “Not as crazy as the things you do to me. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

As his body relaxed, his breathing slowing, deepening almost immediately, she closed her eyes. He was asleep in less than a minute, exhaustion taking him.

Part of her wanted to get up, throw open the cabin’s back door, let out a howl in response to the faint howls she could hear nearby in the compound, and then shift and run with the pack.

The rest of her knew there’d be time for that this week and didn’t want to move. Not when she felt sweetly sated and was so comfortably snuggled in Ken’s arms.

Closing her eyes, she soon followed him into sleep.








Chapter Five






When they were alone in their guest cottage once more, Nami breathed a huge sigh of relief.

Beck pulled her into his arms. “What was that for?”

“What do you mean what was that for?”

He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Dawson Beckett, you can’t tell me you weren’t at least a little concerned about introducing me to everyone tonight.”

“I can tell you that, because I wasn’t.”

She leaned back to look at him. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. Why were you worried?”

“I don’t exactly fit in.”

“You’re really having trouble accepting the whole ‘mate’ thing, aren’t you?”

“I just don’t want there to be any trouble.”

“Babe, you’re my mate. There won’t be any trouble of any kind. You are, by default, accepted by everyone in the pack. And so is your family. It wouldn’t matter if you were white, black, Hispanic, Asian, purple, or Republican.”

That finally drew a smile from her. “I am Republican. You know that.”

“And see? I still love you!”

She stared up into his blue eyes, that playful smile of his that always melted her.

For a brief moment, she wondered what their babies might look like, if they’d have his blue eyes.

She shoved that thought right the hell out of her mind.

His smile dissolved. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You thought something. What was it?”

“It was silly.”

“Apparently not, based on your reaction.” He gently caught her chin and made her look him in the eye.

She knew she might as well admit it, because he wouldn’t give up until she did. “You’re forty-nine. I’m thirty-eight. We’re both too old to be thinking any silly thoughts about babies.”

“Uh, I’m still really young for a wolf. And you’re a wolf’s mate, meaning your biological clock has reversed somewhat.” He pulled her tightly against him. “If you absolutely never want any kids, I understand. But don’t think we can’t have them, because we can, if you want.”

She rested her palms against his chest. “I done raised three kids. I don’t know if I want to raise any more.”

“This isn’t something we have to decide tonight.” He cupped one hand around the nape of her neck and the other against her ass, pressing her body against his.

She couldn’t help but feel the stiff shape of his cock through his shorts.

“Now, baby,” he whispered, “would you like to debate this topic, or would you like me to take your mind off everything going on this week?”

That was a no-brainer. She tipped her face up toward his, sighing with pleasure when he kissed her. His kisses—and pretty much everything else he did to her with his mouth—could easily take her mind off anything troubling her.

Heck, it could blow her mind clean away.

Case in point, his kisses so thoroughly distracted her that it wasn’t until she felt the bed against the back of her legs that she realized he’d been slowly steering her into the bedroom.

When he lowered her to the bed as if she weighed absolutely nothing, he smiled that smile again, the mischievous one, the soul-melting one.

Clasping one of her hands in his, he brought it up to his lips, feathering them across her palm before pressing it against his roughly stubbled cheek. “You’re my life and soul,” he said. “Do you honestly think, if I’d had any doubts about the pack accepting you and your family, that I would have brought any of you here?”

She let out a nervous breath. “No, I don’t suppose you would have.”

“Do you trust me?”

Of course she did. With her life, and with the lives of her siblings. “Yes.”

He nuzzled her palm. “Then relax and let your man love you.”

Somehow, he effortlessly got them both naked. She wasn’t sure how, because she was way too distracted by the things he kept doing to her, the way his lips and fingers caressed her flesh and nearly made her forget she’d even had a life before the day he first stepped onto her bus.

That was how Dawson Beckett made her feel every time she was close to him. Not even just in bed—any time.

And he made her feel like she was the only woman in the world, the only one he’d ever touched.

Nothing in her life had prepared her for the totality of Beck’s love and devotion, the way his heart eclipsed everything else, drawing her in. A few months ago, if anyone had told her some crazy white boy on her bus would end up being her husband, she would have given them serious side-eye before backing away from them.

Much less the wolf stuff.

Miracles did happen. This man now kneeling between her legs was proof of that.

When he bent his head to her mound, she buried her fingers in his hair and held on tight, her heart racing at the throaty growl he let out in response. He loved it when she did that, dug her nails in, anything physical.

She loved how he wrapped his arms around her legs and held on as he went down on her and made her come twice for him, the contrast of his light flesh against her deep brown skin, the way his entire body felt like warm, living granite. She might be a big girl, but he was real and solid and for the first time in her life, he made her feel delicate and vulnerable in all the good ways, physically and emotionally.

He opened his eyes and looked up at her, his face still between her legs, his tongue flicking against her clit in a playful staccato that drove her up to the edge again. She knew this game well now. Her breath quickened, pulse racing, knowing this time he wouldn’t let her come. He would get her close, make her beg for it, nearly drive her mad with need before he’d fuck her.

And that’s exactly what he did, his smile telegraphed by the way the outer corners of his eyes narrowed, amused, until she finally gasped. “Please, do it!”

In one fluid motion, he sat up and buried his cock inside her, arms braced on the bed on either side of her head, his blue gaze piercing right through her.

“Who do you belong to, baby?” he asked.

She held onto his arms, unable to rip her gaze from his. “You.”

“Whose mating mark is that in your flesh?”

“Yours.”

He leaned in, his body perfectly hitting all the right places with every thrust. “Who does every inch of your sweet body belong to?”

It felt like her heart would somersault right out of her chest. “You!”

He leaned in, his lips closing around her right nipple, flicking it with his tongue and pulling more gasps of pleasure from her before he moved to her left nipple and repeated the treatment. She felt it when he changed pace again, shifting his hips to a slightly different angle.

“Fair warning if you ever do decide you want kids,” he hoarsely said, “You and I will take several weeks off, and I’ll spend every waking moment I can with my cock buried inside you, filling you until you’re pregnant. And then I’ll spend the next nine months after that spoiling you rotten.”

Her heart twisted in a good way, and for a moment, all she wanted to do was make him fulfill that promise right then. He already spoiled her rotten. She could only imagine what a doting father he’d be.

Raising her siblings after they lost their mom had been a struggle, a sacrifice in every sense. Giving up college and going to work, living in shitty government-subsidized housing, giving up free time and a life to make sure they were fed and clothed and doing their homework.

And she’d do it all again, too, to ensure they had a good life.

But damn, it would have been a hell of a lot easier with a good man and a fat bank account. Naturally, before Beck, she’d rarely thought about having kids of her own. Other than a brief marriage that ended in divorce years earlier, she hadn’t had a man. She’d finally reached a point in her life—as had her siblings—where she could finally breathe and relax.

A slow smile filled his face. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

She licked her lips. “Maybe,” she whispered. “It’d be hard to explain to them, though.”

“Who?”

“The kids.” That was how she frequently referred to her siblings.

“Why would it be hard to explain?” Somehow, the man could talk and fuck without missing a beat in either department.

“You don’t see a problem here?”

He kissed her, short-circuiting her brain again, especially when combined with how well he was fucking her. Then he rested his forehead against hers. “If you ever want to have a baby, then that’s all you need to say, and I will deal with everything else. Understand?”

How could she argue with that? She damn well couldn’t argue with anything at the moment. Not with how close he had her to the edge again.

Beck had changed her world for the better. He was a miracle, and if he said he’d handle it, then he would.

“Yes.”

“Then come for me, baby.”

Her eyes fell closed as her body responded, giving him what he wanted. A pleased growl escaped him as he quickened his pace, finally falling still inside her as his own climax swept through him.

Lips on hers again, kissing her, taking her away from the world into one where only they existed. With his arms wrapped around her, he rolled onto his back, taking her with him, still joined together.

As he nuzzled his head against hers, he whispered, “All you have to do is trust me, mate. I will take care of you. I promise.”

On that note, she crashed into an exhausted sleep full of delicious dreams.








Chapter Six






Late the next morning, after a large family breakfast at Peyton’s house, Beck, Nami, and Badger headed to Spokane to pick up Nami’s family.

Dewi and Ken took the little Honda and went for a drive in the compound.

Despite what he’d seen on the Google Earth previews, Ken hadn’t been ready for the compound’s rugged beauty. The higher elevation and the cooler, dry, pine-tinged air was far different than he was used to in Florida. The mountains both surrounding and running through the pack compound almost appeared to be standing guard.

“Why wouldn’t someone in the pack want to live here?” he mused aloud as Dewi drove them around and played tourist guide.

“I guess if you grow up here it’s different,” she said. “Like I can’t imagine anyone wanting to live anywhere but Florida all year round.”

“It’s a matter of perspective, huh?”

“Exactly.”

“So how are we going to keep Nami’s family from finding out about the wolf stuff?”

“We might not be able to despite everyone already having been warned. Her family are the only ones in attendance at this Muster who aren’t clued in. Peyton, Badger, and I will make sure to have a final sit-down talk with them before they fly out next Sunday.”

“And selectively Prime edit their memories, if necessary?”

Dewi smiled. “You could say that. Meanwhile, once they arrive, we’ll somehow figure out how to place a Prime suggestion in their minds that everything and anything they see this week is completely normal and ordinary.”

“At least this will be a relatively uneventful stay,” Ken said. “It’ll be nice being able to kick back and relax.”

She let out a snort.

“What?” he asked.

“Pack business,” she said. “Peyton’s got a full agenda lined up for us for the next several days, of people who have petitioned for time with the pack council. It’s a Muster, meaning people have shit to bitch about.”

“Like what?”

“To settle disagreements, petty family arguments, things like that. Stuff that we can’t exactly take to the usual municipal small-claims courts, but it’s not worth sending an Enforcer to settle in person on behalf of the pack.”

“Oh. Why didn’t anyone tell me that?”

“Because you don’t have to be there. I mean,” she quickly added, “you can be there, if you want to be there. It’s boring as hell. I don’t even want to be there, but as head of the extended pack council, and as Head Enforcer, I have to be there. So do Badger and Beck. I figured you could help Nami and the others with the preparations for next Saturday. Or you can feel free to explore the compound, if you want.”

No, he didn’t want to be stuck in stuffy meetings all week. While a few months ago he never would have dreamed he’d want to be anywhere but in a classroom and teaching, now he enjoyed being outdoors. He almost chafed when he had to spend more than a few hours at a time in his office now. Even if it was just walking the property with Dewi, or taking a mountain bike and riding the wooded trails behind her while she ran shifted, he was really starting to love the great outdoors. On his very first trip to Idaho, he’d like to at least see a little of it.

“So, stupid question,” he started. “If there are going to be grievances aired, what are the chances of something bad happening this week?”

She snorted again, sounding much like a wolf in this way. “Not very damn likely. There’s a better chance of Mother Nature dumping a few feet of snow on top of us.” She frowned. “Which, I was surprised to see on the weather this morning isn’t exactly out of the realm of possibility. Nami was right, we might get some early this coming week.”

“I mean bad wolf-wise, not weather-wise.”

“Still not very damn likely. Who in their right mind would try to start shit in a pack compound during a Muster in honor of the pack Alpha’s little sister’s wedding? The little sister who is not only a Prime Alpha, but the pack’s Head Enforcer, and head of the extended pack council?”

“Okay.”

“No, seriously. I mean, we might get the odd drunk and disorderly kind of bullshit. Especially among some of the non-shifting members or human relatives. But nothing worse than at any other family get-together.”

“I’ve never had a family get-together.”

“Ah. True.” She smiled, showing teeth. “I really think Peyton is a little bit of a sadist. He’s always enjoyed threatening people to send me in to stop shit when it got started. Nothing like watching a grown man nearly wet his pants in fear when I stand up and glare at him.” She sighed. “That is about the only fun I get to have at these damn things.”

“You have one hell of a reputation, huh?”

“Yep. Don’t worry. As my mate, chances are you’re going to find yourself treated with more respect and deference than the President of the United States while you’re here.”




* * * *




One of the places they stopped was a well-shaded cemetery not too far from Peyton’s house. Ken laced fingers with Dewi as she picked her way through the graves to two double headstones on the far side.

Then she sat at the base of a nearby tree, Ken snuggling with her.

One of the headstones marked the final resting place of Charles Bleacke and his wife, Chelsea Lister Bleacke.

Beloved parents — pack Prime Alpha.

It listed their dates of birth and death.

Next to it, a headstone with two names and different sets of dates. For Louisa Lister, and her husband, Duncan Lister.

Beloved parents, cherished wife — pack Prime Alpha.

Ken could envision a young Dewi sitting here in this exact spot, reading, studying, talking to their headstones.

“Grandfather Duncan’s not here,” she softly said. “I feel bad about that.”

“He lives on in your heart. That’s what’s important.”

“I know.” She tipped her head onto his shoulder. “I wish I could remember my parents. Peyton and Trent have some old family videos, but it’s not much. Those and pictures, of course.”

“Where was their house?”

“It’s Peyton’s. He remodeled before they moved in. It sat vacant for a couple of years, I guess, before Badger and Beck and Trent finally convinced him to do it.”

“Where were you raised, then?”

“Where Trent and Asia live now. That was Badger’s house. Badger was Dad’s second. Beck moved in after…after. Peyton and Trent both had other houses in the compound.”

“Why wasn’t Badger Peyton’s second?”

“He volunteered to raise me and knew he couldn’t do both. He told Peyton that, rightfully, Trent should be the second since he took a knee, and Peyton agreed.”

“Thank you for bringing me here.”

She tipped her face up to his. “Other than my family, you’re the only other person I’ve ever brought here.” She kissed him. “I think they would have loved you.”

“Don’t be so sure,” he muttered.

She smiled. “We have a mate bond. They would have welcomed you as a son, the way Peyton and Trent welcomed you as a brother.”

“Even though I’m a grazer?”

“Even though you’re a grazer.”




* * * *




The house whose driveway they pulled into looked nondescript, comfortable, neat, and tidy from the outside. Dewi didn’t bother getting out. She laid on the little car’s horn, beeping it a few times and frowning at its anemic sound.

“What are we doing here?” Ken asked.

She didn’t have to answer. The front door opened and Joaquin emerged, tossing a wave behind him at the residents before pulling the door closed and jogging over to the car.

Before Ken could even reach for his door handle, Dewi had slipped out and pulled her seat forward for Joaquin to get into the back.

“Hey, Ken,” the wolf said.

“Hey. I didn’t realize we were picking him up,” Ken said to Dewi.

“Peyton wants a debriefing while Beck’s away,” Dewi said.

“Man, that was years ago,” Joaquin said. “I cannot believe Beck still holds a grudge.”

Dewi fastened her seatbelt and shifted the car into reverse. “Maybe if Sadie hadn’t walked in on you fucking the Giraldi twins a few hours after you were with her,” she said, “he wouldn’t be holding a grudge. That’ll piss off any big brother, when his little sister is upset.”

“Sadie herself said we weren’t exclusive. Hell, she was dating Roger Carmans. I know she fucked him. I could smell it on her.” His next words sounded low, grumbly. “I wouldn’t have minded not being exclusive with her, but no, she had to lie to me and say she hadn’t fucked him. I smelled him on her.”

“Two wrongs don’t make a right,” Dewi said.

“Yeah, but two Giraldis sure made for a hot night.”

Ken laughed.

Dewi scowled. “Following getting caught in the act of screwing around, accusing his little sister of being a slutbag wasn’t exactly your best course of action. Especially when you were the one caught with twins.”

Ken sucked in a breath. “Wow. Duuude.”

“I know,” Joaquin said. “To be fair, that was like ten years ago. And Sadie is seven years older than me. I was a horny wolf. What can I say?”

Ken glanced over his shoulder and caught the wolf’s playful smile.

“I wouldn’t say that around Beck, either,” Dewi said. “Remember, it’s only me and Peyton and Badger keeping him from turning you into a girl with his bare hands.”

“Yeah, well, believe me, I’ve matured a lot in the past few years,” he said. The wolf’s voice turned somber. “And I owe you an apology.”

Ken turned again. “For what?” he and Dewi asked in unison.

Joaquin glanced at Ken before focusing on Dewi in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, I was chasing you a little, too,” Joaquin said. “In retrospect, I look back at it and realize I was trying to gig Beck. Not that you weren’t or aren’t attractive,” he quickly added when he must have realized how that sounded. “But…I’m sorry. It was a childish game on my part, and you deserved far more respect than that. Especially accounting for your position in the pack. I’ll be offering up an apology to Beck as well, once I know he won’t try to kill me in the process.”

Dewi slammed on the brakes and brought the car to a stop in the middle of the road. She turned to look at Joaquin. For a long moment, she didn’t speak.

“You know, I do believe you’ve matured a lot since the last time I laid eyes on you.”

“You’re only twenty-five,” Ken said, realization dawning. Now he turned, his own territorial nature kicking in. “How old was she when you were hitting on her?”

Joaquin held up his hands. “Hey, she’d turned eighteen already. I swear.”

Dewi’s mouth curled in a smirk as she gently touched Ken’s shoulder. “I was eighteen,” she said. “We’d come back to the compound because Peyton and Trent wanted to throw me a birthday party.” She stared at Joaquin. “Romeo here ended up getting his ass shipped to Mexico the next week, courtesy of me being Head Enforcer.”

“I deserved it. I admit it.”

“You’re lucky Peyton overruled me. I wanted to send you to Anchorage.”

“Then I appreciate the latitude even more.”

“Glad to hear it.” She faced forward. “Oh, and apology accepted, thank you.” They started on their way again. “Be nicer to me this time or you still might find yourself shipped to Anchorage at some point.”

He let out a soft, moaning howl from the backseat. “No, please. I swear, I’ll behave myself.”

Ken didn’t miss her satisfied grin. “Good. That’s all I wanted to hear.”




* * * *




Peyton and Trent wanted to hear the full and detailed timeline and account from Joaquin about what had happened in Mexico. While the shifter sat with Dewi, Peyton, and Trent to discuss it, Ken joined Gillian in her large kitchen. She stood at the counter and perused a magazine.

“No nieces and nephews today, huh?”

Gillian offered up a smile. “No, not today. Asia took them over to meet up with some cousins who came in for the Muster. The kids are going to go for an overnight run into the park. Asia will join us for dinner later.”

“All of them? Even Chelsea?”

“She doesn’t shift yet, but all the older kids keep an eye on the younger ones, don’t worry. They need this time together to bond and play and learn. There will be some adults with them to keep an eye on things and step in if there’s trouble.”

Ken wondered if he’d ever be comfortable turning a child of his own, of that young an age, loose in the woods with other kids. “Okay.”

“They’ll be fine, trust me. Especially a large group of them together. The compound is safe.” Gillian’s smile widened. “It also means adult date night for both households.”

“But you don’t have any kids.”

She chuckled. “Doesn’t matter. Trent and Asia’s pups might as well be mine. They’re in and out of here all the time since they live right next door. You know how big families are.” She straightened. “That’s right. I’m sorry. I forgot you don’t have a large family.”

“Any family. Well, except all of y’all now.”

A sly smile lit her face. “You’ll be having pups before you know it, I bet. A big family of your own.”

He side-stepped her comment. “Do you mind if I ask why you and Peyton don’t have any?”

“I didn’t want pups of my own before now.” A wistful expression clouded her usually bright features. “Honestly? After losing Charles and Chelsea, and with Dewi getting attacked…It broke Peyton’s heart, and, frankly, it scared me.”

“I didn’t think you were mated to him then.”

“I wasn’t. I had met them years ago, when Peyton and I were both kids, before our hormones kicked in. But Charles was our pack Alpha. A Prime. If he could be taken down, I worried about any kids we had. We never knew who did it. Never caught the son of a bitch. I didn’t know if he’d come back and try again. But now…”

She shrugged. “Now I can relax. Endquist can’t hurt our pack or our family again. You finally closed that painful chapter for us for good.”

He blushed and brushed off the compliment. “It didn’t stop Trent and Asia from having children.”

“No, not much stops Trent. He might not be the pack Alpha, but he is still an Alpha. He busts his hump working for the pack, and is nearly as strong as Peyton is. It wasn’t an easy decision for him to take a knee and hand things over, but he and Peyton were so worried about Dewi, and the shock of losing both Charles and Chelsea…”

She clasped her hands together and studied them for a moment. “I have nothing but the utmost respect for Trent. He did what he had to do for the pack. When he met and mated Asia, she was happy to be a stay-at-home mom and raise their pups. Had the decision been solely up to Peyton, we probably would have had a houseful of our own by now. Just because he’s the pack Alpha, and a Prime, doesn’t mean he’s an inconsiderate asshole.”

She leaned against the counter. “I want to get through this Muster, and then I’ve got a private vacation scheduled with Peyton in Seattle. Just the two of us for a whole week, no cell phones or work allowed. We’re going to spend the days hiking around Mt. Rainier and doing a lot of talking.”

He’d wanted to ask. “As Peyton’s mate, what do you do?”

The majority of his dealings had been with Peyton and Trent, not his sisters-in-law. He knew she was an attorney, but beyond that, he didn’t know much about the woman.

She grinned. “I handle business for the pack through my law firm in town. We’re all wolves, or otherwise tied to the pack. That’s another reason I wanted to wait to have pups. I do a lot of traveling. I might be home one night, and the next be falling asleep in Paris. Or Tokyo. We have business interests all over the globe. Charles had started investing the pack’s fortune on a global scale. Peyton, Trent, and I carried that forward with our vision for the pack’s future. We wanted to ensure the pack’s financial stability in perpetuity. Wanted to be able to care for our pack.”

“No offense, you guys don’t look rich. I saw Peyton’s truck. It’s like twenty years old. And, again, no offense, compared to the house in Florida, this one isn’t nearly as fancy.”

“No offense taken,” she said. “We don’t squander our money.” The sadness crept into her face and voice again. “Although I will admit I did go a little overboard for Dewi when we sent her to Florida. Badger found that property and we snatched it up for cash.

“I personally supervised the construction of the house. I wanted her to have a nice place that she could call home, that she could make hers. That she could claim and own and retreat to when she needed a sanctuary. I wanted her to have the best things. It didn’t make up for losing her parents, but it made me personally feel a little better since I couldn’t be there for her all the time. It’s not like she was a spoiled brat with an entitlement attitude, ever. You’ve seen how she is. She rarely buys anything for herself.”

“The car.”

Gillian nodded. “She loves that Saleen. Again, it’s not like she’s going out on shopping sprees. And, technically, she uses it for work, so it’s a deductible expense. It was something that made her happy when she saw it. Well, as happy as she was able to feel before you came into her life. Actually, she wasn’t going to buy it. Beck’s the one who ratted her out, and Peyton ordered her to get it if she liked it.”

A laugh escaped her. “And the motorcycle. Badger and Beck were our eyes and ears once again. But the car she bought for you? That’s the first ‘splurge’ she’s ever indulged in, and I’m not exaggerating. I don’t count that as a splurge, either, since it was for you. It was for a good reason.”

“You’ve missed her, haven’t you?”

Gillian’s expression turned sad again. “Always.”

“Did you take care of her?”

“She was older when Peyton and I mated. When she was a baby, Badger took over supervising her care, of course, since he was a Prime. With Beck’s help. But at first, when she got out of the hospital after the attack, their aunt Collette took care of her until they realized Dewi was a Prime. Then Trent and Asia mated. And my sister met and mated her husband and started having pups almost immediately.”

She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Was almost enough to make me ask Peyton to get me pregnant. Except I knew we had to stay strong and focus on Dewi. I didn’t know if I’d end up living in Florida with them part of the time, helping her through things as she grew older. I tried to stay as close to her as I could over the phone, and later on with the Internet and texting, but she was a Prime and not just a tomboy. I’m really glad she’s grown close to Nami. Dewi needs that kind of  strong motherly influence in her life.”

“Badger and Beck did a great job with her. Did it…” He felt comfortable discussing this with Gillian. “Did it bother you all when Dewi and Beck hooked up?”

“No, although I don’t blame you for asking. Wolves are a little different. I know it’s hard to understand if you weren’t raised in a pack, but even if two teenagers get together and mess around, we don’t care as long as they’re careful.

“Now, had Beck tried something before Dewi came of age, they never would have found his body, believe me. Beck’s a good man and we all knew he was a stable force in Dewi’s life. That when she—or he—found a mate, that would eventually be the end of it between them.”

“He’s definitely a force, all right.”

Gillian grinned. “Badger told me about your first encounter with Beck.”

“Yeah.” Ken fought the urge to rub his throat at the memory. “It was a memorable experience.”

“I heard Dewi handed him his ass.”

“Sort of. She flung him across the kitchen and against the wall.”

“She’s strong.”

“I noticed.”

“Let me give you another hint about something.” Gillian walked over to the doorway, glanced out, and then returned, dropping her voice.

“You have made her happy. I cannot emphasize that enough. Before you, she was not happy. I don’t even know if she knew what happiness felt like before she met you. She’s like a new woman. I couldn’t believe it when Peyton told me after he got back. Part of the reason he flew to Florida was to see her for himself, and to make sure she was okay. I was standing there when he took the call from Badger, and it was like someone had slapped him, he was so shocked.”

She gently tapped his chest. “If you asked for the moon, Peyton would see about the pack buying a stake in NASA to make that happen.” She tapped his chest again. “That is how much status you have in this family. This pack. Human or not, you are one of us, because you have made Dewi happy. Not because she’s Head Enforcer, or because she’s a Prime Alpha. Not even because she’s Peyton and Trent’s little sister. You have a status in this pack beyond the average mate because you made Dewi happy and brought about a positive change in her none of us ever thought would happen. Because of that, you have our undying gratitude and love.”

Ken sensed more under her tone. “What aren’t you telling me?”

It seemed to take her a moment to decide whether or not to speak it. “Her grandfather, Duncan, killed himself out of his grief. No, they never found his body, but we all did the math. Everyone who knew Duncan personally, like Badger, says Dewi is very much like him. Very intense, very devoted and determined. It wouldn’t have surprised any of us if she’d literally worked herself to death. Had she not found you, it wouldn’t have shocked any of us if she’d gotten herself killed one day. Deliberately.”

Gillian hugged him. “And she let you mark her. That’s her way of telling you that she trusts you, that she loves you, and that she needs you, from time to time, to take charge. To force her out of that controlling headspace and let her exist without bearing the weight of the pack on her shoulders. You didn’t just save her life, you saved her sanity.”




* * * *




Ken helped Gillian get lunch ready. Mostly cold cuts and sandwiches, heavy on the meat, but she put together a quick vegetarian pizza for Ken and toasted it in the oven for him, once again making him feel both pleased and a little guilty.

“You don’t need to go through that extra trouble. I could have fixed a cheese and tomato salad.”

“It’s not trouble, believe me. I’m having fun with this.” She bumped him with her hip. “And, you’re family. Not just family, but part of the pack. Get that through your head, buddy.”

When the others emerged from the office, Ken didn’t miss how Dewi sought him out almost immediately for a hug.

“Good talk?” he asked her.

“Yeah. I can’t fault what Joaquin did,” she said. “I would have done the same thing.” She pointed a finger at Joaquin, who stood on the other side of the island counter. “You’re lucky you’re good at your job, buster.”

“No,” Joaquin said, looking sad. “If I was good at my job, I would have been able to protect that girl and she’d still be alive.”

“You can’t protect everyone all of the time,” Trent told him. “It’s not possible. All you can do is your best, which we’re convinced you did. It was one of those things. You took blood. Not that it brings her back, but at least it evens the score.”

Peyton clapped the younger wolf on the back. “No worries. And no Alaska for you.”

“Oh, thank the Goddess,” Joaquin said. “That’s a miserable fricking place in the winter.”

“Just don’t piss Beck off,” Dewi teased. “Keep your head down around him for now. Stay off his radar.” Her tone gentled. “You’re a good wolf, and a good Enforcer. We’ll figure out where to send you. Honestly? If I didn’t think your life was in danger, I would send you back to Mexico since you already know the territory and the people. But I can’t risk you like that.”

“I appreciate that. I’m sorry I let you all down.”

“You didn’t let us down,” Peyton said. “You did your job.”

“Can we discuss this around the table?” Gillian asked. “I hear stomachs rumbling and would rather get you all fed before someone gets growly.” She arched an eyebrow at Peyton.

“What?” he asked.

She poked him in the stomach. “Don’t what me, mister. Lunch is served.”








Chapter Seven






After lunch, Joaquin volunteered to run to town for Gillian to grab things from her shopping list for dinner.

Ken suspected it was a combination of the wolf wanting some alone time since he still felt guilty about not being able to save that girl, and wanting to make himself scarce since Beck and the others were due back soon.

Ken enjoyed the opportunity to sit in Peyton’s living room with Dewi, Trent, Peyton, and Gillian and discuss Dewi’s childhood.

Dewi…not so much, but Ken could tell she was enduring it for his sake.

“So Dewi was a handful as a kid, huh?”

Dewi snuggled a little more closely against Ken’s side, where he had his arm draped around her shoulders. “You just had to go there, didn’t you?” she muttered.

“Well, let’s see. This is the first time I’ve actually been able to sit down with both of your brothers and Gillian all at once to talk like this. Sooo…yes.”

Dewi gently poked him in the ribs.

Totally worth it.

Peyton laughed. “Once we realized she was a Prime, we needed Badger to take care of her. I didn’t have time because of the pack. There was this one time Aunt Collette was watching her and trying to get her dressed in this adorable little pink dress she’d bought for her. The next thing Aunt Collette knew, she was standing outside the front door in a snowstorm.”

“What?”

Trent nodded. “Dewi was two.”

“I didn’t mean to do it,” Dewi mumbled.

“I thought Badger raised her?” Ken asked.

“He did,” Peyton said. “He had to come help me and Trent with some pack business that afternoon. Aunt Collette was watching her for us.”

“But how and why did she end up outside?”

Trent shrugged and pointed at Dewi. “Ask her.”

“I was two,” Dewi said.

“It’s because Dewster is a Prime,” Peyton said. “The trauma, everything. Usually, Prime powers don’t fully develop in someone that young, even though Primes are fairly easy to identify almost at birth. A Prime’s true powers usually gain strength and are triggered when a wolf comes of age, when hormones and everything else kick in. There really is no other wolf like Dewi. We’ve talked to packs all over the world. She’s unique.”

There wasn’t just a hint of brotherly pride in Peyton’s tone. It was a full-on crystal-clear certainty.

“Apparently,” Trent said, “she really didn’t want to wear the dress Aunt Collette bought for her. Best she figured going by the clock, she was only outside a minute or two. In fact, Dewi had started to cry because she was alone. When Aunt Collette went back inside and tried to put Dewi into her warm, snuggly jumper that she liked, Dewi let her do it. Then she clung to Aunt Collette for the rest of the afternoon in a way she usually didn’t. I think Dewi felt guilty about doing it to her.”

Peyton continued the narrative. “Badger, being a Prime, and being far older and stronger than Dewi at the time, was able to counteract her toddler Prime tantrums. That’s when I realized I didn’t dare risk anyone else raising her. Especially with her being so strong. I needed someone who had the time and ability to control her. I would have done it if I wasn’t the pack Alpha, but the pack had to come first.”

“Aunt Collette loves her, too,” Trent added. “Don’t get me wrong, we all do. I think it broke her heart a little when she realized she couldn’t raise Dewi full-time. Aunt Collette’s a beta, and you heard what Dewi did to her. Dewi would have chewed her up and spit her out as she got older.”

“Metaphorically,” Dewi muttered. “You make me sound like I was some sort of hellion.”

There was a moment’s pause before Peyton, Gillian, and Trent burst out laughing. “You were,” they all said in unison.

“Not a bad one,” Peyton added. “Don’t get us wrong, we love you. You are who you are. But I had to do what had to be done to make sure you were taken care of. Also, I was worried about you. We didn’t know who had…” He didn’t finish.

He didn’t have to. He meant they didn’t know at that time who had murdered their parents and attacked Dewi. “We suspected a Prime,” he said. “Only another Prime would have had a chance against Dad and Mom both. So I knew I needed a Prime to protect you. If it hadn’t been for Badger, I would have sent you out of the country to a distant cousin in Scotland I knew I could trust.”

“How did she not overpower Beck when she was a kid?” Ken asked. “He’s not a Prime.”

“Badger,” the other three wolves said in unison.

Peyton continued. “Badger worked with her, kept ordering her to obey Beck when she was a kid, to respect Beck’s authority and not to use her powers against him like that. And it helped that Beck was an Alpha.”

When Ken had first met Dewi and found out that she’d been sent away as a kid to live in Florida, he’d felt outraged on her behalf. He’d felt like her family had basically abandoned her.

The more he learned about Dewi as a baby, and the circumstances surrounding her childhood, the more he realized how much her family truly loved her.

They’d taken a horrible situation and done the best they could. He couldn’t fault them for it now that he understood.

“I guess I owe you all an apology,” Ken said.

Peyton frowned. “For what?”

“I really didn’t understand the full ramifications of all of this when Dewi first told me about being sent away to Florida as a kid. I get it now. I can’t fault you for what you did or why.”

“We appreciate that,” Trent said. “It wasn’t what we wanted, but at the time we knew it was the only course of action to keep her safe.”

“And,” Peyton said, “I didn’t want her challenging me for the pack.” He arched an eyebrow at Dewi. Ken noticed how she reddened in the face. “The last thing I wanted to do was kill my little sister because she was too stubborn to take a knee to me as pack Alpha. It would have absolutely broken my heart and destroyed me.”

“Especially if I’d stepped in to help defend her,” Trent said. “Which I likely would have without thinking about it.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t have challenged you,” Dewi mumbled.

Another round of laughter from Gillian, Trent, and Peyton.

“Sweetie,” Gillian said, “it was a battle to get you to eat your veggies when you were a kid. Trying to coax a hormonal you into taking a knee had you got started down that path with Peyton? I had a better chance of suddenly turning into a rat shifter than that ever happening.”

“There are rat shifters?” Ken asked, prompting another round of laughter from the wolves.

Dewi smiled up at him. “There’s lots of kinds of shifters.”

“Never mind,” he quickly said. “Information overload.”




* * * *




After Joaquin returned from town and Gillian helped him put the groceries away, he joined them in the living room.

“I guess I should go back to Jack and Moraine’s,” he said, staring at the car keys in his hand before he returned them to Dewi. “You know, I haven’t even called my parents yet.” His head shot up, his expression horrified. “You don’t think they’re in danger, do you?”

“I doubt it,” Peyton said. “When we helped them relocate, we created new identities for them that couldn’t be traced back to their old ones. But we’ll notify Franco. That’s his territory. We’ll make sure he knows he needs to keep a close eye on them for now.”

“Should I go up there?” Joaquin asked.

“I wouldn’t,” Dewi said. “If the asshole’s tracking you, let’s keep you off the grid for a while. It’s bad enough Customs and Homeland Security will have you listed on their fly rosters.”

“We need to get you a new identity before we send you anywhere,” Trent added. “Gillian’s already started the process, but it’ll take her some time to get the paperwork pushed through. We have to be extra careful now with all the Homeland Security bullshit.”

Outside, Ken heard two vehicles pull up. Peyton glanced out the front windows. “Dammit,” he muttered. “They’re back already. Okay.” He pointed at Joaquin. “You stay in here while we get them settled. I’ll have Badger drive you back to Jack’s once the coast is clear. I hate isolating you from the rest of the pack like this. I’ll have a talk with Beck. He needs to learn to suck it up and deal with it.”

“Might be better for Joaquin to eat with us tonight,” Dewi said. “Beck has no choice but to behave himself with everyone here.”

“True,” Peyton said.

Ken found himself feeling sorry for the wolf. Despite the aggravating way Joaquin had burst into his life, now that he knew the full story of what had happened, and that the wolf was completely displaced as a result, Ken wished he could help the man out, or at least befriend him.

“I can drive him over,” Ken offered.

“No,” Dewi said. “I’d rather you stay here while we get everyone settled in.” She stood, walked over to Joaquin, and laid a hand on his shoulder. “If I thought your parents were in danger, I’d be heading up there myself right now, wedding or no.”

Peyton and Trent both cleared their throats.

She wheeled on them, fire in her eyes. Ken knew he didn’t imagine that both men took a step back from the force of her glare.

“I’m Head Enforcer,” she said, a growly undertone to her voice as she advanced on them. “If I felt someone in the pack was in danger, wedding be damned, I’d be there to help them. In good conscience, the pack Alpha cannot prevent me from protecting a member of the pack, even if it means I’d miss my own wedding.”

Peyton’s expression darkened to a scowl, but he finally nodded. “You’re right.” He pointed at her. “But they’re not in danger, and we have no proof that they’re in danger.”

“I know.” She stood toe-to-toe with her brother, staring up into his face. “But you made me Head Enforcer for a reason,” she said. “And head of the extended pack council. So you either you let me do my job or you shun me, and I won’t let the door hit me in the ass on the way out. But I won’t let an innocent packmate die if I can protect them.”

Gillian gasped, her hand flying up to cover her mouth as the others fell still and silent.

“What?” Ken asked.

Peyton’s gaze dropped to the floor. “I would never shun you, Dewi,” he softly said. “You know that. You’re my baby sister. I couldn’t.”

Dewi gentled her tone. “Then remember what and who I am, please. I’m only going along with all this wedding bullshit because I love you both and I know how important it is to you. But my job comes first. The pack comes first.”

“What do you mean by shunning?” Ken asked.

Dewi turned to him. “Exactly what it sounds like. Basically severing a wolf’s ties with the pack and kicking them out. Usually reserved for fairly heinous infractions that don’t call for taking blood.”

Peyton scrubbed at his face. “No one’s getting shunned. Period. Enough about that. Let’s get outside and welcome them.”




* * * *




Joaquin watched as they headed outside to greet the newcomers. Frankly, he needed a few minutes alone.

Dewi’s words had pulled Joaquin up short. Wolves did not mention shunning lightly. Not even in jest.

They damn sure didn’t volunteer for it, or challenge their pack Alpha to do it.

That Dewi was willing to put the risk of shunning out there just so she could do her job—and protect his parents if she thought they were in danger—meant the world to him.

I really need to try to mend fences with Beck.

He recognized this would be a long, busy week for Beck, between pack business and the wedding, but Joaquin knew he would have to find time to speak with the man, alone.

Give Beck the kind of apology he’d already offered to Dewi.

Yes, back then, his feelings had been hurt when he’d realized Sadie was serious about not being exclusive with him. But she’d known he wasn’t her mate, just like he’d known she wasn’t his. They’d never planned to settle down together because of that.

Still…it’d stung his pride more than a little. Yes, young wolf hubris on his part, sure. He’d wanted to be exclusive with her for a while, and she’d held her ground.

And then she’d lied to his face about sleeping with another wolf.

But I could have handled it a lot better than I did. No, he hadn’t called Sadie a slutbag.

Not to her face, at least. And not in front of Beck, although he had to admit what he had said to Beck about the man’s little sister pretty much left the same impression.

Okay, yes, this week he would make amends to Beck. He owed the man that much.

Joaquin wandered back into the kitchen to grab a snack while the others got the newcomers introduced and settled in the guest houses.

He knew some wolves might get their snouts out of joint over that, but he didn’t. About being an Enforcer and getting pawned off on another packmate instead of being put up in one of the pack Alpha’s guest houses. He knew he had to stay clear of Beck for now.

It would have been nice to have been asked and given the chance to  gracefully refuse, though.

Maybe I should just walk back to Jack and Moraine’s.

It would do him good, to get some fresh air, allow him a chance to think, to clear his mind, burn off some nervous energy. Even on the plane ride to Miami he hadn’t really been able to just think. When he wasn’t napping, he’d been busy plotting the logistics of getting to Dewi’s.

And he’d been worried about the people left behind in Mexico.

Maybe I am just a little envious about Dewi and Beck finding mates.

Except if he had a mate she would be in mortal danger right now. He would have had to worry about her, about whether or not she was safe.

His appetite fled. They’d be having dinner in just a couple of hours anyway. He’d started for the back door when he heard the front door open and close.

“Lad? Where are ye?” Badger called out.

Joaquin turned. “In here.”

The man walked in, jingling a set of keys. “Yer ride is waitin’. I’ll drive ye back.”

“You know, I’m thinking I’d rather walk.” When Badger’s expression darkened, Joaquin quickly added, “I’m sorry, that came out completely wrong. I appreciate the offer to drive me, but I’m really feeling…” He stopped. “I don’t know what I’m feeling right now. I think I need to walk some of it off.”

Badger’s glower faded, concern replacing it as he stepped closer. “Ye all right?”

It wouldn’t do any good to lie to the man. He was a Prime. “Not really, no.”

Then Joaquin got a whiff of…something really good-smelling on Badger. He didn’t know what it was, but it perked all his senses immediately. It took every ounce of will he had not to lean in and start sniffing the man.

“Lad,” Badger gently said. “Ye did yer job. No one blames ye.”

“It’s not that.”

“That thing with Beck and his sister still botherin’ ye after all these years, then?”

“Not even that,” Joaquin said, both wanting to take Badger up on his offer for the ride just to keep sniffing…whatever that scent was, and wanting away from the man and the delectable aroma.

“Eh, Beck’ll get over it. Heck, it was years ago. Ye two will tussle a bit, but now he’s got Nami, and—what is wrong with ye, lad?”

Joaquin caught himself leaning in close to Badger and pulled back quickly. “Um, I’m just really…I’m going to walk, but thanks.”

Badger stared at him. “Peyton said to tell ye yes to dinner, by the by. Ye need a ride back for that as well? We’re eatin’ at eight.”

“Um, no. I’m sure Jack or Moraine can bring me back. Or I’ll walk.” He was already heading for the back door. “It’s not far. Thanks.”

Joaquin had to fight not to throw the door open and then slam it shut again behind him as he ran out, closing him off from whatever the hell that smell was hovering around Badger.

Even his cock was throbbing now.

Shit.

He heard voices but didn’t see anyone in his direct direct path from the back door, between the guest houses, and across the back of the property. As he started out at a run, he sprinted between two of the guest houses just to be pulled up short as if someone had snapped a leash to an invisible collar around his neck and yanked him back.

Mate.

Oh, fuck…

That was the scent he’d smelled on Badger. Only now it was strong and fresh and damned if his cock wasn’t howling.

He slowly turned and, with a will of their own, his feet carried him back toward one of the guest cottages he’d just passed.

There, the scent hovered, draped in the air like a delicious veil of every kind of goodness imaginable.

Mate.

My mate.

At war within him, his need to clear out before Beck spotted him, and his visceral, primitive, instinctive need to find her.

And claim her.

Now.

Right now.

Then again, he knew that Beck and the others had gone to pick up Nami’s siblings, one of whom was married.

Wouldn’t that be my dumb luck?

And heartbreaking, to boot.

Best to force himself to hang back, to wait and see who the owner of the scent was. Glancing through the window in the cabin’s back door, he spotted two suitcases neatly stacked in the bedroom.

He turned and pressed himself against the wall, hidden from view, to wait.

Meanwhile, in his chest his heart throbbed, pounding.

Mate.

Mate.

My mate.

My mate!








Chapter Eight






Malyah had never been to this part of the country before. As she rode in the front seat with Badger driving, she couldn’t help but stare at the landscape around them.

“It’s really beautiful out here,” she marveled.

“Aye, ’tis a beautiful piece of the country,” Badger said.

“So, like, people from your extended family all live out here?”

“Yep,” he said. “Related and not. Family’s not just about bloodlines. Sometimes it’s more than that. Sometimes, it’s all about who ye choose to be yer family. Not the one yer born into.”

She really liked scruffy old Badger. All of the Drexler siblings had pretty much adopted him as a surrogate dad. Being with him felt safe, as if she knew nothing bad could ever happen to her when she was with him. She still wasn’t quite sure how he was related to Dewi and Beck, but it didn’t matter. He was now extended family, as far as she was concerned.

It felt good to finally have family they could trust and rely on. Nami meeting and getting engaged to Beck had been completely unexpected. Yet since nothing but good things had happened in all of their lives from that point on, she wouldn’t question it.

Even if it made her a little sad when she watched Nami and Beck together. She’d been dating a guy from work. Thought it even had a remote chance of going somewhere, maybe.

One day.

But seeing how Beck looked at Nami, with a soul-deep hunger in his eyes…

Hell, she knew Reggie loved Lu’ana to death and would die for her, but Beck’s obvious passion for Nami put even that true love to shame.

She wanted that kind of love, that kind of passion in her life, like what Beck and Nami had.

That intense, deep fire that burned in the man’s eyes for Nami, for her alone.

From the back seat, Da’von spoke up. “Are we really going to go horseback riding while we’re here?” He almost sounded like an eager kid instead of a young man nearing twenty.

“Aye,” Badger said. “I promised ye, didn’t I? I’ve already arranged it for Tuesday.”

Malyah smiled. Even her sometimes surly little brother had warmed up to Badger. It was good for Da’von to have a positive father figure in his life.

Finally.

“I have to admit, that sounds like a lot of fun,” she said.

“There’s a cousin in town who owns a stable,” Badger said. “No worries there. We’ll borrow a few horses and I’ll take ye on a tour.”

Lu’ana and Nami had both already bowed out of that little excursion, while Reggie had said he’d like to go, too. Right now, Reggie, Lu’ana, and baby Beatrice were riding in the SUV in front of them, with Beck and Nami.

“Do you miss living out here?” Malyah asked Badger.

He shrugged. “Miss is a strong word. It’s different out here than it is in Florida. There’s beauty everywhere, if ye know how to look for it. If ye know how to remain open to it.”

“How long’s it been since you went back to Scotland?”

She didn’t understand the man’s amused smile. “A long while. Feels like a hundred years or more,” he said, leaving it at that.

When they finally pulled up in front of Peyton and Gillian’s house, Malyah was amazed at the difference between it and Dewi’s luxurious digs. While the sprawling one-story home was large, it looked homey, almost cozy. Welcoming.

When they emerged from the SUVs, Dewi, Ken, and others Malyah assumed were Dewi’s brothers and sister-in-law emerged from the house.

Lu’ana immediately opened her arms to the woman while Reggie was busy getting Beatrice out of her car seat. “Gillian?”

“Lu’ana?” The other woman smiled before they hugged as if old friends. “I’m so glad to finally meet you in person,” Gillian said. “After weeks on the phone together, I feel like we’re already best friends.”

“Where’s Asia?” Nami asked.

“She had to go wrangle some of her brood and some cousins. She’ll be at dinner.”

Once further introductions were made, Ken, Peyton and Trent helped Badger, Beck, Reggie, and Da’von move luggage from the vehicles and around the house to the guest cottages, while Gillian made a new friend in Beatrice.

Malyah’s niece wasn’t one to take to strangers well. But as she had with Dewi and Dewi’s other family members, the two-year-old sat in Gillian’s arms and stared up at her in happy, wide-eyed wonder.

“Wow,” Malyah said as Bebe reached out and grabbed Gillian’s long, blonde hair. “She really likes you.” The little girl let out a giggle as if in agreement.

Nami smiled. “Of course she likes Gillian. Bebe loves family. She already knows Gillian’s family.”

“She’s beautiful,” Gillian said. “So precious.” Gillian hugged the toddler to her. “If you and Reggie want any alone time while you’re here, please, allow me to babysit. I love babies.”

“I might just take you up on that,” Lu’ana said. “Don’t you and your husband have children?”

“Not yet,” Gillian said. “I’m a very busy aunt, though. Trent and Asia and their kids live next door.” Gillian placed a kiss on the baby’s forehead before returning her to her mother. “Maybe one day.”

As she watched Gillian hand Bebe back to Lu’ana, Malyah realized Gillian wasn’t just being polite in her offer. She’d genuinely taken to the baby as readily as Bebe had taken to her.

Malyah wouldn’t deny she’d been a little nervous flying out here for Nami’s wedding. She’d worried they might not be as well-received by the rest of Dewi’s family, despite the fact that not once had she ever sensed a hint of prejudice from Dewi or the others.

But cozying up to a branch of the family who lived in fairly diverse Tampa, versus meeting what sounded like a literal enclave of family members in Idaho, had left her nervous.

I should have known they’d be nice.

Malyah considered herself a fairly good judge of people, her first impressions rarely proven wrong. If the rest of the people they’d meet this week were as nice as these folks were, she knew she’d be able to put her mind at ease.

But growing up in a small, tightly-knit family the way she had, it was strange now having all these extended relations via Beck and Dewi. And Malyah still wasn’t sure how those relations connected. They’d explained it to her, but when she tried to remember it, it was all kind of…fuzzy.

The men returned. “If you want,” Trent said, “there’s plenty of time for you to rest up and take a nap before we eat. Dinner’s at eight.”

Nami suddenly gasped and turned to Malyah. “You go hang that dress up right now!”

Malyah shouldered her laptop carryon and purse and gave her sister a salute. “Anything else, General Sis? Or can I relax and take a nap? I had a long, hard work week, and this morning’s early wake-up for our flight has me worn out already.”

Nami took pity on her. “Nah, you can rest. But your schedule is already booked for tomorrow.”

“Want me to show you to your room?” Gillian asked.

“I’ll take her,” Da’von offered. “I’m going back to my room anyway for a little while. With the general’s permission?”

Nami planted her fists on her rounded hips. “Since when are you two so mouthy to your oldest sister, hmm?”

They both leaned in and kissed her cheeks. “Since we got used to living in that apartment alone,” Malyah teased. “You have a life, and we have one, too. And as you’ve seen, we keep the place clean and manage to have a little bit of time to relax.”

She loved her oldest sister. She truly did.

But she and Da’von had managed just fine alone in the apartment.

Okay, well, Nami was still paying for the apartment. Or, Beck was. Someone was. They were paying Nami rent, so it wasn’t like they were living there for free.

But over the past several weeks, she and her little brother had finally bonded as friends in a way they hadn’t before. If anything, he was working harder in school now than he ever had. As if he was determined to prove to them all that yes, he could be an adult.

Plenty of times, she’d come home from work to find the place spotless, dinner waiting for her, and him sitting on the couch in front of the TV, but with his nose in a textbook or working on an assignment on his laptop.

It was time for Nami to live her life with Beck, and let them live theirs.

As Malyah walked with Da’von out of earshot of Nami, she leaned in. “I love her and miss her sometimes, but I don’t miss her living with us anymore.”

He laughed. “Me, neither.”

Da’von led her around the back of the house. “Wow, those are the guest cottages?”

“I know, right? Man, this family must be loaded.”

“Duh. You been to Dewi’s enough times to know that.”

He led her to one of the cottages and opened the door for her. “Keys are there on the table,” he said, pointing. “The cottages are nearly identical. The one Lu’ana and Reggie have is bigger, with a second bedroom. I think Dewi’s is bigger, too. They all have kitchens and living rooms. It’s like a resort hotel or somethin’.”

She stepped inside and set her bags down on the couch. From the flat-screen TV in the living room, to the homey, but obviously high-quality furnishings, it did feel a little like a high-end resort.

“I put your bags in the bedroom,” he said. “And there’s snacks in the kitchen. Sodas and stuff in the fridge.”

“No mini-bar fees, I hope?” she teased.

He snickered. “I asked that, too, as a joke. Peyton told me that the room keys open the back door of the house, too. That even if it’s the middle of the night, we’re welcome to come in if we want somethin’ from the kitchen that we don’t have. To help ourselves. And to add anything we want to the shoppin’ list on the counter in the big kitchen.” He looked around the cottage with a melancholy expression on his face.

“What’s wrong?” she asked him.

“I wish Momma could have seen this,” he said. “Hell, I wish I could remember her. Sucks that Dad was so…” He didn’t finish.

Which was more fuzziness in her brain that she didn’t question…for some odd reason. Their father had made a brief reappearance about the time Beck entered Nami’s life. He’d tried to wedge himself into Jarome’s life, but something had happened. And then the man had disappeared again, back into the legal system. Jarome Drexler wouldn’t ever bother them again.

She just couldn’t remember exactly why, except that he was a deadbeat felon who didn’t give a shit about them.

“People like him don’t change, Da’von. We are better off without him. He only caused pain and misery wherever he went.”

“I know. I was talkin’ to Ken last week. He said after I finish school that if I wanted to work for Peyton’s wife’s legal firm in their IT department, I probably could. Maybe even move out here. Or one of the other cities where they have offices.”

That surprised her. “Leave Tampa?”

He shrugged. “Maybe.” He looked around again. “I know I put you all through shit when I was in high school. This place feels like a damn fairy tale. I saw on Facebook last week, one of the cousins of one of those guys I ran with? She posted she was going to his funeral. He got killed in a drug deal.”

He reached out and touched one of the two chairs pushed in at the small, round dining table, as if to assure himself it was real. “This is miles away from the projects,” he said. “I don’t just mean physically. This feels like they’re all family to us already. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah.”

“Just…seein’ all the mountains, I feel like I’m home. I know that sounds stupid, and maybe it is, but it’s the truth.” He finally met her gaze again, tears brimming in his eyes. “Thank you all for not givin’ up on me. For fightin’ for me.”

She hugged him. “Baby bro, what makes you think we wouldn’t fight for you?”

He wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. “Oh, there’s a card over by the TV there, with the WiFi password and TV channels and stuff on it. I’m goin’ back to my room. I’ve got homework I want to finish so Nami doesn’t bug me about it and I can enjoy this vacation.”

He turned and left. She watched him walk across the property to one of the other guest cottages, where he disappeared inside and closed the front door after him.

Yes, this did feel like a fairy tale. Four siblings with a deadbeat felon of a father, and a mother who died when her youngest was just a baby. Nami had quit college and went to work to raise them, to keep them together and keep them out of the foster care system.

Nami had struggled, fought for them.

Lean years, yes. Lots of them. But lots of love, too. None of them ever doubted how much their eldest sister loved them. Which Malyah knew was more than a lot of people could ever say about their own parents.

Now, it seemed, the Universe was paying their eldest sister’s hard work and sacrifice back a thousandfold. A handsome, loving man, and an insta-family full of love and support.

Malyah wouldn’t even begrudge the fact that Beck was white. Love was love. Anyone who made Nami that deliriously happy, and who seemed to love them all because they were Nami’s siblings, was always welcomed in their family. Especially now that it looked like her older sister’s dream of going back to college would finally come true.

For all of that, and even more, she was happy for Nami.

Maybe, one day she would find her own happiness.

She could only hope.








Chapter Nine






Joaquin waited, listening from his hiding spot behind the guest cottage. A sigh of relief escaped him when he realized the man with the woman was her brother. That meant, logically, she was Malyah. Nami’s youngest sister…

Fuck.

Beck would likely do his level best to skin him alive when he found out about this, but…

Joaquin closed his eyes and deeply inhaled.

Mate.

There wasn’t an ounce of doubt in his mind. If Malyah wasn’t already involved in a serious relationship, then she would be his.

Taking a decided risk, he stepped away from the wall and knocked on the cottage’s back door. Looking through the window set in the doorway, he watched as, a moment later, a beautiful young woman he assumed was Malyah appeared.

A slight scowl appeared on her gorgeous face as she approached the door. Under her denim shorts her rounded thighs disappeared into rolling, curvy hips and a delicious ass that…

Holy…crap. His cock throbbed again, screaming.

Yes, Nami was a beautiful woman.

Malyah…

Just staring at her sucked the breath out of his lungs. She was dark-skinned goddess with gorgeous large, brown eyes and sensual, full lips…

She unlocked the door and opened it. “Can I help you?”

It was all he could do not to shove her inside and kiss her. He knew he had to do this right. He tried to settle his gaze while looking at her everywhere, taking her all in, from her exquisite brown skin to her hair, around which she’d wrapped a vibrant turquoise-colored scarf, pulling it off her face but also hiding how long it was or how she normally styled it.

“Hello, are you Malyah? I’m Joaquin Carlomarles.”

He extended his hand to her without stepping inside, wanting to draw her to him. “We haven’t formally met yet. I work with Dewi and Beck and flew out here with them yesterday morning.”

Recognition dawned as she took his hand. “Oh! I thought Nami mentioned something about that. You just got into town or something?”

His tongue thickened in his mouth as he swallowed back drool. Her scent rolled out the door, coating his nostrils and lungs with every breath. He wanted to kiss her, plunge his tongue into her mouth, and…elsewhere.

“Yes. I flew in from Mexico at the last minute. I’m moving back to the States on reassignment.” Her delicious scent swirled and wrapped around him like velvety lambskin.

“Can I help you with something?” she asked. They still held hands.

He nodded, staring into her brown eyes. “Yes. I’m just curious, you didn’t come with your boyfriend this weekend?”

Her gaze felt locked with his. “I…I’m not serious with anyone. Just dating a guy.”

He brought her hand, which was still clasped in his, up to his mouth and brushed his lips over her knuckles. “Then would you mind taking a short walk with me? This is beautiful land, and I would love the opportunity to show it to you.”




* * * *




If some strange guy had shown up at Malyah’s back door in Tampa and asked her to take a walk in the woods with him…she’d have slammed and locked the door in his face while screaming and running to dial 911.

This man…

There was something about him. Something…different.

The look in his eyes. The hunger.

Like the way Beck looked at Nami.

Her heart skipped a beat as that primal recognition slammed into her brain.

He wasn’t as tall as Beck, maybe just a hair under six feet. A lithe body, his brown eyes held more than a hint of mischief, and his shaggy brown hair would likely feel—

One deliciously handsome eyebrow arched as he awaited her reply.

She gulped and nodded.

No, she didn’t know why she was agreeing to go with him. But this felt right.

Really right.

And she’d swear when he kissed her hand that it felt like he’d reached inside her body, grabbed her clit, and gently strummed it. Her panties had instantly turned into a sodden mess.

He took a step back, not releasing her hand but not holding on, either, and not pulling her with him.

She realized she was gripping his hand. Tightly.

He was making her choose to go with him, not dragging her. Not forcing her.

And she was more than willing to follow.

Pulling the door closed behind her, and unable to tug her gaze from his, she stepped toward him as the most handsome smile she’d ever seen in her life lit his face from within and drove away the cobwebs of worry she’d seen there.

The strumming in her clit turned into a full-on guitar solo that nearly made her whimper out loud.

He turned, his fingers lacing through hers, and he started leading her away from the guest cottages and into the woods.

Malyah willingly, happily, followed.




* * * *




Nami needed a few minutes to relax after the nonstop chatter with her sister and brother-in-law during the drive. She retreated to the guest cottage with Beck, hoping for a short nap.

Or, maybe not a nap, exactly.

But she’d no sooner closed the door behind her that she let out a long, wide yawn. “Sorry, sugar,” she said. “I’d hoped for a little alone time with you.” No matter how much she got of her man, she still wanted more of him.

Lucky for her, he seemed to want more of her, too.

Beck pulled her close. “Let’s lie down for a little while. To nap,” he clarified. “We were up pretty late last night.”

She draped her arms around his neck. “Keeping up pretenses in front of them until next weekend is gonna flat wear me out.” At least when alone at home with Beck she didn’t have to worry about what she said or did.

Or when he did things like bend her over the kitchen counter and fuck her while she was trying to cook them dinner.

“I know it will,” he said. “It’s a very delicate balancing act. I’m used to it. All wolves and humans who are part of the pack for any length of time get used to it. This is a lot of stress coming at you at once. It’s exhausting.”

He led her into the bedroom and kicked off his shoes as he stripped. A moment later, he was pulling the covers back and sliding in under them, holding the sheet for her.

“Just to nap,” he said. “I could use one myself.”

Nami pulled her dress off and climbed into bed with him, snuggling against him. “I still can’t believe you picked me over Dewi,” she said.

He made her roll onto her back and look into his eyes. “Again, what part of ‘mating bond’ do you not understand? She and I didn’t have one. We were attracted to each other, yes. And in our way, we love each other. We always will. But it’s not what I feel for you, or what she feels for Ken. Nothing even close.”

“So you don’t find me attractive just because?”

“Uh, I find you gorgeous because you are the perfect woman for me. You felt it for me, too.” He put on that damned handsome smirk. The one that always melted her. “Face it, babe. You weren’t in the market for a crazy white boy who runs with wolves.”

She lightly slapped his arm. “You aren’t crazy. Much.”

He leaned in and nuzzled noses with her. “You are my mate,” he gently said. “And I love you, and I desire you. The only reason I’m not fucking your beautiful brains out right now is because I can tell you feel as tired as I do. Let’s enjoy this week as much as we can, okay? I know it’s going to be stressful.” He kissed her. “We get the whole week after to ourselves as a honeymoon.”

The four of them were going to stay here, holed up in their respective guest cottages, most likely, for a week after their weddings. Badger would fly home to take care of anything that had cropped up in their absence that Martin couldn’t handle.

Peyton had sworn that, unless there was an emergency, there would be no pack business conducted with them during their honeymoons.

“Does this get any easier?” Nami asked.

“What’s that?”

“Living two lives. A double life. I know we can’t tell everyone about the wolf stuff. But it feels like I’m lying to my family about it.”

“It does get easier. I promise. It doesn’t hurt that Dewi and Badger are Primes. Anytime there’s a slip, they can fix it.”

“That doesn’t hurt their brains or something, does it? My family, I mean?”

He laughed. “No, not at all.”

She cuddled against him. “Why do you hate Joaquin so much? He seems like such a nice guy.” She hadn’t seen him since they returned from Spokane and wondered if he’d be joining them later for dinner.

Beck let out a snort. “He didn’t screw around with your little sister. Maybe if he had, you’d feel differently.”

“Maybe. I thought Badger said Sadie was older than Joaquin?”

“So? Sadie’s my little sister.”

“And they weren’t exclusive, were they?”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“Not really. If she was sleeping around—”

“She caught him in bed with twins.”

“Well, no offense, Beck, but if she was also sleeping around…” She let that die into silence.

Another snort from him. Finally, he said, “I told Peyton I’d try to get along with him,” he muttered. “Joaquin’s a good Enforcer.”

“And I bet if you fessed up, you probably did some stupid stuff in your younger days.”

One more snort. “I might have.”

She snuggled even closer. “I won’t make you tell me right now. But before you go judging that man, remember what he’s been through. He risked his life to make something right. I would hope if it was one of my family members, that he’d be putting the same energy into it.”

He kissed her forehead. “You’re all part of the pack. Of course he would. My objection to him isn’t based upon him not doing his job or not being loyal to the pack. It’s as a big brother who wishes I’d had a chance to put a smackdown on him years ago, and I wasn’t allowed to.”

“Why not?”

He sighed. “Sadie wouldn’t let me.”

She giggled. “Seriously? I thought she was upset at him.”

“She was. I think she was jealous more because she’d thought she had him eating out of her paw and she didn’t. Most guys she dated, they literally followed her around like a puppy. Joaquin didn’t. She used the ‘non-exclusive’ terms she made guys agree to to allow her to keep her options open. Usually guys wouldn’t date around on her for fear of losing her.”

“And Joaquin wouldn’t be manipulated like that?”

“Nope. He was a lot more independent than she gave him credit for. He saw her lie about sleeping with a guy, and he raised her a threesome. I think that’s what pissed Sadie off the most, that she realized her days of playing dating games had come to an end. That someone had finally called her on her bullshit, and she wasn’t used to that. Other guys might have gotten all growly and jealous when she did that, not gone and immediately slept with someone else—elses—out of spite. Joaquin was the first who didn’t play the game by her rules.”

“Then how can you seriously still be upset with him all these years later?”

“I…”

She could see the wheels turning in his brain. Nami was no stranger to sibling stupidity.

“I guess,” Beck finally said, sounding resigned, “that I should let it go. It’s not exactly a matter of honor. Not like he got her knocked up or something and then left her high and dry and didn’t support his pup. Sadie deserved what she got for screwing around and lying about it.”

“Exactly.”

He nuzzled Nami with his nose again, his eyes falling closed. “Let’s nap. I need it.”

“Good idea.” Secretly pleased with herself, Nami settled in for that nap.

She knew she’d need all the extra sleep she could get that week.








Chapter Ten






Malyah had always considered herself very streetwise. It was a necessary survival skill growing up in the projects when she was younger. Inner city girls who didn’t want to end up on the wrong side of a bad situation learned how to keep themselves as safe as possible.

So why she was still following this man—pretty much a stranger—into the woods without anyone else knowing where she was going, or whom with, came as a befuddling and not quite unpleasant mystery to her.

Scared?

Yes, she was, but the good kind of scared. The kind you knew you wanted, like before going into one of those stupid Halloween haunted house attractions.

Only…better.

Much better.

It felt like the woods had come alive around them, the sunlight brighter, clearer. Like her life had previously been viewed through a grey, gauzy filter that, somehow, this man had stripped bare to reveal all the clear, unmuted colors, sights, sounds, scents.

He glanced at her, a playful, sexy smile on his face that sent more waves of pleasant throbbings through her. Throbbings that started in her clit and rapidly expanded outward from there.

No one had ever done anything like this to her before. No one had ever had this kind of effect on her.

She didn’t understand it, but she knew she didn’t want to question it. She only wanted to follow her heart, to follow this man and the way something about him called to her soul.

As he led her through the woods, she realized she couldn’t hear a hint of traffic, of other people, nothing but insects, and birds, and the breeze rushing through the tops of the pine trees, until they emerged in a small clearing beside a rocky outcropping that overlooked a valley.

He walked her close to the edge but not dangerously so. “I love this place,” he said. “Growing up, after school I would come out here, sit, and stare. The breeze always washes over this point, even on the hottest summer days.”

“It’s beautiful.” Somehow, he was now standing behind her, his arms comfortably wrapped around her midsection, their fingers laced together as he rested his chin on her shoulder. She didn’t know when they’d changed positions, but it felt better than right leaning back against him, her body pressed along his. Heat washed through the denim of his jeans into her flesh…

And that probably wasn’t a banana in his pocket that she felt bulging against her ass.

The way his breath brushed against the side of her neck sent shivers through her. No way in hell was she about to move, or ask him to move, either.

This was utter perfection.

Well, almost.

Not understanding why, she tipped her head back so she could look at him again.

“Who are you?” she whispered. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re a big, bad wolf, and you want to eat me up.”

His lopsided smile made her want to smile, too. “Maybe I am a big, bad wolf who wants to eat you up.”

And his accent! Holy smokes, his English was perfect, but that trace of a Spanish accent only served to drive her wild.

“Why me?” She realized their lips were close, closer still. She stretched up to meet him as much as he leaned in toward her.

“Why not you? You’re perfect.”

She instinctively knew if she wanted a kiss, she was going to have to take it. He wasn’t going to finish bridging the distance between their lips until she did.

Closing the narrowing gap, she slipped one arm up, her hand sliding behind his neck, cupping him and holding him in place as she kissed him.

Her world unhinged. It was…

Nothing in her life had ever prepared her for that moment. Hell, if she moved wrong—or maybe that was moved just right—she knew she’d be orgasming simply from the way her panties and shorts were wedged up between her legs from their walk. Her eyes dropped closed, a soft moan escaping her.

“Let it happen.”

At first she thought he’d whispered it.

Then logic finally connected a couple of stray synapses together in her brain and she realized that he was fully occupied kissing her and could not have whispered it.

Her eyes flew open again to find his brown gaze peering into hers. He let her break their kiss but he didn’t move. She had to tip her head away from him and that was something surprisingly damned hard for her to do.

Letting go of him also wasn’t an option. Not yet, anyway. Breaking contact with him…she didn’t have the strength.

Staring up into his gaze for a long, long moment, she realized whatever this was, it was something strong, and weird, and unlike anything she’d ever known before.

And that it was all she wanted.

“What do you want from me?” she eventually managed.

“To spend the rest of my life taking care of you, protecting you, and loving you,” he said.

No melodrama. No bravado.

A simple, softly spoken statement of fact.

“You don’t even know me,” she said.

“I don’t have to know you to love you. You wanted someone to love you the way Beck loves your sister. Well, I don’t understand the Goddess’ sense of humor, but apparently your wish is granted.” He smiled again. “Lucky for me.”

With her heart racing in her chest, her pulse roaring through her ears, it was hard to think, to breathe.

How could he have known her exact thoughts?

She did know she wanted to kiss him again. That she couldn’t get enough of. She pulled his head down, his lips onto hers this time, and thoroughly kissed him. Even better than the first one, her body craving him, wanting him.

Needing him.

They eased down to the ground, onto the cool grass beneath them, still kissing. Now she lay in his arms, cradled against him.

“Please, let it happen.”

This time when she heard his voice in her head she didn’t break their kiss. Instead, she deepened it, her arms around his neck, one leg hooked over and around him, holding him close.

Her body sure as hell wanted him, even if her brain and heart were still trying to understand the gist of whatever this was. Wrapping her mind around it to understand it might be a waste of the hottest sex of her life.

And while the guy she was seeing…well, before this man had walked into her life, she’d liked him okay enough, just not enough to start sleeping with him yet.

No virgin, but she didn’t just fall into bed with guys. She had to really like a guy, really want him, her body responsive to him before she’d take that step with him and make herself vulnerable like that.

It had admittedly been a while since she’d last had sex.

A long while.

Rolling on top of him, she forced herself to sit up, hands pressed flat against his chest. Through his shirt she felt his ripped pecs, his steely muscles.

“You not lookin’ for some one-night stand, are you?” she asked, her body not caring at this point. It was all she could do not to rub herself against the hard bulge pressing against the front of his jeans.

“No,” he said, laying his hands over hers. “I’m looking for a mate for life.”

No man had ever looked at her in this way before.

The way Beck looked at Nami.

The way Ken looked at Dewi.

The way Joaquin was now looking at her.

In the deepest recesses of her lizard brain, some lone watchman tried to flip an alarm switch to slow this down, to make her step back and think things through. But the switch broke off in his hands before he could fully activate it.

She leaned in and kissed him again, enjoying the way he cupped the back of her neck with one hand, the other hooked around her waist. Then he was rolling on top of her, hands working at her shorts and her helping him. He pulled them and her panties down and off her before he plunged face-first into her pussy as she stripped off her shirt and bra.

With her fingers tightly fisted in his hair, she let out a gasping moan as his lips immediately latched on to her clit, his tongue flicking it and making her come in seconds.

Holy…crap!

She’d never come that hard before, or that quickly.

Then he let out a delicious growly sound, wrapped his arms around her thighs, and settled in for a while. Licking, sucking, teasing, every time she orgasmed and tried to push him away, he’d let out that growl again and hold on even more tightly.

And she’d swear in her mind she kept hearing him mutter, “Mine.”




* * * *




Joaquin found the taste, the scent of his mate intoxicating. Despite the way his cock screamed to be inside her, the way he wanted to bite down and mark his mate as he fucked her for the first time, he couldn’t pull himself away from making her come.

He didn’t know how many orgasms she’d had by the time he finally couldn’t stand it any longer, but it had to be a bunch. Every time she’d come and start trying to push him away, he’d ease up just enough, and just long enough, until she came down from that one and he’d start building her up again.

He sat up, fumbling and finally getting his jeans unfastened and them and his briefs shoved far enough down his hips before lining up his cock and sinking home with a relieved sigh.

Her eyes flew open. Wrapping her legs around him, he leaned in, bracing his hands on either side of her head as he slowly fucked her. So sweet, so tight, so hot and ready for him, he paused at the bottom of one thrust, an agony of self-control.

Scooping her body up against his with one arm, he kissed her, hard, fiercely. “Mine,” he sent to her again through their quickly strengthening mate bond.

Trailing kisses down the right side of her throat, he felt her arms encircle him as he started nibbling, nipping, making her gasp.

He slowly started fucking her again, his lips pressed against the top of her right shoulder.

“Mine,” he whispered aloud this time, just before he pistoned his hips, hard and deep, at the same time he bit down.

She let out a screaming cry, but around his cock her pussy spasmed as she came. Teeth still buried in her flesh, he began fucking her hard and fast.

“That’s right, my mate. You come for me, just like that. You keep coming for me.”

Her nails raked along his back, his shirt keeping her from gouging them into his flesh, and still he held on, still he fucked her, still he bit down, enjoying the taste of her blood mixing with the taste of her juices in his mouth.

“Yes!” she gasped out loud.

“Gonna fuck my mate real good,” he said, struggling to hold back, wanting at least one more out of her. “And for the rest of our lives together, you’re going to know what it’s like to be a well-loved woman.”

The next cry she let out was also accompanied by another wave of her pussy clamping down on his cock.

She wasn’t in her fertile time, he could tell that, and had no worries at all when he took that last, hard, final thrust and howled around the flesh of her shoulder as he came. Only then did he loosen his grip with his mouth, licking and soothing the marks that were already starting to heal. He rolled onto his side, taking her with him, tucked against his body as she started to cry.

“What…what just happened to me?”

He heard that in his mind, and it made him chuckle as he kissed her forehead. “What happened, my love,” he spoke aloud, “is that I just claimed you as my mate.”

Startled, she looked up at him, eyes even wider now. “You…I didn’t say that out loud. I only thought it.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “No, you did not say it out loud. You didn’t have to.”

The kiss apparently distracted her from her tears. It helped boost his interest, too, because inside her, his cock began to harden.

This time, he rolled onto his back, holding her hands and urging her to sit up on him. As she stared down at him, fear and pleasure and passion and wonder all mixed into her beautiful expression, he forced all other thoughts out of his brain.

“What are you?” she whispered.

“I’m yours,” he said. “Forever.”

“I…” She stopped rocking her hips against his, but he noticed she didn’t move from where she was still impaled by his cock. “Wait! We didn’t use condoms!”

He brought her right hand up to his mouth, turning it so he could feather kisses inside her wrist. “We don’t need them. I’m clean, I know you’re clean from the way you smell, and unless I’m mistaken, you’re also on the pill. Plus it’s not your fertile time of the month.”

Her gaze widened even more.

He grinned. “Fuck the next one out of me, my beautiful mate. We will talk shortly.” He let go of her left hand and reached between their bodies to find her clit.

Her eyes dropped closed and she let out a soft moan as she started rocking back and forth. Within seconds, she was bouncing up and down on him, coming again.

Waiting until he knew she’d finished, he grabbed her hips and thrust up into her, soon adding a second load to her delicious body.

Going limp, she collapsed on top of him as he held her.

“What’s happening?” she whispered. “Who are you? Why do I feel like this? This is crazy. I don’t just sleep with a guy I only met a few minutes ago!”

He rolled them onto their sides. “I have to show you,” he said.

Malyah stroked his cheek as she stared into his eyes. “I can’t believe… I don’t even know you and… It’s like something came over me that I can’t control.”

He turned his head, planting a kiss on her palm. “Something did, and you couldn’t. You are my mate and you felt it, too.”

He didn’t want to pull away from her, but he untangled himself, kicked off his shoes and socks, removed his jeans and briefs, and then his shirt.

Standing there, naked, he stared down at her. “Don’t scream.”

“What?”

He shifted.




* * * *




One moment, Joaquin stood there in front of her. The next, a huge brown and black wolf with Joaquin’s brown eyes stood there, staring at her.

The scream died in her throat, cut off to a terrified squeak as her brain tried to process the impossible.

And still, she heard his voice.

“We are wolf shifters. Dewi, Beck, Badger. Martin. Peyton and Trent. Gillian and Asia. The reason Beck looks at Nami with such hunger is because she is his mate. The way you are now mine.”

He shifted back into Joaquin. “We are called the Targhee pack. This land is our pack compound. Your brother and other sister, and brother-in-law, they don’t know any of this. Nami knows because Beck is a wolf, too.”

She felt like her brain had exploded. Unable to process everything flooding into her mind, emotions and thoughts and even memories she had no idea where they had come from…

“You’re apparently regaining memories they’d changed for you. When your father tried to come back into your life? Dewi and the others, they helped. Your father and his friends actually abducted you. Dewi, Beck, and Martin rescued you. Dewi is a Prime and helped change your memories of the events. That’s a whole ’nother conversation we’ll have to have, about things like that.”

For the absolute first time in her life, Malyah had no idea what to say. She didn’t think she could speak.

She was too busy trying to remember how to breathe.

Those were exactly some of the memories now in her head. Some of the dreams she’d had—nightmares, really—for weeks.

She’d thought they were just nightmares.

“Am…am I going crazy?”

“No. Maybe it’s from us mating, and me being an Alpha. Normally, the memories Dewi blocked would have stayed blocked.”

He walked over and squatted next to her. Between trying to breathe, and trying to keep her eyes off his gorgeous, naked body, she just sat there in shock.

Joaquin reached in and took her hand in his, pressing it to his cheek. “I know this is hard to believe. Every human mate who finds out about shifters like this goes through shock. Badger told me both Ken and Nami had an adjustment period as well. Ken actually fainted.”

She blinked. Between that and breathing, it was all she could manage.

“Do you want to see me do it again?” he asked.

She thought she slowly nodded.

He smiled and released her hand. Then he stood, backed away, and did…it…again.

The wolf stood there, staring at her.

Slowly, she leaned forward, staring at it. Reaching down to her inner thigh, she pinched herself, hard, making herself wince.

The wolf made a chuffing noise that reminded her of laughter.

“You are not dreaming,” she heard Joaquin’s voice speak in her head. “And yes, it’s the mating bond. When we’re close like this, we can hear each other’s thoughts.”

“Oh…my…god…”

He changed back to Joaquin. “We do, however, have one slight problem,” he said.

“What?”

He gave her that playful half-smirk again. “As much as I want to spend the rest of the night doing nothing but making love to you, we need to hide this from Beck and your sister for a few days. Hopefully until after their wedding. I don’t want to interrupt things.”

“Why?”

“I am not Beck’s favorite person. And I need to formally present you as my mate to Peyton. He’s our pack Alpha.”

“How…how is this possible? Any of this?”

“It’s just what we are.”

“But…” She swallowed. “How can I feel this about you? And how…how did you do that? The turning into a wolf stuff?”

“The whole immediate sexual desire thing is a little easier to believe when compared to the wolf shifter news, isn’t it?” He grinned, and she realized that handsome, playful expression would be her undoing. She loved it.

It shocked her to realize she loved him.

She found herself nodding. This was the kind of stuff that happened in romance novels and movies. Not…not in real farking life!

“We need to get you back to your cottage and take a shower. If we don’t, every wolf in the room at dinner tonight will know exactly what we’ve been doing.” He held a hand out to her.

It took her a moment to find the strength to reach out and take it. He effortlessly pulled her to her feet, as if she weighed nothing.

Another thing that made her heart flutter in a wild and good way.

A way she didn’t want to stop anytime soon.








Chapter Eleven






Malyah was glad Joaquin knew his way around, because she couldn’t have gotten them back to the guest cottage if her life had depended on it. She’d blindly followed Joaquin into the woods and belatedly realized it was a good thing he’d led her out there for the reason he had, and not a nefarious one.

Well, she didn’t consider it a nefarious reason in retrospect.

Beck and her sister might have other ideas, though.

“Hey, you weren’t kidding when you said you were a big, bad wolf, were you?” she asked.

“No.” That smile again, playful.

Wolfish.

“You are the one who called me a wolf first, if you’ll recall,” he reminded her.

“What happens now?” she quietly asked.

He stopped and turned to her. “We do our best to play things cool around the others until the wedding. Then I’ll talk to Peyton and find out if he will assign me to Tampa.”

The thought of him not being in Tampa ripped at her. “And if he doesn’t?”

He shrugged. “Then I turn in my resignation and move to Tampa anyway. Unless there’s somewhere else you’d rather live.” He cradled her face in his hands, his sexy brown gaze intent on her. “You’re my mate. You and I…I won’t let anyone separate us.”

Relief fluttered through her, and it was only then she realized how scared she’d been that maybe they couldn’t be together in the long-run. That maybe this trippy whatever it was had been a one-time thing.

And that it had scared her so much…well, that scared her, too.

Holy crap, I’m a hot mess.

“What is our future together?” she quietly asked.

He took her hands in his and dropped to one knee. “I’m sorry I don’t have a ring to give you yet, but will you marry me?” The wolfish smile reappeared. “Not that I need a piece of paper to spend the rest of my life with you, but I want all of you.”

She realized she was nodding, making his smile widen.

“Is that a yes?” he asked.

“Yes.” She couldn’t have said no if she’d wanted to.

And she most definitely did not want to say no to him.

“Am I dreaming?” she asked, simultaneously afraid it was and wishing that was all this was.

“No,” he said, smoothly standing, pressing her hands against his chest, the feel of his heart beating through his shirt seeming to echo her own pulse. “Not a dream. A fantasy come true, on my part.” He kissed her and the world came to life around her once more.

She felt more vibrant, more alive than ever before.

“I don’t know if I can fake my way through dinner pretending this didn’t happen,” she said.

“We’ll figure it out. We’ll do our best. After dinner, I’ll come back to your cottage and spend the night with you.”

“Okay.” Another fear allayed.

Spending the night alone in a strange bed after having just had this happen…that wasn’t something she wanted to do.

“I don’t want to spend the night alone, either,” he whispered. “I can’t. I won’t.”

He enveloped her in his arms again as peace settled over her. Like her world had finally snapped into place with him, and she hadn’t even recognized it was off-kilter to start with.

She decided to test the mental thing again. “Wow.”

“Wow, exactly,” he said with a playful chuckle.




* * * *




There was still close to an hour until dinner. Joaquin wasn’t exactly sure how he’d manage to keep his hands off Malyah during dinner, or how he would manage to hide the fact that Malyah was now his mate from a room full of wolves.

The answer presented itself as they drew closer to the guest cottages. In Asia’s backyard next door to Peyton’s lay her considerable garden. She loved fresh herbs, and had several large rosemary bushes growing around the periphery. He snapped off a few branches from a couple of the bushes and brought them back to Malyah.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Rosemary. I can’t hide my scent,” he said. “Not from them. This might help disguise the fact that you’re mine. It’ll prove enough of a distraction that, with everything else going on, maybe they’ll miss the connection. When I’m introduced to you at dinner, give me a hug. That will hopefully explain our scents on each other, as long as no one thinks too hard on the matter.”

She fingered one of the branches. “What do I say if anyone asks about the rosemary?”

He came up with a blank. “Hopefully, they won’t ask. Say you changed body wash or something. It’s a common herb. Come on.”

They slipped unseen through the cottage’s back door. Inside, they stripped their clothes and climbed into the shower together. Unfortunately, when they got into the shower, Joaquin knew he couldn’t contain himself.

Fortunately, she didn’t want him to. She reached down and wrapped her fingers around his already stiff cock. When he met her gaze, she smiled up at him.

“My, what a big cock you have,” she said.

“All the better to fuck you with, my dear.” Yes, it was one of the cheesiest pickup lines known to wolf shifters.

He didn’t care. Coming from her lips, it sounded like beautiful poetry.

He crushed his lips onto hers, his cock throbbing even more over the plaintive whines escaping her.

She wanted him as much as he wanted her.

He feathered his lips across her jaw, down her throat, over to her shoulder to the already healed mating mark he’d left there. When he flicked his tongue over it, she gasped in pleasure.

Wrapping his arms around her, he kept licking and kissing the mark, keeping her upright in his arms as her hand fell still on his cock. She moaned, gasped, shivered.

She wanted him.

When he started to turn her under the spray, she stopped him. “Don’t get my hair wet,” she scolded. “I won’t have time to fix it before dinner. I should have grabbed a shower cap before we got in here.”

“I don’t care what your hair looks like,” he said. “You’re beautiful.”

“Yeah, well, I do, and I spent a couple of hours and over a hundred bucks at the stylist yesterday afternoon.”

“You’ve got a scarf tied around it now.”

“Only because I didn’t have time to take it off before someone dragged me into the woods and boinked my brains right out of my head. Thank god I had it on to keep leaves and stuff out of my hair.”

His cock twitched. His spirited mate had a steely spine.

He loved it, and her.

He turned so he stood under the spray and kissed her, melting her again. She finally had to let go of his cock when he dipped his knees, caught the backs of her thighs with his hands, and lifted her, impaling her on his cock.

She moaned, her head tipping back and her arms holding on to him as he held on to her and started fucking her. Nibbling at the hollow of her throat, he barely held back his howl of satisfaction to have his cock buried inside her again.

“That’s it, my beautiful mate. No man has ever fucked you as well as I will.”

Her first orgasm shattered her, Joaquin swallowing her loud moans with his mouth as he continued fucking her.

“Imagine all the times I’m going to fuck you, just like this. Maybe every morning I’ll start our day reminding you what perfection is.”

He let out a pleased growl when her fingernails dug into his flesh as another orgasm rippled through her, her pussy throbbing around his cock.

Only after he’d fucked a third climax out of her did he finally give in and allow his own orgasm to explode, their kiss muffing his own loud, satisfied groan as he filled her. He stood there like that with her for several long, silent minutes, kissing her, her back pressed against the shower wall, her fingers now stroking his shoulders.

He touched his forehead to hers. “I love you, Malyah. Forever, my sweet, beautiful mate.”

Her hands tangled in his hair. “I love you, too. I don’t understand this. It scares me. But I love you.”




* * * *




Joaquin let her finish her shower first and managed to not wrap his arms around her and fuck her while he stared at her gorgeous, plump ass as she bent over to dry her legs.

“So what do I do with these?” she asked, holding up the rosemary branches.

“Rub it all over you while your skin’s still a little damp. Head to toe.”

“I’m not messing up my hair.” She wiped steam from the mirror and pulled the scarf off, examining her hair. “If you messed up my hair out there in the woods—”

He laughed, and it was all he could do not to walk over and hug her, which would have completely defeated the purpose. “The rosemary,” he said. “Roll the branches back and forth between your palms to release the scent, and then rub your hands all over yourself. Everywhere. Even before you put on deodorant. And speaking of, use a generous amount of that, too.”

“Hey!”

“To help mask your scent and mine, not because you smell bad.” He blew her a kiss and that seemed to mollify her.

He grabbed his clothes from where they’d ended up on the floor in a pile with hers and started dressing.

She finally rolled the rosemary between her palms, and the pungent, almost minty aroma of the herb filled the bathroom.

He let out a sneeze. “Sorry.”

She frowned. “I won’t be making everyone sneeze at dinner, will I?”

“No. It’ll have faded some by then. And rub more on your clothes after you get dressed.”

“What about you?”

“I have to run, literally, back to Jack and Moraine’s and grab another shower and get dressed in clean clothes. I’ll have the faint scent of you on me from my clothes otherwise.”

Shock filled her expression. “Dress!” She dropped the rosemary branch and bolted, naked, from the bathroom.

He followed her into the bedroom where she ripped open a large suitcase and pulled out a garment bag. She unzipped it, heaving a sigh of relief when the dress shook out, apparently none the worse for the trip.

“Nami would have killed me if I’d let it get wrinkled.” He gave her a wide berth as she carried it over to the closet to hang it up.

“Uh, uh-oh,” he said, staring at it.

“What?” She turned, the dress still in her hands.

“Is that a strapless dress?”

“Yes. It’s my bridesmaid dress for both Dewi and Nami’s weddings. Why? What’s wrong?”

Shit.

He crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned against the wall. “Well, it’ll show your mating mark off nicely.”

“Huh?” She got the dress hung up and then closed the door, exposing the full-length mirror there. She turned and looked at her shoulder.

“Oh, my god!” She turned to him. “What does that mean?”

“It means I hope you weren’t planning on wearing a tank top to dinner.” He sank onto the bed. Keeping this development concealed until after the weddings on Saturday had been a long-shot, and he knew it. As soon as Dewi or any of the other wolves spotted the pinkish mark, clearly visible against Malyah’s gorgeous dark brown skin, the ruse would be exposed.

She started to walk over to him. Despite how delicious she looked naked he held up a staying hand. “Don’t. Not before dinner. You’ll have to take another shower if you do,” he said.

Despite that, his cock throbbed in his jeans, wanting inside her.

Luscious breasts tipped by dark, dusky nipples, the perfect size for him to cup in his hands and—

He swallowed hard. “I really need to get out of here before someone finds me here,” he said, forcing himself to stand. “Or before I bend you over and fuck you again. Go over your body with the rosemary. Use lots of deodorant. Put it all over yourself. Then get dressed and do your clothes with the rosemary as well. Don’t forget to brush your teeth. And if you brought any perfume or body spray or something like that with you, use that, too.”

She stepped forward, almost looking hurt. “Can’t I even get a good-bye kiss?”

He wanted to pull her into his arms and fuck her mouth with his tongue.

Instead, he kissed the tip of his index finger and touched it to her lips. Before he could pull away, she sucked his finger into her mouth and swirled her tongue around it before letting him loose. All the while, her gaze remained fixed on his.

Hell, he didn’t want to get loose, but unless he wanted Beck busting in there and killing him, he knew he needed to go.

His cock didn’t like that idea, either, because now it realized how good that sweet, hot mouth of hers would feel wrapped around it, her tongue swirling around the head.

“Tonight,” he hoarsely said. “I’ll leave dinner as soon as I can, go to Jack and Moraine’s, and then sneak back here. I’ll tell them I’m going out for an all-night run.”

“How do we handle brunch tomorrow?” Malyah said. “Nami told me all us women are going into town.”

He mentally swore. “Same as we are tonight. It’s all we can do. I’ll bring you more rosemary in the morning and I’ll steer clear of the others as much as I can. Wear the same shirt tomorrow morning as you’re going to wear to dinner tonight. That’ll explain my scent a little bit.”

They both started at a knock on the cottage’s front door.

“Malyah? You hang that dress up like I told you?”

“Shit!” Malyah whispered. “That’s Nami. Go!”

He bolted out the back door, legs pumping, stifling the urge to shift and run like that. For starters, he didn’t have a backpack or something to carry his clothes.

Now wouldn’t be the worst time to run into a skunk.




* * * *




From her suitcase, Malyah grabbed an oversized T-shirt she used as a nightgown and pulled it on before hurrying to let Nami in the front door.

Her older sister stepped inside. “What were you doin’?”

“I had a nap and a shower,” she fibbed. “Yes, the dress is hung up and safe and sound, sis.”

“Oh. Okay.” Nami’s nose wrinkled. “What’s that smell?”

“Why?” Her pulse raced. “What?”

“Smells like an herb. Smells good, though.”

“Rosemary.” Malyah didn’t let go of the door, holding it open. “Anything else?”

“Why? You in a hurry to get rid of me?”

“I would like to get dressed, put on my makeup, and fix my hair before dinner. I just got out of the shower and I want to make sure my hair looks good when I meet everyone else. I didn’t mean to sleep so long.”

Nami kept her hair trimmed short and natural despite Malyah and Lu’ana spending years trying to get her to do something different with it. The one time they’d finally convinced her to grow it out, she’d hated it and trimmed it short again, not liking the time or money it took to keep it up.

Now that Nami didn’t have to drive a bus for a living, and didn’t have to worry about money, maybe they could finally talk her into trying again. Or to at least go for longer, natural curls that would be gorgeous on her and take years off her looks. Perhaps they could talk Beck into sweet-talking their stubborn older sis into trying something new. If anyone could, he could.

“You girls and your hair,” Nami finally joked, and then Malyah relaxed.

Nami turned to go.

“Hey, sis? You lose a little weight?”

Nami stopped in her tracks. “Why?”

“Those slacks look looser on you than they did when you bought them.” And Malyah would know, because she’d been the one to convince Nami to buy them, and had been with her when she tried them on.

Nami looked down. “I don’t know. I don’t step on a scale anymore, you know that.” She smiled. “Beck loves me just the way I am.”

Not exactly obese, their sister was well-rounded in the right areas. Unfortunately, years spent sitting and driving a county bus hadn’t helped Nami keep the extra pounds off around her midsection. Malyah and Lu’ana were busty with booties to match, but had kept their midsection creep at bay so far.

Speaking of booties… Oooh, maybe Joaquin and I—

Focus!

She felt herself blush, her cheeks heating. The last thing she needed was for Nami to think she was hiding something.

It was all she could do to keep herself from reaching up and rubbing at the mating mark on her right shoulder, hidden by her T-shirt. Nami might not be a wolf, but she was damned perceptive.

Especially when it came to her younger siblings.

“Don’t be late to dinner,” Nami warned, wagging a finger at her as she once again turned to go. “I think you’ll really like the rest of Dewi’s family. Everyone’s been very nice.”

“Yeah.” Malyah realized as she said it that it had come out with a little too much pleasure.

Nami stopped and turned again.

Oh, crap.

Nami’s gaze narrowed. “Girl, what is up with you?”

“I’m just really tired and the time change has me messed up,” she said. And it wasn’t a lie. Her walk and romp with Joaquin had worn her out, on top of everything else. “I can’t wait to get to bed tonight.”

Again, not even a lie.

Just not exactly what Nami would think she meant, either.

Nami’s tone gentled. “You could have brought Steve with you,” she said. “We could still buy him a ticket and fly him out here, if you want.”

Malyah shook her head. “No, I’m good, sis. Really.” She had to struggle against the nervous laugh that wanted to bark free. “I don’t even know if we’ll ever get serious. We ain’t even slept together yet.”

Thank goodness.

Malyah would have been feeling really guilty right about now if that’d been the case.

And if Nami did fly the man out here, she suspected Joaquin would rip him a new one.

That thought filled her with sexy heat, that she knew for certain her man would absolutely fight for her.

Which compounded the heat coursing through her, to think of Joaquin as her man.

“I thought you were serious about him?” Nami asked.

“No. Never said I was.” And that was the truth. “You and Lu’ana really like him and have been pushing me to get more serious with him.” Malyah shrugged. “He’s okay. He’s a nice guy.”

“I still think you should give him a chance.” She turned and headed out, again. “See you at dinner.”

“See you.”

Malyah closed the cottage door and leaned against it, her pulse racing, relief filling her.

Whew!

If she’d been that rattled dealing with Nami now, alone, how was she supposed to get through dinner with her and…

Holy. Shit.

Without Joaquin right in front of her, without anyone in front of her, she had time to reflect on the seismic shift her life had just taken. She slid down the door, sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees as she burst into quiet tears.

Insanity. This must be what insanity feels like, because how can I be in love with a guy I literally do not know, and believe he and my soon-to-be brother-in-law and his friends and family can turn into fricking wolves?

Still, her heart couldn’t lie. Thinking about Joaquin again made her want to run out the back door and try to find him.

Dragging herself up off the floor, she went into the bathroom and picked up her clothes, shoving her nose into her shirt.

Yes, there was the scent of him, faint but unmistakable. And if she was to smell her panties…

Okay, I need help.

No, what she needed was Joaquin.

Then she remembered his admonishment to her.

Crap.

She dropped her dirty clothes back onto the floor, washed her face and hands with soap and water, and then used the rosemary again. Forcing herself back into the bedroom and away from the lingering aroma of him, she dug clean clothes out of her suitcase for dinner and got dressed. She used more of the rosemary and then went to unpack the rest of her clothes, fix her hair, and put on makeup.

She still had plenty of time to kill.

She tried setting up her laptop and catching up on Facebook, but even that couldn’t distract her. She found herself wanting to go back into the bathroom to sniff her dirty clothes.

This is stupid.

But even though the guest cottage had a small over-under washer and dryer unit, she couldn’t bring herself to wash her clothes and thus eliminate her problem.

Her whole body ached, and not just in the post-great-sex kind of way, either.

It ached at a cellular level, at soul level, wanting Joaquin back in her arms.

I. Just. Met. Him.

It didn’t matter. Logic had sailed out the window.

And she damn well knew it.

Then again, the fuzzy parts of her mind, dreams and nightmares and hazy things she’d learned to not think about, were suddenly clear again. Like the fact that Nami and Beck barely knew each other before they’d announced their engagement, even though for some reason Malyah thought they’d told all of them they’d been dating for a while. And, at the time, she’d even…believed it.

But not now.

Snippets of a scene of being abducted from her apartment, taken to a filthy crackhouse, being tied up.

Being rescued, by Dewi and Beck and others.

Things that she thought were flashes of nightmares were suddenly solidifying in her mind.

Dewi and Beck and Martin and Ken rescuing her. Specifically, Dewi coming in and freeing her. Cold-cocking the guy who’d been in the room with her and who kept feeling her up while she’d been tied to the chair. Then, memories of Dewi talking to her before everything went fuzzy again…

She closed her eyes, fists tightly clenched, fingernails digging into her palms.

These were all things she’d have to deal with later when she didn’t feel two seconds away from a mental breakdown. Right now, she needed to get her emotions under control.

And then figure out how to try to fake her way through dinner without giving things away in the process.








Chapter Twelve






Joaquin blew through Jack and Moraine’s front door almost at a full run, barely pausing to call out a greeting to them as he ran for the guest room. He had an en suite bath, fortunately, and immediately stripped and got the water going.

Moraine knocked on his bedroom door. “Peyton called. He said we’re all invited over to dinner tonight. I’m guessing you’ll ride with us?”

Relief. “Yes, thanks,” he said.

“You all right?”

“Just took a little too much time walking around the woods, more than I meant to,” he called back. “I’ll be ready in a few.”

Technically the truth. He had taken more time walking around than he’d planned.

He just didn’t say why.

He buried his clothes in the hamper with his other dirty clothes and resisted the urge to sniff them and smell her scent on them. Then he jumped into the shower and thoroughly scrubbed himself from head to toe, including shampooing his hair twice. When he finished and dried off, he used way more deodorant than he usually did.

He didn’t know if he could pull this ruse off, but with the focus on Dewi and Beck and their weddings, as well as pack business, maybe he and Malyah could slide under the radar for a few days, at least.

When he was ready he emerged from his room and met up with Jack and Moraine in their living room.

Jack, an Alpha, cocked his head. “What’s up with you?”

Shit. “Just really tired and stressed out,” Joaquin said.

Again, not a lie. He’d hoped to spend at least one day doing nothing but finding himself a quiet spot in the sun somewhere well away from everyone and curling his wolf self up and going to sleep for about twelve hours straight.

Not happening now. Not with Malyah as his mate.

If he curled up somewhere for twelve hours straight, it would be with her in his arms.

And they probably wouldn’t be sleeping.

Correction, they definitely wouldn’t be sleeping.

Every cell in Joaquin’s body cried out to rejoin her. He couldn’t imagine the hell Beck went through trying to locate Nami after letting her get away the first time. Badger had told him that story during their flight from Florida. That and other stories, catching him up fully with the latest events.

Beck’s a better wolf than I am.

Hell, he couldn’t even wait to claim Malyah despite the circumstances dictating it would be better to wait.

It’ll serve me right if Beck and Dewi clean my clock over this.

“Well, you’ve been through a lot,” Moraine said. “You’ve earned a break. When was the last time you had any time off?”

“I don’t know.” He usually didn’t take time off. He was an Enforcer. Between himself and Ramirez, they had a lot of territory to cover. He was usually on the move. Anytime he got to lie down and sleep a full night without having to answer his phone—although up until now very minor shit, in retrospect—was like a mini-vacation.

Taking whole days off, much less several in a row, wasn’t something he’d done. Yes, he could have requested someone cover for him while he took time off. Dewi herself had told him that. It was standard practice.

He didn’t like to do that.

He felt guilty enough he hadn’t been able to save Felicia Escobar’s life.

Fifteen fucking years old, and to die like that when she’d been guilty of doing nothing more than walking home.

Just because some fucking animal wanted to rape her and discard her like garbage.

Worse than an animal, because most animals didn’t rape and kill for fun.

He’d never get that image of her out of his mind, of how he’d found her.

Of the sounds of her mother’s wails when he’d brought her body home to them. The anguished sobs of her father and siblings.

Of him feeling like he’d completely failed the people he was sworn to protect, no matter how irrational that feeling was, or how he’d been cleared of any responsibility for the events by Dewi and Peyton.

It didn’t matter.

Someone had died on his watch. One of his people.

Yes, he’d plunged in to track the fucker down. In retrospect, he should have waited to take blood in private. But his rage and desire to finish it then, to cause the bastard’s family the kind of agony that Felicia’s family had endured, had overpowered him.

He couldn’t fix it, but he wanted to make it as right as he could. Blood for blood.

Death for death.

No, it didn’t bring back the vibrant fifteen-year-old who’d smiled at him from pictures in the family’s living room.

But it had brought a small measure of satisfaction to his own soul. That the fucker wouldn’t be able to do it to any other girls.

“You did the best you could,” Moraine said. “I talked to Gillian a little while ago. Once the Muster is over, they’re going to have you stay there until they can get a new identity set up for you. No one blames you for what happened.”

“You’re wrong there,” Joaquin said. “I blame myself.”




* * * *




At least Joaquin had a good excuse for not talking during the drive over to Peyton’s. Jack and Moraine simply assumed he was in a funk over what had happened in Mexico.

Joaquin was actually running through countless scenarios, at lightning speed, of how to deal with tonight, with anything that might occur.

Including the worst-case scenario that he’d have to fess up in front of everyone and formally present Malyah to Peyton as his mate.

He didn’t want to do it like that. He wanted to be able to get with Peyton in private and do it that way. Quietly.

Without Beck wanting to rip his head off and shit down his neck in the process.

He also didn’t want to look like he was trying to upstage Beck and Dewi and their weddings, either.

On top of everything else, that was the last perception he wanted floating around. And Sadie would no doubt be here at some point this weekend. He wanted to avoid her as much as possible. That was water so far under the bridge it wasn’t even visible any longer, but it wouldn’t do any good to go rocking the boat, either.

Wow, I’m just full of fraking metaphors today.

As they approached Peyton’s house, Joaquin’s pulse raced, eager to see Malyah again. Hell, he was practically drooling.

Cool. Calm. Stay focused.

They could get through a couple of hours. He’d say he wanted to go for a run that night, alone, to clear his head. That would be the perfect excuse to cover his absence.

Then he could sneak into Malyah’s cottage, spend the night with her, and clear out before daybreak. That would give her time to get cleaned up before they went out for their brunch, and give him the cover to get back to Jack and Moraine’s.

And then he’d make himself scarce for the day. No use tempting fate.

When Jack parked in Peyton’s yard, it was all Joaquin could do not to scramble out and race into the house. Taking a deep breath and hanging back, he played it cool, slowly following Jack and Moraine as they walked up to the front door and rang the bell.

From inside, Gillian called out to them. “Come on in.”

As they entered, Joaquin’s gaze immediately swept the room, his nose twitching for any hint of his mate.

This will be more difficult than I thought.

No sign of her yet, he forced himself not to make a beeline through the house, out the back door, and to her guest cottage.

Instead, he took Gillian up on her offer for them to make themselves at home and to fix themselves drinks, if they wanted. Peyton was still in the shower because he’d gotten delayed on a pack business call, and the others were due any minute.

Joaquin made himself a bourbon on the rocks and sipped it. Normally he wasn’t a big drinker, but tonight he needed something to steady his nerves.

I don’t know her…I don’t know her…I don’t know her…

Had this been a bevy of clueless humans he wouldn’t worry about it.

But a pack of wolves? Three of them Primes, and several more of them Alphas?

That would be tricky.

Asia and Trent entered without knocking, both of them carrying casserole dishes they took into the dining room before returning to greet everyone. Joaquin downed another nervous sip of his drink. Hopefully, people would attribute his nerves to his close proximity to Beck, not because of anything else.

At least that was one good thing about everyone in the pack knowing everyone else’s business. A ready-made excuse, in this case.

Fifteen minutes later, Joaquin knew it the second he heard the back door open.

Malyah.

He felt it, a visceral rush through his veins and straight to his cock. By sheer force of will, he stayed planted right where he was, didn’t move, didn’t react, pretended to hear every word Asia and Trent were saying to Jack and Moraine.

Then he picked up the sound of Malyah’s voice and it nearly blasted away every ounce of will he had.

He also heard other voices, Dewi and Ken, Nami and Beck, Malyah’s brother, and two others he suspected were the other sister and brother-in-law.

And Badger.

Fuck.

Dewi appeared slightly distracted. Badger, however, was more like a bloodhound instead of a wolf. If the man suspected something was off, he wasn’t likely to let it drop until he was satisfied.

Joaquin timed it so he was standing with Trent and Peyton and staring at a wall of old family pictures of Dewi’s parents, his back to the doorway, when the others walked into the room.

When he turned, however, he couldn’t help the way his gaze immediately locked with Malyah’s. And he knew her pulse thudded the way his was.

He could hear it.

Hell, he was surprised no one else could.

Blinking, he forced himself to focus on Lu’ana and Reggie, who held little Bebe in his arms. Dewi introduced them to Jack and Moraine first, because they stood closer.

Lucky for Joaquin, Lu’ana was a hugger. He forced himself not to look Beck’s way, who’d come up behind the rest of them, as Lu’ana pulled him in for a hug after Reggie had reached out and shook with his free hand, his other arm holding Bebe on his hip.

So Joaquin opted to be a hugger, too, hugging Da’von, and then holding his breath as he hugged Malyah and forced himself to let her go after a reasonably short interval.

Very hard to do when, through their mate bond, he could hear her sigh of relief to be in his arms again.

And he forced himself not to make eye contact with her. If he did, he’d want to drape his arm around her shoulders, pull her close, and spill the beans right then just to not be separated from her.

Through a cruel irony, Gillian seated Joaquin between Malyah and Badger at dinner. They were no sooner seated than Malyah had slipped her foot out of her sandal and hooked it around his ankle.

No, he couldn’t bear to pull away, either.

Somehow, he managed to keep up a reasonable facsimile of a conversation during dinner. Well aware they had clueless humans present—of whom Malyah was supposed to be one—he apologized in advance if he seemed out of it and blamed it on a long and tiring trip back from Mexico.

Not quite a lie, either. Not totally.

He finally found an opportunity to excuse himself after dessert was served, telling Jack and Moraine that he’d walk home and to not wait up for him. Clearly meant to be code for an all-night run to the wolves in attendance.

After bidding everyone goodnight, he headed out the back door and had intended to jog across the yard when he heard the kitchen door almost immediately open again and a throat clear behind him.

Badger.

The sound pulled him up short as he mentally swore.

He turned. “Yes?”

The man stood there, his one blue eye glaring in the moonlight, his thick arms crossed over his chest. “Yer in a right hurry to leave.”

Joaquin took a calculated risk. He walked back to Badger and dropped his voice. “I need to clear my head,” he said. “I need a run.”

Badger stared at him. So far, he didn’t feel the wolf using his Prime power on him.

“I don’t want to stress Beck out,” Joaquin added. “And I’m…It was bad in Mexico, okay? It’s finally all hitting me, now that I have time to process it.”

That was the truth. He felt a little bad about dredging that up, but it wasn’t a lie. He felt like shit over what had happened.

Badger’s expression softened. “No one blames, ye, lad. Ye did what ye could.”

“I blame me.”

That absolutely was the truth.

The old wolf sighed. “Yer a good one, ye are. Know that ye have Peyton, Trent, and Dewi’s respect. And even Beck’s, believe it or not.”

“Well, I want to steer clear of him.”

Badger nodded. “Lunch tomorrow, lad. I’ll pick ye up from Jack and Moraine’s. That’s why I followed ye out. Peyton wants things cleared up between ye and Beck once and fer all.”

Crap. “I’m good. Really.”

“Not optional. It’s Beck he wants to make sure is okay.”

Damn. “Okay. I’ll be ready.”

Badger gave him a curt nod. “Have a good night.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

Malyah had left her back door unlocked for him. He slipped inside and was waiting there for her when she returned twenty minutes later.

She burst through the front door, barely taking time to close and lock it behind her, before she ran into his arms in the darkened living room and planted a kiss on him that made his cock ache and his heart sing.

“God, I didn’t nearly make it through dinner,” she whispered. “All I wanted to do was curl up in your arms.”

He helped her shed her shirt and bra as she started tugging at his clothes, until a few minutes later they were both naked in her bedroom. She shoved him back down onto the bed and climbed between his legs, her fingers encircling the base of his cock.

He propped his head on his arms so he could watch her. She looked up at him as the head of his cock slowly began disappearing between her gorgeous lips, drawing a low moan from him.

“That’s it, baby,” he hoarsely whispered. “Just like that.”

What he wanted to do was fuck her, put her on her hands and knees, take her from behind, and fill her with him, but he could wait to do that. This early in their mating, his cock would probably be raw before he’d not be able to get it up for her.




* * * *




There was something so raw, so hot, so needy in his tone. But the good kind of needy, the kind of tone that told her without a doubt how desperate he was for her and that he would have her or move heaven and earth in his attempts to get her.

She slowly swallowed his shaft, emboldened by his satisfied noises and the fiery hunger in his eyes as he watched her go down on him.

This. That. The hunger.

His hunger for her.

That nearly made her come right there.

He reached down with one hand and stroked her cheek as she worshipped his cock. “When we can finally give up our secret,” he said, “I plan on spending at least a week in bed with you, uninterrupted except to eat, sleep, and have shower sex. I’m going to explore every square inch of your body with my lips and tongue, so I know what you taste like all over. And I’m going to fuck you and fill you, baby. That gorgeous mouth, that sweet pussy, and even your beautiful ass. I’m going to brand you inside and out as mine.”

She let out a soft whine around him.

“That’s right,” he said. “The last and only man you’ll ever have. Just like you’re the last and only woman I’ll ever have. And I swear to you, I’ll keep you happy.”

Nothing had ever felt like this before. As if her whole life she’d been waiting for something.

For him.

With his scent filling her lungs, his taste embedded in her very soul, she licked, sucked, stroked him, until she sensed his body tensing.

“Yes!” he gasped, arching his hips, thrusting as she went deeper and held still, swallowing every drop from him, until he finally started going soft in her mouth.

She rested her cheek against his thigh, reluctant to move and break this spell. He finally reached down and caught her hand, gently tugging her up into his arms, sprawling across his chest.

He kissed her, devouring her, his tongue sweeping against hers. In her ears roared her pulse and his. There in his embrace, she knew no matter what the initial fallout over this, he was her future, her only one, the one she was meant to be with.

Twenty-four hours ago, she would have gotten angry if anyone had told her she’d be feeling like this now, so ready and eager, even, to completely give herself over.

His fingers brushed her cheek again as his brown eyes stared into hers. “All I want to do is make you happy,” he whispered. “Not control you. If you want to work, you can. Or if you want to stay home, I can provide for us. You are my life. I live to make you happy.”

She laced fingers with him, her dark brown skin a beautiful stark contrast to his. “What are your folks gonna say about this?”

He shrugged. “They’ll be fine with it. They’re wolves. They understand. Some wolves never feel a mating bond and settle with someone they fall in love with. And then there are those of us lucky to feel that mating bond. My parents have a bond. They’ll love you because they know I love you.”








Chapter Thirteen






Nami knocked on Malyah’s door a little after eight Sunday morning. It was hard to outgrow the habit of just walking in after knocking like she did when her siblings were kids.

But they were all adults now. Malyah and Da’von were, as Beck and Dewi had predicted, doing well living on their own in the apartment. Beck had plans to buy Malyah and Da’von a house to live in together, but Nami had begged him to hold off on that and keep the plan a secret from them for now.

The “mom” in her wanted to be sure they really were going to be okay on their own. So far, they were paying rent and taking care of the place without her there.

Something that engendered both pride and a sad kind of longing inside her. No, they didn’t “need” her to raise them anymore. She’d done her job. And, apparently, she’d done it rather well.

Still, it was hard to let go, to admit it was now time for her to live her life, with Beck, and let her two youngest siblings live their lives, flying or falling on their own. She didn’t want them to think of her as a safety net, even though she always would be. She wanted them to work for a living, to earn their own ways.

Da’von, because he was in school, she cut him some slack in terms of a job. His job for now was going to school, and keeping up with the chores at the apartment, as well as babysitting for Lu’ana and Reggie when needed. Malyah and Lu’ana reported him doing well in all those areas.

Nami knocked again. Beck was spending the morning with Trent, Badger, Peyton, and Joaquin, handling pack stuff. Badger had volunteered to babysit Bebe, who adored him.

Ken, Reggie, and Da’von had already headed into town with Asia’s brother. He was going to show them around and take them out to breakfast, and then go to an art show being held in another town about twenty miles away. In his free time Reggie was an art nerd, something Nami deeply loved about her brother-in-law. When Ken had learned about the art show, featuring local artists from the region, he’d suggested it to the men as an alternative to the cover story of the “boring family business meetings” Beck and the others were conducting.

One of the reasons Nami had approved of Lu’ana marrying Reggie in the first place—after she graduated college, of course—was because he had layers to him many people didn’t even know about. It was nice that Reggie and Ken could do things together with Da’von and model a different side of “manhood” to her little brother. Something besides the stereotype of jocks or gang bangers for him to aspire to. Intelligent, sensitive men who’d obviously had no problem landing gorgeous women as their partners.

She could only hope the sweet boy she’d raised would continue on to become a good-hearted man once he found a woman of his own.

If Da’von ended up remotely resembling their biological father in manner or personality, she’d be tempted to strangle the breath out of him with her own damn hands rather than witness him putting a woman through that kind of personal destruction.

“Hold on!” Malyah called out from inside, almost sounding out of breath before she finally opened the cottage door for Nami. “Hey, sis.”

Nami cocked her head as a wave of rosemary rolled out of the cottage. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah. Let me grab my purse.”

There was something decidedly different about her little sister this morning, but Nami couldn’t put her finger on it. “You sleep okay?”

Malyah emerged from the cottage and locked the door. “Absolutely,” she said with a wide grin. “Best night’s sleep of my life.”

Nami reached out and touched her sister’s arm when she tried to walk away. “What’s going on? You’re awfully bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for a woman who usually needs three cups of coffee in the morning to even be halfway human.”

Malyah rolled her eyes in an all too familiar gesture. “For starters, I’ve been awake for a while and had coffee. I’m still on Florida time, remember? And it’s your wedding week, duh. And Dewi’s. I’m looking forward to spending more time with Asia and Gillian and Dewi and Lu’ana.”

“Okay.” Still, Malyah’s explanation didn’t feel totally right to Nami. Her eyes looked brighter, her expression lighter, hell, she almost looked like a new woman in some ways.

The women gathered in Gillian’s house. They would all fit in Asia’s minivan, so they took that.

Nami felt slightly vindicated when Dewi cocked her head just before Malyah climbed into the van and headed straight for a seat in the very back.

“Are you all right, Malyah?” Dewi asked, a curious expression on her face.

“Why?” Malyah replied, her voice almost sounding a little too tight and high to Nami’s well-trained ears. “Just enjoying this week of vacation.”

Dewi frowned. Then she turned and caught Nami’s gaze. Dewi arched an eyebrow at her and Nami arched one in return, nodding. Then she shrugged, and so did Dewi, before they both climbed in.

“We have a reservation,” Gillian said. “Just wait until you taste their food.”

“I’m sure it’ll be wonderful,” Nami said, shoving Malyah’s slight weirdness out of her mind. It was an odd week, and then there was the stress of meeting all of Beck and Dewi’s family. Maybe they were all just a little high-strung.

I’m sure everything’s fine. She’d a told me if it wasn’t.




* * * *




Joaquin had slipped back into Jack and Moraine’s house just after dawn, relieved to not hear either of them up and around yet. He immediately took a shower before heading to bed.

Not that he’d get much sleep. Especially not with Badger coming to get him in a few hours.

So far, so good. If they could make it through dinner last night, they should be able to make it through the rest of the week. Being able to spend all last night with Malyah had been a massive salve to his soul, even though the last thing he’d wanted to do this morning was leave her side.

And every night he would return to her and spend the night with her. It’d be far too risky bringing her back to Jack and Moraine’s. He wouldn’t be able to swear them to secrecy when they knew about his history with Beck. They would feel obligated to tell Peyton, at the very least. He also didn’t want to put them in the position of having to cover for him. If anyone asked him where he was going, he’d just say he was taking the opportunity to get nightly running out of his system, both to work through what happened in Mexico and because he didn’t know what his next assignment would be, or how often he’d be able to do shifted running while there.

Those would be perfectly plausible explanations that were close enough to the truth that he didn’t feel totally shitty about telling them.

Beck would be in meetings with Dewi, Peyton, Trent, and Badger for most of the week, handling pack business. It’d be easy for Joaquin to avoid them.

Although getting alone time during the day with Malyah might be trickier. According to Malyah, Nami still had some last-minute things to take care of for the weddings and would need her help. The Tuesday horseback riding trip would be one he might be able to get himself invited to.

Then again, it’d be another distraction to help prevent their secret from being discovered. He wasn’t sure what would happen at the wedding with that strapless bridesmaid dress, though. Nami might not immediately realize what the mark on Malyah’s shoulder meant, but Dewi, Gillian, and Asia would immediately pick up on it, as would Beck and any other wolf in attendance.

Cue mayhem.

Malyah had assured him she would handle it. While he appreciated his mate’s certainty on the matter, he doubted it would escape anyone’s notice.

He managed to catch a nap before he had to be ready when Badger arrived. The older wolf drove one of the rental SUVs and had Bebe in a carseat in the backseat. She grinned and waved at Joaquin when he climbed in.

“Hi!”

He smiled. “Hi.” He glanced at Badger. “Are we now Grandpa Badger?”

“Shut yer gob,” he lightly said. “I’m enjoyin’ meself, I won’t deny it.” He let out a wistful sigh. “Tahlia always wanted a houseful of pups and grandpups. She woulda loved this wee little one.”

Then he scowled and turned fully to face Joaquin.

Joaquin’s heart nearly stopped.

Before Joaquin could dive out the passenger door, Badger’s right hand shot out and caught his left wrist.

Immediately, Badger’s eyes widened. “Son of a bit—biddy,” he said, glancing toward the toddler in the backseat. “Ye didn’t?”

Joaquin swallowed but didn’t respond.

The older wolf’s voice dropped to a whisper. “And when, pray tell, were ye plannin’ on sayin’ somethin’?” He released Joaquin’s wrist.

“Please, don’t say anything about this yet. We don’t want to upstage Nami and Dewi’s weddings.”

“Ye mean ye don’t want Beck huntin’ ye down and skinnin’ ye alive, if Nami don’t do it first!” He threw his head back against the seat, rolling it from side to side. “Joaquin, ye feckin’ idiot.” But his tone sounded resigned, not scolding.

Finally, he looked at Joaquin again. “We have to tell Peyton. He’s yer pack Alpha. Ye canna keep a matin’ from him. It’s against protocols. Ye know that. Especially when we’re all here for a Muster, for chrissake, and ye bein’ an Enforcer and all. How’d ye think it’d look if word got out ye were keepin’ secrets like this from yer pack Alpha, regardless of the reason?”

“I don’t want anyone knowing yet. I was planning on telling him after the weddings.”

“I knew something was off with ye last night. I just knew it, but I blamed it on yer nerves.” He shook his head again. “Lad, ye have. To tell. Peyton. Ye have to present yer mate to him.”

“Well, moot point anyway. She’s out at brunch with the other women right now.”

Badger stared out his window for a moment and slowly scratched at his head. Finally, “Okay. Beck and Trent ran out to the north campground a little bit ago. Someone called in a fracas between a couple of teenage boys. Some cousins who’ve scrapped before. Nothing serious, but Peyton wanted Beck to go wade in and settle it once and for all, put the fear of the Enforcers in them while they’re still young enough to feel fear. We need to get back to Peyton’s before they do, and ye have to tell him, lad. Maybe he’ll let ye do the formal presentation in private after everyone goes to bed or something. But ye canna hide it from him. Especially since she’s stayin’ under his roof!”

Joaquin slumped back in his seat. “I really wanted to stay out of everyone’s way. I just… She’s my mate, Badger.”

“I know, lad. I know. That explains the rosemary, aye? Trying to cover the scent?”

“I thought it couldn’t hurt.”

He laughed as he shifted the SUV into reverse and backed out of the driveway. “It’ll hurt ye if Asia realizes ye been snipping the holy hell out of her bushes. Goddess help ye then, because none of us will get between her and ye if she does. Trent’s liable to let her take a strip outta yer hide just for shits and grins.”

That felt like the longest drive of Joaquin’s life, even though it was only a couple of miles and a few minutes long. When they reached Peyton’s, Joaquin grabbed Bebe’s diaper bag while Badger got the toddler released from her car seat and out of the vehicle.

She let out a giggling laugh as she grabbed at his hair.

“Eh, don’t go rippin’ it out, lassie,” Badger gently teased. “I need what I still got.”

“Does she take to you because you’re a Prime and you used it on her?”

“No, I thought that at first. But she loved Gillian and Asia on sight, and they’re not Primes. Dewi, Beck, and Martin, too. She must just naturally take to wolves.”

“Odd.”

“Eh, not necessarily. Some humans are very attuned.” He turned to arch an eyebrow at Joaquin. “And since two women in this family have mated to wolves, maybe it’s not so odd after all.”

Joaquin’s face heated but he didn’t reply as he followed Badger inside.

“We’re back,” Badger called out as they entered without knocking.

“I’m in the office,” Peyton called in reply.

Joaquin followed Badger there. Peyton’s office was actually a conference room, much like a judge’s chambers. Peyton’s desk sat at one end of a long conference table that would seat up to twelve, or more, if they shoved a few extra chairs around it. It was where they’d talked to Joaquin yesterday morning as he went over the detailed timeline of the events in Mexico.

“Before we do anything else,” Badger started, “and before Beck returns, there’s something Joaquin needs to tell ye, Sir.”

Peyton had been reading over some papers. At Badger’s use of the formality, his head snapped up, his full attention focused on Joaquin. “What?”

Joaquin nervously swallowed and stepped forward, his fingers wrapping around the strap of the diaper bag.

“Sir, I…that is, we… I…” Hell, he hadn’t felt this scrambled yesterday when facing down all of them to talk about the events in Mexico.

Peyton leaned back in his chair. “Just say it and drop the formalities.”

“I’ve…taken a mate.”

Peyton sat forward again. “Say what? When? And who?”

Another deep breath. “Malyah Drexler, Sir. And late yesterday afternoon, before dinner.”

Peyton’s brow furrowed. “But they just arrived yesterday afternoon. And…” Now his eyes widened. “Oh, shi-oot,” he corrected himself as he glanced at the toddler in Badger’s arms. “You didn’t meet her before you left Florida, did you?”

“No, Sir. I arrived at Dewi’s and literally a few hours later, I was on a plane here with them. Malyah and the others flew in yesterday.”

Peyton sat back. Again. “Son of a bi-iscuit.” He let out a laugh. “Holy shoot. Okay, that explains the rosemary.”

Joaquin felt his face heat even more.

“Gillian commented on it last night after we were alone,” Peyton continued. “You’ve already marked Malyah, I take it?”

Joaquin nodded.

“Sorry, that was a stupid question. Of course you did, she’s your mate.” Peyton rubbed at his chin for a moment. “Okay. So who else knows?”

“Just Badger, and now you, Sir.”

Peyton waved a hand at him. “Drop the ‘Sir’ for now. It’s fine.” He slowly shook his head in disbelief. “Beck is going to have a shi-hissy fit.” He stared at Bebe, his head cocked. “I hope to the Goddess you don’t leave here with a potty mouth, little girl.”

She grinned, pointing at him. “Peyton poddy mowf!”

Peyton laughed before he returned his attention to Joaquin. “You realize this is a pretty big deal, and not exactly an uncomplicated one, right?”

“I know. That’s why I wanted to try to keep this from everyone until after the weddings. I was going to bring her to you for the formal presentation after that so we didn’t upstage Dewi and Nami.”

“Well, that was very magnanimous of you, but not exactly an easy plan to pull off, as you discovered.”

“Sorry.”

Peyton stared at him for a moment. “Okay. I’m guessing you weren’t really out on an all-night run last night?”

“No.”

“Spent it with her in the cottage?”

Joaquin nodded.

“Spending tonight with her, too, I take it?”

“That was the plan, yes.”

Peyton thought some more. “Tonight, late, once everyone’s settled for the night, I’ll come out to the cottage around midnight and you can formally present her to me. Please try to be dressed by the time I get there. It’s better I walk out to you. I’d rather not risk Beck or Dewi or someone seeing you and her together walking across the yard that late at night. If anyone spots me, I’ll say she was having trouble with the washing machine, or the WiFi, or something, and I was going out to help.”

Joaquin felt an ocean of relief flow through him. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

“We are, however, going to have to break this to them before the weddings.”

The relief flooded out again. “Before?”

“Yeah. You’ve claimed her. Might as well go for a triple wedding while you’re here instead of trying to plan another pack wedding. The less often we have to expose her other siblings to the pack, the better. I’ll call your parents and fly them in for Saturday, but I won’t tell them why so they don’t spill the beans yet.”

“Thank you, Sir. I mean, Peyton.”

He smirked. “Oh, you thank me now. When we break the news, prepare to run. I’ll take care of actually breaking the news, but I will not automatically Prime Beck and Nami into not coming after you.”

Badger chuckled. “Ah, poor Marcy Stafford. I’d already heard she’d had plans to try to hook up with the lad this week, now that she knew he was in the area. Joaquin,” he clarified, tipping his head toward him. “Not Beck.”

Joaquin shuddered. “No, thank you. Sorry, Marcy is not my type.”

Bebe let out a giggle.

“Good thing yer too young to understand any of this, my little lass,” Badger told her before blowing a raspberry against her palm.

“She’s a gorgeous little girl, isn’t she?” Peyton noted.

Joaquin picked up the wistful hint in the wolf’s tone.

“Yes,” Badger said. “I saw Gillian is quite taken with her.”

Peyton suddenly found his hands very interesting. “We’re going away for a week together after the Muster is over and everyone goes home. I’m hoping…”

He let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what I’m hoping. That’s the one thing Dad always drilled into me and Trent. That just because we were Alphas, and especially since I was a Prime, not to force our mates to do anything like that. I’m not going to lie and say I wish we didn’t have pups of our own.” He pointed at Joaquin. “And I hear you repeated that to anyone, you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

Joaquin held his hands up. “I didn’t hear a dam-arn thing.”

“Smart man.”

Badger snorted. “Not smart enough to hide the fact he’s mated.”

Bebe laughed and blew a raspberry at Joaquin.




* * * *




“This is very nice,” Lu’ana told Gillian and Asia. “Thank you both so much for bringing us here.”

The large inn had a spacious dining room. One wall was a huge stone fireplace, the opposite wall made up of floor-to-ceiling windows that opened onto the panoramic drop into the picturesque valley below. Exposed timbers and wood gave the place an old, rustic feeling even though the tables were set with fine china.

Malyah was glad her sisters had opted for the pitchers of mimosas offered as part of the Sunday brunch special. Between that and the view and the conversation distracting them, Malyah knew she had a good chance of skating through breakfast without either of her sisters suspecting something was different about her.

Unfortunately, Dewi didn’t imbibe anything stronger than coffee, and that left Malyah feeling a little nervous. At least she was sitting across the large, round table from Dewi, and between Nami and Lu’ana. She’d even made sure to grab Lu’ana’s perfume out of her purse and spritz a little on herself on the way over.

It couldn’t hurt.

As Gillian and Asia went over wedding plans with Nami and Lu’ana, Malyah didn’t miss how Dewi had withdrawn from the discussion to the point she was checking her phone every couple of seconds.

Then, it hit Malyah.

Dewi doesn’t want to be here.

Yes, she knew Dewi’s formal wedding was more for Dewi’s brothers’ benefit than hers, and Dewi had fought Nami kicking and screaming through every part of the dress fitting and planning process. Just how much Dewi didn’t want this finally slammed home to Malyah.

Thankfully, Malyah realized the other woman was so caught up in her own irritation over being forced to have a formal wedding that she was too distracted to pick up on the fact that Malyah was now mated to Joaquin.

Whew!

Didn’t mean she didn’t feel badly for Dewi, but Malyah blessed her own luck as a result.

By the time they wrapped up their two-hour meal, Nami had several new pages filled in the spiral notebook she used to keep track of the wedding details, including several more things she’d need to go shopping for in Spokane tomorrow.

Malyah was also relieved to learn her own help wouldn’t be required until Wednesday. That meant alone time with Joaquin tomorrow. Plus, Badger had promised them the horseback ride Tuesday.

Maybe Joaquin can go with us. It would be time they could spend together, keep Joaquin away from Dewi and Beck, and…

Then again, Joaquin had said something about Badger being one of those special kinds of wolves, too…whatever it was Dewi was.

Maybe that’s not such a good idea after all.

Except she wanted to go horseback riding. She also couldn’t bow out of it at the last minute. Not after Badger had gone through the trouble to set it up, and when compared to the fact that she’d have the rest of her life with Joaquin.

There were so many things she wanted to ask the other women and knew she couldn’t. Not with Lu’ana there, obviously. And, of course, not until the details had been revealed to everyone else first.

So much to learn, about Joaquin, what he was and could do, the pack—everyone. They had done very little…talking. Most of their time spent together had been spent…not talking.

In a very fun and sexy way.

She was surprised to realize it didn’t overwhelm her anymore. Not when she thought about how she finally had the large extended family she’d always wished for growing up.

Someone to stand up for them, to take the burden from Nami’s shoulders. They had Beck for that, of course.

Now, Malyah had her own knight in…fur?

Good thing I’m not allergic to dogs.








Chapter Fourteen






By the time Trent and Beck returned from their errand, Joaquin had managed to pull himself together. At least the two Alpha wolves weren’t Primes.

Although there were a couple of times, after Joaquin dodged Badger’s direct stare, that the old Prime wolf suffered from coughing fits that suspiciously sounded like laughter.

It didn’t help that Bebe would start laughing when Badger did, as if tuned in to the old wolf.

Joaquin ached to be with his mate. He couldn’t even text Malyah because he didn’t have a cell phone that would work in the States yet, and he’d left his old one at Dewi’s, anyway.

But at least one issued was settled, by Peyton, when Beck and Trent returned. After they’d all fixed themselves lunch from cold cuts and leftovers and were seated around one end of the huge dining room table, with Bebe bare-handedly destroying her own lunch in a high chair next to Badger, Peyton cut to the chase.

“I’ve gone ahead and made a unilateral decision this morning that I hope—Beck—will not be challenged.”

Joaquin risked a glance at Beck and spotted the shifter’s frown.

Peyton continued. “Normally, I would wait and tell Dewi first, since she’s the head of the expanded pack and the Head Enforcer. However, considering the circumstances this week, I’d rather have it settled now so anything that needs to be said can be said and put to rest so there’s a united front.”

Peyton again pointedly stared at Beck, who kept his gaze fixed on his sandwich.

“I’ve decided Joaquin will be assigned to Tampa,” Peyton continued. “We’d already talked about assigning a new Enforcer to the area in addition to Martin. The area is large and growing, and I don’t want Dewi using any bullshit excuses about not having enough help to keep her from having a life. Ditto you, too, Beck,” he added. “You and Nami deserve a chance to have some happiness. Joaquin and Martin can help Badger pick up the slack.

“Also,” Peyton continued, “I think it’s a waste of Joaquin’s skills to leave him stuck here in Idaho. If the Seguras do come looking for him, he’ll stand out more here than he will in a major metropolitan area with a large Hispanic population. Once we have his new ID set up, it’ll be even easier for him to blend in. Anything you wish to say about this, Beck? Last chance. Get it out of your system, now, and be done with it. Free pass to speak your mind.”

Beck slowly shook his head.

Joaquin spoke up. “I’d like to say something.”

Peyton nodded at him.

Joaquin took a deep breath, fully realizing Beck would still probably want to kill him later. “Like I told Dewi yesterday, I owe you an apology for what happened a few years back. I did not handle myself in an honorable way. My issues were with Sadie and the fact that I had a problem with her. I never should have acted the way I did. I wanted to try being exclusive, and she didn’t, and then…well, I shouldn’t have acted like I did.”

Boy, howdy, he knew shouldn’t have.

Especially now that he knew what a true mate bond felt like.

In retrospect, it was a damn good thing he hadn’t settled down with Sadie. “I shouldn’t have goaded you,” Joaquin said. “I also shouldn’t have disrespected Dewi or you by hitting on her later on. I respect you, you’re damn good at your job, and I hope that I can repair our relationship going forward.”

Beck looked up at him, then swiveled his head toward Peyton.

Peyton held up his hands. “I didn’t tell him to say it, I swear. No Prime, either. That was all him.”

“I was going to say it anyway,” Joaquin said. “You can ask Dewi and Ken. I’ve already apologized to her. I did that yesterday.”

Beck sat back in his chair and met Joaquin’s gaze. Joaquin wasn’t sure at first if Beck was going to say anything or not when the wolf finally spoke.

“You knew what you were getting into with Sadie when you started dating her,” Beck said. “You knew she wasn’t going to settle down yet. You knew neither of you pinged on each other as mates. Then you had to go and act like a jackass when she pretty much did what you and everyone else in the whole damn pack knew she was going to do anyway.”

Joaquin didn’t interrupt him.

“And then, what, you thought you were going to spite me by making a pass at Dewi of all people? Yeah, I get it. My sister lied to you about what she’d been doing. She admitted that much to me. But you took a bad situation and made it infinitely worse. And you ended up shipped to Mexico for your troubles. Apology accepted, and no, I won’t protest the assignment.”

Beck leaned forward again and picked up his sandwich. “But I also won’t deal with Sadie for you. You get to own that shi—”

Trent cleared his throat and tipped his head toward the toddler.

Beck paused. “You get to own that stuff yourself. If you pull any stuff like that again, I reserve the right to warn you now that I’ll likely beat your as-butt myself.”

Joaquin released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Thanks.”

“Yeah, well, we all do stupid sh-stuff when we’re younger. Yes, I admit, Sadie was older than you. You think I don’t know the games she was playing? She’s my little sister. I was dang well aware of it. But as her big brother, I have to take a side, and it’s always going to be her side I take against some other guy.”

“I get it.”

“No, I don’t think you did. Not back then. I could tell from your tone of voice when you were telling us what happened in Mexico that you’ve matured. You’ve changed. You’ve seen stuff you wish you could unsee, and you feel like you failed when you didn’t. Been there, done that, believe me. Not a single Enforcer who’s been on the job any length of time who doesn’t understand that. But I’ll also tell you if you thought Dewi was a tough boss long-distance, you ain’t seen nothing yet, having to deal with her every day.”

Bebe, sitting in her high chair next to Badger, let out a laugh. When all the men looked at her, smiling at her adorable expression, she threw back her head and let out a cheerful little howl…which eerily sounded like a wolf pup’s howl and made the men freeze. Then she grinned at them before cutting loose with a long burp five sizes too large for her, followed immediately by a sleepy yawn.

Trent’s eyes widened. “Um, wow. I know some of the youngsters were running close to the houses last night, but I didn’t think she could hear them.” He looked at Badger. “I’d swear she sounds like my kids sounded at that age.”

Badger shrugged. “Don’t ask me, lad. She’s a special little one, all right.” He reached out and she grabbed his hand, holding on.

“Gampa Bada!” she happily exclaimed.

“What’d she say?” Peyton asked.

“That’s what she calls me,” Badger said. “She can’t quite say ‘Grandpa Badger’ yet.”

“Grandpa, huh?”

“Believe me, lad, I don’t mind. It’s the closest I’ll ever get to havin’ me own grandpups.”

Joaquin couldn’t stop the unbidden thought that bubbled up in his mind, of his and Malyah’s pups one day calling the grizzled wolf “Gampa Bada.”

Joaquin also realized that was just fine by him.




* * * *




Badger loaded Bebe in the SUV to drive Joaquin back to Jack and Moraine’s house.

“Thanks for not telling Beck what happened,” Joaquin said.

He dreaded the reveal but knew Peyton was right. It had to happen eventually, and in a controlled manner, not accidentally.

Say, in the middle of final wedding preparations minutes before Dewi’s ceremony.

“Oh, don’t thank me, lad. Lucky thing Peyton has a soft spot in his soul and isn’t makin’ ye present her front and center tonight at dinner. And ye never know what might have happened at brunch with the women.”

Joaquin groaned. He’d tried not to think about that. “Why do I get the feeling I might need my mate to protect me from Beck?”

“Heh. Because ye just might need yer mate to protect ye. But it wouldn’t be Beck I’d be worryin’ about, now. It’d be Nami. She’s as fierce as any wolf I’ve ever seen about her siblings. Beck might be yer new best friend in terms of protectin’ yer hide.”

“I never expected this to happen,” Joaquin said. “Not in a million years, and especially not like this. What are the odds that Nami’s sister is my mate?”

“It’s not unheard of for wolves to ping on two non-shifting siblings as mates. Although I’ve never heard of it happening with human siblings before. Then again, the cases I’ve heard about were all at Musters or other big events, so it’s no surprise they met mates when so many wolves and extended family were together in one place. A lot of mating bonds crop up at Musters. I expect we’ll have quite a few this week. Peyton will likely have his paws full doing recognitions on Sunday, before people leave. Who knows how often it might happen, but the person was already taken, and the wolf had to walk away?”

Joaquin shuddered, remembering his fear that perhaps he’d scented on Lu’ana, and his joy to realize it was Malyah.

“That would suck.”

“Yep.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence, except for Bebe jabbering away in the backseat and pointing out the windows as they drove. When Badger pulled into Jack and Moraine’s driveway, Joaquin was relieved to see neither of their vehicles parked there.

“Deep breaths,” Badger counseled. “Ye’ll be stayin’ with her at the guest cottages as soon as Peyton breaks the news. He’s not cruel. He won’t keep two newly mated lovebirds separated like that.”

“How do I keep her safe?” he quietly asked. “What if the Seguras come after me in the States?”

Badger reached over and patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll all help keep her safe, lad. Even if ye have to live here with her for a while, until we can properly suss out what’s going on.”

“No word from Ramirez yet?”

“No. Not since yesterday. Last he reported, he evacuated the family out of the area…” Badger cleared his throat. “Now that they had the funeral and all. He might simply be out of cell range. I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s good at what he does. Just like you are.”

“Does this get any easier?”

“Which part?”

“Being an Enforcer. I realize I was awfully cocky in the beginning, but…” He knew the memory of finding the dead girl’s body would never leave his mind.

The way she’d been discarded like garbage, instead of someone who’d been loved and cherished by her family.

Which was one of the reasons Joaquin had no problems offing the fucker in front of his own family.

Admittedly, Joaquin recognized his own lack of self-control was one of the reasons he was now in this mess to begin with, because he wasn’t able to push back his anger enough to think rationally once he knew he’d had the fucker in front of him. Had he waited and taken the man after the wedding—meaning hours later, at the very least—he could have gotten away clean without anyone having any idea who the hell he was.

Then again, he wouldn’t be here now, and he wouldn’t have met Malyah.

Badger stared at him. “I don’t need to be a Prime to know the way your mind’s turnin’. All you can do is move forward. There’s no room in this life for could’ves. You did what you did, and what happened, happened. It’s horrible what happened to that girl. She didn’t deserve to die like that, no. But the Goddess has a funny feckin’ way of payin’ us back for the bad times, sometimes. And don’t lie to me and tell me that didn’t flit through yer mind already.”

“It did,” Joaquin quietly admitted. “It doesn’t seem right, either. Because a girl died, I fucked up, I ran, I ended up here, and I met Malyah.”

“Exactly. So maybe give thanks instead of beatin’ yerself up. Likely, that girl would have died anyway, sad to say. There are horrible two-legged monsters out there who don’t care about the carnage they leave in their wake. Our job is to do the best we can and take ’em out when we can. Ye did that.”

Badger patted the steering wheel. “Now, I know I can tell ye ’til I turn blue in the face to let it go, but I know that’s silly. Ye can’t. Ye have a kind and carin’ heart, which is another reason you’re a good Enforcer. Ye can’t be a cold and ruthless bastard without a balance to it. We want good people doin’ what we do. And yer good people, lad. Real good. Now go on and try to take a nap, because I know ye won’t get much sleep later. I’ll come by and pick ye up around five, so ye don’t have to walk.”

Joaquin’s heart ached at that. “I want to see her.”

“I know ye do. But ye need to play it calm.” He pulled out his cell phone and handed it to him. “I have Malyah’s number programmed in there. We’ll get ye a phone by dinner time. Feel free to text her. Just do me a favor.”

“Yeah?”

“Erase yer texts. No offense, I don’t want to be seein’ yer private thoughts there.”

“I appreciate this.”

“Well, makes sense. If anyone else texts or calls me, don’t answer it. Call or text Peyton and tell him for me.”

“Thanks again.” Joaquin got out, found the spare key Jack had hidden for him, and let himself inside.

Yes, the house was blessedly empty, calm, quiet.

He headed for the shower and stood under the spray, his head pressed against the wall. He wanted Malyah there, with him, in his arms.

He wanted his mate.

He ached for her.

This is going to be a looong afternoon.








Chapter Fifteen






Malyah stared out the window as they drove back to what she now knew was the pack compound. She couldn’t wait to talk to Joaquin again. To see him.

Who am I kidding? I want to hop into bed with him right now and screw his brains out.

The memory of the feel of his hands on her had been branded into her soul.

She could barely remember what it felt like to not have him in her life. Waiting until they could reveal the truth would be borderline painful.

Just a few days. I can get through that.

But how to extend her stay in Idaho? No way in hell did she want to go back to Tampa. Not without him.

Then again, once Nami and Lu’ana found out about him, they might want to kill him. Staying in Idaho might be the safest option for both her and Joaquin. At least until it was safe to go back to Florida.

No telling how long that will take.

Also now floating through her mind, her recovered memories of what had happened that day at the Ybor City crackhouse. How she’d gotten there in the first place.

How her father and his scumbag friends had abducted her from the apartment.

How Jarome had planned on letting the bastards rape her.

The memories almost made her physically ill. The only comfort was the fact that Dewi had cared enough about her to make her forget what had happened. To make the trauma go away as best she could.

All Malyah wanted to do was crawl into the safety of Joaquin’s arms and let him love every other thought but him out of her mind.

When Asia pulled into Gillian and Peyton’s driveway and parked, Malyah fought the urge to claw her way out of the minivan and run in search of Joaquin. The plan was for him to join her after dinner tonight.

She needed a nap.

Well, no, what she needed was time in bed in Joaquin’s arms, but a nap would have to suffice. Especially since they would probably be spending most of the night awake in bed together.

In her back pocket, her cell phone vibrated. She almost wanted to ignore it, but then she pulled it out to glance at the screen.

There was a text from Badger’s phone.

This isn’t Badger. ;)

Her heart raced and she had to fight the urge to let out a loud squee of delight. She knew exactly who that would be.

You have his phone?

Her head snapped up when Nami cleared her throat. “You gonna sit in there all day?”

Malyah realized everyone else had climbed out. She scrambled out, too.

“Sorry. Do you mind if I go back to my cabin until dinner? I want to lie down for a while. I ate way too much, and I’m already sleepy again.”

Gillian and Asia were going to take Nami and Lu’ana to scope out the wedding site, as well as to look at the great hall as a backup in case weather interfered with the outdoor plans.

They really didn’t need her there.

Nami slowly shook her head. “I guess that’s okay. We’re just going to finalize the layout and decorations. You can see that later this week.”

“We’ll be eating dinner at six,” Gillian said.

Malyah started past Nami, but her sister was too fast and grabbed her wrist.

“There is something going on with you. What is it?” Everyone else had headed toward Gillian’s house.

“I’m really tired,” Malyah said, “and I think I had too many mimosas.” Not exactly the whole truth, because she’d only had one during their two hours at the restaurant, but she hoped Nami had been too busy talking with Gillian, Asia, and Lu’ana to notice that. “I’d like to be feeling okay before dinner.” Nami knew she wasn’t a big drinker.

It must have worked. Nami released her, her expression relaxing. “Go on, then.” She patted Malyah’s shoulder. “We’ve got a long week ahead of us.”

“Badger is supposed to take me and Da’von out horseback riding on Tuesday.”

Nami nodded. “I know that. Don’t worry, I won’t ruin your vacation. But this is my wedding, and Dewi’s. I’m only doing this once—well, one last time—and so is she. I know you don’t want to spend all day, every day, stuck inside doing wedding stuff. We’ll be going to Spokane on Wednesday for some more shopping, a whole girls’ day of it, with Gillian and Asia. Some sightseeing while we’re there. Okay?”

Malyah nodded. “Okay.”

Her heart racing, she headed around the house and toward her cottage. Her phone had vibrated again with another incoming text, and she wanted locked doors between her and Nami before she read it.

He loaned his phone to me until they get me another one.

Can I call you? she texted back.

Seconds later, the phone rang, startling her and nearly making her drop it. “Hello?”

“It’s me, sweetheart.” The sound of Joaquin’s voice immediately soothed her and made her long for him even more.

“Can you come over?”

“Not right now. There’s been a change in plans. First, how did brunch go?”

“What change?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute. Did you make it through brunch all right?”

“Dewi was so miserable about it that she didn’t even notice. Nami was the only one I had to worry about. So what happened?”

“Peyton and Badger know about us. Which is why I have Badger’s phone.” He quickly explained, and relief—as well as a renewed wave of anxiety—rushed through her.

“Is he sure this is the right thing? To tell them all now?”

“He is, and I have to agree with him. Keeping this a secret for too long won’t help anything when it finally comes out. It would be worse to have it come out right before the weddings.”

Her stomach rolled. “Nami’s going to want us to get married.”

“That is the plan.” His tone changed. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. I didn’t mean it like that. I absolutely want to marry you.”

Relief filled his voice. “Good, because I want to marry you, too.”

“So…tonight?”

“Peyton said he’ll handle breaking the news to everyone. We have to let him do that. He’s the pack Alpha. What he says, goes. Frankly, it’ll be better coming from him anyway.”

“Give us a chance to get a running head-start?” She was only partly kidding.

“Maybe.”

“When will he tell them?”

“I’m guessing he’ll tell us that tonight. Probably tomorrow.”

“There goes horseback riding,” she said.

“Well, we get back to Florida and get settled, I’ll buy you a horse and you can go riding whenever you want.”

Not a hint of cockiness in his tone, either. For the first time in her life, not only did she have a man who could sweep her off her feet, he could actually take care of her, too. Make her promises he could keep.

“What about those people after you? What do we do about them?”

“Once Gillian gets me a new identity, it won’t matter. Joaquin Carlomarles won’t exist anywhere on paper any longer. Believe me, they’re good at what they do. When you live as long as we do, you learn how to create new identities. One of the reasons Gillian went into law was to make this kind of thing easier for the pack.”

“We can still live in Tampa?”

“I’ve officially been assigned to Tampa, but we can live wherever you want to live.”

“I really want to stay close to my family.”

“Then that’s where we’ll live. We’ll probably have to hang behind here for a while, though. At least a week, until Gillian gets everything ready for me.”

“What about my job?”

“Will they let you take extra time off?”

“I have vacation time still, but I don’t know if I can take it on such short notice.”

“Then you can quit.”

“I need to work.”

“No, you need to do what will make you happy. I’m no Donald Trump, but I can provide for us. If you want to work, and you can’t work there any longer, then get a job somewhere else. Or doing something you love, even if it pays for shit. Or volunteer somewhere. Or go back to school. The pack will pay for that.”

“For me to go back to college?”

“Yeah.”

She thought about it. “I wish I’d gone for a creative writing degree,” she quietly admitted.

At the time, she’d gone for something logical, that she could use, her accounting degree helpful in a wide variety of fields.

It’d been a practical degree, a worthwhile use of Nami’s hard work and her own academic efforts.

Something she could make money with and make a living for herself.

At the time, she hadn’t felt right about pursuing a “frivolous” degree in light of Nami’s immense sacrifice to put them all through college. Although Malyah knew had she said she was going to go for a creative writing degree, Nami would have supported her doing it.

They talked for the better part of an hour, Malyah’s heart aching that her man was so close and yet so unreachable right now.

“Whoops,” he said, “I didn’t get the charger for this from Badger, and it’s almost dead.”

“Oh.” She knew she should nap, but now all she wanted to do was cry that she couldn’t keep talking to him.

“I’ll see you in a couple of hours, at dinner. Try to take a nap, baby. I love you.”

Her heart raced, thrilled. “I love you, too.”

When he ended the call she stared at her phone for several long minutes.

She did love him.

Now, with time alone to think, to process, it was sinking in that she was absolutely eyeballs-deep in love with Joaquin. He was the only man she wanted. And he obviously loved her, too.

She could sit and try to deny all of this and think that it was crazy, that she was now in love with a guy who could change into a wolf, but she was realistic. She’d seen Nami fall in love with Beck—and she’d stake her life on Beck loving her sister with all his heart, too.

She could see the way Dewi and Ken were in love.

Why not her?

Why, for once, couldn’t the Drexler family as a whole get a happy, storybook ending? Lu’ana had Reggie and Bebe. Da’von had a chance for a successful future, if he didn’t screw it up with any stupid mistakes.

And now knowing what she did, Malyah knew Dewi and Badger would steer Da’von away from any rapids, keeping his college and career canoe floating along in placid waters until he was fully able to take care of himself.

Was it really this easy? That after years of struggle and sacrifice they all got a chance to be…happy?

It would appear so.

After setting an alarm on her phone, she stripped and climbed into bed, closing her eyes and unsure if sleep actually would come or not. She felt too nervous about tonight to settle her nerves, about officially proclaiming their relationship to Dewi’s older brother.

Of course, talking to Peyton would be the easy part. He seemed very nice.

The trouble would be breaking the news to Nami and Beck.

Especially Nami.








Chapter Sixteen






Malyah felt like she’d just dozed off when her alarm jolted her awake. Momentarily disoriented, she found her phone and shut it off. She’d started to lie back down when her eyes popped open again.

Joaquin.

Practically levitating out of bed, she freshened up and got dressed, disappointed to realize she still had about thirty minutes before she needed to be over there for dinner.

I could walk over there.

Gillian had insisted they were welcomed to come in any time, that they had free run of the kitchen in their house, or anything else they needed.

Maybe Gillian needs help in the kitchen.

She did enjoy cooking. If Joaquin arrived sooner, all the better.

After pacing the length of the cottage several times, she made her decision. Tucking her phone into her back pocket, she headed for the front door.

She found Gillian and Nami in the kitchen. Malyah only paused for a moment before shutting the door behind her. “Need any help?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nami said. “Biscuits.” She nodded her head toward one end of the counter island. “All the stuff’s right there.”

Malyah snapped her sister a playful salute and washed her hands before tackling the biscuits. That was something she could do in her sleep. Growing up, it had been one of her jobs in the kitchen when she was little, before she was old enough to take on other cooking chores.

Heck, even Da’von could make biscuits as good as any woman could. Nami hadn’t let him slide on chores. He could cook, wash and iron clothes, keep the house clean—all of it. When he was little, one of his first chores had been drying and putting away dishes, once he was old enough to not drop and break them.

“What’s cookin’?” Malyah asked. It smelled deliciously familiar.

Nami, who sported an apron over her shirt and shorts, was chopping okra, while Gillian was manning two sizzling cast-iron skillets on the stove. “Fried okra, collard greens, baked chicken, fried catfish, ham, fried squash with bacon, three-bean salad, biscuits, and hummus with pita bread.”

Malyah snorted. “For Ken?”

“Well, yeah, girl. I can’t starve the poor boy just because he don’t eat meat.”

Malyah had started measuring out flour and bit her tongue on her next comment. She’d heard them jokingly refer to Ken as a “grazer” before and had thought the term a little derogatory, even though he never seemed to mind.

Yeah, now she got it. In a house full of wolf shifters, and with an extended family who ate meat, the lone vegetarian would stand out.

The nickname made perfect sense to her. And she understood why he didn’t take offense to it. It wasn’t meant to be mean.

It was a statement of fact.

Within a few minutes, Malyah had two baking sheets full of biscuits ready for the pre-heated oven mounted on the wall. She’d just opened the oven door to slide the first baking sheet in when she heard the front door open.

And she knew.

It took every ounce of will she had not to drop the baking sheet and run out to Joaquin.

With shaking hands, she got the baking sheets into the oven and cranked the cooking timer on the counter before heading over to the sink to wash the flour off her hands.

Ken chose that moment to walk in the back door, followed by Dewi, and Malyah scuttled her plans to go hunt down Joaquin for a quick kiss.

“Oooh, fried okra!” Ken stole one from the bowl and popped it in his mouth.

Peyton walked into the kitchen. “Oh, good. Dewi, I need you to sit in with Beck and Trent so they can catch you up on a few things.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the door leading to the living room.

She almost looked relieved. “Okay.” She departed.

Peyton crossed the kitchen and kissed Gillian. “Still on for six?”

“Yep.”

He leaned in and snagged a piece of fried okra from the bowl, much as Ken had, and popped it into his mouth. “That’s delicious.”

“It’s Nami’s recipe,” Gillian told him.

When he rounded the counter toward her, Malyah suspected this had been his true purpose all along. “Oh, is everything okay with your room?” He reached out and touched her shoulder.

“Stay calm,” he silently told her. “You’ll get through dinner fine. I’ll break the news in the morning. You two be ready at midnight. I’ll come out then. I already told Joaquin.”

Malyah’s gaze darted around the room, but it was obvious no one else had heard. “Yes, thanks.”

He spoke aloud. “If you have any problems, just pick up the phone in there and hit the button for the main house. It’ll ring in. Seriously, day or night.”

“Thanks.”

He offered her a reassuring smile before following Dewi out of the kitchen just as Da’von entered through the back door, followed by Reggie and Lu’ana, with Bebe on her hip.

“There’s my little angel!” Nami hurried over and leaned in to kiss Bebe on the cheek.

The toddler giggled before she threw her head back. “Aaaaooooh!”

Malyah’s eyes widened and she noticed that Nami and Gillian both froze.

Lu’ana, however, laughed. “She’s been doing that ever since we got here.”

“She did it all this afternoon, too,” Reggie said.

Gillian and Nami looked like they’d been stuck in the asses with a fork.

Gillian finally broke the silence. “That’s adorable.”

“Yeah,” Reggie said. “I had to buy her a stuffed wolf at the store last week. She kept making that sound and reaching for it when she saw it.”

Nami turned to Gillian. Malyah, standing behind Gillian, spotted Nami’s shocked expression before Nami’s gaze caught her standing there and her older sister immediately schooled her expression.

I’m not supposed to know about the wolf stuff… “Isn’t that cute?” Malyah managed, hoping her voice, pushed through a throat tight with nerves, sounded normal. “I heard some wolves out last night. A couple of weeks ago, when I was babysitting her, we were watching a nature show about wolves in Yellowstone National Park. I couldn’t change the channel once she saw it.”

Nami and Gillian noticeably relaxed. “I bet that’s it,” Nami said.

“Of course it is,” said Gillian.

Malyah checked. Nope, her jaw wasn’t gaping.

I cannot believe that actually worked.

If nothing else, it helped relax her to know that her sister and Dewi’s sister-in-law were as nervous—if not more so—about keeping secrets.

It was another fifteen minutes before Malyah actually set eyes on Joaquin. Despite the addition of Asia and Trent’s kids, who’d been seated at the far end of the table, it looked like their seating arrangements from last night would remain the same.

Joaquin hugged his way through Malyah’s siblings, until he got to her.

When she looked up into his brown eyes, she wanted to rise up on her toes and kiss him right there.

He must have either anticipated that, or read her thoughts, because he quickly stepped back after their hug and pulled her chair out for her, next to his.

She forced her gaze away from him. It wouldn’t do to blow the good luck they’d had so far by being stupid because she apparently had zero self-control around Joaquin.

Hell, even her panties were damp, just from hugging him.

I’m in sooo much trouble.




* * * *




I’m going to get my ass in sooo much trouble if we can’t pull this off.

Joaquin knew there’d be plenty of time for the shitstorm later, but Peyton had already spoken. Peyton would be the one to break the news to everyone.

Joaquin just had to get them through tonight without fucking things up.

Then again, maybe he and Malyah would end up staying at the hotel in town, outside the compound, if Nami or Beck totally lost their shit when the news broke. Prime powers could do a lot, yes. Malyah, however, was proof that nothing was foolproof.

And that was something else they’d have to sit down and discuss once the truth was revealed, why Dewi’s Prime alteration of Malyah’s memories hadn’t held fast.

Once again, Malyah hooked her foot around his ankle under the table. Thankfully, Dewi looked too distracted and grumpy to pick up on anything. Since the only other Primes at the table knew the deal, Joaquin counted his luck.

It was after eight when he said good-night, using the “going for a walk” excuse. Heading out the back door, he thought he was in the clear when he heard the kitchen door open behind him and someone cleared their throat, pulling him up short.

Badger.

“Where’s me phone, lad?”

“Oh, sorry.” He turned and pulled it out of his pocket. He’d deleted the texts from it before the battery totally died, and wrote down Malyah’s number so he’d have it.

Badger handed him a box. “This is a cheap burner for ye for now. It’s been activated. Gillian will get ye a better one this week.” He looked at his phone. “Bloody hell, ye drained the battery?”

“Sorry.”

Badger shook his head, but he wore a smile. “I’m hopin’ I don’t need to bleach my phone, do I?”

“No.”

“Good. Go on, now. Have a good evenin’. I suspect tonight will be the last bit of peace ye get for a while.”

Joaquin suspected the old wolf was right. He settled in Malyah’s cabin, keeping the bedroom door closed and the curtains pulled so he wouldn’t be visible to anyone outside as he laid there and watched TV.

Less than an hour later, he heard the front door open and slam shut. He barely had time to rise from the bed before Malyah burst through the bedroom door and tackled him back onto the bed, her lips unerringly crushing his as she started ripping at his clothes.

He laughed, rolling over to pin her beneath him. “Hello to you, too.”

“Please! I couldn’t stand it. I thought Nami would not shut up about the wedding plans.” She gasped. “That’s it! Let’s go elope.”

He sat up and pulled his shirt off. “No. My parents are coming in, and I suspect if Beck doesn’t kill me over this, Nami would if she doesn’t get to give you a proper wedding.”

“True.” Her fingers trailed across his chest.

He caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing it. “I’d rather not do anything else to upset your sister, if I can avoid it.”

“This is going to be a long week.”

He kissed his way down her arm, to her shoulder. “Let’s not think about that tonight. We’ve got a couple of hours before Peyton gets here, and I’ve got a lot of things I’d like to do to you in that time which don’t involve talking.”




* * * *




“Thank you for being nice to Joaquin tonight at dinner,” Nami said as she got undressed.

Beck grunted from where he was stretched out on the bed, the TV remote in hand as he channel surfed.

She turned. “Really?”

He settled on a movie and put the remote aside. “I am a wolf of habit, babe. Don’t I get credit for being nice? I don’t have to be happy about being nice. Besides, Peyton effectively settled the matter at lunch.”

“He did?” They hadn’t had much time to talk today. She’d been on the go all day long, her and Lu’ana and Asia and Gillian going over the venue and figuring out what they still needed, and alternate logistics if they had to move the ceremonies inside.

“Yes. Joaquin will be assigned to Tampa. They’re waiting to get his new identity set up before he returns. He’ll need it when he flies.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good, right?”

“I guess.”

She sat on the edge of the bed. “Why do you sound like a man given a death sentence?”

He turned those gorgeous blue eyes of his on her. “I…I’m fine. What happened between him and Sadie was stupid. If I’d been anyone but Sadie’s brother, I probably would have given the guy a fist bump over standing up to her. Then he had the utter balls to hit on Dewi later. That pissed me off, because it was just flat disrespectful to her as Head Enforcer and the pack Alpha’s sister.”

“And did he apologize today? Dewi said he apologized to her.”

“Yeah, he did.”

“Then I’m still confused. I didn’t think you were the kind to hold a grudge once it’s been settled.”

“I’m not. I’m not holding a grudge. Anymore,” he added when she arched an eyebrow at him.

“Then tell me what’s wrong.”

He rolled onto his side to face her. It took him a moment to speak, as if he were gathering his thoughts.

“You’re my mate, and I love you. But there are things I don’t want to talk about with you. In terms of my job. Not only do you not need to know them, there are things I don’t want you knowing, just because they’re damned awful. What he had to deal with in Mexico…it was awful. I feel badly for him because while this wasn’t the first time he’s had to take blood, I think he’s hit a maturity level where it really impacted him in a massive way. A different way. I feel badly for him.”

“Oh.” She stretched out next to him, facing him. “That’s sweet of you.”

“It sucks for the reason, though.”

“Yes, but isn’t it good that he’s matured?”

“Absolutely. But a girl is dead.”

“I’m sorry.” There but for the grace…

That could have been Malyah a couple of months earlier when their fucker of a a father abducted her.

Beck met her gaze again, reaching out to take her hand in his. “Sometimes, what we have to do to set things right isn’t pretty or neat or tidy. It’s ugly, because people can do ugly things to each other. I want to do my best to keep you sheltered from that as much as I can.”

“You don’t need to shelter me, honey. I’ve seen a lot in my time.”

“Not like this.”

“What makes you think wolves have the market cornered on horrible acts?”

“You haven’t seen things like we’ve seen.” He sighed. “That’s why I’ve always given Dewi a pass on her moods.”

“How old was she when Peyton made her Head Enforcer?”

“Twelve.”

“And when she…”

He nodded. “Her first kill was at twelve.”

“That’s awfully young.”

“Exactly. And she was with me when it happened. The guy doubled back on me and found Dewi.” He pulled Nami on top of him. “Sorry. I carry a lot of emotional baggage. It’s not always easy to set it aside.”

“It’s sweet that you care.”

“Enforcers have to care. If we can’t care about the people we’re protecting, we don’t deserve to have the responsibilities.”

“What happened to the person Dewi replaced?”

“Huh?”

“If she was named Head Enforcer when she was twelve, what happened to the person who had the job before she did?”

A heavy sigh escaped him. “Collier. He was killed three months earlier trying to rescue the daughter of a wolf from the woman’s human ex. He was a good man, had been Head Enforcer for over forty years. He was two hundred and fifteen years old.”

“What happened to the ex? And was the daughter rescued?”

He slowly nodded. “She was safely rescued.”

“And the ex?”

Beck’s gaze dropped. “I killed him.”

“So why did Dewi get appointed Head Enforcer?”

“Because I asked Peyton to. He wanted to appoint me Head Enforcer, and I asked him to appoint Dewi.”

“But she was so young!”

Another earth-moving sigh. “Because it’s my fault Collier died. I was too slow getting into position. I thought I scented the girl and went to investigate instead of following the plan exactly as he’d laid it out. Had I been where I was supposed to be, I would have seen the fucker sneaking up behind Collier before he killed him. Just like when that guy doubled-back on me and Dewi killed him. I was in charge of that mission, and it’s Dewi who saved my ass.”

He stroked her back. “So believe me, it’s not a lack of sympathy on my part for what Joaquin’s going through. We all have our burdens to bear.”








Chapter Seventeen






Malyah had dozed off in Joaquin’s arms, draped across his chest. She awoke when he stroked her shoulder.

“Babe, we need to get up.”

“Why?”

“Peyton is a stickler for promptness. It’s a quarter ’til midnight.”

She slowly peeled her eyes open. “What exactly is gonna happen when he gets here?”

“It’s just a formality. Even though he already knows, I have to present you to the pack Alpha.”

“So…what’s gonna happen? You just tell him I’m your mate?”

Joaquin smiled. “Pretty much, yeah.” His smile faded. “But I think he’s also going to give us the plan for how he’s going to tell everyone about us.”

“Oh.” Her stomach tightened. “Eloping still sounds like a good idea to me.”

He kissed her. “Nope. I think from what I’ve seen that if Dewi was going to say it, she’d say misery loves company.” He smiled.

She sat up, allowing him to get up. She didn’t move from the bed, though, as he pulled on jeans. “You know, before I got here, I was really worried about everyone accepting us.”

He turned. “Why?”

“Other than my family, have you seen another black person since Spokane?”

“That’s irrelevant. The pack—”

“You’re not understanding me. This was before all the wolf stuff. Before I knew all the wolf stuff.”

He paused, his shirt in his hands. “Okay. Fair enough. So what’s your point? You know now that you and your family are accepted by the pack.”

“Now I’m worried about my family accepting you.”

“They accepted Beck.”

“You don’t know my sister.”

“I’m guessing you mean Nami.”

“Uh, yeah. She just about ran poor Reggie through the Inquisition before she finally signed off on Lu’ana marrying him.”

“Wasn’t Lu’ana an adult?”

“You don’t understand. She raised us, Nami did. Her word was law while we were growing up. And it still is, in some ways. It would’ve upset Lu’ana if Nami hadn’t agreed to Reggie, but I don’t honestly think she would have crossed Nami if she’d put her foot down about him.”

He walked back to the bed. “Well, now Nami knows about wolves and mates,” he said. “She has no choice but to accept me.”

Now she couldn’t stop the tears. “I can’t say no to you,” she said. “The thought of not having you in my life rips me up. I know if Nami throws a fit about this, it might mean the end of my relationship with my sister.”

He sat next to her, pulling her into his arms to comfort her. “Babe, Peyton and Dewi and Badger are Primes. They’ll—”

“Look what happened to me! They did that mojo on me, and I remembered what that bastard did! I got my memories back!”

“That’s different. Nami’s already a wolf’s mate. I don’t claim to have all the answers, but I suspect the fact that we mated so soon is what jostled everything loose. I don’t know. We can talk to Peyton about it when he gets here.”

He reached over and picked her clothes up from where they’d landed on the floor next to the bed and handed them to her. “And unless you want to be naked when that happens, we really should finish getting dressed.”




* * * *




No, Joaquin wasn’t sure why what Dewi had done failed. He’d seen Dewi Prime people before with no trouble.

The only explanation he had was that it must have something to do with their mating.

They were both dressed and waiting when the knock came precisely at midnight.

Just to be safe, Joaquin looked through the viewfinder before opening the door and letting Peyton in, quickly closing it behind him again.

Even though the wolf wore a T-shirt and shorts, Peyton still radiated the power and confidence of being the Prime Alpha.

Joaquin reached for Malyah’s hand and drew her to his side. “Sir, may I present my claimed mate, Malyah Charlene Drexler.”

Peyton nodded. “Welcome to the Targhee pack, Malyah. It’s an honor and a privilege to have you join our family and pack.”

She looked a little nervous. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

Peyton glanced around, apparently checking to make sure they’d drawn the blinds, which they had. “Let’s sit down at the table and talk.”

Joaquin led her over, pulling out a chair for her and letting Peyton have the other chair. Joaquin pulled out the chair from the desk, dragged it over, and sat next to Malyah. She immediately grabbed his hand again and held on tight.

Peyton clasped his hands on the table and looked from her to Joaquin before speaking. “Thank you, again, Joaquin, for apologizing to Beck today. I’m sure that will go a long way toward helping tomorrow morning.”

Malyah squeezed Joaquin’s hand more tightly.

“I meant every word, Sir,” Joaquin said.

“You can drop the Sir,” Peyton said. “We’re informal.” He directed his next comment to Malyah. “I have Joaquin’s parents coming in next Friday. The question is, what other plans do we need to make?”

She glanced up at Joaquin first before returning her focus to Peyton. “If Nami doesn’t kill me or him, I have a feeling I’ll be having a wedding. With Lu’ana here, too, I’ll be outnumbered.”

“Then we’ll table that discussion until tomorrow,” Peyton said. “Joaquin can’t return to Tampa until Gillian finishes his paperwork. I would guess I’m not out of line by thinking that you’ll want to stay here with him?”

She nodded.

“Okay. The pack will pay for your wedding. Least we can do under the circumstances. And the pack will help with your housing once you figure out what you’re going to do in Tampa.” He slowly shook his head. “This one takes the cake, even for us.”

“How will this happen tomorrow morning?” Joaquin asked.

“After breakfast, Asia will take Lu’ana, Reggie, and Bebe over to her house. Gillian, Trent, and Asia already know what’s going on. I just told them. They’ve got centerpieces and decorations to make, so they’ll be working on them. That’s when I’ll break the news to Nami and Beck.”

“What about Dewi and Ken?”

“I’ll be telling them in the morning before breakfast. That way they won’t be broadsided by this and can help me if necessary. Badger already knows, of course, and can help, too.”

Joaquin knew what that meant. Dewi and Badger could help Peyton by using their Prime powers to contain the situation.

“Then what?”

“I don’t know. I guess it depends on how long it takes Nami to not be upset. If she was a wolf, there wouldn’t be a question of her accepting this. A mate bond is a mate bond.”

“There’s another issue,” Joaquin said.

Peyton sighed. “What?”

Joaquin told him about Malyah’s memories returning. While he did, she sat there, not speaking, her fingers tightly clamped around Joaquin’s hand.

After Joaquin finished, Peyton sat back, an unreadable expression on his face. Finally, he spoke.

“I don’t honestly know,” he said. “I’ll have to ask Badger if he’s heard of anything like that happening before. Like you, my guess would be that it has something to do with your mating bond. But it still doesn’t totally explain it. It’s not uncommon for a Prime wolf, or even another Alpha, to resist a Prime for a while, but not a human. Not to totally shake it off.”

“What about Ken and his fight with Endquist? Badger told me about that.”

Peyton slowly nodded.

Now Malyah spoke up. “What about Ken? What fight?”

Peyton handled it. “Endquist was a rogue Prime Alpha with a grudge against our mother for her rejecting him. He attacked Dewi and killed our parents when Dewi was a baby. Then, a few months ago, he attacked Dewi and Ken. Ken resisted a standing order from Dewi not to touch a firearm without her permission, grabbed a gun, and shot the guy.”

Malyah looked like she wished she hadn’t asked. “Oh.”

Peyton stretched his arms over his head, then laced his fingers together behind it.

“I’ve seen Dewi use her Prime on other Prime wolves before. And humans. She’s stronger than I am, and now that she’s an adult, I’d bet money she’s stronger than Badger. She’s at least as strong as Badger. It doesn’t explain anything, though. But maybe your fresh mating bond overrode the Prime order.”

“Ken and Dewi had a recent mating bond,” Joaquin said. “It makes sense.”

“Can you make me forget all that stuff again?” Malyah asked Peyton.

Joaquin’s heart ached for his mate.

Peyton didn’t answer at first. “Let’s get through tomorrow,” he said. “I want to talk to Badger about this first. We all figured Ken’s ability to resist Dewi’s Prime order was because he was her mate, and due to the circumstances. I would rather not use that on you again right now.”

“Oh.” She stared down at her lap.

“I’m sorry that happened to you, Malyah. And if you still want to forget all of it once we figure out some answers, we’ll work on that. I don’t want to do anything that might harm you.”

She nodded.

Peyton sat up and reached over to touch her shoulder. “You know Jarome will never get out of prison, right? He’ll die there. Even should some miracle happen and they release him early, we’ll make sure he doesn’t survive more than twenty-four hours after he walks. I swear it. We take care of our own. You, your sisters, your brother and brother-in-law, and your niece. All of you are part of the pack. Doubly so now. This is how we do things. We take care of our own.”

She nodded.

“Breakfast at nine tomorrow morning,” Peyton said as he stood. “Over in the big house. Once Lu’ana and Reggie have left with Asia, then I’ll break the news.”

“What about all the kids?” Joaquin asked.

“Trent will send them home with Asia to hep with the centerpieces. They’ve already been told they’ll be helping.” He headed for the door. “Oh, and Joaquin? I also told Jack and Moraine what’s going on and swore them to secrecy for now. You don’t need to sneak back there. They’ll be joining us for breakfast in the morning. You can catch a ride with them to go get your stuff before they bring you back here.”

“I can stay here?” Joaquin asked.

Peyton turned at the door. “Of course you can. You’re mates. Try to get some rest tonight.” When Peyton left, Joaquin locked the door behind him.

Malyah still sat at the table. “Let’s go to bed and try to get some rest,” he said, holding a hand out to her. Yes, he suspected they’d be making love again soon, but the fact that she was so worried about tomorrow put a damper on his ardor.

She finally looked up at him. “Please tell me everything’s going to be okay. That after we get through tomorrow morning, that’s the worst of it.”

“That will be the worst of it,” he said. “You don’t even know your sister will blow up. Now that she’s with a wolf, she might accept our mating because she went through it.”

Taking his hand, she let him lead her to the bedroom. “You don’t know my sister.”




* * * *




The knock on their cabin’s front door awakened Dewi and Ken. When she looked at the clock and saw it was only six forty-five in the morning, which was really damned early as far as she was concerned, she let out a growl that would have scared Ken were he not used to her foul morning moods.

“Holy crap, there better be somebody dead, missing, or seriously injured to wake me up this early in the morning. And if they’re not, they soon will be.”

Ken was already out of bed and had pulled on shorts. He figured it was better he open the door rather than unleashing an under-caffeinated Dewi on whoever the poor unsuspecting person was.

Glancing through the viewfinder, his pulse sped when he spotted Peyton standing on the stoop. He quickly unlocked and opened the door. “What’s wrong?”

Peyton hurried in and closed the door behind him. “Where’s Dewster?”

“I’m in here, you sadistic fuck,” she called from the bedroom.

Ken followed Peyton as he hurried down the hall.

Dewi yanked the sheet up to cover herself. “Dude, what the hell? I’m not five anymore!”

“We need to talk.”

“Well, can I put on some fricking clothes first?”

“And coffee,” Ken said.

“Yeah, and that,” Dewi said, glaring at her brother.

He rolled his eyes and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll start the coffee. I know where everything is. Ken, get her conscious and vertical.”

“Who’s dead?” she called after him. “Because someone better be dead, missing, or hurt for you to barge in here like this.”

“Nobody,” Peyton called back. “Yet.”

Ken’s gaze locked with hers. “Yet?” they both asked as Dewi threw the sheet off and took the robe Ken offered her.

They crowded into the small kitchen, where Peyton was getting the coffeemaker going. “Yet,” he confirmed.

Dewi pulled her long hair back into a ponytail with an elastic band from the pocket of her robe. “Okay, you want to tell me what’s going on, or keep me guessing and pissing me off?”

“Glad to see you’re still not a morning person,” Peyton said.

Ken stepped in front of Dewi when she let out a growl. “Again, you guys wind her up, and I—”

“I know. Sorry.” He turned, leaning against the counter, arms crossed. “You want the good news, or the bad news?”

She jabbed a finger at him. “You can’t fool me. You’ve screwed me over too many times like that. I want the bad news first.”

“We have a new pack member. A mating.”

She frowned. “What the hell? Why is that bad news?”

“Oh, that’s not how we play the game, Dewster.”

She rolled her eyes. “Then what’s the good news?”

“We have a new pack member.”

Ken watched as Dewi took a long, deep breath and let it out again. He heard her mentally counting to ten. “What the hell, Peyton? You might be the pack Alpha, but—”

“Joaquin claimed his mate. Mate bond.”

She blinked. “Say what? When?”

“Saturday evening. Before dinner.”

Dewi leaned against the counter and rubbed at her eyes. “Start over, Peyton. I’m sooo not in the mood or nearly awake enough for this bullshit. Who is Joaquin’s mate? And why hasn’t he presented her to you?”

“He did. Last night after dinner.”

“Then why didn’t he have her with him at dinner?”

“He did, but they were pretending they weren’t mated. They were trying to keep it a secret until after your wedding.”

“What?”

“Oh, shit,” Ken whispered. “It’s Malyah.”

Dewi looked at him. “What? No.” She looked at Peyton. “No, right?”

Peyton nodded.

Dewi’s head dropped, one hand covering her face. “No. Oh, fuck. Oh, fucking hell, no.”

“The real good news,” Peyton said, “is that it happened here and not back in Tampa.”

Dewi didn’t lift her head. “Yeah,” she grudgingly admitted. “True.”

“So what happened? And what’s the plan?” Ken asked.

While coffee gurgled into the carafe, Peyton told them about Joaquin’s admission at lunch the day before, and Peyton’s talk with them when Joaquin presented Malyah as his mate.

Worse, he revealed that Malyah now had her memories back of what happened when Jarome abducted her.

Once there was enough coffee in the carafe to pour a cup, Ken fixed Dewi a mug and handed it to her.

She finally looked up at Peyton. “This is not going to go over well. And how the hell did she get her memories back?”

“Duh, and I don’t know.” He nodded toward Ken. “I’m guessing something similar to why he was able to pick up a gun after you’d ordered him not to. Or not. I don’t know. You need to talk to Badger about that part of it. I learned that last night when Joaquin presented her to me. I haven’t talked to Badger yet about that part. You were my first stop this morning.”

“Lucky me,” Dewi snarked. "She sipped at her cup of liquid personality enhancer. Finally, “Okay. So in the grand scheme of things, this isn’t bad. Malyah can’t return to Florida until Joaquin does, though. That’s the only snag. We’ll have to mojo Lu’ana and—”

“Let’s hold off on that,” Peyton said.

“On what? If Malyah’s going to marry Joaquin this week—”

“Let’s get through this week first. We can outright lie and say Joaquin met Malyah months ago, and they were sneaking around in secret and online while he was out of the country for work. It’ll explain why she never got serious about that guy she was dating. Nami can help us sell that by acting pissed off.”

“I don’t think she’ll need to act,” Dewi muttered into her mug.

Ken snorted. “Yeah, I suspect that will be authentic.”

Peyton rubbed at the back of his neck. “I need to get back over to the house, grab a shower, and handle some pack stuff. Can you please go talk to Badger about the issue with Malyah’s recovered memories?”

“Oh, greeeaaat,” Dewi said. “Thanks. Leave me to wake him up.”

“You are Head Enforcer, as you keep reminding me.” He smiled.

Without letting go of the mug, she flipped him a bird.

Ken poured himself a mug of coffee when there was enough in the carafe. “Peyton, you hate me, don’t you?”

Peyton clapped him on the shoulder. “No, I love you. And if I didn’t think you could handle her, I wouldn’t take such great pleasure in winding her up.”

Dewi stuck her tongue out at Peyton.

Peyton leaned in and kissed her on the forehead before he headed for the door. “Don’t be late for breakfast, please. Nine.”

She grumbled something at his back as he departed.

Ken’s mind whirled. “So this will be an even crazier week, huh?”

“Probably.” She took another sip.

“You really think Nami will be upset?”

“Probably.”

He sipped his coffee. “This won’t go nearly as smoothly as Peyton thinks it will, will it?”

“Probably.”








Chapter Eighteen






Malyah wasn’t sure she’d even be able to eat breakfast, as nervous as she felt. Joaquin coaxed her into having a cup of coffee there at the cabin. Overnight, he’d washed and dried his clothes, so at least he’d be in clean clothes, even though they were the same ones he’d worn at dinner.

“This will be okay,” he gently assured her.

“You can’t say that. You don’t know my sister.”

“Hopefully she’ll see reason.”

“Thankfully she doesn’t have access to a firearm.”

She sat at the table and he knelt in front of her, taking her free hand in his. “Do you trust me?”

She nodded without hesitation. Whatever this was, yes, she trusted him, loved him, knew with all certainty that he was as head-over into it as she was.

Whatever it was.

Crazy.

And real.

“Then trust me that this will be okay. We’ll get through it. Yes, maybe she’ll be upset, but Beck and Dewi and the others will help her get through it. Then the rest of the week can be spent enjoying this time with our family. We won’t have to pretend anymore. Won’t that be nice?”

“Yeah.” It would. She’d hated having to pretend she barely knew him. It’d almost hurt her soul in a physical way.

Again, crazy.

But real.

More real than anything she’d ever experienced before.

At eight thirty, Joaquin sent her out to the house first. His rationale was that if she waited until the last minute to show up, and so did he, it would be more suspicious.

She tried to stay calm but with every step she took away from him she fought her instinctive urge to spin around and run back to his arms. He was going to wait until she was inside, then go out the cabin’s back door and circle around to Peyton’s front door.

How she’d make it through breakfast, she didn’t know.

She’d no sooner opened the kitchen door than Nami looked up from where she stood at the stove. “Oh, perfect timing, sugar. Can you make the biscuits?”

“Good morning to you, too, sis,” she snapped, surlier than she meant to, before angling toward the sink.

Malyah didn’t think she imagined the look of pity on Gillian’s face as she smiled and leaned in for a hug.

Nami turned, planting a fist on one hip. “Well, who pissed in your Cheerios this morning, girl?”

Malyah swallowed back the response she wanted to shoot her. “Sorry, sis,” she said. “I just need coffee.”

Nami waved her at the coffeemaker currently burbling on the counter. “Second pot already. Have at it.”

Malyah detoured from the sink to the coffeemaker, fixed herself a mug of coffee, then went and washed her hands. That done, she took her position at the counter and started rolling out biscuits. Around her, Nami and Gillian, soon joined by Lu’ana and Asia, worked on cooking up a massive breakfast, even by large family standards. Heavy on the meat products, but including french toast and eggs for Ken, in addition to fresh fruit.

It made sense, though. Malyah knew the majority of the people who’d be at the table, including Asia and Trent’s kids, were wolf shifters with big appetites.

Malyah tuned out the discussions about wedding plans and the day’s agenda—which Malyah suspected would soon be changed once Peyton revealed the information. At least on Nami’s end of things.

As she had the evening before, Malyah felt it when Joaquin entered the house. As if he walked into her conscious brain and started making himself at home.

All she wanted to do was go find him and curl up in his arms.

She forced herself to stay where she was, finishing the last batch of biscuits.

Peyton led Joaquin into the kitchen. “Coffee?” he asked Joaquin.

“Yes, please.”

Gillian immediately swooped in to hug Joaquin while Malyah forced herself to remain focused on her job.

She noticed he took the long way around the counter, giving Nami a hug from behind, then her, before reaching the coffeemaker.

“Just a little while longer,” he silently assured her. “You’re doing great.”

She didn’t feel great. The battle within her now was to not burst into tears.

After a thousand forevers—or fifteen minutes—they were all gathered around the table. She’d immediately slipped off her sandal to hook her foot around Joaquin’s ankle. How he could remain so calm and collected amazed her. Bursts of need fired through her nervous system, thinking about how calm and collected he acted.

I wonder if that’s how he’s like when he’s working.




* * * *




After Peyton had left their cabin and after Dewi had consumed another cup of coffee, and both of them had grabbed showers, she and Ken went and awakened Badger. The old wolf had looked as stunned as Dewi had felt when she told him the news about Malyah getting her memories back.

He also had no idea why. “I attributed what Ken did to yer bein’ a Prime and all. But Joaquin’s just an Alpha. And Malyah’s a plain human, not from a shifter family. It don’t make sense.”

Now sitting at the dining room table in Peyton’s house, Dewi caught Badger’s gaze a couple of times. Just long enough to know he was thinking the same thing she was, keeping an eye on everyone who didn’t know the secret to make sure they could intervene, if necessary, and control the situation, if warranted.

It bothered her that Malyah now remembered what happened. Guilt coiled through her. Her job was to protect her people, her family.

Her pack.

She’d failed in that way.

Malyah shouldn’t have to keep those memories of what happened to her. But now that she knew the existence of wolves, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. There wouldn’t be any uncomfortable questions from her now about how they knew how to track her down, how they could rescue her and overpower her captors the way they had.

Although she shouldn’t have those memories in the first place.

It also bothered Dewi because while she’d set everything up at the crime scene, and it appeared Tampa PD wouldn’t reopen the case of one convicted felon who’d “accidentally” shot his own balls off while his friends killed each other and themselves, it meant Jarome might one day be able to speak about what happened despite Dewi using her Prime on him to keep him quiet.

That could call uncomfortable attention upon her and the pack.

Something they could not afford.

Dewi did her best not to focus attention on Joaquin or Malyah. She suspected if she did that Beck would pick up on it and wonder what was going on. Now that Dewi knew what was going on, she realized how clueless she’d been. Before, she’d attributed Malyah’s scent to hugging Joaquin. With all the introductions and hugging this weekend, everyone smelled at least a little like everyone else.

I’m an idiot. I could have gotten people killed.

That kind of inattention from the pack’s Head Enforcer was inexcusable. She’d been too wrapped up in her personal misery at brunch yesterday to pay adequate attention to her surroundings. She’d wanted to be anywhere else, discussing anything else.

Almost hoping Martin would text or e-mail her that her presence was required back in Florida immediately so she could fly home and there wasn’t a damn thing Peyton could do about it to stop her.

Not that she didn’t want to marry Ken. She did. Absolutely. He was her mate, but she already considered him far more than just her husband, and for life.

The “wedding” wasn’t for her. It was for her brothers and their mates, and for Badger and Beck. She would have been just as happy with a quick, small ceremony followed by a celebratory run with the wolves in the pack.

Or a barbecue.

She suspected had her parents been alive, she wouldn’t have been forced into this wedding. That her mother likely would have let her decide what she wanted to do.

Then again, had her parents been alive, she might not have been a Prime, and might not have made her first kill at twelve, and had the weight of the pack’s safety resting on her shoulders as Head Enforcer.

A lot of things might have been different.

Unorphaned Dewi, with the pack Alpha as her father and a doting mother, as well as two older brothers who had free time to spend with their baby sister, might have turned out to be a girlie-girl instead of a tomboy who stubbornly refused to comply with most feminine standards for the majority of her life.

Under the table, Ken reached out and touched her thigh, immediately refocusing her thoughts there, on breakfast.

When she looked at him, he offered her a smile.

Bless his heart, Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert was the love of her life, the light of her soul. He’d changed her life forever, for the better.

She forced a smile back. Part of her wanted to stand up and announce the new mating and get it over with and worry about dealing with the fallout from Lu’ana, Reggie, and Da’von later.

Now she couldn’t count on what, until before that morning, she believed to be a sure thing. She had spent so many years believing her Prime powers were a given, a magic wand in some ways. Able to soothe and smooth memories, gain control, keep the upper hand.

If that wasn’t a truth, she wondered how many other times in the past things she’d done hadn’t “taken.”

And what would the future repercussions be to their pack?




* * * *




Beck nerves tingled in a bad way, on edge. There was something going on, some subtext that he wasn’t privy to. He’d bet his life on it.

Well, maybe not his life, but a shitload of money, at least.

He could see the subtle tension in all three Prime Alphas, and especially in Trent, Joaquin, Gillian, and Asia. Then there were Jack and Moraine, whose presence Beck thought was odd. He knew they both worked in town and figured they’d be at work, not there. Obviously, Peyton had invited them.

Dewi, whose moods he knew better than he knew the others’, seemed withdrawn, borderline snappy, and overly watchful considering the circumstances and company gathered in Peyton’s house.

If he had to venture a guess, something big had developed overnight or early this morning, and no one had a chance to tell him about it yet. With humans at the table—humans who had no idea about wolves and their business—no one would be able to tell him, either.

Life would go on as normal, as far as the humans were concerned, until the pack could deal with whatever it was.

When everyone had finished eating, and the dishes were done, Beck waited while Nami started to follow Asia next door to start work on the centerpieces and decorations.

Peyton spoke up. “Oh, Nami and Beck, hang back for a few minutes, please. You, too, Joaquin. And Malyah.”

Beck’s hackles rose. He realized Dewi, Ken, and Badger had made no move to leave. Neither had Trent.

Or Jack and Moraine.

“What’s going on?” Beck asked.

Peyton held up a finger, waiting until the kitchen door closed behind Asia, who had brought up the rear of the group heading to her house.

“Living room,” Peyton said, waving everyone after him.

Nami grabbed Beck’s hand and squeezed, but he didn’t answer her silent questions about what was going on, at first.

He didn’t have any answers.

“I don’t know,” he finally told her mentally before they took up positions on one of the three sofas in the large, comfortable room.

He also didn’t miss how Peyton, Gillian, Trent, Badger, Dewi, Jack, and Moraine remained standing. Dewi, in fact, stood there, arms crossed over her chest, with one hand covering her face.

Dewi had few tells. That was one of them, one she’d had since she was a kid.

When she was in a place where she felt completely safe, and with people she felt safe with, and she was completely exhausted mentally, physically, and emotionally, it was like she unconsciously put up that barrier to try to wall herself off from the world.

That was his biggest clue that whatever Peyton was about to say was huge.

Once everyone had settled, Peyton didn’t waste any time.

“I need to make an announcement,” Peyton said, his gaze swinging around and falling on him and Nami. “And I need calm heads to prevail.”

Whatever this was, it had to be what Dewi and the others already knew.

“There’s been a new mating in the pack,” Peyton continued. “A mating bond. I’ve already officially recognized the pairing and welcomed them.”

Peyton didn’t even need to go any farther for all the pieces to fall into place for Beck. Not with the way Dewi stood there, as if shielding herself against the inevitable explosion.

And not with Malyah—a human who, until now, didn’t know about the existence of wolf shifters—sitting right there.

Beck marginally relaxed. While this would get sticky, at least it wasn’t a threat or something “bad.” He knew the basics of what had happened, from the way Joaquin stiffened where he sat on the couch across from Beck, to the way Malyah, sitting next to Joaquin, leaned in slightly toward Joaquin.

And he understood why Peyton chose to reveal things this way.

Resignation immediately set in. With Malyah an official part of the pack—and with Joaquin now his brother-in-law—life was about to undergo another seismic shift.

Peyton, however, needed to finish saying what he had to say, so Beck didn’t interrupt.

“I realize this will add an additional element of chaos to the week, but because of the situation it’s best we have this wedding now, instead of having to bring family members back to Idaho at a later date and risk exposing clueless humans to pack activities more than necessary.”

When Nami only reacted with curiosity and not rage, Beck realized she was, in this case, also a clueless human.

“Well, that seems perfectly logical to me,” Nami said. “Who are the lovebirds?”

Dewi’s hand remained over her face, but her fingers parted so she could peer through them at Nami. “Really?”








Chapter Nineteen






Nami didn’t understand why Dewi had turned so snarky all of a sudden.

Then again, she had seemed pricklier than normal even for her that time of morning. “As hard as you’ve fought against this wedding in the first place, I’d think you’d be glad for there to be another ceremony to take more of the attention off you.”

Dewi slowly dropped her hand from her face, her jaw agape. “Seriously?”

“Deeewwwi,” Beck said, but it almost came out as a gentle warning, like an older brother to a younger sister.

Nami looked at Beck. “Don’t be hard on her. Everyone knows the wedding isn’t for her.”

Nami glared at Peyton and Trent. “Since we’re speaking plainly, I’m just gonna say it. Trent, Peyton, you two have placed an enormous burden on your little sister over this. Now, I went along with it, but seeing everything she has to deal with, the stress on her, I hope after you get the wedding you two have dreamed of that you’ll go a little easier on her in the future.”

Now it wasn’t just Dewi standing there with her mouth gaping.

Everyone wore an identical expression of stunned disbelief.

Everyone except Beck and Malyah and Joaquin.

It was only then Nami finally put it together that her sister probably shouldn’t have heard about matings and packs and stuff.

That must be why Dewi is so upset, because she’ll have to do that Prime stuff again on Malyah to make her forget it.

Then Malyah spoke, her voice quiet and low.

“Sis, it’s me,” she quietly said. “Me and Joaquin.”

“Shush, now. This don’t concern you.” Maybe she could salvage this so Dewi wouldn’t have to do that stuff to Malyah after all. “Peyton, you said someone in the family wants to get married?”

Dewi slowly shook her head and turned to Peyton, throwing her hands up in surrender as she headed toward the kitchen.

“Dewi, lass,” Badger called from where he stood. “Don’t ye be leavin’, now.”

Dewi mumbled something that sounded like a swear and returned, standing behind Peyton, arms crossed again, but with her gaze fixed on the floor.

Peyton coughed. He shifted from one foot to the other and stared at Beck. “You want to say it? I can tell you understand what I’m trying to explain.”

“Gee, thanks,” Beck snarked.

“Sis,” Malyah said, almost sounding hysterical. “It’s me!”

“Will you hush? Why the heck aren’t you next door with Asia and the others anyway? Nobody asked you to stay behind for—”

Beck gently squeezed Nami’s hand. “Honey, it’s Malyah and Joaquin. They’re mated.” He looked at Peyton. “Correct?”

“Correct. As of Saturday night.”

Nami couldn’t process that. She knew she couldn’t be hearing him right. Okay, yes, Peyton had specifically asked Malyah to stay behind, but so what? “Now, y’all have me a little confused, here. Malyah’s not marryin’ anyone, and she should get her butt next door right now to go help.” Okay, she’d resort to the “mom voice” that she’d used on all her siblings when they were kids.

Badger pinched the bridge of his nose. “Bloody hell,” he grumbled.

Malyah stared up at Joaquin as he took her hand in his. They almost looked like they were having a silent conversation. Sort of like she and Beck could, and she knew Dewi and Ken could.

Peyton cleared his throat. “Jack, Moraine. Could you please drive Joaquin and Malyah to your house so Joaquin can pack his stuff and bring it back here to the cabin?”

Malyah jumped up and bolted for the front door as if her butt were on fire.

Then Nami realized Joaquin was going, too. Right on her heels.

Jack and Moraine, who seemed like perfectly lovely people, were also quickly moving toward the front door, following Malyah and Joaquin.

What the…

“Waaait for it,” Dewi said.

Nami stood, Beck standing with her. “Hold on a minute. Malyah, where are you goin’?”

Peyton, Dewi, and even Beck stepped between Nami and the four who were departing. “Honey,” Beck said. “We need you to stay calm.”

“Why do I need to stay calm?” Even she recognized the nearly hysterical edge to her voice. “You ain’t tellin’ me what I think you’re tellin’ me.” She pointed at her sister and moved past Beck despite him trying to stop her. “And she ain’t goin’ nowhere! And especially not with that man!”




* * * *




Houston, we have ignition.

Dewi hadn’t thought it would take that long for Nami to grok what they were saying. She’d expected they would have already been in the fallout phase by now.

Dewi also suspected that, now that Nami understood, she was about to light the world brighter than any NASA rocket night launch.

Absolutely, Dewi did not want to have to lay hands on Nami to hold her back. She counted on Beck being able to handle his mate and keep her restrained. But she’d do what she had to do to protect everyone, Nami included.

Beck latched onto Nami’s arm as she headed for the door, slowing her down enough so the other four could get outside.

But she wasn’t stopping. Like a force of nature, an iceberg sped up to fast-forward, she was determined to follow the others.

“Girl, you better git yourself back here, right now, and talk to me! Don’t you be walkin’ away from me when I’m talkin’ to you!”

Dewi noticed Nami’s southern accent deepened the more stressed she became. Which was pretty amazing to witness in some ways, because Dewi hadn’t thought Nami could ever be rattled. By anything.

During the whole wedding planning process, Nami had kept her cool while Dewi groused and growled and grumbled. The woman was an experienced county bus driver, used to dealing with unruly passengers and rush hour traffic and temperamental Florida weather, not to mention raising three younger siblings.

When Malyah and Joaquin didn’t stop, Nami pretty much dragged Beck out through the front door after them, Beck barely doing more than slowing her down enough to keep her from catching up with the four before they got in Jack’s car and pulled away.

The rest of them stopped just inside the front door, watching, as Nami started screaming, raging against Malyah and Joaquin, for them to get back there and talk to her, even as the dust began to settle in the wake of Jack’s car.

Dewi felt badly for her friend, but knew the only way through it for her was to get through it. Malyah was an adult, and Joaquin hadn’t forced her. They had a legitimate mate bond.

Peyton finally headed out to talk to them, not touching Nami, Beck barely able to keep his arms around her to keep her from running down the road and chasing after her sister. While Dewi couldn’t hear all of Peyton’s words, Dewi guessed he was telling Nami the story of what had happened, as related to him by Joaquin and Malyah.

Maybe it was better coming from Peyton than from the newly mated couple. He was used to being the lightning rod in situations like this, dealing with human kin. Finally, Nami seemed to be listening to him, but Dewi knew Peyton wasn’t using Prime on her. He wouldn’t, not without Beck okaying it first, not unless the pack or Nami were in jeopardy.

And from the way Nami was still fighting, struggling against Beck, Dewi knew Peyton hadn’t. Otherwise, she would have calmed and acted compliant.

After a couple of minutes, Peyton returned to the house, a grim look on his face, while Beck still struggled with Nami out in the front yard. “I’m going to head over to Trent’s and make sure Da’von, Lu’ana ,and Reggie didn’t hear any of that. You got this?”

Dewi wearily nodded. “Yeah, I got it. I don’t want it, but I got it.” She didn’t want it, but she had it. It was her responsibility, because she loved Nami and considered her family, not just pack.

“Do you want me to have Badger—”

She waved him off. “No, go. The sooner you get over there, the less we have to worry about later.”

“Okay.”

Gillian stepped forward, a sad look on her face. “How long until she accepts it?” she asked. “You guys know her better than I do but I hate seeing her so upset. Shouldn’t we calm her down?”

Dewi didn’t even bother reining in her sigh. “I don’t know. Really, she should learn to deal with it. It all depends on how long it takes her to see reason and stop fighting us on this. She’s a stubborn woman who thinks she knows the best way to run the world. The only way—her way. And that goes for her younger siblings’ lives, too.”

“Gee,” Badger said. “Not like we’d be knowin’ anyone else like that, would we?” He arched his intact eyebrow at Dewi.

She flipped him off. “I haven’t had nearly enough rest or coffee, and we have a week’s worth of pack bullshit to listen to while people waste our time whining about petty crap. Please, don’t rile me up.” She pointed to Ken. “I don’t want to break him.”

Ken snorted. “I’d prefer things that way, too.”




* * * *




Three vehicles made their way north from I-90.

Riding shotgun in the lead vehicle was one Manuel Segura, his point man, Jose, driving. It’d taken a lot of money spread around to get the information he’d needed, but all signs pointed to this little shit-hole town in Idaho. The registered agent for the shell company that owned the apartment Carlomarles had lived in was located here, a legal firm.

In fact, when they rolled into the town, that was their first stop, the offices of Targhee International, LLC.

But the door was locked, all the lights dark.

“Don’t these fuckers work for a living?” Manuel muttered to Jose in Spanish.

“Wait.” Jose pointed to a piece of paper taped inside the front window. Neatly lettered, as if printed on a computer, it said Closed Until October 21st.

Manuel shook his head. “Dammit. We’ll need to see if we can find him by other means. If not, we’ll have to start ripping this town apart, house by house, if necessary. Someone in this place knows that animal, and we’ll find him.”

Nothing would stop him in his quest for vengeance. He’d sworn on his brother’s body, as Raul lay bleeding out in his lap.

He’d sworn it to his mother, now incapacitated by the shock of his brutal death.

He’d sworn it to Raul’s widow and children.

He would not be denied.

It didn’t matter that he suspected he’d learned why Raul had been murdered. Yes, he’d overlooked some of his younger brother’s indiscretions over the years, but that was beside the point.

The animal had cut him down in his own home.

And he would pay.

“Let’s go gas up the cars,” Manuel said. “We’ll start there. See what we find out. Can probably bribe someone there to talk.”








Chapter Twenty






Ken watched the struggle between Beck and Nami until Dewi finally shut the front door and headed for the living room.

The rest of them followed her.

Then Dewi turned to Badger. “Do you have the keys to the rental car?” When he nodded, she wiggled her fingers at him in a gimme gesture.

He fished them out of his pocket and tossed them to her, where she deftly snagged them out the air.

“Why ye be wantin’ those?”

She turned and handed them to Ken. “You take Nami to Spokane,” Dewi said. “Right now. Go get the stuff on her list.”

“Which stuff?” Ken asked.

“All the stuff. Everything she needs to get, whatever it is, anything.”

He stared at the keys in his hands. “Um, you sure?”

“Yes.”

“That’s going to take a while.”

“The longer, the better. Take as long as you need. Hell, take longer.”

Outside, they could hear Nami’s angry screams, threats against Joaquin’s genitalia, and rage-filled rants getting closer. Ken imagined Beck had his considerable hands full trying to wrangle his pissed-off mate across the front yard and back into Peyton’s house.

“And spend as much as it takes,” Dewi added.

“As much as it takes to what?”

“To calm her the fuck down,” Dewi shot back.

“Aren’t you going to Prime her?” he asked.

“I—” Dewi pulled up short. “I might have to,” she said, “but let me clear that with Beck first. I don’t want to if I can avoid it. Especially now that we know there are issues with that. She needs to deal with this.”

Beck and Nami burst through Peyton’s front door, Nami still trying to shake Beck off and go after Joaquin.

Ken felt sorry for Beck. The man was softly talking to Nami, trying to calm her.

“Babe, it’s okay. He didn’t hurt her.”

“She’s my little sister!”

“I know, but she’s his mate. That means—”

“You were right about his skanky ass! I should have snapped him like a damn twig when he first showed up in the middle of the night at Dewi’s! I shoulda listened to you about him and killed him myself!”

“Honey, remember how you felt about me when we first met, and what happened after we mated? That’s how she feels about him now.”

Ken couldn’t ever remember hearing Beck sound that soothing, that gentle before. A drastic difference from Ken’s first ever meeting with the wolf. This obviously pained the wolf, that his mate felt so distraught over the situation.

“I don’t care!” Nami tried struggling against him again. “I’m going to skin the hide off that boy!” she screamed out the open door.

Beck nudged the door shut with his foot, keeping his arms wrapped around Nami as he guided her toward the living room where the rest of them still waited.

Poor Beck. The wolf looked miserable. When Beck scanned the room, he locked eyes with Dewi and tipped his head, beckoning her over since he apparently didn’t dare let go of Nami.

Dewi arched a questioning eyebrow at him, and he nodded. Ken didn’t need any explanations.

Dewi walked over and gently caught Nami’s flailing hands in hers. She whispered, “Shh, it’s okay, sweetie. Please, calm down, and let us talk to you about this.”

Ken watched as Nami fell still, but fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “She’s not even thirty yet! She’s still got a life ahead of her to live! She’s—”

“She’s an adult,” Dewi gently said in that same calm, soothing whisper.

Ken immediately realized what Dewi was doing. She apparently didn’t want to completely overwhelm Nami with her Prime. She just wanted to take the edge off Nami’s rage and allow her rational mind to take over again so they could all talk to her about the events.

“Dewi, Malyah doesn’t need to know about all this wolf stuff, and—”

“She already knows, and it’s okay.” Dewi pressed Nami’s hands against her own chest and stepped in closer. “She’s a full part of the pack now, even more than she was before. And she has her memories back about what happened. She’s okay, and she’s going to be okay as Joaquin’s mate. Loved and protected. Don’t you trust me?”

Nami tearfully nodded.

“I know you’re upset right now,” Dewi said, “but this isn’t a bad thing that’s happened. Do you think Beck loves you?”

Nami looked up into Beck’s face. “I know he does,” she said. “I wouldn’t be marryin’ him if I didn’t know he loves me.”

“Do you think he’d die to keep you safe?”

Nami, still staring into Beck’s eyes, nodded. “I know he would,” she whispered.

“Okay,” Dewi said. “Then know this—Joaquin feels the same way about Malyah that Beck feels about you. The same way that I feel about Ken. We’d kill for our mates. Die for them. And she feels about Joaquin the way you feel about Beck.”

Nami cried even harder. “He didn’t even give her a chance to say no.  He took her off into the woods. They just walked off together and—”

“And did exactly what you wished you could have done with Beck the moment you first met him, if you hadn’t been driving a bus at the time and he hadn’t run off.”

Nami swallowed and, eventually, slowly nodded.

Dewi pulled her in for a hug as the older woman began sobbing against her.

“Shh, it’s okay to be upset for a little bit, until the shock wears off. But Lu’ana and Reggie and Da’von, they don’t know about us wolves. We need to keep it that way. That means we need your help selling this. If you go along with everything, it’ll make it that much easier for them to accept. Maybe even pretend you knew about it all along and kept it a secret for Malyah and Joaquin.

“I need you to be strong for me, and for Malyah, and everyone else. I need you to be strong for our family and for the pack. You’re not alone. We’re all right here with you. But this isn’t a reason to be upset. Malyah’s met the love of her life. This is a good thing. This is a reason to celebrate.”

“What if those guys come after Joaquin? Those drug guys? They might hurt her.”

“There’s nothing bigger or badder in this world than we are,” Dewi said. “I don’t care what the Seguras think, the truth is, they’re nothing compared to us. We’ll keep her safe.”

“She’s got a job.”

“She’s part of the pack now, just like you are. If they need to live here for a while, they can. Or they can move in with me and Ken. They will be taken care of, one way or another. Joaquin will be able to provide for her, if nothing else. You have my word on it.”

Nami broke down again. Dewi guided her over to the couch and sat with her while Gillian fetched a box of tissues.

Finally, when Nami had composed herself, Dewi said, “I’m sending you and Ken to Spokane today for shopping, okay? You don’t need me there with you. With all this happening, Peyton really needs me here right now. Ken’s got the pack credit card, so buy whatever you think I still need for a proper froufrou wedding.”

That finally drew a smile from Nami. “Are you doing that Prime thing to me now?”

“Not now. I did just a little there a few minutes ago.” She held her thumb and first finger up, almost touching. “Not a lot, just a little. Just enough to calm you down so you’d listen to me.”

Nami nodded and blew her nose again, then let out a tearful laugh. “Should we go for a triple wedding?”

Dewi looked up at Gillian, where the wolf had been standing with her arms crossed over her chest and a sad look on her face.

“What do you think?” Dewi asked her. “Do you think Peyton and Trent are really okay with that?”

“They are,” Gillian said. “As long as you’re first on the list, they’d let the rest of the darn pack get married after you do. The official is one of our pack, a notary. Trent and I will take care of getting the marriage license for them.”

“Okay,” Dewi said. “Great.” She turned back to Nami. “What do we need to get for Malyah, then? A third cake?”

Nami nodded. “And a bouquet for her, and a proper wedding dress, not a bridesmaid’s dress, and now you’re gonna need a bridesmaid’s dress, and—”

“Whatever we need,” Dewi said, interrupting her, “you buy it. Whatever it costs. No matter how much. The pack is paying for it all. You get everything you need to give her the best damn wedding ever.”

Ten minutes later, Ken and Nami were in the little Honda, with Ken behind the wheel and speeding out of Peyton’s driveway. Away from Dewi’s direct Prime influence, Nami resumed her murderous muttering from the passenger seat.

“Swear to god, I will hurt that boy if he don’t treat her right! I swear I will!”

“He will take care of her, Nami.”

Ken realized they had less than half of a tank of gas. Even though it would delay them and take them a few minutes out of their way, he decided to stop and fill up at the station in the town outside the compound. Yes, they had enough to reach the interstate, where there were a couple of gas stations at the exit, but why risk it?

Twenty minutes later, Nami was still ranting when they pulled into the gas station.

When he got out to pump gas, Nami got out, too, and started pacing beside the little car.

“What the hell does Joaquin want with her, anyway?” she asked. “He’s older than her!”

Ken, on the other side of the argument, was doing his best not to smile or point out the fact that Beck was older than Nami.

And to not point out the fact that Nami had felt sorry for Joaquin…before she found out he’d secretly mated and claimed her little sister.

“Nami, please, stay calm.”

She pounded a fist against the rental car’s roof. “I am calm!”

Now Ken was wishing they’d given him one of the SUVs to drive instead of the little Honda. At this rate, he worried the small car might not survive Nami’s wrath all the way to Spokane and back.

Note to self, see about swinging through the rental car place in Spokane and swapping out vehicles before we return.

Then again, once he distracted Nami with shopping for all three weddings, they might need a larger vehicle anyway, to get all their purchases back to the compound.

After filling up the tank, he led Nami inside the convenience store, which also housed a restaurant, so he could get a coffee for the drive. The early wake-up, combined with the emotional stress he knew lay ahead of him dealing with Nami all day today, called for a far higher caffeine-to-blood ratio than his body currently possessed.

Nami followed him inside, still ranting about Joaquin.




* * * *




Two people entered the store. Manuel froze as he listened to the large black woman ranting to the skinny white guy she was with. He would have sworn he heard her say Joaquin.

Sure enough, she said it again.

And again.

She obviously wasn’t happy about Joaquin and whatever it was he’d done.

It couldn’t be a coincidence. Not in the middle of Nofuckingwhere, Idaho.

At that point, Jose looked at him, a question on his face.

So he heard it, too.

Manuel leaned in and whispered to him in Spanish. “Take Tomas, Miguel, and Aldo, and follow them. Stop them and question them. I want to know where that son of a bitch is. The rest of us will make our way into that property after we ask around here for information.”

Jose nodded and headed off to round up the three men.








Chapter Twenty-One






Webster Kent, the Alpha wolf running the convenience store’s cash register, was used to seeing strangers in town. As the owner of the only gas station in a twenty-mile radius, if there was a stranger in town, he was usually one of the first to encounter them. Especially around Musters, or during human events like hunting and fishing seasons.

With Dewi and Beck both returning and marrying their mates, they were expecting a good-sized crowd in town by that weekend, including many unfamiliar faces, due to the importance of the events.

Not every day the pack Alpha’s little sister, also the Head Enforcer, got married.

Peyton had called him on Friday and warned him to keep a watchful eye peeled for strangers, humans who didn’t seem to belong in the area and who didn’t appear to know anything about wolves. Especially anyone foreign. Particularly Hispanic.

And definitely anyone who might be angling for information about Joaquin Carlomarles.

Webster’s older son had gone to school with Joaquin when they were kids. He remembered when the Carlomarles family first arrived from Colombia to settle in Idaho in their town near the pack compound. His wife had become good friends with Aleana Carlomarles, Joaquin’s mother.

So far, while the eleven men had gassed up their three vehicles and purchased pre-made sandwiches and snacks to eat over in the restaurant side, they hadn’t asked any questions. Other than casually perusing the large rack of tourist brochures, which were heavily filled with local hunting, fishing, and hiking guide pamphlets, they appeared to not have an agenda.

Unfortunately, Webster’s Spanish wasn’t very good, so he couldn’t understand exactly what he was eavesdropping on with his acute wolf hearing.

Then, after Dewi’s and Beck’s mates gassed up, came in and bought some snacks and left again, four of the strangers followed them in one of their three vehicles, leaving seven of the men behind.

While Beck’s mate had been grumbling fairly loudly about Joaquin, Dewi’s mate appeared to be trying to placate her and calm her down. The general gist he picked up from that was Joaquin had apparently mated with the woman’s little sister.

It couldn’t be a coincidence. There weren’t many Joaquins in their pack, to the best of his knowledge, and only one currently in the area that he was aware of—

Joaquin Carlomarles.

Web had started to go for the phone to call Peyton when one of the Spanish-speaking strangers, apparently the leader, walked up to the counter with a soda and a candy bar in hand. Smiling broadly, he set the items on the counter before he pulled a fat money clip from his pocket, peeled a couple of twenties off of it, and casually tossed them onto the counter.

Web didn’t miss that the guy kept his money clip out and fully visible, a silent bribe.

“A friend of mine was telling me about the fishing in this area.” The man’s thick Spanish accent smoothly rolled off his tongue. “Joaquin Carlomarles. Said he was going to be in the area this week and told me to call him, but he is not answering his cell phone.”

“Don’t get good cell reception up in the mountains around here. Not away from town. They’re talking about putting another tower in, maybe next year. Got a land number for him?” Web hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the phone on the wall. “I’ll let you use the phone if your cell’s not got coverage.”

“No. I was hoping you knew him, or perhaps know where I can find him.”

Web made a show of thinking about it, then slowly shook his head as he rang the guy up and only took one of the twenties, quickly making change and placing it on top of the other twenty.

“I used to know a boy around here named Joaquin, years ago. I think that was his name. That was like fifteen, maybe twenty years ago. Seems like he was in a class with my son in school. Can’t remember what his last name was, though. That might have been it.”

Webster suspected if he completely lied that the guy wouldn’t believe him. He had obviously tracked Joaquin to the area somehow, and strongly suspected he’d find Joaquin here. Lying would possibly trigger a bad reaction. Better to play semi-clueless and let the stranger think he was the one playing Web.

Meanwhile, Web fought the urge to bare his canines at the man and throw him out of his store. He didn’t want to start a fight with mobsters. Not when there were clueless humans, as well as human mates, in close proximity.

But he needed to warn Peyton, and have Dewi and Beck go after their mates to protect them.

And the clock was quickly ticking.

The stranger slowly nodded and finally reached out to take his change, including the second twenty. “Ah. Does Joaquin have family around here? Friends? Someone who might know where we could find him?”

Webster scratched his chin, summoning his best impression of a clueless hick. “Well. Hmm. If it’s the same kid, seems like his parents moved up to Canada, I think it was. Gosh, that was years ago, though. I haven’t heard my son talk about him, oh, since after he graduated high school.”

“Would your son perhaps know?”

Now Webster went for a lie he knew the stranger would buy. “He’s overseas working. Oil company. One of their field engineers. Calling him’s hard. I can try e-mailing him for you, but it might take him a day or so to get back to me. I can call my wife and ask her, if you’d like? If she doesn’t know, she might be able to find out for you.”

The stranger smiled, but it didn’t come anywhere close to touching his eyes. In fact, it looked cold, predatory.

Like a cat preparing to pounce on its prey. “That would be very nice of you. Thank you.”

Web smiled. “Sure, no problem. Hold on for a minute.” He walked over to the phone on the wall, picked it up, and hit the speed-dial direct to Peyton’s cell.

Of course they got cell coverage here. The pack owned the damned tower in town and the main part of the compound. You just had to be on the right network.

The pack-owned network.

Peyton answered on the second ring. “Web?”

“Yeah. Hey, honey? Got a quick question for you.”

“Honey?”

He prayed Peyton was fast on the uptake and not too distracted by whatever had happened that morning to upset Beck’s mate to catch on quickly. “Yeah, I got a guy here in the store, looking for a Joaquin Carlomarles. What was the name of that kid who went to school with Mark? Was that his name?”

“Shit. How many of them? Can you say, or is the guy right there?” He heard Peyton pull the phone away from his face and start yelling for someone.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Well, I’d like to get an answer for him, because he’s standing right here. Didn’t Joaquin’s parents move up to Canada after the kids graduated? Or am I mixing them up with someone else?”

“Less than ten?”

“No, I couldn’t remember either.”

“More than ten?”

“Maybe that’s it. Oh, heck. You know, Dewi and Beck were just in a few minutes ago. I should have asked them. Could you try calling them for me?”

“Dewi and Beck? What are you talking about? They’re right here, they’re not—oh, fuck. Did some of them go after Ken and Nami? Beck and Dewi’s mates?”

“That’s right. They pulled out of here, anyway, I think. Didn’t see which way they were headed. And I don’t have their cell numbers to call them. Well, listen, if you’d call around for me real fast and see if anyone else might know where they are, or if Joaquin is in the area right now—hold on, just a minute, hon.”

Web spoke to the guy, making sure Peyton could still hear. “How long you think you’ll be here? A few more minutes, at least?”

The man nodded. Webster didn’t read any suspicion from him.

Yet.

But Web knew the longer he stalled, the more suspicious the guy would get.

“Probably,” the stranger said. “We could wait for a little while, if she wants to make some calls. We are in no hurry.”

“Hey, hon? Yeah, if you could call a couple of people real fast and call me back here, that’d be great. He said they’re not in a hurry and will hang around for a few. I don’t want to keep them waiting too long.”

“I’ve got people on the way,” Peyton said. It sounded like he was running now. “Try to clear any innocent clueless humans out of there, if you can. Put out calls to warn all the wolves in town. Spread the word that if we have to shake the tree, the pack’ll pay all damages.”

“Great, thank you. And love you, too, honey.” He hung up and smiled at the guy, the ache in his jaws as his canines fought to slide out making it difficult to keep up the act. “She said she’ll call me back in about ten minutes or so. You guys see the fishing guide brochures over there?”

The man looked in the direction Web pointed. From the expensive slacks and short-sleeved shirt the guy wore, to the gold chain around his neck, to the Cartier watch on his left wrist, to the expensive loafers on his feet, and his cologne and impeccable haircut, if the guy had ever fished a day in his life, Web would eat the goddamned brochure rack.

And now that Web allowed all his senses to come into play, he sniffed gun oil.

Not the brand he usually used.

Web walked around the counter and waved the guy over to the rack, where he started handing the man brochures in an attempt to keep him occupied and distracted.

“I either personally know, or know the reputations, of all these guides. They’re all good, and honest. I don’t get a kickback from them, either. You guys staying here in town, or do you have rooms yet?”

The man didn’t even pretend to look at the brochures as he took them. “We have not decided yet. We stayed in Spokane last night and drove over this morning.”

“Ah. Well, this is like a whole different country, right here,” Web said. “Much nicer here than Spokane, if I might say so. Not very fond of the city myself after all the years I’ve been here.”

Web played the hick act for all he was worth as he fought against his stubborn, aching canines. Never in his life had he ever wanted to shift and pounce more than he did at that moment.

Well, not counting his mating.

But as an Alpha, even though he was one hundred and seventeen, he only looked like he was in his early forties. And he was still no match for an unarmed human when evenly pitted against one.

He was not, however, bulletproof.

Last time he’d accidentally gotten himself shot by a human had been in the leg, and his wife had chewed him a new one for ruining a perfectly good pair of jeans.

It’d also stung like a motherfucker.

He waited for the guy to look down at the brochures before Web quickly scanned the building with his gaze. One wolf, a woman, over in the dairy section, grabbing a gallon of milk. One of his cousins, in fact, and wicked with a gun, if he needed to ask for her help.

No humans other than the strangers inside the building. His part-timer, Joe, had walked down to the post office to check his PO box five minutes ago. He wouldn’t be back for another twenty minutes, at least.

And Joe, while human, was the husband of a wolf.

And retired military.

Like Web, he was always carrying.




* * * *




“Besides all those things,” Nami railed at Ken, “how are we possibly going to explain to Da’von and Lu’ana and Reggie about Malyah just up and marrying this guy none of them have ever heard of before?”

Ken had already settled in for a hundred-mile rant fest all the way to Spokane. He only hoped Nami would expend the bulk of her ire before their return trip.

“The same way things were smoothed over with all of them about you marrying Beck. Dewi, Badger, and Peyton are Primes. They’ll simply put the suggestion in their minds that it’s okay.”

“Yeah, and Peyton told me Malyah has her memories back. So that’s not foolproof.”

“I don’t know, Nami. I don’t have all the answers.”

“Malyah just met him! How do we explain that? We fibbed, at least a little, and made it look like me and Beck had been dating for a while in secret.”

“Well, we can do the same thing with them about this. We can tell everyone you knew about it, but because Joaquin was overseas, Malyah wanted it kept quiet until they knew for sure they wanted to be together.”

She slowly shook her head at him. “That’s stupid.”

“It’s all I’ve got. We can worry about that later.”

“We need to worry about it now. Malyah’s been dating. What about that poor guy? What’s she supposed to tell him when she gets home and she’s married? What about the people she works with?”

Ken hoped Joaquin wouldn’t eviscerate said poor guy before Dewi or Badger was able to tweak the man’s mind and make him think the break-up was his idea because he wanted to explore other options.

“Again, Dewi or Badger can talk to the guy for Malyah. He’ll likely walk away smiling.”

Ken caught a glimpse of a vehicle on the road some distance behind them, but lost it again as he rounded a turn. He thought he recognized it from the gas station, but he wasn’t sure.

“But what about her coworkers and friends? Dewi or Badger gonna glue themselves to Malyah’s hip and charm all of them, too?”

Ken loved Nami, but he wished she’d shut up so he could focus on driving and watching for the car behind them. “If they have to, yes.”

Something tingled at the base of his spine. An ugly, nasty, familiar feeling. Faint, but definitely there.

The same kind of feeling he’d gotten when Dave ambushed him at his apartment, and the same kind of feeling he’d had before Endquist attacked him and Dewi.

“I can see that going well,” Nami ranted. “I just don’t underst—”

“Nami. Do you feel like something’s off?”

“Oh, something’s off, all right,” she huffed. “That boy grabbin’ my sister like she’s just some two-bit—”

“No, Nami. Seriously. Be quiet for a moment. What’s your gut instinct telling you, right now? Right this instant.”

He hoped it worked the same way for her, the wolf stuff passing over to her from Beck the way Dewi had passed some to him through their mating. He desperately hoped it wasn’t just a Prime thing. Beck was a powerful Alpha. Surely there’d be…something? Ken also hoped she wasn’t too upset about Malyah and Joaquin to feel it, if she even could.

“Why?” she finally asked, but now she sounded a little wary. “Why are you asking me that? What’s wrong?”

He pressed down on the accelerator to push the car uphill and around the next bend. He’d slowed a little while glancing in the rearview mirror and trying to watch for the other car.

Yes, it was definitely a vehicle from the gas station.

And when there, he’d been too busy listening to—or, rather, trying not to listen to—Nami’s rantings about Joaquin to pay much attention to the nearly dozen Hispanic men in the store. Being from Tampa, that honestly hadn’t even blipped on Ken’s radar at the time. With a large Hispanic population to start with, and a high number of migrant workers, it wasn’t something that crossed his mind as being out of place. Plus, they’d all been well-dressed men.

But this was Idaho.

Way out-of-the-way, Idaho.

A deep part of Idaho without a lot of farmland, without a lot of tourists who weren’t there for the fishing or hunting or hiking, and where a wolf on the run from a Mexican drug cartel was hiding out.

And the men in the convenience store had not been dressed for fishing or hiking or hunting.

Not hunting in the traditional sense, anyway.

Shit.

Nami looked over her shoulder. “That car behind us?”

“Yeah.” He heard his phone ring. It was Dewi’s ringtone, but between keeping his focus on the road, and now the possible pursuers, he didn’t dare risk answering it.

“There’s only one main road out of this area—the one we’re on,” Nami said. “If they’re heading south to the interstate, they have to take this road.”

From her tone, she didn’t sound convinced of her own argument.

“Yeah, but awfully coincidental, don’t you think?” Ken asked her. “All of them there, and only one of their cars comes after us? Why didn’t they stay together?”

“What?”

“You didn’t pay the slightest bit of attention back there, did you? At the gas station.”

If he remembered correctly, there was a pullover not too far up ahead, a scenic turnout where he could whip a U-turn and race back the way they’d come from, hopefully before the other vehicle realized what they were doing.

Dewi had hammered into him to trust his instincts, to listen to his gut.

His gut was telling him something was wrong.

Horribly wrong.

Ken pushed the car harder, the little four-cylinder engine and front-wheel drive now straining, the wheels occasionally losing their grip on the loose road surface around the turns.

Which wouldn’t have been so disconcerting if not for the steep drop-off to the west, on the passenger side, where there were no guardrails between them and death.

“Ken, sugar,” Nami said, now sounding worried. “How about we slow down just a little, huh? This ain’t a flat Florida road.”

“Can’t.” He reached up and adjusted the rearview mirror so he could more easily keep one eye on the road in front of him and one on the view behind them.

Yes, it looked like the other vehicle was trying to gain on them. No logical, innocent reason for that, either, when Ken was already going fifteen miles over the posted speed limit and had started out at least a mile ahead of them.

This wasn’t a flat, open stretch of highway, perfect for letting all their horsepower gallop unfettered.

This was a treacherous stretch of road that could become deadly in an instant.

Maybe even sooner than they thought.

Nami sounded scared now. “Uh, you can, and should slow down. Trust me, I’m a professional driver, and you’re goin’ too damn fast!”

They rounded another bend and there was the turn-out. He braked hard, whipping the wheel around and sliding a little, his sphincter clenching as the car drifted sideways for a few feet on the loose scrim before the front wheels gained purchase again and he got them turned around and heading back in the other direction.

Nami let out a screech, grabbing at the passenger-side handle on the doorframe. “Ken!”

“Hold on.” He gunned it again, the Honda straightening as he sped around the bend. Now he was thankful they had the little car. He never would have dared to take the road this fast in one of the larger SUVs, all-wheel-drive or not.

The other vehicle appeared from around another bend, heading toward them. Then, they did something Ken wasn’t expecting.

They braked, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them. The driver cut the wheel hard and came to a stop with his vehicle angled to block both sides of the road.

Ken didn’t let up on the gas, thinking they were going to move.

“Ken!” Nami screeched.

Finally, realizing the other driver wasn’t going to end this game of chicken, Ken scanned the west side of the road, spotted a less-steep and fairly wide break in the trees along the downward slope, and purposely aimed the little Honda toward it.

“Ken!” Nami screamed. “What the hell are you doing?”

A bitter, metallic taste coated his tongue as he fought back bile rising in his throat. “Shut up and hold on!”

They sailed over the edge.








Chapter Twenty-Two






Manuel Segura wasn’t sure what was going on but when he turned around he realized the clerk and the other customer had disappeared. They’d been there one second…

And then just gone.

After sweeping his gaze around the store, he softly snapped his fingers once and headed for the door, his men immediately rising and following him. While he hadn’t sensed anything off about the clerk other than the man being a typical American hick, Manuel hadn’t stayed alive as long as he had by not trusting his gut.

His gut told him to get the hell out of there.

Immediately.

They piled into the two vehicles, Manuel riding shotgun.

“Which way?” the driver asked.

Manuel pointed up the road. “To that property we researched.”

The same corporation that owned the shell company that owned the apartment Carlomarles’ lived in also owned a lot of shell companies and properties all over the world, including a large swath of land just outside this town, and several houses situated on that land. The satellite views they’d obtained from Google Earth showed dozens of residences and several camping and recreation areas within the property.

Somewhere in there, he suspected Carlomarles was hiding out, or someone in there knew where he was hiding out.

And he would find him, even if he had to slaughter every last man, woman, and child in there to get the answers he sought.

He’d hoped to go in with a better idea of exactly where the man was hiding, but it didn’t matter. He had a picture of the guy from the security cameras at Raul’s house and knew who he was looking for.

God’s mercy on anyone who was hiding the animal, or helping him hide. Manuel would make them suffer the way his sister-in-law and nieces and nephews—his own mother—were now suffering.

He would have his vengeance. No one just came into a Segura home and killed one of theirs. It just. Did. Not. Happen.

And it would be answered, blood with blood.

The animal’s blood.




* * * *




Beck drove the lead SUV with Dewi riding shotgun and trying to reach Ken on his cell to get their location. Dewi assumed if they didn’t run into Ken and Nami by the time they reached the main road in town, that they hopefully would have continued on toward Spokane without realizing they were being followed. That meant she and Beck would have to catch up with them.

She knew the probability of Ken sensing something wrong and heading back to the safety of the compound was slim, but it was the only hope she held on to.

“How the hell did they track Joaquin back here so goddamned fast?” Beck growled.

“I don’t know,” Dewi said. “Not my immediate concern. They’re here now, and right now we need to shut their asses down before they hurt any of ours. We can figure out the whys once we have them neutralized.”

“It’s a concern we need to figure the fuck out, though. To see what else these jackasses know.”

“And that’s a concern we can figure out later once we’ve got them all rounded up and accounted for.”

“Are we even sure these are the cartel guys?”

“I’m sure it’s suspicious that a dozen or so non-local Spanish-speaking men who aren’t wolves suddenly show up looking for Joaquin and asking questions about him, yes.”

Behind them, Badger was behind the wheel of the other rented SUV and had Peyton, Trent, and a couple other wolves riding with him. Trent and Peyton were putting out calls to warn everyone of the threat, mobilize the pack, and to get children and human mates inside and to safety.

And to arm themselves.

Peyton had Primed Lu’ana, Reggie, and Da’von. He told them the sheriff’s office had called and said they were looking for several dangerous escaped convicts. Gillian and Asia were deadly with weapons, and all of them had holed up in Trent’s secure, reinforced basement shelter, with Bebe. Trent and Asia’s kids, also armed and deadly, even young Chelsea, were there, too.

They’d also called Jack and Moraine, who had a basement shelter, and told them to take refuge there to protect Malyah, while ordering Joaquin to catch up and join them in the pursuit.

Web had called Peyton back and told him it looked like four of the guys had taken one vehicle and followed Ken and Nami, while the other seven piled into their other two vehicles and, as best he could tell, left his store and headed toward the compound.

They had almost reached the entrance to the compound when they spotted a car matching the description Web had given them. It was parked along the shoulder and nudged up into the trees. The average person probably wouldn’t have paid it any attention.

It appeared to be empty.

Beck hit the brakes and slid to a stop, drawing his gun as he left the engine running and he and Dewi jumped out.

The other wolves joined them.

Peyton’s expression grew grim as they studied the evidence. “They’re heading into the compound. In another vehicle, and some on foot.”

Dewi sniffed around. “At least three on foot. Maybe four.” This stretch of road, where every vehicle entered the compound, was so well-used that all the scents sort of mixed together in the dry dust, making it difficult to tell for sure exactly how many had taken off on foot.

“Come on,” Peyton said. “We have to go back.”

“What about Ken and Nami?” Beck asked.

Peyton shook his head. “We’re days before a Muster. There are an extra couple hundred people, including mates and children, already in town and inside the compound right now. Many of them out of communication range because they’re shifted and running, or out of cell phone range. I need every available wolf I’ve got tracking these fuckers down now and stopping them before any of our people get hurt.”

He turned to Trent. “Call Web back. Have him mobilize wolves in town to make sure none of these fuckers double back that way. Have them run a sweep. Then have them get as many extra people as they can spare and assemble at the great hall inside the compound for further instructions. And have Gillian and Asia start calling people in town. I want everyone armed and indoors who isn’t actively involved in the hunt. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”

“What do you want them to do with any of these guys they find?” Trent asked.

“Make sure they really are with the Segura cartel and after Joaquin,” Peyton growled. “After we find out where the rest of these assholes are, and how they tracked down Joaquin, use extreme prejudice. If they happen to be innocent, hold them until we can Prime them and get them the fuck out of here.”

“What about Ken and Nami?” Dewi asked.

Peyton ran a hand through his hair before speaking to Trent again. “Have Web send someone down the road after them. If they can’t find them by the time they hit I-90, then they come back. No more than one person, well armed. Anyone else he has who can track needs to be sent here to the compound after they complete their sweep of the town.”

Thus given a pack Alpha order, Dewi and Beck both swore and returned to their vehicle. Besides, it wouldn’t do any good to argue.

They knew Peyton was right.

Two mates, whom they weren’t even sure if they were in jeopardy or not, versus a town and compound full of mates, and kids?

No contest.

“Wait,” Dewi said. She pulled a knife from her back pocket and cut the valve stems off all four tires on the car. “Now they won’t be able to go anywhere in this car, if they make it back here.”

If the wolves had anything to say about it, none of the cartel assholes would leave the compound alive.

After completing his calls, Trent took three armed wolves and headed off into the woods after the scent trails of the men who were on foot. The intruders now had at least a thirty-minute head start.

Peyton ran ahead of Badger’s SUV, nose in the air and trying to home in on the second vehicle. There were dozens of fire roads and trails that would accommodate vehicles and which split off from the main road running through the southern part of the compound. They couldn’t use tire tracks, because hundreds of vehicles had passed through over the last several days. The dirt road was too soft to hold good tracks, anyway. It would be like trying to find one exact needle in a crate full of needles, much less a haystack.

Locating the other vehicle might take some time, depending on how much of a head start the men had on them. And they didn’t know for sure exactly how many they were up against, or how well they were armed, or what the other vehicle even smelled like, for sure. All they had were Web’s descriptions, and his report of eleven men total, but no telling if there had been any others outside the store whom he hadn’t seen.

Dewi also didn’t like that her calls to Ken’s phone were now going straight to voice mail. When she tried calling Nami’s phone, the same thing happened.

Finally, after ten minutes, Peyton shook his head and walked back to them. “I can’t track shit in these conditions.”

“Want me to try?” Dewi asked.

“If I can’t track them, you can’t track them. You’re every bit as good as I am, but the problem is sheer volume. Too many scent trails to tell one car from another, unless it’s scenting gas over diesel. Let’s get back to the great hall and start there by splitting people into groups to search based on sections. We also need to get people out to round up everyone who’s out of range right now and get any kids and human mates to safety.”

“We’re wastin’ time,” Badger said. “Bloody well decide somethin’.”

“We’re off the playbook,” Peyton said. “We’ve never had anyone come into our compound like this. Not multiple threats in the modern age.”

“And flappin’ our jaws here ain’t findin’ ’em, lad.”

“Great hall,” Peyton said, getting into Badger’s SUV. “Now.”




* * * *




Manuel pulled out his phone and looked at the screen.

Dammit.

No service. That meant they couldn’t communicate with Jose, and he couldn’t call Saul, who was leading the group of men he’d sent in on foot.

“Which way?” Guillermo asked.

They’d taken a turn off the main road. Manuel had pulled up the pictures on his tablet, the ones they’d saved off Google Earth, since apparently the stupid local fucks didn’t believe in maps that actually included the dirt tracks they called roads in this wilderness.

Or maybe that was deliberate on their part.

“I think we need to head east,” he said, pointing to the road to their right.

“Okay.” Guillermo turned down that trail. If they’d picked correctly, it circled around a grouping of houses from the north.

He was hoping they would be able to park somewhere and go in the rest of the way on foot.

Unfortunately, now that they were here, Manuel realized one critical miscalculation he hadn’t really considered in his rage to be underway, taking off with ten of his best men in his private jet.

None of them were dressed for this shit, and none of them looked like they remotely belonged in the area. Scouting the rugged rural terrain by car would be virtually impossible without being spotted.

Then again, he had a pocket full of cash, and they all had guns. That would likely be enough to ensure the cooperation they needed from the local hicks.

The sky was beginning to cloud up a bit, too. In fact, it looked like it might be working up to rain later. Maybe even snow if the temperature dropped enough.

“Wait,” Manuel said.

Guillermo brought the car to a stop.

Manuel looked around. Since reaching this area, what had been marked as part of the national forest surrounding it, they hadn’t seen any other cars. Which seemed unusual based on the way the main road had looked, all the car tracks, like it was really busy.

He didn’t like feeling unsure.

Checking his phone again, he still had no service.

They were separated from the others, in a strange territory, out of contact, and definitely outnumbered by the locals.

Dammit.

He had honestly thought he’d walk into the office in town, smile at some bubble-headed receptionist, talk his way into someone’s office…

And then pull his gun and demand answers.

He hadn’t honestly expected going on an actual hunt. A lot of his dealings now were with “corporations.” They had to appear legal to skirt past the law. People in offices were usually easy to intimidate and extract information from.

Why the hell would an office be closed for this long this time of year? Over the holidays, yes, he’d understand that. But a legal office that was closed for a damned month? And no telling how long it had been closed before they arrived.

That had been miscalculation number one.

When they’d chased the animal from Raul’s home, yes they’d had to cross national borders, but they’d been in their own territory, so to speak. They’d had allies, or at least people they could pay to be loyal for the duration of their time there. They’d all spoken the language and fit in. They’d counted on and received help, especially when they told people why they were chasing the man.

It was striking Manuel now how truly isolated they currently were. Like one lone, tall tree in the middle of a barren plain, drawing every bolt of lightning down upon them.

Something about this whole situation seemed…wrong.

He no longer felt as confident as he had when they’d left Spokane that morning, but he couldn’t admit that. Not with honor and outrage on the line.

Hell, the asshole at the gas station might have already warned Carlomarles about them asking questions, for all he knew. He’d tried being nice in an attempt to buy some time and not raise any alarms, and it likely had done just what he’d hoped to avoid.

In the back seat, Carlos silently sat, listening and not speaking. That was one of the things Manuel liked most about him, that he kept his mouth shut unless being asked a question or he had something important to say.

“Let’s keep going,” Manuel said. “A little farther.” Even though the lack of traffic was starting to creep him out. They would stand out like neon signs at midnight on a moonless night at this rate.

Manuel reached to his waist and felt the comforting bulge of the handgun there. It was easy to smuggle small arms on his jet. The dogs only searched for narcotics or explosives, and he never carried any of either on his jet for that very reason. He either chartered planes or transported cargo like that overland.

He just hoped they’d brought enough ammunition for taking care of putting the animal down.

And then he could finally rest and begin to mourn his brother properly.

Until he settled this business, nothing else mattered.

And he would settle this business.








Chapter Twenty-Three






Ken knew he would be lucky if he hadn’t just gotten them both killed, although he suspected Nami might want to wring his neck when they got out of this.

If they got out of it.

He aimed the little Honda directly through the gouge in the trees, as if the path had been cleared especially for them and gunning it to keep from getting stuck. His cup of coffee ended up in the backseat and fortunately not all over them with the first jolt.

His knuckles turned white and he tried to ignore Nami’s long, loud, continuous scream as he did his best to keep the car moving forward and prevent it from flipping or going sideways and rolling as he steered through what looked like a swath of old downed trees, many of them fire-scarred.

They bounced along the slope, the engine free-revving every time the front wheels jumped up into the air and lost contact with the ground. Ken prayed this wouldn’t be the last few seconds of their lives as he dodged younger trees and saplings that grew amongst the uprooted trees and bare spots where it looked cleared. It was like the most nightmarish video game he’d ever played, only with deadly stakes.

As quickly as it’d started, it ended. They slammed to a halt a couple hundred yards down the embankment, where the car’s front end smashed into a large felled tree and stopped their descent. The airbags deployed, making Nami shriek again.

Ken was already tearing the steering wheel air bag out of his way and reaching for his seat belt.

“Come on,” Ken said. “We have to move. Now.”

His instincts told him that he’d only bought them a little bit of time, and they needed to put as much distance as they could between themselves and the men up on the road.

Nami groaned but at least she was conscious and moving. He remembered his phone, looked for it, and found where it’d ended up on the dash, bounced there from the impact. He grabbed it, shoved his door open, and then clambered out. The trunk had popped open upon impact as well, jarring the carpeted spare tire cover, tire, and jack loose.

He spotted the tire iron and snatched it from the trunk. Not much of a weapon, but at least it was something.

Glancing up, he couldn’t see the top of the embankment but he heard male voices yelling at each other in Spanish.

Ken made his way around the back of the car, down the passenger side, and yanked Nami’s door open. “Come on.”

He reached around her and released her seat belt. Then he grabbed her arm and started trying to haul her out of her car.

“Hold on. Gimme a minute, boy. You rang my damn bell.”

“We don’t have a minute. If you’re not seriously hurt then we need to move. Now. They’re going to do way more than ring our freaking bells. If we’re not gone by the time they get down here, we’re dead.”

He believed that with every ounce of his being, the nasty tingle at the base of his spine now a massive, screaming ball of fear and flight instincts. He helped her out, but she stopped him.

“Wait. I need my purse.”

He grabbed it from where it’d landed in the back seat. Then, working on instinct, he grabbed his now-empty coffee cup and tossed it down the slope, to their west, where it landed completely visible between a couple of old downed trees.

“Why’d you do that?”

“Maybe they’ll think we went that way.” He took her hand and led her farther to the south along the slope, picking their way toward the thicker tree cover. “Come on. We have to move.”

“Call Dewi!”

He let go of her  arm and looked at his phone. No data service, and only one bar.

He shot off a text message to Dewi first, hoping it would go through, then tried dialing.

A did not send error popped up. No service.

“Shit.” He shoved it back into his pocket. “We have to move. Come on.” Neither of them were dressed for hiking. He, at least, wore jeans and sneakers. Nami had on flats and a skirt. He glanced up and saw that the sky was starting to grow more overcast and hoped it didn’t mean rain.

Or snow. He thought the temperature had dropped from earlier, maybe by a couple of degrees.

Nami dug her phone out of her purse and found she also had no service. “Do you even know where we’re going?”

“No. It doesn’t matter, as long as we put distance between us and them before they get down this damn mountain. They’re not wolves. They can’t track like wolves can.”

He grabbed her arm again and forcibly pulled her with him to get her moving.

“Shouldn’t we head back the other way? Toward town?”

“They might go that way thinking that’s the way we’re going. This way feels right.” Instinct was the only thing guiding him at that point.

That and blind luck, apparently. He still couldn’t believe they’d survived their drive off the side of the mountain.

Taking the lead, he led her farther across the slope, through the trees and heading south without going downhill. He kept glancing behind them, terrified each time that he might see one of them in pursuit.

A tire iron wouldn’t do him any good against a gun. And he guessed they likely had guns.

Hell, a tire iron wouldn’t do him much good except against a guy geekier than himself. Or maybe against a drunk squirrel or something. All he could do was keep them moving and put as much distance between them and their pursuers as he could.

“How are Dewi and Beck going to find us if we run?” she asked.

“Shh! Keep your voice down.”

“We’re gonna get lost!”

He loved Nami like a sister, but he wished she’d shut up and focus on moving instead of wasting precious breath at this high altitude with talking.

“They’ll find us,” he assured her. “Wolves can always find their mates. All we have to do is keep moving and stay alive.”




* * * *




Miguel had been behind the wheel and swore when the little car turned around and raced at them head-on.

“What do I do?” he yelled at Jose.

“Block the road,” Jose ordered. “They were talking about a Joaquin. Manuel wants us to find out what they know.”

Miguel slammed on the brakes and slid to a stop with their car blocking both lanes of the narrow, unpaved road.

At first, he didn’t think the little Honda was going to stop, the guy behind the wheel gunning it and determined to play chicken with them.

Then Miguel realized the guy really wasn’t stopping.

“What the fuck?”

He’d actually thrown his arms up, preparing to brace for an impact, when the guy swerved off the road and down a cleared space through the thick trees.

“Shit!” Jose screamed. “Go after him!”

“What? Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“Go!”

“I am not driving down the side of a fucking mountain after a crazy man!”

He pulled their vehicle forward so they were no longer blocking traffic in the oncoming lane.

Not that there was any traffic on the unpaved road. In either direction, there were no vehicles visible as far as he could see.

And they couldn’t even see the little Honda now, although somewhere far down the slope, beyond their direct line of sight, he spotted a small cloud of steam and smoke rising through the trees.

He parked on a straight section of road just down from the point of impact and threw the vehicle into park, shutting the engine off. As they all jumped out and ran back to take a look, Tomas said it first.

“Fucker has balls, I’ll give him that. He didn’t look like much back there at the store, but he’s got balls. He took that nearly full speed, on purpose.”

Miguel watched Jose run a hand through his hair. “Come on. There’s a turn-around down the road. Go park that thing and get back here. We need to go after them.”

“I’m not going down there,” Miguel said as he eyed the slope. “I can’t climb that.”

“He fucking drove down it,” Jose said. “They knew something was up. They must have spotted us following them. Otherwise, why wouldn’t they have stopped? That means they had to know who we were, and who we were after. That was the act of a desperate man.”

“Or a stupid one,” Miguel argued.

“Or a crazy one,” Tomas muttered.

“If we don’t go down there and see if they’re still alive and what they know about Joaquin Carlomarles, Manuel will have our balls. Literally. Frankly, I’m rather fond of keeping mine. They might go for help and blow things. Unless you want to explain to Manuel that you were too lazy and chickenshit to go after the guy who murdered his brother?”

“Shit. Fine.” Miguel headed back for the car.

This was a bad idea. A really bad idea.

The only thing worse would have been staying back at that store. He didn’t like the way the clerk kept looking at them, like the hick knew way more than he was letting on.

Which Miguel suspected the guy did. Why Manuel had insisted they start asking for information around town bothered the hell out of him. It wasn’t staying under the locals’ radar, that’s for damn sure.

After they’d discovered the legal office was closed, they should have headed back to Spokane to figure out a new plan. At least there they would have blended in and been able to, oh, buy some fucking clothes that were made for hiking around in the woods instead of what they currently wore.

Manuel hadn’t given them much time to prepare and had ordered them to the airport after telling them to pack. What he’d neglected to tell them was what they were supposed to be packing for, that it would include this kind of pursuit.

They were way out of their element here, and way outnumbered. Chasing the guy through Central and South America was one thing. With these crazy Americans and their guns, this was probably not the best place to stand toe-to-toe against the general population.

Especially not in Idaho, of all fucking places. This was like the American headquarters of armed survivalists, if the news was to be believed.

After parking the vehicle, Miguel jogged back to join the others, swearing at his stylish Italian loafers. Hard-soled shoes weren’t the best for this kind of trek. They damned sure weren’t good for climbing.

Tomas had started down the slope, Jose and Aldo watching him from what little shoulder there was on the side of the road.

“I thought you said we had to go down after them,” Miguel snarked.

“Shut up. We’re going one at a time.” Jose grabbed his shoulder and shoved him toward the edge. “You next.”

“Fuck this shit. They’re either hurt or dead.”

“We need proof one way or another.”

Watching Tomas, Miguel figured out where the man had started down and tried to match his path. The loose dirt and rocks kept threatening to dissolve the treacherous slope out from under him and toss him headlong down it. He figured out he needed to practically sit on his ass with his heels dug into the ground to keep from tumbling down the embankment.

He looked up at where Jose and Aldo were watching. “Just how the fuck we getting back up again?”

Jose pointed at the trees on either side of the odd gouge in the landscape. It wasn’t a natural ravine, more like someone had taken the trees out years ago. Or maybe a landslide or something had cleared it. There were old, dead trees, decades-old from the looks of it, on their sides, like they’d been mowed down.

“We’ll have to work from tree to tree on the way back up. We’ll make it.”

“Then get your ass down here, tough guy.”

“I am. As soon as I call Manuel and let him know.” Jose pulled his phone out. “Shit. No signal.”

Miguel stopped his progress. “Either get your ass down here, or I’m coming back up there. I’m not going any farther until you do.”

“Fine.” Jose and Aldo picked starting points and began making their way down.

Only then did Miguel continue his progress. It was a lot farther down than he’d first guessed, too, and he lost sight of Tomas a few times as his footing disappeared under him and he had to throw himself sideways toward the trees to stop his fall. He was beginning to worry he’d end up breaking his neck in the process and suspected getting back up wouldn’t be nearly as easy as Jose said it would.

I am not getting paid enough for this bullshit.




* * * *




“Beck, stop,” Dewi said. “That’s Jack’s car.”

Joaquin was driving and quickly caught up with them from the other direction as they headed for the great hall. After sliding to a stop next to Joaquin and rolling down the window, Beck told him to turn around and follow.

They’d need every Enforcer they could get working on this. Unfortunately, fourteen other Enforcers who would be there for the weddings on Saturday hadn’t arrived yet. If time wasn’t so critical, Dewi would be on the phone to every last one of them now, ordering their asses there ASAP.

“These fuckers couldn’t have waited a few days to start trouble, huh?” Dewi muttered.

“Sure, with a bunch more people and kids around,” Beck said.

“And more Enforcers. Enough to strip the flesh from their bones.”

“You really want a reason to cancel your wedding, don’t you?”

“Not like this,” she grumbled.

When they reached the great hall, they found Peyton inside and calling for attention from the twenty-odd shifters already gathered. When the pack Alpha spoke, people listened.

Especially when nearly everyone wore identically grim expressions.

Peyton unfolded a large map and spread it out on a couple of long folding tables pushed together. It was a satellite map of the compound and surrounding national forest, with the roads and fire trails highlighted.

“Listen up, people. Who’s armed?”

All but four people raised their hands.

“You who aren’t armed. Can you shift?” The three men and one woman nodded.

“Fantastic. How’s your tracking skills?”

They nodded.

“Excellent.”

Dewi spoke up. “How many armed non-shifters?”

Five men and a woman raised their hands.

“You need to pair up with the unarmed shifters,” Dewi said. “They’ll track the intruders and you can shoot their asses.”

“Who, exactly, are we going after?” one guy asked. “This is a Muster. I don’t know everyone here, and I don’t want to shoot someone innocent just because I don’t know them.”

“Mexican cartel thugs,” Joaquin said. “They are all humans, Hispanic males, and they won’t smell remotely local, or like pack. All men, likely armed. They won’t know anything about wolves or the Muster, and they’re looking for me.”

“Based on what Web told me,” Peyton said, “they aren’t dressed like they’re here for the great outdoors, either. Expensive loafers, slacks, jewelry. Think bad movie cliche for Mexican drug cartel guys, and you’re on target. I wish I was making this up. If in doubt, non-lethally neutralize them and bring them back here and hold them. But if any of ours are at risk from these fucks, don’t hesitate to take them out.”

More people rushed in and they were quickly updated. Peyton started divvying up search areas, concentrating heavier numbers on the southernmost sections of the compound where it was most likely the intruders were located. Dewi checked her phone, but she hadn’t received any calls or texts from Ken yet.

She didn’t miss how Beck frowned as he, too, checked his phone.

“Doesn’t mean anything,” Beck said. “They could be out of range. Or they could be talking and not paying attention to their phones. I would hope you’d want Ken paying attention to the road and not his phone.”

“That doesn’t feel right and you damn well know it.”

“I know the pack Alpha has given us our marching orders.” Beck’s blue gaze bore into Dewi’s. “If any of these thugs so much as lays a hand on one of ours, I’ll rip their arm out of the socket and beat them with it. Before I kill them.”








Chapter Twenty-Four






Ken’s heart pounded in his chest as he led Nami toward the south and away from the crash scene. He didn’t want to waste energy talking, he wanted to move.

Every time he had to slow down, he glanced behind them, certain they were being followed and feeling eyes on them but not spotting anyone. As the morning and their frantic trek wore on, the sky definitely took on an increasingly ominous feel. Not nearly as severe as a Florida thunderstorm, but the building clouds and dropping temps meant they’d have an even harder time of it if Dewi and the others didn’t come after them soon.

What he didn’t admit aloud to Nami was his biggest concern—that he didn’t know how long it’d take the wolves to find them, or even locate where they went off the road. Once someone realized they were missing, there were a lot of miles to cover between the compound and Spokane. With few guardrails on the main stretch of road between the town and I-90, it’d be difficult for anyone to tell that’s where they went off the road.

The stronger the feeling grew that they were being followed, the faster he wanted to move. Yes, he knew they were being pursued, obviously, by the men from the other car.

But this was…different. If the men had put eyes on them, there would have been shouting, maybe even gunfire.

This felt like they were being observed and watched by someone who didn’t want to reveal themselves.

A couple of times he glanced back quickly enough to catch glimpses of something, a shadow darting for cover, but the form was too short and far too quiet to be a human.

Hopefully it was just an animal, or maybe his frantically terrified imagination.

“Ken,” Nami whispered.

He stopped and turned to see her leaning against a tree and shaking her head. He walked back to her. “What?”

“I need to rest a minute. How long we been going?”

He pulled out his phone. “Almost two hours.”

“Can’t we rest? Please?”

“For just a minute.” He walked past her, the way they’d come, staring at the ground. No, he didn’t spot any obvious tracks. Between the pine needles and leaves and sometimes hardscrabble slope, anyone who wasn’t an expert tracker would have difficulty following them.

He could only hope the men somewhere behind them were not expert trackers. Then again, he wasn’t much of a tracker himself. Maybe they were doing the equivalent of painting the way in neon, for all he knew.

He stared, slowly scanning the landscape, holding his breath and listening.

The wind…birds…insects…

And that was it.

Somewhere below them he occasionally heard what he thought might be a river, but he couldn’t be certain.

Still, he felt a watchful gaze upon them. He’d bet upon it if he could.

Someone—something—was following them.

“Ken,” she whispered. “What is it? Is it them?”

He slowly shook his head. “No, nothing.” No use worrying her any more than she already was. He prayed she didn’t collapse on him. There was no way he’d be able to carry her. It was all he could do to pick Dewi up.

He slowly turned, looking west down the slope but letting his peripheral vision hover to his right, to the north, behind them.

Yep, there it was again, a dark shape that appeared little more than a shadow darting between trees.

Since it wasn’t human-shaped, he was going to go with the comforting assumption that it wasn’t human. It was too short, too silent for that. But…something still gnawed at him.

If it wasn’t human, and it wasn’t an overly large predator, he knew he could defend Nami from it with the tire iron.

Even the ball of fear at the base of his spine wasn’t screaming any louder than it already was, although it recognized their concealed follower as a predator.

Not likely a bear. It probably wouldn’t be that stealthy, for starters, and it would look a lot larger.

Dewi had warned him there was potentially dangerous wildlife out here, apex predators. Bio wolves, bears, mountain lions, coyotes. Even some of the grazers could be dangerous if someone messed with them during the wrong time of year. Moose and elk would charge, as would bison. Although bison and moose weren’t a concern in this terrain, and it definitely wasn’t a bison or a moose he kept spotting behind them.

Logic made him doubt any vegetarian prey species would track them like this.

That spoke to a predator.

For the hell of it, Ken turned his back to Nami and unzipped, watering the base of a tree. Hopefully Dewi and the others would smell it and be able to keep up with them.

He returned to Nami’s side. “Come on,” he said, taking her arm. “We need to get moving again.”

“Why can’t we go downhill now?”

“Because they will. They’ll think we went downhill. That’s why I threw the coffee cup that way.”

“We don’t even know they’re still chasin’ us. They might have given up already.”

“We don’t know that they aren’t. I won’t risk our lives. We keep moving.”

She glanced up at the sky. “It looks like it’s gonna rain.”

“If it does, it does.”

“The temperature’s dropping, too.”

Ken took a deep breath and let it out again before leaning in close. “Nami,” he whispered, trying to channel Dewi’s calm strength as much as he could. “We. Have. To. Move.”

She finally nodded and let him take the lead again. He slowed down a little, trying to pick the easiest path he could through the trees, but it wasn’t easy going even for him. He couldn’t take them directly uphill because it was hard enough for Nami to maintain their current trajectory. As it was, he suspected he’d already taken them farther down the slope than he wanted to.

If he could go downhill and try to spot how far they were from the river, he might be able to see the men, but he didn’t dare leave Nami alone. If he took her with him, getting her up the slope again would be an issue. Better to go slower up here than to descend into the valley and get caught with the cold water on one side and a steep uphill rise on the other.

Ken referred to his iPhone compass. He’d put it in airplane mode for now to conserve the battery. The compass feature still worked despite not having a signal. He tried not to use it too much, afraid of wearing the battery down, but with the sun shrouded by clouds it was growing increasingly difficult to navigate by shadows.

The breeze had picked up some, too.

It was nearing two o’clock. He’d just stopped to pee again and was thinking about trying to find some place they could hunker down and wait when somewhere in the distance behind and downhill from them, to the northwest, they heard the distant crack of a lone gunshot.

Nami jumped, clinging to Ken, her eyes wide with terror.

He tried to comfort her but leaned in, his lips close to her ear. “That was in the distance.”

She nodded, not looking convinced.

He tipped his head in the direction they were still heading. She nodded, not loosening her grip on his arm and keeping up with him as he quickened his pace.

One good thing Ken noticed a few minutes later—it no longer felt like they were being watched.




* * * *




“What the fuck are you doing?” Jose screamed at Aldo as he ran down the slope toward him.

The man pointed with the 9mm in his hand. “Fucking snake!”

“Put that goddamned thing away.” Yes, Aldo had blown the head off the snake, but he’d also likely given away their position.

So much for silent pursuit.

He had the four of them spread out from the river and up the slope, but at the shot Miguel and Tomas had come running down to join them.

“I vote we go back,” Miguel said. “We’re going to get lost. We haven’t seen any sign of them since we left the crash site. For all we know, they might have gone back the other way. I told you we should have tried north. They would head back toward the town to get help.”

Yes, that was something Jose had already considered. The car’s occupants had already left by the time they’d reached the wreck. The discarded coffee cup, too far away to have been ejected from the wreck, indicated they’d gone downhill.

But from that point…he had no clue.

There was something else bothering him, something he didn’t dare voice.

Jose was loyal to Manuel Segura. He would follow the man, follow his orders.

Unfortunately, he didn’t agree with how his boss was going about this. Raul had raped and murdered that girl, something which didn’t set well with Jose, who had a daughter that same age. Manuel had a blind spot to his younger brother’s more heinous shenanigans, and it wasn’t the first time.

Jose couldn’t blame someone for taking blood. He knew he damn sure would.

What he could do was silently blame his boss for letting his rage drag them into a situation they were ill-prepared for. Yet if they returned to the car now, without answers, it might enrage Manuel further.

On the chance it didn’t, Jose and his men might find themselves in the losing end of a battle with armed locals that they likely couldn’t win, no matter what Manuel thought to the contrary. Yes, the Segura cartel was feared—at home.

This wasn’t home.

And Americans were batcrap crazy.

“We need to keep looking,” Jose said. “They can’t be too far ahead of us, and they’re probably injured.” He paused for effect. “Do any of you want to be the ones to admit to Manuel that you called off the search before we were absolutely sure we couldn’t find them? What if this is the only lead we have? You want to tell him we gave up?”

His words were met by sullen, uneasy glares. Tomas, then Aldo, followed by Miguel, slowly shook their heads.

“Good. Then we keep looking.” And you’re welcome, because I might have just saved our lives.

He headed up the slope. “I’ll take the high position. The rest of you spread out and let’s keep going.”

A few minutes later, he thought he spotted something in the woods ahead, but when he raced toward it he got a glimpse of fur before it faded into the shadows.

A fox, maybe. Coyote. Or a wolf.

But not a human. Not the prey they were after, and as long as it didn’t bother them, he’d let it go about its business as long as it let them go about theirs.

It also felt like they were now being watched but he wasn’t about to admit that to the other men. He didn’t need to give them a reason to revolt and overrule him.




* * * *




Ken and Nami stumbled across a small spring trickling from the mountainside around two o’clock. Ken warily stood guard as Nami greedily cupped her hands and drank from it first.

“Take it slow,” Ken warned her. “Don’t make yourself sick.” For over an hour it felt like their shadow hadn’t been spying on them. He hadn’t spotted any sign of it.

Now he sensed…something.

Not the men, because whatever it was had plenty of experience remaining stealthy and silent. Maybe their shadow had returned.

The wind had picked up and the temperature dropped further as the clouds deepened and the sky started turning a steely grey Ken knew didn’t bode well.

Once Nami finished, Ken stepped around her and knelt on the other side of the spring so he could still keep an eye out behind them and down the slope. They were heading more south and east now, the mountainside they were on apparently curving.

He didn’t know if they were still downslope of the road or not, if it’d taken a different route at this point, but he hadn’t heard any vehicles at all. In fact, now all he could hear was the wind and the sound of trees creaking and groaning, the occasional deadfall breaking free in the distance and crashing to the ground.

Spooky, but not dangerous as long as Ken kept a sharp lookout and steered clear of deadfalls and widowmakers that might come down on them.

He thought about trying to go farther uphill when he caught sight of their shadow again.

Dammit.

“Still no service,” Nami said, sounding dejected as she returned her phone to her purse. “I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere that there wasn’t cell service.” She sadly laughed. “How sad am I that I haven’t traveled much and I probably drove well over a million miles as a bus driver?”

“You’re not the only one,” Ken said, his gaze focusing on where he’d last seen the shadow. “The not traveling, I mean.” The feeling of being watched had definitely returned with a vengeance, although that tingly ball of nerves at the base of his spine seemed more concerned about where the men were than whatever was following them.

Instincts.

I need to let Dewi and Beck work with me when we get home.




* * * *




Manuel had put Saul in charge of the group going in on foot. As Saul led the way, silently cursing his boss for their ill-prepared cross-country hike through the woods, he tried to tamp down on the bad feeling congealing in his gut.

No, he couldn’t speak it aloud for fear of reprisal from the others, or of any of them telling Manuel later, but he secretly hoped they wouldn’t find anything.

Correction, anyone.

Good with maps, he’d memorized how to get to the large, central building that almost looked like some sort of meeting hall adjacent to several campground areas. There were homes scattered around to the west and north of that, which was where Manuel, Guillermo, and Carlos had headed.

The plan was to meet up in that area. Manuel didn’t want both vehicles there, both as a backup plan, and to try to mislead the residents as to how many of them there were.

But now that Saul checked his phone, he realized he had no signal, even though they’d had one in town.

Dammit.

With Jose and three other men sent after the man and woman from the gas station, their numbers were spread too thin. He didn’t like the odds of seven against an unknown number of locals who were out there.

Technically four, since Manuel and two other men were out there, somewhere, and not with them.

Not to mention they’d heard the eerie howls of wolves several times, some of them sounding fairly close.

This entire operation was flawed from the start, from its hasty inception. They weren’t prepared for any of this. At least while chasing Carlomarles to Colombia, they’d known what they were doing, were prepared for it, had locals on their side.

He was all for going back to Spokane to regroup, or even getting rooms at the hotel in town here and laying low for a couple of days and seeing what happened. Play tourist so they weren’t blatantly obvious. Not to mention getting some damn clothes that didn’t make him feel like he was standing out.

Saul shivered as the breeze stiffened. It felt like a storm coming. Yet another reason to postpone this for another day.

But he’d been given orders. If they didn’t meet up with Manuel where he expected them to be, there’d be hell to pay.

Risking that man’s ire far outweighed his personal reservations.

Ricardo tugged on Saul’s arm to get his attention. The man had his gun drawn and pointed behind them.

Now Saul drew his weapon and they all froze, listening.

After a moment, he couldn’t deny it felt like they were being watched.

Studied.

Saul paired Ricardo with him, and Victor with Roberto. They split up with the other two men dropping back to follow them off to the side. He pulled out his phone and used the compass to verify his course. They should only be about a mile, if that, south of the target they were heading for. They had paralleled the main road for a while before it curved away to the north.

He knew from the maps and satellite photos he’d studied that it meant they were getting close.

Ricardo grabbed his arm again, pointing ahead of them.

Three small wolves stood there, staring at them for a minute before they bolted at a dead run to the north.

Must be young ones.

But wolves weren’t the kind of animal they were hunting.

Saul breathed a sigh of relief. “They must have been what we were feeling,” he said.

Ricardo nodded but didn’t look completely convinced of that.

Saul softly whistled to get Victor and Roberto’s attention and bring them in again.

But the men didn’t approach.

The woods they were traversing weren’t so dense you couldn’t see a couple of yards around you, and yet there were no sign of the other two men.

Saul whistled again, a little louder this time.

Ricardo held his gun ready but Saul made him point it at the ground. “Don’t shoot them. Don’t shoot anyone yet. We don’t need people hearing that and investigating.”

“Where the fuck are they?”

“I don’t know.” He walked a couple of feet away and tried to listen.

Nothing.

“Victor, Roberto,” he softly called.

Nothing.

“Where did they go?” Ricardo asked.

Saul turned. “If I knew, do you think I’d be looking for them?”

“This isn’t right, man,” Ricardo said. “There is something really fucked up, here, and I’m not afraid to say it.”

“Don’t say it around Manuel,” Saul counseled. “He’ll gut you for cowardice.”

“I didn’t say I was going to tell him. And I didn’t say I’m running. But you have to admit there’s something wrong here.”

“Shh.” Saul headed back toward the last place he’d heard the men, trying to find their tracks, but there was too much ground cover to really see anything.

“Man, how the hell did they just fucking vanish?” Ricardo asked.

“They didn’t,” Saul said. “They ran. Like cowards. Come on.” Saul started leading them back toward the car.

“Where we going?”

“We’re going to find them.”

What Saul didn’t want to tell Ricardo was the real reason for backtracking, because Saul didn’t honestly believe they had run. Maybe they had, but there had to be a damn good reason, and it wasn’t because of the young wolves they’d seen.

He had a strong suspicion they might stumble across the men’s bodies. Just like every goddamned horror movie he’d ever seen, which now ran through his fucking mind.

Saul wanted to get the hell out of there, and Victor, the numb fuck, had the car keys.

He could no longer deny there was something fucked up about this whole thing. He wasn’t going to hang around, Manuel Segura or not, and get killed.

And he damn sure wasn’t getting left behind.








Chapter Twenty-Five






Ken was torn between wanting to urge Nami along faster, and anger at himself for not being armed with a gun, or at least a snarky, kick-ass attitude.

If he was a wolf, he knew he could shift and take their pursuers by surprise.

But he was a geek with a tire iron, something which he wasn’t entirely sure how to use for its manufacturer’s indicated purpose, much less how to brandish it as an improvised weapon.

Now they were lost in the wilderness, with vengeful killers on their trail. Yes his instincts, so far, had kept them alive.

The question remained for how much longer?

Dammit, I wish I’d listened to Dewi and let her teach me more stuff!

At least the small trickle of water they got from the tiny spring was enough to slake their thirst and keep them going. Neither of them were used to higher elevations or drier air. While he was in better physical condition than Nami due to age and from all the biking he’d done before meeting Dewi, he wasn’t exactly equipped to survive out here long-term without supplies or shelter.

And the temperature kept dropping, the cloud cover thickening.

Ken still avoided going downhill, terrified that when they hit the valley or stream bed or whatever was down there, the landscape might open up and leave them exposed to discovery by their pursuers.

At least here in the thick of the woods they had a slight advantage. He frequently scanned the ground behind them, making sure they weren’t leaving tracks or other obvious signs of their passing.

He also glanced at his phone, praying for a signal. At least the compass function still worked.

Around three o’clock, Nami needed another rest break. Ken stood keeping careful watch with neither of them talking.

Then, in the distance, he heard voices. Male voices, faint, but definitely speaking Spanish. He studied the way they’d come, but no one was visible behind them. It sounded like the men were farther downhill on the slope than Ken and Nami.

Nami’s eyes widened in fear and she grabbed Ken’s arm, holding on tight.

Pressing a finger to his lips, he closed his eyes and listened.

Yes, definitely going away from them, growing even fainter.

So much for hoping they thought we’d head toward town.

If they were hearing the men, the men were traveling in the same direction they were. Obviously unaware of where they were, exactly, or they’d likely be dead already.

As the voices slowly faded to the south and west, Ken leaned in close, his lips against her ear. “We need to keep moving.”

“Can’t we head back the other way?” she whispered in his ear when she pulled him close. Her hands felt cold against his arm.

He shook his head. “If they double back, they might find us. Right now, they don’t know where we are.”

She nodded, tightly holding onto his arm as he led the way through the trees again.

After another half hour or so, that’s when they hit their first roadblock that Ken couldn’t find an easy way past. A ravine about fifteen feet deep on their side cut east to west downhill through the slope, and there was no going around it.

Ken left Nami safely sheltered behind a large boulder and dropped onto his belly to creep out and stare down the slope. The ravine, lined with trees on either side, held a small trickle of water in its bottom and looked like maybe it was a snow runoff path. He couldn’t see any farther than about thirty yards downhill before trees obscured the way.

That likely meant anyone looking up couldn’t see them, either.

He hoped.

If they got down into it without killing themselves, they should be able to climb up and out more easily on the other side. The southern slope of the ravine looked shorter, maybe only eight feet deep at a point about ten yards uphill, and with a slightly gentler grade.

Ken contemplated his options when two things happened. He looked back and spotted the shape of what was unmistakably a wolf fading into the shadows about twenty yards to the north of them, where they’d just come from. And somewhere in the distance downhill he heard another crack of gunfire, quickly followed by the faint sound of male voices screaming at each other. He couldn’t tell what language for sure, but it didn’t sound like English.

Nami clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with terror, as she obviously heard it.

The wolf darted away, downhill and toward the source of the gunfire and voices.

That settled Ken’s mind. He waved Nami over and she positively scampered toward him.

He leaned in and whispered. “We go down here, facing the side. Dig your toes and fingers into the dirt to slow yourself as you slide down.” He pointed to the other side. “We’ll climb out over there. Can you make it?”

“You just watch this fat girl climb, sugar.”

“I’ll go down first and try to catch you. Watch how I do it.”

“Just don’t let me land on you.”




* * * *




“What the unholy fucking hell do you think you’re doing?” Jose screamed at Aldo.

“Motherfucking snake, man!”

“Quit shooting at the motherfucking snakes!”

“You realize they now know we’re here, right?” Manuel asked. “Fuck, half the people who live around this goddamned valley probably know we’re here.”

Jose held up his arms and turned around. “Do you see any motherfucking houses around this valley? Do you see anyone?”

“No,” Miguel said. “Because we’re going the wrong goddamned way. They went toward town, I’m telling you. That’s what I would do.”

Jose had just about enough of his shit. “You want to go back, alone, be my guest, but you give me the motherfucking car keys before you do.”

“Fuck that!”

“Then shut your fucking mouth and let’s keep moving. We can probably search for another hour before we have to turn around because it’s getting dark.”

“It’s still moving!” Aldo screamed, aiming at the snake again.

Jose drew his own gun and pointed it at Aldo. “I swear to Jesus and the Mother Mary, if you shoot that motherfucking snake again, I will shoot you and leave you here!”

Aldo was about to answer him when they all froze at the sound.

A woman’s shriek.

Jose held up a finger to his mouth, which proved totally unnecessary. They were all listening now, trying to hear any other sounds.

Miguel, who looked disappointed as fuck at this development, pointed down the river in the direction they were heading.

Jose nodded and quickly moved, waving them after him as he holstered his gun.

Aldo holstered his too. Silently, the men hurried after Jose.

Fuckin’ A, maybe my luck held out for once.

If they were heading the right way—which he’d honestly given up hope on hours ago—that meant they might actually get answers.

For making them drag their asses this far out into the goddamned wilderness, he would get fucking answers.

But it also meant they weren’t in the middle of whatever was going down with Manuel and the other guys. And Jose had a feeling they were far better off not being in the middle of that.




* * * *




Dewi and Beck set out in the rented SUV again after Peyton doled out sections of the compound to search, with a heavy concentration on the southern area where most of the homes, the great hall, and the main campgrounds were located. Their thinking was that anyone who was so determined to come into the compound looking for someone would likely focus on the most populated areas.

Four armed wolves were being assigned to the main entrance. No one allowed in except pack residents and people involved in the hunt, and any clueless humans would be turned away temporarily with the same “escaped convicts” story.

And no one allowed out except pack members, unless they were obviously someone local who belonged there.

“We’re going to kill them,” Dewi said. “Not leave a damn one of them alive. Web said definitely eleven of them, perhaps more who didn’t come in, but he’s not sure of that. He doesn’t have time to go over his security video right now to recount them and be sure.”

“If they’re with the cartel,” Beck reminded her.

“They are,” she insisted. “This is too coincidental. No fucking way is this innocent. A large group of Hispanic men who aren’t dressed for the area show up and just happen to be asking around about Joaquin?”

“Just saying,” Beck reminded her. “Due process.”

“I’ll do something, all right.”

She tried not to worry about Ken and Nami. Web’s guy was looking for them now and hadn’t reported back yet.

With them rode Paul Storenson, a local wolf, an Alpha who lived in the compound with his wife and three kids. They were currently out in the northern section of the compound with several cousins who’d come in for the Muster. His heavily armed beta wolf sister was on her way out there now to try to find them all and bring them in.

“Call Trent,” Beck said. “See if he’s found anyone yet.”

“If he’s in range.”

In the middle and northern sections of the compound, even people using the pack’s cell tower frequently didn’t get cell coverage. It depended on where they were located. The southern part of the compound partially lay on the same heavily wooded plateau area as the town, with mountains surrounding them and valleys plunging below. If you were on the plateau, around the houses and great hall, you usually had coverage.

Once someone traveled out of that area, though, it was a crapshoot.

And since her brother’s phone went right to voice mail, Dewi suspected Trent might be out of range.

Beck slammed on the brakes as three young wolves bolted out of the woods from the south and into the road ahead of them. One of them froze in the middle of the road, and the smallest of the three rammed him, knocking him out of the way and into the third, sending all three sprawling.

Dewi jumped out of the SUV and rounded the front of the vehicle. “What the hell are you doing running into the road like that? You could have gotten hurt!”

The three teenagers, two boys and a girl, all shifted back as they picked themselves up.

“Sorry, Dewi,” they all said, looking appropriately chastised.

“You’re Ned Barsker’s kids, aren’t you?”

The three siblings nodded. Dewi couldn’t remember their exact ages but knew they were between fourteen and eighteen.

“Anyone else out here with you?”

They shook their heads.

“Shift and get in the back of the SUV. We’ll take you to the great hall and someone can drive you home. You stay there until the all-clear is sounded. We’ve got a serious security problem.”

“Is this about the human guys we saw?” the girl asked. She was the one who’d saved her stupid-ass brother by knocking him out of the way.

Dewi wheeled around. “What guys? And where?”

The three siblings pointed toward the woods to the south, where they’d come from, one of the boys describing the four men and how far back they’d crossed paths with them.

Beck jumped out as Dewi headed to the woods. “Paul, take them to the great hall, drop them off, and get back here immediately. Tell Peyton and get some extra noses out here.” He drew his weapon and followed Dewi into the woods.

Dewi hadn’t even bothered to ask Beck to keep up, knowing he’d figure it out. They’d worked together long enough that they might as well have had a mate bond.

With her gun in her hand, Dewi scented the three young wolves’ trail easier than if she’d tried to actually find tracks. With such a fresh and large scent trail, she had no trouble.

A quarter mile or so later, that’s when they crossed scent trails with the strange humans, some of the same scents from the car they’d found near the compound entrance.

Dewi froze, listening. Beck froze, too. She couldn’t hear anything that didn’t belong there, but that didn’t mean the humans weren’t close by. It smelled like at least two of the men had stopped when they saw the Barsker kids, and then turned around and backtracked.

As they followed that scent trail back they came across the scent trails of two more men, which had pulled away at a ninety-degree angle to their previous trajectory, heading north toward the main road.

Dewi closed her eyes and tried to sense if Trent was close by. He wasn’t a Prime, but sometimes she could locate her brothers if they were close by.

After a moment she opened her eyes and looked around. “You go after the two backtracking,” she whispered, knowing Beck could hear her as if she’d shouted. “I’ll take the two going this way.”

“I don’t like the idea of splitting up, Dewi.”

“Unless you figure out how to clone the two of us, suggest something better.”

He didn’t, because he couldn’t.

“Exactly.” She took off at a silent run, quickly losing sight of Beck.

As she ran, she debated swapping her gun for her knife and then decided that was stupid. Shooting them would be okay because she wanted these fuckers to know she was hunting them.

She wanted them scared.

Because scared humans did stupid things, made dumb mistakes, meaning it’d be easier to flush them out and pick them off.

In addition, this was her pack, her land, her house.

Nobody brought shit into her house that she didn’t finish it. And them.

Besides, Dewi really needed someone to take out her anger on over having to wear a froufrou wedding dress.




* * * *




As soon as Saul and Ricardo were out of sight, Victor and Roberto decided fuck this noise, they were heading back to the car. They’d claim they got separated from Saul and Ricardo and got lost, then decided to go back to regroup.

Victor had been the one to broach the subject first.

“What’s your feeling about this?” he asked Roberto.

“Bad.”

Victor nodded and silently held up the car keys.

Roberto nodded.

That had settled it.

Victor knew what passed for a main road lay to the north, to their left, so they both turned that way. Once they found the main road, they could stay just off it and quickly work their way back to the car.

There wasn’t a real plan as far as they could tell. Manuel wanted to go in, start kicking shit and scaring people, and expected to find this guy when the only proof that the guy was actually here was one woman overheard ranting in a gas station about a guy named Joaquin.

That was not a solid plan.

Besides, Victor and Roberto, who were brothers-in-law, had actually praised the guy who killed Raul when it happened.

Not that they’d tell anyone else that.

Raul Segura had been a cruel, vicious fuck, in their not-so-humble opinions. A pain in their asses for several years.

Hell, they’d buy this Carlomarles guy a bottle of top-shelf tequila for what he’d done, taking Raul out.

Had Manuel revealed the purpose of this trip before they left Mexico, several of them knew they would have figured ways out of it. Sudden illness, sick kids—sabotaging the plane so it couldn’t fly—anything.

This was madness, a possible suicide mission. Neither Victor nor Roberto were feeling particularly suicidal today.

Especially not over someone like Raul Segura.

The problem was, no one would say anything about how they really felt in front of Manuel. He’d sworn revenge, and yeah, they got it.

But it wasn’t technically their circus, nor their monkeys. The guy had raped and killed a girl.

They never used to give child rapists a pass. Not until Raul got involved with things, then all of a sudden Manuel was making excuses for the man when the rest of them knew damn well they would have been strung up, gutted alive, and left hanging somewhere for vultures to pick apart.

Add to all of this the feeling that they were being watched, and Victor was done. He had family he wanted to get home to, and this wasn’t a fight he wanted anything to do with. Roberto felt the same way.

That wasn’t even counting the fact that it was starting to get really fucking cold, and they were dressed in slacks and short sleeves. The temperature must have dropped at least twenty degrees over the past hour, and felt like it was still plunging.

Not too far ahead of them they heard a vehicle pass in what sounded like a hurry. The men glanced at each other to verify they heard it, and then sped toward the source of the sound.

That’s when they heard a woman clear her throat right behind them, scaring the crap out of them.

They both spun around just to get punched in the faces and fall onto the ground next to each other, stunned.

Victor had taken a lot of punches in his time, but never anything like that. It felt like he’d gotten kicked in the face by a horse, yet the woman didn’t even flinch or flex her fists or anything like most men would after delivering that kind of blow. She’d fucking punched both of them at the same time!

The slender, lithe woman grinned down at them with an evilly wolfish smile that made Victor nearly wet himself. She wore jeans, hiking boots, and a tank top under a long-sleeved shirt that lay open and unbuttoned, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Her long, dark brown hair was pulled back into a braid.

He didn’t know why, but he’d never felt more terrified in his entire life than he did at that exact moment.

“Hello, boys,” she drawled in English. “Hola,” she said, slowly and loudly, as if they were deaf…or stupid. “No hablo español. Me llamo one really pissed-off bitch. Drop your guns.”

She drew a gun from the back of her waistband with her right hand. But Victor found he couldn’t raise his.

In fact, he opened his fist and dropped his, as did Roberto.

The two men exchanged a horrified glance before returning their gazes to her.

Her grin widened. “Good. Bueno. You understand enough English.”

She knelt in front of them and made a motion with her hand, pinching her fingers and thumb together like an adult would to a child, silencing them. Victor realized he couldn’t speak.

A wave of horror washed through him.

We’re going to die.

And it’s going to hurt. A lot.

She picked up their guns and dropped them behind her on the ground before she sat, cross-legged, still manically grinning at them.

“I’m going to introduce you two bozos to a game I call ‘Dewi Says.’”

She laughed, and something deep inside him curdled in fear.

“Now, the last guys I played this game with didn’t do so hot. Let’s see how well you two do. Oh, heh, spoilers, you both absolutely will lose.”

He’d swear her canines gained length when she smiled again, baring a mouth full of teeth at them.

His bladder let loose.








Chapter Twenty-Six






Gravity worked in Nami’s favor going down the northern side of the ravine. Ken stood off to the side, ready to jump in to help stabilize her as much as possible when she was within his reach, but also able to get out of the way if she fell.

Once she was safely down, they scrabbled across the bolder-strewn ravine and over to where Ken thought the closest, easiest exit would be. It proved steeper than it had looked from the other side, but he still thought it was doable.

“I’ll go up first,” he said. “Follow how I do it.”

“Just move your ass,” she whispered back.

He found solid footing and started climbing, quickly reaching the top where he turned and waved her up.

She started up. Halfway, before Ken could grab for her arm, she lost her footing and fell back with a shriek, landing at the bottom of the ravine.

When she didn’t get to her feet immediately, Ken hurried back down to her.

“Come on!” He tried tugging on her arm.

“My right ankle!” she hissed, tears now rolling down her cheeks.

“If we don’t move,” he said, hating himself, “we are going to die.”

She let him help her up and hobbled back to the side of the ravine. Ken went up again. This time, despite her pain, Nami made it, falling onto the ground on the other side once she cleared the top edge.

More tears rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t think I can get up, Ken,” she whispered. “My ankle hurts too bad.”

He could see her right ankle already starting to swell. He looked around but didn’t spot any fallen branches stout enough that he could grab for her to use as a crutch or even a cane.

“Sweetie, please, you have to try. You can lean on me.”

She nodded and finally rolled onto her hands and knees, using Ken to help pull herself into a standing position with Ken on her right.

“That’s it,” he said. “Keep your arm around me.” He slouched, letting her drape her arm over his shoulder while he slipped his left around her ample waist. He carried the tire iron in his right hand.

“We can do this,” he said, leading her away. “We have to do this.”




* * * *




Joaquin did his damnedest not to worry about Malyah. By all rights, Peyton should have ordered Jack into the search for the intruders, but their pack Alpha had specifically told Jack and Moraine to stay put and protect Malyah.

I need to remember to thank him for that.

Joaquin knew both the wolves were deadly with weapons. If anyone tried to get into that house, they wouldn’t get far.

Peyton had made Joaquin hang back at the great hall for a few to help inform others who showed up about what was going on, then assign them a search section and send them out again.

“Joaquin!” Peyton called.

“Yeah?”

“Paul Storenson just checked in. He’s on his way back here with the Barsker kids. He said Dewi and Beck are on the ground and tracking four strange guys the kids saw in the woods. They might be the same guys Trent and the others are after. They headed into the woods about five miles from the great hall, south of the main road and just to the west of where it makes that hard curve to the north. Head out there and back them up.”

“Got it.”

Joaquin raced out to Jack’s car and didn’t bother with the seat belt, passing Paul going the other way a few minutes later.

Both vehicles slid to a stop in the middle of the road and Paul explained the exact place to Joaquin where Dewi and Beck had gone into the woods before Joaquin took off again.

He parked on the road, taking the keys with him and locking the car. It only took him a couple of minutes of sniffing to find Dewi and Beck’s scent trails and head after them, gun drawn. It didn’t take him long to come up on the scent trails of the strangers, but at that point it was easier for him to follow the freshest and most familiar scents of Dewi and Beck.

He tried not to think about Mexico, about tracking Raul Segura through the town, finding out where he lived, then his hasty escape later. That would cost him valuable attention he needed now, focused on this threat. What happened in Mexico couldn’t be changed, but this definitely could go many different ways—including some very bad ways—if he didn’t stay focused.

As he ran, Joaquin threw back his head and let out a long, loud howl to give the two Enforcers, as well as Trent and his men, notice that he was out here.

Ahead of him, Beck let out an answering howl. When Dewi and Beck’s scent trails split up just a few minutes later, Joaquin maintained his course following Beck’s trail. He came up on him minutes later. Beck stood there, staring in front of him, gun drawn.

“Paul’s getting the kids to the great hall,” Joaquin whispered. “Peyton sent me. Why’d Dewi split you guys up?”

“Because the guys we’re tracking did.” He tipped his head forward and continued, following the scent trail.

It was obvious there were two overlapping trails, an older trail of four distinct scents, then the two newer ones who’d backtracked. But then the return trails veered from their original course, apparently getting lost and heading south.

Beck looked around, then lifted his head and howled.

In the distance, to the west, they heard Trent respond.

Dewi should have responded, as she should have the last time, but didn’t.

Beck started after the scent trail again but Joaquin stopped him. “Shouldn’t we go find Dewi and make sure she’s okay?”

Beck hesitated, apparently undecided. Finally, he holstered his gun, cupped his hands around his mouth, and howled again.

Still no response.

“Dammit,” Beck muttered after a minute had passed.

“Want me to go after her?”

“No, stay with me. If she was in trouble, she would have howled.” Beck drew his gun and took off again.

Joaquin wasn’t sure about that logic, but he deferred to the other man and followed him, gun drawn.




* * * *




Saul’d had just about enough of this bullshit. Between seeing the young wolves, and now hearing what definitely sounded like larger wolves in close proximity, he wanted the hell out of there.

Ricardo looked scared out of his wits. The guy was only twenty-three, and while he was ripped with muscles and normally very imposing, Saul wasn’t sure a pack of wolves would really give a shit about the guy’s low BMI or six-pack abs.

It didn’t help that Ricardo had the intelligence of a streetlamp, only without the brilliance.

Guns or not, Saul didn’t want to start shooting the local wildlife just to attract the attention of any locals.

There was something out here in these woods that felt far more dangerous than they were. No, he wasn’t one usually spooked by the wilderness, but everything felt wrong. There should have been far better planning before they made this trek.

Hell, there should have been a goddamned plan in the first place, and not a hasty search based on half-assed intel they didn’t even know for sure was accurate. For all they knew, this could have been a trap set by the very people who’d killed Raul.

Usually blood-for-blood stopped at that. What if this had been far more, a rival cartel they weren’t aware of yet, or maybe even some outside player coming in and baiting Manuel in a way they knew he absolutely wouldn’t be able to ignore because family honor was involved?

What better way to do it than to salt clues leading the man—and his core support group—into the middle of the fucking wilderness?

Unfortunately, the farther and faster they ran, the less familiar any of the surrounding woods looked. Saul now had no clue where they were, or if they were even still going the right direction. With the sun fully obscured by clouds, everything was cloaked in shadows and not giving him a good bearing.

He pulled out his phone. Still no signal, but the compass showed him they’d been heading southeast.

“Shit.” He got them turned around and going northwest again. They couldn’t have gone too far in the wrong direction. They would either run into the road leading to town, or the main road they’d been paralleling on the way in.

Eventually.

He hoped.

“Fucking getting colder, man,” Ricardo said, shivering despite their exertion and speed. They were going faster than they had coming in, meaning it should cut their return time even with the delay.

“Thanks for the weather report,” Saul muttered. “Not like I’m standing right here or anything.”

“You don’t have to be an asshole.”

“Shh.” He stopped, holding his hand up for Ricardo to wait.

He’d heard…something. Something beyond the normal noises…

Which, eerily, had stopped. Other than the wind, there were no insects, no birds. A couple of minutes ago, the woods had been filled with the sounds of them.

The hair on the back of Saul’s neck stood up. He checked the compass on his phone again, made a quick course adjustment, and set off at a run with Ricardo close on his heels. The wind had definitely picked up and there was either rain or snow coming. He smelled the sharp tang of it in the air.

The only place he wanted to be less than right there was right there with it raining or snowing.

A chorus of several wolves howling not too far to the west of them made both men freeze.

“Fuck this shit,” Ricardo said. “We need to get the hell back to the car and find the others.”

“That’s the plan.”

“How we going to do that without the keys?”

 “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure that out later.” Saul was cursing the fact that he hadn’t driven.

“But—”

“Just keep the fuck up!” Saul told him.

He suspected they were literally running for their lives.

Maybe Victor and Roberto hadn’t willingly deserted them after all.

That thought scared him more than the previous suspicion that maybe they had.




* * * *




Beck couldn’t keep his mind totally focused on tracking. “Did Peyton mention if he’d heard back from Web yet?” Beck asked Joaquin.

“About Ken and Nami?”

“No, about the Harlem Globetrotters. Who do you think?”

“Dude, fuck you. And no, sorry, not as of when I left the great hall.”

Beck blew out a long breath. “Sorry. I’m not trying to take it out on you.”

“Yeah, I know. Sorry I snapped back at you.”

Beck decided to be the bigger man. “Congratulations on your mating. I’m sorry this isn’t exactly the ideal celebration for your new relationship. And thank you for trying to keep it a secret. I appreciate the courtesy, but I wish you’d told me.”

Joaquin let out a snort. “I wasn’t sure if you or Nami would eviscerate me over it.”

Beck stopped and turned, holding his free hand out to stop Joaquin. “I know we’ve had our differences in the past but a mate changes everything. You’re my brother-in-law now. Okay, so you and Sadie had a thing. And you made a pass at Dewi. That’s all in the past.”

Beck pointed at the ground. “This is serious shit we’re dealing with right now. I know how I felt when I met Nami and how I thought I was going to lose my goddamned mind until I found her again. I know how you feel about Malyah, and I don’t want to risk something happening and not say this to you now—clean slate. Brothers.” He switched his gun to his left hand and stuck out his right. “Okay?”

Joaquin swapped his gun and shook with him. “Brothers,” he quietly said. “I really did try to keep our mating a secret. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to upstage you guys or Dewi.”

“I know. Peyton told us. Once we get through this shit and can get back to our previously scheduled crazy week, you and I will sit down, alone, and have a drink together. Because I think with two Drexler sisters as mates, we’re going to need it.”

He managed a smile and was glad Joaquin could muster one in return.

“Let’s go find and kill these fuckers,” Beck said.

“Deal.”

Beck turned back to the trail and let out a howl.

A moment later, they heard Trent’s faint howl in reply.

“Why does it sound like he’s getting farther away?” Joaquin asked.

Beck frowned. “I don’t know.” He looked up. “Dammit.”

Joaquin immediately spotted Beck’s vexation. “It’s snowing? Fuck me, we can’t catch a break.”

“It’s light. Hopefully won’t stick. But it might turn to rain and that will fuck with our tracking. Let’s hurry.”

Beck took the lead and started running.








Chapter Twenty-Seven






Guillermo waited while Manuel tried to make up his mind. Manuel didn’t want to admit to his men that he thought they were lost. The junction they were sitting at wasn’t where he thought they were supposed to be, and he couldn’t find it on the satellite pictures on his tablet, either. It’d been almost two hours since they’d split up from the other four.

“Do you want me to backtrack?” Guillermo finally asked.

“No. Not yet.” This was going so, so wrong.

How could everything have gone to hell like this?

He checked his cell phone again.

No signal.

At war within him, his enraged need to extract revenge doing battle with common sense and gut instincts. If he felt these same misgivings any other time, he’d scuttle the operation and order everyone out of there to a place of safety to regroup for fear of an ambush or attack they couldn’t defend against.

He stared down at his tablet again, zooming in on the photos and trying to trace the way they’d come in. It almost looked like there were fewer roads appearing on the map and satellite photos than there were here on the ground. Nothing even paved, the main road that had led in from town was hard-packed gravel.

The rest of them were dirt.

Manuel unfastened his seat belt and got out out of the car, listening. The cold air startled him, smacking him in the face as he realized the temperature had dramatically dropped from when they’d left town.

All around them he heard the howls of wolves, mostly in the distance. The eerie sound sent gooseflesh creeping all over his body.

If he pulled back and his men were left waiting for him at the planned meeting point, what would that say about him as a leader?

If they even made it out again.

He had no way of contacting them.

Or what if they hadn’t even made it in?

Now he had men running around in rapidly deteriorating weather, men who weren’t even dressed for it.

I’m an idiot.

He wanted vengeance. His soul screamed for it, especially when he remembered his brother dying in his arms, his mother’s grief-stricken screams before she collapsed.

His promise to her to make this right.

But he couldn’t do anything if he and his men were all dead.

He ran a hand through his hair and leaned in. “Shut the thing off.”

Guillermo did.

Silence fell, nothing but the wind, birds, insects.

No vehicles, no people.

Nothing.

Then, in the distance, the howl of a wolf skipped across the landscape, swirling around him and making him shiver in a way the cold wind hadn’t.

Manuel got back into the car and closed the door, locking it. “Turn around.” He consulted his tablet. “We need to find where we went wrong.”

It wasn’t a capitulation, but at least it was one way to buy him a little time before declaring a full retreat.




* * * *




Figures that the first time I get to see snow I can’t stop to enjoy it. Not even dressed to enjoy it.

Light flurries that probably wouldn’t stick, but it made a bad situation even more miserable. Especially if it turned into a misting rain like Ken suspected it might. His fingers felt numb but he refused to let go of the tire iron in his hand. It was his only weapon, the only thing he had to protect Nami and himself with.

Nami was doing her best to limp along, but her ankle was definitely messed up. Ken hoped it was only a really bad sprain and not broken, but they couldn’t stop even though their progress had slowed to almost a literal crawl as she did her best not to cry out with pain at every step.

And holy crap, was it cold. He could see his breath, and he and Nami both were shivering. He felt badly for her. In her skirt and casual flats, she wasn’t exactly dressed for a cross-country hike in rugged, mountainous terrain. At least he was in jeans and sneakers.

The wolf had returned, too. In the waning light, Ken caught glimpses of it tracking them every time he looked back. And he felt its presence. It was making less of an effort to keep itself hidden now that Ken had spotted it.

“How much longer are we gonna run?” Nami weakly asked.

“We have to keep moving,” Ken said. “For as long as we can.”

“But how do you know where we’re going?”

He glanced up at the darkening sky. “Instinct. We’re heading south. When I’m sure it’s safe, we’ll make our way downhill into the valley and follow the river Once we start following it, we’ll keep following it. It’ll eventually lead us to a road, a bridge, something.”

“But how do you know that?”

“I just do. It runs to the south. And we’ll need water again.”

She stopped, slumping against a tree. “I need to rest. Cain’t we stop for a while?”

He stood in front of her, scanning the woods behind them. “Nami,” he said, dropping his voice. “We have to keep moving. We can’t stop yet.”

She sounded hopeless. “If we keep moving, how will our people find us? Isn’t that what they always say when you get lost, to stay put?”

“Our people will find us,” he insisted. “Wolves, remember? There were more cartel guys with those ones who came after us. The rest of them probably went on into the compound. We have to trust that Dewi and Beck and the others can and will track us once they take care of the threat and realize we’re missing. Those guys don’t know we’re wolf mates. They’re humans and probably can’t track worth shit. We have to keep going, stay ahead of them. We have to stay alive. As long as we can stay alive, I have no doubt that Dewi and Beck and the rest of the pack can quickly find and rescue us. But they can’t rescue us if we’re not alive.”

He held out a hand to her.

Nodding, she took it and let him help her along.




* * * *




Peyton couldn’t get back into the field to search because more shifters raced into the great hall, just for him to turn them around again and send them out. Either to search for the intruders, or to go hunt down packmates out of communication, depending on who they were, their skills, and if they had any family out in the compound.

Web’s guy reported back that he’d made it all the way to I-90 without seeing any sign of Ken or Nami, but each time Peyton tried calling their phones, it went straight to voice mail.

That greatly troubled him. Yes, there were dead cell spots between their compound and Spokane, but not many.

Not enough to keep them out of contact for several hours.

He called Gillian and asked her to make that her focus, to keep trying to call Ken and Nami’s phones from their house phone, trying them every five minutes until either he told her to stop or she got hold of them.

At least an initial sweep of the town revealed none of the strangers had stayed behind there, so that was one worry lifted.

Note to self—we get a cell phone tower installed inside the compound to improve coverage, ASAP.

Too many people who’d traveled in from out of town weren’t within cell range, packmates now in danger because they couldn’t be reached by phone.

That was unacceptable.

He couldn’t even get hold of Trent or Dewi now, and he didn’t want to leave someone else in charge at the great hall in case he was needed there.

Some fucking pack Alpha I am.




* * * *




Dewi grinned at the two men, pleased to see at least one of them had wet himself.

“Aw, you know, some people would be offended by that,” Dewi said. “I mean, some people don’t want to be seen as scary.”

She flicked the tip of her tongue over her canines, which she’d let slide all the way out.

“Now, me, on the other hand, I absolutely want you to be completely terrified of me.” She pointed her gun at the guy who’d wet himself. “Because you have every reason to be terrified of me. Do not lie to me. Dewi says, are you working for that fuck Manuel Segura?”

Both men nodded.

“Excellent. And Dewi says, are you supposed to be looking for Joaquin Carlomarles?”

The men nodded again.

“Wow. You two are really good at this game. Dewi says, how many of you are there, total? You can answer out loud.”

“Once. Eleven,” the man quickly clarified in English.

“How many vehicles total?”

“Three.”

Dewi shot him in the left kneecap, grinning as she pulled the trigger. “Uh-uh-uh. I didn’t say Dewi says. Now shut up.”

His agonized screams immediately silenced. She swung her gun over to the other guy, ignoring the writhing, wounded man as he clutched at his leg. “Dewi says,  how many vehicles total?”

“Three,” the man answered, watching his compadre thrashing next to him. “What the fuck did you do to him? What are you?”

“Oh, now, you didn’t wait for me to say Dewi says. That’s not how we play the game.” She shot him in the left kneecap. “Shut up.” His howl of pain cut off in midscream.

She sat back, staring at them. No doubt Beck and the others would hear those two gunshots—and the truncated screams—and come running, so she didn’t have much time.

Part of her wanted to torture them, the way Felicia Escobar had been tortured. Well, not in the same exact way. In principle.

Part of her wanted to torture them to see if her Prime skills held, how far she could push them.

Then again, technically, that would be morally wrong.

But so was abducting, raping, and murdering a fifteen-year-old girl, and then hunting down the man who’d extracted blood for it.

She sighed and turned back to the first guy. “Dewi says, tell me how many men and vehicles came into our compound. And how you knew about us.”




* * * *




Beck pulled up short at the gunshot and human howl of pain. “Fuck.” He debated whether or not to follow it when he heard a second shot ring out.

That made up his mind for him. He left the scent trail and ran in the direction of the shots.

“What about the trail?” Joaquin asked as he kept up.

“We can come back and pick it up,” Beck said. “Dewi’s got two of them.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because she’s playing with them,” he grimly said. “And if she kills them, we have to get her to Peyton’s house immediately and get her fed.”

At least he didn’t have to explain that part to Joaquin. “Damn,” the man muttered.

When a Prime Alpha wolf killed, it had to eat, or ugly things could happen and innocent people could get hurt.

They heard a crashing off to their left and pulled up short as Trent and his men emerged from the trees. “Where’s Dewi?” Trent asked.

“That’s the shots we heard,” Beck told him, pointing.

“You find the other guys?”

“We left the trail when we heard the shots.”

Two more regularly spaced shots rang out.

“Go back and track them. I’ll go help Dewi.” He sent one of his men with Beck and Joaquin and took two with him as he bolted toward the sound.

Beck turned around and led the way, following their own scent back to where they’d broken from the original trail. The snow wasn’t getting any heavier, still annoying flurries that made everything wet as it melted upon landing.

Beck tried not to think about Ken and Nami and if they’d made it to Spokane safely or not. He didn’t have any cell coverage right here. Besides, he couldn’t divide his focus like that.

That’s what got people killed.




* * * *




Now the men had bullets in both kneecaps.

Dewi stood and stared down at them, slowly shaking her head. “Well, not like I didn’t warn you guys you were going to lose this game. At least I was honest with you about that from the start.”

So there were two more guys out here in this stretch of woods, if Trent or Beck hadn’t already found them.

But that left three armed men somewhere out in the compound in a car. From the sound of it, they had planned on meeting up near the great hall. They had satellite pics and maps, but Gillian kept up with things and always made sure the data available online was old to throw people off.

If you lived here, or you were of the pack, you could get the most recent information from the pack’s private site.

The biggest problem Dewi now had was that the southern section of the compound was where the most people lived, as well as where three of the largest, most popular campgrounds were located.

And confirming what Web had told Peyton, there were another four armed men in a car sent after Ken and Nami. No telling where the hell they had ended up, if they were still outside the compound or stumbling around in here, too.

So the good news was that Ken and Nami hadn’t turned around and headed for the compound.

The bad news was that Ken and Nami hadn’t turned around and headed for the compound, meaning who knew if they were still safe or if they’d been caught by the other four assholes.

“You know, now I’m wishing I’d shot you guys in the arms,” she said as they silently writhed in misery. “It’s going to be a real bitch dragging your bodies out to the road to the wood chipper.”

She raised her gun when she heard someone coming from behind her. She kept her gun pointed at the men on the ground and turned, relieved to see Trent and two of his guys emerge from the woods.

“You okay?” Trent cautiously asked from a safe distance.

She lowered the gun. “Yeah.” She quickly filled him in.

He grimly nodded and walked over to her, draping his left arm around her shoulders as he stared down at the men. “It’s better this way, you know. It would take too long to get you something to eat. We need you in the field.”

She wearily sighed. “I know.”

Trent raised his gun. “By order of the Targhee pack, as second in command and speaking for the pack Alpha, I hereby find you guilty of intrusion into pack territory for the express purpose of committing murder of our kind. Blood crimes call for blood. By pack edict, I sentence you to death.”

He fired.

Twice.








Chapter Twenty-Eight






Saul slid to a stop and froze at the first gunshot, Ricardo almost plowing into him. When the second sounded soon after, Saul knew.

He looked at Ricardo. “They’re dead.”

“How do you know for sure?”

“Because if we’d been firing, there would have been a bunch of shots all at once.”

He started running again when two more shots, deliberate ones, rang out.

Fuck!

He turned to Ricardo. “If we find Manuel, we say we got separated and lost and were heading back for the damn car. I swear to Jesus and the Mother Mary, if you say anything other than that, I will kill you myself. If anyone else stops us and they ask what the fuck we’re doing here, we’ll say we’re tourists and we were with friends. We stopped to pee and got separated from them and lost in the woods.”

Ricardo nodded. “I want out of here.”

“Then let’s go.”

They’d started running again when they heard two more shots. Saul wondered if it was an execution, but that was a total of six shots, and there were only five other men besides them out here, unless Jose and his men made it back.

But that would mean three more shots.

He knew he didn’t want to find out.




* * * *




Beck and Joaquin both knelt, sniffing the ground. The scent tracks had crossed, creating a little confusion.

“They’re panicked,” Beck said. “I can smell it. Not to mention they’re lost. They’ve crossed their old trail a couple of times. They have no clue where they are or where they’re going.” It’d been fifteen minutes since the last two shots rang out.

Beck hoped it’d been Trent who’d done it so Dewi could stay out in the field and help them hunt these guys down.

Beck was seriously considering stripping down and shifting. He could run faster on four legs than two, and it’d be a boost to his sniffer.

It also meant he’d have to put down his gun, and he wasn’t looking forward to that prospect.

“This way,” Joaquin said, pointing.

Beck nodded. Like this, it was easy to put aside any differences he’d once had with the man. They had to work together.

And once he had a chance to sit Nami down and talk to her, calmly, hopefully she’d change her mind about wanting to kill or castrate Joaquin.

He wouldn’t let himself think in any terms other than when he sat down with her.

Not if.

If nothing else, he had faith in Ken when others might not. He’d seen the immediate aftermath of Ken being able to oppose a Prime order, saving himself and Dewi in the process.

If Beck couldn’t be with Nami, he was glad Ken was.

The weather grew colder, the breeze picking up even more, the afternoon dim and grey, dismal. It didn’t take long for Beck to hear the clumsy sounds of humans running not too far ahead of them, their frantic footfalls and labored breathing, not even trying to be quiet the way they pushed through the woods.

Beck signaled for silence from the other two men as they closed in on their prey, guns at the ready. Once they had them in sight, Beck yelled, “Freeze!”

The two men whirled around, the larger one tripping and going down on his back.

The other man, seeing three guns pointing at him, dropped his and held up his hands. His English was rolled with a thick Spanish accent. “We’re lost! We heard lots of wolves!”

Beck felt his canines wanting to slide out, his jaw aching from the strain of it. “There are a lot of wolves out here. This is private land. How’d you get here?”

The bigger man stayed down, hands up. Beck smelled their fear—and their lies.

“A friend of ours. They have the car keys. We got separated. We drove over from Spokane for sightseeing, I swear. I don’t even know where the hell I am.”

“You got that right,” Joaquin said, smirking. “You fuckers wouldn’t be here if you knew where the hell you were. Where’s Manuel Segura?”

The standing man’s hesitation was all the proof Beck needed. He took a page from Dewi’s usual playbook and shot the guy on the ground in the arm before pointing his gun at the first guy again.

“Man asked you a question. Next one goes in your balls.”

The first man stared down in terror at his screaming partner. “I-I swear, we’re lost! I don’t know where he is!”

“But you are with Manuel Segura?” Joaquin asked.

The man swallowed hard and, finally, nodded.

“Fair enough,” Beck said.

“Please, we don’t want to be here! We’ll leave! We were trying to get out of here when we got lost, seriously.” Beck didn’t even have to question him, he started spilling his guts.

It was almost enough to make Beck feel sorry for him.

Almost.

Because four of the guys were somewhere out on the road south of town and going after Ken and Nami. He knew damn well they would have little to no mercy for his friend and his mate.

Beck rolled his head back and forth, cracking his neck. He really wanted to kill this guy.

In good conscious, he couldn’t.

Yet.

Not without a pack edict. Yes, they’d come into the compound looking for Joaquin. But these guys had bolted. They were, right now, guilty of nothing more than terminal cowardice and a crisis of conscience.

“Strip,” Beck ordered. “Down to your underwear.”

It took the man on the ground a moment to get up and start doing it, cradling his injured left arm as he did.

Once they were in nothing but their underwear, and Beck was sure they were unarmed, they started marching them north, toward the main road. A howl rolled across the woods.

Trent.

Beck howled in reply, making both prisoners turn, expressions of wide-eyed fear on their face.

“What the fuck?” the first man said.

Beck grinned, but it held no humor. “These woods are full of wolves.”




* * * *




Nami finally spotted the wolf during one of their increasingly frequent breaks.

She clutched Ken in fear. “Is that one of…ours?” she whispered.

The wolf was obviously done trying to hide from them. It no longer darted for cover when Ken turned to look for him. It never came closer than about twenty yards, close enough to keep them in view.

“I don’t know, but I didn’t want to say anything to you earlier and freak you out. He’s been following us for hours.”

“News flash, I was already freaked out, even before that. If he hasn’t attacked us yet that’s good, right?”

“I don’t know. I hope so. Both times we heard the gunshots, he disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

He looked down at her stunned tone. “I meant it ran off. Not literally vanished.”

“Oh.” She weakly laughed. “Wouldn’t that be a magic trick?”

The wolf stared at them. It didn’t act afraid of them. Ken got the feeling it was more curious than anything. Like they were being studied by their lupine stalker.

“Yeah,” Ken said. “It would. Funny thing is, it came back both times. Why would it do that?”

“Maybe he’s waitin’ for us to die from exposure and get hisself a free meal.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I wasn’t kiddin’.”

She held onto the small tree she was leaning against and tried to reposition herself so she could keep her weight off her bad foot for a few minutes. It had swelled even more and her brown skin looked much darker, bruised, around it. Ken wasn’t a doctor. She could wiggle her toes, but he didn’t know if that meant anything was broken or not.

“I really want to sit down,” she said.

“Sweetie, you can’t. If you do…” He hated to admit it. “If you get down and can’t get up, I might not be strong enough to help you get up.”

He hated having to admit that, especially when he’d seen Beck easily sling Nami over his shoulder one-armed before.

“I’m not a wolf. I’m just a damn computer geek.”

“I’m so tired. And cold.”

He wrapped his arms around her, rubbing his hands up and down her arms. “I know, sweetie. Me, too.” Her flesh felt cold and she trembled.

His even bigger fear than Nami getting down and not being able to help her up again was he feared if they stopped moving and sat still for too long in one place that hypothermia might set in.

He had a thought. “So what kind of wedding dress are we going to get for Malyah?”

She straightened. “This changes nothin’. I’m still gonna kill that boy when I get my hands on him.” She pushed herself away from the tree and started to take a step. Fortunately, Ken was ready to help steady her. “Cain’t believe he just done took her into the woods and had his way with her!”

Righteous indignation, for the win.

He wished he’d thought of that sooner.

Ken glanced back at the wolf. “Hold up.”

“What?” angrily said.

“Shh!”

“What?” she whispered.

“Okay, new rule, let’s keep the evisceration plans to a whisper, all right? I’d rather not announce to the bad guys where we are.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

He turned to the wolf again and patted his thigh, calling to it.

“Uh, you sure that’s a good idea?”

“He could have attacked us at any time. If he’s reasonably tame and wants to stay with us, maybe he’ll help keep us safe. Or snuggle up with us and help keep us warm.”

“Good plan.”

The wolf watched him for a moment before approaching. When it was about five feet away it stopped, staring up at them, nostrils flaring as it sniffed them.

“Good…boy. I think. If you’re a girl, my apologies.”

“You’re talking to it like it understands you.”

“I think it might.”

“If it was a shifter, wouldn’t it have shifted by now?”

“That’s what I was thinking.” The symbolism of having a wolf with them helped calm Ken. Its brown eyes seemed to intently study him. “But maybe if he’s with us, he’ll warn us if anyone’s coming. Or anything.”

“Anything?” She snorted. “Like what, Sasquatch?”

“Bears. Mountain lions. Coyotes.”

She let out a sick-sounding noise. “You coulda just made me happy and agreed with Sasquatch. If we’re gonna keep movin’, we need to keep movin’, or I’m gonna sit down right here and die.”

“We need to try to find shelter. A rocky outcropping or something. To get out of the wind.” He helped her start moving again. The snow, as he’d thought it might, wasn’t sticking. It was melting and making everything wet, as if they were caught in a mist.

“Maybe,” she quietly said, “you should just leave me here and head toward where you think the road is and get help.”

“No. I’m not leaving you alone. You’re Beck’s mate, and I’m staying with you.”

She stopped and looked up at him. “I’m cold and wet and cain’t hardly walk. If you go, at least—”

“Nami, I’m not leaving you. Pack doesn’t leave pack. And you’re a mate.”

She snorted. “So are you.”

“Yeah, but I’m a guy.”

“So?”

“After…after the incident. When I killed Endquist. Beck and I talked. He told me then, before he’d ever met you, that he respected me and trusted me. That if he ever found his mate, he knew he could trust me to help take care of her. I’m not going to let him down now.”

“I’m scared,” she quietly admitted.

“I know. Me, too. I know we’ll find someplace we can stop for the night. Let’s just keep—”

The wolf softly chuffed at them. He’d circled around in front of them while they were talking and now he stood there, waiting, looking over his shoulder at them.

“What’s he doin’?” Nami whispered.

“I don’t know.”

The wolf took a couple of steps forward, looked back, and softly chuffed again.

“I think he wants us to follow him,” Ken said.

“What if he leads us to the guys who are after us?”

Ken stared into the wolf’s eyes. “No,” Ken finally said, “I don’t think he will. Let’s follow him.”

He thought Nami muttered something that sounded like, “Lord, save me from crazy white boys,” but she let Ken help her and they started following the wolf.

It was what Ken’s instinct told him to do, and so far, they were still alive.

Hopefully that wouldn’t change any time soon.








Chapter Twenty-Nine






Joaquin was good with killing Segura’s two guys right then, but knew Beck had seniority. If he said they had to stay alive for now, that was it.

They marched the prisoners north toward the main road. By the time they reached it, the two nearly naked men were shivering, their color looking a little on the blue side. Except for the one who’d been shot in the arm.

He looked distinctly paler from blood loss.

Beck and Trent had howled back and forth as they walked, coordinating their meeting place. By the time they emerged at the main road, they spotted Trent and Dewi heading toward them.

Beck pulled out his phone and checked it. “Finally.” Joaquin watched him place a call.

Well, tried to. Apparently voice mail picked up.

“Hey, babe, it’s me. Call me as soon as you get this message, okay? If you can’t get me, try Dewi or Trent. It’s an emergency. Love you.” He looked distinctly unhappy as he put his phone away.

“Where are your guys?” Beck asked Trent as he walked up.

“They’re coming.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

Joaquin looked to see one emerge from the woods, something large slung over his shoulder.

Then he dumped it on the ground.

A body.

The two men they were guarding saw it, too, when the second man emerged from the woods and dumped a second body on top of the first.

Joaquin noticed how Dewi hung back a few paces from her brother as they walked up. She pulled her phone out, checked it, and tried calling someone. She frowned as she hung up and slipped her phone into her back pocket.

Joaquin didn’t need to be a Prime to guess who she’d tried to call. He suspected she couldn’t get hold of Ken, either.

Trent handed two cell phones to Beck. “Got these off the other two. Maybe we can use them to track the seven we haven’t found yet. Take them back to Peyton. Do you have the phones off these men?”

“Yes, sir.”

The man without the extra hole in his arm dropped to his knees. “Please, we don’t want no trouble.”

Trent already had his gun out. “Yeeeaah, but that’s not why you originally came here, is it?”

He pointed to Joaquin. “FYI, that’s the guy you all were looking for. He rightfully executed the rapist and murderer of a girl. One of ours. By order of the Targhee pack, and speaking for the pack Alpha, I hereby find you guilty of intrusion into pack territory for the express purpose of committing murder of our kind. Blood crimes call for blood. By pack edict, I sentence you to death.”

Trent dropped the begging man mid-plea with a shot between the eyes. The larger man tried to turn to run, but one of Trent’s men stuck out his foot and tripped him.

Trent shot the prisoner in the back of the head.

Joaquin wouldn’t deny he silently cheered Trent on.

Not when he’d never be able to erase the horrible images from Mexico from his mind.

Trent holstered his gun and pulled out his cell phone to make a call. Joaquin assumed Peyton, and his suspicion was soon confirmed.

“Four bogeys verified and terminated. There are three more in a second vehicle somewhere in the compound. They have satellite photos and maps and were planning on meeting in the vicinity of the great hall… Four others, armed, in a vehicle, sent south down the road after Ken and Nami, but no idea where they are now, if they are in the compound or not. That makes eleven total… Right. Send Paul over to pick everyone up.”

He glanced at the two bodies lying there, then turned to look up the road where his men stood watch over the other two bodies.” And we’ll need a pickup truck. We’re on the main road just east of the 4-11 fire road.” He glanced at Beck. “Any word on Ken and Nami?… Okay, thanks.”

Trent hung up. “Nothing yet on Ken and Nami. We’re to meet back at the great hall to regroup. I’ll be along once the bodies are picked up.”

“Wood chipper?” Joaquin asked.

“Fuckin’ A,” Dewi muttered. She stood there, her arms crossed over her chest, a dark look on her face.

It wasn’t that they made a habit of murdering people, but the pack had learned a long time ago that a wood chipper was the fastest, easiest way of disposing of evidence. Since the sheriff for the area was a shifter from the pack, there were never any questions.

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Joaquin told Dewi. “Your guy, he’s smart, right? A genius. They’re probably in Spokane already.”

Beck reached over and gently clasped Joaquin’s shoulder. He gave Joaquin a quick shake of his head.

Joaquin shut up.

Paul showed up a few minutes later and picked up Beck, Joaquin, and Trent’s man, who’d been with them.

“You coming, Dewi?” Beck asked as he swapped places with Paul behind the wheel.

“No. I’m going to wait with Trent.”

“We don’t need help, Dewster,” Trent told her.

She glared at him. “Do not call me that while I’m working.”

Joaquin stepped around the SUV to the passenger side. He didn’t want to get in the middle of a sibling squabble.

Not between a Prime Alpha and her Alpha older brother.

And especially not when the Prime Alpha was his boss.

“Just drop me back at Jack’s car, please,” Joaquin said. “It should be east of here.”

“Okay,” Beck said.

As they got turned around, Joaquin glanced back to see Trent and Dewi standing there, Dewi with her arms crossed again and staring to the west.

It wasn’t hard for him to follow her thinking.

She was worried about her mate and he couldn’t blame her.

At least Joaquin had that small comfort, that he knew Malyah was safe and protected. He knew exactly where she was, too.

Back at Jack’s car, he got in and followed Beck and the others to the great hall. They were almost there when someone in a pickup truck raced past them going the other way.

There goes the hearse.

The good news was the snow had stopped without turning into rain first.

The bad news was night would fall sooner than normal with the heavy cloud cover. With the breezy and cold weather, while not much of a hinderance for the shifters usually, the darker than normal conditions would slow them down a little with their search, as would the wet ground.

And they still had three armed men somewhere inside their compound, not to mention the four after Ken and Nami.

Joaquin followed Beck and the others inside the great hall. There were at least three dozen shifters there now, including several who were shifted, looked like mostly teenagers, who were curled up in a back corner and staying quiet and out of the way.

Beck put the cell phones they’d taken from the dead men on the table. “Got those off them. Trent and Dewi are supervising the body disposal.”

Peyton’s brow furrowed, his shoulders tense. “What are we looking at?”

Beck repeated what Trent had told Peyton over the phone, since that’s all the info he had.

Peyton grabbed one of the phones and looked at it. “Dammit, a passcode.” He put that one down and tried another, which apparently wasn’t locked. He was scrolling through the call log when Web and eight more shifters ran into the great hall.

Peyton looked up. “Good. Perfect timing.” He started going over the compound map again with everyone. “Tell them what car they’re looking for again, Web.”

“Rental. I don’t know what make, but it won’t belong here and probably has Washington state plates on it. They had a black one, a blue one, and a charcoal grey one. I saw the blue one down by the entrance, so that means either the black or grey one is in here. Four-doors, sedan, maybe a Chevy or a Ford from the size. I’d have to go back and pull the security video from the gas station to be sure.”

“Wait,” one of Web’s men said. “I thought you said I was looking for a little two-door Honda.”

Web stared at him. “Yeah, that Beck and Dewi’s mates were driving.”

“Fuck. I passed a four-door black sedan parked on that turn-out a few miles south of town. The one hikers sometimes stage from. It was there when I went by and when I came back. I didn’t see any people around it, though. I thought it was just hikers.”

Joaquin’s blood chilled.

“You didn’t stop and investigate it?” Peyton asked.

The guy glanced around, apparently realizing he’d fucked up. “No, I was ordered to find a Honda.”

Joaquin, Beck, and at least fifteen other shifters, including Peyton, all muttered, “Fuck,” under their breaths.

Peyton scrubbed at his face. “Web, take three armed guys and go check it out. Report back.”

“Cell coverage drops by that point on the road, for at least another ten miles.”

“Then go check it out and get back to where you can call me.” He glanced at Joaquin. “Take Joaquin with you, too. He should be able to know if it’s them or not by the smell. Right?”

Joaquin nodded. “Yeah.”

“Stay together and do not do anything until you call me. Oh, hold on.” Peyton pulled his phone from his pocket. “Joaquin, take down these numbers. They’re for Ken and Nami. Keep trying to call them as you can.”

He read the numbers off to Joaquin, who quickly entered them in the phone Badger had given him. He had Dewi’s number in his old phone back in Florida, but not in the new one.

Web picked his men. “Let’s go.”

Joaquin followed them, taking Jack’s car again. He now had two guns and extra mags taken off the two men he and Beck had located, in addition to the gun and two mags Jack had given him before he’d bolted out of their house following Peyton’s call.

It was going on four o’clock in the afternoon, the weather dreary, damp, and miserable.

At least something was able to take my mind off Malyah for a few little while.

Not that he was happy about that for a myriad of reasons.




* * * *




Beck watched them quickly file out of the great hall, knowing damn well he couldn’t argue with the pack Alpha in front of others.

He wanted to be on that mission.

Peyton apparently read him correctly. “I need you here, Beck,” he gently said. “I’m sorry. You know the compound better than Joaquin does. It’s been a couple of years since he’s been back. I need your eyes and ears here on the ground helping with this.”

“Why can’t Dan get a chopper in the air for us?”

“I called. They have a group of Boy Scouts overdue in the national forest and have every available person focused on that. You know he can’t pull resources from an official operation.”

“Dammit.” Beck scrubbed at his face. “I feel like I’m sitting here jacking off. We should be out there.”

“We have to do this smart.” Peyton pointed at the map. “We know what kind of vehicle we’re looking for now, and depending on what Joaquin reports back, one of two colors.”

Peyton traced the main road with his finger, as well as the largest, most heavily used side roads and trails. “I’m going to start the phone tree again so anyone who sees that car can call in. But we need to sweep from the main road north. Based on what you’re telling me the four men said, the other car likely went north. There aren’t any homes or buildings south of the main road at this point. We need to start at the main road and work north, a coordinated search grid, so we can pin them in.”

“They’ve been out there nearly six hours now,” Beck said. “They could have broken into a house and be hiding out. They could have made it halfway to the northern boundary. Hell, if they went too far east, they could have gotten into the national forest.”

“I already told Dan to be on the lookout for any vehicles along their western boundary, and why. He’ll investigate if they find anyone.”

Beck realized someone was missing. “Where’s Badger?”

“I’ve got him out rounding up people and sending them out of here.” Peyton turned to Beck. “We’ll find them,” he gently told Beck.

“No offense, Sir, but don’t promise me something you can’t. We don’t even know if they’re still alive.” Beck had dropped himself totally into work mode.

It was the only thing stopping him from disobeying direct orders from his pack Alpha.

“Four down, seven to go,” Peyton said. “With more wolves hunting the three we know for sure are on our land, it’ll go faster. Then we can focus on the last group of them.”

Beck hoped he was right. Because if he lost Nami, he wouldn’t want to live.

He dreaded what might happen if Dewi lost Ken.

For years, he’d silently chastised Duncan Bleacke for killing himself when his wife died. Not when Badger had survived the murder of his mate over a hundred years earlier.

Now…he couldn’t blame the man, and he felt guilty for the years of recriminations he’d silently heaped upon him while he was helping raise Dewi. How it would have been so much easier on her, and better, had there been another Prime Alpha who could have helped.

A Prime related to her by blood, not just someone she loved as adopted family.

How maybe if Duncan had still been alive and in charge of the pack, Charles and Chelsea might not have died.

He shook himself out of that line of thinking. He couldn’t think like that. It would drain his focus and could get people hurt, or worse.

The last thing he wanted or needed on his conscience were more deaths.








Chapter Thirty






Manuel breathed a sigh of relief. They’d finally found a wooden sign at a junction in the dirt roads, for Campgrounds A, B, and C, and arrows pointing which way.

“Which way?” Guillermo asked.

Manuel studied the maps. “Okay, I think I know where we are. Head toward Campground B.”

Guillermo turned to the right and started that way. Now stuff was starting to match again on the maps and satellite photos.

At least something was starting to go right, but they were way later than they’d originally planned. Saul and the other three men probably reached the meeting place hours ago and were wondering what the hell was going on.

Yes, he’d have to admit they’d got lost, but at least they were finally on track.

“Stop somewhere in this area,” Manuel directed a few minutes later. “Pull off the road and hide the car. We’re about five minutes from the other area. We can use the car to get away.”

“What are we going to do?” Carlos spoke up from the backseat. “Go in there and just start asking where Joaquin is?”

“Exactly. If we don’t see him first.”

“What if they’re ready for us?”

He turned and looked over the seat. The usually quiet man was awfully chatty all of a sudden. “Are you questioning me?”

“I’m questioning the fact that we don’t have a plan.”

“I sincerely doubt every man, woman, and child in this place knows Joaquin.” Manuel said. “Or what he did. I would bet money on people not knowing what he did.”

“With all due respect, this is not a solid plan.”

Manuel didn’t like hearing his guy speaking what was nagging him in his own mind.

“Okay,” Manuel said. “Then we’ll look around a little first. Blend in. Pretend we belong here. We know what the guy looks like.”

Carlos sat back and stared out the window as he slowly shook his head. “I have a really bad feeling about this.”

“Then what’s your plan?”

“I don’t have a plan, and that’s the point, sir. Neither do you. I’m all for getting vengeance, but we need to make sure we’re not walking into a trap. For all we know that guy at the store called people and they’re just waiting on us to show ourselves.”

Manuel considered it. “We still need to find the others and join up with them. Safety in numbers. The meeting place isn’t too far from here. We should leave the car here and walk in.” Thus decided, Manuel opened the door and got out.

His men followed him, he was glad to see.

One thing he noticed as they drew closer to the campground and looked down on it from a rise was how…desolate it appeared. Full of tents and RVs and camper trailers, but…

No people visible. Even for the dreary weather, there should have been signs of life.

Guillermo and Carlos had their guns drawn.

“Put those away,” Manuel whispered.

“I got a really bad feeling about this,” Carlos said, his gaze darting around, everywhere, frantic. “You don’t feel it?”

They jumped at the sound of wolves howling nearby.

“And what the fuck with the wolves?” Guillermo said. “They’re like fucking cockroaches around here.”

Screw walking around the campground. They would absolutely stand out like this. This plan was going to shit faster than he could improvise it.

“Let’s go find the others,” Manuel said, heading south. “This way.” He headed off, not bothering to wait for them to answer. Now that he knew where he was in relation to the map, it wouldn’t be difficult to stay out of sight, moving through the woods while staying just off the road.

They were making their way toward the arranged meeting place when Manuel heard several vehicles race past on the road. They looked full of people, and one of them, a pickup truck, had several people sitting in the back.

Armed people, men and women.

He stopped.

“Fuck,” Guillermo whispered.

Dammit. Manuel hoped maybe they hadn’t seen it, but obviously not. “Keep moving,” he said. “If nothing else, we need to find our guys and get them out of here.”

“There’s four of them!” Carlos protested. “How the fuck we all gonna fit in the car?”

“I’m not leaving men behind.” He put on speed and drew his gun.

After a couple of minutes, he spotted the roofs of a couple of large buildings and they found what looked like a large metal maintenance building. Out behind it lay piles of mulch, gravel, and sand. Several large tractors were parked there, as were two snowplows.

Now he knew exactly where they were. If they looped around this building, they’d be at the meeting spot.

They were making their way there when a pickup truck pulled in behind the building, towing what looked like a wood chipper. It backed up to the pile of mulch and two men jumped out and ran to the building. They returned less than a minute later with pitchforks and started moving part of the mulch pile, taking several inches off the top.

Two other men, one of them the driver, and a woman had also gotten out of the truck’s cab. Manuel stopped his men and watched as the man who wasn’t the driver fired up the wood chipper and the woman dropped the truck’s tailgate.

Fuuuck.

A sick feeling filled him as he suspected what was coming.

Carlos and Guillermo both froze, softly swearing as they watched the people proceed to shove the bodies of four men through the wood chipper.

His men.

The gruesome debris landed on the mulch pile. Then the other two men covered the bloody area of the mulch pile with clean mulch, while the woman jogged away. The driver fetched a hose and started hosing out the wood chipper. Manuel could see they were all armed, two of them with holsters visible on their hips.

They didn’t dare try to go up against them.

Manuel struggled not to throw up. “Back to the car,” he whispered. “We have to get out of here. Now.”

His men turned and ran.

They were nearly back to the campground when he heard vehicles and shouting ahead of them.

“Fuck!” Carlos whispered. “They found our car!”

“Dammit.” If the people wouldn’t hesitate to run his men through a wood chipper, they’d probably tortured them before they killed them. And who knew how much info they’d pulled from them.

More shouts, and now the frantic, excited howls of wolves filled the air. Below them, the campground came to life as if someone had kicked an ant pile.

“We need to steal a car,” Manuel said, turning. But his men were already running down toward the campground.

“Fuck!” He followed them.

Unfortunately, he lost sight of them in the trees and before long was completely separated. All around them, he heard the sound of wolves howling, as if there were dozens nearby.

Fuck it. They wanted to abandon him? He’d get himself out of there. Keeping low, he worked his way toward what looked like a parking area. He was shivering in the damp cold, his pulse racing as he struggled against his fear.

Absolutely, this had been the wrong plan.

He was almost to the parked cars when he heard gunshots ring out somewhere behind him.

Throwing caution to the wind, he started trying vehicles. The third one, a truck, was unlocked. He climbed in and locked the doors, staying down and out of sight. There was a man’s jacket and baseball cap lying on the passenger seat. He quickly put them both on and slowly sat up, the gun in his lap.

In the distance, and now he knew the stress had gotten to him, he swore he saw a naked man suddenly turn into a…wolf.

He blinked, but the wolf—or mirage—had dashed into the woods.

What the hell? I’m losing my mind!

As he looked around, he pulled down the driver’s visor and a set of keys fell into his lap.

Finally!

He looked up again to see two wolves appear from the woods…and then turn into a naked man and woman who raced for a nearby RV.

Stress. It’s stress. And fear.

Starting the truck, he quickly pulled out of the parking area and followed the signs to find his way out of that madhouse.




* * * *




Dewi helped Trent and the other two men sling the four bodies into the back of the truck.

The dead men didn’t deserve respectful treatment. They’d come to murder one of theirs, and likely would have hurt innocents if they’d gotten in their way. All over a fucking murdering child rapist.

Fuck. Them.

As far as she was concerned, they were nothing but garbage and would be disposed of as such.

Raul Segura hadn’t given Felicia Escobar any respect.

No quarter given. Not to people on the sides of child rapists.

When all four bodies were loaded, Dewi closed the tailgate.

“Where to?” the truck’s owner asked.

Trent glanced down at the back bumper, at the empty receiver hitch socket. “You have your hitch with you?”

“Yeah?”

“We need to pick up the wood chipper from my place,” Trent said. “I was using it. For brush,” he added. “I was clearing out more space for Asia’s garden a couple of weeks ago.”

“Where do you want to take ’em? I got some thick woods, deep brush I haven’t cleared out lately, behind my house.”

“No, I don’t want this on anyone’s personal property. The large maintenance building over by the great hall. There’s a huge mulch pile there, a fresh one. We just cleared some more land over in Campground B and mulched everything there to keep for spreading on the roads and in the campgrounds. We’ll dig it out a little, do it there, and then cover it back up. And we can hose the chipper out there.”

The guy had a crew cab, so they all fit. Dewi sat in back with Trent’s two guys. She didn’t speak, watching out the windows for any sign of the other car.

Thirty minutes later, it was done, and still no sign of Ken and Nami. While Trent and his guys were hosing out the chipper, Dewi jogged back over to the great hall.

“Anything?”

Peyton stood at the table with two other guys. He grimly shook his head as he studied the map. “Not yet. I’ve got a sweep working north from the main road. We’ll find them, and they won’t get out. Everyone coming out is being looked at, every vehicle checked, every RV searched to make sure no one’s hiding in them. People staying in the campgrounds are being taken to whatever central building is there and head counts are being done as more people are brought in from the wild. These guys cannot hide forever.”

“What if they went off-road?”

“They’re in a car, not an SUV. They’d get stuck almost immediately.”

“It’s going to be dark soon.”

“I know.”

Trent entered the great hall. “Done. Good riddance to bad garbage.”

Dewi turned to him. “You can track Ken’s pack credit card, right?”

“Uh, yeah. I run expense reports. Why?”

“Pull it. Now. Pull the records.”

“Why?”

“Because they would have been in Spokane hours ago. If there’s nothing, they didn’t make it. If they did make it, we’ll know approximately where they are.”

“Shit. I need a vehicle.”

One of the other men tossed Trent his own keys and Trent ran out the door with Dewi on his heels.

She climbed in the passenger side and cursed her stupidity. If she’d thought of that a couple of hours ago, they would have known if Ken and Dewi had made it to Spokane already.

Fifteen minutes later, Trent yelled for Asia as he ran through his front door. He was powering up his laptop in his home office, Dewi hanging over his shoulder, when Asia came up from the basement to check what was going on. She wore a handgun holstered on her hip.

“Are they all done, then?” Asia asked.

That was one of their more harmless codes to ask if the bad guys were dead, in case Nami’s family members were listening in.

“No,” Trent said as he pulled up the credit card site. “Four down, seven to go, including at least three we know for sure are still in the compound in another vehicle. You all stay here, stay downstairs.”

“I need to feed everyone dinner.”

“Then you and Gillian and Charles and Kent come up here. Have Art and Chelsea stay downstairs. Are they armed?”

“Are they our children?” Asia drawled.

“Good. They can stay downstairs with Nami’s family. Have Charles and Kent watch the windows while you and Gillian make dinner and take it downstairs. I don’t want anyone upstairs any longer than necessary while this is going on.” He pulled up their pack account, and Dewi didn’t need to read Trent’s mind to interpret his expression.

“Nothing, right?”

He looked up at her. “Shit, Dewi. I—”

“We need to have people searching. Ken and Nami aren’t armed. Goddess only knows where the fuck they ended up.”

“I’ll have Web go back to the store and pull the cars’ plate numbers from the security video and have Akins run them.”

“Why the hell isn’t his ass in here searching?” she grumbled.

“Because someone needs to man the store, so to speak. There are clueless humans in the area. He sent three of his deputies in to help search, packmates. He can’t leave the rest of the area without law enforcement coverage.”

“Gimme your keys,” Dewi said.

Trent tossed her the keys to his personal truck, which was parked outside.

She headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To go look for my mate.”

Trent’s phone rang and Dewi froze, turning.

“Hold up. It’s Peyton.” He answered. “Yeah?” She watched his expression darken. “Okay. Thanks. Will do.”

“What?”

“Web, Joaquin, and the others just called in. They went to check out a car parked in the turn-out down the road south of town. The one hikers always use. The guy Web sent before apparently wasn’t thinking. He was so intent on finding Nami and Ken’s car that he didn’t think to mention the one sitting parked at the turn-out. He thought it was just another hiker, or one of ours.”

She walked closer. “And?”

“Joaquin said he’s almost positive it’s the other four cartel men. It smells like them. They’re having a hard time finding the scent, though. Between the snow and traffic that’s come through, it’s diluted the trail.”

She bolted for the door.

“Peyton ordered us back to the great hall,” Trent yelled.

“Tell Peyton he can go fuck himself,” she called back.

“You need to get Beck and take him with you.”

She slid to a stop, then turned. “Why?”

“To go with you to help look. It’s his mate out there, too.”

She hated logic. “Fine.”

She slammed the front door behind her and ran for the truck, not caring that she kicked up a rooster tail of dirt when she reversed out of his yard and then floored it on her way back to the great hall.

She had just pulled up in front of the great hall and was going to hit the horn when Beck came jogging out. Then, he stopped, frozen, and turned.

She rolled down the window and that’s when she heard it over the sound of the truck’s engine.

Gunshots.

He yanked the front door of the great hall open, screamed at everyone inside, and then ran for the truck.

“Campground B,” Beck said.

“We need to—”

“There’s over thirty human mates and fifty kids there, in addition to non-shifters and shifters. That’s where the shots are coming from.”

“Dammit.” She floored it, fishtailing on the dirt road before getting it straightened out and heading east.

Behind them, people emptied from the great hall like ants out of a nest and were falling in behind them in their vehicles.

“I’m going to enjoy killing these fuckers,” Dewi growled.

“Let someone else take the final shots, if you can. We can’t waste time getting food in you.”

She hated when they used logic on her.

Fucking haaated it.

Especially when it made damn sense.




* * * *




By the time Dewi and Beck arrived, the shooting was over. She pulled up next to a gathered group of their people and shoved through the crowd.

Two men lay dead on the ground.

Men who smelled like the other men they’d killed.

“What happened?” she asked one of the guys.

“We found the car a couple of minutes ago, parked over there, near the campground.” He pointed. “These two came out of the woods at Lucille Parker.”

He pointed across the way to the woman, who stood there with a pump shotgun in her hand and dark look on her face. The old wolf lived in the compound full-time with her human husband, and she’d just celebrated her two hundredth birthday the year before.

“Good work,” Dewi said. “There should be a third.”

“It was just these two,” Lucille said. “I dropped them before they even saw me.”

“Spread out,” Dewi ordered. “Someone call Trent and get him over here with the truck to add them to the mulch pile.”

She searched the bodies and removed guns, mags, wallets, phones, and jewelry from the men, handing the stuff off to Beck to take back to the truck.

“Everyone, sweep through the campground. Check every tent, every trailer, every RV. We’re close to getting this last bastard. He couldn’t have gotten far.”




* * * *




On guard at the entrance to the pack compound, Cord Jackson saw Ben Coarsely’s truck approaching at the end of the line of vehicles, the Nevada plates and that horrible baseball cap the man always wore unmistakeable.

“Just wave him through,” Cord told the other guys. “I know him. He’s here for the Muster.”

He raised a hand in greeting and Ben waved back.

“How long we gotta stay out here tonight?” one of the other guys asked Cord.

“Until Peyton tells us otherwise.”




* * * *




Manuel kept his head down and the collar of the jacket turned up as he fell into line behind several other vehicles heading toward the entrance. He knew if he tried to speed past them it would likely draw suspicion and attention.

When he passed the other rental car, he saw it sitting on two flat tires, meaning all four were likely flattened.

Dammit.

No telling how long ago these people had discovered that. All he could hope now was that he could catch up to Jose and the others. He tried calling them when his phone regained a signal, but all his men’s phones went to voice mail.

Which, in this shithole wilderness, he knew didn’t mean anything.

He silently swore as he saw armed men at the entrance slowing vehicles as they approached before letting them out. He kept one hand on the steering wheel and one on the gun in his lap.

He’d go out fighting, if necessary.

But as he approached, one of the men raised a hand in greeting, as if he recognized the vehicle, and waved him through. Manuel had enough sense to let go of the gun and raise his hand without looking at the guy.

He made it through.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he waited until he was out of sight of the entrance to shove the accelerator to the floor and get the hell out of there.

He slowed when he came up on the turn-out south of town and spotted the rental car Jose and his guys had taken.

He didn’t see his guys, but he spotted at least five men and two other vehicles parked there, including the guy from the gas station earlier.

Fuck.

He’d walked into that one. Manuel seriously doubted the guy had even been on the phone with his wife.

Not listening to his instincts had gotten good men killed. He had no doubts that if Jose and the others were still alive, they wouldn’t be for long.

The gruesome sight of the wood chipper mulching his other men came to mind.

These people were cold, ruthless. Whoever—whatever—they were, they’d easily bested his best men.

He’d led them to their deaths.

Keeping his eyes fixed forward and head down, he sped past the men without getting a good look at the rest of them and held his breath, only letting it out again when no one jumped into their vehicles and started following him.

The only thing left for him to do was run.








Chapter Thirty-One






Dewi did her best to stifle her growing panic over Ken and Nami and whether or not they were all right. It wouldn’t help her to think about them when they still had one more of these cartel fuckers loose in the compound.

Peyton helped them with the search. It took them nearly an hour, and it was close to dark, when they finally found a scent trail that disappeared at the parking area. They realized the last man must have stolen a vehicle.

The word was passed for everyone to check on their vehicles. Five minutes later, they had the answer.

Ben Coarsely looked like he wanted to commit murder. “I normally don’t leave my damn keys in it, but I was shifted and helping with the search, so I left my clothes and my keys in it. I came back and was getting dressed. Then I heard the commotion that they’d discovered the car, and I went running toward them without my jacket or my keys. I was going to come back for them.”

“Who’s standing watch at the gate?” Dewi asked Peyton, who was already pulling his phone out.

“Cord Jackson and a couple of other guys.”

A minute later, Peyton hung up, looking enraged. “They saw your truck pass through about an hour ago. They didn’t stop the guy because Cord knows your truck, said he thought it was you. The driver had your baseball cap and jacket on. They didn’t get a close look at the guy’s face.”

Dewi turned and walked a few paces away from the group, threw back her head, and let out a long, enraged howl that echoed through the area and silenced everyone, drawing all eyes to her.

Beck watched her from a safe distance. “Feel better?”

“Let’s go find those other four fucks,” she muttered. “And our mates.”

“What about the guy who took Ben’s truck?” Beck asked.

Peyton wore an expression that looked as murderous as the dark glare his little sister sported. “He’s probably to I-90 by now. By the time we get someone after him, he could be anywhere. Web said when they were in the store they said they came from Spokane. We need to focus now on the search for Ken and Nami.”

“What about the hotel keys we found on some of the guys?” Beck asked. “Maybe he headed back there?”

“They just have the chain listed,” Peyton said, “not the specific hotel. There’s probably at least five hotels in that same related chain in Spokane, and we have no clue what name they used. You want to run that wild goose down, or do you want to go find your mates?”

“My mate,” Dewi said. She pushed past Peyton. Beck followed Dewi and caught up to her, taking the keys from her as Badger waddled up.

“Where do ye think yer goin’?” Badger asked.

“After our mates,” she said. “Either get in, or get out of our way, Badger.”

“Yer not goin’ without me, girlie.”

“Then get in.”

A caravan of vehicles, led by Beck driving Trent’s truck, raced for the front entrance. By the time they made it to the turn-out south of town where the car was parked, Joaquin and the others were standing there, waiting.

Dewi got out and ran up to him. “Did you find the scent trails?”

“Let me show you.” He jogged back up the road, followed by the others.

Joaquin pointed at the ground. “We lose it right around here.”

The snow had come down harder in this area, closer to the river, even though it had melted upon contact. That meant the ground was wet and made faint trails much harder to scent. Even Dewi had trouble figuring it out, at first.

“They went down in this area,” she said. “I can smell another car right here.” She started for the embankment.

Badger put out a hand to stop her. “Wait a minute,” he said, looking stunned.

“What?”

“Just wait,” he said, pulling Prime.

She turned on him, enraged. “What are we waiting for? They could be hurt down there!”

“He’s right,” Beck said, sounding choked. “Hold up.”

Peyton stepped in. “Give us all a minute, Dewi.”

They’ve lost their fucking minds. “Why?” she screamed. “Why are we not going down there?”




* * * *




Ken wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep supporting Nami. Not for lack of wanting to help her, but he was cold, exhausted, and nearing collapse himself. He could barely keep himself upright, much less her additional weight, but he didn’t want to lose the wolf. Something told Ken the wolf was trying to lead them somewhere.

He wouldn’t ignore his instincts.

“Do we even know where he’s goin’?” Nami asked. “I cain’t barely see anything. It’s too dark.”

Ken was really worried about her. Her voice had started sounding a little slurred, like maybe she was in shock, or close to passing out from pain or the cold.

The wolf, now not much more than a moving shadow a few feet in front of them, softly chuffed at her.

Then, as they cleared a rise, they looked down and spotted it in what little remained of the waning light.

The wolf dashed ahead, showing the path through the ravine and up to the sheltered rocky overhang on the other side. Standing there, he looked back at them and chuffed again.

“Holy crap, he understands us,” Nami said.

“Can you make it over there?”

“Barely. And that’s about as far as I’ll be able to make it.”

It took Ken and Nami ten minutes to cross territory that had taken the wolf seconds to run, but they both collapsed inside the small rocky overhang. Neither of them could stand up inside the sheltered nook, but that was okay. They were out of the wind and weather now, which immediately made it feel at least ten degrees warmer.

Once they were settled inside it, the wolf chuffed at them again before he dashed off.

“Shit,” Nami said. “I’ze hopin’ he’d stay.”

“I’m not sure he’s abandoning us,” Ken said.

“Then where the hell he goin’?”

“I don’t know.” But the certainty wouldn’t leave him. “He got us here. I can’t believe he’d just leave us at this point.”

“It’s just a reg’lar ole wolf. If he’s a shifter, why wouldn’t he shift and talk to us?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there anythin’ you do know?”




* * * *




“I know I’m doing the best I can. You don’t need to snap at me.”

Nami immediately felt guilty. Ken sounded as exhausted and scared as she felt. She laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, sugar. I’m just…I’m sorry. I’m so tired, I hurt so bad, I’m cold, and I’m scared. I know you’re tryin’.”

He draped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, too.” He kissed her temple. “We need to try to rest while we can.”

“Do you think we’re safe here?”

“I…” He sighed. “I don’t know.”

“They cain’t find us, the bad guys, if we’re up here, right? We just lay low and wait for Dewi and Beck to find us, like you said?”

He was shivering nearly as much as she was. At least she had a little extra meat on her bones to help insulate her. Ken was lean and lanky and not the least bit fat. She hooked an arm around him and held him close, as much to try to help with warmth as for comfort.

“Dewi told me,” he wearily said, “when we were on the way here. I joked about hoping I didn’t get lost. She told me wolves can always find their mates. To keep myself alive, and she’d find me.”

“Maybe you should take off in the mornin’. Go for help. Go find the road.”

“No.” Even exhausted, she recognized the firm resolution in his voice. “I will not leave you, so stop saying that.”

Now her tears flowed again. “I don’t want you dyin’ because I slowed you down.”

“We’re not going to die,” he insisted.

But even he didn’t sound so sure of it.

“I don’t suppose you have a lighter or matches stashed in your purse, do you?” he asked a couple of minutes later.

“Sorry, no. I don’t smoke.”

“It was worth a shot. I wish we had a fire.”

“I got a mirror. Maybe if it’s sunny in the morning you can use that.”

“I can try.”

Silence fell between them. Part of her wanted to close her eyes and go to sleep, but she suspected if she did that she might not wake up again. It was cold, and she hurt so bad. Her first aid training told her she was likely close to or in shock, and she knew shock could kill a person.

“I know I haven’t told you this,” Nami said, “but I love you. Like a brother. You’re a good man, Ken. Beck respects and loves the hell out of you, too. Don’t ever let anyone put you down. I’m proud to call you family…even if you are a grazer.”

He managed a chuckle. “I love you, too, Nami. I’m really glad you and Beck met. I’ll admit I felt guilty after me and Dewi got together.”

“Why?”

“I get the mate bond stuff now. I do. But I could see how much Beck cared for Dewi, and I felt horrible that here I literally walked into Dewi’s life and just took her away from him. Even though he told me himself he didn’t begrudge it. But maybe he was right.”

“About what?”

“That Dewi meeting me meant he was free to meet his true mate. He always knew they didn’t have a mate bond.”

Silence settled again. Despite Nami’s exhaustion, she knew she had to try to stay awake. “Do you mind me askin’ somethin’?”

“You can ask me anything. Whether or not I’ll answer is something else.”

“Why are you a vegetarian?”

He sounded sad. “Mostly because of my step-father. He ruled our house. He’d decide what we ate and by god, if I didn’t clean my plate, he’d browbeat the crap out of me. Meatloaf, pork chops, spaghetti with meatballs, chicken. Pepperoni on the pizza. If I found a recipe I thought was interesting, he always put the kibosh on it because it was ‘too fancy.’ Stuff like vegetarian lasagna. Healthy stuff. It became a silent protest. I started eating nothing but non-meat food. He hated fish and was allergic to shellfish, so if we went out to a buffet or something, I’d load up on the peel-and-eat shrimp and silently giggle when he looked sick to his stomach.”

“Ooh, you rebel.”

“I know, right? My mom did her best and tried to add extra veggies and non-meat proteins to our meals when she could.” He shrugged. “When I was on my own, that’s how I kept eating, only I had the freedom to finally try all the recipes I never could before.”

“Well, now. I guess I need you to give me some cookin’ lessons.”

“You’re a good cook.”

“Yeah, but you’re family. I want to be able to take care of you. You’ve been tryin’ to take care of me. It’s the least I can do.”

He nuzzled his head against hers and she fought the urge to cry. It’d be a waste of precious fluids, for starters. She did love this man as a brother. Since meeting Beck, her life—other than this current, unexpected diversion—had been a fairy tale.

“Please tell me we’re gonna be okay,” Nami whispered. “Even if you gotta lie to me.”

“We’re going to be okay.”




* * * *




Badger stared down the embankment, a stunned look on his face. In the thickening darkness, it was difficult even for Dewi to see down the slope more than a couple of yards.

“Why are we just standing here?” Dewi asked. “We need to go after them!”

“Because,” Badger said, “I need a moment.”

“Why?”

He looked at her. “Yer too upset. Yer not rememberin’.”

“Remembering what?”

Peyton spoke up. “It’s where Grandmother Louisa died.”

Her eyes widened as recognition slammed into her brain. “What?”

“That’s why the gap,” Badger said, nodding at the unusual break in the trees. “It’s where the truck and her car went over. When the load shifted and came loose, the logs broke free and started comin’ off. It jack-knifed the trailer, which took her car and the truck cab with it down the slope here. The truck and trailer and logs all rolled and pinned her car under them. And it caught fire.”

Badger pointed at the downed trees. “That’s why all the damage.” He slowly shook his head. “Nasty business. Duncan was crazed with grief. Took me and Charlie both holdin’ him back, physically and with our Prime. He was almost too powerful for the two of us together.”

Badger sighed. “Wasn’t much left of her, unfortunately, by the time they got the logs and trailer and truck off her car. It looked like she’d tried to shift, too, maybe to try to escape the car, but…”

He looked at Dewi. “It crushed her. She didn’t stand a chance. I suspected it was only a matter of time before we lost Duncan. Honestly? I figured once Charlie and Chelsea had Trent that Duncan would hand the pack over to Charlie then and we’d lose him.” He stared down the slope again. “He lasted longer than I thought he would.”

“You think Grandpa Duncan killed himself,” Dewi said.

Now, the truth of it hung in the air, finally given voice by her, no longer avoided.

Badger grimly nodded. “I’d bet on it. He ran his car off the road into the river. No one could’ve survived that. Water washed his body away.” The old wolf’s voice sounded choked. “Can’t blame him, either. It would have been really easy for me to make that choice meself. If it hadn’t been for Charlie talkin’ me through it at the time…”

Dewi hugged the man. “I’m glad you didn’t,” she said. She was anxious to get underway again but now knew why this needed to be said.

“Me, too, lass.” He forced a smile. “Poor Collette. And Gillian and Asia. Ye woulda skinned their hides a thousand times over had they tried to raise ye. Ye were no match for anyone but another Prime, even as a toddler. And Peyton here didn’t have time for ye.”

“Hey,” Peyton protested.

“Well, ye didn’t. Ye said so yerself. Thrust into the pack Alpha role, tryin’ to figure out who murdered Charlie and Chelsea. It was a lot to deal with already.”

Badger met Dewi’s steady gaze. “Yer father once told me way back then, in Scotland, after I lost Tahlia. He said to me, ‘Rodney, I know I’m gonna need ye. Ye can’t take the coward’s way out. Tahlia wouldn’t want ye to. We made a pact to each other as blood brothers to watch each other’s backs, and ye canna leave me now.’”

He sighed again. “Somehow, he got me through it. I’m glad he did, but I canna blame Duncan for choosin’ different. All his pups, grown, mated, starting families. I wish he’d talked to me before he did, but I canna blame him.”

“Spread out,” Peyton said, sounding exhausted. “Be careful. Is everyone armed?”

They nodded.

“Stay on two feet,” Peyton ordered. “I don’t want anyone unarmed. As we head down the slope, stay in sight of the others.” He pulled Prime. “No one goes off alone.” He directed a pointed gaze at Dewi. “Not until we know what we’re dealing with and I say so.”

They started down the slope, carefully working their way through the wet dirt and grass.

When the wrecked Honda came into view, Dewi and Beck both let out strangled cries as they ran for it, and nearly identical sighs of relief as they realized it was empty.

“They survived it,” Badger said, slowly nodding after he’d checked it out for himself. “No scent of blood in the car at all. They were relatively uninjured and got out under their own power.” He looked around, nose to the air. “No blood nearby. They escaped and ran.”

“Okay,” Peyton said. “Everyone get a good sniff inside the car so you have Ken and Nami’s scents fresh in your nose. Start here and work out slowly. Any scent trails you find, ours or the Segura guys, holler and stop where you are so we can check it out.”

It took ten minutes for Joaquin to find Ken’s scent, up on a tree, where it looked like he’d placed his hand to brace himself. While Dewi and Beck and Badger frantically circled for more scents, someone else let out a shout that they’d found the Segura men’s trail heading downhill and away from Ken and Nami’s trail.

“Ken’s fucking smart,” Beck said, sounding triumphant as he swatted Dewi’s shoulder in glee. “I bet he tossed that cup down there deliberately to distract and mislead them while he kept him and Nami moving this way.”

“It could have come out in the wreck,” Dewi wearily said.

“No, I don’t think so,” Badger countered. “There’s coffee all over the back seat, and the windows aren’t busted out. Someone had to take that cup out of the car, and it’s only got Ken’s scent on it.”

“That means they’re alive,” Beck said.

Dewi didn’t want to get her hopes up too soon. “No, it means they were alive when they left here. That’s been over eight hours now.”

“Keep yer hopes up, girlie,” Badger said.

Peyton called for everyone’s attention. “Joaquin, you take at least six guys and go after Segura’s men. After you question them to find out if there’s any new information, or if they did anything to Nami and Ken, terminate them all, unless you…” He glanced at Beck and Dewi. “Unless you need to keep one alive to take you back and show you something. Do not shift. I want everyone armed at all times.”

“What about their bodies?” Joaquin asked.

“They’re four drug cartel guys who are not on our land. I could give a shit. Take their phones, wallets, jewelry, everything on them. If you’re close enough to the river when you kill them, strip them and dump the bodies there. If they’re ever found and identified, people will likely think it was a drug-related murder and not associated with us.”

“Roger roger.” Joaquin picked his men and headed downhill.

“Web, you and the others head back to town and sound a cautious all clear. Pass the word about what happened and to keep an eye out for Ben’s truck. If they find the last guy, who’s probably Manuel Segura, shoot to kill. No one runs tonight unless they’re on patrol. No one goes out alone, either. I want our people on the front entrance all night, as well as patrolling the campgrounds and residential areas. Set up a schedule. Have Gillian and Asia help you with the schedule and getting the word out, if necessary.”

Web nodded and scrambled up the slope with the remainder of the men.

Peyton turned to Trent, Dewi, Beck, and Badger. “Let’s go.”

“Finally,” Dewi muttered as she headed back up toward where they’d scented Ken.








Chapter Thirty-Two






The wolf returned about an hour later, much to Ken’s relief.

Ken also felt like an idiot. He was fond of watching all sorts of survival shows on cable since meeting Dewi, everything from people eking out homesteads in the wilds of Alaska, to crazy guys dropped into remote locations and forced to survive on nothing but their wits, bugs, and a knife that did everything but stroke your cock for you.

Yet he couldn’t recall a single damn thing about how to start a fire without matches, a lighter, or a special fire starter.

Despite the risk of being discovered, he knew if they didn’t have a fire, between the cold and the damp, they’d be dead by morning. Finding shelter had helped, but it wasn’t getting them warmed up.

Huddled in the shelter of the rocky outcropping with Nami, he pulled out his phone, even though he knew it was dumb.

No signal, of course.

Before he put it away, a sudden hunch hit him. He swiped to the photo albums, a group family photo taken the evening before, before dinner.

“Why you wastin’ your battery?” she numbly asked.

He stared at the screen, the glow illuminating Nami’s face with an eerie light. A few yards away the wolf sat, intently watching them. The light from his phone reflected off its eyes.

“Wishful thinking,” he said. Then he stared at the wolf and held his phone out toward it as a wild-ass hunch hit him.

“That’s our family,” he said. “Our pack. My mate and fiancée, Dewi Bleacke. And Nami’s mate and fiancé, Beck. Dawson Beckett. And Dewi’s brothers, Peyton and Trent Bleacke, and their mates and childr—”

The wolf shifted.

Nami let out a shriek that she cut off by clapping a hand over her mouth. She grabbed Ken and shrank back against the rock, behind him.

Ken fought the urge to let out a triumphant crow of his own. His wild-ass hunch had been right.

The man sitting before them had long, stringy, shaggy dark brown or black hair with some grey in it. A long, thick, unkempt beard and mustache covered his face. In the dark, his brown eyes looked black as well, surrounded by all that hair.

Hell, even in human mode the man looked more like a wolf than he did a human.

As he leaned forward, shock on his face, he stared at the phone’s screen with wide eyes.

“Bleacke,” Ken said. The man flinched. “Peyton and Trent and Dewi Bleacke. The three children of Charles and Chelsea Bleacke.”

The man’s lips moved like he was trying out the words before actually speaking them. “Dewi? They…they said…Chelsea’d have…no more pups.” The man’s voice sounded hoarse, thick, gravelly, as if he wasn’t used to speaking.

Then again, maybe he wasn’t.

“They were wrong, and she did,” Ken said. “One more. Dellis Tadewi Bleacke. Dewi. My mate. She was their miracle baby. She’s a Prime Alpha. They think it’s because she was attacked when she was only six months old, when her parents were murdered.”

The man’s eyes widened even farther, his lips silently forming the word before he was able to speak it. “Murdered?”

Ken nodded, feeling more than a little like a dick, but needing proof. “Chelsea and Charles Bleacke were murdered.”

The man’s eyes grew bright in the light from the phone, apparently near tears.

“Dewi’s twenty-five,” Ken pressed. “Badger Williams raised her. Hopefully they’re all out looking for us right now.”

“Those men…following you. The Mexicans. Why?” His eyes remained focused on the screen, entranced.

Ken noticed the screen starting to auto-fade, so he touched it again and leaned forward, closer to the man. Nami kept Ken between her and the stranger, another soft squeak of fear escaping her.

Ken ignored her, intent on their survival.

“You want to know about the ones following us?” Ken asked.

The shifter nodded.

“They’re bad guys from a Mexican drug cartel,” Ken said. “They want one of Dewi’s Enforcers. Tracked him here, to the pack compound, because he killed one of theirs in Mexico. He’s an Enforcer there and had to take blood because the asshole he killed kidnapped, raped, and murdered the fifteen-year-old daughter of one of our pack.”

More silent forming of words before he spoke. “Dewi’s Enforcers?”

“She’s Head Enforcer for the Targhee pack. Has been since she was twelve…Duncan.”

Nami and the man both gasped.

Ken realized this might be their only chance for survival. “Duncan Lister. I’m right, aren’t I?”

The man slowly nodded, tears filling his eyes.

“Please, Duncan. I’m sorry I have to be the bearer of bad news. But I’m begging you, help us. As your packmates.”

He slumped back onto his ass. “I’m not…of the pack…anymore. I…haven’t been…years.”

“Yes, you are. Peyton is the pack Alpha now. You’re their grandfather. Please, you have to help us. If those men catch up to us, they’re going to kill us. As your grandson-in-law, I’m begging you. Dewi and I are supposed to get married Saturday, on the solstice. Nami and Beck are getting married, too. Wouldn’t it be nice if you were there to walk Dewi down the aisle instead of Peyton? She’s spent most of her life with only Badger and Beck and her brothers and packmates. It’d be nice for her to find out she has more family.”

Duncan’s jaw worked, as if he was still trying to remember how to make his mouth form additional words.

Ken pressed harder, not wanting to lose the advantage. “I’ve only been Dewi’s mate for a couple of months, but she told me something. She said mates are sacrosanct. That it’s every wolf’s duty in the pack to protect the mates at all costs, especially when they’re human. Duncan, please. I’m begging you. Nami and I are human, not wolves. You can smell that. If not for me, at least help me protect Nami. I swore to Beck that I’d help protect her. She’s his mate.”

Duncan took the phone from him, still staring at the family photo. “How…long?” he asked.

“How long what?” Ken asked, genuinely confused.

“How long…since I…left?”

“You mean since you faked your own death?”

Ken realized after he’d said it that it might have come off sounding more than a little snarky. When Nami made a soft tsking noise behind him, Ken confirmed he might need to dial back his tone just a hair. Nami had apparently swung through the pendulum of emotions from fear to family bonding now that she knew this wasn’t just a random wild man who’d stumbled across them.

“I…I was following…the wind,” Duncan said. “I was following her. Her voice in the wind. I heard her…in the wind…and wanted to join her.”

“Who?”

Duncan’s heavy sigh nearly bowled Ken over. “My precious Louisa.”

Ken realized how grief-stricken the wolf still felt and tried to shove away thoughts of how grief-stricken Dewi would be if he didn’t make it out alive. How grief-stricken Beck would be.

It didn’t help that he’d just dropped the bomb that one of Duncan’s daughters and sons-in-law were also dead.

“Well, Peyton’s forty-eight. He was, what, about a year old?”

Duncan nodded.

“So do the math. Forty-seven years, your family needed you. Dewi still needs you.”

“She’s a…Prime Alpha?”

“Yeah.” Ken tried not to let his anger get the better of him. “And I’d really like a chance to see what kind of pups the two of us could raise together. So if you could help us out here, that’d be greeeaat.”

He belatedly realized the wolf would have no clue what the snarky reference to Office Space meant.

Man, I’m turning into a real dick.

As the screen’s auto-fade kicked in again, Duncan finally saw the phone itself and turned it around in his hands, studying it with an expression of wonder.

“It’s a cell phone,” Ken said, reaching for it. “We’re out of signal range right now, so it’s pretty much the world’s most expensive watch, photo album, and compass. There’s literally a whole new world out there since you opted out of life. Remember the TV show Star Trek? No, you wouldn’t, that was after you left. Buck Rogers movies. Half that shit looks like old-school antiques compared to new and existing technology. Now, cars talk more than they should, and people don’t always talk enough. Time to nut up, buttercup. Your pack needs you. We need you. Right now, we need a fire, or we’re going to freeze to death out here before our pack can track us.”

The man shifted into wolf form and took off.

Nami snorted in disgust. “Well, that worked. What’s your next plan, genius? Think you should insult his manhood, or his horrific family relationship skills? Or you could talk about his hygiene, I guess.”

“Dammit,” Ken muttered, crawling back to where Nami huddled in the outcropping. “I thought that was going to work.”

“Appealing to a grief-crazy dude’s better instincts isn’t usually a sure bet.” She gentled her tone. “But it was a good try.” An snort escaped her. “I can’t believe you figured that out. Who he was, I mean. That was amazing. Hope we live long enough to tell everyone about this. How’d you know?”

“I didn’t. It was just a hunch. Why else would there be a lone wolf shifter out here and not back at the pack compound, one who wasn’t aware of who we were, and who didn’t expose his identity to us sooner? Unless he had a reason to be out here alone, staying concealed, and with no knowledge of who we were?”

A few minutes later, a noise in the dark had Ken brandishing the tire iron again, but the shape of the wolf emerged from the gathering gloom. Duncan carried something in his mouth and spit it out before he shifted and held out a hand for the tire iron.

Ken reluctantly passed it over. If the guy had meant to hurt them, he would and could have done it long before now.

Duncan picked up the object he’d spit out, which Ken realized was a rock. Looking around, Duncan pointed at Nami’s purse. “Paper?”

Ken realized what he was looking for. “Tinder?”

Duncan nodded.

Nami pulled the strap over her head and rooted through her purse, producing the wedding notebook. She ripped several blank pages from it and handed them over.

“Need more,” Duncan said. “Dry.” He looked around and pointed to a nearby deadfall. “Check underside for bark. Leaves. Needles. Moss. Twigs. Anything dry. Kindling.”

Ken scrambled to do it while Nami ripped several more pages from the notebook and passed them to Duncan. He crumpled the paper and started striking the rock against the tire iron.

At first, Ken thought Duncan was trying to get them killed making noise…until Ken spotted the sparks. Obviously, the rock must be flint.

Ken was returning with an armful of moss and bark when he spotted the small flame catch and flicker. Duncan dropped the rock and the tire iron and protected the fragile flame with his cupped hands as Ken sank to his knees next to the man and unloaded the armful of leaves and bark.

In a few minutes, Duncan had a small, steady flame going, one strong enough to start catching the smaller twigs and branches Ken was bringing back. The wolf dragged several large rocks over, placing them around it, forming a half-circle with the flames open toward the outcropping, helping reflect the warmth toward them and protecting the fire from the wind at the same time.

Nami huddled close, her hands outstretched. “Duncan, thank you so much.”

“They’re not close,” he said, his voice still sounding gravelly, but not quite as strained. “When I left earlier…tailed them for a while to make sure…waited until they stopped for the night. They’re not close enough to spot the fire. I’ll stand watch while you two rest. Be ready to move if I awaken you.”

Ken reached out and caught the man’s arm. He looked down at Ken’s hand, then his gaze slowly traveled up to meet Ken’s.

“Thank you, Duncan,” Ken said. He hoped if he kept using the wolf’s name that it would help anchor Duncan to them as packmates and he wouldn’t disappear into the woods again.

Duncan let out a deep sigh before laying his hand over Ken’s and gently squeezing. As with Dewi, Ken sensed the wolf holding back, perhaps afraid to harm him. “Thank you, grandson.”




* * * *




Duncan shifted into wolf form and positioned himself between Ken and Nami so they could use him for additional warmth. It still felt miserably cold and damp, but at least with the fire, and with Duncan’s warm fur, Ken knew they would survive the night now.

Nami fell asleep almost immediately, stress and exhaustion allowing her to do what Ken couldn’t.

Duncan was a Prime.

Let’s see if it works like it does with Badger.

Ken sent a thought to Duncan. “Can you lead us to safety?”

There was a long, silent moment where Ken thought maybe the wolf either hadn’t heard him, or wouldn’t reply.

“She needs sleep or she won’t be able to move at all and we could get caught in a far less defensible position. We have to set a trap in the morning. Make a stand here.”

“They have guns.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Duncan sent a mental image to Ken, of a deadfall trap. Primitive, but effective.

“I can’t build that by myself,” Ken told him.

“You won’t have to. Get some sleep.”

Ken didn’t know—and didn’t care—if it was renewed hope that finally allowed him to rest, or if it was a Prime suggestion to him to do so.




* * * *




After an hour of desperately slow going, Peyton finally stopped them and had Dewi and Beck strip and shift, making it easier for them to cover more ground and more easily follow the faint scent trails. She and Beck balled their clothes into Dewi’s overshirt and tied the sleeves around the bundle to keep it together. Badger carried it for them while Trent and Peyton carried their guns and phones.

Dewi and Beck raced along, zig-zagging back and forth to find the scent, moving slowly enough Trent, Badger, and Peyton could keep up on two legs. She couldn’t sense Ken close by with her mind.

Please, please let them be safe!

She’d never forgive herself if something had happened to him, or Nami. 

Especially since she’d been the one to send them to Spokane in the first place. The pain of losing Ken would kill her, but the guilt of Nami dying would destroy her.

It would seem Ken had gotten them safely out of the wreck and on the run, because they kept scenting both humans, and no blood at all. The snow shower had complicated the tracking, though, slowing them down, but they were tenacious.

They continued for another couple of hours when Beck pulled up short. Dewi plowed into his hindquarters and actually tripped and went rolling tail over teacup a few yards down the slope.

She shifted back and bounced to her feet, stalking back. “Dude, what the fuck?”

He shifted back as Peyton, Trent, and Badger caught up. “Ken took another piss right here. And something else.”

She sniffed. “Okay, it means he was still alive.”

“You’re not following what I’m saying.”

“What, Beck? Just say it!”

“You don’t smell it? It’s another wolf. I thought I kept smelling something, but it wasn’t always directly on their trail, so I thought it was a stray scent.”

The other three wolves gathered around, noses to the ground. Dewi shifted back into wolf mode and trotted over, shoving her nose close to the ground before letting out a low, deep growl.

“Calm down, Dewi,” Beck said.

She shifted into human mode again. “Calm down? Seriously? Did you just say that to me? You did not just say that to me.”

Badger wore a frown. “He’s right. Mebbe one of ours. Smells vaguely familiar. Mebbe someone come out lookin’ for ’em while we were tied up at the compound. I ain’t been around enough recently to recognize everyone.”

Peyton shook his head. “No,” he slowly said, “I don’t recognize the scent, either. Although, like you said, it’s vaguely familiar.”

“Segura didn’t have wolves working for him, did he?” Trent asked.

“They had no idea we were wolves,” Dewi said. “They were clueless. This was simple revenge on their part over what Joaquin did. I wish we’d caught that last sonofabitch.”

“We going to stand here all night, or find them?” Trent asked.

“Hold on,” Peyton said. “If there’s an unknown wolf out here, and his trail is following theirs, we need to be ready.”

“If he’s shifted, he isn’t armed,” Dewi argued. “Let’s fucking move. It’s five against one, for chrissake.” She stared at Badger, who hadn’t moved. “What?”

Badger squatted on his haunches, staring at the ground where they’d been sniffing. It was too rocky to hold prints.

“Ye know, this is gonna sound crazy.”

“Say it,” Peyton said.

Badger looked up at them. “I think I might know who this wolf is. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it’s the scent of a ghost. Cause the man’s been dead damn near fifty years.”




* * * *




Manuel Segura didn’t stop until he reached Spokane. He ditched the truck several blocks from his hotel and walked. He could get a hotel shuttle to the airport, where his private plane awaited him. He couldn’t risk spending the night there in case those people got info from his men that would tie him back to the hotel.

First, he needed a shower. And a stiff drink.

A very stiff drink.

He was used to cruelty and being a hard-ass in his line of work, but what he’d seen that day…

That was something he had never come across before. The people he’d watched were not the slightest bit worried about what they were doing. They’d made no attempted to hide their actions from anyone.

As if they knew anyone who saw them wouldn’t give a shit that they were running four bodies through a wood chipper.

Or, maybe they’d done it plenty of times before.

Maybe what he’d thought had been stress had been closer to the truth than his sane mind wanted to believe. He’d been raised on superstitious myths about shape-shifters, but they weren’t real.

Or, maybe they were more real than he’d ever wanted to believe.

It would explain how someone had tracked down Raul after his indiscretion.

And it would explain their impunity, how they nonchalantly rid themselves of the bodies of his men.

Ruthlessly.

Like wolves were wont to do.

After hitting the minibar in his room, he sat in a deep, hot bath and stared at the ice in his glass. Obviously, they’d been ready for them.

I fucked up.

How was he going to make this right? Ten good men, dead. His best men.

And it was his fault.

Add to that he’d failed to make things right for Raul. How would he look his mother in the eyes when he got back? Raul’s widow and children?

How would he look himself in the mirror?

He laid his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.








Chapter Thirty-Three




In the pre-dawn hours, Ken awakened. Duncan no longer lay between them. Nami had huddled against Ken for additional warmth even though the fire looked like it had been recently built up and their cozy nook felt comfortably warm.

At least the sky had cleared. A brilliant carpet of stars sparkled across the darkness above them. He’d thought they had a great view from the house in Florida, but this made that tropical starscape look dim by comparison.

He spotted Duncan about fifty yards down the slope. He was shifted into human form and already working on the trap. After Ken untangled himself from Nami and stepped off to the side to relieve himself, he headed down the slope.

Duncan held out a hand. “Stay back.” He pointed at the rig, which if you weren’t a skilled outdoorsman and not expecting a trap, looked like a tangle of branches under a leaning log in the middle of the ravine.

“How do you know they’re going to come this way?” Ken asked him.

“Because we’re going to lead them here.”

“We?”

“Me. We’ll build up the fire so they see it and the smoke. I’ll shift and lead them up through here.”

“There were four of them.”

“Still are. About a half mile that way.” He pointed to the north and west. “They were already down to the main stream bed when they stopped for the night. They’re lost, too. Angry. Hungry. And more than a little scared, which will make them especially dangerous.”

“We wouldn’t be better off running and staying ahead of them, then?”

Duncan shook his head. “We’re done running. Nami is too exhausted. Her ankle can’t take it. It’s more swollen now than it was last night. We have to protect her. We make our stand here.”

“I know we didn’t talk long last night, but I have to tell you something. I’m not much of a fighter.”

Duncan slowly turned to stare at him, disbelief clearly painted on his face.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not. I was working at USF as a professor when Dewi met me. University of South Florida. I’m a computer geek. A nerd. Which, okay, you might not know what that means, but—”

Duncan made a universally understood gesture, one Ken had seen Dewi make before, pinching his fingers and his thumb together.

Ken’s voice fled.

And not in the willing way, either. It eerily reminded Ken of the night he first met Dewi, when she silenced him.

The slight, wry turn of Duncan’s lips was probably the closest thing the man had made to a smile in…decades. He waved his hand. “Prime,” he said.

Ken cleared his throat and realized he could talk again. “Then why the trap? Why can’t you just overpower them with the Prime mojo?”

“Because it’s been a while,” Duncan said, turning back to his preparations. “My heart and soul are weak from disuse. And there’s more than one. I don’t trust my powers right now. We need to distract them long enough I can take them all quickly. If it was only one, I would have gone and found him last night and killed him while he slept. But after…”

He cleared his throat. “After the revelation last night, I knew I couldn’t leave you two alone that long and risk getting myself hurt or killed going after them. We’ll take them out, then we will get Nami out of here.”

“How do you know they’ll come under the trap and not go around?”

“Because the easiest trail runs this way. Through this ravine. Path of least resistance.” He showed Ken by tracing the path in the air. “I’ll move some more logs. They’ll follow me through it.”

“How do you know?”

“There used to be a TV show about a dog. A collie.”

“Lassie?”

“You know about it?”

“Uh, everyone knows about it. And they’ve remade it like a bazillion times. So you’re going to get Timmy out of the well, huh?”

Another of those sad smiles. “Sort of. I’ll lead them this way. And we’ll lay bait.”

“Bait?”

He pointed at Ken. “Your shirt. They’ll see the fire, see your shirt propped up next to it, and hurry. Get careless. They have guns and anger and think they have the upper hand. They know you don’t have guns or you would have fought back earlier. They’re hungry and tired and angry and just want to find you and get out of here.”

Ken slowly nodded. “Okay. I trust you.”

“Thank you, grandson.”




* * * *




After completing the trap, Duncan helped Ken awaken Nami and get her to her feet. They moved her up the slope, behind another outcropping that hadn’t been visible to the humans the night before. It wasn’t as deep, either, but for now, with the other men’s attention on the deception and Duncan, it should be a safe temporary hiding place.

Ken kept the fire stoked after Duncan left. After waiting for a while, he stripped his shirt off as they’d planned and shoved some branches and leaves into it to make it look like he was lying on his side, behind the fire.

Shivering, he walked down the slope, giving the trap a wide berth.

Sure enough, in the dim light, it looked like he was just lying there and sleeping next to the fire.

Returning to stoke the fire one more time, Ken made his way back to where Nami was hiding.

“How long will this take?” she whispered.

“I don’t know. As long as it takes.” He laid the tire iron in his lap. Duncan had given Ken explicit instructions not to reveal himself unless or until Duncan called for him. And that if Duncan called for him, to be ready to use the tire iron.

While Ken wasn’t thrilled with the possibility, he knew he couldn’t let Nami and Beck down.

He damn sure didn’t want to die, either.

Note to self, I need to buckle down and get serious with Dewi’s fighting lessons instead of seducing her halfway through them.

If he got out of this alive.

He wasn’t one for violence. He didn’t even like watching hockey or football.

However.

Dewi was his life. If nothing else, to protect her, protect himself for her, protect others…

Protect any kids they might have.

Yes, he needed to get serious and learn. He’d done what he’d needed to do to save them from Endquist, and then he’d already had the crap beaten out of him.

This should be a piece of cake.

Nami stiffened and reached out, touching Ken’s bare shoulder.

He’d heard it, too. Frantic barking, a pause, and more barking.

Timmy’s in the well!

Ken clapped a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing.

Nami frowned, but he shook his head. He’d have to fill her in later.

The humor dropped out of the situation when he heard shouting, men’s voices speaking Spanish, drawing closer.

Nami’s eyes widened as she reached out and grabbed his arm. He put his hand over hers and locked gazes with her.

He wished he was larger, beefier. Stronger.

More of a comfort.

Well-armed.

All he could do was try to keep her calm and pray that Duncan didn’t need his help with Segura’s men.

It happened quickly. There was shouting, more barking, the sound of the deadfall trap springing, followed by screams.

“Ken.” Duncan’s voice cut through the clear, cold air.

Before he realized it, he was up and running, scrambling down the treacherous slope toward Duncan, the tire iron in his hand.

Two men had been pinned facedown under the deadfall and weren’t moving. A third lay on his back, frozen, a leg trapped by the log, but apparently caught in Duncan’s Prime grasp.

The fourth, Duncan had him pinned against a tree by the throat, his feet dangling a foot off the ground.

“What do we need to know from them?” Duncan asked Ken.

Ken spotted the man’s gun on the ground next to him where he’d dropped it when Duncan had grabbed him by the throat. A nine millimeter.

Ken dropped the tire iron and picked up the gun. It wasn’t the same model he was used to.

But close enough.

He checked to make sure it was loaded, took the safety off, then looked at Duncan. “Can I?”

Duncan nodded.

Ken put the gun to the guy’s forehead. 

“Who do you work for?” Ken asked.

The man looked terrified.

Good.

Duncan eased the man onto his feet so he could breathe, but kept his hand pinned around the man’s throat.

“Manuel Segura,” the guy gasped after coughing.

“How many others are there? How many cars? Where are the others?”

“Seven more guys. Two more cars. Went to that big-ass property. We’re looking for a guy, and the same company who owned his apartment has an office in town and owns property here.”

Hopefully Dewi and Beck and the others had taken care of them already…if they were still alive and hadn’t been caught by surprise by the rest of the thugs at the compound.

“Who are you all looking for, and why?” Ken asked, just to make sure.

“Joaquin Carlomarles. He murdered Raul Segura, Manuel Segura’s brother. Manuel wants revenge.”

Ken felt fury wash through him. “Doesn’t matter that Raul murdered one of ours first, huh?” The man looked confused. “A fifteen year-old girl. The daughter of one of our packmates. After he kidnapped her off a street and then raped her. Raul deserved to die. Her name was Felicia Escobar, by the way, and Joaquin took blood for blood. That’s what our pack does when one of ours is brutally murdered. And we don’t let rapists live.”

The man’s eyes widened even more in fear. “What the fuck are you people?”

“People you never should have fucked with,” Ken said. “I’ve always wanted to say this. Hasta la vista, asshole.”

He pulled the trigger.




* * * *




Since that guy’s bladder had let loose when Ken shot him, Duncan stripped the pants off the other guy, the one pinned by his Prime power, and put them on before Ken put a bullet in that man’s head. The guy didn’t have any more information to reveal than the first one did. They were hunting Joaquin, and the other men in their group had headed for the pack compound.

And they’d had absolutely no idea they were dealing with wolf shifters.

The other two guys were already unconscious and unresponsive from their injuries when Ken shot each of them in the back of the head.

Ken checked the magazine and saw he only had three rounds left in that gun.

Which was okay, because Segura’s men had been armed, including extra magazines. While Ken thought he might feel something over killing the thugs—remorse, guilt, nausea—no, not so much.

Maybe he’d feel different if Felicia Escobar hadn’t been raped and murdered.

Maybe he’d feel different if it’d just been him on the run. He would have kept running as long as possible, until Dewi caught up with him.

But he’d promised Beck. He’d promised to protect Nami.

As the mate of the pack’s Head Enforcer, and the brother-in-law of the pack’s Alpha, and part of the expanded pack council, there was no way he wouldn’t answer a blood crime against the pack with blood.

And he’d be damned if he’d let any drug cartel scum make him break a promise to a man he considered closer than a brother. Not to mention he didn’t know how many were injured or dead back at the compound due to these fucks’ cohorts.

That was something he didn’t want to contemplate right now, either.

Duncan held a hand out for one of the guns. “You know how to handle these?” Ken asked.

Duncan smirked. “I’m old, lad, not an idiot. Do you know how to handle one?”

Ken handed him one, butt first. “Yeah. Unfortunately.”

“I’d say fortunately.” He slipped it into the waistband of the pants.

Ken and Duncan took the men’s wallets, money, jewelry—anything that might possibly identify them.

And, belatedly useful, two lighters. He also took their cigarettes, because while he didn’t smoke, they’d make good tinder if they had to start another fire.

Ken confiscated the men’s cell phones and removed the batteries from them, too. He’d keep them and go through them back at the compound.

If there still was a compound when they returned. That wasn’t a possibility he wanted to contemplate right at that moment.

They needed to get out of the wilderness first.

When Ken headed back to the hiding spot, he found Nami tightly clutching her purse in front of her and looking terrified.

“Are y’all all right?” she whispered.

He knelt in front of her. “We’re fine. Let me see your purse.”

She let him take it. “Are they dead?”

“They are. It’s safe now. You can relax.” Ken stuck one of the guns in the waistband of his jeans, put the rest of the stuff in Nami’s purse, and headed back to the trap to help Duncan conceal the bodies.

They stripped the men and dumped their naked bodies into the ravine, covering them with rocks and branches.

“Why did we strip them?” Ken asked.

“We’ll throw their clothes into the river.” Duncan bundled the clothes together, tying them with the men’s belts.

“Do you, eh, need to go hunt or something?”

Duncan frowned. “No. Why?”

“After Dewi makes a kill, she has to feed. I thought that’s what Prime Alphas have to do.”

“You made the kills, not me. And I’ve spent the last…long while hunting. For survival.” He let out a weary sigh. “I hope I remember how to live among people.”

Ken reached out and touched his shoulder. “We’re not just people. We’re your pack.”




* * * *




Dewi, Beck, and the others tracked throughout the night, a brief rain shower blowing through and chilling them but not deterring them. Around two a.m. they located where Ken and Nami had climbed through a ravine and lingered there.

The longer they tracked, the more Dewi struggled not to get her hopes up. It was looking better all the time. Ken had followed her instructions, apparently, to stay safe.

Trent pulled out his cell phone and activated the flashlight feature, playing the beam over the ground and up the southern wall of the ravine. “Looks like one of them, probably Nami, from the scent, fell trying to get out.”

“And the wolf’s gone,” Beck said. “Second time he left them.”

Peyton threw back his head and let out a long howl.

They listened, finally hearing Joaquin’s reply soon after, to their west and downhill.

“I think they’re down by the river,” Trent said.

“Let’s keep moving,” Dewi said. “We’re wasting time.”

It wasn’t long before they smelled the wolf following Ken and Nami’s trail again.

Dewi and Beck shifted back.

Badger shook his head. “It’s impossible.”

That’s all he’d say.

“Look, whoever it is,” Peyton said, “he could have hurt them at any time and didn’t. Let’s stay focused on that.”

It was nearing dawn when they heard a total of four gunshots in the distance, ahead of them and to the south.

Dewi and Beck shifted back, staring at Peyton for a judgment call.

He looked grim and finally let out a howl.

After a moment, Joaquin howled back.

Peyton frowned. “That’s weird.”

“Who the bloody hell did the shootin’, then?” Badger asked.

“I don’t know,” Peyton said. “Ken and Nami were unarmed, weren’t they?”

“I didn’t give him a gun.” Dewi looked to Beck.

He snorted. “Are you fucking kidding me? The way she wanted to neuter Joaquin, do you honestly think I’d give her a paring knife, much less a handgun?”

Dewi and Beck exchanged worried glances, shifted, and took off at a run after the scent trail.




* * * *




Heading downhill—obviously—would be easier.

“The river crosses a road down aways,” Duncan said. “I don’t know exactly how far. Less than an hour for me at full run.” He realized what he’d said. “Shifted.” His voice sounded less creaky, less strained, more sure.

After putting out the fire, they got Nami to her feet, then Duncan squatted so she could climb on his back. Ken watched as the man effortlessly stood, carrying her piggy-back, and started walking, heading downhill.

Ken followed, carrying the bundle of clothes, and still carrying the tire iron even though he had the guns now. “It wouldn’t be better for you to go try to get help?” he asked Duncan, even though he really didn’t want the wolf to leave them again.

“No. I won’t leave you two now. The main danger is past. We’ll take a break at the river so you can drink. Dehydration won’t be an issue. While I’m sure you’re both hungry, you won’t die from that in the next twelve hours or so.”

“You think we’ll be back home in twelve hours?” Nami asked.

“I hope so. Once we reach the road, depending on what time it is, I’ll decide what to do then. We don’t know where the rest of their men are.” He glanced back at Ken. “Yet another reason I don’t want to leave you alone. We have no idea where the rest of them are, or if they’re still alive.”

Ken checked his phone. No signal, of course. It was a little after seven in the morning. With the sun rising over the mountains, the day was warming despite the cool breeze. The clear sky promised more sun, no precipitation, and hopefully a far easier journey than the day before.

They didn’t talk as they walked. Ken listened to the trees, the birds, the noises that were different than in the woods surrounding their Florida house.

He also had an idea he couldn’t wait to float past Dewi once he was reunited with her.

If he was reunited with her.








Chapter Thirty-Four






When they hit the ravine, it was Dewi who suddenly stopped and made Beck trip and go rolling as he ran into her. When he stood up, he’d shifted.

“Dewi, what the hell?”

She chuffed at him and jumped into the ravine, finally shifting back to two legs.

Beck followed her down into the ravine, pulling up short when he realized what had her interest. “Oh…shit.”

Dewi and Beck frantically started pulling rocks and debris off the bodies, relief surging through them as they realized they were not Ken and Nami, despite Ken’s scent and the other strange scent all over them.

“What the…what the hell?” Beck said.

Behind them, Peyton, Trent, and Badger finally caught up. “What is it?” Peyton asked.

“They’ve been shot,” Dewi said. “Executed.”

“And they’re still warm,” Beck said. “They haven’t been dead more than a couple of hours, if that.”

Noises approaching caught their attention. They all stood, Peyton, Trent, and Badger drawing their guns as Joaquin and the other group of shifters emerged from the woods.

Joaquin threw up his hands. “Whoa! It’s us!”

“Did you shoot these guys?” Dewi asked.

“What?” He jumped down into the ravine to get a better look. “Fuck, no, I didn’t. But we tracked their scent trail here.”

Badger sat on a large rock, first chuckling, which soon turned into long, deep, belly-busting guffaws as his amusement roared off the mountainside and the trees, rolling down the ravine.

Dewi and Peyton exchanged a confused glance. For the first time in her life, she was seriously doubting Badger’s sanity.

“Um, ya want to clue us in to what’s so funny?” Dewi asked.

Tears rolled from the old wolf’s good eye and down his cheek as he shook his head and dragged himself up off the rock. He was still snorting with laughter as he quickly located the still-warm remains of a campfire, and then another nearby outcropping where it appeared Ken and Nami had temporarily taken refuge.

He tossed Beck the bundle of clothes. “Get dressed. Both of ye. The worst is passed.”

“What?” the two of them asked.

Badger took a deep breath, finally letting it out again. “We won’t be needin’ yer noses. If I’m not wrong, and I really don’t think I am, all we have to do now is catch up wi’ them. And since they both smelled like they were alive when they left here, I doubt we’ll find ’em in serious straights when we catch up.”




* * * *




When they reached the river, Duncan eased Nami off his back and down onto a large, flat rock at the river’s edge so she could lean over and scoop water into her mouth. Without having to be on guard now, Ken stuck his whole face in and greedily drank.

When Ken sat back he shook his head, flinging water everywhere and making Nami weakly laugh. “Stop that, you shaggy dog.”

“I feel like we got a reprieve from a death sentence.”

Duncan, who’d squatted by the river’s edge to get a drink, nodded. “You did. They were going to question and kill you, I have no doubt about that.” He looked at Ken. “How did you survive that car crash?”

Ken shrugged. “I don’t know. I just let instincts guide me.”

“They didn’t run you off the road,” Duncan observed. “I didn’t see scrapes on the sides of the car from an impact with another car.”

Heat filled Ken’s face. “No.”

“No, the damn fool drove us off the side of the mountain, if you can believe that!” Nami lightly scolded.

“They blocked the road,” Ken said. “If I’d stopped, they would have killed us.”

“True,” she agreed. She stared at her swollen ankle and, after kicking off her shoes, she eased her feet into the cold water. “Oh, that feels good.” She frowned. “How am I supposed to finish everything I have to get done for the weddings with a bum ankle? I have so much to do.”

Ken playfully held up three fingers and wiggled them at her. “Three weddings.” He was glad she was focusing on that now.

He didn’t want to bring up the fact that they might not totally be out of the woods yet, literally and figuratively.

Or that their mates might not even be alive.

She scowled. “You just had to remind me of that, didn’t you?”

He grinned as Duncan’s brow furrowed. “It’s a long story,” Ken told him.

“I’m gonna skin that wolf’s hide clean off his body, I swear I will! He best be glad I cain’t walk! He gonna need to be able to outrun me!”

Duncan stared at her for a long moment. “What’d this man do?”

Ken snorted. “He mated with her little sister.”

Duncan’s expression darkened. “How little?”

“She’s an adult,” Ken quickly amended. “Malyah’s twenty-four. And he didn’t force her. They had a mate bond.”

“Oh. General principle outrage, then?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, that happens.”

If Nami hadn’t been sitting right there and shooting daggers from her eyes, Ken would have burst out laughing. Duncan seemed to have immediately grasped the nuances of the situation.

Ken touched Duncan’s shoulder. “Can I ask you something?”

He nodded.

Ken did his best to keep his tone gentle and without recrimination. “Why did you fake your death?”

It took Duncan a long while to answer. He stared at the river, not meeting Ken’s gaze. “I didn’t,” he quietly said. “I thought at first I was in hell. I awoke naked on the riverbank and I shifted because I was wet and cold. Then I eventually made my way back to where Louisa died.”

His heavy sigh nearly made Ken cry. “I never shifted back until now. I let my mind dissolve and tried to follow her voice in the wind. It wasn’t until later part of me realized I wasn’t dead, but I couldn’t bring myself to go back and decided to stay…wolf.”

Ken squeezed the man’s shoulder. “You need to come back with us. Dewi, Peyton, Trent. Their families. They will want you back.”

He sighed again. “I hope so.”

Ken let the quiet of the morning envelope them.

After a few minutes, Duncan stood. “Let’s go. She needs medical attention, and you both need food.”

“We don’t know what happened at the compound,” Ken whispered to him, trying to avoid Nami hearing him. “For all we know, it could have been a bloodbath.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that we need to get you both out of here.”

After a little more water, and after Ken shook the bundle of the men’s clothes loose and tossed them into the river, Duncan hoisted Nami onto his back again and they continued trekking south. They made faster time, both because Duncan apparently had no problems carrying Nami while walking at full speed, and it was a little easier walking down by the river.

At least something is finally going right.




* * * *




Dewi didn’t like being forced to wait and stay with Badger.

She liked it even less when he Primed her into following him, letting him take the lead as he hurried through the woods after the scent trail.

The strange wolf was with them, and had shifted to two legs. More disconcerting was Nami’s scent being far harder to pick up now, but Badger assured them it was fine.

Dewi liked it least of all when Badger Primed all of them—including Peyton—not to shoot unless he gave the command to do so.

It was her mate at risk, not his.

Still, she also knew Badger didn’t do things without a reason, but he wouldn’t tell them what his cryptic comments about a ghost meant.

Her own crazy suppositions couldn’t be accurate, so she tried to let it go and focus on the trail.

At least now Ken, Nami, and the wolf had headed down to the river and were following it south. They found where they’d stopped for a little while upon reaching the river, Nami’s scent once again strong on a large, flat rock next to the water before her scent vanished again.

Beck worried about that despite Badger waving it off.

After another hour, they caught a glimpse of figures ahead of them and it was only Badger’s Prime order keeping her and Beck back.

Badger let out a pleased cackle before he threw his head back and unleashed the most joyous howl she’d ever heard emerge from any wolf’s throat.

When the three figures stopped and turned, Dewi realized whoever the strange wolf was with Ken and Nami, he was carrying Nami piggy-back, explaining why they’d had a hard time scenting Nami. Nami waved at them, looking happy to see them but not the least bit scared.

Dewi guessed he couldn’t be too dangerous if she was doing that.

Although a low growl rumbled from Beck’s throat when he saw it.

“Down, lad,” Badger cackled. “Wait here, all o’ ye.”

He walked forward as Ken and the strange wolf waited. Badger looked up at the taller wolf, slowly shaking his head. “By the Goddess meself, I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Hello, Badger,” the stranger said.

“Are ye really here?”

His wild beard and mustache couldn’t hide his wry smile. “Apparently, I am.”

Badger finally waved them over. Dewi and Beck raced forward, Dewi throwing herself at Ken, trying and failing not to cry with relief as he held her and whispered in her ear, “I’m okay, babe. I’m fine.”

She watched as Beck took Nami from the stranger, who gently set her down and didn’t let go of her until he was sure Beck had a good grip on her. Beck swept her up in his arms and kissed her, stepping away from them as he talked to her.

Badger grabbed the man by the arms, still staring up at him. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be happy to see ye, or rip yer throat out for what ye put me through.”

“I’m sorry.” He looked down. “I was chasing her in the wind. I don’t know how you survived it.”

Badger hugged the man. “I know. But we need ye now. Time for ye to come home to yer pack where ye rightfully belong.”

The man slowly embraced Badger, both of them going to their knees as the man started crying.

Dewi turned to see Peyton and Trent both wearing stunned looks. “Who is he?” she finally asked as her relief eased its grip on choking her voice.

Peyton stepped forward and knelt next to the two men. He put a hand out and shook with him. “Grandfather Duncan? I’m Peyton.” He pointed to his brother. “That’s Trent.” He pointed at Dewi. “And you don’t even know about her, she’s—”

“A miracle, is what she is,” Duncan hoarsely said. “Ken told me.” He finally rose and walked over to her. “Chelsea always wanted a baby girl, and you look just like her.”

She finally forced herself to release Ken and turned to the man whose grave she’d sat at for countless hours as she grew up.

“He saved us,” Ken said. “He helped us find shelter before he even revealed he was a shifter. It wasn’t until I showed him family pictures and he realized who we were that he shifted back. He built a trap and—”

“That’s how you guys were able to kill Segura’s men.”

“Yeah. The trap took out two of them. After I questioned the other two, I shot them, and the two the trap caught.”

She turned. “You shot them?”

He wore a grim expression. “They were after Joaquin.”

“They ain’t the only ones!” Nami shot back from where Beck was still fussing over her. She jabbed a finger at Joaquin. “You.” She pointed at the ground in front of her. “Come here, boy.”

Joaquin stepped behind Peyton. “Um, no offense, Nami, but I think I’m good right here.”

Duncan looked at Ken. “Is that him?”

Ken nodded. “Uh-huh. He’s a good guy. He’s the Enforcer Segura’s men were hunting.”

“Dewi’s Enforcer.” Duncan looked down on her with an almost embarrassing amount of pride.

“Babe, please,” Beck begged Nami.

Nami finally let out a huffy sigh. “Y’all ain’t gonna let me castrate him, are ya?”

“No,” most of them replied.

“Nami, honey, remember what we talked about,” Dewi said. “He loves Malyah as much as—”

Nami gasped. “Malyah! How are they?”

“Is everyone okay at the compound?” Ken asked.

“Everyone’s fine,” Trent said. “Safe. We got all of the cartel members except Manuel Segura himself. He stole a truck and got away before we realized it.”

“Dammit,” Ken said.

“Let’s get moving,” Peyton said. “Now that we have our two missing loved ones safely back—make that three—I could use a damn steak.”

“Me, too,” Ken said.

Everyone—except Duncan—looked at him in shock.

“Metaphorically speaking,” Ken clarified.

“Another story?” Duncan asked him.

“Um, yeah.”




* * * *




It was easier for them to keep heading the same direction along the river and make their way to the bridge. Beck took over carrying Nami while Peyton and Trent practically tripped over each other trying to talk to Duncan as they walked.

Once they reached the bridge, Joaquin and four others took off, armed with vehicle keys, to go get help. No one’s cell phone had a signal there, and considering there was no traffic in either direction to flag down for a ride, they sat in the morning sun and waited.

“Sooo, let me get this straight,” Dewi finally said to Ken. “You deliberately drove down the mountain?”

Ken shrugged. “It was the only option. I saw them following us and turned around, but they blocked the road.”

“Thank the Goddess you didn’t stop,” Beck said with Nami perched in his lap. “They absolutely would have killed you.”

“Don’t ever let anyone make you think you aren’t a tough guy,” Peyton said. “I know I’d never have the balls to do what you did. And you kept yourselves alive and safe. That was damn good.”

“Woulda been better I hadn’t busted my ankle,” Nami groused. “I cain’t believe how clumsy I was. You know I tried to get him to leave me and go get help, and he wouldn’t?”

“I’d hope not,” Beck said, rubbing his chin against the top of her head. “It’s his job to help protect you.”

“Well…I’ve always loved that boy, but I have to admit, he exceeded my expectations.”

Ken grinned. “So can I ask a favor?”

“I suppose.”

“Please don’t kill or castrate Joaquin.”

She snorted. “I shoulda known.” She glanced around. “I’m not really gonna kill him. I promise. I just wanna put the fear of me into his soul right from the start so he understands who he’ll have to answer to if he hurts her.”

Badger had gotten Duncan caught up on the most recent highlights as they walked. Duncan turned to study Ken. “How did you break a Prime order not to pick up a gun?”

Heat filled his face. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “Everyone asks me that, I still can’t tell you why it happened.” It didn’t matter anymore, because Dewi had lifted that restriction after the events of that day.

Duncan studied him. “Interesting.”

Dewi could once again focus on this topic now that she knew Ken and Nami were safe. “Maybe my Prime powers are slipping.”

Duncan tipped his head. “No, I don’t remember ever hearing of that happening.”

“Well, no one’s ever heard of a wolf like me before, either.”

“True.” He went silent for a long moment. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“I am worried about it. There’s a guy doing life in Starke who I Primed. He breaks that, it can cause a lot of problems.”

“Starke?”

“It’s the Florida State Prison,” Ken explained.

“Oh.” Duncan shrugged. “Does he deserve life in prison?”

“He deserves death,” Nami grumbled.

Duncan looked at Ken. “Another overreaction?”

“No, not this time. I’ll be the first to agree the asshole shouldn’t be breathing.”

“I have a lot to learn, don’t I?”

Badger snorted. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, brother.”








Chapter Thirty-Five






Within two hours, they were back in town. Ken never thought he’d ever see the town again and thought it was the second most beautiful place in the world, after their house in Florida.

Trent and Peyton stayed with them, as did Joaquin. They took Nami to the clinic, where after X-rays they proclaimed her ankle severely sprained, but not broken. While waiting, she and Ken both chowed down on their first meals in over twenty-four hours. Joaquin had run out and brought back food for them, Nami a cheeseburger and Ken a cheese pizza.

After Nami was discharged from the clinic—with crutches Beck wasn’t happy with but Nami wanted, a wheelchair that Nami wasn’t happy with but Beck demanded, and with Nami’s ankle encased in a splint to help stabilize it—they all headed back to Peyton’s. The doctor, also of the pack, estimated Nami would probably be okay in a couple of weeks, if not sooner.

Gillian and Asia, already updated over the phone by Peyton, had prepared a celebratory feast. Nami’s family was told Ken and Nami had a car accident and got lost in the wilderness, run off the road by the “escaped prisoners.”

Close enough. And with a little gentle nudging from Peyton’s Prime, they believed it.

Duncan…

They went with the simple explanation that he’d gone camping over a month ago and got lost and they thought he’d died, but they found him during the search for Ken and Nami.

A little Prime went a long way in helping.

Duncan was busy being fussed over by Gillian, Asia, and meeting the great-grandkids he didn’t even know he had. Gillian had already put her foot down and said that he’d be staying with them, in the main house.

Last Ken saw Duncan, Gillian and Asia had him sitting in Gillian’s kitchen with a towel draped around him, and they were going after him with a comb and a pair of barber’s shears.

All Ken wanted to do was go to sleep. While Dewi joined everyone at the house to eat, he headed for their guest house for a shower. He could barely keep his eyes open, and the pizza they’d brought him in town had perfectly hit the spot.

In fact, he was leaning against the shower wall, his eyes closed as the warm water soothed his aching muscles, when he heard the bathroom door open a few minutes later.

“Is there room in there for me?” Dewi asked.

“Of course. Did you actually eat?”

“Enough.” In seconds, she’d stripped and stepped into the shower with him, her arms encircling him.

He let out a sigh as his soul felt complete. “Sorry we scared you.”

“No, you have nothing to apologize for,” she mumbled against his chest. “I’m just so damn happy you guys are okay, you have no idea. And you found…” She choked up and couldn’t continue.

He nuzzled the top of her head. “When we get home…I think I need some more lessons. Serious lessons.”

She looked up. “Like what?”

“Guns. Knives. Weapons. Making and using improvised weapons. How to use a tire iron without getting my ass kicked. How to start a fire with a cell phone and some wishful thinking.” He managed a smile, which she returned.

“You did good.”

“Not good enough.” His smile faded. “Seriously, if it hadn’t been for Duncan, we wouldn’t have made it and probably would have died from exposure last night. It was damn cold.”

She tightened her grip on him. “But you did make it. That’s all that matters.”

“I want to bring him to Florida with us,” he said. “I want him to live with us.”

She looked up. “Really?”

“Uh, yeah. He’s family. Gillian’s going to need to build him a whole new identity anyway. Maybe it’d be better for him to get him away from here. Change in scenery. Give him something to do. Make him part of the expanded pack council.”

“I’ll talk to Peyton about it.”

“I’d rather you talk directly to Duncan about it. I know he’ll listen to you.”

“I just met him today.”

“Yeah, but you’re his miracle granddaughter. You already have a special place in his heart.”

“Okay. If you think he will.”

“I hope he will.” He kissed her, his cock stiffening despite his exhaustion.

She draped her arms around his neck, wiggling her hips against him. “You’re in the mood?”

“Just enough.” He turned them so her back was against the wall. Dipping his knees, he easily slid into her as she jumped up and wrapped her legs around him.

She crushed her lips onto his as he held on tight, fucking her hard and fast. It wasn’t long before she was coming and he let his own release free, moaning with relief, the sounds muffled by her lips.

Dewi was still breathing hard as she lowered her legs and held on tightly to him.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I was so scared we weren’t going to find you both. I think it would have killed me.”

“I love you, too.” He stroked her wet hair, holding her, his eyes closed as he deeply inhaled her scent. “I’m tougher than I look, apparently,” he said.

“You certainly are.”

By the time they got out and dried off, he was nearly asleep. Dewi stretched out next to him in bed, draped across him, and he barely had time to give her one last kiss before collapsing into an exhausted sleep.




* * * *




Beck helped Nami get a shower before carrying her into their bedroom and going to sleep with her securely tucked in his arms. She had managed nearly six hours of sleep before she awoke and realized she wasn’t getting any more than that.

Beck tried to keep her in bed with him, but she gently pushed his hands away and sat up. “I have things to do.”

He pulled her back. “No, you do not. Now don’t make me pull mate rank, baby. I’m not above grabbing Peyton or Dewi or Badger to Prime you into staying in bed and resting.”

“I need coffee.”

“I’ll go make it.”

“I can’t sit here in bed all day.”

“You have a TV with a couple of hundred channels to watch, and yes, you can. Don’t worry, you’ll have all the help you want tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’s Wednesday. We’re going on three days behind now, and I still need to go to Spokane and shop.”

“Then I will drive you, along with an armed contingent.” He narrowed his blue gaze and frowned. “Babe, seriously. Please. I need you to rest and stay off that ankle.”

She reached up and palmed his cheek. “I’m sorry we scared you.”

“All I care about is that you two are alive and safe. The wedding…no offense, what we just went through kind of eclipsed that.”

“I know.” She laced fingers with him. “How about you make me coffee? Then I’ll sit here in bed, but you get me Malyah, Lu’ana, Gillian, and Asia so I can talk to them.”

He smiled, warming her heart…and places lower. “Deal.”

“And where’s Bebe?”

“With Lu’ana, I think.”

“I guess I ruined Da’von’s horseback riding plans.”

“Badger rescheduled it for Thursday.”

“Do they all really believe we were just in a car wreck and Duncan was a missing person?”

Beck smiled. “Yep. All hail the power of the Prime.”

“What about Malyah getting her memories back?”

His smile faded. “We don’t know yet. They’re working on trying to figure that out.”

After the coffee, Beck went to fetch everyone for her. Lu’ana had Bebe, who let out a joyful little howl when Luana set her on the bed with Nami.

“That’s adorable,” Nami said, still a little rattled by her niece’s new habit.

“Isn’t it?” Lu’ana said. “Who knows? Maybe she’ll become a wildlife biologist or something when she’s older.”

“Yeah,” Nami said.

After going over everything with the women, Gillian and Asia volunteered to take up the slack, including going with Lu’ana, Malyah and Joaquin that afternoon to Spokane to start the search for Malyah’s wedding dress.

Besides, Joaquin wanted to go buy Malyah an engagement ring and wedding bands.

Beck stood in the corner, arms crossed over his chest and a dark look on his face when Nami tried to say she’d go.

Nami sighed. “Okay, y’all go. But text me pictures. Beck and I will watch Bebe for you.”

He arched an eyebrow at her but smirked, indicating his acceptance.

“We will,” Malyah said. “I promise.”

Before the women started to go, Lu’ana taking Bebe with her to get her changed and to bring Nami a diaper bag with supplies, Nami said, “Malyah, hold up a sec. I want to talk with you.”

The others left.

Beck still stood in the corner.

“Honey, please go with Lu’ana. You can get Bebe and her diaper bag and stuff and bring her back.”

He didn’t look happy about it, but he walked over and kissed her. “Do not get out of that bed.”

“I won’t. But I need a minute alone with her.”

He finally left them alone.

Malyah sank onto the edge of the bed.

Nami knew she couldn’t fight their mating, but she still wasn’t happy with it. “Is this what you really want? He didn’t force you?”

“Yes, it’s what I really want. Sis, I want to be with him. No, he didn’t force me. Why can’t you understand that?”

“Because I wanted you to do better, girl.” Nami plucked at the sheets. “I was so proud of you for graduating from college. I wanted you to make your way in the world.”

“Wouldn’t you say Beck coming into your life has been the best thing in a long time?”

“Don’t you go changing the subject.”

“I’m not. It’s the same thing. I love Joaquin.” She laced her fingers together, hands in her lap. “You know how when you go somewhere you’ve never been before, how the place feels strange? Then you go back again, and it’s not so strange? And if you go there a lot, spend a lot of time there, then it feels like home? That’s how I feel with Joaquin. From the first moment I met him, I felt like I was home. He was never a stranger to me.”

Nami stared at her little sister. Yes, she knew how she felt about Beck. Exactly like that.

And how she couldn’t get him out of her mind when he’d kissed her and then bounced off her bus.

And how she felt equal parts thrilled and terrified when he tracked her down, but never afraid. Not really. She put up a good act of it, but something deep within her had told her Beck was meant for her.

That she was meant for him.

“I’m scared for you,” Nami said.

Malyah smirked. “So says the woman who drove off a mountain and spent a night out in the cold on the run from killers.”

“I didn’t do the driving,” Nami said. “I still can’t believe Ken didn’t get us killed.” She stared at Malyah for a moment. “So what’s the plan? I mean, immediately. After Saturday.”

“I already called my boss this afternoon and put in for vacation time. Two weeks paid, that I had coming, and a week unpaid. Said I had a family emergency.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“The truth. My sister was in a car accident the week before her wedding.” She smiled. “I left out the part about driving off a mountain and getting rescued by a wolfman.”

“Thank goodness.”

“Peyton and Gillian said we can stay here. Joaquin wants to show me around. I never got my horseback ride.” She slyly smiled. “I’m going to work for a while when we get back to Florida, then I’ll probably put in my notice and quit.”

“Then what? Pop out babies and be stuck with him?”

“Sis. He’s a good man. And no. I’m going to go back to college.”

Nami frowned. “What?”

“Yeah. See? You’re so bent on hatin’ him that you’re not trying to like him. At least try.”

“You have a degree.”

“I know. I want to go for a creative writing degree. Joaquin said the pack can afford it. I always thought it’d be fun to be a writer, but I never could do it before. I needed to study and work, do something to earn money. This is really going to make me happy. That’s all he wants to do is make me happy, sis. Isn’t that worth trying to like him?”

No, Nami couldn’t hate the guy for that. “Where you gonna live?”

“With Dewi, at first. Gillian gave Joaquin a budget that the pack will pay for, and he’s got money saved up on top of that. We’re going to go look at houses and see if we can find something either near you, or Martin, or Dewi. He wants us to be close to at least one of the Enforcers.”

“That’s gonna leave Da’von alone.”

“He’s an adult, sis. He needs this. He’s not going to suddenly start screwing around and goof off. He’s been working really hard, even after you moved out. Please give him credit for that.”

Yes, letting go was difficult. The hardest thing she’d ever tried to do, even harder than raising her siblings in the first place.

“I promise that I will try to get along with Joaquin,” Nami finally said. “Saying I’m going to accept how wolves do things, and actually accepting them, are two different things.”

“That’s all I ask, sis. You don’t think Dewi or Beck would have killed Joaquin over this if they didn’t think he was a good man?”

“I know. I’m still probably going to give him a hard time for a while.”

Malyah smiled. “I know. All huff and puff and no bite.”

She shook a finger at Malyah. “You’re still doing Sunday dinners.”

Malyah held a hand up. “I swear.”

“What about Lu’ana, Reggie, and Da’von? They tell them about this yet?”

“Peyton handled it. Joaquin and I met at a friend’s house when he was in Tampa to visit. Then he had to leave again and we kept up via Facebook and texting and stuff and fell in love.” She smiled. “I kept it hidden so you wouldn’t go ballistic, and that’s why when I went out with that guy, I never got serious about him. It was a cover.”

“Dewi’s going to handle him, I guess?”

“Yeah.”

Nami opened her arms. “Come here and give me a hug, girl.”

Malyah did. “I love you, sis. I love you so much, and I was so scared when Jack and Moraine said they were looking for you guys. I was so scared something might happen to you before I could tell you how much I love you and to thank you.” She sat back, wiping at her eyes.

“Thank me? For what?”

“For your years of sacrifice. For loving us. For being our mom and our sister. We couldn’t have made it without you.”

“Just keep making me proud,” Nami said. “I wish you’d told me you wanted a creative writing degree.”

“You were working so hard, sis. I didn’t want to waste it. It’s okay. I didn’t mind what I was doing, but it was just a job.”

Nami felt a little guilty about that. “Is Da’von doing what he really wants to do, or just doing it to make me happy?”

“No, he really likes computers. He is happy. That’s what he told me.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.”

“Okay. Don’t forget to text me pictures while you’re in Spokane.”

“I promise I’ll text and call.”

“Good. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Malyah headed out, a smile on her face.

Nami couldn’t ever remember her sister looking so…joyful.

Beck returned a few minutes later with Bebe and her things. “Don’t worry,” he said as he settled Bebe on the bed with Nami. “Peyton has Trent and several heavily armed shifters accompanying them to Spokane.”

“Thank you.” She kissed Bebe on the top of the head. “Listen to me, little girl. I forbid you from falling for a wolf.”

Bebe giggled and threw her head back, letting loose with a howl.

Beck’s eyes widened. “Holy cra-ud,” he muttered.








Chapter Thirty-Six






The wedding preparations proceeded without further interruptions, although there was a heavily armed contingent of wolves surrounding the wedding party at almost all times.

Dewi enjoyed being able to spend some alone time every evening with Duncan, Badger, and her brothers, as they got him caught up and asked him questions about their mom when she was a kid.

Collette, Carolyne, and Cynthia, Duncan’s daughters and Dewi’s aunts, all flew in early on Wednesday when Peyton broke the news to them about Duncan being alive. There were more than a few happy tears shed at the house over that revelation when they joyfully embraced their father for the first time in nearly fifty years. Plus he had more grandchildren to meet.

Dewi gave up grousing—mostly—about the froufrou dress as the preparations continued at high speed. She let herself be swept up and carried along, thankful that not only was her family safe, but that they’d regained someone long believed dead.

Even she couldn’t deny that was worth smiling over.

Early Saturday afternoon, Dewi studied herself in the mirror as Gillian, Asia, Nami, Malyah, Lu’ana, and Dewi’s aunts looked on. There would be twenty minutes between Nami and Malyah’s ceremonies so that Dewi and Malyah could both change. There wouldn’t be a break between Dewi and Nami’s ceremonies to keep things moving along so they could get to the feast and the cakes.

Nami had overruled everyone and said Dewi could stay in her wedding dress for her and Beck’s wedding to save time, waiting to change until the break between Nami’s wedding and Malyah’s. Because of her ankle, Nami was going to wear the same dress for all three ceremonies instead of changing.

“I look ridiculous,” Dewi muttered at her reflection. She couldn’t even carry a gun today.

When Nami had ratted Dewi out to Peyton that Dewi had planned to wear an ankle holster during the ceremony, he’d gone pack Prime Alpha on his little sister and ordered that she would not be armed at the altar.

And on that point he wouldn’t budge in the least.

“The threat’s over,” Peyton told her. “You do not need to be packing anything in terms of firepower. Everyone else will be armed and on guard. You do not need to be doing anything but being a bride.”

“One of them got away.”

“Exactly. ‘Away.’ There will be plenty of armed folks there today. If trouble breaks out, someone will hand you a weapon.”

“How about a knife?”

“No.” He’d even Primed her. “You will not be wielding anything more dangerous than a bouquet and a snarky look during your wedding ceremony. Understand?”

And that had been that.

“You’re a beautiful bride,” Nami insisted, reaching over to adjust her veil.

Collette, Carolyne, and Cynthia agreed. “I never thought I’d see the day anyone would get her into such a beautiful dress,” Collette gently teased. “You really are gorgeous.”

The photographer was documenting the day as well, another thing that annoyed Dewi. She hated having her picture taken.

Especially in a froufrou dress.

And the photographer was making sure to follow Peyton and Trent’s orders to document the day thoroughly.

“That boy is gonna faint when he gets a look at you,” Nami insisted.

“Or her brothers will,” Asia teased. “I’ve never seen two straight men this excited about a wedding that wasn’t their own.”

“I think they are more excited about Dewi’s wedding than they were their own,” Gillian lightly snarked.

“This is a first for us,”Asia said. “Three weddings in one day. And all of them part of the family, so to speak, not just the pack.”

A dark cloud briefly flitted across Nami’s features. “Yes. Three weddings.” She glanced at Malyah but continued fussing with Dewi’s veil, even though it didn’t need it.

But Nami still felt aggravated at Joaquin. At least Nami’s status as Beck’s mate—and as Malyah’s oldest sister—meant Joaquin had to pretty much take whatever Nami dealt out. It would be a while before the eldest sister would come to grips with the fact that her youngest sister was now an Alpha wolf’s claimed mate.

A light knock sounded on the door. Asia walked over to see who it was, then admitted Duncan. Freshly shaved, and with his hair now professionally trimmed and styled, he cut a handsome figure in his tuxedo.

After getting hugs from Collette, Carolyne, and Cynthia, Duncan walked over to Dewi. She didn’t miss the way his eyes suddenly looked too bright.

She prayed he didn’t cry, because if he did, she knew she would, too.

“You’re beautiful,” he softly said. “You look so much like your mother, it breaks my heart in the good way.”

“Thanks, Gramps.”

He smiled.

“Grandpa?”

He let out a sigh. “Still don’t want to settle on Duncan, eh?”

She hugged him, relaxing in his embrace. “No. That doesn’t feel right. All my life I grew up with family, but no parents or grandparents.”

“Your mother and aunts called me Da when they were pups.”

“We still do,” Collette said, sounding a little choked up. The three women hugged him again and gave him pecks on the cheek before heading out to take their seats. Gillian and Asia followed suit, leaving Dewi, Nami, and Malyah alone with Duncan.

And the photographer.

Whom Peyton had already protected by Priming Dewi to force her to allow pictures to be taken and not to make the photographer leave.

Dewi pulled back enough she could look into Duncan’s eyes. “I like that,” she said. “Da.” She slowly nodded. “That feels right.”

It was good to see him smile, to see it actually break through the veil of sadness that cloaked him.

“Then I’m all right with it, too, sweetheart. You have one very nervous man and two very nervous brothers out there who are more than ready to see you get married right and proper.”

“I’m already mated right and proper. This is just for show.”

“You realize this is more for them than it is for you, right?” His smile faded. “As I talked to Beck and Badger and your brothers…it crushed me that I wasn’t here for any of you all these years. Had I been here, had I not tried to take the coward’s way out…”

He sighed again. “Maybe it would have made a difference. Maybe they’d still be alive. This is Peyton and Trent’s way to carry out a promise they made over your mother’s grave, to fulfill what they knew was her wish. You were beloved, not just by your parents but by your big brothers, too. And your aunts. By everyone who loved our family. You were a miracle at birth, a miracle for surviving, and a miracle as you grew up and became the fiercely beautiful woman you are now. Let them have this. It will help them settle a past chapter of their lives and move on.”

She’d never really thought about it like that before. She knew her brothers wanted to do it for their mom, but…

Looking over to Nami, who sat in her wheelchair and wore a serene smile, Dewi quietly said, “Honestly. Do I really look okay?”

Nami tipped her head the other way. “Baby girl, you are a gorgeous bride. I would not have put you in something that didn’t make your already beautiful self look absolutely breathtaking.”

Duncan held his arm out to her. “Ready, little one?”

Dewi hooked her arm through his and held on tight to help calm her quaking nerves. “Ready, Da. And thank you for walking me down the aisle.”

Yes, calling him that did feel right.

“I offered to let Badger do it since he earned the right, raising you like he did. He flat-out told me no, that I was a miracle, you were a miracle, and that he’d be proud to see me do it. I did insist when the preacher asks who’s giving you away that he be part of it. Him, Beck, and your brothers.”

“I asked Badger to give me away,” Malyah said with smile. “Da’von’s gonna give Nami away. So everyone gets a chance.”

“Reggie won’t feel left out?” Dewi asked.

“Nah,” Nami said. “He’s gonna have Bebe to deal with when that little heartbreaker of ours is older.” Nami snorted and turned to Malyah. “I guess maybe having another wolf in the family isn’t so bad. I can sic Beck and Joaquin on any boyfriends Bebe brings home.”

“Hey,” Dewi protested. “What about me?”

“Oh, that’s a given,” Nami said. “I’m gonna demand that little girl introduces all boys to you first. After her parents, of course. If you don’t sign off on them, she don’t go out with them. Period.”

“I guess you have a fierce reputation,” Duncan said.

“I think I get it honest,” she said, squeezing his arm.




* * * *




Belatedly, Dewi was glad the ceremony was being videotaped. As she stood with Ken before the official, one of their packmates, she realized her only focus was on the man about to legally become her husband. All she could see were his brown eyes and his smile.

They’d tried to get her to write custom vows, or agree to something a little more elaborate, but on this she’d held her ground. She wanted a short, sweet, quick, textbook marriage ceremony, the faster, the better.

On this point Peyton and Trent, with some poking and prodding from Nami, reluctantly agreed.

She repeated the words she was told to say, but her mind wasn’t there. Her mind was on this man she was marrying, a man who had not only changed her life for the better, but who had helped heal her family in ways she never could have imagined before this.

A small shiver raced through Dewi as Ken slipped the wedding band on her finger with the engagement ring.

Then when she put his ring on him…

She knew life had finally settled into its proper groove for her. For all of her conscious life, she always felt like she was bouncing around, following the track but never firmly seated in it.

Not anymore.

For the first time, she felt…normal.

And she loved it, not something she would have ever admitted before, not even under the threat of death.

When the official said, “You may kiss your bride,” Ken swept Dewi into his arms and laid the most deliciously ferocious and possessive kiss upon her that she’d ever felt from him.

As she came up for air, he smiled and whispered, “Mine,” before turning with her to greet the vocal cheers and applause from their packmates. Peyton had warned everyone to keep it “vanilla” for the humans, and to not howl.

Except for little Bebe, being held by her daddy. Apparently, she didn’t get the message.

When everyone else started applauding and cheering, she let out a joyous howl that made the entire gathered audience burst out laughing and finally join her in their proper wolf celebratory way.

Dewi’s eyes widened as she stared at Peyton, who shrugged, threw back his head, and howled, too.

This delighted the little girl, who clapped and laughed in amusement.

As that died down, Dewi and Nami and Ken and Beck and everyone changed places to start their ceremony.

Once they were legally hitched, this time with everyone clapping and howling, including her parents—much to Bebe’s immense delight—Dewi raced into the great hall with Malyah, Asia, Gillian, and Lu’ana to get changed.




* * * *




Beck crooked his finger at a very nervous-looking Joaquin, for him to lean in. The younger wolf did cut a handsome figure in his matching tux.

“Yeah?” Joaquin asked.

“I’m going to give you a secret to dealing with Nami.”

“Yeah?”

“Treat her like a big sister. Suck up to her as a big sister. She sees herself as a mother hen to her siblings. You do that, she’ll get over being mad at you soon enough.”

“You think? I’m still not sure she won’t castrate me.”

Ken laughed. “She won’t. She’s just trying to make you sweat. Let her think she’s succeeding.”

“I’m really sorry about this,” Joaquin apologized for about the hundredth time. “I really didn’t want to upstage you all.”

“Stop apologizing,” Beck said. “You’re not upstaging us. You’re family.”

Ken patted Joaquin’s shoulder. “Things will settle down soon enough once we’re in Florida,” he assured Joaquin. “Besides, I think she’s giving up the castration fantasies.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Ken smirked. “Now your biggest worry is going to be her bugging you for nieces and nephews.”

Beck laughed at the expression on Joaquin’s face and played along. “Yep. ‘Grandma’ Sis will kick in. You’ve seen how she dotes on Bebe.”

“Holy fuck,” Joaquin muttered.

Ken shot Beck a wink, which he returned.

Brothers. That’s what this felt like.

His own sisters and parents were sitting in the audience. At least Sadie had taken the high road about this. She and Joaquin had a brief, private talk the evening before and settled the past for good. Neither held it against the other, and they agreed they’d both matured a lot since then.

Poor Marcy Stafford, though. She sat toward the back of the audience, a pinched, sour look on her face. Sure enough, she’d been counting on hitting up Joaquin, once she’d found out he was going to be there that weekend…until she realized he was getting married, too.

Beck almost felt sorry for her.

Almost.

Beck felt less sorry for her though when, at the reception in the great hall, after Malyah and Joaquin were hitched, he spotted Marcy sidling up to Da’von and making moony eyes at him.

He excused himself from their table for a moment and sought out Duncan, pulling him aside.

“What is it, lad?”

He pointed out Da’von. “See that wolf talking to him?”

“Yes?”

“Warn her off him, please.”

“Prime?”

“Yes.”

“Later explanation, then?”

“Absolutely.”

“Done.” Duncan made his way over to Da’von and Marcy, putting his hands on their elbows.

Seconds later, Marcy had turned and headed over to stalk someone else, while Da’von and Duncan chatted for a few more minutes, Da’von eagerly nodding and smiling as they did.

When Duncan finally returned, he wore a smile. “Better?”

“Thanks.”

“Context?”

Ken sighed. “Social climbing tick.”

“Ah.” Duncan nodded. “We’ll talk later and you can fill me in.” Duncan hugged him and followed Asia, who’d walked up to introduce him to someone else.

Beck returned to their table.

Nami leaned in, frowning. “Who was that Da’von was talking to, and what did Duncan do?”

Beck brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it. “I only have the energy to keep you from killing one wolf for mating with one of your siblings. I don’t have the energy to try to keep you from killing a second one for wanting to use your brother as a temporary boy-toy.”

“Oh no she didn’t!”

She tried to rise and Beck pulled her back down. “No, she won’t, either. Duncan Primed her for me.”

Nami gave him a curt nod. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He kissed her. “It was sort of self-preservation on my part.”

“Oh, wait! That’s the woman you were telling me about?”

“Yep.”

She chuckled. “All right, then. Good job, sugar.”

“I thought so.”








Chapter Thirty-Seven






It was an hour before dark when Dewi and Ken made it back to the cabin and Dewi could finally free herself of the dreaded froufrou dress. He would have laughed at her if he didn’t think it would have hurt her feelings.

“If it’s any consolation,” Ken told her as he pulled her close, “I thought you were gorgeous.”

“Thank you. You look rather spiffy yourself.” She patted him on the chest. “But get out of your monkey suit.”

“Gladly.”

“And put on hiking shoes.”

He paused in the process of shucking his tux jacket. “Huh?”

“I want to take you somewhere.” He realized she was pulling on a T-shirt and jeans.”

“Oh. Oh!”

She playfully smiled. “Exactly.”

Ten minutes later, they were heading out the cabin’s back door. He followed Dewi, knowing they were absolutely safe and enjoying the fact that it was about thirty degrees warmer than it had been Monday night, with a cloudless sky.

After ten minutes, they entered a clearing where a small spring trickled from the side of the mountain and pooled in a small spring before leaving as a stream and flowing down and out of sight.

She unshouldered the backpack she’d brought with them and pulled out a blanket, spreading it on the ground. “This is how I want to spend my honeymoon night,” she said, sitting on it.

He stretched out next to her, his arms around her. “I can’t imagine a more perfect way.”

When he kissed her, everything else disappeared. Completely, utterly, his world began and ended with her in his arms.

His universe.

He stared down at her. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

“I want you to mark me,” she whispered.

He pulled the hem of her T-shirt up and nuzzled her bra out of the way, nipping at her breasts, teasing her, the sounds of her whimpers of pleasure hardening him and testing his reserve.

He would do this slowly, in his own way.

It didn’t take him long to get them both naked on the blanket, the pleasantly cool night air a wonderful contrast to the furnace in his arms, Dewi’s blazing heat washing through him as she tried to coax him into going faster, giving her what she ached for, craved.

Rising up on his arms, he kissed his way down the valley between her breasts, past her navel, to the juncture of her thighs. He wasn’t gentle as he shoved her legs apart and buried his face there, his fingers digging into her thighs as she let out a sexy moan that nearly made him come.

But he didn’t want to come yet, and he didn’t want her coming yet, either. He wanted that to happen with his cock buried inside her.

Her fingers tangled in his hair as she tried to urge him into bringing her over, but he could read her body too well. He knew when to back off, when to tease, and it wasn’t until several minutes later, when she was nearly in tears and begging him for release that he sat up, flipped her over onto her hands and knees, and fed his cock into her.

She threw her head back and moaned as he slowly started thrusting. “That’s it, baby,” he said, his voice thick with need. “I know what you want. And you know who you belong to, don’t you?”

Dewi whimpered something that sounded like an affirmation. He loved it that he could drive her so deeply into passion that all her defenses fell for him and him alone.

“Who do you belong to?” he asked as he held on to her hips, slowing his pace.

“You,” she whispered. “I belong to you.”

He folded his body over hers, one hand slipping around her to find her clit and begin playing with it as he nuzzled the back of her right shoulder.

“That’s right,” he said. “You do.” He bit down, hard, the way he knew she wanted, her back rounding against him as she let out a cry. Her body squeezed his cock as her orgasm washed through her, triggering his own release.

Moments later, he rolled onto his side, his arms around her and keeping her with him, as he continued to lick and suck at the bite on her shoulder.

She shivered in his arms, pressing her bottom against him, trying not to lose contact with him.

“Better, baby?”

She tipped her head back and kissed him, hard, deeply, her hand reaching back to tangle in his hair again as she flicked her tongue against his.

“Yes,” she whispered. “You always make it better. You made everything better. You’re my hero.”

He knew she meant well, but he didn’t agree with her. “I’m just a geek.”

“No, you’re not.” She palmed his cheek. “You gave me a life. A good life. You gave me love. You saved me. You saved Nami. And you found Da.” Her gaze searched his face. “Tell me,” she whispered, “how that’s not being a hero.”

“I don’t feel very heroic.”

“You are.” She rolled in his arms to face him, pressing her face against his chest, one leg draped over his. “Not many women get to say they married their hero. I’m the luckiest woman on the face of the planet.”




* * * *




I’m the luckiest woman on the face of the planet.

Other than the craziness of how she and Joaquin met, and her sister nearly dying at the hands of drug cartel guys, Malyah had no complaints about her new mate and husband. As midnight approached and they lay twined together in their bed, exhausted from their lovemaking, she nuzzled her face against his chest.

“I hope your parents liked me.”

“They did, sweetheart.” They’d flown in the night before, and Joaquin and Malyah—along with Trent and a well-armed Badger—went to pick them up at the Spokane airport. They’d had dinner together, all of them, filling them in on recent events.

Once Malyah and Joaquin had their own house and were settled, his parents would fly to Florida to visit for a week and spend time getting to know her.

“I have a lot to learn, don’t I?” she quietly asked.

“Not really. I mean, yes, if you want to learn about wolf stuff in particular, sure. But none of that matters to me. I love you, and you’re my life.”

Her old life felt centuries and light years away, not just a week ago.

He nuzzled his face into her hair. “In fact, there are things I would probably prefer you not know about.”

She looked up into his eyes. “Like what?”

“Like the details about what I do for a living.”

“I kinda already know those deets,” she muttered. They’d offered to try again, to have Peyton or Badger or even Duncan remove her memories, but she’d decided after everything that had happened not to let them do that.

She’d rather have them, so any time she felt the slightest bit melancholy about their biological father, she could tap into the hatred she had for the man.

It would also be a valuable tool for her when she started learning the self-defense stuff they said they’d teach her when they returned to Florida.

She also realized she loved Duncan. Much like Badger, he’d quickly become a kind of adopted dad for her, and for Da’von, too. Peyton and Trent, Gillian and Asia—Malyah got it now. She loved them as family, her initial fears about not being accepted by them now little more than wisps of smoke in the wind.

Although she still worried about Joaquin’s parents. But that was different. Hopefully, once they got to visit and she spent more time with them she would soon lose those fears as well.

“I don’t want you worried about what I do.”

“I’m always going to be worried. But look at Ken and Nami. They were going shopping, for crying out loud. I want to learn to defend myself. I want a concealed carry permit. I don’t want to feel helpless. I did enough of that as a kid, although I was damned lucky never to get myself into a situation I couldn’t get out of.”

“I don’t want you living in fear.”

“I won’t. Not if I can protect myself.”

He sighed. “I wish I could have made this into a fairy tale for you.”

She grinned. “You did. The big, bad wolf turned into my Prince Charming. How is that not a fairy tale?”

“I meant it about kids. That’s totally your decision, if or when you want them.”

She kissed him. “I do want kids. Not right now. Gillian and Asia told me I’ve got at least forty or fifty years now to worry about that, if I want. So I want to get my degree and enjoy our time together first.”

He stroked her cheek. “Your wish is my command, my dear princess.”

She pulled his head down for a kiss. “And they lived happily ever after.”








Chapter Thirty-Eight






Despite missing Florida, Ken didn’t realize how emotional he’d feel trying to peel himself away from Idaho.

He had a family now. Bittersweet that it wasn’t his birth family, his own mother and father, and the siblings he never had simply because his father died so young, but he’d be grateful for them nonetheless.

Peyton and Trent and their families, as well as the rest of the pack, had welcomed him as one of their own and treated him with far more respect and love than his step-father and step-brother had ever even conceived of showing for anyone else.

The nieces and nephews, cousins—Dewi’s aunts.

And, especially, Duncan.

Duncan looked like a new man with a shave, fresh haircut, and new clothes that actually fit him properly. Jeans and a casual shirt, he looked like a fit man close to retirement age, not a wolf over four hundred years old. More a father figure than a grandfather.

Duncan stared across Peyton’s yard toward the woods as they finished loading the SUVs for the return trip to Spokane.

Ken walked over to him. “Second thoughts about leaving Idaho?”

He rested a hand on Ken’s shoulder. “Always, son. Always.”

If Ken hadn’t heard the man’s first words since his self-imposed exile, he never would have believed this man’s smooth, strong voice had belonged to the same person.

Duncan smiled down at Ken. “But I’m not going to abandon them again. I promise. I want to see at least some of my great-grandpups born since I’ve missed so much. Be there for their firsts. Be there to help them, to guide them. I’ve missed too damn much of their lives already.”

Duncan’s smile faded. “Badger told me how much of a change you’ve brought about in Dewi. I feel ashamed of myself, that I wasn’t here for her during her life. Maybe if I had been, Chelsea and Charles…”

He stared back toward the trees without moving his hand from Ken’s shoulder.

“Stop looking at the past,” Ken said. “You can’t get it back. What matters is you’re here, now, for her. For all of us. And we want you here with us.”

“I won’t be cramping your style?” The wry smile returned, but he didn’t look at Ken. “Newlyweds. Newly mated. Won’t be long until pups, I’m sure.”

“All the more reason I need you in Florida,” Ken said, lowering his voice. “If or when she gets pregnant, I don’t want her out there fighting bad guys, and that’s exactly where she’ll want to be. I need more than Badger and Beck and Martin and Joaquin there to help me reel her in. I won’t refuse another Prime’s help.”

Duncan gently squeezed Ken’s shoulder before releasing him. “She’s a wild spirit, son. But she loves you fiercely. She might not like it, but if you ask her to go easy, she’ll bend to your will. If you sweet-talk her.”

“There’s still one more guy out there from the cartel,” Ken said. “The head guy. We don’t know if he’ll try again. Trent said their contacts lost track of him and can’t locate him. That they tracked Joaquin to Idaho so quickly shows how well-connected the guy is, and that worries me. Gillian is changing paperwork now and creating new shell companies to move stuff around, but who’s to say he won’t find Dewi’s Florida house and show up there?”

“I know. That’s another reason I know I have to go to Florida.” Duncan’s expression turned hard and cold. “I’ll be damned if I’ll let someone get another crack at ours without paying them back in blood for it.”




* * * *




They made it through airport security at Spokane without any trouble. Gillian’s work obtaining Joaquin and Duncan new identities had apparently not been in vain. Officials didn’t give the wolves as much as a second glance.

Ken could tell Dewi wanted to ask him something but apparently wasn’t sure how to broach it.

As he sat there staring out the terminal windows while waiting for their plane to arrive, Ken said, “Whatever it is, honey, just say it.”

Dewi dropped her voice. “Do you want me to…” Her voice trailed off.

He turned and slowly arched an eyebrow at her. Keeping his voice low, he said, “I deliberately drove a car off the road. Down a mountain. On purpose. Risking death.”

“Uh huh.”

“I took Nami and went on the run through the wilderness, hiding from gun-wielding Mexican drug cartel asshats while armed with nothing but a cell phone and a tire iron.”

She frowned. “Yeah?”

“I somehow kept us alive until Duncan found us. Then, when Duncan sprung the trap, I interrogated and executed the fuckers without hesitation or a hint of remorse.”

She nodded, but didn’t speak.

“I met your family,” he said, smiling. “All of them. And survived.” He grinned.

“But I know you don’t like flying.”

He took her hand. “Sweetheart, flying is a goddamned cakewalk compared to what I’ve been through the past three weeks. It’ll be like a mini-vacation. One I can sort of actually, you know, sleep through and get served drinks upon request.”

Eventually, Dewi returned his smile. “Broadening your horizons?”

“Yeah. You could say that.”

Malyah sat across from them, her hand clutching Joaquin’s as if afraid to let him go for fear he’d disappear. Nami, sitting next to Beck on Ken’s other side, noticed.

“You need to chill out, sugar,” Nami drawled. “That boy’s gonna need both hands.”

Malyah looked down and immediately loosened her grip. “Sorry,” she quietly said.

Joaquin smiled as he wiggled his fingers. “It’s all right, sweetheart.”

Ken leaned close to Dewi, and silently, through their mate bond, said, “Maybe she’s the one you should be helping out.”

She sighed aloud in response.




* * * *




Ken felt more than relief when they turned off their road and their gate slowly swung open.

He felt like he was home. And that was a massive comfort to him after all he’d been through. More than he’d thought it would be.

Duncan had done remarkably well during the journey to Florida from Spokane, despite the drastic technological changes during his absence.

Cell phones fascinated him most of all, that such a little device was far more powerful than any science fiction he could have imagined back them. And he wondered over the fact that, in Florida, it was rare you couldn’t reach someone with your cell phone.

Duncan had never been to Florida, so this would be yet another first for him. Dewi was already planning a trip for the three of them down to Manasota Key, to her favorite beach, to show Duncan around. And Disney, and a ton of other tourist traps that Duncan had never heard of before but which Dewi was now eager to visit.

With her grandfather.

When Beck pulled up in front of Dewi’s house and shut the ignition off, everyone took a moment before getting out.

“Home,” Dewi said. “Man, did I miss it.” Badger wasn’t there to welcome them because he was out with Martin handling a minor shifter family squabble over in St. Pete.

As they unloaded the van, Duncan insisted on carrying his own luggage despite Beck and Joaquin both wanting to help.

“This is where you live, Dewi?” Duncan asked.

“Yep. Gillian went overboard.” She shrugged. “It’s okay. Big house, lots of guests and family can live with me. I don’t need guest houses like Peyton has. Wait’ll you see the pool. And the gun range.”

“Oh, I forgot about that,” Beck said. He’d hit the garage door opener and Ken spotted the bike Joaquin had stolen sitting there.

“Yeeaah,” Joaquin. “Guess we’ll need to take that back.”

“We can deal with it this week,” Dewi said, sounding exhausted. “I’m not worrying about it tonight.” Badger and Martin had been busy, without any time to handle it.

Beck insisted Nami use the wheelchair despite her ankle feeling a lot better. They’d left Beck’s truck parked at Dewi’s before they flew out to Idaho. As he got everything transferred over to his truck, Nami hugged everyone good night.

Nami poked Joaquin in the shoulder. “Let me know when we’re gonna start lookin’ at houses.”

“Sis,” Malyah protested. “Come on, lay off him.”

Nami finally smiled. “Come down here and give me a hug.”

Joaquin looked wary, but he leaned in and she hugged him. “This don’t mean you’re off the hook, you hear?”

“Yes, sis,” Joaquin teased.

Ken spotted Nami’s pleased smile. He was glad to see Beck’s hint to Joaquin to suck up to her as a big sister was already paying off.

It wouldn’t be very long before they could all relax and be sure that Nami wouldn’t try to castrate Joaquin when others weren’t looking.

After a fantastic night’s sleep, Ken awoke to find himself alone in bed. Pulling on a robe, he found Dewi, Duncan, and Badger talking downstairs in the kitchen.

“Hey. Morning.”

Dewi hurried over to give him a good-morning kiss and get him a cup of coffee. “Sorry, I didn’t want to wake you.”

“That’s okay.” He saw they had something on the counter. “What’s that?”

It turned out to be a large pocket knife.

“Badger kept some things of mine,” Duncan said. “I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it, mister,” Badger said. “Charles and Chelsea, they were distraught, but they knew we were friends.”

Dewi slipped an arm around Ken’s waist. “That reminds me. I need to go shopping for you and get you a good knife to carry.”

Duncan smiled, picked up the knife, took Ken’s hand, and placed it in his palm, closing his fingers around it. “Done.”

“But…this is yours. You just got it back.”

“I never had a son. I was close to Charles, but…” He seemed to get lost in the past for a moment. “Badger kept it safe for me all these years. I want you to have it.”

“Thank you. I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything, son.” He smiled. “Keep your promise that you’re going to learn how to protect yourself, and your pack. That’s all.”

“I will.”

Dewi positively beamed.








Chapter Thirty-Nine






They’d been back from Idaho for two weeks when Badger walked into the office and plopped down into one of the chairs in front of the desk without first asking Dewi if she was busy.

She sat up from where she’d been working on her laptop. Beck, Duncan, Martin, and Joaquin had taken Ken, Nami, and Malyah out to the shooting range and were working with them. Dewi took comfort in the fact that Ken was eager to not just learn, but master whatever defensive skills he could. He totally got why she’d wanted him to learn them.

Although the circumstances around him gaining that eagerness sucked hairy donkey balls.

It could have been worse. Much worse.

“What?” she asked when Badger didn’t volunteer the reason for his presence. But the air of smug amusement floating around him couldn’t be missed by anyone, much less another Prime Alpha wolf.

“I been doin’ a little research,” he said.

“What kind of research?”

“Genealogical.”

“Okay. Why? The pack already did that. We know my history.”

“Not yers. Malyah and Nami’s family.”

Now Dewi leaned back in her chair and studied him. “We going to do this the easy way where you just get right to the point, or are you going to force me into some bullshit game of twenty questions for your own sadistic glee?”

“Rotten-brat spoil-sport is what ye are. Malyah and Nami’s mother, Beatrice, had a several times over great-grandfather on her father’s side, who was born in Scotland. Man by the name of Cornith McTavish.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Ring a bell?”

Her eyes widened. “No. Fucking. Way.”

Cornith McTavish was a Prime Alpha wolf who’d helped fight against the British in several successful battles. Unfortunately, it hadn’t changed the eventual outcome, and that had led several of the packs to emigrate from Scotland and Ireland to Europe and the New World to avoid detection and retribution by the British.

Badger slowly nodded. “Yes, feckin’ way. One of his sons left Scotland for America on a ship and nothing else was ever reported on him again in any of the packs’ lines. No mate, no pups. A lot of people apparently assumed he died on the way over.”

“But he didn’t?”

Badger shook his head. “Tracin’ backward from Nami’s mother is how I found him. He arrived on a ship in Boston and settled in workin’ fer a blacksmith. The time frame is right, and it’s not like it’s a common name. Wife and three pups, all boys. I’m still tracin’ out the other two siblings to see if there’s any remaining kin there. One of the boys ended up fatherin’ three sons with a free-born black woman—again, still tracin’ the lineage out there—and thus leading me eventually to Nami and her siblings.”

“So…they all have traces of wolf blood in them?”

Badger nodded. “Not just wolf blood, but a Prime Alpha. Explains how two sisters in the same family ended up mated to wolves, now, wouldn’t it? And maybe why Malyah was able to throw off what ye did to blank her memories despite Joaquin not being a Prime. Because ye thought she was pure human and ye might not have given it an extra kick, as it were. Then maybe when she mated with Joaquin, she thew it off.”

“Yeah.”

“And why Marcy Stafford was pantin’ after Da’von like a lovesick pup herself, and it explains all of Bebe’s behavior.” He studied his fingers. “That day ye women went to brunch and I watched little Bebe? We were all sittin’ at the table and talkin’, and she laughed and let out a howl herself.”

He finally glanced up and met Dewi’s gaze. “I’m guessin’ when Bebe gets older she likely won’t be a shifter, but we’ll be takin’ her back to Idaho for a Muster to introduce her around. Maybe Gillian and Asia will have to have a sit-down with her and see what tendencies she has.”

The more diluted a family’s line, the less likely they were to produce shifters.

Just as average human families had genetic mutations, so, too, rarely, did shifter families. Every once in a while, a child from a shifter line with one or more humans in their direct lineage would still turn out to be a shifter, if enough recessed genes combined to make a dominant one.

“What about Reggie’s family lines?” she asked.

“He’ll be the next one I do,” Badger assured her. “One trace at a time, but I’m bettin’ there’s a wolf in his background, too. Maybe more than one. Who knows at this point?”

Dewi sat there, stunned, trying to process it. “What are the odds?”

“Oh, lots of people runnin’ around with a little hair of the wolf in their veins,” Badger said. “Ye know that. Still tracin’ Ken’s lineage, but when I saw what was happenin’ I decided it was best to figure Nami’s line out first. Wouldn’t be surprised if Ken has a wolf in his woodpile, so to speak, somewhere along the way.”

The old shifter leaned forward, a smile appearing. “But here’s the real kicker. There’s not just one wolf in Malyah and Nami’s mother’s line, there’s two. Their great-great-grandfather on her maternal grandmother’s side was also a distant wolf by blood.”

Dewi could tell by his grin that he was dying to lay this punchline on her. “And?”

“Guess where that lineage plays out when it’s traced back and out again?”

“Do I want to know?”

“That man’s brother shows up in the line of another wolf.”

She wanted the tl;dr version. “Just freaking tell me, Badger.”

“That man’s brother is a great-great-grandfather of one Aleana Falcone, to use her maiden name.”

“Who?”

His grin widened as he rested his hands on the desk. “You would know her as Aleana Carlomarles. Who, along with her husband, is a distant cousin to your father. Ye just saw them last weekend…at yer weddin’.”

Dewi’s jaw dropped—literally fell open—as she mentally connected the dots. “No!” she gasped, stifling a giggle. “Joaquin’s mother…” Her giggles threatened to turn into howls.

Badger nodded and stood. “There’s more than enough distance and depth to not make it an issue for Malyah being’ mated to Joaquin, of course.” He smiled. “But can I have the honor of tellin’ Beck he’s mated to Joaquin’s distant cousin on Joaquin’s mother’s side, or are ye gonna be wantin’ to do that yerself?”

Dewi covered her mouth with her hand as she stared at Badger. She desperately struggled not to burst out into howls of laughter. “Holy. Shit.”

“I don’t know if ye’d call it irony, or the Goddess havin’ a fun time with us mortals, but it’s a bit of poetic justice, I think. Especially after all these years of Beck hatin’ Joaquin.”

She dropped her hand. “How did no one ever figure that out before?”

“No one had a reason to. We’re talkin’ distant lineage, humans mixed in, all that. Only ones who ever really keep track of their lines are the full or mostly full wolves. Ye know that. People trace back, not out again, usually. If people aren’t connected to a pack by a strong, direct bond, the more intermarrying with humans that happens, the more distant they grow through their lines…” He shrugged. “Pretty soon, ye have people with no idea they even have shifter blood in their veins.”

“If you want to tell him, I’ll let you. Because, honestly? I think I’d rather be filming it to show Peyton and Trent later. This is going to be fucking priceless!”




* * * *




It was three o’clock in the morning. Manuel Segura stood in the shower, letting the hot water beat on his head. It’d been nearly three weeks since the incident in Idaho. He’d taken his time returning, trying to find out some information first and figure out the best way to do damage control, but it was good to be home.

And I came so close to not getting back here at all.

He still wasn’t sure exactly what the hell had happened in Idaho.

And he wasn’t sure how to explain to his other men, to the families of the men he’d lost, what had happened.

No one will believe me. They’ll think that I was somehow behind them all dying.

His wife, Marciella, walked into the bathroom. “Manuel?” She sounded half-asleep. “Why didn’t you wake me and tell me you were home?”

“Because I didn’t want to awaken you. And you can’t tell anyone I’m here.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s…complicated.”

He knew he’d have to get revenge. He’d sworn on Raul’s body, and to his own mother, that he would avenge his brother’s death.

Unfortunately…

He would need help. More help than he had now. He’d have to track down Carlomarles himself before figuring out what to do about the slaughter in Idaho.

Some would probably counsel him to leave it alone, that whatever those…people were, they were far more dangerous than him.

They certainly were more than human. Far more.

And no one would believe him if he told them.

But now? He had nothing left to lose. Not really. His reputation, once word got out that he was the only one to survive Idaho, would evaporate. Someone would try to take him out, take over the cartel.

Rumors would spread about his mental state if he dared talk about what he saw.

Rumors that he was dangerous, and not in the good way.

“What is going on?” Marciella asked. “You’re scaring me.”

“I’m sorry, my love. But I need to finish my shower, I need to sleep, and you cannot tell anyone I am here. There are some things I still must take care of. Go back to bed. I’ll be there shortly.”

He heard her shut the bathroom door behind her.

He took a deep breath. Yes, there were things he had to take care of.

But for the first time since he’d seized the reins of power of their cartel, he had no fucking clue what to do or how to take care of them.

However, getting vengeance for Raul’s death was one of those things he had to accomplish, if it was the last thing he did.




The End
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