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            THERE’S A BLEACKE WIND BLOWING…

          

        

      

    

    
      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

          

        

      

    

    
      It is strongly recommended the books in the Bleacke Shifters series be read in order:

      1) Bleacke’s Geek

      2) Geek Chic

      3) A Bleacke Wind

      4) Bleacke Spirit

      5) A Bleacke Christmas

      6) Geek-Speak

      7) Bleacke Expectations

      8) Bleacke Moments

      The standalone novella A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story takes place between books 6 and 8 and can be read independently of the other books in the series.

      There are more books in this series. Please visit the series page on my website for the most up-to-date information:

      
        
        https://tymberdalton.com/books/series-info/bleacke-shifters/
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Ken

      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 cellphone 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 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 bed sheets. 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 nearly two of Dewi in size, 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 unmistakable Spanish accent in the man’s English. Barely perceptible, but noticeable to his experienced 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.”
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        * * *

      

      Dewi

      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 arrived at the Targhee Pack’s 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 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 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 turned 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.
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      Ken

      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 fer 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 a 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.
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        * * *

      

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      Dewi

      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.
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        * * *

      

      Ken

      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.
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        * * *

      

      Manuel Segura

      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.
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      Ken

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      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?” Peyton snarked.

      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.”
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        * * *

      

      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?”
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