
  
    [image: A Bleacke Outlook]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Description

      

      
        Also By the Author

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Chapter 68

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Bleacke Shifters Series

      

      
        Other Titles

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      A BLEACKE OUTLOOK

      
        BLEACKE SHIFTERS

        BOOK 9

      

    

    
      
        LESLI RICHARDSON

        TYMBER DALTON

      

    

    
      ©2025, LESLI RICHARDSON

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dewi’s got her paws full with new packmates, a new baby…

      And a whoooole bunch of new problems.

      Such as the abduction of a family member and juggling deadly adversaries who strike too close for comfort. And if they’re all going to make it through to the other side with their hides intact, Dewi will have to dig deep, including making sacrifices for the greater good of the pack.

      Such as her peace of mind. And maybe even a few of her principles.

      This paranormal romance series French kisses the edges of a rom-com urban fantasy, and features wolf shifters, a cinnamon roll geek vegetarian human hero, a snarky and devoted Prime Alpha wolf shifter heroine, and a supporting cast of family and packmates that will stand together. Easy peasy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        NOTE: I do NOT use generative AI in my writing or when I create covers! Good or bad, it all comes from my neurodivergent brain. Thank you for supporting human-powered creators!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A Bleacke Outlook (Bleacke Shifters 9)

      Copyright © October 2025, by Lesli Richardson

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Excluding short, selected passages quoted for review or educational purposes, this work may not be reproduced, transmitted, or illegally distributed in any form or by any means currently available or available in the future, including but not limited to electronic, photographic, audio, and video reproduction, in whole or in part, for free or for sale, without express written permission from the publisher and author.

      AI RESTRICTION: The author expressly prohibits any entity from using any part of this publication, including text and graphics, for purposes of training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text or graphics, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication.

      The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Unauthorized duplication and distribution of this book to others infringes the rights of the legal copyright holder and is strictly forbidden and a violation of international copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      This is my livelihood. PLEASE do NOT illegally reproduce and distribute this book. When people buy my books, it pays my bills. Please don’t steal from me. If you want me to keep bringing you stories, I need to be able to pay my bills, so I ask that you please legally obtain my books. If you want to give the e-book file version to someone, please purchase and gift it from a legal retailer. The links are on my website. Thank you.

      Cover Design: Lesli Richardson

      www.LesliRichardson.com

      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my author newsletter and never miss a new release or update:

      
        
        https://tymberdalton.com/newsletter/

      

      

      Writing as Lesli Richardson:

      The Bleacke Shifter Series:

      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

      9) A Bleacke Outlook

      10) Bleacke Blessings

      11) Bleacke Circumstances

      A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story

      A Bleacke Mating: A Bleacke Shifters Story

      

      The Great Turning Series:

      1) The Great Turning

      2) The Great Turning: Into the Turn

      3) The Great Turning: Future Ages

      

      Governor Trilogy:

      1) Governor

      2) Lieutenant

      3) Chief

      4) Yes, Governor

      5) Pet

      

      Determination Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Dignity

      2) Diligence

      3) Desire

      

      Devastation Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Dirge

      2) Solace

      3) Release

      

      Inequitable Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Indiscretion

      2) Innocent

      3) Incisive

      Kissing Kayley (A Rawhide Ranch Story)

      

      Devout Trilogy:

      (Set in the world of the Governor Trilogy.)

      1) Sacred

      2) Profane

      3) Penance

      

      Maxim Colonies:

      1) Jailmates

      2) Farborn

      3) Saudade

      

      
        
          	
        Of Boardwalks and Bison
      

      	
        Cross Country Chaos
      

      	
        Poly
      

      	
        Her Vampire Obsession (Midnight Doms Series)
      

      	
        “His Vampire Morsel” (All Souls’ Night: A Midnight Doms Anthology)
      

      	
        How Many Times Do I Have to Say I’m Sorry? (Maudlin Falls 1)
      

      	
        Fierce Radiance (Space Confederation 1)
      

      	
        Acquainted With the Night
      

      	
        Whip Me, Beat Me, Make Me Write Hot Sex (non-fiction)
      

      	
        Blow Sh*t Up! (non-fiction)
      

      	
        Heartquake: A Snowed-In Reverse Harem Story
      

      

      

      

      Award-winning author Lesli Richardson is better known by her more prolific USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton pen name. She also writes as PT Long, Ravyn Wolf, Zoe Park, and Calliope Clockwork. Please visit her website for more info on all her titles, including full book and series listings, trivia, character information, and more.

      
        
        http://www.tymberdalton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book picks up where Bleacke Moments (Bleacke Shifters 8) leaves off. Also, some past events that are referenced are introduced in that book and others earlier in the series, so it’s recommended that the books 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

      9) A Bleacke Outlook

      10) Bleacke Blessings

      11) Bleacke Circumstances

      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. A Bleacke Mating: A Bleacke Shifters Story is a series prequel and tells the story of when Peyton and Gillian met.

      Approximate pronunciations:

      
        
          	
        Aisling - “Ash-lin”
      

      	
        anseo - “an-show”
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      This one’s for Her Royal Blepness, Princess Kiwi, our sweet little dog who suddenly and unexpectedly passed away on 11/27/23 while I was writing this book. This one’s for you, Keedle-Dee. I just hope when you crossed the Rainbow Bridge that Russ was standing there waiting for you with open arms to welcome you and take care of you until we’re all reunited one day. You, and all who’ve gone before you. Rest in peace, little girl. You were such a great girl and you took a huge piece of my heart with you, and I love you so much.
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      Hamish - Back Then…

      Goddess, I love it here.

      Hamish felt Wales in his blood, in his soul. He wasn’t one for traveling and would, in fact, happily spend the rest of his life living in the tiny old cottage nestled deep in a thick copse of trees in the far corner of his family’s estate. It was warm, it was dry, and he’d repaired the roof and sealed the walls and windows with his own two hands. It’d once been a tenant farmer’s home, but the man had long since died. It’d lain vacant for nearly a decade before Hamish took it over and turned it into a cozy if not primitive retreat. He didn’t even install electricity in it; he didn’t need it.

      The only thing that vexed him about his current residence was his older brother, Faegan, who occupied the large manor house left to them by their parents. If it wasn’t for the fact that Faegan possessed an insatiable need to know and keep track of Hamish’s whereabouts—not just him but their other living siblings as well—and his mate and sons, Faegan would likely have no clue the cottage even existed.

      Not that Hamish cared about the large house. Faegan acted like he was the only one entitled to it, meaning there was no way Hamish would let him have the satisfaction of thinking he wanted to so much as set a single paw across the threshold. By their father’s will, it—and the rest of the estate—was legally the joint property of all the living siblings.

      Faegan, being the oldest, threw his weight and ego around, was insufferable to live with, and took control as if he owned it all. Hamish knew he’d have to simp and grovel and beg Faegan for the privilege of occupying one of the many unused bedrooms in the house he, too, had grown up in. And then Faegan would, no doubt, make his life a living hell every day, reminding Hamish that he was being “allowed” to reside there unless he cowed to Faegan’s demands and abandoned every last shred of self-respect in his soul.

      He refused to debase himself doing that, much less give Faegan the satisfaction. Not that Faegan could ever be satisfied. It was as if Faegan viewed anyone else’s happiness as an affront to his own.

      In fact, Hamish happily lived out here, free to roam shifted, hunt, and explore. He sometimes thought Faegan had lost the plot and forgotten what beauty there was in their existence, being able to shift and allow their senses to take over. To smell, see, and hear things that the average human was incapable of.

      But for the past several years, Faegan had increasingly traveled by rail to London and beyond, making contacts, forging alliances, attempting to broaden the influence of their dwindling pack.

      Today, Hamish ran through the drizzling rain, flushing birds and barking with laughter as he sent the occasional deer bounding out of his way. He loved being a corgi shifter. Faegan had always felt less-than about not being a more vicious wolf shifter, or even one of the bears or large cats that were prevalent elsewhere in the world. Something else that didn’t bother Hamish. If he planned to hunt for food, he did it on two legs with a gun. He didn’t need to be a wolf to hunt.

      Their clan had remained relatively unbothered by wolf shifters throughout the last several decades; most of those canines were too preoccupied with trying to kill each other, from Birmingham to Inverness. Despite Faegan’s insecurities and insufferable self-importance, the wolves felt unthreatened by the corgi shifters’ presence and generally left them to their own devices.

      Wolves thrived on blood. That’s what it seemed like to Hamish, an outside observer.

      Hamish had no desire to challenge anyone on any topic, except being allowed to live his life unmolested. And should a desire to wander ever grab his soul and refuse to let go, Hamish wanted to cross the Atlantic, venture to the United States or Canada, perhaps even Mexico, to the south. Such a huge continent full of promise and prospects.

      Should the wolves ever decide to turn their focus on them, yes, Hamish would take action: he would gladly turn tail and flee.

      Faegan would likely do something daft, such as declaring a battle to fight to the death, but Faegan had always been quarrelsome. If there wasn’t trouble to avoid, Faegan was certain to stir some up. Ever since he was a boy, Faegan thrived on creating chaos and tension. Their father had often said there wasn’t a fight Faegan didn’t enjoy starting, even when none was to be had in the first place.

      It was close to dark when Hamish returned to his cottage. Unfortunately, he spotted smoke wafting from his chimney, meaning someone was inside.

      Bollocks.

      When he shifted back and walked in, naked, he wasn’t surprised to see his older brother Donnel lounging in front of his hearth and sipping his scotch.

      “What are you doing here?” Hamish growled.

      His brother laughed. “Hello to you, too.” He pointed at the table, where two wooden crates sat. “You won’t be so growly when you see what I brought you from Frannie. She spent all morning baking.”

      Hamish glanced inside one. The mouth-watering smell of fresh-baked bread and sweets wafted from it. A couple of bottles of scotch, among other things, were tucked into the other.

      “Go on, then,” Hamish said. “Tell me what Faegan’s on about now.”

      “Well, I doubt you’re gonna like this. He’s found a match for you.”

      “A what?” Hamish walked over to the counter and poured water into his basin to wash up.

      “A match. A mate. A beta bitch shifter, from the wealthy Corrigan clan.”

      Hamish looked at him. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Donnel walked fingers on his left hand through the air. “March you along like a good little doggy to make some shifter puppies for him to breed off to other clans.”

      Hamish snorted. “He’s bloody mad, then. You marry her.”

      “Alas, I am not a shifter, brother.” He widely smiled. “Much to Faegan’s consternation. I’m only good to him as a negotiator and a businessman.”

      “I suppose you helped arrange this shite?”

      He shrugged. “I have connections, after all.”

      Hamish tamped down his growing rage, preferring to hear all the details first. “Tell me the full story.”

      “The woman’s family wants shifter progeny to bolster their ranks. They’re willing to pay five thousand pounds as a dowry for the match.”

      “And I don’t see a single quid of that, I’m betting?” Hamish resumed washing up, a plan already coalescing in his mind.

      One he’d pondered before but hoped he’d never need to enact.

      “Well, it does take a lot to run an estate of this size, Ham. And you do live here rent-free. It’s the family funds, after all.” He smiled again, smarmy, greasy. “Time for you to earn your keep.”

      “Don’t suppose Faegan would consider doing an honest day’s work, hmm?” While the estate wasn’t as wealthy as others, between the income from the tenant farmers and from the estate’s own crops tended by packmates indebted to Faegan, they paid their bills with a tidy profit each year.

      “What’s the fun in that?” Donnel downed the last swallow of scotch and walked over, setting the glass on the table. “Anyway, message delivered. He wants to see you tomorrow for dinner at the big house. Seven sharp.” Donnel waggled a finger at him. “Dressed properly for you to meet your bride for the first time.”

      “I’m not marrying someone for Faegan’s use.”

      “Come now, brother. She’s not bad-looking. She just turned sixteen. Even if she’s not to your tastes, no one says you must stay faithful to her.” He slapped Hamish on the shoulder. “Have fun breeding her. Once she catches, send her home to her mum to cry on her shoulder. Then live your life and tup other bitches at your leisure until it’s time to breed your bride again.”

      He departed while Hamish stood there, forcing himself to remain still despite wanting to rip out his brother’s throat.

      Donnel always was a smug bastard, which was yet another of the many reasons Hamish didn’t want to live in the big house. Donnel had no problem kissing Faegan’s arse or debasing himself to stay in their eldest brother’s good graces. Donnel was also allergic to honest work, and the allowance Faegan bestowed upon him for his fealty effectively kept Donnel tethered to him.

      Hamish wanted to beat Faegan’s arse. The only reason he hadn’t yet was that he didn’t know if he could beat Faegan in a fair fight. Faegan was older than him and had grown up fighting with his fists for survival.

      And he was a damned cheat. If forced to fight Faegan, he’d have to kill him or spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder. Faegan would never stand for defeat from his younger brother.

      I knew it was too good to be true.

      Things around here had been too peaceful for too long. Mostly because Faegan was too engrossed first in finding “suitable” mates for his two sons. Then, most recently, in his hunt for their little sister and her unapproved wolf mate, who’d managed to sneak off right under Faegan’s nose. When Faegan sank his teeth into a situation, it was rare that he released it until it was settled to his satisfaction.

      Bryn had committed the unimaginable sin of mating for love, without Faegan’s permission, and to a Prime Alpha wolf shifter, no less. Faegan spread the word he’d murdered them, but the truth—Hamish suspected, because he had no proof—was that they’d evaded Faegan.

      No one was supposed to know that, however. Faegan didn’t even know Hamish knew. Had Hamish not been lurking around the gardens at the big house last year, he wouldn’t have overheard Donnel and Faegan discussing it.

      It was a laughable lie to start with. Faegan? An Alpha corgi shifter getting the better of a Prime Alpha wolf in a fair fight?

      Still, with Faegan’s tight and silent circle, no hint of the truth escaped even as Faegan turned the country inside out, attempting to locate them.

      Hamish finished washing up and then threw the bolt on his door to avoid further surprise visits. There wasn’t much he needed to take with him. What few belongings he wanted or required he could easily fit in a rucksack.

      First, he sat down and ate some of the delicious food Frannie, Faegan’s cook and Donnel’s frequent lover, had sent with his brother. The woman was a shifter, but her mother wasn’t. And her family was poor, indebted to Faegan. In Faegan’s world, that meant he wouldn’t let Donnel claim her as a mate and wife both because she wasn’t “pure” and because Faegan could keep her in reserve in case another shifter came looking for a bitch to mate, and then charge an exorbitant dowry for the privilege.

      Faegan’s wife, Hyacinth, was a horrible cook. She wasn’t much of a mother, either, in Hamish’s opinion. But he supposed if he were married to Faegan, he might also acquiesce the way she had as a survival tactic.

      Especially after the things she’d survived over the years that Faegan had subjected her to.

      Hamish knew for a fact she drank to excess in a futile attempt to numb her emotional pain. From what tidbits Hamish gleaned over the years, he was certain Faegan had murdered the nonshifter man Hyacinth had loved and planned to marry against her family’s wishes.

      And then there were her children, who hadn’t survived their father’s…attention.

      At full dark, Hamish stoked the hearth, extinguished his lamps, and pulled the shutters closed. Ironic that he’d just run all day today. He’d felt the irresistible pull of it that morning, as if something inside him sensed well before he did that it would be his last turn around his beloved countryside.

      Then he slipped out through a back window, just in case Faegan had someone watching the cottage, and headed across the dark countryside on foot with his rucksack and a basket with as much as he could carry of the food and drink Donnel had brought.

      Early the next morning, before Faegan likely realized he was missing, Hamish boarded a train east to London.

      His plan? To enlist in the British army, get himself shipped to Europe and, once there, fake his death. He had the letter explaining his departure—and telling Faegan to sod off—ready to post just before his deployment. By then, his older brother would already know Hamish had flown the coop.

      Fuck you, brother.

      He lay his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. Part of him wanted to watch the countryside roll past outside.

      The rest of him—all the way to the depths of his soul—ached too much to bear it.
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        * * *

      

      Nine Months Later

      The battle was brutal and bloody. Hamish hadn’t felt right about deserting and leaving his comrades with so much on the line, so he stayed and fought.

      Unfortunately, one of his best mates was killed in action at the Battle of the Somme.

      Fortunately, the man had no family and sufficiently resembled Hamish closely enough—especially with his face shot off and Hamish having grown a scruffy beard and mustache that matched the other man’s—that it was easy to swap their dog tags and ID papers, stab himself with a dead German’s bayonet, and make his way back to the medics for transported out.

      Two months later, one Earl P. Johnson stood on the stern of a freighter heading across the Atlantic, watching as the British coast disappeared behind him.

      After “Earl” had posted a letter to Faegan, telling him about the heroic and untimely death of his friend, Hamish. Along with a copy of the official military death certificate.

      Part of Hamish wanted to angrily rail against his older brother, secretly return to Wales, and put a bullet between the man’s eyes. They’d all be better off with him dead, especially Hyacinth.

      The other part of him said it was best to leave the country, never look back, and start a new life across the ocean. People like Faegan lived for and thrived on conflict, their souls bottomless pits that no amount of bloodshed—or anything else—could fill.

      All Hamish wanted was peace and freedom.

      And, for the first time in his life, he would finally know it.

      A man Hamish met and befriended in hospital after leaving the front lines, a fellow soldier from a different unit, had invited Hamish to join him in Boston, where the man planned to visit family for a while before heading to St. Louis to go into business there.

      Hamish had told him he wished to escape the violently oppressive thumb of his brother, but nothing about the fact that he’d appropriated his new identity from a dead man.

      Because, honestly, could the man’s identity be stolen if he were already alone in the world with no one to claim or miss him?

      Maybe, one day, Hamish would return to Wales and kill Faegan.

      For now, all he wanted was the ability to sleep without looking over his shoulder and without worrying about Faegan’s machinations.

      A peaceful life, food in his belly, and a dry roof overhead. And, if he was lucky, extra coin in his pocket to keep him smiling.

      I will finally have it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Present - One Week Ago

      All these years being careful, and this is how I die.

      It’d been so long since Hamish had experienced deep, visceral terror that it nearly made him puke when the man’s hand clamped onto his shoulder about the same time he realized he was dealing with an alpha wolf.

      A Prime Alpha wolf.

      “Keep comin’ in,” the man whispered. “There’s a good lad. Quietly, if ye please. Just wanna chat with ye.”

      Not that Hamish could have screamed if he’d tried, because the shifter’s Prime order kept him silent and compliant.

      That terror intensified after the man sat Hamish behind his desk and then identified himself.

      Terror that was quickly replaced by confusion, then grief and regret, as Badger Williams succinctly summarized the situation.

      Now Hamish—who for decades had been known as Earl to the rest of the world—stared at Badger’s phone.

      The pictures on it.

      A daughter, born from a one-night stand to a woman he’d hoped would stay around for the long term.

      A woman he didn’t realize would walk out of his life without even revealing her real name.

      An hour later, the men were standing in Hamish’s living room as he struggled to think of anything else he’d need on this whirlwind, last-minute trip. Both his large suitcases lay open and nearly full on his couch as he ran his hands through his now unruly hair and…stared.

      Badger laid a hand—without the Prime powers this time—on Hamish’s shoulder. “Take a deep breath, lad,” he gently said. “We’ve got three hours before our flight.”

      “But…” Hamish sucked in a breath. “I have a…daughter.”

      “Ye have a lot of family now,” he said. “Blood and bound, both.”

      The other thing making Hamish’s mind whirl was the information Badger revealed to him about Faegan and the evil fuckery he’d been up to in the years since Hamish vanished.

      Hamish now regretted not returning to Wales years ago to blow Faegan’s brains out. It sounded like a lot of people would have been better off—and still alive—if he hadn’t been a coward.

      If he hadn’t chosen the easy, safer, self-centered path every time he confronted a fork in the road.

      “Don’t fash yerself,” Badger added. “Not a single person blames ye for leavin’ the way ye did. Who’s to say ye’d even still be alive if ye’d stayed? At the very least ye’d be painted with the same damned brush.”

      “And no one knows where Donnel is? Or if he’s even still alive?”

      “No,” Badger said. “And that’s after several Primes interrogated Hyacinth and others. If he’s still alive, she doesn’t know his whereabouts. Faegan never told her what happened to him. Apparently, she developed a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ survival policy to not make waves.”

      “Faegan always was an arrogant gobshite,” Hamish said. “Even back when we were lads. I think he fancied himself wanting to run with the wolves. The truth was he was the worst kind of coward when all was said and done. Sending everyone else out to do his dirty work and be his human shields while he kept his paws relatively clean.”

      “Guess he grew more quarrelsome over the past several decades and started taking matters into his own paws,” Badger said. “He killed his own son’s mate, and then his son, when he tried to defend her.”

      “Perhaps Donnel finally left because he grew tired of being drawn into Faegan’s follies,” Hamish said. “Although I admit murder is more than a folly.” It was odd how Hamish realized he’d reverted to his old Welsh accent while in the company of the other shifter, even though he’d long ago perfected his Midwest American accent to blend in.

      “I suspect so,” Badger said.

      They finally made it to the airport and checked in for their flight to Atlanta. As always, Hamish felt a twinge of fear when forced to fly and present his ID. He’d had the foresight decades earlier to bribe a doctor to create a birth certificate for a fictitious son, and then again not too long ago, for his own “grandson.”

      Amazing what a new car could buy in this country. That would be the last birth certificate Hamish would be able to obtain from him, because the man was retiring. But now with the Targhee Pack’s resources, he could obtain a new one when the time was right.

      And the paperwork always held up when starting from scratch like that.

      Still, it didn’t assuage his fear, the familiar, pinching pining and aching that echoed his last view of the UK disappearing in the freighter’s wake.

      He’d never returned, not even to the continent. He’d limited himself to North and Central America, and a few cruises through the Caribbean.

      He’d always felt the safest place would be with at least one ocean separating him from his older brother.

      Until now.

      As they sat at the gate while awaiting the call to board, Badger gently elbowed him. “Try to stay in the moment, lad,” he said.

      “When can I meet Imani?” he asked. “I have to meet her.”

      “Eh, we’ll handle that soon enough, but we need to be delicate about it. Prime powers or not, it’ll be a helluva shock to her. And even though she doesn’t know it, she’s pack, meaning we will be as gentle as possible. I love her as family, and I won’t just drop her into the vat to sink or swim without cushioning the blow.”

      “I need to meet her,” he said. “I need to be part of her life. She’s my daughter.”

      “Ye will meet her, lad. Just be patient. Plus, if she doesn’t want ye in her life, ye have to respect that. I know ye want to make up for lost time wi’ her, but right now that energy will be better expended supporting Tamsin and her babe. And Ken.”

      Hamish nodded.

      A nephew and a niece.

      Grandchildren. Great-grandchildren.

      “Thank you for not holding my brother’s misdeeds against me,” Hamish said.

      “Well, we can’t usually choose our blood but ye got a ready-made pack waitin’ to welcome ye.”

      “I won’t let any of you down. I swear.”

      “That’s all we ask, lad.”

      Still, Hamish’s mind spun, reeled.

      Among that tangled mass of emotions he also felt anger—no, rage. It seeped deep into every crevice of his soul.

      He would gladly rip his brother’s head clean off his neck with his own bare hands if given the opportunity.

      So much pain, so much grief, all because of one man’s inflated ego.

      Hamish knew one thing—whatever he had to do, whatever was asked of him by the Targhees, he would gladly do it or die trying.

      And he wouldn’t rest until Faegan was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Duncan - Back Then…

      What do I truly believe? And what should I do as a father?

      Duncan stood at the kitchen window and watched their three eldest daughters playing in the yard. When he thought about it, so many of the old woman’s predictions had already come to pass that he wasn’t sure it was wise to keep Charlie Bleacke in Idaho.

      At least not until his youngest, a baby girl due in less than two weeks, was of an age she could make up her own mind.

      A baby girl he’d already asked Louisa if they could name Chelsea, and she’d agreed.

      Despite everything that had so far come to pass, Duncan hadn’t told anyone—not his mate Louisa, not Badger, and not Charlie Bleacke—about the brief conversation he’d had with the dying washerwoman that night so many years earlier, not long before he and Louisa departed for America.

      Even when he hadn’t consciously thought about her words, her counsel silently lingered in the back of his mind, and he’d faithfully followed it.

      I have to assign him elsewhere.

      Which Duncan hated to do because the man was, next to Badger, one of his best men. Also a Prime Alpha, and someone Duncan could easily see himself handing the pack over to at some future point, once he was ready to sit back and relax and enjoy the fruits of their sometimes arduous labors. Badger had hinted several times that he didn’t want the job and would only take it if pressed into the role and absent any other suitable candidate.

      Duncan didn’t dare leave a leadership void. The only responsible course was to make sure he had a replacement designated in case the unthinkable happened.

      And he felt certain that person should be Charlie Bleacke.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Duncan decided to talk to Badger about it.

      “Whadya mean he can’t meet Chelsea?” Badger asked, looking appropriately and understandably confused.

      Duncan stared into his glass, where the ice cube slowly dissolved into the bourbon. “You can’t tell anyone,” he said. “Not Charlie, not even Louisa.” He stared at Badger. “Pack Alpha business.”

      Badger scowled. “Of course. Now, out wi’ it, man.”

      Duncan slowly swirled the liquid in the glass, first one way, then the other. “I have legitimate reasons to believe Charlie will feel a mating bond with Chelsea when she’s born.”

      Badger’s scowl deepened. “Ye what?”

      “You heard me.”

      The grizzled shifter slowly shook his head. “Ye finally went daft, did ye?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know ye are, because ye sound like ye just received bad news. But yer not givin’ me enough information to convince me yer not daft. How could ye possibly know such a thing?”

      “You’re leaving next month for Texas, right?” Duncan asked. “To spend time there with Charlie, helping him?”

      Badger nodded. “Aye.”

      “Don’t leave here until after she’s born. I’ll send something of hers with you. If he reacts to the scent, let me know immediately. Do not under any circumstances tell him who or where she is.”

      He cocked his head at Duncan. “Yer really serious. Why do ye think that?”

      “I have my reasons and I’m not at liberty to explain.” He stared at the liquor. “Pack Alpha business.”

      Badger sighed. “Well, what am I supposed to do wi’ him if he reacts?”

      “Move him to Florida.” Duncan met Badger’s gaze. “Immediately. He’ll remain stationed there indefinitely.”

      “Yer banishing him?”

      Duncan sharply shook his head. “On the contrary. If he reacts it means it cements his position as my successor as Pack Alpha.”
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, with their healthy baby girl now a week old, Duncan had been unable to sleep and instead sat in his office nursing a drink while pretending to go over mining and mineral rights paperwork. Meaning when the phone on his desk rang a little after 1:00 a.m., he snatched the receiver up just as the first notes sounded.

      “Yeah.”

      Badger. “Well, yer a spooky feckin’ bastard.” He sighed. “And tomorrow we’ll be starting preparations to move Charlie to Florida.”

      Duncan simultaneously felt relieved and stunned. It wasn’t that he didn’t want Charlie Bleacke as his son-in-law. On the contrary, he couldn’t have picked a better mate for his baby girl if he tried.

      As long as she felt a mutual attraction.

      But confirmation meant this, too, was truth.

      That the washerwoman was right.

      Meaning there were other things she’d prove correct about—good and bad.

      “How’d he take it?” Duncan asked.

      “Well, I got a bit tricky. I wrapped a kerchief in the blanket and kept it there all the way back to Texas. Took the kerchief into the office with me today, and he got a whiff of it, damned near snatched it out of my hand. Outright lied to him and said it’d been in my dresser for months and couldn’t remember where it was laundered, only that it happened while out of town at one of my short visits to an office.”

      “He couldn’t tell you were lying?”

      “Not in the condition he’s in, no. He’s damned near close to chasin’ his own tail, he’s so out of his mind. I do believe he’s ready to start retracin’ all my steps for the past year.”

      “I’ll call him right now.”

      “I wouldn’t. I made sure to slip him a little somethin’ in his drink to calm him. Wait until morning, if ye please. I’ll call ye and put him on the phone.”

      “Thank you.” Duncan sat back in his chair. “Is there anything you can do with your Prime to help?”

      “Oh, aye. Once I had him good and shitfaced so he couldn’t figure out what I was doin’, I planted a little idea in his mind that everything’s gonna be okay, but he has to be patient and listen to us.” He paused. “Everything is gonna be okay with him, right?”

      “Absolutely. Keep me posted. And thank you.”

      “Ye thank me now, but I’m gonna be swearin’ at ye for all the extra travel yer costin’ me.” He grunted. “The Pack’s gonna be paying for a new car for me, all this drivin’ I’ll be doin’.”
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Duncan stood face-to-face with one of his best friends.

      “Why do I feel like I’m being punished?” Charlie asked. His face looked drawn, haggard, like he hadn’t been sleeping.

      And according to Badger, the man hadn’t been sleeping.

      “You’re not being punished,” Duncan assured him.

      “First, I scent who I know has to be my mate, and Badger can’t tell me a damned thing about her. Then you send me to Florida and say I can’t return to Idaho?”

      Duncan walked over and laid his hands on his friend’s shoulders, pouring the full force of his Prime into him. Badger was already holding on to Charlie’s left arm and aiding him.

      “I know who she is,” Duncan gently said. “But you have to wait to meet her.”

      Even under the force of their combined Prime powers, Duncan felt Charlie’s will trying to stir, wanting to protest. “For how long? Who is she?”

      “I will let you meet her in fifteen years,” Duncan assured him. “And that’s all I’ll say about who she is. When you meet her, if she doesn’t feel a mate bond with you, you must walk away. If she feels a mate bond with you, you have to swear to me at that time to exhibit self-control with her until she’s fully of age.”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped. “Fifteen years? That’s—” His jaw snapped shut as his gaze widened. “Oh, bloody hell,” he muttered, his old accent returning. “She’s a feckin’ child?”

      Duncan shielded his thoughts. “She is. And, yes, her parents are aware. And that’s all I’ll reveal.”

      “And that’s why ye said I cannae return to the compound wi’out yer permission.”

      Duncan nodded. “Because if you are, I have to make sure she isn’t. For all our sakes. As the Pack Alpha, I am sworn to protect all of our pack, even from fellow packmates. If you don’t follow my orders and you lose control, I’ll be forced to kill you. Friend or not. And Badger is under orders to follow my orders if that happens.”

      Charlie’s knees sagged. Duncan and Badger quickly eased him into a chair that Badger had the forethought to position for just this purpose.

      “She’s a child,” Charlie whispered, the weight of the revelation still sinking in. “Bloody hell.”

      Duncan knelt in front of him, looking him in the eyes. “I know how difficult this is for you. I know it’s a shock. But on my very life, I make you a promise here and now.”

      Charlie forced himself to focus on Duncan. “What promise?”

      “If you do what I say, meaning you follow my orders and exhibit self-control, then I swear to you that when I’m ready to retire I will hand this pack over to you and step aside. Willingly. I will publicly take a knee to you, bare my throat, and swear my allegiance to you as Pack Alpha. I have no desire to remain Pack Alpha until the day I die—I want to enjoy my family. And from this moment until that one, I will make sure everyone knows that you are my first and only choice to take over this pack. All I ask is that you don’t talk about the reason why.”

      Charlie blinked. “Wh-what?”

      “Any man with the honor, integrity, and self-control to put his own needs aside for the greater good of this pack and all of its members is worthy of being our next Pack Alpha. And I will fully back you. But the three of us swore to leave most of the old ways behind when we crossed the Atlantic. I don’t want anyone thinking I’m arranging marriages or betrothing children to adults. We will frame this situation as you focusing on what’s best for the entire pack on the business end of things. That your efforts are to ensure the financial survival of our pack.”

      Charlie’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Fifteen years, though? I dunno if I can bear it!”

      “Ye can an’ will, lad,” Badger said, his hands now firmly gripping Charlie’s shoulders. “Don’t think about it like that. Instead, think about it as preparing properly to care for yer mate and any future pups ye have. Buildin’ yer own fortune along with the pack’s.”

      “But…but that’s so far away!”

      “Aye,” Badger gravely said, his one-eyed gaze making contact with Duncan’s. “But looking at it from the other side of things, I can tell ye it’s livable. If it’s any consolation, think of it as a firm countdown until yer dreams hopefully come true. Not many can say that. I damned sure wish I could, instead of addin’ up each day of my misery.”
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        * * *

      

      “Da, why can’t you come with us?” Chelsea asked as Duncan loaded the last suitcase into the trunk of the car.

      He smiled down at his youngest, who’d just turned thirteen last week. Louisa was taking all four of their daughters on a week-long trip to Seattle to visit family and have fun. Hiking, exploring the forests and beaches, enjoying museums and other attractions that weren’t available to them here in Idaho, or even in nearby Spokane.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I have a lot of work to do. I told you that. We’ll spend time off together soon.”

      Louisa rounded the back of the car, an eyebrow arched as she leaned in to kiss him, touching his arm.

      “Sure is funny how you send us all away every year when you have a group of Enforcers and others arriving for meetings,” she said through their mate bond. “Badger assures me there’s no funny business, though.”

      He pulled her in for a hug. “I have my reasons, my love.”

      “Is there danger?”

      He couldn’t outright lie to her, but he didn’t want to mislead her, either. “Pack Alpha business.”

      She looked up into his gaze. “When do I finally get to know the reason?”

      He sighed. “I need a couple more years.”

      Her gaze sharply narrowed. “Who do I need to neuter?”

      Heat filled Duncan’s face because he knew she’d long suspected the truth, just not the details. “No one, love. As long as you work with me. Please?”

      Louisa’s gaze finally softened, and she hugged him one more time, this time speaking aloud, albeit whispering. “Is he a good man? Is he worthy?”

      He nuzzled his chin against the top of her head. “He’d long ago be ashes and dust if he weren’t.”

      She snorted, smiling and tipping her head back to kiss him. “Don’t make me regret this, mate.”

      Ah, he loved her spirit, her fire. She kept him on his toes and made him always want to become a better man, make her proud of him. She was a strong Alpha wolf in her own right and had more than a few times proven herself to be every bit as strong as any male Alpha wolf.

      “Drive safely and please call me when you arrive,” he said. “If you can’t reach me, try Badger or one of the others on the phone tree so they’ll pass word to me.”

      “Always.” She nuzzled the tip of her nose against his. “Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      After hugs and kisses with the girls, he stood in the yard and watched as they drove off. He knew Louisa wouldn’t push him more than she had today. She was satisfied with his answer and that he was on top of the situation.

      Charlie and some of the others would arrive late that evening, driving in from Salt Lake City, where they’d spent last night. Charlie was driving from Florida and had stopped along the way to pick up three other Enforcers to ride in together, the last from Salt Lake City.

      The last thirteen years had been tricky in terms of juggling logistics, but Charlie had buckled down and rightfully made a name—and a small fortune—for himself. He was already seen as an equal to Badger by their packmates, which is exactly what Duncan wanted. Badger would likely be Charlie’s second once Duncan eventually handed over control of the pack.

      Hopefully, that wouldn’t happen for several decades yet. He wanted Charlie and Chelsea—if she felt a reciprocal bond with Charlie—to have plenty of time to build their own family and enjoy their pups’ childhoods, if they decided to have any.

      Their pack was wealthy far beyond what people already knew, including their own packmates. He’d been careful to conceal the extent of their wealth with dozens of shell companies. Only he, Badger, and Louisa knew the full extent of their holdings at this time. He wanted their pack to know they were doing okay and could—and did—take care of their own.

      But he didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention from the wrong kind of wolves.

      It’d been years since Duncan had to eliminate someone sniffing around with aspirations of killing him off and taking over the Targhee Pack by force. His willingness to extend material and financial aid to other, smaller packs when they needed it, without expectations of them automatically joining the Targhees in return, had gone a long way to building trust and goodwill around the world. It didn’t make him weaker as Pack Alpha. On the contrary, it spoke to his confidence and strength that he didn’t view other packs as threats. Ironically, several smaller packs had approached him in recent years, asking to merge with the Targhee Pack. Duncan had welcomed them in.

      The only potential troublemaker on his radar was the elder son of the Pack Alpha in Australia. Samuel Dorland had confided in Duncan that he was setting things up so his younger son, Harvey, who was a Prime Alpha, could take over in a couple of decades. But he worried his older son, Ray, only an Alpha but not a Prime, wouldn’t react well to that news. Samuel had asked for Duncan’s assistance in advance, if he felt he needed it, and of course Duncan had agreed.

      Maybe it is better I only had daughters. At least that was one worry Duncan didn’t have, them trying to slit each other’s throats for control of the pack.

      It was bad enough listening to them fight every morning over the bathrooms while getting ready for school.

      For the four days Charlie and the others would be here, none of them would set foot on Duncan’s property, much less inside Duncan’s house, or even any of his vehicles. They’d hold their meetings at the pack compound’s new meeting hall. With over twenty of them in attendance, it was the logical choice.

      Charlie would stay with a friend of his at the compound, meaning no chance of him stumbling across a strong scent of Chelsea that he could easily track back to Duncan’s house.

      Somehow, throughout the years, Duncan and Badger had managed to keep Charlie focused on the bigger picture and only that she was in their pack, not that she was Duncan’s youngest daughter.

      Late that night, and after taking a shower and donning fresh clothes so he wouldn’t accidentally carry Chelsea’s scent with him, Duncan headed over to the hall for their first meeting. He knew from Badger that Charlie and the others, the last scheduled to arrive, had safely made it.

      Tonight would be drinks and socializing more than business, Duncan setting the agenda for the next several days, and then a group run afterward for everyone to stretch their legs.

      The next several days would be packed full of meetings to maximize their limited time together. He planned to travel to Seattle at the end of the week as a surprise for the girls and take a well-needed weekend off. Louisa knew about it, but other than Badger, she was the only one.

      He didn’t want there to be any slip-ups regarding Charlie and the girls’ location.

      Duncan was one of the first to arrive at the hall, Badger beating him there by mere seconds. Within twenty minutes, almost everyone was present, including Charlie. The man acted subdued, bore a grave air about him, but Badger had already warned Duncan that was par for the course for the man now. Especially when he had to visit the compound.

      At least Charlie was taking things seriously, and that was what mattered most to Duncan. That their pack would be in safe, competent hands once he decided to step down.

      Correction—what mattered most to Duncan was that Chelsea would be safe and well-loved with Charlie.

      Even better? He knew their packmates were seeing Charlie in that light as well, as potentially their future Pack Alpha.

      “Who are we still waiting on?” Duncan asked Badger.

      He pulled out a small, battered leather journal where he kept his notes. “We’re still waitin’ fer Amos, Darren, and Kellen. They should be along momentarily. They’re stayin’ with Darren’s brother, Malachi.”

      They all looked up as the door opened and the three men walked in.

      “Aye, thassit, then,” Badger said, tucking his journal back into his pocket. “We’re all here.”

      “Excellent.”

      Darren led the way to shake with Duncan. “Oh, and Malachi sent this with me,” he said, handing Duncan a paperback book, A Tale of Two Cities. “He said Darcy borrowed it from Chelsea, but she wasn’t in school today. She asked that I return it to you because she’d promised to return it today.”

      Duncan’s hand froze in mid-reach, his gaze meeting Badger’s. Then, unable to help themselves, they looked over to where Charlie sat.

      He’d already perked up, his nose flaring, gaze bright as he stared at the book.

      Well, shit.

      Duncan forced himself to take the book. “Thanks. I’ll make sure she gets it.”

      Now Charlie’s gaze met Duncan’s. It left the Pack Alpha wondering if he’d need Badger’s help subduing the man.

      To Charlie’s credit, while he sat ramrod-straight in his chair during the brief meeting, and his gaze rarely left Duncan, he didn’t move from his chair except when everyone stood to get glasses and pour drinks for the toast before heading out for their run.

      And when everyone else made their way outside about twenty minutes later, Charlie remained standing near the bar, the glass in his hand.

      Badger looked from Duncan to Charlie. “What’s the word, then, sir?” Badger softly asked Duncan.

      “Go on outside, please, and keep everyone busy for a couple of minutes. We’ll be right there.”

      He nodded, looked at Charlie one more time, then left.

      Charlie didn’t move, staring at the glass in his hand where an ice cube remained. Duncan watched how his chest inflated, deflated, the way he obviously struggled to remain still and not react.

      After a long, tense moment, Charlie finally spoke. “It can’t be Malachi’s daughter, because if the girl’s parents know about me, he wouldn’t risk it.” Charlie thought for a moment. “Chelsea just turned thirteen, didn’t she?”

      Duncan took a deep breath. “Yes.”

      “I’d always wondered which one,” he said, eventually meeting Duncan’s gaze. “Which of your daughters. But I swore to you I would wait, so I didn’t really want to know. Because it didn’t matter who she was, only that I follow your rules. I knew you were right about that, even though it feels like it’s killing me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you suspected?”

      “Because only my oath to you mattered. I meant it when I took a knee to you the first time, that time and every time since. You’ve never steered us wrong. What I want to know is how you knew?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t accidentally scent her. You and Badger worked together to test me. She was, what, barely two weeks old then? You already knew. Throughout the years, you’ve had an uncanny ability to maneuver the pack around various political and financial difficulties that would have scattered or wiped out any other pack. Like you’ve had a…a crystal ball or something.”

      Duncan walked over, handed Charlie the book, and then rounded the bar to get a bottle of bourbon.

      Charlie’s eyes dropped closed as he held the book to his nose and deeply inhaled. His soft, plaintive whine nearly broke Duncan’s heart.

      “You won’t believe me,” Duncan said as he poured a full glass for himself.

      “Try me, sir.”

      Duncan threw back the liquor, gulping it, savoring the heat blazing a path down his throat. “Do you remember that night before I left for America? You and me and Badger sitting in that pub?”

      Charlie turned, the book still held under his nose, but now looking at Duncan. “The crazy old drunk woman telling fortunes?”

      “She wasn’t crazy.” Duncan refilled his glass, and this was one of the rare times he cursed his shifter abilities, meaning it took a lot more liquor to get him drunk than it did the average human. “She was eaten up and in pain from cancer. But she also…saw things. And between that and her pain from her sickness, liquor was the only thing that helped her bear it. She was almost dead when she crossed paths with us that night.”

      “Almost?”

      Duncan down that glass of bourbon. “She didn’t see morning’s light, and it was a welcome blessing to her. She saw we were wolves, that we were Prime Alphas. And she wasn’t a wolf. She wasn’t any kind of shifter.”

      Charlie lowered the book, staring. “You talked to her after you left the pub?”

      Duncan slowly nodded. “I did her a kindness and she did me one in return, telling me what she saw.” He met Charlie’s gaze. “She’s been right about everything. And I mean everything. Her name was Chelsea.”

      “So you wanted to test me to see if she…” Charlie drifted over to the bar. “I’ll take more, please,” he hoarsely whispered.

      Duncan topped off Charlie’s glass, which almost finished off the bottle. Then he put it to his own lips and drained the last swallows.

      “My Chelsea is thirteen,” Duncan finally said. “And if you dare lay a finger on her against her will, I’ll rip your throat out myself.”

      He was prepared for any reaction except Charlie’s tears. The man sank to his knees, tipping his head back. “I swear, sir,” he said.

      Duncan stared down at him before reaching out and grabbing his throat. “You can come to the big Muster after she’s turned fifteen. I will formally introduce the two of you then. And if she reacts positively to you, you’ll have my blessings to eventually marry her.”

      He tightened his grip on the man’s throat. “But you will wait to mate with her until she’s at least sixteen, and even then, only if she wants to. If she feels a reciprocal bond with you, you can date her, you can court her, but even if you need to lock yourself in a chastity belt and give me the key to control yourself, if you lay an inappropriate finger or any other body part on her before she’s sixteen, I will kill you. If Louisa doesn’t beat me to it.”

      Tears rolled down Charlie’s cheeks. “I swear it, sir.” He still held the book clutched to his chest. Duncan wondered if he tried to take it back, if Charlie would bare his teeth and growl at him.

      Duncan released Charlie’s throat and reached for his wallet. In it, he kept a small version of their latest family portrait, taken just a few months earlier. He showed it to Charlie and pointed her out. “When you meet her, if and only if she reacts to you, I’ll deed you a piece of property next to my house, and you can start building there.”

      Charlie stared at the picture and slowly nodded, tears brimming and rolling down his cheeks. “Thank you, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      One Year Later

      “Sir? Can I speak with you?”

      Duncan turned at the unfamiliar man’s voice. The guy was a wolf—a Prime Alpha—but Duncan didn’t recognize him. “And you are?”

      The man’s smile never made it anywhere close to his eyes, which looked cold and downright reptilian. “Walter Endquist.” He extended his hand to Duncan, who finally—reluctantly—shook with him. “And you’re Duncan Lister, the Targhee Pack Alpha.”

      Duncan released his hand and sized him up. “You have me at a disadvantage then.”

      This was one of the reasons he hated coming to these goddamned things. An informal gathering of many of the Pack Alphas in the Americas, and usually Prime Alphas looking to become Enforcers or join other packs. Although most of the Pack Alphas were now beholden to Duncan, either openly or quietly.

      He always left Louisa and the girls at home in Idaho.

      Especially Chelsea. This year, the social was in Kansas City, and he’d struck deals with the Pack Alphas of several smaller independent packs for them to publicly take knees to him and merge their packs with the Targhees for very lucrative compensation. Already, the Targhees were the largest pack on the continent, and even up into Canada and down into Mexico.

      Most of the wolves at these events were honorable and trustworthy, although some of them held looser views on matings than Duncan. Many of these Pack Alphas were older than Duncan and had immigrated to the States from the UK or Europe, where it wasn’t uncommon, even in today’s age, to allow younger girls to be claimed as mates if the man felt a mate bond with her, whether it was reciprocated or not.

      “I was hoping to talk to you about possibly hiring on as an Enforcer,” the man said.

      “Where’s your home pack, son? And who’s your Pack Alpha?”

      “I’m originally from Maine,” he said. “My father died in the war, and Mom was a beta who didn’t have a home pack we could return to.”

      This Prime was at least a century younger than Duncan and not a fraction as strong as him. Still, it’d be rude to overpower him at this social event—one of the unwritten rules of courtesy for the gathering—and try to get a better read on him. “Why couldn’t she?”

      “Her parents moved here from France and were both dead when she met my father. I wasn’t raised in a pack.”

      “How did you learn about the meeting? And who gave you my name?”

      “I met a wolf from New York, and he told me. Several people here have said you’re expanding operations and might have openings.”

      Which was true, but still…

      If the guy didn’t grow up in a pack, he would likely throw off odd signals that a wolf raised in a strict hierarchy wouldn’t because they’d damned well know better.

      Old words rang in his dusty memories.

      Love those from outside and welcome them as yers. They might not be yer blood, but they are far closer, and they will willingly spill blood for ye, if need be.

      “Get with me tomorrow after the morning session and we’ll talk more,” Duncan finally said.

      The man smiled again, nodding. “Thank you, sir!” He left as another Pack Alpha walked up to speak with Duncan, and he soon forgot about the stranger.

      Until the next day, when Endquist approached him again.

      After speaking with him for a few minutes, which he could barely spare from his schedule, Duncan agreed to let him come out to the Idaho compound and be evaluated by Badger, but that was all.

      No promises of any particular position, Enforcer or otherwise, much less a spot in their pack.

      Duncan rarely rejected people out of hand the way some packs still did. But as the years passed, he’d become more cautious, more…selective.

      Not wanting there to be issues.

      Rogue wolves were rare nowadays, but they sometimes lurked in the shadows. And while taking over a pack by brute force wasn’t something that could easily happen in this modern age, it was still a possibility that Duncan would guard them against.
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        * * *

      

      Two Years Later

      “What’s going on, Da?” Chelsea asked as they walked.

      “Do I need a reason to want to take a walk on a nice day with my youngest daughter and my wife?” He held her hand as they walked, Louisa following close behind. “You’re fifteen and pretty soon you’ll be like your sisters and wanting to do anything but spend time with your old man.”

      Chelsea arched an eyebrow at him in an almost identical way her mother usually did. “Yeah, this isn’t suspicious at all.”

      Chelsea also possessed her mother’s biting sarcasm and wit.

      Louisa wore a sidearm on her hip. He’d allowed her the gun because she promised she’d only draw if Chelsea didn’t react positively to Charlie and the man couldn’t control himself.

      Or if Badger couldn’t reel Charlie in.

      They were heading to an overlook Duncan loved. He felt it was appropriate. Either a new start or an unfortunate ending was ahead of them.

      He didn’t know which option he dreaded more, quite honestly. Their Collette was already mated and married. Cynthia was dating a clueless human, a cousin-in-law to one of their pack’s wolves, and Duncan suspected the man would soon be their next pack member. Carolyne was dating but not yet mated or married.

      But Chelsea was their baby, the youngest, and in some ways Duncan felt like he’d betrayed her by not telling her the full truth sooner.

      He didn’t want her to feel obligated. He didn’t want to inadvertently push her toward Charlie if she wasn’t ready.

      Worse, in some ways, he dreaded that she might feel a mate bond with Charlie. Age differences weren’t the issue; that was a common occurrence in wolf relationships. Louisa was several decades younger than him.

      But Chelsea was his baby. And that thought kept returning to his mind.

      He’d have to bring his full weight down on both of them if she did feel a mate bond and tried to convince Charlie to consummate their mating earlier than Duncan wanted.

      Not that Duncan really wanted to think about any of his daughters consummating anything, but he knew the facts of life.

      Still, this wasn’t Scotland of a couple of hundred years ago. This was America and modern times, and he’d be damned if he’d let his daughter’s fate be determined by anyone but her.

      They were almost to the clearing when Chelsea pulled up short, head up and nostrils flaring, eyes suddenly wide.

      Before Duncan could stop her, she jerked her hand free and bolted toward the clearing.

      “Badger!” he bellowed. “She’s coming!”

      He and Louisa ran after her, bursting into the clearing as Chelsea started screaming at Badger to get away from Charlie.

      Badger stood with a sword held across the front of Charlie’s neck. Charlie knelt on the ground, frozen, whether from self-control or Badger’s Prime order, Duncan didn’t know.

      Duncan was finally able to grab Chelsea’s arm before she launched herself at Badger.

      “Freeze!” Duncan yelled, his daughter immediately stilling over his Prime command as he wrapped his arms around her waist and dragged her back.

      “Da, he’s my mate!” she cried. “Make Uncle Badger let him go!” He felt her mind struggling to make her body work and defy his command, which shocked him because she should have gone completely limp in his grip. “Don’t let Badger hurt him!”

      “Well, answers that question,” Louisa grumbled.

      “Will you please stop fighting me?” Duncan told Chelsea. “No one will get hurt if you’ll just calm down and listen to me.”

      She finally settled, but he didn’t release her. Charlie stared at her, his eyes wide and nostrils also flaring, but he wasn’t moving, wasn’t straining against Badger. Duncan suspected it was more his own self-control than Badger compelling him.

      “Here’s the deal,” Duncan said. “If you are certain he’s your mate, he can court and claim you, but absolutely no sex until you’re at least sixteen. If he does, or if you try to get him to do that, I’ll kill him. He’s already sworn to me that he won’t, so don’t make him break his oath. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, but she wouldn’t look at Duncan. Her gaze was focused on Charlie.

      “Sit down right here,” he told her. He dared to release her. She finally dropped to the ground, but looked like she wanted to launch herself across the several yards separating the two.

      “What do ye want me to do, Duncan?” Badger asked.

      “Charlie, are you in control?” Duncan asked.

      “Yes, sir.” He slowly tipped his head back more, fully exposing his throat. “My oath still stands, sir.”

      Duncan looked down at Chelsea. “No sex—and I mean no oral or handjobs or anything like that—until you’re at least sixteen. You can hold hands and kiss and cuddle, but unless you’re in a group run with others, clothes stay on. Swear it, daughter.”

      She finally looked up at him and tipped her head back. “I swear it, Da.”

      He sighed and looked at Louisa. “Well?”

      She finally nodded. “I know that look in her eyes,” she said, one corner of her mouth quirking up in a beautiful smirk. “Pretty sure that’s what I looked like when you and I met.”

      Duncan held out an arm to his mate, and she stepped over and tucked herself against his side.

      Back to Charlie. “You can put a mark on her shoulder, but you have to ask her and she has to say yes first. She also has to willingly bare her shoulder to you, on her own. And you cannot use your Prime on her for this.”

      He nodded.

      Duncan sighed again and nodded to Badger. “Let him go.”

      Badger stepped back. “Thank the Goddess,” he said. “I was afraid of accidentally slicin’ his silly head off.”

      Charlie didn’t move, though, other than to change positions from kneeling to sitting, finally offering Chelsea a smile. “Charlie Bleacke. Nice to finally meet you, Chelsea.”

      She looked up at Duncan. “Please, Da?”

      He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Chelsea threw herself across the gap. But instead of letting her kiss him, Charlie gently caught her by the wrists. While Louisa tensed against Duncan’s side, he let this play out. Charlie wasn’t using his Prime powers on her, either.

      “Please,” Charlie said. “Just sit there for a moment.”

      She finally complied, and only then did Duncan realize Charlie hadn’t captured her wrists. He’d cupped them in his hands, but his fingers weren’t wrapped around them. She could have easily jerked free if she’d wanted.

      Once she sat in front of him, Charlie pulled something from his back pocket. Duncan heard Louisa’s soft gasp as Charlie opened the box and showed Chelsea the engagement ring.

      A very nice one.

      “I never want to control you,” Charlie said. “I never want to force you. I want you to be my mate, my wife—my partner. But only if you want to be with me. I will obey your father’s orders because I swore an oath to him. Not just as my Pack Alpha, but as my friend. So if you want this, please ask me.”

      Chelsea was already nodding, happily crying. “I want to be your wife and mate and everything. Please?”

      He smiled, and Duncan didn’t miss how Charlie’s hands trembled as he slipped the ring on her left hand. “Then will you please marry me, Chelsea? When you’re ready for that, of course. There’s no rush. I will be happy to be your mate and know we don’t need a piece of paper to be devoted to each other.”

      She nodded harder. “Yes!” She leaned in and kissed him, and Duncan didn’t object to that.

      Louisa grumbled a little next to him, but he didn’t hush her. Badger stood there, the tip of the sword planted in the ground and leaning on the handle, watching.

      When they ended their kiss, Chelsea unbuttoned the top two buttons of her blouse and pulled it aside to bare her right shoulder. “Please do it!” she said.

      Still, to Charlie’s credit, he looked up at Duncan one last time. Duncan tightened his grip around Louisa as he nodded.

      Charlie smiled at Chelsea as he leaned in, one hand carefully cupping the back of her head and his other arm slipping around her as he put on Duncan’s daughter’s shoulder what had to be the gentlest mating bite he’d ever witnessed.

      Chelsea’s happy cry as she wrapped her arms around Charlie tugged at places deep inside his fatherly soul. Wistful, bittersweet—hopeful.

      The couple had their entire future ahead of them. As long as they practiced a little patience, they would get their happily ever after.

      When Charlie finished, he kissed her again, and even Badger sighed. “Ah, young love.” He looked across at Duncan. “At least now ye know ye’ll be able to retire on your own timeline.”

      After a few minutes of sitting there, nuzzling each other with their eyes closed and likely silently talking to each other through their new mate bond, Charlie stood and helped Chelsea to her feet. Holding her hand, they turned to Duncan. “Sir,” Charlie said, “I’d like to present my claimed mate to⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He pulled them in for a hug that Louisa and Badger joined. “Welcome to the family, son.”
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        * * *

      

      Nine Months Later

      Duncan was working in the pack offices just off the main hall when someone knocked on his closed door.

      He sat back. “Come.”

      Endquist opened the door. He wore a smile that had increasingly creeped Duncan out over the past couple of months. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      Duncan hoped he successfully stifled his sigh. “What do you need? We’re not having the Enforcer discussion again. I’ve told you there are no openings, and won’t be for some time. There are others ahead of you on the list, too.”

      “No, sir, that’s not why I’m here.” He hesitated, like he was awaiting an invitation to sit, but Duncan wasn’t giving him one.

      “I have a lot on my plate today, Walter. Let’s make this quick.”

      A cloud flitted through the man’s expression and it nearly set Duncan’s hackles up, his demeanor so close to a challenge that it breathed on the line. Duncan shifted his legs, his right knee bumping the holstered revolver he kept stowed in the well of his desk, ensuring it was there.

      Just in case.

      “I want to seek your permission to court Chelsea.”

      That time, Duncan did snort out loud.

      Except Endquist wasn’t laughing. “Oh, wait. You’re serious?”

      “Yes, sir. I think that I could be⁠—”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      Endquist scowled. “Is it the age difference? Because I⁠—”

      “She’s already a claimed mate, son. She’s spoken for as of nine months ago.”

      The man’s mouth gaped momentarily, obviously caught unprepared by this news. “By who?”

      “None of your business, but she has a reciprocal mating bond with him.”

      He stared at Duncan. “I⁠—”

      “Is that all?”

      He hesitated. “Why didn’t you announce it?”

      Duncan knew Chelsea had limited contact with Endquist, so it was understandable that the man hadn’t put together her and Charlie’s bond. He knew several others already suspected, but the unwritten rule of not talking about it until the couple themselves—or the Pack Alpha—announced it had been respected.

      “Because it’s no one’s business but theirs. I don’t make a habit of announcing matings to the pack unless the couple wants to go public with it. It’ll be announced to everyone once they’ve set a wedding date, or they are ready to publicize it.” Endquist was starting to annoy him. “I know you don’t feel a mating bond for her because she’s claimed, and has been. And had you felt one, you would have approached me long before now.” Duncan leaned forward. “Will this be a problem?”

      “It’s just that⁠—”

      Duncan stood, hands on his hips. Not only to be intimidating, but because his other revolver was openly worn on his hip, immediately below his right hand. “She is off-limits. I know you didn’t grow up with other wolves, but mates are sacrosanct. There will be no negotiation. We didn’t bring all of the old ways over with us, but claimed mates being off-limits is one that we did. In case you weren’t aware, messing with someone else’s mate is an instant death sentence. And they have a mate bond, so it’s not like she’ll want you even if she wasn’t claimed. And it’s not only because she’s my daughter—I’d be saying this same thing were she someone else’s daughter. So either you gracefully accept it, or I can banish you from this pack right now. Your choice.”

      Endquist, now scowling, took a step back. “No, sir,” he muttered. “It’s not a problem.”

      Duncan sharply nodded. “Good. Then dismissed.”

      He waited until he heard the front office door close behind Endquist before he stepped out into the lobby to speak with the receptionist. “Find Badger immediately. Ask him to locate Charlie Bleacke and my daughter, Chelsea, and bring them here right now. Even if they have to pull her out of school.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Duncan returned to his office and sat, debating whether he shouldn’t just go ahead and banish the guy anyway.

      Except…

      He didn’t grow up in a pack.

      Duncan didn’t want to immediately default to banishing the guy for what could be a simple misunderstanding. Humans didn’t understand pack hierarchy, and that was a thought Duncan kept returning to. That a wolf raised among humans, even knowing they were a wolf, wouldn’t necessarily understand that once someone was claimed, that was it.

      Sure, there were rogues, but they’d mostly died off or were killed over the years. As a matter of practicality, rogues tended to steer clear of strong packs that absolutely enforced that tenet.

      Twenty minutes later, the three of them were in Duncan’s office with the door closed. Charlie and Chelsea held hands and Duncan allowed that, because the two of them had stuck to the agreement.

      So far.

      He wasted no time and told them about Endquist. Charlie’s face darkened. “He comes anywhere near her and I’ll kill him.”

      “Easy, lad,” Badger said. “He’s an odd duck, but I never seen him deliberately set out to do wrong.”

      “He comes anywhere near me and I’ll kill him,” Chelsea growled, making Duncan chuckle.

      And if Endquist wasn’t a Prime, Duncan might very well let her talk with the man—with himself and Badger present, of course—to make sure Endquist completely understood with no confusion whatsoever that she didn’t want him.

      “No one’s killing him,” Duncan said. “At least, I hope not. But I wanted to make you both aware of it, so that when I place a full-time guard on Chelsea for the next few weeks, at least, you both understand it’s not because I don’t trust you two.”

      “Mebbe we should go ahead and announce their matin’ to the pack,” Badger said. “That would put all eyes on ’em right and proper.”

      “I was hoping to avoid that,” Duncan said. “Until she’s at least sixteen, or when she decides to announce it. To avoid the usual teasing and friendly joking about it that always happens. I don’t want people thinking me shutting down jokes is giving her special treatment because she’s my daughter.”

      “She’s also sitting right here, Da,” she snarked. “Although, thank you. I would rather not go through that yet. I was thinking about announcing our mating at my birthday party. But we’re not getting married yet.”

      That was news to Duncan. “You’re not?”

      She smiled. “Not until after I graduate from college, Da.”

      “That was her idea,” Charlie added. “And I support her decision.”

      Duncan sat back, reappraising his soon-to-be son-in-law. “I’m…pleasantly surprised, I must admit.” Although it shouldn’t have surprised him, because Chelsea was a very strong Alpha herself, every bit as strong as a male Alpha.

      Just like her mother.

      “I applied at the college over in Spokane,” she said. “The acceptance letter came yesterday, but I was going to tell you and Mom at the family dinner tomorrow night. Charlie and I already talked about this. I’ll live in the student dorm during the week and commute back here on the weekends.”

      “And I’ll probably spend several nights a week in Spokane,” Charlie added. “One of my friends has a house there with a spare bedroom. He said I can come over and stay when I need to. And no, she won’t be staying at the house with me on most nights.” He wistfully sighed as he stared at Chelsea. “She wants to earn her degree and have the full college experience, so our compromise is that I’m paying for a private phone line in her dorm room so she can call me at the house if something happens and she needs me. I’ll drive her back and forth from Spokane to here, and on weekends she’ll stay here with me at my house. If she can’t make it back to the compound on a weekend for some reason, she’ll spend it with me at the house in Spokane.”

      Duncan chewed on that. “So you’ll only be living together part-time? No offense, son, but how are you going to manage that feat?”

      “Probably the way I already am—with a lot of cold showers,” Charlie snarked.

      “I won’t be a monk, Da,” Chelsea added. “But we’ve talked. We both know that if we live together full-time, I’ll never get any studying done. He’s also agreed that if it’s exam time or I need to study, he’ll support me in doing that. It’s worth it to me to get my degree. I don’t want to have a baby until after I finish college. And if we live together full-time, I know dang well I’ll get baby fever.”

      “And I love her,” Charlie said, staring into her eyes. “All I want to do is make her happy. And this plan makes her happy. As long as her safety isn’t an issue, I’ll do whatever I need to keep her happy.”

      “Then I guess we should accelerate our plans for building a filling station over in town,” Duncan said, looking at Badger. “Because that’s going to add up to a lot of driving.”

      Badger chuckled, pulled out his ever-present journal, and made a note. “Aye. I’ll bump it up on the project list.” Right now, they had two storage tanks behind the small store in the town just outside the pack compound. One for gas and one for diesel. But they were mostly for equipment or emergencies, in case someone didn’t gas up down at the highway. They never sold gas to the public. They could also use an actual mechanic close by now that the population of the town and pack compound was growing, and more clueless humans ventured to the area for hunting and fishing and hiking.

      “If either of you ask me to banish Endquist right now, I’ll do it,” Duncan offered.

      The couple shared another glance but it was Chelsea who answered first. “No. Like you said, he was raised with humans. He’s never acted creepy to me, the few times I’ve been around him. I don’t want to get a rep as the Pack Alpha’s spoiled baby who will get people tossed from the pack.”

      Charlie looked like he wanted to argue the point with her, but she arched an eyebrow at him and he grumbled. “I reserve the right to ask for him to be banished,” Charlie said.

      She smiled and kissed the tip of his nose. “Thank you.” She looked back at Duncan. “If Charlie’s going to be Pack Alpha one day, since I’m his mate I feel we should set a good example. People should only worry about being banished for cause, not just because they’re a little…odd. What kind of Pack Alpha’s mate would I be if I didn’t set a good example about inclusivity?”

      Duncan focused on Badger, who shrugged. “I once ran a guy clean through with my sword for trying to put paws on one of my adult sisters against her will,” he said. “So I’m not the best person to ask. Then again, that was over a hundred years ago, an’ we did things differently back then in the old country. Ye know that.”

      “Okay,” Duncan said. “I’ll keep an eye on the situation. But if I feel he steps over a line, I will banish him. Fair?”

      Chelsea smiled. “Fair. Thank you, Da.”

      The three of them had already left when the old woman’s words slammed into Duncan’s memory.

      There will come a darkly eager one. Ye’ll feel it through the center of yer soul. Wanting to be let in. Close him out. Don’t let him near yer youngest—he’s not for her. He’s a Prime and a danger.

      Duncan leaned back in his chair, now feeling conflicted. The old woman had cautioned him to be kind and welcoming to others.

      But this warning had been specific. And he knew she hadn’t meant Charlie, because she’d specifically told him Charlie was Chelsea’s mate.

      Maybe I should wait and see. I don’t want to jump too fast.

      Because he also didn’t want to get a rep as someone “afraid” of potential “competition,” even if that wasn’t an accurate narrative.

      Only weak and scared Pack Alphas preemptively banished people from their pack who’d done nothing wrong. And actions like that invited more bad actors to dig around for any hint of weakness. Not to mention it would cause issues among the pack, pitting people against each other.

      Besides, now having been warned off, maybe the guy would take the hint. In that case, he wouldn’t be “the” one she’d warned about.

      Right? Then no harm, no foul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Chelsea - Six Years Later

      Chelsea tipped her head back and forth, cracking her neck as she walked across campus toward her dorm. It’d been too long since she’d had a run, and she looked forward to going on one this weekend with Charlie at the pack compound.

      Among other things.

      She softly giggled to herself. She still had a year left of college before she and Charlie would even begin to talk about pups, but it didn’t mean they didn’t have a lot of fun together when it was safe for her to do so, because she didn’t want to risk accidentally getting pregnant.

      No, he’d promised to support her in any way she needed so she could get her degree, and that’s what she would do.

      She had zero regrets about being Charlie’s mate or being engaged to him. They were already living together when she wasn’t in the dorm. She’d tentatively set the date for their wedding but didn’t want to jinx it by formally announcing it before her graduation.

      And, one day, she knew, Charlie would be Pack Alpha.

      Hopefully not for several decades at least, so they could enjoy growing their family before the full weight of the pack and all the responsibilities that entailed fell on their shoulders.

      But it was important to her to set a good example to other women and girls in their pack. To let them know it was not only okay to hold off and take care of your education and future first—if you wanted to—but that it was normal. The times were a-changin’, and a woman’s place didn’t have to be in the kitchen. Unless that’s where she wanted to be.

      And yes, ironically, Chelsea did want to be a wife and mother. But with her degree, she’d be in a better position to help run the pack school and manage the financial aspects of their business to assist Charlie with those duties. Her own mother, while not formally educated the way Chelsea and her sisters were, was whip-smart, always learning about new things and studying, and had encouraged them to pursue their interests in school.

      When Chelsea heard the man clear his throat too close behind her, she whirled, immediately on alert, cursing her inattentiveness.

      Walter Endquist.

      “Sorry,” he said, edging closer. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Which was a lie, and she knew it as she took three full steps back. “What do you want?” she snapped, a little harsher than she’d meant but⁠—

      No, wait. She did mean it.

      “Just happened to see you and thought I’d say hi.”

      She took another step back. She couldn’t outrun the Prime Alpha on two legs, but it was broad daylight and there were plenty of people around, although none close enough to overhear their exchange.

      “So you’ve said hi,” she said. “Is that all?”

      He scowled. “Look, I just wanted to ask you⁠—”

      She held up her left hand, showing him the engagement ring. “I’m a claimed mate and engaged. We have a mate bond. Charlie Bleacke and I are publicly announcing our wedding date at the Muster next month.” Well, I guess we are now…

      His face told her more than his mouth did. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “No, let’s stop this right now, Endquist.” She opted to channel both her father and her mate. “I know you asked my father about me, and he told you no because I’m already mated. And I know you’ve asked others about me. Now I’m telling you no, and in no uncertain terms. We all know you didn’t grow up in a pack, so we’ve cut you slack because we felt sorry for you.”

      His cheeks turned absolutely red. “I’m not looking for anyone’s pity!”

      “Fine. Then learn. Your. Place,” she snarled. “Maybe you don’t understand how mate bonds work, or how mates are viewed, so let me make it perfectly clear to you—I have zero interest in you. None. Charlie and I are mates for life, and we’re in love. And when someone is a claimed mate, you. Leave. Them. Alone. Is that understood?”

      He took a step toward her and this time she bristled, drawing the small pistol she kept holstered under her shirt. “I know you’re a Prime, but you will bleed like anyone else. And if you dare reach for me, it will be the last thing you do. I’m one of the best shots in the pack. At this distance, no way will I miss.”

      Apparently realizing she was serious, he stopped, although he didn’t retreat. “Why do you have to be a bitch about this? What does he have that I don’t?”

      She sadly shook her head. “Turn and walk away, right now, and no one will ever hear about this incident. Or I can go call my father, and by nightfall you’ll have trouble finding a shadowy corner of this country remote enough to keep you hidden from him. And from my mate. Our pack took you in and welcomed you as one of us. You don’t repay that kindness by being an asshole. Had you grown up in a pack, someone would have scruffed you as a pup and taught you to respect your place as well as to respect claimed mates.”

      “I am a Prime! I deserve respect by default! I should be Head Enforcer by now and not stuck grading dirt roads and chopping up fallen branches and emptying garbage cans!”

      “You are an asshole, which is why they refuse to make you an Enforcer. You want an example of a Prime? Look to Badger, to Charlie, to my father, and others. A Prime Alpha deserving of that status doesn’t throw their weight around. They earn respect by working for it, not by being a jackass. They work their way up to prove they’re worthy of that respect. If you don’t like the way things are run in the Targhee Pack, then by all means leave and go start your own. No one’s stopping you. My father would probably help you out financially if you did.”

      She motioned with the gun, not taking her focus off him. “There are plenty of eligible women in this pack, and there will be even more at the Muster as people travel in from all over the country. Start dating. You’ve had a creepy fixation on me for a couple of years, and don’t think I don’t know that. It’s well past time for you to move on. Charlie Bleacke will be the next Pack Alpha, once my father decides to retire. And if you want to stay in this pack, you’d damned well better remember your place.”

      He finally wheeled around and stalked off. Only once he was far enough away that she knew he couldn’t sneak up on her again did she holster the pistol. Fortunately, no one had seen that, and her tote bag had concealed her actions.

      Now the shakes hit. She walked over to a nearby bench to sit.

      She had no doubts that if he’d gotten his hands on her, he would have tried to take her with his Prime powers. Not that it would have accomplished anything good, and would have earned him a death sentence had she not clawed his throat out first.

      But this…

      This was beyond the pale.

      And the longer she thought about it…

      Yeah. He needs to go.

      She was through trying to be nice. She shouldn’t have to go out of her way to avoid him just because he had a problem taking no for an answer. As a daughter of the Pack Alpha, she and her sisters had been raised to be gracious to their fellow packmates and not be bitches to them. To set a good example. To foster unity and a feeling of extended family, even if someone wasn’t related by blood.

      But a guy like Endquist made that nearly impossible.

      After the Muster, if he hadn’t pinged on a mate of his own, she’d ask her father to send him away. And that would be the perfect excuse—that he needed to go find a mate elsewhere because he obviously wasn’t locating one among their eligible packmates. She didn’t want to cause trouble for him so he couldn’t integrate into another pack, but if he was still single after the Muster, he needed to leave.

      Immediately.

      And thank the Goddess her father and Badger had never appointed the guy to the Enforcer team!

      Finally, once her shakes were under control, she stood and resumed her trek, making sure to pay better attention. She even took a roundabout way back to her dorm in case he was watching her, but she didn’t sense him.

      Hopefully that’s the end of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          AISLING - PRESENT

        

      

    

    
      Two Years Earlier

      This isn’t my best day.

      Aisling Walsh lay stretched across the cold metal bench in the holding cell with her jacket wadded up under her head as a pillow. It wasn’t comfortable by any stretch of the imagination.

      She’d experienced worse.

      When in the Army, for starters.

      But that wasn’t anything she wanted to think about now.

      Elsewhere in the station, she heard noises as other prisoners moved around, farted, screamed, puked, pissed, and snored. She now had this cell to herself. There’d been a prostitute occupying it when Aisling had been unceremoniously tossed in here six hours earlier, but that woman bailed out about an hour or so past.

      Aisling had called her little brother, Sean, an hour after she’d been pinched, and he said he’d come bail her out. He was the only one of her brothers over here in Britain.

      I wouldn’t blame him if he doesn’t.

      She tasted the whiskey in the back of her throat. She’d lost count at two bottles, but apparently she’d managed to down another two before the pub had kicked her out.

      Wanker. After she’d paid up front and gave the guy an extra twenty quid to let her drink right from the bottles, too.

      She was lying there with her eyes closed when she heard footsteps approaching, stopping in front of her cell.

      “Get up, Walsh,” the matron said.

      She peeled an eye open. “What?”

      “You’re out.” Her sour face transmitted the truth to Aisling. “Not that I think you should be going anywhere.”

      Ah, good ole Sean. The wee gobshite was fit for something after all. Aisling suppressed her groan as she sat up. “Yer not still mad I boked on yer shoes, are ye?”

      “Get up, now, or I’ll forget you’re in here.”

      Aisling stretched as she stood, snagging her jacket from the bench and sauntering through the door in a casual way she didn’t feel in real life. When the matron led her out to the processing area, Aisling let out a groan.

      “Bugger.” She turned to the matron. “Just do me a favor and lock me back up, aye?”

      Trevor Clarke slowly shook his head. “Get your things and let’s go.”

      “Feckin’ hell, did my brother call ye?”

      “Yer mam did.”

      “Ah, fer fuck’s sake,” Aisling groaned again. “Now why’d Sean have to go and do that? I told him not to tell her!”

      He smirked. “Which is exactly why he did. Come on.”

      Aisling went through her belongings to make sure nothing had been nicked before following Trevor out of the station.

      “How much am I into ye for this time?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry about it; it’s been taken care of. You’ve been released without charges. You’re coming to work for me full-time now.”

      She stopped in her tracks. “Pull the other one.”

      “No, you are.” He opened the passenger door for her and pointed. “In.”

      Knowing she had no choice, she climbed in while he walked around to the right side. “I’m a shite errand and odd jobs girl,” she called out. “I’ll remind ye of it right now, if ye don’t recall that fact.”

      Once the doors were closed and he’d started the engine, he hesitated, staring out the windscreen for a moment. “Faegan Lewis.”

      She sighed. “Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph, and the donkey they rode to Jerusalem on, that stupid twat? What’s he done now?”

      Trevor looked grim. “He’s after my daughter.”

      She squinted at him. “Okay, I know I’m fecking wasted, even fer me, but I thought you just said he’s after your daughter?”

      “He is. Maisie. Because she mated and married Tamsin Lewis.”

      Aisling’s eyes widened. “That feckin’ cunt’s daughter? Oh, bloody hell.” She sat back, now understanding Trevor’s long stare. “Yer not just comin’ after me for help because I’m⁠—”

      “No. You’ve dropped into my lap at a fortuitous time.” Trevor turned to her. “Faegan has no clue who you are, right?”

      “I’d expect not. Never had direct dealings wi’ him. He mighta heard of Da or me brothers, though. But it was my impression that he rarely makes it over there. Never heard anyone talkin’ about him, other than discussin’ what a cunt he is. Unless someone’s working for or wi’ him in secret, which is doubtful. None of our lot would, at least. We’ve always sided with the wolves over those batshit corgi wankers.”

      “I need you to do some scouting for me. If he smells a wolf anywhere nearby, it’ll set him off. You can move unfettered in a way others can’t. We need to learn his plans, identify any associates, that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t have a ride. Or money.” She sniffed herself. “And I need a shower. I’m absolutely rancid. I won’t make a good spy in my knackered state.”

      “We’ll fetch your things and I’ll take you to my home. You can clean up there. Then we’ll take care of the rest. You’ll be sober by then, I expect?”

      “I’m too feckin’ sober now and I bloody well wish I weren’t. I expect by the time yer done talkin’ at me I’m going to really wish I weren’t.”

      She gave him directions to the hostel where she’d been staying just outside London and collected her things. Once she’d tossed everything into the boot and rejoined him in the car, she shook her head. “Can’t ye just ship ’em out to yer friend over in the States fer a while? Bloke who runs that big pack. What’s his name… Charlie Bleacke, innit?”

      “Well, I could…if he hadn’t been murdered twenty-five years ago.”

      “Oh. Well, shit. Sorry.”

      Trevor shot her a grim look. “You’re a little behind in the latest news, I take it?”

      “Guess my shifter newsletter and secret decoder pin got lost in the post. I was in the Army and stationed overseas in…” She thought about it. “I was in Lebanon about that time.” She wished her mind hadn’t gone there. “I was a little worried about gettin’ my own arse shot off, and several of my mates dyin’, to worry about keepin’ up with what was goin’ on wi’ wolves in the States or anywhere else, thank ye.”

      Trevor winced. “Sorry.”

      She shrugged. “Ye didn’t know.”

      No one did. Not really. Not if they weren’t there with her.

      And several of those people didn’t make it back home alive, much less in one piece.

      “How angry’s me mam?” she asked.

      “She’s not happy with you.”

      “I’d expect not. She rarely is.”

      “I lied and said you’ve been doing undercover work for me. Assured her you’re not really in trouble. Fortunately, that calmed her down. Told her your little brother didn’t even know, and I asked her to keep it to herself. She also gave me an earful about you,” he added, glancing over at her. “About how she can’t understand why you won’t settle down, get married, and have a family. I’m assuming that means she still doesn’t know?”

      Aisling looked out the window. “Yeah, well, I’m not interested in havin’ the kind of family she thinks I should, so let’s just leave it at that, aye?”

      “I know,” he said. “I made the right noises and got off the call as soon as possible without outing you. Give me a little credit, hmm?”

      “Well, thanks fer that, at least.”

      The only reason Trevor knew her secret was because of the time her mam asked him to play matchmaker for Aisling. Then she’d been forced to confess to the man that it would be a mutually frustrating and futile mission, so they came up with excuses to put her mother off the scent.

      And he’d helped Aisling get an updated ID and paperwork to allow her to move over to the UK, putting her well away from her mother’s prying snout. In return, Aisling would stay out of Trevor’s way and do the occasional off-books task for him that required someone with her…skills. Someone who didn’t smell like a wolf.

      Someone who didn’t mind the smell of blood.

      Or didn’t mind spilling it, either.

      She reclined her seat and closed her eyes. “Wake me up when we’re there, eh? I need a bit of shut-eye.”

      It felt like seconds later that he poked her right shoulder. She was about to snap at him when she realized they’d come to a stop and it was nearly dark outside.

      “We’re here,” he announced before getting out and walking around to the boot.

      Five minutes later, she was standing under a shower in the en suite in one of Trevor’s guest rooms and letting the hot water soak her sore muscles.

      I need to get my shite together.

      No, she didn’t want to settle down. Not even with the right woman.

      Because the “right woman” likely wouldn’t understand her life experiences.

      Be able to weather her nightmares.

      Understand her rage.

      Because she damned sure didn’t understand it at times. Therapy had only been mildly helpful because it wasn’t like the therapist understood the whole picture. The years of generational trauma, both mundane and supernatural, that had shaped the warp and weft of her family, the violence she’d endured—and participated in—over the years. Both while in the Army and before that.

      And after.

      Obviously, she hadn’t been able to talk to the therapist about a huge part of her life—being a shifter.

      No, she didn’t want to subject a partner to that. Didn’t want to traumatize another person.

      Besides, she was a gay female Irish Wolfhound shifter. It wasn’t like she’d be able to find someone she’d bond with. She’d met Maisie a couple of years ago and hadn’t felt anything for her then, but that was also before she’d known Maisie was gay.
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