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​Bleacke Shifters Box Set 1

Contains the following three full-length novels:

Bleacke’s Geek (Bleacke Shifters 1)

[MF, paranormal romance, urban fantasy, wolf shifters, Alpha heroine, geek hero]

When girl meets geek, the fur’s gonna fly.

Dewi Bleacke is a no-nonsense Prime Alpha wolf. As head Enforcer of the Targhee pack, she’s in charge of Florida. Her assignment is to kill a dirtbag who sold his daughter. She doesn’t expect to find her handsome, albeit geeky, soulmate in the process.

Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert lives a quiet, boring life. A professor at USF, he has no girlfriend, no car, and is a devout vegetarian. So when a mysterious woman with mocha eyes literally drags him out of his booth and then proceeds to have her way with him, it’s not his average night out. When she follows their sexy interlude by abducting him after killing a man, he suspects life has just taken a drastically odd turn.

Now Dewi, her partner Beck, and her surrogate father Badger, have to educate her new “grazer” mate on the ways of the Targhee wolves. “Ken” does his best to fit in. But an old killer lurks in the shadows—the wolf who murdered Dewi’s parents. Can she keep Ken safe, or will her mate prove to everyone that he’s a lot more than just Dewi Bleacke’s geek?

Geek Chic (Bleacke Shifters 2)

[MF, paranormal romance, urban fantasy, wolf shifters, Alpha heroine, geek hero, IR romance between secondary characters]

A wolf hasn’t just met his mate…but his match.

Dewi Bleacke’s life is complicated enough, between settling in with Ken, her new vegetarian mate, being the Targhee pack’s Head Enforcer, and trying to manage daily responsibilities running the extended pack council there in Tampa.

Oh, yeah, Dewi’s brothers insist on a formal wedding.

But when long-time friend and Enforcer partner, Beck, finds his mate during an operation, Dewi feels guilty that he has to let her go or risk the completion of their job. She makes it her responsibility to help Beck track her down.

Looks like the headstrong Namiyah Drexler won’t be easy to get along with. Until Nami’s family gets in trouble, and she needs Dewi’s help to save them. Adding insult to injury, Nami teams up with Ken to help plan the shifter wedding of all weddings.

Dewi would rather face a drug gang than wear a froufrou dress…or, she just might have to do both.

A Bleacke Wind (Bleacke Shifters 3)

[MF, paranormal romance, urban fantasy, wolf shifters, Alpha heroine, geek hero, IR with secondary characters]

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

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

With orders to bring Joaquin to Idaho, Dewi and the others set off. Then an unexpected mating throws yet another monkey wrench into the plans. That’s when danger finds the Targhee pack, forcing Ken to extremes he never dreamed for survival. Keeping himself and Nami alive in the Idaho wilderness might even require help from an unexpected source, as answers to old tragedies are delivered on…A Bleacke Wind.
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​Book 1: Bleacke's Geek














​Description




​When girl meets geek, the fur’s gonna fly.

Dewi Bleacke is a no-nonsense Prime Alpha wolf. As head Enforcer of the Targhee pack, she’s in charge of Florida. Her assignment is to kill a dirtbag who sold his daughter. She doesn’t expect to find her handsome, albeit geeky, soulmate in the process.

Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert lives a quiet, boring life. A professor at USF, he has no girlfriend, no car, and is a devout vegetarian. So when a mysterious woman with mocha eyes literally drags him out of his booth and then proceeds to have her way with him, it’s not his average night out. When she follows their sexy interlude by abducting him after killing a man, he suspects life has just taken a drastically odd turn.

Now Dewi, her partner Beck, and her surrogate father Badger, have to educate her new “grazer” mate on the ways of the Targhee wolves. “Ken” does his best to fit in. But an old killer lurks in the shadows—the wolf who murdered Dewi’s parents. Can she keep Ken safe, or will her mate prove to everyone that he’s a lot more than just Dewi Bleacke’s geek?

[MF, paranormal romance, wolf shifters, Alpha heroine, geek hero, urban fantasy, fish out of water, cinnamon roll hero]
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​Author's Note




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




1) Bleacke’s Geek

2) Geek Chic

3) A Bleacke Wind

4) Bleacke Spirit 

5) A Bleacke Christmas 

6) Geek-Speak

7) Bleacke Expectations




There will be more books in this series. Please click here to visit the series page on my website for the most up-to-date information.














​Dedication




​To Hubby and Sir, my two favorite geeks.














​Chapter One




​The parking lot of a crowded neighborhood sports pub in north Tampa, not too far from the University of South Florida, on a steamy, early June Saturday night.

Nothing unusual about that.

Leaning against her car, she patted her hip. Through her black, double-breasted oilskin coat she felt the comforting weight and profile of the nine-millimeter in its holster. The coat, a man’s style that she’d had custom-tailored to better fit her, hung midway down her calves, the back split up to her ass, allowing her unimpeded mobility. Tonight she wore black jeans and an oversized black, button-up shirt, with a black tank top on under that, along with her black leather motorcycle boots.

Admittedly clichéd, but it hid blood well, if necessary.

Pushing away from her black Saleen S281, she strode toward the pub. Two college-aged guys standing outside the front door went slack-jawed and silent as they stared at her approach. She didn’t need her special abilities to know what they thought as they watched her stalk across the wet parking lot. Coat billowing behind her, combined with steam rising from the tarmac, a smooth, silent gait that made it seem as if she floated, and a kick-ass car.

She could practically hear their erections rising.

Frat Boy One shifted position a little so he could crane his neck to look around her and get a better view of her ride.

“You walk within ten feet of it,” she muttered, just loudly enough that they could hear as she passed them, “and I’ll rip your balls off and have them deep-fried as my appetizer.”

Both men immediately took a step out of her way, giving her a wide berth as she entered the pub.

As she’d expected, no one inside noticed her entrance. It was a busy Saturday night. The waitresses looked frazzled, while the puck drop of the Bolts-Blackhawks playoff game on TV held most of the patrons’ attention.

Her intended mark sat in a far corner booth, with his back to the door while he shot the shit with three of his scumbag human friends.

Good. He’s not expecting it. Stupid fuck. How could you sell your fifteen-year-old daughter to a drug dealer and not expect retribution from pack elders?

It boggled her mind.

She preferred to not take him down inside the main dining room, especially since there were a few kids in the pub. At least not kill him in the open. Maybe if he got up to take a leak, then she could do it back in the bathroom.

One of the harried waitresses noticed her and waved her hand around the dining room. “Sit anywhere you want, hon. We’ll be right with you.”

She nodded. Crossing the dining room away from her mark, she slid onto an empty stool at the bar where she could see him. Jonathan “Jay-Jay” Peckingham, Junior.

Peckerhead would be a better name for him.

He sat totally oblivious to her presence. Laughing with his friends, he stuffed his face full of fried cheese sticks, totally unaware he was consuming his last meal.

Good. That means he’ll be there for a while if they’re only on the appetizers.

She ordered fried mushrooms and water and waited for her chance. While she watched, her mark and his friends killed a pitcher of beer and immediately ordered a refill.

The hockey game didn’t interest her despite her love of the sport. Not tonight. Not even when the Bolts managed to score two back-to-back power play goals midway through the first period. She kept her focus on the men, although it would appear to anyone else that her attention was fixed on the TV across the bar.

Unfortunately, the call of nature strikes even pack Enforcers.

I can check out the back, at least.

When the bartender walked past her seat at the bar, she left a twenty by her plate, reached out to touch his arm, and said, “I’ll be right back. Little girls’ room. Keep the change. Don’t give away my seat.”

He smiled, as much from the nearly fifteen dollar tip she left him as from the silent command she sent him to forget her face.

On her walk through the pub, she considered her options on how to best take out Peckingham with as little risk as possible to the other patrons. Deep in thought, the unexpected scent slammed into her as if she’d been sucker punched, stopping her in her tracks.

No. Oh, hell no. Not tonight!

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to force her feet to move. Even when a waitress struggled to scooch past her, she didn’t step aside.

Forward, she commanded her feet.

She opened her eyes and scanned the room. Of their own volition, her feet turned her away from the back hallway where the bathrooms lay and to the left, into the other side of the pub’s dining room.

Please let him be married. Taken. Fuck, let him be gay!

She had to take down Peckingham tonight. Those were her orders from the tippy-top of the Targhee pack food chain. Not that she needed orders, in this case. She was happy to take the fucker out. But considering an edict from the pack’s Alpha had been issued, if she didn’t, her hide could, literally, be on the line. Not that she had any intention of not following through with the edict.

In fact, she’d enjoy it. He was a dirtbag. She refused to allow another child to be put in harm’s way by not taking the fucker out.

But if she didn’t take care of claiming her mate now she wouldn’t be able to focus on her job.

Threading her way through the tables, she rounded a room divider where two more rows of booths and several tables were located. She came upon a slightly geeky-looking man sitting alone in a booth. He sat hunched over a laptop with his back to her, a stack of papers haphazardly sitting on the far side of a basket of fried mushrooms.

Well, at least we have that in common. That’s a start.

She stepped up to the table and stared down at him, waiting. Mr. Mystery Geek finally looked up when he noticed her standing there. No rings on his left hand, and what looked like a college class ring on his right. He wore wire-rimmed glasses that didn’t hide his sweet, brown eyes. He kept his brown hair neatly styled, and his cheeks clean-shaven. Maybe one-eighty-five soaking wet, if he was lucky. She couldn’t tell how tall he was, but judging from his torso length he likely stood a few inches taller than her.

Thank the Goddess for that, at least.

When she didn’t speak, he nervously said, “Um, may I help you?”

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

Fuck.

Mate.

She had to claim him. Now. Otherwise, even if she didn’t get herself killed trying to take out Peckerhead because she was distracted thinking about this guy, she would drive herself nearly mad trying to track him down again if the crowd bolted and cleared the pub.

Decisions, decisions.

“Are you married?” she softly asked after she opened her eyes again.

“I beg your pardon?”

She fought the urge to bare her canines at him and take him right there. Her tongue flicked over the point of her right one as she felt the pleasant ache of it wanting to slide out. “I asked if you’re married.”

Looking obviously puzzled, he shook his head.

“Girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Gay?”

That apparently motivated him to righteous indignation. “Look, just because I’m an academic and single doesn’t mean I’m gay!”

She spotted his computer bag in the other seat. She grabbed it, scooped up his papers and slid them into it, then shut the lid on his laptop and dumped it in, too. When he tried to protest, she nailed him with her eyes and held a finger to her lips.

“Silence.”

His eyes widened as he clearly heard and understood her silent command. Looking shocked, he slowly nodded.

Even more proof that he was meant to be her mate. They had an instant connection without her even laying a finger on him.

She dropped two twenties onto the table to take care of his order and anything else he might have coming from the kitchen. Then she slung his bag over her shoulder and grabbed his arm. When she pulled him out of his seat, it was like peeling fresh, wet newspaper off a windshield. No resistance whatsoever.

She looked up at him. She’d guessed right. At least he’s taller than me. Not quite six feet tall, though.

Jesus, Badger’s going to laugh his ass off.

Stifling her aggravated moan, as well as her desire to claim him right there in the middle of the crowded dining room, she kept her fingers clamped around his wrist and led him toward the back. She had to have him.

Right now.




* * * *




This can’t be happening. When he’d felt the woman’s presence by his table and looked up into her beautiful large, mocha-colored eyes, he wondered if she was pissed at him for taking her usual spot or something. She stood there just staring at him. A walking ball of intensity, heat shimmers seemed to radiate off her.

Now after answering her questions and watching her clear his stuff off the table, he found himself being dragged along behind her toward the back of the restaurant.

Why am I not fighting this?

He thought about it for a moment. Wait, why the hell would I fight this?

It was almost like he could hear her muttering under her breath, even though it sounded in his brain and not in his ears against the noisy backdrop of patrons watching the hockey game. Not that he paid the game any attention. He hated violence of any kind, even sports.

But they served great fried mushrooms here.

Okay, focus. Hot woman taking me somewhere.

When he hesitated at the ladies’ restroom door, the mystery woman dragged him in behind her as if he didn’t have several inches and at least fifty pounds on her.

Jesus, how strong is she, anyway?

She could give Buffy the Vampire Slayer a run for her money. Actually, he realized that description seemed to fit her, except she had glossy, dark auburn hair that beautifully accentuated her creamy skin.




* * * *




Thankfully the ladies’ room was empty and had a separate large, accessible stall for patrons with disabilities. She shoved her mystery man into the stall ahead of her and locked them inside. After setting his bag down, she pulled his glasses off his face and carefully set them on the sink before she shrugged off her coat, kicked off her boots, and started working on her jeans.

“Pants down,” she growled. “Now.”

That seemed to break his spell. “What?”

“Down. Now. If I have to rip them off you it’ll hurt like hell when I do. Not to mention I will march you out of here half-naked when we’re done. I’d rather not draw that much attention to us.”

Apparently sensing he couldn’t argue with her, he started working on his belt with trembling fingers.

Her jeans and panties already lay on top of her coat in a puddle of fabric. His khakis hadn’t hit his knees yet when she reached over and yanked down his tighty whities.

“That’s good enough.” She grabbed him and kissed him deeply, now tasting him as well as smelling his scent.

No doubt about it. He was hers.

She yanked the collar of his blue knit shirt to the side to expose his left shoulder. He tried to offer token protest again but she kissed him, silencing him.

Not hung like a horse but plenty respectable enough, his cock stiffened when she wrapped her fingers around it. “Do not drop me,” she growled. That was all the warning she gave him before she hopped up, wrapped her legs around his hips, and sank his shaft inside her.

Explosions went off behind her closed eyelids, and that wasn’t even an orgasm.

Holy fuck!

His obvious confusion immediately transformed to passion as nature and need took over. He grabbed her ass, holding her, then turned them around, bracing her against the sink as he thrust hard and fast. Maybe he didn’t look like much on the surface, but he sure as hell knew what to do with the ample equipment the Goddess gave him.

“That’s it, baby. Hard and fast,” she managed to whisper before she felt her canines elongate and she sank her fangs into the flesh of his left shoulder.

With enough sense of mind to slap her palm over his mouth to muffle his scream, she kept her teeth buried in his flesh, savoring the taste of his blood over her tongue, sweet and sharp, warm and…

Mine.

He came with her, her climax milking his from him as she licked his wound to stop the bleeding. It would completely heal in a few days, indelibly marking him as hers.

At least he didn’t drop me.




* * * *




He tried to regain his wits and realized that would be damn near impossible at this point. In the space of less than five minutes it seemed his life had totally shifted on its axis, wildly swinging from boring reality into something resembling The Twilight Zone. All he’d wanted was to grade papers and eat dinner, alone as usual, and at least feel like he was part of his surroundings.

He didn’t have a lot of partners to compare the mystery lady to, but he’d never had an orgasm as powerful as the one he’d just experienced with this strange, beautiful woman. He came so hard it felt like his cock would explode.

And what the hell with the biting thing?

Not that he’d ever had a woman practically rape him like this before. Okay, so not rape, he damn sure didn’t mind what she was doing to him once he got into it. Maybe a half-foot shorter than his five-eleven, with straight, dark hair falling around her shoulders. A few light freckles dusted her cheeks over creamy skin. Her mocha eyes seemed to compel his obedience. And that throaty voice!

Reality intruded. He’d just had unprotected sex—albeit very hot and very good sex, the best of his life—with a perfect stranger.

In a bathroom.

A ladies’ bathroom.

Her palm against his mouth felt hot. Unable to help himself, he flicked his tongue against her flesh. She tasted sweet, salty, exotic.

Something inside him wanted to curl up with her in a very large, very comfortable bed and hold her in his arms forever.

Maybe those assholes in the Engineering department hired her to fuck me. They’d been busting his balls enough lately about his lack of a love life. Except she felt dangerous in a totally sexy way. Really, that coat she wore made her look like an extra from some Quentin Tarantino movie.

Then again, it was the first sex he’d had with another person in three years. And she was really, really hot.

Maybe I shouldn’t complain too much.




* * * *




She pulled her palm away from his mouth. When she put her feet down, she felt something she hadn’t felt in…ever. Shaky, knees trembling.

He leaned against the wall. “What the fuck?” he whispered.

Peckingham.

“No time.” She didn’t have time to explain to this poor bastard what just happened. She needed to take out her mark and safely get her mate the hell out of there. There’d be plenty of time for pleasantries and snuggling and more fucking later.

Much more fucking.

She reached for her panties and jeans and pulled them on. “Get dressed. Now.”

He stood there, pants down around his ankles. “What?”

“Pull. Your. Pants. Up.” She buckled her belt and had her boots and coat on and his laptop case slung over her shoulder again by the time he leaned over to reach for his clothes.

Leaning a little, she got a look at his pale ass. Tight, nice.

Lustful heat rolled through her core when she imagined leaving bite marks on his unblemished flesh.

Later. At home.

“Hurry up,” she growled.

He straightened and turned away from her as he tucked himself in. “I’m sorry, but it’s not every day I get raped at dinner by a perfect stranger.”

Guilt flashed through her. She hadn’t given him much of a choice. It wasn’t his fault he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Under normal circumstances, she would have taken care of pleasantries first, like finding out his name and zodiac sign, before taking him to bed and claiming him. “You damn sure didn’t fight me. I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to explain. Later. At home.”

“Who says I’m going home with you?” He finished putting himself back together, lips tightly pursed as he reseated his glasses on the bridge of his nose. “I appreciate you paying for my dinner, and…this, but frankly, I’d rather go home. Alone.” He held out his hand, presumably for his laptop case. He wasn’t a skinny toothpick, but she’d seen more muscles on a starved raccoon.

Oh, my mate is so cute when he’s angry. She’d soon fuck that attitude out of him. She adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “Sorry.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re coming home with me. You’re going to follow me, and when I tell you, you’re going to run like hell for my car.”

Screw the earlier plan. She’d shoot the fucker in the booth and mojo a few patrons to swear they saw one of his buddies do it. She’d been to this pub before and knew they didn’t have any security cameras in the dining room.

Her mate glared, but he couldn’t resist her order.

She grabbed his still outstretched hand and dragged him out of the bathroom. Across the crowded restaurant, Peckingham sat in his booth, oblivious.

She leaned in and rumbled in her mate’s ear. She really would have to ask him his name at some point. “Wait for me by the front door. When you hear the shot, run. I’ll catch up with you.”

“What shot? Run where?”

“Straight ahead. You’ll see my car. Can’t miss it. Go.”

Casting a glance at her over his shoulder, he crossed the dining room and stopped at the door.

Good, she didn’t want to have to chase him down after making the kill.

That could lead to a very ugly accident. Or, at the minimum, public indecency.

At least she still had his laptop. She had a feeling he wouldn’t try to run away without it.

She stopped beside a waitress, touched her shoulder, and sent her a thought. On her way across the room, out of Peckingham’s direct line of sight, she repeated the action several times with patrons and waitresses alike. Then she walked up to his table.

The men were so drunk they didn’t notice her at first.

“Jonathan Peckingham, Junior,” she softly said.

That’s when his eyes focused on her. Recognition and fear washed across his features. She drew her gun.

“As Head Enforcer of the Targhee pack, and by edict of the pack Alpha, this is for selling out your daughter, asswipe.”

She put one hollow-point bullet squarely into his heart and another between his eyes into his brain, turning both to mush and ensuring his demise despite his wolf shifter bloodlines. He slumped back in the booth. Screams filled the restaurant as she calmly holstered the gun and turned from the booth. She’d expected at least one of his slimeball buddies to come after her, but they didn’t, apparently in too much shock and too drunk to do anything but stare at their fallen comrade.

Across the room, the glass door was swinging shut after her mate. Several patrons spooked by the sound of the gunshot stampeded toward the door. Quick, smooth strides carried her across the dining room, through the throng, and out the door before she even had to reach out to push the door open again.

She spotted her mate halfway across the wet asphalt, frightened, running. Without missing a step she reached into her pocket and pulled out her key ring. In his path, her Saleen’s lights blinked and the horn chirruped as the car unlocked.

He slid to a stop a few feet from the car as she strode up behind him and opened the passenger door.

“In.”

When he hesitated, she grabbed his shoulder and pushed him into the seat and dropped his bag in his lap. “Buckle up.” She closed the door and walked around the front end to slide behind the wheel.

When she turned the key, the engine smoothly roared to life. More patrons spilled out of the pub onto the sidewalk and into the parking lot as she pulled out and pointed the car toward I-75. A few sheriff’s cars passed going the other way, lights and sirens blaring, heading toward the pub.

She smiled at him. “Another job well done.”




* * * *




He felt like he could barely breathe. He sat there clutching his laptop bag and praying he’d wake up in a hospital after maybe slipping in the shower or something. When a line from The Big Bang Theory came to mind, something about a lack of adhesive ducks, a frantic giggle escaped him.

Or maybe I’ve died and this is a weird form of Hell?

Okay, maybe not Hell. Not that he was religious, but he guessed eternal punishment probably didn’t include scorching hot sex with a smokingly gorgeous stranger.

“My bike’s back there,” he lamely said. It was the only thing he could think to utter in his shock. “I need to get it.”

She glanced in the rearview mirror as she took the I-75 northbound on-ramp. Then she looked at him. “Ah, I’m impressed. I wouldn’t have taken you for a rider. That’s good. We can ride together. What kind of bike? Harley? Or something fast and sporty, like a Ducati or a Hayabusa?”

“Schwinn.”

She looked at him, her brow furrowed. “That’s not a motorcycle.”

He shook his head. “Oh, I’d never ride a motorcycle. Those things are dangerous. It’s a bike, a twelve-speed. I prefer to take green transportation. I want to leave as small a carbon footprint as possible.” He knew he was ridiculously babbling in his fear.

He didn’t think he imagined her disgusted sigh as she turned back toward the road ahead of them.

“I told you to buckle up.”

He wanted to argue, but something in her tone told him that might be a very, very bad idea.

Especially considering she’d just killed someone.

He carefully set his laptop bag on the floor between his feet and buckled his seat belt. “Where are we going?”

“Home. I told you that.”

“You told me? Sorry, I don’t remember that. Would that be before or after you raped me?”

Maybe not the wisest thing to say, but self-preservation had never been his strong suit.

In the glow of the instrument panel, he saw her expression darken. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to explain.”

“When are you planning on making time?”

“After we get home. I have to eat.”

“I have a home, and it’s in the other direction—”

He was thrown hard against the seat belt as she jammed on the brakes, the car sliding with a loud squeal of tires on the damp pavement. They came to a stop on the right-hand shoulder. 

She turned to him. “Listen to me, and listen good. For the last time, you’re coming home with me, and it’s now your home, too. Do. You. Understand?”

Something about her eyes stole his strength. Not just their sweet, dark mocha color, but they compelled him, washing away all his will.

He felt himself nod.

She nodded back. “Good. We’ll figure out how and when to get your stuff moved.” She shifted the powerful car into gear and took off again, the force slamming him back in his seat. Apparently, she drove at only two speeds—stop, and oh, shit.

He wanted to ask her name, or at the very least find out if she was going to kill him, too.

She spoke again, her tone sounding more gentle. “No, I’m not going to kill you. I will not hurt you, I swear. I’m sorry you had to see that. I never expected to meet you tonight.”

Spooky. As if she’d read his mind.

Maybe I don’t want to know her name. Less chance of him identifying her so she wouldn’t come after him. “So you can’t let me go because I know what you did?”

She smiled. “Not exactly.”

He liked her smile. Jesus, I’ve lost my mind. I’ve been abducted by a hot sexy murderer, and in less than five minutes I’m already suffering Stockholm Syndrome.

She veered toward the Land O’ Lakes exit. “I’m not a murderer. I’m a pack Enforcer. That fucker sold his fifteen-year-old daughter to his drug dealer to be a sex slave so he could pay off his debt.” She timed it just right so she rolled through the intersection as the light turned green, veering hard to the right. “Asshole does something like that, he gets taken out. It’s my job to do the taking.”

“Isn’t that something for the courts to decide? Why not turn him in to the police?”

She snorted. “Police have no business in pack business.”

He didn’t know what to make of that, so he kept his mouth shut.














​Chapter Two




​He didn’t recognize the music blaring on the car’s stereo. A female rocker, the deep bass thump uncomfortably pounded through his body. His abductor apparently knew the songs by heart, tapping her hands on the wheel and singing along with the lyrics. She seemed perfectly at ease driving the fast car, which sailed over the asphalt like a screaming black demon.

They roared through the darkness along a nearly empty rural two-lane road. Best he could figure, they were now east of I-75 and heading eastward toward Zephyrhills. Then, barely slowing, she whipped the car off the road and to the left, onto an even smaller, darker, rural road. She pulled out a cell phone and dialed.

When the other party answered, she said, “Done. Almost home now.” She glanced at him sitting in the passenger seat. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” She ended the call. “I hope you’re open-minded,” she said to him.

Right now, he was barely right-minded. “What do you mean?”

She grinned. He didn’t miss how there appeared to be something downright wolfish in her expression. “You’ve just entered a whole new world.”

“If you start humming The Twilight Zone theme, I’m jumping from the car.”

He heard the locks click as she smiled again. “No, you’re not. I can’t let that happen.”

He tried to summon manly strength and realized that whoever this woman was she had bigger balls than he did. “Why? Afraid I’ll tell the cops?”

Shaking her head, she laughed again. “No, but I prefer you remain in one piece and uninjured.”

“Get more ransom that way? I’ll have you know I don’t have any money. And I have no family to pay it anyway.”

“Oh, puhleeze.” She rolled her eyes. “Dude, I sooo don’t need your money. Did you get a look at my car? It’s a fucking Saleen. Paid cash for it. Bought it brand new. Money is not an issue.” She snorted in what he took as amusement. “I sure as hell don’t need yours.”

“Then what?” Maybe if I keep her talking, she won’t kill me.

“Quit with the ‘I’m gonna die’ business. You’re not going to die.” The way she growled it made his jaw snap shut on the next snarky comment about to fall from his mouth.

He decided to sit back and shut up.

“Wise move,” she muttered.




* * * *




She reached up to her visor and punched a button on a remote control. Then she veered into a driveway where a gate opened. Timing it just right, she barely slowed from her road speed and blasted through as it rolled open only inches wider than the car’s width.

He looked behind them. In the glow from the taillights, he saw the gate closing.

The smoothly-paved asphalt driveway wound through thick stands of pine trees. He saw no signs of nearby houses.

“Nearly five hundred acres,” she told him.

That’s freaky.

“If you think me reading your mind is freaky, you ain’t seen nothing yet, buddy.”

He shut up again. A nervous lump grew in his throat as they continued through the darkness.

After rounding one last curve, they rolled into a huge clearing where a large, two-story house sat in the center. One bay of an attached four-car garage stood open, light spilling out onto the paved driveway. She smoothly pulled in as if she didn’t need to aim, braking at the last moment.

Once the car shut off, only the sound of the garage door lowering and his pounding heart filled his ears.

“We’re here,” she announced.

He swallowed to form spit so he could speak. “I gathered.”

The door locks clicked open and she climbed out. He sat there for a moment, eyes closed, almost afraid to look around. He flinched when she opened his door.

“Out.”

Before he could grab his laptop case, she’d already picked it up, slung it over her shoulder, and headed toward a door he presumed led inside. He unbuckled his seat belt and followed her on shaky legs.

The door opened into a large kitchen. He stood, stunned, as he looked around. Wide expanses of spotless granite counters, stainless steel appliances, and what appeared to be custom-made cherry cabinets. Someone with a lot of money and very good taste had designed this kitchen.

After setting his laptop case on the counter, she shrugged off her coat and hung it on one of a row of hooks by the door they’d just entered, where other jackets and coats were hung.

Then he spotted the gun on her hip. In his earlier shock, he realized he hadn’t actually seen it when they were in the bathroom. She’d undressed and dressed so quickly, he hadn’t noticed.

She watched him as she drew it, did something to it, and removed both the magazine and a chambered round. Laying them on the counter, she asked, “You ever handle a gun before?”

He shook his head.

She pointed at him. “Don’t. Touch. Not until after I have a chance to teach you.”

A sudden compulsion to leave the weapon alone washed through him. He’d thought about maybe trying to grab it, use it to make her give him her phone so he could call for help.

Not that he’d ever held a gun before, or even knew where he was to ask for the police to rescue him, but now he couldn’t even think about touching it.

“Go ahead and try, if you think you can,” she called over her shoulder at him as she walked across the kitchen to the large fridge.

Taking her up on it, he found if he tried to step forward with the intent of grabbing the gun, he couldn’t.

She turned from the fridge with a carton of milk in her hand and a smile on her face. “You and I will get along just fine.” Then she screamed, startling him. “Badger!”

He flinched, then flinched again as an answering roar rumbled from somewhere upstairs. “Hold yer britches, kiddo. I’m comin’.”

He heard before he saw the large, squat man descend the stairs. His solid bulk seemed to make the whole house tremble as he grumbled under his breath all the way down to where they stood in the kitchen. His left eye was gone, the sunken lid crossed by a thick, gnarled, twisting scar that started above his eyebrow and descended nearly all the way to his chin.

A few inches shorter than him, but taller than the woman, the man looked him up and down. Wild, curly red hair liberally threaded with grey framed his stocky, grizzled face. His remaining eye, a bright crystalline blue, carefully looked him over with keen interest.

He spoke with a thick and distinctive Scottish brogue. “Eh, what’s this? This yer surprise?”

“Promise not to laugh?” she asked.

“I make no such promise, Dewi.” Well, at least he had a name to go by now. “Fess up.”

She took another drink from the carton. “He’s my mate,” she mumbled.

“He’s yer what?”

Her gaze fell to the floor as her face reddened. Seemed something could make her blush and crack her composure after all. “My mate,” she softly repeated.

The older man looked stunned as he stared at him, then back to her. “Claimed and all?” he finally asked.

He couldn’t stand them talking about him as if he wasn’t there. “What’s going on?” he asked, fully aware his voice bordered on a shrill, girlie shriek. “I’d like some answers!”

The man he assumed was named Badger pointed a finger at him. “Shut up. I’ll deal with ye in a minute.”

That boiled his blood. If he was going to die, he would show at least a little chutzpah before they took him out. Pulling himself up to his full height, he glared at them. “You two listen to me. I was minding my own business, eating dinner and working. Then I got abducted, raped, and forced to flee with a murderess. I deserve some answers!”

Badger stared at him before he burst out laughing and turned to her. “Ye already claimed him then, girlie?”

Her face turned a deeper shade of crimson as she nodded.

The man’s laughter roared out of him as he held on to the counter for support. “Holy Goddess, ye picked yerself a fine one, didn’t ye? And despite his scrawny looks, he does seem to have a right fine pair of bollocks hiding in there somewhere.”

“Now listen here—”

“Shut up!” both of them ordered. His mouth clamped shut, although he suspected based on what he’d already experienced that it had more to do with her command than Badger’s.

Badger scrubbed his face with his hand. “Well, what’s his name, girlie? Or are we calling him ‘Shut Up’ fer life?”

Now beet red in the face, she mumbled, “We haven’t got that far yet.”

“No thanks to you,” he thought, unable to voice it.

Her head snapped up as she glared at him. “I’m sorry you were at the right place at the wrong time, but would you rather me let a man who’d whore out his own daughter go free? Especially when he had three younger than her at home he planned to sell off, too? I had my orders.”

He glared at her.

She shoved the carton of milk back in the fridge and growled, “Fine. Say whatever you want.” She slammed the fridge door.

Badger cackled and turned back to him. “Well, laddie? What would ye have us call ye if ‘Shut Up’ ain’t to yer fancy?”

He took a deep breath. “My name is Heathcliff.”

Her eyes widened. “Fuck. Me. No way. Please, Goddess, tell me you’re busting my balls.”

“My mother loved Wuthering Heights. If you make a joke about the cartoon cat, I’ll…” Well, he’d already seen her kill a guy. “I’ll be really pissed off if you make a crack about the cat.”

That amused Badger immensely. “Heathcliff? Oh, lassie, I can’t wait fer the next pack Muster.”

“Shut. Up,” she growled at him.

Badger grinned. “Not quite. So what’s yer full name, boyo? First, middle, and last.”

He’d go out with at least a little dignity. He threw back his shoulders. “Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert. Doctor,” he added, although that last part sounded a little lame, even to his ears.

She let out an audible groan and leaned over the counter, her head hung low. “Nooo.” It almost sounded like a mournful howl.

Obviously delighted, Badger slapped her on the back with a pleased cackle. “Well, Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert, let me formally introduce ye to yer mate here, Dellis Tadewi Bleacke.”

“Mate?”

Badger grinned. “Mate. Welcome to the Targhee pack, boyo.”

“Pack?” He felt his mind close to shattering. He decided to focus on the one thing he could comprehend and deal with. “Wait a minute. Your name’s Dellis, and you pick on me for Heathcliff?”

Her head snapped up. “You will call me Dewi. D-E-W-I.”

“Well, you can call me Heathcliff.”

“Oh, fuck me, no way in hell.” She straightened and turned to face him. “McKenzie, huh? I’ll call you Ken. I like Ken. I already have a cousin named Mac. No way in hell am I introducing you to my family as Heathcliff.”

Badger laughed again. “Peyton and Trent are gonna shit themselves.”

She glared at the older man and jabbed a finger at him. “Don’t you dare call them!”

He held up his hands. “No, no. I’d rather see the shock on their faces at the next Muster. This’ll be a scream.”

“If you can tell me what I’m supposed to call you,” Ken said, “why should I settle for Ken? Which I hate, by the way. And who says I’m staying here? And…what is this pack you keep talking about?” Maybe he shouldn’t have asked that last question, but he was more than a little curious.

Badger looked at Dewi. “Ye get to do the honors, young lady. He’s yer mate.”

She stared at him, those beautiful mocha eyes melting him. Despite the crazy situation he felt his cock stiffen in his pants. He shifted his position around the corner of the counter to conceal that fact.

Dewi’s eyebrow twitched, revealing her apparent amusement. Somehow, he knew she realized why he’d moved. “I’m an Alpha wolf shifter,” she said. “Targhee pack out of Idaho. I’m one of their Enforcers.”

“She’s a Prime Alpha, actually,” Badger chimed in. “Lone wolf. And not just one of their Enforcers. She’s Head Enforcer. She’s too modest. Usually she don’t take to others verra well. Count yerself lucky, boyo.”

“I don’t count myself lucky!” he yelled, near the end of his tether. “You people are crazy, and I want to go home!”




* * * *




Dewi sensed him drawing dangerously close to a mental breakdown. Despite her irritation and trying to wind herself down to settle her hunt instinct so she didn’t accidentally hurt her new mate, she stepped closer to him. She hated how he flinched away at first.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said, forcing her voice to stay soft and gentle. She reached up with her right hand and palmed his cheek, her gaze never leaving his.

He let out a soft moan as his eyes dropped closed. He nuzzled her hand with his lips.

“See?” she said. “It’s instinctive. We’re mated.”

“I don’t understand any of this.” He kissed her palm, setting off a flurry of desire in her core. She needed to quickly get some food in her—preferably really rare steak—and then she could take him upstairs and spend the night getting to know him better.

Much better.

“You don’t have to understand any of it. I’m a shape-shifter. Wolf pack. We’re not just legend. I’m sorry about how this happened, but I couldn’t let you get away when I found you.”

“Wolves mate fer life,” Badger chimed in. “When they find their mate, if the person’s not already taken, they claim them. Especially a Prime Alpha like Dewi here.”

She felt Ken’s resistance—she refused to call him Heathcliff—drain from him as his lips traced across her palm. He grabbed her hand and held it pressed to his mouth so he could kiss and lick her flesh.

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “We’re going to spend the next couple of weeks right here getting to know each other. And I’ll have plenty of time to tell you everything.”

“I can’t,” he gasped without opening his eyes.

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I’ve got to work.” He finally opened his eyes. “I’ve got classes to teach Monday morning and papers I haven’t graded yet.”

Badger cackled. She shot him a dark look. “I think I’m gonna have to re-estimate him,” Badger joked. “He’s got an even bigger set on him than he looks.”

“Shut up,” she said.

“Oh, no ye don’t, girlie,” he teased. “Little Miss I-Don’t-Need-A-Mate has found her match. Despite his looks, I have a feeling he’s gonna teach ye a thing or two. Mebbe give ye a run fer yer money.”

If she leaned in and kissed Ken’s delicious lips, she would end up ripping his clothes off and fucking him right there on the kitchen floor despite Badger’s presence. Instead, she captured his hand and gently squeezed before letting go. She was painfully aware of how fragile his fingers felt in her hand despite the fact that he was a man with a little substance to him.

“I have to eat dinner,” she explained. “If I don’t, we’re going to have a serious problem. I’m sure you’ll probably want something, too, since I interrupted yours.” She stepped away even as Badger dove for the fridge and pulled out a couple of huge steaks from the ready supply he kept for her.

“How ye want yers, Ken?” he asked.

She didn’t miss his sarcasm.

Ken blinked. “Um, no. No thank you. I’ll just have a salad.”

Her mouth watered at the sight of the steaks as Badger fired up the gas grill built into the stove top. He knew she needed to eat to help sate her urges after a hunt, especially when she made a kill.

“No, you have to eat,” she said. “Trust me. You’ll need more than salad for the night ahead of us.”

He slid onto a stool in front of the counter. “No, thank you. I don’t eat steaks.”

She sensed Badger turn to look at him. “Well, what do ye eat?” he asked.

“I don’t eat meat.”

“Ye what?” She winced as she heard the laughter threatening to break through Badger’s voice again.

“I don’t eat meat,” Ken said. “I’m a lacto-ovo-vegetarian. I eat dairy and eggs. Every once in a while I’ll eat fish and shellfish, but that’s the only meat I eat.”

She grimaced, her shoulders tensing. Aaaand here it comes…

Badger burst into howls of laughter that shook his whole body. “Let me get this straight. Yer a vegetarian?”

Ken nodded.

“Ye don’t eat red meat?”

“No. Why?”

Badger turned to her. His grin split his ruined face from ear to ear. “Oh, Dewi, please, ye got to let me be there when ye break this to yer brothers. Their big, bad Prime Alpha baby sister is now mated to a grazer!”




* * * *




Ken watched as Badger scrounged a potato from the vegetable bin and tossed it in the microwave for him. Then Badger grabbed a notepad and pen and shoved them across the counter at him.

“Write me a list of what ye want me to buy at the store. Yer scrawny enough. Don’t need ye starvin’ to death on us.”

“That’s not necessary. If you’d please just take me home—”

“You’re not going home,” Dewi growled at him. “This is your home.”

He stared at her. Truth be told, as crazy as this whole mess was, he really didn’t want to go home, even though he didn’t understand why that was.

“Best not to argue with her until she gets a bellyful,” Badger warned him. “She’s right feisty after a kill.”

His stomach turned. How the hell did I get mixed up in this, anyway? “Look, I promise I won’t say anything to the cops if you’ll please just let me go.” Not that he wanted to go. Hell, just letting go of her hand nearly broke his heart.

Badger laughed while Dewi glowered. “I think he’s gonna need a demonstration,” Badger said. He winked at Ken. “Or a good hard fucking. From her, lad,” he quickly added. “Not me. No offense, but I don’t swing like that.”

“I can’t until after I eat,” she said. Her voice had definitely deepened, developed a distinct undertone he’d swear sounded like a growl.

“I know, girlie,” Badger assured her. “They’re almost done.”

“Just give me one. I don’t care if it’s raw.”

“Oh, fine. Be that way.” Badger used tongs to lift one of the two steaks off the grill and pass it to her. Ken watched, fascinated and slightly nauseated, as she stepped over to the sink and quickly proceeded to devour the meat with her bare hands. She’d pushed her sleeves up past her elbows. Bloody juices ran down her shapely forearms.

I’d love to lick them clean for her.

He blinked, startled. Okay, gross for starters, but there went his cock again, throbbing as he thought about licking her entire body.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, attempting to regain control.

As she ripped into the meat, Ken realized she made contented shnurfly noises he’d never heard another human make before. In just a few quick moments, she’d completely finished the meat and licked her hands and arms clean of juices before washing them in the sink.

When her eyes made contact with his, he knew. Whatever she was, she wasn’t human. Not the kind of human he was familiar with.

He also knew he’d rather die than be separated from her.

Logic and reason tried to break through, pounding up a storm on a now-locked door somewhere deep inside his brain, but he refused to listen.

“Here’s the other one, kiddo,” Badger said, presenting it to her on a plate. “Try eating it like yer not a total barbarian, fer chrissake. Ye’ll scare the poor lad more’n he already is. I raised ye better than that.”

Without breaking eye contact with Ken, she unerringly grabbed a knife and fork from the counter, made fast work of slicing the rare meat, and forked the plate’s contents into her mouth…

Wolfing it down proved the best description his brain could latch on to.

“What are you?” he whispered.

She softly burped and excused herself as she rinsed the plate and utensils before putting them in the dishwasher. Her expression had taken on a softer, sated tone.

“I told you—I’m a wolf shifter,” she replied. “Most people think we’re a myth. There are very few humans who know the truth about us. There’s a lot more of us than you’d think. Here in the Tampa Bay area alone there are nearly a thousand of us, most either descended from or beholden to the Targhee pack. Although some others from other packs have filtered in over the years. That’s why they sent me here, to keep order. Humans can’t be dragged into pack business. We don’t need the truth getting out.”

She stepped around the counter. He turned on his stool to follow her movements.

“Don’t let him hit the floor,” she warned Badger as she shrugged off her shirt.

“What?” Ken asked.

Badger laughed as he stepped close. “She’s worried ye might faint on us. Valid point, too. Don’t feel like totin’ ye to the emergency room to explain how ye got a concussion.”

Indignant outrage returned. “I’ve never fainted in my entire life. I don’t even faint at the sight of blood.” God knew he’d seen a lot of it over the years. Especially his own, from beatings at the hands of his stepbrother.

Badger grimly nodded. “That’s good to know. Chances are, ye’ll see a lot of that over the years with her as yer mate.” He tipped his chin in her direction. “Not yer own blood, mind ye, but others’.”

Ken returned his attention to Dewi, who by this time had worked her way down to her bra and panties. Holy crap, how’d she get undressed so fast? She showed no signs of embarrassment as she removed those and stood totally nude before them.

Beautiful, gorgeous. Not skinny, but firm, lean muscles and perfectly rounded curves in all the right places. His cock screamed to let him have another chance with her.

“Ready?” she asked, but Ken wasn’t sure if she was talking to him or Badger. He nodded anyway.

Badger replied, “Aye.”

As he watched she closed her eyes. Her lips moved although nothing came out. Suddenly, he was staring at a huge timber wolf with a grey face and silver coat with black highlights.

And Dewi’s mocha eyes.

It felt like all the air exploded from his lungs.














​Chapter Three




​Ken opened his eyes to find Badger leaning over him and smacking his cheeks. “Never fainted, aye? Well, there’s a first time fer everything, I s’pose, lad. Seems to be yer night fer firsts.”

He heard Dewi moving around somewhere outside his range of vision. From the feel of hard, cold tile under his back, he knew he lay on the floor.

“Is he okay?” she asked.

The concern in her tone made his heart leap.

“Yep. Don’t worry, girlie. I didn’t let him hit too hard.”

He lifted his head and stared. Dewi had donned her overshirt and nothing else. She was buttoning it as she walked over to him and knelt at his side.

Looking mildly amused, she brushed the hair away from his face and helped him straighten his glasses. “Are you all right?”

He couldn’t make his mouth work, so he just nodded.

She pulled him into a sitting position before helping him to his feet. He imagined he weighed nothing to her. “You need to eat your potato,” she softly said.

His heart pounded. Still unable to make his vocal cords work, and unsure what he’d say if he could, he nodded again.

She smiled. “You’ll be okay when the shock wears off. To answer your first question, no, you won’t start doing that. Mates can’t shift unless they’re born shifters.”

That had been his question, but he’d been unable to speak it.

He nodded.

She and Badger helped him back onto the stool. He watched as she gathered the rest of her clothes and carried them out to the garage. She left the door open and he saw her lay the pile of laundry on top of the washing machine. When she returned, Badger had set the now steaming potato in front of him, along with an assortment of butter, sour cream, and shredded cheese.

She leaned on the counter, her arms crossed in front of her. “You’d better eat before it gets cold.”

He couldn’t keep his eyes off her neckline, where he saw the plunge of her breasts, or from where her bare legs disappeared under the shirt’s long hem, which hung halfway down her thighs.

“Lassie, he can’t eat with ye standing there half nekkid,” Badger chastised. “Poor boy’s panting after ye. Go put on a robe or something.” He set a glass of ice water in front of Ken.

With a wink to him, she walked out of the kitchen. Ken almost fell off his stool as he leaned to try to follow her progress. It was only Badger’s strong hand grabbing his arm and hauling him upright that kept him from hitting the floor.

Again.

“Eat, lad. Ye sure I can’t fix ye something else?”

“This’ll be fine, thank you,” he mumbled. He forced the potato down, barely tasting it as he tried to process what he’d just witnessed.

Dewi returned a few moments later, wearing a man’s heavy, dark green velour robe that looked huge on her and nearly reached her ankles. She’d tamed her hair into a ponytail. “You look a little less pale,” she teased in a gentle tone.

“I don’t believe this is happening.”

“There’s nothing to believe. You saw.” She sat on the stool next to him. “And I am sorry for how all this happened. Under normal circumstances, I would have struck up a conversation with you first. By the time dinner ended, we probably would have been planning to have pups. I was on a hunt with a job to do. I couldn’t let my focus be stretched like that. Not without risking my life or yours. I needed to know I had you claimed, and I had to get you out of there safely.”

His shoulder pleasantly throbbed where she’d bit him. “Claimed? What does that even mean?”

Although somewhere deep inside him, he knew.

And felt fine with it.

Propping one elbow on the counter, she rested her chin on her palm. “If I’d sat down at your table and started talking to you and invited you back to my place, would you have come? Honestly?”

He stared at her and finally nodded. Hell, yes. He’d be a moron to refuse.

His heart thumped as he stared at her. He loved her.

Christ, what’s wrong with me?

She smiled knowingly. “Nothing’s wrong with you. You’re my mate now. Believe me, the feeling’s mutual. And again, I’m really sorry I had to do it like that. That absolutely wasn’t my first choice.” She sat up and stuck her hand out. “Dewi Bleacke. Pleased to meet you. I’m twenty-five. Born in Idaho, but I’ve lived here in Florida for thirteen years. Head Enforcer of the Targhee pack. Taurus.”

“She’s bullheaded, all right,” Badger grumped.

Ken wiped his sweaty palm on his slacks before taking her hand. “Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert.” He met her gaze as his grip tightened on her hand. He suspected she held back, that she could crush every bone in his body without breaking a sweat. “But you can call me Ken.”




* * * *




Except for the fainting, she had to admit her mate took the news pretty well. Other than being a Virgo, a vegetarian, and his goofy damn name—and he earned bonus points for being a good sport about that—he wasn’t a bad choice for a mate. Cute in a geeky, computer nerd kind of way. Totally apropos, considering he was a computer nerd and taught computer science over at USF.

“So how old are you, and where are you from?” she asked.

He finished his potato. “I’m twenty-seven. I was raised here in Tampa.”

“Ever been to Idaho?”

He shook his head. “Only been to Georgia. Up to Atlanta, for a conference once. I hate to fly, so I don’t.”

She fought the urge to groan. She had to travel to Idaho several times a year on pack business. She’d be damned if she’d drive all that way every time, yet the thought of forcing him to fly with her if he wasn’t comfortable doing it didn’t set well with her, either.

Leaving him behind wasn’t an option. Not this soon after claiming him.

Badger interrupted. “Well, kiddies, I hate to break in and all, but I’m hitting the grocery store early in the morning. I promise I won’t wake ye when I leave. Again, I ask ye, what do ye want me to buy, Ken, or ye’ll get nothing but cream of mushroom soup and grilled cheese sandwiches fer a week.”

Ken smiled. “I don’t like anything spicy. As long as it’s not meat or spicy, I’m cool with that.”

Dewi noticed he’d given up his objections to staying. “Please tell me you like pizza.”

He smiled. “Love pizza. I have several kick-ass recipes.”

“Ah, he cooks.” Badger laughed. “I think I like him.”

“You already like him,” she sniped.

“Yeah, but that don’t mean I won’t bust his bollocks every chance I get.” He leaned against the opposite counter, his meaty arms so thick he could barely cross them over his chest, but he managed the pose. “That’s my little girl there, Ken,” he said, his tone turning low in warning, sounding growly, borderline snarly. “Ye break her heart, I’ll break yer neck.”

“You’re her father?”

She laughed. “No, he thinks he is, though.” Her tone and expression bore nothing but blatant affection for the older man. “He’s sort of my uncle. Pack family relations can get pretty complicated.”

“I’m the man who can make yer life hell or heaven,” Badger warned. Then he smiled. “But I have a feeling yer gonna come running to me fer help quite a lot. At least, in the beginning.” He yawned. “Listen, it’s late, and way past me bedtime.” He wagged a finger at her. “Don’t be putting him in the hospital. Took ye damn long enough to find one.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Go to bed, Badger.”

“So what is your real name?” Ken asked him.

He grinned. “Badger’s me name. Badger Williams.”

“Your parents named you Badger?”

He laughed and pushed his bulk away from the counter. “No more than yers named ye Ken.”




* * * *




Once alone with Dewi, Ken stared at her. “So what happens now?”

She gently reached for his glasses, removed them from his face, and put them on the counter. Then she leaned in and kissed him, her arms wrapping around him, enveloping him in a sultry heat. Not just from contact with her body, but radiating from her.

He pulled her to him and she crawled into his lap as they kissed. All the while his cock screamed for more action.

He sensed she was carefully constrained, holding back, even though he didn’t know how or why he knew that. Probably out of fear she’d hurt him. His hands stroked her back as he kissed her slowly and sweetly.

She nuzzled her head against his shoulder as her hands played with his shirt collar. “I really am sorry,” she softly said. “I never thought I’d find a mate. I damn sure never thought I’d stumble across you while on a job.”

“Speaking of jobs, I do have one.”

“You can quit.”

“What if I don’t want to quit?”

She sat back and looked at him. “Why would you want to work? I can take care of you.”

Meeting her gaze, he realized she was serious. “I need to earn a living. I have bills to pay. Besides, you don’t even know you’re going to want me around in a week.” He’d settle for that, at least, even though he knew it’d break his heart when she came to her senses and sent him packing.

He didn’t understand why he felt like that, why he was in love with her. He decided not to think about the wolf stuff right then.

But why would a beautiful woman like her be any different than any other woman in my life?

“I told you, money isn’t an issue. Consider your bills paid in full.” Her fingers tangled in his hair and she pulled his mouth onto hers again. By the time she let him loose, she’d almost sucked the breath from his lungs. “Forever,” she growled. “You’re mine.”

“I can’t quit my job. Not in the middle of the semester.”

He felt her mentally struggling not to overrule him, even though he didn’t understand how he knew this. “How much longer till the end of the semester?”

“Four weeks.”

He would have swore she growled. “Then give me a promise that after four weeks you’ll quit. Please?”

He’d give her anything she wanted, if only he knew she really meant what she said.

He nodded. She jumped from his lap and grabbed his hand. “Come on.”

No other choice than to follow her. He suspected she’d drag him if he didn’t. Almost running, she pulled him up the stairs and to her bedroom, where she slammed the door shut behind them before turning to him. “This will all make more sense in the morning.”

“Are you saying that for my benefit or yours?”

She backed him toward the large bed. “Yours. I already know what I want.” She leapt at him, knocking him backward onto the bed where she landed on top of him, straddling him. “I want you. Only you.”

He caught her wrists in his hands when she tried to pull his shirt loose from his pants. “You don’t think this is moving a little fast?”

“This is how wolves do things.”

“It’s not how I do things.”

He suspected the only reason she hadn’t pulled free of his grasp was her fear of hurting him. That one thought seemed to pulse through whatever connection they now shared, nearly as strongly as her passion for him.

“Has your way been working for you?” she asked.

He didn’t have a satisfactory answer for that and released her hands. As she tugged his shirt loose, she crawled down the bed and shrugged the robe off. She was naked underneath. As she raised his shirt, her lips explored every inch of real estate from his waistband north as she progressed, licking and gently nipping.

He laid back and closed his eyes as his cock once again strained against his briefs. Jesus, he was nothing but one large erection at this point. Arguing with her would be pointless and possibly make her upset enough to stop the delicious things she was doing to him.

With minds of their own, his hands plunged into her hair, freeing it from the elastic band and gently fisting it. He enjoyed the silky feel of it feathering through his fingers, how it cascaded across his flesh, following her hot mouth and the sinful things she did on her way up his body.

When she reached his nipples, she nipped at the left one, drawing a sharp gasp of pleasure from him. He’d never felt anything like that before. His cock throbbed in response to her actions as she moved to the other and repeated it.

He helped her finish yanking his shirt off and couldn’t resist pulling her mouth down to his for another round of hot kisses that left them both breathless. She tasted like sweet spices. He couldn’t get enough of her.

She once again turned the full force of her mocha eyes on him. “You realize I’m the last woman you’ll ever be with, right?”

“You said it was safe to forget the whole dying business.”

She grinned, but this time it looked sweet and sultry, not wolfish and predatory. “I don’t share my man with anyone, silly.” She poked him in the chest. “You’re my man.”

“I hope that’s not a one-way-street like the name thing, because I don’t like to share either.”

In response she kissed him. When he tentatively brushed his tongue across her lips they parted for him with a soft sigh. “I don’t want to be shared,” she whispered when she lifted her head. “So don’t worry. You’re the last man I’ll ever be with.”

She pushed herself up on strong arms and looked down his body to where she’d been grinding herself against the bulge of his cock. Thank god she had nailed him earlier, or just that friction alone would have had him shooting off in his pants.

“Can we ditch the talking for the rest of the night?” She looked up and met his gaze. “I’d rather feel your sweet cock inside me again.”

Robbed of speech once more, he eagerly nodded. Fuck it. He’d obviously suffered a psychotic break and could sort it out in the morning, when reality had once again settled over his boring, pitiful existence.

“I do have a question, though,” she admitted. “How many women have you been with?”

He felt his face redden. “Three.”

One dark, elegant eyebrow arched. “Only three? Really?” No derision in her tone.

“Four, including you.”

Another sultry smile curved her lips. “Any of them ever give you a blow job?”

He shook his head and her smile widened even further. “Oh, fuck me,” she softly said. “That’s great!”

That confused him. “You’re happy about that?”

“Duh.” She kissed him again. “That means I’m the only woman who’s ever had her lips down there.” She worked her way south again down his torso, until she reached his waist and started unfastening his belt. “This will be so much fun.”

He kicked his shoes off and raised his hips as she pulled his pants and briefs down and tossed them to the floor. His socks followed. She pushed his legs apart and knelt between his thighs. “Grab a pillow, sweetie. I want you to watch me.”

He fumbled around behind him, grabbed one, and dragged it under his head. His member jutted up, rigid, engorged, ready.

Her eyes never left his as she lowered her mouth until just over the tip. Wrapping her fingers gently around his shaft, she blew over the head and flicked her tongue over it.

He moaned.




* * * *




He’s never had a blow job?

Thank the Goddess there was a world of stupid women out there. His body, nicely trim even if not heavily muscled, wasn’t anything to be ashamed of. His shirt, at least one size too large, had hidden his form, as had his slacks. Not much chest hair, just a very light dusting across his pecs and a thin, dark treasure trail leading from his navel south to the soft nest of hair between his legs.

He had great legs, his thighs firm and nicely shaped, as was his ass.

Ah, the bike riding.

That made sense. He did have a biker’s trim, leanly lithe body. She’d been a little concerned about what he’d look like naked. Not that it’d make any difference to her, especially now. He was actually a refreshing change from Beck and his bulging biceps.

And he’s allll mine.

She flicked her tongue again and drew another soft moan from him. She couldn’t stop herself from the comparisons. He even tasted better than Beck, tangy and sweet and salty all at the same time.

Crap. She’d have to call Beck in the morning and break the news to him.

Thank the Goddess he’ll understand. No more midnight drop-in booty calls for that wolf.

Pulling her mind back to her mate stretched out before her, she lightly swirled her tongue around his shaft and enjoyed his low, deep moan of pleasure. His gaze didn’t leave her even as she slowly sucked his member between her lips, taking her time, enjoying every noise he made and the way his body trembled under hers.

She cupped his sac in her hand, softly stroking him, palming the warm, soft weight, her fingers playing with his hair. She loved everything about him.

Her eyes dropped closed as a low moan of her own escaped. Her heart belonged to him, totally. She’d never really, truly believed the bonding bullshit before…until now. Never believed it’d ever happen to her.

Now, she got it. She’d die for him, kill for him, love him until her life ended.

Passion took over. She eagerly worked his hot, slick shaft in her mouth, sucking every drop of precum out of him that she could and wanting more.

“I…I can’t hold back,” he gasped.

Without releasing his shaft, she reached up with her other hand and grabbed one of his hands and placed it on her head. She thought one word to him. “Don’t.”

His hips bucked in time with her movements as her head bobbed up and down over him. She felt his fingers tighten on her scalp even as his cock tensed and hardened, signaling his release.

When his sac tightened in her hand, she knew. She went deep, sucking hard, something inside her reveling in his loud gasp, followed by a cry as his seed filled her mouth and rolled over her tongue.

Even after he finished and lay there limp and panting, she stayed where she was, holding him in her mouth, not wanting to let go. When she finally lifted her head, his fingers had gone lax in her hair and his eyes were closed.

“Well?” she asked.




* * * *




“That was…holy crap, that was…amazing!” Better than amazing, it was fan-fucking-tastic. He forced his eyes open and looked at her to see an expression of wry amusement on her face.

“And I wasn’t even being creative,” she gently teased as she crawled up the bed to lie next to him. “Just imagine how good it would have felt if I’d done more.”

He shook his head. “Nothing could have felt better than that.”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s lots of things we’ll do over the next few centuries that will feel a lot better than that.”

He didn’t want to contemplate if that was a literal or figurative comment. He rolled on top of her and kissed her. “Time for me to return the favor.”

She wore that amused expression again. “Ever gone down on a woman?”

“There’s a first time for everything, isn’t there?”

Her smile widened. “Maybe the first time, but definitely not the last time, if I have my way.”

He slowly worked his way down her body. She felt smooth and warm under his hands. He stroked her skin, afraid he’d wake up from this wonderful dream. She wove her fingers through his hair and pulled his lips to one of her breasts. The sweet, happy moan he drew from her hardened him again. He cupped her breasts and spent long, slow, sweet minutes teasing her, from one side to the other, enjoying the way her nipples tightened under his tongue before he continued his southerly sojourn.

Except for a narrow, neatly trimmed landing strip of hair, her mound was completely bare. He licked her navel, her hands never leaving his head, her breathing growing more rapid the closer he approached to his intended target. Her sweet, musky scent of arousal made him want to fuck her right then and there.

She pulled her legs up, fully exposing herself to him and he let out a sharp cry as he dove for her. He had to taste her, the craving filling his soul. She let out a soft mewling sound as he slowly licked her. His tongue dipped inside her, a moan of his own tumbling from him as her sweet taste her filled him.

Wrapping his hands around her thighs, he settled in and assumed that her positive noises and the fact that she eagerly ground her hips against his face meant she enjoyed his ministrations. After a few minutes, she let out a loud cry as her back arched and her body tensed.

He didn’t relent, flicking at her with his tongue as she rolled her head back and forth, moaning. Her entire body twisted under him until one last cry, louder than the rest, ripped through her and she went limp.

He lifted his mouth from her and kissed her left thigh, then her right, and smiled up at her. “How was that?”




* * * *




In disbelief, Dewi raised her head to look at him. “How was that?” She dropped her head to the bed again and laughed at his pleased expression. “Oh, fuck me, baby, that was great!”

He laughed. She loved his laugh. “I’m glad.”

“No, I mean it. Fuck me. Right now. I want you inside me.”

He worked his way up the bed and she wrapped her arms around him. “Yes, ma’am.”

She grinned as his hard shaft slid inside her pleasantly swollen pussy. “Smart ass.” She kissed him, tasting herself on his lips, his mouth capturing her happy moan as he thrust hard and deeply inside her.

Every stroke he took sent her body rolling along another wave of blissful pleasure. Never before had anything ever felt this good.

Not even—

No. I won’t think about him tonight.

She’d have to deal with Beck soon enough. Tonight was about loving her mate with all her heart and soul.

Someone to finally claim as hers and hers alone.

Someone to love her.

Her alone.

Dewi nuzzled his neck as she struggled to hold back her climax. “Please, baby,” she whispered. “Please come for me!”




* * * *




Ken dropped his head to her shoulder as his climax flowed through him. Maybe he’d been doing things wrong all these years, but whacking off had never, ever felt this powerful. His three encounters with other women before Dewi damn sure never felt this good.

She cried out as he felt her muscles squeezing him inside her and he knew she’d reached her climax, too.

He froze, gasping for breath, terrified.

“What’s wrong?” Even her voice had changed.

He shook his head, afraid to speak.

She caught his chin and made him look her in the eye. “What’s wrong?” she asked again, gently.

“When do I have to go?”

“Go?”

He swallowed, his gut tight with worry. “Go. When will you make me leave?”

When she hugged him tightly, he sensed her holding back again for fear of hurting him. “Never. You’re never leaving me. Please stop thinking that.”




* * * *




He captured Dewi’s mouth in a fierce kiss that melted her body and apparently stiffened him again, from the feel of him growing hard inside her. He fucked her hard and fast, desperately, his fear that she didn’t mean what she said washing off him in waves so powerful it made her heart ache for him.

First thing on her agenda would be proving to him she meant forever and healing his emotional scars.

Then she’d think about beating the crap out of whoever had hurt him.

Her mate.

They both experienced another explosive orgasm that left them gasping for air. Despite loving this, she hoped they settled down after a few days or they’d literally fuck each other to death at this rate.

He rolled onto his side, taking her with him. They lay in each other’s arms with Dewi nestled against him. Eyes closed, she inhaled even as her fingers traced random patterns across his chest. “I love you,” she whispered. “Forever. I promise.”

“I love you, too, Dewi. I don’t understand why or how, but I do.” He nuzzled her hair. “I think Dellis Tadewi is a beautiful name. It’s unique, like you.”

She blushed. “It’s a stupid name,” she mumbled.

“No, it’s not. It’s unique. Something else we have in common. Unusual names.”

She settled deeper into his embrace. His body felt as if it had been sculpted to perfectly fit hers. “True.”

His fingers stroked her arm. She loved how natural it felt being with him, opening up to him, giving him her all, mind, body, soul…and her heart.

Something she’d never been able to give before.

“I have a feeling you have a lot more experience than I do in this area,” he softly admitted. “I promise I’ll do better.”

She giggled. “You do much better, you’ll make my brain explode. You’re fantastic. How could any of those three women ever give you up? Not that I’m complaining.” She gazed up into his face.

He shrugged a little as his expression darkened. She felt his pain again, sharp and keening. “One night each, and they said they’d call me later. None of them ever did.”

She froze. “You mean you were only with them one time each?”

“Yeah.”

Propping herself up on one arm, she gently turned his chin so he had to look at her. “You mean to tell me when we did it in the restaurant earlier, that was the fourth time, ever, you’d been with a woman?”

He nodded.

She fought conflicting waves of indignant rage at wanting revenge on his behalf, which were immediately followed by joy that she was, for all practical considerations, the only woman of any importance he’d ever had a relationship with, much less made love to. And guilt for the fact that she had not only had several more lovers than he had, but a lot more experience.

Pushing those emotions away, she kissed him. “How long has it been since you’ve been with someone else?”

He reddened again. “Three years. I’m neg, if that’s a worry.”

“Oh, baby.” She wanted to cry for him. She rested he head on his chest. “No, it’s not a worry. That’s not why I asked. That’s not an issue for shifters.” Waves of nervous worry and love washed off him.

Beck had never made her feel like this.

No one had ever made her feel like this. “Hold me tight,” she said. “I won’t break.”

His arms tentatively closed around her. “I understand if you’d rather me go home.”

“Stop,” she growled. “You are home.” He held a deep bubble of pain within him, predating her by years. “What do I have to say or do to convince you that I’m spending the rest of my life with you?”

At first, he didn’t answer. After a few moments, he softly said, “Being here when I wake up in the morning’s a good start.”














​Chapter Four




​Holy crap!

Ken stared at the ceiling and ruffled his hair with one hand.

His other arm was firmly curled around Dewi, who’d fallen asleep tightly clinging to his side. Asleep she looked beautiful, vulnerable…

Normal.

Christ. In the space of less than twelve hours his life had gone from boring loneliness to whacked out and lovestruck.

He reached over and brushed a few stray strands of hair from her face.

It didn’t make any sense. It went against every logical cell in his body. She was fire and hurricanes and earthquakes and tornadoes and every freaking unpredictable natural disaster rolled into one sweet and gorgeously sexy body.

And he was…

Boring.

Predictable.

Logical.

Geeky.

He was also indisputably, irrevocably in love with her. And she was still here this morning, even in sleep clinging to him as if afraid he’d leave her.

As if.

Sunlight peeked through the curtains, but from the color and length of the shadows it couldn’t be very late. Maybe around seven.

His stomach grumbled and he needed coffee.

She stretched next to him and made a contented sound. “Mmm. Coffee.”

He smiled. “You heard my thoughts?”

One mocha eye opened. “Oooh, yeah. I’m glad you like coffee. I’m a real bear in the morning before I’ve had my coffee.”

“Is that literal bear or metaphorical one?”

She smiled and kissed him. “Metaphorical one. Badger won’t even talk to me before I’ve got my hands on a cup. The only animal I shift into is a wolf.”

He propped himself on one elbow. “How about I go down and make us some and bring it up?”

“Mmm. I like the sound of that.” She stretched again with her arms over her head, lengthening her body and stirring interest between his legs. “Badger left a while ago,” she said. “I heard the garage door go up. We’ve got the house to ourselves for at least another hour.”

“Then I’ll go down and get cracking on that coffee.”

“Filters, coffee, and sugar are in the cabinet to the left of the fridge. Milk’s in the fridge. Mugs are hanging over the sink. I take mine black. Use five scoops of grounds.” She rolled onto her tummy and grabbed his pillow, pulling it to her. “I’ll keep your side of the bed warm for you. Hurry back.”

Please don’t let her come to her senses about me.

He leaned in and kissed her. “I’ll hurry, I promise.”

He’d die for her sweet smile. “Good.”

On his way out of the room, he snagged her robe from where it had landed on the floor at the end of the bed. Huge on her, it fit him perfectly and he pulled it on as he took the stairs two at a time. A broad grin spread across his face as he descended to the kitchen. He belted the robe and whistled to himself as he found everything exactly where she said it’d be. The coffeemaker wasn’t hard to figure out. In a few minutes, he had it gurgling and brewing.

Maybe it was because he stood there deep in thought that he didn’t hear the door to the garage open. But when he found himself spun around and slammed against the fridge, back first, he didn’t have time to scream as the breath rushed out of his lungs.

The huge man’s blue eyes looked full of murderous rage as he easily pinned Ken to the fridge by his neck with one large hand.

“Who the fuck are you?” the guy growled.

The stranger stood at least six inches taller than him and had probably a hundred pounds on him. Mostly muscle, from the looks of it.

Ineffectually clawing at the hand steadily choking off his air, Ken tried to scream for Dewi, to tell her to run, call the cops.

To come save him.

“Answer me!” the guy demanded, shaking him.

Answering him was impossible considering he couldn’t even breathe. Lashing out, he managed to land a kick near the guy’s groin, which got him to loosen his grip long enough that Ken could suck in a breath and let out a scream.

“Dewi!”

The guy recovered almost immediately and slammed him hard against the fridge again as Ken heard her racing down the stairs.

“Beck!” she barked as she rounded the corner. “Let him go!”

The hand around his neck immediately disappeared as the guy flew twenty feet across the kitchen, where he slammed into the opposite wall, rattling dishes in the cabinet as he made impact.

Ken thought, Holy shit, she’s fucking strong, but his knees gave way. He sank to the floor as he clutched his neck and gasped for air.

Dewi had grabbed his shirt and pulled it on as she ran downstairs. She knelt in front of him, her hands gentle on his throat as she examined him.

“Are you okay, baby?” she asked.

His fear immediately fled. Apparently she knew the asshole who’d just tried to kill him, and her concern was his own well being.

He managed a nod even as he coughed.

She helped him to his feet, still fussing over him before she finally convinced herself he was okay. She kissed him, her relief nearly palpable.

Then she turned on the guy, who’d picked himself up off the floor. She shoved him again, hard. “What the fuck, Beck? What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

Ken prayed she never got that angry with him.

The man held up his hands, warding her off. “Look, I show up and find a strange guy I’ve never seen before standing in your kitchen and wearing your robe, what the fuck am I supposed to think?”

Even though the guy had over a foot of height and at least a hundred and fifty pounds on her, he almost seemed scared of her.

“It’s not my fault you didn’t call before you dropped by.” She shoved him again, hard, driving him back against the wall. “If you’d hurt him, I would have had to fucking kill you!”

Confusion painted the man’s face. “What?”

“He’s my mate.”

Disappointment fleetingly replaced confusion on the man’s face before he schooled his expression into something appearing reasonably calm. “Ah. Sorry,” he softly said. “I didn’t know.”

“I was going to call you today and tell you. It happened last night. I wasn’t expecting you back in town today.”

Ken watched the exchange, his fear displaced by curiosity. There was no mistaking this guy had the hots for Dewi. Obviously he was very familiar to her if he had access to the house. From the man’s reaction, Ken suspected they had an intimate relationship.

She dropped him for me?

He tried to feel jealous and couldn’t. It shocked him, happily, to realize he felt her devotion for him radiating from her. No matter what her previous relationship with this guy, she now only had eyes for Ken.

Dewi backed off and crossed her arms across her chest. Her voice gentled. “I’m sorry, Beck. You know how it works. It just happens.”

“Yeah.” He glanced at Ken. “I just always hoped it’d happen for us one day.” Ken flinched as the guy walked over, hand extended. “Sorry I scared you, man. I didn’t know. Hope I didn’t hurt you. Dawson Beckett. Call me Beck.”

Ken hesitated. After a glance at Dewi, who nodded, he shook hands with the guy. “Hea…Ken. Ken Ethelbert.”

Dewi’s amused smile behind Beck’s back warmed Ken’s heart. She walked over and hooked her arm through Ken’s. “His name’s Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert, but he’s agreed Ken might be an easier name to go by.”

Ken gave Beck credit for trying. The larger man’s face twitched before an amused snort broke through. “Sorry. Badger meet him yet?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Last night. He went to the store this morning.”

“I wondered. Truck’s gone and the garage door’s standing open.” He leaned against the counter and didn’t make eye contact with Ken. “Welcome to the family,” he said to Ken.

Ken glanced down at Dewi, who stared up at him with an unmistakable expression of pride and love. “Thanks,” he said.

Beck took a deep breath and gave him a forced smile. “Guess it’s to the guest room for me from now on.”

“Beck, you knew this might happen one day,” Dewi said. “I faced the chance of it happening to you first. It’s the way we are.”

“I know, kiddo. It’s all right.”

Ken now realized Beck, while in great shape, was older than Dewi, even though he didn’t look that much older. From the lines at the corners of Beck’s eyes, Ken suspected the man was at least ten years older than her.

“Beck’s my partner,” she said. “Enforcer,” she quickly added. “We’ve worked together for years.”

“Not just worked together, I take it,” Ken quietly said.

Dewi blushed, but Beck smiled, the expression looking genuine this time. “Damn, the guy’s got balls.”

“Why is everyone concerned with my testicles?”

Beck roared with laughter. “Now I know you’ve met Badger. Well, it’s like this. How much have you two talked about the shifter stuff?”

“Before or after I fainted last night?” he snarked.

Might as well admit it now. Badger will probably spill the beans anyway.

Beck grinned. “Dewi, you know, I’m not exactly happy he gets to spend the rest of his life with you instead of me, but let me tell you something—I like him already.”

Next to him, he felt her relief. “I’m glad,” she said. “Does that mean you won’t try to kill him again?”

Ken rubbed at his neck. He supposed he’d have to wear a dress shirt and a tie to work in the morning to hide the bruises that would surely appear.

“I promise I won’t try to kill him again. Sheesh. I said I’m sorry. Anyway, back to the shifter stuff. It’s like this. She’s unique among the Targhee pack. Hell, she’s unique among shifters, as far as we can tell. She’s a Prime Alpha.”

“We hadn’t got that far in the explanations,” she mumbled, still clinging to him. Ken shifted position so he could drape his arm around her shoulders. He loved the way she felt so perfect there, and how she slipped her arm around his waist as she cuddled closer to him.

Beck poured himself a cup of coffee. “Alphas aren’t rare, but they’re not very common. While there are dominant females, most aren’t Alphas. Most Alphas are males. I’m an Alpha. Enforcers are, except for Dewi here, usually Alpha males, because they normally can’t be back at the pack full-time anyway. Especially if they’re related to the pack Alpha, and doubly especially if they’re a Prime. Too much butting of heads. So they frequently get sent out to be Enforcers.

“But a Prime Alpha is rare. Usually, the pack Alpha is a Prime. I don’t know how to explain it to someone who didn’t grow up in a pack.”

When Ken nodded, Beck continued. “Prime Alpha females are unheard of. Until Dewi, we’d never had one, never even heard of one in another pack. That’s why she had to leave the pack when she was a kid. Her older brother, Peyton, would have ended up killing her.”

Ken felt horrified. “What?”

“He couldn’t have helped it,” Beck said. “It’s instinctive. When a Prime comes of age and matures, if they challenge the pack Alpha, there’s a fight for control of the pack. Winner takes over. If you’ve got two grown men, they don’t kill each other—most of the time. Especially if they’re in the same family. The loser normally has enough sense of self-preservation, and love for the other one, to back down, submit, take a knee, and bare their throat. Usually, a Prime won’t make a play for control until his twenties, at the earliest. Or instead of fighting, he’ll leave and start his own pack. Especially if he’s found a mate already.”

Beck indicated Dewi. “But try pitting a thirty-five year-old man, a Prime Alpha in top physical condition, against an extremely hormonal twelve-year-old girl who is convinced she can kick that man’s ass. A girl who refuses to back down unless she’s taken down. It’s a recipe for disaster. If the loser doesn’t submit, they’re killed.”

Shocked, Ken looked at her. “He would have killed you? Your own brother?” The thought horrified him.

“Not willingly,” she softly added. “I was pretty cocky. Peyton didn’t want to hurt me. Everyone knew if I did manage to kill him that I’d feel horrible about it after I calmed down. And I was way too young to even think about running the pack. That’s why they sent me away. So I wouldn’t challenge him.”

Protective anger welled inside Ken. “Your own family sent you away when you were twelve?” That explained why she’d lived here in Florida for thirteen years.

She nodded. “Peyton named me Head Enforcer first. Made me stay away for two years before I could return to Idaho. Badger and Beck had to go back with me and swear I would stay in control. Peyton made me swear on their lives that I would stay in control and wouldn’t challenge him.”

“What?”

She nodded and looked a little chagrinned. “Peyton knew I loved them and would do anything to protect them. They raised me. It was smart, on his part.”

Beck grinned. “Let me tell you something about scrotum-shriveling terror, buddy. Me and Badger went through it, standing there with a pucker factor of about ninety-nine on a scale of one-to-ten, and praying she wouldn’t go batshit and try to rip Peyton’s throat out during her official appointment ceremony. They literally held guns to our heads and would have killed us where we stood. No one breathed until she took a knee and bared her throat.”

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

She held on to Ken. “No one will hurt you,” she softly assured him. “You’re my mate. Mates are protected. Especially human mates, because they’re not as strong as shifters. Intentionally hurting someone’s mate is an automatic death sentence.”

“It’s just that most of the time, the Alphas’ mates are women,” Beck said. Ken caught his teasing tone, meant playfully, not insulting.

Ken held her closer, more for his own comfort than hers. “How old are you?” he asked Beck.

“Forty-nine.”

She rose up on her toes to give Ken a kiss. “I’ll be right back. Little girls’ room.” She glared at Beck, but he held up his hands.

“Don’t worry,” Beck snarked. “He’s safe.”

Her expression softened. “Thank you.” She headed out of the room.

Beck watched her leave. A moment later, Ken heard a door close somewhere past the dining room.

When Beck looked back at Ken, the man smiled again, this time in a knowing way.

“Dude,” Beck softly said, “if your unasked question is if I banged a minor, no, I didn’t. I held her at arm’s length until she turned eighteen while I took my fair share of cold showers.” He took a sip of coffee. “And she approached me, not the other way around. Before you still think I’m an asshole for doing that, keep in mind a twelve-year-old Prime Alpha wolf is the human equivalent of a twenty year-old human in many ways. An eighteen-year-old is usually ready to start a family. We have a life span of several hundred years or longer, if we don’t get ourselves killed.”

Ken decided to take the high road. “I’m sorry.”

Beck waved him off. “No, it’s okay. She’s right, I should have called first. I flew in early from a job and headed straight here.” He shrugged. “You want the truth? I envy you. But it’s how things are done in our kind. If I’d found my mate before she found you, our positions would have been reversed.” Ken didn’t miss the brief sadness that flickered in his eyes. “I guess I always knew it wouldn’t happen if we didn’t feel it that first time. Doesn’t keep a man from wanting it, though.” He studied his coffee mug.

To take the pressure off Beck for a moment more than anything, Ken walked around the counter to get his glasses, where Dewi had placed them the evening before. When he put them on, the room went blurry.

“Holy shit.”

Dewi, who’d been on her way back, dashed around the corner and into the kitchen, immediately tense, on alert. “What? What’s wrong?”

He laughed and pulled his glasses off, examining them. “No, it’s okay.” He looked around the room and it struck him that, for the first time in as long as he could remember, everything appeared crystal clear to him without his glasses.

Glasses on, blurry. Off, clear.

“Damn.” He looked at her. “My eyes are…working.”

“What?”

He nodded and looked around. “I can see without my glasses. I mean, I could see without them before, but everything used to be blurry. I couldn’t even read without them.” He walked over to the canister of coffee still sitting on the counter and read the label without any hesitation. “I’ve worn glasses since grade school. This is incredible.”

She smiled. “Perk of being mated to a Prime Alpha wolf,” she teased.

“You knew this would happen?”

“No, but it’s not unusual for mates to go through some subtle changes.”

“Getting perfect eyesight back isn’t exactly subtle.” He turned to her and started to speak when Badger burst through the door to the garage, plastic bags in his arms.

He’d already started to scream, “Dew—” when he lumbered to a stop and looked at them. “Oh. I see ye already know Beck’s here.”

“Yeah,” she said. “They met.”

Beck stepped over and took some of the groceries from the older man. “Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt him. Just scared the crap out of him.”

Badger breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to know. I’d hate fer her to have to kill ye. Someone help me unload the truck and I’ll get breakfast started since yer all standing around uninjured and being lazy and all.”

Beck volunteered, leaving Ken and Dewi alone in the kitchen. She turned and wrapped her arms around him even as she seductively ground her hips against his. “Let’s take our coffee upstairs and get a shower.”

It amazed him how instinctive it felt letting his hands stroke her ass. And he loved the look of her wearing his shirt. “You don’t want to take a shower,” he teased. “You want to nail me in the shower.”

She grinned. “Guilty.” This time, he caught a hint of playful wolf in the expression. “Who says you can’t read my mind yet?”




* * * *




Ken didn’t bother trying to resist her when she wanted to make love in the shower.

Hell, he didn’t want to resist her.

He took her against the shower wall as steam filled the bathroom. He tried to go slow and take his time, but she felt too damn good and begged him to fuck her hard and fast.

He obliged.

Somehow, he managed to hold his climax back until after he felt her release start. Then he let loose, moaning with her, his cheek pressed against her wet hair as water rained down on them. They stood there under the spray for a moment, motionless.

“You okay?” she asked.

He smiled. “Yeah. I’m okay.” He kissed her, enjoying the way her body seemed to perfectly mold to the shape of his. They stood like that for a few minutes until she reluctantly stepped away after giving him another kiss. She grabbed her razor and gel and started shaving.

Watching her shave her legs fascinated him. She looked amused. “What?”

He knew he wore a goofy grin and didn’t care. “I like watching you.” How did he admit he’d never had this experience before? That he had never showered with a woman before.

Never had a blissful morning after to enjoy before.

Her bashful smile warmed his heart. He knelt, reached out, and stroked her now smooth leg. “I love everything about you. Even watching you do this. Does that sound stupid?”

“No, I think it’s sweet.” She looked at him. “I like it.”

His fingers stroked her smooth flesh, over the rounded, hard bump of her ankle, up her calf. “I still can’t believe you’d choose me over Beck,” he admitted.

She finished her other leg and turned to him, pulled him to his feet, and wrapped her arms around him. “I chose you because you’re the perfect mate for me. It’s not how humans do things, but wolves don’t need to get divorced, either the ones that spend their lives on four feet or the ones on two. We mate for life.” She kissed him. “We mate when we’ve found the perfect person for us.”

He couldn’t resist running his hands down her back, over the dip between her hips and over to her shapely ass. “Give me some time to get used to the fact that you really do want me.”

“For the rest of our lives, Heathcliff,” she said with a smile.

“I don’t know. I think Ken’s growing on me.”

She brushed her hand over his chin. “So’s your beard.” She reached out of the shower and grabbed a fresh disposable razor from the medicine cabinet. “Hold still.”

He complied as she lathered his face and carefully shaved him without nicking him once. When she finished, he rinsed his face and she nuzzled her nose against his cheek. “Much better,” she said.

“I could get used to being spoiled like this,” he teased.

“I don’t mind spoiling you like this.”

She shut the water off and handed him a towel. After drying off, he had no choice but to wear his clothes from the night before. He reached his shirt first, which had ended up on the end of the bed, where she’d discarded it after returning to the bedroom. It still smelled a little like her even from her brief wearing. When he turned to reach for where his briefs and slacks had been, he saw her standing there, his briefs in her hand.

She grinned. “How about going commando for me?”

He felt his face redden. “I don’t go commando.” He reached for them but she held them behind her back.

“Please?” She pouted, sticking her bottom lip out.

“I’ve never gone commando before. I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing it.” He hoped he wasn’t whining.

“How about just for today. Please? You’re not at work today.”

“No, I’m not at work, but I have work to do. I’ve got a pile of papers to grade, because someone interrupted me last night.” He reached around her, but she leaned away from him. She was, he belatedly realized, still naked. As she leaned back and to the side, her breasts proved too tempting and he bent down to lick her left nipple.

She sighed in pleasure and nearly melted against him.

Despite an effort of will on the part of his body screaming to fuck her again, he managed to keep his wits about him, reached around her, and snagged his briefs from her hand.

“That’s cheating,” she said, obviously amused by his trickery.

“About the only way I’ll get my way with you, isn’t it?” He kissed her. “I have a feeling I’ll spend most of my time ‘yes dearing’ you. Give me what few battles I can win against you, huh? Spare my pride?”

She kissed him again. “How about after breakfast you let Badger take you to your place so you can grab more clothes, get your bike, and then he’ll bring you back here. I have to sit in on a conference call. Pack business. Otherwise, I’d take you myself. Then I’ll let you use the office and I promise I’ll behave myself so you can grade your papers.”

He had a feeling there was more to her plan than just that. “And?”

“While you’re grading papers, you’ll go commando for me for the rest of the evening. Just around here. Please?”

Who was he trying to kid? He didn’t want to leave. The thought of spending a night without her nearly ripped his heart from his chest. “I have to be at work at eight tomorrow morning. I can’t ride my bike all that way.”

She nodded. “I’ll drive you myself. I promise. Every day.”

“You don’t mind driving me to work for the next four weeks?”

“Not in the least.”

“I might have a heart attack the way you drive.”

“Is it a deal?”

He kissed her, plunging his hand into her damp hair. “Of course it is. I have a feeling we won’t get much sleep, though.”




* * * *




By the time they’d returned downstairs, Beck and Badger had brought all the groceries in. Most were put away already, although a few bags of stuff still lay on the counter. From the bloated wad of empty plastic bags hanging on a cabinet knob, it looked like Badger had shopped for an army.

“What the hell did you buy?” she asked.

“I’m not used to feeding a grazer,” Badger griped. “I’m used to feeding wolves. Wolves are easy to satisfy. Meat and coffee. As long as I keep those two things in stock, my throat stays intact. Well, and dark chocolate fer ye when yer especially bitchy,” he teased.

She pulled a box out of one bag. “Fa-kin?”

He nodded toward Ken. “Fake bacon. Fer yer mate. If he likes it, I’ll keep it in stock. The woman at the store said they sell a lot of it.”

Ken fought the urge to laugh. He sensed Badger was making an uncharacteristically major effort for his benefit. Dewi caught his eye and winked.

He winked back. Suspicion confirmed. “Thanks, Badger,” he said.

“Though, I can’t blame ye if ye don’t like it. We’ll keep trying until we find something to yer tastes.”

“Pancakes, scrambled eggs, cereal, oatmeal, fruit, yogurt—anything like that’s fine with me. But I do appreciate it. I’ll eat pretty much anything you cook except meat.”

Badger hooked a thumb toward the fridge. “Stocked a whole farm’s worth of fruit, veggies, and salad stuff fer ye, too. Couple of kinds of salad dressing. Cheese and yogurt.”

Dewi hugged the man. “Thanks, Badger.” She kissed his cheek.

He looked even gruffer, but puffed up just the same. “Gotta keep my girl happy. If yer boy there starves to death, I imagine ye wouldn’t be verra happy.”














​Chapter Five




​Beck disappeared upstairs to a guest room to unpack. Dewi had asked Beck to stay because she had a lot of things she wanted his help to teach Ken. Ken also surmised that Dewi was especially protective of Ken and wanted Beck around to help her keep him safe.

He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know why she worried about his safety.

Badger started cooking a huge breakfast feast and wouldn’t let Ken help at all. “Naw, first morning in the family, I’ll take it easy on ye,” he said, amused. “But after today, ye pull yer own weight.”

Dewi hovered around Ken, touching him, kissing him, and draping herself over him as he sat on a stool at the counter.

He didn’t mind in the least. His brain had started to surrender to the fact that she really did appear to want him as much as he wanted her.

“Badger, he needs to go get his stuff and pick up his bike from the pub we were at last night. Can you take him after we eat? I’ve got that call. Since Beck’s back, he needs to sit in on it.”

It surprised Ken that he didn’t feel the slightest bit jealous at the thought of Beck being alone with Dewi.

Badger nodded from his place by the stove. “Aye. I wondered if ye’d want me to take him.” He glanced at Ken with a teasing expression. “I promise I won’t let him run off.”

Ken stared at Dewi and knew the adoration in her eyes matched his own expression. “No chance of me running off,” he said. “I promise.”

Dewi grinned.

He knew he’d kill to see her grin like that again.




* * * *




After a long, drawn out good-bye kiss where Dewi didn’t want to let Ken go, Badger clucked impatiently. “Come on, girlie. Let him go. I’ll bring him back safe and sound. Yer call begins in five minutes. Ye keep Peyton waiting, he’ll want to rip a strip outta yer hide.”

“He can try,” she growled before nuzzling Ken’s neck again.

He kissed her one last time before she let him gently push her away. “I don’t want you getting in trouble,” he said. “We’ll be back soon. It won’t take long. I promise.”

She looked…well, like a lost puppy. “Hurry back.”

“We will,” Badger insisted. He’d left his truck parked outside and opened the passenger door. “Get in, ye lovestruck man.”

Ken realized the thick stands of pine lining the drive actually comprised a tree farm. As they drove toward the main gate, Badger noticed his reaction. “Lots of privacy out here,” he said. “No neighbors close by, and we’ve got a large place to begin with. Nearly five hundred acres.”

Something still bothered him. “Where are her parents? Do they live in Idaho, too?”

Badger’s expression darkened. “Dead. When she was just a wee, tiny pup, only six months old. Murdered. Bastard nearly killed her, too.” As if anticipating Ken’s next question, he continued. “By a rogue wolf, or somethin’. We don’t know fer sure. There’s some that thinks what Dewi went through is what triggered her Prime. She was a fighter from the beginning. In the hospital she fought to stay alive despite her injuries.”

“How long have you been with her?”

“I raised her. Peyton and Trent were too busy to do it, what with losing their parents and running the pack. They asked me to step in. Not that they didn’t love her, because they do. She’s their baby sister, after all. But they knew her being a Prime Alpha would lead to special problems later.”

“So you are her father, then.”

“I raised her, if that’s what ye mean. In her heart, perhaps I am her father, but not by blood.” He looked at Ken as he slowed for the gate to open. “Do ye know how long it’s been since we’ve seen her smile, lad?”

Confused, Ken shook his head. She’d smiled a lot in the short time he’d known her.

“Until she met ye, the last time I saw her smile was before her parents were murdered. And she was only six months old when that happened. Like I said, just a wee, tiny pup.” He returned his attention to the road. “I just wanted ye to know that. If ye have any doubts about how she feels about ye—don’t.”




* * * *




Yellow crime scene tape still blocked the entrance to the pub, but they didn’t see any marked police cruisers. There were cars in the lot, the other businesses normally open on Sundays doing trade as usual.

Badger stopped the truck at the far end of the parking lot as his shrewd gaze scanned the area. “I don’t think there’s any cops around. Where’s yer bike? Let’s get this done quick.”

Ken pointed at his bike, the only one chained to the rack three stores down from the pub. Badger pulled up next to it and got out with him, the older man still scanning the area.

The pub door opened. A man Ken suspected was a detective walked out and toward them.

Under his breath, Badger uttered a foreign oath Ken thought might be Gaelic. “Steady, lad,” he muttered to Ken.

The detective walked up to them and flashed a badge. “Detective Berringer, Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office. Is this your bike, sir?”

Ken nodded, resisting the urge to swallow nervously.

“Were you here at the pub last night?”

He nodded again, his heart racing.

“Were you alone or with someone?”

“Alone.”

“A man was murdered here last night. Did you see anything?”

Badger reached out and touched Ken’s arm, as if the news shocked him and he needed to hold on to steady himself. Then Ken heard the whisper of Badger’s voice in his head, telling him what to say.

“I was already on my way out the door when I heard a loud bang,” Ken said. “I didn’t look back because everyone started running. I figured I’d better start running, too.”

The detective nodded and whipped out a notepad. “What’s your name, sir?”

“Ken.” He winced as he felt Badger’s amusement. “Dr. Heathcliff McKenzie Ethelbert. My…family calls me Ken.” Strangely, he realized that didn’t feel like a lie.

They were his family now.

The cop shook his head, obviously wanting to laugh and only his professional demeanor holding him back. “Why did you leave your bike here, sir?”

More silent nudging from Badger. “I don’t live far. When I heard people talking about it being a shooting, I decided to head home.”

“You didn’t see who shot the man?”

“No. I didn’t know what was going on at first. I heard people behind me screaming about a gun.”

The cop turned his attention to Badger after looking at Ken’s ID and getting his information. “And you are?”

“Badger,” he said with a grin. He released Ken’s arm and offered his hand to shake with the cop. When he made contact, Ken noticed Badger’s grip tightened and the cop’s face went blank.

Badger’s voice dropped to a low, growly tone. “Ye know he’s got nothing to do with this.”

The detective nodded, his voice sounding flat. “He’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Do ye have any leads?”

“Someone said they thought they saw a woman, but others swore one of his friends shot him.”

“There wasn’t a woman. They’re mistaken. A woman wouldn’t shoot him. It was one of Peckingham’s friends. They’re all scumbags anyway. Ye’ll find the gun he used up on the roof where he threw it after the shooting, when he ran like a scalded cat.”

The detective slowly nodded. “Up on the roof.”

Badger nodded back. “Good man. Then all ye have to do is make that bastard, Dallas, break first. He’ll agree he saw Kennings shoot him. Taylor will gang up on him, too. They planned it together.”

The detective nodded again. “Okay.”

“Say it back to me.”

“Break Dallas first. Kennings shot him. Taylor will gang up on him, too. They planned it together.”

“Good man.” Badger released him. The detective stood there for a moment, his face blank, before he shook his head.

“Was there anything else, detective?” Badger asked.

He frowned. “No, thank you. You’ve both been very helpful.”

Badger grinned. “Any time, detective.” The detective turned and reached for a radio on his hip. They heard him calling for someone to get him roof access as he walked back into the pub.

Badger nudged Ken. “Let’s make this quick, lad,” he muttered.

Ken quickly unlocked his bike and Badger helped him load it in the truck’s bed. “What gun?” Ken whispered. “On the roof?” Then he realized Dewi’s gun, which had been on the counter when they went up to bed last night, had been missing that morning.

Badger nodded. “Aye. Ye didn’t think I was at the grocery store all that time this morning, did ye?” He winked.














​Chapter Six




​Back inside the truck, Ken gave Badger directions to his apartment.

“So, can all shifters do that?” Trying to deny everything he’d seen and felt would be a waste of time and energy. Best to just go with it and accept it unless something new cropped up.

The fact that a gorgeous woman was in love with him was already stretching the bounds of his credulity to start with, never mind the wolf stuff.

“Do what?” Badger asked.

“The mind control stuff.”

Badger grinned. “Naw. Only Prime Alphas have the ability to do that.”

“You’re a Prime Alpha?”

Badger cackled. “I know I don’t look like much now, lad, but I just celebrated my three hundred and tenth birthday this past January. I’ve seen a lot of miles on this body, as if ye couldn’t tell that. Why do ye think they gave Dewi to me to care fer? No one else could’ve handled her except another Prime.”

“Is Beck a Prime?”

“Him? Naw. He’s more muscles than anything. Nice boy, but I knew she’d never have him as her mate. Primes never pick another Alpha. They need someone…eh, different.”

Ken knew Badger hadn’t meant any offense by his comment, but it still stung his pride. “You mean someone weaker.”

Badger stopped for a red light. “Just because yer not an Alpha or a shifter don’t mean yer weak. Yer already standing up to her. Ye’ve got a backbone on ye. And a right good pair of bollocks.”

He laughed and drove forward when the light turned green again. “But two Alphas, especially if one’s a Prime, that’s a recipe fer murder, not marriage. It’s not heard of. It’s Beck’s own fault if he got his hopes up.”




* * * *




Belatedly, Ken prayed his stepbrother hadn’t picked today to make one of his rare appearances. Usually, he went weeks, if not months, without seeing him.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Badger’s keen gaze as the shifter quickly scoped out the apartment complex. Not the best, but not the worst, either. Three blocks north of the northernmost boundary of the USF Tampa campus, he could bike to work and arrive in ten minutes, on a good day.

“If ye don’t mind me asking, why don’t ye drive? Ye showed the detective a driver’s license.”

Ken fumbled his key as he tried to unlock the door. “It’s a long story.”

“I’m up fer it.”

He let him in and nervously scanned the apartment for any signs of Dave.

Apparently, nothing escaped Badger’s keen powers of observation. “Missing someone?”

He hated that he felt his face turn red. “I’m hoping my brother isn’t home.”

“Ye live with yer brother?”

“No. He crashes here on occasion. The rare occasion.”

Badger walked through the small living room, looking around at the sparse furnishings. “The rarer, the better, I take it?”

“You take it correctly.”

Badger crossed his arms and turned to him. “Tell me. I need to know these things.”

He didn’t feel any mind control mojo from Badger. “He’s in and out of jail. He’s my stepbrother, not my real brother. He’s five years older than me, and he bullied me from day one. I was seven and he was twelve when his father married my mom.”

“So he’s in or out of jail now?”

“Out, last time I heard. I haven’t seen him in several weeks. He usually shows up here needing money and a place to stay when his latest girlfriend gets sick of him and kicks him out.”

“Ah.” Badger leaned against the counter. “I take it yer not fond of him. So why do ye put up with him?”

“Because I’m fond of keeping my teeth.”

Badger surveyed the tiny apartment again. “Ye teach over at the university. How much ye making?”

“Fifty grand a year.”

Badger arched an eyebrow at him.

“Yeah, I’ve bailed him out. So sue me, I’m a Virgo. Rescues-Are-Us. I learned my lesson a long time ago, but I’m still paying off the debt he’s put me in. Every time I move, he still manages to find me.”

“He won’t find ye this time,” Badger growled. “He steps foot on my property, he’ll be singing soprano if I get me hooks into him. If Dewi doesn’t tag him first, that is.”

Ken’s stomach rolled. “I don’t like him, but I don’t want him dead, either.”

“Dead and disemboweled can be mutually exclusive.” Badger’s expression softened. “Go pack yer things. Take as much as ye can this trip. I’ll get some boxes for ye this week so we can get ye moved proper. Money’s no longer an issue for ye. They’ll give ye a job doing something fer the pack, once yer up to it. Fer a lot more money than yer making now. Most likely with computers, since that’s yer strength. Peyton’s been wanting to update the network anyway.”

“But I enjoy teaching.”

Badger waved away his objection. “I’m sure Dewi will be able to persuade ye.” He looked around again. “Not many pictures. Where’s the rest of yer family?”

His face heated again. “I don’t have any,” he mumbled.

Badger turned and stared at him. “None?”

Ken shook his head.

“What about yer father? Yer mom and step-father?”

“My dad died when I was four. My step-father is doing life without parole in Starke.”

“Starke? The state prison?”

Ken nodded.

“What’d he do?”

“He killed my mom the day after I graduated from high school. Got drunk, then beat her to death with his bare hands when she told him she was leaving him.” He studied his hands. “She was waiting for me to graduate before she left him.”

Badger’s expression softened. “Oh. I see. I’m sorry, lad. No other family then?”

Ken shook his head. “Nope. Maybe some distant cousins somewhere, but none that I’m aware of.”

Badger walked into the kitchen. Ken heard him rummaging around. Ken continued to his bedroom and surveyed things. There really wasn’t much he wanted. His clothes, a few photo albums. His books, CDs, and DVDs were neatly arranged on second-hand shelves in the living room. This room held nothing more than his bed, closet, and a ratty yard-sale dresser.

Compared to the inviting warmth and comfort of Dewi’s house, this felt like a slum, and he knew it.

Ken heard Badger muttering to himself in the kitchen while he grabbed a suitcase and started cramming as much as he could into it. As embarrassing as it would be, he emptied the closet and dumped dresser drawers out onto the bed so he could put everything into trash bags.

Who was he kidding? He didn’t want to come back here to live. Ever.

Home was with Dewi.

He walked out to the kitchen to get the trash bags when he spotted Badger, head inside the fridge, and the counter covered with the fridge’s contents.

“What are you doing?”

Badger turned. “I wanted to see what a grazer normally eats.” He waved his hand at the counters. “Most of this is stuff I got, but I wanted to see if there was anything you might like that I didn’t have.” He started putting things back.

Ken fought the urge to laugh. This felt surreal, even by Salvador Dali standards. He found the box of garbage bags in a cabinet. “I’m kind of glad it’s you and not her with me,” he admitted. “I’d hate for her to see where I live.”

Badger scowled. “Listen, ye could be a bum under a bridge and she’d still be snout over tail into it fer ye. She loves ye fer who ye are, not what ye have.”

“Women usually want their boyfriends to at least be able to afford to buy them things. I’ve got nothing but a lot of debt. I can’t even afford to take her out to dinner someplace nice.”

Badger leaned against the counter. “Yer not getting it. She’s not yer girlfriend. She’s yer mate. Ye might as well propose to her and get it over with. Yer together till death do ye part.”

He felt himself redden again. “I can’t propose. I can’t even afford a ring.”

The other man’s face lit up. “Ah! That’s where I can help ye.” He reached into his pocket and fished something out, then held his hand out to Ken. In his palm lay three rings—two wedding bands, a man’s and a woman’s, and a gorgeous engagement ring.

Ken didn’t want to take them and fought against his prideful anger. “I don’t need a handout.”

“Dumbass. These were her parents’ rings. Trent gave them to me after their parents died. By all rights, he should have taken them as the eldest. Or Peyton could have taken them. But they wanted Dewi to have something, even a small something, of their heritage. This is history. It’s only right ye have them. We can have yer band sized, if need be.”

Badger’s rationale softened the sting. Ken carefully reached out and took them, examining the engagement ring. Several large diamonds swirled around a sapphire. He tried the man’s wedding band on his left ring finger.

It fit perfectly.

Badger grinned and let out a loud, pleased cackle. “See? Fate. Charles Bleacke was nearly as big and beefy as Beck. The fact that his ring fits ye perfectly should be proof yer exactly where ye should be.”

Ken couldn’t argue with that logic.

He didn’t want to, either.




* * * *




Badger helped him load his things into the truck. He grabbed his computer accessories, iPod charger, and other things he needed. He didn’t have a cell phone.

Dave had taken his last one and lost it, and he couldn’t afford another one. Besides, he didn’t really need one, and Dave would only steal it from him if he had one.

An hour later, they were in the truck and on the road again. “So, back to the question I’d asked ye,” Badger said. “Why don’t ye drive?”

“Because Dave wrecked the last two cars I owned. I’m lucky he didn’t kill anyone. I was underwater on the second car loan from the first one. Because he was drunk when he wrecked the second time, and because he didn’t have a valid license and wasn’t on my policy, my insurance wouldn’t pay the gap coverage. I still owe two grand on the loan, which I’m paying off. In addition to the other twenty grand I’m paying off on debts he caused me.”

He hated having to admit that, especially to Badger. Then again, maybe it was better admitting it to him than to Dewi.

Badger shook his head. “Jeezus,” he muttered.

“So I’ve ridden a bike for the past three years. Dave’s too lazy to ride a bike. He might steal it and pawn it, but I can replace a bike a lot easier than I can a car.”

“So ye can drive?”

“Yeah, but I’ve gotten so used to riding, I haven’t actually driven a car in a couple of years.”

“We’ll take ye car shopping this week.”

“That’s okay. I don’t mind riding my bike. I can’t afford a car. No one will give me a loan anyway, because my credit’s totally messed up. Not to mention insurance will be sky-high.”

He snorted. “Laddie, where we live there isn’t anything close enough within riding distance. And yer money’s no good now that yer family anyway. How ye going to get to work if yer not driving?”

“Dewi said she’d drive me.”

He scratched his chin. “Well, actually, she probably would be happier driving ye rather than letting ye out of her sight fer too long. I imagine she’ll be particularly possessive of ye these next few weeks while ye get settled in as mates.” He winked. “I’ll need to break out me ear plugs. Otherwise, I won’t be getting a wink of sleep with ye two going at it like a couple of crazed bunnies.”




* * * *




Ken wasn’t sure where he should take his stuff when they returned home. Dewi and Beck were nowhere to be seen.

“Take all yer clothes upstairs to yer bedroom,” Badger said as he tossed him a garbage bag. “Dewi’s room,” he clarified. “It’s both of ye’s room now.”

Ken carried it upstairs and started to toss the bag of clothes on the floor in the corner, intent on taking care of them later, when he realized half the dresser drawers stood ajar. When he investigated, he found them empty.

“I made room for you.” He jumped, startled by Dewi’s soft voice from the doorway. She wore a playful grin and walked across the bedroom to wrap her arms around him and kiss him. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too.” He realized he had. In a bad, bad way. When he laid eyes on her, his heart started racing, throbbing, his body wanting to curl around hers and hold her forever.

And his cock hardened like forged steel.

He swallowed hard. “Finished with your call?”

She nodded. “All done.”

Badger lobbed two bags through the doorway. “I’m not lookin’!” he called as he quickly turned and headed downstairs for another load.

She laughed but didn’t pull her gaze from Ken’s face. “Is there much more?”

“I brought all my clothes this time. I need boxes for a lot of the other stuff.”

She planted a kiss on him, so deep and passionate he considered taking her to bed right then except Beck appeared in the doorway with another load and dropped it.

“The office is all yours whenever you’re ready,” Beck said. “We’re finished with our conference call.” He turned and left.

“I love you, Dewi,” Ken whispered. “I don’t know why this happened, but I’m glad it did. I hope you don’t change your mind about me.”

“Never,” she assured him. Then she grabbed his hand. “Come on. I’ll help you unload.”

After they unloaded, she gave him a tour of the house. All he’d really seen of it so far was the garage, kitchen, her bedroom, which was the master bedroom, and her bathroom. Four bedrooms upstairs, each with its own bath. With some relief, Ken noted the bedrooms Badger and Beck occupied were the farthest from theirs.

Downstairs were the kitchen and breakfast areas, a large, formal dining room, a living room, the office, a workout room, a huge, comfortable family room where they watched TV, and an enclosed lanai that could be used as another outside room if the weather was right. A large hot tub sat off to the side, secluded behind several large potted palms that screened it from both the pool and the house. A small pool house completed the ensemble. The gigantic pool looked more like a serious training pool than one meant for family recreation.

“It’s a fifty-meter pool,” she said in answer to his unasked question. She pointed to the large backyard. “We’ve got trails all through the woods,” she explained. “For running and training. And a shooting range. We keep that separate from the house. It’s about a hundred yards that way.” She pointed.

He noticed that, with the exception of the sound of her voice, the sound of the A/C handler running somewhere nearby, birds, and the gentle breeze through the surrounding pines, he heard…

Nothing.

No traffic.

How long since he’d been able to close his eyes and not hear something?

Too damn long.

He did just that—closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and listened.

After a few moments, she laced her arm through his. “You look happy,” she said.

He nodded. “I am. This is great.”

“Peaceful.”

“Yeah.”

“Wait’ll you see Idaho. Even better. Gorgeous mountains.”

“I did mention I hate to fly, right?”

“Maybe I can convince you.”




* * * *




Ken opened his eyes and looked at Dewi. Dewi loved his eyes, sweet and brown, giving and honest. What you saw was what you got.

“Can I help you grade your papers?” she asked.

“Thanks, but it’s okay. It’ll only take me a couple of hours.”

“After dinner, we can take a swim.”

She felt him tense. “Maybe just a dip in the hot tub,” he countered.

“Please?”

“I’m not much into swimming.”

“It’s a heated pool. It won’t be cold.”

“That’s okay.”

There was more. “Can you swim?”

“Define swim.”

“You can’t swim?”

He shook his head, his face turning red. “If by swimming you mean sinking to the bottom of the pool like a rock, sure. If by swimming you mean not drowning, then no, not so much.”

She draped her arms around his neck. “I’ll teach you.” She bumped her hips against his, grinning when she felt his bulge stiffen in response. “We can even make love in the pool later, after everyone else is asleep.”

“Ah. So that’s your plan. I should have guessed.”

“You’re complaining because I want to make love to you in the pool?”

He smiled. “No. I’m still trying to accept the fact that you want to make love to me at all.”

I really need to work on his self-esteem. “You go get your work done so we can play.”

“By play you mean fuck like bunnies.”

“How would you define play?”

He kissed her, tentatively at first, then growing bolder. Her lips parted for him and she felt his confidence build as he explored and tasted. When he lifted his head, she fought the urge to drag him upstairs to bed. “That’s a good start,” he said.

She fixed him lunch. After, she helped him get settled in the office and pulled the door mostly shut with the promise not to distract him. If she couldn’t spend the afternoon in bed with her mate, she could blow off steam working out. She changed into workout clothes and returned downstairs. She had Pink screaming in her earbuds as she abused the elliptical machine when a tap on her shoulder startled the hell out of her.

Beck stood there, his face an unreadable mask. She pulled out an earbud. “What’s wrong?”

“Mind if I work out, too?”

“Why would I mind?” He didn’t answer, and then she realized why he asked. Forever, regardless of how many times they’d made love, despite being nearly as close as soulmates in many ways, there would now be an invisible barrier between them.

“I don’t mind,” she softly said.

He nodded and started toward the weight bench. She reached out and touched his arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I will be.” He smiled. “I know you wouldn’t pick someone not good enough for you. All I care about is that you’re happy.” He looked down at his hands. “Are you happy with him?”

She was happy, but despite knowing it was nature that brought them to this point, she couldn’t help feeling somewhat guilty. What she’d had with Beck she would have labeled love before last night. With Ken firmly embedded in her heart, the emotions she’d felt for Beck, she now realized, came nowhere close to love.

At least, not romantically. Love Beck? Yes, she still did.

As a friend and family, but not as a soulmate.

Not anymore.

“Yeah,” she said. “I love him. I’m happy.”

He smiled and nodded without looking up at her. “Good. That’s all that matters.” He walked over to the weight bench and started setting it up. Dewi popped her earbud back in, increased the resistance setting on the elliptical machine, and pushed herself even harder.














​Chapter Seven




​Ken, as he was quickly becoming comfortable thinking of himself, shifted uncomfortably in the office chair. He’d removed his underwear as Dewi had asked and felt nearly naked despite his clothes.

It didn’t help that every time he thought about her, or heard her somewhere outside the office, his cock thickened and stirred and wanted to go hunt her down and fuck her silly. Three hours later, he’d managed to get all his papers graded, hopefully accurately. He sat back, stretching in his chair.

Dewi softly tapped on the door and stuck her head in. “Done?”

He laughed. “How’d you know?”

A sweet grin creased her face. “I’ve been waiting.”

“Reading my mind again?”

“Sort of.” She stepped in and pushed the door closed behind her. He didn’t miss that she locked it. “I didn’t want to disturb you. I promised you I’d let you get your work done.” She walked over and crawled into his lap, kissing him.

Ken fought the urge to groan as his hands roamed her body. A drug. That’s what this felt like, an insatiable craving to be with her. Not even to be inside her, just to feel her flesh under his hands and have her close enough that her sweet scent filled his lungs.

After a few minutes, she stood and pushed his legs apart, a wicked smile on her face. “This is why I wanted you to go commando for me.” Faster than any human could move, she dropped to her knees and had his pants unzipped and his cock in her mouth.

“Ohh…jeezus!” he moaned. His hands automatically settled on her head, his fingers buried in her hair as she went down on him. Fast and hard his climax hit, totally beyond his control as she made those sweet contented-sounding noises again while she swallowed him.

No strength in his body, all he could do was sit there, eyes closed, while she nuzzled his spent cock and he stroked her hair.

Her tongue flicked out and licked his sac. “Good?”

He let out a long, loud laugh. When had he ever laughed this hard and this much? “Sweetie, do you even need to ask?”

“Yeah.”

It was her soft, nervous tone more than anything that forced him to open his eyes. Now he saw her worried expression as she sat there, her cheek pressed against his thigh, her eyes closed.

He grabbed her arm and dragged her back into his lap. “Dewi,” he hoarsely said, “let me set you straight about something. I’m the one worried you’ll come to your senses, not the other way around.” He caressed her soft, creamy cheek, his thumb lightly brushing over the subtle spray of freckles below her eye. “I’m not going anywhere as long as you’ll have me, baby. I swear it.”

She threw her arms around him and buried her face against his chest. It felt better than right to hold her like that, to comfort her, reassure her.

“I’ve never felt like this before,” she admitted, her voice muffled against his chest.

His fingers trailed along her arm. “Join the club. We’ll figure it out as we go along. Together.”

She snuggled even more tightly against him, as if trying to become one with him. “Together,” she agreed.




* * * *




Ken offered to help cook dinner. Badger didn’t turn him down. Dewi perched on one of the counter stools and watched the men cook. Badger focused on making meatballs for the three wolves and a vegetarian burger for Ken, while Ken threw together a salad and some mixed veggies for a side dish, as well as some garlic smashed potatoes.

Ken noticed someone was missing. “Where’s Beck?” he asked in what he hoped came out as a casual tone.

Dewi tipped her head toward the back sliders. “He went out to the gun range to empty a few boxes of ammo.”

Ken felt a little ill for more than one reason and tried to act nonchalant.

Dewi smiled. “Don’t worry. He’s not practicing to empty them into you.”

Ken forced a smile. “I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about how he’s feeling.”

Badger apparently couldn’t stifle his snort of amusement, even though he tried to disguise it as a cough.

Dewi made a noise at Badger that almost sounded like a growl. “What is your problem?”

Badger snickered as he shook his head. “Sorry, lass. I’m not used to having someone sensitive around who’s worried about others’ feelings, is all.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” she indignantly asked.

He turned, poking a pudgy finger at her in the air. “Listen to me, Dewi. I couldn’t love ye more if ye were me own flesh and blood. But do ye not remember second grade?”

Dewi blushed and looked down at the counter. “Yes,” she mumbled.

That piqued Ken’s interest. “What? What happened?”

When it was obvious that Dewi didn’t want to say, Badger piped up again. “I made her wear a dress to school for picture day. I got a call from the principal’s office a couple hours later. She’d beaten up a boy who’d told her she looked nice.”

Ken tried to process that. “Was he picking on her?”
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