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      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 her having 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 mission. She makes it her responsibility to help Beck track her down.

      Looks like the independent 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.

      [MF, paranormal romance, urban fantasy, wolf shifters, Alpha wolf shifter heroine, vegetarian geek cinnamon roll hero, IR (BWWM) romance between secondary characters, HEA]
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

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

      1) Bleacke’s Geek

      2) Geek Chic

      3) A Bleacke Wind

      4) Bleacke Spirit

      5) A Bleacke Christmas

      6) Geek-Speak

      7) Bleacke Expectations

      8) Bleacke Moments

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

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

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This one’s for Hubby and Sir, my own special geeks.

      A special shout-out to Vanessa W. in my Tymber’s Trybe reader group. I asked for input on the heroine’s name for this book, and her suggestion exactly hit the spot. :) And thanks to Bonnie C. for the name Lu’ana for one of the heroine’s sisters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Ken

      Ken closed his eyes as he floated on his back in the peaceful serenity of the pool. Outside the screened lanai dusk had settled, giving way to the quiet sounds of night falling across their nearly five hundred heavily wooded acres in rural southern central Pasco County.

      He’d spent the day finalizing plans for the new secure computer network the pack would be using. He’d been at it for over two weeks and was nearly ready to start testing the network and secure project management software he’d put into place on a dedicated virtual server. With Peyton appointing Dewi to lead the new expanded pack here in the Tampa area, they needed an easy—and secure—way to quickly communicate between the two pack councils and keep track of things.

      Then I can really focus on the wedding plans.

      That would be another battle. Peyton and Trent wanted to throw their baby sister a full formal wedding in Idaho.

      Dewi owned the title of Head Enforcer for the Targhee Pack and was a fierce Prime Alpha wolf shifter.

      But getting her into a froufrou wedding dress, which her two older brothers insisted she would wear, might take more advanced powers of persuasion than even Ken had over Dewi as her mate.

      I could always try crying.

      He discarded that idea.

      Nah, that would be pitiful, even for me.

      He didn’t open his eyes when he heard the sliders from the living room open, followed by the tell-tale click of lupine nails on the concrete pool deck. Then they sped up and stopped a fraction of a second before a huge wolf cannonballed into the pool, splashing Ken and fracturing the water’s smooth surface.

      Ken stood, feet touching bottom, and wiped the water from his eyes. Dewi emerged at the surface, shifting back from wolf form. Naked, her long, brown hair lay plastered to her skull and a wide grin split her face. She wrapped her body around him, grinding her hips against his through his bathing suit.

      She kissed him. “Hiya.”

      He smiled down at her. “Just couldn’t resist, could you?” Dewi and Beck been out handling some pack member issues down in Sarasota. Ken had heard her Saleen return a few minutes earlier, the car’s throaty, rumbling exhaust echoing off the trees surrounding the clearing the house sat in. He’d wondered how long it would take her to seek him out.

      Not long, as it turned out.

      “Nope. Never can resist a good cannonball.” She kissed him again. “I missed you.”

      He kissed her back, nibbling on her lower lip. “Missed you, too. But you were only gone a few hours.”

      “Nine hours and twenty-three minutes, to be exact.”

      “I didn’t realize how precise you were regarding time.”

      “When it comes to time away from you, every second sucks.”

      Over the past three weeks since the deadly showdown with Endquist, it’d been easier for Ken to settle into his role as Dewi’s mate and head computer geek for the Targhee Pack. It was obvious his sexy fiancée didn’t give two hoots about Ken’s body not being ripped with bulky muscles.

      Not like Beck, her fellow Alpha wolf shifter Enforcer…and former squeeze.

      “So when does Martin officially start working?” he asked.

      Dewi frowned. “Do we really have to discuss business right now?” She shifted her hips against his again, rubbing her body against his cock through the fabric of his swimsuit. “I’ve been working all day. I’ve earned my playtime.”

      Ken would not be distracted, however. “Babe, I know you’re not happy that Peyton made you take on another Enforcer. I get it. We all get it. You’ve made it abundantly clear. But you keep forgetting that having someone besides you, Beck, and Badger in the area will give you more playtime with me.”

      She looked downright pouty, her gorgeous mocha-colored eyes staring up at him. “Don’t need another Enforcer in the area,” she grumbled.

      “Oh, my god, Dewi. Stop it.” He untangled himself from her despite his cock’s protests to the contrary. “You need help. All three of you need help. If nothing else, Beck and Badger need the help, even if you don’t want it. When does he start?”

      She huffed a little. “He’s moving down this weekend,” she said. “Beck’s letting him stay at his place until Martin finds a place of his own. Beck’s going to stay here.” She looked like a thought had struck her. “I’m sorry. I should have asked if you were okay with that plan first. If you’re not, I can—”

      Ken kissed her again, long and hard, pulling her body close and cupping one hand around the nape of her neck. When he finished, his cock was screaming for action but he maintained control. With his forehead pressed against hers, he gently said, “I’m fine with Beck staying here. I don’t have a problem with Beck. We’ve been through this.”

      That wasn’t just magnanimous lip service on his part, either. He and Beck had come to a friendly and easy truce after Ken killed Endquist, saving both his own and Dewi’s lives in the process.

      Something even Beck admitted he might not have been able to manage under the circumstances, had their positions been reversed.

      Ken considered Beck more than just a friend. Ken considered Beck family. Yes, Beck had shared Dewi’s bed for several years. That didn’t matter to him.

      Ken knew where he stood in Dewi’s heart as her mate. Under any other circumstances, with any other woman, he knew he would have felt jealous and inferior compared to someone like Beck. The beefy man would have rankled Ken’s last nerve.

      But not as Dewi’s mate. Not when her love and devotion pulsed through every cell in her body and into him.

      It didn’t hurt that Ken couldn’t shake feeling guilty for swooping in and taking Beck’s place. Even though Beck had flat-out told him not to feel like that.

      I hope Beck finds a mate soon. I feel badly for him.

      Dewi caressed Ken’s cheek. “I feel bad for him, too,” she whispered.

      He smiled as he touched his index finger to the middle of her forehead and gently tapped. “I keep forgetting you can read my mind when we’re this close.” It was a quirk of their bond, and the fact that Dewi wasn’t just an Alpha, but a very powerful Prime, as well.

      “Sorry.”

      “No apologies. Stop it.”

      She snuggled into his arms again. “You eat dinner yet?”

      “Not yet. I was waiting for you. I grazed this afternoon. Eh, no pun intended.”

      Still, she snickered. “My vegetarian mate. I’m glad Peyton didn’t tease you about that.”

      “That makes two of us, babe.”

      “Ye damned heathen,” Badger bellowed from the open sliders. “Ye tryin’ to air-condition all of Florida? Close the feckin’ doors, girl. I raised ye better than that.”

      “Sorry,” she called out, even though the amused lilt in her tone told Ken she felt anything but repentant. “I was in a hurry.”

      “Hurry or not, the light bill is high enough as it is, young lady.” The older Prime Alpha wolf slammed the sliders shut.

      Dewi giggled. “I’m in trouble.” She draped her arms around Ken. “Want to get me into a little more trouble?”

      “Lucky for you, I grabbed two towels before I came out here.” He started edging them toward the stairs. “Badger will skin you alive if you drip water all over his clean floors.”

      “I’m not going to be able to coax you into pool sex right now, am I?”

      Ken rubbed noses with her. “Not when I’m this hungry, no.”

      “Dammit,” she muttered, letting him lead her to the stairs.

      “After dinner, baby,” he said. “Food first, fun later.”
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        * * *

      

      Dewi

      Ken managed to hold Dewi off until just after dinner. She unleashed her powers of persuasion on him after she closed the bedroom door behind them and then turned on him, dropping to her knees.

      This time, she would not be denied. She looked up into his sweet brown gaze as she worked on the button and zipper of his shorts. “Get that shirt off,” she growled. “I want you naked.”

      “Ooh, someone’s feisty,” he teased as he pulled his shirt off over his head and dropped it to the floor.

      She yanked down his shorts, and his briefs, and then let out a soft, satisfied moan echoed by him as she swallowed his stiff cock all the way down to the root.

      Settling in, she licked and sucked him, wanting to get him off like that and knowing she’d be able to get him off again later. She’d ached for him all day, their still relatively new mating bond roaring strong and fierce inside her.

      When he buried his hands in her hair and fisted it, she let out a happy growl.

      “I’m taking over, baby,” he whispered as he did just that, controlling her movements, now fucking her mouth instead of her sucking him.

      Like a switch being flipped, that sweet sensation of her soul melting took over. She wrapped her hands around the back of his thighs and held on as he set the pace, the tempo, how deep he eased his shaft between her lips, everything.

      Another happy moan escaped her.

      “That’s it, baby,” he whispered. “I know what you like.”

      Yes, she liked it. Loved it. Loved him, loved when he took over. No, this intimacy wasn’t something anyone else would ever witness, but just because she was physically stronger than him didn’t mean he didn’t own her completely.

      It was a two-way street, of course. And for the first time in her life, with Ken as her mate, she’d found safety in being able to let go to him, let him be in control of her in this way.

      After all, Ken had saved them both against a Prime Alpha wolf bent on killing them, despite a direct standing Prime order from her to Ken not to touch a firearm unless she was teaching him.

      Big bollocks, in Badger-speak.

      And he was all hers.

      Just like she was all his.

      Forever.

      Closing her eyes, she soaked in the waves of pleasure rolling from his soul as he slowly stroked his cock back and forth between her lips, her tongue flicking at the head and slit as he withdrew just to plunge in again.

      Sex with Beck had always been fun, but with him she’d never felt pleasure to the deepest recesses of her soul, the complete emotional satisfaction she got with Ken.

      She thought he was going to let her finish him off like that, but once again he showed her who was in charge. With a fist firmly gripping her hair, he pulled his cock from her mouth and urged her to her feet and over to the bed. There, he bent her over the end, face down.

      “Hands on the bed,” he whispered in her ear. “And don’t move.”

      Need pulsed through her, but disobeying him never crossed her mind. Not out of fear, but out of love and pleasure.

      He shoved the hem of her T-shirt up, then pulled her shorts and panties off and dropped them on the floor. Reaching between her legs, two fingers easily slid inside her.

      He chuckled. “My poor little wolf is all horny, huh?”

      She squirmed her hips against his hand, urging him to finger-fuck her. “Yes,” she gasped.

      But he pulled his hand away, drawing a disappointed moan from her.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” He stepped behind her, fisting his shaft and working it inside her. Once he was completely buried in her pussy, he folded his body over hers, lacing his fingers through hers and pinning her to the bed.

      He kissed the back of her right shoulder. “Who’s my mate?” he whispered.

      “Me!”

      They’d had a near-tragedy early on, when he’d bit her and she wasn’t ready for it, triggering her Prime Alpha to rage to the surface. She’d had to call for Beck to come punch her, to knock her out and derail the ugly chain reaction of events that almost transpired.

      But then, after Ken had managed to shoot and kill Endquist despite Ken’s own injuries, Dewi had felt a deep, overwhelming hunger to have her human mate mark her.

      And he had.

      And now, she wanted it again.

      He slowly withdrew from her, until just the head remained inside. When she tried to flex her hips and fuck him, he just shifted position, denying her.

      “Hold still,” he whispered.

      Whining, she complied.

      “Such a good girl,” he whispered. His lips feathered over her shoulder again.

      When he paused, she knew what would happen next, but still wasn’t quite ready when he plunged hard and deep inside her while simultaneously sinking his teeth into the flesh of her shoulder.

      Dewi bit down on the comforter to stifle her scream of pleasure as her orgasm ripped through her. Once Ken had realized how hard it made her come when he bit her, he usually did it at least a couple of times a week.

      Throaty, satisfied chuckles rumbled through his chest and into her back.

      “You have no idea how much I enjoy making you do that,” he mentally said to her through their bond.

      She couldn’t reply, mentally or not. She was too busy trying not to howl with pleasure, which would draw an angry pounding on their door from Badger to keep it down.

      He slowly started moving as he released his bite and licked the wound. He squeezed her hands, his body pinning hers. The comforter’s fabric rubbed against her nipples, adding to the pleasure rippling through her. She picked up his tempo, matching him, unable to rush him.

      He wanted at least one more from her, she knew, and he would hold back until he got it. For a guy who’d had very little sexual experience before they’d met, he’d quickly made up for lost time.

      And he never failed to rock her world.

      “One more, baby,” he whispered, picking up on her thoughts. “You know me. I’m an overachiever.”

      He knew she liked it hard and rough, and that’s what he proceeded to give her, driving his hips against hers, fast and deep until another release spun out of control inside her body.

      This time he joined her. He quit holding back, every stroke wringing more pleasure from her body until he finally let out a gasping moan of his own and fell still on top of her.

      Winded, they lay there like that for a moment, not moving. Dewi didn’t want him to move. It hadn’t taken her long to convince him that she enjoyed it when he took charge like that. No, not every time. But enough that she reveled in it, savored it.

      Finally, he sat up and climbed onto the bed, pulling her with him so she could cuddle nestled in his arms.

      He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, now back to her sweet, gentle geek. “Now will you let me get some sleep tonight?”

      She giggled. She had kept him up late the night before, wanting it long, slow, and hard after they’d had to take a couple of days off from making love. A blessing and a curse of being a wolf, she knew when her safe days were. Getting pregnant wasn’t something she was ready to commit to just yet.

      Although now that she had Ken, the idea had pinged her mental radar.

      But on the back side of her self-imposed monthly celibacy, which Ken probably saw as a welcomed respite, came her explosive need, manifested in her relentless friskiness the night before.

      “Yes,” she said, tracing her fingers along his chest. “Besides, I have to get up early tomorrow. Lots of stuff to do before we go hunt down that deadbeat dad.”

      Ken extricated himself from her arms and shut off the lights. He got the covers pulled out from under her and then they snuggled together again in the middle of the bed.

      “You sure you need my help?” he asked.

      “The extra set of eyes. If the guy runs, Badger needs to be able to drive. I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t think we might need you.”

      “Okay. Just keep in mind I don’t have the temperament or skills to be an Enforcer.”

      “All we’re asking is for you to be a spotter. That’s it. I wouldn’t ask you to do it if I thought you’d be at any risk.” She realized how that sounded as soon as she said it. “I didn’t mean it like—”

      He chuckled, cutting her off. “It’s okay. I knew how you meant it,” he said. “No offense taken. I love you.” He kissed her good night.

      “Love you, too.”

      Ken quickly fell asleep. Dewi lay awake for a few more minutes, listening to the sound of him breathing, his pulse softly throbbing in her ear.

      To her, it was the sound of happiness.

      And now, it was the anthem of her life, the chorus of her soul.
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      Nami

      Namiyah Drexler started her morning the way she started pretty much every morning, with her alarm blasting to life at 4:29 a.m. on her dresser on the other side of the room.

      And, as she did every morning, she dragged herself out of her bed and walked over to it, shutting it off.

      Lord, please give me strength today so I don’t kill anyone. Even if they really deserve it. Amen.

      She’d have twenty minutes before she needed to get Da’von up and moving and make sure he was really awake so he could prepare for his classes at Hillsborough Community College. Her little brother was even less of a morning person than she was, but there was no way in hell she’d let him miss school.

      Sacrificing her own college education and potential career so she could raise her three younger siblings meant she damn sure wouldn’t let any of them screw up their opportunities.

      I don’t know how you did this alone for all those years, Momma.

      After shuffling out to the kitchen and starting a pot of coffee, she climbed into the shower to wake up. Once she ensured her brother was up and moving and would eventually make his way to school, today with Malyah dropping him at their other sister’s house so he could catch a bus, Nami would head for the county’s bus depot, where she’d start her shift. Today was supposed to be her day off, but a friend of hers asked her to swap out with her today and cover her shift.

      Even on her days off, or days when she didn’t have to go all the way in to the depot to get her bus, she still arose this early so she could complete chores. Even if she wasn’t driving that day, and was going to work at her second, part-time job as a seamstress. Her friend, Lara, owned a dress shop. They custom made, altered, and sold prom, wedding, and formal dresses, especially for quinceañera celebrations. Nami helped her out doing alterations, sewing, anything she could to bring in extra money.

      Wasn’t the kind of pay she knew she would have made had she gotten her degree and become an architect, like she’d originally dreamed of doing. At least she’d kept a roof over their heads, had seen two sisters successfully graduate from college, and one of them get married and start her own family. Lu’ana was twenty-eight and had given birth to a gorgeous little girl who was now two and the light of Nami’s life. Her other sister, Malyah, was twenty-four. She still lived at home, but she’d graduated from USF with an accounting degree. Malyah’s income had allowed her to contribute more to the household and eased Nami’s financial burden quite a bit.

      Then there was Da’von. Nineteen and headstrong, sometimes their little brother was too much like their worthless father. Last Nami had heard, their father, Jarome Drexler, was still in jail for a variety of gang-related offenses. The last time she’d set eyes on the man seventeen years earlier, she’d been twenty-one, Da’von was a baby of barely eighteen months, and they were burying their mother after her death from aggressive breast cancer.

      She supposed that was why, when he was a kid, her little brother had idolized the man he didn’t know. As the eldest, Nami remembered all too well the bullshit their father put their poor mother through. How their mother had prayed night after night for the man to change. How he would periodically show up looking for love, a hot meal, any spare change, and a place to stay, and sweet-talk their mother just to disappear again for months—or years—at a time with no word.

      The first gap of ten years, he’d been in jail. He had no sooner got out on parole and moved in with their mother, getting her pregnant with Lu’ana, before he was back to his old ways and evading parole officers while he ran wild with his gang.

      Then four years later, back again long enough for Malyah to be conceived. Followed by a five-year gap. Nami had begged her mother not to allow their father in the house, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She was married to the louse and a good Christian. She wouldn’t even divorce him despite the sisters’ pleas.

      And then she got pregnant with Da’von.

      Followed shortly after by their father’s next arrest.

      Fortunately, between the will her mother drew up, and their father signing off on the custody papers from jail, Nami had been able to take over and keep her younger siblings together. There had been times she’d worried the state would try to take Da’von and Malyah away because they were so young, but once she’d landed herself the job as a bus driver for the county HART system, meaning relative job stability and healthcare benefits, those fears had eventually faded.

      She swore if the son of a bitch ever darkened her door again that she’d skin him alive and hang him out to dry.

      But not Da’von. He didn’t know any better. Nami and her sisters, rightly or not, had tried to spare him the worst as he grew up. Malyah had been a little insulated from some of it, but Nami and Lu’ana knew the full, ugly truth.

      Their father was garbage, and their mother had wasted her life and energy on the man, waiting, praying for him to change.

      After finishing her shower and returning to the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee, Nami walked down the hall to Da’von’s room. They’d moved into the three-bedroom apartment two years earlier, thanks to Malyah’s salary. Before, they’d been crowded into tiny one- and two-bedroom apartments, usually government-subsidized housing. Now, they finally had a comfortable apartment in a nice complex north of Carrollwood, not too far off Dale Mabry. Wasn’t a rich neighborhood, but the crime rates were low. She didn’t have to worry about home invasions, or drug dealers hanging out on her front porch, or worrying if her car would even be parked there the next morning.

      And anything Nami could do to keep Da’von away from those kinds of elements, she would do it in a heartbeat. Any sacrifice she needed to make. They’d had a couple of rough patches with him in high school, but she and her sisters had put the fear of god into the boy, and into the boys who’d tried to involve him in gang activity. Moving away from those boys and getting him into a different high school for his senior year had also helped.

      He’d graduated with good grades. Not enough to get him an academic scholarship, unfortunately, but good enough that, with financial aid loans, and Malyah and Lu’ana’s help, Nami had been able to afford to send him to community college. He was in his second semester, studying computer programming. Lu’ana and her husband had given him an inexpensive laptop for Christmas his junior year of high school. It had proven to be something he was not only interested in, but he was darn good at, too.

      Nami hated computers. She only had a smartphone so she could log into the employee website portal for work when she needed to. She didn’t have time for FaceTweeting or whatever, even though her sisters and brother had tried to get her to sign up for accounts on all the sites like they had. They might be fine communicating with each other online, but she’d rather talk to them in person.

      Then she could hug them.

      Or smack them upside the head, if they needed it. Which, fortunately, they didn’t, now that they’d all grown past that rebellious teenager phase. Texting them was different. It was a quick way to stay in touch with them without needing to spend twenty minutes on the phone for an easy question.

      She knocked on his door promptly at 5:00. “Good morning, sunshine,” she called to him.

      “Go away, Nami.”

      She smiled at the familiar reply. She opened the door and flipped on his light. “Breakfast in twenty.” She walked in and tugged the sheet down from where he’d pulled it over his face. “Rise and shine, sleepyhead.” She planted a kiss on his forehead before turning to leave.

      “Hey, Nami?”

      His tone of voice stopped her. She turned back to him. “Yeah?”

      He slowly sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “I know I haven’t said it lately, but thank you.”

      She blinked back the tears suddenly stinging her eyes. “What for?”

      “Lu’ana tore into me yesterday when I complained about my homework. Before you got there.”

      After classes, he took a bus to Lu’ana’s house to babysit their niece and study before Nami picked him up after she got off work. It was a way for Lu’ana to get some stuff done without worrying about a qualified babysitter—much less having to pay for one—and a way for Nami to guarantee Da’von stayed out of trouble. He was a devoted uncle and always took good care of the baby.

      Da’von was more like a son to Nami than a brother. Hell, he couldn’t even remember their mother, he’d been so young when she died. Nami had been the only “mother” he’d had growing up.

      She walked back to his bed and sat on the edge. “Listen to me, baby boy,” she said. “You can thank me by getting yourself up and ready for school. Every day you try your best and work your hardest, that’s thanks enough for me. Don’t let me down. I trust you to be the best you can be. You keep doing that.”

      There’d been days in his early teens he’d been so mouthy and ornery, she’d wanted to backhand him until she rattled the teeth right out of his head. Times where he’d made the wrong friends and she’d had to come down hard and heavy on him and them, to run them off and keep him away from bad elements.

      And then…

      Then there were times like this. Times where he’d managed to quit acting like a dumb-ass boy, and flashes of the stand-up man she knew he would be if he kept trying as hard as he could shined through bright and clear like the rising sun.

      Mornings like this that made it all worth it. Every last bit of sacrifice and scrimping and saving and sweat and tears. Even her divorce.

      “Thanks, sis.”

      She held out her fist and he gave her a sleepy bump back before she hauled herself off his bed. “Twenty minutes, baby boy,” she called over her shoulder as she headed for the door. “I’ll even make us French toast, if you hurry.”

      She heard him throw the sheet back. “Sounds like a deal,” he said before she shut the door behind her.

      Their breakfast was ready by the time Da’von made it to the kitchen. They’d leave Malyah’s breakfast in the microwave for her to reheat when she got up in a few minutes. Da’von would use the time waiting for Malyah to get ready and study for his classes.

      In Nami’s house, sleeping later was a reward for working hard. She wouldn’t begrudge her little sister sleeping in since she more than pulled her weight around the apartment with her contributions to the household budget and doing chores. Malyah had even bought herself a good used car several months earlier, which she’d completely paid cash for.

      Nami wouldn’t let Da’von get a job yet. She wanted him focused on his studies. That was his job. Since he didn’t have a job, he didn’t need a car. It was a huge savings on auto insurance, too.

      It also meant one more way Nami could keep him isolated from hanging out with the wrong kinds of kids. She and her sisters were in total agreement on that. Nami wasn’t totally oblivious to the fact that he needed to have friends, but she’d be damned if she’d let him take the same path their father took.

      As Nami drove her ancient Toyota to work, she fought an uneasy feeling that had settled in her gut. Sure, hearing rare thanks from her brother had felt good. Really good.

      Satisfying.

      Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what else might be going on in his mind.

      Guess it don’t matter. As long as he stays in school.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Nami reached the main depot and picked up her bus, she was already regretting this shift swap. The radio station she listened to on her drive in reported several accidents in the vicinity of where she’d be running her route. Meaning lots of headaches for her, lots of passengers griping about traffic she had no control over, and even more griping about making them late to their destinations.

      At least it wasn’t raining.

      You’d think with as much rain as we get that people would know how to drive in the damn stuff.

      In the first hour of her shift, she’d had seven near-collisions with drivers who’d refused to obey the law to yield and let busses merge back into traffic, three people trying to board with invalid passes, and another two who insisted other bus drivers made change for them allll the time.

      Somehow, she managed to keep her cool and not blow up at anyone. The busses were equipped with monitoring cameras, both for her safety and for that of the passengers.

      It wouldn’t do for her to lose her job because they caught her yelling at passengers on video.

      I can do this. I can make it through the day.

      She just hoped it wouldn’t get any weirder.
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      Dewi

      “I can’t believe we’re now glorified skip tracers,” Beck grumbled as they stood in the stifling Florida summer afternoon heat and waited for the bus at a stop on north Nebraska Avenue. “Next thing you know, we’ll be hunting down delinquent library books.”

      “Shut it,” Dewi snarled. “I’m not any happier about this than you are, but you know how it works. She’s part of the pack, he’s part of the pack, and that makes it a pack problem.”

      “I tell you what,” Beck said. “We catch that boy, he’s getting neutered. This is bullshit. This is, what, kid number six?”

      “Seven. By six different women. That’s what pissed her off the most, that he had five other kids with five other women and didn’t tell her.”

      “Yeah. He’s a numb-nuts. That wolf gets neutered.”

      “Do you hear me arguing?”

      “Just wanted to make sure we were singing the same tune, that’s all.”

      “There will be a wolf singing soprano when I finish with him.”

      “Guys,” Ken said over the two-way radio he was listening in on. “Can we please cut the castration talk? You’re making mine shrivel up.”

      Beck let out a snort. “He said ‘cut’.”

      Dewi held up a fist and got a bump from Beck.

      Ken was riding shotgun in Badger’s truck, with Badger driving. They sat parked outside a convenience store across the street from the bus stop where Beck and Dewi stood waiting.

      Their target was one James Palver. He loved making babies, but wasn’t so great at supporting them. His mistake was screwing over the baby momma of numbers one and seven, Linda Small. When girlfriend number six contacted Linda out of the blue, Linda was, needless to say, not happy.

      Linda was even less happy to find out that Six had tracked down Two through Five via a vital statistics search.

      Now, James’ reproductive days were about to be deep-sixed.

      Along with any money he might have. Although, considering the asshole was reduced to taking a county bus to work and back, Dewi suspected there would be no blood forthcoming from that turnip anytime soon.

      Well, there would be blood, and plenty of it, but there wouldn’t be any money. Not unless the worthless sack of shit hit the lotto or something, because he could barely keep a job.

      Linda had petitioned Dewi, as head of the pack council for the expanded pack, to force James to face the music with her and to support his children. Well, her children. Linda didn’t care about the other five kids. And since the other mothers were humans who had no clue James had a little bit of wolf shifter in him, they weren’t Dewi’s problem. Diluted progeny with no hope of shifting weren’t Dewi’s problem, either.

      As far as Dewi was concerned, Linda wasn’t the brightest bitch in the pack, especially for picking James to be the baby daddy of not one, but two of her pups. But there was no accounting for love, she supposed.

      They were stuck having to track James down via the bus. They didn’t know where he was currently shacked up. Dewi didn’t want to call his parents and ask them for help because she suspected they might lie for him. And since they were living in Arizona, traveling to speak with them in person so she could Prime mojo the truth out of them would only piss her off and complicate her life.

      Thus she wanted to try this first, the easy way that wouldn’t involve travel.

      Right now, James was working as part of a temp construction crew that got dropped off at the same spot every day. If they were waiting for him at the drop-off point, he’d likely spot them and bolt, have the driver take him somewhere else before they’d even see him. They also wanted to decrease the number of witnesses to them grabbing him. And if James spotted them first, knew they were looking for him, it’d make it that much harder to find him the next time.

      After batting around several ideas, the simplest solution was for Beck and Dewi to catch the county bus north of where James usually got on, ride it, and wait for him to board.

      The bus appeared in traffic a couple of blocks to their north. Two other people sitting on the bench under the shelter stood at its approach.

      “There’s our ride,” Beck muttered. “Oooh, baby. We’re stylin’.”

      “Shut up,” Dewi mumbled as they walked over to queue up behind the other two passengers. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Nami

      Nami had herself about enough of this day. Now she remembered why no one else was dumb enough to say yes to switching shifts with Danice. Some of the routes were pretty good to have, decent people, relatively safe neighborhoods, that kind of stuff.

      Then…there was this route.

      To be fair, it wasn’t the worst route a driver could pull out of the hat, but it made Nami grateful for the regular route she had from Citrus Park to downtown Tampa and back. She’d smelled more than her fair share of unwashed people, and had been hit on by more drunks, in the past several hours than she had in the past several months.

      This is bullshit.

      Danice hadn’t been a driver for the county as long as Nami, so it was harder for her to get the better routes. Sure, Danice could have called off and taken an unpaid leave day, but she had young children and already had a few points against her personnel record for that. The young mother didn’t need any more strikes.

      I’m too nice for my own good.

      When she slid the bus up to the stop where four people waited—fortunately, none of them looking unwashed or drunk—she opened the door. The first two people looked ordinary. The woman who stepped on behind them…

      There was something about her that set Nami’s little inner watchdog on edge. She seemed okay on the surface, ready with exact change.

      The guy with her…

      Wow.

      He was built, a walking wall of muscle. And not bad looking, either, for a white guy. Blond hair and gorgeous blue eyes, had to be at least six four if he was an inch. After dropping his money in, he stopped and turned to look at her, his gaze drilling into hers, those intense blue eyes holding her hostage.

      Her mouth suddenly went dry.

      He stood there so long Nami realized they were blocking traffic. “Sir,” she said after clearing her throat twice so she could finally speak. “You need to take your seat.”

      She was both glad and disappointed that the seat right behind her was already occupied by a mother and young boy.

      The woman who’d boarded before him called out to him, almost like a bark. “Beck.”

      It seemed to break whatever trance he was in, and he slowly made his way toward the back of the bus, where the woman had taken a seat.

      What. The. Heck?

      Nami finally remembered to close the door and check her mirrors before pulling back into traffic.

      He. Is. Trouble.

      And she already had enough home-grown trouble in her life. She damn sure didn’t need to be inviting any in.
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        * * *

      

      Beck

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Dewi whispered to Beck when he finally wedged his bulk into the plastic seat next to her.

      He couldn’t pull his focus or his gaze off the driver. Gorgeous, dark brown skin, and not some skinny twig, either. Short, natural hair, cropped close, accentuating the sweetly round shape of her face. She smelled like jasmine, a scent he’d never really cared much about one way or another.

      Until now.

      Closing his eyes and breathing deeply, he flared his nostrils as the air conditioning carried faint traces of her scent to him.

      Mine.

      Mate.

      His eyes popped open.

      Oh, shit.

      Dewi poked his shoulder. “Hey. Earth to Beck.”

      They were only blocks from where James Palver would catch the bus after being dropped off with the rest of his work crew.

      And the woman driving this bus was his mate.

      Ignoring Dewi, Beck stood and walked to the front of the bus. The driver glanced at him in the mirror. “Sir, you need to take your seat while the bus is moving.”

      He grabbed hold of a pole right behind her. “Are you married?” he quietly asked.

      She didn’t look back at him, but her gaze briefly flashed in the rearview mirror again. “Sir, please, take your seat.”

      “Are you single?”

      “Sir, you need to sit—”

      “Are you gay?”

      “What?”

      “Please, just answer me.”

      “Sit yourself down now, sir, before I have to evict you from this bus.”

      “That wasn’t an answer.”

      The more she didn’t answer, the more of her fear he felt, and the more he reacted to her. In his gut, he knew she was single, and straight.

      And if she was single, that meant she wouldn’t be for long. Not once he claimed her.

      Mate.

      “Beck!” Dewi barked from her seat.

      His head snapped around, and if it wasn’t for the fact there were about fifteen other passengers on the bus at that moment, he would have bared his canines at Dewi.

      Well, that and the fact that Dewi was a Prime Alpha and, despite their size disparity, she could easily kick his ass.

      And, technically, she was his boss.

      “What’s going on?” Ken asked in Beck’s ear over the radio.

      Beck walked back three seats, to the first empty one on the opposite side of the bus from the driver, where he sat on the edge, ready to pounce.

      He was aware of Dewi walking up and sitting just behind him, where she jabbed him in the back of the shoulder.

      “What. The. Fuck?” Dewi whispered.

      Jaw clenched and struggling to remain in control, Beck ignored her.

      He got it.

      Now, he totally understood why Dewi had done what she’d done when she claimed Ken. He’d wanted to blame her actions on a lack of self-control on her part, a slippage he’d never seen her exhibit before.

      Not anymore.

      Mate.

      It hummed through his veins, with every beat of his heart. With every pulse of blood as it coursed through his body.

      Mate.

      My mate.
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        * * *

      

      Nami

      Nami didn’t know what the hunky guy’s issue was, but she hoped he wasn’t going to be a problem. It was days like this she wished they’d let drivers carry weapons. She did have a canister of pepper spray on her personal key ring, which was easily within her grasp.

      She didn’t want to use it on this guy if she didn’t have to. He was gorgeous, but there was just something else about him she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It wasn’t even like he was undressing her with his eyes. It was like he was making sweet and sexy love to her right there with his mind.

      And while she’d never admit it, she liked it. There was something downright animalistic, hungry in his gaze, the way he visually devoured her.

      A pleasant shiver rippled down her spine.

      She pulled up to the next stop and slid over to the curb before opening the door. Five guys got on. The last one stopped halfway up the steps, raising his nose and apparently sniffing the air as he scanned the bus. His eyes bugged, wide in fright before he turned, bolting down the steps and out the door.

      “Shit,” the strange woman said as she jumped from her seat. She slapped the guy with her on the shoulder. “Come on.” She shoved her way down the aisle past the four guys who’d just got on and jumped off the bus without even taking the steps before she was running.

      Damn!

      The man with her stood, hesitated at the door, then whirled around. Before Nami could react, he leaned in and kissed her, long and hard and with enough sauciness she nearly let her foot off the brake. His hand cupped the back of her neck, and something about his scent, like cinnamon and freshly split oak, penetrated her to the depths of her soul.

      His thumb stroked her cheek. “Mine,” he whispered, even though she didn’t see his lips move, and she nearly creamed her panties right there.

      Then, just like that, he turned and jumped off the bus, following the woman, who apparently was chasing the guy who’d run off.

      Holeeeeee shit.

      Part of her wanted to shut the bus down and run after him. He couldn’t just lay an earth-shattering kiss like that on her and then take off without so much as a how-you-doin’.

      And part of her wanted to tear after him and rip him a new one for taking liberties with her like that. Just before she kissed him again.

      On that thought, she finally closed the door with a trembling hand and reluctantly pulled away from the curb.
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        * * *

      

      Beck

      Beck’s cock strained against his jeans as he kissed the driver. She smelled like jasmine and tasted like vanilla and rich, dark coffee with a hint of jalapeño peppers. Her brown eyes widened as he lifted his mouth from hers.

      When he sent the thought to her, Mine, her eyes had widened.

      More proof. She was his. Might not have the clear mental connection Dewi and Ken did since he wasn’t a Prime, but if the woman heard that, it had to be a mate connection.

      Unfortunately, he had a job to do. Glancing at her name tag, he saw it read N. Drexler.

      Thus committed to memory, he spun around and tore off the bus after Dewi, who was rapidly catching up to James.

      “Badger,” Dewi said through the two-way. “Move in. I’ve almost got him.”

      From behind them, he heard the sound of their truck’s engine wind up…

      And the sound of the bus pulling away.

      Fighting his instincts to turn and go chase it, catch up with it, with her, his mate who was now getting away, he forced himself to follow Dewi, stay with her, and help catch this slimy little bastard. Maybe once they caught him, Badger could help him catch up with her bus again and he could get on and ride.

      And then more riding of the better kind later, once he got N. Drexler alone and claimed her.

      Mine.
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