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  Porpoiseful Intent


  Sean Morita and Emery Nadel are enjoying settling in together as mates, but there is deadly trouble brewing on the horizon as plans for the Samhain superpod get underway. Sean’s parents have no idea that Emery and his family are dolphin shifters, and everyone wants to keep it that way.


  But what do you get when you mix a hurricane, a houseful of dolphin shifters, a pair of oblivious human parents, a vengeful ex-lover, and an alligator shifter with a warped sense of humor?


  Sean and Emery are about to find out. Erik isn’t finished with Emery yet, and innocent shifters will pay the price when vengeance returns with Porpoiseful Intent.
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  Chapter One


  


  Between working and getting his brains boinked out by his new mate, Sean Morita was too busy to notice when, just off the west coast of Africa, a tropical wave formed. Without Saharan dust in the atmosphere to hinder it, it began a meandering, westward journey. Sean remained peacefully oblivious as it crossed the wide swath of slightly cooler waters of the Atlantic Ocean until it settled in the southern Caribbean Sea, off the coast of Nicaragua. There, it found the waters to be warm and welcoming. With negligible upper level winds to shear it, it had a cozy little incubator to begin its life as Invest 97L. From there, it was soon labeled Tropical Depression Number 12 by the National Hurricane Center.


  Just a day later, it was upgraded to Tropical Storm Franklin.


  Where it would end up was anyone’s best guess. The forecast models splayed all over the map, literally, from one run to the next. Until it started moving, everyone needed to pay attention to it.


  Sean still wasn’t paying much attention to it, however, early on a beautiful, clear Tuesday morning in the small Gulf coastal community of Englewood, Florida. He impatiently stood in front of his TV, waiting for the Weather Channel to finish their tropical update and get to the local radar and weather. Sean only cared about the local boating forecast.


  His mate, Emery Nadel, stuck his head out of their bedroom. “Did they say the NHC upgraded it to a tropical storm?”


  “Shh! I can’t hear the marine forecast.”


  Emery walked out into the living room, dressed only in shorts. It was ten ’til seven in the morning, and they were headed out on the water shortly. “No, seriously, Sean.”


  Sean held up a staying hand, listened to the forecast, then turned to answer him. “Yeah. Why?”


  “Crap.”


  Sean frowned. “I don’t see what the big deal is. You know those things can go anywhere.”


  “Sean, babe, think about it. What do I do for a living?”


  Emery’s words finally sank in. “Oh.” Emery ran an insurance agency.


  “Yeah, oh is right.” Emery stared at the TV. “I’m going to have a flood of people wanting to come in and add or change coverage. I’ll have to tell them no, sorry, I can’t, because the companies put a moratorium on that when there’s a declared storm. Then they scream and bitch at me.”


  Sean fought the urge to pout. He wasn’t normally a pouter. He considered it beneath him, but dammit, he’d been looking forward to getting out on the open water with Emery. “Does that mean no boating today?”


  “No, it’s still a ways off. They can get by without me today.” He pulled Sean to him and hugged him. “Besides, if it heads our way, it might be the last day off I get for a while.” He waggled his eyebrows at Sean. “And I have plans for that sweet ass of yours.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean kept his 230 Boston Whaler Dauntless in dry storage at a marina in Englewood. Monday afternoon, Sean had called ahead to have it waiting at the dock for them on Tuesday morning. Emery and Sean had only been together six weeks, but to Sean it already felt like forever, in a good way.


  Sean barely remembered what life was like before Emery swam into it. Despite Sean meeting Emery by running over him with his boat while Emery and two of his fellow dolphin shifters were playing in Lemon Bay, and also despite one of those dolphin shifters being a jealous fuck and nearly killing Sean, their future together looked bright.


  Sean stood at the wheel and guided the boat out of the marina and down the channel to the Intracoastal. The 250-horsepower Yamaha outboard engine sounded good, running smoothly and pushing the boat through the glassy water.


  While they had brought tackle and bait with them this morning, Sean suspected they would do far more fooling around in the water and on the boat than they did fishing. Yeah it was kinky doing it out in the water, but it wasn’t like anyone could see them.


  A pleasant shiver ran through him at the thought, making his cock stiffen in his swim trunks. Emery’s cock was nothing to sneeze at, larger than any man he’d ever been with. He didn’t know if it was because Emery was a dolphin shifter, but Sean wasn’t complaining.


  Behind the console, Emery stood next to him, just a couple of inches taller than Sean’s own six three.


  “I hope I don’t have to miss the hunt this weekend,” Emery said. “I’ve missed the last couple of hunts.”


  “How are hunts different from the full moon swims again?” What Sean still didn’t know about dolphin shifters and their protocols and history would fill a few dozen sets of encyclopedias. All he needed to know was that he loved Emery. It didn’t hurt that both sets of parents had come to accept the men were a committed, devoted long-term couple.


  Although Sean’s parents, of course, didn’t know about the special abilities of Emery and his family.


  “Full moon swims are strictly for fun and play,” Emery explained. “Especially if any of the human mates come along, or if there are inexperienced younglings with the group. Or to welcome new members into the pod. We stick to the shallows and stay out of open water. The hunts are just that, and can happen at any time, although less frequently than the full moon swims. We go out in open water, find schools of fish, and we hunt. People try to come in for those.”


  “Why?”


  Emery shrugged, a motion that set Sean’s heart racing and his cock throbbing. “It’s more fun to hunt with a pod, for one thing. Safety in numbers. It’s a bonding experience. Teamwork. And the single younglings are sometimes hoping to impress each other if they’re old enough to start looking for a mate.”


  A sudden spike of jealousy swirled through Sean’s gut. “What kind of bonding?” He didn’t like feeling jealous. Like pouting, he considered it beneath him. And he certainly trusted Emery. Emery had never given him a reason not to trust him. Sean didn’t understand how that ugly green monster had snuck in.


  Emery leaned in and nipped Sean’s neck. “Not sexual. Not for me, at least. Not anymore. Sometimes the younglings might fool around a little during breaks in the hunt.” He arched an eyebrow at Sean. “Those of us with mates, however, don’t screw around. Well, unless it’s our mate we’re screwing around with.” He hooked an arm around Sean’s waist and nibbled on the side of his neck again. “Don’t worry. I only have eyes for you, mister.”


  The jealousy he’d felt fled as quickly as it had arrived. Sean wanted to shut down the engine and jump Emery’s bones right there in the middle of Lemon Bay. Unfortunately, with shore less than fifty yards away, they might have witnesses. His cock tented his swim trunks even more. “Good. You can show me when we anchor up.”


  Less than an hour later they were out in the open waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Sean was glad to see his favorite near-shore fishing spot, an artificial reef, lay unoccupied. They threw the anchor. Emery shucked his trunks and dove into the water, smoothly gliding below the surface.


  Dolphin Emery reappeared a moment later. “Come on in,” he silently said to Sean with their mental connection. “The water’s fine.” He took off around the boat again, launching himself completely out of the water before disappearing beneath the surface.


  Sean laughed as he watched Emery playing in the water for a few minutes. Emery would rocket straight out of the water before diving under again. Sean dropped his swim trunks to the deck and did a cannonball into the water. When he broke the surface, Emery had shifted back to human form.


  “Lube?” Emery asked with an amused smile.


  “Argh.” Sean swam back to the boat to lube himself up.


  Emery treaded water near the engine. “I know you’re eager to get laid, babe, but damn.”


  Sean stuck his tongue out at him as he worked lube into his ass. Emery wore a delicious, playful smile. “Are you complaining that I’m eager to have you fuck me?”


  Emery shook his head. “That’s not what I said. I think it’s cute.”


  Sean finished and jumped into the water again. While they frequently screwed around in their pool—and even more frequently in their bed—they didn’t often have a chance to do it in open water. Sean loved the feeling of the warm Gulf waters swirling around them and being naked under the sun. Not to mention it meant Emery had a chance to freely swim and move his shifted dolphin body in ways the limited size of their pool couldn’t allow.


  Emery embraced him as Sean wrapped his arms and legs around him. Sean wasn’t the only one hard. The head of Emery’s stiff cock bumped between his ass cheeks.


  “You gonna poke me or play around all afternoon?” Sean joked.


  Emery slid his cock home, hard and deep, bottoming out, making Sean moan and his cock jump. He’d never measured Emery’s cock but it had to be at least twelve inches, and thick. It never failed to roll Sean’s eyes back in his head.


  “How’s that?” Emery asked.


  Sean laid his head against Emery’s shoulder. “Oh, fuck yeah, baby. Just like that.”


  Sean closed his eyes and moaned again, loudly, as Emery grabbed Sean’s hips and started fucking him. Like this, Emery’s cock pressed right against Sean’s gland, every movement threatening to send Sean over the edge.


  On his back, Emery slowly swam lazy circles around the anchored boat, fucking Sean and cradling him against his body. Sean frantically tried to get enough traction against his own cock rubbing between their bodies. “Dammit, that feels sooo good,” he moaned.


  “It’s supposed to feel good, babe,” Emery replied. “Otherwise, we’re not doing it right.”


  “You’re doing it more than just right.” After several minutes of their sexy aquatic fucking, Sean grew frantic. “Jeez, I want to come!”


  “Bounce up and down on me. Work that sweet ass of yours on my cock.”


  Sean held on and did just that. Soon, he and Emery had a rhythm going that hit Sean’s gland with every stroke and gave his cock some desperately needed friction. After a few minutes, he threw his head back as his cock exploded between them. “Yes!”


  Emery thrust a few more times before Sean felt his cock swell and throb inside him, flooding him with his hot juices. Sean collapsed against Emery’s body, shivering as the last echoes of his climax rumbled through him.


  Emery floated on his back, his cock still embedded inside his lover. “Better, baby?”


  “Uh-huh.” Sean let out a happy sigh. “You always make it better.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was late afternoon before they returned home after a day of very little fishing and a whole lot of fucking. They were walking in the door when Emery’s cell phone rang.


  He glanced at it. “Crap.”


  “What?”


  “It’s my father.” He answered. “Hi, Dad.”


  Sean went to start the shower. Fortunately, his relationship with Emery’s father had improved greatly from the first time they met.


  Emery joined him in the shower a few minutes later. “Well, that was an interesting conversation.”


  “Do I want to know?”


  “It’s not bad. There’s going to be a superpod here for sowun.”


  Sean turned and looked at him. “A what for what?”


  Emery’s delicious smirk threatened to stir Sean’s cock again. “Samhain. S-A-M-H-A-I-N. You know, Halloween.”


  “That’s not how you said it.”


  “That’s the way it’s spelled.”


  “Is this one of those dolphin things?”


  “Well, yes and no. The superpod is, but Samhain comes every year. It’s when the veil is thinnest.”


  “The veil? Wait, never mind.” Sean wasn’t sure how much dolphin-alia he wanted to try to absorb that afternoon. “What’s a superpod?”


  “It’s a gathering. Hundreds, if not thousands, of dolphin shifters getting together. They’ll come from all over, both our pod and others. Apparently it’s happening here this year. Dad wants me to help him with the logistics.”


  “Is this like the hunt?”


  “Well, yes and no. It’s more about the pods getting together like a family reunion. Younglings looking for mates can meet a broader pool of fellow shifters. Some hunting, sure.”


  Sean rinsed the shampoo from his hair. “So I’m guessing for this superpod thing you don’t just take over a hotel and fill the pool?”


  Emery let out an amused snort. “Not quite. We do have to scout around all the local hotels so I can put it up on the website. Also, we post a list of contacts for people willing to lend a spare bedroom.”


  “Whoa. Website? What the hell do you put on a website? ‘Hey, dolphin dudes and dudettes, here’s the 411’?”


  “No. It’s listed as the Nadel family reunion. Putting up a website makes it easier for more to attend, getting the word out like that.”


  “Oh.” Sean finished rinsing. “Isn’t that a little risky?”


  “Not really. No one is interested in becoming a government science project. It’s in everyone’s best interests to keep their yaps shut.” He squirted shampoo into his palm and lathered his scalp. “It also means we’re going up to my parents’ house for dinner tonight.”


  “Crap. There goes my plans for nakey time with you later.”


  Emery arched a blond eyebrow at him. “You’re still horny? Dude, you fucked me out for at least the rest of the day, and that’s hard to do.”


  “No.” He pulled Emery into his arms. “I just wanted more nakey time with you. I always want more nakey time with you.”


  “Ah. We can still do that when we get home. Don’t worry. Besides, you’ll finally get to meet my sister Olivia and her husband, Brad. They’re coming over for dinner tonight, too.”


  Sean rinsed off again from where he’d hugged Emery and gotten soap all over him. “Do I have to go?” he grumbled.


  “Oh, stop it. You know my dad and mom are cool about us.”


  “Yeah, but what about your sisters?” At thirty-four, Emery was the oldest child of Louise and Joseph Nadel. Emery had three younger sisters and a brother ranging in age from twenty-three to thirty-two. Sean had briefly met Emery’s brother, Christopher, but hadn’t yet met Christopher’s wife or any of Emery’s sisters.


  “It’ll be fine. They already know about you. I told them. Admit it. You’re just not used to big families.”


  As an only child, Sean had no idea what it was like to have a big family. “You’ve got that right.” Sean stepped out of the shower to dry off while Emery finished. “I need my quiet time. You know that. I think I would have gone crazy being raised in a busy house.”


  Emery laughed. “Who said I didn’t go crazy?”


  Chapter Two


  


  They pulled into the Nadels’ driveway a little after six that evening. Joseph and Louise Nadel lived in a spacious house in eastern Sarasota County that, by all rights, could be called a mansion.


  Sean stared at the house. “Every time you bring me here,” Sean muttered from the passenger seat, “I feel like I should be taking my shoes off at the front door and wiping my bare feet on the mat before I go in.”


  “Oh, stop it. You know they’re not picky like that.”


  Joseph Nadel had made his fortune as a commercial real estate broker. He was lucky enough to retire before the housing bubble burst. Sean followed Emery up the walk to the front door.


  Emery opened it without knocking first and stuck his head inside. “We’re here.”


  “Come on in, boys. I’m back here,” Louise called from within the bowels of the house. They found her in the kitchen. She’d tamed her naturally dark blonde hair into a ponytail low on the back of her head. For fifty-five, she looked much younger, and her friendly brown eyes always seemed to hold good humor.


  Emery leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Something smells good. What are we having?”


  “Pot roast. Do me a favor, please. Your father’s puttering around in the backyard. He needs to come in and get cleaned up. Your sister will be here shortly.”


  “Sure.” Emery headed out to do it, leaving Sean in the kitchen.


  “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  She kindly smiled at him. “No, just keep me company. You’re still a nervous wreck around Joseph, aren’t you?”


  Why not admit it? “Yeah.”


  “If it means anything, he really does feel badly for how that all happened.”


  “I know.” At first adamantly opposed to their mating, Joseph had tried to bribe Sean into leaving with a five hundred thousand dollar check. It took an attempt on Sean’s life by Erik, a spurned and jealous former lover of Emery’s, to bring Joseph around to accepting Sean into the family as well as into the Placida Pod. As the pod Alpha, by Joseph accepting Sean, everyone else did, too.


  At least, they were supposed to. Sean still felt nervous around the man. Louise, however, had been immediately welcoming.


  It didn’t hurt that they found out Sean’s mom, Helen, and Emery’s mom already knew each other from volunteering together at the local hospice house in Englewood.


  “Oh, your mom gave me her keugel recipe. She said it’s one of your favorites.”


  He laughed. “Yeah, I can suck down my weight in that.”


  “Good. I was planning on making it this Saturday, before the hunt. We always have a family dinner ahead of time.”


  He tried digesting that tidbit of information. “So why eat before the hunt?”


  Oh, we expel a lot of energy. And that way if we don’t find any big schools of fish, we’re not ravenous. It’s just what we do as a family. Everyone has their own tradition before a hunt. It’s like a family party.”


  She looked like she was going to say something else, but they heard the sliding glass door leading to the pool lanai open and shut. Emery and his father walked into the kitchen.


  “Found him,” Emery said.


  Joseph stuck out his hand to Sean, who shook with him. “Hey, Sean. Good to see you, son.” Joseph was fifty-nine, but like his wife looked younger than his years. He had the same intense grey eyes as his son, and black hair as of yet untouched by silver.


  Louise wrinkled her nose. “Joseph Nadel, you go get a shower right now. Olivia and Brad will be here soon. I didn’t know you were going to get that dirty or I wouldn’t have let you go out in the yard.”


  “I got busy weeding the back flowerbed.” He leaned in as if confiding in Sean. “Does Emery get on you like that?”


  Sean couldn’t help but smile. “Not usually.”


  “Good. Let me know if he does so I can smack him for you.” He left to get his shower.


  “See?” Emery said. “He won’t bite you.” Then he added silently, “Although I will bite you all you like.”


  Sean hoped his face didn’t turn too red.


  


  * * * *


  


  Both Olivia and Brad were dolphin shifters. Olivia had the same intense grey eyes as Joseph and Emery. Her long, naturally dark blonde hair fell below her shoulders. She moved with a poised grace that reminded Sean of a dolphin’s fluid motions in the water. Brad had wavy brown hair, green eyes, and stood a little shorter than Emery, but taller than Sean. Sean did find himself soon at ease with them. They lived over in West Palm Beach, but had taken several days off from work to come over to spend time with the Nadels and enjoy the hunt. The other two daughters, Reese and Laura, would arrive late Friday night to spend the weekend. Sean’s brother, Christopher, and his wife, Suzanne, lived in Punta Gorda. They had to work, but would take part in the hunt.


  Halfway through dinner, Olivia glanced at Brad. Sean noticed Brad nodded to her. She grinned. “We have an announcement to make,” she said as she looked at her parents. “I’m pregnant. Twins. I’m due in February.”


  Louise let out a happy squeal and jumped out of her chair to round the table and hug her daughter and son-in-law.


  Joseph proudly smiled and shook hands with Brad. “That’s great news! I hope you’re planning on making the next full moon swim?”


  “I don’t know if we can, Dad. We’ll try, but it depends if we can get the time off. We’ll be here for the superpod, if nothing else.”


  Sean kept his mouth shut and ate while he listened to everyone’s excited discussion about the superpod gathering. It wasn’t until he realized no one was talking that he looked up.


  Everyone was smiling at him. “What?”


  Emery squeezed his shoulder. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to exclude you from the conversation.”


  He offered up a smile he hoped looked genuine. “It’s okay. I know I’m the newbie.” Truth was, he felt overwhelmed. Not that he’d trade Emery for anything, but settling down with a hunky dolphin shifter wasn’t something he’d ever contemplated before it actually happened.


  After dinner he insisted on helping Louise with the dishes and that Olivia join the other men in the living room. Louise gave him a kind smile.


  “It’s really okay, Sean. Joseph fully accepts you into the family.”


  “I know. It’s me, not you guys. I’m still coming to grips with the whole ‘my boyfriend’s a part-time dolphin’ thing.”


  “I think Joseph envies you two. I know I do.”


  “Why?”


  Her smiled turned wistful, if not downright sad. “Like I told you, you boys have a mate-bond and we don’t.”


  “But you got married.”


  “Yes. It was an arranged marriage. If we hadn’t, there could have been a brutal battle between our pods.”


  “Why?”


  She returned her attention to the plate she was rinsing in the sink. Her voice dropped. “Because my uncle was a vicious asshole. He killed Joseph’s parents.”


  Sean thought he couldn’t possibly have heard her right. “He did what?”


  “He was a megalomaniacal shithead, to be quite blunt. He knew damn well he couldn’t take over the pod from my father. I have four older brothers, all of them Alphas. They would have easily beaten him had he tried to oust my father.”


  She let out a sad sigh. “Unfortunately, he took Joseph’s parents by surprise during one of their full moon swims. He didn’t get away, however. He was captured by Joseph and others from the pod. At first, they rightfully thought it was an organized attack. When my parents convinced them that it wasn’t, that they weren’t involved and didn’t know anything about it, they offered to do anything to keep the peace. Including allowing my uncle to be killed.”


  Sean felt ill. “So they did? Kill him, I mean?”


  “Yes. But they also wanted equal vengeance, so to speak.”


  “They wanted to kill someone innocent?”


  That’s when she sadly smiled. “Not quite. They were not barbaric, but two lives were lost. The pod Alpha, no less. They wanted a pledge to ensure future peace. I volunteered to marry Joseph.”


  Sean didn’t quite know how to feel about his father-in-law now. “But you didn’t love him.”


  “No, I didn’t. Not at the time. But I found him very handsome. I was physically attracted to him. I still am. He treated me kindly. We did quickly come to love each other. He’s never held what my uncle did over my head.”


  “Why would you volunteer to marry someone you didn’t even know?”


  She stared out the window for a moment, apparently composing her thoughts. “I fell in love with a boy in college the year before. A human boy. Unfortunately, he wasn’t in love with me. I didn’t realize it at the time. He used me for sex. I was young and naïve and away from home for the first time. I learned a harsh lesson.”


  “He broke your heart?”


  She nodded before shrugging and looking at Sean. “As I’ve said, Joseph and I do love each other. He always hated that the first man I gave my heart to, a human, broke it. Joseph is a good man to the core of his soul. He loves his family and his pod fiercely. He takes his responsibilities very seriously. That was more than part of the reason he objected at first to you and Emery being together. And after seeing how my uncle nearly destroyed not only the Placida pod, but potentially his own home pod, had fighting broken out between them, he was desperate to do everything in his power to keep his Alpha line strong.”


  They fell into a comfortable silence as they finished cleaning up the kitchen. Conflicted, Sean did understand more of the whys behind Joseph’s initial refusal to accept him. It also explained how Joseph could so easy switch his stance after Sean nearly died at Erik’s hands.


  “Emery never told me any of that.”


  “That’s because he doesn’t know.”


  Sean blinked. “What?”


  “None of the children know.”


  “Why haven’t you guys told Emery all of this?”


  “None of our children ever had a reason to know all the details before. I don’t know if Emery told you this or not, but we tend to not discuss private matters amongst each other. It’s considered socially unacceptable among our kind. We don’t air our dirty laundry. We’ve always had an inherent mistrust of outsiders because of our need to protect our secret. You put it all together, and it doesn’t lead our kind to many Jerry Springer moments, if you get my drift.”


  “No, I still don’t get why all the secrecy amongst yourselves and this bullshit propriety nonsense. I saw dolphins getting it on with each other at that first full moon swim. That’s okay, but talking about it isn’t?”


  She shrugged. “That’s normal behavior. Everyone knows it happens. It’s natural. We don’t go around selling tickets to it or talking about it. Does that make sense?”


  “No, I still don’t get it.”


  She seemed to collect her thoughts. “Have you ever been to a nudist colony, Sean?”


  “No.”


  “If you go to one, you don’t stare at others. You don’t make lewd comments. You don’t stand there talking about how great it is to be parading around naked. People just…are. That’s sort of the way dolphins are. Not the best analogy, I know, but it’s the only one I can think of.”


  “So if you don’t go talking about it, why are we talking about it now, may I ask?”


  “Because after Olivia and Brad go to bed, I want the four of us to sit down and talk about it. You and Emery, and me and Joseph. It’s time Emery knows the full story. I wanted you to know beforehand, so you can be there to support Emery instead of being shocked by it.” She dried her hands and laid one on his shoulder as she stared into his eyes. “You are a very strong man, whether or not you realize it. I’m glad my son has such a solid rock in his life.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Their talk with Emery’s parents wrapped up a little before midnight. Emery put up no resistance when Sean took the keys from him before they left the Nadels’ house. Not just because Emery had let his dad pour him two large bourbons, straight, and downed them with little hesitation, either. Emotionally, he felt obliterated. As if everything he had thought he’d known about his family was now in question.


  He buckled his seat belt as Sean slid behind the wheel. “Are you okay?” Sean asked.


  Emery shook his head.


  Sean patted him on the thigh before starting the Mustang and shifting it into reverse to back out of his parents’ driveway.


  He didn’t speak on the way home. He felt beyond grateful that Sean didn’t push him, verbally or mentally, to say what was on his mind. He didn’t know what was on his mind.


  Yes, he’d heard rumors over the years, speculation here and there, but he’d never pursued the gossip about his parents. It was beneath him, for starters. As son of the pod’s Alpha, he understood people would want to talk smack about them from time to time simply to rile him, true or not. He had his own life to live, too busy to worry about bullshit from the past or chasing down rumors.


  He’d also been raised to mind his own business.


  When Sean turned into their driveway less than an hour later and shut the car off, Emery sat there, listening to the tick of the cooling engine. He finally turned to Sean. “Mom told you all that before, didn’t she? You didn’t act like you were shocked by any of it.”


  “In the kitchen after dinner. I mean, I know she told us both after the accident that they didn’t have…whatever it is you and I have. A mate-bond like we have. But she told me about her uncle, what he did, and why their marriage was arranged, yes.”


  Emery stared at his hands for a moment in the darkened car. Finally, he quietly said, “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to leave all this crazy mess behind you.”


  The quickness and strength of Sean grabbing and squeezing his hand startled him. “Fuck that, dude. I love you, and you’re stuck with me. So her uncle was a douchebag. Big deal. Your parents love each other now. Isn’t that what matters? And considering your dad was a lot nicer to her than someone else might have been given the circumstances, I’d say that things turned out all right.”


  Sean gripped Emery’s chin with his other hand and made him look him in the eye. “I. Love. You. We have the freaky mental thing going that’s cool as shit. We have a lot in common.” He smiled. “And your cock rolls my eyes back in my head. You aren’t getting rid of me. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you. You’re part of my heart and soul. So quit thinking that stupid shit about me leaving right now.”


  Emery hugged him and held on, feeling the depth of the emotions swirling around him and threatening to drag him under like a whirlpool. “I love you so much. How’d I get so lucky?”


  “Let’s go inside and I’ll show you one of the reasons,” Sean said with a playful grin.


  They fell into bed a few minutes later, Sean taking the lead and pinning Emery on his back underneath him. He laced his fingers through Emery’s hands and held them over Emery’s head. “I’m going to make you forget about everything except how good we are together,” Sean whispered.


  He started at Emery’s left earlobe, nibbling and nipping and kissing his way down his jaw, under his chin, up to his other ear.


  Emery closed his eyes and softly moaned. His fingers tightened around Sean’s. Just being near his mate could drive all other thoughts and worries out of his mind, much less making love to him. Before Sean he wasn’t a monk, but he would have classified himself closer to the saint than the manslut end of the scale.


  Now, he couldn’t even remember what any of his other lovers felt like. All he could think about, all he could feel, was Sean’s touch. The scent of the man filled his lungs, the taste of him haunted his every waking moment.


  His mate.


  Sean rose up on his arms a little and looked into Emery’s eyes. Emery felt he could lose himself in Sean’s sweet, mocha-brown gaze.


  Slowly, teasingly, Sean lowered his mouth to Emery’s, drawing back every time he felt Emery try to lift his head to make contact sooner. When Sean’s lips closed on his, Emery’s mouth parted, inviting him in, wanting him.


  Needing him.


  The tip of Sean’s tongue traced his lips, pressing further in and flicking against his teeth, playing keep-away with Emery’s tongue when he tried to make contact.


  Sean lifted his head. A sweet smile curled his lips. “I’m going to fuck you so good, baby,” he whispered. “Going to sling these gorgeous legs of yours over my shoulders and bury my cock all the way deep inside your ass. You want that?”


  “Yeah,” Emery breathlessly whispered. Between their bodies, his cock throbbed nearly painfully at Sean’s words.


  Sean felt it, too. He gently wiggled his hips and created sweetly torturous friction against Emery’s erection. “You like that?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  Sean released his hands and sat up. He reached over to the bedside table and grabbed a towel and bottle of lube. He grabbed Emery’s legs behind the knees and hiked his legs up to his chest before sliding the towel under him.


  “I don’t feel like changing the sheets tonight,” Sean joked. Then he squirted lube down Emery’s ass and slowly began working it into his rim with one finger.


  Emery closed his eyes and moaned.


  “You like that, too, don’t you?”


  “Fuck, you know I do.” Emery’s eyes popped open at the almost stinging slap against his thigh.


  Sean wore a playful smile. “I’m driving tonight. Don’t get pushy or I won’t let you come for a while.”


  The words made Emery’s cock throb even more. Tonight he was more than willing to let Sean take the lead. It meant he could completely let go and let Sean fuck every last thought out of his brain.


  Including the truth about his parents’ marriage.


  Especially the truth about his parents’ marriage.


  Emery’s eyes closed again and he let out a moan as Sean went back to thoroughly lubing him up, using first one, then two fingers to loosen his ass. He struggled not to rock against his hand even as Sean teased him by brushing a finger against his gland.


  Finally, the hand disappeared. He heard Sean squirting more lube and knew it was going on his cock. Then Sean pressed the thick head of his member against Emery’s hole, slowly breaching and giving him time to adjust before sinking his entire length in him.


  Sean lifted Emery’s legs to his shoulders and leaned forward, pressing him into the mattress. Emery had no problem seeing why Sean enjoyed the reverse of this position so much. When Sean grabbed his hands again and pinned them over his head, he felt safely cocooned in his lover’s arms.


  He stared down at him. “How’s that?”


  Emery nodded, beyond coherent speech. When Sean slowly started fucking him, never breaking eye contact with him, he squeezed Sean’s hands and held on for the ride, now struggling not to come from how fantastic it felt.


  Sean picked up the pace, fucking him harder, faster, until he was pounding his cock into Emery’s ass. With Sean’s cock bottoming out inside him with every stroke, Emery couldn’t hold back any longer. His back arched as he felt his balls draw up tight. Then the explosion hit him, feeling like it would rip him apart from the inside out as his cock jerked, shooting his juices all over his belly.


  “Yes!” Sean hissed, slamming into him until he buried himself with one final, throbbing stroke and emptied his cock inside Emery’s ass. Sean collapsed on top of him, breathing heavy. His grip on Emery’s hands relaxed.


  Emery slipped his legs off Sean’s shoulders and wrapped his arms around him as Sean nuzzled his face in the crook of Emery’s neck. He kissed Sean’s forehead. “Love you,” he whispered.


  Sean pressed his lips against Emery’s flesh. “Love you, too, buddy. You’re stuck with me.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Tropical Storm Franklin continued churning the waters of the Caribbean. It hadn’t moved much, but its path slowly nudged more and more to the north, into the Gulf of Mexico. The storm didn’t stop plans for the hunt, however.


  Sean knew Emery wasn’t happy over his parents’ revelations, but he apparently came to grips with it over the next couple of days. Sean had tried to get his mate to talk to him about it, but Emery always deflected the topic to something else. Sean gave up, knowing if Emery wanted to talk about it, he would in his own time.


  As the moon waned before Saturday’s hunt, Sean sensed something different in Emery. Anticipation, excitement.


  Horniness.


  Hell, he couldn’t bend over without Emery grabbing him from behind and trying to dry hump or fuck him, depending on whether or not either or both of them had clothes on at the time.


  “Are you like this before every hunt?” Sean playfully asked him Friday night after their third round in bed that evening.


  “Pretty much.” He grinned. “I can’t help it. I get eager to get out there. It’s okay if you can’t keep up with me. As long as you don’t mind me nailing you in your sleep.”


  “Ah. Is that what happened to me last night? I thought I dreamed about hot sex with you.”


  “It wasn’t a dream.”


  “If you keep this level of horniness up, you’re gonna put me in the hospital, dude. You’ve been nailing me every day anyway.”


  “Heh heh,” he joked. “You said, ‘Keep it up.’”


  Sean rolled his eyes. “All right, Butthead. Ha, ha.”


  Emery pulled him close and kissed him. “We’ve also been going at it like bunnies because we’re newly mated. Eventually we’ll settle down.”


  “I hope so. Feels like I spend half my time washing sheets.”


  “Are you complaining?”


  He laughed. “I didn’t say that.” He stared into Emery’s eyes. “Are you really okay with what your parents told us?”


  He didn’t miss the way Emery’s eyes flickered before he rolled onto his back. “Yeah,” he quietly said. “I’m okay. I’m glad they told me. And I understand why they don’t want to tell my sisters and brother. At least right now.” He looked at Sean. “Are you okay with me taking the pod over from him next year?”


  Joseph had confessed that he wanted to make the declaration at the superpod congregation, if Emery would agree to it. As pod Alpha, Emery would have to know their full family history. He’d hear it from someone, eventually. Joseph preferred it come directly from him. Besides that, Emery would need to know relevant information regarding links between nearby pods and how to keep their relations cordial to prevent territorial bickering from breaking out.


  “I’m fine with it,” Sean assured him. He laced his fingers through Emery’s and kissed the back of his hand. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  Emery shrugged. It sent a delicious ripple through his muscles that set Sean’s mouth on automatic drool. “I know it’s a lot to take in. You’ve already had to deal with so many changes in a short amount of time. And it’s a heavy responsibility for you, being my mate. Human or not, people will be coming to you to talk to me.”


  “Dude. Seriously?” He sat up. “You turn into friggin’ Flipper. If I can handle that, I think I can handle you getting a porpoise pod promotion.”


  Emery smiled. “Dolphin.”


  “Whatever. It’s okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Late Saturday morning, they headed up to the Nadels’ house to help Louise prepare the family’s prehunt meal. Sean had volunteered to take his boat out, too, a request gratefully accepted by Louise.


  “I’m not as young as I used to be,” she quietly muttered to Sean outside of anyone else’s earshot. “I love the hunts, but swimming out and in from shore is a royal bitch.”


  He chuckled. “Your secret is safe with me.”


  “Oh, it’s no secret. Joseph knows I hate swimming out.” She smiled. “I’m no youngling. And I grew up on the East Coast, on the Atlantic, where we didn’t have long swim-outs like we do here in the Gulf.”


  Sean finally met Emery’s other two sisters, and his sister-in-law. Upon realizing they were completely accepting of Sean’s relationship with Emery, he finally shed the worst of his nervous jitters. By the time they ate around four that afternoon, and then later caravanned down to Englewood, Sean started to feel like one of the family. Louise rode with Sean and Emery. She’d catch up with Joseph and her other kids later. Sean let her ride shotgun in Emery’s Mustang while he took the backseat, behind Emery.


  “I appreciate you doing this, Sean. It’s nice of you to take your boat out.”


  “Are you okay, Mom?” Emery asked.


  Sean had wondered that himself during the afternoon. Louise had acted distracted. He watched with curiosity as she appeared to contemplate her answer before speaking.


  “I’ve got a lot on my mind. I’m so happy for Olivia and Brad, you have no idea. And it’s good to have Reese and Laura home for the weekend.” She pursed her lips for a moment before continuing. “I don’t like the feel of the tropical storm out there. It doesn’t help that there was a storm moving in before the hunt when my uncle…”


  A forced-looking smile slightly curved her lips. “He took advantage of the choppy water and the incoming weather. It wasn’t until the hunt was over that Joseph realized… I know this isn’t the same circumstance, and that the water is still nice out there, but it brings back bad memories. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t go tonight. I certainly wouldn’t let Joseph or any of you kids go. I’ve got a worrisome feeling in my gut that won’t go away. I don’t like it at all.” She turned in her seat, to look at Sean. “I might just spend the hunt with you, watching from the surface to see if I can spot any trouble before it occurs.”


  “I’ve never seen you nervous before a hunt before, Mom,” Emery said with a frown.


  “Oh, I have been. But never like this. I don’t like it.”


  “You sure it wasn’t Reese’s poor attempt at making jalapeño poppers from scratch?” Emery tried joking. “I know they gave me a bad feeling in my gut.”


  Sean let out a belch of his own. “Seconded.”


  “I wish, son.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They couldn’t have asked for a better evening. Warm, with a lingering late sea breeze to take the edge off the heat, accompanied by gentle rollers without any chop. As the sun dipped into a beautiful red-streaked sky to sink below the horizon, Sean guided his boat out to the designated area. Joseph and the rest of the family were already waiting there, shifted. Emery quickly stripped and dove in, reemerging shifted.


  Louise waved to him. “Tell your father I’m going to stay up here on the boat with Sean.”


  Emery chattered at her before swimming over to join the rest. Over the next half hour, more dolphins swam into the area to join the pod. By Sean’s best count, there were over sixty.


  “They’re all shifters?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “There’s more here than at the full moon swims, isn’t there?”


  “Everyone loves a hunt. They’ll come from all over. Some swimming in if they live close enough to the water. Others doing like Joseph and the girls, parking near the water, where they can slip in unnoticed and shift.”


  “Do real dolphins ever join your hunts? Can you talk to them?” He couldn’t believe he’d never thought to ask Emery that before.


  She smiled. “No more than wolf shifters can talk to dogs. And yes, sometimes we do pick up stray bio-dolphins for swims or hunts. Just because we don’t speak the same language doesn’t mean we can’t communicate. Think of two people who speak two different languages. That’s sort of what it’s like for us with bio-dolphins.”


  “So where were you raised?”


  “I was raised in the Miami pod. My family line, however, runs all the way up the eastern coast of the United States. I have cousins in New England, and even a few in old England.”


  He watched as she scanned the water. Still more dolphins had arrived, taking the count to over seventy-five.


  “Is there something you’re not telling me?” he asked. “Other than you’re just nervous?”


  She didn’t turn from the water. “We’ve got three new younglings, kids, out for their first hunts tonight.” She glanced at him. “In addition to my nerves about what we already talked about, I also have a mother’s worry about the kids.”


  “Is there a typical age when kids start to shift? How do they know they can?”


  “Unlike some of the other shifter races, who can shift from when they’re born, our children don’t start until they hit puberty. If they can shift at all. Like with normal human children, puberty can range in age. The youngest I ever heard of was ten, but that’s rare amongst our kind. The oldest was seventeen.”


  “They can’t all shift?”


  “Not if one of their parents is human, no. But even so, there are sometimes children born of two dolphin shifter parents who can’t shift. My sister can’t shift, and both my parents are dolphin shifters.”


  “That sucks.”


  She shrugged. “That’s another reason for the full moon swims. If any of our kind who can’t shift wish to join us, they can. They usually don’t, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “Would you want to, if all your family could and you were the only one who couldn’t?”


  “But I did join…oh, I see what you mean.”


  She smiled and touched a finger to her nose. “You’re a mate. That’s different. You don’t know any different. You’re a human born to human parents. You weren’t raised by and among shifters. I mean, sure, some who can’t shift will come out on occasion. But it’s not that common.”


  “So do the non-shifters still marry shifters?”


  “Sometimes. And sometimes they’ll even have a shifter baby. Stranger things have happened.”


  “How do you keep human mates from spilling the beans?”


  Louise snorted. “Can you imagine someone going around and saying they married a dolphin? Not quite.”


  It was full dark when the hunt started, heading out of Lemon Bay to the open waters. Sean turned on his running lights and kept a safe distance from the pod. Even if Louise hadn’t been riding in the bow to guide him with hand signals, he still could have easily followed the pod. The disturbed water in their wake faintly glowed with phosphorescence, similar to the wake from his engine only not as distinct.


  At one point, she turned to him and called out, “They’ve found a school of Spanish mackerel. This is a good place to wait, but leave the engine running.”


  He shifted the engine into neutral. A glance at the depth gauge showed they were in almost thirty feet of water, while the GPS showed they were only about two miles offshore. When he glanced behind them, to the east, he could easily make out a few lights on shore.


  He walked forward to stand next to her. “How do you know what’s going on?” He faintly heard splashing overlaid with dolphin chatter.


  “I can hear what they’re saying.” She pointed at one end of the pod. “They’re splitting off to go around the other side. They’ll herd the school into a tight ball and let the new younglings go through it first.”


  “Why?”


  “To let them get experience. Once they cut through the fish ball a few times, it’ll get progressively harder to keep it collected before fish start scattering. We like them to get a taste of the hunt the easy way first.”


  They watched for thirty minutes, with Louise narrating the events to Sean.


  “Can you tell where Emery is?”


  She squinted a little, scanning, before pointing. “He’s in that area. I can hear him.” She pointed again. “Joseph is there.” Another scan before pointing. “Christopher, Suzanne, and the girls and Brad are over there. Brad’s sticking close to Olivia. That worrywart.” She broadly smiled. “He’s going to make a great daddy.”


  Less than an hour later, the school was on the move again, heading south and running nearly parallel to shore. Within twenty minutes, they’d located another school of Spanish mackerel and were at it again.


  He grew concerned when he heard Louise gasp.


  “What? What’s wrong?”


  “Over there.” She pointed. “Let’s go. Move slowly. Be prepared to take the engine out of gear when I signal.” She knelt in the bow and used hand signals to keep him on track.


  They edged closer and closer to the outskirts of the pod. Now, even in the dim starlight, Sean could make out individual dolphins.


  She motioned for him to stop. He shifted into neutral and hurried forward to join her at the bow.


  Three dolphins made their way toward the boat. The outer two looked like they supported the third, a much smaller dolphin, between them. Sean ran back to the console to shut the engine off as Louise made her way to the stern.


  “Is he hurt?” she called out.


  One of the larger dolphins chattered back at her.


  When they reached the swim step at the back of the boat, all three shifted into human form. The two larger dolphins were a man and a woman. The third was a young boy.


  “A damn bull shark,” the man said. “Came out of nowhere and broadsided him. Knocked the wind out of him. Denby and Emery chased it away. Thank the Goddess they were right there.”


  Louise helped Sean lift the winded boy into the boat.


  “I’m okay,” the boy said. “If you want me to go back and swim, I will.”


  He didn’t sound very convincing to Sean. Louise grabbed a towel for Sean to wrap around him. Sean saw a large, ugly bruise on the boy’s right side, from his armpit to his hip.


  “No!” the woman yelled from the water. “You’re done for the night. You stay in this boat with Ms. Nadel.”


  “Kim,” the man said, “he’s okay.”


  She wheeled on him in the water. “I told you to wait for another hunt or two to be his first, but oooh no.” She smacked his shoulder, hard, splashing water everywhere. “I told you I had a bad feeling, but nooo. You just had to parade him out there.”


  “Mom,” the kid weakly protested, “I’m okay—”


  “You stay out of this, Billy.” She turned on her husband again. “Just because your brother’s kid was out for his first hunt at twelve doesn’t mean Billy needed to be out here tonight at only eleven. You’re always too damn willing to compete with that blowhard—”


  Louise cleared her throat. “Kim, Carey, do you two want to ride with us, or rejoin the pod and finish the hunt with them?”


  Kim glared at her abashed-looking husband. “We parked over on Gasparilla. Genius here didn’t want to spring for a boat rental. Wanted Billy to swim out for his first hunt.”


  Sean helped the still-shaky kid to his feet and maneuvered him to the seat in front of the console. “Ma’am,” Sean said, “I don’t mind him riding in with us. I keep my boat over at Thatcher’s in Englewood.”


  The man finally found his voice again. “You mean the one near the Tom Adams Bridge?”


  “Right. When we go back in, we’ll be happy to stay there with him and wait until you get there, if you want to continue the hunt.” He really hoped they’d go back to the pod. He suspected the guy would get his balls handed to him later by his wife, but he didn’t think it was good for the kid to have to sit there and listen to them bicker any longer than necessary.


  When Louise chimed in, Sean wondered if she had pull as wife of the pod’s Alpha. “It’s really okay,” she said. “Go enjoy yourselves. Everything’s okay now. It was just a little scare.”


  From what he could see of Louise’s expression by his running lights, she didn’t look convinced of that, but he gave her credit for trying to put on a brave face.


  “Thanks, Louise,” Kim said. After throwing a last glare at her husband, Kim sank into the water, shifted, and swam back to the pod.


  “I’m sorry, Billy,” the man said. He, too, sank and shifted before swimming away.


  Sean shared a glance with Louise. He didn’t have to read her mind to understand the silent words she mouthed to him.


  “See? I knew there would be trouble.”


  She went to check on Billy. “Oh, honey, you’re shaking.” Sean dug up another towel for him, and the T-shirt Emery had been wearing. It was big on the boy, but at least it was something. He hoped Billy wasn’t close to going into shock.


  Louise sat facing Billy. “Are you okay, sweetie?”


  That’s when Sean realized the boy was crying. “I didn’t want to come tonight,” he whispered. “Dad told me to man up. That my cousin Jason did it as soon as he first shifted and so could I.” He looked at her. “I’ve never been on a night swim before. I’ve only swam shifted in salt water once. In the daytime, and just off the beach. I didn’t want to come tonight. I begged Dad not to make me, but he told me to stop whining.” He looked up at Louise. “Please don’t tell him or Mom I said that. I don’t want them fighting more. She’s already mad enough at him.”


  Louise slid over to sit next to him and put her arm around him. “It’s okay, honey. But would it be all right if the Alpha tells them he thinks you should become a stronger swimmer before your next hunt? And that he’ll decide when your next hunt will be?” She gently nudged him. “That way, you can tell Mr. Nadel when you want to go out for a hunt.”


  He sniffled a few times as he apparently mulled it over. “Yes, ma’am. That would be okay. Thank you.”


  She hugged him. “Then that’s settled. You know, there’s a McDonald’s right down the street from the marina. When we get back, would you like a shake or a sundae or something? My treat.”


  He nodded. “Yes, please.”


  Sean ruffled the kid’s hair and exchanged another glance with Louise over the kid’s head. He hadn’t thought about shifter parents not being any different than human parents. Competitive with their own siblings, eager to show each other up by using their kids.


  Another reason to be glad I’m an only child.


  He stepped to the bow and watched the pod. Either the boat had drifted, or the pod had moved, or both. They were about thirty yards away now, off his port bow.


  After a few more minutes, the pod broke away and headed south and east, toward shore. Near Boca Grande Pass, where the waters were a little deeper and the current swift, they found another school of fish and tore into them. Billy’s shaking had subsided, and they’d coaxed a bottle of water and a sandwich into him. Then he was content to cuddle up with Louise again.


  After a few minutes, Sean realized the boy was asleep.


  She sadly sighed. “Carey and Coarman are a couple of assholes,” she whispered to Sean. “They’re always trying to one-up each other. I’m surprised their wives haven’t killed them both yet. But I expected better from Carey than this.”


  “I think his wife is about to put her fluke up his ass from what I saw,” Sean whispered.


  Louise pressed her lips together in an attempt not to laugh and wake Billy. She finally managed to smile without laughing. “Good one,” she whispered back. “You catch on quick.”


  Chapter Four


  


  The rest of the hunt passed without incident. Billy’s mom stopped by the boat to check on her still-sleeping son before heading back to shore. Her silent husband followed in her wake. Emery rejoined them and climbed in.


  “Thanks,” he said as Sean handed him a towel. He nodded toward the boy. “How is he?”


  Sean nodded. “We’ll talk later, babe.”


  His eyebrows lifted. “Ah. I’m tracking. But physically, he’s okay?”


  “Yeah, just tired.” Sean found Emery’s shorts and handed them to him. Once Emery had pulled them on, Sean turned the boat around and carefully navigated toward the channel leading back to Lemon Bay. He wasn’t fond of going out on such a dark night, but Emery stood in the bow and gave him directions with hand signals so he could follow the channel markers.


  They safely reached the marina before Billy’s parents. Billy woke up as they bumped against the dock. Emery found his car keys and handed them to his mom. “Here, you take him. I’ll help Sean get unloaded.”


  “Okay. Come on, kiddo. Let’s go get ourselves shakes.” She grabbed her purse and led the boy by the hand down the dock to the parking lot.


  Emery watched them go before turning to Sean with a dark look on his face. “Let me guess. His father made him come to the hunt?”


  “Yeah, how’d you know?”


  “Because the poor kid was scared shitless out there. You could tell he was terrified. Every little thing spooked him. His father practically pushed him into the first fish ball. Asshole. That kid had no business being out there tonight. Some kids are good to go on their first hunt right after they start shifting, and some need to get comfortable in the water at night first. He’s lucky it was a small bull shark and not a big one. Poor kid could have been seriously hurt. Or worse.”


  “He made your mom promise not to say anything to his parents because he doesn’t want them fighting.”


  “Fuck that. I’m going to—”


  “Em, it’s okay. She asked him what about having your dad make the call when he’s ready to hunt, that he needed to become a stronger swimmer first or something. That he could tell your dad when he’s ready.”


  Emery laughed. “That sounds like Mom.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Well, let’s get unloaded.”


  They were waiting in the parking lot for Louise and Billy to return when a Toyota raced into the parking lot. The car had barely slid to a stop before Kim flew out the passenger door and raced to them. “Where’s Billy? Is he okay?”


  “He’s fine,” Emery assured her. “Mom promised him a shake earlier.” He glanced over her shoulder. “There they are now.” Emery’s car was turning into the parking lot.


  Louise pulled up and shut the car off. Kim ran around to the passenger side and engulfed her son in a tearful hug when he got out.


  “I’m so sorry, baby,” Sean heard her murmur over and over to him. “I’m so sorry I let him make you go. I love you so much.”


  “It’s okay, Mom. I love you, too.”


  Carey got out and stood by his car. He stared down at the ground with his hands jammed in his pockets.


  Louise walked over to him and stood there, staring at him. He finally glanced at her before looking down again. “I know, I screwed up. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize to me,” she quietly said, her tone sounding steely. “Your son is the one who almost paid the ultimate price for your pride and your childish ego. It’s time you and your brother start thinking of your children instead of yourselves. If my husband has to step in to settle this, it won’t be pretty.”


  Kim had helped the boy don his clothes. With her arm protectively around him, she led him over to Louise and handed back the loaned towels and T-shirt. “Thank you so much,” Kim said gratefully, sounding near tears. “Thank you for taking care of him.” She choked out a laugh. “And the shake.” She squeezed her son’s shoulders. “Did you tell her thank you?”


  Louise reached out and hugged her. “Yes, he did. It’s all right,” she softly said. “He’s okay. But I believe Joseph, as he is wont to do in these situations, will want to make the decision as to when he should go on his next hunt.” She caressed Billy’s cheek. “If that’s okay with you, honey?”


  Billy nodded.


  Kim let go of Billy to give Emery a huge hug. “Thank you,” Sean heard her say. “You and Denby saved his life.”


  “It’s okay. It’s what the pod does. We stick together.”


  She also hugged Sean. “Thanks for helping take care of him. I really appreciate it.” She returned to her son, bundled him and his shake into the backseat, then got into the front passenger seat with deadly glares shot at, but not a word spoken to, her husband.


  Sean stood next to Emery and watched them leave. “That is a man,” Sean said, “who is sooo not getting laid for a long, long time.”


  Louise shook her head. “He’ll be lucky if she doesn’t divorce him.”


  “Screw that,” Emery said. “He’ll be lucky if he wakes up and she hasn’t neutered him in his sleep. That is one pissed-off momma.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik Chait held the knife’s hilt in his teeth as he dragged his victim by the tail into the shallows of the mangrove swamp near the Placida trestle fishing pier. The incoming tide would push the body farther up into the shallows, making it harder to discover.


  It hadn’t been difficult to pick him off from the others in the fast-moving, deep Boca Grande channel. He’d gotten away from the pod, downstream from them. Erik saw his chance, swam up behind him where he’d shifted, driving the knife into the other shifter’s throat before he had time to react.


  Perfect.


  He stared down at the shifter. He barely knew the guy, Barry something or other. A youngling. He’d never fooled around with them for fuck tag.


  He did know Barry was loyal to Joseph.


  He rolled the dead shifter onto his back and grabbed the knife. “Emery thinks he’s better than me. You all think you’re sooo much better than me,” he muttered as he plunged the knife into the dolphin’s belly. “I’ll fucking show all of you. By the time I’m done, Emery will wish he’d never met that fucking human.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They took Louise home with them to wait for Joseph to pick her up on his way home.


  “Can I get you anything to drink, or eat?” Sean asked her while Emery went to take a quick shower.


  “No thanks, Sean. I’m okay.” She looked at her phone with a worried frown.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I haven’t heard from Joseph or Christopher yet. They should be back at their cars by now. They weren’t that far behind us.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course.”


  He leaned against the counter. “You said Carey would be lucky if Kim doesn’t divorce him. How can that be if they’re mated?” Sean couldn’t imagine ever leaving Emery.


  She smiled. “It’s unusual, but not unheard of. I suspect they don’t have the mate-bond you and Emery do.” She glanced at the hallway to ensure Emery wasn’t there. “I have to admit I’ve thought it once or twice about Joseph. Especially after he first retired. That man really got on my nerves.”


  “What about you volunteering to marry him?”


  “I said I thought about it. Never said I’d follow through with it. I do love him. And I finally made him take up a hobby to get him out of the house and out of my hair. He’s not built to remain idle.”


  Emery emerged from his shower ten minutes later. At the half-hour mark, Louise texted both Joseph and Christopher to call her, after leaving voice mails for them. Even Emery was starting to worry when an hour had gone by with no word from their family.


  Sean pulled him aside. “Why don’t we take a ride out there and see what’s going on?”


  Emery looked like he was about to answer when Louise’s phone rang. Both men turned to watch her answer.


  “Joseph? Oh, thank goodness. What? What happened?”


  Emery stepped into the living room. Sean followed him. He didn’t need to have super-duper dolphin senses to see Louise was upset.


  “Oh my goodness. Do you want me to have Sean get his boat?…Okay. See you shortly.” She hung up and looked at them. “Barry Dorsette didn’t return from the hunt.” She stood and picked up her purse. “Everyone is going back out now to look for him.”


  Sean grabbed his keys while Emery headed for the front door. “Where are they? What happened?” Emery asked.


  “I don’t know all the details. The two friends Barry swam out with lost track of him during the hunt. They figured he was hanging with some of his relatives or something. But he didn’t return to their swim-out point. They swam in near where Joseph, Christopher, and the girls did.”


  Sean locked the door behind them and they all piled into Emery’s Mustang again. “Have I met this Barry guy?” Sean asked Emery from the backseat.


  “No. He wasn’t at the two full moon swims you went to.”


  “Is he a youngling?”


  “Technically,” Louise said. “He’s thirty-four, though. This isn’t like him, either. He’s a very responsible man. I’ve known him since he was born.”


  They reached the marina. Sean ran on ahead to make sure his boat hadn’t been put up yet even though it was so late. Fortunately, it hadn’t. He found a night watchman to get him his keys from the drop box after showing his ID. Emery helped him quickly hook the electronics back up, and within a few minutes, they were back on the water and speeding out toward Lemon Bay.


  Sean let Emery and Louise guide him toward the pod. When they drew close, he shut the engine off. Three of the dolphins swam up to the boat. Joseph shifted back to human form while Emery stripped and dove in to join them.


  “Any sign of him?” Louise asked him.


  “No.” Even in the dark, Sean could see how worried the older man looked. “This isn’t like him at all. No one remembers seeing him after we herded the school in Boca Grande Pass.”


  “Do you want me to shift?” Louise asked him.


  “No. You stay up here with Sean and help him follow us.” He ducked under and shifted again. Emery had already shifted and taken off toward the others.


  They spent all night on the water, Sean keeping a close eye on his fuel gauge so he didn’t get stranded on an empty tank. By the time the sky began turning grey in the east, there was still no sign of the missing shifter. Emery rejoined them in the boat.


  “What do we do now?” Sean asked as they headed back to the marina.


  Emery looked frustrated. “We start calling everyone to come help look for him. Not exactly like we can file a missing person report on him.”


  “Is it possible he went home with someone else?”


  “No,” Louise said. “He would have let his friends know so exactly this kind of situation didn’t happen.” She looked thoughtful. “Is it possible that shark might have gotten him, Emery? The one that attacked Billy?”


  “I doubt it. Someone would have heard something, you’d think. Denby and I put a hurting on it when we ran it off. I wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t survive.”


  “What can I do to help?” Sean asked. “I mean, besides playing water chauffer?”


  “I need to get you home so you can get some sleep, babe,” Emery said. “We need time to organize an official search party.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik poked his head out of the water and carefully looked around the shallow canal for any signs of life before shifting and boosting himself up on the sea wall. He’d rented the tiny, fully furnished trailer in the rundown park not too far from the southern tip of the Cape Haze peninsula under an assumed name. He’d paid cash for three months. With the summer slump, the agent hadn’t been eager to ask too many questions.


  The best part, the canals led out to the harbor. Screw shopping, he could hunt every night and sleep all day.


  Hunt for food…and for revenge.


  He slipped inside the trailer, locked the door behind him, and grabbed a quick shower. He wondered how long until the pod realized they had a missing member and launched a search.


  He smiled. That would guarantee more time on the water for Emery. Maybe even that damn human of his, too. He didn’t dare try to follow them home. He knew because of the accident he’d caused that the Highway Patrol was after him, too.


  They didn’t concern him. He couldn’t, however, let the pod catch him.


  Not that he thought they could.


  I’m smarter and faster than most of them. He stepped out of the shower and wiped condensation off the mirror with his hand. What the fuck does Em see in that human? I’m twice the man, at the very least, that he is.


  Chapter Five


  


  Sean slept until early Sunday afternoon. When he dragged himself out of bed, he turned on the TV to listen to the Weather Channel while he put on a pot of coffee.


  “…and Tropical Storm Franklin has been upgraded to Hurricane Franklin by the National Hurricane Center. It’s a Category 1 storm, and on the move and gaining speed. The entire west coast of Florida needs to closely monitor this system.”


  Now wide awake, he turned on his heel and returned to the TV. Sure enough, Englewood lay dead center in the middle of the cone of anxiety, as locals liked to call the National Hurricane Center’s forecasted track.


  “…with forward motion possibly bringing Franklin onshore sometime late Tuesday or early Wednesday.”


  “Fuck!” Sean, the coffee forgotten, grabbed his phone from where he’d left it charging on the counter and checked for texts from Emery. The last one had been sent two hours earlier.


  Back in water. Text me when ur up.


  Sean shot him a quick text about the storm and headed for the shower. His phone was ringing when he stepped out a few minutes later. He grabbed it and answered without looking at the screen.


  Helen Morita’s anxious voice blasted at him through the phone. “Sean? Have you seen the weather report?”


  He closed his eyes and silently swore. “Yes, Mom. I saw it.” That was another task to add to his list, helping his parents put up their storm shutters.


  “Your father asked me to call you to come help him. He’s already out there. I tried to get him to wait a day, but you know how he is.”


  Yes, he knew all too well. This I sooo don’t need today. “Tell him I’ll be there in about an hour. I was asleep and just woke up.”


  “Asleep? Are you okay? You’re not sick, are you?”


  Crap. “No, Mom. I’m fine. Emery and I were out really late with some friends last night.” That was close enough to the truth that he didn’t feel guilty about the lie. Not that he could exactly tell her the truth anyway.


  “Oh. Okay. I’ll tell him.”


  “See you shortly.”


  He dressed quickly and made himself a sandwich to eat on the trip over. He had to drive past the marina, which was on the causeway leading to the Tom Adams drawbridge that connected the south end of Manasota Key to the mainland. Sam and Helen Morita lived on the Sarasota County end of the island, not too far north of the county line, in a yellow stilt house on the Gulf side of the road.


  When he pulled in the drive, he spotted his dad precariously perched on the top rung of a twelve-foot ladder set on the wraparound deck, with his mom alternately yelling instructions and cautions to him.


  Oy. He got out and climbed the stairs to the deck level. “Hi, Mom.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Hey, Dad?” he called up to him. “Why don’t you let me get up there and do that?”


  His father squinted down at him. “I didn’t have time to wait all day for you to get here.” Sam Morita was, if nothing else, efficient at everything he did. He didn’t, however, understand his son’s need for little things like sleep or relaxation.


  “Sam! You get down here right this instant!” his mom yelled. “You let Sean do that!”


  Grumbling, his father propped the storm shutter panel he was trying to install against the window, in the sill, and slowly made his way down to the ground. He handed Sean the cordless drill and wing nuts used to secure each corrugated panel section to the tracks fixed at the top and bottom of each window. “About time you got here.”


  “You’re welcome, Dad.” Sean scaled the ladder and finished covering the window. When he finished all the panels on that window and once again returned to ground level, he checked his phone. Still no texts or calls from Emery. “Dad, tell me why, again, you don’t have the automatic roll-down storm shutters?”


  “Because they’re too expensive,” his father said as he handed him the first panel for the next window. “Besides, these came with the house. They are fine. Less talk, Sean.” He grabbed the ladder and moved it to the next window. “And when you finish that window, you can help me haul the other shutter panels up here.”


  Sean swallowed a sarcastic retort. “Yes, Dad.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery had texted him back when Sean next checked his phone three windows later. He’d told his parents Em was at the office, handling paperwork ahead of the storm, a story they’d readily believed.


  No sign yet. R U home?


  Sean quickly texted him back that he was at his parents, and the fib he’d told them about Emery being at work.


  Ok. I’ll be there soon.


  Sean studied the phone before looking at the house. There were still twenty windows to go, most of them on the second and third levels.


  I won’t refuse the help, he texted back.


  Emery arrived fifteen minutes later. Helen’s face lit up when she stepped outside and saw Emery. “I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve got a brisket that’ll be ready in a few minutes.”


  He smiled. “Thanks.” He leaned in to Sean, who was getting ready to go back up the ladder, and silently said, “I still can’t believe she served ham last week.”


  Sean stifled his laugh and silently replied, “I told you, she’s not exactly a kosher Jew.”


  “I’m getting that.”


  With Emery’s help, they quickly finished installing the rest of the shutters. Sean was eager to get dinner over with so he could get Emery alone and talk with him about the search. When they finally returned home a little before dark, Emery had bad news for him.


  “I’m going out again with the pod to search tonight.”


  “The marina office is closed,” Sean said. “I won’t be able to get my boat.”


  “No, it’s okay. We’ve had people searching today. We’ve got people coming in from all over to help, including some with boats. There’s still no sign of him.”


  “Are you sure it’s not possible he met someone and went off with them?”


  “No. All his stuff was still in his friend’s car. Keys, cell, all that.”


  “You went off with me when we first met,” Sean pointed out.


  “Uh, yeah, but Erik and Denby saw where I went. And I called them and told them I was okay.”


  “I’m just saying, it’s not beyond the realm of possibility.”


  “It’s totally out of character for him to disappear like this.” Emery frowned. “Speaking of Erik, no one’s heard anything about him lately, either.” Jealous about Emery’s mate-bond with Sean, Erik had sabotaged Sean’s truck and caused an accident in an attempt to get Sean out of the way. Fortunately for Sean, he wasn’t injured nearly as badly as he could have been. But both shifters and traditional law enforcement were on the hunt for the dolphin shifter. Law enforcement wanted to arrest him.


  The dolphin shifters wouldn’t be as forgiving if they caught up with him first.


  “What was that frown for?” Sean asked.


  “What frown?”


  “That one. The one you made when you mentioned Erik.”


  “It has to be a coincidence.”


  “What does?”


  “Nothing. Erik isn’t stupid enough to come back here. He has to know what would happen if the pod catches up with him before the cops do.”


  Sean studied Emery’s expression. “You aren’t totally convinced of that, though, are you?”


  Emery shrugged, which always made Sean’s heart flutter. “Maybe I’m not.” He leaned in and kissed Sean. “Don’t wait up for me, babe. I’ll probably be out until morning.”


  “When are you going to sleep?”


  “I’ll catch a nap before I go into work in the morning. I’ll be okay.”


  Sean didn’t like it, but knew Emery was dedicated to helping find the missing shifter. As he tried to go to sleep, he thought about Louise and her premonition about something going wrong at the hunt.


  Maybe she was more right than she thought.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean left Emery a note when he headed out for work at six thirty Monday morning. He tried not to worry about Emery, because he had a day full of worries of his own. The storm’s track still placed the center of it onshore somewhere between Sarasota and Ft. Myers, meaning a work stoppage and securing all their equipment and vehicles, as well as boarding up the office.


  His father was already there when Sean pulled into the parking lot at a quarter ’til seven. Sean walked in with his travel mug of coffee and found his father alone in the office and on the phone.


  “Dad, what are you—”


  His father waved at him to shut up and finished his call. When he got off the phone, he said, “About time you got here.”


  “You’re retired, Dad. Go home. The crew is on their way in.”


  “Yes, I know that. I just called them.”


  “That’s my point, you didn’t have to call them. We already have a storm plan in place and I sent out texts to the crew leaders when I got up.” His crew had quickly learned to let whatever Sam Morita said go in one ear and out the other once Sean took over. It was easier to give Sam lip service than to argue with him and explain their new and improved streamlined system.


  Sam Morita frowned. “What storm plan?”


  “Exactly my point. You. Are. Retired. Go home. Help Mom get stuff ready at the house.”


  “We are ready. And your mother wants to know where you’re evacuating to so we can stay together.”


  Sean inwardly groaned and was about to answer him when his cell rang. Once again, saved by the bell. He was happy to see it was Emery. He walked into his office and shut the door behind him as he answered, hoping his father wouldn’t follow him in.


  “Hey, babe. Any sign of him?”


  “Nothing.” Emery sounded exhausted. “You okay?”


  “Dad was here when I showed up, freaking out about the storm and calling all my guys. I need to figure out where to send my parents to evacuate. They can’t stay on the island, and we’re in a flood zone, too.”


  “They can come with us to my parents’ house. Mom already told me we would be staying there. As in it was a Mom order.”


  Sean glanced at his office door. He heard his father talking to someone, on the phone or in person he wasn’t sure. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Having mixed family dinners was one thing. Having both sets of parents under the same roof for several days might not be the best idea.


  “Not really, but I’m not about to tell my mom no any more than you’d tell your mom no. Besides, they’re friends. Mom was going to call Helen this morning about it anyway. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back here before the storm hits. I’m going to be swamped at work. Don’t worry about packing for me, just grab stuff for yourself and head on up.”


  “All right. Love you.” They were ending the call when Sean’s dad barged in.


  “Good news! Louise Nadel just called your mom—”


  “And invited us all up there to ride out the storm. Yes, I know, Dad. I just got off the phone with Em.”


  Sam frowned. “You could have at least let me tell you.”


  Sean pointed at the door. “Go. Home. H-O-M-E, Dad. Home.”


  He finally managed to get his father out the door before any of their staff showed up. As he fired up his laptop to try to clear out some work e-mails before having to head out to secure equipment, he tried to think of how the situation could get any more complicated.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I don’t see how this could possibly get more complicated,” Sean grumbled at Emery late Monday night while sharing a guest bathroom with him at the Nadels’ home. Sean had arrived several hours ahead of Emery, leaving Sean to juggle his parents and his nerves without Emery’s comforting presence. The storm would hit sometime the next afternoon. Hopefully not any stronger than a Category 2, but Sean wouldn’t take chances with flooding.


  “It’s fine.” Emery leaned in and started the shower.


  “No, it’s not fine,” Sean quietly insisted. “Your sisters are here. Your brother and his wife. My parents. Four of their friends. And who are those other three guys again?” The Nadels’ ample house bulged at the seams, with people occupying every available bedroom, the couch, the pullout in the den, and even a few air mattresses on the living room floor.


  “Tom, Dave, and Denby. They’re younglings, and they’ve been helping search for Barry. So have Ed and Kate Sandford and Jack and Paula Davis.” Those were the other two couples. “That’s why they’re staying over, so they can go back out as soon as the storm passes. The four of them live up in Tampa. A bunch of people have come into the area to help.”


  “Denby.” That name sounded familiar. Then an ugly stirring in his gut reminded Sean where he’d heard that name before. “Hey, that’s the guy that—”


  Emery hushed him with a kiss on his lips. “You are my guy. My only guy. Don’t forget that. What happened before we met each other is in the past.”


  “So I’m right?”


  He didn’t miss how Emery rolled his eyes as he stepped into the shower. “You have nothing to worry about from Denby. Trust me.”


  Sean followed him into the shower. “But does everyone know my parents aren’t in the loop about the dolphin stuff?”


  “Yes, oh my god, Sean. Please, babe. Stop.” Emery grabbed him and kissed him again, hard, silencing his protests but awakening his cock. “Hush,” Emery whispered, pushing him back against the shower wall before sinking to his knees in front of him.


  “You’re trying to distract me,” Sean accused as Emery grabbed his cock.


  “Trying being the operative word here. I mean this with all love and affection when I say shut your darn pie hole.” He engulfed Sean’s cock with the silken, moist heat of his mouth, holding it at the base with one hand while his other cupped Sean’s sac.


  Sean clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his moan as his other hand tangled in Emery’s blond hair. Sex with Emery, whether slow and sensual in bed, or a hard and fast quickie in the shower, was better than it had been with anyone else. Emery skillfully worked his lips and tongue up and down his shaft. He took his time, flicking at his slit with his tongue, caressing the glans, tracing the ridge around the head.


  Unable to move, Sean’s head lolled back against the tile. He thrust his hips in time with Emery’s ministrations. Every thought drained out of his head as it felt like all the blood and every single nerve ending in his body was suddenly located in his cock buried in Emery’s mouth.


  Emery took him deep before lightly brushing his teeth over the delicate flesh in his mouth as he withdrew, just to do it again. At the same time he began working a finger along Sean’s taint, seeking his puckered rim.


  Easing his legs as far apart as he could, Sean braced himself against the wall and focused on doing his best to not make any noise. That wasn’t easy with Emery’s skilled tongue and lips quickly coaxing him closer and closer to orgasm. Especially once Emery’s finger pressed against his ass.


  That’s all it took. Sean’s hands dropped to Emery’s shoulders as he held on, trying not to fall. His balls pulsed, shooting hot seed out his throbbing cock and into Emery’s waiting mouth. As jet after jet of cum poured out of him, Sean couldn’t hold back the low moan that escaped him.


  Sean’s body trembled as Emery released his cock from his mouth with a wet plop. Emery’s strong arms caught him and gently helped him down to the tub’s floor.


  “Better?” Emery softly asked.


  Sean nodded, his eyes closed. He didn’t open them as Emery helped him roll over onto his hands and knees. Warm water sluiced over his back as he felt Emery kneel behind him and spread his cheeks.


  Sean laid his forehead against his arm and kept his ass in the air while Emery gently probed his ass with a finger. He felt him squirt something on him, then a second finger easily slid into his ass.


  Despite the first round robbing him of strength, Sean felt his cock twitch in response.


  The fingers disappeared, replaced by Emery’s cock. He slowly worked the engorged knob in first, letting Sean get used to his size before sliding all the way inside his ass until their thighs touched.


  Sean loved this, the feeling of Emery’s cock spearing him, owning him.


  Emery hooked an arm around his waist and made him sit up a little, to brace his hands on the tub’s rim. “I’m going to take good care of you,” Emery whispered in his ear. His other arm wrapped around Sean’s hips, his hand finding Sean’s cock. Still not quite hard, Emery slowly squeezed and milked it until Sean’s body couldn’t help but respond.


  Once Emery felt him grow hard, he chuckled. “I knew I could get another one out of you.” Then he slowly started thrusting his cock inside Sean’s ass, keeping time with his hand on Sean’s cock. Bracing himself with both hands, Sean fucked his hips backward, impaling himself and urging Emery on faster and harder.


  He kept his eyes closed. He’d made love to Emery face-to-face enough times to know the look in his lover’s eyes, how the blue flecks in his grey eyes turned a deeper shade as his passion took over. Between the delicious feel of Emery’s thick cock in his ass, and how he also stroked Sean’s cock, it didn’t take him long to fall over the cliff a second time.


  When he did, Emery grabbed his hips and slammed home, his cock exploding in Sean’s ass. He fell still, draped over Sean’s back and breathing heavily against the nape of his neck.


  They both jumped at the knock on the door.


  Emery’s sister Reese. “Dude, can you please hurry up? All the bathrooms are full and I need to go!”


  Sean tensed to move, but Emery kept him pinned down. “There’s always the pool out back, brat,” Emery yelled back.


  Reese’s aggravated scream echoed through the door. “You’re a pig, that’s what you are, Em.”


  “Oink, oink, kiddo.” He nipped Sean’s neck. Sean had to clap a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing. “We’ll be done in a few. Take a number, unless you want to come in and see us naked.”


  “Ew!”


  After a moment of silence, Emery sat up, laughing low. “I knew that’d get rid of her,” he softly said. He stood and helped Sean to his feet before engulfing him in an embrace. “Better?”


  Sean nodded. “Better. But we should clear out.”


  Emery shrugged. “Hey, I spent my fair share of mornings waiting for the girls to get done in the bathrooms. Let them wait on me for a change.”


  


  * * * *


  


  With all the upstairs bedrooms taken, Sean and Emery volunteered to take the pullout in the den, which afforded them at least a little privacy. Emery’s two youngest sisters and the three male younglings would have to duke it out amongst themselves as to who got the couches and who had to sleep on air mattresses in the living room.


  No one would be getting much sleep, however, as they all stayed up to watch the weather reports.


  Including Sean’s parents, who were normally in bed before nine every night. When he’d cornered his mom in the kitchen a little after eleven and quietly told her it was okay if they wanted to go to bed, she’d brushed him off.


  “We won’t be rude to our hosts, Sean. If they want to stay up, we’ll stay up with them,” she said before getting her glass of water and heading back to the living room.


  Sean closed his eyes. “Oy,” he whispered to himself. He jumped, startled, at the feel of a hand on his shoulder.


  Emery leaned in and kissed him. “Couldn’t convince her?” he whispered.


  “No.”


  “It’s okay. Remember, we’re used to going around and pretending we’re no different than anyone else.”


  “I guess this is one area where dolphins’ sucky communication skills are a good thing.”


  “Bite me,” Emery said with a smile.


  “Sure. Where?”


  They returned to the living room to watch the weather with the others. One thing that took Sean’s mind off his discomfort over his parents’ presence was watching Denby repeatedly striking up conversations with Laura, Emery’s youngest sister. Over the course of the next hour, he watched the two of them seemingly grow closer and talk more.


  Emery was oblivious as he talked with Brad, Joseph, and Sean’s dad. Sean was going to gently rib Emery about it when they finally went to bed a little after two in the morning, but he forgot all about it.


  When he awoke at six Tuesday morning, he heard Louise, his mother, and his dad out in the kitchen, talking.


  What is it with early-morning people? He carefully extricated himself from underneath Emery’s arm, which he’d slung over Sean during the night, and went to use the bathroom before heading to the kitchen. Everyone in the living room was still asleep. He noticed Reese had ended up with the couch, while Laura slept on an air mattress not too far from Denby.


  The wonderful smell of coffee greeted him when he stepped into the kitchen. His parents and Louise were gathered around the table in the breakfast nook and watching the weather on a small TV on the counter.


  Sam Morita glanced at his wristwatch. “About time you got up, Sean.”


  “What is wrong with you people?” Sean grumbled as he poured himself a cup of coffee and went to join them. “Do you not need sleep?”


  “Sleep is for the dead, son,” Sam said. “Time for you to learn that.”


  “Leave him alone, Sam,” his mom said with a smile. “You know he’s not an early bird. There’s no sin in that.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek when he sat down. “He’s a hard worker and does very well for himself without you harassing him.”


  Sean spotted Louise trying to hide her amused smile behind her coffee cup.


  Eventually, the entire household stirred. Reese and Laura volunteered to cook breakfast. Emery was in the bathroom when this happened, so he missed what Sean witnessed as Denby eagerly jumped to help while everyone else took up positions in the living room to watch the large TV there.


  By lunchtime, the weather had deteriorated outside. The outer rain bands were already hitting them in Sarasota. Violent gusts of wind battered palm trees in the Nadels’ backyard. When Jim Cantore began his live broadcast from the public beach at the south end of Manasota Key, Sean silently wondered if his parents would have a house to return to.


  Or if he and Emery would, for that matter.


  Emery and Sean were sitting in the kitchen at the breakfast table later that afternoon when Sean tried to take his mind off the storm by ribbing Emery. “I guess you were right.”


  “Huh? About what?”


  “Denby. I don’t have any reason to be jealous of him.”


  A confused smile quirked Emery’s lips. “Of course you don’t, babe. But you’re bringing that up…why?”


  “Well, I just think it’s funny, that’s all.”


  “What’s funny? I’m not tracking.”


  “That maybe Denby will end up being part of the family anyway.”


  Emery blinked. “Say again?”


  “Oh, the way he’s been cozying up to Laura. Looks like maybe she has the hots for—”


  He couldn’t finish, because almost faster than he could follow the movement, Emery shot out of his chair and bolted into the living room. Before Sean could even get through the doorway, Emery had grabbed Denby by the front of his shirt and was bodily dragging him into the den.


  Sean managed to scoot through the door and into the den before Emery slammed it shut, locked it behind him, and rounded on Denby.


  “Dude, you stay the fuck away from my sister!”


  Denby looked shocked. “What?”


  Outside, Laura beat on the door. “Emery! You let me in right this minute!”


  Emery ignored his sister outside the door. He advanced on Denby, who cowered away from him toward the other side of the den. He jabbed a finger in Denby’s face. “You stay. The fuck. Away. From Laura. Understand me?”


  “What the hell is your problem, man?” Denby said, his hands in front of him warding Emery back.


  Emery shoved him, hard. Sean tried to pull Emery back, but the larger man simply shrugged him off. He lowered his voice. “You know what the hell my problem is. You’re not going to turn my sister into a fucking beard for you and ruin her life.”


  “Fuck off, asshole.”


  Laura was now joined by Emery’s mom and dad on the other side of the door, beating on it and yelling for Emery to unlock and open it.


  Emery got in Denby’s face. “No, I’m not going to fuck off. You want to sucker some poor woman into a sham, fine, but it’s not going to be my little sister!”


  “Oh, now I see what your problem is,” Denby said with a sneer. “You’re jealous.”


  Emery shoved him again and sent him tumbling backward over the sleeper sofa.


  That finally spurred Sean to action. He raced over to the door and unlocked it, throwing it open. Laura, Joseph, and Brad spilled in, followed by Louise and Reese. Laura immediately tried to put herself between the two men, but Louise and Sean pulled her back while Brad and Joseph tried to get between the men and pull them apart.


  “Emery,” Laura shouted. “Leave him alone!”


  “Stay out of this, Laura. It doesn’t concern you.”


  “You’re damn right it does! You have no right to dictate who I can and can’t date. I’m not a little kid.”


  “Yes, I do,” he roared. “I not only have the right, but the obligation, when I know for a fact this guy is gay!”


  Sean started to scan the room in the hopes that his parents hadn’t made it to the doorway, but no such luck. There they stood, their heads poked into the doorway, eyes wide as they watched the fracas.


  “What?” Laura said as her struggles against Louise and Sean ceased. “How can you possibly know that? Some sort of gaydar? Quit trying to run my life!”


  “No, I know because I’ve fucked him before, and he’s fucked me. So did Erik and two other guys. You’ve missed the last six full moon swims, but ask anyone who was at some of the others and they’ll tell you. Why do you think he’s going after you? He knows you don’t know about that and no one has the choads to tell you this dolphin’s queer but your queer brother.”


  The room fell silent. Everyone froze at the sound of Helen Morita clearing her throat in the doorway. “Would anyone like me to make some soup?”


  “For Christ’s sake, Helen, they’re not sick,” Sam scolded. “They don’t need soup. They need a referee. And what the hell is a ‘full moon swim’? And what do you mean by ‘this dolphin’?”


  Sean wasn’t sure exactly how many, but at least four other people besides him and Emery and Louise Nadel audibly said, “Fuck.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Sean threw his hands up in defeat and headed for the doorway. “That’s it. Y’all handle it. I’m outta here.” He pushed his way past his parents and the shifters gathered behind them and started to head for the front door. Then he remembered the hurricane bearing down on them and changed course for the door leading out to the garage. He walked out, closed the door behind him, and sat on the step leading down from the doorway.


  “Holy crap.” He dropped his head in his hands. How the hell am I supposed to explain this?


  He’d halfway thought someone, hopefully Emery, would come after him, but no one did. After ten minutes he was about to go back into the house when he heard a scream that sounded a lot like when his mom saw a spider.


  As that sank into his brain, he jumped up and ran inside. His mom and dad, flanked by nearly everyone else, stood just inside the sliding glass doors, clutching each other and staring out at the pool, shock painted on their faces.


  Sean walked closer. The others noticed his approach and parted for him. Out in the pool, Emery was watching them.


  Emery the dolphin.


  Sean did an about-face and returned to the garage before his parents saw him. He didn’t want to deal with this.


  It was Louise Nadel who followed him. She sat next to him on the step without speaking for a couple of minutes.


  He took a deep breath and let it out. “Did Mom faint?”


  “No,” she slowly said. “It was a little iffy there for a few minutes about your father, though. I think he nearly hyperventilated.”


  “Are they okay?”


  She slowly nodded. “I think so. I think they’re still in shock, though. Emery and Joseph are talking to them.”


  “I’m guessing Emery’s out of the pool, then?”


  “Yes.”


  “What the hell am I supposed to say to them?”


  She shrugged. “That’s not my call, Sean.”


  “They’re going to hate Emery now, aren’t they?”


  “I don’t think so.” He wished she wouldn’t speak so slowly. It was starting to annoy him. When he looked at her, he realized she wore a puzzled expression. “She keeps wanting to know if anyone wants soup.”


  When he finally processed her comment, he burst out laughing. “That’s about the only kosher thing she does.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “She’s not close to her family. She left home when she graduated high school. She doesn’t like to talk about them. Dad told me her uncle, her mother’s brother, molested her when she was a kid. When she finally confronted him at a family dinner, her whole family turned on her and didn’t believe her. They sided with her uncle.” He sadly sighed. “I didn’t even know I was half Jewish until we were studying World War II in high school, and she let slip that both sets of her grandparents died in Auschwitz.” He glanced at her. “Sorry. I guess I’m rambling.”


  Louise looked thoughtful. “Funny thing, family secrets.” At least she was back to speaking at a more normal tempo.


  “There’s nothing funny about this that I can see.”


  She shrugged. “We all have them. We don’t like to talk about them. And they can cause a huge explosion when we finally do let them see the light of day, if we wait too long.”


  They both looked up when they heard Laura yell something unintelligible, but Sean suspected it was directed at Denby. Followed by the sound of someone running up the stairs inside the house, and a door slamming.


  “Explosions of more than one kind,” Louise said with a sad sigh. She stood and offered her hand to him. “You going to sit out here all day, or come inside? I suspect we’re having soup for dinner.” She offered him a bemused smile. “I’ll handle talking to your parents if you want to take over comforting my disillusioned daughter.”


  He took her hand and stood. “Is she violent?”


  “No more so than any other woman in a similar situation.”


  “Crap.” He looked up at the ceiling.


  A smile curved her lips. “Well?”


  “I’m thinking, I’m thinking.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Reese and Olivia apparently took point comforting their younger sister, much to Sean’s relief. They weren’t in the living room when Sean returned. Emery and Joseph were sitting with Sean’s parents in the living room. His mom and dad both looked shocked, but at least his dad didn’t appear to be hyperventilating.


  “You guys okay?” Sean asked them.


  His mom and dad slowly nodded.


  “Did you know?” Helen eventually asked him after several moments of uncomfortable silence.


  He coughed. “Um, yeah. It’s a long story, and I didn’t think you’d believe me if I told you my dream guy also happened to be able to turn into a dolphin.” He sat on the arm of the chair Emery was sitting in and put his hand on his lover’s shoulder. “I wasn’t even sure at first if you were going to accept me bringing a guy home. I didn’t want to stack the deck against us any more than I had to.”


  Conversation for the rest of the evening was forced, at best. Instead, everyone focused on the storm’s progress on the radar. Denby stayed far away from both Emery and Laura, who’d been convinced by her sisters to come back downstairs.


  Sean wouldn’t have wanted to be on the receiving end of the dark looks she sent Denby, though.


  After dinner, Sean didn’t miss that his parents bade everyone a hasty good-night before heading up to their room, much to his relief.


  “They’ll be okay,” Louise assured him. “They just need time to adjust.”


  “Adjust my ass,” Sean muttered.


  “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Louise said. “Usually, there’s one of two responses. Either people will pretend it didn’t happen and never bring it up again, or they’ll accept it. Either way, it’s unlikely they’ll want to talk to you about it. They’ve seen it with their own eyes.”


  Sean looked at the stairs where his parents had retreated. “I hope you’re right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Even the comforting weight of Emery’s arm slung across him couldn’t soothe Sean into sleep as he listened to the wind still howling outside the house. By morning, the worst of the weather should be past them and they could return to Englewood.


  And his parents could return to Manasota Key—if they still had a house.


  Oh, crap.


  Besides the obvious reasons, he sincerely hoped his parents’ home hadn’t sustained any damage. Otherwise, they’d be living with him and Emery. Not that he didn’t love his parents, but he relished his privacy too much to want them under the same roof permanently.


  Especially now.


  Emery rolled onto his side. “You okay, babe?” he sleepily asked.


  “Yeah. Just thinking.”


  Now Emery sounded a little more awake. “About what?”


  “I really wish my parents hadn’t found out about the dolphin stuff. Especially like that.”


  He heard Emery let out a sigh. “I’m sorry I lost my temper at Denby. I was out of line.”


  “No, I get why you did it. I don’t blame you. I probably would have done the same thing. You know, if I had a little sister. And if I was a gay dolphin.”


  “Do you want me to talk to them?”


  “No. You’ve already talked to them. They probably need time to adjust.”


  Emery pulled him tight against his chest. “Then go to sleep and quit worrying about it.”


  He tried to do just that, but sleep mostly eluded him until the early predawn hours. When soft voices in the kitchen awoke him a little after six the next morning, he stumbled out to the kitchen to find his mom and Louise making coffee and talking.


  “Hey,” he said, grabbing a mug and standing by the machine, waiting for enough to brew to pour himself a cup.


  “Good morning, sweetie,” his mom brightly said. She kissed him on the cheek.


  He tried to catch Louise’s eye, but she looked away.


  “You okay, Mom?”


  Helen nodded. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Did you sleep well?”


  Sean’s brow furrowed. “So we’re okay with the dolphin—”


  She let out a too-shrill laugh as she patted him on the arm. “Sean, Sean, Sean. You are my son, and your father and I love you. We only want you to be happy. We’ve already told you we accept Emery and we mean it. I think there’s enough coffee for you now.” She pointed at the carafe.


  This time, Louise did meet his gaze. When she slid one eyebrow up, matching her wry smile, he knew what she was thinking.


  Told you so.


  Okay, so she’s going for ignoring it. Fine with me. “Thanks, Mom. Where’s Dad?”


  “He’s taking a shower. He’ll be down shortly.”


  And that was how the rest of Sean’s morning and afternoon went, with his parents blithely pretending they never saw their son’s partner transform into a dolphin in the Nadels’ pool. Once the other shifters realized that, they eventually relaxed around the Moritas and conversation grew more normal and less forced as the morning progressed.


  By lunchtime, Laura had apparently gone from mentally trying to make Denby’s brain explode to outright ignoring him. Even Emery felt a little sorry for the guy and cut him some slack, talking to him again.


  When the weather cleared enough shortly before dinnertime for everyone to go home, the Moritas went upstairs to pack before dinner. Joseph Nadel gathered the shifters in the kitchen to go over the search operation. “Tonight we’ll meet off Gasparilla Island again, like we have been, at eleven.”


  “Dad, it’s going to be murky as hell,” Emery said. “Not to mention rough. You sure you don’t want to wait until daylight?”


  He shook his head. “We can’t. We’ve lost enough time as it is.”


  Sean didn’t miss how everyone looked at Emery. Apparently there was something else on their minds, and Emery had been unanimously picked to be the one to broach the topic.


  Emery bit the bullet. “If we haven’t found him by now—”


  “I know the odds,” Joseph said, cutting him off as his face darkened. “Believe me, I’m well aware that he’s likely not alive. But he’s one of our pod. I won’t give up without feeling I’ve exhausted every possibility to find him. I’d do it for any one of you or your family members.”


  “Okay,” Emery said, placating him. “We’ll keep looking.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Sean left the Nadels’ house before Emery, following his parents home after dinner to check on their house. During the walk-around, his parents did an excellent job at deflecting and ignoring all his efforts to talk about what had happened.


  As far as they were concerned, it hadn’t.


  Finding no flooding and no damage other than a few downed tree limbs, Sean crossed the bridge back to the mainland and drove home. Physically as well as emotionally exhausted, Sean didn’t bother surveying the outside of the house for damage or turning on the lights inside when he walked through his front door. He could tell from the outside that their house hadn’t flooded, and that’s all he cared about. He left his suitcase in the utility room and started for their bedroom before changing his mind.


  Pool. A float in the pool.


  He knew Emery wouldn’t be too far behind him anyway. They could shower together.


  Mmm. And maybe a lot more than that before he has to leave again for the search. He was coming to love Louise and even Joseph, but he wasn’t comfortable doing more than fooling around in the shower under their roof with a houseful of others, including his own parents.


  Especially after the family smackdown and revelations that happened.


  At least I know I can let go of my jealousy over Denby.


  He opened the sliders, groaning at the sight of three of the pool cage’s screen roof panels hanging down. “Dammit.” They’d have to call a company to repair those. He could reach and replace the four side ones the storm had also damaged.


  He didn’t bother turning on the pool lights. It was nearly dark, and all he wanted to do was chill out for a little while. He stripped, dropping his clothes to the concrete deck. Then he dove into the deep end and swam underwater halfway down the pool before surfacing. He flipped onto his back and lazily backstroked the rest of the way to the shallow end. There he stood and pushed his hair out of his face. He had the creepy feeling he was being watched, but he didn’t see anyone inside their fenced backyard.


  He took another slow lap down and back, noticing a large accumulation of dark gunk in the bottom of the deep end. Weird how it’s all clumped together like that. Storm must have blown it in. I’ll have to clean it in the morning. He was too tired to do it then. He swam back to the shallow end where he stopped again to rest.


  He closed his eyes and lounged against the wall at the shallow end when he heard an odd sound, like water being disturbed.


  Accompanied by a strange, chuffing noise.


  He opened his eyes, swallowing back his scream.


  At the deep end of the pool, an alligator’s head had breached the surface.


  Fuck! Fuckfuckfuckfuck!


  His bladder let loose, which, fortunately, happened in the pool. As the alligator stared at him with large, preternaturally amber eyes and a snaggletoothed grin, Sean understood what the phrase “frozen in terror” truly meant.


  When he could finally suck a breath into his lungs, he turned, boosted himself out of the pool, and ran for the house. He didn’t realize he was shaking until he slammed the sliders shut behind him. They weren’t the world’s best protection against a huge alligator if it decided it wanted in, but it was a start.


  Phone. Phone. Phone! Where’s my fucking phone?


  He grabbed his cell and, before dialing 911, realized he wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Technically, he wasn’t in immediate danger now that he was safely inside the house. And no doubt 911 had its hands full with the aftermath of the storm.


  He returned to the sliders and reached over to the wall switch to flip on the pool lights.


  “Fuck!” The gator had to be nearly seven feet long. Its dark bulk, silhouetted by the pool lights, slowly turned toward the sliders, blinking as it stared at him from the pool. He’d seen plenty of gators in the wild while fishing in the mangroves around Placida.


  He just didn’t want one in his pool. And he damn sure didn’t want to be in his pool with one in there. As he stared at the gator, he noticed rhythmic ripples in the water.


  He’d swear the damn thing was laughing at him


  “Fuck you, Wally Gator,” he muttered at the reptile. “Your ass is out of here.” He dialed Emery’s number, swearing when his voice mail picked up. He turned his back to the sliders and the pool. “Hey, you ain’t gonna believe this shit. There’s a frickin’ gator in our pool. I guess I need to call Fish and Wildlife about it. See you shortly.”


  When he turned back, he let out a shriek. “Fuck!”


  The gator now sat on his pool deck, his snout a few feet from the sliding glass doors. How the hell he’d managed to get himself out of the pool that fast amazed Sean.


  As he stared at it, in shock and fright, the gator blinked. Again Sean would swear, from the rhythmic movement of its ribs, that it was laughing at him. The snaggletoothed grin didn’t detract from that assessment, although Sean knew most gators always looked like that.


  He heard the front door open and started speaking at the same time Emery did. “Dude, take a fucking look at—”


  “Sorry I missed your call—”


  “This fucking thing—”


  “Forgot to tell you Wyatt might still be—”


  “It’s fucking huge!”


  “Here from the storm.”


  They looked at each other, and at the same time said, “What?”


  Sean pointed at the sliders, turning to look as he did. “There’s a fucking gator in our—aah!”


  A large, naked, handsome black dude now stood outside their sliders, sop-soaking wet and dripping water all over the concrete.


  Smiling at them and laughing.


  “What the fuck! Who the fuck is that? Where the fuck is the gator!” He was torn between wanting to get the guy away from the gator and afraid to let a naked stranger into their house.


  Emery started laughing as he walked over to the slider and opened it. “Wyatt, let me guess. You got him?”


  The man laughed. “Sorry, Em, but you know me. Couldn’t resist. When I heard the car I was going to get out and introduce myself, but then he came and jumped into the pool before I could shift back. I wasn’t sure if he was yours or not. Didn’t want to out myself to a civie, so to speak.”


  Sean stared, jaw agape, as Emery shook hands with the naked guy. As his pounding heart slowly stopped trying to burst its way out of his ribcage, he finally noticed the man’s eyes were the same amber color as the gator’s.


  And there was no longer a gator anywhere on their lanai.


  “What?” Sean asked.


  The guy, apparently totally unconcerned about his naked state, stepped inside and extended his hand to Sean. “Wyatt Belaforte. Gator shifter.”


  Blinking as he tried to process this, Sean automatically shook with him. “Gator shifter?”


  Emery chuckled. “I did tell you some friends had come out to help with the search.”


  “Emery let me hang here during the storm. Sorry I scared you, man.”


  “No you’re not,” Emery playfully teased. “You love scaring the crap out of people. My mom still hasn’t forgiven you for last New Year’s.”


  As a human, Wyatt could easy scare the crap out of people. Taller than Emery, he had to be at least six ten, and well muscled. And very well…


  Gulp.


  Just because Sean was mated to Emery didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate a well-hung man.


  Sean, realizing he was also still standing there naked and wet, felt less than adequate compared to Wyatt.


  “Yeah,” Wyatt agreed. “I guess you’re right, Em. My momma always said I was a devil at heart.”


  Sean realized Wyatt had a bit of an accent. Now feeling more than a little self-conscious, Sean walked out to the lanai and grabbed his shorts from where they’d landed and pulled them on before rejoining the men in the living room.


  “You’re not a devil,” Emery countered with a grin while Sean did that. “You’re the whole damn lot of them.”


  Wyatt shrugged. “If you’re gonna do something, do it right, I always say.”


  “We’re going back out tonight at eleven. Can you come?”


  “Naw, wish I could. I need to get to work in the morning. But I’ll come out after work and help again.”


  “I’ve got your stuff in my trunk,” Emery said. “Let me go get it for you.” He went out the front door, leaving Sean standing there with Wyatt.


  Sean wasn’t sure what the etiquette was for a situation like this. “Um, can I get you something to drink?”


  “Naw, I’m okay, but thanks. I wouldn’t mind a warm shower, though.”


  “Oh, sure. No problem. Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “I know, the accent, right? I was born and raised in Morgan City, Louisiana. I been in Sarasota now ’bout nine years. Went to New College and Ringling. Decided not to leave after I graduated. I love it here.”


  Emery returned with a small sports backpack. “Here you go.”


  “Thanks, man.” He pulled a cell phone out of the pack. “Shoot. Momma’s probably worried about me. Got eight missed calls from her. Let me call her real fast.”


  “Oh, sure,” Sean said.


  Wyatt stepped back out onto the lanai and closed the slider behind him.


  Sean wheeled around on Emery. “A little warning next time would be nice!”


  Emery snickered. “Sorry. I totally forgot to tell you. I offered to let him come to my parents’, but he said he was happy to ride it out down here. He kept searching long after everyone else gave up. He doesn’t mind the weather and he can get into shallow places along the shore that dolphins can’t normally reach.”


  “Oh.” Yeah, the missing dolphin had briefly escaped Sean’s mind during his terror. “You’re right.”


  Emery pulled him close and kissed him. “Forgive me?”


  Sean didn’t miss the playful twinkle in his grey eyes. “Yeah, but I know you’re wanting to bust out laughing again, aren’t you?”


  Emery did just that. “I’m sorry, it’s just you looked so terrified. And that scream when you turned and saw Wyatt standing there. Priceless.”


  “Yeah, well, you’ll love that I peed myself in the pool, too.”


  Emery tightly hugged him, kissing him again. “I’m sorry, babe. Really I am.”


  “Fine,” grumped Sean, trying to pretend he was still aggravated even though Emery’s kisses could nearly make him forget his own name. “I’ll go put some stuff out for him in the guest bath. He asked if he could take a shower.”


  “Thanks, babe. You’re the best.”


  He’d laid out towels, soap, a spare razor and shaving cream, along with shampoo and body wash when Emery appeared in the doorway, Wyatt behind him. “There you go. Take as long as you want.”


  “Thanks, y’all. I appreciate it.”


  Sean started to leave the bathroom, then turned. “Why didn’t you just come into the house during the storm?”


  Wyatt shrugged. “I kinda like the weather. Pool’s safe. No waves. Nice and warm. Emery did tell me where y’all keep the spare key in case I wanted to come inside, but the pool was just fine. I appreciate you letting me hang around.”


  “No problem,” Emery said.


  They left Wyatt alone and returned to the kitchen. “Dude, you’re lucky I don’t have a bad ticker,” Sean scolded. “Please don’t do that to me again. That was so not funny.”


  “Yeah, it kinda was, babe.” He grinned. “At least Mom didn’t wet herself when Wyatt scared her. Of course, he was in her kitchen at the time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After Wyatt finished his shower, Emery drove him back to where he’d left his car. Sean grabbed a shower, alone, knowing he wouldn’t get much time with Emery that night, at least. Emery returned after Sean stepped out of the shower.


  “Just when are you planning on sleeping?” Sean asked.


  Emery shrugged. “I’m okay. Working on adrenaline, and not sure how badly we’ll get slammed at the office tomorrow, but I’ll nap when I can.” He pulled Sean to him and kissed him. “You have your own stuff to worry about.”


  “Don’t remind me. Dad’ll be wanting me to help him remove his storm shutters tomorrow after work.”


  “We’ll probably go back out tomorrow night, too, and then again on Friday.” His expression darkened. “Unless we find anything tonight.”


  “I think you and I are on the same wavelength.”


  “What?”


  “You won’t find him in good health.”


  Emery let out a sigh. “It wouldn’t be the first time a dolphin lost a fight with a shark. Not as common with the shifters, because we try to hunt in packs for that very reason, but there’s just something wrong about all this.”


  Sean kissed him. “You’d better get going. I’ll call the marina in the morning and have them put my boat out for me.”


  “You’re the best, babe.”


  “Just keep saying it, you sweet-talkin’ thang, you.”


  Emery left laughing, a sound that warmed Sean’s heart. As Sean listened to Emery’s Mustang fire up in the driveway before he pulled out, he headed back to the bedroom. Exhaustion was quickly setting in. Despite hating to sleep alone now, he knew he wouldn’t have any trouble finding slumber.


  


  * * * *


  


  The alarm blasted Sean out of sleep way too early for his liking Thursday morning. He rolled over and slapped at the alarm clock, moaning.


  The other side of the bed was empty. Emery hadn’t returned yet.


  He forced himself to sit up and swing his legs out of bed. Otherwise, it was just too tempting to fall back asleep.


  And he didn’t want his father crawling up his ass for being lazy that morning.


  After starting a pot of coffee, he headed for the shower. He was drying off when he heard what he thought was the front door shutting.


  He called out. “Em?”


  “Yeah.” A moment later, the man appeared, looking tired. He leaned in for a kiss before stripping and stepping into the shower.


  “No luck?”


  Emery leaned against the shower wall, eyes closed, and shook his head.


  “Stay home and sleep.”


  “I can’t. I have to go into the office today. I’ll be okay once I get some coffee in me.”


  Sean walked out to the kitchen, fixed Emery a cup, and took it back to him. He set it on the bathroom counter. “Here you go.”


  Emery peeked out of the shower. “Thanks, babe. You’re the best.”


  Sean was dressed and ready to go by the time Emery emerged from the back of the house, naked and with his cup of coffee in hand.


  Sean thought he still looked like crap. Handsome crap, but crap nonetheless.


  “You want me to drive you up to the office?” he asked.


  “No, I’ll be okay.” He gave Sean a smile that didn’t fool him in the least. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to run my tank on empty. Fortunately, the other times it was due to too much fun. Not something like this.”


  Sean worried about him all day as he dealt with things at work and coordinated restarting their project schedules with the construction companies, who had to check their own equipment for damage. He tried calling Emery, leaving a message for him after he left the office to head to his parents’ house.


  His parents still deftly avoided any and all discussions about what had happened at the Nadels’ house. Sean knew how badly the incident had rattled his mom when after asking if he would stay for dinner and he said no, she didn’t try to change his mind.


  Well after dark, he finally pulled into his own driveway and shut the truck off. Emery’s Mustang wasn’t in the drive.


  Dammit.


  Despite his exhaustion, he wished he could go out and help look. At least he’d be close to Emery and get to spend some time with him.


  Then he yawned again and realized how tired he was.


  He dragged himself into the house and headed for the sliders leading to the pool deck. Mid-stride, he did an about-face, found the light switch, and flipped on the pool lights.


  Nothing except the accumulated debris he needed to get cleaned out.


  No alligator, shifter or otherwise.


  With a sigh of relief, he stripped and dove in, doing a few laps before flipping onto his back and floating in the warm water. He did feel bad that his parents found out Emery’s secret the way they did, his preference being they hadn’t found out at all. He didn’t like the uneasy tension he felt from his parents while taking down their shutters. How his mom made small talk about any- and everything not relating to Emery or his family, when she usually made a point of asking about Emery, his work, how he was doing.


  I’m going to have to talk to them. Whether they liked it or not, Sean didn’t want the invisible bomb hanging over his relationship with them like that. Yes, they drove him crazy. They were his parents, after all, and that was one of their jobs.


  The sound of the front door opening and closing startled him from his thoughts. He stood up in the pool. “Em?” He hadn’t even heard his car drive up.


  “Yeah, it’s me.”


  “Out here.”


  Emery walked out onto the lanai and sat at the edge of the pool. Sean swam over, saddened by the deep lines in his lover’s face.


  “No sign of him?”


  Emery shook his head.


  “Did you eat?”


  Another head shake.


  “I thought you were going out to search for him again tonight?”


  “Dad took one look at me and sent me home. We’re going out in the morning.”


  Sean boosted himself out of the pool and grabbed his clothes before taking Emery by the hand. “Come on. Into the shower with you. I’ll fix you something to eat.”


  “Thanks, babe.”


  When Emery emerged from the shower, Sean immediately steered him back to their bed. He turned the TV on for him and handed him the plate of warmed-up leftovers. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He kissed him on the forehead, but before he could go, Emery reached out and touched his arm.


  “Seriously, Sean,” he said, “you are the best. You have no idea how much I love you.”


  Sean smiled, his heart aching for his mate. He knew Emery was worried about the missing shifter and doing everything he could to help find him. “Yeah, well, you’re stuck with me, babe.”


  When Sean returned to their bedroom a few minutes later, Emery had cleaned his plate, but he’d also fallen asleep with it on his chest. With a smile, Sean carefully took it back to the kitchen before crawling into bed with him without waking him up.


  They both needed a good, solid night’s sleep in their own bed. As he drifted, he couldn’t help but wonder what fate had befallen the missing shifter.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Friday morning, Sean, Emery, Wyatt, and Joseph were once again on the water along with several other shifters. There was still no sign of Barry, alive or dead, and the general consensus was that something bad had happened to him.


  Louise had spent the past several days combing all news reports for any mention of a dolphin washing ashore dead or alive anywhere along Florida’s southwest Gulf coast, before or after the storm, and found nothing.


  Wyatt had Sean drop him off near the Placida fishing bridge, which wasn’t too far from the last place anyone could definitely remember seeing Barry. Wyatt would swim up into the mangrove shallows and see if he could find any signs of Barry. The waters were too shallow for the dolphins to make it, but their thinking was that maybe storm surge could have washed his body there.


  No one doubted Barry wouldn’t be found alive.


  Sean ran Emery and Joseph back out to Gasparilla Island, where they dove into the water, shifted, and met up with several other shifters. Sean motored around the south side end of Placida and started slowly working his way north along the western edge of Charlotte Harbor, along the Cape Haze peninsula, in hope of finding anything.


  By late afternoon, no one had found any sign of him. Everyone involved in the search except Wyatt gathered near Gasparilla Island again. Joseph shifted to human form and looked grim as he spoke to the forty-something shifters and Sean.


  “I hate to say this, but I have a feeling we won’t find him alive. I don’t want to suspend the search, but if we haven’t found him by now, I doubt we will. Thank you, everyone, who came out to help. It is greatly appreciated. I’ll keep everyone posted.”


  Emery shifted back and climbed into the boat, followed by his father, as the rest of the dolphins dispersed.


  “Let’s go get Wyatt,” Emery quietly said.


  Sean nodded and headed off. Fortunately, no one was fishing on the trestle when Sean motored up to where a shifted Wyatt was quietly lying in the shade of the fishing pier. He quickly shifted into human form, swam over, and climbed into the boat with the others.


  Sean immediately knew from the grim look on Wyatt’s face that he had discovered something.


  Something bad.


  So did Joseph. “What did you find?”


  Wyatt shook his head and quietly said, “I’m sorry, Joseph. He’s up deep in the mangroves. Storm must have pushed him up in there.”


  “Dammit. Shifted?”


  “Yeah. And it weren’t no accident.”


  “What?”


  Wyatt pulled on a pair of shorts. “I’m no doctor, but it looks like someone slit his throat and pretty much gutted him, fins to tail. Decomposition’s already started. The belly wound looks too damn straight. Like a knife. I’ve seen plenty of gutted animals in my time. Gutted a few myself. Seen more than my fair share of critters what died of natural causes and blew up from gasses and split open after the bloat got too bad. Whoever did it did a right fine job of it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean, Emery, and Wyatt went back later that night with two borrowed kayaks and a couple of large, heavy plastic contractor bags. Joseph had already talked to Barry’s family and told them what they found. A friend of Joseph’s would meet with them near the Placida trestle to pick up Barry’s body and take him to be cremated at a facility run by a shifter.


  Their friendly shifter doctor would list the cause of death as a heart attack.


  Sean softly muttered to Emery as they quietly paddled in the dark without lights, following a shifted Wyatt up the mangroves to retrieve the body. “And why the fuck aren’t we calling the police?” he muttered to Emery.


  “What the hell are we supposed to tell them?”


  Sean didn’t have an answer for that one. He shut up.


  Wyatt shifted back into human form. “Up here,” he said, motioning them forward. In the dim light from the moon and the stars, they spotted a mottled grey form tangled in the mangrove roots.


  Then the smell hit Sean. Worse than bad bait or rotted meat. It was the sound of the swarming flies that finished him off. He hung his head over the side of his kayak and hurled his dinner into the water. Emery got out of his kayak. He slogged through the shallow muck, grabbed the contractor bags out of the dry box on Sean’s kayak and carefully worked with Wyatt to get them pulled around the dolphin’s body. Sean glanced once, quickly looking away as the dark glistening of guts spilling out of the wound made a sickly, slurping sound. Sean heard the rip of duct tape as the two men got the bags sealed together. Then they carefully laid the grisly bundle in the bow of the kayak Emery was paddling, an open type made for two people.


  When it was safe to look, Sean watched Emery, who wore a grim expression, get back into his kayak. Wyatt shifted into gator form once again and led them out of the mangrove maze. In silence, they paddled to the meeting place. Joseph and a man Sean had never seen before helped carefully lift the plastic-shrouded body into the back of a pickup truck with a topper on the back. Then the three of them returned to the Placida boat ramp, loaded the kayaks into Sean’s truck, and returned to Sean and Emery’s shortly after midnight.


  Sean didn’t attempt to make small talk. He didn’t feel like talking and suspected Emery and Wyatt didn’t, either. He wasn’t a squeamish person by nature, but knowing the dead dolphin was, in fact, a person changed his perceptions.


  It also set loose a fear in his heart that it easily could have been Emery, or even that kid, Billy, instead of a shifter Sean didn’t even know. After Wyatt left, Sean met Emery in the shower and wrapped his arms around him.


  He couldn’t get the memory of the smell out of his mind, or the sound the corpse had made, the wet, sucking sound as the two men wrapped him in the plastic bags.


  Emery kissed the top of his head. “You okay?”


  “Not really.”


  His lover’s arms drew more tightly around him. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  “Yeah, but I’m sorry you’ve been pulled into this.”


  “Hey, I volunteered to help search. You’re my guy, and I’m now part of the family. Pod. Whatever. I won’t stand by with my thumb up my ass and not help.” They stood under the hot spray like that until Sean looked up at him. “How often does stuff like this happen? You’ll be the one dealing with it, won’t you? When you take over from your dad?”


  “Not very often. It’s rare for anyone in our pod to die shifted. Heart attacks, cancer, car accidents, sure. Normal human stuff. This? No.”


  Sean untangled himself from Emery’s arms. “Then let’s go to bed so you can get my mind focused on other things.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Minutes later, hair still damp and cocks rock hard, Emery pushed Sean down onto their bed. He knelt over Sean and kissed him, going straight to fucking Sean’s mouth with his tongue. Fresh from the shower, the scent of their shampoo and body wash still couldn’t disguise Sean’s scent from Emery. Passion wafted up from him, overlaid by the tangy sweetness of the Gulf itself.


  Could any man be more perfect for him?


  He lifted his face to look down in to Sean’s almond-shaped eyes. “What’d I do to get so lucky?”


  Sean buried his hands in Emery’s hair and tightened his grip, stirring Emery’s cock even more. “Let’s not question what we’ve got. I’m done trying to figure it out. All I know is I’m in need of a good hard fucking.” He pulled Emery’s head back down to his for another round of soul-stirring kisses that melted away the last vestiges of stress in Emery’s body.


  The only thing tense was his cock. And that throbbed, begging to be buried in Sean’s ass or mouth. Either one. He wasn’t picky. From the way Sean’s stiff member rigidly stood at attention and brushed against Emery’s abs, he guessed Sean was as eager to get to business as he was.


  He sat up, forcing Sean to release his mouth. What he wanted was to taste something else. Swinging around, he settled himself down on top of Sean. Sean grabbed him by the hips and dug his fingers in hard, holding him in place as he sucked Emery’s cock deep down his throat.


  Emery let out a moan. Unable to keep his eyes open under the deliciously pleasurable onslaught of the wet heat of Sean’s mouth, he blindly nuzzled between Sean’s legs until his stiff cock smacked his cheek. The deep, rolling groan Sean let out as Emery enveloped him with his lips vibrated through Emery’s cock and balls, sinking deep into his body.


  They rolled to their sides, arms and legs tangled around each other and nothing but the sound of their moans and wet sucking filling the room. Emery’s nose pressed against Sean’s sac, his lover’s musky scent filling his lungs. Emery took his time, focusing on Sean’s pleasure. Which was damn hard considering Sean’s skilled tongue was stroking his cock and finding the special spot under the glans to tease.


  Drops of salty-sweet pre-cum rewarded Emery’s efforts as his tongue flicked against the slit at the tip of Sean’s cock. He could spend all night like this, comfortably pretzeled with his lover in their bed.


  Emery felt Sean rock his hips against him, urging him harder, faster, deeper, wanting release. That’s when Emery rolled them over again and began fucking Sean’s mouth.


  Another deep moan from Sean was all it took to trigger Emery’s orgasm as it vibrated through his balls. He felt his cock tighten before shooting jet after jet of cum into Sean’s awaiting mouth.


  He couldn’t help but let out a loud groan of his own at the sweet release. Apparently that’s all it took to topple Sean over the edge as well. Emery eagerly swallowed every drop of hot seed exploding into his mouth from Sean’s cock.


  Spent and sated, he tried to roll off Sean, but Sean wouldn’t let go.


  Emery started laughing and tried to push himself up with his arms. “Hey, babe, I’m empty.”


  “Uh-uh,” Sean mumbled, his mouth still full of Emery’s softening cock.


  Emery tried to pull free, but Sean wouldn’t let go of his hips, or his cock. Finally giving in, Emery flopped on his side while Sean shifted positions so he could maintain his grip on Emery.


  It didn’t take Sean long to get him hard again. Emery crossed an arm behind his head so he could watch Sean go down on him. With his free hand, he brushed it through Sean’s dark, straight hair. Soft and smooth, he loved running his fingers through it. Then Sean looked up at him with those almond-shaped, sweet mocha eyes, smiling around his cock. Emery felt his heart twist in a pleasant way. This was his mate. He’d do anything in the world for him, to protect him and keep him safe.


  Even kill for him, if that’s what it took.


  Die for him, if need be.


  Sean maneuvered one hand between Emery’s legs and started playing with his ass. Unable to keep his eyes open any longer, Emery let his head loll back and gently fisted Sean’s hair. He rocked his hips, helping set the rhythm until his stiff, rigid cock easily slid in and out from between Sean’s lips.


  “That’s it,” Emery muttered. “Let me fuck your sweet mouth.” Before long, he was thrusting up into Sean’s mouth, totally in control and rocketing toward another orgasm. “Get ready, baby. You wanted it, you got it.” His fingers dug into Sean’s scalp. The moan his lover let out as the first streams of cum hit his tongue were definitely full of desire and wanting more.


  Emery’s grip relaxed as he felt the last of his release drain his sac. He offered no resistance when Sean crawled up the bed and kissed him. He tasted his juices on Sean’s lips and tongue.


  Then Sean grabbed him and rolled him over onto his stomach. Emery felt Sean’s cock, hard once again, brush against the back of his thigh as he reached over to the bedside table.


  He heard the rustle of a condom wrapper. “I ain’t changing the sheets tonight,” Sean joked. Then the cool lube drizzled between his ass cheeks.


  Emery dug his fingers into the sheets and spread his legs, pulling his knees up to give Sean better access.


  “That’s what I wanted.” Sean’s voice had deepened, a husky undertone shadowing his desire.


  When the engorged head of Sean’s cock pressed against his rim, Emery took a deep breath and relaxed before thrusting back, speeding things up. The quick pinching burn of the intrusion was immediately followed by the delicious feel of Sean’s cock filling him.


  Sean laughed. “Eager, are we?”


  “Fuck me,” Emery begged into the mattress. “Fuck me hard. Fuck me like you mean it.”


  “Gonna fuck every last thought out of your head, buddy.” Sean grabbed his hips and did just that, hard and fast, the sound of their flesh slapping together filling the room as Emery felt his cock growing hard once again.


  “Like that, baby?” Sean gasped.


  “Yeah, just like that.” Emery reached between his legs and found his cock. He pulled on it, squeezing it, torn between wanting to pound one out or make it last to match the delicious fucking Sean was giving him.


  “I see you,” Sean said, his husky tone now teasing. “Rub one out while I’m fucking you. I want to feel your ass squeezing me.” Then he slapped Emery’s butt, hard, the sting only driving Emery’s need higher.


  With his eyes closed and ass in the air, Emery frantically stroked his cock. It’d be more difficult to get over this time, as spent and tired as he was, but that made it even sweeter somehow. “Harder,” he gasped to Sean. “Fuck me harder.”


  “With pleasure.” Sean smacked Emery’s ass again before picking up the pace to a nearly brutal rhythm that threatened to drive Emery’s body down the bed. His mate could surprise him sometimes, taking charge and melting every last ounce of reserve in his body.


  Searing pleasure assaulted him, from the feel of Sean’s cock hitting his gland to the way Sean’s fingers dug into his hips. It was when Sean started a punishing hard rhythm, accompanied by slapping Emery’s ass as he fucked him, that Emery felt his climax break through. Not as powerful as the first two, and barely enough cum to fill his palm, he let out a relieved cry as his balls emptied.


  “Yes!” Sean sank deep inside him one last time, his cock hard and throbbing as he filled the condom inside him. He collapsed on top of Emery, a silky sheen of sweat now covering both of them. Panting, he traced his lips across the nape of Emery’s neck. “Damn that’s good, babe,” Sean whispered.


  Beyond speech, Emery nodded.


  Sean chuckled. “Did I wear you out?”


  “Yes.”


  Sean carefully withdrew and left the bed. Emery heard him in the bathroom. The toilet flushed, then water ran in the sink. A moment later, Sean returned with a warm, damp washcloth. Before Sean could wipe his ass with it, Emery held up his hand.


  “Please?”


  Sean laughed and wiped his palm clean before focusing on his ass. Emery heard him launch the used washcloth into the bathroom, where it hit the tile floor with a wet plop. Then Sean patted him dry with a towel and crawled into bed with him.


  Slowly, Emery managed to get himself turned around in bed and snuggled against Sean. “Thanks, babe. I needed that.”


  Sean kissed his forehead. “I figured. So did I.”


  Emery crashed into sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  The ringing of their house phone awoke Sean a little before three in the morning. He was going to ignore it, but whoever was calling hung up and immediately called back before their automatic voice mail could pick up.


  “Fuck.”


  He stumbled out of bed and out to the living room where grabbed the receiver without bothering to look at the caller ID. “Who the fuck is this? Do you know what time it is?”


  “Sean?”


  Sean mentally swore. Joseph Nadel. “Sorry,” he said, now wide awake. “What’s wrong?”


  “I need you to wake Emery. We’ve got another shifter missing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Joseph, Louise, and five other shifters were standing in Sean and Emery’s living room an hour later. Sean had awakened Emery and started a pot of coffee, extra strong.


  One of the shifters was a woman with bloodshot eyes who looked like she’d been crying. Alexis Chancey was a petite redhead with green eyes. Her creamy cheeks looked red and blotchy, her eyes puffy.


  “George said he was swimming in from Gasparilla Island,” she said. “He parked near the causeway. Carl and Denby saw him swim in, but no one saw him swim out. And his clothes and car are still there.”


  Joseph looked grim. “When was the last time you saw him, Alexis?”


  “Like I told you on the phone, when he left last night to meet up with all of you. Didn’t you see anything?”


  Joseph frowned. “Last night?”


  “Not yesterday. The day before, I mean.” She rubbed a hand over her forehead. “I haven’t been to sleep in over a day. He’s been gone over twenty-four hours.”


  Sean glanced at Emery, who looked as grim as his father. Louise was trying to comfort the distraught woman.


  Emery shook his head. “I can’t honestly say when was the last time I saw him. I remember seeing him in the morning. But after we called off the search and before we went to pick up Wyatt, I don’t remember seeing him in the group.


  Joseph looked grim. “Can you get Wyatt back down here?”


  “I can try, but he’s probably asleep.”


  “Do your best. See if there are any other gator shifters in the area he can call in to help.” Joseph looked at Louise. “Let’s get the phone tree going again. I want everyone who can to be in the water at safe light, or sooner.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As far as the situation went, it was an all-hands-on-deck shout-out to the surrounding pods for assistance with the search operation. People arrived Saturday morning from all over the state to help. Alexis was left in the care of Sean and Louise, while Sean and Emery’s house became an impromptu staging area for people to gather to get their marching orders. Sean taped a marine chart of the area on their sliding glass doors and marked off search zones, coordinating between Emery, Joseph, and the other shifters designated as leads for each search area.


  Three dolphin shifters from West Palm Beach, friends from Brad’s home pod, arrived a little after ten that morning. Sean couldn’t send them out until the next check-in in less than an hour. As Sean and Louise conferred over the marine chart, trying to decide where to send the newcomers, Sean tuned out their conversations with Alexis.


  He kept his voice low. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course, dear.”


  Sean tipped his head back, toward the living room. “Why wasn’t she out searching with her husband? And why isn’t she out there now looking for him?”


  “She’s not a shifter.”


  “I thought she was. So she’s human?”


  Louise sadly smiled. “No. Her parents are both dolphin shifters. She’s the only one of their four children who can’t shift.”


  “Oh.” A sudden wave of sympathy washed through him. Not only was her husband missing, there wasn’t a damn thing she could do but sit there and wait with the rest of them.


  When they turned from the chart a few minutes later, Sean frowned. “Where’s Alexis?”


  One of the newcomers—Sean thought his name was Gus—shrugged without looking away from where he and another male were watching MSNBC. “I think she walked outside with Carter.”


  Now that Gus had mentioned it, Sean realized the third male shifter was also missing. After exchanging a quick glance with Louise, Sean headed outside. He didn’t have to look far. He found the two of them sitting on his front stoop, talking.


  They both looked up when he opened the door. For some reason Sean got the impression he’d startled or interrupted them. “Hey, we should be getting a call here shortly and we can send you guys out.”


  Carter stood, helped Alexis to her feet, and waited for her to walk inside first.


  Sean didn’t miss how Carter glanced at him and then quickly away again. A guilty sort of look.


  Weird.


  Maybe it was a shifter thing.


  I’m sooo done trying to figure their shit out.


  Not to mention he was exhausted and worried about Emery and the rest of the shifters. A nasty, niggling feeling in his gut told him maybe Erik was behind the missing shifters.


  When the call came in, Sean conferred with Emery and his dad on where to send the three shifters. After they’d left, Sean turned to Louise. “I need a shower.” He tipped his head toward Alexis, who was sitting on the couch and staring at the TV. It didn’t look like she was actually paying attention to it, though. “Can you…”


  Louise nodded. “Of course.” She held out her hand. “Give me your cell in case anyone calls.”


  He handed it over and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Louise.”


  The hot water stung his skin, but he didn’t move. He felt totally brain-dead, so exhausted that if he rested his head against the shower wall, he would fall asleep.


  What was that old saying, once was happenstance and twice was coincidence, and the third time…?


  He couldn’t remember. More accurately, he didn’t want to think like that despite logic telling him otherwise. Weary to his very core, he could only imagine how tired Emery and the other shifters out on the water felt.


  Closing his eyes for a moment, he pictured Emery’s handsome face. It was as if the man of his dreams fell into his boat, so to speak. Barely two months into their relationship, he knew it was for life. Without a doubt.


  He’d started drifting into a pleasant memory of their last pool sex session when a knock on the door disturbed him.


  “Sean?” Louise called out. “Emery’s on the phone.”


  He took two breaths before Louise’s voice punched through his haze of exhaustion. “Thanks.” He shut the water off and grabbed a towel as he stepped out. Once it was securely wrapped around his hips, he reached for the door and opened it. Louise stood there with his cell phone in his hand.


  He took it from her. “Thanks.” With the phone to his ear, he tried not to sound like he was half asleep. “Yo.”


  “You okay?”


  “I was in the shower, sorry. How are you?”


  “Dad’s sending me home. I’m exhausted. I guess I’m not as young as I used to be.”


  “Yet he’s still out there?”


  “He’s still the pod Alpha. He pulled rank.”


  Sean wanted to snicker, but knew that would be rude. “Then come home, babe.”


  “I am. That’s why I’m calling you. Anyone else there to send out?”


  He looked at Louise. “Any more latecomers?” he asked.


  She shook her head.


  “Nope.”


  “Okay. I’m on my way.”


  “I’ll have an omelet with your name on it, babe. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” He ended the call and returned the phone to Louise.


  “They’re all exhausted,” she quietly said, presumably so Alexis couldn’t overhear. “And I think you are thinking the same things I’m thinking.”


  “That there’s something foul in Lemon Bay?”


  She nodded and headed back down the hallway.


  With a tired sigh, he went to get dressed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery returned home less than an hour later. Sean didn’t miss how he avoided Alexis’ hopeful looks and instead headed straight for the kitchen, where Sean had his breakfast underway.


  Emery kissed the back of his neck. “Shower,” he muttered before heading down the hallway to their bedroom.


  Louise watched him go with a sad look on her face. “They’re all exhausted,” she whispered.


  Sean glanced at Alexis, who was once again staring at the TV. “They won’t find him, will they? At least not alive.”


  Louise shrugged. “One can always hope.”


  After eating, Emery collapsed into bed. Sean left Louise in charge and headed for the grocery store to stock up for dinner. By dark, Emery had caught up on his sleep, the searchers had returned empty-handed, and Sean still wondered about the odd looks Alexis and Carter exchanged once the man returned with the others from the search.


  If Sean wasn’t mistaken, Carter had appointed himself Alexis’ caretaker. He didn’t leave her side once he returned to the house, hovering around her.


  She didn’t seem to mind.


  Sean was too busy cooking for the hungry searchers to think much of it. By midnight, more shifters had arrived to join the search. Joseph left to take them out to the search area.


  Alexis and Carter, who had been sitting on Sean’s couch and talking with their heads tipped close, stepped outside onto the lanai and closed the sliding doors behind them.


  “How well do you know her?” Sean asked Emery.


  Emery glanced at the sliders. “Known her all my life. We’re not best friends or anything, though. Why?”


  Sean couldn’t put his finger on it. “No reason. Your mom said she can’t shift.”


  “Yeah. She caught a lot of flack about it from her siblings. Her parents didn’t bother stopping them, either. Asshats.”


  “Where are they? Why aren’t they helping with the search?”


  “I don’t know. About five years ago, they all moved out of the area. Out to Texas, I think. She stayed behind. She’d already married George. From what I understand, she’s not close with them.”


  “Can’t say as I blame her.”


  When Joseph returned around one thirty in the morning, Emery had already gone to bed. Alexis and Carter were once again sitting on the couch. The two guys Carter had arrived with were sharing the futon in the spare bedroom Sean used as his home office.


  “Come on,” Joseph told her. “I’ll take you home.”


  Worn out himself, Sean wasn’t too tired to catch the anxious look she cast Carter’s way. “I don’t mind staying here, Mr. Nadel,” she said. “It’s late and you’re tired.”


  He let out an exhausted or exasperated sigh, Sean wasn’t sure which. “Nonsense, I can have you back home in twenty minutes. Besides, Sean and Emery have a houseful as it is. There’s no place for you to sleep.”


  “But what if you find him? I think I should be here.”


  Joseph didn’t budge from beside the front door. “I’ll call you, I promise.”


  Sean blinked, trying to fight back sleep. Maybe his perceptions were skewed due to his own exhaustion, but it seemed like she cast a sad glance at Carter before slowly rising from the couch and following Joseph out the door.


  For his part, Carter almost looked forlorn. “You get the couch,” Sean told him. “You want a pillow or sheet or blanket or anything?”


  Carter didn’t take his eyes off the door. “No, I’m good,” he said. “Thanks.”


  “Okay. I have to get some sleep.” He headed for the bedroom. Crazy damn dolphins anyway.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean got up at some point before dawn to use their bathroom. He thought he heard someone talking in low tones, a one-sided conversation he suspected was on the phone. He stuck his head out their bedroom door.


  Nothing.


  Silently padding through the darkened house, he realized Carter wasn’t on the couch. When he walked over to the sliders, he spotted Carter on the phone, slowly pacing around the pool, his head down and engrossed in conversation.


  The clock on the microwave glowed blue in the darkness and read 4:52.


  Crazy damn dolphins. He returned to his bedroom and cozied up with Emery again, pushing Carter out of his mind.


  He’d forgotten about the incident when he and Emery were rousted out of bed a little after seven by Louise and Joseph’s arrival. Alexis didn’t waste any time returning to the house either. By eight o’clock, another team of shifters, including Emery and Carter, was out on the water looking for George.


  Alexis barely talked during the day. Sean didn’t blame her, knowing if Emery was missing, he wouldn’t feel like talking, either. He offered her some lunch, but she politely declined.


  Louise patted him on the shoulder in the kitchen. “She’s upset. We should probably just leave her alone.”


  “I feel bad for her. I wish I could do more.”


  “We all do.”


  Joseph called off the search at dark. Everyone returned to Sean and Emery’s house. Sean gave up trying to cook and fired up the grill, keeping hot dogs and hamburgers going with Louise’s help. With everyone fed, Joseph began discussing the next day’s search plan.


  Sean leaned in close to Louise. “Where’s Alexis and Carter?”


  Her brow furrowed as she scanned the living room. “I don’t know. They were just here a few minutes ago.”


  He didn’t realize Louise was following him down the hall until she touched his shoulder, nearly scaring the crap out of him. He stuck his head inside the spare bedroom Emery used as his home office. Nothing. No one in their bedroom.


  But the door was closed to his office. When he opened it, Louise gasped from behind him.


  Alexis and Carter sat on the futon, startled from their kiss by Sean’s appearance.


  “Oh, fuck,” Sean muttered.


  “Oh fuck is right,” Louise agreed from behind him. “I was afraid of this. Joseph,” she called out, “you need to come here. We have a serious problem.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  Sean had never in his life felt more out of place, especially considering it was his own home. He stayed out of the way, in the kitchen, keeping the coffeepot and ice trays full while everyone else talked in the living room. He couldn’t help hearing the conversation going on, but he forced himself to keep his mouth shut.


  Alexis sat in a chair across from the couch, her hands full of wadded tissues and Carter Hollingsworth protectively standing behind her.


  Joseph stood in front of the couch, his arms crossed over his chest. “You have to see my point of view on this, Carter.”


  “I don’t have to see anything, Mr. Nadel.” Carter rested a hand on Alexis’ shoulder. “We’d never met before I came over here for the search. I swear to you, this was not planned. It was the last thing either of us expected.”


  “Perhaps not planned on your part.” He eyed Alexis, who quietly cried into her tissues.


  Carter glared at Joseph. “We have a mate-bond. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


  The older man looked startled. He turned and looked at Emery, who’d been sitting on a barstool at the counter, his back to Sean. Sean, also caught in the crossfire of Joseph’s gaze, looked at the woman crying in his living room.


  Sean hoped Louise would speak up and offer some sane advice, but she remained sitting quietly on the couch.


  “I have one dead and one missing pod member,” Joseph said, his tone full of steel. “And Alexis, you are suddenly wanting to leave the pod with this guy when your husband is missing.” He motioned at Carter. “You don’t think that looks suspicious? What are we supposed to think?”


  “I didn’t have anything to do with my husband’s disappearance! I would never do that. I love him.”


  “Forgive my suspicion,” Joseph snarked, “but you were caught red-handed with Carter by two witnesses who have no reason to lie.”


  She finally looked up at all of them. “I’m pregnant,” she quietly said. “I didn’t plan any of this. Why would I?”


  Joseph rubbed at his forehead. “You’ve known Carter all of what, two days? How do you expect me to believe you’re pregnant already?”


  “Joseph,” Louise spoke up, “I believe she means she’s pregnant by her husband.”


  Alexis cried again as she nodded at Louise’s words.


  “Oh,” Joseph said. “How far along are you?”


  “Eight weeks,” she said. “We were going to tell everyone at the next full moon swim.” She blew her nose. “I still love George. But I didn’t have this with him.” She laid her hand over Carter’s on her shoulder. “I never had a mate-bond with George.” She looked up into his eyes.


  “So your husband is missing, you’re pregnant with his child, and you sleep with another man?” Joseph Nadel’s question spoke what everyone else likely thought.


  She shook her head. “No. We haven’t slept together. We’ve only kissed. We felt it the very first time we did. I thought a mate-bond was just a myth. I never knew anyone who really had one before. Not even my parents.” She laced her fingers through Carter’s. Sean watched as he squeezed her hand reassuringly.


  “Where’ve I heard that before?” Sean didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until he noticed everyone’s eyes were suddenly on him, including Emery.


  Fuck it. He stepped around the counter into the living room. “You know what? I’ve never seen a more uncommunicative bunch of people in my whole damn life.” He pointed at Emery. “You know very well what he and I have, yet you all wanted to not believe it at first until that fucktard Erik nearly killed me. Why don’t y’all try talking to each other once in a while? Instead of this bullshit ‘oh, it’s not proper to talk about it’ garbage? What the hell is your problem, people?”


  Everyone continued to mutely stare at him. He didn’t care. He walked over to Olivia and Brad. Brad had been part of the search team, and Olivia had arrived at dinner to eat and pick him up.


  “Can you read each other’s minds?” Sean asked them. When they didn’t respond, he leaned in, raising his voice. “That wasn’t a hypothetical question. Can you read. Each other’s. Minds?”


  Olivia and Brad looked at each other. Finally, Olivia gave a little shake of her head.


  Sean wheeled on Joseph. “And she’s pregnant with his baby. You and your own wife don’t even have this ‘magical mate-bond.’” He used air quotes around the phrase. “You both admitted it, and you have five children together. So knowing that Emery and I do have it, knowing your own pregnant daughter and her husband do not have it, and now seeing these two claim they have it, why are you acting like such a jerk? Yeah, it’s sucky timing, sure, but being a douche and cheating with a pregnant, married woman, or leaving your husband when you’re pregnant with his baby, isn’t the same as causing your husband’s disappearance.”


  Wyatt, who’d gone out with the search party that day, sat in the far corner with his arms crossed and a wry smile on his face as he watched the scene play out. Sean turned on him next. “What about you guys, huh? Do you have this same kind of bullshit?” He swept his arm, indicating the dolphins.


  Wyatt shook his head. “Naw. Man’s right. Y’all are messed up. And here I thought the wolves were goofy as heck. Chasing their ‘One’ and stuff.”


  Sean blinked. “What? Wolves? Wait, never mind.” He wanted to stay on topic and contemplating other shifters when he’d barely managed to wrap his head around dolphins and gators would tax his brain too much. He rounded the sofa and stood next to Emery. “I seriously doubt Alexis and Carter had anything to do with George’s disappearance.”


  “And why is that?” Joseph asked, tired derision in his tone.


  “Because there’s only one guy I know who’s got a hard-on in a bad way for this pod, and his name’s Erik, and we already know he’s homicidal.”


  That seemed to surprise everyone. Sean took the advantage and slammed his point home. “Really? Really? Is it that much of a leap in logic? Come on, you people have to be smarter than that. I can’t be the first one to think it. Could I be wrong? Sure. On the other hand, I’d be willing to put money on the cause of all this being Erik and some sort of stupid revenge plot of his than I would on a woman who’d never met this guy before, and who was happily married to her husband and expecting a baby with him up until he disappeared. None of this bullshit started until after Erik went off the deep end. You all are stupid if you don’t stop to consider that little factoid.”


  He walked over to Alexis, grabbed her left hand, and held it up. “She’s still wearing her wedding rings. No, that’s not proof positive, but it’s not the actions of a woman who’d been planning this in advance. Why would she even report him missing? Why not just off him and disappear herself?”


  He released her hand and stormed over to Joseph. “You’ve already got one dead dolphin. As much as this is going to upset Alexis, I’d be willing to bet you’ve got a second dead dolphin somewhere out there who you just haven’t found yet. And at some point, someone else is going to go missing from another search party. And another. And another. Until Erik gets who he wants.”


  “Me,” Emery quietly said.


  Sean looked at him and nodded. “Yeah. Or me. Any fucker crazy enough to try to kill me is crazy enough to stoop to actually killing another dolphin. Erik knows if he can stay out of the way of anyone else, he’s home free. What are you going to do, go to the police and tell them dolphin shifters are getting murdered? No.”


  “And he knows that,” Emery grimly said.


  Joseph rubbed his face. “Christ, you’re right.”


  “I didn’t have anything to do with George’s disappearance,” Alexis insisted again. “I want him found safely. He’s the father of my child, and I do love him.” She looked up at Carter, then to Joseph. “I’ll take whatever punishment you want to give me for being a lousy wife, but I didn’t have anything to do with him going missing.”


  “Normally,” Sean said, “like the rest of you, I’d be willing to have a healthy dose of skepticism and say y’all’d be stupid not to make her the prime suspect. But she’s a dolphin. She knows damn well what would happen to her if she had anything to do with her husband’s disappearance. Why wouldn’t she just divorce him if she wanted out?” He pointed at Louise. “You told me yourself that happens. That’s what normal people do, they get divorced. Okay, yeah, some people are nutjobs, but those kinds of people aren’t worried about their own extended family doing them in, either.”


  Louise spoke up. “For what it’s worth, Joseph, I believe her. I know for a fact she had never met Carter before.” She looked at the couple. “I also know he’s engaged to a shifter from the St. Augustine pod. The daughter of the pod’s Alpha. I seriously doubt he would jeopardize his pod relations over a fling with a pregnant, married woman whose husband has disappeared under mysterious circumstances.”


  Joseph turned to her. “Where’d you find that out?”


  She shrugged. “I made some phone calls today. You aren’t the only one with connections, husband.” She nodded toward her son in law. “Besides that, I spent some time talking to Brad, since they’re from the same pod. Duh.”


  Wyatt’s phone went off. He answered after looking at the display. Everyone watched as his expression turned grim. “Okay. Thanks.” He hung up and directed his comment to Alexis. “One of my cousins just found him. I’m sorry.”


  Joseph looked enraged. “Where?”


  “In the mangroves in Placida. Close to where we found Barry.” He coughed and glanced at Emery. “And in nearly the same condition.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Louise insisted on going with them. Sean opted to wait at the boat ramp with her while Joseph, Wyatt, and Emery went to retrieve the body.


  “Thank you for speaking up,” Louise said.


  “What?”


  “Back at your place. For saying what’s been on my mind for years about this stupid code of silence we have.”


  He felt his face heat in the darkness. “Just telling the truth. It’s dumb to have this kind of secrecy.”


  “I know. And if it were women running the show, there likely wouldn’t be any. But pod Alphas are always men.”


  “Why?”


  She shrugged. “Before, it was always the men fighting for control. As the world moved on and shifters had to integrate with human society, they couldn’t afford to have territory wars any longer. The common enemy, so to speak, was humans. We still haven’t progressed to the point of a woman running a pod, though.”


  Another car drove up. Carter and Alexis got out and walked over.


  “You don’t have to be here,” Louise gently said.


  “I want to be. I…I still love him.”


  They waited in silence. Twenty minutes later, the man that had accompanied Joseph to pick up Barry’s body arrived in his pickup truck to join the vigil.


  No one spoke when they returned with George’s body. Wyatt shifted back to human form and helped Emery carry the plastic-shrouded form to the pickup truck.


  Alexis stepped forward before the tailgate and topper hatch were shut, but Joseph put a staying hand on her arm. “You don’t want to see,” he gently told her.


  No one moved, no one spoke while she stood there staring at the shape that used to be her husband. “Do you think he suffered?” she softly asked. “I feel so guilty. What if I could have done something more?”


  Louise took over. She slipped her arm around Alexis’ waist and led her away from the truck, Carter flanking the widow’s other side. “Don’t ask yourself those questions,” Louise told her. “He was helping his pod. He died loving you. He would want you to be happy. If you hadn’t met Carter, you would be alone now. What happened was horrible, but you didn’t cause it. Nothing you did could have changed the course of what happened. It is a tragedy, but the Goddess reached down and touched you, blessing you at the same time.”


  She leaned against Louise and sobbed.


  Sean uncomfortably shifted his weight and studied the parking lot’s dark asphalt. Louise helped Alexis into the backseat of the car before turning to Joseph and pointing at the car. Her message was clear. I’m going with them. Then she climbed into the backseat with Alexis while Carter got behind the wheel.


  When the car’s taillights disappeared down the road, Joseph turned to his friend. “Please make sure this is done as quickly as possible. She will need the closure.”


  The man nodded, closed the tailgate and hatch, and drove off.


  Sean joined them. “I guess you’re done suspecting her and Carter?”


  Joseph looked grim. “Yes. I just don’t know what else to do. I’m afraid to send anyone else out looking for Erik for fear of them meeting the same fate.” He addressed Sean. “Thank you for being so forthright about all of this. For what you said back at your house.” He turned to his son. “You couldn’t have asked for a better mate to help you as the pod Alpha, son.”


  Emery nodded. “Thank you, Dad.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery and Sean drove Wyatt back to his car. When they returned to their house, Sean thought Emery would want to grab a shower and go to bed, but without a word Emery grabbed him and pulled him into the shower with him.


  He grabbed Sean’s hand and pinned his arms above his head against the tile wall. He proceeded to ravage Sean’s mouth with his lips, his tongue plundering. Sean needed no magic to sense Emery’s deep need to put what had happened that evening out of his mind. And what better way to do it than to get his brains fucked out.


  Sean thrust his hips against Emery, his cock quickly inflating the longer Emery kept him pinned like that. Emery pulled back, his eyes blazing with a deep, painful hunger Sean longed to quench for him. Sean laced his fingers through Emery’s. Then he stepped away from the wall, turning and pinning Emery against it.


  Sean’s teeth grazed the side of Emery’s throat, nipping, teasing. “Tell me what you want,” Sean whispered.


  Emery’s eyes dropped closed. “Please, fuck me.”


  Sean let go of one of his hands, dropping it into Emery’s hair, where he tightly grabbed hold. He pulled Emery’s head back, exposing his throat. Sean licked a path from the hollow up along the tendons, along his jaw, up to his ear. “I’m going to fuck your brains out, baby,” Sean hoarsely said.


  Then, using Emery’s hair as his handhold, he pulled Emery off the wall and bent him forward, under the shower’s spray. Emery braced himself on the tub as Sean probed the seam of his ass with his fingers.


  Then the shifter let out a loud moan when Sean found his puckered rim and began pressing, teasing. He pushed back against Sean’s hand.


  Sean rewarded him with a swat to his ass. “Be still.”


  Emery obediently quit moving.


  Sean tormented him for several minutes before grabbing the bottle of lube they kept in the shower and pouring it over him. His own cock screamed to be buried inside his lover’s tight ass, but he didn’t want to rush. Slowly, he fed the throbbing head of his cock into Emery’s channel, pausing to take a deep breath and keep himself under control.


  Then he reached under Emery and found his cock, hard and twitching with every move. “You let me do the driving, babe,” Sean said. “I got this. Just relax and enjoy it.” Sean slowly worked his own cock deeper inside Emery’s ass as he stroked the other man’s cock with his hand.


  Emery responded with a passionate groan, but he held still as ordered.


  Sean let go of Emery’s hair, holding on to his hip for balance while fucking and fisting him. At first he had a little trouble picking up a rhythm, but then he found it and started moving. Slowly at first, as his balls swung against Emery’s tight ass, he knew he wouldn’t last long. He picked up the pace.


  “Come for me, Em. Squeeze my cock with that sweet ass of yours.”


  Emery moaned in response, his head hanging as he struggled to stay still as ordered. But Sean felt how hot and hard his lover’s cock had grown and knew it wouldn’t take him long to make it.


  Sean closed his eyes and tried to hold back, focusing more on the hand job, on Emery’s pleasure, than his own. “Give it to me,” Sean groaned. “Show me how good it feels.”


  He didn’t know if he felt it first in Emery’s cock or his ass, but as Emery’s body clamped down on Sean’s cock, he felt Emery’s cock begin to pulse in his hand. His lover let out a loud, deep moan.


  “That’s it.” Sean slammed his hips against Emery’s ass, fucking him hard, racing to completion until he felt his own balls tighten, signaling the start of his climax. He let go of Emery’s cock and held on to both his hips, thrusting fast and deep until that sweet explosion nearly took his legs out from under him. He fell still as his juices poured out of his cock and into Emery’s ass.


  Neither man moved for several minutes, the steamy water pouring over them as they caught their breath. Sean stroked Emery’s back. “You all right?”


  Emery nodded. It was then Sean realized he was crying. Now scared, he untangled himself from Emery and made him turn. “Babe?”


  Emery reached for him. Together, they sank to the bottom of the tub, Sean cradling his lover against him as he got it all out of his system.


  Sean didn’t bother talking, knew Emery would say whatever he needed to when the time was right. He stroked his wet hair and comforted him.


  After a few minutes, Emery spoke. “It could have been you. Or Dad or Mom. Or my sisters or brother. Anyone. He nearly succeeded in killing you once already. How the hell am I supposed to protect everyone as Alpha? Dad can’t even do that.”


  Sean nuzzled his forehead with his lips. “Exactly. Not even your dad can do that. Some things are beyond one person, Em. I think you’re going to make a damn good Alpha. And I’ll be right there beside you. Well, you know what I mean.”


  Emery rewarded him with a soft laugh. “And now look at me.”


  “Dude, I was starting to worry about you, quite honestly. Dealing with that not once, but twice. Not to mention how tired you are from all the searching. I knew you had to have a breaking point somewhere. You’re only human.” He snorted as he realized what he said. “Well, you know what I mean. Everyone sometimes needs to have a breakdown when they know they’re safe.”


  Emery let out a long sigh. “I love you so much, Sean. It’d kill me to lose you.”


  “Yeah, well, it’d kill me to lose you, too.” He kissed Emery’s forehead. “Now let’s get rinsed off and go snuggle in bed before we use up all the hot water.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Frustrated by another day of fruitless searching for the pod, Erik returned to his hideout. They’d found and removed George’s body, as well as Barry’s. That it hadn’t made the news proved to him it was the shifters and not humans. Otherwise, the local media outlets would have been all over it.


  The fact that for several days he’d been unable to locate any dolphin shifters in the water meant Joseph had pulled everyone from the search.


  It also meant he wasn’t able to get a shot at Emery’s human.


  He’d even staked out the marina where the human kept his boat, watching, shifted, from the safety of a nearby mangrove, and had seen no sign of him.


  All he could do now was watch and wait.


  


  * * * *


  


  Over the next several days, Sean and Emery both threw themselves into their work. Erik and the two dead shifters weren’t mentioned, although plans for the superpod continued unabated. Helen and Sam Morita didn’t mention the events that had transpired at the Nadels’ house, but they did start acting more normal toward Sean and Emery.


  Wyatt stopped by for beers one evening after work. “Any news?”


  Emery shook his head.


  “I wanted to let you know everyone’s behind y’all. I’ve been talking to my contacts. Even the wolves offered to help out if you need them.”


  “I don’t think wolves will be much help in the water, but tell them thanks.”


  “Hey, you never know where this sumbitch will turn up.”


  “True.”


  “And if it makes any difference, we’ve been spreading word around the whole Gulf coast. Dude shows up, lots of people got their eyes open for him. He’s good as dead.”


  “I don’t know what to do about the superpod,” Emery said. “I told Dad I thought maybe we should reconsider having it here, but he won’t listen.”


  “Naw, don’t change your plans. Besides, you’ve got a lot of us who’ll come in and help with the perimeter. Maybe that’s what we need, to set a trap for him.”


  “I don’t want any other innocent people dying because of him.”


  Wyatt shrugged. “Not your fault.”


  “It kind of is.”


  “Dude, you listen to yourself?” the Cajun said. “You didn’t kill them people. Erik did.”


  “Thank you!” Sean said. “That’s what I keep telling him but he won’t listen.”


  Wyatt leaned forward. “Let me tell you something. Man can do what he did to those two people, he’s not right in the head. Y’all know he tried to kill your mate. That right there’s enough fucked up that he needs to go.” He took a swig of beer. “Don’t know how y’all do things, but someone tries something like that among our kind, he or she’s marked for death. No second chances. Whether he did or didn’t cause the deaths of those other two is irrelevant. He’s bad. None of us can risk someone like him running loose. Shifter life’s hard enough to juggle without an asshat like him running around making things harder on ever’body.”


  “Yeah,” Sean said. “I personally have no problem with him taking a dirt nap.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They were out in Sean’s boat the next Monday, working to scout the best location for the superpod. Complicating matters was the fact that they needed to keep the gathering in open water, due to the sheer numbers and that at least a few outsider humans would likely wander into their midst to see what was going on.


  On the other hand, in open water, it would be easier to form a perimeter around the superpod and keep an eye out for Erik.


  Sean throttled back into neutral once they were clear of the marina and pulled his waterproof chart out of the console. “I’m thinking here,” he said, pointing to an area off Gasparilla Island and Cayo Costa. “It’s deep, and the tarpon aren’t running right now, so it won’t be wall-to-wall boats out there. People can park on Boca Grande and swim out and in from there. Plus we can take some people over to Cayo Costa and drop them off by boat and they can swim out and in there, or even from Bokeelia…here. It’s close, really close. So less chance of Erik being able to pull something. Yet plenty of places close by for people to get into and out of.”


  “Sounds good. Let’s go take a look.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik held back, watching. Finally, after several days of staking out the marina, he’d lucked out and spotted Emery’s human whore getting into his boat. Even better, Emery was with him.


  Now I just have to figure out how to get him.


  He followed them down the channel and south, toward Gasparilla Island.


  


  * * * *


  


  Normally Sean would be able to relax and enjoy the water. The breeze in his face as he pushed the 250-horsepower Yamaha outboard wide open. The feel of the boat skimming over the glassy rollers. The salty tang of the air.


  He couldn’t.


  He knew part of it was Emery, who remained on high alert from the moment they stepped into the boat at the marina.


  “Dude, will you please relax.”


  Emery glanced at him before returning his gaze to the horizon. “Sorry. I just keep thinking.”


  “Well, stop thinking and focus on what we’re doing out here today. Wait, that came out wrong.”


  At least his fumbling earned him the ghost of a smile from Emery, who’d done precious little of that since recovering George’s body.


  They took a spin around the area Sean had pinpointed on the chart. Emery agreed with Sean’s assessment that it would work well for the gathering. Sean shut the engine down and looked around.


  “Hey, Em. You want to…” He tipped his head toward the water and grinned.


  


  * * * *


  


  Of course he wanted to. He always wanted to make love to his mate, especially in the soothing, warm Gulf waters.


  Unfortunately, today he wasn’t in the mood. He’d had a nagging feeling at the base of his spine ever since setting foot in the boat that morning. Unable to quit looking around for any sign of Erik, he hadn’t been able to fully enjoy the morning or the boat ride, much less Sean’s suggestion to get freaky and naked in the water.


  Even Sean’s playful grin wasn’t enough to coax him into letting his guard down in the open. “Not today, babe. I’m sorry. Not here.”


  “You’ve been jumpy ever since we left the marina.”


  “I didn’t think you noticed.”


  Sean cocked an eyebrow at him. “Dude, seriously? You’re like a Secret Service agent without the suit and wrist radio. You should be an owl instead of a dolphin, the way your head’s been swiveling around out here.”


  “I’m sorry, I just don’t want to do anything out there.”


  “Are you going to let the possibility of Erik being around somewhere rule our lives, or are we going to live?”


  “Babe, please understand. I’m just concerned, that’s all. Can’t we mess around in the pool when we get home?”


  “Fine,” Sean grumbled.


  But Emery knew it wasn’t fine at all. Not from the dejected set of Sean’s shoulders and the way he heavily sat on the bench behind the console before reaching over to program the GPS for their return to the marina.


  “I’m sorry,” he said again.


  “Yeah, I know,” Sean said.


  “I’m going to need a little time to feel at ease out here. I don’t want to put you at risk.”


  “I’m not fond of putting myself at risk either. But I doubt he’s anywhere near here right now. He’s probably on the run.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik lucked out and blended in with a wild pod of dolphins, staying far enough behind them they wouldn’t feel threatened and turn on him. He slowed his speed, trying to match their lazy pace. Every time he breached the water to breathe, he glanced over toward the boat.


  The small pod of six was heading in the boat’s general direction, but he’d have to break away from them at some point to get closer.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You don’t feel it?” Emery asked Sean.


  Sean struggled to maintain his calm. He knew Emery was upset over the loss of the two men, but he didn’t want Erik to become Emery’s white whale, either. “I feel you on edge like fuck, is what I feel. Can’t you please try to enjoy today? It’s gorgeous out here. The breeze is perfect, the seas are perfect, and it’s a Monday so we’ve just about got the damn ocean to ourselves.” He threw out his arms and turned around. “Look, even the wild dolphins are playing. Do you think they’d be out here if they were worried?”


  Emery stood. He pulled off his sunglasses. Sean watched his eyes narrow as he studied the pod in the distance.


  “Son of a bitch,” he whispered.


  “What?”


  He dropped his sunglasses and started stripping. “Stay here.”


  “What?”


  “I said stay the fuck here!”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Emery dove into the warm Gulf, ignoring Sean yelling at him. Below the surface, he closed his eyes and let his body shift, reveling in the freedom as he kicked his fluke and sped away from the boat. He launched himself up and out of the water, rocketing through the air like a bullet, taking a breath before diving again.


  He had his bearings and his target in sight.


  Erik won’t get away this time.


  In his mind he firmly held the image of the two dead dolphin shifters, their bodies slit open and guts spilled. Until he took his revenge, those images would forever haunt him.


  They died because of his love for Sean, and Erik’s psychotic jealousy.


  He let loose a blast of his echolocation, pinpointing the wild pod…and their stowaway following behind.


  He’d know Erik anywhere, dolphin or human.


  As he continued chattering, the trailing dolphin whirled around and broke free of the pod, heading north.


  Bingo.


  Behind him, he was vaguely aware of Sean yelling before cranking the engine and taking off after him. Already pushing himself, he reached deep for every ounce of speed. Erik was a little smaller than him, cutting less of a profile through the water and able to go slightly faster.


  Emery stayed below the surface and prayed Sean couldn’t follow his progress. He didn’t want his mate anywhere close to Erik after all that had happened. He refused to put him in jeopardy.


  “Em? Dude, where are you? Talk to me!”


  “Stay back, Sean. I’ll take care of him.”


  “Fuck that. I’m not letting you handle this alone.”


  Emery closed his mind, ignoring Sean’s further mental pleas to talk to him.


  Behind him, the sound of the outboard motor briefly grew louder before fading again. Sean had turned the wrong way.


  Emery pushed harder, faster, closing the gap between him and Erik. Emery chattered at him, as much to yell at Erik as to use his echolocation to try to stay on course and not lose the other shifter.


  “That’s it, motherfucker. You damn coward. You wait until I catch you.”


  No reply from Erik, not that Emery had expected one.


  The chase continued north, Erik trying to shake Emery by swinging in close to the beaches before veering out again, doing anything he could to try to lose Emery. As they neared Manasota Beach, Emery realized Erik had leapt from the water once before suddenly changing course.


  Too late, Emery realized exactly why Erik had done that. He stopped himself in five feet of water, with his head out, and watched as Erik beached himself.


  A large crowd of people, apparently there for a barbeque, ran over to him.


  Dammit!


  Several men tried to get Erik back into the water, but he fought them, keeping himself on the sand. Minutes later, a Sarasota County deputy arrived and walked down to the beach to investigate. By now, several people were using plastic cups and children’s sand buckets to keep pouring water over the beached dolphin.


  Emery smacked his tail against the water in frustration. There wasn’t anything he could do. If he shifted and came out of the water naked, he’d be arrested on the spot. If he tried to beach himself, there was no guarantee he would be kept with Erik and have a chance to kill him.


  I’ve got to get Dad.


  He turned and raced away.


  


  * * * *


  


  As he neared the southern end of the key, he pulled up short. I’m an idiot. He stuck his head out of the water and studied the shoreline, adjusted his course, and quickly found the Moritas’ house. Luckily for him, this section of beach was located in front of a long stretch of private homes, and there wasn’t anyone close by. He ducked under the surface and shifted into human form. When he emerged, he bolted from the water and into the Moritas’ backyard.


  Both of their vehicles were there. He snagged a beach towel hanging on a line under the house and wrapped it around his waist as he pounded up the stairs to their front door.


  Helen looked shocked to see him when she opened the door. “Hi, Mom,” he said as he pushed his way in. “Sorry about this, I have to use your phone. It’s an emergency.”


  She followed him in. “Sean? Is he okay?”


  “Yeah, he’s fine. It’s not him. Long story.” He grabbed their house phone and called his dad’s cell. Swearing when he reached his voice mail, he hung up and called his mom.


  He didn’t let her get a word in edgewise when she answered. “Listen, no time to explain. Get as many shifters as you can up to Manasota Beach on the north end of the key. Right now. Erik beached himself… Right. I’m at the Moritas’ house. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”


  He hung up and turned around, grabbing Helen’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, but this is important. Do you have anything I can wear? And I need to borrow a car.”


  She looked confused and he didn’t blame her. “Where are your clothes? How did you get here?”


  He didn’t want to remind her he was a dolphin. He was in a hurry. “It’s a long story, and I’m sorry I can’t explain right now. But I have to get up to Manasota Beach. It’s an emergency.”


  “Here.” Sam’s voice in the hallway startled him. He held a pair of swim trunks. “These are Sean’s. They should fit you.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” He grabbed them, dropped the towel, and pulled them on.


  Sam held up his keys. “Do you have your wallet?”


  Emery shook his head and reached for the keys, but Sam pulled them out of reach. “No,” Emery said, “it’s in the boat with Sean. Look, please—”


  “This is about those two dead dolphins I overheard you talking about, isn’t it?”


  I don’t have time for this! He nodded.


  Sam’s face hardened. “Is this about the guy that tried to kill Sean?”


  It was pointless to lie to the man. “Yeah.”


  “Then I’ll drive.”


  He headed out the front door before Emery could stop him. Emery tried to reason with him all the way down the stairs, but Sam ignored his protests. The older man got behind the wheel of his car and waited for Emery to climb in. Sam handed Emery his cell phone.


  “Try to find Sean.” He started the car and raced down the driveway.


  Quite a crowd had gathered at the beach by the time they reached the parking lot. Emery spotted four other shifters, including Denby, standing off to the side and watching, equally angry expressions on their faces.


  “We can’t get close to him,” Denby said, nodding toward the three deputies now doing crowd control. “Fucker.”


  When the other shifters looked at Sam, Emery explained. “This is Sean’s dad. He knows the basics.”


  Sam crossed his arms and glared across the sand. “He tried to kill my son. Tell me why we can’t go take him now?”


  Emery scrubbed at his face with his hands. He admired the man’s chutzpah but didn’t need an emotional human making a bad situation worse. “Dad, we can’t. There’s too many people around. Dolphins are a protected species, and Erik’s smart enough not to shift and run with all these witnesses. We go in there now, we’ll be in jail and Erik will be free. We’ll have to wait and try to get to him during the transfer, or after they relocate him. They’ll probably take him up to Mote Marine. We might be able to get a person inside to kill him there.”


  Sam’s jaw worked for a moment before nodding. “You’d better. Before I do.”


  Emery grabbed him by the arm and spun him around. “Dad, you can’t. You have to let us handle this.” He still hadn’t been able to reach Sean, although he’d left several voice mails for him.


  They were still standing there, more shifters joining their ranks as the news spread, when Joseph drove up an hour later.


  “What’s going on?” he asked Emery after he parked.


  Two more deputies, and two state officers from Florida Fish and Wildlife, had arrived on the scene. “I would guess Mote will be here pretty soon.”


  “Dammit.” Joseph rubbed at his mouth. “No way to get to him, I suppose?”


  One of the deputies had cordoned off the area with yellow tape, only allowing a few of the spectators to stay with Erik because they were constantly sluicing water over him.


  “You tell me, Dad,” Emery said, beyond frustrated at this point. It was all he could do to keep Sam Morita from going over there and kicking Erik in the head.


  Not that he didn’t want to do the same thing himself.


  “Do we know for sure yet where they’re taking him?” Joseph asked. “Is it definitely Mote?”


  Denby nodded. “I walked over and talked to one of the state guys. Mote’s got a stranding team on the way.”


  “Dammit. Too bad it’s not Clearwater.” Joseph laughed, but his hard gaze belied any humor. “We could have arranged an ‘accident’ for them while on the road. Poetic justice.”


  Emery walked down to the yellow tape cordoning off the area around Erik. He stared at the dolphin until Erik’s eyes came to rest on him.


  Emery touched his forehead, right between his eyes. Obviously his intent was clear, because Erik began thrashing against the humans in an attempt to get away. But the outgoing tide meant an extra five feet of sand now separated Erik from escape. The volunteers and state officers surrounded Erik. Someone brought over beach towels to cover the dolphin with, soaking them with salt water to keep him wet and blocking his vision.


  Emery turned and walked back to his father. “I want to be the one to take him out.”


  Joseph poked him in the chest. “It will be whoever it will be. I won’t risk a chance losing him again just to wait for someone to take specific vengeance.” He looked at Sam. “That goes for you, too.”


  Just then, Sean’s truck slid into the parking lot in a cloud of dust. He threw it into park and jumped out, running across the road to join them.


  “You fucking asshole!” He punched Emery’s shoulder, hard, before engulfing him in a strangling hug. Then Sean punched him in the shoulder again. “Don’t you ever scare the crap out of me like that again!” Then he noticed his father standing there. “Um. Hi, Dad. What’cha doing here?”


  Sam pointed over his shoulder at the crowd surrounding Erik. “The same thing everyone else here is. Waiting for a chance to kill that bastard.”


  “That’s Erik?”


  He started to take a step forward, toward the commotion, but Emery hooked an arm around him and hauled him back. “Yes, that’s Erik, and a shitload of law enforcement and witnesses.”


  “Fuck! How the hell are we supposed to get to him now?”


  Joseph laid a calming hand on his arm. “We wait. And we watch.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t the Mote team’s arrival that next consternated the shifters. It was the arrival of a news crew from the Sarasota station. By this time, Wyatt had also arrived as the shifters started calling everyone with the latest news.


  Sean watched the TV crew setting up to do a live shot as Joseph shook his head. “Well, at least we know with them filming, Erik won’t dare do anything.” Now there were nearly twenty shifters gathered at the park. They’d moved to the shade of one of the picnic pavilions to watch from a distance. “He’ll likely try to make his escape during the transfer into the tanks. Denby, you guys head up there now and stake the place out. See if you can figure out where they’ll take him in at.”


  “How do you know he won’t just wait until after everyone goes home to shift and walk out of there?” Sam asked. “He’ll get away.”


  “He won’t, because there are security cameras. He knows damn well if he’s caught shifting on video that the government will be after him like crazy.”


  “Well, don’t you all have to worry, too? That he’ll just tell them about you?”


  Joseph shrugged. “What’s he going to say? That we’re all dolphins? We’ll simply deny it. When we’re in our human form, we are human. We’re not like some shifter species who have definite differences in our blood. We’ll laugh off the accusations and volunteer for bloodwork. That alone will discredit him. He’ll be on his own.”


  Sean nudged Emery and pointed at the road. A large truck, accompanied by several vehicles, had arrived from Mote Marine.


  “Here we go,” Joseph said. “Let’s get up to Sarasota. Wyatt, will you stay behind and…” He pointed at Erik. “Just in case?”


  Wyatt nodded. “Will do, Joseph. You can count on it.” Emery recognized the hard, cold look in Wyatt’s eyes. Wyatt wasn’t a dolphin, but a dangerous fuck like Erik was a danger to anyone, regardless of shifter race.


  When Sam started moving with the group, Sean stopped him. “Dad, you can’t go.”


  “Like hell I can’t.”


  “Sean,” Joseph said, “it’s okay. He can ride with me.” He glanced at Emery. “But you need to get some clothes.”


  “I have them in the truck,” Sean answered for him.


  “Good. See you up there.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik tried to stay calm. This wasn’t the worst possible outcome by any stretch, but it damn sure wasn’t the best. If he let them take him to Mote Marine, he’d be trapped there, an easy target for Joseph and the other shifters.


  That he was marked for death was a given. Even if he hadn’t suspected it, Emery’s gesture confirmed it.


  Between the eyes.


  Hate rolled through his gut. He would have loved Emery, been a damn good second for him. Would have supported him taking a wife to keep up appearances and further the pod’s Alpha line.


  But no, Emery had to go fall in love with a damn human. Couldn’t see the good thing right in front of him.


  Bastard.


  Once they covered him with the towels, all he could do was lie there and wait for the next phase. Maybe he’d have a chance to get away before they transferred him to the tanks at Mote.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean refused to hand over his keys. “You’re too wound up, Em.” He climbed behind the wheel and got the truck started while Emery climbed into the passenger side. Relief that Emery was all right tempered his ire at him.


  Barely. “And what the fuck?”


  Emery looked over at him from where he was trying to swap out the swim trunks for his own shorts. “What?”


  “I don’t appreciate what you did back there, dude.”


  “What?”


  Sean glanced up and down the road before pulling out of the parking lot. “Leaving me behind like that. I’m not helpless, you know.”


  “Erik’s dangerous. You know that.”


  “Exactly. I do know that. Why do you think it’s okay to disappear like that without me knowing if you’re alive or not?”


  “I didn’t want you at risk.”


  “Fuck that. You don’t get to make those kinds of decisions for me. We’re partners. I’m not some precious little flower you need to protect.”


  “Do we really need to have this conversation right now?”


  Sean weaved around a car to pull in behind Joseph’s car. “Yeah, we do.” He glanced at Emery. “I mean it. Yeah, I appreciate the thought, but you so don’t get to do shit like that to me. Got it?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Wow, he’s really steamed. He’d never seen Sean like this before. He tried to tease him out of his funk. “You’re so cute when you’re angry.”


  Fortunately he’d already buckled his seat belt, because Sean slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel to the side, nearly taking out a mailbox as he swerved off the road and onto the shoulder.


  He jammed a finger in Emery’s face. Sean’s mocha eyes burned with anger. “That. Right there. That shit. I’m not a girl. Do you not fucking get it? Yeah, I’m an outsider in all this. But at least give me my dignity.”


  “I’m sorry.” It finally sank in he’d really crossed a line he hadn’t even recognized was there. “I mean it. I’m sorry. But look at it from my point of view. I love you, and he nearly killed you once.”


  “Yeah, but he didn’t kill me. And since I’m the one he tried to kill, by all rights I should have a say in what happens to the asshole. We do this as a team. Together. Got it?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. Together. I’m sorry.”


  Sean took a deep breath. “I know you are.” He glanced in the mirror before pulling back onto the road. “I know your heart’s in the right place, but I worry about you just as much as you worry about me. Maybe even more.” He focused on the road for a while. Then he broke the silence again. “It’s not like I can be out there on the water with you all the time. Even if I’m out there in a boat, I’m not with you, get it? And now all this bullshit. I know humans are probably more dangerous than most stuff you’d normally face out in the water, but at least I can go head-to-head with another human. I can’t protect you when you’re out on the water.”


  Emery hadn’t thought about it like that. He reached over and laid a hand on Sean’s thigh. “You don’t have to protect me,” he gently said.


  “You don’t have to protect me, either.” He glanced at Emery, then back to the road. “I just want to be treated like an equal. A partner.”


  Emery squeezed his thigh. “Deal.” Sean’s hand closed over his, lacing his fingers through Emery’s.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean spent the drive up to Sarasota stewing about Erik. So close, and we still can’t get the fucker. Wyatt called to let them know Erik had been loaded in a truck and was on his way to Mote. Denby and the early scouts thought they’d figured out how Erik would be transferred into the complex, but they weren’t sure.


  “So we just sit around and wait for him to escape again?” Sean asked.


  Joseph shook his head. “We’ll have people watching the facility around the clock. If we can’t get him during the transfer, we’ll wait until they release him and ambush him then. Once he’s inside their tanks, he won’t dare try to shift and escape.”


  They watched from a park next door to the marine mammal facility as the caravan of vehicles turned onto Ken Thompson Parkway and headed toward the building. A gate opened and the large truck drove in, followed by several cars and the news van.


  “That’s it, then,” Joseph said. “He’s there for the duration.” He looked at everyone. “I don’t want any of you going in there and trying anything, either. Not unless you clear it through me. Understand? I won’t lose anyone else. We’ll get him when they release him. It’ll take their vets a few days to clear him. I’ll have people watching around the clock.”


  “That’s not good enough,” Sam protested.


  “It has to be.” Joseph squeezed his shoulder. “Believe me, I want him dead as much as you do. But any of us getting arrested for it won’t help.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik tried not to panic, but the few glimpses he got of the area as the volunteers lifted the sling he’d been put in and carried him toward the facility showed him no way to escape. If there was water close by, he could have tried flipping loose and rolling toward it, but the seawall was nearly twenty yards away.


  Dammit.


  He hadn’t been to Mote in years, and that was on two legs. He suspected they had sophisticated surveillance and security. More to keep people out than to keep dolphins in, but it would still work against him.


  As he was transferred, he tried to listen to the veterinarian and techs talking about his condition. He lay quietly while they drew blood samples and took his vital signs before gently releasing him into a small isolation tank. A tech in a shorty wetsuit stood in the water and observed him. He stayed away from her as much as possible while trying to spot any cameras. They mistook his slow rolling as a playful behavior. In truth, he was trying to see up into the girders supporting a metal roof high over the tanks.


  There was a camera. And another.


  Fuck.


  At least he was alive for the moment. And if he couldn’t get out, it meant Joseph and the other shifters couldn’t get in, either. Not without the law catching them. For the moment, they couldn’t do anything to him while he was there.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean didn’t want to go home. He wanted to sit there and stake out Mote in case Erik tried to escape again.


  “Babe,” Emery coaxed, “we can’t. We have to go home. Dad’s got it under control. He’s going to make some calls and see if he can’t get someone in there up close and personal. He knows some of the bigwig donors there, people on the board.”


  That didn’t soothe Sean’s anger. “He’s going to get away again. You realize that, right?”


  “No, I don’t realize that. Please?”


  Reluctantly, Sean let Emery talk him into going home. Denby, Wyatt, and a few others would stay behind. Others would relieve them later on.


  By the next afternoon, Joseph had an answer from his contacts. “I found out they probably won’t keep him much longer than a week. Once they do tests on him and find out he’s physically okay, they’ll want to release him as soon as possible. All we have to do is wait him out.”


  Sean didn’t like that answer, but all he could do was wait.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik got little sleep in the previous twenty-four hours. He knew the release was fast approaching, as was his last chance to get away. He knew the Mote staff were going to load him into a boat at the dock behind the facility and transport him out to the Gulf that way.


  He couldn’t let them get him in the boat. He had to get into the water as fast as he could and make his getaway. Joseph would have shifters following the boat and waiting for him at the release point.


  What could they do, arrest dolphins for killing another dolphin?


  He was fucked and he knew it.


  A little after dawn, techs and volunteers started gathering at the isolation tank. He spotted the sling they’d used to carry him into the facility. They didn’t have any straps fastening him to it, so as long as he could kick free, he should be able to roll out of the sling.


  He’d lulled them into a false sense of security with his calm, friendly behavior. When he went to nuzzle the hand of the head tech who’d supervised his daily care, she laughed.


  “We’re going to miss you, Buddy,” she said.


  Yeah, well, I won’t miss you, you fucking cunt.


  It seemed to take forever for them to get their act together, but they finally climbed down into the water with the sling. He obliged by swimming into it, eager to get the show on the road.


  Within ten minutes, he was being carried across the property and toward a boat waiting at the dock attached to Mote’s seawall.


  Finally!


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean nervously tapped his feet as he watched the Mote team carry Erik down to the dock.


  “Chill, man,” Wyatt said. “You’re not helping yourself.”


  Sam, Joseph, and Emery were waiting in Sam’s boat a few hundred yards away down the channel. Out in the Gulf, other shifters were already waiting in the water to pick up the chase. Joseph’s contacts had told him that Erik, or Buddy as Mote had dubbed him, would be fitted with a temporary tracking device right before his release. If nothing else, they could find him electronically.


  Sean didn’t feel a fraction of the shifters’ confidence. He suspected Erik would shift as soon as possible, ditch the tracker, and shift back to escape.


  I want that fucker dead.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik forced himself to stay relaxed. He knew he couldn’t let them get him settled in the boat, or he was screwed. He waited until the people carrying the front of the sling stepped down off the seawall and onto the ramp leading to the dock.


  That’s when he made his move. Twisting, he violently slammed his fluke into the bottom of the sling, throwing the handlers off-balance and making one of the women in front lose her grip on the sling’s frame. He caught the seawall on his way down, but that was minor compared to what would happen to him if the pod caught up with him.


  Ignoring the shouts of the humans behind him, he rolled and let out a cry of triumph when he hit the water.


  Immediately, he dove under and sprinted east, toward the deeper water of the channel.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean watched the sudden flurry of commotion and then saw Erik bounce off the seawall and hit the water. “Fuck!” Sean cranked the engine and slammed the throttle forward. The boat lurched through the water, nearly throwing Wyatt off his feet.


  Wyatt grabbed the VHF radio mic and hailed Sam’s boat. “Move it. Now. He made a break for it.”


  Sean didn’t bother looking behind him to see if his dad was keeping up. He tried to track Erik’s movements, but before he could get close enough, the shifter found the deeper water in the channel and dove.


  He slowed, scanning the water for any sign of him. His dad’s boat flew past, up on plane, and Sean fell in behind him. He watched as Emery and Denby both dove out of the boat ahead of them, one on each side. Seconds later, one dolphin breached the surface before diving again.


  Sean slammed his fist against the console. “I fucking knew he was going to pull some shit. Son of a bitch!”


  “Calm down, Sean,” Wyatt said. He glanced behind them. “You need to slow down and hang back. We don’t need Fish and Wildlife pulling you over in a no-wake zone.” He pointed at the sign ahead, mounted on a channel marker post.


  “Fuck!” Sean backed off on the throttle, holding on so he didn’t lose his balance as the boat lifted and settled on the wake’s swell from the sudden de-acceleration.


  The radio crackled to life. “Hang back there, Sean,” Joseph said. “We’ve got this. You stay and watch in case he doubles back.”


  Wyatt reached over, turned off the engine, and pocketed the key. He turned his amber gaze on Sean. “It’s in their hands now. Y’all can’t do anything else. Let them take it from here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik held his breath as long as he could. Then he veered out of the channel, toward a sailboat tied to a mooring buoy. Swimming around the backside of it, he shifted back to human form and barely brought his face above water while hugging the hull.


  As he gasped for breath he considered his options. He wasn’t free yet. He knew Emery and Denby were out there close by. He’d heard their chatters in the distance behind him. He’d stayed close to the bottom to try to avoid their echolocation. Worse, he didn’t know how many other shifters were out there, or how many boats.


  With his ears below the surface, he listened carefully as he heard Emery and Denby growing closer, their chattering and clicking louder. He held his breath, ignoring how barnacles on the sailboat’s hull cut his feet.


  Louder. Closer.


  He closed his eyes and waited.


  Then they passed him, a boat following close behind.


  He couldn’t believe it. While every nerve in his body screamed for him to make a break for it, he waited.


  And waited.


  Eventually, the sounds faded.


  Taking a chance, he shifted and headed back in the direction he’d come from, sticking to the channel’s bottom and moving fast. When he swam under the John Ringling Causeway, he veered toward land, skirting as close to shore as he could. Then he found Hudson Bayou and swam up it as far as he could before it grew too shallow.


  Finding a dock low to the water, he crawled under it, shifted back to human form, and crouched deep in the muck under the dock, concealed by the shadows and overgrown vegetation hanging down over the seawall.


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery didn’t want to give up the hunt. He knew Erik had to be close, couldn’t have made open water. He was hiding somewhere nearby. They brought in over thirty dolphin shifters who scoured the bay and surrounding waters with no success.


  After midnight, Wyatt and Sean finally talked Emery out of the water. Dejected and exhausted, he sat in the bow of Sean’s boat as they headed south back to Englewood.


  Sean didn’t try to talk to him. Emery didn’t blame him. He’d failed his mate and his pod.


  What kind of piss-poor Alpha will I be if I can’t take that fucker down?


  It didn’t matter what reassurances Sean had given him. It was how he felt.


  It wasn’t until they were at home and in the shower that Sean finally spoke. “Are you okay?”


  Emery dunked his head under the spray. “No.”


  He wasn’t prepared for Sean to grab him tightly and pull him close. “Dude, I’m not happy about him getting away, either. But we have to move on.”


  “He tried to kill you. He killed two innocent people. How many more have to die before we take him down?”


  “We can’t live our lives constantly looking over our shoulders. Then he’s won regardless of whether or not he comes back or stays away for good.”


  “How can we protect the superpod?”


  Sean firmly grabbed Emery’s face, cupping his cheeks with both hands and forcing him to look Sean in the eyes. “Dude, shut the frak up and listen to me. Your dad said there will be hundreds of shifters, more even. Guess what? Every damn one of them will be looking for Erik. More eyes. You think he’s stupid enough to try to take on that many dolphins at once? He’s already said kids and non-shifting mates will have to stay in boats. There will be so many frakking dolphins out there, Erik won’t stand a chance. I sort of hope he shows up for the superpod, quite honestly, because no way in hell can he escape if he’s that stupid.”


  Emery let his words sink in. He nodded. “I guess you’re right.”


  “Hell yeah, I’m right. You know I am. We’re in this together, by the way. Don’t you dare start any of this pity bullshit. You did all you could do. Your father is the pod Alpha, by the way. I guaran-damn-tee you he’s feeling at least twice as bad as you do right now that Erik got away. Probably a lot more. He is responsible for the pod right now. So save some of that pity for him.”


  Emery let his head fall forward, his forehead touching Sean’s. “What would I do without you?”


  “Doesn’t matter. You’re stuck with me for life.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik remained under the dock most of the night. Before dawn he crept out, shifted into dolphin form, and made his way back to Sarasota Bay.


  Keeping to the bottom of the channel, he swiftly swam out to the Gulf of Mexico. He didn’t dare risk going south, back to the rented trailer in Placida.


  He did, however, have a plan. And as long as he could safely reach Mexico, it meant he’d still have a chance to get his revenge…and possibly even control of the Placida Pod.


  He headed west, swimming for his life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Three days later, Sean was out on a jobsite when his cell phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number and almost didn’t answer it. “Sean Morita.”


  With the caller’s initial hesitation, he thought the call had dropped before a woman spoke. “Sean, it’s Olivia.”


  Over the sound of road construction machinery, he wasn’t sure he’d heard the woman correctly. “Olivia?”


  “Emery’s sister. Can we talk?”


  He walked over to where his truck sat parked in the shade and closed the door, shutting out the worst of the noise. “What’s wrong?”


  “Can we meet somewhere to talk?”


  “I can’t drive over there right now, I’m sorry.”


  “I’m in Sarasota.”


  “You’re over here? I thought you and Barry had gone home.”


  “We did. But I drove over this morning. I’d like to talk with you. Alone. Please don’t tell Emery or my parents I’m here.”


  He couldn’t get any other answers out of her on the phone. They met nearly an hour later at a small café in downtown Sarasota, not too far from Sean’s jobsite. Olivia sat at a back corner table with a glass of what looked like iced tea in front of her. After the waitress took his order, Sean leaned in and took her hands. He didn’t need to be able to read her mind to see something deeply troubled her.


  “What’s going on? Why didn’t you want me to tell Emery or your parents you’re here? And does Brad know you’re here?”


  “Brad knows.” She took a deep breath. When her eyes met his, it looked like she’d been crying at some point in the not-too-distant past. “Tell me what it’s like,” she whispered.


  His brows drew together. “What what’s like?”


  “Having a mate-bond.”


  Alarm bells went off in his head. “Are you sure this is a conversation you want to be having with me?”


  “Please, Sean. You and Em are the only people I know, other than Alexis and Carter, who have it.”


  “Is this about the other day in my living room? Because I didn’t mean to put you two on the spot, but I wasn’t going to let anyone ramrod guilt down their—”


  She squeezed his hands. “Please.”


  He took a deep breath. “I can’t explain it. Take the love you feel for whoever you’ve romantically loved the most in your life and multiply it by infinity. Like you can’t even remember what it felt like loving someone else. Like he’s a part of me, part of my soul.” He let his eyes drift to their hands, where they were clasped on the table. “Like if he died, I wouldn’t want to live. Wouldn’t know how to live.”


  Gazing into her eyes again, he continued. “But just because you don’t have a mate-bond with someone doesn’t mean you can’t love them and spend the rest of your life with them. You love Brad, right?”


  “Yes. But Alexis thought she loved George, too.”


  “No. She didn’t just think it. She did love him. Whatever whacky magic stirs up when a mate-bond forms between people is like hitting the Powerball numbers. You can’t regret your choices in life about who to love just because you don’t have a mate-bond.”


  She eased her hands free and reached into her purse. Withdrawing some papers, she put them on the table and pushed them over to him.


  He picked them up and read them. It was her will, and Brad’s, including clauses naming Sean and Emery the guardian of any children they had.


  “Are you sure you want me on here?”


  She nodded. “I want it in writing, so no one can take them away from you. Not my parents, not Brad’s family, no one. If anything ever happens to me and Brad, we agree we want you and Emery to raise them. Any children we have. We want you and Em because you have a mate-bond. You’re meant to be together. If I can’t raise my kids, I want that for them.”


  He stared at the papers for a long time without speaking, not sure what to think, much less say. “You’ve talked this over with Brad?” he eventually managed to ask.


  “He suggested it.”


  “Why aren’t you talking to Em about this?”


  “Because he’s got a lot on his plate. He’s going to be taking over as Alpha. I know he’s upset about…everything that happened.” She reached across the table and clasped his wrist. “Please, Sean. It would really put our minds at ease to know the two of you are there in case anything ever happens. And I know as my brother he wouldn’t say no.”


  “You realize the chances of needing us to do this are very slim, right?” He forced a chuckle. “You’re both young and healthy.”


  She leveled her gaze at him. “So were Barry and George. And I’m the current pod Alpha’s eldest daughter. I’m going to be the next pod Alpha’s eldest sister. You don’t think that puts a target on my back if that psycho comes back? Erik was part of the pod. He probably has my address.”


  She had a point he couldn’t argue with.


  He nodded. “Okay.” He folded the papers and handed them back to her. “We’ll do it.”


  She jumped up and rounded the table to hug him. “Thank you, Sean,” she whispered against his shoulder, her voice sounding choked. “You have no idea what a relief this is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean tried not to let it bother him when he went back to work after their lunch. When he returned to the office later that afternoon, he found a sticky note on his desk.


  Sean, you and Emery for dinner tonight, please. See you at 7. — Mom


  He stared at it for a moment. Dammit. Sure he could say no, or make excuses, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. He called Emery. “Guess what?”


  “Chicken butt?”


  “Haha, very funny. Mom wants us over for dinner at their place at seven.”


  He heard Emery’s tired sigh. “No way of getting out of it?”


  “You want to call her and tell her?”


  “Not really.”


  “Then get your stuff wrapped up and meet me at our house so we can be on time.”


  They pulled into the Moritas’ yard at five ’til. Sean led the way up the stairs. He knocked on the front door before opening it and calling out, “We’re here.”


  “In here, guys,” Sam called back.


  They found Sam and Helen in the kitchen. The delicious aroma of brisket swirled through the house.


  “That smells great,” Sean said.


  He didn’t miss his mom’s tight, nervous smile. “Glad you think so, Sean.” She leaned in for a kiss on the cheek from Sean, then Emery.


  “What’s wrong, Mom?” Sean asked.


  “She’s not happy with me,” Sam said.


  “Why?”


  Sam wryly smiled. “We had lunch with Louise and Joseph this afternoon. Had a nice, long talk, too.”


  Helen nervously giggled. “You know, we really don’t need to—”


  “Helen,” Sam calmly said, “we talked about it. If you can deal with our son being gay, you can deal with this.”


  Her lips flattened into a tight, thin line, but she didn’t respond.


  “Um, Dad? What’s going on?”


  He offered Sean and Emery both beers before answering “I told Joseph that I will help with security and logistics for the superpod.”


  Sean blinked, sure he’d misheard him. “What?”


  Sam smiled. “You heard me correct, son.”


  Helen fumbled a dish of mashed potatoes, nearly dropping it, but recovering in time to prevent from spilling anything.


  Emery gently took it from her and carried it out to the table.


  “My son is going to be the husband of the pod’s Alpha,” Sam proudly said, a broad grin on his face. “You think I’m not going to help? Of course I’m going to help. I told Joseph I’d take people out in my boat and help keep an eye on things while everyone’s out there. I’ll be happy to help.”


  Helen made a strange little noise in her throat.


  Sean, torn between making sure she was okay and his dad’s sudden pride in the whole situation, didn’t know who to focus on. He chose his dad, because he was currently making the most noise. “Um, what?”


  Sam lightly smacked Sean in the chest with the back of his hand. “I’m so proud of you, son. Both of you. Holding a superpod is a huge honor!” Emery had appeared in the doorway. At Sam’s words, he turned and disappeared again.


  Sean didn’t miss it, however. “Hey, you get back here!”


  Emery returned to the doorway. “Yeeesss?”


  Sam grabbed him by the arm and pulled him into the kitchen. “Mister Bashful. You are going to be the head of the pod!”


  Sean and Emery exchanged an uneasy glance.


  Sam didn’t miss it. “Yes, I know. I went from trying to ignore the whole dolphin thing to volunteering. Well, let me tell you both something. Sean keeps telling me I need a hobby, right?”


  Sean numbly nodded.


  “Okay, then. You should be happy. I have a hobby. I’m helping Joseph with the preparations for the superpod.”


  Sean and Emery both stared at him. In unison, they said, “What?”


  Another shrill, nervous giggle burped out of Helen. She carried a dish of vegetables out to the dining room.


  “That’s right,” Sam said. Then he leaned in close and dropped his voice. “I think your mother is still having a little trouble dealing with the dolphin thing. Oh, she loves you, Emery,” he assured him, “but she’s not quite sure how to…process it, I guess you’d say.”


  Sean took a long swig of his beer.


  Emery glanced at him, then looked at Sam. “Well, thank you, Dad. I appreciate you doing that. We’ll need all the help we can get.”


  “I just want you to promise me one thing.”


  “Sure. What’s that?”


  Sam glanced over his shoulder to make sure Helen was out of earshot. He lowered his voice even more, his expression turning murderous. “That son of a bitch Erik shows up, I get to kill him.”
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