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  Sean Morita is settling in as Emery Nadel’s mate as the Samhain superpod grows near. They are helping with the preparations, but there’s still a murderous dolphin shifter on the loose, forcing everyone to take precautions. Emery’s dad will appoint him the new pod Alpha during the celebrations…as long as everything goes according to plan.


  Unfortunately, it doesn’t. Erik’s still scheming to ruin Emery for rejecting him in favor of picking a human as his mate. He throws in his lot with a dangerous Mexican pod intent on taking over the Placida Pod as a way to smuggle drugs into the country.


  Now Sean and Emery are faced with joining forces with their wide network of friends, as well as the dolphins’ natural enemies, to try to rescue their abducted fathers. Will they be able to keep their families and the pod from being cruelly ripped apart, or can they rescue the men before the pod is left Without Porpoise?
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Chapter One


   


  Isla Mujeres, a small island in the Caribbean Sea, is located approximately eight miles off the northeast coast of Cancún, Mexico. Due to its close proximity to the southern point of Florida, it’s a popular destination for pleasure sailors.


  Two such pleasure sailors, retirees Jack and Liz Malloy, had set sail from Tampa in their forty-two-foot Island Packet, the Saucy Sizzler. They cruised down the west coast of Florida, spent a leisurely week in Key West, and had anchored the night before in the calm waters just off the coast of Isla Mujeres. This morning, they would proceed into a marina where they’d already made a reservation. It made more sense than trying to motor into an unfamiliar harbor in the dark.


  Two days earlier they had been joined on their passage by a lone dolphin, who seemed content to swim alongside them, sometimes in their wake, but never far from their boat.


  Amused by his antics, they dubbed him Sparky.


  That morning, after eating breakfast, the Malloys were about to pull anchor when they noticed Sparky acting oddly. He jumped out of the water, chattering loudly at them before spinning around and splashing water up into the cockpit.


  “What the hell’s wrong with him?” Liz asked.


  “I don’t know. Never seen one act like that before.”


  The dolphin grew increasingly more agitated over the next few minutes. Then it disappeared beneath the boat and they heard a loud series of thumps along the hull.


  Jack stared over the edge of the boat, trying to see the dolphin. “What the fuck?”


  Then the dolphin reappeared, floating limp in the water.


  “Oh my god! Jack, do something!”


  “What the hell am I supposed to do?”


  “I don’t know. Go check on him.”


  Not happy about the situation, but knowing his wife wouldn’t let up until either he checked on the animal or she went and did it herself—which would earn him no telling what level of unholy hell from her—he kicked off his shoes, pulled off his hat, shirt, and sunglasses, and vaulted over the starboard safety lines into the crystal blue water.


  He swam over to the still dolphin. “Hey, guy. Hey, buddy. You all right?”


  The dolphin’s eye opened and looked at him. Jack had just enough time to realize there was more than merely an animal’s brain behind that gaze when it turned with lightning speed and struck him with its fluke, stunning him and knocking the wind from him.


  Then it grabbed him by the arm and dragged him below the water.


  On board the Saucy Sizzler, Liz screamed her husband’s name. She kicked off her shoes and grabbed a rescue ring before jumping overboard and swimming toward where she’d seen the dolphin drag her husband under.


  After searching for several minutes and yelling his name, she saw him pop to the surface close to the sailboat, near the bow. She struggled not to panic as she swam toward him. Facedown, he wasn’t breathing. She flipped him over and her training from thirty-seven years as an ER nurse kicked in. She gave him two rescue breaths while dragging him back toward the swim platform.


  By now the dolphin was the farthest thing from her mind. She got Jack to the small swim platform on the stern of the Saucy Sizzler and started to haul his limp body onto it when she heard someone behind her load a round into the chamber of the 9mm her husband had assured her they needed to have on board for protection.


  Before she could turn, the person stuck the end of the muzzle against the back of her head.


  “Leave him,” a man said.


  Panic set in. When she started to turn, a blinding pain encompassed her world before everything went black.


   


  * * * *


   


  When Liz came to in the cockpit, a bearded man stood there, wearing a pair of Jack’s shorts. She knew they were Jack’s, because they were the cutoff denim jeans with the splatters of blue bottom paint on them.


  She started to get up to go find Jack, but the man raised the gun and pointed it at her.


  “Pin numbers.”


  “What?”


  With movement faster than she could follow, he backhanded her. “I said give me your fucking pin numbers.”


  He’d grabbed the scratchpad and pencil from the holder just inside the hatch.


  Struggling to think, she rattled off whatever she could.


  He studied the list. “Anything else?”


  “What?”


  He smiled. “Go after your husband. He’s about thirty yards that way.” He pointed.


  She looked. There he lay, floating facedown.


  After letting out a scream, she jumped overboard again. She barely registered the splash she heard a moment later as she stroked toward Jack.


  When she reached him, she did her best not to start crying, but she knew it’d been too long.


  It didn’t stop her from rolling him over and trying to give him rescue breaths.


  That’s when the dolphin popped up on the other side of her husband. She’d swear the damn thing grinned at her before it dove below the surface, grabbed one of her ankles in its beak, and dragged her under.


   


  * * * *


   


  Erik Chait—who thought Sparky was a fucking dorky name for a dolphin anyway—returned to the Saucy Sizzler’s swim platform. He took a quick look to make sure there was no one around who had witnessed any of the events. There wasn’t, either on the shore a few hundred yards away, or any boats anywhere close to them. He shifted back to human form and pulled himself out of the water before turning to watch as the current carried the two bodies away from land.


  With a smile, he climbed aboard and went below to find himself a towel and, hopefully, a cold beer.
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  Chapter Two


   


  Sean Morita throttled back the Yamaha outboard engine and shifted it into neutral as he scanned the surface of the water through his polarized sunglasses. He couldn’t have asked for a better Tuesday morning to play hooky from work. Just three weeks before Halloween—or Samhain, as Emery and his pod of fellow dolphin shifters called it—and the weather was perfect. Sunny, warm, but not too hot, and with just enough of a breeze to keep the temps comfortable without raising a chop on the still-warm Gulf’s gently rolling surface.


  It was the perfect kind of day to get out on the water and get naked and nasty with Emery. Unfortunately, they weren’t alone today, and nasty nakey time wasn’t on the itinerary.


  Twenty yards off his starboard bow, two dolphins broke the surface and began chattering at each other. Sean crossed his arms and waited.


  There weren’t that many boats around today. The few people out were either fishing the shallows inshore, or up on plane and heading west toward deeper water. He was a couple miles offshore, just off Cayo Costa and Gasparilla islands. So no one was close enough to witness it when one of the dolphins suddenly shifted into an older man.


  “Emery, enough. I told you, we don’t need to have armed lookouts on the boats.” Joseph Nadel, the current Alpha of the Placida Pod, turned and began swimming with strong strokes toward Sean’s boat.


  The other dolphin shifted into Emery Nadel, Sean’s mate. “Dad, we’re going to have a lot of kids here. Plus non-shifting and human mates.”


  Sean turned the key to shut off the engine as Joseph, technically his father-in-law, reached the swim platform at the back of his boat. Emery finally started swimming toward the boat.


  Joseph pulled himself out of the water and took the towel Sean offered him. “Son,” he said to Emery, who’d reached the swim platform, “that is exactly why I don’t want a bunch of armed people in boats. For starters, there’s too great a risk of someone accidentally getting shot. Secondly, if we happen to draw the attention of Fish and Wildlife and they send a boat out to investigate, I don’t want people getting arrested for having weapons should they get stopped and boarded. If several people get arrested, the press will make it look like people were out there to hunt dolphins. That is attention we absolutely cannot afford.”


  Emery climbed into the boat and also took a towel from Sean. “Thanks, babe. But, Dad, we have no idea if Erik is still in the area, or if he’s going to try something.”


  The older man turned on him. “Exactly. And we’ve already got volunteers from six other pods not involved in the superpod coming to provide perimeter security. All participants have already been notified about what’s happened and the potential risks. Believe me, this is most likely the one event we don’t have to worry about Erik Chait attempting to harm someone. He’ll be outnumbered over a hundred to one, or more.”


  Emery looked like he wanted to argue with his father some more, but the elder Nadel put an end to it. “We’ve seen no sign of Erik in weeks. No reports. We had tight security at the last full-moon swim. Sean’s dad has coordinated with the shifters who will be manning boats around the outskirts of the superpod, as well as the ones in the water. At the slightest hint of trouble, the entire world will converge on Erik Chait, or on anyone else who thinks they can mess with us. So stop it. Now.”


  Emery frowned. It was all Sean could do not to laugh at his mate’s predicament. Then the sobering thought of the crimes Erik had already committed came to mind, the way Erik had sabotaged his truck and tried to kill him in an accident, as well as the memory of retrieving the bodies of the two dolphin shifters Erik had murdered.


  “Em,” Sean said, “your dad’s right. If you let the thoughts of what Erik might do rule your life and the pod’s activities, then the fucker’s won regardless of if he’s in the area or not.”


  Emery looked from Sean to his dad and back. He heavily sat on the bench seat behind the console of Sean’s Boston Whaler. “You’re right,” he said resignedly. “I know it in my head, but my heart’s terrified. I just want to protect the pod.”


  Joseph smiled. “And that, my son, is why you are going to make an excellent pod Alpha. Because you do care, and you do want to put the pod’s welfare first. You just have to learn to temper those feelings with common sense. There will always be some element of risk, even in our human lives. I could be in an accident on the way home. I have no control over that. Look at what happened with that bull shark at the hunt. Had that boy been out alone with his parents and not with the pod, he might have been seriously injured or even killed. That has nothing to do with Erik. You cannot protect everyone against every possible threat.”


  Emery stared at his feet. Sean slipped an arm around his mate’s shoulders. “Dude,” he quietly said, “your dad’s right.” He gently shook him. “And hey, considering the rocky start we had, take the fact that I agree wholeheartedly with your dad as a win.”


  That finally earned him a smile from Emery. “True.”


   


  * * * *


   


  After the two shifters got dressed, Sean dug into the cooler and handed out sandwiches and bottles of water.


  Emery still looked contemplative. “I still cannot believe Erik just disappeared without a trace. He went through all that bullshit to try to get to Sean, and then to try to get to me.”


  “He probably realizes he has a death sentence on his head,” Joseph said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he headed south to one of the islands. Maybe even to South America. We don’t have a lot of contact with some of the pods down there. As a dolphin, it’d be ridiculously easy for him to disappear and never be found. If he makes it to some small coastal fishing village somewhere, he could easily mix with the local population and form a new identity.”


  “But you did put the word out about him?” Emery asked.


  “Yes, of course I did.” Joseph took a bite and chewed carefully as he thought for a moment. “But there are plenty of pods over on the west coast of Mexico, and Central and South America, where I don’t have contacts. And down the eastern coast of South America. One of my friends in Texas was talking to pods along the eastern coast of Mexico for me, but he said communication is sometimes spotty with them. Not to mention they really don’t give a damn what we do here in the States.”


  “Quit worrying,” Sean told Emery. “Everything will be fine. Do you honestly think my dad will let something go wrong?”


  Joseph laughed. “Sean, your dad is a machine. I don’t know how he does it.”


  “I don’t care how he does it. It’s been nice not having him bugging us at the office when he’s supposed to be retired.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sean knew it would take a mega distraction to get Emery’s mind off the preparations.


  He knew just how to do it, too, but would have to wait until they were alone.


  Back at the marina, the other two men helped Sean unload the boat. Joseph had driven his own car to the marina, and in the parking lot he gave Sean and Emery hugs.


  “Tonight, both of you, and Sean’s parents, at our house for dinner. Don’t forget.”


  “We won’t forget, Dad,” Emery said. “Seven o’clock. Mom’s only reminded me about twenty times.”


  Sean lightly smacked Emery on his shoulder. “Be nice, dude. We’ll be there, Dad.”


  Joseph gave them a nod and climbed into his car. Sean and Emery got into Sean’s truck to head back to their house nearby in Englewood. Sean glanced over at Emery, who’d slumped in the passenger seat.


  “Dude, lighten up. The asshole tried to kill me. If I can take it easy, so should you.”


  “It’s not that simple for me.” He thumbed through his phone, checking for e-mails and texts from work. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to completely relax until that fucker’s no longer breathing. Preferably with my hands wrapped around his damn neck.”


  “Wyatt mentioned something about some contacts.”


  Emery nodded. “Dad’s…talking with some people.” He glanced up at Sean before focusing on his phone again.


  “Cut the bullshit, babe. You don’t need to hide stuff from me.”


  “He has connections with people not many other shifters associate with, okay?”


  “Criminals?”


  “Not…really.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Em. Spit it out.”


  “Sharks.”


  They’d pulled up to a four-way stop sign. Sean looked at him, hoping his jaw hadn’t gaped. “Shark shifters?”


  Emery nodded.


  “There is such a thing?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But…” Sean tried to wrap his mind around that. “Okay, I don’t claim to understand all the shifter stuff. But I get it. Mammals, and even Wyatt, because alligators breathe air. But…a shark?”


  Behind them, someone honked. Sean glanced in the rearview mirror and made his way through the intersection.


  “Like I said, not many shifters associate with them.”


  “What, is it some sort of social stigma?”


  “In the ocean, except for humans, they are the ultimate apex predator. Doesn’t tend to engender warm and fuzzy feelings for them. Especially from prey. Even the orcas won’t go near them, usually.”


  Sean was glad they’d turned onto their street, because he stopped again. “Orcas? Like, what, killer whales? Shamu and all that?”


  Emery smiled, but it was humorless. “More like Tilikum, usually, but yeah.”


  “Tilikum…” Sean stopped, slotting the reference into its rightful spot. “That’s the whale that killed a trainer, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. Exactly.” Emery pointed toward their house. “Are we parking here, or what?”


  Sean took his foot off the brake and headed for their driveway. “So Tilikum is really a shifter? No wonder he’s got such a bad rep. I’d be pissed off, too, if I was trapped in a tank.”


  “No, as far as I know he’s a bio-whale. But the personality is the same. To be fair, most predator races of shifters don’t prey on humans as a general rule. But there are some shifters, of pretty much every predator race, who don’t feel any compunction about killing humans or other shifters they feel are beneath them in the natural order. When they’re shifted, they allow their instincts to rule them instead of their human conscience.”


  Sean turned into their drive and parked. “I’m sure Marlin Perkins would have had a field day with that,” he snarked. “Sounds like they don’t have a human conscience if they’d kill innocent people.”


  “True.” Emery’s expression darkened. “Erik, for example.”


  “Dude, his problem is he’s a sociopath. I’ve got news for you, that has nothing to do with his shifter nature.”


  Emery helped Sean unload the truck. “Let’s not spend the afternoon discussing Erik.” He followed Sean inside. “In fact, I’d rather not spend the afternoon talking at all.”


  He put his stuff down in the hallway and took Sean’s from him, adding it to the pile. After kicking the front door closed, he grabbed Sean and pulled him into his arms. “I have other things I’d rather be doing with our mouths this afternoon.”


  “I couldn’t agree more.”


  Sean felt Emery’s cock harden against him through their shorts, pressing into his hip.


  “That’s what I’m talking about, babe,” Sean said, tugging on Emery’s shirt and leading him across the living room toward the screened lanai. By the time they reached the sliders, they were both shirtless.


  Sean reached up and flicked at the piercing in Emery’s left nipple. “You have any idea how horny I am right now, Em? Spending the morning out on the water with you and not being able to fuck your ass a single time?”


  Emery cupped the back of Sean’s neck and pulled him in for a crushing kiss, stubble gently rasping across Sean’s cheek. “You have no idea how badly I wanted my cock planted inside that sweet ass of yours.” He trailed biting kisses down Sean’s jaw, to his throat, where he nipped him hard. “Just wanted to float around the water and make you come with my dick planted in there, fisting your cock for you, stroking it and making you come, getting you hard again, until you begged me to fuck you and fill your ass.”


  Sean had been blindly fumbling for the door latch. His knees nearly gave out from under him. “We can do that in the pool.”


  “It’s not the same.” Emery’s voice rumbling in his ear made Sean shiver from the soles of his feet to the ends of his hair with a massively long detour to circle multiple times through his cock and balls, making them ache for relief. “Maybe one of these days I’ll fully shift while I’m fucking you. Really make you come, like the top of your head’s going to explode.”


  Sean’s cock already throbbed, desperate for release, amplified by the lust in Emery’s tone. He finally managed to get the door open and if it hadn’t been for Emery hooking his other arm around Sean’s waist, he would have gone tumbling backward through it.


  “I like top time, too, you know,” Sean managed.


  Emery tipped Sean’s head the other way and bit up and down the side of his neck there. “I know. And believe me, I like having you fill my ass. But you know how being out there gets me all horny.” He slid his hand from around Sean’s waist to the front of his shorts, cupping and squeezing his bulge.


  Sean moaned and prayed he didn’t explode in Emery’s hand. That would be a waste of a good load of cum.


  He’d never come so hard, or so frequently, in his entire life as he had in the time he’d been with Emery.


  Not that he was complaining in the least.


  Whether it was just because of how damn silly in love he was with Emery, or whatever dolphin juju had caused their mating, or all of the above, it seemed like Sean couldn’t go more than a day or two without nailing Emery or begging Emery to nail him.


  Not to mention their frequent game of sending each other to work with a load of each other’s cum inside their asses.


  Fun times.


  He fumbled for Emery’s shorts. “Get naked already. Sheesh.”


  “Someone’s in a hurry.”


  Sean grabbed him and this time, he was the one robbing the oxygen from Emery’s lungs as he fucked Emery’s mouth with his tongue. “Duh.” Sean’s fingers finally found the waistband of Emery’s shorts and wiggled inside. He shoved them down Emery’s iron thighs. “Right now.”


  Emery stepped out of them and returned the favor. Except he sank to his knees and engulfed Sean’s cock with his mouth, sucking, licking, tormenting.


  Sean buried his fingers in Emery’s hair. “Holy fuck,” he gasped. “You want to make me come right here?”


  “Maaaybe,” Emery mumbled around Sean’s cock.


  Sean threw his head back, hips involuntarily thrusting as his grip on Emery’s head tightened. Before long he was fucking Emery’s mouth, hard and fast and deep, just the way he knew his dolphin mate loved it. Emery’s skilled tongue knew just how to tease him, flicking against his glans every time Sean withdrew, sucking hard to not let the cock in his mouth escape.


  “Fuck fuck fuck,” Sean muttered, trying to slow down and hold back. He didn’t want to blow this soon. He wanted to shoot a load of his own in Emery’s ass.


  Emery circled the base of Sean’s cock with the fingers of one hand. With his other, he palmed Sean’s balls, one finger creeping up the seam of his ass to find his rim.


  “Don’t make me blow yet, man,” he begged. “Make it last.”


  Emery chuckled again. Sean forced his eyes open and looked down. Emery was staring up at him, the corners of his grey eyes crinkled in amusement.


  Sean smiled. “You’re liking me taking toppy time, aren’t you?”


  “Mmm hmm.” He knew damn well Emery could have said it silently through their mate-bond.


  Emery also knew the humming vibration would roll through Sean’s cock and balls like an incoming summer squall line off the Gulf.


  “Fuck, don’t do that,” he groaned, desperate to hold back. “You’re just trying to make me come too fast.”


  He fisted Emery’s hair and slowed his strokes despite Emery’s attempts to finish him off. “Oh, yeah,” he said, grinning. “I feel your cock bouncing against my leg. This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”


  Just like that, a palpable aura of stress dissipated from Emery’s body as he nuzzled his nose against Sean’s abs at the bottom of a stroke. A sweetly glazed look overcame his face. This time, his mumble was more a whisper. “Mmm hmm.”


  “Let go of my balls,” Sean ordered. “Hands on my thighs.” When Emery immediately wrapped his fingers around Sean’s legs, Sean knew exactly what his lover needed at this moment. “This is your downtime, babe,” he softly said. “Just let go and let me be in charge for a little while.”


  Emery’s soft moan in reply reverberated throughout Sean’s soul. He wished this was a burden he could lift from his lover’s shoulders, the stress and responsibility of taking over as the pod Alpha, the worry of ensuring everyone’s safety at the superpod.


  But he couldn’t.


  In bed, however, he could make Emery forget, at least for a few minutes, all those other worries.


  Well, in bed, and on the lanai, in the pool, on the kitchen counters, on the sofa, in the shower, and anywhere else they’d made love.


  Which was pretty much all over the entire house, at that point. About the only places left unfucked were the roof, closets, and front yard.


  Sean took his time, withdrawing until just the head of his cock lay between Emery’s lips. “Lick it, babe.”


  The tip of his tongue flicked all over the head, traced the ridge, swiped up and down his slit. As Sean slowed down the momentum, he felt his control returning, able to hold back his release. He could do this for hours with Em, the slow, sensual exploration, cradling Emery in that blissful respite his lover desperately needed every so often.


  “That’s it, baby.” He loosened his grip on Emery’s head and began lightly raking his fingers through Emery’s dark blond hair. “Just like that. You know what I want and what I like.”


  Emery worshipped his cock, no longer sucking hard, now trying to draw it out and make it last for Sean. Sean reached down and pulled his cock from Emery’s mouth and held it up against his abs. “Lick my balls, babe.”


  Sean spread his legs a little as Emery buried his nose between his thighs, still never letting go of Sean’s thighs as ordered. He licked and sucked, nibbling with his lips, burrowing in as far as he could reach.


  Sean still stroked Em’s hair with his other hand. “That’s it. Just like that.”


  His praise seemed to urge Emery on that much more. He lightly sucked one, then the other into his mouth, swirling his tongue around them, back and forth. Sean knew they could both stand there for hours doing that. But after a few minutes he tapped the top of Emery’s head.


  “Sit up.”


  Emery did, looking up, hands still wrapped around Sean’s thighs.


  Sean looked down. A thin string of pre-cum dripped from Emery’s rigid cock, a small pool of it forming on the concrete beneath him.


  He grinned. “You are a horny dolphin, aren’t you?”


  Emery nodded.


  “Get in the pool.”


  In a flash, Emery stood and launched himself into the deep end. Sean grabbed a bottle of silicone lube they kept from a cabinet by the sliders that also held towels. Flipping open the top, he slowly walked over to the pool and poured lube into his palm. Emery’s grey eyes never left Sean’s hand as he watched while Sean slowly slicked lube up and down his engorged cock.


  “That’s going in your ass, babe,” Sean promised. “Get over to the steps.”


  Emery dove under and in one smooth movement broke the surface by the steps. He even automatically assumed the position he knew Sean wanted, legs spread, ass in the air, hands on the second step, head down.


  It put him at a perfect fuckable height.


  Sean walked over to the steps. “Let’s get that sweet ass ready for me.” He stood behind Emery and dribbled lube down the crack of his ass. With one finger, he teased and tormented his lover, slowly breaching Emery’s rim and working the lube in before switching to two fingers.


  Emery flexed his hips in time with Sean’s actions, his cock still dribbling pre-cum into the water.


  “That feel good, baby?”


  Emery nodded, embedded too deeply in his lust to even think about speaking.


  Sean reached between Emery’s legs with his left hand and palmed his sac. “You got a full load for me, don’t you?”


  Emery nodded.


  Sean drew back and smacked Emery’s left ass cheek, hard, making him gasp. “This ass belongs to me today, doesn’t it?”


  Emery nodded.


  He knew he had Emery worked up so much that if he wasn’t careful, he’d accidentally milk an orgasm out of him by playing too much with his gland. So he withdrew his fingers and replaced them with the head of his cock. “Hold your ass open for me.”


  Emery reached back and did just that, grabbing his cheeks and spreading them.


  Sean held Emery’s hips so the man wouldn’t tumble face-first into the steps and slowly fed his cock into his tight channel. He loved the feeling of his lover’s ass fisting his cock.


  Once Sean’s dick was fully buried inside him and his thighs were pressing against Emery’s, he let out a relieved groan that he hadn’t exploded in the process.


  Being with Emery always felt that. Fucking. Good.


  Sean ground his hips against Emery’s ass without withdrawing, making his lover moan. Emery braced himself against the steps and thrust back against him.


  Sean slapped his ass again. “I’m driving. Hold still.”


  Emery let out a chuckle but fell still.


  Taking his time, Sean slowly withdrew until just the head of his cock remained inside Emery’s ass. He savored the sensation of sinking inside him, inch by agonizingly delicious inch, until their thighs once again touched.


  “That what you want, babe?” Sean hoarsely asked. “You want my cock?”


  “Yeah!”


  This he knew he couldn’t do all day. It felt too damn good and he’d blow quick. He had to change it up.


  After a couple more strokes, he pulled out. Emery let out a protesting moan, which Sean silenced with yet another slap to his ass. He grabbed Emery and spun them both around in the water.


  “On your back,” he ordered him.


  Emery complied, flipping over and reaching behind him to grab the edge of the pool. Then he drew his knees up to his chest.


  He wore a sexy smile as he floated in the water. “Like this?”


  “Damn right.” He fed his cock into Emery’s ass again, enjoying how Emery threw his head back, eyes closed, and let out another moan.


  Sean fell still. Emery’s cock twitched, still leaking pre-cum, every vein pulsing beneath the velvety skin. Sean cupped Emery’s balls in his hand and gave a gentle squeeze, making the man’s cock pulse again.


  “Someone wants to come, don’t they?”


  Emery opened his eyes and met his gaze. Sean loved that the glazed look still remained.


  Emery nodded.


  With his other hand, Sean gently stroked just the tips of his fingers up Emery’s shaft. Emery’s lips parted, his breath coming in gasps.


  “Aww, poor babe. That’s just not quite enough to get you over, is it?”


  Emery shook his head.


  Evil playfulness took over. Sean flexed his cock inside Emery’s ass as he alternated between massaging his balls and lightly stroking his cock. As much as he wanted to feel Emery’s cock buried inside him right now, he knew his lover needed this temporary loss of control even more.


  I’m okay with that.


  It was worth it to see the abandon taking over the dolphin’s features, the way his chest rose and fell, the way his cock twitched under his fingers, as if Sean held the controls to his lover’s entire body like puppet strings.


  Nothing beats this. Absolutely nothing.


  After a few minutes, he had Emery whimpering, begging, pleading for release. Only once Sean knew he had him pushed over that edge of complete mental release did he finally relent. He grabbed Emery’s legs and slung them over his shoulders.


  “Grab your cock, babe.”


  Emery reached down with one hand and fisted his shaft. He slowly slicked his own juices up and down it, eyes barely parted to meet Sean’s gaze.


  “Don’t you dare come until I say so.”


  Emery’s lower lip caught under his teeth, but he gave a tiny nod.


  Sean started moving again, knowing this time he wouldn’t be able to just stop and hold back. This time he’d empty his balls into his lover’s ass.


  Starting slow, Sean didn’t take his eyes off Emery as he thrust his cock into him, the head brushing against Emery’s gland with every stroke. Nothing mattered but this moment, the two of them, the love and passion flowing through them.


  He turned his face to bite the inside of Emery’s thigh, enjoying the way his lover sucked in a sharp breath at the delicious pain.


  “That’s it, babe, stroke that cock.” Sean repeated it with Emery’s other thigh, knowing it only served to drive his lover harder toward release.


  He picked up the pace, until he was slamming into Emery deep and hard at the bottom of every stroke, his cock like hard steel in Emery’s ass.


  “Getting close, babe,” Sean warned. “Get ready.”


  Emery nodded but didn’t speak, his lip still clamped between his teeth.


  Sean felt his own balls drawing up, tensing, ready to explode. “Closer.”


  He unleashed, fucking Emery hard, slamming his thighs against his ass, watching the way Emery’s sac bounced with every impact.


  “Now!” Sean finished with a flurry of hard thrusts, his climax made that much sweeter when Emery let out a cry, his eyes falling closed as his own cum exploded from his fist all over his abs, and his ass began milking more cum out of Sean.


  He didn’t stop fucking his lover until he felt completely spent and started to soften. Then he buried himself inside Emery and leaned forward to kiss him.


  “Better, babe?”


  Emery’s eyes remained closed. He nodded.


  Sean pulled him up to him, Emery’s legs wrapping around him as Sean embraced him. They kissed, lingering, relaxing into the water until only their heads remained above the surface.


  “I love you, Sean,” Emery thought through their mate-bond. “I love you so damn much, it’d kill me if anything happened to you.”


  Sean reached up and cupped Emery’s chin and made him look him in the eye. He spoke aloud, quietly. “Dude, nothing is going to happen to me. Okay? Stop thinking and worrying and focus on the here and now. The happy stuff. Got it?”


  “I can’t help worrying. It’s who I am, part of my nature.”


  “I know. That’s one of the many things I love about you.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Emery loved Sean for reading him so well. Letting go to him was no hardship. Sean was the only man he trusted enough and felt comfortable enough relinquishing control to, even though he knew it was his responsibility to protect Sean.


  They eventually untangled themselves and leisurely floated on their backs in the pool, temporarily sated and relaxed, fingers entwined.


  “It feels like you’ve always been in my life,” he quietly told Sean.


  “Me, too.” He gently squeezed Emery’s hand.


  “Promise me you’ll be careful at the superpod.”


  “Only if you promise to try to enjoy it.”


  He smirked. “I promise I’ll try to enjoy it.”


  Sean stood up, feet touching the bottom. “I should have made you promise to enjoy it.”


  Emery grinned. “Too late.”


  “Ugh.” He climbed out of the pool and grabbed a towel. “You can’t spend our whole lives worrying about every detail.”


  Emery followed him out of the pool, where Sean handed him a towel. “I’m not worrying about every detail. Just about sending Erik to the bottom of the ocean permanently. Better him dead than he hurts or kills anyone else.”


  Chapter Three


   


  The Moritas had decided to drive to Sarasota in their own car in case Sean and Emery wanted to stay behind at the Nadels’ house later to talk dolphin pod business.


  Sean knew his dad had also suggested separate cars in deference to his mom’s difficulty embracing the whole dolphin shifters are real news. Helen Morita could only handle listening to so much of that reality before her nervous giggles started. Then Sean’s dad would have to either change the subject or take her home.


  At least the shape-shifter stuff had made her completely forget any reservations she might have had about her son being gay.


  Sean considered that a win and would take it as such.


  Joseph and Louise Nadel lived in eastern Sarasota County, outside the city limits. A retired commercial real estate broker, Joseph had made his fortune and retired before the real estate bubble burst a couple of years earlier. They’d raised all five of their children in that house, which Sean believed should be called a mansion no matter what Emery said. At thirty-four, Emery was the eldest.


  Sean had finally gotten over his unease and had learned to relax when at the Nadels’ home now that Emery’s father had personally welcomed him to the pod as Emery’s mate.


  When Emery pulled his Mustang into his parents’ driveway, several other cars already sat parked there. Sean only recognized one other, besides the Nadels’ vehicles.


  “Is that Wyatt’s car?” Sean asked.


  Emery nodded. “Yep.” He got out.


  Sean scrambled to join him. “He won’t try the same trick twice, will he?” Wyatt, an incorrigible practical joker, had scared the crap out of Sean by showing up, shifted, in their swimming pool.


  Nothing like a seven-foot alligator to make a guy learn to walk on water.


  Emery finally smiled. “Probably not.” His smile faded. “Not tonight, at least. Tonight’s about business.”


  Sean followed him to the front door where Emery opened it without knocking. “Mom? Dad?” They walked in and closed it behind them.


  “In here, Em,” his mom called back.


  Louise, Wyatt, and Emery’s brother, Christopher, were all gathered in front of the stove, the two Nadels flanking Wyatt. Wyatt held a wooden spoon in one hand and the lid to a large pot in the other. The well-muscled man with the ebony skin and amber eyes stirred whatever was in the pot.


  “I think dat’s about right,” he drawled in his Cajun accent.


  “What are you cooking up now, besides trouble?” Emery asked as he hugged his mom and shook hands with his brother. He clapped Wyatt on the shoulder.


  Wyatt grinned, exposing white teeth that, in his shifted mode, had scared Sean into wetting himself in his own pool. “Now why you assume I’m causin’ trouble, Em?”


  “Because you’re always causing trouble,” he joked with his friend.


  “Your momma can attest to the fact I been a perfect gentleman so far.”


  Louise smiled. “That’s only because I threatened to turn you into a deep fryer full of gator nuggets if you scared me like that again.”


  Christopher laughed. “I’ve never heard Mom scream so loud or long in my life.” He turned to Sean. “We all came running in here and found her curled up on the counter and Wyatt, naked, rolling around on the floor and laughing his ass off.”


  Wyatt tipped his head over onto Louise’s shoulder. “Aw, you forgive me, right, Momma Flipper?”


  She gently smacked his shoulder. “Yes, I did. You’re too damn cute to stay mad at.”


  “In two-footed mode,” Sean added.


  Wyatt took a careful taste of whatever it was he had bubbling in the pot. “Yeah, I do believe dat’s about right.” He offered a spoonful to Emery. “What you think?”


  Emery carefully tasted, his eyebrows rising in surprise. “Damn, that’s good jambalaya. No wonder Mom forgives you.”


  Wyatt offered Sean a taste. Not so spicy he couldn’t make out anything beyond the heat, Sean had to agree it was the best he’d ever sampled.


  “Where’s Dad and everyone else?” Emery asked.


  “Out back manning the grill,” Louise said. “You might want to go check on them. Sean can help me get the hush puppies ready.”


  Sean wasn’t an idiot, and neither was Emery. Em brushed a kiss across Sean’s lips before heading out back, Christopher on his heels.


  Sean took Christopher’s place in front of the stove, on Wyatt’s other side. “So what did you want to talk about, Mom?”


  She smiled. “You are a very smart man.”


  “You think your momma gonna be all right, us talkin’ in front of her tonight?” Wyatt asked, now all business.


  Sean shrugged. “That’s Dad’s department. My dad,” he clarified. “She’s got her own version of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ going on with the whole shape-shifter issue.”


  Wyatt nodded and replaced the lid on the pot. Then he reached over and turned down the heat on the burner. When he looked at Sean, the gator shifter’s amber eyes seemed to burn with an intensity he hadn’t remembered seeing before.


  “There gonna be some people here tonight,” he quietly said. “Shifters.”


  “Shark shifters,” Sean said.


  Wyatt hesitated, but finally nodded. “Em tell you?”


  “He started to, but we got…distracted.” If you can call boinking our brains out a distraction.


  “Not just shark shifters,” Wyatt quietly said. “Great whites. And lemme tell you somethin’, they every bit as scary on two legs as they are in the water.”


  Sean felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. Wyatt looked genuinely anxious, something he didn’t think the alligator was capable of feeling. “What are you saying? That they’re dangerous?”


  “They can be. I’m not sayin’ your momma’s in any danger. But I’m sayin’ they can smell blood in the water or the air. They think someone might not be full-on into keepin’ secrets…”


  Wyatt shrugged. “I’m sayin’ might not be a bad idea to get her outta here as soon as dinner’s over. Before we start talkin’ business, as it were.”


  “I’ll take her home. Em can catch a ride with my dad.”


  Louise shook her head. “You need to be here and be a part of the talks,” she said. “You’re Em’s mate. And your dad’s going to need to be part of the talks, too, because of logistics.”


  Wyatt laid a hand on Sean’s shoulder. “An’ you need to show not a hint of fear, you hear me? They respect strength and they respect courage. Only way they gonna help us is if they think everyone’s on board and worthy of their help. Catch my drift?”


  “Then who’s going to take her home?” Sean asked.


  “Laura’s here,” Louise said. “I already talked to her. She’ll drive your mom home.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  “You might need to help your dad get her out of here,” Louise said. “Laura’s going to say she’s got a friend in Englewood she wants to visit. As soon as dinner’s over, and with as little fuss as possible, we need Helen scooted out the door. You know how your mom is. She won’t want anyone to think she’s being rude by leaving early, and she likely won’t want to go without your dad.”


  Wyatt soberly nodded and squeezed Sean’s shoulder before releasing him.


  “Why do I have a feeling we’re about to make a deal with the devil?” Sean asked them.


  Wyatt grinned, flashing teeth. “Because we are, man. We are.” His smile faded. “The devil you know, and all that jazz.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Helen and Sam Morita arrived a few minutes later, bearing a delicious-smelling pot of chicken and dumplings as their contribution to the dinner.


  Sean did his best to swallow back his nerves and to try to act normal.


  For his mom’s part, to Sean’s familiar ear, her voice sounded a little too tightly wound, too high-pitched, her laughter coming too often and bearing a trilling titter that Sean suspected meant she was already on edge.


  Too bad she’s not a drinker. In this case, he suspected a shot of something would help her relax.


  The other people already there were Reese and Laura, two of the Nadels’ three daughters, Bob and Mary Wellsley, the Alpha of a pod near the Florida panhandle and his wife, and Michael and Kathy Haddox, the Jacksonville pod Alpha and his wife.


  The sharks had yet to arrive, but were expected shortly.


  With a brief moment alone in the kitchen, Emery pulled Sean in close and gave him a scorching, melting kiss that made Sean want to drag him upstairs and fuck his brains out again.


  Emery smiled, his grey eyes filled with concern. “You all right?”


  “You’d think I’d have learned by now to expect anything, but no. Not so much.”


  “Shark shifters?”


  Sean nodded. “Why are we talking to them if they’re so bad?”


  “It’s not that they’re bad, but they operate under their own rules. They really don’t need our help in normal circumstances. We need their help right now. I’m sure that they’ll look at the situation and figure out what’s in it for them before making up their minds.”


  “So it’s not a done deal?”


  “Not by a long shot.” He kissed Sean again, for a moment driving all other thoughts out of his brain. “But in our favor is the fact my dad helped Floyd Edick out of a really serious jam several years ago. One thing the sharks believe in is paying back their debts. Dad called in the marker for this. Whether it stands up to their standard of being worthy of going through with remains to be seen.”


  “What’d your dad do?”


  “Great whites don’t have pods or social structures like the ocean mammal shifters do. They’re pretty solitary, for the most part. They have what they call spawnings every so often, sort of like our superpods. They absolutely don’t mate with humans, either. During one of their spawnings off California about twenty or so years ago, one of Edick’s brothers got caught by a research vessel. Dad was out there on business and rallied dolphin, porpoise, orca pods, and some land-based shifters to help out. They managed to rescue him from the research aquarium he was taken to. Made it look like ecoterrorists had freed him.”


  “I’d say that’s a pretty big marker.”


  “It is. But they’re still sharks.”


  “Are there other kinds of shark shifters?”


  “There used to be lots of different shark shifters. Unfortunately, many of them were in other parts of the world and got caught up in fishing nets, or they ended up mating with humans, or not mating at all, and dying out. The different shark breeds don’t usually closely associate with each other like other shifters do.”


  “I’m guessing I shouldn’t quote Jaws lines at dinner?” Sean teased.


  Emery’s expression darkened. “I know you’re just kidding, but don’t even think it.” He hesitated for a moment. “You ever watch The Sopranos?”


  “Fuck, yeah. Loved that show.”


  Emery slowly nodded. “They’re not mobsters, but pretend we’re about to sit down with Tony Soprano, and he thinks you might be a government snitch. That’s the level of serious that you need to take this whole situation.”


  Sean blinked. “Fuck.”


   


  * * * *


   


  If Sean didn’t already know Floyd and Grace Edick were great white shark shifters, he wouldn’t have had a hard time believing it. Floyd, at around six five, stood solid and broad-shouldered, had neatly styled black hair, and brown eyes so dark they looked black. Forty-two years old, it turned out he was the senior partner of one of the largest law firms in Miami.


  “Don’t bother with the jokes,” he dryly said, a smirk on his face. “I’ve heard them all.”


  His wife, Grace, coolly appraised everyone after her introduction. A willowy six one, she had a lithe swimmer’s body, long black hair pulled into a braid down her back, and dark blue eyes the shade of midnight. She turned out to be brain surgeon at Jackson Memorial Hospital, and at thirty-eight apparently had a world-renowned reputation in the field of neurosurgery.


  Helen Morita chatted the two newcomers up as if they were anyone else. Sean suspected no one had told her they were shark shifters. From the way she appeared to focus on them, she likely thought they were humans. And she focused on Wyatt, too, which Sean attributed to the fact that he’d forgotten to tell her Wyatt was an alligator shifter.


  He didn’t have the heart to break it to her, especially when she seemed hell-bent on getting Wyatt’s jambalaya recipe before the end of dinner.


  Surprisingly, as soon as dinner was over, Sean’s father followed Helen into the kitchen when she went to help Louise with the dishes. Moments later, Helen Morita was happily leaving with Laura.


  As Sean and Sam stood in the driveway and waved good-bye, Sean leaned close. “How’d you get rid of her, Dad?”


  He shrugged. “I told her the truth. That we were going to be discussing pod business, and I thought she needed to go home.”


  “Wow. We all thought it’d be a fight to get her out of here.”


  Sam nodded. “I gave her two options. To sit in the kitchen all night, or go home.” He grinned. “She told me sitting in the kitchen would be rude.”


  He turned to his father. At work, Sam Morita had been a slavedriver. At home, however, Helen ruled the roost with an albeit less-than-kosher fist. “I’m impressed, Dad.”


  “I think Joseph’s wearing off on me.”


  “This is straying dangerously close into TMI territory.” The last thing he wanted to do was discuss whatever relationship dynamics his parents had.


  “Understood.” He rubbed his hands together. “Now then. Let’s go talk to the sharks about that fucking rat, Erik.”


  Chapter Four


   


  Emery wasn’t happy about bringing the sharks into the superpod discussions, but he couldn’t argue with his father’s logic.


  And he’d certainly tried to do just that, without success.


  Sharks, especially the great whites, were ruthless and focused, and if they agreed to do something, they’d follow through with it.


  Grace spoke very little throughout dinner, enough to be polite, but seemingly content to let her husband bear the weight of the conversation. After dinner ended and Helen was safely bundled out the door, Emery felt himself marginally relax.


  They all moved to the living room. Once settled, Joseph Nadel got down to business.


  “I truly appreciate you coming to hear us out, Floyd.”


  Floyd tipped his head to the pod Alpha. “I feel I owe it to you. Although, as I told you, we cannot make you any promises until we hear all the details and fully assess the situation.”


  Emery sat with his arm draped across Sean’s shoulders, listening, letting his father handle the retelling of events. A few times he locked eyes with Wyatt, who knew firsthand how dangerous their dinner guests could potentially be.


  It was only through Wyatt’s assurances that his father was right about calling them in that Emery had finally dropped his objections to talking with them.


  Wyatt had been through a lot, seen a lot, far more than Sean ever suspected. Emery owed Wyatt his life.


  A story he hadn’t told Sean yet and suspected he should hold back, at least until after the evening ended. He could sense Sean was freaked out enough by the sharks. He didn’t need to add to that anxiety, something the sharks would sense.


  When his father finished summarizing the situation with Erik, he clasped his hands on his knee. “So that’s why we need to take all possible precautions with the superpod.”


  Floyd’s gaze swiveled to and paused on Wyatt for a long, silent, uncomfortable moment before returning to Joseph. “You seem to have others in your sphere of influence who can help provide protection. I don’t see where our services would be of any help, unless I’m missing something.”


  “We have a lot of help.” Joseph pointed at Sam. “He’s assembled a very talented assortment of shifters to help man boats. And we will have outside dolphin and porpoise shifters on the outskirts. Unfortunately, very few people match your speed, skill, and stamina in the water. That is where we are still lacking in reinforcements.”


  “Yes, lizards aren’t very fast in the water, are they?” Floyd didn’t look at Wyatt when he said it, but Emery felt Sean stiffen next to him. Emery tightened his grip on Sean’s shoulders in a silent hint to not say anything. Sean might have gotten the crap scared out of him by Wyatt, but he also was fiercely protective of his friends.


  For his part, Wyatt didn’t move, didn’t even flinch.


  Floyd’s dark, liquid gaze moved over Emery, settling on him. “A gay Alpha mated to a gay human. Doesn’t that open your pod up to challenges from the outside, Joseph?”


  Next to him, Sean started to open his mouth, but Emery squeezed his shoulder to silence him and silently warned him through their mate-bond.


  “Easy, babe. It’s how they do things, testing for strength. Ignore it.”


  Joseph smiled. “It makes us stronger.”


  Floyd’s attention returned to Emery’s father, confusion painted there. Emery felt some satisfaction that it was the first genuine emotion he’d sensed from the great white all evening.


  “How so?”


  Joseph’s smile never faltered. “Because people will underestimate him and the strength of our pod. To their detriment. Our pod is larger than ever, and, as the events of the past couple of months have demonstrated, stronger than ever. Anyone stupid enough to challenge Emery as pod Alpha will soon find themselves wishing they hadn’t.”


  The shark blankly considered that for a moment, his fingers slowly stroking up and down his thigh. “I can see your point.” He looked at his wife, who nodded.


  Floyd sat back in his chair. “What are you proposing, Joseph?”


  “I know you consider this a chance to even out a debt, but the truth is, I’ve never considered what I did a debt needing repaying. I would have helped anyone the way I helped your brother. I see us joined not by bloodlines, but by common enemies. We’re all shifters. If one is endangered, we’re all endangered.


  “What I propose is that this is the beginning of an ongoing partnership, of sorts. A working relationship. As pod Alpha, and with Bob and Michael here also in agreement for their pods, and with the agreements of others I’ve talked with but who couldn’t be here tonight, we pledge a working relationship with the sharks. Any sharks, not just great whites.


  “In return, all we ask is the same consideration, as well as a conscious decision not to prey on our shifter kinds. We’ll pass the word among other pods, if you’ll do the same with the sharks. I know Florida doesn’t necessarily have as bad a problem with shark fishing as in other areas, but this could be a beneficially symbiotic agreement for both parties. Watching each others’ backs, as it were.”


  Floyd pondered that for a moment, his fingers once again stroking up and down his thigh while no one spoke. It seemed even on land, as in water, this shark couldn’t remain immobile for long. “I can’t guarantee everyone will be on board with the agreement, just as I’m sure you can’t guarantee all the marine mammals will be in agreement. But I’ve heard of these two Alphas. They have a strong reputation. That they are in agreement with you tells me this just might work.


  “I’ve never personally had an issue with the marine mammals, as I’m sure you know. My parents were practical and ethical and limited our consumption of marine mammals to ones who were already deceased, shifters or bio. I’ve taken great pride in adhering to that credo.” He glanced at Grace, who nodded again.


  Then he extended his hand to Joseph. “We will work with Sam on the logistics.”


  When Joseph shook with him, Emery breathed a relieved sigh he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His own gaze once again met Wyatt’s, who tipped his head at him in a barely perceptible nod.


  He thought that might have relieved him even more.


   


  * * * *


   


  “So what the hell was that all about?” Sean quietly asked a few minutes later in the kitchen, where Emery had gone to get a drink of water.


  “What?”


  Sean made him face him. “You and Wyatt. What’s going on?”


  Emery tried for playful. “Jealous?”


  Sean rolled his eyes at him. “Dude, sooo don’t try to deflect like that. You know I’m not. What gives?”


  Emery realized he’d have to tell Sean the story sooner than he’d anticipated, but here and now was not the time to do it.


  Especially not with these particular sharks in the house. “Later, babe. I promise.”


  His mate’s brow furrowed. “Not even like this?”


  Emery shook his head.


  More relief when Sean let it drop and followed him back to the living room. He didn’t like thinking about what happened, about how a fishing trip to the Keys with friends had turned into a deadly showdown.


  About how having to defend himself and his friends led to the inescapable taking of a life.


  How if it hadn’t been for Wyatt, he and the others might not have survived. And how if it hadn’t been for independent witnesses, Wyatt might have found himself marked for death by the sharks as a result.


   


  * * * *


   


  It only took about another thirty minutes to complete initial discussions with the sharks and bid them a good evening. Everyone else helped pitch in to clean up. It was nearly eleven when Sean and Emery walked outside with Wyatt after saying good night to the Nadels.


  Emery leaned against the side of his car. “We really appreciate you being here, man.” He extended his hand.


  Wyatt’s face split into a beaming grin as he shook with Emery. “Aw, don’t go gettin’ all sentimental on me now, Flipper Junior.” He pulled Emery in for a hug before clapping Sean on the shoulder. “You know I always got your back. Just like I know you always got mine.”


  “You better believe it, buddy.”


  “Thanks, you.”


  As Emery expected, they’d barely pulled out of his parents’ driveway before Sean’s questions started.


  “You want to tell me now, or have me bug the crap out of you all the way home?”


  Emery ran a hand through his hair. “You won’t let this drop, will you?”


  “Dude, seriously? What do you think?”


  “Okay. But it’s not exactly something I’m proud of.”


  “I don’t care. I love you, and I want to hear this.”


  “I warned you.” He gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “We went down to the Keys a few years back. I needed a vacation and Wyatt, Ambrose, and Stephen went with me. A guys-only trip.”


  Chapter Five


   


  Emery stared across the wide swaths of sawgrass flats lining either side of US-1 on the way south into Key Largo. Airboat trails and canals cut through them at irregular intervals, casting sunlight off the rippling surface of the water.


  “This is awesome,” he said.


  In the passenger seat, Wyatt nodded, his amber eyes shaded behind his mirrored sunglasses, tapping his hands on his thighs in time with the radio. “I told you, boys. Dis here gonna be the best time ever.”


  In the backseat, Ambrose and Stephen each looked out their respective windows at the landscape.


  “We have the boat for four days,” Emery said. “I plan on spending most of that time on the water.”


  “Doncha’ mean in?” Wyatt teased. “I suspect I’m gonna be the one on the boat, keepin’ track of your asses.”


  Emery grinned. “Yeah, that.”


  Emery felt a little guilty about not inviting Erik, but only a little. He didn’t like how clingy Erik got sometimes, a little jealous. It wasn’t an accident Emery timed the trip plans to coincide with Erik’s already booked trip to Washington state to visit his older brother.


  They were going to spend five days in Key West. What better place for a gay dolphin shifter to find a little regret and self-loathing than there? Wyatt and the others, while not gay, surely wouldn’t have any trouble charming any stray ladies who crossed their paths.


  By three o’clock they’d reached Key West and checked into their hotel suite. Because Emery’s and Wyatt’s credit cards had reserved the room and boat, they got the beds, while Ambrose and Stephen had to share the queen-sized sofa bed in the living room.


  By six o’clock they’d settled in at a nearby sports pub recommended by the front desk and were playing pool. Emery had left the car keys in their room, determined not to turn this weekend into a DUI to remember.


  Everything was going well until around eight that night, when the house band took the stage and a group of three drunks decided they wanted to play pool, too. Which was fine with Emery, except that one of the drunks, a couple of years older than them, was a real dick.


  And not of the fun, suckable, fuckable kind of dick, either.


  Adding to the issues, Emery could sense the man was a shifter, but couldn’t put his finger on exactly what kind of shifter.


  The four of them eventually gave up on their game, abandoned the pool table to the newcomers, and moved to play darts.


  Wyatt nudged him as they grabbed darts from the case holding the board. “You get that vibe?”


  “Yep. What are they?”


  “Don’t know, but I got a suspicion.”


  Five minutes later, the group followed them over to the darts area and started their harassment again.


  Emery’d had enough. “Dude, what the fuck is your problem?”


  The man sneered at him. “I don’t have a problem.”


  “Obviously you do.” Wyatt stood at his shoulder, while Ambrose and Stephen gathered close behind. “We were minding our own business when you came in here with attitude.”


  “This is our bar, Flipper.”


  The two guys with the asshole looked like they were a little closer to Emery’s age, or even perhaps younger. Uncertainty flashed across their faces before they both grinned and nodded.


  “Hey, we’re just here on vacation. If you want a pissing contest, you’re not getting one.”


  A bouncer appeared and stepped between them, his attention on the three drunks. “John, I told you before, play nice or get the fuck out. You don’t pay the mortgage or the bills here.”


  The head asshole’s face grew red, but his buddies apparently knew they didn’t have a leg to stand on and grabbed his arms.


  “Hey, come on, John,” one of them mumbled. “He’s a dick. Let it go.”


  “Why should I let it go when we were here first?”


  Another bouncer appeared, flanking the first. “Problem, Ken?”


  “Yeah, John’s up to his shit again.”


  “Look, we just let you off probation, asshole. Boss said we can ban your ass if you keep this crap up. Leave the tourists alone.”


  With a lot of coaxing from his friends, they finally got John headed toward the front door.


  The first bouncer turned to Emery and Wyatt. “We cool?” He held out a hand.


  Emery nodded and shook with him. He suspected this guy might also be a shifter, but didn’t know what species. “Yeah, thanks.”


  “Sorry about that. Shocker, apparently he’s single again. When a woman breaks up with him, he gets drunk, then he turns into a massive douche.”


  “I suspect he starts out as a massive douche.”


  “You’re not half wrong.”


  The four of them resumed their dart game. Emery tried to shake the feeling that whatever happened wasn’t over. He wanted to enjoy this vacation, relax, chill out.


  If he’d wanted to see a douche in action, he would have brought Erik and his expert cockblocking skills.


  Later that evening and well-lubricated with booze, Emery, Stephen, and Ambrose left the bar to head back to the hotel. Wyatt had stayed behind, chatting up two cute college coeds.


  They’d crossed the parking lot to cut through an alley when they heard steps behind them.


  Turning, they found the same three assholes from the bar.


  “Look, what the fuck is your problem?” Emery asked. “We were minding our own fucking business and you come in like some dick.”


  “That’s our bar, asshole,” John said.


  Emery was pleased to note the two guys with him didn’t look as confident now as they had earlier.


  Emery had enough. He went nose-to-nose with the guy. “Fucking bring it like a man.”


  When the guy prepared to take a swing, Emery had tensed, ready to duck the punch, when a brick sailed out of the darkness and hit the dude squarely in the back, taking him down to his knees. It would have seriously injured a normal human. That it only knocked the wind out of the guy reinforced to Emery that whatever kind of shifter the guy was, he was powerful.


  Wyatt’s voice boomed out of the darkness. “I wouldn’t be doin’ that, I were you, son.”


  The Cajun appeared, walking slowly toward them, lightly bouncing another brick in the palm of his hand. “Ain’t nobody wantin’ trouble, but I guaran-damn-tee you, you start it, I’ll be finishin’ it.”


  John climbed to his knees with the help of his two friends, a pained look on his face. “This isn’t over.”


  Wyatt, who stood a good three inches taller than the dude, reached out and grabbed him by the throat. Even Emery took a step back as Wyatt’s amber eyes seemed to pick up any stray hint of light and emitted an eerie reddish glow. “It over now,” he said, a deep, rumbling hiss overlaying his tone.


  The fearsome sound of an alligator bellowing.


  Wyatt pulled the guy close, the brick still in his other hand. “I tell you, now mebbe you all can’t shift on land, but I can. And ain’t nothin’ gonna help your dumb cracker ass if you make me do it. Fuck with me and my friends again, so help me, I will do it.”


  He shoved the guy back at his friends and lifted the brick. “I make myself clear, boys?”


  The two guys dragged John away without giving him a chance to reply.


  Emery shook his head. “Fuck, you have no idea how glad I am to see you. What the hell are they?”


  “Sharks. Great whites.” He didn’t take his eyes off the assholes’ backs. “Bouncer tol’ me. He’s a manatee shifter. When I tol’ him what I was, he tol’ me ’bout them.” He glanced at Emery. “I was chatting up them girls when I saw through the door those jokers startin’ after y’all.” He sighed. “So much for me gettin’ laid tonight.”


  Emery clapped him across the back. “There’s always tomorrow night.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The next morning, after eating breakfast and stocking up on snacks and drinks for the cooler, they located the marina and headed out in their rental boat.


  They’d already put the incident with the sharks out of their minds. Emery determined he’d enjoy the hell out of the day. It’d be the three dolphins’ first opportunity to have some real deep-sea fishing of the shifted kind, with the steep drop-off on the Atlantic side of Key West nothing like the relative shallows they usually swam in the Gulf.


  Clear, deep, and teeming with fish of various species, the three dolphin shifters had a blast while Wyatt spent the day fishing the old-fashioned way from the boat, with a rod and reel in one hand and a cold bottle of beer in the other.


  They returned to the sports pub that night and didn’t run into the sharks, much to Emery’s relief.


  Day two on the water went pretty much like day one. Lots of fun, lots of sun, and lots of fishing. They again returned to the sports pub that night, enjoying their fun and the house band until early in the morning.


  Day three, Emery awoke feeling unsettled but wouldn’t let that get in the way of their fun. After picking up the boat at the marina, they headed out toward the Atlantic again for their next to last day on the water.


  He noticed a boat following them out of the channel, but didn’t pay it any attention. Lots of boats were out, even though it wasn’t lobster season, because of tourists on vacation and the great weather.


  It was Key fucking West, after all.


  When they picked a spot and anchored on the shallow side near the drop-off in about sixty feet of water, Emery also didn’t pay much attention when the other boat anchored several hundred yards away. They weren’t the only boats out there.


  Emery, followed by Stephen and Ambrose, dove in, leaving Wyatt in the boat, radio on, beer in his hand, hook already in the water.


  But when Emery finally took his bearings about twenty minutes later, he spotted Wyatt standing in the bow, his attention fixed on a point to their east.


  He dove and swam underwater to the boat, shifting before he poked his head above the surface at the bow.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Wyatt’s expression was unreadable behind his sunglasses. “Don’t know if anything wrong, man.”


  “Then why do you look like you’re on alert?”


  “Just bein’ careful. Y’all be careful down there.”


  Emery turned to where the other boat was anchored, but couldn’t tell from his vantage point if there was no one in the boat, or if he just couldn’t see them due to the angle.


  “Where’d they go?”


  “Don’t know. That would be my concern. But you suddenly hear me revvin’ the engine like a wild man, you get your asses up to the surface ASAP so I can pick y’all up. Hear?”


  “Yeah.” Emery submerged again and shifted, using his echolocation to quickly locate Ambrose and Stephen, who were once again diving on the deep side of the drop-off.


  What disconcerted him even more was the fact that now he sensed three large shapes in the water which hadn’t been there before, at a distance but closing.


  “Guys, we need to surface and head to the boat for a few.”


  Ambrose blew out a line of bubbles and rose, circling them, never touching or breaking them. “Why?”


  “Something’s not right.” He sent out another echolocation blast and found the three shapes were closer.


  And definitely felt shark-shaped.


  “Now.” Emery looked around, the disquiet he felt upon waking that morning back with a vengeance.


  “Okay, sure,” Ambrose said. “Calm down. Let’s go.” He headed back toward the boat.


  Stephen had breeched for a breath and dove again. “There’s nothing wrong, Em. Everything’s fine.” He headed down the wall once more. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  Emery swore, rose for a breath, then headed down after him. “Seriously, dude, you can call me a pansy later, but we need to go back to the boat for a few.”


  Stephen was about to reply when a large shape barreled out of the depths toward him. He let out a chattering cry as he spun away from the shark’s jaws, but still took a rasping sidelong blow down his right flank from the shark’s sandpaper-like hide.


  Emery swore at the sight of blood, appearing almost black at that depth and clouding the water along Stephen’s side.


  The other two sharks appeared from the depths, but almost looked shocked. Emery started toward them and they turned tail and disappeared.


  That meant the attacker was likely John.


  Emery wheeled around again, knowing the six-foot-long shark had a tactical advantage of not needing to surface to breathe. Stephen tried to climb along the wall, staying close to it and zigzagging to avoid the shark. Emery stayed with him, using his echolocation to track the shark down again.


  Sure enough, the next attack came from below. Emery summersaulted in the water and drove himself, hard, into the shark’s side, knocking him off course and allowing Stephen a chance to make more progress.


  Whether his wounded friend could make it all the way back to the boat, without having to expose himself to the surface to breathe, remained to be seen.


  And Emery was close to needing another breath as it was.


  In the distance, he heard the boat engine crank and frantically rev.


  I know, Wyatt. Little busy not dying here.


  He sensed Stephen’s growing panic and knew they wouldn’t make it back to the boat. Hopefully Ambrose could help guide Wyatt, get close enough to them to give them a little cover and pick them up before the shark shifter could eat them.


  Spinning around, he located the great white, now circling, toying with them, feinting lunges at them and wasting their precious lung capacity as it stayed between them and the surface.


  He sensed the shark laughing at them.


  Above them, Wyatt put the boat into gear. The sound of the engine grew louder, soon joined by another boat engine.


  Stephen broke away from the wall and tried to head for the surface, but the shark shifter came in again, forcing Emery to once again ram its side as Stephen retreated to the shelter of the wall, nearly at the top and about to break for the surface. Emery was barely aware of the boat almost on top of them, now shifted into idle.


  “Head up,” he ordered Stephen, his echolocation now fixed on the shark. “Get to the boat.”


  The shark shifter changed his tactic, coming in low from the shallower depths at the top of the wall, swerving Emery’s charge at the last second and then doubling back before Emery could spin around and give chase.


  That’s when a dark streak dove through the water, above the shark and heading right for him. Emery barely had time to make out the alligator’s mouth clamping down on top of the shark’s head, right at the gills.


  Wyatt didn’t let go, death-rolling him and disappearing with him over the edge of the wall and down into the depths.


  Emery, torn between wanting to go after Wyatt to help him and needing to breathe and ensure Stephen was all right, followed the other dolphin to the surface.


  Ambrose was alone in the boat. He reached down to pull Stephen from the water. Emery was glad to see that, while still bleeding, the shift back to human form had healed most of Stephen’s wound to nothing worse than mild road rash.


  The other two sharks were in the other boat. “Is he okay?” one hollered over.


  “What the fuck is you assholes’ problem?” Emery screamed at them as he climbed in. “He could have fucking killed him!”


  “Dude, seriously, we thought he just wanted to scare you. I swear, we didn’t know he was going to do that shit. That’s why we came back to the boat. We warned your other guy. Told him to come pick you up.”


  Emery grabbed his swim trunks and yanked them on. “Keep an eye out for Wyatt,” he told Ambrose as he checked Stephen’s wounds. He pulled a bottle of water out of the cooler and used it to rinse the injury, which covered his friend’s right side, knee to armpit.


  “You want to get in and do another shift cycle? That might heal it.”


  “Fuck that shit sideways. Not with that goddamned maniac still out there. I’ll live.”


  The other boat pulled closer, the men shutting their engine off and grabbing their boat’s railing as they pulled alongside.


  “Seriously,” the first said. “I’m so fucking sorry. John’s a dick sometimes, but we never thought he’d stoop to this.”


  Emery wanted to deck him, but now that he knew Stephen would be okay, his immediate concern was Wyatt. “You see Wyatt yet?” he called to Ambrose.


  The other dolphin shaded his eyes against the glare. “Not yet.”


  “He can stay down a lot longer than we can,” Emery said. “Look for bubbles, anything.”


  For several long, agonizing minutes, they all studied the water’s surface.


  Then, a few yards away, Wyatt broke the surface in human form and stroked over to the boat.


  Emery grabbed his arm and hauled him in, bear-hugging him. “Holy fuck, dude, you have no idea how grateful I am.”


  Wyatt nodded and clapped him on the back before reaching for his own discarded trunks.


  The second shark quietly asked, “Is he okay?”


  Wyatt turned and glared at him. “He tried to kill my friends. What you think happened, I gave him fuckin’ ice cream? I warned him the other night, he start shit, I’d finish it. Well, I finished it. Permanently.”


  The two sharks swallowed hard, eyes wide, faces pale despite the bright Florida sun.


  Wyatt grabbed a towel and ran it over his head before donning his sunglasses again. Water beaded on his ebony skin. “Em, call your dad,” he quietly said. “He need to know this.” He headed back to the bow, where his fishing pole rested in a holder on the rail, and reeled in his line.


  The two sharks stared at each other. “What do we do?” the first one asked the other.


  The second shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I guess I should call his dad.”


   


  * * * *


   


  By ten o’clock that night, there were ten people gathered in the hotel suite, including the other two sharks, Joseph Nadel, Floyd Edick, and two of Edick’s sidekicks.


  Through it all, Wyatt remained quiet, only speaking in answer to direct questions from Joseph or Floyd, a close friend of John’s father. Apparently, this wasn’t John Berringer’s first run-in with other shifters.


  It would, however, be his last.


  The other two sharks, Bill Gatly and Don Willingham, told the events in somber tones, shame in their voices.


  “We had no idea,” Bill swore. “We thought sure, scare the dolphins. Fine. No one gets hurt, John gets his jollies, and maybe lets this drop, okay?”


  Don nodded. “If we’d known…” He shook his head again. “We would have talked some sense into him. We wouldn’t have gone into the water, and we would have warned the dolphins. I swear, we didn’t know.”


  “We went back and warned their other guy once we saw what was happening,” Bill said. “We told him what was going on so he could get them out of there.”


  Floyd’s grim scowl and black eyes rarely strayed from Wyatt.


  Emery raised his hand. “I take full responsibility for this. Wyatt’s my friend, and he was defending us.”


  “You don’t need to take the rap for something I don’t deny doin’,” Wyatt said. He met the senior shark’s gaze without flinching. “I’d do it again in a heartbeat, too, someone tries to mess wit’ the people I care for. No excuse for what that boy did. He drew first blood. I warned him the other night, he started somethin’, I’d finish it. I’m a man of my word.”


  Emery felt some satisfaction when the senior shark’s gaze eventually wavered and moved from Wyatt.


  Joseph took in all the people in the room. “Even the two sharks who were there and know the victim say it was self-defense.” He put the ball squarely in Floyd’s court. “Well?”


  The shark didn’t seem happy about it, but eventually gave a curt nod. “Agreed. I’ll call his father in California and tell him.” Then he focused his ire on Don and Bill. “If I ever hear of you two being involved in anything like this again, you’ll want to move with no forwarding address. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” they both immediately parroted.


  Wyatt stood and walked over to the shark, extending his hand to Floyd. “We good, then?”


  Floyd’s jaw worked for a moment, tense, before he finally shook with Wyatt. “It was justified. No retribution.” He snapped his fingers at the two younger sharks and left the room without further comment, the other two sharks he’d brought with him also falling into step.


  When they were alone again, Joseph let out a weary sigh and collapsed into a chair. “I’m thinking maybe tomorrow we all head home.” He’d flown into the small Key West airport on a charter flight. “There room in the car for me?”


  Wyatt grinned. “Sure ’nuff, Papa Flipper.”


  He pointed at Wyatt. “You, my son, I have something to say to you.”


  Wyatt’s smile faded. “Yeah?”


  Joseph pulled himself up and walked over to Wyatt, where he engulfed him in a hug. “Thank you for taking care of them. As far as I’m concerned, you’re as good as family. And you’re always welcome in my home.”


  Chapter Six


   


  Emery pulled into their driveway and looked at Sean, who’d quietly listened to the entire tale without interruptions.


  “Well?” he finally asked, unable to stand his mate’s silence.


  Sean frowned. “Why did you think I’d be upset by this? You guys didn’t do anything wrong. If you’d told me this before, I might not have been nearly as pissed off at Wyatt when he scared the crap out of me in the pool that night.”


  Emery shrugged. “It’s not your everyday occurrence. I didn’t want to freak you out.”


  Sean snorted. “Um, yeah, like the whole my-boyfriend-is-a-dolphin stuff wasn’t freaky to begin with? Honestly? This is less freaky than that was.”


  “Really?”


  Sean rolled his eyes at him. “Duh.” He grabbed Emery’s shirt and pulled him close, kissing him. “You got any other secrets you want to share with me before I take you inside and fuck your brains out?”


  “Maybe one.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I really like it when you sometimes totally take charge and fuck my brains out.”


  Sean grinned. “Dude, that’s not a secret. I figured that one out a while ago.”


  “Well, I do have another secret.”


  “What?”


  Emery crushed Sean’s mouth in a blistering kiss. “Tonight, I want to fuck your sweet ass.”


  Sean melted in his arms. “Again, not much of a secret.”


  By the time they hit the bedroom, they were both naked. Emery pushed Sean down onto the bed and fell onto him. He laced his fingers through Sean’s and held his arms pinned over his head.


  “This is what I want tonight,” Emery rumbled against the base of Sean’s throat. He nipped and nuzzled, Sean squirming under him and trying to gain traction for his cock.


  Emery shoved a knee between Sean’s thighs and got his legs wedged apart, further immobilizing him. “You don’t stop wiggling, I’m going to tie you up.”


  “Ooh, now that’s kinky. We haven’t tried that yet.”


  Emery bit the side of Sean’s neck. “You won’t be liking it if I keep you tied up all night and don’t let you come.”


  Sean stopped moving. “Oh, now that’s just plain mean. I didn’t torture you like that earlier.”


  He tightened his grip on Sean’s hands. “Then you’d better settle down and let me drive.”


  “I’ll beg. I’m good at the begging stuff.”


  Emery lowered his mouth onto Sean’s, bruising kisses that left them both breathless and finally put an end to Sean’s chatter by disengaging his brain.


  Emery sat up, careful to keep hold of Sean’s wrists with one hand, and leaned over, opening the drawer of the bedside table. He pulled out a bottle of lube.


  “Show me that sweet ass, babe.”


  Sean drew his legs up, rounding his back and exposing his puckered rim.


  “Perfect.” He deftly squirted lube in his crack, then drizzled some on his own stiff cock, before closing the bottle and dropping it to the bed.


  He slicked his shaft then played with Sean’s ass for only a moment, lubing him before pressing his cockhead against his rim.


  “Fuck me, dammit!” Sean begged.


  “You’ll be begging me to take it out, I fuck you too hard, too soon.”


  “I want it rough, dammit. Fuck me!”


  “Wish granted.” He did slowly feed his cock into Sean, pausing once he was fully seated to shift position a little, pressing Sean’s knees into his chest, ankles over Emery’s shoulders.


  He held onto Sean’s hands with both of his and looked down into his mate’s sweet brown eyes. “Now you’re mine.”


  “I’ve been yours. Fuck me!”


  Emery grinned. “I’m going to fuck you, all right.” He took a hard, stabbing thrust that made Sean loudly groan.


  “Again. Please!”


  He let the weight of his body rest on the backs of Sean’s thighs. Completely immobilized, he felt Sean relax, knowing all too well that sweet sensation of being completely owned and controlled. “Whose ass is this?” he rumbled.


  “Yours!”


  Emery took several hard, fast, deep thrusts. “Damn right,” he said. “You’re going to go to sleep with a butt plug in tonight,” he said, biting the base of Sean’s throat again. “And tomorrow morning, I’m sending you to work full of cum.”


  Sean let out a whimper. Emery felt his lover’s cock twitching, pinned between their bodies, pre-cum already pooling against their flesh.


  “Got it?”


  “Uh-huh!”


  He took another short, hard series of strokes. Sean moaned in disappointment when he stopped again. “I think maybe tomorrow night when you get home, you’re going to stay naked, on your knees, sucking my cock the way I sucked yours earlier. What do you think about that?”


  Sean nodded.


  Emery knew he only had a couple more short bursts in him before his own cock exploded, and he used one of them up, Sean moaning even louder when he stopped this time. “Gonna keep you well lubed, bend you over the counter and fuck your ass, not let you come. Keep you nice and hard all night, tease you until I have you crazy needing it.”


  He shifted his body, rubbing Sean’s cock and drawing another long moan out of his lover. “And you’d better come before I do, just like this, or I will tie you up tonight so you can’t get yourself off and make you wait until tomorrow to come.”


  He slowly withdrew, keeping his body pressed against Sean’s, feeling Sean now trying to wiggle enough to come. Emery slammed home, hard and deep.


  “Yes!” Sean gasped.


  He did it again, and again, until the sixth stroke did the trick. Sean let out a cry as his ass began spasming around Emery’s cock. That was when Emery started fucking him, hard and fast. “That’s right, baby. I feel you coming.”


  Sean’s cock exploded between them, allowing Emery to slide back and forth as he caught up and pumped his cum into Sean’s ass, fucking him until he finally collapsed on top of him.


  They were both breathing hard.


  Sean leaned his head forward and caught Emery’s earlobe between his lips, nuzzling it. “I have an early day tomorrow,” he said, his voice back to normal. “Sorry.”


  Emery slowly pushed himself up. “Aw. No butt plug tonight?”


  Sean shook his head. Then he grinned. “Not unless you want to wear it.”


  Emery laughed and carefully untangled himself from Sean. “Too many meetings in the morning myself with clients to be distracted.”


  “Oh, well.” He propped himself up on his elbows and surveyed the sticky mess on his belly. “Rain check?”


  Emery stood and went to go clean up and bring him a wet washcloth and towel. “Definitely, babe. Definitely.”


  Chapter Seven


   


  Two days later, Sean was working at his desk when he heard someone walk into the front office and speak with his office assistant. By the time the visitor’s voice had trickled through his working brain and triggered recognition, the visitor was standing in his doorway.


  Joseph Nadel.


  “Hello, Sean. I hope it’s all right to stop by like this.”


  He was getting better at quelling the nervous jitter in his stomach every time he came face-to-face with Emery’s father. “Sure. What’s up?”


  The older man smiled. In it, Sean saw hints of his mate’s own handsome good looks. “I have a surprise for you. And for Emery. A good one,” he quickly added. “I promise. Can I borrow you for about thirty minutes?”


  Sean glanced at the time. “It’s nearly lunch. You can borrow me for longer than that, if you need to.” He scowled. “Did they find—”


  Joseph shook his head. “No, sorry. Nothing about that, uh, situation.” Then, he grinned. Playfully. “Come on. I want to show you.”


  Sean saved his work and grabbed his cell phone. “Want me to drive?”


  “We can take my car,” Joseph said.


  They were soon heading down the road leading toward Manasota Key. “No offense, sir, but where are we going?” If it was to his parents’ house, he was going to be sorely disappointed.


  He suspected his father would immediately ask why he wasn’t hard at work in the office and trying to cram twenty-nine hours into a twenty-four-hour day.


  “Louise will probably be irritated with me for not waiting on her,” Joseph said, “but everything fell into place this morning at the last minute. I really want to show you the surprise now.”


  That was all the senior Nadel would reveal. As they turned north onto the Key, they drove through the Charlotte County portion into Sarasota County. The clear demarcation of cramped barrier island development giving way to thick stands of trees made the county line stand out more than any road sign or a few dashes on a map.


  They wound their way north, past Sean’s parents’ home, farther, past what locals had dubbed Middle Beach.


  Then Joseph slowed the Lincoln and turned into a driveway leading to a Gulf-side home that Sean recognized as having been a casualty of the housing bust a few years earlier. Sitting under cover and with windows, the three-story stilt home had sat perpetually unfinished.


  Now, it seemed, work had resumed in a flurry of activity. Three work trucks from various contractors sat parked in the yard.


  “Here we are,” Joseph announced as he shut off the car and got out.


  Sean followed him toward the stairs leading up to the first living level. “Are you guys moving from Sarasota?”


  Joseph laughed but didn’t answer. “You’ll see.” Halfway up the stairs, he turned and pointed toward a cleared spot in the front yard. “There’s going to be a pool, too,” he said. “Right there. A large one. Screened enclosure. The fence and gate will ensure privacy from the road, and the trees on both sides are plenty of cover from neighbors on either side.” He met Sean’s gaze. “Although the neighbor to the north said they’ve been thinking about selling. So there is that. Might be time to expand my real estate portfolio again.”


  He turned and continued climbing.


  That answered none of Sean’s now many questions. “Um, okay, you’re still confusing me.”


  They arrived at the first floor and Joseph reached for the doorknob, opening the massive front door and ushering Sean in. Through the house, Sean could see all the way out the western sliders, which opened onto a screened lanai with a breathtaking view of the Gulf.


  Joseph held something up to him. When Sean finally pulled his gaze from the view and looked, he realized it was a set of keys. Joseph grabbed his right hand and pressed the keys into his palm, closing Sean’s fingers over them.


  “Welcome home, Sean.” He grinned and lowered his voice, mindful of the contractors working inside. “The pod Alpha and his mate deserve the best.”


  Sean took a moment to process what Joseph said. “We can’t afford this.”


  “You can’t afford a free house?”


  He wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly. “Free?”


  He shrugged. “A gift.” He looked up toward the second-floor landing. “The pod paid for it. Three generations ago, the Alpha saw a potential need to have provisions made for future Alphas for expenses related to the pod. Believe me when I say this is a mere drop in the bucket. Insurance and other expenses will be paid for you here.”


  Sean looked at the keys in his palm as a slight dizziness washed through him. He sat on the second step and stared at the keys. Many of the interior walls were still just studs. “I…I don’t know what to say.”


  Joseph smiled down at him. “‘Thank you, Dad,’ is a good start.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Joseph gave Sean a tour of the place, noting where he’d specified structure-hardening features, storm-mitigation measures to help protect the house during tropical weather events. The house sat back in the middle of the property, behind a rock-reinforced artificial dune. When completed, it would have five bedrooms, three and a half baths, and a kitchen Sean suspected he’d never be able to pry his mother out of once she got started.


  The entire first living level would have a screened porch wrapping around the house, and the reinforced concrete pilings supporting the structure kept the house eighteen feet in the air, but would also have an elevator added on the side, designed to easily break away from the rest of the structure with minimal damage should storm surge invade.


  When Joseph finished the tour, he turned to Sean. “Like it?”


  Sean numbly nodded. “It’s…thank you, Dad.”


  Joseph beamed as he hugged Sean. “I mean it. You’re part of our family and our pod. I’ll never forgive myself for Erik trying to kill you.”


  “It’s okay. I know you didn’t have anything to do with that. You don’t have to prove it with a house.”


  “Oh, we’d already planned to buy Emery and his mate a house. That had always been our intention.” He laughed. “I know it’s close to your parents’ house. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not for you two, but when the opportunity arose to grab the property, I couldn’t turn it down. It’s too perfect.”


  He turned and swept his arm across the western view. “Steps from the Gulf. Oh!” He turned again, turning Sean with him, to look out toward the east where the Intracoastal ran between the key and the mainland. “It has a dock property there. Deeded access. You could bring your boat over, if you wanted.” He met Sean’s gaze. “Water access for both of you, whenever you want.”


  Considering the electrician doing work just a few feet away, Sean didn’t have any trouble following Joseph’s emphasized insinuation.


  Emery could swim out easily from the house. Sean could be steps away from twenty-four-seven access to his boat.


  “It’ll be ready in a couple of months,” Joseph continued. “Barring any construction delays. And you two can pick your interior, like the paint, flooring, trim, doorknobs and hinges, kitchen cabinets, all of that. Whatever you want. The pool will take a little longer. They can’t really get started on that until after the other contractors are finished with the house.”


  Sean jingled the keys in his hand before closing his fingers around them again and squeezing. The metal bit into his palm.


  Real. Not a dream.


  “So? Do you like it?” Joseph asked.


  Sean gave him another hug. “I love it, Dad. Thank you.”


  Joseph beamed, eagerly nodding. “I hoped you would.”


  Sean suspected from the older man’s reaction that he actually didn’t care what his own son thought of it, as long as Sean liked it.


  He felt the last of his trepidation about Joseph disintegrate like a sand castle before the incoming tide. “I do. Very much. I have no words to tell you how thankful I am.”


  “Great! Now, let’s go eat. My treat.”


   


  * * * *


   


  They drove south again, to the Charlotte County end of the key, to eat lunch at a restaurant on the Intracoastal. With a nice breeze and comfortable temperatures, they opted to eat outside on the shaded deck overlooking the docks.


  They both spied the three dolphins lazily arching through the water across the bay.


  Joseph didn’t take his eyes off them. “Bios,” he murmured, just loudly enough Sean could hear. “Not any of us.”


  Sean hadn’t been aware he’d tensed, but as he relaxed at Joseph’s pronouncement he realized he wasn’t as confident about Erik’s departure as he’d originally thought.


  “How can you tell?”


  He shrugged. “Just the way they’re moving.” He eventually met Sean’s gaze again. “It’ll be okay,” he assured him. “The superpod. Your dad has security more than covered.”


  “And the sharks?”


  The older man’s posture stiffened. “Yes,” he eventually said. “We’ll have them, too.”


  “I get the feeling the news won’t be met with warm and fuzzy feelings by the others. That the sharks are going to help.”


  He picked up his menu. “No. It won’t. There are old hostilities and grudges. Natural lines of demarcation between the species that overshadow anything going on between the bio animals of either.”


  “Sharks eat dolphins.”


  His smile held no humor. “Sometimes. Larger ones who come across either a single dolphin, or a small pod with immature younglings.”


  “Humans.”


  “There is that.” He looked over the top of the menu. “There was a report of a human mate on a surfboard being eaten at a full-moon swim off the California coast about thirty years ago. But it was a bio-shark, not a shifter. As far as I know.”


  That didn’t sound very comforting. “As far as you know?”


  “Doesn’t mean grudges aren’t sometimes held against shifters for the actions of their bio counterparts.” His gaze dropped to the menu again. “I can’t say as I blame those who do. We’ve been fortunate not to encounter that here. Bio great whites are rare in this part of the Gulf. In general, it’s too warm for them. Or in winter, the water is too rough and doesn’t provide adequate hunting anyway. The prey is much larger on the Atlantic side, or in areas where the shelf drops off more rapidly. And the bio sharks’ breeding grounds are mostly on the Atlantic side.”


  “There are orcas in the Gulf. They’re pretty big.”


  Joseph’s gaze flicked back to Sean. “True. Bio and even a few shifters. But again, rare. The larger species tend to favor deeper, cooler water where the larger prey fish are more plentiful.”


  Sean picked up his menu. “Unless they’re batcrap crazy, like Erik,” he muttered.


  Joseph grimly nodded.


  The waitress came for their drink order. In the distance, a sailboat slowly cruised under the Tom Adams Bridge, which the drawbridge tender had opened for it to pass. The weekday lunch crowd was light, allowing noises from the water to drift to them, like the clanging of the bridge bell, the chimes of boat rigging in slips next door to the restaurant, and, somewhere nearby, the obnoxious cries of some sort of parrot or macaw randomly asking if anyone wanted a piece of them.


  Tropical Florida at its finest.


  Sean decided on a burger and looked at Joseph, still engrossed in his menu. He picked up the tired lines creasing the outside corners of the Alpha’s eyes. No, they hadn’t gotten off on the right foot, but he admired the man’s determination and dedication to his pod and family.


  “You know I don’t blame you for Erik getting away, right?”


  Joseph looked at him over the top of his menu, his expression sad. “I appreciate that, son, but I blame myself.” His face hardened, brow furrowing. “I should have just taken a gun into Mote and shot him myself while he was in the tank. It would have been worth the fines and jail time. I could have pled dementia and probably been free in a couple of years.”


  “That wouldn’t have done anyone any good.”


  “Would have put my mind at ease. And Emery’s.” He set his menu down. “And, unfortunately, no telling how many other people have paid, or will pay in the future, with their lives because Erik is free. That is something I cannot forgive myself for.”


  Joseph changed the subject to the house, wanting Sean’s input and ideas. He refused to talk about Erik or the impending Samhain superpod anymore.


  “I want to enjoy this,” he insisted after their food arrived. “Because this is what life should be about. Celebrating family.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Joseph returned Sean to his office after they finished lunch. “I’ll let you tell Emery about the house,” he said, smiling and waving as he drove off.


  Sean reached into his pocket for the new keys and stared at them before finally thinking to add them to his key ring.


  It didn’t feel real.


  Especially when compared to his very first encounter with Joseph Nadel, where the man tried to bribe him into leaving Emery.


  I really need to stop thinking about that. He walked into the building and straight for his office. What happened then was the past.


  This was the present, and Emery was his future.


  Chapter Eight


   


  Erik sat at a wrought iron table, under the shade of a tattered umbrella. As he drank his beer straight from the bottle, he stared at a table on the far side of the beachside bar’s veranda. Set under the permanent shelter of an overhanging roof, the three men sitting there leaned forward, deep in discussion.


  The young woman sitting with them didn’t join in the talks. In fact, she looked pointedly unhappy to be there.


  Hell, she looked pointedly unhappy, period.


  Her oversized, cheap sunglasses, floppy hat, and long brown hair left loose didn’t completely hide the bruise high on her left temple, either.


  It also didn’t hide her identity from him. Marisela Esparza, twenty-one, and the younger half sister of Hector Esparza.


  Hector, if he was correct, was the man in the middle of the two others.


  After getting another beer, he picked it up and walked over to the table, standing there with one hand hooked through an empty belt loop on his shorts until the three men finally looked up at him.


  They spoke Spanish. Erik’s was a little rusty, but he could get by well enough.


  “What’s your problem?” the man in the middle asked.


  Erik smiled. “My problem is your solution.”


  The man sat back, frowning. “I don’t have any problems except a nosy gringo sticking his nose into my business.”


  Erik’s smile broadened. “Ah, but you do.” He dropped his voice so only the four could hear. “You’re looking for a way to expand your distribution into the States. I know of a pod you can use for just that purpose.”


  The two men flanking Esparza reached for what Erik assumed were guns, but he didn’t flinch, guessing correctly when Esparza put out his hands, stilling the men.


  He sneered at Erik. “What would you know?”


  Erik indicated an empty chair at the table and waited until Esparza curtly nodded. He sat and leaned in close. “There are plenty of miles of mangrove inlets along the southwest coast of Florida. It would be simple to move your…product using dolphins.”


  He purposely took a long draw of his beer to let his words sink in. “I know a vulnerable pod. With my help, we can both get what we want.”


  Esparza’s eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, is it you want?”


  Erik studied the label on his bottle. “Revenge.”


   


  * * * *


   


  After letting them frisk him for weapons, Erik followed Esparza to his compound on a hill overlooking the small town. It had taken Erik a couple of weeks to track down the wily pod Alpha, but he knew it would be well worth it.


  The small, tightly knit pod was considered an outcast by most others in the region, from what he could ascertain.


  Another reason Esparza suited his needs perfectly.


  Once they were settled in a shaded interior courtyard cooled by an ancient ceiling fan, with cold beers in front of them, Esparza sat back and templed his fingers together.


  “Tell me.”


  A man of few words.


  Erik quickly and without holding back detailed the Placida Pod, the fact that Emery had thrown him over for a fucking human mate, and that the Samhain superpod convening in the area in just a couple of weeks was the perfect opportunity to cement a new power structure.


  And no one would have to be the wiser. It could easily be made to look like a legitimate change in power, not a coup.


  Esparza sat, motionless, contemplating. Finally, he leaned forward. “How, exactly, do you propose I take over the pod?”


  Erik hooked a finger over his shoulder in the direction the cowering Marisela had scurried, followed by one of Hector’s men, once they’d settled at the table to talk. “Her. She’s unmated. She’s a dolphin. I’ll help you with the implementation. I know the people involved, can help you and your men get within striking distance. Simply abduct someone close to Emery, and I guarantee you he’s weak enough, he’ll cave to any demand we make.”


  Esparza grinned. “You’re a ruthless bastard, aren’t you?”


  “You have no idea.”


  After a moment, Esparza slowly nodded and extended his hand, but then drew back. “What is it you want from all of this?”


  “For starters, I want that fucking human he’s mated to dead.”


  “Do you really think your lover will welcome you back with open arms after helping engineer his mate’s death?”


  Erik shrugged. “You’ll get what you want, which is control of the pod, through your sister. I want Emery, but I’d rather see him dead than with a fucking human. As wife of the pod Alpha, if Emery dies, Marisela can declare a successor.” He pointed a finger at Esparza. “Or you can eliminate Emery after he knocks her up, and then once the baby’s born, kill off Marisela. And you’ll be in total command. Unless, of course, you have a moral issue with putting your sister in that position?”


  Erik already knew the man wouldn’t, but didn’t want Esparza to know that.


  Esparza extended his hand again. “If she wasn’t my sister and the last of my bloodline, I would have killed her already.” He grinned. “And it doesn’t hurt that she was Father’s little princess. Spoiled. I have no problem using her for my own purposes, and already have many times in the past.”


  Erik shook with the man. One of the stories that he’d heard from various people was how Esparza pimped his sister out to others for the sheer sadistic pleasure of making her do it. “Then I’m not the only ruthless one at the table, am I?”


  “How do you think I got all of this? We were not ‘orphaned’ by accident. My father beat it into me from a young age that the weak die. I finally paid that lesson back in spades when he was going to allow our pod to merge into another and be subject to their Alpha.”


  “Weakness needs to be eliminated from lines.”


  “You are no fan of humans, I see.”


  “No. They’re good for fucking and killing. Nothing more.”


  Esparza sat back, appraising. “Why do you hate humans so much, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  Erik sipped his beer. “Drunk driver killed my parents seven years ago. A human. My parents were both Alpha dolphins from strong family lines. My mother was pregnant.” He took another swallow. “I decided from that day on, any human who stood in my way wouldn’t remain standing for long.”


  Esparza slowly nodded. “We are much alike then, no?”


  “Yes.”


  It was Esparza’s turn to hook a finger over his shoulder. “My mother died when I was ten. The mother of that was my stepmother. A half human. Fucking bastard mated someone with human blood. By some miracle, Marisela is a shifter. If she wasn’t, I would have killed her when I killed my father and stepmother.” He held up his bottle in a toast. “To revenge, my friend. May it burn in our bellies and keep us on our purpose.”


  Erik held up his bottle and they gently clinked. “To revenge,” he agreed.


  Chapter Nine


   


  Somehow, Sean managed to hold back the news about the house from Emery that afternoon. Every time he looked at the new keys, it felt like a dream.


  He’d never considered himself unlucky before, or even underprivileged. Now, it felt like he’d hit the lottery jackpot.


  He stopped by the grocery store on the way home and picked up fixings for a romantic steak dinner with all the trimmings. By the time Emery arrived home, Sean had everything ready.


  “Wow, babe,” Emery said. “What’s the occasion?”


  “Why’s it got to be a special occasion?”


  “Well, for starters, the playful grin on your face tells me something’s up.” He gasped. “You’re pregnant!”


  “Huh?” Worry filled him. “What? Is…is that some sort of fucking shifter thing?”


  When Emery snorted and doubled over laughing, Sean realized he’d fallen for it. “Oh, ha ha, very funny.”


  “Oh…my…god. Your face…priceless!”


  Sean crossed his arms and leaned back against the counter to wait out Emery’s laughing fit. He eventually got himself under control and kissed Sean.


  “I’m sorry, babe. You’re so damn easy sometimes.”


  “I’m glad you can laugh at my expense.”


  He kissed Sean, slow and tenderly, waiting him out until he finally melted in Emery’s arms. “I’m really sorry,” Emery said. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


  “Just for that, I might not tell you about your dad’s big surprise.” He pulled free and went to check the steaks on the grill.


  Emery followed him. “What surprise?”


  Sean stuck his tongue out at him.


  “Look, I’m really sorry I was an asshole. Tell me about the surprise.”


  “Mmm…no.”


  “You’re going to make me torture it out of you aren’t you?”


  “If by torture you mean fucking my brains out, then maybe.”


  Emery pulled him into his arms and laid a deep, soul-scorching, bruising kiss on his lips. “I’m really, really sorry I laughed at you.”


  “Your dad bought us a house.”


  Emery froze, releasing Sean after a moment. “He fucking did what?”


  “He bought us a house on Manasota Key. It’s still under construction but it’s a damn gorgeous place.” He studied Emery’s dark scowl. “Oookay, why aren’t you happy happy happy about this? This is a good thing. He even took me out to lunch after he showed me.”


  Emery collapsed into one of the loungers and stared at the pool.


  “Dude, you’re starting to worry me. What’s wrong with him buying us a house?”


  “I love my father, but I don’t want to be beholden to him for anything. I pay my own way, and I pay for my mate.”


  “Um, hellooo, I pay my own way, too, if you haven’t noticed. No I don’t make as much as you do, but it’s my money, too.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.” He finally refocused his grey gaze on Sean. “I meant I don’t want him buying us big-ticket stuff like that.”


  “Technically, he didn’t. The pod did. He said it’s a slush fund an earlier Alpha set up. So consider it a perk of the rank, or a business expense.”


  Emery threw his head back and closed his eyes. “I should have guessed,” he mumbled.


  “I still don’t see why principle has to trump free house, here. If I’m happy about it, why can’t you be? It was really kind of sweet the way he took me out there, to be honest. He was so proud of himself for getting it for us.” He flipped the steaks.


  “I know, I just…” He finally looked at Sean. “I always swore that I’d do things my way. I knew from when I was little and they knew I was an Alpha that I’d end up being shoved into leading the pod. I swore I’d do things my way.”


  “And accepting a free house conflicts with that…how?”


  “Remember how you got pissed at me when you said I was treating you more like a girl than an equal partner?”


  Sean thought about it. “Okay, yeah, so? Still not tracking.”


  Emery swung his legs around and sat up. “It’s kind of like that. I want my dad to treat me as an adult. An equal. I don’t want to feel like he’s taking care of me, or that I’m beholden to him.”


  “It’s a gift. Like a watch or a bottle of booze.”


  “It’s a freaking house. That’s a damned expensive watch or a hella lot of booze, Sean.”


  Sean poked at the steaks. “So we’re not going to take it?” He struggled against the disappointment threatening to ruin their evening. He’d really come to love the idea of living on the key again, even if it would be a guaranteed way of his mom dropping in unannounced all the time. He’d grown up there, and once he moved away from home, it was finances—or a lack thereof—and a desire for privacy that kept him off the key.


  He couldn’t look at Emery. Now he really did feel all kinds of girlie emotional.


  He wanted the house, dammit.


  “It means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” Emery asked.


  He shrugged. “If you don’t want to, we won’t.” He poked the steaks again, a little harder this time.


  Emery got up. He walked over to him and slipped his arms around his waist from behind. Resting his chin on Sean’s shoulder, he softly asked, “You really liked it, huh? Be honest, please.”


  “At the risk of sounding exactly the way I said I didn’t want to be treated, yeah. It’s a fucking nice house. Or will be, once it’s finished. We get to pick the interior details. It’d be our house.”


  “This is our house.”


  “No, it’s not. We rent it. We can’t really make it ours. Yeah, it’s our home. We live here. Being together is what makes it our home. But…” He shrugged and poked the steaks again.


  “All right,” Emery softly said. “We’ll take it.”


  Sean reached back and smacked Emery in the thigh with the barbecue fork, not caring if it got his slacks dirty. “No, not if you feel like that.”


  “Okay, for starters, fucking ow.” He spun Sean around and relieved him of the barbecue fork. “Secondly, my problem with taking something from my dad shouldn’t make you suffer. I’ll get over it. We’ll take the house. You’re right, it’ll be nice being able to pick stuff out together.” He examined his slacks. “Third, you better hope that comes out. These are my favorite khakis.”


  He palmed Emery’s crotch, glad to feel his lover’s cock harden under his hand. “I know something else that can come out.”


  Emery grabbed a handful of the front of Sean’s shirt and pulled him close, kissing him. “After dinner. You burn my steak, and I’ll forget you’re a guy and spank you like a redheaded stepchild.”


  “Maybe I like it when you spank me.”


  “Then maybe I won’t spank you.”


  Sean took the fork back and stuck his tongue out at him. “Fucking sadist.”


  Emery goosed him and turned to head into the house to go change clothes. “You’re one to talk, babe. Takes one to know one.”


   


  * * * *


   


  After dinner, Emery took over the cleanup and shooed Sean out of the kitchen. “You cooked. I’ll do the dishes.”


  “Perfect.” He took another beer onto the lanai and stretched out on a lounger. The humidity had dropped, leaving it a perfect evening. If it wasn’t for the fact that he didn’t want to scare the neighbors with their wild monkey-sex sounds, they could have turned off the AC and left the windows open.


  After a few minutes, Emery joined him, a bottle of beer in his hand. “I love many things about you, babe,” he said as he lowered himself into a lounger next to him, “but one of the things toward the top of the list is how you clean up as you cook.”


  Sean smiled as he took another swallow of beer. “Love you, too, Em.”


  They sat in silent contemplation of the evening noises coming from the protected woodlands on the back side of their fence. “What has to snap in a guy’s head,” Sean started, “to make him go as batcrap psycho as Erik did?”


  Emery groaned. “Really? Do we have to talk about him tonight? You’re usually the one trying to get me to forget about him.”


  “Sorry. I was just wondering.”


  Emery shrugged. “He was never quite right after losing his parents. I felt bad for the guy, but people survived worse and bounced back without turning to the dark side.” He took a swallow from his beer. “He hated humans after that.”


  “What happened, exactly?”


  “They were killed by a drunk driver. A human. He was in college when it happened. His older brother was already living in Washington State. He came in for the funeral and to help Erik handle the lawyer stuff, but then he left again.”


  “And are we sure his brother isn’t helping him now?”


  “He says he’s not, and I don’t have any trouble believing him. His wife’s a human, and he wasn’t on good terms with Erik over the past few years.”


  “Ah. I see. I get he’s upset, but still, why blame all humans?”


  Emery started peeling the label with his fingernail. “His mom was pregnant when she died.”


  “Yikes. That almost makes me want to want to feel sorry for him,” Sean said, “but no. I can’t feel sorry for him. Still doesn’t explain the psycho.”


  “He really hated humans after that. Blamed them as a whole.”


  It didn’t take Freud to make the connection. “And that, I’m sure, was feeding into his resentment of me.”


  “I would assume so. I’d told him years ago he needed to get some help, and I think he did see a shrink for a while, but not sure it helped him much.” He glanced at Sean. “I never saw Erik as mate material. There were too many ways we were different, ways I knew we wouldn’t work. I guess I should have been firmer with him, but I felt sorry for him. I… Is this TMI?”


  “No.” Sean reached over and laced his fingers through Emery’s. “I asked. I want to hear it.”


  “I didn’t have the heart to run him off. I’d known him since we were kids, and I felt bad for him. It wasn’t a pity fuck, but we weren’t meant to be anything more than friends with bennies. And I did consider him a friend. I didn’t share his view of humans. It wasn’t a human that killed his parents, it was a drunk. It could have just as easily been a drunk dolphin or a drunk shifter of another race.”


  Emery squeezed Sean’s hand. “Never felt about him the way I feel about you.”


  “And on that sweet note, I think we should head for bed.”


  “It’s awfully early.”


  “I wasn’t talking about sleep.”


  Emery grinned. “Thank god.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Emery loved Sean for wanting to talk about Erik in non-homicidal ways.


  For his part, Emery didn’t care what Erik’s excuses were. He’d signed his own death warrant by trying to kill Sean, and by killing Barry Dorsette and George Chancey.


  He was worse than a rabid dog because a rabid dog didn’t choose to do what it did.


  Erik had abandoned and turned upon not just humans, but his own kind.


  Even the great white shifters had their own ethics.


  But enough of that tonight.


  In their bedroom, Emery pulled Sean to him, holding him close. “So we now have a house, huh?”


  Sean draped his arms over Emery’s shoulders. “A freaking nice house.”


  “We’ll have to start over with the christening process.”


  “Fucking in every room, dude.”


  “Think you can handle it?”


  Sean ground his hips against Emery’s. Emery felt how hard Sean’s cock already was, and his responded, the friction sending bolts of need through his body. “You’d better believe it. I can handle anything you can throw at me.”


  Emery arched an eyebrow at him. “You sure about that?”


  “Pretty sure. You haven’t scared me off yet.”


  “True.” He kissed Sean, passion and love flowing through him. Nothing had ever felt so right as making love to his mate.


  Sean responded, his tongue tracing the seam of Emery’s lips. His parted for Sean. He flicked his tongue against Sean’s teeth, tracing them, memorizing every ridge and point at a cellular level. He wanted to know every hair, every wrinkle and crease, every freckle and mole on Sean’s body. He wanted to be able to close his eyes and conjure Sean’s body perfectly in his mind and soul, even when they weren’t together.


  Sean’s body fit perfectly against his, only two inches shorter than his own six five. He dropped his hands to Sean’s ass and grabbed his cheeks, pulling Sean’s hips tight against his.


  It only made the friction between their cocks feel that much sweeter.


  Sean broke their kiss. “You keep this up,” he breathlessly said, “and I’m gonna blow in my briefs.”


  “We can’t have that happening, can we?” He started working on Sean’s shorts. “Better be in my mouth or my ass when you shoot.”


  “Mmm. Either is fine with me.” He nibbled on the side of Emery’s neck. It sent off another series of erotic jolts straight to Emery’s cock.


  Emery finally got Sean’s shorts unfastened. He pushed them and Sean’s briefs down. Sean yanked his shirt off. “Dude, you’re not getting naked fast enough.”


  “I’m getting there.” He skimmed his hands down Sean’s firm, toned abs, to the fine, dark treasure trail leading from his navel to his cock. He stared into his eyes, almond-shaped and the color of delicious cappuccino. His sun-kissed, golden skin felt smooth and warm under his hands.


  And Sean’s generous cock stood rigidly, already a drop of pre-cum pearling at the slit.


  “That’s what I want.” He sank to his knees. Wrapping his fingers around Sean’s cock, he looked up at him. “I want a taste now.” He flicked at the slit of his cockhead, rolling the delicious pre-cum down his tongue. “I can’t get enough of you.”


  Sean ran his fingers through Emery’s hair. “You have any idea what you do to me?”


  In reply, Emery slowly deep-throated him, enjoying the low moan rumbling from Sean’s very core. “Babe, I need you. Get your ass naked in bed.”


  Not to be rushed, Emery refused to stop, slowly laving his tongue up and down Sean’s shaft, tracing every vein, reveling in the taste and smell and sounds of his mate.


  Sean tugged on his hair. “Okay, seriously, I’m going to blow like this, and I want to be in bed with you when I do.”


  Emery looked up with a smile. “Pushy, are we?”


  “Damn right.” He grabbed Emery’s arm and pulled him to his feet. “Nakey. Now.”


  Emery pulled off his T-shirt and shorts and met Sean in their bed. Sean pushed him onto his back and turned around, climbing on. “Okay, now you can suck me to your heart’s content.”


  He reached up and grabbed Sean’s ass, pulling him down so he could reach his cock. That was when Sean’s lips closed around Emery’s cock.


  He loudly moaned, earning him a chuckle from Sean. He moaned even louder when Sean wet a finger and started probing his rim.


  He spread his legs to give Sean better access, never stopping what he was doing to him with his own mouth.


  Locked together like that, with Sean’s warm, comforting weight pressing down on him, Emery felt a free-fall sensation overtake his spirit. The magic Sean accomplished with his sweet mouth was more potent than any in the world.


  He matched Sean’s tempo with his hips, flexing them as he worked his mouth up and down Emery’s cock. Sean used his free hand to play with Emery’s balls, gently massaging his sac and adding even more pleasure.


  Eyes closed, he worked his mouth over Sean’s cock while trying to hold back his own pleasure. He wanted to hold back and come with Sean and didn’t know if that would be possible.


  Sean was just too damn good with his mouth.


  “Please don’t stop,” Emery begged him through their mate-bond.


  “I won’t. Don’t worry.”


  Sean increased his efforts, as did Emery, until the two of them were engaged in an informal game to get the other off first.


  A fun game where everyone came away a winner.


  The two of them lost track of time, their frenzied movements rocking the bed, their moans filling the room until Emery blew first. He arched his hips, Sean’s cock muffling his cry as his balls emptied, shooting his load into Sean’s ready mouth.


  “That’s it,” Sean mentally said as his own balls drew up, tightened, and then rewarded Emery with a mouthful of hot cum.


  Winded and spent, the two men collapsed onto the bed. Sean managed to roll off Emery and get turned around to snuggle.


  “That’s so good,” he whispered. “Nothing better.”


  Emery nuzzled the top of his head. “I couldn’t agree more.”


  Chapter Ten


   


  Marisela despised Erik, but had no choice except to go along with her brother’s plans. She had no money, no job, no friends, no family. The pod was beholden to Hector, out of loyalty and fear, so none of them would dare help her even if they weren’t complete scum.


  Hector held her identification card and papers. When they traveled from Mexico to Florida, he kept her ticket and her paperwork on him. She couldn’t even go to the bathroom at the airport by herself. Either Hector or one of his men waited outside for her to emerge.


  The only good thing she could say about Erik was that he was gay and turned down Hector’s offer to let him use her in bed.


  Another reason she despised Hector.


  If I get a chance to kill him, I will.


  She instinctively knew other dolphin pods weren’t like this. Theirs hadn’t been like this while their father was alive. He’d told her stories of full-moon swims, hunts, superpods where families and friends joined together.


  Not Hector. If he didn’t control everything, he wanted no part of it.


  And now he was going to mate her to some Alpha she’d never met before so Hector could take over the pod. An Alpha who, once she was pregnant, would end up killed.


  Somehow, she knew she couldn’t let that happen. Even if it meant she had to spend the rest of her life shifted and living like a wild dolphin, she couldn’t allow another person to die.


  When they settled in to the rental house on Manasota Key, she didn’t get much of a chance to see the neighborhood. She couldn’t drive, because Hector never allowed her to learn. Even if she could, there was no way he would have given her the keys and allowed her freedom to do so.


  He did take her to a small convenience store a few minutes away so she could pick up some personal items like deodorant, shampoo, and toothpaste. Even there, he shadowed her like a malevolent ghost, paying for her purchases and speaking to the clerk.


  At least she could speak English. Not well, but enough she knew she could get by. The countless days alone, locked up in her suite at the house and always under guard to prevent her escape, she’d spent studying American TV shows in English sent to her via the satellite dish. Hector didn’t know that. He thought she couldn’t understand English and translated for her the few times it’d been necessary for her to interact with customs and immigration officers and security officials during their travels to America.


  She didn’t know how accurate those depictions on the TV were, happy, loving families who had problems solved by the end of the show, but she’d take anything with a fraction of that kindness compared to what she lived with every day.


  She’d take a life alone in the sea to the misery she now suffered.


  One good thing about their journey, Hector had been too busy to allow any of his men to use her. His focus had been on his plans. That, and apparently he didn’t want to risk one of his men accidentally getting her pregnant now that he had a use for her.


  She wondered if, once her baby was born, if Hector would kill her, too.


  In her heart, she already knew that answer.


  No way will I ever allow a child of mine to be raised by this monster.


  Thus, she waited. And planned.


  Chapter Eleven


   


  Despite being late October, the Friday before the superpod had been hotter than hell, and twice as humid. And having spent most of the day out in that blasted heat at a road construction site, all Sean wanted to do was go home and float around in the pool until it felt like his hair wasn’t melting anymore.


  Emery wasn’t home yet when Sean walked in the door a little after seven. So he dropped his laptop bag and stuff on the couch, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and walked out the sliders onto the screened lanai.


  After a quick peek to make sure their pool was alligator-free—of the bio or shifter kind—Sean set his bottle of beer at the edge, stripped, and jumped into the deep end.


  Two laps later, he already felt a lot better. He swam over to the side, grabbed his beer, and took a long pull from the bottle. He wasn’t sure when Emery would get home. He knew Emery had a scheduled meeting that afternoon with Joseph and his own dad, as well as the sharks, about superpod plans.


  Thank god I didn’t have to be there. After the day he’d had fighting with a construction crew that DOT had apparently hired off Craigslist, in the heat, he had no patience left for social niceties.


  All I want to do is chill.


  Shadows were lengthening in their backyard, the sun below the level of their privacy fence that allowed them all the naked and nasty pool time they wanted without having to worry what the neighbors thought about it.


  Before meeting Emery, he’d spent plenty of evenings after work just like this in the pool at his old apartment complex.


  Albeit with swim trunks on.


  The other residents rarely used the pool on weeknights, meaning he usually had it all to himself to just relax and reflect on his day.


  And it wasn’t like he’d had much of a social or private life before Emery.


  So much had changed since meeting Emery.


  He took another pull on the beer, enjoying the way the crisp taste bit at his tongue before the icy liquid slid down his throat.


  Heaven.


  Well, heaven was having Emery naked in the pool with him, but who was he to complain?


  Life is good.


  Even with Erik still out in the world somewhere, life was damn good. Unlike Emery, he wouldn’t sweat it. There were too many other things that could shorten his lifespan that he also couldn’t do anything about. Drunk drivers, plain crashes, zombie apocalypses.


  He snickered. Well, maybe not the last one…


  An odd, creeping feeling washed over him. Maybe he shouldn’t laugh off zombies that fast. Considering all the other weird shit he’d recently learned existed, maybe there really were zombies somewhere, out there.


  A shiver washed over him, making him take another long drink from the bottle.


  That’s silly. There are no such things as zombies.


  He set the bottle back on the deck and swam a few laps. Then again, I never thought shape-shifters were real, either.


  He was still swimming laps when he thought he heard a car door shut. A moment later, he spotted Emery walking through the front door. Sean stopped and raised a hand to him in greeting.


  Emery dropped his stuff onto the couch next to Sean’s things and walked out to meet him.


  “Hey, babe.” He knelt down and gave Sean a kiss. Then he spotted the bottle of beer, picked it up, and took a swig. “How was your day?”


  “Judging from the lines on your face, I’m guessing you win the worst-day contest.”


  Emery shrugged. “Just worn out is all. I’ll be glad when we get through Samhain and life can go back to normal. Mind if I finish this?” He held up the bottle.


  “Go ahead. Bring me a fresh one, please?”


  “Sure. I’ll be right back. I could use a swim, too.”


  Sean flipped onto his back and floated. With Emery home, he felt complete again. The world could disappear, and as long as he had Emery, it didn’t matter.


  The website for the Nadel Family Reunion teemed with excited people eager to get together with friends and family, podmates they might not have seen in years, in some cases.


  Everyone who hadn’t already done so seemed eager to meet Emery’s mate and celebrate the passing of the torch from Joseph to his eldest son.


  No one discussed Erik on the site. No one in charge of the event thought Erik had access to the password-protected message boards, because only confirmed, invited members were allowed to register, but anything was possible.


  Emery returned, dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts, and carrying two beers, but on the phone with someone Sean quickly realized was Emery’s brother. He set Sean’s beer on the ground at the side of the pool before going to sit in a lounger and continue the call.


  Christopher Nadel was responsible for the website and its upkeep. Sean felt more than a little sorry for him, knowing Emery was calling him every day, sometimes more than once a day, to check in and make sure everything was still running smoothly.


  “He’s going to block your number,” Sean teased when Emery ended the call.


  “He’s my younger brother. So no, he won’t.” He grinned. “Mom and Dad won’t let him.” He put his phone on the table next to one of the loungers and took a swallow from his beer. “Besides, only one more week.”


  “Then you’re the head cheese.”


  “And that means I can order him to not block my calls.” He playfully waggled his eyebrows.


  “That’s playing dirty, dude.”


  He shrugged. “That’s one of the perks of being the eldest sibling, getting to torture my brother and sisters. Something you missed out on. You never had the pleasure of torturing someone like that.”


  “Never got tortured, either,” Sean mumbled.


  Emery stood, dropped his shorts, and carried his beer over to the pool steps, where he walked in. Sean watched as his mate’s muscles rippled under his tan skin. Emery was a mighty fine hunk of manflesh, supernatural or otherwise.


  And he was all Sean’s.


  “Damn, this water feels good.” He joined Sean by the wall. “I really appreciate you being so patient with everything going on. I know it’s a disruption.”


  “Hey, it’s life. I love you.”


  “Yeah, but you didn’t have to sign on for this.” He leaned in and kissed Sean, slowly, sweetly. “If you’d told me to choose between you or the pod, I would have chosen you without hesitation.”


  “They’re your family. I’m not making you do that.”


  He palmed Sean’s cheek. “That’s one of the many reasons why I love you.” He leaned in for another kiss, setting his beer up on the side to free his hands. Before long, Sean had his arms and legs wrapped around Emery, both their cocks hard and rubbing against each other in the water.


  “Want to go to bed?” Emery asked, his tone breathless.


  “No, I want you to put that cock in my ass right here, buddy.”


  He grinned. “Go get the lube.”


  Sean swam for the side and pulled himself out. He grabbed the tube of lube from the towel cabinet on the lanai and then cannonballed back into the deep end. He broke the surface in front of a laughing Emery and held up the tube.


  “I think we need to get to the shallow end first,” Emery suggested.


  They moved. Sean handed the lube to Emery and turned, bracing himself against the steps, ass out of the water. Emery slicked his cock first. Then Sean let out a moan when he felt Emery’s talented fingers, first one, then two, seductively lubing his ass.


  He flexed his hips, trying to fight back the urge to hump himself onto Emery’s hand. “Hurry up,” he said. “I want your cock inside me.”


  “Hold on.” His fingers withdrew, Sean moaning a little at the sudden emptiness. He heard Emery put the tube of lube on the edge of the pool before he grabbed him and spun Sean around to face him. “Now.”


  Sean draped himself around Emery again, like a koala on a eucalyptus tree, dropping his head onto Emery’s shoulder as his lover worked his cock inside him.


  “Ohhh, fuck yeah, baby,” Sean moaned.


  Once he was fully seated inside Sean, Emery moved them into deeper water, until only their heads were exposed. He kissed Sean as he slowly fucked him, one hand wrapped around Sean’s cock and stroking it in time with his thrusts.


  He wished he could spend his whole life making love to Emery. Pesky things like working to pay bills got in the way of that fantasy, however.


  So he’d settle for the good times, the sexy fun like now, alone and fucking in their pool.


  Emery knew when to squeeze, when to stroke, feeling almost as good as when Sean fucked his ass or mouth. “You like that?” Emery asked.


  “Uh-huh. You fucking know I do.”


  “Look at me, baby. I want to watch your face when you come.”


  Sean forced his eyes open and looked into Emery’s grey eyes. It felt like a high-voltage circuit connected their souls.


  Sean knew he was close to coming. “Fill my ass,” he begged. “Give it to me.”


  “Oh, I’m going to do that, all right.” His fingers tightened around Sean’s cock as they rocked together in the water, Emery’s thick meat pounding into his tight channel, perfectly hitting Sean’s gland with every stroke at this angle.


  Desperate need took over Sean. He wanted, needed to feel Emery’s cock explode inside him. Rocking in time with Emery’s thrusts, he fucked himself between his lover’s hand and his cock.


  “That’s it, baby,” Emery urged. “Just like that. Just…like…that.”


  Sean’s cry was muffled by Emery slamming his mouth down on top of his. As his balls tightened and exploded, he felt Emery’s cock swelling in his ass, growing harder and hotter before he felt his juices filling him.


  He still fucked himself onto Emery’s cock, until Emery finally let go of Sean’s meat and wrapped both his arms around him, kissing him, sighing.


  They floated like that in the water for several minutes, Sean cradled against Emery’s chest.


  Nothing felt more perfect.


  Absolutely nothing.


  If this kind of sweet perfection meant he spent the rest of his life with a guy who could turn into a dolphin, it was an easy deal to live with.


  Chapter Twelve


   


  Fortunately, there was very little Sean could or needed to do to help with the superpod preparations. His workload had grown to an insane level, with several contractors shuffling projects around, making Sean scramble to fulfill his contracts.


  One small blessing? His father was too busy with superpod preparations to “help” him with the business. The last thing he needed was his father trying to jump in and order his survey crews around when their workflow and paperwork process was so much different now from when his dad was actively participating in the business.


  It was also far more efficient than when his dad had been running things.


  On Tuesday, only four days before the superpod, Sean was in the middle of conferring with one of his survey crew foremen when his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Without looking, he reached in and silenced it.


  After it rang three more times in the space of five minutes, he said, “Hold on a minute.” He looked to find missed calls from his mom, and voice messages.


  “Let me check this out.” He stepped away and played the messages. They all pretty much said the same thing.


  “Sean, I can’t reach your father. Call me, please.”


  He called her back. “What’s up?”


  “Have you heard from your father?”


  He knew his dad and Joseph were supposed to have lunch together that day, but didn’t want to say that to his mom and tip her precariously perched bubble of denial off its pedestal. “No, why? Is something wrong?”


  “Well, I’ve left him several messages and he hasn’t called or texted me back. That’s not like him.”


  Sean pinched the bridge of his nose. He did not need her neurotic passive-aggressive interference in things this close to the superpod. “How long?”


  “What?”


  “How long have you been trying to get a hold of him?” He wouldn’t put it past her to unconsciously start bugging his dad, knowing he was out with Joseph, and freak because he hadn’t pounced on her calls and texts the second she sent them.


  “A couple of hours now. Can you please try him for me?”


  An unpleasant tingle of worry fought to bloom in his gut. Sean tamped it down into submission. “Sure. I’ll call you right back.” He ended the call and tried his dad’s cell.


  Straight to voice mail.


  “Hey, Dad? Give Mom a call or throw her a text or something, please? She’s trying to get a hold of you and she’s starting to worry.” He ended the call and followed up with a text.


  Then he tried Joseph Nadel’s cell phone.


  Straight to voice mail.


  The little tingle was bound and determined to make itself known, no matter how Sean tried to reason with it that it didn’t mean anything. “Hey, Dad? Um, it’s Sean. Will you tell my Dad, Sam, to call my mom, please? Thanks.”


  He followed that with a text.


  He took a deep breath and called Emery. The rich, rolling sound of his mate’s voice temporarily strangled the unpleasant tingle of worry and replaced it with a delicious stirring in his cock. “Hey, handsome.”


  Sean licked his lips. “Hey, yourself. Listen, have you talked to your dad today?”


  Emery’s tone immediately changed. “Not yet. We’re scheduled to get together tonight. Why?”


  Sean related what was going on. “Do you know where they were eating lunch?”


  “No. Let me call you right back.” And like that, he was gone.


  Five minutes later, Sean’s phone rang again. Now Emery’s voice sounded full-on concerned. “Mom hasn’t heard from him, either.”


  “What do I tell my mom?”


  He went quiet. “I don’t know. I need to make some other calls. I’ll keep you posted.”


  Gone again.


  With a sigh, Sean dialed his mom’s number. “Did you hear from him?” she asked by way of greeting.


  “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. I know he and Joseph are busy.” He pulled one out of his ass. “Maybe they took the boat out. Did you call the marina?”


  “Oh. No, I didn’t think of that.” She hung up on him.


  He tried to finish his talk with the foreman, but now his thoughts were consumed by that tingle of worry, which had grown to toxic weed proportions the more time that passed without receiving positive news from anyone.


  His mom called back to report that no, the boat was still there and his father hadn’t requested it be put in, either.


  Sean cut out of work early and headed home to grab a shower before going back out to check the men’s favorite restaurants in town to see if there was any sign of them. Emery met him at their house. “We need to go up to Mom’s,” he told Sean. “My mom’s,” he clarified.


  “Why? Shouldn’t we be out looking for them?”


  “We don’t know anything’s wrong.”


  “Bull-fucking-shit, Em. You and I both know something’s happened.”


  “Not yet, we don’t.”


  “They both go off the grid at the same damn time, when they were having lunch together? Tell me that’s not suspicious.”


  “I’m telling you, we need to go up to Mom’s.”


  “Fine.”


  It was anything but fine, but Sean wasn’t in the mood to argue.


   


  * * * *


   


  By six that evening, Sean knew in the pit of his stomach something nefarious had happened to their fathers. He wanted to call the cops, but Emery and Louise both overruled him, and not just because technically the police wouldn’t take a missing person report on an adult that soon. Even Wyatt, who had been called, agreed calling the cops wasn’t a good idea.


  Sean didn’t have to wonder very hard about what they suspected.


  They were standing in the Nadels’ kitchen when Emery’s phone rang. He looked at it and frowned before he answered.


  “Emery Nadel.”


  Sean watched as his expression turned black. Emery pulled the phone away from his ear, hit the speaker button, and then set it on the counter.


  “Can everyone hear me now? Good.”


  “What do you want, Erik?” Emery asked.


  Fists clenched, Sean started to say something but Emery shushed him by slicing his hand through the air.


  Wyatt and Louise stood and walked over.


  “By now,” Erik said, “I’m sure you’ve realized there are two missing persons from your happy little family. I’m just giving you a courtesy call to see if you’d like to get them back. In one piece, that is.”


  “If you hurt them—”


  “You’ll what, Emery?” Erik laughed. “Right now, it looks like I hold all the cards. And since this is an untraceable phone, I’m not too concerned about you finding me, either. So shut the fuck up and listen.”


  Sean felt his stomach wanting to upend. From the background noise, it sounded like cars on a road nearby, the wind, music. He heard a bird squawk in the background, some sort of a parrot talking.


  “I’ll call you with some particulars tomorrow,” Erik said. “This is just to put you on notice. For now, Joseph and the human’s father will stay alive as long as you agree to my terms. The superpod will go on as scheduled. You will tell no one about what’s going on. And you’re going to take a mate.”


  “I have a mate.”


  Erik laughed again, the bird in the background laughing in counterpart. “That human isn’t a mate. I’m talking a real mate. A female dolphin. Don’t worry, I have her all lined up. All you have to do is fuck her at the swim in front of everyone to prove she’s your mate, and keep fucking her over the next couple of weeks until you get her knocked up. You do that, these two men stay alive. Talk to you soon.”


  The line went dead.


  Sean had never experienced white-hot fury before.


  Now he totally understood the expression.


  Wyatt shook his head. “That boy needs to die,” he softly said. “Quick and painfully.”


  “What the fuck do I tell my mom?” Sean asked, not sure what else to say. Something about the call ate at Sean, beyond Erik’s words.


  Louise, who looked as enraged as Sean felt, draped an arm around his shoulders. “I’ll go talk to her,” she said. “Bring her up here. We need her safe. We’ll get a couple of men to come in and stand guard.”


  “Mom, I don’t need you going out alone,” Emery protested. “What’s to say Erik won’t abduct you, too?”


  Her lips flattened into a line. “If Erik thinks he’s going to take me, or your mom,” she said, “he’ll realize it’s the last mistake of his life.” She patted a discrete bulge sitting at her waistline. “I got my concealed carry permit last month.” She walked over to where her purse sat on the counter. “I’ll bring her back here safely.”


  She pointed her finger at the three of them. “You start gathering the troops so you can set up a base of operations at your house after I get back. My suspicion is they’re going to be down in South County, or even in Englewood. Erik won’t move them far from where he grabbed them. He’ll need them close to water for a fast escape for himself. And he’ll want the place to be close to the superpod.”


  She walked out.


  The three of them stood there in silence.


  “Well,” Wyatt said, “y’all heard Momma Flipper. Let’s start making calls.”


   


  * * * *


   


  By the time Louise Nadel returned with Helen Morita, it was almost eleven o’clock and his mother looked distraught. Louise carried an overnight bag on her shoulder, and pulled a rolling suitcase behind her. Wyatt hurried over to take them from her.


  When Sean went to hug his mom, she barely reacted.


  “Are you all right?”


  She slowly looked up at him and started to speak, but Louise put an arm around her shoulders. “I made her take one of her Xanax about thirty minutes ago. It’s kicking in. She’ll be okay once the shock wears off.” She led her across the room to the sofa, where she got her seated. “I’m going to make you some hot tea,” Louise said. “Then we’re going to go upstairs and you’re going to go to bed.”


  Helen nodded, but didn’t reply.


  It ripped Sean apart. He felt beyond helpless, to get his dad and Joseph back, or to comfort his mom. The whole thing felt like some damn surreal nightmare he couldn’t wake up from.


  Emery had summoned quite a few shifters. Many of them Sean recognized from the two searches they’d conducted for the men Erik had killed.


  He hoped they had a far better outcome this time.


  Fortunately, his mom knew nothing about all of that business. They’d all agreed to keep it a carefully guarded secret from her.


  They walked into the kitchen with Louise, leaving Laura in the living room with Sean’s mom.


  “She’ll be okay, Sean,” Louise said. “She got hysterical when I told her.”


  “I didn’t even know she had a prescription for that,” he said, wondering now if secrets in their family ran two ways.


  Louise smiled. She’d been friends with his mom even before he and Emery ever met, volunteers together at a local hospice house. “She’s had it for years. She jokes that it’s the only thing that got her through surviving your dad’s retirement in the beginning.”


  Sean snorted. “That sounds about right.” Even in his retirement, Sam Morita made workaholics look lazy.


  “We’ll have her stay here while we use your house for the command post,” Louise said. “It’s better that way. She’ll be safer here, too. And not exposed to…” She sighed. “The details.”


  “I guess I should head home,” Sean mumbled. “I need to hit a Walmart or something and stock up on supplies if we’re going to have people there.”


  “Not alone, you won’t,” Emery told him.


  “I’ll take him,” Wyatt offered.


  Emery hesitated before nodding. He walked over to Sean and hugged him. “She’ll be safe here,” he said. “If I thought you’d tolerate it, I’d keep you here with her.”


  “Erik knows where your parents live. How do we know he won’t come here?”


  “He won’t dare,” Wyatt said. “He knows we’ll set this place up like a fuckin’ armed camp.”


  “He’s right,” Emery said.


  “But what if Erik’s counting on you thinking that?”


  Emery placed his hands on Sean’s shoulders. “This place is an armed camp,” he quietly said. “She’s going to have about eight armed shifters here with her at all times.”


  “She’s not going to like this.”


  Louise was preparing the tea. “It’s for her own good. Don’t worry. I’ll talk with her. She’s just upset.”


  He couldn’t understand how Louise was taking this so well. “How can you be so calm?”


  She smiled, but it held no humor. In fact, it looked like the expression of a determined woman who was about to rain death and destruction upon her foe. “Because I know my husband, Sean. And I also know that he will personally see to it Erik is ripped limb from limb.”


  On that note, Sean hurried out of the kitchen, afraid his stomach would upend no matter how much he wanted in on that dismembering action. He walked over to his mom and knelt in front of her, taking her hands in his.


  “It’s going to be all right, Mom,” he gently said.


  Her eyes looked a little too wide. Under normal circumstances, she would be trying to keep herself busy, throwing herself into some sort of helpful activity, like cooking for everyone.


  This was anything but a normal circumstance.


  “It is?” she softly asked.


  His heart ached more than he ever thought possible. “Yeah. It’s going to be fine.” He gently squeezed her hands. “You just have to trust us to take care of this, and take care of you. Got it?”


  She slowly blinked a couple of times before nodding.


  “I love you, Mom.”


  “Love you, too, Sean.”


  He kissed her cheek and stood to go, aware of Wyatt waiting for him in the foyer, but then she spoke again. “Sean?”


  He turned. “Yeah, Mom?”


  “When you get your father back, tell him he’s permanently retiring so we can get that RV.”


  He wanted to cry. Instead, he forced a smile. “Will do.”


  He managed to hold it together until he was in Wyatt’s car, speeding toward I-75 to head south.


  “She’ll be okay,” Wyatt quietly said. “She’s just in shock.”


  “I’m not so sure. I didn’t even know she took them in the first place. She looks like she’s close to a mental breakdown.”


  “This ain’t Momma Flipper’s first rodeo, buddy.” He nodded. “Your momma, she’ll be fine. Mad, mebbe, at your dad for getting caught, but she’ll be okay once he’s home. Mebbe it’s for the best, this happening.”


  Sean stared at him in the darkened car, not sure he’d heard him correctly at first. “Say what?”


  “I mean it. Something like this, it pulls a couple together. Makes a person reconsider their priorities.” He glanced over at Sean. “Mebbe force her to accept everything once and for all.”


  “At the risk of our fathers’ lives?”


  Wyatt shrugged. “Didn’t say it right or fair.” In a few minutes, he spoke again. “Em tell you?”


  He didn’t need any kind of shifter psychic powers to know what Wyatt meant. “About Key West? Yeah.”


  Wyatt slowly nodded. Sean wasn’t sure if it was in time to the song playing on the radio, or to some silent beat in Wyatt’s brain. “We aw’right?” he finally asked.


  “Why wouldn’t we be?”


  The alligator shrugged. “Just checkin’.”


  “I told Em I wish he’d told me that story sooner.” He stared at Wyatt. “If it hadn’t been for you, I might never have met Em.”


  The shifter grinned, white teeth flashing in the lights from the dash. Sean didn’t know if the reddish glow in his eyes was also from the dash lights, or from the taillights of other vehicles, or because he was an alligator shifter. “Glad you feel that way. I like you. You’re real good for Em. He’s happy in a way I ain’t ever remembered seein’ him.” His smile faded. “Well, ’cept for this, of course.”


  “What, exactly, is it you do if you’re a graduate from Ringling?”


  Wyatt chuckled, the same huffing sound Sean remembered hearing him make in his pool that time. His Cajun accent disappeared. “I’m a graphic artist. I run a firm here in Sarasota, do a lot of work locally and nationally.”


  Sean blinked. “What the fuck?”


  He grinned again, dropping smoothly back into his Cajun accent. “If I come home talkin’ like that, me or any of my siblings, Momma’d whip us raw. And let me tell you somethin’, that’s damn hard to do to a gator shifter.” His smile faded with his accent. “Unfortunately, I learned the hard way early on that plenty of people think you’re just a dumb hick if you talk like that anywhere but in Louisiana.” He arched an eyebrow at Sean and slipped back into his patois. “But the girls, dey sure do love it.”


   


  * * * *


   


  This was the longest Sean had ever spent alone with Wyatt. He was pleasantly surprised to find he had a lot in common with the man. By the time they reached the Walmart in Venice, open twenty-four hours, Sean found himself thoroughly in like with Wyatt.


  As they got out and headed toward the entrance, Sean said, “I wish I had a sister.”


  “Why?”


  “So I could set her up with you. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about her safety.”


  He laughed, clapping Sean on the back. “I ’preciate that, Sean. I truly do. That means a lot to me.”


  Sean stocked up on soft drinks, snacks, coffee, boxes of pre-pressed hamburgers, buns, hot dogs, and paper goods. As they wheeled two overflowing carts out to Wyatt’s car he let out a snort. “Did you see they had frozen gator nuggets in the seafood section?”


  He hadn’t, and hoped he wasn’t about to step into an etiquette minefield. “No?”


  Another snort. “They priced way too high. Damn. Robbers.”


  “I’ve never had alligator nuggets before.” That technically wasn’t a lie, because he didn’t know what those particular nuggets were made from, although he had tasted fried gator tail before.


  “I don’t care what anyone say,” Wyatt declared as he unlocked the trunk. “Tastes more like pork than chicken.”


  Sean let out a shudder. “Isn’t that cannibalism?” he asked before he could stop himself.


  Wyatt let out a braying laugh. “No, son. Shifters is still humans.”


  “Oh.”


  Wyatt unlocked the trunk so they could start loading the groceries. “You sure do have a lot to learn about shifters, don’t you?”


  “Apparently more than I thought.”


  Chapter Thirteen


   


  Wyatt helped Sean unload the car and put everything away. When Wyatt brought in an overnight bag, Sean realized the shifter was there to stay.


  “You can have the guest room,” he told him.


  “Thanks.” He took his bag in there, reappearing a few minutes later. “Although, you mind if I take over the pool later?”


  “Not at all. Now that I know you.”


  “You all right, Sean.”


  “Sorry we’re pulling you away from your life again.”


  He shrugged. “Just a couple days sooner than I planned is all. No big deal.” His expression hardened, actually comforting Sean now that he knew what happened in Key West. “Nobody gonna keep me from helping, that’s for damn sure. The Nadels are good as family to me. You part of their family, that puts you with them in my heart.”


  Sean knew sleep was out of the question. He changed into a comfy pair of shorts and stretched out on the sofa to watch a terrible shark attack movie on SyFy and wait for Emery’s return.


  Then he realized what horrible symbolism that was and found a Duck Dynasty rerun.


  Somewhere around 2:00 a.m., Sean was startled awake by the sound of the key in the front door. By the time he sat up, Emery had opened the door and walked in, several other shifters with him.


  “Hey, babe.”


  “Hey.” Sean rubbed at his eyes. “Any news?”


  “No. Just more help. You should go to bed.”


  “So should you.”


  He smiled. “I will, but not right now.” He pulled Sean in for a hug and kiss. “I promise, if anything happens, I’ll wake you up.”


  “Okay.”


  Sean didn’t think he’d be able to sleep, but when he rolled over in bed and looked at the clock, he found it was a little after 6:00 a.m.


  Out in the kitchen, Emery stood quietly talking with Wyatt while the coffeepot burbled.


  “Did you sleep at all?” Sean asked Emery.


  “A little. You were deep asleep.”


  “Apparently. Anything?”


  “Just plannin’,” Wyatt said. “Calls we got to make today.”


  “What kind of calls?”


  Emery rubbed at the back of his neck. “You sure you want this info before coffee?”


  Sean held up a staying hand. “I’m not sure I want that information after coffee, either. Just tell me where I need to be and when and what I need to do.”


  Emery kissed him. “Deal.”


  By noon, there were over twenty shifters at their house, and Joseph’s car had been located in the parking lot of a restaurant in Englewood. Attempts to track the phones through the online family locator service provided by the cell companies was useless, because apparently both phones had been turned off.


  Sean had called in to work and arranged to not be there. It was only a day earlier than he’d planned to take off anyway, and he knew he wouldn’t get a damn thing done in the interim.


  As they waited on pins and needles for Erik’s next call, Sean played the call from the night before over in his mind. Something still nagged at him, beyond the obvious.


  He just wished he could figure out what the fuck it was.


  “What did the sharks say about this?” Sean asked Emery.


  “They don’t know. I’ve forbidden anyone from telling them.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because they’ll sense a weakness. It changes the entire power structure. They might reconsider their agreement.”


  “I thought you said they were people of their word?”


  “They are, but the situation has changed, and not by anything of their doing. Remember, Floyd Edick is a lawyer. Do you honestly think he won’t loophole his way out of fulfilling his obligation if he thinks he can get away with it?”


  “Is this not the kind of thing we brought them in to help with?”


  “No. Their agreement was limited to providing perimeter security during the swims. Nothing more. Edick was very clear on that point, that they don’t want their assistance to be used to drag them into any personal squabbles, as he put it.”


  “But your dad helped rescue his brother!”


  “And Dad wasn’t asked to help,” Emery said. “He volunteered after hearing about it. Again, Edick is a lawyer. He also emphasized that point. Yes, he feels he owes my dad, but it’s a reluctant kind of debt. The only reason he agreed to help with security for the swims is because he feels it’ll help clear the debt, and it gets him the bonus of using us for security for their spawnings.”


  “If we ask him to help with dis,” Wyatt said, “not only will he say no, but he’ll likely void our agreement for the swim, too. We can’t risk it. Don’t worry, I got other calls out.”


  Sean started to argue again, but Emery gently gripped Sean’s shoulders. “I swear, if I thought we should bring them in, I would. But even Bob Wellsley and Michael Haddox agreed telling the sharks about this might jeopardize the entire agreement.”


  “And if they find out later from someone else, it won’t?”


  “Not if we get them back safely and the superpod goes on as planned. They’ll respect that I had enough control over the pod to keep everyone in line even if they do find out about it. Which, hopefully, they won’t.”


  “That’s just fucked up.”


  Wyatt nodded. “It is, but Em’s right.”


  Chapter Fourteen


   


  Hector kept Marisela locked in a windowless bathroom in the rental house, one of his men always guarding the door, a cheap air mattress and a sheet for a bed in the cramped space.


  Not even a TV or radio to make the time pass.


  He wouldn’t take any chances with her getting away, apparently. At their home in Mexico, iron bars on the windows of her room made escape impossible. Her suite there, including a bathroom so he never had to let her out, was situated in a locked wing. Food was brought to her twice a day. She only left the room when Hector allowed.


  She wasn’t allowed to swim, to shift. Even in her bathroom, she only had a tiny shower, not even a bathtub. Her body ached for the freedom of the water, a pleasure she hadn’t been allowed in years and sometimes wondered if she could still even experience after so long.


  When she was allowed out of the room, it was under the armed watch of Hector and his men and usually meant he had plans to allow someone to use her.


  She’d thought about taking her own life, many times. But she knew that would only allow Hector to win.


  Revenge was the only thought keeping her alive.


  They’d spent eight days at the rental house when she heard a commotion one afternoon. She listened at the door, but couldn’t make out much beyond hushed voices and Hector’s laugh.


  She knew that laugh. Something had pleased him.


  A few minutes later, the door opened and her brother stood there. “Come here.”


  She walked through the door. He grabbed her by the hair and used it to lead her into the master bedroom. Two men sat shackled to chairs, duct tape over their mouths and bandanas tied over their eyes.


  Hector led her over to the larger of the two men. “This is the father of the man you’re going to mate with. He’s a dolphin shifter. This other man is a human, and is the father of his mate.” Hector let out a laugh that chilled her soul. “Well, he’s the father of the mate until our friend kills the mate.”


  Neither man reacted to Hector’s words, leading her to believe they didn’t understand Spanish.


  He painfully pulled on her hair, raising her up on her toes as he leaned in and muttered in her ear, “You are going to get a little freedom, sister. If you disappoint me, I will begin cutting off the fingers and toes, one by one, of the human man. It will be your fault. Do you understand me?”


  She tried not to cry out from the pain of him yanking on her hair. “Yes, sir.”


  If she didn’t address him as such, he always beat her. She’d learned that lesson early on.


  He knew she wouldn’t allow someone to be harmed on her behalf. Not a human. She didn’t give a shit about any of Hector’s men, but an innocent human, she couldn’t live with the guilt of that blood on her hands.


  Erik walked into the bedroom. “I see you’ve introduced her,” he said in Spanish. He walked over to the dolphin shifter and slugged him before spitting on him. “That’s for not supporting me, one of your own kind,” he said in English.


  Then he glared at the human. “I don’t want to even touch him.” He turned to Hector and Marisela. “Just a few more days until you get to enjoy being the mate to a pod Alpha,” he told her in Spanish. “Well, for a little while, at least.”


  Hector released her hair and shoved her toward the door. “You can roam the house. You set foot outside without my permission, and he loses a finger.” He pointed at the human. “Understand?”


  She nodded. “Yes, sir.” She walked out to the living room, ignored by Hector’s men. She found a chair in the corner, where she could watch the TV, and tried to make herself invisible.


  Erik and Hector emerged from the back of the house a few minutes later, Hector walking the other shifter to the door. Her brother didn’t speak to her, his gaze barely pausing on her as he went to join his men in front of the TV.


  After a couple of hours, and the men taking turns standing guard over the prisoners, Hector finally had a use for her. He turned and snapped his fingers at her. “Go cook dinner.”


  She savored what little freedom she was allowed that evening as she silently sat in her corner and absorbed whatever they watched on TV. That night, she was once again locked in the bathroom to sleep.


  The next morning, Hector seemed to be in good spirits. She was ordered to make breakfast, and noted their food supplies were running low. Erik stopped by to check on everyone, the chilling grin he sent her making her whole body break out in uncomfortable gooseflesh.


  He was evil down to his very core, without a doubt.


  Much like her brother.


  She did pull them together a lunch, but knew dinner would be an issue. Unfortunately, she couldn’t talk to Hector about it, because he was busy in talks with Erik. When he ordered her later that evening to cook dinner, she silently went into the kitchen.


  Unfortunately, as she surveyed the contents of the fridge and cabinets, there wasn’t much there to cook. Knowing she risked a beating, she went to Hector, and told him.


  He glared at her, then looked at one of his men. “I told you to go shopping yesterday to stock up. Why the fuck didn’t you do it?”


  “We were getting those two yesterday.”


  He looked like he wanted to slug the man. “I can’t afford to send anyone to the store right now. I want everyone here standing guard. He considered her. “All right.” He pulled a wad of American cash out of his pocket, peeled off a couple of bills, and handed them to her. “Do you remember how to walk to the store we stopped at before?”


  “Yes, sir.” She fingered the cash in her hands. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d held money.


  He scratched his chin, pondering. “I’ll give you one hour to walk down, shop, and walk back. Understand? If I have to come looking for you, I will make you not only wish you’d hadn’t, but that human will lose his hand when I get you back. You will be the one to cut it off. Understand me?”


  She blanched. “Yes, sir.” Her hopes of escape were crushed. She couldn’t live with the guilt if that happened.


  He shoved her toward the front door. “Go. And bring me back a receipt and the change.”


  Breathing hard, she scurried to do as he ordered. The house wasn’t on the water, but there was a canal behind the houses on the other side of the street.


  I could find the police. Tell them. Find a dolphin shifter.


  The thought of being forced to cut the man’s hand off weighed heavily on her mind. She doubted the two men would survive the ordeal regardless.


  If I can get them help…


  The road curved, putting her out of sight of the house. She listened for the sound of boats, anyone. Somewhere nearby, she heard the raucous sound of a parrot babbling.


  She could go to a house and call the police. But she didn’t doubt the very real possibility that Hector had assigned a man to watch her regardless of what he’d said, as a test of her loyalty. And if he found her first, he might kill any people who tried to help her.


  There were already enough innocents at risk.


  Her feet slowed as the road passed a shallow inlet. She heard a boat somewhere on the water nearby. And…


  She stopped. There was someone out there, swimming.


  A shifter. More than one, perhaps.


  She felt it. She wasn’t sure what kind of shifter, but that didn’t matter. While in her mind she thought she’d still be walking toward the store, she was shocked to find herself jumping into the water, clothes and all. She stripped, wadded her clothes up, and shoved them under a dock. As she sank under the water, joy exploded through her body as she shifted for the first time in years. That short-lived pleasure was shoved out of her mind as she took off to find the shifters, swimming for her life…and the lives of the two men now being held hostage in the house.


  Chapter Fifteen


   


  It was late afternoon when Erik called back. This time, they’d prepared to record the call. Everyone went silent and crowded around to listen, Sean and Emery the closest.


  “Well, Em, I’m sure you’ve got quite an audience with you,” Erik said.


  Enraged, Emery’s grey eyes almost appeared black. “Spit it out, Erik. And we want proof they’re still alive.”


  “I’ll give you proof.” They heard something that sounded like duct tape being ripped from someone’s mouth.


  “Emery?” Joseph.


  “Dad, are you all right?”


  “We’re okay, son. We’re—”


  Erik came back on the line. “That’s enough of that.” They heard what sounded like him walking, a door closing, and then another door opening. Then it was as if he stepped outside. “Okay, here’s the thing. They’ll stay alive and unharmed as long as you follow directions. You’re going to leave that human at home and tell the superpod there’s been a change. I’ll call you back Friday night and tell you where to pick up your new mate. She’s the one you’re going to introduce as Mrs. Emery Nadel, and you’re going to fuck her brains out in front of the pod like a good Alpha should. You got it?”


  In the background, a parrot let out a shriek, followed by a string of curse words.


  “You hear me, Emery?”


  “Yeah, I hear you.”


  “Good.”


  The line went dead.


  Sean wanted to pound his fist into a wall. Well, he wanted to pound his fist into Erik, but a wall would do nicely.


  Emery and Wyatt looked at each other. “We can’t do what he says. I won’t do what he says, but I have no fucking clue what to do right now.”


  “When Lina and her men get here,” Wyatt said, “hopefully she’ll be able to help.”


  Sean wanted to ask who the hell Lina and her men were, but then that feeling nagged at him again. He walked out onto the lanai to get some quiet and think. When Emery started to speak to him, he held up a hand, stilling him.


  Everyone went quiet as they watched him. He walked small circles on the lanai.


  I should know this.


  He stopped and closed his eyes and thought about lunch with Joseph, when they’d sat and talked. A good day. Damn good day.


  The breeze, the sounds from the water…


  His eyes popped open and he turned. “I think I know where the hell they are.” He ran in and snatched a map from the counter, opening it and zeroing in on Manasota Key.


  “Joseph and I had lunch here,” he pointed. “We sat out on the deck. There was a damn parrot somewhere close by, I’d guess in this area.” He pointed to a residential area to the north of the restaurant. “That’s where it sounded like it was coming from.”


  He pounded his fist on the counter. “The fucker’s calling us from Manasota Key. I know it. That’s the same goddamned bird I heard while we were eating lunch. It has to be, it’s saying the same things, making the same noises. We find that bird, we know approximately where Erik is.”


  Now that Sean had a clue at least to Erik’s recent whereabouts, he wanted to get moving immediately. “We need to flood that godddamned key with people, Em. Before he gets away. We can find him.”


  “Do you know how many fucking condos and houses and shitty-ass trailers there are on the goddamned southern end of the key?” Emery nearly yelled. He dropped his head into his hands for a moment before eventually looking up again. “I’m sorry,” he said in a calmer tone. “I’m just…Fuck.”


  Wyatt leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “Dude, y’all need to seriously chill out. Not gonna find them yellin’ at everyone.”


  Emery stood and circled the living room. “And we don’t know for sure if they’re even on the key. It’s just where Erik called from. They could have moved them anywhere. Erik could have prerecorded that and…”


  He didn’t finish.


  “Dude, he walked outside the house. I heard the bird. He’s there, with our dads.”


  Emery looked at Wyatt. “Can’t you scope things out?”


  “I look like a bloodhound to you?”


  “Your nose is long enough,” Reese grumbled.


  “Stop it, all of you,” Louise barked, sharply enough to make them all turn and look at her.


  She stood and walked over to the sliding glass doors, where she stared out at the lanai. “They’re still alive. I’m sure of it. Erik isn’t stupid. He knows if we don’t have proof they’re alive, whatever the rest of his plan is won’t work, because he’ll be killed immediately. He knows the only leverage he has over us is if he keeps them alive. For now.”


  She turned back to everyone. “That means we go out there and if we have to search every goddamned backyard on that key to find that bird, we will. Do I make myself clear?”


  “We can’t just have dozens of people suddenly going over there,” Emery said. “Especially ones Erik might know. That could tip him off and then he bolts or kills them.”


  Sean grabbed his keys and cell phone and headed for the door.


  “Where are you going?” Emery asked.


  “I’m going to take Dad’s boat out. Erik might remember what mine looks like. The marina’s still open. I can have them put his boat in. There’s canals all over that neighborhood. I might be able to locate the bird that way.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Emery said.


  “No, you need to stay here and coordinate. I know Lemon Bay like the back of my hand.”


  “You’re not going out there alone, if I have to duct tape you to a goddamned chair to keep you here.”


  Wyatt pushed himself away from the wall. “I’ll go wit’ him,” he quietly told Emery. “He’s right. You stay here. At least we doin’ somethin’ if we go out.”


  Sean nodded and the gator shifter followed him out to his truck. He pulled up the marina’s number on speed dial and called them as he backed out of the driveway. On the ride there he was glad Wyatt didn’t make idle chatter.


  He wasn’t sure he could handle it right now.


  The forklift was just setting his dad’s boat into the water when they arrived. Sean signed out on the paperwork, picked up the keys, and they got in.


  Wyatt tapped him on the shoulder and pointed at the empty space on the console. “No electronics?”


  “They’re at my parents’ house. Besides, we don’t need them. We’ll be close to land. I know the depths.” He patted his pocket. “My phone has GPS and we won’t lose our signal.”


  Wyatt nodded and left it at that. He braced himself against the console as Sean cranked the engines and throttled up as high as he could in the no-wake zone. One thing in their favor, at least, the tide was a little higher than normal due to the impending full moon, and still incoming.


  Motoring down the channel toward the Intracoastal waterway running between the key and the mainland, Wyatt searched the coastline. “Lots of mangroves all over here screening the houses. Can get shifters in dat way.”


  “Yeah. If they’re anywhere close to the water, we can get Joseph out and he can shift.”


  “Your dad can’t.”


  “No, but he can swim like a motherfucker.” He glanced at Wyatt. “We can have a boat close and ready. I’m sure he’ll be happy to hold on to Joseph and get a ride out.”


  Wyatt slowly nodded and returned his gaze to the shore. Then, “You got any fishing poles on board?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe below. Why?”


  “Look awful suspicious, two guys in a boat near shore, just starin’ at houses.”


  “Dammit. Look in the cabin.” He throttled into neutral and shut the engine off long enough to hand Wyatt the keys so he could unlock the hatch, then started the engines again and resumed their progress.


  “Aha.” Wyatt triumphantly emerged carrying two rods. He stuck them in rod holders in the stern and returned to his spot next to Sean. “I might look like a stupid Cajun, but believe me, I’m not.”


  “I never said you were.”


  “Em’s sister, Reece, she ain’t real fond of me.”


  “I think that has more to do with you scaring the crap out of her mom that time.”


  He shrugged. “She cute.”


  “No offense, man, but I’m not comfortable discussing Em’s sisters with you in that context.”


  Wyatt smiled, showing teeth. “Too bad you don’t got any sisters.”


  “And even if I did, ditto what I just said. Being happy with you dating them, and discussing the details, are two totally different things, dude.”


  “Dat’s cool.”


  After a few minutes, Sean asked, “Why do I get the feeling you know a lot more about things than you’re letting on?”


  “What things? You insinuating I had something to do wit’ dis?”


  “No. Not that. I mean…things. Shifter stuff.”


  The alligator’s amber gaze was unreadable behind his sunglasses. “I know lots of stuff,” he said. “Family tradition, as it were.”


  “So are you like head of the alligators or something?”


  “Not exactly.” He smiled, without showing teeth or good humor. “You might say I decided to make my relocation to Florida permanent for more reasons than just the weather.” He glanced at Sean. “I’m not exactly on speaking terms with my father or my uncle.”


  “What did you do?” He winced when he asked it. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”


  “Naw, I understand. Let’s just say I have a serious disagreement with the way things are done and thought it might be better for my health if I found a new place to live. Florida is sort of a destination for expatriated alligator shifters.”


  “Really?”


  “We get along and mind our own business. Weather’s good. Some of us hook up with other shifter groups.”


  “Like dolphins?”


  “Dolphins, wolves, any number of shifters.” He slowly nodded. “There’s not too many gators in this area. Gator shifters,” he clarified. “I made friends and adopted family here who I’m a lot more loyal and loving too than some people I’m related to by blood. Understand?”


  “Yeah. I’m glad you’re on our side.” He had a thought. “You ever think about going back to live there?”


  “Naw. I’m happy here.”


  He had an epiphany. “You’re like in line to take over or something, aren’t you?”


  “Mebbe. Don’t mean I necessarily want it. I’m happy here and with y’all.”


  “Do you think you’re safe here?”


  Wyatt shrugged again and went quiet, his focus returning to the shoreline. It was obvious he didn’t want to talk about it anymore, so Sean let it drop.


  He eased the throttle forward as they entered the channel and headed south toward the Tom Adams Bridge. They were a small enough vessel they didn’t need to wait for it to open to pass under it. As they edged their way under it, Sean breathed another sigh of relief. Over a dozen boats still dotted the waters in the Ski Alley area, all of them fishing.


  “We won’t look outta place,” Wyatt observed.


  Sean nodded and steered out of the channel, closer to shore. He shifted into neutral. “Grab the anchor, would you? It’s in the locker up front.”


  Once Wyatt had it set, Sean shut off the engines and headed to the stern to grab a rod. The incoming current kept the bow facing south, with the key’s shore less than fifty yards to their starboard side.


  They listened.


  And listened.


  And listened.


  After thirty minutes, Sean reeled in his empty hook and headed for the console. “Pull it. We need to move. I don’t hear it.”


  Wyatt did, staying in the bow as Sean slowly nudged them back north, under the bridge, and to the west into a shallower channel leading through mangroves to another group of houses. They couldn’t anchor there, due to the shallow depth and narrow channel dimensions, but Sean shut the engines off anyway.


  After fifteen minutes they moved again. Back around, under the bridge, and to the south, parking themselves in a shallow cove formed by the riprap seawall of two condo buildings next to each other.


  Nothing.


  Fighting his frustration and losing a battle with daylight, Sean moved them again, around to the south and then back up into yet another small, natural channel leading into private canals.


  Watt waved at him from the bow. Sean shut down the engines and listened.


  Faintly, they heard a parrot squawk.


  Sean froze, barely breathing, poised to move.


  Wyatt kept his head cocked and listened intently. When they heard it again, he scrambled back to the stern and yanked his shirt off.


  “What are you doing?” Sean whispered, afraid to miss another sound.


  He emptied his pockets into Sean’s hands. “Gonna find that damn bird.” He stripped down to his boxers and jumped over the stern, not bothering to use the swim platform. He sailed his wet boxers over the transom, where they landed on the deck with a wet plop.


  “Anchor your ass here. Don’t move.”


  He sank beneath the water. A moment later, Sean spotted him, shifted into alligator form and quickly swimming toward the houses in the canal.


  Sean dumped Wyatt’s things onto the console and hurried up to the bow to anchor. After ensuring they were secure and out of the way of any boat traffic, he grabbed his phone and pulled up the maps feature.


  Pencil poised on the scratch pad his dad kept in the dash, Sean waited until he got a fix on the position before scribbling it down. He used the compass to get a fix on Wyatt’s heading.


  He started to punch Emery’s number into his phone, then stopped. What if they were wrong? What if they didn’t find them?


  As much as he wanted to get Joseph and his dad back safely, he knew Emery would go blasting in there with as many shifters as he could wrangle.


  That wouldn’t help anyone.


  The sun slowly arced lower across the sky, making its daily slide toward the western horizon as Sean waited fifteen minutes. Twenty.


  At the thirty minute mark he was about to pull anchor and go after Wyatt when he spotted an alligator quickly swimming his way. As Wyatt made it to the back of the boat, he ducked beneath the surface. Sean met him at the swim platform with a towel ready.


  “Did you find it?” he asked before Wyatt was even all the way out of the water.


  “Gimme my phone.”


  Sean grabbed it for him, watching as he swiped through screens to the map function. After zooming in and studying it for a minute, he slowly nodded. “I think mebbe.”


  “Then we need to call Em.”


  He shook his head, frowning as he studied the map. “No, not yet. I only found the bird, not your dads. Gimme your phone.”


  Sean handed it over. Wyatt stared at the map on his phone as he quickly punched in a number from memory on Sean’s and waited for someone to answer.


  “Yeah, it’s Wyatt. Listen, no questions. I need you and your yak right now…Meet us at Thatcher’s Marina in twenty minutes…Yeah, I mean right now…Don’t you give me no guff…One word—bail…Yeah, dat what I thought. You be there, hear me?” He hung up.


  “Who was that?”


  “My damn brother. Younger. Gus.” He grabbed his shorts and pulled them on, leaving his sodden boxers on the deck. “Let’s go.” He headed forward to pull anchor.


  “What was that about bail?”


  He looked over his shoulder. “Momma don’t know he got his silly ass popped for a fight at a bar last Christmas. I bailed him out and promised not to tell her. He got probation.” He flashed another smile. “It’s a handy thing to have over his damn fool head.”


  Chapter Sixteen


   


  In less than an hour, they were losing daylight, but they were back in the canal. Gus Belaforte had been waiting for them at Thatcher’s when they pulled up to the dock. It took them less than five minutes to load the ten-foot kayak on board and head out again with the three of them.


  “What’s the plan?” Sean asked Wyatt. “And when do we call Emery?”


  “When I say and not a minute sooner, hear?”


  Sean nodded.


  They returned to the entrance of the canal, hidden from the houses on the other side by thick mangroves. Wyatt helped Gus slide the kayak into the water and get his brother into it.


  “Now what?” Sean asked.


  Wyatt glanced around and stooped low on the dive platform before pulling his shorts off and handing them to Sean. He slipped into the water before answering. “You wait here.” Then he sank, shifted, and headed up into the canal with Gus behind him in the kayak.


  Sean felt more than helpless. He grabbed one of the poles and pretended to fish, but none of the vessels still on the water seemed to pay him any attention.


  That was when he saw the dolphin. A small one, swimming alone.


  Sean froze as he watched it exit the canal and slowly circle along the edge of the mangroves.


  Fuck.


  It seemed to be watching him, but from its size he knew it couldn’t be Erik.


  He couldn’t help but keep his eye on it, staring at it as it swam back and forth along the end of the mangroves before going down the canal again.


  No, he didn’t even know if it was a shifter or a bio-dolphin, but every instinct in him screamed shifter.


  He was about ready to crank the engines and head down the canal after the gators when he spotted Gus in the kayak, paddling fast and heading his way.


  “Where’s Wyatt?” he asked as he reached over the side and helped him pull close.


  “He coming.” He tipped his head back. “Don’t worry.”


  “Did you find the parrot?”


  He let out a snort. “Forget the parrot. We done better.”


  The small dolphin returned, this time heading for them. Gus seemed to interpret Sean’s trepidation and let out a laugh. “Calm down.”


  The dolphin dove under. A young, naked woman with long dark hair and green eyes appeared at his swim platform. She looked pale despite her slightly golden skin tone, as if she hadn’t spent any time outside. Before Sean could let out a squawk of fear, she pulled herself into the boat and ducked down, below the level of the gunwale, so no one outside the boat could see her, and cowered in the narrow area between the console and the side.


  “Who the fuck is she?” Sean demanded.


  “Well, hand her a damn towel, at least. Where your manners, you?”


  Sean grabbed the one Wyatt had used earlier and tossed it at her. She took it and pulled it over her, but didn’t speak.


  He wouldn’t claim to be an expert on all the dolphin shifters in the area, but he knew he’d never seen her before.


  Wyatt appeared as Sean was helping Gus load the kayak. He climbed up into the stern and grabbed his shorts, but tossed his shirt to the woman.


  She muttered something at Wyatt that Sean took to be gratitude, even though he didn’t quite catch what she said. She pulled the shirt on. It fell to her knees.


  “Okay,” Sean said, at the end of his nerves. “Who the hell is she?”


  Wyatt had an odd look on his face as he stared at her. The gator shifter stepped close to her and knelt down, extending a hand.


  Then it hit Sean. He knew that look. Knew it damn well.


  The woman stared up at Wyatt, her eyes wide. She sat up, ducking her head and avoiding Sean’s stare, but took Wyatt’s hand, hers engulfed by it, his ebony skin contrasting with hers.


  Wyatt let out a sigh. “We ain’t quite got past the particulars yet, like names, but I do believe you boys have just met my mate. And, coincidentally, she’s the sister of the fucker behind abducting Joseph and Sam. And she’s pointed us right to where they are. She said they still alive as of a few minutes ago.”


  The alligator pulled her into his lap. She stared at him as her arms encircled his neck.


  Then she rested her head against his chest and softly cried. Sean wasn’t so dense he couldn’t recognize relief when he heard it.


  Wyatt looked up at Sean. “Get us the fuck outta here, Sean,” he quietly said. “They’ll be after her here shortly and we need to get movin’ fast to get back to Emery.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Questions consumed Sean, but he knew they’d have to wait until they returned to the marina. There was enough light left he could easily make out channel markers and avoid shallows. They made it back to the marina just as the last light seeped out of the sky, cloaking the landscape in deep shadows.


  Sean helped Gus with his kayak while Wyatt scooped up the woman and carried her to Sean’s truck. She sat between them on the seat, but cowered away from Sean, clinging to Wyatt’s side, his arm protectively draped around her shoulders.


  “How am I supposed to explain this to Emery?” Sean asked him.


  “What?” Wyatt asked.


  “The sister of our dads’ abductor. How am I supposed to keep him from wanting to kill her?”


  “I can tell you where they are,” she softly said, so quietly Sean barely heard her. Her voice sounded thickly accented, Spanish, if he had to guess, although he wasn’t sure of her origin.


  Wyatt stared into her green eyes, an entranced expression on his face. “What’s your name, sugar?”


  “Marisela Esparza.”


  Sean struggled to focus on the road and not run into anyone. Wyatt cupped her cheek in his other hand and leaned in, kissing her.


  She let out a soft moan that stirred even Sean’s cock.


  If it wasn’t for the situation, he would have tackled Emery as soon as he walked in the door at home.


  Wyatt brushed his thumb across her chin. “Wyatt Belaforte.” He gently smiled. “I hope you don’t have anything against alligators.”


  She laid her hand over his, nuzzling him.


  “You want to tell me what the fuck, dude?” Sean snarked.


  Wyatt’s gaze never left her. “Gus and me, we were homing in on that damn bird. She went streaking past us in the water. Then she stopped and turned at the same time I did. She swam up to me and stared at me, and I just knew.” He looked up at Sean. “You and Emery. You know what I’m talking about.”


  “I didn’t know alligators have mates.”


  “We do. Not like you dolphins usually do, but she felt it immediately with me. Like Emery did with you.” He arched an eyebrow at Sean. “She started thinking at me and I’ll be damned I could understand her. I ordered her to the boat and me and Gus followed.”


  “How’d she know you speak Spanish?”


  “It wasn’t a language. It was just images. She showed me how she left. Her brother thinks she walked to the store. She ran to the water and got away that way, showed me mental pictures of Joseph and Sam, her brother, everything.”


  She looked at Sean. “Thank you,” she softly said.


  Sean’s grip tightened on the wheel. “They’re not gonna believe this.”


  “He’ll kill me if he finds me,” she said. “Hector and that Erik. They are…loco.”


  “Muy loco,” Sean mumbled.


  “We already knew Erik was crazier than a shithouse rat,” Wyatt said. “I think the time for niceties has passed. Good thing I already called in firepower this morning. They should be getting to Englewood real soon, if they ain’t here already.”


  “The sharks? I thought we weren’t calling them.”


  He let out a snort. “Hell, naw.” His gaze hardened. “I’m talking people who make the sharks look like guppies.”


  Sean wasn’t sure he wanted to know any more than that. The sharks were fucking scary enough. If there was something that could out-scary them, it had to be hellaciously wicked.


  “Don’t worry,” Wyatt added. “Dey friends of mine.”


  They’d reached Sean’s street. “First, Emery is in charge,” he told Wyatt. “Second, we need to move everyone somewhere Erik doesn’t know about. He may already know about our house. He knows where the Nadels live, and he might know where my parents and my business are.”


  “Laura has a friend here in Englewood,” Wyatt reminded him.


  Sean snapped his fingers. “Good.”


  They pulled into the driveway and Sean barely had the truck in park before Wyatt was climbing out, once again scooping Marisela into his arms and following Sean to the front door.


  Emery and the others stood when they entered.


  Unfortunately, Sean noticed someone had brought his mom to the house.


  “Who the hell is that?” Emery asked.


  Sean wanted to answer, but saw Wyatt was already heading to the back of the house. “Bathroom or bedroom?” Sean asked him.


  “No time for niceties, and we both need a shower anyway. Efficiency, my friend.”


  “Leave the door unlocked. I’ll bring stuff in for you.”


  “Thanks, boss.”


  Sean turned, holding up his hands to stop Emery and Louise from following Wyatt down the hallway.


  “What the fuck is going on?” Emery asked.


  Sean peered around them to where his mom sat on the couch, looking shell shocked. “Just give me a minute, okay? It’s…complicated.”


  “Is she a dolphin?” Emery asked. “What’s she doing with Wyatt?”


  He didn’t dare drop his hands. Now the others were crowding close. “Laura, your friend in Englewood. She one of us?”


  She nodded. “Yeah, she’s in the pod. Why?”


  “Call her, right now. Is she about her size?” He hooked a thumb down the hallway behind him.


  “Um, taller, I think. Why? Sean, what the hell is going on?”


  “Perfect. Call her and tell her she’s got company coming in about half an hour. Secret. She’ll need something to wear.” He started down the hall but stopped and turned. “And she better have a spare bedroom ready. And maybe earplugs.”


  Sean headed down the hall to their bedroom. When Emery and Louise tried to follow, he turned again and held up his arms again. “Please, let me do this before they get too busy, okay? Just wait a minute.”


  Sean left them standing at the end of the hall and hurried into the master bedroom. He grabbed a T-shirt he suspected would be large on her, and a pair of running shorts. Then some extra towels.


  The water was already running in the shower in the guest bathroom. He cracked the door open enough he could stick his arm inside and drop the stuff onto the counter. “Towels and something for her to wear.”


  A chuffing, threatening growl sounded from inside. Sean yanked his arm back and pulled the door closed. “You’ve got ten minutes, Wyatt,” he yelled. “We need to move fast.”


  He turned and nearly let out a scream. Emery was standing right behind him.


  “All right, babe. What. The. Fuck?” Emery sounded strained to his very last nerve.


  He couldn’t blame him.


  Sean spun him around and marched him back into the living room, where he told everyone the abbreviated version of events.


  Emery’s face reddened, his expression growing hard and cold. “You mean to tell me Wyatt’s fucking her in our bathroom right now, instead of us questioning her to find out where Dad and Sam are? Sean, what the fuck is wrong with you?”


  He jabbed Emery in the chest. “Do you honestly think anything could have stood in our way when you met me? And need I remind you what happened between Alexis and Carter? Her husband was missing, she was pregnant with his baby, and still they felt that bond. Give them a few minutes to get the initial bonding out of their system, okay?”


  It obviously wasn’t okay with Emery, because he wheeled around with every intent of storming down the hall and pounding on the bathroom door. Sean grabbed him and pulled him back.


  “Dude,” he quietly said, “her life is in danger, too. She’s on our side. Especially now. Just let it happen.” He pulled Emery close. “Frankly, I’ll feel a lot better knowing she’s mated to Wyatt before we start getting info from her.”


  Emery froze. “How do we know it won’t work the other way around, with Wyatt taking up for her?”


  “Em, do you really think he’s like that? After what he did for us? He was out there hunting in a fucking hurricane for missing dolphins. He doesn’t owe us shit, and yet here he is again, helping us. And my dad’s missing, too. If I can give them a few minutes alone, so can you. Either you trust my instincts on this and treat me as an equal partner, or we can go round about this right now. Your call.”


  Emery drew back, his lips pressed in a hard, tight line. Eventually, he let out a resigned sigh. “They have ten minutes before I’m going in there and dragging them out.”


  Sean kissed him. “See? You’re a rational kind of guy. You’re a natural at this Alpha shit.”


  Chapter Seventeen


   


  They were actually done in eight. Sean didn’t even have time to get into it with Emery about why they’d brought his mom to the house when Wyatt led Marisela out to the living room by the hand. Her hair was damp, her cheeks flushed, and she bore several fresh bruises and bite marks on her neck and arms.


  Sean wasn’t sure he wanted to know how alligators mated, but it looked rough and tumble, albeit apparently fast.


  Louise stepped forward. “We need to talk, Wyatt.”


  He draped his arm around Marisela’s shoulders. When he spoke, his somber tone contained no trace of the playful Cajun personality Sean had grown to know and tolerate as a friend. He was all business, his voice serious. “Louise Nadel, this is my mate, Marisela Esparza. I respectfully request her formal inclusion, and mine as her mate, into the Placida Pod.”


  Sean’s head swiveled to look at Emery, whose jaw had dropped.


  Apparently Louise was caught off-guard as well, because she looked like she was going to speak, stopped, licked her lips, opened her mouth again and shut it just as quickly.


  She stared at Emery.


  Pretty soon, everyone in the room was looking at Emery.


  “What?” Emery asked.


  Louise walked over to her son. “While your father’s not here, as his mate I’m declaring that since you are his declared intended successor, you are now the pod’s acting Alpha.”


  “We don’t even know if we can trust her!”


  Wyatt’s expression hardened. “You saying you don’t trust me?”


  “No! That’s not what I’m saying at all.”


  “You don’t want me in your pod because I’m a gator? Is that it?”


  “No, that’s not what I meant, either!” He ran his hands through his hair. Sean suspected he was a few breaths from ripping his hair out at the roots. “I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do here.”


  Louise spoke up. “It’s not unheard of to welcome shifters of other species into a pod, especially if they’re mated to a dolphin. It’s no different than including human mates. And dolphins can request to be made members of other pods for a variety of reasons.”


  The reason herself spoke up. “I…request sanctuary,” Marisela softly said in her thickly accented voice, ducking free of Wyatt’s arm and walking over to Emery. She cast her eyes downward, almost cowering, shoulders rounded and head bowed as if afraid Emery might beat her. “I…renounce…my old pod. I declare…” She seemed to struggle to find the word.


  “Allegiance?” Sean suggested.


  She nodded. “I declare allegiance to your pod, sir.”


  Emery looked at his mom, who shrugged.


  After a moment, he threw his arms up. “All right, fine, she’s in the pod and so’s Wyatt. Now, can we please find out where our fathers are being held and figure out how to rescue them?”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sean didn’t give Emery a chance to delay things any longer by asking Marisela a shit-ton of questions. The first priority was to move everyone to Laura’s friend’s house. She lived in East Englewood, in a housing development north of 776. Laura led the procession, her mom and Sean’s mom riding with her. Wyatt and Marisela rode in the backseat of Emery’s Mustang, with Sean riding shotgun and several shifters following. After making a quick phone call to someone to give them the updated address, Wyatt focused on Emery.


  “You know, Em, I owe you an apology,” he said, back to his old Cajun self.


  Emery glanced in the rearview mirror. “For not rescuing our fathers before boinking your mate in my bathroom?”


  He let out a snort. “Naw. For makin’ fun of y’all and how you dolphins do things in regards to mates.”


  Sean turned in his seat to look at him.


  Wyatt stared down at Marisela, who sat tightly nestled against him, his arm around her. “For thinkin’ y’all’s mate-bond stuff was a bunch of crap.” His voice softened as he stroked her chin. “I get it now. I really do.”


  Marisela met Sean’s gaze. Her green eyes were filled with sadness. “Hector killed my parents,” she said. “The only reason he kept me alive was to use me.” Then cold steel filled her expression. “Let me be the one to end his life.”


  “I don’t give a rat’s ass who kills whom,” Emery said, “as long as we get Dad and Sam back safe first. Then all bets are off. I’ve got dibs on Erik, though, if the opportunity arises. Although I won’t complain if someone else does it.”


  Wyatt gently turned her head, tipping her chin up so she had to look at him. “You are not getting in the way, baby. Sorry, I make the rules now, and I’m not letting you get hurt. You let me take care of the grudges. I fight your battles for you. Got it?”


  The force of Wyatt and Marisela’s new mate-bond was so strong and radiated so thickly throughout the car’s interior that Sean wanted to drag Emery to bed and fuck his brains out. He would have, had the situation not been so dire.


  Marisela nodded, a sad smile curving her lips.


  Wyatt smiled back. “That’s my good girl.”


   


  * * * *


   


  When they arrived at the house, Louise got Helen settled in a comfy chair in the corner of the living room. Less than five minutes after their arrival, three more people joined them, two men and a woman.


  Wyatt greeted them at the door with friendly hugs.


  “Good to see you again, man,” the blond man said, clapping Wyatt on the back as they embraced. “You staying out of trouble?”


  “Naw, it always finds me. I appreciate y’all coming out like this.”


  The dark-haired man hugged him next. “Dude, like you really think we’d say no to you?”


  “Gimme some sugar, Goddess,” Wyatt teased the red-haired woman as he hugged her. “You’re looking gorgeous, girl. Can’t tell you just birthed twins not that long ago. How are the Beasts, anyway?”


  She grinned and pecked him on the cheek. “You’re just a big flirt, Wyatt. But thank you. And they’re doing great. When are you coming over for dinner again? They absolutely adore you.”


  “We can talk about that after we handle this.” Wyatt turned to everyone else. “Folks, this is Lina, Rick, and Jan Alexandr.” He quickly pointed out and introduced everyone to the three newcomers.


  Sean leaned in close to Emery. “Um, babe? You want to fill me in and tell me who they really are?”


  Emery coughed. “Well, you have to promise not to freak out.”


  “Asking me not to freak out is usually one of the fastest ways to ensure I freak out. Who are they?”


  Wyatt laughed. “Tell him, hoss. Or you want me to do it?”


  Emery shot a scorching glare across Wyatt’s bow, making him laugh even harder. But Emery let out a sigh. “Lina is Jan and Rick’s mate.”


  “Mate?”


  Lina waved, a friendly smile on her face. “Hiya.”


  “What are they, Emery?”


  Emery rubbed his eyes with his hands and mumbled something.


  “What?”


  Wyatt let out a snort. “Chickenshit,” he playfully teased.


  “They’re dragons,” Emery said as he glared at Wyatt. “All right? Rick and Jan are dragons.”


  Sean blinked and stared at him, then started giggling. “Good one, babe. Really. Now quit screwing around. Who are they?”


  The dark-haired guy spoke up. Sean was pretty sure he was Rick. “Um, we’re dragons. Fire-breathing, flying dragons. Well, I breathe fire. Dumb-ass here is water and ice. Lina’s not a dragon, though. She’s a Seer and Goddess.”


  Sean blinked, processing.


  The blond guy, Jan, waved. “Hi.”


  Sean took a deep breath, held it, and slowly blew it out again. “Dragons.”


  The three nodded. “Yep,” they said.


  “Dragons?”


  They nodded.


  He looked at Emery. “Dragons?”


  He nodded.


  Back to Wyatt. “Dragons. For real?”


  “For real, dude.”


  “Sooo…” He swallowed. “So, Wyatt, when you said you called in firepower—”


  “I wasn’t just whistlin’ Dixie. I really meant firepower.”


  Sean walked over to the couch and sat next to Marisela. “You know them?” he asked her.


  She offered up a timid smile but shook her head. Then she patted him on the leg, as if to comfort him.


  He wasn’t sure which made him feel worse, that she felt sorry for him or that he felt like he was losing his mind.


  “You know, I think I’ve hit the extent of my ability to absorb information right now. I would like to continue this conversation with them simply being known as Jan, Rick, and Lina, and skip the…whatever. Special stuff.”


  Emery walked over behind the couch and leaned in, his hands on Sean’s shoulders. “You all right, babe?”


  “No, I’m not fucking all right, Em. I love you, but seriously, when we get finished dealing with all of this and get Dad and Dad back safe, you and I need to have a talk and talk about…talking about this!”


  Emery kissed the top of his head. “I know it’s a lot.”


  “You said there weren’t any more secrets!”


  “I’m sorry, babe. There’s…I didn’t think this was a secret. There’s a lot of stuff I probably haven’t even thought to tell you.”


  “Now I know how Mom feels most of the time.” He immediately felt guilty about that comment as he looked over at his mother, who still sat in the chair where Louise had settled her. She stared at him, but he wasn’t sure she was even listening to what was going on.


  “Don’t lose it,” Wyatt said, walking over to sit on Marisela’s other side. “We need you, bro. Don’t you lose your cool over this, hear?”


  “Is there anything else I need to know?”


  “About what?” Emery asked.


  “About all…this!”


  He heard Emery draw in the deep breath. Sean bolted from the couch and stared at all of them. “No, fucking seriously. Dragons? Dragons! Are you fucking shitting me?”


  Lina smiled. “Hey, I fainted the first time I saw them shift. You don’t think that was freaky? At least you heard about other shifters before learning about dragons. Now cockatrice, those are fuckers you don’t want to run into.”


  Overload…serious…fucking…overload…


  He felt his knees give way, but fortunately, the chair behind him was empty. If it hadn’t been, he would have simply sat in someone’s lap, or hit the floor.


  “Lina,” Jan and Rick warned in stereo.


  “No, don’t start that bullshit,” she told them. “Goddess’ rules, dudes. Wyatt called us in to help, and that’s what we’re going to do.” She shoved them out of her way and walked over to kneel in front of Sean. “It’s okay, buddy,” she gently said. “Really. There’s wolves, bears, jaguars, coyotes—a lot of different animals.”


  “Sharks,” he whispered.


  She smiled. “Really? Sharks? Now that’s trippy. I hadn’t heard that.”


  He thought he might be nodding, but he wasn’t sure. “One of them’s a lawyer,” he mumbled.


  She let out a bright laugh. “Wow. Talk about typecasting.”


  Her hands felt cool as she laced her fingers through his. “Look into my eyes, Sean,” she said.


  He did. And they were pretty, for a girl. Green and friendly and warm.


  Falling…


  That’s exactly what it felt like, as if he’d tipped over the edge into a deep well.


  “That’s right,” she encouraged. “Just let it happen. You’re safe, I promise.”


  They were suddenly standing on a beachside cliff. He looked behind them and saw woods rising up the hill.


  “Where are we?” he whispered.


  “We’re still in the living room. We haven’t left. I just wanted to show you something. Perk of the rank.”


  “What rank?”


  “I’m not just a Seer. I’m a Goddess.”


  Sure…okie-dokey…


  He even felt the breeze in his hair, tasted the salty tang from the water.


  They were not in Florida anymore. Hell, they were sure as shit nowhere the fuck near Kansas, either.


  She giggled. “Believe me, I freaked out plenty at first. But there are a lot of things you’ll get to see and learn that the rest of the world never even thinks about. Real magick, spelled the old way. Not this cheesy, New Age crap a lot of people think is real.”


  Then they were back in the living room again. “See? Safe and sound.”


  “Not real sure about the safe, and we left sound in the rearview mirror on our way past fucking coconuts a few miles back.”


  She grinned at Emery. “I really like him. You did good.”


  “What, an insane, half Jewish, half Japanese guy who’s just lost his fucking marbles?”


  “You’re half Jewish?” she asked. “No freaking way.” She peered around Sean. “Is that your mom?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Does she have a brisket recipe? No matter what I do, I fuck it up.”


  “Brisket? Are you shitting me? She bleeds bri—heeey, I see what you’re trying to do there.”


  She grinned. “It was working for a few seconds, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  She stood and offered him a hand. “Come on and make me a cup of coffee. Or a cup of something.”


  Sean took her hand and let her help him out of the chair. “Does this get any easier?”


  She shrugged. “You know, I wish like hell I could tell you yes, it does, but unfortunately life keeps throwing a shitstorm of crap at me and mine. It does get easier to stay flexible and just roll with stuff and say fuck the thinking about it until you’re done surviving it. That, I guarantee, does get easier. Especially when you have a good heart—or two, in my case—backing you up.”


  Chapter Eighteen


   


  Emery, Wyatt, and several other shifters were conferring with Rick and Jan about logistics, with Marisela’s input on the layout of the house. Helen continued to stare with wide, rarely blinking eyes as she attempted to take in everything.


  Five minutes later, she stood, looked around, and yelled, “Why the hell are you people standing around and talking? Why are you not out there getting them back?”


  Everyone went silent, looking first to her, then to Sean and Emery.


  Sean suspected his mother was dangerously close to a nervous breakdown. “Mom,” he gently said, “you really need to calm down. You’re starting to worry me.”


  Helen Morita wheeled around, a wild look in her eye. “Worry you?”


  Louise Nadel stepped in. “Helen, everything’s going to be all right.”


  “No! It’s not going to be all right. Nothing is ever going to be all right again and what kills me is that you all are so utterly clueless you don’t even see it.”


  Sean exchanged a quick, worried glance with Emery before returning his focus to his mom. “We’re going to get Dad and Joseph back safe.”


  “Then what, huh?” She turned on Helen. “What’s the next thing? You’re telling me we have to rely on the help of some dragons and a woman who’s…who’s…” She burst into tears.


  When Sean tried to comfort her, she pushed him away. “No. Don’t. Nobody can tell me this or anything is going to ever be okay again.”


  At a loss for words, he looked to Emery for help.


  He shrugged.


  No help there.


  Even Louise looked baffled and unsure what to say.


  That didn’t fill Sean with anything remotely resembling confidence.


  Helen shook her head at all of them. “I love you, Sean. And I love Emery. Don’t get me wrong. You two are perfect for each other. But I get used to my son being gay. All right. Fine. No big deal. I love you, Emery loves you, you love Emery, and you’re happy. A happy, successful child, what more could I ask?”


  She wiped at her eyes. “No grandbabies. Okay, a slight disappointment. But your happiness is the important thing to me.” She pointed at Louise. “She’s getting grandbabies. Twins. I’m happy for her, so happy you have no idea. But my heart aches a little.”


  She looked at everyone. “I learn my son’s married to a guy who can turn into a dolphin.” She held up her hands in front of her. “All right, fine. Far be it that I judge. Okay. I get used to that.”


  Helen focused on Sean again. “I hear a maniac tries to kill my son. My husband is outraged, as am I. But what does my husband do? He throws himself into things to help. To help? These are supposed to be his easy years, his retirement. He doesn’t seem to understand what the word means.


  “And now I learn the same evil man who tried to kill my son is responsible for killing two others. That you know about. And now, now he has my husband.”


  She stared at everyone, rage twisting her features. “Tell me, please, anyone, how any of this will ever be okay again?”


  Whirling around on Sean, she jabbed a finger in his face. “I wanted a happy child and grandchildren to spoil. I get a world full of things I didn’t know existed and never wanted to know about, and now my husband’s life is in danger.” Tears spilled down her cheeks as her voice broke. “I just wanted grandchildren,” she sobbed.


  Sean engulfed her in a hug as she cried. He decided to focus on the only point on which he could reassure her with any certainty. “Mom, Emery and I can adopt, you know. And we might. We haven’t really talked about it.” He glanced over her shoulder at Emery, who looked frozen.


  Great, thanks for the backup.


  “Really?” she mumbled against his chest.


  He could count on one hand with fingers to spare how many times he’d seen his mother break down like this, and all of those times involved a death of a close friend or beloved family member.


  And none of them a fraction this severe.


  “Mom, this really isn’t the time to talk about it, but yeah. Children aren’t out of the question for me and Em, but we just got together a couple of months ago. We’re young, and we’re not in a hurry to have kids. We want some alone time first.”


  She nodded but didn’t lift her head from his chest.


  “So please don’t cry. Not about this. I can’t promise you grandkids, but don’t count any out yet.”


  With that breakdown out of her system, it seemed she was able to calm down a little. Louise helped Sean get her into one of the bedrooms, where he left her in Louise’s care while he returned to the living room.


   


  * * * *


   


  Nearly an hour had passed from when Sean and Wyatt picked up Marisela. Sean knew they needed to act quickly, before Erik either moved or killed their dads, based on what Marisela had told them.


  Apparently, Lina and the dragons had a trick or several up their sleeves.


  Rick studied a Google Earth picture of the neighborhood Wyatt brought up on his laptop. “Lina, call Callie. Get her here right now, if you can.”


  “Where is she?” Sean asked.


  “Maine,” the three of them said, their focus still on the laptop.


  “Um, sorry, but we don’t have time to waste on waiting for more people,” Sean said. “We need to get moving in minutes, not a day or two.”


  Lina smiled even as she whipped out her cell phone. “Oh, she’s fast. You just wait.” She waited for the call to connect. “Hey, it’s Lina. I need a favor, big-time. Another Mom rescue situation. Can Blackie spare you for a little while? As in right now? Yeah, cool. Thanks.” She hung up. “There. Problem solved.”


  “What are you talking about?” Sean asked. “It’s our dads, not our mo—”


  A woman appeared in the living room, a few feet away from Lina.


  As if she’d always been standing there. Just a blink, and she’d appeared.


  The air exploded out of Sean’s lungs. This time, he didn’t wait to see if there was anything to catch him. He let his knees give way and hit the floor, hard, on his ass.


  The thought crossed his mind that maybe he needed to go snag one or a dozen of his mom’s Xanax.


  And he gave thanks she was safely back in the bedroom and hadn’t witnessed the woman’s arrival. Considering how badly he was taking it, he knew it might be just the last straw to irretrievably shatter his mom’s sanity.


  He knew it had shaken his own.


  The woman smiled and hugged Lina. “Hiya, girlie.” She then hugged Rick and Jan.


  Sean looked over his shoulder and saw Marisela clinging to the back of the couch, her eyes no doubt as wide in shock as his own were.


  “So,” the newcomer said. “What’s the 411?”


  “Who…who the fuck—”


  “Sean,” Lina said, “Callie. Callie, Sean and everyone else. Like you yourself said, there’s no time to waste on polite introductions.” She turned the woman around by the shoulders and pointed at Marisela. “There’s your decoy.”


  Marisela sat back with a terrified meep! that Sean wasn’t sure was in English or not, but didn’t need any translation.


  Wyatt also looked alarmed. He started toward the woman, but Lina grabbed his arm. “Whoa, it’s all right. She needs to get her looks down. She’s not going to hurt her.”


  Callie had been carrying a small backpack as a purse. She set it down and slowly walked around the couch to Marisela. “Is this what she was wearing when they last saw her?”


  Marisela stared up at Callie in fear, but managed to shake her head.


  Callie offered her a hand, waiting until Marisela took it and stood.


  Callie looked her up and down. “Think to me what clothes you were wearing,” she said.


  Trembling, Marisela closed her eyes.


  Callie nodded, then the air around her shimmered.


  Everyone except Lina and her men let out a startled cry when there were suddenly two Mariselas standing there.


  “I need her to talk to me, to say something,” the new Marisela said in Callie’s voice.


  Marisela the Original opened her mouth, swallowed, and tried again. “Hello.”


  Callie kindly smiled. “Do they know you speak English?”


  She shook her head.


  “Okay. Say anything. Speak a children’s rhyme to me in Spanish. I need to get a feel for your voice in Spanish.”


  Marisela thought for a moment before she said something that Sean thought was a poem about the moon, but he wasn’t sure. “Ahí está la luna, comiendo su tuna. Echando las cáscaras, en la laguna.”


  Callie cocked her head. When she next spoke, the transformation was complete, her English now heavily accented. “Is this better?”


  Everyone nodded. “Perfect,” Rick said. “Let’s get moving.”


  Now knowing which house it was, and that it wasn’t directly on the water, Sean, Emery, Gus, and Wyatt headed back to Thatcher’s to take the boat out and wait at the canal for Lina’s signal. Louise and Helen stayed behind at the house with Marisela, Laura, Christopher, and a couple of other shifters who’d arrived to help. Denby and Ambrose would park over on the key and swim in, hopefully able to help kill Erik.


  If Erik was even there.


  Sean decided not to ask any more questions. His brain felt numb, overloaded, about ready to shut down.


  He completely sympathized with what his mom was going through now.


  As he understood the plan, Lina was going to lure Esparza and his men away from the house, telling them she found Marisela, and that she was wounded and refused to have her call the police for help. Hopefully, enough of Esparza’s men would leave, allowing Wyatt, Gus, Rick, Jan, and the others to rescue Joseph and his dad.


  The rescued men would then be rushed to the water by the shifters and to the awaiting boat.


  Apparently, once Callie’s role was fulfilled and they gave her the signal, she would simply disappear, the way she’d appeared before them.


  I really don’t want to think about that part right now. It made him queasy, and he already had enough worries on his plate as it was.


  I’m sooo going to have to have another looong talk with Emery when shit settles down.


  No, he’d never trade Emery for anyone, but his nerves were completely frayed.


  What if there’s stuff even Emery doesn’t know?


  Now that was something he definitely didn’t want to think about. Before all the dolphin-shifters-are-real stuff crashed into his life, he didn’t even believe in aliens. He thought Roswell was a weather balloon, and crop circles were well planned hoaxes.


  And now?


  Well…


  Here there be dragons…


  And whatever the fuck Callie was.


  Chapter Nineteen


   


  They dropped Rick off first near a secluded spot close to the store. He would shift and fly to the house and wait for Jan in the backyard, ready to give assistance to the other shifters, if needed. It was nearly dark when Lina dropped Callie and Jan off at the convenience store. They would hide out in the back, Callie already shifted to look like Marisela had been beaten up. Lina’s men weren’t happy Lina was going alone, but the risk of Esparza recognizing either man as a shifter was too great. Plus, as Lina pointed out, a woman would be far less threatening to Esparza than a man.


  Lina took a pic of Callie with her cell phone and had it ready to show Esparza.


  She practiced her story as she drove to the house. She knew she could go Goddess on their asses and fry everyone if necessary, but hoped it wouldn’t come to that.


  Yet.


  She pulled up behind the three cars already in the driveway and left the engine running. After looking around, she walked up to the door, taking a deep breath before she knocked.


  A scowling man smelling of fresh gun oil answered the door. “What?”


  She hoped she came off looking and sounding nervous. She held up her hands, showing her cell phone. “Dude, look, I don’t want any trouble. Me and my boyfriend, we pulled into the convenience store to get some beer, and there was this girl—”


  The door was yanked open and another man stood there. Lina suspected he was Hector Esparza.


  “Who the fuck are you?”


  “Dude, I was just telling him.” She held up the cell phone, showing him the picture of an apparently wounded Marisela. “This girl, she said her brother lives here. She said someone robbed her. I offered to call the cops and she said no, she’s not here legally, and to come tell her brother. She’s really upset, said she has to get back here.”


  When Hector grabbed her arm, Lina suppressed the urge to blast him with a fireball. She pretended to cower. “Dude, please. I’m not supposed to be driving. I got a suspended license. Okay? I don’t want any trouble. She said some guy fucking mugged her. My boyfriend’s still at the store with her. She wouldn’t get in the car with us and we didn’t feel right leaving her alone. Okay? Please? As far as I’m concerned this never happened.”


  Hector’s face contorted in rage. He shoved Lina back outside and slammed the door in her face as he began screaming in Spanish to his men.


  Lina had almost made it back to the car when Hector yanked the front door open again and stalked toward her. Fortunately, the guy didn’t have a gun in his hands.


  “No cops,” he said, jabbing a finger at her. “We’ll be right there.” He headed for one of the cars


  She got into her car and pulled out, pausing long enough to see two other men run out of the house and get into another car. None of them were Erik Chait.


  That meant, according to Marisela’s account, there were at least two men still in the house guarding Joseph and Sam, and possibly a third if Erik was there.


  She headed back to pick up Jan, already on the phone to Wyatt. “Go right now. At least two, possibly three still in the house. Don’t know if Erik is one of them.”


  Esparza and his men pulled into the parking lot right behind him. When the man Lina had suspected was Esparza ran up to Callie and began shouting at her in Spanish, she had her confirmation.


  Jan gave the men a wide berth and got into the car with Lina. Lina peeled out, heading away from the store and around another side street where she could park so Jan could shift and go join Rick.


  “Anything happens to Callie, you realize Blackie will fucking kill us, right?” Jan asked her.


  “I’m more worried about something happening to the others,” Lina said. “There’s at least two at the house. Maybe three. Get moving and help Rick.”


  Jan leaned in and gave her a kiss before quickly stripping. He stepped out of the car and shifted, flying low over the mangroves in the growing dark to avoid being seen.


  It didn’t take him long to get his bearings. Wyatt and Gus, shifted, were already dragging themselves out of the water across the road from the house and heading as fast as they could through the yard. Emery, shifted, waited in the water.


  The dragons landed in the backyard of the target house behind a huge, unkempt bougainvillea bush and shifted back to human form, ducking down to remain unseen until the alligators could catch up.


  “I’d feel better with a gun,” Rick muttered.


  “I’d feel better with clothes,” Jan countered.


   


  * * * *


   


  Once alone with Esparza and his men, Callie continued her sobbing, forcing herself to cling to the man as if she was happy to see him. She babbled apologies to him in Spanish, begging him not to make her hurt Sam.


  “Who did this to you?” he asked in Spanish.


  She described a fictitious, young, tattooed, white teenager and his Hispanic accomplice. She told him they were standing at the edge of the parking lot when she walked up and dragged her back behind the building and mugged her.


  “Which way did they go?”


  She pointed south, in the opposite direction of the house. As she’d anticipated, Esparza sent one of his men running that direction after the nonexistent assailants.


  He might not have had any compunction about abusing his sister, but he damn sure wouldn’t let anyone else get away with it without his permission.


  Typical. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “They took the money. I didn’t get to shop yet. I’m sorry.”


  “Stop,” he ordered. “I should have known better than to send you out.” He handed her off to his other man. “Take her back to the house.”


  The guy shoved her into the backseat of the car, then he got in and headed toward the house.


  When the guy parked in the driveway and shut off the engine, she sat up in the middle of the backseat and put her hands on his neck. She conjured the spirit of her true formerly Immortal nature, the Cailleach, one of the former Triad, youngest sister to Brighde and Baba Yaga.


  “Nice knowing you,” she said.


  She squeezed.


  By the time she mentally tracked Esparza, she realized his car was almost back to the house and the alligator shifters were just making their way across the yard on the other side of the road.


  Sir’s going to paddle my ass for getting this involved. She wasn’t a true Immortal anymore. An ill-placed bullet or other wound could kill her just as it could anyone else.


  They had to catch her first, though. And she couldn’t help that she loved helping her friends out.


  It also allowed her a chance to dish out some well-deserved karmic justice.


  Especially considering what she’d seen Marisela had endured at Esparza’s hands.


  Wyatt would be good for her, help heal her soul. She was a good woman caught up in bad circumstances, which had just turned around in her favor. How much in her favor, Marisela had no clue yet, but soon would.


  I love happy endings. Happy, happy, happy.


  It would be well worth the spanking Sir gave her for staying longer and doing more than she needed to.


  Callie transported herself from the car and appeared at the side of the house and walked around front just as Esparza pulled his car into the driveway. “What are you doing out here? I told you to go inside.” He looked over and saw his man slumped over in the front of the car, his head no longer attached to his neck. “What the fuck happened to him?”


  She popped out, then in again, directly in front of him with her hand around his throat. “Oh, nothing.” She shifted back to her true form, her green eyes nearly black. “Just a little love note from your sister, asswipe.”


  She squeezed.


   


  * * * *


   


  Erik stood pacing in the bedroom. He didn’t like dipshit Hector sending his sister out for food. It was stupid, no matter how he’d assured Erik that she would return.


  There’s no way Emery could know where we are. He’d been so careful, using Jack Malloy’s name and credit card to rent the house, and using an untraceable cell phone to call, shutting it off after.


  He thought he heard a car pull up and park out front, but nobody came in. From the master bedroom, where they were holding the men, he couldn’t see the front of the house. And they had taped the cheap blinds closed, anyway, to prevent the possibility of anyone sneaking a peek around the edges from the outside.


  He looked at Hector’s two men sitting in the bedroom with him. “One of you go check. I’ll stay here with them.”


  The men looked at each other, the older of the two nodding his head at the other one.


  Rolling his eyes, he left the bedroom.


  Erik had a bad feeling that was growing worse by the minute, no matter how much Esparza had assured him his men had everything under control.


  He was so close to finally getting what he wanted. What he deserved. What should have rightfully been his.


  So. Fucking. Close.


  He’d take great pleasure killing Emery’s little bitch of a human mate in front of him before he killed Emery. That would have to wait, until he was sure Marisela was pregnant.


  Needed a blood heir to the line.


  Esparza would get what he wanted, Erik would finally have the safety he needed and could finally go back to living in the States instead of being hunted like a dog—happy endings for everyone.


  Well, everyone except Emery.


  The betrayal that a human being had been chosen over him had burned through Erik’s soul. He knew he’d have to kill Emery.


  He’d just make sure Emery suffered as much as possible before he died.


  Chapter Twenty


   


  When Wyatt saw Callie take out Esparza, he knew they had to move fast. Despite the dark, it wouldn’t take long for someone to notice. He and Gus both shifted into two-footed mode and sprinted across the road.


  She stepped around Esparza’s body with a grin. “Sorry I didn’t leave him for you.”


  “No worries, hon.”


  She produced two guns. “Here you go, boys. Tell Lina to call me when it’s over and let me know how you made out.”


  “Thanks, sugar.” He kissed her on the cheek before sprinting toward the front door. He let out a whistle, returned by Rick from the backyard.


  Glancing behind them, he saw Callie had already disappeared.


  “Damn, girl’s fast,” Gus muttered.


  “You have no idea.” He tried the doorknob and found it unlocked. He wasn’t a trained commando, but it wouldn’t be the first time someone had taken a shot at him. One of the best perks of being a gator shifter?


  As long as someone wasn’t using armor-piercing bullets, he could shift and turn his back to someone and it was like they’d popped him with a BB gun.


  Counting to three on his fingers so Gus could see, together they rushed through the door, guns ready.


  They came face-to-face with a guy in the foyer, who was so shocked to see two big, naked, armed black guys rushing at him that he didn’t have time to raise his gun before Wyatt dropped him with one bullet between his eyes.


  Stepping over the man’s body, Wyatt followed the mental blueprint he had from Marisela’s thoughts. Erik was, hopefully, still here.


  But first, there was at least another of Esparza’s men to take down.


  Gus stayed close as Wyatt led the way down the hall toward the master bedroom. The door to the bedroom opened, and Wyatt put a bullet through that man’s head, too.


  They had almost made the door when they heard the sound of breaking glass. As they rushed in, they spotted Erik diving through the broken window.


  But, more importantly, the two men were there, and alive.


  “Rick, Jan! Need you in here, now!” While Erik might escape him, he was more worried about making sure they got the two men out and to safety. There was at least one more of Esparza’s men floating around somewhere. Not to mention the sound of gunshots in the quiet neighborhood would quickly bring the cops.


  He grabbed Joseph, chair and all, and hauled him toward the window. “It’s all right, Papa Flipper. The cavalry is here.”


  Gus dragged Sam and his chair close to the window, too. Rick appeared on the other side, in naked human form.


  “He’s getting away,” Rick said.


  “I don’t care. How you with handcuffs?”


  “This is not the time to ask about my love life, dude.”


  “Asshole,” Jan said, shoving him aside. “No key?”


  “No time.” Wyatt grabbed a comforter off the bed and threw it over the windowsill to cover up the broken glass still there. Jan climbed into the room and examined the men’s restraints. “I can break the chains but don’t want to risk hurting them. You can get the cuffs off later once you’ve got them safe. They look like a standard handcuff key.”


  “Do what you gotta do,” Wyatt told him. “We need to be movin’ already. Cops gonna be on their way.”


  Gus had gotten their blindfolds off and removed the tape from their mouths. “Where’s that fucking Erik?” Joseph yelled. “Someone get him. Don’t let him get away.”


  “He’s on the menu,” Wyatt assured him. “Don’t you worry ’bout that. Right now, we need to get you two outta here.”


  Jan knelt behind the chairs. Wyatt saw him bend his head to the chains and heard him breathing heavily. A moment later, the shifter snapped the frozen links on Joseph’s restraints, then Sam’s.


  “Don’t worry about us,” Joseph said to Wyatt as he stood. “Go after Erik!”


  “You got this?” he asked Gus.


  “I got it. We’ll get them to the boat. You go.”


  Wyatt handed him his gun and climbed through the window. Outside, he narrowed his eyes to adjust his night vision. It only took him a second to pick up movement as he spotted Erik climbing over the fence on the far side of a yard two houses down.


  “Gotcha now, you fucker,” he muttered as he climbed and gave chase.


   


  * * * *


   


  Sean heard the gunshots echo over the water and knew it was only a matter of minutes before someone called the sheriff’s office and then the key would be swarming with deputies. He cranked the engine and headed as fast as he dared down the darkened canal.


  He rounded the corner and shifted into neutral, then briefly into reverse to stop his forward momentum. His dad and Joseph, followed by a naked Gus, were heading toward the seawall.


  Emery shifted and stood. “Where’s Wyatt?”


  “He went after Erik,” Gus told him. “I sent Rick and Jan off already. They needed to go before they’re spotted.” He waded into the water after Sam and Joseph.


  Sean grabbed Joseph’s hand and hauled him over the side into the boat while Gus boosted him. Then his dad. He wanted to hug both of them and knew there was no time for warm and fuzzy greetings.


  Gus handed two guns to Sean. “I’ll go after them. Emery, you get in the boat.” He took off running.


  Emery looked torn. Sean waved him off. “No, go help Wyatt. Take a chunk out of that fucker for me. I got this. I’ll get them back to the house and have someone wait for you guys at the marina to pick you up.”


  “Thanks, babe.” Emery went bolting up the yard in the direction Gus had gone.


  As Sean got the engines shifted into gear again and turned them around, he wondered how the 911 dispatchers would react to a number of reports of buff, naked men running around the neighborhood.


  In addition to whatever condition they found the other bodies.


  It wouldn’t be the most low-profile operation to ever happen but it couldn’t be tied back to the shifters. Also, given Esparza’s reputation, hopefully it would be attributed to his drug activities and chalked up to a gang dispute.


  As they sped down the canal into the night, Sean felt his dad pat him on the shoulder. “You all right, son?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. How about you?”


  “Been better, but I can’t complain.” He looked around. “You’d better not have scratched my boat. I don’t remember giving you permission to take it out. What’s wrong with your boat?”


  Joseph burst out laughing behind them.


  Sean grinned. His dad had to be all right if he could bust his balls like that. “Love you, too, Dad. Great to have you back.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


   


  When Sean walked into the house with the two men, both Louise and Helen gave out happy shouts and ran to embrace their men.


  Callie, who’d stopped by to check on things, watched, head cocked and a smile on her face. “See? I love it when a plan comes together.” She tapped her fist against her chest. “Gets me right here, every time.”


  Helen broke down sobbing as Sam held her. “It’s okay,” he softly said. “I’m all right. Everything’s fine now.”


  Sean walked over and hugged Callie. “Thank you. All four of you. Whatever you are.”


  “Everything turn out all right, I take it?”


  “Sort of. Gus, Wyatt, and Emery are still out after Erik.”


  “I should be out there with them,” Joseph said.


  “Oh, no you don’t, Joseph Nadel,” Louise told him. “Your ass is staying right here with me. You’ve had enough fun for one lifetime, much less one night.”


  Lina, Rick, and Jan returned a few minutes later. “Cops are already swarming all over the key,” Jan said. “We saw them heading out there as we were driving back. I suggest getting everyone out of there before they put up roadblocks.”


  Sean called Denby’s cell and left a message for him.


  Beyond that…all they could do was wait to hear back from Emery, Gus, and Wyatt.


   


  * * * *


   


  Emery caught sight of Wyatt and finally managed to close the distance between them. “Which way?” he softly asked.


  Wyatt shook his head and held up a hand for silence. About twenty yards ahead of them, they heard a splash.


  Wyatt let out a loud whistle, returned seconds later by Gus somewhere behind them. Then he shifted and dove into the canal.


  Emery dove in, too, shifting before he even hit the water and wasting no time following Wyatt.


  He knew he could outswim Wyatt and pulled ahead as he heard Gus splash into the water behind them.


  Letting out an echolocation blast, he located Erik ahead of them.


  There was no way the fucker would escape him this time. And nothing would save his life when Emery finally caught him.


  He’d finish this fucking bullshit once and for all.


  He poured on speed, slowly gaining as he followed Erik into Lemon Bay. If they reached open water, he’d lose Gus and Wyatt as backup.


  But if he had his way, Erik wouldn’t reach the Gulf.


  Not alive, anyway.


  They hit the deeper Intracoastal channel, and then Erik did something Emery didn’t understand. He headed north, toward the Tom Adams Bridge, instead of south, the fastest way to open water. Only as Emery closed in did he realize what Erik intended to do. There were two publicly accessible spits of land on either side of the bridge, where people fished. And even through the water he could already hear the sirens as law enforcement converged on the island.


  Shit.


  If Erik made it to land and beached himself, that meant Emery couldn’t get him if Erik could attract law enforcement attention.


  The same trick he’d pulled the last time to escape them.


  But there was nothing to stop Wyatt and Gus at that point. Alligators had the tactical advantage of being able to move, shifted, over land or through water.


  He knew Gus and Wyatt were still behind him and on the trail. He tried to keep up with Erik, who dodged between the bridge’s pilings to try to hide from him.


  Emery took a precious moment to shift and catch a glimpse of one of the fishing areas.


  Deserted.


  Grinning, Emery looked behind him to see Gus and Wyatt gaining. He pointed in Erik’s general direction and shifted back, happy to see both alligators changing course to head the way he’d indicated.


  No fucking way would Erik escape them this time.


  Emery heard a couple of boats in the distance, but was so focused on not losing Erik that he didn’t realize one of them was a marine patrol boat moving up on plane in the no-wake area, lights going, heading for the center of the bridge span.


  Emery dove at the last second, catching a glancing blow from the hull off his side, which knocked the wind out of him. Gus turned and came back to check on him while Wyatt kept going.


  “Don’t lose him!” Emery gasped after he shifted back. “I’m okay. Go!”


  Gus shifted into human form. “You sure?”


  “Just go. Whatever you do, don’t lose the fucker.”


  Gus shifted back and raced away. Emery also shifted and, keeping closer to the bottom and using his echolocation, tried to find Wyatt and Erik.


  Nothing.


  Gus couldn’t find them, either.


  Emery thought at first maybe Wyatt had caught up with the dolphin and taken him in a death roll under the bridge, but neither he nor Gus could find any sign of either shifter, or the remains of an attack.


  After searching back and forth under the bridge and among the pilings, and the waters on either side of the bridge for nearly an hour, Gus and Emery got back together under the bridge and shifted into human form to talk. “Nothing?” Emery asked him.


  If he’d lost Erik again after all of this, he’d never forgive himself.


  Gus shook his head. “Let’s wait on Wyatt.” They shifted back and settled in to wait.


  They waited.


  And waited.


   


  * * * *


   


  Wyatt didn’t bother slowing down to check on Emery. Gus was closer and could see to him. He knew he couldn’t lose sight of Erik and risk the fucker getting away yet again.


  He’d never forgive himself if that happened.


  When he realized Erik had given up on his obvious original plan to beach himself, Wyatt dipped low into the channel and used the changing tide to his advantage to follow the dolphin shifter. He thought Erik would try to break for open water, but the asshole surprised Wyatt when he saw Erik breach for a breath, and then head toward one of the condo buildings on the key where they had a large docking complex.


  The current was now sweeping to the south, faster along the bottom of the channel, and allowed Wyatt to catch up to the dolphin shifter. He ignored a couple of smaller bio bull sharks he passed, knowing from experience they weren’t interested in him.


  Erik was too panicked to notice Wyatt sneaking up behind him. As the dolphin shifted back to human form and reached up to pull himself out of the water onto a dock, Wyatt lunged, grabbing the man by the lower right leg and dragging him into the water.


  Erik’s scream was cut short by his plunge back into the water as Wyatt turned, intent on towing him out to the deeper channel and holding him there until he drowned. Blood filled the murky water, further clouded by the struggle stirring up the bottom of the shallows.


  Erik pounded on Wyatt’s head with his fists, ineffectual against his tough, armor-like hide.


  No, you don’t, boy. Wyatt continued his progress toward deeper water. Not this time. Wyatt was unable to shake the memory of the two dolphin shifters Erik had killed, or some of the mental images Marisela had shown him of what her brother had allowed to happen to her.


  Any man who would hook up with an asshole like Hector Esparza was scum. Factoring in Erik’s crimes only cemented the dolphin’s death sentence.


  Erik thrashed against Wyatt, the scent of blood thick in the water. The gator knew he could easily outlast the dolphin shifter in terms of breath-holding skills. Especially when he’d caught Erik by surprise and the man was still in human form.


  Wyatt was almost to the deeper channel when something solid broadsided him hard, stunning him. Startled, he clamped down harder on Erik’s leg, his teeth crushing and ripping the appendage free from the shifter.


  Erik immediately shifted into dolphin form and spun away from Wyatt, who lost sight of him in the dark, turbid water. As he turned, still dazed by the blow, he caught a glimpse of one of the two bull sharks and realized the bio-predators had come in, drawn by all the blood, and took a shot at him.


  Dammit! He swallowed the leg and, after rising to the surface for a breath, headed in the direction Erik and his two new pursuers had gone.


  By the time he reached where the channel led into the open waters of the Gulf, there were no signs of Erik or the sharks. He spent some time looking in both directions, and eventually gave up after finding no sign of either.


  Son of a bitch. He didn’t want to give up searching, but knew at that time it’d be hopeless. From the size of the chunk of Erik’s leg now residing in his belly, he suspected the shifter wouldn’t last long. Especially with two bio-bull sharks on his tail.


   


  * * * *


   


  Finally, after another hour, just when Emery thought they’d have to head back to Thatcher’s without Wyatt, and hoping it didn’t mean Erik had gotten the jump on his friend, Gus shifted into human form and let out a whoop.


  “There he is.”


  In the distance, to the south and from the direction of the Gulf access, an alligator slowly swam toward them, his ridged, armored back visible in the water under the light of the nearly full moon.


  Emery shifted back, too. Together, they sat in the shadowed shallows under the bridge and waited.


  Wyatt drew close, apparently none the worse for wear.


  “Well?” Emery asked, almost dreading the answer. “Did you get him?”


  The toothy expression seemed to be a grin. Then Wyatt started convulsing, his sides heaving.


  “Wyatt? Are you all right?”


  After a few moments, the alligator threw up a right foot and lower portion of a leg, bitten off about halfway down the calf.


  Wyatt shifted into his human form and spit in the water, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Sure, I just fine. But if he even survives that, which I doubt he will by the way he was bleeding, he’s going to be awfully slow to get around now. If I’m not mistaken, even shifting won’t put something back on what’s been bit clean off. Last I saw him, there were a couple of bio bull sharks sniffin’ after him and all that blood in the water. I doubt he got very far after that. Unfortunately, I lost them in open water.”


  He rinsed his mouth out with salt water. “Damn, that boy tastes nasty. Glad to get that out of my craw.”


  Emery tackled him with a hug that drove both men back into the water. “Oh my god, I love you, dude!”


  Wyatt laughed. “Okay, I love you, too, Flipper. Now get your naked, silly self off of me, and let’s get our asses out of here and get some food. I got me a mate to properly introduce myself to.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


   


  It was a beautiful evening. The cookout earlier had been a fantastic success, with kids having fun getting to know each other, adults catching up, and the immediate Nadel clan and friends breathing a sigh of relief that Joseph and Sam were safe, Marisela was now Wyatt’s mate, and that her brother and most of his henchmen were dead. The remaining one had escaped in the confusion, but everyone suspected he’d likely be more worried about getting away than getting revenge.


  The only cipher remaining was Erik. While many assumed he’d probably died, based on Wyatt’s report, Sean wasn’t so sure. He knew Emery wouldn’t disagree with him in private, no matter what his public statement on the matter.


  Erik was a slippery fuck. Until Sean saw his body with his own eyes, he wouldn’t believe he was dead. They were keeping a close eye on all the marine mammal rescue facilities, but none had reported taking in a dolphin with a partially bitten-off tail fluke.


  Sean did believe, however, that even Erik wasn’t stupid enough to try to take on the numbers in the superpod without backup. Considering his backup was dead, and Erik himself severely wounded, Sean knew he could relax.


  For a while, at least.


  Not to mention having the sharks as their own backup for the swims was an ironic comfort. Emery had assured Sean they couldn’t understand what the dolphins said while shifted, and in human form, the few people who knew what had happened were sworn to secrecy to not discuss the events of the kidnapping while the sharks were around.


  Now, with the sun dropping quickly toward the western horizon, peaches and purples filling the skies, everyone had made their way toward the designated area. Joseph had forbade children and human mates to swim out, meaning a lot of people in boats all heading in the same direction.


  The predetermined excuse, should they attract the attention of marine patrol, was that they were a family reunion wanting to watch the sunset on the water as part of an old tradition.


  With nearly half of their contingency coming in from out of state, it wouldn’t be a hard alibi to sell.


  Once everyone had assembled in the water, Joseph and Louise stripped and dove in to join them. Wyatt, now manning the controls of Sean’s boat, nodded to him. “Go on in. I’ll be watchin’, don’t worry.”


  Emery stripped. “Come on, mate. Time for you to start your life in the limelight.”


  He dove in.


  Sean grabbed his mask and snorkel and, keeping his trunks on, jumped over the side.


  Emery surfaced in shifted form. “Ready?”


  Sean cleared his snorkel and wrapped his arms around Emery. “Ready.”


  They swam into the circle. Tonight would be a short swim, and a modest one in deference to all the kids present.


  Tomorrow night would be for the adults. While Emery had teased Sean about fucking him in front of everyone, Sean didn’t really think he’d do it.


  He hoped.


  Not that he’d ever been able to say no to Emery when the dolphin had it in his mind to get Sean to say yes when it came to sex.


  Emery was too sexy to say no to. Especially when Sean didn’t want to say no in the first place.


  They stopped next to a shifted Louise and Joseph in the center of the circle.


  Joseph let out a whistle and the group quieted.


  Emery translated for Sean.


  “Thank you, my podmates, for making this journey. This superpod wasn’t the easiest to carry off, as some of you know because of the events a few months ago. The success I owe in no small part to our new partnership with the great white shifters, as well as to the efforts of Sam Morita, the father of my son’s mate.”


  A chorus of whistles, clicks, and some cheers from the humans and unshifted children and younglings in boats carried across the water.


  “This is a momentous occasion. No one lives forever. A larger body, such as a pod, lives on through many generations. To ensure the safety and survival of a pod, it’s far better the Alpha pass responsibilities on to someone who can provide for the pod, rather than risk someone from the outside trying to rip the pod apart.


  “And tonight, I’m proud to pass on the responsibility for the Placida Pod to my son, Emery.”


  More cheering, dolphin style. After it quieted down, Joseph continued.


  “My son, and his mate, Sean, are already known to many of you. And considering the recent events, I believe that they have more than proven their abilities better than any words could convey.”


  Joseph swam over to Emery. Then he tipped his head to the side, touching his beak to the underside of Emery’s in a gentle gesture of deference.


  “Placida Pod, I present to you, the pod Alpha, Emery Reginald Nadel.”


  Sean blinked. “Your middle name is Reginald? You never told me that.”


  “Not now, Sean,” he said.


  “How the hell could you keep that from me?”


  “For this exact reason. Not now, please.”


  “Oh, I’m so busting your balls for this later,” Sean promised.


  Reginald?


  After everything they’d just survived, that was just frakking hysterical.


  Sean held his hand out and Joseph touched his beak to Sean’s palm.


  Louise, while not privy to Sean and Emery’s mate-bond discussion, had a mother’s intuition. She repeated the same gesture Joseph did to Emery, then winked at Sean before chattering at Emery.


  He heard Emery silently groan.


  Louise touched Sean’s palm. “What’d she say?”


  “She told me it served me right for you busting my balls for keeping that from you.”


  “Ya think?”


  The rest of the group in the water fell into a rough sort of line, quickly following suit with Emery and Sean, only also passing Joseph and Louise and showing their deference to the outgoing Alpha and his mate as well.


  It took thirty minutes for the entire group of shifters to pay their respects. The members in the boats were then given a pass to all stand and bow their heads. Most of them had already introduced themselves to Emery and Sean at the cookout.


  While the threat was reasonably over, no one would take any unnecessary chances with the youngsters and human mates.


  As darkness completely cloaked the water, a gorgeous full moon rising above them, Joseph closed the ceremony and everyone either returned to the boats they’d come in on, or swam out.


  There were check-in sheets to be filled immediately upon returning, with representatives comparing the swim outs and boating manifests to ensure no one had gone missing.


  Another idea of Sam’s that Joseph had wholeheartedly embraced.


  By midnight, everyone was accounted for, much to Sean and Emery’s relief, and they headed for home. Sean wondered if Emery would be too tired to do anything, but after a shower, he proved him wrong.


  Emery cupped the nape of Sean’s neck and pulled him hard against him. He crushed Sean’s lips in a breathless, bruising kiss.


  “Get your fucking ass up on that bed, babe.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Emery knew that kiss had turned Sean’s spine to jelly when his mate whispered, “How you want me?”


  “Hand and knees with that sweet ass in the air.” He dragged Sean back in for another kiss. “Gonna fuck it like I own it, because I do,” he rumbled.


  Sean leapt for the bed, landing there with his delicious ass wiggling at Emery.


  Emery grinned. He leaned in, hooked his right arm around Sean’s waist, and bent his head to Sean’s left ass cheek. He bit down, hard, enough to make Sean cry out, but he held on tighter.


  “Hold still,” he thought to him. “I’m gonna mark what’s mine.”


  Sean dropped his shoulders and head down onto the mattress as a moan rolled through him.


  After a few minutes of biting and sucking, Emery inspected his work. Yep, a dark purple mark remained behind and would probably be visible for days. He slapped it, hard, with his left hand. “Mine,” he said.


  He switched arms, holding him tight while he repeated it on Sean’s right ass cheek. Sean cried out, fisting the sheets as he tried to hump the air while Emery took his time making sure his teeth and mouth drew a bruising reminder of his claim on his mate. After inspecting it, he delivered another stinging smack to it. “Mine,” he repeated.


  Then he spread Sean’s ass cheeks and speared his rim with his tongue. “Mine,” he whispered before piercing him again with his tongue.


  Sean moaned, trying once again to fuck himself deeper onto Emery’s tongue. Emery reached around Sean’s thighs and held him still as he rimmed him, fucking his tongue as deep into his ass as he could before withdrawing it. He licked down his taint to his balls, mouthing one, then the other, back and forth.


  Hot strings of pre-cum dripped from Sean’s cock onto Emery’s hands as he tormented him. His own cock wanted immediate relief, but he refused to rush.


  He wouldn’t hold back. Sean wanted to know what it was like when an Alpha bull didn’t hold back?


  He was going to find out.


  “You wanted this, babe,” he told him through their mate-bond. “You’re going to get it. You’re going to get your Alpha bull’s cock up your ass in a way you’ve never felt it before. And tomorrow for the final meet-up, you’re going to swim with me, naked, so everyone can see every single mark I leave on you tonight.”


  Sean loudly moaned, writhing in pleasure beneath him.


  If they were both dolphins, he would have fucked him like this in front of the entire superpod tonight, marking what was his the way their kind did.


  That was his only concession to the usual process. Well, that, and not fucking him totally shifted.


  But he thought he might be able to try a partial shift like this, if he could control himself enough to do it.


  Otherwise Sean might find himself impaled on a dolphin’s cock in the middle of their bed.


  He smiled at that thought.


  Isn’t the worst thing in the world that can happen.


  He sat up and slapped Sean’s ass again. “Don’t you dare move.” He grabbed a towel from the bathroom, and the largest butt plug and lube from the bedside table. Taking his time, he worked a generous amount into Sean’s ass. One, two, then three fingers, which made Sean loudly moan.


  “Oh, that’s nothing,” Emery playfully warned him. “You just wait. You’re moaning now, you ain’t felt nothing. I’m going to have you screaming my name, babe.” He scissored his fingers inside Sean’s tight channel until he was satisfied he could take the butt plug. Then he slathered lube on that and started working it into his ass. It wasn’t quite as large as his cock would be, but it would stretch Sean out enough so that he wouldn’t hurt him once he got going.


  “Fuck!” Sean gasped. “What is that?”


  “A surprise. The first one tonight.” He slapped his ass again. “Beg me for it.”


  “Please put it in my ass!”


  He grinned, feeling warmth flood his body. More than any other time making love with Sean, even the very first time when they became mates forever.


  Ownership. Owning Sean, heart, body, mind, and soul, the way he knew Sean owned him.


  He slowly fucked the butt plug in and out of Sean’s ass. Sean kept his head down, flexing his hips in time with Emery’s hand until he gasped as the widest part of the plug slid home. His ass sucked it in, seating it all the way inside him, only the flared base visible.


  Emery pressed against the base, rhythmically, knowing what it was doing to his lover. “Like that?”


  “Yeah! Oh my god, it’s huge.”


  “Don’t you dare fucking come until I tell you to.” He wiped his hands on the towel and once again started biting Sean’s ass, down the backs of his thighs, up his spine, down his upper arms, across his shoulders. When he reached under Sean, a stream of pre-cum immediately filled his palm.


  “You are a horny mate.” He grabbed Sean’s hair and pulled his head up, holding his palm in front of Sean’s mouth. “Lick it clean.”


  Now deep in a sexual haze, Sean did, his tongue swiping across Emery’s palm and making his cock twitch.


  Then Emery reached back to the butt plug and played with it again, tugging on it just enough to make Sean gasp but not to unseat it, and pushing on it to thrust it as deeply as it would go.


  Desperate, whimpering noises rose from Sean, all while he wiggled his ass and tried to hump back against Emery’s hand.


  He straddled Sean and pulled his head back again, this time with a palm across his forehead.


  “Mine,” he whispered in Sean’s ear before biting down, hard, on the side of his neck, harder than the others, almost to the point of drawing blood. He sucked and bit, chewing on him, checking his work until he was at last satisfied with the deep purple mark he’d raised there.


  “You ready for me, baby? You ready to take your Alpha bull’s cock?”


  “Yes! Please!”


  Emery pushed him back down onto the bed and carefully removed the butt plug. Lathering himself with lube, his human-sized cock easily slid into Sean’s ass.


  He stretched out on top of him again, lacing his fingers through Sean’s. “Hold still,” he warned, squeezing his hands.


  He waited until Sean did, in fact, hold still, before he tried it. Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, he focused on his shift. Not the playful fucking they normally did where his cock would simply pulse in Sean’s ass, but a partial shift.


  Below him, Sean moaned as he felt Emery’s cock expanding in his ass.


  “Hold…still,” Emery whispered through clenched jaws.


  He almost lost it, afraid he’d tipped too far the other way into a full shift, then recovered it.


  Beneath him, Sean’s body trembled, vibrating. “That’s it, baby,” he whispered. “Just take your Alpha’s cock.”


   


  * * * *


   


  Sean had already sunk so deep into an erotic bliss the likes of which he’d never felt before, even with Emery, that he didn’t understand what was happening at first. Yes, sometimes during sex, especially in the pool or out on open water, Emery’s cock seemed to get bigger, not a lot, just enough to take his breath away.


  This…


  He struggled to hold back the moan, suddenly understanding what Emery was doing, realizing his mate was doing his best to hold back his full shift.


  But…


  Holy fuck!


  It stretched him, full, fuller, a burning pinch developing as Emery finally accomplished it.


  “Work your hips, babe. Loosen up that ass on me.”


  Another whimper escaped Sean’s lips as he tried to do just that, no small feat with Emery’s weight pinning him to the mattress. But he managed a little, the immediate pleasure he felt as his cock rubbed against the sheets and his belly overriding the burning pinch in his ass until in a moment, he was humping as hard and fast as he could in his limited way.


  “Okay, stop.” Emery squeezed his hands again.


  Reluctantly, Sean fell still.


  Emery pushed himself up. He hooked an arm around Sean’s waist and pulled him back onto his knees again.


  “I wasn’t sure if I could do it and hold back my full shift,” Emery rumbled as he slowly withdrew a little. “But I did it. So get used to it, babe.” He pressed forward again. Sean wanted to grab his cock and pound away at it. “You’re mated to the pod’s Alpha, now. Tomorrow, we’re going to go to the closing swim and everyone’s going to know you’ve been well and truly claimed by me. No one’s going to fuck with my mate.”


  He leaned forward and clamped his teeth onto Sean’s shoulder again. The pain blossomed into pleasure as the signal shot through his nervous system into his cock.


  “Please make me come!” Sean begged, almost in tears from the overwhelming pleasure.


  Had he thought he’d felt bliss before?


  Fuck that, this was like Emery had found the direct line to the pleasure center of his brain and lit the circuit up with an atom bomb.


  “I will. When I’m ready.”


  Emery made Sean go down onto his hands and knees again as he slowly fucked him, until no more pinching burn remained and every stroke left Sean trembling with pleasure. He knew all he could do was lie there and take it.


  And he couldn’t imagine a place he’d rather be.


  It felt like Emery’s cock had grown larger than a fist inside his ass, way bigger than anything he thought he could possibly take and not rip him apart.


  This…this was all pleasure. Every bit of it.


  Then Emery pulled him up onto his knees again, Sean’s back pressed against his chest. He cupped one hand around Sean’s throat, not choking, but possessively.


  The other he wrapped around Sean’s cock.


  Emery jerked his hips and pressed his mouth against Sean’s ear. “Come, mate. Come for your Alpha.”


  Sean couldn’t have disobeyed if he’d wanted to. It felt like his balls would turn themselves inside out as Emery started fucking his ass at the same time he stroked his cock. He felt grateful for Emery holding him, because every last bit of strength escaped him. Body trembling, all he could do was come and be fucked, Emery’s hand now slicking his own juices up and down his cock, squeezing and milking him.


  “Come again.”


  He was going to say no, he couldn’t, he’d just emptied himself, when he felt his balls twitch. His cock had started to soften, but grew hard in Emery’s hand.


  He didn’t question it. He gave himself over to his mate fully, completely.


  “That’s it, mate,” Emery said, his voice liquid fire in his ear. “Get hard again and come for me.”


  Sean threw his head back and let out a howl. Pleasure so hot and searing he wasn’t sure he’d survive it flowed through his body. It felt like they’d been engulfed by a supernova. Whatever shifter juju was taking place seemed to obey Emery’s Alpha command.


  Emery continued milking Sean’s cock with his hand even as his hips slammed into Sean’s ass. More spurts of hot cum filled Emery’s palm, less than the time before but the orgasm even more powerful.


  Emery chuckled in his ear. “Oh, you don’t think you’re done yet, do you?” He nipped Sean’s earlobe. “You’re going to obey your Alpha when he gives you a direct order, aren’t you?”


  Sean felt like his voice came from a long tunnel, not out of his own lungs as he whispered, “Yes.”


  “Come!” Emery barked in his ear.


  He hoped Emery could support him, because he had no strength left. His whole body convulsed, pleasure dragging another orgasm deep from his core even as his cock obeyed.


  No cum this time, but the climax made him cry out, going completely limp in Emery’s arms.


  He gently lowered Sean to the bed and began fucking him, hard and fast as echoes of the last climax still pinballed through Sean’s body.


  “Get ready, mate.” Emery’s fingers dug into Sean’s hips. He didn’t even feel that as a warm flood filled his ass, pulling another moan from him. It felt like Emery’s cock swelled a little more before finally beginning to recede. He didn’t pull out, but propped himself up on his arms. All the while, he trailed gentle kisses down Sean’s spine.


  “My mate,” he whispered. “My gorgeous, sexy mate. All mine.”


  “Dude,” he mumbled, “I can’t survive you doing that every time we fuck. Seriously. That was great, but we need to reserve that for special occasions.”


  Emery roared with laughter. “This is a special occasion.” He twitched his cock inside Sean’s ass. “I wasn’t sure I could pull it off without fully shifting.” He kissed another sweet line down his back. “But believe me, you’re going to get this at least once a month, after our full-moon swims.”


  Sean shivered, from anticipation as well as a little anxiety. “Ho, boy.”


  After a few minutes, Emery pulled out, quickly wadding up the towel and packing it between Sean’s legs. “I’ll go clean up. You stay here.”


  Sean tried to lift a hand, but it fell limply back to the bed. “Whatever,” he mumbled.


  Moving was the last thing on his mind.


  He wasn’t sure he could have moved if his life depended on it.


  Holy…fuck!


  He wasn’t sure what had just happened, because nothing like it had ever happened to him before. It was like he’d completely lost all control of his body to Emery’s commands.


  He shivered again, in anticipation this time. Anticipation of the next time.


  Another reason not to do it too often, it would quickly become extremely addictive.


  He heard water running in the bathroom as Emery cleaned up. The next thing he knew, Emery was gently shaking his shoulder. “Come on, babe. I’ll help you.”


  “Huh? I just want to sleep.”


  “I know. We’ll go to sleep in a minute. Let’s get you cleaned up.”


  Sean didn’t even bother opening his eyes. He let Emery help him out of bed. When the towel fell onto the floor, Sean felt warm fluid running down his legs.


  That was enough to wake him up.


  Once he ensured he wasn’t bleeding, he relaxed. “Holy crap, did you pee in me or something?”


  “No, but things…scaled up a little.”


  “Dude, please don’t ask me to go down on you when you do that. You’d freaking drown me.”


  Emery laughed as he got him into the bathroom and started the shower. Once the water warmed up, he helped Sean in and handed him a washcloth.


  Sean didn’t want to wake up, wanted to just drift back to sleep. He felt deliciously worn out in the best way possible. Like he’d run a marathon while getting a pleasure IV mainlined into his head.


  “Babe, you’re falling asleep again.”


  Sean opened his eyes to find Emery smiling in at him. Somehow, he’d been leaning against the wall.


  “Am I done?”


  “I don’t know. Are you?”


  Sean shrugged.


  Emery stepped in with him and took the washcloth. “I’ll help.”


  “Okay.” He closed his eyes again. “You do that, Alpha dude.”


  Next thing Sean knew, he was dry and being shepherded back to bed. As he crashed into sleep, he was aware of Emery settling in next to him and kissing him good-night.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


   


  Sean awoke late the next morning alone in bed, ass pleasantly sore, and his body aching in various places. The house smelled deliciously like coffee and cinnamon rolls.


  Stumbling out of bed, he headed to the bathroom to pee. As he stood there, still not quite awake, he caught a glimpse of himself in the vanity mirror.


  That sight woke him up. “Holy shit.” Emery had left hickeys all over him, including a big one on the side of his neck.


  He finished and went to wash his hands, turning so he could see his ass.


  Yep, a huge hickey on each cheek.


  The night before tumbled back into his brain with crystal clarity, stiffening his cock as he remembered how Emery had partially shifted.


  Yowza.


  Nothing had ever felt like that. He hadn’t thought it possible to feel pleasure that intense, much less survive it. Toward the end, it was like he had no control over his body whatsoever.


  Emery walked in, naked and carrying a mug of coffee in his hand. “Ah, you are awake.” He handed the mug to Sean and leaned in for a kiss. “Pleasant dreams?”


  “Dude, I look like I lost a battle with an octopus.”


  Emery grinned and studied him, examining his handiwork. “I told you, I mark what’s mine.”


  Sean reached up and grabbed Emery’s nipple piercing and pulled him close with it. “Yeah, well, you just remember who owns your ass, Alpha man.”


  Emery’s eyelids fluttered as his cock hardened.


  Sean grinned. “Nice to see you aren’t immune.”


  “To you? Never.”


  Sean grabbed Emery’s lower lip in his teeth and gently tugged. “Then get yourself back in bed, ass in the air and ready for me.” He let go of Emery’s nipple ring.


  The dolphin shifter looked like a blur of horny intent as he snagged a towel, whirled around, and raced for the bedroom.


  Sean looked down at his cock. “He’s so cute when he gets like that, isn’t he?”


  He followed Emery into the bedroom, pleased to see he was already on his hands and knees and had gotten the lube out.


  Sean set his coffee down and knelt between his legs. “Hard and fast, buddy. We have a lot of stuff to do today.”


  Emery wiggled his hips at him in response.


  After delivering a stinging slap to Emery’s ass, Sean grabbed the lube. “Yeah, you wiggle that ass. Lucky for you I just want to fuck it, not give you a little payback for last night.”


  He slicked his cock before working lube into Emery’s rim with one, then two fingers. As he pressed the head of his cock against his lover’s ass, he said, “Fuck yourself back onto me.”


  Emery softly moaned as he did just that, rocking back and forth. Slowly at first, then gaining momentum until before long, Sean was holding onto Emery’s hips while his lover slammed himself hard and deep onto Sean’s cock.


  The smell of Emery’s cock leaking pre-cum filled the room, the sound of their flesh slapping together music to Sean’s ears.


  “That’s it, baby. You love my cock, don’t you?”


  “Yeah,” Emery gasped.


  Sean fought the urge to laugh out loud. He loved this, how they could effortlessly switch roles back and forth in bed. His big bad Alpha bull was now a horny slut in heat.


  “Don’t you dare touch your cock until I tell you to,” Sean warned. He fell on top of Emery, pinning him to the bed.


  Okay, maybe a little payback.


  He grabbed a fistful of Emery’s hair and pulled his head to the side. “Time for me to do a little marking, buddy.” He made sure to do it low enough on his shoulder a shirt would hide the mark, but bit down, hard, until Emery squirmed and cried out. Then Sean started sucking, rocking his hips enough to keep Emery focused more on that than what he was doing to his shoulder.


  When he looked, Emery had a mark that would match his own.


  He sat up, pulling Emery up on his hands and knees again. “Gonna ride my dolphin,” he grunted as he tried to hold back. His balls slapped against Emery’s ass at the bottom of every thrust. He fucked him hard and fast, deep, Emery’s tight channel spasming around his cock with every stroke.


  “Okay,” Sean gasped. “Beat your cock, buddy. You don’t come with me, you don’t come until tomorrow.”


  Emery whined but grabbed his cock, his right arm a sudden flurry of movement. Sean quit holding back, his balls tensing, preparing to shoot a load of his cum deep into Emery’s ass.


  “Hurry,” Sean warned him. “I’m gonna blow.”


  Then Sean felt it, the way Emery’s ass began milking Sean’s cock. His lover let out a sharp cry as he came.


  Sean wanted to shoot, then had a thought. Barely, he held back.


  “Come again!” he ordered, not really thinking it would work.


  Emery’s back arched. Sean wasn’t sure if Emery’s cry was out of surprise or pleasure, but once again he felt Emery’s muscles contracting around him.


  The shock of that was enough to allow Sean time to hold back even more. “Wow.” He slowed his strokes and gave Emery a moment to catch his breath. “I didn’t say you could stop stroking your cock. You keep stroking it until I say stop.”


  Emery’s hand started moving again.


  Sean grinned. It was hard to muster a deep, commanding tone through his amusement, but he managed it. “Come now!” he ordered.


  Emery threw his head back. A howl worthy of any wolf echoed through their bedroom as, once again, Sean felt his lover coming. He suspected it was all sensation and no ejaculation, but he didn’t care.


  It was fucking hot.


  Once he felt Emery had worked his way through that one, he said, “Okay, you can stop.”


  Emery’s shoulders collapsed to the bed. Sean picked up his pace, now allowing his balls to finish what he’d interrupted. With several hard, deep, jabbing thrusts, he buried his cock deep in his lover’s ass as he filled him with his juices.


  He collapsed on top of Emery, winded and wondering.


  When he could finally talk, Sean asked, “Did you know that could happen?”


  Emery weakly shook his head.


  “Why did that happen?”


  Sean thought Emery might have shrugged his shoulders. That was what it felt like beneath him, but he wasn’t sure.


  He managed to peel himself off Emery and stumble into the bathroom to clean up. When he returned, Emery had flopped over onto his back and was staring into space.


  “You okay?” He grabbed his coffee and took a sip.


  Emery nodded before his grey gaze finally settled on Sean. “Holy fuck,” he whispered.


  “Yeah.” He waggled his eyebrows at Emery. “That was pretty much my reaction last night.”


  With some effort, Emery pushed himself up into a sitting position and crooked a finger at Sean. He leaned in for a long, sweet kiss.


  “Babe,” Emery said, “you have no idea how much I love you.”


  “I have a clue. And I love you, too.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


   


  That afternoon was another cookout for everyone. They’d reserved a picnic shelter again, but at a different county park. Today, Sean knew he could fully enjoy the festivities since the night before had been uneventful.


  Well, uneventful regarding anyone disrupting the swim.


  Even his mom looked happy as she helped wrangle kids.


  Grandkids, huh? He glanced across the shelter, where Emery was talking to someone. Emery caught his gaze and sent him a playful wink that threatened to stand Sean’s cock out in his shorts.


  He felt his face heat in a good way and turned to watch a volleyball game in progress.


  Sure he’d thought about kids, but hadn’t really given it much thought. Before Emery, he’d been too busy with work and being alone to even think about kids.


  Then when he and Emery first got together, all the bullshit with Erik hit, and then they were too busy…well, getting busy with each other.


  Olivia and Brad sat at one of the tables under the shelter. With the twins due in February, she was already showing. They were talking with another couple, the woman looking so pregnant it appeared she might pop any second.


  As he glanced around, he realized there were quite a few obviously pregnant women.


  I wonder how many of those babies were conceived in the water during group swims.


  If he had to guess, he’d bet quite a few of them.


  A melancholy curtain settled over him. No, despite Emery’s joke, he didn’t want to be pregnant. And he wouldn’t give Emery up for anything. It was a little sad in the grand scheme of things that, in this one way, they were effectively shut out.


  Sure, they could find a surrogate, use modern science to their advantage, but that might provide a few unintended complications if they weren’t careful and some doctor got too damn nosy.


  And there was adoption, the most likely way. Plenty of kids needing good homes. No, they wouldn’t be able to swim and shift like other kids in the pod born to full shifter parents, but then again, there were half-shifter kids who couldn’t do that, anyway. Even a few full shifter kids who couldn’t shift.


  Not right now. They were both still young. Plenty of time to think about that. He wanted Emery alone for a while. Wanted to get their new house completed and move in and enjoy it.


  Christen it properly.


  He smiled at that thought.


  Emery walked over and hugged him. “What are you over here thinking so hard about?”


  He rested his head on Emery’s shoulder. “What my mom said.”


  “Which thing?”


  “About her wanting grandkids.”


  Right now, Helen was showing a couple of barely walking toddlers the joys of blowing soap bubbles.


  “She really loves kids, doesn’t she?”


  “I guess so. I never really noticed it before, being an only child. I thought she was just a stereotypical clingy Jewish mom. Well, once I knew about her being Jewish. We always had a Christmas tree, so I never suspected anything growing up. In retrospect it makes sense.”


  “We can talk about it. I’m not in a hurry.”


  “Neither am I.” He looked up into Emery’s grey eyes. “You’re not really going to make me swim naked tonight, are you?”


  He laughed. “No, not if you don’t want to. And FYI, your marks are already fading.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Do you not remember your fast healing after the accident? A hickey’s nothing.”


  “Oh. True. And what is on tonight’s agenda?”


  “Well, tonight will be more playful, less structured. But we do have official business to conduct.”


  “What?”


  He tipped his head in the direction of Wyatt and Marisela. She was tucked neatly against his side, her arm around his waist, as they talked with Ambrose and Stephen. “Officially recognizing them and welcoming them to the pod. Might as well do it tonight instead of waiting for the full moon swim. I’d rather have the larger audience so word gets around, for their sake.”


  “I thought the dolphins liked Wyatt?”


  “They do. Marisela, however, might not get as warm a reception if she doesn’t have official sanction. I’m convinced she wasn’t a willing participant.”


  A hysterical thought struck Sean, making him giggle.


  “What?”


  He snorted. “What do you get when you cross an alligator with a dolphin?”


  Emery smiled. “I don’t know, but looking at the two of them together, I’m guessing it’s going to be beautiful, spirited, and probably love spicy food.”


  “No, seriously. What do we call it? An alliphin? A dolgator?”


  “We call it a baby, Sean.”


  He scrunched up his face. “That’s boring as hell.”


  “Oh, I’m sure once Wyatt lets his mother know her first grandchild is on the way, she’ll be beating feet to move here to Florida to be close by, and his life will be anything but boring.”


  “Do you think he’s told her about Marisela yet?”


  “Not if he’s smart.”


  “You don’t think she’ll welcome her with open arms?”


  “Oh, I think she’ll smother the two of them with atomic-bomb-sized hints to get busy in bed. The woman is not subtle. Wyatt’s the oldest, and the only one with a mate so far.”


  Christopher and his wife, Suzanne, made their way over. “Can we talk, Em?” he asked.


  “Sure. What’s up?”


  Christopher laced his fingers through Suzanne’s and dropped his voice after glancing around. “I know we should tell Mom and Dad first, but you’re the Alpha now and I don’t feel right not telling you first. Suzanne’s pregnant.”


  “Congratulations, you two.” He hugged his sister-in-law, then his brother. Sean followed suit. “When are you due?”


  “Middle of June.”


  “Right at the start of hurricane season,” Sean joked.


  Christopher laughed. “I already thought about that.”


  They walked over to where Joseph and Louise had just finished talking with some people. When Louise let out an ear-piercing squeal of joy and nearly tackled Suzanne with her hug, Sean knew the news had been broken.


  “She’s going to be a busy grandma,” Emery mumbled.


  Sean couldn’t help but pick out his mom again. She’d heard the squeal and was watching Louise with a melancholy look on her face as her friend put her hands on Suzanne’s still-flat belly.


  “Yeah,” Sean said. “Real busy.”


   


  * * * *


   


  The check-in process went even faster, with fewer people participating in the swim and the kinks worked out. This time, Sean joined Emery in the center of the circle, while Wyatt and Marisela were called in with them.


  While Emery was shifted, Sean could easily read his thoughts about what he said through their mate-bond and was sure Marisela was translating for Wyatt, who was also in human form, in much the same way.


  “As pod Alpha, I cannot begin to express my joy and pride that one of my first official duties is to be able to welcome my friend and adopted family, Wyatt Belaforte, and his mate, Marisela, into our pod.


  “Wyatt and I, as some of you already know, go back several years. Because of his bravery, three of us lived through an event that, had he not acted, could have meant our deaths years ago. And then his bravery recently, putting himself at risk to help our pod out in our time of need. He never had to do any of that. He’s an alligator shifter, and owed us no allegiance, except that of friendship. And because of the depths of his friendship, I’m proud to call him not just a friend, but a brother in spirit. Even more, I’m glad I can now officially call him, and Marisela, podmates.


  “By official decree, as Placida Pod Alpha, I hereby claim these two as full members of our pod. By the oceans of the Goddess, I declare them one of us, and we stand united with them as a pod.”


  Cheers, whistles, and clicks went up all around. Much as Joseph and Louise had done when Joseph welcomed Sean into the pod only months earlier, Emery dipped in the water so Sean could grab onto him. Followed first by his parents, then the other shifters, Emery led them swimming around the two clockwise, then counterclockwise. Then Emery swam in and touched Wyatt’s hand with his beak, then the top of Marisela’s beak. Sean settled for a high five with Wyatt, and then gently touched the top of Marisela’s beak with his hand.


  After the entire gathering had welcomed the two, Emery shifted into human form and tread water. “Time to swim!” he announced, and everyone broke into a flurry of excited activity.


  Emery’s parents joined them and shifted back as Wyatt and Marisela swam over. Marisela shifted, then gave Emery, Sean, Joseph, and Louise hugs.


  “Thank you so much,” she said with tears in her eyes and her voice choked with emotion. “I finally feel like I have a family again.”


  “You do,” Emery assured her. “You’re part of our family. You never have to worry again. And Goddess help anyone who tries to fuck with one of our family.”


  “True, dat,” Wyatt said, giving him a high five. “True dat.”


  It was nearly 3:00 a.m. by the time they returned home after ensuring all the attendants had returned safely to land. Sean thought Emery might want to take a rain check on the nookie, but apparently not.


  “Oh, I’m game for a romp.” He grinned. “Okay, I’ll admit, not one like we had last night, but I saved you a little energy.”


  He grabbed Sean and dragged him into the shower. “I know exactly what I want,” he said.


  Sean handed him a bottle of lube before he turned on the water. “Funny. I know exactly what I want.”


  “And what do you want?”


  He grinned. “I want your nice, thick cock plowed up my ass.”


  “Well, imagine that. I want to plow my nice, thick cock right up your ass. Perfect.” He wrapped his arms around Sean and kissed him, hard, nipping and sucking and grinding his hips against him.


  Sean responded, softly moaning, his cock pressing hard against Emery’s hip. “Perfect,” he said. His cock throbbed, chiming in with its opinion about also wanting some action. “Then I want to bend you over and plow your ass.”


  “Again, it’s like you read my mind.” He grinned as he slicked himself, slowly stroking, meeting Sean’s gaze as he teased him. “This.” He squeezed the shaft, just behind the head. “In you. Hard and fast and deep. You’re right, it’s a good thing I can’t get you pregnant. I enjoy having my cock inside you too much.”


  “No duh.” He turned around and bent over, spreading his legs and grabbing his ass cheeks. “Now fill me up, buttercup.” He moaned as Emery speared his tight ring of muscle with a lubed finger.


  “Right there,” Emery said, turning, probing, taking his time. Then he swiped his finger over Sean’s gland. “And there’s the sweet spot.”


  “Dude,” he gasped, “that’s so not fucking fair. Don’t make me come yet.”


  Emery pulled out his finger, added more lube, and then inserted two. He laid the lube on Sean’s back and held on to his hip. “They say mates settle down after a few months. Somehow, I think it’s going to take a while longer than that.”


  Sean only moaned in response. Emery scissored his fingers inside Sean’s tight channel, loosening him.


  “Just think, maybe I Alpha fuck you enough, I’ll be able to start fisting you.” He added a third finger and now started fucking Sean’s ass with his hand, hard and fast. “Just think of all the fun I could have that way.”


  “I’d buy a bunch of large butt plugs,” Sean muttered. “They make ones for fisting, you know. Then you could also feel the joys of it.”


  Emery paused, his fingers buried to the knuckles and tightly fisted by his muscles. “Now that’s not actually a bad idea. Fair’s fair, I guess.” He slowly twisted his fingers again until he found Sean’s gland. “I could be mean and just milk one right out of you now, couldn’t I?”


  “You could. But remember, payback’s a bitch and so am I.”


  He slowly removed his fingers and lightly slapped Sean’s ass. “And I love every bit of you.” He pressed the engorged head of his cock against Sean’s rim, pausing after it popped through the ring of muscle. “Oh, yeah, baby. And I love that sweet, deliciously tight ass.”


  Sean let go of his ass cheeks and braced himself against the wall. “It won’t stay tight if you pull that titanic cock on me too often.”


  Emery slowly worked himself deeper into Sean’s ass, an inch at a time, making gentle progress before withdrawing a little until Sean was finally bouncing back and fucking himself onto Emery’s cock.


  “Oh, yeah,” Emery whispered. “Just like that.”


  “Oh, my god, just shut up and fuck me.”


  “Really?” He grabbed Sean and, without pulling out, got him down on his hands and knees on the shower floor. “You want it, you got it.” He held onto his hips and did just that, fucked Sean hard and fast, his thighs slapping against Sean’s with each stroke.


  “Oh, fuck yeah! Just like that,” Sean said.


   


  * * * *


   


  Emery knew he couldn’t keep that pace up forever without blowing his wad too soon. He wanted to enjoy it. He also knew he didn’t have enough energy to do a partial shift the way he had the night before. He’d likely screw up and shift all the way.


  He didn’t want to be flopping around on his shower floor as a dolphin.


  “Then you better hold it and not come if you want to fuck my ass,” he warned Sean through gritted teeth. “Hold on and enjoy being ridden.”


  Sean dropped his head onto his arms and moaned, trying to keep up and fuck himself back against Emery and eventually giving up.


  “That’s it,” Emery said. “You just let me ride this ass. It belongs to me anyway.” He lightly slapped Sean’s ass several times for emphasis. “Now I wish I had fucked you out there tonight. We wouldn’t have been the only ones doing it, either.”


  It was that thought that pushed Emery over the edge. He let out a cry as he sank deep into Sean’s ass one last time, holding himself there as his balls emptied into his lover.


  Sean, however, didn’t hold still. He kept wiggling against Emery, his own desire not sated.


  Emery pinned him in place with a hand between his shoulders. “Stay right there,” he said. “I’ll say when I’m done.”


  Sean chuckled, but stopped moving.


  Only when Emery felt his cock finally stop throbbing and begin to soften did he pull out and sit back on his ass on the shower floor.


  Sean turned, a grin on his face and his cock hard and bobbing in front of him. “Damn, you’re a little possessive tonight, aren’t you?”


  “Problem with that?”


  “No.” Before he could process it, Sean had tackled him, grabbing his nipple ring and lightly twisting. “Because I’m about to do the same to you.” He kissed Emery, grabbing his lower lip between his teeth and pulling, still twisting the nipple ring.


  Emery whimpered.


  Sean looked down at him. “Stay right there,” he ordered, his tone every bit as dominant as he knew his own had been the night before.


  Sean reached for the tube of lube. Then he grabbed Emery’s legs and flipped them up and back. “Hold your knees,” he ordered.


  Emery did.


  Sean grinned as he squirted lube down the seam of his ass. “Oh, yeah. That’s what I wanted.” He teased him for a moment, massaging Emery’s rim with his finger before finally breaching. With his other hand, he reached between Emery’s legs and grabbed the nipple ring again.


  Emery’s eyes fell closed. He felt his cock twitch with interest.


  “You can’t hide that,” Sean said. “And open your eyes and look at me.”


  Emery did.


  Sean smiled. “Yeah, you watch me while I loosen this ass.” He let go of the nipple ring only long enough to squirt more lube onto his hand before adding a second finger.


  Then he grabbed the nipple ring again. “I’ll have to go shopping,” he told Emery. “Find a couple of butt plugs that are the size of your Alpha bull cock. Make you wear one while you’re using that weapon of ass destruction on me.”


  Emery snorted. “You would, wouldn’t you?”


  “Better believe it.” He found and teased Emery’s gland, stirring his cock’s interest again.


  “And there we go.” He added a third finger. By the time he was done playing, he had Emery’s ass loosened and his cock almost completely hard. “Perfect.”


  Sean fed his cock into Emery’s dark hole, “Keep those knees up.” He pinned Emery on the shower floor. Emery stared up at Sean, those amazingly sweet brown eyes of his.


  He knew spending the rest of his life loving Sean was a perfect way to spend his life.


  Sean’s eyelids fluttered as he buried himself to the hilt inside Emery. “Oooh, fuck yeah. That’s what I’m talking about.” He started fucking Emery, slowly at first, then gradually picking up speed.


  “Can you reach your cock?” Sean gasped.


  He wiggled a hand between them and grabbed it.


  “Good. Pound your meat for me. Come with me.”


  In that angle, it was like Sean’s cock drove right across his gland with every stroke, intensifying the pleasure and pulling him closer to climax.


  Emery stroked his cock, speeding up, timing it to match Sean’s movements.


  Sean’s mouth curved into a sweet smile. “You’re gonna come for me, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah!”


  “Then you better do it quick.”


  Emery’s hand sped up, feeling that familiar climb begin.


  Then Sean grabbed his nipple ring again.


  The explosion made Emery gasp. His cum shot out of his cock, splashing against his belly and Sean’s as he milked it.


  “There…you…go!” Sean fell still, breathing heavily but a sated smile on his face. “And now we both really need a shower.” He sat back. “And I think maybe now I can get some sleep.”


  Emery laughed, which turned into a yawn of his own. “Sorry, babe. I really thought I had more in me than that tonight.”


  “No worries.” They both climbed to their feet. “I might be able to keep my cock out of your ass until tomorrow night now.”


  After showering and drying off, they snuggled tightly together. “I think the events are finally catching up with us,” Sean mumbled, sleep already overtaking him. “And you know what’s worse?”


  “What?”


  “Now we have a house we have to decorate.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


   


  “What about this one?” Emery asked.


  “No.”


  “This?”


  “Nope.”


  Sean heard Emery’s barely constrained sigh. They’d been at this for nearly twenty minutes already. “This one?”


  “Uh, that’s a fuck no.”


  Emery put down that chip and held up the next one in front of the kitchen walls. “Well?”


  Sean grinned. “I’m just fucking with you. I liked the first one best. I was playing with them last night. I wanted to see what they all looked like in daylight to make sure.”


  Emery arched an eyebrow at him. If everything went according to schedule, their cabinets would be installed sometime in the next three weeks. They’d already ordered the appliances, and were still waiting for the painting to be finished so they could order carpet for the upstairs bedrooms and have the tile installed in the first level.


  This year, Thanksgiving dinner would be held up in Sarasota, at Joseph and Louise’s house. Sean and Emery’s house wouldn’t be finished in time, and their rental wasn’t large enough to comfortably cram everyone into it. Hopefully, Sean and Emery would be able to host Christmas dinner. It would be a tight two-week window to get moved in, settled, and finish little odds and ends, but it was doable if the construction schedule kept pace.


  And his mom was happy to offer her help in any way they needed.


  Sean didn’t think it was any coincidence she’d left brochures about adoption carefully salted around both their rental property and here, in places Sean would be sure to find them.


  At least she finally seemed more at peace with everything. She no longer nervously tittered if they discussed dolphin issues around her.


  She was also helping Louise plan Olivia’s baby shower, something Olivia herself had asked Emery and Sean about.


  He loved his sister-in-law for her sensitivity and generosity to include his mom in the events.


  He also loved how Olivia and Brad had started referring to his mom and dad as Aunt Helen and Uncle Sam, as had Christopher and Suzanne.


  Sean strongly suspected when it came time for Suzanne’s baby shower that his mom would be included in those plans as well.


  Now if they could just survive the construction process. Ground wouldn’t be broken for their new pool until after New Year’s at the earliest, so Sean and Emery had decided they would keep the rental house. Since their new house wasn’t costing them anything, they could use the rental’s pool, as well as use it as a guest house for visitors.


  Wyatt and Marisela had even inquired about borrowing it from time to time, to use the pool for private nakey time. A use it already received quite a bit from Sean and Emery.


  Sean wondered how long it would be until those two made an announcement of their own.


  Joseph had used his contacts to secure forged identification for Marisela, making her a citizen of the United States and allowing her and Wyatt to get married the weekend after the superpod. Sean wasn’t quite clear on the details why, but Emery had told him Wyatt wasn’t telling his family, especially his mom, about the union just yet.


  But Wyatt and Marisela had made every full-moon swim and hunt since then, both of them appearing to be happy and devoted to each other.


  Emery put down the sample chips and grabbed Sean. “You’d better watch it or I’ll Alpha-fuck your ass right here and now.”


  He snickered. “That’s a threat?” He adopted Wyatt’s Cajun drawl. “Naw, don’t throw me in the briar patch!”


  Emery kissed him. “You’re too much. And that’s why I love you.”


  Sean grinned. “I’m kind of glad I’m not a girl.”


  Emery frowned. “Why’s that?”


  “Because at this rate, you would have already knocked me up, and I suspect you would have kept me that way pretty continuously for a long time.”


  Emery smiled. “I saw the brochures.”


  “Yeah.”


  Emery pulled him close again. “Do you feel like talking about it?”


  “Not right this minute, no.” He nuzzled his face along the crook of Emery’s neck. “Let’s wait until Suzanne has her baby, okay? Then we’ll start talking about it. Seriously talking about it. If we even want to be talking about it by then. Watching Olivia and Brad with twins might totally cure us of the parenthood bug.”


  Emery chuckled. “True. There is that.”


  “Deal?”


  He kissed the top of Sean’s head. “Deal.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


   


  As he collapsed onto their bed, Sean felt like the weight of the world had lifted from his shoulders. Their first night spent in their home, the new one on the key.


  Finally.


  The last several weeks had been a blur of activity, between getting the house ready, dealing with the new responsibilities of being a pod Alpha’s mate, the holidays, and even Emery’s unexpected trip to Louisiana shortly after Thanksgiving to help Wyatt deal with a situation there that neither man wanted to talk about in front of Sean.


  Something Sean was okay with not knowing for now, because he suspected he didn’t really want to know the details.


  Tonight, Sean knew they could relax and just chill until they had to get back to work tomorrow morning preparing the house for everyone coming over for Christmas dinner on Saturday.


  Well, relax and chill until Emery climbed on top of him in their bed and sucked Sean’s cock into his mouth.


  Leaving his own dangling tantalizingly within reach above Sean’s mouth.


  Sean reached up, grabbed Emery’s ass, and pulled him down on top of him. Emery’s cock went from semi-chub to full woody as Sean wrapped his lips around it.


  “That’s it, babe,” Emery thought through their mate-bond. “That’s what I wanted.”


  Sean didn’t bother replying. His eyes dropped closed. All he wanted to do was feel and be. To let the entire world disappear outside their bedroom for a little while while he basked in the comforting warmth of Emery’s flesh.


  His man.


  His mate.


  His love.


  His husband in everything except technical legal designation.


  He loved everything about this man, from the way Emery’s voice seemed to rumble through the core of Sean’s soul, even down to the way it felt rubbing his nose against his lover’s sac as he deep-throated him.


  “The magickal and mundane”. The simple and the sinfully sexy.


  Everything.


  Emery appeared in no rush, taking his time, stoking Sean’s internal furnace, playing with him, making love to him with his mouth.


  Emery cupped his sac in one hand and encircled Sean’s cock with the fingers of his other. Then he laved his tongue over Sean’s balls, licking, nibbling, sucking, before going back to lick pre-cum pearling at the slit of his cock. Back and forth for long, languorous minutes, all the time in the world tonight to enjoy each other.


  Sean tasted Emery’s pre-cum, hot and sweetly tangy, as he coaxed it from his lover’s cock and rolled it down his tongue. Something else he could do forever, lie here with this man, never bored with him.


  He lost track of time as they loved each other, no rushing tonight, knowing tomorrow they could sleep as late as they wanted, and probably would. They had already bought all their Christmas ornaments and lights and would put the tree up tomorrow.


  It felt good to leave urgency behind them for a change.


  He’d damn sure savor every second of it.


  Emery lifted his head, letting Sean’s cock escape from his mouth with a wet plop. “Hold on.”


  “Huh?” But Emery had dashed out of the room. He came back with a plastic shopping bag and a couple of towels and returned to the bed. “I meant to have these ready in the drawer and forgot.” He pulled out two large butt plugs. Not nearly as large as the ass assassin, as Sean sometimes called it, but generous.


  Emery also pulled two tubes of lube from the bag and handed one to Sean. “Now, where were we?” He climbed back onto Sean and started working lube into his ass.


  Sean moaned. It took him a moment to remember he was supposed to be doing the same to Emery. He finally managed to get the tube open and thoroughly slick the butt plug. Then he worked on lubing and loosening Emery’s ass.


  Emery’s cock twitched, dripping pre-cum all over his face.


  “You’re making a mess, babe.”


  “Well, so are you.” He flicked his tongue across the head of Sean’s cock, a move that felt so good he almost dropped the butt plug onto his face.


  “Dammit.”


  “What?”


  “You almost made me put my eye out with this thing.”


  Emery snickered, but then he pressed the tip of the plug against Sean’s rim.”


  He waited until Sean had got him to the same point. “Together,” he mumbled before beginning to suck Sean’s cock again.


  It was delicious. He engulfed Emery’s cock and began slowly working the butt plug inside him. Together, taking their time, they sucked and probed, each moaning as they got closer and closer to the thick base.


  Just as he was stretching so far he wasn’t sure he could take it, Emery thought to him. “Almost there. Just a little more.”


  He pressed on the butt plug in Emery’s ass and felt it get sucked in all the way to the base.


  The moan Emery emitted vibrated through Sean’s cock as his butt plug also seated itself fully inside him.


  “Oh…my…god,” Sean thought to him through their mate-bond.


  Now Sean didn’t want to come yet. He’d worked so hard to take that thing that he wanted to savor it for awhile.


  Especially with Emery’s talented mouth worshipping his cock.


  Without stopping, Emery carefully rolled to his side, Sean moving with him. Like this they could lie there, heads cradled on each other’s thighs, sensually twined together for as long as they wanted.


  Or the urge to come became too overwhelming.


  “I love you so much,” Emery thought.


  Gentle peace swirled through Sean’s soul. “I love you, too, babe. Just try to get rid of me.”


  “Never. You’re mine.”


  “And you’re mine. Now shut up and suck me.”


  Emery softly chuckled. He lightly pressed on the butt plug, wiggling it a little.


  Sean did in kind, drawing a soft moan from his lover.


  They mirrored each other’s movements, gradually stoking the need within each other. Sean palmed Emery’s sac and he followed suit. Emery deep-throated Sean, and Sean followed.


  Eventually, Sean knew he couldn’t hold back any longer. “I’m gonna blow.”


  “That’s what I was waiting on.” He felt Emery’s cock harden against his tongue the way it always did when he was close, heat building, like molten, silken steel in his mouth.


  Sean quit holding back. He flexed his hips, fucking Emery’s mouth as his lover did the same, until they were both holding the other with an arm draped over the hips, rocking back and forth, seesawing together.


  At the same time the first hot spurts of Emery’s cum hit his tongue, Sean’s balls drew up tight and exploded, filling Emery’s mouth. They both buried their cock in the other’s mouth, deep, moaning together, swallowing, savoring.


  Finally spent, they relaxed, rolling onto their backs. Sean reached down, found Emery’s hand, and laced fingers with him. “Now comes the hard part,” Sean mumbled.


  “What?”


  He lifted his head to look at Emery. “Getting these damn things out again.”


  Emery snorted. “Yeah, guess you’re right.”


  They were both walking a little funny as they went into the bathroom and got them out and cleaned up.


  Back in bed a few minutes later, Sean draped over Emery, he managed one last comment. “Love you, Em,” he whispered, already feeling sleep taking over his system.


  Emery patted him on the back. “Love you, too, babe. Forever.”


  A sleepy smile creased his face. “Forever.”
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