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  Chapter One


  


  Two mornings before Christmas, Emery awoke just after dawn and found himself alone in bed. Stumbling downstairs and following the aroma of brewing coffee, he found Sean standing out on the screened porch overlooking the Gulf, wrapped in a robe and with coffee in hand.


  Emery opened the sliders and stepped out to join him, his morning woody immediately shrinking into hiding as the cold morning air slapped his naked body.


  “Brr. What the hell are you doing out here?” He walked over to Sean and wrapped his arms around him in a hug for warmth as much as affection.


  Sean laughed. “The cold front came through last night.”


  “I can feel it. There’s more than a nip in the air.” The cloudless sky, quickly turning a beautiful shade of tropical blue as the sun climbed behind them in the east, punctuated the crisp morning air.


  “I love days like this,” Sean said. “We get, what, three or four days like this a year this far south?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Not a cloud in the sky.” Sean tipped his head back for a kiss. “It actually feels like Christmas this year.”


  “In two days it will be.” Emery yawned and reached for Sean’s mug, taking a long draw from it. “Nervous?”


  “Actually? No. I thought I would be, considering the time frame, but we got more done faster than I thought we would.”


  They’d just moved into the house on Manasota Key a few days earlier. Emery’s father, and the former Alpha of the Placida Pod, had presented the house to Emery and Sean as a present.


  And Christmas Day, the entire Nadel-Morita clan, as well as assorted close friends, would descend upon them for lunch.


  Emery nibbled on the nape of Sean’s neck. “Our first Christmas together. It’s hard to believe it. It seems like just yesterday that you ran over me with your boat.”


  Sean snickered. “One of these days, I should thank Denby for being an idiot. If it hadn’t been for you chasing him down to save his stupid ass, we literally would have missed meeting each other by feet.”


  A shiver rippled through Emery. “Okay, I need to get inside or put clothes on. I can’t stand out here naked. I’m a dolphin, not a polar bear.”


  Sean turned, frowning. “Are there polar bear shifters?”


  Emery shrugged. “I suppose so. I know there are other breeds of bear shifters. Callie’s sister-in-law is mated to one. But I think Wally is a grizzly. Nice guy. Only met him once, though.”


  Sean started to reply then shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”


  Emery draped an arm around his shoulders and led him inside. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to fry your brain before your second cuppa.”


  “Thanks, dude. Appreciated.”


  He headed toward the kitchen. No, now was not the time to break the news to Sean about the phone call he’d received the day before from Ain Lyall, who was on the Clan Council for the Maine wolves.


  I’ll wait until he’s had more coffee, at least.


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery made himself a cup of coffee and took it upstairs. He still felt assorted aches and pains in his body from the moving process. Thank the Goddess for the elevator his dad had installed. It had made the moving process sooo much easier. Otherwise, they would have been dragging everything up the outside stairs and the inside ones as well. The elevator was designed to break away from the house in case of storm surge without causing damage to the main structure. The opening had a reinforced shutter they could roll down between the inner and outer doors in case of a storm. If the elevator failed and broke away, the shutter would still protect the house from wind-driven rain and debris.


  Even though he’d thought it was an unreasonable and unnecessary feature at first, he would never complain about the expense ever again.


  Ever.


  He stretched, wincing at the pain in his shoulders.


  Ev-errrr.


  Today, they’d be helping their friend Wyatt and Wyatt’s mate, Marisela, finish moving from Wyatt’s old apartment in Sarasota into the house Sean and Emery had just moved out of in Englewood. Which was only fair, since Wyatt and Marisela had helped them move.


  That house had a pool, which Emery and Sean would still have use of until their own pool was finished in a few months. And Emery’s dad, who’d made his fortune in real estate investments, was buying the rental house to keep it in the family, so to speak.


  And since Wyatt and Marisela had been adopted into the Placida Pod, they were family. It didn’t matter that Wyatt was an alligator shifter and head of his own alligator congregation.


  Although it amused Emery to no end that a young group of alligators was called a pod as well.


  After getting dressed and having breakfast, Sean and Emery headed over to Wyatt’s in Sean’s truck for the final round of moving. Marisela greeted them at the door with a hug.


  “We promise we’re almost done,” she told them. “Wyatt says one more load should do it, and the rest we can get ourselves.”


  “No worries,” Emery told her. “We’re happy to help. You know that.”


  She looked around the house that was quickly becoming theirs. Boxes were still piled in the living room, where the furniture from the small apartment looked swallowed by the space.


  Wyatt emerged from the hall. “Thought I heard y’all.”


  “So, how did you keep your mom from moving in with you and Marisela now that you have a bigger place?” Sean asked. “I’ve been meaning to ask you that. I mean, I know the apartment was too small and gave you the perfect excuse.”


  Wyatt had taken Marisela out to Louisiana, to introduce her to his family, shortly after Thanksgiving. Emery had received a call from Wyatt, needing his help immediately.


  What followed was a wild and woolly adventure that ended with Wyatt stepping into the role of head of his Clan and Cherie Belaforte transplanting herself to the Sunshine State.


  Wyatt and one of his brothers had driven the moving truck for her the week before last.


  Emery still hadn’t told Sean all the details about his trip to Louisiana. He wasn’t sure Sean would even want to hear them.


  He personally didn’t want to think about them.


  “Simple. I told her she move in with us, she not getting any grandbabies ’till she move out again.”


  “Where’s she living now?”


  Marisela smiled. “Poor Gus.”


  Emery let out a rolling laugh. “You sicced her on Gus?”


  Wyatt nodded. “I tol’ her about his arrest.” He grinned. “It was worth pissin’ him off to have her move in wit’ his sorry ass and leave us alone. She’ll keep him on the straight an’ narrow. And now, even better? She’s tryin’ to fix him up and find him a mate.”


  “Is that why Laura and Reese are getting invitations from her to go out to dinner?” Emery asked. He’d thought it strange that his two single sisters were suddenly so popular with the alligator congregation’s matriarch.


  “Prob’ly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean had only met Wyatt’s mom twice, once when helping unload the moving truck into a storage unit, and then again at dinner at Emery’s parents’ house the next night.


  He knew something bad had happened in Louisiana during Wyatt and Marisela’s trip. Wyatt had called late one night and Emery immediately caught the next flight out to New Orleans.


  When he returned several days later, unscathed but obviously weary, Emery hadn’t wanted to talk about it, leaving the details murky. He’d had hedged his answers, telling Sean that he’d have to clear it with Wyatt before discussing it in depth.


  That’s when Sean decided he probably didn’t want to know all the details.


  Some things were best left unknown.


  Ignorance can be bliss.


  “So, are your mom and Gus coming over for Christmas lunch?” Sean asked him.


  “Naw, meant to tell you that. She dragged his ass back to Louisiana yesterday, to my aunt’s. Made him drive her. They won’t be back until after New Year’s.”


  Sean revised his mental headcount. He’d planned on deep-frying three turkeys to make sure he had enough food to feed the voracious gators. Two fewer toothy mouths to feed would give him an extra buffer.


  “I take it Gus didn’t want to go?” Sean asked.


  “Naw. Aunt Nellie’s friend has a daughter whose biological clock is tickin’, if you get my drift.”


  Marisela smiled again. “Poor, poor Gus.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They were done by five that evening. Before they headed home, Marisela insisted on cooking for them, a delicious pot roast with all the fixings that left Sean and Emery stuffed.


  When they got home they hit the shower, the hot water soothing their aching muscles. After, they dried each other off and Emery pulled Sean to him. The way their bodies fit together perfectly never ceased to amaze him. Sean’s slender body, without an ounce of fat on him, was lithely muscled, his golden skin smooth over every ripple of muscle. Not in the least bit feminine, either. Emery’s cock hardened anytime he thought about his mate. Sean had the uncanny ability to know when Emery needed a little bit of mental and emotional downtime and would always step into the dominant role in those cases, ready to take charge and give him the break he so desperately needed.


  No one else ever had Emery’s trust to that extent.


  And out of bed they were equals, Emery always fighting his natural inclination to take charge despite knowing Sean was perfectly capable of running his own life.


  Emery grabbed Sean’s ass and held him tightly against him. Hot, sexy. He nibbled his way down the side of Sean’s neck, all the way across to his shoulder, and back again.


  “You have no idea what you do to me,” he whispered against his mate’s flesh.


  “Yeah,” Sean gasped, “sort of do. Because you do it to me, too.”


  Proof of that pressed hot and firm against Emery’s hip, probably aching as painfully as his own erection. With his free hand, he reached down and wrapped his fingers around Sean’s cock. Hard, pulsing under his fingers, he gave it a squeeze, drawing a soft moan from Sean.


  “You know how much I love your cock, babe,” he whispered in Sean’s ear before he nibbled on the lobe. “And I love knowing what I do to you.”


  “Let’s do it already, before my balls explode, please? I’m about to bust a nut. At this point I’m so fucking horny I don’t care how it happens, either, as long as it does.”


  He backed Sean toward their bed, giving him a gentle push so he fell back, feet still on the floor. Then he sank to his knees and shoved Sean’s legs apart. “Well, let me take care of that for you right now.” He slowly engulfed his lover’s cock in his mouth, taking his time to swipe his tongue all around the head before taking more in.


  Sean grabbed a pillow and pulled it under his head so he could watch. “Fuuuck yeah,” he hoarsely said. “That’s what I’m talking about.”


  Emery glanced up at him, the deep passion in Sean’s mocha-colored eyes singeing a hole through the very air between them.


  It made his own cock throb even more painfully.


  With his fingers wrapped firmly around the base of Sean’s cock, he alternated sucking and licking it with kissing the insides of Sean’s thighs, up to his sac, and gently licking and sucking that as well.


  “Oh, you tease,” Sean moaned. “You’re not gonna let me come yet, are you?”


  He didn’t bother answering aloud or through their mate-bond. Instead, he opened his mouth wider and caressed Sean’s sac with his tongue, lightly sucking as he did.


  Back and forth he did this, sucking and licking his mate’s cock, savoring the slightly salty tang of his pre-cum leaking from his slit, until Sean’s hips bucked underneath him as he tried to get Emery to make him come.


  With his own cock dripping, Emery stood and climbed onto the bed, turning around so he could go back to sucking Sean’s cock. Sean grabbed Emery and devoured his cock down to the root with a happy moan that reverberated throughout Emery’s entire body.


  So perfect. So right.


  They settled into a rhythm, both of them more fucking each other’s mouths than going down on the other. Faster, harder, until Emery felt his own balls drawing up tight in preparation of spilling their load.


  In his mouth, Sean’s cock hardened, grew even hotter, the way it always did right before he came. Timing it perfectly, he managed to hold back until Sean’s cock started throbbing and the first splashes of cum shot down his tongue and throat.


  Emery let out a moan of his own as he let go, echoed by Sean as he tasted Emery’s juices. Sucking until he was satisfied he’d coaxed every last drop out of his mate, he held Sean’s cock in his mouth and rested his cheek against his thigh. Sean gently blew across Emery’s sac as he caught his breath below him.


  Then Sean lifted his head and lightly motorboated Emery’s balls.


  He laughed and fell over onto the bed next to Sean. “What was that for?”


  Sean grinned. “For making me wait so damn long to come.” He sat up and kissed Emery. “Even if it was worth the wait.”


  He reached up and palmed Sean’s cheek. Being half-Japanese and half-Jewish, Sean didn’t have a lot of body hair. But he did have a little evening stubble shadowing his cheeks. It lightly rasped against the pad of Emery’s thumb as he stroked his jawline. “I’d wait forever for you, babe.”


  “Aw, you big softie.” He kissed him again, slowly, sweetly. “How’d I get so lucky?”


  “I think I’m the lucky one. Despite all the craziness, you’re still here.”


  “Where else would I be? I don’t want to be anywhere but with you.” He playfully grinned. “Although, don’t ask me that while we’re in the middle of a houseful of people Christmas Day. My answer might differ.”


  “Actually, I have something else to tell you.”


  Sean’s smile faded. “What?”


  “It’s not bad.”


  “The way you led into it makes it sound bad.” He sat back and laced his fingers through Emery’s. “Spill it.”


  “Ain Lyall called me yesterday.”


  “I’m liking this even less. That’s the head wolf dude, right?”


  “Sort of. He’s on the Maine wolves’ Clan Council, but he lives over in Arcadia. They’re planning a Gathering in Yellowstone in the spring. March. They’ve invited us.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s sort of like a family reunion. They have two of them there every year, spring and fall.”


  Sean stared at him for a moment. “Why do I get the feeling this is more than just a family reunion?”


  “For shifters.”


  Sean blinked. “How many shifters?”


  “Several hundred.”


  “Several hundred wolves?”


  “Um, not exactly.”


  Sean blinked again. “Several hundred shifters of various kinds, you mean.”


  “That’s about right.”


  Sean fell back onto the bed. “I suppose this is something we really shouldn’t say no to, should we?”


  “Not really. They want to get as many shifter groups together as they can.” Sean looked anything but enthused. “Hey, Wyatt and Marisela will be there. Wyatt’s the reason Ain called us. He suggested it to Ain.”


  “Will that Callie chick be there?”


  “Probably. Her husband is head of the Maine wolves’ Clan Council.”


  Sean considered it for a moment. “You know, let’s not talk about this in front of my mom and dad, all right? I don’t want my mom asking about coming along with us to that. I know she’s doing a lot better with all this since she had that little mini meltdown before the superpod, but…” He shrugged. “I’d rather not deal with all that.”


  “Agreed.”


  “Are your dad and mom going?”


  “Nope. I’m the Alpha. You’re my mate.” He smiled. “Don’t you feel speeecial?”


  “That’s one word for it,” Sean muttered.


  Chapter Two


  


  Sean awoke before dawn Christmas morning more from nerves than anything. They’d soon have a houseful of people to feed.


  Their first Christmas together.


  He started to roll out of bed when Emery snagged his arm. “Where do you think you’re going?” he mumbled.


  “Lots to do, lots to prepare.”


  “Mom and Dad and your mom and dad, and everyone else, will help out. Relax.”


  He leaned in and kissed Emery. “You relax, Alpha dude. I want to make our first Christmas together, in our home, one to remember.” He pulled his hand free and headed downstairs to make coffee.


  Emery, naked, descended the stairs a few minutes later. “You’re taking more after your dad now, you realize that, right?” Emery snarked as he reached for a clean coffee mug.


  “How so?”


  “Stressing. It’s not even six in the morning yet. No one else is supposed to be here until eight.” He pulled Sean close and kissed him. “We could have had Christmas morning sex.”


  “How about Christmas night sex?”


  Emery smiled. “Wow. You’re turning down sex?”


  “No. I’m just postponing it. Besides, I want to make sure I have the side dishes ready.”


  Emery threw his head back with a resigned sigh. “Oookay. I’ll take a rain check.”


  Sean reached out and tweaked the ring hanging from Emery’s left nipple. “You won’t die. Besides, maybe I want to tease you all day.”


  Emery looked at him and grinned. “Ooh. Now you have my interest.” His cock twitched.


  “Watch it, or I’ll pack that thing in ice.”


  Emery shivered. “That’s just mean.”


  Sean kissed him. “You might be pod Alpha, but for today, I’m running this roost.”


  “At least until your mom gets here and takes over?”


  “Exactly.”


  Emery took a sip of his coffee. “Then I’m going to go lie down for a little bit and watch TV.”


  “You do that.”


  Emery was sound asleep when Sean went upstairs nearly an hour later. He nudged him awake. “Hey, Sleeping Handsome. Ass up and moving. Get a shower.”


  He headed into the bathroom and was standing under the spray when Emery walked in. “I’m sooo sleeping in tomorrow.” They’d both taken off until after New Year’s, giving their staff paid holiday time.


  “That’s fine. We can stay in bed and fuck like rabbits all day long.” He paused, hands on his head where he’d been lathering the shampoo. “Are there rabbit shifters?”


  Emery laughed but didn’t answer.


  “No, I’m serious. Are there?”


  “Why?”


  “Because now I’m wondering how they fuck? Do they really fuck like bunnies?”


  “Find one and ask them when we get to Yellowstone in March.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean finally relaxed as the morning and early afternoon went without a hitch. They were all sitting in the living room after lunch and talking when Joseph’s cell phone rang. He reached for it to silence it, then frowned as he stared at the screen.


  “What?” Louise asked.


  He gave a curt shake of his head before taking the call, stepping out onto the screened porch and closing the slider behind him for privacy.


  Sean looked from Louise, who wore a curious expression, to Emery, whose frown mirrored his father’s. Sean was about to ask Emery what he thought was going on when a tap on the sliding glass door caught their attention.


  Joseph pointed at Emery and crooked his finger at him.


  Sean didn’t stand to follow Emery as he stood and crossed the living room, stepping out onto the porch and closing the slider behind him.


  Now everyone watched, silent, as Joseph handed the cell phone to Emery and stood there.


  Unwatched, A Christmas Story played on in the background as the entire house focused on whatever was going on outside.


  Sean didn’t try to distract Emery with their mate-bond, even though he knew, at that close of a distance, his mate would be able to hear and respond to his silent communication.


  Emery turned toward the water, his free hand rubbing at his forehead as he talked with the caller.


  From the slump of his shoulders, Sean suspected whatever the news was, it was bad.


  His first thought was maybe Erik wasn’t as dead as everyone else wished he was and had perhaps struck again. Sean didn’t care what Wyatt said. Sean knew that unless he personally saw Erik’s dead body, he wouldn’t be convinced the psychopath was out of their lives for good.


  Emery nodded as he spoke, a deep sigh making his shoulders rise and then fall again. Then he ended the call and, staring out at the water, said something to his father.


  Joseph met Sean’s gaze and crooked his finger at him.


  Now all eyes were on Sean. His face heating, and feeling more than a little like he’d been called to the principal’s office, he rose and slowly walked to the sliders.


  Joseph opened them for him, closing them behind him.


  “What’s going on?” Sean quietly asked the men.


  Joseph didn’t respond. He looked to Emery.


  The pod Alpha.


  “Em?” Sean said.


  Emery turned to face him, looking years older than he had a few minutes earlier. “We need to talk, babe.”


  “No conversation starting like that is ever good.”


  He nodded. “Seriously.”


  “Well, spit it out.”


  Emery glanced at his father before meeting Sean’s gaze again. “Were you serious when you said you wanted kids?”


  He let out an amused snort. “Dude, I can’t exactly get pregnant.”


  Emery arched an eyebrow at him and something told Sean his normally lighthearted mate wasn’t in the mood for his snarky humor.


  “Of course I was serious,” Sean said, now serious once more. “What’s going on?”


  “We need to decide this, today. As in right now. I know this isn’t the best of circumstances to make a snap decision, but this is a pod Alpha situation.” He glanced at his father yet again before returning his grey gaze to Sean. “There’s been an…accident.”


  Sean’s blood ran cold. “Erik?” he whispered.


  “I doubt it. A young dolphin couple was killed last night. I still don’t know all the details, something about a fishing accident.”


  “They were shifted?”


  Emery nodded. “Caught in a net. Drowned.”


  “Holy hell.”


  Emery took a deep breath. “They have a little girl. And their will leaves full custody of her to her godfather, their pod’s Alpha. That’s who I was talking to on the phone. But he’s older, and doesn’t really want to raise a young child at this point in his life. He wants to know if we would like to adopt her.”


  “He doesn’t want…” Realization dawned. “Adopt her? Us?”


  Emery slowly nodded. “We need to settle this soon. He has others who might take her, but he really wants to place her with us. He’s over in Orlando. We’re his first choice as alternate adoptive parents. Alexis and Carter told him about us, about me being the Placida Pod Alpha now. He said he can get their attorney to request an emergency hearing for Monday with a sympathetic judge over there to transfer her to our custody before word gets out.”


  “What do you mean before word gets out?”


  “Apparently he’s worried about the maternal uncle. He’s a non-shifting dolphin married to a human. The Alpha wants her raised by a shifter, since both her parents were shifters. And, frankly, the mother told the Alpha she can’t stand her brother or his wife and didn’t want them to get custody of her. Hence why they wrote their will the way they did. That also means—”


  “Yes,” Sean said.


  “What?”


  He looked to Joseph, then back to Emery. “I said yes. Can we go get her right now? We can be in Orlando before dark. And it’s Christmas Day, for fuck’s sake.”


  The ghost of a smile curved Emery’s mouth. He reached out and palmed Sean’s cheek. “You sure? I can say no.”


  Sean laid his hand over Emery’s and kissed his palm. “No, you can’t tell them no. Because I don’t want you to.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery called the Alpha back and gave him their verdict before the three of them returned to the living room. Sean’s mixed emotions over his initial acceptance were immediately tempered by fears about how his mother would take to the news that the grandchild she desperately wanted was only a couple of hours away.


  And a dolphin.


  Well, they didn’t know for sure yet if she was a dolphin shifter. That was something that wouldn’t be known until she was older. But with both of her parents being shifters, there was a better than odds-on chance of it.


  “Merry Christmas to us,” Sean muttered under his breath so only Emery could hear. “Talk about an immaculate conception.”


  Emery laced his fingers through Sean’s and cleared his throat. “Um, we have an announcement to make.”


  Sean didn’t miss how his mom suddenly sat up straight.


  He was also desperately glad Emery took point on this. The conflicting emotions swirling through his head made it difficult to put his thoughts into words.


  They were going to be parents.


  Yippee!


  Unfortunately, two people had to die to make it happen, and it meant a little girl was now orphaned.


  On Christmas Day.


  Not so yippee.


  When Emery broke the news, silence, except for Ralphie plotting on the TV how to get his Red Ryder BB gun, settled over the gathered throng.


  Then his mom let out a sob as she stumbled to her feet and over to the men, throwing her arms around them both.


  Emery smiled down at her. “I guess she’s okay with it,” he silently told Sean through their mate-bond.


  “Ya think?”


  Helen Morita wasn’t about to let her son go pick up his new daughter without her, either. She immediately demanded Sam take her home so she could pack an overnight bag while the rest of the Nadel family and friends gathered around the men to congratulate them.


  Sean slipped away and upstairs to pack overnight bags for them. A cloud had settled over him.


  Am I up for this? Am I qualified to raise a child?


  He didn’t have a choice now. He wouldn’t back out. Yes, he did want to be a father with Emery. He just thought they’d have a little more time to figure out how to do it.


  As well as a little more time alone together in their new house.


  He immediately hated himself for the selfish thought.


  The plan was for Sean, Emery, Joseph, Louise, Helen, and Sam to caravan over to Orlando immediately and meet up with the pod Alpha at his attorney’s office. They’d spend the weekend there and appear in the judge’s chambers bright and early Monday morning for the emergency hearing.


  There were also other grim chores to attend to, such as gathering personal belongings, mementoes, and arranging financial paperwork handing things over to Emery and Sean for the little girl’s benefit. The parents had lived just north of Orlando.


  Emery came upstairs a few minutes later to check on Sean and found him frozen over whether to pack a white or light blue business shirt for Emery for the hearing.


  He slipped his arms around Sean’s waist. “You all right, babe?”


  Sean turned and held up both hangers. “Which one?”


  Emery took them from him and tossed them onto the bed. Then he pulled Sean close and kissed him, tenderly, deeply. With his forehead pressed against Sean’s, he whispered, “This will be okay. Your parents, my parents, everyone will help us.”


  A choked laugh escaped Sean. “I don’t know her name. I don’t even know our daughter’s name.”


  “Isla Shorlin. Soon to be Isla Shorlin Morita-Nadel. He texted me a picture of her. Want to see?”


  “Duh.”


  Emery pulled his phone from his pocket and brought up the picture. A beautiful little girl, a toddler with dark brown curls and grey eyes the same shade as Emery’s, smiled into the camera. “She’s almost three,” he said.


  Sean took the phone from him. “Her hair’s the same color as mine.”


  “I noticed that.”


  He looked up into Emery’s gaze. “And her eyes look like yours.”


  Emery nodded.


  Sean’s focus returned to the picture. “Isla Shorlin Morita-Nadel. She could be our daughter for real.”


  “She is our daughter for real. Well, she will be by this time Monday.”


  Chapter Three


  


  In less than an hour, they were heading north. They stopped by the Nadels’ home so Joseph and Louise could pack. Sean and Emery had left Wyatt back at their house with the rest of their family and a set of keys, everyone promising to clean up when they finished and that they’d lock up.


  Sean felt grateful Emery had volunteered to drive. They drove Sean’s truck because it had a large double cab.


  Sean had immediately nixed Emery’s plan to bring his Mustang for two reasons, the first being they’d need room for her things.


  We’re going to need a new car. Sean loved Emery’s Mustang, but he wanted a smaller SUV to drive their daughter around in. Something safer, but with better gas mileage than his truck.


  He giggled.


  “What’s so funny, babe?” Emery asked.


  Sean looked at him. “I think I just became my mother.”


  He grinned. “Then get her brisket recipe. I never can make one as good as hers.”


  “That’s not what I meant. I meant worrying and clingy.”


  They made it to Orlando less than three hours later and found the attorney’s office without any trouble. The standalone one-story building sat just south of downtown on the edge of an older, upper-crust residential area.


  It was also about fifteen degrees colder in Orlando than Englewood, leaving Sean wishing he’d brought a heavier jacket, as well as a blanket for the baby.


  A Lincoln, a Range Rover, and a Mercedes sat parked in the small private lot outside the building. When they walked up to the front door, an older man Sean had never met before opened it for them.


  “Joseph,” he said, nodding toward the senior Nadel.


  “Ken, I’d like to introduce our pod Alpha and my son, Emery, and his mate, Sean.”


  Ken reached out without hesitation to shake hands with Emery and Sean. Emery introduced Sean’s parents, too. “Good to meet you all. Although I’m sorry it’s not under better circumstances. I’m Ken Oliver, Orange Pod Alpha. Please, come in, everyone.”


  He closed and locked the front door after them, then led them through the building to a large private office. On the floor, with an older woman, sat the little girl on a blanket, playing with a toy car.


  “And this is Isla,” Ken said. “My wife and mate, Holly.”


  Holly smiled up at them. “Hi. Please forgive me for not getting up. I’m not as young as I used to be and I’d rather stay down here until I need to get up for good.”


  Sean wasn’t sure if his dad had a death grip on his mom’s arm that kept her from sweeping in and scooping up the little girl, or she was just exercising extremely good self-restraint. But Ken walked over and knelt with only a slight wince next to the little girl. She smiled at him and held out a hand, which he took.


  “Unca Ken,” she burbled.


  He smiled, but it looked sad, as if he struggled to hold back tears. “I was best friends with Kelley’s father growing up. They named my wife and I Kelley’s godparents. When Isla was born, Kelley didn’t have any family other than her brother. So Kelley and William named us her godparents, too.”


  He met Sean’s and Emery’s gazes. “I have nothing but the utmost respect for your father. My son is friends with Carter Hollingsworth. He’s the one who suggested this. He spoke very highly of all of you after…what happened a few months back.” He stood and motioned them to follow him to the other side of the spacious office, where they could talk without the little girl overhearing everything.


  “No offense,” Emery said, his voice low, “and we’re not backing out, but why us?”


  “My children all have children of their own, and plans for more, most of them. If Isla was older, I would have exhausted all avenues to place her with someone locally so as not to rip her totally from all she’s known.


  “Frankly, her maternal uncle is an assh…A jerk.” He glanced at the girl as if hoping she hadn’t overheard him. “I strongly suspect the only reason he might want custody of her is because of the assets her parents leave behind. Kelley wasn’t on good terms with him, and William didn’t have any close family other than a few distant cousins. He was an only child, and his parents, uh…”


  He glanced at Isla again and shook his head. “His parents were on vacation in December of 2004. Sri Lanka. They died in the tsunami when the hotel they were staying at collapsed. That’s why they were out swimming last night. William organizes a swim every Christmas in their memory. This year it was on Christmas Eve, because he had to travel for work Monday and wanted to spend the time with Kelley and Isla.” His expression grew sad and weary. “They were supposed to come to our house for Christmas dinner today.”


  They all took a moment to watch the little girl before Ken continued. “I know that you and your family and your pod are more than adequately able to care for her, even without her parents’ resources, if it comes to that. As the named executor of their will, it is my prerogative to name alternate custodial parents for her. Also, it’s my prerogative to distribute the assets as I see fit. I might be forced to hand over their house or other monies to the uncle in exchange for getting him to agree to this arrangement without a fight. Hopefully, it won’t come to that. But we’re not overlooking any possibility right now.”


  Sean and Emery both stared at the little girl. Sean wasn’t quite sure how to approach her.


  Hey, I’m your daddy sounded flat wrong in his head.


  Holly kindly smiled at them, as if sensing their unease, and waved them back over. “Come and sit down with her. I’ve been telling her about you both.”


  Sean did first, sitting at the edge of the blanket. “Hi, Isla.”


  She grinned at him.


  In his life, he only had one other thing to which he could compare the emotions sweeping through him, and that was when he met Emery. This was similar to that, in a way, in terms of the force knocking him off his metaphorical feet.


  The love he instantly felt for this little girl.


  Their little girl.


  Emery settled next to him. “Hello, Isla.”


  The toddler bobbled forward onto her hands and pushed herself to her feet. Then she walked over to them, the car in one hand, her other fist jammed in her mouth, and offered the car to them.


  “Isla,” Holly said, “this is Emery and Sean. They’re the ones we’ve been talking about. They’re going to be your new daddies. They’re very nice. They have a very large family who can’t wait to meet you.”


  For the first time, a frown blew across the little girl’s face. She pulled her spit-covered fist from her mouth. “Mommy and Daddy gone to the Goddess.” She put the car in Emery’s lap.


  “I know, sweetie,” Sean softly said. “I’m sorry.”


  She sat between them and leaned over, her head in Sean’s lap. “Aunt Howwy said dat.”


  He realized he’d quickly have to get good at deciphering Toddlerese. “I know.” It sounded lame to his ears, but he wasn’t sure what else to say. When he gently rested his hand on the little girl’s shoulder, she reached up with her spit-covered hand and grabbed it.


  “I want Puppy.”


  Sean didn’t know a dog was included in the deal and looked at Holly.


  “Her stuffed puppy,” she clarified. “It’s at the house. We’ll take you there after we get all the paperwork done and we’ll help you gather her things.”


  “Oh,” he said, feeling both relieved and a little bit like an asshole for feeling that way. “Okay.”


  Isla turned faceup in his lap and nailed him with the full force of her grey gaze. Sure enough, she looked just like Emery in that way.


  He suspected his mother was reaching the ends of her tether in terms of holding back. He carefully picked up the little girl so she was sitting in his lap. “Would you like to meet your new grandmothers and grandfathers?”


  She popped the thumb from her other hand in her mouth and nodded.


  He gave his mom credit for not shoving Emery out of the way and not ripping the little girl from his arms. Helen knelt on Sean’s other side and reached out to stroke the girl’s arm.


  “I’m your Grandma Helen,” she said, tears in her eyes. “You can call me whatever you want.”


  Isla eyed her for a moment. “Gwamma Hewen?”


  Sean could never remember his mom looking so happy and so close to bawling at the same time. “Yes, Gwamma Hewen. And this is your Grandpa Sam. We’re Sean’s mommy and daddy.”


  Isla’s gaze focused on Sam’s face, where he stood stooped over behind his wife.


  Emery spoke up. “And this is Grandma Louise and Grandpa Joseph. They’re my parents.”


  Isla turned to look at them, the thumb still firmly stuck in her mouth. Then she reached out her other hand, which was still a little damp from slobber from being crammed in her mouth earlier, and grabbed Emery’s hand. “Daddy.”


  Emery nodded, Sean praying his mate didn’t start tearing up because he was close enough to the edge as it was.


  Isla rested her head against Sean’s chest and let out a sigh. “Daddy,” she said again, this time directed at Sean.


  “Yeah,” he softly said, glancing at Emery. “Although I guess that might get confusing.”


  “We’ll worry about it later,” Emery said, his gaze focused on their daughter. “That’s the least of our concerns.”


  Helen and Louise gladly took the men’s places while they hovered around the desk with Ken and the attorney to sign the paperwork.


  “I should warn you,” Ken said with a wry smile, “she’s an extremely precocious little girl. Not just by shifter standards, either. I’ve never seen a dolphin shifter child as precocious as she is. Keep that in mind. She picks things up quickly. She tested off the charts last month in terms of intelligence.”


  “So watch what we say around her?” Emery asked.


  “Exactly. Kelley and William were considering bringing in a private tutor instead of taking her to a traditional preschool.”


  The attorney had them go through the forms, Sean and Emery signing where they were told.


  “I already made you all a reservation at the Hilton downtown,” Ken said. “Two connected suites with three bedrooms. We have a corporate account there, don’t worry. It’s taken care of for as long as you need them. We’ll get you checked in and then we can go over to the house.” He looked sad. “I haven’t been there yet. When we picked her up from my daughter, all we had was the bag they’d left with her for her stay for a few hours. My daughter fed her breakfast and we fed her lunch. She’ll be ready for dinner shortly, I’m sure.” He sighed. “We at least need to get you her essentials from the house until we can get the packing done.”


  Sean felt even more glad that they had taken the truck, so they would have room for all Isla’s stuff in the back. “Does Isla’s uncle know what happened yet?”


  Ken shook his head. “No. Very few people know, and they’ve all been instructed not to say anything to anyone.”


  “What did happen? I mean, the details.” Sean couldn’t believe he’d just asked that in such a tactless manner, but he wanted to know.


  Needed to know.


  Needed to be one hundred percent sure Erik wasn’t behind it.


  Ken sadly looked over at the little girl. “My youngest daughter was babysitting for them. She and several other women in the pod take turns babysitting for each other during hunts and swims when it’s not practical to take young children out. It’s too cold out there right now. The water’s not too bad for some of the younglings to tolerate shifted, but the air temps are too chilly to take the kids out in boats. It’s better to keep them on shore during winter swims.”


  He scrubbed his face with his hands, looking even older. “They never came back. From what we know, they were swimming with some friends a few miles offshore, off Cocoa Beach. They were in deep water and hit a huge fish ball. By the time they finished with it nearly an hour later, no one saw what happened to Kelley and William. There were a couple of fishing trawlers out, but no one thought the boats had gotten close enough.”


  He lowered his voice. “Their friends at first thought maybe they’d come in early because of Kelley not feeling good or something. But they never swam in. Their car and stuff were still there. After making a bunch of calls, I found out early this morning that a couple of dolphins were trapped and killed in a trawler’s nets, approximately in the same area. My only guess is that it’s them.”


  “So you don’t even know for sure?” Sean asked.


  “We’re ninety-nine percent sure. That’s why I haven’t told Kelley’s brother yet. That’s also why the hearing Monday morning is an emergency custody motion. We’ll finalize the adoption paperwork in a few weeks after I have a chance to find out how her brother will react. We have a friend who works at Sea World, head of their marine mammal stranding team. The bodies were sent there for a necropsy. Fortunately, he’s in charge of that. And since it’s a holiday, they’ll have a skeleton staff in the lab and it’ll make his job easier.”


  He glanced at his cell phone. “In fact, I’m expecting a call from him any time now. He’ll be able to forge the test results to make it look like they were bio-dolphins, and will be able to confirm if they were shifters or not.”


  “How?”


  His expression turned grim. “Kelley was pregnant,” he whispered. “Four months along.”


  Sean felt his stomach threatening to upend. “So…”


  Ken nodded. “Exactly. He’s going to have them cremated and get the cremains sent to you to hold for Isla, in case she wants them in the future.”


  “Of course,” Emery quietly said, his voice sounding hoarse and raspy.


  Sean met his gaze, his hand seeking and finding Emery’s, fingers lacing together.


  Emery squeezed.


  Together, they turned and looked at their daughter. Both their mothers were already grandmothering the little girl, had her laughing and smiling and likely promising her the moon and stars.


  Sean hoped that, at the very least, they’d be able to deliver stability and happiness to her life to make up for this rocky time and unfathomable loss.


  Chapter Four


  


  William and Kelley Shorlin owned a beautiful two-story home thirty minutes east of Orlando, in an exclusive gated country club community. Kelley was a CPA, and William was a structural engineer for a large firm in Orlando.


  Had been.


  Sean rode in the truck cab’s backseat, next to Isla in her car seat, as they all caravanned behind Ken to the home.


  When Sean got Isla out of her car seat and stood her on the sidewalk, she raced up the front walk to the door and pounded on it with her tiny palm.


  “I hope it doesn’t bother you that I might start crying,” Emery muttered to him.


  “Only if it doesn’t bother you when I do it.”


  Ken walked up behind her. “It’s okay, sweetheart, hold on.” He took out a key and unlocked the door. “I’ll open it.” He did, letting Isla race inside ahead of him as he paused by the alarm pad next to the door to disarm it with a small fob on the keychain.


  He handed the keychain to Sean. “I don’t know what the actual code is, but the password for the alarm company if you set it off and they call is ‘flipper.’”


  “Are you shitting me?” he asked before he realized he’d said it.


  Ken sadly smiled. “You’d have to know Kelley. She has…had a great sense of humor.” That’s when Ken’s cell phone went off. He stepped into a room off the hallway and closed the door behind him to take the call.


  Sean exchanged a glance with Emery and hurried into the darkened house. “Isla?” Sean called out.


  They flipped on lights as they went, finally spotting her on her way up the stairs. Apparently, she’d scaled the baby gate at the bottom by herself. He stepped over it and hurried up after her, scooping her into his arms.


  “Want Puppy,” she angrily said, reaching her arms toward the top of the stairs.


  “Okay, sweetie. Hold on, we’ll find Puppy. Don’t worry.”


  Emery was walking up behind him, everyone else gathering in the kitchen area and talking in low tones.


  At the top of the stairs, Emery figured out how to open the baby gate there and let Sean pass without them having to climb over it. Sean put Isla down and she toddled down the hallway toward a bedroom. She tried to reach the light switch but couldn’t.


  Emery flipped it on for her. She turned and headed straight for a child’s bed tucked into the corner, complete with safety rails on the side. Without hesitation she climbed onto the bed from the end and up to the head, where pillows and several stuffed animals lay.


  She grabbed one, a black dog that looked like a Lab, and clutched it to her. “Puppy,” she said.


  Then she burst into tears.


  Emery and Sean exchanged a frantic look before hurrying over to the little girl and comforting her.


  Behind them from the doorway, Holly gently tsked. “I suspected she’d get upset once back here,” she said. “She’s done incredibly well all day.”


  Isla had ended up enfolded in Emery’s arms and clinging to her stuffed puppy. Sean stroked her hair. “What do we do?”


  Holly crossed her arms over her chest. “Love her. That’s all you can do. Young children are very resilient. I’m sure in a few days she’ll be on her way back to her normal self once she gets to know you both and you get her settled in her new home.”


  Sean suspected the woman knew more than she let on. He looked at her, and she nodded. “I was a school counselor for over thirty years,” she told him. “Elementary school. This is sort of my area of expertise. Kids, that is. If we were twenty years younger, we would have loved to have adopted her, but she needs parents who can keep up with her. It wouldn’t be fair to her for us to keep her.”


  After a few minutes, Isla calmed down and started showing them around her room, telling them the names of her stuffed animals, and showing them her favorite clothes and toys. After awhile, her eyes began drooping.


  Holly stepped forward. “I’ll stay with her up here. Why don’t you two go downstairs and talk to the others and figure out the next course of action. She’s going to need to eat before we let her fall asleep for the night.”


  “Thanks,” Emery said.


  They negotiated the stairs again and followed voices to the living room, where Sean stopped dead in the doorway. What he saw there threatened to rip his heart out.


  The family’s Christmas tree, dark, with Isla’s gifts neatly stacked and unopened underneath.


  “Oh, dude,” he whispered. In all the excitement, he’d forgotten it was Christmas, especially since they’d already had their family celebration.


  “She never got to open them this morning,” Ken said. “I’m not sure how you want to handle that.” He coughed, and Sean suspected it was to cover the lump in his throat and how his voice threatened to break from emotion. “A lot of us didn’t celebrate Christmas today because we were out trying to find them.”


  “The call you received,” Emery said. “Was that…”


  Sean was glad he couldn’t finish the question. He didn’t want to hear it.


  Knowing it was bad enough.


  Ken somberly nodded.


  “Fuck,” Sean whispered. After a moment of silence, he made his first parental decision. “Plug it in,” he choked out. “Someone, please, plug the damn thing in. It’s horrible all dark like that. Let’s get her down here to eat and open her gifts before she falls completely asleep.”


  “I’ll go get her,” Emery said.


  “Are you sure you want to do this now?” Ken asked.


  Sean nodded. “Yeah. Let’s at least give her one happy memory today.” He walked over to the tree while his dad found the plug and got the lights turned on.


  At the front of the tree, heartbreaking, hung a Baby’s First Christmas ornament with Isla’s infant picture in the frame and last year’s date engraved in it. Next to it, an ornament celebrating the couple’s first Christmas together, dated several years earlier. And another, with the current year and a picture of Isla, for her second Christmas.


  We’ll need to pack the ornaments. As he looked, he spotted several ornaments, one-offs, not mass-produced boxed ornament sets, that most likely had sentimental meaning for the couple. Several for different locations, like the Grand Canyon, Devils Tower, and other places.


  He’d make sure they went on their tree at home, for Isla.


  Emery returned a few minutes later with Isla in his arms, Holly following. Isla clutched Puppy in one arm, and a small blanket in the other hand.


  “Isla, look what Santa brought you,” Sean mustered in as cheery a tone as he could.


  Her eyes widened, sleep dissolving from her system. “Santa!”


  Emery sat her down next to the tree while Sean started handing her presents. He realized with not a little sadness that all of the presents were for Isla. He suspected the couple had exchanged private gifts already, or had planned to.


  He watched as she opened things, from Hello Kitty to My Little Pony, a few educational toys, books, DVDs, even some Wii kids’ games.


  Things her parents had suspected, or outright known, she wanted.


  Things he and Emery would have to learn about their daughter.


  Sean’s dad recorded the entire thing on his cell phone camera while Holly and the two grandmothers scoured the kitchen to put together an impromptu dinner for everyone. Isla halfheartedly nibbled on a cheese sandwich and apple slices, more interested in her presents.


  Once Isla was surrounded by a sea of wrapping paper and new toys, she grabbed Puppy and her blanket and curled up in Emery’s arms again.


  “She’s exhausted,” Joseph noted. “Poor thing.”


  In another few minutes, she was sound asleep.


  They fashioned her a makeshift bed on the living room floor while the adults went into the dining room to eat. Sean sat where he could keep an eye on her, not wanting her to wake up alone.


  Emery leaned in and kissed him. “Merry Christmas,” he sadly said.


  Sean nodded. “Yeah. Merry Christmas.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was after eleven o’clock that night when they finished packing the basics they’d need for Isla, as well as a few of her new toys, and headed for the hotel. They would rent a U-Haul trailer tomorrow or Monday to get her bedroom furniture, as well as box up family photos and things they thought she might want for the future.


  They’d decided they would move the entire contents of her bedroom to their house and put her in the largest guest room, which had the closest configuration to this one, and happened to be closest to a guest bathroom. It also had a view of the beach. Before they started the major packing, they’d take pictures of her current room so they could set things up as closely as possible to how it was here.


  They knew it would still be a disruption for her, but hoped they could minimize the impact for her in this way, at least.


  Emery drove, Sean once again in the back seat and staring at Isla’s sleeping face.


  She looked very much like her mother, from the pictures they’d seen at the house.


  In his lap he kept his hand on the baby book they’d found on the bookcase in the living room, next to other photo albums. Two distinctly different handwriting styles had been used in it, likely Kelley’s and William’s.


  They’d kept it up to date, the latest being just three weeks ago, when Isla had learned how to tie her shoes by herself.


  The entry for Christmas this year hadn’t been filled in yet.


  Even more heartbreaking, so much so he hadn’t been able to bring it with them, was the other baby book that had been next to it on the shelf, with the parents already making notes in it.


  And a copy of ultrasounds, showing the little boy that would never be born.


  Sean didn’t consider himself a religious person at all. But he made a silent promise to the couple who’d never return, and their unborn baby.


  We’ll love her. We’ll make sure she’s happy. We’ll raise her like our own, I promise. And she’ll always know who you were. We’ll make you proud.


  “You all right, babe?” Emery quietly asked from the front.


  “Yeah.” He stroked Isla’s hand, sniffling when her tiny fingers curled around his in her sleep.


  “It’ll be okay.”


  “I know. I just feel like a real shit for even thinking about being happy right now. I want to be happy, and yet I can’t. Not totally.”


  “I know,” Emery said. “Me, too.”


  “I thought when we adopted, it’d be a goofy damn celebration. A party. I don’t feel right feeling good about this because it’s like celebrating that people died.”


  “I know.”


  They rode in silence for a few minutes.


  “There’s some irony here,” Sean quietly said.


  “What?”


  He met Emery’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “The gay Alpha son and his mate made your parents grandparents before the two sets of kids who are expecting babies.”


  Emery’s mouth curved in a sad smile. “True. I hadn’t thought of it like that.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Isla awoke when they arrived at the hotel. Sean carried her up to their room. She started talking to him when he put her on their bed, so he stayed with her while the others took care of unloading her things.


  She kept Puppy and her blanket tucked against her chest while she snuggled with him. He found SpongeBob on TV and left it there when she seemed satisfied with that choice.


  By the time everyone returned with the last load of stuff from the truck, Isla had dropped back to sleep again. Sean didn’t want to move for fear of waking her again. Everyone crowded around the bed to watch her sleep.


  “She’s beautiful,” Helen whispered. “A perfect little angel.”


  Louise draped an arm around her friend’s waist. “We have a granddaughter we can spoil rotten.”


  The women tightly hugged.


  Sean had no doubts Isla would soon be swimming in girlie outfits and toys. Not to mention devoted, unconditional love.


  I’ll need to have a talk with them about not spoiling her.


  He wasn’t a psychology expert by any stretch, but he suspected Isla’s tragedy would invite people to overcompensate her for her loss in material ways. In the beginning, at least.


  I’ve got to start thinking like a dad.


  Fortunately, they had two ready volunteers to have “the talk” about periods and dating with her when she hit that age, in addition to Emery’s sisters and sister-in-law.


  Training bras. Boys. High school.


  Thoughts ran through Sean’s brain at blinding speed, threatening to overwhelm him.


  She was a baby. Still three months from her third birthday. It was too damn soon to be having those worries yet.


  At least we can sic Wyatt on any boys who get too interested in her too soon.


  Okay, so that thought brought a smile to his face.


  Emery gently herded everyone out of the bedroom and bid them good-night. When he climbed into bed, wearing a pair of shorts, Sean realized their nights of running around the house nakey were, for the foreseeable future, over.


  With Emery’s help positioning her in the middle of the bed, Sean carefully got out, changed into a pair of shorts, and returned.


  Emery lay propped on one elbow, staring down at her.


  “She’s beautiful,” he whispered.


  “Yeah.” Sean turned down the volume on the TV but left it on. He didn’t want her waking up in the middle of the night in a strange place with strange people and in total darkness, to boot.


  “This doesn’t feel real,” Emery whispered.


  “Yeah. Tell me about it.”


  “We woke up this morning worrying about making sure the turkeys wouldn’t catch fire. Now we have a baby.”


  “Please tell me we won’t screw this up,” Sean said. “That we won’t screw her up.”


  He smiled. “If my parents could raise all five of us, I think we can handle a little girl who’s already past the midnight feeding stage.”


  “You sure? I feel outnumbered already.”


  “And it looks like we miss out on the potty training phase, although she still wears diapers at night.”


  “Lucky us.”


  They stared at her for several long, silent minutes.


  “Em?”


  “Yeah, babe?”


  “I get dibs on scaring her first boyfriend off.”


  He chuckled. “Fair enough. Although I was seriously considering letting Uncle Wyatt chaperone her dates.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Early Sunday morning, Sean was awakened by a tiny finger poking him in the shoulder. Peeling open his eyes, he saw Isla sitting up between them. She had one arm tightly curled around Puppy and her blanket, with her thumb jammed into her mouth. She poked him again with her free hand. Emery still lay sound asleep on the other side of the bed.


  “Good morning,” he whispered.


  She stared at him and mumbled something around her thumb.


  “What?”


  She mumbled it again. He wasn’t sure, but it sounded like potty.


  That’s when consciousness fully exploded in his brain. He sat up and scooped her from the bed. “All right, princess. Let’s get you taken care of.” From the grey light struggling around the hotel room’s curtains, he realized it was morning, although he wasn’t sure how early.


  Emery had thought ahead and put necessities in the bathroom. Sean set her blanket and Puppy safely out of the way on the counter before he helped her pull down her pants and the nighttime diaper and got her on her potty chair.


  She kept the thumb jammed in her mouth.


  He suspected sucking her thumb was a comfort issue, and he wouldn’t even attempt to stop her from doing it at this point.


  “Do you want a bath, sweetie?”


  She nodded.


  Sean figured out the stopper on the tub and got the water temperature set before letting her in the water. He held up two bottles of shampoo, both with cartoon characters on them. “Which one?”


  She pointed, finally pulling her thumb from her mouth. “Hewwo Kitty.”


  “Okay.”


  She actually had a pretty good grasp on using the washcloth, and only needed help rinsing her hair. As she stood in the draining tub while he got a towel wrapped around her, she reached out and touched his chin.


  “Sawn?”


  He smiled. “Yes, sweetheart. I’m Sean. The big guy’s Emery.”


  “Emwee?”


  This felt right smiling about, at least. “Yep. Emwee.”


  She scowled a little, but nodded. “Aunt Howwy and Unca Ken said Mommy and Daddy and baby died.”


  Ice chilled his core. He hadn’t thought about her parents telling her about the baby, but it made sense. “Yes, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”


  She touched his chin again. “You live on de beach?”


  Okay, safe territory. “Yep. We have a brand-new house. We’re going to have a pool soon, too.”


  “I wike to swim.”


  “I bet you do.”


  “Mommy said I was too wittle to swim with her and Daddy at the beach. But I wike to swim in de pool.”


  Tread lightly, dude. “Well, the water is really cold right now at the beach. But we can look for shark’s teeth and shells right in our backyard. And your Uncle Wyatt and Aunt Marisela have a pool we can use whenever we want until ours is finished.”


  Her thumb went back into her mouth as she seemed to process that for a moment. Then she removed it again. “Will you take me to wook for them?”


  “For what?”


  “Sark teef.”


  “Yes.” He scooped her up from the tub with the bath towel around her. “I will most definitely take you to wook for sark teef.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He left the bathroom door open and the light on, hoping it would be enough to see by and not wake Emery. But Emery let out a soft groan and stretched, reaching over to flip on a bedside lamp.


  “Good morning,” he mumbled.


  Sean set Isla on the bed. “Good morning, Emwee,” she said.


  He smiled. Sean felt his cock stir as he watched Emery’s torso while he stretched. Sean told it to pipe down and suffer. They couldn’t fool around this morning, not with Isla and both sets of their parents around.


  “Good morning, sweetie,” Emery said.


  She pointed at Sean. “He gave me a bath.”


  “I can see that.”


  “I need clothes.”


  Sean watched as Emery tried not to laugh. She sounded so cute. “Do you want to pick them out yourself?”


  She nodded.


  He got out of bed and went over to one corner, where he’d stacked a large suitcase they’d found in her parents’ room and filled it full of her clothes. He brought it over to the bed and opened it for her. She rummaged through it and pushed aside a package of diapers.


  “I don’t need a diaper in the daytime. Only for sleepin’.” She glared at the men. “I’m a big girl.”


  “Okay,” Emery said. He looked at Sean and sent him a wink.


  He winked back.


  When Isla sat back, she had in her hands a Hello Kitty T-shirt, a pair of jeans with pink ruffles at the cuffs, and pink underwear with My Little Pony characters on them.


  “You need socks and shoes,” Emery told her. “It’s chilly outside.”


  “Not chilly in here.”


  Sean pressed his lips together and desperately tried not to laugh. He could see where these roles were heading. Emery the disciplinarian, and himself the easy touch.


  “No, but we’re going to eat breakfast soon,” Emery told her. “You need socks and shoes in the restaurant.”


  She scrunched up her face in thought. “Oh. Okay.”


  Emery pulled out socks from the suitcase, and when he reached for the sneakers she’d had on the day before, she pointed at a pair of soft, pink boots that looked like miniature fake Uggs.


  Emery smiled. “Okay, these instead of sneakers?”


  She nodded.


  When Sean tried to help her get dressed, she pulled the T-shirt away from him. “I’m a big girl! I can do it.”


  “Okay, sorry.”


  She pulled on the clothes herself. Emery added a lightweight jacket for them to carry down with them to the restaurant in case she needed it.


  As she was finishing pulling on her boots, they heard a light knock on their door. “Sean?”


  His mom. “Yeah, it’s safe. Come on in.”


  Helen opened the door, Louise on her heels as the two women piled in. “How’s our girl this morning?”


  This time, Sean let the laugh come through. “She just finished telling us she doesn’t need our help getting dressed.”


  “Well, of course she doesn’t,” Helen said. “She’s a big girl.”


  “That’s what I tol’ them, Gwamma Hewen.”


  Sean prayed his mom didn’t burst into tears. Fortunately, she didn’t. Instead, she scooped the toddler up with Louise also fussing over her. “How about we go out into the living room and watch TV so your dads can get their showers and get dressed?”


  “Okay.”


  Sean and Emery stood there, watching as the two women spirited the girl out the door, closing it behind them.


  Emery finally looked at him. “I think we were just given our marching orders.”


  “I think so, Emwee.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When they all went downstairs to the hotel’s restaurant for breakfast, Ken and Holly meeting them there, Emery could sense Helen trying to hold back from giving advice or taking over with Isla.


  He loved her all the more for her attempts at restraint, knowing how difficult that was for her considering her own dream of a grandchild had just come true.


  Fortunately, the restaurant had a breakfast buffet, including plenty of kid-friendly choices. Sean carried Isla so she could see and pick out what she wanted while Emery carried her plate for her. When they returned to the table and slid her into her high chair, she immediately dug in with her fingers and a spoon she held in her other fist.


  His mom and Helen waved the men off. “Go get your own plates,” his mom told them. “We’ll watch her.”


  When they returned to the buffet and grabbed their plates, Sean leaned in. “Our moms are glowing. I think it’s the only thing keeping me from crying right now.”


  “Don’t you dare start crying unless you want to see me crying, too.”


  Sean rested his head against Emery’s shoulder. “Aw, dude, we’re a couple of marshmallows. You realize that, right?”


  “Yeah, but we need to nut up fast, or we’re going to have a little girl running around with us wrapped around her fingers.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery didn’t have time to process any of his emotions. He instinctively knew Sean felt the same way he did, overjoyed to expand their family, but grieving at the cost in lives.


  Ken had made some calls first thing that morning and arranged for them to borrow a box truck. His son would drive it to Englewood for them on Monday after the hearing and bring it back to Orlando. After a stop to buy boxes and other packing supplies, they all headed back to the Shorlins’ house, where Ken’s son would meet them that afternoon with the truck.


  Sean and Emery turned Isla over to their moms while they worked with their fathers, under Holly and Ken’s guidance, to get everything packed they felt they needed to take on this trip.


  While the adults’ mood was somber, Isla seemed to take it in stride, frequently coming to find him or Sean to show them something.


  When they started packing the things in her room, she insisted on helping.


  Emery wished she wouldn’t, but he wasn’t about to force his mother or Helen to keep her out of the room, either. And with her young age, he found it hard to believe she would so readily accept two strangers she’d never met before as her new parents.


  When will the other shoe drop?


  He hoped it wouldn’t happen until they were home and had her settled there, where they could focus on her and get her integrated into her new extended family.


  It also didn’t escape him that while Isla had lost her parents and unborn sibling, she’d just gained a large extended family, including friends who were considered family, something she hadn’t had before.


  Aunts and uncles out the keister, and the strength of the pod to support her.


  Isla climbed up onto her bed. From the look on her face, he suspected she was close to needing a nap. “Emwee, do I call you or Sawn ‘Daddy’?”


  Every adult in the room focused on him, including Sawn.


  Great. Now I’m calling him that, too.


  “Well, sweetie, that’s up to you. You can call us both Daddy if you want. Or you can call us something else.”


  She clutched Puppy to her chest. “Aunt Howwy said Mommy and Daddy and the baby, they with the Goddess now.”


  He knelt next to the bed, Sean beside him. “Yes, sweetie. I’m sorry.” He glanced at Holly. Her lips were pressed together in a tight, thin line, but she nodded encouragingly to him.


  Isla’s voice dropped. “She said they can’t come back.”


  Sean reached out and took her hand. “I’m sorry, sweetie.”


  She seemed to think that over for a few moments. “My new room overwooks the beach?”


  “Yes,” Emery said. “It’ll overlook the beach. You’ll be able to see it all the time.”


  “Okay.” She looked up at Helen. “Can I have a sammich, Gwamma?”


  “Of course you can, sweetheart.” She reached in and picked her up. “Grandma Louise and I will make you whatever you want.”


  They carried her out of the room and downstairs, Holly following in their wake.


  Emery realized the room had gone deathly silent. He met Sean’s sweet brown gaze and realized how close to tears his mate was.


  As close as he felt himself.


  Sam and Joseph looked at each other. Sam had been working on clearing out Isla’s closet, while Joseph was getting the rest of her clothes from the dresser.


  “This sucks,” Sean whispered as he rubbed at his eyes. “This really fucking sucks.”


  Emery draped an arm around his shoulders. “I know. All we can do is love her and stumble our way through this.”


  “You’re both going to do fine,” Sam said with a firm nod. “You boys are good men. Strong men. You’re exactly what she needs in her life right now.”


  Joseph walked over to them. “Do you two honestly think I would have let you do this if I didn’t think you were ready for it? I would have been the first one telling you it was a bad idea. Have I ever hesitated to speak my mind with either of you?”


  Emery shook his head, as did Sean.


  “Good. I know this isn’t an ideal situation. But it could have been a lot worse. She could have been there when it happened. She could have been older. Yes, she’s going to grieve, but as Holly said, she’s very young. Resilient. You might not be able to see it right now, but this will be okay in the long run.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Isla had fallen asleep on the couch, her blanket and Puppy tightly clutched to her. Sean had located the boxes for the Christmas ornaments in the closet of a spare bedroom and got the special ornaments packed.


  He also packed Isla’s Hello Kitty stocking, as well as the stockings for her parents, that had been hung from the bookshelf next to the tree.


  And the baby book that would never be used beyond the few entries already in it.


  When she was older, she might want those things. He wouldn’t make that decision for her when it wasn’t his to make.


  Just like they wouldn’t do anything with her parents’ cremains except put them in nice urns and keep them safe for her.


  They’d also taken all the family pictures they could find on the walls, in photo albums, and packed in storage tubs. Their laptops, too, and a couple of binders of DVDs labeled “Backups.”


  They didn’t want to risk missing pictures.


  Ken also went through Kelley’s jewelry box, giving them the items from it. He explained the origins of a few that he was familiar with. Like Kelley’s parents’ wedding rings, William’s grandfather’s watch, and others.


  They already had Kelley and William’s wedding rings, found in their car with their other belongings, left there when they swam out.


  Sean’s desperate sadness etched away at his joy over becoming a father with Emery. He tried to focus on the present, on doing what they needed to do for Isla, in the present, but it was still difficult. He didn’t want to screw this up, wanted to make sure he didn’t erase Isla’s parents in her mind, and yet didn’t want them to be ghosts forever haunting her childhood and tainting it with ever-present sadness, either.


  Fortunately, Ken told them he would handle all the legalities, including obtaining death certificates and making sure their contacts in law enforcement handled the reporting in as low-key a manner as possible to keep attention to the deaths a minimum.


  The women emptied the freezer, fridge, and pantry of food that would spoil, filling the large rolling garbage bin and leaving it by the curb. Apparently trash day was the next day, based on the number of other bins already appearing and overflowing with holiday detritus.


  As Sean strapped Isla into her car seat, he took another look around the quiet cul-de-sac they lived on. It saddened him to know this was what the Shorlins’ lives had been reduced to, a box truck full of their little girl’s stuff and their memorabilia.


  Ken’s son would take the box truck to his house, where he lived in a rural area and could park it until they were ready to leave tomorrow afternoon after the hearing was over. The rest of them returned to the hotel for a somber dinner at the restaurant there.


  Only Isla seemed to brighten, refreshed from her nap. She chattered with everyone and asked questions about Englewood and her new family.


  When she finished with her macaroni and cheese, she sat back in her high chair and looked at everyone with a very adult expression.


  “I made a decision,” she declared.


  Sean pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. “And what decision is that, sweetheart?”


  She pointed at him. “I’ll call you ‘Da.’” She pointed at Emery. “I’ll call him ‘Daddy.’”


  He exchanged a quick glance with Emery, praying he didn’t burst out laughing, otherwise he’d lose it, too. “Okay, that’s fine with me.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “Good. Wanna know why?”


  Ken proved to be the weakest link. From his end of the large table, he started laughing. “I warned you boys.”


  Emery’s amused gaze danced across Sean’s before refocusing on Isla. “Why, sweetheart?”


  She pointed at him. “Your name longer. Emwee.” She pointed at Sean. “His name shorter. Sawn.” She nodded again, as if it should have been clear to everyone.


  Grandma Louise snorted as she tried to take a sip of water. “Oh, boy. You two will certainly have your hands full.”


  “Gee, thanks, Mom,” Emery said.


  “I’m just saying.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As Ken had predicted, the hearing the next morning went quickly, taking less than fifteen minutes. Just after lunch, they left Orlando, their caravan one vehicle larger with the box truck following them.


  Sean felt utterly drained emotionally, as well as guilty that Emery had done all the driving, when they turned onto Beach Road for the final leg of their journey home.


  Isla perked up in her car seat. She pointed out the window at the Intracoastal as they drove over the Tom Adams Bridge. “Water!”


  “Yep, water.”


  When their small caravan turned into their driveway, Sean spotted Wyatt’s car among the many Nadel family cars also there. The alligator shifter and his dolphin shifter mate walked downstairs with the others to greet them. Sean unfastened Isla’s car seat straps and held her. They introduced the others, Emery’s brother and sisters. Then Wyatt and Marisela stepped forward.


  “Hey, man,” Wyatt said, embracing Emery, then Sean. “This the new addition?” Wyatt asked in his Cajun drawl.


  Isla cocked her head. “You talk funny.”


  The gator shifter flashed a broad smile. “I know, sweetheart.” He pointed at Marisela. “You think I talk funny, Little ’Un, wait’ll you hear her accent.”


  Sean appreciated Wyatt’s attempt at humor, but his nerves were strained. All he wanted to do was get her inside and fed, get her things unloaded, and begin the long task of settling her into their home and lives. “Isla, this is…your Uncle Wyatt and Aunt Marisela.”


  The toddler frowned, reaching out to stroke Wyatt’s ebony skin. “He don’t look like you.”


  Wyatt laughed again.


  “They’re adopted family.” A lightbulb went on in his head. “Just like we’re adopting you.”


  “Good save, babe,” Emery silently told him through their mate-bond.


  “First of many, I’m sure,” he wearily shot back.


  Isla finally nodded. “Okay. Is that the beach?” She pointed past the house.


  “Holy no attention span, Batman.”


  Emery arched an eyebrow at him but didn’t reply.


  “Yes,” Sean told her, “but let’s get you upstairs first.”


  “Gotta go potty.”


  “Exactly. I figured.” Emery and the others helped grab her stuff from the truck so Sean could get Isla taken care of. Unloading and schlepping everything upstairs into the stilt house would take a little while, even with all the help and the elevator.


  When Sean got her upstairs and into the house, he was surprised to find a baby gate much like the ones that had been at the Shorlin house at the bottom of the stairs.


  Wyatt, who’d followed him upstairs with the diaper bag and other stuff from inside the truck, patted him on the shoulder. “Me and Chris decided to do a little baby-proofin’ for y’all. The cabinets in the kitchen have baby latches, and we put those plug things in the outlets. We also already emptied that guest room for you that you said you were puttin’ her in. Moved the furniture into the smaller one for now.” He smiled. “Merry Christmas.”


  “Thanks, dude.” Sean was afraid if he thought about it too long he might burst into tears.


  And he definitely didn’t want to do that in front of everyone.


  Especially in front of Isla. Not right now.


  He got her upstairs into the bathroom closest to what was now her bedroom. He was about to close the bathroom door when both grandmothers peered in.


  “Everything all right?” his mom asked.


  “I got it, Mom. But thanks.”


  Neither of them moved.


  Isla put her tiny hands on her hips. “We got it, Gwammas.”


  Louise laughed. “All right, hint taken. We’ll go help unload.”


  When they left, Isla looked up at Sean and nodded.


  He smiled and nodded back.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was nearly eleven o’clock when they finally got everyone to leave and Isla settled into her bed. They left her bedroom door open, as well as their own, in case she called out to them in the night. Two nightlights now illuminated the hallway as well.


  Sean hoped Emery wasn’t feeling romantic, because he felt drained physically and emotionally and wanted to do nothing but snuggle. In fact, they’d curled up in each other’s arms and it felt like he’d just gotten to sleep when he felt a tug on his foot.


  He lifted his head looked down to the end of the bed. The top of Isla’s head was just barely visible.


  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”


  She mumbled something around the thumb jammed in her mouth.


  Emery reached over and snapped on the bedside lamp while Sean climbed out of bed and picked her up. She also had her free arm curled around Puppy.


  “What’s the matter, honey?” he asked.


  “Sweep with you tonight,” she mumbled around her thumb. “Pwease?”


  He looked at Emery. Personally, he didn’t have the heart to say no. Not when it was her first night in their home with them and she sounded forlorn.


  Emery nodded and scooted over to his right, patting the mattress on his left. “There’s plenty of room for a punkin’ to join us.”


  Sean set her down on the bed and she walked over to Emery, plopping down next to him and snuggling her head against his chest.


  Sean returned to bed while Emery switched off the light. The nightlights in the hall cast a soft glow, and within a couple of minutes, the toddler was lightly snoring between them.


  Sean rolled onto his right side to watch her sleep. “How long do we let her do this?”


  Emery shrugged. “Do you really want to be the one to tell her no tonight?”


  “Hell, I don’t know if I’ll be able to ever tell her no. Unless it’s about safety stuff or a boy or something.”


  Emery smiled. “At least we can let Uncle Wyatt be the bad guy there.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean awoke to an empty bed the next morning, and the sound of Emery and Isla singing something downstairs. As sleep slowly released its grip on his system, he realized they were belting out Jimmy Buffett’s “Margaritaville” at the top of their lungs.


  And Isla definitely sounded more on-key than Emery.


  He used the bathroom and made his way downstairs, where they were now tackling “Volcano” with the same vocally uncoordinated gusto. Isla sat on the counter by the sink, watching while Emery made French toast in the electric skillet sitting on the stove.


  “Good mornin’, Da!” she brightly said. “We makin’ French toast.”


  Sean froze in his tracks as Emery looked over at him. “Babe?”


  The man he loved, and their daughter, in their kitchen, cooking breakfast.


  It was like something out of a weird Norman Rockwell montage.


  He closed his eyes to give himself a moment to think before smiling. “I’m okay. Just…adjusting.” He walked over to Isla and scooped her into his arms, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “How’s our princess this morning?”


  “Hungry!”


  He was about to say something when someone knocked on their front door.


  “Oh,” Emery said with a playful grin. “I meant to tell you your mom called. She’s on the way.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  He barely got the door open when his mom rushed through it, widely smiling when she spotted Isla in his arms. “There’s my baby girl!”


  “Gwamma Helen!” Isla happily squealed as Sean handed her over.


  Resistance was futile. Not when there was a determined grandmother on the move.


  Sean had started to close the door when he heard his dad speak up. Sean looked to find him just making his way to the deck from the stairs. “Why didn’t you take the elevator? You could have hit the intercom buzzer and we would have sent it down for you.”


  He pointed at where Helen had disappeared. “I haven’t seen your mother move so fast in years. She practically ran up the stairs. By the time I remembered the elevator, she was already halfway up.” He leaned in and dropped his voice. “You realize she’s already plotting how to spoil her rotten, right?”


  Sean smiled. “Yeah, Dad. Kind of got that memo already.”


  “Good.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Sean flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. Their first full day of parenting their daughter at their home had ended.


  He felt exhausted. His mom had stayed all day, and then they’d had visitors and family nonstop.


  “You all right, babe?” Emery asked.


  “No.”


  He rolled onto his side. “What’s wrong?”


  “What do you mean what’s wrong? Seriously?”


  “I need a hint.”


  “We’re parents.”


  Emery smiled. “Yes? And?”


  Sean looked at him. “How the hell are we going to raise a kid?”


  Emery’s smile faded. “Are you reconsidering this?”


  “Fuck, no.”


  Emery arched an eyebrow at him. “Then you have me confused. What’s the problem?”


  “How the hell do we not screw her up?”


  “That’s your worry?”


  “Yeah. Duh. Isn’t it yours?”


  He chuckled. “Sean, here’s a hint for you my mom gave me. Every parent worries they’re going to screw up their kids. If they don’t worry about that, then there’s something seriously wrong with them. Like psychotically wrong.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. They might not admit it to others, but they’re thinking it. That’s healthy and normal human nature.”


  He breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. Good, because I’m not afraid to admit to you or anyone else that I’m scared shitless.”


  “The good kind of scared?”


  “Yeah.”


  Emery reached over and laced his fingers through Sean’s. “We’ll love her and raise her and guide her and protect her the best we can. That’s all we can do.”


  He pondered that for a few moments. “I still say we send Wyatt along with her on all her dates.”


  “I think that’s being a little overprotective, but ask me again when she’s fourteen and starts dating.”


  Sean’s jaw dropped.


  “What?” Emery asked.


  “Fourteen? Fourteen? What the hell’s wrong with you?”


  “What? What do you mean?”


  “No fucking way is she dating at fourteen. Seventeen, maybe. Eighteen…well, only because at that point I can’t stop her short of duct tape and a shock collar, but I won’t be happy with it.”


  Emery leaned in and kissed Sean, slowly, sweetly, tenderly, temporarily driving all thoughts of their little girl dating out of his brain.


  When Emery finally lifted his lips from Sean’s, he whispered, “My parents let my sisters date at fourteen. They had to be chaperoned, but they let them go out. And you know how protective my dad is.”


  Sean rested his forehead against Emery’s. “I don’t have to like it,” he muttered.


  “No, babe. We don’t have to like it. But, guess what?”


  “What?”


  “We have slightly more than eleven years until we have to worry about that.”


  “We have a little girl.”


  “Yes, we do.”


  Sean snuggled tightly against Emery’s side. “I suspect you’re going to have to sometimes be the rational one. I can see my overprotective Jewish mother half coming out already.”


  “Just one of the many reasons I love you, babe.” He kissed Sean again.


  Despite how exhausted Sean felt, his cock stirred a little. “What are some of the other reasons?”


  “Hmm. Your charming good looks, your endearing neuroses—”


  “My sexy bod?”


  “I’m getting there, don’t rush me. I was going to say your magical ass and your delicious cock, but if you want me to generalize, I will.”


  “No, feel free to be specific.”


  Emery rolled on top of him, sending Sean’s pulse into a tango in his chest. “How about I specify that, if you’re in the mood, I’d love that delicious cock of yours buried in my ass.”


  Emery’s weight on him made Sean’s cock swell from twitching interest to painfully throbbing hard-on. “Deal,” he gasped.


  Moving fast, Emery rolled off him and jumped out of bed. He returned from the bathroom with a tube of lube and a towel for the bed. After spreading out the towel, he knelt on it on hands and knees, and wiggled his ass. “Let’s get this party started, babe.”


  Sean sat up and had started to rise to his knees to strip off his shorts when he caught sight of their bedroom door slowly swinging open. Thinking fast, he grabbed the sheet and quickly pulled it up and over Emery’s ass before the door opened all the way, revealing Isla standing there in the doorway.


  In her arms she clutched Puppy.


  Emery turned. “Babe, what the hell-o, sweetheart,” he finished as he looked over where Sean was pointing. He carefully rolled onto his back, making sure to keep the sheet over him. He grabbed a pillow and pulled it into his lap, presumably to hide the pup tent now residing there.


  “What’s wrong?” Sean asked her as he shoved the tube of lube under the sheets.


  She walked over to the end of the bed and crawled up onto it, then up the bed, where she settled between them. “Had a bad dream.”


  Sean hooked an arm around her shoulders. “You did, huh?”


  She leaned into his side and nodded.


  “Well, how about I take you and Puppy into your room and put you to bed and we’ll see what we can do about getting you back into happy dreams, okay?”


  She nodded. “Daddy come, too?”


  “Of course I will,” Emery said. “I’ll be right there.”


  Sean stood and scooped her into his arms. “Let’s go, sweetie.” At the door he turned and shot Emery a wink.


  Well, that was one way to kill two chubbies at once.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thirty minutes later, they had coaxed Isla back to sleep and returned to their bedroom. Sean closed their door, then turned and locked it. “Let’s make this a quick one in case she has more bad dreams.”


  “Agreed,” Emery said. “We need to get a baby monitor for her room.”


  “Didn’t I see one somewhere?”


  “It might be buried in the boxes of stuff we put in the spare bedroom. But I don’t know if we got all the pieces. I only remember seeing one.”


  “I’m thinking we need to get back to the topic at hand.” He grabbed Emery and pulled him into his arms, where he planted a kiss on his lips. “Shuck those shorts, Daddy, so I can fuck your sweet ass.”


  Emery lifted his head and looked down at Sean, even though he stood only two inches shorter than Emery’s six five. “Yeeah, I’m thinking we don’t use those exact terms of endearments during sex anymore.”


  A snort escaped Sean. “Wow. Cockblocked by an almost-three-year-old. The joys of parenthood.”


  “See? She has as much of a chance to screw us up as we do her.”


  They stripped and returned to bed. “Where were we?” Sean asked.


  Emery got back into position and wiggled his ass at Sean. “I think right about here.”


  “Yep. That looks familiar.” Sean ran his hands over Emery’s smooth, tight cheeks. Then he leaned in and bit the right one, drawing a moan from Emery.


  When he reached between Emery’s legs, Sean found his cock standing rigid, a drop of pre-cum already pearling at the slit.


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” he whispered.


  The tube of lube lay on the towel. Sean picked it up and drizzled lube between Emery’s cheeks before working some into his rim with one finger. His lover let out a soft moan.


  “That’s it, baby,” Sean whispered. “I know you love it.” He continued, working in more lube and adding a second finger, and then a third.


  “Hurry up,” Emery gasped. “I want your cock inside me.”


  “Patience, babe.” He wiped his hand on the towel before slathering lube on his cock and getting into position behind him. “Here it comes.”


  He pressed the engorged head of his cock against Emery’s ass and slowly pressed forward. Emery fisted the sheets and buried his face in the pillows to stifle his moan.


  “Feel good?”


  “Fuck yeah,” came Emery’s muffled reply.


  Sean held on to Emery’s hips and slowly worked his cock in a little at a time, drawing back before pressing forward, until his thighs touched Emery’s and his cock was completely sheathed by his tight ass.


  “Fuck, that’s good,” Sean whispered.


  “It’d be even better if you’d start moving,” Emery said from where he had his face buried in the pillows.


  “Hold on. I’m savoring it.” He flexed his cock inside his lover’s ass, loving the way Emery’s flesh tightly fisted his shaft. Then he slowly withdrew, until just the head of his cock was still buried inside Emery.


  Sean inched forward again, achingly slow, fighting the urge to fuck him hard and fast, wanting to make it last. Emery tried to thrust back against him, but Sean held his hips tight, pulling a frustrated moan from the dolphin shifter.


  “Oh, no, you don’t.” Sean reached around Emery’s hips and grabbed his cock. “I’m gonna blow really fast. I want to feel you coming first.” He slicked Emery’s pre-cum over his shaft and began stroking him.


  Then he let Emery rock his hips back and forth, until he was fucking himself back on Sean’s cock and forward into Sean’s hand with every stroke.


  “That’s it,” Sean teased. “I’ll let you do all the work.”


  He received a sexy grunt in reply, Emery too far gone in his bliss to form words, apparently. Faster, harder, until Sean could tell from the way Emery’s cock grew harder in his hand that his lover was close.


  “That’s it, baby,” Sean urged, adding a little thrust of his own, meeting Emery’s ass with his hips until his balls were slapping against Emery at the bottom of every stroke.


  Sean felt his own release closing in. Emery moved faster, nearly frantic in his need until, finally, he let out a deep, satisfied groan as his cock exploded in Sean’s hand.


  At the same time, Emery’s ass contracted around Sean’s cock. Sean let go of Emery’s cock and grabbed his hips again, fucking him hard and fast until his balls drew up tight and filled his lover’s ass with his cum.


  Spent, he collapsed on top of Emery and they both ended up splayed across the bed.


  “Fuck,” Emery muttered into the pillows. “So damn good.”


  “You can say that again,” Sean said. He took a moment to catch his breath before pulling his wilting cock from Emery. Then he delivered a light slap to Emery’s ass before getting out of bed. “Really fucking good, babe.”


  Emery was still lying in the same spot when Sean returned from the bathroom a few minutes later with a warm, damp washcloth. He cleaned Emery up and tossed the towel and washcloth into the bathroom.


  Sean started to get into bed, then remembered to go unlock their bedroom door, just in case Isla had any other nightmares. Then he grabbed his shorts and pulled them on before returning to bed.


  When he cuddled up next to Emery, a soft snore escaped his lover.


  Sean reached over and turned off the bedside lamp before slinging an arm over Emery. “Good night, babe,” he whispered.


  Emery snored in response.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Sean awoke early the next morning, lying on his left side, facing the edge of the bed.


  There was also a set of tiny grey eyeballs less than five inches from his, staring at him.


  “Are you awake?” Isla asked.


  “I am now, sweetheart,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”


  She hugged Puppy tightly against her chest. “I had an accident.”


  Now he felt even more awake. “What kind of accident?”


  “I did it in my sleep diaper.”


  “Ah.” Now he was tracking. He sat up after mentally remembering if he had pulled shorts on the night before. “Let’s take care of that.”


  She started for the door before turning around. “It’s stinky,” she warned him.


  He tried not to laugh and managed to corral it into a smile. “That’s all right, sweetie. I’m sure I can handle it.”


  “What’s wrong?” Emery muttered.


  “Nothing.”


  “I’m stinky,” Isla told him.


  He lifted his head to look at her. “Oh. Okay.”


  “Da said he’d take care of it.”


  Emery’s head flopped back onto his pillow again. “Yay for Da,” he mumbled, already sliding back into sleep.


  Sean made sure to give him a hard shove before getting out of bed. “Misery loves company, Daddy,” he muttered.


  Emery gave a sigh and sat up. “I’m sure it does.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “What time is it?”


  “Almost six.”


  “Oh. It’s late then.”


  “Sarcasm doesn’t become you, babe,” Sean said from the doorway.


  “What’s sarcasm?” Isla asked.


  Sean smiled. “It’s how parents speak before they’ve had sufficient amounts of coffee.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik’s morning started as it had every day for the past couple of months, with rage seething deep inside him. He wore it like a cloak, continuously, never allowing it to drift far from him.


  His life. His love. And now his fucking foot. All lost because of Emery.


  He hadn’t wanted much, just to show him how good it could be between them.


  And then Emery had chosen that fucking human over him. As if they hadn’t known each other most of their lives.


  Erik hung out in the shallows near a mangrove island just off Big Pine Key. The water was warmer down here, food relatively plentiful. It was easy for him to keep out of sight until he could regain his strength and figure out his next move.


  Revenge would be an integral part of his plan, whatever he ended up doing. His mistake had been involving others. Well, not involving them. Telling them the full story. He should have played things closer to the vest and simply killed off the two fathers after they were abducted by Esparza and his men. Then he could have escaped and gone somewhere to hide out.


  It would have been a start on chipping away at the cold, hard rock inside his heart. He likely would still have his damned foot, too.


  And if it was the last thing he did, he would have his revenge. He’d make Emery and the other Nadels pay dearly for what they’d cost him.


  Swimming wasn’t as easy as before, with part of his tail fluke missing. But it was easier to get around in the water than it would be if he shifted back and tried to maneuver on land.


  When the fucking gator shifter had bitten off part of his right leg, he’d been in the process of shifting and trying to pull himself out of the water onto a dock.


  He was lucky he hadn’t bled to death. It’d taken him several shifts back and forth to finally staunch the bleeding while running for his life from a couple of bio-sharks, bulls who thought they’d have an easy snack.


  Then there was the matter of getting the hell out of the area. No doubt the pod would be monitoring all marine mammal rescue groups for news of a dolphin missing part of his tail fluke.


  And if he was caught, he’d be dead. He didn’t doubt it. No matter how far he went, if he allowed himself to be taken into captivity, he was a dead man. Joseph and Emery would likely stop at nothing, including infiltrating a facility, to take him out.


  If they wanted to kill him, they’d better be prepared to lose a few of their own in the process. He no longer had anything left to lose but his life. And without Emery, and now missing part of a leg, it wasn’t much of a damn life.


  Wanted by law enforcement for his own initial botched attempt on Sean’s life, and now marked for death by the pods, it wasn’t like they could take anything else from him.


  He’d considered swimming to Cuba, where at least as a human he could take advantage of their medical system and get a prosthetic leg. But that wouldn’t do him much good unless he wanted to spend the rest of his damn life cooped up on that tiny spit of anachronistic, Communist tropical real estate.


  Which he certainly did not.


  Not yet, at least.


  Maybe once he’d had his revenge that would be a good backup plan.


  But not until.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean realized a fact of parenthood he’d never known before. Apparently, being a parent created a temporal anomaly that meant he never had enough time in the day to do anything. He set out to do one thing, then by the end of the day realized he’d done a lot of other things, but never finished that first thing he’d set out to accomplish.


  Not that he was complaining in the least.


  The anticipated emotional eruption took longer than Sean expected. The day before New Year’s, they were sitting on the couch after dinner, watching cartoons on TV with Isla snuggled between them with Puppy, when she let out a sniffle.


  As one, Sean and Emery both swiveled their heads to look down at her. “You all right, sweetie?” Sean asked.


  She jammed her thumb into her mouth and mumbled something.


  “We can’t understand you, sweetheart,” Emery said.


  She took a deep breath and let it out again. “I miss Mommy and Daddy.”


  She burst into tears.


  Sean took little relief in the fact that Emery wore as panicked an expression as he felt. Emery scooped her into his arms and hugged her while Sean crowded close.


  “We know,” Emery softly said. “It’s all right to miss them.”


  “I hate the Goddess!” she screamed, startling both men with the force of her rage. “I hate her! Why she take them? I need them!”


  Sean chewed on the inside of his cheek in an attempt to staunch his tears, to no effect. He gently patted her on the back as she cried on Emery’s shoulder. “We don’t know why, sweetheart. It was an accident.”


  “Why she take them? Why?” She dissolved into heartbreaking sobs in Emery’s arms, eventually crying herself to sleep.


  Sean grabbed his phone and called Holly to talk with her.


  After he finished telling her what happened, she let out a sad sigh. “I warned you about this. It’s normal and healthy. You handled it exactly the right way.”


  “We feel horrible for her and there’s nothing we can do to make it better.”


  “Of course there is,” she said. “You can love her and be there for her.


  They spent a quiet New Year’s Eve at home, just the three of them, with Isla falling asleep on the couch between them well before the ball dropped in Times Square. They’d originally planned to take her up to Emery’s parents’ for the party they were throwing, but after Isla’s meltdown the night before, they decided it might be better to keep from overwhelming her with a lot of new people.


  And as the days bled into weeks and they finally sculpted a new routine orbiting around the precious wonder in their lives, Sean realized he couldn’t remember what it was like not having her there. Not having her greeting them in the mornings with a sleepy smile when they woke her up to get her ready to go to Grandma’s for the day, or sitting with her at dinner and listening to her talk about whatever it was she learned that day.


  And it was good. It felt better than right.


  It felt like it was exactly where and how they should be.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Sean had just returned to bed after a middle-of-the-night stinky emergency. He’d managed to get up without waking Emery.


  I’ve got to cut back on her pineapple juice consumption.


  Although Isla loved the stuff, any time she had it late in the evening before bedtime, Sean was the one paying for it later.


  I need to remind Emery not to let her have it at night. Sean had been in the study checking e-mails when Isla parlayed her superior toddler negotiation skills into getting Daddy to give her a small glass of the stuff instead of a cookie.


  He was about to roll over and go to sleep when his phone lit up and started vibrating like crazy on the bedside table. Knowing it couldn’t be good news, he grabbed it and answered without looking at the screen. “Hello?”


  “Sean? Wake up! You’re about to be an uncle!” His mom sounded like she was screaming with joy.


  “Mom?” He sat up. “What?”


  “Wake Emery up. We’ll be over in five minutes. Your father will stay with Isla, but Olivia and Brad are on their way to the hospital.”


  He swung his feet over the edge of the bed. “Back up. She’s not due for three weeks yet.”


  “They came over yesterday for a checkup and Dr. Alberto had them stay in a hotel by the hospital so she could run more tests today. But Olivia’s water broke fifteen minutes ago. Get up and get dressed. We need to go to Tampa!”


  She hung up on him.


  He sat there, processing the news, then realized he needed to get moving. He snapped on the bedside lamp and walked around to Emery’s side of the bed.


  “Wake up,” he said as he poked him.


  Emery mumbled.


  Sean poked him again. “Wake up, Unca Emwee.”


  That seemed to get his attention. He forced an eye open. “Huh?”


  “Your sister’s about to make a special delivery. Mom’s on her way over. We’ve been given our marching orders. So get up and get dressed.”


  They arrived at the hospital two hours later. Emery’s parents were already there, and the other siblings were still en route.


  Sean and Emery opted to sit out in the waiting room with Joseph and Christopher, who also had no desire to see what happened south of the border during the birthing process. Not to mention the birthing suite was already crowded enough with Brad and the family’s women in attendance.


  It was nearly two in the afternoon when Helen emerged from the birthing suite, a beaming grin on her face and Brad’s iPhone in hand. She held up the phone, which displayed a picture of Olivia holding the two newborns cradled to her chest. “Presenting Sofia and Julian,” she said as everyone crowded around to get a look.


  The rest of the contingency, minus Brad, soon followed. Giving the new parents some privacy, everyone else went downstairs to the cafeteria to eat and stare at the pictures on the iPhone.


  Emery wore a silly grin as he looked at the pictures. “Isla’s got two cousins to play with.” He poked Christopher in the shoulder. “You guys will be next.”


  “Not until June,” his wife, Suzanne, said, patting her baby bump. “So we get a few more months to practice.”


  Joseph took the phone again to stare at the pictures. “They’re gorgeous. I can’t wait for the recognition ceremony. It’ll be nice having one for our own family for a change.” He passed the phone on to one of the others. “The last Nadel baby we welcomed was Laura.” He turned his focus back to Emery. “We will be including Isla in the recognition ceremony, won’t we? Since you haven’t bothered to have one for her yet?”


  Sean snickered over the way Emery’s face reddened. “Sorry, Dad,” Emery mumbled. “We’ve been busy getting used to being parents.”


  Joseph curtly nodded. “Well, I know that, and I didn’t want to rush you, but it’s high time Isla was also officially recognized by the pod. I know it’s been a cold winter, but you can bring her out on the boat.”


  Emery looked down at his plate. “Okay, fine, Dad. I get it.”


  Louise smiled. “Don’t be too hard on him, Joseph,” she said. “If you’ll recall, Emery was eight months old before you held his recognition ceremony.”


  Joseph puffed up a little in indignation. “Yes, but that’s because we kept having bad weather. We couldn’t do a recognition ceremony in the middle of a storm, could we?”


  “My point being,” Louise continued, “it doesn’t matter when we have it, as long as we have it.” She poked her husband in the shoulder. “So back off, Grandpa. All that matters is that they’re here and healthy, even if they are a couple of weeks early.”


  “We’ll do it before we go out to Yellowstone,” Emery said. “Happy? They’ll be almost two months old then. Okay?”


  Joseph smiled. “That sounds good, Uncle Alpha.”


  Emery stuck his tongue out at his father.


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery and Sean finally headed home from the hospital. Sean’s dad had volunteered to take Isla home overnight, giving the men an evening of well-needed, child-free privacy.


  They undressed and grabbed a shower, not speaking, taking their time and letting all their tension wash away. Once they were dried off and in bed, Sean rolled onto his side. “We’re uncles,” Sean said as he grabbed Emery and kissed him, deeply and fiercely.


  “Yep.”


  “We almost have enough kids in the family for our own water polo team,” he joked.


  “Almost.”


  “We have the entire house to ourselves.”


  Emery nibbled along the line of Sean’s jaw, to his earlobe. “Yep.”


  “Please tell me you’re going to fuck my brains out tonight.”


  Emery rolled on top of him. He grabbed Sean’s hands and held them pinned against the mattress over his head. “Oooh, yeah. I was thinking Alpha bull style.”


  Sean let out a soft moan. “Oh, dude, what are you waiting for?”


  Emery crushed Sean’s mouth with his, a bruising, passionate kiss that stole their breaths away. “I’m not waiting. I’m savoring the moment.” He nipped the side of Sean’s neck. “I’ve been fantasizing about bending you over our bed with my fat Alpha bull cock stuffed inside your sweet, tight ass.


  He’d only fucked Sean a couple of times using the partial shift. Sean knew Emery had to be in the right mental place to do it without risking slipping and ending up a fully shifted dolphin in their bed.


  And it’d been a while since the last time. Since before Isla joined their family.


  Emery’s lips feathered across Sean’s flesh, tasting and teasing his mate, nipping and sucking, wanting to make it last. Sean flexed his hips and arched his back, trying to get friction against his cock, which was pinned between their bodies.


  Emery let his full weight pin Sean to the bed. “Slow down, baby,” he hoarsely whispered. “We’ve got all night.”


  “Maybe you have all night, but I’m about to bust a nut. I need your cock, man. It’s been too long since you’ve fucked me like that.”


  “I know.” Emery finally sat up and retrieved a towel from the bathroom, and a tube of lube and the large butt plug from their child-proof hiding places. He returned to the bed. “Roll over. Ass in the air.”


  Sean complied. Emery lightly slapped Sean’s tight ass cheeks before kneeling between his legs. “Reach back and hold yourself open for me.”


  Sean did, his face buried in the pillow.


  Emery reached between his lover’s legs to find Sean’s cock rigid and already dripping pre-cum from the slit. “Wow, you are horny.”


  “Yes, goddammit,” came Sean’s muffled reply. “I thought that was obvious.”


  Emery drizzled lube down the seam of Sean’s ass and began working it into his puckered rim. One, then two fingers, and finally a third. Once he knew Sean was loosened enough, he squirted lube all over the butt plug and began working that inside his lover’s ass.


  A long, low moan rolled from Sean.


  “Don’t you dare fucking come yet,” Emery said. Not until my cock is deep inside you.


  Sean’s moan turned to a plaintive whine. But Sean knew he would no more be able to refuse that order than he could refuse to come on command when Emery was in full-on Alpha bull mode.


  A very horny, deliciously handsome Alpha bull ready to fuck his mate.


  After the butt plug slid inside his ass past the widest part, Sean’s body eagerly sucked it the rest of the way in, the flared base seating between Sean’s ass cheeks. Emery teased him, pressing on the base and alternating that with gently tugging on it, enjoying the passionate, primal noises Sean made when he did.


  “You like that, don’t you?”


  “I’ll like it better when it’s your cock, dude.”


  Emery slapped Sean’s ass again. “Patience.” He reached between Sean’s legs and palmed his sac. It felt tight, heavy, hot, full and ready to explode at Emery’s command. He gently rolled Sean’s balls in his hand. Sean propped himself up on his elbows, turning his head so he could watch while Emery grabbed his own cock and took a couple of strokes. Not that he needed fluffing, because his cock was already hard and throbbing.


  Emery changed position, moving to the head of the bed, where Sean could reach his cock with his mouth. He buried his hands in Sean’s hair and pulled his head up. “Open wide, baby.”


  Sean did, softly moaning again as the engorged head of Emery’s cock passed through his lips and over his tongue. He lapped at the slit, where drops of pre-cum had already pearled there.


  Emery slowly fucked his mouth, taking complete charge and holding Sean’s head right where he wanted it. “That’s it, baby,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse, strained with the effort of holding back. “Make sure I’m nice and hard before I fuck your ass with it.”


  The sound of Emery’s voice, even more than his words, turned Sean’s insides into a gooey mush. They were so good together in bed like this, everything feeling so right, way more intense than it had ever felt with anyone he’d known before Emery.


  After a few minutes, Emery pulled his cock from Sean’s mouth and moved behind him again. “I need my cock in your ass,” he hoarsely said.


  “Who’s stopping you?”


  Emery played with the butt plug again, fucking Sean with it and making him moan even louder. Finally, he carefully withdrew it from him and then slathered his cock with lube.


  Emery knelt between Sean’s legs, and Sean thought he might just sob with relief. Then Emery positioned his knob against Sean’s ass and pressed forward.


  When Sean tried to rock back and impale himself, Emery anticipated it. He grabbed Sean’s hips and held him in place. “No you don’t,” he said. “I’m driving.”


  Even in this Emery took his time, almost deriving sadistic pleasure in how Sean begged for Emery to fuck him faster, harder, deeper, and not the achingly slow progress he was currently making.


  Only when he was fully buried inside his lover did Emery let out a breath. “Okay.” He reached around Sean and grabbed his cock. “Hold still.” He slicked Sean’s own juices up and down his shaft a few times, Sean trying his best not to rock his hips in time with Emery’s hand.


  That was when he felt Emery’s cock swell inside his ass.


  “Fuck, yeah!” he gasped.


  Emery’s hand moved harder, faster. “Come!” he barked as he squeezed Sean’s cock.


  It felt like Sean’s balls were trying to turn themselves inside out as his climax ripped through him. His hands balled the sheets, tightly fisted. Unable to keep still, he let out a cry and rocked back, wanting that thick cock as deep inside him as he could take it.


  And still, it grew.


  “That’s it,” Emery said, his tone sounding low and growly. “Take my cock, baby.” He fell forward onto Sean and began fucking him, pounding him into the mattress, his huge Alpha bull cock deeply plowing his ass.


  Sean wished he could say something sexy or witty to Emery in response to how great it felt, but all that came out of his mouth was a series of moans that reminded him of a drunken pig happily looking for goodies at a truffle farm. He clutched at the sheets, arching his back as much as he could under Emery’s weight, fucking him back as much as he could.


  Emery’s fingers wrapped around Sean’s and he squeezed. He bit down on Sean’s shoulder.


  As if a direct line to his balls, Sean felt his cock immediately grow hard again.


  “I’m almost there, babe,” Emery silently said through their mate-bond. “Get ready.”


  Aching, hard, throbbing, despite just having come, Sean knew as soon as Emery gave the word, his cock would immediately, obediently obey.


  “Now! Come for me.”


  Explosions soared behind Sean’s closed eyelids as his balls once again emptied, not as much this time, but the force of his climax hit him as strongly as the first one.


  The feeling every bit as intense.


  Inside his ass, he felt Emery’s cock swell even more as the dolphin shifter bit down harder on his shoulder. Then it pulsed as hot cum filled his ass and Emery let out a loud, deep groan of his own that coaxed a pleasant shiver from Sean.


  Sean went limp under Emery, his pulse slowing, a fine sheen of sweat coating both their skins.


  Emery gave Sean’s hands one last squeeze before his grip slackened. His breath blew across the nape of Sean’s neck as he kissed him, tenderly, gently.


  “Fuck,” Sean muttered. “That is so. Fucking. Good.”


  Emery chuckled. “Yes, it is.” He slowly pushed himself up and off of Sean, carefully withdrawing his rapidly wilting cock from Sean’s ass.


  Sean winced a little, but then chuckled.


  “What?”


  He slowly rolled onto his side so he could look Emery in the eye. “I’m kind of glad you didn’t spring that superpower on me our first day together. It might have scared the crap out of me.”


  Emery leaned in and kissed him. “I didn’t even know it was a superpower I had until I met you.”


  “Aww, you big sweet-talking thang, you.”


  Emery captured Sean’s hand and brought it to his mouth. He kissed it, feathering his lips over Sean’s fingers. “I love you, babe.”


  Sean leaned in and kissed him. “Love you, too. Forever and ever, big daddy.”


  Emery laughed. “Oh, sooo don’t say that during sex. Please?”


  “Roger-dodger.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  It was easy to stay hidden around the Florida Keys throughout the winter. Plenty of calm mangrove backwaters, the water temp stayed warmer than more northern climes, and food was plentiful. Not to mention, with all the little out-of-the-way canals and vacation houses, it was easy to shift late at night and hobble up docks to break in and find things.


  It was during just such a break-in one evening, at a rundown trailer on Big Pine Key, which had been vacant for weeks, that Erik stumbled upon a possible way to get his revenge. He’d kept his eye on the trailer, watched, shifted and from a distance, as a guy next door mowed the lawn.


  Every night, a light looking like a nightlight came on in a high, small window with frosted glass. Likely a bathroom. The vintage trailer, that looked to be from the early 1970s or so, was obviously not a rich man’s holding. Nobody came or went from the trailer.


  It was the perfect kind of place for him to hide out in, to get out of the water when a squall line came through, chilly winds and rain lashing the surface of Florida Bay.


  When he finally broke in late one Friday night toward the end of February, easily jimmying open the back door, he found his guess was right. From the vintage decor, he suspected elderly owners, if not deceased ones. The personal belongings told him it definitely wasn’t used as a rental retreat.


  There were some clothes in a closet in the larger of the two bedrooms, nothing stylish, but at least a pair of shorts he could pull on and wear, and a sweatshirt. No food in the fridge, but there was soup and other canned goods in the pantry that hadn’t spoiled yet.


  It was nice to finally be able to eat something warm again.


  And he found a pair of scissors in a drawer in the kitchen with which, after a long, hot shower, he could trim back his scraggly hair and beard to a more acceptable length.


  As he stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, in the dim light from the nightlight plugged in by the sink, he didn’t recognize himself.


  Fucking Emery. It was all his fault everything had come to this. If he’d just not picked that fucking human as his mate, they could be having a great life together.


  That goddamned alligator, Wyatt, had taken his foot and part of his leg. His life, at this point, was ruined.


  But he would hurt Emery and the other Nadels however he could.


  Although even he had to admit in his current state, how he’d go about actually doing that seemed dubious.


  As morning waned and enough natural light filtered in through the drawn curtains, he looked for something to distract him. Hobbling one-legged into the living room area, in a neat and tidy stack under the coffee table he found a pile of supermarket tabloid papers. Since he wasn’t stupid enough to turn on the TV and risk noise attracting attention, he stretched out on the couch and satisfied himself with the brain-numbing newspapers.


  None of them were newer than five months old, and they went back over a year.


  One, in particular, caught his attention.


  “Wolfman in Arcadia?” screamed one bold headline.


  The writer, a guy by the name of Jake Castle, wrote about reports of men who turned into wolves being spotted on the outskirts of Arcadia.


  Dipshit. He was closer than he probably suspected. There was a large group of wolves in that area.


  


  …this reporter is currently investigating several other reports from around the state of unusual activity. Is it possible there are werewolves in Florida? That they do, in fact, exist?


  


  The guy’s byline included an e-mail address. His brief bio said he was based out of Miami, and ran a website called Strange and Real.


  It also said he paid for valid tips.


  Hmm.


  Erik let the paper fall to his lap as he stared out into space. He didn’t have access to a computer. He couldn’t walk around with one leg. Although law enforcement wouldn’t immediately recognize him in this condition, he had no ID. He damn sure couldn’t tell anyone who he really was.


  I need a fucking artificial leg. But that, he knew, was as far out of reach as Emery, at that moment. Monetarily, as well as he had no way of getting somewhere he could get one, except Cuba, maybe.


  Then again, maybe a crutch. Or a wheelchair. They were easy to get anywhere new, or used at a thrift store.


  Except he had no money.


  He turned it over in his brain for a while until the ringing of a phone somewhere in the kitchen area startled him out of his thoughts and sent his pulse racing. He froze, even though he logically knew no one could tell he was there.


  After four rings, it stopped. As his pulse slowed and evened out, he got up and hobbled over to the kitchen. There, on the wall, an ancient, avocado green, push-button phone. No caller ID screen, no batteries required, but the phone number was helpfully printed in faded type on a small, peeling label stuck to the phone.


  Well, what do you know about that?


  The phone had a dial tone. Rummaging around in the cabinets produced a phone book for the Keys that was two years old.


  There were two big chain drugstores on Big Pine Key. He couldn’t easily get to either of them over land. They were less than a mile away, up near A1A, but one-legged, they might as well be a hundred miles away.


  There was a thrift store, slightly closer.


  That started his search through the entire trailer. In the end, he turned up a whopping dollar and fifteen cents in change.


  Outside, the sound of a boat engine starting up close by got his attention. He carefully peeked out one of the back windows to see the next-door neighbor who mowed the grass preparing to take off in a twenty-foot open fisherman.


  He smiled. In all his watching, he knew the man, who looked to be in his sixties, was alone in his trailer.


  Erik found a sturdy cotton mop in the utility closet just off the kitchen. Once the neighbor was completely out of sight, Erik went out the back door. With his makeshift crutch, he quickly hobbled over to the neighbor’s house and found his back door unlocked. No dog, no people.


  Moving quickly, he searched and found a wad of bills and loose change in the top drawer of the man’s bureau. Over two hundred dollars. Erik thought about taking all of it, then realized that might immediately draw the neighbor to call the cops.


  He left a few bills of mixed denominations, and all of the change. Hopefully the man would think he’d simply made a mistake about how much money was there, and it still gave Erik $135. Moving fast, he left the trailer and hobbled back to his borrowed hideaway.


  Then he called the thrift shop. The woman who answered sounded young. “Seaside Savings.”


  He had to clear his throat and realized it’d been months since he’d actually talked to another person. “Hi. Listen, I’m here on vacation with some buddies. I…I’m a disabled vet, and well, we had a little trouble.” He made up a story of his wheelchair somehow accidentally falling out of the trailered boat during their trip south and needing a temporary replacement. “I don’t suppose you’d have any used ones there, cheap, would you? I have an old one at home I can use when I get back, but I don’t want to make my wife drive all the way down here with it, and I don’t want my buddies to have to cut the trip short.”


  “Oh, my gosh! You poor guy. Yeah, we have a used one, but I’ll give it to you, free.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “I want to do that. Least I can do.”


  “You’re so sweet. I don’t suppose there’s any way I could get it delivered, could I? I’m here on Big Pine Key. I made my buddies go out on the boat today without me. I’ll pay for the delivery.”


  “Oh, no you won’t. Give me your address. I’ll bring it right over.”


  He had to fight the urge to giggle. “That won’t be any trouble, will it?”


  “My brother’s here to watch the place. Tell me where you’re at.”


  He gave her the address. “I really appreciate it. Are you sure I can’t pay you?”


  “Absolutely not.” She sniffled. “Our uncle died in Afghanistan three years ago. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.”


  When he hung up, he let the giggles break through. That it had been so easy worried him. He wondered if she’d recognize the address when she got here. If she’d know he wasn’t supposed to be there.


  He briefly considered killing her and stealing her car, but realized that would not only be stupid, but all he had for a weapon was a knife. And anyone on two legs at this point could easily outmaneuver him.


  She actually arrived in six minutes, and she turned out to be barely out of high school, from the looks of her. She drove an old pickup truck, and the wheelchair sat in the bed. When she brought it up to the front door, he opened it for her.


  “Thank you so much,” he said.


  “The tires are solid, too,” she said. “It’s not much, just one of those folding hospital kinds, but I hope it helps.”


  He sat in it and let her lean in for a hug. “Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.”


  “I wasn’t sure I was at the right place at first. I didn’t see a truck.”


  “They left it and the trailer at the boat ramp when they put in this morning,” he quickly lied. “They’re going to drop one of the guys off there this afternoon when they return to bring it back.”


  She brightened. “Oh. Yeah, should have thought about that.”


  “You sure I can’t pay you?”


  She waved it off. “Nope. Thank you for your service to our country.”


  He fought the urge to grin as she turned and left. When he closed and locked the door behind her, he leaned back in the wheelchair and looked around the trailer. He couldn’t stay here long, not with the neighbor right next door.


  But now, he needed to make more calls and see if he could track down Jake Castle of Miami.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Erik heard the neighbor’s boat return after lunch. The guy carried a small cooler from the dock up to the house.


  Then the waiting began.


  When an hour passed and still there’d been no signs of a deputy being called, Erik relaxed a little.


  But only a little.


  He’d found a backpack in one of the closets and loaded it with cans of soup and food, a spoon and a fork, a can opener, and some clothes. It hung off the back of the wheelchair, which sat parked by the front door.


  He also took a nice filet knife he’d found, as well as a hunting knife.


  They might come in handy.


  After directory assistance first gave him two wrong Jake Castles, the right Jake Castle had been more than eager to talk with him in person when Erik dropped a few subtle hints about things that hadn’t been mentioned in the tabloid articles. Like how he actually knew where some of the “wolfmen” Castle had talked about in his article lived. And, even better, he could point out other species to him, if he wanted.


  All he had to do was drive down from Miami and meet him on Big Pine Key. Erik had already picked out a restaurant from the phone book, called to confirm they were still there and their hours, and knew he could make his way there in the wheelchair.


  Their scheduled meeting was for four, which would give Castle enough time to get down there, even with weekend traffic, as long as there wasn’t an accident on A1A.


  It would also give Erik enough time to figure out how the hell he’d get out of the trailer without risking being spotted by the neighbor.


  Fortunately, that issue was answered for him around two thirty, when the sound of a car starting caught Erik’s ear. He made it to the front window in time to see the neighbor driving off.


  Perfect.


  Moving fast, he got the wheelchair out of trailer and down the two front steps, pulling the door shut behind him and checking the lock. He left the back door unlocked.


  Muscling the wheelchair over the uneven grass proved a little tricky, but fortunately he got it onto the pavement of the road and found a rhythm that worked for him. There wasn’t, unfortunately, a sidewalk along this part of the road, and he had to push for a few minutes before he found one.


  As he drew closer to the restaurant, he slowed, taking his time. He’d be early, but he didn’t want to draw any more attention to himself than he already would as a one-legged scruffy-looking man in a wheelchair.


  One of the little shopping centers just before A1A had a beach shop in it. After muscling the chair up the ramp to the raised sidewalk in front of the stores, he took a moment to catch his breath.


  That wasn’t the easiest thing to do, pushing a wheelchair.


  Not even a fraction as easy as swimming with only half a fluke, which was damned hard.


  Inside the shop, they sold cheap tourist wares. He bought himself a pair of sunglasses, a hat, a couple of T-shirts, and some shorts for less than forty dollars. They were also nice enough to let him change clothes there when he gave them the sob story about being on vacation with his buddies and his bag flying out of the trailered boat, along with his wheelchair, somewhere on the highway.


  Suckers.


  At least he had one way to use this situation to his advantage. He could prey on the kindness of others to get what he needed.


  


  * * * *


  


  A man Erik presumed was Jake Castle stood as Erik rolled up to the restaurant’s front door twenty minutes before their agreed upon time. He was probably only around five nine, if that, and thin except for a potbelly. Shaggy brown hair shot with grey and looking more in need of a haircut than Erik himself at that moment, he guessed the man’s age to be in his early- to mid-forties.


  “Jim?”


  Erik nodded at the fake name he’d given the man and extended his hand. “Jake?”


  “Yeah.”


  He noticed the man carried a messenger bag slung across his shoulder. “That the laptop?”


  “Yes, but I don’t understand why you wanted this.”


  “I’ll show you later.” He smiled at Castle. “This is a story so big, you’re going to need a while to wrap your head around it. I wouldn’t be surprised if you call bullshit a few times, either.”


  “You have proof?”


  “I’ll give you all the proof you want. First, I want some food and a beer. And you’re buying.”


  Erik felt Castle’s nervous agitation grow as he leisurely perused the menu. He glanced across the table at the guy. Then he leaned in and lowered his voice. “Listen, Castle. You’re never going to get the Lyall wolves to admit anything to you, so calm down. You need someone like me to give you insider information. Believe me, I have plenty.”


  Castle’s eyebrows shot skyward. It took him a moment to speak, and only after wetting his lips in an annoyingly subservient way. “How’d you know who they were?”


  “Because I know. Because I have information you want. That’s why I called you. So settle the fuck down and let me enjoy the first goddamned real meal I’ve had in a few months. All right?”


  Castle nodded and sat back.


  Good. The guy probably spent most of his time behind a desk, based on his pale complexion. That meant if Erik wanted to take him out at some point, he likely could.


  Oh, he wasn’t stupid enough to admit who he was to Castle. Any basic Google search would pull up his name and picture in relation to Sean’s accident.


  Along with the fact that he was wanted for attempted murder.


  And he hadn’t given Castle his real name.


  But he would start spinning a tale, enough that Castle would keep him around for a while and do what Erik wanted him to do.


  Get him where he needed to go.


  And that was worth pure gold.


  


  * * * *


  


  On Castle’s dime, Erik had him stop first at a drugstore on Big Pine Key and buy him a pair of crutches.


  “How did you lose your foot, anyway?”


  “I lost it.” Erik looked at him. “Even put an ad on Craigslist to see if anyone found it.”


  Castle frowned but didn’t pursue it.


  The second stop was at a discount store to buy him some real clothes and other toiletries. And shoes, even though he could only wear one.


  But he felt a little more normal.


  Their next stop was a hotel. By now, it was close to eight o’clock. Once they were ensconced in the room, Erik took a long, hot shower. He did a better job trimming his hair and beard, looking almost respectable again.


  When he emerged from the bathroom, he used the crutches to hobble over to his bed, where he flopped down on it. He pointed at Castle’s laptop case, which he’d left sitting on the small table. “Let me see that.”


  Castle handed the computer over. It didn’t take Erik long to find the information he needed. He turned the computer so Castle could see the screen.


  On it, an article about a “drug-related crime scene” on Manasota Key.


  “Esparza wasn’t just a Mexican crime lord,” Erik told Castle. “He was also Alpha of his pod.”


  Castle frowned. “Pod? Like dolphins?”


  Erik smiled. “Exactly like dolphins. The incidental calls from people reporting armed, naked men being spotted on the key at the same time isn’t a fucking coincidence, asshole. They were all shifters. You want to fuck around chasing flea bags, that’s your call. I can give you bigger and better. I can give you a story that will make anything you think about the Lyalls look like small potatoes in comparison.”


  “There aren’t any dolphin shifters.”


  “Really? That’s where you draw the line? Bigfoot and wolfmen, sure. But dolphin shifters aren’t real?”


  Castle’s frown turned more toward doubt than scorn. “I mean, I’ve heard of Selkies—”


  “I’m not talking myths. You want to chase myths and rumors, go for it.” He slammed the laptop lid shut and shoved the machine back toward him. “But if you want me to make you fucking famous, make you the talk of all your fellow cryptozoologists, hand-deliver you proof of what I’m saying, then you’d better fucking give me a little credit.”


  Castle was weak, and Erik knew it. He just needed the pussy to cave and listen to him.


  Castle held the laptop cradled against his chest. “You still haven’t given me any proof.”


  “You want proof? I’ll fucking give you proof.” He pulled himself up onto his one foot, shoved his shorts down and off, and, naked, flopped back onto the bed.


  He shifted, just long enough to register the shock on Castle’s face. When he was back in human form, he retrieved his shorts and pulled them on. “Happy?”


  Castle numbly nodded.


  “Good. Now get me the fucking room service menu. I’m hungry and I want another beer.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next day, Castle drove “Jim” to Miami. Erik saw he lived in a run-down house in Hialeah, in a neighborhood where more homes than not had bars on the windows.


  Oh, boy.


  “How do you expect to pay cash for tips living in a dump like this?” Erik asked as Castle showed him the guest bedroom.


  In actuality, it was little more than a storage space with a futon, but it beat being stuck in the trailer in Big Pine Key.


  For now.


  “I only pay if tips pan out.”


  “What’s in there?” Erik pushed open another door. Inside, it looked like something out of a movie starring a crazed, obsessed serial killer. The walls were papered with different news articles, maps, pictures, and notes both typed and handwritten. In one corner sat a desk covered with computer equipment. Boxes and plastic storage containers filled another corner. It looked like more papers.


  “That’s my office.”


  Erik turned and let out a whistle as he looked at all the information. “You’re so fucking close, buddy.” He turned his gaze to Castle. “Do what I tell you to, and I’ll make you fucking famous.”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  “Because the people I considered family turned on me and abandoned me. So fuck ’em.” He was careful to keep the depths of his revenge out of the equation.


  “Is it about your foot?”


  Erik realized Castle’s train of thought had jumped to the wrong track. He chose to exploit that. “Yeah. I don’t fit the image any longer, you might say.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “They exiled you over that?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “Well, we gather information. I know a few things.” He tapped his forehead with one finger. “Others I don’t know, and we’ll have to research a little.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Sean was working at his desk late that morning when his administrative assistant notified him he had a call.


  Irritated at the interruption, he grabbed the phone. “Sean Morita.”


  “Mr. Morita, my name is Jake Castle. I’m working on a story about up and coming young professionals and their partners in the Sarasota area, and wondered if I could interview you?”


  Sean closed his eyes as he rubbed his forehead. Trying to refocus on the conversation, and not on the DOT road specs he was studying, he asked, “Who were you with again?”


  “I’m a freelance journalist.”


  Something buzzed at his conscious, but he wasn’t sure what. “I’m sorry, I’m not in Sarasota. My business is based in Charlotte County, although we do some work up there.”


  Was he mistaken, or did the man’s voice take on a tinge of frustration. “That’s fine, it’s more the Suncoast area. When could we meet to talk?”


  “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be rude, but right now isn’t a good time for me. Thanks.” He hung up and stared at the phone for a moment. He hoped he hadn’t just screwed up a chance for some free publicity.


  Then again, the last thing they needed right now was publicity.


  He picked up the phone again and called Emery.


  “Hey, what’s up, babe?”


  Sean dispensed with the pleasantries and told him about the call.


  When Emery didn’t reply at first, Sean asked, “You there?”


  “I’m still here.”


  “You’re not saying anything. Did I screw up by blowing him off?”


  “No,” he slowly said, “I don’t think you did.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. But trust your gut instincts.”


  “Let me guess, you’re going to start looking him up, aren’t you?”


  “Google-Fu is one of my specialties. I’ll call you back.”


  It was nearly an hour later when Emery called Sean back. This time, his mate’s tone sounded like all business, serious, and downright wary. “If he calls back, do not take it. Don’t talk to him, don’t tell him anything.”


  “Who is he?”


  “He is a freelance tabloid writer, but worse, he runs a website.” Sean heard him shuffle papers around. “Called Strange and Real.”


  “Do I even want to know?”


  “One of those cryptozoological sites.”


  Sean blinked. “Wait a minute. Like Bigfoot and crap?”


  “There is no such thing as Bigfoot.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because…I just do, all right?”


  Sean sat back in his chair. “Bigfoot is a shifter, isn’t it?”


  Emery didn’t reply.


  “Answer me.”


  “We are getting off topic, Sean.”


  “Dude, just tell me.”


  “Yes, they’re shifters, okay? Happy?”


  “Holy crap, that explains why no one’s ever found a body.”


  “Back to this conversation,” Emery said. “Don’t talk to him. I don’t know what he’s up to. Dad’s calling around to other pod Alphas for me, ones I don’t know yet, talking to them to see if they’ve had any contact with this guy. I made some calls myself. No one else has heard from him.”


  “You think he’s looking into dolphin shifters?”


  “Maybe. We just had the superpod in October. And there were a few isolated reports about people seeing naked guys running around on the Key when we rescued our dads. It wouldn’t surprise me if this idiot’s put two and two together.”


  “He’s not that much of an idiot if he did,” Sean muttered.


  “It doesn’t matter. Don’t talk to him. What concerns me more is how he got your work number.”


  “Well, the sign on the truck doesn’t exactly put me under the radar in that respect.”


  He knew Emery was giving him “the eye” over the phone. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “So where’s this guy based out of?”


  “I don’t know. The website domain registrar lists an address out of Miami, but that doesn’t mean anything.”


  “But you’re going to find out.”


  “Exactly. I’ll talk to you later.”


  Sean hung up and immediately pulled up a browser on his laptop.


  Yep, the guy’s site was definitely all about the weird and unusual.


  If only he knew.


  There was a discussion forum that Sean only briefly scanned. Based on some of the postings, it looked like a lot of people participating on there needed their tinfoil hats adjusted.


  After twenty minutes, he forced himself to close the browser. The last thing he needed right now was another distraction. All he wanted to do was hurry up, get his work done, and make it home at a reasonable hour so he could cook dinner for Isla and Em instead of his mom having to do it.


  Look at me, all parental-like.


  He smiled. It still sometimes didn’t feel real, that he and Emery were now parents.


  That they were responsible for the bright-eyed, curly haired wonder gracing their lives.


  That she would look to them throughout her life.


  I wish I could have met her parents. It still saddened him that their loss—and Isla’s—was his and Emery’s gain.


  At least Isla appeared to be adjusting and happy.


  It was with relief when a little before five he was able to leave work and head home. His office in Englewood was only fifteen minutes away from their house.


  Emery’s car wasn’t in the driveway when he got home, but his mom’s car was.


  Oh, boy. Grandma night.


  So much for his hopes of getting alone time with Emery any time soon.


  He opted for the elevator, punching in the code to bring it downstairs. When the doors opened upstairs and he stepped out, Isla practically took his legs out from under him in a tackle as he tried to step into the foyer.


  “Da!” she happily squealed.


  The house smelled delicious. He scooped her into his arms and gave her a kiss. “What’s Grandma making for dinner?”


  “Bwisket!”


  “Uh, nom,” he said, blowing a raspberry against her cheek. “Did you help?”


  “Yep! Gwandma let me peel potatoes with the thingy.”


  He walked into the kitchen, where his mom was smiling over the salad she was putting together. “A peeling knife,” she said. “One of those slotted ones, not like a paring knife. It was safe. She did really good.”


  “A cook in the making, huh?” Sean asked.


  “I wanna cook like Gwandma.”


  “I’m sure you will, you keep this up.” He set Isla on the counter and leaned in to kiss his mom’s cheek. “I need to go put my laptop down and grab a shower.”


  “Take your time. Emery called and said he was running late.”


  Drat. “Okay, thanks.”


  “He also told me about the Yellowstone trip.” She arched an eyebrow at him.


  Sean felt his face redden. “He did, huh?”


  “Uh-oh,” Isla said. “Da’s in trouble.”


  She turned, one hand on her hip, the other brandishing an actual paring knife at him, which she’d been using to cut up radishes for the salad. “Get this through your head once and for all, mister. I’m okay. Yes, I’ll admit, this…everything overwhelmed me for awhile. Who wouldn’t be overwhelmed? Then we had to deal with…” She glanced at Isla. “That guy and what happened in October.”


  “What happened in October?” Isla asked.


  “Shh,” Sean and Helen both said.


  Helen continued. “You are my son and I love you. You can quit treating me like a child now. I have accepted everything and I’m moving along just fine now.”


  He stepped forward. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Now he felt like crap. “Sorry, Mom. I was trying to spare your feelings.”


  She smiled and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “I know, which is why I’m not mad at you. I appreciate the fact that you love me that much, that you’re trying to protect me. Well, you can stop protecting me now. In the beginning…okay. I’ll grant you that I was still in a massive state of denial. But not any longer. Got it?”


  He smiled. “Got it.”


  She shooed him out of the kitchen. “Go grab your shower. Dinner will be ready soon and your father’s coming over to eat with us. Emery said not to wait for him. I’ll make him a plate to reheat.”


  He turned to go, but then did an about-face and returned to his mother. He gave her a one-armed hug and kissed her cheek. “You’re the best mom ever,” he said.


  She smiled, but he caught the way her eyes suddenly looked too bright. “Well, you’re the best son ever. Now go shower.”


  


  * * * *


  


  His father wasn’t there yet when Sean returned downstairs. His mom had the table set and Isla in her high chair.


  “Oh, by the way, I had an interesting call today,” his mom said.


  Sean sat down at the table. He picked up his glass of iced tea. “Who?” He took a sip.


  “A very nice reporter who wants to do a story on you and Emery. And how you’re now parents.”


  Sean choked, coughing and spraying tea across the table, much to Isla’s amusement and Helen’s consternation.


  “What on earth? Are you all right?”


  He set the tea glass down and continued coughing and choking, trying to get the tea out of his windpipe. His mom walked over with paper towels and began mopping up his mess.


  “What?” he croaked when he finally could speak again.


  “You tell me. What was that about?”


  “What did you say? What did you tell the guy?”


  “The reporter? I told him exactly what you told us to say to people, that she was the daughter of friends of yours, and you and Emery were her named godparents and adopted her.”


  Fear raced through Sean’s veins. “What was his name?”


  “Jake Castle, I think. We talked for a while. Very nice young man. He’s profiling same-sex couples in the area.”


  “Shi—oot,” he completed as he caught sight of Isla watching him.


  “What’s wrong?” Helen asked.


  He stood and motioned her out of the dining room and into the far corner of the kitchen, where he could speak to her in low tones without Isla overhearing.


  Her face fell as Sean told her what Emery had found out about him.


  “Oh, Sean. I’m so sorry! Why didn’t you all tell me?”


  “We were going to. We didn’t have any reason to think he’d call you.” He had a thought. “Wait. How did he call you?”


  “On the house phone.”


  “Your house phone?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did he specifically ask for you?”


  “No, he said he was looking to speak with your parents.” She grabbed his arm. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Did I screw up horribly?”


  He pulled her in for a hug. “You didn’t give him any information he probably couldn’t find out on his own. We’ll tell Emery when he gets here.”


  “I just thought it’d be a good thing. You know, for your business, and for Emery’s.”


  “I know. It’s okay, Mom. Seriously, I’m not upset.”


  But this definitely brought a new spin to things, that the guy had been persistent enough to track down his parents.


  What else might the guy know?


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean hated to be the bearer of bad news, but when Emery got home, he followed him upstairs to their room to tell him what his mother had reported. Helen and Sam were still downstairs with Isla, reading her a story.


  Emery heavily sat on the bed as he processed the information. “Dammit. That’s not good.”


  “I know, but she didn’t give him anything our human friends don’t already know.”


  “Yeah, but like you said, how did he get their number?”


  “The only thing I can think of is he traced it through the business. Not like there are a hell of a lot of Sam Moritas in Englewood. He was active in Chamber of Commerce and Rotary and stuff for years. Their number is listed. Not very difficult to figure out.”


  “True.” He began unbuttoning his shirt, but Sean could tell his mind was still elsewhere. “I need to call my dad and tell him this.” He looked up at Sean. “Can you stall them for me for a couple of minutes while I do?”


  “Yeah. And listen, she feels really bad about this. So give her a hug or something, huh?”


  “Okay.”


  “Oh.” He smacked Emery on the shoulder. “What was that with telling her about Yellowstone and not telling me?”


  He looked a little sheepish. “Sorry, babe. I forgot to tell you. With the plans for the ceremony and everything else on my mind, I screwed up and mentioned we were going on our trip right after the ceremony, and she asked about it, and I was already answering before I remembered.” He shrugged. “At least she took it well.”


  “Yeah.”


  Sean returned downstairs. When Emery joined them a few minutes later, Helen hurried into the kitchen to heat up his dinner. Emery stopped her and gave her a big hug, whispering something in her ear that made her smile.


  All’s well.


  Well, at least in regards to that.


  Whether or not all would be well long-term depended on how determined this reporter was to get more information on them. Sean suspected they’d have to be very careful, at least for a while.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Erik knew he couldn’t rush Castle, but after weeks of sitting and twiddling his thumbs while Castle took his time with research, Erik was ready to explode.


  He knew it was time to push the man. Otherwise, he’d never get closer to being able to hit Emery and the Nadels where it really would hurt them. Not to mention it would increase the chances of Castle accidentally figuring out who he was. He’d seen Castle reading an article about him being wanted by authorities for causing the accident, but with the beard and mustache, as well as the longer hair and missing leg, Castle hadn’t recognized him.


  Clueless fuck.


  “You realize we need to get out and go knock on doors, right?” Erik told him after yet another round of phone calls Castle made turned up nothing he could use.


  “So where to, then?” Castle asked.


  Erik smiled. “Englewood, for starters. We’re going to pay some people a visit. Then we can even head over to Cocoa Beach, and you can do more research on that little girl.”


  “So I was right? The couple that ‘accidentally drowned’ on Christmas Eve night were dolphin shifters? And the little girl Sean Morita’s mother talked about was their daughter?”


  Erik arched an eyebrow at him. “Fucking duh. Their pod Alpha must have contacted Emery and let him adopt her. She probably didn’t have any other family.”


  It would be a full moon in two days. Erik suspected there’d be a swim. They could rent a boat and cruise around and possibly whet Castle’s appetite enough he could use the man to help him track down Emery’s house.


  And that’s exactly what he talked Castle into doing.


  In fact, Erik was delighted when, as he’d thought, they watched from a distance as the pod gathered.


  So fucking close. Yet he knew it’d be suicide to reveal himself.


  On the boat, Erik kept a close eye out, never letting his guard down for a moment. Castle watched the events unfold through a telephoto lens on a camera equipped with night vision, and listened via a parabolic microphone.


  Erik had to bite the inside of his mouth when something unusual happened.


  Emery announced he wanted to officially recognize three new children into the pod.


  With glee, he listened to the feed from the parabolic mic as Emery recognized his adopted daughter. Isla Shorlin Morita-Nadel.


  And then Olivia and Brad’s newborn twins.


  Castle remained frozen, mesmerized by the proceedings. When the group finally dispersed over an hour later, Erik now knew exactly how he could strike deep in Emery’s heart. In a way he wouldn’t see coming. He’d have Castle check county tax records to make sure Olivia and Brad hadn’t moved, but it would be something no one would see coming.


  Castle slowly began breaking down and stowing his equipment, apparently in a daze.


  “What’s wrong, bucky?” Erik asked.


  He slowly shook his head. “I…I just can’t…can’t believe it.”


  Erik snorted. “I thought you did believe it. That’s why we’re out here, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, but…This is amazing!”


  “Yeah, well, it’ll be even more amazing. We need to do a little research, but we’re going to pay those new parents a visit. You can confront them with the evidence and get some confessions out of them.” He grinned. “Think of the money you’ll make. The Today show. Good Morning America. Hell, even Fox News will be begging you to be a guest.” It hadn’t taken Erik long to peg Castle’s weak spots. The man wanted to be taken seriously, wanted mainstream media to show him respect. “You’ll be making the rounds.”


  “I need to get this evidence posted on my website.”


  “Not yet. Do you really want others to ruin this for you? You put that up now, they’ll all go into denial mode.” He leaned forward. “Do you really want them silencing you?” He pointed to his truncated leg. “You have no idea what they’re capable of. If you don’t have all the proof ready to go, including a confession, you’re vulnerable.”


  Castle swallowed hard. “They did that to you?”


  “They look sweet and nice, but they fucking eat their own. Literally.”


  Eventually, Castle nodded. “So what’s next?”


  “Another road trip, my friend. But first we need to confirm a few things.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Why didn’t we plan this a little better?” Sean asked as he wearily dropped into bed. At least the recognition ceremony was over, with all three children now officially part of the Placida Pod.


  “Because I didn’t think to verify when the full moon was before I made the flight reservations,” Emery replied, sounding equally tired. They would have an hour to nap before getting up and heading to Tampa International.


  Sean wondered if it was even worth lying down.


  “We can sleep on the plane,” Emery added.


  “I’ll need to.”


  “And we can spend an extra day in Spokane, resting. I can call from there and modify our reservation.”


  “I’ll need that, too.”


  “You don’t mind not having that extra day in Yellowstone?”


  Sean closed his eyes. “At this point, I’m too exhausted. We’re going to have a very cranky toddler to deal with tomorrow, and I’m already cranky.”


  “Sorry, babe.”


  Sean snuggled next to him. “Maybe we can go back out for our one-year anniversary. Just the two of us.”


  Emery kissed the top of his head. “Deal. I’ll check on reservations for June when we get out there.”


  “And I promise I won’t reenact it by wanting to run over you with a boat.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Sean felt himself alternately in awe over the landscape flying past their car windows, and nervous as hell at what he’d gotten himself into. He’d definitely needed the day they spent in Spokane, most of it in a hotel by the airport where he and Emery could sleep while Isla happily watched TV from her own “big girl” bed.


  “I don’t understand why all of this is necessary,” Sean mumbled. Now that he’d caught up on his sleep, the excitement of travel had waned.


  The fact that he’d be surrounded by shifters while in Yellowstone had finally steeped into his brain.


  “Think of it as a superpod on land. With different kinds of shifters.”


  Sean stared at him. “Yes, because the events leading up to our Samhain superpod were sooo stress-free.”


  “That’s not what I meant, babe.”


  Sean returned his gaze to the window. Outside, the Montana landscape rolled past, different than anything he was used to as a native Floridian who’d only ventured twice outside the state. Once to Georgia, for a conference in Atlanta, and the other time to a conference in LA, where he’d seen nothing of the city except for LAX and the hotel.


  Isla lay soundly sleeping in her car seat in back. They’d eaten breakfast in Spokane before heading out that morning, and she’d fallen asleep before they even reached the Idaho state line on their way east toward the park.


  “So you’ve never been to one of these, huh?” Sean asked him.


  “No. Dad’s been a couple of times, but before this, they were more geared toward the land-based shifters.”


  “Then, again, why are we here?”


  “I told you. Because they’re forming a mega-Clan and want as many shifter races on board as they can get. Not to mention with that reporter sniffing around, people need to be made aware of what he’s trying to do so they can stay far away from him. We have to band together.”


  “Will the sharks be here?”


  “Possibly. They were invited.”


  There was a mixed bag. The sharks made him nervous, especially when he knew what they were capable of.


  “Is Bigfoot going to be here?” Sean asked. “Can I get his autograph?”


  Emery gave him “the look.”


  Sean didn’t press the issue and opted to changed the subject. “Wyatt said they were scheduled to get there late yesterday. I wonder if they did?” Wyatt and Marisela had left for Tampa immediately after the ceremony and taken an earlier flight.


  “Probably,” Emery said. “You know he doesn’t like to miss a good party.”


  “I never realized he was so high on the food chain.” Sean winced. “Sorry, that came out wrong. I meant high in his…whatever gators call themselves.”


  Emery smiled. “Congregation. And how do you think he was able to so easily contact the dragons for us back in October?” He frowned a little. “And he wasn’t even officially in charge back then.”


  Sean didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to talk about whatever happened when Emery went to Louisiana to help Wyatt out. Not right now, when he was already stressed enough. “I thought he was just a social butterfly.” A thought struck him. “Are there…you know…butterfly shifters? Or other insects? Or fish shifters other than sharks?”


  Emery’s smile spread to a full-on grin. “I doubt it. I’ve never heard of any.”


  “Good to know. Don’t want to feel guilty next time the exterminator comes around. Or the next time I go fishing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The low-hanging clouds and crisp, damp temperatures didn’t squelch Sean’s enthusiasm for the new-to-him landscape despite his residual nerves over the reason for their journey. Even Isla stared, in as much wonder as Sean, at the unmelted snow packs in the upper elevations of the park.


  “You’ve never seen snow before?” Emery asked him.


  “Dude, what part of ‘Florida native’ did I not make clear when we got together?”


  Isla giggled from the backseat.


  Emery even pulled over so Sean could take pics of the herds of bison along the western side of the park. It was late in the day when they checked in at the Old Faithful Inn. The people he saw mingling around the iconic hotel’s lobby didn’t strike him as unusual or out of place, even though he knew everyone there was somehow affiliated with the shifter Gathering.


  “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Sean asked Emery in a low voice as they stood at the front desk, awaiting their room keys.


  “Yep. They’re as normal as anyone else except in one way.”


  “Not just one way.”


  Sean spotted Wyatt and Marisela on the other side of the lobby and waved to them. They walked over, giving out hugs.


  Sean was happy to note Marisela appeared as nervous as he felt.


  “Mari!” Isla happily squealed. She reached for Marisela, forcing Sean to finally hand the squirmy toddler over to the woman.


  “She really likes you,” Sean noted.


  Marisela always seemed to wear a veil of sadness around her. Not overwhelming or even necessarily obvious to others who didn’t know her well.


  Sean, however, noticed.


  Marisela smiled. “She’s such a beautiful little girl,” she sadly said. “You two are so blessed.”


  “One day, Mari,” Sean told her, draping an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t worry.”


  She looked up at him with her green gaze. “I know. You and Emery give me hope.” She kissed Isla on the forehead before handing her back to Sean and giving him a kiss on the cheek.


  Sean suspected part of the reason Marisela was so fond of him was due to him being involved in her rescue and meeting Wyatt. Not that he minded. The younger shifter was like a little sister he’d never had, and he knew she felt the same about him.


  That she was mated to a man he considered a brother didn’t hurt, either.


  Wyatt and Marisela’s room was just a few doors down from their own. Wyatt helped them wrangle their luggage while Marisela watched Isla. When they met up in Emery and Sean’s room a few minutes later, it was obvious the alligator shifter wanted to talk business.


  With Marisela occupying Isla over on the floor in the corner with a few toys, the men talked in low tones.


  “I already met up with the wolves’ head honcho,” Wyatt said. “The Lyalls and Alexandrs are here, too, as well as a few others y’all need to make the acquaintance of.”


  “I really appreciate this, Wyatt,” Emery told him.


  Wyatt shrugged. “No big thing, man. They formin’ a mega-Clan amongst all the races. You part of dat, too.”


  “What about the sharks?” Sean muttered.


  Wyatt slowly nodded. “Dem, too. Like it or not, if dey gonna play nice, dey need to be included in the process. Dey can decide if it’s not for dem.”


  “Has this Castle guy contacted any of them yet?” Wyatt asked.


  “Not so’s I heard yet,” Wyatt said. “But dat’s another reason y’all need to meet up wit’ dem all tonight. Figure out what to do next about dat.” He glanced over at the corner. “She can babysit for y’all, if you want. I really think, considering your pod dynamic, dat Sean needs to be there, too.”


  Sean doesn’t think Sean needs to be there. “I’m good with hanging out here, with Mari,” he quickly offered. “Seriously. No skin off my nose.”


  Emery reached over and patted him on the thigh. “It’ll be fine. Broaden your horizons.” He smiled. “The sooner you get over your nerves around the other shifters, the easier it’ll be for you. Wyatt’s right. We need to close ranks with everyone. Including the sharks.”


  “Wolves and sharks and bears, oh, my,” Wyatt said.


  Sean’s eyes widened. “Bears? Frickin’ seriously? There are bear shifters here?”


  “Yeah. Wally Medved’s with the wolves. Nice guy. Brother-in-law to the head of the wolves. We got a tiger, some jaguars, a bunch of different things. Horses, antelope—”


  “Can I hang with those people?” Sean asked. “The horses and antelopes? They’re vegetarians, aren’t they?”


  “In four-legged form, probably,” Wyatt agreed. “Dey also not apex predators.”


  “Preadato…” Sean didn’t want to continue that thought to its potentially grizzly conclusion. “Whatever. Never mind. Just tell me where I need to be and when. Geez, now I totally get how my mom felt at first.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dinner that night would be with the same people they were there to meet and hobnob with. Emery knew Sean felt nervous about it, but also knew this would be one of the easiest ways to force him out of that mindset.


  Throwing him into the deep end of the pool, so to speak, with their contemporaries.


  He left out the fact that the vampires actually ran Yellowstone, which was how they got the special spring and fall “family reunions” at the park. He suspected that knowledge would be far too much for Sean to handle right then.


  For years, Emery had lobbied his father to spend more time with the other shifters, build stronger bonds. He’d always had reasons not to. Citing business or other pressing matters.


  Now, with another common enemy possibly stalking them in Florida and with the ability to threaten all they held dear, it was time to clear away all the bullshit once and for all and close ranks.


  It didn’t matter what kind of shifter they were, or what other abilities came along with that territory. They weren’t “normal” humans. That right there meant they all had something in common worth protecting.


  Their privacy and their families. Even more important, their lives, if the government ever got hold of one of them and tried to prove what they were, or someone like Castle exposed them to the world likely to treat them with fear and revulsion than with open arms.


  With Sean carrying Isla and Emery carrying her bag, they followed Wyatt and Marisela over to the Old Faithful Lodge, where they’d have dinner.


  “Do the people working here know what the heck’s going on?” Sean muttered to him.


  “Most of them, yes. The ones who don’t know exactly what’s going on, they’re used to…unusual family reunions being held here twice a year outside of season. Still, to be on the safe side, people tend to keep things on the down-low.”


  Emery didn’t want to tell Sean that the most rich and powerful vampire in America actually controlled the park. Matthias Hawthorne’s people personally handled the shifter Gatherings. But Sean didn’t need to know all that info on this trip.


  “I can imagine,” Sean said.


  As they were walking past the Old Faithful geyser, it went off, sending Isla into a round of delighted deep belly laughs over it.


  Wyatt stopped and turned. “Y’all gonna spend some time sightseein’ while you here?”


  “Maybe,” Emery said.


  What he didn’t want to admit out loud in front of Sean was the dark, tense ball forming at the base of his spine, an instinctive tingling he rarely felt.


  One he instinctively knew he should pay attention to.


  One that had helped save his life, and Wyatt’s, in Louisiana.


  One that told him there was something looming on the horizon, and it wasn’t good.


  “That’s really neat,” Sean said as he watched the eruption.


  “Stinky!” Isla said.


  Emery reached over and touched her nose. “When we get home, ask your grandmas to teach you about geysers.”


  “Okay!” She turned back to watch the geyser’s final steamy spasms before the eruption ended.


  Marisela had stopped and watched with the rest of them, her arm looped around Wyatt’s. When Emery met her gaze, he saw she wore a more grim look than usual, and gave him a slight nod.


  Whatever was going on, she felt it, too.


  Isla clapped. “Again!”


  “Sorry, sweetie,” Sean told her. “We don’t have control over that. It’ll go off again in a while.”


  She stuck out her pouty lip, earning her laughs from both her dads.


  “I keep warning you, your face’ll freeze like that,” Emery teased.


  “Again,” she firmly commanded.


  “Maybe, if it’s still light enough after dinner,” he told her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean made a concerted effort to relax and enjoy their time there regardless of the reason for their visit. Inside the dining room, they followed Wyatt and Marisela to a table and had a seat. Sean was getting Isla settled in her high chair when a man walked over. Dark hair, green eyes, he radiated confidence and control. Callie followed in his wake.


  “Wyatt,” the man said as he extended his hand. “Good to see you again.”


  “You, too, Blackie. You’ve already met my mate. And this is the Alpha of the Placida Pod, Emery Nadel, and his mate, Sean Morita. Guys, this is Daniel Blackstone, head of the wolves’ Clan out of Maine.” He playfully touched the end of Isla’s nose. “And Little ’Un here is their daughter, Isla.”


  “Nice to meet you all,” he said, shaking hands with the men. “Call me Blackie.”


  Isla peered up at him, eyes narrowed. “You don’t look like a wolf.”


  He smiled. “I do when I shift.”


  “Oh, okay.” That answer seemed to satisfy her. “Who are you?” she asked Callie.


  Callie smiled at her. “I’m his wife.”


  “Are you a wolf, too?” Isla asked.


  “Who wants dinner?” Sean asked her, trying to derail Isla’s train of thought.


  Fortunately, the child’s tracks ran straight through her stomach. “Me!” she happily squealed.


  He scooped her up from the high chair. “I’ll get her dinner while you guys talk,” he said.


  When he returned with Isla from the buffet line, Callie and Blackie had departed and Wyatt and Marisela were lining up to get their own food. He sat Isla back in her high chair and put the food in front of her. “Once more into the breach,” he said before heading back to the line for his own dinner.


  When he returned, Emery was helping her eat by cutting her chicken for her.


  “We’re meeting with them after dinner,” Emery told him. “Marisela said she’ll take Isla back to the room for us.”


  “You don’t really need me there,” Sean muttered.


  “Sure I do. You’re my mate. And I want you there.”


  He let out a sigh. “That’s cheating, you know.”


  “What?”


  “Sweet talking and flattery. That’s cheating. You can get me to do anything with it.”


  Emery’s handsome smile lit his face. “Then I’ll cheat all the time, because it’s the truth.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Before they went in for the meeting, Emery pulled Sean aside and used his mate-bond with him. “I need you to listen tonight, babe. Please don’t ask questions.”


  “Then why the fuck am I here?”


  “Because I want you here.” He glanced around. “There’s things I can’t tell you yet, okay? But I promise I will. Not here, though. Okay? Not now. Not tonight.”


  “About what happened in Louisiana?”


  “Partly. But there will be some things left unsaid that everyone will know what they mean. We can’t risk the possibility of someone bugging our meetings and recording them. Just go with it, please?”


  Sean fought a battle with his frustration and finally let it go. Emery needed him. The least he could do was be there for him. “Okay, fine.”


  Emery kissed him. “Thanks, babe.”


  Sean sat next to Emery as the meeting went on. If he didn’t know who the other people were—rather, what they were—it would have felt more like a strategic planning session for a marketing group or something innocuous like that.


  Except when someone turned on a laptop and flashed a presentation on a sheet that had been tacked to the wall. Displayed, a map of the world, showing places shaded in orange and red.


  Daniel stood by the map. “This is the intelligence we have now. As you can see, there have been incidents around the world. This is why we have to band together. Why we’ve brought you all here tonight. The…organization we want to form will only succeed if we bring our various strengths and information to the table and work as one. This isn’t about politics or posturing. This is about our survival against a growing threat. A threat I know I don’t need to name.”


  Sean sat on his hands to keep from asking about the dot in Louisiana. He looked across the table at Wyatt, who unflinchingly met his gaze. Then he slowly nodded at Sean.


  What they were talking about was apparently evident to everyone else there, except Sean. No one named the group of people, but it was obvious they were some sort of shifter race and that their reputation proceeded them.


  In a bad, bad way.


  After an hour, the meeting adjourned. Sean felt clueless and scared and was dying to ask Emery for clarification.


  Emery looked shell-shocked as they walked down the boardwalk toward their hotel. “Can we talk now?”


  Emery shook his head.


  “Why?”


  “Because…” His voice sounded ragged, exhausted. “Because I’m still trying to wrap my head around it all.”


  Sean stopped him. “Answer me this, then. Those people we just listened to. They’re on our side, right?”


  Emery nodded.


  “You’re sure?”


  He nodded again.


  “Okay. But at some point, I expect an explanation.”


  “Just…not tonight. Please.”


  He laced his fingers through Emery’s, feeling the strain of whatever it was on Emery’s mind weighing his entire body down.


  “Okay,” Sean agreed. “Not tonight.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The next morning, Sean felt more relaxed and hoped they’d be able to do a little sightseeing after Emery finished with his morning meetings. He told Sean that it was okay if he wanted to skip them and take Isla on a walk around the Old Faithful basin.


  Sean thought that was a damn fine idea. After breakfast, they said good-bye for the morning and he led her out along the boardwalk with a park guidebook in hand.


  Isla wasn’t the only one fascinated by the thermal features. And she got to see Old Faithful erupt again. In fact, except for missing Emery, it was a perfect morning.


  Until they headed back to the lodge area around lunchtime.


  A flurry of activity near the Old Faithful Lodge caught Sean’s attention as they were walking toward it via the boardwalk in front of Old Faithful.


  “What’s going on?” Isla asked.


  “I don’t know, sweetie.” But in his gut, Sean suspected whatever it was, it wasn’t good news. He grabbed her and propped her on his hip as he walked toward the lodge.


  Emery came running out and Sean called to him. He immediately changed course and headed for him. “We need to get back to our room. Right now.”


  “Why?”


  “Don’t argue with me. We have to go.”


  Wyatt came running up. “You tell him?”


  “What the fu—rack is going on?” Sean asked, holding Isla just a little bit more tightly against him.


  Wyatt and Emery exchanged a glance. Sean didn’t miss how Wyatt shook his head.


  “We have to go, Sean,” Emery insisted. “Now. We need to pack and leave right now.”


  “I don’t wanna leave,” Isla said. “I wanna see the lake.”


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Emery said. “But something’s come up.”


  Sean wanted to strangle both men. He handed Isla off to Emery. “Take her. I’ll be right behind you.” He met and held Wyatt’s gaze.


  Wyatt didn’t flinch. “I’ll make sure he get back,” he told Emery. “Go on, now.”


  Emery took off.


  When they were out of earshot, Sean said, “You going to tell me?”


  “You really want to know?”


  No, now he wasn’t sure he did. “What happened? Why do we have to leave?”


  “Man got abducted. Mate of one of the Lyall wolves.”


  “Why isn’t Emery helping find him?”


  “Because I tol’ him to get you and Little ’Un out of the park.”


  “Then why aren’t you leaving?”


  “’Cause I got skills they need, like tracking. You don’t send a dolphin into the desert, or into the mountains.”


  “You’re from the swamp.”


  Wyatt grinned. “Bayou, but I see your point. Still, I know how to hunt and track. And I owe a few favors I need to repay by helpin’ out. I’ll be standin’ guard for them, at the very least.”


  “What aren’t you telling me about what happened here, Wyatt?”


  “What you don’t need to know right this second.”


  Sean glanced to see where Emery was. “You realize I want a full explanation from you two when we’re all back at home, right?”


  Wyatt nodded. “I suspected you would. Now, please, let’s get you back to the hotel.”


  “Fine.”


  Emery had already begun packing their things when Sean reached the room. Wyatt had seen him as far as the lobby and made him promise to go straight to their room.


  Whatever had happened, Emery was freaked out about it beyond the obvious. Sean suspected it was the unknown factor that everyone seemed to know about except him. “I told Wyatt we’re talking about this at some point when we get home,” Sean told him.


  “Fine, but for now, let’s pack. I want to be on the road ASAP.”


  “Fine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was late that night, nearly one in the morning, when they reached Spokane. Emery hadn’t wanted to stop for the night somewhere else, just in case.


  Sean didn’t press him for a reason after asking once if they would stop or not.


  All Emery wanted to do was put miles between them and Yellowstone. With the lousy cell reception there, he wasn’t even sure if his texts to Wyatt would reach his friend.


  He wouldn’t, however, put his mate or his child at risk. And a dolphin shifter wasn’t exactly any great help in the icy waters of Yellowstone lake, much less the mountainous regions of the park. They had plenty of other shifters who had far better skills than he did in that regard, shifted or not.


  He also had a human mate and a small child to take into consideration. When Wyatt had told him to head out, he’d listened without arguing.


  That the cockatrice had managed to abduct a wolf shifter’s mate right out from under everyone’s noses, a male mate, no less, scared the crap out of him.


  Even scarier, someone had left a ransom note in the main lodge, someone who’d manage to slip in and out without being noticed.


  They found a hotel near the airport and checked in. Isla didn’t even wake up as they carried her up to the room and put her into one of the king-sized beds.


  Emery was staring at her, relieved to know they’d be changing their flight reservations and flying home in several hours, when Sean grabbed him by the back of his shirt collar and hauled him into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind them.


  Before he could ask Sean what was going on, Sean pinned him against the bathroom wall, kissing him hard, fucking Emery’s mouth with his tongue.


  It didn’t take long for Emery to melt. Sean seemingly sensed it when that switch flipped inside Emery. He grabbed a fistful of Emery’s hair and tipped his head back before he leaned in close.


  “Who do you belong to?” Sean whispered in his ear.


  Emery’s cock throbbed, struggling for freedom inside his jeans, demanding release. He swallowed, feeling Sean’s breath hot and sweet against his exposed throat.


  “You,” Emery whispered back.


  Sean tightened his grip, tugging down and forcing Emery to bend his knees or risk getting a hank of hair ripped out. Sean put him on his knees on the floor and pulled his head forward, until Sean’s bulge pressed against the side of his face.


  “You know where that’s going?”


  Emery turned his face so he could kiss Sean’s stiff cock through his jeans.


  Sean chuckled. “Well, yeah, okay, it’s going there, too. But do you know where else it’s going?”


  “Hopefully in my ass.”


  “Damn skippy.” With his free hand, Sean unfastened his belt and opened his jeans. His briefs sharply outlined his stiff cock, with a small and rapidly growing wet spot on the inside of the fabric.


  “But first,” Sean softly said, “it’s going between your lips and down that sweet throat of yours.”


  Emery tried to nibble on Sean’s cock through the fabric, but Sean pulled him back. Then he shoved down his briefs with his free hand before pulling Emery’s head close again.


  “Open,” he said.


  Emery did.


  “Look at me.”


  Emery stared up into Sean’s face. Backlit, his brown eyes looked almost black. His hair fell forward along his face, and his playful smile twisted Emery’s insides into a delicious mess. “Don’t you take your eyes off mine while you suck my cock, baby.”


  Sean had taken full control, both hands now fisted in Emery’s hair. He started slow and shallowly, Emery feeling like he was in free fall as Sean slowly fucked his mouth with his cock.


  “That’s is,” Sean urged. “You know what I love.”


  Despite his own cock screaming for release, Emery’s gaze never left Sean’s. He wrapped his hands around Sean’s thighs as he held on and let his mate use him. Sean’s voice dropped, deeper, stronger. “I’m going to let you get me nice and hard and then I’m bending you over that counter and riding you like I stole you.”


  Emery struggled and eventually succeeded in not laughing.


  The outer creases of Sean’s almond-shaped eyes crinkled in amusement. “Oh, you think I’m kidding?”


  “I laugh because I know you’re serious,” he said through their mate-bond.


  He also laughed because, without having to say so, his mate instinctively knew Emery needed a little downtime. A few minutes out of the Alpha role.


  A few minutes in the safety of his mate’s arms, with nothing to think about except pleasure.


  Sean let go with one hand and reached into his back pocket. He pulled out a tube of lube and set it on the counter. “I prepared,” he said, playfully smiling. Then he slid his cock deep down Emery’s throat. Emery relaxed, waiting until Sean withdrew with just the tip of his cock between his lips.


  “Lick the tip, baby. Taste me.”


  Emery flicked his tongue along the slit, the tangy, salty taste of pre-cum rolling over his taste buds.


  “That’s it.”


  After a few more minutes, Sean couldn’t wait any longer. He pulled Emery to his feet and turned him around, pushing him down over the counter with a hand between his shoulder blades.


  Sean wrapped his arms around Emery’s waist and unfastened his jeans. He shoved them and his briefs down Emery’s hips while meeting his gaze in the mirror. Then he grabbed the lube.


  Emery tried to stand. “Don’t you want to—”


  Sean pushed him back down with a hand between his shoulder blades. “Grab the counter and don’t let go.” Sean’s dominant tone drilled straight through Emery’s soul and washed away his will.


  A string of pre-cum dripped from Emery’s cock and hit his briefs. Sean noticed.


  He reached between Emery’s legs and scooped some onto his finger. Then he held it up to Emery’s lips. He needed no coaxing. He opened his mouth and sucked Sean’s finger the way he’d sucked his cock a few moments earlier.


  “Yep. Just like that.”


  Sean apparently could only stand that teasing for a little bit before he pulled his finger out of Emery’s mouth and reached for the lube. “Hard and fast, baby,” he warned.


  Sean kicked off his own jeans and briefs, leaving them in a puddle of fabric on the tile floor. Then he squirted lube into his hand and slathered it onto his cock. He squirted another generous dollop of lube onto his fingers and worked that into Emery’s ass.


  Emery’s gaze never wavered from Sean’s in the mirror as he felt the head of his lover’s cock pressing against his rim.


  “Hard and fast,” Sean whispered before slamming home.


  Emery struggled to hold back his grunt of pleasure as Sean’s cock bottomed out inside him. “Don’t come until I tell you to,” Sean said.


  That made Emery’s cock throb even harder, a thin stream of pre-cum dripping and making a wet spot on his briefs, which were still around his knees.


  Emery had to hold on to the counter to keep from getting knocked off-balance. Sean was true to his word, fucking him hard and fast, the only sounds in the bathroom the electric exhaust fan, which barely covered their ragged breathing and the sound of flesh slapping together.


  The musky aroma of their sex filled the small bathroom. Emery was about to beg Sean to let him come when his lover reached around him and grabbed his cock. He gave it several hard pumps, slicking his pre-cum along his shaft.


  “Come,” Sean rumbled from deep in his throat.


  Emery couldn’t keep his eyes open. Strings of cum splashed all over the counter as Sean milked it from his cock. He wasn’t sure his knees could support him, the orgasm driving the very breath from him,


  After a moment, Sean picked up the pace and released Emery’s cock to grab his hips again. Sean’s fingers dug into his flesh as he drove his cock hard and deep into Emery’s tight channel, until, finally, Sean gave one last thrust and left his cock buried inside Emery’s ass.


  Panting, they both stood there draped over the counter and trying to recover. Emery’s legs felt shaky. “Holy hell that was hot.”


  Sean smiled. “I thought you needed it.”


  Emery let his gaze fall to the counter and he nodded.


  Tender fingers reached under his shirt and stroked his back. “Babe, it’s all right to ask for it if you need it.”


  “I’m the Alpha,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have to ask it. Especially not of you. You’re my mate. My job is to take care of you. And Isla.”


  Sean gently pulled his wilting cock from Emery’s ass and made him turn around. He wrapped his arms around him and held him. “Your job is to be my partner,” Sean insisted. “We’re in this together. Yeah, you have the title. But that doesn’t mean you automatically reject your needs in the process. If your needs aren’t met, how can you be a good Alpha?”


  Emery relaxed in his embrace. “How’d I get so lucky to find you?”


  He made Emery look at him. “I think I’m the lucky one, babe. So let’s call it a draw.” He kissed him, then traced the shape of Emery’s lips with the pad of his thumb. “And now I think we need a shower and bed.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They took their time showering, letting the water rinse the tension from them. Sean hadn’t been completely sure before he tackled Emery in the bathroom that his dolphin really was in the mood to be nailed, but he’d suspected it.


  He was glad to see his instincts were still dead-on where Emery was concerned.


  Emery relaxed in his arms under the spray, his head resting on Sean’s shoulder. “I’ll fire up my laptop when we’re done and make new flight reservations.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Sean said. They’d originally been scheduled to fly out in three days.


  Now, all Sean wanted to do was get home.


  “I’m going to ask this right now,” Sean started, “and you don’t have to answer it if you don’t want to. But whatever Wyatt had you help him with in Louisiana, and whatever happened in Yellowstone, that’s all tied in somehow and it’s bad, isn’t it?”


  Emery slowly nodded.


  “Okay. That’s all I need to know.” He’d listened to things during that meeting, things that hadn’t made sense.


  But none of it had to do with Erik Chait, and that’s all Sean cared about.


  Emery was able to get them booked on a flight leaving Spokane late that night with a stopover in Denver before landing in Tampa. They wouldn’t be getting home until nearly seven the next morning, but that was okay.


  They’d be home. Together, and safe.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  “So, what do you suggest?” Castle asked.


  Erik shrugged as they watched the house from where they were parked on the street a few doors down. Yesterday, the couple had already left for the day by the time they got there. Today was Friday. Erik and Castle had arrived a little after seven in the morning and there was still one car parked in the driveway. However, from watching the house the night before, they saw the man and the woman get out of one car, the second car never returning.


  Left at the mechanic’s, perhaps?


  “We have video and audio of the recognition ceremony,” Erik said, trying not to lose patience. “We can go in and confront them.” Each day that passed made it harder for him to hold back. His revenge was so close he could taste it.


  He didn’t want to be stalled another day.


  “Do you really think they’re going to talk to me?”


  Erik slowly turned to stare at him. “Don’t tell me you’re pussing out now?”


  “No. It’s just how do I get them to talk to me and not just slam the door in my face?”


  “Oh, be your charming self.”


  Castle glared at him. “That’s not much help.”


  “You’re the reporter.”


  Castle stared at him. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more you haven’t told me?” he quietly asked.


  “Do you want my help or not? Because if not, we’ll part ways right now and you’ll never hear from me again. Good luck getting the word out then, buddy. You’ll be seen as a crackpot.”


  Castle drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for a moment. Erik watched as he reached for the door handle, but then a woman emerged from the house, an infant carrier in each hand. She walked a few houses down before returning without the babies.


  Castle sat back in his seat and watched.


  Erik watched Castle.


  Another few minutes later, and Castle seemed to grow a pair. He grabbed his phone and notebook and reached for the door handle. Erik had helped him load some of the evidence on his phone to show Brad and Olivia.


  Erik held his breath until Castle was finally up and out of the car and hurrying down the sidewalk.


  Erik got out and ducked across the street, between houses and down until he stood behind Olivia and Brad’s house. He’d grown very agile using just one crutch, able to move quickly and quietly.


  He used that to his advantage now.


  He hoped Castle wasn’t completely incompetent and could keep them there and distracted for at least a few minutes.


  Sure enough, as he remembered it from the last time he’d been there with Emery the year before for a Labor Day party, the backyard wasn’t fenced. And there, in the fake rock near the back door, was the hidden key.


  Erik used it to let himself in.


  He heard Olivia and Brad talking with Castle in the foyer. It sounded like they were about to give him the boot.


  Erik pulled out the hunting knife he’d kept on him ever since the trailer in the Keys and moved quickly. Fortunately, Castle couldn’t see him with Olivia and Brad blocking the view of the hallway. But Erik was able to leave the crutch propped against the wall and lunge for Olivia, grabbing her and pressing the blade against her throat.


  “Everyone come in and be quiet,” he ordered.


  Brad seemed too shocked to respond at first. Castle, the dumbass, said, “Dude, what are you doing?”


  “Get the fuck in here, Castle.”


  “Erik?” Brad asked.


  He pressed the blade harder against her neck. “Shut up or her head comes off. Castle, get your fucking ass in here.”


  He did, shutting the door behind him. “Why did he call you Erik?”


  “Shut up applied to you, too, Castle. Unless you want to become an accessory to murder.”


  Brad took a step toward him. “I’m going to—”


  Erik slid the blade against her flesh, making her cry out and drawing blood but not cutting deeply enough to sever her carotid artery. “Going to what, Brad? Make me kill your wife in front of you? Seriously?”


  The shifter stopped in his tracks.


  “Good move,” Erik told him.


  “What are you doing?” Castle asked, desperation in his voice.


  “The only way to get what you want is to do what I tell you to,” Erik said. “Now,” he ordered when Castle still seemed to hesitate.


  The man flinched, but moved to follow his orders.


  Ten minutes later, under Erik’s orders, Castle had Brad securely taped to a dining room chair with duct tape from their garage. Erik sat in a chair from their dining room. On the floor and within easy range of his remaining foot lay Olivia, her wrists securely taped behind her, and her ankles taped together.


  He’d also duct-taped her mouth shut.


  Erik smiled at Brad and Olivia. “My friend, here, is a journalist.” The journalist in question looked decidedly ill, but kept his mouth shut, as Erik had predicted. The man was a weakling, easy to push around and desperate for fame and recognition now that he knew Erik was the real deal in terms of shifters. “I’ve given him a little demonstration about what I am.” He waved the knife point in a circle. “What the three of us really are. We were in a boat watching the recognition ceremony. Really, Emery should be more careful now that he’s pod Alpha. A little discretion. No security at all.”


  He pointed his knife at Brad. “Tell him what you are.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oooh, sorry. Wrong answer.” From his chair, Erik kicked Olivia in the chest, making her cry out. Brad struggled against his bonds, but then Erik leaned forward and pressed the point of the blade to her throat again. “Keep fighting me, asshole. I’ll show you there are far worse things than losing a foot to a fucking gator shifter.”


  “What?” That was Castle, who looked even more shocked by that revelation than he had at suddenly being made an accessory to armed kidnapping and assault.


  Erik ignored him. “Brad, tell the nice reporter what we are.”


  Brad still didn’t want to reply. It took Erik drawing his foot back again to get him to answer. “Okay! Fuck, all right. We’re dolphin shifters. Erik is a goddamned psychopath, okay? What the hell are you doing with him? Call the fucking cops, and we can get you money—”


  Erik hauled off and kicked Olivia several times, until she was sobbing and Brad was begging him to stop.


  Erik smiled at Castle. “A word, if you’ll be so kind? In the kitchen, please.”


  Erik grabbed his crutch and led the way into the kitchen. Castle moved close, to speak softly with him. He wasn’t anticipating Erik turning around and plunging the blade deep into his gut, twisting and sliding it for maximum effect.


  Erik yanked it out and smiled at Castle. “I don’t think psychopath is the right word for me. Really fucking pissed off at being screwed over by the man I loved describes it much, much better.”


  Castle, his hands clutched against his gut, collapsed to the floor with a pained grunt.


  Erik rinsed the blood off his hand and knife before he returned to the living room and grabbed the duct tape. He slapped a piece over Brad’s mouth before taking the knife and plunging it into the bound man’s upper thigh.


  Blood pumped from the artery as Erik made his way over to Olivia’s side. She was screaming through the tape, struggling to get to Brad, crying. Erik grabbed her by the hair and pressed his cheek against hers as he forced her to watch her husband bleed out in front of her.


  “Oh, don’t worry, Olivia. When he’s gone, then I’m going to have some fun with you, too. Enough fun that when Emery sees you, he’ll have an inkling of the kind of pain he’s caused me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was nearly an hour later when Erik returned to the kitchen to wash the blood off his hands. That’s when he realized Castle wasn’t there.


  “The fuck. Where’d he go?”


  He followed the blood trail out the back door. The man had collapsed in the yard, in the shade of an oak tree and not easily viewable from either neighbor’s house due to the shrubs on either side.


  He didn’t want to risk calling attention to the guy by going out there, but from the rigid set to Castle’s body and the flies buzzing around him, Erik assumed he was dead.


  Then he realized he’d need the car keys and Castle’s wallet.


  Fuck.


  Moving as fast as he dared, he went to the guy’s side. Yep, dead. After getting not only his wallet and keys, but Castle’s phone as well, he returned to the house.


  He finished cleaning up and began going through the house. Laptops, phones, wallets.


  Address books.


  He didn’t have Emery and Sean’s new address, but it would likely be in one of those devices.


  And taking them would make it look like a robbery to the cops.


  He found a rolling suitcase big enough to hold everything and put it by the front door. He paused to take a picture of the scene with Castle’s cell phone.


  This is something that should be preserved for posterity.


  Revenge.


  Beautiful, sweet revenge.


  Nonchalantly, he opened the front door and moved the suitcase out. Carefully balancing his crutch and the suitcase, he returned to Castle’s car, loaded his loot into the backseat, and drove off.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Emery had returned to work the day after their sudden departure from Yellowstone. Sean, however, decided to take Friday off and use the weekend as well before returning to the grind. Hell, he’d already planned on taking the time off anyway.


  Might as well use it. He’d just put Isla down for a nap after lunchtime and thought he might be able to get two seconds of peace for himself to go through some e-mails. He opened the living room sliders and took his laptop out onto the screened porch. The delightfully cool sea breeze from the Gulf felt amazing on the bright, sunny day.


  He thought he heard a car pull up into their yard, but then ignored it.


  What he couldn’t ignore was what sounded like a thousand elephants suddenly pounding up his stairs at warp speed.


  What the frak?


  By the time he’d made it into the living room, he spotted a large, Wyatt-shaped shadow on the other side of the front door. And he started pounding on the front door.


  “Sean! Open up. Right now.”


  “Shit!” He raced over before Wyatt could start pounding again and wake the baby. “Dude, shh! Isla’s down for her nap!”


  Wyatt charged in as Sean opened the door.


  Then he realized his friend had a gun in his hand.


  “Dude! What the fuck—”


  “You alone?”


  “No. Isla’s upstairs—”


  “Dat’s not what I mean, Sean. Your momma, anyone else here?”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off the gun, which Wyatt kept at his side and pointed down. “No. What’s going—”


  “Em called me. Asked me to come over.” He placed his free hand on Sean’s shoulder and waited until Sean looked him in the eye. “Olivia and Brad. Dey…” He stopped for a moment before his voice broke. “Dey gone, Sean. Man, I’m so sorry to have to be the one to tell you dat.”


  Ice crept through his veins. “What? What are you talking about?”


  Wyatt pushed the door shut and locked it, dead-bolting it, too, before turning back to Sean. “You been home all day? Inside?”


  “No. I took Isla down to the beach this morning.”


  He looked up the stairs.


  “Wyatt, dude, you’re fucking scaring me, and I don’t like that you’ve got a gun.”


  “You like it a lot less if someone in here wit’ us. Let’s get upstairs and look.”


  The alligator shifter, now warned about a sleeping toddler, kept his movements light and fast as he raced up the stairs. Before Sean could stop him to confirm exactly what he’d meant about Brad and Olivia, Wyatt opened and was through Isla’s door without a sound. When Sean caught up to him, he was checking under her bed and then went to look in the closet. He emerged, nodding, and silently closed the door behind him.


  Sean still needed to process the news. “What do you mean they’re gone?” he whispered, unwilling to believe it might mean the obvious.


  Wyatt met his gaze again. “Gone, man. Dead. You stand right here and scream your head off anyone comes out o’ any of these rooms but me, got it?”


  “Dude—” But Wyatt was off again, into one of the guest rooms. Only after he searched the entire upstairs and motioned for Sean to follow him back down to the first floor did he speak again.


  “I don’t know all the details yet,” Wyatt softly said. “So no good askin’ me. I wouldn’t call Em yet if I was you. He’s tore up bad, trying to deal with his mom and dad an’ everyone right now. We need to finish searching this house first, then we do the next thing. He said to tell you he’d call you shortly once he can.”


  “Dead?”


  “Sean,” he said, his voice lowering almost to the growling alligator sound Sean remembered, “we got to keep you and Little ’Un safe. Now let me finish dis. You stay here.”


  He searched the lower floor, including every closet. When he returned, the gun was holstered in his back waistband.


  Wyatt put both his hands on Sean’s shoulders. “Listen to me right now. Go pack. For you, for Em, for Little ’Un. Several days’ worth, at least. Then I’m loading you both up and we’re heading to Sarasota.”


  “What about my mom and dad?”


  “Mari’s there right now tellin’ ’em. I dropped her off. She gonna drive ’em in their car.” He walked over to the front door and looked out the viewfinder.


  It hit Sean like a ton of bricks. “Fuck,” he whispered, all strength gone. His knees gave way and he heavily sat on the second stair. “It’s fucking Erik, isn’t it?”


  Wyatt didn’t look at him. “Not sayin’ what or who because I don’t know. I don’t know all the facts. I only know—”


  “Em wouldn’t have sent you here if it was an obvious accident. Not with a gun and going all Gator SWAT Force.”


  Wyatt didn’t reply.


  “I thought you said you killed him!”


  Wyatt slowly turned. “I didn’t see what finally happened. And dat’s what I told Em at the time. I had his leg, he was bleeding, and a couple of bull sharks were after him. Even wit’ him disabled, I couldn’t keep up wit’ him. He headed toward open water. I tol’ Em all o’ dat. He wasn’t healthy when I lost sight o’ him. And dis might not be anything to do wit’ Erik. Lots o’ bad people out there who ain’t Erik. Human and shifter.”


  Sean held his head in his hands and fought the urge to vomit.


  “Sean, you need to hold it together now. For Em, for everyone. Dey gonna need you be strong for dem.”


  “The babies,” he forced out as a strangled whisper. “What about the babies?”


  “Don’t know yet. I haven’t heard. He didn’t say…” The gator’s voice broke again, which was almost harder to deal with than the news itself. “He jus’ said Olivia and Brad.”


  In his pocket, Sean’s phone started vibrating from a call.


  Emery.


  He thumbed answer but before he could even say anything, Emery was already talking. “Sean,” he said, his voice sounding choked almost beyond recognition, “is Wyatt there?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Good. Listen. Do whatever he says.”


  “But—”


  “I’m sorry, I…I can’t talk right now.”


  “The babies?”


  There was a painful moment of silence. “We don’t know yet. We’re trying to find out. They haven’t found them yet.”


  “Love you.”


  He heard the heartbreaking sound of Emery sobbing. “Love you, too, babe. I’ll see you shortly.”


  And then, he was gone.


  Sean stared at his phone for several minutes, trying to process the exchange. Finally, he looked up at Wyatt.


  His friend held out a hand to him to help him up. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll help you pack.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They waited until just before they were ready to leave, and had everything packed in Wyatt’s car and had Isla’s car seat transferred over, to wake the toddler. At first, she was overjoyed to see Uncle Wyatt.


  Then, as Sean picked her up and began to carry her to the bathroom to get her ready, she frowned. “Da, what’s wrong?”


  He didn’t bother trying to force a smile, knowing the girl would see right through it anyway. “We need to go to Grandma Louise and Grandpa Joseph’s house, honey. We’re going to meet Daddy there.”


  “Why?”


  He drew in a long, shuddering breath. He didn’t want to have to have this conversation with her. She was so young, had already been through so much loss at her age.


  It wasn’t fair she had to go through something like this again, even if it wasn’t losing a set of parents.


  “Well, sweetheart, we got some bad news.”


  “What?”


  “Remember how at Christmas, your Uncle Ken and Aunt Holly called me and Daddy?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you remember why?”


  She scrunched up her face. “Mommy and Daddy and the baby went to the Goddess,” she whispered solemnly. Then she clarified. “My other Daddy. Not this Daddy. Not Daddy Em.”


  He nodded. “Aunt Olivia and Uncle Brad went to the Goddess today.”


  “Why?”


  Oh, please, not this. He was barely hanging on by a thread as it was. And he didn’t know the whys yet.


  Wyatt swooped in for the save. “We don’t know, Little ’Un. Dat’s why we’re all goin’ up to Grandma and Grandpa’s house.”


  Surprisingly, that seemed to satisfy her. “Okay.” She gave Sean a strangling hug that threatened to tip him over to tears again. “I love you, Da.”


  “I love you, too, sweetheart. You have no idea how much Daddy and I love you.”


  She looked over his shoulder at Wyatt. “Love you, too, Uncle Wyatt.”


  Sean knew the gator shifter was forcing the smile to hide his own pain. “Love you, too, Little ’Un. Now, enough talkin’. We need to get movin’.”


  Sean had thought the ride to Yellowstone from Spokane felt long.


  He was wrong.


  Dead wrong.


  The less than an hour that it took for Wyatt to drive them to the Nadels’ house in Sarasota felt like it took a thousand agonizing lifetimes. When they arrived, there were already several cars parked in the driveway, including the SUV and his mom’s car.


  “Lots of people here,” Isla chirruped from the backseat.


  As Sean got out and rounded the car so he could get Isla, he muttered to Wyatt, “Mari drives fast, huh?”


  He chuckled. “She learned quick. She make me turn white, and you know dat no easy feat.”


  When they walked in, the aroma of something delicious, food, washed over them. Sam Morita spotted them first and came over to hug Sean.


  “Your mother’s in the kitchen, cooking.”


  “How long y’all been here?” Wyatt asked.


  “Eight minutes.” Sam took Isla from Sean and kissed her cheek.


  Wyatt pondered that. “Damn. Dat woman is fast in the kitchen.”


  “It’s kind of her superpower,” Sean said. “Cooking for the masses in times of crisis.” He glanced around. “Where’s Em?” he asked his dad.


  “He’s in the study with Joseph and Louise.”


  Sean left Isla with his dad and Wyatt and made his way into the study.


  Emery sat in the corner, one hand rubbing his temple, cell phone in the other, and talking in low tones with someone.


  Louise sat on the couch, crying, Joseph next to her with his arm around her shoulder.


  He leaned in and hugged both of them. The way Louise wordlessly clung to him as she sobbed broke his heart. He knew he had to be strong for them, for all of them. He loved Olivia and Brad, but he hadn’t been as close to them as he was some of the other siblings because of the distance.


  And then…


  His gut rolled. “Dad,” he whispered. “The…the babies?”


  He looked like he was going to shrug, then shake his head, then he finally settled on something between the two. “We don’t know yet. Emery’s trying to find out.”


  Sean straightened and stared at his mate, who was still on the phone.


  If those babies were alive, they were their babies, and he wanted them safely with them. Right then. As soon as possible.


  Screw anyone who tried to hurt them or take them away from him and Emery.


  While he wanted to know what happened, he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask Joseph and Louise. They were obviously still processing the news. Not to mention there would be plenty of damn people asking them that same thing over the next days and weeks.


  And Emery was, after all, the pod Alpha now.


  Sean heard the front door open and slam closed. A moment later, Laura ran into the room, crying, and threw herself into her parents’ arms where their sobs renewed.


  No, he didn’t dare ask them what happened. He’d wait and hear it when Emery could tell him.


  He walked over to his mate and put his hand on Em’s shoulder. Emery reached over and grabbed Sean’s hand, holding and squeezing tightly as if to not be swept away in a raging river of grief.


  Sean wouldn’t let go until Emery was ready, even if he had to stand here all damn night with him.


  He pressed close and rested his other hand on Emery’s other shoulder. Sean also didn’t bother distracting him with silent questions through their mate-bond.


  No clue how long he stood there with him. But Emery gave a sudden, gasping sigh. “The babies are safe,” he said to everyone before returning to the call.


  The room expelled a collective sob of relief, and someone standing in the doorway passed the news to the rest of the house. It was if the very walls let out a held breath at the news.


  Sean closed his eyes and struggled to hold back tears. The babies—their babies—were safe. He hated that he had to already think like that, but if Erik was behind this, he knew they had to get to them as quickly as possible to protect them.


  Isla now had a new brother and sister, although this was a grisly way to get them.


  Emery was still on the phone when Gus and another alligator shifter arrived. Then Christopher and his wife, and Reese, all joined them in the study.


  Finally, Emery got off the phone and stared at it a moment before looking at everyone. He took a deep breath and leaned into Sean. “The babies were at a neighbor’s house,” he hoarsely said. “One of their podmates. She’s still got them. Brad’s pod Alpha and some of his men are there standing watch until we get there.”


  “Dey armed?” Wyatt softly asked from the doorway.


  Emery nodded. He stood and gave Sean a crushing hug, lingering before finally turning to face everyone. “I’d rather only tell this once,” he said. “Let’s get everyone out into the living room.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Emery still hoped that at some point Sean would shake him awake out of this nightmare. He’d have a good laugh about it and either go back to sleep or get up and go about his day.


  As he stood there in the living room with friends, loved ones, and podmates gathered around, he tried to compose his thoughts.


  He knew as pod Alpha his duty would involve days like this. Well, not like this, but handling the grief-filled end of the scale.


  Never had he imagined it would hit so close to home in such a way. He expected he’d have to be the rock, the strong one, the one others could lean on and look to and depend upon.


  Right now, he felt empty, a fragile, hollow shell at risk of shattering.


  Sean slipped his arm around his waist and he leaned in, glad to have his mate there by his side.


  He knew he’d need every ounce of strength Sean could spare for him.


  Emery tried to speak, licked his lips, and tried again. “They…we don’t know exactly what or who right now. Olivia took the kids over to the neighbor’s house this morning like she always did before work.”


  He took a deep breath. “Apparently, Brad dropped his car off last night at the shop for repairs. Olivia was supposed to take him in on her way to work. One of his coworkers was going to run him to the garage after work. Neither Brad nor Olivia got to work. No one could get them on the phone all morning. One of the guys Brad works…”


  He swallowed back the lump in his throat. “Worked with, is a good friend of his and is in his pod. He went over and…”


  He had to take another breath to steady himself. “He found them. He’s the one who called it in to the police and then called their pod Alpha.”


  He paused to collect his thoughts. “They were attacked. I don’t have all the details on that, either. But there was a guy found dead in their backyard, too. The police don’t think he was the one who attacked them, because it looks like he was murdered. He didn’t have any ID on him, and police are still trying to identify him.”


  “We need to go get the babies.”


  He turned to Sean, who suddenly looked like he hadn’t meant to say that aloud.


  Then Sean focused the full force of his sweet mocha eyes on him. “We need to go. Right now. To West Palm. We need to make sure they’re safe.”


  “I’ll go, and—”


  “Fuck that noise,” Sean said in the same quiet tone. “I’m going to West Palm Beach, with or without you. But I’m going.” Sean found Sam, who still held Isla. “Dad, you and Mom and everyone, you keep Isla here with you. We’ll get her bags from the car.”


  “Sean—”


  “No.” It was a quiet no, with all the strength of the Rocky Mountains behind it. “I’m going. Besides, Olivia and Brad listed us as their guardians. The babies are our responsibility.”


  Emery knew nothing he said would make Sean stay behind. He nodded. “Okay.”


  “I go wit’ you,” Wyatt said. “We’ll take the SUV. We can fit two car seats in it.”


  “I’d rather you stay here and…keep watch,” Emery said.


  Wyatt shook his head. “Nope. Gus and Ben, dey stay. Dey armed. I already called the Lyalls, and dey got people on the way over, including Rick and Jan.” He stepped forward. “Let’s get movin’.”


  “I’m going, too,” Emery’s dad said from behind them.


  He turned to look at him. His mom, tucked against his side, nodded also.


  “Okay. We’ll need two cars. Everyone else stays here until we have more information and find out what’s going on and who did this.”


  They actually ended up taking Christopher as well. Wyatt drove his parents’ in their minivan, while Sean drove their SUV and Christopher rode with them. They were on the road fifteen minutes later.


  Emery slumped in the passenger seat and stared out the windshield. “This doesn’t seem real,” he muttered. “This has to be a mistake. That’s what I keep thinking, that it’s a horrible mistake. That we’ll get there and it’ll be two other people, not them.”


  In the backseat, Christopher didn’t reply. He stared straight ahead, locked inside his grief.


  Sean reached across the seats and squeezed Emery’s thigh. “We’ll get through this,” he silently said through their mate-bond without taking his eyes off the road. “I promise you, we’ll get through this.”


  Between traffic and road construction, it was after six when they finally pulled up outside Brad and Olivia’s house. They lived in a quiet, upscale neighborhood of older houses and large lots with huge shade trees in abundance. Their house currently stood out because yellow police tape ringed the property, and three cruisers and a forensics van sat parked on the street. A uniformed deputy stood guard outside the front door.


  Two vans from local TV stations were also parked down the street.


  Emery had called the pod Alpha, Gerald Collins, when they were close. The man stepped forward as they emerged from the vehicles. He greeted them with solemn, silent hugs.


  “This way,” he said.


  They followed him two houses down, where the driveway was filled with cars, and more sat parked along the street in front of it.


  Once inside, Emery wasn’t sure who rushed forward faster, his mom or Sean, toward the two sleeping babies safely nestled in their carrier seats. He felt like he was watching the scene unfold from outside his body, detached.


  Instinctively and intellectually, he knew it was the grief trying to settle in for good no matter how he wanted to deny it. Sofia and Julian were there, safe under armed guard.


  This wasn’t a dream.


  The living room area was filled with people, the population heavy on the large, male, and likely armed demographic. Some of the men were dolphins Emery knew or had met before. A young, pregnant woman who’d obviously been crying from the look of her red eyes and puffy nose walked over and hugged Emery. “I’m Lisa Riley,” she said. “Olivia and Brad’s friend. I’m so sorry.”


  “Are they really okay?” he hoarsely asked as he stared at the babies. “Sofia and Julian?” They looked all right, but he wanted to be sure, to hear someone say it.


  She nodded. “I didn’t know anything was wrong until Gerald called me. I didn’t expect them back until after six tonight at the earliest.”


  Gerald rested his hands on Emery and Joseph’s shoulders. “Let’s go out into the back of the house to talk,” he softly suggested.


  Emery glanced at Sean, who waved him to go on while he stayed there with the babies.


  Without a word, they followed the Alpha to a family room overlooking the fenced backyard. Emery knew Olivia and Brad’s house overlooked a wooded wetland area, and they didn’t have a fence along the back of their house. A large shifter who’d been standing by the back doors silently nodded to Gerald before leaving the room and giving them privacy.


  Emery could never recall his father looking so haggard, crestfallen. Defeated. The older Nadel sat on the sofa with Christopher while Emery elected to stand.


  “We don’t know much more than when I talked with you before,” Gerald said. “They still don’t know who the dead man in the backyard was, or who his accomplice was. Or if there was more than one other person.”


  “How’d they die?” Emery asked.


  Gerald looked like he didn’t want to answer.


  “I need to know,” Emery said. “Just tell me.”


  “Brad was stabbed in the thigh. It looks like it hit his femoral artery and he bled to death.”


  When he didn’t continue, Emery forced it. “Olivia?”


  “Emery—”


  “Dammit, just say it. I’d rather hear it from you first.”


  “There was…a lot of trauma involved. But she was also stabbed.”


  “More than once?”


  He nodded, lips pressed together in a tight, thin line.


  “What about the guy in the backyard?”


  “Stabbed. From what I could get the police to tell me, they think he was stabbed inside, and that he made his way outside, where he died.”


  “Do they know who did this? Why they did it?” Although deep in his gut, he had his suspicions.


  “No. They said it looks like some things are missing, though. Wallets, money, jewelry, laptops, cell phones. They say robbery might be the motive.”


  Emery nodded but didn’t reply, trying to process it. Logic told him Erik was dead, that this was likely a tragic, horrible coincidence.


  Instinct told him otherwise. This could not simply be a coincidence.


  “I need to talk to the police,” Emery said.


  “I’ll take you over there. I told them I’d bring you, but I knew you wanted to see the twins first.” He let out a cough. “I know Brad and Olivia designated you their guardians. I hope you don’t mind I called Brad’s parents. Sharon and Mark. They live out in Oregon. They’re flying in as soon as they can get here. Apparently Brad and Olivia never told them what they’d agreed upon. I don’t think they’ll try to fight for custody, but I don’t know what their feelings on the subject are.”


  “Okay, thanks.” Emery ran a hand through his hair. “What about the press? Do they know about the babies?”


  “No one’s said anything to the reporters about the kids yet. I know one of the detectives on duty, and I asked him to leave that fact out of it for as long as they could. They had to question Lisa and her husband, but he was at work all morning with plenty of witnesses. Lisa’s mom was here with her until about an hour before their bodies were discovered, and she got here just before Olivia dropped off the babies. My friend was able to get the car seat bases out of Olivia’s car and bring them over for us. He also let Lisa’s husband and me go in the house and get some things for the babies, as well as Brad and Olivia’s paperwork. We were able to go out the back door and through the neighbor’s yard so the press didn’t spot us.”


  Gerald heavily sat in one of the chairs. “I was able to keep DCF from taking the babies by showing them the paperwork and telling them that I’d called you and you were on your way.” He looked up at Emery. “I just cannot believe they’re…gone. I was at their house for dinner, my wife and I, three nights ago.”


  “Where is their paperwork?” Emery asked. “I want that, please.”


  “Of course.” He left and returned a moment later, carrying a folder. “I…” He stared at the folder before handing it to Emery. “I don’t know if Olivia had some sort of premonition or something. When we were over there for dinner, she pulled me aside and showed me where they kept it.”


  His gaze fell to the floor. “Brad and my wife were playing with the babies. Olivia crooked her finger at me and motioned me into the den. She opened the desk drawer and showed me where it was, in the very front. ‘Just in case it’s ever needed,’ she said.”


  He returned his focus to Emery. “I asked her why she thought it would ever be needed. She told me she’d had some bad dreams lately, that her doctor assured her that was normal for new moms sometimes. But she told me she didn’t want to take any chances.”


  “Dr. Alberto? Over in Tampa?” Joseph asked, breaking his silence.


  “Yes, I think that was her name.”


  Emery tapped the file folder against his other palm before forcing himself to open it. There, in the front, was the will, dated three days after the babies’ birth. He knew it was the second version, complete with the twins’ names. The first version had been slightly more generic, simply saying “any children.”


  Also included, a power of attorney granting himself and Sean full custodial rights in case of Olivia and Brad’s deaths.


  He slowly closed the folder. “Let’s go talk to the detective. I want to get this over with.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Sean felt Louise’s grief radiating off her as she gently cradled Sofia against her, eyes closed, silent tears rolling down her cheeks as she slowly rocked back and forth with the baby asleep in her arms.


  In Sean’s arms, Julian never awoke when he removed him from the carrier and held him tucked against his chest. So tiny compared to Isla.


  He watched as Emery returned with Joseph and Gerald from the back of the house. Emery walked over and laid a folder down next to him.


  “I’ll be back soon. I need to go talk…” He looked at his mother. “I need to go take care of something. We’ll be back soon.”


  Sean tipped his head toward the folder. “The folder?”


  “Paperwork. Don’t let it out of your sight.”


  Sean nodded and watched as Gerald, followed by Emery, Joseph, and Christopher, walked out the front door. He didn’t miss how one of the larger shifters, who he suspected wore a gun holstered under his loose shirt, moved to lock the door behind them and then stood sentry in front of it.


  Lisa awkwardly knelt in front of them despite her baby belly, with what looked like a painfully forced smile on her face. “They ate and I changed them a little bit before you guys arrived, so they’ll probably sleep for a while. We have some of their things. Enough for a couple of days.”


  “Thanks,” Sean said. “We appreciate it.”


  “Olivia loved you and Emery,” she said. “She always spoke fondly of you guys. She told us after they got back from the recognition ceremony that she could rest easy knowing they could count on you.”


  A painful bubble of grief threatened to burst from deep inside him. He knew he couldn’t let it through, had to keep it contained. At least, for now.


  Wyatt sat on the floor next to Louise and draped an arm around her shoulders, gently tucking her against his side. He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “It’s a’right, Momma Flipper,” he softly said. “Jus’ breathe. We get through dis one breath at a time.”


  And still the silent tears rolled down her cheeks, but she leaned into Wyatt and let his strength envelop her and Sophia.


  Sean fought the urge to move over and let Wyatt drape his other arm around him and be his rock for a while, too.


  Louise didn’t open her eyes, but she slowly nodded, at least giving them a clue she’d even processed what Wyatt said.


  They were going to have some long, dark days ahead. As he met Wyatt’s sad gaze, Sean hoped he had the inner strength to support his family when they needed him most.


  Lisa and her husband busied themselves preparing dinner for their houseful of company. Sean remained seated on the floor, his back against the sofa and Julian in his arms. Sean didn’t feel like eating, but when Wyatt offered to take Julian for a few minutes, Sean took Sophia and made Louise down a little soup before he took a turn eating.


  He knew they all needed whatever strength they could get.


  It was after dark two hours later when the four men returned. Sean and Wyatt sat on the sofa, Louise protectively tucked between them.


  “We need to get moving,” Emery said. “It’s late, and I want to get on the road and home as soon as possible.”


  “Where were you?” Sean asked.


  Emery glanced at his mom. “We, ah, had some official stuff to deal with.” He focused his gaze on Sean. “We had to go officially identify their bodies and make arrangements.”


  Sean knew there was more, but that was all Emery was prepared to share with him right then. At least Louise had stopped crying a while ago, although her silent, blank expression was somehow worse. She softly cooed to the baby when she awoke, but didn’t speak to anyone else.


  Sean desperately didn’t want to talk about the situation aloud in front of her.


  “Let’s get the cars loaded,” Wyatt said, carefully rising from the couch so he didn’t disturb the baby. “Looks like all dem reporters left.” Joseph took Wyatt’s place next to her on the sofa.


  Sean didn’t move. It broke his heart when Louise closed her eyes again and tipped her head over onto Joseph’s shoulder. Maybe they didn’t have a mate-bond, but she loved him, of that there was no doubt in his mind. And Joseph loved her, too.


  Lisa had taken the time to write out detailed instructions about formula and the babies’ routines. “And, please, feel free to call us anytime, day or night, if you have any questions.”


  Louise rode with Sean and Emery, in the backseat and sitting between the babies’ car seats, on the way back to Sarasota. In the other vehicle they’d loaded the supplies, including two folding travel cribs and other things.


  Sean’s mom rushed out the front door as soon as their headlights swept the front of the Nadels’ house a little before 4:00 a.m. that morning. As Louise climbed out of the SUV, she burst into tears and practically fell into Helen’s arms.


  Joseph walked over from the other vehicle and helped Helen get her inside the house, while Wyatt came over to help get the babies and their things out.


  This time, Sean carried Sofia. The infant didn’t awaken when he unhooked the carrier from the base and carried her inside and upstairs to one of the guest rooms, where his mom and dad had already moved the bed to the far side of the room to make space for the travel cribs.


  Thirty minutes later, Sean and Emery were locked in another guest room with Helen, Sam, Marisela, and others standing guard over the babies.


  Sean watched as Emery stood next to the bed, as if uncertain what to do next.


  He walked over to his lover and began unbuttoning his shirt. Emery looked down and watched him, a lost expression on his face, as if hollowed through his very core.


  When Sean had him naked, he made him lie down in bed before he quickly stripped and joined him. Then he pulled Emery into his arms, his head cradled against Sean’s chest, and pressed his lips against Emery’s forehead.


  “Let it out,” Sean whispered to him. “Please don’t hold it in. You’ve been strong all day for everyone else, and right now, it’s just you and me. You have to let it out. Let me be strong for you.”


  Sean felt it first, the silent sobs wracking his lover’s body. Sean tightened his grip on Emery, draping a leg around him as well, cocooning him with his body as much as possible.


  Then the tears, hot and heavy and pooling against Sean’s chest as Emery silently cried in his arms. Pain radiated off him, a furnace of grief and rage.


  And Sean never felt more helpless in his life.


  Time passed, and it was nearly daylight, based on the dim light struggling around the edges of the blinds, when Emery finally passed out in his arms, crying himself to sleep.


  Only then did Sean allow himself to close his eyes. He rested his head back against his pillow and followed Emery into dreams.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik didn’t know how long it would take the authorities to identify Castle’s body. If he’d never been arrested, it might take a while, without prints to go on.


  Hopefully, it would be enough time for him to return to Castle’s house and do a little research before he headed off to finish things once and for all.


  He stopped along the way and hit an ATM machine. He’d watched Castle punch in his pin number, and sure enough, when Erik did, it allowed him access.


  There was only $467 dollars in the account, so he drew out $460 and pocketed it.


  So much for that line of credit.


  He’d need a cash infusion at some point.


  It was almost dark, between traffic and construction delays on I-95, when he returned to Castle’s house. He quickly grabbed the suitcase full of stolen goodies and made his way inside.


  It only took him a few minutes to find news reports about the murder.


  A wide grin creased his face. Emery and his family would have their hands full at least for a day or two. They would be too busy dealing with the police and the babies to focus on what happened.


  He just hoped Emery quickly suspected who was really behind everything. He’d thought about going down to the house where Olivia had dropped off her brats and decided against it. He had seen a fairly large, strong-looking man leave earlier. If he came back, there’d be no way he’d be able to fight him off.


  Nope, he didn’t have the tactical advantage anymore. Not without Castle. But that was okay. He’d struck hard and deep into Emery’s heart. He knew how close the Nadels were, how much Em loved his sister.


  And sure enough, in Olivia’s phone, he found addresses for the entire Nadel family.


  Including Emery’s new address on Manasota Key.


  He wouldn’t try going after Christopher. That would be plain stupid. Do I go after Reese or Laura?


  He considered it. Neither had spouses listed by their names, so they were still likely unmarried.


  But that doesn’t mean they’re single.


  He thought about it.


  Joseph and Louise were definitely out. Even with the age disadvantage, Joseph was a strong, fierce man. Erik knew he wouldn’t stand a chance against Louise, either, in this physical state, much less against Joseph.


  Sean’s parents also lived on the Key, not too far from Emery and Sean. Humans.


  But he didn’t have any idea what shape the humans were in. Looking up the address via Google Earth, he quickly scratched that idea. They lived in a stilt home on the Gulf side of the key.


  If he was going to climb that many stairs, he’d do it to get to Sean, not waste the effort on Emery’s in-laws.


  Then again, he wondered who now had the babies. Emery and Sean had an adopted daughter. Would Emery also adopt his nephew and niece?


  Hmm. Now there was a way he could strike deep into Emery’s heart. Kill the babies. Or at the very least, kill that little girl.


  He knew he’d likely have only one more shot. And that one shot might get him killed.


  Not like he had anything left to live for. If he was going to die, he wanted to die taking out whoever would hurt Emery the deepest.


  That would mean Sean or their daughter.


  He got up and used a crutch to make his way to the fridge for a beer. He’d need to ponder on this for a couple of days, at least. He also needed to move to a different location. He didn’t want to do something stupid, like get arrested for being found in a dead man’s house. Especially when his fingerprints were all over the place at Brad and Olivia’s.


  No, he’d need to get on the road tonight. Head to the west coast. There were plenty of run-down motels along the Tamiami Trail in Fort Myers and Naples, places where they’d take cash and not require a photo ID to rent a room.


  As he made his way through the house, scavenging stuff he could use, like clothes, he stopped in Castle’s office and stared at the walls.


  It still amazed Erik how damned close the guy had been to getting it right and breaking everything wide open. For all Castle’s stupidity, he’d lucked out in a big way. He’d seen the patterns and been really, really close.


  Of course, he also had stuff about supposed lake monsters in the Northeast, and the Loch Ness Monster.


  Well, it wasn’t his problem. He was no longer welcomed in shifter society anyway. And he was already a wanted man by the human authorities.


  Fuck ’em. Let them deal with it on their own.


  He finished going through the house. He now had three other suitcases and carry-on bags sitting by the front door.


  Hmm. That’s an idea. Maybe he could feed an anonymous tip to the po-po about Castle and turn a little unwanted press attention onto Emery and the other shifter races.


  But if he did that, it would identify Castle and put them on the lookout for his vehicle.


  That was something he couldn’t risk. He needed the wheels, and he needed them unencumbered by a BOLO.


  He got the car loaded and was out the door before midnight. As he began driving west, he felt a peace settle over him. It wouldn’t be long before this was finished. Whether he’d still be breathing on the other side of it remained to be seen.


  As long as he died knowing he’d hurt Emery in a way that would never heal, it’d be worth it.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Two days after the murders, everyone gathered at sunset in the same place where they’d held the superpod at Samhain.


  It didn’t feel real to Emery that they were here for a far less joyous occasion. He wanted someone to wake him up from this nightmare, to tell him it’d just been a horrible dream.


  He wanted to take away the grief on his mother’s face as she sat clutching Olivia’s urn tightly to her.


  Brad’s mother sat next to her, holding his urn, the fathers seated in the bow.


  Sam drove his boat, carrying more members of the Nadel clan. Some of their pod members would arrive in boats, some would swim out. With the Gulf waters still chilly, Emery expected a high number of boats. Wyatt and Marisela stayed back at their house with Isla and the twins, with Gus and another gator shifter on guard. After they finished here, everyone would go back to their house for a little while.


  Without a word, Sean anchored them while everyone else gathered around them, the shifters in the water, the boats surrounding them.


  I haven’t even been the Alpha for a year and I have to do this.


  He wished he could shrug off the job to someone else, and yet knew he had to fulfill his duties. To his pod, to his family.


  To Brad and Olivia.


  For them and the twins, if nothing else.


  Emery walked forward and stood on the bow seat. As he thought about what he wanted to say, his throat threatened to close up from the force of his grief.


  He’d watched his father give eulogies before, but never anything like this.


  Never for his own flesh and blood.


  He decided to let his heart do the talking and shut off his brain.


  “Olivia and Brad stated in their will that they wanted their ashes to be scattered in the Gulf, where they’d first met. I remember a rowdy youngling with his eyes set on my little sister, and how I plowed into him during one swim when I thought he was getting a little too fresh with her.”


  From across the water, a soft echo of laughter drifted to them.


  Emery stared into the calm, darkening surface of the Gulf. “I was her big brother. It was my job to mistrust anyone who showed an interest in any of my sisters. We could pick on each other, but you damn sure didn’t tolerate anyone else doing it.”


  He wiped at his eyes, not bothering to hide his tears. “But I liked Brad, and soon came to love him as a brother. He loved Olivia, and she loved him. They came to me to ask how to approach our parents with the news, and I told them that it was obvious how happy they were. That happiness only grew the longer they were together.”


  He coughed to clear his throat. “The happiness expanded when they told us they were expecting twins. The first Nadel grandbabies. I was going to be an uncle. And when Sean and I unexpectedly became parents on Christmas Day, Brad and Olivia were among those who helped Chris and Wyatt prepare our home for our new arrival while we were gone.”


  He let the tears freely course down his cheeks. He wanted to rage, wanted to vent his anger, but knew this was not the time for that. This was the time to honor his sister and brother-in-law, not to give any kind of power or thought to the animal who’d cruelly stolen them from their lives.


  “Brad was a good man, with a good heart and an even better character. I take little comfort in their loss, except for one thing—the Goddess called them back together. They were devoted to each other, and maybe one day the Goddess will see fit to bring their spirits together once more in this world.”


  He coughed again. “I know that does little to lift our grief now. Those of you who know me best know what else is in my heart at this time. But for now, we are here for them. For the two we loved and lost. Nothing takes away from that. Nothing steals what is in our hearts and souls for them. We have our memories, and we have two beautiful children who are the spitting image of their parents.


  “They are now our priority. As a family, as friends, as a pod, we must work together to make sure they see the love their parents had for them in our actions. To show them every day how much they were loved. To never let Brad’s and Olivia’s memories die, even if their children can only know them through those memories.”


  He took a deep breath. “From the oceans, all life on Earth sprang forth. It nourishes our hearts and souls and bodies. And to the oceans we now return Brad and Olivia, until we are one day reunited with them in spirit, if not in body.”


  He stepped down from the seat and turned to his mother and Sharon. The women stood and, with the help of their husbands, emptied the contents of the urns into the water, the cremains mixing together even as they began drifting along the surface.


  Emery looked at Sean, who stood behind the console and wiped at his face with a piece of paper towel. Knowing he still had obligations to fulfill, all Emery wanted to do was go home, get everyone out of there as quickly as possible, and then cry himself to sleep in his mate’s arms.


  Sean’s gaze met his.


  “Love you, Em.”


  He nodded. “Love you, too, babe.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Gerald pulled Emery aside when they were all back at the house. “We need to talk,” he grimly said. “In private.”


  Emery glanced around and led the man into the study, where he closed the door behind them.


  “What?” Emery asked.


  He pulled his phone out and swiped through to a picture, holding it up. It was a picture of the mysterious dead man, taken by police during his autopsy. “I know who he is.”


  “You do? The police didn’t tell us that.”


  “They don’t know yet.”


  Emery stared, dumbfounded. “What?”


  “They don’t know yet.”


  “Why the hell not? You have to tell them.” Deep in Emery’s heart, he knew Erik was behind the killings, even though the detectives hadn’t yet reported their results on fingerprints found at the scene.


  “No.”


  Emery wanted to strangle him. “Give me one good reason.”


  “I was sent this picture this morning and did some asking around. It hasn’t been released to the public, but probably will be by tomorrow morning since they haven’t been able to ID him yet. They didn’t want to make it public until they notified next of kin. But that’s moot until they know who he is to find his kin. His name’s Jake Castle. Ring a bell?”


  Emery’s blood turned to ice water in his veins. He heavily sat in a chair and tried to make sense of that.


  “And I have more news for you.”


  “How do you have this news and I don’t?”


  “Because of our guy working inside, that’s why. The fingerprints are Erik’s. They’re waiting for official confirmation though, which will probably come tomorrow.”


  “Fuck.” He thought about it. “That means Erik was likely working with the guy. That’s how Castle knew where to find Sean’s mom and dad.”


  “I’ve got people on their way to Castle’s house right now. They’re going to see if Erik’s there and take care of him if he is. If not, they’re going to see what else is there, and anything incriminating, they’re going to destroy it.”


  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me this earlier? If that son of a bitch is there, he’s mine.”


  “Because you have a family and pod to take care of.” He walked over to Emery and put a hand on his shoulder. “Because your place is here. Brad and Olivia were part of my pod as well. You aren’t alone in your grief and rage, you know. Others are suffering. But I knew if I told you, you’d likely do something stupid like head over there alone and possibly bring more attention down on us that we don’t need right now.”


  Emery knew the older shifter was right. He slumped back in the chair and scrubbed at his face with his hands. “Okay. Fine. What’s the next step?”


  Gerald was about to answer him when his cell phone rang. He glanced at it and held up a finger to Emery before he answered. After a brief discussion, he hung up.


  “Erik wasn’t there. It looks like someone’s gone through the place. But there was a shit-ton of evidence about other shifters in the guy’s office. They’ve taken as much as they could find and are setting fire to the house.”


  “We should tell my father all of this.”


  “No. This is Alpha business. The last thing your mother needs is for your father to go charging into this and accidentally get caught up in the police investigation. You need to let us handle this. If anything about shifters does come out, we need you and your immediate family as clear of it as possible. Right now, the cops think it was some sort of home invasion, or a case of mistaken identity by drug dealers or a gang, or something like that. We have to let them keep thinking that.”


  “I’m my pod’s Alpha, and I feel fucking helpless.”


  “It’s not an easy gig,” Gerald agreed. “But we’re working on it. I’m only telling you all of this out of courtesy and that I knew you’d listen to me.”


  He studied Gerald for a long moment. “You wouldn’t have told my father all this, would you? If he was still Alpha?”


  Gerald shook his head. “I love your father like a brother, but I know he’s not a man to wait and let others deal with things he feels are his responsibility. You know how high the stakes are. Not just because of what happened, but because of what could happen. That’s why I need you to keep that in mind, and keep this information to yourself until we’re finally at a point it’s safe to tell your father and the others.”


  “I have to tell Wyatt. He’s my point man on this. He’s in charge of protecting Sean and the kids, and working with the other shifter groups in the mega-Clan to get the word out.”


  Gerald nodded. “All right. He’s a good man. He won’t tell your father?”


  “Not if I tell him not to.” He chewed on his lip for a moment. “You’ll kill Erik if you find him?”


  He nodded.


  Emery took a deep breath, held it, and let it out again. “I want proof he’s dead if that happens.”


  Gerald smiled, but it held no humor. “I’ll bring you his head personally. How’s that?”


  Emery extended his hand to shake with the man. “Deal.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  It was the day after the funeral, and Sean had his marching orders. Wyatt stopped by before they dropped Isla and the twins off at Sean’s parents’ house. Wyatt followed Sean, who drove his SUV, and left it and the keys with his parents.


  “Ready, Freddie?” Wyatt asked as they returned to Wyatt’s car.


  Sean glared at him as he climbed in. “No.”


  “Naw, don’t be like that, you. You need to look at this de right way.”


  “What way would that be?” Sean asked as he fastened his seat belt. “That I need to start carrying a dangerous weapon around my children because some psychotic freak is still on the loose?”


  Wyatt didn’t reply. Sean glanced over at him. “I’m sorry,” he said, softening his tone. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


  All traces of Wyatt’s Cajun accent disappeared. “No, it’s all right, Sean,” he softly said. “I hold myself responsible. I should have tried harder to follow him. Make sure he was dead. I didn’t think he’d be able to survive his injuries.”


  Sean felt like crap. After a couple of minutes of silence, he tried again. “I really do appreciate you taking the time to do this,” he said. “It’s just I wasn’t raised with guns. I’m not familiar with them. They scare me.”


  Wyatt solemnly nodded. “It’s awright,” he said, the Cajun accent back. “Think of it as a tool.”


  “A tool I hope I never need to use.”


  “True.” They pulled up to a red light. “A tool you’ll hope you never need to use, but one dat you’ll be glad you had, dat fucker shows up on y’alls’ doorstep.”


  “I won’t argue with that logic.”


  The gun shop was north of Sarasota, almost into Bradenton. They had an indoor gun range, too. Sean watched as three people, two women and a man, shot handguns at paper targets.


  One of the women seemed quite good.


  “She’s a deputy,” one of the store clerks told him.


  It disconcerted Sean a little that the three men working behind the counter all wore sidearms strapped to their belts, in plain sight.


  Wyatt, with the clerks helping, went over pros and cons of various guns with Sean. After a few minutes, Sean felt more than a little sick to his stomach. “Can’t you just pick one for me and tell me to buy it?”


  Wyatt gave a firm shake of his head. “It don’t work like that, Sean. You need one you’re comfortable with.”


  “I’m not comfortable with any of them, so does it really matter?”


  “Yes,” all three clerks said together.


  Wyatt smiled. “See? They know what I’m talkin’ about.”


  Sean hefted several guns, finally narrowing it down to three possibilities to try in the shooting range, two revolvers and a semiautomatic. Before Wyatt would take him into the range to shoot, however, Sean learned there was another piece to this equation.


  He was getting a private class with one of the men, a firearms instructor, who was going to both go through a safety and handling course with him, in addition to putting him through the concealed carry course required to apply for a license.


  That took the better part of four hours. With a break for lunch at a nearby Mexican restaurant, Sean felt exhausted, drained.


  And he hadn’t even shot one of the damn things yet.


  Now I wish I had taken up paintball in college. He’d had a chance to get on a team with a friend of his. But he’d been too busy with his studies, and with his father riding his ass anytime he even mentioned taking two seconds to do something fun, he’d declined his friend’s invitation to give it a try.


  As they rode back to the shop, Wyatt made a quiet observation. “I’m sure Olivia and Brad didn’t think they’d ever need to do anything like this, either.”


  “That’s a low blow.”


  “Even lower comin’ from me. An’ I’ll tell you why.” He turned into the parking lot, pulled into a spot, and shut off the car before looking at Sean. “I already got the blood of those two on my hands. An’ dat reporter,” he said. “An’ anyone else that sumbitch killed that we don’t know about.” He poked Sean in the shoulder. “You honestly think I could handle losin’ someone I consider a brother? Or those babies?”


  “Why isn’t Emery doing this?” he grumbled, not wanting to address Wyatt’s comment.


  “He already knows how to shoot. He’s taking the class tomorrow morning so he can file his paperwork.”


  “Then why isn’t he here with me now?”


  “They’re meeting up with some people,” he said without elaborating on the identities of either party.


  Sean suspected the “they” Emery was part of included Joseph and others.


  He wasn’t sure he wanted to know who the others were.


  Sean’s head thumped against the headrest. “Let me guess, people I don’t want to know about.”


  “I’m sure you don’t.”


  “Maybe we should just move in with the wolves or the dragons,” he bitterly said. “Live in fear for the rest of our lives.”


  “No, and that’s why you need to do this. For you, for them kids, for Emery.” He poked Sean in the shoulder, a little harder this time. “For your momma and dad, the Nadels, everyone.”


  “Do you really think he’ll come after us? We don’t even know if he knows where the house is.”


  “He knows where your business is. And he took their phones and computer. It won’t take him long to figure out how to access their contacts, if he hasn’t already.”


  “Crap.” He unbuckled his seat belt. He felt old, beaten, like something inside him had died and was beginning to rot. “I fucking hate this,” he muttered again as he reached for the door handle.


  But he knew, like it or not, he would do it. For his kids, if nothing else.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Now inhale, and relax,” Wyatt said.


  Sean did, his heart still hammering in his chest.


  “Good. Exhale.”


  If it wasn’t for Wyatt standing behind him, arms stretched out along Sean’s, his big hands engulfing Sean’s and helping him hold the gun steady, Sean knew he wouldn’t be able to hit the floor, much less the paper target hanging ten yards away.


  “Inhale, Sean.”


  Wyatt had told him to focus on his breathing at first. To take the shot between breaths, not during, to improve his accuracy.


  Sean squeezed the trigger, still flinching when it went off in his hand.


  No holes appeared in the target.


  “You’re overthinkin’ it,” Wyatt said. “Just breathe.”


  “I’m trying,” Sean said. “But I told you, I’ve never shot a gun before.”


  “You want a break?”


  “No. I want to get this over with.”


  Wyatt pulled his hands away. “Put the gun down.”


  Sean did.


  “Now shake it out.”


  Sean did that, happy to have the weight out of his hands.


  “I know you nervous, but you doin’ good.”


  “Good? I’ve hit the target three times out of twenty.”


  Wyatt flashed a mouthful of teeth at him. “You’ll be hittin’ it just fine before we leave. I promise. And remember, when you’re aimin’ for a person, shifter or not, aim for the gut. It’s the biggest place on them. None o’ that bullshit like on TV, where they aim for a leg or an arm to wound. You aim for the gut. You’ll slow down anyone, you aim for their gut. And don’t forget to just breathe.” He pointed at the revolver.


  Sean turned and took a breath.


  Then he thought about his three little kids.


  Their kids.


  He could do this. Would do it.


  He picked up the gun.


  “Now, inhale,” Wyatt said.


  Sean did.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time Sean returned home late that afternoon to find Gus watching the house, he felt utterly drained. He’d finally settled on a five-round .38 special revolver, small, no safety, no hammer, easy to carry and shoot. He paid for it, but it would stay at the store for the mandatory three-day waiting period.


  He’d also made good progress with his aim, according to Wyatt.


  Wyatt had already told him he’d go with Sean to pick it up and make sure he was proficient with it.


  Comfortable was something Sean suspected he’d never associate with the weapon.


  He now also owned a shooting bag and the various required accouterments, such as hearing and eye protection, a cleaning kit…


  Extra ammunition.


  Wyatt was also consulting with Emery to install a small gun safe in the closet of their master bedroom, one large enough to hold the gun and ammunition and keep them locked well out of range of children’s curious fingers.


  It seemed like a lifetime had passed. Not even two weeks ago, they’d been celebrating the official welcoming of the three kids into the pod.


  Now…


  Now, all three kids belonged to them and he was being forced to learn how to shoot.


  After he put all three kids down for a nap, he returned to the kitchen, where Gus was sitting at the counter and reading the newspaper. He was quieter than his brother, not as prone to idle chatter.


  “You’re here until Emery gets home, aren’t you?” Sean wearily asked him.


  Gus nodded.


  “What about your job?”


  Gus shrugged.


  “How long does the bodyguard gig last?”


  “Until Wyatt tell me otherwise.” He had a Cajun accent, but it wasn’t quite as thick as Wyatt’s.


  “Why are you doing this?”


  Gus finally looked up from the paper. “Because Wyatt tol’ me to.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  Gus shrugged again. “You family. Nobody fucks wit’ our family.” He turned the page on his newspaper. “’Specially kids and mates.”


  Emery didn’t get home until nearly eleven that evening and the kids were asleep for the night. Gus quietly left after nodding at Emery and Sean.


  Sean tried to tamp down his anger, knowing it was at the situation and not at Emery.


  “I don’t need a babysitter.”


  “They’re not babysitters, Sean.”


  “Feels like it.” He headed upstairs, wanting to go to bed.


  Emery followed him. In their bedroom, Emery grabbed his arm and pulled him close. “Don’t you understand? I can’t lose you. I can’t lose them. I’ll do whatever the fuck it is I have to do to keep them and you safe. If that means you have to carry a gun so I don’t panic every time you’re out of my sight, then that’s what has to happen.”


  “What haven’t you told me?”


  Emery let go so suddenly Sean almost fell over.


  “I’m right, aren’t I? What’s going on.”


  Emery heavily sat on the bed. “You can’t tell anyone.”


  Sean stood in front of him. “I’m your mate. Tell me.”


  He listened without interruption as Emery told him what Gerald had discovered. And the fact that Erik wasn’t at Castle’s house.


  Sean stood there, trying to process it. “So I was right this whole time. Erik’s not dead. Son of a fucking bitch.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emery quietly said.


  Sean ran a hand through his hair. “When were you going to fucking tell me?”


  “Hopefully after I had seen his severed head.”


  Sean had hoped he might be joking, but the flat, quiet tone in which Emery delivered the line told him otherwise.


  “This isn’t the Wild West.”


  “No, it’s worse.” He finally met Sean’s gaze. “You want to know why I went to Louisiana with Wyatt? You want to know who we were talking about at Yellowstone? You want to know why Wyatt suggested we boogie out of Yellowstone? There are things out there who make the great whites look like guppies, Sean. Okay? They’re not exactly shifters like the rest of us, but they’re mean and they hate everyone and they don’t give a rat’s ass who they hurt or kill as long as they get what they want. And they abducted a wolf’s mate right out from under everyone’s noses there at Yellowstone. That’s why we had to get out of there, because I couldn’t risk anything happening to you or Isla.”


  He stood. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you everything, but sometimes there are things I’m going to not tell you, because it’s my job to not tell you or anyone else. Sometimes, the Alpha needs to bear these things alone.”


  “Is that what your father told you?”


  “No, that’s what common sense tells me. We may be coming into a time where it’s not just people like Castle we have to worry about, but things who have as much or more to lose than we do, but who don’t fucking care any longer. And if that means I need to sometimes carry that load alone so you and the kids can sleep at night, then I will.”


  “You don’t think I’m man enough to handle it?”


  “No, jeez, Sean, that’s not it at all—”


  Sean shoved him, hard, Emery’s knees catching the edge of the bed. He landed on his back, Sean on top of him, pinning his arms over his head.


  Sean leaned in close. “Let me tell you something, Alpha dude. I might be your mate, and I might be a human, but I’m father to those kids, and I have a right to know all this shit so I can keep them safe.”


  Emery started to reply but Sean silenced him with his mouth, crushing his lips, a brutal, bruising kiss that soon had Emery rocking his hips against Sean.


  And his cock had grown hard.


  Sean felt a righteous fury of his own burning deep inside him. “Let me tell you something else,” he said. “I’m done with the fucking secrets. So there’s shit in this world I don’t know about. Great. Wonderful. Fucking tell me everything. Because, like it or not, just because we were brought together by accident doesn’t mean that we weren’t meant to be together on purpose. Got it?”


  Emery nodded.


  He leaned forward and kissed Emery again, fucking his mouth with his tongue. Then he nipped Emery’s lower lip, holding and tugging it until Emery let out a soft whimper of pain. “We are in this together,” he hoarsely said. “And you and Wyatt are going to cut out all the bullshit and let me in on this. Right?”


  Emery nodded.


  Sean sat up and started working on Emery’s pants. When Emery reached down and tried to help him, Sean slapped his hands away. “I didn’t say you could do that.”


  He got Emery’s slacks yanked down past his hips, then he flipped him over and pulled him to the edge of the bed so his ass was at the perfect height and position.


  He slapped Emery across the ass, hard and fast, until both cheeks were red and the imprint of his hand was visible there.


  Then he reached between Emery’s legs. As he’d figured, his lover’s cock was hard, throbbing, and he’d left a wet spot on the bed from his pre-cum dribbling out.


  “That’s what I thought,” Sean rumbled at him. “You know who you belong to, don’t you?”


  Emery nodded, his hips already flexing in the air, ass bobbing up and down as his back arched.


  Sean grabbed a tube of lube and a butt plug and started lubing it up. “Don’t you dare fucking move or I’ll take a belt to your ass,” Sean warned.


  He didn’t miss how Emery’s hands fisted the covers, how he drew in a sharp breath at Sean’s words.


  And how the tangy odor of his arousal filled the room.


  Sean stripped before he worked the butt plug into Emery’s ass and began spanking him again, until his hand fucking stung and he couldn’t spank him anymore. Then he rolled him onto his back and knelt over him, dangling his balls over Emery’s mouth.


  “You know what I want.”


  Emery eagerly sucked Sean’s sac into his mouth, moaning, the vibrations rumbling through Sean’s body and making his own cock throb. “Yeah, that’s it,” he whispered. “Big bad Alpha’s ass belongs to me, doesn’t it?”


  Emery mumbled an affirmative that only added to Sean’s pleasure.


  After a few minutes of that, Sean got off him and flipped him over again, still not letting him strip. He pulled the butt plug out of Emery’s ass and immediately replaced it with his cock, slamming home hard and fast and making Emery moan even more.


  Then Sean stopped and pulled Emery to his feet. Standing there, Sean reached around him, one hand on Emery’s cock, the other twisting his nipple ring.


  “Come!” Sean ordered.


  It was all Sean could do not to explode himself as Emery’s body went rigid. His ass squeezed Sean’s cock and ropy strings of cum shot out his cock all over the bed. Sean pushed him down onto the bed, into the puddle of cum there, and started fucking him hard and fast.


  “Come!” Sean ordered again.


  Emery moaned, back arching and hips frantically rocking in time with Sean’s movements. But Sean felt the way his ass once again started squeezing his cock and knew he’d forced another one out of him.


  Harder, faster, driving him into the bed, Sean’s balls slapped against Emery’s reddened, warm ass cheeks with every stroke. “Come!” he ordered one more time.


  His lover gasped, body trembling, a low moan rolling from him as once again Sean felt his orgasm wash through him.


  That’s all he could hold back. He quit trying to hold on and let out a satisfied grunt as his balls emptied into Emery’s ass. Then he collapsed on top of Emery and lay there, panting.


  Emery started shaking. At first Sean worried he might be crying, but then he realized he was laughing.


  “What?” Sean asked.


  “I’m thinking maybe we need to add some interrogation scenes into our sexy time,” Emery mumbled from underneath him. “That was fucking hot.”


  Sean bit the back of his neck. “Well, I think we both needed it.”


  Emery felt behind him until Sean laced his fingers through Emery’s. Emery squeezed. “Thank you,” he softly said. “I know you’re frustrated with everything. I’m sorry I haven’t had time to sit down with you and talk about everything else.”


  Sean carefully withdrew his softening cock from Emery’s ass. “Yeah, well, you owe me some time for that. But I think tonight I’m ready to clean up and go to sleep.” He delivered one last stinging swat to Emery’s ass before letting him up.


  Emery carefully rolled over and examined the cum stain on the front of his shirt. “I think I need to change the sheets before we go to bed.”


  Sean walked into the bathroom. “You’d better, because I’m sleeping on the non-cummy side tonight if you don’t.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  “All quiet?” Sean asked Wyatt as he walked downstairs a little before seven that morning, bleary and in search of the source of the delicious fresh-brewed-coffee smell. His nerves felt raw, as if someone had taken a cheese grater to his brain and not let up.


  Would life ever return to the blissful boringness they had before? Where he didn’t have to rely on armed guards?


  Hell, even his dad had applied for a concealed carry permit and bought a gun.


  That was something he’d never thought he’d live to see happen. That his mom had encouraged him to do it proved how out of whack all their lives now were. Only eight days since Olivia and Brad were murdered, and it felt like a year. Emery and Christopher had spent the past two days in West Palm, clearing out Olivia and Brad’s house and would drive a moving truck back later that day.


  “All quiet,” Wyatt said. He stood at the counter, sipping from a mug. “It’s fresh and hot,” he said as he pushed an empty mug Sean’s way.


  “Thanks.”


  “Listen, I need to run home for a little bit. Call me when Em lets you know what time they’ll be back today. I’ll call Gus and let him know so he can help unload.”


  “Thanks, man.” He fixed himself a mug of coffee and blew across the top before taking a sip.


  Isla came down the stairs, Puppy in one arm, rubbing her eyes with her other hand. “Uncle Wyatt, you’re still here.” She rushed over to him and threw her free arm around his legs.


  “Good mornin’, Little ’Un.” He set down his coffee and scooped her up. “Give me sugar.”


  She bussed him on the cheek, and he bussed her back, making her giggle. She then held up Puppy, who also got bussed on the top of his head.


  “You didn’t wake the babies, did you?” Sean asked.


  “No, Da. I didn’t go in there.”


  “Good girl.”


  She reached for him, and Wyatt passed her over. “When’s Daddy coming home?” she asked Sean.


  “He and Uncle Christopher should be back later today.” I hope.


  “I miss him.”


  “Me, too, sweetie.” He set her down. “How about you go upstairs and get dressed and I’ll make us French toast. Okay?”


  “Okay.” After getting a kiss from her, he set her down and she headed back upstairs.


  Wyatt chuckled. “She sho’ is a cutie. You a lucky, lucky man.”


  “Don’t I know it.” He took another sip of his coffee.


  Wyatt finished his and rinsed his mug in the sink. He waggled a finger at Sean. “Get that gun, you. Hear me?”


  “I don’t understand the point. I can’t legally carry it anywhere else until my permit comes in.”


  “That’s why I’m going wit’ you for everything else.” He leveled the finger at Sean. “Unless you want my ass here all de time, you wear that gun when you here alone.”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  “No, none o’ that bullshit, Sean. Those kids need you alive and in one piece.” He walked over to the door, Sean following. “Lock this, then go up and put it on. Got it?”


  “Fine. I will. I promise. Happy?”


  “You and those babies being safe, that makes me happy.”


  Sean locked the door behind Wyatt. He wondered if maybe they should just think about moving. He’d hate to leave the house, especially since it was on the water, but they had three little kids to think about.


  He didn’t want to raise them in an armed encampment, where they could stare at the water all they wanted but never venture outside alone.


  He went back upstairs and checked on Isla, who insisted she didn’t need any help, before he headed to his bedroom to throw on clothes suitable to care for kids and unload a moving truck, but that would also hide the gun.


  He didn’t like that he now had to go around wearing a gun. He liked it even less with a curious toddler in the house, no matter how she’d seemed to respond when Wyatt explained it to her and showed it to her and made her promise to never touch it.


  Despite never keeping it where she could get to it, with it either on his person or locked in the safe, Sean still felt uneasy.


  He didn’t enjoy feeling like he was living under siege. It couldn’t be good for the kids, either, much less his own stress levels.


  In fact, as he started to get the gun out of the safe, he considered closing the door and not wearing it at all. Just telling Emery he had it when his man was sure to ask.


  With a sigh, he picked up its deceptive weight and loaded rounds in the chambers. Then he took the holster and tucked it under his shirt, into his waistband. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—lie to Emery if he called and asked about it.


  If something did happen and he wasn’t wearing it, he would feel even worse.


  He was almost all the way downstairs when his phone rang in his pocket, making him jump. It was Emery. “Hey,” Sean said when he answered. “When do you think you’ll be here today?”


  Emery sounded exhausted, aged. “We just turned off 75 onto River Road.”


  That was a happy surprise. That meant they were less than thirty minutes away. “I wasn’t expecting you until later this afternoon. Did you get any sleep?”


  “Not much. We left at five this morning. We wanted to try to miss the worst of rush hour traffic.”


  “It’ll be good to have you home, dude.”


  “Wyatt still there?”


  “No. He just left. He said to call him when you needed him and he’d get Gus and they’d help us unload.”


  “Okay. You wearing the gun?”


  “Yes. I don’t like it, but I’m wearing it.”


  “I’m sorry, babe. I feel better with you having it.”


  Isla ran down the stairs and threw her arms around his legs. “Is that Daddy, Da? Can I say hi?”


  “Hold on. Someone wants to say hi.” He held the phone for her while she babbled at Emery for a minute. Then she finished and let him take the phone back.


  “I’ll see you in a few minutes. I’ll send the elevator down and leave the gate open.”


  “Okay. Love you.”


  Sean smiled. “Love you, too.” He hit end and slipped the phone back into his pocket.


  “I’ll do it, Da!” Isla declared as she zipped out of the kitchen and over to the elevator and gate control panel. Standing on tiptoes, she punched the buttons while he walked into the kitchen to get their breakfast started.


  


  * * * *


  


  Erik watched as the alligator shifter left. The gate swung closed behind his car as he drove away.


  That wasn’t much of a problem, because he could go around from the beach side. The stairs up to the living level, however, were the bitch. It looked like the damn house had an elevator, but he suspected that would be kept locked, likely accessible by key or special code.


  Trying to get up those stairs on crutches would put him at risk of being seen or heard before he could surprise them. Although maybe he could catch them on the ground.


  Hobbling slowly through the sand and brush, he made his way around the edge of the property and down to the beach. From there, he could see the elevator. Yep, the damn thing had a control panel on it with a number pad. That meant a lock.


  Hell, it won’t hurt to try it.


  As he started to work his way through the sea grapes at the edge of the property, staying out of sight of the house, he saw something that damn near made him giggle.


  The elevator door slid open, and there wasn’t a soul around. As he looked, he saw the front gate opening, too.


  Maybe my luck is finally changing for the better.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean got the electric skillet heating while Isla went to the fridge and pulled out the jug of milk and carried it over to the island.


  Then he heard Sofia making noises on the baby monitor.


  Crap.


  “Hey, sweetheart? Run upstairs and go look in on your brother and sister, okay? See if they’re really awake or—”


  “Let them sleep. I know, Da.” She hurried for the stairs as Sean struggled not to laugh at her toddler ’tude. He laid his cell phone on the counter to get it out of his pocket. Besides, Emery would be home shortly anyway.


  A moment later, he heard Isla softly open the nursery door, but she didn’t speak. Sofia didn’t make any other noises, either. He had half his attention on the baby monitor and the other half on fixing breakfast when he heard Isla close the door again and then walk down the stairs.


  Whew. Crisis averted. Hopefully the twins would sleep until he could finish feeding Isla. He was dipping bread in the egg and milk mix when he heard Isla speak about the same time he heard the elevator come to life.


  “Daddy!”


  Yay, Daddy! He smiled to himself. Life could begin to level out, hopefully.


  Now if they could just find whoever murdered Olivia and Brad, life would be peachy.


  That was a buzzkill thought.


  He heard the elevator arrive and the door start to open. It took him a second to process what Isla said.


  “You’re not my Daddy,” she said, her tone sounding confused. “Who are you?”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Maybe it was instinct. Sean didn’t know. His body processed Isla’s comment before his brain did. When he inhaled, he’d been dropping a piece of bread onto the hot skillet, where the egg and milk wash coating the bread immediately began to sizzle.


  As he exhaled, he realized he already had the gun in his hand and was running around the corner. As he rounded the turn, his feet slipped out from under him on the tile.


  Erik, knife in hand, a crutch under his other arm, and a wild look on his face, was lunging out of the elevator and toward Isla, who’d started screaming.


  Sean inhaled as he gave her a hard shove toward the stairs and brought the gun up. The first shot caught Erik in the shoulder. The second went wild and put a hole in the wall beside the elevator.


  He exhaled.


  The third round hit the back wall of the elevator, and still, Erik was coming despite being one-legged and using a crutch.


  Blood roared in Sean’s ears, the only sound he could process now that the shots had temporarily robbed him of his hearing.


  He inhaled.


  The fourth shot hit Erik square in the gut and dropped him, but his eyes remained open and he was still sneering at Sean. The fifth went wild and blew a hole in the glass of the front door.


  He exhaled and scrambled to his feet, scooping a screaming Isla under his arm as he ran for the stairs. At least, he assumed she was screaming. All he could hear was the roar in his ears from the shots.


  Scratch that, someone else was screaming, and he realized it was him.


  Fortunately, Isla had left the baby gates open so he didn’t have to jump them. Sean didn’t glance behind him until he hit the top of the stairs. Erik, still moving, although now slowly crawling and leaving a trail of blood in his wake, was heading toward the stairs.


  Sean shoved Isla toward his open bedroom door and burst into the nursery. Jamming the gun into his pocket, he grabbed the now crying babies and rushed back into the hall toward his room.


  Erik was three stairs up.


  Isla had landed at the foot of their bed and was still screaming. Sean kicked the door shut and went to lay Julian on the bed so he could turn and lock the bedroom door. Then he grabbed Isla by the hand and yanked her into his bathroom. He set her in the tub and handed her Sofia.


  “Baby, stop screaming. Right now. You have to be a big girl and hold your sister. Hold her close. Okay?”


  Isla nodded, sniffling, and carefully clutched the crying infant against her even as tears rolled down her face.


  He ran back to the bedroom and grabbed Julian, then snatched the comforter off the bed, and a couple of pillows, and took them into the bathroom. He put them in the bathtub and tucked Julian in next to Isla. “Take care of him, too.” He turned to go.


  “Da, please don’t leave us!” He could barely hear Isla through the roar in his ears.


  “Shh.” He held up his left finger to his lips as his trembling hand fumbled the gun out of his pocket. “Do not speak. Okay? You have to be very, very quiet.”


  “Is that the bad man?”


  He nodded and turned to go, locking the bathroom door knob before he pulled it closed behind him.


  It wouldn’t stop Erik for long.


  Hopefully, it wouldn’t have to.


  The first pounding on the bedroom door came as Sean was fumbling the combination to the gun safe. The bedroom doors were solid wood, not that cheap hollow-core, cardboard crap, but Sean knew it wouldn’t hold long.


  He finally got the safe open and only dropped three rounds before he managed to get the chambers emptied and refilled. When he felt his pocket for his cell, he swore, remembering it was downstairs on the counter.


  And they’d never put in a land line.


  They’d never needed one.


  Dammit.


  Another round of pounding on the door. Through the roar in his ears, he could make out Erik’s enraged, inhuman screams.


  Sean inhaled.


  Grabbing another handful of rounds and jamming them in his pocket, he walked over to the door.


  “Erik! Get the fuck out of my house!”


  Sean exhaled.


  “Screw you, I’m gonna kill you and those fucking brats and then I’m killing Emery! He should have been mine! He should have been—”


  Sean fired through the door.


  He inhaled, the roar back with a vengeance and his hands shaking so badly he almost couldn’t hold the gun steady.


  Another thump hit the door.


  He fired again, aiming lower.


  The two holes in the door were large enough he could see Erik now lying on the floor.


  Exhale.


  Erik’s eyes opened and he tried to sit up.


  Sean emptied the gun into Erik through the door.


  Inhale.


  He dumped the spent rounds and refilled the gun again, dropping two bullets in the process. He spun the cylinder to confirm all the chambers were loaded before snapping it closed. He unlocked the door, jumping back, the gun pointed at the floor.


  Exhale.


  Erik lay in a spreading puddle of blood on the carpet just outside the door, still breathing.


  Inhale.


  Exhale.


  That’s what Sean continued to do for the forever it took for him to finally hear Emery and Christopher rattle and pound on the front door. He couldn’t make out what they said, but he didn’t dare pull his focus away from Erik. Didn’t dare take his eyes off the fucker.


  Emery yelled something, and finally the door opened as he must have dug his key out and used it. Sean was aware of them walking into the foyer and freezing, catching their movement in his peripheral vision.


  Sean didn’t blink, didn’t move, didn’t dare stop watching Erik.


  Emery, Chris behind him, pounded up the stairs and stopped at the top.


  “Sean?”


  Sean shook his head. He didn’t want to speak, didn’t want to answer.


  He knew he’d start screaming and not be able to stop if he did.


  Erik took another breath.


  Emery said something to Christopher, who ran for the nursery and returned seconds later, shaking his head.


  Emery pulled out his phone and dialed it and handed it to Christopher. Then he stepped forward, slowly, around Erik.


  Erik took another breath.


  Sean adjusted his grip on the gun, keeping it trained on the man’s torso. That was what Wyatt had told him, aim for the gut.


  It’s the biggest, easiest shot. Enough lead in the gut will stop anyone, shifter or not.


  Emery moved forward, toward Sean, one hand palm forward facing him, the other hand palm up and motioning him to hand over the gun.


  Sean shook his head. “Not until the fucker’s dead.”


  He didn’t dare say it out loud.


  Emery replied through their mate-bond. “Where’s the kids?”


  “Our bathroom. Safe.”


  Erik took another breath.


  “Babe, give me the gun.”


  “No.”


  “He’s dying.”


  “He’s not dead yet. You can have the fucking gun when he’s dead. He’s not coming back this time.”


  His hearing was starting to return a little. Chris hung up with whoever he’d been talking with. “He’s on his way back. Where are the kids?”


  “Call 911,” Emery said. “They’re safe in the bathroom.”


  “Got it.” Chris punched the number into the phone and headed down the stairs.


  Sean risked a blink and thought he saw Erik take another breath.


  “Back off, Emery. I’m not moving.”


  “Babe, you need to give me the gun. The cops are on their way. They’ll take care of him.”


  “If he’s alive, they’ll try to save him.”


  “He’s dying. You’ve put…several holes in him.”


  “Not enough.”


  Emery stepped closer, mostly blocking Sean’s view of the fallen man. He spoke out loud. “Babe, you have to give me the gun. We have to take care of our kids.”


  “Fuck you. I am taking care of our kids,” he silently replied.


  Emery slowly reached forward, facing Sean, and put one hand on top of Sean’s gun and tried to push it to the side, away from him.


  Erik opened his eyes.


  “Move!” Sean screamed as Erik sat up, the knife still clutched in his hand and descending in an arc toward Emery’s leg.


  Sean pulled the trigger, wordlessly screaming as he emptied the gun into Erik once more. This time the man fell back to the floor, limp.


  Not breathing, and half his face gone. Somewhere, it smelled like smoke, but not from the gunfire.


  Christopher charged up the stairs. Sean started to collapse against the doorframe, but Emery caught him and dragged him back into the bedroom, easing him to the floor.


  Sean sobbed, screamed, his hearing again nothing but the roar of his blood in his ears.


  He let Emery take the gun from him, but still he stared at Erik’s lifeless body.


  Chris kicked the knife away from Erik’s hand and hesitated before leaning down to feel for a pulse in his neck. He looked at Sean. “He’s dead.”


  Sean clutched Emery’s arm, sobbing and crying and screaming until his throat hurt. Even when Chris let in the deputies, who raced up the stairs, guns drawn, Sean was still screaming, Emery rocking him.


  Chris handled the initial talking and apparently warned them that Wyatt was on his way, because a moment later, he was there, too.


  Paramedics arrived. When they knelt next to Erik’s body, Sean screamed and tried to break free of Emery, wordless sobs for them not to touch the bastard, to leave him alone until he was stiff and cold and beyond-a-doubt dead.


  Maybe only a couple of minutes had passed, he wasn’t sure.


  Then Emery grabbed his face in both hands and kissed him, hard.


  “You did it. He’s dead. It’s okay. You have to calm down.”


  Sean let him kiss him, his screams and sobs fading away as he focused on his alive and healthy and safe mate.


  Then he shoved Emery away and ran for the still-locked bathroom door. He stretched and grabbed the skeleton key from where they kept it on the molding over the door and barely managed to get it unlocked with his trembling hands. He tumbled through it, Emery and the others behind him.


  In the tub, Isla had her arms wrapped around the crying infants, tears coursing down her face. “Where’s Puppy?” she screamed. “I want Puppy!”


  Emery and Chris scooped up the twins while Sean grabbed Isla and squeezed her tightly against him, his face buried in her hair as he kissed her over and over.


  Wyatt handed her something. “I wondered why he was downstairs all by his lonesome, Little ’Un. He barked at the deputies. We need to take him to training class, he gonna do that.”


  She pulled the stuffed dog into her arms. “Thank you, Uncle Wyatt.”


  One of the deputies leaned in through the doorway. “They all right?”


  Emery nodded. “I don’t want to take her out through there yet.”


  “We need to speak to him though and get his statement.”


  Isla sat up and touched Sean’s cheek with her tiny palm. “Da, you took care of the bad guy?”


  He nodded and kissed her forehead before wiping her tears away. “I did, baby. He’s gone. Gone for good. He’s never coming back.”


  “Is he the one who sent Aunt Olivia and Uncle Brad to the Goddess?”


  He nodded. “We think so, sweetie.”


  “Okay.” She looked at Wyatt. “Can I shoot him, too?”


  “No, sugar. Your poppa did a right fine job of that all on his own. But you and me and Uncle Chris, we need to take care of the babies while Daddy and Da talk to the police. All right?”


  She nodded. “All right.”


  Sean was growing increasingly aware of a pain in his right shoulder, from when he’d hit the tile floor at the beginning of all this. He handed Isla off to Wyatt. But then she reached out and grabbed his arm when he tried to walk past them and out the door.


  “Here, Da. Take Puppy with you. He’ll protect you.”


  “Thank you, sweetheart.”


  Emery carefully laid Sofia back in the tub, into the makeshift nest. Both babies were awake and staring and had stopped crying.


  Sean stared out the bedroom door as the deputies talked to him, asking him what happened.


  Then the smoke alarm in the kitchen went off.


  “What the hell?” the deputy asked.


  “Shit! The electric skillet in the kitchen,” Sean told them.


  A deputy outside in the hall shouted downstairs to someone. A moment later, someone yelled back, “Got it. We took it out onto the deck. We’ll get some windows opened.”


  Sean slumped onto their bed. “I was making French toast,” he said. He stroked Puppy with his left hand. Emery sat next to him and kept his arm around Sean’s shoulder. “All I wanted to do was to make her French toast for breakfast before the babies woke up.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Emery wasn’t sure his pulse would ever slow back to normal. The ringing in his ears, he knew, couldn’t compare to what Sean and Isla and the babies had gone through. Especially Sean.


  Sean still didn’t seem sure what had happened, how Erik got into the elevator, until a deputy listened to his story and repeated it back to him. “Your daughter sent the elevator downstairs?”


  Sean grimaced. “Damn. Yeah, she did. She probably set it to open the door at the bottom. I didn’t check.” He pressed a palm against his forehead. “I’m a fucking idiot. I didn’t think to check. She likes to do things by herself.”


  “It’s okay,” Emery said. “You didn’t know.”


  “No, it’s not okay. It almost cost our kids their lives!”


  “You saved them,” the deputy said. “It’s a good thing you had that gun.”


  Sean slowly shook his head.


  They went through the story several times. Emery fought a bout of nausea at the thought of how close Erik came to killing his family.


  More of his family.


  If he hadn’t insisted on the gun…


  He leaned in and kissed Sean’s temple. Erik was still lying in their hallway, but someone had covered him with a sheet from the gurney the EMTs brought upstairs. Not that it would be needed.


  He was the coroner’s problem now.


  “Em.” Wyatt spoke from the bathroom doorway. “The babies need to be fed and changed, and Isla ain’t had breakfast yet.”


  “Take them to my parents,” Sean croaked. Emery realized all the screaming had ruined Sean’s voice. “Take the SUV. My keys are on the counter.”


  Wyatt looked at Emery for confirmation. He nodded. “I’ll stay here with Sean. We’ll be there when we can. Call my dad, please.”


  “Already done. I did after Chris called me. He on his way.”


  “Thanks.”


  Wyatt covered Isla’s eyes as he carried her out of the bedroom and downstairs, Chris and a deputy following and carrying the twins.


  The deputies took pictures, took the gun as evidence, and ran Sean through another round of questions before finally releasing him and allowing them to go. Emery had to put an arm around Sean’s shoulder and guide him through the door and around Erik’s corpse.


  He realized Sean wouldn’t stop staring at it.


  At the top of the stairs, Sean froze. “He’s really dead?”


  One of the EMTs, who was filling out a form on a clipboard, nodded. “They don’t get much deader.”


  After a long moment, and with Puppy still tightly clutched in his arms, he let Emery lead him down the stairs.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Emery had Sean and the kids stay at Sam and Helen’s while he supervised cleanup and repairs at the house. Sam had to go in to the office and take over for Sean, because Sean refused to let the kids out of his sight except at bedtime. And even then, the slightest noise on the baby monitor sent him into full alert and charging into the spare bedroom to check on them.


  Alone in the guest bedroom the third night after the attack, he told Emery he wanted to ask Wyatt to take him to get another gun.


  That was where Emery put his foot down.


  “Babe, you don’t need another gun right now.”


  “Yes, I do. I need to be able to protect them.”


  “You are suffering from a serious case of PTSD. The last thing you need is a gun in your hand. You’ll either accidentally hurt yourself or someone we love. You don’t want to do that, do you?”


  Sean deflated, almost collapsing in on himself as he let Emery cradle him tightly against his body. He pressed his lips against Sean’s forehead. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here with you when it happened,” he said. “I should have asked Wyatt to stay until I got back.”


  “He still would have tried.”


  “But you wouldn’t have had to face it alone.” He rubbed his chin through Sean’s hair. “I’m so sorry, babe. That’s on me. I’ve been so busy being Alpha for everyone else, I wasn’t here when you needed me.”


  Sean snuggled closer. “I can’t lose you.”


  “I can’t lose you, either. You’re my life. You’re my heart and soul.”


  Sean kissed him, hints of desperation in his urgency.


  Emery rolled on top of him and wouldn’t let Sean rush him. After a while, he changed positions, so he could lie next to Sean and suck his cock while Sean eagerly sucked him.


  Emery closed his eyes, basking in the sweet warmth from his lover’s body. He couldn’t envision a future without him in it. Hopefully, he wouldn’t ever have to live in a world without him.


  He sure as hell didn’t want to.


  Sean’s cock throbbed against Emery’s tongue, hard and hot, tangy pre-cum leaking from the slit with every flick against his glans. He swallowed him to the shaft, withdrew, and engulfed him again.


  All the while, Sean’s urgency continued. He worked on Emery’s cock as if time were running out, hard and fast, eagerly, desperately.


  Emery closed his eyes and let him do it, not bothering to hold back, knowing Sean wanted this, maybe even needed it. The anchor to reality, to sanity.


  To safety.


  Sean worked a hand between Emery’s legs and palmed his sac, gently massaging.


  Emery swirled his tongue around Sean’s cock and let loose with a soft moan that he knew would resonate throughout Sean’s body as his balls drew up, tightened, and finally emptied.


  Sean moaned in response, his mouth working harder and faster as Emery came, sucking every last drop of cum he could coax from his balls until, finally, Emery had to reach down and make him stop because he was too sensitive.


  Then Sean lay back and Emery could focus totally on him. His head bobbed up and down Sean’s cock, tongue working on him, wanting to make Sean feel as good as he’d just made him feel.


  Sean let out a soft moan and began rocking his hips in time with Emery’s mouth. “Give it to me,” Emery said through their mate-bond. “I’m here. I want it. Give it to me.”


  Sean plunged his fingers into Emery’s hair, holding on, now actively fucking Emery’s mouth and growing closer to his release. Emery held on to Sean’s thighs, moving with him, encouraging him, loving him.


  It felt like Sean hung on the edge, frustrated, unable to get over. Emery sensed it and finally took over again. “Come!” he ordered through the mate-bond.


  Sean’s entire body went rigid, a gasping sob escaping him as jets of hot cum pumped into Emery’s mouth. He stayed with him, sucking, licking, not letting a drop escape until he was sure he was finished.


  Then he turned and gathered Sean into his arms. When he started sobbing against Emery’s chest, he held him tightly, stroking his back. “Let it go, babe,” he whispered into his ear. “I’m here, I’m yours, and you’re mine, and I’m not going anywhere. It’s all right.”


  Sean’s fingers dug into Emery’s arm as he cried, the fear and pain and grief and anger finally unstoppered and flowing freely.


  Emery closed his eyes, nuzzling the top of Sean’s head. “Let it out, babe. Just let it out.”


  “He was in our fucking house.”


  “He’s gone.”


  “He was within feet of our baby.”


  “He’s dead.”


  “She could have died because of me, because I didn’t check the elevator.”


  “She didn’t, and neither did the twins. You’re all safe. And that fucker’s never coming back.”


  “But what about the others?”


  “What others?”


  “Yellowstone. Louisiana.”


  Emery didn’t have an answer for him. He let out a sigh. “Let’s not worry about that right now. For now, we’re all safe.”


  “For how long?”


  “I don’t know, babe. I wish I did.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Emery felt a brief flare of panic deep in his soul when he awoke just after dawn that June morning and found the bed next to him empty.


  Throwing the sheets off, he jumped out of bed and ran through the bedroom door without bothering to put clothes on.


  As the light sound of a child’s laugh rose to the second floor landing, he paused at the top of the stairs, heart still pounding.


  Everything sounded well.


  Then he heard Sean’s laugh.


  He breathed a sigh of relief. Even though it was a couple of months since the showdown, sometimes he still panicked when he wasn’t sure where Sean and the kids were.


  He returned to the bedroom.


  Need clothes.


  They would raise the kids to be comfortable with nudity, because as dolphin shifters, it’d be a common occurrence in their lives. But they didn’t need to see Dad flouncing downstairs in the altogether first thing in the morning.


  At least the brief scare had chased away his morning woody.


  After donning a pair of shorts, he descended the stairs, the sweet tang of fresh Gulf air riding on the breeze flowing through the house, carrying with it the delicious aroma of brewed coffee. Sean had the living room sliders standing wide open since the day hadn’t turned hot yet. He sat on the floor of the back porch with the kids, a mug of coffee in his hand. Isla sat between the two baby carriers, a bottle of formula in each hand, feeding the twins.


  “Hey.” He walked out and sat next to them, leaning over to kiss Isla on the head and brush one across Sean’s lips. “Up early, aren’t we?”


  Sean smiled and nodded at the twins. “Blame them. Little Miss Super Ears heard them and came in and got me.”


  Isla glanced over her shoulder and flashed him a smile that nearly broke his heart. “Wanted to let you sleep, Daddy.”


  I’m sooo going to be beating up boys over her when she’s a teenager. She had him and Sean wrapped around her little fingers. He could only imagine how many male younglings would be scrambling for her attention when she was older.


  “Thank you, punkin.”


  “Aunt Mari said I can help her take care of her baby, too.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be very good at it,” Emery said. Hell, she was three, and she’d already started reading. She eagerly helped where she could with taking care of the twins.


  He wondered if the pain in his heart would ever quit hurting. The sharpest ages of his grief had blurred the tiniest bit, but only because of elapsing time, not because it got easier to mourn his sister and brother-in-law.


  So many firsts that Olivia and Brad wouldn’t be there to witness.


  They’d never meet Christopher’s or Marisela’s babies.


  They’d never see their own babies grow and get mated and have children.


  They’d never get a chance to grow old together.


  He stared at Sean and managed a smile when his lover turned those brown eyes on him, silent questions in them.


  Emery gave a tiny shake of his head. Not there, not in front of their kids.


  Their kids.


  Then a little laugh escaped him.


  “What?” Sean asked.


  “Do you know what today is?”


  Sean smiled as he nodded. “I certainly do.”


  “It’s French toast day,” Isla said.


  Emery grinned, genuinely. “Yes, that, too.”


  He sent Sean a wink. Oh, he was well aware what today was. One year ago, he’d ended up getting hit by a boat driven by the hunky man supervising their older daughter bottle feeding their twins.


  Sean winked back and blew him a kiss.


  Emery returned it.


  “I’m sorry we didn’t get back to Yellowstone like you wanted,” Emery told him.


  Sean shrugged. “That’s fine.” He nodded toward the Gulf. “I’m thinking maybe Grandma comes and babysits for a few hours and you and I take the boat out.” He grinned. “I already called them and had them put it in.”


  Emery returned his mate’s grin. “Oh, really?”


  “Yeah, really.”


  “Can I go?” Isla asked.


  “No, sweetie,” Sean said. “You need to help Grandma with the babies, because you’re a big girl.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Three hours later, they were out on the water and heading for one of Sean’s near-shore fishing spots. Fortunately, there was no one else on the spot when they arrived. Emery went forward and threw the anchor. When he returned, Sean wore a grin and nothing else.


  And he held up a tube of waterproof lube.


  “Last one in does the fucking,” he said as he dove in.


  Emery laughed as he stripped off his trunks. “That’s not exactly a threat, you know.”


  “I know,” Sean said as he threw the tube of lube at Emery, who caught it. “I’m just in the mood for my Alpha bull to fuck my ass nice and hard today.”


  “Well why didn’t you say so.” His cock was already hard and throbbing. Slathering lube on it and stroking didn’t alleviate the situation any. He jumped in and grabbed Sean, pulling him close.


  Sean wrapped his legs around Emery’s hips while Emery’s cock bumped against his ass.


  “Fuck me already,” Sean said as he draped his arms over Emery’s shoulders.


  “I’m trying. You’re squirmy.” He reached under him and grabbed his cock, then worked it up and down until he found his lover’s puckered rim.


  Sean let out a moan and impaled himself all the way to the root. “Fuck, yeah,” he said. “I’ve been using the big butt plug the past couple of days. Put it in at work.”


  “Oh, really,” Emery said, amused. “You have, hmm?”


  “Yeah.” He kissed Emery, tongue looking for and finding entrance as he brushed it against the seam of his lips.


  Emery grabbed his hips and took a long, slow thrust that made Sean moan. “So you want that nice, thick, big Alpha cock up inside there, hmm?”


  “Yeah.”


  Emery hoped he could do it without accidentally engaging a full shift in the water. He kissed Sean and closed his eyes, focusing, trying not to think about how nice and tight his lover’s ass would feel with the larger cock buried up to the root inside it.


  And then…Sean let out a happy moan. “Fuck, yeah,” he whispered as his head dropped to Emery’s shoulder. Emery’s cock swelled inside Sean’s ass, and Emery felt Sean’s stiff cock rubbing between their bodies.


  He reached between them and wrapped his fingers around it. “You gonna come for your Alpha, baby?”


  “Oh, fuck yeah.”


  Emery squeezed it until Sean let out a moan. “Not yet,” he said, chuckling when Sean moaned again, this time in frustration. “Not until I say so.” He floated on his back, Sean impaled on him and doing his best to wiggle and make Emery move.


  He slowly angled them toward the boat, until they were by the swim step. “Reach behind you, babe,” Emery ordered. “Hold on.”


  Sean did, his lids heavy, eyes glazed with passion.


  Emery reached around him and held onto the swim step, too, and now he could really pound his cock into his lover’s sweet ass. With Sean’s cock perfectly pinned between them, Emery began thrusting, hard and fast and making Sean moan with every stroke.


  “Come!” he ordered through their mate-bond, enjoying the sound of Sean’s unfettered cries in his mouth as his cock exploded between them.


  And still, Emery held back. He waited several minutes, until Sean’s cock had hardened again, between the friction of their bodies and the way his cock hit his gland inside him. “Come!”


  Sean moaned again, his ass squeezing Emery’s cock as he was compelled to obey the command.


  Emery lifted his head and looked down into Sean’s eyes. “You wanted a good, hard, Alpha bull fucking, that’s what you’ll get, my sweet little mate. Come!”


  Sean’s eyes squeezed tightly closed as his moan rolled out of him. Now Emery felt his own orgasm wanting to explode, his balls heavy and full as he watched his lover forced to climax on his command.


  When he recovered from that one, Emery chuckled. “Guess what?” he said as he took another hard stroke.


  “Wh–What?”


  “I’m ready to fill that sweet ass with my cum,” he said.


  “I want it!”


  “But first you have to give me something else.”


  “What?”


  Emery nipped his lower lip. “Come!”


  Sean cried out and Emery drove deep inside him, his own satisfied cries mixing and swirling together with Sean’s as he felt his balls pumping his seed deep inside his lover’s ass.


  After a few minutes, he gathered Sean close and they floated together near the boat while Emery’s cock slowly shrank back to normal.


  “Good?” he asked Sean.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “You still glad you ran over me?”


  Sean chuckled and lifted his head so he could kiss him. “If I’d known how much fun life would be with you, I would have run over you on purpose just to be with you sooner.” He rested his head on Emery’s chest again.


  Emery closed his eyes, smiling as the sun beat down on them, warming them. “Sean?”


  “Yeah?”


  “If I’d known how much fun I’d have loving you, I would have run in front of your boat a lot sooner.”


  “Good to know, dude. Good to know.”


  “You ready to go home?”


  He nodded. “I do believe Grandma Helen is helping Isla throw us an impromptu anniversary party.”


  They slowly separated, Sean only wincing a little when Emery’s cock slid out of his ass. As they returned to the boat, Sean kissed him one more time before getting out of the water. His expression looked solemn. “I hope our girls don’t mate with Alphas.”


  “Why?”


  “Why? You ask me that? I don’t want to think about them possibly…you know.”


  Emery pulled himself up and out of the water onto the swim step. “I told you, Uncle Wyatt will chaperone them.”


  “Until they’re fifty,” Sean insisted.


  Emery laughed. “Eighteen.”


  Sean smiled. “Deal, Daddy-o.”
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