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      Fall in love with a quirky mixed-shifter pack who live off the grid and always have each other’s backs. 

      

      By-the-book correctional officer Niles Ford has been resisting his fated mate, Kyle Jones. After all, how could two alphas ever make sense? Even a sunshine boy like Kyle couldn’t fill Niles’s need for an heir… although the silly quokka shifter does know how to make him smile. The fact that his inner puma is yowling for Niles to claim their mate isn’t helping matters.

      

      They’re both dancing around each other when a random omega prisoner turns out to be the piece they’ve been missing… the last part of the puzzle that will make them whole. Before Kyle and Niles can claim Major Lawrence P. Woodlawn and begin their happy ever after, they find themselves on the run from a gaggle of goose shifters who have decided that Larry belongs to them.

      

      Join the trio as they hit the road in a lifesize Barbie-mobile to claim Niles’s new position as pack alpha for a small pack in Arizona… along with an intrepid pair of senior citizens who should never be taken seriously. The only problem is… before they can get to their homestead and meet the pack, the five of them must first escape the clutches of those danged geese who just won’t give up.

      

      This m/m/m romantic comedy is the first in a new adventure series. This world contains mpreg, but won’t have a birth in every book due to the short timelines. Be prepared for side-splitting laughs, shifter on shifter violence, a group of people who know that family always comes first, and all the feels you’d expect from a Susi Hawke original.   
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      “Good evening, gorgeous! Tell me something to make me smile. I’ve been flat out since I clocked in and I could use a breather.” I breezed into the patient’s room, smiling at the octogenarian dame who’d been a favorite patient of mine over the past few years. I’d used my healing gift a few times to prolong her life. Recently though, her more frequent hospital stays were evidence that time was running out for the old girl.

      “Kyle! I was hoping you’d be my nurse. I deserve you after what I put up with today. That girl they had taking care of me on day shift was a joke. She only came in to check my vitals. Nothing else. I could’ve been lying here rotting and she wouldn’t have known. She never even came when I rang the bell to tell them my lunch wasn’t to my taste. I told myself to hang in there because my Kyle would be here, I just knew it.”

      Dorothy Perez was a pouty drama queen and I adored everything about her. The tightly permed blue hair. The Southern matron proper attire—even at the hospital she wore a proper gown and robe. And all the attitude that was delivered with a deep, raspy voice, sounding like it came from a lifetime of smoking while sipping bourbon over shards of glass. She could have been Harvey Fierstein’s sister and damned if she didn’t make me grin every time she opened her mouth.

      “Ah, Dottie. Quit yer joshin’. You and I both know the food was shite, so why waste your breath pointing it out? Layla knows it too, which is why she didn’t answer your page. You’ve made a name for yourself around here, I reckon. I’m the only one who knows what a corker you are. The rest of them are afraid of you, more’s the pity. Now give us your arm so I can get your vitals. If you’re a love, I’ll have a chokky for my good girl when we’re done.” Whatever it was about the lady, it definitely brought out my full Aussie, no matter that I’d been in America for a few years.

      Dottie smiled then her eyes suddenly went vacant. My pulse jumped, thinking she was about to code. Instead, I felt ancient shifter magic swirl around us as she clutched at my shirt, dragging me closer with a strength I wouldn't have guessed she had. Her eyes fixed on mine, locking me into her gaze as she spoke.

      “Tonight. The Fates have decided it is time. I am leaving this plane and you will need the gift I have for you. Accept it and go where you’re directed, this is the next stage of your journey. You have a job to do and people to lead. It is time to pick up the mantle and begin the rest of your life, young Kyle.” Her eyes fluttered shut and she leaned back against her pillow, resting the back of her hand artfully against her forehead. Never let it be said that a peacock shifter didn’t know how to work a room.

      I let her recover while I went about taking her vitals. I didn’t ask about the gift she’d mentioned or any other part of her message. She’d get there in good time, I reckoned. Aside from the modern human medical care I was providing, I took a moment and tapped into my own gift.

      All shifters had access to magic, being that we were somewhat magical creations anyway. We all had different gifts of varying abilities. I so happened to have the healing arts to call on, which was probably why I chose a career in medicine. Breathing in slow and deep, I opened my senses to the room.

      The scents wafted up my nasal passage and I mentally “tasted” their bouquet, much like one would with a fine wine. It would be hard to explain if I were put on the spot, but it was just how my gift worked to diagnose illness. From there, I had different tricks and methods of healing, depending on what was wrong. In Dottie’s case, I didn’t pick up on anything more than her normal arrhythmia that she wouldn’t let me fix and a slight case of bronchitis.

      I left the room, signaling to the ER doc to officially diagnose her. After I finished my rounds and came back with her medicine, she cracked open an eye. “It’s not time, so don’t go peeking for your gift yet. I’ve been sitting on this for a few months now. I knew I would be shown when it was the right time to give it to you. You will return to my room when the time is right, and you will stop long enough to get the yellow envelope you will find on my nightstand. I will have moved on, and that’s okay. This is where we say our farewell, my friend.”

      I stared at her for a moment like she’d lost her mind… because it sounded like she had. I might have been an easy breezy guy, but I also didn’t put up with bullshit. “Umm… excuse you? No. I don’t think so. You might have the gift of prophesy but I am a healer. I will bring your ass back long enough to say my good-bye if you try to cheat me. And you’re not dying just so I can have some bollocks adventure or whatever you’ve got your feathers ruffled about. Now tell me it’s all good, and forget the bull.”

      Her sparkling eyes betrayed the mulish frown stubbornly toying at her lips. “As much as I love you, I have to let my spirit go tonight. Either that or you’ll try to take me along and you don’t need an old lady slowing you down while you’re on the run.”

      “Are you for real or are ya messin’ with me?” I whistled through my teeth at her serious nod.

      “As I believe your people would say, this is fair dinkum, mate. I’m telling you the truth. Fate is going to change your life tonight and you need to be ready to act on a moment’s notice. You don’t need me slowing you down,” she repeated that last line sadly, but was holding firm.

      Except that still didn’t work for me. “Yeah… no. If I’m to go on the lam to parts unknown, I’ll be needing a sidekick. You’ll be staying on this plane if you want me to take this gift of yours, or I’ll leave the envelope lying here just to be a brat. I won’t leave without you and it might look a bit odd to see a nurse running through town dragging the beautiful corpse of his favorite patient.”

      “Dammit, Kyle. You are a brat. Damn it, I’ll have to go with you. It seems I can’t trust you to do what I want.” Dorothy sniffed, trying to glare but not quite pulling it off. “Fine. I’ll let Sandy know to ready the RV.”

      “Obviously, you can’t go on the run without your luxury RV,” I agreed with a sunny smile, glad to have gotten my way. I didn’t really believe we were going anywhere, but I still felt I’d won somehow.

      Pulling a Dove dark chocolate out of my pocket, I passed it to her with a bow. “Your chokky, milady. You know the drill, don’t read the quote inside without ending it with ‘in the bedroom.’ I’m off to my next patient, but I’ll be back to check in on you before you know it.”

      She opened the candy and started cackling. “Perseverance is a synonym of victory…”

      We looked at each other and finished it together. “...in the bedroom!”

      I was still laughing when I headed out of her room. “Oh, Kyle?” I glanced back to see what she needed. Dottie blew me a kiss. “Have fun visiting your favorite law enforcement figure. Tell him to pick up some new Chapstick when he stops at 7-11 for his coffee. He won’t want to use his current tube much longer.”

      Waving a hand, I kept going. I wasn’t going to ask how Dottie knew about my obsession with the prison guard who brought patients over from the local jail or about his Chapstick needs. There shouldn’t be any reason for her to know he existed. But then again, the woman was psychic so… yeah.

      I said a mental thanks to Dorothy for the heads up that Niles was here, and gave my hair a pass-through with my fingers before opening the door to the room we kept for inmates.

      Niles, a puma alpha with a small, compact body and enough starch in his shirt that it could probably stand on its own, gave me a quick once-over before stepping aside to show me his patient. He rarely exchanged more words with me than were necessary, so I was unsurprised to get nothing more than a clipped nod in greeting.

      As much as I would’ve loved to stop and flirt a little, maybe brush a stray honey blond curl from his forehead or gaze for an hour or two into those pale green eyes, I forced myself to ignore him and focus on my job.

      I wheeled my cart over and took a glance at my patient. He had dried blood along his temple and hairline and reeked of booze and vomit. Thankfully, the lad was out cold which would make my job that much easier. Drunks didn’t always make the best patients. The smell was particularly potent thanks to a small puddle on the floor where he must’ve tossed his cookies again before passing out. Biting back a sigh, I pulled out the blood pressure cuff. “Another drunk and disorderly, huh? Poor Officer Niles, what a way to spend a Friday night.”

      While I took his blood pressure, something about the smell was pulling my attention away from the first top notes of eau de barf and Malibu Rum. I couldn’t believe I’d almost missed it, but that overpowering sweet smell that brought rotting fruit to mind was impossible to miss once I was paying attention.

      My starched hottie naturally decided now was the time he finally wanted to chat. “It’s Officer Ford, Niles is my given name. Enough chitchat, Sunshine Boy. Just stitch him up so I can toss him in a cell and get away from the stench.” He was so cute when he was grumpy. His arrogant nose seemed to lift in the air of its own accord while his dark brows drew in and wrinkled, just begging for someone like me to rub a thumb over them and whisper softly until they relaxed.

      “Is your headcount so low that you’re in a hurry to get this poor lad in lockup? Or do you get a rush when you lock that cell door?” I was focused on making a note on the patient’s chart, but not so busy that I couldn’t give Niles’ button a proper push.

      “Cute. No, I promise I get no pleasure out of putting my prisoners behind bars. Unless they’ve committed a crime that deserves it, that’s another story. Procedures, nurse. We need to finish processing this one but he wasn’t in any shape to ask for an attorney, let alone sit through even the most basic interrogation. Drunk or not, the man still has rights, Sunshine Boy.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at how by the book he was. It was downright adorable. “I understand that Officer Niles, but we have our own procedures that must be followed and…” I paused when I realized he’d called me that more than once now. Aww… he’d given me a nickname. I didn’t have time for a proper flirt, but a quick one would be okay. “Sunshine Boy? Oh, I rather like that one. You can call me Sunny for short, if you’d like.” I flashed him a wink. “I’d say Sunny-D, but who knows where your mind might go. Although, a little vitamin D is a good thing, I’ve heard… especially if you’ve been a bit tense. Nothing like a good injection of Vitamin D to make the world go round, I always say.”

      He looked up in shock, staring at my flirtatious smile and recoiling like he’d smelled a fart in church. “Vitamin… D, did you say?” Niles rolled his eyes. “I should know better than to talk to you on a full moon. Look, I need to call for the wagon. How fast can you stitch him up and get us out the door?”

      “Is it a full moon? Huh. I hadn’t noticed, but that does explain a lot.” I pulled on a rubber glove while I sniffed the air to confirm my suspicion, releasing the wrist with a snap. “Hold off on that, tough guy. I need to get the doctor in here for an exam. This fellow isn’t going anywhere but upstairs, I reckon. He’ll be bound for ICU.”

      Niles snorted like I was joking, pulling a black tube of Chapstick out of his pocket. “For being too drunk? And don’t think I missed that sniff, Sunny. What are you playing at?” He didn’t mention the shifter gift more than that since our patient was a human and who knew how alert he was. The secret must be kept, all shifters knew that much. “Dammit. Well, that’s gone now. Fucking drunks.” He grumbled, glaring at the tube he must have dropped. It was now lying in the vomit on the floor beside the gurney.

      I shook my head. “Yeah… no. He’s not drunk. If anything, he’s just been splashed with booze in whatever fight he was in. This boy has a case of ketoacidosis, but I’ll need to grab the doc for the official diagnosis. That’s me giving you a head’s up, by the way. You’re welcome. But remember, I’m just the nurse. I’ll be right back with the actual doctor.”

      Niles was muttering under his breath about his lost Chapstick and I remembered Dottie’s warning, but I was already off and running without a second to spare to think about that right now. The patient came first. I’d worry about annoying Niles more later. He’d probably be back with another patient or two before the night was over, that being how it usually worked.

      As much as I loved toying with the man and teasing him, I had a niggling worry in the back of my mind that I’d been carrying for a while now. How would he react when I told him we were mates? It was rare for alphas to be fated, and we likely had a third somewhere out there waiting to meet us since that was usually how it went when alphas were mates.

      But right now… for whatever reason… fate had chosen to put Niles in my path first. I’d recognized it the first time I’d smelled his heathery scent. I just needed to figure out how to break it to him at some point.
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      Kyle hadn't been lying, not that I’d thought otherwise. Once my inmate was admitted for his diabetic-related illness, I headed back to the jail after making a quick stop at 7-11 to refill my coffee and pick up a new Chapstick. Nothing like living in the desert to dry out a man’s skin and chap his lips.

      My shoulder radio when off before I could make it inside the building. "Ford, you got a copy? Got another one for you to escort."

      I ignored the radio and walked inside instead. My sergeant was at his desk, looking expectantly at his radio for my answer. He leaned back in his seat when I walked in. "Oh, are we answering our radio calls personally today?"

      "Looks that way, doesn't it?” I grinned and waved a hand. “Naw, you were lucky enough to catch me walking in. I need to fill out my paperwork on my last transport since the inmate was admitted.” I clapped a hand to my face and shook my head. “Which you know, since you would've been the one to send Rocky to take over for me. Sorry."

      The sergeant chuckled as he shook his head. "Officer Ford, I hope I'm there the day you pull the rulebook out of your ass and quit trying to be perfect. You're good to go, no files to update. I just put the report on your last run into the system. Unless you have a note to add, that case is done. I have a new one, ready to go when you are."

      I took a breath and counted back from ten before responding. Was I uptight? Yes. Did I believe in law and order? Yes. Did I appreciate being told I had a stick up my ass because of my value system? Nope. But since this was my boss, I couldn't tell him what I thought of his comment. Instead, I smiled at his joke and pretended it didn't faze me.

      "I don't know, Sarge. That rulebook is lodged pretty good up there. Might be a cold day in the Serengeti before it gets removed. Now, you said something about another inmate needing medical care?"

      "Cold day in the Serengeti… good one. Yeah, take Officer Tyler if you need assistance. This guy is tall and probably tops the scale around two forty. Not sure what to charge him with, so he hasn't been processed completely."

      I barely kept my mouth from dropping open. "Wait. You have a prisoner that hasn't been charged and is receiving delayed medical treatment while we shoot the shit? Am I understanding this correctly? Sir, this breaks several rules and procedures."

      Sarge’s good ol’ boy smile died out as he narrowed his eyes. "Look, the guy was found passed out in the men's room at Club Viper. He looks homeless and his prints aren’t in the system, despite the Elite Special Ops tattoo he's got on his bicep. I'm guessing we’re looking at another homeless vet who had too much to drink. Because we can't get him to wake up, he needs to be at the hospital. And yes. He should've been taken there straight from the club, but that's between me and the officers who brought him in. Your job is to get him help. Now are you going to do that, or are you going to stand here and argue about regulations?"

      "I'm on it, boss. Just tell me where to go." I clenched and relaxed my jaw, reminding myself that this job was short-term. As soon as I figured out my shit, I'd be moving on and out of the rule of these humans who had no respect for hierarchy. If the sarge were a shifter, he'd be more respectful to me as an alpha, whether or not I was his subordinate. It wasn’t that I needed my ass kissed, but respect would be appreciated.

      "Tyler's getting him loaded on the rig, so head over to Bay Two. Until he wakes up, he's a John Doe with no prints on file, so don't lose him." Sarge chuckled like his joke was funny but it wasn't. It was highly irregular and showed no respect for the prisoner, me, or our system. But... the man needed medical help so I was going to get it for him.

      Bud Tyler was helping a pair of EMTs get the gurney loaded into the back of the rig when I approached. I noted immediately that John Doe also had no scent, so it was impossible to tell if he were human or shifter without looking more closely than I dared risk in front of my human coworkers.

      He was shirtless, wearing only ripped jeans and one tennis shoe. His bare foot was filthy and caked with dirt, as if he'd been dressed like this for a while. Curious. And definitely not standard homeless vet chic, I didn’t care what the sarge or the arresting officers thought. Something was off here.

      Bud glanced up. "Good, you made it. Unless you need me, I need to take my break. This juice cleanse Christy has me on for the wedding is hell, bro. Trust me, don't ever do it."

      I snorted a laugh. "I've got this. Go ahead and take your break."

      "Notice how I'm not hanging around to argue? I'm telling you, juice cleanses are not for the weak. See you on the flip-flop." Bud bumped knuckles with me and took off while I climbed inside the rig. The EMTs shut the doors and rode up front, leaving me alone with the inmate. I studied him during the short trip, but my mind was on Kyle. Maybe after work, tonight would be a good time to let my puma go for a run in the desert.

      My puma had been itchy for months, wanting to run… among other things. Mostly, he was pissed at me for not accepting our mate. I was just lucky enough that Kyle was apparently too ditzy to understand what we were supposed to mean to each other. He hadn't seemed to pick up on my scent like I’d smelled that fresh sage on him—or he was choosing to ignore it—and I wasn't going to rush things along.

      For the life of me, I couldn't figure out why the Fates would have destined two alphas to be mates. Especially when our animals were so different. I’d finally had to ask what he was when I couldn’t figure out the scent of his beast. On some shifters, it was easy to pinpoint their beast from the slightly musky fragrance we carried even in human form. When Kyle had told me he was a quokka, I’d been so clueless I’d had to Google it. I still couldn’t wrap my brain around someone that long and lean turning into a pudgy little rodent with a permanent smile.

      Cute or not, I didn’t see a way for us… no matter what the Fates decreed. As a puma alpha, it was hardwired into me to create a family of my own and carry on my line. My puma had been ready to pick up the reins and lead a pack for several years now, another bone of contention between my human and animal sides.

      But without a proper mate, how was I supposed to start a pack? And no matter how cute Kyle was, an omega he was not. Damn the Fates anyway for putting us in this position.

      Until I figured out how to deal with an alpha for a fated mate, I wasn't in a rush to push things in a romantic direction with Kyle. But damned if it wasn't tempting... I was startled from my thoughts when the prisoner—if you could call him that when he hadn't been officially processed—moaned, his eyes flashing open long enough for me to see a cloudy patch of blue.

      I shook his shoulder. "Sir? Are you awake? Can you talk to me?"

      One of the EMTs looked back and shook his head. "We're pulling in now, officer. Leave him for the medical peeps."

      I barely resisted the urge to growl. I didn't like being told what to do on my best day, but something about this inmate was making me feel downright possessive. Another thing to wonder about later; right now, I needed to stay in control and keep charge of the situation.

      At least, that had been my plan. Everything happened in a blur as soon as we took John Doe inside. Kyle was there with a team of other medical people one moment, and the next, we were alone in a small exam room like normal.

      Except this time, Kyle wasn't making a secret of using his gift. I was both jealous and disgusted when Kyle burrowed his nose into the man's armpit before he looked up at me in dismay.

      "This is going to go against everything you believe in, but I'm going to have to ask you to trust me. First, deep breath! I'm your mate and I need you to help me escape with this prisoner." When I didn't respond other than to lift a brow and motion for him to continue, Kyle did a double-take but did just that.

      "Okay, so here's where you'll need to trust me because he has no discernable scent right now. This man is a shifter who is suffering from Rhubarb poisoning. It's inhibiting his ability to shift, blocking his scent, and most important to note… it’s slowly killing him. If I don't help him now, he will be dead by morning. But, Niles? He's really our mate. Our third that will make us whole. He's our omega. Yours and mine to share. This means you need to help me protect him."

      I'm not sure why, but I did trust him. And for once, I was ready to break a rule or twenty. Not to mention the fact that a shared omega fixed the double alpha problem. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Maybe the Fates did know what they were doing… I shook that thought off and put it aside for later.

      I gave Kyle a quick nod. "Okay. If we spring him from custody and escape, we'll need to leave town. I can get us out of here, but I'm not sure what we'll do next."

      Kyle quirked a brow. "Really? That's your only take away? No questions about how I'll cure him? It’s an easy enough fix that involves a tincture of milk thistle, California poppy, and goldenseal, for the record. I just need to burn it and let him breathe the steam. No comment on me being your mate either? Forgive me for saying so, but this feels a little anticlimactic after I’ve been trying to figure out a way to tell you for so long."

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. We didn't have time for this. "Kyle, I know you're my mate and have since we met. I have a nose, the same as you—and for the record, you smell like freshly picked sage—I just wasn’t sure what it meant for two alphas, so I’ve been sitting on it. For that, I apologize. As for the rest, why wouldn't I trust you? But we can discuss all that later. For now, we need a plan."

      "Wait… hold up a second. We don’t need a plan! Holy shit, it makes sense now! We just need Dottie!" Kyle spoke fast, reaching for the gurney as a big smile crossed his face. "I can't believe the old drama queen was right. Okay, let's do this." I wasn't sure what else to do, so I helped him steer the gurney out of the room and down the hall.

      While we rushed along, I radioed headquarters and used alpha compulsion along with my gift of charm to fix things on my end. "Sarge, got a copy?"

      "Yup. What's going on with that prisoner, Ford?"

      "Nothing, sir. It was a mistake and I'm letting him go. You're going to delete his file and we will forget him, just as you will begin to forget me. Copy?"

      His voice sounded slightly stoned as he came back. "Roger that, Officer, ah... Dodge? Sorry for the mistake."

      That settled, I turned off my radio and glanced at Kyle. He had guided us to an elevator and was waiting for it to arrive. Kyle nodded his approval with a teasing grin. "Nice one, Officer, um... Cadillac. Neat trick there."

      I felt myself blushing and was relieved when the doors opened. After a few moments, I spoke up quietly. "With great gifts come great power. I don't like to risk misusing mine, so I'm careful. But yes, I can make people forget things. Once I log in to the system and have my final check routed to my account, I’ll leave a paper trail that looks like I quit two weeks ago and they’ll forget me completely by month’s end."

      Kyle flashed me a wink. "Like I said, neat trick. Just don't ever use it on me and we're golden. Ah, here's our stop." The elevator opened and we were off and running again. Kyle took us to a private room. I wasn't sure what to expect but it surely wasn't for an old woman dressed in a velvet dressing gown to be sitting there holding a big purse and watching the clock like she was waiting for a bus.

      "Damn. It’s about time you got your ass back here, precious. Grab my bag and help me onto that thing with your cutie pie. Sandy is downstairs with the RV, so let's get cracking. What are you looking at? Come on, move it, boys. We don't have all night." Her deep voice reminded me of a drag queen and I wasn't sure whether to hug her like a nana or drop to my knees and pay homage. She had so much flair that I couldn’t help but be instantly charmed.

      “Ahem.” Kyle tapped the handcuff. "Get this off our cutie pie, please. Dottie is right, time is short." Kyle took over, getting Dottie easily transferred to the gurney and turning our mate onto his side so they were able to spoon. With a sheet over them, nobody would know there were two people on here.

      We retraced our steps after grabbing her stuff. Kyle passed me a cell phone when he made a quick stop at a deserted nurses’ station. He pulled up the patient file for a Dorothy Cleary and started typing while he talked. "Call the number marked Office, would you? Just pull your trick and tell them they sent me home sick. And maybe have them forget me, if you think it's necessary."

      Once we'd accomplished that last bit of coverup, we were on our way. Dottie yelled from under the sheet as we raced down a long hallway. "Sandy just texted my boob phone! They’re pulling up outside the back entrance. Ha! I bet you know right where to find the back entrance, don’t you?" She started laughing at that, a rheumy laugh that made me worry she'd keel over. Kyle was laughing with her though, so maybe she was okay?

      I was still trying to figure out what the hell a boob phone was when we made it to the exit. We went outside and I found myself blinking a few times at the long, pink and silver RV with glittery paint that was parked at the curb. The damned thing sparkled under the parking lot lights.

      “I think the Barbie RV came to life and is right there in front of us,” Kyle muttered.

      While I was still wrapping my brain around the gaudiest Barbie doll-looking getaway vehicle ever known, the door swung open and a four-hundred-pound man leaned out of the door. He—or she? Better go with they for now—was dolled up in a blue gingham dress, ruby slippers, a Dorothy wig complete with parted pigtails and an apron that said “I’m the rainbow you want to get over.” They looked furtively from left to right before motioning for us to join them.

      "You must be Kyle and his mates. Aren’t you adorable? I'm Sandy and I’m so happy to meet you. Please wipe your feet before entering our traveling abode. But first, where’s my Dottie?"

      Before I could make sense of what was happening, the sheet flew back and slapped me in the face, nearly covering my head. I heard Dottie speak before I could get the sheet off. "I’m right here, weirdo. Sorry, I meant to say… Good job, Sandy. Now get this baby fired up while we get loaded. We need to hit the road."

      I glanced at Kyle. "What is going on here? Do you even know?"

      Kyle smirked and shocked me by leaning in and pecking a quick kiss to my lips. "What's going on is called adventure. And I know to roll with it when it comes, so that's what we're going to do. If you’re smart, you’ll play along and let me show you how to really live. You good with that?"

      With his kiss burning on my lips, all I could do was nod numbly. "Y-yes. I'm good with that."
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      "He should be coming around soon. The vapor from the herbal tincture will be doing its work already." I smiled at the unfamiliar voice. The Australian accent was one of my favorites.

      "I have a go bag at my apartment; we’ll need to stop there. No, don't take your eyes off the road. I will put the address into your GPS." Another voice spoke, this one had a commanding edge. That didn't bother me, I was used to dealing with higher-ups in my military days. If anything, it caught my interest. I turned my head toward the voice, wondering if the speaker was as attractive as the melodic baritone suggested.

      “You’ll do no such thing. Nobody touches my coordinates unless I want them touching my buttons. And, honey? You’re not the type I’d let touch any button of mine. Now go sit down like a good little alpha and let the grown-up handle the driving.” The effeminate male voice arguing with the alpha made me want to smile. I knew without looking that hearing that sass would be making the alpha it was aimed at want to lose his shit. Whether he did or not would show what the alpha was made of.

      I wasn’t worried though. In fact, I felt safe for the first time in several years, but I was also in a warm floaty space from the smoke from whatever herbs were burning nearby. The two unknown men continued to argue—the alpha holding firm while the other voice kept poking at him—but I tuned them out.

      I probably should've been afraid of whatever I’d be opening my eyes to right now—especially after three years of being held captive—but everything in me felt safe. Not one of my senses were alarmed. The only thing holding me back from opening my eyes was the fear that the safety I felt might be just a dream.

      Only one way to know, right? Nothin' to it but to do it.

      Slowly, I cracked my eyes open into the barest slit so I could read the room before they knew I was rousing. I spotted the sexy, bossy-toned alpha first. The other guy—person? I decided I needed to find out their preferred gender before I assigned them male pronouns now that I saw them, because it was clear they might possibly not identify as male—was sitting at the helm of what looked like a big trailer on wheels. RV? Whatever they called it.

      The driver was glaring mutinously at the alpha, their hand covering the GPS. While they were fascinating, I turned my attention back to the alpha because he was the one I wanted to see.

      He was a small guy, probably not taller than five-seven in his thickest soled shoes. His frame was wiry, topped with a close cut of honey blond hair with the slightest hint of curls on top. I bet if he let it grow, he'd have glorious curls for me to play with… and play with them I would, if given half a chance. I certainly wanted to hang around and find out if he’d be into it. That dominating vibe he exuded was hot as hell.

      I was already picking up on the most delicious of scents. It took me a moment before I figured out why it was so unique. It wasn't one scent, it was two separate aromas that were blending together to create the most heady fragrance it had ever been my pleasure to experience. The herbal sun-warmed heather of early summer mixed with the heady scent of sage. My wolf wanted to roll in it and take a nap.

      It was soothing. It was home. It was... mate. Times two. Holy crap! I had two mates? That meant that sexy Aussie voice was also destined for me to enjoy and love on?

      Hnghh. Yeah, baby. I could get on board with that plan. Thank you, Fates. I must’ve been a good boy in a past life because this was Christmas and my birthday rolled in one and three times better. But… I probably should know what my other mate looked like before I got too grateful. Not that I cared. He could have a third nipple or a sixth toe and a unibrow and I’d still love him if the Fates deemed him mine.

      But still… didn’t hurt to check him out and see what I was getting.

      I sucked in a breath and prepared myself to peek at my other would-be mate. Now that I thought about it, I definitely needed to see this Aussie alpha the Fates had deemed fit to become my mate. I wouldn't even mind if he was another snack-sized alpha like the first one.

      Shoot… I’d always liked me a compact alpha. They usually packed the biggest cocks, for one thing. I never expected to find a mate anyway, if I were being honest. Omega soldiers usually didn't get so lucky. Add in the fact that I wasn't a dainty delicate omega and the pickings were slim for a guy like me.

      This wasn't anything I'd ever felt sorry about, it was just factual information. The sky was blue, water was wet, and alphas didn’t like their omegas bigger than them. If I hadn't been wounded on my last tour, I would probably still be serving. And then to have the bad luck of being kidnapped by the Gosling crew right after I got home? Let's just say that finding a mate—let alone two of them—had been the last thing on my mind in recent times.

      Quit delaying, dummy… I took a deep breath and tried to slow my pulse rate. I didn’t know why I was getting so excited when I still needed to see bachelor number two. I turned my head in the direction of the Aussie voice. My eyes were squeezed shut; I wanted to reveal him all at once like I was opening a gift. I got a bit of a head rush from turning my neck, so I lay still for a moment and listened to the conversation again.

      A new person was talking now. Shit, how many people are inside this thing? The deep, raspy voice reminded me of either someone from the theatrical world or a drag queen. Although, I supposed arguments could be made for both fitting the bill? I couldn't put my finger on it, but the voice was definitely familiar. I was still playing possum, so it was hard to keep a straight face when I listened to what she was saying.

      "Sandy, quit acting like a petulant little bitch. Of course, we will be stopping by their houses. Don’t be trying to be bossy either. Your job is to drive us to our destination, not decide where we stop along the way.”

      “But, Dottie…” The person driving tried to interrupt in what sounded like a pouty tone, but she wasn’t having it and cut them right off.

      “Hush, Sandy. Now listen up, we can't very well take these boys away from their lives without a quick stop by their places. If nothing else, they’ll need a change of drawers so their balls don’t get swampy.”

      “Dot…” Sandy tried to interrupt again.

      “I said hush, now don't be rude, Miss Thang.” Whoever Dottie was, she was obviously in charge. Her tone said she wasn’t going to be ignored either. “I love you, honey, but you need to stop sassing and turn this big-ass thing around and drive to wherever they need to go.” Her voice softened and the slight Southern twang intensified as she continued. “Go on now, Niles, darling. You ignore Sandy’s bitch ass and put your address into that there contraption. And Kyle? I swear if you don't quit sniffin’ and smellin’ at me, I'm going to think you’re a smitten kitten who’s hot for my bod."

      "Nah, yeah... I think we both know I took a liking to you long ago, Dottie. But you’re still not my type. Now hush. I'm trying to see what I need to do to cure you." God. The Australian accent combined with laughter in his voice? Damn. That sent a shiver down my spine and straight to my balls.

      "Who said I’d be giving your sweet ass any permission to heal me? Don't make me turn you down again, pretty boy. I’ve lived a complete life, like I keep telling you. If you get to healin’ me, then I'm going to end up with something stupid happenin’ like my dopey mug showing up on one of those Smucker’s jar pictures on that morning talk show with all the other old crows who live past a hundred. Don't do that to me, baby boy. These wrinkles are not photogenic."

      "I am going to do that to you, and you're going to let me. In fact, I’ll send your photo in myself to celebrate if you live that long.” His mellow Aussie accent didn’t hide the steel in his voice. Dottie might be stubborn, but he was going to give her a run for her money. I was betting he’d do it so slick and smooth she’d never see it coming. Maybe.

      “Now, Dottie, love. You haven't told us where we’re going or what we’ll be doing when we get there. Earlier you said you had a gift for me, right? Well get this, I'm only taking it if you’ll accept my gift for yourself. What's it gonna be, Dottie? All it’s going to cost you is a kiss. I don't know why I didn't see it sooner. Your problem’s in your heart rhythm, so a simple kiss is all it should take to heal it right up and make you feel twenty years younger."

      There was a loud bark of laughter before she finally accepted in a breathless rasp. "Well, hell, honey! Why didn't you lead with that? Your lips on my face? I’d be a damn fool to turn that down. Kiss me, honeybun. Help a poor old gal remember what it felt like to be young and adored by all the gentlemen callers once upon a time."

      Sandy cracked up from behind the steering wheel, the seat creaking as they were swaying back and forth and laughing so hard they were wheezing. "How can that boy help you remember what you never had, hag? Tell the truth, you nasty crone. You never had gentlemen callers because you were too mean and sour. You scared them all away before they could look twice."

      I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it didn’t surprise me when Dottie cackled. "Damn straight I did, that's why I stuck with the girls. That and the softer skin… I never did like whisker burn."

      “All right, let’s not worry about whisker burn. I’m just going to give you a healing kiss, not make out with you, love.” Kyle said that in such a dry tone, even Dottie was chuckling. I had a hard time not joining in, but I didn’t want to announce my state of wakefulness just yet.

      The tiny alpha cleared his throat, his voice sending a shock of heat through my gut when he spoke up again with a take charge tone. "Kyle, could you please get on with whatever it is you think you need to do so we can get going? The time we took to park and make the tincture for our John Doe was bad enough, we don't have time to be sitting around having a circle jerk on top of it. We need to hit the road."

      Don't judge me, mama, wherever you are… but that bossy little alpha is really doing it for me. I wanted to turn my back and bend over to present myself to him.

      Nope. Not yet. Slow your roll… you still have another alpha to check out. The room crackled with magic and I knew that the one named Kyle was giving the healing kiss—whatever that meant—to Dottie.

      With that realization, I finally cracked open my eyes to let everyone know I was awake after all when a sound that was somewhere between a nervous laugh and a shriek came out of my throat.

      A gorgeous, slim blond in scrubs had a blue-haired old lady in a velour dressing gown bent over his arm like something out of Gone with the freaking Wind. If I wasn't mistaken, it looked like she was slipping him some tongue.

      He stood her up, pulling away with a look of distaste. "Honestly, Dottie? Was that necessary? I only needed to kiss you and breathe into your mouth, I didn't need to taste what you had for dinner."

      I fell instantly in love with Dottie when the old gal pushed up the back of her hair and stuck out her bosoms while waggling her eyebrows. "Hey, you can't blame an old gal for trying. If I'm gonna get kissed, I'm gonna try to work a little magic of my own, honeybun." She flashed him a slow wink then turned to me. "Good, Sleeping Beauty has awakened. Tell us your name, darling. I do so hate to keep calling you John Doe."

      My throat was so dry that it took a few tries before I was able to let out a whispered response. "Larry, ma'am. Major Lawrence P. Woodlawn at your service."

      I had raised my head to speak but flopped weakly back against the bed I'd been stretched out on. Almost at once, the smaller alpha was at my side with a bottle of water. He helped me sit up, cradling my neck with a surprisingly soft touch as he lifted the bottle of water to my lips.

      "Hello, Larry. I'm Niles Ford, one of your fated mates. That goofball over there kissing grandmas is Kyle Jones, our other mate. Can you smell us so that you know I'm telling the truth?"

      After I gulped down half the bottle, I wiped my mouth with the back of a shaky hand and nodded. "You both smell delicious. But… I don't want you to get hurt and I'm on the run from some pretty bad people. They will shoot you to get to me.” I strained to sit up halfway, leaning on an elbow so I could see out the window and maybe get a clue as to my location. “Where are we, anyway?"

      Niles was gazing at me with wonder in his eyes. It was weird, but it was almost like he'd never seen anything he liked better than my scrubby old face. I was too worried to wrap my brain around that just yet. Safety first, then I’d think about alphas. I started to repeat myself when Niles answered.

      "Vegas, Larry. We're in Las Vegas, Nevada."

      I whistled softly between my teeth. How I'd managed to make it plumb near across the country, I couldn't say. But hopefully there was still time to escape before the Goslings caught up with me again. I closed my eyes and focused. The sense of danger was close, but I didn't hear any of their vehicles nearby. Yet. But I could feel them still… I couldn’t get a clear read, there was too much city around me that was interfering with my ability to suss them out.

      Niles was watching intently when I opened my eyes. "Who are you running from, Larry? And why? What can we do to make you safe?"

      I sat up all the way and scooted up against the headboard. "Right now? You can get me out of this city. I'll be able to hear them better when they get close without all the urban noise dulling their approach. It’s like my gift is blocked by all this… city. It’s all around me and interfering with nature, so I can’t tell where they are but I can feel them getting close."

      "Whose approach? You still haven't told us who is after you." I looked up to see Kyle standing at the foot of the bed with his fists clenched. He gave off the appearance of an easy-natured alpha or at least he had when I’d first glimpsed him. But he obviously had a quick trigger when it came to protecting those he cared about because he looked like he was ready to fight someone for me.

      Wait… did that mean he already cared or at least expected to care for me? Damn. That was one to wrap my brain around. Later. First, I had to get them moving.

      "How about I tell you on the road? Can we get this vehicle moving? This is an RV, am I right? It’s one of the biggest I've ever seen, but I'm guessing it has wheels that turn and can get us out of town?" I didn't want to be rude, but I was getting desperate.

      "Boy howdy, does it ever. Just wait until I get behind the wheel. You'll be surprised how fast this baby can fly." Dottie slipped up beside Kyle, slipping a bony arm around his waist as she smiled at the three of us. "Sandy’s up there and getting ready to hit the road now. Next stop, Niles's place. Kyle, honey. Sandy will need your address so we can stop at yours after that. He sent me to ask if anyone has a vehicle they plan to drive or if you want to tow it. We can pull whatever you've got, just tell me and I'll make it happen."

      Kyle shrugged. "Yeah, no. I'm good. I ride a bike everywhere to reduce my carbon footprint. Plus, easy exercise." He winked at me and Niles with a lopsided smile.

      "I do have a vehicle, but we can tow it. I like the idea of us all sticking together, at least until we know what's what. My Jeep won't be any trouble for this vehicle to tow." Niles turned to Kyle. "And we can even toss your bike on there. You might've missed it, but Dottie has a bike rack on the back of this thing too."

      The RV took off with a series of starts and stops that had us all on the bed when Kyle and Dottie went flying after one particularly hard bounce. Sandy finally got it handled and we took off, much to my relief. I hoped both Niles and Kyle’s homes weren’t very far. We needed to haul some ass and haul it fast.

      They both must have lived light, were prepared to go on a moment’s notice, or else weren't very settled, because it didn't take long at either of their places. It took longer to secure Niles's Jeep to the tow hitch than it did for either of them to pack or grab their bags. We hit the road not long after and I was finally able to take a breath of relief.

      Before I got too relaxed, Kyle and Niles put me on edge by settling down on either side of me. Either they’d worked it out in advance or they shared a brain because they each reached for one of my hands at the same time.

      Kyle turned to look at me with that lopsided grin of his as he studied me for a moment. "Alrighty then, mate. Let's hear your story. We're on the road now and we’ve nothing but time."

      I took a deep breath and nodded. As much as I didn't want to talk about the Goslings, I knew I was going to feel better once I'd shared my experience. I was just about to start with my story, when one of the windows was blown out. Bullets sprayed the back and passenger side of the RV.

      Shit. The Goslings had found me.
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      "Fuck me, dead! Speed up, mate. These fucksticks are going to kill us!" I yelled out to Sandy while I instinctively threw my body over Larry's like a human shield. I didn’t know why I even bothered when he was already squirming out from under me.

      Larry pulled up a pant leg to reveal a handgun that was duct-taped to his calf. I sucked in a breath, wincing with imagined pain when I saw him rip it right off—taking a bunch of hair and a layer of skin off along with the tape.

      Across from us, Niles opened a duffel bag and pulled out a shotgun. I was looking back and forth between my mates, wondering how they’d managed to be armed without me even knowing about it. And how had Larry been taken to jail, then brought to the hospital, and yet nobody had ever checked to see if he was carrying?

      I shook those thoughts aside and scampered out of the way when Larry knelt beside me on the bed and peered through a gap at the end of the window. He and Niles were silently communicating with hand gestures and their eyes. It was as if they spoke some special bro code that no one had ever taught me.

      Not that I would've wanted to know if it went along with the guns in their hands. I was a healer, not a warrior. Guns were the antithesis of everything I believed in. Except… I had to admit they were handy to have right now if they could save our lives. Especially when another spray of bullets hit the side of our vehicle.

      "Well, are you just holding those to look pretty or do you plan to actually maybe shoot back at some point?" Dottie reappeared from the living area, I hadn't even been aware that she'd left—that's how terrified I was in this moment. My jaw fell open when I heard a tch-chk click–click noise and saw that Dottie was loading a scary-looking shotgun that was damn near as big as her. She glanced at Larry’s gun before opening a cubbie and pulling out a box of bullets. “You using a .45 there, baby?” At Larry’s nod, she tossed him the box. “Here, won’t want to run out of ammo at a time like this.

      At that point, I just pushed back against the headboard and hugged my knees, plugging my ears while I prayed to anyone listening for us to make it through. Niles eased a window open on the side and pointed the barrel through the crack before firing. Larry must have done the same thing, because I heard his gun go off behind me. When Dottie started shooting as well, I just closed my eyes and waited for silence.

      There was a squeal of tires and a loud bang then nothing else. I slowly pulled my hands away from my ears and looked around. "Do I want to know what happened?"

      Larry swallowed, his jaw clenched as he kept one eye on the road behind us. "One of our shots blew out their front tire and they slammed into the guardrail. We have about as long as it takes for them to get it fixed to get some miles between us."

      Larry flipped a switch on the top of his gun—I was guessing it was a safety mechanism—and tucked it into his waistband. Niles set his shotgun down before sitting at the edge of the bed and turning to face us. "Those are the people who are chasing you, Larry? Who the fuck are they, and why do they want you?"

      Dottie snorted. "Is nobody going to mention the fact that the car was filled with women? Good looking ones too, if you ask me. We all know you didn't go knocking one of them up, since you're an omega. So what's the deal, sweetheart? You can tell us anything. Just consider us your family." Dottie had also set her shotgun down—how was I in an RV with two people who had their own shotguns?—and walked over to take Larry’s hand. She was so sweet in her sincerity that one could almost forget what a pain in the arse the old dear could also be when the mood struck.

      Larry rolled his head back and let out a long sigh before smiling gently at Dottie and lifting her hand to kiss the back of it. While she stood there making cow eyes at my mate, he flashed me a wink and sat down beside me. He glanced back and forth between me and Niles. "Is it me, or is our mating off to a crazy start? Not that I find that surprising since the last years of my life have been something out of a movie.”

      "And how much of that has to do with that carload of deranged stalkers you had following us?" Niles grinned, taking any possible sting out of his words. It made my heart warm to see this fun side of Niles. “It’s a crazy start, but we’ll figure it out. Now tell us what’s going on with you and how we can help.”

      Larry took a deep breath. "I served in the military for eleven years. Different tours to places I can't tell you about while on missions that were so secret I still can't discuss them. The last three years of my service were spent on an elite special forces team. Despite the shitshow you just saw, I'm actually a skilled sniper."

      Niles nodded respectfully. "Thank you for your service. So why are you trying to escape a group of supermodels here on home soil instead of on some top-secret mission in a jungle somewhere?"

      Larry patted the outside of his left thigh then pointed to a constellation of small round scars that were scattered over his ribs on the left side. "I was injured in the line of duty. Came home and was going through recovery and physical therapy. I knew my military days were over and I was trying to figure out what to do next. One weekend, I went hiking in the Appalachian mountains and came across those women. They were operating an illegal moonshine still. At first, they wanted to attack me, because shiners don't want anyone to know where they operate, you know? But then I made the mistake of telling them that something was wrong with their batch and that's where it went downhill for me."

      I frowned, unable to make the connection. "They're chasing you because you told them something was wrong? They need to bugger right off with that shit."

      "No, it's not that simple. You see, I was able to save them from losing thousands of dollars. I heard something wrong with their boiler. My shifter gift involves enhanced hearing. The closer I am to nature, the better it works. So not only did I save their batch, I saved their entire operation from quite literally going up in flames because it probably would've exploded. They decided they wanted to keep me after that. I thought they were just being nice by inviting me home for dinner. Maybe wanting to thank me or something, right? Wrong. They took me captive by weakening me with something in my food. When I woke up, I was chained in a cellar. Every time I tried to escape, they somehow managed to find me. And even worse, I haven’t been able to shift since they first took me. My wolf is sleeping so deep that I can’t rouse him."

      Niles leaned forward, looking just about as angry as I felt. "What do you mean by every time you tried to escape? How long did they keep you captive?"

      Larry's blue eyes flicked back and forth between us while his pink tongue nervously licked his lips. "A little over three years, I believe. I don't know how I managed to get so far this time, but this is my first successful escape attempt. But as you can see, they weren't far behind me. They’re geese shifters, so they can take to the air to track me down. That’s why they’ve always been able to catch me before. Plus, they’ve kept me drugged so I couldn’t shift and I can only run so fast in this form.”

      He paused and sucked in a shuddering breath as he shrugged. “I don't know why they won’t let me go, I can't be that important to their operation. But every season, they have me out there listening while they start up the still. They keep me chained to a tree and have me listening to both the still's operation and monitoring the area for anyone snooping around. I keep telling them there's electronic equipment that can do my job—and it would be a lot cheaper than feeding me—but they still won't let me go. I might be a bit biased, but I think they’re off their rockers."

      My heart broke for my new mate. “And you still can’t shift? How did you get across the country?”

      Larry shrugged helplessly. “I don’t really remember. The last week is a fog. I remember being in the yard for my daily fifteen of monitored free time when a strange truck stopped to ask directions. It happened right when the sister watching me had gone inside to get her phone, so I jumped in his truck and offered to show him personally. After that, I think it was a series of long walks and hitched rides. The shit they were feeding me messes with my memories though, so I don’t know how much of that is true and how much is fantasy. I just wish I didn’t have any gifts at all, then they wouldn’t want me so bad.”

      Dottie’s face was red with outrage as she huffed out a breath. "It's not your skills those bitches wanted. No, it's a power trip, hon. They think they own you. Damn geese. If they think you're their property, then they aren't going to be letting you go anytime soon."

      Dottie's lip curled with distaste as she continued. "Narcissistic female alphas who get stuck on power trips are always worse than you boys could ever dream of being. Believe you me, I've dealt with one or two of them in my day. Dollars to donuts, they have a tracking device embedded on you somewhere. Either that, or one of them has a gift for tracking and managed to exchange fluids with you at some point. Let's hope it's the former, that's easier to handle. If it was a fluid exchange, we might need to get a shaman involved. Either way, we’ll get some miles between us before we stop for the night. You boys go ahead and relax for now. We can figure it out later."

      I shook my head and wagged a finger at her as she started to turn to leave. "Hold up. Not so fast, lady. You still haven't told me what my gift is or where we're headed. It's your turn to spill."

      Dottie perked up, rubbing her hands together as she glanced at Niles. "Am I correct in guessing you’re a puma shifter, darlin'?" Niles looked a little surprised but nodded. Dottie looked even happier. "And it's true that puma alphas need to be a pack alpha, but you have yet to find your own pack, right? Your home pack kicked you out when you reached maturity, is that also correct?"

      Niles's eyebrows shot toward his hairline. After the initial shock, he sighed a little as he answered with a shrug while he tried to pretend it didn’t bother him. "That is… yes. It’s absolutely correct. For a firstborn alpha, anyway. It is a biological imperative that we have a pack, but our tradition says that we must find one or start our own. I'm not allowed to return home until I have a pack and am happily mated. And even then, I can only visit."

      Thinking of my large overly involved family back home, I was ready to cry for him. "That's horrible, Niles. And here I've been teasing you about having a stick up your butt. I don't blame you for coming off so uptight, if your family treated you like that."

      Niles quickly shook his head. "No, you've got it wrong. My family loves me, and I love them. But we respect our tradition and the rules of our people. I wouldn't feel like a man or like I had the right to even call myself an alpha if I didn't get my own pack in my own territory. It's just the way of my people. I’m not saying it’s right or that I would raise my kids that way, but it’s what I was born to, so it’s not offensive to me that my parents made me leave. You’re also forgetting that it’s wired into my DNA to want my own pack. Staying at home with my old pack could lead to problems with the alpha there, even if I didn’t intend to try and take over. Biology can be rough sometimes."

      Dottie came around the bed and rested a hand on Niles’s shoulder. "Are you allowed to have a pack given to you by an outsider? If so, then here's what I have. I’ve got a pack that needs a leader and an alpha who needs a pack. Why don't you help me solve both problems in one?"

      Niles chuckled under his breath. "Am I to assume that's where we've been heading?"

      "Smart man.” She paused with a snort of laughter before repeating the two words sarcastically. “Smart man. Damn, but ain't that an oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one." Dottie cackled like her joke was funny. When she saw that none of us were laughing, she just laughed harder.

      When she calmed down, she slapped her leg and shook her head. "Kids these days. I swear, you have no sense of humor. So yes, if you will accept it, we are headed to a homestead just outside of Cottonwood, Arizona. There's a group of other homesteaders who are all settled in the same area. They each have their own properties and are determined to live off the grid as much as possible. The problem is, they need a leader to handle the occasional disagreements, government paperwork, and emergencies that pop up. I’ve been paying someone to do that for the past couple years since I bought the place at an auction. But the manager I’d hired died last month and I really need to get the position filled. While I was contemplating hiring someone new, I may or may not have received a vision that may or may not have involved Kyle and the homestead. And look! Kyle has an alpha who needs a pack to lead.” Dottie gave Larry an uncharacteristically shy smile. “You, my dear, were a shadow in the original vision. It wasn’t until earlier today that I saw it all coming together. It’s a gift, I tell you.” Turning back to Niles, she continued with the peacock flair I’d come to love about her. “Please consider the alpha position. The other homesteaders are ready and willing to swear loyalty to you."

      The three of us just stared at her in shock for several minutes while we processed this crazy gift she was handing us. I was the first to speak up. "What about you and Sandy? What are your plans? Were you planning on dumping us and going back to Vegas or did you want to stay?"

      Dottie blushed and looked sweet enough at that moment to remind me why I had a soft spot for the old gal. She fluttered a hand. "I’m good either way. I can sell my place in Vegas, I suppose. There's nothing left there anyway if my favorite nurse is gone. So you’re saying you’d like for me and Sandy to stay and help you get settled? We could do that. I’m sure I could pick up a neighboring piece of land for a song. Especially now that you decided to heal my heart and stick me with more time on this planet."

      Niles stood and pulled Dottie into a hug. I didn’t know who was more shocked by the move, Dottie or me. But watching him hug her answered any doubts I may have had about whether or not I wanted him as a mate. The man obviously was hiding a soft side. I'd just have to see what I could do about revealing more of that, I reckoned.

      When Niles pulled away, he held on to both of her hands, lifting them to his mouth to kiss her knuckles on first one hand then the other. "That is a tremendous gift you are offering us, Miss Dottie. It would be my honor and privilege to take you up on your offer—on one condition. I would like you and Sandy to park your rig and stay right there on the property you’re gifting us. If it's true that you're responsible for the life you save, then Kyle will need to keep you close enough to keep an eye on you."

      Sandy yelled back from the front of the RV. Their voice was thick with tears. "Say yes to that sweet boy, you filthy old hag! We will consider it our in-law's quarters. These will be our cheeky babies and we will stay on to take care of them like good mamas and papas should."

      Dottie made a harrumphing noise before calling back over her shoulder. "What's this we shit, bitch? I already adopted these boys in my heart. It's up to them if they want you too. As far as I’m concerned, you’re just my sidekick. Know your place before I put you in it."

      While the two of them continued with their verbal sparring, I pulled out my phone and googled Cottonwood. Larry leaned over my shoulder and read the screen along with me while I looked for information on what sounded like was going to be our new home. We just had to get there in one piece first.
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      After driving for a couple more hours, we decided to park for the night. We didn't have much choice since Dottie couldn't meet up with her property agent until morning anyway. Sandy happily informed us that the onboard water tank and generator would give us all the comforts of home, even in the middle of the desert.

      Larry had been panicked about parking out in the open until Dottie assured him that we would be safe here. I didn't question her gift when I felt the magic swirling around her. She hadn’t had a vision, so she couldn’t be one hundred percent, but she claimed we should be safe.

      "You can trust the old gal. If our Dottie says we're safe, then we'll be right as rain." Kyle was way too relaxed for everything we'd been through this evening. I couldn't decide whether it irritated or made me jealous that he was able to remain mellow.

      And not just with the danger aspect. My god, we had so much to do and we still hadn't talked even about the whole mate business. Aside from getting shot at, that was at the top of the list of things that had me rattled. Why weren’t my mates acting a little freaked? Larry wasn't acting like anything big had happened either.

      Dammit, there were steps that needed to be taken… a proper order to things. Did they plan to just jump into it? Surely not. But then again… what I knew of Kyle from the hospital was a carefree man with a teasing personality. I wouldn’t put it past him to take the leap without hesitation. Not that I wanted to wait or anything. I felt a magnetic pull to both of them that was only getting stronger by the minute. But still… it wouldn’t hurt to have a conversation and discuss expectations, right? Larry had been a soldier, surely he understood the importance of planning.

      Larry. He was a mystery I couldn’t wait to unravel. Aside from occasionally glancing at either me or Kyle and licking his lips, you'd never know that the guy had nearly died and met not one but two mates on the same day. Yeah… I was pretty sure my mates were going to drive me nuts before we ever made it official.

      Once we found the campsite we wanted, Sandy parked and closed the shades over the large windshield before getting up and stretching with a loud yawn. "I think I’m going to go ahead and let you drive tomorrow, Dot. My ass is numb from that seat, I should've taken you up on switching when we stopped for fuel."

      Kyle sat up with an alert look on his face, his eyes filled with terror as he looked back and forth between Dottie and Sandy. "Wait… what now? Does she even have a license? I'm not sure if Dottie driving is the best plan."

      Sandy winced, taking a step back and putting the apron over their face. Dottie didn’t seem to be pissed though, and instead just snorted. "Boy, I can drive this bitch backwards on a windy one-lane road and parallel park it on a cliffside with inches to spare. Don't test me, or I'll do it just to prove I can. Now what? Come at me, bro. I can take your skinny ass."

      I couldn’t stop the chuckle from escaping when she playfully put up her dukes like she was ready to throw down. Kyle rolled his eyes. "Yeah... no. I don't think so, darlin'. But I'm not going to argue with you tonight either. I'm going to go poke around the bush outside and see if I can't find a good place to set up the old bush telly and cuddle with my men under the stars."

      Sandy dropped the apron. "Bush telly? I haven’t heard of that brand. It must be small if you got it in your suitcase. Now listen, honey, I have plenty of extension cords if you need one. I’ll fix you right up."

      Turning to Larry, Sandy pointed to a closed door in the narrow hall. "The bathroom is there. It's not the fanciest shower, but you're welcome to it. I don't think your mates have clothes that will fit you, but I have some sweats for when I'm feeling masc. You might have to tie a rope around your waist to keep them up, but at least you’ll have something covering your fun zone."

      Kyle cleared his throat. “I brought extra clothing when I packed my bag with Larry in mind. I’m sure I’m a much closer fit, but thanks for offering.”

      "Borrowed clothing isn't necessary, I had Sandy bring a suitcase I prepared weeks ago for him. I knew he'd need it. I might not have seen his face yet, but I knew he was coming. The shoes should fit too, but I might have been off a half size. I’m psychic but nobody’s perfect." Dottie waved a hand as if it were no big deal that she'd not only known about Larry but what he'd be needing when she met him. The more time I spent around her, the more she fascinated me.

      "Oh, hell. I should've guessed. Let me grab that then, sugar. As much as I'm sure we're all enjoying the ab show, I know you'll feel better when you've bathed and dressed. After we get you set, I’ll see about finding Kyle that extension cord for his television." Sandy looked a little too thirsty after looking at Larry’s bare chest some more. So far I was amused, but I wasn’t sure how much more flirty teasing my cat could handle hearing before we started getting possessive.

      Kyle scratched his head and tried to explain that he didn’t need an extension cord for a bush telly, that it was just a fun name for a campfire. I was pretty sure I was the only one listening though. I clocked it away to bring up later, interested in learning more of his native lingo.

      Larry was being fussed over by Dottie while Sandy dug through an overhead compartment before producing a small overnight bag. When Sandy passed him the bag, Larry paused before taking it.

      “Forgive me for not asking before, but things were a little crazy. What pronouns do you prefer? I don’t want to assume anything.” Larry spoke in a sincere tone that made me proud to be his mate.

      Sandy threw their head back with a laugh. “Honey, I am what you kids like to call genderqueer, that’s true enough if you must have something to call it. But I stick with the masculine pronouns. I’m too old to change this late in the game. Besides, I’ve never been one for labels. I left the label maker in the closet I burst out of before I hit puberty, doll.”

      Dottie nodded. “It’s true. This one was born fabulous.”

      “You know it, queen.” Sandy winked and fluttered his lashes before motioning at his outfit. “This isn’t my usual wardrobe, even if I do give it a certain panache. I was filling in for Dottie and taking her place as Dorothy for story hour at the library when she sounded the alarm and told me to get my fine ass in gear. I didn’t even think about what I was wearing, to be honest. Not that it matters, I’m often known to wear skirts and long dresses anyway. If you don’t like what I’m wearing, don’t look at me. It’s that easy. Besides, they offer more airflow to the dangly bits.”

      Larry swallowed and took a step back toward the bathroom. “Okay, then. I’m glad we cleared that up. I’m just… ah, gonna hit the shower now.”

      “Watch out for bugs, baby boy. Hmm… now that I think about it, would you like one of us to check you for ticks? It’s a tough job but I’ll do it if necessary. It’s only neighborly, right?” Sandy tittered and stared at Larry’s abs some more.

      Kyle jumped forward. “Wait! Bugs! That’s it!” He paused and glanced almost shyly at Larry. “I know we haven’t had a chance to talk privately yet, but would you mind if I checked you over after you undress?”

      Larry looked almost offended, even though he didn’t resist a little flirting. “You’re welcome to check every inch of my body and take your time doing it. I’m pretty sure I’m not infested by any insects, though. Even if I’d been able to shift recently, I'm still a clean person in either form. Besides, I don’t feel anything crawling on me.”

      Waving a hand, Kyle shook his head. “No, no… I’m sorry. Not that kind of bug. I meant that I think I know how they’ve been tracking you. Dottie mentioned tracking devices earlier but I wasn’t focused. There’s always the possibility of a blood exchange, but I don’t think that’s the case here. Think about it, goose shifters probably don’t get that particular gift because they wouldn’t be the most skilled to use a gift like tracking through scent trails like, say, a wolf would. Sure, in their human form, maybe… but not when shifted. So yeah… I think tracking devices are what they’d be more likely to utilize. Is it okay if I come into the bathroom with you and give you a look over?”

      Larry’s eyes darkened as his nostrils flared at Kyle’s scent when he walked closer. Licking his lips, Larry gulped and nodded. The pheromones flying between them were thick enough to choke on. Or set a mate on fire. I coughed to clear my throat. “Hold on, I don’t think it’s fair for two of us to be alone before we’ve mated. Or, you know… even talked about being fated to each other.”

      Kyle snickered and took Larry’s hand. “Come on then, don’t leave yourself out. Naturally you’re invited. I reckon the shower is small but so are you, tough guy.”

      I ignored the comment about my height; I was more man than men a foot taller than me and had nothing to prove. Our omega would be taken care of just fine by my fun-sized ass. I started to go grab clothes when Dottie came out of the bedroom holding my and Kyle’s overnight bags. I grinned and took them and followed the guys into the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind us.

      The room surprised me with its generous size. Dottie must have had it specially built because it was double the size of the average on-board water closet. The rectangular room was one open space with a toilet and sink off to one side and the showerhead hanging in the center of the open space over a drain.

      “Remember in the Harry Potter movie, I can’t remember which one, when Harry walks into an average-looking tent and inside, it was like a mansion? Because magic. Pretty sure that’s what we’re standing in right now.”

      I had to agree.

      “Are we really going to stand here checking out the room? Get naked, man,” Kyle scoffed and ripped his shirt off over his head, setting it on a shelf over the toilet where it was out of the splash zone. Larry was already stripped and waiting expectantly for me to join them.

      I shrugged and set the bags on the closed toilet seat, then started unbuttoning my shirt. Ripping off the rest of my clothes, I maintained eye contact with my alpha mate the whole time. “Forgive me for savoring the moment. This is our first time seeing each other like this.”

      Kyle gasped and tossed me a wink before leaning over and kissing me again with another quick peck. “You’re the cutest. Mr. Stern and By the Book has a soft center, I see.”

      I did the only thing I could. Reaching up, I caught his face in both hands and pulled him lower so I could give him a proper kiss. When I pulled away, Kyle blinked slowly and stared at me in wonder. I couldn’t resist smirking. “That’s right, Sunny-D. I’m a romantic in private. Sue me. Now finish undressing so we can get this over with and find a private place to get to know each other better.”

      I heard a soft moan and turned to see Larry running a hand over his dick while tweaking a pink nipple with the other. He’d turned on the water and was standing under the spray, looking ten degrees of sexy as the water sluiced over his long, slender body. He’d obviously enjoyed watching us kiss. I closed the gap between us in three steps and pulled him down for a quick taste of his lips.

      Larry’s scent washed over me as our tongues slid against each other. I ignored my need to bend him over and take him right then and there as I reached blindly for Kyle’s hand. He was right there in a flash, leaning in and pressing his face in between ours to join the kiss.

      Water rained down while our hands busily explored each other. Larry and Kyle took a turn to share a passionate kiss. Watching them with a throbbing cock, I understood why Larry had been so turned on. Seeing my mates together was the hottest thing I’d ever laid eyes on. When I started to feel left out, I simply pushed back in and joined them again.

      Thanks to me having long legs for my height, our groins managed to be close enough that we were able to rub our lengths together. I could feel my cock dripping from the tip like a damned faucet. I needed this so much, it killed me that we’d have to wait a little longer.

      But then again… it’s not like we’d want to be knotted together with Sandy and Dottie on the other side of the door. Yep. Best to wait.

      My attention went back to my men when soapy hands rubbed over my cock. I groaned and looked down to see that Larry and Kyle were working together to get us there. Thrusting into their grip, I added a hand and watched while we thrust up through our combined grips.

      Goosebumps broke out over my body and it only took a few moments before my balls were pulling tight as liquid heat flooded my gut. I turned to find Larry right then and kissed the fuck out of him while I shot my load. A pair of answering groans met mine as both of their cocks started going off too. When Larry turned to kiss Kyle, I leaned back and watched the show.

      Having two mates is going to be so much fun.

      After we managed to pull ourselves away from each other, Kyle seemed to remember his original purpose. He swatted Larry on the butt and motioned for him to turn. Because of course he needed to start with the back, right?

      Kyle thoroughly checked Larry from head to toe before asking him to turn again. Larry caught my eye with a wry grin. "Is it wrong that this is turning me on?"

      I glanced over to where Kyle had Larry's arm held up and was burrowing his nose into Larry's armpit. If I hadn't just come, that view would've pushed me over the edge. I grinned back at Larry as I shook my head. "If that's wrong, I don't want to know what's right. Because it's damned hot from where I'm standing."

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up when Kyle froze and stepped back with a dangerous look in his eye. His voice came out with a growl. "I was right, they’ve been tracking him. It’s okay though, I've located it." His expression softened as he glanced at our mate. He held up his thumb and forefinger where he'd shifted just enough to turn the tips into sharp talons. "You trust me? I promise not to hurt you and I'll make it fast."

      Larry playfully rolled his eyes. "Yeah, because no omega has ever heard that from an alpha before. Let me guess, next you're going to tell me that you're not putting your whole finger in, right? Just the tip?"

      Kyle grinned right back at him. "No, yeah… That sounds about right. Just the tip, babe." He flashed another wink then thrust his finger into Larry's armpit, breaking the skin and yes, poking the tip inside.

      His eyes closed as he frowned in concentration. After a moment, he nodded to himself and used his talon to open the hole wider. Larry stood there stoically, just quietly watching while Kyle went into his skin with a pincer grip and pulled out a small ovoid pellet.

      I had to look away when Kyle leaned back in and licked the wound. I knew he was healing it… but having that knowledge didn’t mean it was an image I wanted to carry in my head.

      I looked back right as Larry’s eyes flew open. Kyle held his hand out to show us what I immediately recognized was a tracking device. He offered it to Larry. "Would you like to do the honors of crushing it?"

      Larry nodded grimly. "Damn straight I would. Thank you for offering." He leaned in to give Kyle a kiss before taking the bug and crushing it against the side of his finger with his thumbnail. When that didn't do too much to destroy it, he set it on the sink and smashed it with a bottle of mouthwash.

      Larry was breathing hard as he poured three years of frustration into destroying the damn thing. When he was done, he stood back with a heaving chest and slumped shoulders. The mouthwash dropped to the floor as Larry's hand went slack.

      Kyle slipped an arm around his waist and pressed his cheek against Larry's. "I reckon you've killed it, mate. How about we flush it down the drain and have done with it?" Larry looked in his hand and swatted the broken bits to the floor of the shower in a wide arc. We all watched as they circled the drain a few times before being sucked away into the RV’s tank. I figured I’d ask Sandy and Dottie to dump the tank before we left, for good measure.

      Kyle rubbed his hands together. "That's done then. Let's go see about that bush telly I didn't get a chance to finish telling you about. If it's warm enough, maybe we can sleep under the stars instead of bunking in here with our friends."

      That sounded good to me. We turned off the water and dressed as quickly as possible before making our way outside. A ridiculously bright outside light was on, lighting up the entire area with its mega-wattage. At some point during our shower, Sandy had changed into a soft yellow one-piece romper that went all the way to his knees. He was struggling with what looked like a tent about ten yards from the RV.

      “I probably shouldn’t find this funny, right?” Kyle whispered in a choked voice as we took in the scene. Sandy had half the tent collapsed over his left shoulder and entire head. We had a full view of his round torso and wriggling butt as he fought with a tent pole. Fluffy pink bunny slippers completed the picture.

      Dottie was standing over him, waving her hand and sloshing what looked like an overfilled martini glass while she tried to read instructions aloud from a sheet of paper. That is, if one could consider barking instructions that were liberally sprinkled with curse words while squinting at the guide to be reading it.

      After I found my voice, I leaned into Kyle. “Probably not, but I’ll definitely be laughing later,” I responded in a sotto voice. “Come on, let’s go give them a hand.”

      “A hand? I think they need more than that. Those stakes are never going into that hard dirt with his bare hands. I’ve got this. I can pitch a tent in my sleep.” While I resisted an adolescent snort at pitching tents in his sleep, Larry strode past us.

      I had to bite my cheek when he went directly to Sandy, pulling the tent away to reveal a shiny bald head that looked about two sizes too small for the man’s extra-large body. It shouldn’t have been so funny, but fuck me if it wasn’t. Especially with those blasted slippers. Larry seemed oblivious and was speaking kindly to the older man while he discretely took over.

      “Fuck me. He’s going to make us look like a pair of dickheads. Let’s get to it, mate.” Kyle flashed a teasing wink and ran up to Dottie, startling her into sloshing more of her drink when he caught her up in a hug from behind and lifted her off her feet. “What’s going on out here, my girl? A man can’t take a shower without the two of you getting into trouble, eh?”

      “Put me down, you brat.” Dottie wheezed out a laugh. “What choice did we have? The pheromones leaking out of that bathroom were strong enough to choke a horse. Not that I had a problem with it, but Sandy and I aren’t those types of friends, dollface. It started to get awkward when the scent began affecting us. Besides, you three need someplace to fuck… I mean, sleep, tonight. And when I say sleep, please know I still mean fuck but I’m attempting to be a lady.”

      “Ha! Some lady.” Sandy cackled then looked over his shoulder with a dramatic shudder. “Lawd Gawd, do not even joke about you and me, Dorothy. Not even if you wore a strap-on and slipped me a mickey.” He batted his eyes at Kyle. “Now as for you, hon… mhmm. We could’ve been a thing but you just had to go and meet your mates. Oh, well. Your loss, honeyyy. Now why don’t you help your Uncle Sandy up, hmm? The ground is so much lower than it used to be.”

      Larry let out a high-pitched braying sound, which was completely adorable. He slapped his thigh a couple times while he tried to get control of himself. Except that he was still snickering when he rested a hand on Sandy's shoulder.

      "Holy shit. You didn't tell us we were getting an uncle too. Let me guess, you have special candy in your pocket with my name on it if I sit on your lap and act real sweet?"

      Sandy had been on one knee, trying to push himself up. He fell back on his round ass before popping back up into a seated position, holding his gut as he laughed. He finally calmed down enough after a few minutes to let Larry and Kyle pull him to his feet.

      Sandy looked back and forth between my two men, fanning his face with a hand. "Sweet Mother Cher, please have mercy on this wee gay boy. My heart will never survive these newly adopted nephews of mine."

      Dottie cackled and managed to slosh more drink onto the ground. "Boys? Listen to Mama Dot, ‘kay? That ain't no Tootsie Roll in his pocket. And yes, it's probably quite happy to see you. Watch out for Uncle Sandy and as Nancy Reagan suggested, just say no to any candy offers."

      Sandy blew her a raspberry while slapping a hand against his ass as he took a step in her direction. "Kiss my big fat candy loving bootie, you old hag. You're just jealous because the boys already like me better."

      "Why you dirty old piece of three-day-old dog shit, what did you say to me?" Dottie pulled herself up to her full height of five foot nothing—if one was being generous with her height—and stuck her chest out. "You wish they liked you better. Take it back, you filthy windbag. You don't get to be catty, because I'm more lovable."

      I made a wide berth around the bickering pair and went to finish setting up the tent with Larry. My intention had been to blend into the shadows while the rest of them interacted, but Larry scooted right over to my side. "Let me give you a hand, the two of us will make short work of the job. I can get the back stakes in the ground if you want to handle the front."

      Sandy forgot all about arguing with his best friend as he spun around to see what we were doing. "Yes, you boys finish. That's a young man's game, anyway. Good luck with getting those tent poles in, the dirt here is tighter than a virgin's pucker. Or so I've been told, my knees have never been fond of topping."

      Dottie snorted. "What the hell do your knees have to do with anything? Tell the truth, your beta ass is a world-class pillow princess who only likes to play catch in the sack."

      "Honey, no. Don't tell the boys all my secrets on our first night together. Geez, leave a gal with a little mystery, why don't you?" Sandy tittered and struck a pose.

      I pointedly ignored them both and grabbed a rock. They might have had a hammer if I’d asked, but this would work just as well and I wouldn't have to do any more peopling right now. Amusing as they were, I was starting to get a little out of my comfort zone. Kyle, bless him, must've picked up on something because he came to my rescue.

      While I pounded a tent stake into the ground, I watched Kyle in my periphery as he took both of their arms and turned them toward the RV. "I appreciate everything you've done for us, including this little comedy act you do to relieve any possible tensions. But we've got it from here. You two go on and enjoy the rest of your evening while my mates and I get to know each other better."

      Larry and I shared a startled glance when Dottie dropped the act and rested her head against Kyle's arm while she spoke like a normal person. "You're welcome, doll. We didn't want it to be awkward and we’re both gold star veterans of first times with new lovers. Especially since y'all are fated mates, that's got to put pressure on a boy."

      Sandy leaned against Kyle's other arm. "Will the tent be okay, sweetheart? Come inside for a minute, won’t you? I have mountains of silk pillows and a pair of satin comforters that will make you kids more comfortable than a silly old sleeping bag. But really, do you think the tent will be okay?"

      He sounded so worried as he repeated himself that I found myself feeling touched. Kyle had it well under control though and quickly set the sweet man’s mind at ease. "No worries, Uncle Sandy. The tent was a perfect idea and won't we be just as snug as bugs in a rug? And I will take your pillows and blankets because a little extra comfort never hurt anybody." The three of them disappeared inside while Larry and I finished erecting the tent.

      Larry stood and stretched, drawing my eyes to that long, lithe form. Oh, yeah… we would be just fine tonight. I got up and closed the distance between us, reaching out to snag a hand behind his neck and pull him down for a kiss. Right as our lips touched, the door to the RV banged against the side. We jerked apart, breathing fast as we both turned to see what was happening.

      "Sorry to interrupt, but a little help would go a long way to getting all three of us in snogging range." Kyle stood in the doorway, smiling cheerfully with an armful of pillows.

      While Larry immediately moved to assist, I had to pause long enough to readjust my painfully hard cock. By the time I made it over there, Larry was already headed back with the pillows and Kyle was waiting with a fresh armful. As I reached up to take them, I smiled apologetically. "Sorry, I wasn't trying to start without you. He stretched and…" My voice trailed off as I tried to explain.

      Kyle waggled his eyebrows, putting me right at ease. "No worries, mate. I wouldn't have been able to resist that either. And it's not like all three of us can always be present at the same time. If a moment hits, go for it. But first, maybe we could get our bed set up? I'd still like to show you my bush telly."

      "Fair enough," I agreed with a wink. With all three of us hauling the bedding, we had the tent filled and our bed set out in no time flat. Next, Kyle put us to work gathering firewood. When we were finally settled down around a cheerful campfire, someone inside was nice enough to turn off the spotlight and we were able to enjoy the beauty of the night sky overhead where millions of stars twinkled like diamonds.

      I knew I was in danger of being a little too romantic tonight, but if there was ever a night for it—it was this one. The three of us sat hip to hip with me tucked in between my taller mates. We sat there laughing and getting to know each other as we shared stories and split a six pack that Sandy had sent out with Kyle. Basically, we were having a perfect first date. If you could call the first night of the rest of our lives a date.

      "Hold on, I think I just got the joke." Larry leaned around me to catch Kyle's eye. "You call the campfire a bush telly, right? Is it because the aborigines used to watch the shapes and pictures in the fire?"

      Kyle snorted with laughter. "Sure you aren't mixing them up with your peyote-smoking Native Americans? And I hate to break it to you but the gorgeous night sky sparkling over our heads is also a bush telly. The term refers to anything you watch for entertainment while you're out in the bush at night. I've always liked sitting around the fire and swapping tales or telling jokes. If I had my guitar, I might even have been persuaded to sing you a song."

      That got my attention. "You play guitar?"

      Kyle smiled a little sadly. "Used to play, I reckon I'd be a little rusty if I tried now. Sold my guitar for a bus ticket when I came to Vegas from Denver when I was first putting down roots in this country. Never got around to replacing it, more's the pity. Haven't exactly had the time for hobbies anyway, so no worries."

      Our conversation drifted to Larry's love of baseball while I quietly made a plan to get Kyle reunited with a guitar. Didn't know when and couldn't really know that until we were settled, but at some point I would make sure that Kyle got to play again.
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      The lights in the RV had been off for a while and the nocturnal critters were rustling around in the desert scrub when we finally called it a night and headed into the tent. I should've been tired after the events of the day—not to mention the shift I’d worked at the jail before all this went down—but I was too pumped up inside for sleep to be anywhere on my horizon.

      We scrambled out of our clothes and dove onto the soft blankets as we reached for each other like longtime lovers, rather than mates connecting for the first time. It started off hungrily, with three sets of hands roaming over any bare piece of flesh they landed on while we shared kisses in pairs.

      Kyle and I were tongue-deep with each other when the acidic scent of anxiety filled the air, laced with pure acrid fear. We must’ve both picked up on it at the same time because we jerked apart, hearts racing, to see what the fuck was happening.

      Thanks to enhanced shifter vision, I was able to see clearly in the tent. Not that I liked what I saw one damn bit, but at least I didn’t have to look far to find Larry. He was curled up in the corner of the tent, his arms wrapped around his waist as he wheezed out gasping breaths.

      Kyle got there first, pulling Larry into his arms and hugging him against his chest. “What’s wrong, mate? You were right there with us a moment ago. I wish I’d noticed you pull away. Tell us what we can do for you.”

      Spoken like a true healer. Or a kind man who loved to make people smile. I wasn’t sure I had as much comfort to offer as Kyle, but I crawled over and got up on my knees behind Larry. I plastered myself against his back, wrapping arms around him to enfold both of them in my arms.

      Larry’s heart was racing but his scent was returning to normal. He trembled in our arms, hiding his face in the crook of Kyle’s neck. His voice was muffled as he tried to explain.

      “I’m sorry. I was in it, but then I heard a flock of birds fly overhead and for a second I thought they’d found me. I don’t care if they take me, at least I’d carry the thought of you two with me. But they wouldn’t just take me, I know better. They’d hurt you both… probably kill you just to get back at me.”

      Kyle didn’t answer, instead he murmured comforting noises while we held our omega between us. I wanted to shift and go kill any birds that dared frighten my mate. But I knew that wouldn’t work because those birds weren’t the true cause. Resting my cheek against his back, I held on as tightly as I could while sending calming alphawaves into the air.

      Once I felt his heart rate beginning to mellow the fuck out, I spoke softly. “Fuck those geese bitches, baby. I could wring their necks and serve them for dinner for what they’ve done to you.”

      Larry choked out a slightly hysterical-sounding laugh. “I wouldn’t eat that meat. It would probably give you indigestion.” He huffed out a breath and lifted his head. “The worst part is that I used to be kind of a badass, you know? When I was in the military. Shit, I have medals for sharpshooting and a few acts of bravery I’d rather not talk about. And here I am, ruining our first night together by turning into a quivering mess. I can’t help but worry though, you know? I just know the other shoe is going to drop and they’ll turn up when we let our guard down.”

      I smiled into his neck. “You are still a badass because you got away. And you’ve found us and my puma isn’t about to let some feathered bitches get you.”

      Larry turned his head to give me a look. “Have you ever even seen an angry goose? Those fuckers are…well, they’re fuckers, shifters or not.”

      “And if they show up, we’ll run them off or make them sorry they dared fuck with our mate.” Kyle’s voice was uncharacteristically venomous, his protective alpha nature showing up and taking over his normal easygoing attitude.

      “Fuck running them off. Let them bother us again and I’ll show you how I earned my own share of shooting awards whenever I competed. Let me get my gun and I’ll take down the whole flock if they come at us.” I had to push my cat down, he was ready to go bird hunting and didn’t understand why we weren’t already on the move.

      Kyle took a breath and rested his hands on my biceps. “How about we forget about those fucking birds now and focus on us, hmm? I want you to lie down, sweetheart, and let your alphas make you forget anything but us.”

      I was on board with that idea. A growl rose from my chest as I gave Larry’s shoulder a playful nip. “I like that plan. Come on, baby. Let us love on you and make you ours.”

      Larry lay back and held his hands out for us to join him. His eyes flashed gold, showing his wolf wasn’t any further from the surface than my own animal lurked. “Not unless I claim you first. Fuck being afraid, I’m over it. It’s time for me to remember I’m a man with two mates to please.”

      Kyle groaned as he took Larry’s hand and stretched out beside him, going right in for a kiss. I watched them for a second while I held Larry’s other hand then dropped it when I moved between his legs and settled down on my belly.

      Spreading his legs, I honed right in on his hole where omega slick was already starting to leak. Leaning in, I lapped at the sweet juice, loving how the flavor was an enhanced version of his natural sunny citrus. My cat wanted to roll around in that aroma and soak it in, but I was a man on a mission at this point.

      Now that I’d gotten a taste, I wasn’t able to hold back on the driving need for another second. I needed my mates and the connection we would have once bonded. Gripping his smooth cheeks, I spread them apart so I could really get in there.

      I licked at his hole with slow smooth strokes at first before I curled my tongue and pressed into that tight pucker. Larry’s hand ended up on my head, grasping and tugging my hair and pushing me closer while he bucked against me. Another head bumped against mine and a hand moved to take over where I’d started stroking his shaft.

      I looked up and met Kyle’s eyes. His mouth was stuffed with about half of Larry’s thick length and he was taking more with every bob of his head. No wonder Larry was bucking like an unbroken bronc getting ridden for the first time. We winked at each other and went back to pleasing our mate, the tent filled with the sounds of our slurping and Larry’s moans.

      Kyle and I both rolled our palms over Larry’s balls, our hands brushing over each other as we moved. By the time I pulled myself away, Larry was so wet that half my face was glazed with his slick. I sat up enough to meet Kyle at the top of his dick, both of us licking it together before sharing a kiss around the tip.

      “Fuuuck! Enough teasing, can we get someone inside me soon?” Larry’s demand was adorable when his voice cracked halfway through.

      Kyle and I sat up and shared a questioning look. When I shrugged, Kyle grinned almost wickedly. “How about you let me take the reins, babe? I have just the idea. But tell me this first… is it true that you cats don’t have normal knots? I have a smaller knot than most species, which is perfect for what I’m thinking.”

      I was intrigued as I nodded. “We have the feline knotting vortex, a spiraling line of nipple-like nubbins that catch like velcro inside our mate. It’s rather intense when they get rubbed too hard or pinched, but I’m game for whatever you’re thinking based on that grin you’re sporting.”

      Kyle leaned in and kissed me quick before tossing me a wink. “Good answer. Always take the suggestions of a grinning Aussie because we have the best ideas. And by best I, of course, mean nastiest.” He lay down on the bedding and reached for Larry. “Come on, sweetheart. Hop on my knob and take a ride.”

      Larry snorted a laugh. “You’re lucky you’re my fated mate or that line would have had me on my way out the door by now. But because you made that sound so romantic, I’ll take you up on it.”

      I loved that we were having fun even though our bodies were demanding us to mate. I could smell my own blood wafting from my palms—my nails had sharpened to claws and I had my hands fisted so as not to hurt my mates. The hair on my body was thickening and I could feel my teeth beginning to elongate. The thick scent of our combined pheromones wasn’t helping me stay in control of my puma.

      Not now, mofo. My turn. I pushed my puma back, willing him into submission until I was fully human again. By the time I’d regained control, Larry was lowering himself onto Kyle’s long, slender cock. I moved behind him where I could watch as it entered his body, stroking my own hard length and loving the view.

      “Good, you’re in position.” Kyle’s voice was strained as he peered around Larry to see me. His hips were pumping up to meet Larry bounce for bounce as our omega began riding him. “Larry, I want you to lean forward and kiss me while Niles joins in. You know how to fuck in tandem, right? As I slide out, you push in and vice versa until we get a good rhythm going.”

      “And that’s why you asked about my knot,” I said, realizing where he was going. Damn, he hadn’t lied about this being best ‘cause it was nasty. Mhmm. “I like the way you think, Sunny-D. Now kiss our mate so I can join in on the fun.”

      “Don’t mind if I do. Come here, gorgeous.” Kyle turned his attention back to Larry, holding our omega’s hips in place for me while I straddled Kyle’s and got into position.

      “Oh, hell… why do I think I’m going to be walking funny tomorrow?” Larry said as he leaned over to kiss Kyle.

      “Because you’re no idiot,” I said with a chuckle. I ran a hand over the curve of his back with one hand while I stroked my cock with the other, watching Kyle’s length slide in and out a few times until I was able to gauge the rhythm. Larry arched into my touch like a cat, making happy sounds in his throat as they kissed.

      When Kyle pulled almost all the way out, our tips brushed as I pressed into Larry’s heat. Kyle let me get halfway in before pushing back in to join me. Before he was fully in, I eased back out most of the way. We did this slowly until we had it down.

      Larry’s hole stretched to accommodate us, but it was still a tight fit that felt like heaven. If heaven was made of what felt like hot, liquid velvet, that was. With each thrust of my hips, my eyes wanted to roll back from the intensity.

      Fuuuck. It was like my nerves were on fire, my gut was pulled taut while it took on a mind of its own. The muscles tightened and jerked me forward, making me rock back and forth like a bull rider. Just when I thought I couldn’t take another second, goosebumps erupted over my body and I broke out in a sweat.

      My cock was tingling from root to tip from my vortex starting to swell. Something round and thick pushed against me, about the size of a large marble at first then growing with each thrust. It took me a second to realize it was Kyle’s knot, and the only reason I did then was because my dick got stuck inside Larry when Kyle thrust in and blocked us both.

      “Oh, shit! Too much! I’m gonna come too soon at this rate.” Larry sat back, leaning his head against my shoulder as he rocked back and forth, faster and faster, grinding himself against our knots.

      I gritted my teeth, trying to hold off from coming as long as I could while I savored the intensity of the moment. Kyle brought his wrist to his mouth and bit himself just hard enough to draw blood for the exchange we’d need to make to solidify our bond.

      That fresh, coppery scent laced with that heady fragrance of sage—all Kyle—was all it took to push me over the edge. My knotting vortex thickened just enough more to latch snuggly against Kyle’s knot and lock my cock in place beside Kyle’s inside Larry’s hot ass.

      As my cum began to shoot, I bit my wrist and reached around Larry to put it against Kyle’s while Larry did the same with his own hand. Kyle followed suit. When we pressed all three of our wrists together and our blood mixed freely, Larry threw his head back with a howl that wasn’t quite human.

      He shot spurts of cum across Kyle’s chest, finally giving in to his own need. When Kyle came next, it was both weird and exhilarating to feel his release against my own flesh as it blended with mine inside our mate. The combination of our mixed blood and seed made my head spin.

      It took me a moment to realize the out of body experience I was having—am I seeing myself through Kyle’s eyes? Am I feeling two alpha knots in my own ass?—was our bond locking into place as I experienced what each of them was seeing and feeling.

      The moment was so beautiful… so intense… so… heady… that I felt myself growing faint as I half fell, half leaned into Larry. I was just alert enough to help Kyle rotate us onto our sides before my brain shut off and the siren call of sleep sucked me under.

      When I woke again, my mates opened their eyes at the same time. We didn’t have to speak to know our minds as we got right back at it, this time with me fucking Larry alone while Kyle borrowed some of our omega’s slick for lube and took my ass when I silently offered it with a teasing wiggle.

      With Larry on all fours, me kneeling behind him and Kyle pushing into me, it was just as orgasmic as our first time. I never would’ve thought to let myself be topped before this night, but I knew this wouldn’t be the last time I took my mate’s cock.

      Each thrust of his hips pushed me deeper into Larry. When I pulled out of Larry’s heat, it was only to impale myself on Kyle. The push and pull was enough to have my vortex swelling so fast I was seeing stars. Kyle’s knot was bigger than I’d realized before because he expanded until he was completely locked inside me with no room to spare.

      Just like the first time, I passed out from the intensity of our orgasms. My own was amazing enough, but feeling each of theirs along with my own thanks to the bond was almost too much of a very good thing.

      I wasn’t sure how long we remained out of it. It couldn’t have been too long because we were still locked together when suddenly, we were surrounded by a cacophony of honking, screeching birds—had to be geese, based on the distinct honks—dive bombing our tent. One managed to rip a hole in the side with its bill before a gun went off.

      “Oh, fuck… we’re sitting ducks. No pun intended,” Kyle whispered as the sounds of avian warfare and gunshots went off around us.

      “Get the hell out of here, you cockblocking bitches! You leave those boys alone and go back to whatever trailer park you come from!” Sandy was screaming just outside our tent flap. The sun was beginning to come up and his form could be seen through the canvas in the early morning light.

      Kyle coughed in my ear. “What is that awful smell? It’s enough to make me want to puke.”

      “That depends,” I answered softly. “Are we talking about the foul fowl stench or the gunpowder smell?”

      “Fuck me sideways, really with a bird pun?” Larry groaned but I was glad to see him grinning instead of curling up in fear. “And as for your question, I’m thinking it’s the gunpowder getting to you. Too much in such a small area can make me nauseous too, believe it or not.”

      A bird’s body landed on the roof, the tent bowing in from its weight for a hot second before the taut canvas bounced back and it slid over the side, landing with a thud on the ground just beside our heads. Several more fell, a series of splats and thumps raining down on the other side of the canvas while Sandy and Dottie hooted and trash talked the geese to “keep on coming, bitches” because they had plenty of ammo.

      Kyle coughed again. “At the risk of sounding like a bloody drongo, shouldn’t they be running out of bullets soon?”

      “Not likely. It sounds like they’re working in tandem and Dottie had a pump action shotgun yesterday, which holds five rounds. Assuming Sandy has the same setup, he would be shooting while she’s reloading and vice versa.” I whispered softly, not that it mattered given the loud fight going on outside.

      “Die, motherlovers! Eat my lead!” Sandy was bouncing from foot to foot, which made me a tad nervous given that he was shooting at the same time.

      “Forgive me, but seeing his outline through the tent is like some crazy acid trip. Reminds me of some bush telly I saw in the fire when I was a boy and my mates shared some pot on a camping trip.” Kyle sounded amused at the memory as we watched the round shape outside the canvas wall bounce and jerk back with each shot, the ears of his bunny slippers adding that extra touch of absurdity.

      Larry looked back over his shoulder. “Hey, hon? Do me a favor. I know you Aussies call everyone mate, but speaking as your actual mate, can you call them friends or something? Sorry, but it gets confusing. Plus, I kinda like being one of the two people in the world who get to be your mate.”

      Kyle’s knot had started to deflate by this point, so he was able to gently pull himself free and climb over us to face Larry. He took Larry’s face in both hands before leaning in for a long, slow kiss. “Anything for you, mate.”

      How that moment managed to feel romantic given the shitstorm going on outside our tent was beyond me, but it was. I gently pulled out of Larry and leaned over him to join their kiss.

      We jerked apart with a half groan, half chuckle when Dottie squealed with laughter and Sandy cackled. I looked up to see their shapes high-five each other.

      Dottie yelled in our direction as if she weren’t standing two feet from our tent. “Come out when you’re decent, boys. We’d better get down the road before they send a fresh batch. Don’t rush or anything, but whenever you’re done. I think it would be good to put some distance between us and this mess we just made of this spot.”

      Sandy cackled. “I bet they made just as big of a mess inside that tent.”

      Larry groaned. “Kill me now. For real, just put me out of my misery. I cannot look either of them in the eye ever again.”

      Thanks to the enhanced hearing of shifters, they heard him clearly and cracked up some more. Sandy made a cooing sound. “You sweet summer child. Do you really think you invented sex? Or that we didn’t know you boys were balls deep in each other all night? Gurl, please. Now don’t be shy, come on out and Uncle Sandy will fry up some eggs and bacon before we hit the road.”

      Kyle’s stomach growled just then. He grinned with a light shrug. “You heard the man, there’s bacon to be had.”
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      When we climbed out of the tent, it looked like it was snowing—feathers, that was. I spat one out as I stood and stretched, wrinkling my nose as I looked around at the carnage.

      "What do you think, boys? Should we collect some of the carcasses? Dottie says no, but I say everyone needs to taste my roast goose at least once before they die." Sandy placed a hand over his heart. "Thankfully, we overcame and continue to thrive despite the best efforts of your foul feathered friends."

      Acid rose into the back of my throat. "Those were no friends of mine. But… I'm thinking we probably shouldn't actually partake of a shifter carcass, right? Even if they died in animal form, it's a little too close to cannibalism for my liking."

      Sandy did a double take. "Did you think I meant shifters? Oh no, hon! I would never. Besides, we only took one of them out anyway. That would be the big—every pun intended—honking one over to your right. Or not so honking, at this point. No, I was talking about the smaller, regular-sized geese that those shifter bitches had under their thrall."

      My only excuse for not realizing that normal geese had been involved was that I'd been rudely awakened and immediately thrown into an awkward situation where I was stuck to my mates during battle—the very idea of being caught at the enemy’s mercy was repugnant to my inner soldier.

      I nodded slowly as understanding struck. "Yeah, I guess I didn't think that one through. There are only six sisters in the Gosling clan. Of course they would've put a flock or two of geese under their persuasion. Still, I'd rather not eat them, no offense."

      Niles kicked one of the dead birds out of his way as he walked around, taking in the carnage. "Don't feel bad for not thinking of it, Larry. Most shifters have better manners than to use poor animals to do their bidding. Just because you can do something doesn't mean you should." He turned to look at Sandy. "I wouldn't be opposed to trying roasted goose, but not one of these. I don't want to sit here all day de-feathering and picking out pellets from the shotgun ammo."

      "Lawdy, yesss… I didn't think about the amount of work involved. Okay, majority rules. Next question, do we clean up our mess or leave it here for nature to do its thing?"

      I was torn. On the one hand, it didn't feel right to leave all these dead birds scattered on the ground. On the other, we were in the middle of the desert and there were plenty of scavengers who would be happy to take care of it for us. I wanted to do the right thing, but I wasn't entirely sure what that was in a situation like this one.

      Kyle rested his arm on my shoulder as he leaned against me. "As appetizing as this scene and our current conversation might be, it's not getting us any closer to putting bacon in our bellies. How about we pack up the tent before breakfast and if the RV happens to head on down the road before anybody wanders back outside? So be it."

      Now that was the kind of irresponsible reasoning that I could get behind. I rubbed my hands together and nudged Kyle with my shoulder. "Sounds like a plan. Why don't you give me a hand with the tent since Niles helped me pitch it last night?"

      "I'm sure he did, honeyyy… and I bet you didn't stop there." Sandy giggled in the background.

      Niles cleared his throat. "And on that note, how about we all deal with our campsite while Uncle Sandy here does us a solid and makes sure there's enough coffee to get us all going?"

      Sandy made a purring sound by trilling his tongue. "Mhmmm… you tell me, baby boy. I always did like me a bossy man." He blew Niles a kiss then disappeared back into the RV. Kyle and I managed to wait until the door was closed before we burst out laughing.

      "Go ahead, laugh it up. Next time you'll be the one he's flirting with, babe. You might want to keep that in mind." Niles was adorable when he pretended to be irritated, but the laughter in his eyes told a different story.

      We decided the tent wasn't worth saving once we found dozens of holes and unmentionable substances that most likely consisted of bloody bird guts. We didn't want to take it with us, so we ended up digging a hole and burying it. The blankets and pillows went back inside but we left the dead birds where they'd fallen.

      By the end of the day, I knew there would be some happy scavengers but we wouldn't be around to see it—the circle of life and all that. Thank fuck. As it was, I'd already seen more than one vulture circling overhead.

      After we went inside and got cleaned up, breakfast was being served. Niles drained his first cup of coffee in a single gulp and was already refilling it before I had a chance to blink. At least, that's what it felt like. I made a mental note to remember to keep the coffee stocked when we settled down. Speaking of that… I looked across the table to Dottie and cleared my throat.

      "Excuse me, Miss Dottie. Can you tell us some more about the property where we'll be settling down?"

      Niles looked up with fresh interest and actually set his coffee aside. "Yes, you said it was located in Cottonwood? And the pack was settled nearby? What exactly are we facing when we get there today?"

      Dottie took a moment to daintily blot her mouth with a napkin like a lady before turning her head and belching like a sailor. She picked up a piece of bacon and waved it like a pointer and she answered. "It's near Cottonwood but not exactly in the town proper. The homestead is actually located on Mingus Mountain." She and Sandy both snickered after she said the name. “And if any of you ever calls me Miss Dottie again, like we ain’t family, I’ll kick your ass. But yes, on Mingus Mountain.”

      When we all stared blankly, Sandy shrugged. "Don't tell me you boys are so grown-up that you hear Mingus and don't think of dingus. Come on now, I can't have nephews who don't appreciate a little bawdy humor. If you can't appreciate some good adolescent jokes, you're going to be damned disappointed with me and the hag here because that's our wheelhouse."

      Kyle laughed so hard that he spat coffee, which got Sandy and Dottie cracking up along with him. Niles turned to me with a lifted brow. "Looks like the two of us are going to be the grown-ups in this family, I'm good with that if you are."

      I grinned and reached for a piece of bacon. "It's a tough job, but someone's gotta do it. Just so you know I'll be the first to laugh if I hear someone fart."

      Niles grinned as he shook his head. "Thanks for the warning, I'll keep that in mind."

      Kyle bumped his shoulder against mine. "Just wait, Larry. Our prim and proper mate will have his own weakness. It's just a matter of waiting until we find it." He turned back to Dottie. "You mentioned mountains, does that mean we won't be living in a completely barren desert environment? Some of the pictures I saw yesterday showed trees in them, but I assumed the town residents had transplanted them."

      Dottie held out her hands. "How the hell should I know? I just know I own the place. I've never actually been there. Hell, I've never seen half of my landholdings. As long as the income keeps rolling in, I don't need to either. Sandy oversees all that shit. I just sit back and leave him to it."

      Sandy nodded solemnly. "The girl speaks the truth. And why should she have to bother with the little things? She pays me to deal with it so she doesn't have to and as it turns out, I'm not half bad at overseeing Dottie's money." Sandy was all business as he turned to Niles. It was a different look for him but he wore it well. "The pack is spread out around the area but they don't live close like standard packs. These are a hardy group of homesteaders who like to live on their own terms."

      "So they won't be needing me to play a traditional alpha role then. Dottie, you mentioned something yesterday about primarily needing me to deal with state regulations and government inspectors? I'm sorry if I don't recall the exact details; yesterday was a little crazy for me." Niles ran a hand over his scruff as he appeared to try and recall that conversation.

      Dottie guffawed loudly. "Honey, yesterday was a little crazy by anyone's standards. Now back in the seventies, that would have been an average Tuesday night for me and Sandy. But nowadays? No… that was wild, even for us. You’ve pretty much got the gist of it though. We need someone to be in charge but not all up in everyone's business. You'll find that some of these desert dwellers don't do well with authority figures, or so I've been told."

      Bopping Dottie on the nose, Sandy piped up. "Shit, that's an understatement. The majority of the homesteaders will want to know you're there if they need you, but they won't like it if they think you're breathing down their necks. Your main function will be to operate as a liaison with the state inspectors and government officials that like to crop up when you least expect it. If a pack member needs help, they need to know there's someone they can turn to for that. I feel good about Dottie putting you in that role."

      Niles leaned back in his seat as he studied Sandy. "Why? What makes me qualified for you to put me in that role? Is it because of my experience working at the prison?"

      Dottie shook her head as she patted Sandy's gut. "This is what qualifies you, darlin'. Sandy's gut instinct and raw intuition is second to none. If he has a good feeling about you, that's all I need to know. That, and the vision I had several months back of you three living up there and leading a thriving community. Although at the time, all I knew was that you three were meant to live there together. It was Sandy who figured out that you were meant to be the new alpha. Just go with the flow, baby boy. I know you like things to be orderly, but sometimes you just have to strap on and enjoy the adventure."

      "Honeyyy, I hate to break it to you but you're the only one in this vehicle that needs a strap on. The rest of us are properly equipped, thank you very much." Sandy giggled at his own joke and got busy shoveling eggs in his mouth.

      Niles continued peppering them with questions over breakfast, while Kyle and I sat there quietly. It wasn’t that we didn't care, but I could tell this was a similarity Kyle and I shared—both of us needed to see our new home before we could formulate a plan.

      Once we got on the road, it was only a little over an hour before Sandy was turning off on a private road at the base of the mountain. He stopped in front of a weathered, windowless wooden building that could've been anything. The only clue was a faded sign that said The Spot.

      Alrighty then. The corners of my mouth twitched and I saw that Kyle’s did as well. This felt par for the course we were on. Glancing at Niles had me choking down a guffaw; my poor mate was blinking at the sign as if trying to discern a hidden meaning behind the writing on it.

      We piled out of the RV and I took a deep breath of the fresh air. I spoke to nobody in particular as I waved a hand. "It's not as hot as I was expecting."

      A deep, gruff voice startled me. "That's because we're expecting rain. Don't worry, it'll heat up again once it passes. We stay a bit cooler than they do down in the nearby towns, but that's not saying a lot when you live in the damn desert." We all looked at the speaker. I was surprised to see a younger guy who barely looked old enough to legally drink. He was a scrawny little thing, skinny as a reed and even shorter than Niles. Where he got that voice, I couldn't begin to guess.

      Sandy was excitedly flapping his hands around as he rushed forward. "Please tell me you're Silas or that he's inside. We've got the new alpha here and we need to get him and his mates settled on their homestead. I couldn't reach Silas last night, but I left him a message."

      The kid jerked his chin in greeting. "I guess it would've helped if we'd actually spoken over the phone at some point. It's hard to know what to expect when you only communicate through text or email. Come inside, I've got the keys in my lockbox. This will give y'all a chance to meet some of the pack, at least the more social among us who like to drop by for the local gossip. The arrival of our new alpha and his mates will make their day." He looked around our small group with an expectant expression. "Forgive me for asking, but which one of you is the new alpha?"

      "That would be me, if the pack chooses to accept me. I’m Niles. Forgive me, but I haven't even had a chance to ask Sandy or Dottie about your pack charter and what your expectations might be of me." Niles spoke briskly as he walked over to shake Silas's hand.

      Silas looked amused as he shook his head. "Naw, we ain't got nothing that fancy. If you want a pack charter, you'll have to write one. As for accepting you, we take whoever Sandy sends our way and are grateful for it. Speaking of which, I'd be mighty thankful if you could drop by next Tuesday when the guy from the county comes to inspect my kitchen."

      I didn't understand what he meant until we followed him inside. One half of the building was a general store that appeared to carry everything from mouse traps to bags of couscous. The other side was set up as a diner with a few tables and a long counter that faced a pass-through window where you could see another young guy flipping burgers on a grill. Half the seats were filled with people who were ogling us with unabashed curiosity.

      I felt a little uncomfortable under the weight of their stares, but the rest of my group was already mingling and introducing themselves. Even Niles was being social, but then I supposed he didn't have a choice if he wanted to be pack alpha.

      While I hesitated, wondering whether I was being rude or if I needed to do the meet and greet too, Silas appeared at my side. "Not much of a people person, eh? Don't feel bad, I'm not either. I landed in this gig when I inherited the place from my aunt when she passed last year. Nobody will judge you, if you're worried. If you're just shy, I don't mind introducing you around."

      Before I had a chance to answer, Kyle was right there reaching for my hand. "No worries, Silas. I reckon it's our job to not lose track of our mate. Niles and I are new at this whole mate business, but that just gives us something to work toward, don't you think?"

      Silas merely shrugged. "I wouldn't know, not having found a mate myself just yet. Hey, if you guys want a guide to help you find your property, I can get someone to watch the shop while I show you where it is. It's only about a ten minute drive, give or take."

      The two of them started talking, but I checked out when Silas started telling Kyle about the joys of hang gliding. Apparently, that was a popular activity around here, but I figured I'd had enough adventure in my life. At this point, I was ready to simply settle down and make a home.

      Thankfully, we got on the road before much longer after agreeing to follow Silas and accepting a couple crates of groceries that he insisted on giving us as a welcoming gift.

      I wasn't sure what to expect when we headed a little further up the mountain, but I fell in love the moment I saw our property. I was surprised by the amount of vegetation, especially by the fact that some of it was even green. I wasn't too shocked to see a few trees, but I was fascinated again by the fact that they weren't half dead. It appeared I had a lot to learn about the ecosystem of our new home.

      While Dottie gushed about the view that showed us the towns of Jerome and Cottonwood in the distance, I was more interested in the house we'd be living in. It was a white, boxy structure that stuck out from the mountain. It was almost as if someone had plugged a hole in the hillside with an oversized, rectangular block. When we began our tour, I found out that was pretty much exactly what had happened.
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      I was fascinated by the house itself. I couldn't believe it when Sandy explained how the builder had attached it to a natural cavern. The fact that the people who'd been here before had planted a huge garden that was filled with what appeared to be a wide variety of mature vegetables ready to be picked made me happy, but I reckoned I could check that out later. Right now, I needed to know more about this interesting home that Dottie was gifting us.

      Sandy was on a roll, telling Niles all about ICF homes and why he'd chosen that particular model when consulting with the builders. Since I missed half of what he'd said while I'd been distracted by peering around the corner at the garden, I had to ask a few questions of my own. "Sorry to interrupt, Uncle Sandy. But what did you say ICF stood for again?"

      "Insulated concrete form," Sandy answered without hesitation. His eyes were lit with excitement as he rubbed a palm over the wall beside a large picture window. "Not only do you get more structural integrity from the reinforced concrete wall, you'll find the insulation will keep the place cooler. With half of the insulation on each side of the thermal mass, the heat energy only gets halfway through because once it hits the concrete, a major part gets transferred through the footings into the ground."

      I nodded solemnly as if I'd actually understood half of what he said. Niles shot me a wink. "All that was a fancy way of saying that our house will stay cool despite being in a desert climate. And if there's ever an earthquake, a house like this will stand stronger than a traditional home might."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah. Enough of that for now, I want to see the inside." Dottie clutched my arm and reached for Niles with her other hand. Looking over her shoulder, she called out to Larry to make sure he didn't miss the big moment. "Come along, sweetheart. Let's go see your new home."

      Sandy smiled as he passed the key ring to Larry who had stopped next to him. "Here, one of you should be the one to unlock it. Just so you know, this house has never been lived in. It was still being built while our previous manager was here. His trailer was parked where I plan to put the RV until Dottie and I can get an ICF structure of our own built."

      "We'll see about that. These boys say they want us, but that doesn't mean they want us setting down permanent roots, so don't get ahead of yourself." Dottie huffed and muttered a few more choice words under her breath.

      Niles was quick to intervene. "Actually, that's exactly what these boys would like. I believe I speak for all three of us when I say that our wish is for you and Sandy to stay here permanently."

      "That's right," I agreed. "In fact, if there's a couple spare rooms inside, you can stay in the house with us."

      Dottie quickly shot that down. "Oh, no. You are newly mated and need your privacy. Besides, haven't you ever heard that houseguests are like fish? They both stink after three days and I love you too much to be the one who stinks up your new home."

      "I hate to say it, but the hag speaks the truth." Sandy threw a fond glance over his shoulder in Dottie’s direction as he spoke. "Don't worry about us, our RV is top-of-the-line and as you may have noticed, the air conditioning works quite well. Once we tap into your power supply, we'll be all set."

      Larry got Sandy's attention. "What exactly is the power situation? I don't see any electrical lines, although I did notice there's a cell tower nearby."

      Sandy puffed out his chest, smiling proudly. "One word—solar. When you get a chance to fully explore the property, you'll find the solar panels are hidden from view just above the rise of your cavern. And not only is there a well, they also tapped into an underwater stream. When you go to the lower level of the cavern, there's a small grotto where you can hear the water, according to the builder. He set up a small fountain so whoever ended up here could enjoy it. We had the water tested and it's as pure as it comes. And naturally cold too, from what they told me. Yep, this homestead is completely self-contained, as it should be."

      I blinked. “I think I need to reevaluate what the word ‘homestead’ means, because I sure as hell was picturing something more along the lines of—”

      “A small wooden farmhouse?” Niles finished for me. I grinned and nodded.

      By the time Larry got the door unlocked, I was practically trembling with excitement. I fell a little more in love with every detail that emerged. As soon as we walked in, I pulled my arm away from Dottie and walked over to that picture window I’d noticed outside. There were heavy drapes drawn in front of it, which was a crime to my way of thinking.

      Everyone gasped when I pulled the curtains open and revealed the view. Dottie clapped her hands. "I know this might be a natural greenhouse with the skylights, but I hope you make this into a living area so you can enjoy looking out on that valley. I know that's what I'd do."

      Sandy nodded his agreement. "As we proceed with the tour, you'll find the house is partially furnished. I had the decorator leave this room untouched because it has so many possibilities. It'll be up to you to decide what you use it for."

      I walked around the large space, making mental notes and imagining a sunny living room where we could hang out if the cavern part of our house felt too closed in. It sounded cool, but I wasn't sure how I would feel about living inside of what was basically a cave.

      Between this open room and the doorway to the rest of the home was a large bathroom. Larry peered over my shoulder while I checked it out. "Nice bathroom, when we have guests we won't have to let them into the main house if we make this our living room."

      "I like that plan. I'm not sure I'd want the pack members who stop by to hang out in our private living quarters but this would be just right for greeting guests." Niles took one last look around the open room, craning his head back to admire the three skylights that kept the area bright and sunny.

      After that, we took a full tour of the cavern part of our new home. The first room we entered was a kitchen and dining room combination with a cozy space that featured a dining room on the other side of an arched doorway. The master bedroom was on this floor, along with two other rooms. The stone walls had been polished so it didn't feel dirty.

      As we checked out a third bathroom, I motioned to a spot on the wall where a shelf had been dug out and lined with a plank of wood. "I like the way the wall’s natural curvature gives an interesting shape to every room we enter. The built-in shelves and cubbies were a brilliant addition. Kudos to your builder."

      Sandy tittered and cupped a hand to the side of his mouth as he leaned toward Dottie. "He said curvature. You heard it." I grinned at their snickering and caught up with Larry and Niles where they were about to go down what appeared to be a spiral stone stairway. Sandy called after us. "You boys go ahead, we'll be taking the elevator."

      I hadn't noticed the elevator until Sandy pointed it out, although I wasn't surprised by its existence. This house might've been carved out of a cave, but it was definitely a piece of prime real estate. The lower level had more spare rooms, two more bathrooms, and the small grotto with the fountain Sandy had mentioned.

      Larry seemed overwhelmed as we headed back up the stairs a few minutes later. "I don't know about you guys, but I never could've bought, or even rented, something like this in my wildest dreams. Now we just have to worry about how we'll ever afford nice enough furniture. Normally I'd buy secondhand or pick up the usable items people leave on their curbs. But not for a place like this. No, we need furnishings that won't make the place look tacky."

      I ran up the two steps separating us and rested my hand in the small of his back as we climbed together. "Quit worrying so much, babe. Just because I'm a nurse by trade doesn't mean I'm completely broke. I came into a trust fund when I turned thirty last year. My days of selling things for bus tickets are long behind me. You wouldn't guess it to look at me, but I have a healthy bank account."

      Niles spoke from behind us. "Don't count me out either. I've been living frugally and saving half of every paycheck for the past decade. I knew I would need money when I settled down and took on a pack. The three of us will be just fine."

      Larry blushed as he glanced at me from under his lashes. "My paychecks from the military and my final payout all were directly deposited. I don't know why I'm worrying when I have a good nest egg of my own."

      "Have you always been prone to worry?" I asked as we reached the top of the stairs. I could hear Sandy and Dottie's voices from the outer ICF part of the house, so we were alone for the moment. "It's okay if you are, but I can help you with anxiety, if you'd like. My healing gift works for the complete body—including the mind."

      Larry chewed on his bottom lip, working it back and forth between his front teeth as he considered that for a moment. "I might take you up on that. I've always been a nervous Nelly, especially in new situations. It was easy to ignore it in the military when I didn’t have to think about anything but following orders. But I think being held captive might've amplified my natural anxieties."

      We wandered into the main living area, following Niles while he took a second look around. When he went into the kitchen and started opening cabinets, Larry stopped and frowned at the stove. "I wonder why this isn't connected? Look at the counter, that hood should be in place above it."

      His voice must've carried because Sandy came to the doorway and peeked around. "Oh, that's right. I'd forgotten all about that, we have to get someone out here to drill a hole in the ceiling before you can cook in here. The builder didn't leave a way for the hood to be attached and the appliance people don't do that. You ask me, they could’ve, but were probably afraid of cracking the rock in the ceiling and fucking it up."

      Niles walked over and looked overhead. "It's not a bad idea to have the builder create a natural stovepipe while he's at it. The last thing we want to do is risk filling the space with carbon monoxide or some shit since this is a gas stove." Niles craned his neck back, staring up at the ceiling as if examining it for any natural openings we could use.

      He was just about to take another step when Sandy shrieked. "Look out! Don't let that critter run up your pant leg!" Sandy turned and ran from the room after pointing out a large scorpion that stood mere inches from Niles’s foot.

      Niles looked down then let out a scream higher than Sandy's. My mouth fell open as he scrambled onto a nearby counter and shook like a leaf. Guess we found out what scares him.

      Larry looked down to see what all the fuss was about then jumped right up beside Niles. I looked at them both for a moment, unable to believe that my two tough men would be so afraid of a little scorpion.

      Even though I hated guns and was the first to rescue a spider before letting someone swat it, I had no choice when the scorpion curled his tail and looked like he was about to attack. I spotted the handle of a revolver sticking out of Niles's sock. The scorpion skittered toward me, its body looking and sounding menacing in this echoing chamber.

      Without pausing to think it through, I grabbed the gun right out of his sock and pointed it at the scorpion. I don't know who was more surprised when I squeezed the trigger and the gun went off with a roaring blast—me, who'd blithely assumed there would be a safety mechanism and had honestly been getting my finger comfortable on the trigger before preparing to shoot or my mates who were holding their hands against their ears and looking at me like I was insane.

      The firing of the gun made my body jerk back, and my head swiveled to see Niles’s eyes widen in confused terror. Then my eyes shifted to Larry who was slo-mo sliding off the counter. I heard background noise that sounded an awful lot like yelling but it was drowned out by a ringing in my ears that was so, so awful. Who knew guns were so loud? Or that they were so trigger happy?

      

      While it must have been mere seconds, the next moments proceeded in slow motion. First, I realized they were yelling, but I couldn't hear a sound above the ringing in my ears. Then I really couldn't figure out what they were trying to convey when Larry finally just jumped down with a terrified expression, and then I was on the ground and he was on top of me after tackling me to the floor and pointing at a wall where I watched the bullet ricochet and bounce off a few more surfaces before finally embedding itself in the roof over the stove right behind me.

      What the hell? I was inches away from where the scorpion was…or bits of it were, along with a divot in the concrete floor. Wow, where is the bullet and how amazing am I?

      Larry pulled me to a sitting position. I pointed at the divot and asked, “Where is the bullet?” I might have yelled it, my ears were still ringing.

      Niles jumped down from the counter, snatched his gun from Larry—when did the gun leave my hand?—and pointed at another divot in the ceiling. My eyes followed him as he walked over to the other side of the kitchen and pointed at yet another bullet chip. Then another. And another. And finally to where the bullet was lodged in the wall.

      Larry tugged at my arm and pointed at the dead bug then moved his finger to point at each spot where the bullet had ricocheted before stopping. And I'd just been standing there like an open target the whole time? I felt faint at the thought. I started to ask Larry why the bullet had acted like that but stopped when I couldn't hear myself talk. Not only were my ears still ringing, they also felt like they were stuffed full of cotton.

      Not gonna lie, I might be an alpha but even I had my limits. And guns were going to remain a hard one after this. My entire body started to shake and my vision blurred when I started to cry. I felt no shame either. Men could show emotion—even alphas—especially when they put everyone in danger by shooting a gun in the wrong place.

      I expected Larry to be waiting to lecture me on gun safety when my ears cleared. And if not him, then Niles for sure. But apparently, they weren't as worried about telling me I was an idiot as I would've thought.

      As Larry pulled me into his arms, Niles joined us, hugging me from the other side. I sat there being comforted by my mates, knowing everything was going to be okay. As soon as I got done having this little cry and could hear again, anyway.

      We were interrupted by dirt and rocks falling down on us—and the stove—in a soft shower. I realized my hearing was coming back when I heard Larry speak. “I guess we don’t need anyone to drill into the ceiling now. Also, now we know what spooks Niles.”

      Niles reached around me to poke Larry in his ribs. “Cute, babe. Now remind me… who was it up there on the counter with me?”
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      Between the sounds of slapping flesh, Larry's wanton moans bouncing off the rock walls and the erotic tableau in front of me, I couldn't imagine lasting long enough for what Kyle had in mind.

      Sucking in a breath, I bit my lip and looked down to watch my cock slide back and forth between Larry's firm butt cheeks each time I entered his tight hole. My gaze traveled along his back to where Kyle stood at the foot of the bed, his eyes taking on an ethereal glow as he stared back at me.

      Kyle's hands were clamped on each side of Larry's head, holding him in place while he leisurely fucked our omega's pretty mouth. He cocked an eyebrow as if to ask "what gives" while keeping his steady rhythm.

      I gripped Larry's hips tighter, goosebumps breaking out all over my body as my knotting vortex began to emerge. Shit, not yet. Too soon! I relaxed my clenched jaw and sucked in a breath, looking helplessly at Kyle. "How much longer do I have to hold on? I hate to tell you this but I’m already starting to knot."

      Kyle looked intrigued, straining his neck to get a better look at the small nubbins that were emerging and wrapping around my cock like a spiral staircase. "Pull out a little further, I want to see that shit. Also, it might help your stamina if you slowed down. Think of dead kittens or naked old ladies. Hell, think of any women, that should help you slow down." He licked his lips when I pulled all the way out and gave him a good view of the vortex.

      "Have you seen enough? I hate to tell you this but you staring at it is having the opposite effect of helping me hold out longer. If anything, it's going to make me blow sooner—especially if you don't quit licking your lips like you want to lick it." Larry grunted around Kyle's cock, as if asking to be released so he could see it too.

      Kyle almost reluctantly pulled his eyes away from my cock. "Sorry, mate. Tell you what, if you last long enough to help me perform this healing ritual on Larry's wolf, I'll wait to get a better look. Wanna give you a proper edging sometime soon so Larry and I can both peep at that magic show you call a cock."

      Mhmm. That sounded… amazing. I closed my eyes and pushed aside my interest in his offer in the hopes of lasting. I heard Kyle chuckling and knew damn well that he was aware of the effect his suggestion was having on me. I gritted my teeth and pushed back into Larry's heat, doing my best to ignore the fireworks exploding behind my eyes from the swollen nubbins being forced through that tight ring of muscle.

      "That looks intense, babe. I feel like you're holding on by a thread. Can you describe the sensation for me?" Kyle's voice was husky, despite the fact that he was attempting to speak in a conversational tone.

      I huffed and puffed as if I were doing the Lamaze-style breathing often seen in movies when someone had a baby. Shaking my head from side to side, I focused on responding in a lame attempt to hold on longer. "Imagine each nubbin on my vortex as a highly-sensitized nipple. Now imagine about a hundred of those being pinched and squeezed by this fabulously tight ass before getting swallowed into that velvet heat. That's pretty much what I'm feeling. So tell me… how soon can I come?"

      "Fuuuck… I think I'm jealous. And more than a little closer to blowing my own load after hearing that," Kyle said with a raspy chuckle. "Sorry, babe. Sexual healing and all that, right? The trick is that we all need to come at the same time. At that moment, our beasts will be nearest the surface so we can draw on their power. As you come, let your beast use your throat to howl with every ounce of alpha persuasion to call Larry's wolf forth. I'll be doing the same. Our combined strength should be enough to coax his beast from wherever he's hiding."

      Even though Kyle had explained this to us thoroughly several times over the past few days since we'd officially moved in, I still wasn't clear on how it worked. But then, did I really need to understand it? Kyle was the one with the gift of healing. This was his show. I had one job—not to come before either of my mates—all I needed to do now was enjoy the ride and not screw it up.

      "That's it, baby. Look at you, taking your alpha's cocks so deep." Kyle's eyes were glowing again as he crooned at Larry. "Go ahead and stroke yourself for me. Yes, just like that… mhmm. Now make yourself come so we can join you and see if we can't get that wolf of yours to show himself."

      I was right there. Right at the point of no return. I pulled out one last time before I would be locked inside his channel. Before I could thrust back into that glorious heat, there was a loud roar from the front of the house while someone began furiously pounding on our door.

      Kyle abruptly pulled himself free of Larry’s mouth and reached for his pants. I reluctantly paused and then scrambled off the bed to find my own clothing. That roar hadn't sounded friendly and the banging was getting stronger and louder by the second.

      "Seriously? You guys are just going to leave me hanging now?" Larry rolled onto his back with an indignant huff, his erection pointing at the ceiling as he watched us throwing on our clothes. "Are we really going to let someone with bad timing cockblock us in the heat of the moment? I don't care if we find my wolf at this point, I just want to finish what we started."

      "I'm sorry, mate. Listen to what's happening out front. It doesn't sound like anything good is waiting at our door." Kyle brushed a hand over Larry's hair as he bent to kiss his forehead. Larry stayed still long enough for Kyle to back away before his inner soldier visibly kicked in. He was on his feet, dragging on a pair of sweats and stepping into shoes before I managed to finish fastening my pants.

      Larry firmly edged around Kyle, grabbing a gun from the dresser and checking the clip as he headed out of the room. A man after my own heart. I did the same, only pausing long enough to grab my own gun and a few extra loaded clips before following my mates.

      A beautiful sunrise was flooding the solarium—as Larry had begun calling the ICF part of our home—with the fresh, orange light of dawn. I couldn't imagine who was so intent on seeing us but the pounding on the door was so hard that it rattled in the frame.

      Holding his gun at shoulder height with it carefully pointed to the ceiling, Larry undid the locks and opened the door. Silas was mid knock and nearly fell over the threshold when the door swung open.

      His eyes were frantic as he looked past Larry, directing his attention to me. "Good, you're awake. We need you down the hill. I was the only one skinny enough to escape through the basement window. I got my buddy Shane to give me a lift when I couldn't get to my car. Luckily he lives halfway up here. I would've shifted, but I can't right now. The doctor put me on a new acne medication and it is messing up my senses and causing a disconnect with my beast. I'd never bug you so early in the morning just—" He had been rambling so fast that it was almost a shock when he stopped short, his cheeks turning red. "Sorry, I just don't know how to describe it to you without sounding insane and I tend to babble when I’m scared."

      Kyle moved in and rested a calming hand on his shoulder. "Try us, kid. You'd be surprised by our high threshold for crazy."

      I didn't want to scare the guy by being too gruff, so I made an extra point to sound as gentle as possible. "My mate is right, Silas. And even if we didn't, you should always feel free to come to me with anything. Why don't you start by explaining why you had to crawl out of a window?"

      Silas gulped, his eyes going wide again as he waved his arms so wide that he accidentally smacked Kyle in the chest. "It's geese! As far as the eye can see, I've never seen so many in one flock before. Wait, it's not called a flock, right? It's… a gaggle? Is that the word? Whatever you call it, it's the biggest group of those nasty bastards I've ever seen. They're spread out all over my parking lot, sitting on cars, covering the porch and roof… I even saw a few dozen more flying in a circle overhead. And in the middle of it all was a gorgeous chick with evil eyes. After I made my escape, I watched her from the cover of the trees while she screamed outside The Spot's door." He shuddered at the memory.

      Larry's shoulders slumped as he squared his jaw with a resigned look on his face. "What was she saying, Silas?"

      Silas startled at the sound of his name. "Huh? Oh! She said they weren't leaving until the alpha returned her possession. So whatever you have of hers, could you maybe just… give it back?" Despite the hopeful way he spoke, I could tell he knew that wasn't an option from the terror in his eyes.

      I caught Larry's hand and gave it a quick squeeze. "Afraid I can't do that, son. I don't have anything—or anyone—that belongs to her. Don't worry, my mates and I will settle this once and for all."

      Kyle looked surprised to be included. "Does this mean you're going to trust me with a gun? I mean, I can overlook my hard limit and give it another go if you insist."

      Larry and I both winced as I slowly nodded. "Just remember not to point it at anybody or anything that doesn't need killing."

      "And don't put your finger on the trigger unless you’re prepared to fire," Larry added solemnly. I was about to ask Silas to give us a moment so we could grab shirts and a shotgun for Kyle, when Sandy and Dottie came running around the corner with their own firepower cradled under their arms.

      Sandy was red-faced from the exertion while Dottie was already on the offensive. "What's going on out here? I hear bears growling and people pounding and that makes me think something needs killing. Point me in the right direction and consider it handled."

      We all stuck our heads out the door to see what Dottie was talking about, only to see an oversized black bear standing off to the side as if he were guarding Silas. I nodded at the bear, assuming that was the friend Shane that Silas had mentioned. While Silas turned to fill them in, we slipped back inside to finish dressing and grab some more ammo—and the 30 gauge shotgun I was going to let Kyle use.

      By the time we got back outside, Sandy had unhooked the RV and had it idling in the driveway. Silas was sitting astride the bear, gripping its thick hide as they headed off down the hill. Kyle shook his head. "This will be a good tale to tell later. But tell me, did we really take that long or is our dear Uncle Sandy just that fast?"

      Before I could answer, the door to the RV flung open, slapping against the siding with a bang. Dottie motioned impatiently for us to move faster. "If you ladies are done screwing around, we've got a battle that needs waging."

      "Yes, ma'am," Kyle called out as he took off at a run. "Sorry to keep you waiting."

      Dottie didn't miss his sarcastic tone, sniffing haughtily as she stepped aside. "I should hope so. Now get your ass on board and let me get a look at that gun you're holding. You and I are gonna have us a chat on the way there. I don't want any repeats of the other day where you nearly took all three of your sweet asses out with a single bullet." Larry and I shared an amused look as we followed Kyle into the RV.

      Sandy didn’t bother with a sneak attack. Hell, they would've heard the RV coming anyway. Instead, he hit the gas and sped into the parking area, slamming on the brakes so hard that we slipped sideways and turned in a half circle before the rig came to a complete stop.

      I'd already had one hand on the door so it was too easy to flip the latch and kick it open before jumping out with my gun blazing. I was aware of everyone else coming out behind me, even before I heard their guns going off. This ended today. We were all sick of these Goslings and their bullshit.

      Honking and flapping, the geese began asserting themselves on the ground, while a few in the air began dive bombing us. Two extra-large geese—shifters, rather than the normal birds they'd brought along with them—went flying at Larry while he had his back turned to deal with yet another one of them.

      "The hell you will," I intoned as I lifted my gun and took first one, then the other, out with two clean shots. Since they died in their goose form, that's how they would remain. That made it easier if any human law enforcement came on the scene, but part of me would've liked to see the faces of Larry's would-be attackers.

      Larry had already killed what he'd been targeting and was on the move. The Amazonian blonde bimbo on the porch lifted her arms and made a squawking sound that had every goose in the vicinity, ground and air, flapping their wings and coming at my team in a direct assault.

      With Sandy and Dottie's help, Larry and I managed to knock out a chunk of their numbers. Kyle was doing an admirable job, even if he fell backward with every shot, but we were outnumbered and I wasn't sure we had enough ammo.

      Either Silas's description hadn't given me a true idea of the number of birds we’d be facing or the Goslings had called more in while he'd been gone. Either way, I wasn't sure how much longer we could last before we were sitting ducks. The Spot's door flew open, knocking the Amazonian-looking gal off the porch as a hodgepodge of animals swarmed out to join the fray.

      When I saw my small pack willing to fight for us, it gave me a fresh confidence that we had this in the bag. The bitch shifted and went for Sandy who had just taken out one of her sisters. She gave a loud honk and bit him in the ass, flapping her wings as she attempted to pull his large body backward.

      What she’d intended, I couldn't say, but she gave another tug and was flung back from the force of him falling forward when the fabric ripped. It was hard not to laugh despite everything going on around me. A large piece of the hot pink fabric from his pants was stuck in her bill.

      While she was distracted, I lifted my gun to take the shot but nothing happened. A quick check of my clip told me that the worst happened—I'd run out of ammo. I didn't bother undressing but just let my clothes rip as I shifted into my mighty puma and took off in a running jump.

      When I tackled her, she flipped me over and we rolled a few times as we grappled for dominance. I roared and took a bite of her flapping wing, only pausing long enough to spit out a mouthful of dank-ass feathers before swiping my claws across her chest.

      She wasn't giving up just yet, launching her own attack and pecking at me with her sharp bill. She got me right in the cheek, taking out such a deep chunk that I felt a rush of air hit my fangs. I blocked the pain, utilizing the adrenaline rush to fight back. She was so much stronger than I’d thought and nearly got the upper hand when I heard a bone chilling howl right before a gorgeous gray wolf came out of nowhere and tackled her.

      As thrilling as it was that Larry had found his wolf, I couldn't let myself be distracted. Even with both of us fighting her, I knew it would be a hard-fought battle before we took her out.

      Larry got a good bite of her underbelly, ripping it open while I clamped my jaw around her neck and bit down until it snapped. I let her drop, backing away with relief—only to hear a loud honk as something knocked me sideways before jumping on Larry's back and attempting to peck the top of his head.

      Seriously? How many of these sisters did we still have to kill?

      I was on my feet in a flash and about to pounce when the most adorable oversized rodent I'd ever seen jumped in front of me. Despite the alpha pheromones he was putting out, it was hard to be afraid of any animal that was smiling. Even while looking at its prey.

      When I heard a growl, my focus snapped back to Larry who had managed to knock the goose off his back and was snapping his jaw at it. I was about to go for another pounce and put an end to this shitshow when the smiling quokka jumped forward, spinning mid-air as it swiped a wicked-looking claw across the goose's neck—killing it instantly.

      Kyle stuck his landing, coming down right in front of Larry. The wolf looked stunned for a split second before his larger head leaned in and a long pink tongue licked Kyle's cheek so hard the fur pulled up and up and up some more into pudgy little rolls of excess fur that only managed to make him look even cuter. Kyle's quokka made an angry sound that I could only call chittering. Naturally, I had to lean in and lick the other side of his face up into rolls just so I could hear more of that sound.

      I heard a familiar laugh behind me before Dottie spoke. "Okay, that's the most precious thing I've ever seen. Sandy, get us a picture of this shit. If you boys don't mind, I'm going back into the RV to pour myself a stiff drink. I think I’ve earned one, don't you?"

      After Dottie wandered away, I shifted back to survey the damage. The Gosling sisters were all dead and whatever natural geese had survived were already taking to the sky now that they were no longer under their control. Before I could take a step, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      Kyle spat in his hand but at least had the grace to look apologetic as he held it to my cheek. "Sorry, babe. You didn't completely heal from your shift and I can't have you parading around here looking like an extra on The Walking Dead. Let's get you healed and then we'll take care of our pack."

      While a warm energy flooded from his hand and spread along the side of my face, I looked around at what I could see of the parking area. Some of the pack had shifted back while others still wandered around in animal form as if making sure there was nothing left to fight.

      Silas came over with a relieved look on his face. "I'm happy to report that other than a few minor injuries and one broken leg, none of us are badly hurt and there were no casualties on our side."

      I nodded gratefully. “I can’t thank you all enough for putting yourselves at risk to fight alongside us. I’m proud to have a pack like this at my back. After I catch my breath, I’d like to address the pack and shake each of your hands for a job well done.”

      Larry's injuries had healed when he’d shifted back so he was the one to clap Silas on the shoulder. "Good job, kid. Why don't you get everybody back inside so they can get dressed and give us a minute to do the same? The three of us will be in to pass around those thanks my alpha mentioned as soon as we can scrounge up some clothes in the RV. If your cook is up to it, maybe we can all have breakfast—our treat—while we celebrate the win we had here today. If you guys hadn't had our backs, things might've gone a lot differently."

      Silas looked proud as he waved a hand toward the other people milling around. "Pack means family, right? We're a family that looks out for our own."

      If I hadn’t known it already, I knew at that moment that this was where we were meant to be. These were our people. Kyle sniffled and lowered his hand. "Sorry, I can't help getting emotional and big families make me feel at home." He clapped Silas on the shoulder as he passed. "Tell anyone who needs healing that I will fix them right up as soon as I get some clothes on."

      Silas's eyes widened. "You can do that?"

      "It's his special gift," I answered with my own flash of pride.

      Silas accepted that at face value, as we shifters knew to do. "Then aren't we lucky to get you and your mates as our leaders?"

      I shook my head, speaking from the heart. "No, kid, we're the lucky ones. It's not every day that alphas get a pack who are willing to go to bat for them from the jump. Loyalty like that usually comes with time. I want you to know that I'm grateful for each and every one of you and I will do my best to be the alpha you deserve."

      A red flush crept over his cheeks as Silas smiled almost shyly. "Like I said, we take care of our own."
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        Two months later…

      

      

      Kyle was tending the garden while Niles and I were doing maintenance on the solar panels. Basically, the type of boring chores that I‘d always fantasized about doing when I finally found a place to put down roots. The only thing missing from my fantasies was the second mate. Nope, having two mates was a bonus I never would’ve expected.

      I saw movement from the corner of my eye and glanced over at the newest ICF building on the property. It was set just far enough away to give us an illusion of privacy yet still managing to be close so Sandy and Dottie didn't have to walk too far when they came over for an impromptu visit.

      Which they did so often that I really thought they should've just taken over the downstairs that we still hadn't used instead of having their own cottage built. I grinned and nudged Niles with an elbow to the ribs, jerking my chin in the direction of our self-proclaimed mama and uncle.

      Niles chuckled low his throat, the deep sound sending a shiver of delight up my spine. "I can't ever get over what a beautiful peacock Sandy makes."

      We both watched the oversized blue bird with its gorgeous tail feathers fanned out in all their glory and shining like jewels in the morning sun as he strutted around the yard.

      Dottie was sitting on their front porch swing, rocking gently as she watched him and sipped from a large mug. I shot Niles a grin. "I think Kyle is right. She doesn't ever shift around him because the female peafowl doesn't have the same brilliant plumage."

      Niles snorted. "I can't believe you doubted that for a moment. You really think our Dottie would be happy being the plain one? I think she's lovely in her hen form, but there is just no match for Sandy's bright blue feathers."

      "I'd be careful if I were you," Kyle called up to us. "If I can hear you whispering down here then there's a fair chance Dottie can too." Niles and I shared an alarmed glance. When Dottie didn't look our way, I thought we might be safe. That is, until Niles started chuckling again and pointed to where she was scratching her cheek with an extended middle finger.

      "Sorry, Mama Dottie," Niles said in the same conversational tone we'd been using. Honestly, it wasn't our fault that shifter hearing was hard to beat. Or that Dottie seemed to have better hearing than most, despite her advanced age.

      I bit my lip, wondering if I should give my own apology or whip up some "I'm sorry" zucchini bread with some of the veggies that Kyle had harvested this week.

      Niles leaned over to kiss my cheek. "Quit worrying, babe. She won't hold a grudge, especially not with you. You've got a pass for just about anything now that you're carrying her grandchild." He rested a possessive palm on my belly, rubbing a calming circle. Neither one of my mates seemed to be able to resist touching my still-flat stomach now that we were expecting.

      I rested a hand over his as I smiled with agreement. Dottie and Sandy had been so thrilled when we found out I was pregnant last month that they'd gone a little nuts. The baby wasn't due until winter but I already had a fully equipped nursery, enough clothes to cover twins for the first year—we didn't know if it was a multiple pregnancy or not, but Dottie swore she’d had a vision—and there was already talk of college funds.

      Making sure my voice was barely above a whisper, I spoke in a hush. "We really need to find a way to calm them down. It worries me how much money they're spending."

      "That's because you're a worrywart. Those two are excited about this pregnancy and can't wait to spoil our baby—or babies, if Dottie got it right again. In case you haven't noticed, they don't care about money. I guess if you have enough of it, you tend to see things differently. What they care about is making sure those they love are spoiled and have everything they might want or need. This is just like when they insisted on paying for the new furniture and decor in the solarium."

      "True. We didn't need the help but they really enjoyed being part of it." Truth be told, I could've handled it myself but the room did have a bit of extra panache thanks to their input. Not only had they totally immersed themselves in helping pick everything out, Dottie had insisted on paying for everything.

      We’d drawn the line at the rest of the house. The solarium was different since that's where we entertained, but there was no way we could take advantage of their generosity when it came to our private quarters. Kyle had finally convinced Dottie that giving us the house was gift enough.

      Kyle stood and dusted the dirt off his knees and hands before walking uphill to join us. He stopped to give each of us a kiss before sitting down on my other side.

      "Are you guys about done? I've finished with the garden. Don't forget we promised ourselves to go look at vehicles today."

      Niles and I were both frantically shaking our heads to make him stop talking so loudly, but it was too late. Dottie's head swiveled to look our way before she stood and whistled at Sandy. "Get over here, birdbrain. You're done strutting around to show off those ridiculous feathers; our boys are finally ready to take us up on the offer to buy a minivan for the twins." She opened the door and stood there while Sandy dashed across the lawn and into their house.

      "She sure didn't have to tell him twice. Apparently, they actually think we will allow them to pay for our vehicle." Kyle snorted and grinned fondly in the direction of their house. "Sorry I let the cat out of the bag, mates. I wasn't thinking."

      Niles shrugged. "It's fine, we'll just take the RV instead of my Jeep. That's probably better anyway since it has a bathroom for when Larry gets carsick."

      I couldn't even get upset at his candid remark because it was true. I tended to puke a lot lately. Morning sickness, my ass. It was more like all-day sickness and combining it with a moving vehicle only made it worse. Slipping my hand around Kyle's arm, I nuzzled his neck and whimpered. "Save me, honey. Just let me stay home and take a nap while you guys deal with the car dealership."

      Kyle sighed as he pressed a kiss against my temple. "I hate that I can't reach into my bag of tricks and heal you. Hopefully it will pass soon. I can't imagine it going on much longer. Usually it disappears after the first trimester, so we'll keep our fingers crossed."

      As we sat there talking, I felt a warm breeze ruffle my hair as I breathed in the fragrant notes from the wildflowers that were in bloom all over our mountain. I knew Kyle was right and the morning sickness would pass soon enough. Even if it didn't, I would push through because there wasn't anything I wouldn't do for our growing family. Taking each of their hands, I felt myself tearing up from all the joy in my life. "I love you both so much. I'm glad fate brought us together."

      "I love you too, baby. And you too, Niles. I love both of you and I love what we're building together with our quirky little pack here on this mountain." Kyle moved to squat in front of us so he could pull us both into a three-way hug.

      Niles took a moment to kiss us both. "I'm right there with you guys. I love each of you with all my heart and I can't wait to see what the future brings for our family." He smiled absently at the solar panels then turned his head to glance around the property before looking back at us. "And can I just say that I never would've dreamed I'd be living off grid as a homesteader and absolutely loving it?"

      The sounds of Sandy's and Dottie's affectionate arguing drifted up the hill when they came back outside. The three of us shared a grin as Niles finished his thoughts. "And those two. I love everything about our new life, even them."

      Dottie leaned over the porch railing to peer up at us. "I heard that, pretty boy. Amend that thought to especially them and then I can tell you that we love you too."

      All three of us rocked as laughter bubbled up. We definitely had been given a lot of blessings when the Fates had brought us together, even including our adopted family members.

      I snorted as a thought occurred to me, taking care to keep my voice to a hush. "Is it wrong that I hope Dottie is right and I'm carrying twins? Because if not, can you imagine the arguments that will ensue over which one of them gets a turn to hold the baby?"

      I was at peace as we shared another laugh. And why wouldn't I be when everything was so obviously right with our world?

      "Well, are we doing this or not? If you ladies are going to sit there gossiping all day, I'm taking my bra back off." Dottie tried and failed to sound irritated. Truthfully, she was too excited about becoming a grandma to let much of anything get to her these days.

      "Hush up, hag. Can't you see our boys are having a moment? Jeez, learn to read a room."

      When Sandy and Dottie started bickering, that was our cue. The three of us rose and headed down to our house so we could get ready to go car shopping. And even if spending a Saturday at a car dealership was the absolute last thing I felt like doing, there wasn't anyone else in the world I wanted to do it with than these people I loved so dearly.
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        A note from Susi:

      

      

      Larry’s pregnancy will continue in the next book, Settle for Nothing. The books in this series are going to be fast-paced so it wouldn’t work to show a complete pregnancy without cheating the reader of the full experience. We will see Larry and his mates in the background as we watch Silas meet his fated mate.
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