
	What if three is the perfect number?

	 

	 

	Lance needs a vacation from DC and his job. He’s lost his passion to work there now that shifters and humans have equal rights, and he’s thinking about retiring, even though he’s only forty-seven. Of course, that means he has to deal with the people who want him to run for president—something he has no intention of doing.

	Matt was only supposed to stay in Hope for a few weeks, but he ends up accepting the sheriff job, even though the station isn’t even finished yet. He was looking for a change from his job as a detective anyway, and he likes Hope, the friends he has there—and the two men he just met.

	Monty has a lot to deal with as the only healer in Hope, but that doesn’t stop him from deciding he wants to see where things go when he meets Matt and Lance. He knows being in a relationship with two men isn’t usual and that it’s not going to be easy, but he wants it to work.

	Matt, Monty, and Lance have hurdles to get over, though. Lance’s job means he can’t come out, especially not as being in a threesome when one of his men is a shifter. Humans still aren’t accepting of them, no matter what the law says. And even though he’s been thinking about retiring, Lance has to make a hard choice between the possibility of making other peoples’ lives better or making his better. He has a hard time accepting the possibility of being in a throuple, but once he lets go of his fears, the stakes rise.

	Will Lance choose happiness over duty? Will Matt and Monty be willing to give him time to work things out? And what will happen when he is outed against his will?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Lance closed his eyes and leaned his head against the car seat. He was officially on vacation, and that meant he needed to leave DC and politics behind, at least for the next week or so.

	He already knew that wasn’t going to happen.

	He couldn’t remember the last time he’d allowed himself to have time off work, not in the past few years. He’d been too busy working on getting shifters equal rights, or at least something that resembled equal rights. It had been his priority, and now that he’d obtained that, he felt a bit lost.

	Hence his vacation.

	It was a working vacation, but he was trying to be sneaky about it. He wanted to check in on the shifters—and the humans—who lived in Hope, the first human-shifter town in the country. Other towns were quickly popping up, but Hope was already a town, even though the people there were still working on building houses and other buildings.

	Hope was Lance’s baby. He’d come up with the idea for the town when he was still a teenager. It had been just dreams then, and he could hardly believe he’d made that dream come true. He wished the world was safer for shifters, but it was still early days, even though the Supreme Court had made their decision almost a year earlier.

	That dream was the reason Lance had gotten into politics, and now that he’d gotten what he’d been fighting for for so long, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself. He didn’t know if he could do anything else, or even if he wanted to. A few people had asked him if he was planning to run for president, but the thought terrified him.

	And he didn’t have to think about it right now. Besides, he wasn’t planning to run, so he should stop thinking about it and stressing himself out. He hated politics, how fake and turncoat the politicians, and he couldn’t wait to retire. The only thing that had stopped him until now was the fact that he could do good for people in his position. He realized that would never change, though, and that even now that shifters had equal rights, it didn’t mean everything was right and good in the world. There would always be someone who needed him, so if he didn’t force himself to take a step back, he’d never retire.

	Of course, he didn’t have much to retire for. His father had died several years ago, and though his mother was still alive and kicking, she didn’t need him. She had a busy life, hobbies, and friends, so much that they barely talked. Lance, on the other hand, didn’t have many people in his life. Politics didn’t make for friends. He’d never understood how some people he worked with seemed to become friendly. He’d never be able to trust anyone he met through his job. He’d seen too many people being backstabbed by people they’d trusted.

	Lance’s phone rang. He opened his eyes and stared at it, willing it to stop. He knew it wouldn’t, though, and even if it did, it would ring again in seconds. He might as well answer now.

	“Lance Rexford.”

	“Mr. Rexford, hello.”

	Lance sighed at the sound of his PA’s voice. “What is it, Samuel?”

	“I got a call from Mrs. Lopez.”

	Lance closed his eyes again. “Did you tell her I was unavailable?”

	“Of course, sir, but she insisted on talking to you.”

	“That’s not going to be possible.”

	“That’s what I told her, but—”

	“But she didn’t care.”

	“She didn’t say it in those words, but she implied it was irresponsible of you to leave town right now.”

	Because Lance was supposed to decide on whether or not he’d be running for president. It wouldn’t be announced for months, of course, but the people who mattered wanted to know. Lance could have told them he wouldn’t and got rid of them, but he already knew at least some of them would try to change his mind, and he was afraid they might succeed. Some of his allies knew exactly what buttons to push to obtain that, and they wouldn’t hesitate to use them.

	He sighed. “Tell her I’ll call her next week, once I’m back in town.”

	“I will.”

	Lance could hear the reproach in his PA’s voice. “You think I should call her right now.”

	Samuel chuckled. “You know me too well. And yes, I do think that, but only because she won’t take no for an answer and she’ll no doubt continue to call me. And if that doesn’t work...”

	“She’ll call me on my cell phone.”

	“Probably.”

	“I should turn it off.”

	“At least during the night, yes. I doubt anything that needs your immediate attention will happen over the next week, but you know how it is.”

	Lance knew all too well. “I’ll call her back once I feel ready to, then. And you have my permission to ignore the phone if she calls you again.”

	“I’d never do that, but thank you.”

	“Anything else?”

	“Nothing I can’t deal with on my own.”

	“Are you sure? I could—”

	“No. You’re on vacation, a vacation you deserve, might I add, and one you should have taken years ago. I haven’t seen you away from the office for pleasure for more than two days since I started working with you, and that was three years ago. Go do whatever it is you want to do in that town of yours. I’ll call you if there’s an emergency, but I don’t want you to work otherwise.”

	Lance huffed, but he was smiling. He’d hired Samuel even though he hadn’t had previous experience as a PA. People had told him he was making a mistake and had tried to push other people on him for the job, but he was glad he hadn’t bowed. Samuel had learned to deal with the DC crowd fast, and he was good at it. He wasn’t one of them, though, and Lance loved having the point of view of someone who didn’t have a horse in the race. “I thought I was the boss?”

	“Usually, yes, but you don’t know how to stop working, and that’s no way to live. It’s going to start affecting your health sooner or later. You’re not that young anymore, you know.”

	Lance was forty-seven, but he felt like he was sixty some days. “I’ll rest, I promise.”

	“Good. And let me know if you need anything. I’ll make sure you have it.”

	The driver cleared his throat. “We’re here, sir.”

	Lance peeked out the window. Surveillance had relaxed since the town had been opened to humans, but the gate was still guarded. It wasn’t ideal, because it meant not a lot of people came around, but until Hope had its own police department, it was safer for everyone who lived there. Shifters might be free now, but there were still people who protested against that, sometimes violently, and Lance wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt the people who’d most trusted in him and had given him a chance to show things could be different.

	“You can park in front of the gate,” he told the driver before going back to his conversation with Samuel. “I have to go.”

	“You’re there, I heard. Have fun, Mr. Rexford. You deserve it.”

	Lance wasn’t sure how much fun he could have in Hope, considering he really was there because he wanted to see how much the town had changed, but then, he hadn’t taken this week off to have fun. He needed to relax and stop thinking about what was expected of him for just a week. He hoped that wasn’t asking for too much.

	The car stopped, and Lance opened his door before the driver could. He waved the man away when he opened the trunk and tried to get Lance’s luggage out of it. Lance was traveling light, and he didn’t need anyone carrying his suitcase for him. “You can drive back,” he told the driver.

	“Are you sure, sir?” The driver looked at the gate. “I’m not sure you should be alone here.”

	Lance pressed his lips together. “I’ll be perfectly safe.” Probably safer than he was in DC. He knew the people who lived in Hope. They’d been screened carefully, and he trusted every one of them, even those he wasn’t friends with. “You can go. I’ll call the agency when I need to be driven to the airport.” Or maybe he’d be able to find someone to give him a ride. Maybe Frank. They weren’t friends, but Frank was Lance’s primary contact in Hope, so they talked fairly often. The fact that they weren’t more than acquaintances was Lance’s fault, not Frank’s.

	Lance grabbed his suitcase and headed toward the gate. He couldn’t wait to see the town and how it was progressing. The last time he’d talked to Frank, he’d said they were working on a police station and that the school was almost finished. The town was taking form, and Lance wanted to see it.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Monty rubbed his face and prayed no one else would come in with a cut or a broken limb. He needed to go home and sleep, possibly after eating something, although he wasn’t in the mood to cook. He wasn’t in the mood to do anything but rest, honestly, but he’d fade away if he didn’t make sure he ate regularly.

	He checked the rooms in the clinic once last time to make sure all the lights were off, then left the building, locking up. His messenger bag slid off his shoulder, but he managed to catch it before his computer hit the ground. He huffed at his inability to do two things at the same time. He was a doctor, for fuck’s sake. He should be able to lock up and hold up his bag at the same time. Well, he was a healer, not a doctor, but it was the same thing. He was working on getting recognized as a doctor now that he could, but it was a lengthy process, unsurprisingly.

	Monty pulled on the door to make sure it was closed and finally headed toward home. He couldn’t wait to take his shoes off and change into something more appropriate for the summer heat. Even now that night had fallen, the air made his skin feel sticky. At least the clinic was air-conditioned now.

	Actually, maybe he could take his clothes off now.

	He looked around, and since the sidewalks were empty, he put his bag down and quickly stripped. He pushed his clothes and shoes into his bag and shifted, stretching out his fox body before snatching the bag with his teeth. It would be better if he could swing it over his head, but this would do until he got home.

	He passed by the park and frowned when he noticed a man sitting on the grass. It wasn’t unusual—the park was open to everyone in town, and a lot of people walked their dogs or took their children to play. But this man was alone in the otherwise empty park, and it was almost eleven at night.

	Everyone in town had a house or an apartment assigned to them, so there was no way this guy was homeless. He was probably just looking at the stars or thinking, but Monty wanted to make sure. He’d never be able to forgive himself if he ignored it and later found out the guy had been sick.

	He stopped on the path, close to the man. He didn’t particularly want to shift back, but how else was he going to make sure this man was all right?

	He moved closer, and the man heard him. He turned, and Monty recognized him. He’d never seen Lance Rexford wearing a t-shirt and shorts and looking so disheveled. It was a pretty sight, but Monty wasn’t sure whether or not it indicated something was wrong.

	“I really hope you’re a shifter,” he said.

	Monty nodded. Lance smiled.

	“Good. Do you need something?”

	Monty had to shift. He put his bag down and stared at Lance until his eyes widened and he looked down. Monty had the shifting and dressing quickly thing down to an art, but he didn’t put his socks and shoes back on. “Are you okay?”

	Lance looked up. “I’m sorry?”

	“I asked if you were okay? I wanted to make sure. since you’re sitting here on your own in the dark. Not that it’s dangerous here or anything. We don’t have much crime in town, not anything violent anyway. You won’t be assaulted.”

	Lance smiled. “I know I won’t be. I feel safe.”

	“Good. And you’re okay?”

	“I am, thank you. And if I weren’t, I know there’s a clinic close by.”

	“There is, but seeing as I’m going home, there’s no one there to help you right now.”

	Lance stared at Monty. “You’re the doctor? Montague Donahue?”

	“Monty, please.”

	“I don’t know. Montague suits you.”

	“Maybe, but it’s a mouthful. So you’re sure there’s nothing I can do for you?” Monty was still tired, but he didn’t talk to pretty men every day, and he wasn’t going to waste that opportunity.

	Because Lance was pretty. He had to be in his mid-forties, but he looked younger dressed like he was, and with his blond hair in disarray. Monty couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but the light was enough for him to notice the square jaw, the slim, bare feet—Lance’s shoes were next to him on the grass—the long legs, with their dusting of dark hair, the well-built shoulders and torso. Lance’s features were delicate yet strong and hinted at a stubbornness Monty knew had been necessary to get shifters equal rights. Lance had done a lot of good, and he deserved some time to relax if that was what he was doing in Hope.

	Monty cleared his throat. “I should probably go.” Lance hadn’t answered his previous question, but there was only one reason he could have to be in the park on his own at night. He clearly wanted to be alone, and Monty was thwarting his attempt.

	“No, please.”

	Monty blinked. He hadn’t expected Lance to stop him. This was the first time they’d ever talked, and while Monty would be interested in seeing if they shared a connection, he doubted Lance was into guys. Or maybe he was, but Monty had never heard anything about that. Of course, that didn’t mean anything. Monty didn’t read gossip rags, and Lance was no doubt used to hiding his private life from the papers and the people who would use it against him and his policies.

	“Do you have someone waiting for you at home, or can you stay for a bit?” Lance asked.

	The way he bit his lower lip made Monty want to kiss him, but he pushed those thoughts away—for now. “No one at home. I live alone. And I can definitely spend some time with you if you need me to.”

	“I don’t exactly need you to stay, but I’d like it if you did.”

	Monty put down his bag. “Then I will.” He sat on the grass next to Lance and stretched his legs out. This wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he’d wanted to relax, but it wasn’t bad. The grass was cool and soft, and Monty wiggled his toes. It was a relief to be out of his shoes after spending most of the day on his feet.

	“Thank you. I just wanted to know how the town is doing from someone who lives here.”

	“You’d probably be better off if you talked to Frank.”

	“I know he’s the one in charge. I put him there. And I already talked to him.”

	“Then I’m not sure what you want from me.”

	From the way Lance looked at him, Monty half expected him to say he wanted to kiss him. Of course, that didn’t happen. Monty knew better anyway. “Just to know how you like Hope, living here, things like that. Do you have enough people working with you, or do we need more healers and doctors?”

	“We definitely need more doctors. I already talked to Frank about that. I’d like the clinic to be open twenty-four seven, just in case, even though, so far, we haven’t needed it. More people are moving here, though, so it’s something to think about. And I’d like my days to be shorter.”

	“You just left the clinic?”

	“Yes, and I’ve been there since seven this morning. I took a nap in the break room, but it was a long day.”

	“I can imagine. Okay, more doctors. They’re not easy to find, though. Healers didn’t exactly advertise what they are before.”

	Since the town was mostly inhabited by shifters, they needed healers who knew how to treat shifters. Shifters were usually either in their human forms or in their animal ones, but sometimes for whatever reason, they got stuck mid-shift. That was when specialized healers came in handy. It usually happened with kids, and they were always terrified. Someone who wasn’t used to treating shifters would panic and not know what to do, but shifter healers did. Besides, Monty doubted many human doctors would volunteer to move to Hope and treat shifters. Lance might have succeeded in getting shifters equal rights, but that didn’t mean that there still wasn’t hate for them out there, and Hope was a small town. There was no glory in taking a job there.

	Which was one of the reasons Monty had chosen it. He didn’t want glory. He wanted to help people, especially now that he had the means to do it.

	He smiled at Lance. “I’m sure you’ll do what you can.”

	“I will. What about the rest? Frank told me you guys need a police force. Is it that bad?”

	Monty knew Frank had no doubt told Lance about the regular attempts to climb the fences even though the front gate was left open, the vandalism, and even sometimes the bullying. Some humans came to town only to scream at the people who lived there, but there was little anyone could do except have the guards escort them out. Even Lance wouldn’t be able to change that. Until people became more accepting, Monty was more than happy to keep the fence and the guarded gate in place. He liked being free to live without fearing someone would hunt him for his fur or kill him because they thought he was an animal, but he knew better than to think shifters were safe. They might have equal rights, but in the eyes of most people in the country, they were still only animals. There were enough stories of shifters being attacked and killed.

	But Monty forced himself to smile because Lance was trying, and it would be useless to burden him. “It’s not easy, but we didn’t expect it to be. How long will you be in town for?” Monty suddenly didn’t want to go back home. He wouldn’t mind spending more time talking with Lance, and from Lance’s expression, neither would he.

	 

	“Will we see each other again?” Lance asked as Monty walked him home. He sounded nervous, and it made Monty smile.

	“If you want to. Besides, Hope isn’t that big. I’m sure our paths will eventually cross again, even if you decide you don’t want anything to do with me.”

	Lance’s head snapped toward Monty. “I won’t decide that.”

	Monty smiled. “I know.” They might have just met, but he could tell there was something there, something that could become more. He wasn’t going to tell Lance about it, even though he suspected Lance could feel it as much as he did.

	Lance stared at Monty for a second, then nodded. “Good. So, are we going to see each other again?”

	“Of course. You know where to find me when you have time, don’t you? Just come around and ask for me. I’ll probably be busy, but we can have a chat.” Monty wanted to ask Lance out on a date, but he didn’t want to push, and he realized how complicated it would be to have a relationship with him. He didn’t even know if that was something Lance might want, and he wasn’t going to ask. Like he’d told Lance, Hope was a small town, so they’d have plenty of opportunities to see each other again soon and hopefully let things happen naturally. They wouldn’t have much time, but it was better than ruining everything by rushing into it.

	“Well, this is me,” Lance said. He shuffled as he stopped in front of the only apartment building in town—if it could even be called that. It was only three floors high and contained six apartments.

	“You’re staying here?”

	“Yes. Frank kept an apartment for me in case I wanted to come around. I haven’t taken advantage of it yet, not until now.”

	“I see. Well, goodnight, Lance.” Monty wanted to kiss him goodnight, but again, he wasn’t going to push. He was a patient man, even when it came to his love life.

	Lance looked down, then back at Monty. “Goodnight. And thanks for the company.”

	Monty waved and turned so he wouldn’t be even more tempted to steal a kiss. Lance hadn’t given him many cues that he was interested, although that might be because Monty couldn’t read them. He wasn’t exactly the most experienced man in the world when it came to flirting with guys, and he didn’t want to embarrass himself or Lance by asking.

	So he left. He needed to get home anyway. He wanted to open the clinic as early as possible in the morning, and that meant going to bed at a decent hour. It was already too late for that, but he could still get five or six hours of sleep if he hurried.

	Of course, he was sidetracked.

	He turned onto the street where his house was, and almost collided with a man running toward him. His messenger bag slipped from his shoulder, and he scrambled to grab it since his computer was in it. Two hands shot toward him along with his, and he breathed easier when they caught it.

	“Thank you,” he said, looking at the man he’d bumped into.

	The man held the bag out for Monty to take. “I’m sorry. I should have looked where I was going. Are you okay?”

	“Of course.” Monty took the bag and hung it onto his shoulder again. “It was nothing.” The man had been running—his t-shirt was damp, and he smelled of sweat and salt, of the night air and of something that had to be him. “I’m Monty.”

	The man smiled. He was even more gorgeous when he smiled, and Monty hadn’t thought that would be possible. “I’m Matthew, but everyone calls me Matt.” He held his hand out, frowned, and rubbed it against his stomach. “Sorry. I’m sweaty.”

	Monty wanted to rub him, and he didn’t even care about the sweat. Matt was tall and had wide shoulders Monty could easily imagine clutching in bed.

	He shook his head. “That’s fine. I need to take a shower anyway. Long day.” He took Matt’s hand and shook it. “Montague, but everyone calls me Monty. Actually, I usually beg people to call me Monty.”

	Matt chuckled. “I can see that. Montague is a mouthful.”

	“It is.” Monty and Matt both dropped their hands.

	Monty knew he should head home, but he found he’d rather stay where he was and talk to Matt. He wasn’t sure why, but then, the entire evening had been weird, first with Lance, then with Matt. “Late evening run?” he asked.

	Matt grinned. “I had to. I’m staying with friends right now, and they’re having sex. Loud sex.”

	Monty grimaced. “I see.”

	“Yeah. It’s not something I want to imagine, even though, well.” He waved. “Never mind. What about you? You’re not running, and from your bag, it looks like you just left work.”

	“No. Well, I did leave work late, but I had a chat with a friend.”

	Matt looked around. “Want me to walk you home? I know the town is mostly safe, but I’d feel better if I knew you weren’t alone roaming the streets.”

	Monty arched a brow. “This isn’t the first time I’ve walked around alone late at night, and it won’t be the last.”

	“Still.”

	“And what about you? You’d have to run home alone once you saw me to my door.”

	Matt shrugged. “I’m a detective. I can take care of myself.”

	“I see.” Monty gestured toward the street. “I live that way.”

	“So do my friends. After you, Monty.”

	Monty wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t have to do anything, but he was confused, and he hated being confused. He liked Lance, but he also liked Matt, probably more than he should in either case. Lance had a huge job in DC, and Matt clearly wasn’t from Hope. Hope didn’t even have a police station yet. “Who are your friends? I probably know them if we live on the same street.”

	“Sully, Keating, and Rodrick.”

	The throuple. “I do know them.” Everyone did. They’d been much talked about when they’d moved to Hope, not because they were a throuple but because Keating was a white tiger shifter. People had soon realized he was just like everyone else. Monty liked him, and his two men, although Sully was somewhat hard to get to know. “Are you a shifter like them?” Monty doubted it, since Matt had said he was a detective, although it wouldn’t be unheard of for a shifter to manage to pass as human. It was hard, but not impossible.

	“Nope. I’m human. You’re a shifter, though, right?”

	“A fox shifter. Can I ask how you met them? You have to be good friends to be staying with them.”

	Matt rubbed the back of his neck. “Sully and I met in the city, in a bar. We were involved for a while, before he, Rodrick, and Keating decided to give it a try. I helped the pack as much as I could back then, and now that the three of them live here, they invited me to spend some time with them during my vacation.”

	“And how do you like Hope?” Monty was curious about a human’s point of view on the town. All the humans he knew, minus Lance, of course, lived there and were involved in relationships with shifters. There were human visitors, but Monty always gave them a wide berth, just in case.

	“It’s nice. Quiet. Quieter than what I’m used to anyway.”

	“Is that a good thing?”

	“Oh, yeah. I love my job, but I’m ready for a change.”

	“A change? Are you going to move?”

	“I don’t know anything for sure for now.” Matt smiled at Monty. “But I like it here. The town is cute, and the people are nice.” He looked Monty up and down. “Very
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