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Chapter One

 


“Whatdayawant?” Forrest Bell answered the
phone with a growl that echoed through the RV where he had been
sleeping. He was not sure why the team felt someone needed to
babysit the phone every night. It wasn’t like it rang after nine
o’clock at night anyway. Kind of like visitors. For all the money
they had won in the lottery, in the six weeks they had been living
in Paladin the only people who dared the road from the highway into
town were the UPS guys who delivered all their online orders and
the guys from the nearest do-it-yourselfers heaven, building supply
store who arrived Tuesdays and Fridays like clockwork.

Their closest neighbors were twenty miles
away at the crossroads of two highways where a gas station, post
office, convenience store, bar/restaurant, and handful of houses
made up the entire population. They were in the middle of Nowhere,
Montana, and both Forrest and his panther were finding a happier
plane of existence.

“I need a favor from the team.” A familiar,
authoritative voice barked over the line.

Lieutenant General Micah Andrews had been
the team’s direct superior, their godfather of sorts. When over
half the team ended up in the military rehabilitation center in
Norfolk, Virginia, the general had seen to it the entire team
retired together. In return, they had agreed that whenever the
general needed a favor, all he had to do was ask. They would be
happy to help, no matter what it might be, as long as it did not
take them back down range. He had done much for them over the past
eight years, and they owed him for keeping their secrets from the
world, among other things.

“Yes, Sir, General Andrews. Anything you
need,” Forrest said immediately. If he had not taken his
prosthetics off, he would have jumped to attention.

It had to be a big favor if the general
himself was calling at one o’clock in the morning. Then he
remembered the general was back in Washington, D.C., which made it
three o’clock. Something real bad must be in the works if he was
calling on Team Paladin for help.

“My nephew, Kristofer Kelly, needs a place
to get away from his world for a while. I was hoping he could stay
in Paladin while the dust settles.”

A tingle of what felt like excitement
started in Forrest’s chest before traveling straight to his cock,
sending it into an instant erection at the name of the general’s
nephew. What the hell had just happened, he wondered as he
swallowed and realized his panther had begun pacing as well.

“Yes, Sir. No problem. Do you want us to
keep him busy? Teach him Marine manners? Or just give him room and
board?”

“All of the above, but you’ll be lucky if
you can get him to do anything except read on his tablet and play
music on his computer. If you could teach him there’s more to life
than music, caffeine, and getting trouble, it might help him in the
long run.”

From the general’s tone, Forrest had a
feeling Kristofer was a problem child. Since he knew the General
came from money, the boy was probably a child of privilege who had
not figured out how to do more than live off the backs of others.
Well, that would stop when he arrived in Paladin. Being Marines,
the team had ways of dealing with slackers, and around here there
was plenty of work to be done to keep the boy busy.

“Don’t worry, General. We’ll keep him safe
and out of trouble,” Forrest said.

After getting the information about
Kristofer’s arrival by the general’s private plane in Butte that
afternoon, Forrest hung up and glared down at his lap where his
cock had made a tent of the cotton sheet he was lying under.

“He’s a kid, he’s the general’s nephew, and
he’s in trouble. There is no way you are getting a piece of him so
just settle the fuck down.”

His panther yowled a protest as if it knew
something Forrest did not.

When the phone rang again six minutes later,
he jerked and hissed in pain as the hand wrapped around his granite
hard cock squeezed just a little too tight. Moving in a panic, he
grabbed the covers and flipped them over himself before reaching
for the phone with his other hand. Then he made a face at his
panicked moves. No one on the phone would know or care that he had
been stroking off.

“Yes, Sir?” He answered smartly on the third
ring when he saw the number was the same as the one the general had
used just minutes before.

“Cancel the Butte airport pickup. I will
deliver Kristofer to your doorstep before evening chow.”

“Yes, Sir. We’ll be ready for him, Sir,”
Forrest said. Would he ever overcome the need to snap to attention
whenever a superior officer spoke?

“Don’t be easy on him. Put the boy to work.
Try to make a man out of him, even if he refuses to go into the
Marines.”

“Yes, Sir,” Forrest said though he could not
be sure the general heard him as the man had hung up as soon as he
finished speaking.

His cock throbbing with need, Forrest put
the satellite phone back on the shelf by the bed then pulled his
cock and balls out once more. He had been so close that it took
less than a minute to return to that pre-interruption level of
excitement. His grip tightening slightly as the name Kristofer
Kelly repeated in his brain.

“Ah … aahhh … aaaahhhhh,” he cried less than
a minute later as nearly a year of pent up semen burst forth in
thick, pulsating streams. It covered his hand, belly, and all the
way up his chest to his chin.

As he settled, Forrest relaxed back onto the
bed. He did not give a flying fuck that his chest and belly were
covered with cooling spunk. For the first time since he was wounded
in the middle of a sandy hell, he had gotten off. He smiled into
the dark. The release felt good, even better than he remembered,
though it had left him unable to move for several minutes.

His breath slowing, Forrest waited,
half-expecting Lucky to come pounding on the RV door to see what
was wrong. The little human slept in the other RV, most of the time
with his mate, Shane, curled around him.

The rest of the team preferred to spend
their nights in the woods in their animal forms. They would show up
around daybreak demanding breakfast after stopping for a bath at
the river that was about a mile from their little town. After a
meat-heavy breakfast, they would get back to work rebuilding the
ghost town the team had bought. They were in the process of
finishing up the hotel so everyone would have a room of their
own.

Once they finished building the rest of the
town, whether it be restoring what was there or building something
new to match the rest of the town, they would spread out to the
various second floor apartments or small houses. Forrest had yet to
decide how he wanted his room decorated, other than a bed with a
soft, thick mattress and thick, soundproof walls so he would not
hear Lucky’s screams every night when Shane got him off.

Forrest wished he could spend the night in
the woods like the others, but having lost both legs from the knees
down, he could no longer run through the woods in his panther form.
When the walls began closing in, he walked in the woods in his
human form. Though he had tried to shift just the other day, his
panther refused to come out.

Most of the time, he did not mind being
stuck in human form, but as a sniper and a panther shape-shifter,
he was used to being alone.

His first few months as the only shifter at
the rehab center had tested his patience and control. Though they
were injured, he thanked the gods when the rest of the team began
showing up, and he was no longer alone. He had been there the
longest and needed the most physical therapy to not only heal from
the double amputations, but to learn to walk again on new, man-made
feet and legs.

It had been a shock to them all when Shane
Thomas, the team’s leader, announced he had worked a deal with the
Marine Corps through his direct superior, Lieutenant General Micah
Andrews, for Team Paladin to medically retire. As a team, they
decided to move to Montana and buy this ghost town. They had
planned to use their retirement and whatever other veterans’
benefits they might qualify for to rebuild the place and spend the
rest of their lives living in the woods. They had also talked of
opening a hunting and fishing guide service at some point in the
future.

Then, a week before they left the rehab
center, fate shit all over them. Pooling their money, the team
bought a slew of random numbered lottery tickets. One of the
tickets won the jackpot of over half a billion, with a B,
dollars.

Instead of taking loans, scrimping, and
saving to rebuild the town in stages as they could afford it, they
bought the ghost town and several thousand acres around it
outright. The seven shape shifters had formed an interspecies pack
and their new home provided their animals to run free without worry
of discovery.

All except Forrest. Forrest was biding his
time on Earth, waiting to die.

Once Forrest could feel his body again, he
leaned over the side of the bed and grabbed the T-shirt he had
dropped there earlier. He used it to wipe up the mess he had made
all over himself. After cleaning up, he laid back and puzzled why
the name Kristofer Kelly had his libido waking up for the first
time in a year. He still had no answers when his eyelids drooped
and sleep sucked him under once more.

****

“I’m not going.” Kris Kelly glared through
the jail cell bars of the Nashville police substation at his uncle
who had shown up in full military dress uniform shortly after three
o’clock in the morning. “I’m not going and you can’t make me.”

Yes, even four hours after arriving at the
jail he was still a little drunk, but there was no way he would
agree to being shipped off to the middle of nowhere for an
indefinite period of time. He had songs to write, a demo CD to
finish, and a job to keep. If he didn’t keep up with everything,
Talita Jones, his manager, would drop his ass from her
up-and-comers program and the dream would be over.

He tried to forget that the only thing he
had written in weeks was a grocery list and the monthly rent check
to his landlady who didn’t do online banking. Instead of working,
he spent his days reading or watching old movies. Anything other
than acknowledging that the music that normally flowed through him
had gone silent. Admitting that would be just what his uncle needed
to restart his argument that Kris be practical, grow up, and get a
real job.

His uncle took a deep breath and held it for
several seconds before releasing it on a long sigh. Kris’s stomach
knotted painfully as he waited for the man’s decree. He had fucked
up yet again, hurting the only family he had left. It felt like all
he had done since his parents died and he’d been sent from Ireland
to the United States to live with
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