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      Hyena shifter Whisper Callahan was raised by wolves and has never felt the need to change that. She has a father who adores her, brothers who would move mountains for her, and a life she loves. The annual hyena gathering in Pennsylvania is just a favor to her dad — nothing more.

      Nyte, Azrael, and Fade weren't expecting to find their mate at the gathering. They certainly weren't expecting her to be a hyena raised in a wolf pack who isn't sure she wants anything to do with their world.

      But Whisper's past holds secrets she never knew, and they have a way of catching up. When the truth about where she came from comes to light, the three hyena shifters who've claimed her heart will have to fight to give her the future she deserves.

      Can Nyte, Azrael, and Fade convince Whisper that she can have both worlds — and them?

      

      Fated mates · shared mate · protective heroes · found family · hyena clan · shifter romance · m/f/m/m
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        Twenty-three years earlier

      

      

      Crown, Tennessee

      “What do you mean I can’t have her?” Davion Mercer asked.  He snarled angrily at the man who stood before him.

      “She wants more money,” he said with a shrug.

      Davion took a threatening step toward him.  At first, the man’s eyes widened, but then he smirked.  “If you kill me, you’ll never find her or the kid.  She’s already left the state, and she’s waiting for me to call.”

      Davion swore under his breath.  “Damn greedy whore!  Why can’t she just be happy with what I gave her?”  He paced back and forth in the park between two benches, his mind racing.  “I need that child; you must get her back for me.  Whatever it takes.  I.  Need.  Her.”

      The man shrank back as fury filled Davion’s words.  “Can’t I get you another kid?  What’s so special about this one, anyway?”

      Davion growled low in his throat and forced himself not to wring his neck.  “She is the mate I have chosen for my sons.  There is no other for them.”  Davion was all his sons had left.  His own mate and two brothers had been killed in an accident, leaving him with three young boys who needed a family.  Finding a mate for them, and allowing them to grow up nurturing each other, was just what they needed to get over their loss.  The little girl was perfect.  Just two years old; young enough to forget her real family eventually and take on Davion’s family as her own.  She had caramel-colored eyes and a birthmark in the shape of a heart on her hip.  He had decided to name her Dawn, because she was the start of a new life for them.

      Davion had seen her with her hyena family when he’d taken his sons to Ocean City, Maryland, to get away from the bad memories at home.  They’d seen the little girl with her hyena family, and he’d known that she was meant to belong to his sons.  It hadn’t taken much to find someone willing to kidnap the child; the man before him had made the arrangements, and after the little girl was taken from her bed, she’d been given to a prostitute to watch until final payment arrangements were made.

      Davion’s mistake, he realized, was hiring someone and not doing the job himself.

      “She likes the kid,” the man said.  They’d never exchanged names, only burner cell phone numbers.  “She wants more money to give her back because she likes her.”

      Davion’s vision hazed red, and he squeezed his hands together.  “Get her back!  I don’t care what it takes or how much she wants, get me the girl!”

      “Of course, of course,” the man answered.  “I’ll be in touch.”

      He clutched the blanket his son had given him for her, a yellow one with an elephant embroidered on it.  “This is for her.  Be sure to give it to her so she can have it when she meets my sons.  Don’t delay; I need her.”

      Davion watched him slink off into the shadows with the blanket, blending into the darkness like it was part of him.  That little girl was his sons’ mate, and he’d do anything to get her back for them.  Instead of going home to meet her mates, she was in the arms of a prostitute.  He’d get her back and raise her in the memory of his own mate.  His sons would be her greatest protectors, and together they would carry on the memory of the ones they had lost.  Only when his sons were fully mated to the girl would he know that he had done what his brothers and mate wanted: provided a happy future for the boys, when their own happiness had been stolen that one night.
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        Two years later

        Beyton, New Jersey

      

      

      

      The knock on the front door startled Mack Callahan from his current hobby of sitting in the dark and brooding over everything that had gone wrong in his life.  As pack alpha, he was used to people visiting frequently, but most pack members knocked and then opened the door.  Whoever had knocked this time hadn’t opened the door but kept knocking impatiently.

      Easing himself from the recliner, he trudged to the door and opened it, flipping on the front porch light to illuminate whoever had decided to knock on the door after ten p.m.  To his surprise, two police officers stood on the porch, their hands clasped in front of them.  Just behind them stood a middle-aged woman wearing a business suit, with a small child next to her.

      One of the police officers said, “Are you Mack Callahan?”

      “Yes,” Mack answered, wariness settling on him like a wet blanket.

      “Sir, this child is a shifter.  She was found abandoned in a crack house in Atlantic City.”

      The officers separated further, and the woman pushed the little girl forward, keeping a grip on her shoulder as if she might bolt.  She did look a bit like a doe caught in headlights, looking for the fastest way out.

      “I see.  And why did you bring her here?”

      The woman said, “I’m Nan Fitzgibbons, from the Department of Children and Family Services, Shifter Division.  As the nearest alpha, this child falls under your responsibility.”

      Mack’s mouth fell open.  “You’re not serious?  I lost my mate, and I have no other children.  There’s no way in hell that I would take a stray just because she happens to be a shifter and I happen to be the closest alpha.  That’s a human rule, not my rule.”

      Fitzgibbons narrowed her eyes.  “I don’t give a damn what you think about the rules.  She needs to be around other shifters, and there’s no one else.  So suck it up.  We have no place to keep her while we find a couple willing to adopt a shifter.  Surely you have some females in your pack who would be willing to take the child in.  Whoever she comes to stay with, have them call me at this number, and I’ll enter them in the database.”  She shoved a business card into Mack’s hand and then nudged the girl toward him.

      Mack looked down at the girl, and she lifted her head very slowly and met his gaze.  Her eyes were caramel-colored, her long, dark hair a tangled mess, her skin dirty and bruised.  She’d clearly been mistreated.  He knew that if his mate, Elise, were still alive, she would have snatched the girl off the porch the moment the door opened without any question.  Even though he worried he was making a mistake, he would try to find the girl a home.  For Elise.

      “Fine.  What’s her name?”

      “I don’t know.  She won’t speak.  She’s been in DCFS care for three days now.  She was found in a known crack house, sitting next to the body of a dead woman.  The woman was a prostitute who died of an overdose.  Police canvassed the area, and no one had seen the girl before or knew where she came from or how she ended up in the building with the woman.  When the police found her, we picked her up and took her to an emergency shelter.  They tried to bathe her, but she became difficult.  So we’ve done the best we could to clean her up.  We’ve put the girl’s picture up on the national database.  The doctor who checked her out at the hospital estimated her age to be about two, and the initial blood test revealed her to be a shifter but didn’t specify which type.  If someone comes forward to claim the girl, we’ll be in contact.”

      The girl stared at him steadily but said nothing.  She wore an adult sized t-shirt that said DCFS on the front and fell past her knees.  In her arms was a small, filthy yellow blanket with an elephant embroidered on it.

      “Are we good here, Mr. Callahan?” the first policeman asked.

      “Yeah,” he answered gruffly, wishing—not for the first time—that Elise was still alive.

      The group turned from the porch, and Mack held his hand out to the little girl.  “Come on inside, Sweetling.  It’s late.”

      She reached up for his hand and clasped it with her tiny one, following him inside the house that he had built for his mate.  Before she was killed in a hunting accident two years earlier, they’d had plans to start a family.  He had been alpha of the pack in Beyton, New Jersey, for two years when he met Elise at a gathering of packs in Pennsylvania.  He’d known the moment he met her that she was his truemate—the one woman meant for him and his beast.  She took her place as his alpha mate, and for three years, they’d worked together at the bar that he owned.  Then one full moon, they were running together, chasing squirrels and rabbits, when a gunshot echoed in the night and Elise slumped to the ground, dead.  Even two years later the anguish was still as fresh as the night it had happened.  He wasn’t supposed to lose her like that, so soon.

      Lifting the little girl up onto the stool at the counter, he opened the refrigerator and banished his dark thoughts.  Pulling out a gallon of milk, he poured a glass and slid it across the marble counter to her.  After a thorough search of the fridge and cabinets, he found some cheese crackers and filled a bowl with them.

      She ate silently as he told her his name, that he was the alpha wolf of the pack, and that she would be safe there with him until he figured out where she could live.  She never spoke; she simply stared at him with those big caramel eyes and ate.  When she was done, he put the dishes in the sink and lifted her off the stool.  He moved to walk to the stairs and lead the way, but her small hand slipped inside his and gripped it tightly.  He looked at the tiny hand engulfed by his and then looked at her eyes.  She gazed up at him like he was the most important male in the universe.  Elise had made him feel that way, as if he could do anything—not only for her but because of her.  This little girl looked at him the same way.  He swallowed the sudden lump in his throat and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.  They walked up the stairs together, and he took her to the bathroom.  Flipping on the light, he said, “You can go to the bathroom by yourself?”

      She looked up to him, blinked a few times, and then nodded.  He left her to her business, waiting outside while she used the toilet.  He heard a struggling sound and opened the door, finding her standing on her toes and trying to turn on the faucet.  There wasn’t anything for her to stand on so she could reach, so he went down on one knee and lifted her up so she could stand on his bent knee.  She turned on the water, washed her hands, and got a drink.  She filled the cup a second time and handed it to him, and he stared down at the paper cup and then looked up at her expectant face.  He swallowed the damn lump in his throat that kept appearing and downed the water.

      “Thank you, Sweetling.”

      She gave him a smile as he lifted her to the floor, and then he took her to the spare bedroom that Elise had wanted to make into a nursery.  It had been a guest bedroom when she was alive, and it stood as she’d set it up with a white wooden bedroom suite and the blue star quilt her mother had made for their mating.

      He placed the little girl on the bed and tucked her in, turning on a small lamp on the dresser so she wasn’t in the dark.  Standing a few feet from the door, he said, “If you need me, I’m right down the hall.  Do you want to tell me your name, Sweetling?”

      She tilted her head to the side, looking at him curiously, but said nothing.  He left the door open and walked to his own room, where he made several phone calls and then settled in for the night.

      In the morning, two females from his pack who were widowed with grown children came over to get the girl cleaned up.  He was worried that she would be terrified, since the case worker said she didn’t want to be bathed, but the females had no trouble with her.  They dressed her in clothing they’d saved from their own children, brushing the tangles from her hair and tying it back into a braid.  As she sat at the kitchen table and ate a breakfast of toast and jelly, Doreen, one of the females, said, “I think she’s closer to four than two.  She doesn’t have a baby face.  I can see why they’d think she was so young because she’s a tiny thing and doesn’t talk, but I’d say that she’s older than the doctor said.”

      “I agree.”  Wilma said.  “I’d hazard a guess that the doctor didn’t really look her over all that hard or he would have noticed she was older than two.  And I think she doesn’t talk because she wasn’t allowed to.  I’ve read the stories about kids that grow up in horrible places like whore houses, where they have no freedom and aren’t allowed to play.  I think in a safe environment, shown love, that she’ll speak when she’s ready.”

      Mack had spent most of the night thinking about the little girl.  He’d been hell-bent on giving her away to another pack member at the first opportunity, but he couldn’t deny that he was already growing fond of her and liked the idea of having a child in the house.  It made it less lonely.

      “Do you want one of us to take her, Mack?” Wilma asked.

      “Not right now.  Elise would want me to take care of her.  As alpha, she does fall under my responsibility.”

      Doreen smiled.  “We’ll take turns watching her while you work at the bar.  We brought over plenty of clothes for her.  I put them away in the dresser.  Tonight when one of us comes over, we’ll bring groceries with some things she’ll probably like.  If you need anything, just call.”

      “Thank you, ladies.”  He walked them to the door.

      The days and weeks went much the same.  Every night Mack would ask her if she wanted to tell him her name, and she would only look at him and never answer.  He called DCFS regularly to see if anyone had called about her, but no one ever had.  He’d contacted every wolf pack on the eastern seaboard, leaving word about her.  DCFS believed that because she had been found in the company of a prostitute, her real mother was most likely a prostitute as well and either dead herself or long gone.  Wilma and Doreen wondered if she had been kidnapped or if her family had been killed and she’d been taken in or found by the prostitute.  Mack didn’t know what to believe, and after a while, it didn’t matter.  However the little girl had come into his life, he was going to care for her as long as he was able to.

      It took a year, but eventually she spoke, telling him one night in the barest hint of a whispered voice that she didn’t know what her name was.  His pack had easily adopted her, the women fawning over her as she thrived in a safe environment, the men all behaving like overprotective fathers.  Mack was constantly touched by their support.

      The pack came together to suggest names for her.  She sat on the floor of his family room while the pack called out suggestions.  Eventually, she stood and walked over to him and whispered in his ear that she was hungry.  Hannah, mate of his beta, Luther, said, “She always whispers.  That’s what you should call her.  Whisper.”

      Mack liked it.  The name seemed to fit the quiet little girl.  “Would you like that to be your name, Sweetling?  Can we call you Whisper?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.  The pack cheered, and several women took her into the kitchen for a snack.

      He continued to work with DCFS and local law enforcement to try to find out where she came from.  Secretly he wished she would stay with him forever, that she would let him adopt her and become her father, but he never spoke those words to her.  It wasn’t until she was almost ten that she asked if he would be her dad, and he adopted her legally.  He adopted two more young shifters who had nowhere else to go, and Whisper became the center of their lives as well.

      The only snag in things came when she shifted into a hyena at age sixteen.  They’d been right in believing her to be older than the two years that the DCFS claimed her to be, because it was only twelve years later that she shifted and most shifters took their beast forms sometime in their sixteenth year.  While they’d used the date she was brought to him as her birthday, they now knew approximately how old she was.  Being a hyena, it opened up the possibility of her finally finding where she came from.

      To his surprise, she wasn’t interested in finding out about hyenas.  She claimed to be a wolf at heart, even if she didn’t look like one when she shifted, and he didn’t push her.  When she became an adult, he offered to help her find and contact were-hyena groups, but she refused.  He was glad she felt at home in the pack and that she considered him and her adopted brothers her real family, but a part of him wondered if she’d missed out not growing up around other hyenas.  As she liked to remind him, it was her life, and she could damn well never talk to another hyena if she didn’t want to.  If he didn’t know any better, he would have said that she’d inherited Elise’s stubbornness.

      He never regretted opening his front door that night in June.  He knew he wasn’t perfect, but he loved her and the boys as if they were his flesh-and-blood children.  He didn’t think a child could ask for much more than that.
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      Whisper Callahan sat at the side of the bar while her father, Mack, filled a pitcher with draft beer and set it on the counter.  After accepting payment from the customer, he turned his attention back to her.

      It was hard as hell having a whole conversation with a bartender.  Too many interruptions.

      “You were saying, Sweetling?” Mack said.

      “That I don’t know why you want me to go to the get-together in Pennsylvania.”  She twirled the narrow red straw around in her tumbler, the ice swirling in the amber-tinted liquid of her Crown & Seven.

      “Because it’s important for you to explore your roots before you decide to settle.”  His large, weathered hands rested on the marred surface of the cherry bar.  “And it’s called a gathering.  All the unmated hyenas go to them.”

      She lifted the straw and chewed on the end for a moment.  “Why do you think I’d be settling if I stayed here with the pack?”  She had been taken in as a toddler by Mack and joined the wolf pack when she was sixteen.  They’d never cared that she was a hyena.  She didn’t know why she’d been abandoned, but she really didn’t want anything to do with hyenas, no matter how good her father’s intentions were.

      Mack shook his head.  “Honestly, Whisper.  What are you afraid of?”

      Old worries tugged the corners of her lips down.  “They didn’t want me then, why would they want me now?”

      “You don’t know that, honey.  The police were never able to find anyone related to you. It doesn’t mean that they’re not out there somewhere, wondering about you.  All the police knew was that you weren’t related to the woman they found you with.  They never figured out how you came to be with her or where you came from.  Your whole past is a mystery up until you came to my front door.”

      Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away.  A bar was no place for a meltdown.

      As if sensing her emotions, her adopted brothers Kross and Kayne moved to either side of her.  Kross, who towered over her five-six frame by a solid foot, leaned on one muscular arm and laid his big hand on her back.  “Whatcha sad for, Mouse?”

      Mack answered, “She’s upset because I want her to go up to Pennsylvania to the gathering and meet other hyenas.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Kayne asked, stealing a swig of her drink and settling on the other side of her.

      “Yeah.  We go to the multiple-pack parties to hook up.  Why wouldn’t you want to meet hyenas?” Kross asked.

      She didn’t want to get into this because the root of the problem was bigger than the fact that she was a hyena.  It wasn’t about that.  It was about the fact that no one had ever come looking for her.  Social Services had shown up at Mack’s door when Whisper was four.  Twenty-one years later, she’d never had anyone try to contact her.

      Taking a slow, deep breath, she placed her palms on the cool bar top and let the air from her lungs out slowly.  “Can we not talk about this now?”

      Mack shrugged.  “Suit yourself, Whisper, but you’re going if I have to make Hekyll and Jekyll drag you up there themselves.”

      Kayne barked out a laugh.  “When have you ever made Mouse do anything she didn’t want to do?”

      Mack narrowed his eyes at Kayne, and her brother abruptly stopped laughing.  Turning his gray eyes to her slowly, Mack said, “This is about connecting with your own kind.  If you don’t know where you came from, how can you really know who you are?  I’m not telling you to go up there and marry the first hyena you meet.  I’m just telling you that there’s nothing wrong with finding out about your own people and then making an informed decision.  If you go up there and decide that you’re better off without any hyenas in your life, then at least you went.  You don’t want to spend the rest of your life wondering what if.”

      She really hated it when he was right, which was most of the time.  “Okay, Dad.  If Kross and Kayne will go with me for moral support.”

      Kross and Kayne agreed immediately to go, and she had never doubted that they would.  Kross and Kayne were adopted by Mack the same as her, and she couldn’t imagine any two guys being better brothers than they were.  Her fiercest supporters.

      “Now, enough of this emotional bullshit.  Go play your set before I have to hire a new house band.”

      Kross and Kayne saluted and grabbed Whisper under both arms.  They hauled her through the bar while she laughed and then lifted her onto the stage.  Their band, Silver Moon, had been playing together since they were young kids.  Mack had been told by one of the she-wolves that music lessons were good for kids, so he had enrolled all of them in after-school classes.  Whisper had taken to piano immediately, Kayne to drums, and Kross to guitar.  Before long, they’d figured out they could sing, too, and that Whisper had a real talent for writing lyrics while Kayne could write music.  Two more wolves from the pack, Tyler and Rik, had joined up in high school, and they’d been playing at the bar for years now, even before it was really legal for her to be there.

      As the band tuned up, she rolled her neck and flexed her fingers, casting her eyes across the bar.  She found her best friends Bliss and Angel sitting at a table and waved.  Bliss and Whisper had known each other since grade school.  Bliss was one of those rare wolves that had two shifting wolf parents but never shifted herself.  She was the only pack member who was a full-blooded wolf but couldn’t shift, and because Whisper was the only pack member who wasn’t a wolf, they had gravitated to each other to commiserate in their oddness.  Angel had joined the pack a few years ago.  She was human, but her step-dad was a wolf, which was why they were part of the pack.

      Her mind wandered to the gathering, and she mentally grimaced.  Mack had tried in vain to get her to contact hyena groups on the East Coast in the past.  Yes, she was curious about her people, but she was more afraid of finding out that what she’d believed to be the truth was an actual fact: That she’d never been wanted in the first place and had been tossed aside like so much trash.  Mack, Kross, and Kayne were her family.  It didn’t matter to her that she sometimes felt like an odd duck out hunting with the pack because of her beast, because they made her feel loved and wanted.  No amount of hyena camaraderie in the form of a big party was going to make her want to be part of whatever hyenas called themselves when they got together.  She was part of her father’s wolf pack, and nothing in the universe was going to change that.

      Kayne whistled at her, and she turned to look at him.  “There’s nothing wrong with checking it out, Mouse.  But if you absolutely don’t want to go, then Kross and I will help you get into the Witness Protection Program so that Mack can’t find you and drive you to the gathering himself.”

      She smiled.  Kayne always knew how to make her feel better.  “You sure you want to come?”

      The drumsticks twirled in his fingers.  “Why not?  We get out of work for the week and get to go on a road trip.”

      “I was thinking about asking Bliss and Angel to come along.”

      Kross snarled, “Bliss is not allowed to be in charge of the radio.”

      Bliss had a serious love of all things country, and Whisper’s brothers were die-hard rock fans.  The last time they’d taken a trip and Bliss had come along, she commandeered the radio and tortured her brothers with twangy country tunes until they complained their ears were bleeding.

      Whisper put her hand on her heart.  “I promise to do my best to keep her country-loving hands off the radio.”

      She heard Kross grumble under his breath, and she smiled.  Whatever came from the gathering, she knew that she would have a good time with her brothers and her best friends.  If she tried really hard, she might even decide to have an open mind about meeting hyenas.  She nodded at Kayne, and he counted off and started the song.  She shoved the worries of what she might face when she went to the gathering away into the far corners of her mind, and lost herself in the music.
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      Angel sat on Whisper’s bed the night before they were scheduled to leave for Pennsylvania, watching her pack.  Her long, blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders, and if she’d had on something other than an old heavy metal t-shirt and ripped jeans, she might have actually looked like an angel.

      “I’m bummed you can’t go,” Whisper said, peering inside her toiletries bag and making sure she had all she needed.  Bliss was coming, but Angel, a receptionist at a veterinarian’s office, couldn’t get off work.

      Angel grimaced.  “I know.  I wish I could.  The other receptionist is off on maternity leave, and they can’t get anyone else to fill in for a week just because I was invited to go hang out in the woods in Pennsylvania.  I’m sure you guys are going to have a blast, and I’m going to be stuck here.”

      Whisper smiled sadly.  “What if I promise to try not to have any fun?”

      Angel laughed.  “That would make me feel better.”

      From the hallway, Kayne called, “Mouse, have you seen my car keys?”

      She thought for a moment and called back, “I took them out of your jeans’ pocket when I did laundry this morning, check on the washer.”

      “Thanks.”

      She turned her attention back to her friend and began to fold a sweater.  It was still warm for early November, but the gathering was at a campground in the mountains in Pennsylvania, and she knew that it would most likely be colder there.  As her adopted Grandma Francis used to say, it was better to have a sweater and not need it, then to need one and not have it.

      Angel leaned back on her elbows on the bed, her legs dangling off the edge.  “It’s probably better that I don’t go anyway.”

      Whisper looked at her.  “Why would you say that?”

      Angel’s pretty face darkened.  “Any kids that I have will never be able to shift.”

      “So?”

      “So?  No shifter in his right mind would pick me as a mate.  I should probably stop trying to date shifters and just go human.”

      Whisper opened her mouth to tell her that she was being ridiculous, but judging from Angel’s face, she knew the argument would fall on deaf ears.  When Angel joined the pack with her parents four years ago, Mack had assured them that he didn’t care that Angel and her mom were human.  Angel’s parents had both been human, so she was understandably human.  Her father died when she was a teenager, and her mother remarried a werewolf, which allowed the entire family acceptance in the pack.  A lot of single males in the pack had dated Angel—she was very pretty, after all, and sweet and funny—but no one dated her seriously.  Eventually it became clear that the males didn’t consider her mate material.  Her brothers had never dated Angel because they had a rule about not dating her friends, but they told Whisper that when males started to think of mating and family, they tended to want their kids to shift.

      Whisper said, “So none of the males in the pack are your mate.  It doesn’t mean that your mate isn’t out there somewhere.  Maybe he’s a wolf or maybe he’s human, but just because he’s not in the pack doesn’t necessarily mean that he’s not a wolf.”

      Angel opened her mouth as if she might protest, but then just shut it and shrugged.  It was a sore topic with Angel, and Whisper didn’t want to get into an argument with her.  She and her two friends were quite the trio.  A hyena, a non-shifting werewolf, and a human.

      Whisper’s phone buzzed, and she lifted it from the bed and read the screen.  Making a face, she tossed the phone back down and went back to arranging her hiking boots into the suitcase.

      Angel’s brow rose.  “Gregor?”

      Whisper nodded.  Gregor was a wolf who’d been chasing after Whisper since high school.  He was mildly attractive, but he said stupid things like I’m willing to overlook the fact you aren’t a wolf and it would be smart of you to take me as a mate before you get old and saggy and no one wants you.

      “I’ve told him I’m not interested, but he’s gotten more insistent since I decided to go to the gathering.”

      “At least you have a male that’s interested in you.”

      “Do you really want Gregor?  He’s so slimy he glides when he walks.”  Whisper shivered.

      Angel grimaced.  “No, not really.”  She stood, stretched, and hugged Whisper.  “I need to get home and thaw something for dinner.  Have fun, and I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m not looking for anything but to get Mack off my back about my heritage,” she reminded her friend, who was heading toward the bedroom door.

      Angel looked over her shoulder.  “If you say so.”

      Putting in the last item, she zippered her suitcase and tugged it off the bed, using the extended handle to wheel it out the bedroom door.  She left the suitcase near the front door for her brothers to load up.  The three of them lived together in a three-bedroom apartment over the bar.  Kross and Kayne had moved in first, after high school, and when Whisper graduated she moved in, too.  The bar was in the center of the pack’s territory, and Mack’s home was behind it, nestled in the woods that surrounded the bar.

      Beyton was a heavily wooded town near the Mullica River.  It was a small town with several wolf-run businesses including the bar where Whisper worked on the weekend singing and the music store where she gave piano lessons.  She loved Beyton and thought of it as home.

      Maybe that was what bugged her most about the whole hyena thing.  If by some ridiculous chance she happened to find her mate and he was a hyena, then he was probably part of a hyena group somewhere and would want her to go back with him.  Then she’d lose everything she had here.  She wouldn’t be part of the pack, she’d be a visitor.  No more working at the bar.  No more living with her brothers.  No more Sunday dinners with Mack.

      She looked at her left wrist and the tattoo that she had gotten when she turned eighteen.  It matched ones that her brothers had, and was a scrolled letter C surrounded by wolf and hyena paw prints.

      Unhappiness settled over her.  She didn’t want to change her life so drastically.  Snorting inwardly, she wondered what the odds were that the first time she met hyenas she would actually happen to find her mate.  Probably slim to impossible.  So she’d go and just hang out with her brothers and Bliss.  Then she could come back after a week and find a wolf to settle down with and start a family.  Mack had been a great dad, and he would be a wonderful grandfather.

      Pushing away the nagging worry that nothing about her life was going to be the same once she went to the gathering, she went to see what her brothers were up to, plans for her future firmly planted in her mind.
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      Nyte Stone rolled his neck with a groan.  The flight from Louisville, Kentucky, to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, should have been short and simple, but the flight coming into Louisville had been delayed and they’d gotten stuck at the airport all night.  It would have been faster to drive.

      His brothers Azrael and Fade were standing behind him as they waited in line at the rental car company to pick up their vehicle.  The gathering of unmated hyenas was taking place in the mountain town of Grand Hope, Pennsylvania, in the Fresh Water Campgrounds.  They had reserved one of the cabins that were available, and judging from the picture, it was little more than a bedroom and bathroom with a miniscule kitchen.

      The woman behind the counter confirmed their reservation and directed them to the SUV line of vehicles.  They chose a dark blue Highlander and climbed inside.  He took the wheel while Azrael programmed the GPS to the address of the main office of the campground and Fade settled into the second row.  He and his brothers formed a clan together.  They lived with two other hyena clans in a baro, which was a group of clans that lived together.  Their two sets of cousins made up the other two clans, and both clans were now mated.  Hyenas shared a mate—three males would find one female to share between them.

      He wasn’t sure that he believed that they would find their mate here at the gathering of single hyenas, but he was keeping an open mind.  His mother was lamenting the fact that both of their cousins’ clans were having babies and he and his brothers were still single.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to find his mate and start their family, but they just hadn’t found her yet.

      The drive from Philly to the campground was going to take two hours.  It had been a long, hellish night.  All he wanted to do was check in at the campground and grab a few hours of sleep.  The activities didn’t start until that night, when there was an informal meet-and-greet for people who got there in time on Sunday night.  The gathering didn’t officially start until Monday afternoon and was pretty much just a solid week of hanging out at the campgrounds.  There was fishing, boating, hiking, and plenty of cookouts.  If nothing else, he and his brothers would get in a week of R&R before they headed back to Dalton and their jobs at Stone’s Gym.  Turning his thoughts back to the road, they left the Philly airport behind and headed toward the gathering.
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      Azrael fiddled with the satellite radio and settled on a top-twenty station, keeping it low enough to talk, although neither of his brothers were speaking at the moment.  Nyte was watching the road intently, lost to his own thoughts, and Fade was in the second row, playing a game on his cell.

      He was looking forward to the week off work.  He didn’t mind working as a trainer at Stone’s Gym, but his passion was cooking.  He hadn’t gone to college for it, but he had taken culinary courses since high school.  He was what was known in the hyena community as the caretaker of his clan.  Nyte was the oldest at twenty-nine and was their clan leader.  Fade was the youngest at twenty-six and was the protector of the clan.  He was a graphic artist who freelanced for a company based out of Tennessee, where they’d grown up.  When they moved to Dalton, Fade redid the logo and marketing materials for the gym.  He worked the second shift at the gym with them, but stayed in his office handling the marketing.  Azrael, like Nyte, was a trainer at the gym and had gotten his certificate, but what Azrael really enjoyed doing was taking care of his family.  Making sure that Fade ate dinner when he was working hard on a project, seeing that Nyte didn’t miss appointments because he was too busy doing other things.  Someday he would be watching over their mate and making sure she was deliriously happy.  And eventually their children as well.

      Those were the thoughts that made him glad that they were going to the gathering.  Yes, he thought it was unlikely that they would happen to meet their mate there, but it wasn’t unheard of.  He knew that whether they found her here or somewhere else, they would find her eventually.

      He and his brothers had grown up in Gorge, Tennessee, in their parents’ baro.  Dante and his brothers had left the clan several years earlier to move to Kentucky and open the gym.  They mated a she-wolf named Alyssa who was expecting their first child, and came back to Gorge to visit.  Azrael and his brothers had thought it was a good idea to come to Kentucky and join their baro, as did their cousin Orion’s clan.  Orion’s clan had recently mated with a she-wolf named Sydney who was also pregnant.

      Dante and his clan owned a one-hundred acre parcel of land in Dalton and built a home on it.  When the two clans joined the baro, they were told they could build a home wherever they wished on the territory.  Orion and his clan had built a house near enough to Dante’s to walk, but far enough away so both clans had privacy.  Azrael and his brothers hadn’t built a home yet, and they’d been with them for over six months.  Az didn’t know why they hadn’t.  They’d walked the entire one-hundred acres more than once, scouting for a location, but they hadn’t decided to build one yet.  They were living in a three-bedroom apartment in Dalton.

      “Why haven’t we built a house yet?” he asked.

      Nyte made a noise of surprise, like he hadn’t expected to be asked that question.  “I don’t know.”  After a long moment, Nyte sighed and said, “It just hasn’t felt right, I guess.  You guys never pushed to build a permanent place, and I didn’t either.  So now, if we do happen to find our mate here at the gathering, then we’ll be bringing her back to a rental.”

      The way that Nyte spoke about the apartment and potentially bringing their mate home left a bad taste in Azrael’s mouth.  He hadn’t really thought that they would find their mate, so it hadn’t mattered if they had a permanent home.  But now, traveling to the gathering with the potential to find a mate looming on the horizon, he wondered if there was something more to their reluctance to make a home.

      Maybe they were waiting for their woman, so she could be part of the process.  Or maybe they had gotten complacent and lazy.  Whatever the case, they were going to a place where they might very possibly find their mate.  And if they did, then they were all going to wish that they had built a home.
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      Fade got out of the SUV, stretched, and then took in their surroundings.  The cabin they had been assigned was number seven out of thirty.  The other cabins were scattered haphazardly throughout the campgrounds, interspersed with open areas for RVs and tents with electric and water hookups.  They’d passed a lot of males unloading vehicles in front of cabins, but he’d yet to see a single female.  When they’d picked up their cabin key and gotten the map and schedule, the male at the campground office told them that there had been females checking in, so that was good news.

      He snagged his suitcase from the back and walked up the wooden steps to the front porch and through the door that Nyte had unlocked and left open.  As they’d expected, the cabin was one room with a king size bed in the corner, a small couch against the far wall, and a kitchenette.  Azrael opened the two doors and found a small bathroom and a closet.

      The long dresser was the only other furniture besides a kitchen table with four chairs, and he put his suitcase down and opened the drawers, finding them empty and smelling heavily of lavender thanks to some lace bags filled with dried flowers and tied with ribbons.  He shut the drawers, deciding to live out of his suitcase for a week rather than take the chance of his clothes smelling flowery.

      Nyte and Azrael were looking at the bed, and Azrael said, “We should find out if they have any cots we can borrow so we can all have a separate place to sleep.”

      Nyte said, “When we have a mate we’ll all be sleeping in the same bed anyway.  I don’t mind sharing for the week.”

      Fade smiled at his oldest brother.  It had been his idea to leave their home baro in Tennessee and move to Kentucky.  Both of their cousins’ clans had found mates to share.  Fade and his brothers had been joking about their mother’s desire to become a grandma, but she wasn’t the only one who wanted her sons to find their mate.  Fade had never had strong feelings for any female before, but he wanted to have what his cousins had with their mates.  He wanted to love a woman so much that he would be willing to die to see her safe.

      Both of his cousins had run into trouble keeping their mates safe.  Alyssa had been literally caught in the crossfire when an enemy had wanted to keep his violent history a secret.  Sydney’s abusive ex-mate had come for her and nearly succeeded.  Of course, he would rather that his future mate had a sweet life and wasn’t in danger in any form, but if she was, he knew that he’d keep her safe.

      Nyte ran a hand through his dark hair and looked at the schedule.  “There’s a meet-and-greet at seven tonight, and then tomorrow there’s a brunch at eleven which kicks off everything.”

      Az, also choosing to live out of his suitcase, flopped down on the bed and yawned.  “I hope the guy at the front desk wasn’t lying when he said there were females here.”

      Fade agreed.  They’d been to gatherings before only to be in campgrounds surrounded by other males with no females in sight.

      “I’m exhausted after sleeping in the airport,” Nyte kicked off his shoes and settled onto one side of the big bed.  “Someone set an alarm so we don’t oversleep.”

      Fade was not surprised that Az jerked upright and set the alarm on his phone.  Their middle brother was all about taking care of everyone.  Even when they were kids, he was more of a mother to them at times than a brother.  It was the way of clans to have three males with separate roles of leader, caretaker, and protector, and Fade was glad that he and his brothers had fallen so easily into their roles.  He wouldn’t want to handle all the decision-making that Nyte did or make sure everyone was happy the way that Az did.  He was very happy, however, to make sure that his brothers were safe.

      He snagged a pillow and stretched out in the center of the bed between his brothers.  Az snickered and said, “We haven’t been in the same bed since we were kids.”

      Nyte threw his pillow at Az after he continued to laugh, making the bed shake.  Az grabbed the pillow and tucked it under his head.  “Thanks, man. I needed an extra pillow.”

      Fade rolled his eyes at his brothers as Nyte demanded his pillow back and Az played dumb.  After some mild threats, Az gave Nyte back his pillow, and they all settled in for a nap.  He was sure they made a strange picture, three grown men sharing a bed with no woman in sight, but in Fade’s mind it was a testament to their commitment as a clan.  Someday their woman would be in bed with them, and there wouldn’t be anything strange about the scenario at all.  Fade was hopeful that the missing part of their clan would show up soon.  He couldn’t wait to meet her.
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      Kross smacked Bliss’s hand as she reached forward from the back seat, attempting to change the satellite station.

      “Ouch, Kross,” she groused, rubbing at the top of her hand.

      Whisper chuckled.  “I said you weren’t allowed to change the station, B.  Why do you insist on trying to torture my brothers?”

      “It’s fun,” Bliss said with a grin.

      Kayne looked over his shoulder at them and rolled his eyes.  “No it’s not, Bliss.  Keep your country-loving paws off the radio.”

      “You’d like it if you listened to it,” she argued.

      “Would not,” both males said emphatically.

      Whisper wiggled her iPhone at Bliss.  “Here, use the satellite radio app and headphones and listen to your country-loving heart’s content.”

      “I hope when I find a mate that he loves country as much as I do,” Bliss said, popping the earbuds into her ears.

      “I hope he loves death metal,” Kross said under his breath.

      Bliss reached up and smacked his shoulder.  “I heard that.”

      Whisper shook her head at her friend and brothers and turned her attention back to the passenger window, watching as the scenery flew by.  With each mile they drew closer to the campground, her stomach tightened more, and her palms sweated.  By the time they pulled into the lane that led to the campground, she’d been making such tight fists with her hands that her knuckles were stark white and her fingernails had left deep imprints in her palms.

      Kross stopped the SUV in front of a small log cabin, which had a sign hanging from the porch that read ‘Gathering Registration.’  He met her eyes and frowned.  “Mouse, you okay?”

      She didn’t want her brothers to worry.  Wasn’t she being silly, anyway?  What were the odds that anything in her life was changing this week other than taking a vacation in the mountains?  She willed herself to relax, if only so that her brothers didn’t worry about her.

      “I’ll go check in and find out where our cabin is,” Whisper said with a smile.  Kross raised a brow but said nothing.  Her legs ached from the long ride, and she took a moment to stretch after she shut the car door.

      A group of four people her father’s age—three men and one woman—looked at her in surprise as she stood in the open doorway.  “Welcome!”  The woman said in a hearty tone, crossing the wood floor and hugging her.  She was too surprised to hug the woman back, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “I’m Ally and these are my husbands, Richard, Troy, and Blake.  What’s your name, hon?”

      “Whisper Callahan,” she managed to say, her mind reeling with the news the woman had so casually shared that she had three husbands.

      “She looks as white as a sheet, Ally-baby,” the tallest of the three men said with a gentle tone, and another of the men grabbed a straight-backed chair and set it down in front of the long table in the center of the room.

      “Here, hon,” Ally said.  “Have a seat.  Are you ill?  Car rides make me nauseous as all get out.”

      One of the men chuckled, coming to stand by Ally and pulling her into a protective embrace.  “Which we didn’t know until our honeymoon.  Halfway into our drive to the Poconos, she threw up all over everything.”

      The third laughed.  “And everyone.”

      Ally blushed scarlet and smacked at the arm of the man holding her tightly against him.  “That was years ago!  Stop teasing me.”

      The man nuzzled the side of her face and nipped at her ear.  “Never.”

      One of the men handed Whisper a cold bottle of water.  She said, “I’m, uh, I’m not from around here.”

      The man behind the table flipped a stack of papers around and said, “New Jersey.  Nice!  We took a second honeymoon in Ocean City.  Now, are you sure you’re okay?  We can show you where your cabin is and do the registration later.”

      She cracked the lid open and took a long drink, trying not to stare at the small group.  Ally was now standing behind the table with all three men, and they were all touching her in some way as if they couldn’t stand to be apart from her for a second.  She swallowed and felt like there was a fist in her throat.  She’d had all the love a daughter could ask from her father, a sister could ask from her brothers, and a friend could ask of her besties.  But she’d never really seen a relationship up close like this.  Mack hadn’t dated much over the years.  As alpha, he could have his pick of any female he wanted, and there were unmated females that he spent time with, but he had loved his first wife so much, he once told Whisper that he never planned to take another mate to replace her because she was irreplaceable.

      “I didn’t know,” Whisper said the words before she realized she’d spoken them out loud and then wished immediately that she could take them back.

      “Didn’t know what?” one of the men asked.

      She looked at the four people and saw curiosity and concern.  Deciding she might not have another chance like this, she said what was on her mind.  “I didn’t know that it was legal to have so many husbands.”

      Ally laughed loudly in surprise and then quickly frowned, her laughter dying as fast as it had started.  “Aren’t your parents in a multiple mating?”

      Whisper grimaced.  “I was abandoned as a child and raised in a wolf pack.  I haven’t ever met any hyenas before.”

      “What?” Ally asked in surprise.  “That’s impossible.  No baro would ever abandon a child.”

      Before she could speak further, the one who had his arms wrapped around her gave her a gentle shake, and she stopped talking.  “You don’t know the details of her situation, sweet mate.  It’s not important how she came here, only that she’s here now.  She looks healthy and happy.”

      “Baro?” Whisper asked.

      One of the males nodded.  “A clan is a group of four hyenas, three males and their shared mate.  Clans gather together in one area and call themselves a baro.  It’s like a wolf pack but on a small scale—usually only a handful of clans and their children.  Our baro is here in the mountains.  We run the gathering every year.”

      Another of the males said, “Let’s get you registered so you can get to your cabin.  If you have questions, you can come and talk to us anytime.  Our home is down the path behind this cabin.”

      She took the clipboard with trembling fingers, her mind swimming with information.  The form on the top had been partially filled out with her name and address, and she supplied the rest of the details, trying not to let her trembling hand make her handwriting any sloppier than usual.

      One of the males gave Whisper an itinerary folder and a key.  On top of the folder was a map with her cabin circled with red pen.  “Can we drive you to your cabin?”  The male asked.  “It would be no trouble.”

      “No, thanks.  I’m here with my brothers and best friend, and they’re waiting for me out in the SUV.”

      They nodded and smiled, and Ally walked Whisper to the door.  She said, “My cell number is written on the inside of the folder.  I want you to call me anytime to chat about anything.  Your situation is unique, so feel free to ask questions about whatever, okay?”

      “Thanks, Ally,” Whisper replied, returning the woman’s affectionate hug.

      “You’re welcome, hon.”

      Whisper walked to the SUV and climbed into the back seat.  Kross reached back and took the folder from her hands and read the map.

      Kayne said, “What’s the matter, Mouse?  You look like you saw a ghost.”

      She looked up at him in the rearview mirror.  “Hyenas multiple mate.”

      Kross turned around and gave her a suspicious look.  “Like multiple wives?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “No, three guys for one girl.  It’s their ‘normal’.”

      “Holy crap that’s a lot of orgasms,” Bliss said.

      “Bliss!” Kross admonished.

      “What?  It’s true, right?  I mean, you figure one per guy and there’s three of them, so yeah, I’d say that’s a lot of pleasure.  Where do I sign up?”

      Whisper’s face heated as Bliss continued counting out the number of climaxes per sex session a trio of husbands would get her.  And then she squeaked, “Oops, there’s three so that means one dick per hole.  Ouch.”

      “Bliss, fucking shut it!” Kross growled.  Whisper started laughing at Kross’s angry expression as he pulled out of the parking lot and followed the map that Kayne held.

      Bliss joined in the laughter, and before long, Whisper felt the tension leave and her spirits lift.  Hugging one arm around her best friend, Whisper said, “I love you, B.  Thanks for being here for me.”

      “You’re always there for me.  Like when we were little and you shared your green crayon with me when mine broke, even though it was your favorite color.”

      “And you always shared your Barbies when Kross and Kayne would take the heads off mine and hide them.”

      Kayne glanced over his shoulder with a grin.  “You were lots of fun to torment.  Still are, Mouse.”

      She settled back in her seat, watching the thick woods pass by as they followed the winding road.  Kross parked in front of the small cabin, one of the few two-bedroom ones.  As they carried their things inside, she wondered about the hyenas that were at the gathering.  If hyenas mated in groups of four, then the cabins and RVs that they had passed on the way to their own cabin must have clans in them.  Bliss had been teasing her about having three husbands, and although she’d feigned disgust, she was a little turned on by the notion.  Three sets of hands.  Three cocks.  And then she remembered that she lived with two males who left beard trimmings on the bathroom counter, the toilet seat lid up, and dirty dishes everywhere but in the sink.  Well, that image she could do without.  She’d rather go back to imagining what it would be like to have three male bodies to explore.

      “What are you thinking about?” Bliss asked, snapping Whisper from her dirty thoughts.

      Blushing, she said, “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”  Bliss rolled her eyes.

      Kross and Kayne were in the SUV getting the rest of their things, and she lowered her voice.  “I’m a little curious about the three mates thing, I guess.”

      “Couldn’t you flip?  I mean, unless they were all total slobs, it would be awesome.”

      “You were thinking of how gross my bathroom is when Kross and Kayne are done?”  She laughed.

      “Oh yeah.  I feel sorry for whoever they mate with.”

      “They’ll be damn lucky, we’re studs,” Kross said, dropping his suitcase and flexing.

      “What if you meet a lady hyena who wants to share you both and toss in another male for good measure?” Bliss asked playfully.

      “I’d share a woman with Kayne, but I wouldn’t add another male into the mix,” Kross replied.

      “I…don’t know what to say to that,” Whisper said, shocked.

      “There’s nothing to say, Mouse.  We’ve shared females before.  Whether we find our own mates or share one is just the way our lives go.  But we don’t want to hear about you and three guys and any holes being filled, just FYI,” Kayne said, making a face.

      Bliss giggled.  “Holes.”

      Kayne took a menacing step toward her, and she shrieked, ducking behind Whisper.  “Oh, thanks a lot,” Whisper groused.

      “He won’t hurt you, but he might toss me out.  I torture him with country music, and I may or may not have hacked his Facebook account a few times and posted photoshopped pictures of him and country music stars.”

      “I knew that was you!”  Kayne lunged toward them, and Bliss squealed and raced out of the cabin with Kayne hot on her heels.

      “You aren’t worried he’s going to kill her?”  Kross raised a brow.

      “Nah.  If he does, he has to hide the body.”

      Kross hummed in his throat and looked into the two small bedrooms.  One had a king bed, and one had a full sized bed; there was a couch in the small open area.

      “You and Bliss take the king, Kayne and I will flip for the bed, loser takes the couch.  My only request is that if you do find your mates, you consummate your relationship in their cabin.  There are a lot of things I wouldn’t mind seeing on this vacation, but you and three guys ain’t one of them.”

      She rolled her suitcase into the room with the king bed, and Kross carried Bliss’s suitcase and put it on a small dresser.  “You and Kayne have really shared?”

      He leaned against the open door and folded his arms.  “A few times.  We never touch each other—I mean, we’re brothers, and that would be sick.  Male wolves tend to fight over females if there’s a shared interest, but he and I never wanted to let a woman come between us, unless it was a mutual thing.  So I’m surprised to hear that there’s a shifter group where multiple matings are normal, but it’s not as big a deal as you’re making it out to be.  Wouldn’t you like knowing that three males loved you more than anything?”

      She smiled at her big brother.  “Yeah.  Whoever you end up mated to is going to be really lucky, whether it’s you alone or you and Kayne.  Except for the way you leave the bathroom.”

      He rolled his eyes with a laugh and then sobered.  “You’re worried you’re going to lose everything if you find your mate?”

      The statement made her eyes sting with tears.  “Yeah.”  She found herself twisting a shirt in her hands and forced herself to put it down.

      “Well, one of two things will happen when you find your mate or mates, here or wherever they might be.  One, they’ll want you to come home with them, and you’ll be so happy that you won’t mind leaving Beyton for wherever the hell they live.  Or two, they’ll be so crazy about you that they’ll come to Beyton and join the pack.  When I find my mate, there isn’t anything that I won’t be willing to do to make her happy.  And that includes leaving Beyton.  So don’t think that you have to give up everything like you’re cursed or something.  You might find yourself willing to go.  There’s no good worrying, anyway.  You know what Grandma used to say: ‘Worrying is like sitting in a rocking chair; it gives you something to do, but doesn’t get you anywhere.’”

      “Thanks, Kross.  You’re the best.”

      “I know.  You’re not too bad yourself.”

      Bliss and Kayne came back into the cabin a few minutes later, laughing, and she showed her the bedroom.

      “I don’t mind sharing as long as you don’t hog the covers,” Bliss said.

      “And you don’t kick me,” Whisper added.

      They unpacked, and Kross came into the room, sitting down on the bed.  “The meet-and-greet is at seven.  If you want to go, we should get a move on.”

      Whisper considered not going, but decided that she was going to make the most out of the situation.  Kross’s advice about what her future might bring had actually eased the knot of worry in her stomach a little.  And their grandma’s advice was still sound.  She was worrying over something that wasn’t an issue right now.  She hadn’t found her mate—or mates—yet, and when she did, then she’d see how things went.

      She sent a text to her dad.

      “Thank you for sending me to the gathering.  I love you.”

      He replied quickly, “You’re welcome, Sweetling.  I love you, too.”
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      Nyte rolled over and nearly fell off the bed. Then he realized that the entire cabin was dark, as was the sky outside.  They’d overslept!  Reaching for his phone, he discovered it was after two in the morning.  So much for the meet-and-greet.  Bunching the pillow under his head, he sighed and settled back down to catch some more sleep.

      The next time he woke up, sunlight was streaming through the windows, and his brothers were waking up.

      “Damn it, I must have turned off the alarm.  Sorry, guys,” Az said.

      Fade stretched and yawned.  “I didn’t wake up at all, so we must have been dead to the world.”

      “Hope all the single females aren’t taken,” Az groused as he rolled out of bed.

      “If they are, then they’re not meant to be our mates,” Nyte reminded him.

      He sat up and rolled his neck, checking his phone for messages.  Their cousins had sent cheerful messages of encouragement to them, wishing them luck on their ‘mating expedition.’  Alyssa and Sydney were looking forward to having another female in the baro.

      By the time Nyte got into the cramped shower, the water was ice cold, shocking him further awake and making his teeth chatter.  He’d never showered so quickly in his life.  As he stalked to the dresser for clean clothes, he said, “I get the first shower tomorrow.”

      The brunch was in full swing when they got there.  A large clearing was set with
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