
        
            [image: cover]
        


[image: tmp_a1a04751513001fd3865eb3ead7ff0a0_sPbrew_html_m6c3375d9.jpg]

 



 


[image: tmp_a1a04751513001fd3865eb3ead7ff0a0_sPbrew_html_767cf5ac.jpg]

 


 


Published by Evernight Publishing ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2015 Keely Jakes

 


 


ISBN: 978-1-77233-518-7

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: Melissa Hosack

 


 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 


 



 


DEDICATION

 


This is for the odd balls, the strange ones,
those who don’t fit in with so-called normal society.







LUCKY’S SEVEN

 


Team Paladin, 1

 


Keely Jakes

 


Copyright © 2015

 







 



Prologue

 


“Guys, hey guys, it’s time!”

With a sigh, Shane Thomas put down the book
he was trying to read in the middle of the chaos that was the rehab
center’s day room. Pushing to his feet, he joined the group of men
around the television screen in the corner of the room. The
attendants, nurses, and other staff were off doing whatever they
did at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night. It had not taken long
after his arrival to convince the rehab center’s staff that they
would be fine if left unattended for more than ten minutes at a
time.

He didn’t know why he bothered getting
excited about the lottery announcement. It wasn’t like they were
actually going to win, just like they hadn’t won any of the other
times over the past six weeks since they had started pooling their
money and buying tickets. But anything was better than trying to
slodge his way through the book that women had been going nuts over
a couple years ago. He was a third of the way through, and still
did not see the attraction.

The men around him were his Marine Force
Recon brothers-in-arms, and shared the same secret. A secret no one
in the building outside their close-knit group knew or
understood.

They had worked out a deal with the high,
all holy, four-star general in charge of the Top Secret
shifter-in-the-military program only a handful of people knew about
for the seven men to stay together until all were discharged from
rehab. At the same time, they would be released from the remainder
of their military service contracts, and, as promised, they would
disappear. Shane doubted it would be as easy as General Andrews
made it sound. They were dealing with the United States government
after all.

“Oh. My. God.” Forrest Bell whispered. Shane
watched as he picked up one of fifty tickets on the table in front
of him. “Dallas, give me those numbers again.”

Dallas Grant, a human tape recorder and damn
fine sniper, rattled off the numbers without hesitation.

Like the others, Shane craned his neck,
trying to see the ticket in Forrest’s hand. Watching the others
push closer and closer to Forrest, a black panther shifter stuck in
a wheelchair without his prosthetics, Shane grew claustrophobic on
the man’s behalf. He cleared his throat, the sound followed by a
soft growl when the others did not immediately respond. “Back up
two steps and calm the fuck down.”

Immediately his men responded, backing up to
let their most injured member have space to breathe. As usual in
these situations, they formed a circle so no one was left out, and
everyone could see everyone else.

Forrest spun his wheelchair and faced the
circle of men. He looked at each of them before looking down at the
small square slip of paper in his hand. “Dallas, the numbers again,
if you please.”

Dallas once again repeated the numbers
without thinking about it. With each of the six numbers Forrest
nodded, his smile growing until his grin was so wide, Shane thought
his head would split open.

Then he swallowed and looked around the
circle again. “Congratulations, gentlemen. Team Paladin has its
nest egg.”

“How much?” This came from three different
men.

“A lot.”

“How much is a lot?”

“Depends on whether or not we’re the only
winners or have to split it with someone else, but we matched all
six numbers. We won the jackpot.”

Shane blew out breath he had not realized he
was holding. That night’s jackpot had been well over half a billion
dollars. Even if they bought any and every big boy toy ever made,
they would not be able to spend it all in their lifetimes.

The men exploded in a flurry of “Holy
shits,” “Damn,” and several other expressions of shock and awe.
Shane’s brain, as always, went immediately into planning mode. As a
lion shifter, he was not quite as demonstrative as the others, but
could feel his lion doing a little happy dance on the inside.

The men were so excited they were all
talking at once, about what they were going to buy with their
newfound wealth. It took a not-so-soft roar to silence them. Shane
watched the door for nearly a minute, just in case someone came to
investigate the animal sounds.

Finally, he turned back to the men of his
family. As their alpha, it was up to him to keep his men safe, even
if it was from themselves. “This will not be discussed with anyone
until we get out of here and somewhere safe. From what you all have
been telling me, it looks like we’ll be discharged over the next
week or so. There are a lot of plans to be put into place, and I
don’t want anyone getting crazy.”

“Are we still moving to Montana?” Oliver
“Twist” Charles asked from where he stood beside Jack Bailey. They
were wolf shifters, inseparable on the battlefield and off. Shane
thought there was something more going on between them, but he
maintained his own don’t ask, don’t tell policy even though the
military had relaxed its attitude about gays.

That was the way of military men. Stick with
your battle buddy no matter where, even off the battlefield and
away from the base. As shape-shifters, they seemed to take the
concept of watching each other’s six, to a much, much deeper level.
Shifters in the military who found each other, even though they
were not mates, would get housing off base together just so they
wouldn’t freak out a human roommate who might come home
unannounced.

The only human he ever roomed with came home
early from work one afternoon to find Shane lazing in a puddle of
sunshine in the living room in his lion form. By sundown, the
roommate had an appointment with the base psychiatrist and orders
to the Guam. Shane had been called into the general’s office and
encouraged to keep his lion under wraps until they found him a
like-kinded shape-shifter to room with. That was when General
Andrews put Team Paladin together.

“Captain, we’ll need to hire an office
weenie to help deal with the insanity this is going to bring,”
Dallas Grant, a bear shifter, pointed out.

“Preferably one who can be trusted with our
secrets, and who would be willing to go to Montana with us,” Jack
added.

“Yeah, and preferably before we file the
claim,” Forrest said. “Because I have a feeling the press is going
to go crazy when word gets out that ten wounded Marines won the
lottery. And you know it’s going to get out. He can also make hotel
arrangements for when we get out, and all the other stuff that
needs to happen before we can move.”

Shane rubbed his forehead, a headache
starting at all that needed to happen in the next few days. “Yeah,
it will. All right. Tomorrow we’ll put out feelers for a personal
assistant who would be interested in a challenging position working
for a bunch of battle-damaged veterans. Now clean this room up and
go to bed.” He nodded toward the table where their losing tickets
lay forgotten.

“Yes, Sir.” As one, the six men
straightened, whether in their wheelchairs or standing, and, as
one, saluted him.

Returning the gesture, he turned and walked
out of the room. He waited until he was alone in his room before
chuffing and doing a happy dance. Falling onto his too-small single
bed, he turned on his back and began planning the future of his
misfit family of multispecies shifters.


Chapter One

 


Orange.

The man’s hair was orange. Not red. Not
ginger. Not strawberry blond. Orange. Neon, day glow,
plug-it-in-at-night-to-keep-it-glowing international orange.

Ten years in the Marines, first as enlisted
and then an officer, had not prepared Shane for the civilian world.
Especially when it came to finding a personal assistant to help him
deal with the insanity that was sure to come. The fact that they
only had three people respond to the advertisement listed on
several job websites as well as in the local newspaper made him
wonder if the unemployment problem really was as big as the new
reported. Or maybe he shouldn’t have let a bear shifter with PTSD
write the ad.

The slight, orange-haired young man was the
third and final interview for the day. The first was a young woman
just out of some business school who had trembled and stammered
during the entire interview, obviously scared out of her socks. The
second, a woman in her thirties, seemed more interested in hearing
stories of his adventures in the Middle East than she was about the
job.

He doubted this one would get much beyond
the “Hi, how are you?” stage. But he was under a deadline. Five
members of the team were being discharged from the rehab center in
two days. He had to hire an assistant and claim the lottery money
before then, and find them somewhere to live while they finished
preparations for the move to Montana.

“Mr. Westfield
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