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      Jesse heads to Yellowstone National Park for work, not play. Her mission? To install the new seismology sensors she invented for testing. But when the neurospicy engineer butts heads with Mark, a neurotypical park ranger, and his neurospicy botanist boyfriend, Christopher—who also happen to be the men tasked with keeping her alive during their multi-day hike—she finds herself tangled in a not-unpleasant situation that leaves her wondering if there's room in her life for more than work. Add escalating and life-threatening mishaps, like a mad momma bear and a blizzard, and she’s left re-evaluating her life. Can the three of them land on the same wavelength? Or will seismic shocks rock their bond and rip them apart for good?
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      This contemporary MMF reverse harem features crossed swords, two neurospicy main characters, friends to lovers, survival and peril, discussion of parental death (before story happens), camping sex, swearing, oopsie/secret baby, a "not a cop" park ranger, ursine abuse of an innocent hand-held radio, and mentions of inappropriate cupcake use.
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      JESSE

      She stared out the airplane window as they made their final approach to Spokane.

      God, I needed this trip.

      That was an admission she hated making, too.

      Sure it was a work trip, but it got her out of the lab and the office for the first time in over a year.

      It also meant it would get her dad off her back and hopefully curb his harping that he wanted her to take time off.

      Get him off her back for now, at least.

      She expected to spend her extra time out here working, not relaxing. To her that was relaxing.

      Yes, she would absolutely fib to her dad and tell him she was relaxing, if he asked. How the heck would he know if she was working, anyway? She’d already warned him she’d be out of cell phone contact for much of the time, and she didn’t have a sat phone.

      She certainly wasn’t about to volunteer that she didn’t have a sat phone, because she knew if she mentioned that, he’d demand she obtain one.

      Hopefully he’d be too distracted with his very pregnant wife to pay much attention to Jesse’s current activities. He could log in to their corporate scheduling system and see Jesse was out of the office and conducting field tests in Yellowstone.

      Not that she’d talked to him in person that week. Which was…unusual.

      Not in a bad way, though.

      Josephina would likely pop soon, so his focus was rightly on her and their unborn son.

      Meaning maybe Jesse could work without him interrupting her with his ideas, “suggestions”, and last-minute changes to the equipment she’d devoted the past year of her life to perfecting—the working, beta-testing prototypes of said equipment which were securely nestled in several cases in the cargo hold, along with her luggage.

      Or without him wanting to have father-daughter time with her. Which she understood was important to him, and which was why she usually gave in and accommodated him, but it also annoyed her because it took her away from her work.

      Which was relaxing.

      She’d picked Yellowstone for the trials because of the frequent earthquake activity. Darn near constant earthquake activity. Most of those being tiny tremblors that went unnoticed by anyone except the USGS and their equipment. She also had the full blessings and cooperation of the USGS for these tests, and had obtained all the necessary permits.

      Hopefully, her new seismometers would prove viable during these small-scale tests. The proof-of-concept trials were promising and gave her confidence these prototypes would work. Then she could advance to the next step, meaning building and deploying more systems and conducting limited large-scale testing in regions that experienced increased quake activity due to hydraulic fracturing and wastewater disposal injection wells that were a byproduct of oil processing.

      Her goal was to perfect an AI-based algorithm that worked in conjunction with seismology networks to improve earthquake prediction. Eventually, she hoped to deploy a network of devices all over the continent, and then the world.

      No, it would never be possible to predict all quakes in all areas. But if she could perfect the algorithm and detection equipment to identify quake-prone areas, maybe even map out patterns, or potential new areas of earthquake activity, it could be a game-changer.

      She also recognized—and had bounced off her therapist for confirmation—that her dad’s recently renewed helicopter parenting was likely due both to his anxiety over the impending arrival of his second child and his guilt over being a single father to Jesse for so many years.

      What Jesse had never been able to drill into his loving skull was that she didn’t feel the slightest bit of resentment, or anger, or any of that other garbage toward him about the circumstances.

      And she was happy she was about to become a big sister at the age of twenty-three.

      She even loved her step-mother. While she didn’t see Josephina as her “mom,” she enjoyed spending time in the woman’s company and loved her both for herself and for how happy her dad now was. Josephina also went out of her way to get to know Jesse and learn about neurodivergency. She bent over backward to be accommodating Jesse, even though Jesse didn’t expect her to do that.

      The effort, however, meant a lot to Jesse.

      It wasn’t her father’s fault Jesse’s mom died from pancreatic cancer when Jesse was ten. And it wasn’t bad parenting on his part that Jesse spent the next several years attending elite private boarding schools, which ultimately led her to starting college several years early and earning her first doctorate by the age of nineteen.

      Autism for the win, yo.

      Her mom had understood Jesse, both her preternatural thirst for learning and discovery and Jesse’s frequently aloof, neurodivergent attachment style. She was okay being alone. She was fine not being smothered by attention. She had friends, sure, but most of them were also on the neurodivergent spectrum. It wasn’t uncommon for group get-togethers to consist of shared meals accompanied by parallel play, whether on their phones or computers or engaging in crafts like crochet. To outsiders it might look like several people gathered together ignoring each other, but nothing could be further from the truth.

      Jesse had tried dating while in grad school, but attempts at relationships with neurotypical guys usually ended with her walking away after he felt butt-hurt because she didn’t want to be glued at the hip to him and refused to play NT guessing games about his moods, feelings, wants, and desires.

      She had a job, a life, a purpose. Her own interests and pursuits, mostly professionally, but that did satisfy her. She didn’t have time for petty bullshit.

      Her last relationship—with a neurodivergent man two years older than her—had ended amicably when he was offered an opportunity to work in Japan and Jesse didn’t want to pick up and move with him.

      He’d understood. They remained friends and even texted and chatted on occasion. The last she’d heard, he was dating a nice woman.

      Did she miss him? Sure, but she’d be unhappy if she’d gone with him to Japan.

      She hadn’t… loved him.

      No, that wasn’t right. She hadn’t been in love with him. She loved him as a friend. The sex had been good, but good sex wasn’t a reason to uproot her life and make herself and him miserable in the process.

      That would definitely lead to bad sex or, more likely, no sex, and resentment. Quickly followed by no relationship.

      Better to have an amicable friendship than a horror story about an ex.

      When her plane landed and she turned on her work cell, she received a flurry of notifications. It was the most recent one, from three hours earlier, that made her groan.

      A voicemail from Dr. Katherine Fornier-Thomas.

      “Dr. Scott, a personnel issue has come up, and we’ll have to delay your trip into the park by four days. I’m really sorry. I hope this won’t throw your schedule off too much.” She left her phone number and Jesse stepped out of the flow of foot traffic to call the woman back.

      Jesse had allotted herself three full days—not including today—to travel from Spokane to Yellowstone, even though the drive could easily be made by car in under twelve hours if she pushed it. She really didn’t want to delay the start of her work that long and give her father a chance to start paying attention and become…fatherly.

      After the call connected and the standard social pleasantries were exchanged, the other woman explained. “One of the USGS scientists who was supposed to take you into the park unfortunately came down with food poisoning while on vacation and missed his connection to his cruise ship while ill on shore. He can’t return here before then. The other fell last night and broke his leg and physically can’t do it. He’s in surgery as we speak. Unfortunately, I don’t have any staff I can spare to guide you on the timeframe we originally agreed to, who are also qualified to take you into the park. I’m really sorry about this.”

      Jesse pinched the bridge of her nose and breathed, forcing herself to downshift and not react with irritation. Carefully modulating her tone, she replied, “There’s no one else who can take me? I don’t need a seismologist. I’d be fine with a park ranger, or a commercial guide familiar with the terrain. We have the GPS coordinates of the existing sensors, and the locations where I’m placing my equipment. I’d be okay with one guide.”

      “Hmm. That’s a valid point about their qualifications, but due to current bear activity in the areas where you’ll be working we must insist on two experienced guides for safety. Let me make a few calls. Are you still in Spokane?”

      “Literally landed a few minutes ago. Haven’t even claimed my luggage yet.”

      “Okay. I’ll call you back shortly.”

      Jesse slipped her phone into her pocket, slung her laptop case over her shoulder, grabbed her carryon’s handle, and followed signs to the baggage claim area as she chewed on her simmering frustration over this blip in her plans.

      Once she located baggage claim and checked her equipment crates to make sure they’d made the trip unscathed, she loaded everything onto a luggage cart and worked her way across the building to take her place at the end of a very long and sluggish line at the rental car counters. It looked like only two agents were working the counters, and the other two counters were closed. Jesse had reserved an SUV, even though that was overkill, because the crates were each about the side of a large suitcase. But she wanted plenty of room to stow everything.

      Thirty minutes later, there were still four customers ahead of Jesse when her cell rang.

      Dr. Fornier-Thomas. “Good news! I’ve lined up two experienced guides for you. Well, they’re not professional guides, but they both work in the park and have several years of experience.”

      Jesse breathed a sigh of relief. “Excellent. Thank you so much. Can you text me the information?”

      “It’s already in an e-mail on the way to you.”

      “I appreciate the accommodation.”

      “No problem.” More necessary pleasantries followed before Jesse finally got off the phone with her. She hated talking on the phone, preferred texting and e-mails. It meant she had the words in front of her and she’d long ago trained herself not to assume “tone” in words.

      And to be mindful of how her own “tone” might come across in writing, especially to neurotypicals. Her staff all knew to never assume a tone in her e-mails and texts, and to take everything at face value. Likewise, to keep their written communications with her as literal as possible.

      She pulled up her work e-mail account on her phone and skimmed through the inbox to find the information. The two men, Marcus Powell and Christopher Wright, were a park ranger and a scientist, although Jesse wasn’t sure who was which. Dr. Fornier-Thomas assured Jesse they were more than qualified to escort her. With four weeks still before the opening of the park’s big spring tourist season, thankfully the men could be spared for this task. Dr. Fornier-Thomas also assured Jesse that her department would pick up the additional expense for their services, even though Jesse didn’t care about that.

      While Jesse headed up the seismology department of her father’s tech company, she was but a tiny cog in a world-wide corporation worth billions. They invested in and developed water collection and purification systems for arid regions, new agricultural methods to better make use of climate-challenged areas where farming was increasingly difficult, alternate power sources like solar and wind to provide power to remote areas, and other tech designed to help level up people’s existences.

      Gudbrand Klevenson made his first fortune starting a software company with three buddies, then sold his shares several years later and bought three smaller companies Jesse’s mom pointed him toward. Sure her father was obscenely rich, and Jesse was well aware she benefitted from that privilege, but her father also had a conscience. Being raised by a welder and baker in Oslo, he’d never lost touch with his humble roots.

      Over the past eighteen years, the tech his company developed had improved the lives of tens of millions of people around the world. He also scolded his fellow billionaires who committed what he called “performative charity” to avoid taxes.

      When Jesse had dinner with him several weeks ago, he’d laughed when she asked why he wasn’t at a huge international conference with other tech giants.

      “I wasn’t invited.” He smirked. “They don’t like me because I refuse to buy a yacht worth the annual gross national product of a small nation. And I make fun of them for being too scared to mingle with the ‘unwashed masses’.”

      Pulling her mind back to the present, Jesse realized there were a few people queued behind her in line. She did her best to politely ignore them and avoid being pulled into excruciating small-talk that she sucked at. Finally, it was her turn at the counter. Despite her growing weariness and overstimulation from the travel and unexpected change in plans, she minded her tone and forced a smile.

      “Hi, JessicaLynn Scott. I have a reservation for an SUV.”

      The obviously harried woman typed on her keyboard. “I’m sorry, I don’t have a reservation in that name.”

      Jesse forcibly held her smile in place, handed over her ID, and showed her the reservation details in an email on her phone, all while silently cursing the travel department’s new intern who’d handled booking her flights and rental. “It’s probably under our corporate account.”

      The agent looked at the reservation number, typed again, and her eyebrows arched. “Ah, Ms. Gudban…datter?”

      Jesse couldn’t hold back that soft growl of irritation. “That’s my middle name. Scott is my last name. Dr. JessicaLynn Scott.” She tapped her ID, which still lay on the counter where the agent could see it. “A new intern at my company made the reservation.”

      Another flurry of tapping. “Okay, we have a two-door economy reserved for—”

      “No,” Jesse said, struggling to maintain her rapidly fraying composure. “We specifically reserved an SUV.”

      The agent scowled and typed some more. “I’m sorry. I see they did reserve one, but we apparently overbooked and all our available inventory has been rented.”

      Jesse silently counted to three and patted her laptop case, which lay on top of her huge pile of luggage and crates. “As you can see, I need something more substantial. I’m driving to Yellowstone for work and I need a vehicle that can comfortably hold my equipment, as well as deal with any road conditions. And I’m picking up more equipment here in Spokane. I’ll settle for a truck, or even a minivan. A full-sized van would do, if necessary.”

      More tapping. The agent eyed the pile on Jesse’s luggage cart and tapped some more. Jesse was about to ask if the agent at the other car company’s counter might have a vehicle when she realized the woman had closed the counter and left at some point.

      Dammit.

      “I know the roads between here and the park are clear,” the clerk finally said. “I have a brother who lives nearby. The only vehicle I have that would meet your needs is a four-door BMW sedan. It’s a luxury ren—”

      “I’ll take it,” Jesse wearily said. “I don’t care what it costs, it’s a corporate rental.”

      Sometimes the rental companies gave Jesse a hassle because of her age, but since it was their corporate account she always got a manager involved and made it happen.

      Fortunately for Jesse, the agent wanted Jesse out of there as much as Jesse wanted to be out of there, and she processed the transaction. After handing her the paperwork and key fob, she gave Jesse quick instructions on finding the car and then called the next customer up before Jesse even started pushing her cart out of the way.

      This is not how I wanted to start my trip.
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      JESSE

      It took ten minutes to locate the rental and then stow the equipment cases and her luggage in the trunk and backseat. Then she slid into the driver’s seat and familiarized herself with the car’s systems while taking a moment to…breathe.

      She wasn’t an “outdoorsy” person, even though where she lived in Virginia she was surrounded by beautiful forests perfect for hiking. The winter clothes she owned were for lounging at home, getting her from home and into a store or the office, or socializing.

      Not for traipsing around the rugged wilds of a mountainous national park where the weather could wildly swing from one extreme to the other in the space of hours.

      She also didn’t own any camping equipment.

      Not being a complete ignoramus she had been training nearly every day for the past couple of months, using a treadmill and step machine at home and at the gym at work. It wasn’t something she enjoyed, but at least she could say she was in the best shape she’d ever been in and knew she could withstand the physical part of this journey.

      After securing the necessary permits for this trip, she conducted extensive research on the park’s climate. A few weeks ago she’d purchased hiking boots, along with appropriate socks, and wore them nearly everywhere to make sure they were broken in and that the socks wouldn’t bother her. Everything else she needed she’d ordered online for in-person pick-up at a sporting goods store in Spokane.

      Hence another reason not to be crammed into a tiny economy-class car.

      Plus, she hated feeling confined in a small car.

      Or, confined anywhere, actually. Even sleeping in a tent would be a test of her patience, and she hoped to be able to sleep under the stars most nights.

      Closing her eyes, she spent a moment doing a breathing exercise to center herself before connecting her phone to the car’s hands-free system, calling up the map app on her phone, and plugging in the store’s location.

      Twenty minutes later, a cheerful clerk she’d tipped a twenty helped Jesse load the two carts full of purchases into her rental. Jesse knew damned well she’d over-ordered but she also realized she needed…choices.

      Because there was a good chance many of the items she’d ordered would end up being returned tomorrow morning. Something about the item would prove unwearable to her. Whether seam placement, fabric texture, fit—something. As her mom taught her, it was better to find the right thing to wear than force herself to tolerate wearing something uncomfortable and being miserable, because it would negatively impact her focus and increase the chances of her experiencing sensory overload that could lead to a meltdown.

      Not to mention she’d purchased a hiking pack, tent, sleeping bag, and other items she knew she’d need. Any additional camping equipment she might require that she’d overlooked, she she could purchase in Livingston or Gardiner before heading into the park with her guides.

      Whatever items she kept and used, she’d ship back to her condo in Virginia at the end of the trip. Normally, she’d be tempted to donate them to a local charity, except she might need them later for future test installations in remote territory.

      Jesse’s next stop was a grocery store to buy snacks, a salad for dinner, bottled water, laundry soap, fabric softener, and large zipper-top plastic bags. Then she headed to her hotel.

      An hour later, she’d unloaded everything into her room, finished sorting through her purchases, tried the clothes on, set aside the items to return, and then finally sat down to watch TV and decompress while eating her salad.

      This is exhausting.

      Not the travel. She loved to travel, even though it was nearly always for work.

      Correction—she loved having traveled.

      She haaaated traveling.

      The nature of this trip meant she needed to stay somewhat flexible to changing conditions—such as she’d already experienced twice now.

      That was something else she hated, having her itinerary upended. Which was why she’d built a three-day cushion into her travel time to the park, so she could deliberately stay flexible.

      What she hadn’t expected were the two snafus for what normally would have been nearly certain factors.

      After finishing her salad and taking a shower, she changed into comfy PJ pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt and carried most of her new clothes that she was keeping, as well as her traveling clothes, to the hotel’s laundry room. She didn’t bother washing items like the rain gear, thermal vest, knit cap, and jacket she’d purchased.

      She made herself comfortable and read on her tablet while everything ran through the wash and dry cycles. Fortunately, the grocery store had her preferred brand and scent of laundry soap and fabric softener, but she’d already psyched herself up to accept any of several pre-determined alternatives if they hadn’t.

      See? I can be flexible. As long as I plan for it.

      By the time her laundry finished she was yawning but forced herself to fold, roll, and stow everything in the backpack so she knew how it would fit. That took her another hour, because she wanted it to be right, to be able to carry as much as possible without it crushing her. And she packed her clothes in the plastic bags to help keep them dry. She also packed half of her food rations she’d purchased weeks ago and brought with her after testing multiple options. The other half would go on the packs with the equipment cases. As they installed sensors, she would lighten her pack by moving things to the empty equipment cases.

      The single-person tent would feel confining to sleep in, but hopefully she’d only be camping eight nights, at the most. She also knew she’d likely feel so exhausted at the end of each day that falling asleep would come easy. And if a night was warm enough, she’d sleep in the open. Her plan was to take an easy path to cut through and tackle the farthest sensor station first, at the western end of the line, and then work their way uphill east toward the trailhead, because the farthest sensor positions were the more important ones. That way, if weather proved to be an issue, she could more easily access the ones closer to the trailhead at a later time. She also figured it was better to make the longer part of the trip when they were freshest and work their way back toward the closer stations.

      After setting an alarm she settled in with her sleep mask, ear plugs, and a white-noise app playing on her phone.

      This project was her baby, her passion. It wasn’t that it would make the company a lot of money, although yes, it could easily turn a profit in less than five years if her tests were successful and they moved into full production by the end of next year.

      More importantly, it would mean that she had accomplished something. On her own wasn’t accurate, because she recognized she was fortunate enough to lead a privileged life working for her father’s company, meaning she was able to obtain the resources she needed to build her prototypes. But it was a field of study that had captured her attention like nothing else. She’d visualized the project before she even started college. With her father’s blessings she had fostered the units to this point with her own two hands.

      If it worked, it meant making a name for herself aside from being tech billionaire Gudbrand Klevenson’s daughter. She knew some people would attribute her success to her neurodivergency, trying to slap a “savant” label on her, when the opposite was true. Thanks to her mother’s early guidance and her father’s persistence about her having the very best teachers and educational support, she’d developed resourceful skills to make various aspects of her neurodivergency work for her, not against her.

      Mom, I wish you were here to see this.

      Two of her mom’s brothers were on the spectrum, one independent like Jesse. He taught college history in Edinburgh. The other needed full-time support and lived in a group home in Virginia, where Jesse or her dad visited him at least once a week, usually more often.

      Jesse never met her mom’s parents because they’d died before Jesse was born. But her mother said in retrospect she knew her father was likely on the spectrum, and several of his siblings were probably neurodivergent, too.

      Unfortunately, back then there hadn’t been the knowledge, the diagnostics. Back then, when one of her mother’s uncle’s dropped out of school, repeatedly got in trouble with the law for being drunk and disorderly, and had trouble holding down a job, they hadn’t known he was self-medicating with alcohol because of what were likely unrecognized neurodivergent issues.

      And it wasn’t seen as anything other than slightly odd that another uncle was very particular about keeping to a strict routine, and kept his house neat and tidy, and also insisted on peculiar and stringent conditions for visitors not to move or touch things. He’d died a lifetime bachelor when Jesse was only four.

      Finally, she felt her brain start to wind down. She had a drive ahead of her, an adventure.

      Tomorrow I am determined to have fun.

      Whatever the hell that meant.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, after eating breakfast and returning the “unwearables” to the store, Jesse topped off the BMW’s gas tank and set out eastward on what she tried not to think of as “Jesse’s Big Adventure.”

      She deliberately chose not to plan this part of her journey, no schedule or reservations or expectations, because she didn’t want to set herself up for a meltdown if her plans went to crap.

      Like the narrowly averted meltdown at the airport over the unexpected change in personnel and the snafu with her car reservation.

      Which…to be honest, now that she was on the interstate and cruising merrily along, she was kind of digging the reservation goof. The BMW handled well, felt comfortable driving, and by the time she reached the Idaho/Montana state line she was actually singing along with ABBA on a random satellite radio station she’d landed on.

      Personal growth, yay!

      While she’d originally thought about taking two days for the drive, the weather was so pleasant and the car handled so nicely she opted to cruise all the way through to Livingston and find a room there for the night. It was a quaint town north of Yellowstone, and she could walk around and sightsee.

      And she could even use her new hiking boots and jacket.

      This was something she rarely took time to do. If she was going somewhere, she went. Whether for groceries, or to meet her father and Josie or friends for dinner. She usually spent as little time as possible on the actual journey somewhere.

      I need to make myself do uncomfortable things.

      Now that she was about to become a big sister—and she definitely wanted to be present and active in the baby’s life—she needed to work on her flexibility. A small town like Livingston was the perfect place to make an attempt to do just that. Someplace new, someplace where she didn’t know anyone.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy “going out” for recreation, but it wasn’t uncommon for the experience to overwhelm her so much she didn’t enjoy it at the time, and only in retrospect after processing the events did she realize she’d enjoyed the activity.

      Just not while the activity was in progress.

      Well, little kids wouldn’t understand why a neurospicy big sister couldn’t do normal things with them.

      And if her little sibling turned out to be neurospicy, too, she could set a good example to help them avoid pitfalls.

      There’d been times she’d envied her neurotypical classmates who could spontaneously make and change plans, sometimes multiple times in the space of a few minutes, and effortlessly shift gears to be flexible with the changes.

      She wasn’t like that.

      Correction—she wasn’t like that about activities. When it came to her work, she followed the science, the facts, the results. She could absolutely be flexible there, whether it meant retooling an algorithm, or changing a sensor design, whatever was needed to reach the final goal.

      But she absolutely wanted to work on improving her flexibility at a personal level.

      She couldn’t go back in time and spend more time with her mom or work harder as a daughter to assure her father he did fine with her. Maybe there was room for her to build stronger ties with him, with Josie, and with her new sibling.

      Jesse browsed antique shops and museums, and walked along the river, watching its cold snow-melt waters rushing in its banks. When she stopped for ice cream at a cute little shop, she noticed several fliers posted on a board by the register.

      One advertised a local band playing at a bar that night.

      When the clerk turned with her cone in his hand, she pointed at the flier. “Are they any good?”
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