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Prologue

 


Gabe sat on the grass and watched the
kids playing. He’d thought about joining them, but that wasn’t his
way. He was more likely to wait for one of them to get hurt,
because someone always did. He was going to be a doctor when he
grew up, he was sure of it. But at sixteen, he knew he had a long
way to go until that happened.

Gabe glanced over when he felt someone
near, and smiled at Tyler. Tyler would be the person to join the
kids, so Gabe was surprised when he didn’t.

“Maggie Morehouse, do you
know her?” Gabe said that he only knew her by name. “She was killed
yesterday. Some idiot pulled her into the woods and killed her. I
heard Mom and Dad talking about it this morning.”

“Do they know who did it?”
Tyler shrugged and Gabe turned to look at the kids in the pond. “I
keep waiting on one of them to fall off the big rock and bash their
head. I don’t know why humans are so dumb when it comes to checking
things out before they leap.”

“Do you suppose that they
have any idea that there are a couple of wolves watching them, a
bear, and a cat? Or that any or all of them could run them down,
kill them, then run off so’s no one will ever find them?” Gabe said
he doubted that they even knew they were trespassing. “Mr.
Cartwright, he’d sure be all over them if he knew they were
here.”

Gabe pointed to the line of trees just
in front of them. “He’s been sitting there watching them since I
came up here. I think he just likes watching them have fun. Or like
me, he’s waiting for one of them to be hurt.”

“He told me last week that
you were going to amount to something. I told him that I’d already
figured that out on my own.” Gabe thanked his little brother.
“You’re welcome. Do you think I might too? Amount to something, I
mean?”

“I don’t see why not. I
mean, we all have to go to college. Don’t know how Mom and Dad are
going to manage that, but they sure are pushing us. You should
think on it now what you want to be. So when the times comes for
you to go, you’ll have a better idea.” Tyler nodded. “Do you know
what it is you want to be?”

“Yes, I was thinking on
being a cop.” Gabe nodded. He’d be a good cop, the way he seemed to
be able to read people. “Or a lawyer. I don’t know about that so
much. Mom and Dad sure think they’re an odd bunch.”

“You have some time. Just
figure it out, like I said, and you’ll be good at whatever it is.”
He looked at the kids again when he heard screaming. He knew
someone was in pain, but he wasn’t going to save them, not from
their own parents. The switch going through the air and smacking
hard against their bare skin was funny. “Tyler, someday I’d like to
be able to find me a mate, and make her the happiest person in all
the world. I talked to Mr. Cartwright about how to make a mate
happy, and he said it was all in how you presented yourself.
Honesty, he said, was the first step.”

“Are there a lot of steps,
you think?” He told Tyler there were ten and he was learning them
all. “Ten steps to make a girl like you? Sounds like too much work.
And if she’s already your mate, what do you care if you make her
happy or not? Girls are just plain dumb if you ask me.”

They were headed back to the house
when he thought of the rest of the rules from Mr. Cartwright. There
were ten, but they didn’t seem all that difficult. He’d made sure
to memorize each one, and remembered that with each rule there was
a counter rule. Gabe didn’t know those. Mr. Cartwright told him
those changed with the situation. Like if the woman was nice,
headstrong, or just plain stubborn. He hoped she was the first,
like his mom.

The house that they lived in wasn’t
small, but it sure was crowded when they sat down to dinner, and
Mr. Cartwright coming over made it a bit tighter. But he’d not
change it for the world. He loved the old man like he was his
grandda, and he had the best advice when Gabe asked him for it.
Smiling, he thought of the dinner that they’d be having tonight.
His favorite. Pork chops on the grill with cheesy potatoes, and
green beans from the garden.

The pork chops had come their way by a
gift card from the local grocery store. They’d been having monthly
drawings for people that brought in their own bags and helped with
the recycling bins. He had been working in the store for nearly
three months now, and his momma had won the thing four times. He
thought that she was the only person that brought in her own bags,
but it was more because she could carry the extra weight that her
large bags would hold rather than the flimsy plastic
ones.

As soon as he entered the house he
could see the tension in his parents. Mr. Cartwright was sitting at
the table drinking a cup of tea and his mom was wiping down the
clean counter. His dad was leaning against the wall, but he was far
from relaxed.

“Something going on?” They
all turned to him and he backed up. “What’s happened? I’ve not been
around today, but I might have left something undone.”

“It’s not you, son. We
heard from the pack master. Daniel was saying that that young woman
that was killed yesterday, she was murdered by a pair of wolves.”
Gabe sat down and thought of all the things that could go wrong
with that knowledge. His mom continued as she rubbed harder on the
surface. “They know who it was…they were a part of our pack, and
the pack is going to deal with them.”

He knew what she meant, how they would
be dealt with, as well as what would happen to their families if
they had any. Daniel was a good man, a good leader, and wouldn’t
kill the families as most would. But they would be turned out.
Having no pack would be hard on a person. They were what kept you
safe and full when things were rough.

Later that night, he was sitting in
the window just looking out when he saw the fires. Gabe watched
them for ten minutes while trying not to think of what it meant.
Caleb asked him if he was all right.

“I don’t know what to
think. But I believe that they’re burning their homes down with all
their things inside. Both of those families had nothing to do with
the murders, and now they have nowhere to go.” Caleb got out of the
bed and came to sit in the other window. “That’s not right. I can’t
believe sometimes that we belong to a place where rules like this
are enforced.”

“The Zenick family was
harboring their uncle. He’d even bragged to them about how he’d
killed the woman, yet none of them raised a hand to help Daniel
figure it out. They didn’t tell him anything until he commanded
them to.” Gabe hadn’t heard that and told his brother so. “The
Daltons knew as well. One of the boys even filmed the rape and
murder of the woman so they could see where they’d made mistakes
and could do better the next time. And they had that planned as
well. Their plan was to take two women, one of them
pack.”

He looked out the window, then at his
brother, when something occurred to him. “Mom? Or Alisha?” The pack
bitch, Caleb told him. “I had no idea. I wonder why Daniel didn’t
kill them too?”

“Because he’s a good man.”
Gabe nodded, but said nothing else as Caleb continued. “I don’t
know that I’d have been able to do that, let them live. To have
your family ripped from you the way that they did would be hard to
live through.”

“When I have a mate, I’m
going to make sure that I protect her with all that I am.” Caleb
asked him what if she was stronger than him. “Nah, I’m going to be
her protector. And her mate. She’ll be delicate and soft, like Mom
is.”

“Mom is neither of those
things. She’s wonderful, but you get her upset and she’d bash your
head in with a bat and not think a thing about it.” There was that.
“She’s a wonderful mom, but I sure don’t see her as delicate or
soft. And I don’t know if I’d tell her that either.”

Gabe went to bed. He thought about
what his brother had said, and wondered if he knew what he was
talking about. Even if their mom was a little tense when she was
upset, he wasn’t going to give his mate any reason to be mad at
him. Gabe was going to be the perfect mate to his little
flower.


Chapter 1


Gabe was painting the walls in one of
his new examination rooms when his dad, who’d been popping in and
out over the last three days, said his name. Gabe turned and smiled
at him. Dad had on his jeans and T-shirt, like he was ready and
able to get going. Alexander, Quinn’s dad, was with him.

“We’re ready and willing to
help you spruce this place up. I heard that you got some of them
pretty borders, too, that is going to go up.” He said that he had
some that were for the children’s examining rooms. “To tell you the
truth, I’m not sure I’d be any good at that. Alex here, he said he
can do that part. I can do a brush or roller.”

Gabe set his dad up with not just a
paint can and brush, but everything he’d need. The carpets were new
and covered with cardboard, so he wasn’t worried about that. This
room was going to be green, a pale shade that Quinn had helped him
pick out.

“If you get tired of
painting, I have some equipment that needs to be put together. And
since I’m using it on patients, I’d rather you read the
instructions and not do it on your own.” His dad just glared.
“Yeah, I thought you’d feel that way. I’ll be in the other room
putting together some of the things I got last week.”

He was having fun. It had been hard
work getting the building ready, but he really was enjoying it.
Yesterday he’d received his buyout money from the firm he’d worked
for, along with a letter telling him they hoped he failed. Not that
wording exactly, but it had been close enough. It had taken him the
better part of a day to get over how it had hurt him. Then his
first shipment of equipment had arrived and he’d forgotten about
them in favor of doing what he enjoyed, being a doctor of his own
practice.

There wasn’t much to do, not really.
He was going to start slowly and work his way up to getting his own
patients. There were a couple that had followed him from the firm
he’d worked for, but he knew that as soon as he got things running,
he’d be busy. Or at least he hoped so. But having the funds to take
his time in this had made him sleep better at night.

“Gabriel, come here.” He
heard the panic in his dad’s voice and dropped everything to go see
what had happened. Several things popped into his head at once, but
when he entered the room, he stood there for several seconds while
he let it sink in. “Gabe, this here little fella needs
you.”

He nodded, but hadn’t moved. The
little girl holding the cat looked up at him, and he swore that for
some reason she wasn’t impressed with him. When she lifted the cat
up higher in her arms, he started forward to help her when the cat
growled.

“He’s hurting really,
really bad.” Gabe said he could see that. “You gotta help him,
mister. I just found him, and Momma don’t know that I got him yet.
She’s going to be powerful mad at me when she finds out, and even
madder if he dies. She sure does take on when something
dies.”

“She’s not a he, she’s a
she.” The girl frowned at him. “It’s a girl, not a boy cat. And I
think.... Why don’t you let me take her from you, and I’ll see what
I can do for her?”

Gabe knew that the cat wasn’t going to
be happy with him. A wolf and a cat didn’t really get along all
that well. But he thought if he could get her to come with him
without too much pain, he might win her over. As soon as he had the
cat in his arms, he saw the little girl’s.

“I don’t think he was happy
about me helping him. It’s what’s gonna make Momma mad at me. How
he scratched me all up.” He told her to come along with him, and
that it was a girl, not a boy, again. “Momma don’t like cats. She
said to me that they think they know it all and don’t care who
knows it. When I saw him…her suffering, I had to do something. Even
if he…she didn’t like it. Are you sure she’s a she?”

“Yes, very much so. I was
trained on how to tell the difference.” She looked at him like she
still wasn’t sure. “My dad is going to take the cat into the
examining room, and how about I have a look at your arms? Those
scratches are pretty deep.”

“I guess so, but if he
hurts her, then I’m gonna be pretty upset. Not like my momma can
be. My grandda used to say she could peel paint off a barn with her
tongue. I’ve never seen her do that, but she can cuss like it’s her
job.” He asked her what her name is. “I don’t know you. I’m not
supposed to give that stuff out unless my momma says it’s okay. You
could ask her, I guess, but I’d like for you to make sure that my
cat is gonna be all right.”

“She will be.” He cleaned
her wounds, all he could do for the child since she wasn’t a
patient of his, nor did he have permission to stitch up the places
where they were really deep. After setting her up with his mom, who
had come by to see how things were going, he went to check on the
cat. His dad was petting her, but it wasn’t making her happy. “How
is she?”

“In labor, if I don’t miss
my bet.” He said that she was. “Probably the only reason that we
can touch her. She’s hurting too much to give us what
for.”

“The little girl, she
hasn’t told me her name. Can you find out who she is? And her mom?
I’ll take care of my very first patient.” Not exactly what he
wanted to do today, but it was better than painting, he supposed.
“Hey, little lady. Let’s see what we can do to make you a
momma.”

In two hours he had helped six kittens
come into the world by standing back and watching. And Momma was
doing a good job in not tearing him up again. The first few minutes
after her delivering her first baby, she’d gotten a little pissed
off when he reached in to help. He decided that she knew what she
was doing and waited for her to need him. When she seemed to be
satisfied, he reached into the little box and petted
her.

“You did a great job there,
missus. Not my usual patient, but I didn’t mind.” He pulled out his
phone and took several pictures. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to
hang your picture in my office as my first baby delivery, as well
as my first patient.”

“You usually talk to
animals?” He turned and looked at the woman standing there. “My
name is Goldie James. My daughter, Sandy, she’s the one that
brought you your first delivery.”

She was huge with child, and he smiled
at her. “It was all right. I didn’t stitch her up, and she was very
good about not telling me any personal information.” Goldie smiled
and rubbed her belly. “When are you due?”

“A month. I’m exhausted.
This will be my first. Sandy is my stepdaughter and I never
realized how much a child could get into before this.” She sat down
when he offered her a seat. “We’re here visiting some friends, and
so far, Sandy has managed to bring home a puppy and a snake, as
well as too many bugs for me to even think about. But I’ve never
seen her so happy.”

Gabe noticed that her ankles were
swollen, her face and hands a little as well. He put out his hand
and she put hers into his, then he rubbed her wrist. She was going
to be in a lot of trouble if she didn’t keep herself healthy. As
casually as he could, he asked her some questions.

“Are you sleeping well?
Getting enough to drink?” She said she thought she was, and he
nodded, standing up to find his scope, as well a glass of water for
her. “May I?”

“Is there something wrong?”
He told her that he didn’t think so, but it was his habit to make
sure that pregnant animals and women were all right. “I’ve been
overdoing it, I know that. When we first got here, the family that
we’re staying with was nice, but I think we’ve about overstayed our
welcome. There is some hostility going on that wasn’t there before.
And I have no idea why I just told you that.”

“You needed to vent, I
would guess.” He had her sit up on the examining table after moving
the mom and her kittens. “You have anyone here? A doctor, I
mean?”

“Am I all right? Do I need
to go home now? Jacob is looking for a job. Not having much in the
way of luck, but he’s been looking.” He nodded and listened to the
baby. “Please say something.” He looked at her and decided to just
tell her the truth.

“All right. You need to
rest more. Put your feet up and sit back more than you are now.
Have someone wait on you for a change, and you need to drink more
fluids, not just water.” She started to cry. Holding her close to
him, he continued. “You’re retaining water, and that is not a good
thing. You’re exhausted, as you admitted to doing too much. And has
your doctor told you that you’re having twins?”

Goldie looked up at him, shock written
all over her face. “I’ve only seen the clinic doctor at home. And
all he told me was that I’m pregnant. Not the friendly type, or
else he’s bunched me in with the rest of the people he sees. I’m
not saying that the others there are dumb and he needs to talk to
them like that, but he basically told me that he’s too busy to
bring more little welfare brats into the world. Plus, he never gave
me the feeling that he wanted me to ask questions. In and out was
the way things were working there. He’s a jerk.”

“I understand that. I used
to have a practice with a group of people that did the same thing.
The more patients you see, the more money you can make.” He told
her to wait a moment. Going into the hall, he tried to think what
he had to do now. His mom came around the corner just as he was
reaching for the phone. “Mom, I need your help. I need to set up an
appointment for Goldie. Where is her daughter?”

“Your dad took her home
with him. He and Caleb’s boys are going to play on the swing. They
finished putting it up this morning.” He nodded. “Tell me what to
do and I’ll do it.”

“I need to get her in for
some tests.” Gabe told her what he needed done, then he told her
what to say when she called it in. “I want her to have a bed too.
Just to keep an eye on her overnight, to make sure that she and the
babies are doing all right.”

When she walked away, he went back
into the room. Goldie was crying, but she did look like she was a
little relieved about things. He told her what he wanted her to do.
She was shaking her head before he finished.

“I don’t have the money for
that.” He nodded and said it was all right. The hospital would
cover it. “No, they won’t. They might say that, but in a few days
I’ll be hit with a huge bill, and we don’t have any income right
now. Getting here took everything we had, and even things we
didn’t.”

“Let me worry about all
that. You, however, need to go in, take a load off your feet, and
let me take care of you. If you are indeed carrying twins, things
aren’t going to be getting better until we get you healthy.” She
nodded and asked to use his cell phone to call her husband. “Of
course, and tell him to bring in a resume. I know for a fact that
my brother and sister-in-law are hiring right now.”

It took some doing, but he finally
convinced her she’d be fine. After he got her settled, he asked
Quinn to come by and give him a hand. She said she was on her way
now that his dad was going to keep an eye on the kids.

~~~

Jacob wasn’t sure what was going on,
but he knew that his wife needed medical help. Holding Goldie’s
hand, he tried to keep up with Dr. Winchester, but he was talking
too fast. Finally, he had to put his hand up.

“I’m deaf.” Even after all
this time, it was hard for him to admit to that. It had been five
years, he should be over it by now, he told himself. But Goldie
needed him and he couldn’t understand the doctor. “Could you speak
slower?”

“Yes.” The man smiled at
him then put out his hand. Without thinking, he touched his fingers
to the man’s and watched his face. “I’m not human. I know that
you’re aware of my kind, so I’m going to tell you that I’m a
wolf.”

Jacob nodded. The people they were
staying with, the Waltons of all things, were something else too.
He thought they were tigers, but wasn’t sure. He also knew that
they were scaring his little girl with whatever they were. He might
be handicapped, he thought, but he wasn’t stupid. He needed this
job to make it so they had their own place. Before, he hoped, his
child was born.

“Can I taste your blood? I
will only need a small bite to talk to you. But I want you to
understand fully what is going on with your wife.” Jacob told him
that he was scared. “Yes, but if she does what I need her to do,
and you as well, we’ll all come out of this better. Did you know
that you were having twins?”

“Yes, Goldie told me when
she messaged me.” He thought for a moment about this man having his
blood, and knew that it wasn’t as simple as he was making it sound.
But Goldie and Sandy were his family, and he wanted them to be
safe. “Yes, you can take my blood.”

It wasn’t painful at all. And once he
did, he knew that the man was trusting him with this, and Jacob
wouldn’t tell anyone what they’d done. He knew that the Waltons
would somehow know, but he’d not tell them the reason he’d done it.
They weren’t the people he had thought they were.

Your wife is having some
issues. Nothing that we can’t take care of since we caught it
early, but she needs to rest more and keep her feet up. A healthy
meal wouldn’t hurt either. He nodded and
said that they were trying to find a place to live and him a
job. My sister-in-law, Quinn, she’s here
to interview you. I’d like to say that you will have a job when you
leave here, but I won’t do that to Quinn. She has a wonderful heart
and won’t let you go on like this. But if I tell you that she’s
already hired you, she’ll beat my ass. When
the doctor winked at him, Jacob had to laugh. The man was afraid of
his sister-in-law. He told him he’d keep his secret.

“Thank you. I don’t know
what she wants from me, but I’ll do my best at it.” He said he
didn’t either, to be honest, and Jacob laughed. “We’re living with
this couple and their family. They aren’t happy that we can’t pay
them rent, but we just don’t have it. I wasn’t sure that it was a
good idea in the first place, to live with them, but I lost my job
about six months ago, and I didn’t get unemployment because the
company that I worked for didn’t pay into it. It took selling
everything that we had to make it this far, and the job that they
promised us didn’t pan out either. There never was one. They wanted
us to pay them rent and be their live-in help.”

You just be honest with
Quinn and we’ll work on getting you employed someplace soon.
Jacob let out a long breath. Now, we’re going to keep Goldie here for a couple of days.
Just to monitor her blood and the babies. After that, I’m going to
make sure that they’re all doing just fine. If you have any
questions, any at all, you can contact me through this link. Just
think of me and I can answer you.

“Thank you so much.” Gabe
told him it was his pleasure. Jacob believed him too. “I’ll have to
get going soon. The bus that I ride stops running out to the place
I’m staying at four.”

I’ve had them put Goldie
in a bigger room, and there is a spare bed in here for you. Sandy
is with Quinn and my brother, Caleb, and their three kids. I think
they’re planning for her to spend the night. Jacob said he didn’t have to do that. You have no idea how excited the boys are to have someone
else to play with. And my parents are having a good time watching
over them all. It’s like Christmas for them.

Gabe left them after that, giving him
the number for his family in case they wanted to check up on their
child. And he told him again that the hospital was being taken care
of. He hoped so. Jacob had no idea how he was going to afford
twins, much less a huge hospital bill.

Jacob watched his wife sleep. Holding
her hand, he looked at the band that he’d put there over two years
ago, and thought of all the things that she had given him. And how
much he’d taken from her. After they were married things hadn’t
gone all that well. Nothing had, as a matter of fact.

He’d been injured while in the
service. The convoy he’d been in had been under siege, and Jacob
had taken one in the chest as well as his head. The prognosis
wasn’t terrible, but soon after he was sent home his hearing
started to fade in his left ear. Then a short six months later, he
lost it in both. There was money coming in for that, but it wasn’t
much, and he had a family to take care of.

His wife of four years at that time
had left him when it was apparent he was going to receive more
attention than she would when they went out. Cindy had decided that
to be married to a cripple—her words, not his—was going to be too
much for her, as well as having to raise a kid on her own. Jacob
had never understood that part…he had been taking care of Sandy all
by himself since she’d been born. Cindy never wanted to be
bothered, she told him, with a brat. Good riddance to her, but the
divorce had cost him not only a good deal of money, but his pride
as well.

Then Goldie had come along. She had
been dog watching, and he’d met her in the park a few times when
he’d been there with Sandy. He never realized that she was in love
with him until a few months after Cindy had left him. Jacob had
confessed that he was having a difficult time reading stories to
his daughter.

“I’m not sure if I’m
screaming at her or talking too low. I think she’d tell me, but I
don’t know.” They both laughed, the first one he’d had in a very
long time. After that, not only did their friendship bloom, but
they fell in love. And Sandy adored Goldie more than she had her
own mother when she’d been around.

And now his beloved wife was ill, with
his children. As he sat there, trying to figure out what to do, a
woman, an incredibly beautiful one, came into the room with him.
When he stood up, she offered him a seat and pulled a chair over to
sit near him when a second woman came in. He’d met her in the lobby
when he arrived as she was a translator for the deaf.

“You know Wendy?” He nodded
when Wendy signed the question to him. “Good. I’m Quinn Winchester.
I’m here to offer you a job.”

“You don’t know me.” She
handed him several sheets of paper, all about him, Goldie, and even
his little girl. “How did you get this?”

“I’ve got some people in
high places that know how to get around the curves of a computer.”
He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to think that was funny or not,
so he just nodded. “I own two factories here in town. One of them
produces a dog food that is natural and safe for dogs. I’ve worked
very hard on that with my dad, and we have a good product. The
other makes the bags we use. Also a few
other items that we came up with. Such as cat and small animal
things. I work very hard, and I’d expect you to as well. But we
won’t be interfering with your family time. That’s important
too. Understand?”

Through the translator, he found out
what he was going to be paid, his job, and what he was going to be
doing in the meantime with his wife. But he did have questions of
his own, and she smiled at him. Jacob had a feeling that he was
well and deep over his head, something his commanding officer used
to say all the time.

“My wife is very ill and we
don’t have a place to live yet. Then there is babysitting, as well
as finding a school for my daughter. No one will rent to us without
me having a job.” She told him that he had sitters, that Kelley and
Sara Winchester were having a grand time with the kids. “Thank you,
but I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not. And trust me,
if they thought that you were, they’d tell you. They’re not the
beat about the bush sort of people. The housing is taken care of as
well. I guess that one of the buildings that we own now has a large
apartment over it that is monstrous. I haven’t seen it yet, but if
you’d like we can go now.” He looked at his wife. “Gabe said that
she’d sleep for about two more hours. He gave her a light sedative
that won’t hurt the babies.”

Jacob went with her, as did Wendy to
help him, but he wasn’t sure this was a good idea. Things just
didn’t work this way. This had all started when his wife went to
pick up their child, and in turn, they were given free medical
care, a job, and a place to live. He was waiting for the other shoe
to drop with every step they took to the apartment. The translator
got his attention as they were going down in the
elevator.

“You can trust these
people. I swear to you, there is not a better group of people than
these.” He asked her if she was related to them. “No. Six months
ago, I was living in a box in the alley behind the warehouse she
has. Not only did they find me a place to get myself cleaned
up—just that, cleaned up—she gave me a job, money, and food. I’ve
never been treated so nicely, and they only want one thing in
return. For you to pay it forward
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