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			Chapter 1

			This was the last leg of his eighteen-hour flight, and Saul could not wait to be home and in his own bed. Coming home early would mean that there’d be no surprise welcome home dinner, but he didn’t care. At this point, if they’d met him at the airport with a bed, he’d be thrilled beyond anything he’d ever gotten for Christmas and birthday all rolled into one—Damn it, he thought. Saul looked at his ticket and then the seat number that was right in front of him.

			“That’s my seat.” Saul didn’t want to get into a big fight with someone. “I have reserved three seats in first class because I deserve it, so please, so there aren’t any arguments to ensue, get out of my seat and go find your own.” He stared at the man for several moments while he checked his own ticket. 

			“It was empty when I got on the plane. And I don’t want to ride in coach. It’s all the way in the back of the plane, and these seats are supper comfy. You’re young and fit. Go back there and—why do you need three seats anyway? Just get your ass seated, and no one will know the difference.” Saul told him that he would know because they were his seats, and he had paid for first-class seats. The man reached for the woman right behind him, holding what appeared to be ten bags. “Come on, honey. This idiot said that he had reserved three seats. We can sit together without any fuss right now. He’s going to be a polite person and go back to coach where I told him and not put up a fuss, aren’t you? Now, do as your told, and I won’t have to knock the crap out of you. You heard me. Go.”

			“I’m not going back and sitting in the seats that were assigned to you. So no, you can’t sit together. Those are my seats. If you think you can bully me, it’s not going to work. You picked your seats when you paid for your flight; now go to them and leave me alone.” He signaled for a stewardess, and of course, the man said that he shouldn’t have involved her. That he wasn’t being the least bit neighborly about this. That the woman had work to do. “Yes, that’s why I called her. She’s the one to get you two out of my seats.”

			Saul explained everything to Donna, the woman in the nice crisp uniform. She was pretty, but Saul was just too exhausted to flirt with her at the moment. Mr. Seat-thief, of course, wasn’t going to show her his boarding pass either. It was his right or something that he didn’t have to do that once he was seated.

			“Sir, this isn’t yours nor your wife’s seat. Please gather up your things and follow me. I’m sorry, Mr. Tate. I’ll have this taken care of in a moment.” The man said that it was already taken care of as he’d agreed to go to the back and sit in coach. And that he and his wife had done trades with him. He was in his right seat. “However, you’re not. Please get up and follow me. The sooner you cooperate with me, the quicker we can get this flight underway.”

			Saul had had about enough. Tossing his stuff in his third seat, he started picking up the couple’s things and setting them in the long-crowded isle. After getting screamed at—the wife actually got into his face and started just screaming at him. He sat down. Saul was sick of people and their ‘I’m entitled to what you have because I want it’ attitude.

			He tried to tune out what was going on around him. The couple, a younger-looking couple he thought them to be about his age, continued to argue that no one needed three seats and that he was touching their things. Saul didn’t point out that they were touching his seats but let it go. For now, at least. He just wanted to lie in his seats and sleep the last four hours of his way home.

			He’d been out of the country from home for the past three weeks. While away, he’d been trying his best to get a deal on a building that would hold donated emergency supplies for their country when a disaster happened. The town’s leaders, six men who, for the most part, sat around telling him that they already had things set up the way that they wanted them. However, if he had it on them, they’d take the cash so that they could hand it out to people if something like that were to ever happen. Sure, Saul thought. 

			He was positive that there would be no money set aside for a disaster after they were finished. They weren’t cooperating with him at all, so he packed up and was ready to leave on Wednesday evening. He’d had enough.

			A tropical storm hit in the early hours of Wednesday morning. It took out most of the electricity on the small island, as well as running water, food, and medical services. Hundreds of people had been killed because there had been no shelter in place. Also, there weren’t any supplies on hand they could use because they’d been wasting his time since he arrived.

			Doing what he needed to do to help—mostly taking charge of the situation, Saul called in the things that he’d been telling them about, the items that the Tate Foundation could have on hand for them in the event that something like this were to happen. Just like it had before he was leaving.

			The towns leaders, jackasses, the lot of them, had argued that his water and other needed items weren’t going to help them at all during the next election. The mayor actually wanted Saul to supply him with an endless supply of money that the mayor could distribute where he saw a need. He told him that if he had to give out things, they needed air conditioners for the new building they’d built—that the men had sheltered in with their families while entire other families were washed away—and nice beds so they’d not have to sleep on the floor. They actually complained that it had been too hot in the building. Like having air conditioners would have benefited anyone without there being any electricity on the entire island. 

			The Mayor had actually got into his face and told him that he could either supply the money so that he could give it out to make him look like his people’s hero or they wanted nothing to do with him. They didn’t want his supplies coming in without their approval because, apparently, Saul was making him look bad. 

			Not only did the poor people need the water and other items that he said they could supply, but they also needed a great deal more than he’d first estimated. Medical supplies were in great demand. Also, something that he’d never thought of was body bags. 

			However, when the Army and National Guard showed up, they were more than happy to use the supplies. And no matter how much the mayor begged them to say that he’d made the arrangements or they weren’t going to distribute them, they passed out everything that he could have brought in.

			The mayor told his fellow countrymen how he alone had been working on making a deal with their foundation for them to pay for his home, not anyone else’s nor the hospital that had nearly been destroyed, to make it a place they could all be proud of. Four nights later, while out shaking hands and asking the people who had nothing left for money for his projects, the mayor had been killed when a wall came down on him and his brand-new car, crushing him as well as his driver.

			“Mr. Tate?” He smiled at Donna and noticed that the couple were huffing their way back to the back of the plane. “Everything is ready now. I’ve had security see to the couple, and I’ve made sure that your seats are cleaned. Your brother, Joel, I believe he said his name. He told us that you were going to be sleeping and, if at all possible, make sure you have a comfortable journey home.”

			“I didn’t tell them I was coming home. I know that you didn’t know that, but how did they know I was coming home today?” She smiled and went away with a small trash bag of what he assumed was cleaning supplies. Reaching out to his brother, he asked him how he’d known. “I mean, I didn’t even tell Mom or Dad that I was leaving there. How did you—let me guess, one of the lovely wives looked it up for me. Nice. But don’t expect me to be in the celebrating mood. I’m beyond exhausted.”

			“I understand. There are a few things going on around here that we have our hands in that would have made it so no one would have been available to pick you up. This way, we had a handle on it. Loren and Hanna finally have their home finished up. You did get to meet her before you left, didn’t you?” He said that he’d not. “Oh, sorry. They’ve worked hard with the faeries to get things finished up for them to move in. Also, the funeral is tomorrow for Clarence and Mable Holt. I know you’re aware of that stuff going on. Dad told you.” 

			“He did.” Yawning again, he asked if he could tell him the rest later. “I’m tired. I feel kind of weird, too. Not sick but sore all over. Like I’m getting a cold—which I have never had before. Anyway, I’m going to go to sleep now.” He laid down across the first two seats and put his pillow on the third. He’d have to wake up to buckle when they landed, but for now, he was about as comfortable as he could be.

			When he was shaken awake, he didn’t have the slightest idea who was over him nor where he was. Donna, the woman from earlier, told him that they would be landing soon and that he needed to sit up. Nodding, all Saul wanted to do was sleep more. But he did make a half-assed effort in getting up enough to buckle.

			“I don’t want to be rude, Mr. Tate, but you don’t look very good.” He said that he didn’t feel well either. “Is your family meeting you at the airport? I don’t think you should drive home.” He said he’d contact his brother and have him drive him home. “I think that’s a good idea. I know that you would run warm but you’re feeling hot to the touch. I’m going to make sure that no one of your bothers you as the plane disembarks.”

			He must have dozed off again because the next thing he knew, Joel and his dad were standing over him. It took him a bit longer to realize that he was on a stretcher in the airport and that he was strapped down. Saul was feeling worse than he had before. Like he was on the verge of death or something close to that.

			“Dad, I don’t feel well.” He said that he was aware of that. “I hurt all over. I didn’t feel this way earlier, when I left. Now, all I want to do is curl up in a ball and die.”

			“You don’t be saying that to me, young man. You’re going to be just fine. I have some people waiting at the hospital who are going to take care of you. You just hang on, son.” He looked at his dad’s worried face and told him that he was going to be fine. However, nothing in his body or head had him thinking that was a true statement. “You’re going to be put in the air ambulance, Saul. You just hold on tight.”

			Sick now, he was given a smallish bag to throw up in. Christ, he felt like he was being turned inside out. When he felt something pinch him in the arm, it didn’t really bother him as it just seemed to be one more bit of pain. Then he felt the medication take him under. 

			~*~

			Lynn watched the man sleeping. He had been this way for the last few days. Mom had been able to save him, even though she’d been told that he couldn’t die—no one lived forever, she knew. But her mom had asked if anyone had checked him for bites. She’d run across that once when she’d been doing work on a policy.

			“Has he said anything more?” Lynn shook her head and told her mom when she came back that he’d just been sleeping. “I found out some things that you’re not going to believe. And trust me when I tell you, I’m still having trouble with it. This man is a shifter. A wolf. His entire family is.” 

			“No way. They really do exist?” Mom told her how Mr. Joesph had changed his hand into a great big paw and let her touch it. It was soft, she told her. “Wow. Do you think that he’d do that for me one time? I’d love to be able to tell my friends at—I bet you can’t tell anyone, can you? That sucks.”

			“No. You can’t tell anyone what I have to tell you. They’ll literally kill us if we do. I’m not joking.” Her mom looked so serious that Lynn believed her. “Also, there is a queen. I forget what her name is—”

			“Aurora.” They both looked at the bed that the man was lying on when he spoke. “Do either of you know who I am? I mean, I know who I am. But I can’t for the life of me recognize your voices. I’m Saul Tate…right?” 

			“Yes. I’m Chalina Holt, and this is my daughter, Lynn. We were asked to keep an eye on you while the family went home to get some rest. They’ve been here nonstop since you were brought in.” He asked her mom if she knew what had happened to him. “Yes. You were bitten by a spider. Well, I’m not sure how many there were, but they found three bites on your body. They know what the spider is because one of them laid their eggs into the wound on your shoulder.”

			“Gross.” Lynn laughed at Mr. Tate. “All right. So, I’m assuming that I’m no longer an incubator for the momma. Anything else happen to me while I was out? How long anyway?” 

			“This is the sixth day.” Lynn got up and went to his bedside. “I can give you sips of water, Mr. Tate. The staff told me, but you’re to take it slowly. Also, I’m not sure why he thought you needed to know this, but your dad said to tell you that you’re not to do anything stupid. Do you usually do stupid things?”

			“No, not usually. I’m sore. But I could use some water.” She held the straw to his mouth and pulled it away when he seemed to be taking more than she thought that he should. “I understand why you did that, but I’m so thirsty right now. Thank you for making sure that I’m not sick again.”

			“You have an IV in that is running wide open. I’m not a doctor, but I’m assuming that they’re working on getting you hydrated.” Mom looked at her. “Give him another sip, honey, but not too much. We don’t want him to get sick on our watch.”

			She did what her mom told her and then sat down when he said he had enough. Mom pulled out her cell phone and called someone to tell them that Mr. Tate was awake again. Mr. Tate looked at her with his eyes open now and asked her how many times he’d been awake.

			“Two today. Once earlier in the morning. And now. You usually don’t open your eyes, so this is the first time that you’ve seen me. My mom and I came out here to Ohio so that I could go to my grandparent’s funeral. My grandda was nice, but Grandma Mabel was a terrible person. I guess you might have known that, too. She’s the one that killed the principle and that little boy.” He said that his dad had told him about it. “They said that they had but wasn’t sure if you’d remember or not.”

			“Your brother Joel would like to speak to you if you can manage it, he said. But if you’re hurting, he said that he understood.” Mom had to hold the phone for Mr. Tate, but he did talk to his brother. 

			Crying while talking to his brother, Lynn handed him a tissue when he kept wiping his eyes with his gown. She had to wipe her own tears because he told his brother that he loved him about a dozen times. No one had ever said that to her but her mom. Not even her dad had said that he loved her, even when she was a little girl.

			When he was finished talking, he told them how sorry he was. Lynn went into the bathroom and quietly sobbed a little. The man was sorry because he was emotional. That was something that she’d never heard before, either, but from her mom. That someone was sorry.

			When she was cleaned up again, she made her way back into the room. Her mom was gone again, having to go to her own room a few times a day so that the staff could check on her foot. 

			It was a good thing that they’d come here, she thought. Mom had remembered the spider bites and had them check for them, and her foot—having been broken when they’d been home had gotten some infection set in and had to be operated on again. Otherwise, she would have lost her foot. 

			“How are you doing?” She shrugged and told him that she was sad but all right. “I heard that you weren’t close to your grandmother, but you were to Clarence. He was a nice man.” 

			“He was nice. I didn’t get to spend much time with him but we talked on the phone some. My dad, Chad Holt, isn’t a nice man. He is not at all a good father either. It’s been almost three months since he’s picked me up when he’s supposed to. Not that I care all that much. He makes me keep his house so that his girlfriend can laze about the house doing nothing. I don’t want my mom to know, but I know that he’s the one that hurt her this time—he broke her foot by stamping on it while she was down. Mom talks in her sleep sometimes. All the other times, he’s hurt her too, I think.” She thought about what her mom had told her. “Mom said that you were a wolf, a shifter. It’s not that I don’t believe her, but are you really?”

			“Yes. My entire family are wolves. My older brother, Joel he’s the leader of them all.” She smiled, telling him that was so neat. “Yeah, I guess it is. You’re human. But someone, I’m thinking my entire family has been giving you and your mother a little magic to keep you safe. Joel told me that your father is out to find your mother. Do you think he wants to hurt her again?”

			“Yes. He does that when he’s around, I guess. There is a reading of my grandpa’s will tomorrow that we’re going to go to. They had to put it off because your family wanted to be there for us. Dad is supposed to be there, too, and we’re not sure how nice—though he never is—he’ll be to us. I’m afraid if you want to know the truth. My mom, she’s not getting around all that well, and she’ll not be able to protect herself if he tries to hurt her. Your family told us that they’d be there, too, as her bodyguards, but I’m also afraid that they’ll be hurt, too.” Mr. Tate told her that he’d be dead if he tried anything. “That’s what your dad told me. He’s a funny man, isn’t he?”

			“He is. He’s also a great dad for us all.” Her heart hurt a little when she thought of the things that her dad had said to her when she visited him. “He won’t get to you, Lynn. I swear to you that I’ll protect you and your mom with my life. And if I can’t do it because of me being so weak, my entire family will.”

			“Why?” He told her that was the right thing to do. “Sure, for people that are supposed to love us, but you don’t know me from anyone else.”

			He started to speak, then stiffened. Standing up, ready to take on whatever he was afraid of, he told her to get under the bed and not to move. Doing just what he said, she was barely under the bed when the door opened and slammed hard against the other wall. It was her dad. And from the way he was cursing, he was spitting mad.

			“Where are they?” Mr. Tate asked him who he was talking about. “Chalina and that daughter of hers. Where are they both hiding out? I was told that my daughter was here with her and I was going to bring her to the funeral. She messed up my plans, and I’m pissed off. She should know better than to go against me when I say something. Women. They’re as stupid as the day is short.”

			“You’d have to be an idiot if someone didn’t see that you’re obviously pissed off. As for where they are, I haven’t any idea.” She saw her dad go to the bathroom and go inside. He started screaming for her, calling her daughter, the only thing that he ever called her when he came out. Lynn had to put her hand over her mouth so she’d not make a noise. “He won’t see you. I promise you that.” 

			She nearly screamed when she heard the voice in her head. She knew on some level that it was Mr. Tate, but she was no less afraid. Closing her eyes, she hoped that her mom would stay in her room until her dad was gone. But almost as soon as she thought that, the door opened, and she could see her mother’s wheelchair making its way into the room. 

			Lynn didn’t know what had happened. There
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