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			Chapter 1

			Easton watched the football game without really seeing it. Once in a while when the others would shout he’d tune into it, but for the most part, he wasn’t enjoying himself. He had a feeling that neither were the rest of them. Because he was there, Easton felt that he was stifling their fun. Getting up, Jake asked him if he was all right.

			“I’m going to take a little walk.” Jake then asked him if he wanted company. “No, thanks. I’m just going to take a walk and clear my head. I won’t be long.”

			He was just navigating the house to find the outside deck when he heard a familiar sound. Peeking into the room, he saw Jorden playing a video game. He didn’t look to be enjoying it either. Just as he tossed the controller to the floor, Easton asked him what the name of the game was.

			“I don’t know. Dad found it for me and said that it was for my age.” He looked at him and Easton smiled at him. “I don’t think Dad gets out much. I’m not a baby.”

			“How about I see if I can help you out with that?” Jorden told him that he wasn’t allowed to play violent games, nor ones with curse words in them yet. “That’s a good idea. Grow up a little before you start hearing that crap.”

			“I heard cursing all the time when my mom was alive. She sure had a mouth on her. Her boyfriend used to cuff me in the head too.” Easton sat down on the floor, pulling out his phone. “Whatcha doing there?”

			“I have my phone connected to my computer back at my home. This way when I have time I can work on projects that I have going. When I’m not coming up with programs for the company that I own, I dabble in making games for gaming systems.” Easton pulled up the game he’d been working on when the call came in about his sister. “This one is still in the works. You could help me out a lot by telling me what you think of it. Usually I have to put it on the market to have people try it. This will be great.” 

			“Wow, look at those cool looking monsters.” Easton explained to Jorden that the way the game worked was, he’d have to find parts to the monsters by figuring out clues. “I’m pretty smart.”

			“I know you are.” Starting at the beginning of the game, Easton handed him the controller that he’d attached to his phone as well. “Okay, it doesn’t have a name, but I do have a place where you can make your own character. See him?”

			Easton noticed that a couple of people came into the room. But he and Jorden were having so much fun that he didn’t pay them any mind. He was getting something that he rarely got—firsthand information about a game while he was still developing it.

			“Dinner is ready, guys. Are you ready to eat?” Easton looked at his watch and couldn’t believe that hours had passed since he’d come into the media room to hang out with Jorden. Easton told Cameron how sorry he was. “For what? You were having fun, and Jorden looks like he was as well. I’m glad to see him having so much fun. I bet that Jake is glad too.”

			He and Jorden talked about the game and the improvements that had yet to be made on it. The kid really was smart, and the fact that he’d been having so much fun made Easton feel much better about being there.

			Thanksgiving wasn’t anything that he normally celebrated. There hadn’t been anyone in his life but Todd, his deceased partner, for a very long time. Todd had family that he rarely saw, and the pack that they both belonged to wasn’t really all that friendly, so they didn’t go there often enough to get close with them.

			He hadn’t been able to see his sister. When he had, Wendell had made it hard on her, even when he’d been there when Peaches was born. Wendell had beaten Mary nearly to death a couple of days later. She had called him a week or so later, while still in the hospital, and begged him not to visit again, telling him that she was afraid Wendell would hurt her baby next. 

			Easton hadn’t liked it, but he did stay away. He had stopped sending her money too, when all the envelopes that he’d sent with cash inside were returned to him. And now she was dead. 

			He looked to his left when someone poked him. It was Cattie.

			“You’re going to be fine, Easton.” He nodded, and then passed the bowl that he’d been holding to her. “With all of us around you, you can’t help but be fine. We’ll make sure that justice is served, as well as have a lovely funeral for your sister and niece.”

			“She was only a baby too.” Cattie handed off the bowl and hugged him. He couldn’t help it, Easton cried on her shoulder as she held him tightly. When he was in control again, he told her that he was so sorry. “I’ve only just realized how much I’ve missed by staying away.”

			“There isn’t much you can do about that now, young man.” He liked Willey and his new wife Ann. He was a direct speaker, and didn’t pull any punches. “You just let your heart hurt for a time. It’s the only way. People, they’ll tell you that this pain, it’ll fade. But it doesn’t. What it does is take up less of your heart and lets you live again. I know that pain. I’m sure just about anyone at this here table will tell you that they know it too.”

			Nodding, he tried to enjoy the rest of his meal without making too much of a fool of himself. Easton did find it difficult to wallow in his misery. There was so much going on at the table that he had a difficult time keeping up with the conversations. They not only talked over each other, but when they had a point to make, usually nothing more than what kind of ice cream was the best, they were loud as well as loving about it. When he was ready to admit that he was as full as he’d ever been, Brody asked him what it was he did for a living.

			“I was just telling Jorden that I usually work on security systems for large companies. It’s not too hard for me, as I love working with computers and such. But in my spare time—once I can get a program up and running, I have a bit—I design video games. For all the systems.” Brody asked if the one that he and his son were playing was one. “It is. It’s still in the working stages, but it’s getting there, thanks a great deal to Jorden. He’s given me input that I rarely get from a focus group. I think it’s because we’ve been using the wrong sort of players. I need kids that are just a little younger to show me what I can improve on. It really is amazing how much I got from him.”

			“You said security systems, correct?” 

			He passed the pie plate that had several slices of different pies on it to Cattie. She simply set it down in front of her. Easton looked around the table and realized that was what they were all doing. Brody asked him again about the systems he developed.

			“Yes, that’s right. Well, not entirely right. There is security for the companies that I work with, but a lot of them are going lower tech on some other things I can incorporate into the workings.” Cam asked him what that might be. “One company that I was just working with wanted to be able to shut down the parking garage at certain times of the evening. He wanted to make it so that his employees didn’t come back into work when they should have been enjoying their time off. He was very big on that. Another company wanted to make certain days for the vending machines to be free. That took some time, as I also had to add in that each badge only get one free thing a day. That made him a huge hit, if you ask me.”

			“So you can pretty much program anything.” He nodded at Cattie when she asked, then shook his head. “You can’t or you won’t?”

			“Won’t. There are things that I won’t mess with. Not much, but like patented things. That, I know, will land me in jail. Then there are times where the person who wants my help can’t—or again, won’t—explain to me what they actually want my work for.” Jake asked him what that might entail. “There are all kinds of monsters around, as you well know. I had this person who wanted me to come up with a device to open a door easier. It wasn’t until I was nearly finished with the door lock that I figured out that it would not only unlock doors that had electronic locks on them, but also ATM machines.”

			“Do you have that happen a lot?” He told Willey that he didn’t really, because he didn’t do much in the way of outside work anymore. “Are you willing to work on a project for me?”

			Willey was about the nicest man he knew. Not only did he make him feel comfortable being a homosexual around him, he was accepting toward him. He also talked to him like he was one of his own grandchildren. Telling Willey that he’d do whatever he wanted was exactly what Easton meant—anything. 

			“Tell me what you have in mind.” While he explained what he was thinking about, Easton was already working on a program in his mind to make it work. It wasn’t too terribly complicated either. “How many pounds to you think you might have to move with this thing?”

			It was based on the lift that was at most pools now, where a person in a wheelchair could be put into the water with a harness around them. It would not only keep them afloat, but it would also give them a good deal of movement, and they wouldn’t need someone keeping an eye on them so that they’d not slip under the water. He wanted something that would lift a person out of their bed and into their awaiting chair, or even a bathtub that was a part of the wheelchair. 

			“I don’t know what that would entail. Is that important?” Easton said that he could work around that. “I know about counterweights and stuff like that. I’m thinking that something that could lift, say, a two or three hundred pound person would have to have stabilizers on it as well. Correct?”

			“The most trouble would be with the weight of the chair once the person is out of it. There would have to be weights under the wheelchair itself so that it wouldn’t topple. Yet light enough that it wouldn’t be too heavy for things like elevators, or even floorboards. It’s a great idea, however.” Willey explained how he had a friend that just wanted to be more independent. “I can understand that. Let me work on it a couple of days and I’ll see what I can come up with. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get things to balance out for it.”

			Easton was excited to have something that would keep his mind off what he was there for. He couldn’t bring Alex home for another few days. While he was healthy, Brody told him, he was still worried about the trauma of his birth. 

			After dinner was over, he with the rest of them cleaned up the dining room and the kitchen. He loved to wash up pots and pans, and no one objected when he said that he’d help. Easton hadn’t any idea that they’d had things nearly finished up before he brought the first stack of plates in from the dining room. Everything was catered, so there weren’t any pans to wash up. 

			Sitting back in the really nice living room, he was happy to see that they were all settling down for a nap. He wanted one as well. Even as a wolf now, he knew that he could eat more and not gain any weight. But turkey and all the trimmings still had the same effect on him as it did as a human. He was exhausted. 

			~*~

			Wendell wasn’t happy about the eating arrangements around here. Jail wasn’t a place that you were supposed to get a good meal anyway, but on Thanksgiving he thought that there should have been just a little something special. Not even a cupcake or anything like that had graced his tray. When the man came back to get it, Wendell asked him if he could have a bit more.

			“Nope. You’re to have a meal three times a day. We don’t have the funds or the previsions to make everyone that comes in here extra.” Wendell pointed out that it was Thanksgiving. “I know. My wife, she brought us all in some leftovers so that we’d not have to miss a single bite of her cooking. Even brought us in some cider and pie. It sure is nice to have someone that loves you enough to care.”

			“Are you giving me shit about Mary? You know that I’d never kill her. You know that.” Picking up Wendell’s tray, the officer just looked at him. “She was going on about shit when I was trying my best to watch my show. Jesus H. Christ, she was bitching so much that I had to get her to shut up.”

			“Did you kill her?” Wendell wasn’t as stupid as they might think he was, so he just played dumb, telling the officer that he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Someone slit her throat and then wrapped her up on a rug. Then—I’m assuming after whoever was finished watching their show—someone took her out to County Road 40 and dumped her body there. Did you know that she was having a baby?”

			“Nope.” He didn’t ask what the kid had been. When he’d dumped her into the ravine, obviously not far enough off the road, Mary had still been expecting. Hell, he knew it was impossible to have a kid while you were dead. “What the hell does that have to do with Thanksgiving anyway?”

			“To you? Nothing, I guess. They’re having a funeral for your wife and little girl in a few days.” 

			Wendell settled back down on his little cot. Of course Mary would have birthed another fucking girl. That other one was always underfoot as it was.

			Until he’d put her in a cage, that was. Never had a kid whined so much about being hungry and cold all the time either. Once he found the dog cage out by the dump, he’d thought of the perfect plan to keep the kid from bothering him too much. Then he told Mary if she so much as touched that cage he’d put her in one too. 

			Wendell had to stop eating at home after that. Stop doing anything at home, as a matter of fact. He knew that with the kid not able to get out of the cage, her taking a shit would smell up the house. But it got to be so bad that he wasn’t even able to sleep there without it gagging him. Wendell did wonder how Mary had stood it, but he’d ended up locking her in the storage shed a couple of days after putting the kid in the cage, and forgetting about them both for a couple of weeks while he was out with his buddies. 

			When the cop came back a bit later, he asked him where the kids were. As soon as he turned to answer him, Wendell backed up from the doors. Christ, he looked pissed enough to come right through the bars and get to him.

			“I told you earlier that the little girl was gone.” Wendell said that he’d figured that it’d not survive after her momma was dead. “I don’t understand—the little girl that you had, Margaret, she was starved to death at your hand. The other child is a boy and he survived, no thanks to you, when his mom was murdered. Did you do it, Wendell? Kill his momma?”

			“I got me a son? Well, how do you like that? A little boy. I’d sure like to see him. Where is he? You bring him here and I’ll just be as quiet as a mouse for the rest of the night.” The officer asked him if he thought he was getting out soon. “Sure. I mean, you got really no reason to hold me here. I can understand overnight. I was a bit loud at the bar, but I’m not having any more issues with that. A little boy. Can you believe that?”

			“You’re not in here for drunken behavior, Wendell. You’re in here for murder. Double murder. And I hope they hang you for it.” Wendell asked him what the hell he was talking about. “We got you on murdering your wife and little girl. I guess Doc Brody could see what you had done, and we found enough evidence around to charge you with—”

			“Murder? I didn’t do no such a thing. Whatever you’re thinking, you get that out of your head right now. I’m not no murderer.” The guard asked about his daughter Margaret. “Is that her name? Whatever it was, she was acting up and shit, and all I did was keep her out from under my feet. How the hell does that come to murdering her?”

			“She was found in the cage that you locked her in, starved to death, laying in her own fecal matter. Doc Brody seems to think she’d been put in there a lot over her tiny lifetime.” Wendell said he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Yeah, you go on thinking like that, Wendell, and see where it gets you. In the meantime, you’re going to be staying here until your trial. After that, I’m hoping that you end up in the big house and someone takes exception to you killing a little girl and her momma.”

			After the cop left, Wendell sat down on his cot again. Did they really think that he’d killed his daughter? All he’d done was want some peace and quiet. What man in his own home wouldn’t have wanted the same thing? It was bad enough that his wife was forever complaining about shit that didn’t concern her. Like paying bills. 

			Wendell hadn’t thought it was his problem to pay bills. Because his parents had left him the house, he figured that they should have made provisions for the bills to be paid for. A house wasn’t free if you had to keep paying on it month after month. Then there was the taxes. Why did he have to pay taxes on his house when he owned it? It wasn’t like he’d gone down to the store and picked his house up at the local Walmart so they could tax him. No, the government wanted him to pay to own his own home all the fucking time. For something that was none of their bees wax. He hated government people and their rules.

			He hated rules all around, Wendell figured. There were plenty of them too. You had to wear a shirt and shoes to go into most places. There were rules on when you could park on the main street of any town. His personal non-favorite was having to pay for doctor’s appointments. Again, because he owned his home. 

			Government didn’t help those that had a house, nary a bit. His buddies tried to tell him not to take the house, to sell it off. But then he’d found out that they’d take that as some money coming in, and he’d not get anything that way either. He just didn’t understand why they’d not just let him have one of them cards to get himself some steaks and shit like that.

			Thinking about the girl, Wendell had wondered off and on where it had gotten to. When he’d remember that she was in the basement in a cage, he always thought that he’d get back to it. He’d only think about her when he wanted her to fetch him a beer or something. But by the time he’d think about her again, the need for her to be helping her old man out had passed. But kill her? Nah, that couldn’t be right. Could it?

			Well, he thought, he supposed that he had. In an indirect way. Not that he’d meant to—no, not that. But she was just a girl, and he doubted very much that anyone was overly concerned about it. Besides, he thought she was addled too. Thinking on that, Wendell wondered whether if he’d have turned her in, the government would have given him some kind of kickback or something. Whatever, it was too late now.

			Killing Mary hadn’t been an accident—he’d wanted her to shut her trap. But all she’d been talking about all day was taking her someplace. Now that he thought on that a little, he remembered her saying that she was in labor. But he was too busy watching his game when she was complaining. 

			Just as his team was starting to win, she’d come into the room and told him something about water. Telling her that he was busy didn’t seem to do much good. So finally, having enough of her shit, he smacked her a good one. Two minutes later he heard his car start up and she was pulling out of the drive, after he’d told her to drive herself to the hospital if she was in such a fired up need to go. But he’d not meant it. And when he saw her back into one of the trashcans on her way out, Wendell grabbed up the first thing he could touch and went out to teach her a lesson in taking things that didn’t belong to her. 

			He’d cut her throat right there in their yard. Without thinking about anything but getting her out of sight, he’d gone to the front porch, where she’d made her some kind of place of her own, and grabbed up the rug that was cleaner than the one in the house, he remembered thinking.

			Knocking over her flowers that weren’t nothing but weeds, Wendell even managed to break a couple of her ugly assed treasures, as she’d called them. Then after wrapping her up, he put her in the backseat and took her to the next town over. Christ, it had been a mess. Now he was caught. 

			If they made it out to his house, he’d hang for sure. There was enough blood on the yard that he was sure it looked like he’d slaughtered a hog. Now that he had time to think on it, he should have done something about that. But it was too late now. 

			Having plenty of time, thinking of a reason that she was dead and for all the blood was something that he needed to work on, Wendell told himself. But as he sat there, feeling full for the first time in a while, and warm, another thing that he’d missed at home with the power off, he took himself a nap. A man like him, he deserved naps when he wanted them. 

			Cuddling down on the bed with the blankets that smelled fresh as the sunshine, he closed his eyes. Wendell had a son. The world could go to hell now for all he cared—he had him a son. And he was gonna name him. Wendell James Bennet, Junior would be just exactly like him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Easton got up early and drove himself to the hospital. He’d called first, of course, asking if he could come in and get to know Alex better. They told him that if he was leaving now, they’d hold his bottle for him to feed Alex. Easton had been so excited that he had to go back into the house twice—once for keys, the second time for his shoes. Christ, he was a happy mess, he thought.

			Arriving at the hospital, he was happy to see that there weren’t all that many people around. A couple of babies were in the little bassinets besides his nephew, but Easton thought that Alex was the most beautiful. Laughing to himself, he knocked gently on the window, and was happy to see that they knew to let him in. 

			Alex was just taking his bottle, like he’d been starving, when the head nurse, Allison, came in to talk to him. He was afraid that she was going to tell him that he couldn’t take him or something, so was prepared for the bad news.

			“How much do you know about babies?” He told her that he knew very little. Easton was going to be very honest with her so he could take care of the little man. “I didn’t think you did. Not that you’ve done anything wrong. But I can tell that you’re a bit nervous around him.”

			“I am. When Mary had Peaches, I came home for a few days. I got to hold her daughter twice before Wendel drew a gun on me and had me leave. Everyday I’ve wondered if I had come back to get her and the baby, would they still be alive.” Allison told him that there was no point in dwelling on it. “No, I suppose not. What can I do to make me a better parent for him? I don’t want to mess up.”

			“I don’t think you will anyway. But there are some classes that you can take on babies. We offer them here.” He nodded, all for whatever it took. “They take about two to three weeks, depending on how much time you want to devote to them. You could talk to Jake or Forrest about them. They both took the classes when they adopted Jenna. They’re not hard, just some things that you might not get without having children around.”

			“Like changing a diaper?” She smiled and nodded at him. “I watched Jake do it to Jenna last night. He seemed to be very comfortable with it. I’m scared to death.”

			“It’s not that hard once you learn how to do it, and aren’t going to be skimping on what you need to do it. By the way, there are some things that I need to talk to you about.” 

			As she went over the questions, he answered them as best he could. Mostly it was about his doctor, shots, and the like. After she left him to get him signed up for the classes, Easton looked down at the baby in his arms.

			“I hope I do a good job in raising you, Alex. I want to make my sister proud of me and you.” Alex pursed his little lips like he was still having his bottle. “I wish I had been there for her more. I should have been, but she begged me to stay away so that Wendell wouldn’t hurt her. I don’t know why I didn’t make more of an effort to be with her. Probably because I wanted to believe her when she told me that he didn’t hurt her. I should have done a great many things to keep her safe, and I didn’t do any of them. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there more than I was for the three of you. But I’m going to make it up to you. I promise you.” 

			After putting him in his crib, he told the staff there that he’d be back to feed him in two hours. After watching them take him to the nursery, he stood there watching the rest of the babies. Leaving before he got all sappy again, Easton headed to the elevators.

			The door opened almost as soon as he touched the button. Before he could move, even if he knew that he needed to, he was knocked on his ass by a man and a pregnant woman. She was screaming at him to slow the hell down, this wasn’t a race. It seemed to Easton that it was before the two of them disappeared behind the doors he’d just exited. 

			Standing up, he laughed a little. He supposed that Alex would have more company in a little while, and pushed the button to the elevator again. This time he looked, and moved out of the way for a man and a woman who were so different from the other two that he wondered if this was a trial run for them. Both of them were so calm that he felt relaxed just being there. 

			The man paused for a moment in helping the woman out of the elevator, pushing the wheelchair that she was in nearly all the way out. When he looked at him, Easton had a wave of something roll over him. Whether it was a good feeling or not was lost on him when the woman took Easton’s hand into hers and squeezed it like she was ready to break it off.

			“Breathe, Cara.” The grip got even tighter, and Easton had to kneel down to look at her while the man continued to speak to her in soft even tones. “Breathe like we were taught and you’ll be fine, honey.”

			“You’re going to be just fine. I know it.” Easton put his hand over hers that was gripping him as he continued to speak to her. “Just do what your husband says and you’ll be all right.”

			“Not. My. Husband.” She was inhaling sharply now, and he started breathing with her when the man did. “Friend. You can’t leave me. Okay?”

			Easton looked up at the man. When he nodded, he told her that he’d stay with her for as long as she needed him to. As they were making their way down the hall to labor and delivery, Easton was sure that she’d let him go so that she could have her baby. 

			Before he knew it, Easton was dressed in scrubs right along with the other man. He’d still not caught his name—both of them seemed to be running on adrenaline by now. As they were told what was going on, the nurse called the stranger Wayne. Then the nurse left them again to tell them that it wouldn’t be long now.

			“I’m sorry to intrude on this for you.” Wayne didn’t say anything, but stared at him. “I can just go. I’m sure that she didn’t mean for me to come—”

			“Don’t go.” As soon as Wayne touched his hand to his arm, Easton felt a jolt to his system that he’d never felt before. It was both calming and terrifying at the same time. “You’re a wolf. I’m one too. You...please tell me that you know what this is between us. I mean, I know, but I don’t want to get the shit beat out of me before my child is born.”

			“Mates.” Easton didn’t have any idea why that would have gotten Wayne beat to shit just then. But he understood what was going on when he realized that he had no idea if he was gay or not. “It’s your child?”

			“Yes. I decided that the world in general was just too hard on gays, but I wanted someone to love me. Having a child was the best, but probably not the smartest way to make that happen. So that was when I’d asked Cara to be my surrogate.” Wayne looked around, then at him. “You’re here with your wife, aren’t you?”

			“I’m not married. I’m gay as well.” The relief on Wayne’s face was astounding, and it made Easton smile. “My sister was murdered a few days ago. She was pregnant and had the baby afterwards. I’m here getting to know my nephew so I can take him home with me.”

			The hug was unexpected, but needed. Easton hadn’t realized just how much he needed it either until he had it. Wayne held him, telling him how sorry he was for his loss, as they stood there in the room for partners with children being born. 

			“I want you with me.” Easton said that it was a private thing. “No. We’re mates, and you’ll be a part of her life as much as I will. Cara, she’s my best friend and the one having her. She’ll love that you’re there.”

			Following him into the delivery room, Easton felt so out of place that he was sure someone was going to tell him to get the hell out. But as soon as Cara reached for his hand and took it into hers, he smiled at her. It was as if she’d been his friend as well.

			“Welcome to the family.” He’d forgotten that he’d not told any of them his name, and did that now. “Welcome, Easton. I’m so glad that you were here for me. They’ve given me something for the pain, and I can see straight now.” 

			“I’m not really sure what I’m doing here.” She kissed him on the mouth, and told him that it was perfect that he was. It was then that he realized that Cara was a wolf as well. “What do you want me to do?”

			In the end he was there for Wayne more than Cara. She was like a trooper, ordering people around to suit her. She even told the doctor once that if he so much as looked like he was going to cut the cord, she’d wrap it around his neck and play him like a harp. Easton wasn’t sure how to handle her, so he just wiped her
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