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			Prologue

			Charles, Charlie to most people who knew him, was so lost he hadn’t any idea if he was walking on the ground or the sky. Of course, he knew the difference, but it was so dark out tonight that if there had been a moon shining, he couldn’t see it. When he sat himself down on a log to get his bearings again, he paused in his thinking to look at what could have made the sound he’d heard.

			Terrified out of his mind when he saw glowing eyes looking at him, Charlie sat as still as he could. The eyes grew larger and incredibly more shiny as the beast made its way to him. He didn’t run, knowing that even if he knew where he was at the moment, the wolf would know it better. It would chase him down and kill him without any hesitation. 

			The wolf, a big gray fella, just stood there within a few inches of his outstretched legs. When he laid down, putting his heavy head on Charlie’s leg, Charlie had another moment of fear. The thing never took his eyes off him either. As soon as he felt he was brave enough to try and talk to the wolf, he was gone and in his place was a man. A fully-clothed man with the gray of the wolf’s fur colored into his hair. Even his eyes were the same as the wolf’s, Charlie thought. Still, neither of them moved until the man sat back on his butt and regarded him. 

			“You live on the property not far from here, is that correct?” Charlie told him he was only squatting there until they found him. But he was a mite lost. “Yes, I’ve been following you for some time. And in all that time, never did you harm any other animal you came across, and there were plenty too. Why is that?”

			“You mean the rabbit and the family of deer?” The man nodded. “I don’t have a need for meat just now. I only kill when I have to. When my belly feels like it can’t go another minute without some meat in it. And even then, I use it up the best I can. What I can’t use, I find some other animal that will use the rest. Why do you ask?”

			“I’ll get to that. You didn’t seem that surprised when I changed from wolf to man. Can you tell me why that is?” He nodded and told him what he’d been seeing a lot of lately. “Yes, war will make a man wish for better times. So you were surprised but just wrote it off as being another strange thing that had no explanation. That’s a very good explanation, I think.” 

			“They say the war is about over. I don’t know much about that. I can still hear shooting when I’m out and about. I don’t have any land left because the soldiers took it all when they was coming through. Not that it was much more than a bunch of rocks and stumps, to begin with.” The man only nodded. “I’m Charles Griffin. Most call me Charlie. Some call me a great deal more, but I ignore them. Not everybody was able to go to school all the time. I had my family to feed when my daddy up and got sick. Momma died a few weeks ago, and I’ve been roaming around since looking for work. I don’t suppose you know anyone that might be wanting an extra hand around, do you?”

			“I do, as a matter of fact. My name is Romeo Hank. The Hank is for when I need a last name. But I do have something I’d like to propose to you if you’ve got the time to listen.” Charlie told him he didn’t have anything but time right now. “All right. I have a medium-sized pack. You can see a few of them over there watching over us. They’re all just wolves. I’m the only wolf shifter I know. They’re a good bunch. Hungry most of the time, but then all of us are, correct?”

			“Yes. Some more than others. At least I can find me a bit of string and fashion me up a hook to use.” Romeo told him that was excellent. “You need me to fish some fish out for you and your pack? I don’t mind at all doing that for you. In fact, I’d be powerful happy to help you out.”

			“Not just yet. But I think I will take you up on it soon. I have a daughter. Her name is Luna. Such a beautiful name, don’t you think?” Charlie asked if it meant moon. “It does. Thank you. You’re very well educated for a man with no means of living.” 

			“My mom was a school teacher when I was born. They fired her, of course, when she had me. Since my dad was gone, she took whatever jobs she could get to support us. She taught me to read and to figure. I can write too, but I do have to think about the spelling of things. Can you write?” Romeo said he’d been given a great gift in that. “I think so too. When I find me a newspaper or some little old book, I treasure it for a bit. Then I pass it on if I can. I don’t have to know the people in the paper. I just like reading about their stories. Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

			“I am. I was working up to it, but I believe you to be a man that can be trusted with things in life. I would like to change you into a wolf. One such as I am. You’ll be a man when you wish. A wolf when necessary. There will be magic, as well as wealth.” Charlie told him he didn’t have use for wealth, but food all the time would be nice. “That is precisely what I’m speaking about, Charlie, my good man.”

			Throughout the rest of the night and well into the morning, they spoke of things Romeo needed from him. It wasn’t brought up again about him being changed, but Romeo did tell him that his daughter had found out that he, plain old Charlie, was her mate. The soul reason he’d not been harmed while wandering around in the woods.

			“Do you understand what it is I want you to do?” Charlie said he thought so. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t allow you to go into this, only thinking you understand. Please, ask me anything you’d like. You must be clear on this. I need you to be clear on how it is I wish for you to someday take over for me.”

			Romeo never got upset with him when he asked his questions. If Charlie was honest with himself, which he usually tried not to be, he was afraid that Romeo had picked the wrong man. That he’d be better off finding himself someone else to take over his empire.

			“You’re the right man, Charlie. When I told you I’d been following you around, I want you to know that it wasn’t just last evening, but for some time now. I’ve seen you share your last bit of food with people. Work for someone that cannot do for themselves, and not take anything but a bit of bread and water. You’re a very good man. A better man that I am.” Charlie started to protest. “No. I’m correct in picking you as my replacement. And if that is some of your worry, being an alpha, you’ve no worries there either. I will not leave this earth for the next until you are comfortable with what is needed of you. Now. If you’ve no more questions, I shall leave you to allow you to think on it. I’ll be back here tomorrow so you can tell me your answer. I know I have picked the right man, Charlie. It’s something you can do easily to save this pack and my daughter.” 

			Luna followed him as he walked around. He’d thought about calling back Romeo and asking more questions, but he didn’t. Sitting down again, his leg bothering him from sitting so long, he looked at the big, beautiful wolf. 

			“You’re not really his daughter, are you?” She shook her head. “I didn’t think so. Is there anymore of the others that he claims are his children?” She nodded this time, and he determined by asking questions that it was one other female. “I don’t know what to think about all this, to be honest with you. Are you my mate? Is he telling me the truth? I just don’t know what to think.”

			She nodded or shook her head after each of the questions he put to her. Yes, she was his mate. Yes, Romeo was telling the truth. There were many more questions and answers. 

			He was headed back to the area where he’d first seen Romeo when he felt the pain take his breath away as it slammed into his left shoulder. Falling back, he hit his head and lay there while trying his best to catch his breath. That was when he heard the other gun shots, the wolves howling and trying to hide. Pulling Luna toward him, he whispered harshly into her ear, hoping that at least she’d understand him enough to know that she must warn the others.

			“Go. Tell Romeo to hide the pack. To make sure you and your sister are safe.” She didn’t want to leave him, whimpering at him as she laid her head on his shoulder. “Go. Please. Run and escape before they hurt you too.”

			When she left him, Charlie closed his eyes. Opening them when he felt the shadow darken over him, he looked up in time to see the barrel of a large rifle. He was a goner, he knew that. He could only hope that Luna and the others were safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Tony wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking at on the computer until the camera seemed to adjust itself. While he knew what building he was looking at, he had no idea why it had been important for him to get up in the middle of another project and see what was going on with this camera. Watching the camera go back and forth, he noticed that at some point in its turn, something had happened. Zooming in was difficult, as he had to wait for the camera to adjust, but he soon realized he wasn’t going to be able to see anything unless he went to the scene he was trying to look at.

			“I can help you with that, my lord.” He didn’t even look when someone spoke beside him but moved over so that the small one could help. A great many things had been going on over the last few days, and to him, this was just one more thing he was going to have to get used to. “My name is Snowflake. The camera, I believe, is too old for this computer. Let me fix that for you.”

			The computer was old, but he’d not replaced it simply because it still worked. But the moment Snowflake touched the housing unit, he could see a marked difference in the way it worked. Moving the camera so it stayed still on the figure he could now see, he asked Snowflake if he knew anything about him.

			“I know she is not a him.” He only glanced at Snowflake when she laughed. “I know that for some time now, she’s been hiding in that alley to see if she could get something to eat for herself and her little boy. He is a good lad, this child of hers. I don’t know why she isn’t living with his father, but then I’ve only been watching her for a couple of days.” 

			“Does she seem to be a good mom?” He laughed. “Never mind. I would have to think she is, or she’d not be getting food out of the dumpster there for them to eat. It takes a brave woman to—is that him?” 

			“Yes. The little boy. As you can see, he is the watcher for her as she gets them something to eat. I think her to be about Lady Storm’s age. The boy, he might be as old as six or younger. Would you like to go there and meet them? I can arrange it.” Watching them both, he asked Snowflake if she thought that was a good idea. “I would think you going there to meet them would be better than them living off the streets. A bed and a good meal would go a long way for them both, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, you’re right.” As he was getting up to go, he noticed another figure creep into the camera’s view. “Who is that?”

			“I don’t know, my lord. I shall go there now and meet you there. Oh my, he’s taking the child.” 

			Tony left his house without thought to what he might encounter when he got to them. All he knew was that he had to be there to make sure they were both safe. 

			He could have run to the place as his wolf, but he knew if he had to bring them back with him, he’d need his car. Tony had to concentrate on driving safely all the way there. As soon as he got out of his car, he saw the man coming out of the alley with the child over his shoulder, screaming to be let go, and the woman being dragged out by her hair. Since she wasn’t saying anything about her treatment, Tony figured she was either dead or unconscious. 

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The man nearly dropped the boy when he startled him. “You should really let them both go, or I’m going to kill you. I’m not going to tell you a second time.”

			“Really. Well, I got news for you, you fucking dick, she’s my wife, and she’s run off for the last time with my kid here.” Tony asked him if he thought her running off had anything to do with his treatment of her. “What business is it of yours? I told you she’s my wife, and I’m going to do with her what is necessary to keep her in line.”

			“No.” He felt relief all through his body when Edwin spoke behind him. “You’ll release them both right now, or so help me, the police will never be able to pick up all the pieces of you to have someone identify you when you’re dead. And you will be if you don’t give that little boy to my brother and let the woman go.”

			Tony hadn’t contacted his family when he’d left his work, but he was glad they were with him. Just knowing that all five of them had come to help made him feel like this was the right thing to do. 

			The man tossed the boy at him, and it was only by pure instinct that he caught him before he could hit the ground. But when he turned—Tony thought—to hurt the woman, the low growl had him pausing in mid-kick to her belly.

			“I told you there would be no second chances with this. Drop her or die.” The man let her hair go, and Snowflake appeared. She disappeared again with the woman, and he was glad for her help. “Get out of here while you still can.”

			The man bumped him as he walked by. Again, relying on his forethought, Tony clawed at the man deep enough to draw blood. Taking it to his mouth as the man watched, Tony watched the man with horror written all over his face.

			“Edwin, he’s a wolf.” 

			That was all it took for his brother to shift and kill the man. There was no tolerance for harming a child that was your own. It was worse when you harmed your mate. It was a death quicker than he would have given him, and Tony was glad that Edwin had done it rather than him. Edwin had torn his throat out. Tony was sure he would have made him suffer a great deal more.

			“Where is my mom?” Tony had completely forgotten about the little boy. He told him she was safe. “She needs me.”

			“Yes, of course, she does. Come on, we’ll go to the hospital and make sure you’re both all right.” He laid his head on his shoulder, and Tony looked at his brothers. “Thank you for this. I don’t know who contacted you, but I’m so glad you were here.”

			“Snowflake did. She is a good person to have around.” Edwin had changed back to himself and was dressed as well by then. Jeffery and the others were going to go with him to the hospital, and he was also glad for that. “She’s at the hospital now. When she arrived at our home, Storm called an ambulance for her. She said she’d meet us there.”

			On the way there, he held onto the little boy. He alternated between hugging him tightly, thanking him for saving him, and crying softly about his mom. Tony asked him for his name and was told that he was a stranger. It was funny, really, that he’d say that. After saving his life and that of his mother, holding him to make sure he was comforted, the little fellow still thought of him as a stranger.

			“Have you given any thought to what she might be to you?” Tony asked Edwin what he meant. “I don’t know, Tony. Your mate? Could that be why you needed to be here?” 

			“I never really gave it much thought, to be honest with you.” He tightened his grip on the little boy when he cried out in his sleep. “I don’t think it would be such a heartache to have her in my heart. Nor this little man.”

			“I’m glad to hear you say that. She is, by the way. Your mate. The boy will become your son. I wanted you to know that in the event you decide to walk away when she wakes. I’m to understand from Storm that she’s not too terribly trusting of people. And she’ll be less so when it comes to having you being a wolf.” 

			“I’ll just have to work harder in convincing her, I guess. Love her for sure, but make sure she hasn’t any doubt that I’ll never harm her. She should never have been treated this way from the beginning.” They pulled up in front of the hospital then, and neither of them moved. “Ask Storm for me if I should allow the boy to see his mom before he’s looked over. I’m assuming she’s with her.”

			“She is, and I’ve asked. Storm said his mom is in surgery right now. She was beaten up badly.” Nodding, neither of them moved. “It’ll be all right, Tony. You will convince her. I’m sure of it.” 

			“Magically sure, or just sure?” He told him he had all the faith in the world in him. “Thank you for that. I think I might need it.”

			They went into the emergency room, and he was taken back with the little boy as soon as they were in the big area. Lying him gently on the bed, he held onto his hand while the nurses prepped him for some tests. It was going to be a long wait, and he was glad that his family, his parents included, showed up too. 

			“She’s going to be all right, son.” Tony told his dad he hoped so. “You believe in it. The moment you came into their lives, they were immortal. That will go a long way in keeping them both from too much more harm. You must believe that.”

			“I do.” He told his dad he’d not gotten to say much to either of them. “She was unconscious when I arrived, and the little guy was already in the man’s clutches.” 

			“I know them, or at least their names, but I’ll not tell you unless you ask. They’ll both need trust, and knowing more about them than they’ll share with you will make it more difficult for them to believe you have their best interest at heart.” Tony agreed with his dad. “The little boy means I have a grandson. You’ve no idea how that makes this old man feel.” 

			They were still talking about the newest additions to the family when the doctor came to talk to them about the little man. It was difficult for him to allow him to go without him to get some tests run. After about ten minutes of them being gone, a nurse asked him to come with her. Apparently, he was begging for Tony to come to be with him, and he couldn’t have been happier.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Tony had been taking Tyson, the son of the young woman that had been beaten nearly to death, to the hospital daily to be with his mom. Jana, Tyson’s mother, was still recovering, but she was doing much better daily. They were talking about releasing her as soon as tomorrow.

			In the week since she had been beaten up, Jana had given them a great deal of information on the man who had nearly killed her. According to Edwin, his older brother, the man had actually killed her, but with Tony being her mate, she was able to survive. Tony felt like he had been living a nightmarish sort of dream for the last week with all this on his shoulders.

			Jana Cantrell was his mate, but she was being stubborn about it. Not just about her being his mate, but he wasn’t allowed in the same room as she was unless Tyson was with him. She wouldn’t speak to him directly but through her son. Nor would she allow him to do anything for her. Such as going to the house that Art Burke Cantrell had held her hostage in for the last two months. 

			“He wasn’t my mate,” Jana told Edwin, not him when he asked. “When I wouldn’t marry him, he decided he’d just take my last name, and that would make people think we were married. I don’t know where he thought that logic would work, but that’s what he did. Tyson isn’t his either. I got pregnant by a married man who told me he was single seven years ago. Not that it matters, I guess. Also, you should know that I’m not the first woman with a child that Art did this to. He killed another woman. He told me about it in great detail every time I tried to get away.”

			“Can you tell me how you were able to escape? I’m assuming from what Tyson told us that the two of you tried to escape every time you got the chance.” Jana told him how they’d managed it, speaking to him for the first time. “He would lock you in a cage that was cemented to the floor? What size would you say it was? And how were you able to get out of that? It must have been difficult trying to run with a child. I’m so very proud of you both for continuing to try.”

			“I don’t need or want your approval for what I did to survive. I wanted my son to be free, and in order for that to happen, I had to work hard at doing things I didn’t want to do. All of it.” Tony told her he could still be proud of her. “You don’t get to be nice to me either. I won’t do what you want. I won’t be beaten again. I’m going
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