
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


[image: tmp_9d65f7b9083d0d598565dde64cd78389_QHFcoh_html_3b8bb3ea.jpg]

 



 


 


Her Stepbrother The Wolf © 2017 by Rachel
Kenley

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or
persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

 


For more information contact:

Riverdale Avenue Books

5676 Riverdale Avenue

Riverdale, NY 10471

www.riverdaleavebooks.com

 


Design by www.formatting4U.com

Cover by Scott Carpenter

Digital ISBN: 978-1-62601-352-0

 


First Edition February 2017


 


[image: tmp_9d65f7b9083d0d598565dde64cd78389_QHFcoh_html_53fea177.jpg]

 



Chapter One

 


What big eyes he had, Ruby thought. Bigger than those
of any wolf she’d ever seen before.

Born Rosalind, she was called Ruby for the red
birthmark that started at the base of her neck and covered her
right shoulder. She knew looking for herbs by the full moon left
her vulnerable to the creatures of the forest, but she never
expected to be facing a wolf this huge. He was taller than she was.
She didn’t know wolves could be so large. And his teeth! Her mouth
went dry when she saw the size of his canines.

He was all black and she wouldn’t have been able to
see all of him if not for the light of the moon. Regardless of his
size, Ruby noted that his eyes were beautiful. Dark and fathomless,
like her stepbrother’s, Rafe.

But that was silly. People and animals didn’t have
features in common.

That thought left as quickly as it came when the wolf
tipped his head to one side, just as Rafe did when he was listening
to her.

“That’s impossible,” she whispered. The wolf walked
toward her and Ruby backed against the tree trunk that was
encircled with the mushrooms she needed. The wolf’s teeth were
massive and its mouth was moving closer to her. She held her
breath, wondering if she’d ever take another, when his muzzle moved
to her basket and an oversized paw tried to lift the cover.

“You want some of the bakery treats I’m bringing to
Grandma? My daddy makes the best in the county, maybe even
further.” Ruby was very proud of her father even if she was too
easily distracted to make a good baker, or so he said.

The wolf huffed, and Ruby wondered if what she was
imagining could possibly be true.

 


SEVERAL YEARS LATER

 


“Did you hear about giant the wolf the Hawley boys
saw last night? Everyone is talking about it. Of course, the boys
shouldn’t have been out so late. They are such a trial for their
poor mother.”

Ruby carefully wrapped Mrs. Bisby’s breads and sweets
in paper, tied them with string, and put them in her basket, not
letting her interest show on her face. Could it be her wolf?

“Wolves are not news, Mrs. Bisby, especially since
the first snow has fallen and food will be harder for them to find.
I can remember you telling me many tales and warnings about them
when I was a child.”

“That’s because you had a terrible habit of wandering
around alone, young lady. Had? What am I saying? You still walk
around town aimlessly, your thoughts who knows where. But you’ve
distracted me, naughty girl. This is not a typical wolf. It’s huge,
they said.”

Hope sparked in Ruby’s chest. Could Rafe finally be
coming home? “Huge?”

“Double the size of a normal wolf according to Shane.
And brown.”

The color was wrong, and Ruby’s heart fell at the
news. Chances were it was a typical average wolf and the boys
embellished their story for attention.

“Shane has been known to exaggerate. Remember the
deer he almost caught last year? Supposedly it was as a big as a
cottage.” Ruby couldn’t keep the frustration out of her voice.

Mrs. Bisby brushed off the reminder with a wave of
her hand. “Don’t be so cheeky, girl. Both boys told their parents
the same story when they returned home and the younger one was as
white as a sheet after the encounter. Mrs. Mills says he is still
pale this morning and Mrs. Hawley is calling for a doctor.”

“I’m so sorry. That does sound serious. Joshua likes
fruit tarts so I will make sure to send some over, along with a
good crusty bread.” She would also add hawthorn to the tart to help
with the boy’s circulation.

Mrs. Bisby nodded and smiled, clearly glad her words
were being taken seriously. “You really can be a good girl, Ruby
Thayer. You do your father credit.”

“Except when I go wandering, right?” Ruby said with a
smile.

“Ah, we all have our little things.”

And yours is being the town busybody, Ruby thought,
although not unkindly. Mrs. Bisby had a good heart. No matter if
she grumbled for years to anyone who would listen whenever she
found young Ruby out too late wandering on one of her walks She was
always willing to bring the child in for a cup of tea or soup and
take care of her until her papa came. Thinking of that, Ruby tucked
an extra sweet bun into the basket before returning it to her
customer.

“I wonder if the men will go out and try to find the
wolf tonight.”

Ruby shuddered and bit her lip to keep the gasp in.
“Find” was not the word Mrs. Bisby meant. Hunt. There was a
possibility the men would search the woods and try to kill the
wolf. Even if it wasn’t Rafe, she didn’t want them roaming her
woods in the dark with guns. There was no way that would turn out
well. “I think they should wait until there’s at least a second
sighting. To confirm what the boys said.” Ruby was amazed she could
speak without her voice trembling.

“That’s a good thought.”

Ruby gave a mental sigh. The woman would probably say
this to at least ten people before she reached her home and the
idea would spread. “By the way, have you seen,” Mrs. Bisby stopped
and paused and Ruby knew what was coming next, “your godmother,
recently?”

“Of course,” Ruby said. She saw her almost daily. For
years Ruby had been learning about herbs, plants and their many
uses from the old woman. Ruby knew why the townspeople spoke in
hushed terms about Grandma Mechi and found it silly that they were
so in awe of such simple knowledge. There was no magic in what
Grandma did, nothing to be scared of, but to many it seemed so.

Ruby had been connected to and loved Grandma Mechi
her whole life, but she knew this connection was looked on with
suspicion and fear.

According to her mother, the midwife who delivered
Ruby was a superstitious woman who believed the new moon solstice,
a night of great darkness, was an unlucky time for a woman to bear
a child so she tried to slow the birth process. The result was that
her mother nearly died in childbirth.

At the last moment, Ruby’s father ran out the door to
get Grandma Mechi, only to find her coming up the path. The
knowing-woman had saved them both. Many claimed Ruby’s red
birthmark was from when she nearly passed into the other world. To
the horror of the midwife and most of the town, her parents were so
grateful they asked Mechi to be the baby’s godmother. Although the
woman was never in church, Mechi agreed.

When Ruby was almost seven she came home crying
because some of the other children wouldn’t let her play with them.
“Momma, they ran away screaming saying I was cursed and that if
they played with me, or if I touched them, they would be cursed as
well.”

“How are you cursed?”

“That I will never marry, never have children and
always be alone because of Grandma Mechi and the mark on my
neck.”

Her mother hugged her close. “They are simple minded
fools, my Rosalind. Never you mind them. We make our own lives and
choices. Bad choices are what lead to bad results. There are no
curses. People like to point fingers and name call, but you should
never take those things to heart. You love Grandma Mechi, yes?”

“Very much, Momma. She’s my family, just as you and
Papa are.”

“That’s right, my sweet. And not only is she a smart
woman, she is a happy woman. Ask her and she’ll tell you. Do as she
does. Make choices that make you happy and you will see, that
almost magically, you have a wonderful life.

Ruby snuggled up to her mother, breathing in the
scent of flowers and warm dough, and let her sadness melt away. She
knew Momma was right, but she was also relieved when Momma said she
would teach Ruby at home and she didn’t have to return to school.
Knowing the children were wrong didn’t make their actions hurt
less.

Ruby thought her godmother and her wonderful cottage
were perfect. Her home smelled so different from their place above
the bakery and was always welcoming. When Ruby’s mother died, the
cottage became her haven away from the loss and her father’s
unending sadness. Once Momma was gone, barely a year after the day
she’d told Ruby she wasn’t cursed, all that was left were rooms
with no heart.

At Grandma Mechi’s there were always herbs drying in
hanging bunches, delicious things cooking on the stove—some to be
eaten, some used medicinally—and animals roaming the grounds. Just
as people traveled for her father’s baked goods, people came from
long distances to see her godmother, although each time Mechi
visited in town, people gave her strange looks and a stepped away
if she walked near.

Ruby didn’t understand why they reacted that way. She
thought her godmother was brilliant. The villagers were silly for
not understanding that her gifts came from books and practice not
dark spirits or pacts with the underworld, as she had once
overheard. She danced around the cabin for a full minute on the day
Mechi asked Ruby if she wanted to learn the knowing ways. The old
woman had laughed and said, “I suppose that means you agree.”

“It’s a dream come true, Godmother,” and she meant
it. For the last several years, her lessons had been the highlight
of Ruby’s days.

Returning her thoughts to the present, Ruby almost
missed Mrs. Bisby asking, “Is she well?”

“Yes, do you need something?” People rarely asked
outright.

“Perhaps I will see her about the aches in my
hands.”

Ruby made a mental note to tell Mechi to start
increasing her stock of peppermint rubs. The cold weather meant
more than just wolves.

Mrs. Bixby left and Ruby took care of other
customers. People came into the bakery throughout the day, all
talking about the giant wolf sighting, noting that it was the full
moon and that perhaps the curse that had plagued other towns had
come to visit them. Listening to their fears and helpless concerns,
Ruby knew church services were going to be especially busy this
Sunday.

But all she could think about was her stepbrother,
Rafe. If only the Hawley boys had seen a black wolf, or could be
trusted at all, because every day her hope in seeing Rafe again
grew dimmer. As she continued to work and help customers, memories
of her precious stepbrother played in her head.


Chapter Two

 


From the day they met, Ruby loved her stepbrother
fiercely. Rafe was six years older than Ruby, 14 to her eight and
although he hadn’t hit his growth spurt, to Ruby he was a grown up.
No one had taken any real time to care for a motherless little girl
who wouldn’t sit still and wanted to run around in the woods all
day. Rafe became her first and best friend. Her father, busy at all
hours in the bakery, hoped that remarrying would give Ruby a sense
of a woman’s place and a lady’s manners. However, Ruby didn’t like
her stepmother, Gwen, and the feeling was mutual. Ruby took great
pleasure in not doing as the woman said.
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