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			Chapter 1

			Kayce only had three more weeks to go, and he’d be able to leave the firm he’d been a part of. Having his name on the outside wall was great, but he’d never hated to work at a place like he did this one. The other doctors were selfish and mean. They wanted nothing to do with one another outside the offices, and they didn’t have each other’s backs. Ever. The nurses weren’t that much better in that they stuck together and didn’t help out when there was a problem. He wasn’t going to take his nurse with him when he left. He was going to let her be with the other bastards that were there.

			He had a place all picked out where he was going to hold his practice. Being a pediatrician was all he had ever wanted to be when he’d been growing up. Now that he was going to be out on his own, he was excited for the next chapter of his life to begin and put the other place as far behind him as he could. He’d made no friends, and he didn’t feel bad about giving his notice when they were all scrambling to find someone to replace him.

			“Doctor Tucker, you have a call on line two. I believe it’s your brother Hudson. He sounds like him anyway.” He went to his office to take the call, wondering why he’d not reached out to him. As soon as he put the receiver to his ear, he felt his lion wrap around him tightly. 

			“Hud fell down the stairs. I’m trying not to freak out here, but should there be that much blood?” He asked him if anything was broken. “His leg is for sure. I can see the bone sticking up from his leg. But there’s so much blood. I’m worried that he might have cut a vein or something.”

			“Stop looking for trouble. Did you call an ambulance?” He said that he had first thing. “All right. I’m nearly done here. I’ll meet the two of you there. Don’t be surprised if they take him right away for x-rays. I’m going to call in orders on my way in.” 

			“Thanks. I told them that it wasn’t a good idea to go sliding down the stairs. Remember when we used to do that? I think you fell and broke something, too.” He said he’d broken his wrist. “That’s right. I remember now. The ambulance is here now, so I’m going to go with them. The neighborhood teenager is coming over to watch the other two for me while I’m gone. I’ve called Ivy as well.”

			“Good. Then I’ll see you there.” Getting out of his last patient wasn’t all that difficult. Since she never showed up on time, and he’d told her the last time that if she wasn’t there on time, he wasn’t going to see her, he just left. Being forty-five minutes late would mess up his entire day when she was supposed to be there before noon. 

			Driving to the hospital, he called in orders for his nephew. This was the second time that Hud had been hurt at home, and he was going to have to have words with the little boy if he didn’t stop taking so many chances. He couldn’t really blame him; he’d been a risk taker too when he’d been his age and had gotten himself in all kinds of bad situations. He was going to have to explain that getting hurt had consequences.

			His leg was indeed broken and needed to have surgery on it. While he could assist when something like this came up, he left that kind of thing to the professionals, like surgeons who dealt with broken bones every day. He spoke to Ivy and Hudson to tell them what was going on, and didn’t have to tell them that he’d been lucky that he’d been at home when it had happened. Doing things like he’d been doing might have broken his fool neck had he slipped off the staircase a little further up than he had and landed on his head. His parents had already done that before they got to the hospital. He was glad. It saved him from having to be the bad uncle who yelled at him.

			After surgery, Hud was put into his room to recuperate. He’d told his parents not to allow him to shift for a couple of weeks so that he’d learn his lesson. Ivy was all for it, but Hudson was more than a little bit cautious. He’d said that boys will be boys and that he’d done the same thing as a child. He thought that after a couple of weeks of going through the pain of the break, he might learn something, but he was only the doctor uncle and not the parent.

			Going home that night after talking to Hud, he realized that he only had about four days left on his term with the doctors park he was working with, if he didn’t count his days off or the weekends. That made him feel so much better, so when his phone rang, he was glad to have someone calling him other than the hospital.

			“She’s been hurt bad, doc. I need for you to come out and see to her.” He asked who it was. “It’s me, William Toby, senior. Molly, my granddaughter, has been beaten up, and she’s in a bad way. Can you come out and convince her she needs to go to the hospital? She’s in a bad way, she is.” 

			“I’ll be out. Call an ambulance anyway if you think she needs it, and I’ll be there when they get there.” He said that he’d do that, but she’d be powerful mad. “Is she at least conscious? That would help me in dealing with her when I get there.”

			“She’s in and out of it. My son…damn him. If he were here, I’d knock the shit right out of him. He’s done this to her, and there ain’t nobody going to tell me different.” Grabbing his coat, he was out the door while still talking to William. “He thinks it’s funny to have her around where he can beat her senseless. Poor baby. She’s only home for another day or two and has to go back. I don’t think she’s going to make it. Going back, I mean. Lord, I hope she don’t die. She’s all the family that I have left that I claim.”

			“I’m on my way, Mr. William. I’ll be there soon.” He didn’t rush; there was no point in his getting into an accident, too. However, he did pause at a couple of lights instead of stopping at them. As soon as he pulled in, the ambulance pulled in right behind him. he thought that he’d done good to beat the medics. “All right. Let’s see what we have here.” 

			It took him twenty minutes to figure out all her wounds. She’d been beaten pretty good with someone’s fists, and he wanted to find the man responsible and teach him a few lessons as well. When she looked up at him, he asked her if she’d gotten in a few punches of her own. Laughing, then stopping when he assumed that it hurt too bad, she said he was more than likely in the emergency department now. She’d gotten him good. 

			“Good for you. But I’m afraid that you’re going to have to go into the hospital too for some x-rays. And a few other tests. Did he hit you with anything other than his fists?” She said that he’d had a knife, but she’d been able to take that from him. “Good for you. All right, I’m going to have the medics give you something for the pain that I’m sure you’re in, so that traveling will be a bit easier on you.” He moved out of the way so that they could do what they came here for. 

			“I have to call my boss.” He said that they’d get her a phone when they had more answers. “He’s going to be pissed off, but I can handle him. He might think that he’s all that, but he’s just a wussy in his heart. He is kinda sweet on me.” That made his lion want to do the other man harm, but he didn’t do anything more than wait until she was in the ambulance. “You’ll have to fill out some paperwork if I’m going to be hanging around much longer. I have a duty to my country that I can shirk on now. I only have a few more months to go.” 

			“What are you in the service for?” She told him that it was to get away from her family. “As good a reason as any, I would imagine. Let the drugs take you under, and we can get you loaded up in the ambulance. That way, we can get you taken care of when you get to the hospital.”

			“Look out for my dad. He’s not going to be in a good mood after what I did to him. He might just have you for breakfast.” He said that he could hold his own. “I’m sure you can, but he fights dirty and doesn’t care who gets hurt while he’s making a name for himself. Mostly being an idiot, but I think you understand, having spent some time with him when Pop-pop was staying at the hospital.”

			“He didn’t strike me as a man who had all his marbles.” She laughed and started falling asleep. “Let the drugs take you under, Molly. You might feel better when you wake up.” 

			Nodding, she told him that she was going to be fine and he believed her. She had something about her that made him want to pick her up into his arms and hold her until she was better. However, he knew that she’d kick his ass if he were to try that.

			She didn’t have any broken bones, and he was surprised by that. He’d thought for sure that she had at least three ribs broken when she’d been at the house. Now all she had was some deep bruising and some contusions as well. He had stitches put in her arms where she’d been cut with the knife, and was happy that she was doing so well. Mr. William seemed to be happy with the results, and that was more than he could have hoped for. He liked the elderly man and hated to see him so worried about his granddaughter.

			After admitting her for her concussion, he decided to check on a couple of his patients. One had had their tonsils taken out this morning, and he released her so that she could be pampered at home. The other was his nephew, and since he was also doing fine, he decided that he’d release him in the morning. He would get more than enough care at home, and he wasn’t worried about him not getting the care that he needed. Kayce was only a phone call away and knew that Hudson or Ivy would call him if anything came up.

			On his way home, he picked up something to eat. It had been a long day, and he was exhausted. It wasn’t until he’d had his shower and eaten that he went up to bed. Soon he’d be able to shift, and he couldn’t wait until all the aches and pains of helping out at the hospital were gone.

			He’d been in the emergency department when a man came in who had been high on something. He had been able to get a gun into the place and had planned to kill himself and whoever tried to stop him. Since he was the only shifter on site, he wrestled the gun away from the man but sustained quite a few injuries himself in the process. Broken ribs and a bloodied nose were only a few of the injuries that he’d gotten when the man tried to kill him. Lucky for him, he’d not been shot in the process, but it was for the good, he kept telling himself, and that was all that mattered. No one else was hurt, for which he was grateful. 

			After waking up the next morning, he was happy to feel better. The ache in his shoulders was still there, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been a week ago when he’d been hurt. Even his mouth felt better than it had previously. Getting ready for work, he was glad that he wasn’t on call anymore until the end of his time with the group he was in. He couldn’t wait to get out of the place and hang his own shingle out where he could pick and choose his own patients. 

			The day started off all right. Of course, the doctors didn’t talk much to him. He was fine with that as he didn’t care for them in the first place. As soon as lunch rolled around, he’d seen three patients, and most of it was minor stuff. One of them had to have a physical for the upcoming sports season, and he was happy to tell the young man that he passed. He remembered playing football in high school and sort of was jealous of the boy to be able to play something that he obviously loved. After lunch, it wasn’t much different. After two, when his last patient was gone, he made his way to the hospital to check on Molly and Hud, his nephew.

			Both were doing well, and he got to see Mr. William when he was there visiting his granddaughter. She wasn’t in a good mood, having talked to her boss, he was told, but he was glad to be able to release her as well. Once he signed off on the paperwork, he was free for the rest of the evening. He could use it as he was still trying to catch up on sleep that he’d missed for the last few days.

			As soon as he was home, he crashed on the couch and went to sleep. It didn’t matter to him that he had a nice, comfy bed to sleep in. He was just too tired to go up and get into his tonight. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he closed his eyes. After tomorrow, he only had two more days, and he couldn’t wait. He was going to take a month off just to relax and chill out until he found himself a building that he could work in. It might take him that long as there were very little empty buildings around town nowadays, and he was happy for that as well.

			Getting up once to go to the bathroom, he had no trouble at all making his way there and back to the couch. He’d been sleeping so hard that his shoulder was a little stiff, but other than that, he was doing fine. Still sleeping on the couch had better appeal for him than going up to his bedroom and going to sleep again. He was just too tired and didn’t care if he had to sleep on the floor, so long as he didn’t have to go up any stairs to get there.

			~*~

			Molly was feeling better than she had in the last couple of days. Her pop-pop was pampering her a bit too much, but she loved him and could forgive him most anything. As soon as he was out of the room, getting her a cup of coffee, she sat up higher on the couch and looked around the vast room. 

			This room had always been her favorite. When she was just a child and staying with her pop-pop and Grannie, they had the best times watching television and eating popcorn. Of course, back then they’d had staff. Pop-pop had told her once that he’d outgrown having someone wait on him, and that was why he’d let them go. She thought it had more to do with him having very little money, but she never said that to him. Things were tight around the house, and she knew it by helping him pay his bills every month. It didn’t help that her two brothers, Seth and Ryan, were forever trying to take Pop-pop’s social security check along with her dad. 

			She thought it would have been better for them if they just got a job, but she didn’t tell them that. The one time she’d suggested it, she’d been barely sixteen and had nearly died from the beating that they’d given her. All three of them had taken turns knocking her around until she had to spend a week in the hospital. Never again did she suggest they do anything. But she was trained now in how to defend herself and never passed up an opportunity to show them how much training she’d had. 

			“I was just having a look at my leg. I’m telling you that it’s nearly healed up, and the bruising isn’t as bad as it was either. That doc must have used some of his mojo on me and got me to feeling better, too. I feel like I could take on William Toby and come out on top.” He laughed. “I won’t, mind you, but I was just thinking about how much better I’m feeling. Did you know that the doc is a lion? He’s about the nicest shifter I ever known.”

			“How many shifters do you know, Pop-pop?” He said that he’d been around them all his life and never had a problem with a single one of them. “I know a couple, too. Most of them are nice, but every once in a while, you run into a bad apple. They are usually mean to everyone, so I don’t give them much mind. How about for dinner we have us a pizza? I’ll pay for it. Dad didn’t get all my money the other day, only what I wanted him to have.”

			She stretched her jaw and felt it pop. It was feeling better, too, after the beating that she took from her dad. She could eat now and wasn’t above slicing her pizza with a knife and fork just so she didn’t have to eat any more leftovers. The women around town had been bringing Pop-pop food every week since her grandmother had passed away, and she wanted some real food. Pizza was about as real as it got for her nowadays.

			Molly had gotten an extra week off when she’d called her boss. She’d been set to go back out of the country as soon as she visited her grandda, but it had been hard to do much of anything after she’d gotten beaten up. He wasn’t happy that she had been hurt, but he knew about her family more than anyone else did, and she figured that if anyone understood her getting knocked around, it would have been him. Her father was a prick.

			Seth and Ryan weren’t nearly as bad as their dad, but they would be egged on by him when things needed to be taken too far. Seth was the youngest and by far the stupidest of the three of them. She’d thought that he’d had some mental issues, but the doctor said he was smart for his age, just mean. She believed it. He was as mean as their dad when it suited him. 

			Ryan would stand back and watch what the other two were doing before he joined in. Ryan, unlike Seth, had spent some time in prison and swore he’d never go back. She figured that he’d learned something about being behind bars, but she couldn’t figure out what that might be. He would kill her if given the chance, and that was why she never gave them the opportunity to do much more than knock her around until this last time. 

			They’d caught her off her guard. While in the kitchen making grilled cheese for her and her grandda, something had hit her from behind and she’d been knocked out. It wasn’t until the pain she was in woke her up that she knew that she’d been beaten badly. It still surprised her that she didn’t have any broken bones. They’d kicked her while she was down, and she would swear that some of her ribs had been broken while out. 

			“I’d love to have some pizza. Some of that hot sauce on it that we like too.” Molly told him that they had the hot sauce in the cabinet and would get it out when it arrived. “I’ll call and order it for us, and you can pay. I’d do it, honey, but I’m on a tight budget as you know.”

			“I know. I understand what it’s like to be on a budget.” He ordered them a large pie that they’d share with onions and mushrooms on it. The hot sauce that they’d enjoy on it was nothing more than hot wing sauce, but it was better than just a plain old pizza, and they’d both have a good meal. As soon as it came, she got up to get the sauce while he was clearing a place at the table for them to eat. 

			“I feel like I’m about healed up, too. It’s amazing. I’ve never felt like this after a good beating from them.” Pop-pop told her that he wished he could have done more, but he’d been afraid of them hurting him, too. “You did the right thing in hiding from them. Don’t ever put yourself in a position where you are going to be hurt by them for me. I should have known that they’d be around. They just caught me off guard there, and it won’t happen again. Not so long as I can get the jump on them.” 

			“It scared me a bit when you could barely breathe. And all that blood, too. I never seen the likes of it.” She watched as he shivered and put his slice back on the box. “I tell you something, baby girl. I’m thinking that I’m getting too old to have them coming here and beating on me. I’ve been thinking of giving you this house and moving into a nursing home. I’ve even been looking at the best ones.”

			“We don’t need to talk about that now, do we?” He nodded and told her that he’d given it a great deal of thought and wanted her to take him to the one he’d been looking at. “I don’t want you to do that, but if you have your heart set on it, I’ll take you there in the morning. I sure will miss coming here to be with you.”

			“That’s the thing about this place I’ve been looking into. It has two bedrooms for those who want them, and you could stay with me for a while when you come home. You don’t have that much longer to go, do you?” She told him how many days she had left to be in the service. “No time at all when you think about how long you’ve been in it. I tell you, it was the best advice I could have given you when you turned eighteen and joined the service. You’ve been able to help me when I needed it, and I’ve loved all the stories that you’ve told me. Those are stories that I’m going to take to my Sally when I go. She’ll be tickled pink that I have so much to tell her.”

			“She will at that.” She thought about the nursing home and knew that if he’d done any research on it, she’d be happy with what he was doing. “I’ll take you there tomorrow. How much more than your check is it going to cost you? You know that I’ll help you when you need it.”

			“Nothing much more than what I’m paying now. Without having to pay for the utilities and such, I’d be coming out ahead. Not to mention I’d be getting three meals a day that I don’t have to mess with. I like that part best of all. And having a nice room for you to stay in when you come to visit me. The best part is that I’ll be safe from my son and grandsons. They won’t be able to get into the place without me telling them that it’s all right. I decided that the only person that I’m going to allow to visit me is you.” He took her hand into his much larger one and patted it. “I love you, Molly, my dear. I miss you so much when you’re gone.”

			“I love you, Pop-pop.” He wiped his napkin over his face and told her that he loved her more. “We’ll head over there in the morning to get you signed in. With dad in the hospital still, we’ll be able to get you there without him knowing. I think that’s going to be our best bet in keeping you safe.”

			“This will work out better, you’ll see.” He finished up his half of the pizza and took one of her slices. She wasn’t as hungry as he’d been, apparently, and she was glad that he had such a good appetite. He wasn’t a big man, but tall. Since he’d always eaten so well, she never worried about him having any trouble with being too thin. She loved the old man and would move heaven and earth for him if there was something that he needed. 

			The next morning, after pancakes for breakfast that she’d made them, he was ready to go. He’d even been packed to stay when they got the paperwork finished. He’d really put a lot of thought into this, and she was happy that he was going to be safe. Now, if she could figure out a way to make herself safe, she’d feel so much better. But she was leaving in a few days and would be about as far from them as she could get. They wouldn’t know how to get in touch with her either.

			The place had charm, she’d give it that. As soon as the paperwork had been filled out and filed, he was set to be living there. As he pulled out his luggage from her rental, she felt like he was running away from home and told him as much. 

			“I sort of feel like that. Like I’m on some new adventure too.” He laughed, and she had to smile. “This will be one more thing that I can do for myself before I’m kicking up roses. You’ll come here to visit me, won’t you, little bit?”

			“Nothing could keep me away.” He nodded as they set up his room. he wasn’t allowed to cook in his room, for which she was grateful, and he could have a coffee pot so long as he didn’t leave it on all the time. He only drank one cup a day and rarely, if ever, had more than that. She was just putting the last of his clothing away when he turned to her. “What is it? Have you changed your mind already?”

			“The house is in your name. It has been since you were home the last time.” She said that he didn’t have to do that. “I do. It belongs to you. Please tell me that you’re going to find you a nice young man and bring the house to life again.” 

			“I’ll look, but the chances aren’t all that good that someone is going to take me on with my family around.” He told her that he’d feel better about things if she were to at least try. “I’ll try. I don’t want anything to do with the men that I see every day. Perhaps when I get out, I’ll find me a nice young man and have twenty babies. How about that?”

			“So long as you’re happy and safe, I don’t care if you have fifty children.” They both laughed, and she hugged him. “Now, let’s go see what they have to offer for lunch. That was nice of the woman who signed me in to tell us that you could join me for lunch. I think that my first meal here should be with the one person that I love more than I do myself.” 

			The lunch was better than she thought it would be. It was stroganoff and homemade noodles. She had a bit of sour cream on hers, and he sopped up his gravy with her slices of bread. She thought her grandda looked better than he had in the last few days, and she thought that he’d figured that she’d not be all right with him moving into the nursing home. It was more like an assisted living, but she was fine with it. Telling him that she felt better about him being someplace where someone was going to be watching over him made them both feel good. As soon as she was ready to leave, they both got teary-eyed.

			“I’m going to miss you tonight.” He said that he’d call her later. “You’d better. I can’t go to sleep without you telling me goodnight.” 

			“I know the feeling.” He didn’t tell her goodbye like he would have if she were leaving him. Instead, he told her that he’d see her later. On the way home, she bawled her eyes out, missing him already, but she knew in her heart that this was for the best, no matter how much she didn’t like being in the big house all on her own.

			The house seemed so empty to her now. Since she wanted to stay there until she had to leave, she ran the vacuum and did the few dishes from this morning. By the time she was finished dusting, Molly figured that she’d cried about a bucket of tears and was missing her grandda more than she thought possible. She kept telling herself that he was safe and that’s all that mattered.
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