
  
    [image: A Squirrel Gets His Nut]
  


  
    
      A Squirrel Gets His Nut

      
        ENCHANTED INK

        BOOK 1.5

      

    

    
      
        KELEX

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Twisted E-Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      A TWISTED E-PUBLISHING BOOK

      

      A Squirrel Gets His Nut

      Enchanted Ink, 1.5

      Copyright © 2023 by Kelex

      

      Edited by Marie Medina

      Proofread by Alexis Woods

      

      First Publication: August 2023

      Second Publication: October 2023

      Third Publication: January 2024

      

      Cover design by Covers by K © 2023

      Logo copyright © 2023, 2024 Twisted E-Publishing, LLC.

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.

      

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is strictly coincidental.

      

      All characters depicted in sexual acts in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Squirrel Gets His Nut

          

        

      

    

    
      Luca Galioto is just coming into his powers when he meets a new arrival in town, Ash Montgomery—and sparks fly.

      

      Yet the pair are like oil and water. Luca is a tatted and pierced ancient Calé progeny, aka a witch, whereas straight-laced Ash is a squirrel shifter who’s just joined the Salem Police Department.

      

      Opposites attract? Sure—but can two men so vastly different trust that Fate got it right?
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        About twenty years ago…

      

      

      

      As soon as the bell rang, Luca Galioto rushed from the classroom, bypassing his locker, and heading for the outer door. He glanced over one shoulder, his breathing growing heavier, unsure if it was the fear of Ronnie Smith and that lot getting ahold of him again or the massive amount of textbooks he kept in his backpack to avoid the lockers altogether—or rather the chance he might be stuffed inside one.

      He made it off the Salem Middle School campus and neared Essex Street when he sighed with relief.

      “There you are, maggot.”

      Ronnie and his crew appeared out of nowhere. Luca jumped back, catching his heel on a broken bit of pavement and going down like a ton of bricks. While eyeing Ronnie, he scrambled to his feet, but under the weight of the backpack, he struggled to rise. The second he was upright, Ronnie punched him, knocking him over again.

      Ronnie and his friends cackled with glee.

      Sweat beaded at the back of Luca’s neck, his stomach coiling.

      “Get up, Puke-a,” Ronnie cried, his friends hollering even louder at the newest nickname he’d been given. He had to give Ronnie credit. At least that one rhymed—though that might be a stretch—but it was far better than Gypsy Trash, which he’d been called the previous year.

      A man in colonial garb appeared and stood over him, watching him. “You must rise to the occasion, young man.”

      Great. Perfect timing for a ghost to appear. Just what I need right now.

      Slinking out of the backpack, he rose again, ignoring the ghost. Sure, he’d get another punch, but it was better than them crowding around him and kicking while he was on the ground. Like they’d done last time. They’d broken two ribs and punctured his lung. He’d been hurt so badly that he’d struggled to use his healing powers to mend himself.

      True to form, the minute Luca rose, Ronnie’s fist met his face. Pain blossomed inside his skull; the coppery tang of iron filled his mouth. He landed on the ground, air knocked from his lungs. He lay there, time slowing. Cars passing. No one stopped. They never stopped. He was just that extremely small, weird kid with purple hair, which his even weirder mother dyed black to hide themselves from the normies. They must’ve hidden superbly well, because he seemed invisible to most citizens of Salem, Massachusetts.

      Too bad he wasn’t invisible to Ronnie.

      “We must call the constable!” the ghost said before crying, “Help! Help!”

      No one but Luca could see or hear him. If only the others knew a ghost stood feet away from them… that would make them run! “Shut up,” he muttered to the ghost.

      “What did you say to me?” Ronnie asked. “Shut up? Oh, I’m gonna shut you up, that’s for sure. Make you eat some of those teeth in your mouth. Get up, Puke-a.”

      The thought of getting up for another punch wore him out. He lay there, staring up at the electrical lines above, zipping and zapping as power rushed through them, and wished he had the ability to draw that energy into himself. Maybe then he could fight off his bullies instead of running from them.

      He was tired of running.

      Glancing to the side, he saw a Salem cop car approaching and felt a glimmer of joy. The guys would run off if they saw a cop, surely.

      Right?

      “Oh, wonderful!” the ghost cried. “A constable arrives.”

      Only, the car showed no signs of stopping. Luca’s gaze sought the officer’s inside as it neared. It was clear the man saw him… and even smiled. The car continued past, leaving him there on the sidewalk with his bullies and the prospect of getting beaten to a bloody pulp.

      “Get up, shithead,” Ronnie yelled. His friends snorted behind him. “I ain’t got all day.”

      Luca cast a glance to the side again, praying someone would intervene. Anyone. He saw a woman watering her front garden, acting oblivious—yet her gaze moved their way here and there.

      Yet she did nothing.

      Luca closed his eyes and drew in a deep inhale, knowing there would be no help for him. He stiffened, expecting the kick to come.

      It never did.

      “Hey! You little shits! Get the fuck out of here!”

      Luca opened his eyes, expecting another ghost. Instead, a man towered over him—and towered was an understatement. Luca barely saw the guy’s head from his spot on the pavement.

      As he sat up, he noted the backs of Ronnie and his friends running down Essex Street and smiled to himself. A reprieve, of sorts. Suddenly, the man spun and dropped to one knee—and Luca got his first look.

      “You okay, kid?” He scoffed. “Of course, you’re not okay. Look at you.” He reached behind him and returned with a handkerchief, which he used to blot off the blood around Luca’s nose and mouth.

      “Your hero has arrived. I shall depart,” the ghost said before walking down the street.

      Luca turned to the living, breathing man in front of him. He had a friendly smile and bright blue eyes. “Those guys need to pick on someone their own age.”

      “I am their age,” Luca said, cringing when the man pressed the handkerchief on a sensitive spot.

      “Sorry,” the man murmured. “You look younger.”

      Everyone thought so. His mother, who claimed herself to be a seer, claimed he’d grow to be at least seven feet tall one day, but he knew she was likely telling tales to make him feel better about being a good six inches shorter than most of his classmates.

      The stories didn’t work. Not anymore.

      “Well, let’s see if there’s any more damage.” The man offered a hand to help him up.

      That’s when he noticed the swirling symbol on the inside of Luca’s inner arm. He ran a thumb over it and lifted his gaze to Luca. After a chuckle, the man pooled a small ball of blue magic inside one palm. “Follow me.”

      Luca stared at the magic curling around the man’s hand, knowing his mother would have his head on a platter if he followed a witch he didn’t know, but curiosity won out. His mother refused to teach him much about his magic for some reason. Maybe he could find someone who would. He grabbed his backpack and turned to see where the man walked—only to see a graveyard ahead, right beside a church.

      A graveyard filled with ghosts.

      The random ghost here or there through town was fine, but one step in a graveyard and he’d be pummeled as badly as if Ronnie and those goons had beaten him. The world of the dead was a terrifying one for a young boy with the power to see ghosts. He tread carefully, ignoring the tide of ghosts moving across the cemetery and stopping along the wrought-iron fence. Luca kept to the outside of the sidewalk, far from their reach.

      Once past, he breathed a bit better. Luca trailed behind the man up the steps of the Baptist Church nearby, noting the man’s curious look.

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Nothing,” Luca lied.

      “Ah,” the witch said, clearly not convinced. “Name’s Cassius, by the way.” Cassius took the hand with the blue ball of magic and opened the front door before Luca could offer his name in return.

      Luca peered inside and didn’t see a church. There was only a swirling blue light within the doorframe.

      A portal? Awesome!

      “I can get you all fixed up,” Cassius said. “Just follow me.”

      Cassius walked through the doorway and disappeared through the portal.

      Luca grinned. He didn’t know many of the witches in Salem, even though he’d lived there his entire life, and the ones he did know kept their distance. His mother didn’t belong to a coven, which meant he didn’t either. A coven-less witch was like the lowest Indian castes he’d learned about in Social Studies. Untouchable.

      But there was a witch offering help.

      Luca stepped through without another thought.

      On the other side was a… he frowned, not exactly sure where he was. It looked kind of like a barbershop inside, with big, black chairs, but instead of clippers and shears, there were little needle guns in their hands. Luca cast a glance around and realized it was a tattoo shop.

      Enchanted Ink Tattoo. He’d passed it with this mother a million times, but he’d never been inside. He had gone into the magical supply shop down the block when his mother needed items, but none of the other witch-owned stores clustered there, no matter how he’d begged his mother.

      “Hey, kid?”

      Luca turned to eye Cassius.

      “Come on back to my office so I can clean you up.”

      A man sat at a desk near the doorway, scowling at him. “Isn’t that the Gypsy’s son?”

      “Calé,” Cassius murmured, urging Luca toward the back of the shop. Luca had never heard anyone but his mother correct someone in regard to his upbringing.

      “Better watch out. She’s a pistol.”

      “I think I can handle Luciana,” Cassius said, one hand pressed to Luca’s back.

      He knows Mom?

      As soon as Cassius had him inside an office area, he shut the door and drew magic into his palm again. “My healing power isn’t my strongest, but I can mend you some. Make it hurt less.”

      “I can manage,” Luca whispered, drawing his own magic. He waved a hand over his face and repaired the damage.

      “Impressive,” the man said, cocking his head to the side. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen.”

      “You look much younger.” Cassius eyed him, silent a few seconds. “And you can heal that quickly?”

      “Yep.”

      “Can you heal others?”

      “I’ve healed my mother before.”

      Cassius rested a hip on the edge of the desk. “Why didn’t you fight back?”

      “Those guys are bigger and stronger than I am.”

      “But you’ve got magic.”

      “Healing is the only magic I have.”

      Cassius narrowed his eyes. “You have nothing else? No battle magic, or persuasion, or transmutation, or memory or … anything?”

      “Nope,” Luca said. “Just healing.”

      “Perhaps that’s why you’re so good at it. The healing.” Cassius scratched his bearded jaw. “Focused energy.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice, too,” Luca muttered.

      “The bullies?”

      Luca nodded.

      “Are they that bad?”

      Luca glanced at the floor, heat filling his face.

      “Look, Luca⁠—”

      He knows my name, too?

      “Maybe I can teach you a thing or two? Maybe…” Cassius sighed. “Maybe we can work to see if you’ve got any other skills that you haven’t discovered yet.”

      Luca fought the grin coming to his face.

      The door to Cassius’ office whipped open, and Luca’s mother appeared in the doorway, fury etched on her face. She snagged Luca’s wrist and dragged him closer.

      “You stay away from my boy, Cassius. He’s off limits.”

      “You know he belongs here, Luciana,” Cassius said. “Why you won’t let me work with him, I don’t know.”

      “We’re not members of this coven, nor will we be,” his mother roared. “He’s my son. Mine. He will learn the way of the Calé. That’s all he needs to know.”

      His mother yanked him toward the door.

      “But you haven’t taught him anything, Luciana. How is he supposed to protect himself?”

      His mother froze at the door. She turned to Luca. “Stand out in the hallway… and don’t talk to anyone or touch anything. Do you hear me?”

      Luca nodded, never having seen his mother so angry.

      The door shut behind her as she reentered the office. He could hear raised voices but couldn’t manage any words. Not until the voices rose louder.

      “Death has touched him! I won’t allow him down that road.”

      “You can’t keep him from his destiny by refusing to teach him magic, Luciana.”

      “I will protect my son in the way I see fit. He is not your son, Cassius. He’s mine. Stay the hell away from him!”

      The door flew open, and his mother whipped out. She hauled Luca from the hallway and on through the tattoo shop. His arm burned from the force of her dragging. Heads turned, and his face burned almost as strongly. They were halfway down Essex Street before she came to a stop and turned to face him.

      “Luca, how many times have I told you to stay away from the witches in this town?”

      “But we’re witches…”

      “No! We are the Calé.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” Luca asked, inwardly rolling his eyes.

      “For generations, witches have belittled and treated us as lesser than. We have powers greater than theirs. You shall be one of the strongest healers to ever grace this world one day. They covet that gift and wish to use you. I won’t allow it.”

      “He wanted to teach me how to use my gift, mama.”

      “He wants to get you under his thumb and take you away from me,” she snarled, jerking him closer. “You will learn the ways of the Calé… not their European magic.”

      “Portugal is European, Mama.”

      “Our ancestors may be from there, but they were from Romania before that. The birthplace of magic.”

      “Romania is Europe, too.”

      His mother’s face twisted with anger. “We hold a primeval magic, far stronger and more ancient than that of the witches.” She cupped his chin, lifting his gaze. “You were meant for great things, Luca. Don’t let them move you off your track, baby.”

      “Then why don’t you teach me?”

      His mother’s face tightened, her eyes sad.

      “I just want to be a better witch, Mama.”

      “A better vrăjitoare,” she corrected.

      Luca rolled his eyes. Vrăjitoare was Romanian for witch. Why his mother was so stubborn, trying her damnedest to keep them from others of their kind, he didn’t understand. There was no other Roma left in Salem, to his knowledge, so they were alone. So what if their ancestors were Roma vrăjitoare who’d migrated to Portugal before emigrating to Salem? Why did that keep them apart? They were all the same.

      If they were part of a coven, their lives would be easier. Wouldn’t it? After that afternoon, he had far more questions than he’d had that morning.

      “What did you mean that I was touched by death?”

      His mother’s face paled. “Come on… I need to make dinner before your father gets home and screams bloody murder.” She snagged his hand and drew him along.

      “My stepfather,” he corrected under his breath.

      Two days later, Luca eyed the tattoo parlor from across the street, attempting to hype himself up enough to force one foot before the other until he ended up inside. He’d been through it in his head, repeatedly. He needed help to grow his magic. Witches avoided them like the plague. One had finally reached out with an offer to help.

      And he wanted to take it.

      After a good thirty minutes of contemplation, he crossed Essex and slipped inside. As soon as the guy behind the counter eyeballed him, he scowled. “Out. You don’t belong here.”

      “I want to see Cassius.”

      The man’s scowl grew even more. “Maybe he doesn’t want to see you.”

      “Ask him and we’ll see.”

      The guy behind the desk lifted a phone to his ear. “Your little street urchin is back to see you.” He paused. “Yes, I told him he needed to leave, but he’s unwilling.” Another pause. “I’m not touching him. Luciana would have my hide.” He hung up the phone and smiled without warmth. “He’s coming. Wait over there.”

      Luca wandered toward the many books filled with tattoo examples. Before he could turn more than a couple of pages, Cassius appeared. He sighed heavily and took a seat directly beside where Luca stood.

      “Your mother was clear. Under no uncertain terms, I am not to speak to you again.”

      Luca frowned. “That’s not fair. I need your help.”

      “I have to abide by your mother’s wishes.”

      Tears burned the backs of Luca’s eyes. “Those boys… they won’t stop. I can’t deal with it much longer.”

      Sympathy swam in the man’s eyes. He looked away a moment in thought. “Do you always fix the bruises and cuts immediately after they hurt you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe next time… don’t.”

      Luca shook his head. “And remain in pain?”

      “You fix it so quickly that the school administrators don’t see the harm they’ve inflicted. They don’t get in trouble, so they feel they can get away with it. The more they get away with, the harder they push. The more they hurt you. It’s time you got them in trouble. It’s time they were held accountable for what they’ve been doing to you.”

      “Then I’d just be a snitch for telling on them,” Luca said. “It would make the bullying worse.”

      Cassius sighed. “I don’t know what else to tell you, kid.”

      “Help me,” Luca murmured.

      “I wish I could.” Cassius held his gaze. “When you turn eighteen… come back and see me.”

      “If I survive that long.”

      Cassius fought a smile. “We both know you will, with that gift of yours.”

      “What did my mother mean?”

      Cassius held his gaze but said nothing.

      “She said I was touched by death. What was that?”

      Cassius sighed. “Ask her.”

      “I did…”

      “Luca, she needs to tell you that story. I can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A year later…

      

      

      

      Ash Montgomery stared at the program in his hands, his ears buzzing. It was cold inside the church, so much so that his skin pebbled with goose bumps. His stomach hurt. It had twisted and tightened for days, leaving him unable to eat. Unable to sleep. Unable to think coherently.

      He scanned the faces on the program. Smiling faces.

      He fought another round of tears.

      “Ash?”

      Ash lifted his gaze to his grandmother’s—a woman he barely knew. She nodded to the side and when Ash turned, there was a hand outstretched toward him. He swallowed the bile rising and shook the man’s hand.

      “I’m so very sorry about your family…”

      Everyone was sorry. Wouldn’t bring them back.

      “Thanks,” he whispered, pulling his hand away. He stared down at the smiling faces again. He’d never see them again.

      The man in front of him prattled on about some memory of Ash’s father, but he couldn’t focus, not with a church full of gossip swirling about.

      I can’t believe he’s the only one left… it’s so sad.

      He’s got to be devastated. His parents and both brothers? So heartbreaking.

      Did you hear how they found them? Clinging to one another in the water?

      He’s barely a man… what’s he supposed to do now?

      Can you imagine? Drowning? How horrific.

      Ash wished there was a switch to shut off his ears. The church was filled with their scurry—their squirrel community, all of whom had exceptional shifter hearing. Including him. That knowledge didn’t stop them from blathering on about what his family had gone through.

      Not that he was close with many of them. Even the grandmother seated beside him was more a stranger than family. She and her husband had exiled his mother for marrying a man not to their standards. A lowly public servant without much to his name.

      A line formed behind the man in front of Ash, all waiting to pay their respects when a few were actually being respectful at all.

      I wonder what kind of food they’re serving at the reception after. I haven’t eaten all day. It better be good or we’re out of here.

      Ugh, did you see Casey’s hat? She’s simply the worst. I wouldn’t be caught dead in that ugly thing.

      Kind of odd he didn’t go with them, isn’t it? Why was he the only one who wasn’t on that boat?

      Do you think they left everything to him? Probably not a lot, but the house has been in the family for generations. We should do some digging. He has no need for that big old house.

      Ash rose, glaring at the surrounding shifters. He bolted for the door, unable to sit there and listen to the ugliness swirling around the inside of the church for any longer. As soon as he was outside, he could breathe easier. The first thing he noticed was his mother’s best friend seated on a park bench across the street.

      His gaze met hers, and he fought tears seeing the tracks of hers down her face. Descending the steps, he held her stare. It was a lifeline. He took a seat beside her, silent.

      Adelaide wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Your grandparents run you off?”

      “They weren’t the worst, for once. Not that they were great, either.” He cocked his head to the side. “Why are you out here?”

      “A trash panda at their precious daughter’s funeral? I was kindly told to fuck off.” Adelaide’s jaw set.

      “You belong there more than they do,” Ash whispered.

      Adelaide’s eyes filled with tears, and Ash lost the battle with his seeing hers. “Yeah, I do, don’t I?” She wiped her tears away. “I won’t start drama at their funeral, though. No matter how trashy of a trash panda I am.”

      “They’re being pretty trashy in there themselves.”

      “How’s that?” Adelaide asked.

      “Gossip—and they all know I can hear them whispering.”

      “What in the hell are they gossiping about?”

      “I didn’t need to relive the whole thing, but they sure want to. One mentioned the house belonged to the family, and that I didn’t need all that. Not sure who that was, but I sense I might end up kicked out. Another wondered why I wasn’t on the boat with them.” Tears slid down both his cheeks. “I wish I had been on that boat with them.”

      “No, you don’t, baby,” Adelaide murmured, pulling him into her arms. She wore the same perfume his mother did. He inhaled, the familiar scent bringing her back for just a moment. He snuggled closer, getting one last hug from beyond. “You’re where you’re supposed to be. Fate didn’t put you on that boat for a reason.”

      “Fuck Fate,” Ash said on a sob.

      Adelaide brushed a hand down his back. “I’ve had a few meltdowns with Fate myself the last few days. It’s not right. It’s not fair… but you’re still here for a reason. Remember what I said last night?”

      Adelaide had stuck by his side as soon as the news had arrived. She’d slept in the guest room—even though she only lived three streets over—just so he wouldn’t be alone at night. She’d held him through the many tears. Added some of her own.

      He owed her so much. Glancing at the church, he was reminded of his mother’s pretentious parents and family inside. None of them had spent the night to be there for him.

      None of them had even bothered calling.

      They sure were interested in the house, though. They’d likely kick him to the curb to get their hands on it.

      “Those people in that church were never around. And when they were, Mom would end up in tears by the end. After last Christmas, she said she refused to invite them to another family event. She wasn’t putting us through that trauma.”

      “You know, I remember her saying that.” Adelaide wiped more tears away.

      They sat in silence for a moment, other than the quiet sobs they shared.

      “Does this count as a family event?” Ash asked.

      Adelaide slanted her gaze at him, eyes narrowing.

      Ash eyed her. “If it is, then they shouldn’t be invited.”

      “Want me to go in there and clear house? You know I will. You’ve just got to say the word.”

      Ash considered it for a moment. “While it sounds good, we probably shouldn’t.”

      The church doors opened, and Marco, his father’s partner, appeared. He scanned the street, his gaze finally falling on Ash. He meandered across the street in his dress blues and stopped a few feet in front of them.

      “This where the real party is?”

      “Not much of a party,” Ash murmured.

      Marco eyed Adelaide. “Racoon.”

      “Wolf,” she spat back, her voice gentler than normal.

      Neither had liked one another much before his family had died, but they’d been on their best behavior since. It was surreal, and given the ultimately surreal nature of death, that was saying a lot.

      “I think I liked it better when you two picked on one another,” Ash muttered.

      Marco sighed. “There’s a lot of things I liked better than what we’re dealing with now.” He dug into his pocket and brought out a flask. After taking a big swig, he handed it to Adelaide.

      “A gentleman and an officer.” She took a big drink of her own before handing it to Ash. “Here, take a sip. It’ll help relax you.”

      “I’m not twenty-one yet.”

      Marco chuckled. “Three months, kid. I think the current situation will allow a sip of whiskey or two.” He chuckled again. “I promise not to arrest you.”

      Ash grabbed the silver flask and vaguely remembered his father giving it to Marco as a Christmas present years before. He scanned the surface and saw the engraving, “To the best partner a guy could ever have… even if he sucks at bowling.”

      Ash smiled, rubbing his thumb over his father’s words. He took a drink and handed it back to Marco, wincing at the heat scorching down his throat.

      Marco took another sip before handing it to Adelaide again. “We going back in there?”

      “I don’t want to,” Ash murmured. “Those people…”

      “Those people? Some of those people served with your dad,” Marco said.

      “I mean my mom’s family. I don’t know most of them and the ones I do, I don’t like. They didn’t give a flying fuck about any of us, so the performance in there turns my stomach.”

      “I think we should clear house,” Adelaide said. “Whatchu think, Wolf?”

      Marco sighed, eyeing Ash. “Is that what you want? You say the word, and we will do your bidding.”

      Ash considered it a moment. “I don’t want to make a scene. It’s not fair to them.”

      “What’s not fair is their kid sitting outside because of them,” Marco said. “A scene?” He cast a look at Adelaide. “You coming, Racoon?”

      Adelaide jumped up. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      The pair crossed the street and reentered the church. Moments later, a steady stream of people came pouring out. Ash couldn’t hide his smile at the looks on their faces. Adelaide appeared in the doorway, a wide smile on her lips as she waved Ash back.

      He rose, returning to the church. Ash slipped one arm through hers, thankful as ever that she was there. Walking up the aisle, he noted his grandparents had remained.

      His grandmother was livid. “Why you brought this… woman… in here, Ash, I will never know. She’s made a mockery of my daughter’s funeral.”

      “She was Mom’s best friend. She’s been the one helping me through this. You’re the one who needs to leave.”

      Adelaide slid closer, running a hand over his back.

      “Look what you’ve done,” his grandmother said to Adelaide, faux tears running down her cheeks. “You’ve turned our sole surviving grandson against us.”

      “You did that all on your own,” Ash murmured.

      His grandmother gasped.

      “You treated her horribly… all because she had the audacity to marry beneath her, or so you say.”

      Marco groaned.

      “My dad was amazing. He was better than all her family rolled into one,” Ash said. “He was always there. Always supportive. Did everything he could to give us the best life he could. He was a great man… but you could never see that.” Ash glanced at the four caskets at the front of the church before looking back at her. “You disrespect him by being here. You disrespect her and her love for him by being here. You disrespect my brothers, born from that love by being here.”

      “You can’t kick me out of my daughter’s funeral.”

      “He’s the next of kin, so yeah, he can kick you out.” Marco eyed Ash. “Would you like me to escort this unwelcome guest out?”

      “You wouldn’t!” Ash’s grandmother roared. She took two steps closer. “You’re just like him. Worthless trash.” She glared at Adelaide and turned her focus back to Ash. “But what should I expect? My baby girl was ruined by your father. Ruined by giving birth to more trash.”

      Marco grabbed his grandmother’s elbow. “The only trash I see here is you. Time to go.”

      As soon as the doors closed behind her, Ash could breathe easier.

      “You okay?” Adelaide asked him.

      “Yeah,” Ash whispered, staring at the newly emptied pews. While he’d wanted them gone, being reminded he had no family left nearly broke him.

      “You’re not alone,” Adelaide said, drawing him to the first pew. She linked one hand in with his. “I’ll be here for you as long as you need me, sweetheart.”

      Marco returned from escorting his grandmother out and moved to sit beside Ash. He took Ash’s other hand and squeezed it tight. “You’ve got an extensive family with you, kid. Me and all your father’s brothers on the force.”

      A great shuffling sounded behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw every member of the police there that day return and fill the empty pews behind him. Tears brimmed. Every time he thought there couldn’t be another tear left in him, he was proven wrong.

      “Go ahead, padre,” Adelaide whispered to the priest. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Thank you,” Ash murmured, eyeing her.

      “Made my decade,” Adelaide shot back with a half grin. “But you’re the one who told off that horrible woman. I’m happy to have witnessed just how strong you are. Now I know you’re going to be okay.”

      Ash wasn’t so sure she was right. He didn’t think he’d ever be okay again. Later, after the service… after his family was laid to rest… after the food he couldn’t eat and the sorrow he couldn’t hide… the house was empty once more.

      He walked through it, hearing echoes of the family they’d once been. He paused at the foot of the stairs, eyeing the front door, half expecting them to walk through it once again.

      “You headed to bed?” Adelaide asked, headed for the stairs.

      “Yeah, in a minute.”

      “Want company?”

      “I’d like to be alone, if that’s okay?”

      Adelaide smiled, but there was grief in her gaze. “Of course it is. I’ll be up in the guest room if you need me.”

      “Thanks.”

      She took two steps up, kissed his cheek, and ambled up the stairs. When he heard the click of the latch on her door, he scrambled out of his clothing and shifted before racing out through the doggy door in the kitchen, thick furred tail slapping the plastic and sending it flapping. He scrambled across the yard that needed mowing and the tree limbs that had fallen from the storm that had arrived the same day he’d learned they were gone. Hitting the base of his favorite tree, he clambered up the side and nestled in the leaves, surveying the only home he’d known.

      It was changed, somehow. Not as bright. No longer lively.

      No longer lived in.

      Sure, he was still there, yet he wasn’t. Not really. A part of him had gone with his parents and his brothers that fateful day.

      Fate.

      Fuck Fate.

      Scampering into the treehouse his father had built for him and his brothers, he transformed into his human self and lay on the wooden floor. In the pale moonlight, he saw the dark swirl on his inner arm. His mother had claimed it was a mate’s mark—that he was a familiar to a witch—but he’d only half believed her. No other shifter he knew was a witch’s familiar, though he had heard whispers about them before.

      Cats, typically. He was a squirrel shifter, not a cat.

      Adelaide’s words whispered through his mind. You’re still here for a reason.

      Was that the reason? Had that been why Fate had given him other plans that day?

      “You’ve already stolen my family… you can fuck off with this mate nonsense…”

      The mark warmed under his touch; he was sure of it. A sense of peace washed over him, but was gone the second he moved his hand away.

      Sorrow filled the space where the peace had rested, and another wave of tears hit.

      He cried himself to sleep high in the treetop.
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