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      At just ten years old, Tommy has already been through more horror than most people suffer their entire lives. So when he’s placed in his latest foster home, under the gentle care of Abe and Alabama Powers, he lashes out. He’s scared, confused, angry…and convinced it won’t be long before these new foster parents send him away, too. No one wants a boy his age, especially one who’s broken, dirty.

      It’ll take all of Alabama and Abe’s love, the sibling adoration of his foster sisters, Brinique and Davisa, and Abe’s entire extended SEAL family, to prove to Tommy that being nice, being respectful, and opening his heart to love are things he can choose. Even still, despite so much support, it’s hard for Tommy to believe he deserves a loving family, and a second chance at happiness.

      Until three of the most unexpected friends arrive, just when Tommy needs them the most. They’ll show him just how special he is…even if they have to use a little magic to prove it.

      

      To sign up for Susan’s Newsletter go to: http://www.stokeraces.com/contact.html
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      Brinique and Davisa Powers huddled under the blanket fort they’d made in their room, keeping their voices low so their parents couldn’t hear them.

      “I don’t like him,” Davisa declared stubbornly.

      “Me neither, but Mommy and Daddy say he was like we used to be,” Brinique countered.

      Davisa’s lower lip quivered and crocodile tears welled up in her big brown eyes. The tears fell and left tracks down her chocolate-brown face. “What if they decide they like him better?”

      Brinique gathered her little sister into her arms and rocked her back and forth. She’d been looking after her all their lives. Before they’d been taken out of their home, she’d had to protect Davisa from the mean men their birth mother invited into the house. They’d only been three and four, but surprisingly, Brinique remembered it quite well.

      Christopher and Alabama Powers had fostered, then adopted them. Even though they told her that it wasn’t her job to protect her sister anymore, Brinique couldn’t just turn it off. Physically, there wasn’t anything that would hurt them in their new life, but emotionally, Davisa sometimes still struggled.

      Brinique wasn’t sure what it was that Daddy Abe did, but it was something really important. He and his friends would go out into the world and keep bad guys from hurting others. He was a SEAL…not like the animal, but some kind of military soldier. Brinique didn’t really understand it all, but she knew he had to be the bestest soldier ever. When he held her in his arms and told her how much he loved her, she felt safe, so anyone he went out to help had to feel the same way.

      The two years since they’d been adopted had been wonderful. She was eight now, and in the second grade. Davisa was seven and in first grade. They were the oldest kids in their class, but they hadn’t started school, or even ever been read to, until they’d been taken in by Christopher and Alabama, and then they repeated a grade so they could catch up.

      Earlier that week, Mommy and Daddy had told them they were going to get a brother. It had been a surprise, even more so when they learned their new sibling was actually older than them. Brinique liked being the oldest, liked it better when she and Davisa were the only kids in the house.

      Tommy had been with them for four days now, and it was a tough adjustment. Brinique knew what her sister was feeling, because they’d talked about it the other night…and she felt exactly the same way.

      Tommy was ten. He’d been taken away from his father because of some bad stuff the man was doing. The little boy was skinny with dark brown hair. He didn’t have a lot of clothes with him when he came to live with them, but Alabama’s friends quickly took care of that. Tommy didn’t talk much to adults, but when Mommy and Daddy weren’t around, he said plenty to Brinique and Davisa.

      He told them that they were ugly. And stupid. And that if either of them ever came into his room, he’d “knock the shit out of them.”

      “Why’d Mommy and Daddy have to bring him here? This is our house. I don’t like him. He’s mean,” Davisa sniffled.

      Brinique opened her mouth to answer her sister when the blanket at the edge of the fort shifted. Daddy Abe peeked in. “Permission to enter?”

      Not really wanting to talk to her dad, Brinique nodded anyway. It would be rude to say no, and Daddy was a stickler for being respectful, no matter what. She shifted to the side, giving him room to wiggle inside the small space with them. The blanket dropped behind him, leaving the trio sitting in the muted darkness of the fort.

      Brinique sighed when Daddy Abe wrapped his large arms around both her and Davisa. He smelled good. Like soap and…Daddy. She wasn’t ready to snuggle into him like she’d usually do, but she couldn’t deny it felt good in his embrace.

      “I know you guys are confused, but I’d like to tell you a story,” Christopher “Abe” Powers told his daughters evenly.

      Brinique liked her dad’s stories, but if his serious tone and the look in his eyes were any indication, she had a feeling this one would be very different. Davisa nodded immediately, and finally Brinique also nodded, refusing to look up again at her daddy.

      “There once was a little boy,” Abe started. “He lived with his dad because his mommy died two years ago. After the mommy died, the dad was very sad. So sad, he stopped caring about anything. He loved his wife so much that he had a hard time getting up in the mornings. He didn’t wash his clothes or the dishes and only sometimes remembered to go to the store to buy food. He didn’t go to work, because he was simply too sad.

      “The little boy was also sad, but had to go to school. He tried to take care of his dad and the house, but he was only your age, Brinique. Only a kid. One day, his dad told him to pack a bag, they were leaving the house. They couldn’t afford to stay there anymore. The boy was confused and upset because he couldn’t take any of his toys and only a few clothes.

      “They lived in their car for a while. Sleeping there and finding food to eat in trash cans behind restaurants. Finally, they were able to move into a trailer, but the boy’s daddy still didn’t seem to care about anything but drinking and giving himself a shot with weird looking liquid he melted on a spoon. The daddy the boy once knew was gone, and in his place was a mean man who always yelled at him and told him that he wished the boy wasn’t there.

      “Other mean people came into the trailer and the boy hid in his room, hungry, and scared someone would come in and hurt him. You see, the nasty people visiting the trailer had hurt him before. His daddy would take money from the mean men and they’d come into his room and hurt him. This went on for months. Then one day, after a particularly bad night with the mean people, when the boy was at school, his teacher told the principal that the boy was hurt. The police came and took the boy away from the mean people, and his dad.”

      Brinique had turned to look up at her daddy while he’d been speaking. The light was low, but she could see his face. He looked incredibly sad. She didn’t want to feel sorry for the boy in the story, but she did. She remembered all too well how scared she’d been when mean people came into her old house and talked to her mommy. “Was his dad sad his son was hurt?”

      “No, pumpkin,” Abe told his daughter sadly. “He didn’t care at all. When the police said they were taking him away to jail, he didn’t seem to care about his son at all. He signed the papers that day to give his son up. The boy went into the foster care system like you and your sister did. Unfortunately, the things the nasty people did to hurt him have made him angry and sad at the same time. He’s built a shield around himself, to protect himself from being hurt again. He’s scared and confused about everything that happened, and I think he doesn’t want to risk caring about anything, or anyone, again.”

      “It’s Tommy, isn’t it?” Brinique asked her dad in a small voice.

      He nodded solemnly and squeezed Brinique affectionately. “I know this isn’t easy on you guys. He’s hurting and he’s scared. All I’m asking is for you to give him some time. Be the wonderful sisters I know you can be. Don’t take the things he says personally. You know your mom and I love you. You’re ours. We picked you out of all the kids we could have. Remember?”

      Davisa nodded and shifted until she was sitting in her dad’s lap. “Yeah, you pickeded us. You didn’t care if we were purple or had green hair. You love us because of what’s inside our skin.”

      “That’s right, sweetie. Tommy might have white skin like me and mommy, but that doesn’t mean that we love you any less or him any more. He might be angry and mean now, but we know there’s a wonderful, caring little boy in there. The protective, loving boy is there inside him…we just have to give him some time to let him find his way out. Remember how scared you were when you came here?”

      Brinique and Davisa nodded at the same time, their eyes big as they looked up at their daddy.

      “Right. He’s feeling the same thing. He’s scared he’s gonna get taken away from another house. He’s probably scared the mean people will find him again. And I know he misses his mom and dad. So we just have to give him some time. If he gets too nasty to you, just walk away and come into your room, or find me or mommy. Okay? This is your home too, and you deserve to feel safe here just as much as he does. It’s not all right to be rude and I’ve made it clear that he isn’t to say or do mean things to you two, but I have a feeling sometimes he’ll do it anyway. I love you girls. More than you’ll ever know. You’re my princesses. Mine and mommy’s. Now…it’s late. The sooner you go to sleep, the sooner a new day will come. You want to sleep in your fort tonight?”

      “We can?” Davisa asked incredulously, knowing their daddy didn’t like them to sleep under the loosely held-up blankets. He’d told them it was a safety hazard…whatever that was.

      “Yes, pumpkin. For tonight, you can,” Abe confirmed, kissing the top of her head lovingly.

      Abe helped drag pillows and blankets onto the floor and into the small fort and Brinique hugged him when he leaned down to kiss her good night. “I’m sorry mean people hurt him, Daddy.”

      “Me too, baby. Me too. I love you. Sleep well.”

      Later, Brinique looked over at her sister. Davisa was sound asleep next to her, but Brinique couldn’t sleep. She kept thinking about what her daddy said about Tommy. He’d been hurt. She didn’t know how he’d been hurt, but it had to have been bad. She and Davisa had each other when they’d been placed into Mommy and Daddy’s house. It had been tough and they hadn’t trusted them for a long time. But Tommy didn’t have anyone to have his back.

      She scrunched her little eyes closed and sent a fervent wish up to the stars. “Tommy needs a friend. He needs someone to talk to. I had Davisa, but he doesn’t have anyone. He needs someone who will protect him from mean people. It doesn’t have to be a kid. It could be a cat, or dog…or even an imaginary friend. I want to be his friend, but he doesn’t like me. I want him to be happy. To like Mommy and Daddy. To like us. Please, send someone so he stops hurting.”

      Feeling better, Brinique relaxed into her blankets. Long ago, she’d wished for someone to protect Davisa, and the policemen had showed up. She’d wished for a mommy and daddy, and Christopher and Alabama had taken them to their home. She’d wished to get Mrs. Noonkaster for her teacher this year, and that had happened too. So she had no doubt that this wish would come true as well.

      She fell asleep with a smile on her face. Secure in the knowledge that soon Tommy would get a new friend.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Across the country, three cats sat on the couch in the huge house they shared with a beautiful, quirky witch. They were her familiars, but something had come up. Something they couldn’t ignore.

      “We should tell Zelda we’ll be gone for a while,” Fat Bastard said.

      “No. She wouldn’t let us go,” Boba Fett declared.

      “I agree. She’d tell us it’s too risky to go into the human world and get involved,” Jango Fett agreed.

      “But, she’ll worry. And we’ve gone to all the trouble to hide snacks all over the house. The chipmunks will find our stashes and eat them!” Fat Bastard fretted.

      The thought of losing their food to Chip, Chuck, and Chad the chipmunks made the other two cats pause, but finally, Boba Fett shook his head. “We can get more food when we get back. We’re needed. You heard the wish. We’re the best solution. He’s at a crossroads. If he’s ever going to become the man this country needs him to be, we have to intervene.”

      “I don’t know…Jango, what do you think?” The two cats looked over at the third. He was busily slurping between his legs, checked out of the conversation already.

      Fat Bastard swiped a paw at the other cat, knocking him over.

      “Ow, what’d you do that for? I was in the middle of… Oh…what? What’d I miss?”

      “Are we going to do this?” Fat Bastard asked.

      “Yes,” Jango answered immediately. “Now, if you don’t mind…”

      Fat Bastard turned to Boba. “I guess we’re doing this, but don’t… Aw, come on.”

      Now Boba was licking between his legs.

      Fat Bastard sighed. “Fine. We’ll leave in the morning.” Then he leaned down and began to lick between his own legs. It felt good, and besides, there wasn’t anything else they needed to do at the moment.
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      “Oooh, look! Kitties!” Davisa exclaimed squatting down in front of the bushes in the yard of their house.

      Brinique came over to where her sister was kneeling and held back the branches of the bushes. There were three of the largest cats she’d ever seen, huddled together, looking out at them.

      “Let me see,” Tommy ordered, pushing the two girls away, making them fall back on their butts. Ignoring the fact that he might’ve hurt them, and only feeling bad for a moment, he peered through the branches at the cats.

      One was gray with a white tummy. He could clearly see the tummy because it was so large, sticking out as the cat sat on the ground. The second cat was a calico, and Tommy would swear it had an actual double chin. The third was white with gray splotches. It wasn’t quite as big as the other two, but was still overweight.

      “Well, they’re certainly not strays. They’re fat,” he said, curling his lip up.

      “Who’re you calling fat?”

      Tommy blinked and stared at the cats, who hadn’t moved. He whipped his head around to glare at Brinique and Davisa. “What did you say?”

      “We didn’t say anything,” Davisa protested.

      “Yes you did. You said, ‘Who’re you calling fat?’”

      “Did not,” Davisa argued, standing up and putting her hands on her hips.

      “Then who did?”

      “I did.”

      All three kids turned their heads back toward the bushes.

      The cats sat there, blinking back at them.

      “D-d-did you just talk?” Tommy asked, obviously shaken.

      “Yup.”

      “Cats can’t talk,” Tommy retorted.

      “Really? Well, I just did,” the gray cat said, standing up and moseying out from the bushes. The other two cats followed behind him.

      “Is this a joke?” Tommy asked, looking around the front yard as if expecting someone to jump out from behind a car with a camera yelling, “April Fools!”

      “No joke,” the calico cat said, sitting down on the grass. “We can talk.”

      “What’s with them?” the white and gray cat asked, indicating Brinique and Davisa.

      Brinique was still sitting on the ground where she’d landed after being pushed, and Davisa was standing next to her…both staring at the cats blankly, their mouths open in disbelief.

      Tommy, feeling the need to be brave, sneered, “They’re girls. They’re weak.”

      The gray cat threw his head back and laughed and laughed, the other two cats joining in.

      Not liking that he was being laughed at, Tommy went to kick the largest cat—

      His foot stopped in mid-air, right in front of the creature, as if caught in a large hand.

      Still laughing, the cat said, “Kicking me would be rude, now wouldn’t it? And we’re laughing because one of the strongest people we know is a woman.”

      “Let go!” Tommy whined, hopping on one foot, while the other was frozen in mid-air.

      “Say you’re sorry for trying to kick Fat Bas— Er…Fatty,” the calico cat ordered.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Tommy said frantically.

      His foot was released from whatever it was that had been holding it up and he fell back on the ground next to Brinique.

      “I think we had better get the introductions out of the way…don’t you? My name is Jango Fett,” the calico said. “And the white cat is Boba Fett. You can call us Jango and Boba, it’s easier. The handsome gray guy you so rudely tried to kick is Fatty.”

      Brinique was the first to find her tongue. She crawled forward and said, “I’m Brinique. This is my sister, Davisa, and that’s Tommy.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. Have you got any food?” Fatty asked, licking his chops.

      “Yeah, preferably hotdogs? It’s been forever since I’ve had one of those. Zelda won’t buy them for us,” Boba complained.

      “Oooh, what about Oreos? It’s been ages since I had an Oreo,” Jango chimed in, his ears perking up on his head in excitement.

      “What are you guys doing?”

      The voice came from above them, and all three children spun guiltily to see their mommy standing behind them.

      “Oh look! Kitties! They’re so cute!” Alabama cooed, leaning over, resting her hands on her thighs to get a closer look.

      “They can talk!” Davisa told her mom excitedly.

      “They can?” Alabama smiled indulgently down at her daughter. “What’re they saying?”

      “That they’re hungry,” Brinique chimed in.

      Alabama laughed and stood up. “Well, I can see they don’t miss many meals. I don’t have any cat food, but I might be able to find a can of tuna. You want to see if they’ll eat it?”

      “Yes!” both girls said immediately.

      “Gross! Tuna,” Fatty said, wrinkling his brow. “Why do humans think we like to eat fish that’s been sitting in a can for who knows how long? A nice fresh salmon, maybe, but tuna? Ugh.”

      “They don’t like tuna,” Tommy told Alabama matter-of-factly.

      “They don’t?” Alabama asked in surprise. “What do they like?”

      “Salmon. Fresh.”

      Alabama smiled down at the boy. “I don’t think I’ve got any in the house. Sorry. What else?”

      Tommy turned back to the trio of felines. “She says she doesn’t have any. What else do you want?”

      “Do you think we’re deaf, boy?” Boba asked. “We can hear her as well as you can. We’re sitting right here.”

      “But she can’t hear you,” Tommy said in confusion.

      The white cat shrugged. “That’s because we’re not talking to her. We’re talking to you. Tell her a bowl of milk would be great for now. Later she can get us hotdogs and Oreos.”

      “Milk?” Fatty exclaimed. “Gross.”

      “You think she’s gonna make you a nice rare steak and bring it out, dummy?” Boba used his paw to box Fatty’s ear. “No. We need to start small. We can work our way up to the salmon and filet mignon,” he grouched at the other cat.

      Tommy giggled and turned to Alabama. “They say a bowl of milk will do for now, later they want Oreos, hotdogs, salmon, and filet minion.”

      “Not ‘minion,’ boy,” Fatty groused. “Like we’d want to eat a yellow fluffball. They’re disgusting. Steak. Tell her we want steak later.”

      Tommy glared, not liking that he’d been rebuked by the cat. The smile now gone from his face as if it hadn’t been there at all, and he didn’t pass along Fatty’s request.

      Tommy missed the tender look Alabama gave him. He didn’t realize that it was the first time he’d smiled or giggled since he’d moved in. He also didn’t realize that the small glimpse of happiness he showed to Alabama was the first time in a long time he wasn’t afraid or scared about what would happen to him.

      “I’m not sure about the filet, but I’ll go and get some milk. Don’t wander off. I’ll be right back,” Alabama told the kids, running her hand lovingly over Davisa’s head.

      All three children nodded absently, still staring at the truly strange sight of the three cats in front of them, licking between their legs.

      “So…um…excuse me,” Tommy ventured awkwardly, once Alabama had walked away, not really wanting to interrupt the cats, as it looked like they were having a really good time lapping at themselves. “Where did you come from?”

      “Assjacket, West Virginia,” Jango said, licking his chops.

      “Ooooh, you said a bad word!” Davisa told the cat, her eyebrows shooting upward in shock.

      “Oh…er…yeah, sorry,” Jango said remorsefully.

      “West Virginia? That’s on the other side of the country,” Tommy told the cats. “You couldn’t have come from there. It’s too far.”

      “Well, we didn’t walk, silly,” Boba said.

      “Then how did you get here?” Tommy asked in confusion.

      “We transported,” Fatty told him.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Magic. We got here by magic. The same way you can hear us talking. We’re familiars. Our witch is named Zelda. Her mate is a wolf shifter named Mac. He has a son named Jeeves, who is a kangaroo. Our previous witch was Hildy, but she died after being killed by the honey badgers,” Jango said in a rush, not caring that he was throwing a lot of information at the children.

      Tommy, Davisa, and Brinique simply stared at the calico cat in confusion, not saying a word.

      “Are they daft?” Boba asked Jango in an aside. “Why aren’t they saying anything? They’re staring at us as if they had a spell put on them. Do you think the badgers got to them?”

      “No, they’re not crazy. You just blurted out way too much information for them, stupid,” Fatty told Boba. “Look,” he said to the kids. “All you need to know is that we’re here now. We won’t be staying forever, but you’re gonna need us. You can talk to us, but no one else can hear or understand what we’re saying. If you promise not to kick us,” he glared at Tommy before continuing, “we’ll hang out for a while. Get your mom to get us some good food—no canned or dried cat food, it tastes craptastic and we’re used to the good stuff. Got it?”

      “Yes,” Brinique breathed.

      “Cool,” Davisa said.

      “She’s not my mom,” Tommy grouched, his hands crossed over his chest belligerently.

      “Does it matter?” Jango asked in a nonchalant voice. “I mean, you’re living here, she gets you food, gives you a roof over your head and keeps you safe.”

      “She’s not gonna kee—”

      “Here we are.” Alabama’s voice interrupted whatever it was that Tommy was going to say. “A nice big bowl of milk for the kitties.” She knelt and put it on the ground in front of the cats, and all three immediately took a step forward and started slurping up the cold liquid.

      Alabama put out a hand and ran it over the head of the gray and white splotchy cat. “They’re cute. You guys doing all right out here?” She aimed the question at the kids.

      “Why wouldn’t we be?” Tommy scowled at Alabama. “We’re not babies. We can take care of ourselves.”

      “I just worry about you,” Alabama said in a calm voice, seemingly not upset in the least at Tommy’s attitude.

      “Worry about the babies, not me. I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m not a baby,” Brinique cried.

      “Yeah, we’re not babies,” Davisa echoed.

      “I know you’re older, Tommy,” Alabama told the boy, curling her arm around Davisa. “And you’re used to taking care of yourself. I feel better knowing you’re out here with the girls, helping keep an eye on them.”

      “Mommy, he’s not eyeing us,” Brinique protested. “He’s been ignoring us and throwing rocks at us.”

      “What have I told you about tattling, sweetheart?” Alabama asked her oldest daughter in an even voice. “It’s not a nice thing to do. And he might’ve been throwing rocks, but I saw you pick one up and throw it right back. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

      “Ha, gotcha there, little girl,” Fatty said, lifting his head from the bowl of milk and slurping noisily as he made sure he didn’t miss even a drop.

      “Shut up, Fatty,” Brinique countered angrily.

      “Oh, is that what you named him?” Alabama asked, obviously trying to stave off a tantrum.

      “No. It’s his name. He told it to us,” Davisa told her mom. “And the speckled one is Jango, and the white and gray one is Boba.”

      “Well, those are nice names,” Alabama said, smiling as she stood. “Ten more minutes then it’s time to come inside. I have a snack ready, then it’s homework time.”

      The children and cats watched Alabama make her way back to the house.

      The kids didn’t notice, but the cats were well aware that the woman sat at a table next to the large bay window overlooking the front yard. She didn’t read the book sitting in front of her, but kept her eyes on her children playing. Making sure they were safe.

      “So, what’s the deal, Tommy? She seems like a nice woman to us. Believe me, we have known a really not nice mom. Our new witch’s mom was bad to the bone. She stole magic and sicced the honey badgers on our first witch, killing her.” Jango picked up the conversation he and Tommy were having before Alabama came outside.

      “My mom died.”

      “We know how you feel. It really stinks,” Fatty said, sitting back on his haunches, his enormous belly in front of him. “But then we got Zelda. I’m not saying we don’t miss our first witch, but Zelda is really nice and we’re glad to be hers now. Not only that, but she is hil-lar-ree-ous. Hildy was fun, but Zelda and Mac are a hoot to be around. Zelda’s not sure she wants to be Mac’s mate, but he doesn’t care. She’s his and he’s being patient with her…for now.”

      Tommy didn’t answer, but he looked unsure for the first time.

      Brinique sat cross-legged on the ground next to the boy and cats and said in a low voice, “Me and Davisa’s first mom wasn’t nice. She used to hit us and lock us in our room.”

      “And she didn’t care when the scary men came into our room,” Davisa piped up, sitting really close to her sister.

      Tommy whipped his head around and looked intensely at the two girls. “Scary men came into your room? Did they touch you too?”

      “Once,” Brinique said in a soft voice. “He put his hand under my shirt and told me I was pretty. But that was all he did.” She didn’t realize that Boba had crawled into her lap and was purring as she ran her hand over his head.

      “I don’t ’member,” Davisa said. “But Bri told me that a man grabbed my arm and held me still while he tried to take my shirt off.” Jango climbed into her lap, just as Boba had done with Brinique, insisting to be petted while the little girl spoke.

      “What happened?” Tommy whispered, cuddling Fatty without seeming to know what he was doing.

      Brinique shrugged. “Our mom yelled at us to get away from her friends. We hid in our room until they left. It wasn’t too much longer that the police came and got us and we came to live with our new mommy and Daddy Abe.”

      “How do you know they aren’t going to do the same thing?” Tommy asked quietly.

      “Daddy’s a SEAL,” Brinique said simply.

      “A seal shifter? Cool,” Boba breathed. “I haven’t met one of those in a long time.”

      “No, dummy, not a shifter,” Fatty rebuked. “A Navy SEAL. A special forces operative.”

      “That doesn’t mean he won’t hurt you,” Tommy insisted, squeezing Fatty harder and ignoring their side conversation. “Any man, or woman, can hurt anyone. He might be nice now, but he’ll change.”

      “Mommy was like us,” Davisa said solemnly, shaking her head. “She told us once. Her mom used to lock her in a closet. She wasn’t allowed to talk. She didn’t get to eat much.”

      Brinique picked up her sister’s story. “Only she didn’t get to be adopted by a nice mommy. She was beaten and starved and her mommy said mean things to her every day until she was old. When she married Daddy Abe, she wanted to help kids like us who had mean mommies and daddies.”

      Everyone was quiet as Brinique’s words sunk in.

      “Do you miss your mom? Your birth mom?” Tommy asked softly in a voice that was barely over a whisper, and one that the sisters hadn’t ever heard from him before.

      “No,” Brinique said immediately.

      “Uh-uh. Do you?” Davisa asked back.

      Tommy nodded. “Yeah, sometimes. And I miss the dad I knew when she was alive.”

      “We miss Hildy,” Boba said from Brinique’s lap. “She was our first witch. We love Zelda, and Mac, but we miss Hildy too. She made the best little fish cakes for us. She didn’t care that we hid them all over the house either. She simply laughed when one started smelling.”

      Silence fell over the group for a moment, until Alabama called out from the front door, breaking the solemn mood. “Come on, kids, time to come inside.”

      Tommy and the girls stood up, each still holding a cat in their arms. He turned to Alabama and tried to look as sad and pathetic as possible…even squeezing out a tear as he pleaded, “Can we keep them?”

      He could tell Alabama wanted to say no. Remembering what Brinique and Davisa had said about the woman, and how she too had a mean mom, he did something he hadn’t done in years.

      Asked nicely. “Please?”

      “Okay. For now,” Alabama relented in a soft voice. “But we’ll have to see if we can’t find their owners. They obviously aren’t strays and are probably missed. If we had a pet and lost him, I know you guys would be really upset and want to find him…right?”

      All three children nodded vigorously.

      “They aren’t strays. They’re from Assjacket, West Virginia,” Davisa volunteered as they walked toward the front door.

      “Davisa Powers! Language!” Alabama admonished in a not-very-harsh voice.

      “What? That’s where they told us they were from!” the little girl protested.

      “I don’t care. We do not use that kind of language in this house. Apologize.”

      “I’m sorry, Mommy.”

      Tommy tensed, waiting for the berating to continue, and was confused when Alabama merely leaned down and kissed the top of Davisa’s head. “Thank you, sweetie. You’re forgiven. Now, everyone, put down the cats and go wash your hands before snack time.”

      The black ball of suffocating goo that had taken root inside him, ever since Tommy realized his father had taken money in return for letting the mean men go into his bedroom, shrank a size at Alabama’s words.

      She’d brushed off the fact that Davisa had done something she wasn’t supposed to as if she honestly didn’t care anymore. All it had taken was an apology, and she’d turned back into the caring woman he’d observed since he’d been around her.

      Tommy had learned to live with the awful feeling of the black ball inside him for so long, he’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be free of it.

      He followed Brinique and Davisa into the house so he could wash his hands, refusing to think about what it all meant.

      Fatty, Boba, and Jango stared up at the woman standing in the front hallway of the house as the children wandered off to wash up. She stood above them with her hands on her hips. “What am I going to do with you guys? I’m not opposed to pets, especially since you put the first smile I’ve seen on Tommy’s face since he’s been here…but I can’t bear to see them upset when we find your owners.”

      “Don’t worry, Alabama…when the time is right, they’ll be ready to let us go,” Fatty told her with a grin. “We got this.”

      All the woman heard was a meow and loud purring coming from deep within the cat as it looked up at her with what she would’ve sworn was a smile on its feline face.
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      “Wake up, Tommy,” Fatty said, batting the little boy’s cheek with his paw.

      Tommy continued to whimper and thrash on the small bed.

      Jango and Boba jumped up on the bed and used their paws to carefully knead his arm, gently waking him up.

      “Wha? Where am I?” Tommy asked groggily.

      “You’re safe at Alabama and Abe’s house,” Boba told him. “Remember?”

      Tommy groaned and turned onto his side and curled into a little ball, not speaking.

      “What was your dream about?” Jango asked. “Once Zelda had a doozy of a dream. Of course, when a witch has a bad dream, crazy things happen.”

      Tommy opened his eyes and asked, “Like what?”

      “Let’s see…there was that one time when all the light bulbs in the house exploded at the same time,” Boba said evenly.

      “Or when Mac woke up next to her in his wolf form and his fur was green,” Fatty chimed in.

      “Oh, what about the time she muttered that spell in her sleep and we were all floating around until she woke up and reversed it?” Jango said, laughing.

      Tommy sat up, wiping sleep from his eyes. “Did that really happen?”

      “Of course,” Boba told him.

      “There’s no such thing as witches.”

      “Just like there’s no such thing as talking cats?” Fatty asked, rolling his eyes. “Look, kid. Just because you can’t see something or haven’t experienced something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist or can’t happen.”

      Tommy, still looking freaked from whatever dream he’d had, asked, “Can you tell me more about your world?”

      “You mean Assjacket, West Virginia? It’s your world too. It’s in the United States, just like California is,” Jango said, cleaning a paw as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “You’re not supposed to say that word,” Tommy told him.

      “Oh, sorry. Right. Anyway, okay, let’s see…so you know about Hildy, who was our witch before Zelda came. Well, all the animals in our world have special abilities.”

      “Like talking?”

      “Of course they can talk,” Jango said impatiently, waving a paw in the air. “But that’s not what I mean. Like Roger the rabbit is an empath, and Wanda the raccoon can calm people. DeeDee the deer can make people happy. Then there’s Bo.”

      “What’s Bo?” Tommy asked, enthralled.

      “You mean who. Bo is Wanda’s baby,” Jango told the little boy.

      “A baby raccoon?”

      “Well, yeah. Did you think Wanda would have a baby giraffe? Anyway, Bo is only four, but he’s gonna be alpha someday. That means he’s gonna be kinda like a king.”

      “Wow.” Tommy’s eyes were as wide as saucers. He looked over at Fatty, who was disinterested in the entire conversation, as evidenced by his utter concentration on licking himself. “Why do you guys do that? It’s gross.”

      “Lick ourselves?” Boba asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Because it feels good.”

      “Ewwwww.” Tommy made a face and the cats chuckled.

      “Just wait until you’re a few years older, Tommy boy, you’ll understand then,” Jango told him with a grin.

      Tommy didn’t know what the cat was talking about, but didn’t want to admit it, so he asked, “There are witches, talking bears, cats, wolves, and honey badgers. What else?”

      Boba and Jango lay down on the bed and nudged Tommy until he too was lying back down. “Well, I mentioned Roger the rabbit—”

      “From the movie?” Tommy asked in awe.

      “What movie?” Fatty asked, confused. “Roger’s in a movie?”

      “It’s a cartoon,” Tommy clarified.

      “Then, no. Our Roger is a psychiatrist,” Jango said. “He’s too dignified to be in a cartoon movie. Although I bet he’d get a kick out of knowing there was one with a rabbit named Roger in it. I’ll have to look it up and rent it for our next movie night. Anyway, I don’t think I mentioned Simon the skunk, did I?”

      “No…doesn’t he smell?”

      Jango laughed and said, “Only when he lets one. You do not want to be around when he farts. The last time he did it all the flowers around him wilted.”

      Tommy chuckled, as Jango meant him to. There wasn’t anything funnier than farts to little boys. “I’d like to live in your world,” Tommy stated sleepily. “No scary men who can hurt me.”

      The cats looked at each other, knowing there were plenty of things that happened in their world that were truly terrifying, but also knowing better than to tell Tommy about them. Boba spoke quietly. “It seems to me that you’re in a safe place here, Tommy. Alabama and Abe seem nice.”

      “They won’t keep me.”

      “Why not?” Fatty asked.

      Tommy shrugged. “None of the others did. No one wants an old kid like me. Not one who…was hurt. They want the little kids.”

      “Brinique and Davisa weren’t little when they got here,” Fatty said, tilting his cat head and twitching his ears.

      “Littler than me,” Tommy insisted.

      “You’ve had a craptastic life so far,” Fatty said resolutely, “And it sounds to me like you need a break. And I have it on good authority that Alabama and Abe want to keep you.”

      “For now,” Tommy said sadly. “Wait until I screw up.”

      “You planning on it?” Boba asked disinterestedly.

      “No. But it always happens. I have a temper and I can’t control it.”

      “Oh well, just say you’re sorry and it’ll be forgiven. We screw up all the time and Zelda always forgives us,” Fatty said matter-of-factly.

      Tommy’s voice began to slur as he slowly fell back to sleep. “I mish my mama.”

      All three cats began to purr and rub their heads against the heartbroken boy, lulling him back to sleep.

      “I miss my mom too,” Fatty sniffed.

      “You idiot, you never had a mom. You were conjured,” Boba told the other cat quietly.

      “Then I miss having a mom,” Fatty insisted.

      A soft snore came from Tommy as the cats argued. Their banter and warm purring bodies had helped him fall back to sleep, just as they’d planned.

      Jango rolled his eyes at his friends. “We’re gonna have to keep a close eye on this one guys.” The other cats nodded in agreement. Healing Tommy was one thing, keeping him safe would be another challenge altogether.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Christopher, I’m worried about Tommy,” Alabama told her husband the next morning.

      “I know, me too, sweet. But he’s tough. He has me and you, and his sisters, he’ll pull through. Remember how hard it was to get Brinique and Davisa to trust us when they first got here? They spent a lot of time huddled together in their room hiding. You didn’t think they’d ever come out and talk with us. It’ll take some time. That’s all.” Abe pulled his wife into his arms. “Foster to adoption, especially with children as opposed to infants or toddlers, isn’t easy. We knew that going in.”

      “I know, I know. I can’t believe his own dad took money in exchange for letting those awful men do…well, you know.”

      Abe sighed and shut his eyes tightly. “I want so badly to get my hands on his father and kill him. I know the guys would have no problem backing me up. I bet if he ever gets out of jail, Tex could find him within seconds.”

      “But then I’d have to visit you while you were in prison,” Alabama told him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I like having you around too much to risk it.”

      “Ah, ye of little faith, wife. You know I wouldn’t get caught if Wolf and the others had my back.”

      Alabama sighed and closed her eyes, resting her head on Abe’s chest. “I just…I see so much of myself in Tommy and want to hold him tight and tell him that it’ll be all right. He’s just so hurt. I can’t stand it.”

      “He’ll get there. He’s tough, Alabama. Exactly like you. Give him some time.”

      “I’m afraid if it doesn’t work out here with us, he’ll end up another statistic. I can’t bear that, Christopher.”

      Abe continued to hold onto Alabama tightly. He didn’t say anything, simply rocked her.

      “If his father does ever get out of jail and thinks he’ll get him back, he’ll have to go through me,” Alabama said in a soft voice, but laced with steel. Her fingers clutched at Abe’s shirt at his back as she fought against the angry feelings coursing through her body at the thought of Tommy being anywhere near his birth father.

      Abe pulled back and put his hands on either side of his wife’s neck, his large fingers caressing her nape as his thumbs gently pushed her chin up so she had no choice but to meet his eyes. “Wrong. He’ll not get anywhere near you. He’ll have to go through me. And Wolf. And Dude. And Benny. And Cookie. And Mozart. And probably even Tex. And I could probably call up some Delta Force men I know and they’d be happy to help out as well,” Abe told his wife in a tone which held no doubt whatsoever.

      “I love you, Christopher. Thank you for not thinking I’m insane for wanting to adopt kids who nobody wants.”

      “I love you too, sweet. And there’re people who want them…us.”
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      For the fifth day in a row, Tommy woke up after a full night’s sleep. He didn’t remember having any nightmares in the last week or so, which was a miracle as he’d starting having them after being molested for the first time—and they hadn’t quit until the three cats started sleeping in bed with him. He somehow knew it was them. He had no idea how they were doing it, but he wasn’t going to complain.

      His life with Christopher and Alabama Powers was actually pretty…nice. He’d never had siblings, but he was starting to thaw toward Brinique and Davisa. They kept out of his face and didn’t steal his stuff, which was a step up from the last foster home he’d been in.

      Everything was going so well…it made him nervous. Generally, when things started to go good in his life, it went to shit soon after.

      “I’m hungry,” Fatty told Tommy as soon as he saw the boy was awake.

      “You’re always hungry,” he told the cat without heat.

      “True. What do you think is for breakfast?”

      “Probably the same thing you had for breakfast yesterday, and the day before that and the day before that,” Tommy told the overweight cat with a laugh.

      “I keep hoping for the salmon,” Fatty groused.

      Boba and Jango stretched and then turned to lick themselves.

      Tommy rolled his eyes and climbed out of bed. He was more than used to the cats and the way they always seemed to be licking between their legs. He had no idea why they did it, but since it wasn’t hurting anything, he let them.

      “It’s Friday, right?” Fatty asked, following Tommy into the hall and the bathroom.

      “Yeah.”

      “And we’re going to the beach this weekend.”

      The cat wasn’t exactly asking, more reminding him. Tommy sighed as he shut the bathroom door, closing him and Fatty inside. He had forgotten about the upcoming trip. Alabama had told him about it earlier in the week. Saying that the group of men Christopher worked with had rented a ginormous house on the beach near the Navy base, and everyone—literally twenty men, women, and children—was going to spend the weekend hanging out together. It sounded like a nightmare to him, but he knew he couldn’t get out of it. It wasn’t like Alabama was going to let him stay at home alone.

      “I guess.”

      “You guess?” Fatty deadpanned. “You know what’s at the beach, don’t you?”

      His mouth full of foamy toothpaste, Tommy asked, “No, what?”

      “Fish!”

      Rolling his eyes, Tommy spit out the foam and rinsed his mouth. As much as he liked the cats, and loved that he could talk to them, they were starting to get a little annoying. It was crazy that talking cats could ever get annoying, but Fatty, Jango, and Boba had definitely started to push his buttons.

      Feeling the anger that was always simmering under the surface of his skin start to bubble and hiss, Tommy sneered, “I don’t know why you care. Alabama is gonna take you, Jango, and Boba to the shelter anyway. Since they haven’t been able to find who you belong to—”

      “That’s ’cause we belong to Zelda, who lives in West Virginia,” Fatty interrupted.

      Furious that the cat hadn’t let him finish his thought, Tommy kicked out at him in frustration. As had happened the last time he’d tried to kick him, Tommy’s foot was stopped in mid-air. This time, however, it was also twisted, as if an invisible hand had hold of it.

      Tommy turned his body into the twist to keep his leg from hurting and ended up facing the mirror. His hands were braced on the counter and he was slightly bent over. He huffed out in anger, frustration, and pain. “Let me go.”

      “Are you going to kick me again?” Fatty asked, completely unfazed as he sat on the floor licking a paw.

      “No,” the boy answered belligerently.

      As soon as the word left his mouth, his leg was released from whatever force had gripped it. Tommy whirled around and finished his thought. “You and the others are gonna end up in the shelter and will be killed. No one’s gonna want you. You’re fat and ugly and stupid.” The black ball of goo inside him swelled up and filled his throat. Making him want to lash out and make the cat hurt as much as he did.

      Fatty’s gray tail swished back and forth on the tile floor as he regarded the little boy. “Is that what happened to you?”

      Tommy felt the blood drain out of his face. “Shut up.”

      “You’re not fat or ugly. And I don’t think you’re stupid, but maybe the other foster parents didn’t really understand you.”

      “I said shut up,” Tommy demanded, the blood rushing into his face in a wave of heat.

      “Alabama is gonna find that the shelter is closed today,” Fatty said nonchalantly. “She’s gonna have to take us with you to the beach.” The cat nodded his head in satisfaction.

      There was a knock on the door. Tommy wrenched it open, more than happy to get away from Fatty. “What?”

      “You’re not supposed to say that,” Brinique told her foster brother, obviously having overheard him tell Fatty to shut up. “Mommy doesn’t like it.”

      “I don’t care, and you can shut up too,” Tommy told her, brushing past her, making sure to knock against her when he did it. The little girl stumbled and her shoulder hit the wall next to the door.

      “Ow! Watch it!” she griped, glaring at him while she massaged her sore shoulder.

      Tommy didn’t even see the glare as he hurried down the hall to his room. He slammed the door as hard as he could, making sure Fatty was still in the hallway when he did it.

      “Wow, good morning to you too,” Boba drawled from his spot on the bed.

      Tommy ignored the cat and stomped to his dresser. He pulled out a pair of jeans, which he hated—his last foster mother had bought them for him, and they were dorky, dark blue with silly lines on the pockets on the back—and a T-shirt he’d had since he was six. It was threadbare and too small, but Tommy didn’t care. It was something from his “old” life. A life he hated, but missed at the same time. He purposely didn’t put on any of the clothes Alabama and Abe had gotten for him, wanting to rebel against them in some way.

      “I can’t wait to go to the beach,” Jango purred. “I’ve heard there’s all sorts of stinky things that get washed up on the shore.”

      “Dead stinky things,” Boba returned. “If you eat them, you’ll get a stomachache then puke hairballs over the place.”

      “Will not.”

      “Will so.”

      “Not.”

      “So.”

      “Tommy, think your mom will get us some salmon when we’re there? I heard the beach is a good place to get some top-notch fish. West Virginia isn’t exactly fish central. Although I’m sure Zelda could conjure us up some, she’s serious about this stupid diet she’s put us on,” Jango mused.

      “Hildy never made us diet,” Boba grouched. “I bet if we purred real loud and rubbed up against some of the other women, they’d give us salmon.”

      “Argh!” Tommy screamed, putting his hands over his ears. “I used to think it was cool that you guys could talk. Now it’s just annoying. I’m going to get some breakfast. I can’t wait to go to school to get away from you three!” And with that, Tommy stomped out of his room.

      Boba and Jango grinned at each other.

      “That didn’t take long,” Jango said.

      “Nope. Getting him to want to go to school. Goal one, check,” Boba agreed.

      “The others won’t be as easy.”

      Boba sobered. “No, they won’t. But this weekend we’ll check the next two off.”

      “Yeah.” Jango was silent for a moment and Fatty walked into the room just as he said, “Next week’s when it’s supposed to happen, right?”

      “Right,” Fatty said. “He’ll be ready.”

      “Are you sure?” Boba asked, nervously. “He hasn’t been here that long. I’m not sure he’ll have a chance to really acclimate. If he doesn’t bond with Alabama, Abe, Brinique, and Davisa, it’s not going to work. He’s not going to be ready.”

      “He’ll be ready,” Fatty repeated stubbornly.

      Jango and Boba didn’t look convinced, but nodded anyway.

      “Come on, we don’t want to miss breakfast,” Fatty told the others, turning back toward the door.

      It was as if he’d said the magic words. Boba and Jango sprang past Fatty as if the room was on fire. Not wanting to be left behind, and more importantly, not wanting his friends to get more food than him, Fatty jogged after them, his butt wiggling back and forth as he went.
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      “Now, I don’t want you to feel overwhelmed, Tommy,” Alabama told him from the front seat. They were in a mini-van headed down to the coast. Abe was driving, Alabama was sitting next to him, and their hands were clasped together over the center console between the two seats. Tommy wanted to roll his eyes, but the memory of his own parents doing the same thing when he was really young prevented him from saying or doing anything negative.

      “There’s going to be a lot of people there, but the house is huge. You’ll have your own room, since you’re the oldest boy.

      “Great, a house full of babies,” Tommy groused.

      “Look at me, Tommy,” Abe ordered, dividing his attention from the road in front of them to the rearview mirror.

      Reluctantly, Tommy raised his eyes and met Abe’s in the mirror. The man didn’t often use that tone with him, but when he did, Tommy knew better than to disobey. He wasn’t scared…exactly…but he didn’t want to push his luck either.

      “I know everything is new and you’re unsure. That’s okay. You’re allowed to feel that way. But what you’re not allowed to do is be disrespectful to Alabama or your sisters…or anyone else who will be there this weekend. Alabama told you that you’ll have your own room, but what she didn’t tell you is what she gave up to make sure you had that room to yourself. The room you’ll be staying in is the one that we usually sleep in. Because it was important to Alabama that you feel safe and comfortable, we’ll be sleeping on the pullout couch in the living room.”

      Tommy gasped and his eyes whipped to the woman in the front seat. She wasn’t looking at him, but staring straight ahead at the scenery as it passed.

      “Christopher,” she said in a low, pleading voice. “Drop it.”

      “No, sweet. He needs to know,” Abe returned.

      Tommy saw him squeeze his wife’s hand and his eyes came back to his in the mirror.

      “Yes. We’re sleeping on the couch in the living room and you have one of the master bedrooms to yourself. Alabama wanted to be sure that you could get away from the hustle and bustle of everyone if you needed to. Brinique and Davisa will share one of the rooms with bunk beds in it with Sara and John. They’re four and three. The other couples there each have their own master bedrooms and the babies will all be bunking in with them. So you’re the only person this weekend who will have his own room.”

      Abe’s voice gentled, but Tommy could tell he was still being very serious when he continued. “I get that you’ve had it tough lately, Bub. I wish to God that it hadn’t happened. But it did. The only thing you can do from this point is go forward. As much as we all wish we could have do-overs, we can’t. I wish I could erase it for you, but that’s impossible. Alabama wishes she would’ve found you before you had to experience the other three foster homes, but she didn’t. All I’m asking from you, while you’re dealing with the shit that happened—”

      “Christopher! Language.”

      Abe ignored Alabama’s gentle admonishment and continued on as if she hadn’t spoken, but Tommy saw the corner of his lips curl up into a small grin before he did so.

      “…is that you are respectful to Alabama and the other women and kids who are there this weekend. If you feel the need to let off some steam, or if you’re confused or unsure about what’s happening, you can come to me. Or any of my friends. We’ll talk about it with you and help you understand what you’re feeling, or we’ll give you some space to work it out on your own. But respect is a hard line that me, and all the other men who will be there this weekend, will hold you to. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tommy said automatically.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Abe told him. “I don’t need or necessarily want you to call me that, unless you’re comfortable with it. All our women have been to hell and back. If you really want to know their stories, we’ll tell you, man to man, but that won’t come without trust.”

      Tommy couldn’t imagine what kind of things Alabama and her friends had been through. They were all very pretty and had nice clothes; he’d seen pictures of them all over the house when Alabama had pointed them out. Abe had to be lying to him to get his cooperation.

      “Deal, Bub?”

      “Yeah, fine. Deal.” Tommy was happy he was getting his own room, but he wasn’t sure what to think about Alabama and Abe sleeping in the living room. It didn’t seem like something Abe really wanted to do, and it was his experience that adults generally did whatever they wanted.

      One of the men who used to come into his room used to tell him that if he did what the man wanted and wasn’t loud, that he’d bring him an extra sandwich afterwards. It was a give and take. Tommy wondered what Abe and Alabama would want from him in return. He was confused and uncertain, but knew to the marrow of his bones that Abe wasn’t messing around with the respect thing.

      “Anyway, as I was saying, sweetheart,” Alabama continued, turning around in her seat to meet Tommy’s eyes as if Abe hadn’t interrupted her. “There will be a lot of people here this weekend. I wanted to make sure you knew about them all before you met them. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Tommy agreed, only half listening.

      “All the men have nicknames. You know Christopher’s nickname is Abe. Well, he calls his friends by their nicknames and most of the women use their real names. It can be confusing, and at first it’ll seem like there are twice as many people there, but you can call them whatever you want. All right?”

      “Yeah.” Tommy had wondered about that. Alabama called her husband Christopher, but Davisa and Brinique called him Abe, as did he.

      “Good. So Wolf, or Matthew, is married to Caroline. Wolf is the leader of the group of soldiers Christopher works with. They don’t have any children. Cookie, or Hunter, is married to Fiona. They also don’t have any kids. Mozart, or Sam, is with Summer. They have a two-and-a-half-year-old girl named April. Then there’s Dude, or Faulkner, and Cheyenne. They also have a girl, and her name is Taylor. Then lastly there’s Benny, or Kason, and Jessyka. They have three kids, John, Sara, and Callie. They’re four, three, and one and a half.”

      Alabama took a deep breath and continued. “It’s okay if you don’t remember all their names. I know it’s a lot. Brinique and Davisa can help if you need it, but I promise that no one will get mad or upset if you don’t remember.”

      “One more thing, Bub,” Abe added, waiting for Tommy to acknowledge him. After the little boy nodded, he told him, “My friends will let a lot slide as far as the respect thing goes…but Dude will not. No, don’t tense up,” Abe quickly reassured Tommy, seeing him go ramrod straight in the seat. “He’s not violent at all. He’s not going to hurt you, but he’s very protective of his wife and little girl. Cheyenne almost died having his baby, and he wasn’t there when it happened. It still bothers him. He will not tolerate any kind of disrespect to Cheyenne or Taylor. Okay?”

      Tommy nodded quickly, strangely glad for the warning. He couldn’t always control his mouth, but he’d make an effort to do it around the man named Dude…and his family. Liking that Abe was speaking to him as if they were equals and not as if he was a baby, Tommy said softly, “Thanks for the warning.”

      Abe’s lips tilted up into a full-fledged smile. “You’re welcome, Bub. We’ve got another hour or so…you wanna watch something other than The Little Mermaid? Figure that’s a little girly for you.”

      “Christopher!” Alabama protested. “There’s nothing wrong with The Little Mermaid.”

      “You’re right. There’s not. For our little girls. But Bub seems like he’d appreciate something different. Right?”

      “Yes.” Tommy paused a moment, then added, “Please.”

      “See?”

      “Whatever,” Alabama huffed.

      Abe was still grinning as he looked back into the mirror. “How about Holes? Have you seen it?”

      Tommy shook his head. He hadn’t exactly been in an environment where movies were watched the last couple of years.

      “Good. It’s awesome. We don’t have enough time for you to watch the entire thing, but you can get a good start on it. Then if you want, we’ll take the DVD player inside and you can watch it tonight when you go to bed. If that doesn’t work out, you can finish it up on the way home. That sound good?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Alabama got the movie started on the portable DVD player for him and handed him a headset. Before he put it over his ears, Alabama told him, “I’m really happy you’re here with us, Tommy. Enjoy the movie.”

      Tommy knew she was serious. She wasn’t just saying that. He could tell the difference. He’d had lots of grown-ups tell him lies like that in the last year or so, simply because it was expected of them. But they’d done it in front of people like the state workers or inspectors. But it was just them in the car. Alabama wasn’t trying to impress anyone. Her daughters had headphones on and couldn’t hear her.

      He swallowed hard and put the headphones on quickly, wanting to drown out her words and the emotions they brought forth within him.

      Alabama didn’t know him. Didn’t know how ugly he was, how broken inside. She wouldn’t say that if she knew. He tried really hard to tamp down the tears that threatened to break free. He hadn’t felt wanted in so long, and her words nearly broke the brick wall he’d built up inside his chest to hold the world at bay.

      The movie started and Tommy looked around the car. He could see Alabama and Abe talking together, still holding hands. Brinique and Davisa were engrossed in the mermaid movie, and the three cats—the shelter had been inexplicitly closed that morning when they’d stopped by—were snoring on the floor at his feet.

      Tommy closed his eyes and pretended for just a moment that he was five again. That he was in the car with his mom and dad and they were going on vacation, just like they used to. Before his mom died. Before his dad decided he loved drinking and his mean friends more than his son.

      A paw swiped at his ankle and Tommy opened his eyes. Fatty was looking up at him intently. The music on the movie started and Tommy brought his eyes up to it. He didn’t want to think about talking cats, about what had happened to him when he lived with his dad, or how he was just one wrong word away from being thrown out of one more family. He lost himself in the movie, welcoming the numbness that settled over his heart.
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      “Give it here!” Tommy ordered Davisa with his hand out. They were standing on the spacious deck of the beach house with some of the other children.

      “No!” she returned immediately, holding the last piece of watermelon close to her chest.

      “You’ve already had two pieces. I’ve only had one. I want it!” Tommy yelled, advancing on the little girl.

      “Mommy!” Davisa screeched, turning around and running into the kitchen.

      The men were currently deep in discussion near the front of the house. The man called Wolf had gotten a phone call, and all of the men had gotten up to discuss whatever it was they needed to talk about away from the women and kids.

      Davisa burst into the kitchen with Tommy right on her heels. She ran behind Alabama and started to quickly gobble up the watermelon as fast as she could.

      “Woah! Careful now!” Alabama exclaimed, holding a plate full of fruit up and out of the way of the children. “What on earth is going on?”

      “She’s being greedy and won’t share!” Tommy tattled immediately.

      “That’s not true! He didn’t even want the last piece of watermelon until he saw me pick it up!” Davisa retorted.

      Tommy glared at Davisa. “You’re lying! You knew I was going to eat it. You just didn’t want me to have it.”

      “Huh-uh!”

      “Okay, let’s all just calm down. There’s plenty of other things you can snack on, Tommy. Look, here’s a plate full of yummy fruit you can have first choice of.” Alabama held out the large plate with melon, strawberries, raspberries, blackberries, and cherries.

      “I don’t want that crap. I wanted watermelon,” Tommy said belligerently, his arms crossed across his chest.

      “Otter-ellen,” April mimicked as she came into the kitchen with Summer. At two and a half, she was currently in a phase where she liked to repeat things that people around her said.

      “Did someone say watermelon?” Summer asked, hiking her daughter up on her hip.

      “No. Because there’s none left. Stupid Davisa ate the last piece,” Tommy growled.

      “Tommy, that’s not nice. There’s plenty of other things to eat,” Alabama admonished gently.

      “I don’t want anything else.”

      “You can share our salmon,” Boba purred from the floor.

      “Yeah, what an awesome surprise. Your Alabama rocks,” Jango agreed.

      “Salmon…” Fatty moaned in contentment. He was lying on his back in a patch of sun. “Man, that was some of the best fish I’ve had in ages…don’t tell Zelda,” he threw in.

      Tommy ignored the cats.

      “You’re being greedy,” Brinique said, entering the fray. She’d been outside playing, but had followed her sister inside after hearing the argument on the porch.

      “Shut up,” Tommy glowered at the other little girl. “You’re not a part of this.”

      “Tommy!” Alabama said sharply, her eyebrows furrowing. “I told you when you first moved in that we don’t use those words.”

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!” Tommy yelled. “I hate it here! I hate you, I hate them; it’s just all stupid. I’ll say whatever I want, whenever I want! Shut up, shut up, shut—”

      His words were cut off by a large hand covering his mouth at the same time Abe rushed past him to get to his wife.

      Tommy struggled in the man’s grasp, trying to get away.

      “Calm down, Tommy,” Dude said sharply from right behind him.

      “Mumph,” he murmured under the hand.

      The large man behind him leaned down and said in his ear, “I said, calm down. Look at what your words did to her. Look.”

      Tommy raised his eyes to Alabama, not sure what Dude was talking about.

      With one glance, he knew something was terribly wrong with the woman who had always been so nice to him.

      Summer had managed to grab the tray of fruit before it hit the ground, and Alabama was on her knees in the middle of the kitchen, her arms wrapped around herself protectively, staring off into space. Abe had taken Alabama’s shoulders in his hands. He’d turned her so she was facing him and he was crouched down so he was looking into her eyes. She had a blank look on her ghost-white face and Tommy could see Alabama’s entire body shaking uncontrollably.

      “Sweet, look at me,” Abe ordered. “You’re fine. You’re here with me safe and sound. Come back to me…”

      Dude slowly removed his hand from over Tommy’s mouth, but didn’t let go of him. When Tommy struggled again, the large man merely tightened his hold. He said in a low voice, “No. You’ll stay right here and watch what careless words can do to someone. What your careless words did to one of the nicest women I know.”

      Alabama’s hands came up and covered her ears. She began to rock in Abe’s hold. “No, no, no, no.”

      “Shhhhhh, sweet…you’re safe, she’s not here. Open your eyes and look at me,” Abe said gently.

      “Dark. It’s so dark.”

      “No it’s not. It’s the middle of the day. Open your eyes, Alabama. See the sun. You’re not in the closet. You’re here with me, and our daughters and friends. You’re safe and she’s not here. Trust me, sweet.”

      Alabama’s eyes opened a squint, although her hands stayed over her ears.

      “That’s it. God, I love your beautiful gray eyes. See? It’s me, Christopher. You’re fine. Come back to me now.”

      Slowly her hands fell from her ears and gripped his biceps, her knuckles white with the force of her hold on him. Her brows scrunched down in confusion. “Christopher?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Come here.” Abe wrapped his wife up, one hand going behind her head to bring it to the space between his neck and shoulder, and the other around her waist, pulling her into him. He swayed with her in his arms.

      “Mommy?” Brinique said uncertainly.

      “Come here you two,” Abe told them, holding out the arm that had been around Alabama’s waist. The other stayed right where it was on her head. Both Brinique and Davisa went to their parents, wrapping their little arms around Alabama and Abe as best they could. The four of them huddled there in the kitchen together.

      After several moments, Dude slowly backed out of the kitchen with Tommy still in his arms, leaving the Powers family together. When they were in the living room, Dude finally freed Tommy.

      The little boy backed away and stood there staring at the adults who were standing silent around him. The women looked concerned. The men looked unhappy. Tommy started shaking. He had no idea what had just happened, but he knew he’d done it.

      “I didn’t mean it,” he said in a small voice that wavered. He shook his head quickly. “I just wanted the last piece of watermelon…I don’t know what happened.”

      Fiona and Caroline took a step toward him, and Tommy backed up farther, until his back was against the wall. He was completely freaked out. What were all these adults going to do? Were they going to hurt him? Punish him? His breathing sped up.

      The two women kneeled down in front of him, not close enough to touch, but putting themselves at his eye-level. “It’s okay, Tommy. Don’t freak. She’s going to be fine,” Caroline said softly.

      “This happens sometimes. Abe will take care of her,” Fiona soothed.

      “But…” Tears came to his eyes and Tommy impatiently wiped them away when they fell down his cheeks. “I don’t know what happened,” he repeated.

      “I think we all need a timeout,” Benny said easily. “It’s nap time for my crew. Why don’t we all just take a break. In a few hours, we’ll get dinner started on the grill. That work for everyone?”

      The men all nodded and the women gathered up their children and headed for their bedroom suites.

      Tommy watched as everyone left the big living area except for Caroline. She stayed squatting in front of him. “I know you don’t understand what happened, but I suggest that you take your cats and go and hang out in your room for a while. I’m sure Alabama will come and reassure you as soon as she can. Don’t worry. You’re fine, Alabama’s fine, and Christopher is good too. You’re not in trouble.”

      “How c-can you say that? I m-made her…you know,” Tommy said in a wobbly voice.

      “I do know. But you should know that neither Alabama nor Christopher will hold this against you. Everyone makes mistakes. You should ask Christopher about the huge mistake he made with Alabama once. She forgave him because she cared about him a great deal, just like she cares about you. Just take a break, Tommy. Relax, and I’m sure they’ll talk to you about it later.”

      “Will Abe hurt me?”

      “Oh, sweetie. No. I know you haven’t been with them for long, but you are perfectly safe. They might be disappointed, but they will not hurt you. They took you into their house with the intent of keeping you forever.” At the look of surprise that formed on his tear-stained face, Caroline nodded. “Yeah, forever. I’m not lying about that. They want a house full of children they can love. And they chose you. It’s been years since they’ve taken in a foster child…why do you think that is?”

      Tommy shrugged.

      “Because they were waiting for you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you. They could’ve taken in any number of children after they adopted Brinique and Davisa, but they wanted to wait for the child they knew in their heart was meant to be theirs. And that’s you.”

      “But…I’m too old,” Tommy protested.

      “Too old for what?”

      “To be adopted?” It came out as more of a question than a statement.

      “Who said? The other families you’d been placed with? Jerk kids at school? Tommy, if you hear nothing else, hear this. They. Picked. You. They want to adopt you. You’re their kid. And parents don’t hurt their children. Good parents don’t. And Christopher and Alabama Powers are some of the best parents out there. Just take a break. Hang out in your room and give them some time. Okay? Things will be fine at dinner. You’ll see.”

      Tommy nodded, even though he wasn’t sure he believed the pretty woman kneeling in front of him. He was happy to get away from everyone though.

      “Go on, now.”

      Tommy sidled toward the hall and walked backward to the room he’d been assigned, not wanting to turn his back on the large great room. All three of the cats trailed after him, seemingly unconcerned about what had just happened in the kitchen. When he got to the large bedroom suite, he quickly entered and shut the door once all three cats sauntered through.

      “Woo-wee, young Tommy, you sure do know how to kill the mood,” Fatty drawled teasingly.

      “I didn’t know,” Tommy argued defensively.

      Boba shrugged, as much as a cat can shrug. “Well, you do now.”

      “What did I say?”

      “Shut up. You said it several times, in fact,” Jango informed him. “Alabama warned you that she didn’t like those words, but you said them anyway.”

      “But…I didn’t mean anything by it. I say it all the time. Everybody says it all the time. It’s just words.”

      “Not to her, obviously,” Jango said softly.

      Tommy looked around the large room fearfully. “I gotta hide.”

      “What? Why?” Fatty asked.

      “Because Abe is gonna want to hurt me. He told me I had to be respectful and I wasn’t,” Tommy said, more to himself than actually answering the cat’s question. He moved to the armchair in the room and got behind it. He pushed with all his strength until it moved. He shoved it up against the end of the bed. It didn’t exactly block the entire bed, but it would have to do.

      He straightened and looked around again. Seeing no other piece of furniture that he could move, he went to the dresser. Pulling the middle drawer until it fell off its track and onto the floor with a thud, he dragged it over to the bed. Tommy put it up against one side of the mattress, blocking off access to the space underneath.

      He went back and forth five more times, taking all of the drawers from the dresser over to the bed and stacking them up against the bedframe. When there was only a small space left, he grabbed two pillows and the bedspread from the top of the bed, and shoved them into the space under it. Then he pulled the sheet on the bed so it draped over the hole at the end of the bed that the chair didn’t cover. Finally, Tommy crawled under the bed, carefully pulled the last drawer into place, and stuffed the pillows into the space he’d used to get under the bed, sealing himself into the now-dark space under the large bed.

      “What’re you doing?” Boba asked in a muffled voice from outside the safe space Tommy had made.

      When there was no response, Jango repeated, “Tommy? What are you doing?”

      “Hiding.”

      Fatty turned to the other two cats and cocked his head in confusion. “I don’t think your hiding spot is very good. Anyone who walks in will know exactly where you are.”

      “Yeah, but they can’t get to me very easily. I’ll know where they’re coming at me from when they move one of the drawers,” Tommy said matter-of-factly.

      “Caroline said that Abe wasn’t going to hurt you,” Boba told Tommy.

      “Adults lie. He was really mad,” Tommy’s voice wobbled with both sadness and fright.

      “I think you should believe her. Especially after what she said about them choosing you,” Fatty said.

      “No,” Tommy said stubbornly.

      The cats all looked at each other, then jumped up on the bed one by one.

      “If you don’t mind, we’ll hang out up here. The mattress is much more comfortable than the floor,” Jango called out.

      “Whatever,” Tommy returned, clearly not convinced.

      When sniffles started from beneath the bed, the cats looked at each other. They hadn’t been around many human children, and they weren’t sure what to say or do to make Tommy feel better. They were good with bad guys and honey badgers and using magic, but not so good with inconsolable little boys. They were there to prevent what was going to happen soon from going bad…but this was a whole different thing.

      The three cats laid down and waited…for once not feeling inclined to lick themselves.
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      Caroline stuck her head into Tommy’s room later and told him dinner was ready.

      “I’m not hungry,” he told her.

      “Doesn’t matter. You need to come out and eat. Or at least apologize. Come on, I’ll be right by your side. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      Tommy crawled out, reluctantly, missing the sad look Caroline gave him as he maneuvered around the drawers, and followed along behind her, his hands stuffed into his front pockets, head down, as they made their way to the large dining room. The table was piled high with grilled hotdogs, hamburgers, corn on the cob, more sliced watermelon, potatoes, and a plate full of chocolate brownies.

      Some of the kids were milling around, and Dude, Cheyenne, Alabama, and Abe were filling their plates with food.

      Without waiting to be prompted, Tommy quickly blurted, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      Abe and Dude didn’t look impressed, but Alabama and Cheyenne smiled at him.

      “It’s okay, Tommy,” Alabama told him softly. “I’m sorry if I scared you with my reaction. Look, Christopher sliced more watermelon.” She pointed to the platter piled high with the sweet treat and smiled openly, if a bit cautiously, at him.

      Looking at the juicy fruit made Tommy’s stomach hurt, and not because of the black ball of goo this time, and he merely shook his head. “It’s okay. I’ll just have a hotdog.”

      Chatter went on around him at dinner, and Tommy tried to control the butterflies in his belly. He knew he’d messed up, and had no idea what was going to happen later. He didn’t think Abe was the kind of man to let what he’d done go. But he didn’t know him well enough to know what he’d do to him.

      After the dishes were done, everyone settled in the living room around the large television. Someone had put in a cartoon movie and most of the kids were avidly watching. The women were chatting softly amongst themselves. The cats had settled into the laps of Jessyka, Summer, and Fiona, and were purring loudly…full of pieces of hamburger and hotdog Alabama had cut up for them for dinner.

      “Come on, Bub,” Abe said softly, putting his arm around his shoulders. “Let’s go outside with the guys.”

      Tommy wasn’t sure he wanted to go outside with Abe and his friends, but he nodded anyway and allowed himself to be steered out the door and onto the large porch, which overlooked the ocean.

      Whatever was going to happen was going to happen now. Out on the porch, away from the women and other kids. Tommy was scared, but he straightened his spine and walked woodenly alongside Abe anyway. He thought he was going to throw up, and if he did, the black goo would go spewing out, but he swallowed hard, trying to be brave.

      Surprisingly, the three cats jumped down from the comfortable laps they’d been napping in, and followed behind them.

      Tommy thought to himself that it figured not only would he be punished, but that the cats he’d thought were so cool because they could talk, would witness it. They’d probably laugh their butts off later at him too.

      Abe’s friends kinda scared him. They were big and muscular, and Tommy could tell with just a look that they were ten times as deadly as the mean men his dad used to bring into the house. But the second he’d start to freak being around them, one of the babies or women would enter the room and Tommy could literally see the men change in front of his eyes. The hard looks in their eyes turned soft as they looked at their wives or kids.

      But that had been before he’d talked back to Alabama. Before whatever had happened to her had happened. Now the men just looked angry…at him.

      Abe led him over to a set of chairs and they both sat down. Tommy perched on the very edge of the chair, his fingers gripping the arms tightly as he waited for something to happen.

      The other five men settled down into chairs in a semi-circle around them. No one spoke for a while and the time let Tommy’s imagination kick into overdrive. He knew there was no way he could fight all six men off. He’d once managed to hurt one of the men his dad had let into his room, but there would be no getting away from these men. He looked around. There wasn’t even anywhere he could hide. He could try to run, but Tommy had a feeling any one of the men would catch him quickly. Even though they were old, they looked like they were in shape.

      The cool breeze from the ocean brushed against Tommy’s face and he breathed in the salty air. He would’ve liked this, hanging out by the ocean, if he hadn’t been freaked out and worried about what his punishment was going to be.

      Just as he thought he’d completely lose it, Abe spoke.

      “I thought we could all tell Tommy a bit about our wives,” Abe said, sitting back into his chair as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “He needs to understand a bit more about us. I think he believes our lives have been easy and smooth, and that our women, and us, can’t really relate to anything he’s been through.”

      Abe turned to look at the boy he’d brought into his home in the hopes that eventually he’d be able to adopt him. “What you’ve been through was bad. Make no mistake, Tommy, I am in no way belittling what happened to you, or trying to downplay it. Your trust was broken by the man who should’ve moved heaven and earth to protect you. I simply want to show you that even though life sometimes sucks, you can rise above it.”

      Tommy shifted uncomfortably in his chair. It wasn’t what he thought Abe would say. He truly expected him to yell at him for talking back to Alabama earlier, and tell him that he’d be leaving and going back into foster care the second they got back to the house.

      He didn’t want to talk about anything that happened to him before he was taken away from his dad with any of these men. He was broken and dirty, and if they didn’t like him now, they really wouldn’t like him after they found out about what had happened. Tommy also didn’t really want to know about whatever it was they wanted to tell him. There was no way anything the happy-go-lucky women inside had been through could ever compare to what happened to him. No way.

      “Listen, young Tommy,” Fatty said next to him. “Don’t judge.”

      “When you first saw us, you didn’t know we could talk,” Boba added.

      “I think you might be surprised,” Jango said, before turning his attention back between his legs, happily slurping away.

      “Okay,” Tommy muttered, keeping his eyes on the waves and not looking at the cats or the men around him.

      Wolf didn’t beat around the bush. “Caroline was blown up, kidnapped, stalked, beaten, knifed, thrown into the ocean to drown, and then finally shot at.”

      Tommy gasped and looked up at Wolf in shock. “She was?”

      “Yes. But not once did she beg for her life. She simply continued to fight back, not giving up. She’s the strongest woman I know, even if she doesn’t think so. I’ve learned never to underestimate her.”

      “Fiona was kidnapped and sold to bad people so they could have sex with her,” Cookie said bluntly. “I rescued her, but she still deals with what happened to her today. She gets scared if she sees someone who looks like one of her kidnappers.”

      Tommy couldn’t breathe. He felt his breaths coming too fast, but didn’t bother to try to control them. He felt one of the cats jump up into his lap and he grabbed hold of the fur ball, but didn’t look away from Cookie. He bit his lip, then asked, “They touched her when she didn’t want them to?”

      “Yes, Tommy. For a long time. Months. I didn’t know she’d been taken, but the moment I found her, I was impressed with how tough she was.”

      “How is she dealing with it?” Tommy asked. He really, really wanted to know the answer. It was vital.

      “She has me. And her friends. We love and support her and she knows she’s safe with us. That we have her back. I won’t lie, she was in bad shape for a while. She still remembers what happened, and when she has bad dreams, I hold her and let her talk about them. If she doesn’t want to talk, I simply hold her and let her cry. I love her, Tommy. I’d do anything for that woman. Anything.”

      Tommy nodded, but before he could ask another question, Mozart spoke.

      “I met Summer when she was working up in Big Bend Lake at a motel. She was a maid. I went home to work, but when I went back up the mountain to visit her, she was living in an outdoor closet with no electricity or running water. She was starving and frozen, but she didn’t want any help from anyone. Even me.”

      “What happened?” Tommy asked, his eyes wide, his hands busy petting the feline in his lap.

      Mozart grinned. “I convinced her to accept my help.” Then he got serious again. “But then the person who killed my sister when she was around your age, kidnapped Summer to try to make me sad. Luckily I got to her in time and she’s okay now.”

      “What happened to your wife?” Tommy asked Benny, his eyes wide.

      The other man laughed. “Well, it’s more what happened to me. Her ex bashed me on the head and took me deep into the trees in a park. Then he sent her a picture of my bleeding head and told her if she didn’t meet with him, he’d kill me.”

      “Holy cow,” Tommy breathed.

      “Yup. She came to my rescue.”

      “But…she’s handicapped,” the little boy protested. “How could she save you?”

      The six men around him all chuckled. Benny smiled at Tommy and said, “Don’t let her hear you say you think she’s handicapped. Yes, she was born with one leg shorter than the other and she limps, but she’s never let anyone tell her she can’t do something. She’s more capable than some of the people I’ve met in the military.”

      Tommy then turned to Dude…the scary man he definitely didn’t want to make mad. He’d scared him earlier today when he’d put his hand over his mouth, but thinking back on it, Tommy had to admit that the big man hadn’t hurt him. At no time was the hand on his face cruel, and he didn’t shake him as he held him still. Tommy realized the second he met Dude earlier that Abe really didn’t have to warn him about being respectful to this man or his wife and daughter. Tommy had read the dangerous vibes coming off of him loud and clear.

      “Cheyenne had a bomb strapped to her chest by bad guys, not once, but twice,” Dude said succinctly and without embellishment. “Not only that, but when we went to New York for a conference on explosives, another member of the family decided to try to blow her up a third time.”

      “And you saved her?”

      “I saved her,” Dude confirmed. “Then she almost died having my child. Look, I know society tells boys that they need to be tough and strong and not give a shit about anything other than themselves, but I’ll tell you straight up, I cried the first time I saw Taylor. Cried like a baby. She was so perfect, and I know how hard both she and Cheyenne fought to bring her safely into this world. I’ll protect them both with my life. I’ll protect them from anyone who says mean things, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them happy for the rest of my life. I’m bigger and stronger than them, so it’s up to me to make sure they’re safe.”

      Tommy felt kind of grown up when these men swore around him. They were treating him as if he was an adult, not like a little boy. “What if your wife dies? Then what?” Tommy asked carefully. “You can’t always be there to protect her. Maybe she’ll get in an accident. Maybe someone will come in and shoot her when she’s shopping. You can’t be by her side all day every day.”

      Tommy held his breath as the scary man eyed him. He honestly wasn’t trying to be mean, wasn’t trying to be a jerk. He knew firsthand that love couldn’t always keep people safe. Look what happened to his dad after Mom died. He didn’t care about anything after it happened. Not even his own son.

      Dude leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees and looking Tommy in the eye. “You’re right. Shit happens. Abe has told us a little bit about what happened in your life. I don’t know what kind of man your dad was…actually, no, I do know. He was weak. I’m not saying that to be a dick, Tommy. I’m saying that because it’s the truth. You want to know what will happen to Taylor if Cheyenne is somehow killed? I would love that little girl even more, enough for both me and Shy. I’d continue to protect her the best I can. I would tell her every day how much I love her and how much her mother loved her. I’d never, ever, do anything that would hurt her. And, if for some reason, I did do something stupid, she has five uncles who live right here in California, and one that lives on the other side of the country, who will step in to make sure she’s safe. They’d kick my butt and make sure I got my act together when it comes to her.” He paused a moment. Then asked, “Understand?”

      Tommy nodded and ducked his head, fighting back his tears. Fatty, who had been sitting calmly in his lap, purred, and head-butted his chin gently.

      Abe spoke then, ignoring the tears the little boy under his care was trying so hard to hold back. “Then there’s Alabama, Brinique, and Davisa. It’s time you heard their stories. I know you’ve heard a bit in passing, but you need to know the whole story. Alabama is gonna be upset that I’m telling you…not because she’s ashamed of what happened, but because she thinks you’re too young. But I know you can deal with this because of what you’ve already had to deal with in your life. I wish to Christ you were too young. I wish that you had nothing more to worry about than what toys you want for Christmas or what food you want to order at the fast food place we’ll stop at on the way home tomorrow. But that ship has sailed. If you don’t want to know, if you don’t think you can handle it…tell me now and I’ll tell you only a few generic details.”

      Tommy looked around at the other men and swallowed hard, shoving the black ball down his throat. It meant a lot that Abe was treating him as though he was an adult. He probably didn’t deserve it after what happened earlier, and Tommy somehow knew what Abe was going to tell him was going to be awful, and would explain what happened with Alabama in the kitchen, but he needed to know all the details. “I can handle it,” Tommy told Abe softly.

      Without any other word of warning, Abe started talking. “Brinique and Davisa lived with their mother, who was addicted to drugs…much like your dad was. Their story is so similar to yours, it’s almost eerie. The only difference is that I don’t think either of them really knew what love was. They didn’t know their father and their mom was always mean to them. They learned that the only people they could rely on was each other.

      “Men started to try to touch them under their clothes and their mom didn’t do anything to stop them. Brinique guarded her sister from that as best as a four-year-old could. Luckily, the police learned about their situation and got them out. They haven’t seen their mother since that day…and I don’t think they even care. Simply because they hadn’t ever seen any kind of love from her.”

      “They didn’t do more than…touch?” Tommy asked in a small voice. Brinique had mentioned the bad men the other week, but he wanted clarification.

      “No. We don’t think so. It’s tough to get details out of kids who are that young, but the doctor seems to think they weren’t.”

      Tommy swallowed hard against the lump in his throat. He’d heard Brinique say she’d been touched, but he was suddenly very glad that was all it had been for her. He wouldn’t wish what had happened to him on anyone else. Ever. He nodded.

      “So…Alabama. My wife grew up in a home where every day she was belittled and treated like crap. She also didn’t know her father. Her mother would lock her in a closet while she had parties to keep her out of the way. She only sometimes allowed her to have food. Not only that, her mom would hit her. Kick her. Smack her. Every time she opened her mouth, she was hit.”

      “But she got out and got adopted…right?” Tommy asked.

      “No.”

      “No? I don’t understand.”

      “When she was twelve, her mom hit her with a skillet. She was hurt so badly the police finally got involved and she was put into foster care. Just like you were. Except no one wanted to keep her. She learned to keep her mouth shut while she was growing up, and even once she was away from her abusive mother, she was quiet. She didn’t try to make friends, and just went through life living on the side, watching others.” Abe paused and held Tommy’s eyes.

      Tommy looked back at the man who was being so honest with him. Who was treating him as if he was an equal. He didn’t want to bring it up, but he had to. “What did I say today? What happened to her?”

      Abe settled back on his chair and looked out over the dark ocean and sighed. “When she was growing up, when she was locked in that closet when she was as young as two, her mom would scream at her. Alabama would pound on the closet door, begging to be let out because she was scared and hungry, and her mom just yelled at her. Over and over she heard the same words. Because they were said so many times, they became ingrained in her brain. Kinda like your name is. When someone says it, you naturally react. Understand?”

      Tommy nodded. He had a feeling he knew what words Abe was talking about, but he kept his mouth shut, feeling sick inside.

      “When we were dating, she told me about what happened to her when she was little, and I felt bad for her, but I didn’t understand. Then I screwed up. Big time. So bad, that I thank God every day she gave me a second chance.”

      “What’d you do?” Tommy whispered.

      Abe leaned forward in his chair, put his elbows on his knees and turned his head to look Tommy in the eyes. His words were flat and full of pain. “I told her to shut up.”

      The words echoed in the night and Tommy inhaled sharply.

      “When she needed me the most, I told her to shut up. She needed my support and love, and I didn’t believe her, and told her to shut up when she was trying to explain what had happened. Those two little words brought back all the pain she had growing up. It was as if I was her mom, telling her to shut up all over again. I almost lost her, Bub. It took me a long time to get her to trust me again. To get her to open back up to me and give me a second chance. I’m not sure I deserved it, but thank God she eventually forgave me.

      “As I said, those two words make her feel like she’s a little girl again. Powerless and scared out of her mind. When she hears those words, she feels every fist, every kick, every single time her mom used to hit her. That’s why she doesn’t like those words, and that’s why she asked you not to say them.

      “As far as I can tell, you yelling those words at her today brought back too many memories. She’s been doing great. She’s had therapy, she has no problem talking, she loves to chat with her friends, but lately she’s been stressed because she wants you to feel safe. Alabama wants to protect you and keep you safe from anything that might harm you. It was too much for her.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Tommy whispered, his eyes filling with tears and his lip quivering.

      “I know you didn’t. Just like I didn’t really mean it when I said them to her years ago. But that doesn’t mean the words didn’t hurt her anyway,” Abe said matter-of-factly.

      Without a word, Tommy stood up, Fatty falling from his lap with a loud meow, and ran toward the sliding door. He fumbled with the latch before finally wrenching it open.

      “Tommy, wait!” Abe ordered.

      The boy ignored him and raced into the house. He stumbled into the living room and made a beeline for Alabama. She was sitting on the couch with little Taylor sound asleep in her arms.

      Tommy threw himself onto his knees in front of her and buried his face into her lap. He wrapped his arms around her legs and sobbed. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it. I swear. I’ll never say it again. I promise.”

      His entire body shook with his sobs and he hiccupped as he cried.

      “What on earth…” Alabama said in bewilderment. The men had followed Abe into the room and Dude leaned over and took his daughter out of Alabama’s arms.

      Alabama put her hands on Tommy’s back and caressed him. “Shhhh, it’s okay, Tommy. It’s okay. Calm down. Just breathe.”

      Alabama looked up in confusion at her husband. “What’s going on?”

      “I told him why his words hurt you.”

      “Oh, Christopher…” Alabama said sorrowfully.

      “I know you didn’t want him to know, but he needed to,” Abe told his wife. “One, because I needed to protect you. I didn’t want him to say it again. And two, because he needs to realize out of anyone in our house, you are the one who can most understand what he’s going through.”

      Tommy kept his head buried in Alabama’s lap as he cried.

      “Come on, let’s get him in his room,” Abe said, putting his hand under Alabama’s elbow to help her stand up.

      She stood but Tommy didn’t let go of her. Alabama looked at her husband with love and leaned over and tugged Tommy up. He cooperated and jumped up into her arms. Alabama staggered under his weight, but Abe was there to steady her and to help hold Tommy.

      Tommy’s hands snaked around Alabama’s neck and he buried his face into the space between her neck and shoulder. His ankles crossed at the small of her back and they headed out of the room toward the suite Tommy had been staying in. Brinique and Davisa quickly followed along behind their parents, not sure what was going on, but wanting to be near Abe and Alabama all the same.

      Rounding out the procession were the three fat cats, marching all in a row as the family disappeared down the hallway.

      “Will they be all right?” Jessyka asked softly. Benny came up next to her and put his arm around her waist.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did Abe tell him everything about Alabama and her kids?” Fiona asked.

      “Yes. He needed to hear it. Especially after what happened when he told her to shut up this afternoon,” Cookie said softly.

      “They’ll be fine,” Caroline proclaimed.

      “Yes, they will,” Wolf agreed.

      The group settled down with their kids, each lost in their own thoughts, as they prayed Abe and Alabama would find the right words to make Tommy feel better. The boy hadn’t had an easy life, and while none of them liked what had happened that afternoon, they all knew Alabama was tough, and so full of love that she’d already forgiven Tommy. Now he just had to open himself up to that love.
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      All five humans lay in the large king-size bed. Tommy was between Alabama and Abe, Brinique was cuddled up to Abe’s other side just, as Davisa was doing with Alabama. The three cats had jumped up onto the bed as well and were lying at the foot of the mattress…watching the humans.

      “Why did my dad do that to me?” Tommy asked in a quiet voice, averting his eyes from Alabama’s as he lay with his head on her shoulder. He could feel Abe along his back, could feel his even breathing. Tommy supposed he should’ve been scared about being in a bed with the large man, but he finally realized deep down that Abe wouldn’t hurt him in any way.

      “I don’t know,” Alabama said softly.

      “I mean, we were happy. He loved my mom and me. I don’t get why he’d change so much.”

      “Tommy, look at me,” Abe ordered softly.

      Tommy turned over onto his back, but kept hold of Alabama’s hand as he did. He glanced up and saw Abe’s intense eyes looking down into his.

      “I don’t know your father, but I believe that he loved his wife…and you very much. Sometimes grief does weird things to people.”

      Tommy nodded sagely.

      “It doesn’t excuse him though,” Abe said earnestly. “Not at all. I’m not condoning what he did to you in the least. Understand?”

      Tommy nodded again.

      “I have a dangerous job. Both Alabama and I know that every time I leave, I might not come home.”

      Brinique made a squeaking noise and buried her nose into Abe’s shoulder.

      “I’m not saying this to scare you guys,” Abe hurried to reassure his family. “And I’m good at what I do. But just as there’s a chance I might not come home, there could be an accident at home. Or a car wreck. Or someone could get sick. All I’m saying is that life is precious. I try to live every day as if it might be my last. That means telling Alabama that I love her every day. Making sure Brinique and Davisa…and now you, Tommy, are safe and happy. Because shit happens.”

      “Christopher,” Alabama protested once more.

      “Sorry, sweet.” Abe smiled over at his wife apologetically. “Stuff happens. But I’ll tell you what will never happen.” He paused.

      Tommy lifted his eyes and looked up at the large, imposing man next to him. “What?”

      “If Alabama passed away, I’d never, ever do anything to hurt my children. I’d be sad, devastated, actually. I might get drunk a couple of nights with my friends. But I’m strong enough to know that you guys would be hurting just as much as I would. And you’d need me even more. And if I should die? And Alabama was left to raise you? She’d do the exact same thing.”

      Tommy’s eyes wandered to Alabama. She was looking at Abe as if he’d just given her the sun and the moon. He recognized it because he used to see that same look in his mom’s eyes before she died.

      “To answer your question, Tommy,” Abe went on. “I don’t know why your father did what he did. But he was an idiot.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “I don’t understand.”

      Abe shifted until he had one hand free and ran it over the top of the confused little boy’s head. “He had the best part of his wife right there next to him and he couldn’t see it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You, Tommy. He had you.”

      Tommy’s eyes welled up with tears again and he fought to hold them back. “I miss him. Not the smelly, scary man he was when I left, but the man he was before.”

      “I know.”

      “Our mommy didn’t love us,” Davisa said sadly from next to Alabama. “Why not? What did we do wrong?”

      “Oh, honey,” Alabama said sadly. “It wasn’t you guys at all. Some people just aren’t meant to be parents. Like my mom.”

      “Your mom was mean to you like ours was,” Davisa said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes, she was. But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t loveable. Want to know how I know that?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Because of your daddy. And you guys. And my friends in this house. Just because one person doesn’t love you, doesn’t mean you aren’t loveable. It just means that other person is the one with the problem. Not you.”

      Davisa nodded and snuggled back into Alabama.

      Suddenly all three children giggled softly.

      “What?” Abe asked, confused.

      “Boba the cat is crying,” Tommy explained. “Fatty is disgusted by all the mushy talk, and Jango is too busy licking himself to even listen to what we’re saying.”

      “Talking cats, huh?” Abe asked, smiling. “Cool.”

      Eventually the children fell asleep and Alabama looked over at Abe. “He’s breaking my heart.”

      The big tough SEAL smiled. “You said the exact same thing the first week we had Brinique and Davisa.”

      Alabama smiled weakly. “It’s as true now as it was then. Do you think he’s gonna be all right?”

      “Yeah,” Abe told her immediately. “He’s a smart kid. He’s gonna work through this with our help. He’s got that appointment next week with the child psychologist. She’ll help him too.”

      “I love you. And for the record…you aren’t allowed to die anytime soon.”

      Abe smiled over at his wife. “Same goes for you,” he whispered.

      They leaned over and awkwardly kissed each other over Tommy’s prone body.

      “Get some sleep, sweet. Things’ll be better in the morning. I feel it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sometime in the night, the three cats jumped off the bed and made their way into the big living room. Time was getting short and they had to make a plan.

      “You think he’s gonna understand when it happens?” Jango asked.

      “Yeah. After tonight he has a better foundation and knows that Alabama and Abe want only the best for him,” Fatty told his friend.

      “If he doesn’t, this could end badly,” Boba warned.

      Fatty scowled at his friends. “He’s got this. Have a little faith, guys.”

      “I’m worried. It’s too soon.”

      Boba agreed with Jango. “Yeah, he hasn’t had enough time to really understand and feel their love yet.”

      “Look,” Fatty said. “He’s had a craptastic life, I get it. But he’s a smart kid. He knows a good thing when he sees it. And Abe did the right thing in telling him about the other women and about Alabama, Davisa, and Brinique. If nothing else, he’ll do what he needs to in order to protect them. Besides…he has us.”

      “True.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So we’re good? The plan is still in place?” Fatty asked.

      Boba and Jango both nodded in agreement. “We’re ready.”

      The three cats jumped into chairs around the room and settled in for the night.

      “Sleep well, boys. It’s gonna be a busy couple of days,” Fatty said in a low voice.
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      Sunday morning at the beach house was uneventful. Well, as uneventful as a house full of best friends and their young children could be. Tommy was quieter than usual as he took the time to observe all the couples together. Hearing what the women had been through had been an eye-opener. He’d been wallowing in his own head about what happened to him for so long, it almost made him feel better that there were others who had gone through similar experiences.

      Not only gone through, but survived. It wasn’t that he wished the awful things that had happened to him on anyone else, but seeing how happy Fiona seemed to be…as well as Brinique, Davisa, and Alabama. It was…freeing almost. It gave him hope that he could one day be happy too.

      The black blob was still there inside him, but it seemed smaller. It wasn’t choking him anymore…not all the time like it had before.

      On the way home, Tommy made a silent vow to try to be a better brother. A better kid in general. The end of the movie Holes made him realize something else…that what was meant to be, would be. Everything happened for a reason. Of course, in the beginning of the movie it was the boy being arrested for stealing shoes when he didn’t do it. But everything that had happened to him afterward, no matter how awful it seemed to be as he was going through it, had to happen for him to get to a happy place. The message of the movie really hit home for Tommy.

      When they got home, Tommy helped unpack the car, rather than stomping inside grouchily. He thanked Brinique when she handed him his suitcase. He helped Davisa carry the heavy cooler back inside the house. And when Alabama asked him to feed the cats, he did so without complaint.

      Abe had noticed his new attitude and commented on it that night when he was saying goodnight. “I’m proud of you, Bub.”

      “For what?”

      “For trying so hard. I appreciate it. You have no idea what it means to Alabama. And me.”

      Tommy shrugged. “I thought about everything you said this weekend. And…I’m sorry I’ve been so mean.”

      Abe put a hand on his shoulder. “I understand. I do. But you have a choice, and it’s looking like you’ve already made it, and you’ll never know how pleased I am by it. Everything you do in life is a choice. How you react to situations, what you say, what you do, how hard you try. You have every right to be upset and angry about what happened to you. But you also have the choice to try to put it behind you and move forward. You want to know the difference between a failure and a success?”

      “What?” Tommy asked in a small voice. It had been a long time since he’d heard anyone say they were proud of him. It made him feel good. And made the black blob that had taken up residence in the pit of his stomach shrink to almost nothing. It was like it was now the size of a pea rather than a basketball.

      “Not giving up and making the right choice,” Abe told him, squeezing his shoulder gently. “Unfortunately, the right choice isn’t always easy. And sometimes it’s hard as hell…er…heck to figure out. But I know you’re on the right track.” Abe squeezed him affectionately and turned for the door. When he got there, he stopped and turned around.

      “You should know, Tommy, Alabama and I want to adopt you. We want you as a part of our family permanently. We wouldn’t have brought you into our home if we didn’t want that. We don’t care about the money the state gives us for fostering you. In fact, it’s going into a bank account for you to use when you’re an adult. But I thought you should know. I know it’s fast, and the adoption won’t happen for a while. But we would like nothing better than for you to be Tommy Powers. Remember that when you’re making those choices. We aren’t giving up on you—and we hope you won’t give up on us either.”

      Then without giving him a chance to respond, Abe closed the door behind him, leaving Tommy to his thoughts.

      Monday and Tuesday, Tommy tried really hard to make better choices. It wasn’t easy. Abe had warned him that it might not be, but he was trying. Tommy was still angry about what had happened to him. Still confused and upset about his dad. But the warm looks Alabama gave him when he said please and thank you went a long way toward soothing the beast inside him.

      When Abe patted him on the back and said, “Thank you for looking after all the girls when I’m at work,” it made him feel ten feet tall.

      Not only that, but it was really hard to be grumpy around Fatty, Jango, and Boba. The cats were hilarious. They said bad words all the time, words he knew if Alabama could hear she’d be upset about. They talked nonstop about Assjacket, West Virginia, where they were from, and told the funniest and most fantastical stories about what went on in their little town.

      He’d asked where it was on a map, but the cats refused to say…telling him that if word got out about what a great town Assjacket was, everyone would want to move there and it would stop being such a wonderful place.

      The honey badgers sounded scary, but Tommy wished he could visit anyway. Between Roger the rabbit and Simon the skunk and the chipmunks, it sounded like a lot of craziness and fun.

      “I wish you could go to school with me,” Tommy told the cats. “You’d make it so much more cool.”

      “School? No way,” Fatty snarled.

      “But you could look through all the lunch boxes in the morning. Maybe even sweet-talk the lunch ladies into sneaking you snacks,” Tommy teased with a smile.

      “Hmmmm, the lunch boxes have some appeal, but we know what goes on in school,” Boba said knowingly. “Sitting still. No talking. Math. Reading. Noooooo thank you. We like staying here, hanging out until you get home,” Jango purred.

      “I have a question,” Tommy said, sitting cross-legged on his bed, his elbows on his knees, his chin propped up in his hand.

      “Shoot.” Fatty waved his paw indicating for him to continue.

      “How come me, Brinique, and Davisa are the only ones who can hear you talk? I mean, it would be really cool if the other kids, or even Abe and Alabama could hear you too.”

      The three cats looked at each other, as if talking silently amongst themselves. Finally, Jango nodded and said, “Here’s the thing. We usually don’t interfere in the human world. It’s kind of a rule. But we got special permission to zing our way here and stay with you for a while.”

      “Why?”

      Why indeed. Knowing they couldn’t say, Boba deflected. “Why not? Look, you’re a special little boy and we wanted to make sure you knew what great people Abe and Alabama were.”

      “And the weather’s better here in southern California than in Assjacket, West Virginia,” Fatty threw in.

      Tommy looked confused. “Why me though?”

      “Because you’re destined to be a very special and important person in the human world, Tommy,” Jango told him seriously.

      “Me?” He shook his head. “I’m not important at all. You know what happened to me. I’m…dirty.”

      Jango didn’t break eye contact with Tommy. “No. You’re not. The men who hurt you are. We can’t say what it is that you’ll do in your life that will change the direction for all the humans in this country, but you have to believe us when we say you will. We’re here to make sure that you get that chance. To help you understand how special you really are.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tommy whispered, confused.

      “It’s like the movie Holes,” Boba told him. “Everything you do has a consequence. You have no idea what you might be able to do for someone until perhaps years later.”

      “Yeah, like physics. For every action, there’s an equal and opposite reaction,” Fatty said with a nod.

      “Huh?” Tommy replied, his forehead scrunched up in confusion.

      “Newton’s third law, you know,” Fatty said impatiently.

      “Uh, nope. No clue.”

      Jango smacked Fatty on the side of the head. “He’s only ten, you idiot. That’s not going to come around for another few years.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Fatty apologized. “Anyway, all I mean is that the things that happen today will have an impact on what happens years in the future.”

      Tommy nodded slowly. “You mean, like if I’m really mean and act like a jerk and Alabama and Abe decide not to keep me. That could mean something that might’ve happened to me in the future that’s good, might not happen anymore?”

      “Exactly.” Fatty beamed a weird kitty smile at Tommy.

      “So you guys are here talking to me because you want me to be good?”

      Boba sighed. “Not exactly. Look, it doesn’t matter. But you should know that we won’t be here forever. In fact, we’ll soon be going back to Assjacket. Zelda is getting anxious that we’ve been gone so long.”

      “You’re leaving? But…I don’t want you to go…I like talking to you,” Tommy pouted.

      “We like it here too. Alabama is such a softie…we love the salmon cakes she’s made us,” Fatty licked his lips in agreement. “But, our place is in Assjacket, just like your place is here in Riverton with Alabama and Abe and your sisters.”

      Tommy stared at Fatty. “My sisters?”

      “Yeah, Brinique and Davisa.”

      “I hadn’t thought of them like that,” Tommy said in wonder.

      “I have it on good authority that they think of you like that,” Boba told him. “Just today Brinique was bragging about you. She said that she had a new older brother.”

      “She was?”

      “Yup,” Boba agreed. “She told a boy in her class that if he didn’t stop pulling her hair, her big brother was gonna beat him up.”

      Tommy looked at the white cat in amazement before he realized something. “I’m their older brother.”

      “Yeah…” The word was drawn out as if Fatty had said “duh…”

      “And I’m bigger than them. I can protect them if they need it. They haven’t ever had an older brother before. Especially Brinique. She always had to protect Davisa, but no one was there to stand between her and her mom and the mean people.”

      “Nope,” all three cats agreed.

      “And I have Abe to protect me.”

      “I think he’s finally getting it, boys,” Jango said, stretching out a leg and licking.

      Tommy lay back on his bed and looked up at the ceiling, his mind whirling with everything the cats had said. But the main thing was that he was an older brother. He was needed.

      He recalled what Dude had said. That it was his job to look after his wife and child because he was bigger and stronger than they were. He could do that for Brinique and Davisa. He could be their protector.

      For the first time in his life, something clicked inside him. Since his mom died, he’d felt lost. Thrown away. As if he was on his own. But suddenly he wasn’t anymore.

      Tommy turned his head and looked at the cats who were staring back at him. “I’m gonna miss you guys.”

      “We’ll miss you too,” Boba told him. “But you’re gonna be busy growing up to be the important man you’re destined to be. Maybe we’ll see each other again one day.”

      Tommy nodded. “Someday I’m gonna get to Assjacket. I wanna meet Jeeves and Roger and Wanda and Bo…and your Zelda and Mac.”

      “We’ll look forward to it, young Tommy,” Jango told him solemnly. “It will be an honor to have you there.”
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      Wednesday had been a good day. Thursday, not so much. Tommy didn’t like talking to the psychologist. Alabama had told him that there was nothing wrong with discussing what had happened to him, but every time he talked about it, the ball of black goo in his stomach grew and threatened to come up his throat and strangle him.

      So he’d been grumpy at school before the meeting. He’d flunked a test because he didn’t feel like taking it and had left it blank. He ignored his teacher when she told him to stop talking. He smacked a boy on the arm at recess when he wouldn’t give him a ball. And he’d refused to talk to Alabama in the car on the way to the doctor’s office.

      The meeting itself was okay after all, though. The woman he was supposed to talk to was nice and didn’t force him to talk about anything he didn’t want to, but Tommy was still on edge. Thinking about what the bad men had done to him and what his dad had let them do was scary.

      “I know it’s hard talking about what happened to you, Tommy,” the doctor had said in a soft voice. “And it might not ever get easier. But I promise that whatever you tell me in here will stay in here. This is a safe place for you.”

      “You won’t tell Abe or Alabama?” Tommy asked. It was one of his biggest fears. He didn’t want them to know exactly what had happened. He knew they’d probably understand, but it was too embarrassing and he wanted them to see him when they looked at him, not what the men had done to him.

      “No,” the doctor reassured him. “What you want them to know will be up to you to tell them. But you can ask me anything you want about it. I’ll always be honest with you. Even if it’s hard to hear.”

      Tommy nodded, having new respect for the woman sitting in the chair in front of him. He hated being treated like a baby. “Maybe I’ll have something to talk about next time,” he conceded.

      “Maybe you will,” the doctor agreed with a smile.

      He wasn’t exactly in a good mood when they’d left the doctor’s office, but the black ball in his stomach had shrunk to a manageable size.

      “You want to stop and get ice cream?” Alabama asked when they were on their way home.

      Tommy shook his head. “No. It’s okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. It wouldn’t be fair if I got some and Brinique and Davisa didn’t.”

      Alabama looked surprised at his answer, but she smiled hugely at him. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Tommy. I’m sure they would be sad if they didn’t get any, even though they didn’t have to do the tough thing you did today. How about we all go out after dinner? You don’t know this yet, but ice cream is one of Christopher’s favorite desserts ever.”

      He smiled at Alabama. “Sounds good.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, Tommy,” Alabama told him.

      “Me too.” And he wasn’t lying. Tommy didn’t know how he’d lucked into getting Alabama and Abe Powers as foster parents, and maybe more—he wasn’t ready to admit to that possibility yet, even after Abe had flat-out told him that they wanted to adopt him—but he wasn’t going to complain about it. He knew a good thing when he saw it.

      They pulled into the driveway of their house and Alabama told him, “Brinique and Davisa will be home soon. Caroline picked them up from school and will bring them home in about thirty minutes. Tommy,” she paused, then took a deep breath and continued, “I’m proud of you. And I hope you don’t feel bad about talking to someone. I still find it really useful sometimes. It’s kinda nice to be able to talk to someone about how I’m feeling without having to worry that they’ll feel bad about what I’m saying. I love Christopher with all that I am, but if I told him some of the stuff that’s rolling around in my head, he’d want to fix it for me…and he’d treat me differently. And I don’t want that. I want my husband to see me as strong and capable, even though I don’t always feel that way…you know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Tommy told her. And he did. He wanted to be normal, to be thought of as normal, but deep inside he didn’t really feel that way. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Alabama was right. It might be nice to be able to talk to someone who didn’t really know him. Who he wasn’t living with all the time.

      “Good. Let’s go inside and get a snack. You can play with the cats and then when Brinique and Davisa get home, you can all go outside and get some fresh air for a while before it’s homework time.”

      “Sounds good.” Tommy climbed out of the car and headed inside with Alabama. For the first time in a long time, he felt okay about his life.

      Forty minutes later, Tommy was sitting on the steps leading up to the front door and watching his sisters play with Fatty, Boba, and Jango. They were playing a sort of keep-away game. Keeping themselves away from the little girls’ grasping fingers. Tommy had no idea how they were doing it, as they were the fattest cats he’d ever seen, but somehow neither Brinique nor Davisa could manage to pick any of them up.

      “No fair!”

      “You’re cheating!”

      “Catch us if you can!”

      The happy voices rang out over the yard and Tommy actually laughed at their antics. It had been a long time since he’d laughed at anything, at least it seemed like it. He stood up to help his sisters and to join in the fun when a navy-blue car stopped in front of the house.

      As if time switched to slow-motion, Tommy watched as his father climbed out of the driver’s seat, leaving the door wide open, and stalked toward him. He didn’t understand how he could be there…he was supposed to be in jail.

      Tommy backed away as fast as he could, stumbling over his feet and falling on his butt.

      His father stood over him, hands on his hips, and glared. “Get up. Time to go home where you belong.”

      The big black ball in Tommy’s stomach swelled up, cutting off his air and making it hard to breathe and impossible to speak. He shook his head. No, he didn’t want to go with this man.

      The father he once knew was gone. The man standing in front of him was skinny, much skinnier than even the last time he’d seen him. His hair hung limp and greasy around his ears and neck and he even had a weird black tattoo on his arm where there hadn’t been one before. He reached down with a hand that Tommy noticed was streaked with dirt and had black stuff caked under his nails.

      “I said get up,” his father repeated.

      “Leave him alone!” Brinique demanded. She’d come up beside him and she was glaring at the man hovering over Tommy.

      “Yeah! He’s ours. You can’t have him!”

      Davisa’s words felt good, but Tommy didn’t have time to enjoy them. He scooted farther away from the man, knowing he was probably getting grass stains on his pants, but deciding Alabama would most likely forgive him once she heard how they got there.

      Instead of continuing to reach for him, his father did something Tommy didn’t expect.

      He turned to Davisa and grabbed her by the upper arm, wrenching it upward until the little girl was standing on her tiptoes. She whimpered in pain even as she wiggled to try to escape his firm grasp.

      “Fine. I’ll take her. I know some men who’ll love to get some black pussy.”

      Tommy didn’t know what cats had to do with his sister, but whatever it was couldn’t be good. “Leave her alone! I’ll come with you.” He stood up quickly, trying to swallow the big black ball of goo, which had inched up his throat.

      The man looked around and reached for Brinique. She tried to run, but wasn’t fast enough. “Forget it, I think I’d rather have these pretty young things instead. They’re worth more money than you’d ever be,” he said as he drug the struggling and crying girls toward his car, Tommy ran after them, pulling on Davisa’s free hand with all his strength. It didn’t even slow his father down. He shoved Brinique into the driver’s side of the car and snarled, “Crawl over, bitch, or I’ll hurt your sister.”

      She immediately did as she was ordered. Tommy saw how scared she was and something twisted inside of him.

      She was his sister. It was his job to protect her. The man who used to be his father might be bigger and stronger than he was, but Tommy knew firsthand what might happen to his sisters if they were taken away.

      As Davisa was stuffed into the front seat alongside her sister, Tommy opened the back door of the car as fast as he could and jumped in. If his dad thought he’d take Brinique and Davisa and not him, he was crazy.

      “Wait for us!”

      Tommy turned right before he shut the door to see Fatty, Boba, and Jango running toward the car faster than he’d ever seen them move. He held the door open even as the car was moving away from the curb. The three cats leaped into the open door and it slammed on its own as his father peeled away. He saw Alabama fly out of the front door screaming their names as the car sped off.

      The man driving laughed maniacally. “I got me three little cash cows instead of just one. Fucking perfect.”

      “That’s a bad w-word,” Davisa whispered from the front seat. She was huddled next to her sister. They both had their arms around each other and were shivering in fright.

      Tommy thought fast. Over the last few days, Abe had told him a few stories about some of the situations he and his team had been in over the years. The ones where they knew they were outnumbered and wouldn’t win by using force. They had to use their heads and fast-talk their way out of danger. Tommy didn’t have any weapons and the man who used to be his father was bigger and stronger than he was. He’d have to outsmart him. He had no idea if he could, but if he didn’t do something to try to help his sisters, he’d never be able to forgive himself. They were there because of his birth father. He was their protector, so he had to do what he could to make sure they were safe and his father didn’t hurt them.

      As if Fatty could read his mind, the cat said, “Be smart, Tommy. Go easy. They’re safe for now.”

      Nodding, but not looking down at the cat, Tommy leaned forward and lied. “It’s about time you came and got me, Dad. I was waiting for you.”

      The man looked in the rearview window in surprise at his son and narrowed his eyes. “That’s not what I heard. And you certainly looked comfortable enough lounging around the front yard as if you didn’t have anything better to do.”

      “I couldn’t very well tell them I didn’t want to be there,” Tommy protested. “That didn’t work very well in the other homes I was in. Besides, you were in jail. But I did know that you’d be coming for me as soon as you could. We’re partners…right?”

      Tommy inwardly winced at the phrase. His father had started saying that to him when he let the mean men into his room at night. He’d open the door and Tommy knew what was going to happen. His dad would always be holding a bunch of money and he’d look at him and say, “We’re partners, Tommy. You do your part and I’ll do mine.” Then he’d shut the door and leave him alone with the men who hurt him.

      A wide smile formed on his father’s face, showcasing the teeth that had once been white and pretty, and were now brown and broken. “That’s right, son. Partners.”

      “Do we really need them?” Tommy ventured to ask. “They’re whiny little girls who can’t keep their mouths shut. Let’s just let them out on the next block. They’re tattletales, and I thought it was just you and me…two peas in a pod.”

      He held his breath as his father considered his words. Tommy thought he’d convinced him, but his hopes were dashed when he said, “Naw. If nothing else, I’ll just sell ’em. They’ll be worth some good money for sure. I gotta get the hell out of this town. There was some mishap at the jail and they let me out on a work detail. Dumb assholes. My stupid lawyer told me the names of your foster parents when I signed the papers saying I didn’t want you anymore and it was easy enough to track ‘em down. I took off and didn’t look back, but I’m sure the guards will be looking for me by now.”

      Tommy thought fast and tried one more time to get his father to release Brinique and Davisa. “But the cops’ll be looking for them. And their dad is one of those special soldier people.”

      “What do you mean?” his dad barked.

      He tried to remember what they were called but couldn’t. Just when he started to panic, Boba said, “SEALs, Tommy. They’re SEALs.”

      “SEALs,” he blurted out quickly. “In the Navy.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” He swore. “Dammit. That’s all I need.”

      “Look, we can let them out here on the corner,” Tommy suggested as they slowed to turn.

      “No. No way. I need a hit. I can sell them tonight and leave town. No one will find me, it’s fine. No one knows where I am, I’ll just go into hiding. I can get some good shit with the money they’ll bring in.”

      Tommy sat back in defeat. Tears welled up in his eyes. He’d failed his sisters the first time they’d needed him. He didn’t want his dad to sell the girls. Bad things would happen to them. He remembered the story about Fiona and how she was sold. A tear fell from his eye before he could stop it.

      “Be strong,” Fatty said softly so the girls couldn’t hear him. “Wait for the right time. It’ll come. You just have to have faith.”

      Tommy looked down at the three cats. They were sitting on the floor behind the passenger seat. They looked like one big fur ball, all squished together like they were.

      “I’m scared for them,” he mouthed.

      “Of course you are. They’re your sisters. But right this second, Alabama is on the phone with Abe. They’ll be here before you know it. In the meantime, you just have to stay calm and don’t do anything rash.”

      Tommy nodded. He had no clue if what the cats were saying was true or not, but he had to believe it. Even if Alabama and Abe didn’t care about him, they cared about Brinique and Davisa. He wiped the tears off his face and took a deep breath. The black blob of goo was still there, but at least it wasn’t choking him anymore.

      “You’ll stay with me?” Tommy asked the cats quietly.

      “Of course.”

      “Yes.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      He nodded again then looked over at his sisters. Brinique was looking right at him. She had tears in her own eyes and her lip was quivering.

      “It’s okay,” he mouthed to her. There was so much Tommy wanted to tell her, but now wasn’t the time. He’d have to let his actions speak for him. His dad had hurt him, but there was no way he was going to let him hurt his sisters if he could help it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Alabama, calm down,” Abe tried to soothe his wife. “Brinique and Davisa are wearing their necklaces.”

      “They haven’t taken them off since they got them,” Alabama agreed, as if he’d asked a question rather than simply stated a fact, breathless in her panic. “Have you called Tex yet? Is he tracking them?”

      “Wolf is on the phone with him right now, and yes, he’s got them. We’re headed out the door. I’ve called Caroline and Fiona, they’re on their way to you. The others have their kids, so for the moment we haven’t told them what’s going on. Let’s keep it that way for now…okay? You can tell them all about it when our kids are safe at home.”

      “Okay. We need to figure out something to give Tommy that can be tracked. I don’t think he’s gonna wanna wear a necklace.”

      “We will. I’m sure Tex is up to the challenge.”

      “How in the hell did Tommy’s father get out of jail?” Alabama asked, now sounding pissed.

      “I don’t know, but right this second, it doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re right, sorry. I know you need to go, but, Christopher…be careful.”

      “Sweet, I got this. I know you’re freaked, but there is no way an asshole tweaker deadbeat of a father to our son is gonna get away with whatever the fuck he thinks he’s trying to do. All right?”

      She chuckled weakly and for once didn’t reprimand him for his language. “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “I’ll be home with our son and daughters before you know it. I really gotta go. The team’s ready to head out. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Later.”

      “Bye, Christopher.”

      As soon as Abe hung up the phone, he turned to his teammates. “If he’s touched one hair on any of my kids’ heads, I’m gonna fuckin’ kill him.”

      “And we’ll let you. Come on, Tex sent the feed to our phones. Let’s go get your kids back,” Wolf said somewhat calmly.

      The only thing that kept Abe from losing it and going off on his friend for not treating the situation with the urgency he felt it deserved, was the ice-cold glint in the other man’s eyes. He might sound laid-back, but he was anything but. No one fucked with one of their own. No one.
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      Tommy paced the floor and tried to think about what he could do. His father had pulled up to a house Tommy had never seen before and hauled his sisters out of the car. He hadn’t given them time to do anything but stumble alongside him. He’d thrown them into a little bedroom and shoved Tommy in behind them. He’d then slammed and locked the door.

      Not sure when he’d really started to think about Brinique and Davisa as his sisters, Tommy looked over at them. They had tracks on their brown cheeks where their tears had fallen and they looked extremely scared, but all in all they were okay. His dad hadn’t hurt them, which for the moment was the most important thing.

      Their heads turned to the window when they heard a scratching sound. Tommy ran over, mad at himself that he hadn’t already thought about it. He pushed as hard as he could, but it would only open about six inches…not enough for either him or his sisters to get out. He was about to call Brinique over to help him push up on the glass when he saw the reason it wouldn’t go any higher. There were nails in the wood of the frame, keeping it from opening all the way. They were well and truly trapped.

      Fatty stuck his head in the space in the window, scaring the crap out of Tommy. He stumbled away from the window and glared at the cat.

      “It’ll be a tight fit, but I can make it,” Fatty told Boba. whose face popped up next to his.

      “No way. There’s no way your stomach will squeeze through there,” the other cat scoffed.

      “Will so.”

      “Will not.”

      “Will so.”

      “Will not,” Boba declared stubbornly.

      “Just watch!” Fatty said just as stubbornly, throwing his body under the window and grunting in effort. Other than a large fart as he exerted effort to try to get though the space, nothing else happened.

      “Well isn’t this just a kick in the pants,” he murmured, pulling away from the window with a frown.

      “Stop messing around,” Jango ordered from behind the kids. He was standing on the bed with an irritated look on his kitty face. “Get in here.”

      Tommy looked from the bed, where Jango was, to the window again. The cats weren’t there. He turned back to Jango—and blinked. All three cats were now on the bed as if they’d been there the whole time.

      “How’d you get in here?” he asked in confusion.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jango said. “What matters is getting you three out of here. Now, listen. Your dad has—”

      “He’s not my dad,” Tommy declared forcefully. “He might’ve been at one time, but I don’t want anything to do with anyone who thinks it’s okay to kidnap children—including his own flesh and blood—with the intent to sell them to bad people.”

      “Okay, then what do you want us to call him? What’s his name?” Fatty asked reasonably.

      “I don’t want to use his real name. Not ever again. We’ll call him Herman. That sounds like a mean guy…right?” Tommy asked.

      “Yup. That’ll do. Okay, so Herman has left to go bring some people back to the house. We don’t have a lot of time,” Jango said. “How’re we getting you guys out of here?”

      “The window’s out,” Tommy said definitively. “They nailed it shut.” He went to the door to the room and pulled on the knob. It didn’t even turn in his hand. “Locked.”

      “Is there anything we can use to knock it down?” Brinique asked, speaking up for the first time.

      “Good idea,” Tommy told her. “Help me look.” He figured that if the girls were kept busy, maybe they wouldn’t be as scared. It seemed to be working for him.

      They looked under the bed, in the closet and in the couple of boxes that were strewn around the room. The only things they found were old stinky clothes, a nest with baby mice in it, and some old broken dishes.

      “What now?” Davisa asked, her eyes tearing up again. “I’m scared. I wanna go home.”

      Tommy bit his lip. He was scared too, but he was the oldest. He needed to protect his sisters. “We’ll have to make a run for it,” he declared. “There’s three of us—”

      The cats cleared their throats loudly.

      “Sorry, there’s three humans and three cats. We need a distraction.” Tommy swallowed hard, not liking what he was going to say, but he instinctively knew it was the only way. “I’ll bring up my mom. Hopefully that will take him by surprise, then you guys can run away.”

      “But how will you escape?” Brinique asked in concern.

      Tommy looked her in the eye. “You’ll get help and bring them back.”

      “That’s not fair,” she protested weakly.

      “He was my father,” he said gritting his teeth. “Not yours. Besides, you’re my sisters. It’s my job to look after you.”

      Ignoring the look of disbelief that crossed her little face, Tommy turned to the cats. He didn’t want to know what she couldn’t believe…that he’d called them his sisters or because she’d misinterpreted his words about his father. “You guys need to get under his feet. Trip him if you can. I’ll jump on top of him and give Brinique and Davisa more time to get away.”

      “What if he brings back lots of people?” Jango asked calmly. “What’s the plan then?”

      Tommy felt the black blob growing in his belly. He had no idea. He’d only been thinking about dealing with the man who used to be his dad. More men meant more people to hold on to his sisters so they couldn’t get away.

      He shook his head violently. “No. It doesn’t matter.” He turned to the girls. “As soon as the door opens, you two run. Your entire goal is to get outside. No matter what. Got it?”

      “But what if you get hurt?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You get out and get help. And don’t let go of Davisa’s hand,” he ordered Brinique. “I’ll do what I can to help you. But promise me you won’t stop.”

      “We promise, Tommy,” Davisa said softly. She walked over to him and put her arms around him awkwardly. “We’ll get help. We won’t leave you here for long by yourself.”

      The black blob inside him shriveled a bit at her actions. He put his arms around Davisa’s skinny body and hugged her back.

      “Good. Now…cats.” Tommy turned back to the bed, but it was empty. “Where’d they go now?”

      They once again searched the room, but didn’t find hide nor hair of the cats. Brinique even asked the mice if they’d seen the cats, but they didn’t answer her.

      “Whatever,” Tommy said decisively, feeling sad that the cats had left them alone after everything that had happened. “They’re cats. It’s not like they could help us anyway. Here, Brinique, take a couple of plates. If you have to, throw them at the bad guys. Davisa, you don’t get any. Your only job is to hold on to Brinique. Okay?”

      “Okay, Tommy.”

      He picked up a plate and a bowl and stacked the rest of the dishes near the door, just in case.

      “Now we wait.”

      The girls nodded and they all sat on the edge of the bed and listened for the man Tommy had dubbed Herman to get back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wolf, Abe, Cookie, Mozart, Dude, and Benny silently surrounded the decrepit house. They’d called the police, but their hands were tied in a way that the SEALs’ weren’t. The house was in a not-very-nice part of downtown San Diego. A part no cruise-loving or sun-seeking tourist would ever be caught dead in. The houses were rundown and the grass in the yards had been dead for quite a while. The few cars that were around were at least ten years old and most everything on them of value had long since been stolen for drug money.

      The house where two blips on the apps on their phones were stationary was one of the worst on the street. There were two rusted-out hulks of cars parked in the front yard, and the weeds were knee high. The concrete was cracked and broken in the driveway and sidewalk. The paint on the house had once been a nice yellow, but was peeling and broken now. The house was neglected and should’ve been condemned.

      Abe gritted his teeth. His babies were inside that hellhole and he wanted to burst inside and get them out. Now.

      Knowing he was on the edge, but wouldn’t agree to be anywhere than on the front entry team, Wolf had paired him with Dude. They all knew that Dude was the most deadly when it came to a child’s life on the line. Almost losing his own child, then wife, had made him extra protective, and pissed off, when a woman or child was in danger.

      Abe and Dude would make entry through the front door. At the same time, Benny and Mozart would enter through the back. Wolf and Cookie would take the front corners of the house to make sure no one busted out any of the windows, and to cover Abe and Dude’s backs.

      There had been three cars parked haphazardly around the house when they’d arrived. The same car Alabama had seen Tommy’s shithead birth father peeling away from her front yard in before she’d called in the cavalry—otherwise known as her husband and his team of badass SEALs. Tommy’s father’s car was closest to the house with the two others parked behind it.

      Abe refused to think about what whoever was in the house could do to three small, vulnerable kids or how long they’d been in there. He signaled to Wolf, who nodded back. It was time. Time to get his children back. God help anyone who got in his way.
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      Tommy, Brinique, and Davisa stood up when they heard the front door slam shut.

      “This is it. You remember what to do, right?” Tommy asked in a voice he hoped was stronger than it sounded to his own ears.

      “Yeah. Throw stuff and get out. Then get help and come back to get you,” Brinique said in a shaky voice.

      “That’s right. Good. This’ll work.” Tommy tried to sound positive. “I know it will.”

      As soon as he finished talking, the door opened and a man they’d never seen before stood there. He was wearing a pair of filthy jeans, sneakers, and a gray T-shirt with stains all over it. His face looked disgusting, covered in pockmarks, his hair was stringy and badly in need of washing, and his teeth were dark brown.

      “Fuck yeah. Now this is worth paying two Benjamins for.” The man grabbed his crotch and adjusted himself lewdly. He turned back to the other room. “I want both girls.”

      “No fucking way!” another voice complained. “You can’t have ’em both. Fuck that shit. I get first crack at one.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you guys do. I want the boy,” a third voice drawled.

      The man who’d opened the door backed into the main room, leaving the bedroom door open.

      “Let’s g-go,” Tommy whispered. He knew exactly what the first two men were arguing about, and no way was he gonna let them get their filthy hands on Brinique or Davisa.

      The three creeped to the doorway and looked out. Two men were arguing with each other about who would get “first dibs” on the girls and the third stranger was watching the argument while picking his teeth with a large knife. They were all tall and skinny, and even though they looked pale and sick, they were still bigger than Tommy was…and stronger.

      Tommy’s father was ignoring the men and fiddling with a piece of rubber and trying to tie it around his arm. He’d seen his dad do that before, then give himself a shot in the arm with stuff he’d melted on a spoon.

      The kids edged toward the door slowly, but as soon as they neared it, the guy with the knife said nonchalantly, “Your sweet pussy’s about to get away.”

      The other two men whipped their heads around and stared right at them.

      “Fuck. Get ’em!” one of them yelled.

      Tommy pushed Brinique and Davisa toward the door at the same time, yelling, “Go!” He threw the bowl he’d been holding at the man closest to his sisters, somehow making a direct hit to his head. The man stopped and threw a hand up to his now-bleeding forehead. “Fucker. That hurt!”

      The second man who’d been arguing with the first almost grabbed Davisa’s arm, but Brinique took the partial plate she’d been holding and thrust it into his chest as hard as she could.

      Surprised that the young girl had fought back, he looked down at his bleeding chest in consternation, giving the girls just enough time to wrench open the door and bolt out.

      “Don’t let them get away!”

      The two men ran out the door after Brinique and Davisa, but Tommy didn’t have time to worry about them, as the man with the knife and his father were both coming toward him. Tommy threw the last two pieces of cheap china he had in his hands, but both men merely ducked. The plates broke harmlessly against the other wall of the small room.

      “I knew you were lying about the whole partner thing, you little shit,” his dad snarled. “Never were good for anything.”

      “You and Mom used to say that I was good at everything,” Tommy shot back quickly.

      “I lied,” his father said, scowling.

      “Enough of this shit,” the other man growled. “Your ass is mine, kid.” He held the sharp knife out in front of him but had only taken one step before suddenly stopping.

      Fatty, Boba, and Jango had somehow piled high on top of each other’s shoulders in front of the boy. Together, they stood six feet tall, a furry, pissed-off wall between Tommy and the man with the knife.

      “What the fuck?” the man gasped, gawking at the sight in front of him.

      Tommy wanted to stare as well, but he immediately started shifting sideways instead.

      “Stay still, Tommy,” Jango ordered from the bottom of the pile in a harsh tone he’d never used before. “We got this.”

      Tommy froze, scared out of his mind, and in awe of the cats he’d always thought were kinda weird.

      There was nothing weird about them now. No jokes about salmon cakes. No bantering back and forth, and no licking themselves.

      “Gut them, Deke. Fucking cats. Hate them,” Tommy’s father stated coldly.

      The man with the knife thrust it forward toward the cats but the knife stopped in mid-air, just like Tommy’s foot did when he’d tried to kick Fatty. He tried it again, with the same result. “What the fuck?” he asked, looking down at the knife in his hand, then at the cats. “Screw this.”

      Tommy’s eyes widened as the man pulled out a pistol.

      “No, don’t hurt them!” Tommy yelled.

      But it was too late. The man emptied the clip at the cats and small boy in front of him.
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* * *

      “Door’s opening,” Dude said as the front door of the house slammed open right before they were about to make entry. Two little blurry streaks hurled themselves out of the house and straight into Abe’s arms. He gathered them close and immediately twisted so his back was against the side of the house, out of the way.

      It wasn’t a moment too soon, because two men barreled out after the girls. The first was immediately taken out by Dude’s powerful throat punch. The second man fell over the first’s motionless body as he followed close behind him. He looked up, saw Dude, dressed all in black and obviously pissed off, and bolted upward. He took off running but Dude didn’t bother chasing him, knowing his teammates wouldn’t let him get away.

      Abe watched absently as Wolf and Cookie shot after the man and took him down before he’d even run past the house next door.

      Dude took a moment to look over at Abe, Brinique, and Davisa. Abe nodded at him and gestured toward the now-open front door. It killed Abe that Tommy wasn’t with his girls. This op wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot.

      He crouched down and urged his kids to do the same. “Stay here,” he said in a toneless voice to his children. “Right here. Do not move. Understand?”

      Both girls nodded, the whites of their eyes bright in their dark faces.

      Abe tried to tone down his “I want to kill the men who took you from me” voice. “You’re safe. You did good, babies. I need to go and get your brother. Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Okay,” Brinique told him, her voice wavering, pushing at him with her tiny hands. “We’re fine. Go get Tommy.”

      Just as Abe stood back up and nodded to Dude that he was ready to continue, shots rang out from inside the house.

      Dude didn’t hesitate. He took high point while Abe took low, and together they burst into the small room, fingers on the triggers, ready to take out the threat to their SEAL family.
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      Tommy’s eyes widened as he watched the bullets from the man’s gun literally bounce off of the cats standing tall in front of him. One went wide and thunked into the wall next to him, but Tommy didn’t move from his position behind the wall of cats.

      “What the fuck?” the man shouted in confusion, looking down at the gun at his hand.

      “Freeze!”

      “Put the gun down, asshole!”

      “On the ground!”

      “Hands up!”

      The four voices sounded at the same time and Tommy stood stock-still. The cats in front of him moved so they were all standing with their paws on the ground again. As if the weird, scary scene hadn’t happened, all three turned their attentions to their private parts between their legs. Slurping at themselves as if they hadn’t just been shot at and had bullets bounce off their bodies.

      Before Tommy could say a word or even really understand what was happening, Abe was in front of him. “Are you all right? Are you hurt? Did you get shot?” His voice was hard and brusque, but not unkind.

      “I’m okay.”

      Abe’s hands landed on his shoulders and he turned him around so his back was to the room. Tommy felt him running them over his back and legs. Then he was turned again and was in Abe’s arms, held tightly to his chest.

      “Jesus. Thank God. Shit. When I heard the shots, I thought… Damn.” Abe’s words trailed off. Tommy could feel the man’s heart beating hard against his chest and could feel and hear his harsh breaths against his skin. He wrapped his own arms around Abe’s neck and buried his face into his strong shoulder.

      Tommy had never thought that Abe would be that upset about him. A thought struck him and he jerked his head back. “Brinique and Davisa?”

      “They’re fine,” Abe said without letting go of him.

      “Why aren’t you with them?” Tommy asked, confused.

      Abe finally pulled back at that, not letting go, but far enough so he could look into his eyes. “Because I know they’re okay. They weren’t the ones inside this house when shots were fired. You were.”

      “But they’re yours. I’m not,” Tommy said in a small voice.

      “The fuck you’re not,” Abe returned immediately, wrapping his large hands around Tommy’s face and holding him still so he had to look into his eyes. “You think I don’t know that it was you who told my girls to run? You think I don’t know you protected them from the man who was supposed to love and protect you for all your days? You think you’re not mine in all ways after today? Bub, it’s been a long time since I was as scared as I was a moment ago. It wasn’t because of Brinique and Davisa. It was because you were in here. I was worried about you.”

      Abe took a deep breath and Tommy could tell he was trying to control a deeper emotion. “And if you tell your mother I said fuck, I’ll deny it. I’m not doing a very good job, but I really am trying to curb the swearing thing.” He tried to smile, but it came out more like a grimace. He took another deep breath and asked softly, “You’re really okay? You weren’t hit?”

      Tommy shook his head. “No. The cats saved me.”

      It was obvious Abe didn’t understand, because he looked over at the cats who were sprawled on the ground, energetically licking themselves still, and laughed. “Bub, I have no idea how you managed to get kidnapped with those three fat cats, but it doesn’t matter. Besides, I don’t care if magic sprinkles fell from the sky, I’m just glad as all get out that guy was a bad shot.”

      Tommy looked away from Abe then, and saw Fatty, Jango, and Boba staring at him. All three winked at the same time, a weird thing that was kinda scary on a cat, then went back to their tasks.

      Abe stood up with Tommy in his arms and didn’t waste a moment more before turning around and stalking out of the ramshackle house. His teammates were dealing with the drugged-out men inside, and Cookie and Wolf had the two who had chased after his daughters under control as well. Sirens were blaring in the distance as the police raced to their location, having been informed of where they were by Wolf right before they pulled up, but Abe ignored them too. He put Tommy down and put his arm out to his daughters.

      Brinique and Davisa ran toward their daddy and threw themselves at him, almost knocking him over. He picked them up, one in each arm, and the four of them went down the street toward Wolf’s SUV. He opened the back hatch and sat both his girls down. Tommy crowded in next to Abe while he pulled out his cell phone.

      He hit the contact that said simply, “Home,” and waited.

      “Hello? Christopher?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got them. They’re all fine.”

      “Tommy too?” Alabama asked.

      “Tommy too,” Abe confirmed.

      As Brinique and Davisa babbled to their mother, Tommy felt the black ball of goo, which had taken up space inside his belly since his dad had stopped being his dad and had started being a scary stranger, melt away. It simply disappeared as if it had never been there. Not even a pea-size blob was left.

      Alabama had specifically asked about him. Not only her daughters. Tommy had forgotten what it felt like to be wanted. To be loved.

      Even though Tommy had only been with Abe and Alabama Powers for a short time, he knew a good thing when he saw it. He’d known it once before, and somehow, he knew his birth mom was looking down at him from heaven and smiling.

      Feeling something at his feet, Tommy looked down. Fatty, Jango, and Boba were twining around his ankles and purring loudly. He kneeled down.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “No problem.”

      “I’m sure Alabama will have the biggest salmon cake you’ve ever seen waiting for you when we get home.”

      “It’s time for us to go,” Fatty said in a matter-of-fact voice. “We did what we came here to do.”

      Brinique and Davisa hopped off the back of the car and squatted down next to the cats.

      “No, we don’t want you to go!” Davisa wailed, obviously still emotional from the last hour or so.

      “Please, don’t go,” Brinique pleaded.

      Tommy looked down at the cats, then at his sisters. He felt good. Still shaky from everything that happened, but good. Different. Suddenly he knew what it was he wanted to do with his life. He wanted to protect others from bad men and women, like the ones who’d taken him and his sisters today. He wanted to do what Abe and his friends did, but not in the military. He didn’t know how, but he’d figure it out.

      “Thank you,” he told the three cats again. “Someday I’m gonna get to Assjacket, West Virginia. I’m gonna meet Roger and Zelda and Mac and Jeeves. I’m gonna sit down and have a nice meal and tell you all about my life and the good things I’ve done with it. I swear I am.”

      “We believe you, Tommy. And we know you will, because we’ve seen the future. We’ll meet again.”

      The little boy stood up and put his arm around Brinique, who had tears running down her cheeks. “It’ll be okay, sis. They have places to go and people to see. They’ll be okay. Besides, I’m sure we can talk Mom into getting a pet or two when we get home. Right, Dad?”

      Tommy could’ve sworn he saw tears in Abe’s eyes, but if they were there, they’d disappeared when the large man blinked. “I think that can definitely be arranged…son.”
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* * *

      Hours later, after eating junk food for dinner, after watching The Little Mermaid to try to get everyone back to normal, after speaking with each and every one of their friends and reassuring them that everyone was home and perfectly fine, after being reassured by the police that Tommy’s dad would never be able to break out of jail again, after speaking with Tex and brainstorming ideas for a tracking device for Tommy, and long after the kids had gone to bed, Alabama and Abe lay naked and entwined in their king-size bed.

      Neither said a word, just soaked up each other’s essence. Finally, Abe’s hand moved from the small of Alabama’s back, down to her ass. He stroked up once, then back down. Alabama’s hands moved as well. Caressing her husband’s sides.

      He turned her so she was lying on her back. Abe moved down her body, using his lips and hands to show her how much he loved her. Lying down between her legs, Abe pushed his hands under her ass and lifted her so he had better access to lick and suck at her sensitive nub.

      Alabama writhed and arched her back as Abe feasted on her, making her explode in pleasure twice before he moved back up her body. He put the tip of his hard cock just inside her, then put both hands on either side of her face. He held her eyes as he slowly, very slowly, pushed all the way inside.

      Still without words, speaking only with their eyes, Abe and Alabama made love. They celebrated the fact that their family was safe. Celebrated their bond, and celebrated their everlasting love.

      Their lovemaking was tender and easy, and they both exploded together quickly.

      Now sweaty and replete, Alabama and Abe Powers fell asleep, still as intimately connected as two lovers could be. Life might have thrown them curveballs, but together they’d learned they could conquer anything.
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      Twenty-four years later

      

      Tom Powers walked into a dingy diner in Assinippi, West Virginia. He had no clue if he was in the right place or not, the town was a dump and it looked like no one had lived there in generations. But a niggling voice in his head kept telling him to stop. To pull over and check it out. Over the years, he’d visited dozens of towns in the state, looking for the one the cats long ago had called Assjacket, but obviously hadn’t really been called that.

      The second he walked in, however, Tom knew he was exactly where he needed to be. He’d found the town he’d been searching for years to find. From the outside, the town was a shithole. Decrepit buildings, unsavory-looking characters hanging around, but the moment he walked into the diner, it was as if he’d walked into a different world.

      The counter gleamed a bright white, the tops of the tables were pristine and clean, and not one of the leather bench seats was cracked. Several people smiled at him when he walked in and sat down. The air buzzed in a way he could only describe as magical, and he felt safe and content. Yeah, he was definitely in the right place.

      He was dressed in his usual work attire…black slacks, black suit coat, white dress shirt, and gray tie. In other towns he’d visited, more than one person had eyed him strangely, and several had asked if he was a “Man in Black.”

      He’d merely smiled politely—it wasn’t as if he hadn’t heard that dig before—and continued on his way. He had a goal in mind, and even though this diner wasn’t what he’d expected, it sorta was.

      As he was sitting, his phone rang. Tom smiled as he answered. “Hey, baby.”

      “Hi. You find it this time?”

      “Actually, yeah, I think so. I’ll know more later. How’re the kids?”

      “Good. May misses you and has already taped three videos for you about her days for you to watch when you get home.”

      Tom’s smile grew, thinking about his daughter. She was eight going on fourteen and he thanked God every day for having her in his life. His wife hadn’t had an easy pregnancy, and the doctor had warned that for the sake of her health, it should be the last, and only, child she birthed.

      “And Chris?”

      “Your son’s as precocious as ever. He’s into a ‘green food’ phase. He refuses to eat anything that isn’t green. So it’s been green beans, peas, lettuce, pickles, and I’ve used a lot of green food dye in things like milk and mashed potatoes.”

      Chuckling at that, Tom closed his eyes and rested his head on the back of the red vinyl seat behind him. He and Donna hadn’t planned on having any other children after May. But Brinique had called him, worried sick about a child in her district who wasn’t a good candidate for adoption. His sister worked for child protective services, and he couldn’t be prouder of how she always fought hard for the children who didn’t have anyone else to fight for them.

      The child she’d called about had been diagnosed with Down syndrome and had been abused in his birth home. He was a ward of the state, and tenderhearted Brinique knew the boy would most likely spend his life in an institution if he wasn’t adopted soon.

      So he and Donna had gone to meet the child. And that was that. They’d started the paperwork that day to get approved to be foster parents, with the intent of eventually adopting the child. Tom’s father, Abe, had no problem with them renaming the boy after him. Tom had seen his father, the big bad retired Navy SEAL, crying when he’d held the one-year-old in his arms the first time he’d met him.

      At four, Chris was a handful, but saw joy in everything and everyone around him. Tom couldn’t imagine his life without him. “And you? How’s my beautiful wife holding out?”

      “I’m good, honey. You’re coming home tomorrow, right?”

      “Yes. I’ve been away from my family for too long.”

      “Well, you could always tell the President that he needs to stay home more,” Donna teased.

      Tom chuckled. “I’m not sure he’d go for that.”

      “I’m proud of you,” Donna told him. “And not because you stepped in front of a bullet for him. I’m actually more pissed about that than proud,” she said teasingly.

      Tom didn’t take offense. He knew quite well his wife’s feelings about the time he’d seen someone pointing a gun at the President of the United States, who he’d been guarding as was his job as a secret service agent, and had stepped in front of the man, his Kevlar vest taking the bullet meant for the President. And he’d do it again in a heartbeat.

      “I’m proud of you for the man you are. The man who sees people in need and wants to protect them. From the old ladies at the grocery store, to the kids you spend your weekends with at the Boys and Girls Club. From your own son and daughter to your nieces and nephews. From me, to the President of the United States. No one is too big or small for you to step in to assist. I love that about you, and just plain love you.”

      “I love you too, sweetheart. I’ll show you how much when I get home tomorrow.”

      “I’m counting on it. I went shopping today with your mom and her friends.”

      Tom chuckled. “I still think it’s kinda cool that you and my mother hang out.”

      “She’s hysterical. And those friends of hers are pistols. I’m sure they keep their husbands on their toes.”

      Tom thought about his father’s friends. Wolf, Cookie, Mozart, Dude, and Benny. He wasn’t sure he even knew their given names anymore. Their nicknames were all he’d ever called them. But he’d never forget their wives. Their amazing, strong, kick-ass, beautiful wives.

      “Oh, and Davisa and her brood are coming to visit next week, don’t forget. It’s spring break and she has the week off.”

      “I can’t believe she’s actually taking the week off,” Tom mused. “Usually she uses the time when her students aren’t there to work on her classroom or do something else for the school.”

      Donna chuckled. “Looks like being an overachiever runs in the family. She loves those eighth graders. She was meant to be a science teacher.”

      “You ready to have all six of them descend on the house? I can still tell them they need to get a hotel,” Tom told her seriously.

      “It’s fine. She and Lance will stay in the basement with Destiny and Jayden, since they’re only two. Trinity and Malik will bunk down in May’s room. And before you say it, yes, I know they’ll giggle and talk and not get to bed until late, but May doesn’t get to hang out with her cousins all that much.”

      “As long as you’re okay with it, I’m okay with it,” Tom told her.

      “I hope you find them,” Donna continued in a soft voice, changing the subject. “I know you’ve been looking for them for a long time.”

      She knew all about Fatty, Jango, and Boba. Tom knew what he saw and heard when he was ten. Those cats had stood in front of him and somehow had made the bullets bounce right off their bodies. Every single shot, except for the one that hit the wall right next to him, would’ve torn through his body, and he wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for them.

      Tom remembered the conversation he’d had with the cats about how he had choices to make, and how one day he’d make a difference for everyone who lived in the country. They’d been right. If the President had died that fateful day, if he, Tom Powers, hadn’t been there to take the bullet meant for the leader of the United States, there was no telling what would’ve happened. The Vice President was weak, and wasn’t respected by anyone inside or outside the country. If he’d taken power, things might be very different economically, politically, and even in Tom’s own personal life.

      “I’ll find them when it’s time,” Tom told his wife confidently. “I gotta go. Kiss the kids for me and I’ll talk to you tonight before I go to sleep.”

      “Okay. Love you. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Bye, honey.”

      “Bye.”

      Tom lifted his head from the seatback and clicked off the phone. He looked across the table in front of him and smiled.

      Sitting across from him were three cats. Huge, fat cats. A calico, a gray cat with a white tummy, and a white one with gray splotches. They looked exactly as they did they last time he’d seen them when he was ten.

      “We meet again,” Tom said with a smile, leaning his elbows on the table.

      “Wanna blow this shithole of a diner and have a real meal?” Jango asked with a smirk.

      “Only if it includes Roger the rabbit, Simon the skunk, Zelda the witch, her mate Mac, and Jeeves the kangaroo,” Tom retorted.

      “I think that can be arranged,” Boba told him with a nod.

      “Zelda made salmon cake…for old time’s sake, of course,” Fatty said, licking his chops.

      “Took ya long enough to get here,” Boba noted as they walked out of the diner into the chilly fall air. “We were beginning to think you thought you were too good for us…saving the President and all.”

      “Not a chance. Assjacket isn’t an easy place to find. I wanted to give you jerks something to look forward to. Besides, I’m sure you were busy enough with your balls. You didn’t miss me at all.”

      The three cats laughed as they walked down the street.

      “That’s true. You humans only wish you could lick yourselves. It’s quite pleasurable,” Fatty told him in a superior tone.

      “Damn, it’s good to see you guys again. I’m sorry Brinique and Davisa aren’t here.”

      “Their time will come. No worries,” Jango told Tom. “Now…tell us about May and Chris. We want to know everything.”

      Not surprised the cats knew all about him and his family, Tom smiled as he followed the cats into a thick mist at the end of the street. He wasn’t afraid. Not in the least. The cats had saved his life when he was ten. He trusted them with everything he had.

      He couldn’t wait to tell May more fairytales about a town called Assjacket, and the magical creatures that inhabited it.
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* * *
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