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  Mellie


There’s a wolf prowling just past my garden. 
I watch him through the window, the curtain tugged back like the nosy neighbors in small towns, debating what to do next. Technically, he’s not on my land. The garden is the northern border, and he’s beyond it. I don’t have to do anything.
There’s no werewolf pack anywhere near here, not as far as I know. I suppose a pack could have moved in nearby, and I wouldn’t be any the wiser—it’s not like I keep abreast of local gossip. Still, a lone wolf is always something I was taught to be concerned about. When you see a pack animal nowhere near a pack, you always have to ask why the others cast them out.
I’ve protected this place as well as I can. The wolf shouldn’t be able to know I’m here, not without an explicit invitation from me, but the way he prowls so close to the edge of my property, over and over and over again, makes me think he knows something he shouldn’t.
He’s a dark blur, and usually that would help him blend into the forest as night falls, but as the snow falls in thick sheets, he stands out against the stark white of the background. And granted, he’s a fair distance away, but from here, he looks huge.
A huge, lone werewolf is prowling around my property. The property I bought and designed so I could be alone.
Well, there’s nothing for it. I’m not going to be able to sleep until he’s gone, and I’m not about to walk out there and tell him to get lost in this snow. I shake out my hand, preparing to summon the magic I usually keep such a tight lock on.
It shouldn’t hurt him. It’ll simply make the spell that borders my property a little more insistent. With luck, he’ll be a mile away before he knows what’s happening.
I reach for a knife and, reminding myself to sterilize it before I cook again, I prick my thumb. A few drops of blood well up, but that should be enough. 
I take a deep breath, pulling together all my calm, and sketch a rune on my windowsill. There. That should be enough. I go to turn away, intent on finishing up for the night so I can get some sleep.
But a blur of movement catches the corner of my eye, and I turn back to the window, only to see the wolf running toward my house.
My mouth falls open, and my heart speeds up. That shouldn’t be possible. There is no way—
He’s at my door, turning into a man before my very eyes.
I fumble with my knife, trying to prick the other thumb even as my hands shake and my heart pounds. There’s a rune that’ll lock the door, and I’ve never drawn it because no one comes out here, but if there was ever a time to remember it—
I don’t get that far. The knife slices deeper than I meant in my panic, and the door bangs open, revealing a naked man.
I squeak and avert my eyes. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a naked man. The brief glimpse I get tells me this one is attractive, tall and lean with a lightly hairy chest, but I don’t want to see any more.
I feel some irrational pull to look back at him, and something tells me it’s not just because I haven’t seen a naked man in so long. I fight the urge, but it’s difficult.
“Are you hurt?”
His voice is deep, curling around me in a way I didn’t expect, warm and comforting, and I shiver. “What?”
“Are you hurt?” he repeats, taking a step closer. I step back, then remember the knife in my hand and hold it up. It’s small and not going to do much damage, but it’s better than nothing.
He holds up his hands and stops moving, going stock-still as he stares at me. “It’s okay, mate. I won’t hurt you. I just want to check if you’re hurt.”
I blink, processing that. As far as break-ins go from lone wolves, this is definitely a strange one. Then my brain catches up with what he said.
“Mate?” I croak. That can’t be true. I’m nobody’s mate. No higher power would be that cruel to him.
But even so—there’s some sort of pull in my gut. Something that makes me want to walk closer to him, as ridiculous as that is. No, I hold fast and squash the feeling like a bug. I don’t get to have that.
“I caught your scent five days ago,” he says, like that’s an answer. He takes another step forward, and I step back, coming to my senses and running into the kitchen counter. “I’ve been following it this whole time, knowing I was about to find the most perfect, the most precious—” He cuts himself off when I try to back up again and can’t. “Please. I won’t get any closer. Just tell me if you’re hurt.”
I dart a glance downward and see the blood still welling on my fingertip. The deeper cut means it’ll bleed longer, which is perfect. I drag my thumb over the back of my other hand, making quick, precise lines. I don’t know why the banishment spell didn’t work before, but I’ll make it work this time.
I pour every ounce of intention into the magic, trying to calm my racing heart so I don’t make a mistake. I don’t want to hurt him, after all. I just want him to leave, for both of our sakes. It’s what’s best for him.
“You’re bleeding,” he says, sounding like it deeply distresses him. Something in me hurts to hear that he’s in pain, but I stand my ground and refuse to give in. He’ll leave, and it’ll be over, and we’ll all be fine. He takes another step forward like he can’t help it. “I knew I smelled blood. Mate, let me clean the cut for you, and then I can introduce myself properly.”
Like hell. I draw the last little line, then hold my breath, waiting for the spell to work.
Nothing.
Fucking hells. I know I’ve neglected my magic, and I know I’m not perfect. But for it to abandon me when I need it—
“I need you to leave,” I tell him, voice shaking. I look at the floor at his feet, hoping he can feel how serious I am. Maybe if he’s sincere about his intentions, he’ll listen when I say it. If he doesn’t want to cause me any harm, he should go, right?
His brow furrows as if he can’t possibly contemplate that. This big man is still standing there naked, looking all confused like a kicked puppy dog. My eyes dart up and down his body, almost against my will.
“Leave?” he asks, like he has to sound the unfamiliar word out. “Why would I leave, mate? I finally found you.”
“I’m not your mate. I can’t be your mate,” I tell him. I’m not safe to be someone’s mate. He must be mistaken.
Now that I look him over, I realize that he’s young. Younger than me, certainly. Maybe this is some foolish impulse, a mistake made by a wolf who doesn’t know better yet. 
What I’m feeling is nerves. I haven’t been confronted by a surprise person in a long time, after all. And what he’s feeling is youthful hope. It means nothing, I reassure myself. It’s loneliness and nothing more.
“Of course you are. The moon goddess herself paired us.” He looks so confident as he says it, and I wonder what it’s like to have a worldview where you trust like that. Witches are supposed to trust in the universe and fate the way wolves trust their moon goddess, but I haven’t trusted my own magic in too many years. “Please. Let me look at that cut.”
He’s a persistent one. “It’s fine,” I tell him. I look at the blood on the back of my hand again, trying to see if I messed up the lines in some way. No; as far as I can tell, the rune is fine. Why the fuck didn’t it work?
When I’d been younger, my Aunt Eleanor taught me that when a spell goes awry, the answer is always the simplest one. It’s not divine punishment from the gods or a cosmic disruption; it’s the witch not in control of their own spell, missing one of the three crucial components.
One, the sacrifice made wasn’t good enough. Two, the rune wasn’t drawn correctly. Or three, the intent of the witch, what imbues the rune with its meaning, isn’t there.
Runes direct the magic, but the spell truly depends on your intent, and you can’t lie to the magic. It doesn’t matter what the rune says; it matters what you feel. If you don’t truly feel the rune in your soul, then you won’t get the result you want. It’s a lesson I learned the hard way.
But this rune is perfect. My blood has always worked as a sacrifice before. And I definitely, absolutely want this werewolf gone so I can return to my quiet little banishment.
I’m still stuck contemplating that when suddenly something grips my hand, soft and gentle like it's made of spun glass. The werewolf is on his knees in front of me, cradling my hand and raising it to his face so he can check out the wound.
“I told you, it’s fine.” I roll my eyes.
“You’re bleeding.” He’s an obstinate, stubborn thing with a one-track mind, and I force myself not to find it charming. I’m not sure I entirely succeed, but I do my damned best to make sure he can’t see it on my face.
“You must not spend a lot of time with witches if a little blood bothers you,” I say. Witches bleed constantly. Exceptionally talented witches don’t even need a rune to channel their spells, but the sacrifice is non-negotiable. It doesn’t have to be blood, but it’s always the easiest thing at hand.
“I don’t like seeing my mate bleed. Do you have a bandaid?”
In the bathroom, but I’m not about to give the werewolf a tour of my house for a minor wound that will heal over on its own. “It’s fine, wolf.”
“Jonas.”
“What?”
“Jonas. That’s my name, mate. I’d like you to use it. Almost as much as I’d like you to tell me yours.”
I hesitate for a second, but a name won’t do me any harm. And it’s better than him calling me mate. “Melanie. People call me Mellie.” Or they did when I interacted with people. No one’s called me anything in a long time now.
“Mellie.” He says it like it’s the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted. “Beautiful Mellie. Hello.”
I take my hand back from him. It’s harder than I thought it would be, not because he holds on too tight, but because his hand feels so good on mine. The warm, slightly rough touch of his fingertips makes me want to stay.
It’s been a long time since anyone has touched me. I’m touch-starved. I’ll get over it.
“Listen,” I tell him. “I feel for you; I know how important finding a mate is, especially to a wolf. But I can’t be them. I’m sorry.” There. Polite. Respectful. I don’t need to be mean to the poor kid. I just need him gone.
“You think the goddess makes mistakes?” he asks, eyebrow raised. He still hasn’t gotten off his knees, and looking down at him like this is distracting. 
I don’t have any opinion about his goddess. As divine beings go, the moon goddess is a tolerable one; witches are also known to find comfort in the moonlight. But I haven’t felt particularly drawn to any deities in the last decade.
I doubt he wants to hear that, though. “Jonas,” I say, trying the name out. He perks up like hearing it is an adrenaline rush. “You’re very young, aren’t you?”
“Not too young to take care of you,” he says stubbornly.“I take care of myself,” I dismiss. That’s kind of the whole point of this place; I made a home where I need to rely only on myself. It’s worked fine. “I mean, maybe you made a mistake?”
“I smelled you in town,” he tells me seriously. He’s still on his knees even though I took my hand back. I almost tell him to stand, that he looks ridiculous, but I
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