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      Wolfe clenched his gut as the booted kick struck his ribs like an elephant’s blow. The crack echoed through his body, making him grunt. The crowd’s roar deadened the pain and kept him focused on his goal- Winning.

      Wolfe caught his opponent’s leg as he kicked again, pulling him in and punching him in the face twice. The man's nose burst, and blood poured down his face. He yowled as Wolfe dropped his leg and went in for the final attack. Wolfe grabbed his weakened opponent by the back of the head and pulled him upright before slamming the man's face into his knee.

      The man dropped to the mats in a heap, blood leaking from his nose and mouth.

      His wolf howled at the prospect of the victory.

      Wolfe threw his arms up, sucking in shallow breaths that burned his throat and made his broken ribs scrape against each other. All around him, people grabbed the chain link, cheering and yelling his name. His eyes lifted to the balcony above and landed on a slick man in a bright blue five-thousand-dollar suit. The man twisted the ring around his pinky finger and nodded once to Wolfe before leaning over to the Hispanic man next to him and taking a thick envelope of cash.

      Wolfe turned in a circle and pressed on his bruised and bloodied nose, trying to staunch the bleeding.

      The padlock on the cage door clicked open, and Wolfe stalked to the exit. Two cleaners ran in and hefted the unconscious human, dragging him out by the arms. Wolfe trailed them down the small path to the back of the building. Hands slapped him on the back. A woman pulled him to her and kissed him without permission. Wolfe passed them all without so much as a glance. As he entered the lower hallway, the noise from the crowd died down, and he breathed in. Every muscle shook from fatigue, but there'd be no rest for him.

      Fifteen years in the cage. Fifteen years forbidden to run- or go anywhere alone. Fifteen years, a slave to Uncle Mo's fight club. Every night, he thought about ending it, about taking a razor and finishing what hunters started when he was nine. But he couldn't.

      He walked to the holding room, scarcely aware of his path. How many times before? Three thousand? Four?

      He pushed open the door, hit by the scents of body odor and blood. Three fighters waited for their matches. Donny and Leo owed his uncle money, paying it off by fighting for six months; Zaden fought voluntarily. The cage paid well- but only for volunteers like Zaden, not those in debt to Mo.

      "Let me guess," said Donny. "You won again?"

      Wolfe nodded once and walked to the bench, where he dropped.

      "Man, you are unstoppable," said Leo. "I'm glad I don't have to battle you."

      Wolfe was glad, too. He hated fighting and couldn't imagine having to hurt someone he actually knew.

      "Dude, that guy paid twenty grand to take you on," said Leo.

      "I wish someone would pay ten grand to fight me," replied Donny. "I'd be out of here quicker."

      Zaden sat next to him. “You okay?”

      Wolfe nodded, unwrapping his hands.

      “Anything broken?”

      Wolfe pointed to his ribs.

      “Let me see.”

      Wolfe lifted his arm, still unwrapping his hand as Zaden prodded his bruises. Wolfe grunted, and Zaden apologized.

      “They shouldn’t be too bad. Just a couple of cracks.”

      Wolfe nodded, already knowing. All he wanted was to get back to his room, order his favorite food, soak in his jacuzzi, and sleep for two days. The same routine he’d had for as long as he could remember. That was, unless… his uncle had someone he needed to “entertain”. His gut clenched. He didn’t even want to think about that. Especially tonight. Something was off, and he just didn’t feel like he could pretend, even for an hour.

      Zaden watched him unwrap his hands, his energy and heartbeat erratic.

      Wolfe stopped and looked at him. “What?” he signed.

      Zaden had been the only friend Wolfe had ever had. Being raised in a hotel by himself hadn’t given him many opportunities to make friends, but from the first moment Wolfe had met Zaden, it was as if they’d known each other their entire lives. He couldn’t explain it.

      In the beginning, Zaden had only fought once a week, maybe twice, but soon he’d started coming on his off nights as well just to hang out with Wolfe and check on him. If Wolfe had had a big brother, he would have thought he’d be a lot like Zaden.

      About two years prior, Zaden had started teaching Wolfe ASL. Zaden had had a cousin who was deaf and mute growing up, and he’d learned to sign to communicate with his cousin. Being able to communicate with Zaden had been a secret Wolfe guarded with his life.

      If Mo ever found out, he was sure Zaden would be gone quicker than an Arctic hare in a snowstorm. Mo had made it clear when Wolfe was young that he wanted Wolfe reliant on him and him alone. Which was the main reason Wolfe had tried to keep his friendship with Zaden mostly underwraps. They only chatted when other fighters were in the room. Not guards and never Mo.

      A sharp knock on the door rapped on the door, and it swung inward. Zaden quickly scooted a foot away from Wolfe and stretched, staring at the wall.

      His uncle stood in the doorway, followed by the man sitting next to him during the fight, and a svelte blonde wearing too much makeup.

      "Donny, Leo, you're next."

      The two nodded and headed out, glad not to garner anymore of Mo’s attention.

      Mo's gaze turned to Zaden. "Give us a minute."

      Zaden left without a word, but glanced over his shoulder at Wolfe as he disappeared around the corner.

      Wolfe unwrapped his taped knuckles. Throwing the bloody mess on the floor.

      "Wolfe. I want you to meet my friend Elias. His brother is the one you destroyed. He wanted to meet you in person."

      Elias strode forward and offered his hand. "Hey, Bruh. I had to shake the hand of the man who handed my brother his balls. You can't imagine how it felt to watch that."

      Wolfe nodded and shook the man's hand. His wolf sniffed the man. He didn't like meeting new people. Hell, his wolf didn't like a lot of things, not the least of which was being caged.

      "Ha-ha. The silent stoic kind. I like that."

      "Wolfe is mute. Someone murdered his parents and tried to kill him, too. Slit his throat. Severed his vocal cords."

      Elias' gaze moved to the scar. "Damn, man. You're f-in lucking lucky that didn't kill you."

      Lucky my ass.

      "We should go check on your brother," said Mo.

      Elias nodded. "Yeah. Better make sure the dickwad didn't bite it. Though I wouldn't mind if he did."

      Mo clapped Elias on the shoulder. The men walked to the door, but the woman devoured Wolfe, as if he were the most delicious piece of cake she'd ever seen.

      "Oh," Elias turned around and slapped the girl on the butt. "A thank you present."

      The girl giggled and kissed Elias on the cheek.

      Mo looked between the girl and Wolfe. "You did good, son."

      The two men left, and the girl stuck her fingertip in her mouth and smiled at him. Though his prick kicked in his shorts, she was not what he wanted. The cutesy girls with high-pitched voices and a strange case of the giggles that sat with his uncle up in his box were not at all what turned Wolfe on. He'd rather screw the hardened women who cheered on from the pit than those little girl women, but since they appealed to his uncle, they were the only ones he ever got action from.

      She sauntered over to him in her Barbie-doll heels and a red sparkly dress sized for a toddler. Something was off with him, though. Where he would have usually taken her to get out his excess pent-up energy, he didn't feel it. His wolf had been pacing all evening, and it had Wolfe on edge. His wolf had not been a part of his life in close to a decade, so when he did make an appearance, it made Wolfe anxious.

      The woman ran her hand over his shoulder and down his pecs to his abs. "I've never seen anyone with so many muscles that wasn't in a magazine before."

      She crouched until her eyes met his, then lowered to her knees. Her hand ran down the front of his shorts, and Wolfe didn't move. She leaned in and kissed his mouth down to his neck as her hands rubbed him.

      "You sure are big." She giggled. "I'm not sure being with Elias will ever satisfy me again if I'm with you."

      Wolfe gripped her wrist, stopping her hand. Her eyebrows furrowed, and she sat back. "Is something wrong?"

      Something? Try everything. His life- or lack thereof. The fact that he'd almost killed a man. The idea that she was his prize for doing it. How did she not think there was anything wrong with that?

      The door burst open, and Zaden stood in the doorway. He looked between them, his expression nervous.

      "Uh... Is everything okay in here?"

      Wolfe dropped her wrist and signed to Zaden. "I'm not into it tonight."

      Zaden nodded and smiled at the girl. "Hey..."

      "Saundy."

      "Saundy. Wolfe is beat. He's wondering if you guys could meet up a different night."

      Disappointment and anger crossed her face. "Well, he doesn't have to do anything. I-"

      "Get her out of here," Wolfe signed.

      Zaden nodded, walked over to Saundy, and helped her to her feet. "So, the problem is, sweetie, Wolfe probably has some broken ribs, possibly a concussion. Concussions induce vomiting, and our champ here would be embarrassed if he chucked all over your beautiful dress."

      She wrinkled her nose. "Oh... poor baby."

      "Yeah, so. How about I talk to Mo about you coming by tomorrow and seeing Wolfe in a more... intimate setting?"

      Her smile broadened. "Discreetly, of course. Elias wouldn't find out?"

      "Not a peep around Elias. I promise." Zaden opened the door and escorted her into the hall. She peeked over his shoulder at Wolfe, who managed to give her a small wave.

      "Okay," she said. "I'll wait for the call."

      Zaden waved and shut the door in her face, locking it, and turned to Wolfe. "You okay?"

      Wolfe nodded.

      Zaden crossed to the bench opposite Wolfe and sat. Zaden weighed half as much as Wolfe did, but what he lacked in weight he made up for in dexterity. The man flew around the ring so fast his challengers barely figured out where he had moved to before being punched, or kicked, or both.

      Zaden pulled out his phone. Then he looked at Wolfe. Fear wafted off him.

      "What's wrong?" he signed.

      Zaden glanced at the door, up at the clock on the wall, and over at Wolfe again. "I... I did something."

      Did something? What kind of something? "What?" 

      Zaden's muscles bunched tight, and his phone rang once. He jumped up and ran to his locker, yanked out a duffel bag, and tossed it to Wolfe.

      "Put those on. Now."

      Wolfe peered at the bag.

      "You have two minutes, man, come on."

      Wolfe unzipped the bag. Inside were clothes. Real clothes. A T-shirt, sweatpants, a hoodie, and shoes. He ran his fingers over the sneakers. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had shoes.

      "Dude!" Zaden shook his shoulder. "You have ninety seconds."

      "Ninety seconds to what?"

      Zaden pulled another bag from his locker, reached inside, and handed something to Wolfe. "Smell this and put it in your pocket."

      Wolfe lifted it to his face. It carried the aroma of woods, trees- evergreen trees and maple trees. Of spring leaves and dewy grass. The sensations made his wolf howl with longing.

      "In sixty seconds, a group of my friends will barrel down the hall, and all hell is going to break loose."

      "Why?"

      "Because this is bullshit. You don't belong here. I've witnessed you rot away here, and I'm done. You have thirty seconds. I'm going to set off the fire alarm. When it goes off, you and I will go through the service entrance, and you will run. Run east and keep running until you smell those woods."

      Freedom. Zaden was offering him freedom. Was it a trick? He'd known Zaden for three years. It had been Zaden who had taught him ASL in secret. Never told Mo. Zaden had taught him to read again after so many years of absence from it. Zaden had told him about the outside world and everything that had been happening in the last fifteen years. If he trusted one person on earth, it was Zaden.

      Wolfe dropped the bag to the floor and stripped naked before grabbing the clothes inside and throwing them on. Zaden pulled out a flare and cracked it, igniting red sparks as Wolfe shoved the shoes on his feet. An alarm went off on his phone, and Zaden stood on the bench and held the flare up to the fire alarm. Seconds ticked by, and suddenly a red light began to blink as sirens filled Wolfe's ears and water poured down on them. Zaden jumped from the bench, tossed the flare in the trash can, setting it ablaze, and then tugged Wolfe by the arm.

      "Come on!"

      Together they ran for the door. Zaden threw it open, and a group of people rushed by, yelling and banging on the walls. Zaden pulled Wolfe deep into the back tunnel. All around them, voices and shouts rang out. Zaden dragged Wolfe forward, around a bend, and down another corridor. They bumped into a huge cart, and metal trays went flying.

      "Keep moving," Zaden yelled above the sirens.

      Together they lumbered down the tunnel, through the flashing red light and blaring alarm, until a light flashed up ahead. They ran for it and burst through double doors. Food assaulted Wolfe's nose as he peered around the kitchen. His stomach growled, but he continued pushing past the cooks as they tried to leave the kitchen. He slipped on the slick floor, but Zaden caught him and propelled through the crowd. Someone elbowed him in the ribs, and he groaned and clutched at them.

      He continued through the throng, heading toward the exit. Shouting behind him caught his attention, and Mo's voice barked orders around the room.

      He had to escape.

      Wolfe elbowed through the crowd, not caring who or what fell. Freedom. He needed freedom. He shoved, rammed, and fought his way through the kitchen until, finally, he burst through the outside door, and fresh air filled his lungs. People ran into his back and swore at him as he froze. The sounds, lights, and odors bombarded him as he took in the city, unable to process everything. He'd seen it from his bedroom window for years. Breathing in the air through the small crack in the window. But being behind glass and seeing something from the thirty-second floor was altogether different from having it surround you and take you in.

      "Wolfe!" Zaden ran to his side. "Come on, buddy. You have to go."

      Zaden pulled him forward again. Wolfe’s sneakers slapped the pavement of the expansive parking lot as they weaved in between cars toward the street. He looked over his shoulder at the enormous hotel with a dozen fire engines and police cars pulling up to the front.

      Zaden rushed to the corner and out into the street. Horns honked at them as they wove in between traffic. They ran for blocks and blocks until Wolfe pulled to a stop, his entire body screaming to rest.

      "Come on," said Zaden. "We have to leave the city."

      Wolfe sucked in several breaths and clutched his side. His mending ribs pained him.

      The reality of where he was made his entire body shake. What had he done?

      He'd seen what had happened to men who had tried to escape before. What would happen to him if he ran? He should go back. He should tell Mo he got scared and panicked. Maybe if he-

      "No going back," said Zaden. "I've been planning this for a year."

      Wolfe shook his head. A year?

      "Some friends of mine own a town called Wolf River. It's for people like us. Werewolves. Blood Born and shifters, too. If you make it, you'll be safe. It's south of us. Only a couple of days if you hurry. My friend is expecting you. His name is Caleb Reed. You can move faster on your own. Promise me you won't come back. You won't look back. You will go to Wolf River, and you will make a life for yourself and forget about Mo and the fight club. Promise me." Zaden stared into Wolfe's eyes.

      Us? Blood Born?

      Zaden’s eyes flashed, and his teeth lengthened.

      A wolf. Zaden was a wolf. Had been a wolf the entire time. How had he not sensed it? Not smelled it? Something? Would he have even recognized the signs? He hadn’t been around wolves since he left his parents’ house. Wolves. A pack. People like him. That’s what Zaden was offering. A place where he wouldn’t have to fight anymore.

      Wolfe looked down the darkened street and breathed in the city. Cars, food, garbage, people, and… freedom.

      Zaden pulled him into a tight hug. “I’ll see you again, brother. I’ll find you. I promise. You can do this. Right?”

      He pushed him to arm’s length.

      His gut twisted like a towel being rung out. Zaden really was the best friend he’d ever had.

      “Thank you.” Wolfe's gaze locked with Zaden's. "I promise I won’t come back.”
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      Opal sat back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. The words from the screen swam around in her brain like alphabet soup as she tried to remember what she'd read. For as much as she wanted her nursing degree, all of the reading was enough to have her brain explode.

      She'd been home for almost a year from rehab, and as much as she loved being in the cabin, she sometimes wished she were back inside the treatment facility. The stress of going to school had her wanting to reach for a Xanax.

      She pushed from the small desk, trying to distract herself from the cravings which still plagued her. She walked into the kitchen and took a soda from the fridge. She took several gulps of the overly sweet liquid and then walked to the window over the sink and gazed out at the trees surrounding her.

      She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth the way she had practiced a million times. A memory threatened to surface of the horrific night that had changed her life two years prior, but she refused to let it, instead taking another swig of her soda and humming her favorite song.

      With her brother Stix and his mate Satia now having Andre and the bar, her parents had taken to staying in Wolf River during the week to help out. They came by on weekends for a bit, but for most of the week, they left Opal to herself. For as much as they'd worried about her in the beginning, both she and her therapist had assured them she needed time acclimating to being on her own.

      Opal finished her soda and pulled a frozen meal from the freezer. Her ursa grumbled, sick of frozen processed foods.

      Opal rolled her eyes. I’ll have some honey on toast later okay?

      Her ursa grumbled again, but not as loud. Like all bears, her ursa craved sweets. Honey, especially, but sweets in general. Candy, fruit, soda, she wasn’t picky. Sweets and sleep, Opal’s ursa was a regular Winnie the Pooh.

      She popped the meatloaf into the microwave, and it spun around. In her nine months out of rehab, she'd planted a vegetable garden, helped her dad fix up the cabin, replanted all the flower beds, started her online degree in medical assisting, and read almost as many books as the Wolf River library owned. She’d finally taken to buying books online and donating them to the library when she finished, so everyone had a chance at something new.

      Magnus barked, startling her. She peered out the kitchen window, but the front driveway and the surrounding yard were dark.

      Her almost completely black German Shepherd mix barked again and stared toward the back hallway.

      "You need to go out?"

      Magnus trotted toward the laundry room.

      "What's wrong?" Opal rounded the kitchen counter, headed into the laundry room, and peeked out the window.

      Magnus growled, and the motion detector lights flashed on in the backyard. It wasn't unusual for deer, raccoons, and other animals to wander onto the property. 

      Magnus whined and pawed at the door.

      "What is it, boy?"

      A figure stumbled out of the darkness. Opal took a step back as Magnus went crazy. The hulking figure in a black hoodie and sweat pants staggered like a drunk man, head down, barely moving as he shuffled forward. He stopped in the middle of the yard and lifted his head, but Opal couldn't make out anything under his hood. His legs gave out, and he crashed to the ground.

      Magnus continued to bark, jumping on the sliding door. Opal waited, unsure of what to do. Animals wandering onto the property were one thing, but a person? But she couldn’t remember anyone accidentally stumbling onto their property before. She chewed her thumbnail, and her ursa paced agitated.

      Minutes ticked by, and the man didn't move. What if he was hurt? Maybe he needed help? She should call her parents, but… No. She could handle this herself. The last thing she needed was them thinking she might be in danger and insisting on coming back to live with her.

      Finally, she opened the door a little. Magnus tried to nudge his way out, but she held him back.

      "Hey!" she yelled.

      The man didn't twitch.

      "Hey. Are you okay?"

      Her heart pounded. And when the microwave beeped, she jumped, and Magnus nudged past her out the door.

      "Magnus! No!"

      The dog bounded out to where the man lay on the ground. He ran right up to the man, barking and jumping back and forth.

      "Magnus, get in here," she commanded, but the dog wouldn't listen. "Damn dog."

      She opened the door wider and shimmied out, looking back in the house, like all the stupid horror movie victims she yelled at through the TV screen.

      "Magnus, if I get murdered, I hope you starve to death." She grabbed his collar. "Sit."

      He fixated on the man, and she pulled him back, commanding him to sit again. Finally, he calmed enough to obey. She should call Stix, and have him deal with it. But… her parents would insist on coming back to deal with him, and she didn’t need them thinking she couldn’t handle herself.

      She squared her shoulders. No. I got this.

      Opal moved next to the man who lay face down in the grass and prodded him with her foot. "Hey... Hey, get up."

      He didn't move.

      Damn, what if he was dead? That was all she needed. One more dead person on her conscience. Opal's ursa whined and sniffed the man. He was a shifter. A wolf from his earthy scent. Okay. So maybe he was from Wolf River and got lost. But... he'd come from the north, not the south...

      She walked around him and crouched by his head. Pulling back his hoodie, his bright red hair and the rust colored stubble growing on his chin struck her as out of place. Definitely not someone she'd seen before. His face had been badly beaten, but the wounds appeared to be at least a day old, as they’d begun to turn a yellowish green. A waxy sheen paled his face, and sweat poured off him like rainwater.

      She reached over and touched his forehead, finding it unusually warm. His bright green eyes flew open, and he grabbed her wrist, pulling her toward him. His eyes softened for a fraction of a second as he took in her face. Magnus went crazy. He lunged forward, and the guy let go of her. Opal tried to back away but slipped on the dewy grass and fell on her butt. Magnus bit the man's pant leg.

      The man's mouth opened in a scream, but nothing came out.

      "Magnus, drop it!" She scrambled to the dog, dragged him to his dog run, locked him inside, and rushed back to the man who lay in a ball, cradling his calf.

      "I'm so sorry," she said. "Are you okay?"

      He rolled in agony but didn't utter a sound. She tried to pry his fingers off his leg.

      "Let me look."

      He clutched his leg, his face a mask of pain.

      "Please," she said. "I have a little medical training. Let me see how bad it is."

      Finally, she unlaced his fingers, and he fell back on the grass, pounding it with his fist as she rolled his leg over. The sweats had been ripped open, and so had his leg. Teeth marks punctured his skin.

      Crap! Please don't let him sue.

      "Okay, you probably don't need stitches, but it does need to be cleaned." She peered into his handsome face as he sucked in a breath and sniffed her. His golden tan skin highlighted his jade green eyes. He had high cheekbones and pouty, kissable lips. Her ursa chuffed. 

      He peered at her in pain mixed with something else... wonder perhaps?

      "I... I have some supplies inside. Wait... wait here, I'll be right back, okay?"

      He nodded, but said nothing, his glassy eyes following her. She stood, and he reached for her hand. She stopped. He looked like he wanted to say something, but then dropped her hand when Magnus started barking again.

      “I promise I’ll be right back.”

      Opal ran into the house and rummaged through the hall closet for some bandages and iodine. She gathered everything she might need and raced back outside. The man hadn't moved.

      She knelt next to him. "I am so sorry for my dog. He thought you were going to hurt me. He was trying to protect me... and..." 

      Babbling. She was babbling. Great.

      His eyes were already closing again. "You don't look so great." His head lolled to the side, and his eyes opened glassier than before. "What's your name?"

      His eyelids fluttered as she dabbed the iodine on his bite wound. He growled deep in his chest.

      "Are you from Wolf River? I've never seen you before."

      He sniffed her again, and his brows furrowed.

      "Yeah, I'm not a wolf. I'm Stix's sister, Opal. I'm an ursa."

      He blinked, his eyes soft and his expression passive. His size was formidable. Larger than even Caleb or Stix. His face looked like it had seen too many hard days, but his eyes... his eyes remained... kind.

      "Okaaayyyy..." She pressed a bandage to his leg. "Not such a talker, are ya?"

      His eyes fluttered again, and this time they didn't reopen.

      She finished taping the gauze down and gathered her supplies. She stared at him for a moment, and a memory flashed.

      Bodies on the ground. Battered and beaten. Blood pooling. Sirens in the distance.

      She shut her eyes and drew in a breath, trying to ground herself in reality. The breeze blew across her skin, and Magnus barked behind her, drawing her back to the present. She peered down at the handsome man again. What was she supposed to do with him?

      "So I can't let you sleep on my grass," she said. "And you look like you need a shower. Smell like it too."

      Her ursa paced back and forth. What did she do? In the kitchen, the microwave beeped again.

      She prodded the guy. "Hey. Hey, wake up."

      He didn't.

      "Dude. You can't sleep in the grass." She shook his chest. He appeared peaceful but unwell, lying there. Like a gentle giant. Not that he was a gentle giant, who knew what he was? But he hadn't tried to attack her, or hurt her, or... anything. He seemed scared more than anything and in need of protection. She scanned his face again, along with the healing bruises. Maybe he was in trouble… running from something… or someone.

      She bit her thumbnail, and her gaze moved to the house.

      She should not do what she was thinking about doing.

      

      Opal stared at the massive, hot man taking up most of Stix’s old bed, now turned guest bed. She wiped her forehead and face with the edge of her sweatshirt. She'd had a hell of a time dragging him into the house. Luckily for her, she was as strong as a grizzly bear. Literally.

      She had no idea how much he weighed, but it had been obvious when she tried to get him to his feet that he was a hundred percent muscle. His eyes hadn’t opened on the trip into the house, but his legs had at least tried to work as he’d draped over her shoulder. The steps had been the tricky part, and more than once, she’d thought they’d topple backward and both end up in the grass, but somehow, she’d managed.

      Now lying in the bed, running shoes with the soles completely worn down, sitting on the floor, and his hoodie off as well, it was more than apparent he was sick.

      Her ursa breathed in and prodded Opal to move closer to get a better whiff of him.

      He made a noise, and his head whipped from side to side. Once again, she thought about calling her brother. But if she did, Stix would get all protective and probably kick the guy out, and from the state he was in, that might actually be a death sentence for the guy. Besides... as much as she hated to admit it... the thought of having someone in the cabin who wasn't a member of her family, someone whom she could talk to without them knowing her history, appealed to her. Maybe, for once, she wouldn't get all the sad smiles and 'how are you doing, dear?' The Wolf River pack meant well, but some days she wished they would ignore her instead of asking how she was.

      She inspected the man's calf again, where Magnus had bitten him. She hoped it didn't get infected. Not that it would. He was a wolf and should heal quickly. Plus, she did everything right to make sure it was disinfected.

      The microwave beeped for the millionth time, and her stomach growled. Opal took one last look at the guy and then closed the door and headed into the kitchen, much to her ursa’s irritation.

      What was she doing? She asked herself as she put her lukewarm food on the counter. What if the guy was a serial killer? A mafia hitman? A drug dealer? She snorted and pulled a fork from the drawer. She had to stop reading so many murder mysteries and romances.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Opal threw out her tray and brought Magnus inside. He bolted in the door, sniffed every surface, and followed the scent trail to the guest bedroom. He sniffed the bottom and scratched the guest bedroom door.

      "Magnus, enough!" She pulled him away, taking him to the living room with her. She plopped onto the couch with her food and turned on the television.

      Magnus curled up in his bed with a toy, but his gazed fixated on the guest room door.

      "Leave it," she said again.

      Magnus puffed out a breath and dropped his head, chewing his stuffed pig.

      She flipped through the channels and landed on Hallmark. They were already playing Christmas movies. She shook her head. Halloween wasn't for another two weeks.
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      Opal spent the entire next day getting up hourly from her schoolwork to check in on her guest. By evening, she couldn’t remember a thing she’d studied all day. Her ursa prodded and huffed at her to go check on the man so much that Opal wished for the first time in a long time that she wasn’t a shifter. She wondered what it would be like without her other half in her head.

      She sat in her grandmother’s rocking chair, watching him for the millionth time. He hadn't awoken since the yard the night before, and his fever seemed to be worsening. Whatever was wrong with him should run its course within the next twenty-four hours. Shifters ran hotter and got over stuff quick- if they got sick at all. Even though he would pull through, she mopped his brow with a cool towel. Earlier in the day, when he’d kicked the covers off, she'd spotted dried blood on his feet, but couldn't find any cuts. His face had healed except for a thick, lingering gash under his eye.

      Her ursa sniffed him as if trying to figure out what was wrong, but neither of them was totally sure.

      Despite telling herself not to hope for anything more than patching him up and him going on his way, Opal was drawn to him. His angular, handsome face sported several small scars, but the deep scar across his throat intrigued her most. Her fingers twitched
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