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I found him lying in a ditch behind the warehouse. He looked like he’d gotten on the wrong end of a meat tenderizer. Mud mixed with the blood covering his body and stained the little clothing he had a red-brown tie-dye.

I managed to get him home. Don’t ask me how. Or why. Healing isn’t my strength, but I had magic enough to burn any infection out of his wounds. I had to cut his clothing off and by the time he was clean, I and every rag I owned was a disgusting mess. Since he showed no sign of waking, I bundled him in a blanket on the couch and took a shower.

I just finished soaping my hair when I thought I heard something. One of those times where you’re not sure if you’re imagining things or if someone is really creeping down the hallway. I bolted out of the shower without stopping to grab a robe. Any witch who lived through the Burning Times would have done the same. I had my athame in hand and soap threatening to drip into my eye when I got to the living room. My guest had woken up and was crouched, naked, dripping blood onto my carpet.

“Who are you?” he growled.

I sighed and placed the athame on a side table. “I’m the woman who saved your life. And who will at some point be cleaning your blood out of the carpet.

“If you’d like a proper introduction, I’d prefer to wait until we are both dressed.”

His eyes widened, and he actually looked at my still-wet body. “Of course. Um...”

I gave him credit for not flinching. Between the acne, the extra weight I carry, and the old burn scars, I am not a pretty sight. “The clothing I found you in is rags now. I have some sweatpants that might fit you. I’ll dig them out when I finish my shower.”

Not waiting for his response I turned and walked back down the hall.

It’s not that I wasn’t aware he might have been a dangerous man. Nor am I one of the really powerful witches who just doesn’t need to care about potential attacks. But a show of confidence, even arrogance, is often the best way to throw a potential attacker off balance. Besides, within my wards, the average human male overpower me at any time. I knew that when I brought him home, so fretting about it after the fact would just have been silly.

I finished my shower. The next time I came out my no-longer-soapy hair was wrapped in a towel and I had my favorite rope wrapped around my body. I handed him the sweatpants that had been buried in the back of my linen closet and went into the kitchen to make tea. He followed me into the kitchen a few minutes later, no longer bleeding, no longer naked, but just as confused.

“Who are you?” he asked again. His eyes widened as I handed him a cup of tea. Brewed with some of my favorite herbs, it would strengthen his body and help him heal. I even found a way to make it taste good.

“I am Elizabeth Kroft. I am an herbalist and a witch. I was following the moon-trail to a hidden grove when I stumbled across you. Who are you?”

He bowed slightly and looked just to the left of my face as he replied. “I am Benjamin Munn. Thank you for your help.”

He volunteered no further information but sniffed suspiciously at the tea before cautiously drinking it down. As he drank, I studied him. Tall and rangy, but well muscled. With dark hair reaching his shoulders and brown eyes that were almost gold. His skin was a shade that could have come from mixed parentage or lots of time in the sun—or both.

He didn’t return my study. Instead, he looked at his feet, or out the window, or anywhere but at me. It wasn’t the courtesy of a gentleman trying not to notice a strange woman in a bathrobe. Nor was it the disgusted dismissal of a man who found my body repulsive. Both reactions I am very familiar with. It took me a while to figure out, but eventually I managed to meet his gaze. His eyes locked with mine. Heat flared between us and he bared his teeth at me before jerking his head away. I knew then who—or rather what—stood in my kitchen.

I turned my back to him and set my tea on the counter. “Be welcome within my home and my wards, Benjamin Munn.”

He growled. “You play a dangerous game, Ms. Kroft.”

“Perhaps I do.  But then, life is a dangerous game.” I faced him again. His shoulders were tight with tension, his hands fisted. Yet his eyes were locked on the floor. I nodded to myself. “I don’t have a guest bedroom, but the couch in the living room makes a decent bed. I used it myself a time or two.”

“Thank you.”

He returned to the living room, taking his tea with him.

When I woke the next morning, he was gone. He’d left both the tea and the sweatpants. A large wolf print glowed in the detection ward about my property. He was gone, and I didn’t expect him to return.
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A few days later I found a dressed deer carcass on my front step. I didn’t need the note to know what it was for, or who it was from. Who but a wolf would think to repay a debt of hospitality with raw meat?

More than once I found the wolf print in my ward. Since I had permitted no other wolves within my home, I knew it had to be him. I began leaving out a bowl for him. Milk he spurned. Tea he might take or leave. He would sometimes leave things behind. A rabbit, an interesting stick. Once I woke up to find an elegant watch that had obviously been dug out of the dirt somewhere.

He would never come when I was around. Always in secret, often at night. I wonder sometimes if he knew what drew him back to me, over and over again.

No, not witchcraft. Something much more primal.

It was my grandfather’s mead that finally enticed him out. I saw him stop at the edge of the woods, nostrils flaring at the heady scent. Not waiting for the cover of nightfall he crept out. He glanced at me and away as he approached the bowl. A long tongue reached out to taste the golden treasure and his fur stood on end as the potent stuff hit him. I watched silently as he tasted again. Another glance at me and he shimmered. His body seemed to ripple like the reflection in a lake after a rock is thrown into the water. As the ripples slowed and settled, a man stood before me, instead of the wolf.

We stared at each other. Then I turned and entered my home. He followed quickly, grabbing my arm. I stopped and stared at his hand. Slowly, it withdrew. I continued into the kitchen. Once there, I took out two drinking horns and poured both full of the mead. I wrapped his hand around one and saluted him before
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