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Prologue


Holly dragged her sleeve across her eyes as her mother opened her bedroom door. 
"Hey sweetie.  How do you like your new room?"  Her new room in their new house in a new town.  Holly turned away to hide her eye roll.
"It's nice."  It was kind of cool, shaped like a triangle and the highest room in the house, but that didn't mean she liked it.  Not yet.  Not today.  She'd turned eight yesterday and had to say goodbye to her best friend.  It made for a crappy birthday.  Holly fingered the necklace Zachary had given her before she left.  She missed him—her big brother.
"Why don't you go check out the yard?  We have even more space here than we did in Hull Creek.  I know you love to explore."
"Sure."  If it would keep her mom from seeing how upset she was, she'd leave her room for a while.  Her mom probably wanted her out so she could unpack and organize Holly's room herself.
Her dad was sitting on the floor emptying boxes in the kitchen when Holly ran past him.  She skidded on the floor in her socks and turned around.  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed his cheek.
"Bye, Dad."
"Where are you off to?"  He turned his head over his shoulder.
Holly stopped with the screen door in her hand and slipped on her rubber boots.  "To check out the yard."
"Don't wander far."
"I won't."  The door swung shut behind her.  Her feet itched to run out of habit, but her mood slowed her down.
She looked around.  Some trees lined most of the house.  Holly wondered how far back they went.  The lawn had a small hill—enough for sledding in the winter and rolling down in the summer.  The people her parents bought the house from left a playset in the yard.  Yellow swings on one side and a green slide that came down from a tiny house on the other.  It looked boring.  She hoped to find some good climbing trees.  The yard itself only had flimsy ones, like her mom had always wanted at their old house.
Holly stuck her hands in her pockets and walked toward the bigger trees.  A faint three-toned squeak slowed her steps.  Tilting her head, she listened again.  This time, a longer and higher fourth one followed the three squeaks.  As soon as her foot passed the line of the trees, a swirl of mixed colours rushed across her path like the four-year-old little girl that lived across the street—hair and dress trailed behind her as she'd played tag when Holly and her parents arrived earlier.
The squeak called her forth and a colour swirl appeared again, twirling once before dashing off.  She saw it before, yesterday, when she was in the field with Zachary.  Up at the top of the hill, the pinkish orange glow rushed around and disappeared before Zachary could see it.  Holly had thought it must have been a glare from the sun on something.  Not much sunlight was coming through the trees now.
Her ears carried a steady rhythm as they pounded.  Still, she kept walking toward the distressed squeaking.  She stopped when the sound came from the right.  She'd passed it.  When she turned, the colourful cloud moved a bush back and forth, just as if it was blowing in the wind.  The colours came toward her.  Her hair flew back like the little girl's.  It was warm on her cheeks and neck.
Holly walked toward the bush.  Looking down, she saw something struggling on the ground.  Grey feathers poked out between white ones, and darker feathers dotted the wings.  It was a baby owl.  Holly looked back at the house.  She should get her dad to come help her.  She knelt down to the ground, sitting on her feet.
The owl's foot was caught between a couple branches on the bush.  Holly looked up.  She wondered if the baby could fly yet or if she fell.  Moving closer, she watched—the owl might get mad at her.  It wouldn't take much to free her foot.  She only needed to lift it up a little.  And the owl wasn't struggling.  Holly could do this.
Slowly, she reached one hand forward, then followed with the other when the owl didn't move.  Holly tried to remember what she knew about owls.  They'd been the last animal her class had learned about before the end of the year.  A new baby was called a fledgling and an older one was called an owlet.  This one looked nothing like the new babies in pictures their teacher showed them.
Holding her breath, Holly lifted the foot up.  As soon as it was free of the branches, the owlet pulled it back.
"There.  You're free."  Holly pulled her legs out from under her and sat on her bum.  With her elbows on her legs and her hands holding onto her ankles, she waited to see what the owlet would do.
The colours came back, winding around first Holly and then the owl.  The gentle wind fluffed the owl's feathers, and its colours changed as it moved, creating the look of the rising sun.  As it disappeared again, the owlet hopped up onto Holly's knee.  Her shoulders tensed with the urge to pull back, but she stopped.  She didn't want the sudden motion to scare her.  Holly hoped it was a her, but she couldn't be sure.
"You're really pretty."
She tilted her head—her eyes the colour of Holly's mother's favourite jewelry.
"I'm new here.  We just moved.  I miss my old home."
The owlet tilted her head the other way.
"My mom and dad both got new jobs.  And I'm supposed to go to a new school and make new friends.  I don't want to do that."
She took a step closer up Holly's leg, her talons tiny sharp points poking through Holly's pants.  The owlet's eyes were big and round, reminding Holly of a girl from her class back in Hull Creek.  She had really light blonde hair and wore big circle glasses.  Perfect circles like the owlet's eyes.  Her name was Chloe.
"I guess I'm okay making friends with you.  You're a lot better than other kids."
Holly reached out to touch her feathers.  As soon as she made contact, the wind of colours came back, weaving around them and in between them.  It warmed her skin.  Her cheeks felt red, like when Tommy had embarrassed her at school, making fun of her for being the smallest in the class.  But Zachary had picked her up from school that day.  Tommy said nothing about her again.
The wind squeezed her, pushing at her back to lean her forward toward the owl on her lap.  The owlet hopped off her leg and everything inside Holly changed.  Tingles, like her entire body was asleep, shot outward from her bones.  Holly closed her eyes, trying to shut out the sensations, but then her body ached.  The ache grew.  She cried out, but the sound changed to mimic the owlet's three-toned squeak.
Holly fell to the ground with something covering her head.  She struggled for a moment, but the wind picked up the fabric to drop to the ground beside her.  Her shirt piled beside her as the wind disappeared.  Holly looked down at herself to see what was wrong with her.  Feathers that matched the owlet's covered her.  She tried to stretch her arms and spread out wings instead.  Her vision sharpened and the scents around her were strange.
She wasn't sure she liked what happened to her.  Looking over at the owlet, Holly watched her hop closer.  Everything was large around her.  The bush now loomed over them, the trees were bigger than giants.  She was an owl, an owlet.
The owlet came closer and touched her head to Holly's.  She needed the comfort in the chaos.  The owlet spoke, but the sound carried through the air and settled inside Holly.
How did you do that?
Holly didn't know how to answer so she made the motion of shrugging her shoulders which lifted her wings up and down.
Can you fly yet?
When Holly still couldn't figure out how to answer, the owlet tilted her head.
I'm just learning.  That's how I ended up down here.  I can help you learn too.  The owlet spread her feet and stretched her wings.  Like this.
Holly mimicked her movements although neither of them made it off the ground.  Warmth encased the area and rustled the grass and bushes.  The colourful wind was back.  It charged toward Holly and whooshed under her feathers, fluffing her up.  Then it did the same to the owlet.
I get it now.  The owlet touched her head to Holly's once again.  A connection she hadn't felt with anyone other than Zachary sparked between her and the owlet—between her and Chloe.  Sister.




CHAPTER ONE


"Hell of a day, eh, Tony?" 
Anthony glanced at Morton getting into their vehicle.  Nothing out of the ordinary had happened that day, but the calls had been non-stop.  He turned the heat down in their too hot truck when the dry heat blasted his face.  Morton had started his annual complaints about the approaching winter, and with that came burning extra gas by turning on every type of heater the truck had from the heated seats to the defroster that hit a windshield with no ice.  "I'm beat."  He looked forward to a cold beer with some TV.
The radio sounded and Hazel's voice from dispatch echoed in the cab.  "I've got one more for you boys."  Anthony picked up the receiver, inwardly wincing with acceptance that the day wasn't quite done.
"This is Anthony.  What have you got, Hazel?"  Hazel had been working dispatch for the past forty-five years, ever since her eighteenth birthday.  They'd all heard her stories from her younger years.
"An injured owl.  Some hikers called it in."  She rattled off the location.
"Got it.  I'm on my way."  He put the receiver back and pulled away from the lake.  "I'll drop you off on the way.  We don't need two of us for an owl.  You might as well go home."
"If you're sure.  I don't mind going with you."  Morton shrugged, but his shoulders had already slumped against the leather seat.
"I'm sure.  It's up near my place, anyway."  Morton wasn't lazy, but once he clocked out in his head, he clocked out completely.
Anthony pulled in behind Morton's truck.  "See you tomorrow."
"Have a good one."
"You too."  As soon as Morton closed the truck door, Anthony left, taking the road toward the edge of town closer to the mountains.  He found a couple hikers bouncing to keep warm on the side of the road.  The bright colours of their jackets made them look like flags waving in the wind.  When they saw his white truck, they hailed him down unnecessarily.  Anthony pulled to the side as much as possible without driving into the ditch and parked.  "Hi there.  You called about an owl?"
"Yes, we did."  A slim guy wearing bright blue stepped forward.
"I'm Officer Green with Fish and Wildlife."  He extended his hand, and the guy shook it.
"It's up this way."  He led Anthony into the trees.  "It doesn't look good.  We didn't dare touch it."
"You did the right thing."
"I don't think it's been there long.  Wonder what an owl is doing out at this time of day."
"Not all owls are nocturnal.  Some are active at dawn and dusk, and even some are active during the day and sleep at night."  Most people blanketed all owls into one category, but there were more species of owls than people realized.
"I didn't know that.  It's hunkered down next to that bush."  He crouched, his eyes squinting and his arm outstretched to point.
Anthony bent down.  Stained white feathers poked out from around the bush.  The pattern of black speckles over the oddly positioned wing told him it was a snowy owl.  Not rare around here, and not nocturnal.
Anthony stood and realized he now had a group of four hikers crowding around him.
"Thanks for the call.  I'll take care of this.  You enjoy the rest of your hike."  He watched them walk away, moving fast to warm up, then he stalked closer to the bush, moving around the side to see what he was dealing with.  Blood stained her feathers on her outstretched wing and on the feathers along her side.  Only one feather-clad foot touched the ground beneath her.  More blood stained the underside around her legs.  She was balancing precariously.  Eyes that should be yellow glowed a bright orange, and she blinked at him, trying to focus.  The poor thing must be in a lot of pain.
"Hey there, beautiful.  It's okay," he crooned.  With slow movements, he stepped closer, within reaching distance.  As quick as the bird of prey she was, her head lurched and she snapped, her beak clacking together.  A defensive move, lashing out in fear.  She swayed from the movement.  "Shh.  None of that.  I'm only here to help."
Anthony crouched down and tilted his head from side to side to get a good look at her.  "You're not in good shape, are you sweet owl?"  He'd kept his voice at a calm monotone in hopes to soothe her.
He watched her struggle while trying to figure out the best way to go about this.  He didn't want to cause more harm when he didn't know the full extent of her injuries.  An injured wing and he assumed a broken foot, but with the scrape along her side, he couldn't be sure what else.
Her chest puffed in and out and her eyes fluttered.  Anthony slowly stretched out his hands, but she didn't snap at him again.
"It's okay.  I've got you."  He caught her as she fell forward when her eyes closed.  She'd lost consciousness.
He gently felt her body for more injuries before lifting her.  Standing up, he cradled her uninjured side against his chest and used one hand to support underneath her.  His heart ached for the pain she must be in.  What she must have gone through.
There was a rehabilitation centre about two hours north and he knew she'd be well taken care of there, but he wasn't so sure she'd make it.  The next best place to take her would be to Asher Morestead, Alder Ridge's resident veterinarian.  When he'd passed Morestead Clinic in town, it had been closed.  Anthony hoped Asher was home.
He hiked back to his truck and positioned himself in the driver's seat, continuing to cradle the owl against him.  Frowning, he twisted to reach the opposite side of the steering wheel to switch gears with his left hand.  He drove one-handed toward Asher's.  She didn't stir until he parked his truck.
[image: image-placeholder]Jarring pain lanced through her.  Holly woke with a gasp and found herself engulfed in large, warm hands.  She tensed and looked up.  Rich brown eyes filled with comfort looked down at her.  The hand beneath her lifted and one finger stroked over her head.  His touch, that simple gesture, took some pain away. 
A breeze that should have been chilly with encroaching winter rushed around them, creating a pocket of warm air.  It was her wind.  The unique coloured swirl circled above her and around his head, ruffling his chestnut hair.  Seeing the wind meant something.  It was always a sign or a warning.  But Holly didn't have the strength to decipher its meaning right now.
"I'm going to get you some help."  He took a few stairs, then knocked on a door.  He was the only thing in her line of sight, and she didn't want to look anywhere else.  His scent filled her again as it had back in the woods.  The sensations it created mixed with her pain left her floundering, drunk on a potion.
He knocked on the door.  Holly recognized the voice of the man that answered.  
"Hi, Tony." It was Asher, a friend of Zachary's, who'd helped them escape from the underground fighting ring and had also fought against Tyrone in the woods today.
Guilt crashed on her chest and filled her lungs, clogging the way for her to breathe.  She'd fled.  She'd fled like a coward.  Violence had filled those moments in the woods.  Holly did what she needed to do, gouged Tyrone's eye to keep him from shooting her best friends, but as soon as the danger was over she got out of there.  Tyrone had broken her leg trying to get her off him.  She'd regretted fleeing, trying to find her way back to Zachary, but she'd been too weak.
"Hey, I need your help.  Some hikers found an injured owl, and I don't think she'll make it all the way to the rescue centre without being treated first.  I hope it's okay I brought her here.  I saw your clinic closed when I passed on my way out here."
"Of course it's okay.  I'm glad you brought her here."  Asher let them in, then started digging in a closet by the door.  "In the kitchen.  We'll set her down on the table."
The Fish and Wildlife officer, Asher had called him Tony, held her close and waited for Asher's instructions.
"There."
"I'm pretty sure she has a broken foot and an injured wing.  And there's a large scrape on her side."  Tony explained her injuries while he set her down on the table.
"You'll have to keep holding her for now."  Asher said to Tony, but his eyes glanced toward the stairs.
"I can do that."
Asher looked at her wing first.  It was tender with his touch, but the pain wasn't unbearable.  Tony's hands steadied her on the table.  Footsteps on the stairs pulled everyone's attention.  She recognized two of the three scents that entered the room.  Zachary, Ezaray, and another odd wild scent that held a similar tinge to Ezaray's.  She must be Asher's mate.
"Hol…"  Zachary started, but Asher cut him off.
"Officer Green brought in an injured owl.  These are friends of mine, Zachary and his… Ezaray."  Even Asher stumbled over the introduction.  Zachary couldn't walk in here and call Holly by name in front of a human, and Asher couldn't call out someone's mate in front of him either.
"Hi there.  Anthony."  He introduced himself with a nod, but then turned his eyes back down to her.  One finger left his hold and stroked over her head.  He'd called himself Anthony rather than Tony.  It suited him.
"Is she okay?"  The fear flowing from Zachary hit her with such force, it filled her.  It brought forth panic as she lay on a table surrounded by what felt like giants when in her small state.
"I think she will be."  Then Asher reached for her foot.  Holly screeched the second his fingers touched her.  The pain stretched, covering her leg and more like a spider web.
"Shh. Sweet owl.  I've still got you."  Anthony crooned as his grip firmed, but his finger still stroked her head.  His voice and the heat from his hands helped calm her.  But it didn't last as Asher continued to prod at her leg.
Zachary and Ezaray crowded closer the more she squealed and whined.
"What can I do?"  Zachary's frantic question barely cut through the nauseous fog swirling through her body.
"Nothing."
"Damn it, Asher."  He cursed and ran his hand over his head.  Ezaray came into view beside him, her hand on his arm.  Zachary was her childhood friend, her hero.  He'd rescued her and Ezaray.  And while Holly flew off to be alone, he'd mated Ezaray.  They were now more connected than she was to either of them.  Of course, she was happy for them, but it didn't help the loneliness encasing her heart.
When she'd been fleeing in the woods, she'd tried to get back to Zachary, knowing she'd needed help.  But now that she was here, panic overwhelmed her.  It hurt too much for Asher to continue to treat her.  Zachary's frustration bled into her.  He tried to reach for her, shushing and soothing her as he always used to do, but Holly squirmed harder.
"She needs to stay still."  Asher's calm command only worked on Anthony.
Anthony readjusted his hold and took a seat in one of the chairs surrounding the table, never losing contact with her.
"We're going to make you all better, sweet owl."  Then he hummed.  His warm palms surrounded her and the vibrations coming from his throat sent a calm rhythm through her.  The pain was still strong, but it was with Anthony that safety surrounded her.
Why wouldn't she feel safe with Zachary?
His scent, so strong and dizzying, her wind ruffling his hair, and the way his hands warmed her.  The pieces hit her all at once.  Anthony was her mate.
Fate was a fucking bitch.  Holly was in no state to have a mate.  She still refused to shift, preferring her freedom as an owl while she healed from her time in captivity.  From what she'd learned from Zachary, it was pointless to fight it.  And that just made her angrier at Fate and her meddling.  She could have sent any other conservation officer to get her, then she'd be in Zachary's hands and perfectly comfortable.  But no.  Panic at the thought of anyone other than her mate touching her pulsed hard.
"Okay," Asher spoke to her, "I'm going to give you something for the pain so I can reset your leg and bandage you up.  It will probably put you to sleep, too."
She pushed herself further into Anthony's hands.  There was nothing she could do but accept their help.  As long as her mate didn't leave, she knew she'd be okay.
[image: image-placeholder]Asher inserted the needle and the owl screeched, her muscles tensing for a moment before she relaxed against Anthony's palms.  She'd have a reprieve from her pain.  Only moments later her swirling eyes drifted closed, and she fell asleep.  Anthony loosened his grip but kept one hand near her head to continue to stroke her feathers.  The others that had entered the room were beside themselves, clearly having a strong connection to the animal on the table.  He found their behaviour odd, but Anthony let it go.  His concern was for his owl. 
His owl.
She'd calmed in his arms, in his hands.  He felt he had a responsibility toward her.  She'd pushed toward him when the others tried to reach for her.  Anthony had intended to take her to the rescue once Asher had treated her, knowing that would be the best place for her to recover, but he could no longer do that.  Besides, he suspected the other men in the room would argue with his plan.
Was he really going to take her home and care for her himself?
Zachary paced the room while Asher worked, and Ezaray sat at the opposite side of the table.  Gwen, Asher's wife, cooked dinner behind them all.  The room felt filled with noise, a hum of anxiety, but no one spoke until Asher finished.
"I set her leg.  It will heal fine.  She has a sprained wing and the scrape in her side isn't deep.  It will be sore, though."  Asher stretched his back, then started cleaning up.
"Thanks for looking after her, especially in your own home."
"It's not the first time."
"What do I need to take care of her?"  All eyes in the kitchen turned on Anthony.  He'd figured he'd get some resistance based on the reactions of all the extra people that worried for the owl.
"She can stay here.  We'll look after her."  Zachary took a few steps toward him, his eyes darkening and ready for a fight.  Anthony twisted his lips while mulling over his options.  It would be easier to leave her here.  She'd be in better care with a veterinarian.  He wouldn't get in a fight with an angry guy.  But that sense of responsibility for her jumped to the surface.  He wanted to take care of her.
"That's a nice offer, thank you.  But it's no burden.  I found her and am responsible for her."  He hadn't meant to admit that.
"I'm responsible for her."  The words sounded like they hurt.
"How so?"
Zachary clamped his jaw shut and looked to Asher, who only raised his brow.  They knew what each of them wanted to say, but they left Anthony in the dark.
"Have either of you seen this owl before?"  Alarm bells installed by his career piqued his curiosity.
"Yes," they answered in unison.
"No rehabilitation centre, please, as we know her home is here.  She'll heal well."  Asher stepped in front of Zachary.  The silence stretched before Anthony answered.  Zachary struggled behind Asher who remained calm with steady eyes on Anthony.  Gwen and Ezaray both held their breath while looking between Anthony and the other men.
"No centre," Anthony agreed.  Asher and Zachary both had strong opinions about this specific owl, but he didn't much care for the idea of parting with her.  "What do I need to take care of her?"  Anthony pulled out his officer voice to warn them both he was serious about taking her.  She'd put her trust in him.  He couldn't abandon her.
Zachary tensed, but Asher sighed and gave him instructions.  "A large space, no small cage.  You can feed her chicken or fish until she's able to hunt on her own.  But at that point she'll be on her own, anyway."
"Thank you.  I'd appreciate it if you came to check up on her."
"Of course.  I'll swing by in the morning."
Anthony cradled the owl as he lifted her.
"I'll come with you and hold her while you drive."  Zachary offered, his tone subdued.
"Thank you."  Anthony took the peace offering.  "I don't live that far.  I can drive you back once I have her settled."
"No need."
Anthony said his goodbyes to Asher, Gwen, and Ezaray.  Zachary followed him out to his truck.  He passed the owl over to him, surprised at his own reluctance to let her go, but pleased she was still unconscious.  Her reaction to Zachary inside worried him.
"How long have you known Asher?"  Anthony backed out of the driveway and turned the truck around.
"Not long."  Zachary looked down at the owl with concern.  His eyes never left her.
"You're not from Alder Ridge, are you?"  There weren't many people Anthony didn't know, but Alder Ridge wasn't so big you couldn't tell who didn't belong.
"I'm from Hull Creek."
"What brought you down our way?"
"That's a long story."  One he didn't want to tell.  Anthony let the conversation drop.  Zachary didn't want to talk, and Anthony couldn't figure out why he was trying so hard.
Reaching the end of the long lane that led to Asher's, Anthony slowed to look for traffic on the main road before cutting across to the next lane that led to his place.  He wasn't so far into the woods as Asher, but he had the same privacy.  Something he needed.  The time to be alone, away from the town, from prying family and neighbors.  Oh, he enjoyed living where he grew up, but he'd been here long enough and chose a profession that kept him under scrutiny.  Coming home was his heaven, his peace.
He parked his truck under his tree.  When he reached the other side of the truck, Zachary had his door open and was stepping out.  "You go unlock.  I can carry her in."
Anthony opened his door and allowed Zachary to follow him in.  He stopped in his living room and spun around, trying to think of the best setup.  Mentally snapping his fingers, he grabbed the spare playpen his sister left during her last visit.  He set it up against the wall by his back door that led to the deck and lined the bottom with a couple blankets.
"There.  What do you think?"  He slapped his fists on his hips and looked at Zachary.
"She'll hate it.  She'd be fine with just the blankets on the floor."
"True, but I don't want her doing anything that will cause her more harm."
"I suppose so."  His reluctance to agree was evident in the pinch of his lips and the tightening of his jaw.
Anthony took the owl from Zachary and placed her in the centre of the playpen.  "I can give you a ride back to Asher's."
"That's okay.  It's not that far.  I'll walk."
"If you're sure."
"Yeah."  He hesitated.  "If you need any help with her, you can call me, too."  He lifted a pen and paper off the end table and wrote on it before setting it back down.  "That's my number."
"I will.  Thanks for the help getting her here."
Zachary nodded, and after one last glance at the owl, he left.
"Well, I guess it's just you and me."  Anthony stroked her head to see if she would stir, but not a single movement other than her tiny breathing.  He eyed his couch, happy he went with comfort rather than aesthetics because that would be his bed for the next few nights.




CHAPTER TWO


Holly came to, a haze filling her mind and her senses.  She tried to stretch her body and winced as fresh pain cut through her.  Forcing her eyes open, she tried to make out where she was.  Beneath her were soft blankets.  The events of the evening flew back into her mind.  Being saved by a Fish and Wildlife Officer.  Anthony.  Her mate. 
Her eyes adjusted to the dark.  By the scent of the house, this was where Anthony lived, and he'd put her in a pen.  It looked a lot like a child's playpen.
She was fully awake now, whatever medicine Asher had given her had worn off.  She looked around the room for a clock, knowing not much time had passed.  Things like medicine and alcohol didn't have the same effect in small amounts in shifters as it did in humans.  It's possible Asher would have given her a higher dose, though.
As she turned her body, she put weight on her injured wing.  The painful squeak rushed out of her as she tried to right her body.
Movement on the couch caught her attention.
"You're awake."  Anthony turned on a lamp on an end table.  Holly winced as it shone in her sensitive eyes.  "Oh, sorry."  He rushed around the couch and stood between her and the light.
Holly looked up.  He wore only his boxers, his muscles on display.  She couldn't think.  His chest had a thin smattering of hair that didn't hide the lines of his pectorals that sat above a full set of abs.  Deeper breaths pulled his scent inside her.  Mixed with her pain, dizziness ensued.
"I thought you would have slept all night after the medicine Asher gave you."  He ran his hand through his hair, a frown marring his features.  For a man who'd been so confident when helping her, he looked so lost now.  "He didn't give me anything else to give you.  Are you in pain?"
Holly cocked her head.
"I'm sure you are."  He leaned against the back of the couch, crossing his feet at the ankles and resting his palms on the furniture.  "I wish you could tell me what happened."
Not a chance.  He may not be a police officer, but he worked in a law enforcement profession.  She hadn't known him long, but any man that would help an owl the way he did and still keep her to look after her would be someone with a specific sense of justice.  Besides, she knew nothing of what happened after she'd fled.  But she could assume.  No way would Zachary have called the RCMP to let them handle the dead bodies of Tyrone and his guard.  Not with the circumstances surrounding their deaths.  An event that Anthony himself may have been called in on.
Zachary had lured them into the woods after Tyrone had captured Ezaray and Maggie, another girl Holly'd been in captivity with.  An easily laid trap with shifters and their pairs around.
Her pair.
Panic tightened her body, every part of her protesting the unrest.  Chloe would be searching for her.  The magic that changed them matched every shifter with an animal, a twin in animal form that couldn't shift, but their aging changed to match their shifter.  Chloe was more than a sister or twin, and after over two years apart, they'd reconnected only for violence to separate them again.  Separated by Tyrone and Holly's cowardice.
Holly needed out.  She needed to find Chloe.  Screeching escaped her lungs and as she spread both wings and put half her weight on her splint-trapped leg.  Pain shot through her.  She tried to flap, but only had the strength for it in half her body.  The other half begged her to stop.
Anthony leapt off the back of the couch.  "Hey.  Shh.  Calm down."  He stood over the playpen, blocking her way out, despite the fact she wasn't getting any air.
Please, let me out, she begged him even though he couldn't hear her.
"You're going to hurt yourself, sweet thing."  He continued to shush her, but it wasn't enough.  Then he hummed, and he bent forward, his hand outstretched.  His tentative movements and the calming tune helped her breathe through her worry.
Holly stopped her flailing.  Although, she didn't settle.  Her wings were still out, and she still had her weight on her broken leg, trying to ignore the pain.  The last thing she wanted to do was hurt him.
"There.  That's it.  You're safe."  His fingers reached her head, and he moved them over her in the direction of her feathers.  Her breathing turned steadier.  The worry for Chloe still throbbed, but she had to trust that Zachary or Ezaray, or somebody would find her and explain where she was, that she was okay.
Anthony was more than kind.  Every word from his rich tone settled inside her in ways she didn't understand.  But she wanted to curl up in his lap.
"You're scared, but I'm going to take care of you."  His sleepy timbre had a low rhythm that turned her insides in a somersault.
He had no idea the vow he'd just made.  In his mind, he was nursing an owl back to health to release her back in the wild.  Only she knew he was her mate, and that vow could mean so much.  It was a vow she didn't need.
She folded her wings in, too quickly judging by the harsh pain, and lifted her foot back off the blankets.  She hunched in on herself, huffing at Anthony, her beak snapping in the smallest way.
His brows moved in a quick up and down.  Another person would have snatched their hand back, but not him.  He gave her one last stroke, then straightened himself.
"And now you're in a mood."  He shook his head and walked back around the couch.  Holly thought he was going to lie back down, but he started moving his furniture.  First the coffee table, then he spun the couch around so it faced her.  "You don't need to be alone while you try to get back to sleep."
He laid down and pulled a blanket up to his waist. 
Holly closed her eyes so as not to get sucked into the look of the man stretched before her.  She craved to know what drove him.  Why would he keep her and why would he sleep next to her?
[image: image-placeholder]His phone chimed and Anthony groaned as he pulled his arm out from under him to flop to the floor.  Turning off his alarm, he opened his eyes, although he only allowed himself to look through tightened up slivers.  As they adjusted, he saw the owl.  She appeared to be sleeping, but as soon as he swung a leg to the floor, her eyes snapped open and her head lifted. 
"Good morning."  His groggy tone escaped dry lips.  He yawned after scrubbing his face with both hands.  A sigh noting he wasn't ready to start the day rushed out of his lungs as he pushed on his knees to stand.  He stretched then his eyes landed on the owl who seemed to have perked up with the activity around her.
Anthony braced his hands on the side of the playpen.
"How are you feeling this morning, sweet owl?  I hope better, but I imagine it still hurts."
As if to answer him, she stretched out her injured wing with only a wince, then settled it back at her side and stared up at him.  He swore a challenge shimmered in her amber eyes that were never fully amber.
"Well, I wasn't expecting that."  That was some impressive improvement in one night.  She'd allowed him to touch her the night before, so he leaned down to do it again.  She tensed until he made contact.  Her eyes closed, and she nudged her head against his fingers.  "You're beautiful."
The speckled pattern on her feathers was oddly unique.  Wisps and swirls connected some of the dots.  He'd seen nothing like it.  And her eyes.  They had a gradient of colours culminating to create the shade of amber that they should be.  She was a special creature, and he looked forward to seeing her at her full strength.
"I need to get ready for work.  Don't do anything to hurt yourself."
He picked up his phone from the floor and called Asher on his way to his bathroom to shower.
"Hello?"
"Hey, it's Anthony.  I was hoping you had time to stop by and check on the owl before either of us leave for work."  While she seemed to be doing well, it would be reassuring if Asher looked her over.
"I already planned on it."
"I'm just getting in the shower."
"Okay.  I'll be over in half an hour."
Anthony hung up, then made quick work of a shower.  He pulled out a clean uniform from his dresser.  He loved his career, his town, and had a high
[image: image-placeholder]
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