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CHAPTER ONE
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The village of Oakhaven was, by all accounts, a peaceful place. This tranquility was legally attributed to the effectiveness of the Forest Service, but the locals knew it was largely due to two things: Charlie Crimson’s sourdough, which was potent enough to settle generational disputes, and the fact that the local Forest Sheriff was a terrifyingly large wolf who treated the surrounding woods like his personal backyard.

Golden sunset rays spilled across the meadow, bathing the peeling paint on the porch of Grandpa Jacob’s cabin. Charlie stood there, a woven basket clutched tight in hands that were currently human, though his agitation was making his inner panda itch to surface.

"Grandpa Jacob, if you eat one more of those raspberry tarts, you won't have room for the actual dinner I brought," Charlie scolded. His tone was as soft as the flour dusting his apron, but his posture was rigid.

Charlie was a Red Panda shifter, a lineage that came with certain side effects. He was prone to napping in sunbeams, possessed a voracious sweet tooth, and had a tendency to stand on his tiptoes and wave his paws when frustrated—a "threat display" the village found universally adorable rather than intimidating.

"Nonsense, Charlie! My metabolism is a marvel of nature," Grandpa Jacob chirped from his rocking chair. His striped tail swished happily behind him as he reached for the basket again. "I'll just have the last one..."

Charlie puffed up. Instinct took over; his ears popped out, rounded and fuzzy, and he raised his hands in a 'don't shoot' pose that his biology insisted was terrifying. "No! That one is... an extra. It's for the road."

Grandpa Jacob paused, his hand hovering over the pastry. His eyes twinkled with a knowing mischief. He knew exactly what went into that specific tart: three hours of tempering and patience. Its dark chocolate ganache was so glossy it mirrored the sunset, topped with tart forest berries to cut the sweetness. Charlie didn't bake "extras" of that caliber.

"Ah," Grandpa teased, slowly withdrawing his hand. "For the road. Or for the 'bodyguard' waiting by the meadow?"

Charlie flushed, the heat rising up his neck to tint his ears pink. "He's just patrolling. He said he was in the area."

"How curious. His patrol route always seems to overlap with your walking route every Sunday at four. It's almost clockwork."

Does he really...? Charlie’s heart gave a hopeful leap—a flutter in his chest like a bird taking flight—before he forced it to settle. No. Forest Sheriffs have mandated routes. Beau is just... thorough.

He snatched the basket and marched toward the clearing before Grandpa could add another word.

At the edge of the woods, beneath the sprawling canopy of an ancient oak, sat Beau Grande. The Forest Sheriff was a Dire-Wolf shifter of immense physical power and very little social grace. In human form, he was a wall of muscle and awkward silences that smelled of rain and pine needles. In wolf form, he was... well, a giant husky with a government-issued touchscreen.

The device, propped against a tree root, was two generations behind and relied on a faulty voice command system. Beau barked a sharp, staccato rhythm to log the coordinates. The screen lagged. He snapped his jaws and let out a high-pitched yip, shaking his head to wake the sensor. To any observer, he looked exactly like a dog snapping at invisible flies.

A soft laugh floated across the clearing.

The wolf froze mid-snap. He clamped his mouth shut, mortified, and turned his massive head. His amber eyes locked with Charlie’s.

"Grandpa invited you for dinner, Beau," the Omega said softly, stepping into the shade of the oak.

The wolf shook his head and let out a polite but declining chuff.

Duty calls, Beau thought, though his resolve was crumbling. His nose was currently being assaulted by the scent of Charlie—warm yeast, vanilla, and the sweet, clean musk of a happy Omega. It was unfair. When duty called, the distraction shouldn't smell like heaven and warm caramel sauce.

"I thought so," Charlie said with a sad smile. "Well, I had an extra one of this. I didn't want to throw it away."

He offered the pastry, wrapped in parchment paper.

Beau took it with a reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts. His massive canines grazed the paper liner, gentle as a breeze. His obvious devotion to whatever came from Charlie didn't prevent him from disappearing three hours of baking effort in two bites. He licked the chocolate from his chops with solemn gratitude, his tail giving a single, heavy thump against the earth.



It was dusk when Charlie stepped onto the forest path to head back to his bakery, the last embers of sunset bleeding into violet twilight. Beau immediately leaped into action.

He didn't just walk with Charlie; he cleared the way. When a squirrel dared to chatter at Charlie from a low branch, Beau let out a "boof" so deep it vibrated through the soles of Charlie’s shoes, sending the squirrel into a panicked retreat. When a stray branch stuck out over the path, Beau snapped it off with his jaws and tossed it aside, rubbing his cheek against the bark to leave his scent.

Mine. Safe. Protected.
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