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Author’s Notes 

Wow, I did another book, and you’re still here? Thank you for choosing to read my next book! I truly appreciate it and hope you find the same amount of joy in this book. This journey began back in September when I started university to pursue a bachelor's in theology. Facing challenges with a sensory processing disorder, a writing disability, and a learning disability, I was advised to practice daily writing to improve my skills for academic essays and discussions. Initially unsure of what to write each day, inspiration struck me after binge-watching a terrible, lackluster Netflix series based on a book series while enjoying a pepperoni pizza. After finishing the last episode, a thought suddenly sparked in my mind. “Yeah, I could totally create something better,” I mused internally without realizing what I was about to walk myself into. 

Navigating the writing process with a disability came with its challenges, especially after a free consultation revealed the high costs of professional editing tailored to my needs. In the end, editing this book took even longer than writing it, even with Grammarly. However, that didn’t stop me. What started as a single book has since grown into a franchise, expanding into a series with many more stories to come. I hope you’ll join me on this journey and experience the world of Wild Love Series as it continues to grow!

Check out our official website to stay updated, explore other books, and join our Discord group, 'Wild Love Series, for exclusive content, give feedback, and to report any grammar errors in this first edition! 

Official Website: wildloveseries.com 

Discord Group: https://discord.gg/2BdpNgt9d9

Facebook: Wild Love Series

Twitter: @WildLoveSeries
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— CHAPTER ONE —

The Weight of Knowing
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The drive back from Saint Mark’s Summit in Madeliene’s evergreen GMC truck was steeped in silence. Rain drummed softly against the windshield, filling the void between us. Madeliene kept her focus on the road, her deep blue eyes fixed ahead and her dark chestnut brown hair falling loosely over the shoulders of her snug, musty dark blue tactical sweater. Beside her, I sat in my black airsoft military jacket, my gaze fixed out the window, my thoughts circling endlessly. Neither of us spoke, and the tension hung in the air like an unspoken weight.

When the truck rolled to a stop in front of her house, I stepped out onto the gravel, my shoes crunching against the wet stones and splashing lightly in a shallow puddle. While Madeliene’s weathered hiking boots landed on the wet ground with a dull thud. I carefully avoided her eyes, determined not to let my anxiety show. I walked briskly around to the back of the vehicle to retrieve my black military backpack. 

As we met behind the truck, both reaching for our respective bags, Madeliene broke the silence. “You’re not freaking out or anything, are you?” she asked, her tone hesitant, almost sheepish.

“No,” I replied too quickly, my voice clipped and sharp. “Just trying to get my bag,” I added, my lips pressed tightly. 

“Well, okay,” she said, her uncertainty lingering. “But if you have any—”

“Nope!” I cut her off, my words spilling out hastily. “I’m fine,” I added, doing my best to sound convincing even as the edges of panic pressed in on me.

We made our way to the front porch, the wooden planks slick with rain. Madeliene unlocked the door, stepping aside to let me in. I waved her forward instead. She obliged, and I followed, shutting the door behind us with a firm slam—perhaps harder than I intended.

Turning to face me, Madeliene rubbed her arms, her expression both tired and strained. “I’m going to head off to sleep,” she said. “That trip drained all my energy.” 

“Okay,” I replied flatly, keeping my voice neutral.

She hesitated for a moment, then added, “And maybe... that might give you some time to think.”

“Nope. I’m good,” I muttered, barely containing the storm of emotions beneath the surface.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” she asked, her voice soft, her concern evident.

I couldn’t answer. My silence was the only thing holding back the unraveling of my composure. After a moment, she dropped her bag by the console table, placed her keys in the glass bowl, and headed down the hallway. Her footsteps on the creaky stairs sounded rushed, as if she, too, was running from the weight of her own thoughts. 

Once I no longer heard her moving about, I made my way to the guest room. Dropping my bag by the dresser, I flicked off my shoes and shrugged off my rain-soaked jacket, letting it fall to the carpet. Exhausted but restless, I collapsed onto the bed and gripped the sheets tightly, my face twisting into a silent scream. 

The weight of what I now knew bore down on me like a vice. I wanted to speak, to let the words pour out into the stillness, but Madeliene’s wolf-like hearing left me no such luxury. Instead, I was forced to keep the turmoil locked inside, my thoughts spiraling endlessly in the confines of my mind. It only made the ache worse.

Internally, I yelled at myself, “So, out of all the women in the world, Mattias, you finally have someone in your life, and that person might not even be human? Shouldn’t the fact that you actually got along with this person have been a red flag? Because let’s face it—you’re not exactly a beacon of normalcy yourself. Here you thought you did it. You broke through that social barrier, one society’s slapped on you and the one you put up against others. But no. Turns out, I genuinely can’t connect with people. I ended up falling in love with an animal.”

*“Well, I always did find it easier to get along with animals than humans, but this?! Shitola!”*

It wasn’t that I couldn’t accept the fact, or even be mad at Madeliene. I wasn’t. I was angry with myself. I started replaying every memory I had of her, starting from the first time we met at the hospital. 

*Did Madeliene somehow cause that mountain lion to attack?* I wondered. *I don’t know. Maybe she was following it. Maybe it attacked me, and she felt guilty—like a karmic responsibility to help me recover. That tea... oh my God, what if Genevieve is into witchcraft? Shit, have I exposed myself to possession?!* 

But then another thought calmed me. *No, no. I’ve been able to go to Church and confession. *Thank God.* I exhaled sharply but only for a second before another alarming thought hit me. *Madeliene’s father. Oh, shit.* 

My heart pounded. *What if he finds out I’m here? This isn’t some redneck with a shotgun we’re talking about. It’s a 300-pound predator. Stupid, stupid Mattias!* My hands gripped the edge of the bed. *So, now what? Do I leave? Yes! We’ll sneak out in the middle of the night—wait, no. I promised to help Madeliene out at the vet.* 

I groaned aloud, my thoughts spiraling uncontrollably. “And she’s ah... aaahhhhhh! What am I even thinking?”

Finally, I muttered under my breath, “Shit, I need a drink. Jack Daniels and Cola.”
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— CHAPTER TWO —

Still Madeliene
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I woke up sprawled on top of the bed, half my face sticky with drool. Great. I wiped at it with the back of my hand, grimacing at the realization. As I lay there, staring at the ceiling, the events of yesterday came rushing back, hitting like a cold wave. I’d have to face her again—the creature. Could I just hide in my room all day? The thought was tempting, but another part of me whispered that Madeliene might need me for something. Despite my inner turmoil, I knew I couldn’t just leave her. 

Dragging myself out of bed, I took a shower, dressed, and finally mustered the courage to step into the kitchen. 

Madeliene sat at the small table, a mug of tea cradled in her hands. Behind her, three large antique windows with weathered wooden frames overlooked the dense forest, their panes capturing the early morning cloudy sky. She wore an indigo sherpa fleece jacket that hugged her frame, its soft texture contrasting with the sleek, dark chestnut waves of her hair, which framed her face like an exquisite portrait. Her deep blue eyes met mine with an intensity that made my stomach churn. She looked tired—her expression caught somewhere between vulnerability and resolve.

The kitchen, usually warm and inviting with its wooden cabinetry and countertops hewn from natural stone reflecting the soft glow of the overhead lights, now felt different. The discovery of her true nature lingered in the air, making the space feel less like a sanctuary and more like unfamiliar territory. There was now a simple autumn centrepiece on the table, which would have added a touch of hominess, but seemed out of place in the shadow of everything I’d learned.

“You want tea?” she asked, her voice calm but distant.

“No, thank you,” I said robotically, my tone devoid of emotion. I stood there awkwardly, rooted to the spot as if frozen to the floor, unsure of what to do next.

Madeliene seemed equally lost for words. After a moment, she tried again, her voice faltering slightly. “I have milk?”

I hesitated, then asked cautiously, “Is the tea made by Genevieve?”

“No,” she replied quickly, shaking her head. “This is just Sleepytime Tea I bought from Walmart.”

“Okay,” I said shallowly, my voice barely audible. And yet, I remained rooted in place, as if my feet were nailed to the floor.

Madeliene shifted in her seat, visibly struggling to keep herself composed. Her voice broke slightly as she murmured, “I’m still Madeliene.”

The weight of her words was palpable. It hung in the air between us like an unspoken plea. 

Finally, I stepped into the kitchen, my movements stiff, aiming for the tea kettle on the stove, but before I could reach it, she stood abruptly and intercepted me. Without a word, she poured another mug of tea and handed it to me. 

“Thank you,” I said quietly, taking the mug from her hands. 

She returned to her seat at the table and resumed staring at me, her gaze piercing, as if searching for something—some assurance or reaction that I wasn’t ready to give.

“Are you going to sit down?” she asked, her voice soft but insistent.

I asked, “Is that what people normally do?”

“So I’ve been told,” Madeliene replied, her tone suggesting she wasn’t entirely certain. “It might be best to do something normal right now.”

I moved stiffly toward the table, feeling like every motion was under scrutiny. Madeliene pulled back a chair beside, her movement more casual than mine. As I joined her, I asked, “Genevieve’s not a witch, is she?”

"Mmm, not to my knowledge,” Madeliene replied with a faint smirk. “Just a tea sommelier.”

“And Samantha and Isabel?” I pressed.

Madeliene took a sip from her mug, her expression flat. “Just an ass and a person on way too much caffeine,” she said before setting the mug down.

I forced a nervous chuckle. “And your father?”

She coughed sharply, her tea going down the wrong pipe. After clearing her throat, she managed, “He’s the last person you’d want to meet.”

“Ah, I see. And I’d assume that includes your older sister, too, the one you’ve only mentioned once?”

Madeliene hesitated, her gaze dropping for a moment. “She’s a prankster and also kind of a dreamer. If she wasn’t, maybe it would’ve been easier for me to form my own life. But she is... as people go.”

“As wolves go?” I added, watching for her reaction.

She glanced at me sideways and said, “That... That is negotiable.”

The air between us grew heavy, so I stood abruptly, mug in hand. Placing it in the dishwasher, I changed the subject. “Well, okay, thanks for the tea. So, when exactly are you going to work?”

“Work?” she echoed, tilting her head.

“Yes,” I said, leaning on the counter. “I agreed to go with you if you went back to work at the animal rescue center. Plus, you left your boss hanging at the Halloween party just a day ago.”

Madeliene frowned, her expression caught between suspicion and curiosity. “You’re just doing this as a...? Are you really serious about this?”

“What do you mean? You were serious about quitting,” I replied, though her tone told me she had more to say.

“Are you doing this as a way to cope?” she asked, her voice quieter now. “I could actually hear you downstairs making silent screams with your mouth.”

“What? No!” I protested, my voice rising defensively. “I was doing vocal stretches with my jaw. You know, from subconsciously clenching my teeth during our trip yesterday. I was just stretching it out.” 

Her face told me she wasn’t buying it, but to my relief, she didn’t push further. I think, deep down, she knew I was still screaming inside—just as I knew she was too. “Well, alright,” she said finally, standing up and placing her mug in the dishwasher alongside mine.

We walked together to the front door, but as I stepped onto the front porch, Madeliene tugged my hand, stopping me mid-stride. “Don’t you want your jacket?” she asked, her tone casual yet pointed.

That’s when it hit me—I was about to head out into the cloudy, forested weather of British Columbia, the kind that promised an impending downpour, without a jacket. Great. That definitely wouldn’t scream, *I’m totally calm and composed*. 

“Let me get it,” I added quickly, brushing past her toward the hallway.

“It’s in your room,” she called after me.

“You would be correct,” I shouted over my shoulder, moving briskly down the hallway. Reaching my room, I found my black jacket crumpled on the floor infront of the bed. Scooping it up, I shrugged it on and headed back down the hall.

When I returned, Madeliene tilted her head slightly, her eyes dropping to my feet. “Your shoes?” she asked.

I looked down. I had only my socks on. Son of a— “Right,” I said, glancing up at her. “They’re in...”

“In your room,” she interjected, her expression unreadable.

“Yep. In the room,” I echoed flatly, spinning on my heel and heading back again.

This was just getting better and better. I found my shoes in the same spot by the bed, grabbed them, and marched back to the front door where Madeliene was now waiting outside. Behind her, the cloudy rainforest stretched out, its misty greens and grays blending into the horizon. She held the cane I’d used previously, her hand resting lightly on the doorknob as if to lock it once we left.

I dropped down by the door, slipped my shoes on hastily, and stood up. “Okay, let’s go.”

“Good,” she replied simply, stepping aside to let me through. She closed the door behind me but left it unlocked. I supposed that made sense—who would even think to rob a house this far out?

I climbed into the evergreen truck's passenger seat as Madeliene tossed the cane into the cargo bed before rounding to the driver’s side. She slid in, started the engine, and drove forward out of the driveway.

We hadn’t gone far before she pulled over beside a brick mailbox, leaving the engine running as she stepped out. She unlocked the box, gathered the mail, and sifted through it briefly before climbing back in. The stack of envelopes landed unceremoniously on the dashboard, one of them orange, resembling the Halloween invitation letter she had received last time.

“Aren’t you going to read it?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“Nope, not this time,” she said, her tone clipped but not unkind.

“Fair,” I replied, leaning back into the seat. 
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— CHAPTER THREE —

Trying for Normal
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The rest of the drive to the recovery center was silent, the kind of quiet that wasn’t uncomfortable, just... still. For forty-five minutes, neither of us spoke as the truck navigated the winding roads through the dense BC forest. Towering evergreens loomed on either side, their dark silhouettes blurred by the steady drizzle streaking the windows. The rhythmic hum of the engine blended with the soft patter of rain on the roof, and occasionally, the splash of tires against puddles broke the monotony. Outside, the muted colors of moss-covered trunks and rain-soaked foliage created a serene yet somber backdrop, matching the stillness between us.

When we arrived at the broken or run-over Recovery Center sign marking the turn, Madeliene guided the truck onto the property. The mudslide that had once plagued the area was now cleared, replaced by an older gentleman diligently placing concrete slabs to form a retaining wall—an effort to prevent a repeat event.

The Pacific Northwest Animal Recovery Center looked much as I remembered, a seamless blend of nature and purpose. The single-story structure, crafted from locally sourced wood, exuded a rustic charm that harmonized effortlessly with the tranquil landscape. Its weathered exterior was softened by large, efficient windows that invited natural light to flood the interior. At the entrance, there was a warm welcoming sign display the center's name, framed by a meticulously landscaped garden of native plants that served as a haven for local wildlife. 

The caged enclosures were thoughtfully designed to mimic the animals’ natural habitats, providing a sense of comfort and safety for those under the center’s care. The building’s integration with its surroundings was a testament to its mission—a sanctuary for both creatures and conservation.

Madeliene parked the truck, and we both stepped out. I moved to the cargo bed to retrieve my cane, but before I could grab it, she reached for it, her expression troubled.

“Wait! What about Samantha?” she asked, her voice laced with unease. 

“What about her?” I asked, pretending not to understand her concern in a light tone.

“I can’t avoid her all day,” Madeliene admitted, her eyes darting to the building.

I paused, meeting her gaze. “As far as she knows, you’re just passionate about wolves. She didn’t get anything out of you from at that party. And even if she did, who’s going to believe her? Anyone would label her clinically insane.”

Madeliene didn’t look convinced, so I pressed on. “Plus.., you should hold your head up high; the owner was happy you saved Gus.”

“Gary,” she corrected softly.

“Yes, Gary the owl,” I continued, nodding. “You’re not in trouble. Samantha’s the one who’s got something to prove. She’ll either shape up or find herself a thorn in everyone’s side. But honestly, as long as we’re in public and I’m here, someone funding the center’s expansion, by the way, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Her brow furrowed slightly, and I added, “So, you’re not in trouble. Samantha is, and she is either going to do better or be a thorn to you, but I doubt she will do that, as long as you’re in a public area and I’m here, who will soon be funding the new expansion of the center and therefore your boss will hold your words to merit more than hers if she ever does anything.” 

Her brow furrowed slightly, and I added, “OH! Also, the fact you saved Gary, which I think is a great thing, will be a minute detail to your boss when we help fund the expansion, with a very large donation.” 

Madeliene then calmed herself down and looked better, with a hint of confidence, “Alright, Matthias, I didn’t think all of that.” I then grabbed the cane from the cargo bed, and we both walked across the parking lot to the front sliding doors.

With a small smile, I retrieved the cane from the truck bed, and together we walked across the parking lot. As the sliding doors hissed open, a wave of warm air greeted us, carrying the faint scent of antiseptic.

The receptionist stood up with a friendly smile and said, “Oh, Madeliene, you left the Halloween party early? Is everything okay?” 

Shit. I’d forgotten this was going to happen. Honestly, even I wouldn’t have shown up today if I’d known everyone would be asking this question. It’s like some unspoken rule—leave an event early, and people *ALWAYS* ask why. Is it nosy? Caring? Who knows. All I knew was that I better not leave Madeliene’s side for the rest of the day, if I could help it.

I glanced at her. She was frozen in place, clearly trying to come up with an answer. Should I step in? But what could I even say? After a brief pause, I decided to take the hit for her.

“Madeliene had to leave early because my leg was giving out,” I said, gesturing toward the cane in my hand. “I clumsily thought I wouldn’t need to bring this cane I borrowed from here—the one Isabel gave me—but I did still need it.” I lifted the cane slightly to show proof and offered a sheepish smile for added effect.

The receptionist tilted her head, her smile widening into something between amusement and a subtle reprimand. “You’ve been healing pretty fast, Mattias,” she said with a teasing tone. “Don’t get cheeky about it.”

Was that nosy, or just a genuine correction? I couldn’t tell. Either way, my brain skipped the usual filters as I responded loudly, “Alright.” 

Probably could’ve toned that down a little. It didn’t sound guilty at all. 

Madeliene’s fingers suddenly clenched around my left hand. “That’s why he’s working here now,” she said firmly, her tone sharp enough to end the conversation. Without waiting for a reply, she yanked my hand, leading me away. 

We slipped through a door marked “Employees Only,” and Madeliene guided me down a hallway painted a warm orange, its inviting color doing little to mask her simmering frustration. When we got near the end of the hall, she opened the door to an empty break room, holding it for me to enter.

I stepped into the room and closed the door softly behind me, the weight of the conversation ahead pressing heavily on me. Madeliene stood near the dresser, her arms crossed, her dark blue eyes flickering with unease. Turning toward me, she finally broke the silence. “I don’t like the idea of blaming you when it was Samantha’s fault.”

“I couldn’t say,” I replied hesitantly. “I couldn’t exactly tell them Madeliene left because she was insulted by Samantha for exposing, possibly, her... you know... thing, and all that. Besides, it worked.”

Madeliene furrowed her brow, not entirely convinced. “And what about the people who were in the room playing that guessing game?” she asked, her voice edged with worry.

“They only saw you leave the room,” I explained, carefully choosing my words. “Not the mansion itself. Nobody saw you physically walk out of the house. And honestly, with all those people acting like party animals, no one was paying attention to a clock or your whereabouts. They’re not going to dig into this or find any holes in our story. Even if those who played the game figure something out, they’ll assume you left because of me. They’ll think whatever we’re covering for happened later in the night—after you left.”

“But it’s Samantha’s fault,” Madeliene insisted, her voice rising slightly.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied, my tone firm but kind. “If you push the blame back on her, you risk looking like a bad guest—someone who left early without explanation. People love themselves more than the truth, Madeliene. I owe you more than this favour, so please, just take it.”

Madeliene hesitated, her arms dropping to her sides. “I don’t want your fav..” she began, but her words were cut off as the door opened. 

Standing there was a woman I instantly recognized, despite the drastic difference in her appearance. At the Halloween party, she’d worn a terrible black wig while playing Wednesday Addams’s mother—though I still don’t know the character’s name. Now, dressed in casual outdoor clothes—jeans and an evergreen fleece jacket—her green eyes and long brown hair gave her an air of quiet authority. I knew she was the owner of the recovery center, yet, embarrassingly, I still didn’t know her name.

“Madeliene,” the woman greeted warmly, stepping inside. “You left the party early. Is everything alright? You left in quite a rush.”

Madeliene shifted uncomfortably but managed a small smile. “Oh, yes, we had to leave early because Mattias couldn’t walk without his cane any longer.”

The owner’s eyes flicked between us, her expression growing more serious. “I heard Samantha was picking on you,” she said, her voice lowering slightly. “And... oh, what was the other girl’s name? The girl wearing a green dress and had fairy wings.”

“Well,” Madeliene started, her tone uneasy, “It did make me want to leave. But the real reason was Mattias’ leg. He’s been trying to walk on his own, and, well, he convinced me he could do it without the cane.”

Ouch. That hurt internally—though I’d told her she could use me as an excuse, hearing it stung all the same.

The owner nodded slowly, her expression softening as she turned her attention fully to me. “And why are you here, Mattias?” she asked, her tone light but teasing. “Is it so Madeliene can keep an eye on you?”

"My gosh," I thought to myself. “No, I came with her because I wanted to ask if I could volunteer and offer a nice donation to this institution,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I could overthink. My hands felt clammy, and I realized, with growing panic, that I couldn’t even remember the name of this place. Great start.

I forced a smile and continued, “Isabel was kind enough to give me a tour last week, and I can see the money would be well spent here. I’d like to fund some expansions—possibly over a hundred twenty thousand in crypto, if I can—and I’d like a seat on the board.” My confidence wavered for a split second, but I pushed through. “You’d be surprised how much you can make living alone. And before we dive into expansions, I think we should start by fixing up the barn where the children’s tours are held—it looks like it’s being held up by termites holding hands.”

The moment the words left my mouth, I froze. *Oh, shit.* I didn’t filter. My eyes darted to Madeliene, whose expression was a mix of shock and what looked like terror. If she could have imploded on the spot, I think she might have.

To my surprise, Madeliene’s boss let out a hearty laugh. “You know, I’ve hated that barn for years,” she admitted. “It’s always been so creepy and chilly in there, but my father insisted that kids should ‘grow a little muscle.’” 

“Really?” I said, relieved by her reaction. “Was he the one out there building the concrete wall where the mudslide happened?”

Her face softened with a hint of pride. “Yes, he was.”

“It’s pretty cold outside,” I offered. “I’d be happy to help him out there.”

She waved the idea off with a chuckle. “Oh no, he gets angry if I send someone to help him. But if you’d like to volunteer or work here, I can certainly set you up. Do you have a task in mind besides funding us?”

My mind blanked. *Crap.* I liked 3D modeling, but getting out of the house, away from my computer, and into the real world sounded appealing. I hesitated. “Well... besides funding, I don’t know... actually.”

She smiled knowingly. “If you want, you can start by feeding the animals and see what you like—”

“I’ll work next to Madeliene,” I blurted, cutting her off. The words were out before I could stop them, but I quickly added, “As long as Madeliene is okay with it...”

“That’s fine!” Madeliene burst out, her voice a little too loud and hurried.

Her boss raised an eyebrow, glancing between us. “Are you sure? Perhaps you'd prefer something... less hands-on?”

“Nope, it’s fine,” I said firmly. “I’ll do whatever she’s doing today.”

The boss regarded us for another moment, then shrugged and headed for the door. “Well, alright, but if you change your mind, just come and find me.”

The boss regarded us for a moment longer, then shrugged and headed for the door. “Well, alright. But if you change your mind, don’t hesitate to come and find me.”

I wasn’t entirely sure if that conversation had gone well. No one yelled, so... I guess that was a good sign? At least I wouldn’t have to worry about Madeliene being stressed or upset by the nosy question, “Why did you leave, Madeliene?” Her boss knows, and it’ll probably spread smoothly, especially since her words carry more weight with the employees here—and because we’re on her good side. 

Breaking the silence, Madeliene suddenly spoke up, her voice steady but firm. “She already knew the truth about Samantha harassing me. And Mattias, that’s way too much to give. A hundred and twenty thousand? Are you insane?”

Before I could reply, she whacked my shoulder—hard. A sharp jolt shot through me as I stumbled, nearly losing my balance. It felt like being hit by a truck.

I place the cane against the wall and straightened, waving her concern away and trying to ignore the lingering sting. Even after being hit hard by the truth of who she was, she was still someone I wanted to give all I had—not because I owed her for everything, but because she deserved it. Yet I also knew she’d never take anything if she thought it came from a sense of obligation. 

I met her gaze and continued, “There will always be money, Madeliene. It’s fine. After hearing your stories and getting a tour of this place, I can see the joy it brings—even if it’s a little hard to see that right now.”

She hesitated, clearly wanting to push back, but I didn’t give her the chance. “Samantha is already in enough trouble,” I replied. “If she gets fired, the people you work with will most likely distance themselves from you. Look, they’d probably see you as... I don’t know. The point is, you just have to play the worker’s game. Admitting the truth and getting Samantha removed for her stunt would put you in a worse position than letting her stay and allowing the rumors about what actually happened to die off, with our version of the story eventually replacing the incident.”

The words tumbled out quickly, but I pressed on. “I know it doesn’t make sense—it’s stupid, honestly—but I’ve dealt with bosses and coworkers enough to know how these things play out. Just trust me on this. I said I’d help you, and I meant it.”

Madeliene’s shoulders relaxed, her gaze softening slightly. “Now,” I asked, changing the subject, “what exactly are we doing today?”

“Well,” she replied with a sigh, “there’s feeding the larger animals, like the predators, and then cleaning sixteen of the bird cages today.”

“You mean the massive ones that lead outside?” I asked, recalling the cages I’d seen during the tour.

“Yeah, those,” she admitted, her tone flat. “It’s awful.”

A pang of guilt twisted in my chest. No wonder her boss had asked if I wanted to help with something else. She shouldn’t be doing this alone, or am I being too overly protective? No, I’m being correctly protective. 

As my thoughts churned, another realization hit me: if I was going to work here, I’d have to pull some late nights to finish the 3D modeling for the NFTs, or there wouldn’t be any money. Shit, why can’t I filter these things?

Together, we fed the animals at the sanctuary. I learned more that day than I expected—like the surprising fact that some animals could take human vitamins, consuming more in a single day than I ever could. We started with the larger animals—deer, coyotes, and even a black bear that seemed to recognize Madeliene immediately.

When it came time to feed the mountain lion I saw the last time I visited the sanctuary, I made sure to stay a step behind Madeliene—after all, she was far better at this sort of thing, and I wasn’t eager to tempt my luck twice.

After that, we moved on to the less glamorous task of cleaning sixteen large outdoor bird cages, each accessible through a metal door down a dimly lit, eerily silent, and shadow-filled concrete hallway inside the rescue center. Armed with buckets of water, scrubbing brushes, and bottles of animal-safe cleaning chemicals with cheerful labels, we tackled the mess. Bird droppings were everywhere—even on the walls. Honestly, I was glad I’d skipped packing lunch because I didn’t feel like eating when it was finally time for a break.

I did my best to ease Madeliene’s workload, even when it made things harder for me. At one point, a vulture, in all its wisdom, decided to land on my back while I scrubbed a cage. Despite everything, the work felt more tolerable with Madeliene by my side.

Throughout the day, four different people approached Madeliene with the same question she seemed unwilling—or unable—to answer: “Oh, Madeliene, you left the party early. Is everything okay?” 

Why do people do that? Why press someone for answers they clearly don’t want to give?

Thankfully, Samantha didn’t make an appearance, which made the day feel a little lighter overall.
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— CHAPTER FOUR —

Sanctuary Work
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After cleaning the last cage, Madeliene bent down to pick feathers out of the wood chips while I attacked a particularly stubborn stain. Somehow, bird droppings had made it to the ceiling in the last cage we had to do. How does that even happen?

Somehow, Madeliene managed to keep her indigo sherpa fleece jacket spotless, despite the mess around us. Every movement she made seemed effortless, as though perfect practice had taught her how to gracefully avoid the splashes of dirty water. Meanwhile, I struggled to keep my black rain jacket clean, dodging dirty water droplets and failing more often than not.

As the day wound down, she straightened and said, “Alright, we’re done for the day. I can take these buckets.”

“Nope, I’ve got it,” I said quickly. “Just tell me where to take them.”

“I’ll show you,” she replied as she scooped up the trash bags, leaving me to handle the buckets of dirty water. Together, we exited the cage and walked down the dimly lit creepy hallway again. She stopped at an open closet with a tiled floor, a sink, and an assortment of cleaning supplies.

“Just rinse everything out, and then we can head home,” she instructed.

I turned on the hose and began rinsing out the buckets, the water swirling with grime. “Don’t you want to say goodbye?” I asked.

“To whom?” she asked, her tone flat.

“Your wolf friend,” I replied. “I can take the trash bags, too, if you tell me where they go. You can have your twenty minutes or so.”

She hesitated. “Oh, we don’t have to do that today.”

“It’s fine. Does he have a name?” I pressed gently.

She paused before finally answering, her tone cautious. “Mathew. His name is Mathew.”

“Nice name,” I said, smiling. “He’s my favourite Gospel writer.”

“Uhm... alright,” she said after a moment, deciding not to argue further. She pointed to an exit door at the end of the hallway. “Just go down that way and toss the trash bags in the dumpster when you’re done rinsing the buckets.”

Before I could say anything more, she walked off, her footsteps echoing faintly against the gray brick walls. Left alone, I continued rinsing the buckets, the sound of water filling the silence around me.

After rinsing the buckets, I gathered the trash bags and stepped outside to throw them away. As I rounded the corner toward the dumpster, I froze. Samantha was standing just a few feet away, laughing and chatting with a group of women. Panic jolted through me like a live wire. 

I moved quickly, trying to toss the trash without being noticed. Wait—maybe stealth would be better? No, the loud, squeaky hinges on the metal dumpster would give me away. Instead, I turned my back to her, keeping my face hidden, and dumped the bags in as swiftly and quietly as possible. I didn’t dare glance over my shoulder to see if she’d noticed me. 

Mission accomplished, I walked briskly back down the dimly lit shadow-filled concrete hallway one last time. Another hallway where I got lost, another brief wrong turn—again, then through the breakroom, and then finally down the hallway with the warm, inviting walls.

The receptionist looked up as I came out of the “Employees Only” door. “Have a good night,” she said with a polite smile.

“Goodnight,” I replied automatically, keeping my tone neutral and my pace steady. 

Once outside, I made my way along the path I had recalled from my last visit, past the chain-link fence where the children’s tours began, past the barn, and past the rows of cages I’d cleaned earlier, and son of a bitch four of them have crap already in them. So much for our hard work taking all day.

I continued past the lunch tables and toward the area where the larger mammals were kept. There, I spotted Madeliene crouched by a cage, her back turned to me. She seemed completely focused, her body still except for the slight movement of her hand against the bars. I couldn’t hear a word, but something about her posture suggested she was communicating. With what? The animal in the cage? Something invisible? At this point, I wasn’t ruling anything out. 

After all, I’d apparently fallen for someone who wasn’t entirely human. Or was it the other way around? Was she human and just happened to turn into a wolf? Did I even want to know the answer?

Shaking my head, I walked over to the same bench I’d sat on during my last visit and took a seat, watching her from a distance. She had an uncanny way of showing kindness, a gentleness that seemed to bridge the gap between species. All I could do was wait—and wonder.

About twelve minutes later, Madeliene rose from her quiet conversation by the wolf’s cage. She turned toward me, her expression unreadable, and began walking in my direction. As she approached, I stood up and asked gently, “Do you need any more time?”

“Nope,” she said simply, shaking her head. “We can go home now.”

With that, we turned back the way we had come, retracing the winding path down the trail. The air was cooler now, and the fading light hinted at the quickening approach of autumn. The first week of October always seemed to steal the daylight, two hours disappearing in an instant. By the time we reached the parking lot, the sky was a dusky gray, and the deepening shadows signaled that night would greet us by the time we returned home.

The truck ride was quiet, the kind of silence that hangs heavy and expectant. But I couldn’t keep it that way for long.

“Why did you go to the party like that?” I asked, breaking the silence. “Exposing your... other half?”

Madeliene kept her eyes on the road, her hands firm on the wheel. “I let the wolf side of my excitement get the better of me,” she admitted, her tone measured. “You being fully healed, coming to the party with me... and it being a Halloween party, it felt like the one time I could show my other half without people giving me weird looks.” She hesitated before adding, “I won’t lie, though. It was hard to pull off. My ears being up on my head made it tricky. I had to pin my hair completely over where my ears would normally be, but the slightly oversized witch hat helped.”

“Okay,” I replied, not sure what else to say, letting the subject drop there.

Several minutes passed in silence, the hum of the truck filling the space between us. Then, Madeliene spoke again, her voice quieter, almost hesitant. “Matthias, I know you needed some time, and I’ve been trying to give you that. But you seem like you’re... I don’t know, going through the motions. Like you’re on autopilot. You’ve been so quiet, even when we were coming back down the trail yesterday.”

“Wasn’t I quiet when we went up the trail too?” I countered, my voice flat but not unkind.

“Yes, you were,” she admitted, her tone softening. “I guess I’m being a little sensitive myself on this topic. Even I don’t know how to handle this situation.” She glanced at me briefly, then back at the road. “I just know this is strange for you. But I’ve learned, spending my life with someone every day... going through the motions or holding parts of myself back becomes a burden instead of a tool. It seemed like the right thing to do. And there was no one else there at the top of the trail. No one for kilometers.”

Her words lingered in the space between us, honest and unpolished, like a truth she had been waiting to share. I didn’t respond immediately, letting her thoughts settle in the quiet truck, as the road ahead led us home.

In truth, telling myself that I wished for things to return to normal would be a comforting lie—a falsehood designed to soothe the turmoil within. Expecting her to suppress such a vital part of who she was—something so intrinsic to her being—would make me the greediest, most selfish person. And yet, a part of me longed for the simpler version of the woman I had come to know, the kind and thoughtful person who had shaped so much of my life recently.

She had always been open, at least in her own way—open with her thoughts, her struggles, and her care for those around her. Maybe nothing would truly change. After all, she never outright lied about who she was, except for concealing the literal wolf part of herself. In hindsight, anyone living with her for more than a month might have noticed the signs. But I hadn’t, maybe because I was different with my own disabled struggles. Or perhaps I had simply refused to see them. Acknowledging them would have made me question my own sanity. Shit, even Genevieve had hinted that I should have figured it out by now. 

In the end, though, I know I should feel privileged—grateful even—that she chose to open up to me. And I do feel that way, truly. It’s just hard to process in this moment. She never showed her true self to anyone, not even Isabel or Samantha, which might have been a matter of common sense. But now, I’m part of that inner circle, trusted with a secret that shapes her. What more could I ask for?

She didn’t directly reveal everything, no. But she lived her truth around me, intertwining her life with mine in subtle, genuine ways. She hinted without deceiving, existing as herself without fully exposing what lay beneath. And maybe that’s why I find myself silent now. For so long, I’ve wanted someone in my life—a connection that could only come in God’s timing. 

But when I imagined this person, it was nothing like this. God, with His endless creativity, delivered something I could never have anticipated. He has a way of writing stories that feel like screwball comedy at times, unpredictable and strange. But they’re also filled with love, and, in the end, they’re always right. 

I had always found it easier to talk to animals than to people. I can still remember lying on my bed after dance class, petting my dog and wishing for a better connection—something deeper, more meaningful. Though, in hindsight, I probably should have specified which species. Maybe that explains why talking to Madeliene isn’t as difficult as it should be. She doesn’t belong to the world I grew up in. She’s from nature itself—pure, untainted by the deceiver of false good or what some might define as unholy evil.

I’ve been here with her for over a month now, and I see it—the way the world tries to take pieces of her nearly every day, even through her own friends. Yet she fights, steadfast and determined to give what good she can to the innocent. To the animals. To me, at least. It’s admirable, and perhaps, in some ways, foolish. Her father might have been right about her leaving the woods. Maybe Madeliene’s too loving, too idealistic to see the world as it truly is. Maybe he knows, as well as I do, that the goodness she sees in people is rare, and he’s just trying to protect her in the only way he knows how—as a loving father should.

And yet... my God, this woman is undeserving of someone like me. 

Oh, for shit’s sake, here I am, rambling to myself again.

“Those aren’t ramblings,” came Madeliene’s voice, cutting through my thoughts like a shock of lightning. 

I froze, blushing deeply, my heart lurching into my throat. I turned to face her, suddenly aware of the heat rising in my cheeks. “Wait... what?” I stammered.

“Sometimes you talk to yourself,” she said simply, her tone light and amused. “You don’t realize it, do you?”

“I do?!” The words came out louder than I intended. 

“It’s okay,” she assured me, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “It’s a wolf thing. I catch it sometimes, even if it's faint. Why do you do that?”

I hesitated, searching for an answer that didn’t sound absurd. “Habit, maybe? Or... maybe it’s easier to process your thoughts when you attach physical motions to them—like speaking. I guess it makes the thoughts feel more real. I don’t know...” I trailed off, avoiding her gaze. “Maybe I’m just drunk.”
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