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    I am a Dutch native, so forgive me for any minor editing errors, as English is not my mother tongue. What matters more to me is that you enjoy the stories I write.

I've done my best, but I'm not perfect; but then again, who is?
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And now, I hope you enjoy reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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“It’s so beautiful, so serene,” Jayden, my brother, murmurs as we pause to admire the view. “It is indeed. We’re so lucky to live in such a beautiful place, surrounded by forests and pastures,” I agree, because every time we walk this path, we stop to admire the view and our surroundings. “And don’t forget the lake,” I smile. “I could not forget the lake if I tried. So many precious childhood memories,” Jayden murmurs, before the smile on his face is replaced by a sad expression.

My smile has also faded now because the lake, despite its beauty and tranquility, is a sad reminder of the loss of our parents. During our childhood, Jayden and I, together with our parents, would often spend our weekends and holidays near the lake. Those are treasured memories. Then, one night, while camping near the lake, something terrible and unexplainable happened. Jayden and I woke the next morning to find that our parents were missing. Everything looked normal, except that our parents were gone.

The police immediately started an investigation because they knew how much our parents loved us. To Mom and Dad, the family was the most important thing in their lives. And the sheriff knew that because, in a town as small as ours, everybody knows each other. Even years after their disappearance, the sheriff and town residents continued to search for them. However, they were never found. Some believed that wild animals took them. Others whispered that they had simply left to start over. But they didn’t say that out loud.

Luckily for Jayden and me, our Aunt Clarice took us in and raised us as her own. Aunt Clarice was Mom’s twin sister, and she never fully recovered after Mom and Dad disappeared. Jayden and I are thankful that Aunt Clarice took us in because, without her, we would have been placed in foster care. Just imagine that. The thought makes me shudder, even now after so many years.

Jayden was nine, and I was just seven years old when our parents disappeared. Even though it happened nearly twenty-eight years ago, I remember that morning as if it were yesterday. What we didn’t realize back then was why we hadn’t woken up. If my parents had been taken, it must have been by force. I don’t doubt they would have used force. So, why hadn’t we woken up? We should have heard at least something, but no, Jayden and I had slept through the night.

Imagine losing your parents in an accident, or God forbid, in a robbery gone wrong; that would be horrifying. But at least you know what happened to them, and after grieving, you can come to terms with the fact that your parents are gone.

So, imagine waking up one day and discovering your parents are gone—poof, just like that, vanished into thin air. I never found out what happened to them. Were they abducted and killed? Did they see or hear things they shouldn’t have? Or was it just a psycho who took and murdered them? Could it be that, against all odds, they’re still alive? Ah, so many questions without answers, which is frustrating and eats away at both Jayden and me. That’s why I’ve never been able to accept their disappearance. Sometimes I think I see them, and I know I need to let go. It’s time to accept that my parents vanished, never to return—like so many other Americans.

“Still, the lake is beautiful and could have been so peaceful,” Jayden sighs. I put my arm around his shoulder to try to comfort him. Jayden always felt guilty because he thought he should have been able to prevent the kidnapping. But he was just a kid, like me. However, I believe that even if we had woken up, there would have been nothing we could have done about it.

It was Aunt Clarice who made sure we lacked nothing. She paid for our college, and thanks to her, Jayden became a data analyst, and I became a veterinarian. Aunt Clarice passed away last year after battling lung cancer. Or so we thought.

“We could go to the lake, and.” “No, Sam.” Jayden cut me off. Ever since our parents’ disappearance, Jayden has avoided going to the lake. Even when our friends and classmates swam and had fun, Jayden stayed away. I supported my brother and stayed away from the lake as well.

“Are you hungry?” I ask because it’s well past lunchtime. Jayden smiles. “What did you bring?” he asks. “Oh, nothing special. I made some sandwiches, and I also made a potato salad, which you like so much,” I grin. “Nice,” Jayden grins now, too. “Look, there’s a spot we can sit,” I say, pointing at the fallen tree trunk to our right. We sit down, and I lower my backpack to retrieve the food.

Jayden is always hungry, and I often wonder how he manages to stay so slender. I take paper plates, fill them with potato salad, and place a ham-and-cheese sandwich on the side. “Ah, you brought coffee as well,” Jayden says when he sees me retrieve a thermos. “Of course I did. Coffee for you and hot cocoa for me,” I smile.

We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, lost in our own thoughts. Jayden and I often hike when we have free time. Unfortunately, we can’t spend much time together. You see, I run my own veterinary clinic, and Jayden is a busy data analyst. So, moments like these are precious.

I’m about to say something when I hear a soft whine. I look at Jayden. “Do you hear that?” I ask. “No, I don’t hear anything, but...”

“Shh. There it is again,” I whisper. Jayden looks thoughtful, then starts listening and nods. “Yes, I hear it too,” he whispers. Together, we move away from the path and push through the dense bushes. “Wait. Sam,” Jayden says, his voice barely a whisper. He points to the left, and then I see it. “Oh my,” I say as I slowly approach the small creature that appears to be hurt.

“Oh, hell. Is that what I think it is?” “Yep, it’s a pup, a young wolf, and he’s hurt. Look,” I say as I kneel beside it and point to the wound on its neck and belly. “Sam, don’t go near it because you could get hurt. Even though they’re young, they have sharp teeth and know how to use them,” my brother, always the protective one, warns. “We can’t leave him here because then the small animal will die for sure,” I say while my gaze rests on the small creature. “Oh, yes. We can leave him here. I’m sure that the parents will come for it,” Jayden says.

I look up at him in disbelief. “Are you my brother? I believe that you’re an imposter because I can’t believe that my brother would leave a helpless animal to die,” I reply, keeping my voice down so as not to scare the small wolf even more. “It’s. It can become dangerous,” Jayden defends. “No, it won’t. Look at him; he’s just a baby. And I wonder what caused these wounds. I guess that an animal attacked him, but I need to examine him to be sure.

“Alright,” Jayden sighs, “what can I do to help you?” I smile because I knew he would come around. “First, we need to make sure that he knows we won’t hurt him. Then I will wrap him in my jacket and carry him to the car. You will drive us to the clinic where I’ll be able to examine him,” I say, and hope that he isn’t hurt too badly. I have no idea how badly the pup is injured because I don’t see any blood, which is mostly a bad sign. No external injuries may indicate internal bleeding. So I need him on the table as soon as possible.

After what feels like an eternity, the pup allows itself to be wrapped in my jacket. That’s when I notice it’s getting dark outside, which means we need to leave the forest quickly. The thought makes me smile because our father always warned us not to stay in the woods after dark. He told us that once night falls, it’s time for the creatures of the night to roam the forest. My first instinct to leave as it gets dark illustrates the significant influence those stories have on children.

Jayden looks up and grins. “Judging by your expression, you’re thinking of Dad’s story about the creatures who roam the woods after dark?” he questions. “Oh, shut up!” “Sure sure. But I’m here to protect you from the monsters,” he laughs. When we reach the car, I ask Jayden to open the trunk. I always carry a first aid kit that includes sedatives. Jayden does what I ask without question.

He retrieves the sedative and a syringe. “How many CC?” he asks. I tell him, and he fills the syringe and hands it to me. The small wolf protests loudly, but it’s too weak even to harm me. As the pup sleeps, I place it in the back seat and sit beside it so I can keep a close watch on the animal. Jayden gets behind the wheel and looks at me in the rearview mirror. I nod, and he starts the vehicle.

The pup is sleeping and shows no pain or discomfort during the ride to the clinic. I wonder why the pup was alone. If the parents had been nearby, they would have come forward to protect the pup. But I didn’t see or hear any adult wolf. For now, the pup’s health is my top priority. Jayden hits a bump in the road, and I immediately check on the pup, but it doesn’t even move. Sedating an animal always carries risks; sedating a wild animal is even more dangerous. But in this case, I didn’t have a choice. I was very careful with the amount I injected. So, the pup should be fine.

Twenty minutes later, the clinic comes into view. Jayden parks right in front of the door, jumps out, opens the back door, and gently lifts the pup into his arms so I can get out of the car. I open the door and take the pup from Jayden as we walk inside.

“Do you need me to stay?” he asks. I shake my head. “No, thanks. I know you need to catch your flight. I’ll take it from here, brother,” I reply, thanking him.

“What are you planning to do with the pup once he is healed?” Jayden asks. The question makes me frown because it hasn’t crossed my mind. Should I release him back into the wild? Yeah, what to do after the pup is healed? “I have no clue,” I reply. Jayden smiles. “Don’t worry, it will come to you,” he says. “I hope so,” I sigh. Okay, will you let me know how the little one is progressing?”

“Sure sure. I’ll text you with an update, okay?” I reply. He nods, turns, and walks toward the door, only to turn again and look at me. “We drove your car,” he says. I look thoughtful. “So?” I ask, and then it hits me. “Shit, your car is at my apartment.” “Yes, it is. So, I’ll call a cab because you need your car to get home,” Jayden says. “Good idea,” I reply. I know Jayden really needs to go now because he can’t miss his flight, or he’ll miss the data analytics conference in Singapore.

While Jayden grabs his phone to call a cab, I place the pup on the examination table. Since it’s still sedated, I get a perfect opportunity to examine it. I don’t notice the taxi arriving or that my brother has left. When I’m working, my focus is entirely on the animal in front of me.
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During the examination, I notice that things don’t add up. The pup is built differently from a typical wolf. First, I clean the wounds on his neck and belly, then decide to take some blood to determine if the pup is healthy. The wounds don’t seem that deep; nothing life-threatening, thank God. Taking blood isn’t a problem since the pup is still sleeping. However, when it starts stirring while I draw a blood sample, it lets me know that it’s time.

Now that the pup is regaining consciousness, I should put it in a crate, but something keeps me from doing so. As soon as I place the blood sample under the microscope, I realize that something isn’t right. I need to run more tests to be sure, but I think I’ve identified the creature on my table. I’m also curious about the pup’s blood type. I’m not one to favor experimenting with animals, but since I’ve already taken the pup’s blood, I might as well determine the blood type because I’ve never had a shapeshifter on the table before.

My curiosity is piqued. Is their blood really that different from ours? They can transform into an animal and back into a human. So, their blood must be different. It doesn’t take long to determine the blood type. The pup is definitely a shifter, but there’s more. “AB-negative? Holy shit,” I whisper when I see the test results. Oh hell, this could become a huge problem when the parents show up.

I know parents are protective of their children, but imagine a shifter couple desperately searching for their kid. “Oh, my. I’m in trouble,” I whisper, walking automatically to the window and staring outside into the dark night. I look over my shoulder and see that the pup is slowly waking up. So, I approach it cautiously. I can see the confusion in its eyes and the way it looks at me; I’m positive that the pup on my examining table is, in fact, a shifter. Oh, dear God, I can only hope that his parents let me live after they track down their child. Not many people are aware of preternatural creatures like werewolves. However, I do because I had a friend who was a bear shifter. Unfortunately, he moved away to Alaska.

I stand in front of the pup, who is eyeing me curiously. I’m glad to see that there’s no fear in his expression, only curiosity. “Hey, little one. How are you feeling?” I ask, soothing. The pup doesn’t react but keeps staring at me. “Are you hungry? I can make you something to eat. I have dog food, but I guess you’re not eating that, right? After all, you’re a wolf, and they don’t eat dog food. I can get you a hamburger if you like. With French fries,” I offer. Still, no reaction.

I try various tactics to coax him into his human form, but it’s clear the pup doesn’t trust me. Well, what did I expect? The boy is a shifter, and they usually don’t interact with us humans. So, I need to persuade this one to engage with me because I have to find out who he is and return him to his parents. Meanwhile, several hours pass, and the pup still hasn’t responded to my plea to change.

“I know you want to change into your human form, little one. I’m not just a veterinarian; I also understand shifters. So, change back if you need to, because I can tell you’re having trouble staying in wolf form. If you do, then we can talk, and I can find your parents,” I gently explain. 

The pup looks at me, and now I see the distrust in his eyes. I understand that he doesn’t trust me because, first, I’m a human, and second, he doesn’t know me. I’m not part of the pack he belongs to. My brother doesn’t even know about shifters, and that’s okay. He’s a data analyst and lives in his own little world.

My attention is on the pup when it softly whines. “Hey, little one, are you in pain?” I ask and check the wounds on his neck and belly. I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am when I see that the wounds are already healed. “You must be from a powerful line, pup, because a young one like you shouldn’t be able to heal this soon,” I whisper as I gently stroke his fur. More surprises come when the pup lets me touch him, but he doesn’t react to my voice; instead, he continues his soft whining. “Are you hungry? Do you like a hamburger?” I ask again. The pup eyes me, and the distrust is replaced by curiosity. It’s clear that the pup isn’t planning on shifting back into his human form anytime soon. This one is very strong because even though he’s so young, he manages to stay in his wolf form. It makes me wonder, could he be the pup of an alpha?

I scratch my chin in thought because what am I supposed to do now? The little one needs to be reunited with his pack, with his parents. The question is, how can I manage that? Even though I’m familiar with the preternatural world, I don’t know any shifters except my bear shifter friend. Unfortunately, I have no idea how to reach him, because then I could ask him if he knows of any shifters in the area.

I sigh deeply and focus on the pup once again. “Look, little one. I really want to find your pack and, therefore, your parents. However, I can only do that when you shift back into your human form so you can tell me about the pack you belong to. That way, I can contact your parents, and they can come and pick you up. Your mom and dad must be worried sick because they don’t know where you are. I mean, it’s already dark outside, so they must be very worried,” I explain.

Either it’s because the little one is tired or he’s starting to trust me, I’m not sure which, but the air ripples slightly, and then a small boy appears on the examination table. I smile and cover him with a blanket because he’s naked and must be feeling vulnerable and maybe even cold. I’m amazed that the pup changed back in one swift, fluid movement.

I estimate the boy is about five or six years old. He has dark curls and pale green eyes. “Welcome, little one,” I smile. “I’m not little. I’m six years old,” the boy replies, eyes defiant. So, he trusts me not to harm him, good. “So, can you tell me how to reach your parents?” I ask. “How come you know about us?” the boy asks instead of answering my question. And it is all I can do not to laugh. I like him already. The kid is feisty.

“When I tell you who I am, how do I know that you won’t betray us?” he asks. That question hits suddenly. This kid seems very wise for his age, or maybe that’s common among shifters? I decide to be honest because I need him to trust me enough to tell me who his parents are. “Well, you can’t. But you seem street-smart and intelligent, so maybe you should trust yourself to judge me,” I say. He looks thoughtful, which is good; it means that he doesn’t immediately dismiss my answer.

After a moment, he nods. “My name is Oliver Garza,” he says, still looking defiant. He pauses as if he’s unsure how to continue. Then, after a long silence, he finally proceeds. “My dad is Asher Garza, the alpha of the Garza Pack. I think you know him because he’s also the Sheriff.” I freeze. Sheriff Garza? That’s right. I know Asher Garza. He’s a tall, imposing man who always has a no-nonsense attitude. But he’s also known for his fairness and dedication to the town. I never would have guessed that he’s an alpha werewolf, but it explains a lot, actually.

I look at the boy and notice the resemblance; he has his father's dark curls. But where Oliver’s eyes are a pale green, Sheriff Asher’s eyes are chocolate brown. I don’t have time to waste because it’s getting late, and the kid should have been in bed hours ago. I immediately pick up the phone and dial the sheriff’s direct number, my fingers trembling slightly. Oliver watches me with wide, curious eyes.

The phone rings twice before a deep, authoritative voice answers. “Sheriff Garza.” I take a deep breath. “Sheriff, this is Samuel Michaels. I have your son Oliver here at my clinic. He’s safe and sound.” There’s a sharp intake of breath on the other end. “Oliver? You found my son? How—? I’ll be right there.” I hear the sheriff’s muffled voice shouting that someone has found Oliver, and before I can say anything else, the line goes dead. It’s obvious that the man, or alpha, is very worried. Well, who wouldn’t be when their kid went missing?

I turn back to Oliver and see relief in his pale green eyes. “Your dad’s on his way.” He nods, pulling the blanket tighter around himself. “He was really worried. I heard it in his voice,” I whisper. The silence afterward is heavy with unspoken questions—about how Oliver ended up alone and injured in the woods, about what his father will say when he arrives, and about the secrets that now hang between us. I can only hope that the man won’t tear my head off my shoulders.
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The sheriff arrives at the clinic within ten minutes, tires screeching against wet asphalt. I did leave the front door unlocked, half-expecting him to kick it down otherwise. Then, Sheriff Asher Garza bursts into the treatment room like a storm—shoulders tense, eyes wild and scanning until they land on Oliver. In two strides, he sweeps the boy into his arms, crushing him against his chest. His voice, when it comes, is a raw whisper against Oliver’s curls: “Never do that again, pup. Never.” The boy buries his face in his father’s neck, and now he is trembling.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I was playing, and before I knew it, I was away from the pack. Suddenly, I found myself in the dark part of the forest, and then there were these pale people. I was so scared, and they wanted to catch me, but I changed and ran.” Then, he pauses and looks at me. “When I found him, he was wounded,” I softly say. “I changed into my wolf because I can run faster than when on two legs,” Oliver adds proudly. I see Asher stiffen at the word ‘pale people.’ After what feels like forever, Asher gently places his hand on the boy’s shoulder. When he turns to me, his eyes harden into chips of obsidian. “Tell me everything,” he demands, the alpha’s command threading through his words like steel wire. “Okay, because you ask so nicely,” I reply. He looks at me in confusion. “Well, you could have asked nicely,” I say.

“I’m sorry,” the sheriff says as he runs his hand through his dark curls. They look so soft, and my hands are itching to touch his hair. But I’d better not. “When Abigail called me and said that Oliver was missing, well, I went a bit nuts. We looked everywhere before our trackers finally picked up his scent. Then we lost it again.” He eyes me, and now he seems to quiet down slowly. “So, please, tell me everything, from the moment you found him.” And now his tone is more polite, but I can still sense the tension, which is normal. I mean, his kid was missing for several hours.

I recall the hike, the whimper in the woods, and the wounds that had already healed. Asher’s gaze never leaves mine, sharp and assessing as I describe the sedative, the drive, and the blood tests that revealed the truth. “He knew about us, Dad. Even before I shifted.” Oliver softly adds. Asher’s jaw tightens, but he simply nods, waiting for me to finish. When I fall silent, he leans his massive frame against the table, knuckles white where he grips the edge.

“Can you show me where you found him?” Asher said, and even though his tone is polite, it’s not a request. “Of course, but tomorrow. For now, your son needs you, and he needs food and rest,” I advise. “I’m sorry that I don’t have clothes to dress him in. But I can give you scrubs so he is covered,” I offer. “That would be great. Thank you,” the sheriff says, his tone very polite. I leave and return a minute later, carrying scrubs and socks to keep him warm.

Oliver jumps off the examination table, slips into the scrubs, and puts on the socks. He looks up at me, smiling. “Thank you, Dr. Sam,” he says, then surprises me by hugging me. I’m not the only one taken aback because I see the astonished expression on Sheriff Garza’s face.

“I will show you tomorrow where my brother and I found him,” I say. He looks at me in confusion. “Your brother? You weren’t alone when you found Oliver?” he questions, and now his tone is very alpha again, damn. “Yes, what of it?” “Does he know about us, too?” the alpha asks, his tone sharp. I shake my head; even though I should be intimidated, I’m not. But, then again, I know of his reputation as sheriff, and he’s sincere and fair. So, as long as I don’t pose a danger to his son or the pack, Sheriff Garza won’t hurt me. “Nope, he does not. Jayden drove back while I stayed in the back with Oliver, who was in his wolf form. And, as soon as we reached the clinic, he left. He had a flight to catch,” I explain. “Sam promised to keep everything a secret, Dad,” Oliver chimes in, yawning. “I think that you really need to go now because Oliver is dead on his feet. Staying as long as he did in his wolf form took a lot out of him,” I urge. “Of course, you’re right.”

Outside, rain begins to streak against the windows, blurring the streetlights into streaks of gold. Oliver’s hand slips into his father’s, small fingers curling tightly. The sheriff’s eyes hold mine, his expression unreadable. Before they go outside, the alpha turns and looks at me carefully. “You have my deepest gratitude for saving my son. If you ever need help with anything, just call.”

He pauses and then adds, “I understand you have patients tomorrow. But would you mind calling me when you have time to go to the place where you found Oliver? We also need to talk.” I nod. “Of course, no problem. I will give you a call as soon as I close the clinic,” I promise. I watch for a moment as the alpha and Oliver get into the car, then see the taillights disappear into the darkness. Afterward, I lock the door and return to the treatment room to clean up.
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