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      Scarlett ran through the front door, tears streaming down her face, before throwing herself onto the couch. I jumped at her entrance, but at the sight and sound of the sobs racking through her small body, my muscles relaxed. I let out a slow sigh before getting up, nudging the front door closed, and making my way over to her trembling form, curled on the couch cushions.

      I nudged her hand with my wet nose until it rested across my neck. I let out a low grumble, trying to get her to look at me. Scarlett, I grumbled, look at me, please. At times like this, I wish more than anything that I could soothe her with words that she would understand.

      Sobs racked Scarlett’s small frame. Her thin shoulders shook as short gasps clawed out from her throat. The congestion in her throat and her nose were audible. She had been crying for some time. That thought made my chest tighten and squeeze even more. I nudged her hair away from her downturned face, sniffling in her ear. She normally swatted me away for blowing air into her ears, her smile full of laughs and teasing. But this time, her sobs only slowed slightly.

      She sniffled as she turned her head toward me. Her eyes glistened with tears, the skin around them red and puffy. God, this one wasn’t good. I knew she shouldn’t have gone on that date. That boy was trouble from the beginning. I knew he would let her down. I knew it, and yet I could do nothing to stop her from going.

      I swallowed as she met my gaze with trembling lips and tears stained on her rosy cheeks.

      “Why does this always happen to me, Kadri?” She whimpered. “Why do I always pick the bad ones?”

      I extended my snout and nudged her cheek, pushing aside more wet hair. She sniffled, but let me nuzzle her. Good, she wasn’t pushing me away. She was saddened—but not angry this time.

      I eyed her, letting her catch her breath before I tilted my head. What happened? I wanted to ask. But she always seemed to understand me, even if I couldn’t speak to her in her own tongue.

      She let out a shuddering breath. “He was late. I arrived at the café, ordered a coffee, and sat at a table waiting for him for over an hour. I got all dolled up, and while I was waiting, I did my makeup all cute. I even did my hair for him!”

      I nodded slowly. She liked to dress up, and she liked to appear cute and pretty on a daily basis. But her long, crimson hair, hanging nearly to her hips, was a whole other story. She usually threw it into a bun or a ponytail just to get it out of the way.

      I had laid my body on the floor just outside the bathroom mere hours ago while she sang to her favorite songs that blared from the radio, while painstakingly curling and bouncing her hair. She left the house in a flowy red sundress that shined against her fair skin, black wedges to add some height to her small form, a bag full of makeup to paint her face with because she always got to these dates early, and red curls bouncing around her shoulders. She had grinned at me as she left, that hopeful, eager smile gleaming. Now, it was a wobbly, tearful mess.

      I lifted a paw and gently laid it atop her hand. She smiled tightly and brushed a thumb over my fur, but the curl of her lips was forced.

      “I got there early like I always do, did my makeup, drank my coffee, and even read through a magazine that was on the table. But then ten o’clock came and went, and Logan didn’t come.” She sniffled. “I thought he might not show, but then almost an hour and fifteen minutes later, he rushed through the door. And I-I was so happy that he even came at all that I shrugged off his tardiness.”

      I kept her gaze even if I wanted to shake my head. She shouldn’t have stayed. She shouldn’t have waited for a man who didn’t respect her time or commitment. That was a red flag—why did she always ignore those?

      “He apologized over and over, saying he had car trouble and had to take his bike instead, and I just waved him off. It was fine, and things happen. No big deal. I was just happy that he came at all, and we could hang out and enjoy our time together.”

      But…

      “Things were good at first. He ordered a coffee and a sandwich, we talked and joked, and he told me about the upcoming vacation he planned to go on with his friends. Apparently, his guy friends and himself were planning to go to the islands for a long weekend. They were going to rent hotel rooms and already had everything lined up in their itinerary. And then he said his friends were all going to bring a girl with them. Some had girlfriends while others were bringing hookups or even just casual female friends.”

      Ah, I nodded in understanding. This is where it all went wrong.

      Scarlett sniffled, a harsh sob choking her. But she pushed on through her tears and wobbly voice.

      “It all sounded so luxurious and fun and—you know, I haven’t been to the islands before. So, I asked him if he was bringing a girl, too. He said he was, but he still had to ask if she wanted to come. We had been on four dates, and his smile at me made me all warm and mushy inside. He had to ask me to come, right? Of course, he’d ask me.”

      Scarlett’s composure snapped as a sob raked through her. “No. He didn’t want to ask me to come on this luxurious vacation. He didn’t want to ask if I was even interested. He only wanted to meet up today to tell me that he was going on this vacation with another girl, who, apparently, he has been seeing recently. One whom he has gone on two dates with and really feels a connection with.”

      Oh, no… Scarlett—

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as her nose leaked. She gasped for breath as choking sobs coursed through her. I turned for only a moment to pick up a tissue box with my mouth. I set it in front of her and nudged her hand to grab a tissue. She did and blew into the fabric with the force of a trumpet. I flinched.

      “Logan dumped me. Just flat out dumped me for this new girl whom he has already decided is ‘the one’ and wants to go on this trip with instead. And then… and then…” She choked on a forced breath. I leaned my furry head on her hand and urged her to finish. “And then he just got up and left, leaving me to pay for his meal, too. And the icing on the cake? The girl he’s seeing picked him up in her car. Yeah, he threw his bike in the back of her car, hopped in the passenger seat, and waved at me through the window as they drove away.”

      I couldn’t stop the growl from escaping me this time. How dare he? How inconsiderate of another person’s feelings does someone have to be to be that blind? That immature? I nuzzled my nose into the crook of her neck as her sobs took over once again.

      Scarlett, it’s okay. It’ll be okay. That guy—he’s a jerk, and you deserve so much better. This will pass. It’s okay, Scarlett—

      I nuzzled and purred against her, trying desperately to pass my warmth, my love, through her. She needed it—she always needed it. Because while Scarlett Dempsey was strong, proud, and passionate, she had been knocked down again and again and again. The men she surrounded herself with were callous and selfish. They took advantage of her kindness and the care she put forth to everyone around her, everyone she cared about. She was trusting, open, and willing to give anyone and anything a second chance. But these men… they didn’t deserve it.

      They didn’t deserve her.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed herself close. Her red, splotchy face pressed against the fur of my cheek. Her tears soaked into my fur, but I ignored them for now. I would clean myself later. For now, Scarlett needed my attention, my presence, and my care. Something no other person in her life had given her.

      I nuzzled my wet nose deeper into the curtain of her hair and pressed it against her neck. I purred, vibrating with warmth and love for this girl before me. She had cared so much, so deeply, from the very beginning.

      For every new man who entered her life, she wiped the board clean and tried again. Every time, she started with a blank slate, and every time, they hurt her. Only for her to come home in tears, crying over a man who hurt her yet again. Who let her down, who dropped her and dumped her when they found someone else who captured their interest. This perfect, loving, and gentle woman before me was hurt, and every instinct in my body told me to alleviate her ache.

      But how? I could give her company; I could nuzzle her and lick away her tears with my own kisses. But that was temporary. She would welcome my help and my presence; she would cry as she hugged me and wished for better things, better people—better men in her life.

      And then, days would pass, maybe even weeks, and she’d find someone new to alleviate the hurt. She would forget all about what she went through. She would jump head first into a new relationship with the promise that this one would be different. This one would be real. This one would be the last.

      It never was. And inevitably, it failed, too—they failed her, too. And she’d come running through the door with tears in her eyes, only for me to comfort her again.

      It wasn’t fair to Scarlett. It wasn’t fair to me.

      She deserved better. And if only I weren’t this animal—this furry pet of hers—I could help her. If my words weren’t lost in growls and grumbles, I could talk to her however she needed. If my touches weren’t contained to only nuzzles and nudges, I could comfort her however she wanted. If my soul wasn’t confined to this vessel of fur and stripes, I could be the man she always hoped for.

      And idea then sparked in my head as a vague memory of an overheard conversation trickled into my mind.

      One summer afternoon as I lounged on the upper floor balcony of our house, I overheard two girls talking outside. They were young, maybe in high school at the time, and sat together on a bench just off the sidewalk of the dirt road.

      “Come on, Bethany! Aren’t you even a little intrigued that there may be a witch living in the swamp?”

      A witch—? I perked up.

      The other girl sighed. “Not really. Witches aren’t real, Alex. And I don’t feel like wasting a whole afternoon trekking through mud to find nothing.”

      Alex huffed at her. “But what if she is real? She could use her magic to grant us whatever wish we want, just like Julia!”

      “Julia was lying. She just wants the attention.”

      “That’s beside the point. And even if Julia was just looking for attention, that doesn’t explain Connor, Louis, Jacob, and Melanie all having similar experiences.”

      Bethany was quiet. I peeked through the railing, trying to get a better look. And just when I thought the girls might have left with the lingering silence, Bethany let out a long, defeated sigh.

      “What do you even want from this supposed witch?”

      “Um, I’m pretty sure you know what I’d ask for.”

      Bethany’s tone sounded like she was rolling her eyes. “For Josh Martin to ask you to the dance, right?”

      Alex squealed. “He’s just so—!”

      “Yeah, yeah, perfect and dreamy and so cute! I’ve heard it a million times.”

      Alex shoved at her friend. “Okay, then what do you want?”

      “I don’t even think she’s—”

      “If she is real.”

      Bethany paused for a moment, and with her pause, my mind wandered, too. A witch… living in our small coastal town? By the sounds of it, she granted wishes. If I could wish for one thing…

      I looked over my shoulder at Scarlett, lounging on the sofa just inside the open door. She typed away happily on her laptop, probably talking to some new man who would only hurt her again. I flopped my head forward and set my snout on the railing. If I had one wish that a witch could grant me without question—it was easy, really. I wanted to be someone Scarlett could count on. I wanted to be a man whom Scarlett could lean on, and I wanted to show her how worthy of true love she really was.

      I sat there and listened to the girls’ conversation until they eventually got up to leave. In that time, I learned more about this supposed witch. She lived on the edge of the swamp, where nobody wanted to go near or intrude upon. They said the witch was fickle, and her wishes weren’t granted for free. She demanded that something be taken if something else were to be given.

      By the time the two girls were leaving, Alex had wholeheartedly believed that the witch was real and wanted to pay her a visit, while Bethany had dragged her friend away in the opposite direction of the swamp.

      There was no way of knowing if the witch was real or not, but without other options available, I decided then and there to go find her myself. And truthfully, I didn’t know where to begin, considering I hadn’t left the boundaries of the house in years. Sure, Scarlett took me for regular strolls around the woods behind the house—where nobody would bother us or question the fact of a single woman living alone with a pet tiger under her roof.

      But our strolls never extended into town, never even grew close to the swamp. I’d have to find a way to get there on my own if I wanted to try and put my plan into action.

      Scarlett’s sobs quieted, and her tears dried as her breaths came out of her in slow waves. Good, I thought, she needs to rest and recuperate.

      I gently stepped out of her hold and nudged her hands back onto the couch cushions. I then dragged a blanket from the nearby chair over to the couch with my teeth. I lifted it over Scarlett’s small form and tried my best to cover her with it. Once she was covered, and a look of peace settled over her face, I sighed.

      Scarlett, it will be okay. I will always be here for you. Always, no matter what. I nuzzled her palm and let out a low, throaty purr as her thumb absently stroked my fur. That’s when I decided for good. This was my time. This was my opportunity. And by the gods, I was not going to let one more weak-minded little man hurt the woman I cared so very strongly about.

      I stepped into the room that Scarlett had set up to be an office. I pulled down the pamphlet on the corner of the desk, knowing it was exactly what I needed. A map. Scarlett had been looking at it days ago when she was trying to find the location of the next farmers market that was popping up. It had moved from the year before, and she needed a little help remembering where exactly the street was that it was being held on.

      I grabbed the corner of the map with my teeth and yanked it onto the floor, where I gently unfolded it as best I could, trying not to use my claws but failing in some spots where the paper caught. I glanced over the colorful paper, memorizing streets, landmarks, and geographical features of the small town. My eyes flickered over the map searching… searching… until—
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