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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “There are no wolves in Texas.”

      I state this plainly to my fellow classmates as I stand at the front of Mrs. Ledger’s classroom, gripping the edges of the podium tightly as I attempt to fight off the swell of anxiety that threatens to overwhelm me.

      “Twenty years ago,” I say, “in the early 2010s, the last of the great wolf population was decimated by a combination of many things—poaching, human expansion, and climate change being three of them. Since then, not a single red wolf has been seen in East Texas.”

      “Boring,” a fellow classmate, and general annoyance named Easton Wells, says.

      “Mr. Wells,” Mrs. Ledger says, narrowing her eyes like daggers across the room. “To the principal’s office! Now!”

      I try to keep my nerves from flustering me even further as the young man makes his way from his desk and toward the classroom’s exit but find my panic surging even further as he turns and glares at me. It’s no secret that Easton’s father, Paxton, owns the Wells Hunting and Fishing Supplies store and is thought to be responsible for killing the last red wolf known to exist in the state. He claimed it was because it was encroaching on his land. But I know better. I know that Paxton Wells killed the wolf because he wanted it as a trophy.

      The thought, enraging to me as it happens to be, emboldens me to continue my presentation to the rest of the class, who stare at me with wide eyes and mouths agape.

      “In conclusion,” I say, turning my eyes on Mrs. Ledger, who merely nods and gestures me to continue with a wave of her hand, “wildlife specialists and conservationists are doing their best to maintain the wolf population in our zoos and sanctuaries, where they are currently thriving as best as they can.

      “Thank you.”

      The class claps as Mrs. Ledger puts her hands together. “Well,” she says, leaning forward to examine first me, then the class around me. “Thank you, Miss Smith, for that wonderful, if somewhat saddening, presentation.

      “Now then,” she continues, “you all know the drill. Finals are on the last Tuesday of the month, so be sure to study.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Ledger,” the class says as I make my way back to my desk.

      “Dismissed,” she says, just as the bell to head home begins to ring.

      “How does she do that?” my best friend, J’vonte, asks as I gather my binder and follow her into the hall. “It’s like she has a sixth sense or something.”

      “I think you’d need it to be a teacher,” I offer.

      J’vonte shrugs and leads us through the many winding halls of Red Wolf High, careful to avoid the line of students making their way to and from lockers and out of the school. Fortunately for us, our lockers are positioned directly near the school’s exit. Unfortunately, it’s directly near the front office—which is also where the principal’s office is housed.

      I try to avert my eyes from the massive panorama of glass windows that look into the front office—hoping, to whatever kind angels might be listening, that I won’t catch a glimpse of Easton Wells as he waits for his punishment to be doled out to him.

      “What are you looking for?” J’vonte asks.

      “Nothing,” I reply. “I just don’t want to see⁠—”

      My eyes center on Easton Wells.

      Crap, I think.

      Though the young man offers me his usual petulant glare, it’s what he mouths to me that leaves me questioning myself.

      What did he say? I think.

      I’ve never been good at reading lips, which could either be a good or a bad thing, depending on the situation. Today, it leaves me reeling with dread.

      “Just ignore him,” J’vonte says, guiding me toward our lockers. “He’s just a little weasel anyway.”

      “A little weasel whose dad could ruin my dad’s life,” I offer.

      J’vonte frowns as she dials her combination before opening her locker and considering her reflection in the mirror hanging inside of it. I have always been envious of her dark complexion, rich as a sunset and smooth like silk. I could only dream of being as pretty as her.

      “Something wrong?” J’vonte asks.

      “No,” I reply, shaking my head before opening my own locker. “Just… thinking.”

      “About what? The wolves?”

      “No. I mean, I⁠—”

      “I know it upsets you, Oaklynn. That’s why I was surprised you did your report on them.”

      “I had to do it on something,” I offer.

      “But the wolves?” J’vonte shakes her head. “You wouldn’t catch me walking that tightrope, especially not with… you know.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      I do know. More than well, in fact. And now that I may have screwed up simply by existing, I can’t help but wonder what might come next.

      Sighing, I finish depositing and withdrawing my belongings within my locker, then turn to J’vonte and say, “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      We cut through the crowd and step out the front doors and into the breezy autumn air, which tousles my blond hair and makes waves through J’vonte’s curls. My friend immediately dons her hood. I, however, am content to let the breeze waft over me as we make our way across the lawn and toward the pickup lane.

      “So,” my best friend says. “I take it your mom is picking you up?”

      “No,” I reply.

      J’vonte frowns.

      “What?” I ask, jarring to a halt as J’vonte stops moving.

      “You know how I feel about you walking on that dirt road,” my friend offers.

      “Both of my parents are at work,” I say. “And besides—it’s not like anything’s ever happened on that road.”

      “There’s a first time for everything, Oaklynn. I mean, come on. Have you ever heard of hitchhikers? Or serial killers? Or someone’s dogs?”

      “Dogs like me,” I say, hoping to disarm the mood with an innocent smile.

      “Sure they do. Especially when they’re rabid.” My friend frowns as she turns to consider the cars pulling up alongside the curb, then sighs a short moment later. “I’m sorry, but… I just don’t like it that you have to walk home.”

      “I know you don’t. But like I said: I’ll be fine. I’ve walked that road a dozen times. It’s not like another’s going to be any different.”

      “I know.” She turns to regard the bus. “I just wish the bus ran down the old road.”

      “Yeah. I do too.”

      “I guess I should go,” my friend says. “See you tomorrow?”

      “See you tomorrow,” I reply and offer her a brief wave before turning to make my way down the road.

      The sound of the school buses revving their engines and the cars driving off quickly fades as I head east—toward where the urban landscape of the small farming town begins to taper out and the fields rise in their stead.

      As I walk, slowly but surely advancing toward the dirt road that will eventually lead to my home, I consider the old barbwire fence that rises to my right, then the horses that graze in the fields beside of it. The whole while I wonder if I will get my father in trouble at his place of employment at Wells Hunting and Fishing.

      You’re overreacting, I think, taking a deep breath before expelling it. Easton got himself in trouble. It’s not like you can get blamed for that.

      Maybe not. But, at the same time, it doesn’t paint me in a very fine light, especially when it was my presentation he decided to speak out at.

      “It could’ve been anyone’s,” I mumble.

      No, I think. It couldn’t have. I was the one who decided to do my presentation on the wolves, regardless of the fact that Easton was in my class, and knowing that I might have been called upon.

      It won’t be me who suffers if anything happens. It’ll be Dad.

      I shake my head in an effort to dispel my father’s fragile working life from my mind and step onto the dirt road.

      Here—beyond the city limits, and in a place where few cars willingly travel—the grass seems greener, the air purer, the world sounder. I hear birds chirping in the trees, squirrels playing in the underbrush, bugs as they cavort in the slowly cooling air of East Texas. It’s late in the year, but still warm, and will probably remain that way until October or November, maybe even December, if the weather decides to act as it should. It’s been erratic for the past five years, leaving climatologists to believe that the southern United States is finally beginning to succumb to climate change.

      I trudge onward—passing by the old horse ranch, then alongside the grassy hills that frame the old town of Red Wolf. Distantly, I can make out trees, which are part of the old growth of the national forest that runs alongside the highway; and while standing there, staring out at them, I wonder if the wolves I spoke about will ever run these lands again.

      Then the reality hits.

      If wolves were ever reintroduced here, they’d likely just fall victim to the same poachers and permits that caused them to go extinct in the wild in the first place.

      I am just about to reach for my earbuds and smartphone so I can play some music when something moves out my peripheral.

      I turn, expecting to see a dog scampering through the trees that line the edge of the ranch. Instead, I see nothing but brush moving.

      What was that? I think.

      Could it have been a fox, maybe? Or a cat?

      No, I muse. It was too big. Too noticeable.

      Neither would’ve caught my eye like a dog would have.

      If it was a dog.

      What else would it have been? I think. A wolf?

      I laugh and pull my smartphone and earbuds from my pocket.

      I’m just about to start forward again when the same movement appears out my peripheral.

      I spin, ready to face the dog in the underbrush.

      That’s when I see it.

      The stark red fur. The tawny complexion. The proud yet noble face.

      It’s there only for a moment. After that, it darts into the underbrush and disappears from sight.

      My heart skips as I consider what just happened.

      No, I think. It couldn’t be.

      But it was.

      As I stand here, dumbfounded as can be, I find myself reminiscing on what I said no more than a half hour beforehand.

      I used to think there were no wolves in Texas.

      Now I know I’m wrong.
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      There is no way for me to explain what I have just seen, no way to determine the magnitude of what it means, or what it could mean, to the people of the small town of Red Wolf, Texas. Because of that, I simply walk, slowly but surely advancing down the road that will take me home, trying my hardest not to think about what I saw. Several times, I cast a glance over my shoulder—not out of fear of being tracked down by the creature, but awe over the possibility of its existence—and begin to wonder.

      Wolves? Back in Texas?

      How could this be possible?

      It can’t, I am quick to tell myself.  You were just seeing things.

      J’vonte has always said that I preferred daydreaming over studying, the fantastical happenings inside my head over the reality that existed outside of it.

      Though I want to believe that they are gone, a part of me speculates on just what I could’ve seen.

      It can’t have been a coyote, or a fox, or a coydog, or anything of the sort, because it was too big, too proud, too regal. For that reason, I have to think that, maybe, just maybe, the wolves haven’t been extinct this whole time. Maybe they’ve just been hiding, like people suppose the Tasmanian Tiger does in Australia. Maybe they’re just so elusive, so out of place, that people haven’t been able to see them.

      After a moment’s consideration, I shake my head.

      No, I think. That’s ridiculous. People would know wolves were around. They make prints, and howl, and eat deer. Surely they would’ve found some evidence of them if they happened to still exist in the wild.

      Right, I think and nod.

      I can’t get my hopes up for something that can’t possibly be real. For that reason, I continue to repeat the mantra inside my head.

      There are no wolves in Texas. There are no wolves in Texas.

      “There are no wolves in Texas,” I say and sigh.

      I continue to pout like the child I still seem to be as my home comes into view—as the brickwork that frames the outside of the house rises like a monument to a dead civilization. The house is old—terribly so—but Mom and Dad, they’ve been renovating it for years, stripping the old window frames out, reworking the front porch so it won’t cave in on us, paving a new driveway so people can actually visit. Given their salaries, I’m not sure they’ll be done until after I move out.

      But today, this isn’t what catches my attention.

      No.

      It’s the moving truck in the drive across the road that does.

      Is that— I start to think.

      But before I can finish, a young man emerges from the back of the moving truck. It’s hard to make out what he actually looks like from this distance, but as I draw nearer, and as he makes his way down the ramp leading into the truck, subtle details become more obvious—including his dark hair, which is flecked with hints of ruddy blond, and the muscles on his arms, which are thick and bulging with the effort of carrying a massive box.

      Though my mother has always told me not to stare, it’s hard not to, all things considering.

      My first thought is: who would move into the old house across the road?

      The second thought is: who is this guy?

      I am like a moth to a flame—fluttering my wings, drawing nearer, anticipating the sweet light at the end of the dark tunnel.

      The young man lifts his eyes to face me as I begin to cross the road and says, “Hey!”

      “Hey!” I call back and lift a hand.

      “You’re gonna tri⁠—”

      But before he can finish, I feel myself going down like the unfortunate soul that I am.

      Thankfully, I’m able to pinwheel my arms, so I don’t fall on my face. Instead, I hit the ground on my butt and grimace as pain shoots up my spine.

      The young man drops the box and comes running up to me. “You okay?” he asks.

      “I’m… fine,” I manage, gritting my teeth as I tilt my head up to look at him.

      The moment I set my eyes on his, I blink, stunned.

      “What?” he asks. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Your… eyes,” I say as I look into their brown depths, as I gaze upon the gold flecks throughout them.

      He laughs. “Yeah. I get that a lot.” He extends a hand toward me. “My name’s Jackson. Sorry I made you trip.”

      “You didn’t,” I reply, automatically reaching out to take hold of his hand.

      The moment his palm touches mine is the moment I lose all sense of self.

      Don’t act stupid, J’vonte would’ve said. Just be cool and normal.

      Normal, I think.

      Sure. Like I could be normal in front of a guy like Jackson.

      As he pulls me to my feet, and as he reaches down to lift my backpack that has fallen in the wake of my fall, I am able to get my first good look at him—and am surprised when I don’t immediately start blushing. His eyes are pretty, his hair soft and wavy. His face is covered in about three days’ worth of stubble; but unlike the guys at school, it actually suits him. He’s undoubtedly gorgeous, which does little to keep me from feeling—and, potentially, acting—like a fool.

      He extends the backpack. “Here you are.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, hugging the backpack to my chest. I swallow the ever-developing lump in my throat and look down at the box he was carrying. “I hope there wasn’t anything fragile in there.”

      “No. Just old books and stuff.”

      “You like to read?”

      “My dad does. He’s trying to get me into it, but… I’m more of a nature guy myself.”

      “Me too,” I offer.

      Jackson smiles.

      I turn my head to hide my blush before lifting my eyes to my driveway.

      “I take it you’re my neighbor?” he asks as he flicks his eyes toward the red brick house.

      “Yeah,” I reply.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Miss…”

      “Smith,” I say, then blush again as I realize I’ve forgotten to introduce myself. “My name’s Oaklynn.”

      “Nice to meet you. I wish it could’ve been under better circumstances, though.”

      “It’s fine,” I reply. “I mean, I’m fine.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Jackson turns and reaches down to take hold of the box. “I’ll see you around, Oaklynn.”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “See ya.”

      He offers one last smile before turning and making his way into the old house.

      Though I would love nothing more than to retreat as humbly as possible, I know that’s not going to happen.

      I find myself hobbling the entire way home.

      

      “You won’t believe what happened,” I say as I hold my cell phone steadily before me, careful to take baby steps in order to not aggravate my sore tailbone.

      “I won’t?” J’vonte says, then frowns before asking, “Why are you limping?”

      “I fell.”

      “And that’s what you’re calling to tell me about?”

      “No, no,” I say but grimace as I settle down upon the bed.

      “Then what?”

      “I met someone.”

      “You… met someone,” J’vonte offers, while raising a single brow.

      “No! I mean, yes!”

      “Who?”

      “There’s a new guy across the street from us.”

      “You mean, someone actually bought that old piece of⁠—”

      “Language!” I hear J’vonte’s mother say in the background.

      “I didn’t say anything!” J’vonte replies.

      “Well, don’t!” her mother continues.

      J’vonte shakes her head before returning her gaze to me. “So… new guy across the street?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What’s he like? What’s his name? What’s he look like?”

      “I’m not really sure what he’s like,” I reply, “but his name’s Jackson, and, well… he’s… uh… absolutely⁠—”

      “You didn’t,” J’vonte says as a horrified look strikes her face.

      “Didn’t what?” I ask.

      “Make a fool of yourself in front of a cute guy.”

      “I fell, J’von. I don’t see how I couldn’t make a fool out of myself after that.”

      My best friend shakes her head, making small tsk-tsk sounds as she does it. “Oaklynn, Oaklynn, Oaklynn,” she says. “I can’t believe your luck.”

      “Neither can I,” I reply. “I mean, I meet a hot guy, only to fall on my⁠—”

      “Language!” J’vonte’s mother interjects.

      “Mom!” my friend cries.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Fawn,” I say as J’vonte’s mother peeks her head into the frame. “And hi.”

      “Hi, dear. Did you take something for your bottom?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Well, your mother will have a fit if you don’t.”

      “I will. Don’t worry.”

      Mrs. Fawn pulls out of frame to resume her cooking.

      J’vonte leans forward, places a hand on her chin, and asks, “You think he’s gonna come to school with us?”

      “I have no idea,” I reply. “He seems like he’s our age, but… he could’ve already graduated. I don’t know. I just… ugh. J’von.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why do I have to be so stupid?”

      “Because that’s the way you are,” she replies, “and I love you for it.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble, although a bit hesitantly at that.

      My friend laughs and reaches forward. “I gotta go,” she says. “Mom’s making snickerdoodles, and she needs all the help she can get.”

      “You mean to eat them!” Mrs. Fawn offers.

      J’vonte smiles and say, “Bye, Oakie.”

      “Bye,” I say and toss my cell onto my bed, only to receive an annoyed meow in response.

      “Sorry, Belle,” I say.

      My little black cat comes scooting out from under the covers and acknowledges me with a simple glare.

      “Did you get tired of watching the neighbors move in?”

      She meows and butts her head against my hand before jumping off the bed to saunter out of the room. I reluctantly follow to search for medicine.

      In the kitchen, I pop a few painkillers, swallow them down with water, then turn my eyes toward the window to find that the moving truck’s rear door has been pulled down. Jackson is nowhere to be seen.

      You could’ve helped if you hadn’t hurt yourself, I think.

      Then again, would I have wanted to help? It’s not like I have anything better to do. And besides—it would’ve given me a chance to get to know the neighbors better.

      Sure it would, J’vonte’s voice echoes in my head. You want to “get to know the neighbors.”

      “Shut up, J’von,” I mumble as Belle jumps onto the counter to look out the window with me. “Maybe I do want to get to know him. Maybe it’s time I tried to make new friends.”

      I turn my head to look back outside, only to see a figure in the window across from me.

      Though I raise my hand to wave, the person inside—who looks like he could be Jackson’s father—doesn’t respond. He simply draws the curtain and disappears from sight.

      “That’s weird,” I mumble.

      Belle trills and bumps her head against my hand.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll feed you.”

      As the cat jumps down, and as I turn to gather the cat food from the cupboard, I can’t help but wonder what purpose Jackson’s family has in the town of Red Wolf.

      I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.
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      I am sitting at the kitchen island, working on homework, when my dad walks in, looking tired as ever.

      “New neighbors?” he asks as he shrugs his jacket off his shoulders.

      “Yeah,” I reply, lifting my eyes to face him. “Did you meet them?”

      “No. I just saw the moving truck in the yard.” He pauses. “Why? Did you?”

      I offer a tentative nod as he steps deeper into the kitchen. “Yeah. I did. Well, one of them, at least. It was rather dramatic.”

      “Tell me more,” my dad says.

      I laugh and relay the story to him in a casual manner—conveniently leaving out the fact that Jackson is, in fact, one of the most gorgeous guys I’ve ever seen.

      “What’s with the painkillers?” he asks.

      “Oh,” I say. “Those.” I nudge them out of the way with my pencil. “I fell.”

      “You fell?”

      I nod.

      “Oaklynn,” he says and sighs. “Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?”

      “I’m just sore, Dad. It’s not like I broke anything.”

      “You never know. Your tailbone’s right there, you know?”

      “I know,” I say. “But really—I’m fine. I feel better already.”

      “All right.” He considers the homework spread out before me and nods his approval. “I take it you’re studying for the big biology test?”

      “Uh huh,” I say, running down the list of topics and shuffling my flash cards so I can consult them within the next few minutes. “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I… talk to you about something?”

      “You know you can talk to me about anything,” my father replies.

      “Well… it’s more like ask you about something,” I say. “Or… warn you, more like.”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      I sigh and set the pencil on the table before saying, “Easton Wells got sent to the principal’s office today.”

      “Oh?” my father asks in as casual a manner as possible. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “It happened when I was giving my speech.”

      “On the wolves.” My father sighs and frowns. “That’s right. I remembered you saying you were working on a paper.”

      “I just wanted to warn you. In case Mr. Wells… well…”

      “I understand,” my father replies. “You don’t need to worry about it, Oaklynn. What happens at my job stays at my job. And besides—” He smiles. “If Mr. Wells brings anything up, I can just say I know nothing about it. Right?”

      “Right,” I say, though I find myself regretting my statement almost immediately.

      My father turns to regard the moving truck across the street, then braces his hands along the edge of the counter before leaning forward. “I didn’t think anyone would ever buy that old house.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Well… for one… it’s in nearly as bad a shape as this one is.”

      “The house is fine,” I say.

      “And for two,” my father says, continuing onward as if I haven’t just complimented his and Mom’s carpentry skills, “the original owners refused to sell it to just anyone, especially the city.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “Something about protecting family tradition. Whatever that means.”

      Family tradition, I think and frown.

      My father turns to face me after a moment and says, “Ah well. It’s good we have new neighbors, and not, you know, a livestock farm across the road.”

      I scrunch my face up in disgust. I don’t necessarily mind pigs and cattle and sheep and goats, but I don’t necessarily want to smell them.

      My dad laughs as he turns to the fridge and says, “We got the better end of the bargain, if you ask me. Hopefully these guys aren’t the nosy types.”

      “I’m sure they aren’t,” I offer, thinking back to my encounter with them. “Jackson seemed nice enough.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” My father turns his head as a pair of headlights pulls into the driveway. “That’d be your mom.”

      A short moment later, my mother comes sauntering into the house, carrying a bag of what smells like fried chicken under her arm. “You’re telling me someone actually bought that house?” she asks.

      “It appears so,” my father replies.

      “Oh, thank God.” She deposits the bag of food on the counter. “I was afraid we’d end up with a pig farm across the road.”

      My dad snorts.

      I laugh.

      My mother asks, “What?”

      “We were just talking about that,” I explain. “I said the same thing.”

      “Oh.” She looks down the island at the painkillers and says, “Don’t tell me you fell again?”

      “Afraid so,” I offer and finish scribbling the last of today’s notes down before sliding everything back into my biology notebook. “Sorry, Mom.”

      “Oaklynn Elizabeth Smith. I swear to God. You’d trip over air if it got in your way.”

      “I think that’s what happened,” I reply.

      “Sure it was,” she says. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the new neighbors, would it?”

      “No!” I say, a little too defensively. “I mean, I—no, it⁠—”

      My mother laughs and says, “I’m just giving you a hard time, Oak.”

      “Thanks Mom,” I reply, a bit morosely at that. If anyone would pick up on my crush, it’d be her.

      She laughs once more before saying, “Okay, guys. Eat up. I made sure to get all the fixings.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say as my dad passes me a plate.

      “Yeah,” my father replies. “Thank you, dear.”

      “It’s as much for your benefit as it is mine,” my mother says. “You wouldn’t catch me cooking after the day I had.”

      “Something happen?” I ask as I begin to serve myself food.

      “Nothing for you to worry about, dear.”

      Though I try my hardest to hide my emotions, I can’t help but frown.

      Mom is normally such an open book.

      If something happened, and she’s not willing to tell me…

      I sigh.

      It means that it might have had something to do with me.

      I can only hope that Missus Wells didn’t catch word of what happened with her son. Because otherwise…

      One of the most powerful women in the town could take it out on my mom.

      

      It’s hard not to dwell on the happenings of your day when the world is silent and the lights are off. Lying in bed with my thoughts in the gutter and my heart on my sleeve, I try desperately to shake the innate paranoia that I was in part responsible for my mother’s hard day but find myself doing just that.

      It wasn’t your fault, I keep telling myself. You didn’t make Easton Wells say anything.

      It could, however, be said that I dangled the metaphorical line before him—that I caught him, hook, line, and sinker, and forced his reply. It’s the literal equivalent of poking the sleeping bear, albeit with a more dangerous predator at the end of the stick.

      Sighing, I roll over to look out the window, only to come face-to-face with the woods that I’d so casually seen the creature within.

      The wolf, I think.

      If it even was a wolf. For all I know, it could’ve been a dog that looked like a wolf—a half-breed mutt who’d been let loose from someone’s yard. At the same time, though, it doesn’t seem like that would be the case, because unless the owner was completely careless, the city ordinances against loose dogs are so strict that people are afraid of them getting shot by farmers.

      Still, if that’s not the case, that leaves only one possibility.

      There are no wolves in Texas, I think. You gotta get that through your thick skull right now.

      Fixating on this will only get me in trouble. I’m so close to finishing up my senior year with not only flying colors, but the potential to spread my wings. If I screw up now, it’ll only bring about my downfall.

      Sighing, I close my eyes.

      Only to immediately be met by Jackson’s face.

      He’d seemed so nice, so thoughtful, so utterly caring when he could’ve simply ignored me and continued with his unpacking. He didn’t have to stop and see if I was all right, let alone talk to me after the fact.

      He did say he’d see you around, I remind myself.

      But what did that mean, in the grand scheme of things? That he would come over? That we would hang out?

      I tuck myself deeper beneath the covers—and try, with little success, to push myself into sleep.

      Eventually, I begin to feel myself drifting.

      Drifting.

      Like a boat amidst gentle waves.

      I’m just about to fall asleep when I hear growling at the window.

      “Belle?” I ask, cracking my eyes open to slits. “What’s wrong? Why are you growling?”

      The little black cat growls again but this time arches her back and hisses.

      Sitting up, I lift my hand to rub my eyes, then ask, “Belle?”

      The cat growls once more.

      I lean forward.

      Look out the window.

      See at first what I think is a dog.

      In the darkness, it’s hard to determine its figure. But the closer it comes to the window, the easier it is to see.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as Belle growls and slashes at the window.

      No, I think.

      I can’t be seeing this. Surely this is just a dream. Right?

      But no. It isn’t. I realize this as the creature outside presses its snout against the window and fogs up the glass with its breath.

      Belle yowls.

      Slams herself into the window.

      Causes the pane to vibrate.

      The wolf turns and takes off into the woods just in time for my bedroom door to open. “What’s going on?” my mother asks, squinting in an effort to make sense of the darkened room. “Why is Belle growling?”

      “She… she saw…”

      “What?” My mother frowns.

      “Something out the window,” I say, turning my head to look at the woods. “Surely you see⁠—”

      But she doesn’t.

      The fog from the windowpane is gone, as is the creature who was once there.

      Sighing, my mother strides forward, takes hold of the little black cat, and sets her on the bed before reaching up to draw the curtains across the windows. “You know I don’t like you leaving these open at night,” she says.

      “Belle messes with them,” I offer, still struggling to make sense of what just happened.

      My mother merely shakes her head, then leans down and runs a hand through my hair. “Goodnight, Oaklynn.”

      “Goodnight,” I reply.

      The moment my mother closes the door, I’m out of the bed and at the window, tearing the curtains aside and peering out at the world beyond my room.

      Though I can see nothing but darkness, I know more than well what I saw.

      There’s no denying it now.

      The red wolves of East Texas are back.
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