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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I never thought that I would leave home like this.

      Sitting here, in a rented car, riding passenger as we make our way to a destination barely known, I find myself dwelling upon the fact that we will soon be arriving in Beaumont, Texas to begin the next phase of our lives, and tremble as a result.

      “Hey,” Jackson says. “Are you all right?”

      I turn my head to acknowledge the young man beside me—and try, with little success, to come up with a reasonable answer.

      Am I all right? I can’t help but wonder. Am I really okay?

      There is no real way for me to reply, because after everything I’ve gone through—after everything I’ve endured—I can’t help but wonder if this is really the best thing I could do for myself.

      You know it is, a part of me says. You knew it would happen eventually.

      Yes. I did. College-bound as we happen to be, there was always going to be a point where I would eventually leave. But considering the circumstances surrounding us, it’s hard to fathom that I would have left so soon, and without my parents’ blessing.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, then offer a “Yeah,” followed up with an, “I think I’m fine.”

      “You think, or you know?”

      “I’m just worried about how things are going to be at home. That’s all.”

      “You’re worried about Belle, aren’t you?”

      I nod as I think about my sole surviving family member—as she’d sat in the front window, as she’d watched us leave.

      “She’ll be fine, Oaklynn. You know my dad will take care of her.”

      “I know.”

      “And besides,” Jackson then adds, “we’ll be back for her before you know it. We just have to find an apartment first. Then it’ll be smooth sailing.”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “Smooth sailing.”

      Whether or not Jackson believes me I can’t be for certain. Regardless, I can’t dwell on it—not when I have so many other things rolling through my mind.

      So far, I’ve managed to keep my apprehension about leaving everything I’ve left behind down. However, just because I can tame my emotions for a period of time does not mean that I won’t succumb to them later on, especially since it’s only been about an hour since I’ve seen my parents.

      My parents, I think, and sigh.

      They’d come to me in spirit form—had, effectively, breached the veil of the spirit world that the Light Wolf said existed—all to see me off.

      They’ve been watching over you this whole time, she had said.

      To think that they have seen all my plights, all my struggles, every downfall, and then had come to bless me with their presence, is nothing less than astounding.

      A part of me had feared that they’d be angry. Another had considered that they’d be disappointed.

      But either way, I then think, they came.

      All to make sure that I knew everything would work out as it should.

      With a nod, I lift my eyes to view the highway signs in the distance.

      BEUMONT—NEXT EXIT is declared bold and plainly before us.

      “Well,” Jackson says as he signals to merge into the off-lane. “You ready to see my uncles?”

      “Yeah,” I reply with a short nod. “I am.”

      Then, we are merging off the highway, and making our way into the city.

      

      Bernard and Justin have abandoned the RV that Alecia Meadows used to own, and moved into a house on the outskirts of the. city. This, Jackson had said, was his grandmother’s final gift to her only son—the last of her inheritance beyond what she’d given Jackson’s father.

      “Is this it?” I ask as we pull up alongside a striking red-and-white brick home that stands along the side of a well-tended front lawn.

      “This is it,” Jackson replies.

      He pulls up alongside the curb and disengages the engine in the mid-2000s car that Jackson and I had received as part of our going away present, then lifts his eyes to face the house and says, “It’s a nice place.”

      “It is,” I reply, unsure whether I should lead in the effort to leave the vehicle or if I should allow Jackson to do it instead.

      The young man turns to look at me and says, “Are you okay? I mean… other than the whole leaving home for the first time thing?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply. “Why?”

      “You just seem… off.”

      “Off?”

      “Yeah. Like… something’s bothering you.”

      If only you knew, I think, but rather than voice my thoughts aloud, simply say, “I’m okay” before unlocking the passenger-side door. “Really. I’m fine.”

      “This isn’t the best way to start off our little adventure, Oaklynn.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “You keeping stuff from me.”

      “I’m not keeping anything from you,” I say.

      He narrows his eyes. Frowns. Leans forward to set a hand over mine.

      I pull it away before he can do so before saying, “I’ll explain later.”

      “Okay,” he offers. “If you say so.”

      I try to ignore the disappointment in his voice—to push aside the doubt in his tone, the acknowledgement in his words—but find that I can’t.

      It’s better if you explain this later, the Light Wolf says from somewhere within my conscience. You don’t want to shock him any more than he already has been.

      No. I don’t. It’s bad enough that I know that we really go on after we’re gone, but for him to know as well? That’d just make things more complicated.

      With a nod, I step out of the vehicle, round its exterior, and step up to the trunk to pull my suitcases out of its depths.

      A few moments later, we’re up the walkway and at Bernard and Justin’s front door.

      Jackson knocks.

      We wait.

      I consider the phone in my friend’s hand, then lift my eyes as I hear the snarl of a chain coming undone.

      The door opens to reveal Bernard Meadows—who, in a T-shirt and jeans, appears to have been ready to meet us. “Hey, guys,” the man says.

      “Hey, Uncle B,” Jackson replies, stepping into his one-armed hug.

      “I’m glad you finally made it. I was beginning to worry.”

      “I know to drive, Uncle B.”

      “I know, but… still…” The man smiles as he turns his head to look at me. “How are you, Oaklynn?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply, accepting the hug he offers even though it feels slightly out of place. “Just a little worn out is all.”

      “Leaving home can do that to you,” Bernard says. He takes hold of my suitcases, then says, “Come on in.”

      The duplex is modestly decorated in shades of red and gold. With hardwood flooring, vaulted ceilings, and a panorama of windows that allows the light to shine in from the west, it is beyond spacious, and spectacular to say the least.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, spinning about to survey the home.

      “Isn’t it?” Bernard laughs. “I still can’t believe we got it, but I have a feeling a little luck was involved.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Jackson says. “Leprechauns?”

      “No. Fairies.”

      We both blink.

      Bernard grins and slaps Jackson’s shoulder. “I’m just screwing with you guys.”

      We both visibly sigh.

      With another laugh, Bernard closes the door behind us, then says, “Make yourselves at home. Justin said he’d pick up dinner.”

      “Where is Uncle J?” Jackson asks.

      “AA,” Bernard replies, before spinning to look at the two of us. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention it to him, though.”

      “How is he?” I ask. “I mean… with the… well…”

      “Alcohol?”

      I nod.

      Bernard purses his lips, then says, “Having his problem so plainly noticed all those months ago, and realizing that his dependency could affect the lives of those around him, really opened his eyes.”

      “I guess Scarlet helped in more ways than one,” Jackson says.

      “Yeah. She did.”

      “Speaking of Scarlet,” I say, “whatever happened after she left? I mean… didn’t she have to give a report on what happened?”

      “I’m not privy that sort of information,” Bernard replies. “I guess no news is better than some news. Right?”

      “Right,” I say, but nod all the same.

      Bernard turns his head to consider the kitchen in the nearby threshold, then says, “Sit, guys. Relax. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll get you something to drink.”

      Jackson and I settle onto the spacious sectional and turn our heads to regard each other.

      He mouths, Now?

      And I mouth back, Later.

      I receive a frown in response.

      A minute passes, then two, three. Bernard returns with sweet tea and lemons, which he places on the glass coffee table before us. Jackson considers his phone, while I lift my glass of tea and sip carefully as to not draw attention with my unsure gaze. Whether or not Bernard has picked up on the anxiety I’m feeling I’ve yet to determine. It wouldn’t be surprising, considering we’re all wolves; and yet, he hasn’t said anything, so he’s either learned to turn the flood of information off, or just is leaving me be.

      Either way, it doesn’t matter.

      Within moments, the sound of a key entering the doorknob enters my ears. Justin appears shortly later, carrying several bags of what smells like fried chicken, mashed potatoes, yeast rolls and jalapeño something-or-other.

      “Hey, guys,” Justin says. “How was the trip over here?”

      “Kinda boring,” Jackson offers, intercepting Bernard to help Justin with the bags of food. “We made it, though, so that’s all that matters.”

      “Exactly,” Justin says. He glances past Jackson to consider me. “Hi, Oaklynn.”

      “Hi, Justin.”

      “How’ve you been?”

      “I’ve been fine,” I reply. “A bit nervous about leaving Red Wolf, but I’m mostly worried about my cat.”

      “You’ll be back for her eventually.”

      “I know.”

      We make our way into the kitchen and settle ourselves at the dining table. Food is dispersed, chicken is eaten, yeast rolls devoured, jalapeño poppers gorged upon. It is, undoubtedly, a feast; and though joyous in nature, is hampered only by my unease over the upcoming talk with Jackson regarding my parents’ sudden appearance outside his family home.

      “Do you guys need help with the dishes?” I ask, hesitant to leave myself even a minute of freedom in Jackson’s presence.

      “No,” Justin says. “You kids go unpack. We’ll take care of it.”

      “I’ll help you,” Jackson says.

      “You guys have the rooms opposite each other in the hall,” Bernard says. “The doors are open. Pick whichever you want.”

      Mere seconds later, Jackson and I are stepping into the room I have deemed my own, and closing the door behind us.

      “So,” Jackson says. “Explain why you’re acting so weird.”

      “You mean, beyond leaving?” I ask, and wait for him to nod before saying, “Okay. I… I will.”

      It takes several moments for me to prepare myself for what I’m about to say, and to piece together how I’m going to say it. When finally I do, however, I exhale, then say, “You remember that day Scarlet and Shadow came to Red Wolf? And how I went out to talk to her after your dad came inside?”

      “I do,” Jackson says.

      “Well… she told me something that I wasn’t sure was true at first. I mean… considering everything we’ve gone through, I figured I had to believe it, but, well…”

      “Well… what?”

      “The Light Wolf confirmed it this afternoon.”

      “What happened, Oaklynn? Tell me.”

      I swallow a lump in my throat, then say, “We… go on.”

      “We… go… on?” he asks, then frowns.

      “Yeah. We do.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “When we die,” I say. “We go on. There’s… there’s something after death.”

      Jackson doesn’t respond, though whether that’s because he’s in shock or because he’s not sure what to say I cannot be sure. His lips are still curled into a frown, and his face—it is a mixture of emotions: from fear, to unease, to elation, and, I feel, even grief.

      When he finally does speak, he asks, “What did you see this afternoon?”

      “The Light Wolf brought my parents over the veil.”

      “The veil?”

      “Whatever separates our existences.”

      “What did they say to you?”

      “They didn’t say anything. They just… waved. And there were bells.”

      “Bells?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Bells.”

      Jackson considers me for several long moments. Then he sighs, and says, “I’m… honestly not sure what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything, Jackson. I just wanted you to know.”

      “But… you didn’t want them to know,” he says, turning his head to look at the doorway. “Why?”

      “I still feel guilty over what happened.”

      “Still? Oaklynn⁠—”

      “I don’t think you ever get over a guilt like that,” I say, cutting him off before he can finish.

      He steps forward and sets his hands on my arms. When I try to shy away, though, he tightens his hold on me, and says, “Please… don’t feel guilty.”

      “How can I not?” I ask. “She could’ve lived so many more years.”

      “But… knowing that there’s an afterlife? Or something else like it?” He closes his eyes. “That makes me feel so much better about everything. My mom. My grandma. My… my dad.”

      I frown.

      Jackson clarifies by saying, “He’s fine. It’s just… I worry, you know?”

      “I know. It’s hard not to when someone’s sick.”

      He nods, then, before he relinquishes his hold on my arms. “I’m sorry I badgered this out of you.”

      “I needed to tell you, Jackson.”

      “Thank you, Oaklynn. It… it means a lot.”

      I nod.

      Jackson looks down to consider the suitcases. Then he says, “We should unpack. We don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, and nod. “We don’t.”

      Then, we begin to unload my suitcases.

      

      I lay awake that night listening to the sounds of traffic passing outside the bedroom window. Thankful to finally be in Beaumont, but missing my life as I’ve known it the more hours pass by, I huddle beneath the blankets and try my hardest to sleep, but find myself thinking of the future and what it might hold.

      It’s a learning process, I think. That’s all this is.

      I know that. I do. And yet, all of my fears are surging forth—like waves crashing upon a barren shore.

      Finding an apartment⁠—

      Adjusting to life on my own⁠—

      Finding a job⁠—

      Going to school⁠—

      Making good grades⁠—

      Fulfilling my life’s aspiration.

      All of this, and more, threatens to wash me away; and cast to the sea, I will forever be lost, only to wonder if I’d done everything I could.

      Sighing, I push myself upright and consider my phone, only to find that J’vonte has sent a text.

      It says: You settling in?

      I type a quick Yeah and then add a How are you doing? after it.

      Her reply comes a short moment later. I’m good. Massachusetts is… different to say the least.

      Different is an understatement. Having been accepted to Harvard, J’vonte has moved cross-country to work toward her dream of becoming a neuroscientist. It’s a feat she’s worked toward her entire life, and while I’ve always known she was smart, it’s almost impossible to fathom that I know someone who got accepted into one of the most prestigious schools in the country.

      I couldn’t be prouder.

      I can imagine, I type back. Me and Jackson made it to Beaumont safely. We’re staying with his uncles right now. We’ll start apartment hunting soon.

      I’m so happy that you guys are together, she replies. That makes me feel so much better about everything.

      Me and Jackson? Together?

      I frown as I consider this.

      He did say he loved you, the Light Wolf says.

      He doesn’t love me, I reply. He said he loves things about me.

      Is not all love built on solid foundations?

      I’m about to answer when another text from J’vonte comes in.

      I’m gonna crash, she types. I’ll text you again soon, Oak. TTYL.

      TTYL, I type, then slide my phone back on the nightstand and lay back in bed.

      With a sigh, I close my eyes, then, and try not to think of me and Jackson’s developing relationship.

      One thing’s for certain:

      If it’s meant to happen, it will happen.

      There is nothing more I can think than that.
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      The process of rising, getting ready for, and then embarking on our apartment hunt is tumultuous to say the least. Actually committing ourselves to it, on the other hand, is completely, and utterly, nerve-wracking. This is why, in light of our inexperience, Bernard chooses to accompany us for fear that we may be preyed upon by predatory landlords.

      “You can never be too careful,” he states, “when it comes to the places you’re living.”

      Jackson and I can only nod in response.

      On this day—during which our lives are undoubtedly meant to change forever—it is cloudy, dreary, and humid. Thunder rumbles across the sky, and lightning flashes upon the horizon, threatening to spill rain on us at any moment.

      “Damn rain,” Bernard says as the first few droplets begin to fall upon his car’s windshield. “Figures it’d have to start when we were out hunting for you guys.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Jackson replies, turning his head toward the back seat. “Is it, Oaklynn?”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s not.”

      Bernard merely nods before pulling away from the shoulder and advancing up the quiet street.

      I, meanwhile, can only stare.

      At this hour of the morning, and with these weather conditions presenting themselves, there are fewer people on the road than I’d expected there to be, considering that we are in a much-larger city than Red Wolf could ever dream to be. While I feel this isn’t necessarily bad, all things considering, a part of me wonders if this is an omen of things to come.

      It’s not an omen, I tell myself, crossing my arms before turning my head to look out the backseat window. It’s just a little rain. Quit psyching yourself out. You’re just nervous.

      Being nervous, however, has always been my downfall, my weakest point, my Achille’s heel. It’s been that way since I was a child, and though my parents were repeatedly told that I would grow out of it as I got older, that hasn’t been the case.

      And here I sit, pondering it all.

      As Jackson and his uncle converse about the upcoming apartment walkthrough, I lower my eyes to my phone—and hope, to any wandering god that might be listening, that something will distract me.

      Sadly, nothing does.

      “You guys looking forward to getting out from under our roof?” I hear Bernard ask from the front seat.

      “I’m not looking forward to putting together a bunch of furniture, if that’s what you’re asking,” Jackson replies, then lifts his eyes to the rearview mirror to cast a glance at me. “Huh, Oaklynn?”

      “What?” I ask, blinking.

      “I said: I’m not looking forward to putting together a bunch of furniture.”

      “Yeah,” I offer, then lift my eyes to the road in front of me. “Me neither.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Bernard says, and briefly turns his head to look at Jackson. “Seriously. You know me and Justin will help you.”

      “I know,” Jackson says. “I⁠—“

      A blur of movement shoots out of the bushes alongside the road.

      “Stop!” I cry.

      Bernard slams his foot on the break just in time to avoid hitting a fox.

      “Jesus Christ,” Bernard says, and draws in a deep breath. “Thank God there was no one behind us.”

      “Sorry,” I offer, a bit sheepishly at that. “I didn’t want you to hit it.”

      “Sadly, it’s sometimes better to hit the animal than to end up in an accident,” the older man says, before turning his eyes to watch the beautiful black-and-orange animal cross the road. “Even if it is pretty.”

      I turn to regard the creature as it seats itself at the side of the road, then frown as it flicks its ears in my direction.

      For a moment, I swear it’s looking right at me.

      No, I think, and frown as Bernard begins to move the car forward. That’s impossible. Surely it isn’t⁠—

      A voice says, Thank you, friend.

      But before I can respond, Bernard applies further pressure to the gas and advances up the road.

      Leaving me to wonder what in the world just happened.

      

      A part of me wants to believe that I hallucinated the whole thing—that, despite my often-wandering imagination, I had not heard the creature communicate with me from across the road.

      No, I think as we continue to make our way further south—toward where Lamar University lies in the southeast part of the city. It didn’t talk to me. It couldn’t have.

      Surely I had just imagined it.

      Right?

      Right, I think, and nod, as if to confirm that I am not, in fact, out of my mind.

      The truth, I know, is likely far stranger than I would like to believe; and for that reason, I can’t completely discount the fact that I actually heard the animal speak to me.

      But how? I wonder. Why?

      Could it have been magical? Like us? Like me. Like⁠—

      I swallow.

      A shifter.

      I try my hardest to push this thought out of my mind as the increasing traffic leading up to the university forces us to a crawling pace. While I had initially believed that the weather would deter people from being out and about, I hadn’t accounted for the fact that the university would be bustling with activity, especially on a weekday.

      “It’s coming up here shortly,” Bernard says. “On our right.”

      “Would you look at that,” Jackson says, lowering his sunglasses to take in the sights. “It’s⁠—“

      “Beautiful,” I say.

      The campus is awe-inspiring. Stretching nearly as far as the eye can see, and dotted with leafy trees along all the major walkways, many of the buildings are built from red brick, and most feature gigantic panoramic windows that extend along the sides. Students mill about, making their way to and fro, left and right, entering and exiting buildings. The idea that Jackson and I will soon be among them is, without a doubt, exhilarating—both in a good and bad way.

      Good because it means that my future will not be wasted.

      Bad because it means I will have to learn to be around a whole new group of people.

      Those high school bullies are gone, the Light Wolf says. Only the people who want to be here will be here.

      Still—no matter how hard I try to think otherwise, I can’t help but think that I am unprepared for this entire venture.

      Of course you are, I think. How could you ever be ready for something like this?

      I don’t know. I suppose that, in a modern day and age, and in a normal climate where I hadn’t lost my parents, my mom and dad would have driven over here with me—would have, for lack of a better phrase, ensured my sanity over the matter. But here, though, and now, I have to act of my own volition, and choose to make myself do this even if I feel nervous.

      “It’s amazing,” Jackson says as we continue to drive along. “A part of me regrets that we won’t be living on-campus.”

      “I didn’t want to leave Belle behind,” I say.

      “I know, Oaklynn. Don’t worry. Besides,” Jackson then adds, “it just occurred to me that we’d be stuck in… public dorms.”

      I shiver at the thought.

      “It’ll be safer for the two of you in your own place,” Bernard offers a short moment later. “Remember: you two are different, no matter how ordinary you appear.”

      That thought, simple as it happens to be, is sobering, for both me and Jackson.

      With a nod, Jackson extends a hand into the backseat and says, “We’ve got this. Right?”

      “Right.”

      I take hold of his hand. Squeeze his palm. Tighten my fingers around his.

      He smiles, and I smile back.

      Though my insecurities are threatening to overwhelm me, I know for a fact that we can do this.

      We both can.

      

      By the time the day is over, Jackson and I have successfully secured ourselves our first apartment—and successfully avoided any unnecessary conflict that could have come as a result of our inexperience.

      “Congratulations,” Bernard says after we’ve accepted the keys to our new place and returned to his vehicle. “You guys did an excellent job presenting yourselves as the responsible adults you are.”

      “Thanks, Uncle B,” Jackson says.

      “Now then—who wants to celebrate?”

      “By doing what?” I reply.

      “Dining out. Ordering in. Whatever you kids want.”

      “Oaklynn?” Jackson asks, turning his eyes on me. “What do you want to do?”

      “Can we order in?” I ask, then frown before adding, “I’m sorry to be a downer. I’m just… tired, is all.”

      “We understand,” Bernard replies. “Don’t we, Jackson?”

      Jackson nods, though I can tell, based simply on his expression, that he is doubtful of my explanation—that he is questioning it even now.

      The truth is: I’m still reeling from my earlier encounter with the fox.

      But why? I wonder.

      Is it because I was convinced that Beaumont would be different? That it would be a little more normal? Or is it because I just wanted it to be that way?

      This whole ordeal did start with one strange sighting, I think, and force myself to remain stone-faced as I consider how, all those months ago, I’d seen that single wolf on that lonely road in Red Wolf, Texas.

      Could this mean that something else is about to happen?

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from frowning.

      No, I then think. Nothing’s going to happen. This move is going to be normal. It’s going to be fine.

      And above all, I add, it’s going to be free of any supernatural conflict.

      I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime.
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