

    
        
          A Feral Spark

        

        
        
          A Feral Spark, Volume 1

        

        
        
          JD Cadmon

        

        
          Published by JD Cadmon, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A FERAL SPARK

    

    
      First edition. October 19, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 JD Cadmon.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201202842

    

    
    
      Written by JD Cadmon.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by JD Cadmon

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Feral Spark

          
        
          
	          A Feral Spark

          
        
          
	          A Fire In Her Bones

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Belli & the Beat

          
        
          
	          Let's Bake A Deal

          
        
          
	          That Fondant Feeling

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Handyma'am and the Werewolves

          
        
          
	          As Easy As Falling Snow

          
        
          
	          Venom in the Valley of Bones

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at JD Cadmon’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By JD Cadmon

A Feral Spark

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

Sign up for JD Cadmon's Mailing List

Further Reading: A Fire In Her Bones

Also By JD Cadmon

About the Author


CONTENT WARNINGS

AS YOU CONSIDER IF this book is the right one for you, reader discretion is encouraged. Please be aware that this book contains references to:

Rape, sexual assault, and sexual abuse

Kidnapping

Identity theft

Homelessness

Food scarcity

Death of characters

Broken bones and other physical trauma

Peril in fire

Lack of reproductive autonomy

Involuntary medical procedures

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The young and beautiful were out in full force at the back-to-school frat party at Cornell University. As he moved silently through the crowd on the house’s main floor, he smelled all the pungent odors from the dancing students. Girls in perfumes and lotions moved next to boys with dubious hygiene, all to the soundtrack of music that hurt his ears. At times like this, having enhanced senses was a curse instead of a blessing. He muted his hearing so he wouldn’t be overwhelmed and continued through the crowd like a shark.

He found it easy to emulate the young, educated, and aimless boys with their indirect stares and put-upon slouches. Most of the young people around him were too out of it to realize they’d just been pickpocketed as he passed. He’d always been good with his fingers, even before necessity made him further develop that skill.

Like an actor slipping into a role, he sometimes borrowed the identities of others when he was in public spaces. He had no name that he considered his own though. He’d lost his human identity at the end of his fourteenth year when the lab gave him a barcode tattooed at his inner elbow to mark him as property.

He could become one of the boys in this room if he wanted. Maybe a James or a John or a Robert. No, never Robert. Rifling through the wallets he’d liberated, he kept the cash, a few cards, and driver’s licenses for young men he could imitate. He’d think about a temporary name later. After he dumped the empty wallets in a large trash can under the party detritus.

In a little while, he’d try to go into one of the brothers’ rooms upstairs in hopes of finding cash and trinkets he could dispose of easily. He might have to pull out the sex card for that, though it was his least favorite survival tool. From the time he was a teen, he’d met plenty of men who insisted they were straight while paying him for acts that were illegal in most states and foreign territories.

As he scanned the room for his next mark, a woman with her dark hair in an updo and her lips painted bright red crossed the floor. She wore a thin white sweater with navy stripes and pants that showed off her lower legs. Her curvy figure invited eyes to look upon it, and those in attendance who liked women did not hide their admiring gazes.

Though she was lovely, he immediately dismissed her as a potential target. What did interest him, though, was the younger woman who walked through the door behind a man with a store-bought smile and his hair artfully styled. The man, likely in his mid-twenties, was forgettable in the way the clean-cut and rich can be, but she appeared to glow with a moving aura of reds, oranges, and yellows.

After his time in the lab, he knew first-hand that there were creatures beyond everyday imagination who walked among the human population undetected. He covertly glanced around to see if the humans in the room had registered her presence yet. Judging from their general lack of reaction, he was probably seeing her with his enhanced vision.

He hadn’t encountered anyone like her before, and his curiosity bedeviled him to find out what she was. So, he took a beer from a huge tub of ice and slipped into the shadows to eavesdrop on their conversation.

“Dennis!” the dark-haired woman said, arms outstretched to hug him.

“Val!” Dennis responded with a smile. “So glad you’re here. This is Miranda. She’s going to be in the farrier course with your sister Lisa.”

Miranda stepped toward Val, showing off pale skin, long, dark red hair, and burnished brown eyes. She had a directness to her that set her apart from Val’s femme fatale presentation.

[Beautiful colors,] he signed to himself when he got a good look at Miranda’s aura.

He’d been so lost in observation that it took him a few seconds to realize what he’d done. Usually, he avoided signing when he worked a crowd. He slipped his hand in his pocket and kept watching them curiously.

“I thought you could introduce them,” Dennis continued. “They can be friends while Dad does his best to make sure I learn how to ride a horse.”

“Yes, of course,” Val said, her hand on her hip. “But don’t you already know how to ride?”

Miranda quickly set her straight. “I’m teaching him western riding instead of English dressage.”

Nodding, Val said, “Sounds like you and Lisa will get along just fine. She’s still home in New Hampshire finishing a job, but she comes down at the end of the month.”

“Right. Classes don’t start for us until the beginning of September.” The aura around Miranda brightened as she spoke. Her voice was pleasant, warm like the timbre of a viola. “Do you go to Cornell, too?”

“I’m in the psychology master’s program,” she said with a smile. “Give me your number, and I’ll give you Lisa’s.”

After each woman tapped on her respective phone, Val asked Miranda, “What are you doing here with Dennis?”

“He invited me,” Miranda said.

“Is your dad appealing to your baser instincts by hiring such a pretty girl for your riding instructor, Dennis?” Val’s mouth twitched like she was making mischief.

Dennis put his hands up in surrender. “You know my parents. Sometimes they want what they want, even if it makes no sense to me.”

“Yes, I do know your parents.” Val put her hand on Dennis’s shoulder. “That’s why I have to talk to you about your mom’s fundraiser. I’ve got an idea that will help my club.”

As their talk shifted to the fundraiser, which was of no interest to him, he continued to study Miranda. She shifted her weight from foot to foot and appeared as bored with Dennis and Val’s conversation as he was. Then Miranda sighed and flicked her gaze over to him.

Her eyes widened when she saw him. He hadn’t expected her to notice him, but he played it cool like any of the other frat bros at the party and waved at her with three fingers, his thumb and index fingers holding his beer bottle. She acknowledged the motion with a slight smile.

“So, Miranda,” Val said brightly, breaking the connection between them, “how old are you? The frat will get in trouble if you get caught with any alcohol and you’re not legal.”

“I’m nineteen,” Miranda replied.

“Let me get you a wristband.” Val hooked her arm in Miranda’s and took her away, leaving Dennis temporarily to his own devices.

With the two women gone, he looked around the crowd again for someone who might be easily duped, and, as if a gift from the gods themselves, a younger bro came down the stairs like he was the king of the frat. They looked enough alike that this was going to be one of tonight’s more profitable encounters if he could get out unscathed.

He would circle back to his doppelganger later. First, he’d go upstairs to scope out the rooms. If a few small pieces from other rooms went missing while he was up there, so be it. He dropped his beer bottle in the trash and pocketed a large napkin on the way.

At the second-floor landing, he unveiled his senses so he could hear or smell anything out of the ordinary. People talked in a few rooms, and the odors of hormones, semen, and sweat drifted back to him from a room where people were loudly having sex. His nose tickled with an oncoming sneeze, but he shut it down. Focusing elsewhere, the room to his immediate right sounded empty. He used the napkin to turn the knob, and the door opened without resistance.

The room was atypically neat, making it easier to find cash and small valuables. In lieu of a bag, he dropped his pickings into long tube socks, like a reverse Santa stealing gifts from the privileged, and then he hid them on his person.

Walking lightly down the hallway to a door decorated with red paint, he found a dry-erase board and photos of his rich, young look-alike. According to the door decorations, he was JR, with friends, a car, and all the trappings of wealth and station. The door to JR’s room was locked, but he could pick the lock if he had to.

Dropping down to get the lockpick set out of his shoe, he heard a voice drift up to him from the party on the main floor.

“Get off of me!”

Because his guard was still down, the sound went right to his ears like a compulsion. It sounded like the young woman with the fiery aura, Miranda. He looked toward the stairs, then back to the door he was trying to open. This was not a good time to be interrupted. He only needed a few more seconds to pick the lock and snatch and grab.

He heard another of her frustrated growls.

Okay, fine. The room would still be there in a few minutes, and he’d already gotten some useful pickings from one of the other frat brothers. Putting a pin in the petty larceny, he stuffed away his lockpicks and headed back downstairs.

Near the refreshment table, a very drunk blond man was rutting against Miranda like a dog humping her leg. Luckily for him, the nuisance was JR of the red door. Slinking over to the two of them, he got behind JR and groped his ass.

“Let her go,” he said softly so only JR and maybe Miranda could hear.

She turned and stared at them both, disgust showing on her face as she looked at JR. When she shifted her eyes to him, her expression changed to surprise and even interest. It was a nice expression, but he’d have to follow up after he’d taken care of JR.

He tossed his head in a wordless cue for Miranda to go somewhere else, and he pulled JR by the hips away from her. Miranda shuddered again at the sight of JR and her throat made motions like she was about to throw up. She left, though the drunken idiot was holding one of her earrings in his hand.

Taking the bauble away from JR, he redirected the conversation. “Why are you messing with her? I can take care of you better than she can.”

His breath was a light enough touch near the shell of JR’s ear that the other man shivered. “Come on. Let’s go up to your room, and I’ll give you what you need.”

Adding to the covert seduction, he reached around to the front of JR’s pants, stroking over the already semi-hard dick.

“I don’t know you,” JR said with a swallow.

“That’s right. No one has to know. And you never have to see me again.”

The appeal of an anonymous and potentially scandalous gay hook-up made all the difference in the world. JR led the way upstairs. After unlocking the door, JR pulled him inside and shoved him against the door.

“I don’t kiss. I’m not gay!” JR ground against him, much as he’d just done to Miranda, so the truth of that statement might have been up for debate.

Taking the lead to unzip JR’s jeans, he said, “I don’t care what you call yourself.”

He reached into JR’s underwear and stroked him so firmly that JR’s eyes started to roll back in his head. Keeping one hand on JR, he used the other to lock the door behind them. Then they moved toward the bed where he quickly removed JR’s clothing.

Rising on his knees, he put his hand back on JR’s dick and stroked him until he was writhing with pleasure. It didn’t take much skill, though he had it if necessary.

“Aren’t you going to suck me off?” JR asked with gasping breath as his back arched. “I’m going to come, oh god!”

“Good,” he replied with laughter in his throat.

He leaned over and pressed a kiss to JR’s forehead. Then as fast as a championship cowboy in a rodeo, he flipped JR over and tied his wrists behind his back with his conveniently long socks. He used the belt to tie JR’s ankles together.

“Hey! No butt stuff, man!”

Smoothing his hand over JR’s ass before giving him a good spank, he replied, “No problem.”

When JR tested his restraints and started yelling profanity, he packed JR’s underwear into his open mouth to muffle the noise. He helped himself to the contents of JR’s wallet and a few nondescript pieces of JR’s clothing, which he dumped into a backpack conveniently on the floor near the closet.

A briefcase caught his attention. JR was still contained, so he tried opening it with the typical default combination. When that didn’t work, he glanced around the room for something else that it might be instead. JR’s keychain was for an obnoxiously expensive car. On a hunch, he tried the model number of the car and pressed the button to open the briefcase. Inside it was a personal goldmine. JR had his passport, a copy of his birth certificate, his social security card, and several other private and personal documents for a man with an established identity.

He put the documents into the backpack and double-checked JR’s restraints. Then he pulled a trash can close to the bed.

“If you have to piss. Don’t miss.”

He pulled the underwear out of JR’s mouth so the guy wouldn’t choke and threw them in the trash can. Then he hiked the backpack over his shoulder and walked out of the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. Sure, JR could call for help, but he was banking on JR wanting to save face after being caught in a compromising position.

Now it was time to find Miranda.

***
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MIRANDA HAD TO GET some fresh air, so she planted herself on the backyard patio near the pool. During all the dancing and drinking, too many people pressed in on her. She liked Dennis well enough, but this party was not the kind of fun she was looking for.

After being mauled by that blond creep, she had made the mistake of going into the kitchen where they looked like they were filming a porno. Something that involved a chick with double Ds licking some food spread off a brother’s dick in front of a room of spectators, many recording it on their phones. No thank you, very much.

If this was what she had to do to fit in with other students, New York was going to be a bust. Her plan had been to leave Montana for training in a job she thought she’d like. Then she could have the independence that a good job could afford. Sure, she could learn to be a farrier closer to home, but an opportunity to learn at Cornell was not something she could pass up.

Miranda paced back and forth outside and ran her fingers through her hair. She pulled her hand back as she realized one of her earrings was missing. Well, shit. She’d liked those earrings.

Beside her, a throat cleared, and Miranda berated herself for not being more aware of her surroundings. She feared it might be her pest back for round two of his unwanted advances. But, no. It was the other guy who’d watched her over a bottle of beer when she walked into the frat house. Maybe that was creepy, but to be fair, she’d noticed him too.

While the thoughts played through her mind, he stood silently, her missing earring resting on his outstretched fingertips.

“Oh, thank you!”

She stepped closer and got a better look at him when a beam of light crossed his face. He was tall with thick, scruffy blond hair and stubble. Not handsome in the overly polished way of Dennis and his friends. As she looked up into his face, she thought she saw an optical illusion.

“Your eyes look silver,” she breathed out with a laugh.

He signed something she didn’t recognize. Miranda didn’t have a lot of experience with Sign Language. She hadn’t grown up with Deaf people, but, like many curious hearing children, she had looked up a few things about American Sign Language now and again.

“Are you deaf?”

[No,] he signed.

At least she recognized that much. Longer conversations were going to be a problem if he gave her only binary answers. She frowned, and he cleared his throat.

“What are you?”

Even though the words of his question were rude, he sounded reverent. As he looked at her, his face was like someone basking in awe.

“I’m just a girl at a party. My name’s Miranda. Who are you?”

She’d extended her hand to shake, but perhaps that was the wrong decision. He kept his hands up, simultaneously speaking and signing, “I’m no one.”

“Well, you’ve got to be somebody. I can see you standing in front of me. Where are you from?”

He paused, and she couldn’t tell what his deal was. Maybe auditory processing issues? His face was very expressive, though, but maybe that went with the Sign Language. The face was just as much a part of communication as the gestures.

“Chicago originally...” His expression waffled between shy and annoyed.

“Okay,” Miranda said with a salute. “That’s a start. Are you one of the frat brothers?”

[No.] He curled his lip like the prospect was distasteful.

“You are an excellent conversationalist, Chicago.” Miranda sighed, and then watched him sign several things, none of which she understood.

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Yeah.” She nodded her head like she followed whatever he was going on about. Then she added, “Your eyes are freaky. You know that?”

“They were blue once. Before...”

He doubled down on his expression of displeasure as if mentioning that fact pained him. Miranda took a step back, ready to leave him to his awkwardness, but he stopped her with a gentle request.

“May I touch you?”

He was polite if peculiar, and she put up her hand to stop him. Any other guy who respected boundaries would have let it go at that, but he took it as an invitation to hold her hand in his as if she was a delicate bird with easily broken bones.

“Uh... Chicago, you’ve got my hand.”

“Yeah,” he said as his fingers grazed over Miranda’s skin with the lightest pressure. He bowed his head and looked at her hand in utter fascination.

It was a pleasant sensation, almost charming, because it felt like real curiosity instead of a dude trying to pick her up by putting on romantic airs. But then Chicago had to open his mouth and ruin the intimacy of the moment.

“I have no idea what you are. You’re not human... but you’re not like me, either...”

Miranda gasped, and his silver eyes flashed red for a split second before she jerked her hand away.

“Excuse you!” she screeched at him.

Her heart raced at his accusation. She’d been keeping it under wraps since she was five years old. Not completely. Sometimes there were accidents that she couldn’t easily explain without long conversations that she didn’t want to have.

Then she realized one very important thing. Chicago might have called her out, but in doing so he was admitted he was different too. But different how?

Stepping forward, she whispered, “You’re not human?”

He opened his mouth slightly, then shook his head no.

“And you’re sure we’re not the same?” Miranda got even closer.

“You are so bright. Beautiful,” he said with his hands moving to sign. That didn’t answer her question, but it was a curious reaction.

“You can see that?”

“I could see you if you were at the bottom of the ocean.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

Chicago started to sign something else, but Miranda saw a tattoo on his inner forearm near his left elbow. It looked like a UPC found on food labels or the backs of books.

Miranda placed her fingers there and tried to catch his eye. “What is this?”

“Secret,” he whispered as he pulled back from her.

He reminded her of a horse ready to bolt. She slowed her breaths audibly and concentrated on radiating a calm demeanor. He quirked an eyebrow at her but eventually acted more tranquil.

“Is this part of your not-human secret?” Miranda asked.

“If the wrong person finds out,” Chicago said, “they’ll take me back.”

“Who will?”

Miranda smiled encouragingly and was half-tempted to offer to share her secret if Chicago shared his. It was on the tip of her tongue—

“There you are!” Dennis called out as he approached her. “You disappeared. Did you get bored?”

When Miranda started working for his father, she had expected Dennis to be snobby and entitled. He was as handsome as one would expect from the scion of a rich family, but he was also a surprisingly nice guy. Unfortunately, he was hopeless around horses, much to his father’s chagrin. She’d be earning her money teaching him.

“No. I’ve been here talking to...” She gestured to where Chicago had been standing only to discover him missing. “I was talking to thin air, I guess.”

“Do you want to come inside and dance? You know, my mom made me take ballroom dancing for years.”

“Did those lessons work?” Miranda put her fingers on his extended palm.

“One way to find out,” Dennis replied with a gleaming smile.

As they returned to the house to dance, Miranda looked around for Chicago, puzzling about what and where he could be. If she dared believe him, she might not be alone in the world after all. As it was, she sure wasn’t like any of the other people dancing to EDM inside the house.

She and Dennis danced with each other for about four songs, until he put his hand on her waist and whispered in her ear, “You’re not enjoying yourself, are you?”

Ruefully, she shook her head. Miranda thought she’d hidden it better.

Taking her hand and tucking it in the crook of his arm, Dennis said, “Then let’s go find something else to do instead.”
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Chicago weaseled his way into the Psychology 101 class a few days later by pretending to be Trevor, one of the registered students who had not shown up. He wore a pair of sunglasses to hide his silver eyes and make it easier to blend in. The people who’d gotten close enough to notice usually flinched because blond hair with silver eyes was an odd-looking combination. Miranda had been an exception. Her reaction to him was curious and unafraid.

Though he didn’t have a formal education beyond the eighth grade, Chicago had always been a bright and curious student. During his time in the lab, he’d overheard too many arguments between the White Coats espousing different schools of thought in training his test group. He followed that curiosity naturally to psychology.

He sat next to a girl who had the textbook open on her desk. “Read over your shoulder?”

“Yeah,” she said, checking him out and appearing to like what he was serving.

A few other students filed in, including someone who knew the girl he was sitting beside. They immediately went into gossip mode.

“Hey, did you hear JR died Saturday night?” She sounded both horrified and entertained.

“No shit? I hated that guy,” one of the dudes a few seats away proclaimed.

Chicago felt ringing in his ears. He’d left JR alive. Restrained, but alive.

“Do we know the cause of death?” he asked softly.

“It was some kinky sex gone wrong by the look of things. He was tied up bondage style according to what I heard.”

The rest of the students talked around him, and Chicago tuned them out. It was rotten that the kid had died, but then again, no one would expect JR’s information to be used. Especially not the people from the lab who were still hunting him three years after he escaped. When he’d passed through Philadelphia the previous year, he’d thought he saw lab people skulking around one of the places where he’d been picking marks. He’d disappeared quickly to avoid recapture.

He looked up to see Ms. Tucker, the teaching assistant in charge of the class, walking in with an attention-getting sway to her hips like a model on a catwalk. Several students noticed and whistled after her. When she turned around to face the class, he recognized her as Dennis’s friend Val who had been talking to Miranda at the frat party.

Val called the class to order and discussed the semester syllabus. She appeared confident in front of the group as she focused her attention on different areas of the room. Chicago felt when she noticed him. The pause was long enough that one of the guys near him called him a “dog” and tried to give him a low-five. He played along because that’s what Trevor the student would do.

“We’re going to go over Maslow’s hierarchy of needs twice,” Val continued from the front of the lecture hall. “First at the beginning of the semester and later to find out if your understanding of what is essential in life changes.”

“Will this be on the final?” a student to his left yelled.

Val gave the young woman a saucy look. “One of your essential needs is to make sure you know this information.”

Glancing at the book in front of his seat partner, he thumbed through the pages until he landed on the diagram that matched the one on the whiteboard. “Here it is.”

“You already read the book?” she asked, looking at him suspiciously.

“Yeah.” It had been an older edition from the university library, but he’d finished the book in nearly one sitting. He found it all fascinating.

“I hate psychology,” she muttered.

“Then why are you taking it?”

With a hot glare, she answered. “Same as you. Required class. Educational psychology is going to be worse.”

“You’re going to be a teacher?” He didn’t claim to understand people, but that didn’t bode well for her future students.

The girl perked up. “Yeah! I love taking care of little kids.”

“What was that?” Val asked from the front of the class. “Anything to add?”

She walked toward them in her authoritative heels, a pointer in hand.

“We were talking about Maslow,” he answered. “How it applies if you’re gonna be a teacher.”

“That’s actually very important,” Val said. “Good job, you two. Keep the chatter down, and I’ll bring you back into the conversation later.”

After she walked away from them, one of the other dudes sitting near him practically salivated as he said, “I love that ass.”

Fair. There was no doubt Val Tucker had the confidence to flaunt her physical assets. Chicago was more curious as to how well she’d teach psychology.

The class session ended faster than he’d expected. Before the students could file out at the end of the lecture, Val reminded them that there was a psychology club that met twice a week to socialize and discuss the material. “You could meet a tutor if you’re struggling, and you can get a free lunch if we know you’re coming.”

He sat up straighter in his chair. When the class was over, he walked against the tide of exiting students to get to Val, who greeted him warmly while packing her bag.

“I hope you enjoyed the class. Are you going to be at the club meeting, too?”

“Maybe,” he hedged. “What does the club actually do?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s not just for psychology majors. I get that question all the time,” she said with a smile that could have been flirtatious. “I already mentioned tutoring and lunch. We get to make friends and give back to the community. In fact, members of the club are working the Guilfords’ charity event next month.”

Miranda’s date at the frat party had been named Guilford. “Is that... Dennis Guilford’s family?”

“Yes! What a small world.” Val slowly looked him up and down, perhaps making a finer assessment of his persona. “How do you know him?”

“I met him at a frat party,” he answered with a slouching posture and a jerk of his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the past.

“Was it that party where JR died?” she asked with sadness in her eyes. “What a shame, you know? Someone tied him up and left him for dead.”

It wasn’t supposed to have happened like that. “Were you there? Are there any suspects?”

“I was. It was pretty gruesome,” she said with a shiver. “Let’s talk about something more pleasant. That fundraiser is for the Christopher and Dana Reeve Foundation to cure spinal cord injury, and it’s sponsored by Dennis’s mom and Dr. Coleman.”

Chicago had known a Dr. Coleman back in the Evanston lab. Many scientists had come and gone, from biologists and geneticists to neurologists and so many others that they’d become the nameless White Coats. The Dr. Coleman he knew had been particularly memorable for his single-minded determination and his habit of eating copious amounts of peppermint, something Chicago now hated.

He did like lunch when he could get it, though. “I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow.”

“Great! See you there.” Val gave him a look that was much more interested than he expected it to be. He was lucky she didn’t recognize him from the party where he’d first seen her.

He finger-waved goodbye to Val and walked past students entering the lecture hall, including athletes in their workout attire. Chicago pocketed one of their student ID cards on the way out in case he could use that to gain access to the showers in the gym.

***
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AT THE END OF AUGUST, when Miranda had been in Ithaca three weeks already, she drove to The Stump, the student bar where she agreed to meet Lisa Tucker. Despite the bar’s unimpressive name, it couldn’t be any worse than any of the bars full of dumb men in Montana. Contrary to conventional wisdom, redus neckus americanus, aka the Common American Redneck, was indigenous to all parts of the United States, not just the south.

After finding a parking spot, Miranda stepped down from her truck, an older F150 that she’d driven across the country to New York, and surveyed the parking lot for any hidden dangers. A couple kissed as they walked inside, but there weren’t any other people loitering around. Miranda locked the truck and pocketed the key, turning around to find a huge wolf silently staring at her from the shadows.

She froze in place and studied the beast sitting on its haunches. He was at least 150 pounds, if not bigger, with silver-gray fur that matched its silver eyes. The air about the animal was patient and perhaps curious. The wolf was not afraid to be in human spaces. She didn’t feel like it was measuring her up for an attack. It could have been a mental game, of course. Both humans and wolves were apex predators, but Miranda had the more dangerous edge.

Back home, Miranda had come across coyotes and wolves in the wild when she worked with mustang herds. Wild animals had never intimidated her. She had a knack for them, especially the mustangs, as if the wild in them recognized the wild in her.

After the wolf had gotten his fill of looking at her, he loped for the foliage at the edge of the property. Miranda shook herself out of her wolf-induced trance. A wolf that large was rare to see in a city. He could have been an escapee from a zoo.

Inside the dark bar, Miranda glanced around the room, and though she’d never met Lisa before, she was easy to pick out. Lisa was the tall, blonde woman who looked like a Valkyrie with a long braid and muscular shoulders. She could probably star in some fantasies as a sexy blacksmith, a near trade to some things farriers did. Lisa showed off those shoulders as she played pool at one of the back tables.

“Lisa?” Miranda asked, pitching her voice loud enough to be heard over the jukebox yet soft enough not to mess up the shot.

Standing up with a triumphant smirk, Lisa said, “Hi! Thanks for meeting me here.”

Miranda was shorter than her at a modest five-foot-four. Most of the time she also kept her hair in a French braid, like the one Lisa wore, or in a ponytail. It was easier for work.

“After we finish this game, do you want to play?” Lisa pointed at the guy playing pool with her. “This is Steve.”

With his thick build and bald head, he looked like someone who should be named Steve. He probably worked as a bouncer or a famous wrestler impersonator.

“Nice to meet you.” Miranda politely waved. “Did either of you hear anything about a zoo with an escaped wolf? I swear I just saw one in the parking lot, and it was too big to be wild.”

“I haven’t heard anything,” Lisa replied, “but I just got into town.”

“Me, neither,” Steve said. “Is the wolf still there?”

“No. He ran into the bushes.” Miranda shrugged. “Should I report it to animal control?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll check it out,” Steve said, strolling to the door while Lisa continued playing her turn.

“Wow. A wolf,” Lisa said as she set up her shot. “Wouldn’t it be cool if he was part of a movie set?”

That was nothing at all like what Miranda was thinking, and Lisa must have noticed. She stopped shooting to explain, “I love horror movies, so my mind’s always working that angle. Would you like to go to the movies with me later?”

Horror movies made sense. “What kind of horror do you like best? Blood and murder or vampires and werewolves?”

“Both,” Lisa said with a grin.

Steve came back inside, and Chicago brushed past him at the door. Chicago studied everyone in the bar, and Miranda’s heart beat faster at seeing him. She had wondered about him several times in the two weeks since the frat party, but she hadn’t thought their paths would cross again.

“No wolf out there that I saw,” Steve told them when he returned to the table.

Miranda was still staring at Chicago, and Lisa nudged her. “Do you know him?”

“Not really. He was at the party where I met your sister.”

“He’s a tricky one,” Steve said, crossing his arms as he looked at Chicago. “Goes home with different men or women all the time. Doesn’t seem to care.”

“Some people are bisexual,” Lisa said in an exasperated tone. She missed her shot and had to surrender the table to Steve.

While he put together his shots, Lisa stood by Miranda. “Were you there when they found the body?”

A shiver of disgust rippled through her. JR had been a groping nuisance, but Miranda hadn’t wished him dead. “No. Dennis and I had already left the party. Thankfully.”

“I might be a horror movie fan,” Lisa confessed in a breathy whisper, “but I’ve never been near a dead body before.”

“Oh, I have,” Miranda said. Several of them. Making new friends was probably not supposed to come with a comparison of body count.

Though her face showed curiosity, Lisa’s ringing phone prevented her from asking any questions. “This is important. Let me take this outside. I’ll be right back.”

She disappeared out the front door, and Miranda watched Steve sink the rest of the balls to finish the game. They started a new game together, and Miranda played first. She wasn’t too bad, but she also wasn’t as good as Steve.

“How do you and Lisa know each other?” she asked.

“We just met. This is my regular place,” he said. “You want a drink? I’ll buy.”

“Yes, thank you,” Miranda replied. “Coke in a bottle, please.”

She preferred drinks in bottles because it was easier to tell if they’d been tampered with. Miranda had known too many women who’d been drugged not to have her guard up about such things in public places. No matter how nice a guy seemed, he could still surprise you.

When Steve stepped away to get her drink, a new warm body took place beside her, and it wasn’t Lisa back from her phone call.

[How are you?] Chicago signed to her.

“Winning,” she said, nodding her head to the pool table as she stood with her cue.

“Steve’s gay,” he said softly. “Nice guy, but don’t set your hopes on him.”

Miranda scowled at him. “Do you two have some weird rivalry going on? He was quick to tell me you’re bisexual or something.”

“Something,” Chicago said softly.

“Not that it affects me personally. I didn’t come to New York to get a boyfriend. How about you?”

“I didn’t come to New York to get a boyfriend either. Or a girlfriend.”

“So what do you want?”

Miranda hadn’t meant her question to be deep or existential, but he stood in silence for a long time. It was long enough that she could look at him in a different light than the dark of a frat party. His bushy blond hair had telltale streaks of color from spending time outside. The hair and silver eyes together were an unusual combination.

“I want to know why you shine.” He simultaneously signed with the words he spoke. “You’re beautiful. I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”

Miranda hadn’t either. If she hadn’t looked like her family, she would have sworn she was adopted. She turned the next question back to him.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four,” Chicago replied slowly as if he had to think about it.

“Oh, you’re positively ancient. You should get married and have lots of kids right now before it’s too late.” She smiled mischievously down at the table, missing her shot.

“No.” He reacted with a shiver. “That’d be a terrible idea!”

“Just messing with you, Chicago.”

Both Steve and Lisa walked back to the pool table, and Chicago stepped away. Miranda groaned at how frustrating he was. If he kept disappearing when she was talking to other people, she was going to think he was a hallucination or a personal phantom.

“Here you go,” Steve said, giving Miranda her Coke.

“Thank you. It’s your table.”

While she took a sip of her drink, Lisa slumped beside her with a loud breath. “I didn’t mean to leave you like that. One of the neighbors back home has a colicky horse.”

Miranda winced. “I hope you’ve got a good vet.”

“We do. I was talking them through it while they waited for the vet.” Lisa took a swig of her drink and focused on Miranda. “What’s your horse story?”

“I like horses more than people. Don’t get me wrong. I like people, but... In high school, I started leading trail rides for the tourists who came in to play cowboy for a weekend. Then I started thinking of long-term jobs, like glass blowing. I did some apprentice work on that when I was fourteen. But one of my regulars offered me a job here, so I jumped on it.”

“That’s cool,” Lisa said with a big grin. “I’m going to like going to class with you. Instant best friends!”

Miranda smiled hesitantly at her. Was it that easy? She had friends back home, but none so close that she felt the need to keep contact. That was probably a sad thing, but she hadn’t lied to Lisa when she said she liked animals more than people. Maybe that was one reason why the huge wolf hadn’t bothered her.

“Did you see the wolf outside?” Miranda asked.

“No. If you see him again, you’ll have to point him out to me.”

“Yeah, of course.”

Miranda looked across the bar while Steve dominated the pool table. Chicago was getting comfy with one of the girls in the back and making flirty eyes with her while eating the fries off her plate. It annoyed Miranda more than she was willing to admit because if he wanted to talk to a girl, she was right there. So much for hinting that he wanted to get to know her but wandering off as soon as others were around.

“We could throw a full game of darts before it’s your turn to play pool again,” Lisa told Miranda.

“I’m not that good,” Steve said behind his pool cue. “But awfully close!”

Lisa finished her drink, swirling the remains of the ice chips at the bottom of her glass. “You want another one?”

Wincing, Miranda said, “Bars aren’t really my thing. I don’t drink. Never cared to.”

“No sweat,” Lisa said as she pulled out her phone and made her thumbs dance all over the screen. “How about that movie? Looks like there are a few big ones out just in time for Labor Day weekend.”

“Sure. That sounds like a lot more fun,” she said with a glance at Lisa’s phone. “What’s playing?”

“What about this one?” Lisa said, turning her phone to Miranda so she could see it. “If we leave now, we’ll just make it.”

“Perfect.”

After saying their goodbyes to Steve, they went out to their vehicles. Lisa was parked on a different end of the lot from Miranda. They’d agreed to drive separately, and Miranda scanned the parking lot for the wolf as she walked to her truck. Had she merely imagined him? Lisa got in her SUV, and Miranda waved for her to go ahead.

Miranda watched Lisa’s red taillights as she buckled her seatbelt. Just as she turned the key in the ignition, she heard a loud thump against her driver’s side window. Someone yelled, “Stop!”

She screamed at the sudden surprise and whipped her head around to find Chicago leaning against her door frame, breathing heavily. She got that. Her heart was racing so fast that her world vibrated.

Rolling down the window, she demanded, “Why’d you do that!”

“There’s a cat under your truck.”

She turned off the ignition immediately, and he dropped to the ground. Miranda couldn’t see what he was doing, so she opened the door and leaned out the side of the truck. Chicago’s jeans were super shabby, but he had nice legs underneath them. Miranda told herself to stop noticing, but that only made it worse.

After what felt like several minutes but was probably much shorter, Chicago crawled out from under Miranda’s truck with a small black kitten in his hands. He leaned against the panel between the door and the rear wheel well, breathing heavily and softly petting the kitten.

Miranda dripped out of her truck and pooled on the ground beside him like she was enacting Dalí’s Persistence of Memory. She crowded close to Chicago to examine the cat.

“Is she okay?” she asked softly. “What was she doing under there?”

“Maybe she wanted to go to the movies with you.” He caught her eyes. “I overheard your plans with your friend.”

“Did you now? Is one of your non-human gifts hypersensitive hearing?” Miranda wasn’t sure she believed him, but she was willing to push him to test if his story was consistent. “I’m surprised you could hear that well with your tongue in someone else’s mouth.”

He gave her an irritated look, and the kitten let out a pitiful cry. Miranda got up and pulled a pack of peanut butter crackers out of her glove box.

“That’s all I got right now. Maybe she can eat it.”

Chicago broke one piece into smaller bits, and the small kitten made a loud growling sound as she tried to chew. Sighing with relief, Miranda leaned back against the side of her truck, touching shoulders with him. It could have been a good moment if she hadn’t felt the beginnings of a gravel rash.

“I need to go,” she said apologetically. “Lisa wants to see that werewolf movie.”

“So it’s a comedy then,” he replied in a deadpan as he stroked the cat.

“No!” She couldn’t help laughing. “Do you want to come?”

It was incredibly impulsive. She barely knew him, but then again, Miranda barely knew Lisa. So they were all on equal footing.

The look on his face was conflicted. “I’d like that, but...”

Chicago pointedly looked down at the kitten nestled against his chest.

“Are you going to keep her?” she asked.

His mouth moved like wasn’t sure how to smile. Then he nodded.

“You should give her a name,” Miranda said as she stood up. “People might not get names in Chicago, but kittens in Ithaca do.”

“Belle,” he said without hesitation, tucking her inside his clothing as he also stood.

“If she’s a beauty, does that make you the beast?”

This time he did smile, showing a small upturn at the corners of his mouth.

“What are you?” Miranda whispered. “Are you really not human, or were you just messing with me because we met at a frat party?”

“I was born human, but now I’m not.” He brought out his hands to sign. Even though he was expressive, he kept his movements contained. “I escaped from the genetics lab that made me, and now I always have to stay one step ahead of them.”

Miranda had no way of proving what he said was real or not, but he spoke with such lived-in weariness that she believed him. Her own secrets were just as fantastical.

“That’s no way to live. It must be exhausting to always be looking over your shoulder.” She paused. “Is that why you keep disappearing whenever someone comes up to me?”

Chicago nodded. “Yes. Your turn.”

“I dunno. I was born the way I am, and I’ve never met anyone else like me. It’s kind of lonely.” She flushed after she realized what she’d admitted.

He opened his mouth, maybe to ask her what her full truth was, but she was saved by the ringing of her phone.

“Where are you?” Lisa asked without any other greeting.

“Sorry. There was a cat under my truck. Had to get her out. I’ll be right there.”

Miranda ended the call and turned her attention back to Chicago. “I better go. See you later maybe.”

“It could happen. I’ll be a waiter at Mrs. Guilford’s fundraiser next month.”

“How do you know about that?” Miranda had heard some discussion about it among the household staff.

“The world is small,” he said with a shrug as he walked toward the foliage.

Miranda battled the separate pulls to him and to the movie date she’d set up with Lisa. She’d probably see him later, but that shindig was three weeks away.

“Hey, Chicago,” she yelled at his retreating back. “Do you have a phone?”

“No,” he said, waving goodbye without turning around.

Well, that was it then. After being open and letting down her guard with Chicago, Miranda had to go to the movies with Lisa and pretend to be normal. Sometimes it was exhausting, but it was an acting job she’d been doing since she was a little girl.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Miranda’s farrier training started when September rolled around, and in addition to Lisa, there were two other students in class, Roger and Avi. In such a small class with like-minded individuals, it was inevitable that they’d make friends with each other easily. During their first lunch together as they sat around in their aprons, Lisa discovered that Avi also loved horror movies. They immediately started making movie plans for the weekend, belatedly adding Miranda and Roger into the mix.

“I’ll go as long as it’s not supposed to be a double date,” Roger said. “I don’t think Miranda and I are orientationally compatible. No offense.”

She swung her head in his direction and narrowed her eyes at him. “Why would I be offended? You think I want you so much I’ll be heartbroken if you don’t fall immediately in love with me? Puh-lease.”

“We should introduce him to Steve,” Lisa said, nudging Miranda’s elbow.

“Who’s that?” asked Roger.

“Pool shark who hangs out at the student bar,” Miranda said. “Looks like Mr. Clean.”

“He knows how to use his stick,” Lisa said with a lewd laugh.

“You need Jesus,” Roger told her.

“I need somethin’,” Lisa said with a wink.

Two weeks into class, Miranda got to do one of her favorite farrier tasks—making horseshoes. She loved forging things so much she considered blacksmithing as something she could do if being a farrier didn’t work out.

Roger greeted her as she entered the compound. “I’m working with you today.”

“Excellent. This should be fun,” Miranda said as she set up her workspace.

“I met Steve,” Roger said with a blush. “He’s got potential.”

“Good for you! You can invite him to Lisa and Avi’s movie night.”

Those two had quickly coupled up, and if Roger and Steve were getting along, the only single one was Miranda. She hadn’t felt like an unwanted addition when they all went out together. As she had told Chicago, Miranda hadn’t come to Ithaca to find a boyfriend. She was here to learn her trade.

Miranda and Roger stopped chatting so they could concentrate on making shoes. She didn’t wear jewelry when working because she didn’t want it to catch on anything. Roger, on the other hand, wore his grandfather’s Korean War wristwatch under his protective gloves. It looked like an invitation for trouble.

“Where are you going to work when the course is done?” Miranda asked him while shaping a shoe with a template.

“I’ll probably work for my uncle in Nevada, but my big dream is working with racehorses,” he said. “What about you?”

“Not sure yet, but I’d like to stay out east a while if I can.” Miranda looked over at Roger’s forge and saw the metal wasn’t very pliant. “I don’t think yours is hot enough.”

“Damn. Yeah,” he agreed and tried to fix it.

While Roger brought the heat of his forge up, Miranda removed her work gloves to open a bottle of water. She set the gloves on a safe place to the side of her work area and watched Roger’s progress with the shoes.

“Got it!” Roger pumped his fist in victory.

The old watch fell off his wrist and into the hot forge. Roger stared at it in frozen horror. Miranda didn’t even give it a second thought. She darted her bare hand into the forge, pulling the watch out and handing it to Roger, who still wore his work gloves.

“You better put that away.” She gave him a no-nonsense stare before she drank again from her sweating bottle of water.

Roger looked from her to the watch on his gloved hand and back again. “You can’t just do that. You could have gotten burned!”

“I’m fine.” Miranda showed him the pale left hand she’d used to reach into the forge. “It’s like walking on hot coals. If you do it fast enough, it won’t hurt you.”

“Thanks for saving my watch.” He put it safely in his pocket. “Don’t do that again. You can’t risk your hands for something so dumb.”

Mr. Steffan, the course instructor, walked closer to their forges. “Problems?”

“No, sir,” they chorused together.

“Good shoes, Miranda. I need you to work with Lisa on your filing next,” Mr. Steffan said. “Roger, you have to heat this forge like you’re Vulcan himself.”

“I’ll do better,” he said with an embarrassed flush.

Miranda cleaned up her work area and went to the station she would share with Lisa. For the rest of the day, every once in a while, Roger would give her curious looks and shake his head, but neither of them talked about it.

***
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WHEN MIRANDA FIRST met Bruce Guilford back in Montana, he had come with several of his doctor friends on one of her trail rides, and, much to Miranda’s surprise, they tipped generously. Her coworkers told her it wasn’t the norm, so she dismissed it as a fluke. Until Dr. Guilford came back for her another time.

That trail ride had been nothing out of the ordinary for Miranda, but by the end of it, she had a job offer in Ithaca and a lead on the farrier course at Cornell. She didn’t understand why it was so important to Bruce that Dennis learn how to ride, but the money was good. So, too, was the chance to get away from her family, who’d kept her in a box. They acted like she was a delicate flower when Miranda was anything but.

She’d arrived the second week in August and had started right away as an entry-level groom in the Guilfords’ barn. Miranda gave Dennis western-style riding lessons two times a week. During their lessons, Miranda usually picked the young gelding Delphi or spirited stallion Blue for herself. The horse she most often used for Dennis was the mare Delilah because she had an even temper for a mare and wasn’t usually bothered by Dennis’s lack of riding technique.

“You’ll be fine, girl,” Miranda said with a reassuring pat to Delilah’s neck as she watched Dennis walk over to the outdoor riding arena with a man Miranda didn’t know. He looked like another one of Bruce’s doctor buddies.

“Hello,” she said to the stranger as she came out of the barn.

“This is my dad’s friend John,” Dennis introduced. “He wanted to come out and watch.”

“Bruce mentioned he hired a new member of the barn staff. Miss...”

“Lennox,” she said as she offered her hand. “Miranda Lennox.”

“Dr. John Coleman,” he replied, his eyes crinkling with crow’s feet as he shook her hand. “Let me guess. With red hair like that and the name Lennox, you must be Scottish.”

“My grandfather and his brother emigrated from a village near Loch Lomond.”

Dennis dutifully went into the barn to groom and tack up Delilah in preparation for his lesson. Miranda kept an eye on him while being polite to Coleman. The man had pressed-and-starched handsomeness, like others of the Guilford set.

“What do you do, Dr. Coleman?”

“I’m a geneticist. That’s how I guessed you were Scottish,” he added with a wink. “Most red hair comes from a bottle, but yours comes from genetic code.”

She shrugged. “It’s how it goes. There are lots of fake redheads on TV and movies, though.”

“Too bad,” he said. “It’s lovely when you find the real thing.”

“I need help!” called Dennis from the inside of the barn where Delilah was in cross ties in the barn aisle.

Miranda excused herself from Coleman. Inside the barn, Delilah was tensing her stomach muscles so that the cinch would fit loosely when she relaxed. Miranda encouraged Delilah to take a step forward, and when the mare did, Dennis was able to tighten the cinch properly. After Dennis was done preparing Delilah, the three of them walked back to the training arena where Coleman had remained.

“Be calm, Dennis. You got this,” she encouraged as they tried a few of the basic skills. He was still a nervous rider, and that always made horses more likely to behave unpredictably.

John Coleman appeared singularly interested in the younger Guilford’s progress.

“Are you a horseman, Dr. Coleman?” Miranda asked.

“I don’t ride as well as Bruce,” he answered. “I do find training fascinating though.”

Dennis rode gentle circles in the riding arena and was calm enough to say, “He’s one of the sponsors of my mother’s charity gala on the 22nd.”

Right. The fundraiser Chicago had mentioned being a volunteer for.

Politely, Miranda asked, “How’d you get involved in that?”

“I believe in what they’re doing,” Coleman replied. “Stem cell research and spinal health are important.”

The faraway expression on his face pulled the next question out of her. “Is that why you’re a geneticist?”

“Indirectly,” he said, studying her. “One of my family members got hurt in the first Persian Gulf War, and I’ve been chasing a cure ever since. A solution for innocent humans ending up in war zones.”

Miranda flexed her left hand. “I know about family getting hurt and wanting to save them. They don’t always recover, even if they’re still living.”

She smiled weakly at Coleman, and he nodded at her.

“Who was yours?” he asked with a respectfully soft voice.

“My grandfather.” Miranda was spared further examination of family secrets because Dennis needed help again.

Delilah decided she didn’t want to approach one side of the riding arena, and her refusal made it hard for Dennis to handle her. Miranda walked closer, radiating the peace and calm she used with all animals. She touched Delilah’s shoulder, spreading the warmth of her will into the mare and putting both horse and rider at ease.

“Very impressive,” John Coleman called out from the edge of the arena. “You know, there’s a horse connection to the fundraiser.”

“What’s that?” Miranda asked.

“Reeve was a very good horseman before he became paralyzed,” Coleman told her. “He became injured while competing in an event.”

“I’d be devastated if I couldn’t ride anymore,” Miranda said with a shudder. “I might have to volunteer for the event.”

“That’s the spirit! I look forward to talking to you again, Miss Lennox, but for now, I must take my leave and find Claudia and Bruce.”

Once Coleman left, Miranda was better able to concentrate on getting Dennis to handle the horse comfortably. They worked through walking and jogging and cooled down responsibly. Then Dennis took Delilah back to the barn aisle where he put away her tack and brushed her down. He ended by mucking Delilah’s stall.

“This is gross,” he complained, not for the first time, with a pitchfork in his hand.

“It’s part of taking care of an animal,” she reminded him again. “Think of her like a big cat. You’d still have to clean out the litter box.”

Dennis muttered about having servants for that, but he kept mucking the stall.

“Hey,” Miranda asked a little later, “are you going to be a server at that fundraiser he was talking about?”

“Nope,” he answered with a grunt. “I have to look nice and stand by my mom like I’m her favorite son.”

“I thought you were an only child,” Miranda teased with a smirk.

“Yup. Funny if you remember my dad’s a fertility specialist. People expect me to be one of many.”

“Or they don’t,” Miranda countered, “and you being an only child is Dr. Guilford’s tragic origin story.”

He barked a laugh, and Miranda knocked on the side of the stall. “Anyway, you did good today. You’ve already improved since I’ve been here, and as long as you keep at it, you’ll get even better.”

Dennis didn’t say anything, but the tips of his ears turned red with possible embarrassment. Miranda left him to finish with his horse, and she went outside to do a security sweep around the barn while she still had plenty of natural light. The tools and equipment were all put away, and the gates and locks were also secure. At the first shadow of night, something at the corner of her eye caught Miranda’s attention.

The huge silver-gray wolf from The Stump’s parking lot lounged on a wall near the edge of the stable. Miranda had thought of him from time to time since she first saw him. He had been so out of place. A wild thing in concrete spaces. She was oddly compelled to touch him, but she knew better than to do that. Then again, she also wanted to touch Chicago, a wild being in his own right who she’d seen at the same bar.

As fast as her thoughts flashed through her mind, the wolf stood from his lounging position and stared back at her. Miranda took off her glove and drifted toward him. She broke free of her wolf-induced trance when Dennis called out that he was done mucking the stall. The wolf flicked his head, scampering off the wall to parts unknown so fast he could have been a figment of her imagination.

Miranda blinked. The horses were still safe, but she’d have to be vigilant in case the wolf came back. She made a mental note to talk to Mrs. Guilford later about volunteering to work her charity fundraiser. After all, Chicago had told her he’d be there, too. Before she could do that, though, she had to check Dennis’s work in the barn.

***
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AFTER MIRANDA FINISHED her regular barn work Saturday morning, Lisa picked her up at the gate of the Guilford mansion to take her to the outdoor student fair on Cornell’s campus. She felt like her dance card was full because she’d volunteered to be a server at the big fundraiser that evening. It was a lot and almost made Miranda want to take a nap before it all got started.

“Hey,” Lisa said cheerily, her makeup more obvious than her typically minimalistic look. “What do you think? Is this good enough for my date with Avi tonight?”

“He already likes you,” she replied with an indulgent smile.

On the way to campus, Lisa explained that Val was already there and that they’d meet her at the Psychology Club booth.

“Val’s dressed like Lucy van Pelt,” Lisa said with a big grin on her face. “She was in the bathroom all morning getting her hair just right.”

Miranda scrunched her face. “The Peanuts character?”

“Blue dress and everything.”

Lisa parked her SUV in the best open spot she could find, and she and Miranda walked across the expansive lawn to where several food and information booths and carnival games were staged. It was much more appealing than Miranda had expected it would be.

When they found Val, Miranda had to give it to the Psychology Club for sticking to a theme. The club booth looked like the Peanuts strip, complete with a sign reading “The Doctor is IN” above it. Val sat as the queen of the booth, wearing a blue dress with saddle shoes, her hair in Lucy-style victory rolls.

“Wow.” Miranda gaped, slack-jawed. “You look great!”

“Thank you!” Val said, preening prettily. “I have to stay here a little longer, but someone else will be here soon to take over. Also, I need to find Trevor because he said he was working the fundraiser with the club tonight.”

Lisa stage-whispered to Miranda, “Trevor is her student pet project. He’s in her psychology lectures, and he’s been coming to the club meetings.”

Val rolled her eyes at her sister and explained to Miranda, “He’s a little older than the other students and cute in a damaged way. I just want to wrap him up and fix him.”

“Yeah... Have fun.” From what Miranda had seen, people could only be fixed if they wanted to be. But whatever floated Val’s boat.

“Did you have enough water pressure this morning?” Lisa asked her sister. “When it was my turn to take a shower, it was barely
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