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      Grandma always said not to walk through the woods alone, especially at night. But that didn’t matter when she was attacked and killed in her own home ten years ago by wolves.

      The same wolves that disappeared immediately after. They didn’t even leave any evidence of their existence in the first place. No one believed seven-year-old Ryder Perral when he tried telling the residents of Coldwell, a small town on the north edge of Ochoco National Forest in Oregon, that his granny was eaten by the big bad wolf.

      In the past ten years of hunting and searching, Ryder could never find them. If he hadn’t seen it himself, he would’ve thought he was crazy, too. The scene that haunted his nightmares was all too real.

      “Whoo, senior year!” Tyler whooped as he ran past Ryder into first period, shoving him into the wall. Ryder’s grip on the straps of his backpack tightened. He hated that he had to spend another year with the same old jerks.

      Tyler turned and smirked at Ryder. He tried to ignore the ringleader of the bullies that terrorized him. There was no escape to be found in the puny town. Even the school was surprisingly small, holding between two hundred and two hundred and fifty in all four grades.

      “Well, if it isn’t Little Red Riding Hood gracing us with his presence.” Tyler sauntered over to Ryder. He threw an arm around the boy’s shoulder, leaning on him heavily. The few students that had actually turned up for school on time laughed at the overused joke.

      “Especially after what happened to your parents. Heard they just disappeared right after your last birthday. Guess eighteen really does separate you from your parents, huh.” Tyler’s tone had grown significantly darker. Ryder closed his eyes to remain calm.

      “I bet he killed them, just like he did his Granny,” a different student replied, tacking onto Tyler’s comment.

      “He’s probably already planning to shoot up the school at graduation. That’s what freaks like him do,” another voice chimed in.

      Ryder clenched his hands as tight as he could and bit his lip to keep from snapping at them. No matter how much he had heard the snide remarks his entire life, it didn’t make them any easier to take. Even his parents couldn’t handle him, and left to travel the world as soon as he was old enough to take care of the cabin by himself.

      Tyler scoffed at Ryder’s silence. The bully grabbed the hood of Ryder’s favorite red jacket and pulled it over his face. Hard. Tyler pulled Ryder to the ground, and he caught himself on his hands and knees. Tyler smacked the back of Ryder’s head.

      “Alright, kids. One last year, let’s just get this over with,” Mr. Anderson said as he trudged into class. The teacher yawned loudly, then said, “Come on, Tyler. Don’t you think it’s a bit too early for rough-housing?”

      “Last night was a full moon, ya’know? Ryder was up all night hunting wolves. He fell over on his own, I was just trying to help him up,” Tyler defended as he straightened himself up. He stepped on Ryder’s fingers as he left him.

      Ryder grit his teeth and stood slowly. He could practically hear Mr. Anderson’s eyes roll. No one believed Tyler’s lies, they all knew what Ryder went through, but as far as anyone was concerned, Ryder was just an outcast and a problem child. If he hadn’t been left with Granny’s cabin, which brought in most of the town’s business and tourists, he would have been chased out long ago.

      Ryder dropped himself into the seat in the back corner. His backpack hit the ground with a heavy thud, but no one paid him any attention. He dropped his head onto the desk and tried to drown out the buzzing of chatter in the classroom.

      Everyone went silent at the same time.

      I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Ryder thought. He forced his head up, and his jaw dropped.

      There was a new girl standing at the head of the class. She wore denim overalls over a red and black flannel that looked a size too big for her. Thick black hair was wild around her head, half of it pulled into an unruly bun, the rest frizzing out in all directions. Her features were rounded, gentle, all but her cheek bones which formed strong lines under her eyes. The color in her eyes was so dark that they looked black as she glanced over all the new faces. She smiled calmly, but her shoulders were stiff. She bounced so slowly on her toes that Ryder was sure he wouldn’t have even noticed if he hadn’t been a trained hunter.

      He also picked up on the fact that her body was angled towards the door, as if she was ready to run at any moment.

      The students started buzzing again, and Ryder’s thoughts echoed their words: Who is she? How did she get here? No one knows this town even exists! What’s going on?

      Mr. Anderson cleared his voice loudly. The whispers quieted, but only barely. Mr. Anderson raised his voice to talk over the noise, annoyed, “This is Cana Tremblay. She moved here from Canada a couple weeks ago. Don’t scare her away.”

      By this point, the rest of the class had decided to show up for school, some of them still reeking of alcohol. Mr. Anderson pointed Cana to the only seat left open: right next to Ryder.

      Ryder met her gaze as she took long strides to the desk. His cheeks grew hot when her smile widened at him, and he pulled his hood down to cover his face.

      “Hi, what’s your name?” Cana asked. Her voice was deeper than he expected, but it was smoother than most other girls. It was a weird combination, but it settled easily on Ryder’s ears, relaxing him. He risked a glance at her.

      She had her legs pulled up onto the chair, gripping her ankles. This close, he noticed a faint pattern of freckles on her cheeks. She leaned forward to catch his gaze, and Ryder found himself unable to look away from her.

      He admitted silently that she was a unique kind of beautiful. It wasn’t forced or fake, just…her. His heart skipped a beat, and he finally managed to turn his head away. “My name’s Ry-”

      “Hey, Red Riding Hood,” Tyler hissed from the seat in front of him. Ryder hadn’t even noticed Tyler force the girl that had been there before to switch seats. “Didn’t you hear Mr. A? He said not to scare her. Don’t worry, Cana. I’ll keep the freak away from you.” Tyler finished with a wink.

      Tyler spent the rest of first period turned in his seat, talking nonstop to Cana. She watched him politely, never getting a word in. Ryder watched her secretly while he pretended to sleep. She was getting more annoyed each passing minute, but Tyler was so sure of his charms that it made him oblivious to the idea that someone could dislike him.

      The bell rang to change classes. Ryder grabbed his backpack quicker than any others and made a straight line for the door. He heard Cana rush to her feet behind him, but Tyler already had his arm around her. Ryder was glad that for at least one day the attention was off of him. He checked on her out of the corner of his eye before he left.

      The entire class surrounded her, the buzz of their questions filling Ryder’s ears. He felt the sting of a coming headache, and he tried his best to block out their voices, but it was impossible.

      “Where are you from?”

      “What do you do for fun?”

      “Why would you want to come to a hell hole like this?”

      “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      The questions went on and on, running into each other until Ryder couldn’t tell where one question began and another one ended. Cana looked like she was getting dizzy. Tyler was hanging on her heavily, laughing as loudly as possible. Ryder felt a twinge of guilt at first, but he snuffed it out. It wasn’t like they were treating her badly like they did him; she’d be fine. They’d go back to pestering Ryder by the end of the week, and she’d just become another background character. Nothing to worry about at all.

      Ryder slipped off quietly to his next class. He let himself relax, thankful that he had taken the risk to sneak into the counselor’s office to check Tyler’s schedule to take as few classes with him as possible. He’d still get taunted by others, but they were nothing compared to Tyler.

      Ryder was surprised to find Cana in two of his other classes, math and history. She always noticed him right away, and tried to get to him, but she would be caught by other people in the class before she could get anywhere near him. It was clear she had already been claimed by Tyler, and his goons were doing everything to keep it that way. Not that they had to worry about Ryder. Even if he wanted to make friends, he wasn’t brave enough to carry on a conversation with Cana. No matter how much he wanted to.

      The last period of the day brought an abrupt end to his peace. There were so few extracurricular activities and courses in the tiny school that pretty much every student had to take P.E. every year. And Ryder was lucky enough to get it at the end of the day with Tyler.

      Ms. Parlor clapped her hands together to gather the class at one end of the half-sized gymnasium. Ryder looked around. Thirteen kids in total in the class. “Alright everyone, pair up!” Ms. Parlor called out.

      Ryder didn’t move. He knew better than to waste his energy on the others. They were paired up within seconds, the girls giggling while they watched the boys wrestle each other to the ground.

      Ryder rolled his eyes and sat himself on the floor. “Perral!” Ryder jumped when Ms. Parlor called his name. “You still need to participate even if you don’t-”

      The gym door was thrown open and Cana appeared in the door. “Sorry I’m late! I went to the bathroom and then I couldn’t find the gym.”

      Ms. Parlor tilted her head then pulled the crumpled rollcall slip from her pocket. “You’re miss Tremblay I presume?”

      Cana nodded, stepping up to the teacher.

      “Perfect timing. Go change into your gym clothes. Quick. Mister Perral needs a partner.”

      Ms. Parlor jutted her thumb toward Ryder, and Cana finally noticed him hiding at the back of the group. She waved at him enthusiastically as a pair of girls led her to the locker room. Ryder reached up for his hood until he remembered he had changed into a gray short sleeve shirt and black sweatpants. He felt so exposed without his hoodie. He leaned against the nearest wall. He could feel the stares he was getting from the rest of the class.

      The worst of which was the murderous sneer he was getting from Tyler.
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      “We match!” Cana exclaimed as she jogged over to Ryder. He glanced down at her gray tank top and black knee-length shorts. This outfit fit her body better than the last, and Ryder averted his gaze before he started blushing again.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Ryder mumbled. He kicked his toe against the floor, praying the last hour would go by quickly.

      “I never got your name before,” she added. She was bouncing again, quicker than she had been in the morning.

      How much energy does this girl have? She’s like a dog.

      “Ryder Perral.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ryder.” Cana held her hand out and Ryder took it obediently. She squeezed his hand firmly. Her hand was warm, and his skin was buzzing where it touched hers. He pulled away nervously.

      He cursed himself immediately. He knew better than to get his hopes up about being friends. Tyler would make sure that never happened. What was he getting ahead of himself for? Maybe I’m the dog. Feels like she’s already got me on a leash.

      “Alright, let’s see how many of you wasted your summer being lazy and getting fat. Ten minutes of stretching, then we’re having a tag-team race.”

      “We’re gonna win,” Cana said. She held up a thumbs-up and stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. Ryder chuckled at her, then quickly looked away.

      To distract himself, Ryder faced the wall. He placed his hands against the old white bricks and walked his hands down to stretch. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Cana bend forward and flatten her hands to the floor. Next, they sat beside each other on the ground. Ryder was an inch shy of touching his toes while Cana was bent in half. She was easily the most limber person in the school.

      Ryder glanced over to Tyler. He was practically drooling over Cana, neglecting his own stretching. Cana popped her shoulders loudly. She wasn’t just bouncing with excitement, she was jumping into the air and pulling her knees to her chest each time.

      Maybe we actually can win. The thought made Ryder giddy. He had only ever jogged lazily so he would finish at the same time as the pairs, but he was sure he could at least catch up with the star quarterback and his gang. Cana looked to have a decent amount of muscle packed on, not to mention her seemingly limitless energy.

      A whistle sounded, and the pairs lined up against a wall. Cana stepped up to run first, crouching low to the ground. It looked like Cana’s enthusiasm mixed with the desire to impress her had gotten to everyone. Every guy in the room was ready to give it their all. A couple were even shoving into each other to sabotage them. Tyler was using his shirt to wipe away sweat that wasn’t there, staring hungrily at Cana. He had taken the second runner’s position, most likely hoping to catch Cana’s attention.

      Simultaneously, Ryder felt disgusted and defeated. He knew there was no point for him to try, not when he would be racing directly against Tyler. He let out a sigh just as the whistle sounded again.

      Cana took off like a bullet, all her tensed muscles releasing perfectly. She took long strides that didn’t even seem to connect with the ground. She was bounding across the gym rather than running. Every jaw in the room dropped as she neared the wall before anyone else.

      And jumped at it. All four limbs hit the wall and she pushed off. She swerved out of her pretend lane, nearly colliding with the student running at her. She ducked around them expertly while they tripped over their feet to avoid her.

      Ryder was frozen as she ran towards him with the biggest smile he’d seen in a long time. It tugged at his chest, filling a hole in him he hadn’t realized had been empty. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew one thing in that moment: he missed that smile.

      She clapped him on the shoulder and skidded behind him, laughing while struggling to catch her breath. “You’re on, Ryder. Bring it home!” she whooped.

      Ryder shook the strange feeling out of his head, feeling dizzy. He placed a hand to his temple, confused by his own thoughts.

      “Ryder, run!” Cana yelled as she pushed him. He stumbled into a blind run, his legs feeling like lead. Cana was cheering behind him, but her voice was drowned out as every other voice rang out chanting Tyler’s name.

      The other boy was closing in on Ryder quickly, and he got a sudden sense of panic. He smacked his forehead and focused on the race. He imagined a target on the opposite wall, aiming for it perfectly. His speed picked up. A smile slipped onto his face. He could practically taste victory.

      But it slipped away in an instant. Tyler had a hold on the back of his shirt and was pulling him to the ground. Just as he was going to let himself fall, Cana’s voice broke through the obedient cheering, and his self-doubt. He couldn’t give up while she was still cheering.

      Ryder planted his feet and grabbed Tyler’s arm. He pulled himself back up using the other boy as leverage and spun Tyler around at the same time. Tyler’s foot caught on his ankle and twisted. The bully went down, and Ryder charged forward without a second thought.

      Ryder skid into the wall and turned on his heel. He leapt over Tyler, now holding his ankle and spewing profanities, and finished the race a lap ahead of the rest.

      Cana jumped into the air and let out a yell that sounded more like a howl, “Woohooooooo! We did it, Ryder! We did it!” She raised her hand for a high five, but Ryder walked past her.

      No one else was paying them any attention. The race had been abandoned. Ms. Parlor was kneeling beside Tyler, reassuring him that his ankle was only sprained. The rest of the class was swarmed around them. Tyler was glaring at Ryder between the legs of their classmates.

      Ryder ducked into the locker room while Cana tried asking him what was wrong. He changed quickly and slipped out unnoticed. He wasn’t able to breathe again until he safely reached the hallway. He vaguely followed the halls until he reached a small alcove by the lockers.

      The final bell rang and the masses swarmed into the halls. Ryder pulled his hood over his head and covered his ears. This was ritual, waiting on the sidelines until there was no one left, and sneaking out. He had done it the past three years, and this one wouldn’t be any different if he had anything to say about it.

      The incessant droning turned into a faint lull after only a few moments, and Ryder finally relaxed. Twenty more minutes, tops, and he’d be free until the morning.

      “How’s your foot, Tyler?” The conversation drifted unwanted to Ryder. He ignored his instincts telling him to run. There wasn’t enough of a crowd for Tyler to find worth in torturing him.

      “It’s just a minor sprain. Geez, I don’t know what you guys are so worried about. Hey, get off me,” Tyler grumbled. There was a loud thud, and Ryder didn’t need to look to know that they were wrestling.

      Just leave already, please! Ryder begged silently. He inched his phone from his bag. Almost four thirty, and low battery life. He couldn’t even distract himself from their stupidity. He debated making a run for it, sure that they wouldn’t care about him.

      “Cana!” Tyler called, dragging Ryder’s attention back. “You heading home? You want me to take you home so you don’t get lost? This may be a small town, but it’s still dangerous.”

      “No thanks,” she snapped, surprising Ryder. It was the first he’d heard her without her peppy attitude. Her footsteps echoed heavily in the hall. Ryder scooted to the edge of his hiding spot. He had to make sure this was the same girl that had been around all day.

      Cana was hurriedly digging through her locker and shoving books into a large, brown knapsack. Tyler was leaning next to her, copying the iconic “cool guy” pose from cheesy movies.

      Cana stood abruptly, knocking Tyler off balance. He caught himself on his injured foot and winced. “If you don’t need an escort, then how about I go with you as a date?” Tyler flirted. His friends were surrounding them, blocking Cana in until she gave an answer.

      Cana smoothed her voice over, the friendly tone returning, “Don’t worry, I can handle myself. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      Tyler continued to press her with questions and invitations. She answered them politely, though it was clear her patience was growing thin.

      As was Ryder’s. Sorry you have to be my distraction, Cana, but I’m not missing this chance. Walking as silently as possible, he left the alcove and made a beeline for the nearest exit. He was nearly out when he was spotted by the person he least wanted to be caught by.

      “Ryder!” Cana called after him. “Wait up!”

      Ryder halted mid-step. Why do I keep obeying her?

      He turned and watched Cana shove her way out of the swarm of testosterone and muscles. She skipped over to him, wearing the same warm smile she had shown him all day. Ryder glanced over her at Tyler, wondering if both personalities of hers could be real.

      “I heard you normally go to the store after school. Do you mind if I tag along?” Cana said, loud enough for the others to hear. She tilted her head to the side. Her hair flopped around her, and Ryder imagined large ears hanging there instead.

      Which one of us is more like a dog here?

      Ryder opened his mouth to reject her, but the guilt at using her to escape stopped him. He nodded once and turned back to the door.

      “Sweet, thanks, Ryder!” Cana walked closer to him than necessary. He was getting the idea that maybe the tough girl act was simply that: an act. He glanced down at her, but she showed no signs of being scared or worried. On the contrary, she looked confident and ready to fight if needed.

      “Hey, Riding Hood!” Tyler yelled after them. Ryder paused, but he didn’t face him. “We’re using the lodge this weekend to throw a welcoming party for Cana, so make sure you get it ready. We gotta get one last party out before the hunters start showing up.”

      “Got it,” Ryder called back, stifling the bitterness in his tone.

      Ryder left the school quickly with Cana. The energy seemed to have left her, but he felt too nervous to ask about it.

      He didn’t have to. They were no more than five feet out the door when Cana asked, “Hunters? The season doesn’t start for another month.”

      Now she sounded scared. Not when she had been surrounded and harassed in the hallway, but by a single word.

      “They start showing up around this time every year. It’s such a small town that they can normally get away with starting early. Even the honest ones come to scope the area and claim their turf,” Ryder answered meticulously. He had been tending to the constant upkeep at the lodge since he was ten. If it wasn’t the hunters that stayed almost year-round, it was the obnoxious parties by the town’s younger generations.

      Ryder watched Cana carefully, but she didn’t speak on the matter again. Within seconds, the conversation had been left behind and she rattled on and on about anything and everything.

      Ryder accompanied her to the store, listening to her chatter in silence. Ryder was learning more about this girl than he had ever wanted. Including the fact that she had been genuine all day, even the shift in her personality. But now was different. She barely looked at him, and her voice was growing hoarse with all her talking.

      She was hiding something. And Ryder couldn’t stop himself from being drawn to whatever secrets this girl held.
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