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      Loren Connors faced the world beyond the battered screen door with the same hope she had every morning since moving in ten months ago. Was it too much to ask if today could be…

      A little less shitty?

      As always, the optimism didn’t last. Seconds into her trek to the bus stop, a familiar dread ran down her spine, heralding a truth that seemed as inevitable as the rain promised by the purple clouds swirling above. Today would be just like the rest—another shitstorm she’d have to trudge through in a worn pair of sneakers.

      The shoes were a sticking point, weighing on her mind with every step. Last night, she’d hoped to convince her father to buy new ones. A pair of boots, perhaps? It was the least he could do. Considering that she’d destroyed her sneakers performing the job that should have been his—delivering newspapers to their outlying part of town.

      She planned to spring the request on him last night after dinner, when he was well into his second beer. Winter was approaching fast, and the bottoms of her Kicks were already reinforced with more duct tape than the original soles.

      To be fair, the attempt almost succeeded. She cooked dinner like usual and even managed to stay out of his way afterward.

      But then…

      She got too close. Close enough for him to smell it on her—the intoxicating scent of fresh air and horses. Instantly, he knew she had been there.

      Game over.

      Instead of new shoes, that bit of disobedience earned her a blow to the chest that still ached beneath her sweater. Her sole consolation was that he didn’t hit her in the face, where the resulting bruise would signal that all was not well within the crumbling walls of the Connors’ household.

      Devising excuses to explain the multiple injuries had become a game of sorts during the few months she lived with him. Today she’d need a reason to skip gym, where the thin T-shirt wouldn’t be enough to disguise this newest injury.

      Her period, maybe? Or had she used that excuse last week? Lost in thought, she didn’t notice a hot pink sports car pulling up alongside her until one of the occupants called out.

      “Hey, Connors.” The driver, a beautiful blond by the name of Naomi, cackled maliciously. “Need a ride?”

      Loren didn’t bother replying. Like a turtle recoiling in its shell, she had her own tricks to avoid detection—keep walking and mentally count the steps remaining between her and the bus stop.

      One. Two. Three.

      “Naomi,” a minion stage-whispered from the convertible’s back seat. “You know she’s like, mute.”

      Loren felt her lips quirk into a faint smile. As far as the student body at New Walsh Academy was concerned, she had spoken all of ten words since she’d moved there. Namely to teachers, and never without vigorous prompting on their part.

      The rumored consensus was she was cripplingly shy, or a little “touched.” Mute. The real explanation was a lot simpler. It was so much easier to live a lie in silence. There was a selfish motivation, too. If she hadn’t clammed up all those years ago, the sound of her own screaming might have driven her insane. Still, she should have had enough sense to hide her emotions this time—her smile was too wide, and Naomi’s green eyes cut to her maliciously.

      “You think this is funny?” The tires of that expensive sports car squealed as Naomi slammed her foot on the brake. “I think I prefer your dumb blank stare to that shitty little smirk.”

      “Hey…” The second minion spoke up. “Naomi, I don’t want to be late again—”

      The blond shrugged off the protest. “Just a second.”

      With her head held high, she climbed from the driver’s seat to block Loren’s path.

      “You think you’re so much better than us, Connors?” she demanded, hands on her perfectly slender hips. “Ever since you moved here, you’ve been a stuck-up little bitch, walking around with your nose in the air. Hello? I’m talking to you—”

      Loren barely heard her. She was too busy eyeing the girl’s beautiful pair of faux-kidskin boots. Obviously, she didn’t have to beg her father for new shoes.

      “Hey!” A pair of manicured fingers appeared beneath her nose, snapping impatiently. “I’m talking to you, Connors. Do. You. Think you’re better than us?”

      Naomi gestured to her so-called friends, who all seemed like bleached-blond copies.

      Loren shook her head and kept walking.

      Five.

      Six.

      Seven—

      “Not so fast.”

      A hand latched onto her forearm, wrenching her around. She staggered to find her balance, and a sharp pain lanced through the sole of her foot. Oh no. Some of the duct tape must have worn through.

      Distracted, she missed the manicured hand swiping at her face. Wham! The blow dislodged her woolen cap, and her hair fell loose, tangling around her shoulders.

      “Did you hear me?” Naomi demanded. “Or are you deaf, too?”

      Blank, Loren scolded herself, fighting to smother her shock. Be empty. Make your face a mask—that’s it. Never let them in. Never let them see.

      Once she regained control of her breathing, she stooped for her hat. The second her fingers contacted the wool, the heel of a thigh-high white boot descended to crush them.

      Loren gasped before she could reel it in.

      Mistake, a part of her scolded. Big mistake.

      “So, she does speak!” Naomi cackled with glee and snatched for her forearm next.

      Dragged to her feet, Loren lost her grip on her bag, spilling books and materials over the sidewalk. “No! Don’t!” she croaked, this time consciously.

      Unbothered, Naomi stooped for her bag and rifled through it.

      “Oh, what?” she taunted. “Don’t want us to see what the little mouse is always hiding?”

      She overturned the bag, dumping out the contents.

      Loren winced as her homework scattered on the wind, but nothing tugged at her heart more than the plastic baggie full of carrots that landed in the street. Or the apple that dented against the damp ground.

      “Is that her lunch?” Someone giggled from the car’s back seat.

      No. Most of the time, she went hungry, though some days Mona, the lunch lady, tossed her a banana from the lunch line if she looked pathetic enough.

      The carrots, carefully rescued from the back of the fridge among the many cases of beer, had been a gift meant for the only friends she had. And Naomi gleefully stomped them into mush without a second thought.

      “Guess you’ll just have to go without, hun,” a blond from the convertible suggested.

      Don’t cry, Loren told herself, blinking against that warning sting prickling the backs of her eyes. Still, her heart lurched as Naomi turned her attention to the discarded apple.

      “Stop!” The plea broke loose, hoarse and broken. She raced forward, but Naomi kicked the apple out of her reach.

      “Hold the bitch back,” Naomi demanded, and, like well-trained dogs, her two minions scrambled from the back seat to do her bidding.

      One snatched a chunk of Loren’s hair and used it as a leash to keep her restrained, while the other kicked the fruit into the street.

      “Aw, look,” the culprit taunted. “She looks like she’s going to cry.”

      Loren tried to keep the tears at bay but failed. Unbidden, they coated her cheeks in bursts of warmth. Sorrow wasn’t the source—just guilt and rage. It had been so hard to scavenge those meager offerings. If her father knew that she had stolen the carrots, he’d…

      Kill her.

      “Aww, lighten up, Connors,” Naomi urged cheerfully. “It’s not like any guy will give you the time of day, even if you went on a diet.”

      They all laughed, but Loren flinched, subconsciously huddling tighter within the confines of her sweater. Attention from anyone was the last thing she wanted.

      The only plus side to having little money to spend on clothes was that the few things she did own were nondescript and shapeless. The perfect armor to go unnoticed. The sweater she wore now was four sizes too big and hung to her knees, perfectly obscuring the pair of black leggings that had cost fifty cents at Goodwill.

      “Ah, look, Naomi,” the second minion remarked on a laugh. “She’s blushing.”

      “Maybe she already has a boyfriend?” the girl clutching her hair wondered with a playful yank.

      “As if,” Naomi countered. “Who would date a freak like her? I wouldn’t walk around so high and mighty if I came from a shithole like little Loren here. My dad knows the police chief from Ridgerton.”

      Loren flinched at the name. It was a town a few hours north, and the focal point of most of her nightmares.

      “I heard them talking about a case that occurred under my father’s friend’s jurisdiction. A certain case involving a woman who killed herself one day, leaving her daughter to be shipped off to an uncle who lived in town. From the outside looking in, everything had appeared okay at first. Until neighbors started hearing the screaming at night—”

      No. Fear gripped Loren’s lungs, painfully squeezing out whatever air they contained. No. She wouldn’t go back there. Not to that house, or that room—God, not that room. Not to the stifling scent of cheap cologne, or the darkness, and pain…

      “Naomi...” Minion number one took a step back. “This isn’t funny. Knock it off.”

      “Why?” the blond demanded. “I was just getting to the best part. Apparently, this Uncle Bart—”

      “Stop!” The other minion was shouting now, disobeying the unspoken cardinal rule of being one of Naomi’s “friends.”

      Like sheep, Loren thought around a hysterical snicker. Naomi liked her friends like a shepherd liked his sheep. But Uncle Bart hadn’t liked it when she talked back, either.

      He didn’t like it at all.

      “No,” Naomi hissed.

      Then she crouched before Loren so that they were nose to nose.

      “They say a neighbor finally called a cop one night,” she continued. “Apparently, the girl wouldn’t speak. She just went to school one day and stopped talking. Clammed up. When they searched that house, the things they found there... Some on the force still talk about it to this day.”

      Loren knew damn well what they had found. A room. One so small it seemed more like a closet. In fact, it was a closet. Clothes had been kept there—sometimes, lying there at night, she could almost smell the mothballs.

      Of course, what had caught everyone’s attention had probably been the chains. Long, they had stretched from a man-made post drilled into the wall. The perfect length for her to use the bathroom at night whenever her cell happened to be unlocked.

      “The conditions were so bad that they relocated the girl to a different city rather than find a foster family in Ridgerton. With a father who hadn’t even wanted her in the first place.” Naomi’s voice was cold. Like the detached voice of a narrator on the evening news.

      And the girl, whose name has not been released, was removed from the home. Rescued…

      Only not really.

      “Still think you’re better than me, Connors?” Naomi snarled. “Still think that, huh?”

      “Naomi! We’re leaving,” Minions one and two announced, backing away as swiftly as their nice shoes could carry them. “We can walk to school.”

      “Fine. Leave then,” Naomi snapped. “But don’t think this changes anything. You’re nothing, Loren Connors.”

      But that was the whole point. She was nothing—hell, she strived to be nothing.

      “But, hey,” Naomi added with a cruel smile of mocking perfection. “Like mother like daughter—”

      Snap!

      It was something internal. Some intangible muscle right there in the pit of her stomach that cracked at the comparison. Like daughter, like…

      Mother.

      Her mother had been beautiful, happy, young, carefree—before life and sorrow beat her down. Loaded her with pain that she couldn’t bear. Couldn’t escape, except for one way out…

      In the pit of her soul, Loren knew that she wasn’t like her mother.

      She wasn’t brave.

      She was weak. Too weak to fight. Too weak to die.

      Until now.

      Her vision went red. Insanity, Loren thought. She had just gone insane.

      Lost her damn mind.

      She once read in a book that one of the signs of schizophrenia was alternate perceptions of reality. You saw things that weren’t there. Heard things…

      But Loren doubted that description included launching yourself at your enemy with your hands drawn like claws.

      And, she was pretty confident that when most people succumbed to schizophrenia, they didn’t growl. They didn’t bare their teeth like fangs and…snarl.

      At least, for the first time in her life, as she raked her nails along the perfect skin of Naomi Tanner’s face, the blood on her fingers wasn’t her own.
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      Loren!

      Loren Connors!

      Someone was calling her name—though the ringing in her ears could be another symptom of insanity. She’d already hit the trifecta of potential red flags. Hearing voices. Losing control of her limbs. Feeling so much rage, she could explode.

      For the first time in her life, Loren Connors didn’t want to hide. She wanted to…

      Kill. The impulse wasn’t coherent—more like a writhing mass of urges, she felt all at once. A need to draw blood, attack…bite? Experimentally, she snapped at the air. Oh hell, yeah, she wanted to bite, but something firmer. Her teeth ached with a sudden need that had her glancing down, through a haze of red.

      She wanted flesh…

      “LOREN CONNORS!” The bellowed shout resonated like a gut punch.

      As her vision cleared, several realizations confronted her at once. The foremost being that she was straddling Naomi Tanner. Not only that, but…

      God, she had both hands around the girl’s slender throat—so tightly Naomi’s green eyes bulged from their sockets.

      And blood splattered her chin. In tiny rivulets, it stemmed from three violet marks streaked across the side of Naomi’s fashionably tanned cheek.

      Oh no, Loren thought, horrified. Did I do that?

      “Get the fuck off me!” Naomi lashed out. With the strength that came from years of training as the head cheerleader, the blond easily shoved her off. Not before giving her a kick to the stomach as a parting gift.

      But, Loren was forced to realize that she—a girl with barely enough muscle on her wiry frame to fill a teaspoon—had knocked Naomi down in the first place.

      And choked her.

      Wide-eyed, Loren gaped at her own hands. They couldn’t belong to her, not mousy Loren Connors. Someone else. Something else.

      “Oh, I am so pressing charges, you stupid bitch!”

      “That’s enough, Ms. Tanner.” The voice was too deep to belong to one of the minions. Or a woman. It was masculine, richer than any baritone she’d ever heard.

      “Did you see what she fucking did? Well, aren’t you going to do something?”

      It was only then that Loren noticed the man nearby, standing behind the open door of a police squad car. He was tall, imposingly so, with stern features and piercing gray eyes. Eyes that bore into hers as he spoke a command solely directed her way.

      “Get back.” To her ears, it sounded like a stern suggestion, but inside her head…

      It was an order.

      Heart pounding, Loren scrambled backward until she sat fully in the mud, a good five feet from Naomi.

      “God! She scratched me!” the blond shrieked, cupping the side of her face. “Should I go to the hospital? Get a damn rabies shot or something?”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine, Ms. Tanner,” the officer replied. Once again, his tone resonated with double-meaning. Less concerned and more…mocking? “Though, if you want, I can call ahead to the hospital to let them know you’ll be coming in.”

      “Thanks,” the blond muttered as she flashed Loren a glare that could melt steel. Then she entered her car and took off.

      The officer waited until that pink vehicle finally turned the corner before returning his attention to Loren. Tense with anticipation, she braced for a scolding.

      Care to explain? It was what her father said when she did something wrong. Before she could respond, he always followed up the question with a blow. A kick. A punch.

      Instead, the officer inspected her with an intensity presumably reserved for only the most dangerous criminals. He started with her head, roving his gaze down her body, almost as if searching for something. For any weakness, a part of her suspected.

      “You could be in a lot of trouble, Ms. Connors,” he said finally. His voice was no less booming, reducing her to a cowering puddle. It wasn’t only his tone causing such a reaction.

      From her position on the ground, he seemed massive, undeniably handsome—but in her world, beauty meant danger.

      He had a face that could have been chiseled from stone, with stern cheekbones, pink lips, and a smattering of black stubble along his jaw—a jaw currently set in a firm line.

      “Especially if Naomi Tanner does decide to press those charges,” he continued. “Her father is the head of the city council.”

      Loren felt her bottom lip tremble. Then, hot and fast, more tears spilled down her cheeks. All she could do was brace her blood-stained fingers against the muddy earth and try to keep her composure.

      Sobbing would help nothing. Neither would begging, but both impulses were all she seemed capable of at the moment.

      “I’m sorry,” she rasped. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—I mean I…I didn’t…I just.” She was rambling. After years without carrying on a full conversation, even forming a coherent sentence took effort. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry—”

      “Here.”

      In the space of a second, the officer cleared the distance between them, holding her backpack by its filthy strap. He was trying to be helpful; she could tell that much. He had no idea that the sight of him, towering above, reminded her of someone else.

      “I’m sorry!” She threw herself face-forward into the icy muck, hands over her head to ward off the blow she knew was coming. Instead of the threat of physical violence, the only sound she heard was…

      Thunk. Peeking through a fringe of hair, she realized the noise was that of her math book being dropped into her bag by the officer. He did the same with her scattered pencils and notebook. Then he extended a calloused hand in her direction.

      “Can you stand up?” Once again, what sounded like a harmless question resonated in her bones far differently.

      Stand up. Her limbs lurched into motion before her brain processed the action. As she inspected herself from the neck down, she couldn’t suppress a groan at the sight of her clothes. Her tights were caked in mud. So was the bottom of her sweater.

      If she went to school like this, they’d send her home. Or worse, call her father. Either prospect was so terrifying she didn’t hear the officer speak until he shouted.

      “Loren, did you hear me?”

      She jumped, too shaken to wonder just how he knew her name. Though…as she eyed the planes of that strong face, she realized that she knew him.

      Officer McGoven. That asshole McGoven, according to her father. The very same officer who came by whenever he and his drinking buddies got too rowdy and alarmed the neighbors.

      He had never seen her, of course. She would watch him through her bedroom window and wonder how one man could possess so much patience.

      Never once did he raise his voice, even when her father and his cohorts would threaten violence. He seemed unshakable, someone worthy to carry a badge—a rare quality in her opinion.

      From far away, she’d gotten a good idea of his bulk, but up close, he was downright intimidating. She’d never met anyone with eyes like his. They gleamed silver in contrast to his dark hair, which looked slicked back as if by a lazy hand. Tanned skin the exact shade of pure honey softened the effect somewhat, keeping him from seeming frightening. Just stern. She wondered at his heritage—Native American, mixed with a bit of European to explain the eye color?

      It was the same guess she figured most people made whenever they looked at her, with her dark hair, pale skin, and wide hazel eyes.

      “If you would like to get a change of clothes, I can give you a ride to school,” he offered. “It looks like you missed the bus.”

      Oh no. Loren realized it must have passed by during the scuffle with Naomi, and her heart sank. His offer aside, walking was her only choice. She loathed deceiving an officer, but she rationalized it the way she always did—lying wasn’t a sin if survival was on the line.

      “I…I don’t have any clean clothes,” she told him. “And it’s laundry day. I’ll be fine on my own.” As the words left her mouth, the man gave her an odd look that made her stomach flip. Like he knew she was lying. Regardless, for once in her life, she couldn’t seem to shut up. “Our washing machine is broken, too. My father hasn’t gone to the laundry mat yet. I’ll be fine once I get to school—”

      “You should wash up,” he repeated. His voice was so strange, seeping into her brain and battling the logical part of her that resisted. You should listen, a part of her urged. It’s fine. Go with him…

      “F-forgot my key,” she lied again.

      He cocked his head. Then he returned to his patrol car, still holding her backpack hostage. “Get in. My place isn’t far from here. You can wash up there, and I’ll have you at school before the bell rings.”

      Loren tried to keep the panic from her voice—she was all out of lies. “R-Really, I’m fine.”

      “I insist.” His tone left no room for argument. “Get in.”

      Like a puppet on a string, she lurched forward. Step by tortured step, she approached his vehicle.

      “You can sit up front,” McGoven suggested. Already, he had climbed into the driver’s seat and leaned over to push the passenger-side door open.

      Aware of her filthy appearance, Loren perched herself on the seat’s very edge.

      “Sorry,” she whispered in anticipation of causing a stain on the spotless upholstery. “I…I can clean it.”

      Officer McGoven didn’t say a word—but Loren didn’t miss just how tightly he gripped the steering wheel.

      He’s going to turn you in, a part of her insisted. They’ll see the bruises. They’ll call Youth Services.

      Or, no, they wouldn’t. She was already eighteen, aged out of the system. If they thought that her father wasn’t a fit guardian, they’d place her in a shelter. Or out on the street. Alone.

      The thought spurred her to keep talking, desperate to find an excuse that would stick. Most people never tried this hard—her silence always scared them off.

      “I’m fine, honestly. I don’t know what happened. Please, I’ll apologize to Naomi. I don’t mind walking, either. It’s not that far.”

      Officer McGoven said nothing, purely focused on driving.

      In defeat, she stared fearfully from the window, bracing for the moment they would pull up to the police station. Instead, he abruptly turned down a dirt road that led into a swath of country surrounding the town like an insulating blanket.

      He headed north, leaving the town proper, and Loren’s pulse quickened. She knew these wide-open fields only a stone’s throw from her father’s backyard. She also knew the area was quiet and mostly deserted. A “no one around to hear you scream” type of wilderness. Warily, she eyed Officer McGoven with a different perspective.

      What if he wasn’t as honorable and upstanding a citizen as she thought?

      “I can’t let you go to school looking like that,” he explained as if sensing her fear. His tone was sufficiently gentle, nothing like the coarse bellow he used before. “And I would be entertaining truancy if I allowed you to skip. Let me do my good deed for the day, just this once.”

      Is that all you want to do? Loren might have asked that if she were the brave, bold sort of person used to questioning police officers. Someone who might be terrified of the fate that could await her out in the middle of nowhere, with only the wind to snatch away her screams.

      As it was, she just felt…

      Tired. Dodging her father’s fists took most of her energy these days. The threat of being murdered didn’t even faze her anymore. At least she wouldn’t have to go home and hide her soiled clothes.

      It might have helped if he resembled the monsters she was used to. Dejectedly, she observed him more closely, convinced the honorable spiel was just an act. What secrets lurked behind those gray eyes?

      Or, perhaps, in plain sight—he had a tattoo on his neck, barely visible from beneath a fringe of black hair and the collar of his jacket. Tendrils of indigo ink were all she could make out. A harmless design?

      Or something nefarious?

      The interior of his car didn’t allude to any ulterior motives he might have. Every inch was spotless, devoid of even an air freshener as decoration.

      She was so lost in her observations she barely noticed when the squad car came to a stop before a pale blue farmhouse.

      A house she knew all too well.

      “This…t-this is the old Baker farm,” she croaked, bolting upright. The property was directly behind her father’s house, past the woods and a shallow stream. All in all, a ten-minute walk with time to spare if she ran the whole way.

      The white barn near the west field was where she spent the most time these days. Achingly aware of the loss of the apple and carrots, she felt her hands clench at the air.

      Then a chilling thought took hold.

      Why on earth would he bring her all the way out here?
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      The sound of the driver-side door opening startled Loren so badly she jumped.

      “You okay?” Officer McGoven asked. He already stood before her, his expression blank.

      “Y-Yes,” she croaked, unhooking her seatbelt.

      “Come inside. You can get cleaned up, and then I’ll drive you to school.” He headed up the pathway leading toward the house. Helpless, Loren found herself scrambling out of the squad car after him.

      “Y-You live here?” she asked in a small voice.

      In this house, resting in the center of the old Baker farm—her paradise. She spent so much time in the barn just a few paces away, that it never occurred to her someone might own the property. Not just anyone, but an officer of the law. At least, now she knew why her father had always forbidden her from this place.

      A creaking sound jarred Loren back to awareness. Officer McGoven had climbed the front steps of the house and eyed her from the porch while holding open a battered screen door.

      “Come on.”

      She hesitated, wrestling with the building panic within her. The fact that he lived here of all places was an even bigger reason to avoid him. The smart thing to do would be to run and take her chances getting to school on foot.

      Nothing was worth angering her father again—not with her new shoes on the line.

      She even took a step toward the woods before the logical part of her brain kicked in. Sure, she could leave, but then what? Spend the rest of her life avoiding the police officer who just so happened to live in her backyard?

      After all, he still had her backpack.

      Left with no choice, she mounted the steps leading to a large wraparound porch that encircled the house on three sides. Genuine awe diminished some of her fear. She had always admired the sturdy, old-fashioned home. On her visits, she made sure to catch a glimpse of it from the barn at least once. It was the polar opposite of her father’s dreary brown ranch-style house.

      Up close, the old estate was far more impressive despite the peeling white paint and vines creeping as high as the upper stories. Would the interior look as decrepit and wild? Before the unease could steal her nerve, she gripped the handle of the front door and peered inside.

      The second she glimpsed the foyer of the house, her guard dropped further. She had envisioned some plain furniture. Maybe a television and a beer-stained recliner, like the one her father owned.

      Not a wide, open floor plan decorated in alternating shades of brown and emerald green. Both hues evoked the earthy, secluded feelings of the forest, and Loren could almost taste the scent of pine. Intrigued, she ventured deeper inside and found Officer McGovern in an open kitchen, rummaging through cupboards.

      Past him was a spacious den, with a bookshelf along the far wall, stocked with countless leather volumes. The walls were a soothing shade of gray, and the wood floors gleamed beneath a fresh coating of wax. Ironically, there wasn’t a TV in sight, though one could probably entertain themselves by gazing out at the view, showcased by a large bay window.

      It was breathtaking. Jealously, she imagined McGoven sitting here with a cup of tea, gazing out fondly over the west fields, and the stream…

      And the barn.

      Her cheeks seared at the sight of it, clearly visible from this very spot. No wonder he knew her name. He probably sat here every day, watching her trespass onto his property.

      Which brought up a bigger question? How did she miss the police cruiser parked around back? Though, to be fair, the front of the house faced east, and she had always snuck up directly behind the barn.

      Not that the excuse would exactly matter once she was on trial facing criminal charges.

      “The bathroom is straight back, down the hall.” She flinched as Officer McGoven’s voice came from the doorway. His tone wasn’t angry, like someone gloating over her crimes against him might be. Merely impatient. “You don’t want to be late. I promised to get you to school before the bell rings.”

      “O-Okay.”

      Off the living room was a hallway leading to a small bathroom. Closing the door behind her, Loren faced the mirror, steeling herself against what she might find.

      A wild-haired, she-devil? Or perhaps the freak Naomi accused her of being?

      Instead, a ghost watched her with mournful hazel eyes. Only a vibrant smear of blood gave the pale creature any definition against the white walls. Her chin was bleeding. Ironically, the injury was the only eye-catching thing about her. Lifeless brown hair tumbled down her shoulders, streaked with mud. Her sweater hung on her frame, making her resemble a child playing dress-up in their father’s clothes.

      Sighing, Loren hobbled to the sink and splashed some cool water onto her face, scrubbing away most of the blood. The motion brought attention to her fingers—the nails of which were encrusted in ruby-colored crud. With a shudder, she shoved her hands beneath the faucet and watched as reddish water circled the drain. Finished, she wet a paper towel and went to work on erasing as much of the mud from her sweater as she could. The tights were a total loss, soaked through.

      Ten minutes later, she emerged, looking no less scrappy than before.

      At least, Officer McGoven seemed to have found whatever he’d been looking for. Two sandwiches lay spread out before him. Tuna, Loren sensed with an appreciative sniff.

      Not only that, but two shiny apples sat on the counter, complete with a stick of cheddar cheese. Hope swelled in her chest. It was more than she’d eaten last night. Hell, more than she ate most nights.

      As if sensing the direction her thoughts had taken, McGoven cocked his head her way. “I take it that was your lunch smeared all over the sidewalk?”

      Loren didn’t know what to say.

      “Here.” To her immense shock, McGoven swept the food into a brown paper bag and offered it to her. “Is this enough to replace it?”

      She nodded, too grateful to refuse. “T-thanks.” Even as the word left her mouth, a sense of dread rushed to replace it.

      These days, people rarely did anything without expecting something in return. What would he want? She snuck a glimpse of that unreadable face through a fringe of her hair.

      There were only a few things someone like her could give him.

      Suddenly, he frowned. “Wait—”

      Loren nearly dropped the food as he opened a drawer. When he pulled out a knife, her heart sank.

      Fearlessly, he brandished the blade and brought it down right over the middle of the second tuna sandwich. Taking one half for himself, he tossed the knife in the sink and nodded toward the remaining slice. “One for the road.”

      Loren stared at it for all of two seconds, before snatching the food as if afraid he might take it from her. Without hesitation, she crammed the entire thing into her mouth. She chewed so quickly the taste barely registered in her mind, but it was good—she knew that much.

      And, she knew that he was watching her.

      Rather than question, he quietly left the house.

      Loren rushed after him, clutching the brown paper bag to her chest like a king’s ransom of gold. Once again, Officer McGoven opened the car door for her, but he didn’t speak.

      She could have been invisible if it weren’t for the fact that he silently cranked up the heat the second she began to shiver in her damp sweater. It was a cold, dreary day, even for fall, and the threat of rain seemed inevitable.

      Loren just hoped that the storm held until she made it home. Tracking mud into the house was a surefire way to rile her father—if he wasn’t already aware of the drama before school.

      Luckily, the streets and plain buildings of New Walsh passed in a blur. Far too soon, she found herself staring at a sign reading New Walsh Academy.

      As far as Loren was concerned, it could have read hell on earth.

      To be fair, school itself wasn’t all bad. She got decent grades, and there were a few subjects she liked—but the Naomi Tanners of the world excelled at spoiling even a glimmer of happiness. Ever since the day Loren dared to set foot inside New Walsh Academy, the blond had been there nipping at her heels with increasing viciousness. Judging from the mess this morning, it was only a matter of time before Naomi got her expelled.

      Today might not have been that day, though—a certain pink car wasn’t in the parking lot.

      “Here we are, right on time,” Officer McGoven remarked as he parked near the path leading to the front of the main building.

      “T-Thank you,” she whispered, gathering her belongings.

      “I don’t want to see you in this position again, Ms. Connors. If you don’t mind me saying it. You recognize me, don’t you?”

      He angled his face her way, allowing the daylight to illuminate every sculpted plane. Her breath caught, her belly on fire with an emotion she couldn’t name. The look in his eyes diminished the awe somewhat—he was disappointed.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “I don’t want to have the same relationship with you that I do with your father. Do you understand?”

      Loren hung her head in shame. The double-meaning lurking within his tone was perfectly clear—I don’t want to see you in this position again…like him.

      “I understand.” On that note, she gathered her things and scrambled out of the car. Protocol dictated she turn tail and run, but lingering gratitude made her look back. “T-Thank you,” she stammered. “Thanks.”

      With a curt nod, McGoven leaned over to close the passenger-side door—but not before two last parting words slipped out to greet her. “Take care.”

      Loren watched him drive all the way to the end of the street, where he made a left and became lost in the bustle of traffic. The second he disappeared, she turned on her heel, skirted around the school building, and headed straight for the woods.
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      A torrent of rain fell the moment she set foot beneath the trees, but the thrill of freedom displaced any fear she might feel. Nothing compared to this—the slick earth beneath her feet and the cooling rain on her skin. Every falling drop caressed her as if in welcome, urging her further from the hostile New Walsh Academy.

      She didn’t belong there, in sterile hallways and suffocating classrooms.

      This was her true playground, the forest. It and the Baker farm were the only places she felt safe these days. The open spaces contained no bullies waiting to attack, and the twisted branches above had no mysteries to hide.

      There was simply nature. Invitingly, forebodingly, terrifyingly natural. Rarely did the environment fall out of step with that beautiful, terrible rhythm, and Loren appreciated the monotony. Biology was one of her favorite subjects merely for its focus on this wilder part of the world and the creatures who inhabited it. One creature, in particular, drew her interest the most—Canis lupus. Their social dynamics seemed so at odds with the moniker some attached to people like her. Lone wolves who shunned most interactions. Real wolves were fascinating predators, killing purely out of need, with the same instinctive desire, she possessed to breathe.

      They didn’t relish violence the way humans could.

      Though, what’s your excuse? a part of her sniped, conjuring the image of her straddling Naomi Tanner.

      Loren shook her head to clear it as she ran even faster. She hadn’t meant to hurt Naomi. Had she? Her fingers twitched as if to betray that hope.

      She hadn’t wanted to hurt Naomi. No, she wanted to destroy her.

      Bite, scratch, tear. Make her suffer.

      And you wonder why you don’t have any friends, a part of her hissed. You’re a freak. Someone sick enough to fantasize about biting schoolyard bullies. Though, if anyone deserved the brunt of her sudden viciousness, Naomi wasn’t at the top of the list.

      Her father might be.

      Don’t think about that. Loren pushed every thought from her mind, as the rain came down harder, soaking through her sweater. Thunder rumbled ominously in the distance as if warning her to take cover. In her peripheral vision, her father’s house appeared and vanished.

      When she finally came to a stop, chest heaving, she stood before a white barn, where the pungent stench of animals persisted despite the rain. Warily, she clutched her now soggy brown paper bag to her chest and hesitated. It was stupid to come here, especially now that she knew who owned it.

      But…

      Much like the wolves she studied, she couldn’t forsake her duty to her pack. Even if said “pack” members weren’t exactly her species. They loved her all the same, and a little food every now and again was the least she could give in return.

      She saved the apple especially for Bunny—the old nag loved fresh fruit—and Esther would appreciate anything, even if it wasn’t her beloved carrots. They were her friends. Or the closest things in the world she could apply the term to.

      Therefore, trespassing on a police officer’s private property was entirely worth the risk.

      That didn’t mean she wouldn’t be careful, though. Cautiously, she peeked around the edge of the barn, toward the farmhouse, which seemed no less intimidating from far away. The driveway wasn’t visible from here, but something told her that Officer McGoven had to be out on patrol, or whatever it was police officers did during the day.

      Besides, she had taken a shortcut through the woods; he couldn’t have gotten there so fast by car. Not with traffic to contend with. When he did return, she’d surely see him long before he saw her.

      Five minutes, she told herself, as she entered the barn. As always, the main door was unlocked. Why hadn’t that ever bothered her before?

      She always assumed that someone came by to care for the horses, though the place seemed abandoned most days. There was a hole in the barn’s far wall that had yet to be repaired, and this time of year, the drafty air seeped inside. Loren’s teeth chattered, but her lips formed a rare smile as a triangular head appeared above the door to greet her with more compassion than she’d ever felt from a human.

      “Hey, honey,” she murmured, stroking the mare’s gray muzzle. “I’ve got a treat for you, Bunny girl.”

      Bunny tossed her massive head as Loren presented one of the apples.

      Nearby, on the wall above a line of saddle racks hung a set of tools that must have been used to repair the worn leather. From the selection, Loren took a knife and sliced the fruit into quarters, smiling as the others caught a whiff of the scent and demanded their treats with impatient nickers.

      “I’ll save some for you,” she promised Esther as she gave two slivers of apple to Bunny. “You too,” she called to Xavier, the quiet mustang in the corner stall who hadn’t warmed up to her yet.

      As the storm raged on outside, Loren lost herself in the busywork of giving everyone their fair share.

      The horses were the one saving grace she discovered while living in New Walsh. In the early days after moving in with her father, she spent most of her time wandering the massive property behind his house.

      The presence of so much empty land set New Walsh apart from the busier town of Ridgerton. It was quieter, too, with plenty of open space that invited exploration. One day, she strayed too far north and found a small white barn, where, just outside in the neighboring field, grazed three beautiful horses.

      It didn’t matter that Bunny, the old palomino, had a swayback and was far too brittle to be of much use
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