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Chapter 1: The Broken Girl
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The early spring air carried a damp chill that clung to the skin like a wet cloth. Mud lined the roadside ditches, soft and thick from last night’s frost. A weak breeze moved through the trees, still bare, rattling loose twigs that fell like faint echoes on the porch roof. The hearth hadn’t been lit in days, and smoke from neighboring homes drifted in lazy columns over the rooftops as if each house were exhaling the cold from its bones. The sky, though pale, held the promise of the sun behind the haze, but nothing in the morning suggested warmth would arrive quickly.

The morning of her sixteenth birthday began with the rattle of the screen door slamming behind her. Rowan, a figure of remarkable resilience, stepped barefoot onto the icy porch boards, her skin flashing against the dull gray of the wood. The frost bit at her toes, but she didn’t flinch. Behind her, silence reigned inside the house, already weighed by the tension that had hung in the air for weeks. Her mother’s voice had fallen to whispers. Her “father” had stopped pretending.

The kitchen was cold, and the fireplace remained unlit. Her siblings, three loud and always hungry boys, had left early with their father, heading to the training grounds. She was never invited to. The only thing left for her was a sink full of dishes, mud tracked through the hallway, and the certainty that today would bring no celebration. This routine of neglect, a monotonous and hopeless cycle, had become all too familiar in Rowan’s life.

The frost still clung to the roadside ditches as the sun pushed through the morning haze. Rowan stepped carefully over the soft patches of mud in the narrow yard, carrying the metal bucket from the chicken coop. The cold metal pressed against her palm, and the sloshing water inside swayed with a weight that bit into her skin. The discomfort wasn’t sharp anymore. It settled into her like the rest of her routine. Each jolt from the shifting water echoed the parts of her she kept quiet. Carrying it reminded her that she could still bear the weight, that she hadn’t gone completely numb. With each step, clinking faintly against the sides like distant wind chimes in the still morning air. Her fingers were red from the cold. The sting didn’t bother her anymore. It barely registered. It was the discomfort she wore like old clothes, always there but no longer sharp. It reminded her she was still here, still moving, even when the rest of her felt frozen beneath the surface.

The birds hadn’t laid much overnight. She wiped her hands on her skirt and looked toward the smoke from the chimney. The house looked the same as it always had, square, plain, and tight-lipped. Rowan felt the familiar weight settle in her chest. It didn’t bring comfort or alarm, just a dull sense of inevitability. Nothing changed here, not the walls, silence, or how she felt walking toward it. Plain and tight-lipped. The wooden siding had faded to a washed-out gray, and the porch sagged slightly in the middle. One shutter on the second floor hung crooked, and the front steps creaked under the weight of memory more than use. It wasn’t a home built for warmth. It was a box for living and enduring, with thin walls that carried voices and cold air alike.

Her breath came out in a steady stream as she walked back inside. From the kitchen counter, a cell phone buzzed once, unanswered. Lisette didn’t glance at it. Her eyes stayed on her tea, and the moment passed as if it hadn’t happened. The sound didn’t pull her away or stir even a flicker of interest. It was background noise, like Rowan herself, unworthy of reaction or attention.

Inside, the fire hadn’t been fed. Rowan knelt and added two logs to the hearth, pushing them into the embers with the iron poker. Her legs ached from crouching, but the room finally began to warm. The contrast between the fire’s comforting warmth and her family’s chilling coldness was stark, a tangible reflection of her life. She didn’t wait for praise. None would come.

“Did you feed them?” Lisette asked from the kitchen table without looking up from her tea. “You’ll never get anything right if you can’t even hang shirts to dry properly.”

“I did,” Rowan said.

“Then wipe your boots,” Lisette said. “I won’t have mud dragged across the floors; I just mopped.”

As Rowan bent to untie them, Lisette’s hand lashed out with a quick slap across the back of Rowan’s head. “Do it faster,” she snapped. The blow wasn’t hard enough to knock Rowan over, but it stung more for how casual it was. Rowan didn’t react beyond a blink. She’d learned that flinching invited more. Her fingers worked steadily at the laces, her face angled away from Lisette’s eyes.

Rowan pulled her boots off and lined them by the door. Her younger brother, Reed, passed behind her, smirking as he tossed a ball between his hands. Rowan didn’t flinch. His presence scraped against her nerves, but she didn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. The smirk was nothing new; it was just one more reminder that her place in the house was to be small and quiet, never defended between his hands.

“Don’t trip over yourself trying to impress anyone,” he muttered.

She crossed the kitchen, took the mop from the corner, and ran it again over the floor, though there were no prints. Her arms moved in practiced strokes, not out of care but because it was expected. As the mop slid over the clean boards, Rowan felt the same dull absence that settled in whenever she completed a task that no one would notice unless it was done wrong. The repetition made her feel invisible, as though her worth existed only in silence and compliance. Yet beneath the numb rhythm, a small part of her recognized the control it gave her, one predictable action in a world that demanded too much.

Breakfast wasn’t waiting. There was no plate, no chair drawn out. Rowan opened the breadbox and took a heel of bread. It was always the end piece, always left behind. She didn’t pause or search for anything better. There never was. Eating this way didn’t surprise her anymore. However, it still carried a small sting she kept tucked away behind quiet movements and blank expressions.

She ate standing up while Lisette stirred her tea, neither of them speaking. The silence wasn’t new. Rowan had stopped expecting a place at the table long ago. But even now, the quiet held a sting, less sharp than before, more like an old bruise pressed under fabric. Familiar, but still there. Her brothers were already gone. Darren had muttered something on his way out, “She’s not even trying to shift.” The words trailed like smoke behind the closing door.

Mira stood by the front gate, her backpack sagging from one shoulder.

“You didn’t wear your coat,” Mira said.

“It’s drying,” Rowan said.

“Your lip’s cracked,” Mira said.

“It split yesterday,” Rowan said.

Mira nodded. She didn’t reach out. She never did in public. It wasn’t fear, exactly. It was something more practiced. A quiet understanding between them that safety came from not being seen, from keeping the closeness folded away until the world wasn’t looking. They walked side by side until the school loomed ahead.

Mira gave Jamie Peters a bright “See you later!” Her voice lifted easily, filled with a warmth that Rowan hadn’t heard directed her way. The contrast landed sharp against Rowan’s chest; there was no jealousy, just a soft ache. It reminded her how different Mira’s world had to be when she wasn’t beside her. That kind of ease didn’t belong to them. Not together.

The building always looked too large for the town that held it. It loomed with a permanence that didn’t match the softness of its surroundings, a reminder that some structures stayed the same even when everything else shifted around them.

Inside, the noise swelled. Locker doors slammed. A boy bumped Rowan’s shoulder hard near the stairwell.

“Still no fur, freak?” Tyler said.

The shove came first. Tyler's shoulder hit hers with enough force to make her stumble against the lockers. The clang of her books inside echoed down the corridor. Rowan kept her head down. Her cheek burned from the sudden contact, but she said nothing. Saying something only made it worse. She straightened her spine like Mira once showed her, quiet strength, no words.

“Keep walking,” Mira said.

He laughed but moved on. “Bet your mom’s real proud,” he added without turning around.

Rowan opened her locker slowly. The hall speakers crackled as the morning announcements ended with a distorted tone. Her books were still there. A breath she didn’t realize she was holding slipped out between her teeth. She scanned the shelf out of habit, half-expecting a torn page or something missing. But everything looked untouched, for now. Sometimes they weren’t.

The class passed in silence. Mr. Hartley called on her once without looking up from his notes. “Rowan, answer number four,” he said flatly, like her name was just another task on a list. Rowan didn’t speak unless called on. Silence had become a shield, predictable, safe, and unremarkable. If she spoke too much, she might be noticed. If she said the wrong thing, it might follow her home. It was easier to stay quiet and let the day pass over her like the wind around the stone.

She kept her eyes on her paper. In science, she counted the number of tiles on the ceiling. It was a way to hold herself still, to give her mind something quiet to do. The numbers didn’t matter. What mattered was the rhythm, the focus. It kept the fear in its place like she was anchoring herself with each counted tile. In history, she circled a word she wasn’t sure she spelled right. No one looked at her. No one asked her anything.

At lunch, Mira handed her half a sandwich. Rowan took it, nodded once, and ate it behind her math book. A girl at the next table leaned over and whispered to a friend, “Why does she always eat like she’s hiding from something?” The cafeteria smelled like wet fabric and something fried. Rowan noticed it in the way someone noticed background noise, which was distant, unavoidable, and irrelevant. The smell clung to her clothes, but it never reached her appetite. It was just another layer of the day she moved through without feeling.

After school, she walked home alone. Mira had to stay behind for tutoring. The road was still muddy. Her boots were heavier by the time she got home. She scraped them against the porch boards before going inside. The sound was sharp and familiar, like a threshold she crossed every day without thinking. Home didn’t feel like a return. It felt like walking into a place where she had to brace herself. One last breath outside before stepping into the silence she knew too well.

The list on the fridge had new ink today. Rowan overheard her mother muttering in the next room, “Maybe work will wear the useless out of her.” Ten tasks instead of the usual eight.

“Start with the porch,” Lisette said. “It looks filthy.”

Rowan swept the boards slowly, gathering clumps of damp leaves and grit. The bristles bent too easily. She pushed harder, thinking about the cracked spot near the steps. It caught dirt every time, so she scraped at it with the edge of the broom.

The laundry came next. The shirts hadn’t dried, but she folded them and placed them beneath the towels. Her hands smelled like soap and cold air. She stacked the towels by height and closed the cabinet door with care.

Homework was done at the kitchen table. Her pencil broke twice. She rewrote the history paragraph with smaller letters to fit it all on the page. The Chromebook beside her sat closed, unused, though the login screen glowed faintly. Somewhere behind her, the fridge hummed, steady and low, a constant presence in a house where voices often fell short. She didn’t want to ask for another sheet or draw attention to herself. Making the letters small wasn’t about neatness. It was about staying invisible, getting it done, getting it right, and not giving anyone a reason to look too closely. The math problems made her vision blur. She blinked and did them again.

When everything was finished, Rowan stood from the table and went to the stove. The house was dim, and no one had asked about dinner, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be noticed if it was missing. She peeled potatoes in silence, her fingers moving without pause. She pan-fried the last of the sausage from the freezer, watching grease bubble along the edges as she stirred the wilted greens in the pot beside it. No one offered help. 

Her brothers grunted something at each other over the sound of forks scraping plates once they sat down. She ate her share standing at the counter, chewing slowly between washing utensils. Her mother said nothing but left her plate behind without comment. Rowan scraped the plates, rinsed them clean, and wiped the counters in slow circles until the surfaces shone. The kitchen smelled faintly of meat and soap.

When everything was finished, she climbed the stairs and closed her bedroom door without making a sound. Her room was the smallest in the house, tucked beneath the eaves where the ceiling slanted. A narrow bed pressed against the far wall beside a small wooden dresser. The wallpaper had peeled in one corner, and the floor groaned under her light steps. A single lamp on her nightstand cast long shadows, and the chill in the air never fully left, no matter how many blankets she used.

March 15th – 10:34 PM

I didn’t get pushed today. I don’t know why. It makes me feel like something’s about to happen. Tyler doesn’t ignore people unless he’s planning something. I kept Mira between us at lunch. That seemed to help.

The grout is clean. My fingers are raw, but the crack behind the sink doesn’t smell like mildew anymore. That was task number nine. The spider came back. I let it stay. It didn’t hurt anything.

I read the packet for the pack meeting next week. Aiden Thorn is coming. The last time I saw him, he told someone I was useless. He didn’t say it to me. That made it worse. I still think about it. Not all the time. Just when I look in the mirror and wonder what I’d look like if I could shift.

I don’t want to cry about it. I don’t. But something always catches in my throat when I think about how people look at me. Like I’m missing a part they all have. I’m not missing it. I don’t know how to reach it.

My eyes stung today. Not from tears. From the wind. That’s what I’ll write if anyone asks.

I woke up before anyone else. The fire had gone cold again. I didn’t bother lighting it. I’d already been outside and back. I didn’t feel the cold like I used to. It’s strange to say that. Maybe I’m just used to being uncomfortable.

Lisette asked about the chickens, but only to criticize. She didn’t notice my hands were red from carrying water. Reed smirked like always. Darren didn’t say much, but he muttered when he left. I wonder if they even remember what today is. Probably not. Probably never did.

At school, Tyler bumped my shoulder on purpose. Called me a freak. Mira stepped in like she always does, quick and calm. I don’t think I ever thanked her for that. I don’t think she expects me to. That’s what makes it bearable.

Classes passed like fog. Mr. Hartley barely looked at me. No one really did. At lunch, Mira gave me half her sandwich. It was tuna, and I didn’t mind. The cafeteria smelled like oil and bleach. Someone laughed behind me. I didn’t turn around.

When I got home, ten tasks were waiting. I swept the porch, even the corners. Folded damp laundry. Peeled potatoes. Pan-fried the last sausage and stirred greens while no one said a word. Lisette left her plate for me to scrape. I didn’t ask for thanks.

Homework followed. I broke my pencil again, and I rewrote everything smaller to fit. My hand was cramped, but I didn’t stop. I never do. It’s like movement keeps the weight from settling.

The journal entry doesn’t feel like enough. None of this does. But I’m still here. And that has to mean something.

Rowan placed her journal back in the drawer beside her bed, the pages still warm from her hand. Closing it brought no peace, only the dull sense that everything she’d written was already fading into the silence around her. 

She turned off the lamp, pulling the blanket up to her chin as the cold crept back into the room. Her eyes stayed open for a few minutes, adjusting to the dark. She listened to the creaks in the walls and the distant hum of the refrigerator below. 

The sounds filled the space around her, not with comfort but with confirmation that she was alone again. The quiet wrapped itself around her without warmth, steady but empty. She counted her breaths until they steadied. 

Then she closed her eyes and let the quiet take her. The night passed without interruption. A new day would begin soon, but not yet.
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Chapter 2: The Rejection and Revelation
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A thin layer of dew clung to the outside of the windowpane, catching soft light as it filtered through a sky just beginning to warm. The breeze coming through the cracked pane was cool but not biting. Damp earth filled the air with its thawing breath, mixed with the milder scent of new grass. The wind was calmer now, brushing gently across the clapboards instead of scraping. The room held a mid-spring chill, present but fading. The night passed without interruption. A new day would begin soon, but not yet.

The faint scent of damp earth lingered in the room’s corners as Rowan stirred before the sun rose. A cool draft slipped through the window frame, brushing against her cheek and pulling the warmth from the quilt’s edge. Her room was still cold. She reached for the worn sweater at the end of her bed and pulled it over her head.

The floor creaked softly beneath her as she crossed to the dresser and found clean socks. Downstairs, the house was silent except for the whisper of wind pushing against the windowpanes.

She lit the stove, fed the fire, and pulled the eggs from the coop basket she’d brought in the night before. As the yolks hit the pan and the fire popped gently behind her, her mind flicked to the morning she spilled a basket full of them last spring. Lisette’s scream had rung through the kitchen, and Rowan had been forced to scrub the entire floor with lye until her hands bled raw and her knees blistered from the tiles. The sting hadn’t faded for days. She’d learned not to cry after that, not out loud. Routine dulled the pain now, but her fingers still tensed at the memory, and she forced herself to breathe evenly, to hide the tremble in her hands behind motions so practiced they felt like armor. This morning, like every morning, she hoped the silence would hold. She’d brought in the night before. Everything moved the same way it had yesterday: quietly, carefully, without a ripple. This routine, familiar yet burdened, was her anchor in the storm of her life.

She washed her hands with cold water, dried them on her jeans, and slipped her books into her backpack. By the time the clock on the wall chimed half past six, she was already tying her boots by the door. Her fingers moved stiffly, the laces tugged into place with practiced rhythm. Each knot she tied felt like a small act of defense, a preparation against a world that never softened. She didn’t look up, didn’t breathe deeply. There was nothing to look forward to, only to survive through. The boots were her signal. It was time to brace.

Rowan’s sleep broke before the light returned. It wasn’t sound or movement that woke her. The tension was an invisible tug behind her ribs like her body knew before her mind did that
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