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Chapter 1

––––––––

I glanced at my alarm clock. 3 a.m. I sighed.

This wasn’t the first time I was woken up by howling wolves. I’d started hearing them on the ranch when I was about sixteen. The trouble was that I seemed to be the only one who knew they were there.

I turned over in bed, wondering if I should tell my dad tomorrow. He took good care of his cattle and he was always worried about them, but he never seemed to believe me when I brought up the wolves. He just thought I was looking for attention, especially after the way I acted when he married my stepmom. I finally decided I wouldn’t tell him and tried to fall back asleep.

But the wolves just kept howling.

“Fuck it,” I muttered. I kicked the covers off of myself, which startled Muffin, my black and white tuxedo cat. He jumped to the floor and slinked for cover under my bed.

I put on a hoodie over my pajamas and grabbed my phone. For all the years I’d heard these wolves, I’d never actually seen one. If they were going to keep me up, I thought I might as try to get a picture of one. That would show my dad.

I put on my shoes and crept out of my room. The upstairs landing was quiet. The doors to my half-siblings’ bedrooms were open, and I could hear their quiet, sleepy sighs as I walked by. I took the back stairs that went down to the kitchen, and I carefully opened the back door.

The moon was only half full, so I could barely make out the landscape of my dad’s sprawling ranch. I switched on the flashlight app in my phone to light the way and I started walking in the direction of the fence. One wolf howled loudly in the distance, the sound of it echoing off the trees surrounding the property. It made my hair stand on end.

I stopped at the fence and listened. Other than the echoes of the wolves’ howls and the wind in the trees, I didn’t hear anything. Briefly, I wondered why I even bothered to get out of bed.

Suddenly, I heard a loud scuffling sound coming from the trees, just several yards away from me. I gasped in surprise. My phone fell out of my hand, the flashlight blinking out as it landed face down on the ground.

I stooped down, groping blindly for my phone as the scuffling continued. Every few seconds I heard a high, piercing whine. It sounded like two dogs fighting, but we didn’t have any dogs on the ranch.

But we did have wolves. I’d heard them myself.

My heart slammed hard in my chest. I bit my lip and dropped to my knees, widening my search along the ground. I was torn between the urge to run away and take a picture. Wolves were dangerous and unpredictable when they were scared, I knew that much. But this was my chance to finally get my proof and show my dad I’d been telling the truth...

But as soon as the scuffling had started, it stopped completely. I froze, crouched on the ground, listening.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

It was the unmistakable sound of footsteps walking across the gravel driveway. Human footsteps. My heartbeat climbed about a hundred times higher. At the same time, my fingers finally landed on the smooth case of my phone.

“Who’s there?” a voice asked out of the darkness.

I picked my phone back up and shined it on a man standing a few feet away from me. He groaned and lifted his hand, blocking the light.

“Jesus! Kyra, is that you?” he said, squinting.

“Jake?” I said.

“Yes! Would you shine that somewhere else?”

I shakily lowered the flashlight, and Jake Decosta dropped his hand. He was one of my dad’s ranch hands, and I’d known him since I was fourteen. He was just two years older than me, so I got along better with him than with the other staff. But like most Lakeville boys, he was still an ass.

“What are you doing out here?” Jake asked.

“What are you doing out here?” I countered.

Jake stared at me like I was crazy. “This is about the time everybody gets up to work, remember?”

I glared at him. “I thought I heard something,” I said.

Jake shook his head. “Wolves, right?” When I didn’t say anything, he sighed. “Hey, I’m not saying I don’t believe you. But either way, it’s not smart to go out alone at night when you think there might be wolves sneaking around.”

He was right, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing it. “Fine. I’m going to head back inside.”

“Let me come with you,” Jake said quickly.

I didn’t protest. Even though I didn’t need a chaperone to walk ten feet back to my house, I was somewhat glad for the company. The adrenaline rush I’d felt earlier was finally subsiding, but I was still feeling a little jumpy.

We walked up the back porch steps and Jake opened the door for me. I was surprised to see the ranch cook in the kitchen already. How she managed to sneak by me in the night was anyone’s guess.

She turned away from the stove to look at us, her mouth parted in surprise. I felt equally surprised, because it was my first time seeing her. She was the complete opposite of Beatriz, the former cook, who was a soft Guatemalan woman in her sixties.

“You’re early!” she said.

“Don’t worry. The others are just getting up. Kyra, this is Cookie,” Jake said. “Cookie, this here’s Kyra Henderson. Bill’s oldest.”

Cookie shook my hand. “My real name’s Hailey, but everybody just started calling me Cookie,” she said a little helplessly.

I smiled politely, even though I was suddenly too tired to be social. Cookie was a little short and round in a pleasing way, and a bandana kept her blondish hair off of her face. She offered to give me some of the breakfast she was preparing for the ranch hands.

“No thanks,” I said.

“Then, let me pour you a cup of coffee.”

I just wanted to go up to my room and be alone, but for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to decline. “Okay, I guess,” I mumbled, and I sat down at the kitchen table.

Cookie started making her way to the coffeepot when Jake cut her off. “I’ll get it,” he said softly, and he grabbed two mugs out of the cabinet.

I watched Jake’s back as he busied himself at the counter. He’d started off his employment here as a skinny, lanky teenager. He was still on the lanky side, but he’d fleshed out over the years. His height would’ve made it difficult to get too bulky, so his muscles were long and lean.

Ew. I realized I was thinking about Jake’s muscles and quickly directed my mind at something else.

“Here ya go,” Jake said. He set a steaming mug of coffee in front of me and slid into the next seat over uninvited. “She’s with Tucker, you know.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Cookie.” Jake nodded at her.

“Really?” I said incredulously. I imagined Tucker Bell, one of the other ranch hands. He was about a head shorter than Jake and was scrappy-looking, like a professional boxer. He seemed like a nice fit for someone like Cookie.

It was strange thinking about the staff dating each other. As far as I knew, it never happened before. It made me wonder what the younger, single ranch hands did to fulfill their romantic urges. Lakeville’s dating pool was quickly shrinking, since most young people either left for the city or got married right out of high school.

I let my coffee cool and finished it quickly. When the kitchen filled with the smell of breakfast, I knew it was almost time for the rest of the ranch hands to show up.

“I’ll head back up now,” I announced, pushing my seat back from the table.

“What are your plans for today?” Jake said.

I turned to him and shrugged. I’d graduated high school back in May, and it was the middle of summer. I didn’t really have any plans. “I might go for a swim in the lake,” I finally decided out loud.

Chapter 2

––––––––

It was still early, so I planned to go back to sleep. I managed to keep my eyes closed for only two hours, thanks to that coffee. After a while, I just decided to get up and start my day.

I knew the ranch hands were already at work. The kitchen would be empty by now, but I forgot that my stepmom’s personal chef, Anita, took it over after the ranch cook to start my family’s breakfast. Normally, I wasn’t up at this time, so I wasn’t used to seeing my family clustered around the dining room table.

And they weren’t used to seeing me, either.

Janet, my stepmom, froze with her fork halfway up to her mouth. Dad did a double-take when I walked into the room. My half-siblings Emily and Thomas, eight and six respectively, chirped a cheerful hello in unison.

Janet was the first one to speak. “Well, good morning!”

“Good morning,” I said with about half as much enthusiasm. I reluctantly sat down at the table. I’d been planning on just passing through into the kitchen to make toast, but I couldn’t get away now that I’d been spotted.

I poured myself some orange juice from the pitcher on the table. Dad cleared his throat.

“I’ll go tell Anita to prepare another plate,” Janet announced loudly, and she rose loudly from the table and left the room.

“Your stepmother and I were just talking about you,” Dad
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