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      FORD: The woman I love sacrificed herself and rose from the ashes with no memory of what we were to each other.

      

      She doesn’t remember how hard she fought to resist our connection. She doesn’t remember our first kiss or our last or what she said to me just seconds before her phoenix form caught fire.

      

      Now, I'm on the run with a stranger with a cheery disposition that's nothing like the Juliet I knew.

      

      This Juliet is certain we can come out on top, no matter how bleak the odds. This Juliet enjoys flirting with me and suggests we share a bed on our way to get help from the Wolf King of New York.

      

      I should be happy that the woman I want finally wants me back, but all I can think about is how much I miss my Juliet. I’d kill to have her glare at me the way she used or see her lips curve in one of her grudging smiles.

      

      But there isn’t time to grieve what’s been lost.

      

      We have to take down Hammer Zion before it’s too late, before the man who nearly killed us both comes out on top, once and for all.

      

      This book is part of a serial romance and should be read after books one and two. Savage Prince is a dark romance that ends in a cliffhanger.
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      I’ve always loved the water.

      As a boy, I’d jump in the creek on our property while there were still ice chunks in it from the winter thaw. Come summer, I knew every pond and swimming hole within a five-mile radius and spent the seemingly endless days riding my bike between my favorites, my hair always a little bit damp.

      When Mom said we were moving to Washington to live with her new husband, it was the loss of the water I mourned the most.

      My father had been dead for years and our connections with his pack had faded. I was excited by the thought of making new shifter friends my age but putting those swimming holes in the rearview ripped at something inside of me.

      They weren’t just a way to spend a day. They were my refuge from the world, a place where the tears Alphas weren’t supposed to cry were easily disguised, and a solid source of free snacks. By the time I was six, I was a pro at catching fish as both a wolf and a boy and knew every edible plant that grew near the water.

      And then the helicopter my new stepfather sent to collect us at the airport touched down on an island in the sea, and I knew the universe was looking out for me.

      This was even better than a pond or a creek.

      The sea was wild and beautiful and alive in a way I didn’t realize water could be until my first cliff diving session with my new friends.

      I plunged into the ocean, felt the powerful currents buffeting my body, and came face-to-face with a harbour porpoise and her baby. The baby zipped around my torso, rubbing against my bare skin, while its mother chattered a scolding in a language the shifter part of me could almost understand.

      I still remember the wonder I felt as my jaw dropped, and the sea flooded in.

      By the time I broke the surface, I was coughing up a lungful of saltwater, but I didn’t care. I rode the next wave to shore, stretching my body long to coast on top of the foam, feeling like I’d finally come home.

      For the rest of my teen years, I spent every spare second that I wasn’t in school or training to be part of Hammer’s army as close to the water as possible. Swimming in the spring and summer, fishing in the fall, and stealing a boat to sail over to Seattle in the winter before we left for the mountains, relishing the cold spray on my face.

      Those two years in the fighting pits were the longest I’d ever spent away from the element that’s always called to my soul. When I realized Lost Moon University was on the coast, I was excited to be going back to the ocean, where I belonged.

      I never imagined the sea could be anything but a source of strength for me. I’m not one of those arrogant assholes who doesn’t realize Mother Ocean hands out bitch slaps as often as hugs. I respect the ocean, fear it when necessary, and am one of the strongest swimmers I know.

      The thought that I might die by drowning never crossed my mind.

      But now, as pain explodes across the side of my neck, flowing down to electrify my left front paw, I realize how stupid I’ve been. I should have remembered that I’m not actually half fish, the way my friends always teased growing up, and that land predators don’t always stay on land.

      My muzzle drops and saltwater floods in, but this time there’s no baby porpoise or wonder to blame. It’s the pure agony of the powerful jaws shaking me back and forth as we sink beneath the waves that has me trying to breathe six feet under.

      Teeth dig into the scruff of my neck, but there’s nothing I can do to fight back. Writhing for my freedom only shoves the fangs deeper, tearing holes in my already ravaged flesh.

      Giving up on twisting free, I swipe frantically at the water with my paws, doing my best to reverse our trajectory. If I can get back to the surface, I can spit out the seawater, suck in a breath, and at least have a shot of turning the tables. I paddle as hard as I can, but it’s no use.

      The wolf on me is massive. Even if my left paw weren’t paralyzed by pain, there’s not much chance I’d be able to pull us both through the water without a floatation device. My only hope is to shift and pray my transformation dislodges my attacker’s fangs long enough for me to get a human arm around his neck and squeeze.

      If I shift, I’ll be kicked out of Lost Moon for violating the terms of the trial.

      But if I don’t, I’m going to die.

      I can feel my heart thumping harder, but slower, and an increasingly urgent burning in my lungs. I have about thirty seconds left to fight for my life, and I’d better make the most of it.

      If not, Juliet will have to watch my body wash up onshore this afternoon, along with the usual seaweed and pretty shells.

      Juliet…

      I can’t leave her alone here, in this refuge that isn’t a refuge, with enemies everywhere and her murderous father still on the loose and unpunished for his sins. She won’t survive without me. If this piece of shit kills me, he’ll be taking out both of us, and I’m not about to let that happen.

      I give up swimming and start to slip out of my fur, but my attacker chooses that moment to thrash his head from side to side with such violence that a piece of my shoulder tears away. I howl in pain and the water in my mouth floods into my lungs. I start to choke and cough, but with every lung-clearing convulsion of my chest, more water floods in after, until my racing heart thunders in my ears and the pressure building inside me becomes too much to bear.

      My eyes shut, and my thoughts go soft. I’m dimly aware that the teeth at my neck are gone, but it’s too late for it to make any difference.

      The blackness is closing in and I’m too weak to pull to the surface.

      I go limp, abandoning myself to the sea just as a bright, burning light flashes behind my closed lids.
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      In my phoenix form, I dive deeper, deeper, until I’m afraid I’ve missed him somewhere in the dark waves.

      The sun is still too low on the horizon for any light to penetrate the ocean gloom and I have no idea if I’m headed in the right direction.

      I can’t smell blood or follow a trail underwater.

      I’m panicking, knowing I don’t have long to pull Ford out of here alive, when my feathers start to glow. But this isn’t the rosy, pink pleasure glow I’ve experienced in my human form. This is a bright red and gold light that cuts through the darkness like a hundred arrows.

      I’m suddenly an underwater sun, with rays exploding in every direction from my wings.

      I spin, searching the waves, and spot Ford’s limp wolf form almost instantly. He’s sinking deeper with every passing second, blood streaming from a horrific wound at his neck.

      I surge toward him with a pull of my wings and snatch at his front leg with my claws. He flinches and his eyelids flicker, but don’t open.

      Still, the small response is enough to make my heart leap.

      He’s still alive. I can still save him.

      I just have to get him out of the water and hope he still has the strength to shift. If he slips into his human form, he’ll be able to heal at least some of the damage, hopefully enough to keep him from bleeding out.

      I flap my wings harder, but I’m only able to lift him a few inches toward the surface before he starts to sink again. His wolf is heavy, and my wings weren’t designed for moving efficiently underwater.

      But if I could tuck a human arm around him and kick with my legs…

      I shift so fast that the sudden shock of the cold water against my skin nearly makes me gasp. Thankfully, I recover quickly enough to keep my lips sealed and my breath held as I reach for Ford.

      I pin his warm body tight to mine and kick with everything I’m worth, grateful for every second I spent in the ocean as a child.

      I’m a strong swimmer and no stranger to choppy water. I’m able to get Ford’s head above water and keep it there even as the waves buffet us up and down, but it quickly becomes apparent that simply breaking the surface isn’t going to be enough.

      I have to get the blockage out of his lungs.

      Shifting onto my back to buoy his weight with my floating body, I make a fist and slam it into his ribs.

      “Breathe,” I shout, dimly aware of other students swimming past us, though none of them stop to help. I thump his ribs again and again, willing the ocean to come streaming from his muzzle. “Breathe, Ford! Fucking breathe!”

      My heart races and the backs of my eyes begin to sting, but I don’t have time to waste on tears. I have to get him to shore, where I’ll have better leverage to pump the water from his lungs. I can turn him on his belly and pound his ribs like a toddler or maybe one of the teachers will see that we’re in trouble and send the medics out to the seawall to meet us.

      They don’t want students dying on their watch, especially not because they were attacked by another student in the middle of a trial.

      Fucking Beck.

      I’m going to kill him for this. Even if Ford survives, I’m going to rip him limb from limb and incinerate the pieces.

      I don’t know if it’s the thought of fire or the rage boiling in my veins, but my skin is suddenly hot enough to make the ocean steam around me and Ford twitch in my arms. Hope clutching at the back of my throat, I will more fire into my bones, until my cheeks are blazing in the cool air and Ford’s fur begins to warm against my chest.

      He whimpers and twitches against me once more before his ribs contract in a wrenching cough. Water pours from his mouth and his eyes fly open, sending relief flooding through me.

      “You’re okay,” I say, holding him tight as I start to pull toward the seawall. “I’ve got you. Just relax.”

      He whimpers again but doesn’t try to squirm free or shift.

      It’s all the confirmation I need that his injury is as bad as it looks.

      My relief is pierced by another wave of rage, ensuring I leave a trail of steam behind me as I swim for the seawall. I reach it a few minutes later and thankfully, before I can worry about how I’m going to lift Ford up onto the stone alone, Layla is there, reaching into the waves.

      “Push from his bottom,” she calls out over the crash of the sea against the barrier. “I’ll lift his front legs.”

      “Watch his left side,” I shout back as I shift my grip. “He’s hurt.”

      Layla curses beneath her breath as she hauls Ford onto the slick stones, swearing louder as several students from Lupine jump over them on their way to the obstacle course at the end of the barrier. “What the fuck? Can’t you see he’s hurt? And he’s one of yours, asshole!”

      “Don’t think so,” one douchebag calls back, laughing with his friends. “We don’t claim Variant-loving scum.”

      Layla turns wide eyes to me as I climb out of the water. “What do we do? He’s still bleeding. Real bad.”

      “He has to shift,” I say, leaning over Ford to catch his gaze. “Do you hear me, Ford? You have to shift. If you don’t, there’s no way we’re going to stop the bleeding in time.”

      His front paw swipes sluggishly through the air before he lies still again, the only movement the shallow rise and fall of his ribs as he pants for air.

      I look back toward the beach, but the medic wave runner is still onshore. Even if it left right now, chances are it would be too late. I whip my focus back to Ford, leaning down until my face is inches from his. “Help isn’t coming, Ford. You have to help yourself. And me. Because I can’t lose you. I can’t. I fucking refuse to let that happen.”

      His beautiful eyes tighten around the edges, and I swear I can feel the regret flowing from him in waves.

      He’s giving up. He’s going to leave me.

      The realization makes tears explode from my eyes to stream down my face, leaving more steam behind.

      “No,” I say, fisting his wet chest fur in my hands. “You can’t do this. You can’t leave me. You promised you wouldn’t. You said you wanted to be my person, my partner. And partners don’t leave. They fight.” I suck in a liquid breath, blinking through the steam. “Please, Ford. Fight for me. Please. I need you. I don’t want to stay here without you.”

      And I don’t just mean Lost Moon.

      I mean earth, life.

      I don’t want to live without this man, a realization I’m sure would scare me if I had any room for that kind of fear right now. But I don’t, all I have room for is pure stubbornness.

      I’m going to will Ford back to life. I refuse to take no for an answer. This isn’t the way it ends for us.

      Us…

      The thought gives me an idea.

      Ford might not feel up to fighting for his own life right now, but he swore he’d fight for mine.

      “It was Beck,” I say, giving Ford a little shake. “Beck was the one who attacked you.”

      His eyes open wider, anger flickering in their depths.

      “I saw it,” I continue, jabbing an arm to the left. “He’s probably lying in wait on the obstacle course right now, ready to take me out, too. Are you going to let that happen? Are you going to let some spoiled, evil, entitled piece of shit take out both of Zion’s Alphas? Is that how you want to go out, Ford? Because I sure as hell don’t. I want to finish this trial, get back to campus, and make him pay. We can do it. Together. I know we can.” I fight another wave of tears as I grit out, “You just need to man the fuck up and shift, asshole. Because if you die on me right now, I’m going to track you down in the afterlife and make you so sorry you made me care about you this much.”

      Ford growls, a sound that makes my heart lift even before his hind legs begin to lengthen.

      “That’s right,” I say, moving back to give him some space, Layla beside me. “Get pissed, get up, and let’s get even.”

      It’s the slowest shift I’ve ever witnessed, and fairly disturbing to watch—especially when Ford’s bottom half is human and his top still mostly wolf—but eventually a fully human man lies beside me, and he’s no longer bleeding profusely.

      I’m consumed by a wave of gratitude so intense, I can’t stop myself from throwing myself on top of him and hugging him tight. “You’re okay. Thank God, you’re okay.”

      “I’m not,” he says, his voice weak and rough. “I’m pissed.”

      I swipe at the tears still streaming from my eyes, doing my best to regain control. “Good. Use that. We still have to get through the obstacle course. They haven’t sent the medic and I don’t think they’re going to.”

      “I can’t,” he says, rolling fully onto his back with a wince. “I don’t think I can even get on my feet by myself, Jules. I lost…a lot of blood.”

      “That’s why we’re going to help you,” Layla says, filling my chest with another warm rush of gratitude. “Get his left side, J. I’ll get his right.”

      We tuck ourselves under Ford’s arms and leverage him to his feet. He sways for a moment, but eventually recovers his balance and stands up straighter. But it’s when he curses at a panther girl shoving past us on the wall, telling her to, “Watch where you’re going, asshole,” that I know he’s going to make it.

      We’re going to make it.

      And then we’re going to make Beck pay with his life.
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      If all had gone well on the swim over, the rest of the course would have been a breeze.

      At least for a wolf in his prime.

      Most of the obstacles rely heavily on climbing and upper body strength, things that are only challenging for smaller shifters.

      But with blood loss making my limbs tremble and pain burn through my damaged shoulder, I’ll be lucky to get through this without passing out or falling back into the ocean churning on either side of the course.

      The ground is slippery as fuck, which is probably why the rules mandate we complete the obstacles in our human forms. Claws would come in handy right now, and the trial board clearly didn’t want to make this easy. If they had, they would have given us the choice of what form to take. But they didn’t, and I don’t have enough strength left to shift back into my wolf form, anyway.

      Just keeping one, thousand-pound foot shuffling forward after the other is taking all my strength and a heavy dose of willpower. My body feels like a lead suit and my spinning head a helium balloon straining toward the sky.

      My entire life, I’ve always been able to buckle down and muscle through any challenge, often against impossible odds, but I honestly don’t know if I’ll survive this. All I want to do is lie down on the slick rocks and sleep. Even thinking about how much I want revenge on Beck for attacking me and putting hands on Juliet isn’t enough to keep the fire burning in my belly.

      I’m fading, faltering…

      Probably dying, though I try not to dwell on the thought. If I do, it’s going to be even harder to keep going.

      Once I lose the last flicker of hope, once the last of my fire snuffs out, it’s over.

      Still, there’s no reason to let my damaged bag of bones put the people I care about at risk. I tell Layla and Juliet to leave me behind more than once, but they’re as stubborn as they are loyal.

      I also tell them both that I love them, because I do—though in very different ways—and because I don’t know if I’ll get another chance. Here, at what might be the end of my life, it’s suddenly very clear that I haven’t said those three words nearly enough. I should have said them every day, to everyone who mattered, because what else is there?

      What else is worth living for, dying for, fighting for?

      “It’s not revenge,” I mutter, hoping they can hear me over the crash of the waves and the screaming of the sea birds overhead. “It’s love. And I love you guys, I really do.”

      “Yeah, we love you, too, buddy,” Layla says, panting as she and Juliet shove me up a sheer metal wall, covered in seagull shit.

      I’m going to die with shit on my hands, which seems funny for some reason. I share the observation with the girls and Juliet huffs, “Stop, you’re not dying. You’re not allowed to die.”

      “Not true.” They continue to push me higher, and I curl my shaking hands over the top of the wall. “Everyone dies, but not everyone lives. You gotta live, you guys. Both of you. You gotta tell people how you feel and go after your dreams. Because you’re good people. The world needs more good people. Too many people are just selfish, stupid…dick slices.”

      “Dick slices?” Layla echoes.

      “Ignore him,” Juliet says, grunting as she pulls herself over the top of the wall in front of me to help ease me down on the other side. “He’s drunk on blood loss.”

      “I’m not drunk,” I slur. “I just have love in my heart, Growly. Don’t shun my love while I’m dying.”

      Juliet catches me as my feet touch down on the ground beside the wall, holding me up when my knees almost buckle. Then she grips my face in both of her hands and whispers, “Don’t talk like that. I’m serious. I can’t deal with it right now. You aren’t going to die on me.”

      “I might,” I whisper back. “It feels…strained inside, Jules. Like the seams are fraying and the pieces might not hold.”

      Her eyes blaze into mine. “This isn’t the time for poetry. This is the time for reaching down deep and pushing through to the finish line. All we have to do is get to the top of the cliffs, then you can fall apart with doctors right there to fix you.”

      I start to speak again but she cuts me off with a kiss.

      It’s a soft, but firm seal of her lips over mine that makes my weary heart beat faster. And when she pulls back, whispering, “And I love you, too, you jerk,” my legs feel steadier than they were before.

      “Why is he a jerk?” Layla asks as she plops down beside us.

      I smile and rasp, “Because I made her have feelings. She hates feelings.”

      “That’s right,” Juliet says, her gaze still locked on mine. “And the only thing worse than having sappy, scary love feelings is having ‘my best friend died’ feelings. So, step it up, soldier. We’re over halfway through. You’re going to make it. It’s a done deal.”

      The drunk part of me wants to ask if I’m really her best friend. And if I’m just her friend or if that confession meant something more. I want to know if she needs me the way I need her, but the survivor in me has enough common sense to conserve my energy. That’s a big conversation we don’t have time for right now.

      Juliet is right. We’re past the halfway point.

      We might actually make it to the finish line. We’re going to be dead last—all the other waves of students passed us long ago, even Gertie the squirrel shifter with the scrawny arms—but that doesn’t matter. We just have to make it to the cliffs and complete the trial to pass.

      The thought gives me the strength to scramble over a giant pile of rocks, mostly on my own, and inch across the slick, narrow piece of wood connecting the course to the base of the cliffs.

      But when we stop, staring up at the maze of connecting ladders leading to the top, my heart drops back into my stomach.

      “It’s over, guys,” I say, hating being the voice of doom, but knowing it’s the truth. “I can’t climb that alone and there’s no way you can carry me up ten ladders.”

      “We’re not carrying you up ten ladders,” Juliet says. “We’re carrying you up one ladder, ten times.”

      “One rung at a time,” Layla agrees. “And we can rest on the cliffs in between. There are places where it’s wide enough to sit and catch your breath.”

      I sigh, but before I can speak, Juliet says, “This is how we survived the terrible stuff, remember? One day at a time, one hour at a time, one minute at a time.”

      “One second at a time,” I mutter.

      “If that’s what you need to do,” Juliet says. “But we haven’t come this far to stop now. We have to try, Ford. Just…try. For me.”

      Because I can deny her nothing, I reach for the first rung. But even lifting my left arm is enough to make the pain almost unbearable. I wince and curse, sweat breaking out on my upper lip as I say, “I’ll have to do it one-handed.”

      “Piece of cake,” Juliet says, starting up the ladder in front of me.

      “Yeah,” Layla agrees as she positions herself behind me. “They should have made all the big, strong Alpha wolves do the course one-handed anyway. Even the playing field for the little guys. Can you imagine swimming all the way to the seawall as a squirrel. Or a rabbit?”

      “If I fall, move out of the way,” I tell her as I reach for the ladder again. “Don’t let me take you down with me.”

      Layla pats my back. “Sure thing, buddy.”

      “You’re lying,” I mutter.

      She grins. “You said it yourself, man. I’m a good person. I’m also super heroic. You may not have noticed this about me just yet, but it’s true. And as a hero type person, I am obligated to heroically save your ass.”

      “Same,” Juliet says, reaching a hand down from the top of the ladder. “Just climb high enough to reach me and I’ll pull you up the rest of the way. Then it’s only half a ladder ten times.”

      “And we’re almost done with one,” Layla says cheerfully behind me as I make my way up the ladder at a wounded snail’s pace.

      But in less than ten minutes, we’re resting on the first ledge, one tenth of the way to the top. And I’m not much worse off than I was before. Ladders two and three pass with a similar rhythm, but ladder four is longer, ladder five through seven are missing rails, and ladder eight is nailed into the stone at a diagonal.

      Navigating it would be tricky without an injury. With my bum arm, I barely make it over to the next ledge, and that’s only with a last-minute intervention from Layla shoving my ass as Juliet grabs me around the shoulders and drags me up onto the rock beside her.

      “Flashed,” I pant, sweating and shaking in her arms.

      “What’s that?” she asks, smoothing my hair from my forehead.

      “My life,” I say, breath still coming in harsh rasps. “Flashed before my eyes. Twice.”

      “Only twice?” Layla quips, collapsing beside us. “Thought we were going to lose you that time, man. Not going to lie.” She exhales a long, shaky breath. “Tell me that’s the worst of it, J.”

      “Absolutely.” Juliet hugs my back closer to her chest without sparking any response from my nervous system, proving I’m fading fast.

      Even in a life-or-death situation, I’d usually be very aware that the woman I’m crazy about is naked and close. But all I feel is grateful for her touch.

      It’s the only thing giving me strength right now.

      I tilt my head back, the sight of the endless ninth ladder and the final ladder—also set into the rock diagonally—making my chest feel hollow. Once again, I seriously doubt I’m going to make it, but I don’t say anything. Juliet has made it clear she expects people under her command to achieve their goals or die trying.

      Arguing would only be a waste of what energy I have left.

      “You’re going to be a great military major,” I wheeze. “Pretty sure you were born for it.”

      “Pretty princess on the outside, scary as hell general on the inside,” Layla agrees.

      “Save the sweet talk and compliments for the top,” Juliet says. “Come on. Let’s get up nine and take a longer rest before ten. By then, we’ll be close enough to call up to the top and tell them to get the medics ready.”

      “They have to know by now,” Layla says, shielding her eyes from the sun as she squints up at the top of the cliffs. “Surely, they’ve seen us struggle-bussing all the way through the course.”

      “But they might not know how serious the injury is,” Juliet says. “Or that it wasn’t an accident. We’ll fill them in, and they’ll help.”

      I’m not sure they will, and I doubt Juliet honestly believes they will, either, but I play along in the name of keeping hope alive. Right now, it’s all we’ve got. “She’s right. Let’s go. We’re almost there.”

      I’m pretty sure ladder nine is some circle of hell. It goes on and on forever, while my right arm becomes increasingly fatigued and my wounded shoulder screams to be put out of its misery. On at least three separate occasions, I’m positive I’ve reached the end of my physical endurance, only for a word from Layla or a look from Juliet to keep me going just one more rung.

      Just one more and then one more and finally, we’re at the top.

      I collapse onto the ledge, shocked to feel tears slipping down my cheeks.

      Juliet swipes them away with a dispassionate efficiency I appreciate. “It’s just the pain,” she says. “And shock. You’re probably going into shock. Just hang in there a little longer, okay? We’re so close.”

      I manage a small nod—the most communication I’m capable of after that climb—and sag against the side of the cliff as she calls up to the top, “Get the medics ready, guys. Ford was attacked by another member of Lupine house in the water. He’s seriously injured and needs medical help.”

      We wait for a response, but the only sound is the harsh rasp of my breath and the faint crash of the waves below.

      Layla sighs and mutters something beneath her breath I can’t make out.

      Juliet calls out again, but I stop her halfway through with a hand on her wrist and another shake of my head. She holds my gaze, and for a beat I see the fear eating away inside her. She recovers quickly, her inner general taking control again as she helps me to my feet, insisting that we’re almost there anyway, so we might as well finish up.

      But it’s too late.

      I’ve seen the truth in her eyes. Juliet isn’t sure I’m going to make it. In fact, I’m pretty sure she’s shocked I’ve made it this far.

      There’s a very real chance this last diagonal ladder is going to take me down. I know it, she knows it, and Layla certainly isn’t a fool.

      So, as I sway unsteadily to my feet, I rest a hand on Layla’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze of thanks. She nods in response, her throat working as she swallows, “Of course, Ford. Any time.”

      Then, I turn to Juliet, cup her face in my hand, and kiss her the way I wish I could have kissed her more often. I kiss her with my heart on my sleeve and in my touch and pulsing in the air around us. I kiss her the way I would have kissed her on our wedding day, just in case…

      In case that day never comes.

      In case this is really goodbye.
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      I want to yell at him again, to shake him until the fire inside of him sparks to life, and he knows he has to keep fighting.

      I also want to tell him that I love him again.

      I want to confess that he’s become my favorite person and that I don’t want to imagine a future without him in it. I want to apologize for pushing him away and promise that things will be different if he can just make it to the top of the cliffs with me.

      But he’s out of fuel and we don’t have time for pretty words.

      He’s dying, I can feel it in every brush of his lips against mine.

      Tears creep from behind my closed eyes only to evaporate on my rapidly heating skin. Even now, at the worst of times, when I’m physically exhausted and wrung out with fear, he still makes me burn.

      Hopefully he still feels the same, and I have one last card to play to keep my friend alive.

      “Just make it up the ladder,” I murmur against his lips. “One last obstacle, one last push. Make it to the top and as soon as you’re strong enough, I’ll do every filthy thing you’ve ever imagined me doing to you.” I skim my hands up his ribs and back down to rest on his hips. “Twice.”

      His mouth curves against mine. “Are you trying to bribe me with sex?”

      “Is it working?”

      He brushes my damp hair from my forehead as he pulls back to catch my gaze. “There’s a time when it would have.”

      I grit out through a clenched jaw, “But not now? Why?”

      “Because I want more than your body,” he whispers. “I want to make plans and a home and a life with you, Growly. Maybe even some rug rats someday. I want the dream.”

      Tears spill down my cheeks again as I snap, “Fine.”

      His brows lift, but even that movement is slower, more labored-looking than usual and it scares the shit out of me. If he can’t lift his eyebrows, how in the hell is he going to make it up that last ladder. “Fine?” he echoes.

      “Fine,” I repeat, louder this time. “Make it up the ladder and I’ll marry you.” I aim a finger at his bare chest. “But I’m not promising babies. I’m not sure I want kids at all, and I certainly don’t want them in a world so chaotic and violent I can barely keep myself alive, let alone a bunch of tiny people.”

      “We wouldn’t have to have a bunch,” he says, smoothing his hand over my hair again and then again. “We could just have one. One really high-maintenance, intense, feisty little girl, maybe…”

      I duck away from his hand. “Don’t pet me.”

      “But I like petting you. And I’m dying. I should get special liberties.”

      Ignoring the way my heart lurches in my throat at the thought of never hearing one of his stupid jokes again, I snap, “I’m serious, Ford. I will marry you. No push back, no excuses, no double-cross.” I take a beat, letting my eyes burn into his as I promise, “I will give you exactly what you want. I will ride into Zion on the back of your motorcycle like a good little Alpha’s bride. All you have to do is get your ass up that ladder without fucking around and wasting more time and energy.”

      Sadness creeps into his gaze, but he’s still smiling as he says, “You really want to keep me around, huh? It’s real.” I pull in a breath, about to unleash a proper, get-your-shit-together-and-focus-on-the-task-at-hand shout fest on his ass, when he puts a finger to my lips. “Hush, Growly. I don’t want your pity promises. When you agree to marry me, it’s going to be because you can’t think of anything that will make you happier than being my forever girl, not for any other reason.”

      “Aw.” Layla sniffs behind me, making me flinch.

      I’d almost forgotten she was there.

      “That’s perfect,” she continues. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      I clear my throat, but my voice still sounds way too raw as I shoot back, “Just remember the chances of that actually happening go way up if you stay alive.”

      “I’m going to try. Try like hell,” he says, glancing back at the ladder before turning back to me. “But if I don’t make it, stay focused on the long game. Get through the trials, get the support you need, and get what’s yours. And when you have Hammer locked in chains begging for his miserable, piece of shit life, kick him in the nuts a few times for me.”

      “I’m going to do way worse than kick him in the nuts,” I promise, threading my fingers through his good ones. “We both will.” Drawing my shoulders back and willing strength and steadiness into my bones, I give his hand one last squeeze before releasing him and stepping back against the side of the cliff. “You go first this time, Layla. I’ll cover him from behind and be ready to give him an extra boost at the top.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks. “I think I’ve still got you beat on upper body strength, J. Might be better to have me on boosting duty.”

      “I’m sure,” I tell her.

      She’s probably right, but I can’t turn my back on Ford right now. Something primal inside of me demands I keep my eyes locked on him until I know he’s safe. It also insists that I’ll fight harder for him than Layla will. She’s a good person—probably even a great one—but she doesn’t love him like I do.

      He isn’t her fated mate, he’s mine. And as I watch him inch out onto the ladder, his wounded arm hanging limp at his side and sweat instantly breaking out on his face, I vow to avenge him.

      Whether he makes it to the top or not, I’m going to destroy Beck.

      I’m going to make him wish he’d never heard the names Juliet and Ford, then send him home to his rich daddy in a body bag. Assaulting me was bad enough, but this…

      He really should have thought twice before hurting someone I’m starting to love a hell of a lot more than myself.

      I step out onto the ladder a rung behind Ford, staying close as he lurches forward, rung by rung, moving at such a sloth-like pace that Layla is already at the top when we reach the center.

      I risk a quick glance her way as she waves an arm and shouts, “I’ll be right back, guys! I’m going to get the medics. Keep going, Ford, you’re almost there.” I nod, then fix my attention on Ford’s trembling frame, a superstitious part of me positive my eyeballs are the only thing holding him in place.

      “Jules…” he wheezes, his good arm beginning to shake on the ladder’s edge.

      “You’ve got this,” I say. “Just keep going. Holding still is harder than moving. Just keep pushing through and you’ll be there in no time.”

      He turns to look at me over his shoulder, his face terrifyingly pale. His lips move, but no sound comes out.

      I reach for his back, bracing him as much as I can with one hand. “Don’t talk. It’s okay. You’re almost there. You’re going to make it. I know you—”

      My words end in a scream as Ford arches backward, easily overpowering the pressure of my hand and plummeting toward the sea.
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      I’ve stared death in the face so many times over the past few years, I assumed I knew how I’d feel when the moment finally came.

      I thought I’d be angry, enraged that my life had been cut short before I had my revenge. Before I’d accomplished my goals or seen the world or learned to ride a skateboard.

      There were no skate parks close to home when I was growing up, but it always looked so damned cool. I wanted to learn someday.

      I wanted to live.

      I wanted to leave the misery of captivity and betrayal behind and be whole again. I wanted to serve my people and make a difference in the world and celebrate holidays and laugh with my friends, and lately, I’ve wanted to love Juliet.

      More than anything.

      That’s what I would have told her, if my body hadn’t given out before I could get the words out. I would have told her that I was grateful to have felt what I felt when we were together. I’m sure requited love would have been great, but even one-sided, it was the best feeling I’ve ever known.

      Just knowing my heart had the capacity to care about another human being the way I care for her, convinced me I’m not so bad, after all. I’m not like my stepfather or the men who ran the fight pits or any of the piece of shit “Alphas” willing to rig these trials and kill their opposition to stay on top.

      I’m braver than that. Better than that.

      As I spiral toward the waves crashing against the rocks, the wind whistling as it rushes past my ears, I don’t feel angry. I feel like I did what I was supposed to do in this life, no matter how long or short it was.

      I took a chance. I fought for what mattered.

      I fell in love.

      Who could ask for more?

      Just as my eyes are closing and my limbs going limp, a screech so raw it makes my eardrums ache, rips through the air. A second later, I’m engulfed in a wave of heat, and two strong claws lock onto my good arm.

      I force my eyes open to see Juliet’s phoenix flapping hard in the air above me.

      Let me go. I reach out with my mind, but I don’t expect her to understand. She never has before. I’m just too weak to speak.

      When she shouts, Like hell I will, straight into my cortex, it feels like my head is about to explode.

      I shudder and almost lose consciousness but force myself to call back, Let me go, I’m too heavy. I’ll kill you. I can’t kill you. Please, Jules.

      She’s too small to lift my entire body weight—especially with so much momentum already behind me.

      If she holds on, I’ll only drag her down with me.

      But she doesn’t let go. She holds on tighter as the ocean gets so close, I can feel the spray on the back of my neck. Heart racing, I beg with the last of my mental strength, If you love me, let me go, Juliet. I want you to live. I’m okay to go as long as you get to stay.

      Her eyes burn into mine, filled with drops of liquid gold I have a moment to realize must be phoenix tears before her wings catch fire. The blaze is so bright, on instinct my good arm flies up to shield my eyes.

      No, that isn’t my good arm.

      That’s the arm Beck did his best to rip out of the socket.

      Before I can form a theory as to how that’s possible, Juliet’s wings stretch wider, longer, the flames dancing from the ends of each feather spreading until they seem to take up the entire sky. The rushing wind stops batting at my ears, my stomach flips, and a second later, we swoop away from the water and back up into the sky.

      My breath rushes out as I glance down to see the waves zipping by beneath us as she heads farther out to sea.

      She did it. She saved my life. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to. Because she wants me here, with her.

      I look back at her, lips parted to tell her how fucking badass she is, but the words die on my lips.

      Juliet’s fire is still growing, the flames surrounding her burning brighter with every pump of her massive wings. As I watch, the fire spreads to the fur on her chest, sending smoke billowing behind her like a prop plane with a damaged engine on a collision course with the ground.

      The ground…

      If we can get back on land, she can stop flapping her wings and hopefully the fire will go out on its own. Land, you have to land, I call out with my mind. The fire’s getting too big!

      But it’s like she doesn’t hear me. She just keeps flying, faster and faster, the fire roaring around us and…inside me. I swear, I can feel the flames burning through my veins, but they’re not hurting. They’re healing.

      By the time Juliet finally cuts sharply toward the water below, aiming for what I now see is a small island a few miles from shore, I feel stronger than I did when the day started. Strong enough to extend my legs toward the sand and break my own fall as Juliet releases me and rolls through the undergrowth beside the shore.

      I race after her, kicking sand on a couple stubby coastal plants that have started smoking in her wake, wondering why her fire didn’t burn me.

      It’s clearly capable of burning these shrubs, so why not my skin?

      Maybe there’s something about it in that phoenix journal Juliet has back in her dorm. Or maybe this is a uniquely Juliet talent she’ll have to write about in her own log someday.

      Whatever happened, I’m just so glad it did, and that we don’t have to say goodbye.

      The thought is barely through my head when Juliet’s blaze swells to bonfire proportions. A roar fills the air, followed by a sharp crack. A beat later I’m blinded by a flash of light that sends me to my knees. I press my hands to my eyes with a scream, wondering if this is what it feels like to be in the presence of an atomic bomb as waves of heat flood over my head.

      I fall to the ground, shielding myself from the no longer harmless flames. I smell burning hair and smack at the back of my head but wait until the worst of the heat is gone before I roll over and press my singed skull into the sand.

      Better burned hair than a burned face.

      The sand stings my tender skin, making me suck in a breath with a hiss, but the burn’s a mosquito bite compared to the wounds I had before. I’m back on my feet in seconds, rushing toward the last place I saw Juliet.

      But there’s nothing there now—no bird on fire, no naked girl exhausted by her shift—just a few smoking plants and a pile of ash. Before I fully come to terms with the fact that Juliet must have gone full burn, the sea breeze sweeps through the trees sheltering the island, sending a cloud of ash swirling into the breeze.

      With a cry of grief wrenched from the center of my chest, I race across the sand and throw myself on top of the pile, determined not to let her blow away.

      She’s a phoenix.

      If I protect her ashes, she’ll come back to me. That’s what phoenix do.

      It is what they do, I’ve read all the books.

      But still, a part of me doesn’t believe it.

      A part of me knows that Juliet, the Juliet I once knew, anyway, the one who finally decided to love me back, is gone.
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      Endless, anxiety-fueled minutes turn to hours, and still, there’s no indication of Juliet’s resurrection or any sign of rescue.

      I gather fallen pine limbs and cover her ashes, protecting them from the wind, then head over to the far side of the island, hoping to get a distress signal to someone onshore. But the university is a smudge on the horizon, barely visible through the late-afternoon fog and there isn’t a single boat in sight.

      I think it’s around six o’clock, but I can’t be sure.

      The sun has gone behind the clouds and it’s hard to guess the time in the gray light. But judging from the snarling in my core, it has to be close to dinnertime. I don’t feel hungry—I’m too worried to feel anything but sick and scared out of my damned mind—but after the day I’ve had, my body is demanding fuel.

      And I’m probably going to need it to swim off this island, considering no one seems inclined to launch a rescue mission.

      But why not for fuck’s sake?

      Layla made it to the top and I trust her. There’s no doubt in my mind that she ran to fetch the medics, just like she said. And didn’t the faculty spend most of the last few days, since Diana’s supposed death, insisting the safety and well-being of the student body was their top priority?

      So, where the fuck are they?

      And why didn’t Natalie or some decent staff member intervene when they saw things were going to shit? Maybe not when we were still down on the course and they didn’t realize what had happened, but at the very least when Juliet shouted that I’d been attacked.

      It all feels…wrong.

      It reminds me of the madness this morning at the dorm.

      In all the insanity of the first trial, it slipped my mind, but now it comes rushing back, seeming even more ominous in hindsight…

      A little after five, I awoke to find my room trashed and a note at the bottom of my bed, that read “Get out while you still can. Leave and don’t ever come back.”

      The message obviously wasn’t great, but the truly disturbing thing was that someone had broken into my room without waking me. And not only broken in, but taken their sweet time being an agent of chaos while they were at it.

      They’d tossed my clothes all over the floor, pulled down the one piece of art I’d hung—a watercolor of a phoenix Catherine painted each of us for good luck—and ripped the pages from my journal, making me glad I hadn’t written anything too personal in there.

      They’d also stolen every jersey I’d been issued for the trials and the counselors had been clear when they handed them out—if you aren’t wearing a jersey when you line up at the starting line, you don’t compete.

      I’d searched everywhere, even the trash bins behind the dorm, but I did’t find so much as a scrap of blue fabric. In the end, I’d broken into Ferris’s room and stolen one of his spares. The dorm was mostly empty by that point, and I figured I could explain it away later.

      I’d tell Ferris I’d been pranked and had to “borrow” a jersey without asking in order to make it to the trial on time. He wouldn’t have wanted me to miss out, after all. He was my buddy, my New Lupine brother.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Maybe Beck was acting alone this morning when he tried to kill me, but I doubt it. The rest of the “brothers” must have known this was the plan all along. Lure me in, string me along, then take me out at the first opportunity.

      But why? It has to be more than the fact that I’m a Variant sympathizer. Plenty of other wolves support keeping things the way they are on campus, and I didn’t hear any plans to take them down or push them out. The only assassination attempts were supposed to be against the Variants themselves. In the brotherhoods’ minds, even a “weak wolf,” one too soft-hearted to claim their place as an apex predator, is still a wolf, and therefore worthy of life and protection.

      There has to be a bigger reason Beck wanted me out.

      Whatever it is, it’s not good, and my gut says this isn’t just trial drama as usual.

      My gut also says it’s going to eat a hole through my spine if I don’t give it something to work on digesting while I wait for Juliet to come back.

      She has to come back.

      Without her, the future is cloudier than the fog-covered sea. I can’t make a plan or a back-up plan or even plot my revenge on Beck until I know she’s getting off this island with me.

      Focusing on something I can actually control, I scavenge through the underbrush, finding a patch of seaside rocket growing not far from sea plantain, roseroot, and a patch of blueberries the birds haven’t completely decimated. I gather my bounty into a pile and shove my makeshift salad into my mouth in fat handfuls, until my stomach is growling for different reasons—pure roughage on an empty belly isn’t pleasant, even for a man with an iron stomach—then go back to check on Juliet.

      When I see there’s been no change in her condition, I cross back to the sheltered side of the island and the reef I spotted there during my foraging. I shift and sit at the water’s edge, letting my wolf instincts rise to the surface. The silvery fish nibbling at the rocks are small and quick, but eventually I catch enough of them to ease the ache in my core.

      But the ache in my chest remains.

      Usually, my wolf manages emotions better than I do. It’s not that he doesn’t care, he just sees things through a different lens. My wolf knows deep in his bones that he’s part of something bigger, a link in an unbreakable chain that stretches back for millennia and will stretch on into an unimaginably vast future. But at the same time, he also realizes that life happens now. He’s aware of his connection to the past and the future, but his focus is always on the present.

      It’s hard to get too upset about anything when you’re existing for the breath in your lungs and the sand under your padded feet and the warmth unfurling in your belly as food fuels your body. No matter what a single moment holds, good or bad, it’s almost never more than you can bear. It’s dwelling on the past or worrying what happens next that makes human emotions so hard.

      But today, even my wolf is struggling.

      I lie down and rest my muzzle on the pine needles covering Juliet’s remains. The acrid smell of the ash makes my eyes water, but I don’t rise to find another place to rest. I need to be close to her, to guard her, to be here when she comes back to me.

      She’s coming back to me.

      She’ll be here when I wake up.

      All you have to do is close your eyes, I tell myself.

      But deep down, I don’t believe it. I’ve seen a lot of incredible things in my life—shifters, vampires, witches with the power to curse a girl into the body of an owl—but Death rules the land beyond this one with an iron fist. Once you enter His territory, you don’t return. It’s the ultimate one-way trip.

      In my heart, I’m starting to believe I’ll never see Juliet again, that she sacrificed her life to save mine and that’s the way our love story ends.

      And then a new day dawns, and nothing is what it was before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          

      

    

    







            born anew

          

          

      

    

    






THE FIRST DAY (JULIET)

        

      

    

    
      I rise from the darkness like an air bubble seeking the surface of the water, swift and relentless and desperate to return to the place I belong.

      I have to get back to the world of air and light.

      I have to escape the bony fingers clinging to my ankles, my wrists, whispering that I don’t have to go. I can stay if I’d like. I can rest. I can join the legions in the shadows beyond and finally be free of all my troubles.

      But I can’t.

      There’s something I have to do, someone who’s waiting for me on the other side.

      I burst upright, covered in dirt, and gasping for breath, instinctively swiping at the ash covering my eyes. It sticks to my eyelashes and clings to my lips like cotton candy sugar, sticky and stubborn. It’s between my fingers, too, caked under the fingernails I can barely see in the pre-dawn light.

      I hold up my hand, shocked by how slim and small it is.

      Wasn’t it bigger before?

      Wasn’t I bigger…whoever I am?

      I run my fingers over my face and through my long hair. I pull a handful of it forward, but I can’t tell what color it is. It’s too caked in ash. It’s like I took a bath in it.

      Or ran through a sprinkler and then rolled in the dirt, just like we used to do…

      The thought vanishes before I can finish it, evaporating like smoke rising from a fire. Whatever that memory is, it’s lost to me now.

      It belongs to whoever I was before.

      It feels like I’m rising in an elevator car, leaving the person I was, and all her memories, on the floor below me. I sense faint murmurings from that realm, but it’s nothing I can see or hear or access.

      Still, I know I’ve been here before. I’ve been this girl before.

      As I stretch my legs out in the sand and soot, wiggling my toes, the way my muscles flex feels familiar. I know how to move in this body. I know it can run slowly for hours but quickly for only a minute or two. I know it craves lean protein and feels sluggish after too much bread or sugar. I know these fingers once played an instrument, though I can’t remember which one, and that I could probably learn to play one again without too much trouble.

      I also know that I’m back in this body because I’m a phoenix, the only shifter with the power to fly and flame and rise again.

      And I know the wolf trotting toward me from the shoreline, his silver gaze locked on me like I’m the answer to every question, is mine.

      He belongs to me and me to him and both of us to each other.

      I don’t who he is or how we met. I can’t recall a single memory shared, but the moment I lay eyes on him, love swells in my chest until it’s so big I can’t hold it inside of me.

      It escapes with a sob, flying through the air toward him as I open my arms, calling him to me. He rushes across the sand, nearly knocking me over as his solid, furred body collides with mine. But the touch of his paw on my shoulder and the rough brush of his tongue against my cheek is gentle and sweet.

      “Bet that doesn’t taste too good.” I dig my fingers into his scruff, laughing as he continues to clean me with a soft growl that seems to say “Shut up, woman, and let me tidy you up.”

      “I’ll get in the water in a second.” I wrap my arms around his strong neck and rest my cheek on his shoulder, love washing from my core in waves, so grateful to be with him that I don’t care who he is. I just know he’s good and kind and I couldn’t wish for a better being with which to share my first sunrise. “I need to hold you for a minute.” I nuzzle my nose deeper into his fur. “And smell you. You smell so good. Like home.”

      His ribs vibrate with another soft growl, and I hear a faint voice in my head, speaking as if from a great distance, You remember. I thought you’d forget. I wasn’t even sure you’d come back. Fuck, I was so scared, Juliet. So fucking scared. I’m so glad you’re back. So glad and so grateful.

      I pull back, peering into the wolf’s eyes, the euphoria pumping through me fading a bit as I realize this wolf isn’t just a wolf. I don’t love him any less for it, but my gut knows a human element can make love tricky. It’s so easy to love an animal. A wolf’s love is pure and endless. A shifter’s love is more complicated.

      And potentially dangerous…

      A soft tremor vibrates through the marrow of my bones, a knowing that’s more than a memory. It’s instinct, my own animal magic telling me I’m not safe and neither is my new (old?) friend.

      I look up, scanning the pale gray sky. Only a single seagull circles overhead and the sun has yet to rise, but I feel like I’m being watched.

      I turn back to my wolf, brushing a hand over his massive head, hoping my touch brings him comfort as I say, “I’m sorry. I don’t remember. I don’t know who I am or who you are, but I know you were important to me. And I believe I can trust you.”

      He whimpers, a sharp, pained sound I understand is born of grief, not any urge to contradict me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, still running my hands over his fur, promising him with my touch that everything is going to be okay. “But it’s not that bad, I promise. I feel good. I’m hopeful and so happy to see you. When you ran up from the beach, I was so glad. I just knew there wasn’t anyone else I’d rather be with on my first morning.”

      He drops his head, nuzzling it against my shoulder with a mixture of relief and pain that makes me wish I had the entire day to reassure him. But the unsettled feeling is getting more intense with every passing moment, and I sense we don’t have much time left alone.

      I grip his scruff, urging him back far enough for us to lock eyes. “But we’re going to have to catch up later. We’re in danger. Someone is coming. For us. I don’t know who or how close they are, but I’d bet both my hands they don’t wish us well. We should run, hide.”

      The fur lifts on the wolf’s neck and shoulders. Again, I hear a faint voice in my head whisper, It’s him. He’s here. I can smell him.

      “Him?” I ask, my brow furrowing.

      Your father, he says, the one who wants you dead.
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      Hammer’s here.

      At Lost Moon.

      I can’t imagine a single scenario in which that’s good news for me or Juliet. Which means grief and explanations will have to wait until we get the fuck off this island. If we stay here, we’re sitting ducks.

      I back out of Juliet’s arms and nod toward the shore. We’ll have to swim for it. Are you strong enough?

      She stands, rising to her feet with an easy flex of her strong thighs. “I am. But I think it might be better if I fly. I’m pretty sure I’m faster in the air than I am in the water.”

      The memory of her flaming feathers in the moments before she went full burn makes my stomach flip, but I push the anxiety away. She’s proven that she can rise from the ashes, and she’s already lost all the memories that made her the Juliet I once knew.

      At this point, just five minutes into her new life, she doesn’t have much to lose.

      Good, I say, trotting toward the water. Fly at least ten or twenty miles, pick a town where you feel safe, and stay out of sight. I’ll follow and hopefully reach you by sundown tonight. But if I’m not there by tomorrow morning, keep moving and make contact with Layla, a freshman bear shifter at Lost Moon University. Tell her you’re Juliet Zion and that you need her help remembering who you are. She’s a friend and will be able to fill you in.

      It’s not a perfect plan—Layla could be dead for all I know—but it’s the best I can come up with on the spur of the moment. At least I know she can trust Layla. I can’t say the same about her mother or even Natalie. And Alexander and Catherine are two of the many people who didn’t step in to help when shit hit the fan. Layla was the only one there with us every step of the way.

      “No, I’ll wait for you on the mainland,” Juliet says, jogging beside me. “And we’ll find a town together.”

      We shouldn’t risk it, I say, my skin crawling as the scent of my stepfather gets stronger. He can’t be more than a mile away, probably less. Hammer, your father, wants both of us dead. It’s too complicated to explain right now, but you can’t trust him, or anyone associated with him. Don’t tell anyone you’re a Zion and don’t talk to anyone but Layla.

      “And if I can’t find her?” she asks, squinting in the direction of Lost Moon. I follow her gaze, but the morning fog is still too thick to see far across the water, let alone all the way to the campus.

      But I’m pretty sure that’s where the Hammer stink is coming from, carried by a soft sea breeze. Just glancing that way is enough to make the fur at the nape of my neck stand on end.

      There’s a woman near Vancouver, Agatha Muckbunner. She wants to support your bid for the throne, I say, hoping that’s still true. Try her if you can’t reach Layla.

      Juliet arches a dubious brow. “I’m a princess?”

      You’re going to be the Alpha of the Zion pack, one of the wealthiest, most powerful packs on the West Coast, I say. It’s your birthright and your people need you. Don’t stop until you claim what’s yours. Now go. Please. I’ll be right behind you.

      She squats down in front of me, cradling my ribs in her small hands. “No. Let me carry you. I think I can. I don’t remember exactly how big my bird is, but—”

      No, I shout, scrambling backward. Her eyes widen and I hurry to explain, That’s how you died last time.

      “I didn’t die,” she says, empathy in her eyes. “I just…reset. I promise, I’m still the same person I was before.”

      I want to tell her who she was, I want to explain everything she’s been through—everything we’ve been through together—but there isn’t time. And I’m not sure it would be the right thing to do, even if there were.

      Because she’s not the same person she was, I can see that already.

      This Juliet has kind, clear eyes, and an open heart. This Juliet doesn’t know what it’s like to be betrayed by her family or locked in a cage or torn apart by monsters. She doesn’t know what it feels like to cling to me in the dark after a nightmare brings all the agony she’s suffered flooding back with enough force to short-circuit her nervous system.

      And only a selfish son of a bitch would wish that kind of suffering on another human being, just so he would have someone who understands how that feels.

      “I’ll see you on the other side,” she says, rising and backing away, a sweet, steady affection in her expression that my Juliet only let show every once in a great while. “I’ll leave a clue in a public place to help you find me. Maybe a community message board or something.”

      I won’t need it, I assure her. I’ll know exactly where you are.

      Her lips quirk as she seems to consider that. Then, she nods. “That feels right. I think I’ll be able to find you, too. Stay safe.” She starts to go, but pauses, turning back with a small shake of her head. “I’m sorry. I forgot to ask your name.”

      Ford, I tell her, refusing to dwell on the fact that the woman I love doesn’t even remember my name.

      There will be time to mourn and bargain and beg the universe for the strength to handle this fucked up kind of loss later, after we’re safe.

      “Goodbye, Ford,” she says, lifting her arms above her head. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Her arms drop, blurring red and gold as her skin transforms to feathers and she launches into the air with an ease the old Juliet never mastered. I watch her soar away toward the opposite shore with the confidence of a shifter who has no idea what it’s like to be kept from her animal form and I’m torn apart all over again.

      I’m torn between the man who loves her and wants to spare her pain and the man who loves her because of all the pain she faced and overcame. I want Juliet to have a fresh start with no nightmares in it, and I want Juliet to be the woman I knew, and I don’t think there’s any way for those two things to coexist in the same body.

      No matter how things shake out—whether she eventually remembers who she was or if she’s truly a blank slate—something precious will be lost.

      It would be enough to bring even my steady wolf to his knees if I let it.

      Instead, I run into the water and swim like hell.
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      I should do as I’m told and follow Ford’s advice.

      I have no idea who my friends or enemies are, why my father wants to kill me, or even what he looks like. It makes sense to trust a person I feel certain wants the best for me, at least for a while.

      But I have a feeling, I’m not that kind of girl.

      I’m the kind of stubborn creature who trusts her gut and follows her own star, even when it’s dangerous.

      So, I don’t soar away along the shore, following the rocky coastline toward a village I glimpse in the distance. I reach the tree line, and circle back, watching Ford swim hard through the choppy waters, his gray head barely visible through the fog.

      He’s almost the same color as the slate-colored ocean reflecting the gray, early morning sky. If you didn’t know to look for him, he’d be virtually impossible to spot. At least, I hope that’s true, because the dark blue boat behind him is closing in fast. And I’m pretty sure the old man with the broad shoulders and thick beard pacing the deck with a rifle in hand is my father. Hammer.

      I have no memories of the man, but there’s a sense of recognition. Connection.

      But it’s a cold, distant link, not the rush of love and gratitude I felt when Ford came bounding across the sand toward me. This man may have helped give me life, but he isn’t my friend. Or Ford’s. And if he spots the wolf in the water, he’ll shoot him. There’s no doubt in my mind.

      I swoop a little lower, staying mostly above the cloud cover, but close enough that I can create a distraction, if needed.

      Or put myself between Ford and my deadbeat dad. If I’m shot, I can flame out and rise from the ashes. Ford will just be gone, and I refuse to imagine Ford gone.

      I’m not sure what he is to me—friend, family, or something more—but the thought of losing him feels like standing in the snow while the only home I’ve ever known burns to the ground. I’m not about to let a maniac with a gun take him away without a fight.

      The man I’m almost positive is Hammer barks something toward the back of the boat and two more men emerge from the wheelhouse. They also have guns, but I don’t feel any sense of recognition when my gaze skims over their faces. Either I’ve never met them, or they didn’t mean enough to my old self to trigger a response.

      I briefly wonder if it’s always like this when I go full burn—and how many times I’ve risen from the ashes before—but I’m soon distracted by two more players on the deck.

      A large, muscled young man with a blond buzz cut guides a woman in handcuffs up the stairs leading down into the hold. Her hair is blond, as well, but a darker shade, streaked with gray. I instantly know she’s family, too, though I’m not sure how we’re connected. I don’t sense that she’s a threat to me or Ford, but I don’t necessarily feel protective of her, either.

      Still, when Hammer slaps her across the face, I bristle, and flames lick at the tips of my wings. I may not feel a connection beyond the biological to this woman, but I don’t enjoy a bully. If Hammer’s going to strike a woman half his size, he should at least take the cuffs off first and give her the chance to fight back.

      I tamp down the flare quickly, but it’s too late. I’ve already attracted the woman’s attention.

      Her gaze flicks up to me for a fraction of a second before her gaze fixes on Hammer again. She doesn’t say a word to the men or look my way again.

      I’m not sure that means she’s a friend, but at least she doesn’t seem to be an enemy.

      Storing that bit of information away for later, I tilt my wings, allowing the next gust of air to carry me above the clouds and away from the small boat. I glide toward the trees, touching down in a small glen and shifting back into my human form before I jog toward the beach. I reach the sand just as Ford is shaking the water from his fur at the edge of the tree line.

      When he’s done, he looks up and pulls in a breath, shifting as he exhales.

      A moment later, a ridiculously beautiful man with silver eyes and a body a Greek god would kill for stands in front of me, and I’m suddenly absolutely positive that Ford and I are more than just good friends.

      Or at least that I wouldn’t be at all upset if we were…

      “Why am I not surprised that you did exactly as you damned well pleased?” he asks, his husky human voice a melody I could listen to a thousand times. His lips quirk in a half smile and I’m pretty sure I’d give up the throne I’m supposed to inherit to bask in a full-fledged grin.

      I’m being ridiculous—I have way more important things to worry about than a cute boy—but I can’t seem to help it. Just looking at Ford is enough to fill my blood with sunshine.

      My cheeks heat as I say, “I’m guessing you probably know me better than I know myself right now. Fair guess?”

      “Maybe.” Sadness creeps into his expression, banishing that ghost of a grin. He nods toward the woods behind me. “Let’s find a place to lie low for a while and find out.”

      I fall in beside him as he starts through the woods. “And I’ll tell you about the people I saw on the boat while we walk.”

      He grunts. “I heard it coming. Thank God for the fog or I would have been spotted for sure.”

      “And that would have been bad,” I agree. “There was a big, bearded guy on the deck, and he was armed.”

      Ford’s eyes narrow. “Hammer. Your dad.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I say. “I don’t have any memories of him, but I felt a connection. It was him, two other armed men, a beefy young guy with a short blond buzz cut, and a blond woman in handcuffs, who Hammer didn’t seem to like very much.”

      I relate the rest of what I saw—the slap and the way the woman noticed me but didn’t alert the others—and Ford’s energy darkens even further.

      “Who is she?” I ask. “The woman? I got the feeling we’re related somehow, too.”

      “Probably your mother,” Ford says, “the one you only met once, when we first arrived at Lost Moon. Your entire life, you thought she was dead, but she isn’t. She’s alive and the president of the university. Or…she was.”

      “But now Hammer’s taken her prisoner.” I nibble my bottom lip, wondering why my parents hate each other so much.

      “And taken over the campus, I’m guessing,” Ford says. “Probably with the help of the New Lupine Brotherhood. I’d bet my left nut the big blond guy you saw was Beck.”

      “And judging by your tone, you hate Beck.”

      “We hate Beck,” he corrects. “Beck’s a piece of shit.” He hesitates for a moment before adding in a softer voice, “He’s the reason you went full burn. During the first trial to get into Lost Moon, he tried to kill me. You flamed out carrying me away and saving my life.”

      “I gave you my fire. To heal you.” I nod slowly, the movement gathering speed as my cells hum with certainty that that’s what happened. “I remember. Almost. At least that’s as close to a fully formed memory as anything I’ve experienced so far.”

      “I didn’t even know you could do that. Heal someone,” he says. “I don’t think you did, either. You just…did it. You gave me your fire without knowing what would happen after.”

      “I didn’t know?” I frown. “That’s strange. Now, it feels so instinctive.”

      “In your other life, you were kept from your phoenix form for a long time. I’m guessing it dulled your instincts. But you still managed to pull off a miracle. At least for me. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      I glance his way out of the corner of my eyes. “So, I’m basically your knight in shining armor?”

      His lips quirk again and his sexy silver eyes flash. “Princess in shining armor. I’m into the breast plate with the boobs in the front.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Boobs. What a horrible word.”

      “You used to love it,” he says. “Boobs was one of your favorite words. ‘Please, Ford, touch my boobs,’ you used to say.”

      “Teasing the girl with no memory.” I cluck my tongue in mock disapproval. “Not cool. You’re going to get me all confused.”

      “You would never say anything like that. I was kidding.”

      “I know,” I say, butterfly wings fluttering in my stomach as I add, “but I’m not sure about the other part.”

      “What other part?” he asks.

      “The…you and me naked together part,” I say, trying to keep the words casual and failing miserably. My voice cracks in the middle of the sentence and my already flushed cheeks feel like they’re on fire. “Was that a thing?”

      “No,” he says with a shrug. “At least not like that. And not on a regular basis. We messed around a couple of times, but we were waiting until after the trials to take things any further.” He pulls in a breath and exhales audibly as he adds, “And you wanted to keep it casual if we did. At least until you thought I was dying. Then you told me you loved me and wanted me for the long haul, but I’m not sure it counts since you were under duress.”

      I chew at my bottom lip again, feeling like a stranger in my own skin.

      Who was the old me? This girl who had the love of a kind, loyal, sexy as hell man and was so determined to push him away? Was I really the kind of person who didn’t realize I loved a guy enough to go full burn for him until it was almost too late?

      I’m about to ask why I was so hesitant to embrace our obvious chemistry and connection, but suddenly I know. “I wasn’t sure you really loved me,” I say, my chest going tight. “I was worried that you only wanted the throne. Or at least that you wouldn’t want me without it.”

      His focus sharpens on my face. “You remember?”

      I shake my head, hating to disappoint him, but determined to be honest in this incarnation, even if I wasn’t in the last one. “No. But that makes sense. As a princess poised to inherit a significant amount of money and power…” I sigh. “Well, that could make trusting that someone wants you for you complicated.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” he says, almost beneath his breath. “And I was your stepbrother, so…”

      My jaw drops and I trip over my own feet. He reaches for my elbow, but I right myself and take a step away. “What? No way. You’re teasing me again.”

      “I’m not,” he says. “But it wasn’t like what you’re thinking. We only lived together for about a year, when we were much younger, and we never had a sibling relationship. We weren’t even friends until recently.”

      I arch a brow. “Because you bullied me and wanted my throne?”

      He sighs again. “Can we discuss this later? We have more pressing problems. Like your father staging a coup and taking your mother prisoner. And potentially killing or imprisoning innocent people while he’s at it. There are a lot of good people at that school. Teachers and students and at least three or four of them are our allies. We owe them a rescue.”

      I nod, feeling a new weight settle around my shoulders. “I didn’t know that. Obviously. But you’re right. Saving our people comes first. Tell me about them. Is Layla one of them? The girl you told me to reach out to if we didn’t see each other again?”

      He nods. “She’s your roommate, a bear shifter. She stuck with us after I was injured, risked her own life and her place at the school to try to help me across the finish line. She ran ahead at the last minute to get help and we never saw her again.”

      I frown. “Why? What happened?”

      “I fell off the last obstacle. You caught me and flew me to that island right before you…” He clears his throat. “That was yesterday morning. By the afternoon, I knew something was wrong. No one came to look for us and there was no sign of life on the beach by campus. It was like everyone vanished. We had other friends there, too. Alexander and Catherine, a brother and sister who were helping you learn to shift, and Natalie, the staff member who picked us up on the road on the way here and helped keep your father’s assassins from killing us.”

      I blow air past my pursed lips. “Wow.”

      “Yeah,” Ford says. “It’s a lot.”

      “What did I do?” I ask, my stomach churning. “To make my dad hate me so much?”

      “Nothing.” He turns to me, reaching out to take my hand in his much bigger one. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You were always a good kid who tried so hard to please him. He just wants your younger half-sister, the one we didn’t even know existed until we came to Lost Moon, on the throne. That’s it. It’s all politics and Hammer being a monster. You’re an innocent victim.”

      My jaw clenches. “I don’t like being a victim.”

      His gaze warms. “I know. You’d rather be the badass riding in with guns blazing, slaying the bad guys, and saving the day.”

      My brows lift. “I know how to shoot?”

      “You do. Or you did,” he amends as he starts through the forest again, heading north not too far from the shore. “And you were damned good at it.”

      “Hopefully I still am,” I say, keeping pace. “Or I can learn quickly. We’ll need to be armed. And we’ll need backup. I’m guessing Hammer has a lot more men than the few I saw if he took over the whole school in a day.”

      “Agreed,” Ford says. “And like I said, I’m pretty sure he had help from the inside. If the brotherhood is working with him, that’s at least fifty big, beefy Alphas who know their way around the place eager to do his dirty work.”

      “But we have people on our side, too,” I say, determined to focus on the positive.

      Ford makes a coughing sound that isn’t encouraging.

      “We do,” I insist. “We have to. We’re on the right side. The universe is aligned with us, not them. I can feel it.”

      “You’re right, but that doesn’t mean we have the connections to fight and win against your father,” Ford says. “Not yet anyway. That’s why we came to Lost Moon. We needed a safe place to hide out for a year or two while we gained strength and found allies. We aren’t ready to face Hammer right now. Not even close.”

      “But what about Agatha?” I ask. “The woman you said wanted to back me for the throne? Won’t she help us?”

      “She might,” Ford says. “But she’s all the way on the other side of the continent. And I’m pretty sure you’ve never actually met her. You just heard she was sympathetic to helping female Alphas gain power.”

      I walk faster, refusing to lose hope. I may not know much about the world right now, but I know hope is vital. “Okay, then what about the parents of the students at the school? I’m sure they’re not going to be happy to learn Hammer and a bunch of armed men have taken control of campus. Maybe some of them will help us.”

      “Maybe,” Ford says. “But a lot of the students don’t have parents or a pack. That’s why they’re at a school for reject shifters. The most powerful, involved parents are on Hammer’s side. Beck’s dad is a billionaire real estate mogul and Beck fucking worships him. He wouldn’t align himself with a plan like this without his daddy’s permission.”

      “Which means he has money for all the guns,” I say.

      Ford nods. “Yep. All the guns and all the PR campaigns and bribes to assure the other parents come around to seeing that this change of leadership is for the best.”

      I curse beneath my breath. “You think he’ll really be able to do that? Throw money at this until the fact that his son almost killed you and Hammer staged a hostile takeover of an academic institution just goes away? Is the world really that fucked up?”

      “I would love to tell you no…”

      I wait for him to say something else, but he doesn’t.

      The only sound is the soft crunch of our bare feet on the pine needles, the rustle of the wind through the trees, and the shush of the ocean nearby. But all of those things, every voice in nature, assures me that things won’t always be like this.

      Nothing stays awful forever. Nature is about balance. No matter how bad things get, balance is always restored—eventually.

      But nature has more patience that I have. I can’t find peace in hoping my grandchildren will live in a better world than this one. I want a better world now. For me and Ford and all the people at Lost Moon who came there hoping for a better life.

      “We’ll find allies,” I say, rolling my shoulders back. “We will. There has to be someone. You’re just not thinking hard enough. There has to be someone on campus with powerful parents who’s on our side.”

      He pulls in a breath, but hesitates, cocking his head. “Actually, yeah. There was. But she left a few days ago. Under weird fucking circumstances.”

      He tells me the story of Diana, our friend who was cursed into the body of an owl, and the bloody footprints that led away from the owl’s corpse found in the woods.

      Diana, the young woman who also happens to be the younger sister of the Alpha chosen to unite the packs of North America.

      “That’s it,” I say. “That’s what we have to do. We contact her brother, tell him what happened, and ask him for help.”

      “He’s in mourning,” Ford says. “I told you. In the note she left behind, Diana said she didn’t want him to know that she was still alive. She thought it would only make things harder if she wasn’t able to break the curse in time.”

      “We don’t have to tell him she’s alive,” I say, though I’m honestly not sure that’s the best policy. If Diana only has two weeks to break this curse, wouldn’t it be better for her to have some help? But I push that worry aside for now, knowing we won’t be able to help our friend until we help ourselves. “We’ll just tell him what happened with Hammer and that we need backup. If he’s the chief Alpha of North America, this is part of his territory, and no decent leader is going to tolerate another Alpha coming in and taking over without his permission.”

      Ford nods, but his brow is furrowed.

      “What?” I ask. “What am I missing?”

      He shakes his head. “Maybe nothing. But I…” He glances my way. “We don’t know much about this guy. Only that he went to war with his brother and destroyed access to a parallel dimension while he was at it. Diana seemed like a good person, but her brother might not be. And even if he is, he has his share of enemies. If he steps in here, it could lead to war all over again. He might not be willing to risk it for a school where his sister was killed before she even officially got in.”

      “But we have to try,” I say. “Right now, this guy is the only solid lead we have.”

      “You’re right,” he says after a beat. “And he’s not that far away. His pack is based in New York. If we steal a car, we can be there by tomorrow morning. We should try to get a face-to-face meeting. This isn’t the kind of request you make over the phone.”

      “Do we steal cars on a regular basis?” I ask, thrown by how casually he threw that into the mix.

      He shrugs. “Sometimes. We also…”

      I wait for him to continue. When he doesn’t, I prod, “We also what?”

      “Nothing,” he murmurs. “It isn’t important. I smell gasoline. There’s a town not far away. Let’s figure out how to get some clothes, find something to eat, and we’ll take it from there. Maybe we’ll find someone willing to loan us money for a bus ticket to New York. If we can avoid stealing, it’s probably for the best. We don’t want to attract attention from the human authorities or any of the shifters around here. At least not until we know whose side they’re on.”

      “Okay,” I agree, torn between demanding he tell me what he’s holding back and the voice in my gut that assures me I don’t want to know.

      I’ve only been alive in this refreshed body for about an hour and it’s already clear my last incarnation wasn’t an easy one. I was nearly killed by my own father, fell in love with my stepbrother, and have numerous friends in terrible danger. If Ford’s keeping a few cards close to his chest for my own good, I should let him.

      But I already know I won’t.

      I’m one of those people who hungers for the truth, even when it hurts.

      And my old truth is going to hurt, I can tell that already.
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      The first town we come to is so tiny there’s not much there aside from a gas station, a marina that’s seen better days, and an abandoned church high on the hill, overlooking the crashing waves.

      That’s not really surprising, though.

      The original founders built Lost Moon where they did partly because of the land’s distance from human settlements. The area has become more populated in the last fifty years, but it’s still a rugged, hard-to-access area without a lot of economic opportunity for people who might want to live and work here.

      I pop the back door on the church, and we search the interior for supplies, but come up empty-handed aside from a few swollen cans of canned goods in the corner by a sleeping bag that reeks of unwashed human. Not wanting botulism—or body lice from the bag—we head back into the woods, still naked and hungry.

      But at least we haven’t been caught.

      Hammer has to have men looking for us, which means the farther we can get from Lost Moon today, the better. Deciding what little strength we have left would be best used by shifting and covering ground faster, Juliet takes to the air just above the treetops, where she can quickly dip back down and hide, if necessary. Wolves are native to the area, so I won’t attract undo attention if a human spots me out for a run. The same can’t be said for a mythical bird with feathers every color of the rainbow.

      By afternoon, my stomach is snarling loud enough to scare the squirrels away long before I pad into their territory and Juliet is stopping to rest more often. Shifters are stronger than humans, but we also burn through calories much faster, especially when we change forms. And if we get weak enough in one form, it grows increasingly difficult to shift back.

      If we don’t find fuel soon, I’m going to be a wolf for as long as it takes to get food in my belly, which increases the risk of getting shot by some sheep farmer who doesn’t care that wolves are on the endangered species list.

      Still, I’d be tempted to go after one of the fluffy creatures grazing on the grass-covered hills below the forest if I knew we’d have time to feed out in the open without getting caught.

      Or if I knew what Juliet eats in her phoenix form.

      What’s a typical diet for a mythical bird? I send out a mental query, asking her if raw meat sounds okay, but she doesn’t respond. Maybe I’m too far away from her down here on the forest floor. Or maybe she’s too weak. The fact that she can hear my telepathic communication at all is new. She couldn’t before, probably because she’d been kept from her shifted form for so long as a kid.

      She’s different than she was before in other ways, too…

      Like the fact that she clearly finds me attractive and isn’t very good at hiding it. I guess I should be happy that I make her blush and shoot burning glances my way, but I’m not. I miss my growly Juliet, the one who fought her feelings for me tooth and nail.

      What that says about my mental state, I’m not sure, but I try not to think about it too much right now. Thinking burns calories and I don’t have any to spare.

      Finally, just as the sun is sliding closer to the tops of the mountains, we come to a clearing high on a hill with a bench perched in the middle. It’s a memorial to Bill and Carol Rascombe, a couple who apparently loved to hike the trails around here, and it smells like it’s been sat on recently.

      Juliet lands on the back of the bench just as I’m finishing my sniff and lifts a wing, pointing toward the valley below. I jump up onto the seat, gaining enough height to see what she sees—a seaside town with a bustling Main Street, three church steeples, a soccer field where kids are playing, and enough hustle and bustle that we might actually find a bus station.

      And clothes.

      There’s a subdivision not far from the soccer field, and I can already see that several families are drying their clothes outside. Thank God it’s summer, for more reasons than one. Scoring clothes will be easier and we still have several hours of daylight before nightfall. If we’re lucky, we’ll be on the road by then, or at least have found a safe place to hole up for the night, where it won’t be easy for Hammer’s scouts to smell us.

      Do you have the strength to shift again before we head down? I ask Juliet.

      She answers with a sparkle of feathers and a beat later is sitting naked on the bench beside me, her hands braced on her knees and her breath rasping audibly in her lungs. “Yeah, but that’s it. I’m tapped out.” She lifts her head, blinking in the late afternoon light. “And I’m seeing stars. I need to get something to eat before I’m unconscious.”

      Same, I say. I would have taken down a sheep a few miles back, but I wasn’t sure if you could eat it as a phoenix.

      “Of course, I could have,” Juliet says, frowning my way. “Phoenix are the garbage disposals of the shifter world. I could have eaten carrion if we’d come across any. I guess we really didn’t spend much time together as kids.”

      You also didn’t spend much time in your shifted form, remember?

      She sniffs. “Still. I’m sure I knew what I could and couldn’t eat. That’s pretty basic stuff.”

      You shifted for the very first time just a couple of days before you flamed out, I say, leaping off the seat.

      “What?” She stands, reaching out to brace herself on the back of the bench. “How is that possible? I’m in my twenties, right?” She blinks and stands up straighter, recovering her balance. “At least, that feels right.”

      You’re twenty-three. And it’s possible because your dad had you micro-chipped for most of your life, I say, starting down the path toward the town. I’ll explain on the way. Stay close and come up with a cover story in case we run into someone who wants to know why you’re naked and travelling with a giant wolf.

      She huffs. “Like what?”

      You could say you were raised by wolves and I’m your sexy interspecies boyfriend?

      “Very funny,” she mumbles, following behind me. “That’s a book, isn’t it? The…Jungle Book? The boy in that was raised by wolves? Why can I remember that, and I can’t remember why my father didn’t want me to learn to shift?”

      I don’t know. I have way more questions than answers when it comes to phoenix shifters, but that’s another reason to go to New York. There isn’t much information about phoenix shifters, but we read one’s journal when we first got to Lost Moon. He was a former student from New York City. The end of his journal said he was going back there to work for his family’s business. That was only thirty years ago. With any luck, he’s still there and we can look him up while we’re there.

      Juliet’s expression brightens. “Yeah, that would be great. I have a decent amount of instinctive knowledge, but it would be nice to know if there’s any way to recover memories of my former life.”

      Deciding to leave the talk about whether that’s what’s best until later, when I have more strength, I veer off the trail, taking a shortcut toward the houses at the base of the mountain. They’re arranged in semi-circle around a park and playground, with the soccer fields and what I see now is a small school on the other side of the recreation area.

      But it’s summer, so the school should be empty. I tuck that knowledge away for later in case we end up looking for a place to crash tonight. Even an empty school cafeteria should hold enough smells from days gone by to make our scents harder to track.

      As the woods thin, Juliet slows, scanning the backs of the houses on the opposite side of the field of tall grass. Some of them are fenced, but others are open and have people puttering around in plain sight. An older man works in his garden, a young mother holds a hose while her kids run through the spray, and a man in a tiny swimsuit lies asleep on a lounge chair in the sun.

      He’s covered in oil and, judging by the muscle car in his driveway and carefully coifed comb-over, looks like a douchebag. But he’s also enormous and drying his clothes on a line beside his covered jacuzzi tub. Finding clothes my size isn’t easy. It might be worth risking a trip into his yard and hoping he’s not a light sleeper.

      I fill Juliet in on my plan and she nods. “Yeah, and I can grab a t-shirt and wear it like a dress until I find something better.”

      No, I’ll go. You stay here out of sight.

      She shakes her head and bends at the waist, following me into the shorter grass. “No, I should do it. I have opposable thumbs and can reach the clothesline without jumping up and making noise. And he’s likely to be less freaked out if he wakes up and sees a naked girl in his yard than a giant wolf.”

      I want to argue with her, but…she’s right. All right, but if he wakes up, run for that pond and the trees on the other side. If he comes after you, I’ll jump in and discourage him.

      She frowns my way. “Why would he follow me? Wouldn’t he just call the cops or something?”

      You’re a beautiful naked young woman, I say. And men are pigs. Especially men with muscle cars and comb-overs.

      She huffs. “But he’s old enough to be my father.”

      Doesn’t matter. Trust me. It’s better to play it safe with men in general and men like that in particular.

      She makes a considering sound. “All right. But what if he asks if I need help and seems okay? Could I tell him I was skinny-dipping, and my friends stole my clothes as a prank or something, and ask him for a t-shirt and a sandwich? It seems silly to run from someone who might be willing to help. After all, the faster we can get dressed and fed, the faster we can go looking for the bus station.”

      My gut insists it’s best not to trust humans, even ones who seem like they want to help, but that might just be my childhood conditioning kicking in. My birth pack was big on avoiding humanity and the Zion pack is even more secretive and isolationist. Hammer could have made big bucks by renting out our winter home to hikers and mountain climbers in the summer and fall, while the pack was on the island, but he refused to let people on our land, even when we weren’t there.

      But she’s right, time isn’t on our side, and the less of it we waste getting dressed and fed, the better.

      All right, but don’t go in the house with him, I say. Tell him your parents told you never to go indoors with a stranger and make him bring the food outside if he offers.

      She nods. “Okay. Sounds good. And if I need backup, I’ll whistle.” She starts forward, then pauses, puckering her lips and giving an experimental blow. When a soft whistling sound emerges, she exhales. “I can whistle. Good to know. I’ll be back soon. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

      Fun…

      The last time I had fun was in Catherine’s secret swimming hole, helping Juliet relax and learn to shift. I can still remember the feel of her body resting on my hands in the water and how beautiful she looked with her eyes closed and her arms stretched out to her sides. Her breasts were bare and so tempting with the water swirling around them, but I’d done my best not to look at them, not wanting to embarrass myself by getting turned on in front of our friends.

      Now, as I watch her hurry across the grass and creep into Douchebag’s lawn, I wish I’d had more times like that with her.

      Fuck, I miss her.

      It feels like she’s dead even though she’s right beside me, talking and scheming and well on her way to being the smartass she used to be. But she’s not the same. She doesn’t remember me, remember us. She’s attracted to me, but she doesn’t love me, and I can’t honestly say if I love her, either.

      I mean, I love her as a friend and would lay down my life to protect her, but I’m not in love with this woman. She’s not my Juliet and she might never be, no matter how much time passes. Even with the fated mate bound between us as strong as ever, I don’t know if that will be enough to banish the wrenching sensation in my chest every time I compare now to then.

      I blame the dark direction of my thoughts for the fact that I don’t notice Douchebag waking up until he’s swinging his legs off the lounge chair and striding in Juliet’s direction.

      Juliet, whose back is turned as she unpins a pair of jeans from the line…

      She’s also upwind of the man, so it’s doubtful she’ll smell him coming and if I howl to warn her, I’ll give my position away and attract the attention of the entire neighborhood.

      I’m about to risk it anyway, when Douchebag breaks into a run and tackles Juliet to the ground, making my decision for me. I sprint toward them, lips peeling away from my teeth in a snarl.
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      One second, I’m debating whether to grab Ford a blue t-shirt to match his eyes or the yellow, “Beaver Town: There’s no Place I’d Rather Be” for laughs, when I’m suddenly flat on the ground with what feels like a gazillion pounds of sweaty man on top of me.

      “Put your hands up,” he shouts, even as he grabs my wrist, wrenching it behind my back hard enough to make me cry out in pain. “I’m sick of you kids stealing my beer and pissing in my hot tub. This’ll teach you to take things that don’t belong to you.”

      “Please, sir,” I say, fighting the urge to whimper as he forces my wrist up between my shoulder blades. “I’ve never been in your yard and I’ve never stolen anything before.” As far as I know, it’s true. “I was just swimming with some friends at the pond and—”

      Before I can finish, the man grunts as he’s toppled by a couple hundred pounds of wolf.

      As his weight vanishes, I roll over to see the guy on his back with Ford on top of him. His claws dig into the man’s bare chest and his teeth hover inches from his throat. He growls with enough menace to make the hairs on my arms stand on end and the man pulls in a breath, presumably to cry for help.

      But Ford shoves his nose into his throat with a snarl, making him break off with a terrified gasp.

      “Don’t hurt him,” I say, glancing quickly around the yard to see if our scuffle has attracted attention. But there’s no one looking over the fences on either side and I can still hear the kids giggling in the hose water a few houses away, so hopefully we’re safe.

      “I’m not hurting him,” the man says, tears rising in his eyes. “I’m flat on my fucking back.”

      “I didn’t mean you,” I say. “I meant…Wolfie, my rescue dog.” Ford casts me a judgmental look. I widen my eyes in a silent “it’s all I could think of on a second’s notice” and continue, “He’s very protective of me, but he won’t hurt you as long as you do exactly as I say.”

      “Let me up,” the guy demands. “Tell him to let me up and you can have the beer from the fridge or whatever.”

      “He’ll let you up when I’m finished,” I say, starting toward the back door. “Is there anyone else in the house?”

      “No, my girlfriend is out of town,” the guy says, starting to cry in earnest as he adds, “Please, don’t leave me alone with it. It wants to rip my fucking throat out. I can feel it.”

      “No, he won’t. As long as you stay quiet and don’t move,” I say. “Be good, Wolfie, and I’ll be right back.” I hurry inside, grabbing a banana from a bowl of fruit in the kitchen as I move deeper into the house.

      It smells of god-awful cologne and fried chicken, but it’s clean and furnished with high-end pieces that make me feel better about liberating a few things from the man’s home. He can afford to part with a couple changes of clothes and some food without being any worse off for it.

      I find his bedroom and head straight for the large walk-in closet in the corner. I grab a duffel bag from a pile of gym bags and start filling it, gathering clothes for Ford before turning to the girlfriend’s side of the closet. I pull on a pair of jeans, not bothering with underwear, but can barely get them buttoned. I’m a tiny woman, so his girlfriend must be positively child-sized.

      Deciding against any of the blouses or nicer shirts in the closet, I rifle through the drawers in the bedroom until I find a tank top, t-shirt, and sweatshirt, layering one on top of the other so I’ll have more room in the duffel. I pull on socks, then return to the closet, grateful to find tennis shoes that are only a little tight. I tie them quickly and grab a couple shoes options for Ford, tucking them into the top of the bag and zipping it up.

      Next, I take a second duffel into the kitchen and grab everything that looks remotely appetizing from the pantry. Bread, peanut butter, apples, granola bars, water bottles, sports drinks, and several bags of pretzels and chips nearly fill the bag, but I open the fridge anyway, thinking I can probably fit a few things in at the top. I fill the extra space with cheese sticks, a half-eaten salami, and a Tupperware container of leftover roasted chicken before swapping a couple of the sports drinks in the bag for a bottle of chardonnay.

      I’m not sure if I used to drink before, but after a day like this one, something to take the edge off on our way down to New York City sounds pretty damned good.

      Hitching one bag strap over each shoulder, I head back outside, where Mr. Oily is still cowering under a snarling Ford, begging for mercy.

      “Give me a few minutes’ head start and meet me at the spot we discussed,” I tell Ford, knowing I won’t be able to run as fast as he can, especially not weighed down by the bags. To the man I just robbed, I say, “I’m sorry. I took some of your food and clothes, but we really need them. I promise to send you a check to cover everything as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t leave me alone with it,” the guy yelps as I start for the back of the yard. “He almost ripped my throat out while you were inside. If you leave, I’m toast.”

      “He won’t hurt you,” I assure him over my shoulder.

      “You can’t know that,” he says, his voice jumping half an octave as Ford lets out another menacing growl.

      “Yes, I can.” I pause to smile at him from the edge of the fence. “I told him not to, and Wolfie’s a good boy. He always does what’s he’s told.”

      I run for the pond and the tree line on the other side, not nearly as tormented by my first foray into burglary as I thought I’d be. But then, I obviously wasn’t afraid of blurring the lines between good and bad in my previous incarnation. If Ford’s to be believed, we stole cars and did…other things, too.

      Other bad things is a given, but how bad is still unknown.

      But maybe after a good meal and a glass or two of chardonnay, Ford’s tongue will loosen up a bit.

      “I did okay?” I ask when he joins me ten minutes later and quickly pulls on some of the clothes from the bag.

      “You kicked ass,” he says around a mouthful of the peanut butter sandwich I made while I was waiting for him. “These fit perfectly. The shoes are a little small, but not too bad. And I’m so glad you grabbed food. This peanut butter is a miracle in my mouth.”

      Taking another bite of my sandwich, I chew and bask in the glow of a job well done. “You’re welcome. So how long do you think we have before he calls the police?”

      Ford hums around his last massive bite of sandwich and quickly ties his stolen sneakers. “Five minutes. Ten if he stops to change his clothes first. He pissed himself while you were inside.”

      “Aw, poor guy,” I say, but I don’t feel too bad.

      He did nearly rip my arm off, after all.

      “He tackled a woman half his size,” Ford says, proving we’re on the same page. “He can get fucked.” He stands, hitching the straps of both bags over one shoulder as he glances around. “But we should move. If we can get on a bus in the next half hour, we’ll probably be okay. Small town cops aren’t known for their speedy police work, and it will take time to get the word out that they’re looking for people matching our descriptions.”

      I reach for the strap of one bag, but he pushes my hand away. “Let me carry one. It will look less suspicious if we’re both carrying a bag.”

      “I’m carrying my girl’s bag. That’s not suspicious, that’s chivalry,” he says, starting through the trees toward the road on the other side.

      Ignoring the way my tummy flips with excitement over being called “his girl,” I follow, fingers crossed that our luck holds. Stealing clothes and food from a guy who can spare them is one thing—grand theft auto is quite another. Call me crazy, but that seems like a good way to get even more trouble on our tail.

      We reach Main Street and Ford slips down a narrow alley leading between the hardware store and a small café before continuing northeast toward the other end of town. “We’ll be less noticeable back here,” he says, leading the way through the parking lot behind the shops. “Bus stops are usually on the edges of town. I didn’t see one on this side, so we’ll look on the other before we ask someone for directions. Best if we can get out of here without leaving a witness behind who can share where we were headed.”

      “How are we going to pay for the tickets if we find the station?” I ask, cursing myself for not thinking of that when I was at Mr. Oily’s house. “I should have looked for cash while I was inside, but I was too focused on food and clothes.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Ford says. “Maybe we can barter some of our food. Or that bottle of wine.” He glances over his shoulder at me. “I was kind of surprised you grabbed that, anyway. You don’t drink.”

      “I don’t? Huh.” I shrug. “I don’t know, something to take the edge off sounded kind of good. Why didn’t I drink?”

      “You never said, but I’m pretty sure it was because you hated being out of control. Like…really hated it.”

      I humph again. “Well, maybe the new me thinks control is overrated.”

      His shoulders sag and some of the spring goes out of his step, making me think I’ve said the wrong thing, but I have no idea why.

      Self-control is all well and good, I guess, but control freaks are pathological.

      And kidding themselves.

      If there’s one thing I know for sure after even a single day on this planet, it’s that most things are out of my control.

      Like the fact that the last bus bound for Montreal—and connecting from there to New York City—is loading up just as we arrive at the bus station. Or the fact that the sweet old lady behind the counter clearly feels sorry for what she assumes are two homeless young people and gives us tickets in exchange for a box of granola bars without a fuss.

      Luck is on our side tonight. If it weren’t, no amount of trying to control things would make one bit of difference.

      But I don’t labor the point with Ford.

      He seems…sad for some reason, even though everything’s gone as well as we possibly could have hoped.

      “We should try to sleep,” he says, flipping through our paper tickets, the ones the woman seemed surprised we couldn’t just have sent to our phones. “It’s going to take almost thirteen hours to get to Montreal.”

      My brows shoot up. “Really? I didn’t think it was that far.”

      “It’s not, distance wise,” he says, slipping the tickets into the bag with our clothes and shoving the bag under the seat in front of him. “But with all the narrow roads, low speed limits, and bus stops, it’s going to take us longer to get to Montreal than it will from Montreal to New York.” He sighs. “And the connection from Montreal to New York doesn’t leave until 5 p.m. tomorrow. We’ll have about ten hours to kill at the bus station.”

      “We won’t stay at the bus station,” I say, sinking lower in the seat. “We’ll go find a park and have an extremely long picnic. And maybe pick a few pockets while we’re at it. That’s what you were talking about before, right? When you said you’d ‘figure something out’ to get cash.”

      “Maybe,” he says, his guard up again.

      “So how do we do it? I distract the mark while you bump into them and take their wallet?”

      “We never picked pockets together, but you used to brag about how good you were at stealing food. Even when guards were watching you the entire time and you weren’t supposed to get too close to other people. Maybe you still have the touch.”

      “Maybe pick-pocketing is like riding a bike?”

      He sinks lower in the seat beside me, crossing his arms over his chest. “Something like that.”

      I roll this latest revelation around in my head before I ask, “So was I in prison? Was I an actual for real criminal?”

      “No,” he says, his eyes sliding closed.

      “No,” I repeat, glaring at his peaceful face. “That’s all you’re going to say? No?”

      “Yep,” he says, leaning his head against the side of the bus. “Sleep. It’s good for you and makes the time go by faster.”

      “So does conversation and telling your travel buddy all the things you’re hiding from her,” I shoot back. “I deserve to know who I was before, Ford. I might not remember it, but it’s still my life.”

      He grunts, as if he isn’t so sure about that, and hunches deeper into his sweatshirt, making it clear the subject is closed. At least, for now.

      But I’ll have ten hours to kill with this man tomorrow and I mean to get answers, no matter what I have to do to get them.
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      I wake up in the pitch black of the bus with Juliet draped over my side, using my bicep for a pillow. Her mouth is open, she’s snoring softly, and a puddle of her drool has dampened my sweatshirt. I also have one hell of a crick in my neck from sleeping slumped sideways and my right hip is asleep, but I don’t move.

      I don’t want to wake her.

      I want to memorize how good it feels to have her body warm and relaxed against mine, how perfect she smells, and how sleep blurs the lines between the new Juliet and the old. Asleep, her energy is the same, the core of her being vibrating at the exact frequency I remember from our nap in the motel on our first day together.

      The day she killed a woman with my motorcycle while running away from me…

      I’m hiding so many things from her and every secret I keep is another barrier between us. But the truth won’t set her free. It will only make her new life more confusing.

      She isn’t that person anymore. She hasn’t been through the things that made killing easier than letting down her guard and admitting that she has feelings for another human being.

      Easier than even letting me make her come…

      I should be happy about that. Making Juliet come is one of my favorite things in the world and this version of her clearly finds me attractive. Once we’re alone somewhere safe, I’m sure she’d happily join me in bed and let me worship her body all night long. She wouldn’t fight the things I make her feel or be afraid that pleasure was a cage designed to trap her behind pink, bliss-covered bars.

      But I’m not happy. I’m confused and sad and angry and…hard. Like it or not, her body this close, her scent teasing at my nose, is enough to make my cock do its best to rip through the zipper of my stolen jeans.

      I have to get up. Walk around. Shake this off.

      Gently, I shift out from under her, guiding her down to lay on the bench seat as I make my way into the aisle. I visit the bathroom at the back, wash my hands, and head back out, stretching as I slowly wander back to our place in the middle of the vehicle.

      Several of the people who were on the bus before are gone now. There’s only the group of ten older women up front by the driver and the two men in the back, who look like they’re on their way to a construction site or something in their heavy black boots. All of them seem to be asleep, which isn’t surprising. The digital display above the driver’s head reads 3:02 a.m.

      It’s the witching hour.

      When I was little, my mother used to tell me that if I woke up at three, I should turn around three times beside my bed, tell the spirits I wasn’t interested in a chat, and ask the goddess for a blessing. Her mother had been superstitious and positive ghosts were not only real, but prone to abducting children in the night. Mom was a more practical person, but seemed compelled to pass on her mother’s teachings, just in case.

      But I’m not a child anymore and there’s nothing scary about this time of night.

      It’s just…lonely.

      “You okay?” Juliet whispers as I slide into the seat beside her, proving I’m not as alone as I feel.

      I nod. “Yeah. You?”

      “Not really, but I think that’s to be expected,” she continues in a low voice. “I saw Lost Moon out the window, not long after you fell asleep. I caught a glimpse of it across the water as we headed south. The lights in the guard towers were on and the windows of the taller buildings were glowing. It looked so warm and inviting. So safe.”

      “Appearances can be deceiving,” I say.

      “But there’s a chance the good guys took it back, right?” she asks. “I mean, from everything you said, it sounds like Hammer’s people and the brotherhood are probably more heavily armed, but there are more people who want the school to stay the way it is than people who want it under the control of a crazed warlord. What if they rose up and took it back? What if we’re on this mission for nothing? Is there any way we can check in with the people back there and see what’s going on?”

      I lift both shoulders. “I don’t know. We could try to call, I guess. Once we get to Montreal. If we can get through to Layla or our other friends on their cells, we can probably assume things aren’t as bad as we thought.”

      “But you don’t think that will happen.”

      “I don’t,” I confess. “And we’ll have to be careful to hide where we’re calling from. If Hammer’s in control and monitoring everyone’s cell activity, we don’t want him realizing we’re only a hop, skip, and a jump away in Montreal. He has helicopters at his disposal and could catch up with us in a lot less than twelve hours.”

      “Is there a way to conceal the number we’re calling from?” she asks, her brow furrowing. “Like…calling through the computer? With an area code from somewhere else? I feel like that’s a thing, right?”

      Again, I don’t understand how she can know so much about the world and so little about herself, but I don’t say anything about it. We both have way more questions than answers about everything right now. “Yes, there is. We just need to find a computer to use. At a library maybe or a hotel with a business center.”

      “They’ll let you use the business center even if you’re not a guest?”

      “No, but if you walk in like you belong there, most people won’t ask questions. That’s how my friends and I snuck into the resorts near Zion’s winter pack lands. Act like you belong, make a beeline straight to the hot tub, and don’t crash the same place too many times in a row.”

      “Sounds like fun,” she says, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      “It was,” I say, torn between loving that she feels so comfortable touching me and wanting to shake her until she remembers that she’s a woman who makes me work for every single scrap of intimacy. “Not all my memories of growing up in Hammer’s pack are bad. There were good times.”

      “For me, too?” she asks. “Or was I always the kid he wished had never been born?”

      “No, he loved you. I’m betting he still does. In his own fucked-up way.”

      “It just isn’t enough,” she whispers. “Love isn’t always enough.”

      “No,” I say, my heart twisting in my chest as I wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her closer.

      “But it should be,” she says, snuggling closer. She turns her face to my chest and exhales a soft moan that goes straight to the dick I only recently got back under control. “Why do you smell so good? You’re better than fresh baked bread and pickle juice combined.”

      My lips curve. “Pickle juice?”

      “Pickle juice is delicious, right? My tongue says it is.” She wraps her arm around my waist and relaxes against me. “We should get some when we get to Montreal, and I can do a sniff test to see which is better—Ford smell or pickle juice.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say, pressing a soft kiss to the top of her head.

      She’s asleep a few minutes later, but I stay awake, holding her and loving her and wondering if it’s going to be enough to help us both get through.
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      We arrive at the Gare d’autocars de Montréal station a little after seven a.m. I’m stiff from sleeping in a weird position all night, but surprisingly rested and filled with hope.

      Maybe it’s the fact that we’re well on our way to finding help or how easily we made it to the city or the sunny day waiting for us outside the station, but I feel good about our chances of making things right at Lost Moon.

      Ford seems to be in decent spirits as well.

      There’s a spring in his step as we cross to the park on the other side of the street to grab coffees from the street vendor with the five-dollar bill I found on the ground near the ladies’ room. So far, the universe seems to be looking out for us, and I’m grateful. I really don’t want to test my alleged pickpocket skills unless I absolutely have to. Getting arrested isn’t something I want to risk when we’re so close to getting help.

      Once we’ve secured coffees, we make more peanut butter sandwiches and wander through the tidy streets, taking in the historic churches and lines of Victorian homes not far from the station. There’s a bed-and-breakfast advertising rooms for fifty dollars—a steal, Ford assures me—but we don’t have fifty dollars and a tiny place like that isn’t as easy to sneak into as a larger hotel and probably wouldn’t have a business center anyway.

      So, we keep walking, chatting about Lost Moon and everything I’ve forgotten about our time there, until we find a big, swanky hotel with a smartly dressed doorman and several valet staff lingering by the car park station. It’s so early that there aren’t any cars pulling through the drive, but plenty of guests are coming and going, grabbing breakfast from one of the nearby restaurants or heading out for a day of sightseeing. Ford and I wait until a group of college-aged kids with matching “staff” t-shirts and duffels like ours head into the hotel with bags of fast food and blend in with their group.

      Once inside, Ford leads the way past the front desk into a large lobby filled with sofas, armchairs, and several small tables tucked against one wall by the bookshelves. It’s overflowing with young rugby players, toting big bags of gear and sucking down protein shakes as they scroll through their phones. The college kids we followed in seem to be counselors, making me think it must be summer training camp time.

      Somehow, I know that some serious high school players spend their summers travelling from one collegiate camp to another, honing their skills in hopes of landing a place on a college team.

      Maybe I knew someone who played rugby?

      I search my mind, all the way to the very back where I sometimes sense pieces of my old life are hiding, cloaked in the shadows, but I get nothing but a soft assurance that my rugby knowledge can be trusted. Shaking off the frustration associated with not knowing if my old memories are gone for good or not, I weave my way around a group of boys laughing together over a video on one’s tablet and follow Ford over to the bookshelves.

      We settle into seats at one of the tables at the edge of the space and sip our coffees as Ford discreetly cases the joint.

      “Looks like the business center is on the second floor,” he murmurs after a few minutes. “There’s a sign beside the elevator.”

      “Okay, so we finish our coffee and head up?” I ask, studying the couple stepping into the elevator on the other side of the lobby. “It doesn’t look like you need a key or anything, right?”

      “Not to get on the elevator, anyway,” he agrees. “Maybe to get into the business center, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “It’s going to be open,” I say. “I can feel it. The Fates are on our side.”

      His lips hook up. “Such optimism.”

      “Optimism is good.”

      “It is. It’s just weird. For you.”

      “Nope,” I say, shaking my head. “You don’t get to do that. If you’re not going to answer my questions about my past, you don’t get to drop sneaky little clues anytime you feel like it. It’s all or nothing. Those are the rules.”

      “So, you don’t want to hear that bossiness is totally on brand for Juliet Zion?” he teases, the sparkle in his silver eyes making me wish we had time to relax, flirt, and get to know each other again.

      I like flirting with Ford. And sleeping snuggled against his delicious-smelling chest last night is on my list of Top Ten Best Life Experiences so far.

      But until proven otherwise, we’re on a mission to save our friends.

      The hope that we might be able to call off this rescue makes me even more eager to head upstairs. If Layla and everyone else at Lost Moon are actually okay, maybe Ford and I can hang out in Montreal for a few days and just…be together. I can tell he doesn’t know quite how to feel about the new me, but I’m positive that if he gives me a chance, we can find our way back to each other. I feel such a deep connection to him. I can’t imagine a future where we aren’t on the same team.

      And hopefully sharing the same bed…

      I fully understand that lusting over him while fleeing people who want us dead is probably crazy, but I can’t help it. The more time I spend with him, the more positive I am that we belong together, that we’re the kind of thing that’s written in the stars.

      “I don’t have to hear that bossy is on brand,” I tease back. “I can feel it in my bones. I was born to boss you around.”

      He laughs. “Pint-sized tyrant.”

      “Better believe it,” I say, wishing I could lean across the table and kiss that smirk off his face. “Let’s go. The suspense is killing me.”

      He stands, tossing his coffee in a trash can in the corner before moving toward the elevator. I join him, looping my arm through his as we wait for the car to arrive.

      I beam up at him as I murmur, “I’m going to pretend like we’re newlyweds and I’m so smitten with you that I can’t look anywhere else. Good way to avoid looking suspicious, right?”

      He beams back at me, bending to brush the tip of his nose against mine as he murmurs, “Absolutely. People will be so grossed out by our PDA, they’ll avert their eyes and we’ll move about completely unmolested.”

      I tip my chin up, pulse spiking as my lips move close enough to his for his sugar and cream coffee breath to warm my mouth. “Oh no, I think I might like a little molesting. As long as you’re the one doing it.”

      “Bad girl,” he says, wrapping his arm around my waist and hugging me close to his incredible body.

      “And proud of it,” I whisper, wrinkling my nose as the elevator doors ding open. “To be continued.”

      He moves into the car, pressing the button for the second floor. “Hopefully we’ll have the business center to ourselves. These aren’t the kind of calls we want being overheard.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I say, barely resisting the urge to twine my arms around his neck. But we’re not in public anymore and I don’t have a good excuse to have my hands all over him.

      We exit the car on the second floor and follow the signs to the business center. There’s a keycard sensor on the door, but luckily a man with a cell phone pressed to his ear is exiting with a pile of papers just as we’re heading in.

      He holds the door for us, flashing a tight smile as he tells the person on the other end of the line, “Yes, I was able to print out the contract. I’m taking it up to my room to sign and scan into the Dropbox folder now.”

      “Business, business, business,” Ford mumbles beneath his breath as the man leaves and we head over to the farthest computer. There are four in the room, as well as a printer, a water cooler with tiny paper cups on top, and a bowl full of apples on the table beside it.

      I snag an apple and hover beside Ford’s chair as he accesses the internet and opens a private browser. He creates a new email address, claims an internet phone number with an area code based in San Diego, California, and by the time I toss my apple core in the trash we’re ready to call Lost Moon.

      Ford glances over his shoulder at the empty hallway outside the glass door. “All right. This is it. If someone comes in, distract them, and I’ll end the call as quickly as I can.”

      I nod, rubbing my palms together, like a faith healer about to lay hands on an ailing parishioner and spirit him back to full health.

      I want to believe in miracles. I want to believe that our friends and the good people at Lost Moon rose up and overpowered the bad guys. Or maybe even that some of the bad guys realized what they were doing was wrong and changed their minds about aiding and abetting a coup.

      Maybe some of Ford’s friends saw what went down in the ocean and turned on Beck, realizing that if Beck could plan to murder an Alpha wolf, he’d pretended to take under his wing that none of them were safe.

      But even before call after call is sent straight to voicemail, my gut knows better. My stomach is a lead weight dragging at my core, making sure my feet stay firmly on solid ground.

      “That was Natalie’s,” Ford says soberly, ending the call. “And I’ve already tried Layla, Catherine, and Alexander.”

      “Should we try the main office?” I ask. “Or is that a lost cause?”

      “I don’t think that would be wise,” Ford says. “At best, it would confirm that we’re alive and still concerned about what’s going on at Lost Moon. At worst, they might have a way of tracking the number to this IP address that I don’t know about. And if things were okay on campus, at least one of them would have answered. The chances that all four of them forgot to charge their phones at the same time are pretty damned slim.”

      I pace back and forth behind his chair, chewing on my bottom lip. “And there isn’t anyone else you could call? Someone who might not be under house arrest, maybe?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, one of your wolf friends. You said you were pretending to be part of the New Lupine Brotherhood to gather intel. Did you meet anyone while you were there who didn’t seem to be completely on board with the crazy, either? A lot of people just want to please, you know. They’ll go along with the group to keep from making waves or attracting the wrong kind of attention. But some of those people might have had a change of heart once they saw Beck try to kill you and realized he was helping facilitate a hostile takeover of the school.”

      “I’m not sure that anyone except you saw what happened with Beck,” Ford says. “You were the only one with a bird’s eyes view.”

      “Still,” I press. “Don’t you think the takeover might have scared some people? And that one of them might welcome a call from someone trying to help put things right?”

      Ford shifts to face me as I perch on the desk beside his computer. “Maybe. I can think of a few but only one gave me his cell number. Trevor. He’s just a kid, though, only nineteen and very impressed with Beck’s power and money. But he also seemed like a good guy.”

      “Try him,” I encourage. “What’s the worst that can happen? He hangs up and goes to tell Beck that you called?”

      “Or gives the number to Hammer and his people to trace,” Ford says, “and we’re sitting ducks here. The bus doesn’t leave until five, remember.”

      I curse beneath my breath, the impatient side of myself warring with the cautious one. “Okay, so we wait. We kill some time, then come back and try Trevor closer to five. That way, even if they do trace the number, we’ll be gone before they can possibly reach Montreal.”

      “Sounds good.” Ford logs out of the account and stands. “So…how should we kill time?”

      “Let’s not kill it,” I say, taking his hand. “Let’s enjoy it. I know our friends are probably in trouble and the phone calls didn’t work out the way we’d hoped, but this is still a day we won’t get back again. We shouldn’t waste it.”

      “Okay.” He squeezes my hand but still looks sad, which gives me an idea.

      “Come on,” I say, grabbing my duffel from the ground beside his chair and pulling him toward the door.

      “Where are we going?” he asks, grabbing the other bag.

      “Back to the park where we got our coffee,” I say, smiling at him over my shoulder. “I saw something there that you need in your life. And no, I won’t tell you what it is. It’s a surprise.”

      He frowns. “All right. But just remember, we don’t have any money. Unless you want to count the change from the coffee.”

      “It’s fine, we won’t need money,” I assure him. “The best things in life are free, Ford. And I’m about to prove it to you.”

      He grunts and grumbles and frowns some more, but I ignore him, smiling as I pat his shoulder on the way down the elevator. “That’s right. Get all your crankiness out now, Mr. Growly, and prepare yourself to have an unexpectedly lovely day.”

      He makes a soft pained sound, but when I ask him what’s wrong, he just shrugs and says, “Stomach cramp. Too much peanut butter, I guess, but it’s fine now.”

      I know he’s lying, but I have no idea why.

      It makes me wish all over again that he would tell me more about myself and our past together, just to help me keep from hurting him, if nothing else.

      But he won’t.

      So, I’ll just have to focus on making good memories with him and hope they’ll be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTEEN

          

          

      

    

    







            ford

          

        

      

    

    
      She remembers more than she thinks.

      Her calling me Growly—my nickname for her—can’t be just a coincidence.

      Her memories of who she was before are in there somewhere.

      The woman I knew, the one I love, might not be gone forever.

      But as Juliet zips down the ten-foot slide at the park, laughing like a kid, I’m not sure that’s a good thing. She’s so much happier and more resilient now. She takes hardship in stride and keeps hoping for better things. Her smiles come easily, and her laugh is so full of joy, it makes me grin in spite of myself.

      “Come on, your turn,” she says, beaming up at me from the bottom. When I hesitate, she stretches out her arms. “Don’t be afraid. I’ll catch you.”

      I snort and wave her to the side. “You will not. You’ll get out of the way. I’m too heavy. I’m probably going to fly down this thing like a bat out of hell.”

      “I wonder where that phrase comes from?” she asks as she backs away from the bottom of the slide, a twinkle in her eye. “Someone saw a bunch of bats bursting out of a cave at twilight and assumed they were headed out of hell?”

      “Probably,” I say, settling at the top of the slide. “Move back farther. This is going to be explosive.”

      She rolls her eyes as she meanders backward another step. “Oh, please. You’re not that much bigger than I am, and I came down just fine.”

      “I’m twice your size.”

      She snorts. “You are not. I’m at least a hundred and fifty pounds of pure muscle, I bet. And what are you? One eighty?”

      “Two twenty,” I say, arching a wry brow. “And you’re maybe a hundred and twenty, soaking wet.”

      “I can still kick your ass,” she says. “Especially when it comes to speed. Last one to the fountain on the other side of the park has to steal lunch.”

      She takes off at a sprint as I call out, “Cheaters never prosper, Short Stack.” I zip down the slide and hit the ground running, easily catching up with her.

      When I pass her a good fifty feet from the fountain, I turn, running backward as I pant, “Oh no, looks like you cheated and you’re still going to lose.”

      “Fat chance,” she huffs, pouring on another burst of speed. “Don’t get cocky before the finish line.” She catches up with me and rams her bony shoulder into my arm as I’m turning back around, making me trip over my own feet.

      I try to recover, but it’s too late. I hit the ground hard and roll across the grass.

      By the time I’m upright again, Juliet’s at the fountain, one foot propped up on the edge and her arms thrust into the air. “I am the legendary stuff of legend!”

      “You’re also a bad winner,” I say as I stand, brushing the grass off my clothes. I point to my stained elbows with a glare her way. “You’re ruined my favorite sweatshirt.”

      She laughs. “That’s your only sweatshirt. But it’s okay. It’s getting warm enough for t-shirts.” She reaches down, stripping off her own sweatshirt, revealing the tight blue tee she’s wearing underneath. It hugs her breasts and tiny waist, sending my thoughts back into dangerous territory.

      She holds my gaze with a grin as she tosses the sweatshirt onto the concrete at her feet. “Sorry, this is so tight. Oily’s girlfriend is apparently a very tiny human.”

      “Yeah, guess so,” I mumble, too busy talking my cock down from the edge of an obscene hard-on to think of something clever to say.

      Her smile widens. “You should strip down, too. So, I can join the staring and drooling party.”

      “I’m not drooling,” I shoot back, unable to dispute the staring part. A part of me wants to keep my top layer on as an extra level of protection against this flirtation I don’t quite know how to handle, but the Alpha in me can’t resist the challenge in her gaze.

      I strip off the stained sweatshirt, tossing it onto the ground beside hers as I stop in front of her. “We should go get the bags.”

      “The bags are fine,” she says, holding my gaze. “There’s no one on the playground.” She glances behind me for a second before her focus returns to my face. “No one in the park, really, except the coffee guy and his cart faces the street.”

      “Your point?” I ask, as she steps closer.

      “I doubt anyone would notice if I climbed you like a tree and made out with your face,” she says, sending a surge of awareness dumping into my bloodstream.

      “I’d notice,” I say, torn between backing away and reaching for her, even though it wouldn’t be her I’m reaching for.

      It would be the person she used to be, the one I want to hold so badly it feels like rabid squirrels are clawing away at my insides.

      “I would hope so,” she says, her fingers skimming up the sides of my hips before slipping under the back of my t-shirt. The feel of her hands on my bare skin is enough to wrench a groan from low in my throat. “Was that a good groan or a bad one?” she whispers, pushing up on tiptoe until her mouth hovers just beneath mine.

      “I don’t know,” I hear myself confess. “I want you so fucking much, but…”

      “But?” she prompts after a beat, her palms sliding higher on my back as she presses closer. The feel of her breasts against my ribcage is enough to make me lose the fight with my dick.

      “But everything is crazy,” I say, my jaw clenching as she rocks her hips forward, rubbing against my hard-on.

      “Not everything,” she says. “I’m not crazy. You’re not crazy.” She shifts her hips again, making my cock twitch behind my fly. “And I bet we’d both feel better after a little co-ed naked fun time.”

      “We can’t,” I grit out. “Not in the middle of the park.”

      “Obviously not.” Her hands reverse their path, until her fingers are teasing at the top of my jeans. “But where there’s a will, there’s a way, and I know of a bed-and-breakfast with fifty-dollar rates and a vacancy. Meet me there in half an hour with the bags?”

      She steps away and I reach for her, catching her elbow. “Where are you going?”

      “To get fifty dollars. And tax. I bet they charge tax, too.”

      “We’re not splitting up.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,” she says, tipping her head back and leaning in once more. “And I’ll be less likely to attract attention without a giant man beast tailing my every move.”

      I’m about to tell her that this man beast isn’t one she’s going to shake when she cuts me off with a kiss. It’s our first kiss since she rose from the ashes and it’s every bit as explosive as the ones before. Hunger burns hot through my core as her tongue spars with mine and her mischievous fingers tease along the ridge at the front of my pants.

      “Ouch,” she whispers against my lips as she caresses my cock through the jean fabric. “That must hurt. You need some relief, my friend.”

      “Juliet,” I say, her name a warning and a prayer for mercy.

      “Follow me at a discreet distance if you want, but don’t get too close,” she says, kissing me harder. By the time she points a finger at my face as she backs toward the grocery store on the other side of the park, I’m breathless. “Unless I’m caught, then feel free to save me before the police arrive. Tell them I’m a kleptomaniac in recovery who backslid in the wake of her father’s impending death. Play up the tragedy and pathos. Don’t tell them I’m the one planning to kill him.”

      “We shouldn’t do this,” I say, not sure if I’m talking about stealing or fucking or both.

      Probably both.

      It should be both, but that kiss has my head spinning.

      I’m not thinking straight. It’s a fact that’s proven when I look up to find Juliet already halfway across the park. I snap out of my turned-on trance and hurry after her, only to turn and dash back to the playground a second later when I remember the bags.

      I catch up with her as she’s slipping through the sliding glass doors into the grocery store about fifty feet ahead and force my steps to slow. People are already staring, likely wondering why I’m charging into the store like a firefighter into a burning building.

      Or why I’m scowling while I do it.

      I’m a scary man when I scowl. In the past two weeks at Lost Moon, surrounded by people who saw me as a friendly new student, I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to be watched like a pipe bomb about to explode.

      It brings back memories of the pits, of the way the crowd would cheer when I stepped into the ring and roar even louder when my opponent lay bloodied at my feet. They loved that I looked like a monster and killed like a machine.

      For a long time, that was the only love or approval in my life.

      If I’d been a different man, a man who craved attention over real, honest connection, it would have been easy to start taking pride in my work and the adoration of those anonymous crowds.

      But I wasn’t that man.

      I hated that no one saw the person I was on the inside, the man who wanted nothing more than a peaceful life in a happy pack.

      Sure, I wanted to rip Hammer apart first, but afterwards, I wanted to farm and fish and spend long days at the beach with my friends. I wanted to expand my secret poetry collection and practice woodworking and use my muscles to toss my kids into the air until they giggle-screamed, the way my dad used to toss me when I was small.

      I wanted a wife and a family and a chance to build something beautiful enough to make me forget all the horrific things I’d done.

      Maybe I can have that with this Juliet.

      This Juliet isn’t interested in fighting our attraction. She isn’t traumatized and might actually have the strength to make love work with a damaged man like me. Surely, no matter what my emo heart has to say about it, it’s better to have at least one partner in a relationship who doesn’t wake up shaking from nightmares of their former life.

      As I follow her through the market at a discreet distance, watching her lift the wallets of a woman screaming at the deli man for cutting her meat too thin and a man too busy leering at a girl half his age to notice the other young woman slipping up behind him, there’s no doubt in my mind that she’s a good person. Even when she’s getting her crime on, she does it with class and grace.

      I could be good with her, for her. I don’t have to prove I’m worthy of her love by healing the broken women she was when I found her. I can let her help me heal and be grateful for an emotionally sound shoulder to lean on.

      Maybe that’s even what my Juliet would have wanted.

      She loved me and wanted good things for me, and if our positions were reversed, I’d sure as hell want her to take advantage of the fact that I had more strength and steadiness to give her.

      I follow her outside, catching up with her on the corner, just as she’s tossing the wallets into a nearby trash can.

      “One hundred and twenty.” She discreetly flashes a handful of bills before tucking them into her front jeans pocket. “We’re rich on goblin treasure.”

      “Those two did seem like goblins.” I gather her into my arms, hard again almost instantly now that I’ve nearly convinced myself to stop fighting this. “Good work.”

      “Thank you.” She loops her arms around my neck. “I figured why steal from decent people if I could find a couple misbehaving?” She arches an assessing brow, seeming to sense a change in me. “Ready to get that room?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Her eyes widen, excitement flashing in her blue depths. “Yeah? It it?”

      I tip my head. “If that still sounds like fun to you.”

      Her lips curve. “Oh, it sounds like great fun to me. And makes me glad I stole a box of condoms.”

      I frown even as my cock grows thicker. “You didn’t.”

      “I did,” she says, looking very pleased with herself. “They’re down the front of my pants.”

      I glance down, noticing the small blue cardboard box tucked behind the close of her jeans for the first time. “Shit. I didn’t see you do that. And I was watching you the entire time.”

      She bobs a shoulder. “Turns out pick-pocketing is like riding a bike. And I only got the two pack. If you think we’ll need more, we might want to stop by the drugstore on the way.” Her cheeks grow a little pinker as she adds, “I don’t remember how many condoms are a normal amount to use on a day spent lounging around in bed with your sexy man beast.”

      Her words remind me of a couple very important things she should know before we hit the sheets. But I don’t want to talk about them here.

      “Two should be fine,” I say, taking her hand. “Want to grab something to take up to the room for lunch on the way or order takeout later?”

      “Can we get pizza later?” she asks, her eyes dancing again, reminding me that sex isn’t the only shiny new toy she’s excited to try out in her new body. “I feel confident that it’s delicious, but I can’t remember what it tastes like.”

      “Pizza it is,” I say as we head for the bed-and-breakfast arm in arm, like any other young couple in Montreal on holiday.

      Except that we’re not, of course.

      We’re pack rejects on the run, about to bet our lives and the lives of our friends on a big city Alpha we’ve never met.

      But maybe we can forget about that for the day and just be us, Juliet and Ford, two people who like to kiss each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOURTEEN

          

          

      

    

    







            juliet

          

        

      

    

    
      The bed-and-breakfast is a little shabby on the inside, with worn antiques in the small lobby and faded flower wallpaper that’s peeling in one corner. But the front desk is clean and the manager friendly as she shows us up to a tiny room on the fourth floor.

      She pushes the door open, gesturing toward the sloped ceilings on either side. “Your boyfriend will have to watch his head up there. I would have given you two a room on the ground floor with a higher ceiling, but a man rented the last one just thirty minutes before you came in. Sorry about that.”

      “No worries,” Ford says. “I can duck down at the edges and we’re just looking to get some rest, anyway.”

      “And it’s so pretty up here.” I wander into the room, drawn by the amazing garret window on the other side. I glance back to where Ford and the older woman with the lightly graying brown hair still stand in the door. “Get a load of that view.”

      The woman beams. “I love it. This is my favorite room in the whole house. I stay up here when I want to feel like a starving artist in a fantastic Paris studio for a night.”

      Ford nods and murmurs, “It’s beautiful,” but he isn’t looking at the view.

      His eyes are all for me and I suddenly can’t wait to be alone with him.

      This is what we need, just a few hours alone together to prove to him that our connection is as strong as ever. I might not have the same memories as I did before, but I’m still the same person, and I adore him.

      I more than adore him. I’m head over heels for this man. I feel so connected to him that it’s like his every thought and feeling echoes through my skin. And I know that isn’t just because he’s gorgeous and sexy and has the kind of smartass sense of humor I’m pretty sure I’ve always preferred.

      This is something bigger than a crush or puppy love.

      I’d bet my right hand that Ford is my fated mate, the one man in the whole world who’s better suited to me than any other. We were meant to have an epic love story, and I’m not going to let either one of us miss out on that because a monster tried to murder him, and I lost my memory saving his life.

      “All right, then,” the woman says with a knowing smile. “I’ll leave you two alone to rest and enjoy the room. If you’re hungry later, we serve tea and cookies in the lobby at three and my husband does a wine tasting at six on the back patio.”

      “Thank you,” Ford says as she shuts the door. He locks it behind her before turning back to me, heat and anxiety mixing on his handsome face.

      I pull the condom box from my jeans and drop it casually on the bedside table before crossing back to lean against the wall by the window, giving him some space. “Putting those there just in case. But we don’t have to rush into anything if you’re not ready. We could just lie down on the bed and…talk.”

      “We should talk,” Ford says. “But not on the bed.”

      I glance around the room before turning back to Ford with an arched brow. “Well, considering you’re going to hit your head on the ceiling if we sit on the sofa or at the little table in the corner, I guess we should sit here? On the window seat?”

      “You can sit,” he says, staying where he is. “I’ll stand.”

      “Okay.” I perch on the window seat with a sigh, wondering if he’s always been this dramatic or if this is a new development in the wake of our near-death experiences. “What’s on your mind?”

      “I told you before. We’ve never slept together.”

      I nod. “I know. And I can understand why we wanted to wait, but the situation has changed. I trust you, Ford. I know you want more from me than proximity to my throne.” I shrug. “And if I ever change my mind about that, I can always kick you out of my bed. It’s not a big deal.”

      He exhales. “But it is. You told me it was. Before.”

      “Okay. Can you explain why? Help me understand?” I force a serious expression onto my face, though I honestly can’t imagine why I would have cared so much.

      Sex isn’t a big deal for shifters. We aren’t as uptight about those kinds of things as humans and our immune systems destroy STDs on contact. There’s literally no reason to hold back unless you’re worried about getting emotionally attached to someone who doesn’t feel the same way about you.

      And I have zero concerns about that with Ford.

      I can feel how much he cares about me. He’s proving it right now, resisting something I have no doubt he wants as much as I do out of concern for the way I used to feel.

      “It’s not just that you and I haven’t been together,” he says. “It’s that you’ve never been with…anyone.”

      My brows shoot up so fast my hairline twitches. “What?”

      “You’re a virgin. You told me you couldn’t have casual sex with me because a person’s first time is never casual.”

      “Woah.” I slump on the seat, cold despite the sunlight warming my back. “That’s…weird.”

      “It’s not weird. You just had firm boundaries about things like that.”

      “No, it’s weird. I’m twenty-three, right? That’s what you said?” He nods and I shake my head harder. “Yeah, that’s weird. I’m a shifter, I don’t have chronic halitosis, and I find sex very interesting. There’s no way my virginity should have survived past sixteen or seventeen, let alone twenty-three.” I narrow my eyes on his. “Did something bad happen at Zion? When I was younger? Something to make me scared of letting my guard down with men?”

      He stretches his neck to one side, avoiding eye contact. “No, not that I know of. But your dad was protective. And terrifying. And Alpha of the pack. I’m sure all of that discouraged guys who might have wanted to sleep with you.”

      “Okay, but I went to college for a while. Right?” I lean to one side, trying to catch his eye, but he only glances my way for a second before averting his gaze again. “Why didn’t I make up for lost time while I was there?”

      “You had a boyfriend,” he says. “But you said you knew it wasn’t going to last long term. And like I said, you had control issues, and they only got more intense after you left college.”

      “Why did I leave?” I ask. “My instinct is that I like learning new things. Did I pick the wrong major or something? I would assume that I decided to transfer to Lost Moon, but the timeline doesn’t match up. What happened for the two or three years in between leaving human school and transferring to Lost Moon this summer?”

      He tips his head back, his throat working as he stares at the ceiling. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “Because it was bad,” I whisper.

      “Really bad,” he confirms, finally shifting his focus back to my face. “It fucked you up. A lot. And rightfully so.”

      “But it won’t fuck me up now, Ford,” I say. “Hearing that something bad happened to you is different than remembering it. Like when you told me that Hammer wants to kill me. Intellectually, I realize that I got dealt a shitty hand if that’s the kind of father I have, but it didn’t affect me emotionally. I don’t remember being raised by him or spending time with him or craving his approval. When I saw his face, all I felt was pretty certain that we shared DNA. That’s it. That old past can’t hurt me.”

      “But you’re angry with him. You’ll help kill him if you get the chance,” he counters. “So, you do feel some kind of way about it.”

      “I’m angry because of the injustice of it all. Fathers shouldn’t try to murder their daughters, right? I mean, people shouldn’t murder other people, period, but especially not people they chose to bring into the world. But I’m angry about it in the same way I’d be angry if I read an article about abused kids. It’s infuriating, but…distant.”

      He chews on the inside of his lip. “I can see your point, I just…” He sighs. “I guess I don’t want to be the one to tell you. I don’t want that story linked with me in your mind for the rest of your life.”

      I roll that over in my head, seeing his point. “Well, is there any reason I have to know what happened? Am I in any danger from that part of my past?”

      He seems to consider that, then shakes his head. “No, I don’t think so. I think everyone from that situation has…moved on.”

      “Moved on, huh?” I huff. “Did you personally move them on?”

      “No comment,” he says. “But they all deserved to be moved on. Don’t doubt that for a second.”

      “Okay.” I nod for another beat, then lift my hands at my sides, palms facing the slanted ceiling. “Then I vote that we let it go and revisit the missing years at a later date if necessary.” I stand, swaying toward him. “I also vote that we relax and start making up for lost time.”

      He watches me cross the room, hunger in his eyes, but when I stop in front of him, he doesn’t reach for me. “Promise me you won’t hate me later. If you regain your memories and you start to feel differently about sex and control and…me. Promise me you’ll remember that I was as honest as I could be without bringing up every ugly thing from your past.”

      I reach up, cupping his face gently in my hand. “I don’t think I’m going to regain my memories, Ford. I’m sorry about that. I know there’s a part of you that really wants me to, but they feel like they’re locked away somewhere I can’t reach. Somewhere I might never be able to reach.”

      “But a part of me doesn’t want you to remember, too,” he says, his voice rough. “I wouldn’t wish some of those memories on my worst enemy. I just… The person you were before. God knows, you weren’t perfect.” He laughs. “And sometimes you drove me fucking crazy, but I just…”

      I brush my thumb over his cheek, where his whiskers have grown prickly after a day in his human body without a razor. “You just loved her,” I finish for him. “I know. I can feel it when you touch me. How much you loved me before and how confused you are about what we are to each other now.” I step closer, tilting my head back and lifting my lips to his. “But you don’t have to decide how to feel forever right now. We can just be together and comfort each other and make a beautiful new memory. I think you deserve one of those. I think we both do.”

      His eyes shine as he says, “But I have baggage, Juliet, and you don’t. I remember it all. Every word, every touch, everything you made me feel.”

      “I know,” I whisper. “And that’s not fair. I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t care about fair. I just don’t want you to think I’m crazy if this gets a little more…emotional for me than it might be for you.”

      “Oh, it’s going to be emotional for me,” I say, my breath coming faster as he moves close enough for his strong chest to brush against my already tight nipples through my t-shirt. “I loved you the second I saw you running toward me on the beach, before I even knew you were a shifter. Your soul, your being, is so important to me, Ford. I get it, and I’m never going to think you’re crazy.”

      He arches what I can tell he intends to be a teasing brow, but his still-shining eyes steal the levity from the moment. “Never?”

      I smile. “I guess you should never say never. If you don’t pick me up and throw me on that bed pretty soon, I might start to question your mental health. Just a little bit.”

      He bends low enough to hook his hands behind my knees, lifting me into the air with a confidence that makes my heart swoop. I wrap my legs around his waist, a moan of relief vibrating my throat as I feel him long and hot beneath his jeans. “Then, to the bed it is,” he says.

      He kisses me, deep and hard, unleashing all the need he’s been holding back and instantly, I’m on fire…

      Almost literally.

      “Sorry,” I say, giggling as he curses and tosses me onto the bed with a bit more speed than I think he intended. “I forgot that happens. I can tone it down, I promise,” I say, taking a deep breath and rein in my fire until it glows a soft, respectable, frisky phoenix pink. I brush my hair over my shoulder and shoot him a playful grin. “See? Now I’m not too hot to handle.”

      “You’re always too hot to handle,” he says as he tackles me on the mattress, his lips tangling with mine as his weight settles on top of me. I wrap myself around him like an octopus about to rip a clam from its shell, fierce and determined and starved for the treasure inside.

      But I don’t want to rip Ford apart.

      I want to put him back together again.

      I want to heal the places that hurt, soothe his tortured soul, and calm his fears. I want to show him that there’s nothing to be afraid of when we’re together.  Whether I remember what came before or not, I’m still someone he can count on. I’m a person who loves him and values him and will never let him down, no matter what.

      I funnel all those feelings, every sacred promise in my heart, into my kiss, into my hands as I help him dispose of his clothes and pull him back against me, relishing the feel of his bare skin against mine.

      I cradle his head and arch into his mouth as he teases my nipples with his teeth and tongue, wishing we could swap bodies, just for a few minutes, so he could feel what he does to me. The way he makes me burn and ache, but also the joy he sends bubbling from the deepest places inside.

      Ford calls to my soul, to the eternal part of me that isn’t male or female or shifter or human, to the part that’s everything, all at once. The part that knows that separation is an illusion and unity is truth.

      In the mystical realm, all is one.

      Making love to Ford affirms that in a way that’s humbling and beautiful and ultimately…destructive.

      Ancient myths are full of gods and goddesses that both create and destroy. I should have realized that love could do the same.

      I destroyed myself for love.

      And now Ford is bringing me back.

      I arch beneath him, my eyes squeezing shut as the walls and floors and elevator shafts inside me crumble in the face of the earthquake that is our connection, destroying the barriers between past and future.
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      I sense the change in Juliet almost immediately.

      There’s a rush of heat from her skin and a rippling, surging sensation in her aura. It hits me directly in the chest, knocking the breath from my lungs for a moment.

      It’s almost like she’s shifted, but without changing forms.

      When she opens her eyes again, they’re still the same sky blue. Her lips are still kiss-swollen pink, and her legs remain wrapped tight around my hips, but suddenly, somehow, everything has changed.

      “Growly?” I rasp, before I think better of it. I don’t want to hurt the new Juliet’s feelings with inside jokes she can’t remember, but my gut is already ten steps ahead of my logical brain.

      It knows that Juliet, my Juliet, is back, and that she remembers everything I remember, all the good, bad, ugly, and downright fucking beautiful.

      “Yeah,” she says, tears filling her eyes as her arms spasm around my chest. “It’s me. I remember. I remember you.”

      “Thank God,” I say, hugging her tight as she buries her face in my neck. I roll onto my side, cradling her in my arms as she cries. I drop kisses on the top of her head and apologize again and again, instinctively knowing that this is my fault. “I’m sorry,” I whisper again. “I just wanted you back so badly. I couldn’t help it. Even though it was selfish, and I knew I was a piece of shit for wanting a partner in my pain.”

      She tips her head back, lifting her tear-streaked face to mine. “It wasn’t selfish. And this isn’t your fault. It wasn’t pain that brought me back.” She hesitates, clearly struggling with the next part, just like Growly always does when she’s having feelings. “It was love.”

      “You love me?” I ask, my throat tight again. “Even when I’m not about to die on you?”

      Her eyes narrow. “Of course, I do, asshole. I literally gave my life for you. And when I did that, I wasn’t totally sure I’d be coming back. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.”

      A giddy grin curves my lips. “I am an asshole. You’re right. And I’ve missed you calling me names and giving me shit so much, I should probably have my head examined.”

      Her expression softens. “No, don’t. I like that you like me the way I am, thorns and all.”

      “I don’t just like you.” I hug her closer, molding my hand to her ribs. “I love you. You’re the most important thing in the world to me, Jules. Zion, revenge, justice…it all felt hollow without you. I’d never felt so lonely, not even when I was locked in a cage in the dark with only the sound of the IV drip to keep me company.” I tip my head closer to hers. “I don’t want to do life without you.”

      “Me, either,” she says, twining her arms around my neck. “And I don’t want to do it without baggage, either. I hate some of my baggage. Really hate it, but…it made me who I am.”

      “I get it,” I assure her.

      “I love you more with my baggage,” she continues. “And appreciate you more. I understand how scary it is for someone who’s been through hell to reach for heaven and trust it isn’t going to disappear. This me understands how insanely brave you are.” Her eyes begin to shine again. “I want to be that brave, too. I don’t want to push you away or run from what I feel when we’re together.”

      “Then, don’t,” I say, bringing my mouth a whisper away from hers. “Let me love you, Growly.”

      “I think I will,” she says, kissing me softly as she slides her leg up mine and wraps it around my hip. “And I think I’ll start by delighting your body with my virginity.”

      I grin against her lips. “I like the way you put that.”

      “It feels right,” she says, her lips curving, too. “It isn’t something to be taken or given. It’s something to be shared, a memory to add to our collection.”

      “Ours,” I echo as she pushes me onto my back and rolls on top of me. “You have no idea how much I love the sound of that.”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” she says, holding my gaze as she slowly, deliberately slides the slick lips up her sex up and down cock. “You should show me how much you love it.”

      Heart skipping a beat, I reach up, capturing her breasts tight in my hands, knowing my Juliet likes it a little rough. “And you should grind on my cock until you come for me. I want you drenched when I push inside you, baby. I want you so wet, you won’t feel anything but pleasure our first time.”

      Her lips part, her breath already coming faster as I pinch her nipples between my thumb and fingers, pulsing and releasing as she begins to move. “I’m not worried,” she says. “Your giant cock doesn’t scare me, buddy.”

      “Maybe it should,” I say, my head spinning from the joy of bantering with my smartass girl nearly as much as the feel of her slickness coating my cock.

      She’s so right. I love her for exactly who she is, thorns and all. And sometimes the sting of those thorns turns me on like nothing else.

      Knowing she feels the same way, I add, “I’m not a small man and you’re a tiny thing, Jules. And I can promise you right now, I’m not going to hold back. I won’t be able to. Once I’m inside you, I’m going to bury myself in that sweet pussy. I’m going to give you every inch of me, again and again.”

      “Promises, promises.” She clings to my wrists as her hips move faster, her rhythm growing increasingly urgent. “All this from the guy who I had to coax into bed like a horse scared to go back in the barn.”

      I grunt. “You remember that?”

      “Yes,” she pants, her grip tightening on my wrists as she grinds harder against me, making my balls ache with the need to come. “I remember it all. And I remember thinking you were high maintenance.”

      “Me? That’s the pot calling the kettle black, Miss Took Over a Week to Learn to Shift.”

      “You’re right. But I’m going to take a lot less time to come,” she says, her features twisting. “Oh God, Ford.” Her head falls back, and her breath deepens as she gets off, filling me with euphoria, simply from knowing my girl is coming with her body so close to mine. “God, it feels so good. But I want you inside me. I want it so bad.”

      Gripping her hips, I roll us over, reversing our positions on the bed. I reach down, gripping the base of my already leaking cock. I’m guiding my throbbing, aching length to her beautifully swollen pussy, when thankfully the shine of pre-come on my tip reminds me to reach for the side table.

      I pull back, summoning a groan of protest from low in her throat. “No, don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

      “Condom,” I say as I grab the box. I free a foil packet and pull back, ripping it open with my teeth.

      “Hurry.” She shifts restlessly beneath me, her thighs spreading wider as she lifts her hips, treating me to a view I know I’m never going to forget. “I feel like I’m going to die if I don’t have you in me now. Right now.”

      “Your pussy is so fucking beautiful,” I breathe, so out of my head with wanting her that my hands shake as I roll on the rubber. “I’m going to write poetry about it.”

      Her lips quirk. “Write whatever you want, but if you ever read a poem about my pussy out loud in a public setting, I’ll have to hurt you.”

      The condom finally in place, I lengthen myself over her, reaching down to grip the base of my cock. “Yeah? How will you hurt me? Deny me access to the place I love the most?” I rub the end of my erection around her entrance, teasing her, teasing us both.

      The anticipation is killing me, but what a delicious way to go.

      “No,” she says, wrapping her legs around my hips. “That would only be hurting myself.” A hint of worry flickers in her eyes. “I’m going to get addicted to your body, aren’t I?”

      “If you do, it’s okay,” I say, pausing to kiss her with all the love swelling in my chest. “Me and my body are always going to be here for you, Growly. Always. I’ll never leave you or abandon you or betray you. I swear it on everything good in the world.”

      Her voice hitches as she whispers. “Me, too. I’ve got you, Ford. Always.”

      “Always,” I echo as I push forward, sinking slowly into where she’s so hot and tight that I’m afraid I’m going to come after the first thrust.

      My balls clench and things twist low in my body, but I push the wave of bliss away. I’m not about to come, not yet, not until I bring her over at least one more time. I need to feel her body locked around me, need to imprint the memory of her losing control beneath me so deep in my soul that I never forget it.

      “Oh my God,” she whispers, her hands trembling as she runs them down my shoulders to the small of my back. “It’s so good. Better than I ever imagined.”

      “Yeah?” I pull back and glide slowly into her again, my heart flipping as her lashes flutter and a turned-on sound escapes from the back of her throat. “No pain?”

      “Just a little tightness and a little sting,” she says, her eyes locking on mine. “But I like it. I like feeling like there’s room for you but nothing else.” She bites her lip and lifts her hips, meeting me at the end of my next thrust. “And the way you stretch me… Deep inside…”

      “Good?” I ask after a beat. I fight to keep going slow, to give her time to adjust to the way I fill her, even though the primal part of me is dying to take her hard and fast, to mark her with my come and my scent and make sure any wolf who gets near her knows she’s mine.

      “It’s almost enough to make me come again,” she says, her lids dropping to half-mast. “Just that, even without everything else.”

      “Everything else?” I ask, moving a little faster, knowing it was the right call when she lifts into me, grinding closer.

      “Your smell and your touch and the way you move,” she pants, whimpering as she bucks into me, silently telling me to push deeper. I oblige her, sinking in to the hilt. “And you. Just you. It’s like you were made to fuck me.”

      “I was made to fuck you,” I promise, my restraint eroding quickly as she digs her nails into my ass, pulling me even deeper. “But I’m not going to last much longer, baby. You feel too good. You’re so tight and hot for me.”

      And glowing.

      Her pink aura fills the entire room, making the beast inside of me ridiculously proud of itself. I made my mate glow like that. I made her whimper and squirm, and her eyes roll back as her body starts to contract around my cock.

      “I’m coming, Ford,” she gasps, clinging to me as her release has its way with her. “Oh God, I’m coming so hard.”

      “I can feel you, baby. Fuck, I can feel you,” I grit out, losing the last of my control. I pound into her with all the need and relief and hunger inside, riding the screaming bullet train of my orgasm to its euphoric conclusion.

      My spine bows and I grind deep into her still pulsing pussy, coming in wrenching waves that have me cursing and celebrating and saying God knows what as I spill everything in me into my woman, my mate.

      Mine. She’s finally mine. And I’m never going to take that miracle for granted.

      Not for a single day for whatever remains of my life.

      Once I’ve caught my breath enough to function, I pull the condom off and tie it up, dropping it in the small trash can beside the bed before drawing her back into my arms.

      She rests her cheek on my chest with a happy sigh. “Dude.”

      I smile. “I take it that means sex lived up to your expectations?”

      “Ten out of ten would do again,” she says, lifting her head to gaze down at me as she adds. “But just with you. I have a feeling it wouldn’t be the same with anyone else.”

      “Good,” I say, that primal part of me lifting its possessive head. “Because if any other man put his dick in you, I’d have to rip it off.”

      She arches a brow. “Savage.”

      “And then I’d make him eat it,” I say, doubling down. “While writing me a handwritten note expressing his deep remorse for daring to touch what’s mine.”

      “And me?” she asks, her eyes glittering above her flushed cheeks. “How would you punish me for taking another man into my bed?”

      “I’d edge you until you needed to come so badly, you were on your knees, begging for my cock,” I say. “And then I’d give it to you so good you’d know better than to make a mistake like that again.”

      She hums. “Not me. I’m not that nice. If I knew you’d been with someone else, I’d be very tempted to unalive you.”

      “Wow,” I say, secretly thrilled by the threat. “Jealous, are we?”

      “Just territorial about the things that belong to me,” she says, reaching down to grip my still semi-hard cock. Even after coming harder than I’ve come in years, being naked in bed with Juliet is too exciting for it to go completely soft. “And this belongs to me now. It’s my territory.”

      “I’ll make an appointment for the tattoo tomorrow.”

      Her brows lift. “Tattoo?”

      “The one that says ‘Property of Juliet Zion’ on my dick. Just so it’s clear to anyone who might see me naked exactly who I belong to.”

      She grins. “That’s an amazing idea, but even with shifter healing power, you’d have to take a day or two to heal from something like that, and that’s not going to work for me.”

      “Because you’re going to need me inside you every day for the rest of your life?” I ask, hoping I’m not pushing too far too soon.

      Her smiles fades. “Every day at least twice a day. Because being with you like this is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Ford. For real.”

      “Me, too,” I whisper and then we prove it to each other for the rest of the afternoon, making up for lost time and making the most of our last remaining condom.

      And when we finally settle in for a nap before heading out into the city again, I’m so grateful it keeps me awake for a long time, basking in the joy of having all I’ll ever truly need right here in my arms.
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      I wake to a beam of afternoon sunlight in my face and instantly want to go back to sleep.

      I’m exhausted, but I’m also happy. Whole.

      And no longer a virgin.

      Really no longer a virgin. I have been thoroughly and expertly deflowered by my fated mate and best friend and the only person I ever want to wake up naked with.

      I lift my head, staring down at the beautiful man beside me.

      My man.

      Ford is already awake and watching me with a mixture of hope and uncertainty that makes me love him even more.

      “How do you feel?” he asks, brushing my hair behind my ear with a gentle sweep of his fingers.

      “Mine,” I whisper.

      His lips quirk. “Yes. Absolutely. Body and soul.”

      “Forever,” I insist.

      He nods, his hint of a smile fading. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “For being so glad that you’re back, bad memories and all,” he says, moving his arm out of the way as I shift closer to his side. “I started thinking about it again. After you were asleep.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry. I told you. I need the pain.”

      Ford’s brow furrows. “Do you really though?”

      “Yes, I do,” I say, strong enough now to add without hesitation, “I think you can only love as deeply as you’ve hurt. Or maybe that’s just the way it is for me.” I rest my hand on his chest, right over his heart. “I didn’t love you the same way when I was fresh and new with no suffering locked inside of me. I didn’t understand how precious this was, how irreplicable.”

      His eyes begin to shine. “It’s the same for me.”

      My lips curve, even as the back of my nose starts to burn. “Then I guess we’re just two fucked up weirdos who belong together.”

      “No doubt in my mind.” He reaches for me, and I slide on top of him, straddling his hips and resting my chest against his as he hugs me tight. “I just want to steal you away to a cave in the middle of nowhere and forget about everything but us.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling so safe with his scent surrounding me. “Same. But we can’t.” I lift my head, meeting his gaze. “I remember Layla and Natalie and everyone we care about now, too. No one else is going to help them. We have to get Maxim on our side. Whatever it takes.”

      He nods. “Then let’s go call Trevor. It’s nearly three-thirty. That’s close enough to four.”

      I inhale, letting the breath out slowly as I savor how perfect his skin feels against mine. “You’re probably right, but…I have a small problem.”

      His brows lift. “What’s that?”

      “I think I’ve forgotten what sex feels like while I was asleep,” I say.

      Ford’s eyes flash. “That’s not a little problem. That’s a big problem.”

      “Very big,” I agree, rolling my hips against his rapidly growing erection. “Some might say huge.”

      “Now you’re just trying to flatter me,” he says, rolling me over so swiftly it makes me giggle. “But we’re out of condoms.”

      “Then I guess you’ll just have to pull out,” I say.

      He grunts. “Nope. I don’t trust myself. But I have been wanting to get my mouth on that pretty pussy of yours. I assume you have no objections to me fucking you with my tongue until you come out of your skin?”

      I shiver. “I think I could deal with something like that. I mean, if you really wanted to.”

      “You’re so good to me,” he says.

      Then, he makes me moan, and for the next twenty minutes there is nothing but him. My Ford.

      Mine for real and for whatever comes next.
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      We reach the swanky hotel’s business center a few minutes after four and get lucky again with another guest letting us in on their way out. I steal a second apple from the bowl, biting into the thin skin as Ford logs on.

      Even an apple tastes different than it did earlier today.

      Now, this apple isn’t just the apple I’m eating at the moment. It’s all the apples I’ve eaten before and all the things apples mean to me—gorgeous fall leaves and fun in the orchards with friends and pack celebrations with loads of cobbler and vanilla ice cream. This apple has magical, lifetime-of-memories layers.

      I never thought I’d be grateful for my past, but I am.

      But I’m also grateful for the time I spent with Ford in that fresh new body. It taught me that no matter how dark the road was that led me to this place, I wouldn’t change a thing. I’m where I belong and I’m who I need to be to love this man the way he deserves to be loved.

      I touch a hand to Ford’s shoulder, and he turns to look at me, surprise lifting his features.

      “What?” I ask.

      He shakes his a little. “Nothing. It’s just going to take some getting used to.”

      “The fact that I’m not fighting how much I like you anymore?”

      “Yep,” he says with a grin that makes me laugh.

      I shrug and toss my apple core in the trash. “What can I say? I’m old and tired. These days, I only have the energy to fight the things that really need fighting.”

      He sobers. “Speaking of, are you ready? I’m going to put the call on speaker, but I’m not going to tell Trevor you’re listening in. At least, not at first.”

      “Smart. He’ll feel more comfortable if he thinks it’s just you. I’ll watch the door and run interference if anyone tries to come in.”

      He takes a bracing breath. “Okay. Here goes nothing.” He hits the send button on the call and a second later, a tinny ringing sound fills the air. Our eyes lock, the air electrifying between us.

      This is the first school cell phone we’ve tried that hasn’t sent us straight to voicemail.

      On the third ring, a hushed voice rasps, “Hello?”

      “Hey, Trevor. Can you talk for a second?”

      “Ford?” Trevor asks, hope flooding his tone. “Is that really you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Ford says, as I bite my bottom lip and fight the urge to pace. I need to stay quiet, and I don’t want to distract Ford.

      But I’m so nervous I’m about to come out of my skin as Trevor says, “Fuck, man. I’m so glad you’re alive. They said you were dead.”

      “I almost was,” Ford says. “Beck attacked me in the water and nearly ripped my throat out. If my friend hadn’t helped me…” He lets the rest of the sentence hang in the air, unspoken.

      Trevor curses and his voice trembles as he says, “I knew it. I knew he was lying. He said you attacked him, and he had to defend himself, but that didn’t make sense. I mean, obviously, I don’t know you that well, but you were nice to everyone. Beck was the one who was always plotting shit behind people’s backs. I hate that I tried to be a part of his stupid club. I should have trusted my gut and stayed the fuck away from him and all those brotherhood dickheads.”

      “But if you had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Ford says. “I can’t get through to Layla or Catherine. Or even Alexander or Natalie.”

      There’s a shuffling sound and then Trevor continues in a whisper, “Yeah, they took all the Variant and Variant sympathizers’ phones. They’re under house arrest in the Variant dorm until the ceremony tomorrow to induct Hammer Zion as the new head of the university.”

      I curse silently through my teeth as Ford’s expression darkens. “And what happens then? Once Hammer is in control?”

      “You know him, don’t you? You know how fucking awful he is,” Trevor says. “I can hear it in your voice.”

      “I do,” Ford says. “And I think we can get rid of him, but I’ll need your help to plan the best way to do it. Can I call you again in a couple days? Will you be my person on the inside to help take back the school?”

      “Absolutely,” Trevor says. “I hate what’s happening. And so do a lot of other people. Even the brotherhood guys. If you can get rid of Hammer and Beck and a few other key players, I don’t think it will be that hard to get things back to normal. But there is one thing…”

      “What’s that?” Ford asks as I begin to pace, unable to help myself any longer.

      “The ceremony tomorrow night,” Trevor says. “Hammer’s going to execute President Benoit.”

      I grind to a stop on the carpet, my stomach bottoming out.

      He’s going to kill my mother. I’m not a fan of my mother, not by a long shot, but I don’t want her dead.

      “Hammer says she violated his pack’s laws and made a fool out of him and has to pay the price,” Trevor continues. “I think Beck’s dad tried to change his mind. He told him murdering people is only going to bring heat the brotherhood doesn’t need as they’re transitioning leadership, but Hammer’s crazy. He doesn’t care how many laws he breaks or if this goes farther than Lost Moon. It’s almost like he wants a war.”

      “He probably does,” Ford says. “What time is the ceremony?”

      “Sunset. Around eight-thirty p.m.” There’s another shuffling sound then, “I have to go. I’m supposed to be on guard duty in ten minutes. But I can talk later if you want. I’m off at midnight, and I want to help.”

      “Thanks,” Ford says. “We’ll reach out if we need to. And we’ll do our best to get help before it’s too late for the president.”

      “Thanks,” Trevor says. “Please try. I don’t want anyone to die. I never wanted that. This has all gotten totally out of control.”

      Ford assures him again that we’re all on the same page before ending the call and clearing the browser history. Then he swivels in his chair, turning back to me with a less than optimistic expression. “I guess we’re going to have to talk Maxim Thorn into helping us over the phone. There’s no time for a trip to New York.”

      “Guess so,” I say, the knot in my stomach tightening. “While he’s still grieving his dead sister.”

      “Hopefully that will make him more inclined to help someone else save their relative’s life before it’s too late,” Ford says, rising from the chair.

      “Why?” I ask. “Why does he want to kill her? What laws has she violated?”

      “I don’t know. Unless maybe Hammer didn’t know she was alive, either.”

      I frown. “But surely, he did. It’s not like she was hiding out somewhere under a false identity. Her maiden name’s been in the Lost Moon directory for years.”

      “But you didn’t see it,” Ford says. “Because you never thought to look. What if Hammer never thought to look, either. You know he’s not a big fan of higher education, especially at a school for pack rejects and misfits.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, willing my churning stomach to calm down. “You’re right. Maybe he didn’t know she was alive.”

      “Or just didn’t know where she was.”

      “And if she ran off and left him with a baby without sorting out custody or getting a divorce first, that would violate pack law,” I finish with a sigh. “And wound his fragile Alpha pride.”

      “It would also invalidate his marriage to all the women he married after her,” he says. “If Coralie is still alive and they never divorced, then they’re still legally married.”

      “Which means she still has a claim to the Zion throne,” I say, a suspicion pricking at the back of my mind. “Do you think that’s why she did it? So she could come back and take over someday?”

      Ford frowns. “I don’t know. I don’t know her well enough to say for sure, but she seems pretty entrenched at Lost Moon. She seems like more of an academic than a pack leader.”

      “But Hammer won’t care.” I dig a fist into my mid-section, wishing I’d skipped that apple. “He’ll want to eliminate the threat to his power as quickly and efficiently as possible. I’m actually surprised he didn’t execute us. It would have been cleaner with no risk of pissed off kids coming back to haunt him if they ever broke free of their cages.”

      “Yeah,” Ford says, resting a hand on my back. “I guess he likes us more than he likes your mother.”

      I roll my eyes. “Lucky us.” I lean against him, taking comfort in his clean, Ford smell. “Good thing we didn’t check out of the room just yet. Looks like we’re going to need a place to sleep tonight.”

      “And a quiet place to call the Wolf King of New York,” Ford says. “Let’s go. We can pick up a cell phone and a pizza on the way back.”

      I pull back, gazing up into his face. “A pizza? How can you think of food right now?”

      “We have to eat, and you said you wanted pizza.”

      “Weird optimistic me with no memories wanted a pizza. Real me wants Tums,” I mutter, “And a calzone, which is obviously superior to pizza because of the higher toppings to bread ratio. She would have wanted that, too, if she’d known the difference.”

      He smiles and kisses my forehead. “I love you.”

      It isn’t the first time he’s said it, but it’s the first time he’s said it in such a casual setting, and it hits differently. But in a good way. A really good way. My eyes are misty again as I grumble, “Yeah, me, too. A lot. I’m not sad about sleeping in a bed with you tonight instead of in a cramped bus seat.”

      We start toward the door, Ford’s arm around my shoulders. “Same. And we’ll find a way to get through to Maxim.”

      “And if we can’t, I’ll reach out to Agatha,” I say. “She has friends in high places. She might not be willing to back our fight herself, but I bet I can talk her into connecting us to people who are willing to stick their necks out to save an innocent woman’s life. Especially considering she’s the president of our most well-respected shifter university.”

      Out in the hall, Ford hits the button to call the elevator. “Agreed. If I were one of the Alphas in power right now, I’d want to nip this in the bud, before important people are killed. At least that way, you save lives, and they’ll have to go to war anyway. They can’t let Hammer get away with this or every other deviant Alpha will follow in his footsteps. It’ll be anarchy.”

      “Which is what he wants for some reason. But why?” I muse as we step into the car and hit the button for the ground floor. “There’s no way he has enough allies on his side to win a fight against the united packs. It’s like a chihuahua poking a gang of grizzly bears. It feels…dumb. And Hammer isn’t dumb.”

      Ford makes a considering sound. “Unless he’s so pissed at your mother that he’s not thinking straight. Or he thinks Lost Moon will be easy to defend, even against a large force.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “But it still feels like we’re missing something.”

      “We’ll get a phone with internet capability, and I’ll do some poking around on the dark web tonight,” Ford says as we head through the lobby. “If Hammer’s been hiring mercenaries, there should be a trail. I don’t think he has enough money to hire the amount of people he’d need to hold his own against a united pack force, but maybe he’s come into some cash recently.”

      My lips part, but I’m distracted before I can respond.

      There’s another shifter in the lobby. I catch an oddly familiar scent a second before Ford does. A beat later, he’s pushing me down onto a couch at the edge of the lobby and whispering, “Keep your head down. We’ll assume it’s an enemy until we know otherwise.”

      But it’s not an enemy. It’s one hell of a coincidence, a fact proven when the young guy in gray dress slacks and a pink button-down at the concierge’s desk turns and spots me across the lobby. His soothingly symmetrical features lift with wonder as he says, “Juliet? Is that really you?”

      “Who the fuck is that?” Ford mutters beneath his breath, still poised to shove me to the ground and shield me with his body if necessary.

      “It’s Chase,” I whisper, lifting an awkward hand in his direction. “My old boyfriend.”
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      I want to hate the guy hugging on Juliet like she’s his long-lost best friend.

      I want to believe he’s a selfish shit who didn’t care all that much when his girlfriend dropped off the face of the earth two years ago and was probably in bed with her best friend a week after she was declared missing. But that’s obviously not the case.

      The guy is a fucking mess and so overjoyed to see Juliet that I can’t blow him off and rush her out of the lobby.

      As much as I want to.

      We have very important phone calls to make and lives to save. But this guy deserves an explanation. He clearly cared about Juliet and went through the hell of grieving a person he believed had been taken from him through foul play.

      “I knew you wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” Chase says, after Juliet’s given him the least horrific version of the “my father human trafficked me” story. Anger blazes in his pale blue eyes. “Your dad said you were overwhelmed by your course load and too homesick to stay at Pepperdine, but I could tell he was lying. When he stopped taking my calls, I drove up to Seattle and took the ferry over to Anderson Island to talk to him in person. I wanted to see for myself that you were safe at home like he said, but he wouldn’t let me onto your pack’s property. He sent two big guys out to threaten me. They said they’d make me disappear if I didn’t drop it. I went to the Alpha of Seattle for help, but he wasn’t willing to step in. He acted like he was afraid of your dad, even though his pack was five times the size of Hammer’s.”

      “My dad’s a scary man,” Juliet says. “I’m so sorry he threatened you. And I’m sorry I didn’t reach out to let you know that I was okay when I finally got away from the people holding me prisoner. Things were so crazy. I was just focused on surviving to see tomorrow, not things from the past. Even the good things.”

      Chase scoots closer on the couch they settled on once all the hugging was over and takes her hand, pressing it between both of his. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one who should apologize. I should have kept looking for you, kept pushing for answers.” He shrugs uncomfortably. “But there was this stupid voice in my head that said maybe you had decided to ghost me. I knew from the moment we started dating that your pack wouldn’t like it, especially if it went on for too long or seemed like it was getting serious.” His plush lips twist in a wry smile. “Badger shifters don’t end up with wolf princesses, even ones who don’t have a wolf form. That’s not the way our world works.”

      Juliet sighs. “No, it’s not. And my dad is determined to keep things that way.” She gives him an overview of the situation at Lost Moon before adding, “And we only have about twenty-four hours to stop him before he executes the president of the college on the quad.”

      Chase pales. “Shit. That’s insane.”

      Deciding the catch-up part is over and it’s time for me to step in, I perch on the granite coffee table in front of them. “Exactly. So, we really have to go. We need to get Maxim Thorn on the phone and convince to help us ASAP.”

      Chase nods numbly for a moment. “Okay, yeah. And I’ll help. I know Maxim.”

      Juliet sits up straighter. “You do?”

      “Well, my dad does,” Chase clarifies. “He helped with Maxim’s campaign for leader of the unified packs. After his sister was cursed, Maxim became a lot more open-minded about supporting Variant rights and causes. Dad saw it as our chance to build a more inclusive future for our clan.” His voice drops and anger tightens his jaw again. “Dad’s been worried about the rise in extremist wolves for years. I used to think he was overreacting, that there was no way we’d ever go back to the days when Variants had to hide from wolves and big cats to survive, but if these assholes have taken Lost Moon…”

      “Can your dad get us a meeting with Maxim?” I ask. “Preferably within the hour?”

      “Absolutely.” Chase stands. “Come up to my room and we can jump on my laptop. I’ll call the rugby camp organizers, tell them I won’t be able to make it to the awards party tonight, after all, and we’ll get my dad on a teleconference. You can fill him in, and he’ll reach out to Maxim on your behalf.”

      “Thank you so much, Chase. That sounds like a miracle.” Juliet cuts a glance my way before gesturing awkwardly at my chest. “This is Ford, by the way. My stepbrother. I’m sure I mentioned him a few times back in school. My father sold him into slavery, too. He’s the one who helped me escape the people holding me captive and get to Lost Moon.”

      Chase thrusts a hand my way. “Thank you, man. Seriously. Thank you so much.”

      I grasp his palm, giving it a reluctant squeeze. I want to tell him that he doesn’t need to thank me because Juliet is mine. Mine to protect and defend and service with my cock, but this isn’t the time for a pissing contest. We need Chase’s help, and he seems to be a legitimately good guy.

      I settle for a brusque, “No need to thank me. Juliet’s family. I’ll do whatever it takes to help her.”

      He exhales as he releases my hand. “Same. I’ll do whatever it takes to make up for letting her down in the first place. Come on. I have food in my room, too, if either of you is hungry. Coaching always leaves me starved at the end of the day.”

      We head for the elevator and Juliet casts a look my way behind Chase’s back that seems to say “Just play along. I’ll break the news that we’re a couple later, after we have his dad and Maxim’s support,” but it isn’t necessary.

      I know getting help for our friends and saving her mother’s life comes first.

      And I’m not worried about the competition. Chase may be a rich, attractive, nice guy with important connections, but I’m her fated mate. I’m the one she begged to fuck her earlier. I’m the one who’s going to be by her side when she retakes Zion.

      I’m also the one whose head feels like it might explode as Chase rests a gentle hand on the small of Juliet’s back as she steps into the elevator.

      I want to cut that hand off and wear it on a chain around my neck as a warning to any other men who might think about touching my girl, but I’m sufficiently evolved to ignore that particular Alpha impulse.

      For now…
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      Less than an hour later, Chase’s father has worked his magic and Ford and I are face-to-face with the one and only Maxim Thorn via my ex-boyfriend’s laptop.

      New York’s Alpha is a striking man with eyes such a deep brown, they’re nearly black, and a personal energy so fierce I can feel it prickling at my skin through the screen. He’s clearly enraged by the news of what’s happening at Lost Moon, but there’s a heaviness in his expression my gut says has more to do with grief than anger.

      This man just lost his little sister, after all. Or so he thinks.

      I want to tell him that Diana might come back to him so badly that I have to dig my fingernails into my palms beneath the desk to curb the impulse.

      There may be a time for that in the future, but that time isn’t now.

      We have to stay focused on the danger at hand. Clouding the issue will only make this more complicated than it needs to be and potentially cost my mother her life.

      “I understand you’re Hammer’s children,” Maxim says, clearly having been filled in on a few things before jumping on the call. “And that you’re of age and prepared to take over in the event of Hammer’s death.”

      “Completely prepared,” I answer. “And we wouldn’t waste any time grieving his loss. My father sold both my stepbrother and I into slavery two years ago. There’s no love lost there on either of our parts.”

      “I’ll rip him apart myself,” Ford adds. “All I need is a way in.”

      Maxim nods, clearly approving of Ford’s bloodthirstiness. But as the talk progresses, he divides his attention evenly between the two of us, a fact that makes me hopeful he really is the good man Diana thought he was. Most Alphas would automatically favor the massive male in a conversation, but Maxim seems to consider my input with the same measured efficiency that he does Ford’s.

      “The beach gate is heavily guarded, too, but it’s still likely our best way in,” I add as we continue to discuss the university’s fortifications and possible routes into Lost Moon. “The gate itself is wooden and weaker than that barred gates at the front and sides.”

      “And if we distract them with an initial attack at the front of the school first,” Ford adds, “their focus will be divided, and they’ll be slower to respond to forces pushing in from the beach. We also have a person on the inside who might be able to help with access. If we give him a time, he might be able to arrange for the beach gate to be unlocked.”

      “He’s assured us that a lot of the wolves aren’t on board with what’s happening,” I say. “They’re just afraid to go against Hammer and the other leaders. But if we give them a safe space to surrender, I’m guessing a lot of them will.”

      Maxim nods. “I agree. Especially if I have Beckett Lawson senior in custody when we demand their surrender. I’ve had eyes on him for a few months now. I knew he was fomenting unrest at the school, but I didn’t think he’d bankroll something this stupid. I’ll have a team collect him on their way north. In light of recent developments, I don’t anticipate any difficulty getting enough votes from the judicial board to obtain a warrant for his arrest.”

      A shorter man with his long black hair tied in a ponytail at the base of his neck appears on Maxim’s right, bending down to murmur something softly into his ear. Maxim nods and says, “Good. Tell Hermione the helicopters are cleared for takeoff and that I’ll meet her at the rendezvous point tonight with the tanks and ground forces.”

      Once the man is gone, Maxim turns his attention back to us. “The Alphas of Montreal and Quebec City have approved our request to bring troops into Canada and will be providing several hundred soldiers to aid the fight. I’ll touch base with you both in a few hours and tell you where and when we’ll meet. Is the cell phone Chase’s father gave me a good number to reach you?”

      Chase ducks into view behind us. “Yes, that’s fine, it’s my phone,” he says. “I’ll stay with Juliet and Ford tonight and deploy with them. I don’t have battle training, but I want to help.”

      “I’m sure we can find something for you to do,” Maxim says. “I’ll be in touch. And thank you all for bringing this to my attention when you did. The sooner we can stamp out terrorist activity like this, the less likely it is to spread.”

      We end the call and I slump lower in my chair, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “We did it.”

      “We did,” Ford says. “Thank God.”

      “Thank Chase,” I say, shifting in my chair to face the center of the room, where Chase is now perched on the edge of one of the two queen beds. “And luck being on our side for once.”

      Chase smiles. “You would have gotten through to Maxim, eventually, but I’m glad I could make it easier. And faster.” He glances between us. “So, should we go get some dinner somewhere or something? Do you have a suitcase you need to collect from another hotel?”

      “Everything we have is in the duffel bags,” Ford says, nodding toward the corner, where we dropped our things on the way in.

      “And it’s stolen,” I confess. “We robbed a man not far from the school. Just so we’d have something to wear and food for the trip. But I’m going to send him some money anonymously, once all the craziness is over.”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Chase says, thankfully not judging us for our brief foray into criminal behavior. “But if you’d like something else to wear, there’s an area with shops and restaurants not far away.” He glances at his watch. “I think the shops stay open until seven and I’m happy to pay for whatever you both need. I’m sure you’d feel steadier tomorrow in clothes and shoes that actually fit.”

      “That would be amazing,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

      “And we’ll pay you back. With interest,” Ford says, his tone brusque, but respectful. So far, he’s avoided licking me or taping a note that reads “Property of Ford Zion” to my forehead, but I can feel the territorial energy rolling off him in waves.

      I’m sure Chase can feel it too—he’s a perceptive guy—but he’s way too well-mannered to ask if I’m dating my stepbrother.

      But I am, in fact, dating my stepbrother. I’m more than dating him, I’m in love with him and fucking him and determined not to let him out of my sight for the next fifty to seventy years, so…I might as well come clean.

      We already have Maxim on our side. The worst thing that can happen now is Chase decides he doesn’t want us shacking up with him tonight or using his cell phone, after all, and we have to go buy our own phone and reach out to Maxim’s people with the new number.

      I cut into Chase’s assurance that we don’t need to pay him back with a blunt, “Ford and I aren’t just stepsiblings. We’re together. Like…together together,” I add in response to his confused look, sending his brows shooting toward his hairline. “I know that may seem scandalous from the outside looking in, but we didn’t spend much time together as children. We didn’t have a family relationship or any relationship at all, really, until we reconnected a few weeks ago and slowly became more than friends. I hope that’s not weird for you.”

      “But if it is, we can go,” Ford pipes up with an eagerness that makes me cut a sharp glance his way.

      But he isn’t looking at me. His gaze is fixed on Chase, a challenging look in his eyes that makes me regret speaking up. If I have to get in the middle of two men fighting over who peed on me first, I’m not going to be happy about it.

      We have way bigger things to worry about than the fact that the only two men I’ve ever been intimate with happen to be in the same room at the same time, and I’ve already made my choice. Chase is a good guy, but he’s my past. Ford is my present and my future.

      Chase nods, his raised brows slowly sliding down his forehead. “Oh. Okay. I sensed there was something between you, but I thought…” He shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter what I thought. And it’s none of my business. If you’re happy and Ford is treating you better than he did when he bullied you as a kid, who am I to stick my nose into your personal business? I just want you to be happy.”

      Letting the dig at his behavior as a kid slide, Ford says, “I appreciate that, man. And I feel the same. Juliet’s well-being is my top priority. I’m grateful for your help keeping her safe.”

      “I’m always going to be here for Juliet,” Chase says, holding Ford’s gaze with the confidence of something much larger than a badger shifter. “Any time she needs me, whatever she needs me for.”

      “She’ll need your friendship,” Ford says. “Friends are always good things to have.”

      Arching a wry brow, I murmur, “If you two are done huffing and puffing, I’d love to go find some shoes that don’t pinch my toes. And a calzone or four. Sounds like we’re going to need fuel for the fight tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good,” Chase says, his lips hooking up on one side. “And badgers don’t huff and puff. We dig in and hold our ground. You’ve got a friend for life in me, Juliet, even if it’s never anything more than that.”

      “Which it won’t be,” Ford mutters softly enough that Chase can pretend not to hear him.

      “Thank you, I appreciate that,” I say, ignoring Ford until Chase excuses himself to use the restroom before we leave.

      Only when the bathroom door shuts behind him do I turn to Ford and widen my eyes. I intend to mouth a warning for him to play nice, but my frustration is washed away by a wave of affection when he whispers, “I can’t help it. I just got you back, Growly, and I’m feeling possessive.”

      I sigh, moving into his arms as he draws me in for a hug. “It’s okay. If our positions were reversed, I’d probably be marking my territory, too.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Good. You can mark me any day. Except tomorrow. I don’t want you on the boat, Jules. You should stay behind with Chase and the rest of the support team.”

      I lift my chin, catching his gaze. “But you know that’s not going to happen, right? Not unless you tie me to the bed and sneak out in the middle of the night?”

      “And then you’d just burn through the ropes and come after me,” Ford says, affection mixing with the regret in his words. “Would it make a difference if I told you I’d fight with a clearer head if I knew you were out of the line of fire?”

      “Would it help if I reminded you that you’d be dead if I’d left you alone the last time you told me to?”

      His lips press into a thin line. “You’re annoying.”

      “And right,” I insist.

      “And right,” he admits with a sigh. “At least promise me you’ll go in as a phoenix and stay a phoenix. I know you’re good with a gun, but you’re half the size of most of the men we’ll be fighting. If they disarm you in your human form, your chances of walking away in one piece aren’t good.”

      “You have a shifted form now?” Chase asks from the now open bathroom door. “That’s amazing news.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty great,” I agree, stepping out of Ford’s embrace. “Except for forgetting all my memories after I went full burn.”

      Chase winces. “Ouch. Yeah, I knew that was always a concern for you. I did some research on phoenix shifters after you were gone, just to see if there was anything there to hint at what might have happened to you. It mentioned that the full burn mind wipe isn’t always permanent.” He glances Ford’s way. “Connecting with someone important to you afterward can help bring old memories back online.”

      “Interesting,” Ford says in a suggestive tone. “It did seem like…connecting did the trick.”

      This time I don’t try to hide my eye roll as I slap his arm. “Stop.”

      “What?” he asks, as Chase chuckles, thankfully seeming more amused than jealous of the “connection” Ford was obviously referring to.

      “Stop being crass,” I mutter.

      “I wasn’t being crass,” Ford shoots back. “I was confirming Chase’s intel on phoenix shifters.”

      “I’m just glad you remembered me,” Chase says as he opens the door to the room, motioning us out into the hall in front of him. “That would have been a mind bender to walk up to a girl I’d thought was dead for years only for her to have no idea who I was.”

      “Me, too,” I say, moving past him. “I’m so glad to see you again. And so grateful for your help.”

      “Same,” Ford says behind me. “You made this so much easier, and we appreciate it.”

      “My pleasure. Truly.” Chase closes the door behind him. “I’m just so glad to know you’re alive. And for what it’s worth, I agree with Ford about you staying with the support team. You promised Maxim you two were ready to lead Zion in Hammer’s absence. That’ll be hard to do if you’re both killed in the fighting tomorrow.”

      Ford jabs a thumb at him as we walk down the hall toward the elevators. “I’m starting to see what you liked about this guy. He’s smart.”

      “Gang up on me all you want,” I say peacefully. “I’m still going to be in the air tomorrow with a mouthful of fire for the man who thought he could throw his children away.”

      “Not all his children,” Chase says. “Apparently, he had a secret family he kept hidden in the parallel until after you mysteriously disappeared. Now, he’s determined to marry his teenage daughter to the Alpha of San Diego, a man nearly twice her age. Everyone on the West Coast is gossiping about it and what it could mean if two extreme, anti-Maxim packs form an alliance.”

      “I want more of that gossip,” I say, hitting the button to call the elevator. “Everything about Ophelia and the Zion pack that you can remember from the past two years. The more we know, the better prepared we’ll be when we head home to rule.”

      Even with the danger we’re facing in the morning in front of my mind, I truly believe we’ll be taking over Zion sooner than later. It’s not the naïve optimism I experienced in my memory-less state, however. It’s just logic.

      Now that we have Maxim, Quebec City, Montreal, and whoever else Maxim gets to join the fight on our side, we’re going to vastly outnumber the insurgents currently occupying the Lost Moon campus.

      Even when we arrive at the abandoned air strip outside the city where our allies are assembling early the next morning to learn Quebec City has pulled out at the last minute, I’m not too worried. Maxim’s forces are intimidating—well-organized and impressively armed—and the Alpha of Montreal has thrown everything his pack has at the fight. He’s supplied three soldiers for every one of Maxim’s as well as a small fleet of ships for the water attack.

      As I hug Chase goodbye, thanking him again and promising we’ll catch up more on the West Coast, once Zion pack lands are under new leadership, I feel confident. I know lives will likely be lost in the fight and that Hammer might hurt the people I love in an attempt to punish me for rising against him, but at the end of the day, victory will be ours.

      I believe that. I truly do.

      I believe it right up until the moment everything goes wrong.
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      I’m assigned to lead the first wave attack at the front of the school, the one we hope will distract Hammer’s forces so completely that they won’t notice the boats landing on the beach until it’s too late.

      Maxim’s fully aware that I have no real-world military experience, but this is more about the psychological effect seeing me at the head of an army will have on my stepfather than anything else. The men I’ll be “leading” already have their orders and have honed their combat skills in fights way more intense than this one.

      I feel confident in the plan and grateful that Juliet will be part of the third wave, the force that will only see combat if the first two waves encounter enough resistance to need backup.

      She wasn’t happy about being placed on one of the last boats, with Jean-Paul, the Alpha of Montreal, and his infamously capable bodyguards, but Maxim and Jean-Paul both agreed that as the heir to the throne, caution was wise.

      If Juliet’s killed, I have a claim to Zion, but it’s not as strong or solid as hers. She’s Hammer’s oldest biological child. Challenging her right to rule will be harder for other heirs or other West Coast Alphas who might be interested in assimilating the Zion pack into their holdings. In the interest of a smooth transition of power and the good of our people, Juliet should be one of the last sent to fight.

      And knowing she’ll be watching the sun rise on Lost Moon from a safe distance across the water makes it easier to focus on the job at hand.

      I join Hermione at the head of the lines of armed motorcycle riders, artillery vehicles, and two tanks perched on the hill above the school. The tall, muscled blonde with short-cropped hair greets me with an extended hand that I clasp and squeeze. “Ready?” she asks, releasing my palm.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Nice sword,” she says, observing the blade strapped to my back, the one I borrowed from Jean-Paul’s armory room while I was picking my weapons last night.

      “Thanks,” I say. “I have guns for the initial advance, but I thought it would be nice to have something a little more personal for the hand-to-hand fighting inside the walls. Hammer taught me how to fight with a sword when I was a kid. He was always so proud when I destroyed the other boys in the yearly war games. Curious to see if he’s as proud when I use it to put his ass in prison.”

      She hums beneath her breath. “So, it’s poetic justice then. Juliet told me you had an artist’s heart.”

      My brows lift. “She did?”

      “She did,” Hermione confirms. “She also told me to make sure you didn’t try to be a hero. Use the guns as long as the people you’re fighting are using guns, would be my advice. Save the poetry for your victory speech.”

      My lips curve in a grim smile. “I hear you. But I’m keeping the sword. If I have the chance to separate Hammer from his head with the combat skills he taught me, I don’t want to let that opportunity pass me by.”

      “Understood,” Hermione says. “But try to lean into that calm steadiness at your center as much as you can. A lot of men here would tell you that rage fuels a fight, but the steadier and more peaceful you are, the faster you can react to threats that come your way. Battles like this, where you’re fighting in an enclosed space, tend to be chaotic. Best if you aren’t.”

      “Unless we can’t get inside,” I remind her. “Then we might end up laying siege to the campus for months. They have enough food and supplies to keep everyone inside fed and armed for a long time.”

      “We’ll get in,” Hermione says. “You trust your spy, right?”

      “I do,” I confirm. “As long as he isn’t found out, Trevor will open the back gate fifteen minutes into the fight.”

      “And Maxim will be there with the second wave to meet him,” Hermione says, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “We should mount up. The sun will be rising soon.”

      As she heads back to check in with the rest of the senior personnel, I move to the front of the force. The black motorcycle I rode down the mountain from the helicopter landing pad earlier sits beside Hermione’s gray chopper. Both are top of the line, outfitted with a monstrous amount of horsepower and bulletproof armor that should offer decent protection from anyone firing on us from above.

      There’s still a zone of vulnerability, however, weaknesses a sharpshooter with solid aim could exploit to take us out. And as part of the first wave, we’re automatically in more danger than the others. For at least the first ten or fifteen minutes, Hammer and his men will be focusing all their defensive efforts on us.

      It’s going to be the most perilous part of the fight and it makes me want to call Juliet.

      I already said goodbye in Montreal, when she boarded one of the ships heading up the river and I jumped onto the massive helicopter carrying the first load of motorcycles and soldiers to the rendezvous spot. But just in case my luck runs out at sunrise, I wish I could tell her I love her one last time.

      And tell her that if I die, I approve of her moving on with Chase.

      He’s a good guy with loads of money and incredible connections, who clearly still adores her. If I can’t have Juliet, knowing someone who sees how special she is will take care of her in my place, is the next best thing.

      But I can already hear Juliet’s response to that. She’d tell me she doesn’t need anyone to take care of her, that she can take care of herself and me and anyone else she decides is worthy of being on her “Under my Protection” list. Then she’d encourage me to focus on staying alive and keep my nose out of her business.

      Damn, I love her.

      I love her stubbornness and her courage and the way she absolutely refuses to give up on the people she cares about. She’s going to be an incredible Alpha. If I’m lucky enough to rule beside her, she’ll keep me on my toes. And probably boss me around every day for the rest of my life.

      As Hermione and I straddle our bikes and she lifts the flare gun that will signal the start of the attack into the air, I pray for that future with everything in me. I just want to wake up next to Juliet every morning, spend my day working hard for my pack, and go skinny-dipping with her before dinner. I want to dance with her at holiday feasts and run with her through the forest during the full moon and fill the Zion history books with stories of the most boring, peaceful, bountiful, joyful rule our people have ever known.

      But first I have to kill the man who tried to take that future away.

      I promised Maxim I’d try to take Hammer alive, if possible, but if he gives me an excuse, I’m taking his head. Juliet won’t be truly safe until the man who currently holds the throne is gone, and her safety is my first priority, way above helping Maxim prove that the united packs can effectively administrate due process.

      “Ready to take back what’s yours?” Hermione asks just as the first rays of sunlight pierce the horizon.

      “I’m ready,” I say. “Thank you for fighting with us.”

      “My pleasure, Prince Ford,” she says, calling me by my official title.

      I haven’t felt like a prince in a long time. I was a savage in the pits, a fugitive on the run, a spy under cover, and what felt like the world’s oldest college student. But this morning, I’ll ride into Lost Moon as who I really am, a future ruler who’s been through hell and is back to take down the man who sent me there.

      “We don’t stop until the day is ours,” Hermione shouts, her resonate voice echoing through the quiet air. “Fight for the world you want to leave for your children, warriors. Victory waits at the end of this and every road!” As a chorus of cheers and shouts fills the air, she fires the flare into the sky.

      Orange and yellow light flashes across the hill, illuminating the fighters revving their choppers to life, reminding me of Juliet’s phoenix fire. And then we’re off, rumbling down the hill toward the still sleepy-looking Lost Moon campus.

      The torches at the top of the walls are lit and the silhouettes of guards on patrol are visible as we get closer, but they don’t seem alarmed by the sound of approximately two hundred motorcycles roaring their way. The floodlights that usually illuminate the front gate remain off and there’s no obvious sign of distress from the people inside.

      The guards don’t run for help, the alarms don’t sound, and not a single bullet is fired from the parapets.

      Instantly, dread spreads through my core, turning my stomach to lead.

      Something’s wrong.

      We should stop. Turn back.

      I glance over to Hermione, lifting my arm and giving the signal for “pull back” that she taught me earlier, but she’s already slowing. She taps her breaks several times, warning the people behind us that plans have changed.

      I skid to stop and flip up the visor on my helmet. “They should be fighting back. Something’s wrong.”

      “Agreed,” she says, scowling at the top of the walls. “Every hair on my body is standing on end. I don’t know what’s off here, but something definitely isn’t right. We’ll pull back and send the drones in for recon first. I’ll call Maxim and tell him about the change of plans on the way back up the hill.” She thrusts a hand into the air, her fingers spread wide. “Pull back to your previous positions and await orders.”

      It’s then, as about half of our force turns to head back up the hill and half stays where they are, that I realize the problem isn’t behind the walls. The problem is right here, on the ground with us.

      The call is coming from inside the house.

      “Run!” Hermione shouts, her eyes wide as she pulls her gun from its underarm holster.

      But it’s too late, the air is already full of bullets. They whine and ding off my chopper’s armor as I lay on the gas, zooming toward Lost Moon. The way back up the hill is blocked by traitors. My only chance now is to get around to the beach and swim for it.

      And maybe, if I’m lucky, I’ll be able to get a warning to Maxim and Juliet that the Montreal pack has turned on us before it’s too late.

      Half the forces on those ships are Montreal wolves.

      More than half on Juliet’s boat, but that was no-doubt Jean-Paul’s plan all along. Separate Juliet from her allies, get Zion’s princess under his control, and then…

      I can’t know exactly what his plan is from there, but none of the options are good. If he’s working with Hammer, Juliet is likely going to end up dead. If he’s simply a Maxim hater, out for vengeance for the destruction of the portals to the parallel, she might fare better, but she’ll still end the day a prisoner.

      Or dead, if she fights back as hard as I expect she will.

      Her phoenix form is fierce and powerful, but she can’t take out Jean-Paul’s fleet of bodyguards on her own. She’s going to need help and, hopefully, the element of surprise.

      I zoom around the side of the campus, clinging to the shadows beneath the trees as bullets begin to rain down from the walls above. But I’m moving too fast to make getting a shot in easy and the forest floor is still dark. The sunrise hasn’t touched the world down here just yet. I won’t be truly exposed until I’m on the beach.

      Right then, I decide not to stop.

      The chopper has grooved tires for off-roading. I’m not sure if that means it will get traction on sand, but I guess I’m about to find out…

      I lay on the gas, pushing seventy as I explode from the woods and up and over the sand dunes at the edge of the beach. The tires sputter and spray for a moment as I touch down, but eventually gain purchase and carry me down to the ocean faster than the bullets chasing me to the water’s edge.

      I’m going so fast, the motorcycle seems to skip across the water for a few feet, before eventually sinking in the morning waves. I dive off the front of the bike, plunging into the water. I kick off my shoes and pull hard with arms, putting as much distance between me and the people shooting at me on the walls as possible before I break the surface and pull in a deep breath.

      I’m back down again almost immediately, tearing at my clothes. As soon as I’ve disposed of my jeans and jacket, I shift, letting my wolf rip through my base layers as he churns through the water.

      Maxim’s boat is still a good half mile away, and the third wave of boats even farther, but there’s no time to waste. I reach out with my thoughts, shouting, Maxim, it’s a trap, the Montreal wolves are on Hammer’s side! and hope like hell he hears me.

      I don’t get a response, but when I break the surface again, I hear gunshots coming from the boat at the front of the fleet.

      Gunshots on the boat, gunshots on the beach, and probably half of Maxim’s best fighters dead on the hill in front of Lost Moon. Which means this isn’t about a terrorist group taking over a university campus anymore. This is war—full-fledged, all-out war between the North American packs.

      And the woman I love is currently in enemy hands and there’s not jack shit I can do about it except swim like hell and hope to get to Maxim’s boat in time to fight with him to keep it.

      Willing fate to be on my side, just one more time, I pull hard through the water, silently promising Juliet I won’t give up on her—on us—until the day they put me in the ground.
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      By the time the gunshots sound from the boats in front of us, it’s too late. Jean-Paul’s men already have me surrounded and Jean-Paul himself is clapping a heavy, shift-prevention collar around my neck.

      “Apologies for the indignity of it all, chère,” he says in his lightly accented English. “But I can’t have you setting fire to the escape plan.” He motions over his shoulder, calling to the captain, “Reverse course, Andre, our role in this little drama is done.”

      Turning back to me he adds with a smile, “If the current is on our side, we’ll be back in the city by brunch. I’ll treat you to omelets from my favorite little place in the arts district. And champagne, of course, to celebrate our new alliance.”

      “I’m going to kill you,” I say calmly. “That’s what I do to people who betray me, and if your stunt has hurt anyone I love, I’ll do it slowly. Piece by rancid little piece.”

      Jean-Paul chuckles, making the mistake so many people have made before him, assuming I’m a petite, harmless little woman he won’t have to worry about so long as he keeps me from shifting.

      But if he’s hurt Ford, he’ll regret it every day for the rest of his very short, very painful life, no matter what form I’m in.

      “Now, now, is that any way to talk to your future husband?” Jean-Paul asks with a flirtatious wiggle of his brows. “Your father promised me your hand and control of the entire Eastern Seaboard down to Washington, D.C. Isn’t that wonderful? Our children will truly be kings and queens such as the shifter world has never seen before.”

      I want to tell him that I’ll rip my uterus out of my body myself before I bear his children—or honor a marriage arranged by my monster of a father—but I bite my tongue. I may decide playing nice is my best bet with the Alpha of Montreal, at least long enough to get him to drop his guard and take this collar off.

      Then, I’ll roast him alive in his bed as a warning to anyone stupid enough to double-cross me in the name of getting on Hammer’s good side.

      “You’re plotting my demise, aren’t you?” Jean-Paul asks, laughing again. “You’re diabolically adorable, sweet Juliet, and I, for one, can’t wait to take our wedding vows. I think we can whip together a sweet little ceremony by tomorrow evening, don’t you?”

      I clench my jaw, swallowing the wave of acid that rises in my stomach.

      “Thankfully, all the best flowers are in season in July,” he continues as the captain finishes bringing the ship around and heads back the way we came. “I see a bouquet of peonies for you. Or perhaps calla lilies, the orange ones that look like a sunset in honor of my rare bird.” He sighs as he leans against the railing beside me. “And we’ll have something en flambé for dessert. I want to embrace the wonder of you, ma choupinette, make it clear to my pack that I’m proud to have a mythical beauty at my side. Wolves are wonderful, but very few men can say they’ve bedded a fire bird and lived to tell the tale.”

      “It’s cute that you think you’ll manage,” I say with a cold smile.

      “Did you hear this?” Jean-Paul laughs as he glances at his guards, who still surround me, clearly not as convinced that I’m harmless as their boss. He rubs his hands together with a soft growl. “I can’t wait for our life to begin. You’re going to keep me entertained for years, little one. I couldn’t ask for a better match. We’ll have to send your father a case of my best port to thank him. He likes port, yes? He seems like a meat and red wine sort of man.”

      I turn, staring out over the water, willing Ford to still be alive.

      Hammer thinks he can play with our lives like we’re pieces in a chess game, but he’s forgotten I was born to be a queen, not a pawn.

      And if Ford is gone…

      If that’s the case, my father will soon learn the only thing more dangerous than a queen in love is a queen with nothing left to lose.
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      Run! Fucking run, Willow!

      Move your fluffy ass!

      I push harder, huffing up the ramp on the Brooklyn side of the Manhattan Bridge at something slightly faster than a jog, my lungs full of razorblades, wishing I could shift. But the scent of my wolf would draw the wrong kind of attention in this rough part of town.

      A woman out for a jog at least has a shot at being ignored.

      Silently, I vow that if I live through the night, I’ll get serious about exercising both sides of myself.

      I’ll jog in my human form every morning and bike around the neighborhood every afternoon. And I’ll start shifting and running in the park with my dad on weekends.

      We’ve both gained the Shit List Fifteen, a common occurrence in wolves on the outs with the Blood River pack Alpha. Wolves on the Shit List don’t get invited to wild woodland parties or Friday night dances or included in other calorie-burning pack events.

      Shit List wolves are encouraged to stay in their homes, where they won’t be seen or heard, and think about what they’ve done and how fast they can make amends to the leader who literally holds their lives in his hands.

      Victor Darius almost killed my father after my sister ran away. In the end, he settled for beating Dad to a bloody pulp and blacklisting him, ensuring no one in The Parallel would even think about retaining his services.

      Dad hasn’t worked as a defense attorney in eight years.

      All that schooling, all that passion for justice, all the good he could have done for his clients was flushed down the drain, all because my sister rejected her mate after their claiming ceremony.

      Collum Darius was a violent, sadistic asshole, but he was also the Alpha’s nephew. No one rejects a member of Victor’s family and lives to tell about it. If Kelley hadn’t run as far and as fast as she did, Victor would have murdered my sister.

      If she ever dares to come home, she’s a dead woman.

      And now…so am I.

      And that’s when I remember that I won’t ever shift with my dad again. I won’t ever hug my mom or tease them about how grossly in love they still are or sit on the couch with them on a rainy Saturday afternoon, watching old movies and dreaming about brighter days.

      There won’t be any brighter days.

      Not for our family.

      My parents are already on a train to St. Louis and the misfit pack there, where they’ll spend the rest of their lives watching their backs, hoping Victor doesn’t try too hard to find them. And I’m on my way to the only person who might give me refuge and deign to save my life.

      For a price…

      Probably a terrible one.

      Maxim Thorn isn’t known for doing favors for free. He isn’t known for having a heart, at all, but I have to try to convince him I’m worth saving. I couldn’t go with my parents. If I had, Victor absolutely would have tracked us all down and slit our throats himself.

      He’s going to be insane when he realizes what I’ve done.

      If I don’t get out of The Parallel soon, I won’t be leaving it at all. Ever. Not in one piece. Victor will rip me apart with his bare hands, slowly and meticulously, so I have plenty of time to reflect on my poor decision-making skills.

      My throat tightens, but I’m panting too hard to start crying again.

      Which is good. I don’t have time to cry. I have to get to Human Side before one of the Alpha’s servants goes to check on my Almost Mate and realizes Pax is tied up in his massive closet, bleeding from a head wound.

      At least, I hope he’s still bleeding…

      Pax deserves to bleed after the things he’s done.

      Pax Darius is the Alpha’s son, the man that the moon and the stars in their infinite cosmic wisdom decreed was destined to be my mate.

      Pax, who spent fifth grade spreading rumors that I ate my own boogers on the bus. (I did not.) Pax, who made me sniff his armpit every time we crossed paths in junior high, grabbing the back of my neck and shoving my face into his stinky pit while his friends laughed and cheered him on.

      Pax, who by high school had developed a taste for whiskey and girls who told him what he wanted to hear and didn’t appreciate the fact that I refused to kiss his ass. I might have been a nerdy pack reject with no friends, but I had my pride. My integrity. I didn’t have a death wish—I bowed to the Alpha like the rest of the pack, but Pax wasn’t the Alpha. He was a drunk kid obsessed with his own stupid penis, and I had better things to do with my time than court his favor.

      Like read. Or study.

      Or have my eyeballs repeatedly stabbed with dirty toothpicks.

      Aside from the random unpleasant run-in, I largely escaped Pax during our undergrad years. He rarely went to class and when he was sober enough to make it on campus, his business courses weren’t anywhere near the science building.

      And the last two years of grad school have been a Pax-free delight.

      Even knowing that I’d eventually have to work under Victor’s insufferable son when he took over as Alpha couldn’t bring me down. I was so excited to be getting my master’s in chemistry that most days I managed to forget the only reason I was being allowed to get my degree was so I could join the pack’s drug development division when I graduated.

      The Blood River pack used to be known for its accomplished fishermen and women, excellent daycare centers, and some of the best diners in Parallel Brooklyn.

      Since Victor’s father took over in a bloody coup fifty years ago, however, we’ve become known for violence, crime, and drugs.

      Half of Parallel New York is hooked on Victor’s latest designer high at one point or another. He has the best chemists in the city working in his labs. Dominating the drug trade is so important to him that even Shit List wolves like me can get a job if they’re smart enough.

      And no, I wasn’t looking forward to making drugs that hurt people, but I’d convinced myself I could find a way to create minimally damaging compounds with relatively few side effects. I thought I could serve my Alpha and my conscience at the same time, and that I was on the verge of turning things around for my family.

      I was going to make good money, enough for Mom to quit working her fingers to the bone as a housecleaner and for Dad to go back to school Human Side and become a lawyer again.

      And then my name was drawn for the mate claiming ceremony last week, signaling it was my time to couple up and make some big, strong wolf babies for Victor’s army.

      Cannon fodder.

      That’s what the nurses whisper about baby boys these days, a fact that was enough to chill any urge I might have had to reproduce.

      I didn’t want to marry, mate, or risk getting pregnant, but I couldn’t skip the ceremony. The best I could hope for was that I’d be mated to a decent man who would understand my reticence to have a baby right now and help me take precautions to ensure we didn’t have children.

      And then tonight…

      Tonight, everything went to hell.

      Straight to fucking hell.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, a rage-filled howl cuts through the cool air. It’s coming from somewhere behind me and probably has nothing to do with me or the drunk monster I hit over the head with one of his tacky imitation Greek statues, but it sends a jolt of terror dumping into my veins.

      I remind myself that wolf packs fight every night in The Parallel.

      In the human dimension, Brooklyn has become gentrified and trendy. In our world, life for wolves gets deadlier with every passing year. It used to be just the vampires and their taste for shifter blood we had to fear, but lately it’s been one bloody battle for dominance after another.

      The packs who could afford to get out when things first started going south, did so a long time ago. The rest of us are killing each other for scraps, and I don’t see that changing any time soon.

      So maybe this is a blessing in disguise—being forced to run for my life with nothing but the borrowed clothes on my back. Maybe there is a light at the end of the tunnel. If I’m clever and quick and play the few cards I have just right, maybe I can escape and get a fresh start.

      I hold onto that spark of optimism as I reach the center of the bridge and the first pissed-off howl is joined by another and another, until it sounds like the entire borough is keening for blood.

      There are other portals to Human Side. Easier portals. Portals that don’t involve stress or mess or braving the freezing East River in the middle of October.

      But those portals are guarded by Victor’s men. They have lines and I.D. checks and fees for passage.

      A wolf on the run has only one option.

      And so, once I reach the bridge’s apex, I don’t hesitate, I swing one leg over the railing and then the other, suck a final breath into my heaving lungs, and jump.

      As I plummet toward the water, I send out a feverish wish that Maxim Thorn is home tonight and in the mood for vengeance.

      If he’s not, the chances that I’ll live to see morning are very slim indeed.
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