
        
            
                
            
        

    Contents

 
Copyright
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen 
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen 
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Other Books by Nicole Loufas
I appreciate you!




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, organizations, or persons, whether living or dead is entirely coincidental.
THE LUNAM LEGACY, BOOK 3
ISBN: 978-1721933808
Copyright © 2019 by Nicole Loufas
www.nicoleloufas.com
Editing by Indie Solutions, www.murphyrae.net
Cover design by Murphy Rae, www.murphyrae.net
Except for the original material written by the author, all song titles and lyrics contained in this book are the property of the respective songwriters and copyright holders. All rights reserved. No parts of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews.





Chapter One



Mom’s wine-scented breath tickles the back of my neck, a sensation as familiar to me as the sound of my voice. She watches in silent judgment as I pack for my last session at Camp Tuluka. Every shirt, every sock is scrutinized. I choose white, she suggests red. I want black, she thinks blue brings out the color in my eyes. My mother, Kalysia, has made a career out of micromanaging my life. Camp is my only reprieve, and even that is coming to an end.
“You aren’t taking the blue long-sleeve?”
“Nope.” I slam the drawer closed with my hip.
“It gets cold—”
“I’ll be fine, Mom.”
“Aren’t those shorts a little short?” She tugs at the hem of my brand-new designer cut-offs.
“They’re fine.” I jerk away and pull a handful of denim from my girl parts.
“Change into something else.”
“No.”
“I’ll order you another pair.”
I waited six long weeks for these shorts to arrive. That’s with expedited shipping from New York. “By the time they get here, it’ll be too cold to wear them.” I do a squat to try and loosen the material. “They’ll stretch.”
“Abbi, you look inappropriate.”
I covertly check for camel toe as I pass the mirror. My hoo-haw practically waves at me. “I’m going to camp, Mother. Not church.”
Mom can morph from soccer mom to prison guard with a snap of her finger. “Take them off. Now.”
“Who is even looking?” I tell my reflection and by default, my meddlesome mother.
“Like it or not, the younger girls look up to you. It is your responsibility to show them right from wrong.”
Leadership is important to Kalysia. She is forever preaching about setting good examples, and supporting our community. The public’s perception of our family drives her insane. She spends hours on social media, reading comments about my grandparents’ restaurant or my dad’s automotive business. If she’s not obsessing over trolls online, she’s fixating on me. In the grand scheme of things, a pair of shorts isn’t worth a battle. Not when I have bigger plans in the works.
“Fine.” I rip the fly open, releasing the chokehold on my vagina. “Are you going to watch me change?”
She backs into the hall. “I’ll order a new pair today. You’ll have a few good weeks left to wear them.”
“Don’t bother.” The shorts drop, and I flick them off the end of my foot. I pull a pair of camp appropriate shorts from my bag and put them on. “Is this better?”
She pokes her head into the doorway, does a once-over, and nods in approval. I get it, she’s protective. Most mothers are when it comes to their children, but Kalysia Kincaid has taken the term helicopter parent to a whole new level. I’ll be eighteen soon. An adult by law. I can vote for a president and fight for my country. Apparently, I can’t pack my own underwear. Mom shamelessly rummages through the drawer, counting how many pairs I’ll need over the next two weeks.
“Mom!” I snatch the panties and shove them into my bag.
“Let me have my moments.” She habitually straightens my pink and white striped duvet. The duvet she picked out when I asked if I could redecorate my room for my sixteenth birthday. The plan was to make the room over in my style—old-school ’90s grunge. Lots of plaid, lots of black. Yeah, no. Mom had her own plan. She surprised me with a new room. Surprising me is the only way she can maintain control. God forbid she let my opinion, or my happiness, get in her way.
“Folding my underwear is a moment?”
“When you have kids….” She stops herself from speaking of a hypothetical future.
My future.
The subject is never discussed. Argued, yes. It kills her to imagine me living life on my terms. She’s so desperate to keep me under her thumb that she’s squeezed one more year onto my prison sentence. I’m being forced to take a gap year, which is ridiculous since I was homeschooled and—you guessed it—she was my teacher.
I live in a small town. The closest school is forty-five minutes away, and that’s without snow. Meyers, California, is a blip on the GPS. A pit stop for travelers heading south to San Francisco or weekenders on a quick jaunt to Lake Tahoe. Like me, Meyers is completely and utterly insignificant to the rest of the world. I’m not claiming to be special, but I’ve always felt a sense of purpose. Like I was meant for more. More than what Meyers has to offer. More than what my mother believes I’m capable of. She wouldn’t even allow me to have a pet growing up, unless you count the goldfish I won at the county fair. Goldie’s untimely death had nothing to do with the fact that I forgot to feed him. Everyone knows fish from the fair are on borrowed time.
“I got this.” I shrug past her to my closet. “Can you get my toothbrush?” Asking for help makes her feel useful and gives me some breathing room.
“Of course. I’ll pour some mouthwash into a travel sized bottle for you too.”
“Great idea.”
She leaves, and I text my best friend, Raine, to make sure she has the “special” bottle of mouthwash. I may have been sheltered most of my life, but I know how to have fun.
“Who are you texting?” Mom hovers over my shoulder.
I flip the phone over before she can read the screen. “When I get home from camp, we need to discuss boundaries.”
She is fully aware that her unconditional love is suffocating me. When Kalysia was my age, she was in love with my father and on the verge of motherhood. They admit it was a quick courtship before my debut. Love doesn’t follow a schedule, or so I’ve heard. She is scared shitless I’m going to follow in her footsteps. Keeping me under her watchful eye is the only to insure my uterus stays baby-free.
“You look so much like your grandmother,” she finally says.
That might not sound like a compliment, unless you’ve seen my grandmother, Layla. She’s pushing sixty and could still walk a runway in New York.
“I think I have her ass.” I spin in the mirror and do a little twerk. Mom isn’t impressed. The worry line running across her forehead is starting to resemble the San Andreas Fault. Any deeper, and she’s going to erupt. Her thirst for information when it comes to where I am, who I’m with, what I’m reading, thinking, eating, is a sickness. Summer camp is the only place where she doesn’t feel the need to keep a chokehold on my life. The phone rings downstairs. Only one person ever calls the house phone: my grandfather.
“I better get that. Monte is driving up Wednesday and needs your father to order him new tires.” She hurries downstairs, and I take advantage of the distraction.
I grab my bag and make a run for the front door.
“Abigayle,” she yells from the kitchen as I breeze through the living room. “Dad, I’ll call you back. Abbi is leaving for camp.”
“I’ll be late for orientation. We have a group of newbies coming for the last session.” I push open the screen door and walk out onto the gravel-covered path to my Jeep. I left it parked at the end of the driveway for this very reason. A quick getaway.
Kalysia follows me out. “Training new counselors this late in the season isn’t normal.” Her mom-gauge is pegged. “Who are they? Where did Sophie-Ann find them?”
“Two counselors left for college last week.” I toss my bag in the backseat. “You know what college is, right? That place where people my age go to learn and gain life experience.” I climb into the driver’s seat and put on my seatbelt.
“Sophie-Ann didn’t say anything to me when we had lunch on Tuesday. Where did she find qualified counselors this late in the summer?”
“Maybe she placed an ad on Craigslist.”
“Why are you such a smart ass?”
“I get it from Layla.” Grandma is the opposite of Mom. She let me drive her Mercedes when I was fourteen and always sneaks me a sip of champagne on Christmas. Layla believes in me. My judgment. My potential. My dreams. “Will you please consider letting me stay with Layla and Monte?”
Having residency in San Francisco gives me a better chance of getting into college. In 2020 the California education system collapsed. Increased gun violence drove families into the private sector for education; to save the primary school system, the state had to close colleges. Private universities remained open, but state schools were closed for eleven years. When they finally reopened, it was mostly in major cities. High tuition rates didn’t deter every eligible member of society from applying. To keep the playing field fair, acceptance is done through a lottery system. Qualified applicants must receive an eighty-five or higher on the California High School Exit Exam and can only be between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five to have their name added to the waitlist. They give local students priority, so moving in with my grandparents would improve my chances exponentially.
My family can afford to send me to a private university, but I’m wholly unqualified. Ninety percent of all private university applicants play a sport or an instrument. A perfect GPA, impeccable references, and near perfect attendance are required to even be eligible. It’s no secret they won’t even consider a homeschooled student for enrollment. Homeschooling doesn’t prepare you for the fast-paced college curriculum. I changed classes by moving from the sofa to the kitchen table. Cramming two years into what used to take four is grueling, even for normal students. I’d probably burn out the first semester. A state school is my only hope for continued education, and my overprotective mother is crushing my dream. Monte has connections to Ivy League schools back east, but Mom chooses to keep me locked up in Meyers.
“We’ve talked about this, Abbi. Your dad and I don’t think it’s a good idea right now. Next year—”
“Next year they could increase the age of acceptance, and my chances will be even worse.” Every fall there is a huge debate on raising the age limit to thirty. Protests are held, riots ensue.
“Why are you so afraid to let me go? Layla said you were an independent kid. You practically raised yourself.”
Mom and Layla have a tumultuous relationship. They’re best friends one day, mortal enemies the next.
“Layla did the best she could during those times. A lot has changed since then. For the better.” She gives me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “I wish I’d had your opportunities when I was eighteen.”
Considering I have zero opportunities, the only thing I have going for me is that I’m not a teen mom. “Sorry my birth screwed up your big life plans.” I start the Jeep and put it in gear. It rocks backward.
She walks beside the jeep as I slowly reverse out of the driveway. “Let’s get through the rest of this year, then we’ll see about San Francisco.”
I jerk to a stop. “Are you serious?”
“Yes. Contrary to what you believe, I want you to experience all life has to offer. Just give me a few more months. Next year the world is yours.”
I put the Jeep in park and she steps up to the door.
“Enjoy the rest of your summer.” She kisses the top of my head.
“I love you, Mom.”
She takes my face in her hands. “I love you so much, sweetie. These are the last few weeks of your childhood. Enjoy them with your friends.”
“I’ll see you in two weeks.”
I put the Jeep in gear, and she reluctantly lets me go.




Chapter Two



I drive winding road that leads to camp for the final time. Pine trees stand guard shielding Camp Tuluka from the outside world. It’s tradition for outgoing counselors to carve their name into the wood sign just outside the gate. I pull my jeep over and hop out. Unlike the people who carved their names in this sign, I’m not moving on. The crumb Mom fed me as I left home is most likely another empty promise, like the trip to Hawaii for spring break that never happened or the Rollerblades I’ve been waiting for since I was eleven. I run my hand over the names of people who taught me how to swim and shoot a bow and arrow. Even Ozzy’s name is on the sign. He must have carved it before he left.
“Abbi, you slut!” Raine screams from the passenger window of her mother’s minivan. “We’re supposed to do the carving together.” She jumps out before the van comes to a complete stop.
“You do the honors.” I reluctantly hand her my pocketknife.
“What are we writing? I forgot.”
“Long live RAbbi, then the year.” Rabbi has been our nickname since birth. We were born two days apart. That’s about as many days as we’ve been separated since.
I watch over her shoulder, mom-style. I really wanted to be the one to carve, but there’s no use arguing with Raine. I stopped years ago.
Her mother, Patsy, waves from the minivan. “Hey, Abbi, have you heard the good news?” Patsy’s question is rhetorical. Everyone knows everyone’s business in Meyers. “The winery won another award. Isn’t that exciting?”
“Only to you, Mother.” Raine stabs the knife into the soft wood. “Like the world needs another rosé.”
I walk to the passenger window and lean in. “That’s great! I can’t wait to try it.”
Kalysia is strict when it comes to processed foods and caffeine, but allowing me a sip of wine every now and then is okay.
“I’ll pick up a case for your mom when we take Raine to Napa next month. You girls have a great time.” Patsy makes a U-turn back to the highway.
Raine is leaving me for an internship with the Duke Family Winery. Her father, Ray, runs the day-to-day operations, so she isn’t totally free, but it beats the shit out of working at the River Run Motel with Uncle Carrick. For the first time, our lives are heading in separate directions. Am I jealous? Hell, yes.
Raine hops into my Jeep. “This time next year, I’ll be sipping wine on my veranda.” She flips her long black hair.
“And I’ll be cleaning toilets in a flea-infested motel.” I stomp on the gas and propel us toward the last weeks of our childhood.
“Sophie-Ann told my mom the new counselor is from out of state.” She anxiously digs through her sizeable makeup bag.
“Hoping for another Aussie?”
“God, yes. Best. Sex. Ever.”
“Americans just don’t do it for you, huh?”
Raine has had four sexual partners: one Australian, two Brits, a Greek, and a chatty Canadian.
“I guess I just haven’t found the right American.” She swipes gloss across her lips, turning them shiny red. “But this is your summer, Abs. I pinky promise to let you have first dibs.” She holds out her little finger, and I lock mine with hers. I love Raine for saying that, but there is no way I can compete with her. It isn’t about looks or who has the better body. It’s that other thing, the unseen, unspoken thing that draws a man to a woman. I don’t have it.
As usual we’re the last to arrive for orientation. I pull into the only empty spot in the parking lot. “Are you ready?” I pause before opening my door.
“Let’s get this over with,” she groans.
“This is it. Our final summer at Camp Tuluka. I’m actually going to miss this place.”
“Only because you’ve never been anywhere else,” Raine reminds me. “This isn’t the end, Abbi. It’s the beginning of the rest of our lives.”
“Was that supposed to be a moment?”
“Obviously.”
“Because that was so corny.” I step out onto the gravel. Rocks crunch beneath my shoes. One of many sounds of camp.
“You’re the one always daydreaming about some astronomical, life-changing event.” She steps out and slams the door.
Everyone wants to believe they’re destined for greatness. I’m no exception. I grab my bag from the backseat and sling it over my shoulder. “Sorry for having dreams.”
“You don’t actually have a dream, Abbi. You’ve been building this theory that something enormous was going to happen when we turned eighteen, but you haven’t done anything to make it happen.”
Over the years I’ve had a lot of dreams: playing guitar, learning to snowboard, baking, decoupage. Every time I failed, I blamed my mother. She was an easy out.
I couldn’t be the next Iron Chef because mom wouldn’t let me use the sharp knives.
How can I learn guitar without lessons? Mom wouldn’t even spring for an online course, shattering my dreams of being the next Taylor Swift.
Don’t even get me started on snowboarding. Shaun White didn’t become an Olympic gold medalist with a rented board.
When I’m deep in the blame game, whining about how the universe is holding me back, Raine has always been there to call me out, to tell me I’m being an asshole.
“Life isn’t about one big moment, Abs. You can have little ones, happy ones, every day.” She puts an arm around me. “We’re having one now.”
“Can you just let me wallow a little longer?”
“You have from here to there.” She points to gravel and then to the paved path. “Once our feet hit that cement, your outlook on life changes forever… or at least until the end of summer.” She pulls a bottle of mouthwash from her bag.
“Is that what I think it is?”
“Peppermint schnapps, straight from Mom’s personal stash. She won’t know her bottle is filled with water until Christmas.” She shoves it into her bag. “Now let’s go get laid.”
◆◆◆
 
Camp central consists of three main buildings and one large outdoor eating area we call the circus, because it’s covered by a giant white tent. The kitchen staff is busy setting up dinner which means orientation if almost over.
“You’re late,” one of the cooks yells.
“What else is new?” Raine shrugs.
The welcome assembly is held in the open theater behind the kitchen. Theater seating encircles the stage, where my uncle Rusty is introducing the new counselors. We try to blend into the line of counselors already introduced and fail.
“Look who has decided to join us.” Rusty gestures in our direction. “Our favorite duo!” He does a piss poor job of faking his enthusiasm. “Give a big Camp Tuluka welcome to Abbi and Raine!”
The kids cheer and do the camp clap.
Stomp, stomp, clap, clap, clap, double snap.
Raine does her best MTV movie awards walk to the stage. Pointing and smiling to her fans, Rusty plays along and holds the microphone like it’s an award.
“I want to thank my mom for teaching me the unimportance of punctuality. God, of course. Let’s not forget my team. This takes a village.” She motions to her appearance. The kids laugh. “And last, but certainly not least, none of this would be possible without my ride or die, Abbi. Where are you? Get up here, Abs!”
I wave from my safe place.
“She’s shy. Come on, kids. Give her some encouragement. Abbi. Abbi. Abbi.”
The kids scream my name and stomp their feet. The chanting grows so loud, the other counselors push me onto the stage just to make it stop. I send Rusty a mental SOS. He shakes his head and chants along with the kids. Jerk.
Raine pulls me next to her. “Everyone, this is Abbi.”
“Hi, Abbi!” the kids reply.
“She’s feeling sad today,” Raine says and pouts. “This is her last summer at camp.” They give a collective aw, a few boos. “Let’s make the next two weeks the most exciting, incredible, funnest time of her life!”
The camp is on their feet cheering and clapping. I exit stage left. In my haste to run away, I bump into a solid mass hidden in the shadows. My nose smashes against a shoulder, and I taste pennies.
“Ouch!” I grab my face and check my nose for blood.
“Are you okay?”
His shoes are the first thing I notice. Clean, white, out of place. He has a large creature inked around his calf. Tattoos run up his arms. His shorts are blue and green plaid, not khaki, like the other guys. His shirt is white with the name O’Neill written in black cross his chest.
“Why are you hiding back here?” I say accusingly.
“I wasn’t hiding.” He steps into the light. “I was waiting to be introduced.” He smells earthy, with a hint of scented deodorant.
“Your friend stole my thunder.” He smiles six inches above my head. He is definitely American.
“She does that a lot.”
“I’m Jay.”
I wave and shrug—I’m a shrugger. “I’m Abbi.”
“I know.” He gestures to the main room. “I heard.”
“My uncle lives to humiliate me.”
“Rusty Tallac is your uncle?” He looks over my head to the stage. His steel gray eyes search for Rusty. “Your mom is his sister?”
“Good guess.”
He looks down at me. “Lucky guess.”
The welcome assembly ends, and the kids disperse to the meetup areas.
“Shit, we gotta go.” I grab Jay’s arm and drag him across the stage to the stairs. “Do you have your cabin assignment?”
“Sophie-Ann gave me this.” He shows me a stretchy bracelet that holds the key to his cabin, one to the pantry, and a tag with his cabin name.
“You’re in Black Bear. Go find Rusty. He’ll tell you where to meet your campers.” We stand at one side of the stage as kids yell around us.
“Abbi!” Raine yells over the roar of the excited campers. When she sees Jay, her face lights up. Kids be damned. She saunters towards us and stops in front of him. “I’m Raine.” She holds out her hand. So much for pinky promises.
“This is Jay.” I introduce them and step aside. He is totally Raine’s type—large, muscular, male. “Raine, can you show him where to go?”
“Absolutely.” She loops her arm through his and mouths thank you.
He’s all yours.




Chapter Three



Mornings are my favorite time at camp. I sit on the end of the pier with a mug of coffee and watch the sun glisten off the still water. If I don’t get out of Meyers, this view will become stagnant. Like the water in this lake, a bitter reminder that my life is going nowhere.
Nobody ever asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. As if I have no say, no control. The phrase, “After you turn eighteen,” has been the theme of our lives. Raine might tease me about believing something significant would happen after our eighteenth birthday, but she’s heard the same rhetoric from her parents. Everything begins, or ends, at eighteen.
I should be preparing for my future, or at least my birthday party. Mom is probably planning a surprise party. She won’t even consult me on the type of cake I want. Why would she? I’m not even allowed choose my own deodorant. Every aspect of my life is managed by my mother. From school lessons and homework hours, to volunteer work and summer jobs. Kalysia runs everything. My life has been micromanaged to the minute. I’ve never made decisions on my own. Mom or Raine have always been there to co-sign my ideas or offer a better solution. It’s time I took control, made my own plans. For the next two weeks, I’m the boss of me.
The timer on my watch goes off. Fifteen minutes until official wakeup. My morning brood is over. I push off the dock. Its slick from the morning dew I love so much. My foot slips, and I fall back on my elbow. Coffee splashes in my face.
Yeah, Abbi. You’re so ready for adulthood.
Jay appears above me, smiling and laughing.
“At least you saved the mug.” He steps over me, his feet straddling my body, and offers his hand.
I hand him the mug instead. “I got it.” I sit up. He doesn’t move so my forehead is lined up with his junk. Other than an uncomfortable game of twister with Rory, this is the first time I’ve been up close and personal with a guy’s genitals. It’s hard, no pun intended, not to stare at the outline of it through his board shorts. I finally understand the male obsession with cleavage. You know what’s under there, but then again you don’t know. The not knowing makes it mystical, interesting.
“Are you really that stubborn?” His questions reminds me there is a human standing above me.
I scoot backward on the wood dock and a splinter stabs my thigh. “I’m good.”
“You’re not going to let me help you?”
“I can manage fine on my own.” I stand and pretend my elbow isn’t throbbing. “We’re going to be late for wake-up.”
“You have a little—” He stretches the bottom of his light blue camp shirt and rubs it across my forehead. I catch a glimpse of his stomach. His perfect, tan, rippled stomach. “That’s better.”
His shirt falls back into place, stained with coffee and my forehead sweat. I wonder if Raine has seen his abs. She’s probably traced all his tattoos with her tongue. The girl moves fast.
“Thanks.” I don’t look at his face. I don’t look at any part of him. “I’ll take that.” I reach for the mug.
“It’s not a problem. I’m stopping by the kitchen anyway.”
“For what?”
“Pots and pans.”
“Why do you need pots and pans?”
“To wake up my campers. Those little jerks kept me up until two-thirty this morning. It’s payback.” He spins the mug on his finger.
“The first night is always the worst. Their excitement level is at ten. By the end of the week, they’ll be worn out. That’s when we have our counselor bonfires.”
“I didn’t see that on the schedule.” He dips down to make eye contact with me, or maybe he’s trying to check out my tits. Both options make my cheeks burn.
“Because it’s unofficial. I’m surprised Raine didn’t mention it.” I mention my best friend as often as I can.
“It didn’t come up in our conversation.”
“She’s not much of a conversationalist.” I’m not trying to throw shade. Raine is the first to admit her mouth wasn’t made for speaking.
He leans toward my ear as if he needs to whisper his next statement. “Will there be contraband at this bonfire?”
“It wouldn’t be unofficial if there wasn’t.”
“Should I bring something?”
I don’t know why I’m fighting the urge to look at him. It’s lame and childish. I cock my head to the side a catch him mid smolder. Jay has the smile of a man who destroys friendships. Eyes that have seen things I’ve only read in romance novels. A mouth that’s probably swapped spit with Raine. ABORT MISSION.
“Do you have any contraband?” I say words to make staring at his handsome face less weird. I rarely use the term handsome to describe a guy. Hot. Sexy. Holy hell. That’s as far as my vocabulary goes when it comes to boys. Jay isn’t a boy, though. He’s a man. A very hot, very sexy, very handsome man. Who already hooked up with my best friend.
“I confiscated a couple of candy bars and a stash of energy drinks from my campers. Will that grant me access to this naughty counselor rendezvous?”
“Who said it was naughty?” My palms are sweaty. I’m flirting. I don’t flirt with Raine’s conquests. I don’t flirt in general.
“A guy can dream,” Jay responds with a flirty smile.
He’s flirting with me after hooking up with my friend.
That is a jerk move. Although he doesn’t have a jerk vibe. He has a lazy way about him. That California laid-back, sexy as hell, beach bum thing. His gray eyes are like the ocean—dangerous and unpredictable. I could stare at his eyes all day. If he wasn’t a jerk.
“Come on, we’re going to be late.” He places a hand behind me, but doesn’t touch my back. It hovers, causing a tingle up my spine. I think of Mom. She definitely wouldn’t approve of Jay, which makes me tingle even more.
Raine and the other counselors are already gathered for morning circle. I move to my place beside Raine.
“Hey.” I pretend it’s totally normal to arrive at morning circle with Jay. She gives me that what-the-hell look.
“Morning, Raine,” Jay greets her. “You look well rested.”
She sets her alarm two hours early to do her hair and makeup. She’s that girl. “Thank you, Jay.” She moves around me to stand beside him. “You look like you’ve had an eventful morning.” She touches the wet spot on his shirt. Any excuse to put her hands on him.
“Just enjoying the morning view.” He looks at me.
I look at Sophie-Ann.
He’s definitely flirting. I’m definitely getting a jerk vibe.
“Good morning, counselors.” Sophie-Ann enthusiastically greets us. We mumble in reply. “There really isn’t much to say. You’re all vets here. Can I get a volunteer to show Jay to the ropes course?”
Raine’s hand shoots up. Sophie-Ann glowers at her. “Landon, will you make sure Jay gets settled in?”
Everyone laughs except Raine. Her idea of showing Jay the ropes will be the ones she uses to tie him to her bed. The fact that she’s in full beast-mode for his attention tells me nothing has happened between them yet.
“Here are your assigned activities for the day.” She hands us each a sheet of paper. “Absolutely no switching.” She gives Raine a stern look. “We need to know where every child is at every moment. When you deviate from your assignment, kids get lost.”
“Got it.” Raine snatches the paper from her.
“Make sure you complete bed check before breakfast is over. Especially the younger campers. Make sure all beds are urine-free.”
Chelsey and Brianne grumble. They’re stuck with the eight and ten-year-olds this session.
“Jay is replacing Ozzy as our resident lifeguard. He’ll be on lake duty from three to five. Check badges for swim status before you release campers to free-time. Jay will need to test them before they can have lake access.”
I have an older group. All of my kids passed their swim test years ago. There’s no need for me to go to the lake during free-time. Good. The last thing I need is drama between me and Raine. The last time it happened was three years ago, when the Greek flirted with me after hooking up with Raine. I never, ever, would’ve let him touch me, but just the idea of him wanting me peeved Raine. I swore on every holy book I could find that we didn’t do anything. To this day, she still doesn’t fully believe me. What does it matter anyway? It isn’t like she was in love with the guy. She doesn’t even follow him on Instagram.
“Any questions?” Sophie-Ann surveys us. “Okay then, remember to hydrate. There are vitamins in the pantry. No slacking on nutrition because you’re at camp.” She points at the few in the circle who grumble. “Above all, have a fabulous day!”
As we disperse to wake our campers, Jay walks toward the kitchen with my mug, and Raine follows him inside.
“Abbi.” Sophie-Ann catches up to me. “Your mom said you were feeling a bit melancholy.”
My mom needs to keep her big mouth shut. “You know how it is at the end of summer.”
“If there’s anything I can do to help, or if you want to talk, my door is always open.” Sophie-Ann has a psychology degree. In the off-season she runs a successful practice in Sacramento. Camp is a summer job for her too.
“I’m fine. Really. I’m fabulous! This is going to be the best two weeks of my life.”
“That’s the spirit.”
It’s all about perception. If I want this to be the best summer ever, then it will be.
The morning wake-up song begins and I burst through the door ready to start the day with a positive attitude.
“Rise and shine, campers!”
To my surprise the girls are out of their bunks and huddled together on the opposite side of the cabin. They squeal when the water hits my head and splashes the floor around me.
“Best. Summer. Ever,” the girls chant.
Assholes.




Chapter Four



As punishment for the prank, I volunteer my cabin for breakfast cleanup. They grumble and complain as they wipe down tables and pick up trash.
“You missed a spot,” I yell to Sarah, the ringleader.
This is Sarah’s fifth year at camp. Next year she’ll be a junior counselor. She’s always been a handful. I can’t prove it, but I’m positive she was the one who stole all the left shoes in camp two years ago. We still haven’t found them.
“My parents pay good money for me to be here. I doubt they would approve of forced labor.” Sarah shoves an empty milk carton into her trash bag.
“Let’s call and ask them,” I threaten. “I’d love to hear what they have to say about the prank you pulled this morning.”
“It wasn’t just me.” She glares at her accomplices.
When it comes to pranks, Sarah’s ingenuity is second to none. The problem is she doesn’t own it. If you’re going to be the prank queen, wear that honor with pride. Don’t whimper and point fingers when you’re caught.
“As soon as we’re done here, we can go to the lake.”
“Yes!” the girls cheer.
We join Raine and her cabin on the beach. She has kayaking. All the makeup she applied this morning has melted off her face in the brutal late-summer heat. Most of the camp would kill for a water activity, but not Raine. I have no clue how we became best friends. You have to wonder if we’d even like each other if we hadn't been born in the same town.
“Jay said he ran into you this morning on the dock.”
I spread my towel out and sit beside her. “Yeah.” One word answers annoy her, so I keep it going.
“Did he ask you to meet him there?”
“No.”
“Did he say anything about me?”
“Nope.”
Being blasé about Jay peaks her curiosity. She thinks I’m hiding something. I let her think it, because it makes me feel powerful and bitchy. “It’s so hot today, my ass is sweating. Let’s go for a swim.”
“No. I feel fat today.”
I can see Jay’s feet dangling from the bottom of the lifeguard chair. My girls mill around below him vying for his attention. If I jump in the lake without Raine, she’ll throw a hissy-fit, which makes me want to do it even more. This boss of me thing is really empowering.
“Jay asked me to lunch,” she brags, slathering sunblock on her arms. “Well, he asked me where the counselors ate lunch.”
“And that’s a date?”
“He was being sly, so he’ll know where to find me later.” She is a fairly intelligent person, but sometimes she can be dumb.
“Maybe he was just asking where to find food.”
“Oh, Abs.” She wipes excess lotion on my thigh. “You have so much to learn about men.” She stands and walks towards the water. “Aren’t you going in?”
“No.” I won’t go for a swim just because she wants me to. It’s childish, and I don’t care. Just like I don’t care about her and Jay and lunch.
I eat lunch on the dock so I don’t have to watch Raine nibble a carrot while she flirts with Jay. Afterward, I take my girls to the crafts cabin to make our cabin sign.
“How about Abbi’s Avengers,” Sarah suggests.
“I like it.” I stand behind her chair as she paints yellow chevrons on the piece of wood. “Should we take a vote?”
The group gives a collective yes. Sarah is proud of herself. Acknowledgement is important to her, reminds me of someone else I know.
“Okay, it’s Abbi’s Avengers!” I shoot my arm in the air like a superhero. “Our color is green.”
“Ugh, I hate green,” Sarah moans.
“I bet you look good in green.” I dip my finger in the paint and swipe it across her cheek.
Her astonished expression gives the girls pause. We wait for her reaction. She dabs her paintbrush in the paint and smears it on Leslie. Before I know it, we’re having a paint war. It flies around the cabin. The tables and chairs are splattered in it. My girls are laughing to the point of crying. This is what camp is about. Making memories.
“What is going on in here?” Rusty booms from the doorway. He surveys the mess. “Abbi, outside. Now.”
The girls fall silent as I leave.
“I’m sorry, Uncle Rusty.”
He holds a hand up. The stern expression flips into a smile. “It looks Kermit vomited on your face.” He laughs. “I need to take a picture of this to show your mom.”
“Oh my god, why is everything about her?”
“Hey,” Rusty chides.
“I’m just tired of everyone worrying about her feelings when it comes to me. Can I just live my life without her knowing every single detail?” The paint begins to dry in the heat. My face feels like a facial gone wrong.
Rusty puts his phone away. “You’re right. We don’t let you do you. It won’t always be this way, Abbi.” He moves to hug me, then stops of the paint. “You need to be patient a little longer.”
“Why? Raine and Ozzy are getting out. It isn’t fair that I’m stuck here with no say. Mom won’t give me a definitive reason why I can’t apply to college or move to the city with Layla. Everyone keeps telling me to wait. Wait for what?”
Rusty knows the answer to my question, but he says nothing. I feel guilty complaining to him. He’s been through enough.
“Things will work out, you’ll see. I won’t let anything happen to you.” Rusty fights back tears. They aren’t for me. He’s thinking of his daughter, Taylor. “We all learned something from her tragedy. Life shouldn’t be wasted.” I move to hug him, and he holds me back with a small laugh. “I love you, Abbi, but you’re green.”
Rusty and Carrick have been through hell, but they somehow find the will to get out of bed every morning. They eat, and work, and on occasion they laugh. Someone they have found a way to live Taylor.
“I should get back inside.” I open the door.
“You don’t have to wait for other people to decide your life, Abbi. Start making choices, and you will gain the respect you’re looking for.”
He’s right, but it isn’t that easy.
It takes the remainder of the day to clean up. My girls, including Sarah, never complain, even when they miss free-time.
“Why don’t you guys get washed up before dinner,” I announce as I shove the mop into the bucket of swampy water. They leave the cabin with smiles. I return the supplies to the kitchen. Tessa gives me hell for ruining her mop.
“Take it out back and hose it off,” she demands.
“Chill. It’s just a mop.” I drag the bucket behind the kitchen and fill it with fresh water from the spout. As I rinse it for the hundredth time, Raine runs up the path.
“Jay, wait up!”
He’s at the far end of the trail that leads to the woods. “I’m going for a run,” he yells back and doesn’t stop. “I’ll catch you after dinner.”
Raine is persistent. “You don’t know the area. I wouldn’t want you to get lost.” She sprints toward him, and they disappear into the trees.
I really thought something amazing was going to happen this summer, like my boobs would grow, or I’d meet a hot guy who liked me first. I’m always waiting for life to happen. Raine waits for nothing and nobody. She creates her own adventures. I wish I had her confidence and her boobs.
◆◆◆
 
After dinner there’s a campfire on the beach. I’m arranging logs around the pit when Jay and Raine finally show up. I hear her laughing before I see her. It’s her fake laugh. The one she uses when she’s trying to be cute.
Gag.
“Hey, Abbi,” Jay says. “Let me help you with that.” He lifts the other side of the log.
My first instinct is to tell him I’m fine. When I see Raine’s dejected face, I have a change of heart.
“Thanks.” I give the log one last shove so it’s perfect.
“Should I start the fire?”
“All fires are controlled by Rusty or one of the camp engineers. We’re really sensitive about fire around here. Ever since the big one in 2017.”
“I heard about that.” This is the first time I’ve seen him without a smile. “Was your family close to the area that burned?”
“Yes,” I reply quietly and look at Landon. His mother died in that fire. “It was fifteen years ago, but so many people lost family, it’s still a sore subject.”
Jay places a hand on my shoulder. “Sorry.” I feel like he has more to say, but we’re interrupted by my crazy uncle, running toward the beach with a torch.
“I give you fire!” Rusty does his best caveman impression.
He dips the torch into the pile of wood. Flames start slow, weaving through the gaps, before shooting into the sky.
“Abs, give me a hand.” Raine rips open a bag of marshmallows and dumps them into a huge metal bowl.
Raine and I  have had our share of camp flings, her more than me. But we were kids then. Now that we’re older, a fling means something different. It’s more than stealing kisses in the woods. There is more at stake, at least for me.
“How was your date?”
“What date?” She plays dumb.
“I saw you go into the woods with Jay.”
“Are you jealous?” She eyes me, but I don’t look up. “You are. You’re jelly because I took a stroll with him.”
I shove a marshmallow in my mouth. “I am not.”
“You have a little green right there.” She scratches at my neck. I swat her hand away.
“Ha ha. Yeah, I’m green with envy.”
“No, really, Abbi. You have green on your neck.”
“Oh.” I lick my finger and rub it off.
“As for my date, let’s just say most guys don’t normally spend the entire time asking about other females.” She knocks her shoulder against mine. “All he wanted to do was talk about you.”
“Me?” I look up. “Why did he ask about me?”
“Hm, I wonder why?”
“What did he want to know?”
She sighs. “A lot.”
Raine won’t go into detail. I doubt she even remembers them since they don’t include her. I love her, but she needs to be the center of the universe. When she isn’t, she’s aloof.
“This is hard for me to admit, but I don’t think Jay finds me attractive.” She pops a marshmallow into her mouth.
“Shut up.”
“Seriously.” She looks at him. “He’s into you, Abs, and if I were you, I’d go for it.”
He stands on the other side of the fire, his hands spread in front of him like he’s cold. That’s impossible, because he’s so freaking hot.
“Abbi—” She steps in front of me. “I’m saying this as your best friend. You need to bang that boy.”
I push her aside, so I can stare at Jay.
“You were waiting for something big.” She points across the fire. “It doesn’t get any bigger or better than that.”
 




Chapter Five



The entire camp is gathered around the fire, roasting marshmallows. Any moment Rusty will pull out the guitar. I love my uncle, but his singing is painful. I sit on the ground in front of my girls. It’s warmer down here, and I have a better view of Jay. I peel a sticky, hot marshmallow from my stick and take a bite.
“Sarah has a crush,” Amanda spills. “On the new counselor.”
Get in line, sister.
I look through the flames at the guy sitting on the other side of the fire. The guy who didn’t want Raine.
Leslie leans in to offer her two cents. “He’s too old for you.” Leslie is the practical one. “And he lives out of state.”
The amount of information the girls have collected on Jay is impressive. He surfs, his favorite color is purple, and he likes strawberry jelly.
“My parents are four years apart.” Sarah informs her.
“A lot of life happens between fourteen and eighteen.” I give advice like I have life experience. “If you want a shot with Jay, you have to wait at least ten years, when he’s twenty-eight and you’re twenty-four.” A little hope never killed anyone.
“I’ll wait,” Sarah declares.
“But he won’t.” Leslie bursts Sarah’s bubble.
The others snicker. I don’t like when the girls are catty, even if Sarah deserves a taste of her own medicine. As the grownup in this situation, I feel obligated to say something.
“Hey, we have no idea what he wants.” Believe me, I wish I knew.
“Why don’t you go ask him?” Leslie smarts.
“No way, Jose.” And just like that, I’m fourteen again.
“Please, Abbi.” Sarah is desperate. “Will you do it for me?”
Leslie and the other girls whisper as I lick the marshmallow from my fingers. My heart kicks against my chest at the thought of speaking to Jay. Now that I have Raine’s blessing, I’m marinating the idea of me and Jay. “What do you want me to say?” I toss my stick into the fire.
“Ask him if he likes Sarah,” Leslie dares.
“Ask if he likes girls first.” Mary is the liberal of the group.
“Good thinking,” I tell her.
Sarah joins me on the ground. “Ask him if he would wait for true love.” She stares across the fire with a dreamy glow in her eyes. The little heathen is a romantic. Who knew?
I stand up and dust off my butt. I don’t really know what I’m going to say but I’m grateful for the excuse to be near him. Moving around the fire takes a few minutes. Crossing over feet and bodies while trying not to fall on anyone or into the flames takes effort.
Jay is sitting with a couple of camp regulars, Justin and Curtis. Like Sarah, they will be junior counselors next year.
“Hey, guys.” I stop in front of them like I just happen to be in the neighborhood.
“Hi, Abbi,” Curtis says.
“What’s up?” Jay probably thinks I’m here to ask for help with food or something camp related. I suddenly feel incredibly lame.
“Do you want sit down?” Justin finally asks.
“Sure.”
“Curtis, move,” Justin demands.
“You move,” Curtis snaps. “I was here first.”
This cannot get any worse.
“It’s okay. I just wanted to ask a question.” I look at Sarah’s anxious face. Jay looks too, and my girls squeal. Leslie and Amanda cover their faces.
“Are you playing messenger?” Jay rubs his hands together and stands so I can take his seat. “This is gonna good.”
I’m sitting between Justin and Curtis. Jay sits at my feet. His manly face glows in the firelight. It’s sexy, sweet, so many adjectives.
“Justin likes Sarah,” Jay blabs.
“Dude!” Justin throws his hands in the air. “You’re breaking bro-code.”
“Hey, do you want my help or not?” Jay gives him a look. “I told you it isn’t always bros before those.” He points at the girls. “You gotta go for it, dude.”
“Fine,” Justin concedes. “You’re the expert.”
Jay looks at me with a giddy grin. “What’s the message?”
“I don’t have a message, just a question.”
He gets excited, like he’s fourteen and scoots closer so he’s leaning on my legs. I wish to god I shaved today.
“Sar… I mean I was wondering if you had a girlfriend.”
“Who?” Justin asks.
“You.” I lie. Yes, technically, I’m cock-blocking Sarah but it’s for her own good.
“Well you were looking at Jay.” Justin is right.
“Both of you then.”
“I have a girlfriend,” Curtis interjects. “She lives in Texas.”
Justin rolls his eyes in disbelief. “Well, I’m single.”
“I don’t have a girlfriend either,” Jay says.
“Are you looking for one?” Justin wonders aloud for both of us. “If I were you, I would always have a girlfriend. A new one every month.”
“That isn’t how life works, buddy.” Jay ruffles Justin’s hair.
He isn’t a player. That’s a plus.
“How does it work?” Justin looks at Jay as if he has all the answers.
“It’s pretty simple. You meet a girl you like and hope she likes you. If she does, maybe she asks to sit next to you at a bonfire, then agrees to meet you in the morning for coffee on the dock.”
His eyes flit to me then back to Justin. If I were a confident person, I might assume Jay’s example was about me.
“But I hate coffee,” Justin says.
“Okay then, chocolate milk,” Jay suggests.
“I’m lactose intolerant,” Curtis informs us.
“Water then! The point is, when you find the right girl, you keep her.”
“Forever?” Justin confirms.
I don’t look up. I stare at the sand. Jay gently touches my pinky finger. The gesture is small but so intimate. He turns his palm up so his fingertips match mine. We’re barely touching, like a game of hot-hands. The current running from the tips of my fingers to his could light the entire camp.
“When you find the right girl, never let her go.”
“How long would you wait for true love?” The question slips out. I catch myself and try to recover. “Sarah wants to know.” Kill me now.
“Sarah wants to know, huh?” Jay furrows his eyes. “Tell Sarah I’d wait as long as it takes. There’s no time limit on true love.” He withdraws his hand from mine and stands. “Who needs another marshmallow?”
Curtis follows Jay to the snack table.
“The dude is good,” Justin says admiringly.
“He is.” Too good to be true.
I return to my seat and spill the tea. “Justin likes you.”
Sarah dismisses the information. “What about Jay?”
“But you can be with Justin right now.” I try hard to sell it.
“Justin is a turd,” Leslie snickers.
“We don’t speak that way about fellow campers.” I remind her. “He’s sweet.”
Sarah looks across the fire. “He smells.”
“No, he doesn’t. I just sat beside him.”
Amanda moves closer. “He has this body spray. It’s a cross between toilet cleaner and dead flowers. He was wearing it during the bus ride to camp.”
“That’s a problem.” I look across the fire to see if Jay has returned to his seat. “Maybe I should tell Justin not to wear it.”
“Yes!” Sarah and Amanda finally agree on something.
I take the same path back to the boys.
“You just can’t stay away, can you?” Jay scoots over, and I squeeze between him and Justin.
I take a quick whiff in Justin’s personal space. He backs away like I’m a nut. “Your marshmallow smells good.” I play it off.
“Uh, thanks?”
“Are you wearing cologne?”
“No,” he replies incredulously and slides farther away.
Jay hands me his stick with a new marshmallow. “Are you hitting on my campers?”
“What? No.” I hold the marshmallow over the fire and motion for Jay to move closer. “The girls said Justin has a weird-smelling body spray.”
“Oh, that. Yeah, I tossed that.”
I give him a thumbs-up. “Perfect.” I stand to leave.
Jay catches my hand. “Where are you going?”
“Back—”
Jay shakes his head. “You’re staying with me.”
I don’t believe in true love or fate or anything involving princesses and happily ever after but Jay’s eyes, his smile, and those five little words just made a believer out of me. “I am?”
“Yes. I’m going to sing to you.”
What in the what?
“Okay, campers.” Rusty does the camp clap, then snaps. “Jay is going to honor us with a song.” Rusty looks at me and smiles as he hands Jay a guitar. I know that mischievous grin.
“Did you plan this?” I look at Jay in disbelief.
“Maybe.” He shrugs. His lips curl into a playful grin. “Do you have a problem with being serenaded?”
“I’ve never been serenaded.”
“So I’ll be your first.”
Not the first I was thinking of, but what the hell.
Justin and Curtis move to the ground, out of the limelight. Jay positions the guitar across his lap and strums. It doesn’t take long to recognize the tune. It’s by an old artist named Bruno Mars. He was famous twenty years ago, before I was born. This song is sung in schools and at camps all over the country.
Jay’s voice is flawless, his guitar skills are perfection. He sings every word without breaking eye contact with me. Not until the last verse, when he stands and encourages the campers to sing and clap along. Raine catches my attention and gives me a double thumbs-up, then makes an inappropriate gesture.
After a few more tunes, led by Rusty, the bonfire is over. Luckily, I didn’t pull the short straw and have to clean up. I head back to camp to put my girls to bed. Jay strolls up beside me. His boys trail behind, whispering, as the girls walk ahead.
“I didn’t see you at the lake during free-time.”
“Were you looking for me?” I flirt.
“I might have encouraged Justin to ask Raine where Sarah was this afternoon.”
“You exploited the feelings of a fourteen-year-old boy for your own personal gain?”
“I did, and I’d do it again.” There is no shame in his game.
I love it. I also love that he is hurt I didn’t go to the lake during free-time. We stop at the fork in the path. His cabin is to the right, and I’m on the left.
“Since you have better ways to spend your free time, what do you say to coffee on the dock in the morning?”
I blush, remembering his advice to Justin.
I look at my watch and calculate the hours. “I guess I can fit you in.”
“Jay, come on,” Curtis yells.
“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”
“Nobody has ever accused me of being easy.”
He raises a sexy eyebrow. “Goodnight, Abbi.” He runs to catch up to his boys. I continue watching him until he disappears into the darkness.
Raine drapes an arm over my shoulders. “You are so having sex with him.”
“That’s the plan.”
“Do you actually have a plan?” She knows me too well.
“I plan everything. I’m a Virgo.”




Chapter Six



I stop at Raine’s cabin for lip gloss and a pep talk. Seducing men isn’t on my resume. I’ve allowed boys to steal a few kisses and do some minor explorative touching. What I’m planning for Jay is next level. My snarky, somewhat prudish demeanor doesn’t exactly say come and get me.
“Perfect!” She plucks a tube of lip gloss from her collection. “This one says, ‘I’m a good girl, but I like to be naughty.’”
“It does?” I examine the soft shade of pink before applying it to my lips.
“Trust me, he’ll love it.” She fluffs my ponytail.
“You’re not mad about this?”
“No mere mortal could ever come between us, Abs. You’re my girl. If I can’t have Jay, then I’m glad you can.”
Yesterday, she was petty and competitive. Why the sudden change of heart?
“Go get him, girl.”
Jay is sitting on the end of the dock when I arrive. Steam rises from the coffee mugs beside him.
“Morning.” I steady my breathing. The dock sways softly beneath us. I blame that for my shaky hands.
He turns, squinting into the sun. “Good morning.”
I sit beside him and pick up a mug. Both coffees are light and creamy. I take a sip; it’s perfect. “How did you know how I like my coffee?”
“I asked.” He’s asked a lot of questions about me. First to Raine, now to the kitchen staff. “This is amazing.” He stares across the lake. “Thanks for sharing it with me.”
“It was here before me, and it’ll be here when I’m gone.”
“How long have you been coming to Camp Tuluka?”
“Since I was eight.”
“And you’ve come here every summer since?”
“Yep.”
“I can’t imagine having something that stable in my life.”
“It’s just camp.”
“I mean, knowing where you’ll be every summer, banking on it. I never had that as a kid.”
His bare feet dangle above the water, his hands grip the mug. Even in a relaxed state, his tanned, tattooed arms are defined. His build, the way he carries himself, isn’t that different from Ozzy.
Ozzy was the quintessential boy next door who grew up to be the hot boy next store. Literally. He was my neighbor. Every girl in El Dorado County was in love with him. Nobody more than Raine. He was always looking for more. More than Meyers, more than the world we grew up in. His parents allowed him to leave town two weeks ago to find it. Being male has its advantages.
“Other than visiting my grandparents in the city, we never leave Meyers. Not even for family vacations.”
“Don’t take your stability for granted.” Jay places his empty mug between us.
“I guess the grass is always greener.”
“In my case it was sand,” Jay corrects. “My dad was—is—a surfer. I appreciate the life he gave me, but it wasn’t always beautiful sunsets and perfect waves.”
“Where is he now?”
He shrugs. “He follows the waves. He’ll be back in California for fall surfing at Mavericks though. He never misses a season.”
“Where did you go to school?”
“Everywhere and nowhere. We didn’t always live in places with an established school system. Dad bought me books and taught me to read between wave sets. He used to say the world was my school. When I was thirteen, my grandmother got sick so we  moved to Oregon. I woke up one morning, and he was gone. He left a note saying he had a wave to catch.”
His dad sounds like a bum. I wonder where his mother is. Since he didn’t mention her, it can’t be good.
“How often do you see him?”
“A few times a year. Sometimes we meet at our favorite surf spots. Before I got this gig, I was with him in Maui.”
“You left Maui to come here?” I ask in disbelief.
“It’s just a place.”
“It’s Maui.”
“This lake is as beautiful as any beach in Hawaii.” He says Hawai’i like a native. It’s sexy as hell.
“I’ll have to take your word for it. This is all I know.”
“For now. You have a lifetime of experience ahead of you.”
“Yeah, everyone keeps telling me that.” Cynicism isn’t sexy, Abbi. “My childhood was the opposite of yours. I’ve been sheltered for reasons that are a mystery to me.”
“I’m sure your parents had good intentions.” He doesn’t sell the statement. “Sometimes people make decisions based on fear rather than love.”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you’ve met my mother.”
“Believe me, you’d know if I had.” He stands and pulls his shirt off.
“What are you doing?” I look at him like he’s crazy, but inside I’m looking at him like he’s breakfast. “Shirts are required for counselors, for everyone. It’s part of the uniform.”
“Come here.” He extends his hand.
You don’t have to ask me twice.
How easy it would be to wrap my arms around his naked torso. Would he move away if I kissed him? I’m not brave enough to find out.
In the distance, a weed whacker interrupts the quiet moment. He does that thing again, where he lines the tips of his fingers up against mine. The pulse on the end of my finger throbs.
“Does this make you nervous?”
“Which part?”
He slides his fingers through mine and holds are entwined hand in the air. “This.”
“No.”
“Your heart is racing.”
I step back. “You’re standing on the dock half-naked.”
“This is fully dressed in some places.”
“Not this place. In fact, it’s the exact opposite.”
He gazes at me. “You know what they say?”
“I know nothing.”
He lifts my hand and kisses it softly. “Opposites attract.”
I watch his mouth, his puckered lips. My hand is undeserving of their attention. None of the boys I’ve kissed have looked like Jay, masculine and mysterious. They haven’t made me feel this way. Like a woman. I inch closer, because I want to be in his space, and I want him in mine.
“Ow,” he says. “That’s my toe.”
I look down at my shoe resting on top of his bare foot. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay. Sometimes I need a little pain to keep me in check.” He shifts his weight and moves something inside his shorts. Before I completely register what is happening, he jumps into the lake.
“Are you insane?” I yell. “We have wake-up in ten minutes.”
He dives, then resurfaces near the ladder. “Come in.”
“No way. I won’t have enough time to change before morning circle. Everyone will wonder why I’m wet. Why we’re wet.”
“Quit overanalyzing the situation.”
“I’m not.”
“You are. I see you calculating in your head. Stop thinking, Abbi. Just jump.”
You know you want to.
Jump.
Just do it.
Jump.
The few seconds before I hit the water are exhilarating. Then reality sets in. My legs are weighed down by my Vans. The water is even colder than I imagined.
“Yes!” Jay fist-pumps as I swim to him. “I knew you had it in you!”
“It’s cold.” My teeth chatter. The chilly water feels like heaven in the midday sun. Right now, not so much.
“It’s invigorating.” He splashes at me.
“It’s freezing. Can we get out now?” I swim to the ladder.
“Wait.” He blocks my exit. One hand holds the ladder, the other reaches for me. I allow him to pull me in. “I want to say something.”
“Can you say it on dry land?” I shiver.
“No. I have to say it in the water.”
Now I shiver in anticipation.
“I didn’t come here looking for this.”
“You came here to work,” I clarify and steady myself for rejection. When the summer is over, he’ll leave, just like all the others.
He shakes his head, searching for the right words. “I wasn’t expecting to find… to have feelings.”
I smile despite his not-so-romantic declaration.
“Promise you won’t hate me if I don’t turn out to be the guy you think I am.”
I really don’t care who he is outside of this camp. Right now he’s the answer to all my teenage fantasies. “I promise to have no expectations.” I hold up my pinky.
He takes it with a sexy smile. “So you don’t expect anything from me?”
“Expect, no. Want, maybe.” I bite my lower lip to keep my teeth from chattering.
“Is there anything you want right now?” He releases my pinky and wraps an arm around me. My shirt floats up, and his fingers graze my bare back. Suddenly the water doesn’t feel as cold.
“Y-yes,” I stutter. “I want you….”
He pulls me closer, the stench of grime from under the dock taints his scent. “You want me…?”
I lean in so my quivering lips brush his ear. “I want you to move so I can get out this freezing water.” I push him aside, he floats out of the way. My wet clothes cling, exposing every bump, every flaw as I climb the ladder.
Jay is up the ladder in one swift maneuver. He grabs his dry shirt and shoes just as my alarm goes off.
I pick up our empty mugs and start back to camp. “I look ridiculous.” My shoes slosh and leave a trail of puddles.
“You look good wet.”
“I bet you say that to all the girls.”
“Only the wet ones.”
“How many your girls have gotten wet?” I realize how that sounds and stop so I can remove the foot from my mouth. “I meant how many have you….”
His west chest glistens in the morning sun. “How many have I what?” His voice is husky, deep.
There go my knees.
I’m not me. I’m an alternate version of the girl who woke up this morning. I take chances. I jump in lakes. I move closer to him. My lips align with his Adam’s apple. Water runs down my face onto his chest. “You grew up on the beach. I’m sure you’ve known lots of wet girls.”
His heart thumps. His hand twitches. I’m acutely aware of every movement he makes. “None as beautiful as you.” His lips brush my forehead. He taps my fingertips like some kind of secret code. “Abbi,” he whispers.
I tilt my head back to look at him. His hypnotic gray eyes shimmer in the light, they look almost transparent. Not human, more animal-like.
“Do you want this to be our first kiss?” He thumbs water from my cheek with his thumb. He stares at my mouth, waiting for permission.
My lips quiver in desperate anticipation. I’m wet, he’s shirtless. Does it get any better than this? I run a hand up his chest and around his neck. He grabs my face and leans in, mouth serious, eyes closed. The world spins, the birds sing, the trees moan. While our lips are pressed together, everything is right in the world. It doesn’t last nearly as long as I hoped. As soon as we break apart, the awkwardness sets in. That post kiss weirdness that occurs after a first kiss. Are we dating now? Should we hold hands? Am I going to get mono?
“That was excellent.” He releases me.
I continue walking off the dock.
“You have no comment? No critique?” He grade-grubs for feedback.
“I’m good. It was good.”
Past kisses with boys at camp meant sneaking off to the woods after lights out. Fun stuff. Kid stuff. Jay doesn’t kiss like a teenage boy. His kisses with purpose. His kiss called my bluff. Am I ready for what comes next?
“Abbi, wait.” He grabs my hand, and I spin back to him. “Were you expecting something more?”
“No.”
“Then say something.” He searches my face for a reaction.
“I’m speechless, Jay.”
He relaxes. “For a second I thought you didn’t feel what I felt. I thought—”
“I felt it.” I rub my hand on his bare chest, naughty-like, just like the lip gloss says. “It was a lot to handle before breakfast.
“I could get used to mornings like this.”
Mornings like this are numbered.
We arrive at morning circle to questioning glares.
“Shirt.” I point to his bare chest.
He pulls the light blue camp shirt over his head as Raine arrives. Instead of standing beside me, she remains on the opposite side of the circle with the other curious faces.
“Abbi, is there a reason you and Jay are soaking wet?” Sophie-Ann’s disapproving look is funny.
“Not a good one,” I reply.
Jay chuckles.
“Abbi likes getting wet in the morning,” Raine offers. “It’s her thing.”
Everyone laughs except Sophie-Ann. She walks around the circle, handing out assignments, and stops to give me a warning look. I’m 100 percent sure my mother will know all about this before lunch.
“I got kayaking,” Jay whispers once Sophie-Ann is a safe distance away.
“Sailing.” I show him my paper. “We’re both at the lake.”
Sophie-Ann dismisses us, and we start toward our assigned cabins for wake-up. Rory is walking just ahead of me. We’re in the same boat, so to speak. Both stuck in Meyers for another year. Unlike me, Rory has an out. For the last three years, his father, Drake, let him play football in the county league. He caught the attention of a recruiter and was offered a tryout at Arizona State. His mother, Leah, is my aunt. Like Kalysia, she is forcing Rory to take a gap year, which means no football in Arizona.
“What’d you get?” I ask Rory.
“Fort building.” He makes a face. “Why is that even a thing?”
Normally Rory loves fort building, but he’d rather be running football drills in the oppressive Arizona heat.
Raine yanks me aside to drill me. “I want to know everything!”
“There’s nothing to tell, we had coffee and went for a swim.” I’ll tell her about the kiss later, when we have more time.
“Some advice. When you go for a swim with a guy, take your clothes off first.”
“It’s morning.”
“That’s bad planning,” Raine scolds. “Next time make it a night swim.”




Chapter Seven



Our shoes are side by side in the sand.
My red Vans and his white K-Swiss look good together.
“Lucky break, both of us getting water activities.” Jay rubs sunblock over a tattoo on his arm. “The universe is working in our favor.” He squirts more lotion into his hand to cover the tattoo on his leg.
“You have a lot of ink for someone your age.” I admire his body under the false pretense of looking at his tattoos.
“It’s one of the benefits of having a father who doesn’t follow the rules.” He turns his hat backward and creates a new level of sexy. “Do you have any?” He dabs his nose with sunblock and spreads it across his cheeks like a seasoned pro.
“My parents would shit if I altered my body in any way. My ears aren’t even pierced.”
He drops the sunblock on the towel beside me. I squirt a little in my hand and rub it on my shoulders. My camp hat covers most of my face, but I dab a little on my nose too.
“Abbi, we’re going out now!” Sarah yells. She’s in a boat with Leslie and Amanda.
“Do you need to assist them?” Jay watches as they cast off.
“They got it. They’re better sailors than I am.”
The girls hoist the sail and catch the wind.
“Damn, they’re good.” He shields his eyes from the sun.
“Do you have sunglasses?” I don’t want him to cover his eyes, they’re my favorite thing about his face, but it’s really bright on the water.
“I left them in Mexico.”
“Darn, I hate when I do that.”
“Beach life.” He shrugs.
“Where is your favorite beach?”
“Today it’s this one.” He flashes a sexy smile. “What about you?” He sits beside me, squinting against the afternoon sun.
“Definitely this one.”
“How did your parents meet?”
“That’s a random question.”
“Does that mean you won’t answer it?”
“Do you always smile like that when you want something?”
“Not always.” He grins wider.
“My mother’s car broke down in a snowstorm, and dad rescued her.”
“That sounds romantic.” His tone doesn’t seem to agree. “And you have always lived in Meyers?”
“Yep. Just a small-town girl.”
“Living in a lonely world.”
“Ha ha.”
“What do your parents do for a living?”
“You ask a lot of questions. Are you writing a book?”
“Maybe I just want to know your story.”
I’d like to give you more than my story. “Why don’t you answer some of my questions for a change? Like what’s your last name?”
Before he answers, Justin and three other boys drop a kayak into the water upside down.
“I gotta go help my boys. They aren’t as seaworthy as the girls.” He stands with a smirk, one that says, I have a secret, and I dare you to find out what it is.
Challenge accepted.
He jogs to the dock, where his campers are sword-fighting with their oars. If someone asked Michelangelo to sculpt the perfect man, Jay would be his muse. The way he stands—poised and confident like a roman statue—he’s sculpture worthy.
“Drool much?” Trevor falls on the empty towel beside me.
“Like you weren’t.” I give him a sweaty hug. “Where have you been?”
“After I got back from Seattle, I had to stay in the city a few extra days to see the doc for another checkup.” He’s allowed to spend two weeks a year with his mother’s family in Washington. “Then Mom’s car broke down. Forces of evil were keeping me away.” He shifts his attention back to the lake. “I can see why you wanted first dibs.” He purrs like a cat.
“He’s like an ice cream cone. I just want to lick him.”
“Who are you and what have you done with uptight Abbi?”
“I think he’s the one.”
“Of course he is, look at him standing there, all sweat and skin.” He fans himself. “This is your last chance to fulfill your life-long dream of getting your name on the wall.”
“Like you don’t want the same thing.”
“Mission accomplished.”
I look at Trev. “With who?”
“Mari St. George, last year. Not my proudest moment.”
“Mari is a girl.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
“But I….”
“Yeah, so?”
“So, you’re…?”
“It’s cute how clueless you are.” He picks up the sunblock and rubs some on his arms.
“I assumed you thought girls were gross.”
“I love who I love. Who knows what the universe has planned for me? I could end up in love with Raine.” He makes a gagging sound.
Ozzy was the first to bring a girl to the factory, and the first name on the wall. It started as a joke, then it became a competition. Having your name scrawled over that musty bed makes you a legend. I’ve had opportunities, but none of them felt right. The Jays of the world typically go for Raine. Not this time. Not this year.
“And what does Miss Raine-in-the-ass have to say about you finally burning your V-card? I’m surprised she didn’t jump on the Jay-train before you.”
“She tried.”
“You mean that sex titan chose you over sure-thing-Raine?” Trevor gives me a high-five. “Good for you, Abbi.”
My ego takes a bow. Raine is my best friend, but I tell all my secrets to Trevor. He’s less competitive.
“I think Raine is brooding over Ozzy.” It would explain why she let Jay go without a fight. Not that we’d fight.
“His absence is worth a moment of silence.” Trevor crosses himself in some ancient religious symbolism. Like I said, everyone was in love with Ozzy.
“Why did you have to see the doctor? We’re not due for another checkup until after our birthdays.”
“Dr. Wyatt said there was a problem with my bloodwork last quarter. I’m not sick or anything. He just needed more blood.”
“Don’t they always?”
We’re always giving blood, doing tests, eating vitamins. There was a time when Trevor and a few other kids stopped taking them. That’s when the quarterly check-ups began. Now we see Dr. Wyatt every three months in sickness or in health.
Jay gets his last camper into a kayak, then straps on a life vest and picks up a windsurfing board.
“Yes, please,” Trevor mumbles as Jay walks into the lake and climbs onto the board. He uphauls the rig out of the water, his arm muscles glistening in the sun. It doesn’t take long for him to catch the wind and take off across the water. His boys paddle after him, trying to keep up.
“Where is holy hotness from? Tahoe?”
“Oregon.”
“An outsider! I love it. What do we know about him?”
“He moved a lot as a kid. He has a grandmother in Oregon. He smells good.”
“Oh please,” Trevor huffs. “Rusty digs deep before allowing anyone to step foot into camp. I’m sure he’s just as boring as the rest of us. Boring with a nice ass.”
Trevor is right. If anyone knows Jay’s story, it’s my uncle Rusty. “Do you still have access to the office?” Trevor swiped a key two summers ago. Sometimes we sneak in at night to watch videos on YouTube.
“Of course.”
“Do you feel like putting your stalker skills to work?”
Trevor sees the lightbulb above my head and jumps up.
“Girl, I’m already on it.” He runs up the beach toward the main building. Trevor doesn’t have campers this year, he’s assisting staff and filling in where needed. I need him now.




Chapter Eight



Jay’s tattooed arms shimmer in the afternoon sun as he glides across the water. I count the minutes until we can be alone. Our time at camp is limited, and the majority of it will be spent babysitting moody tweens.
Watching Jay windsurf is the highlight of my day. My girls are lined up on the dock beside me. Eventually, everyone made their way back to shore to watch the Jay-show.
When the alarm on my watch rings, we return to reality.
“That’s ninety minutes of my life I’ll never get back.” Suzy is the first to remove her life vest.
“I promise to make it up to you tomorrow,” I say. “We’ll do something really fun.”
“Forget her.” Sarah flicks a wrist at Suzy. “I can watch him all day.”
The other girls gush and giggle as Jay helps the boys drag their kayaks to shore. When he looks our way, Sarah waves and jumps up and down.
“He’s so hot!” She fans herself.
“Your lady boner is showing.” Leslie teases. “Just go tell him you want his body.”
“Counselors aren’t allowed to hook up with campers. I don’t want to get him fired,” Sarah snaps. She truly believes Jay would reciprocate her feelings. Her confidence is admirable.
“Drop your vests in the bin, then you guys can go to lunch.” I push Sarah forward.
The girls take the long way to the equipment area so they can get one last look at Jay. His boys ditch their gear and follow the girls up the beach to camp.
“You have no authority over your campers.” I hold up a paddle. “They should’ve put these away before you dismissed them.”
“I don’t mind,” he shrugs. “They’re on vacation.”
I collect an armful of paddles and toss them into the shed.
Jay returns to the shed and places a dozen more on top of the pile “You want to have lunch together?
“Yeah. I usually sit at the corner table near the salad bar.” The shed is outrageously hot. When Jay steps inside, the heat rises to an unholy level.
“I meant as in just you and me, not with the rest of camp.”
It’s petty, but I wish Raine was here to witness what it sounds like when a guy asks me to lunch. “Sounds good. We can eat on the dock.” I stare at the sweat beads and lake water dripping off his chin. “Meet you back here in ten?”
Jay closes the distance between us. “Can you make it in five?” He does that thing again with the tips of our fingers.
“Five won’t be a problem.”
Jay finishes putting away the kayaks and I head back to camp central. I scan the circus tent for Raine or Trevor. The large white awning provides much needed shade for the outdoor dining area. Climate control units keep the space cool during the day and warm at night. Raine is usually planted in the tent during lunch to escape the heat. Not today. I go to the counselor’s pantry and grab two bottles of soda. A perk of being a counselor is having junk food. The shelf where the vitamins are kept is stocked full. I grab a bottle and dump a vitamin in my palm. The little act of obedience makes me feel better about my secret lunch date with Jay.
As I go out the side door, I see my grandfather’s silver Mercedes sparkling in the parking lot. This is the perfect opportunity to plead my case with him about moving to the city. Monte Tallac has a distinctive voice. I hear it coming from Rusty’s office.
“Who is the new counselor? I’d like to meet him.”
“He’s just a kid from Oregon. I vetted him like all the others.” Rusty is annoyed. “You don’t need to micromanage me, Dad. I’ve been running this camp for fifteen years.”
“I wouldn’t allow you to run the place if I didn’t trust your judgment.”
“Gee, thanks,” Rusty deadpans. “How did you find out about him? Ozzy isn’t here to spy for you.”
“Rory told his father.”
“How is Drake? I haven’t seen him since last Christmas. Where is Leah hiding him?”
“He’s working with me in the city.”
“On your super-secret project?” Rusty isn’t normally this snappy with Monte.
“This is the best thing for our family, son. You understand why we’re doing this don’t you?”
“I do. It just doesn’t sit well.” Rusty lowers his voice. “They should be allowed to make their own choices.”
“The right to choose isn’t always the best choice.” Monte’s philosophy is old school. I love him, but he can be a tyrant.
I don’t want to get caught eavesdropping, so I knock as I open the door. “Grandpa?”
Monte rises from a chair and opens his arms. “There’s my girl.” He’s always been larger than life to me. Nothing has changed. Even though I’m taller and older, he still makes me feel like a little girl. “How’s camp life?”
“It’s amazing,” I blurt. Dial it down, Abbi. “Same as always.”
Rusty gives me a look from the other side of the desk. He won’t rat me out about hanging with Jay. If he does, he’s on the hook for hiring him in the first place.
“Your mom says you want to come to the city for a spell. You know we’d love to have you.”
“If anyone can convince her to let me go, it’s you and Layla. Can you put in a good word for me?”
“Of course.” He kisses my forehead.
“Thanks, Grandpa.”
“Hot day, huh?” He points to the soda bottles I’m holding.
“Date? Who, me? No. Gotta stay hydrated.”
“He said day, not date,” Rusty corrects and gives me a get lost look. “Why don’t you return to your campers.”
Monte laughs at my slip-up. He wouldn’t think it was funny if he knew it was true.
“Yeah, uh, ha ha. I wish.” I back out of the office. “See you later, Grandpa!” I run as fast as I can to the lake.
Jay is sitting at the front end of the dock, tying his shoes. He looks past me. “Someone chasing you?”
“My grandfather—” I stop a few feet away to catch my breath. “He wants to meet you.”
“Monte Tallac is here?” Jay stands at his full height and looks over my head.
“He likes to meet all the new counselors.” Monte catching me with Jay—I don’t want to imagine the horror and embarrassment. “I suggest we hide.”
Jay kind of laughs in total agreement. “Let’s not use the word hide. How about we go for a walk in the woods.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Our feet kick up sand as we hurry across the beach. I look back and see Rusty standing at the end of the road, looking toward the dock.
“Did I tell you I was a runner?” I tug his arm. “Race you to the old factory.”
He jogs a few steps, unsure if I’m serious.
“Jay, run!”
I sprint toward the perimeter fence, veering left to the opening. I slow just enough to slide through the spot where the links are cut, allowing us access to the off-limits area behind camp. Even though we’re running in fear of being caught, I find myself laughing.
“What’s so funny?” He runs past, showing off. I don’t mind. I’d rather watch him run than vice versa.
“This. Us.”
I jog to keep up with him as he weaves around trees, kicking up dried leaves like a kid on his home from school on a fall day. When the only sounds I hear are leaves crunching under my still damp shoes, we slow to a walk.
“You’re fast,” he says. “Did you run track?”
“No,” I huff. “I was homeschooled. Running is just a hobby.”
“Or an escape.”
“Exactly.”
His arm brushes mine. “Damn, I left the sandwiches.”
“I’m not hungry.” I hand him a shaken-up soda.
“Thanks.” He twists off the cap and drinks half the bottle. “I thought this wasn’t allowed?” He’s referring to the soda. Camp Tuluka touts itself as being environmentally friendly and free of processed foods.
“Counselor perk.”
Jay stops walking. “This was from the counselor pantry?”
“Yeah.”
He’s worried, like I poisoned him or something.
“Please don’t tell me you’re a health nut who lectures normal people on the evils of gluten and high-fructose corn syrup.”
“Trust me, I’m a fan of gluten and preservatives. Dad is a world-class surfer, but a horrible cook.” He takes another swig. “I didn’t realize we could take what we wanted from there.”
“It isn’t called the counselor pantry for nothing.”
Jay screws the top back on his soda. “Cool.”
We’re deep into the woods, where the sun barely makes it past the heavy canopy. I’m surrounded by earth and flowers, but the only thing I smell is Jay. Mint and sage combined with coconut sunblock. It’s my new favorite smell.
If I smell him, does that mean he can smell me?
Is that a good thing?
Trying to be as discreet as possible, I pretend to rub my chin on my shoulder and sniff. Not as fresh as I’d like but not funky either.
“Tell me about this old factory,” he says. “What was it used for?”
My heart pounds when I think of what we use it for. He looks at me as if he can hear it.
“I’m not sure. It’s always been abandoned. Technically we’re breaking the rules being here. The factory is strictly off-limits.”
Jay raises a sexy eyebrow. “Breaking rules. I like it.”
“There it is.” I point to a gray stucco building.
Jay marvels at a structure planted in the middle of a forest. “Do you know who built it?”
“Ozzy claims it was an illegal distillery. Raine said it’s haunted. Everyone has a theory.”
“What do you believe?” He moves ahead of me, walking backward so he can see my face.
“I never really gave it much thought.” What this building was created for is irrelevant.
“Do you come here often?” He stops in front of a set of large metal doors.
“Not with anyone.”
“So you come alone?”
“No, I mean I don’t… I’ve never come here with… a guy.” I shuffle along the leaf-covered path to the door. This is my first time bringing a guy here. Although Jay doesn’t realize the significance, I do.
He takes my hand. “Am I your first?”
The question is loaded, like a twice-baked potato.
Sensing my unease, he guesses the answer. He hooks our pinkies. “I’m honored.”
“This wasn’t planned.”
He reaches behind me and slides the metal door open. “The best times are never planned.”
I step inside first, and he closes the door behind us. It’s so quiet our breathing has an echo.
He marvels at the large metal cylinders lined up from floor to ceiling. “What’s up there?” Jay starts towards the metal staircase that leads to the loft.
This is the moment of truth. If I’m serious about having sex with Jay, telling him about the boom-boom room shouldn’t be an issue.
“Is this the secret clubhouse? Do I need to pass an initiation to get in?”
“An ounce of blood and your first-born child, no biggie.” I follow him upstairs, acutely aware of what is on the other side of the door. You can do it, Abbi. You want to do this with Jay.
He hesitates when he reaches the top.
“What’s wrong?” I look past him at the door. We’re so close.
He sits on the metal step, pulls me toward him so I’m kneeling between his legs. My heart is pounding, my hands sweating. I don’t feel sexy or wanting. I feel sick.
“As much as I want to go into the boom-boom room with you, I don’t think this is the right time.”
“How did you know? Who told you? Have you been here already?” I try to pull back, and he holds on.
“Of course I haven’t been here. The boys talk.”
“What boys?”
“Rory, Landon—hell, even Curtis knows about this place.” He runs a hand down my back and rests it on my waist.
“Why were you playing dumb when we first got here?”
“I wasn’t. They told me about the room, not all of this.” He gestures at the factory floor. “And I didn’t want to seem presumptuous. Like you said, coming here wasn’t planned. If it were, if we were going to… have lunch again, I would be prepared.” He’s using facial expressions for the words he isn’t saying. My face tells him I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I would have brought protection.”
Lightbulb on.
“Oh, yeah. That.” Kill me now.
“Yeah, that.”
“That is like… I wasn’t even thinking about… this wasn’t planned.” I’m like a robot stuck on stupid. “We aren’t even…. Is that even something you’d be interested in? With me?”
Game?
I have no game. I’m not even in the game.
“Are you kidding, Abbi?”
“Not in the slightest.”
“I like you more than I thought I would.” He moves his hand from my waist to my cheek. “More than I should.” Jay kisses me like he’s tip-toeing on bubble wrap. Afraid to apply too much pressure. His hand grazes my ass. I lean into him, pressing against him. I catch his bottom lip with my teeth and bite softly. His soft moan drags on forever. Pleasuring him turns me on. I run my hands through his hair. My knee digs into the metal grating of the step. I feel no pain, just him. Any doubt I had of Jay’s desire for me is squashed as we make out on the stairs.
I pull back to check my watch. “Lunch is almost over.”
“We should go,” he whispers but continues to kiss me. With tongue. Lots of it. I feel him, all of him, pressed against my stomach.
I’m in the arms of the sexist man I’ve ever met, and the only thing running through my mind is a vision of my mother. Her scowling face, her telling me to make good choices. I’m done with her rules, her guilt. I’m going to be eighteen in a few weeks. I’m ready to be my own woman, and Jay is going to help make that happen.
◆◆◆
 
Trevor is eating lunch in the admin office. I tell him about the make-out session at the factory, then pump him for information.
“What did you find out about Jay?”
I sit across from him at the desk and offer him a peach. He smells the fuzzy ripe fruit, then sets it down beside his burger and fries.
“A whole lot of nothing. Either this guy is lying about who he is, or you conjured him up to fulfill your sexual desires.” Trevor never passes up an opportunity to tease me about my sex life or lack thereof. “Seriously, Abbi. Why do you need to know about his past when his present is so fine.” Trevor rips into his burger.
“I don’t need to know where he came from. I want to know who he is before I give a very important part of myself to him.”
“I think you’re looking for reasons not to hook up with this guy.”
“I’m being smart. Your virginity isn’t something you just give away to the first hot guy you meet.”
“That is exactly who you give it to.” Trevor shoves the rest of the burger into his big mouth.
“If I sleep with him, he becomes part of my story. I want to look back on this thirty or forty years from now without any regrets."
"If you don't sleep with him, you're going to look back on this three or four weeks from now, when he returns to the magical land of hot guys, and wish you’d jumped him."
"He needs to be worth the memory." I steal one of his fries. "I should make a list of pros and cons."
“Your Virgo is showing.”




Chapter Nine

Jay



Abbi and I staggered our arrival at camp in case her grandfather was still lurking. Running into Monte Tallac could ruin everything. I make sure the path is clear before ducking into the bushes behind my cabin to retrieve the metal lockbox I hid my first night at camp. I press my thumb to the touchpad and it clicks open. Even if someone finds it, they’d need my thumb to open the box. The phone takes less than a minute to power up. I charge it in the cabin at night, after the boys fall asleep. I have five texts, all from Lauren.
Have you found the rest of the heirs?
You were right about Rory, he’s a trueborn.
The kid from Ohio didn’t check out. He’s just human.
Have you met Abbi?
I dial her number, she answers on the second ring.
“Jay!” Her tone is a mix of relief and anger. “Why didn’t you call at lunch? Did something happen?”
“I got sidetracked.” If she were standing before me, she’d know I was lying. The phone provides some protection. “I was with Abbi.”
“Really?” It’s just one little word, but the attitude behind it says plenty.
“Monte Tallac was at camp today.”
“Did he see you? Has anyone questioned your backstory?”
“Lauren, chill. My cover hasn’t been blown. Nobody suspects a thing. Actually, the staff is pretty clueless.”
My background check has so many holes, my application never would have been approved if we didn’t have inside help. I don’t know the identity of the mole. It might be safer if he or she remains anonymous.
“Tell me about her.”
Lauren doesn’t want to hear about Abbi’s seductive smile or that she smells like cinnamon and tastes like honey. The less Lauren knows about her, the better. When I left for camp, I had a clear plan, one that led me back to Oregon. There’s no reason for Lauren to think that has changed.
“She’s nice.” I slam the phone against my forehead. “I mean, she’s like the others. They’re all cool people.” Not smooth, Jay.
“I bet,” Lauren scoffs. “Well, what does she know?”
“As far as I can tell, nothing. They have no idea who they are.”
“You mean what they are.”




Chapter Ten



I’m changing for the bonfire when Raine bursts through the door. “If I had known you were going to the factory, I would’ve told you about my secret stash of mints and Handi Wipes.”
Trevor has a big mouth.
“Before you get all excited, we didn’t do anything. Just kissed a little on the stairs. We never made it to the boom-boom room.” I slide my shorts off and put on jeans.
“Well damn, I wanted a reason to celebrate tonight.” Raine lays across my bed. “Did you freak out or what?”
Of course she assumes I was the one who put on the brakes.
“He didn’t think it was the right time. We only have an hour for lunch.” I bend down to tie my shoes. They’re totally dry now, but they will always remind me of jumping in the lake with Jay.
“You can do a lot in an hour.” Raine sits up with a smirk. “But I get it. You don’t want your first time to be a quickie.”
I don’t know what constitutes a quickie, but I tell Raine she’s right just to shut her up. The last thing I need is another recap of her in the boom-boom room with Mr. Australia.
“Come on, I don’t want to be late.” I grab my hoodie and start toward the door.
“God forbid Abbi is late for anything,” Raine snarks. “You’ll be early to your own funeral.” She rolls off the bed and pushes past me out the door.
“When do you leave for Napa again?”
“Shut up, bitch. You’re going to be lost without me.” She loops an arm through mine.
“And you’re going to forget I’m wasting away back here.”
“Never!” She pretends to be appalled. Raine is an out of sight, out of mind kind a girl, and she knows it. “Did I tell you Ozzy wrote me a letter?” There is only one person in the world Raine would never forget—Ozzy.
“An actual paper letter?”
“Yes, and he wrote it in pen.”
“Wow.” I may sound like I don’t care, but I’m actually impressed.
“I got it yesterday.”
“He sent it here. To camp?”
“Duh. He knows I’m not home. Plus, he knows my mom would totally read it.” She rolls her eyes.
Raine and Ozzy have always been close. If things have progressed further than infatuated childhood crush, she hasn’t shared that information with me.
“How is he doing?”
“He’s homesick.” Her face brightens at the thought of Ozzy missing home. I doubt Ozzy wrote letters to Rory or Landon. I’m definitely not on his pen pal list.
“Where is he anyway?”
Ozzy stopped by the house before he left town so my dad could check his spare tire. My father, Jase, is the town mechanic. His main shop is still in Quincy, but he runs a small garage and towing service in Meyers.
Raine releases my arm to fix her ponytail. “He didn’t really say. Just that he was camping up north.”
She increases her pace as we near the lake. “We’re late,” she says mockingly. Punctuality is not in her vocabulary. She’s hiding something from me.
I find Jay in the glow of the fire. He waves me over. “I saved you guys a spot. Where are your campers?”
“They’re walking down with Trevor,” Curtis answers. “I saw them on the path.”
I left Trevor in charge of my campers so I could prep. Tonight could be the night. I want to be fresh.
Jay tosses a blanket over the log, then pulls me to his side. Public displays of affection are frowned upon. Jay runs a hand down my flushed cheek. “You look beautiful by firelight.”
I know he’s being sincere, but I laugh, mainly out of disbelief that a guy like him is saying sweet things to me. Nothing about him feels false or forced. He’s like the perfect sunset, one you think only exists in paintings.
“What’s so funny?” Rory interrupts, then pushes between us and whispers, “Don’t forget you have an audience.” He moves past us toward the snack table.
I glance across the fire, where Sophie-Ann is doling out warnings to campers playing too close to the fire. Counselors aren’t allowed to openly hook up. It sets a bad example.
“We shouldn’t”—I take one baby step away—“be this close.”
“How about a night swim?” He suggests. “After this is over.”
I want jump up and down like Sarah. I think of how Raine would respond instead. “I’ll check my schedule.” I turn around like I have swag.
My girls arrive, and I direct them to the log Jay saved for us. Sarah is thrilled. Leslie and Amanda makes eyes at Curtis then huddle together whispering feverishly. It was only a few years ago that Raine and I sat on logs and conjured up what-ifs with the boys across the fire. Taylor was our counselor, chastising us for being boy crazy. You don’t realize how fast time ticks away until you look back at the things you miss.
Raine tosses me a granola bar and whispers, “I can hear your stomach from other side of camp.” She sits beside me with her campers on the other side of her. She knocks her elbow into mine as Rusty walks past. “Will there be singing tonight?”
“Tonight we’re telling scary stories.” He tries to deliver the line in a creepy voice and fails.
“That’s so lame,” Sarah says. “I’d rather hear Jay sing.”
He sits in the sand in front of us, his back to the fire. “I happen to know a really good story, but if you don’t want to hear it….”
“I want to hear it,” Sarah announces. “Can Jay go first?”
“Of course he can,” Rusty obliges her.
“Should we wait for the others?” Jay looks at the empty logs around the fire.
“No, this more of an intimate gathering. People usually tell stories in pockets of conversation.” He insinuates the smaller group size increases the creepiness of the stories.
“Oh my god, this is going to be so good,” Sarah exclaims and cozies up beside Jay.
I remind myself she is just a kid, an assertive, flirty kid. In a few years her body will fill out, and she’ll start wearing makeup and become my competition. “Sarah, back on the log.”
She begrudgingly moves away from Jay.
“How many of you grew up around here?” Jay begins. A few hands go up, mine included. “Then you must have heard the stories about the beasts that live in the woods.”
“I have,” Justin exclaims. “They aren’t beasts, they’re wolves.”
Jay looks impressed. “Justin is right. According to the legend, giant wolves lived right here at this camp.”
Sarah and the girls get closer together.
“These wolves are special, they can turn from animal to human. They live among us like regular people. Then one day the pack turned on themselves. The Tallac Pack wanted to become fully human and kill off the wolf gene. The Duke Pack revolted.”
Raine elbows me with a smile. “It’s cute that he’s using our families in the story. Makes it more legit.”
I think it’s odd. Layla used to tell me a bedtime story about witches and wolves that lived in the woods. Jay describes a battle for power between the packs that includes lots of bloodshed and gore. Layla’s story was about family and loyalty. Jay’s version is way more exciting. The kids love it. I’m the only one who notices the look of horror on Rusty’s face. I’ve heard far worse stories around this fire. His adverse reaction isn’t due to the decapitation of heads.
“When the battle was over, only the Tallac pack remained. They opened this summer camp, hoping one day to rise to power again by recruiting young children to join the pack.”
“Does that mean the kids who come to this camp will turn into wolves?” Daniel asks. He’s usually quiet, keeps to himself. Even he’s intrigued by Jay’s story.
Jay smiles mischievously and glances at me. “Yes, all the counselors here are wolves. They just don’t know it yet.”
Justin and Curtis roll their eyes at the lackluster ending. The girls tell Jay it was the best story ever.
“Who wants hot chocolate?” Rusty asks.
Some of the kids head to the snack table behind us.
“Who wants a special hot chocolate?” Raine whispers to me and does a little head nod toward the dock.
Before I can ask Jay to join us, Rusty pulls him away.
“Abbi, you coming?” Raine is just outside the circle, heading to the shed with two cups of hot chocolate.
I run to catch up with her. “Rusty is being weird.”
“He’s always weird.”
“No, I mean with Jay.”
“That’s probably because you two can’t keep your eyes off each other.” She’s right. He’s pulling the protective uncle act.
Raine hands me her cup and unlocks the door. It creaks open, horror-movie style. I half expect to find a man in a hockey mask standing in the darkness with an axe. I’m always freaked out after hearing a scary story. Although Jay’s story wasn’t creepy, just strange and oddly familiar. Raine pulls the bottle of mouthwash from under a kayak.
“I stashed it in here during free-time.” She pours about a shot into both cups, then places it back in her hiding spot. “I’ll sneak out later to get it. The last thing we need is for one of the campers to find it.”
“Don’t bother. I’ll bring it up.” I take a sip. The sting from the peppermint schnapps warms my throat. “I’m meeting Jay for a night swim.”
She lets out a loud yelp of approval.
“Keep it down!”
“I’ll totally cover for you.” She is practically skipping with excitement. “If Rusty or Sophie-Ann does a surprise bed check, I’ll tell him you’re running with the wolves.”
We’re laughing when we return to the bonfire. I immediately look for Jay, who is nowhere in sight.
“Rusty,” I call to my uncle from across the fire. “Where’s Jay?” I want to keep my distance so he can’t smell the liquor on my breath. He shrugs, like he didn’t practically drag Jay from the fire ten minutes ago.
Jay doesn’t return. Trevor ends up taking his boys back to their cabin at lights out.
“What do you think happened?” I ask a tipsy Raine. She’d made another trip to the shed with Trevor.
“Maybe he’s prepping for the big event,” she teases.
“He’s probably manscaping.” Trevor stumbles and falls into me. “Or Rusty has him locked up in his cabin. You know your uncle’s a freak, right?” Trevor does his best bitch face.
Raine and Trevor laugh. They’re useless in this state.
“Goodnight, assholes.” I break away to my cabin.
Once the girls are in bed, I pace in the bathroom.
Should I go meet him? What if he doesn’t show? What if he does, and I’m not there?
I’m overanalyzing again. It’s what I’ve been trained to do. My mother has never let me act on instinct. All my choices are calculated and debated, from the books I read to the clothes I wear. Kalysia has a say, an opinion, a vote over every aspect of my life. Tonight is about me. How and when I lose my virginity is my choice.




Chapter Eleven



When you’re trying to be covert, everything is loud. The click of the cabin door, the creaky steps, my footsteps on the gravel path. It’s like forces of nature are trying to wake the camp and ruin my plans.
The breeze bites at my naked arms as I run to the lake with the moon lighting my way. I see him standing under the orange light on the end of the dock, his hands in the pockets of his khaki shorts, one foot crossed over the other. Always chill, always sexy as hell.
I try to control my breathing as I approach him. Between the chilly air and the fear of being caught, I’m out of breath.
“Hey.” I walk up to him like I wasn’t just sprinting through camp like a scared squirrel. “What happened to you at the bonfire?”
“I went for a walk. Your uncle can be pretty intense.”
“You don’t have to tell me. He’s nothing compared to my mom.” I try to imagine Jay meeting Kalysia. The thought makes me shudder.
“Are you cold?” He unzips his dark blue hoodie and takes it off. He’s wearing nothing underneath. No shirt. Nothing. Just skin and tattoos.
In my mind I take the hoodie from him and put it on, in reality he stands there holding it out to me while I stare at the ripples in his stomach.
“Abbi?” He breaks the silence. “Do you want the jacket?”
“Oh, yeah.” I sling it over my shoulders, it’s still warm and smells like him. It’s almost as good as being in his arms. His extremely naked arms. I grab the front of the jacket and take a big whiff. When I open my eyes, he’s laughing.
“Have you been drinking?”
“A little. How did you know?”
“I can smell it. Does this mean I missed the super-secret counselor rendezvous?”
“No, just a little bonfire pick-me-up.”
The lake is black and still, the only sign of movement is the sound of water lapping gently against the dock.
“I forgot how pretty the lake is at night.” I pretend to admire the view while sneaking glances at his naked torso. He’s all heat and muscle. If he jumped in the water right now, steam would rise around him.
“Lakes are safe and predictable, unlike the ocean. It’s nice to swim at night without the fear of being eaten.”
This lake is a perfect representation of my life. Growing up in Meyers, protected from the outside world. Jay has seen so much, been places I’ve only dreamt about. I want to climb into his head, see the things he’s seen. “This is the only body of water I’ve ever been in.” I look at the sky. ‘These are the only stars I know.”
“This is a pretty stellar view.” He isn’t looking at the water or the sky. He wraps his arms around me. “Some places, some moments, you’ll never have again. You have to appreciate the place you’re in, the person you’re with.”
I lay my hands on his warm chest and feel his want for me. I’m going for it, tonight is the night. No more planning, no more lists. It’s time to get it on.
“Abbi,” he whispers. Words balance on the tip of his tongue.
I don’t allow him to finish. I kiss him so he knows what I want, what I’m thinking. I let my body speak for me.
“Let’s get out of here.” I take his hand and lead him off the dock, across the beach, and into the woods.
A million thoughts race through my head: Raine’s voice telling me not to freak out; Trevor saying it’s just sex; P in the V. No biggie.
I’m not even looking forward to the actual sex. Just the after. Once the deed is done, I can quit stressing about when it will happen and with whom. After he takes my virginity, I’ll be able to enjoy the next guy. It won’t be a big hoorah. It’ll just be sex.
Jay’s face is barely visible in the darkness. His eyes are almost glowing from light seeping through the trees. This feels right. He feels like the one I was waiting for all this time.
“Did you see that?” He jerks to a stop, holding up a protective arm. For a moment I think he’s teasing, trying to scare me, and then I see a large shadowy figure up ahead.
“Jay.” I step back from the approaching shadow.
Its steel gray eyes glow in the moonlight. It watches us a few more seconds, then takes off into the darkness.
“Let’s go!” Jay gives chase to the creature.
“Are you crazy?” I reluctantly follow, it’s best if we stay together. I wouldn’t want to run into the creature alone.
We clear the woods, and Jay stops short of the factory door.
“We lost it.” He doubles over to catch his breath.
“What was that?”
“Not what, who.” He’s amped, excited, like he just spotted Bigfoot. He pulls open the metal door. “Let’s get inside.”
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
He paces in front of the large cylinders. “I don’t know where to start.”
“How about telling me what was in the woods.”
“Remember the story I told about the wolves?”
“My grandmother used to tell me one very similar. Without the bloodshed.”
Jay looks hopeful. “Did she tell you anything about herself, your parents? Did she explain who she was?”
“I know who she is.”
He paces frantically, searching for words. “Abbi, there are things about your family you don’t know. Things they’ve kept from you.”
Anyone who knows me is privy to the fact that my parents keep me in the dark about most things. How would he know that?
“You’re different, Abbi. Special.” He stops in front of me. “And so am I. That’s why we’re drawn to each other.” Heat radiates from his hands to mine. Maybe this night isn’t a total bust. I lean forward, hoping he’ll kiss me. I feel his angst bubbling to the surface.
“You want me,” he says, not in a sexy way. “And I want you. I want you in a way I’ve never wanted another female.”
That was kind of romantic. I tiptoe to kiss him, and he pulls back. I insert myself into his personal space.
“Tell me you want me,” he insists.
If that what it takes to flip his switch.
I press against him. “I want you to kiss me.”
It starts soft, then increases in intensity. His experienced tongue invades my mouth. He laps my tongue and gently nibbles my lip. I try to keep up, try to match his desire, but it’s useless. I’m a puddle of feels. He cups my ass and carries me backward until I’m against the wall. He is no longer being polite, his urges take over. Raine says sex isn’t a cordial matter, it’s brash and bliss at the same time. I’ve had countless conversations with her and Trevor about sex and how I’d know when it was time. They always said the thing: you’ll know.
He moves his attention to my neck. I grab his hair and whisper in his ear, “I’ve never wanted a guy the way I want you.” My tongue moistens his earlobe. He moans and sucks at my neck. I realize why girls allow guys to give them a hickey. Blood rushes to places that make me feel alive. Yeah, I get it. Hickeys. Yes, please.
He slows and takes my hand. We walk wordlessly to the boom-boom room. It’s been a long time since I set foot inside the small apartment. Nothing in the room ever changes except the wall. Names, dates, messages. I spot Ozzy’s signature several times. The door clicks shut, and I look at Jay. He’s inspecting the room. The full-sized bed. The Aztec-patterned comforter I stole from home three years ago. A stack of magazines, a set of poorly folded sheets, and a deck of cards are on a small desk.
Jay, still shirtless, sits on the bed. It moans beneath him. He reaches out for me, pulling me between his legs. I take off his jacket and toss it on the floor. He explores under my shirt, caressing my back.
“This is what you want?” He lifts the shirt, exposing my stomach, and plants a kiss on my bare skin.
“Yes.” I look over his head at the names on the wall. I’ve waited three years to add mine. Finally.
“Do you want our first time to be like this?” He pauses his exploration. “We can do so much better.”
He said our first time, not my first time. This isn’t just about me. I feel incredibly selfish for not considering his feelings. I forget there is another human involved.
“This is the only time we’re going to have together.”
He shakes his head. “We’re going to have so many other chances.” He withdraws his hands. “We can wait.”
Jay has roamed the earth with his father. Every day a new adventure. He doesn’t understand the monotony of my life. This moment is the most exciting thing to ever happen to me, and he’s ending it early.
“Wait for what?” I snap. “We’re here now. We have this moment. Who knows what will happen tomorrow?”
He stands and points to the wall. “Do you really want to see your name up there? My name? Is that all this is to you? A hookup? A great story to tell your future husband?”
Nail. Head. Bam.
“Of course not,” I lie.
“I need to know the truth, Abbi.” He takes my hand. “Do you want me after this? After camp? Is this real to you?”
I never thought past camp. I don’t allow myself to dream of the future. Especially not a future with Jay. “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I don’t plan that far ahead.” Kalysia does that for me.
“I’m not going to bail after summer is over. I plan on sticking around for a while.”
I die a little inside. If he does stay in Meyers, seeing him every day and knowing I can’t have him will kill me. “My mother will never allow us to be together.”
“She won’t have a choice.” His statement is comical.
“You don’t know my mother.”
He takes me in his arms. “I know a way you can break free from your parents and live life on your terms.” He cups my face and kisses me lightly. “I’m serious, Abbi. I can make all your dreams come true. I can give you the world. You only have to trust me.”
“You’ll make my dreams come true?” I repeat.
“Yes.” He caresses my face. “I want to spend my life making you happy.”
Pause.
When did this become some happily ever after, true love, Disney princess moment? I like him. I want him. That doesn’t mean I want him forever. Decisions like that aren’t made over roasted marshmallows and camp sing-alongs.
“We don’t need to decide the rest of our lives tonight. Let’s just”—I kiss his neck—“have fun.”
He moans. I ease him back on the bed. He flips me over so he’s on top. I tingle at his touch. All my senses are chanting his name.
You can do it, Jay! You got this.
“Abbi,” he breathes. “I want you.”
“I want you too.” I urge him back to my mouth.
He rises to his knees, shirtless, breathless, glistening from the absurdly warm room. I’ve never seen a man fully naked. I keep my eyes north of his abs. “We need to—”
“Raine says there is a stash of condoms in the desk.” I point.
He shakes his head. “This isn’t happening tonight. Not here.”
The crowd boos.
“What?” I rise to my elbows, it feels less vulnerable, less desperate.
“We can do better than this.”
He keeps saying that, and I’m no closer to believing him. There’s only one reason a guy puts on the brakes.
“You don’t want me.” I scoot up the bed, away from him.
“I do,” he declares.
“Not in that uncontrollable have-to-have-you-right-now way.” I roll off the bed and grab my shoes and his hoodie. “This is so embarrassing.” This would never happen to Raine.
“Abbi, you have it all wrong.” He follows me to the door. “I do want you that way. Believe me.” He moves his junk around in his pants. “We’re destined for something so much more than this.”
I roll my eyes. “This fairytale you have about us being together after camp. Forget it. My mom will never allow us to date.”
He forces me to look at him. “This isn’t about your mother anymore. It’s about you. The choice you make. I promise, Abbi, when the time comes, you’ll choose me.”
Is this guy for real?
“Don’t hold your breath.” I push him out of the way and run back to camp. He maintains a respectful distance. So much so that when I run into Sophie-Ann, she doesn’t see Jay bail into the bushes.
“Abbigayle Kincaid,” Sophie-Ann whisper-screams. “You know better than this.” She looks behind me. “Can I assume your partner in crime is with you? I was just about to check on Raine’s cabin when I found you missing. I nearly called your mother.”
“Of course you did.” I stomp around her like a sullen child. “I’m alone. I just went for a run to clear my head.”
She looks toward the bushes, where Jay is hiding. “Are you sure you’re alone?”
I pull her hand and attention back to me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left my campers. I wanted one last night run before it’s all over.” I play the sad card. “I’m really going to miss this place.”
“This is a confusing time of life, but everything will work out for the best.” She smooths my unruly hair. Bed-head.
“I’m really tired.” I fake yawn. “Goodnight, Soph.”
“Night, sweetie.”
I pin a melancholy smile on my face as I turn toward my cabin, hoping I delayed her long enough for Jay to make an escape.
“One more thing, Abbi.”
“”Yeah?”
“Make sure you return Jay’s jacket to him tomorrow.” She spins toward camp central with a little wave.
Shit.




Chapter Twelve



Sophie-Ann has effectively kept me and Jay apart. Our activities have been scheduled on opposite sides of the camp. She even manipulated my lunch break by asking me to help in the office. Her strategy is redundant. I avoid all things Jay. The sting of rejection is a great deterrent.
Jay and his fantasy of us living happily ever after is absurd. In a week I’ll be home, Jay will be gone, and all this stress will have been for nothing. A few days ago, a week felt short. The next seven days are going to be the longest of my life.
My mood bleeds into everything I do, the girls are starting to notice. Sarah is the first to speak of it, during archery.
“Trouble in paradise?” she snarks, releasing her arrow. It hits the bull’s-eye. Word has gotten around camp about me and Jay. That puts me back on Sarah’s hit list.
“There is no such thing as paradise,” I snap and hand her another arrow.
“Are you PMSing?” Leslie gives me an empathetic look. “I have chocolate stashed,” she whispers.
“Thank you, I’m fine.” I walk to the safe zone and drink from my water bottle. “And don’t let me find your stash.” I wink so she knows I’m only half-kidding.
Amanda sits on the grass under the blue awning and complains about the heat. “It’s too hot for this.”
“I know.” I join her in the shade and dump the rest of my water on her head.
“Why don’t we ever get a water activity?”
“Yeah, Abbi,” Sarah sasses.
“Hey, this isn’t my fault. It’s the rotation.”
“Are you avoiding Jay?” Sarah is too smart for her own good.
“No!”
“I think you are. You never go to the lake at free-time.”
“I’m busy.” I stand and start cleaning up to show that some people work around here.
“We didn’t sit next to him at the bonfire,” Leslie adds. “He was trying to get your attention the entire night.”
“Was he? I didn’t notice.” I pick up a pile of arrows and place them in the bin. “Has he said anything about me?”
“Not to me.” Sarah smirks. “We usually talk about other things.”
“I think he still likes you.” Amanda opposed everything Sarah believes. “You should totally go for him. Isn’t that what camp is about?”
“‘Camp is about personal growth,’” I quote from the website. “Trying new things, breaking personal barriers, making friends.”
“Exactly,” Sarah mocks. “I say you just move on.” She pats my shoulder as if she’s the mature one. The way I’m acting, I don’t blame her. Hiding from Jay is immature.
When my watch alarm goes off for free-time, I excuse the girls and head to the dock to prove to Sarah and myself that I’m not a child. I march through camp central, ignoring Sophie-Ann and Rusty’s requests for volunteers to help with parent night. I pass Raine on the trail near our cabins.
“Abs, where are you going?” She’s holding up her mouthwash bottle. “I’m meeting Rory at the theater. Earth to Abbie!”
I wave her off. I’m on a mission. I’m going to walk right up to Jay and tell him how I feel. I won’t take no for an answer. I cross the road to the lake, my shoes sink in the sand. I stomp to the lifeguard stand and stop beneath it. Prepared to give Jay a piece of my mind, a piece of something else if he’ll take it. Jay isn’t in the chair.
“Hey, Trev.” I pretend not to be disappointed by his presence. “I was thinking about hitting the outlets next week. You in?”
“I’m broke, baby doll. After camp I need to find a j-o-b.”
“I can ask my grandfather if he has any openings.” Monte promised me a job whenever I was ready. I’d love to gift it to Trevor.
“Nah, I’m good. I have some things lined up.”
I don’t get a chance to ask what because Sarah and the girls run towards us, stopping short of the lifeguard chair when they see Trevor.
“Where’s Jay?” Sarah pouts and scans the beach.
“You’re stuck with me today.” Trevor stands and tries to flex.
The girls aren’t amused. They grumble about the heat and how boring free-time is without Jay.
“Sophie-Ann said he’s sick.” Trevor rubs an obscene amount of sunblock on his chest and stomach. “He drank too much lake water or some crap.”
“Why are you still talking about Jay?” I empty the sand from my shoes. “I don’t care where he is.”
“Sure, you don’t.” He squeezes more cream from the tube and slathers it on his legs.
“You know you’re supposed to rub that in, right?” I point to the thick white layer of cream covering his body.
“This works better. I hate that tingly feeling.”
“What tingly feeling?”
“You know, the feeling you get when your skin is exposed to direct sunlight.” He shivers. “It feels like bugs are crawling all over me.”
“You’re insane.” I look out on the lake, where campers are playing on the floating obstacle course. “Remember when we used to be the ones racing on that thing?”
“I still hold the camp record.”
“I thought Ozzy beat your time?”
“Girl, no.” He places a wet towel over his head, then secures his hat over it. “It’s the only thing I’ve ever won at this godforsaken camp.”
“You really won’t miss this place?” I gesture to the natural beauty that surrounds us.
“Give me dirty sidewalks in an air-polluted and I’m a happy camper.”
When it comes to leaving Meyers, Trevor is as desperate as I am. We fantasize about running away and moving to the city. He builds and decorates imaginary apartments on a game called The Sims. He created avatars for each of us, with cool careers and funky hair. We only make it a few years before burning the house down.
“Abbi!” Leslie yells from the lake. “Can we hear some music?”
I look at Trevor. “What do you think?”
Music isn’t forbidden, but Rusty doesn’t like us to play it loud on the water because it makes it harder to hear someone calling for help.
“Music is life.”
I head to camp central to find the old battery-powered radio in the storage cabin behind Black Bear—Jay’s cabin.




Chapter Thirteen 

Jay



The sickness began after breakfast. Lauren warned me this would happen if I mistakenly ingested the serum. My boys were strapped up for the ropes course when the pain started. I knew immediately I’d screwed up. My insides felt like they were on fire. Landon was fort-building nearby. He saw me doubled over in pain and radioed camp central to let them know I was sick. I claimed it was sunstroke. The last thing I need is the camp nurse drawing my blood.
I drink a concoction every morning with lake water, it’s the only water source we can guarantee isn’t contaminated. The mixture counteracts the serum they’re giving the counselors. I must have mixed it wrong or accidently eaten something from the counselor’s pantry. The soda Abbi gave me the other day was sealed, so it was fine. Who knows how or where they sneak the serum into the food supply. I’ve seen all the counselors taking vitamins. Bottles of them line an entire shelf in the pantry. I snagged one to take home with me for testing.
If there was any doubt about Lauren caring for me, it was squashed when I called to tell her I was sick. What happened between her and me was convenient. Two people looking for comradery, not love. Abbi has shown me how wrong I was about Lauren and every other woman I’ve cared about.
Lauren doesn’t think I ingested enough to have long-term effects. There’s a reason these kids have been poisoned for years, they aren’t certain serum will work. One thing I know for sure: time is running out. I need to do what I came here to do.
“Knock, knock.”
I’m equally happy and nauseous when I hear Abbi at the door. The thought of losing her is far more painful than the sickness. I sit up, do a breath check, and run my hand through my hair. The door opens and she is backlit by the bright summer day.
Stopping the other night was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. She’ll thank me later, after she knows everything. Our first time is going to mean something more than a name on a wall.
“How you feeling?” She steps inside and closes the door.
She’s in shorts and a tank top. Her skin is damp with sweat. Her enticing scent mixed with sunblock gives me a semi. It takes an immense amount of restraint not to think with my little head. Abbi moves into the cabin, closer to the bed, and I cross to the window. I’m not strong enough to be in the same room as Abbi and a perfectly good bed, despite what she believes.
I can’t allow myself to lose control, like I did at the factory. I don’t want to take any chances with her. There are things I need to do before I commit to her, but when she finally comes around, I’ll be ready.
“I guess I just had too much sun.” I sound like a dumb-ass. She knows I grew up on the beach. Luckily, she can’t read the lie on my face. I refuse to turn around, if I look at her, things will happen. My indifference to her presence is causing her pain. Saying it’s for her own good is a copout. I’m protecting my heart, not hers.
She heads for the door. “I should go.”
“Don’t leave.”
I’m in constant turmoil when it comes to Abbi. Dad would say that’s a sure sign she’s the one. She thinks I’m just a summer fling. I need to convince her otherwise.
“Why should I stay?” she challenges.
“Because I want you to.”
I press her against the cabin door and tease her with a soft kiss. She grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls my mouth toward hers. I’m inches from her lips when I hear yelling. I pause and listen carefully, tuning out the wind and the birds.
“Something is wrong.”
I bolt out the door and sprint to the lake. Everything around me is a blur. I focus only on the screaming. I run to the end of the dock and dive. Beneath the surface the sounds from shore are diluted. The hum of the generator keeping the obstacle course inflated muffles her distress. I swim under the course, the water is dark. My eyes adjust, and through the murky lake water, I see pink.




Chapter Fourteen



By the time I arrive at the lake, Jay is coming out of the water with Leslie limp in his arms. He starts CPR as Trevor and Raine corral the kids back to camp central. Sophie-Ann is on her cell phone while Rusty assists Jay. I overhear Amanda and Curtis replaying the scene as they walk past me.
“How did he hold his breath that long?”
“It had to be at least two minutes,” Amanda speculates.
“More like three.” Curtis wipes his face with a towel. “Jay could be a Navy SEAL.”
There’s commotion from the circle around Leslie.
“Give her space,” Jay demands.
Rusty and Landon back up, Rory holds a life jacket overhead to shield Leslie from the brutal sun.
Chelsey lets out a loud sigh of relief. “Thank god!” She wipes tears from her face.
Brianne gives Chelsey a hug, then looks at me. “Jay just saved her life. He’s a freaking hero!”
Chelsey and Brianne run to camp central to let everyone Leslie is okay. Free-time is cancelled for an emergency lecture on lake safety. After Rusty’s stern speech, he calls Jay to the stage. The camp chants his name. Jay humbly accepts their gratitude with a small wave and shy smile.
“Okay, so he saved a life, does that make him Prince Charming material?”
“Fuck yes,” Trevor says.
“Of all the counselors who have come and gone, he’s the only one I would ever consider keeping.” Coming from Raine, the queen of flings, that means a lot. I haven’t told her or Trevor that Jay was the one who put the fire out on my v-card at the factory. I let them believe it’s me, it’s less humiliating.
Jay leaves the stage and heads straight to me, like I’m the only person in the tent.
Justin intercepts him. “Dude, how did you hold your breath so long underwater?”
“It’s a surfing thing. Sometimes it’s safer under the water than on top of it.”
“That was dope.” Justin and Jay do a high-five handshake thing before Justin follows Sarah and her crew to the impromptu movie showing at the theater.
“You’re a legend now, Jay.” Raine gives him a hug. “Good job.”
Rory and Landon join us to give props to him.
“I think it’s time for a counselor bonfire,” Jay suggests.
“Hell yeah,” Rory seconds. “Meet you guys at the pit.”
Jay and I walk hand in hand to our cabins. He’s the camp hero, a little affection is warranted. When we reach the fork in the path, Sarah is waiting for me. I pull free. “I’ll see you after lights out.”
He kisses my forehead. “I can’t wait to get you alone again.”
My heart kicks into second gear as he walks away.
“What’s it like touching him?” Sarah sniffs my hand.
“That’s an inappropriate question.”
“Leslie is bragging about kissing him. I told her it didn’t count since she was unconscious, and he didn’t use tongue.”
I don’t remember being this brash when I was her age.
“It was CPR not a make-out session.”
“Has he slipped you the tongue?”
“That is none of your business.” I open the cabin door, and as soon as I cross the threshold, I lose my footing. For a few frightening seconds my feet dance like a cartoon character before I slip and land on my ass and elbow.
“I’m sorry, Abbi!” Sarah stands over me. “I totally forgot about the prank.”
Pain shoots up my left arm to my neck. It’s crippling and makes my ears ring. The girls help me to Josie, the camp nurse. Dirt and pebbles cling to my sneakers from the oil Sarah used to pull off her prank. The puddle of olive oil wasn’t specifically for me, I just happened to be the first idiot to open the door.
“I think it’s just a sprain,” Josie says. She also doubles as a cook. I had to wait over an hour for her to finish prepping dinner. “If you experience a lot of pain, or the swelling gets worse during the night, you’ll have to go to the hospital for an x-ray to make sure it isn’t broken.”
“I’ll be fine.” I hop off the exam table and pain shoots through me.
“Take it easy tonight, okay?” Josie follows me out. “I’ll have to call your mom. It’s camp policy when someone is injured.”
“I know.”
Trevor takes over my counselor duties for the night. When he delivers the girls back to the cabin for lights out, he offers me a swig from Raine’s mouthwash.
“You’re just carrying this around like it’s—”
“Mouthwash? Yeah. The best place to hide is in plain sight.” He steals a drink, then replaces the top. “See you out there?”
“I wouldn’t miss it.”
If my elbow is broken, my summer is over. This is my last shot with Jay. He is the camp hero, and tonight I want to give him a reward.
My girls are subdued and remorseful. I use their guilt to get them to bed early. Once the chatter quiets, I leave. Just east of the lake, there’s a small clearing with a trashcan that doubles as a fire pit. I won’t let a little broken bone keep me from my destiny. I step on a twig, and Jay turns.
He rushes to my side. Noting the sling around my arm, he says, “I heard about the prank. Should you even be here?” I let him assist me to the carved log we use as a bench. “It isn’t broken, is it?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. It hurts.”
He paces. “Broken bones aren’t good.”
“Yeah, tell me about it.” I grimace.
I hear footsteps on the path, and Jay watches to see who is joining us. Trevor, Raine, Rory, and Landon appear.
“You should murder your campers in their sleep,” Raine joins me on the log. “Assholes.”
“I’m fine,” I assure everyone. “Let’s focus on the positive.” I look at Jay. “This is supposed to be a celebration.”
“Then let’s get this party started!” Trevor holds up the mouthwash. “We’re going to piggyback the festivities with our birthdays.”
“Our first birthday apart.” Raine gives me a hug, and we fake cry a few seconds before she breaks away. Trevor hands her the mouthwash. Raine opens her backpack and pulls out a stack of little cups she swiped from the infirmary.
“When is your birthday?” Jay takes an empty cup from Raine, and she pours him a shot.
“Two days after Abbi, one before Rory.”
“You all have the same birthday.” Jay drinks and holds the cup out for more.
“Slow down, big boy. We have a limited supply.” She gives him another shot, then fills our cups.
“When is your birthday?” I ask Jay.
He tosses back the second shot. “We’re all born within days of each other.”
“I thought that was just a Meyers thing,” Rory says. “Where were you born, Jay?”
He paces to the fire, it’s barely burning. The full moon plays peek-a-boo behind a band of thick clouds. “I was born here, like the rest of you.”
“In Meyers?” Landon confirms.
“No, here. At this camp.”
“Um, I was born in a hospital, like a normal person. No more mouthwash for you.” She takes his cup.
Rory’s demeanor changes from friendly to guarded. “What’s your last name?”
Jay stops on the opposite side of the fire, a safe distance from the rest of the group. “I was born….”
A loud boom, followed by the crackling sound of lightning, interrupts our conversation. I jump, and my arm throbs. Jay is by my side as lightning flashes above us.
“It isn’t safe out here. We need to go,” Landon says. “The factory is too far. Let’s call it a night.”
Jay helps me up and keeps a protective arm around me as rain falls. “I know a place we can go.” He leads us to an abandoned cabin near the perimeter fence. We wait in the mud while Jay climbs the stairs to the porch and removes a piece of wood from the porch wall. He pulls out an old key and unlocks the door.
“How did you know that key would be there?” Rory looks at the space behind the wood.
“My father told me.” He motions us inside.
I’m the last to enter. I pause at the entrance in shock. This cabin isn’t empty. It’s completely furnished and looks a lot like my living room at home.




Chapter Fifteen



A painting of a woman sitting on a cliff beside a howling wolf hangs on the wall. A similar image is displayed in the hall outside my bedroom at home. The pattern on the throw pillows matches the curtains in our dining room. Everything about this cabin screams home.
“What is this place?” Raine turns the light on in the kitchen. A cabinet door squeaks open. “Does someone live here?”
“My father comes here during the off-season.” He watches everyone closely as they inspect the place. I wonder how full of shit he is. How many lies he’s told me.
“Does he come alone?” Trevor stands in the hallway, holding a pink robe.
“I don’t know.”
“What do you know?” I finally ask. “Who are you?”
Landon, Rory, and Raine sit on the sofa. Trevor is on the floor with the rest of the mouthwash. I stand behind the couch, watching Jay pace in front of the fireplace.
“My father wasn’t the biological son of the man who raised him. When he found his real father, he took his name: Meyers.”
“As in our town Meyers?” Raine asks.
“Back then, his kind was named after the town they were born in or the pack family they worked for.”
“How far back is back then?” I ask.
“Before our parents were born. In the late 1900s.”
“Our families”—he looks at me—“were enemies.”
“And let me guess, they went to war?” I reference the story he told at the bonfire.
“Who won?” Rory stands.
“Nobody.” Jay keeps a cautious eye on Rory.
“There’s always a winner and a loser,” Landon insists.
“The Tallacs won.” My reply appeases Rory. We’re first cousins, he is a Tallac by blood.
“Bullshit,” Raine says. “The Duke family is one of the oldest and most prominent families in California.”
“They were,” Jay tells her. “My father grew up on the Duke estate. He was raised a Duke.”
Rory moves closer to Jay. “Why did you come here?” There is nothing friendly about his tone or demeanor.
“Because I sent him,” Ozzy says from the door.
Raine is the first to react. She’s in his arms before the door closes behind him. “What are you doing here?”
Ozzy whispers something in her ear that makes her face glow.
“Ozzy, dude.” Rory gives him a bro-hug. “Do you know this guy?” He thumbs at Jay.
“Yeah, and you all need to listen to him.”
Jay watches from across the room as we welcome Ozzy. More than ever, I can tell he feels alone. As much as I want to go to him, I can’t. Not until I know why he’s here and what his motives are. Clearly this isn’t about him and me.
“Are you sure he’s legit?” Rory has always been a skeptic. His trust issues are deeper than mine.
Ozzy gives Jay the floor. “Rip off the band-aid, dude.”
Jay’s story begins like one of Layla’s fairytales. “Are kind was created by a witch over five hundred years ago. She cast a spell that turned animal into human.” He says this with a straight face. “Some call us shifters.”
“Shifters?” I mock.
“Hear him out,” Ozzy silences my doubts.
“Your parents withheld a very important fact about who you are, what you are.” Jay pauses and looks at me. “We are descendants of wolves.”
“You’re saying we’re going to shift into wolves.” Rory can barely contain is laughter.
“Not all of us,” Ozzy says. “We haven’t figured out who will turn and who won’t. There’s a lot of conflicting information.”
I know enough about Layla’s wolf story to know there are no wolves, no pack. It’s a fairytale. “This is nuts. You guys aren’t seriously buying this?”
Raine shrugs and looks at Ozzy with love goggles.
Ozzy addresses Rory. “Remember that time we were playing in the woods behind your house? What did you tell me? What did you see?”
“I was only three years old. It was just my imagination.” Rory isn’t buying Jay’s story, but he can’t deny what we saw.
“We were four,” I correct. “I was there. I saw it too.”
It was the night before Easter. We snuck out to look for the eggs our parents hid that evening. I was standing at the top of the stairs, scared to leave the back porch. It was darker than I’d anticipated. Rory was fearless. He ran straight to the Japanese maple tree with the tire swing. We’d seen his mom placing eggs near the tree from his bedroom window. He pulled them from the tire and held them up for me to see. Suddenly a giant furry animal stepped out of the shadows. Rory froze. The eggs in his hand fell to the ground. The wolf approached and sniffed the eggs. I shut my eyes and screamed. I screamed until my ears were ringing. When I opened them, Rory’s father, Drake, was kneeling in front of him. I didn’t ask about it at the time, but he was naked. Later Rory told me his dad was the wolf, or he ate the wolf. It was fuzzy.
“Raine found proof too.” Ozzy reaches for her hand. “Tell them.”
She pulls back, upset he broke a confidence but obeys him.
“I found a journal and a bunch of pictures. Kids dressed in white under a canopy. Random shots of wolves taken from far away. The pictures had names written on the back: Drake, Leah, Ray, Kalysia, Dillan.”
“Who’s Dillan?” Rory asks.
Jay clears his throat and runs a hand over his head. “Dillan Duke, my father.” He seems to be waiting for a hammer to fall, but the name means nothing to anyone.
Rory shrugs, like so what. Raine squints as if she’s heard the name before, then shakes her head. Jay looks at me, certain I’ve heard of this man, but I’m as clueless as the rest.
Trevor sits up. “Wasn’t he the old man who lived on the river?”
“You’re thinking of the old man with the dog that shit on the grass at the motel every morning?” I correct. “His name was Dave.”
“Seriously?” Jay seems disappointed, like he was trying to drop a bomb, and it turned out to be a dud. “Rory, he was your dad’s best friend.”
“Never heard of the guy.” Rory sits on the arm of the couch.
“Like I was saying.” Raine retakes the floor. “The journal mentioned something about a ceremony.”
Ozzy stands next to Jay. “Tell them everything.”
Jay works the room like a used car salesman, minus the sleaze. Okay, there’s a little sleaze. “In the past, phasing was about power and position. Shifting determined your family’s place in the pack. Everyone in this room is a descendant of the original wolves. We are the children of the leaders. We are the next generation. If we phase, we run everything. Your parents are trying to prevent that from happening.”
Ozzy talks about the two packs, Sierra and Shasta. “Around the time we were born, Monte Tallac and Jay’s grandfather, Lowell Duke, were vying for power. Duke won.” Raine shines when she learns the Duke family came out on top.
“Lowell’s reign didn’t last long though,” Jay continues. “He got power hungry. The pack turned on him. He resorted to desperate measures. He administered a serum to humans, creating a new breed. They call them R49.”
I’ve heard the term R49 in hushed conversations between my grandparents and my mother. My hands begin to sweat. “What does this have to do with you? Why are you here?”
The room is quiet, waiting for Jay to finally come clean. “I came here to meet you. All of you deserve to know the truth.”
I knew Jay didn’t come here for me, but I liked the idea of him finding me. A happy surprise. Like Mom’s surprises, Jay knew exactly what he was doing. The conversations about my parents, asking Raine about me, it was all part of his covert plan to out that my family has power-hungry tyrants.
“You came here out of the goodness of your heart to tell a bunch of strangers they were being lied to their entire lives?” I look at Raine and Trevor. “Do you believe this?”
“I don’t know, Abs. Kind of.” Raine is blinded by love.
“You know why I was sick today?” Jay places a hand on my shoulder, and I flick it off. “I drank your water.” He looks at the group. “Your parents are poisoning you.”
“They would never do that,” Rory exclaims. My mother won’t even let me eat gluten.”
“It’s true.” Ozzy raises his voice. “My grandmother, Belle, worked in the clinic where they developed the serum. I found her notebooks in a box in our attic. They led me to Oregon.”
“Belle lives at the sanctuary with my great-grandmother, Grace.” Jay explains. “That’s where Ozzy met me and Lauren.”
More questions are asked about phasing and the serum. Nobody asks the obvious question.
Who the hell is Lauren?




Chapter Sixteen 

Jay



I’ve know what I am since before I could ride a bike. Watching my father turn from man to wolf doesn’t faze me anymore. I knew convincing them was going to be a hard sell. Ozzy warned me, but my ego wouldn’t listen.
“Oz, you’ve seen someone phase?” Rory asks.
Ozzy pulls out his cell phone. “We’ve come prepared.”
Everyone gathers around him. Abbi remains on the other side of the room sending me hate vibes. This would be so much easier if I didn’t care about her. The plan was to come here, turn their world upside down, then bail. That was an epic fail.
“Who is that?” Raine asks.
“That’s Lauren.”
“She’s hot.” Raine is trying to goad Abbi into watching. She should know her best friend better than that.
The moment Lauren phases happens quickly. Ozzy is still in awe and he’s seen it firsthand.
“You’re saying my mom can do that?” Raine points at the cell phone. “No freaking way.”
“All our parents have phased. Everyone in our families for hundreds of years.” Ozzy taps his screen and returns the phone to his pocket. “Hopefully we will too.” He looks at me.
“You will.” I have to stay optimistic. It’s all I have left.
“What now, Jay?” Landon asks.
“Now we have a ceremony,” Ozzy announces.
The ceremony is the problem. It sets a hierarchy that keeps the wrong people in control. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” I finally look at Abbi. She wouldn’t even look at the video, there’s no way she’d take part in the ceremony.
“It’s the only way to claim our lives, our freedom. We can do it right this time. Make it so everyone is invited. We’ll create a new community built on equality. If we don’t do this, they stay in power.” Ozzy looks at Abbi. “We can flip the script on them.”
Abbi shakes her head in disbelief. “I don’t believe any of this. Even if I did, our families will never approve.” She opens the door and walks out into the storm.
I debate chasing her, but maybe she needs space.
“What the hell are you waiting for?” Raine points. “Go after her!”
She is just outside the perimeter fence when I catch up.
“Where are you going?” I shout over the thundering rain.
“Go back, Jay. I want to be alone.” She jogs ahead of me, jacketless, her sling soaking wet. “I don’t want to be around you right now.”
“Give me a chance to explain.”
“You’ve said enough.”
“Abbi, wait.” I step in front of her, forcing her to stop. She squints to keep out the rain. “There’s more.”
“I don’t think I can take anymore.” She supports her injured arm with her good hand. I hate seeing her in pain.
Lightning rips across the sky, followed by thunder.
“We need to get inside.” I guide her to the building closest to us, which is the factory.
Abbi is expressionless as she walks through it and up the stairs. She stops at the top and turns around. “Nothing is going to happen here.” The nervous girl who brought me here a week ago is nowhere in sight.
“Of course not.” I’m almost offended.
She walks in ahead of me and turns on a floor lamp, the kind with five bendable arms, each holding a bulb on the end. Two of the bulbs are red. The room smells like Pine-Sol and looks like the set of a cheap porn film. She opens a closet door and retrieves a towel. She tosses me one, then pulls her hair loose from the rubber band, freeing it so she can dry it with the towel.
“What else could you possibly have to say to me, Jay?”
Watching her dry her hair in that wet shirt….
“Earth to Jay.” She waves a hand in my face. “What? Did you change your mind? Do you want me now?”
“You think I don’t want you?” I sit on the far side of the worn-out bed.
Her cheeks flare pink. “I don’t know. I guess I read too many romance novels.”
“Are you saying I don’t live up to the fantasy?”
She smiles, that’s a good sign. “I have unrealistic fantasies.”
I want to say something charming, like I can make your fantasies come true. This isn’t the time.
“When I imagined us here, it wasn’t like this.” Her sadness tears at my heart. “I was hoping for a little romance.
“This isn’t romance.” I stand and gesture to the wall. “Do you really want your name up there?”
“Yeah, I kind of did,” she says, embarrassed.
“You deserve more from me than the boom-boom room.” I shove my hands inside my wet pockets.
Her eyes give off a hint of a spark. “What makes you think I want anything from you?”
“I don’t think, I hope.”
Another spark.
“You said you had more to say, so say it.”
She’s trying really hard not to warm up to me. She’s failing.
“I might have hidden the truth about my identity, but my feelings for you are genuine.”
Her heartbeat remains steady, even. You’d think having the ability to read emotions would come in handy in situations like this one. Sensing fear, desire, loyalty will only get your so far. If I want to impress her, prove my feelings, I have to up my game.
I move around the bed and kneel on the floor next to her. I only have one shot to sell this. After tonight I don’t know if I can stay. Rory has a big mouth, if the Tallacs find out why I’m here, who knows what they’ll do to me? I’ve heard the stories. I’ll take death over torture.
“Do you believe in fate, Abbi?”
“I don’t know what I believe in.”
“Do you believe in us?”
“There is no us. You’re just a chapter in my story, nothing more. Can’t that be enough?” She kisses me, forcing her tongue into my mouth.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m kissing you.” She grabs the front of my wet shirt and yanks me forward.
The bed creaks beneath us. Restraint isn’t my forte. Taking what I want, when I want, is how I was raised. Whether I was attacking a wave set or setting mi sights on a girl, I was never denied anything. Abbi is the first who’s turned me down. She’s willing to give me her body, but for once in my life, I’d rather have her heart.
“What does this kiss mean to you?”
She looks me in the eye. I steady my heart to accept her declaration of love. “I want my name on the wall, Jay.”
I laugh. She must be joking. Any second she’s going to say she cares about me, that she could fall in love with me.
“Stop messing around and just do it already.”
My mind says to stop, but she’s already unbuttoning my jeans. “Abbi—"
“No more talking,” she commands. “Just go with it.”
I fall on her. Her legs wrap around my waist. My heart is breaking but other parts of me obey her demands.
“Tell me this is more than a fling.” I slide a hand up her shirt, over her bra.
She grips my hair. I pull back and brush my lips against hers.
“Admit you like me.” I’ll take whatever I can get at this point.
“You’re so frustrating.”
“And you like me.”
“Jesus, Jay.” She starts to push me off. Her eyes widen. “Oh my god.” She slips her arm from the sling. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.” She inspects her elbow, the bruise and swelling are gone.
I leap from the bed. “Do you have any idea what this means?”
“How is this possible?”
“Healing quickly is a sign the serum didn’t take on you.”
“And that’s a good thing?”
I kiss her. “We have to get back to camp. I need to tell Ozzy.”
“Tell Ozzy what?” Rusty says from the doorway.
Oh, fuck.




Chapter Seventeen



The storm caused the camp to lose power. Rusty and Sophie-Ann went cabin to cabin, making sure we had working flashlights, and discovered half the counselors were missing.
Rusty didn’t say much to me on our walk from the factory back to camp. I kept eyeing my uncle, watching his stride, imagining him as a wolf. If what Jay and Ozzy says is true, Rusty can phase. Everyone can. Sophie-Ann, Carrick, Layla, Monte. My mother.
We go to my cabin first. I run inside, grateful to delay the lecture I’m sure will come tomorrow. I can’t even imagine the earful Jay received. Something like this is grounds for dismissal. There are only a few days left of camp. Only a few days left with Jay. My heart cramps at the thought. He is hell-bent on having me admit my feelings. He doesn’t understand what he’s asking. I can’t allow myself to imagine a future, any kind of future, with him. The idea of him staying in Meyers makes my heart happy. Yes, I want more. I want to drive him to the lookout and watch the sun set. I want to snuggle on the sofa in our family room and watch scary movies. I want to date him. As long as Kalysia breathes air, it will never happen. I wanted to confess all my feels to him tonight when he knelt in front of me. I had to keep it superficial for both our sakes. Just knowing he could love me in that forever and ever kind of way is good enough. It’s something I’ll take with me when camp is over.
I toss and turn until the first signs of morning creep under the window shade. I slip out of bed and follow the same morning routine as always. Shower, dress, and walk to the lake. He’s sitting at the end of the dock with two coffee mugs. I wasn’t sure he’d be here this morning after what happened last night.
“Morning.” I sit beside him.
“Morning.” He offers me one of the mugs.
I take a large sip of the creamy, lukewarm coffee. “How long have you been here?”
“Awhile.”
We sit in silence as Mother Nature performs her own morning rituals. Birds dive from their nests and hover above the water in search of breakfast. Squirrels run along the dock, looking for crumbs. This view is my safe place. The lake doesn’t care about family drama or boy problems. Every day is the same. The sun rises, the birds sing, life goes on.
Last night Jay made some outrageous claims. Maybe he’s right, and the myths are true. Even if my life gets turned upside down, I’ll always have the lake. This is my constant.
“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Jay turns his camp hat backward so I can see his face. “At the factory.”
I blush. “Just another failed attempt to lose my virginity. No biggie.”
“I meant about your arm.”
“Oh, that.” I inspect my elbow again. The idea of phasing is even more outrageous than living happily ever after with him.
“You didn’t watch the video of Lauren phasing.” He chokes on her name, and his pulse quickens. Lauren means something to him.
“Who is she?”
“A friend.”
That’s a lie.
“Just a friend?”
“Now she is.”
I’m not allowed to be jealous. Jay isn’t mine and never will be. “My arm healed, now what?”
He leans back on one elbow and squints at me. “We aren’t capable of phasing until the first full moon of our eighteenth year. Ozzy wants to have the ceremony, make it official like the old days where we all phase together.”
“Tell me about the ceremony.”
“Yeah, Jay. Tell her.”
I know that voice. I’ve heard it every day of my life.
We turn at the same time. She doesn’t move. Her arms are crossed, her hair perfect.
“Morning, Mom.”
Jay springs to his feet. “Mrs. Kincaid, it’s nice to meet you. I’m—”
“I know who you are.” She shakes his hand. “You can call me Kalysia.”
Jay is in nervous awe of her. Gross.
I hold up a hand for assistance, so he’ll stop gawking at her.
“My father told me a lot about you.” He helps me to my feet but doesn’t stop staring at her.
“How does your dad know my mom?” I ask, confused.
His eyes tell me he has a secret.
“Dillan was my Lunam match.” Mom watches Jay, more like inspects his face, his demeanor. “You look like him,” Kalysia’s pensive remark makes Jay smile.
“Your Lunam, what?”
She places her arm around my shoulders. “Come on, honey. We need to talk.”
She texts Rusty and instructs him to gather the counselors in the Iroquois cabin. Mom moves around the place with familiar ease. She finds a stash of wine in a locked closet.
“Dillan and I moved in here after the Lunam Ceremony.” She points out the window to a nearby cabin. “Leah and Drake lived there.”
Rory moves to the window to see his parents’ old place. “This is wild.”
“What about mine?” Raine asks. “Did they live here too?”
“Yes, right over there.”
“And what about my mom?” Jay’s sharp tone catches everyone off guard. “Where did she live?”
Kalysia taps her ring on the wine glass in her hand. “She lived on the other side of camp.” Mom looks sad. The worry line on her forehead is magnified by the fact that she’s drinking wine at nine o’clock in the morning.
The door opens, and Raine’s parents, Patsy and Tripp, join us, along with my Aunt Leah and Rusty.
“The gangs all here,” Tripp announces.
“Not everyone.” Kalysia looks at Jay. “How is your father?”
“He’s living his best life,” Jay reports. “He travels the world, surfs every day.”
“That was his dream.” Mom smiles at the thought of Dillan Duke.
“Why are you here, Mom? We have campers—”
“Rusty made sure your campers are taken of,” she says. “We’ll only be here an hour or so.” She checks her watch, the one Dad gave her for Christmas a few years ago.
“Where’s Dad?” I remind her of the man she married. The love of her life. “Shouldn’t he be part of this reunion?”
The question rattles her. “He had work to do at the motel with Carrick.”
“He didn’t live at camp.” Jay discloses. “They met later.”
The timeline in my head doesn’t add up. Mom and Dillan lived here together, yet both had children by other people less than a year later.
“We’ll discuss family matters another time.” Clearly, she doesn’t want to go into detail. I let it go for now.
Everyone settles in the living room. Mom leads the conversation. It’s the only way she can control the flow of information.
“I want to start by saying everything we’ve done has been for the betterment of your lives.” She looks at me, sitting beside Jay,  his hand on mine. “Jay’s intentions may have been honorable, but his delivery was a bit harsh.”
“I told them the truth,” Jay says defensively.
“Your truth,” she counters. “No offense, but you don’t know the whole story.”
“Who does?” Ozzy asks.
Kalysia looks at her allies. Leah shrugs, Patsy drinks.
“We had to make decisions, hard ones,” Tripp explains. “During difficult times.”
“You mean after the fire of 2017,” Jay says.
Tripp is impressed or concerned by how much Jay knows. “We lost a lot of people in that fire.”
“The council.” Jay suddenly stands.
I realize we’re all sitting, but our parents are standing, talking down to us like we’re children. Jay isn’t one of us, he demands respect.
“Yes, but they were also our family.” Tripp is growing annoyed.
“At what point did you decide to poison your kids?” His confidence is astounding. Even Ozzy looks at him in admiration.
“Poison is a strong word,” Leah says.
“But is it the right word?”
Leah scoffs and looks at Kalysia.
“Yes.” Mom replies with tears in her eyes. “We have been giving you kids a serum to kill the gene that allows you to….”
Ozzy jumps from the couch, interrupting her. “When I was fifteen, I broke my ankle. You kept feeding me the serum, knowing if I stopped taking it, I would heal. You let me stay broken and ruined my chance of competing in the X Games.” Tripp tries to console his son, but Ozzy pushes him away. “Don’t touch me.” He glares at his mother, Clio. “You said it wasn’t written in the stars for me to compete. You lied.”
His words are violent and painful. Clio sobs an apology. Tripp quietly comforts his wife.
“Ozzy,” Kalysia scolds. “Your parents had no choice. The decision was made by—”
“By your family,” Ozzy accuses. “As pack leader, everyone followed Monte’s plan to give us the serum.”
“Pack leader?” Raine mumbles at Jay. “I thought the Dukes won?”
“After Lowell Duke died in the fire, the Tallacs regained control.” Kalysia doesn’t challenge him. “Pack rules force everyone to follow the alpha. They had no choice in who they obeyed. We can change that.”
Monte garners respect from everyone he meets. It isn’t his charismatic smile or his deep pockets. There is a history of power and greed I wasn’t privy to.
“Is that true, Mom?” I stand beside Jay. “Did Grandpa start all of this?”
“When Monte told us about the serum Lowell Duke was creating to generate new members, action had to be taken. Not knowing how many people Lowell had already dosed, how many humans he’d turned, a decision was made.” Mom says they reversed engineered the serum. “It was the only way to restore balance. The serum prevents you from phasing but certain traits remain. The ability to heal, heightened senses.”
“Did you take the serum, Mom? Did any of you kill the gene inside you?”
Their guilty faces answer my question.
“The serum didn’t have the same effect on those born with the gene. It didn’t kill the gene,” Rusty corrects. “It made it dormant. It’s still in you.” He walks around the room to Ozzy. “Breaking a bone before Lunam would’ve diminished your chances of phasing. Any regeneration of cells would have killed your wolf gene. The serum made it dormant. Your parents had no idea but they were actually helping you.”
“You’re saying his gene is still intact?” Clio asks hopefully.
“He’s still one of us,” Rusty confirms.
Tripp hugs Ozzy. “I’ve always wanted the best for you, son.”
Clio cries and holds Ozzy. “Come here, Raine.” She pulls her into their hug. Into their family.




Chapter Eighteen

Jay



Abbi’s palms sweat as her mother explains why they created the serum. I try not to read too much into her sudden desire for affection. This is a lot to absorb.
“We thought it was the best thing at the time,” Kalysia says, defending the actions of her family.
“And now?” I gesture at Ozzy and his parents. “Clearly they had other opinions.”
The Tallacs have lead the pack for centuries, they seem to forget they have a natural power over the others.
“I stand behind our decision,” Kalysia insists, but she doesn’t look sure.
“Phasing is part of who we are. It will bring us….” I don’t know how to explain matching to Abbi and the others. We haven’t gotten to that part yet.
Kalysia realizes this and jumps at the chance. “Jay believes you’re fated to be together.”
When I told Abbi I wanted to be with her after camp, she was skeptical. In front of her mother, she’s different.
“You can’t be suggesting what I think.” Kalysia moves closer to me and Abbi.
I won’t show her any sign of weakness. “I am.”
“We are,” Ozzy seconds.
“Absolutely not!” Kalysia booms and turns to the parents. “Back me up here.” None of them speak in her defense.
Rusty finally tries to calm her. “Kalysia, I think we need to let the children decide. It’s their choice, not ours.” Rusty is the mole. The one who approved my shoddy application. He’s been secretly helping our cause all along. “I don’t want these kids to end up like Taylor.” Rusty chokes up. “We thought we knew what was best and pushed her.”
Abbi consoles her uncle. “That wasn’t your fault.”
“We found out three years ago that the serum wasn’t taking. The plan was to wait until after Taylor’s eighteenth birthday, then dose her with R-249.”
“Rusty, stop.” Kalysia’s warning doesn’t deter him.
He explains what I already knew. R-249 keeps you human forever. You can still pass on the gene to your children, but you will never phase. Monte presented this plan to my father when he first returned, thinking he would get on board. They were wrong. Dillan been working against them ever since.
“Abbi, let’s go.” Kalysia reaches for her daughter.
I want to force her to stay, but I’d be no better than Kalysia. I feel Abbi’s desire to remain, even though she’s inching away from me.
“Release her.” Kalysia makes a threatening move in my direction.
Rusty steps between us. “Sis, this isn’t the time.”
Abbi obeys her mother and they storm out of the cabin.
“She’ll come around.” Rusty pats my shoulder.
Dillan told me stories about his Lunam. The way he felt about Kalysia and how it differed from what he shared with my mother. Never in my wildest dreams, and I’ve had some pretty wild dreams, did I believe the granddaughter of Monte Tallac would be the woman I wanted for the rest of my life. Her stubbornness, her strength, proves we’re meant to be. I never saw myself with a pushover. The beach girls with bodies made for magazine covers never did it for me. They were too amicable. Even in Abbi’s weakest moments, she’s still the strongest woman I’ve ever met. How the hell am I going to convince her I’m more than a summer fling? If she’ll let me, I’ll be the man of her dreams.




Chapter Nineteen



We return to camp duties just before lunch. Sarah bulldozes me on the path to our cabin.
“Tell me it isn’t true!” She’s distraught. “Is Jay being fired?”
I keep my face as expressionless as possible. I’ve had enough emotion for one day. “Where are you supposed to be right now?”
“It’s a free day,” she says. “Because of your super-secret meeting.”
“Where are the other girls?” I ask as we approach our cabin.
“Inside.” She stops behind me.
“You first.”
She looks offended. “Seriously?” She opens the door and walks inside unscathed. “See? No prank. I’m done with that childish nonsense.”
“Good.” I walk past her to my bunk in the corner. “We only have three more days of camp, let’s keep things lowkey.”
“Totally,” she agrees. “Jay said pranks are juvenile and hurtful. I see that now.”
Jay said. “What else did he say?”
He was loose-lipped when it suited him. I was throwing myself at him like an idiot. Like a desperate fool. He had a secret agenda that had nothing to do with me or my vagina.
“He said he likes you,” she huffs. “A lot. Like a lot.”
“Awesome.”
Sarah catches my disinterest. “I’m serious. He said you’re end game.”
I stop folding my clothes. “He told you that?”
“Me and Amanda,” she corrects. “And Justin.”
“Jesus, how many people were there when he spilled his heart out?” I imagine him holding court, explaining how love works. These kids soak up everything he says. He’s setting them up for failure.
“He also said he’d wait until you were ready to be with him, no matter how long it takes.”
“That’s a weird thing to confess to a bunch of kids.”
“I’m not a kid. I’ve kissed a boy with tongue.”
“TMI.” I hold up my hand. “Wait, who did you kiss?”
Sarah gives me her best demure smile. “Justin.”
Good for him.
“Do you love him?” She sits on my bed, her heart on her sleeve. “If I were you, I’d tell him tonight. Before you lose your chance. Camp is almost over.”
Yesterday, I had the same mentality as Sarah. The end of camp was the end of life as I knew it. Now I realize I have no clue about life or the world waiting for me outside those gates.
“Is your family coming up tonight?” I pull a clean shirt from my bag.
“No. Mom is out of town for work and Dad is on call at the hospital.” She sighs. “It’s whatever. They’ve been to so many of these, I think they’re over it. I don’t even know if I’m coming back to camp next summer.”
“Why not? You’re a going to be a junior counselor next year.”
“Mom called yesterday, totally freaked out. She wanted to know if anyone had spoken to me about her. It was totally weird. Anyway, she rattled on about being done with this place.” Sarah goes to her bunk and opens her backpack. “Actually she said she’s done with these people. Whatever that means.”
Sarah’s mother must carry the gene, which means Sara does too. I wonder if her mother even knows. How many generations have passed on the gene without their knowledge? How many humans are like us?
“Uh, Abbi, there’s someone here to see you.” She snags her hoodie and heads to the door. “I’ll see you at dinner.” The other girls leave with Sarah.
Kalysia surveys the cabin. I wonder what memories this place is conjuring. “How are you handling everything?”
“I’m processing,” I tell her as I pack my makeup. “Tell me about the ceremony.”
“What do you want to know?” Mom sits on my bed and fluffs the pillow I brought from home to avoid eye contact.
“Why are you against it?”
“Like most socioeconomic dynamics, there are those at top of the food chain and those on the bottom. Monte and Layla wanted to level the playing field. The only way to achieve their goal was to destroy the thing that made us special. If we prevented our heirs from phasing, it would end the hierarchy, making it a lot easier to convince the others to administer the serum to their kids and stop the dilution of the human race.”
I think of Sarah and wonder how many kids here carry the gene. Are they being poisoned too? Where does it end? “Even if Monte was able to convince the pack to take R-249, there are others out there, right? People who have no idea they carry the gene. Girls like Taylor.”
“Taylor’s test were always inconclusive. We hoped she wouldn’t turn. Hell, we prayed. Rusty and Carrick planned to give Taylor R-249 to prevent her from phasing forever. They never got the chance. She phased the day before her birthday.”.
“What triggers the phase?”
“The moon. You phase under the first full moon after your eighteenth birthday. Conception and birth aren’t an exact science. Taylor was born the seventh but labor could’ve began on the fifth or sixth. The day you enter the world, isn’t always the day you were meant to be born. Nowadays, we have no control over conception, or birth. The only constant in this world is the moon. Once Taylor learned the truth about what she was, she refused the serum. They dosed her anyway. She never forgave them. Not even in her final note.”
We were told Taylor was depressed over losing her place in art school. Another lie. Taylor was the big sister none of us had. She was an amazing friend and even better babysitter. Her inside matched her outside. Unlike us, Taylor was light-haired with green eyes. All the boys loved her, and all the girls looked up to her.
“We have no way of knowing who carries the gene. The only option we have now is to control the situation. R-249 can do that. Contrary to what Rusty believes, we know how the serum works. We just need to make some final tweaks, collect some very important data.”
“From us?”
“It’s a complicated situation, Abbi.”
“If you want me on your side, I need to know everything.” The assertiveness I exude impresses her. I can tell by the way she looks me in the eye. Not to force me to cower to her, but as her equal.
“Your grandfather has been working on a food preservative. He’s marketing it as a healthy alternative to sodium nitrate. Celery powder masks the serum making it undetectable. If he gets FDA approval, it will be mass-marketed so every household in the country carries a product with the preservative.”
“The preservative carries R-249,” I guess.
“Yes. With this new strain, you only need a few doses a year to suppress the gene. Once we have the data, we’ll be able to present the final product for approval.”
My issues seem trivial now. There are thousands of people on the verge of being dosed by my grandfather. “People don’t know if they carry the gene, as long as it remains a secret, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“The gene is changing, adapting. We have no idea what will happen to someone who gets chemotherapy. The chemo could trigger the gene. We don’t know if the age limitation will change. Five-year-olds turning into wolves on a playground would be deadly. There are too many what-if’s. We have the power to control this before it gets out of hand.”
In every paranormal book I’ve ever read, one thing is always constant: containment.
“The ceremony will provide us with the data we need to finalize the serum. How do you feel about the ceremony?”
“What’s the point?”
“It’s symbolic to our kind.” I hear the pain in her voice. “The others will do what they believe is right. It’s their choice to make.”
She doesn’t say it’s mine. That’s okay, because for the first time, we’re on the same page. I’m not sure I can make the decision on my own. I don’t want to.
“Jay is probably a really nice person, Abbi. But he’s trying to relive the past. If you want freedom, don’t participate in the Lunam Ceremony. It’s a trap.”




Chapter Twenty



Everyone gathers under the white tent for family night. After dinner, there are activities. Mom, Leah, and Patsy are huddled at a table in the corner. The last thing on their mind is a night hike.
“Can you believe this shit?’ Raine slides beside me. “We’re supposed to put on a smile and pretend everything is normal.”
“You mean pretend we aren’t wolves,” I whisper. “Or the part about them secretly dosing us since we could walk.”
“Mom gave me a cliff notes version of our kind and how we phase under the Harvest Moon.” Raine raises an eyebrow. “I guess you were right about something big happening when we turned eighteen.”
“This wasn’t what I had in mind.”
“My mom is actually for this ceremony thing.” Raine bites her thumbnail. “Ozzy believes in it all. He says it’s the key to our happily ever after.”
“What about Napa?”
“You’re kidding, right? That internship was just a way to keep me under their thumb. After camp I’m leaving with Ozzy. If you were smart, you’d come with us.” Raine walks away when Patsy spots us talking. She slips out the side of the tent, where Ozzy is waiting. I’ve always believed Raine made her own fate, her own choices. She leaves nothing to chance, while I’m always waiting for things to happen to me. I should be making my dreams happen.
“Abbi.” Dad places his hand on my shoulder. I turn and I’m greeted with his warm smile. He’s still wearing his work clothes, a dingy blue button-down with his name embroidered over the left chest pocket. The logo for his garage in Quincy is on the back.
“Hi, Dad.” The sight of him gives me comfort. After all the craziness of the last twenty-four hours, he is the only part of my life that hasn’t changed. I still have no clue how he fits into the story. Does he phase? Does he know Mom is wolf?
“I heard about everything.” He chooses his words carefully. After nearly two decades with my mother, he knows every word out of his mouth will be analyzed. “We’re here to support you no matter what happens.” We, he says. That isn’t true. My mother will support her agenda.
Although he never rebukes Kalysia in front of me, he will always find a way to let me know he understands my side. He secretly agrees with me when it comes to moving to the city. He doesn’t share her oppressive parenting tactics. As fathers go, Jase Kincaid is the best. I’ve never been scared to share my feelings or fears with him. I think he would support all my choices, even when it comes to boys.
As soon as we arrive at Mom’s table, I see Jay approaching us from the other side of the tent. I’m almost eighteen, and this is the first time my parents are meeting a boy I’ve kissed. Mom moves from one side of the table to the other so she’s beside my father. A united front.
“Dad, this is Jay.” I introduce them and try to maintain some level of cool. “He’s the new counselor.”
“Nice to meet you, sir.” Jay nervously offers his hand.
“Jay,” Dad says and shakes it.
“I guess you know my dad.” Jay motions to the man standing beside him. He’s tall, fit, tan, and looks like an older version of his son.
“Kalysia, you look beautiful, as always.” Dillan kisses her on the cheek.
My father’s body temperature increases exponentially.
Mom accepts the compliment and the kiss. “Thank you, Dillan.”
“Dillan.” Dad offers his hand in peace.
“Jase.”
They shake, and I can tell from the tense look on their faces it was firm.
“This must be Abbi.” Dillan looks at Mom with a melancholy smile. “Is it just me or is this a little—”
“Weird.” She finishes his sentence.
Dillan exhales and chuckles. “Yeah. I mean”—he gestures to me—“for a few months, I thought she was—”
“She doesn’t know,” Jase interjects.
Dillan locks eyes with Mom. “I just assumed.”
“Assumed, what?” I look at Jay, then to mom. Everyone seems privy to this information but me. “Hasn’t there been enough secrets? If you won’t tell me, then let him.” I point to Dillan.
“Kalysia.” Dad says. “It’s time she knows everything.”
Everything about her demeanor says no, yet she agrees. “All right.” I wonder how much of her decision is based on seeing Dillan. I watch her struggle with looking at him. Even a glimpse of the man she used to love is a betrayal to my father.
We go back to the Iroquois cabin with Dillan and Jay. Like Mom, Dillan walks around with comfortable ease. My dad, not so much.
“We had some good times here,” Dillan recalls. He sits at the round table in the kitchen. I stand in the doorway with Jay.
“And some shitty ones.” Mom sets a glass of wine on the table in front of Dillan.
“Is this weird for you, Jase?” Dillan’s passive-aggressive demeanor makes my father’s forehead crease.
“Not at all. I got the girl in the end.” Dad catches Mom’s hand, spins her into his arms, and kisses her neck.
Smooth move, Dad.
Dillan gives him a crooked grin, the same one Jay flashes when he’s trying to be cute. This scenario is freaking me out, and I guess he must feel the same way.
Dad pulls out the chair opposite Dillan and sits. “If it wasn’t for your bad choices, I never would have met Kali.” His nickname for Mom is said with much affection.
“My bad choices?” Dillan scoffs. “I don’t think you know the whole story.”
“I know enough.”
The room is heated. Literally. Even Jay’s body temperature has gone up.
“Mom, what are they talking about?”
She doesn’t answer right away. I can tell she’s considering what to say. “I met your father when I was still with Dillan.”
“Wha… you cheated on Dillan with Dad?” Miss High and Mighty is a cheater?
My father is quick to defend her bad judgment. “She was only with Dillan because she was forced—”
“That isn’t true,” Mom corrects. “I wasn’t forced to be with him.” She looks up from her wine glass. “I chose Dillan.”
Dillan smiles with his eyes. Even though he’s old enough to be my father, my knees go weak. Like father, like son. I lean against Jay, and he rests his hand on my hip. Being in his arms feels right, natural. I’m not the least bit concerned about what my mother thinks.
“Choosing is part of the ceremony, and he was the best choice.” She smiles at Dillan. Dad shifts uncomfortably in his chair. Mom places her hand on his. “Then I chose you.” She kisses her husband.
“What the hell does any of this have to do with me?” I snap.
Mom looks sick, sicker than the time I asked her where babies came from.
“She can handle the truth,” Dad assures her.
“For a brief time, I didn’t know who your father was. There were ancient beliefs that made me doubt what I knew in my heart. Eventually things worked out the way they were meant to be.”
Dillan stands and walks to the sink. He dumps the wine and fills his glass with water. He turns to me. “For a few months, we thought you were mine.”
“I always doubted…” Mom tries to save face. “We didn’t know anything for sure until the blood test.”
Jay takes my hand. Now it feels weird. Like he isn’t the sexy hot boy I’ve been sneaking kisses from in the woods. For a time he was my brother. Gag.
I inch ever so slightly away. “How does his mother fit into this?” I swirl my finger between my parents and Dillan.
“It’s complicated,” Mom says.
“You think?” I snap.
“I know this feels weird, Abbi.” Jay takes my hand again. “But we’re not related. At all.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it. I focus on his playful smile, his honest eyes, those lips. Those luscious lips.
“Uh, Jay,” Dillan interrupts.
“Abbigayle.” Mom’s shrill tone tingles the back of my neck. Just to irk her, I don’t respond.
“This isn’t awkward at all.” Mom pushes back from the table and stands.
“Let’s give them a minute,” Dillan suggests.
“Absolutely not.” Mom places a hand on my shoulder.
I turn with all the smugness of a rebellious teen. She’s had it easy with me for seventeen years, that ends now. “Is there more, or can Jay and I have some privacy?”
My father turns green, and Jay stifles a laugh.
“Actually, there is more. I think we should discuss the rest in private, just our family.”
“If it makes it any easier, I’ve already told her,” Jay speaks up. “And I showed her a video.”
“You did what?” Mom explodes. “You had no right!”
Dillan defends his son. “You chose to keep your daughter in the dark. It doesn’t make Jay’s honesty wrong.”
Even my father agrees with his adversary. “We can’t protect her forever. Abbi is a smart girl. She’ll make the right choice.”
“Ozzy had a video.” I want to clarify it was Ozzy’s video. Jay already has so many strikes against him. Kalysia and Jase can’t hate Ozzy, he’s like family. “I didn’t watch it.”
“I want to see the video,” Mom demands.
Jay hands her his phone. He stands behind me as I lean over to watch his friend Lauren phase. Even though I know the video is real, it looks like really amazing CGI.
“Who is she?” Dad asks when it’s over. He doesn’t look stunned by the content, just curious about the girl.
“A friend.” Jay doesn’t look at me.
Dillan’s curious glance at his son makes me wonder if Jay is being truthful about this Lauren person.
“You understand what is happening in the video?” Mom addresses me like I’m a child. “What that means?”
It’s hard to fathom and little fantastical. People shifting into wolves is something out of a fairytale, like talking mice and flying elephants. “It’s a little unreal.”
“That’s because she’s never seen anyone phase in real life.” Jay raises a brow at his father. “Do you think?”
“Absolutely not!” Mom roars. “If anyone is going to show her, it’s us.”
They bicker about who should be the one to phase, and I tune out. I’m not keen on watching any of these people morph into an animal. Like most everything in my life, I don’t seem to get a say.
“Are you okay?” Jay finally asks.
“This is a lot to think about.” I rub my temples like I have a headache.
“Let’s go for a walk.” He tugs my hands.
“Never going to happen.”
Dillan leans against the sink, looks retrospectively back at the room. “Remember the conversations we had at that table?” Dillan address Kalysia. “We wanted to make a difference. Be the change. We failed. They can learn from our mistakes. Do things right.” He points at us. “It’s their destiny.”
“I won’t let Abbi be part of the Altum Lunam. What happens after the ceremony? Is she supposed to honor her responsibility to the pack?”
“They didn’t turn out so bad, did they?” Dillan is referring to me and Jay. We’re the responsibility to the pack. Having a child or children. That would explain the Meyers’ kids, why we’re all born at the same time.
“We’re going to create something new, built on equality.” Jay gives him the spiel. “Everyone is free to live the type of life they choose with no obligation to the pack.”
“That’s a lofty aspiration, Jay.” Mom is ready for this fight. “Every generation before you came to the ceremony with the same idealistic fantasies.” Her attention shifts to Dillan. “We fell into the same trap as our parents.”
“This will be different. Everyone is welcome, even those who have phased.” Jay isn’t giving up. “I’m not saying the fire of 2017 was a good thing, but one positive came from it. The chance to start over. The rebirth of our kind. Not based on blood purity but on unity. Once you remove power from the equation, you’re left with people.” His speech is inspiring. Even I start to believe.
“I appreciate your drive, but this is so much bigger than you can imagine.” Mom stands behind Dad and places her hands on his shoulders. He gives her a reassuring smile. “The hierarchy is still in place. Ozzy and Raine are the heirs to the Tallac and Duke families, if they match, they will be alphas. The others will follow them.”
“I’m alpha.” Jay stands a bit taller.
“I thought that didn’t matter,” Mom quips.
He fell right into her trap.
“You say power isn’t important, but it’s ingrained in you. Part of your DNA. The gene makes it so. Are you really willing to take the serum to equal the playing field? That’s all we’re trying to do.”
I’m acutely aware of how close I am to Jay. How he makes me feel. Where his hands are, where my body touches his. My mother notices too.
“Abbi has another destiny. She’s moving to the city with Layla and Monte. They have an apartment ready for her to move into immediately.”
Two weeks ago she was dead set against me leaving. She promised me next year. Now she’s giving me everything I want next week.
“Are you serious?” I can’t hide my elation. This is clearly an attempt to separate me from Jay, from the ceremony, but I’ll take it.
“You can move in as soon as camp is over.” The triumphant look on her face tells me she isn’t bluffing.
I leap into her arms and blanket her with words of gratitude.
“I can’t wait to tell Trevor! And Raine.”
“We can go shopping for essentials in Union Square. I know a great place with the cutest kitchenware.” She tucks a lock of hair behind my ear.
This was my dream long before Jay ever heard of our camp. I cannot throw away everything I’ve ever wanted on a boy I’ve only known two weeks. “I still have time to apply for next semester. I need to get online and download the paperwork.”
“I’ll take care of everything, sweetie.”
“Abbi.” Jay says my name, and I crash back to earth. “What about us?”
Mom snorts. I glare at her.
“Let’s give them a minute,” Dad suggests. He ushers her out of the kitchen, and Dillan follows.
I sit at the table and sneak a sip of Mom’s wine. Jay pulls out the empty chair and positions it so we’re facing each other. One hand grips the back of my chair, and his other hand is on my leg. I feel his despair and desperation.
“Abbi, look at me.” His tone is soft, pleading. “Tell me you don’t want me.”
“I can’t.”
I want him to be my first. That hasn’t changed. But I refuse to believe I’m the kind of girl who will only have one great love. That isn’t me. I can’t even decide on a favorite flavor of ice cream.
Jay’s steely gray eyes plead for words I can’t say. Won’t say. How can this messy haired boy be my one true love? Does the sweetness of his lips or the magnitude of his touch determine how long or how completely he is capable of loving me? These are questions that cannot be answered. Not by my know-it-all mother or my experienced best friend. Only time will tell. Time isn’t something I’m willing to waste on words and promises. I have no doubt he is willing to follow me anywhere in the world. The question is, do I want him tagging along on my adventure? Moving to the city has always been my dream. Adding him to the batter could be a recipe for disaster. Things haven’t been perfect here at camp. Hot, yes. Sexy, hell yes. Maybe we’re only as good as our limitations. Given the chance to be together freely, the fire won’t burn as bright.
Kalysia reappears in the doorway to say it’s getting late. “We can talk more when you come home.” She ushers Jay and Dillan out of the cabin. Dad goes to camp central so we can be alone. I stay in the kitchen and wait for the lecture she’s dying to give me.
“I can see why you like him. He’s very handsome.” She tops off her wine. “He looks like Dillan.”
“Did you love Dillan?”
“Yes. Part of me still cares for him. We are connected by the Lunam Ceremony. That doesn’t mean we were destined to be together. I’m in love with your father.”
I think of the way Raine blindly loves Ozzy. “I don’t want to be in love like that. I don’t want to be out of control. I want to choose, like you did.”
“There’s only one way for that to happen.” She takes a long drink from her wine. “Don’t go to the ceremony.”




Chapter Twenty-One



We get through the last two days of camp without any surprises or storms. At the goodbye ceremony, my girls presented me with our cabin sign, which they’d autographed. Raine’s girls honored her with a prank.
“Those little assholes melted my lipsticks together!”
“Pranks are a sign of love.” I roll off her bunk and inspect the giant swirl of pink, red, and purple molded to look like a giant penis and glued to her cabin sign. “It so cute how they all kissed the wood with a different shade before they melted them.”
“Yeah, okay.” She feigns annoyance, but deep down I can tell she’s touched. “Speaking of love….” She carefully places the lipstick penis on top of her bag. “Have you decided what to do about Jay?”
“I’m meeting him tonight.” I turn around and air quote, “‘To talk.’”
She sighs and sits on her bunk facing me. I feel a lecture coming on.
“I really don’t need pointers on how to be sexy right now.”
“Abs, I’m the last person to give relationship advice.”
So don’t.
“This doesn’t seem like a random hookup for him. He believes in the old traditions.”
“Like living happily ever after,” I say scornfully.
She is uncharacteristically serious. “I don’t know, Abbi. Maybe there is some truth to it. Ozzy believes it, and he’s the last person I ever thought would settle down.”
I think of how many times his name was written on the wall of the boom-boom room. “What about you? Do you believe we’re destined to be with only one person? To love one man our whole lives?”
Her eyes sparkle like a lovesick fool. “I do, Abbi. Ozzy has always been it for me. None of the other guys in my life ever came close to making me feel the way he can.”
“Not even the Aussie?”
She smiles at the memory. “Not even the Aussie.”
It’s easy for her to make a declaration about her feelings. She’s been with other boys. Fear and self-doubt has kept me chaste. When a boy finally comes along I want to experiment with, he just happens to be the one I’m fated to love for eternity.
“I’m glad you and Ozzy can finally be together. I hope it all works out, but I can’t be part of the ceremony.” I realize I’m making my decision right this second. I stand and move toward the door. “I won’t repeat my mother’s mistakes.”
“Are you saying I’m making a mistake?”
“Maybe.”
“You’re unbelievable, you know that?” She paces to the window and back. “Do you know how many times I’ve listened to you preach about true love? About respecting my body. And now that I can finally be with the man I love, you have the nerve to say its bullshit?” Her anger comes from a place of pain. I hurt her.
“I just don’t think we’re ready to settle down at this age.”
“We? This isn’t a ‘we’ situation. This is about me and Ozzy, not you. For once this is about someone else’s feelings.”
She is saying all the things I have always wanted to say to her. She can’t really believe I’m the self-absorbed one here.
“It’s always been about you, Raine. About your hookups and summer flings. You suck all the attention out of a room. I’m invisible next to you. It’s Raine’s World, and I’m just a visitor. Go. Run off with Ozzy and live whatever life fate has in store for you. I’m taking R-249 and moving to the city to find my own life.”
I slam the door on the way out and stomp across camp to the lake. By the time I get there, tears stream down my face. I can count on one hand how many times we’ve disagreed, but this time is different. A line is being drawn, and we’re on opposite sides. I promised my mother I wouldn’t tell anyone I was taking R-249, not that it matters to Raine. She’s a lost cause. It’s like her brain has been melted by Ozzy’s love. Kill me now. If and when I ever fall in love, it will not render me blind.
She doesn’t text me when she leaves camp. I hear she’s gone from Trevor as we pack up the crafts cabin.
“Ozzy picked her up after the last bus. I heard they’re going to a house in South Lake Tahoe.”
“Good for them.”
“Jealous much?”
“I’m not jealous. I’m over this.” I put the lid on the last bin and stack it next to the door. A green smudge on the door handle reminds me of the day we had the paint fight. That was the same night Jay sang to me, and I decided I’d give myself to him. It was a childish notion. I was playing duck-duck-goose with my virginity, and he was the boy I’d chosen to chase me around camp. I can’t deny the way he made me feel. Sexy and alive and safe. Part of me wishes I wanted more. Maybe I’d change my mind if we consummated our relationship. There’s still time for that to happen. The thought makes me smile despite my shitty mood.
“Only one thing can make you smile like that.” Trevor opens the door. “He’s about yea tall.” Trevor holds a hand above his head. “And smells like heaven.”
I turn off the light and lock the door. The sun has almost set, and most of the camp is gone. Trevor and I volunteered to close up. Any excuse not to go home.
“Are you going to dinner?” he asks. He’s been eating like an animal lately. “I’m starving.”
“Probably not. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I don’t tell him about meeting Jay, because I don’t want to make it something it’s not. Just in case, I shower and shave my legs. A girl should always be prepared. I wear my tightest jeans and a tank top, even though it’s a chilly night. I take one last glance in the mirror. There is no hiding my intentions. I want him. Tonight is my last chance to make it happen.
We meet at the dock just after nine. The moonlight sparkles off the water in a brilliant display of light.
“You look sexy, stunning, amazing. I need a thesaurus to describe you.”
“Same.” I run a hand over the letters tattooed on his chest. “Howlin’ Ale?”
“It’s the beer our parents made at the factory,” he explains. “That’s what the cylinders were for.”
“You knew?” The words come out sharper than I meant. I can’t be upset by his secrets. Not if this is just a fling. Secrets and lies only matter when feelings are involved. This isn’t about love. It’s just sex.
“I couldn’t explain how I knew without telling you everything.” He runs his hands down my naked arms.
“It doesn’t matter.” I take his hand. “Let’s go.” I have no problem being the aggressor. “You can show me how those cylinders work.”
When we get to the edge of the woods, he stops. With a quick jerk, he pulls me into his arms. He looks into my eyes with a loving expression.
Fear runs through me. He’s stopping. Again.
“I refuse to write my name on the wall of the boom-boom-room.” He’s half-smiling, and I relax.
“We don’t have to write your name on the wall.  But I’m definitely adding mine.
The giant redwoods gently sway, and my heart races in anticipation. I hurry forward before he changes his mind.
“Abbi.” He slows our pace.
If this leader of the pack crap is real, if I keep walking, he’ll follow.
“Abbi, stop.”
“Here we go again.” I sigh and drop his hand. “Am I that repulsive?” I’m being a brat. I don’t care.
“Quit being a child.” His sharp rebuke sends an angry swell through me.
“Is that it? You want a woman? Someone like Lauren?” I almost spit her name. “Whatever.” I turn back to camp. “How many times are you going to reject me before I get the picture?” The question is rhetorical. I don’t want to him to answer, but he doesn’t really care what I want.
Leaves rustle under his feet as he rushes to keep up with me. “Please stop so I can explain myself.”
“You can talk and walk.” I stay a few steps in front of him, afraid to see his face or hear his words. I definitely do not want him to see my reaction.
“You’re right, I don’t want to go to the boom-boom room.”
“Surprise, surprise.”
“I’m not saying I don’t want you.” He takes my hand and slows, hoping I’ll concede. I do.
I steady myself for another round of ‘we are better than this.’ I don’t hear him. All I hear is rejection. I’m not sexy enough to be ravished in a grimy room in the woods.
“I don’t want to take you to the factory.”
“Obviously.”
“Do you have to be such a smart ass?”
I roll my eyes.
“I don’t want to take you to the factory, because I’d rather go to your cabin.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“I thought… I assumed….”
“Stop thinking and start walking.” He leads the way this time. We exit the woods, cross the path, and slink through camp central to my cabin door. He places a hand on the doorknob. His unease has been replaced with pure, hot desire. He wants me more than he’s letting on.
I place a hand over his on the doorknob and press my back to the door. He gently snakes his fingers through mine. My breasts are smashed between us, and I catch him looking at my cleavage. He smiles.
“You’re sure this is what you want.” He presses against me so I feel his excitement.
“Y-yes.” I’m taken aback by his force. I’ve always felt like he was holding back. This is the first time he’s shown something deeper, but I’m the one with the winning hand. “Are you sure?”
“Seriously, Abbi, do you even have to ask?” His desire and intentions are never in sync. I need to take advantage of this moment before he changes his mind again. I wiggle free and open the door. The smell of pine cleaner wafts past us. A row of not-very-sexy bunk beds line the wall. I pull him past the stripped down beds to my bunk.
“Let’s do this.” I clap my hands together like I’m fired up before a big game. I kick off my shoes and toss my camp shirt on the floor. Even though he’s seen me in a bikini, I feel naked standing before him in a bra and jeans.
He watches from a few feet away and makes no move toward me. I keep my spirits high, even though it looks like he’s about to pull out of the game.
“Focus, Jay. There’s a half-naked girl in front of you. Do your thing.” I spread my arms and fall back on the bed.
“This isn’t a joke, Abbi. Sex should be meaningful.”
“Have all of your sexual encounters been momentous life-changing experiences?” I sit up on my elbows and glare at him.
“No. But none of them were you. I care about you on a level I didn’t know was possible.”
I wish his words made my heart flutter instead of my stomach turn. Knowing the history between our families, we’ll never get my parents’ blessing for us to be together. As much as I like him, I respect my mother and father more.
He lifts me off the bed and raises my chin so we’re eye to eye. “I want everything between us to have meaning.” My heart tears a tiny bit when I see the aching in his eyes. He wants me to say I feel the same way.
“You’ve never just hooked up with a girl?”
“You’re unbelievable.” He doesn’t mean that in a good way. My attempt to bring levity to the moment fails. “You accuse me of not wanting you when you’re the one who doesn’t want me. You’ll use my body but you want nothing to do with my heart.”
“I care about you. I just don’t see a future for us. Not the one you want anyway.”
“Come to the ceremony with me.”
I shake my head. “My parents are against it.” Telling Jay about R-249 isn’t an option. He’ll spend the rest of our time together trying to persuade me from taking it.
He wraps me in his arms. “Do you trust me?” He lowers his mouth to mine, stopping millimeters from my lips. “I want you in every way. I want your heart.” He kisses my neck. “I want your soul.” His tongue eases into my mouth. “Tell me you want the same things I do.” His lips explore my neck, his hands roam to new regions. “I want every inch of you. All of you.”
“What if I don’t look good covered in fur? What if I don’t turn at all? Let’s keep our options open. I could meet someone sexier than you at the ceremony.”
“You’re going to be sexy as hell in fur, I guarantee it.” His arms tighten around me protectively, possessively. He plants tiny kisses from my cheek to my mouth. “After today you are mine. Nobody will ever come between us.” He rubs my left butt cheek. My body molds around him. It’d be so much easier to tell him what he wants to hear. Agree with everything he says.
“Are you allergic to cats?”
He stops kissing. “What? No. Why?”
“What if my cat, Shady, hates you? That would be a deal breaker.”
“Cats love me.” He laughs into my hair. “You’re scared of commitment. I get it. I am 100 percent certain we belong together. Let me prove it to you.”
“How?”
“The ceremony. We’ll match, I know it.”
Technically I can go to the ceremony. I can phase then take R-249. The serum will reverse the gene, not what happens between me and Jay.
“I can’t commit to forever.” I pull back. “I barely know you.”
“Yet you want to have sex with me?”
“That’s different,” I argue. “We’ll look back on this years from now and have a great story.”
“Whose story is this, Abbi, yours or ours? Am I just a supporting character, someone written off in the first act?” He lets me go. “You want a one-night stand.”
“And you want my entire life!”
He looks over my head and remains silent.
“Admit it. You want me at the ceremony so you can stake your claim. You want to own me.”
“You’re right.” He moves farther away. “I am trying to persuade you to be part of the ceremony, but not so I can claim you. I want you to claim me.” Pain and anguish replace my angst and desire. “I want to be the love of your life, not the first guy you fuck.”
As soon as the door slams, I allow my true feelings to flood forth. Hidden behind the sarcasm and indifference is a vulnerable girl who has no idea what love is. I don’t know how to love him. How can I, when I don’t even love myself.




Chapter Twenty-Two



The end of summer always feels lonely, empty.
This time it’s different.
Raine isn’t down the street, ready to sneak out of her room with a stolen bottle of wine to cheer me up. I don’t know where she is or if I can still call her my best friend.
Jay completely rocked our world. Swooping into camp and spilling the truth, not just about who and what we are, the feelings he declared for me. His words haunt me. They keep me up at night wondering if he is the monumental event I was waiting for, dreaming about, since I was a little girl. In those quiet moments, I allow myself to believe he’s right, that we are fated to be together. Those thoughts fade almost as fast as the early morning dew. Today of all days, Jay is the last thing I should be thinking about.
“This view is amaze-balls!” Trevor spreads his arms in front of our bay window and stares across the cityscape. “Abbi, have you seen this?”
“Yep.” I pop the P at the end of the word. “Have you seen these bags? They aren’t going to empty themselves.” I place a carton of orange juice and a block of cheddar cheese in the refrigerator.
We moved into our apartment last night, when the view was a thousand twinkling lights. I use the term moved in loosely. The only things we brought from home were our clothes and a few pictures. The apartment is furnished and paid for by my grandparents.
Layla knocks as she opens the door. “Are you decent?”
Grandma’s got jokes.
“Yes, Ms. Layla.” Trevor sings in reply and rushes to greet her. “I know I’ve said this a thousand times, but thank you!”
“Oh honey, we’re happy to have you.” Layla glances at Monte. That’s his cue to agree. He doesn’t dislike Trevor, but he’s uncertain about me living with a male. Even if that male doesn’t find me the least bit attractive.
“Yes, of course.” Monte shakes Trevor’s hand, then turns to me. “How are you, sweetheart?”
“I’m good.” I kiss his cheek. “Is Mom with you?”
“She’ll be here in an hour or so. She had some errands.”
We’re having a little housewarming party. I invited Raine and Ozzy, but I doubt they will show up. Raine hasn’t replied to any of my texts, just Trevor’s.
Layla places a bottle of champagne on the counter that separates the kitchen from the living room. The apartment is a modern spin on a classic Victorian. The main room has an open floor plan with high ceilings and hardwood floors.
“Your father sends his love. He’ll come by during the week to make sure all the outlets are working,” Layla snarks. She doesn’t hate my dad, but even from a young age, I could tell she thinks Jase is beneath my mother. I wonder now if that was a hierarchy thing.
Dad won’t tell me about his parents. His aunt and uncle raised him in Quincy, they’re all the family he has ever needed.
The door opens again, and Rusty and Leah appear. Right off they start offering advice on restaurants and local dry cleaners. They lived in this building for a few years, so did my parents and Rusty.
“Stay away from the Thai place on California Street.” Leah places a hand on her stomach, recalling the pain of food poisoning.
“I love that place,” Monte exclaims. “You just got a bad batch of egg rolls.” He rattles off dishes from their menu I should try. Most of them sound horrible.
“Abbi will figure things out on her own,” Layla chimes in, always in my favor. “Have you spoken to Jay?”
My heart leaps into my throat at hearing his name. Leah shoots a look at Layla. My grandmother ignores her.
“He’s been busy recruiting. They’re up to twenty participants.”
I unpack groceries and pretend not to care.
“What exactly happens at the ceremony?” Trevor pours champagne into a glass and hands it to Layla. “Maybe I should make an appearance at this soiree.”
Monte and Rusty chuckle from the sofa.
“What’s so funny?” I ask. “Is Trevor not allowed?”
“Once upon a time, no.” Rusty shares a look with Monte. “I didn’t go to mine because, well, there wasn’t anyone there for me.”
“You mean your kind.” Leah is careful with her words. She loves my uncle to death, but she’s always been uptight when it comes to his lifestyle. After Taylor’s death, she let it slip that maybe Rusty and Carrick’s unconventional upbringing had something to do with Taylor’s choice. Her opinion wasn’t received well, and it took a few months for Rusty to accept her apology.
“Yes, my kind. Gays.” Rusty is blunt.
Trevor laughs, awed. He has a crush on Rusty. Who wouldn’t? He’s Hollywood gorgeous. Too bad he’s happily married.
“Well then forget that.” Trevor fills another glass and keeps it for himself. Before he can sip, Layla swipes it and hands it to Leah.
“That was then, this is now. Jay has made it clear that all are welcome. The ceremony isn’t about matching. It’s about inclusiveness.” Layla is definitely Team Jay.
Trevor has never really been included, especially with the guys. His mother being an outsider always made him feel like a fraud. Although I never believed he was any different than us, he felt it.
Layla continues to talk about Jay. I continue to pretend the mention of his name doesn’t cause a highlight reel of our favorite moments together to play in my head. The way his fingertips graced my palms at the bonfire. His warm, shivering lips on mine the morning we jumped in the lake. His eyes the day he walked out of the cabin. I’ll admit it. I like him. I’d give anything to see him walk through my door. To smell him, to touch him. If we’re truly meant to be, we wouldn’t need a ceremony to prove it.
“Did they find a site yet?” Leah asks.
“They’re scouting locations.” Monte nervously tosses back his champagne. He may not agree with those pushing for the ceremony, but he won’t stand in their way. The mark of a great leader is allowing people to have free will. My grandfather has a commanding presence, but he’s also the kindest, fairest man I’ve ever met.
“I’m here.” Mom announces her arrival from the entryway.
The room goes silent.
Trevor is the first to acknowledge her. “Hey, Ms. Kali.” Everyone else is scared she overheard our conversation. Mom is wholly against the ceremony. She is ready to fight whenever the subject is broached.
I give her a hug. “How was the drive?”
“Not bad.” She sets a box on the counter. “I brought you some things. Towels, that air freshener you like.” She has never looked happier. After Jay infiltrated our lives, she decided a gap year was a bad idea. She couldn’t get me out of Meyers and away from Jay fast enough.
My family sits around the living room, telling stories about the city, spilling tea about the people who aren’t here. Trevor soaks it up, and I try not to fall asleep.
“Mom, your phone.” I point to her cell, buzzing on the floor. It must have slipped out of her purse.
She picks it up and swipes to unlock it. “I’ll be right back.”
After she leaves the room, Rusty says to me and Trevor with a grin, “Have you two come up with a code yet?”
“Code?” I look at Trevor.
“He means for sex.” Trevor raises a told-you-so brow at me.
Leah chokes on her champagne.
“You have to come up with a code in case one of you brings home a date,” Rusty explains. “Like a sock on the door.”
“Gross. Do not tie a stanky sock on our door,” Trevor says.
“Me? You’re the one most likely to bring home a date.” I go to the kitchen.
“Can we change the subject?” Monte is clearly uncomfortable.
Mom returns to the living room, smiling from ear to ear. “I have amazing news. Abbi, come back in here.”
I leave my half-filled cup of soda on the counter and join her in the living room.
“I just got off the phone with the dean of admissions at the city college. He has a spot for you and Trevor this semester. Isn’t that wonderful?” Mom holds her arms out to me. I hug her and feel the noose tighten.
Everyone congratulates her on her accomplishment. Her accomplishment. I read online the waitlist is two years long. It’s obvious she pulled strings to get us in. She used whatever influence she had to put me and Trevor at the top of the list. Isn’t this exactly what she was trying to rectify with the serum? Creating a level playing field within our kind?
“I appreciate the opportunity, Ms. Kali, I really do. But I’m not going to college.” Trevor hugs her, then leaves the room.
“I thought he’d be thrilled.” Mom looks perturbed.
“We should go,” Layla says. “You two need time to settle in.”
“But I just got here,” Mom protests.
Layla invites the group back to her house. “I have a new Danny O’Conner painting I want to show off.” She touches Rusty’s hand. He smiles sadly at the mention of Taylor’s favorite artist. She had prints of his work taped all over her room. He was the reason she wanted to be an artist.
“I don’t want to do this alone.” Rusty urges Leah and Mom to come with him for support.
“You’ll be okay?” Kalysia is waiting for more admiration, so I give it to her.
“Yes. This is everything I ever wanted.” I glance around the apartment. “Thank you.”
After a lifetime of battles, this doesn’t feel like a victory. It’s more like an impasse. Even though I’m technically living on my own, she still has control of my life. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has access to the security cameras hung all over this apartment.
“Abbi.” Trevor says my name softly from the other side of the room. “I have something to tell you.”
I already know what he’s going to say. “When did you decide to go to the ceremony?”
He sighs and sits on a stool at the counter. “When Raine did.”
“That’s why she’s texting you, not me.”
“Yes and no. She’s pissed at you.”
She thinks I’m a hypocrite, and she’s right. “Tell her I’m sorry.”
“You can tell her yourself.” He checks the champagne bottle, then pours what is left into a glass. “She’s parked around the corner, waiting to come up.”
I bolt out the door and down to the street. I refrain from calling her name because my grandparents live two buildings away. Which means my mom is nearby. The last person she wants to see is Raine. They have competed for my attention, love, and respect for years. Now they’re officially on opposite sides of a line, waiting to see which way I fall.
“Abbi?” Raine yells from the corner.
I leap into her arms, slobbering apologies into her hair. “I’m sorry. I am happy for you and Oz.”
“I’m sorry too. I was a major bitch. Please forgive me.”
When Ozzy gets out of the car, I hug him and wonder if he’s spoken to Jay. It takes a tremendous amount of willpower not to ask about him.
She takes my hand, and we walk to my building. “We found a place to have the ceremony. It’s happening in two weeks.”
“That soon?”
“We have almost thirty participants. Parents are even helping prepare, there are so many traditions and rituals. It’s overwhelming but so incredible.” She gushes over details with a light in her eyes I’ve never seen before. “It isn’t just a ceremony. The party starts in the morning and goes all night and into the next day. It’s part rave, part campout, part phasing into a wolf for the first time. We have a DJ and food. It’s like the prom we never had.” She makes the ceremony sound like a once-in-a-lifetime event, and I’m missing it. Fear of missing out is a powerful thing.
“I’m happy for both of you.” We share a group hug. When we break, I tell them my good news. “Mom got me into city college. I start next week.”
They share a look of pity. “That’s great, Abs, but is that what you really want?”
“Of course it is.” I doesn’t even convince myself. For years I cried for the freedom to make my own choices. Now that I’m faced with two paths, I can’t decide which one to take.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Jay



Raine told me to wait in the car. It’s been an hour, and I’m still sitting here like a stalker down the street from Abbi’s new apartment. This is a nice neighborhood. Top of the food chain nice. My father was right about the Tallacs. When they thrived, my family fell apart.
I lost both of my grandparents in the big fire: Lowell Duke, the man who raised Dillan and Adel my biological grandmother. I remember bits and pieces of her. She was a quiet, timid woman with a loving smile. Adel set money aside for Dillan in the event of her death. That money kept food in my belly and clothes on my back all these years. I never dreamt about living someplace like this.
I pull out my phone to text Raine and suddenly Abbi runs down the street. Her face shines with excitement. I grip the door handle, ready to jump out and swoop her into my arms. Raine beats me to her. She can have her moment. I plan to spend the rest of my life with Abbi in my arms. I check my hair in the mirror, then my breath. I’ve planned my speech. I know exactly what I’m going to say. How I’m going to win her back. I don’t even care about the ceremony.
I tap the steering wheel as they disappear around the corner. I wait ten minutes, then text Raine:
Me: Was this part of the plan?
I don’t even know the plan. She told me to come to this address if I wanted to see Abbi. Here I sit. It takes six minutes for Raine to reply.
Raine:  I don’t want to push her too far. Let’s regroup tomorrow.
Me:  What the hell? Does she want to see me or not? What did she say?
Raine: Trust me, Jay. This is not a good night. Let me work on getting her to the ceremony. That’s what matters, right?
Raine is trying to let me down easy. Of course Abbi is going to forgive her. They’re best friends. I’m just some guy who showed up at camp and rejected her. There’s an old song lyric that goes You don’t know what you got ’til it’s gone. Well, I never really had Abbi, yet I feel a tremendous loss. The what-if’s are brutal.
What if I’d taken her virginity in the boom-boom room?
What if I’d told her the truth from the beginning?
What if she never wanted to be with me?
I start the truck and take off, nearly side-swiping an SUV. They honk. I press the gas pedal harder without looking back.
◆◆◆
 
I crash at my father’s place in Pacifica while I wait for Raine to text me with news about Abbi. Three days go by, and I hear nothing but updates on the location site, followed by details about food and sleeping arrangements. I could give a shit about any of that. I don’t even want to go to the ceremony. I just want to make things right with Abbi. I consider doing a drive-by past her house, but the stalker laws in California are no joke. I haven’t even checked her social media. Seeing her face makes me insane. I need to clear my head and figure out my next move. When a report comes in of a swell in Santa Cruz, I group-text Raine and Ozzy that I’m going off the grid.
Ozzy:  Dude, just come back to Tahoe. We need you here.
Me: The waves are calling.
Ozzy: We can’t do this without you.
Raine: Quit being a dumbass and call her. I’ll tell her to call you.
Me: NO. Stay out of it, Raine. Oz, a lil help here.
Ozzy: I can’t control her. Believe me I’ve tried.
Raine: I know ur not talking bout me!
Me: I’ll be back for the ceremony.
Ozzy: Hit me up if you need anything, bro.
It takes five minutes for me to pack my shit and load the truck. My father’s most important life lesson was how to pack. Minimal and micro. I roll my shirts into a log and fold a few pairs of shorts on top of them. A week’s worth of clothes fit neatly into my backpack. I’m tying down my board when I hear ringing. Nobody calls me, everyone texts. Did Oz tell Abbi to call? I drop everything and bolt into the house. I pull the charger out of the wall as I answer the phone.
“Hello?”
“Hey, you.”
It’s Lauren.
“When are you coming home?”
I look around the apartment. “I am home.”
“I mean back to me… the sanctuary.”
“Since when is the sanctuary home?” Since when does she want me? “I’m going to see this through.” I brace for her wrath.
“You can’t be serious. That was never the plan.”
Our original plan was to expose the Tallacs and turn their children against them. Ozzy is the reason we’re having the ceremony. He believes it will grant him, and the other Meyers kids, independence. Even if the pack has been dissolved, their families are still in control. At the very least, Ozzy will have the right to choose who he loves and how he will live his life. After spending time with Abbi, I get it. She is incapable of making her own choices. I didn’t realize this until our last day at camp. I was no better than her mother, forcing her choose, to say what I needed to hear. I didn’t listen to her. If I get the opportunity to make it right, I will, but I won’t force it. That’s why I’m not calling or texting her. She needs to make the first move, otherwise I’ll never know if it’s real.
Lauren softens her tone. “I miss you.”
I won’t go there with her again. “Things have changed.”
“You wanted to bring them down. You wanted to out their parents and expose the lie, not become one of them. What changed?”
Not what, who.
“It’s her, isn’t it?” Lauren raises her voice. “You think you’re in love with her now?” She laughs. It’s a mean, ugly laugh. “You’re going to the ceremony so you can match with her?”
“The ceremony is part of our heritage, who we are. It’s our birthright, even yours.”
She is silent. A quiet woman is scary. “As if I’d go to the ceremony. What would I gain? I’ve already lost you.”
“You didn’t want me.”
“Plans change.” This is her game. One step forward, fifteen steps back. “Maybe I will go to the ceremony and prove to you we’re a match.”
That isn’t funny on so many levels. The last thing I want is Lauren popping up at the ceremony. She knows another version of me. I’m not the spiteful, vindictive man who left Oregon to bring down the Tallac family. If Abbi ever found out the truth, she’d never believe we’re meant to be. What I say next its crucial to keeping Lauren from coming to California.
“I never said I was going to be part of the ceremony. I’m just consulting with dad.” I check the strap on my board. “In fact, I’m following some waves south. I’ll probably circle back to Oregon in a few weeks with Oz. Let’s talk more when I get back.”
“Promise?” She sounds hopeful, like she wants to believe my bullshit. I’ve gone off the grid to surf with my dad plenty of times. This is nothing new.
“Absolutely.”
I power down my phone and drop it into my backpack. In the past I’ve given my father hell for bailing on life. For dropping everything to surf whenever things got hard. Now here I am, doing the same thing, repeating his sins. Am I destined to live my life on a board? Letting the waves decide my future? Or am I going to stick it out on land? Unlike Dad, I have something to stay dry for. Someone. All I have to do if figure out a way to convince her she wants me.




Chapter Twenty-Four



The courtyard outside the administration building is filled with protesters. Signs bob up and down, accusing the dean of taking bribes. Another sign condemns students who allegedly paid their way to the top of the list. They might as well plaster my picture all over this quad, because I’m guilty of everything they’re marching against. The strings my mother pulled to get me into this school have a face, a voice. A gray-haired, middle-aged woman holds a sign that says ”You’re Welcome” in bright red letters. Beneath the statement is a cartoon drawing of a man climbing stairs to the word success, only the stairs aren’t made of wood or steel, they’re the backs of people.
In the comfort of my home, safe in my bubble, I’m grateful for my mother’s connections and her persistence when it came to securing my admission. I’ve seen protests on television and the internet, but hearing the chants, smelling the desperation, feeling their hatred, changes things. I watch at the edge of the grass, scared to make my way through the crowd. Others push past me, wearing their privilege like a suit of armor.
“It’s always like this,” someone says. “Don’t let them intimidate you.” A tiny girl in a yellow dress, clutching a book bag to her chest, comments on the scene. “They like to harass the rich kids to make sure they know how lucky they are.” She checks her cell phone, then tucks it into her bag. She refers to rich kids as if she isn’t one of them.
“You won the lottery?” I guess.
“Last year.” She pulls her badge out. “I’m a year two.”
Her name is Summer Chandler. The name suits her: long blonde hair and sky-blue eyes.
“I’ll show you around.” Summer moves toward the mob. “It’s always crowded on the last day of registration. The more people they can intimidate into backing out, the better chance they have of being drawn from the waitlist.”
I recall the news articles about people waiting five, six, seven years on the waitlist, only to age off because rich kids like me have parents with money and power. I am the reason they’re here. I’m the problem. I’ve spent the better half of my life complaining about my dreams, my future. As we near the crowd, I look at the angry faces, old and young, and I wonder whose spot I’m taking. Whose dream am I stealing?
Summer grips my arm. “Keep walking.” She trudges forward with her badge dangling around her neck. She’s right. Nobody throws insults her way. They’re here for me. My kind.
“Summer.” I stop. “I can’t do this.”
“Don’t let them win.” Her hand slips down to mine. “It’s right up ahead. Once we get through the door, it’s smooth sailing.” This girl has no reason to help me. Nothing to gain. She’s a good person, unlike me.
“I can’t. I didn’t earn my spot here. My mother paid—”
Her hand falls from mine. “Oh.” She steps back.
“I don’t deserve to be here.”
I back away. The mob grows louder. I run to my Jeep. It’s easy to be a tough girl in Meyers. Everyone bows to my family, now I know why. If I want to make it on my own, I can’t start with an advantage. Mom will never understand. Kalysia has dreams of her own for me. Today I’m crushing them.
◆◆◆
 
Trevor is in his room when I get home. A small suitcase lies on the bed.
“Knock, knock,” I call and push his door open.
He turns from his dresser with a handful of socks. “That was quick.”
I sit on his bed and fold a shirt the way Mom taught me, so it turns into a little square. “I didn’t do it.”
“What do you mean?” He tosses the socks into the top pocket of the suitcase.
“I decided not to go to school.”
“I’m so glad I’m out of here for a few days.”
“Why?”
“You mother.”
I’m not going to dwell on the negative right now. I’m riding the wave of self-righteousness as long as I can.
“Can I borrow your toiletry bag? It has more pockets than mine.”
“Yeah, sure.” I walk to the bathroom and retrieve it from under the sink. When I stand up, I catch my reflection in the mirror. Today I stood for something. I blew my one shot at going to college, but I feel good about myself.
“Here you go.” I hand him the bag, and he loads it with items from the top of his dresser: condoms, cologne, gum. He’s packing like he’s going to a rave. I look at his clothes. His best jeans and T-shirts with designer insignias embroidered across the chest. With Raine in charge, I can’t even imagine the kind of party being planned. And I’m going to miss it.
“What about you? You ready to find your true love?”
“Ha. No. I’m just trying looking for a place to be me. When you’re in my shoes, you can’t leave any stone unturned.”
Trevor leaves and I’m sitting alone in our apartment. This isn’t even our place. As much as Trevor loves his king-size bed and the free wi-fi, this place isn’t his home. We thought leaving Meyers would solve all of our problems. All it’s done was prove Meyers wasn’t the problem. Me and Trevor, Rory, Ozzy, and Raine, we’ve always been searching for purpose. The Lunam Ceremony gives us purpose. I won’t go in blind.
The library at Layla’s house is stocked with books. It doesn’t take long to find the one I’m looking for. The worn leather spine is frayed, but the gold lettering remains intact. She read The Story of Gaia to me when I was little. She called them fables, but now I know better. She was teaching me the history of our kind. They didn’t always plan to kill the wolf inside me. At some point they believed I would phase. Layla was preparing me for that day.
“That book was your favorite.” Monte enters the room. “I have a better one.” He reaches for a book on the top shelf. “This one too. You’ll need all of these to get a true understanding of who you are.” He places a stack in my arms. “You’ve always been ravenous for knowledge. That’s the trait of a great leader.” He kisses my forehead and leaves.
I take my homework back to the apartment and spread the books on the living room floor. Following Raine has been the theme of my life, allowing her to make decisions about everything from pizza toppings to my hair color. Raine was the leader or so she thought. Silently coaxing her into believing she was the one who loved pineapple on her pizza wasn’t difficult. People like her only need to believe they are in charge. True leadership is isn’t learned, it’s inherited. Monte can see that in me, he always has.
Three hours and six cups of coffee later, I stumble on a journal. The pages are burned on the edges. The first page has two letters written in calligraphy in the center on the sheet: LD. It’s the private journal of Lowell Duke. Most of the information is scientific garble. The entries most telling are ones about Patient L., a girl he dosed with R-49. He monitored her from the age of two until he died in 2017. The tests he ran, what he put her through, is pure evil. Breaking her bones, injecting her with viruses, starvation. I pray Patient L. found peace after Lowell’s death. This journal also reveals Lowell wasn’t just turning adults. He gave R-49 to entire families. The Meyers kids aren’t the only ones who grew up oblivious to what we are. There are hundreds, possibly thousands of humans carrying the gene. The preservative can only do so much. There’s no guarantee it will be received by the target audience. We need a backup plan.




Chapter Twenty-Five



You can always judge the fanciness of a restaurant by how many forks are laid out around your plate. I have three in various sizes, plus two knives and a spoon. My birthday is usually shared with the rest of the family. Dad had an emergency at the garage and had to drive home last night. Everyone else is wrapped up in pre-Lunam Ceremony planning. When mom said she was taking me to brunch, I assumed we’d eat at one of the family restaurants where a surprise birthday dessert would follow our meal. Instead we’re at the posh new eatery across the street. She turned my birthday brunch into a recon mission.
She sips her mimosa, glancing this way and that as servers carry food to other patrons. I’m surprised she doesn’t pull out her phone and snap a picture.
“I heard they’re doubling class sizes this year to accommodate more students. Did you get everything you wanted?”
I haven’t told her I didn’t register. I leave the apartment every day for a few hours to give the appearance I’m in school in case she’s keeping tabs on me. Sometimes I drive to the college and walk around or sit and watch students bustling to and from class. I’m grateful not to be one of them.
“Do you know what you want?”
I look up in a panic. That question no longer has an answer. Moving to the city and going to college became the theme of my life. It was my identity. It’s a strange feeling, getting everything you want. There’s no sense of accomplishment when its handed to you.
“Abbi, do you know what you want to eat?” She tips her head to the waiter.
Food. Yes, I can handle food. “Um, yeah, I’ll have the waffle.”
She orders eggs Benedict and a side of fruit. After the server leaves, she gives me her serious Mom eyes. “What is going on?”
“Nothing.”
“Something is on your mind. I can feel it.”
I roll my eyes and sit back.
“Abbigayle.” Her sternness sends a chill down my spine. “Sit. Up.” She sips her mimosa and forces a fake smile. My mother is a piece of work. I wonder if I know her at all. She’s hidden a very important part of her life, of my life, from me. What else is she hiding?
“Tell me about your Lunam.”
She coughs into the crystal champagne flute. Her napkin appears from her lap, and she dabs the corner of her mouth. “What?”
“I want to know about your Lunam.”
“Why?”
“Because it was a major part of your life, and you never talk about it.”
She folds her napkin back into her lap. “I talk about it, just not with you.” The words sting.
“Was it horrible?”
“Not at all.” A small smile dances across her face. “It just isn’t something I bring up in front of your father.”
Lightbulb on.
She tosses back the contents of her champagne glass, and a waiter appears to refill it. Bottomless mimosas.
“Tell me about Dillan.”
She looks appalled, but her eyes say something different. Thinking of Dillan gives her the smiles.
“He was my father for a few months. I’d like to know who he is.”
“Jase is your father. Always has been.”
“I know,” I apologize. “Of course I know that. But Dillan meant something to you. He was a significant part of your life.” His son could be a significant part of my life.
She taps a nail against her glass and glares at me. “Does your sudden interest in Dillan have anything to do with his offspring?”
“No.” Yes. “I’m curious about Lunam.” I shrug. “All my friends are going, and I’m here.”
She reaches for my hand. “I get it. You feel like you’re missing out. But you are gaining so much more by being here. Going to college.”
This is the same woman who preached endless hours about gap years and the value of spending an extra year at home. There was a line, and she was on the other side of it. Had she been pro-college, we never would’ve fought in the first place. “Why the sudden change of heart, Mom?”
She backtracks. “I still think a gap year has value, but I realized you were right too. Moving here, going to school, really is the best thing for you at this point.” Her values change with the wind. One kink in her plan, and she switches gears.
“I’m glad you think gap years are still valuable.”
Our server returns with the food. She places the plates in front of us and asks if we need anything else.
“We’re fine, thank you.” Mom picks up her knife and fork and slices into the perfectly cooked poached egg. She hasn’t eaten all day. I let her enjoy a few bites. “Abbi, you never told me about your classes. Did you get the political science teacher you wanted?”
“No, I didn’t.” I cut a chunk of my waffle, it smells like cinnamon and vanilla, and tastes like heaven. I shove another piece into my mouth. Who knows when I’ll eat again.
“Is there a waitlist? I can make a call.”
I drop my fork with a clang. There she goes again, making calls, pulling strings. Cheating. I won’t judge her for the decisions she made when she was my age. That is the time to make bad choices. Those are the years we learn tough lessons in life and love. Jay understands this mentality. He’s lived it his whole life. Unlike him, I haven’t lived at all. We may be the same age, almost to the day, but we’re at completely different stages in life. I’m just starting the game, while Jay has been around the board several times.
“I didn’t register.” I place my napkin on the table. “I decided to take a gap year.”
“You did what?” Every word escalates in volume.
Conversation at nearby tables stop, and everyone looks at us. I glance around the room. “Let’s not make a scene.”
Heat emanates from across the table. Her hands shake.
“Chill, Mom.”
She takes a sip from her water glass and sets it down gently, then picks up her fork and continues eating. Slowly the attention dissipates.
“Tell me, Abbi, what do you plan to do?” She asks like she already knows the answer.
“Tell me about phasing,” I whisper.
“This isn’t the place.”
I have her in a corner. “Do you still turn, does Dad know?”
“Yes. He’s like us. His father was a trueborn wolf, his mother was human.”
Holy cow. “A half-breed.” I quote from my research. Half-breeds weren’t allowed at the Lunam Ceremony that is why mom chose Dillan. “Does it hurt? How long does it last? Have you ever been stuck in wolf form?”
“No.” She laughs.
“No to which?”
“First and last questions.” She takes another sip of mimosa. “You control the phase. It lasts as long as you want it to. You can’t get stuck. Its disorienting at first, but there is no pain.” She pretends to be uncomfortable telling me this, but I sense her relief.
“When did you find out you were… Layla was….”
“When I was eight.”
“You wouldn’t even tell me our wi-fi password when I was eight, and Layla trusted you to keep this ginormous secret?”
“Things were different. I was different. I didn’t have a lot of friends. It was just me and Layla.”
I’ve heard the stories of Mom’s childhood. She doesn’t recall the memories fondly. Kalysia is always comparing my upbringing to hers. According to her, I win.
“I may not have been raised in the pack, but Layla made sure I knew who I was, what we were. Some traditions….” She pauses.
This is the realest moment she’s ever given me. I won’t let her pull back.  “Some traditions, what? Mom, please stop protecting me. Nothing you say will change who I am. Who I am meant to be.”
I wonder how many mothers and daughters have had this conversation. This isn’t a wolf thing. My overprotective mother is coming to the realization that all her hard work was for nothing. She can’t force me to become her idealized image of me. She can’t stop fate.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Jay



The drive from Santa Cruz to the ceremony site took way longer than I thought it would due to the storm. Rain pelts the ground as I run from my truck to the house in the center of the clearing. Water splashes the back of my bare calves, my feet are soaked by the time I make it inside.
The foyer glows from white and gray Italian marble. A rug, Turkish if I had to guess, leads from the doorway to the staircase my dad is descending.
“This place is massive.” My voice echoes off the vaulted ceiling.
Dillan pulls me into his arms. We’re the same size but a hug from my father still feels like home.
“How was the drive?”
“Wet.” I shake water off my hair.
“You need a haircut.” He ruffles my head. “Come on, I’ll show you around.” He leads me across the foyer to a set of double doors. They open into a large room decked out with fancy furniture. “If the rain doesn’t subside, this will be cleared out, and we’ll have the ceremony here.” He points to the wall on the opposite side of the room, which has large glass doors with see-through curtains. “Two by two you will step outside and into the light of the full moon.”
“And phase into the most badass wolf the world has ever seen,” I finish.
“You know it.” He holds his hand up for a high-five. “I missed you. Are you good?”
I shrug. “You know how it is.”
He nods. If anyone knows, it’s him. “Have you heard from her?”
“No.” I instinctively check my phone. Just a text from Oz, asking when I’m going to arrive. “Where’s everyone?”
“In the game room upstairs, third door on the right. I’ll be around if you need me for anything.” I hand him my soaking wet bag. “What, am I a bellboy?”
“You said it, old man.” I jog up the stairs leaving him to deal with my dirty, wet clothes.
I hear chatter and cheers when I reach the landing. The hall is long and lit by sconces. Every few feet there’s a picture on the wall. After the third one, I realize it’s the story of our kind, starting with Gaia alone in the woods. Then there’s a picture of a pack of wolves standing under a full moon. The next one looks exactly the same as the previous one, except the wolves are human. Something odd catches my attention. I go back to the picture of the wolves. They’re in various sizes and ages. Adults and children. We were taught that becoming wolf was a choice we made as an adult, not something forced on children.
“Dude!” Oz appears. “I thought I smelled you!” He meets me halfway. It isn’t a dis; our senses are set to high. I can smell Raine’s perfume all over him.
“What’s up, bruh?”
We clasp hands, then hug.
“We’re golden. Everything came together even better than we hoped.”
“What is this place?”
“Your dad didn’t tell you?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Dude, this is the original site of the Lunam Ceremony.” Ozzy walks back to the game room and opens the door. “A lot of lives were lost saving this building in the fire of 2017.” The room looks like the lobby of a posh hotel.
“Finally.” Raine bounces up from the floor, where a jigsaw puzzle is half complete. She gives me a hug, then jumps into Ozzy’s arms and plants a fat kiss on his cheek. “Did you tell him yet?” She looks at me, grinning.
“I was just about to.” He can’t keep his eyes or hands off her. “You want to tell him?” He kisses her neck.
“Go ahead.” She plays coy and pushes his lips away. He whispers something in her ear, and she giggles.
“Tell me what?” I interrupt before they start ripping clothes off each other.
“This place is owned by Monte Tallac.” He squeezes her tight, and she wraps her arms around him. “If Old Man Tallac is letting us use this place, maybe….” He lets the thought hang in the air like good news.
“I wouldn’t hold my breath.” I fall into an armchair, tired.
“I know my bff, and she may surprise you.” Raine returns to her puzzle. “Surprise all of us.”
“Look at you, all hopeful,” I tease.
She flips me off.
Ozzy is filling me in on food and ceremonial garments when a group of tittering chicks walk in. Two of them say hi to Ozzy, and Raine shoots a warning glare their way. Oz nods politely, then joins his girl on the floor to work on the puzzle.
“Wow.” I laugh at his obedience.
He shrugs in defeat. “I love her.”
“Aw.” She scoots closer to him. “I love you too, boo.”
“And she can probably kick your ass,” I add.
“True.” He fist-bumps me. “In a couple days, you’ll get it.”
He’s referring to the ceremony. Matching, soulmates—all the shit we said this wasn’t going to be about.
“We’re not doing that this year.”
“As if we have a choice.” One of the new girls sits in the chair opposite mine. “My mom says it’s predetermined. We have no control over what happens when we walk through the smoke.”
“Not true.” Raine nudges Ozzy. He stands and follows her to the sofa. “If you’re a trueborn, you have complete control.” She smiles at him, and he kisses her forehead. “Your mommy would know that if she were a real alpha.” Raine is being a royal bitch. Her parents are seeding their values into her head.
I had a lot of time to think about the ceremony and what it stands for. Sitting on a board in the middle of the ocean waiting for the perfect wave gives you lots of time for reflection. At the end of day, I set out to make things right for others like me. I will see that through, then worry about how I’m gong to win back Abbi.
“Hierarchy has no place in our ceremony,” I remind her and everyone else in the room. All chatter ends when I stand. “This ceremony isn’t about hooking up or power. It’s about our birthright. We can’t lose focus now. When we step through the smoke into the moonlight, we accept the responsibility of protecting our kind. Our family.”
Raine apologizes to the girl. “Sorry. I was out of line.”
“It’s okay. I’m used to being shit on. Everyone here thinks we’re freaks. We didn’t ask to be dosed with R-49.”
Raine apologizes. “Nobody should ever make you feel like shit. No matter how you got the gene, you’re one of us.”
“So you say.” The girls walks out of the room with her friends.
“What just happened?” Raine looks around for support.
“She has issues.” Ozzy rubs her back.
“Dude, come on. They’re tired of being marginalized. Not everyone grew up with a cheering section.”
The bubble created by the parents of the Meyers kids protected them from the harsh world of criticism and prejudice. It also hindered their ability to deal with adverse situations.
“I said I was sorry.” She goes into victim mode. “I was being the bigger person.”
“That’s it, Raine.” I try not to be harsh, but it’s difficult. “You are the bigger person. You represent everything she doesn’t have, will never have. The ceremony is a chance for most of these kids to be heard, seen, and accepted by your kind.”
“Our kind,” Ozzy corrects. “We’re children of the leaders. Even you, Jay.”
“Technically.” My father raised by the son of one of the most infamous leaders in pack history. “By blood I’m a half-breed. According to history, I’m just like them.”
“You’re one of us.” Ozzy stands beside me. “They are us.”
I’ve gained a true friend in Ozzy. I’ll forever be grateful for having him in my life, even if I have to spend the next sixty years watching him cupcake with Raine.
◆◆◆
 
Dinner is served in a restaurant-sized dining room, only a dozen people show up.
“Where is everyone?” I set my plate on the table and sit next to Landon.
He shrugs and devours half a cheeseburger. “Nobody is feeling the social vibe tonight. Must be the rain.”
The storm rages outside. It hasn’t let up the entire time I’ve been here. “It’s supposed to clear up tomorrow in time for the ceremony.”
“I hope so.” Landon starts on his second burger. “You excited?”
I shrug.
“Yeah, me too. I mean, what does it all mean anyway? I’m related to half the girls here, and the others”—he shivers—“I don’t want to match with a mutated version of our kind.” He is referencing those turned by the R-49 serum.
“That’s harsh.” I don’t lecture Landon, the way I did with Raine. I don’t want him to feel like I’m trying to alpha him.
“It’s reality. Maybe I should just take the serum, like my parents want. Dad said he’d buy me a new truck if I do it.” He gazes out the window. “It isn’t like the old days, when the ceremony meant something. This is just a big charade. There’s no guarantee we’ll even get laid.”
“It’s our—”
“Birthright, yeah, I heard your speech.” He pushes away from the table and picks up the empty plate. “I’ll probably stay, since it doesn’t mean anything anyway, but damn, I really wanted that truck.”
After he leaves, I’m left in the dining room with three guys across the room who want nothing to do with me. They speak in low whispers, inconspicuously looking at me every few minutes. The vibe in the house isn’t what I expected. Everyone is cliqued up like we’re in some 1990s high school sitcom.
I hide in my room the rest of the night. While I’m all about fairness, I appreciate having a single room while some of the others share. The room is dark, and every now and then, a flash of lighting reminds me of the lavish surroundings. Soon I’ll be back in my dad’s crummy apartment, or maybe I’ll go north to Oregon and help Grace at the sanctuary. Deal with Lauren. Regardless of where I end up, I’ll be alone. Abbi hasn’t called. It was immature of me to assume she would fall in line with my wishes. I didn’t want anything to do with her dreams. I can’t blame her for not wanting to be in mine.
Light flashes again, this time from the table; my phone is ringing. The face on the screen is not the one I was hoping for.
“Hi, Dad.”
“I don’t want to interrupt the party. I’m just calling to make sure you have everything you need before I go to bed.”
Not even close. “I’m in bed actually.”
“Alone?” He jokes, kind of. He’s walked in on me more than a few times, and vice versa.
“Yeah, Dad. There isn’t much of a party going on here.”
“Tomorrow will be better. Hopefully, the rain lets up.” He rattles off the weather report. Mostly sunny skies with a 30 percent chance of rain tomorrow night.
“Tell me about the ceremony.”
“I’ve pretty much told you everything. You walk under the canopy, through the burning sage, and into the moonlight.”
“I meant, you know, the other part.” The part we never talk about. “How do you know if the person you meet during the ceremony is the one?” I have to face the fact that I could match with someone else tomorrow. Matching isn’t the focus of the ceremony, but it is a reality.
Trudging up old memories isn’t his favorite thing to do.
“Imagine a room full of colored balls.”
I laugh. “Balls?”
“Just hear me out.”
“I got it. A room full of balls.”
“Imagine you have to choose one, in fact, you have to get one before someone else gets to it.”
I picture a dozen guys frantically trying to snatch balls. “That sounds stressful.”
“For some, it is. They choose out of desperation. But let’s say you know the color of the ball you want. You’ve seen it. Touched it. Smelled it. When you enter the room you go directly to your ball.”
“What if the ball you want isn’t there?”
“Then the choice is easy, isn’t it?”
My father entered his Lunam with a plan. When Layla called the council to confirm she was bringing her daughter to Lunam, the match was made. For him it evolved into love. Not so much for Kalysia. The matches made at this ceremony do not have to be honored. What happens at Lunam can truly stay at Lunam.
Dad and I have similar surf styles, the same awesome hair, and horrible luck when it comes to women. As fate would have it, we love women who don’t love us back. Dillan grew up knowing he was special, that he was destined for greatness. He lived that fantasy for a time. He led his pack with the love of his life by his side. Everything was working out in his favor when suddenly the fairytale crashed and burned. Literally.
“Is there a chance I’ll find someone else, a ball I wasn’t looking for?” This scares the shit out of me, but it’s a possibility.
“Only you can answer that, son.”
“What if—”
“What-if’s will kill you. Focus on what you know.”
I know Abbi. I want Abbi.
“I think the bigger question is, does she want you?” Ouch, Dad. “Have you thought about her finding someone else?”
“I don’t have to worry about that.” I’d rather Abbi stay far away from the ceremony than risk her matching with someone who isn’t me.




Chapter Twenty-Seven



I’ve spent countless hours waxing hair off my body. Those painful sessions will be for nothing if I go to the ceremony. Yet, I can’t imagine missing it.
We’ve been off the vitamins for two weeks. According to the journals, that’s long enough for the serum to wear off and allow us to phase. In the past, any regeneration of cells, from broken bones to pregnancy, naturally killed the wolf gene. With each generation our human side became stronger, more dominant. The research showed we would be extinct in two or three decades without the serum. Nature would have run its course, ending our kind.
Then Lowell Duke studied the DNA of half-breeds. He discovered the wolf gene of a child with one human parent was not diluted. Everything they’d believed about half-breeds was wrong or false information. No alpha wanted to admit they were weaker than a beta.
Lowell injected adults with R-49, then moved to children, believing the gene would intensify by the time the child reached adulthood, creating a super wolf. His trials were cut short after the pack discovered his plan. The subjects scattered into the human world. Lowell was right. The gene did morph, it did become stronger. That is why someone like me can heal from injury and still phase.
Kalysia was lying when she said Monte created the R-249 serum. The reversal was also part of Lowell’s trials. He created it as a failsafe in case he created a wolf he couldn’t control. R-249 is also a weapon.
If taken before you phase, R-249 creates a volatile environment for the gene, breaking down its defense mechanism and killing it. Early trials showed the serum lost effectiveness over time, allowing the gene to regenerate. This is why we take vitamins and get quarterly injections. Too much serum causes the subject to become violently ill. We’ve built a tolerance to it. Jay hasn’t. That’s why he was sick at camp. Before phasing, R-249 suppresses the gene. Taking it after you phase kills it for good. Armed with this knowledge, I am ready to go to the ceremony.
My bag is packed and sitting next to the door. Mom and Dad have spent the last day-and-a-half trying to convince me to stay. They’ve offered everything from exotic vacations to a new car. The old me might have caved.
“There’s no guarantee you’ll match with Jay,” Mom keeps reminding me. “If you participate in the ceremony, you are committing to the pack. That comes with responsibility.”
“Kali, this isn’t helping.” He rarely disagrees with her. “Give Abbi some credit. Hell, give us some. If we’ve done our job right, she’ll make the right decision.”
“Our daughter is about to ruin her life, and apparently I’m the only one who cares.” She paces like a caged animal.
I fetch a bottle of water from the fridge for the road. “Don’t you have confidence in your mothering?”
“Not helping,” Dad reprimands me.
“What happens when Jay matches with another female, and she comes back with a broken heart or worse—matched with some yahoo from Shasta?”
That gets his attention. “I’m sure that won’t happen. She’s in love with Jay.”
“Dad! I do not… why do you think that?” I’m mortified he believes I’m some lovesick idiot, chasing after a boy. “This isn’t about Jay.”
“I’m sorry, you two looked happy at camp.” Jase is confused in that way dad’s get when the wife and daughter talk about boys and periods.
“Please, Jase,” Mom womansplains what is going on. “If Abbi loved Jay, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”
“What does that mean?” I snap. “You don’t know what I feel.”
“If you loved him, you never would have moved here,” she says.
“Love doesn’t have to be all or nothing. Love should be about compromise and balance. I don’t know if I love him. I don’t know if I love myself. If I don’t go to the ceremony, I’ll never know.”
Layla walks into the apartment with Monte. They are my only allies.
“Great, the traitors are here.” Mom tosses her hands in the air. “This wouldn’t be happening if you didn’t give her those books.”
“Kalysia, honey.” Layla takes mom by the shoulders. “You have to let this go. She has made her decision, and we must honor it.”
The Lunam Ceremony meant something different to my parents and grandparents. For Monte and Layla it was about power. For Kalysia, it was loyalty. I have my own agenda.
Dad sits beside me. “Why?” He can’t muster anything more than a single word. His pain hurts me the most.
“I need to find where I belong.” I glance around the apartment. “This isn’t it.”
“Come home,” Dad pleads. “Your room is waiting for you.”
I stand. “Dad, no. I don’t want to go back to the way things were. Meyers is suffocating me.” Everyone in the room gazes at Kalysia.
“What?” she retorts. “I gave her everything she wanted.”
“Exactly. You gave me. I want do something on my own.”
“Get a tattoo, date a biker, but don’t throw your life away!”
Her biggest fear is the one she keeps repeating. She believes I will match with Jay and end up pregnant, just like her. Kalysia has dedicated her life to me, a sacrifice she will not allow me to make to my son or daughter.
Monte clears his throat. “Abbi is old enough to make her own decisions, good or bad. It’s our job to be here when she needs us.” He gets up, motioning for Layla to follow him. “Experience has given us the tools we need to make good choices, even if that means making a few wrong ones along the way.” Monte lovingly hugs me. “You’ve always been the smartest kid in the room. Those pack of jackals need your guidance. Go. Figure out who you are. You’ll be fine.” My grandfather’s speech renders the rest of us silent.
Dad says, “Do you have a tent?”
“She doesn’t need one,” Layla tells him. “The kids are staying in the new house. Things have changed.” She addresses Kalysia. “These kids are smarter than we were. Ozzy and Raine have managed to pull it together on their own.” She glances at me. “Jay left a week or so ago.”
I try not to react, but the stabbing pain in my chest forces me to flinch.
“According to Raine, he didn’t say where he was going.” Layla is holding back. I can tell by her small smile.
“Well, then. You should get on the road.” Mom perks up.
“I’ll go check your tire pressure.” Dad leaves. Monte follows him out.
“You’ll need a sweater, it gets chilly at night.” Mom goes to rummage through my closet.
Layla pulls me into a quiet corner. “Jay will be there for the ceremony. Don’t pretend you don’t care. I hear the way your heart beats whenever I say his name.” She squeezes my hands. “You’re doing the right thing. You are so much stronger than your mother was, than I am. You are the best of us.”
I shake my head. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“Good. Go with your instincts. By the time we were your age, the ceremony was all we knew. You get to learn everything now, as an adult, as Gaia wanted it to be. You truly get to make the choice to be human or wolf.” She lets that sink in. “For the first time since are creation, we can choose not to be a wolf. Once we know for sure who turns and who doesn’t, we’ll have more data to go on for implementing the serum to future generations.”
“Grandma, no.” I pull back. “You can’t keep using us as lab rats. I read the journals. What they did was criminal. The children—”
“Lowell Duke was a monster, when he died in the fire of 2017, the world became a better place.”
“Did you know about the broken legs, the forced pregnancies?”
“Not at first. Believe me, honey, when we took over the lab, all of that stopped. Our subjects are volunteers who receive compensation for their participation.”
Paying them doesn’t change the facts. It’s still human testing. Preying on the poor in the name of science isn’t something to be proud of.
“Promise me the testing will stop after the ceremony.”
“The longer we allow the gene to spread, the more dangerous it will become.” She pulls out her phone and scrolls to an article. “A woman in Utah claims a wolf broke into her house and killed her son. His body was found at the bottom of a cliff.” She shows me a picture of a torn bedspread, a grainy surveillance photo of a wolf running from the house, then a mangled naked body. “Here is another one, a girl claims she was kidnapped by wolves. She was found in the woods outside town.”
“Someone phased and took her?”
“No, Abbi. These kids are phasing and have no recollection of what is happening to them.”
“This is why you kept us trapped in Meyers? You were afraid we would phase?”
I think of Taylor. Carrick and Rusty had refused to let her go to art school on the east coast. They forced her to take a gap year, and she lost her spot. The day her body was found was one of the worst in my life.
“Taylor.” Her name is an accusation.
Layla  swallows tears. “The vitamins were useless on her. I begged Rusty and Carrick to tell her what she was. They kept giving her the serum, hoping it would suppress the gene, kill it.”
“And it killed her.”
“The serum didn’t hurt her. The lie did. Rusty and Carrick dosed Taylor without her consent. In Taylor’s mind they took everything from her. First art school, then her birthright.”
That’s why Rusty helped Jay. He’s making amends.
“It wasn’t our intention to keep this from you, from any of you. Your mother and the others didn’t think you could handle the truth. They were scared.” I notice she doesn’t put herself in that group, but sometimes keeping quiet doesn’t absolve you of guilt.
“My mother’s worse nightmare is happening to kids all over the country. We have the means to help those innocent children.”
“The preservative will help. We’ve also created a task force to follow up on these cases. Our kind has survived for centuries. We’ve lived through famine, war, and poverty, and always persevered. The elements were never our enemy. We destroyed ourselves with greed and power. With lies and secrets. Every generation was worse than the last. We came to terms with fact that it would end with you, and I see we were wrong. The old ways have paved a new path for all of us.”
I’ve always looked for my purpose. Something I was meant to be or do. Saving our kind could be my destiny.
“Do you think I’ll phase?”
She places her hand on my face. Her eyes give away her thoughts, but she lies anyway. “I don’t know, honey, but we have to find out. The fate of our kind, of the human race, depends on it.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight



I arrive at the ceremony site to a barrage of questions and shocked faces. None more so than Raine. As ecstatic as she was to see me, she was also perplexed. She keeps a watchful eye on Ozzy as he helps carry supplies into the house.
He drops a container on the floor to give me a hug. “I knew you’d change your mind.” He hugs me so hard, my feet leave the ground.
“”Nice to see you, too.” I pat his back to tap out of the embrace. “You feel solid.”
He flexes. “I’m an alpha, baby.” He makes a growling sound, then grabs Raine and kisses her.
“Get back to work, you show off.” She swats him away, but not before stealing another kiss.
The grand staircase if a life-size replica of a Barbie house I had when I was seven. Kids chat along the stairs, in the hallways, every crevice is filled with a body. “I didn’t expect this many people to be here.”
“Neither did we, once the word got out that the ceremony was open to everyone, people started showing up. There’s a guy who came all the way from Alaska and two girls from South America. Don’t worry, I have a room saved for you.”
“You never gave up hope?”
“I know you and your fomo.”
Raine unlocks the door with a pad on the wall. “It’s next to hers, small but private. We share a bathroom.” She points to an open door on the wall opposite the bed.
“This place is part five-star hotel, part youth hostel.”
“It could be worse. They used to sleep in tents in the woods.”
“I choose this.” I lay back on the four-poster bed that looks like something straight out of an historical romance novel.
She lays beside me. “I’m scared, Abs.”
“Of phasing?”
“No. I’m scared Oz will match with someone else. What if we aren’t meant to be together?”
“That’s not possible.”
I skimmed the books that explained phasing. Most of the archaic rituals involve a male choosing a female. What little Mom told me about her Lunam, I know it’s just as much the female’s choice as it is the male’s.
She turns on her side to face me. “Stories about mixed-matches are like the ghost stories we told around the campfire. For all I know, Ozzy could match with you.”
I pretend Raine is nuts, but I secretly wonder if it could happen, and my stomach knots.
“Lunam changes everything.” Raine makes a painful face. “Did you know my mom had a crush on Rusty when they were kids?”
“No way.”
“She used to write his name in her journal with little hearts and everything. She was so sure he was going to be hers. Then he opted out, and she matched with my dad.”
“I’ve never seen two people more in love than your parents, Raine.”
“Mom loved Rusty. She settled for my father because that’s what happens after Lunam.”
Ray is the kind of husband who makes the others look bad, they are so perfect for each other. I can’t imagine them with anyone else. Then again, my mom matched with Dillan and ended up with my father.
“This could be the last day we have together.” Tears trickle down her cheeks. “My parents are crazy in love and happily married. I know I could have that with someone else, but I only want Ozzy.”
“Then go find him.” I give her a hug.
“You’ll be okay?” She wipes her tears, then goes to the bathroom to fix her makeup.
“I’ll be fine.” I have my own agenda. “Go get your man.”
A rush of wind ruffles my hair as the door closes behind her. If she’s right, and today is the last day Jay is single, I won’t waste it.
People spill from the house to the grounds outside. This day is spent bonding with the other participants, and from what I can tell, everyone is cliqued up. I ask some guys if they know Jay. One says he was here earlier and left.
“If you’re looking for an alpha, look no further.” Dude #2 slides beside me and places his arm around my shoulders.
“I don’t think so.”
“Playing hard to get, uh.” His douchey friends laugh. “That’s fine, but you can’t run me tonight.”
I throw his arm off of me and hurry away before I deck the asshole. What a jerk. He’s acting like the Lunam Ceremony is an open invitation to sexually harass females. That isn’t what today is about. What kind of message was sent out about the ceremony? Clearly, some of the people here have their own agenda.
“Abbi Kincaid! Get your skinny ass over here. I bet Rory five dollars you wouldn’t show.” Trevor beelines over from the door, nearly mowing down a girl holding two mugs of coffee, it reminds me of the mornings I spent with Jay. If anyone knows where he is, it’s Trevor.
“You bet against me?” I sock his shoulder.
“No, I bet on Kalysia.” He loops his arm through mine and escorts me to the dining room. “The sun is shining. The birds are singing. Can it get any better?”
“If you tell me they have blueberry pancakes on that buffet table, then yes.”
“We’re about to embark on a magical transcending journey, and all you can think about is blueberry pancakes?”
“They’re my fave.” I pull free and grab a plate. I fork three and plop them on it.
Trevor isn’t buying my blasé attitude. “You aren’t even a little excited about tonight?”
“I can’t wait to see what all the hoopla is about.” I stack bacon next to the pancakes.
He looks at a mousy girl in a gray dress on the opposite side of the buffet. “Hoopla! Hoopla, she says.”
The girl looks up, startled. It could be due to Trevor’s word assault or his purple hair. She decides against sausage and hurries away.
“Can you dial it down a notch? You’re scaring the normal people.” I pick up three packets of syrup and utensils, find an empty seat. Trevor sits opposite me. “You’re not eating?”
“I ate already.”
I look at the clock on the wall behind him. “It’s only ten. How long have you been up?”
“I can’t sleep. I’m too… AHHH!” He makes a sound that is part monster, part woman who just saw a mouse.
“Dude, chill.” I start eating. “How are you going to make it until tonight?”
“There’s ceremonial beer. Lots of it. I plan to consume copious amounts of said libation.”
The beer is made of an ancient recipe containing herbs that help trigger the gene, like sprinkling salt on your food to enhance the flavor.
“Jay said the pack used to make beer at the camp.”
“Jay said, uh?” He tries to smolder. “What’s the latest on you and sexy surfer boy?”
I shrug. “I haven’t seen him yet. Is he here?” I bite off a chunk of sausage. As hard as I try to play cool, Trevor sees right through me.
“He doesn’t know you’re here?” His eyes bulge. “Holy shit on a stick. Good for you, Abbi.” He socks my shoulder. “You’re finally going for it. How did Kalysia take it?”
“So, what about you? Any love connections?” I change the subject to his libido. A subject he is happy to discuss.
“Sadly, no.” He sighs dramatically. “I’m hoping Ozzy falls into a rainbow and realizes it’s been me all along.”
“You and everyone else in the house.”
“Raine is freaked out Ozzy is going to ditch her.” He steals a piece of bacon and folds it into his mouth. “I’ll tell you what, if Oz does make another love connection, I don’t want to be around for the aftermath.”
“I thought this wasn’t about matching?”
“Yeah, well, some people didn’t get that memo.”
After breakfast, I take a walk around the property to clear my head. Everyone, Raine included, has only one thing on their minds. History is destined to repeat itself, no matter how determined we are to change. We don’t know how the mutated gene will affect the matching process. For those of us who are trueborn, matching is in our nature. Breeding was the only way to insure the survival of our kind. Breeding wasn’t a necessity after R-49. All you needed was a single dose to create a stronger, more loyal wolf. We don’t even know what will happen once we pass through the smoke. Will matching even be a priority? Will males fight for dominance? I hope we’re prepared for the aftermath.
It’s mid-October, but the trees are still lush with leaves. Sun streaks through the foliage, lighting the ground around me. This is the same place my mother had her Lunam. She walked these woods as human and wolf. By this time tomorrow, my life will be altered in ways I never imagined. My hands are abnormally warm, my muscles tense. The hum of an underground beehive vibrates the soles of my feet. I catch the musty smell of a deer running north. We used to joke—Trevor, Raine, and me—about being extra.
Extra smart.
Extra sexy.
Extra sassy.
Extra strong.
Being wolf is more than heightened senses and strength. There is also a responsibility to our kind. It is our job to protect our people, our secret. Lives depend on the data Monte will collect. The Lunam Ceremony is bigger than me or Jay, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use it to get what I want.
I go back to my room with the intention on calling Jay. When I hear Raine laughing, followed by a loud moan. I decide to text him from downstairs.
“You’re Abbi, right?” A tall redheaded girl hurries to catch me as I leave my room. “I’m Daisy. My mom is a hostess at Tallac’s on the Bay. I met you once at a holiday party when were we like nine.”
I have no clue who she is, but I pretend otherwise. “Yeah, hi. How are you?”
“Bored, but I think the DJ is here, want to check it out?”
Females in sundresses and heels parade past males positioned around the makeshift dancefloor. Today, everything goes. I see one male walk up behind a girl and toss her over his shoulder. He yells, “This one’s mine!” And the crowd cheers him on. It’s a horrific sight.
“That was major.” Daisy moves quickly to the opposite side of the clearing. I follow, pretending not to look for Jay.
“It’s beautiful here. I sniff the air. “Can you smell that? Is that cotton candy?”
Daisy laughs. “They have a machine over there.”
In the distance is a cotton candy cart next to a popcorn vendor and someone offering shaved ice. Tables line a makeshift dancefloor. Lights are being strung in the trees. A row of kegs are lined up next to an empty buffet table. Imagine country wedding meets hillbilly sweet sixteen.
“Are you working the… event?”
“Uh, no,” she snaps. “I’m here for the ceremony.”
Shit. “Oh, uh, I didn’t realize you were….”
Daisy grabs a red plastic cup and fills it with beer. “Can I get you something to drink?” She offers with a screw-you smile.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I didn’t know you were—”
“Like you?” She hands me a full cup. “Yup.” She fills another one and raises it to me. “Cheers.”
“Cheers.” I sip. It’s not bad for beer.
“When I was a kid, my mom read Little Red Riding Hood to me. At the end she told me some people are human and others are wolves.”
I’ve heard chatter in the house, people telling their stories. I don’t have an origin story. I was told by a boy, the one who made this possible. “I found out from a friend.”
“A male friend?” Her green eyes light up when I nod “Do you think you’ll match? I still haven’t met anyone. I thought there’d be more boys here, since this an Altum Lunam. Everyone who participates in this ceremony is considered alpha.”
“Really?” I play dumb so I can hear her version of the ceremony.
“Yep. Even though people are saying the ceremony doesn’t count, Mom says it’s worth a shot.” She shrugs. “I got nothin’ else going on. It isn’t like I’m getting into college. The best I can hope for is washing dishes in one of your family’s restaurants.”
It’s clear Daisy and I had different upbringings and opportunities, yet here we are, standing in this clearing and wondering what comes next. This is about as level a playing field as you can get.
“Did your parents meet at Lunam?” I ask.
“Mom is human. My dad is R-49. He was turned during the uprising.”
She’s referring to the uprising started by Lowell Duke. He was trying to create an army to defeat Monte. Lowell didn’t need soldiers to win, he needed loyalty. Once the pack found out about the serum, they abandoned him.
Daisy, and others like her, are the reason Monte created the preservative. At least she knows about the gene, unlike the kids in the videos. If Daisy knows what she is, that means others do too. Educating those with the gene seems like a no-brainer, only we don’t know who has it and who doesn’t. Secrecy is still the pack’s number one priority. Seeking out the humans turned during the uprising has been fruitless. Most of the records were destroyed in the fire.
“I know this isn’t about matching or whatever. If I match with a natural born wolf, it would give me some legitimacy.” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve already phased. I just want to find a man.”
“You already phased?”
She sits on the table. “Like a month ago on my birthday. It was so weird.”
I causally sit on the table and sip my beer, but inside I’m firing off a million questions.
Did it hurt?
Is there fur everywhere?
How did you use the bathroom?
“Weird bad or weird good?”
Daisy rocks her hand back and forth. “Not bad, but not good either. It was hazy and confusing. Since Mom isn’t wolf, I’ve had nobody to talk to who understands. That’s another reason I’m here—to meet others like me.” She smiles. “And to get laid. Which one is yours? I don’t want to scope anyone else’s man.”
The clearing is filled with faces, none I know or want. “He’s not here.” And he’s not mine. Not yet.
“When he shows up, point him out, just in case.” She winks and hops off the table. “I’m gonna cruise. See ya.”
I remain at the table, watching the day play out. Old friends reunited, new friends in the making. Some of these people will leave here in a few days with a partner, and some will be alone. I can’t decide which scenario I’m hoping for. Both make me want to vomit.
Trevor is flirting with the guy setting up the DJ booth when I return to the keg for a refill. I wave him over.
“There you are.” He steals my cup and takes a swig. “The DJ is mine.” He hands the cup back. “Why are you alone?”
An unsent text to Jay sits in my phone. I’m hoping Jay will find me. I know it’s lame. I’m a girl, I can be lame when it comes to romance.
“Trev, what are my grandparents doing here?” Layla and Monte are entering the house with overnight bags.
“As reigning pack leader, Monte is obligated to oversee the ceremony. It’s like you don’t even know who you are, Abs.” He skips back to the six-foot hottie behind the turntables, who seems as enamored with Trevor as Trevor is with him.
“At least Trev found someone,” I say into my cup.
“What about you?” someone with a deep, male voice asks.
His tone is familiar, his smell is not. Probably one of the douchey dudes trolling for fresh meat. “Are you excited about tonight?”
I shrug and drink.
“It looks like the weather is going to stay nice.”
I continue shrugging and sipping, and he continues chatting me up.
“Are your parents here yet?”
“Are yours?” I ask sharply.
He sort of laughs. “No. They aren’t coming.”
I sense sadness and loss. “I’m sorry, that was rude. I’m….” I turn to introduce myself and realize the dude is Jay’s father, Dillan.
“Holy shit.” Now I’m cursing at Jay’s father. “I’m, uh… sorry, I didn’t realize it was you.”
Dillan is tall, taller than me, and I’m sitting on a table. His dark hair and light eyes mirror those of Rory and Raine. Even my father has similar coloring. We all look related. Our parents too. I wonder if this is a wolf thing.
“I’m so sorry, Mr.—”
“Call me Dillan.” He uncrosses his arms and points at the table next to us. “Your mom was sitting right there the first time she saw me. I’d noticed her before that, of course, but she’d never noticed me. Not until that moment.” His wistful expression makes my heart hurt for him. “Just before the ceremony began, I considered running. I slipped away from the group, walked around the back of the house, and ran into Kalysia. She was about to run too. We had the same idea.”
Mom was going to run. No freaking way.
“She tripped, and I offered to help her up. When we touched it was… I just knew.”
He isn’t telling this story in retrospect, like a kid recalls a girl he hooked up with in high school. It is evident to me, and anyone who witnesses the way he still looks at her, that he loves her.
“You believe in Lunam soulmates. That’s why Jay—”
“He never quite bought into the soulmate part, not until he went to camp. Not until he met you.”
“Even though you didn’t end up with my mom, you still believe she’s your perfect match?”
“I would’ve loved Kalysia without the ceremony. If we had run away that night, I believe we’d still be together.” He chuckles. “Of course that means you and Jay wouldn’t exist. Not like this.” He gestures across the dancefloor, where Jay is watching us. My body goes numb. “Give him a chance, Abbi. He has a good heart, it deserves a good home.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Jay



Abbi is here.
I’d heard whispers in the dining room, then confirmed it with Ozzy. She arrived this morning and didn’t seek me out. I didn’t even get a text or call. That can only mean one thing: she isn’t here for me.
“Dude, your pop’s been talking to Abbi for like ten minutes.” Rory slaps my back. “He’s totally moving in on your girl.”
“Knock it off.” Ozzy shoves him. They grew up together, so a shove from Oz isn’t a threat. Unlike a shove from me.
“She’s coming this way.” Rory pretends to tie his shoe.
Ozzy pats my shoulder. “Don’t blow it this time.”
“Nice pep talk.” I exhale and try to remember how to speak, breathe, exist. Just when my anxiety level is peaking, Raine walks out of the house and intercepts Abbi.
Fuck.
“Ooh, cock-blocked by the bestie,” Rory smirks.
I ignore him and plead with Ozzy to distract Raine. “Can you summons your girl, please”
He laughs. “Like she’ll listen to me.”
Raine nearly tore my head off earlier when I knocked on their door to confirm the rumor about Abbi. They’d still be upstairs if Raine’s mother hadn’t shown up.
“Hey, Oz, I can ask some of your fans to join us.” Rory points to the groupies a few yards away. “That will get Raine’s attention.”
“I’ll kill you if she doesn’t,” Ozzy threatens. “Let’s finish setting up. The sooner we finish, the more time you’ll have to win her back.” Ozzy taps my shoulder. I reluctantly follow him into the woods.
We set up a bright orange mesh perimeter fence, like you see at a ski resort. It’s just strong enough to keep new wolves from running into populated areas or worse, the highway.
“In the old days, they used to camp out here after the phase. I wish that was still a thing.” Rory tosses tools into the back of my dad’s truck.
“We still can.” I lift a tarp and show him three boxed tents. “Dad picked them up in case we needed extra sleeping areas.”
“Hell yeah!” Rory pulls out the largest one.
“None of the females are going to sleep in that thing.” Ozzy helps Rory get the box off the truck.
“Then I’ll just be a man and his tent.” Rory drags it into the woods.
“You need help with that?” I ask, anything to keep me busy and stop me from seeking out Abbi.
“I’ve got two hands.” Rory waves and almost drops the box.
“And you’ll need them,” Ozzy sneers. Once Rory is out of earshot, he says, “I think he has a girl back home. He let it slip about being tied down once. She must be human, otherwise she’d be here.”
The Lunam Ceremony is supposed to bring people together, not break them apart. “Rory’s parents aren’t exactly supportive of his choice to be here, so why even come?”
“FOMO.” Ozzy turns back to camp. “Come on, I’m starving.”
When we return to the clearing, the party is raging. The crowd has doubled in size. Empty beer kegs are being swapped out for full ones.
Ozzy says, “I’m going to get a beer.”
“I’m gonna hit the shower. Bring one up for me.” I take the porch steps two at time past Ozzy’s groupies.
“Who’s the alpha here anyway?” Ozzy jokes. One of the girls yells his name. He may downplay it in front of Raine, but Ozzy loves the attention.
I shake my head. No matter how many times I say this isn’t about matching, I can’t fight the inevitable. The idea is less daunting now that Abbi is here. She may be avoiding me—hell, she may even hate me—but she can’t fight fate.




Chapter Thirty



I allowed Raine to highjack me to avoid confronting Jay.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Raine shrieks when Patsy pulls out the ceremonial garments. “Mom, these are horrible!”
“They’re just to keep you covered before the phase. It isn’t a fashion statement.” Patsy continues to unpack white frocks resembling potato sacks. “We didn’t have time to sew proper dresses for you girls.”
I pull a white garment from the box marked Boys. “They get to wear shorts?”
“The boys have less to cover,” Patsy says.
I snort-laugh.
Raine holds a dress up to herself and examines the horror in a floor mirror. “I’d rather go naked.”
“Be my guest.” Patsy isn’t the only mother here. Everyone has a least one parent representing their family. I never thought I’d say this, but I wish my mom was here.
“Are there rules about altering the garments?” Raine rummages through a tote and pulls out a pair of scissors and a package of safety pins.
Patsy stands behind her daughter. “Make it your own, honey.”
Raine breaks into a smile and turns around to hug her. She catches my eye and makes a pouty face. “Have you tried to call her?” Raine sits at the table with the scissors. “I bet she’d come if you asked her.”
Patsy makes a disagreeable sound. She knows Kalysia and her commitment to ending our kind.
“If we cut here, we can do an off-the-shoulder thing,” I say to shift Raine’s focus.
“The sexier the better.”
“Oh lord,” Patsy moans and leaves the room.
It doesn’t take long for the other girls to hear about our makeshift Project Runway. We spend most of the afternoon remaking our ceremonial garments. A few guys show up—okay, one. Trevor blings out his shorts with a rainbow drawn over the ass. Patsy gives him a disapproving look when he holds up the finished product, but she doesn’t comment. Her restraint is commendable.
Some of the mothers bring us trays of food and pitchers of ale to snack on and drink while we work. Considering we’ve been dosed by our parents for years, nobody finds it odd that we’re encouraged to partake in an alcoholic beverage. This is probably the first time in years the serum hasn’t been added to our drinks.
Just before sundown I return to my room to shower. I let Raine give me a Lunam makeover. We’ve opted for a natural look. Using a hot wand, she adds soft waves to my hair.
“Jay will love this, it’s so sexy beach bunny.”
“Who says I’m doing this for Jay?” I’m keeping my expectations in check. I want Jay, I know he wants me, but Lunam has its own agenda. Raine’s fears are rubbing off on me.
“I don’t care what you say, Abs. I know you’re here for him. Your parents know you’re here for him. The only one who doesn’t know is Jay. Once he finds out….” She puts down the wand and makes a gyrating movement with her hips. “This isn’t the boom-boom-room, but it’ll do. You can always carve your names into the headboard.”
“Are you finished?”
She releases the final strand of hair and lays it softly on my shoulder. “Yes.”
It’s a narcissistic thing to say, but I look pretty. My hair is soft and wavy, my cheeks are rosy pink, and my eyes are highlighted with a heavy layer of mascara. Raine is a magician.
“I feel your confidence increasing,” She places a hand on my chest. “Seriously, do you feel it?”
I feel her apprehension and fear. “Everything is going to work out. You and Ozzy belong together. You always have.”
She gazes at the floor. “I keep telling myself that, but there’s something a little….” She makes a sour face. “Something is nagging at me, telling me this is a bad idea.”
“You’re just nervous. It’s normal, considering you’re about to get everything you’ve ever wanted. Freedom. Ozzy.”
“I’m being lame. Ozzy doesn’t care about matching, he’s just here to phase.”
Ozzy is a pureblood, unlike Daisy, he needs the ceremony to phase. At least that’s what I’ve read. Who knows if that is even true now that he was given the serum? I tell Raine about Daisy’s ability to phase. “She said it happened after her eighteenth birthday, same as Taylor.”
“If we can skip the ceremony, we won’t have to worry about matching with other people, and having to kill them later so we can be together!”
She’s joking. I hope.
“Rusty phased during an off-the-book ceremony with just him and Monte. Maybe you can do the same.”
Raine glows with the possibility of skipping the ceremony. “This is a game-changer! I don’t see any reason why we should stay. I need to go find Ozzy. Promise you’ll find Jay before the ceremony. You need to work out your kinks before you add an entire new set to the mix. I can’t live happily ever after if my best friend is miserable.”
I leave my room in search of Jay and run into Rory in the hall.
“Ho-ly shit, Abbi. You look hot.” Rory says. “If we weren’t related—”
“Practically everyone here is related,” I remind him. “Which is why we’re not focusing on matching, remember?”
“Yeah, whatever.” He’s holding two cups of ale. “Here. I was playing butler, but you can deliver this one to your man’s room.”
“Who’s room?”
“Are you lusting after more than one dude?” He shoves the cup into my hand and points to the room at the end of the hall.
“That’s Jay’s room?” I drink from the cup. “He’s in there right now?”
“Go get him, girl.” He does a little sashay and enters into the game room, yelling, “I got a winner!”
I drink half the cup as I walk to the end of the hall.
I knock on the door. There are others like it, but this one is Jay’s.
He yells to come in.




Chapter Thirty-One

Jay



I slip on a Howlin’ Ale T-shirt, the classic black with the white logo. It seems appropriate for the day. My phone buzzes on the bedside table with a text from my dad. I bet he’s wondering why the hell I ran away from Abbi earlier. He wasn’t always a runner, he was loyal to his family. When Dillan Dukes was my age, nobody could stand in his way when he set his mind to something. Lowell Duke taught him how to survive, but Kalysia showed him how to love. He lost them both the same year, not by death but by lies.
Someone knocks on the door, probably Oz with my beer. I welcome the interruption. “Come in.” I sit on the bed to put on my socks. He knocks again. “I said come in. Do you need a formal invitation?” Another knock, this one harder. “Okay, jackass.” I walk around the bed wearing one sock. “Don’t worry, I’m decent, wouldn’t want to shatter your manhood so close to Lunam.” I yank the door open.
“Surprise.” Lauren stands in hall wearing bright red lipstick and a fuck-you grin.
If regret had a face, it’d be mine. I gave Lauren a crumb to hold onto last week when I told her I’d circle back to Oregon. It was a lie, and now I’m paying for it.
“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” She pushes past me, her bag falls with a thud beside the bed.
“What are you doing here?” I remain by the door.
She lies down, her feet draped over the side. She isn’t the kind of woman to play games. She’s always been straight with me, but the challenging look on her face tells me things are about to go off the rails. She chews the corner of her mouth, stands, and creeps closer to me. “I changed my mind about the ceremony.” She places her hands on my chest. “About you.”
“When I left for camp, we said—”
“I know what we said.” She lets out an agitated breath. “I had time to think about us.” She slides her hands down my arms and places her palms against mine. “I was wrong. This is—this could be—something.”
I’m careful with her. I’ve seen her rage. “Lauren, no.” I step back. “You were right. This wasn’t a real relationship.”
Her eyes narrow. “But you said I was special.”
Lauren doesn’t have control of her phasing. It’s something she has struggled with since she turned. Some say it’s because she’s tainted with human blood, Grace think it’s a mental issue. Lauren is naturally volatile, and its magnified in wolf form.
“You were—are— special to me, but we’re on different paths.” I can’t let her know my true feelings for Abbi. That would be disastrous. “You have a life in Oregon. This isn’t for you. Believe me, it’s all childish bullshit.” My timing couldn’t be more perfect. A group of kids run down the hall, girls squealing, doors slamming. “It’s like a frat house around here.” I edge her toward the door. “My dad is staying at a bed and breakfast. You’ll like it there.”
She frantically pulls away. “What the hell, Jay? You’re trying to get rid of me.”
“You don’t belong here.”
“Like you said on the phone, the ceremony is my birthright. I belong here as much as any of them.” She sits on the bed and removes her black leather, knee-high boots. I’ve taken off those same boots from her long, tanned legs many times, as well as the off-the-shoulder gray sweater and jeans she wore today.
“I thought you’d be happier to see me.” She scoots up against the headboard, wearing only her underwear. Two months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to contain myself. Now I want more. I want coffee on the dock.
“No more talking, that isn’t what we do best.” She reaches for me. Her fingers slide over my palm, and I feel nothing.
“Laur—”
“Come here.” She yanks my arm and I fall on the bed. Her lips assault mine. She tries to pry my mouth open with her tongue.
“You want me, Jay,” she orders. She cocks her head, waiting for me to join in the kiss. “I know you want me.” Her hands go to the zipper on my jeans.
I grab them and hold them between us. She smiles at my abrupt movement. She likes it rough.
“Punish me, Jay. I’ve been bad,” she purrs.
“I don’t want—” I pause, gripping her hands tighter. My skin tingles, heat rises from the back of my neck. “I want….” My eyesight is blurry, and my feet swell to the point where I feel the fibers in my socks stretch. “Something is wrong.” I sit up, and she moves behind me.
“Fighting your desire only makes it worse.” She wraps her arms around my chest and kisses my neck.
Images of Lauren, Abbi, Dad, the woods, and the lake twist and swirl behind my eyes. “What’s happening?”
Lauren presses her hand against my stomach, the tips of her fingers slide under the waist of my pants. “Focus on me.”
Her hand slides lower.
Someone knocks on the door. The term “saved by the bell” rings in my head. Ozzy’s timing couldn’t be more perfect.
“Come in,” I yell.




Chapter Thirty-Two



Two long seconds pass from the time I open the door to when the beer splashes around my feet.
An almost naked bombshell lies in the center of the bed. Jay faces me with a look of absolute horror. A few more seconds pass, and I finally gain enough control of my body to move. I spin too fast and lose my footing.
The universe is pranking me.
My head hits the hardwood floor with a thud. My ears pound, my eyesight blurs. Jay appears above me. He lifts me in his arms, cradling me. I can’t hear his voice but I see his lips move. He’s yelling at someone.
Her.
He yells, and she scrambles unwillingly from the bed. She’s a haze of hair and skin and boobs. Jay lays me in the warm spot she vacated. My stomach turns. She stands to one side, hands crossed over her curvaceous chest, and I puke. It spills from my mouth across Jay’s pillows. She jumps out of the way as I spew vomit at her, then stomps away. My hearing returns with the slam of a door.
Rory is standing beside the bed, red-faced.
“I think she has a concussion,” Jay tells him. “Go get help.”
Rory looks at the almost naked female pulling on a pair of jeans. “You go, and take your side-piece with you,” he snaps. “I’ll stay with Abbi.” He snatches the towel from Jay’s hand and sits on the side of the bed I didn’t puke on.
For a few moments, neither man moves. The room grows uncomfortably warm.
The female places her hand on Jay’s shoulder. “Come on, Jay. You need some air.”
He shrugs off her hand, gives Rory one last menacing glare, then looks down at me. “I’ll be right back, Abbi.” He reaches for my hand. I snatch it away.
“Miss Patsy is here, she’ll know what to do.” Rory pushes Jay out the door.
It’s just me and Rory. He strokes the hair off my forehead and wipes vomit from my mouth. His gentleness is off-putting. This isn’t the prankster party-boy I know.
“Help me up.” I hold out a hand.
“That isn’t a good idea.”
“Rory,” I warn. He hoists me up. “I don’t want to be on this bed.”
“Why not?”
I swing my legs over the side and plant my feet on the floor. “Use your imagination.”
“Oh, ooohh.” He helps me to a chair, kneels, and examines my face. “I don’t think you have a concussion.”
“You can tell that by looking into my eyes?”
“No. I can sense it. You try it. What am I feeling?” He places my hand in his. I get warmth, then pleasure, desire. He rubs his thumb across my palm. His yearning to be touched overwhelms me, and I pull away. He leans towards me.
I hold his shoulder to keep him at bay. “No. No way. We’ve never, I don’t even—”
“I didn’t either, until I saw you all dolled up. I don’t know, something clicked.”
Lunam changes things, feelings, people. The idea of matching with cousin Rory sends a shiver down my spine.
“You feel something about me too.”
“You’re way off, Rory.” I push him harder.
“We could end up together, Abbi.”
“I’m going to puke again.”
“Don’t fight it.” He cups my chin, holding me in place so he doesn’t have to shoot at a moving target.
“Rory, stop.” As hard as I try to jerk away, he’s stronger. “I don’t have feelings like that for you,” I plead as his mouth grows closer. He’s moving a hand up my leg.
He’s suddenly gone and crashing against the wall.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Jay yells. “Just get out of here.”
Rory jumps up as if there isn’t a Rory-sized dent in the plaster. He stands in front of Jay, ready to retaliate. When he notices the onlookers in the hall, including our Uncle Rusty, he snaps back to himself.
“I don’t know what happened.” Rory grabs his head. “Something isn’t right,” he mumbles and runs out of the room. Rusty chases after him.
Patsy takes me to a room off the kitchen so Dr. Wyatt can check me out. The space is full of medical equipment. I recognize the vials and needles used to draw our blood. Everyone will pass through this room after the ceremony to submit samples. Monte will analyze the results against the data they’ve collected over our lifetime. Once he has the figures, he will complete the last stage of trials for the preservative.
“You have a slight contusion. Nothing to worry about. Despite the fancy equipment in the room, he goes old school with a stethoscope to check my heartbeat. “Everything will be made right after you phase.”
“How does that work?”
“The physiological change from human to wolf alters your abilities to hear, see, run, and heal. When these changes occur before Lunam, your body creates the needed antibodies to combat sickness or injury, which is why major injury would hinder one’s ability to turn. Since you kids have received the serum, it seems this isn’t the case. In the past, over-producing white blood cells killed the gene. The serum put your wolf gene into a dormant state, so your body was able to heal without any negative effect to the gene.”
“Do you think I will turn?”
Dr. Wyatt turns on the faucet and rinses his hands. “I don’t know what your parents have told you about the serum or your dosage—"
“I think Abbi is okay to return to the party.” Patsy helps me off the table and shoves me towards the door.
Dr. Wyatt agrees. “Take it easy for a bit, and make sure you eat.”
“I will. Thank you.”
Patsy stays behind with the doctor. I stand in the hallway, unsure where I should be. Raine is busy with Ozzy. Jay is with his slut. I want my mom.




Chapter Thirty-Three

Jay



“I’m going to kill you!” Raine charges down the stairs. Ozzy tries half-heartedly to keep up. “How dare you humiliate my best friend like that.” She shakes a finger in my face and chest bumps me. “Abbi was right, you aren’t worth forever.”
“Can I say something?” Asking permission is a sign of respect.
“Nothing you say can fix this.”
“Let’s hear him out,” Abbi says, and everyone turns in her direction. Me, Raine, Ozzy, and the sizeable audience watching.
“Not here,” I suggest.
We move the shit-show to the game room. To our surprise there are half a dozen guys hiding inside.
“You’re never gonna get laid if you’re up here playing video games,” Ozzy yells at them. “Get the hell out of here.”
Abbi sits on the couch, with Raine glued to her side. She is almost smiling, as if this is amusing, but I feel something else, something stronger coursing through her. The strongest emotion a human can have, and it isn’t love.
Raine leads the conversation. “Who is she?”
“Her name is Lauren. I met her a few months ago at the sanctuary. She showed up looking for help.” I pace in front of them. Ozzy stands behind the couch with a sympathetic expression.
“Did you date her?” Abbi’s cheeks flare red. It hurt her to ask.
It kills me to tell her the truth. “Yes.”
“How long?”
“Three months, give or take.”
“Give or take what?”
“She would leave for a week or two, then come back and—”
“I get it.” Abbi doesn’t care about the details. She just wants to torture me. “Do you love her?”
“No.”
“Does she think you love her?”
Oz makes a face, warning me to tread carefully. This is a trick question, one without a good answer. The truth is the only way out.
“Yes.”
Abbi flinches. Raine growls.
“I thought it was love until I met you.”
Both females look like they want to rip my balls off.
“She’s the female on the video, the one who phased.” Abbi breaks away from Raine and moves to the window.
“Yes.”
“The one you said was a friend.”
“She was.”
“Why did she come here?”
“I don’t know.” I step toward her. Raine springs from the sofa and blocks me. “I didn’t think she would show up.”
“But you knew there was a chance, and you said nothing?’ Raine pushes my shoulder, preventing me from getting close to Abbi.
“Oz, have you spoken to Lauren?” I ask. This surprises the hell out of Raine.
“Why would Oz talk to your floozy?” Raine grabs Ozzy by the arm and spins him around to face her. “Please tell me you didn’t know about her and Jay.” She doesn’t let him reply. “You just stood there and let him make Abbi a side-piece?”
“Baby, please.”
“Don’t you baby me. You should’ve told me about her.”
“I don’t keep tabs on who Jay is banging.”
“Dude, come on.” I motion at Abbi, who refuses to look at me. “I haven’t banged anyone in weeks—months.”
Raine grabs Ozzy by the collar and drags him to a corner of the room. While they whisper-yell at each other, I explain to Abbi. She likes answers. I’m going to give her tons.
“Is she the reason you wouldn’t—” She glances at Raine and Ozzy. “Guys, can you give us a minute?”
Raine morphs back into best friend mode. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. Go deal with… that.” She flicks a hand at Ozzy.
The door shuts with a loud bang. I hear Ozzy say the game room is closed for the rest of the day. I look at the clock. It’s nearly sundown. I only have six hours to make this right.
“Did you tell her you loved her?”
Honesty, Jay. Even if it feels like your intestines are being pulled from of your body. “Yes, but she never said it back.”
“Why did you think you were in love?”
“She was the first female I’d met like me.” I can’t think of anything beyond that. All the reasons I loved Lauren seem superficial now. Every conversation I had with her was about revenge. When we weren’t plotting, we were in bed. I mistook lust for love. Abbi is worth so much more to me than a toss in the boom-boom room. I have no doubt sex with her will be a mind-blowing experience, but I want it to be more than a name on the wall.
“Is this why you were so adamant about me being in the ceremony? You wanted to make sure it was real? We were real?”
“Forget the ceremony, forget all of this. We can leave now or stay in here all night. I don’t care if I ever phase. I’ll never be the man I was meant to be unless I have you.”
She looks up with watery eyes, but the slight smile on her face tells me I’ve said something right.
I kneel on the floor in front of her. “I don’t need the ceremony to confirm what I feel for you. You are my forever.”
The expression on her sweet face is worth everything I’ve been through in the last hour. She’s reaching for me when the door flies open.
“I thought I was your forever?”




Chapter Thirty-Four



Lauren struts around the room, touching everything: books on the shelf, an unfinished puzzle on the table, even the game controllers for the Xbox. She leaves her scent, her germs, on everything.
“I never said you were my forever,” Jay corrects in a feeble attempt to convince me she’s a liar.
“Maybe not in those exact words.” Lauren opens the mini-fridge and pulls out a Red Bull. “You did tell me we would travel around the world so you could show me all your favorite surf spots.” She sits in a chair and sips from the can. “I’m sure he told you the same bullshit.” Her piercing gray eyes look through me without an ounce of trepidation.
“I told Oz the same thing.” Jay stands between me and Lauren.
“Even the part where we’d make love on the beach?” She chuckles, then abruptly stands.
Jay tenses and steps back.
“Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.” She trails her fingers down his arm. “I’ll let her do that.” She winks at me.
“Do you know who I am?” This is the only thing I can think to say.
“I know all of you. Your parents and grandparents.” Lauren snickers. “We were very thorough in our research. Weren’t we, Jay?”
“I know nothing about you.” It’s meant to be a jab, but Lauren doesn’t even flinch.
“Don’t worry your pretty little head about me. You’ll find out soon enough.”
Jay pleads with her to leave. “Lauren, you never wanted this. What happens tonight won’t change anything.”
“After the ceremony, we’ll know where we belong.” She strokes his arm again. “And with whom.” Jay shrugs her off. “I’ll be around if you want me.” She sets the Red Bull on the table and leaves.
“Is she really planning to be part of the ceremony?”
“Yes.”
“Did you know?”
“No, Abbi. You have to believe me.”
“If Lauren participates in the ceremony, she becomes part of the pack and loyal to my family. It doesn’t make sense.” Her presence taints everything about the ceremony, about Jay.
He turns to me. “I meant what I said. I don’t need the ceremony. I just want you.”
“You’re scared you’ll match with her.” I lean on the window.
“No,” he lies. “We don’t know what will happen tonight. We could both end up with other people. I give Raine a lot of shit, but her fears are valid.”
“There’s a reason dating wasn’t encouraged before Lunam. It’s so bonds like ours wouldn’t be threatened or broken.”
He presses me against the window. “We really fucked this up, didn’t we?”
“No, our parents did. Had they been honest, we’d be here today on different terms.” I think of the story Dillan told me about the first time my mother saw him. If our parents had told us the truth, this would have been the day I met Jay.
He slips his arms around my waist. “I meant what I said. I don’t need the ceremony. I just want you.”
“And phasing?”
“I’ll phase at some point.”
“And the pack?”
“The ceremony was Ozzy’s idea, not mine. I only came here….” He pauses and touches his forehead to mine. “The truth is, I came here to expose the truth, no matter who it hurt. I owe your family an apology. I owe you—”
“I’m glad you told us, that you set this in motion. You did the right thing, Jay.” He doesn’t know about Monte’s plan or the preservative. Unbeknownst to Jay or Lauren, they have helped my grandfather.
“My intentions weren’t always good.”
“What are they now?”
“I want to make you my girlfriend.”
Jay isn’t the same guy he was at camp. He isn’t trying to convince me I love him. He isn’t trying to recruit me for his cause. He’s just a boy trying to win a girl.
“And the ceremony?”
“The ceremony is for them.” He looks at the people below. “I have everything I need in this room.”
“If we do this, we do it right. Like normal people. Pizza and ice cream. Movie nights and make-out sessions.”
“If I promise pizza later, can we skip to the makeout session now?” He nuzzles my neck.
“Raincheck on the pizza.” I kiss his chin. “Not the ice cream though.”
We kiss against the window. With every thrust of his tongue, I feel his excitement grow. He pushes me against the glass until we hear it crackles.
“We’re going to break the house.”
I inspect the glass for cracks and notice a crowd cheering below. “Should we take a bow?”
We wave like a royal couple addressing their court. Suddenly Lauren appears, a crowd of girls surround her, like she is their leader.
“We need to deal with that.”
Jay tenses. “She’s my problem. I’ll handle it.”
Some of Raine’s paranoia must have rubbed off on me, because I break into a sweat at the thought of him speaking to Lauren. I step back out of her view.
“Everything is going to be fine.” He kisses the top of my head.
I wish his words made a difference. The only reason I know we’ll be together tomorrow is because we’re opting out of the ceremony. We’re choosing each other. By doing so, does it mean we’re not confident enough to let fate decide? That’s one bet I’m not willing to make.




Chapter Thirty-Five



Patsy is in the kitchen molding hamburger patties with three other mothers when I burst through the door, asking to speak to her in private.
“Is everything okay?” She moves to the sink to wash her hands. “Are you hungry? We set out snacks in the dining room to hold you over until dinner is ready.”
“I don’t think I can eat.” I place a hand over my empty belly.
“It’s nerves.” She dries her hands on her dirty apron. “By this time tomorrow, you’ll be famished. We won’t be able to cook fast enough.”
“If you’re busy I can come back.”
“Don’t be silly.” We go into the pantry for privacy and she closes the door. “Have you heard from your mother?”
“No, but that isn’t—”
“This must be so hard for you. I can’t believe Kalysia isn’t coming. This won’t be the same without her.” She looks more devastated by Mom’s absence than I am.
“I have a question.”
“Oh.” She’s nervous. “Uh, I’ll try to answer  anything you may be curious about.”
Oh Jesus, she thinks I’m going to ask about sex. “It isn’t that kind of question.”
She exhales in relief.
“I was wondering if you know Lauren.”
Her faces glows red. “Yes.”
“And…?”
“She’s trouble.” Patsy speaks quietly. “Belle called ahead to tell us she was coming, but her agenda was a mystery until a few days ago. There is nothing we can do to stop her. In the past, the elders would dispatch one of their men.” She makes a sinister face. “We weren’t proud of the way things were handled back then, but the job got done. Our secret remained intact. Now, who knows?” Her face drops, and worry replaces anger. “All I ever wanted was a better world for Raine and you. For all the mess we made, we accomplished nothing. Here we are.” She looks around the pantry, but I know what she means.
“I thought you were pro Lunam?”
“Passing through the smoke was a rite of passage. It signified our transformation not only to wolf but into adulthood. We became our best selves. It’s something we grew up with, it was part of us. We stole that from you. I know why Raine jumped into this with both feet. She loves Ozzy. In her mind this is the only way they can be together.” She fidgets with cans on a shelf. “We were never allowed to date, not officially. There was no need before Lunam. The ceremony decided our fate. As parents, we had no idea how to deal with hormonal teens. We did what we knew. Serum or no serum, you deserved to dream and fall in love. I’m just as guilty as your mother, Abbi. I wanted more for Raine. This is what Raine wants, so I’m here to support her no matter what happens tomorrow.”
Patsy must know about the serum, she is part of the inner circle. If she’s allowing Raine to be here, it’s because she thinks Raine will phase. My mother is worried. Layla too. There is something they still aren’t telling me, but maybe Patsy will.
“How do you know Raine will phase?”
She turns away so I can’t see her eyes. “Tests results show the likelihood for Raine is high.”
“And me? You stopped Dr. Wyatt from telling me something earlier. Why?”
“You need to speak to your mother.” She wipes her hands on her apron. “She had good intentions, Abbi. Remember that.”
I find Dr. Wyatt in the medical room off the kitchen. A file is open on the table in front of him. When I walk in, he closes it.
“Is everything alright?” He motions for me to sit on the hospital bed. “Do you have a headache?”
I remain by the door. “I’m fine. I was hoping you could finish telling me about my dosage.”
He looks uneasy. “It’s probably best for you speak to Kalysia.”
“I’m eighteen, Dr. Wyatt. I have a right know what has been done to my body.” I close the door and sit. “I’m not leaving until you tell me.”




Chapter Thirty-Six

Jay



“We have a problem.” Ozzy closes the door to the game room and crosses to the window. “Lauren is making a play for pack leader.” He taps the glass, pointing out Lauren in the crowd. There’s no need. She is surrounded by a group of girls sporting flower crowns.
“She’s giving everyone unity bracelets.” He hands me a red string with a silver paw charm connecting both ends.
The Lauren I knew wasn’t an evil person. She wanted to find her place, like me. The bracelets don’t necessarily mean she’s making a play for leader Lauren just wants to belong. I don’t express that opinion to Ozzy. He wouldn’t understand.
“I’ll talk to her.”
“Is that a good idea?” He warns. “If Abbi is anything like Raine—”
“This is bigger than us, we have a duty to protect them.” I gaze at the people below. The Meyers kids were shielded from the harsh reality of the world, and that included the sins of their parents. If Monte Tallac considers Lauren a threat, her life could be in danger.
It isn’t difficult to track down Lauren. Everyone knows who she is and where she is. Ignoring the sign on the door that says males are not allowed, I burst into the locker room.
“Sorry, ladies.” I shield my eyes. “I’m looking for someone.” I hear Lauren laugh in a corner. “We need to talk.”
“I told you he couldn’t stay away.” Her confidence impresses her admirers. Lauren’s scent grows stronger as she crosses the room. I know she’s close, but her touch startles me. She smirks at my reaction. “You know I don’t bite, Jay.” Her minions snicker. “Unless you ask nicely.” She spins me around. The girls murmur about what a great couple we make, while others comment on my ass.
Lauren leads me out a side door. I shrug her off and make sure we’re not being followed. Music drifts through the trees. I stop just inside the woods. She leans against the trunk of a tree and adjusts the crown of flowers on her head.
“I have to say, I thought you’d come around a lot sooner. The little virgin must have really done a number on you.”
“Cut the act, Lauren. The last time we spoke you wanted nothing to do with the ceremony.”
“The last time we spoke, you said you weren’t going to participate. When did you become one of them?”
Rather than deny the accusation, I own it. “I am one of them. My father was pack leader.”
“And mine was a mutant.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“That’s what they believe. I wasn’t born wolf, so I’m some kind of freak.”
“They don’t know about the clinic. I never told them.”
It isn’t my place to tell Lauren’s story. Even though the information would be valuable to Abbi’s family, I wouldn’t betray her trust out of respect for the relationship we had.
She steps closer. “Why didn’t you out me?” Her fingers scrape down my chest. “You still have feelings for me, somewhere in there.” I catch her hand and pull it away. She smiles. “I like this new you. So alpha.”
“I’m in love with Abbi.” I use my feelings as a weapon.
“You have no control over who you love. The ceremony will decide that for you.”
“I’m confident about who I’ll be with tomorrow morning.”
“So am I. You are mine, Jay.” Her lips sweep my neck on their way to my ear. “Fate brought us together. It lead me to the sanctuary, to you.” She covers my heart with one hand. “It beats like this only for me. You know I’m right, and it scares you.”
Her confidence scares me. It’s like the room full of balls my father warned me about. Only I’m not the one choosing. Any doubt I had about missing the ceremony disappears when I imagine Abbi and Lauren fighting over my ball.
“She’s a child, a little girl who doesn’t even know how to love. She doesn’t make you feel the way I do.” Her hand moves lower.
“I don’t need the ceremony to know I want to be with Abbi.”
“Yet here you are.” She smirks. “Leave, Jay. Run away.”
She’s using reverse psychology on me. It doesn’t work. “Why are you here, Lauren? It isn’t just for me. What is this about?” I grab her arm and point to the bracelets. “Who gave you these?”
She yanks away and steps back. “You and your merry band of idiots insisted on having the ceremony. Did you think there’d be no consequence? The ceremony has history, meaning. Once you walk through the smoke, you belong to the past. You become responsible for the future. Since you don’t plan to lead them, someone else will.”
The half-ass idea Lauren and I concocted was meant to expose Abbi’s family and the other leaders as liars. We wanted to rip their families apart with the truth. We didn’t think further ahead than camp. I was supposed to show up, tell the kids who they really were, and leave. That didn’t happen. I fell in love with Abbi, with all of them. Ozzy tried to explain his connection with the others, and I didn’t get it. It’s always just been me and Dad. After everything Dillan has been through, this is still his home. The people I’ve set out to destroy are part of his family. His pack.
“Who says I don’t plan to lead them?”
She laughs. “Seriously, Jay. You couldn’t lead a mouse to cheese. Those people dancing and drinking and having the time of their lives are here because they trust Ozzy. You’re an outsider, and you always will be.”
“If that’s true, they won’t follow you either.”
“Your friends don’t realize there are more people like me in that house, in the world. After they phase there is no stopping them.” She smiles that truly evil smile only women can pull off. “Look how easy it was for me to gain their trust, their loyalty.” She yanks the bracelet off her arm. “I’m not a leader. This was a job. I have $100,000 waiting for me after the ceremony is over. We can go anywhere in the world.”
“We?”
“Yes, you big idiot. You are the only one I want to lead.” She kisses me quickly, confidently, on the cheek. “We’ll laugh about this after the ceremony.” She disappears into the woods. I hear her signature howl when she phases.
I call for backup.




Chapter Thirty-Seven



Sometimes the truth doesn’t set you free. Whether or not I will phase is no longer a question. I look for Trevor and Rory. They deserve to know their fate.
“It’s Abbi, right?” Lauren is positioned near the front door. Daisy and two girls I don’t know stand with her.
“Hey, Abbi,” Daisy runs up to greet me with a hug. “Have you met Lauren?”
“You can say that,” I snark. This is the last thing I need right now. Time is running out. I need to find Trevor and Rory before the ceremony begins.
Daisy lifts my wrist. “Lauren, she doesn’t have a bracelet!” She drags me over to the dark-haired vixen. Lauren is the ex-girlfriend from hell. She’s beautiful, sexy, and still has a thing for Jay.
“I don’t know if she deserves one.” Lauren dangles a red string in front of me. “She isn’t cool enough.”
“Of course she is.” Daisy grabs the bracelet and slides it onto my wrist. “You’re one of us now.”
“What game are you playing?” I take it off to inspect the silver paw holding the string together.
“It’s a unity bracelet to bind us together after we phase.” Daisy admires hers. “We’re going to be a unified pack again.”
The sneer on Lauren’s face tells me everything I need to know. She isn’t here to win back Jay. She’s here to win the pack.
“We’ll see about that.” I drop the bracelet on the ground and run upstairs to find my allies.
Everyone is in the game room, they’re two steps ahead of me. Raine is glued to Ozzy’s side. “Where have you been? I was looking everywhere for you. Rory caught wind of the bracelets an hour ago.”
“A follow-up with Dr. Wyatt.” I glance at Rory. He won’t make eye contact with me. I can’t determine if it’s out of fear of Jay or sheer embarrassment.
“We can’t let her get away with this.” Raine volunteers to tear her throat out after the ceremony. Jay crushes her fantasy.
“Lauren has been wolf for months, even if she has no control over her phase, she has more experience. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”
“Jay, where did she come from?” Rory asks from his chair in the corner. “Do you know her parents?”
“She told me her father was changed by Lowell Duke, and her mother died when she was a baby. She was raised by her father.”
“It’s so Disney I wanna puke.” Raine makes a gagging sound. “Can’t we ban her from the ceremony or something?”
“If we ban her, we’re no different than our parents. This ceremony is supposed to be about inclusivity.” Ozzy is gentle with Raine, like she is a stick of dynamite ready to blow everything up.
“Anyone who walks through the smoke has the right to do as they please after the ceremony. That includes following Lauren.” Jay gives me a look that reminds me of our plan to skip out at the last minute.
“Once they phase, the wolf traits kick in. That means a pack mentality. Everyone down there will be loyal to the alpha. We’re leaving them vulnerable to manipulation. They need direction. A leader.”
“She’s right,” Monte says, announcing his arrival. “Sequestering newly turned wolves was for their protection. Finding your place in a pack is crucial. The people here tonight will be sent back into the world feeling lost, looking for guidance and leadership.  The only way to stop Lauren from creating a pack is to claim the old one.” Monte has an ulterior motive. He needs to control the newly turned wolves. R-49 creates a fiercely loyal wolf. He needs them on his side if he’s going to contain the spread.
We watch Lauren gyrating on the dancefloor, a group of infatuated girls around her.
“We’re choosing to give them free will, and Lauren is swooping in and taking it away.” Raine pounds on the window in frustration.
“You’re saying they will follow us? Do what we say?” Rory looks a little too excited by this discovery.
“You can’t control their thoughts or actions,” Monte clarifies. “They will feel loyal to you, to your ideas. That is where the power ends. We don’t take away their free will.”
Rory’s heart races when I touch him. “We have a huge responsibility to everyone out there, we can’t screw them over like our parents did to us.”
His eyes sparkle and he smiles at me. It’s something different. Primal. I need to speak to him alone, but Jay will never let that happen.
Jay nudges him. “Dude, go get another beer.” It isn’t a suggestion.
Rory snaps back. “Anyone else need a refill?”
Ozzy finishes his cup with a loud burp. “Grab a pitcher.”
“Do you know anything about her?” I ask Monte.
“She was turned during the uprising and raised in the Midwest. We traced the name, Lauren Price, back to a girl who died in a car accident in 2017.”
“Lauren isn’t even her real name?” Jay shakes his head.
“Most likely her last name was changed to conceal her identity.” Monte pretends to watch the people below. I see him glaring at Jay in the window.
“How did we not see this?” Ozzy addresses Jay. “She was playing us.” He’s careful not to insult Jay. Ozzy’s demeanor is subdued, almost passive.
“Um, hello.” Raine waves in Ozzy’s face. “She played Jay. He wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for that snake down there.”
Jay’s attention is fixed on Lauren. His face is unreadable, but his heartbeat gives away his thoughts. As much as it pains me to admit it, he cares for her.
“I thought I knew her,” he mumbles, more to himself than Raine. As if she senses him, Lauren looks directly at Jay. Raine makes a throat-slitting gesture to Lauren. Lauren is oblivious to Raine, or me, or anyone vying for her attention. For a few painful seconds it’s just her and Jay. An annoying cow bell rings downstairs, announcing dinner, and everyone below disperses.
Monte says, “Ozzy, you and Raine are a power couple. Your presence in the ceremony will make this a true Altum Lunam.”
If Monte reinstates the pack, only a trueblood can lead. That takes the pressure off me and Jay. I never wanted to be a leader. Jay shifts uncomfortably. The realization isn’t as comforting to him.
Monte places his hand on Ozzy’s shoulder. “Son, you are the only true male Tallac heir. You will be the next leader of the pack”
The dejected look on Ozzy’s face isn’t missed by anyone.
“We….” He looks at Raine. “We were going to opt out of the ceremony, sir.”
“That’s absurd,” Monte bellows. “All of this was made possible because of you. Both of you. Why on earth would you opt out?”
Raine moves to Ozzy’s side. “He’s doing it for me. I was afraid he’d match with another female.” Her meek admission increases Monte’s wrath.
“The Lunam Ceremony is a sacred ritual, not a game of spin the bottle!” Monte’s attention shifts to me. I cower under his gaze. “Do all of you feel this way? Is it just about who matches with whom, or is anyone here actually taking this seriously?”
“I am, Grandpa.” Rory returns with a pitcher of beer. He sets is down and moves to Monte’s side. “I’ll be the next leader.”
“Rory, I believe you could’ve been one hell of a leader. Unfortunately the serum worked on you. You will not phase tonight.” Monte turns to me. “If you don’t turn, you cannot lead.”
“I don’t understand, Rory says.  “I thought the ale would trigger the gene.”
“You received a stronger dose than the others.” Monte has no idea that I know he’s lying, yet he still refuses to make eye contact with me.
“Sir, what happens if I match with another female?” Ozzy asks.
“This will not matter tomorrow.” Monte gestures at Raine, crying quietly in a corner. “To either of you. Life will go on, you’ll find happiness, whether together or apart.”
Raine shouts, “If we don’t phase, or we don’t find a soulmate, then what?”
Calming hysterical woman isn’t in Grandpa’s wheelhouse, but he’s doing a great job. “You’re a trueblood, a born leader. The odds of you matching with Ozzy are very good.”
Raine perks up. “Really?”
“Yes. Now come here.” He holds his hand out. She takes it, and he joins it with Ozzy’s. “The two of you represent the power families in the pack. Duke and Tallac. Gaia will bless this union.”
“But what if—”
“No more of that,” Monte demands. “We need to focus on stopping Lauren. Building unity is an ancient tactic. Someone is backing her, giving her information. I need to find out who.”
“Mr. Tallac.’ Jay addresses Monte formerly. “What will you do to Lauren?”
Her name on his lips makes my insides burn. His concern breaks my heart.
“I don’t know what you’re suggesting, Jay.”
“I mean, will she be harmed?”
Ozzy and Raine pause their cupcaking, and even Rory looks up in anticipation.
“We’re not in the business of hurting people,” Monte says. “If Lauren participates in the ceremony, she will be part of the pack, obligated to follow pack rules. If she breaks them, the pack will decide her fate.”
Raine smiles mischievously. “Sounds good.” She winks at me. As pack leader, Raine will decide what to do with Lauren. Gaia help her.
“If Lauren doesn’t walk through the smoke?” I ask even though I know the answer.
“If she continues to wreak havoc on our lives as a mutated wolf, we will take action.” Monte gives a warning look, I don’t push further. In the journals punishment was harsh. R-249 will save the human race, but it’s also a weapon against our kind.
Monte suggests we break into groups. “You guys ask around, see how many people have the bracelet. We only have a couple of hours left. I better go find Layla.” He doesn’t look too thrilled as he follows Ozzy and Raine into the hall.
“What about us?” I put my arms around Jay. My desire to be alone with him may be trivial in the grand scheme of things, but it’s all I can think about. I have no other reason to be here.
“We’ll figure it out.” His feelings pass through me like an electric surge. “I have faith in us. Everything is going to be fine.”
I want to tell him what I learned from Dr. Wyatt. Part of me knows he’ll understand, but I can’t quiet that nagging voice of doubt, the one that reminds me he fell for Lauren because she was the first woman he met with the ability to phase. Jay was so adamant about me phasing. Being wolf is important to him. Sexy to him.
“What are you plotting?” His right eyebrow goes up.
I kiss his chin. “Let’s make a vow.”
His other brow rises.
“Not that kind of vow,” I assure him. “I want you to promise me something.”
“Anything.” He’s quick to please me. I’ll use that to my advantage.
“Promise I won’t leave here a virgin.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight

Jay



Her hands find mine, then her lips. Abbi wraps herself around me, and we fall on the couch. There are so many other things I should be doing right now, like warning Lauren her plan isn’t going to work. She still has time to take the money and run.
“Let’s go back to my room,” she says. “I’m not taking no for an answer.”
There is no way I can say no to her now, and I don’t want to. I lead Abbi into the hall. “Which one is yours?”
She points to the room on the end.
As we pass the door next to hers, laughter and moaning comes through the wall.
“Ozzy and Raine’s room.” She shakes her head.
I should’ve known. They’re trying to soak up as much of each other as they can before the ceremony now that Monte has convinced them to participate. I can’t blame them. The thought of Abbi with another male sends a chill up my spine. I block the mental picture by pressing her against the wall and kissing the noise away. She moans, grabs the back of my head, and hooks a leg around mine. Her back arches, lifting her breasts closer to my willing mouth. I bite and kiss them through her T-shirt as I reach around and open her bedroom door.
 




Chapter Thirty-Nine



Finally.
He sits on my bed and kicks his shoes off. Muffled laughter from the room next door reminds me if I can hear them, they can hear us.
“Window open or closed?” Light blue sheer curtains float on the breeze.
He crosses the room to me. “Open.” Laughter and music drift into the room from outside. “Are you nervous?” His lips gently sweep my neck.
I cock my head to allow him full access. “Yes, but don’t stop.”
Jay and I sit on the bed. “I want you, Abbi.” A sound escapes him that is part moan, part growl. “But this is your show. We only go as far as you feel comfortable.”
I pull my shirt off and toss it on the floor. “Do you have a lighter?”
“For what?”
“We’re burning my V-card.”
Jay kisses the tender area above my belly button. I hold my breath and wait for him to look up, to see more of me than I’ve shown to anyone. He continues to kiss and lick unexplored areas of my body. Staking claim. I lift his head. His eyes are closed.
“Jay,” I whisper.
“Abbi.” He lays back, pulling me on top of him. The button on his jeans digs into my bare stomach. I yank open his fly.
Jay doesn’t tell me I’m beautiful, not with words, but his eyes say it all. Suddenly I’m on my back, and he’s removing my jeans but leaving my pink panties in place. The last barrier between me and womanhood. When he takes off his pants, exposing all of him, my heart stops. I have internet, so I’ve seen a naked man, but nothing prepared me for his beauty. He catches me staring, and I vomit words.
“You look nice. I mean it’s nice. I mean it’s, you are everything I thought it’d be… you’d be. Sorry, I’m making this awkward. I’m not the first naked woman you’ve seen. In fairness, it’s okay for me to be awe... it’s, you are awe-worthy.”
He smiles. “In fairness, you are the first naked woman I’ve seen who made me want to murder every man in the house for looking at you.”
“Your word vomit is so much better than mine.”
“Not sure if vomit is the most romantic term.”
“You clearly don’t know me.”
Are banter lightens the moment.
Propped up on his elbows, he angles himself between my legs, and by some miracle the beast between his legs isn’t touching me. “Are you ready?”
As much as I want to bring levity to the moment, I decide to be an adult. I grab his ass with both hands. Forcing his mouth onto mine. He eases my panties come off and lowers himself between my legs. I feel his warmth before we are skin to skin. He slides inside with ease. For a brief torturous moment, he remains still, as if he’s forgotten what to do next. If he’s waiting for me to guide him, he’s screwed.
“We need protection,” he says, frozen. Throbbing. “I have something.”
“Don’t go. Just…. wait.” He rocks forward. My body is a live wire of feels. The breeze coming through the window electrifies my sweaty skin.
“Abbi,” he moans into my neck. “You feel….” He pushes deeper, feeling all of me.
I kiss anyplace I can reach. “Don’t stop.”
He pulls out, and I tense. I don’t ever want him to stop. I want him inside me forever.
He pulls out slowly and reenters me with a force so magnificent, so unapologetically fabulous, I scream. He does this repeatedly, until I’m on the verge of losing consciousness.
This is the most amazing feeling. Why do people ever stop doing this?
I open my eyes and watch him. The muscles in his arms contract as he holds himself above me. He kisses me, presses into me, he makes love to me. his name out loud, just to hear it. I want him to hear my thoughts. Every word in my head needs a voice, needs to be said. “You feel unbelievable.”
He does a pushup so he can see my face. “So do you. So good, Abbi.”
“I don’t want you to stop. I want this forever.”
It could be the euphoria, or maybe it’s my heart. I don’t care. I sound like a madwoman. I sound like a woman in love. I’m in love with Jay. I love him. “I love you.”
Jay freezes mid-thrust to stare at me. Even if he never says the words, I know he loves me by the look in his eyes. “I told you.” He breaks into a smile.
“Told me what?”
“We were meant to be.” He rolls us over so I’m on top.
I squirm, unsure what I’m supposed to do. He presses up. The room is dim, thanks to the setting sun, but I’m still on display as I straddle him. He guides my hips back and forth. His knowing hands reminds me he’s done this with other women. It’s my turn to feel homicidal jealousy at every woman who came before me, especially the one downstairs. She came to reclaim him. When she couldn’t get him, she redirected her wrath at the Lunam Ceremony.
“Abbi,” Jay strains. “Slow down.”
I dig my nails into his chest. Anger and desire are unlikely partners. I force him deeper. He seems to enjoy it, right up until the moment he tosses me off him and onto the bed.
He goes into the bathroom. When I hear the shower turn on. I feel empty and abandoned.
He doesn’t take long, a few minutes, then he’s back.
“Did I do something wrong?”
Jay rubs a towel over himself. “Are you insane?”
“Maybe.”
He wraps the towel around his waist and sits on the bed. Water runs down his back. “I almost lost it and finished inside you.”
“Oh.” Oh.
“That wouldn’t be the best thing right now.”
“Agreed.”
The light is gone, and night has fallen. “It’s almost time.”
“What happens now?”
“We leave.” He kisses me. “I can’t risk losing you.”
“You won’t lose me, Jay. I’m yours forever.” I crawl to him and I pull the towel from his waist.
“We should go,” he manages between kisses.
“We’re not finished here.”




Chapter Forty



Jay and I remain in my room until the ceremony is about to begin. It kicks off with a speech from the pack leader. Jay holds me from behind as the crowd waits for Monte to take the stage.
Our plan is to meet behind the main building after everyone leaves to change for the ceremony. Jay booked us a room at a bed and breakfast nearby. We’ll hide out there until morning, then comeback to say goodbye to everyone before we head north. Jay wants to introduce me to his great-grandmother, Grace.
“We can still phase you know.” Jay kisses my neck and presses against my backside. “Sex in the woods could be interesting.”
I need to tell him the truth about me before the ceremony. I don’t want him to find out later and feel duped. I find in the crowd standing intimately beside the DJ. He couldn’t care less about phasing. Trevor wants to find love. From the looks of it, mission accomplished. I want to go to him, but there is no time. The crowd begins to cheer as Lauren walks onto the stage.
“What is she doing?” Jay seethes. “Is she trying to get herself killed?”
Monte and Dillan stand below the riser as Lauren addresses the crowd. Monte would never stop her, or anyone, from speaking their mind. My grandfather is a born leader. Ozzy and Raine may be the new faces of the pack, but Monte will be the one in control.
“Friends,” she says, silencing the chatter. “I want to thank each and every one of you for welcoming me into your lives today. I feel like I’ve gotten to know the people here on a level that transcends our humanity.”
Lauren’s speech isn’t a death wish, it’s insurance. Monte can’t make a move against her in front of her disciples. Daisy walks through the crowd with a tray of cups, passing them out to her inner circle, she hands the last cup to Lauren.
“I’d like to toast to our hosts, the Tallac family.” Lauren holds the red cup in the air, and her minions echo the gesture. “Thank you so much for bringing everyone together. For making all this possible.” Her bracelet catches the light. “Cheers!” She downs her beer and tosses the cup in the air. The others do the same. It looks like a redneck graduation.
Monte takes the stage to unenthusiastic clapping and a few hisses. He thanks everyone for being here, then launches into his speech.
“The Lunam Ceremony has been a rite of passage for hundreds of years. As we evolved, we lost the true meaning of what it meant to be wolf. What it means to be family. The worst atrocities are done in the name of family.” Monte searches the crowd until he finds me. “I apologize for the sins of our past, and I promise we will have a better future. That starts with you. This is an Altum Lunam, when the heirs of the leaders phase. Tonight you all become leaders. You are the masters of your lives. How you choose to live is up to you. The Sierra and Shasta packs are a thing of the past. This Lunam is the beginning of a new era—the Meyers Pack. Those who pledge loyalty to Meyers will always have a job, a home, a family.”
“Is he insane?” Jay says, “He’s starting a new pack.”
“He’s offering them another choice.”
“This doesn’t need to happen. Lauren won’t be sticking around.” Jay knows more than he’s telling me.
“Could have fooled me.”
“She’ll be gone tomorrow, for good.” His certainty is unnerving. I want to preach about honesty, but how can I when I still haven’t told him my secret?
Monte ends his speech with an announcement that he will start a task force to help find others like us. “We have a hotline set up, offering complete anonymity. We are here to help for those who need it. Please, if you know someone with the gene, urge them to call.”
“A hotline?” Jay doesn’t fully trust Monte’s motives.
“He’s doing what he believes is right.” I turn in his arms to face him. “Let Ozzy and Raine worry about it. We’re out of here.” I tiptoe to kiss him as the crowd disperses around us.
“I want to say goodbye to my father.”
Out of respect for Dillan, Jay told his father our plan.
“Are you sure he’s okay with you skipping the ceremony, even after Monte’s speech? I saw them standing together.”
Monte and Dillan were adversaries in the past, this Lunam has brought them together for a common cause. Stopping Lauren.
“My old man just wants me to be happy.”
I wish I could say the same for my parents. We don’t always get along, but having my mother here would’ve been nice.
“Besides, it isn’t like I’ll never phase. We’re going to have the best of both worlds.”




Chapter Forty-One



The ceremonial dresses have been hung on the wall in the locker room with our names taped to the hangers. I find Raine among the females clamoring for space at the mirrors.
“Abbi!” She pushes through the throng. “It’s a madhouse!”
She takes note of the shirt I’m wearing, my tasseled hair, and post-coital glow.
“Did you have sex?” Raine doesn’t say this quietly.
“Shhh. Tell the whole world.” I pull her to the corner where my dress is hanging.
She does her Raine-dance then bows to me. “Abbi, you win.”
“I didn’t know it was a competition.”
“Do you know who was my first?”
It’s been so long, and so many. “Anthony something.”
“Yes! Anthony, the bug guy’s son. I lost my virginity in the back of his father’s pest control van. The smell of ant spray still turns me on.”
She isn’t even kidding. That’s what I love about Raine, she finds the positive in everything.
“I don’t even want to know the details. Kidding! You’re telling everything tomorrow.”
My plan was to break the news about leaving right before the ceremony begins. Telling my mother I didn’t register for school was a piece of cake compared to this.
“I don’t why they even bother putting on all that crap.” Raine gestures to the mound of make-up pallets and hair products. “We’re are shifting into wolves, you don’t need fake lashes!”
I change out of Dillan’s Howlin’ Ale t-shirt and slip on the white dress. I think of mom. How strong she was, how fearless. Kalysia was certain she would turn, I won’t. She stole that from me. Guilt prevents her from being here tonight.
“Are you ready, Abs?” Raine grips my hand. Without makeup, she looks young and fragile.
“Are you ready?”
“No. I’m freaking out. I’m about to turn into a wolf and possibly lose the love of my life.”
“We’re not doing that.” I channel Monte. “You’re going to walk out there, confident in your decision. You are the future leader of the Meyers pack.”
“I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.” She loops our arms together as girls start migrating to the door. “I couldn’t do this without you.”
This is where I’m supposed to say goodbye. I remain at her side as we exit the house. I’ve followed Raine my entire life. Every decision I’ve made until this moment has been with her council. In her best interest. It’s time to let her go.
“Abbi.” I hear my mother’s voice. It must be a hallucination.
“Look.” Raine points towards the trees.
My mother immerges from the crowd of white. I run downstairs and leap into her arms like a little girl.
“Hi, Ms Kali.” Raine gives her a quick hug.
Mom tells Raine her mother is waiting just around the corner. “She can’t wait to see you.”
“I’ll see over there, Abs.” Raine looks skeptical.
“Of course,” I lie. It’s the biggest lie I’ve ever told.
After she leaves, I accost my mother. “I’m glad you’re here, but what made you change your mind? Is Dad…?” I look past her.
“Monte called, he told me about Lauren.”
Of course. She isn’t here for me. Kalysia sent me here knowing I wouldn’t turn, she was going to let me be humiliated.
“Dr. Wyatt told me everything about the secret study you conducted with me, Rory, and Trevor.”
The three of us represent each test group: Rory is the pureblood, I’m the offspring of a trueborn and a half-breed, and Trevor is the son of a half-breed and a human. “You used us as guinea pigs for R-249.”
“Using our children was the only way to prove it was safe. I never put your life in danger.”
“My life no, my choice—”
“That’s why I’m here.” She pulls a vial from her purse. “This will reverse the effects of R-249 and allow you to phase tonight.”
“Are you kidding me? I’m not taking this.”
“I wouldn’t lie to you now.” She chokes. “Take it if you want to phase.”
“Is there no end to your god-complex?”
“I’m not playing god. We created an antidote as a failsafe, in case someone accidently ingested the wrong serum.”
I hand the vial back. “I don’t need it. We’re not going to be part of the ceremony.”
“We?”
Jay walks up behind my mother. He’s a vision in the ceremonial white shorts. I will remember this moment the rest of my life. I throw my arms around him. His skin is damp with sweat. He smells like mint and fear.
“Are you okay?” He looks past me to my mother. “Mrs. Kincaid, how are you?”
He’s making small talk. This isn’t the time.
“Hello, Jay. Abbi was just telling me you decided not to take part in the ceremony.” She doesn’t look convinced as she takes in the hacked up ceremonial gown I’m wearing. She offers the vial again. “Take it, Abbi. It’s the only way you’ll phase.”
“What is she talking about?”
Mom sanctimoniously glances at Jay. “He doesn’t know?”
“He doesn’t care,” I snap, the address him. “You said it didn’t matter if I phased.”
“For now, but I always assumed….” He does a poor job of hiding his disappointment. “If you don’t phase, then—”
“Then you won’t love me?” I push him away. Not because I want to, I do it first, incase he rejects me.
“Abbi!” Mom scolds me because being rude is rude.
“So you can’t love me if I’m human?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“What are you saying, then?”
“I’m saying if you don’t phase, you can’t lead.”
“Lead? Lead who?”
“The pack.”
“Ozzy and Raine are going to lead.”
He shares a knowing look with Mom. “Ozzy and Raine are running. He just told me in the locker room. They’re going to slip out at the last minute.”
“Why? He seemed all for it earlier today.”
“Fear of losing Raine.” He grips my hands.
She doesn’t know. She would’ve told me. Like I told her.
Jay ignores the fire burning in my eyes. “I went to my father for help after I found out Lauren was being paid to recruit people for a new pack. They came up with a way to prevent that from happening.”
“We know who is behind this.” Mom informs us. “Lauren was raised by Lowell Duke. He dosed her with R-49 when she was a baby. After Laruen’s father died from medical complications, Lowell raised her. He’s still alive. Monte’s men are tracking him down now.”
I don’t need to ask what they will do to him. The fact that Dillan would allow the man who raised him to be harmed shows the strength of pack loyalty.
“They need a leader.” Mom gestures at the kids running toward the canopy. Their white garments glow against the darkness that surrounds them. “Until Lowell is found, they are vulnerable. You can guide them, Abbi. I believe in you.”
My mother’s words are more powerful than any serum. Than Jay’s love. Her faith in me is all I’ve ever wanted.
My faith isn’t as strong. “There’s still a chance Lauren and Jay could match.”
“We took care of that.” Mom soothes my fear. “Earlier tonight, when Lauren gave a toast at the end of her speech. The drinks were dosed.”
Daisy passed out the drinks, her mother works for Monte, which makes her loyal to my family.
“That’s why you came,” I realize. “You brought the R-249 so Monte could stop her from phasing.”
She nods and offers me with the vial again. This time I take it.
Jay pulls me a few feet away for privacy. “I love you, Abbi, whether you phase or not.” He places a hand over my heart. “This is home.”
I lay my hand on his heart then twist the top off the vial as I stare into the eyes of the first man I had sex with and the last man I’ll ever love. I drink the serum.
Smoke billows into the sky. A yelp rips through the air as someone phases.
“It’s starting.” Mom takes my hand with tears in her eyes. “I never thought we’d be here. I didn’t want this for you.”
“I won’t make the same choices you made, mom.” I look back at Jay. “I’ll make better ones.”
Dillan joins us in front of the house. He says goodbye to Jay, the reaches for my mother’s hand. “It’s time to let them go, Kalysia. Come with me. We can watch from the window.”
“I love you, Abigayle.” Mom kisses my cheek, then ascends the stairs with Dillan. She stops at the stop. “Take care of my girl.”
Jay kisses my hand. “With my life.”
Mom and Dillan enter the house and close the door. Their destiny wasn’t to love each other. It was to bring me and Jay together.
◆◆◆
 
Only three kids remain under the canopy. Several sit on the ground, crying.
“They didn’t turn,” Jay guesses.
“The serum?”
He shrugs. “Could’ve been, or maybe they just aren’t wolf enough.”
“Your alpha is showing.”
He kisses my hand. “Do you feel it?”
“Yes.” It’s like a surge, a pulse. Something in me is itching to come alive. It isn’t just inside of me; it surrounds me, Jay, the tent, the house, the woods. It’s everywhere. The air is me, I am the wind.
An old woman guides us forward. She encircles us with smoke from the sacred sage. She chants and looks down at our entwined hands. “Step forward and be claimed by the light.”
“Ladies first.” Jay waits for me to take the first step, he will follow.
“What if I don’t phase?” I just took the serum, how fast does it work?
“I won’t leave you behind, Abbi.”
A heaviness overcomes me. It’s as if gravity no longer exists. I step into the light, the weight of moon on my back. I fall to the ground and run. Running feels right. Running feels good. I run for a long time. Through trees, over logs, under the stars. When I reach the end of the trees a fence turns me back in the direction I just came from. The territory is familiar now.
I see him.
He stops when I stop. He runs when I run.
I saunter toward him and he cowers, but not in fear. Respect.
I sniff his neck, he timidly smells mine. His tongue runs through the tuft behind my ear. Pleasure.
I want to touch him, lick him, but not this way.
Think.
Who are you?
What are you?
I am Abbigayle Kincaid.
I’m a woman.
I’m a wolf.
I’m a leader.
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