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        Mom, you have such a beautiful, untamable spirit.

        Life has never been easy, but you’re always moving forward, always smiling.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s because of you that I find solace in nature and sunlight. Thank you for making me be adventurous from time to time, for being my biggest fan and constant cheerleader, for peddling my books to everyone you meet,

        and for making sure I’m not working too hard.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you. For everything.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is for you.

        #GirlScout

      

      

      

      
        
        I love you,

        Miss Muffet
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      The morning swarm of passersby walked the streets of Whitehorse as I made my way through town. My Jeep Wrangler shuddered over the rutted asphalt as I drove past the S.S. Klondike, an old sternwheeler beached on the bank of the Yukon River. The roads were getting worse every year from lack of upkeep, even if they were used infrequently, compared to before the Virus, that is. While some people, like me, chose biodiesel-powered vehicles to get around, others chose to walk, or, like my sister, Thea, and my aunt, Kat, to ride horses instead.

      I barely noticed the roads anymore. Luna, on the other hand, looked like she was holding on for dear life in the seat next to me. She stared out the window, her nails gripping the leather. Unlike most people who lived in Whitehorse proper, we had an eight-mile trek into work each morning, and Luna, with her graying wolf mane and snout, appreciated the drive, despite her discomfort.

      “We’re almost there, girl,” I told her as the Jeep lurched through a pothole.

      Her black eyebrows lifted, and she glanced at me.

      I reached over to scratch behind her ears, gratified when her eyes lazily blinked closed, content. While I liked to think it would always be Luna and Beau against the world, I knew the day was coming when Luna wouldn’t be able to go everywhere with me, and I was dreading it. So instead, I tried to ignore it. Even if I wanted her to stay behind, which I didn’t, she’d still go everywhere with me. Every time I had to lift her in and out of the Jeep or watch her struggle to stand was a blaring reminder of that, and it killed me.

      The September mist hung low and thick in the air, clinging to the evergreens and orange-leafed birches that lined the streets. Everyone was heading in to work, opening up their shops and produce stands, or taking their children to the school. Sometimes it was still hard to believe that eleven years ago the world had been upended, and while billions of people died from the outbreak, those of us who survived had to start our lives all over again. Some might even argue we’d been dealt a worse fate.

      In a world where crazy people and overzealous Ability-wielders roamed the unkempt valleys and cities of the ruined world, life was anything but certain. Danger had taken on a new, far more terrifying form—something my sister considered to be superpowers. Good or bad, we all had them, and life in the North wasn’t what it once was and it never would be again.

      I’d never bought into the survivor groups that felt the need to form crusader alliances in preparation for a superhero-villain standoff one day. And I generally ignored the idle drones of survivors who wished there were more perks that came with surviving, like strength, for those who didn’t have it, and a long life. At least, until it came to Luna. We still didn’t know if the Virus changed animals too, or if animals had always been able to communicate with humans, only our genetic makeup just hadn’t allowed it before, but some nights I found myself angry that of all the things people could do—from telepathy to elemental manipulation to super senses—that someone couldn’t stop time, just for a little while. Until that person magically appeared, I’d have to watch the best friend I’d ever had age before my eyes, determined to remain by my side, no matter what it cost her.

      Glancing at Luna once more, I tugged playfully on her ear with a sigh. “You’re stubborn, you know that?”

      As I turned onto Second Avenue, just down the road from the Whitehorse Survival Center where I’d be instructing my first class of the day, my grip tightened around the steering wheel.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered, eyeing the trail of broken wooden crates and produce littering the sidewalk. The tension in my shoulders tightened before I even saw him.

      With a groan, I pulled off the road and parked in front of the trading post. I glanced at Luna with a you’re waiting here look. She blinked at me, a motherly expression of patience etched on her face, and begrudgingly, I climbed out of the Jeep.

      “Damn it, Bear,” I muttered, making my way closer to him. He was sitting in front of the store entry, eating the morning’s fresh produce, while an angry Mr. Murphy glared at him helplessly from the doorway, trying to shoo him away with a broom. There was little he could do with a giant grizzly staring at him, happily munching and unaffected. “Sorry,” I said, flashing the storekeeper my regrets.

      Mr. Murphy’s brow furrowed deeper. “I thought you were going to get him under control, Beau. He’s only getting worse.”

      “I know, I know,” I said, picking up the only crate that wasn’t broken and handing it to him. “He’s going into torpor,” I explained, as if it was any excuse. “He’ll be gone soon.”

      I glared at Bear. “What the hell is your problem?” I seethed.

      He looked up from his morning feast with a grunt, his jaw smacking on what was left of the apples. “You’re trying to annoy me, aren’t you?” I ground out, glancing at the few pedestrians walking by with an apologetic smile. “He’s harmless,” I told them with a wave. With a thousand people living in Whitehorse, I didn’t know everyone anymore, not well at least, and not all of them had warmed up to Bear yet. In fact, most of them hadn’t. He was friendly but obnoxious. And while most bears were out in the wild eating their weight’s worth of food before hibernation, Bear had grown lazy and too accustomed to the conveniences of town.

      “You have thousands of acres to roam. Do you really want these people to hate you? Because, trust me, they do.”

      Bear turned his back to me, and I could feel defiance rolling off him in waves.

      “Hey!” I barked out, and his head craned to look at me. I stared directly into his obstinate brown eyes. “Go. Now.” It was one thing to be able to communicate with Luna and the other wolves; it came naturally, and I could hear their minds in my head—a connection that was near impossible to break. Bear, on the other hand, was different. Not only had he been thrust upon me, but despite our muddled connection, he’d never leave, and I had no idea why. We could barely stand each other.

      As he stared at me, his deep breaths echoing around us in the foggy air, I saw myself through his eyes—always glaring and never happy with him.

      “Please,” I muttered resentfully. Even at nine years old, he was still acting like a kid in need of attention, and I had enough to worry about without a thousand-pound grizzly in the mix. “Bear,” I growled.

      Finally, he growled at me in answer, swatted at a scrap of broken wood, and then lumbered past me, slow and reluctant, toward the river. He stopped beside the Jeep, looking in at Luna, who stared back at him. They couldn’t communicate, at least not with their minds, but I knew they had some sort of silent communication, maybe an interspecies sense of respect.

      Bear grunted, then continued walking.

      Heaving a sigh, I peered up and down the sidewalk, staring at his mess. “Fantastic.”

      “That was enough produce for the whole week,” Mr. Murphy said grumpily, as if I could feel any worse about it.

      I held my hand out for his broom. “I’ll take care of it,” I told him. “And I am sorry.”

      Mr. Murphy’s frown lines eased a bit and he scratched his whiskered face. “I know,” he said. While he didn’t blame me, per se, everyone knew Bear wouldn’t be around if it wasn’t for me.

      I bent down to pick up the trash. There were other animal telepaths in town, but only a handful, and I was the only one lucky enough to come with a slobbering, troublemaking, cantankerous grizzly bear.
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      The breeze rustled the spruce tips above me as I stood in the back lot of the Survival Center, nestled in the Gray Mountain foothills. The sun was out, staving off the chill of the afternoon, but I tended to enjoy the crisp autumn air; it reminded me of Alaska, of a lifetime ago back home. When I stopped long enough to think about how much time had passed, and that I’d be twenty-one this year, it felt impossible. Then, I recalled all the terrible things I’d experienced since I was a kid—the fever, the crazy people, my mother trying to kill me—and I was grateful it was over and far enough in the past that I was able to move on.

      Grumbles, grunts, and the sound of scraping stones filled what would’ve otherwise been silence as twenty-four students tried to light fires at each of their stations, their last hands-on exercise for the day. My newly hired instructor, Marica, walked up and down the rows of fire pits made by the middle graders themselves, coaching their techniques as I watched from the sidelines.

      “Can’t we just use the matches in our bug-out bags?” Davey Hansen groaned at the end of his row. His chin rested on his bent knee where he sat, his pathetic attempt to hold his fireboard and spindle in place was eye roll worthy. I would’ve had sympathy for him, if he was actually trying, like Michelle Yun sitting beside him, holding her tongue just right as she tried to catch her tinder aflame.

      Marica’s bright blue eyes flashed to mine, and her smirk made my heart double-thump in response. She liked screwing with me, knowing I lacked patience when it came to most kids, except for maybe my own niece.

      “Boss?” she said, lifting her delicate eyebrow as she waited for me to answer the question. I hated when she called me that. I wasn’t her boss, I was just the guy who kept the classes going after Ross and Jackson decided this program was necessary for everyone in Whitehorse, young and old.

      I pulled my hands from my pockets and crossed my arms over my chest as I walked slowly down the row of twelve and thirteen-year-olds. “I don’t know,” I told him. “Why would you need to start a fire without your matches?”

      Davey’s eyes met mine, and I held them, unwilling to give him the answer. In the eleven years since Thea and I had come to Whitehorse with Elle and Jackson, so much had changed. Not only had Elle and Jackson become my parents in every way but blood, but each year life seemed to even out a bit more. Kids no longer remembered what it was like before the outbreak. Not only were they born with Abilities as if it was normal, but they had Whitehorse to grow up in—a safe haven where there was food, warm beds to sleep in, and most of what they needed was provided for them.

      With the new Alaska Marine Highway along the West Coast, from California to Alaska, and the shipping port in Prince Rupert, one of the largest trading hubs, there wasn’t much we needed that we couldn’t obtain in some way. The Yukon, at least what was inhabited, was sustainable. Whitehorse was solid. But even in a city that was a thousand people strong and ran like a well-oiled machine, one skill remained an absolute must, no matter how fluffy our pillows were: survival.

      Survival without water, if something ever happened to the hydro plant; survival without our Abilities, since most of us couldn’t save ourselves simply by using them anyway; survival if we had to pick up and leave without ever looking back. No matter one’s age, being able to live off the land and survive on our own was paramount, and that’s where Marica, myself, and a few other volunteers came in.

      Davey just stared at me, his eyes wide. It wasn’t so much fear I saw in them, but uncertainty, like he hadn’t figured me out quite yet. Good. The kids tended to listen more when there was a little bit of mystery and apprehension.

      When Davey didn’t answer my question, I crouched down across from his unlit bed of tinder. “Do you ever go fishing with your dad at Marsh Lake?” I asked, knowing full well that he did, since his dad was one of the most avid fishermen in Whitehorse and helped put food on people’s tables.

      Davey nodded.

      “Do you ever go ice fishing?” Again, he nodded. “That’s a fun thing to do in the winter, but it gets really cold and windy up there sometimes too.”

      He blinked at me, his curly red hair flopping in his face.

      “Do you and your dad take your survival pack with you when you go?”

      “Um, yeah,” he said, his mouth parted slightly. He licked his lips. “Well, sometimes I do. Sometimes my mom makes me take it because she says my dad worries more about his trout than about me. She said she’s tried to change him but he’s damn hopeless.”

      I cleared my throat to suppress a smile. “Right, well, do you wear your backpack while you’re on the lake?”

      Davey licked his lips again. “Um, sometimes.”

      I nodded this time, remembering the blistering cold Arctic water as it rushed over my skin and filled my lungs. “What would happen if you fell into the lake and you were wearing your pack? When your dad pulled you out, you wouldn’t have any dry matches. So, what would you have to do?”

      He swallowed thickly. “I’d have to make a fire without them.”

      I nodded and rose to my feet. “That’s right,” I said more loudly, and looked out at the kids. Their eyes followed me down the row as I walked back up to the front. “That’s why we need to know how to make a fire without matches. You could be hiking or get lost, and be caught out in a rainstorm so that all of your gear gets wet.” I turned to face them again. “What’s the best kindling in these parts for making fires, especially if it’s wet outside?” I quizzed.

      “Birch bark!” they called back.

      “And what’s the little evergreen plant that burns if it’s wet, with scale-like leaves and bell-shaped flowers that we see around here in the spring?”

      “White mountain heather!” they answered in unison.

      I nodded. “Also known as . . .”

      “Cassiope!” a girl shouted.

      I nodded. “Good. And my last question before you build your fires to blazing is, what’s the best wood to use for your fireboard and spindle?”

      “Cottonwood!”

      “Juniper!”

      “Willow!”

      All of the kids shouted different answers, and then their voices trailed off, as if they were suddenly uncertain. They glanced around at one another.

      I grinned. “All of you are right,” I admitted. “It was a trick question.”

      There were some grumbles and a couple of sighs, and I earned an amused headshake from Marica before I nodded for them to continue practicing.

      With that, Marica clapped her hands together, her blonde ponytail bouncing as she took a step. “All right, now let’s show Beau our biggest, baddest fires.” Her voice and face were animated again, like this was exactly where she wanted to be—here with the kids, teaching them. There was something about her that was refreshing and different, and I was beginning to grow dependent on her smiles to get me through the day. I’d been drawn to her since the day she and her sister came to Whitehorse six months ago, and I had a growing determination to ask her out.

      “Raise your hand if you need extra help,” she added, back in instructor mode.

      Michelle Yun continued to struggle with her fire plough, her tongue held precariously between her lips again. I admired her adamant effort, even if she was doing it wrong.

      I crouched down beside her. “Don’t forget to put your tinder in a nest, sort of like this,” I said softly, so as not to single her out, and I bunched it up at the end of her fireboard. “And the key is,” I said, holding her spindle correctly to demonstrate, “to push it at an angle. It will be easier on your arms and fingers.”

      Michelle brushed her wispy black hair from her freckled face, and her chin did a quick dip with understanding. I offered her the spindle and she angled it back as I’d shown her before placing it in the groove and rubbing the tip back and forth. A minute or so passed before her tinder began to smoke, and we both leaned in and blew on it until the smoke turned into a flame.

      Michelle squeaked with excitement, and I smiled. “Good job.” I held up my hand for a high five, then rose to my feet.

      Marica stood behind me, smiling at Michelle. “Good job, girl!” she praised, holding her hand up for a high five of her own. “Ready to try again?”

      Michelle nodded, more encouraged to try this time since she was the first to light her fire.

      Marica crouched down and waved her hand over the flames, and they evaporated to nothing.

      Michelle’s eyes widened.

      “All right, then. Go ahead.” Marica winked at her and rose to her feet, smiling from ear to ear. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the looks on their faces,” she said, flashing me a toothy grin.

      With a smirk, I nodded to Kenny and Ainsley, a few students down. “Looks like you’ve got a few more fires to put out,” I told her.

      She turned on her heels and headed toward the boys. Even if kids weren’t really my thing, it was gratifying to watch the awe that filled their faces when they realized they could build fires and shelters, and make their own fishing poles, if they ever needed to.

      Standing at the outskirts of the class, I peered beyond the twenty-plus little heads that bobbed and shook as the kids worked on their fires, and into the tree line for Luna.

      “She’s over here.” Sophie stepped up beside me, her hands in her back pockets as she surveyed her class, hard at work. Her long, strawberry blonde hair caught in the breeze as she lifted her hand to shield her eyes and appraise her students.

      I glanced back at Luna, asleep under the picnic table behind us. Her black coat rose and fell with each breath. Her mind wasn’t what it used to be. It was less sharp and more difficult to connect with, but this time I knew it wasn’t because of me; this time I knew it was for a worse reason.

      “How’s she doing?” Sophie asked, hesitant.

      I widened my stance and crossed my arms over my chest, unable to look at her. I didn’t want to see the sympathy in her eyes. “She’s . . . tired,” I told her. “And old. But she’s okay.”

      “Has Taiga been around?”

      I shook my head; Luna’s mate hadn’t been around for months. “He’s gone with the others. Little Foot stays at the house, as usual, but he’s always been more of the family wolf, so that’s not surprising.” I never fully understood my connection to Luna, only that our minds melded as one. I felt a connection to the other wolves and could speak with them, but it wasn’t the same—it was muted and it always had been.

      Sophie nodded in understanding. “I saw Little Foot by the river when I was leaving my house this morning. He came to play with Fiona—he loves Fiona.”

      Tilting my head back to look at her, I grinned. “Everyone loves Fiona. She’s freaking adorable.”

      “I’ve always thought so,” Sophie said with a shoulder lift and a wink. Whatever apprehensions she and Alex had while Sophie was pregnant had been for naught. Fiona was perfect, with burnt umber hair and blue eyes that had a glimmer of mischief in them at all times. She was their only child, but she was all they needed, and they were happy—Sophie’s constant smiling was proof of that.

      “So, what are you and Alex going to do for her birthday next week?”

      Sophie inhaled a deep breath and blew it out, like it was the hardest question I could ask her. “I haven’t really had time to think about it since she’s been sick. Now that she’s feeling better . . . I have no idea,” she admitted. “What do you do for a four-year-old who is perfectly content to play outside in dirt with her animal friends, like her Uncle Beau?”

      “That’s easy.” Because Fiona’s Ability was a version of both her mother and father, she could amplify what people were feeling, which wasn’t ideal for a little girl trying to understand the world. That made escaping to play with Little Foot and the farm animals not just fun, but therapeutic at times.

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Please, do tell.”

      “A puppy, one that’s young like her, that she can go on adventures with and grow up alongside.” I shrugged. “Fiona needs a friend, right? And the animals make her more comfortable, so why not?”

      I couldn’t imagine my life without Luna; I didn’t have a connection to any person the way I was connected to her, and I knew that was why I clung on so hard. She always had my back and knew what I was feeling and thinking before I even did. The times she crawled into bed with me when I’d had a bad dream; the way she pulled me out of my shell to go exploring and see the wildlands. She was a constant presence in a world that continuously changed beyond recognition.

      “Beau—” Sophie started with a concern in her tone I knew all too well.

      “Don’t,” I told her, shaking my head. I didn’t need her sympathy or another lecture about Luna’s age. I knew her pain and lethargy more than anyone did, but I wasn’t ready to let her go. Not yet.

      “Well, you need to hear it,” Sophie said, this time in her mom voice.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “She’s staying because of you, you know that⁠—”

      “I know, Soph,” I bit out. “But what the hell do you want me to do? Send her away? Put her down, like some dog?”

      “Maybe you should send her away, you know? She’s still a wolf, Beau. That’s what they do in the wild⁠—”

      I shook my head more adamantly. The last thing I wanted was Luna slinking off to die, alone.

      “Fine.” Sophie sighed, resigned, and I was grateful for the resolve in her voice. I had enough to worry about, with Bear terrorizing the town at every turn, without the added guilt about Luna thrown into the mix.

      Sophie turned to face me fully. “Subject change then—have you asked Marica out yet?”

      My brow furrowed and my head whipped to her. “No. Why?”

      “Because I know you want to,” she practically snorted.

      My eyes narrowed on her. “Stay out of my head, Sophie.” Like most of us, her Ability was well honed and more maddening these days than it used to be. She could read people’s memories and feel what they felt without even touching them.

      She practically barked with laughter. “I don’t need to be in your head. Your sullen face lights up whenever you look at her.” She nudged me. “You should just ask her already. What’s there to lose?”

      Pride when she says no, I thought to myself, but then I’d never really had to ask a girl out before. The brief thing with Aria had just sort of happened when we were seventeen and was over just as quickly. She was too much like a sister, and we fought just like she was too. Camille, a local girl I’d known for years, liked the idea of being with me when we were eighteen, but her brother didn’t, and I didn’t care enough to win him over. There was Starla, when I was nineteen, who was my first in many ways for many things, but she’d left with her best friend for New Bodega in California to help with their medical developments down there.

      But Marica was . . . different. She hadn’t grown up knowing me like the others. She was new to Whitehorse, intriguing, even. And she liked the same things I did. That, and she had a killer smile.

      Sophie finally relinquished and threw her hands up. “Fine, I’ll leave it alone.”

      “Good.” I nodded toward the Survival Center behind us. “Is Fiona in there with Jade?”

      Sophie sighed with a knowing grin. “Yes. Fi wanted her to know that she was feeling better after her stomachache, and to be honest, I think she’s going stir-crazy in the cabin.”

      “I don’t blame her,” I muttered. “Locked in there with you and Alex⁠—”

      “Ha. Ha. Hilarious.” Sophie shoved my shoulder, and I grimaced.

      “Ouch. You been practicing your punches again, Soph?”

      “Yeah, so you better be careful.” She waved toward the building. “Jade started a story, so I figured I’d come out to check on the class.”

      “Of course Jade has a story,” I said. She was the quintessential grandma and had stories about everything, ones we all loved to hear, and some that were more like legends I’d grown up listening to.

      I eyed the bear paw tattoo on Sophie’s wrist that she’d gotten a few years ago, then I thought of the wolf on my chest and the night Jade told us about the souls of our loved ones dancing in the midnight sky while the lights flickered overhead.

      For Sophie, the bear represented strength and was a reminder to herself about how strong she was. For me, the wolf was . . . just a part of me—my love for them and my loyalty to Luna. I’d always felt like I was part of her pack.

      I smiled. Having Jade, Del, and Took around felt right, especially after all our years together, like meeting them was somehow meant to be. From day one, they had been a part of the family, not just three kind strangers who’d helped us on our way here from Alaska. They were the grandparents Thea and I never had, the words of wisdom Elle and Jackson often sought, and a calmness in the storm of chaos and uncertainty.

      Like Sophie was lost in thought too, she sighed. “Thanks for squeezing the class in today.” She glanced out at her students, who looked like they were finally getting the hang of fire starting. “I needed to take the munchkin to Nathan’s office at the hospital and make sure she wasn’t just saying she felt better to get outside of the house and play.”

      “Of course. You know how much I like kids,” I said wryly.

      “Ha. Yeah, that’s why it’s an extra special favor.”

      With a quirk of a smile, I pulled her against me. “Anything for you, Soph,” I said, and squeezed her shoulder. Long gone were the days when she was taller and stronger than me.

      She rested her head on my shoulder as we watched the kids chattering and grunting, Marica’s soft laughter and encouragement carrying on the afternoon breeze.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” I said when she let out a contented sigh. “I need you to keep an eye on your students for a sec.” I nodded toward the building. “I want to say hi to Fiona. Luna and I got something for her this morning.” I dropped my arm from Sophie’s shoulder and glanced at the walking stick, leaning against the side of the brick building by the door.

      Sophie looked over and nodded with approval. “Just like Great Grandpa Took’s? Fi’s going to love it.”

      Glancing one last time at Luna, happily sleeping in the partial sunshine, I trotted to the building, snagging the walking stick as I stepped inside. The small artifact room was empty of visitors, save for Fiona curled up in Jade’s lap at the cataloguing table. Jade’s paperwork was all but forgotten as big blue eyes blinked up at her, ensnared by her story.

      “—I was so sick, I’d never felt anything like it before,” Jade said.

      “Like me?”

      “Worse even.” Jade gave an animated shrug. “But it was a little different.”

      “How?”

      “Well,” Jade started. “I got something called sepsis⁠—”

      “What’s that?” Fiona absently scratched the side of her face.

      Jade waved Fiona’s question away, hugging her tighter. “Oh, nothing you need to know about right now, but I was very, very sick. It was very scary.”

      “What did Grandpa Took do?” Fiona peered into Jade’s kind, gray eyes, unblinking, and Jade’s expression softened a little.

      “Well, he wasn’t around at the time,” she explained, and I could hear a bit of regret in Jade’s voice, which I didn’t understand. “My grandmother didn’t know what type of fever I had, or what to do with me because nothing would help—no teas or tinctures, not even her prayers seemed to be helping. But then she remembered a story her mother had told her, about an ancient, magical plant that could cure anything.” She told the story with awe, and I found myself getting sucked in too.

      Fiona played absentmindedly with Jade’s long, silver hair, twirling it around her little finger. “What was it?”

      “Devil’s club,” Jade said, her voice ominous and her eyes wide. She lifted her eyebrows playfully.

      I grinned. Alaskan ginseng. Definitely not a mystery, but Jade had a way of making everything fantastical in one way or another. Everyone knew about the ginseng. That’s why it was so rare now, over-harvested because of its healing properties, said to cure everything from colds and depression to cancer back in the day. Jackson had told me all about it, and I knew it was near extinct in these parts.

      “She found it deep in the forest where the earth was moist and shaded from the sun,” Jade continued.

      I felt Luna’s mind stir before she ambled over and stopped beside me in the doorway. Jade and Fiona looked at us, and I grinned. “Storytime?”

      “Grandma almost died,” Fiona said as she climbed out of her lap.

      A quirk of a smile pulled at the corner of Jade’s mouth, and the vertical lines tattooed on her chin moved with it.

      “Well, I’m glad she didn’t,” I said, and squatted down. Fiona came over to give me a half hug. It would’ve been offensive if her eyes hadn’t been locked on the stick in my hand.

      “Is that for me?”

      My smile widened, glad she was as excited over this silly stuff as I was sometimes. “It is. Luna and I found it on our walk this morning and we thought it would be the perfect height for you.” I glanced at Jade, remembering all the times she helped me make walking sticks out of willow and mesquite branches when I was younger. “I think Grandma or Great Grandpa Took might be willing to help you carve something pretty on it, if you asked them nicely.”

      “Ah, yes,” Jade said, standing up with a wince. She wasn’t as spry as she was when we’d first met her, but she was still always smiling. “Perhaps we can teach you how to carve the wolf, Beau’s favorite.” Jade flashed me a knowing smirk, but her eyes softened with sympathy.

      “How about we wait to teach my four-year-old how to carve things with a knife until her fifth birthday, at least,” Sophie said dryly as she stepped into the room behind me. She gave us a wry smile.

      Jade and I both shrugged, knowing it was never too early to learn.

      Fiona climbed up into Sophie’s arms, and Sophie groaned. “Lordy, you’re getting heavy.” She brushed Fiona’s hair from her rosy cheeks and forehead. “You getting tired, munchkin?”

      Fiona nodded against Sophie’s shoulder. “Did you know Grandma almost died when she was little, from a fever?”

      Sophie and I looked at each other with a smirk, knowing neither of them had any idea how bad a fever was until you’d lived through the outbreak—the Virus that made you feel like you were burning alive from the inside out.

      I tugged on the ends of Fiona’s dark hair and handed her the walking stick to take home with her. “For when you feel all the way better, okay? We’ll go for a walk.”

      “Okay,” she said with a yawn.

      “What do you say to Uncle Beau, Fi?” Sophie brushed the back of her finger across her daughter’s cheek.

      “Thank you, Uncle Beau.”

      “No prob, squirt. Feel better.” I kissed her cheek.

      “Beau?” A little voice called my name, and I glanced out at Claire and her bedraggled brown hair in a messy ponytail. “I can’t get my flames to light, and everyone else already did it twice.” She looked like she was about to cry, and I hurried out the door, desperate to prevent it.

      “Duty calls,” I said over my shoulder. “See you all tonight at dinner!”
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      Once full night set in, and our last minute request for afterhours training had wrapped up, Marica and I gathered our things and closed up the office. My stomach rumbled as I reached for my jacket. Family dinner had been a no-go since I’d worked late, and I was starving. At least there would be leftovers when I got home.

      Luna stared at my stomach as it grumbled again. “I know,” I muttered. “Let’s get you home.”

      With a sweet grin, Marica pulled her hair up into her go-to ponytail. “I like watching the two of you together,” she mused. “You’re different with her than with everyone else.”

      I raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Thanks?” I hedged.

      Marica’s smile widened, and her blue eyes crinkled in the corners. “You’re welcome,” she said, reassuringly. She looked pointedly at Luna. “Careful, girl. Michelle Yun was pretty smitten after Beau helped her with her fire this afternoon. You might have some competition on your hands.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Don’t listen to her, girl,” I said, and I bent down and rubbed Luna’s head as she peered up at me. “Michelle’s got nothin’ on you.”

      “You know,” Marica continued, “between the kids this afternoon, the seniors’ group, and the advanced class tonight, we taught nearly fifty people how to either start fires, build a tourniquet, or track food today.” She shrugged. “Not bad, huh?”

      I grinned, remembering myself incapable when I was eleven. Then I thought of Bert in our advanced night class, who had only learned how to track in the past few years. That I was the one teaching him made me smile. “No, not bad at all.” And I had Jackson to thank for what I knew—him and Ross, and the Ranskins. Without all of them, I wouldn’t have survived a day on my own, let alone a night.

      Luna whimpered, ready to go home for the night. I could feel the ache in her bones like it was my own. But despite her exhaustion, there was another thought on her mind too: Marica. Luna’s tail thumped on the concrete floor. She was encouraging me to say what I’d been mulling around all evening.

      I opened the door for Marica to walk out, feeling Luna’s cold nose on my hand as she urged me on before stepping outside into the evening after her, her tail lazily wagging back and forth.

      “Hey—Marica?” I said as I pulled the door shut behind me, locking it for good measure. We didn’t have a lot of vandalism, nothing extreme anyway, save for some kids who got bored and liked to play harmless pranks once in a while. But we had students’ names and information in there, including lists of Abilities, which was more important these days than a social security card from way back when, or so I’d been told.

      Marica stepped into the street. “Yeah?”

      The instant she turned to me, the words became leaden on my tongue and I had to force my mouth to move. I cleared my throat. “Do you want to go for a hike sometime or something—off the clock, I mean?” I lifted my head with an air of forced confidence and shoved my hands in my pockets. “There are some great places around here you haven’t seen yet, and—” The words dissolved from my lips as her eyes averted mine, and her face fell. “Or, not,” I said quickly.

      “I—”

      I held up my hand to stop whatever polite decline or excuse she was about to give me, my heart racing. “It’s cool. I just thought⁠—”

      Marica reached her hand out and placed it on my forearm, and my tongue stilled. Warmth filled my chest as she smiled. “You’re really nice, Beau. I like you a lot, I just—I’m kinda with Cal right now. It’s not official or anything, but . . .”

      The rush of excitement I was beginning to feel withered to disbelief and shock, though I had no idea why the hell I was surprised.

      Fucking Cal. Enigmatic wonder boy.

      Everyone seemed to have forgotten he’d held a gun to Ross’ head—that Cal and his lacky, Harlon, broke into Kat’s home and tied her up. They were probably going to kill her for all any of us knew.

      It didn’t matter if Cal was helping Ross save the world, one lost boy at a time, these days. He’d still been the reason they’d started the rehabilitation program to begin with. Delinquents like him were the cause of rehab programs in Prince Rupert, Yellowknife, and everywhere else towns seemed to be popping up. Somehow, Cal had become the poster child of it all—the bad boy turned good. Even if he was different now, I hadn’t forgotten that night in Kat’s house. I probably never would.

      “I’m sorry. I hope it’s not going to be weird⁠—”

      “Nope,” I said, nodding toward her street. She lived close, thankfully. We wouldn’t have to walk for very long in awkwardness. “Not weird at all,” I lied. She fell into step beside me as I walked her home. “Cal’s cool. I totally get it.” And part of me did get it, even if I didn’t trust him or like him.

      “He’s pretty great,” Marica mused. “He and Ross were the first two people my sister and I met when we arrived. Cal’s been really helpful in showing me around. Ross has too, but, you know, that’s different.”

      Yeah, that was different. Ross was a gruff military guy, double Marica’s age, with the most badass chick in Whitehorse at his side, and officially off-limits. Cal, on the other hand, was a novelty, and according to my sister, “So hot.” I had to refrain from rolling my eyes just thinking about the drooling look on her face.

      I scoured my brain for something else to talk about. “Uh, my sister said you stopped by the horse paddock at the rehabilitation facility last week.” I grabbed hold of the memory. “You interested in horses too?”

      “Janet is,” Marica said, the words rushed and clipped in the strange silence. “We, um, stopped by to talk to Kat about some riding lessons, and Thea was there. She told us about her role in the program and said they are always looking for more riders to keep the horses busy when the rehabilitation facility is empty, which is a lot these days.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Now that most of the unruly gangs of youth had been rehabilitated through Kat and Ross’s programs, or had dispersed beyond our territory, the prison had taken on a different symbol. A symbol for our townspeople that stood for change and hope; everyone who’d lived through the outbreak had scars and nightmares to chase away, and the horses helped with that.

      “And it’s really great that they offer therapy sessions too.”

      I nodded as Marica and I walked down the spruce-lined street for a few more minutes, Luna meandering at my side. Finally, we arrived at her court, a quarter mile from the Survival Center. The moment I saw the lights on inside, I stopped. “All right, well, I better get Luna home,” I said, hitching my thumb over my shoulder. “See you tomorrow, bright and early.”

      With a tight-lipped and aggravatingly sympathetic look in her eyes, Marica gave me a half-hearted wave. “See you then. And thanks for walking me home.”

      I nodded in answer and glanced down at Luna, who watched Marica walk away. Luna’s disappointment was my own, but I knew I couldn’t compete with Cal, so I wasn’t even going to try.

      “Come on, girl.” With a sigh, we headed back up the road toward my Jeep. It dawned on me that I could’ve driven Marica, but the awkwardness had come and gone, and now I just wanted to get home, scarf down some grub, and take a hot shower.

      The September evening was dark and frigid, and it was only a matter of time before the snow would begin to fall. I could tell because my hands were dry and my skin was tight from being outside all day, but that wasn’t the only reason I knew it was coming. After eleven years of living in Whitehorse, you learned to smell the snow in the air before it arrived, a crisp scent that burned the inside of your nose to the point of pain. I’d give it another few weeks before snow covered the ground, a month—tops.

      As we walked back up the main road, I watched the world through Luna’s eyes. Maybe she was the reason I knew the snow was coming. Everything she saw was sharp and almost magnified; each hair on my head, moving with the breeze; each pebble in the road, one of a million that made up the whole; each scent in the air, palpable on the back of my tongue, like the smell of fresh meat in the air, salty and warm to my senses. That’s how it used to be, anyway. I used to have to ignore the sensations that came with sharing a consciousness with a wolf, but not anymore.

      I glanced down at her walking beside me, no longer trotting ahead like she’d always done before, but barely keeping up with my pace. I slowed, and she glanced up at me with tired eyes, and yet it was a look that had always been distinctly hers—protective, content, loving. I’d always been hers and she’d always been mine.

      The clank of glass and muffled laughter met my ears; so did the scent of homebrewed beer. Luna and I looked in the direction of the elementary school playground. It was fenced in, which meant someone had to have a key to the gate to get in. It was all the indication I needed to know who was back there—Donavan—and if he was, Thea and Aria likely were too. I could climb into my Jeep and leave them there to be teenagers, but Donavan wasn’t the type of guy I wanted my sister hanging out with, and there was no way I was leaving her with a guy who, rumor had it, slept around, even with younger girls, like Thea.

      Luna peered up at me knowingly. “Shit,” I shook my head. Thea and I butted heads a lot, but she was going to be pissed at me for breaking up their party. Regardless, my legs headed in their direction without hesitation. Luna followed me through the wrought iron fence, the gate squeaking as I opened it further, and we stepped into the courtyard. Pine and spruce trees towered around the fence, thick and formidable, like a protective wall between the school and the road.

      Donavan and his friend Evan’s eyes landed on me first, then Aria’s, before Thea caught on and glanced at me over her shoulder, a beer bottle halfway to her mouth. “Beau,” she gasped, pivoting on the picnic tabletop. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I lifted my eyebrow, less than enthused. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at family dinner?”

      As I drew closer, Thea’s eyes flicked to Luna, then she set her bottle aside and climbed off the table. If I wasn’t mistaken, she had a bit of a sheen to her brown eyes, and I wondered how much she’d already had to drink. “We didn’t really have one. Everyone was too busy.”

      I glared at Evan and Donavan. “So you decided to sneak out of the house instead?” I looked at Aria first, who was rolling her eyes, then my eyes finally met Thea’s, and she was glaring at me. 

      “I didn’t sneak out. I’m allowed to hang out with my friends. Besides, what’s it to you?” She spat the words, like it was ludicrous for me to even ask.

      “Really?” I mused, my gaze leveled on Donavan. “And does Jackson know who your friends are?”

      When I glanced at Thea, she looked away.

      “That’s what I thought.” I shook my head and stared at Aria. “You seriously brought my sister to hang out with this guy again? I thought we had⁠—”

      “Whatever, Beau,” she grumbled. “You’re such a buzzkill all the time.”

      “This guy?” Donavan repeated. “Dude, don’t be a dick. I’m sitting right here.”

      I ignored him and glared at Thea. Donavan was a cocky prick, even before puberty, when they’d brought him in with another gang from up north, years back. While he wasn’t necessarily dangerous, he was still an asshole, one I’d even heard Elle curse about under her breath a time or two. We all knew Thea shouldn’t be hanging out with a guy who had been connected to a number of “accidents” in town having to do with broken windows and noise disturbances. Not to mention he always smelled like brew, which meant he was either a lush with connections to the general store, or he was a thief, and either way, I didn’t like him. Not for my seventeen-year-old sister.

      “Come on,” I told Thea, nodding toward the gate. “I’ll take you home.”

      “No, Beau,” she said, glaring at me as she backed up against the picnic table behind her. “Just go home and leave me alone.”

      “Oh, Jackson coming down here is your preference?” I laughed bitterly and threw up my hands. “Fine with me.”

      “Why do you have to be such an asshole?” she seethed, her eyes shimmering. She’d hate me for a week for embarrassing her in front of her friends, but she’d get over it.

      “I’m not being an asshole, Thea, I’m being your big brother.”

      She picked up the beer bottle and laughed bitterly. “Yeah, since when, exactly?” She took a swig and climbed back up onto the tabletop beside Aria. “You’re too busy being a mopey grouch all the time.”

      Thea’s words stung, there was no denying that, but they didn’t deter me from getting her away from two guys that were planning on doing a lot more than groping her by the end of the night.

      I stepped closer and leaned in. “You can think whatever you want,” I said flatly, my voice quiet and firm, “but I’m not leaving you here with these guys.”

      Donavan shot to his feet, and Evan took a step toward me. I almost laughed at their bravery as Luna growled at my side. “She said she wants to stay,” Donavan bit out.

      “You’re an idiot if you think I’m leaving my sister here with you,” I said, stepping closer to him. Luna’s growl loudened, turning into a snarl, and for the first time Donavan seemed to notice her. A flash of fear crossed his face, then it turned into amusement, and he sneered. “Your whole brood thinks you’re all some kind of special, don’t they? With your fancy town and your rehabilitation facility,” he spat at me. “Like you’re royalty here or some shit. But I’m not afraid of you, of any of you. And definitely not of your pet wolf.”

      “Then you’re dumber than I thought,” I spat back, baiting him. Elle could singe him to ash in the blink of an eye; Kat could strike him down with lightning where he stood; Thea could make him a pancake against the side of the school building, if he pushed her too far; and me, I could brawl better than all of them. My fists clenched at my sides, itching to punch the smirk off his fucking face.

      “Ooh,” Donavan said with a grin. “Did I strike a nerve? I’ve heard about that temper of yours. It gets you into trouble sometimes, don’t it?” His eyes were like black holes searing into me, and I knew the old him—his darker side—was stewing in there, wanting to come out, but I didn’t care enough to back down.

      “Beau,” Thea said, her voice more of a plea. “Stop it!” She climbed off the table again. Her voice was shaky, but I barely registered it. “Just go home, okay?” She grabbed my arm to pull me back, and my eyes cut to her. “Not unless you’re coming with me.”

      “You heard ‘er,” Donavan said, shoving me, and Luna lurched forward with a snarl, giving him pause as I righted myself. Every inch of me was coiled to strike, and it took everything I had in me not to beat the shit out of him.

      “Never touch me again,” I warned him.

      “Beau—” Thea pleaded again, and Donavan laughed, shoving me once more. I was ready to beat his face in with my fist, when Luna lunged at him.

      “I said, stop it!” Thea screamed, and before I knew what was happening, I was flung back with the force of a hundred-mile-an-hour wind to the face, and Luna’s body was sailing through the air beside mine. I hit the ground with a thud, and Luna whimpered as she hit the concrete beside me.

      “No!” I shouted, scrambling over to her. But I already knew it was bad when she didn’t get up; I could feel the break of her brittle bones. My watery gaze scoured her body as it quivered, and Luna whimpered in pain again. Her leg was broken, but it was more than that. I felt an exhaustion pulling at her that had only lingered beneath the surface until now, it was heavier and oppressive, and she struggled not to give into it as much as she struggled to breathe.

      “Luna,” Thea whispered, and she ran over.

      My sister’s visage was a blur as my chest heaved and my heart ached with unchecked anger and fear. I clenched my jaw so hard my teeth protested, and I whirled around to Thea. “Get away from her!” I shouted, seeing four stunned expressions staring back at me. Even Donavan looked shocked and saddened. But Thea’s wide, bleary eyes held no sway against the desperate fear and anger swelling inside me.

      Turning back to Luna, I gathered her up into my arms as carefully as I could. “I got you, girl. We’ll get you all patched up.” I rose to my feet. Luna’s seventy pounds in my arms was barely noticeable as my adrenaline took over.

      “Beau?” Thea reached for my arm, but I nudged her hand away. “Beau, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      I ignored Thea’s cries, pleas, and sobs.

      “We’ll get you to Nathan, girl,” I said as softly and reassuringly as I could muster, and I carried Luna out of the courtyard. “You’ll be okay. Hold on just a little bit longer.” I loathed Thea in that moment for being so stupid. “Have fun with your friends,” I barked out, and my legs couldn’t carry me to my Jeep fast enough. It was all I could do to hold myself together as my heart began to break.
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      The air was stale, and the hospital lights flickered above me as I sat beside Luna. Nathan circled the table, examining her stretched out beside me, but all I could do was pet her reassuringly. Her fur was coarse between my fingers as I absently stroked the side of her face. And as Nathan listened to her heartbeat and poked and prodded her as gently as he could, I laid my head against her body, listening to the shallow beat of her heart. I saw flickers of images, but they were sporadic, almost like her mind was muddled and fogging over as little bits of her life reemerged.

      Luna playing in a river with her pups.

      The sound of Taiga’s howl on the cold, still nights when she’d gone in search of me, feeling an inexplicable connection with my mind.

      Me beside her, small and smiling. Her protectiveness swaddling me like a warm blanket.

      The way she memorized my footprints.

      The way I smelled to her, sweet and foreign, not of her world.

      I saw Elle and Jackson and Little Foot. I saw Rocky as a rambunctious baby before he’d died, and Thea playing in the bushes with Aria.

      I saw towering trees and felt the sun, warm on my back.

      I felt the cold press of snow against my feet. 

      I was little, and shivering after Jackson had pulled me out of the frozen lake; Luna was curled up on me, a wild wolf with a fierce need to protect me, using her body heat to keep me warm. That was the moment. That was when she and I were bonded.

      Whatever crazy life Luna had lived by my side, she’d been happy, and filled with a purpose that had been stronger than her connection to any of her pups. She didn’t want to leave me.

      But I felt the heaviness of her mind and the ache in her bones above everything. She didn’t wince or whine, she didn’t have to. She was tired of this life, and I knew she was done. She had been for a long time, and no amount of medicine or rehabilitation could change that. She was ready to go, and I couldn’t put it off any longer. 

      “Aside from the fracture on her tibia, she’s got arthritis in nearly all of her joints, and she’s almost blind in her right eye.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Blind?” I found myself glaring at her. I felt betrayed in a way I didn’t understand. Was it possible she’d tried to hide how bad she really was from me? Or had I simply not wanted to notice and accept it? My chest tightened as the guilt weighed heavier.

      “There’s nothing I can do at this point, at least, not that I’m comfortable with,” Nathan added. “I can give her something for the pain,” he said as he stroked her back gently, but I shook my head. Even if she’d been my companion for the past eleven years, she was a wolf, and whatever moments she had left, I wanted her to remain free. 

      “It will help ease what little time she has left⁠—”

      “No,” I said. “She doesn’t want that.” I forced my gaze away from Luna and looked over my shoulder at Alex, in the doorway. Sophie stood with little Fiona asleep in her arms behind him, and Thea leaned against the hallway wall, red-faced and shoulders heaving. Jackson stood tall and protectively beside Elle, his arms wrapped around her. All of them quiet. All of them grief-stricken.

      Alex’s dark eyes met mine, filled with sadness.

      “Get Ross,” I heard myself tell him. Though my head was pounding with regret and indecision.

      With an inhale, Alex dipped his chin, his eyes shadowed with understanding, and he hurried away.
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      The minutes passed. Luna’s heartbeat remained shallow, and my eyes stung with unshed tears, afraid of what would happen the moment I let them out. No one said anything, which I was grateful for, and Nathan stepped outside with the others as I sat with her, waiting for Ross. When I finally heard his footsteps echoing through the hall, my heart caught in my throat, my breath hitched, and I clutched Luna’s fur between my fingers. I wasn’t ready.

      Ross hesitated in the doorway behind me, but only for a moment, then he came in and stood beside me.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look at him, knowing I’d barely be able to say the words. “You’ll do it?” It was all I could manage.

      Ross rested his hand on my shoulder. “Of course I will,” he said in a rushed, gruff whisper.

      “Let them say goodbye,” I breathed.

      Ross nodded, and when I forced myself to look at him, somehow his scruffy, scarred face and deep blue gaze held more kindness than I’d ever noticed before.

      I stood up and moved to the corner as my family’s sniffles and shuffling feet filled the room. There were quiet murmurs and watery goodbyes, but none of it registered as I stared at Luna’s shaggy black tail, knowing that after tonight, it would never wag again. Thea’s sobs broke my trance, and she walked over to me. Seconds passed before she said something.

      “I’m sorry,” she squeaked, her face a red, swollen mess. “I didn’t mean to do it—” Her words cut off with a croak, and I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her into me. A bitter part of me did blame her, because if she hadn’t been drinking she might not have done it, but I knew that wasn’t fair. I knew she loved Luna, almost as much as I did, and I knew Luna wouldn’t want Thea—who absently played with her tail, and talked to Luna like she wasn’t a wolf, but a friend—to be sad for her.

      Thea clung to me, her long brown hair matted to the side of her face as she cried into my chest, and my eyes filled with tears. “I know you didn’t,” I told her. “It’s okay. I’m not mad.” The words fell from my lips, but they were more of a distant whisper as sadness overwhelmed me.

      “Thea,” Elle murmured, walking over to collect her. “Let’s give Beau some time with Luna.”

      My heart cinched at the words, and as Thea nodded, I reluctantly let her go. Elle ushered Thea out of the room, both of them the same height, though they looked more like sisters than mother and daughter. Everyone else filed out behind them, leaving Ross, Luna, and me in a vacuous room that felt like it was closing in around me.

      Ross met my gaze, and with leaden feet, I forced myself over to him and Luna. Her eyebrows rose, and her head lifted slightly with a languid thump of her tail. I struggled to breathe as she licked her lips and craned her head to look back at me with a whine. Stepping closer, I reached for her. And like she’d done a thousand times before, she licked my hand, and as her eyes met mine, I saw the understanding in them. She knew.

      My vision blurred again, and I fell back into my chair as she laid her head back down with a sigh.

      After a few more moments, Ross looked at me. He was about to do what he’d done for me before—take one of my wolves to a better place where there was no more suffering. Maybe Jade’s stories were true, and earthly souls did dance in the northern lights that colored the night sky. Luna would be with her pup, Rocky, at least.

      With an inhale, I nodded at Ross, knowing I would never be ready for what came next, but I could no longer prevent it.

      I rested my forehead against Luna’s and nestled my fingers into her warm fur, feeling her heart beating through me. “I love you, Luna.” The words were barely a whisper. Always.

      I poured every ounce of love I had into her, wanting that to be the last thing she felt before she left the world, and me, behind.

      Ross closed his eyes and stroked Luna behind the ears, gentle and methodic. Then the brightness of her mind dulled, and the pain in her body ceased; I couldn’t feel the ache in her bones anymore, and the heaviness of her mind began to lift.

      For a brief moment, I thought I might know what Luna felt like as a puppy, curious and happy and suddenly light, until the lightness she felt was gone too.

      “Bye, girl,” I breathed, and the burn in my heart was so searing, it felt like a piece of flesh was being cut away
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