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Chapter 1

Dirt and gravel spewed
from beneath his feet as his legs churned towards the cliff’s edge.
Jumping into thin air forced sweet adrenaline to course through his
veins. The initial roller coaster drop set his nerves on fire
before his wing caught the air and lifted his body, soaring up into
the blue sky ahead. He looked to his right and saw an eagle eyeing
him while gliding on a thermal a few yards away. Magical.

The expansive valley below was serene and
beautiful. Bright green pastures in the distance were interspersed
with creeks and roads meandering through the narrow gorge. Cow
pastures dotted the landscape. Fertile fields gave way to the wall
of the canyon and the sheer cliff face of his launch site.

He circled around to the cliff, looking to climb
higher on the ridge lift. He closed his eyes in bliss as the sun’s
rays warmed his face. Opening them, he saw the same rays reflect
and dance along the surface of the blue lake below. His eyes slid
closed again as the wind beat against his body and roared in his
ears. This was the solitude and peace he sought; he felt weightless
and free. If only it would last forever.

With a single, insignificant pop, his frame
broke away from the wing. The wind caught its unfettered edge,
throwing his body out of position and causing an irreversible
tailspin as he plummeted toward the water below. After a short yelp
of shock, he took a millisecond to gather his wits and remember his
training. He pulled on his ripcord for his backup chute. Nothing.
Panic seized him. He was out of control and spiraling thousands of
feet to his death. His thoughts were chaotic and flashing through
his mind so quickly he couldn’t grab onto them long enough to
appreciate they’d be his last. As the water rushed up to meet him,
a single ray of sunlight bounced off the surface and blinded his
vision. His arms flew in front of his face in a futile attempt at
survival.

Zander bolted straight up in bed, panting.
Just a nightmare, it’s just a nightmare. He raised his hand to
cradle his aching head and cracked open one sleep-encrusted eye. An
intrusive single ray of morning sun sliced through the miniscule
split in the curtains, blinding him. With a frustrated curse, he
collapsed and shifted uncomfortably on the lumpy couch while
pulling the scratchy wool blanket over his head to ward off the
evil light. The ever-tightening vice crushing his skull throbbed to
the beat of his racing pulse. Just a nightmare; it wasn’t
real. It took a few minutes of deep breathing to relax his
erratic heart rate. He knew anyone practicing Psychology 101 would
say he had a fear of losing control after that dream. This time
they’d be right.

Images of last night flitted through his mind.
The memories were slippery and it hurt to try to remember the
elusive details. From his quick glimpse of the cluttered room and
the feel of the uncomfortable couch beneath his sore body, he knew
he was at Cole's tiny, one-bedroom apartment. He and his best
friend had woken up plenty of times with matching hangovers, but
this seemed to be the mother of all. Cole's snores resonated from
the bedroom down the hall, indicating his friend’s continued and
coveted slumber. Unfortunately, Zander couldn't sleep in a room
with an ounce of sunlight.

He groaned aloud when he remembered the
graduation party the pack had planned for him later in the day. It
was supposed to be a surprise, but his little sister, Elizabeth,
was never good at keeping secrets. At least he wouldn't feel
horribly guilty showing up in poor form since he wasn't supposed to
know about it. Surely they knew that he would be out partying with
his friends on the night of his college graduation. Then again,
they often forgot about his human limitations. It probably wouldn't
occur to them that he'd have a headache and feel like he'd been run
over by a Mac truck.

With one hand doing double duty of bracing his
head and covering his eyes, he unwound the rough covers from his
legs and flung them off his body as he struggled to a seated
position. Once he was sure his head wouldn't go rolling off his
shoulders and across the floor, he slowly stood and stumbled his
way to the curtains, tripping over his clothes that were strewn
across the living room. He pulled the blackout curtain shut and
garbled a word of triumph against the offending sun before turning
and stumbling back towards his makeshift bed.

Surprisingly, a glass of water and two pain
relievers were on the side table. Zander raised an eyebrow at his
buddy’s uncharacteristic kindness and snatched them up while
gulping them and the entire glass of water. He then fell back into
his body shaped imprint, hoping for a few more hours of sleep.

*****

Zander slid into the torn vinyl booth across the
scarred wooden table from Cole and reached for a menu from the
disorderly stack pinned between the napkin holder and ketchup. Not
sure why he bothered reaching for the menu, they practically had it
memorized and usually ordered the same thing, but he always perused
the grease-stained sheet of paper in case something new caught his
eye.

He and Cole were at their favorite dive bar,
their standard hangover cure. The intermittent electronic beeps and
crack of billiard balls issuing from the back room was proof other
hungover patrons were already here. Probably some of the other
students who graduated yesterday and partied too hard last night.
Zander hated feeling this way, luckily he didn’t often drink that
heavily. The Irish Rover served big breakfasts and had a full bar
for some hair of the dog. Their normal server, Mike, always took
great care of them, making sure they had extra stiff drinks when
needed.

After they waved a hello to Mike and asked for
their usual drinks, Zander continued their conversation from the
drive over. "If you knew I had a surprise party today, why did you
allow me to drink so much last night?" he asked Cole with a glare
over his stained menu. On the drive over he’d confessed to Cole
that he knew about the surprise party and Cole admitted to being in
on it. Apparently it was Cole’s job to keep him busy until the
afternoon and then make sure Zander made it home by five.

Mike plunked down two stained, empty coffee mugs
and a Bloody Beer for Cole and a Bloody Mary for Zander. “Hey guys,
I’ll be right back with the coffee, it’s still brewing,” he
said.

“No problem,” said Cole with a big gulp of his
red drink. “This is what I really needed this morning.”

“Do you know what you want to eat?” asked
Mike.

“Yah, I’ll have the chicken fried steak, eggs
over easy, and wheat toast,” said Cole.

“Same here,” said Zander.

After Mike walked away, Cole shifted his
attention back to Zander and said, “I don’t think I could have done
anything to stop you last night. You were ready to blow off some
serious steam. I had to stay somewhat sober to make sure you didn't
do anything stupid," he frowned.

Zander shifted uncomfortably in his seat because
he knew Cole was right and it only made him feel worse. "Sorry,
man. I know it was your graduation too, didn't mean to make you
babysit me."

Cole shook off the frown and chuckled with a
smirk. "No worries, I didn't have it in my head to drain a bar dry
anyway. Not sure what your deal was last night, but I hope it's out
of your system for a while. Anyways, you’re usually the one taking
care of me. I owed ya."

Zander knew why he drank himself into oblivion
last night; he wanted to forget about his imminent life changes. He
was a human who straddled a line with the entirely secret and
unknown magical realm, full of shifters, rapha, seers, witches, and
other beings that the average human had no real clue about.
There was folklore of course, but none of it was real. No one had
proof of their existence and the elders of the shifters would
ensure that no one ever did; of the shifters anyway. That was the
elder’s priority, to ensure humans didn’t find out, and if they
did--.

The only way Zander was allowed to live with the
knowledge was because he was born into it, and his father, Garrett,
was one of the strongest, if not the strongest, wolf
shifters in the world. His mother, Riley, was the parent who passed
him the human gene, although she was given the gift of being rapha,
a magical healer, when she turned 30. Unfortunately, rapha powers
aren't hereditary, and Garrett and Riley knew there was no
guarantee their children would receive the shifter gene.

Time was running through his fingers like sand.
He was doing his best to prepare for the day he’d leave, but if his
reaction last night was any indication, he wasn’t coping well with
the reality of truly saying goodbye to his family, pack, and
friends. No one ever said he’d have to leave, but they all knew. It
was a huge pink elephant in the room anytime his future was
discussed. How could he possibly move on in his life with a family
that aged so slowly it appeared as if they didn’t? Shifters and
rapha both lived to be about 400 years old. He could never have a
long-term friendship with anyone because they'd find it strange
when he began looking older than his own parents. It was bad enough
now, with his parents looking more like his peers than the fifty
year olds they were supposed to be. He could only use the “must be
good genes” line for so long.

Now that he was done with school, he'd have to
find a job, and the job would have to be far away. He'd need to lie
about his family for the rest of his life. To all future friends,
he wouldn't have parents or siblings, and current friendships would
need to end as well. Zander watched Cole mow down his food with
gusto and his chest hurt at losing his best friend. Cole was one of
those guys he could count on to help him out anytime, no matter
what. In a normal world, they'd stay friends their entire
lives.

He could picture going on camping trips with
each other’s families and watching their kids grow up together.
Maybe he and his future wife would have a girl and Cole and his
future wife would have a boy. Wouldn’t it be great if those two
kids fell in love and had kids of their own, and then they’d be
grandparents together... But those were impossible dreams. And he
probably only thought about them because he couldn’t have them.

He loved his pack and family too, and the
thought of being separated from them hurt like hell. He knew he
could secretly keep in touch, but they'd never get a chance to meet
his wife or come to their wedding. His children would never have
the all-encompassing love of the pack and his parents would never
get a chance to hold their grandchildren. His younger brother, Tad,
who was lucky enough to become a shifter when he turned the
standard age of twelve, would never get to play with his nieces or
nephews.

His only hope for a future family member was
Elizabeth, his younger sister. She was nearing twelve, when her
wolf would come forward if she had one, but no one knew if she'd be
like Tad or Zander. Zander loved Elizabeth and hoped she'd shift so
she could stay with the pack and live a long healthy life, but a
small, selfish part of him hoped she'd be human.

He knew most high school and college students
weren’t close to their families, and even though Zander had a small
rebellious streak when he turned 16, he valued the pack and all it
stood for. He wanted them to be proud of him because they worked to
do the same.

"What's wrong?" asked Cole with a furrowed brow,
jolting him out of his dark thoughts. "Is the hair of the dog not
doing its job?"

Zander blinked his eyes. They had dried out from
staring at his drink as thoughts crashed through his mind. "Nah,
it's working, just thinking about something." He took a swig of his
Bloody Mary and tucked into his food to avoid the awkward
conversation. Irish Rover had amazing food for such a
hole-in-the-wall place, but today it tasted like sand. He could
feel the weight of Cole’s stare for a few moments longer, but then
Cole began eating again and Zander was relieved when no further
questions were voiced.

A few minutes later a couple of their friends
walked into the bar, Jasmine and Trent. Jasmine was beautiful and
Zander had a crush on her since he first sat next to her in Biology
160, three-and-a half years ago. They became lab partners and
friends through that class. Her original group of 6 friends joined
Zander’s group of 7 at a Halloween party that first year and they
became a close group of 13. They all hung out on a regular basis,
studying, partying, and just decompressing.

Jasmine’s raven black hair and tan skin made her
bright green eyes stand out like emeralds. He could stare at her
all day long. He had tried to get the courage up many times to ask
her out, but his fear of losing her friendship always halted the
words. And he knew deep down nothing could ever come of it. Not
when he had to leave.

Today she was walking close to Trent, and Zander
choked on his breakfast when he saw they were holding hands. How
did that happen?

As he worked to clear his windpipe Trent walked
up and smacked him on the back. “Hey Z, you OK?” he asked.

“Yah, yah, I’m fine,” Zander choked out as he
took a sip of water. He quickly looked at their hands again and
couldn’t bring himself to look Jasmine in the eyes. Trent was a
good guy, but what was she doing with him? Jealousy twisted his gut
and he had to stomp it down. What was the point anyway? He was
leaving soon.

“What are you guys up to?” Zander asked, trying
not to stare at their casually entwined fingers. Fingers that fit
perfectly together as if they were each other’s last missing puzzle
pieces.

“When in the hell did this happen?” Cole
interrupted pointing at the two of them and their hands. Zander
mentally kicked himself. That’s what he should have said. It’s what
any normal friend would have asked if he wasn’t infatuated with the
girl in question.

Zander steadied himself and risked a look at
Jasmine, who he found looking at Trent with something that looked
suspiciously like love in her eyes. He gulped down his jealousy.
She was happy, really happy.

“Well, it kinda just happened,” said Trent. Then
he launched into a story about how he was consoling her after she
had a horrible date and in the process had told her how beautiful
and amazing she was and she admitted to feeling the same way about
Trent and the rest was history.

Zander wondered, if he had shared his feelings
would she be looking at him like he was her hero? Probably not. He
knew deep down that it was a one-way attraction. He was hounded
regularly by girls, and he dated plenty, but he never felt that
special something with any of them. Jasmine was the only girl he
really felt any connection with, and now it was too late to even
try.

The duo slid into their booth, Jasmine sitting
next to him as she and Trent still held hands across the table. Her
leg innocently grazed his and his headache increased. He quickly
excused himself to the bathroom hoping to run into another friend
so he’d have an excuse to stay away.

Luckily, his friends, Luke and Gabe, were there
and busy playing pool in the back room. He leaned his hip against
the wall and watched Gabe harass Luke as he easily cleared the
table. This was a good diversion from the couple in the other
room.

*****

Sun dappled the pavement between the tall
evergreen trees as Zander wove his way through the curvy mountain
roads towards home. The unseasonably warm and dry weather gave him
a chance to ride his motorcycle in comfort these past few days. His
Uncle Jason, not his biological uncle, but his father's best
friend, started his interest in motorcycles as a kid. He knew Jason
and his dad fought about it often. He’d heard the fights and the
lectures and could recite the words by heart, “If a shifter wrecks
on a bike, they can heal, Zander. But you can’t heal quickly and
your mother can’t heal you because you’re human. Do you have any
idea what it’d do to your mother if something happened to you?”
That particular guilt trip was always effective. His father’s
overzealous protection drove him nuts. Luckily, Jason continued to
teach him how to work on motorcycles and ride them safely, even in
light of his dad’s ire.

Being the typical young male, he leaned
dangerously low in his turns as he maneuvered the winding back
roads toward home. He was always pushing limits and testing his
abilities, much to his father’s frustration, especially being
raised by a pack of shifters that were all quicker and stronger
than he was. He had to be tough to keep up with them on their runs
through the forest. Well, actually, there was no way he could truly
keep up with them, but they never ditched him. They always slowed
their pace so he could join if he wanted, but he pushed himself
hard, not wanting to be the weak link.

His life of training in the woods paid off in
other ways as well. He competed in marathons and ultra-marathons on
a fairly regular basis. His favorites were the races up the
mountains; he loved to feel his muscles work as he ran over uneven
ground, jumping downed logs, and turning tight corners on the
zigzagged trails. It felt good to be the leader in those runs
against other humans, rather than the one fighting to keep up.

He even had his mom racing in half-marathons.
She had run all her life but never competed in a race until he
coaxed her into it a few years ago. Now she had a few finisher's
shirts and medals in her growing collection. Neither of them had
the goal of winning a race, although he had won a couple of
100-mile races, but it was a love for how their body felt when it
was functioning in its prime. Runners talk of a runner’s high, a
feeling of serenity and limitless energy. That was the sweet spot
that Zander always felt when running.

As he neared home, he slowed his bike knowing
his dad would hear the roar of the fast engine and give him heck
for it. He spotted a flash of wolf in the trees and figured a
sentinel was on the lookout to warn the party of his impending
arrival. He had to be sure to look sufficiently surprised or poor
Elizabeth would never hear the end of it. He slowed further to
allow a few more minutes of peace before the party began. This was
one of those days that it’d feel good to drive for hours, watching
the pavement disappear under the front tire and feel the
invigorating wind beat against his body.

Too soon and the ride was over. The gravel
driveway crunched under his tires as he toed the bike forward to
its parking spot, killed the engine and removed his helmet. In the
ensuing silence, birds chirped in the trees and leaves rustled in
the slight breeze, but there wasn’t a sound or a hint of a party.
No cars filled the driveway or street.

He swung his leg off the bike and walked through
the garage door and into the mudroom. Schooling his expression, he
swung the door open that led into the main part of the house
bracing for the pack’s surprise. Silence. No one was around. The
kitchen was clean and void of normal party preparations. The huge
dining room table wasn’t set and the chairs were vacant, as was the
furniture in the living room. He looked out the back windows that
led onto a patio and large back yard. Not a soul was around. And
the patio wasn’t cluttered with the usual tables and chairs that
spoke of a gathering. Strange. Maybe Elizabeth had it wrong.

Gunner, his mom’s latest rescue dog, greeted him
with sloppy kisses. He wiped Gunner’s slobber from his hand onto
the huge Great Dane’s back and patted his shoulder and scratched
his ears. “Where is everyone, boy?” he asked the dog who just
looked at him and barked once as he sat down, asking for a treat
which was promptly proffered from the dog treat canister on the
island.

“Mom, Dad? Anyone home?” he called as he jogged
up the stairs to his room. When no one answered he let out his
breath in relief. He wanted to clean up so he didn’t smell like a
brewery to the pack’s sensitive noses. Maybe the party was being
held over at Jason and Iris’ house. He lifted his t-shirt over his
head and turned into the bathroom and a hot shower.

Thirty minutes later, he exited the bathroom
with a towel secured around his hips. He turned the knob to his
bedroom and “Surprise!” was screamed so loud, especially by
Elizabeth, that he stumbled backward into the wall.

“Got ya!,” bellowed his dad. With wide eyes and
a grip on his towel, Zander gawked over his dad’s shoulder. After
he had a moment to recover, he started laughing. The laughter grew
into a full bent over laughing fit complete with tears running down
his face. The entire pack was crammed into his tiny bedroom and
when they realized how foolish they must look they joined in his
laughter.

As they filed out of his room, his mom said, “Z,
get some clothes on and meet us downstairs.” He nodded and gave her
a peck on the cheek.

Elizabeth held back and whispered, “Thanks for
acting surprised.”

He chuckled and said, “I wasn’t acting, Squirt.
I can’t believe you all fit in there,” pointing to his small
room.

She nodded with saucer eyes and said, “It was a
tight fit and you took forever in the shower. I thought Uncle
Jasper was going to drag you out. He kept complaining about your
bookcase digging into his back.”

Zander burst out in laughter again and Elizabeth
laughed and shook her head. “I’ll see you downstairs,” she said as
she trotted down the hall. Zander walked into his room and noticed
the rumpled bed covers and his shelves in disarray from having too
many bodies in such a small space. After dressing in jeans, a
button down shirt with sweater, and his favorite boots, he went to
join his pack for the festivities, which he was sure were in full
swing. If anyone knew how to throw together parties in a flash, it
was a social pack of shifters.


Chapter 2

“Kinz, please don’t
leave. I know you’re upset, but running away isn’t going to fix
anything.”

Kinzie ignored Megan’s comment. Megan was her
best friend and maid of honor. Scratch that,
EX-maid-of-honor since her EX-fiancé, Mark, chose to
screw around with one of her EX-bridesmaids, Valerie. Kinzie
considered herself intelligent and it not only broke her heart to
be betrayed by two of her closest friends but it was also a major
hit to her ego. How could this happen to her, again? How could she
not have seen the clues? She stuck her head in the sand and assumed
Valerie and Mark were just hanging out as friends because of their
mutual friendship with her. How stupid.

She should have learned her lesson from her high
school boyfriend, Kyle. It took years for her to get over that
betrayal and Mark knew about it. How could he do this to her? How
could he promise time and time again that he was trustworthy and a
“one woman man” and then cheat on her? Bile sat at the back of her
throat.

And Valerie, Kinzie squeezed her eyes shut,
fighting the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. How
could Valerie do this to her? Valerie knew the struggles and
insecurities that Kinzie dealt with after Kyle’s betrayal in high
school. She’d been there for the ice cream binging and crying jags.
She was there to console her during that time and tell her she was
worth more than Kyle. How could she do this to her?

Her hands shook from the rage, pain, and
embarrassment as she yanked her trusty backpack out of her small
closet and stepped to the dresser to begin loading it with what
she’d need for the next couple of months. This room was too small
to blow off steam. She wanted to take big, purposeful strides and
swing her backpack down with force as she filled it, but the
cramped quarters, along with Megan taking up residence against the
headboard of her single bed, didn’t allow it. Invisible hands
squeezed her chest and she began to feel claustrophobic. She had to
get away from here and anyone that knew her.

It was only yesterday when she drove the hour to
Boulder, CO to surprise Mark. She had a romantic night planned. She
was going to cook his favorite meal and then wear his favorite
outfit afterwards. But that didn’t happen.

She walked into the house with her hands full of
groceries, feeling that something was off. Then she noticed a purse
on the kitchen counter and it wasn’t hers. She knew who it belonged
to, and her stomach began to churn as she dropped the heavy bags
onto the counter with a thump. She forced herself to walk up the
stairs and witness her worst fear, Mark and Valerie in a
“compromising” position. They didn’t even realize she was there.
She turned around and left without a word. It wasn’t until later
that Mark began to call. He must have seen the groceries.

She already felt the weight of the inevitable
pitying looks from her friends and family as their betrayal became
public knowledge. She couldn’t handle it right now, and she
definitely couldn’t handle seeing Mark or Valerie. She was afraid
she’d scratch their eyes out if she did, or worse, forgive him and
take him back. She had to get away, and the only place she wanted
to be was in the wilderness, alone.

She grew up loving the outdoors. Where else
could she experience the serenity of hiking and the adrenaline rush
of rock climbing, or the splashing fun of kayaking within a few
yards of each other? It was easy to be outdoorsy in Colorado,
especially when she had a father and three older brothers who loved
to commune with nature every chance they could get.

Megan sat stoically cross-legged on Kinzie’s
twin-sized bed and watched her pack. Kinzie wanted to scream she
was so pent up with rage, but Megan just sat there calmly, taking
in the scene. How could anyone be that calm? She wanted to shake
her and scream look at what they did to me! Kinzie didn’t
doubt Megan’s love for her, but it’d be nice to see Megan get as
mad as she was. Instead, her cute little pixie face, framed by her
outrageous but beautiful mop of brown curls, was emotionless.

After several minutes of silence punctuated by
slamming dresser drawers, Kinzie’s huffs, and her gear scrunching
into the pack, Megan asked, “What about your job?”

“I already put in my notice,” Kinzie said
dejectedly.

“Your notice? You haven’t even started yet!”
Megan exclaimed.

“Then I won’t have to put it on my resume,” she
snarled. Megan’s raised eyebrows immediately made Kinzie feel bad
for taking her hurt and frustration out on her. It wasn’t Megan’s
fault she was in this predicament. At least, she prayed, Megan
never knew about it and chose not to tell her. No, she shook her
head to herself, Megan wouldn’t do that. She did have to wonder how
many other people knew though. How much of a laughing stock was
she?

A heavy sigh escaped Megan’s lips and she
crossed her arms in an all-business attitude. “Kinz, you know I
love you, but you’re making a mistake. Mark is a complete ass.
Don’t ruin your career because of him. I know how hard you worked
to graduate top in your class so you could follow your dreams.
Don’t let him do this!” she demanded.

Kinzie was almost relieved to see the fire
snapping in her friend’s eyes, but there wasn’t going to be any
true relief anytime soon. Megan’s words did ring a bit true, but
Kinzie was in such an emotional fog she couldn’t seem to care about
her job or her future. She also knew she was being weak by giving
into her flight reflex. And she hated feeling weak. But in this
instance, her desire to escape outweighed her strength. Setting her
full pack onto the scarred hardwood floor, she sunk onto the bed
and pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around her legs.

“Meg, I love you and I know you want what’s best
for me.” She paused to run her hands over her short hair in
frustration, wishing it was long enough to pull. “But if I don’t
get out of here I’m going to blow. I need a few months to clear my
head and decide which direction I want to go.” She quickly ruffled
her hair and groaned. “Right now the job just doesn’t seem so
important,” she said on a defeated sigh. “And I’m not sure I could
ever live in Boulder again,” she confessed. “It’s just too much.”
She wasn’t sure what it was too much of: humiliation, pain, sorrow,
lost dreams, or fragments of her broken heart. Maybe all of it. The
jagged pain in her chest was overwhelming.

She couldn’t seem to separate her career from
Mark. Their future was so entwined with her career. It all left a
bitter taste in her mouth and she didn’t want anything to do with
it.

Megan looked down at her entwined fingers
resting in her lap and shrugged with a sly smile gracing her face,
“Well, I guess you’re lucky in the fact that you don’t have any
student loans to pay off.”

That’s what was great about Megan, she could
always find the silver lining, and she backed her no matter what.
Kinzie found the strength to force a return smile, brittle as it
was.

“Fine, if I can’t talk you out of it, at least
let me be your contact,” Megan said with a matronly look and
pointed finger that didn’t coincide with her young face. “I want to
know where you’re going, and you need to check in regularly.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” replied Kinzie with a salute. A
small amount of relief flowed over her when Megan decided to stand
beside her decision. She leaned in and gave her a hug while
agreeing with her stipulations. “I’m going to swing by Boulder and
pick up Porter from home and then I think we’re going to head
north. I want to check out the Cascades. Who knows, maybe I’ll hike
a little of the Pacific Crest Trail, and I hear the Columbia River
Gorge is amazing. Maybe I’ll even get a look at Mt. St.
Helens.”

Porter, her huge chocolate lab mix, was the
perfect partner for this trip. He weighed about 120 pounds and was
intimidating from his size alone, plus he was incredibly loyal and
had an amazing sense of direction. He’d allow her the perfect mix
of having a companion without feeling judged or the need to divulge
her emotions and thoughts.

“What are you going to do with this apartment?
You aren’t packed up yet,” Megan asked while looking around the
small, but bright and clean room.

Kinzie froze. She hadn’t even thought about it.
What was she going to do? She was supposed to move back to Boulder
in two weeks, and the apartment was already leased out for the next
student. She just wanted to leave, and now she had one more thing
to contend with. What was wrong with her? She always had everything
planned out ten steps ahead and knew what she’d be doing next, down
to the minute.

As she quickly ran through her options, her
phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at the caller ID and
glared while ignoring the call, putting the phone back in her
pocket.

“Mark?” Megan asked timidly.

“He won’t stop calling. I am so sick of hearing
how sorry he is. He’s only sorry he was caught,” Kinzie sneered
with venom.

Her doorbell rang and she cursed under her
breath knowing it was him. Even though she didn’t want to see him
because it amplified the pain and hurt that was already strangling
her, it was a perfect opportunity to unleash some of the fury that
was building in her chest. She marched to the door with her nerves
snapping and adrenaline flowing. She swung the door wide, ready for
a fight. “What the hell do you want?” she asked with acid. The last
time she had seen him was in Valerie’s arms, in Kinzie’s soon-to-be
bed. They were wrapped in the bedding inside the room that Kinzie
and Mark decorated as a couple, in the house where they were
supposed to start their life, family and future together.

“Kinzie, please just listen to me. Give me a
chance to explain,” pleaded Mark with his hands reaching toward her
and then falling to his sides as she took a step back. He didn’t
move to come inside and she wasn’t about to invite him.

After scanning his appearance from head to toe,
she was somewhat happy to see he was hurting too. His rumpled
clothes and unshaven face was topped off by his bloodshot eyes.
Good. She hoped he was suffering, not that he really had a right
since it was all his fault. He should have thought about the
consequences before he cheated on her.

“I don’t need an explanation. I saw it clearly
with my own eyes,” she ground out, having the humiliating and
painful image that was burned into her brain flash in her mind’s
eye for the thousandth time. An image she wished she could scour
from her memory.

“You don’t understand, Kinzie. You have been so
busy with school that I was with Valerie more than you. I didn’t
mean for it to happen. We both feel horrible.”

Having him mention him and Valerie in a “we”
almost doubled her over like a punch to the gut. She could see them
now, huddling over a glass of wine or shots of tequila as they
figured out how to handle the “Kinzie situation.” Together.

Anger burned the threatening tears away and gave
her the strength to stand taller, even though she felt worthless
and discarded. She could feel the heat of her rage coloring her
face and chest, and she was surprised to hear her words come out in
a quiet, controlled, and much more dangerous tone than she thought
possible. “Well, now you can be with Valerie all the time. I don’t
want you back,” she paused and then continued with her exclamation
point, “not now, not ever!”

Kinzie slammed the door on her future, feeling
sick to her stomach at the reality of the situation. The incredibly
sad fact was, that lurking behind her anger was a girl who wanted
to forgive him. She must have done something wrong for him to seek
someone else - she just wasn’t enough for him. She wasn’t enough
for Kyle either. Would she ever be enough for anyone? She eased
herself down on her couch and hung her head in her hands. Hot tears
finally ran down her face as she cried for the loss of the future
she had worked towards and planned. She cried harder for the loss
of two friends and the unbidden feeling of her worthlessness.

Megan’s arm encircled her back and squeezed her
close. “I’ll take care of it,” said Megan.

“What?” asked Kinzie, turning her watery eyes
towards Megan, not sure how Megan could possibly fix her crumbling
life. She saw pity in Megan’s pixie-like face and hazel eyes and
hated it. She hated feeling like the weak link, the idiot that
couldn’t keep her fiancé and was oblivious of his affair with one
of her best girlfriends. She hated the pity, but knew she deserved
it.

“Your apartment,” Megan clarified. “I’ll pack it
up and put it in storage at your dad’s place for you. You need to
get away and realize you’re better off without him and that you
deserve a wonderful life. Don’t ever let anyone, especially
yourself, tell you different.”

Kinzie leaned into Megan’s shoulder and cried
some more. The words were a nice sentiment, but untrue. “Thank you,
Megan. I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.”

“You’d be packing up your own darn apartment,”
Megan chuckled. Kinzie leaned away and wiped her eyes dry as she
half-heartedly shared in the laugh.

She looked around the sparse room and was glad
for her frugalness. There wasn’t a lot to pack up, which was great
because she didn’t easily accept help from others, even her best
friend, and this was way outside her comfort zone.

Luckily, most of her things were still at her
dad’s house in Boulder. She only brought the necessities to Fort
Collins while she finished up her MBA at Colorado State.

“Dad’s going to hate storing more of my crap,”
she sighed.

“Your dad will do anything for you, and you know
it. Actually, I’m surprised he hasn’t put a hit out on Mark yet,”
Megan jested with a cocked brow.

“That’s true,” Kinzie agreed. “He was pretty
mad. At first I thought it was because of the wasted wedding
money,” she said and shook her head at Megan’s censorious look. “I
know, I know. That’s not why he was upset. But I’m still glad we
hadn’t mailed the invitations yet. One less embarrassment.”

“Have you told him about your plan to run away
yet?” Megan asked with an arched eyebrow.

Kinzie rolled her eyes. “I’m not ‘running
away’,” she said with air quotes, “and no, not yet, I thought I’d
tell him at dinner tonight.”

“Good luck with that,” laughed Megan. “You
thought I was difficult,” she said shaking her head in amusement.
“He is not going to want you traipsing around the woods alone. I
bet you anything he’ll send Jax as your bodyguard.”

Kinzie’s eyes widened. That did sound like
something her dad would do, and Jax, being her protective oldest
brother, would want to do it. “He better not. Besides, Jax has his
own life to worry about. He may be chronically single, but he still
has a job. A job he loves.” She hoped it was enough to keep him
from meddling. He worked on a horse ranch outside of Boulder where
he trained horses and gave riding lessons to young people who
needed his special style of physical therapy. She’d feel horrible
if he felt he had to follow her. But she was pretty sure she could
convince them she was OK on her own.

“Whatever you say,” said Megan with a knowing
smile.

Kinzie stood and walked around the room making
sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She needed to get on the road
if she wanted to make it home in time for dinner. Her dad knew she
was coming and he’d worry if she was late. Turning, she faced Megan
one more time. Megan’s curly, chocolate brown hair bounced as she
walked forward to give her a hug.

“I can tell you’re getting ready to leave. I
hate goodbyes, so I’m going to give you a hug and say I’ll see you
later,” said Megan.

“OK,” Kinzie replied, beginning to feel her own
emotions bubbling, not that they’d been far from the surface
anyway. She hugged Megan tight, trying to convey her love for her
best friend through the action.

Megan’s voice wobbled as she said, “Remember to
keep in contact with me. One call every day
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