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Ace

There’s no rain on the day we bury her.

There should be.

It feels wrong for the sun to be shining down, laughing at us on a day like this, but I can’t do anything about that.  I can’t control the weather just like I can’t control my own life. My existence is pitiful and pathetic. What kind of a man can’t even save his own bride? What kind of person lets the better part of their soul just perish?

She shouldn’t have died.

It shouldn’t have been like this.

It’s just not fair.

Then again, when has life ever been fair? I stare at the grave and wonder what it would be like if I could turn back time. What would life be like if I could go back to before it happened? Could I have saved her? Could I have done something differently? A tear threatens to fall, but I blink it away. I don’t want to cry today.

A hand clamps on my shoulder. I don’t turn to look. I know who it is. Brock has always been there for me and he always will be, but today, I just want Karina back. There are no words Brock can say right now to make me feel better about losing my wife. No matter what he says, it’ll be the wrong thing. He’s smart, and he realizes this, so he stays silent.

For this small reprieve, I am grateful.

I’m happy that for just right now, I don’t have to say anything. I don’t have to pretend to be strong. I don’t have to pretend like I have no idea what’s going to happen to me or my clan. Karina has always been my backbone and my strength.

Now she’s gone, and I am alone.

Well, almost.

A sharp cry reminds me that I’ll never be alone. 

Not entirely.

I look down in my arms at my little boy. Wilder is the spitting image of his mama. His bright eyes look up at me, amazing me. He’s beautiful and sweet. Precious. We wanted a baby for so long. We tried and tried, and then Wilder came into our lives like a magical bundle of joy. 

Only Karina is gone.

She doesn’t get to see him.

She doesn’t get to see the man he’s going to become.

I take a deep breath because if I think about that too much, even on a day like today, on a day when I’m supposed to be saying goodbye, then I’m going to break. I’m going to fall. I’m going to come completely apart.

“Hey, little guy,” I whisper, looking down at my son.

Our son. 

He wraps his hand around my finger and I bounce him slowly as we stand in front of his mother’s grave on what is perhaps the most beautiful day of the year. “It’s going to be okay,” I lie to him. “Everything is all right.” It’s the right thing to say, but the words hurt as I whisper them.

I look down at him and as much as I’m fighting the pain, a tear rolls down my cheek.

I don’t know how I’m going to do this alone.

She was always the one who knew exactly what to do. Karina is the only reason I ever managed to become the clan leader. Taking care of a group of shifters is never easy, but she was always behind me, always believing in me. She always knew I could do it. 

That faith, that unstoppable trust, always made me believe in myself, too.

If only just a little bit. 

Now she’s gone and I don’t know if I can keep going on. I don’t know if I’m brave enough to take care of an entire clan by myself. I don’t know if I’m good enough for that. Running a clan correctly requires more than just people skills. It requires strength, endurance, courage.

Am I brave enough?

Am I strong enough?

“Ace, we’ve all got your back,” Brock says. “We are all behind you one hundred percent.” Brock stands beside me and I know that no matter what happens, that will always be his place. He will always be my brother. We might not have the same parents or share the same blood, but that doesn’t matter to me. That has never mattered to me.

This, this loyalty, this is what makes us a family.

This is what gives me strength.

This is what will let the clan carry on.

I know this in my head, but my heart hurts. The pain is greater than I ever thought possible. It still feels like it’s not real: like this is just a bad dream that will disappear eventually.

“I know,” I manage to choke out. It’s all I can say, and suddenly, I wish that I wasn’t here. I wish that I was anywhere else, doing anything else. I don’t want to be standing at a gravesite remembering my wife. I don’t want to be remembering Karina or what she stood for or how she made my life complete. I don’t want to remember any of it because I had perfection. I had heaven.

Now I don’t.

“Words aren’t going to take the pain away,” Brock continues. “So I won’t even try, but know this, brother: you are not alone.”

I am not alone.

I latch onto his promise and hide it deep in my heart. I know that soon I’m going to be grateful for my friend’s words. One day soon I’m going to hold onto those words as a mantra. I know this deep in my bones, but right now, all I want is her.

Right now, I’d trade my soul if it meant I could have more time with her.

I just want Karina.

“I’m not alone,” I whisper, repeating my friend’s words.

But I feel it.

I feel it.

Together, we stand staring at the grave for what feels like an eternity. Then I hand my son to my sister, Jemma, who accepts him without a word. She looks at me and I open my mouth to speak, but she smiles gently at me.

“Take all the time you need, Ace,” she says.

So, I turn and I run. I don’t bother taking off my clothes. I don’t bother slowing down. I don’t bother being graceful. I just run and I run until my bear form takes over and I shift, changing from a man to an animal. My clothes tear as I move, racing away from the group of people who are all well-meaning, but who don’t understand.

Not really.

How could they?

Karina was my mate. She was my everything. She was my light and my stars and my goddess and now she’s gone and I’m all alone. So, I run until the pain seems to fade, until all I can focus on is staying upright. I move through the woods and head toward a nearby cave where I can be completely isolated and just feel.

Right now, all I want to do is scream.

She’s gone.

And she’s never coming back.
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Chloe

One Year Later

––––––––
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“BEESWAX, COLORADO? Where’s that?” Jennifer, my best friend, leans in my doorway as she watches me pack up the remnants of my apartment. Everything has been given away except for my clothing and a few choice books. A couple of family heirlooms - my mom’s quilt, my father’s military jacket, my brother’s baby blanket - are already packed in the car. Everything else was donated or given to people in my neighborhood who need them. 

“Far away,” I tell her. “Middle of nowhere, really.”

“So tell me again why you’re going?” She asks, wrinkling her nose. Jennifer can’t imagine leaving the city. I don’t blame her at all. Ferryvale is absolutely perfect in every way. It’s exactly the city I always wanted to live in. The community is bustling and active. There are tons of restaurants and shops and places to go. It didn’t hurt that my family was just a 15 minute drive from my job in the center of town. 

Now, Ferryvale is the last place I want to be.

“Fresh start,” I say simply. “I’m not staying.”

“Maybe if you give it some time,” Jennifer says slowly, and I know why. Jennifer has lost a lot. She’s seen her fair share of pain and to her, pain is just something you deal with when you experience it. Jennifer fights for everything. She fought her way through law school working and taking out loans. She fought her ex-husband for custody of their kids. She fought her way up the corporate ladder and now, Jennifer is the most incredible attorney at our firm.

Well, not our firm.

Not anymore.

I’m not an attorney anymore, as of about four hours ago when I walked out of Straten and Shield, LLC, for the last time. I thought it would be a bad feeling, walking away, but it wasn’t. It was freeing. Maybe it shouldn’t have been. There’s a part of me that thinks I should probably regret my hasty decision to leave the firm I worked so hard to be a part of, but there’s another part of me, a bigger part, that says fuck it.

Fuck it all.

I’ve lost everything.

Everything.

I don’t want to be here anymore.

“Time isn’t going to fix this one, sweetie,” I tell Jennifer. She’s so strong, but Jennifer is also very sensitive. I’m going to miss her so very much. She has no idea how much I’m going to miss her, actually. I’m a little worried about her, but I know that she’ll come visit me. She’ll come see me in Beeswax and she’ll see that I’m happy.

She’ll see that everything has worked out.

“You’ve been through a lot,” Jennifer agrees. She picks up a red t-shirt from my bed and starts to fold it. That’s Jennifer for you. Even though I know she’s hurting and in pain, she’s still taking the time to help me pack. She’s going to miss me so much, but she still cares about helping me. She still wants to make everything okay. She’s kind of a mama bear.

“We all have,” I say. “But enough about that. Let’s get some music going.”

I pick up my phone and pull up my favorite music app, select an unbeatable playlist, and start rocking out with my friend. 

“This is more like it!” I say over the beat of the music. It’s too loud and I’m sure my neighbors would be pissed if they were home. Luckily, they go away every weekend, so we’ve practically got the place to ourselves. Besides, what’s the worst they could do? Try to have me evicted? I’m already leaving.

I’m already gone.

As soon as I’m done packing, it’s see you later, Ferryvale. 

It’s catch you on the flip side.

It’s no looking back.

Jennifer and I dance and sing along with the music until the playlist ends and my bags are finally packed. We load the last one into my Versa Note, close the hatchback, and walk back inside. My landlord has a cleaner on staff and is going to take the cleaning fee from my deposit, so I don’t have to vacuum, mop, or sweep. It’s nice not to have to worry about those minor details, especially after a long day of work and packing.

Instead of cleaning, Jennifer and I walk through my space one last time.  Part of me finds it hard to believe I’m actually doing this. I’m actually walking away from a place like this, from a life like this.

There’s another part of me that’s thrilled I’m doing it.

There’s a part of me that’s beyond pleased that I’m finally taking a chance. I’m doing something just for me, just because I feel like it, just because I want something new. I’m not taking a lot of time to consider the pros and cons. I’m doing any sort of risk analysis. I’m just taking a leap.

Maybe it’ll be the wrong one.

But maybe it’ll be really, really right.

“What happens to your furniture?” She asks.

“It came with the place,” I tell her. “Furnished apartment.”

It was my first time renting a place that came with everything I needed or wanted. It was my first time being what I would call successful, and I was. I worked at my legal firm for more than five years. I poured my heart and soul into that firm and now...now I’m saying goodbye to all of it.

Just like that.

I realize that Jennifer and the other attorneys think I’m making a terrible and hasty decision. They think I’m going to come barreling back in a few weeks and beg for my job back, but we all know that it’s going to be long gone by then. The firm already has a list of nearly a hundred applicants just biting to get my job.

Nope.

We all know this is a one-way ticket to nowhere.

We all know this is a decision you don’t get to undo once it’s been made.

And I’m the only one that knows everything is going to be fine.

Staying here isn’t really an option for me anymore. Not after everything that’s happened. Not after the goodbyes I’ve had to say. My heart has been torn from my chest and shoved back in and I’m not going to be the same ever again. The real problem is that even if you get stitched up after your heart is shredded, things are never really the same anymore. There’s still a scar. You still look at the world a little differently. You still have some pain.
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