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      Win Carlson finished tightening the bolts underneath the passenger seat in the Jeep, gave it a good push to make sure it was stable, and straightened.  The sun was shining through the row of windows that lined the top of the mechanics’ building at Amazing Adventures Safari Park, where he worked on the vehicles that were used on the safari tour.

      A creak sounded and he glanced over his shoulder to see the secret door in the floor open slowly and his friend and fellow gorilla shifter, Zane, walk up the hidden stairs holding hands with his mate, Adriana.

      Shifters, unbeknownst to humans, lived and worked at Amazing Adventures.  After many years with none of the park residents finding their soulmates, they had opted to send out free tour coupons to eligible males and females in the area.  So far, two males had found their soulmates—Zane, and a lion shifter named Jupiter.

      Win was very much still single, like the other males in his gorilla shifter band, except for Zane, who had been lucky enough to meet Adriana on the tour, when he was in the gorilla paddock and she was in one of the Jeeps.  The council, made up of the leaders of the different shifter groups who called Amazing Adventures home, had hoped that the tours would yield more soulmates, but so far it hadn’t worked out that way.

      “Hi Win,” Adriana said.

      “Hey,” he said, fist bumping Zane.

      “We’re going out to see a movie Sunday night, would you like to come?  I’m trying to get all the guys to join us,” she said.

      “What movie?” he asked.

      “The new action one about the car thief who tries to go straight but has to steal one more car to free his brother,” she said.

      “Are you two going to be groping each other the whole time?” The two lovebirds were inseparable, and quite nauseating to the single males.

      “We don’t grope!”  Adriana said, her cheeks pinking.

      “What would you call it?”  Win asked, arching a brow.

      Zane was grinning, his gorilla rumbling in his chest.  “Fun.  Lots of fun.”

      Adriana’s cheeks darkened further, and she laughed as she leaned into Zane and put her arms around him.  “Yeah, it is.  But I promise to keep the fun to a minimum if you’ll join us.”

      “Thanks man,” Zane grumbled.

      Win chuckled.  “What time?”

      “We need to leave at eight,” Zane said.

      “I’m in.”

      Adriana beamed and turned her attention to Zane, mouthing something that made Zane’s gorilla rumble in happiness.  The two hurried back to the secret stairwell after saying a quick goodbye, and the sight of his friend being so in love made something in Win’s heart twinge.

      He was happy for Zane and Jupiter, but he wanted his soulmate, too.  He hoped that he would find her eventually, that one day the female meant for him would happen to be on the VIP tour.  He would be out in his gorilla shift in the paddock and their eyes would meet and that would be it.  After, of course, he explained about the reality of shifters and that they were meant to be together.

      Adriana had accepted shifters quickly after meeting Zane.  Whoever Win’s soulmate was, he hoped she’d be as accepting.  With the secret of shifters’ existence being carefully guarded, it would be a disaster if the general human population ever discovered that they were real.

      Turning his attention back to the Jeep, Win put away thoughts of his future soulmate, and got back to work.  He had to finish up the repairs so it was ready for the VIP tours that would start later that day.  The movie, while a tantalizing distraction, wasn’t for two days.  Maybe if he was lucky, his soulmate would be on one of the tours that were happening that day.  Or, maybe he’d meet her at the movies, and then he’d be the one grossing out his friends with over-the-top PDA.

      And I could suddenly turn into a green-scaled dragon.

      Snorting at his inner critic, Win opted to keep an open mind.  Soulmates were real, and somewhere, hopefully in New Jersey, his soulmate was as anxious to meet him as he was to meet her.
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      Alexandra Flynn stirred the mixture that bubbled lightly on the stove, her thoughts drifting to the crust she’d chosen for her pie.  She’d been experimenting with pie crusts for the last month, trying to find one that would ensure her banana cream pie had that little something extra, and secure a first-place win Sunday at the fair’s annual pie contest.  Lexy had been competing in baking competitions since she was sixteen and her mom encouraged her to find a hobby.  She’d chosen entering baking competitions, starting off in cookie and candy competitions and moving onto cakes and pies.  For the last three years, she’d been trying to make the perfect banana cream pie, an homage to her favorite grandma who had passed away when she was eighteen.

      Lexy had consistently won around New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware, but the pie competition on Sunday was the first one with a first-place cash award of five thousand dollars.  It was just what she needed to secure the lease for a small space in a busy strip mall, getting her dream of owning her own bakery off the ground.

      The timer beeped.  She turned off the stove, pulled the saucepan from the heat, and set it on a trivet.  After adding the rest of the ingredients, she whisked briskly and then poured the hot filling into a bowl and covered it with plastic wrap.  The front door opened and Trina yelled, “Halp!  I’ve got bags!”

      Lexy brushed her hands off and walked out of the kitchen into the front room and found Trina, her best friend, cousin, and roommate, standing in the open front door, arms laden with shopping bags and a wild look in her eyes.

      “I don’t know why you don’t like to make multiple trips,” Lexy said as she took several bags from Trina’s arms.

      “Why make lots of trips to the car when I can just yell for help and my fave person in the world comes running?”

      Lexy made a face.  “I didn’t run.”

      “You love me.  You know you ran.”

      Setting the bags down on the couch, she said, “What did you do?  Buy out the mall?”

      “Not quite.  There were some very good sales, plus I had to get my bestie something amazing.”

      “You did?”

      “Of course. I feel bad that I have to leave before the competition.”

      Trina was traveling to visit her parents in Rhode Island for a week to celebrate her older brother graduating from college.  Lexy had been invited to attend, but she’d had to pass because of the competition.  To make up for missing out on her cousin’s party, she’d baked a cake for Trina to take with her.

      Trina rustled through the bags, making a ton of noise, and then grinned in triumph as she lifted a paper wrapped bundle and handed it to Lexy.  She took it and sat down, tearing the tape that secured the package and opening it.  Inside was a frilly yellow apron with tiny bananas embroidered on it.

      “Oh, Trin,” Lexy said, grinning at the adorable apron.

      “Try it on!”

      Lexy pulled the apron over her head, and then tied the thick yellow ribbon at the waist into a bow at her lower back.  “It’s perfect.”

      “I know!  It’ll look great with the outfit you planned to wear, too.”

      Lexy had chosen to go with her favorite pair of black leggings and a cute yellow tunic.  She was going to braid her long, dark hair and adorn the tie with a piece of black ribbon with bananas on it.  She was going all out with the banana theme, hoping it might give her some good luck with the judges.

      After Trina put her purchases away, she joined Lexy in the kitchen as she finished assembling and decorating the pie.  She set the finished pie in the center of the kitchen table and took a picture with her phone.

      “I’m so tired of banana cream pie,” Trina said as she looked down at it.

      Lexy laughed.  “Sorry.  The next baking competition is for pecan pie, so no more banana cream after this weekend.”

      Trina had been Lexy’s food taster for years.  The two had grown up together as next door neighbors, their mothers were sisters and Lexy and Trina were only six months apart.

      “I like nuts.”

      Lexy blinked at Trina.  “What?”

      Trina’s cheeks pinked.  “I mean I like nut pies, like pecan.”

      “I think that was one of those Freudian Slips.  You like nuts, you nut-lover,” Lexy teased.

      “Stop teasing me!  I won’t taste-test your current bakery masterpiece if you make fun of me.”

      “Fine, fine.”  Lexy cut a slice of pie and lifted it slowly.

      “It’s really pretty,” Trina said, taking the plate that Lexy handed her.

      “If it tastes as pretty as it looks, I’ll be happy.”

      “You know it will.  You’ll win and then you can have the money for the rental space.  Trina’s Treats.”

      “That’s not what I’m naming my bakery.”

      “You should!  I’ve been eating your baked goods since you were making mini cakes with that light bulb heated plastic oven.  The least you can do is name the place after me.”

      “I might let you work the counter for me, but that’s it.”

      “Oh, how generous,” Trina said.

      Lexy cut a piece for herself and took a bite, chewing slowly and thinking of all she’d done to tweak this version.

      “Okay, this is fantastic.  I like the crust, it’s buttery and just the right kind of crispy, crunchy texture with the rest of the pie.”

      Lexy grinned.  “I think I hit the jackpot with this one.”

      “First place, here you come!”
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      Lexy stared at the cashier’s check from the fair.  She wasn’t sure if she’d win with her pie or not.  There had been a lot of competition with bakers she knew from the competition circuit.  There was something about Lexy’s banana cream pie that had wowed the judges.  Whether it was the shortbread crust, the extra half teaspoon of bourbon, or something else entirely, she didn’t know, but she also didn’t care.  She’d won!

      She’d been given a plaque with her name engraved on it, the check, and a big blue ribbon.  She knew exactly where she’d put the plaque and ribbon—on the wall of her new bakery—Creations by Alexandra.

      Her hands were still shaking and she felt like she wanted to cry.  She already had a thriving bakery business out of her home, but having a storefront was just what she needed to boost her business.

      “Congratulations,” one of the judges said.  “The pie reminded me of one my aunt used to make.”

      “I’m so glad, thank you,” she said with a smile.

      Untying the apron, she folded it, put it in her bag along with the plaque, and set off for the parking lot.  The day had gone so quickly.  She’d been up since four a.m., ready to bake, making three pies just to ensure that if one of them didn’t live up to her standards she had two others to fall back on.  Fortunately, all three pies had looked equally good, so there were two pies in the refrigerator at home.

      She set the box on the passenger seat of her
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