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Chapter
One




Tarquin Myers, bear shifter and
resident grill-dude, climbed the stairs from the bears’ private
living quarters to the employee cafeteria. He didn’t have to start
grilling burgers for park patrons until noon, but he had loads of
prep work to do ahead of today’s burger of the day—teriyaki and
pineapple.

Marcus, bear alpha, stood in the
cafeteria with a cup of coffee in a black travel mug in one hand
and a half-eaten breakfast sandwich in the other.

“Morning,” Tarquin
said.

“Morning,” Marcus answered.
“You’re heading out early.”

“Prep for the burger of the
day.”

Marcus took a bite of sandwich and
hummed. “Right, the Hawaiian style one.”

“Yeah, should be
good.”

“I heard you guys are going
out tonight.”

Tarquin and several of his
friends—Seneca, Silvanus, and August—were hitting a favorite local
bar called the Tap Room. They were all shifters—Seneca was a bear
like Tarquin, Silvanus was a wolf, and August was a gorilla. They
all lived underground with their shifter groups, which also
included elephant shifters, and kept their shifter nature a secret
from humans. Tarquin and Seneca had been best friends since Tarquin
joined the bear sleuth at eighteen and started working at the park.
The bears manned the park’s food stalls—for the patrons who came to
see the exhibits and the shifters who called it home.

“Yep,” Tarquin said. “It’s
Silvanus’s birthday and he wanted to grab a drink out.”

“He’s probably hoping he’ll
find his soulmate,” Marcus mused.

“Aren’t we all?” Tarquin
said.

It was a hard truth. Shifters had
soulmates, the one person on the planet meant to be theirs. A
shifter would recognize his or her soulmate on sight, but since
shifters weren’t known to humans, it made sharing the truth of what
they were more difficult. Some of the shifters in the park had
found their soulmates in humans, including Justus and Tayme, who
were both bears. A shifter couldn’t just blurt out that they could
turn into an animal; it might send the human running for the hills.
Or worse… to the news outlets. Because their secrecy was paramount
for the safety of the others in the park, they couldn’t share their
truth until they knew their soulmate’s heart was aligned to theirs
and the secret would be safe.

It would be loads easier if Tarquin’s
soulmate was a shifter so he wouldn’t have to hold back the truth
of what he was with her until they were in love, but he doubted
that would be the case. He suspected that his soulmate would be
human, in which case he’d have to be extra charming and get her to
fall in love with him quick.

Of course, he first had to find
her.

“You guys will find your
soulmates when the time is right.”

“It would be great if it
was sooner rather than later, so keep a good thought for us all
tonight. You never know what might happen.”

“Very true. See you
later.”

Tarquin said goodbye to his alpha,
then found his favorite energy drink in the fridge and grabbed a
sandwich from the warmer and headed out into the park.

He was twenty-four. He didn’t want to
think about what could happen if he had to wait years to find his
soulmate. Some of the alphas, including Joss, hadn’t found their
soulmate until later in life. Marcus had a soulmate, but she died,
and no one knew if he’d get another one. Was there only one
soulmate for everyone, or if circumstances changed, could that
happen again?

Hopefully, though, Tarquin’s soulmate
would show up soon. He didn’t want to spend decades dating his
right hand waiting for her. He’d go nuts.

It was a warm October morning, and he
knew that aside from two different elementary school field trips
scheduled for the day, it would be a busy one because the bird
sanctuary within the park had a new resident—a scarlet macaw. The
bird had recently arrived from another bird sanctuary in Florida
for rehabilitation by Jess and Evan, who ran the sanctuary and
hosted daily talks to patrons about the various residents of the
sanctuary.

Tarquin headed to the park kitchen and
found Rory and Tayme, a mated couple who manned the ice cream stall
during the summer months, making out next to the commercial
fridge.

“It’s way too early for
that,” Tarquin said.

Tayme chuckled and leaned away from
his mate, whose cheeks were pink with blush. “Never too
early.”

“Hi, Tarquin,” Rory said,
smoothing her park golf shirt. “What are you up to
today?”

“Teriyaki and pineapple
burger prep. What are you guys selling today?”

Since the ice cream stall was closed
until May, they would work another stall in the park or head down
to the marketplace underground, where a kitchen provided three
meals a day for the residents, run by alpha wolf Joss’s mate,
Jeanie.

“Snack stall,” Tayme said.
“We’re doing rainbow cotton candy and candy-coated popcorn in honor
of the macaw, although I think there’s something weird about red
cotton candy. It looks demonic.”

“It does not,” Rory said
with a laugh. “We were just making the popcorn. Do you need the
stove?”

“Not right now,” Tarquin
said.

He headed to the huge pantry to grab
the canned pineapple slices and get them drained, and then he’d
make the teriyaki sauce, slice the onions, cut the sweet buns, and
prep the patties.

Glancing at the clock, he saw he had
about two hours before he needed to hit the grill and get it warmed
up. But first, he’d finish his energy drink and breakfast
sandwiches.

“Are you working the VIP
tour today?” Tayme asked.

Tarquin swallowed the bite of sausage
and cheese biscuit and shook his head. “I’m off today, but I’ll be
in the paddock tomorrow. You?”

“We’re in today but off
tomorrow,” Tayme said.

The park ran VIP safari tours, and the
shifters spent time in the paddocks to give the humans something to
see. There was a paddock of natural, non-shifting animals that
included an ornery moose named Tank, but the rest of the paddocks
housed only shifters.

“I was just talking to
Marcus about finding soulmates,” Tarquin said. “We haven’t had a
soulmate come on the tour since Evan met his mate,
Lark.”

“I don’t think she counts,
though,” Rory said. “She didn’t actually get one of the VIP tickets
in the mail that the alphas sent out. She came to the safari tour
stand and asked to buy a ticket for herself and her niece. It was
more fate than anything.”

“Good point,” Tarquin said.
He finished the sandwich and tossed the wrapper. The park alphas
had been sending out VIP safari tour tickets for two years now to
unmated males and females in the tri-state area. While lots of
humans used the tickets, hardly any soulmates had come from them.
The last one he could think of was elephant shifter Cael’s mate,
Novi, who’d gotten a ticket addressed to a previous resident of her
apartment. That seemed to be a fluke, just as Lark and Evan’s
meetup had been. Or fate, however someone wanted to look at
it.

“Well, hopefully you’ll
meet your soulmate soon,” Rory said. She turned her attention to
the hot air poppers on the counter while Tayme made colored sugar
coating for the popcorn.

“I hope so too,” Tarquin
said.

Leaving the couple to their
conversation about what flavor the rainbow-colored popcorn should
be, Tarquin popped in Airpods and opened a playlist to entertain
himself while he worked. In no time, he’d be smiling at patrons and
handing over baskets of burgers and fries. And then it would be
time to head out to the Tap Room for a night of drinks and darts,
and maybe—just maybe—he’d meet his soulmate.


Chapter
Two




Lucy Beckett took a long drink from
her water bottle and rocked back on her heels. It wasn’t hot, but
she was sweating under the tent where she and her younger sister,
Luna, sold homemade canned goods and crafts at the farmers’
market.

“Ugh, are you going through
menopause or something? You’re sweating,” Luna said, making a
face.

“I just hauled the heavy
crates of preserves by myself. You’d be sweating too,” she said,
then added, “and I’m only twenty-three. I’m way too young for
menopause.”

Luna shrugged and tucked a lock of
auburn hair behind her ear. “I’m bored.”

“It’s nine a.m.! We just
got here.” Lucy’s sister was perpetually bored, part and par of
being fifteen.

“Can I go get a coffee from
the stand over there?” Luna pointed to a tent with a short line of
people waiting to get specialty coffees.

Lucy pulled some money from the box
under the folding table and handed her a ten. “If they have scones,
grab me one.”

“You bet.
Thanks!”

Lucy watched her sister run off to the
coffee stand, then turned her attention to the tables. They had
three folding tables set up in a U-shape under the tent. Each table
was covered with red gingham. One had crafts—crochet and knit items
that Lucy made, and painted wooden trivets and coasters that Luna
made. The other two tables held canned goods—everything from
pickles to preserves and marinara. Selling at farmers’ markets
throughout the year was how she and her sister made a
living.

They were technically homesteaders,
living mostly off the land that surrounded their cabin. They had
electricity thanks to solar panels and running water courtesy of a
cistern well. Luna had recently reached the age where she didn’t
want to participate in the daily goings-on of living off-the-grid,
but it was just the two of them now, and her sister had no choice
but to pitch in. Lucy couldn’t do everything, although she tried
her best to not put too much burden on her sister since she also
had schoolwork to deal with.

“They had chocolate and
cherry, so I got chocolate,” Luna said as she offered a scone
wrapped in a napkin to her.

“Thanks. What kind of
coffee did you get?”

Luna joined her behind the tables and
sat on the metal folding chair. “Toffee iced latte. It’s so
good!”

Lucy was a tea drinker herself. Luna
was all about sweet coffee-flavored iced drinks.

Someone appeared at the table and
asked about the marinara sauce. Lucy prepared a sample in a tiny
plastic cup with a small wedge of homemade Italian
bread.

“Oh crap, that’s good,” the
woman exclaimed. “I’ll take two jars. Do you sell pasta? Or this
bread?”

Lucy smiled. She loved it when people
enjoyed the things she made. Her mom had taught her to can when she
was little. “I don’t sell pasta or bread, just the
sauce.”

“Well, I bet you could sell
the bread too. It’s great.”

“Thank you so much.” She
put the jars in a paper shopping bag wrapped with newspaper to keep
them from knocking against each other and accepted payment. After
giving her change, she said, “Enjoy.”

“I will! Thank
you.”

The woman stepped away, and Lucy
handed Luna the money to put away. “If I sell ten of my coasters,
can we stop at Beatrice’s on the way home for pie?”

Beatrice’s was a bakery that had the
best pies around. Luna’s favorite was the three-berry, but Lucy
loved the caramel apple. “Sure thing. How are you going to sell so
many coasters?”

“Sit here and look
cute.”

Lucy snorted and fiddled with the
small hand-lettered sign in front of the cherry preserves. “Good
luck.”

“Hey! I’m cute. You’re just
mad because you’re going through menopause.”

“Oh my gosh!” Lucy groaned.
“I already told you, I’m too young for that.”

Luna grinned wickedly, and Lucy shook
her head. Her sister was in the mood to start shit, it appeared,
but she wasn’t going to take the bait.

“Good luck selling ten
coasters. If you don’t sell that many, you have to carry all the
crates to the van yourself.”

“Ah, crap.”

Lucy smiled at her sister, then
greeted a customer who came up to ask about the macrame flower
hangers that were on hooks around the perimeter of the
tent.

She hoped the day went by quickly.
While she enjoyed being out and about, there was always a nagging
worry at the back of her mind that the outside world wasn’t really
safe. They’d lost both their parents and it was just them now. Lucy
never minded responsibility, but sometimes she was choked by the
knowledge that she was her sister’s guardian and had to be careful
with both their safety.

As the last albino doe shifters, their
secret had to be kept safe no matter what. They couldn’t really let
down their guard because you never knew who was listening or paying
attention.

But she’d never burden Luna with her
feelings. She was a teenager and needed to focus on homeschool and
figuring out what she wanted to do with her life. And yeah, Luna
was antsy without friends and Lucy was damn lonely herself, but the
cabin was the safest place for them.

But it hadn’t always been like
this.

Back before their mom died and they’d
lived with the herd, there had been safety in numbers.

Now there were no numbers, no safety.
Just her and Luna, trying not to get discovered by
humans.

Smiling brightly at the young girl who
came up to the table, Lucy turned her thoughts to selling and kept
her fingers crossed that they’d have a great day.

 


* * *

 


“I want to go for a run,” Luna said as
they sat at a small corner booth and ate slices of still-warm
pie.

Lucy paused, fork halfway to her
mouth. “You know we don’t talk about stuff like this outside of the
house, Lune.”

“I’m being very broad in my
description,” she pointed out. “I just wanted to let you know that
I want to go running when we get home. It’s been way too
long.”

Lucy put the forkful of pie in her
mouth and chewed slowly while she thought about the last time
they’d shifted and gone for a run. It had probably been at least
two months.

“I know,” Lucy said
finally.

Luna’s brow arched. “I can hear in
your voice that you want to say no.”

“I didn’t say no. I just
worry.”

“I know, you worry enough
for the both of us and a few extra people.”

“Probably,” Lucy said with
a snort.

“So let’s scout when we get
home and make sure it’s clear and then go for a run. I need to
stretch my legs, and you do too.”

“I’ll think about
it.”

Luna did a little shimmy-dance in the
seat. “That means yes.”

“Now I want to say no just
to prove you wrong.”

“Aw, boo. Don’t be like
that.”

“Fine, fine. As long as
it’s clear.”

“Woohoo!”

“What are you two
celebrating?” Beatrice asked as she came over to refill their
glasses.

Without missing a beat, Luna said, “I
sold eleven sets of coasters at the farmers’ market
today.”

“Hey, congrats!” She
finished filling Lucy’s water and asked if they needed anything
else.

“Nope, we’re good,
thanks.”

Beatrice dropped the check at the
table with a smile and sauntered away.

“She’s so nice,” Luna said.
“I wonder if I could work here when I’m done with
school.”

Immediately Lucy wanted to say no,
because that would mean she’d be gone for hours at a time where
Lucy couldn’t make sure she was safe. But she also recognized that
was her dad’s paranoia banging around in her head.

Just because he’d been so scared
didn’t mean she had to be scared of everything too. Hadn’t she kept
the two of them safe for the last year by herself?

Hell, yes.

“I don’t see why not,” Lucy
said.

Luna beamed at her. “I just need to
get really good at pies.”

“Anything you set your mind
to, I’m sure you can do it.”

They talked about Luna’s schoolwork
while they finished their pie. Her sister had two more years of
homeschool to go. Then she could take her GED and get her license,
just like Lucy had done years earlier.

“Maybe I’ll meet a cute boy
when I work here.”

Lucy stood and picked up the check.
“Is that why you want a job?”

“It would be nice to be
around people other than you.”

“Ouch, dude.”

Lucy paid and Luna left the tip, and
then they headed out to the van.

As Luna got into the passenger seat,
Lucy glanced around the parking lot. Beatrice’s was a standalone
brick building a block from a strip mall that boasted a salon,
cigar shop, deli, and diner. They were a half hour from home, which
entailed twenty minutes on the main road and ten minutes down
various dirt roads carved into the woods.

“Watcha looking at?” Luna
called.

Lucy shook her head and got into the
van. It had crossed her mind over the years that she could get a
real job somewhere, get an apartment, provide Luna with a more
normal life than they’d had. But then she thought about what they’d
do to shift and how vulnerable they’d be if they didn’t have land
and privacy.

It would be devastating if humans
found out shifters were real.

And she’d never come across any like
her and Luna since they’d lost their herd all those years ago. Not
even other types. She wondered if there were any in New
Jersey.

“I was just thinking about
the future.”

“Like how a prince is going
to walk into the bakery when I work there and sweep me off my
feet?”

She turned on the van’s ignition and
laughed. “Is he a shifter?”

“Heck yeah, but something
big and scary, like a lion or a tiger. They’re real,
right?”

“Lions and tigers?
Yeah.”

“Shifter ones?”

“Oh, well, that’s what Dad
always said, but I’ve never seen any types of shifters but our
kind.”

“Sad. I like the idea of
marrying a predator.”

“What on earth
for?”

“So he can keep me safe
when I’m out for my run. And you too, of course.”

“Oh, I’m in this fantasy
scenario?”

Lucy turned onto the main road and
pressed the gas.

“Yep. You can live in the
guest house.”

“Thanks, kid.”

As Luna chatted about her fantastical
romantic future, Lucy felt a pang of longing. She’d never meet her
soulmate at the cabin, so how would she ever find her Mr. Right? At
this point, she wouldn’t mind a Mr. Kinda-Sorta.

She’d been on a few dates over the
years, mostly with humans she met at various markets and fairs. But
she knew none of them was her soulmate, and thank freaking
goodness. How the hell would she even go about sharing the truth
with a human?

“We’ll find our forever
guys someday, Lune. But you’re only fifteen, so you’ve got plenty
of time.”

Luna shrugged. “You’re young too. But
I still hope our forever guys show up. Sooner rather than
later.”

“Hear, hear.”
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