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      She shoved him away once, but this Tiger won’t be denied….

      

      Every year the Island Stripe Pride hosts a gathering for the other local Shifter groups at their mountain resort in upstate New York. Pride Enforcer Carter Marrow has been asked to organize the enormous event to ensure everything goes harmoniously.

      
        
        When the catering company pulls out, he must find a replacement chef. But there’s only one capable of pulling off that kind of job last minute. And she hates his guts. Antonia Casabella is the one woman in the entire world he swore he’d never speak to again. Is he willing to swallow his pride for the sake of the gathering?

        Toni spent her youth wasting away the days with the local Tigers in the area. Living near the Island Stripe Mountain Resort, what else was there to do? Though rare in the supernatural world for prey to mix with predator, as the years rolled by Toni found herself wishing to be more than friends with one particular Tiger.

        Denying her heart was difficult, but she’d had no choice for her father’s sake. After he passed, Toni refused to find a mate among her Flock, finding an outlet for her grief in her work.

        When Carter suddenly appears looking to hire her for a special event at the resort, she is intrigued.

        Can this Bunny hold her own against a group of less than friendly Big Cats?
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      Carter ran a hand along his freshly shaved dome. Despite his furry alter ego, he hated hair. At least, he hated having it on his own head. He had no time for fancy shampoos and conditioners like the Lion males.

      The Neta was a big guy, and not just his size. As the leader of the Island Stripe Pride, Dean Romero exuded the fierce animal magnetism that only a true alpha could. Carter’s inner beast responded immediately, pushing his human half to bear his throat and avert his gaze out of respect for the dominant male.

      “Sit down, Carter,” Dean said, adjusting the cuffs of his tailor made suit. Nothing else would fit the man, as Carter knew from personal experience.

      Shifters were always bigger than the average normal. Humans had no idea they lived among them and would probably shit a brick if they did. Living in New York City made it easier to blend in, contrary to what would seem obvious. City folk didn’t look beyond the façade Shifters gave them. As a result, they were safer here than in quieter suburbs, able to hide in plain sight.

      However, with that came one serious drawback. Their Tigers needed space to shift and run. Yes, the Pride had several buildings whose rooftops had been transformed into enclosed jungle like habitats. But even those were limiting.

      “As you know, the Pride is holding its annual retreat at the lodge,” Dean began, using their nickname for the Island Stripe Mountain Resort.

      It was a huge, private hideaway for the Pride located deep in the rugged mountains rising over the west bank of the Hudson River. Carter had spent a lot of his youth in those mountains, especially in the nearby resort town of Verona Falls. Approximately ninety minutes from New York City, it was the perfect place to host a Shifters only event.

      “Yes, Neta,” he answered his boss and leader.

      “Good. There are a few changes to be made this year. My temporary position on the Shifter Council of New York City has allowed me to make the acquaintance of several leaders of local Shifter groups. I have invited them all to celebrate the harvest moon with us at the lodge,” he explained.

      “That’s good,” Carter replied, unsure why the Neta was telling him this.

      “It’s very good, Carter. With these new contacts I have been able to forge alliances for us in the business world, and the Shifter world. After recent events, I am expecting trouble this weekend, especially from the Wolves,” Dean said, steepling his hands and leaning forward as he spoke.

      Carter was very aware of some friction between one of the local Packs and the Island Stripe Pride. The McLeesh Pack had lost their Alpha and been stripped of all their titles by the Council after ruthlessly trying to hunt down and kill a human who was now mated to one of their own Enforcers. Carter happened to be good friends with Trench and Bria, and he was not a fan of those fucking mutts who’d tried and failed to off the female.

      “With my Beta's mate so close to her due date, I am placing you in charge of the whole thing,” Dean announced.

      “What? Me? But Neta⁠—”

      “But nothing. You have recently been promoted within the Pride, and I have seen nothing but good things, Carter. Now, I need you to get over to the lodge asap and make sure everything is going accordingly. Alex emailed you his itinerary, all you have to do is make sure everything is ready and security is in place. Think you can handle that?” The Neta narrowed his eyes, almost daring Carter to disobey his orders.

      As if he would. He was not fucking stupid, regardless of popular opinion.

      “Yes, Neta. I got this,” he said, standing to leave.

      That night Carter packed his bag and went over the itinerary Alex Kensington, his Pride Beta, had emailed him. It seemed simple enough. He had a meeting with the resort manager, Finley Currant, tomorrow. After that, it was more or less like having an extra week off. Total bonus.

      He’d just have to avoid going into town. Verona Falls held too many memories for Carter, and not all of them pleasant. His heart squeezed as he tried to push away the memories that all came rushing back at once.

      Carter’s heart was racing as he drove the pickup truck through the graveled path that cut across Raymond’s field. There she was, waiting in all her furry glory.

      His sweet little Bunny wanted to run, and he was more than happy to oblige her. Opening the driver’s side door, he let his shift wash over him, transforming into an enormous tiger was no small feat. He was huge, and ferocious, but his little Bunny did not care.

      She was braver than anyone he knew. Hopping onto his back, she nibbled his ear before bouncing off and jetting between the tall blades of grass. The chase was on.

      Carter was able to sniff out her sweet strawberry scent easily. But he played her game, and for the next hour he pretended she’d outsmarted him and outran him time and again.

      Finally, they stopped near a stream. Shifting back to their skin, both sweaty and panting happily, Toni gave him a smile that made him lose his breath. She was so damn beautiful. Her brown hair hung past her breasts, bringing attention to the sweet round curves he’d dreamed of.

      He’d wanted her for so long, and here she was, finally giving him all the signs.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, damn near panting as she stepped into his personal space touching him lightly on the shoulders.

      “Yes,” she replied, kissing him, and tilting his whole world on its axis.

      Making love on the green grass had been as natural and beautiful as his eighteen-year-old heart could have ever dreamed. Toni was his mate, his Tiger felt it in his very soul.

      But the next day, when he went to see her, she’d refused. For a week he’d tried, day after day, but Mr. Casabella had only shrugged and shook his head, blaming his daughter’s fickleness on her youth. It had hurt so damn much, he’d wanted to die, but still he did not believe it. He wouldn’t. Not until he spoke with her.

      He had already enlisted and was shipping off for basic training, but he’d wanted to try one last time. So that night, he’d climbed up the trellis to her window.

      “You shouldn’t have come here, Carter,” she told him coldly.

      “But Toni, I love you,” he said confused.

      “I was just having some fun. You need to go, now,” she’d said sternly, breaking his heart into a million pieces.

      Yeah, he’d never looked back. But then again, his Tiger had never moved on either. His Cat had refused to acknowledge anyone other than Toni as his mate, but Carter knew better than to hold out any hope.

      Okay, so he might have done a little googling, and he saw she was living back home. Her parents were both gone, but she and her sister, Mara, were back in their childhood home. They’d taken over their parents diner and had expanded to include a catering business. The resort had their own chefs, so he needn’t worry about running in to her there. His Tiger chuffed in excitement, ignoring his more logical half.

      “Don’t you get any ideas,” he told his inner beast. “We aren’t going there to see Toni.”

      Rooooaaaaarrrrrr.
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      “Mara! I am leaving with the Carlson’s order,” Toni called out from the back door.

      “Wait! You forgot the juice boxes,” Mara, Toni’s younger sister, and her partner in Any Time Eats Diner & Catering, came running with three cases of juice boxes in hand.

      “Oh crap,” Toni said, snorting and shaking her head. “I did forget. Thank you.”

      “No problem. You have everything else you need for their party? I gotta say I love the idea of a Kindergarten social for the little guys before school starts,” Mara said, looking over the contents of the delivery van to make sure Toni had everything she needed.

      “Me too. It gives them a chance to get to know each other first,” Toni replied, allowing her sister to double check her work.

      They swapped duties often, but Toni’s favorite would always be the actual cooking. She simply loved the textures, colors, scents, and flavors that went with preparing good, wholesome food. She never met a dish she didn’t like, regardless of ethnic origin or the time and effort it might take to produce. Toni was always up for a challenge.

      “Alright, see ya later, sis. I’ll hold down the fort,” Mara said, waving her off.

      Verona Falls was a pleasant sort of town. As the summer months were winding down, Toni worried whether she and her sister were going to make ends meet over the next few months now that tourism would fade until the snow set in sometime in January.

      That was usually when snow living Shifters would book the Island Stripe Mountain Resort for snowboarding, skiing, ice skating and other wintry outdoor sports and entertainment. The local Cottontail Flock, or Fluffle, as was one of the rarer names for a group of Rabbits, was not a huge fan of the predators coming so close, but it had been years since they’d had a problem.

      It was the 21st century, after all, and lines had been blurred between the hunters and the hunted. A fact Toni knew firsthand. Her heart ached as her mind wandered to that secret place inside her head where she’d buried all her memories of the one male who had ever meant anything to her.

      Don’t go there, Toni.

      Exhaling, she signaled right and turned down a narrow road that would lead to the Carlson’s abode. One of the wealthier families in their Flock, Jules, and Jill Carlson had been married going on ten years now and had a dozen children give or take. Blending with humans was easy for some Shifters, especially Rabbits. Their natures were just such that they were cautiously friendly.

      Jules was the Flock’s Alpha Buck, his mate Jill, the Alpha Doe. They lead the group, which included over two hundred adults and several dozen kits, with a lenient hand. New changes had come to the Flock with their ascent to leadership, changes that would have meant the world to Toni back when she was a teenager.

      Her father was the previous Alpha Buck, and he’d ruled with an iron paw. Insisting on following the old ways, he refused to allow his oldest child to choose her own mate. Arranged matings were the way of things back when Shifters had to work harder to hide from humans, often causing them to live far apart from each other.

      Gio Casabella had arranged for Toni to mate with a Buck from a nearby Flock, but the young Bunny she had been refused. She’d wanted to mate for love. Her father had used the only thing he could against her to make her bend to his will, and that was her younger sister, Mara.

      If Toni refused the betrothal contract, then Mara would fill it. How a man could easily exchange one daughter for another in what was basically a sale, Toni had no idea. She’d agreed to the contract on the condition her sister be freed from the obligation.

      It was just her luck the Buck in question had asked to be released upon having found his fated mate by chance while away at college. Toni released him happily, and after that, she’d refused every male her father had presented her with. He’d died hating her, but she was free now. And so was Mara.

      “Hi Toni!” Jill Carlson was waiting at the entrance of her garage, as Toni backed down the driveway.

      “Hello Jill,” she returned the greeting warmly. “I have everything in the back for the party. Where can I set up?”

      “Outstanding,” the chipper Alpha Doe said and smiled warmly while holding her newborn kit in her arms.

      Toni had gone to school with Jules, and though Jill was from a neighboring Warren, she fit right in with the Verona Falls Cottonwood Flock. Together, the Alpha couple was bringing their group into the 21st century, getting rid of old-fashioned ideas like betrothals.

      Once upon a time, prey Shifters like Rabbits, Horses, Chinchillas, and many others, used to steer clear of predators. Call it survival instinct, and in a way, they were simply doing what their wild counterparts did to survive.

      But these days, Shifter society called for more cooperation and in turn, that meant more civilized behavior. Did everyone obey the social niceties? Of course not. But neither did the normals.

      “I set up three tables for the food items. One is for children with food allergies, and the last one is for the dessert,” Jill explained.

      “Great! I had Mara bake cupcakes in chocolate and vanilla, and yes, we have a gluten, nut, and dairy free option,” I told her, smiling as I answered her question before she could even ask it. “I have little pastry baggies filled with different color frosting and bowls of sprinkles so the kids can decorate their own.”

      “Oh! They are going to love that! Brilliant!”

      The day sped by quickly, and I was happy to stay and serve the children, helping where I could before it was time to clear everything up. Thirty kids had filled the Carlson home’s large backyard, and they’d loved every minute of it. The family had an awesome playground set up, and they’d even hired a clown.

      “I sure wish we had something like this when I was a kit,” I told Jill as I finished loading the van.

      “I know, right? I remember being sent to school not knowing anyone, and it was awful,” she said, shaking her head while she lent me a hand.

      “Jill! You will never guess who just called me,” Jules came running outside.

      “Who, honey?”

      “Dean Romero! Neta of the Island Stripe Pride. He’s inviting the Flock to his gathering next weekend, isn’t that wonderful?”

      “What? But Rabbits are never invited to that retreat. It’s predators only,” Toni said, interrupting the Alpha couple.

      “It was predators only, but the Neta feels like I do,” the Alpha Buck stated, smiling warmly at his wife first then turning to address Toni. “He believes we all need to work together to maintain the Shifter secret, and to create a unified front against normals discovering us and other supernaturals.”

      “Wow, that’s, um, great news,” Toni replied, trying to match the couple’s excitement.

      She said her goodbyes and returned to the diner, where she still had to clean and put away the equipment, she’d used for the Kindergarten social. Head in a fog, Toni was still not quite believing what she was hearing.

      Her father had always been adamant in his belief that there was no way a predator could get along with prey. He’d been so angered by her habit of playing with the cubs and pups that had visited the Island Stripe Mountain Resort throughout her childhood. Her father had been harsh in his punishments, lecturing and grounding her whenever she’d been caught.

      Toni never cared though. Those few hours of freedom had always been worth whatever punishment he’d dished out.

      “What’s up?” Mara asked, stepping quietly into the commercial kitchen.

      “Nothing,” Toni lied, but her sister was patient. She merely stood there, tapping her foot, and waited for her sibling to spill the news.

      “Okay, fine, not nothing. Did you know the Flock has been invited to the Island Stripe Pride’s annual Shifter gathering at the lodge?”

      “Really? That’s awesome!” Mara shouted excitedly.

      Toni could not blame her. The lodge was beautiful, and it was a great feat for the local Flock to be asked to attend what had traditionally been a predator only gathering. She managed a small smile for her sister who was going on and on about what this might mean for their small community of Cottontail Shifters.

      “I mean, I know our cousin’s in the Manhattan Warren think they are so cool cause they’re on the Council, but this is like the event of the year, sis,” Mara continued filling the commercial dish washer with the utensils and trays Toni had used at the social. “I wonder who they’ll send to organize the event!”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, well, their Beta and his mate are expecting a new cub any day now. I found out from Anna, you know her. She’s part of the Flock. We were in the same grade?” Mara asked, but Toni just shrugged. She simply did not recall the female.

      “Anyway,” Mara continued. “She’s good friends with Violet Romero, the Nari of the Island Stripe Pride, since they both worked at a salon down in Maccon City before she was mated. I hope it’s someone we know. I mean, it’s been ages since we hung around the lodge.”

      Mara sighed wistfully, probably remembering their youthful and carefree days running across fields. That was before things changed and her father had put his foot down. Mara did not know anything about his threats or rigid rules. She’d been too young, but Tonie remembered them. Her heart squeezed inside her chest, and she felt lightheaded for a fraction of a moment.

      “Yeah,” Toni mumbled, as a mixture of dread and anticipation filled her. “I wonder who they will send.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Carter strolled into the lobby, hands in his pockets as he casually looked about. The Island Stripe Mountain Resort was not one of those fancy five-star hotels he’d seen on his travels for the Pride overseas, but to him, it was home.

      The enormous log cabin structure was built using reclaimed wood and stone from the land itself. There were two hundred guest rooms in that building, along with over a hundred and fifty smaller cabins surrounding the nearby lake and wooded areas.

      Carter hadn’t been there in years, and though he saw some minor surface changes, everything was the same. The air was warm and mild, and the staff was busy bustling around, getting ready for the big Shifter gathering that would soon take place.

      No one paid him any mind, which was one of his finer qualities. As an Enforcer for the Island Stripe Pride, he was powerfully built, tall, and cunning as only a Tiger could be. But unlike his pal Trench, Carter had the ability to blend into the background if he wished. Hunching his shoulders, hands in pocket, and head down, he remained unobserved while he took in the comings and goings of the lodge’s onsite manager, a smallish female Tiger with red hair and a stern expression.

      She was too young to be so angry, he thought, and the way she talked down to her employees was not something he approved of. Still, he waited, leaning casually against one of the many columns, for her to take note of the stranger in the room.

      “Miss Jameson?” one of the few staff members who’d seemed to notice him was trying to get her attention.

      “What is it, Bradley? If it’s another problem with the linen vendor, handle it. I am too busy to have to tell you how to do your job,” she snapped.

      “Um, Miss Jameson, I think we have a guest,” he tried again, eyes averted as the more dominant feline stared him down.

      Carter took a quick inhale and identified the unfortunate Bradley as a Mongoose Shifter. A predator, yes, but way smaller and less intimidating than his Tiger boss. Miss Jameson flicked her gaze over to Carter who was surprised at the gold of her beast he saw glittering there.

      Eyebrow raised, he stared at her until she averted her gaze due to his dominance, but he had to give her credit for trying. The smaller female was definitely used to running the roost, he thought with mixed feelings. Technically, she was a member of the Pride, but Carter had never made her acquaintance. A fact he was increasingly happy about.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, adding a switch to her step that she’d probably used time and again on the unsuspecting male.

      Carter was certainly not that. He almost laughed but controlled the urge.

      “Are you Lynne Jameson, general manager of the Island Stripe Mountain Resort?”

      “Yes, I am. Are you with the construction crew? I believe they are on the south grounds erecting the tents for the upcoming gathering. Did you need help with that?” she asked, her gaze dropping boldly below his waistband.

      “My name is Carter Marrow, the Neta sent me.”

      “Oh? What for? I received no notice. Bradley! Did you know about this?” she asked angrily.

      “Miss Jameson, I-I forwarded you the missive from Alex Kensington earlier today,” Bradley explained quickly.

      She glared at Bradley, and Carter had the distinct impression this feline was a bully. Turning back with a wide grin on her face, she cocked her hip and leaned forward, tapping her finger on his chest in a way that roused his beast. And not in a good sense.

      The Tiger inside him was furious at the woman for touching him without invitation. It was obvious she was not on the ball, and it was his job to make sure the gathering launched without a hitch. Miss Jameson was a problem, but he needed to investigate before he reported it back to the Neta.

      "I apologize for my staff’s lack of efficiency, Mr. Marrow, but I assure you I am on top of things. If there is anything you need, I can see to it personally,” she added breathlessly.

      He almost snarled, but he simply took her hand and removed it from his shirt. The female had a lot to learn if she thought he would be so easily distracted. Whatever. He was not in the market for an affair, and he was not tempted by what she had to offer. Not even remotely.

      “I need to see the schedule for the upcoming gathering immediately.”

      “Oh, uh, okay,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “Bradley, make sure Mr. Marrow gets everything he needs. If you will excuse me, I have to speak to the janitorial staff about their increased duties,” she murmured, excusing herself.

      It was not lost on Carter that Bradley seemed relieved the moment Miss Jameson walked away. He commiserated with the guy. It would have been bad enough if she were just his boss, but she was also higher on the predatory chain and seemed to abuse that fact.

      This was the very thing Dean was trying to do away with from his temporary position within the Shifter Council. It would not be easy, starting a revolution never was. But Carter was behind his Neta one hundred percent.

      It was the 21st Century and now more than ever Shifters had to band together to protect their secret. They could no longer afford to war amongst themselves if they were going to prevent the human world from finding out they existed. No one wanted that.

      Humans would do what they’d done for centuries whenever they’d come across something different. Their fear would incite panic, revulsion, misunderstandings, and of course, war. So much fucking war all because they refuse to learn from their past.

      The death toll of such a global battle of normals against supernaturals would be far worse than anything the world had ever seen. Dean was right to try to protect not only their species, but all species from such a catastrophic and possibly extinctive event.

      "So, Bradley,” Carter began, turning to face the shorter man. “Do you have a place for me to look over the schedule of events?”

      “You can use Miss Jameson’s office. She is never in there,” he returned matter-of-factly.

      “I see. Lead the way, please.”

      Bradley called another staff member to sit at the reception desk while he walked with Carter to the general manager’s office. The room looked unused, and the air smelled stale, further confirming Bradley’s statement.

      “I have a user account,” Carter supplied as he took a seat behind the desk. “But I would like you to show me the files.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      During the next few hours, Carter had come to some very clear conclusions. One, Bradley Furlong, Mongoose Shifter, and guest relations clerk, was an underpaid and undervalued member of the Island Stripe Mountain Resort Staff. After he’d warmed up to Carter, he showed him the schedule, pointing out some pretty glaring errors.

      “None of the Flocks, Warrens, Mischiefs, or other prey Shifter groups responded to our invitations?”

      “Well, um,” Bradley hedged.

      “I need to know everything before I can fix anything,” the Tiger reminded him.

      “Not all of the invites went out. In fact, only the local Flock received theirs as a result of, well, um, I might have accidentally hand delivered the envelope to Carol Bunford. She’s my fiancée,” Bradley added, puffing out his chest proudly.

      “I see,” Carter said, nodding his congratulations.

      “What does this mean here?”

      He pointed to a table where all the vendors who had been hired for the gathering were listed. There was a highlighted row labeled Mike’s Meats. Fuck. If this was what he thought it was, he had more trouble than he knew.

      “Oh my gods,” Bradley hissed, grabbing the phone and dialing. “Yes? This is Bradley from Island Stripe Mountain Resort, I was just confirming your services for next weekend⁠—”

      The Mongoose’s face went from red to ashen in an instant. Swallowing loudly, he hung up the phone and averted his gaze. But he didn’t have to bother, Carter had heard the other side of the call.

      “So, we have representatives from sixty-five different carnivorous Shifter groups confirmed for the gathering, with another twenty maybes, and three dozen invites to omnivores and herbivores that have not even been sent yet, and we have no caterer. Is that what I just heard?”

      “Yes, sir,” Bradley whimpered.

      “What’s going on here? Who is using my computer?” Lynne Jameson snapped as she came stomping into the room.

      “That would be me, Miss Jameson. Care to explain this?” he asked, his voice growing thicker in his annoyance.

      “Um, yes, well, I was just going to⁠—”

      “What happened to the invitations the Neta ordered be sent out? And why didn’t you confirm the caterer prior? His secretary claims she contacted you six weeks ago with the cancellation.”

      “Oh, um, you know I was just⁠—”

      “Whatever you were going to do, Miss Jameson, it appears it is too late. Leave. Now.”

      “What?” she sputtered.

      “I said, go. You are fired effective right now. Bradley, contact security and have them escort Miss Jameson to the locker room to retrieve any personal belongings. Your severance will hit your account within the hour,” Carter said evenly, dismissing the female.

      “But you can’t⁠—”

      “I can. I did.”

      He waited as security arrived, two big motherfuckers he’d worked with before. The enormous males averted their gaze in reverence to his position and dominance and Carter approved. His promotion was new within the Pride, but it was one he’d earned with hard work. He was well-respected amongst their kind and because of his great loyalty and devotion to the Island Stripe Pride, he would give no less than his all in any situation. Something his Pride mates knew and respected.

      “Escort Miss Jameson off the premises and remove all access to the lodge and its systems.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Marrow.”

      He shook his head as the woman hissed and sputtered pulling against her escorts. She’d be fine, he knew, she-Tigers were tough as nails. But her neglect of this place and her failure to see the importance of this gathering were inexcusable. Bradley’s mouth was hanging wide open, clearly, he’d never seen anyone talk to his former boss like that.

      “Okay Bradley, until I can find a new manager, I will need to fill the position temporarily, and I’ll need your help. Let’s get started.”

      “Alright,” the younger man said excitedly. “Where should we start?”

      “First, I want those invitations sent express. Then I want someone to follow up on those who replied with maybe. And finally, we need a new caterer capable of supplying enough food to feed over two hundred Shifters on short notice. Know anyone like that?” Carter asked, running a hand along his freshly shaved head.

      “Actually, sir,” Bradley said, grinning. “I do know someone who can pull it off!”

      “Great,” Carter said.

      Famous. Last. Words.
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      Toni had just closed the large oven where she was roasting six, forty-pound, freaking enormous top rounds for the Thursday special at Any Time Eats Diner & Catering. Along with roast beef for the local carnivores and omnivores, she’d also spent much of her morning preparing grilled eggplant napoleons.

      Rabbits were herbivores, and Shifters of that nature were typically vegetarians. It was difficult in Verona Falls, or anywhere really, to find really good vegetarian meals in restaurants.

      She and Mara prided themselves on being one of the few local eateries that offered vibrant and tasty specials for the veg crowd. Which was fortunate, seeing as how a good portion of the surrounding community were part of the Cottontail Flock.

      Her eggplant napoleons were locally famous. Thin slices of grilled eggplant, zucchini, and tomatoes, were layered between crisp puff pastry squares that had been smeared with goat cheese, and a good amount of homemade pesto sauce. Served chilled, they were the perfect meal for these unbearable end of summer days that were always warmer than the height of the season, for some odd reason.

      “Hello. Can I speak to your boss?” a deep, masculine voice asked Gary, the only other employee in the restaurant as of yet.

      It was still early, and since Toni had opened, Mara would be coming in later and closing that evening.

      “Uh, yeah, let me get her,” Gary squeaked.

      “There’s a guy out front wants to talk to you. He’s like freaky large,” the young Rabbit male whispered, eyes downcast.

      Poor Gary, he was meek and unsure of himself as so many teens were, but he was a good worker, and she would miss him when he went back to school.

      “Thanks. I got it. Can you unload the dishwasher till Mena comes in?”

      “Okay--- I mean, yes, Chef.”

      “Thanks,” she replied, smiling automatically. He was so keen to be a chef one day and he was obsessed with his recent discovery of the show Bear. Toni was a fan herself, but theirs was hardly that type of operation. They were Shifters, not normals.

      She wondered who could have scared him so, frowning at the thought as she washed her hands and dried them on a clean towel. Her hair was pulled back in a tight braided bun, and she wore a bandana over the front, keeping with local health codes. Her chef’s coat was fairly clean as she removed her soiled apron, efficiently replacing it with a fresh one over her chef’s pants.

      Today’s pair were covered in cartoonish jalapenos with the words hot and spicy scattered throughout in bright red and green font. They were fun and comfortable, and Toni was a fan of both. She didn’t know how women who worked at jobs where they had to wear suits and heels managed, but more power to them. She’d take her bright orange, glittered Crocs any day.

      “How can I hel—” Toni stopped as she walked into the dining area.

      Holy fucking hell.

      “Toni,” the man whispered.

      Standing in front of her was the last man she’d ever expected to see back in Verona Falls. Carter Marrow. The only boy she’d ever loved. Time had been kind, she thought wildly, as her eyes ate him up. He was six and a half feet tall, and twice as wide as he’d been the last time, she’d seen him before he’d left for good.

      Theirs had always been a friendship that required holidays and vacations from school for them to see one another. He was one of the Pride that came to the mountains to let their fur out since they lived the rest of their time in the crowded city.

      She had tried it herself during school, but there was something about it she could not get used to. Maybe it was the prey animal inside of her that objected to all the dangers lurking in every corner. Maybe she just liked her space. At any rate, she’d come home, and with her sister, had taken over the family business.

      “Carter,” she replied, watching the light leave his eyes to be replaced by a stern, unyielding mask that tore her heart to shreds.

      “I expected your father to be here,” he said easily, and she winced, knowing her father had hated him but had always acted as if he’d been on the Tiger’s side the whole time during that tumultuous summer.

      “He passed away,” she said quickly and adding no inflection to her voice.

      She’d heard too many whispers about what an ungrateful daughter she’d been after the old man had died, but it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Gio Casabella had been a phenomenal actor. As the Alpha Buck, he was a fan of using his ability to sway others to turn them against his eldest child and he often had. Toni no longer cared.

      Oh, but how she wished Carter had known the truth. She had heard the lies her father had told him from upstairs in her room after she’d broken up with Carter. Her father had demanded it, but did the old man stand up to the young Tiger? No. He’d blamed his daughter instead.

      “Please, Carter. You must forgive my Antonia, she is not good for you. Always teasing the boys. So young and fickle in her ways. I will punish her for toying with your heart. Don’t you worry,” he’d told a young Carter while Toni listened, heartbroken.

      Later, she had gone to confront her father, but the old man had threatened to go after Carter with a rifle if she did not play along. He would send Toni far away to marry some stranger, and young Mara too. She’d had no choice but to remain silent and take the blame for Carter’s suffering.

      But he wasn’t the only one who’s heart had been
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