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~*~

Charlotte 



When Charlotte arrived at the park’s headquarters for her morning shift, she was humming to herself as she entered the break room. “Morning, Gwen!” 

“Morning.” Gwen’s tone was a lot less chipper than Charlotte’s.

Charlotte looked at her friend. The gargoyle shifter was staring at the calendar on the wall. Charlotte knew it wasn’t the gorgeous, autumnal shot of the forests in Big Basin Redwoods State Park that had Gwen sounding so morose. “Counting the days until Angie returns from visiting her parents?” She checked the coffeepot, pleased there was still some in for her. 

“She’s back on Friday.” Gwen heaved another sigh before sipping her coffee. She glared at the calendar as if it was personally responsible for time moving so slowly. “I should’ve gone with her. I keep worrying she’s in trouble.” 

“I’m sure she’s safe and sound.” Charlotte grabbed her usual mug from the cupboard, with the icheerful cartoon faces of Chip and Dale on it. Gwen had proudly given it to her two Christmases ago, having found it on eBay. As a chipmunk shifter, she’d heard all the Rescue Rangers jokes growing up, and becoming a park ranger hadn’t helped. “And I bet she’s counting the days until she’s back here as well.” 

Gwen had met her true mate Angie a few months ago, and the two had been inseparable ever since. This was the longest they’d been apart since they’d met. Charlotte liked Angie a lot, but she had to admit that she was also jealous of the mating bond. Every shifter dreamed of the day they found their true mate, and Gwen had been lucky enough to run into her when Angie had visited the park.

The only thing Charlotte ran into was hawks grabbing her when she hurried around the park as a chipmunk. 

She was pretty sure the local hawks were learning, though. 

“We called last night. She says she can’t wait to do the Haunted Hike.” 

Charlotte smiled at the mention of one of their Halloween activities. She always loved fall in the park. The leaves turning yellow, red and gold. The air becoming cooler, and the days shorter. “Great! How far did she get with her costume?” Angie was helping with the Haunted Hike by dressing up as Mothman to lurk in the bushes and scare people. 

Angie had come here after seeing a video of a mysterious bat-creature online, and when she had learned the bat-creature was Gwen’s gargoyle form, Angie hadn’t thought twice about helping her deal with the unwanted attention from some college students wanting to get more video footage. 

“She was almost done before she left. She’ll do the finishing touches when she’s back. And you? Have you gotten your stories figured out?” 

“Still fine-tuning how I want to tell them,” Charlotte replied. There were plenty of weird or scary facts to tell about animals, after all. “I don’t want to scare them so much they never want to set foot outside again.”

Gwen hummed in agreement. “I’m sure it’ll work out.” 

Their boss, Emily, entered the break room, sighing as she slid a piece of paper across the table. She went over to the coffeepot to pour herself a mug. “Read it,” she said, when Charlotte opened her mouth to ask what was going on.

She picked up the paper, saw the logo, and understood why the bear shifter was so exasperated.

Shifter Tracking Agency.

Charlotte sighed as well, scanning the letter before passing it to Gwen. “No information who they’re after, obviously.” 

Gwen narrowed her eyes at the letter. “Did you read the bit about how we’re supposed to provide assistance only upon request, and should otherwise go about our daily routine?” 

Charlotte hadn’t cared about that, but as a gargoyle shifter Gwen was naturally protective of the park. It was her territory. “Don’t scare the tracking agent by going after them as a gargoyle.” Charlotte knew exactly how scary Gwen’s shifted form could be when you first saw it.

Gwen put the letter down on the table. “If I run into them when I’m patrolling at night, that’s on them.” 

“I wish they’d share something.” Charlotte finished the last of her coffee. “We’ve got plenty of information on the guests who’ve booked a spot here.” 

“You think a criminal on the run would bother booking?” Emily sat down next to her. “If I were them, I’d hide in the woods as a bear.” 

“They might break into one of the unused tent-cabins,” Gwen mused. “There’s no harm in checking those.” 

Charlotte got up. “Living as your animal day after day is hard. We don’t know for how long they’ve been on the run.” 

“Can you check the campgrounds as well today?” Emily asked as Charlotte was about to head out. “Just to make sure.” She gestured at the paper on the table. “As part of our daily routine.” 

Charlotte smiled. Her boss hated being in the dark about anything that went on in the state park, and Charlotte didn’t blame her. “I’ll keep an eye out for anything unusual,” she promised.



*



She checked the campgrounds closest to the park’s headquarters first, seeing nothing more than families cleaning up after breakfast and making plans for their day. 

The sensible, responsible thing would be to use the trails while human to check the other campgrounds.

But not nearly as much fun. 

Let’s run! Her chipmunk cheered. Let’s climb all the trees!

We can’t climb all the trees on our way to the other campgrounds, Charlotte pointed out. It’d slow us down too much. We only have little legs. 

Charlotte sometimes envied Gwen’s ability to fly across the park, but she knew Gwen envied Charlotte’s shifter form for blending in. 

Still, as their boss loved to point out, their different animals and abilities were what made their team work. Gwen could fly, Charlotte went unnoticed by humans, and Emily’s bear was the strongest. 

Charlotte headed down a quiet trail, checking for hikers, then shifted into a chipmunk. Immediately she picked up many scents too subtle for a human, even with her shifter-heightened senses. 

Her chipmunk perked up at the ripening huckleberries in the bushes, and she nibbled on a few before heading east again. While chipmunk shifters weren’t as protective of their territory as gargoyles, they were curious. Two mysterious shifters coming into the park had her eager to find out more. She didn’t want to get in the way, but it didn’t hurt to know what kind of shifter the tracking agent was and what kind of shifter criminal they were after. 

Charlotte hoped neither were birds of prey.

She kept running east, sniffing the undergrowth now and then to see if there were any interesting fresh smells. She loved running around like this, scampering up trees and scurrying through the undergrowth. The state park was impressive to humans, but even more as a chipmunk. 

It is after breakfast for humans, maybe they have left-overs! Her chipmunk pointed out. Yummy left-overs!

There is a black hole where your stomach is, Charlotte thought. We already had breakfast at home.

Her chipmunk tittered in disappointment, and Charlotte couldn’t entirely disagree. Having breakfast by herself was boring, and something to get out of the way so she could get to work as soon as possible. 

She paused when she picked up the smell of gasoline and asphalt. If she was this close to the road, she better shift first before crossing it. 

As she shifted, her ranger uniform came with her. She kept walking towards the road, smiling when she saw someone on a motorbike parked by the side, their visor up as they looked down at their phone. “Hi!” she called out. “Can I help you?” 

The biker turned their head to look at them, and something pulled inside Charlotte as she strode towards the biker. She could make out the curves under the motorcycle jacket now, and noticed the dark brown hair that fell down the back of the woman’s jacket. 

The woman put her phone away first, then removed her helmet, running one hand through her brown hair. “I think you can, yes. I’m trying to find—” Her warm brown eyes met Charlotte’s, and she fell silent. 

Charlotte’s breath hitched as those eyes bored into her own. They were a beautiful light brown, and Charlotte could melt away in them. 

It’s her! Her chipmunk cheered. It’s our mate! She found us!

Twenty feet apart was the size of the Grand Canyon and she ran over to the woman—her mate—stumbling through the undergrowth and nearly tripping over a branch. She grinned when she stood in front of the woman’s bike. “Hi!” 

What were you supposed to do when you met your mate? 

Bring her nuts and berries to eat! Her chipmunk suggested. 

Charlotte stared at her mate, marveling at her beauty. Her dark brown hair was tousled, cascading down her shoulders and chest. Her light brown eyes were glued to Charlotte’s, and her cheeks flushed. 

“You—” her mate said, then her kissable mouth formed a thin line of annoyance. “I have to leave. I don’t—I can’t—no.” 

Charlotte blinked. She was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to leave five seconds after meeting your mate. “You can’t go! What’s your name? I’m Charlotte. I work in the park.” 

“I noticed,” her mate muttered, putting her blue helmet back on and nodding at her uniform. 

With a flush of embarrassment, Charlotte glanced down at her name tag. “Right.” 

“I have to go,” her mate insisted. “It’s for your own good.” 

Don’t let her leave! Her chipmunk cried. She can’t leave! She’s ours! We’re hers!

“Why?” Charlotte asked as her mate turned down the visor. She saw her own reflection in it, disappointed and upset. 

Her mate’s expression was stony, and she looked down at her handlebar. “Please step aside so I can leave.” 

Charlotte narrowed her eyes. Oh, so her mate couldn’t leave if she stayed right here? She folded her arms. “No.” 

Her mate, and Charlotte hated that she still didn’t know the woman’s name, looked up at her. Her eyes narrowed, and a fire burned in them.

Literally. 

Charlotte’s mouth fell open at the sight of twin small flames dancing in her mate’s eyes. It had to be a trick of the light from the way the sunlight hit the visor. It had to be. 

“Step aside until I am gone from your sight.” It was still her mate’s voice, but deeper in a way Charlotte felt in her bones. 

Her chipmunk, for the first time since Charlotte could remember, fell completely silent. 

Charlotte stepped back into the undergrowth, her legs moving automatically. Her arms were still crossed. 

When her mate looked away to start her motor, Charlotte wanted to move towards her, but found herself glued to the spot. 

“You can’t do this to me!” She gestured angrily. “You know what we mean to each other.” Because the woman had to be a shifter or some kind of magical being. The way she reacted to Charlotte in those first precious seconds. She knew. 

“That’s why I’m leaving.” Her mate gave her one last glance before driving off, taking Charlotte’s heart with it. 

And as her mate had said, Charlotte couldn’t leave the side of the road until the other woman had followed the bend in the road and Charlotte couldn’t see her anymore. 

She left? Her chipmunk was stunned. She left us?

Charlotte swallowed hard, fighting back the tears. 

She was going to get to bottom of this.

No mate of hers was going to leave her like this by the side of the road. 

Teresa


If she thought her hellhound howling was bad when the trail was hot, it was nothing compared to this.

Our mate! We must go back! We must protect her!

Teresa was used to listening to her hellhound’s hunting instincts, but she couldn’t. She had a job to do, and that job was why she’d abandoned her mate. She could still see those hurt blue eyes staring at her. 

Charlotte.

A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. 

And one of the park rangers, which would make avoiding her difficult. Hopefully, her job wouldn’t take more than a couple days, and Teresa could get out of here and ignore she’d met her true mate. 

She pulled over at the park’s headquarters, stomach squirming as she headed inside the wooden building, pumpkins decorating the porch. There was no way her mate would be here waiting for her. Not unless she was quick or could fly.

What kind of shifter was she? Because she had to be a shifter, since she’d immediately known they were true mates.

We must go back to her! Her hellhound insisted. She’s only safe with us!

She’s only safe if she stays far away from us. Teresa took a deep breath. Her job as a shifter tracking agent had her hunting down dangerous shifter criminals. She didn’t want any of them to use her loved ones for leverage or put them in danger.

She had first-hand experience with


































































































OPS/images/cover.png
@ & Q.i 4 ‘ - & ‘:;q
> $
&m /\' \):.», m ’ \ )

CALANDRA HUNTER {






