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      If I see you again, I’ll kill you myself.

      Solstice “Sunny” Kittridge hadn’t had someone tell her directly they wanted her dead in her entire life, but less than an hour ago, she’d heard those words from Dario Hawke, the new alpha of the jaguar prowl that had been her home since she was seven years old.

      The new alpha’s voice echoed in her skull like a broken record.  The last hour was a blur of shock and humiliation.  Her hastily packed bag sat beside her, half-zipped, its contents spilling onto the floor.  The only thing she could hear besides Dario’s voice was the crunch of gravel under her tires as she fled Shadow Rock, hidden in the thick Tennessee wilderness, her life collapsing behind her.

      Gripping the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white, she ignored the heart-pounding grief and fury, and focused on the old, winding road that cut through the forest like a scar.  She was leaving behind everything she’d known and found comfort in, and heading toward what she could only describe as a sliver of hope.

      Hope that there was actually a group of shifters who lived and worked at a safari park in New Jersey that her adopted mom Sera had whispered to her about as she hugged her goodbye for the last time.

      The Amazing Adventures Safari Park.

      She thought it was strange that a group of shifters would be so out in the open around humans, when the prowl had stayed as far removed as possible, utilizing an abandoned campground for their home.  But if the shifters could manage to live and work around humans without discovery, then maybe they’d take her in.

      If they didn’t, she wasn’t sure what she’d do.  She didn’t have enough cash on hand to do much of anything except get herself to New Jersey, some seven hundred miles away from the thick forest that had been her home.

      Since her parents were taken from her that night in a terror-filled nightmare that had haunted her for years.

      Was there hope in New Jersey?  Real hope?

      She wasn’t sure.

      But there wasn’t anything for her in Shadow Rock anymore.  She wasn’t allowed to contact anyone from the prowl—not her adopted mom, Sera, or her best friend, Fallon.  Exile meant she might as well be dead to them, a ghost sent off into the beyond where they couldn’t reach her under threat of punishment.

      It was a hell of a way to start a day.

      She glanced once in the rearview as she headed toward the highway, her heart cracking a little bit more, and then she ground her teeth together and focused on the road ahead.

      No tears right now.  She’d cry later, maybe after she was out of Tennessee.

      She was too numb for tears.
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        * * *

      

      The morning had started out normal enough.  She’d been up at five, not quite bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, but something close to that.  After trudging to the kitchen of the home she shared with Sera and her daughter, Fallon, for her first cup of coffee, she showered and dressed for the day.  Sera worked for the jaguar prowl as a caretaker, focusing on cooking for the high-ranked males who weren’t mated.  Fallon and Sunny had helped her put meals together since they were old enough, and while Sunny didn’t consider herself a great cook, she loved to plate food and make it look pretty—even if the males didn’t care one way or the other.  And she could wield a knife and cut produce like nobody’s business.

      She’d been scrambling an enormous bowl of eggs for omelets while Fallon yawned and cooked bacon on the next burner, the two considering driving to one of the larger cities near their hidden campground to watch a movie or get a drink that night, when their phones pinged with an alert from the new alpha, Dario.  He’d pulled a coup on former alpha Francis after he’d grown sick and been unable to perform his duties.  Dario had been his second-in-command.  While Francis didn’t particularly care for Sunny one way or the other, Dario had never liked her.

      He'd called her a half-breed and a waste of space because she’d been unable to shift.  Not enough of her father’s tiger DNA to counteract her mother’s human DNA.  She could feel her tigress a little when she got emotional, but the beast was as much a figment of her imagination as her imaginary friend, Mrs. Lady, when she was little.

      The notification from Dario was simple:  Mandatory all-prowl meeting at six a.m.  Those not in attendance will be punished severely.

      “What is that about?” Fallon asked, wiping a splatter of bacon grease off her hand.

      “No clue,” Sera said.  “He’s probably going to lay down some new laws and flex his muscles.  I was out harvesting onions from the garden last night and heard some of the enforcers talking about Alpha Francis and his mate being kicked out.”

      “That seems harsh,” Sunny said.  “He’s ill.”

      Sera shrugged, brushing a lock of dark blond hair from her eyes.  “Life in the prowl can be brutal.  We’ve got fifteen minutes; let’s clean up and we’ll cook when we get back.”

      Sunny finished her coffee and put the eggs in the fridge, then took off her apron and hung it on the hook by the back door.

      The trio walked through the prowl’s territory to the alpha’s home, where Dario—a thirty-something asshole who had yet to find a female to mate him—stood with his newly appointed high-ranked males, the most brutal of the prowl’s enforcers.  The prowl was small with only nineteen members now that the former alpha and his mate were gone.

      When the prowl had gathered, Dario looked across the small crowd and then his gaze landed on Sunny’s.  A chill wove down her spine at the harsh look.

      “We must protect the prowl at all costs,” Dario said with a loud voice.  “And that begins with rooting out what doesn’t belong.  Solstice Kittridge, I exile you.”

      Sunny’s heart fell into her stomach.  Had she heard that right?

      Fallon whispered no, and Sera covered her mouth as she gasped softly.

      Dario continued, his voice low and filled with menace.  “You don’t belong here and you never did.  You’re not one of us.  You have one hour to leave our territory.  If you contact anyone from the prowl, they will be punished severely.  You will never step foot in this territory again.”  He growled softly, then said, “If I see you again, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Sunny hadn’t expected anyone to step up to defend her, because she really only had Sera and Fallon on her side, but it still stung that she was exiled so publicly and so harshly.  Humiliation burned her cheeks as she turned and hurried through the woods toward home.

      Which wouldn’t be home much longer.

      She’d packed her bag frantically while Sera and Fallon cried, both scrambling to put together what cash they could.  The enforcers showed up ten minutes after she’d arrived and told her to hurry up, so she wasn’t even getting an hour.

      One bag of personal items.

      Her old beater car.

      Hugs from her adopted mom and best friend.

      You’ll always be my daughter, Sunny, and you’ll always be part of our family no matter what.  Don’t forget that.  Don’t forget that we love you dearly.  Be safe.  Find people who will treasure you.

      The whisper about the safari park seemed like a pipe dream.

      Did it even exist?

      All she had was a state and a name, and she didn’t have time to stop and run a check on the internet or search on her map app.  She just had to get the hell out of Tennessee.

      If there was a safari park that was run by shifters, would they accept her?  Half-tiger, half-human, orphaned by her father’s pride when they came to kill her family because they didn’t believe shifters and humans should be together, and now exiled by the jaguar prowl that had taken her in.

      She’d always been other.  Too human, not enough shifter.

      One foot in two worlds that couldn’t be more different.

      Would she be too different for this place too?

      With the campground and her home far behind her, the only company the rumble of tires on asphalt as she hit the highway, she’d never felt more alone and uncertain.

      All she could do was drive.

      And hope.

      Maybe the safari park would be the refuge she needed and she’d finally find a place where she’d be accepted.  Or maybe it would be a dead end and she’d have to figure something else out.

      The exile made her miss her parents even more.  Her dad’s booming laughter and gray eyes that crinkled when he smiled.  Her mom’s kind heart and warm hugs.

      She’d had Sera and Fallon stepping in when she’d lost everything at age seven.  A chance meeting at a library had formed a friendship between her mom and Sera that had ultimately saved Sunny’s life.

      Now Sunny was on her own.

      For the first time in her life, it was just her.

      As scary as it was to be shoved out so fast, she believed she’d land on her feet.

      She had to be okay.

      There was no other choice.
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      Bear shifter Seneca Whitaker set the burger of the day into the paper basket and added a scoop of fries next to it.  The mac-and-cheese-topped burger was very popular.  He wasn’t sure he’d had a hit like this since the BBQ brisket burger a few months earlier.  He handed the basket to the customer with a smile and told them to enjoy.

      He’d be sure to let the other food workers know so they could put the popular burger into rotation.

      With the last customer in line served, he looked at his watch and got to work cleaning up.  His stall stayed open until eight p.m., and it was nearing that time now.  Then he’d get to grab dinner himself.

      He’d been working the burger stall in the Amazing Adventures Safari Park since he was a teenager.  He loved handling the grill, and making burgers was his specialty.  He usually worked the dinner rush, and his friend Tarquin—a fellow bear shifter—worked the lunch rush with his mate Lucy, an albino deer shifter.

      Seneca wasn’t lucky enough to have found his soulmate, but he sure as hell hoped she showed up soon.  He was only twenty-five, but he was so ready to find his soulmate and start a family.

      In fact, his bear had been acting up quite a bit the last couple of days, and it made him wonder if something was changing for him.

      Like maybe his soulmate walking through the big wrought iron gates of the park.

      The park had a safari tour, and the alphas of the different shifter groups—elephants, bears, wolves, gorillas, and lions—had agreed to send out free coupons to humans in the tri-state area listed as single in various government databases.  The hope was that some of the humans passing through the park would be shifter soulmates.  It happened, but not as often as everyone hoped.

      Plus, there was the issue of shifters being a very well-kept secret from humans.

      They didn’t know shifters existed and shifters intended to keep it that way.

      So if a human and a shifter were soulmates, the policy for their people was that they’d keep the secret until the human and shifter were in love so they could guarantee the human would keep the secret from their family and friends.

      Seneca didn’t care if his soulmate was a shifter or a human, he just hoped she’d turn up soon.

      He rubbed the space over his heart as his bear let out an agreeing grumble.

      Someone came up next to him, and he turned and saw his dad, Marcus, alpha of their bear clan, standing beside him.

      “Hey, Dad,” Seneca said, returning to the task of cleaning the grill.

      “Hey, how was the dinner rush?”

      “Good.  The mac and cheese burger was a hit.”

      “I bet.  It’s one to add to the rotation.”

      “I think so too.”

      The bears, along with a few other shifters and some of the soulmates who enjoyed cooking, provided food for the park patrons and for all the shifters who lived and worked there.

      “I was thinking we could have a strategy meeting for the food, maybe plan some food events,” Marcus said.

      “Oh?  Like what?”

      “Well, you know how we did colorful popcorn for the macaw?”

      “Sure.”  Seneca dropped the cleaning brush into the bucket and looked at his dad, who continued with his thought.

      “What if we did more stuff like that?  Like a themed day for the petting zoo, or for fall?  We could do sliders for a petting zoo promotion, or something for Tank, like a lumberjack burger with maple bacon and sweet potato fries.”

      Seneca smiled.  “That’s a really cool idea.  I’ll start gathering some ideas and you can figure out when to do the strategy meeting.”

      “Perfect.”  He clapped Seneca on the shoulder and helped him finish closing up the stall.  Then they headed to the employee cafeteria, which was across from the security office, where lions and a few others handled security for the park.

      “I’ve been feeling a little weird,” Seneca said as they walked into the cafeteria.

      “Weird how?”

      “Like something’s going to change, or something’s coming.  Not bad, like I’m not feeling like something dangerous or wrong is going to happen, I’m just feeling a little off.”

      Marcus hummed.  “Maybe your soulmate is on the way.  Sometimes our beasts get an inkling about things.”

      Seneca’s bear let out a happy, hopeful chuff.

      “That would be awesome.”

      Marcus smiled but there was sadness there.  His soulmate Bethany, Seneca’s mom, passed away when he was young.  Bear shifters only got one soulmate, so his father would never have another, but he was hopeful the other bears in the clan would find their soulmates.

      They headed down a secure stairwell to the underground area where their people lived.  He parted ways with his dad at the bears’ private living area, where they all had small homes in a huge room that was decorated to look like the woods.  Seneca continued on to the marketplace, where the shifters could grab supplies from the small store run by a wolf couple, get manis and pedis from the soulmates of two of the shifters, or a makeover from another soulmate, or get meals three times a day from the cooks.

      “Yo!” Alfie called, raising his hand in greeting.

      Seneca waved and headed to the counter to order the dinner special—meatloaf and mashed potatoes—and after grabbing his tray and a drink, he found two of his good friends at a table—Alfie the wolf and Indio the elephant.

      It was late so the cafeteria wasn’t busy, but his friends were on a similar work schedule so they were able to meet up for dinner most nights.

      While they ate, they talked about their shifts.

      “Zero exciting things happened on my shift,” Alfie said.  “We had a couple of big tours on the safari, but it was pretty quiet.  We’re all booked for the VIP tours tomorrow, though.”  He waggled his brows.  “Maybe our soulmates will show up.”

      “That would be awesome,” Indio said.  “I’m the only one in the memory without a mate.”

      The elephants had only four members.  The gorillas and bears had low numbers in their groups too, but the lions and wolves had more.

      “My bear’s been acting up the last couple days,” Seneca said.  “Either of you have that going on?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “Maybe your soulmate will show up soon,” Indio said.  “And maybe she’ll have a couple of sisters or friends for us.”

      “Hell yes,” Alfie said.

      “I’ll keep my fingers crossed,” Seneca said.  “For all of us.”

      “Hear, hear,” Indio said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After they finished eating, Seneca still couldn’t shake the weird feeling from his bear.  Talking to his friends and dad about what it might mean just reinforced his thought that maybe there was actually something good coming his way.

      Like fate being kind and bringing him his mate.

      Leaving his friends to make plans of their own, he decided to head back topside and take a walk around the park.

      The park was set to close in an hour.  There weren’t many humans in the park still, but the security team was on patrol to ensure none remained once the gates were closed.

      Seneca stopped outside of the employee cafeteria and inhaled, tilting his head to listen to the park.  The air felt different, charged with anticipation.  He could hear people talking and milling around, and he could pick up the scents of the animals in the paddocks and the food stalls that were all now closed.

      He opened his eyes and looked both ways before he followed his bear to take a circuit around the park.  He wasn’t sure what he was going toward, but he felt the need to simply walk.  He’d check out the paddocks and the safari tour, long closed but still with shifters milling around in their designated spaces in case any humans happened to get past the barriers, and around to the apartments in the back that were used by shifters who needed a home to show their human soulmate.

      Maybe he’d pet a few of the baby animals at the petting zoo or see the birds in the aviary.  Or maybe he’d just walk and take in the evening.

      His bear rumbled in his head, very loudly, and he stopped in front of the paddock of normal, non-shifting animals that included the unofficial mascot of the park:  Tank the grumpy moose.

      Turning slowly, Seneca felt compelled to return to the main part of the park.

      And this time, he didn’t question anything—he just walked.

      Was something waiting for him there, by the cafeteria and the security office?

      Or someone?

      His bear let out a curious bellow and his heart clenched.

      Holy crap.
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      The sun was setting and the world was turning a beautiful orange and gold as Sunny followed the signs from the highway to the park.  It was eight, and the park closed in an hour.  With each minute that passed, her anxiety grew, until the colorful sunset was more a taunt than something to enjoy, as if it signified time running out.

      Her palms were slick against the steering wheel, and she rubbed first one and then the other on her jeans, her stomach twisting as much as the road she was following.

      Her tigress, which she never really felt much except when she was emotional, seemed to be pacing in her head.  She didn’t know exactly what it meant, though, but figured the stress she was under at losing everything and not knowing what was going to happen when she got to the park was making her show herself a little more.

      She glanced at her fingertips, where she swore she could feel the prick of claws.

      What was happening to her?

      As she turned into the park, she saw a sandwich board sign with bold lettering:  CLOSED.  Come back tomorrow!

      Her heart sank as she braked.  But then she realized that there was no one in the small security booth next to the sign, so she steered around it and drove into the mostly empty parking lot.  A handful of vehicles were filing out, with several more in the large lot.  She parked close to the massive front gate and stared through the windshield at it.  For a second, she panicked.  Was the gate closed?

      Then she saw that the center of the gate was still open, wide enough to allow people to leave.  A family with young children was heading out, the kids talking animatedly as their parents smiled tiredly.

      Sunny got out and shut the door, inhaling the warm evening air.  She picked up everything she expected:  wild animals, food, and people.

      But there was something deeper and wilder in the air, and her heart clenched slightly.  Was she smelling shifters?  Could it be that Sera was right and there were shifters here?

      Her tigress stirred a little more and a strange feeling passed through her.

      It felt like coming home.

      Inhaling deeply, she straightened her shoulders and walked to the gate, slipping through the gap.  The open space past the gates had a row of turnstiles manned by a male and female wearing matching polos with the park logo on the chest.  Beyond them was an archway leading into the park.

      The male caught sight of her first.  “Um, hello?  We’re closing very soon, in about half an hour.  Did you need something?”

      Sunny walked to them, trying to hide the trembling in her hands.  “H-hi,” she said, grimacing as her voice cracked.  Her nerves were strung so tightly that she felt like her skin was going to split.  She rubbed the space over her heart as her tigress let out a particularly loud snarl in her head.  “I need to talk to whoever is in charge.”

      The male’s eyes narrowed and he put his arm around the female and drew her closer.  It was subtle, but Sunny saw his eyes flash to amber for just a heartbeat as he inhaled nearly silently.  He was a rugged sort, tall and muscular, and looked like he would bite the head off of anyone who got too close to the female, who was petite and looked perfectly calm standing next to him.

      Sunny envied her the freedom from worrying about things.  No one had ever watched her back like that.  Yes, Sera and Fallon had been by her side and stepped in as family, but not the way the male was doing right now.  Like he would raze a city to keep that female safe.

      Sunny inhaled and she found even her senses seemed heightened.

      They were wolves.

      So Sera was right.  Shifters were at the safari park.  Wolves, anyway.

      Then the female gave him a nudge and he said, “Let me call someone from security.”

      They moved a few paces away and he spoke to someone through a walkie that had been in a holster on his hip.  He arranged himself between the female and her, and Sunny was certain they were mates.  She’d heard that wolf males were notoriously protective of their mates.

      She’d never wanted something so much in her life.

      To be cared for, protected.  Treated like something precious and valuable.

      Her eyes stung a little and she shook her head, trying to dislodge the strange train of thought about romance and mating.  She was there to ask for sanctuary for herself, not find her happily-ever-after.

      After what felt like far too long, the male said, “Come over this way, our head of security is on the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunny waited near the two wolves but away from where the park patrons were exiting.  She’d been waiting a few minutes, and her body was a ball of nervous energy.  She was about to pace a little just to burn off some of the energy when three big males appeared, walking toward her.  In the lead was a male with dark blond hair and a grimace.  They were wearing polos with the park’s logo the same as the two wolves.

      They stopped a few feet away and she froze, knowing she was in the presence of predators.

      Lions to be exact, judging by the tall-grass scent that emanated from them.

      Sera hadn’t told her anything about the shifters in the park, only that there were some there.  But wolves and lions?  It seemed like an odd combination.

      “I’m Jupiter, head of security,” he said, his tone full of authority.

      “I’m Sunny.”  She hesitated, because while they were away from the exit, there were humans still leaving the park and she couldn’t say much.  The secret of shifters was far too important to take any risks.

      Jupiter inhaled, his nostrils flaring, and then he said, “Follow us to the security office.  We can talk there.”

      The males turned and Sunny followed them into the park.  The security office was a small building with a lobby containing a few chairs and a counter, and several rooms that looked like they were for surveillance.  There were windows that looked out into the park, and the place smelled of shifters.  She picked up scents of wolves and lions and also bears.  She was beginning to think that this place had a lot of secrets.

      And how the heck had Sera even known about it in the first place?  She hadn’t told Sunny who’d told her about the park.

      When the door was shut, Jupiter cleared his throat.  “This building is soundproof and there are no humans in here.  You’re a shifter, but I can’t peg your beast.  You look stressed and exhausted, but I have a few questions.”
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