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      Crew McCormick stepped out of the farmhouse before the first rays of the August dawn peeked above the horizon.  It was going to be a blazer and he wanted to get the worst of the chores finished up before it got too hot.

      He grabbed a pair of gloves from the hook on the porch and pulled them on as he strode across the yard toward the big barn where they kept the animals.  They didn’t have many—a few cows, chickens, and a mischievous goat named Daisy, who acted more like a dog than a goat and liked to get in the way and follow them around.

      He heard his friends—three of the five members of their stallion shifter herd—in the barn and wasn’t surprised to find them sitting on hay bales and talking, steaming coffee mugs in Grey’s and Avi’s hands, and an energy drink in Ford’s hand.  Their fifth herd member, Khyle, had left earlier to work with his dad Dexter’s construction company.

      After greeting his friends, they discussed the workload and plans for the day, then parted ways to get things done.  Their herd owned a working farm that they used not only to provide food for themselves, but was also a safe place for them to shift into their stallion forms without humans seeing.

      The secret of shifters had to be kept from humans at all costs.

      If a shifter happened to find his soulmate and she was human, he couldn’t tell her the truth of his shifting nature until they were in love and he could be certain she wouldn’t share the truth with anyone.

      Crew was looking forward to finding his soulmate, and of course, hoped it happened soon, but he wasn’t looking forward to having to keep a secret from her until he had her heart.  It would be difficult to lie to someone he knew was his other half.

      “Why you looking so serious?” Avi asked as he joined Crew to look at a broken section of fence.  One of the cows had rubbed up against the split rails and cracked one in half.

      “Just thinking about soulmates.”

      Avi looked at the fence and said, “A broken fence made you think about soulmates?”

      Crew smiled.  “No, actually, I was just thinking about the farm and that it’s safe for us to shift because there aren’t humans around, and that got me thinking about having a soulmate who’s human.”

      “Maybe she’ll be a shifter,” Avi mused.  “Someone from the safari park, maybe.”

      The park was run by a large number of shifters who lived and worked there—gorillas, lions, bears, wolves, and a few others.  They ran safari tours with free coupons to bring unmated human males and females into the park, hoping to find their soulmates.

      “I’m pretty sure there aren’t a whole hell of a lot of unmated females at the park,” Crew pointed out.  He was certain that at least two of the groups didn’t have any female shifters at all—gorillas and elephants—but he wasn’t sure about the others as they didn’t spend a ton of time at the park.  Khyle had lived with the gorilla shifters for a while before he rejoined the herd when they established themselves as the Little River Herd.

      “Good point,” Avi said.  “So human, probably.”

      “It would be nice if she was a shifter, so we wouldn’t have to tell her any lies at all or withhold anything.”

      “What would really be awesome is if she was a stallion.”

      Stallion females couldn’t shift.  It was the weird quirk of their DNA.  Only males could shift, but females could have sons who could shift.

      “You know what?  I don’t really care what she can or can’t shift into, or if she can even shift at all,” Crew said.  “I really would just like it if she showed up sooner rather than later.”

      “Hear hear.”

      They discussed the fence repair, headed into the storage barn for supplies, and got to work.  Even though Avi normally handled their crops, Crew appreciated him lending a hand in mending the fence.  Each of the stallions had a talent related to farming, but Crew was the jack-of-all-trades and just did whatever needed to be done.

      They also worked for Dexter’s construction company when they had free time.  It brought in much-needed income in the winter months and kept them busy.

      Now that Crew was alpha and Dexter was their only elder, a lot more responsibility was on his shoulders than when he’d simply been a herd member.  Which was why he was hoping to find his soulmate soon.  He’d love to have someone to share the workload with, to talk to about herd business, and of course, someone to share his life with.

      That’s what he longed for most.
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        * * *

      

      “Daisy, damn it,” Ford growled.

      Crew walked into the storage barn and found Daisy up on the hay bales, refusing to come down so Ford could get the hay to the cows.

      “She’s so freaking stubborn,” Ford said, planting his hands on his hips.

      Daisy bleated with a sassy tone.

      “You don’t know how to sweet talk her,” Avi said.

      He left the barn and returned a few moments later with a handful of sweet grass he’d cut fresh, which he used to lure her from the bales.

      “She’s so spoiled,” Ford said with a fond smile.  She was their unofficial herd mascot, left behind by the previous farmer.

      “She is spoiled,” Grey said as he returned from filling up the water troughs in the pen.  “But she’s worth it.”

      After securing the ornery goat in with the cows so they could graze and enjoy the morning, they worked together to get the rest of the chores done, and then took a break on the front porch with cold lemonade.

      The rocker creaked as Crew sat in it, looking out over their yard.  They all lived in the main house, which had eight bedrooms and three bathrooms.  Their paid caretaker—Tris—was a wolf shifter who was mated to Khyle, and they’d recently moved into the home they’d built on property owned by Dexter and his mate Nancy, who lived about a mile down the road.  For a while, Khyle and Tris had lived in the storage barn’s apartment, but they had a place of their own now and the apartment sat empty.

      They’d all come to Little River from other herds.  Crew had been seventeen when he’d been exiled from his herd and floundered for a while until he’d been directed to Dexter’s herd.  Then Grey, Avi, and finally Ford had finished out their herd.

      “The herd’s a lot different now than what it was when we all joined up,” Crew mused.

      “Definitely,” Ford said.  “But it’s good the way it is now—better, I think.  We’ve got Dexter for an elder, but we were able to bring Khyle back in with Tris, and she makes kickass fresh-squeezed lemonade.”

      “My ears are burning,” Tris said as she peeked out the front door.  “Lunch is ham and cheese subs and fruit salad, on the counter when you’re ready.  Crew, don’t forget you’re grilling tonight, the burgers are in the fridge.  And it’s laundry day, fellas.  Speak now or wear dirty shorts until Monday.”

      Crew grinned.  Tris was the best caretaker he and his herd could ask for, and it was icing on the cake that she was Khyle’s soulmate.  The male had been lost without someone to anchor him.

      Crew understood the feeling.

      “I need to grab my laundry,” Crew said, draining the glass.  “Then I’ll run into town for supplies.”

      “I’ll go along,” Grey said.  “I need to get chicken feed from the farm store.”

      “Sounds good,” Crew said.

      After getting their laundry into the big laundry room, they headed inside for lunch.  As Crew dug into a piled-high sub, he couldn’t help but feel like something was going to change for them.  Maybe one of them would find their soulmate soon.  He would like to vote that he hoped it was him, but he’d be happy with any of his friends finding their forever-girl.

      “Good things are coming to Little River,” he said.

      “I hope you’re right,” Ford said.  “I’m ready for all of us to find our soulmates and the herd to grow.”

      With a nod, Crew agreed.  He was definitely ready for that too.
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      “I just don’t see why we have to leave,” Zara said.  She winced as her voice seemed to make everyone in the clearing go suddenly silent, even the new alpha, Colton.

      She was the only female left in their stallion herd after human poachers found their people in their shifts in the clearing they had claimed as their territory in the Shenandoah Valley of western Virginia and captured many of them.  The alpha had wanted to plan the rescue to get their people back without revealing to the humans that shifters were real.  But Colton, his son, saw it as an opportunity to prove his dominance.  He’d underestimated the danger, and many of their people lost their lives in the melee—including his father and the human poachers.

      When Colton returned to the clearing where they lived in a few small, rustic cabins cleverly hidden in the thick woods, he had only three others with him.  Together, the six of them were the last of the Shenandoah Valley Herd.

      Now, she was the lone female in a herd that didn’t prize females as anything but broodmares, cooks, and maids.

      Lucky her.

      Colton gave her an icy look.  “Because the humans are hunting for whoever killed the humans.”

      “You,” she pointed out.

      Colton’s younger brother Weston rolled his eyes.  “The humans needed to die.  They couldn’t know why we set our people free.”

      Zara hadn’t been there for the rescue, of course; she’d been tasked with preparing a victorious feast for their return with their people, and only Asher, one of Colton’s lackeys, had stayed behind.

      There had been no victorious return, though.

      Everyone was dead save for the six of them.

      And now Colton wanted to leave the valley because he thought that somehow human investigators would figure out that horse shifters were real and were the ones behind the deaths of the poachers.

      But she didn’t say that.  She didn’t say anything.

      Colton didn’t care what she had to say and wasn’t interested in her comments, so she kept her mouth shut.  She didn’t have anyone to advocate for her with the males who ran the herd now—no family, no alpha female, no close friend to have her back.

      She’d always felt alone in the herd, but she’d never really felt the isolation quite like she was now.

      Talk about being at someone’s mercy.

      She let her shoulders droop and lowered her head enough to make it appear that she was acknowledging his authority.

      There was a tense moment where she actually held her breath and wondered if he might punish her for speaking out in the first place.  But instead, he cleared his throat and said, “I’m going to reach out to my second cousin, Avi.  He lives with a herd in New Jersey.”

      She lifted her head and listened as they discussed packing up their lives in a few vehicles and going to another state to join up with a herd.

      “What if their alpha doesn’t want us there?” Levi asked.

      “They won’t turn us away,” Colton said with a confident smile that made Zara think about car salesmen.  “I’ll call him and ask for a meetup.  I’m certain they’ll extend sanctuary to us considering we’ve lost our territory to poachers.  Plus, no alpha worth his salt would turn away another herd in distress.”

      There was something off about the way Colton was talking about the other herd, but she couldn’t figure out what was bothering her.  She didn’t trust Colton as far as she could throw him, but she really didn’t have a choice.  He wanted them to leave for New Jersey so he could ask for sanctuary from his second cousin’s alpha, so they were going to go.  All of them.

      Perhaps this new herd was a silver lining in the darkness that had surrounded them in the days since the massacre with the poachers.

      Perhaps this new herd would offer her a chance at a life where she could thrive.

      Even if Colton and the valley herd didn’t stay in New Jersey, maybe she’d find her soulmate among the new herd and wouldn’t be beholden to Colton and his antiquated ideals any longer.

      Of course, the other herd could be just like hers—stuck in traditional, old-fashioned ways that left her feeling like she wasn’t worth anything.

      When she knew she was, deep down inside.

      Fate wasn’t really her friend, though.

      She hadn’t found her soulmate and she wasn’t sure she ever would given the way their people remained so isolated and fearful of discovery by humans.

      She rather doubted that traveling to New Jersey and meeting with another herd was going to do anything but get them out of Virginia.  She didn’t think the other herd’s alpha would want a blowhard, egotistical male like Colton hanging out for long, and Colton wasn’t the sort to join up with another herd and abdicate his authority to another.

      So what the hell was the point?

      “Pack one bag each,” Colton said, snapping Zara back to the present from her wandering thoughts.  “Leave nothing behind that would point to us in any way.  We’ll leave in one hour.”

      Zara made her way to the tiny cabin where she’d grown up; the single-room structure had never really felt like home once her parents died when she was a teenager, but it was all she had.

      And now she was walking away from it.

      She knew she couldn’t stay behind.  Colton was alpha and she was required to follow him no matter what or face punishment.  He clearly expected her to go along with his plans.

      In the house, she packed a bag with clothes, shoes, and the few toiletries she enjoyed, and then she filled a small cooler with her foraging supplies: dried leaves, flowers, and fruit that she used to make salves for healing, along with teas and preserves to sell to humans to make money for the herd.

      The few photos of her parents went into her bag, along with the burner cell phone each herd member was given.  After grabbing her favorite books from the bookshelf, she took one last look around the tiny house and then stepped outside.

      “Move.”

      She startled and nearly fell off the step at Silas’s harsh tone.

      The second-in-command was another Colton loyalist.

      She was beginning to think she was the only one who believed Colton was an asshole.

      She glanced at his hand and saw a gasoline can.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re leaving no trace behind.”

      “But won’t fires bring humans here?”

      “They’ll assume it’s a forest fire.  Don’t ask stupid questions.”

      He shooed her toward the three waiting vehicles and she walked away, glancing over her shoulder to see him walk into the house, the sound of him pouring gasoline on the floor loud in the quiet morning.

      She got into the SUV driven by Weston, who was the least asshole-like of all the males in the herd—although he thought the sun rose and set with Colton, so he wasn’t really any better than any of them.

      “Got everything?” he asked.

      “Yeah.  You?”

      “Not much but clothes for me,” he said.  “We’ll be at the meeting place in about six hours.  I hope you like indie music.”

      She didn’t really care what played as they drove away, leaving the tiny cabins alight with flames that glowed brightly in the dense woods.  She wondered how many trees would be ruined because of the fires, how many small animals killed in the destruction that would follow a fire in August when the weather had left them with a terrible dry spell.  Couldn’t they have simply left the cabins?  Until the poachers had stumbled upon their midnight run, they’d never been discovered by humans.

      But it wasn’t up to her.  She watched in the side mirror as the flames grew larger, and then she focused on the scenery out the windshield.  There wasn’t anything for her in Virginia anymore.

      But what was waiting for her in New Jersey?
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      Colton Kane grumbled internally as the old SUV driven by his second-in-command, Silas, bounced along the rough-cut road as they left their territory.  Behind them, the herd’s homes went up in flames, destroying any evidence of who’d lived there.

      He was furious on a number of levels, the least of which was losing so many of their people during the damn rescue mission.  He hardly cared that among the casualties was his father, but he sure as hell cared about losing their home.

      He glanced in the side mirror at the car his younger brother was driving.  The passenger?  The only female in their herd now, and of course, it had to be the one female who was a constant thorn in his side.  Zara questioned everything he did.  She’d been far too independent for his liking when his father was alpha, but now he’d bring her to heel.  Fortunately, she had no family to support her and nowhere else to go, so he’d take joy in breaking her spirit.

      He wouldn’t mate her, of course, but she could be fun as a distraction.

      He rubbed the space between his eyes.

      “You okay, boss?” Silas asked.

      Colton snarled and ignored him.  He turned his phone over and opened the contacts, finding his second cousin Avi, who’d left their herd with his mother years ago.  Colton had a vague notion that they’d connected with her family’s herd and she had died at some point, but Avi hadn’t come back to the Valley Herd.  Instead, he had joined up with a herd in New Jersey.

      He thought for a few moments about what he would say to Avi to sound just desperate enough to not be seen as a threat to whoever his alpha was.  Once he met the herd, he could figure out how to go about taking it over for his own people.

      “Hello?”

      “Cousin!  It’s Colton,” he said, grimacing as he realized how over-the-top cheerful he sounded.  Dialing it back a bit, he continued, “It’s been a long time.”

      There was a pause, then Avi said, “Colton?  Well, no shit!  How are you?”

      “I’m in a bind, and I apologize that the first time we’re speaking since you left the herd is when I need your help, but I’m desperate.”  Damn, he hated that word.  Made him think of damsels in distress or some nonsense like that.

      “You are?  What happened?”

      Colton shared the events leading up to them abandoning their territory.

      “Holy crap,” Avi said.  “How awful.  How many of you are left?”

      “Six including myself.”  Unless Zara got too lippy, and then there would be five and he wouldn’t miss her for one millisecond.

      The pause that followed was significant.  “What can I do for you, cousin?”

      “I was hoping your alpha would be willing to give us sanctuary until we can find a safe place for our herd.”

      “I don’t know.”

      The hesitation was real, and Colton felt like he was going to lose a chance to easily get into the territory.  If he had to, he’d go in by force, but it sure as hell would be a lot simpler if he was invited.

      “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t in a bad place right now,” Colton said, turning on the charm.  “We just need some time to decompress.  Hell, we haven’t even grieved what happened to our herd.”  They’d buried their people in a mass grave away from the homes they set on fire, and they’d covered the bodies with acid to ensure they decayed swiftly.  “We need a fresh start, and we need time to figure out where to go.  We can’t live out of our vehicles; there’s too many of us and we’ll attract attention.”

      “Let me talk to my alpha.  I’ll call you back.”

      “Sure thing, thanks.”

      The call ended and he put the phone in the cup holder.

      “Do you think they’ll let us stay with them?”

      “Probably.  Avi was always family-first.  If I’m remembering right and his mom died, then he doesn’t have family except for me and Weston, so he’d want to do right by us.”

      “You wouldn’t.”  Silas glanced at him knowingly.

      “True.”  In fact, if his cousin had come asking for help, he probably would have attacked him and driven him, and his people, away.  But Avi was compassionate when it came to family, and that was going to be the way he got in with the herd.

      His phone buzzed a few minutes later.  “Avi?”

      “Yeah, listen, my alpha would like to meet with you and the herd members, but not in our territory.  I’ll send you a pin to a public park and we can all meet there.”

      “Sure, that’s fine,” he said.  “We’re still in Virginia, so it’ll be a few hours.”

      “Of course, see you then.”

      The pin appeared and he put it into the GPS.  As he looked at the screen, he minimized it until he could see the surrounding towns.  He wasn’t sure where Avi was exactly, but the herd would be somewhere with a lot of land so they could shift and run.  A farm, perhaps.

      “What if his alpha says he won’t help us?”

      “Then we’ll follow them to their territory and take him out.”

      “Okay, boss.”

      Dropping his phone into the cup holder once more, he settled back in the seat and closed his eyes.  “Do me a favor.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be sure Zara doesn’t find out that I’m planning to take over and claim the territory for the Valley Herd.  She’s just the type of nosy bitch to spoil my plans and warn them.”

      “She needs to be mated so her male can bring her to heel,” Silas said.

      “What, you volunteering for the job?”

      “Hell no!  She’s not my type.  Too independent.”

      “She’d be fun to break.”

      “Then you do it.”

      Colton opened his eyes and growled softly.

      “Sorry.”

      “Focus on the road.  I’ll figure out what to do with Zara in time.  For now, let’s just get to fucking New Jersey.”
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        * * *

      

      Crew sat at the kitchen table with the herd.  Tris and Nancy had shown up with their mates, set up a light lunch, and then joined the rest at the table.

      He’d been surprised when Avi came to him to tell him about his second cousin’s request.  Avi didn’t talk much about his former herd.  He and his mom had left the herd and joined up with the herd she’d grown up in.  Then she’d passed away and he hadn’t felt like staying in her herd without her was right, so he’d floundered a bit on his own and then found Dexter and joined the Little River Herd.

      “All right,” Crew said, leaning on his forearms and clasping his hands.  “Avi, tell everyone about your cousin’s call and then we’ll discuss.”

      As Avi told the herd about his cousin Colton, Crew mused on the situation at hand.

      “So,” Crew said when Avi was finished sharing what he could recall of the male who was now alpha of the Shenandoah Valley Herd, all of whom were currently homeless because of human poachers, “Colton has asked to meet with me to request what is essentially sanctuary so they can find a new territory for their herd.”

      Ford hummed.  “You didn’t say if this Colton is a good guy or not, Avi.”

      Avi shrugged.  “I was a teenager when my mom and I left and he’s older than me.  I remember him as being pretty typical for a next-in-line alpha’s son, egotistical and charming, but I don’t recall anyone having a real problem with him.”

      “We do have the storage barn,” Tris said.  “Where I stayed when I first took the caretaking job.”

      “It’s only a studio apartment, though,” Crew said.  “Colton said there are six of them including a female.”

      “A female stallion?” Nancy asked, her eyes wide.  “She must feel so alone among all those males.”

      “We could get cots for the others and set up in the main area of the barn,” Grey said.  “We could give them a place to stay until they can get settled somewhere in their own territory.”

      “We definitely don’t want to have them join us,” Crew said.

      “If I can ask?” Tris said.  “Why is that?”

      “Because you can’t have two alphas and two combined herds,” Dexter said.  “Herds run best when there is one alpha, and this Colton fellow just took over his herd after his father was killed, so I very much doubt he’d be willing to step down and defer to Crew.  That means our herds need to stay separate.”

      Crew looked at their only elder.  “Do you think it’s wise to even help?”

      “I think it behooves alphas to be kind to other herds, especially in a situation where they were displaced by humans.  Imagine losing Little River and the farm because some poachers thought you were wild horses?”

      Crew shivered internally.  It would be a hell of a lot easier if humans knew shifters existed, but that was not the case.  If he lost everything, he would hope another alpha would take pity on him and his people and give them a place to rest so they could figure things out.

      Something tweaked in his chest like a little flutter as he thought about the six stallions headed their way.

      He wasn’t sure what it meant, but he was curious about their people.

      “Let’s vote,” Crew said.

      “You’re alpha,” Grey said.

      “I know that,” Crew said.  “But this affects all of us.  If Colton wanted to meet with me for a chat and wasn’t asking for sanctuary, I wouldn’t need to vote.  But we’re talking about bringing six unknown stallions into our territory to live.”

      “For how long?” Khyle asked, putting his arm around Tris and drawing her close.

      “I don’t know,” Crew said.  “Thoughts?”

      “A week seems good, doesn’t it?” Dexter asked.

      “Agreed,” Crew said.  “We’ll share our food and supplies with them, and give them a firm date of a week before they have to head out and find their own territory.  All in favor?”

      He lifted his hand and watched as the rest of the herd did as well.

      “Then we’ll invite them to stay with us in the barn,” he said.  “Grey, you, Tris, and Nancy get the barn kitted out for them, then stand watch.  The rest of us will go and meet with them.”

      They parted ways to get ready to meet with Colton and his people in a park outside of Little River.  Something in his gut churned and he wondered if this was a good idea.

      He was intrigued by the female, but that could just be his loneliness piping up.

      But more than that, he wondered if he was making the right choice for his people.

      He certainly hoped so.
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