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      There wasn’t anything that Ford Anderson liked better than being in his shift.

      Well, maybe fixing something that was broken.

      But running with his herd under the stars as the chill of fall took hold and the world slowly turned toward winter?

      He freaking loved that.

      The wind rushed by him as his hooves pounded on the hard-packed ground of their farm in Little River, a hundred acres of mostly forest, with fields carefully cleared so they had plenty of room to run when they took to their stallion forms.  His muscles bunched and released as he ran, every stride a testament to being born a stallion shifter.

      His alpha and best friend, Crew, was in the lead; his mate, Zara, who was the non-shifting daughter of a stallion, was on his back.  As Ford and Crew wheeled around the back of the field, they whinnied to the others—Avi and his jaguar mate, Fallon, in her furry form and racing with a yowl, and Grey and his human mate, Tatum, on his back, her whooped cheer echoing in the night.  The last of their herd members—Dexter and his human mate, Nancy, and Khyle and his wolf mate, Tris—hadn’t joined in the shift that night.

      Ford extended his stride, pulling into the lead of their small herd, joy reverberating inside him every time his hooves hit the ground.  His stallion freaking loved to run with the herd.  But as they reached the big barn, his excitement started to wane.

      His friends stayed with their mates in the clearing behind the barn, leaving Ford to return to his human form alone inside the building.

      While the farm was private and far from where anyone might see them, they never took a chance that a human might witness them shift, since shifters were a secret kept from humans.

      The only way a human would know about shifters was if they were a shifter’s soulmate.

      Like Grey’s soulmate, Tatum.

      Ford shifted back to human and grabbed his jeans, tugging them on and shoving his feet into his boots.  Walking back outside into the dark night, he watched his friends and their mates as they moved around the space near the barn.  The three couples were completely absorbed in each other, sharing the special time of shifting together.  He loved them—hell, they were his only family—but sometimes watching them hurt like hell.

      He was the only unmated male in the herd, a broken record of loneliness that had been slowly getting louder as his friends found their mates.

      But he wasn’t the sort of male to feel sorry for himself or wallow.  He was just going to trust that his soulmate was out there somewhere and he’d meet her when the time was right.  Fate would bring them together at the right time—which was a saying that every shifter who waited to find their soulmate said when the nights got lonely and the days stretched ahead.

      He sure as hell hoped that fate would hurry up.

      Turning from the scene of his friends and their mates, he put on his hoodie and then walked to the nearby storage barn and took a walkie from the charging rack and clipped it onto his belt.  It was his night to handle security for the herd, a responsibility that he’d taken on as the only unmated member.  The others took night shifts a few times a month, but Ford handled the majority of them.  They’d been sweeping the farm at night ever since an unhinged stallion shifter decided the farm should be his and their herd should be wiped off the face of the earth.

      Ford wasn’t about to let that happen.

      He set out across the field.  The night was quiet now that he was away from the herd as they moved into the barn and returned to their human forms.  He heard a coyote in the distance, and there was a faint smell of smoke in the air.  He paused, inhaling and sorting through the scents, and the smokey smell disappeared.  Colton, the bastard who thought he should run the farm with his herd, had used fire to get to their people.  Now every time Ford smelled smoke from a neighboring farm, it put him on edge.

      When he couldn’t pick up the smell of smoke anymore, he knew it was the wind that had brought it from a distance away and they weren’t in danger.  He sometimes felt paranoid, but there was nothing paranoid in worrying about the male who was trying to take them all out.  Paranoia was keeping them safe.

      His friends could rest tonight because Ford was on his toes and watching for danger.  It was a job he took very seriously.

      Staring into the dark woods that surrounded the farm for a little longer, he set back on his route, trekking the entire farm at the start of the shift before focusing on the area around the house and barns.  There were some cows and a goat in one barn, a coop full of chickens nearby, and gardens that had been tilled down for the coming winter.

      The air was crisp and cold, biting at his lungs as he walked, listening and watching for anything out of the ordinary.  He always hoped it was a quiet night.  Because the alternative meant their enemy had gotten by their defenses.  And Ford hoped to hell he never saw Colton or his herd again, although he doubted he was that lucky.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning, just as the sun was starting to rise and bathe the farm in golds and oranges, Ford put the walkie back in the storage barn and headed to the farmhouse to grab a bite before hitting the sheets.

      “Morning, man,” Crew said.

      Ford yawned a greeting.

      “Nights are rough, huh?” Zara asked as she pushed a plate of breakfast sandwiches his direction on the kitchen island.

      “It’s no picnic,” Ford said.  “But it’s a necessary evil.  At least until that bastard Colton moves the hell on and leaves us alone.”

      “Definitely,” Crew said.  “We haven’t heard from him in a while, but he tends to attack and then bide his time, like he thinks we’ll forget he’s got a vendetta against us.”

      Colton and his herd had come to Little River after their herd was nearly destroyed by humans rounding up what they thought were wild horses.  Only six had survived, including Zara.  Colton had decided that he’d just take over the farm and be the alpha, and when Crew and Zara mated, and Crew kicked Colton out of their territory for good, he’d gone nuts.

      Attack after attack, focusing on anything he deemed a weakness.  He wasn’t above attacking the females, including abducting Tatum from the library where she worked, and trying to take Fallon from the farm.

      “Well,” Zara said, “he’s down to three people now, including himself.  He has to realize that he can’t win against us.  The Little River Herd is here to stay, period.”

      “Damn right,” Crew said.

      Zara left the two of them in the kitchen after giving Crew a kiss on the cheek.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you were looking a little bummed last night.  Everything okay?” Crew asked.

      “I’m the last one,” Ford said simply.

      “It’ll happen,” Crew said.  “I hate that saying, it’s so damn trite.  But it’s true.  Fate works how it works in its own time, and sometimes it’s a bitch.”

      Ford chuckled.  “Feels like that.”

      “Can I ask a favor?”

      “Sure.”

      “Would you be Avi and Fallon’s escort to the park this afternoon?  She wants to hang out with her mom and Sunny.”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Thanks.  I’ll take the night shift so you can sleep when it’s dark out like a normal person.”

      “I appreciate it.  I don’t mind the night shift, but not all the time.”

      “I hear ya.  Thanks for escorting them.  And who knows?  Maybe fate is on your side and this is just the little quest you need to kick things into motion and find your soulmate.”

      “From your lips to fate’s ears.”

      Ford grabbed a second sandwich and said goodbye, heading upstairs to his room to catch some sleep before he escorted his friends to the safari park where several groups of shifters lived and worked, keeping their nature secret from humans.

      His stallion let out a curious, hopeful sound in his head and he wondered if the change of scenery was just what he needed to shake himself out of the funk he was in.

      If nothing else, escorting Avi and Fallon to the park got him out of the night shift.  Something like hope lit up in his chest, but he wasn’t sure if his stallion was excited to be going somewhere for a change of pace, or if there was more to it than that.

      He sure as hell hoped it was more.
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      The fluorescent lights hummed for a moment longer after Darcy Carver shut them off in the Pioneer Supply Company office, and then went out, plunging the small space into darkness.  She walked through the mom-and-pop hardware store, the scent of lumber heavy in the air as she made her way to the front door, where store manager Hal was waiting for her so he could lock up.

      “Did you have a nice day, Darcy?” he asked, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled.

      “I sure did,” she said.  “You?”

      “The missus said my delivery from the jerky-of-the-month club is at the house, so it’s clearly going to be an amazing end to the day.”

      “Enjoy,” she said with a chuckle as she stepped out into the cool November evening.  “See you Monday.”

      “Be safe, hon.”

      He pulled the door shut behind her and she heard the click of the lock.  Hurrying to her car, she sat behind the wheel and turned the engine on, waiting for the heat to kick in before she headed home.

      Her mind was on the weekend ahead and the baby shower she was hosting for her best friend Rhomi.  Darcy and the other member of their bestie-trio, Reagan, were excited to throw the shower for the first one of them to get married and become pregnant.

      She opened her phone to her to-do list.  She was supposed to meet Reagan at the Amazing Adventures Safari Park, where Rhomi lived and worked with her husband, Mercer.  Rhomi sold season tickets and Mercer was on the security team, and the two of them were far too adorable now that she was pregnant.

      A jungle-themed baby shower had seemed fitting with the safari park’s famous tour, so Darcy and Reagan had set about finding all sorts of wild animal decorations for the event.

      When the heat finally kicked in and took the chill out of the car, Darcy decided to stop by the grocery and get the last few items on her list.  She’d already picked up the cupcakes from a bakery in town, and Reagan had gotten the paper products at a party store near the mall.  But Rhomi had mentioned wanting to have a candy buffet, and Darcy wasn’t sure she’d gotten enough pink and blue candy.

      One more trip wouldn’t hurt.

      Plus, she was starving and the grocery had amazing rotisserie chicken.

      Dropping her phone into the cup holder, she put the car in drive and headed to the store.  She really couldn’t believe that her bestie was going to have a baby.  It seemed like just yesterday the three of them had gone to the safari park on a whim when Reagan had bought tickets for a bird show at the park’s aviary for her little cousins and they’d canceled.  Rhomi had met Mercer and the two had looked at each other like they couldn’t breathe right if they weren’t together.

      Love at first sight, it seemed.

      Darcy was well and truly happy for Rhomi.

      But she sure did wish she’d found her Mr. Right at this point in her life.  She hadn’t been looking for her forever guy, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t hoped he’d show up.

      She had zero prospects when it came to finding the future love of her life, and she couldn’t remember the last time she went out on a date.

      But this weekend wasn’t about her lack of a love life.  It was about her bestie and the sweet little bundle of joy coming into their lives in a few months.  She couldn’t wait to be an aunt—the favorite aunt—and share in the new chapter of Rhomi and Mercer’s life.

      Then someday, Rhomi would be an aunt to Darcy’s child.

      That was something she was really looking forward to.

      But for now, she’d focus on finding more pink candy.  She could think about her love life on Monday.
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        * * *

      

      The door to her second-floor apartment swung open just as she reached the top step, carrying three bags of candy and a rotisserie chicken in a plastic container.

      “Hey, I was about to leave for work,” her older brother, Cruz, said as he took the bags from her.  “I wanted to wait until you got home.  You stopped at the store?”

      “Yeah, I wanted more candy for the baby shower thing.  Plus…chicken.”

      “For the shower?” he asked, shutting the door once she was inside.

      “No, for dinner.  For me.”

      “Oh.”  He put the bags on the kitchen table and turned with a frown.  “You shouldn’t go to the store by yourself at night.  What if something happened?”

      She put the chicken on the table and hung her coat on the back of the kitchen chair.  “I’m home now.  Nothing happened.”

      He let out a grunt of brotherly disapproval.  “You shouldn’t be out by yourself at night, it’s just not safe.  I know you read the news online.  You know there are creeps out there looking to snatch vulnerable women.”

      She stared at him for a moment, seeing the concern on his face.  He’d always been protective of her, but since their parents died five years ago, that protectiveness had amped up by a thousand.  “I appreciate you looking out for me, but I’m fine, I promise.  I was careful.”

      As the tension left his face, it was replaced with weariness.  It was hard to believe that they’d been living together for a year.  He’d shown up at her door with his belongings in a few bags and boxes, after finding out his girlfriend had been cheating on him for most of their relationship.  He paid half the rent and utilities, and he was gone nights at his security job, but the apartment wasn’t really big enough for the two of them.  Unfortunately, rent in New Jersey was crazy expensive, and she wasn’t about to send him packing with no place to go.

      So they made do, with her in the bedroom and him camping out on the pull-out couch in the family room.

      He helped her unload the bags and asked, “They really don’t want to know what they’re having?”  He laid the bags of pink and blue candy on the table.  She’d managed to find several bags of pink and blue candies—from pink gummy bears to blue raspberry suckers—to add to the items she’d ordered.

      “Nope.”

      “I’d want to know.  So I could decorate the nursery.”

      “I think I would too, but they went neutral—all the stuff on her registry is beige or pale green.  Jungle prints, baby wild animals.  It’s very cute.”  She’d seen the apartment nursery when they first started decorating it.  The apartment complex was for park employees, but there were only eight units available.  Mercer had an apartment there and she moved in pretty fast.

      Love at first sight made people do that kind of thing.

      Rush in where others might walk cautiously.

      She moved the candy into the storage box to carry it to the park tomorrow, letting herself drift into a quiet daydream.  Someday, she’d have her own happily ever after, just like Rhomi.  With the kind of guy she could rely on, and who also wouldn’t mind that her brother tended to lurk like an overprotective shadow.  She wanted a future with a guy—love and laughter and family dinners.

      But with Cruz camping on her couch, the idea of bringing a guy home—even for coffee—felt impossible.

      “Darce?”

      She dropped the bag of strawberry hard candies into the box and looked at Cruz.  “Yeah?”

      “I called your name like four times.  You okay?”

      “Yeah, just thinking.  About Rhomi finding her forever guy.”

      He grimaced a little.  “I’m going to work.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “You too.”

      He squeezed her arm as he walked by and she smiled.  She followed and locked the door when he was gone.

      She pulled her phone from her pocket and called Reagan.

      “Did you get the baby bingo cards?” she asked when Reagan answered.

      “Hello to you too.”

      “Sorry.  Hi, Reagan!” she said over-the-top cheerfully.

      “Hi, Darcy.  And yes, I did.  And I got a travel mug and gift card for the winner.”

      “Love it.  We’ll have a ball tomorrow.”

      “It’s going to be amazing,” Reagan said.  “Rhomi is definitely going to cry when she sees it all.”

      “Happy tears for our bestie.  Tomorrow’s going to be so much fun.”

      “I’ll see you at the park at one,” Reagan said.  “Remember Rhomi said to meet Mercer at the employee parking lot and that the guard at the lot would know we were coming.”

      “Gotcha.  See ya then!”

      She ended the call with a smile on her face.  Then she debated on eating dinner or double-checking her list for tomorrow, and decided once her stomach grumbled, that dinner should be first.

      Tomorrow was going to be amazing.

      Her best friend was starting an incredible new chapter of her life, and Darcy was tickled to be part of the fun.

      Darcy couldn’t shake the flutter in her chest, a sense that tomorrow held more than colorful balloons and sweet cupcakes.

      What that something more was, Darcy didn’t know.  But hope bloomed inside her all the same.
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      Ford put on the blinker to turn into the Amazing Adventures Safari Park on Saturday afternoon.  Avi and Fallon were in the second-row bench seat of the truck, Fallon practically buzzing with excitement at seeing her mom and sister.

      Ford’s thoughts were churning in his head, his stallion letting out curious whistles as they drew closer to the park.

      Hanging a left, he drove to the security booth that blocked off the employee lot.  At one time, it had merely been a booth with a wooden security bar to stop people from getting to the employee lot and the gate in the high stone wall around the park.  But now, after an attack from another shifter group, the employee lot had been fully fenced, with the security booth staffed by a member of the park’s security team to let in those allowed to pass.

      “Oh hey, Ford,” Justus, one of the bear shifters, said from the open booth window.  “Seneca told me you guys were coming in today.  How’s things at the farm?”

      “Good.  How are you and Trina?”

      “She’s pregnant!  I’m deliriously happy.  Several staff members are starting families.  I think there’s something in the water.”  He grinned, pride and happiness shining in his eyes.

      “Congrats, man.”

      “Thanks.”  He hit the button to open the gate.  “Park anywhere.  I’ll text Seneca you’re here and he’ll open the main gate for you.”

      Ford nodded and waved, then headed through the opening into the employee lot.

      “Wow, that’s really awesome that so many are starting families,” Fallon said.

      They got out of the truck and headed to the main gate in the tall stone walls.  Fallon and Avi were having a baby too.  “Must be something in the water in the whole state of New Jersey,” Ford said.

      “Yeah, seems like it,” Avi said.

      The gate swung open.  “Seems like what?” Seneca asked.

      “Hey,” Ford said, fist-bumping the big bear shifter.

      “It seems like a lot of people we know are pregnant,” Fallon said.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a baby shower here today,” Seneca said.  He pulled the gate closed behind them.  “It’s for Mercer, who works in security, and his girl, Rhomi.”

      “How fun!” Fallon said.  “Where are they having it?”

      They walked down a path that would lead them out into the park, where the group was meeting up with Sunny, Sera, and Caesar in the employee cafeteria that was above ground.  Underneath the park, the shifters lived in private areas arranged by their shifter groups, and there was also a market with shops, offices, and a cafeteria.

      “We were cleaning the area around the safari to make room for Sera’s coffee shop, and we found what used to be a botanical garden exhibit.”

      “You found a building?” Ford asked.

      “Pretty much.  It got closed down years ago after a storm damaged the glass roof, and I guess it just got forgotten.  It was overgrown as hell, so we had to gut it and clean it, but we managed to save a lot of the plants.”

      “Will it be opened again?” Avi asked.

      Ford paused as they entered the park, his stallion pricking his subconscious.  His chest tightened as anticipation thrummed in his veins.

      But for what?

      He realized the group had left him behind, and he hurried to catch up to them.

      Then a sweet and wild scent caught his attention.

      The source?  A female carrying a storage tub with a box tilting precariously on top.

      He raced forward, snatching the plastic box of cupcakes with one hand before it hit the ground, and catching the bottom of the tub with his other hand to keep her from dropping it.

      She let out a little gasp and looked at him with wide hazel eyes.

      “Good hands.”

      He grinned as everything felt suddenly right inside him.

      Holy crap, she was his soulmate.

      “I have good timing too,” he said, grinning.

      She put the tub down and he handed her the cupcakes.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Let me carry the tub for you,” he offered.

      “That’s so sweet.  I’m Darcy.  My friend Rhomi is having a baby shower here and I was trying to carry too much in one trip.  I overestimated my ability to keep the cupcakes stable.”

      “I’m Ford.  I came with my friends who are visiting family here at the employee cafeteria.  I live on a farm in Little River, and was happy to get away from the chores for the afternoon.”

      He lifted the storage box, which wasn’t heavy so much as awkwardly large.

      “Ford?” Avi called.

      He looked over his shoulder and smiled.  “I’ll catch up to you guys later.”

      “Got it.”  Avi gave him a thumbs-up and Ford smiled.

      “Lead the way, beautiful,” Ford said.

      Darcy’s cheeks pinked, adding a lovely hint of color.  As they walked, he took every chance he could to sneak peeks at her.  She was gorgeous.  Petite and curved in all the right places, wearing a pale green dress that highlighted her chestnut hair that fell past her shoulders in thick waves.

      He wanted to make small talk, or any kind of talk, but he was positively tongue-tied.  His stallion wasn’t short for things to say, whinnying non-stop in his head.  But he knew that Darcy was human and wouldn’t know about shifters, so he had to keep his stallion’s nature to himself.

      Until he won her heart, though.  Then he could tell her everything.

      But how would he even go about that?
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        * * *

      

      Ford held the door of an old glass-walled building open.  Darcy wiggled by him, and he caught another hint of her sweet scent.  His stallion pushed at him, making all sorts of demands related to bringing her back to the farm or hurrying off to a corner for some privacy, but he ignored them and focused on helping her.

      When she was through the door, he followed and set the tub down near an arch made of balloons.  There were a dozen round tables covered with linen tablecloths and topped with vases of tropical greenery, a long table for holding trays of food over Sternos, and another table with a sign denoting it was for gifts and cards.

      He watched Darcy as she set the box of cupcakes on the side of the food table with desserts and once more tried to think of something to say.

      “Thank you so much for helping me,” she said, turning to face him.  “It’s amazing how much stuff is needed to celebrate a tiny baby.”

      “It looks great in here,” he said.  “I’m sure the party will be amazing.”  He cleared his throat, his voice going rough with the push from his stallion.  “Looks like you’ve got it all handled.”

      “I don’t feel like it,” she said, her lips twisting into a grimace for a moment.  “My friend Reagan is my partner in crime, but she had to run out and pick up the gift that she and I went in on because the one we ordered ended up not getting delivered.  So I’m… all alone.  If you’re not doing anything?  Well, you probably are.  You said you came with your friends to visit people who work here…”

      Her cheeks pinked again as she pressed her lips into a thin line.

      “I just came along for the ride, I’m not really visiting with them.  If you need help, I’m happy to lend a hand.”

      She breathed out a sigh of relief and smiled broadly.  “Thank you so much.  I owe you one.”

      She put him to work, and he gladly stepped in, helping her hang streamers, move tables, and open some rusted-shut windows to let in the light breeze.  They worked side by side for an hour, and he learned that she worked in the office of a hardware store, lived with her brother in a too-small-for-two-people apartment, and had a penchant for movie theater popcorn and sour gummy bears.

      She’d asked him similar questions, and the banter between them had been easy and fun.  She had the best smile too, which showcased a hidden dimple in her cheek.

      “I had to get a different crib than the one we ordered—oh, hi!  Who is this?” a female said as she tugged a large box on a dolly behind her.

      “Hey, girl,” Darcy said.  “This is my new friend, Ford.  Do you remember Sera?  We met her earlier when she and her boyfriend Caesar came by to check on the shower planning.”

      “Sure,” Reagan said.

      “Sera is Ford’s friend Fallon’s mom, and he came with Fallon and her boyfriend Avi here for a visit.  I snagged him to help.”  To Ford, she said, “This is my bestie, Reagan.”
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