
  
    [image: Taming Her Mate]
  


  
    
      TAMING HER MATE

      The Nightstar Shifters 6

    

    
      
        ARIEL MARIE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: RNB Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “There is never a time or place for true love. It happens accidentally, in a heartbeat, in a single flashing, throbbing moment.”

        Sarah Dessen
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      “There. I’m finally unpacked.” Kardia Markway sighed. Her small cabin was perfect for her. The sense of home overcame her. She wasn’t sure if it was the house or the town. But all she knew, she felt safe and secure in Howling Valley.

      It had been two weeks since she had arrived. Her grandfather had made arrangements for her to move to the little Southern California town.

      Why had she needed to move to Howling Valley?

      Mainly due to her last name.

      She was a Markway, and her family was one of the oldest shifter families around. Her grandfather was a member of the council, and due to recent events where the council had stripped an alpha of his pack and power, there was heat on their family’s name.

      Kardia glanced at the clock on the wall. She was expecting company, and knowing her grandfather, he would be on time.

      “I better hurry up,” she mumbled. She ran into her bedroom and snagged her sandals. She threw them on and went into the bathroom to take one last look at herself. Her golden-brown skin glowed, her amber eyes were wide and almond shaped. She considered herself pretty with her dark hair resting on her shoulders. She had recently washed it and decided to flat iron it.

      Kardia grabbed her comb and ran it though her hair again to ensure she was presentable for the meeting she was about to attend with her grandfather. Satisfied with her appearance, she left the bathroom and went back into the living room. The cabin was a cute two-bedroom home with ample room for her. It was in the middle of the woods located on the Nightstar Pack grounds. She had yet to meet her neighbors who were not too far from her cabin.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “On time as usual,” she muttered.

      Opening the door, she was met by a council guard while the others stood next to the SUVs parked in front of her home. One nearest the first truck opened the back door, and her grandfather stepped out. He was dressed in his signature robes that were black and adorned with gold decorations. His dark dreadlocks were left down and flowing down his back. His eyes, the same color as hers, sparkled, and his gaze landed on her.

      He made his way to her and stood before her, a suspicion of a smile on his lips. Kardia grinned and flew into his arms.

      “There she is,” he murmured, enclosing her into his warm embrace. “It is so good to see you.”

      She stepped back and waved him into the house. He turned to the guard by the door and gave a slight nod to him. They would be uninterrupted.

      “I can’t believe you actually came,” she said.

      Kardia closed the door and found him wandering around the living room. He paused in front of a photograph of her parents, her, and her brother. It had been taken years ago before the night that had changed her life forever.

      Kardia tried to not think of the vicious attack she had suffered. A shudder rippled through her at the memories holding off in the distance. She wished to forget that night.

      “Of course I would come.” He turned to face her.

      Wyett Markway was the patriarch of her family. He had been a member of the council for years having inherited the seat from his father, and her father was expected to take the seat once Wyett died. Kardia hoped that day never came. She didn’t know what she would do without her grandfather. He had been her rock her entire life. From the moment she was able to walk, she would follow him around. Their bond was strong, and she missed him so much when he was away doing his duty to their people.

      “You are my granddaughter. Of course I would come and make sure you are safe.”

      “Well, I appreciate it.” Kardia smiled.

      Wyett was the one person who never judged her after that night and had stood by her side even when her own parents stayed away.

      Wyett walked over to her and stood in front of her. He didn’t say a word as he met her gaze. Her wolf whimpered, sensing her grandfather’s beast.

      “Can you sense her?” he asked quietly.

      Kardia nodded, closing her eyes. She inhaled and focused on her animal. Her wolf hadn’t made an appearance in almost ten years. She was broken.

      Defected.

      An embarrassment to her family.

      At least according to her parents. Her grandfather didn’t share his son’s opinion on her being unable to shift. He had been the one person she could depend on.

      “She’s there and happy you’re here,” Kardia said. Her wolf paced back and forth, excited that her grandfather had come to visit. Shame filled her that she wasn’t like the other members of her family.

      “We won’t give up, we’ll get you to shift.” Wyett said. He rested his hands on her shoulders. His eyes softened, and he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “None of this is your fault.”

      “I know, Papa,” she murmured. She held back the tears that threatened to fall. She sniffed and took a step back. She snagged her bag and put it on her shoulder. “Ready?”

      “Yes, we can’t leave the alpha waiting.”

      They exited the house. She locked up her new home and followed Wyett to the waiting SUV. One of the guards stood with the door open. She nodded her thanks to him before crawling in. Her grandfather settled in the seat next to her. Within moments, their caravan was on the road.

      “Why the meeting with the alpha?” she asked. When she’d first arrived, she had met with him and his mate. They appeared to be good, caring people. Matter of fact, now that she thought about it, everyone was welcoming. The few times she had ventured out in town, she had felt safe and already part of the community.

      “The alpha and I have some business to discuss after a particular event that occurred not too long ago that involved one of his enforcers. Also, he may have someone who can help you.”

      Kardia didn’t want to get too excited. She’d had plenty of people try to help her over the years, and no one was able to draw her wolf out. She leaned her forehead against the window. The beautiful scenery of the woods flew past. She would kill to be able to feel the warm earth underneath the pads of her paws.

      Her wolf whined inside her chest. Her beast missed the feel of the sun on her fur, the wind in her face, and the scent of the wild. Kardia had to find a way for her animal to get free. It was as if her wolf was caged inside her and the key was lost.

      They continued the rest of the drive in silence. She was happy her grandfather was with her. If he believed the alpha could help her then she would give whoever would try a chance. There was nothing worse for a shifter than being unable to shift.

      The SUV turned down a long, familiar dirt road. They had arrived at the alpha’s home with the driver parking in front of the beautiful property. Kardia sat up and hefted her purse strap onto her shoulder. A guard opened her door and assisted her from the vehicle. Wyett met her on her side just as the front door of the house opened with the alpha and another man stepping out onto the porch.

      “Wyatt, welcome to my home.” Evan Gerwulf was a large man whose voice rang out with a deep-rooted authority that even had her wolf sitting up to listen to him. He came down the stairs with his hand outstretched to her grandfather. The other wolf remained on the porch, leaning against a pillar. The two powerful wolves shook hands and slapped each other on the back. It was good to see her grandfather smile. He held such an important position, he was always under a ton of stress.

      “Thank you for having me, and again, I must thank you for opening your pack to Kardia.” Wyett rested a hand on her shoulder.

      Evan’s amber gaze landed on her. He offered her a smile and his hand. Kardia waved and took his hand in a firm shake.

      “Any member of your family is welcomed.” Evan’s stepped closer to her.

      The waves of his powers washed over her. His wolf rumbled low, reaching out to hers. She smiled softly, sensing her animal submit to his. Her wolf recognized his animal and knew Evan was safe and trustworthy.

      Kardia jumped at the reaction her wolf gave.

      Her wolf was practically purring her response to the alpha.

      Kardia urged her animal to shift.

      No. Her animal shrank back.

      “I can feel her. She’s frightened, and something is still preventing you from shifting?” Evan asked. He stepped back and broke the connection between them.

      “I still can’t shift. She pulls away from me the moment I mention it or try to get her to come forward,” Kardia admitted. She blinked back tears, not wanting to appear weak before the alpha.

      “I think I know someone who will be able to help.” Evan gave her a nod and turned back to her grandfather. He motioned to the house. “Come. Let’s go in and settle down. Your men are welcome to rest and relax. Decker can show them where. We are all safe here.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have a lovely home,” Kardia said. She faced the alpha’s wife, Jena. They had taken a walk along their property to allow Evan and Wyett to have their meeting. The path they were on was lined with beautiful greenery, tall, wide trees that appeared to brush the sky. Kardia lifted her face to the sky and inhaled deeply.

      Her wolf sighed, sitting up inside her.

      Well, if you came out, then you can enjoy this, she said to her animal.

      The wolf had the nerve to snort.

      “Thank you. Have you been finding your way around town?” Jena asked.

      She was very easy to speak with. Jena had shared stories of her family and friends. Kardia was slightly envious of the relationship Jena had with her kids. It would appear she and the alpha were close to their children. Kardia used to be close with her family. She never thought she would see the day they would be estranged.

      “I have and plan to look for a job soon,” she said. While exploring, she’d seen many businesses with Help Wanted signs in the window.

      “If you need help getting work, just let us know. Evan and I will be happy to make some phone calls.” Jena smiled. “Anything that piqued your interest so far?”

      “A few, but I’m trying to decide.” Kardia had studied to be an engineer at the direction of her parents, but it wasn’t something she was passionate about. Now that she was away from her parents, she could see what she wanted to do. As a Markway, she was to be great at something. When she’d been younger, her parents had her tested, and she’d scored at genius level in her studies. Going into engineering was an easy way to get her parents off her back.

      But she got no joy from it.

      For once she wanted to pursue something that she would be proud to do because she was passionate about it.

      What that would be? She had no idea.

      “It looks as if their meeting has concluded.” Jena motioned to her grandfather and the alpha who were waiting for them at the end of the trail.

      Kardia smiled at the men and made her way to them.

      Wyett rested a hand on her shoulder when she arrived.

      “Everything good?” she asked. She was curious what the two had to meet about. It had to be important for them.

      “Of course, my dear. Evan is a good man, and he will be helping the council with some needs we have.” He gave her a squeeze before letting her go. “But you don’t have to worry about that. The alpha wants to share with us who he thinks can help you.”

      “I’m all ears.” Kardia exhaled. She folded her hands together and turned her attention to Evan. She watched how Jena leaned into her husband and his arm came to settle along her shoulders. She sighed, seeing how they were bonded together. The love energy that flowed from the two of them was beautiful. Kardia hoped one day she would have someone she could spend her life with.

      Fate, unfortunately, hadn’t blessed her with a mate.

      What she wouldn’t give to have someone be presented to her. She hadn’t given up on fate giving her someone. Kardia promised herself she would be patient.

      “Here in Howling Valley, there is a powerful coven, the White Lotus. Their coven has been around for hundreds of years. I spoke with their priestess, and they want to help.”
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      “One. Two. Three.” River spun around with her hand in the air.

      “All eyes on me,” the children in her class chanted.

      Quietness fell around them. It was time for them to head outside where they got to get creative and have a hands-on experience.

      River eyed them all. They had got a little excited and were being kids, but she was entrusted to educate them. This was Magic 101 for the kiddos. Ten bright-eyed seven- and eight-year-olds stood in line and waited for her.

      But if they weren’t going to behave, then they would have to go to plan B.

      And this lesson was to be fun. River held back a smile and lowered her hand. Her kids were great, it was just the excitement of doing their first experiment.

      “That’s better. Now, I want to give you clear instructions that you have to hear, and if you’re talking, then you will miss out on something important.”

      Nods went around, and her heart melted. These children were all members of her coven, and part of their normal curriculum included learning witchcraft.

      River Delacroix was a witch and proud of it. Her family could be dated back centuries and were a vital part of their coven, the White Lotus. Her grandmother was the current serving priestess. Howling Valley was where she had grown up. The town was a mix of humans and the paranormal. One thing River loved so much about Howling Valley was the peace and harmony of everyone who called the town home.

      A small hand in the air grabbed River’s attention.

      “Yes, Winter?”

      “We’re sorry, Miss Delacroix,” Winter said. The small girl with two black pigtails and wide eyes put her hand down. “We’ll behave.”

      The rest of the kids nodded and murmured their agreement.

      “Thank you, Winter.” River walked over to her desk and motioned to Winter. “Would you be so kind as to help me pass out baskets to everyone?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Winter got out of line and came to River.

      She handed the little girl ten baskets that were setting on her desk.

      River grabbed her sunglasses and moved over to the door that led to outside. She opened it and smiled. The children held their baskets, their faces lined with excitement.

      “No running. Don’t go too far away from me. Do not go into the woods alone. I should be able to see you at all times.” She gave a few more rules and held back a laugh at the dazed looks appearing on their faces. “Okay, let’s go. Sam, since you’re last in line, please make sure the door closes behind you.”

      “Yes, Miss Delacroix.”

      River guided her class outside, and they headed toward the back of the school. There was a small pathway that led them to their destination. The children’s excitement was infectious. River loved what she did and wouldn’t give it up. Young ones at this age were very impressionable and open to magic. Today, they would learn how to appreciate Mother Earth, identify, and collect their supplies. Once back in the classroom, they would complete their first potion.

      They arrived at their destination. Before them were fields filled with bright, beautiful dandelions. River turned to her class and grinned.

      She held up her hand, signaling she wanted their attention. Their conversations died down. Gasps went up in the air as they took in the sights before them.

      “We are here to gather dandelions,” River announced. Before she let them go to gather the yellow flowers, she wanted to throw in a quick lesson. “Does anyone know what a dandelion can mean?”

      “Beauty?”

      “Love?”

      “They taste nasty.”

      Giggles went around.

      “All of you are correct.” River laughed. “Dandelions are very helpful. As you grow in your journey to be great witches and warlocks, you will come to understand this plant that many humans believe is a weed. But to our kind, it can be a powerful ingredient when you need to perform spiritual communications, purification, summoning, and healing. Even warding off dark thoughts and other bad things.”

      River’s primary focus was healing. She had studied under her mother and aunt. One of her primary duties in the coven was that of a healer. Teaching was a passion of hers. One summer, the Magic 101 teacher in the elementary school had taken personal leave. River had been asked to substitute, but when the other teacher didn’t return, River had stayed on.

      After she gave their final instructions, the kids took off running and screaming toward the fields. River remembered being their age and how excited she was in her first magic class. The children scattered along the field, going to work.

      The day was perfect with the bright sun high in the clear-blue sky. She couldn’t have asked for a better day. The sounds of their laughter and excited chatter filled the air. River pushed her hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear.

      She stiffened, sensing a presence behind her. River glanced behind her and took in her grandmother, Jimma Jinx. Her long gray hair was in a single braid that rested on her shoulder. For a woman who was pushing ninety years old, she didn’t look a day over fifty. The elder witch made her way to River’s side.

      “Ah, the dandelion lesson. This is a good one.”

      “I learned from the best.” River smiled.

      She glanced over at Jimma, who was enraptured by the children. Her grandmother loved all members of the coven, but she always had a soft spot for the little ones. The dandelion lesson had been taught to River by her grandmother. River knew she was one lucky witch. She was blessed by the goddess with an amazing family.

      “You sure did.” Jimma winked at her. “I almost forgot why I came here.”

      “It wasn’t to come visit your favorite granddaughter while she’s at work?” River teased.

      “That’s always an excuse,” Jimma said. She reached over and cupped River’s cheek. Her smile slowly faded, and the high priestess dropped back and turned her attention back to the munchkins. “I was contacted by Evan Gerwulf.”

      “The wolf alpha?” River stilled. It had been a while since the alpha had to call on their coven. The last time was when a new witch had blown into town being hunted down by her former coven. Cora Latimer, the mate of Addy Ransome, was a very powerful witch who they’d openly accepted into the White Lotus. Her former priest had wanted to use her powers for black magic, but he had been no match for Cora.

      River worked with Addy, who was a third-grade teacher at the elementary school. She was a wolf shifter who was madly in love with her witch.

      River had befriended both of them. They were fated soul mates, and anyone within a five-mile radius could see they belonged together.

      River bit back a sigh, thinking of the beautiful couple. She prayed to the goddess that one day she would be blessed to meet her special someone. All witches were born with a “knowing” inside them. When their other half was presented to them, they just knew. It was the moon goddess who chose the perfect person for them.

      All witches were taught about “the knowing.” That conversation was just as vital as the “birds and the bees” chat.

      River would be patient and wait for her soul mate to present themselves to her.

      “What did the alpha want?”

      “There’s a new wolf who recently moved to Howling Valley who is in need of healing.”

      “Healing? But shifters can self-heal with shifting.” River was confused. Shifters had unique abilities to heal swiftly unless it was a fatal wound. But this was still an odd request. The shifters also had their own healers to rely on. Why would they need a witch healer?

      “That is the problem. The young woman cannot shift, and they are asking for our help with this matter.”
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        * * *

      

      River walked into her home and threw her bags down on the couch. She had been anxious for the day to end so she could go home to research. She kicked off her sandals and flew into her spare bedroom that doubled as her office.

      To be asked to help a shifter who couldn’t shift was an honor. If her grandmother believed she was the witch who could help the poor wolf, then she wouldn’t let her or the wolf down.

      River took a seat at her desk and booted up her laptop. She would have to do research before she met the wolf. Her grandmother had shared that the wolf was also practically royalty in the wolf shifter world.

      “No pressure,” River murmured. Once her computer came on, she went online and logged in to The Divinity, a secured message board for witches and warlocks. She wanted to see if there was any chatter of others who may have helped a shifter like Kardia.

      River paused, realizing it was the first time she had even said the wolf’s name.

      “Kardia.” River stilled, a fluttery sensation flickering in her belly.

      That was certainly weird.

      River blew out a deep breath and returned her attention to her computer. She began her search, going through as many message boards as she could.

      Her eyes grew tired. She rubbed them for the tenth time in a matter of minutes. River sat back. The room had grown dark. She glanced at the time stamp on the computer screen and saw it was after ten p.m.

      “Where has time gone?”

      Standing, she stretched out her aching muscles and blew out another deep breath. She had come across a lot of information. There had been documentation of witches who had created potions for shifters who had been stuck as their animals, others who shared stories of uncontrollable shifts, but not much information about being stuck as their human form and not being able to transform into their animals.

      River’s stomach chose that moment to make itself known. It had been a while since she had eaten lunch, and she now found herself starving. She anticipated a long night ahead of her. She had to keep researching. There had to be something out there that could help her.

      River left her office and went into the kitchen. She opened her fridge
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