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        If someone truly loves you, they won’t tell you love stories, they will make a love story with you.
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      “I was going to pee my pants.” Bess giggled.

      Adelina Ransome turned and watched her very pregnant sister make her way back to their table. They had attended the wedding of Robin and Heather, two women who had fallen in love. Robin’s wolf had identified Heather as her mate, and now everyone was celebrating the human tradition of a wedding and reception.

      “Glad you made it,” Adelina snickered. She dodged Bess’s hand when she took her seat next to her.

      “If anything, I would have snuck off in the woods behind a tree and lifted this dress up.” Bess laughed.

      Adelina tried to imagine Bess doing that and burst out laughing. Her belly was humongous, and she more than likely would have tipped over trying to squat.

      “Addy! Don’t laugh. This baby is using my bladder as a pillow and always sending me to the toilet.” Bess sighed.

      “Well, it won’t be too much longer.” Addy patted Bess on her shoulder. A pang of jealously ripped through Addy. She glanced around, taking in the party that was in full swing. Music blared through speakers around the outdoor spread.

      Everything was decorated beautifully. White-clothed tables with fancy flower centerpieces were placed around the dance floor which was currently filled. The two families hadn’t spared any expense when it came to the occasion.

      The entire town had shown up for this celebration. The shifters of Howling Valley loved to party. Tasty food, endless drinks and music, was all they needed to have a good time.

      Addy tapped her foot to the beat of the music. She reached for her wine glass and took a sip.

      “You don’t have to sit here with me if you don’t want to,” Bess announced.

      “What are you talking about? I don’t mind keeping you company.” Addy held her glass and gave her sister a smile.

      “You are single and should be out there, not seated here babysitting your older sister because my ankles are swollen and I’m crabby.” Bess pushed her thick hair behind her ear.

      They were similar in looks. Both had dark auburn-reddish hair, and the same amber eyes shifters were born with. Most times they were questioned if they were twins, but Bess was older by three years.

      Addy, the baby of the family, was the only one single.

      Bess and their elder brother, Zeff, had found their mates. Both of them were happily committed to the one person the fates had seen fit to give them. Zeff was mated to Lynne, and they already had a five-year-old son, Junior.

      “I’m fine.” Addy reached over and squeezed her sister’s hand. Her wolf had been mostly quiet since they had arrived at the function. She’d walked through the crowds, stopping to speak with people she knew.

      But her wolf hadn’t said a word.

      It was frustrating being the only one of her siblings to not be mated. Her parents were constantly reminding her that she wasn’t.

      According to them, she needed to look harder or find someone where she could mate out of convenience.

      But she didn’t want to settle.

      Adelina Ransome wanted to find her other half.

      The one person the fates had chosen for her.

      She didn’t want to enter a relationship with someone just to have someone. What if she did, had kids, and then boom! Her mate presented themselves.

      There had been a few stories of where this had happened. Some worked out fine, while others not so much.

      Addy would like to think her wolf would be a jealous bitch when it came to her mate.

      Her parents meant well.

      Biggs and Clover Ransome wanted all of their children mated off so they could have a ton of grandkids. They were retired and ready for the next stage in their lives.

      Spoiling the future generation.

      Her parents were afraid she’d end up alone for the rest of her life. They also failed to remember that she was only twenty-nine years old. For shifters, that was still young, but her parents had practically labeled her an old maid.

      But in reality, she felt as if her biological clock had officially started ticking.

      Shifters were blessed with long lives. Her parents were well into their eighties and didn’t look a day over fifty.

      Searching for one’s mate was not as easy as it sounded. She’d grown up in Howling Valley and had yet to meet anyone who drew her wolf’s interest. Maybe her mate wasn’t in the area.

      What if her mate wasn’t a shifter?

      Addy didn’t care if her mate was male, female, or a blue man from another planet.

      She just wanted to find the one person who completed her.

      “I’m sorry, Addy. I know Mom and Dad have been pressuring you.” Bess turned her big amber eyes back to her.

      Addy shrugged. It wasn’t as if this was new.

      “Seriously, I’m okay. I’m happy for you and Zeff. I’m just being patient,” she fibbed.

      Bess stared at her, before looking away. Addy hoped her sister didn’t pick up on her little white lie.

      Addy was trying not to get down. It wouldn’t do her any good to burst out crying while they should be enjoying themselves. She loved her siblings and her nephew fiercely and she couldn’t wait for her turn to start having pups.

      “Well, don’t stress over it.” Bess stood from her seat and smoothed down her skirt.

      Guess she had read through Addy’s lie.

      “Where are you going?” Addy sat forward.

      “I’m going to get me some more punch.”

      “Here, I’ll go—”

      “No, I’ll get it. I’m not a complete invalid yet.” She laughed. She scooped up her empty glass and disappeared into the crowd.

      Addy eyed the dancers and chuckled. Most of them could barely stay on the beat. If she were out there, that would be her.

      “Okay, Addy girl. We are going to do this,” she muttered.

      She turned her head at the sound of her name being called. Two guys she had gone to high school with were walking past. Peter and Mario were best friends and known to be troublemakers. They were always the life of any party anywhere they went.

      “Hey, guys!” She waved to them, watching them head to the bar.

      Anything, girl? she asked her wolf.

      Her wolf whined but didn’t even lift her head.

      Just great.

      Nothing.

      She had the entire summer to look for her mate. Addy was a third-grade teacher for the Howling Valley elementary school and loved her job. Normally, she spent the summers having fun, but this year was going be focused on her.

      Maybe she needed to broaden her search.

      There were a few towns located near her where she could go visit. Determination filled her.

      She was going to go hunt for her mate.
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        * * *

      

      “So what are you planning to do? Just go around to different towns sniffing everyone?” Malissa cackled as if she had just told the funniest joke ever.

      Addy glared at her best friend.

      Seriously?

      Sniff people?

      “This isn’t funny,” Addy grumbled. Her wolf had more common sense than that.

      She’d just wait for the breeze to carry their scent to her.

      It was a beautiful day outside, and the two of them were lying out in Addy’s yard soaking up the sun. She couldn’t think of a better way to spend a lazy day then nude sunbathing, and drinking ice-cold lemonade to relax. The warmth of the sun kissed her bare skin.

      Malissa was a gorgeous girl, blonde hair, hazel eyes, and a curvy body that always snagged the attention of anyone with a pulse who was in her presence. They had been best friends since they were pups. Addy’s gaze ran over her friend, testing her wolf’s response.

      Nothing.

      The fact that both of them were naked didn’t bother either of them. Shifters were used to it. Shifting from a human form to animal, the clothes never survived.

      Addy rested her chin on her forearms and stared off at the woods behind her home. She enjoyed these types of days. Teaching third grade children was very stressful and time-consuming. Dealing with rambunctious children all day was exhausting yet rewarding.

      The summer break was her time to unwind.

      “Don’t take that tone of voice with me, young lady.” Malissa chuckled. “I’m just trying to find the humor in this.”

      “You aren’t feeling any longing to find your mate?” Addy asked quietly.

      Malissa grew silent. She played with the grass in front of her before responding.

      “I guess. I mean, I’m having fun being single, but it would be nice to come home to someone who loves me unconditionally, share a link with someone where I know I will always be able to count on them, and not be alone as I grow old.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence. Addy closed her eyes and focused on the warmth caressing her body. She tried to block out all thoughts of searching for her mate, but she couldn’t. It was overwhelming her, so she knew her wolf had to be feeling it, too.

      “Well, if you must know, Grove Hill will be hosting a pack run, and they are inviting shifters from all over to participate. It’s a social event, and I was thinking of going,” Addy said softly. A smile played on her lips. “And no, I don’t plan on walking up to everyone and sniffing them.”

      “If you want, I’ll go with you.”

      Addy opened her eyes and turned to her friend. Malissa had her infamous grin in place.

      “I’m sure we will have fun.”

      “We will. Even if we don’t find our mates, we can find something to occupy our time.” Malissa winked. Her friend was always the center of attention wherever they went. In college, she’d dragged Addy to all of the hottest parties and ensured she’d had a good time.

      Addy snorted, shaking her head.

      “What? They have some available wolves over there that are drool-worthy.”

      Grove Hill was located about an hour away from Howling Valley. It was another small town that was friendly to all paranormals. She knew a few people who lived there, and it would be a fun trip.

      “We’ll see. Not sure if I just want to hook up with just anyone.” Addy rolled her eyes.

      Shifters had healthy sexual appetites and great stamina when it came to sex. Memories of her last relationships came to mind. Addy wasn’t ashamed of her past. She’d had male and female lovers. Even now, if she wanted to scratch an itch, there were a few she could call and they would be over immediately.

      But that wasn’t what she was focused on. She could find good sex anywhere, but she wanted more.

      “Don’t count anything out now. You never know who you will meet.” Malissa shrugged. Her friend gave her that familiar look that she didn’t believe Addy would keep an open mind.

      “Okay. If I think someone is hot, I’ll go for it. Mating call or no.”

      “That’s my girl.” Malissa chuckled. “We need to take this time and live life to the fullest. We are young and free.”

      Malissa rested her head on her folded arms. Addy stared at her for a moment, not responding.

      Young and free.

      Having fun.

      She smiled sadly at her friend who clearly didn’t understand what she was experiencing. Maybe it was just the call to mate hadn’t hit Malissa yet. Addy was older than her by a few months.

      Her animal whined, sitting up from where she lay.

      What is it? she asked.

      Her beast snorted and didn’t say another word.

      Just great.

      Her damn animal was going to drive her crazy with her nonchalant attitude.

      Addy just prayed that whenever she did come into the presence of her mate, her animal would act a little interested.
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      Howling Valley.

      Cora Latimer stood at the edge of the woods and stared at the welcome sign to the town. Hope filled her that this would be her last stop and she would be safe here.

      She opened herself up and sensed the other paranormals living in the area. She breathed a sigh of relief. She’d heard it was a paranormal-friendly town, but she was going to have to keep a low profile. She had traveled a long way and was ready to stay in one place for a while.

      Her feet carried her into town.

      Hefting the straps of her bag onto her shoulder, she tipped her chin up. She was going to make a fresh start here. At twenty-five years old, she was ready to start living her life.

      Good things were bound to come from Howling Valley.

      Deep down, she felt it all the way to her bones.

      For some reason, she was drawn to this little hidden gem. Unsure why, but a week ago she was reviewing a map of Southern California, and her gaze had landed on the name Howling Valley. The way her body had reacted to the name, she’d known she had to come.

      The goddess above would lead her to her destiny.

      Cora had put all of her faith in the goddess to lead her where she was supposed to be.

      She’d researched the town, and when she saw it proclaimed it was friendly to paranormals, she knew it was to be her next move.

      It was far enough away from home that no one should be able to find her. She’d taken precautions of covering her tracks. If anyone was trying to search for her, they would follow her leads that would suggest she’d gone east.

      She’d arrived in Howling Valley last night and had set up camp deep in the woods on the outskirts of town. All of her personal belongs she was able to take with her were hidden away.

      She was one with nature.

      A witch who was grounded to Mother Earth.

      She had set up and hidden herself behind a ward. Forest animals strolled past her, sensing something odd, but weren’t able to see her or walk through her barriers she’d created.

      It was her safe haven and the only way she’d be able to sleep at night.

      As she drew closer to town, she pulled back on her powers, disguising herself. She wanted to check the townspeople out first before relaxing. She was sure there had to be a coven here. Eventually she would have to touch base with the leader if she were to remain.

      Not that she had any plans of joining one.

      A bitter taste entered her mouth at the thought of her former coven.

      If word that a powerful witch appeared out of nowhere, word might make its way back home.

      She couldn’t afford that.

      Not after she’d fought so hard to escape.

      It just about broke her to leave, but it was what was best.

      For everyone.

      Dragging in a trembling breath, she pushed the thoughts of her past away. She didn’t have a home yet, but she was determined to find one.

      She was in search of somewhere she could claim, and hopefully Howling Valley was it.

      Glancing down at herself, she had dressed as presentable as one could living in the wild. Her long navy skirt flowed around her ankles, her peasant white shirt was crisp and light. She’d brushed her dark midnight hair until it practically shined.

      What she wouldn’t give for a warm bath. She planned to search for housing. As much as she loved nature, a girl would kill for hot running water and a soft mattress to sleep on.

      In her travels, she’d occasionally rented a hotel room, paying cash only.

      Thankfully with her powers, she could alter people’s memories of her to not leave any trace of her behind once she left.

      She was tired of living out of her tent. It was time for her to find somewhere to call home. She was glad her parents had instilled in her skills to live off the land. It had certainly come in handy.

      Dallan and Lavender Latimer were loving parents who’d helped her escape the clutches of their coven high priest.

      She could remember the last time she’d seen her parents. Her father had distracted the coven who were hunting her down while her mother helped her out of town. Tears blurred her vision. She blinked them back. She had to remain strong. Her parents had risked so much to help their only daughter run. It pained her that she didn’t know what had happened to them.

      Were they captured?

      Punished?

      It was too dangerous for her to reach out to them to find out.

      She dared not think of her brother, Marden.

      He had sided with the coven.

      Even though it had been months since that night, the betrayal was still fresh and ran deep.

      Her only brother had betrayed her and their family.

      Cora arrived in town. She strolled along the sidewalk, keeping her head down. She didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention. She scanned the area, looking at the storefronts.

      The aroma of deliciousness hit her. Her stomach chose that moment to growl. She was hungry. She had been living off rations she’d collected and saved. She had a stash of money saved up that she had budgeted off of. She had done well, but eventually she would need to find a way to make a living.

      Today, she could splurge on a good hot meal.

      That was her one reward when she arrived at new towns. Trying to remain off the radar, she stayed away from major cities and their technologies, but instead stuck to slow back towns where they were behind the modern world.

      Cora was from Oceana, Washington, a small town located directly on the Pacific Ocean. Her previous coven may be locked in a remote area, but they had reach. The high priest—

      She cut her train of thought.

      No more thinking of them.

      Lifting her chin, she glanced around and found where the smell was coming from.

      Tina’s Diner.

      Her stomach rumbled again.

      “Okay,” she muttered. She stopped in front of the restaurant and hesitated for two seconds before grasping the door and opening it. She stepped inside, and immediately, her mouth watered.

      Yup, this was the right place.

      The decor reminded her of an early nineteenth-century diner, with large tables, stools, and vinyl booths that could fit an entire army. Her attention landed on a board on the wall of the waiting area. She ambled over to it.

      There were advertisements for piano lessons, electronics for sale, an upcoming country fair, automobile sales. Her gaze stopped on a piece of paper for an apartment for rent.

      That piqued her interest.

      Over the garage. Loft apartment with a small kitchen, bath, fully furnished and private entrance. Available now.

      The price was in her range.

      She tore off a serrated end that held the phone number to call.

      “Hello, dear. Can we help you?” a cheerful voice offered behind her.

      Cora spun around on her heel and greeted the woman with a smile. She tucked the tiny piece of paper in her purse so she could call them later.

      “Yes, table for one, please,” Cora said.

      “Sure, dear.” She was a plump woman with her hair drawn back in a tight bun. Her tag displayed her name of Barb. She grabbed a menu and utensils and waved for Cora to follow her. “Here you go.”

      Barb motioned to a booth near the windows. Cora stiffened at first, not wanting to be put on display, but she didn’t want to appear odd.

      “Thank you.” She took her seat and placed her purse on her lap.

      “You’re welcome.” Barb sat the menu and utensils on the table in front of her. “You must be new to town.”

      “Oh, what gave me away?” Cora raised an eyebrow. Obviously, the woman was very observant. Cora glanced around the restaurant, taking in humans and shifters.

      “A pretty thing like yourself, I would remember.” Barb laughed. She rested a hand on her plump hip and shook her head. “But seriously, hun, this is a small town, and we practically all know each other.”

      “Oh.” Cora smiled, trying to appear friendly.

      “But don’t worry, we welcome strangers for whatever reasons they blow into town.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Can I get you something to drink? Your server will be over shortly.”

      Cora scanned the menu and decided on a Coke. Barb gave her a smile and scurried off.

      Cora relaxed back against the booth. She picked up the menu and studied it. Everything on there made her stomach rumble. She eyed the prices and figured she could splurge even more.

      Barb brought back her Coke just as her waitress, Lara, came over. Cora found herself smiling at the funny banter between the women. She could easily see the two were friends. Lara and Barb made her feel welcome.

      “I’ll be back with your order soon. The kitchen isn’t busy now. You just beat the lunch rush,” Lara said. She gave Cora a wide grin before walking away.

      Cora turned to the window and decided to people-watch. There were quite a few people milling round. The town was livelier than she initially thought it would be, but then again, she’d arrived yesterday and hadn’t really ventured out.

      But now seeing it late morning, townsfolk were out and about strolling along the sidewalks. Traffic was light on the streets, and Cora got a sense of a cozy community.

      A few people looked at her through the window, offered a smile and a nod. She relaxed even more.

      This was the right choice.

      She was sure of it.

      “Here you go, darling. Let me know if you need anything else.” Lara arrived with her plate.

      Cora’s mouth watered at the sight of her fried chicken special. It had sounded good on the menu and looked even better on the plate.

      “Thank you.”

      Lara gave a wave and moved on to another table where Barb had just seated them.

      Cora took her time eating her meal. It had been at least a week since she’d had a hot
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