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      Artina

      The server sets down my Bloody Mary, which earns guffaws from my friends.

      “What the heck is that thing?” Mair says, as she sips her simple mimosa.

      “Listen, princess, I like my brunch drinks to also have sustenance,” I retort, sliding the large piece of bacon out of the liquid and savoring each bite.

      “Ack, we forgot to toast Mair,” Sonia blurts out, raising her glass, “To Mair, the most savvy philanthropist I know!”

      Grinning at her, I add, “The only philanthropist you know.”

      “Whatever, fine. But she’s kickass and the opening of Paranormal Orphanage and Academy is a momentous accomplishment!”

      Nodding, I turn to my best friend and raise my drink to her.

      “That’s a fact. What you and Murphy pulled off for orphaned shifter children is amazing, Mair. Hear! Hear!”

      The three of us clink glasses as the server returns to take our brunch orders. Once we order, Mair says, “I am really excited. It’s been crazy juggling this project with twin toddlers at home, never mind my royal duties, but we managed to pull it off.”

      “And you and Murphy had a home built up on campus, right? That should help.” Sonia says.

      “Yeah, although I will still need to stay in our sea kingdom home most of the time. My father made it clear he expects me to and, well, I have to give in to him at last once in a while.”

      Mair flashes her charmingly wicked grin and we all smile knowingly. The Sea King can be a bit much in his father-role, even with his mid-30’s daughter. His only child.

      “Are you all staffed up?” I ask.

      “I’ll say we are staffed enough for starting the school year, but we do need to flesh out the various departments more,” she responds, giving me a pointed look. “Why? Interested in returning to teaching?”

      “Oh, lord no,” I say dramatically, “Huge nope to that.”

      Mair laughs while rolling her eyes at me. “Fine, fine. So the new business is going well?”

      Taking a long sip of my spicy, boozy drink, I nod.

      “Yeah, in fact, I have some news of my own.”

      “You’re pregnant!” Sonia shouts, right as the server walks over with our food.

      The three of us burst into giggles and I have to recover from choking on my drink before I can respond.

      “One has to have sex to get knocked up, Sons.”

      Sonia snorts, but Mair gives me a friendly shove.

      “Spill it, woman.”

      “Okay, hold on to your hats because this woman is now a mother-effing homeowner!”

      “Holy crap! You’re doing that well, Artina?” Sonia blurts out.

      I snort.

      “I know. It’s kind of nuts. This is happening so fast, but my social media managing business has been booming for months now.”

      “That’s super cool. Where did you buy?” Mair asks.

      “Well, that’s the thing. Business is booming, but we also live in California. Houses here in Branwen Beach are so damn expensive.”

      Sonia furrows her brow at me.

      “You better not be moving far into the desert or something.”

      “Nah, but I will be close to POAA now.”

      Both of my friends’ mouths drop open.

      “Mountain life?” Sonia asks, “I honestly would not have guessed that.”

      “Why? I mean, I am literally a bear shifter. My kind typically enjoys living in the woods.”

      “True.”

      “Well, that’s crazy awesome, Artina. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you, princess.” I say with a wink.

      “Me too, me too. Although I’ll miss having you closer.”

      I chew my bite of potatoes before responding.

      “It’s not the worst. And my cabin is on this side of Ravenhart Mountain, so maybe like an hour drive?”

      Sonia wags a slice of bacon at me.

      “Dating will probably be difficult.”

      Another one of my snorts bursts out.

      “It’s not like I am drowning in men down here in Branwen Beach, anyway. Plus, maybe I should just accept that I’m not meant to find The One.”

      My friends argue, but I wave their protests away.

      “If something happens, fine. But I’m 35 and I’m done waiting for the one. If he exists, then he will have to find me in my cozy two-bedroom cabin. With an outdoor hot tub,” I throw in the last part, knowing full well my friends will focus on that new tidbit.

      We make plans for a girls’ weekend at my place involving good food, wine, and lots of hot tub frolicking. Once we are stuffed to the gills, we pay the bill and head out onto Main Street.

      “I need to walk this meal off,” I say.

      “I’d join you, but I have to get back to the twins. Murphy has a meeting this afternoon. But I want to set something up with you for POAA’s social media accounts. That cool?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “I’ll take a walk with you, well, a flight with you. Want to head to the beach?” Sonia asks.

      I give Mair a quick hug, shift into my black bear form, and take off down the sidewalk.

      “Hey! Cheater!” Sonia yells behind me, but soon her pelican-form is flying right above my head.

      We get a few odd looks from people we pass, but not many. Branwen Beach is a paranormal safe-haven, so folks here are used to seeing an odd sight or two.

      Reaching the beach, I shift back into my human form as I watch Sonia dive into the ocean to catch a fish. Once she’s finished, she shifts back as well.

      “I thought you were full?”

      “My pelican-self had other ideas,” she responds with a shrug.

      Walking back to Main Street, we say goodbye when we reach my turn.

      “I bet you will miss having so much to walk to.”

      “Yeah, I will. But I’ll survive. And I promise to come down here regularly. You can’t get rid of me that easily, Sons.”

      Sonia sticks her tongue out at me and pulls me in for a bear hug.

      “Never, ever would I want to.”
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