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      Surrounded by happy couples, bear shifter Amanda can’t help but feel a bit lonely. Luckily, the yearly solstice mating ceremony is just around the corner and there’s no better place than the lake of fate to find the love of her life.

      Tess only goes to Crescent Lake because of a promise, not because she’s looking for romance. But when she keeps running into the same person, she has to wonder if it’s coincidence or fate.
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        * * *

      

      Her Solstice Bear Mate is a paranormal fated mate romance featuring a bear shifter and her fate mate. It includes a standalone romance and a dash of steamy goodness.
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            A SHORT INTRO

          

        

      

    

    
      The Crescent Lake Shifter stories are set in an imaginary location on the south coast of the United Kingdom. While Silver City, Crescent Valley, and the surrounding shifter towns aren't real, if some of these places conjure a familiar feel, maybe there's more going on in that odd little town you always drive through.
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      Tess

      

      Tess jerked forward as her taxi stopped abruptly to let a polar bear cross the street. The bear looked both ways before it waddled to the other side, the pom-pom of their Christmas hat bouncing happily with every step. A common sight in Crescent Valley, particularly during the holiday season.

      The car drove a little further and stalled on the side of the town square where the Christmas market was pitched. Tess clambered out and almost slipped on a patch of ice. She let out a tiny shriek and awkwardly grabbed hold of the door, earning a disapproving glare from the driver.

      “Sorry,” she whispered, a cloud of smoke appearing from her mouth.

      “Twenty-seven-fifty,” the man replied gruffly. “Cash only.”

      “Cash only?” Tess rummaged through her handbag in a panic, searching through crumpled receipts and half-used lip balms for her purse. She was pretty sure she had a twenty stashed away for emergencies. She wasn’t sure where she would get the other seven-fifty from and a part of her wanted to lash out at the cab driver for not telling her upfront this was a cash-only situation.

      Who carried actual cash around nowadays?

      Some of her hair fell from her loose bun and she hastily brushed it back behind her cold ear while she kept searching. Her purse was sitting right at the bottom of her handbag and she quickly pulled it out so she could show it to the driver like some sort of trophy or proof that she wasn’t trying to get out of paying.

      She found a twenty in the back slot and to her relief, a ten-pound bill was sitting right behind it. Her hand shook lightly as she passed both to the driver who returned a handful of clunky coins.

      “Thank you,” Tess said, smiling politely even though the driver had generally been pretty rude. He didn’t even help her get her small suitcase from the boot and she was glad when he drove off. Good riddance.

      With that sorted, she could finally focus on her destination which was the Christmas market in the centre of Crescent Valley. Just like every year, decorations had exploded all over town and there wasn’t a storefront or house without lights or frosted decorations on the windows.

      It was interesting to be back. As much as Tess loved living in the city, Christmas in a small town hit differently. It brought back fond memories of her childhood, of marshmallows floating in hot drinks and playing in the snow with her grandparents.

      Tess crossed the street to get to the stalls covering the square. She didn’t particularly love the holidays but she had to go past it to get to her hotel, she might as well have a little look. She smiled at the sight of some children riding on the back of a large polar bear even though it made something inside her ache. She missed being that young and carefree but at the same time, she didn't wish to redo her childhood.

      She stopped at the Dragon Roast stand, her favourite coffee place in the city, and ordered herself one of their signature drinks. She wasn’t one to splurge on herself but right now, she needed something to keep the morose nostalgia at bay.

      A woman with dark hair and a lovely copper complexion handed Tess her first cup of spiced hot chocolate and she inhaled the wonderful aroma. She took a sip which scalded the roof of her mouth but Tess didn't care. She instantly felt a little better.

      Without any particular purpose, she wandered past the other stalls. Someone was selling candles made from locally harvested beeswax from her hometown and there were intricately carved wooden sculptures that would make perfect gifts for... someone. Tess couldn't think of anyone who would be interested in that but then again, she didn't have many people to buy gifts for.

      She paused at a stall selling fancy chocolates and contemplated picking some up for her nan who could no longer remember her own name or how to shift in a bear anymore, but she never lost her love for chocolate.

      "How much for this box?" Tess asked, pointing at a mix with moons of white chocolate and little Christmas trees on them. A festive box of chocolates for a festive occasion.

      "Twenty-one pounds," the vendor replied, gesturing to a sticker in the corner with the price on.

      Tess hesitated. That was a lot of money for only eight chocolates and she might not even get to see her grandma.

      "Tessa Sorrell?" a voice said from next to her.

      Tess turned, searching for the person who recognised her. Her gaze landed on an older woman who seemed vaguely familiar. She had a thick coat on with a fluffy hood and was carrying various bags, no doubt with all sorts of gifts.

      "I thought that was you! It’s good to see you, dear, it's been a while," the woman said.

      The greeting sparked memories from Tess' childhood and she smiled. “Hello, Mrs Honeywell. It’s good to see you.”

      "Wow, it’s been so long. You and Mandy always played so cutely together on the playdates. It was such a blessing that you two got along so well whenever Dotty and I wanted to catch up.” The older woman gave her a second look and her smile fell just a little. “I’ve always regretted that I was in the hospital and couldn’t make it to her funeral.”

      “I don’t think Mum would’ve minded. She would’ve hated the funeral my uncle arranged for her anyway,” Tess said bitterly, the memory still a painful one. If she’d been a little older when it happened, maybe she would’ve been able to assert her own wishes better but she just got steamrolled back then.

      Mrs Honeywell hummed. “Still… I think about her often. She was one of my best friends in the whole world.”

      “I know she thought about you the same way,” Tess replied, doing her best to keep smiling. This was why she didn’t like coming back to Crescent Valley.

      “Are you back in town or just here for the holidays?”

      “I’m just here for the solstice crescent moon,” Tess replied. If it wasn’t for an old promise, she wouldn’t bother coming at all. But here she was.

      She nodded at the vendor to signify that she wanted the chocolates. If there was a chance she’d get to see her grandma, she didn’t want to arrive empty-handed.

      “Where are you staying?” Mrs Honeywell asked, clearly not ready to move on.

      "I booked a room at the village inn," Tess said, trying not to grimace when she thought about the dodgy bed and the suspicious stains on the carpet. If her budget had allowed, she would've preferred to stay at a better hotel but money was always tight at the end of the year.

      "That crappy place? That's not very festive.”

      “I’ll survive,” Tess said, smiling at her statement. She always did. “And like I said, it’s just for a few nights then I’m going back to the city.”

      Mrs Honeywell nodded. “I’m guessing you have all sorts of exciting plans. However, if you are a little longer in town, we’re hosting a party to celebrate the solstice. I’d love it if you could pop by.”

      Tess looked at the older woman while her insides waged war trying to decide what to reply. A big part of her could never impose like that but another part of her, one that yearned for the warmth of family, was finding it really hard to let this offer pass. Tess remembered spending time with the Honeywells when she was younger and even though it wasn't her family, there was warmth there. Something her own family sorely lacked.

      As tempting as the offer was, it would mean staying in town longer than necessary. The idea alone filled her with dread.

      “Oh, that’s very kind of you but I’ll probably be busy,” Tess lied. She felt bad but even after six years, she hadn’t figured out how to tell people she was spending the holidays alone without evoking pity.

      “Well, the offer stands. I know! Why don't you give me your number and I'll text you the details, so you can change your mind,” Mrs Honeywell proposed, her smartphone held out in a way that made it clear she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      Tess decided there was no harm in humouring the other woman so she punched her digits in quickly and handed the device back before her fingers got cold. She was relatively sure she would keep declining but just being invited meant more to her than Mrs Honeywell could ever know.

      Jane Honeywell nodded happily. "I really have to dash now. Happy holidays, Tess!”

      "Right, yes. Happy holidays, Mrs Honeywell." Tess waved as the other woman raced off and finally regained her breath when she was alone again. Talking to people was always a chore, especially people who knew her mum.

      Tess ignored the sharp pang of sadness whenever she thought about her mum and continued looking at stalls while trying to stay in the Christmas spirit. Sadly, not even the pretty lights and the joyful music was enough to chase away the everpresent ache in her heart.

      On her way back, she stopped by the candle stall and bought one with honeycomb patterns stamped on it. She smiled as she put it in her bag. That was perfect for her mum.

      She left the square on the opposite side she came from and looked back at the Christmas market and all the stands, her stomach twisting in a knot. Everyone looked so happy and the stalls and decorations were magical and wonderful, yet Tess couldn't wait until the holiday season was over.

      With a deep sigh, she started her walk towards the inn for her first night alone, her suitcase clattering on the cobbles. It shouldn't feel different since she was always alone in her house too but somehow, it was.

      Jane Honeywell's words echoed in her mind and Tess tightened her coat. As painful as it was to admit, the older woman had been right. The festive season was the time to be with family and unfortunately, she had none.
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      Amanda

      

      When Amanda bought herself a pair of fancy headphones, she intended to use them to listen to her favourite bands in crisp quality, not to muffle the giggling coming through the walls.

      She tapped her phone to turn the volume up and hummed along with the Christmas bop from her favourite band DK4. Being eternally single was bad enough but it was made worse when love was in the air for the people around her. Not that she didn't wish her cousin love and happiness, she rather just didn't hear it.

      The unmistakable rhythmic thuds against the wall were too much and Amanda evacuated her bedroom, deciding to brave the kitchen instead of sitting here and ruining her eardrums as she turned her music up and up and up.

      The living room wasn't much better. It was dark apart from the flickering lights on the Christmas tree and her other cousin Darcy was nestled on the sofa with her girlfriend in her arms. A movie was playing and the glasses of wine on the table made it clear they were on a date.

      "I've got to move out," Amanda muttered to herself.

      The movie got paused and Darcy popped her head over the sofa. "Did you say something?"

      "No, just making myself some toast. Pretend I'm not here," Amanda said, waving at the couple to signal that she didn't mean to disturb. If she knew it was going to be date night for both her cousins, she would've arranged to go out for the night or something. It hadn't been such an issue when it was just Darcy in a relationship but since Timo also got a girlfriend, the flat had become very busy.

      She flicked the kettle on and made a mental note to call a flat meeting to set up some sort of date-night schedule because this was getting out of hand.

      "Do either of you want tea?" she heard herself ask while she wished she hadn't been brought up polite. Or British. Then she could've ignored the couple and just made tea for herself.

      "Yes, please," Darcy said.

      "If you don't mind," Ella replied with a hesitant smile.

      Amanda just smiled back. "Sure, no problem."

      "We'll give you a hand," Darcy volunteered.

      There wasn't actually space for three of them in the kitchen so Amanda shuffled over to the side, making space for the couple. She didn't mind her cousins having their partners over every once in a while but recently it was starting to feel like there were five of them living in the little flat.

      "I'm going to the bathroom while I'm up," Ella said.

      Amanda nodded even if it wasn't really aimed at her.

      Her cousin gave her an apologetic smile once they were alone. "Sorry for crowding the living space, I didn't realise Timo was having his girlfriend over tonight. We can hear them through the wall."

      Just thinking about it made Amanda grimace and she wondered if there was something she could do to block the memory from her mind. "Same. I think we should have a flat meeting and set some rules so we can make ourselves scarce when it's date night because I genuinely contemplated shoving coathangers into my ears. Ew."

      "It's worse for me, he's my brother. A flat meeting would be good because..." Darcy shot a look at the closed bathroom door before she leaned in, her voice reduced to a whisper. "I'm going to ask Ella if she wants to live together."

      "Not here, right?" Amanda asked, instantly horrified.

      Darcy laughed. "No, of course not. I wouldn't do that to you. But if Ella says yes, I guess we'll have to talk about what me moving out would mean."

      The kettle came to a vigorous boil and Amanda distributed the water between the three mugs where the teabags bloomed to life. There wasn't enough water for the last mug so she refilled it and popped it back on.

      "I hope it doesn't mean Timo's girlfriend moves in," Amanda muttered darkly. She didn't have anything against the woman but the idea of living with a couple was something out of her nightmares. Especially a couple as affectionate as them.
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