

        

            [image: Cover]

        


    

Her Bear Builder:


A Goldilocks Retelling


 


 


Demelza Carlton


 


Book 5 in the Fated Mates of Mirror Academy Romantasy series


 


Deep in the misty Scottish Highlands, a half-finished guest house sits beside an enchanted waterfall, waiting for its first guests. Instead, it gets Auren Cirrus: soaked, exhausted, and convinced the three bears she just fled are still somewhere in the woods. She steals a rainbow smoothie, breaks a chair, and falls asleep in the only made-up bed in the building. The owner, a grumpy bear shifter architect named Arc, comes home to find fate has delivered his mate directly to his door.


The lodge has no power, no proper furniture, and only one bed. The woods outside hold secrets neither of them are ready to face. And the found family of wonderfully chaotic friends who built this place together are absolutely not staying out of it. Can two lonely people, both hiding something enormous, build something real before the truth burns it all down?


Find out in Her Bear Builder, a cozy and steamy paranormal romance set in a magical Scottish Highlands and featuring fated mates, forced proximity, and a found family worth staying for. Grab your copy and come home today.
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ONE


 


A flash of white, then black, then cherry red. Three pickups wound their way through the muddy one-lane track masquerading as a road, lined up like the trams that would one day travel to the village that wasn't built yet, on the other side of the loch. Flashes of blue through the trees gave hints of how close they were to Sanctuary Loch, but the pickups didn't stop for selfies. Their drivers had to reach their destination before dark, when the fading light would make their jobs impossible. Spotlights atop the pickups might help a little, but the batteries would only power them for so long. 


Once the village was built, and the electricity plant with it, light and power wouldn't be a problem. But now...once the sun went down, the darkness would be absolute.


Arc pulled his red pickup into the undercroft, alongside Orson's and Jian's. His headlights lit up the Sherwood Homes logo on the back of both the black and white trays,  its arrow shimmering silver against the green. Best mates. Business partners. And housemates, at least until the guest house opened for business.


A new start, a new chapter, and he couldn't imagine two people he wanted to share this with more than his two best friends. 


Friends who were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they'd already started carrying their gear up into the house.


Arc stepped out of the undercroft, rounding the guest house to the main entrance that would soon be guests' first view of their comfortable home away from home. 


"I declare this the best guest house ever built, and it will be known centuries hence as the Bear Arms, where legends were made, conceived, and experienced pleasures the likes of which were only hitherto known to the cast of Andy's Anal Adventures!" Orson declared, wielding a champagne bottle like a baseball bat. 


"NO!" Jian screamed, throwing himself between Orson and the wooden sign that did, indeed, bear the utterly terrible name of the Bear Arms. "You can't smash the bottle of champagne. We're supposed to drink that before we start christening every room. How are we supposed to do the front steps if there's broken glass everywhere? Safety first, Orson. This is still a work site. Safety first."


"But..." Orson stared at the bottle as Jian pried it out of his hands. "It's tradition. You have to break a bottle over the bow."


"And we will, when the place is complete and about to open. We can do a ribbon cutting ceremony, too, and invite the press. Well, someone who will take photos, anyway. We want to remember this," Jian soothed, leaning in to kiss Orson's lips. 


Leaving Arc holding the bottle while the newly mated couple started to get hot and heavy. As usual. He'd never seen a couple so happy, and frankly, he thought they deserved it.


"I'll buy you another bottle for the opening. When we actually have power and can chill it in a fridge," Arc promised, though it didn't look like his housemates could hear him. 


Ha. Housemates. The three of them had been housemates and business partners for all of their adult lives, but now Orson and Jian had discovered they were also fated mates, things had changed. For a start, they had a wedding to plan, even if they refused to set a date until the village was complete, because they wanted to hold the ceremony on the shore of Sanctuary Loch, and spend their wedding night right here in the guest house.


Not that they were waiting for their wedding night. Perfectionists at work, all three of them had learned that practice makes perfect, and Orson and Jian were both loud and diligent in practicing frequently. 


They'd even tried to invite him to join them in...things. If Arc had ever been the slightest bit interested in men, he might have accepted. But he was as boringly straight as...well, the brick and timber walls of this well-built guest house. No matter what terrible pun his friends had named it. It was their guest house, and their dream – they could name it whatever they pleased.


"Don't you need holy water to christen a house? I can go into town and find a church," Arc offered.


Jian climbed down off Orson. Yes, he really had climbed him like a tree. "Oh, we don't need priests or something as weak as water, silly. This place will have a reputation for delightful days and rapturous nights, so every room needs to know that rapture before the guests arrive. You can help, if you like." Jian held out his hand, like he wanted to dance. 


Arc just shook his head. "I hate to admit it, but despite your best efforts to convince me, I'm just not gay. I'm sorry, guys." He truly was. 


Jian sighed. "Or you just haven't met the right man yet. Once you meet your fated mate...everything will become crystal clear."


"Not everyone's as lucky as you two. Not everyone has a fated mate, and even if I do, I might never meet her. Plenty of people live happy lives without a mate. We can't all be as blissfully happy as you." Arc managed a smile. He was happy for them. Truly, he was. "Besides, one of us has to stay focussed while we're putting together a whole guest house full of furniture. You don't want any guests breaking the bed because it wasn't assembled right."


"That only happens in movies. No one ever breaks the bed," Orson scoffed. 


Jian didn't look convinced. "I was talking to a concierge in Australia who said it happened on his shift once. He couldn't keep a straight face the whole time he was talking to the guest, who insisted she hadn't done it. Like she was keeping a pair of elephant seal shifters in the bathroom who were really responsible, or something."


Orson slipped an arm around Jian's shoulders. "Shoddy furniture, that's what it was. Even we couldn't break a bed built by my mate. Not even if we tried our hardest."


Even Arc had to agree with that. "Sherwood Homes won't be the same without you, once you retire to run this place. No other carpenter will measure up."


"You could retire, too, you know. Just take on some freelance architecture work, when you want to. Once we're done building Hea Sanctuary, we'll all be rich men. Well, I suppose that depends how fancy your mansion by the loch is going to be. If you're building something bigger than this place, you might need to work for a few years yet to pay it off." Jian gazed up at the guest house sign. "Or you could come and work for us. You could be the caretaker, and we wouldn't even need to build an extra caretaker's cottage on the grounds. Not if you're just across the loch."


A secluded cottage in the woods, near the guest house and the village, but just far enough away that he could enjoy some solitude when he needed it. A small, comfortable cottage was all he needed. 


"What if all I wanted was a cute cottage on the grounds?" Arc asked. 


"Then you'd better design one that's absolutely perfect, because we plan on having a bunch of cottages for guests to rent around the guest house, for those who want a little more privacy, and if it's perfect for you, I just know everyone will want one."


A perfect, private cottage. Arc's fingers itched for a pencil and paper, or maybe his tablet, so he could start sketching the design right away. Guest cottages would be for couples, while his would be a home for one, but he'd still want a big bed, and the same big tub. Come to think of it...


"Heads up. Our furniture delivery is here," Orson said softly. 


All three of them followed Orson's pointing finger. 


"Wow. I didn't think Ea Nasir delivered any more. Not after that really nasty review," Arc said. 


Orson shrugged. "He owed me a favour. An emergency tiling job, to patch up some damage he did while retrieving some stolen copper from a site he was working at...he might put up with bad reviews from dodgy clients, but he doesn't tolerate theft. Now he's locked up his yard like a fortress, and anyone who wants to order from him has to pick it up from there. Well, except us, of course."


"Yeah, but...that's a lot more than just a few spools of copper wiring," Arc breathed. The dragon's wings blocked out the stars, they were so wide, so the shadow of the sea container he was carrying was barely visible until it thunked to the ground beside the guest house, in what would one day be the public car park. The dragon flumped down on top of the container, peering over the side at the three men below. 


"Thanks, Ea Nasir," Orson said. 


"Any time. I owe you, man," the dragon said. "Are you sure that's all you need?"


"Yeah, that's all the furniture that's arrived so far. Hopefully, when the rest does, the road will be built, so all we'll have to do is load it in the back of a pickup and drive it here. If not, well, we know where you live," Orson said. 


"Just...don't tell my wife, okay? She told me to let it go, to not go after the thieves, but she's a frigatebird shifter, and stealing fish is totally instinctive for her. She doesn't understand how dragons need to hoard shiny things..." Ea Nasir glanced around, as if half expecting to see his wife hiding in the shadows. 


"Your secret is safe with us, my friend. Besides, it's hardly stealing if you're reclaiming your own stuff, right?"


Jian and Arc nodded. 


"Just let me know if there's anything else you need," Ea Nasir said, spreading his wings. 


"Your electrical expertise is always appreciated. When we start building, we'll keep you busy here in the village, don't you worry. And no one would be stupid enough to steal from our building site," Arc said. 


Ea Nasir flashed a fanged smile. "Yeah, that is one of the best parts about working with you and Shaw. Looking forward to it." With one massive downsweep, he rose up and vanished into the night. 


Arc sighed. "I wish he could have delivered it earlier, when we still had some daylight. Now we won't be able to unpack anything until morning."


Orson shrugged. "He had to wait until dark, so no one would spot a bloody huge dragon flying through the sky, with a sea container clutched in his claws. We'll be fine. We've got the spotlights on top of the pickups, and there's a generator somewhere, right?"


"Somewhere in the sea container," Jian said. 


"Oh."


They all stared at the dark box. 


"Guess it can wait until morning, then," Arc said, turning on his heel to head back to the undercroft. "You two going to help me unpack, before we head back to town for the night?"


Jian and Orson were so busy exchanging heated looks, he didn't think they'd heard him. 


"We're staying. Got to get a head start on the house christening," Jian said. "Leave your load in the undercroft, where it'll be out of the rain. We'll bring it up in the morning, before you arrive."


"But there's no beds. Where will you sleep?" Arc asked. 


Orson blushed. "We brought a futon to unroll on the floor. Big enough for two. Or three, if you like..."


And that was why Orson and Jian were his best mates. Sure, they were each other's fated mates, but they'd been friends forever and they didn't want him left out. 


Arc shook his head. "No, I think I'll hold out for my fated mate, thanks. Whoever they might be." If they even existed at all. 


Orson's hand landed heavily on one shoulder, and Jian's on the other. "Don't despair. Once we're done setting up the guest house, that'll be our next project. We'll be your official fairy godfathers, your wingmen in the search for your fated mate. Because we'll be buggered before we'll let our best man turn up to our wedding without a date. Happily ever after is for all of us, Baby Bear."


Arc snorted. "Just because I'm the youngest by two months. I'm still not calling you Daddy, though."


Jian smiled softly. "Don't worry. I will. Right, Big Daddy?"


Oh, that was definitely Arc's cue to leave, because when Jian said that, the clothes were definitely coming off and Jian and Orson were not shy. 


"You both have a good night, and I'll see you in the morning," Arc said, marching off to the undercroft. 


His best friends in the world were happy, and the future was looking rosy for all of them. Once this project got back on track, all of their fortunes would be made, and they could all live out their lives in this little slice of paradise by the loch. 


Yeah. Life was bloody awesome, Arc told himself as he started the winding drive back to civilisation, his headlights slicing thin beams into the darkness. And if he felt just a little bit alone right now, that was just his imagination, and being out in the woods by himself. It wasn't like he had anything to fear.


This was the start of something wonderful. He just knew it. 


 



 


 


TWO


 


Winter break was supposed to be about figuring out her future, Auren fumed. It wasn't supposed to start for another couple of weeks, when it was actually winter, after she'd had time to properly put together a plan with the school counsellor, and she'd expected to be able to contact her friends when she needed their support. Especially Sienna and Granny. She'd counted on their help, because she knew she couldn't fix this alone. That damn squirrel had made that abundantly clear.


But when one day blended into another, with barely any sleep in between, Auren became certain of one thing: she definitely wasn't cut out to be a nurse. Or a carer of any kind, really. 


Sure, Auren loved Granny almost as much as Sienna, her actual granddaughter, did, and heaven knew just how much Granny had taken care of her over the years since Mum had practically dumped her here to go travelling, but that only made Auren feel worse that poor, sick Granny was dependent on her right now. Granny deserved someone who could cook...and what if that crazy squirrel got into the pantry and tried to steal the hazelnuts again? Auren had just screamed at the sight of the little menace, but Sienna had simply seized the nearest broom and swept him out of the house. 


Sienna should be back by now...


But Sienna wasn't answering her phone, or responding to messages, or anything. She'd entered the suicide cult's compound, and then...nothing. 


Not even a quick picture of the catering order she'd delivered, and she always took those, so Auren could upload them to Red Cottage Catering's social media profiles. Not that they could fulfil any orders right now, with Sienna missing and Granny sick in bed. 


And Arwen and Diana and Eden missing, too, with Lily on her honeymoon and Rosalind tied up in trying to save her father's business while taking their group project in an entirely different direction...


Auren's vision started to go grey. 


God, she needed to see her counsellor right now. If she'd still been at school, she'd be in Zola's office at this very moment, and Zola would tell her...


To breathe. 


Imagine you're in a box, where nothing can reach you, and just breathe.


In for one, two, three, four. Hold for one, two. Then out for one, two, three, four. Hold for one, two. Then in for one, two, three, four...


Box breathing, she'd called it, with that deep, musical laugh that seemed to reach right into your heart and warm it right up. Then she'd ask Auren to tell her why she'd forgotten to breathe, so they could unravel the tangle of anxiety together. 


"I'm scared something terrible has happened to my friends." Saying the words aloud acknowledged that the thought held power over her. Power she could give...and take away. 


Auren pulled out her phone, and swiped through to the photo she kept telling herself she should delete. The enormous lion's paw splayed across the bus window, with its shadow-blurred face below. "I'm afraid that the lion hurt Eden," she whispered. 


Eden was the only one of them who hadn't made it back on the bus at the end of the night, and who'd still been missing in the morning. The reason Mirror Academy had closed early for the year, and sent all the students home. 
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