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  Their love can change the world




  The shifters of present-day Scotland have lived alongside humans for generations. In secret.




  But sometimes, hiding your true nature can backfire. Especially in matters of the heart. So when one reclusive werebear decides to follow his heart and take a most unexpected mate: a human, his choices affect everyone.




  Every shifter. Every human. And even their sworn enemies. Love can melt even the gruffest werebear heart.




  These are their stories. Contains: An Unexpected Affair, A Dangerous Business and A Forbidden Love.




  Paranormal romance readers and especially fans of Milly Taiden, Terry Bolryder, Harmony Raines and Zoe Chant love this series. Each book features a different fated couple with their own happy ending, as well as sizzling suspense, irresistible attraction and warm fuzzy feels.




  Contains: An Unexpected Affair, A Dangerous Business and A Forbidden Love.




  An Unexpected Affair


  Romance novelist Clarice must finish her book. Unfortunately, she no longer believes in love. Until she meets man-of-few-words, Derek, who runs the place. Worlds stand between them, but the heart wants what it wants.




  A Dangerous Business


  As part of the Alliance, bear shifter Aidan McMillan hunts the Sons of Domnall, a secret society of humans sworn to destroy all shifters. Along comes werewolf Heidi Blackwood, his fated mate, and it suddenly becomes impossible to focus on the job.




  A Forbidden Love


  Alison Campbell knows that shifters are evil and must be destroyed. In her efforts to infiltrate the Alliance on behalf of the Sons of Domnall, she meets Jamie Abbott, bear shifter and Alliance leader. He steals her heart and she no longer knows what to believe…
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  Scottish Werebear: An Unexpected Affair




  Chapter One




  

    Before you start: Grab your copy of Sugar & Spice: A Scottish Werebear Xmas absolutely free!


  




  Throughout her flight into Inverness, Scotland, Clarice found herself repeatedly going over the printout she’d taken of her destination: Moss Cottage on the Isle of Skye. It promised unspoiled vistas, a homely atmosphere and most importantly of all: a quiet getaway from the hustle and bustle of modern life.




  That's what she needed most: to get away. Away from the distractions of life in London, away from the constant buzz of her phone, notifying her of incoming emails or tweets. Away from all reminders of the life she used to share with Alan before she caught him cheating on her.




  Upon her arrival at the cottage, she would send a message to Lily, her best friend, who had also been the one to suggest the Isle of Skye as a destination to begin with, and that was it. Clarice had promised herself to switch everything off. From nine to five daily, she would be unplugged, allowing her to focus on the task at hand.




  After stealing a glance out the window - they were still descending through thick cloud cover - she flipped the page over, reading the backside again. Local attractions include wildlife walks, beach walks, hill trails. Walks, basically, all you could do on the Isle of Skye according to this text was go for a quiet walk.




  It is going to have electricity, though, won't it? Clarice read the other side again and studied the accompanying pictures. There was a table lamp in one of the shots, which suggested that electricity was indeed going to be supplied... As long as her laptop had power, everything was going to be all right.




  As the small plane landed bumpily on the runway, she felt a surge of excitement as well as nerves build within her chest. Soon, a mere three-hour drive away, she was going to arrive at her destination.




  " Please remain seated until the fasten seatbelt sign is switched off," said the captain's almost robotic voice over the intercom.




  Clarice smiled to herself. No way that's going to happen. Half these people would be up, carry-on luggage and phone in hand, before the plane came to a halt.




  She leaned over to get a better look out the window. The views throughout most of the flight had been obstructed by a thick layer of clouds, far below the altitude of the plane. Now, the outside world looked as one would expect Scotland to look in early autumn: grey and damp.




  How does it matter, it's not like I'll leave the house, much. Clarice took a deep breath, holding it in an attempt to calm her nerves. She had never done anything like this. Leave it all behind for a few weeks of solitude.




  But this time, it was necessary. Early attempts to figure out if there was any flexibility in the deadline for her latest book had only resulted in her editor breathing down her neck harder. Apparently anything short of a deadly illness wasn't cause enough to postpone a release. A messy breakup and resulting existential crisis didn't count. That was why Clarice had been forced to resort to drastic measures to finish the manuscript on time.




  Finally, the fasten seatbelt signs switched off with the customary ding, and soon after, the doors of the plane opened. Clarice smiled a final goodbye to the quiet old man seated next to her. The flight was relatively short, as far as flights go, but she was still surprised that he hadn't said a word throughout. He nodded, then joined the throng of impatient passengers heading for the door.




  It was a small airport, meaning you didn't get one of those fancy walkways leading from the plane straight to the door. Instead, all the passengers were let off via a mobile staircase, and then they walked along demarcated pathways painted on the concrete taxiway, towards the modest looking terminal building to collect their bags.




  The bags arrived in a similarly low-tech manner: on trolleys in plain view of the waiting passengers. Clarice found her suitcase and started walking, aimlessly at first, until she spied the car rental sign.




  Alan used to take care of all of these things during their holidays together, but now it was all up to her. How hard can it be?




  As it turned out, picking up a pre-booked rental car wasn't very difficult at all. However, Clarice was still battling residual nerves by the time she made it into the driver's seat and started leafing through the various printouts of the route to the Isle of Skye. It looked easy enough, there weren't very many roads to choose from. The maps on Clarice’s phone concurred.




  A deep breath later, she turned the key. So far so good, now it was time for the home stretch.
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  As pretty as the drive towards the Isle of Skye was, it did nothing to prepare her for the beauty ahead. Stark black cliffs stood out against the dramatic clouds overhead. There wasn't much vegetation, just grasses and mosses with the occasional small grouping of trees that had managed to battle the elements for survival.




  Though the road snaked through the landscape up ahead, Clarice still felt like an explorer, discovering this mysterious land for the first time. At every bend, she instinctively slowed, both to cater for oncoming vehicles - which were few and far between - as well as to admire the views.




  She passed through a few small towns on the way, but for the most part, the island seemed unspoiled and almost barren. The road narrowed more and more as she reluctantly drove on. Every map she'd printed out, even the satellite navigation on her phone confirmed she was on the right track, yet the road ahead looked too small to lead anywhere.




  Finally, she made it to a small settlement that according to Google was a mere twenty minutes away from her destination. Village would be too big a word for the cluster of houses she found. Luckily one of the buildings housed a small daily needs shop. Clarice parked right outside, eager to stock up on some essentials so she wouldn't have to leave the cottage at least for the next couple of days.




  "Hello?" she called out through the open door.




  No answer.




  She stuck her head inside, looking around the dimly lit interior of the store. It looked like somebody's living room, with a few racks of groceries, as well as firewood and some camping supplies stacked up inside.




  "Excuse me?" she asked again.




  Finally, an old man appeared through the door at the far end of the room.




  "Ah, a customer!" He shot her a smile that seemed to wrinkle up every inch of his face all at once. "How can I help?"




  "I just wanted to buy a few things," Clarice explained, smiling nervously while eyeing the shelf of cookies nearer the wall.




  "Aye, of course. Please take a look around. If you're after anything specific, we may need to order it in."




  Clarice nodded and gathered up some packets of digestives. It was a bad habit, snacking while writing, especially when writing was your main job and you spend a lot of time doing it. With the deadline hanging over her head, she didn't know how else to cope.




  She rounded off her selection with some bread, eggs, and other daily essentials, then made her way towards the counter where the old man was waiting. He didn't even have a till. Instead he listed up everything on a notepad and totaled it in his head.




  "Where are you staying, if I may ask?" He handed her the torn off sheet of paper, with the total, £20.78 written in shaky pencil.




  Clarice paused for a moment, wondering if it was wise to answer. What the hell, this place is so small, he would probably find out anyway. You're not in London anymore!




  "Moss Cottage. That's just up the road I suppose?"




  "Ah yes. The old McMillan farm. Lovely place, very quiet. Just-" He leaned forward, raising his hand gravely. "Take care of the bear."




  "Thanks. Umm, wait, what bear?" Clarice asked.




  "Up in the hills around the farm. Keep your eyes open if you go wandering out by yourself. Especially in the evenings."




  Clarice scrutinized the old man's face, looking for any sign that he was just pulling her leg, but his expression remained completely serious.




  "I wasn't aware that there were bears in Scotland?"




  The old man let out a chuckle. "Well, according to the authorities, there aren't any, but we've all seen him. A big fella too, could tear you in half, he could." By the end of his sentence, again the old man's expression turned deadly serious.




  "But enough of that, you seem like a sensible lass, you'll be careful. Enjoy your vacation." He smiled again, his weathered skin folding into a million little creases.




  "Uhh, thanks."




  "Bye now!"




  Back at the car, Clarice tried to shake off her unease at the preceding conversation. A bear. Here? That's ridiculous, right? As far as she knew, bears had been extinct in Britain for pretty much forever. Unless it was some kind of zoo escapee.




  No, perhaps the old man had been enjoying his Scotch a bit too much. That must be it.
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  Chapter Two




  McMillan Farm had been in Derek's family for generations. He was born there, grew up there, and was likely going to die there if he had his way. Ever since his parents' passing many years ago, the farm had been mostly Derek's responsibility. Sure, he had an older brother, but Aidan preferred to travel the world rather than stay home and tend the land, and as such only came by a few times a year.




  Derek's farm was the perfect place for a bear, actually, that's why his ancestors moved here two centuries ago, and why he was never tempted to leave like his brother. The vast countryside gave him plenty of space to roam. The rivulet carving its way through his property provided ample opportunity to fish when the season was right, and the best part was, there weren't many people around.




  The only people that did turn up were paying guests: mostly middle-aged or older couples, or the occasional young family that was trying to teach their children about nature. Avoiding them when the urge to shift took over was quite easy. He'd never been caught, which was fortunate, because all bears lived by the code of secrecy.




  The holiday cottages were set away from the main farmhouse by a safe distance, and visitors were mostly self-sufficient. All Derek did was make sure everything was in working condition and provide some basic supplies. Although it wasn't ideal, inviting strangers into his territory, it was his way of earning a little extra money from his land without much effort.




  This month's visitor was probably going to be the same. Clarice Adler from London.




  The name had conjured up images of white permed hair and floral dresses in Derek's mind. A posh old lady, no doubt, who he imagined used to spend her younger days riding horses in the English countryside before moving to London. Her insistence in the comment box of the booking form that her stay should be as quiet and undisturbed as possible only supported his assumptions. This was going to be someone who had grown up in the country, who was now yearning to get back to a simpler life for two weeks.




  When her grey rented hatchback slowly crawled through his main gate, he didn't need to sneak a peek to know what she'd look like. After fifteen years in the tourism business, his instincts were always right, so he kept on mowing the lawn as if he hadn't noticed the new arrival.




  The car came to a halt a little way up the drive, and then it turned left, following the signs he had put up last winter, leading to the cottages. Derek had already prepared Moss Cottage for its latest guest. The bed was made, the pantry was stocked, and the key was in the front door.




  Although he did often check in with visitors on the first day, just to see to it that they were comfortable, he preferred to play as small a role as possible in their visit. It wasn't that Derek disliked the tourists, he was just a very private person.




  When he was done with the lawn in front of the house, he prepared himself for his regular evening routine: check on the bees as well as the other animals, take a round of the kitchen garden to harvest the last of the summer crops to add to his winter stash, perhaps say hello to the visitor before retreating to the farm house to prepare a nice cut of meat for dinner.




  "Hello? Is anybody here?" a clear female voice called out to Derek from outside the barn where he had just parked the lawn mower.




  He wiped his hands clean on his overalls, then marched out to greet what he assumed must have been the old lady staying at Moss Cottage. Nothing could prepare him for what he saw waiting for him outside, though.




  The shapely woman with brunette hair standing in front of him couldn't have been older than thirty at the most. Her amber eyes flitted back and forth skittishly between him and the surrounding trees as she waited for him to reach her.




  It took a lot of focus for him to remember the usual niceties city folk expected.




  "Derek McMillan. Nice to meet you," Derek said, sticking out his hand to greet his guest.




  Though he tried not to stare, her feminine curves invited a closer look. Instead of acting rude, he tried to focus on her face. High cheek bones, full lips, almond-shaped, kind eyes. Perfection.




  "Oh. Clarice. Just call me Clarice." She hesitated for a moment with her arms hanging down her sides but finally took his much larger hand anyway.




  It was as if an electric current passed between the two when their fingers first touched, but she barely reacted - at least not favorably. In fact, she pulled her almost fragile little hand back almost possessively after the shortest of greetings. That proved it; the attraction was definitely not mutual.




  "Is there anything I can help you with? Did you find the cottage to your liking?" Derek asked.




  Her eyes met his for a split second, but then she looked away again. Her demeanor reminded him of prey, painfully aware of the danger it was in. And her scent was more enticing, lovelier than a summer meadow in full bloom. There was something about her that he couldn't put his finger on. Something tempting that made the most primal part of his being want to own her.




  "I..." she began, but then fell silent again.




  In all his years running the cottages, he'd never found himself in an awkward position like this. Sure, he'd had as many female guests as male ones over the years, but never one who affected him so. Humans didn't hold much interest for him - not until right this moment - neither did most of his own kind for that matter. He had always been happily solitary: a bachelor by choice as well as circumstance.




  Bears didn't live in large packs like wolves did, and they favored vast territories all to themselves. That was one of the reasons his kind was dwindling; they simply didn't get the opportunity to pair up often enough.




  "Yes?" he asked.




  His reaction to her was visceral, involuntary, and completely undesirable. The longer he stood in front of her, the more difficult was it for him to suppress his instincts and remain civil. All he wanted to do was pounce. Take her into his arms and make her his.




  He didn't understand it, how a human could have this effect on him. Everything he felt, how the bear in him threatened to take over with every breath he took, made the hair on his forearms stand up. It felt like something he'd heard about a long time ago. But that kind of behavior was limited to bears and their mates. It didn't apply to human women, did it? Perhaps he had kept himself isolated for too long, and his instincts were rusty...




  For once he wished Aidan was around. Since his brother was much more well-traveled, he might have had advice for Derek, but it was up to him alone to sort out this mess.




  The next couple of weeks were going to be difficult, if not impossible.




  "I just wanted to say hello. And to thank your wife... for the cake you left on the dining table. A lovely gesture."




  He was about to interject that he wasn't married, but restrained himself, his hand instinctively reaching for a non-existent itch on his chin instead. So what if she mistakenly assumed another female presence had baked that cake to welcome her? Even though it pained him to let her think that there was someone else in his life, at least it would provide him with excuses to keep even more of a distance than he usually did with visitors.




  "You're welcome. Now I'd best get back to work."




  "Of course. Don't let me keep you. Thanks again."




  He nodded at her and almost fled back into the barn. In fifteen years, he'd never been wrong at sizing up his guests from names and booking information alone. Had he had any indication that she would affect him like this, he would have canceled the reservation in a heartbeat.




  In one afternoon, everything he had previously known to be true about himself had changed. No longer was he the stoic, practical bear he thought he was. She had awoken something in him that he never knew existed. A dangerous urge he'd heard spoken of in stories his parents used to tell when he was only a cub.




  He regretted not being able to ask them for an explanation either, for advice on how to handle the situation. But they died a long time ago, and Aidan was God knows where.




  Either way, Clarice Adler was here to stay, at least for the next couple of weeks. Derek couldn't yet guess just how much of an effect Clarice's presence at McMillan Farm would have on his life going forward.
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  Chapter Three




  Clarice was still reeling with the after effects of her meeting with Derek as she wandered back up the gravel path towards her cottage. The short exchange with the bearded stranger had left her completely off kilter. He was a handsome man, in a raw, extremely masculine sort of way. Broad, no doubt strong after years of physical work on the farm. Big hands, bigger arms. His wife must be one lucky woman.




  She chided herself for objectifying the man. If someone ever admitted to thinking about her that way, she'd be offended - not that anyone did think of her that way. And yet, her thoughts couldn't help but return to the gutter even as she locked herself inside the cottage, closing the curtains in an attempt to isolate herself. Yet that dirty part of her brain, which insisted on feeding her speculations of how Derek McMillan might be in the sack, refused to switch off completely.




  It had been a while, sure. Even before kicking Alan to the curb just after Valentine's Day, they hadn't shared a bed for at least a month as things had cooled off between them. While she was quite sure that things were pretty much over before he stepped out on her, part of her had kept wondering if it was all her fault. Perhaps she should have tried harder to keep the magic alive?




  Stop it, that's the kind of thinking that makes a girl desperate.




  Desperation was indeed pretty close to how Clarice felt now. Giddy like a school girl coming face-to-face with an unrequited crush. Her heart was still racing when she remembered the one thing she had gone to ask Derek about: cell phone reception. Damn.




  The slightly stand-offish manner in which he'd interacted with her, plus her confused desires discouraged Clarice from going back and talking to Derek again. Plus, knowing her luck, she would probably find herself tongue-tied and swooning over the man, with a jealous wife looking on from inside the farmhouse. That sort of thing was bound to make her two-week stay even more awkward. No thanks.




  Clarice decided to make herself a cup of tea and enjoy a slice of the still warm, slightly sticky lemon and honey cake along with it. Once revitalized, and slightly more in control of herself and her impulses, she decided to go out for a walk. Perhaps if she backtracked the way to the village on foot, she could find a spot where her phone worked long enough to make a quick call to Lily.




  The lack of network around the cottage wasn't such a bad thing. A blessing in disguise, Clarice thought, as she turned onto the main road outside the gate. There was no way she would be tempted to check her phone during working hours if she didn't have any signal in the first place.




  Still, until she could get in touch with Lily to let her know she'd arrived safely, it was a bit of a nuisance. The village wasn't far, at least it hadn't seemed far in the car. But now that she was walking on the narrow road, through the little wooded patch outside the farm boundary, she felt as though she was completely cut off.




  Unlike where she lived in London, here, a car was an absolute must, she could see that now. But she was determined to soldier on a bit further down the road to see if she couldn't find a connection at least for a short while. Even if it was just one bar on her phone, that would be enough to send a quick text message, right?




  In her eagerness to get word out, she started typing it already while walking, not paying much attention to the road surface underfoot, or the views around her.




  Dear Lily, I'm here but have crap network so am doing this real quick by text. Don't worry about me. The place is lovely, and I'll get loads done here. Love, C.




  Send.




  Clarice kept staring at the screen as the phone attempted to send the message without any signal. She continued along the winding road for another five minutes, almost stumbling into a pothole on the way. Then the tree cover opened up. The view stretched out ahead of her, revealing grasslands and even a bit of dramatic coastline in the distance.




  Her phone also seemed able to 'see' much better from here, despite the thick gray clouds overhead, and the message finally went through.




  What a relief.




  Clarice put the phone in her handbag and looked around properly now. It really was a beautiful place, this island. The fact that there was not a soul around was eerie and enchanting in equal measures. As she kept standing there in the same spot for another few minutes, a chill seemed to pass over the landscape, signaling the arrival of dusk. It wasn't very late yet, but the clouds made it seem much darker than it should have been, and the wind had picked up slightly as well.




  Time to head back.




  Clarice turned, when from the corner of her eye she thought she could see movement in the trees. She didn't manage to see it properly, but it looked big. Much bigger than a person. Startled, she clutched her handbag tightly to her chest and just tried to remain calm. Deep breaths. It's probably nothing.




  But her instincts, however frazzled, insisted that it was something. She could practically hear the old man from the village store warn her about that bear all over again. What if he was right? What if on her first evening here, she came face to face with a fierce beast that would eat her alive? With her car parked outside the cottage, Derek or his wife would just assume she was still inside. There was no telling when - if - her body would be found!




  She stood deadly still for another minute or so, scanning the trees around the road she'd just come from. Although they were only medium sized trees, and not very densely planted, the gaps between them were quite dark already. As if night had fallen early. All around her seemed quiet, though. Her frantic heartbeat slowed slightly.




  Perhaps she had just imagined it. She took another deep breath and tried to banish all remaining thoughts of bears and danger from her mind. She had to get back before it got really dark.




  Step by step, reluctantly at first, she walked back into the woods, careful to avoid fallen twigs and other debris on the road that would make noise if she stepped on them. As she grew more confident that she was alone, she sped up, eager to return to the safety of the farm. She had just imagined it. There was nothing in these woods! She was just being ridiculous. The over-active imagination that made her a good writer could be a curse at times like these.




  The road wound left to right and back again, never revealing more of what lay ahead of the next turn. She didn't recognize it really, but then how could she? Things looked different in this light, and she hadn't paid much attention while walking earlier, because she was trying to type out that message to Lily.




  She continued on for five, six minutes, growing more and more worried that perhaps she'd gotten lost somehow. Finally, she spied a sign up ahead. McMillan Farm. Thank God.




  As she passed through the gates that lay just beyond the next bend, she turned back one last time. Through the dark passage among the trees, a distant roar sent shivers down her spine. It made way for more silence so soon after that she doubted she'd actually heard it. Her mind was playing tricks on her.




  She rushed up the drive, over to the left, along the bumpy gravel track leading to her cottage, almost running by the time she got near it. Then she turned the key in a rush, opened the creaky door and slammed it shut behind her, dead bolting it for extra security.




  The thing with Alan had driven her a bit nuts; she already knew that. And this being her first solo trip in a very long time, possibly forever, had also affected her. But this was crazy, hardly enough cause to start hallucinating!




  Back inside the cozy cottage, the entire experience seemed almost comical to her. She let out a nervous chuckle as she put her handbag down on the side table and unbuttoned her coat. Maybe it had been just the stress.




  She double-checked all the curtains and switched on every lamp she could find. It wasn't very cold yet, or she would have been tempted to light the fireplace as well.




  Now what? Perhaps she should have not been such a coward and actually waited at the edge of the woods to call Lily up properly. It would have been nice to tell her about the lengthy drive across the Scottish Highlands, and of course about Derek. None of that was an option anymore now, not until she headed out towards the village again.




  There was no TV in the cottage, just an old HiFi system, the type with an LP player on top. The bookcase that stood beside contained a selection of old records. Clarice read the spines of a random few and selected the first thing she recognized: The Beatles, and placed it on top of the deck with trembling fingers. As the first guitar chords started to play, she felt herself relax.




  Too bad she hadn't picked up a bottle of wine from that little shop. Perhaps she would drive back there in the morning...




  Exhausted after her eventful first day in Scotland, she settled into the large armchair facing the empty fireplace and closed her eyes. The music did its best to soothe her. She wasn't hungry after eating the cake earlier, and neither did she have the will or energy to get up and prepare dinner.




  Tomorrow was going to be another day, and she had to be ready to make the most of it. Four-thousand words at least, if not more. This was a sprint as well as a marathon; that's why she was here. She had two weeks to finish her book, or her publisher would drop her, and she couldn't afford for that to happen.




  She didn't have time for crazy shadows in the woods, or stories of bear sightings in places where bears shouldn't even exist.




  It didn't take long for sleep to overwhelm her, as she sat in that comfortable chair. Even after the LP had stopped playing, and the music had made way for complete silence, she still didn't stir.




  That's where she stayed until the morning.
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  Chapter Four




   That had been a very close call, Derek thought to himself. He couldn't shake the emotional confusion he'd felt after coming face-to-face with Clarice for the first time, so after finishing up in the barn, he'd decided to go for a quick walk.




  He had to release tension, to blow off steam. There was no better way to do that than to shift and let his animal side take over for a while. In order to ensure her safety, he made sure that he was well away from the farm before taking off his clothes and hiding them in some fallen leaves in among the trees. Then he closed his eyes and focused.




  It didn't take much. Shape-shifting was easier when you were already riled up about something. He felt a tickle pass over his spine, which then traveled down his arms and legs. He watched as his formerly relatively smooth limbs sprouted thick brown fur.




  Shifting always started from the core outward. His torso would change first, and then a split second later his head, arms and legs would follow until he had transformed completely into a brown bear.




  Derek planned to go for a bit of an outing, head towards his favorite stream for an evening snack of raw fish perhaps. What he wanted the most was to get away from the farm for a while, so that there was no risk of picking up Clarice's tempting scent, which he knew would whip his hormones into even more of a frenzy.




  Only, things didn't turn out quite how he had planned.




  Once he had shifted and started running towards the stream that lay about halfway between the farmhouse and the nearby village, he couldn't clear his mind of all the thoughts and urges Clarice had stirred up. In bear form, he was even more susceptible to the attraction he'd felt toward her.




  The sights and smells of the woods did nothing to distract him. He could even still pick up her perfume, despite being almost a mile away from the farm.




  Once at the stream, all he could do was listlessly watch the fish as they struggled to jump up the fast currents. He didn't feel like reaching out and catching one. He didn't even want to cool his paws in the icy waters as he normally would have.




  None of it held much interest for him. Instead, Clarice's scent kept making its way into his nostrils, beckoning him to turn around and seek her out.




  He left the stream and didn't walk as much as drag his paws on the way back to the farm. His entire being was spurring him on to run to her, but he did his best to resist. He thoughtlessly wandered on, carving a path through the empty landscape that ran parallel to the road.




  For the first time in all the years he'd spent on his own, he wished for someone to talk to. He had to figure out why he was so affected by a human, of all things. He'd read of bears who had gotten so used to their animal form that they'd sought out the company of actual bears over their own kind, but never did he hear of anyone mating outside their species.




  To take a human mate was wrong, wasn't it? How would it even work, when the bears' code of secrecy insisted that humans should never find out about their existence? If she found out the truth about him, it would endanger his entire kind. Humans were afraid of what they didn't understand. If he tried to pursue her without telling her the truth, that would be equally wrong.




  And yet, he couldn't help how he felt about her.




  His brooding thoughts were interrupted by a fresh waft of her scent accompanied by footsteps against gravel. Clarice.




  Across his entire body, his fur stood up to attention, as if he was readying for a fight. He paused and got up on his hind legs, standing as still as he possibly could while observing her.




  What was she doing here?




  He watched as she walked along the road, clumsily stumbling over a particularly rough patch of gravel, until she recovered herself, phone in hand.




  When she reached the edge of the woods, she paused and looked around, raising her phone into the air and waving it around ahead of her. Finally, she let out a triumphant 'Aha!' and smiled, placing the phone back into her purse.




  Derek didn't have a cell phone, only a land line, which nobody ever called except telemarketers and tourists hoping to book a vacation. Still, he'd heard visitors say that most mobile providers didn't cover his farm. Most tourists didn't mind, but it seemed Clarice had had a pressing need to contact someone. A boyfriend perhaps?




  The thought angered him.




  His jaw tensed, and his upper lip curled instinctively into a snarl.




  He decided to turn around and leave before he was spotted, though just as he got down on all fours again, Clarice turned as well and let out a fearful gasp. He hadn't been able to pick up on her physiology before, she was too far away, but now that she was startled, her bodily responses were loud enough for his sensitive hearing to pick up. Her heartbeat had sped up into a frantic pace.




  Shit. She had spotted him.




  Both froze, Clarice with her arms wrapped around herself, and Derek partially hidden behind one of the thicker trees in this part of the woods. Seconds passed as she continued to look in his direction, and then her breaths as well as her heartbeat relaxed, and she started to walk back to where she had come from before: the farm.




  He breathed a sigh of relief as well, then made his way deeper into the woods, taking care to only walk on those extra mossy patches on the ground so that he didn't make any noise. Once again, a very close call.




  That was it. He had to resort to desperate measures if he was going to remain sane throughout her stay. He left her to walk back to her cottage on her own and ran.




  As fast as his paws could carry him, he pushed on until he had made it to the edge of his territory. There he let out an almighty roar, calling out for whoever was listening. Bears were territorial, so his call was bound to be noticed.
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  "Derek," a calm, if slightly cold female voice called out to him, almost an hour after he had reached the no-man's-land that lay between his and his closest neighbors' lands. Elise - his older cousin from his mother's side - had come to answer his call.




  He nodded and waited patiently as the female approached. The light brown bear that emerged from the shrubbery surrounding his meeting place of choice eyed him suspiciously.




  "What brings you here?" Elise asked.




  "This is going to be awkward, but I was hoping for some insights." Derek straightened himself in an attempt to appear rather more confident than he felt. It was a massive hit to his pride, coming here for advice, but even though they hadn't been close ever since he'd taken over the farm, Elise was still family. He didn't know who else to turn to. "As you know, other bears are hard to find nowadays. I was wondering if you could share some information, for old times' sake."




  "What about?" Elise asked.




  "Uhh... it's rather delicate."




  "Just spit it out, Derek."




  "When you and Jack got together, it was fate, wasn't it?"




  The female bear cocked her head to the side and simply stared at him.




  "Was it?" Derek pushed again.




  "I wouldn't say fate, but I knew immediately what was going on."




  "I don't understand, the way Mum used to talk about what happened between Dad and her, she said it was their destiny to pair up."




  "Your mother always was the romantic sort. No, I'm convinced it's biology, pure and simple. We pick our mates according to who is most compatible biologically. It's nature at work; that's all."




  "But it only happens once in a lifetime?" Derek asked.




  "Again, it's in our best interests to mate for life, to ensure the survival of our cubs. Once we pair up, our brains release certain hormones to ensure we remain faithful to that one significant other."




  "Right." Derek paused for a moment, uncertain about how to ask the most pressing question on his mind. "So it's all to do with producing healthy offspring, correct? Which means this sort of thing could only happen with another bear..."




  "What are you suggesting? You've developed a crush on a wolf or something?" Elise curled her lips, revealing a row of perfectly white sharp teeth in something somewhere between a smile and a sneer. The rivalry between wolves and bears ran deep, so it wasn't surprising for her to tease him like that.




  "Not exactly."




  Elise observed him in silence, which made him even more uneasy.




  "Have you ever heard of a bear choosing a human mate?" he asked at last. As awkward as the situation was, he really did need to know. And there wasn't another bear to ask for many miles.




  "A human..." Elise sat down in the damp heather, seemingly lost in thought. "Apparently in the cities, inter-species dating is a lot more common than it used to be. The challenges are many, though. It only works for those who have chosen to live fully in the human world and lost their bear side. However, now I'm reminded of another story from a long time ago - it's more of a myth than anything else. Did your mother ever tell you of Bhaltair and Aileen?"




  She looked up, her eyes locking with Derek's, and her expression once again grave and serious after the werewolf remark, which had been partially in jest.




  He slowly shook his head, the names did seem familiar, but he did not recall the story at all.




  "In the olden days," Elise began, "back when we lived openly among humans, once every few generations, a bear would discover his true mate in a human. My speculation is, it's to do with revitalizing the bloodline. As the story goes, Bhaltair was the leader of his clan, a bachelor well into adulthood, who despite being surrounded by women of his kind never bonded with any of them. One day upon visiting a nearby village, he came across a human girl, Aileen, and it was as if lightning struck. His inner bear knew, he knew, he had to take her as his mate. Of course, Bhaltair, being a clan leader and accustomed to being in charge wasn't subtle about the matter, and some say that there had been hostilities between his clan and the humans already. It was more of an abduction than a love story in the end..."




  "Oh?" Derek could barely hide his shock at hearing Elise describe pretty much what he'd felt when he first saw Clarice. Lightning.




  "When Aileen's father, Lord Domnall, found out where she'd been taken, he collected as many men as he could, calling them in from the surrounding villages. It inspired one of the greatest genocides in our history. You will have heard of the Sons of Domnall... It is said they evolved from that very first group of soldiers, who vowed to hunt us to extinction."
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