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In the twelfth century, a man named Gilleoin was gifted with the ability to shift into a bear. His clan was called Matheson, and when he mated with a woman carrying faerie blood, they created a line shrouded in secrecy, yet still, far into the future, whispers would abound...

For five long years, Isla Matheson has run from the one man her fae ancestor prophesized would be hers, but now her time for running is done. Her shifter mate is closing in and when he captures her and takes her home to his clan, she can no longer deny either of them. She chooses to merge with him in all ways, and in doing so sets a twelfth century prophecy in motion, one that sends her hurtling back through time to when their clan first began.

Highland warrior shifter Iain Matheson has fallen under his mate’s spell. She’s the one woman he would die to protect, and when a portal opens and takes her from him, he dives in after her. He’ll never allow her to escape him, not even when he becomes embroiled in one of the greatest feuds raging at that time.

Now they have a mission, to save their future line from extinction, to give hope to their people, both in the future and the past.
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The ancient House of Clan Matheson, Scotland, 1190.
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Sorcha screamed as pain gripped her belly and racked through her.

“Your twin bairns wish to be born, my dear.” Nessa, Sorcha’s mother and their clan’s fae-blooded seer, knelt at her bedside. “I see a vision of them. Two lads of mayhap eight or nine. They’re very strong.”

“What else do ye see?” Panting, Sorcha fisted the bed sheet either side of her.

“They’re tussling and giggling in a meadow as Gilleoin watches on.” Nessa caught her hand. “Your sons are so very like their father. They can shift shape, call forth their inner bear, and draw claws.”

“Are ye certain?” She longed to give her husband bairns who held his revered ability, one gifted to him by The Most High One. Gilleoin was the first and only known man to hold shifter blood. The night she’d first met him, five years past, had been when he’d sailed along the loch to her village, strode right toward her and gazing into her eyes, lowered to one knee. He’d declared, under the brilliance of the full moon, that a mated bond had formed between them and she was his. She’d sensed the bond too, to the depths of her soul, with her sudden need to touch him and the pure aura of energy surrounding him. Some of her village people, those directly descended from the faerie prince who’d wed their chief’s daughter two centuries past, held a touch of fae blood and as such also held rare and divine skills. Upon her birth, she’d received the ability of aura reading and could perceive another’s true intentions. Gilleoin’s aura drew her toward him and later that night when she’d lain with him, he’d merged their minds with his shifter ability and forged a link along a pathway known only to them. His shifter blood was strong, and though he held not a touch of fae blood and wasn’t one of her people, he was still hers and always would be so.

“Very certain, and there’s more.” Swaying, Mother closed her eyes, her red locks wisped with gray coiled high upon her head. “Your eldest son and his descendants shall possess the skills of our fae people, although your youngest son willnae. He and his progeny shall be shifter alone.”

“What skill will my eldest be gifted with?”

“That of death-warning. Of those who live but are soon to die, he shall receive a vision and with his skill save those who perish unjustly afore their time.”

“A worthy skill, one Grandfather had. Will my sons seek the ones they’re mated too when they come of age, as Gilleoin did with me?”

“Aye, that alone is in their shifter blood, as is the ability to merge minds with the one their soul cries out for. When your sons reach the age of twenty, their soul shall lead them to their mate, the full moon guiding them to their chosen one. To join in all ways, they will need to complete the bond and forge the unbreakable merge of the mind as Gilleoin did with you.”

Such relief rolled through Sorcha. “Where shall they find their mates?”

“Your eldest shall remain here, his chosen one from our village along the loch. She, like you and I, is part fae. She will bear him many bairns, and with the infusion of her fae blood into your eldest son’s line, ’twill also ensure our people’s fae skills will remain strong in his offspring. Your youngest son though will travel far from this place in search of his chosen one. When he finds her, they will join and their line shall be shifter alone. Your youngest son will grow from strength to strength as chief of his own clan, a mighty leader who will draw the respect of all his people.” Nessa stroked her forehead and pushed back her damp hair. “’Tis time for you to push, my dear. Your bairns cannae wait any longer.”

“Nay. I must wait for Gill—” Pain surged through her and she cried out and bore down.

She pushed with all that was within her. At the end of the bed, her midwife crouched between her legs and caught her firstborn son as he slid free from her body. The babe let out a mighty cry as her midwife handed her son into her mother’s waiting arms.

Nessa carried her grandson to the wide basin on top of the side table, settled him within the warm water and bathed him. Then carefully, she marked the side of her firstborn’s neck and wiped the blood from the mark, one which took the shape of a bear’s claw ringed by a star. “This claw-and-star mark,” her mother said, “will symbolize your firstborn’s dual shifter-fae blood.”

“A worthy mark for the ‘Son of the Bear.’”

“Aye, it is. What shall you name him?” Mother wrapped her crying babe in Gilleoin’s Matheson plaid and with him swaddled in her arms, carried him to her.

She held her son and cupped his precious cheek as he gazed at her with striking golden eyes. His aura shimmered so profoundly, the most glorious pure white threaded with heavenly strands of gold. “I shall name him Kenneth, for he carries the divine skills of our fae people in his blood, just as his descendants will do.” Each strand of gold in his aura gave proof his progeny would be strongly fae-skilled shifters, just as Mother had said.

“A most worthy name.” Nessa took Kenneth from her, kissed his forehead and whispered to him, “You’ve also been given your late grandfather’s name, and he would be honored if he knew.” A soft expression crossed Mother’s face as she glanced at her. “My dear, ’tis time to push again. Your second son desires to join his brother. The two dinnae care to be parted.”

More pain. Her belly tightened and she thrust her elbows into the mattress, bore down and pushed. Her second son wailed with a hearty cry as he emerged and the midwife lifted him up for her to see. Fair hair, just like his elder brother had. So too he had the most stunning golden eyes—shifter eyes. His aura, so pure and white held a tinge of sizzling red around the edges, just as Gilleoin’s did. Aye, he was shifter alone and so too his descendants would be. “I shall call him Ivan, for he shall be gifted with strength and wisdom. He shall become a man of great honor when he is called to lead his own clan.”

Mother returned Kenneth to the crook of Sorcha’s right arm then took Ivan from the midwife and bathed him.

“I shall mark your youngest son as well, but only with the bear’s claw to symbolize his shifter blood alone. This mark will grace his line.” Gently, she marked the side of her second-born son’s neck and wiped the blood away. The singular bear’s claw was perfect. Nessa wrapped him in a plaid and rocked him in her arms then carefully settled Ivan within Sorcha’s other arm.

Sorcha cradled her sons to her chest, right next to her heart, where they would forever remain. “I’ve longed for this day, when I would hold you both in my arms. I love ye, as greatly as I love your father.”

Mother’s eyes filled with tears and one trickled free. “My dear, I must impart to you all I’ve seen, and you must ensure your sons never forget the prophecy I’m about to speak of.” Nessa’s aura shimmered like that of sparkling stars, reflecting her divine honesty and her great seer ability.

“Speak of what you’ve seen. I will hear it all.” Her mother’s prophecies, so strong and true, were never to be taken lightly. She would hold whatever words were spoken close to her.

Hands lifted high, Nessa’s wise eyes clouded over. “Gilleoin’s sons will separate when they come of age and rule their own clans, yet there will come a time far in the future when a mated bond forms between the two clans. Only then must Gilleoin’s descendants once again merge, and the ‘power of three’ be unveiled.” She opened her eyes and blinked the haze away.

“Why must their descendants once again merge?” Sorcha brushed a kiss over Kenneth and Ivan’s brows.

“If they dinnae, then both Kenneth and Ivan’s lines shall be like the leaves that fall from the trees. They will scatter too far and wide then turn to dust, and in doing so, their shifter race will be no more.”

“Sorcha!” Gilleoin rushed into her chamber, shirttails fluttering over his kilt and his claymore bobbing within the baldric holstered across his broadly muscled back. He stumbled to her bedside, his golden eyes wide. “My love, you’ve birthed our bairns?”

“Aye, ye missed their arrival. Meet Kenneth and Ivan.”

“Are ye well? Are they well?” He wrapped his arms around her and their sons. “They are such wee things.”

“We’re very well, and Mother had a vision. Both our sons shall hold your ability to shift, and the eldest, Kenneth, also holds my people’s fae skills.”

“Such a blessing.” He kissed her then grinned at his sons. “This day our clan shall celebrate a new beginning.”

Aye, a new beginning she would treasure to the depths of her soul, for Gilleoin was now no longer alone. His sons would lead with strength and determination, just as their father led their clan. The heart of the bear would beat strongly within them both.
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Matheson Castle, Scotland, current day.
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Isla Matheson gripped the stone windowsill of the briefing room as the dawn’s rising sun sent a blaze of yellow and pink shimmering across the treetops and the glassy stillness of the loch. The forest stretched for miles either side of Matheson Castle, providing their shifter-fae skilled clan descended from Kenneth’s line with the perfect level of isolation they needed from the rest of the world. That isolation though would never keep her bear shifter mate, a man born to the other clan—Ivan’s line—from finding her, not when his senses reared to life when the full moon rose. This was the one night she both feared and desired. For five long years, she’d run, attempting to keep one step ahead of her mate’s relentless pursuit. He was strong, but then again so was she.

“I thought I’d find you in here.” The door to the briefing room shut with a soft snick and her father walked in with a laptop wedged under one arm. Murdock Matheson was both a seer and the chief of their clan, her only parent and one she loved dearly.

“I just needed a quiet place to gather my thoughts. The full moon looms.”

“Speaking of the full moon. I have some new information about your shifter mate.” He laid one hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “Are you prepared to listen?”

“Always. Did you have a vision?”

“I did, and from that vision I was able to discover exactly who he is.”

“I already know who he is.”

“You only know he’s from Ivan’s line.”

“That’s all I need to know. He’s not from our clan and I’m worried about being the one who sets the prophecy in motion, as well as anxious about losing you.” At least the other Matheson clan kept their location as tightly a guarded secret as they did theirs. Even during those times of the month when the desperate need to join with him rode her hard, she couldn’t.

“You’re in pain and I can see it. Running from your chosen one is difficult. This is a bond that runs to the depths of one’s soul, whether you’ve met him or not.” He set his laptop down on the large mahogany table in the center of the room and wrapped one arm around her shoulders. “Gilleoin’s sons will separate when they come of age and rule their own clans, yet there will come a time far in the future when a mated bond forms between the two clans. Only then must Gilleoin’s descendants once again merge, and the ‘power of three’ be unveiled.” He breathed slowly out. “Yours is the first mated bond to form between the two clans in over eight-hundred years and whether you wish it or not, Gilleoin’s lines must once again merge.”

“I can’t leave you, no matter if I want him.” Damn the strength of the mated bond and its unearthly pull on her. She didn’t want to leave her father. She was all he had. He needed her.

“Yet your future has been set, and I can’t continue keeping you all to myself, even as much as I would love to.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Let me show you what I’ve uncovered. This is footage taken by a city surveillance camera I was able to download.”

“If you believe I need to see it then please, show me.” With her heart torn in two, she walked to the table, prepared to face her future even as she ran from it.

“I’ll hook this up to the big wall screen.” In his navy trousers and tan button-down shirt, Dad powered up his laptop, keyed in a sequence and moments later, the high definition floor-to-ceiling TV screen on the far wall, lit up a solid blue then flashed to the first image.

A city street. The glass front doors of a bank opened and a tall man with shoulder-length locks of midnight-black strode out. A tattooed mark, in the shape of a bear’s claw on the side of his neck, gave evidence of exactly who he was. Only the chief’s eldest son within Ivan’s line—the second-born son—held that mark.

She palmed her dual claw-and-star tattoo hidden low on her hip under her jeans. As her father’s only daughter, his only child, he’d marked her with the firstborn’s mark. She lifted her gaze. The man on the screen strode along the pavement, his black pants hugging his muscled legs and his white collared shirt stretching tight across his broad shoulders. His bearing and imposing height ensured those walking toward him veered out of his way, then he slowed and stopped next to a sleek red convertible. He opened the door, his long sleeves lifting and exposing the tip of a sheathed wrist dagger.

A slow heat invaded her limbs and spread in a rippling wave through her body. This kind of reaction to her chosen one, she didn’t need. “What’s his name?”

“Iain, the eldest son of Michael Matheson, the chief of his clan.”

“Where’s their shifter base located?”

“That I haven’t unearthed yet, and last night when I called my government contact, he informed me he couldn’t disclose that information, just as he couldn’t disclose our location to the other clan.” They’d been aware for some time that the other clan worked the same high level government cases that they did. “Although I was informed that your mate has put in several requests demanding further information on us. Of course he’s been denied each time.”

“He’s impatient.”

“I’d say he’s done trying to track you on the night of the full moon. You’re too fast, too quick at running.”

“Running is the pits.” That tore at her the worst, knowing what she denied them both. The mated pairs within her clan held the closest bond and she’d always desired the same, to be so at one with the man who wished to be the same with her. If only her mate wasn’t from Ivan’s line it would make all the difference. She didn’t want to give up her father or her people. “That sweet ride of his should be easy enough to track via satellite if we go back through that day’s images. We don’t need to rely on our contact.”

“You wish to know where he lives?”

“Aye, so I can stay well away from the place.”

“I’ve already done a search. Iain waited it out at a hotel then traveled under the shield of darkness once he left the city. They’re as secretive as we are and remain well under the radar.”

“What else have you got on him?” Her father never left any stone unturned once he began an investigation.

“Iain is a triplet and has two brothers, both identical. I discovered that information while searching through the births records. That’s where I discovered his father’s name and designation.”

On the screen, Iain scanned his surroundings then stopped and stared at the surveillance camera mounted near the bank. Gaze narrowed, he looked right at her, his stunning golden eyes shimmering in the sunlight. She could drown in that gaze. So beautiful. Her fingers tingled and she itched to grab him, to remove the space that separated them by the camera lens. “He’s definitely my mate. My desire for him is strong.”

Slowly, she stepped around the table and stopped before the screen. She lifted one hand, traced along the firm angle of his jaw and over his bottom lip. His tongue darted out, his heated gaze turning to one of promise before he stepped back, eased inside his car, revved the engine and took off with a squeal across the blacktop. Gone, and everything within her cried out at the loss. “It’ll be harder to steer clear of him now I’ve seen his image.”

“You’ve been struggling lately regardless.”

“Which city, Dad?”

“Edinburgh, although he could be anywhere by now.” He turned his laptop off and the wall-mounted screen went blank. “There’s no taming an alpha male’s bear, Isla. He’s closing in on you and I can sense that.”

“There’s no taming a compeller either.” She was Murdock Matheson’s daughter, a fae gifted shifter who held a hypnotic voice none could ignore. She’d confront her mate only as and when she was ready.

“Just remember, your ability to sense him tonight will be different now you’ve seen him.”

“Oh, I’m aware.” A desire to tangle with her mate seared through her, left her both wanting and uneasy. She jiggled where she stood.

“I want you to relax.” Dad stepped up to her, grasped her hands. “You also need to cease worrying so much about me. Focus only on what you know is the right thing to do.”

“I’ll try, but old habits die hard.” She hugged her father, the one man she loved beyond all reason.
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After leaving her father, Isla strode to her chamber, opened her desk drawer and palmed her gun. Their work was dangerous no matter the skills they held and even though she’d be on the run tonight, before that time she had an active case to work with her partner, Daniel. Owen and Ewan Mathie were two shifters within a rogue offshoot Matheson branch, one that thankfully held a very weakened bloodline. Those two men, brothers of the same ilk, had killed two innocent people on the night of the last full moon when they’d allowed their bears to roam and now that they’d tasted human blood, they had to be captured and contained. She looked forward to the chase, to ensuring they paid for their crime. It’d certainly take her mind off her mate’s chase tonight.

Swiftly, she slid her weapon into the back rise of her blue jeans then strapped on her ankle dagger and tugged her favorite knee-high black leather boots over the top. She swapped her long-sleeved shirt for a cooler white tank top since summer sat on the brink of arrival and her shifter-fae blood ran hotter than mere human blood alone.

Strappy red purse slung over her shoulder, she opened the door to find Daniel leaning against the opposite wall. “You appear ready to roll.”

“Just waiting on you.” He slung his battered denim jacket over one shoulder and pushed off the wall, his disheveled blond hair falling forward over his brow. “I can’t wait to capture the Mathies.”

“Me too.” She trod down the passageway beside him. “I saw on the latest data that came in that we’re heading to Loch Bear.”

“To the bed and breakfast right on the fringes of the forest. It’s the only place where the Mathies might stay that’s close enough to their last known location. Have you got your sweet voice primed in readiness?”

“I do. What about Emma? Will you be able to make it back in time to spend the night with her?” His wife and her best friend had given birth six weeks ago to the first cub conceived in their clan in five years. They were all completely besotted with the wee boy who had the sweetest tuft of blond hair and the most stunning golden eyes. If only their clan births weren’t dismally down. It made her decision to run from her mate all the more harder since she was adding to the problem of their people’s slow extinction instead of aiding it.

“Emma understands.”

“I highly doubt it.” Their desire for their chosen one intensified beyond control on this one magical night. It was when their bears rode them the hardest.

“Well, she understands enough to let me go. I also intend to return just as soon as I’m able to.”

“When is her next medical checkup?” One of their clansmen held a medical degree and rooms on the first floor, his door always open.

“She’s got an appointment today. We’re both hoping she’ll get the all-clear. Her bear is clawing for its release.” A female couldn’t shift while carrying a child or in the weeks following her cub’s birth, not until her body was fully healed and the Change no longer harmful to one or both of them.

“I’ll make sure to drop in and see her once we’re back, that’s if you let her out of your bedroom.” She strolled downstairs then headed around the perimeter of the great hall. Near the fireplace, several of their clansmen lounged on a group of four comfy blue suede couches. She waved out but didn’t stop to chat, not when they needed to be away. She stepped outside and strode down the front steps.

Across the keep, a dozen men had broken into groups of two and shirtless, wearing only low-slung jeans or their belted plaid, they battled each other with their swords and shields glinting in the midmorning sunshine. Modern technology had changed the world, but at the heart of their clan, they still adhered to the old ways. And with their shifter-fae blood so strong, the only way to expend their immense energy was with such intense training.

She followed the cobbled path around the side of the keep and walked through the postern gate. In the rear lot, the center’s black SUVs lined up in a row, gleamed.

Daniel pulled a set of keys from his pocket and opened their vehicle. She hopped into the passenger seat while he turned the ignition on. The radio blared and she turned it down.

They drove along the winding road, left the sanctuary of Matheson land and joined the thrum of traffic on the main highway. This was the most beautiful land. Rolling fields of heather were awash with wildflowers and the craggy hills of the Highlands called to her very soul.

“Sooo,” Daniel drawled, “his name is Iain Matheson.”

“Dad told you?”

“I was there when he downloaded the footage. I’m also your partner. There’s nothing you can’t keep from me that I won’t eventually ferret out.”

“’Cause you’re nosy like that.” She smiled. In truth she kept nothing from Daniel and never had. They’d grown up together, tussled as cubs and still did as adults. “Now I need to decide what I do about tonight.”

“You’re thinking of doing something different to the norm?” Interest flared in his gaze. “You feeling the need to get laid, little sister?”

“Not if Iain Matheson is as annoying as you are to be around.” She rested her arm along the armrest under the open window and tapped the black leather. “It’s no wonder he’s been so persistent. He’s their chief’s eldest son. I’m surprised he didn’t actually find me that first night.” She’d waited out in the courtyard, so hopeful that when her mate appeared, she’d be overcome by the bond and finally be able to join with the one man who’d always been meant to be hers. Although none of her clansmen had appeared and that had rocked her soul, and her world.

“A lucky break for sure.”

“What did you think of the footage?”

“He’s one big bear, but if you need me to brawl with him, I can bring out the claws.” His tone was smooth, his grin a teasing one.

“What claws? You keep levitating your opponents then just kick back while they twirl helplessly around in the air.”

“Iain’s no fae-skilled shifter. I’d have to even the playing field with him and set my ability aside. It’d be the only right thing to do.”

“You are all talk.” She laughed and squeezed his arm. “There’s a very good chance should I ever allow my good sense to fly out the window and let my mate capture me, that I’d get real feisty with you for playing with what’s mine. I might even have to take you down.”

“You couldn’t take me down if you tried.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Five quid says I’m right. I bet I could take your mate down and you wouldn’t even lift a finger to help him.”

“One hundred pounds says I’m right and you’re the one going down.”

“I’ll stretch to ten but that’s it.”

“You’re clearly worried I’ll win. One hundred and not a penny less.”

“Fine. I was just trying to save you some money for when you lose.”

“Sure you were.” More of her tension seeped from her. Daniel knew how to divert her thoughts and lighten her mood.

“Have I ever mentioned how much Emma likes being levitated?” That teasing grin of his was back in place. “I spin her around and have my wicked way as I—”

“No.” She flung up a hand. “Too much information.”

“Wimp.” He chuckled as he motioned toward the gas station up ahead. “I’ll pull over here and refuel while you grab us some lunch.” He indicated then crawled into the far lane once it had cleared.

She strolled inside, perused the café area with its shelved delicacies and drooled over the offerings. She had a mighty sweet tooth and selected two slices of gooey chocolate cake as well as half a dozen sandwiches to share between them, of which Daniel would eat the lion’s share. He always did. Where he packed all the food he consumed though, she had no idea. With two cups of steaming coffee in hand, black and strong, she trod back to her partner and passed him his brew.

He drove and they munched and planned their coming mission. The weakened offshoot Mathie branch only held four shifters and Owen and Ewan could only shift on the night of the full moon, which meant tonight was the night they had to catch them if they wished to ensure another innocent person wasn’t harmed.

Hours passed and Daniel weaved along the winding forest road while along the horizon, the sun began its descent. “You need to hurry it up,” she told him.

“We’re almost there.” He eyed the GPS. “We’ll make it before nightfall and before the Mathies have a chance to shift. We’ve got to catch them before they cause more mayhem.”

“I’ve never been this far east before.”

“I have, a time or two.” He pointed up ahead at a quaint stone cottage nestled within the woods. “There’s the inn we’re after.”

He slowed then pulled into the gravel parking lot. A sandstone cobbled path led to the inn’s front door with its rustic bed and breakfast sign strung above it. With one finger, Daniel lifted his aviator sunglasses up and surveyed the area. “Nice and remote. The untamed forest surrounding this place would definitely call to their bears.”

“Then let’s go rope us some big bear.” She hopped out, patted her weapon still resting at her back and walked around to Daniel as he holstered his gun under his jacketed arm and straightened his buttery-colored t-shirt over his black pants.

At the hood, he breathed slowly out, his claws slicing in and out.

“You okay?”

“Just fighting the early stages of the full moon. I want my mate.” The males always suffered to a greater degree on this one night, their need riding them hard if their female remained some distance away. It wouldn’t help that it had been some time since they’d last been able to join as one.

“You got the sedative?” She nudged his arm.

“Sure do.” He dug out two vials from his inner denim jacket pocket and gave the deep orange concoction a swirl. After they’d caught the Mathies, they’d ensure they slept until they’d dropped them off to their contact. Owen and Ewan would require containment unlike the rest of the criminal population. Daniel turned in a slow circle, this time sniffing the air.

She did the same.

A trace of smoke puffing from the inn’s chimney added a slight taint to the pine fresh air swirling around her. She dug deeper. Beneath the pine, she caught the deep earthy tones of the land. No bears.

She attuned her hearing. Small critters scampered through the dense underbrush and the splashing of water beyond, traveled to her with ease. “There’s a river close by.”

“But no bears. We’ll need to check inside as well as do a wider perimeter search.” He set a hand at her back and guided her past a scratched-up mustard-colored Jeep, a white van and a blue sedan.

At the front door, he pressed the bell and waited beside her.

“I’ll see who that is.” A man’s deep voice rumbled through the door. It swung open and the portly gentleman with a head of gray hair nodded at them. “Good evening, folks. Are you after a room for the night?”

“We are.” Daniel slung an arm over her shoulders and ruffled her long hair. “My sister and I are heading up higher into the mountains in the morning. Do you have any vacancies?”

“The wife has her family staying over for a few days so we only have the one room left. It does have two single beds though, so it’s yours if you’d like it.”

“We heard.” Isla cleared her throat and used her hypnotic voice to its fullest. “That you might have seen two men we’re eager to catch up with. Both brothers, their names Owen and Ewan Mathie.”

He stared into her eyes, his own clouding over under her compulsion. “They dropped in, and have twice before. They left not long ago to take a hike in the woods. That Jeep in the lot is theirs. They asked if they could leave it there for the night and I agreed. They wanted to sleep out under the stars tonight, although they used the spare room last night.”

“Could you confirm that this is them?” She slid a photograph of Owen and Ewan from her pocket and passed it across.

“That’s them all right.”

Daniel sent her a silent look that said, Bingo. Now let’s find them.

She smiled at the proprietor. “We’d like to take a look around. I’d appreciate it if you showed my brother the room the two men stayed in while I wander around the backyard. You’ll find nothing suspicious about our request and you’ll forget you ever saw us after we leave.”

“Of course.” His glazed eyes focused a little, but her compulsion would hold without issue for Daniel. No one had broken through her ability’s hold yet.

She winked at her partner. “I’ll take the outside since compelling beats levitation. Call out if you need my help.”

“Sure will.” He wandered inside with the proprietor.

Setting out, she trekked along the cobbled pathway winding around to the rear of the property. Either side of the walkway, thick lavender bushes swayed in the breeze. She stepped onto the grass dotted with tiny yellow flowers and surveyed the area. The forest butted right up to the rear of the property. She marched in that direction and finally caught the very faintest whiff of bear. Excitement thrummed through her and she picked up her pace and entered the woods. Jogging, she followed the leaf-strewn trail into the dark recesses of the wild. Her bear pushed under her skin, demanding the Change. “Not yet,” she urged it. “You’ve got to wait until our job is done.”

Ahead, the trees stood tall and proud next to a fast-moving river and two massive bears clawed a trunk then sniffed, jerked their gazes toward her and snarled.

“Well, hello, boys. I take you two are Owen and Ewan? It’s about time we met.”

They shoved off the trunk and landed heavy on all fours. Both prowled toward her, their beady black eyes holding only the barest rim of shifter gold on the edges. They heaved up onto their hind legs and roared, drool flying from their jaws.

“Down!”

They bellowed and attempted to fight her compulsion.

“I said—”

A man bounded out of the brush, slung her over his shoulder and bolted along the trail through the trees. Branches scraped her bare arms and her hair flew into her face and obscured her vision.

She shoved her hair back and clutched his pumping arms, her belly thumping into his rock hard shoulder. The ground blurred and the trees whizzed by. She couldn’t catch her breath. “W-what are you doing?”

“Getting you far away from those bears.” One deeply sensual tone that curled her toes. Now that really shouldn’t be happening.

Everything spun and she squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t leave my partner to fight those bears on his own.” She shoved her upper body up, looped her arms around his neck and slid down his chest and into his arms. “I want you to—” Whoa. Her heartbeat tripped out of time.

Oh hell. Her mate had found her, and the moon only just glimmered on the horizon.

***
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Iain Matheson couldn’t believe his good fortune. He’d been out in the woods close to Ivanson Castle when he’d scented her, the one woman he’d been searching five long years for. His bear had gone half-crazy with need and so had he. He only wished he’d been paying more attention to his surroundings. He’d missed catching the other two unknown shifters as they’d made the Change so close by, shifters not of his clan, of that he was sure.

“I—I—” She searched his gaze then blinked as if checking to make sure he was real. “Put me down.” Her voice rang with authority, with a sweetly hot demand that curled around his senses, a demand he couldn’t ignore.

Gently, he lowered her to her feet, set her before him. A compeller. This wouldn’t be easy.

“I see you hold one of the rarest of the fae skills.” He’d scoured through what historical information remained on record, even as scarce as it was. Being aware of what he might be up against when he did find his mate, had been a necessity.

“I do.” Her golden eyes, so gloriously alive, flickered with defiance and frustration. He’d need to take great care to ensure she didn’t use her skill against him. Now that he’d finally found her, he didn’t care to lose her. Or at least not before he knew exactly where she lived.

“You’ve been very hard to track down.” Hard was an understatement. If only his clan held the knowledge of where the original House of Clan Matheson resided, but when Ivan had left his home, so many centuries ago, so too he’d taken the knowledge of their location and kept it from even one soul. Arms crossed, he listened for any movement through the woods. Not one noise, other than the chirping of birds and buzzing of nighttime insects. “You said you can’t leave your partner to fight those bears alone. Who’s your partner and who were those shifters? They’re trespassing on my clan’s land.”

“Owen and Ewan Mathie. They’re brothers who are predators through and through, and must be stopped, tonight, before they can harm another. I left my partner behind. Daniel won’t be happy that I did.” Her cell phone jingled and she hauled it from her jeans pocket, pressed the speaker and answered. “Daniel, the Mathies are in the forest, about a quarter of a mile to the north of the inn.”

“Not anymore they’re not. I chased them, but then they backtracked to the inn and took off in their Jeep, right after they slashed one of our tires. I’m changing it now. I’ll never be able to catch them with the head start they’ve got. Where are you?”

“With Iain.” She eyed him, sexy narrowed gaze and all.

“Well, that would explain why you left me in such a hurry. Can’t control your little bear, eh?”

“She’s contained, but my mate isn’t.”

“You owe me a hundred quid, Miss You-can’t-play-with-my-bear.”

“You’re not even here for me to stop your bout of playing.”

“That makes no difference. You removed him from my field of play.”

“He removed me.”

“You still lost.” A clanking sounded down the line as if her partner had dropped a wrench. Daniel grunted. “Stupid sucky tire. I’ve almost got it changed.”

“Where do you want to go from here, Daniel?” Isla asked him.

“I’ll update the chief and form a plan. For now, you do what you need to and we’ll talk again in the morning. I’m not leaving here until I know exactly where we need to head. We’ll contain the Mathies, one way or another, and soon. Very soon.”

“I’ll talk to you first thing, or call me sooner if you need to.”

“Wait.” Iain seized her hand before she could hang up and memorized the numbers on the screen, both hers and her partner’s. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow too, Daniel.”

She glared at him and hung up before Daniel could answer. “You’ve really tossed a spanner in the works.”

“Lovely to meet you too.”

“Don’t try and be funny.” She muttered under her breath as she tucked her phone away then paced the trail in front of him. Softly, she sighed and stopped. “I’m sorry. I’m not normally so rude. It’s just this isn’t the way I ever envisioned meeting you, and right now I’m currently frustrated. I don’t mean to push that frustration onto you.” She blew out a long breath then extended her hand. “The name’s Isla.”

“Nice to meet you, Isla. I’m Iain.” He slid his fingers around hers, her skin so warm and soft. Releasing her hand took a whole lot of effort. “Would you care to take a walk? Have a chat and all?”

“It’d be a nice start. Thank you.”

“We’ll follow the trail.” He set a hand at her back and steered her along it. The last rays of the sun shimmered across the darkening sky then disappeared. The full moon hung heavy and low within a blanket of black, its brightness lighting their path along with a glittering array of stars. “I apologize for making you lose your catch. I wasn’t aware we had rogue bears on our land.”

“Catching them is Daniel’s and my current assignment.” Her gaze softened as she looked at him. “Honestly, I’m sorry I was so abrupt. I try not to be rude to people I’ve just met.”

“I surprised you. That’s clear to see. Tell me a little about yourself.”

“Not much to tell. I’m as elusive as they come.”

He needed more information than that, and he intended to push as hard as she’d let him. “Have you got any family?”

“Of course. Apart from my entire clan, I have a father. He’s the chief and seer of my clan. Murdock Matheson. I’m his eldest, his one and only.” She looked ahead along the trail. “You must live close by to have caught me this early on in the evening.”

“It appears you’ve come straight to me this time. Ivanson Castle is just around the other side of Loch Bear.”

“So I get to meet you and your entire clan at the same time?”

“No, not if you don’t wish to. Just me if that suits you best.”

“Just you for now. That I can handle.” She shivered as the breeze picked up. It blew her glossy brown locks about her bare shoulders and caused goose-bumps to rise on her arms.

“Here, allow me warm you up.” He shrugged his jacket off and held it up for her to slip her arms into. She didn’t hesitate to accept his offering. She pushed her hands into the long sleeves of soft black leather and pulled the front edges of his jacket together, covering the white tank top she wore over her jeans.

“Thank you. I wasn’t expecting to go for such a long jaunt this deep into the forest.” She lifted the collar over her nose and breathed deep. “Mmm, you smell good.”

His bear had him leaning in. He buried his nose in her hair, dragged in her sweet vanilla scent. It swirled around and intoxicated him, made him want to pick her up and sling her back over his shoulder all over again. Instead, he gently rubbed her arms then zipped his jacket up and enclosed her completely within its warmth. “Feeling a little less frustrated now?”

“A touch less.” She slanted her head, her gaze questioning. “I have no intention of leaving my clan, even though you’ve found me.”

“Is that why you’ve run from me all these years?”

“My clan’s numbers are dwindling. There are far fewer mated pairs than ever before and when I discovered you weren’t from my clan, I’d never felt such sorrow. I’ve let them down.”

“So by running, you decided our fate before you’d even given me a chance to prove myself.” He stroked a finger under her chin and his bear rumbled in delight at the sheer softness of her skin—so creamy and smooth. “I would never keep you from your kin, Isla, nor do I ever intend to in the future. There must be give and take between mates, and more so between you and I since we come from separate clans.”

“You’re serious?” Her tone held disbelief. “You won’t insist I leave my people to join with you?” She inched closer, touching the tips of her boots to his. Those long legs of hers, encased in dark blue denim, showcased every delectable curve from her pert bottom to her knee-high leather boots that hugged her slim calves.

“That’s right.”

“Then I’m free to go?”

“You’re free to leave whenever you wish, but if you go, then I go with you.”

“There isn’t a chance you’ll abandon your clan to join mine. You’re the eldest son of Ivan’s line.” She lifted one hand, traced her finger over the bear’s claw on his neck.

“You seem to know more about me than I know about you, and I’ll only ever speak the truth with you. I’d never leave my clan, but so too I’d never demand that you leave yours. I’m open to negotiation, to ensure we both receive what we need to from this bond. I’m not an enforcer with a steel hand.”

“Is that right?” She arched one cute brow, rather teasingly.

His mate was feisty and strong, both qualities he admired in any woman, as well as qualities he’d hoped his chosen one held.

“And what is it you’d like to receive from this bond, my mate?”

“You. I desire the bond and all that it entails, but I want the sharing of lives, including that of our clans.”

“I’m not really that great of a
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