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This book is dedicated to my husband Tom, my son Justin and my mom Sandy who had to put up with me during this process. 

I also dedicate this book to my friend Corbin and a particular group of people from The Grey Charter Guild. You guys constantly gave me words of encouragement.

I dedicate this book also to my great friend Vickie Dold. You do not know this, but you inspired me to write.

Finally, I dedicate this book to my friends Janka and Michele for helping me edit!

Thank you all for always being there for me through this process.
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Forward
Black bear shifters were bigger than your average black bear. In Estes Park and Rocky Mountain National Park, the humans never really noticed a difference in the bears' size because they never got close for safety reasons. Unlike natural bears, shifter bears didn’t get diseases and were much harder to kill due to their healing abilities. The only way to kill a shifter aside from old age was through an injury to the heart or the brain. Bear shifters were not controlled by the moon like wolf shifters. Although they live as humans, they liked to run and hunt in their bear form from time to time. 
In the Black Bear Clan, the alpha, beta, and omega hierarchy is passed down the family tree through the generations. Other bear shifters can fight to the death for a hierarchy position, although it is rarely done. Clans are like an extended family. In return for the protection and shelter an alpha provides, the clan follows his wishes. The alpha male is the individual in the community to whom the others follow and defer. It isn’t always the size that makes one bear dominant over another; it’s the dominant bear's attitude, or “alpha,” who is always in charge. Bears communicate their dominance by intimidating their opponent. Bears do not fight with each other unless it’s absolutely necessary. Fight risks injury, and that is not the bear’s objective. It’s all about posturing. 
The final essential roles in a clan are the healers. They’re like doctors but can heal without surgery. When there are fights or severe injuries, the clan healers save them from having to chance the human hospitals. The healers are always female and, with her touch, can heal injuries and pull pain from another person into her own body and then expel it into the ground. Healers can solve all troubles from nausea to broken bones to cancer with no adverse effect to themselves. Healers, however, cannot bring someone back from the dead.
Some people may notice that these black bear shifters were bigger than your average black bear. In Estes Park and Rocky Mountain National Park, the humans never really noticed a difference in the bears' size because they never got back close for safety reasons. Unlike natural bears, shifter bears didn’t get diseases and were much harder to kill due to their healing abilities. The only way to kill a shifter aside from old age was through an injury to the heart or the brain. Bear shifters were not controlled by the moon like wolf shifters. Bears could shift whenever they desired. Although they live as humans, they do like to run and hunt in their bear form from time to time.
Shifters are born human and spend the majority time in their human form. They will not have their first shift until they are five years old. In their shift, a black bear had better eyesight and a better sense of hearing than humans. Their keenest sense is the sense of smell, which was about seven times greater than a dog's. They also have great physical strength. They have been known to turn over flat-shaped rocks weighing 310 to 325 pounds and can run at speeds of twenty-five to thirty miles per hour. 
The first part of the mating is when the bear chooses his mate and forms a bond. This bond enables the couple to send each other’s emotions and location. Their desires for each other grow stronger.
Next, the shifter bites his mate on the soft spot between the shoulder and neck during sexual climax. There is no condom used as the skin on skin allows the mating bond to slam into place. The bite is deep enough to draw blood and leave a faint scarring that will show other shifters that they are mated and claimed. The bite will not turn the human into a shifter. Only an alpha can bring about the shift. It has been said that a bright light will surround the couple, and they can see little ribbons of colored light intertwining with each other and then entering their bodies as their souls become one. A tattoo appears on the left hand's third finger where a typical wedding band would be, symbolizing that they are completely mated.
And finally, there is a ceremony that is very similar to a human wedding.
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An important thing to remember...


Bear shifters are not bloodthirsty beasts. They are the protectors of people and do not kill at random. They are not easy to spot unless you know what exactly to look for or if you are a supernatural yourself. They are extremely protective of friends and family—like bears of a clan. The alphas tend to be the most protective and try to take care of their family/friends and usually are the ones to end the fights inside their group. Shifter bears are not to be feared. If you find that you have a bear shifter in your family or group of friends, then you should feel blessed because they will protect you until their last breath. 
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How to Shape-Shift


1. Close your eyes and allow yourself to relax fully. 
2. Imagine your body converting into another form. Take the time to acquaint yourself with how your bear feels.
3. Involve all your senses. Imagine what you would smell, taste, hear, and feel. For example, imagine having an acute ability to smell; imagine your eyesight to be very sharp and far-seeing.
4. With your eyes closed, allow your body to move slightly while feeling yourself converting into a bear.
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Chapter One


Corbin Hurst looked to the horizon and breathed in the cool spring air. The morning was perfect for getting a final survey of the property he and his friends would soon build on.  
As he looked through the Theodolite’s eyepiece, it seemed to change into a movie camera, revealing memories he’s thought buried long ago. He wanted to look away, but the visions and pain held him captive.
His mother, Charlotte, was leading them home after a fun day of playing and fishing in their bear forms. Benjamin was the youngest and most apt to be the one to get into trouble. This time the trouble was more than they expected. 
The Arapaho had met an Apache war party of around fifty that had entered Beaver Meadows, and he and his family had stumbled directly into it. At seven years old, Corbin hadn’t a clue what to do other than to hide. 
During the chaos of fighting Arapaho and Apache and flying arrows, Benjamin had been injured. As his mother rushed to his little brother’s side, an arrow to the heart killed her instantly. Shifters have incredible healing powers, but not even they can survive a wound to the heart. Connie, his older sister, and Corbin ran to their mother and brother. 
Patrick, their father, and alpha, along with his enforcers, found them after they failed to return for dinner.
Thank the goddess for Benjamin’s healing abilities as they kept him alive. Being able to shift allowed Benjamin to heal more quickly. Unfortunately, the broken leg he sustained did not heal properly. He was left with a slight limp for the rest of his life. 
Corbin jerked back from the Theodolite and sat hard on the packed earth at his feet. On the tails of that memory came another painful one he was unable to stop.
A lifetime later, Connie married her mate Richard and had a wonderful set of twins, Thomas and Ruby. Unfortunately, fate wouldn’t allow her to see them grow up. Two years later, tragedy struck when Connie was found murdered. She had been leaving work when someone slit her throat from behind and stole her car. Her killer was never caught.
The interviews were hard to deal with.
“I will always remember Connie as a great sister, someone I could chat with and share things with. She was a really talented girl and just a great mother.” Corbin’s throat tightened up as if he’d just spoken those words for the first time. 
“We are all members of a family, and no matter how a person dies, it affects everybody the same way—just tragic—it's very sad losing a loved one,” Patrick added.
“It's been well known how good a girl Connie was; she was just so good to everyone. She was a bubbly, happy person; she was a great mother and just a natural homemaker,” added Connie’s husband, Richard, to the reporter. 
Richard moved Thomas and Ruby back to the Hurst clan lands in Estes Park. They had been living fifteen miles away in Allenspark. It was important now more than ever to be closer to the family. The children needed the love of extended family, and he needed help. Raising toddlers by himself would have been difficult.
When a mate passes, a shifter loses their other half literally. Corbin’s father was able to survive Charlotte’s death because his children were young, and he had duties as the alpha. It was difficult for the boys to watch their father be so alone and depressed over losing his wife as they grew up. Patrick never remarried or loved another.
When it was time for Corbin to take over as alpha, things didn’t go as everyone thought they would. He hadn’t agreed with the direction his father wanted to take the clan. Corbin wanted to bring technology to the clan for safety and growth. His father wanted to stay in the past. He gave up his right as alpha to the Hurst clan, passing it to his younger brother, Benjamin. Corbin, his friends, and some clan members who agreed with his vision moved to Independence, Colorado. 
The day Benjamin took over as alpha of the Hurst clan, their father went back to his bedroom, laid on the bed, passed away in his sleep, and finally joined his wife. Patrick had waited a long time to join his beloved mate Charlotte in the afterlife. After Patrick’s funeral, Corbin, Cade, and Jase left to finish the work on the Independence Dude Ranch.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hi, I’m Eloise; I’m twenty-eight and five-foot-eight-inches tall,” Eloise Freimont said, introducing herself. “I am great at organizing and keeping everything precisely arranged. I will admit to being a little OCD. I have a bubbly personality and a witty sense of humor.” Oh boy, this speed dating just doesn’t seem to be my thing, she thought as his eyes glazed over. They had prohibited cell phone usage during the speed dating event, so at least he wasn’t texting someone else. Hey, she could launch into courageous endeavors, but only after checking all the facts at least once. Okay, maybe twice…oh, all right, three times. Hmm, perhaps I’m a lot OCD.
Looking at her watch, she realized there were three minutes left till he got up, and the speed dating event would be over. She couldn’t wait to get home. She was currently living with her friend Gracie Jefferies—the reason she was there in the first place. 
The last bell rang. Relief flooded Eloise as she put on her coat. The speed dating event was finally over. She would never do this again; she thought as she fled the restaurant.
“Gracie, I’m home!” she shouted as she entered the house. Gracie came running in from the kitchen. That girl was always cooking something. Sniffing the air, she could tell that tonight she was baking snickerdoodles.
“So tell me all about it, and don’t leave any details out!” Gracie blurted.
“It was a total and complete failure,” complained Eloise. “Maybe it’s time to move away from Aspen. I’m going to my room.”
Gracie followed her and plopped on her bed as Eloise changed out of her dress and into her Mickey Mouse pajamas. “Your OCD is alive and well, isn’t it? Your bedroom closet is still separated between work and non-work clothes and arranged by color. Do you still eat M&Ms one color at a time until they are gone?”
“Of course, and don’t even get me started on everything having to be done in even numbers instead of odd.” She strongly believed in the old saying—'A place for everything and everything in its place.’
“As for moving away, you can’t just move away every time something doesn’t go right,” complained Gracie. “You have a wonderful job in the accounting office at the Aspen Ski Lodge. You have lots of friends here that would miss you terribly, especially me.”
“I know, I know,” sighed Eloise. “Things just haven’t been the same since I broke up with Julius.” Just then, the timer went off in the kitchen, so the girls went to have cookies and milk before bed.
[image: image-placeholder]Staring out the window from her dull gray cubicle at work, she tried to figure out what she was going to do with her life. She was more focused on work than her coworkers at the ski lodge. Aside from their typical office gossiping, a lot of the girls liked to flirt with male guests. After Julius, she had become analytical, observant, and cautious. 
Ever since her breakup with Julius, Eloise’s coworkers tended to gossip about her more than expected. The laughter wasn't the sound of friends but of emotional hyenas. Their voices came to her without end, playing like a track, looping back to the start with seamless ease. She closed her eyes only to see theirs, full of judgment, full of delight, with no trace of caring. How her cheeks had burned hot, how the sight had egged them on—her embarrassment, their tonic.
“You want to know about Eloise? Well, I would describe her as charming, sincere, and generous,” said a coworker.
“Since her breakup with her boyfriend, she has become a little more of a workaholic,” informed another coworker. 
“She never goes out with us anymore,” complained yet another coworker.
“She is a hopeless romantic, spending her evenings and most weekends watching romance movies. When not watching a romance movie, she’s reading a romance novel. She often brings them to work to read during her break. Her favorite novels are paranormal romance, of the shape-shifter variety,” confided yet another coworker. 
Eloise just did not understand why women couldn’t find men like the heroes in her movies and books. Those men were honest, never cheated, and they treated women with respect. They were the ultimate fantasy—an irresistibly attractive embodiment of heroic qualities and a celebration of positive male strength! There have to be men out there like that somewhere, right?
Memories of Julius and her humiliation crowded out her coworkers’ words. She remembered it had been Valentine’s Day, and she thought he was going to propose. They had been dating for three years, and last summer had moved in together. It was the logical next step in their relationship.
She had gotten off work early and had been excited to get home to prepare a special candlelight dinner for Julius. She had butterflies in her stomach, just thinking about it. She had been reading a book called Spending a Romantic Evening at Home. It suggested a quiet evening at home might be just the ticket to a romantic interlude. She could keep it simple and would cook Julius’ favorite meal. It also said, ‘Setting the mood is equally important as what meal you prepare, so plan on some candlelight and soft, romantic music.’ 
The weekend before, she had bought assorted candles to light around the dining room and the bedroom. She also found a CD called 50 Best Romantic Classics, and it had her two favorite songs by Barry White: You're the First, the Last, My Everything and Can't Get Enough of Your Love, Babe. Eloise had been so focused on planning her romantic evening in her mind she had not noticed a strange car parked in front of their apartment. Upon entering the apartment, she heard strange noises coming from their master bedroom. It was odd because Julius didn’t get off work for at least another two hours.
Eloise had crept down the hallway to their bedroom, dread filling her. The door was ajar, allowing her to peek inside. She debated for a moment whether or not she should, but she had to confirm her suspicions. There on her bed was Julius pounding into a blond woman. Standing there gaping, her mind finally registered what she was seeing. Feeling sick and light-headed, she had backed down the hallway and turned to run out the front door. Not knowing what to do or where to go, she sat in her car. How could Julius do this to her again? What was wrong with her that he had to find women to satisfy his needs continually? Three years wasted on this man! Realizing it was not something she did or didn’t do that made Julius fuck other women, she started to get angry. It was all on Julius.
Eloise was snapped back to reality when a shadow of a giant crazy person began banging on her driver’s window. Startled, she screamed. The outrage on Julius’s face had been scary. At least he took the time to throw some clothes on. “It’s not what you think! She means nothing to me! I can explain!” Julius yelled through the closed window.
“Oh really, it didn’t look like you were having sex with a blonde in our bed?” Eloise retorted, rolling down the window. “You both looked like you were enjoying each other! We’re done! I’m not going to take this anymore. I thought you had changed; that’s why I agreed to move in with you.” She didn’t want to hear any more of his excuses. She started her car, threw it into reverse, and almost ran over his feet as she left. She went to the only place she could think of—Gracie’s.
This actually had not been the first time he was caught with another woman. She had always forgiven him, always believed him when he said it would never happen again, but it kept happening. They would go months being happy, and then slowly, she would start to see evidence of him sleeping with other women. She had foolishly thought by moving in together, Julius would finally stop sleeping around.
Eloise had no idea why she allowed Julius to do it to her over and over again. Each time was a new start, a fresh him, a chance to leave the disappointments behind. But then she remembered the last time he stood her up, she standing on the porch in her best dress and heeled shoes, a touch of rouge on her cheeks, watching the minutes tick past on the clock in the hallway and realizing he'd done it again. Her heart sank, and her anger flared. “Never again,” she vowed under her breath. But how many times had she said that before? Too many times. Did she mean it this time? She hoped so. It was time to move on. As her friends kept telling her, she only had herself to blame.
Eloise had moved out and into her best friend Gracie’s place. Gracie had been a great comfort. After spending the weekend crying, she realized it was time to pull herself together. “If you want to remain in this apartment, you have to get out of bed and do what you need to do. That includes going back to work,” Gracie said firmly. It had been hard going back to work, thinking everybody knew what had happened between her and Julius. Aspen was a small town, and people that lived there knew everybody’s business. When going to the breakroom for a cup of coffee or to the office cafeteria for her lunch, she could hear snickers from her coworkers. 
During the first couple of weeks after their breakup, Julius had been found pounding on Gracie’s door, begging Eloise to come back to him. Gracie would refuse to allow him to talk to her. The first time when Julius walked back toward his car Gracie turned the sprinklers on him. Eloise had to admit it was pretty funny watching him get soaked. 
Why can’t I get Julius to understand that love and romance is more than just gifts? It’s about all the things money can’t
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