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      Dear lovely reader,

      Thank you for choosing the bear. If you have not heard the recent question that surfaced on various social media platforms about ‘choosing the bear’ then let me briefly explain the origins of this story and my intentions in writing it.

      A question was posed to women all over the world: Would you rather be stranded in the woods with a bear or a man? The vast majority of women replied that they would choose the bear. The bear would likely avoid them and in general the woman would be far safer than if she faced a man. Naturally men all over the world were stunned to hear this. But we women understand the truth, the worst a bear could do was kill us, but a man? There are a thousand things worse than death which a woman could suffer at the hand of a dangerous man.

      We know that not all men are bad, but as women, we face the fact that our lives are not as safe simply because we are women. We travel with our car keys between our fingers, we lock all of our doors and triple check those locks, we alert our girl friends when we go out on dates as to where we will be and what our date looks like. We take a thousand precautions because we must.

      When I set out to write this book, I had one goal in mind. I wanted to paint the truth of what a woman goes through during an assault by a man she knows (women are far more likely to be attacked by a domestic partner, than a stranger). I wanted to show how a strong, smart, independent woman could lose herself in a relationship and not see the danger signs until it was too late.

      I know that this may be a triggering or sensitive subject. The first chapter is perhaps the hardest in the story, but important not to ignore. I have done my best to make the worst part as quick as possible. The rest of the story is about healing from such an attack emotionally not just physically. Hadlee, my heroine learns what it means to meet a truly good man, a man who will always do what is right for her, will always respect her and give her what she wants and needs.

      In many ways this is a standard paranormal romance with a shifter hero, but I hope you’ll find something important within these pages that reminds you that you have incredible value to the world, that you are beautiful, you are brilliant, and that you can save yourself because you are the heroine of your own life story.

      This is my love letter to you dear reader. You are not alone, you are a woman and we build our lives around community. When women come together, we possess infinite strength and infinite compassion.

      So if you ever face a man in the woods…just remember you don’t have to choose the bear…you can be the bear.

      

      ~Lauren Smith, September 2024
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      It wasn’t supposed to end like this…

      Hadlee Wilson scrambled through the underbrush deep in woods deep of the Colorado mountains and ducked behind a tree, crouching down to hide. For a moment all was silent around her, except for the soft whisper of the breeze through the aspen trees and an occasional bird twittering far above her. But all of that was drowned out by the pounding of the blood in her ears as she tried to remember how to breathe.

      Tears blurred her eyes, and she clamped her hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. Was this how her life was going to end? Being assaulted and murdered in the woods by Chad, her boyfriend?

      She desperately tried to think back over the last six months. What signs had she missed? Chad Parker had seemed perfect. He was handsome, single, and had a good job. Everyone who met him liked him. He had showered her with gifts from the day they’d met, and this wasn’t the first trip they’d taken together. So what had changed? Had she done something to make him angry enough to⁠—

      Her thoughts careened to a halt and her instincts took over as she heard footsteps approaching. It sounded like hiking boots crunching leaves and snapping twigs. Soft, but definitely moving in her direction.

      “Hadlee...” Chad’s voice was almost polite, almost pleasant, but she heard a hint of a sneer lurking in the way he said her name. “We talked about this, babe. I told you men have needs. You can’t freak out over a little bit of choking, okay?”

      Hadlee’s hand reached up to touch her bruised throat. If she survived this, there would be a black circle around her neck in the shape of Chad’s hands. He’d gotten too rough, too quickly for her. She’d thought she might like it when he first put his hands on her throat in a possessive but gentle hold while they made love. But seconds later, he’d squeezed hard. He hadn’t paid attention when she’d started to blackout and clawed at his fingers. She breathlessly begged him to stop, but he’d only laughed at her. When black spots danced before her eyes, she knew she’d made a terrible mistake. She liked rough sex sometimes, but Chad hadn’t just been rough. He'd been brutal. Homicidal. It wasn’t fun, but rather terrifying when he’d started to slap her and then punched her skull. Then he tore her shirt and tried to undo her jeans. She’d fought him, despite the blinding pain in her head. She’d kicked and clawed and somehow gotten free to run into the woods. But he’d still found her…

      “You don’t even know where the hell you are, bitch.” Chad’s voice sounded hardened. “Why do you think I blindfolded you? It wasn’t for romance, babe.” He snarled out a laugh.

      Every breath that escaped her was too loud. She covered her mouth with her hands, trying to stifle the sound.

      “If you don’t come out now, I will leave you here and you’ll die in the woods. If you get eaten by a bear, serves you right,” he spat.

      At this point, Hadlee would have gladly chosen death by bear. All the creature would do was kill her. Whatever Chad had in mind for her … would be far worse than death. She held still, continuing to hunker down against the large tree and prayed she’d hear his footfalls grow quieter as he moved away.

      Silence.

      She didn’t dare move. In every horror movie she’d ever seen, the woman thought she was safe and left her hiding spot, which always revealed her location to the homicidal maniac. There was no damn way she was going to do that. She’d stay right where she was for the rest of her life if it kept her alive.

      Suddenly Chad’s face peered around the tree that she was hiding behind and she screamed. His brown eyes were lit with demonic fire. Pure terror exploded through her chest, and she couldn’t even scream, let alone breathe.

      He lunged at her, his fingers digging into her hair and wrenching her head toward him as she tried to escape. He punched her in the face with his other hand and pain exploded around her left eye. She crumpled, a wail slipping from her lips as the pain worsened.

      “That’s it, scream, bitch! No one will hear you.” Chad threw her to the ground. Kicks rained down on her and it felt like one of her ribs cracked.

      Fight.

      The single word broke through the stabbing agony fogging her mind.

      Fight!

      A sudden surge of adrenaline shot through her. She rammed an elbow into his throat as he bent down. Something crunched beneath where she’d hit him, and he choked out a sound of agony. Without another glance back, she ran. It didn’t matter to where, anywhere was safer.

      Something hot and wet dripped down her face and she wiped frantically at her nose. When she lifted her hand up, she saw blood smeared over her fingers. The blood dripped onto the leaves and plants at her feet as she fled.

      Oh God, could he track her blood trail? Terrified at the thought she was leaving a path for him to follow, she ran recklessly now, taking every leap and springing step she could, desperate to put distance between her and Chad before she found another place to hide.

      “Ahh!” She barreled straight over a ledge that dropped suddenly, and she plummeted fifteen feet into a stream. Something twisted sharply in her ankle, and she landed face down in the shallow water. The cold stream felt like ice, but she welcomed the numbness of her face. She lifted her head to breathe. Water rushed around her in little swirling eddies as she pushed herself up a few more inches.

      Have to keep moving. Can’t stop, the voice in her head said again. Keep moving! The voice practically bellowed at her. The words were deep, insistent, and tinged with fear. Her inner voice had never sounded like that before. She tried to breathe, her lungs straining against the broken rib. and all she could draw in was a raspy inhalation.

      Was she dying? That must be it. Her inner voice no longer sounded as it should because she wasn’t getting enough oxygen for her brain to work.

      Come on, honey, you need to move, her inner voice begged her.

      She dug her hands into the mud and dragged herself up to her hands and knees, despite how much it hurt.

      “Such a pity.” Chad’s voice came from behind her. “Everyone back at the office will be devastated to hear that you had an accident and fell just after I proposed to you. I didn’t have time to put the ring on your finger. You turned and looked out over the incredible view and slipped… You fell down a ravine and broke every bone in your stupid little body.” He was telling himself a crazy story, his tone gleeful. Hadlee kept moving, even if it was just a few inches at a time. She refused to look back at him.

      Pain dug its claws into her spine as Chad stomped a boot on her lower back and crushed her back into the stream.

      He leaned over her and whispered, “Don’t you get it, Hadlee? You caused this. Were you stupid enough to think I actually want you? That I gave a fuck about you? You’re just another dumb bitch who deserves everything I’m about to do to you.”

      The fire to fight, which had burned so hot within her, died out, leaving her weak, cold, shivery. She couldn’t move, couldn’t get him off her. He was simply too strong. Her body gave up a second later, every muscle sinking into the rushing stream and mud-covered stone bank beneath her.

      Hadlee’s face was wet with blood and water as she lifted her head with the last of her waning strength. If she was going to die, she wanted to see the trees and the sky one last time. The thick foliage formed a pattern of silvery veins, branches fanning out so the trees could touch each other. The leaves rippled in the breeze, sounding like waves washing upon a beach. It was peaceful. But she was so tired … so very tired, and as her head dropped toward the ground, that was when she saw it.

      A bear. A massive grizzly bear stood downstream, its muzzle dripping with water. It was staring at her.

      “Help me … please…” she whispered, knowing how very stupid it was to beg a wild animal to help her.

      The bear’s golden-brown eyes continued to watch her.

      “What the fuck?” Chad’s boot lifted off her back. “That’s a fucking bear! Now you’re going to die, you bitch!” She glanced over her shoulder to see Chad sprinting up the slope and running back the way they’d come.

      The bear raised its head to the sky, opened its jaws, and roared. A second later, the bear began loping toward her.

      This is it. This is how I die…

      Hadlee covered her head with her hands and held still as it thundered directly at her, his paws rumbling the earth with their impact. She felt a rush of air above her and a hard, shaking blow to the ground behind her.

      Chad screamed in the distance, then the sound abruptly cut off and the woods were silent except for the faint gurgle of the stream. Hadlee heard the grunting pants of the bear as it came back to her.

      Play dead. Wasn’t that what she’d heard on some documentary? Most bears would leave you alone, right? But wait, that was black bears. This wasn’t a black bear but a grizzly. Was that the one you were supposed to run like hell from? She tried to remember, but her thoughts spiraled over and over in her mind like a kaleidoscope until she felt like she would throw up.

      A snout nudged her knee, and she flinched but she forced herself to hold still. There were soft splashes by her face and she peered between two fingers covering her eyes to see the bear washing its bloody jaws off in the stream. Red blood blended with the crystalline waters as it moved past her downstream.

      That was Chad’s blood. It had to be. A chill rippled along her spine when she realized she would be next. But at least the end would be swift. The bear wouldn’t torture her. The creature huffed and splashed his paws in the water before turning to look at her. Its head tilted slightly, and it made a snorting sort of sound, as if deeply breathing in the air to scent her.

      She tried to stare back at the bear, but the pain in her body was too much to tolerate any longer. It was harder and harder to pull her thoughts together, to make sense of anything. Her consciousness began to slip, and she blinked, slower and slower. Just before her eyes closed for the final time, she thought she saw a shape far too small to be a bear coming toward her … and then she blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Indiana Rivers stared at the injured woman lying half out of the stream. She was unconscious now. His blood still pounded in his ears as his body finished the last part of the physical change. The remnants of the bear receded and left the man part of him behind. He curled his hands into fists and stared at the woman, then glanced at the woods over his shoulder.

      The human male was dead. One good bite and Indiana had torn the man’s throat open. The memory of killing the male was sharp and clear, like all the things he saw and experienced when in his bear form, but unlike the other memories he had when he changed, this was not a memory he wanted to keep. He wasn’t a killer, at least not of men. But just moments ago, he’d taken a life to save this woman. A woman he didn’t even know. Yet he would have done the same for any female in danger, without thought or hesitation.

      Crouching down, Indiana put his arms around the woman and lifted her from the water. She was soaking wet, and the scent of her blood was sickly sweet in his nose. As he carried her through the woods, he tried to make sense of what it just happened. He had been in his bear form for less than an hour, prowling as he usually did on his lands, taking in the scent of the fall leaves on the breeze.

      But less than ten minutes ago, he’d started feeling strange things. A panic in his chest, an erratic flash of images in his head of the forest, and he’d felt the wild urge to fight, to strike out at what was making him panic. He’d never felt so … out of control and unlike himself before.

      Trying to clear his head, he’d made his way to the little stream that ran through part of his land. He’d only taken a few licks of water when he’d heard a frightened animal tearing through the forest, coming in his direction. He’d waited, unmoving, that hard pounding of fear still in his chest even though it hadn’t felt quite like his own fear. And that was when he’d seen the human female fall down the embankment and crash into the water. She’d lain there but seconds before a human male followed her down into the stream and continued the attack he’d clearly started somewhere else. Indiana had stood frozen, stunned by seeing something so vicious occurring on his land right before his eyes. His gaze had locked with the woman’s as she’d stared at him.

      “Help me...” she’d pleaded. The breeze carried her broken words to him and the shock that had kept him still spurred him into motion. A primal rage had exploded through him, demanding justice. He had killed that male for daring to harm a precious female. Bear shifter clans fiercely respected and revered females for their bravery and strength, and to attack one, even a human female, was an unforgiveable crime. So he’d slain the man before he could stop himself.

      And now I’m in deep shit, he thought.

      There was a dead body on his land, and he held a very badly injured woman in his arms whom he was now responsible for. What the hell was he going to do?

      His cabin wasn’t far, about two miles away, and at a steady walking pace he would reach it within half an hour. He had that long to figure out what to do.

      He was still debating his options when he finally climbed the steps of his front porch. With a practiced adeptness, he carefully adjusted his hold on the woman so he could use two fingers to press the numbered keypad on his door and open it. A low, cheery woof greeted him and he spotted his rescued mutt, Jones, waiting for him in the entryway. The dog was some kind of crossbreed between a golden retriever and a sheepdog, if Indiana had to guess. He'd found the dog on the side of the road, abandoned and half-starved. He’d lured Jones into his care with a bit of a leftover hamburger from his lunch, and they’d been the best of friends ever since.

      “Now go easy on our new friend, Jones,” he told the dog, and Jones huffed happily and wagged his tail so hard the back half of his body wiggled back and forth. Indiana wasn’t much of a people person and like many bear shifters, preferred to be alone. Jones, however, couldn’t get enough of people, especially women and children.

      Indiana carried the woman to the brown leather couch in his den on the first floor and laid her down. He would tend to her wounds immediately after he had a chance to get pants on. The last thing this poor woman needed was to wake up while the huge naked man examined her injuries.

      “Jones, watch our guest,” he commanded. The mutt sat down by the couch and gave the woman a curious sniff, his tail slowly swishing around.

      Certain she would be fine for a few minutes, Indiana went to his bedroom and then into the master shower, quickly rinsing off the blood and dirt from his skin and hair. He toweled off and pulled on a pair of jeans and a dark-green T-shirt. He paused only to check his reflection, which he hardly ever did because the scarred face looking back at him always soured his mood. The long scar across his cheek and throat were white now, but his body still flinched at the memory of being attacked by a mountain lion when he’d been a young cub.

      Christ, the woman would take one look at him and probably faint dead away. Something in his chest twinged, and he rubbed at the spot just above his heart at the pang of unexpected longing he felt. It was his struggle, his burden. As a bear shifter without a clan, he hadn’t found a mate among his people. He couldn’t risk having a human female as mate, let alone a lover, because what human could he trust with the beast side of his soul? Could any human even be trusted to keep his secret? He could never have a normal life, could never pretend he was just like everyone else. With a low growl, he walked back into the den and found Jones still watching the sleeping woman with the patient, keen interest only dogs were capable of.

      “Still out, eh?” he asked the dog, and gave Jones a scratch behind his ears.

      Jones whined softly and his tail thumped against the floor.

      Indiana left the den again and retrieved the large red box that held his first aid supplies from the hall closet. He sat down on the edge of the ottoman in front of the couch and removed antiseptic wipes, gauze, antibacterial cream, and band-aids. He knew the second he touched her with the antiseptic cloths, she would probably feel the intense burn which would make her wake up and scream. So he paused for a couple of seconds to just look at her, because it might be his only chance before the screaming and panicking started.

      The woman was about five foot four inches, with curves that made his hands itch to touch. She had beautiful russet-colored hair bound up in a loose ponytail, which had come partially undone during her fall into the stream. She was lovely in a girl-next-door sort of way. There was something about her that made his inner bear want to stare at her forever and to rip apart the human who’d dare to harm her. Which he’d done…

      “You ready, boy?” he asked Jones as he opened the pouch of antiseptic wipes. Indiana leaned over the woman, braced his elbows on his knees, and wiped at a large scrape on her leg. The woman’s nostrils flared and her eyes flew open, revealing a lovely shade of green. She stared at him and a second later she screamed. His overly sensitive ears took in the shriek, and he winced. A second later, a hard little fist punched his jaw. It didn’t hurt much, because he was a lot harder to wound than a human, but he was surprised at the woman’s strength given how hurt she was.

      The woman curled back in on herself, clutching her wrist as she heaved sobs and tried to protect herself. The sight broke his heart.

      “Easy, honey,” Indiana soothed. “You’re safe now. The man who attacked you is dead.” It was probably too abrupt to drop the facts on her like that, but if he’d been in her position, that news would put him at ease.

      Her wide green eyes fixed on his as she tried to speak between panting sobs.

      “He’s … he’s dead?” She finally got the words out. Her body trembled hard enough that the floor shook in faint vibrations, which Indiana felt beneath his bare feet.

      “Yeah.”

      “Was it … was it the bear?” she asked.

      Indiana debated his options, but decided to stick to simple truths.

      “Yes, a bear killed
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