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  Scent of the Stranger


The last rays of twilight bled through the dusty windows of Nima's apothecary, casting long amber fingers across shelves lined with dried herbs and glass jars. She moved through the familiar space with the quiet grace of her fox nature, trailing her fingertips along the counter as she checked each lock for the third time. 
The valley was quiet tonight. Too quiet.
Nima's ears twitched beneath her auburn hair, catching the distant rustle of leaves, the scuttle of a squirrel settling into its den. Nothing unusual. Nothing threatening. But she had survived three years alone in these mountains by trusting her instincts, and right now they hummed with a tension she couldn't name.
She reached for the lantern on the counter, her slender fingers wrapping around the cool metal handle. Time to close up. Time to retreat to the safety of her cabin where the walls were thick and the wards were strong.
The door exploded inward.
Nima spun, her heart slamming against her ribs as a massive figure stumbled through the entrance. He was tall, broad-shouldered, built like the mountain pines that surrounded her valley. Dark hair matted with sweat and blood clung to his forehead. His steel-gray eyes found her instantly, and a fierce urgency flared in their depths.
He was wounded. Deep gashes raked across his side, staining his torn shirt a deep crimson. The scent of his blood hit Nima's nostrils, metallic and sharp, but beneath it stirred another note. One that made her fox sit up and pay attention.
"Lock the door," he rasped, his voice low and rough like stones grinding together. "Please."
Nima's feet stayed rooted. "Who are you?"
"Gregory. I'm the pack healer." He pressed a hand to his side, wincing. "Coyote scouts. They jumped me near the ridge. I need help."
Every survival instinct screamed at her to turn him away. To let him bleed out on her floor and pretend she never saw him. That was the safe choice. The smart choice. But her hands were already moving, reaching for the clean bandages she kept beneath the counter.
"Get on the table," she said, her voice sharper than she intended.
He moved with surprising grace for a man his size, hauling himself onto the wooden examination table she used for poultice preparations. She grabbed her medical kit, a bowl of water, and a jar of yarrow salve, her movements quick and practiced.
When she turned back to him, he was watching her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.
"Take off your shirt," she said.
He pulled the torn fabric over his head, and Nima's breath caught despite herself. His chest was broad, sculpted with muscle that spoke of years of physical labor and shifting. The wound ran from his ribs down to his hip, deep and angry, but she forced her gaze to stay clinical.
She dipped a clean cloth in the water and began cleaning the gash. He hissed through his teeth but didn't flinch away.
"You're good at this," he said.
"I've had practice." She pressed the cloth harder than necessary. "Stay still."
But as she worked, the atmosphere in the room began to shift. The scent of his blood mixed with the herbs on her shelves, with the lavender oil she used in her sleeping draughts, with the pine resin she collected for healing balms. And beneath it all, she caught another fragrance. Warm. Earthy. Like oakmoss after rain and the deep musk of wolf fur.
Her fingers started to tremble.
Gregory's nostrils flared. His gray eyes widened, and she watched the pupils dilate until they were nearly black. "You smell it too," he breathed.
"I don't smell anything." But the lie tasted wrong on her tongue. Because she did smell him. And her body was responding in ways she couldn't control, heat pooling low in her belly, her fox pressing against her skin, wanting to get closer. To rub against him. To mark him with her scent.
"You're my mate," he said, the words rough and certain. "Fated. The bond recognized you the moment I crossed your threshold."
Nima's hands stilled on his injury. "That's not possible. I'm a fox shifter. You're a wolf. Those bonds don't cross clans."
"The magic doesn't care about clans." He caught her wrist, his fingers wrapping around her arm with surprising gentleness. "It cares about the match. And you're mine, Nima."
"How do you know my name?"
"I heard it on the wind." His thumb traced a slow circle on her inner wrist, and sparks erupted beneath his touch. Literal sparks. Tiny golden flecks of light that danced across her skin and made her gasp.
She yanked her arm back. "Don't touch me."
"I'm sorry." But his gaze held no apology. It held hunger. Want. A desperate kind of longing that made her feel like prey.
She grabbed the yarrow salve and slathered it on his wound with rough, jerky movements. The sooner she bandaged him, the sooner she could get him out of her shop. Out of her life.
"The bond won't go away because you ignore it," he said.
"I'm not ignoring anything. I'm tending your injury because I'm not a monster. But when this is done, you leave. You forget you ever met me."
"I can't forget you. That's not how fate works."
She ripped a length of clean bandage from the roll and pressed it against his side. "Hold this."
He obeyed, pressing the cloth to his injury while she reached for more supplies. But his attention never left her. It tracked her every movement, and she felt it like a physical caress across her skin.
"You're scared," he said.
"I'm cautious. There's a difference."
"You're scared of what this means. Of what you feel." His voice softened. "I'm scared too. But running from it won't change anything."
Nima spun to face him, her amber eyes blazing. "You don't know anything about me. You burst into my shop bleeding and expect me to accept some magical bond because your wolf decided I smell nice? That's not how my life works. I built this place from nothing. I survived alone when everyone else left or died. I don't need a mate. I don't want a mate."
Gregory swung his legs off the table, wincing as the movement pulled at his injury. He stood, and even hurt, he towered over her. "I'm not asking you to want it. I'm telling you it exists. Whether you accept it or not, the bond is there. And it's going to pull at you until you can't breathe without thinking of me."
His words wrapped around her throat like a vise. Because she already felt it. That pull. That impossible, magnetic draw that made her want to step closer instead of backing away. Made her want to press her body against his and feel the heat of him seep into her bones.
"I can resist it," she said, her voice barely a whisper.
"Can you?" He reached out, and this time she didn't move. His fingers brushed her cheek, featherlight, and the sparks returned. They cascaded down her neck, across her collarbone, settling somewhere deep in her chest. She felt her fox preen inside her, felt the animal part of her that wanted to submit, to claim, to belong. To bare her throat. To let him mount her right here on the apothecary floor.
She slapped his hand away. "Get out."
"Nima."
"Get out of my shop. Now."
He held her gaze for a long moment. An understanding passed between them, unspoken and dangerous. Then he nodded slowly and reached for the torn remnants of his shirt.
"The coyotes are getting bolder," he said, pulling the fabric over his head. "They're not just scouting. They're testing our borders. Looking for weaknesses."
"I'm not your pack's weakness."
"No." He moved toward the entrance, pausing with his hand on the frame. "You're not. But you're connected to this valley now. Whether you like it or not, what happens to us will affect you."
"I'll take my chances."
He looked back at her, and in the dim light of the single lantern, his gray eyes seemed to glow with an inner fire. "I'll come back tomorrow. To check on the injury."
"Don't bother."
"I'll come back anyway." He stepped through the broken doorway and disappeared into the night.
Nima stood frozen, her heart hammering, her skin still tingling where he had touched her. The scent of him lingered in the air, oakmoss and rain and wolf, and she breathed it in despite herself. Let it fill her lungs. Let it sink into her blood like a poison she had no antidote for.
She crossed to the entrance and slammed it shut, then pressed her forehead against the cool wood. Her whole body was shaking. Between her thighs, a persistent ache throbbed in time with her pulse, and she pressed her legs together, trying to squeeze it out of existence.
"Fated mate," she whispered to the empty shop. "Of all the rotten luck."
The herbs on her shelves seemed to shimmer in the darkness, and she felt a subtle shift in the air. The magic of the valley was waking up. And it had chosen him for her.
She pushed away from the door and began cleaning up the blood she had spilled, scrubbing at the wooden floor until her knuckles ached. But no matter how hard she scrubbed, she couldn't erase the memory of his touch. The sparks. The way her traitorous heart had recognized him before her mind could put up its walls.
And lower, deeper, the wet heat that gathered every time she remembered the scent of him. The weight of those gray eyes. The promise in his voice.
Tomorrow. He would come back tomorrow.
And despite every logical thought screaming at her to run, to hide, to pack her things and disappear into the mountains like she had done so many times before, a small, treacherous part of her couldn't wait.






  
  Moonlit Warning


The twilight air hung thick with the scent of lavender and chamomile as Nima swept the last of the day's debris from her apothecary floor. Three days had passed since the wolf shifter had burst through her door, bleeding and growling, and still her hands trembled whenever she thought of him. She told herself it was fear. She told herself it was anger at having her sanctuary invaded. But the lie tasted bitter on her tongue. 
She knew what the spark meant. Every fox shifter learned the legends young. The fated mate bond was a chain forged in moonlight and magic, one that could never be broken once it snapped into place. And it had snapped. She had felt it in the instant Gregory's steel-gray eyes met hers, a jolt like lightning striking through her chest and settling deep in her bones.
"No," she whispered to the empty room, gripping her broom handle until her knuckles went white. "I don't need a mate. I don't need a pack. I survived this long on my own."
The words felt hollow, and the bond magic hummed beneath her skin like a second heartbeat, waiting, patient, hungry.
A knock at the door made her freeze. Three sharp raps, then a pause, then two more. It wasn't the rhythm of any villager. The pattern was deliberate, signaling something other than casual business. Nima's fox instincts flared, her ears lengthening slightly as she strained to catch a scent through the wooden door.
Pine. Musk. Wolf.
Her breath caught. Every instinct screamed at her to ignore it, to stay silent until he went away. Yet her feet carried her forward before her mind could catch up, and her hand turned the lock with a soft click.
Gregory stood on her doorstep, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the deepening blue of the evening sky. He wore a simple linen shirt, torn at the sleeve, and his dark hair was disheveled as if he had run through the forest to reach her. His eyes found hers immediately, and the bond flared to life between them, a warm pulse that made her knees feel weak.
"Nima," he said, his voice low and urgent. "We need to talk."
"We don't need to do anything," she replied, crossing her arms over her chest. "I told you to leave me alone."
"I know what you told me." He stepped forward, and she stepped back, the dance already beginning. "But this isn't about us. It's about the coyotes."
Her heart stuttered. "What about them?"
"Vince's pack is moving. My scouts found tracks a mile from your valley, fresh ones. They're hunting for something, or someone." He held her gaze, and she saw the worry etched into the lines around his eyes. "I think they're looking for you."
Nima's throat went dry. She had been careful, so careful, for years. Her apothecary was hidden in a hollow of the valley, accessible only by a winding path that most humans would overlook. She used a
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